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Stalin and Communist Dictatorship
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As we discussed last class, during the 1917 Russian Revolution, Vladimir Lenin and his followers, called the Bolsheviks (later called the Communists) overthrew the Czar and took over Russia.  They believed in the ideas of communism – that the proletariat (industrial workers) should overthrow the bourgeoisie (industry owners/land owners) and that the government should own the means of production.  Soviets, or small groups of local leaders, were to help run the government.  Lenin renamed the country, the “Soviet Union” or the “Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).”
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When Lenin died in 1924 there was a struggle for power between Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky that went on for several years before Stalin emerged victorious in 1929. Stalin then wanted to modernize the Soviet Union, as he feared an attack from the west, and was determined that Russia would be able to resist. Under Stalin, the Soviet Union underwent another period of revolutionary turmoil and despite fierce opposition; he set up collectivization and a series of 5-year plans to improve the Soviet’s industries.

The Great Purge


Lenin died in 1924, ending the reign of Russia’s first Communist leader.  A new Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, emerged.  Stalin ruled through terror and brutality.  In the 1930s, for example, out of fear that other Communist Party members were plotting against him, Stalin launched the “Great Purge.”  Stalin accused thousands of people of crimes against the government.  Many of the accused were executed; others were exiled or sent to prison camps.  For the next 20 years, he pursued ruthless policies that created a totalitarian state in the Soviet Union.

Censorship

In order to keep control, Stalin also practiced censorship.  What s censorship?  Stalin did not only control what people could say or do – he actually changed the past.  Using new technique, he would have people doctor the photos in order to change them, thus changing the history of the event.  Look at the picture to the right – what do you see?

Totalitarian Rule & Russification

Stalin turned the Soviet Union into a totalitarian state.  What is a “totalitarian” government?  In this form of government, a one-party dictatorship attempts to regulate every aspect of the lives of its citizens.


Early in his rule, Stalin promoted individual local cultures.  By the end of the 1920s, however, he had changed this policy.  Stalin became a strong Russian nationalist.  He began to create a Russian ruling elite throughout the Soviet Union.  Like the czars before him, Stalin pursued a policy of Russification.

· He promoted Russian history, language, and culture, sometimes forbidding the cultural practices of native peoples.

· He appointed Russians to key posts in the government and secret police.

· He redrew the boundaries of many republics to ensure that non-Russians would not gain a majority.

Have other countries ever tried to wipe out the culture of those within its country?  Has this ever happened in the United States?  What can you relate Russification to?

A Command Economy

Stalin established a command economy, in which government officials made all basic economic decisions.  Under Stalin, the government controlled all factories, businesses, and farms.  Does anyone remember where we’ve heard of a command economy before?

Industrialization


One of Stalin’s chief goals was to make the Soviet Union strong by turning it into a modern industrial power.  In 1928, Stalin launched the first of a series of five-year plans to build industry and increase farm output.  Emphasis was placed on heavy injury, while consumer goods were neglected.  In the 1930s, Soviet production in oil, coal, steel, mining, and military goods increased.  Across the nation, factories, hydroelectric power stations, and railroads were built.


Despite this progress, however, most Russians remained poor and endured a low standard of living.  Soviet central planning created shortages in consumer goods.  Also, to meet high production quotas, many factories mass-produced goods of low quality.

Collectivization


Under Joseph Stalin, peasants in the Soviet Union were forced to join collective farms. In 1928, there were more than 25 million small farms in Russia. In that year, Stalin announced that these privately owned farms would be abolished and would be replaced by collective farms. Collectives were large farms owned and operated by peasants as a group. Peasants would be allowed to keep their houses and personal belongings but all farm animals and tools were to be turned over to the collectives. The state set all prices and controlled access to farm supplies. The government planned to provide all the necessary equipment (tractors and fertilizers) and teach farmers modern methods in order to increase the output of grain. Surplus grain would be sold abroad to earn money to invest in industrial growth.  Many peasants resisted collectivization.  They killed farm animals, destroyed tools, and burned crops. Stalin responded with a ruthless policy aimed at crushing all who opposed him.  Stalin showed no mercy and ordered the peasants to be shot on sight.  The government seized the land of those who resisted and sent the farmers to prison labor camps, where many died from overwork or were executed.  In all, between 5 to 10 million peasants died. By 1935, 95 percent of Russian farms had become collectives.

Forced Famine


Other results of Stalin’s policies were devastating.  Some peasants continued to resist by growing just enough grain to feed themselves.  The government then seized all the grain of some of those communities.  Mass starvation resulted.  In the Ukraine, where opposition to collectivization was especially strong, more than 5 million people died from starvation.  This genocide is known as the Holodomor.  Millions more died in other parts of the Soviet Union.
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