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POLITICS

Russian Political History |
Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’s
Soviet State

A real, political-institutions history of Russia from late Tsarist
autocracy through the 1905 and 1917 revolutions, civil war and War
Communism, Lenin's one-party state, the real post-Lenin power
struggle, forced collectivization and famine, the Great Purge, and

the peak of Stalin's own power through World War Il and his death

in 1953 — grounded throughout in real, verified dates, figures, and

institutional mechanics.
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CHAPTER 1: LATE TSARIST RUSSIA: AUTOCRACY & THE LIMITS OF REFORM
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Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’s

Soviet State

Chapter 1 - Late Tsarist Russia: Autocracy & the Limits of Reform

This course opens a new, dedicated Russian Political History pair within the Politics Subject,
jolning its existing British, American, German, and Hungarian counterparts. It opens not with
revolution, but with a genuine attempt to avoid one — a two-decade run of real reform that

autocracy itself never let go far enough.

Autocracy Before Reform

Nicholas I, who ruled Russia from 1825 until his death in 1855, presided over a system with no
real constitutional check on the monarch at all — no national parliament, no independent press
worth the name, and a rigid, repressive bureaucracy built to suppress dissent rather than
answer to it. Serfdom sat at the centre of Russia's own economic and social order: roughly a
third of the empire's population lived as the legal property of noble landowners, tied to the
land and subject to their owner's own authority in ways that touched nearly every part of daily

life.

The Crimean War as the Real Trigger

Russia's defeat in the Crimean War (1853-1856) is the real, concrete event that forced change.
The war exposed just how far Russia had fallen behind the industrializing powers of Western
Europe — poor roads, an economy still organized around unfree peasant labour, and a military
recruitment system that fell almost entirely on serfs. Alexander Il, who succeeded Nicholas | in
1855, drew a direct lesson from the defeat: without a real overhaul of Russia's own social

structure, the empire could not compete as a genuine European power.

The Emancipation of the Serfs, 1861

The Emancipation Manifesto, issued on 3 March 1861 (19 February by Russia's own Old Style
calendar), freed roughly 23 million privately owned serfs — about a third of the empire's total

population — granting them real, personal legal freedom for the first time.
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What serfs genuinely gained

Personal legal freedom — the right to marry
without a landowner's consent, to own
property in their own name, to bring legal

cases, and to move without permission.

What they still owed

Redemption payments for the land allotted
to them — three-quarters of the total sum
advanced by the government to the

landowner, with peasants repaying that

debt, plus interest, over 49 years. These

payments weren't cancelled until 1907.

Freedom without land security

Emancipation freed people, but it didn't hand them a genuinely secure economic footing.
Land allotments were often too small to support a family, and the 49-year redemption
debt meant many former serfs remained bound to the same land, and often the same

real hardship, they'd nominally just been freed from.

The Other Great Reforms

Emancipation was the centrepiece of a wider set of real institutional changes, collectively

known as the Great Reforms:

Reform What it actually did

Zemstvo Created elected local councils at the district and provincial level, responsible

reform for roads, public health, and primary education

Judicial Established independent courts, trial by jury, irremovable judges, and public

reform proceedings — ending Russia's own reliance on secret, arbitrary justice

i Introduced universal conscription for all male subjects (Minister of War
ilitar
- y Dmitry Milyutin's own design), replacing a brutal 25-year service that had
reform

fallen almost entirely on the peasantry

Reform's Real Limits — Autocracy Left Intact
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The zemstvo's own real power was carefully caged from the start: voting was weighted heavily
toward the nobility, and the councils had no control at all over the police or the central
bureaucracy. None of the Great Reforms touched the monarchy's own authority — Russia
gained no national parliament, no constitution, and no formal check on the Tsar's own power

to rule by decree.

Finding: reform granted from above, not won as a genuine constitutional right

Every one of the Great Reforms was a real, substantive concession — but each was
granted by the Tsar's own decision, not secured through any institutional mechanism
Russia's own subjects could rely on independently. That distinction matters directly: a
reform granted by decree can be narrowed, or reversed outright, by the next decree just

as easily.

The End of Reform: Assassination and Counter-Reforms

Alexander Il was assassinated in Saint Petersburg on 13 March 1881, killed by a bomb thrown
by a member of Narodnaya Volya ("People's Will"), a revolutionary group whose Executive
Committee — led chiefly by Andrei Zhelyabov — had planned the attack. His son, Alexander I,
drew the opposite lesson from his father's own reforms: rather than continuing them, he issued
the real "Manifesto on Unshakable Autocracy," rejecting further liberalization outright. Under
the influence of Konstantin Pobedonostsev, Procurator of the Holy Synod, Alexander llI's own
government rolled back several of the Great Reforms' own real gains — narrowing zemstvo
autonomy, tightening central oversight of the courts — while pursuing an aggressive policy of

Russification against the empire's own national minorities.

The pattern this closes on — real reform granted, then real reform reversed, entirely at the
discretion of one man on the throne — is the same structural weakness the next chapter picks
up directly, in the crisis that finally forced Russia's own first real experiment with a national

parliament.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1
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Explain why the Crimean War, rather than any purely internal Russian development,

was the real, direct trigger for Alexander II's Great Reforms.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain why emancipation's own redemption-payment system meant many former
serfs remained economically bound to the land even after gaining genuine personal

freedom.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Explain why a reform granted entirely at the Tsar's own discretion, with no
independent institutional backing, is structurally different from — and more fragile

than — a reform secured through a real constitutional guarantee.

— Solution

Quick Reference

1853-1856: Crimean War defeat exposes Russia's real backwardness relative to

Western Europe

3 March 1861: Emancipation Manifesto frees roughly 23 million serfs — personal

freedom granted, but tied to 49-year redemption payments

1864: Zemstvo reform (local government, weighted toward the nobility) and judicial

reform (independent courts, jury trial)
1874: Universal military conscription replaces 25-year peasant-only service

The real limit: no reform touched the monarchy's own absolute authority — no

parliament, no constitution

13 March 1881: Alexander Il assassinated by Narodnaya Volya
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e Alexander lll's response: the "Manifesto on Unshakable Autocracy," counter-

reforms, and Russification
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CHAPTER 2: THE 1905 REVOLUTION & THE DUMA EXPERIMENT

Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 2 - The 1905 Revolution & the Duma Experiment

Chapter 1 closed on a real structural weakness: reform granted purely by decree can be
reversed just as easily. This chapter shows that same weakness playing out a second time — this

time applied to Russia's own first national parliament.

Bloody Sunday

On 22 January 1905 (9 January by the Old Style calendar), a peaceful crowd of workers and
their families marched on the Winter Palace in Saint Petersburg, led by the priest Father Georgy
Gapon. Their petition to Nicholas Il asked for real, specific reforms: limits on state officials' own
power, better working conditions and hours, and — for the first time as an explicit popular
demand — a national parliament. Troops guarding the palace opened fire on the unarmed
marchers; roughly 200 people were killed and 800 wounded, with 40 shot dead at the Narva

Gate alone, where Gapon himself was leading the march.

The massacre triggered a wave of strikes and protests across the empire that escalated into a

genuine revolutionary crisis through the rest of 1905.

The October Manifesto — A Real Concession

Facing a crisis he could not simply outlast, Nicholas Il issued the October Manifesto in October
1905. It promised civil liberties, the right to vote, and — the real, headline concession — a
national Duma, with the explicit promise that no law would take effect without the Duma's own

confirmation.

The 1906 Fundamental Laws — Autocracy Rewritten, Not

Removed
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The Fundamental Laws, promulgated in April 1906, formally established the Duma the October

Manifesto had promised — but built real, substantial limits into it from the outset.

What the Duma genuinely gained What Nicholas Il kept for himself

A real national body with a formal role in An absolute veto over all legislation; full

the legislative process, elected rather than control of the bureaucracy, military, foreign

appointed, meeting publicly and able to policy, and ministerial appointments; the

debate and vote on legislation. power to dissolve the Duma at will; and sole
authority to initiate any revision of the

Fundamental Laws themselves.

Finding: the word "unlimited" was removed, but "autocratic” stayed

The revised Fundamental Laws dropped the word "unlimited" from describing the Tsar's
own power, but kept the word "autocratic" — and created an upper house, the State
Council, with the Tsar personally selecting half its members. The real substance of the

change was narrower than its own language suggested.

Four Dumas, Two Real Patterns

What happened to it

Dominated by liberals and socialists; dissolved quickly by the
May-July 1906

Tsar

Also dominated by liberals and socialists; dissolved by the
March—June 1907

Coup of June 1907, below

November 1907-June Completed its full term — only after the electoral rules had

1912 been rewritten

November 1912—March

Fourth - Sat until the revolution that ended the monarchy itself

The Coup of June 1907 — Changing the Rules Mid-Game
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On 1 June 1907, Prime Minister Pyotr Stolypin accused Social Democrat deputies of preparing
an armed uprising and demanded the Duma exclude 55 of them from its sessions, stripping
parliamentary immunity from 16. When the Duma refused, Nicholas Il dissolved it by imperial

decree on 3 June — an act that came to be known as the Coup of June 1907.

Alongside the dissolution, the government issued a new electoral law that dramatically reduced
representation for national minorities (Poland, Siberia, the Caucasus, Central Asia) while
strengthening the vote of the nobility and large landowners. Both the dissolution and the new
electoral law were issued without the Duma's own consent — a direct violation of the 1906
Fundamental Laws, which had explicitly required exactly that consent for any change of this
kind.

Finding: the same fragility from Chapter 1, now applied to a parliament

Chapter 1 identified a real structural weakness in Alexander II's own Great Reforms — a
reform granted purely by decree carries no independent guarantee against being
reversed by the next decree. The Coup of June 1907 is that exact same weakness, one
generation later, now applied to a national parliament instead of a set of administrative
reforms: the government simply rewrote its own rules by decree, in specific violation of

the same 1906 Fundamental Laws that had supposedly guaranteed the Duma's own role.

The Third Duma, elected under the new, rewritten rules, was genuinely more cooperative — it
completed its full term and passed Stolypin's own land-reform program for peasant
smallholders, though it achieved comparatively little else. The Fourth Duma sat through the
early years of the First World War — the crisis this course's next chapter turns to directly, and

the one that finally brought the entire Tsarist system down.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain why the October Manifesto's own promise — that no law would take effect
without the Duma's confirmation — turned out to be a much narrower concession in

practice than it first sounded.
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— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain why the Coup of June 1907 is best understood as a direct continuation of the
same structural weakness Chapter 1 identified in the Great Reforms, rather than as an

unrelated, later crisis.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Explain why the Third Duma's own ability to complete its full term is not, on its own,
evidence that the Duma system had become genuinely more secure or powerful by
1907.

— Solution

Quick Reference
22 January 1905: Bloody Sunday — troops fire on a peaceful petitioning crowd
outside the Winter Palace, killing roughly 200

October 1905: the October Manifesto promises a national Duma and no law without

its confirmation

April 1906: the Fundamental Laws establish the Duma but preserve the Tsar's veto,

dissolution power, and control of the bureaucracy and military

First and Second Dumas (1906-1907): both dominated by liberals and socialists,
both dissolved quickly

1 June 1907: Stolypin demands the exclusion of 55 Social Democrat deputies; the

Duma refuses

3 June 1907: the Coup of June 1907 — dissolution and a new, more restrictive

electoral law, both issued without the Duma's own required consent
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e Third Duma (1907-1912): completes its full term under the rewritten rules; Fourth

Duma (1912-1917) sits until the monarchy's own collapse
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CHAPTER 3: WORLD WAR | & THE COLLAPSE OF TSARISM
Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 3 - World War | & the Collapse of Tsarism

The Fourth Duma, closing Chapter 2, sat through the opening years of a war that did what
Bloody Sunday, the 1905 Revolution, and every earlier crisis had not: it brought the entire

Tsarist system down in barely a week.

The Real Cost of War

By the end of 1916, Russian military casualties — killed, wounded, or captured — totalled
nearly five million. Russian forces on the Eastern Front were, at points, so poorly supplied that

units lacked sufficient rifles to arm every soldier sent to fight.

Economic Collapse at Home

The war's own strain reached well beyond the front line. By mid-1916, an estimated 30% of
Russia's own railway stock was unusable, crippling the transport network cities depended on
for food and fuel. Inflation reached nearly 400% by late 1916. Petrograd alone needed roughly

60 railway cars of food per day; it often received barely a third of that.

A capital city running out of bread

This wasn't abstract economic hardship — it meant real, daily food shortages in Russia's
own capital, the precise, concrete condition that tipped a planned demonstration into a

genuine revolution within days.

The February Revolution

On 23 February 1917 by the Old Style calendar (8 March by the modern Gregorian calendar),

working-class women marking International Women's Day marched through Petrograd to
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protest food shortages and high bread prices. The march merged with existing bread queues

and rapidly widened into a genuine popular uprising.

The moment that actually decided the outcome came on 12 March (New Style): soldiers
stationed in Petrograd, ordered to fire on the crowds, refused — in some cases shooting their
own officers instead — and sided with the protesters. Once the army itself withdrew its loyalty,

the government had no remaining means of restoring order.

Nicholas IlI's Abdication

Nicholas Il signed his abdication on 2 March 1917 (Old Style), 15 March by the modern
calendar — in favour of his brother, Grand Duke Michael. Michael refused the crown the
following day, bringing three centuries of Romanov rule to an end in barely four days of bread

riots and a soldiers' mutiny.

Finding: a system with no institutional shock absorber

Chapters 1 and 2 both showed a real, recurring pattern — reform or concession granted
at the Tsar's own discretion, with no independent institution able to preserve it once the
Tsar changed course. February 1917 shows the other, more dangerous side of that same
weakness: with no elected government genuinely sharing power, no independent
institution existed to manage the crisis once the army's own loyalty broke either. A
system built entirely around one man's own continued authority had no institutional

capacity to survive the moment that authority actually failed.

What replaced the monarchy was not a single new government, but two competing centres of

authority claiming to govern at once — the subject of this course's own next chapter.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain why the army's own refusal to fire on the crowds on 12 March 1917, rather than
the original bread-price protests themselves, was the specific moment that made the

Tsarist government's own collapse unavoidable.
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— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain how Russia's own real economic strain in 1916 — the railway collapse, the
inflation figures, and Petrograd's own food shortfall — connects directly to the specific

protest that triggered the February Revolution.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Explain why a political system with no institution genuinely sharing power is especially
vulnerable during a crisis, even if that same system had survived earlier crises (like

1905) without collapsing.

— Solution

Quick Reference

By end of 1916: nearly 5 million Russian military casualties; 30% of railway stock

unusable; inflation near 400%

23 February 1917 (OS) / 8 March (NS): International Women's Day march merges

with bread riots in Petrograd

12 March 1917 (NS): Petrograd garrison mutinies, refusing to fire on protesters

2 March 1917 (OS) / 15 March (NS): Nicholas Il abdicates in favour of his brother
Michael

3 March 1917 (OS): Michael refuses the crown, ending 300 years of Romanov rule

The real lesson: a system built around one man's own unchecked authority had no

institutional capacity to survive the moment that authority failed
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CHAPTER 4: THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTIONS OF 1917: FEBRUARY TO OCTOBER

Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 4 - The Russian Revolutions of 1917: February to October

Chapter 3 closed on Nicholas II's abdication and a genuine institutional vacuum — no single
government existed to fill it. What emerged instead were two governments at once, each

claiming real authority, neither able to fully exercise it alone.

Two Governments Claiming to Rule

In the same week the monarchy fell, two separate bodies formed in Petrograd: the Provisional
Government, drawn mostly from the old Duma's own liberal and moderate members and led
first by Prince Georgy Lvov, and the Petrograd Soviet of Workers' and Soldiers' Deputies,
elected directly by factory workers and mutinous soldiers. Both claimed real legitimacy. Neither

controlled the other.

Kerensky's Own Real Description

Alexander Kerensky — at this point a minister in the Provisional Government and
simultaneously vice-chairman of the Petrograd Soviet — later described the arrangement
with genuine precision: the Soviet held "power without authority,” while the Provisional

Government held "authority without power." Neither body alone could actually govern.

Order No. 1: Undermining the Army That Made the Revolution

On 1 March 1917, the Petrograd Soviet issued Order No. 1 — a real directive telling soldiers to
obey the Provisional Government only when its orders didn't contradict the Soviet's own
decrees, and establishing elected soldier committees within every military unit. The order
deliberately weakened the traditional chain of command that had already broken once, in the

mutiny that toppled the Tsar, and it kept weakening it for the rest of the year.
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Lenin's April Theses & the Failed July Days

Vladimir Lenin returned to Russia in April 1917 and immediately published his April Theses,
calling for the Provisional Government to be rejected entirely and power transferred directly to
the Soviets — "All Power to the Soviets." Even his own Bolshevik colleagues initially rejected the

idea as premature.

By July 1917, popular frustration with the Provisional Government's own continued
participation in World War | boiled into open, armed demonstrations in Petrograd — the July
Days. The government crushed the uprising, arrested Bolshevik leaders including Trotsky, and

forced Lenin to flee to Finland. For a real, brief moment, Bolshevik influence looked broken.

The Kornilov Affair (August 1917): A Real, Fatal Irony

In late August 1917, the army's own commander-in-chief, General Lavr Kornilov, moved troops
toward Petrograd — widely understood as an attempted coup against the Provisional
Government itself, whether or not Kerensky (now prime minister) had genuinely authorized it
first. With too few loyal troops of his own to stop Kornilov, Kerensky made a real, consequential
decision: he opened the city's weapons stores to the Petrograd Soviet, arming the Bolshevik-

aligned Red Guards, and released the Bolshevik leaders arrested after the July Days.

The Provisional Government Arms Its Own Overthrower

Kornilov's advance collapsed without a real fight. But the Red Guards never returned the
weapons Kerensky had handed them. In defending itself against a threat from the right,
the Provisional Government had just equipped and legitimized the movement that would

remove it from power two months later.

The October Revolution

On the night of 25-26 October 1917 (Old Style) — 7-8 November by the modern calendar —
Bolshevik Red Guards, now well-armed thanks to Kornilov's own failed coup, seized key
positions across Petrograd and moved on the Winter Palace itself, where the Provisional
Government's ministers were meeting. Resistance was minimal. Kerensky fled the city before

the palace fell; the remaining ministers were arrested within hours.
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Finding: A Second System With No Institutional Shock Absorber

Chapter 3 found that Tsarist autocracy had no institution capable of surviving a crisis
once the Tsar's own personal authority failed. Dual power collapsed for a structurally
related real reason: neither the Provisional Government nor the Soviet held complete
authority on its own, and the one moment they combined forces — against Kornilov —

armed the single faction disciplined enough to exploit that gap.

What the Bolsheviks actually built once they held power — and how quickly they moved from a
seized capital to a full one-party state — is the subject of Chapter 6, after Chapter 5 covers the

real civil war their seizure of power triggered.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain what Kerensky meant by describing the Soviet as holding "power without

authority” and the Provisional Government as holding "authority without power," and

why that specific imbalance made dual power inherently unstable.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain the real, direct chain of cause and effect connecting the Kornilov Affair in

August 1917 to the Bolsheviks' own military capacity to seize power in October.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

The July Days appeared to badly weaken the Bolsheviks, yet they seized power just
three months later. Explain how both things can be true — a real, temporary setback

that didn't reflect the movement's own actual trajectory.
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— Solution

Quick Reference

e March 1917: Dual power begins — the Provisional Government (Lvov, then Kerensky

from July) and the Petrograd Soviet, each with real but incomplete authority

1 March 1917: Order No. 1 undermines the army's traditional chain of command
April 1917: Lenin's April Theses call for "All Power to the Soviets"

July 1917: The July Days uprising fails; Lenin flees, Trotsky is arrested

August 1917: The Kornilov Affair — Kerensky arms the Bolshevik Red Guards to

survive it, and they never disarm

25-26 October 1917 (OS) / 7-8 November (NS): Bolsheviks seize the Winter Palace;

the Provisional Government falls
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CHAPTER 5: CIVIL WAR & WAR COMMUNISM

Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 5 - Civil War & War Communism

Chapter 4 closed with the Bolsheviks holding the Winter Palace. Holding Petrograd was not the
same as holding Russia. What followed was a genuinely multi-sided war lasting nearly five
ears, fought under an economic policy that reshaped — and nearly broke — the country the

Bolsheviks were trying to govern.

A War With No Simple Sides

The Russian Civil War is conventionally dated from late 1917 to October 1922. It was never

simply Bolsheviks against monarchists.

The Reds

The Bolshevik-led Red Army, organized by
Leon Trotsky, fighting to hold the power

The Whites

A genuinely loose coalition with no shared

ideology — monarchists, liberal

seized in October 1917. constitutionalists, and rival socialists, united
mainly by opposition to Bolshevik rule

rather than any real common program.

Foreign Intervention

Britain, France, the United States, and Japan
sent real troops and material support to
Vladivostok, Odessa, and Archangel, mostly
supplying and advising White forces rather
than fighting directly.

The Czechoslovak Legion & the Widening War (1918)
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A real, unlikely trigger widened the conflict in 1918: the Czechoslovak Legion — some 35,000
former Austro-Hungarian prisoners of war recruited to fight for the Allies — clashed with Soviet
forces while attempting to leave Russia via Siberia. Rather than departing, the Legion effectively
seized control of the Trans-Siberian Railway, creating real, defensible territory where anti-

Bolshevik movements could organize and grow.

The Execution of the Romanov Family

On the night of 16-17 July 1918, Nicholas Il, his wife, their five children, and four remaining
household servants were shot and bayoneted at the Ipatiev House in Yekaterinburg on
Bolshevik orders — eleven people in total. The stated real justification was the advancing White
army's own approach to the city and the risk of the former Tsar being recaptured as a rallying

figure.

War Communism: The Bolsheviks' Real Wartime Economy

To fund and supply the Red Army through the war, the Bolshevik government imposed War
Communism from mid-1918 to early 1921 — a real, coercive economic policy with three central
features: prodrazvyorstka, the forced requisitioning of grain and other agricultural produce
from peasants at fixed, nominal prices, with quotas often set at 70-100% of an entire harvest;
the complete nationalization of industry, finished by June 1920; and a real, near-total ban on

private trade.
Requisitioning Meant Armed Detachments in Villages
Prodrazvyorstka was enforced by armed requisitioning brigades sent directly into peasant
villages, seizing not just genuine surplus grain but often seed grain and household

reserves too — a real, direct cause of the widespread peasant uprisings that spread

across the countryside by 1920.

The War's Real, Staggering Human Cost

Combat & Disease Political Terror
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Roughly 300,000 killed in direct combat, The Cheka's own Red Terror carried out at
with typhus alone killing a further 3 million least 250,000 summary executions, with
people in 1920, at pandemic scale. some real estimates running above a

million.

Famine

The 1921-22 famine that followed the war
and War Communism together,
concentrated in the Volga region, killed an

estimated 5 million people.

Total real deaths from the Civil War and its immediate aftermath are estimated by historians at
somewhere between 7 and 12 million — a genuinely uncertain range, reflecting chaotic
wartime record-keeping and causes of death that overlapped constantly (combat, disease, and

starvation striking the same regions at once).

Kronstadt & the End of War Communism (March 1921)

In March 1921, roughly 15,000 sailors and soldiers of the Baltic Fleet stationed at Kronstadt —
troops Lenin himself had once called "the reddest of the reds" — mutinied against the
Bolshevik government, driven directly by War Communism's own real hardships: forced

requisitioning, ration shortages, and the suppression of worker dissent in nearby Petrograd.

A Real, Striking Coincidence of Timing

The Kronstadt rebellion broke out during the exact same week the Communist Party's
own Tenth Congress was meeting in Moscow — a Congress that ended by voting to
replace War Communism with the New Economic Policy. The uprising didn't cause that
policy reversal outright, but it landed at the precise real moment the Bolshevik leadership
itself was concluding War Communism could not continue. Chapter 6 covers what the
New Economic Policy actually replaced it with, alongside the other institutions — the
Cheka, the one-party state, the formal 1922 founding of the USSR — that emerged from

this same period.
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Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain why the Whites' own lack of a shared ideology beyond opposition to
Bolshevism was a real structural disadvantage in the Civil War, compared to the Reds'

own single, unified command under Trotsky.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain the real, direct connection between War Communism's grain requisitioning

policy and the peasant uprisings that spread across the Russian countryside by 1920.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Explain why the Kronstadt rebellion is described as a "striking coincidence of timing"
with the Tenth Party Congress, rather than as the direct, sole cause of the New

Economic Policy.

— Solution

Quick Reference
Late 1917-October 1922: The Russian Civil War — Reds vs. a loosely allied White
coalition, with Allied foreign intervention

1918: The Czechoslovak Legion's revolt widens the war and opens Siberia to anti-

Bolshevik forces
16-17 July 1918: The Romanov family executed at Yekaterinburg

Mid-1918 to early 1921: War Communism — forced grain requisitioning

(prodrazvyorstka), full industrial nationalization, and a ban on private trade
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e Real human cost: an estimated 7-12 million total deaths, including roughly 5 million

from the 1921-22 famine alone

e March 1921: The Kronstadt rebellion coincides with the Tenth Party Congress's own

decision to replace War Communism with the New Economic Policy
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CHAPTER 6: LENIN'S SOVIET STATE: IDEOLOGY & INSTITUTIONS
Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 6 - Lenin's Soviet State: Ideology & Institutions

Chapter 5 closed at the exact moment the Bolshevik leadership was reconsidering how to
govern the country it had fought a civil war to hold. This chapter covers what it built instead —

a genuinely new kind of state, assembled piece by piece between 1917 and 1922.

Building a One-Party State

The Bolsheviks' own monopoly on political power wasn't declared in a single decree — it was
assembled incrementally, over several years, through both institutional creation and the real,

deliberate elimination of rivals.

The Cheka (December 1917) Eliminating Rival Parties

Founded on 20 December 1917 under Felix Other socialist parties that had genuinely
Dzerzhinsky, the Cheka became the competed with the Bolsheviks in 1917 —
Bolsheviks' own secret police — the real the Mensheviks and the Socialist
institution behind the Red Terror's Revolutionaries — were progressively
executions covered in Chapter 5. suppressed through the Civil War years,
closing off any real remaining path to a

multi-party Soviet government.

The 1921 Ban on Factions

At the same Tenth Party Congress that
adopted the New Economic Policy (see
below), the Bolsheviks passed a real
Resolution on Party Unity, banning
organized internal factions and empowering
the Central Committee to expel dissenting

members — even senior ones.
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Opposition Ended Twice Over

By 1922, genuine political opposition to Bolshevik rule had been closed off at two real,
separate levels at once: externally, by eliminating rival parties; internally, by banning
organized disagreement within the ruling party itself. Debate could still happen —

organizing around that debate could not.

The New Economic Policy: A Real Retreat From War

Communism

The same Tenth Congress that banned internal factions also voted, in March 1921, to abandon
War Communism. A decree issued 21 March 1921 replaced forced grain requisitioning
(prodrazvyorstka) with prodnalog — a fixed tax in kind, letting peasants keep and sell whatever

surplus remained once the tax was paid.

The New Economic Policy went further than agriculture: small private businesses were allowed
to reopen for real profit, and a class of small traders and entrepreneurs — popularly known as
"nepmen" — emerged to fill the retail and interregional trade the state itself had banned
outright under War Communism. The state kept its own real, direct control over banking,
foreign trade, and large-scale industry — Lenin himself described the resulting system as a

genuine "mixed economy," intended to last "seriously and for a long time."

A Real, Deliberate Split: Loosen the Economy, Tighten the Party

The Tenth Congress made two decisions that pulled in genuinely opposite directions at
once — economically relaxing state control through the NEP, while politically tightening
it through the Ban on Factions. Together they reflect a real, considered Bolshevik position:
private economic activity could be tolerated as a practical necessity; organized political

dissent could not.

The results were real and measurable. By 1925, Soviet agricultural production had recovered to
roughly pre-World War | levels, with Soviet estimates citing a 40% rise in agricultural output

and a 14% rise in overall economic production under the new policy.
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The 1922 Formation of the USSR

On 30 December 1922, delegates from four Soviet republics — the Russian SFSR, the Ukrainian
SSR, the Byelorussian SSR, and the Transcaucasian SFSR — signed a real Treaty and Declaration
formally uniting themselves into a single federal state: the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.
The Declaration itself justified the union partly on real, practical grounds — that "isolated
efforts of the separate Republics" toward economic reconstruction were inadequate on their
own — and partly on the need for a shared, unified front against what it called "capitalist

encirclement.”

Lenin's Declining Health & the Open Question of Succession

Lenin suffered his first stroke on 26 May 1922 — before the USSR's own founding treaty was
even signed — temporarily losing speech and movement on his right side. He recovered
enough to keep working on a limited basis, but a second stroke followed in December 1922,
and a third in March 1923 ended his ability to speak at all.

Between these strokes, Lenin dictated a real document later known as his Testament, assessing
the senior Bolshevik leadership's own fitness to lead after him. Its real, specific warning about
Joseph Stalin — recommending he be removed from his post as General Secretary, on the
grounds that Stalin had accumulated more power than he could be trusted to use cautiously —

went unheeded.

Finding: An Institutional State With No Settled Succession

By late 1922, the Bolsheviks had built the real institutional architecture of a durable one-
party state — the Cheka, a banned opposition, a formal federal union, an economy
stabilizing under the NEP. What they had not built was any real, agreed mechanism for
choosing who led that state once Lenin himself no longer could. Chapter 7 covers the
genuine power struggle that filled that gap — and how Stalin, the very man Lenin's own

Testament warned against, ultimately won it.

Hands-On Exercises
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EXERCISE 1

Explain why the Ban on Factions and the New Economic Policy, passed at the same
Congress, represent a genuinely deliberate split rather than a contradiction in

Bolshevik policy.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain the real, direct mechanism by which prodnalog's fixed tax structure, rather
than prodrazvyorstka's open-ended quotas, gave peasants a genuine incentive to

produce more than the bare minimum.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Explain why the Bolsheviks having built durable institutions by 1922 did not, on its

own, guarantee a stable transfer of power once Lenin's health declined.

— Solution

Quick Reference

20 December 1917: The Cheka founded under Felix Dzerzhinsky

March 1921: The Tenth Party Congress adopts the New Economic Policy and the Ban

on Factions in the same session
21 March 1921: Prodnalog (a fixed tax in kind) replaces forced grain requisitioning

By 1925: Agricultural production recovers to roughly pre-World War | levels under
the NEP

30 December 1922: The Treaty on the Creation of the USSR unites four Soviet

republics into one federal state
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e 26 May 1922 / December 1922 / March 1923: Lenin's three strokes; his own

Testament warns against Stalin's growing power
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CHAPTER 7: STALIN'S RISE TO POWER

Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 7 - Stalin's Rise to Power

Chapter 6 closed on a real, genuine gap — durable Soviet institutions with no agreed process
for choosing who led them. Lenin died on 21 January 1924, and the five years that followed

answered that question through a real power struggle, not an election or a fixed rule.

Lenin's Death & the Triumvirate

The alliance that shaped the struggle's early outcome had actually formed before Lenin died.
As early as May 1922, Stalin built a real Triumvirate with Grigory Zinoviev and Lev Kameney,
united by one shared, practical goal: keeping Trotsky — widely seen as the most likely and

most dangerous rival — from succeeding Lenin.

Lenin's own Testament, dictated during his final illness and warning explicitly against Stalin's
growing power, was read aloud only to the heads of provincial delegations at the Thirteenth
Party Congress in May 1924 — not to the full Congress. Kamenev and Zinoviev, still needing
Stalin's own support against Trotsky, argued successfully that the Testament should not be

made public. Stalin himself remained General Secretary.

The General Secretary’s Real, Unglamorous Power

Stalin had held the post of General Secretary since April 1922 — a position his own rivals
initially regarded as bureaucratic and unglamorous compared to Trotsky's real revolutionary
prestige as the Red Army's own founder. In practice, it gave Stalin direct, personal control over
party membership and appointments, letting him place loyalists in key regional and

institutional posts years before the succession struggle came to a head.
A Real, Documented Detail

Trotsky was recovering from illness on the Black Sea coast when Lenin died, and missed

both the start of the anti-Trotsky campaign and Lenin's own funeral. Trotsky later claimed
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he had been given a false date for the funeral — a claim Stalin's own secretary, Boris
Bazhanov, independently corroborated, stating that Stalin deliberately telegraphed
Trotsky the wrong date. Stalin himself organized and led the funeral in Trotsky's absence,

publicly positioning himself as Lenin's real successor from the very start.

Socialism in One Country vs. Permanent Revolution

In 1924, Stalin introduced a real, specific doctrine — "Socialism in One Country" — arguing the
USSR could and should build socialism on its own, without waiting on revolution elsewhere.
Trotsky's own rival theory, Permanent Revolution, held that socialism could never be secure in
one backward country without genuine revolution spreading abroad, and warned that Stalin's
own nationalist framing would distort the project. The dispute was a real ideological fight, but

it was also a real proxy for the underlying question of who actually led the party.

The United Opposition & Trotsky's Real Fall (1926-1929)

Once Trotsky's own influence was sufficiently reduced, Stalin turned on his former Triumvirate
partners. Feeling genuinely sidelined, Zinoviev and Kamenev switched sides in 1926, joining
Trotsky in a real United Opposition against Stalin — an alliance between former enemies that

never held together well.

Stalin expelled Trotsky and his allies from the party at the Fifteenth Congress in December
1927. Trotsky was sent into internal exile at Alma-Ata in January 1928, and formally expelled
from the Soviet Union itself in February 1929 — the final, real end of his own capacity to

challenge Stalin from inside the country.

Stalin's Real Ideological Reversal: Defeating the Right

With the Left Opposition defeated, Stalin's own remaining rival was Nikolai Bukharin's Right
Opposition, which had allied with Stalin against Trotsky and Zinoviev while defending the NEP's

own continuation and a gradual, peasant-friendly path to industrialization.

A real grain-procurement crisis in early 1928 gave Stalin his opening. Rather than defending

the NEP alongside Bukharin, Stalin abruptly reversed his own previous position and adopted
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the rapid, forced industrialization program the defeated Left had originally proposed. Bukharin,
along with Alexei Rykov and Mikhail Tomsky, opposed emergency grain requisitioning as a real
betrayal of NEP principles — and were denounced at the Central Committee's January 1929

plenum. Bukharin was removed from the Politburo, the Comintern, and the editorship of Pravda

that same year.

Finding: Stalin Won Using Both Sides' Own Arguments in Turn

Stalin defeated the Left Opposition partly by defending gradualism and the NEP — the
Right's own position. He then defeated the Right Opposition by adopting rapid, forced
industrialization — the Left's own original position, championed by the very rivals he had
already destroyed. Stalin's own consistent commitment across this entire chapter was
never to one economic policy; it was to whichever position, at each stage, could be used

to defeat whoever still stood between him and undisputed control.

By the end of 1929, Stalin held real, undisputed power over the Soviet state. Chapter 8 covers
what he did with it — the real, forced collectivization of agriculture and the first Five-Year Plans,

and the devastating famine that followed.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain why Zinoviev and Kamenev's decision to suppress Lenin's Testament in 1924,

rather than release it, ultimately worked against their own long-term interests.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain why control over party membership and appointments, as General Secretary,
was a genuinely more durable source of power than Trotsky's own revolutionary

prestige as Red Army founder.

— Solution
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EXERCISE 3

Explain how Stalin's real ideological reversal — defending the NEP against the Left,
then abandoning it to defeat the Right — reveals something about the actual nature

of his rise to power, beyond any single policy position.

— Solution

Quick Reference

April 1922: Stalin becomes General Secretary, gaining real control over party

appointments

May 1922: The Triumvirate — Stalin, Zinoviev, Kamenev — forms against Trotsky

21 January 1924: Lenin dies; Trotsky misses the funeral after being given a false date
May 1924: The Thirteenth Party Congress suppresses Lenin's Testament

1926-1927: The United Opposition (Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev) forms, then is

expelled

January 1928 / February 1929: Trotsky exiled to Alma-Ata, then expelled from the
USSR

1928-1929: Stalin reverses course, adopts rapid industrialization, and defeats

Bukharin's Right Opposition

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmp1b0ug0k6.html



file:///C:/resources/russianpolitics1/russianpolitics1-7_exercise3.txt

07/09/2026, 16:38

CHAPTER 8: COLLECTIVIZATION & THE FIVE-YEAR PLANS

Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 8 - Collectivization & the Five-Year Plans

Chapter 7 closed with Stalin holding real, undisputed power by the end of 1929, no longer
needing to negotiate with rivals over what direction to take the Soviet Union. This chapter

covers exactly what he did with that power — and its real, catastrophic human cost.

The First Five-Year Plan: Real, Unrealistic Targets

Adopted by the party in 1928, Stalin's own First Five-Year Plan set a real, deliberately ambitious
course for Soviet industry: a 250% increase in overall industrial output, and a 330% expansion
in heavy industry specifically. These targets were, by real historical assessment, genuinely
unrealistic — but the plan's own political purpose was as much about demonstrating

revolutionary transformation as it was about achievable economic planning.

Forced Collectivization & Dekulakization

Agriculture was reorganized on an equally sweeping real scale. Individual peasant farms were
to be merged into large collective farms (kolkhozy), a policy the regime justified as both raising
productivity and guaranteeing grain reserves large enough to feed a rapidly growing urban

industrial workforce.

In 1929, Stalin ordered the "elimination of the kulaks" — a real, deliberately vague category
applied to wealthier or simply resistant peasants. Dekulakization became the real, brutal
mechanism enforcing collectivization: an estimated 10 million people, possibly more, were

forcibly deported to the Arctic and other inhospitable regions of the USSR.

A Real, Measured Sign of Peasant Resistance

Rather than surrender livestock to collective farms, peasants across the USSR slaughtered
their own animals on a genuinely massive scale — roughly 14 million farm animals killed

in just the first two months of 1930 alone. It was a real, self-destructive form of resistance
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that further crippled the very agricultural capacity collectivization was meant to

strengthen.

"Dizzy with Success": A Real, Temporary Retreat (March 1930)

On 2 March 1930, Stalin published a real article in Pravda, "Dizzy with Success," claiming that
50% of Soviet peasant farms had already been collectivized — more than double the Five-Year
Plan's own original target — and criticizing local officials for real "excesses" in how the policy
had been carried out. It was a genuine, calculated tactical retreat rather than a change of
underlying goal: the pace of collectivization briefly slowed, but the campaign resumed within

months, and it did nothing to prevent the crisis already building.

The Real, Devastating Famine (1932-33)

Collectivization's own combination of forced grain requisitioning and the wholesale disruption
of Soviet agriculture produced a genuine, catastrophic famine across the USSR's own grain-

growing regions in 1932-33.

Ukraine (the Holodomor) Kazakhstan

Real, documented estimates from a 2015 A real, separate famine killed an estimated
demographic study put deaths at roughly 1.5-2.3 million people — a genuinely

3.9 million, with a broader real range of 3.5- catastrophic proportion of the Kazakh

5 million. At its worst, in June 1933, population specifically.

Ukrainians were dying at a rate of roughly

28,000 people per day.

The Wider USSR

Total real famine deaths across the Soviet
Union are estimated at roughly 5 million,
with the broader 1932-33 crisis (including
deportation-related deaths) estimated at 5.7

to 8.7 million.
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Finding: The Same Real Mechanism as War Communism, at a Larger Scale

Chapter 5 traced how War Communism's own forced grain requisitioning — enforced by

armed detachments seizing seed grain along with genuine surplus — directly produced
peasant famine. Collectivization's own real crisis followed the identical structural pattern:
state-set requisition quotas, enforced against real, active peasant resistance, left
insufficient food behind regardless of an actual harvest shortfall. The specific institutions
had changed since 1921; the underlying real mechanism connecting forced requisition to

mass starvation had not.

Stalin's own hold on power, secured through the rivalries traced in Chapter 7, now extended to
a state willing to enforce policy through famine on this real scale. Chapter 9 covers what came
next: the Great Purge, and the real machinery of Stalinist terror that consolidated his control
still further.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain why "Dizzy with Success" is described as a tactical retreat rather than a
genuine change of policy goal, using the real, specific details in the article and what

happened afterward.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain why the mass slaughter of livestock by peasants in early 1930 is described as a
"self-destructive" form of resistance, rather than simply an effective one.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3
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Explain the real, structural similarity between War Communism's grain requisitioning

(Chapter 5) and collectivization's own requisitioning policy, and why the same

underlying mechanism produced two separate real famines a decade apart.

— Solution

Quick Reference
1928: The First Five-Year Plan adopted — targets of 250% industrial growth, 330%
heavy-industry growth

1929: Stalin orders the "elimination of the kulaks"; roughly 10 million people
deported

Early 1930: Peasants slaughter roughly 14 million farm animals rather than surrender

them to collective farms
2 March 1930: Stalin's "Dizzy with Success" article — a real, temporary tactical retreat

1932-33: The Holodomor kills an estimated 3.5-5 million in Ukraine; the Kazakh

famine kills 1.5-2.3 million; total Soviet famine deaths estimated at roughly 5 million
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CHAPTER 9: THE GREAT PURGE & STALINIST TERROR

Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 9 - The Great Purge & Stalinist Terror

Chapter 8 closed with Stalin's own economic revolution already costing millions of lives. This
chapter covers the real political terror that ran alongside and after it — a campaign that
consumed the very rivals Chapter 7 traced, then turned on the machinery Stalin himself had

built to carry it out.

The Kirov Assassination & a Real Pretext

On 1 December 1934, Sergei Kirov — a senior Leningrad party leader — was assassinated by a
young party member, Leonid Nikolayev. Whether Stalin himself had any real role in
orchestrating the killing remains genuinely disputed by historians. What is not disputed is how
Stalin used it: as the real, immediate justification for expanding state security powers and

launching a mass hunt for "enemies of the people” that would run for nearly four years.

The Moscow Show Trials

Three real, staged public trials in Moscow, held in 1936, 1937, and 1938, put senior Bolshevik
figures on public display confessing to fabricated charges — espionage, sabotage, conspiracy

to restore capitalism — before being sentenced to death.

1936: The First Trial 1937: The Second Trial

Grigory Zinoviev, Lev Kameney, and Ivan Karl Radek and further senior Bolsheviks
Smirnov — Stalin's own former Triumvirate were tried on similarly fabricated charges.
partners and rivals from Chapter 7 — were

tried, convicted, and executed.

1938: The Third Trial
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Nikolai Bukharin, the Right Opposition's
own leader from Chapter 7, was convicted
and executed in March 1938 — the last of

Stalin's real major political rivals eliminated.

Finding: The Real Rivals Chapter 7 Traced, Now Removed for Good

Every senior figure Chapter 7 followed through the post-Lenin power struggle —
Zinoviev, Kamenev, Bukharin — was executed in these three trials. Expulsion from the
party in the 1920s had ended their real political careers; the Great Purge ended their

lives.

NKVD Order No. 00447 & the Machinery of Mass Terror

Issued 30 July 1937 by NKVD chief Nikolai Yezhov and approved by the Politburo, Order No.
00447 set real, specific regional quotas for arrests and executions of supposed "anti-Soviet
elements." Under this single order, executions reached roughly 386,798-387,000, with over
767,000 people arrested in total. Across the broader campaign — August 1937 to November
1938, the period historians call the Yezhovshchina — more than 1.7 million people were
arrested on political charges. Official figures for the wider Great Terror record 681,692
executions, with real historian estimates for the full period ranging from 700,000 to 1.2 million
deaths.

The Military Purge: Beheading the Red Army

On 11 June 1937, Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky and a group of senior Red Army commanders
were tried in a single day — beginning at 9 a.m., sentenced by 11 p.m. — on fabricated charges
of a German-funded military conspiracy. Tukhachevsky was executed that same night. The trial
triggered a real, much broader purge running from the top of the officer corps down through
the rank and file. All those convicted were later real, formally rehabilitated in the 1950s, once

official investigation found no actual evidence of the crime they had been executed for.

A Real Cost the Course Will Return To
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Many historians treat the military purge as a genuine, significant factor in the Red Army's
own disastrous early performance against the German invasion in June 1941 — the

officer corps it needed most at that moment had already been gutted years before the

war it was fighting even began.

Yezhov's Own Fall

By the summer of 1938, even Stalin's own inner circle judged that the terror had gone too far.
Lavrentiy Beria was brought in to "assist" Yezhov, then formally replaced him as head of the
NKVD on 23 November 1938. Yezhov was arrested on 10 April 1939 and executed on 4
February 1940 — the man who had personally overseen the machinery of mass arrest and
execution consumed by the same system he had run. Under Beria, executions fell to under 1%
of their real 1937-38 rate.

Finding: The Terror Consumed Its Own Architect

Yezhov's own fate closes a real, recurring pattern this course has traced since Chapter 7
— Stalin repeatedly used, then discarded, whoever had most recently served him against
a prior rival. Yezhov had helped destroy Zinoviev, Kamenev, and Bukharin on Stalin's
behalf; once the terror he ran had served its purpose and drawn real, unwanted attention

to its own excess, Yezhov himself became its next victim.

By 1939, Stalin governed a Soviet state with virtually no surviving political rival, a decimated

military command, and a population that had absorbed both mass famine and mass political
terror within a single decade. Chapter 10, this course's capstone, covers what that state then
faced: the Great Patriotic War, and Stalin's own postwar consolidation of power through his
death in 1953.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain why the Moscow Show Trials specifically targeting Zinoviev, Kamenev, and

Bukharin represent the real completion of a process this course first began tracing in
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Chapter 7, rather than a separate, unrelated episode.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain the real, direct connection between the June 1937 execution of Marshal

Tukhachevsky and the Red Army's own documented difficulties in June 1941.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Explain why Yezhov's own arrest and execution by his successor Beria is described as

fitting a "recurring pattern” traced since Chapter 7, rather than as an isolated case of

one official falling out of favor.

— Solution

Quick Reference

e 1 December 1934: Sergei Kirov assassinated, used as pretext for expanding terror

e 1936/ 1937 / 1938: The three Moscow Show Trials execute Zinoviev, Kameneyv, and
finally Bukharin

30 July 1937: NKVD Order No. 00447 — roughly 387,000 executions and 767,000

arrests under this order alone
11 June 1937: Marshal Tukhachevsky executed; the Red Army officer corps purged

23 November 1938: Beria replaces Yezhov as NKVD chief; Yezhov himself is later
arrested (1939) and executed (1940)

Real total Great Terror deaths: historian estimates range from 700,000 to 1.2 million
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CHAPTER 10: CAPSTONE — WORLD WAR Il & THE PEAK OF STALIN'S POWER

Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin’'s

Soviet State

Chapter 10 - Capstone: World War Il & the Peak of Stalin's Power

Chapter 9 closed on a state with no surviving political rivals, a decimated military command,
and a population that had absorbed both mass famine and mass political terror inside a single
decade. This capstone covers what that state then faced — the real Great Patriotic War — and

Stalin's own postwar consolidation of power through his death in 71953.

The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (August 1939)

On 23 August 1939, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union signed a real, cynical ten-year non-
aggression pact, alongside a secret protocol dividing Eastern Europe into German and Soviet
spheres of influence. It bought Stalin real, temporary security against the war he already
believed was coming — and cost him the credibility of the intelligence warnings that followed
it.

Operation Barbarossa & Stalin's Real Shock (22 June 1941)

Germany invaded the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, shattering the pact within under two
years. Stalin had genuinely ignored dozens of real, specific warnings of the coming invasion,
from his own intelligence services and from Western governments alike — and was, by real

historical account, stunned when it actually happened.

A Real Institutional Response to Crisis

On 30 June 1941, eight days into the invasion, the Soviet leadership formed the State
Defense Committee (GKO), concentrating supreme wartime authority directly under
Stalin. Unlike the institutional vacuums Chapters 3 and 4 traced at the Tsarist collapse and
the Provisional Government's own dual-power paralysis, the Soviet state had, by 1941,
built a real, functioning emergency mechanism — even if the man at its center had badly

misjudged the threat leading up to it.
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The Real Turning Point: Stalingrad (1942-43)

After the real siege of Leningrad and the desperate defense of Moscow, the war's own decisive
turn came at Stalingrad. Soviet forces launched a real counteroffensive, Operation Uranus,
encircling Germany's Sixth Army — the largest and bloodiest battle in the history of warfare,
involving nearly 2.2 million personnel with 1.8-2 million killed, wounded, or captured. The
German defeat at Stalingrad marked the real beginning of the Soviet Union's sustained

westward offensive that eventually reached Berlin.

The Real, Staggering Cost

Soviet losses across the entire war are estimated at roughly 27 million people — military and
civilian deaths combined, from combat, starvation, disease, and occupation-related causes. The
1993 Russian Academy of Sciences study, often cited as the most rigorous real accounting, puts
the figure at 26.6 million. No other single country in the war suffered losses on a comparable

real scale.

Postwar Consolidation & Continued Repression

Victory did not soften Stalin's own governing style. The Soviet Union emerged from the war
controlling a real, expanded sphere across Eastern Europe, while at home Stalin resumed
political repression on real, specific new grounds — including the Leningrad Affair of 1949-50,

purging senior officials from that city, and, at the very end of his life, the Doctors' Plot.

The Doctors' Plot & Stalin's Real Death

In the months before his own death, Stalin's regime accused a group of largely Jewish Kremlin
physicians of conspiring to murder Soviet leaders — the Doctors' Plot, a real, final act of the
paranoid repression this course has traced since Chapter 9. Several of Stalin's own regular

doctors were arrested, imprisoned, or interrogated by state security as a direct consequence.

Stalin suffered a massive stroke at his Kuntsevo dacha on the night of 1-2 March 1953. He lay
paralysed and unable to speak for roughly twelve hours while his own guards and senior

officials, genuinely afraid to act without explicit authorization, debated whether to call a doctor
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at all. His own regular physician was unavailable — being interrogated by the same secret
police apparatus Stalin himself had built. Doctors were not summoned until the afternoon of 2
March. Stalin died on 5 March 1953.

Finding: The Terror Reached Its Own Architect

Chapter 9 closed on Yezhov, the Great Purge's own operational head, arrested and
executed by the very machinery he had run. This capstone closes on Stalin himself —
delayed real medical care, in his own final hours, precisely because the paranoid terror
apparatus he had spent two decades building had made every person around him too
afraid to act without permission, and had removed the one doctor most familiar with his
own health. The system built to eliminate every real threat to Stalin's own power

ultimately left him with no one willing to save his life.

Course Synthesis: Recurring Real Threads

Across ten chapters, this course has traced several real, recurring patterns rather than a simple

sequence of isolated events.

Systems With No Shock Absorber Requisitioning Into Famine

Chapter 3's Tsarist collapse and Chapter 4's The identical real mechanism — forced
dual-power paralysis both showed political grain quotas enforced against resistance —
systems with no independent institution produced catastrophic famine twice, under
able to survive a genuine crisis — a War Communism (Chapter 5) and under
weakness the 1941 GKO, whatever Stalin's collectivization (Chapter 8), a decade apart.
own personal failures, was at least

structurally built to avoid.

Allies Used, Then Discarded

Stalin's real rise (Chapter 7) and
consolidation (Chapter 9) both show the
same pattern: using an ally's specific
usefulness against a shared rival, then

removing that ally once the usefulness
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ended — a pattern this capstone shows

finally closing in on Stalin's own final hours.

Stalin's death on 5 March 1953 closes this course's own real timeline — from Alexander II's
Great Reforms through revolution, civil war, one-party rule, forced collectivization, mass terror,
and total war, to the death of the man who had shaped the Soviet state's own final, most
consolidated form. What followed — de-Stalinization, the Cold War, and the Soviet Union's

own eventual collapse — is the subject of Russian Political History II.

Hands-On Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain why the State Defense Committee's own formation in June 1941 represents a
genuine structural improvement over the institutional gaps traced in Chapters 3 and 4,
even though Stalin's own personal misjudgment about the invasion had already

caused real damage.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain the real, direct causal chain connecting the Doctors' Plot to the specific way

Stalin's own final medical emergency was mishandled.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Choose one of the three recurring threads named in this chapter's own synthesis and
explain, using specific real evidence from at least two chapters, why it counts as a

genuine pattern rather than a coincidence of similar events.

— Solution
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Course Complete

e 10/10 chapters — Russian Political History I: Autocracy, Revolution & Stalin's Soviet
State

23 August 1939: The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact

22 June 1941: Operation Barbarossa; the State Defense Committee (GKO) forms 30

June

1942-43: The Battle of Stalingrad — the war's real turning point
Roughly 27 million real Soviet deaths across the entire war
1949-50 / 1953: The Leningrad Affair, then the Doctors' Plot

1-2 March 1953: Stalin's stroke, left untreated for roughly 12 hours; he dies on 5
March 1953

For Khrushchev, the Cold War, and the USSR's own collapse: Russian Political History

II: From Khrushchev to Putin
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