
HISTORY

Historical Conflict and Change
Unit AS 2 
Option 5: Russia 1914–1941

Content
 Introduction 2
 Background: The 1905 Revolution and the Era of the Dumas (1906–14) 3
1. The Revolutions of February and October 1917 4
2.  Lenin’s Russia 1917–1924 13
3.  Stalin’s Rise to Power and Dictatorship 1924–1941 21
4.  The Economy 1924–1941 31

History



pg 2

HISTORY

Introduction

In the first part of this option, students will study the causes of the Russian Revolutions 
of 1917. They will analyse the reasons why the Tsarist regime collapsed in February 1917 
and why the Bolsheviks were able to seize power in October 1917. Students assess how the 
Bolsheviks consolidated their rule with their victory in the Civil War. They will evaluate the 
aims and consequences of Lenin’s economic policies in the period 1917–24. The option 
concludes with a study of Stalinist Russia. Students explore why Stalin emerged as Lenin’s 
successor by 1929, assess the aims and consequences of Stalin’s economic policies and 
analyse the most important features of Stalin’s dictatorship. 

This option is assessed in a written examination lasting one hour 30 minutes. Candidates 
answer two questions from a choice of three. The questions have two parts. Part (i) is a 
short response question and part (ii) is an essay. 

Both parts of the question target Assessment Objective AO1: the candidate’s ability to 
demonstrate, organise and communicate knowledge and understanding to analyse 
and evaluate the key features related to the periods studied, making substantiated 
judgements and exploring concepts, as relevant, of cause, consequence, change, 
continuity, similarity, difference and significance.

For ease of consultation, the following study is divided into four sections:
1.  The Revolutions of February and October 1917
2.  Lenin’s Russia 1917–24
3.  Stalin’s Rise to Power and Dictatorship 1924–41
4.  The economy 1924–41
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Background: The 1905 Revolution and 
the Era of the Dumas (1906–14)

In the early twentieth century, Russia was a backward country, both economically and 
politically. For centuries, it had been an autocratic monarchy, with the Emperor, or Tsar, 
holding complete authority. Political opposition was severely punished and civil liberties 
such as freedom of expression and assembly were limited. Tsar Nicholas II refused to 
introduce reforms, viewing this as a sign of weakness.

In 1905, a revolution was sparked when peaceful demonstrators marched to Tsar 
Nicholas II’s Winter Palace in St Petersburg to petition him about poor working and 
living conditions. Food shortages had resulted from Russia’s unpopular and unsuccessful 
involvement in the Russo-Japanese War. When demonstrators were fired on by Tsarist 
troops, the day became known as Bloody Sunday. Following Bloody Sunday, a series of 
industrial strikes forced the Tsar to grant some concessions in the October Manifesto. This 
manifesto pledged to grant civil liberties and establish a parliament (duma) formed partly 
from elections. However, the Tsar and his ministers were reluctant to give up any power 
and continually restricted the duma’s powers in the period 1906–14. For instance, in the 
summer of 1907 Prime Minister Stolypin reduced the electoral franchise.

 

TSAR NICHOLAS II
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1. The Revolutions of February and 
October 1917

(a) The short-term causes of the Revolution of February 1917 

(i) The economic, political and military effects of the First World War on Russia
In 1914, Russia entered the First World War, but very soon faced a series of devastating 
military defeats. These contributed to growing popular discontent among both the 
masses and the educated elite. The Tsar seriously underestimated both the duration and 
cost of the war. From the autumn of 1915, the cities began to experience food shortages 
since peasants were not selling grain as there were no consumer goods to buy (they chose 
instead to feed it to their animals or make vodka). Another problem was that the railway 
lines had been taken over for the war effort, disrupting the transportation of food. In 
the cities, women queued for hours – sometimes overnight – outside bakeries and meat 
shops. By 1916, Moscow and St Petersburg were receiving only one-third of their food 
and fuel requirements. As a result of inflation (the government had resorted to printing 
more money to pay for the war), workers found their real wages declining, while prices 
had increased four-fold in the period 1914–16. From 1916, strikes in the cities became 
frequent, often beginning with calls for bread, and then going on to demand an eight-
hour working day, an end to the war and the overthrow of the Tsar. Meanwhile, in the 
countryside, production had fallen by 1916 due to conscription and the resulting shortage 
of manpower.

Teaching and Learning Activities

1. Research the impact of the war on: the army, townspeople and the peasantry. 
2. List the ways in which the war posed problems for Russia up to 1917.
 
While the Tsar initially received support for the war from the political parties (with 
the exception of the tiny Bolshevik party), the longer the war lasted, the more public 
confidence in him evaporated. In August 1915 he decided to dismiss the army 
commander-in-chief, leave the capital and take charge from the front. This turned out to 
be a momentous decision, as he could now be blamed both for his absence and for any 
military defeats. 

As the war dragged on, the army suffered acute shortages of weapons and uniforms 
with many soldiers having to fight barefoot. Because the Tsar refused to allow the duma 
to have a role in running the country, other organisations, in particular, the Zemstvo 
Union, stepped in to provide military supplies and medical care for soldiers. By 1916 
it had several thousand employees and was operating as an unofficial government, 
headed by Prince Lvov. This made the Tsar’s government look weak and irrelevant. 
Under growing pressure, the Tsar agreed to recall the duma in July 1915. Two-thirds of 
deputies formed themselves into a Progressive Bloc, which called on the Tsar to appoint 
a new parliamentary government with public and duma support. The Tsar reacted by 
ordering the dissolution of the duma in September 1915, although it later re-convened in 
November 1916. 



pg 5

HISTORY

RUSSIAN SOLDIERS 
DURING WORLD WAR 
ONE

(ii) The Tsarina and Rasputin
Disastrously, the Tsar left the running of the country in the hands of his wife, Tsarina 
Alexandra, and her controversial friend Gregori Rasputin, a Siberian peasant and faith 
healer. Alexandra hired and fired ministers on grounds of popularity: in two and a half 
years there were four prime ministers, six ministers of internal affairs, three war ministers 
and three foreign ministers. No-one remained in office long enough to master their 
responsibilities. Distrust of the Tsarina grew because of her German origins and her 
association with Rasputin, who treated the young heir to the throne, Tsarevich Alexei, for 
haemophilia. Many Russians, including conservative monarchists, regarded Rasputin’s 
much-publicised drunkenness, debauchery and influence at court as dishonourable to 
the monarchy. Rumours about Rasputin’s alleged affair with the Tsarina, while false, 
undermined the imperial couple’s popularity in the eyes of the Russian people.
Many members of the nobility advised the Tsar to get rid of Rasputin, warning that he 
was endangering both the monarchy and the war effort, but Nicholas ignored them, 
choosing instead to listen to his wife. Both Nicholas and Alexandra clung to the tradition 
of autocracy, stubbornly refusing to surrender power or reach a compromise. Both were 
increasingly out of touch with reality. Even the aristocratic class had come to believe that 
some reform was now necessary. In a desperate bid to save the Tsar’s reputation, a group 
of noblemen murdered Rasputin in December 1916. By then, however, it was already too 
late.

It is highly unlikely that the February Revolution would have happened without the First 
World War. Even at the time, commentators directly attributed the dramatic overthrow of 
the Tsar to the war. The Annual Register for 1917 remarked: ‘History may even record that 
it was the greatest and most permanent of the war’s effects’.

The immediate cause of the Revolution – economic problems – was a direct result of the 
war. Yet the Tsar also played a role in his demise. He was a weak, indecisive and ineffective 
leader; out of touch, he prevented political and social reform and often made bad 
decisions. Yet, it could be argued that these characteristics and weaknesses were brought 
into stark focus only because of the war. 
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(b) The events of the Revolution of February 1917

On 23 February, International Women’s Day, women in St Petersburg took to the streets 
demanding bread. They called on factory workers to join them. The next day, between 
100,000 and 200,000 workers went on strike, many calling for the overthrow of the Tsar. 
When the Tsar commanded troops to fire on civilians, several regiments of the Petrograd 
Garrison voted to disobey. The soldiers – peasants and workers in uniform – sympathised 
with the people. Over the next few days, crowds realised that authority had broken down. 
Police officers, courts and prisons were attacked, with thousands of prisoners released by 
excited crowds. 

The Tsar had lost military power in the capital. On 2 March he abdicated the throne to his 
brother, Grand Duke Michael, who, however, refused to accept it. Three hundred years of 
Romanov rule had come to an end. In the days following the overthrow of the old regime, 
the popular mood in Russia was one of extreme optimism. In the cities, massive rallies 
and parades were held, red flags and banners were waved, and revolutionary songs were 
sung. 

THE STORMING OF 
THE WINTER PALACE

Teaching and Learning Activities
Causes of the Revolution of February 1917

Short-term Immediate Political Military Economic Social

1. Complete the table above
2. Rank the causes in order of importance – make sure you can justify your decisions

Questions for discussion: 
How far was the First World War responsible for the downfall of Tsarism?
Why are wars accelerators of change?
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What mistakes and misjudgements did the Tsar make between 1914 and 1917? 

(c) The weaknesses and failures of the Provisional Government, 
the Petrograd Soviet and dual authority 

During the chaos of the February Revolution, the Tsar had ordered the dissolution of 
the duma. However, a group of deputies calling themselves the Progressive Committee 
disobeyed. At the same time, the Mensheviks, a socialist political party, formed ‘The 
Petrograd Soviet of Soldiers’, Sailors’ and Workers’ Deputies’ to represent the working 
classes.

After the Tsar’s abdication, the Provisional Committee, now re-named the Provisional 
Government, promised to convene a Constituent Assembly elected by universal franchise. 
In the meantime, it assumed responsibility for governing Russia. It faced several 
problems, the most serious of which were the war, issues around land and the difficulty of 
working alongside the Petrograd Soviet.

The Provisional Government, formed of middle class men, and the Petrograd Soviet, made 
up of a mass of soldiers and workers, set up in separate apartments of the Tauride Palace, 
appropriately in the right and left wings of the building. Since neither the Provisional 
Government nor the Soviet could rule without the other, they formed a ‘dual authority’. 
Although the Provisional Government had formal power, the Soviet had popular support in 
the streets. Only one person – Kerensky – was a member of both. 

On 1 March, the Petrograd Soviet issued Order No. 1, which declared that soldiers would 
recognise only the authority of the Soviet, and that the orders of the duma’s Military 
Commission would only be followed if the Soviet approved. This meant that the armed 
forces were subject only to the Soviet. The Provisional Government, lacking military 
authority, was vulnerable.

This power imbalance was a sign of problems ahead. As time progressed the Soviet 
became more radical, while the Provisional Government grew more conservative. 

Web Article

Read the text of Order no. 1 at: https://www.marxists.org/history/ussr/
government/1917/03/01.htm

What difficulties did this order cause the government?

The peasants had participated in the February Revolution by taking over estates and 
seizing land from their local landowners. News of the Tsar’s resignation led them to 
believe that traditional authority and property ownership was now a thing of the past, and 
they expected their gains to be legitimised by the new government. The elite members 
of the Provisional Government were reluctant to do this, however, as they believed in 
property, law and order. Prince Lvov was bombarded with pleas from country landlords 
for the restoration of law and order. Out of step with the peasants and the workers, the 
Provisional Government simply ignored this major issue of land ownership. 

Another mistake was that, rather than acting quickly to hold elections and convene 
the Constituent Assembly (which would have given them a democratic mandate), the 

https://www.marxists.org/history/ussr/government/1917/03/01.htm
https://www.marxists.org/history/ussr/government/1917/03/01.htm
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Provisional Government instead got bogged down in debates about voting systems and 
electoral boundaries. They planned to hold elections in November, but the delay allowed 
critics, in particular the Bolsheviks, to sow doubts in people’s minds about the intention to 
hold them at all.

Key figures in the Provisional Government

Paul Miliukov was a founding member of the Constitutional Democratic (Kadet) Party. 
He organised the first Provisional Government when Tsar Nicholas II abdicated. Miliukov 
served as foreign minister in the Provisional Government until his unpopular policy to stay 
in the First World War precipitated the April Crisis and led to his resignation.

Prince George Lvov was a popular figure among the Russian people because of his leading 
role in providing aid for soldiers in the war. He served as the first Minister-President of the 
Provisional Government. He resigned in the aftermath of the July Days demonstrations 
and was replaced by Kerensky.

Alexander Kerensky was a moderate socialist and leader of the Socialist Revolutionaries. 
He was the only individual to hold positions in both the Provisional Government and the 
Petrograd Soviet. He was a key figure in the government, occupying several important 
posts in the course of 1917: Minister of Justice (March–April), Minister of War (May–
August) and Minister-President (July–October).

(i) Problems from April
In mid April, the Provisional Government faced its first major political crisis when Foreign 
Minister Miliukov’s controversial policy of continuing the war led to massive street 
demonstrations and armed clashes between rival demonstrators. In the wake of the ‘April 
Crisis’, the government was reorganised. Miliukov resigned and was replaced by Kerensky. 
In an attempt to heal divisions between the Provisional Government and the Petrograd 
Soviet, several Soviet leaders were brought into the government to form a coalition 
government of six socialists and sixteen nonsocialists. The coalition failed to inspire 
confidence, with members of the Soviet, led by Lenin, accusing the new Soviet politicians 
of ‘selling out’ to the bourgeoisie.

Lenin had arrived back in Russia in April, having lived abroad for the previous 17 years. 
He presented his April Theses to a stunned gathering of the Social Democrats: he called 
for an end to the war, the immediate overthrow of the Provisional Government and the 
assumption of power by the Soviets. He had the knack of coining easy slogans such as 
‘Peace, Bread and Land’ and ‘All Power to the Soviets’ which were printed in newspapers 
and repeated by Lenin in all his speeches at party and factory meetings. Lenin’s Bolshevik 
party drew support primarily from sailors at the Kronstadt naval base, 15 miles outside 
Petrograd, and workers in the Vyborg district of Petrograd, where a high concentration of 
workers laboured and lived alongside each other. Lenin’s promises of peace and land also 
gained support from soldiers and peasants. 

Who was Lenin?

Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924) (real name Vladimir Ulyanov) was the founder and leader of 
the Bolshevik Party. Born into a well-educated middle-class family, Lenin demonstrated 
a passion for radical politics from a young age. In 1902 Lenin’s political pamphlet What 
Is to Be Done? called for the formation of a small body of professional revolutionaries to 
cultivate revolutionary consciousness among industrial workers and lead them on the 
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path to revolution. He led the ‘Bolshevik’ faction of the Russian Social Democratic Worker’s 
Party from 1903. 

VLADIMIR ULYANOV,  
KNOWN AS LENIN
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Web Video

For further information on Lenin listen to the following podcast: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00546pv

Teaching and Learning Activity

Read the April Theses at:
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/apr/04.htm

1. Select the key phrases which best highlight Lenin’s main themes.
2. How important do think the Theses were in the Bolshevik success in October 1917?

(ii) The Summer Offensive and July Days
In June, the coalition government launched a military offensive, hoping that a final effort 
would end the war and gain Russia a stronger position in a European peace settlement. 
The offensive resulted in around 200,000 casualties and was a military disaster. 
Thousands of soldiers deserted, adding to the masses of peasant soldiers who had 
responded to news of the land seizures by returning home. Many of them had also heard 
of ‘Bolshevism’ and welcomed its promises of peace and land. 

The news of the military failure led directly to the July Days (3–5 July), when workers, 
soldiers and sailors took to the streets condemning the ‘capitalist ministers’ of the 
Provisional Government and demanding that the Soviet take power in the name of the 
working class. However, the Bolsheviks were caught unprepared and Lenin failed to seize 
the moment. The demonstrations were suppressed, Trotsky and Kamenev were arrested, 
while Lenin went into hiding in Finland.

(iii) The Kornilov affair
In August, the Provisional Government was severely damaged by the Kornilov affair. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00546pv
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/apr/04.htm
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Appointed supreme commander-in-chief of the Russian army in July 1917, General 
Kornilov believed that harsh measures were needed to restore order both at the front and 
at home. In late August, fears grew that Kornilov planned to stage a counter-revolutionary 
coup against the Provisional Government. Kerensky panicked and relied on defence from 
local unions and factories, which included Bolshevik workers back from exile. Kerensky’s 
government was now discredited and on the brink of collapse. On the other hand, the 
Bolsheviks – seen as heroes of resistance – enjoyed an upsurge in support. From this point, 
Bolshevik party members dominated the Soviet, displacing the Socialist Revolutionaries 
and Mensheviks. On 25 September, a third coalition government was formed under 
Kerensky. On the same day, Trotsky was elected chairman of the Petrograd Soviet. 

Web Article

The Kornilov affair is more complex than a right-wing coup attempt. Read about it at: 
http://orlandofiges.info/section6_TheOctoberRevolution1917/KerenskyandKornilov.php

(e) The Revolution of October 1917

The ‘October Revolution’ refers to the Bolsheviks’ seizure of power from the Provisional 
Government. It is best understood as a coup d’état rather than a mass rising, though 
many workers supported it because they (mistakenly) believed that power would 
be transferred to the Soviets. Historian Orlando Figes describes the ‘paralysis of the 
Provisional Government’ leading to a power vacuum which meant that an overthrow of 
power became almost inevitable. By September 1917, strikes and land seizures were 
mounting as workers and peasants ran out of patience with the Provisional Government. 
From 100,000 Bolshevik members in April, there were probably 200,000 at the end of July 
and possibly as many as 350,000 by October, most of them factory workers. The Bolshevik 
rise in popularity was due to the fact that they stood for soviet power, supported by many 
workers. The slogan ‘All Power to the Soviets’ was effective, though ultimately misleading. 
Workers saw in soviet power the chance to control their own factories. Equally, the 
Bolsheviks were the only party which had consistently opposed the war.

By September the Bolsheviks had gained a majority in the Petrograd Soviet and soon 
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afterwards in the Moscow Soviet. Lenin now prepared 
for an armed uprising. It took him almost a month to 
get the Bolshevik Central Committee to agree to his 
demands; on 10 October it accepted that an uprising 
would occur, but did not set a date. A day earlier the 
Petrograd Soviet had set up a Military Revolutionary 
Committee (MRC) to organise the defence of the capital 
against a possible military coup. This committee 
was under the control of Trotsky, who had joined the 
Bolsheviks in July, and provided the military force for 
the rising. 

In October, rumours began to circulate that the 
Provisional Government was going to leave Petrograd 
to the advancing Germans and move to Moscow. Panic 
spread. In the name of defending the city, the MRC 
took over the city’s garrison from its commander and 
actually assumed effective control of the capital a week 

before the rising. A furious Kerensky ordered the closure of two Bolshevik newspapers on 
24 October. This was the catalyst. That night, the MRC took over key points in the city, 
including the railway stations, post and telegraph offices, the state bank and electricity 
station. Kerensky’s minsters found themselves bunkered in the Winter Palace with no 
lights or telephones, guarded solely by a women’s battalion and some officer cadets. On 
25 October the palace also fell to the Bolsheviks, although, unlike the popular myth, it was 
not ‘stormed’. 

At the Second All-Russia Congress of Soviets, held on the evening of 25 October, members 
of the Menshevik and Socialist Revolutionary (SR) parties walked out in protest at the 
uprising. Trotsky jeered that they had consigned themselves ‘to the dustheap of history’. 
The way now seemed open for a Bolshevik dictatorship.

Who was Leon Trotsky? 

Leon Trotsky, born Lev Bronstein, was the son of a wealthy Jewish farmer. Like Lenin, he 
was attracted to Marxist politics and joined the Social Democratic Party. When it split in 
1903, he sided with the Mensheviks and did not join the Bolshevik Party until July 1917. 
Once a member, Trotsky quickly assumed a leadership position on the Bolshevik Central 
Committee. He was elected chairman of the Petrograd Soviet in September 1917.

The Communist Manifesto 

The Bolshevik Party was committed to the political ideology of Communism, or Socialism, 
as developed by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in their Communist Manifesto.

Published in 1848, the Communist Manifesto outlined the theory of Communism and 
called for action. The authors claimed that the current capitalist economic system 
created an ongoing struggle between the ‘bourgeoisie’, those who owned the ‘means of 
production’ (such as property, factories and money), and the ‘proletariat’, working class 
people whom the bourgeoisie both exploited and depended on for their wealth. Marx and 
Engels argued that capitalism was not sustainable and that proletarian solidarity and 
revolution were inevitable. This would result in one of the main goals of Communism: the 
abolition of private property. The bourgeoisie would lose its capital to the control of the 
state and class distinctions would disappear.
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Web Video

Watch the last ten minutes of Eisenstein’s film October (it lasts 1 hour 30 
minutes) at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k62eaN9-TLY

1.  What key themes did Eisenstein wish to portray?
2.  How did the reality differ from Eisenstein’s portrayal?

Teaching and Learning Activity
The Causes of the Revolution of October 1917

1.  Complete the table below, listing the various reasons for the revolution in the 
appropriate column.

2.  Decide which of the two groups of factors are the most important cause of the 
revolution. 
 

Weaknesses and mistakes of the 
Provisional Government Strengths of the Bolsheviks 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k62eaN9-TLY
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2. Lenin’s Russia 1917–24

(a) The Bolshevik consolidation of power 

Once in power, Lenin was determined to consolidate it as quickly as possible. Despite 
the slogans, local soviets were given little authority. Instead, the Sovnarkom (‘Council of 
People’s Commissars’) was established as an executive government.

Structure of the Bolshevik state

The Sovnarkom (‘Council of People’s Commissars’) was the executive committee which 
ran the government on a day-to-day basis, like the British Cabinet. The Sovnarkom was 
important in the early period of the Bolshevik regime.

As the regime developed, it became clear that real power lay with the Political Bureau, 
or Politburo, a small committee responsible for deciding and formulating policy. The 
Politburo gradually became more powerful than the Central Committee, even though the 
Central Committee was officially the highest body in the state, responsible for directing 
the Party and government. 

The Orgburo was responsible for organisational matters, while the Secretariat was the 
administrative body (rather like the civil service).

Two of the Sovnarkom’s first actions were to ban the opposition press and to pass a decree 
allowing it the right to pass urgent legislation without approval from the Soviet. In the 
constituent assembly elections, which Lenin failed to prevent, the Bolsheviks gained 
only 24 per cent of the vote. However, those who defended the principle of a Constituent 
Assembly were intimated and threatened, while Kadets and some SRs and Mensheviks 
began to be arrested. The Assembly was dissolved at gunpoint on the second day of its 
existence. 
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To win popularity in the short term, Lenin passed the Decree on Land in October 1917 
and the Decree on Workers’ Control the following month; these were temporary measures 
which legitimised the peasants’ land seizures and the workers’ control of factories. He also 
won support when he ended the war by signing the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. 

At the same time, Lenin moved to create a police state. A failed attempt to assassinate 
Lenin on 30 August 1918 became the pretext for the extensive use of terror as a security 
measure. The ‘Red Terror’ was used by the Cheka, founded in December 1917 initially 
to restore law and order to city streets, but soon operating as security police. The Cheka 
kept watch on groups whose loyalty was suspect, including bourgeois ‘class enemies’, 
officials of the old regime and the Provisional Government, and members of opposition 
political parties. After the outbreak of the Civil War, the Cheka became an organ of terror, 
dispensing summary justice, including executions, making mass arrests and taking 
hostages at random in areas which had come under White control. Under Lenin’s regime, 
the Cheka was to become a vast police state, employing more than a quarter of a million 
people. 

(b) The Russian Civil War 1918–21

Not all Russians accepted Bolshevik rule, and gradually a Civil War broke out across the 
country. Lenin welcomed a short war in the hope that a decisive victory would cement 
Bolshevik authority. However, the war became a highly complex struggle involving many 
factions over huge geographical areas, and was to last for more than two years. 

Opponents of Bolshevism – a large variety of factions and groups – formed the White 
armies. The Red Army, initially formed out of the MRC, defended the Bolshevik revolution. 
Other fighting factions had separate aims; for example, the Greens were bands of 
discontented peasants who gave allegiance to neither side but defended local territories 
from War Communism. The Czech Legion was a group of Czech soldiers who were crossing 
Russia from west to east with the ultimate aim of reaching Allied territory and pressing 
the case for Czech independence. Caught up in the Civil War, they joined the Whites for a 
time. 

(i) The Whites
The Whites had large forces led by Denikin in the south, Kolchak in the east (Siberia) and 
Yudenich in the west. The White armies surrounded the Bolsheviks on all four sides and by 
late 1919 seriously threatened both Petrograd and Moscow. However, a Bolshevik counter-
attack in 1920 forced a White retreat, and their last forces were defeated in November 
1920.

The Whites had several weaknesses. Their armies operated largely independently of each 
other, without central direction or coordination. With separate forces unable or unwilling 
to combine, effective campaigns became almost impossible. Armies frequently fell apart 
due to differing aims and backgrounds of factions. For example, in Omsk, the Whites’ base 
in Siberia, a joint government formed of Socialist Revolutionaries and Rightist officers 
split, with officers arresting and imprisoning SR leaders.

White armies were ‘top-heavy’ with officers from the old Tsarist Army but struggled to find 
enough soldiers for them to command. Like the Red Army, the Whites relied on peasants, 
but, while both armies were plagued by thousands of peasant soldiers deserting, the 
Whites suffered more. They were associated with old Russia, and their officers supported 
Russia’s former landowners. Peasants therefore saw the Bolsheviks as a lesser evil. Rooted 
in the old regime, the White leaders failed to acknowledge that Russia had changed not 
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only politically, but socially. They also stubbornly refused to support the aims of national 
minorities, losing them much-needed support. 

Allied forces (the British, French, and Americans who were all opposed to Bolshevism) 
supported the Whites by sending supplies and some troops. However, they offered only 
very limited help and supplies meant for the Whites were regularly intercepted by bandits 
or by railway workers sympathetic to the Reds. The vital importance of propaganda was 
missed by the Whites: it was not until 1919, and then only on the Allies’ insistence that 
the Whites began to put any effort into propaganda.

(ii) The Reds
The Reds enjoyed several advantages over the Whites. Their main advantage was 
geographical: they controlled the industrial centres around Moscow and Petrograd, as well 
as the railways and main communication lines, which were highly centralised on these 
two cities. The Whites, in contrast, were stationed around the periphery and lacked access 
to adequate infrastructure. 

Lenin and Trotsky formed a formidable leadership. While Lenin controlled the economy 
to ensure that soldiers were adequately supplied and fed, Trotsky directed military 
operations. Trotsky was an inspiring leader, capable of lifting soldiers’ morale with his 
brilliant oratory. He displayed sound judgement and courage, even opposing Lenin on 
occasions, for example when he refused to surrender Petrograd.

Trotsky was the key to the organisation of the Red Army. He travelled around battle sites 
in his armoured train, well-supplied with military equipment and with propaganda. He 
introduced two unpopular policies. Firstly, he insisted on using officers from the old 
Tsarist Army because the Reds lacked trained military professionals. By the end of the 
Civil War, the Red Army had over 50,000 former Tsarist officers, most of them conscripted. 
To ensure that the old officers remained loyal, their families were sometimes kidnapped. 
They were paired with political commissars, usually Communists, who had to countersign 
all orders and shared final responsibility with the military commanders.

Secondly, Trotsky imposed mass conscription. The Red Army grew to five million men by 
the end of 1920 but its effectiveness was impaired by poor supplies and mass desertions. 
Peasants joined up in the winter, only to desert during the following summer and by 1921, 
almost four million soldiers had deserted the Red Army. Many of them formed themselves 
into guerrilla bands, known as the Greens partly because they hid out in the forest where 
they were supplied by local peasants.

To overcome these problems, Trotsky organised the army along strict hierarchical lines 
and imposed harsh discipline: soldiers were machine-gunned for retreating or deserting, 
while other offences carried the death penalty.

Web Video

Watch the documentary clip on the Russian Civil War (2.5 – 14 mins) at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6O6zRNphuzA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6O6zRNphuzA
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Teaching and Learning Activity

The reasons for the Bolshevik victory in the Russian Civil War 1918–21

Find as many factors as you can to fill in the two columns: 

Red strengths in the Civil War White weaknesses in the Civil War

Which factor do you think was the most important in explaining the success of the 
Bolsheviks?

(c) Lenin’s economic policies 1917–24

(i) State Capitalism
Immediately after the October Revolution, Lenin introduced short-term measures 
allowing workers to take over industry and peasants to control the land. Intended to 
increase the party’s popularity, these policies lasted only a few months, and this short 
period is known as ‘state capitalism’. Ultimately, Lenin aimed to establish collectivised 
farms in the country and centralised industry under the party’s control.

In 1918, the Russian economy was in a disrupted state following the First World War. 
Many factories, affected by fuel shortages and demobilisation, shut down. With the 
collapse of consumer production and the huge inflation of prices, peasants could buy less 
and less with paper money. They therefore grew less grain, or used it to make vodka or 
fatten their cows. This was a severe problem since urban dwellers needed to be fed, and, 
crucially, so did the Red Army. In May 1918 Lenin brought in radical economic policies 
– known as War Communism – designed both to implement communism and to win the 
Civil War. War Communism was the world’s first planned economy. 

(ii) War Communism
War Communism introduced the following policies: 

grain requisitioning
In order to secure grain for the Red Army, the Bolsheviks declared that peasants’ grain 
was now the property of the state. They sent the Cheka in armed brigades to requisition 
the grain from the peasants by force. Lenin spoke of a class war. ‘Kulaks’ – supposedly rich 
peasants accused of hoarding grain – were deliberately used as a scapegoats to distract 
the peasants’ anger from the Bolsheviks. 
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private enterprise banned 
In line with Communist ideology, private enterprise was banned. However, this simply 
resulted in a huge black market. Millions of townspeople fed themselves by ‘bagging’ – 
travelling into the countryside with bags of clothes or household goods and bartering 
them for food. No fewer than 3,000 bagmen passed through the Orel railway station every 
day. Money, which had lost its value due to rampant inflation, was replaced by a barter 
economy. 

nationalisation of industry 
Workers’ control of factories had seen them vote themselves huge pay rises and disrupt 
production. Trotsky set about reversing these changes. He wanted the factories, and in 
the longer term the whole of society, to be run on military lines. In the spring of 1920, he 
introduced strict discipline into industry. Factories were placed under martial law, strikes 
were banned and persistent absentees shot for desertion on the ‘industrial front’. By the 
end of 1920, 3,000 enterprises had been militarised in this way, mainly in the munitions 
and mining industries.

A decree nationalising all large-scale industry was introduced in the summer of 1918 and 
by the autumn of 1919 it was estimated that over 80 per cent of such enterprises had in 
fact been nationalised.

rationing 
A rationing system was introduced which favoured certain categories of the population, 
particularly Red Army personnel, skilled workers in key industries and Communist 
administrators. Most of the urban population depended on work-place canteens, where 
the daily fayre was gruel and gristle.

Teaching and Learning Activity:

Investigate the following issues:

1.  Why did Lenin adopt War Communism?
2.  What were the features of War Communism?
3.  How successful was War Communism as an economic policy?

(iii) New Economic Policy (NEP)

Background to the NEP

In 1921, having won the Civil War, the Bolsheviks faced several crises. Although the policy 
of War Communism had succeeded in the short-term in its aim of keeping the Red Army 
fed, it had proved economically devastating, as well as hugely unpopular. In the towns, 
the Civil War brought industry almost to a standstill. The towns emptied, Petrograd losing 
nearly three-quarters of its population between 1918 and 1920. Trotsky’s reform of the 
factories and his campaign to end trade union rights had led to fierce opposition. A group 
of Bolsheviks led by Alexandra Kollontai and Alexander Shlyapnikov challenged Lenin’s 
authority by forming the Workers’ Opposition, which protested on behalf of the workers 
against their draconian treatment.

Meanwhile, in the countryside grain requisitioning had led to revolt, devastation and 
tragedy. Requisitioning combined with drought led to a famine crisis in 1920–21, which 
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claimed approximately five million lives. By the spring of 1921, one-quarter of peasants 
were starving and American aid workers reported thousands of instances of cannibalism. 
In many areas, peasants mounted rebellions against War Communism. These included 
parts of Ukraine, as well as Tambov, where a peasant army effectively made the region 
a no-go area for Red troops and the Cheka. Finally, 100,000 men were sent to deal with 
the Tambov revolt, which cost an estimated 15,000 lives, while thousands more were 
imprisoned or deported.

Perhaps even more worrying for Lenin was the Kronstadt rebellion. In 1921, the sailors 
of Kronstadt threatened military action against the Bolsheviks unless democracy was 
restored and War Communism ended. The Kronstadt rebellion was particularly damaging 
because many of its sailors were revolutionary heroes who had supported the Bolsheviks 
from the first days of the revolution. Lenin ordered an assault on the Kronstadt naval base, 
which saw some 50,000 Red Army troops slaughtering 10,000 Kronstadt sailors over three 
days. 

The introduction of the NEP

Having put down the revolts, Lenin accepted that War Communism could not continue. At 
the Tenth Party Congress, he introduced the New Economic Policy (NEP). He argued that 
the new government must embrace a limited form of capitalism as a temporary measure. 
The NEP legalised private trade, replaced grain requisitioning with a tax-in-kind – ten per 
cent of the harvest – and, once the economy had stabilised, reintroduced money. The 
state only retained control over heavy industry. Lenin justified this betrayal of Communist 
principles by arguing that it was necessary for the survival of the regime. The NEP was 
conceived as a temporary retreat. ‘We are making economic concessions in order to avoid 
political ones’, Bukharin said, adding that the NEP was ‘only a temporary deviation, a 
tactical retreat’. 

Significantly, Lenin still refused to give in to the demands for greater democracy. In 
fact, he outlawed opposition political parties and their leaders were exiled or executed. 
Additionally, in the name of Party unity, Lenin suppressed debate within the Communist 
Party by banning factions.

The NEP proved successful in reigniting the economy. Moscow and Petrograd, graveyard 
cities in the Civil War, suddenly burst into life. Markets – which had been banned during 
War Communism – were revived, and successful stall-holders were soon setting up shops.
Despite the economic turnaround, many Bolsheviks disliked the NEP and resented the 
‘Nepmen’ – traders who made profits from capitalism and often displayed their success 
conspicuously with expensive clothes and jewellery. Some maintained that the NEP was 
pandering to the ‘kulaks’ and peasants, and represented a betrayal of the workers’ cause. 

Teaching and Learning Activity

Questions for discussion:

1.  Why did Lenin abandon War Communism and adopt the NEP?
2.  What were the aims of the NEP?
3.  Describe the key features of the NEP.
4.  What were the strengths and weaknesses of the NEP?
5.  What were the implications of the NEP for the Communist Party?
6.  Research and describe the ‘Scissors Crisis’.
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7.  Do you think that the NEP was a viable and sustainable economic policy for Soviet 
Russia?

(d) Soviet society and culture under Lenin

(i) Women
After seizing power in 1917, the Bolsheviks waged a class war against the middle and 
propertied classes, forcing them into poverty or exile. This represented a radical social 
transformation. Ideological issues were also behind laws designed to increase women’s 
rights. Divorce was made easily attainable, abortion was permitted, and equal rights 
and equal pay for women were introduced. The Party included a feminist wing led by 
Inessa Armand and Alexandra Kollontai. They wanted to free women from the drudgery 
of housework and enable them to play an active part in the revolution. To help achieve 
this, communal dining halls, laundries and nurseries were introduced. The Women’s 
Department of the Central Committee Secretariat (Zhenotdel), established in 1919, set 
itself the task to ‘refashion women’ by changing their values and mobilising them into the 
workplace and the Communist Party.

The reforms were a limited success. Women complained that the liberal divorce laws 
merely made it easier for men to escape their responsibilities to their wives and children 
and by the early 1920s the divorce rate in Russia was the highest in Europe. Although 
officially women were encouraged into politics, they were in reality prevented from doing 
so by male Party members. 

(ii) Education
Education was seen as a means of transforming young people into good Communists, 
both through schools and Communist organisations for children (Pioneers) and youth 
(Komsomol). Komsomol – often taking the form of social clubs for teenagers– was popular 
because it offered young people a path into Party membership.

(iii) Religion and the position of the church
An aggressive atheist, Lenin aimed to destroy the Orthodox Church and the power it held 
over ordinary people. He saw the church as a sign of backwardness and a rival. 

The Decree on Separation of Church 
and State in January 1918 took away 
the church’s rights to own property – 
church buildings were transferred to 
the state – and to charge for religious 
services. Religious instruction in schools 
was outlawed. Bolshevik propaganda 
caricatured the clergy as fat parasites 
living off the peasantry.

In 1921, a Union of the Militant Godless 
was established with its own national 
newspaper and hundreds of local branches. 
Initiatives to wean people off religion 
and into Communist values included the 
re-scheduling of Soviet festivals on the 
same days as the old religious holidays. 

Other attempts were made to replace religious rituals with Communist ones; for example, 
instead of baptisms children were ‘Octobered’, while weddings became ‘Red Weddings’.
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In a secret letter to the Politburo on 19 March 1922, Lenin urged his colleagues to seize 
the opportunity offered by the famine to break the power of the Orthodox Church:

 ‘It is precisely now and only now, when in the starving regions people are eating human 
flesh, and hundreds if not thousands of corpses are littering the roads, that we can (and 
therefore must) carry out the confiscation of church valuables with the most savage and 
merciless energy’.

Local soviets were ordered to ransack churches, many of which were defended by angry 
crowds. In 1922, over a thousand clashes resulted in around 8,000 clergy being killed, 
including 3,500 nuns.

(iv) Popular culture and the arts
Lenin and his colleagues believed that the role of the arts and culture was to educate the 
masses in revolutionary ideology. In practice this meant that art would be used primarily 
as propaganda. It also meant that state control and censorship were inevitable. 

In the early years of the Bolshevik regime, the arts retained certain freedoms simply 
because the government was solely focused on winning the Civil War. Experimental 
art forms flourished in this era. The nihilistic wing of the avant-garde art movement, 
concerned with the destruction of the ‘old world’, joined the Bolshevik cause. Its 
Futurist poets and artists saw Bolshevism as corresponding to their own rejection of the 
individualism of nineteenth-century bourgeois art. Futurists portrayed the ‘modern man’ 
and the ‘power of the machine’, illustrated by straight lines and sharp corners. Montage, 
with its collage effect of fragmented but connected images, was popular and in the 1920s 
Sergei Eisenstein used the technique in three propaganda films: Strike, The Battleship 
Potemkin and October. Constructivism claimed that art was for social purposes, its 
architecture showcasing workers’ clubs and promoting communal living.

Proletkult was set up in 1917 to develop proletarian culture. By 1919, its factory clubs and 
studios had 80,000 members. It organised amateur theatricals, choirs, bands, art classes, 
creative writing workshops and sporting events for the workers. In an attempt to bring 
it closer to the masses, theatre was staged in streets, factories and barracks as a form of 
agitprop. New dramas highlighted the revolutionary struggle, with casts made up of crude 
characters like greedy capitalists in bowler hats, devilish priests or honest simple workers. 

Proletkult’s basic premise was that the working class should spontaneously develop its 
own culture. In reality, however, it was Bolshevik intelligentsia doing it for them. The 
‘proletarian culture’ favoured by Proletkult ignored the workers’ actual tastes, which for 
most people included folk songs, dancing and vodka. 

Once the Civil War was over Lenin decided to close Proletkult down as he saw its growing 
autonomy as a political threat. Freedom of expression was gradually stamped out and 
after Lenin’s death censorship increased further. 

Teaching and Learning Activity

In groups, research and deliver a presentation on: 

1.  The Bolsheviks and religion.
2.  Culture and arts under Lenin.
3.  Women in Lenin’s Russia.
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3. Stalin’s Rise to Power and 
Dictatorship 1924–41

(a) The power struggle

From 1922, Lenin suffered a series of strokes which impaired his ability to work. During 
his illness and after his death, the Politburo agreed to act as a collective leadership. All 
the members claimed that they did not want to replace Lenin or have a similar position 
of authority. Despite this, a succession struggle had begun behind the scenes as early as 
1923. From that point onwards, the triumvirate of Stalin, Zinoviev and Kamenev positioned 
themselves against Trotsky. 

Five Politburo members – Trotsky, Stalin, Bukharin, Kamenev and Zinoviev – had the most 
realistic chance of becoming the new ruler of Russia. Other contenders were Rykov and 
Tomsky. The contenders’ perceived right to authority was rooted in their revolutionary 
record, their relationship with Lenin and their appeal within the party. Although Stalin was 
eventually to emerge as Lenin’s successor, he was far from the obvious choice at the time 
of Lenin’s death.

Who were the contenders in the leadership contest? 

Trotsky was an outstanding writer and orator with a brilliant mind. A war hero, he had 
worked closely with Lenin on many policies and seemed the obvious choice of successor. 
However, he was disliked by many for his arrogant attitude and his Jewishness. The 
fact that he had been a Menshevik until July 1917 was held against him (Lenin even 
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mentioned it in his Testament) and Trotsky refused to fight hard for the leadership 
position.

Zinoviev was an old Bolshevik, having joined the Party as far back as 1905. He was close 
to Lenin on his return to Russia but made the mistake of criticising Lenin in October 1917 
and favouring a socialist coalition. He was ‘exiled’ to become Party boss of Leningrad. He 
lacked intellectual credentials and was actively disliked by many. 

Kamenev, a close collaborator with Lenin from 1905, was intellectually able and had 
debated with Lenin, even opposing his ‘April Theses’. A fateful mistake was agreeing 
with Zinoviev in October 1917, and for this Kamenev was ‘exiled’ to be Party Secretary 
of Moscow. Later, however, he was brought into the Politburo and was well liked in the 
Party. His influence in Moscow gave him a potential power base, but he lacked the will to 
succeed.

Bukharin was a young star of the Party (he had only joined the Politburo in 1922) with 
immense talent as a theorist and policy-maker. He was prepared to think beyond the 
confines of Marxism and became the leading proponent of the NEP. He had debated with 
Lenin, particularly over the Brest-Litovsk Treaty and Party control of the unions. Lenin was 
fond of him and described him in his Testament as ‘the favourite of the whole party’. A 
likeable figure, he was very popular but, unlike Stalin, he lacked political cunning. 

Rykov was a potential contender because of his position as Chairman of the Sovnarkom 
(cabinet), but he was not particularly popular. Tomsky was an important figure in the 
trade union movement and had a potential power base there.

(b) How and why did Stalin win the power struggle of 1924–29?

Lenin’s Testament was handed over to the Central Committee by his wife after his death in 
January 1924. The Testament recommended that the Soviet Union be run by a collective 
leadership, and this was the case for a time. However, over time, divisions within the 
Politburo were exploited to form alliances and gain support. 

The Politburo was divided over three main issues: 

1.  The nature of leadership
2.  The NEP and industrialisation
3.  Permanent Revolution v ‘Socialism in One Country’

On these issues, comrades stood either to the Left or the Right. 

Left Right

Trotsky Bukharin

Kamenev Rykov

Zinoviev Tomsky

At Party congresses between 1924 and 1929, these issues were debated publically and 
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voted on by delegates from all over Russia. Congresses were key moments in the power 
struggle, as they showed which of the contenders had the most support and power. 
Typically, Stalin’s speeches won the most votes because he had built up a formidable 
power base. He used this power base to outmanoeuvre and eliminate his rivals one by one.  

(i) Lenin’s Testament and funeral
Stalin’s position was at its weakest in the days after Lenin’s death. Lenin’s Testament 
criticised him for being ‘too rude’ and recommended that he be removed from his post 
of General Secretary, as he had become ‘too powerful’. Stalin, however, ensured that the 
Testament was not read out to the rest of the party. This was contrary to Lenin’s wishes, 
but Stalin was supported by Kamenev and Zinoviev, who Lenin had criticised for their 
opposition to the revolution in 1917.

Stalin cleverly exploited Lenin’s funeral for his own benefit. As chief mourner, he delivered 
the oration speech, thereby anointing himself heir. Trotsky, who had been offered the 
opportunity of making the speech, was not even present at the funeral. Recovering from 
illness near the Black Sea, he later claimed that Stalin had given him the wrong date. 
In reality, however, he was given enough notice to have reached Moscow in time for the 
funeral.

Teaching and Learning Activity

Web Article

Read Lenin’s Testament at:
http://www.historyguide.org/europe/testament.html or 
http://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/lenin-testament.asp

1. List the qualities Lenin ascribed to leading members of the Party. 
2. Who do you think Lenin favoured as his successor? 
3. How clear is Lenin’s message?
4. Why do you think the Testament was not read out at the Party Congress, as Lenin and 

his wife had wished?

Web Video

Watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oStHN2xwWeE (footage of Lenin’s funeral) from 
05.20

(ii) Stalin’s power base
Stalin was an active and well-regarded Bolshevik since the Party’s earliest days and by 
1912 he had, with Lenin’s backing, become one of the six members of Central Committee. 
During the Civil War Stalin took on many mundane jobs that no-one else wanted – 
Commissar for Nationalities, Liaison Officer between the Politburo and Orgburo, Head of 
the Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate (Rabkrin) and General Secretary of the Central 

http://www.historyguide.org/europe/testament.html
http://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/lenin-testament.asp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oStHN2xwWeE (footage of Lenin’s funeral) from 05.20
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oStHN2xwWeE (footage of Lenin’s funeral) from 05.20
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Committee (from 1922). He gained a reputation for modest and industrious mediocrity, 
and was famously labelled ‘a grey blur’. However, the Party leaders underestimated 
Stalin’s potential power and ambition. In his last years, Lenin came to rely on Stalin more 
than any of the other leaders, and he alone seemed to recognise both his talent and the 
danger he posed. 

Being Head of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate entitled Stalin to oversee the work 
of all government departments. More than anything, however, it was Stalin’s position as 
General Secretary from 1922 which enabled him to come to power. As General Secretary, 
and the only Politburo member in the Orgburo, Stalin was in a position to promote his 
friends and dismiss opponents. During 1922 alone, more than 10,000 provincial officials 
were appointed, most of them on Stalin’s personal recommendation. In the ‘Lenin 
enrolment’ between 1923 and 1925 the Party deliberately increased the number of ‘true 
proletarians’ in its membership. The Secretariat, working directly under Stalin as General 
Secretary, was responsible for vetting new members. Aware that privileges of Party 
membership depended on being loyal to those who had invited them into the ranks, the 
new members became Stalin’s main supporters during the power struggle. 
As General Secretary, Stalin recorded and conveyed Party policy. This enabled him to 
build up personal files on all the members of the party. There were few Party leaders, 
including members of the Politburo, who Stalin did not have under surveillance by the end 
of 1922. 

(iii) Political manoeuvring 1923–29
In the early period of the power struggle, the Left triumvirate of Stalin, Kamenev and 
Zinoviev mounted a smear campaign against their great rival on the Left, Leon Trotsky. 
They portrayed him as an arrogant Jewish intellectual who, as an internationalist, cared 
less about Russia than about Europe. Animosity and rivalry between Stalin and Trotsky 
dated back to the Civil War, when Stalin had disobeyed Trotsky’s commands. Trotsky had 
failed to build a power base within the Party and lacked a genuine following. 

At the 1925 Party Congress, Stalin surprised Kamenev and Zinoviev by turning against 
them and supporting the Right policy of continuing the NEP. Stalin thus won the support 
of Bukharin and the Right. Confused, Kamenev and Zinoviev appealed to Trotsky to 
help promote their Left policies. They appealed to the workers to end the NEP, but this 
only gave Stalin an excuse to accuse them of factionalism. All three were removed from 
positions of influence and expelled from the Party in 1927.

In 1928, Stalin then turned on the Right by advocating the end of the NEP and the start 
of rapid industrialisation. These were the very policies of the Left that he had condemned 
a year previously. Bukharin tried to defend the NEP at the 1929 conference but was 
outvoted. It was now the turn of the Right to be removed from Politburo influence.
Having defeated all his rivals, Stalin emerged as the undisputed leader of the Soviet Union 
by 1929.

Teaching and Learning Activity

1. Chart Stalin’s career up to 1924. What positions did he hold? What were his key 
strengths and weaknesses? 

2. One Communist Party member, Victor Serge, recorded the impression Trotsky made 
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on him and his friends: ‘His attitude was less homely than Lenin’s, with something 
authoritarian about it. That, maybe, is how my friends and I saw him, we critical 
Communists; we had much admiration for him, but no real love. His sternness, 
his insistence on punctuality in work and battle, the inflexible correctness of his 
demeanour in a period of general slackness, all imparted a certain demagogic malice 
to the insidious attacks that were made against him’. 

Source: https://rosswolfe.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/victor-serge-memoirs-of-a-
revolutionary.pdf p.165. 

What might this source reveal about Trotsky’s chances in the power struggle? 

3. List as many factors as you can under the two headings below: 

Factors in Stalin’s favour Weaknesses of Stalin’s opponents

Web Video

Watch: Stalin’s rise to power at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIzApqzlP3Q From 36:05 –44.20

Watch Rise of Josef Stalin at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CONhPBjBmkYP:
YouTube, published by ‘Just for Education’ – from 8 to 11minutes.

Web Article

Read more about the rivalry between Stalin and Trotsky at: 
http://www.johndclare.net/Rempel_Stalin10.htm

(c) Stalin in power: his use of terror

Purges of the Communist Party did not begin under Stalin. The first national Party purge 
was carried out in 1921. Party purges took the form of reviews of Party membership 
in which all Communists were summoned and judged on their loyalty, competence, 
background and connections. Those judged unworthy were expelled from the Party. Under 
Stalin, however, purges were taken to a whole new level, affecting not just the Party, but 
the entire population. Stalin was extremely paranoid and trusted no-one. As he saw it: ‘We 

https://rosswolfe.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/victor-serge-memoirs-of-a-revolutionary.pdf
https://rosswolfe.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/victor-serge-memoirs-of-a-revolutionary.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIzApqzlP3Q From 36:05 -44.20
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CONhPBjBmkYP:
http://www.johndclare.net/Rempel_Stalin10.htm
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have internal enemies. We have external enemies. We cannot forget this for a moment’.

The Party purges can be divided into three stages, each more intense than the last: the 
early purges; the post-Kirov purges of 1934–36 and the Great Purge of 1936–39.

(i) The early purges
The early purges followed the trial of the ‘Ryutin group’ in 1932. Ryutin, a Bolshevik 
Party member, had made the mistake of openly criticising Stalin. This led to him and his 
supporters being publically tried and expelled from the Party. In fact, in 1933–34 nearly 
one million Party members, over a third of the total membership, were excluded from the 
Party as ‘Ryutinites’. 

Around this time, Stalin centralised the civilian police, the secret police, labour 
camp commandants and guards, and border and security guards into the ‘People’s 
Commissariat for Internal Affairs’ (NKVD), a body directly answerable to Stalin. A special 
military court dealt with ‘serious crimes’, including ‘counter-revolutionary activity’, which 
could mean almost anything.

At the seventeenth Party Congress held in January 1934, a split opened between Stalin 
and other leading members of the Politburo. Sergei Kirov led calls to slow down the rapid 
industrialisation and start improving the conditions of the workers. Stalin, on the other 
hand, wanted to continue the breakneck pace of industrialisation. More people voted for 
Kirov’s suggestions than for Stalin’s, and Stalin’s position as leader looked less secure. 
Before the year was over, Kirov had been murdered. His murder was used as a pretext for 
the post-Kirov purges. 

(ii) The post-Kirov purges 1934–36
In these purges, even high-status Party members were targeted, such as Kamenev, 
Zinoviev and Bukharin who were all arrested on bogus charges. In show trials, they 
confessed to a range of charges, including spying for foreign powers, being counter-
revolutionaries, complicity in Kirov’s murder and plotting the murder of Stalin. By 1934 
Stalin was the only surviving member of the 1917 Politburo. All the others had been 
destroyed in the purges.

(iii) The Great Purge 1936–39
Although, by 1936, Stalin had achieved absolute power over the Party, the purges 
continued to grow in intensity and scope. From 1936 to 1939, the Party, armed forces and 
general population were all targeted in an atmosphere of mass terror. A wholesale purge 
of the army saw eleven War Commissars and three out of five Marshals removed, while 75 
out of 80 in the Supreme Military Council were shot and 35,000 officers either imprisoned 
or shot. The purge of the people had at first affected mainly industrial managers, but by 
the mid 1930s no-one was safe. One person in every eight was arrested. NKVD officials 
were given quotas of the numbers of victims to be arrested, rather like the Five Year Plan 
targets. 

The number of people killed in the purges is difficult to establish because the census of 
1937 and other important evidence was destroyed. However, Robert Conquest estimates 
that the number of victims of the Stalinist regime totalled some 20 million.

Teaching and Learning Activity
Create a timeline of the terror from 1932 to 1939.
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Web Videos

Check out the website below showing how Stalin purged people from the official history of 
the Soviet Union: 
http://iliketowastemytime.com/2012/06/22/soviet-censorship-of-images-during-stal-
ins-regime-5-pics
Watch Stalin’s purges and mass terror (from Rise of Josef Stalin) from 18:08 until 22.31 at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CONhPBjBmkY
Watch the purges from Kirov’s murder until 1941 (From Stalin: Inside the Terror) from 
58.00 –1.13 at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIzApqzlP3Q

(d) Stalin in power: his use of propaganda and the cult of 
personality

JOSEPH STALIN

Propaganda played a hugely important role in the Soviet Union. It was used to create a 
cult of personality around Stalin. This was not a spontaneous response from the people, 
but was imposed from above.

The cult of personality developed in four phases: 

(i) The cult begins 1924–29
After Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin assumed a modest image as a hard-working man of 
moderation: in political debates, he frequently took the centre ground and portrayed 
himself as a peacemaker and a faithful servant of the Party. At the same time, he 
cultivated his portrayal as Lenin’s disciple and circulated the phrase ‘Stalin is the Lenin 
of today’. He did not object to Tsaritsyn being renamed Stalingrad in his honour in 1925; 
after all, in 1919 and 1923 two towns had been re-named Trotsk after Trotsky. 

(ii) The cult develops 1929–33 
Stalin had many supporters who felt that they owed their position in the Party or their 
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Party membership to him. At his 50th birthday in 1929, Stalin received 350 greetings, 
including some from organisations which did not exist. Although collectivisation and 
industrialisation were seen as doing what Lenin had wanted, praise was heaped on Stalin 
for any achievements. By 1931 huge portraits of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin began to 
appear on special occasions, such as the celebration of the October Revolution. By 1933–
34 Stalin’s picture began to appear everywhere and every newspaper, book and film spoke 
of Stalin’s greatness.

(iii) The cult is fully established 1933–39
From 1933 onwards it was only possible to speak of Stalin’s successes. He was portrayed 
as a genius leader with great wisdom and even prophetic powers. During the disruption 
of the first Five Year Plan and the confusion of the purges, Stalin’s image was used to 
reassure Soviet citizens that they had a strong leader. In 1938, The History of the All-Union 
Communist (The Short Course) was published, reinterpreting history in Stalin’s favour. At 
the Party Congress in 1939, Khrushchev called Stalin ‘our great inspiration, our beloved 
leader’ and ‘the greatest genius of humanity’.

(iv) The height of the cult 1941 onwards
During the war, Stalin’s image was everywhere, and his power was cemented by his 
success as war leader. His childhood home was made into a shrine. Increasingly, portraits 
showed him in god-like solitude, superior and apart. Celebrations of his 70th birthday 
were extremely elaborate, organised by 75 leading figures, including the whole Politburo. 

Teaching and Learning Activity:

Research examples of several different types of propaganda promoting the cult of Stalin 
(both visual and written) and evaluate their nature and possible impact.
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Web Video

Watch Stalin’s cult of personality from 1929 (from Rise of Josef Stalin) from 16.45 until 
18.08 at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CONhPBjBmkY

(e) Culture, the arts and the media in Stalinist Russia

The Soviet state controlled all of the media and the arts through strictly enforced 
censorship. Nothing could be published which had not first been passed by one of the 
organisations dedicated to censorship. Culture and the arts had one purpose: to promote 
socialist values. Stalin was the only cultural judge and arbiter, and artists who did not 
conform to this narrow definition of culture were purged. 

Socialist Realism: In the Stalinist era, ‘socialist realism’ became the only art style allowed. 
Writers had to achieve socialist realism by making characters either socialist role models 
or examples of class enemies. In painting, music and films, socialist realism also had to 
be followed: abstract and experimental forms were not allowed, while jazz was condemned 
as decadent.

Further attacks on the Church occurred under Stalin. When priests opposed 
collectivisation, the government stressed the link between kulaks and church-goers. By 
the end of 1930, 80 per cent of rural churches had been closed. No churches were allowed 
in new towns. By 1939, only 12 bishops out of 168 in 1930 were still at liberty.

Education: Literacy continued to improve under Stalin, with the literacy rate rising 
from 51 to 88 per cent between 1926 and 1939. In schools, there was an emphasis on 
regulation and discipline to create obedient and disciplined workers. Children were taught 
vocational work often linked to factory skills, such as learning only how to breed poultry. 
Party propaganda was a key feature of school life and non-Party teachers were driven 
out. However, for Party members’ children, private education was the norm, but this was 
covered up. 

Komsomol, the Communist Union of Youth, had begun unofficially in Lenin’s time but 
was made a formal body under the control of the Party in 1926. It pledged itself totally to 
Stalin and the Party. Although membership was not compulsory, Komsomol was popular 
because it offered the chance of eventual full membership of the Party. Membership of 
Komsomol grew from 2 million in 1927 to 10 million in 1940.

Women: The mid 1930s saw a move to pro-family, pro-discipline and anti-abortion 
policies. This was a reaction to the instability caused by collectivisation, the quicksand 
society of industrialisation and the destabilising of society by the family policies of the 
twenties (including abortion) which had led to a falling birth rate and huge increase in 
juvenile crime.

A new family code introduced in 1936 outlawed abortion except in rare cases and made 
it much harder to gain a divorce. The government greatly increased its child support 
payments and gave substantial cash payments to women with six children or more.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CONhPBjBmkY
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Teaching and Learning Activity

In groups, research and give a presentation on: 

(i)   Socialist Realism.
(ii)  Cultural Revolution 1928–32.
(iii) Education and Komsomol.
(iv) Women and the Great Retreat.
(v)  Stalin and the Church.
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4. The Economy 1924–41 

(a) Collectivisation

(i) From an agrarian to an industrial country
Congratulating the workers of the Stalingrad Tractor Works on its opening day (17 June 
1930), Stalin wrote:

“Greetings and congratulations to the workers and executives of the mammoth Red 
Banner Tractor Plant, the first in the U.S.S.R., on their victory. The 50,000 tractors which 
you are to produce for our country every year will be 50,000 projectiles, shattering the old, 
bourgeois world and clearing the way for the new, Socialist system in the countryside”. 

[Source: http://collections.mun.ca/PDFs/radical/JosephStalinAPoliticalBiography.pdf p.69]

In the late 1920s, Stalin decided ‘to transform our country from an agrarian into an 
industrial one’ in the shortest possible time. He wanted to ‘modernise’ a country still 
known for its ‘backwardness’. 

The first step on the road to industrialisation was to collectivise agricultural production. 
Stalin was determined to force the collectivisation of agriculture for both ideological and 
practical reasons. In 1928 the harvest had been poor and bread had to be rationed in the 
cities. Crises involving grain procurement had been a perennial weakness in the Russian 
economy and Stalin wanted to stop this from ever happening again. A reliable, consistent 
supply of food from the countryside would ensure that urban workers were fed and that 
surplus grain could be sold abroad to raise money for industrialisation. More efficient 
farming methods would also release peasants to work in the new factories.

Collectivisation was not Stalin’s original idea. It had always been Lenin’s plan, and he 
had attempted to introduce it during the Civil War. By the late 1920s, many took the view 
that it was time to switch from the NEP back to a planned economy more in line with 
Communism. 

Together, collectivisation and industrialisation represented nothing short of a revolution 
from above. These policies did not emanate from the mass of the population but were 
imposed by the political elites. In fact, Stalin himself called these policies the ‘second 
revolution’.

(ii) Forced collectivisation
In 1929 Stalin announced compulsory collectivisation. In a major propaganda drive, he 
accused the ‘kulaks’ (supposedly ‘rich’ peasants) of hoarding produce to keep food prices 
high and of monopolising the best land. Stalin attempted, as Lenin had done, to create a 
class war in the countryside in the hope that the kulaks, rather than the state, would be 
blamed for unpopular government policies. The idea of the kulak was a myth: in reality 
these were simply the harder-working and more successful peasants. In December 1929 
Stalin announced the liquidation of the kulaks as a class. Activists from the Joint State 
Political Directorate (OGPU) were given quotas of kulaks to find and destroy. Officials 

http://collections.mun.ca/PDFs/radical/JosephStalinAPoliticalBiography.pdf
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stormed the villages and rounded up huge numbers of so-called kulaks, who were either 
shot or deported. Fear and mass terror began to grip the countryside. This, of course, was 
part of the plan: it would be easier to impose collectivisation on a cowed and terrified 
peasantry. 

Over 25,000 urban activists were given a crash course in collectivisation and were sent 
out to enforce its implementation. They were told to root out kulaks and ensure that the 
remaining peasants signed registers demanding to be collectivised. Between December 
1929 and March 1930 nearly half the peasant farms in the USSR were collectivised. 
Tractors and trucks broke up private farms and grouped between 50 and 100 holdings 
into one unit. Peasants were told that they had to hand over their tools and animals to be 
pooled. From now on, they owned nothing: everything, including their land, belonged to 
the state, and they had to farm the land as one unit, or kolkhoz. In the kolkhoz, peasants 
could keep a private plot of up to one acre to grow vegetables, keep a cow, pig and fowl. 
The aim was to eventually create sovkhozes, state farms where workers were paid a wage 
like factory workers.

(iii) Peasant resistance
Peasants resisted collectivisation in their thousands. Rather than hand over their 
property, they burned crops, tools, barns and houses; in fact, there were at least 30,000 
cases of arson in just three months. Instead of surrendering their animals, the peasants 
slaughtered them. They refused to sow grain. Organised riots and armed resistance, often 
led by peasant women, had to be put down by troops brought in to restore order. 

Realising that continued peasant resistance could lead to the total collapse of grain 
production, Stalin wrote an article entitled ‘Dizzy with success’ in the Party newspaper, 
Pravda, in March 1930. In this propaganda article, he blamed the activists for their over-
enthusiasm and called for an end to forced collectivisation.

Many peasants took this at face value, left the collectives and sowed crops. However, once 
the crops had been collected, Stalin recommenced the forced drive for collectivisation. 
Collectivisation resumed in a slower, but determined manner and was enforced through 
draconian methods. For example, any man, woman or child caught taking even a handful 
of grain from a collective farm could be, and often was, executed or deported. Even 
indispensable seed grain was forcibly confiscated from peasant households. 

(iv) Famine 1932–34
In 1932 Stalin raised Ukraine’s grain procurement quotas by 44 per cent. This meant 
that there was not enough grain to feed the peasants, since Soviet law required that 
no grain from a collective farm could be given to the members of the farm until the 
government’s quota had been met. Collectivisation thus led directly to millions of deaths 
through starvation. Ukraine, where an estimated 7 million died of starvation in the period 
1932–34, was worst affected but millions more died elsewhere. This was partly because 
the upheaval associated with collectivisation resulted in less grain being grown. A further 
problem was that many plough animals had been killed, while tractors were not yet 
available. The best farmers, the kulaks, had been purged and the activists brought in to 
run the farms knew little about farming. In addition, Stalin continued to requisition grain 
for export. 

Overall some 10–15 million people died in the famine which was not even acknowledged 
by the Soviet state. According to one Soviet author: ‘Before they died, people often lost 
their senses and ceased to be human beings’. Yet one of Stalin’s lieutenants in Ukraine 
stated in 1933 that the famine was a great success because it showed the peasants ‘who 
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is the master here. It cost millions of lives, but the collective farm system is here to stay’.

(iv) Collectivisation: A success? 
By 1932, two-thirds of farms were collectivised, and by the end of the 1930s virtually the 
whole of the peasantry had been collectivised. Some 90 per cent of peasants lived on one 
of 250,000 kolkhoz. The government took 90 per cent of production and left the rest for 
the people to live on. 

The state could now collect the grain it needed to feed the urban workforce and sell 
abroad to pay for industrial equipment. The Party had gained control of the villages and 
did not have to bargain with the peasantry any more.

Web Article

Read these two sources written in 1932, which document the devastating effects of 
collectivisation in the Novosibirsk area of Siberia at: 
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/archives/trans-aa2feign.html

Teaching and Learning Activity: 

Discuss in groups the following questions:

1.  What were Stalin’s motives in revolutionising the Soviet economy?
2.  Why did collectivisation precede industrialisation?
3.  What was Stalin’s motive in pursuing the kulaks? 
4.  How was collectivisation carried out?

Web Video

Watch Collectivisation (from Stalin: Inside the Terror) from 44.20 – 50:56 at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIzApqzlP3Q
Watch a short commentary on collectivisation (concentrating on the famine) from Rise of 
Josef Stalin by Just for Education from 11.15 to 13.04 at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CONhPBjBmkY

Teaching and Learning Activity

The successes and failures of collectivisation

Complete the table below and assess where the balance between successes and failures 
lies.

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/archives/trans-aa2feign.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIzApqzlP3Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CONhPBjBmkY
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Successes of collectivisation Failures of collectivisation

(b) Industrialisation

Stalin described industrialisation as creating a ‘war economy’. The industrialisation drive 
was intended to wage a war both on Russia’s backward past and on its capitalist enemies 
abroad. According to Stalin, a strong industrial economy would enable the USSR to defend 
itself in the event of an invasion from western capitalist countries. Meanwhile, the war on 
internal class enemies would continue. 

Industrialisation was to be achieved through a series of Five Year Plans, a propaganda 
device to drive the Soviet people forward and create a sense of urgency. In the beginning, 
urban workers responded enthusiastically. 

The Five Year Plans were a set of quotas, or targets, rather than instructions setting out 
how they were to be achieved. Thus, officials and managers had to work out ways to meet 
the targets handed out to them. This was bound to lead to problems.

(i) First Five Year Plan October 1928 – December 1932
The first Five Year Plan was introduced in 1928. It concentrated on heavy industry, 
particularly the development of the iron and steel industry, machine-tools and electric 
power. Workers were given targets of a 110 per cent increase in coal production, 200 per 
cent increase in iron production and 335 per cent increase in electric power. 

Between 1928 and 1932 masses of peasants fled from the collective farms, and as a result 
the urban population grew at the extraordinary rate of 50,000 people every week. This 
demographic movement provided industry with a plentiful and cheap supply of labour. 

Successes
The first Five Year Plan experienced a number of notable successes. In the period 1928–32 
electricity production trebled, the output of coal and iron doubled, while steel production 
increased by a third. The engineering industry, including the construction of turbines, 
developed and new industrial complexes, such as Magnitogorsk, were built. In addition, 
huge new tractor factories were built, such as at Kharkov.

Weaknesses
However, success was mixed due to a lack of central planning and co-ordination. In some 
areas there was overproduction and wastage, with thousands of parts manufactured that 
other industries did not need. In addition, the desperation of factory workers to meet, or 
exceed, their targets meant that many of the parts produced were faulty or of such bad 
quality that they could not be used. 
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In other areas, there was underproduction. At the end of the first Five Year Plan many 
targets had not been met. Bottlenecks occurred due to material shortages and poor 
transportation – the railway network was unable to cope with the new demands made on 
it. Living standards remained low, partly because the government sacrificed consumer 
goods, such as textiles, to the needs of heavy industry. 

Teaching and Learning Activity

Questions for discussion: 

1.  What were the economic and political purposes of the first Five Year Plan?
2.  How far did the Plan achieve its objectives? 
3.  Why was there so little resistance to the plan? 

(ii) Second Five Year Plan January 1933 – December 1937
Successes
In the period 1933–37, transport and communications improved, linking major industrial 
centres. Another success was the rapid expansion of electricity production. Chemical 
industries, such as fertilisers, enjoyed significant growth, as did copper, zinc and tin 
mining.

Weaknesses
During the second Five Year Plan, targets were more realistic than in the period 1928–32 
and the emphasis was on the consolidation of the first Five Year Plan. Planning was more 
detailed and specific, while new training schemes taught skills to many workers. Some of 
the schemes of the first Five Year Plan came to fruition; for example, self-sufficiency was 
achieved in the production of machine tools. There was still waste and shortages but not 
on the scale of the first plan. 

The period 1934–37 was known as the “three good years”, when food rationing ended and 
families had more disposable income. Nevertheless, consumer industries, such as house-
building, food processing and woollen textiles, continued to be ignored, although some 
signs of recovery were showing in footwear and food processing.

(iii) Third Five Year Plan 1938–41
Successes
During this period heavy industry, especially engineering and machinery, continued to 
grow, while defence and armaments expanded as resources were diverted to them.

Weaknesses
The third Five Year Plan witnessed an economic slowdown. In preparation for war, 
resources were channelled into armaments and this caused shortages elsewhere. 
Consumer goods still lagged behind, while oil production remained a problem and led to a 
fuel crisis.

Some historians blame the purges for this slowdown, maintaining that they deprived 
industry of its best planners and trained personnel, while those managers who were not 
purged were paralysed and unwilling to take the initiative.

By the end of third plan, planning was once more in chaos with shortages, waste and 
bottlenecks common.
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(iv) Propaganda
During the Five Year Plans, ‘Gigantomania’ projects were used for propaganda purposes. 
These could be extremely large industrial complexes, hydro-electric plants, farms or 
engineering works, all of which were supposed to prove the superiority of socialism over 
capitalism. One example was Magnitogorsk, a city which sprang up in the Urals and grew 
at an astonishing rate to become the largest iron and steel works in the country. Other 
huge projects, such as the Baltic White Sea canal, became a disastrous waste of resources 
and manpower.

The Stakhanovite movement was another propaganda initiative. An extremely efficient 
coal miner, Alexander Stakhanov, became a national celebrity after he dug 102 tons of 
coal in a single six-hour shift. Many workers were subsequently pressurised into meeting 
similarly ambitious and unrealistic targets. 

Web Article

Read more about the Stakhanovite movement at:
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3404101285.html
and read a personal account of Stakhanov at: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-35161610

(v) Work culture
Stalin’s industrialisation drive transformed Russian society. Between 1929 and 1941, the 
urban population doubled, as did the proletariat. Millions of dislocated peasants entered 
the labour force and by the end of 1932 around half of the industrial workers were former 
peasants. There was a high turnover of workers because peasants, used to the gentler 
seasons and traditions of rural life, found it difficult to adapt to monotonous machine-
based work.

From early on in the first Five Year Plan, mistakes, poor quality or underproduction were 
blamed on ‘bourgeois specialists’ – pre-1917 managers, engineers and skilled technical 
staff. They were called ‘saboteurs’. Before their imprisonment, show trials were held to 
publicise their betrayal and warn others. The first show trial took place in March 1928 in a 
coal mining centre in Shakhty in the north Caucasus. Fifty three engineers were forced to 
confess to ‘counter-revolutionary’ activities in a public, or show trial. Five were sentenced 
to death and 44 were imprisoned. Over the next decade, hundreds of similar trials 
followed. The Party pursued a class war intended to root out old ‘bourgeois’ managers 
and replace them with a proletarian intelligentsia – ‘red specialists’ – who would be more 
loyal to the regime. However, by doing this, Stalin removed the most valuable technicians, 
managers and specialists.

This culture of fear terrorised the workers. Terrified managers falsified production figures 
and covered up mistakes, meaning that real problems could not be tackled. Workers 
were also under pressure. Being late for work or losing a tool could lead to the charge of 
sabotage. Every factory had large display boards erected showing the output of workers. 
Those who failed to reach the required targets were publicity criticised and humiliated. 
Records were kept of workers’ lateness, absenteeism and bad workmanship. If the worker’s 
record was poor, he was accused of trying to sabotage the Five Year Plan and, if found 
guilty, could be shot or sent to a gulag.

Going against socialist ideology, Stalin decided to pay higher wages in order to reward 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3404101285.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-35161610
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and attract much needed skilled workers. During the 1930s, the gap between the wages 
of the labourers and the skilled workers increased. Prisoners in the gulags (labour camps) 
provided free labour.

Women entered the workforce in their millions in the 1930s: around 10 million women 
became workers and, while many were factory workers and labourers, women dominated 
the professions of medicine and teaching. Generally paid less than men, they had to look 
after the home as well.

(vi) Five Year Plans: a success? 
Some historians hail the Five Year Plans as an economic success story. Between 1929 and 
1941 Russia’s GDP doubled. When Hitler invaded in 1941, the USSR proved to be ready 
for war. A solid industrial base for a powerful arms industry had been created. Yet others 
argue that the Five Year Plans were unnecessary and wasteful. The command economy 
led to unrealistic targets, use of bribery, corruption, shortages and poor quality products. 
An overemphasis on heavy industry meant that chemicals, transport and consumer goods 
were neglected.

Last, but certainly not least, the human cost was high. The living conditions of the Russian 
people remained poor. Many towns were more like construction sites, with no paved roads 
or sanitation. Building material was used for factories, not houses. People went short of 
essential commodities – long hours spent queuing were a feature of Soviet life – and in 
many places shops were rare, with food being provided in workplace canteens. 

Teaching and Learning Activities

Read Stalin’s speech, delivered in 1931, and answer the question below:

No comrades... the pace must not be slackened! On the contrary, we must quicken it as 
much as is within our powers and possibilities. To slacken the pace would mean to lag 
behind; and those who lag behind are beaten… The history of old Russia… was that she 
was ceaselessly beaten for her backwardness… We are fifty or a hundred years behind the 
advanced countries. We must make good this lag in years. Either we do it or they crush us.

Why, according to Stalin, was rapid industrialisation necessary?

Question for discussion:
Identify three successes and three failures of the first three Five Year Plans.
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