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4 The rule of Stalin
The character and abilities of Stalin
Character
Stalin is often depicted as a schemer and obsessive in
wanting to gain personal power. His megalomania seems
to have gone hand-in-hand with psychopathic tendencies,
especially later in his career when he instigated the Great
Terror. This was fuelled by a level of paranoia; Stalin
increasingly believed that no one was to be trusted,
including loyal party supporters and members of his
own family.
However, the view of Stalin as a madman has recently
been challenged by the historian Stephen Kotkin. He
believes that Stalin was far more diligent, intelligent,
resourceful and rational than has often been made out.

Abilities
Stalin had many abilities as a Bolshevik party member
and, later in his life, as leader of communist Russia. He
was a competent administrator, manager and planner of
strategy and resources. As General Secretary of the
Communist Party (1922) and leader of Russia, Stalin
showed he could manipulate situations to serve his wants
and needs. His aims were not simply based on selfishness;
they can be viewed as an attempt to modernise Russia
from within, while protecting it from external threats.

Stalin as an administrator
The following are examples of how able Stalin could be in
these areas:
●● In 1905 Stalin emerged to represent local branches of
the Bolshevik Party (Georgia and South Russia) at
conferences.
●● In 1912 Stalin was elected to the Central Committee
of the Bolsheviks where he excelled as an
administrator and debater.

Stalin as a manager
Stalin was given extra responsibilities after showing his
skill as a member of the Central Committee.
●● From 1917 to 1922 Stalin was the Bolsheviks’ specialist
manager of national minorities’ issues (having been
appointed Commissar for Nationalities in the first
Soviet government).
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Stalin’s management skills were also evident in the role
he played as a commander during the Civil War.
●● As General Secretary of the Communist Party (1922)
Stalin held the most senior of all management posts.
●● As a manager of people, Stalin was adept when dealing
with those involved in the power struggle after Lenin’s
death (especially Trotsky, Kamenev and Zinoviev). By
1927 Stalin controlled the Party Congress, which
allowed him to expel his main rivals from the party.
●● Stalin’s more sinister management of people can be
seen through the instigation of the Great Terror and
show trials (1936–38) and the appointment of Beria as
head of the secret police (see page 74).
●● From 1939 to 1941, Stalin managed Russia’s resources
to prepare for a possible Nazi invasion.
●●

Stalin as a planner
Stalin planned economic and social change, linking this
with target-setting, in an attempt to modernise Russia
and improve its standing as a world power. This was
reflected in:
●● the introduction, from 1928 to 1933, of a planned
economy and the police state; in 1928 the first
Five-Year Plan was adopted
●● the start of the collectivisation programme in 1928.
By January 1924 Stalin had worked himself into a
position of power, based on his experience of holding
senior political posts. He could not have reached this
position through luck. He had the ability to plan,
organise, and implement his ideas effectively. This was
revealed in the way he became leader of Russia and in
how he implemented his plans to modernise Russia.
However, Stalin also had the ability to be ruthless when
he deemed it necessary. He used an unprecedented level
of repression when faced with what appeared to be
intractable issues such as Lenin’s legacy, a stagnant
economy, opposition from national minorities and a
changing world political climate.

Copyright: sample material

Quick quizzes at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/myrevisionnotes

9781471876004.indb 68

11/16/16 8:42 AM

Below are a sample exam question and two basic judgements. Read the exam question and the two
judgements. Support the judgement that you agree with more strongly by adding a reason that justifies
the judgement.

‘The Great Terror revealed that Stalin was, above all, a paranoid psychopath.’ How far
do you agree?

Overall, Stalin’s adoption of the Great Terror did reveal that he was mainly concerned with eliminating
imagined opposition.

4 The rule of Stalin

Support your judgement

Although Stalin did show psychopathic tendencies in dealing with opposition, he also revealed that he could
be diligent, smart and resourceful in dealing with the challenges he faced.

Tip: Whichever option you choose, you will have to weigh up both sides of the argument. You could use
phrases such as ‘whereas’ or words like ‘although’ in order to help the process of evaluation.

Establish criteria
Below is a sample exam question which requires you to make a judgement. The key term in the question
has been marked in bold. Defining the meaning of the key term can help you establish criteria that you
can use to make a judgement.
Read the question, define the key term and then set out two or three criteria based on the key term,
which you can use to reach and justify a judgement. You should also use the mark scheme on page 7 to
help you with this.

‘Stalin showed great ability in improving the Russian economy.’ How far do you agree?
Definition:

Criteria to judge the extent to which Stalin showed the ability to improve the Russian economy:
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4 The rule of Stalin

Rivalries and divisions within the Bolshevik party
Rivals

Strategy and tactics

During Lenin’s stewardship, there were a number of
occasions when internal disagreement threatened to derail
the revolutionary movement:
●● After the overthrow of the Provisional Government in
1917, a number of prominent Bolsheviks, including
Kamenev, Zinoviev and Rykov, called for a coalition
to be formed with other socialist groups. Although
some left-wing SRs were allowed to join the ranks,
Lenin bullied his Bolshevik colleagues into rejecting
an alliance with opposing political groups.
●● The signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was
opposed by the left, especially Trotsky. Lenin
countered his opponents by claiming the war would
soon be over.
●● The adoption of War Communism (see page 54)
during the Civil War was considered harsh by some
party members. Lenin conceded to pressure for change
and introduced his New Economic Policy (NEP)
(see page 58). This heightened tensions and widened
divisions. Right-wing Bolsheviks favoured this
temporary concession towards capitalism, while
left-wing Bolsheviks saw it as a betrayal of
revolutionary principles.

Stalin displayed skill in manipulating debates and
individuals to consolidate his position, and thereby paving
the way for a personal dictatorship. He also gave validation
to his credentials as overall leader by obtaining important
positions in the Bolshevik party earlier in his career.

The ideological battle: ‘socialism
in one country’ versus ‘permanent
revolution’
After Lenin’s death, a certain amount of manoeuvring for
power occurred, which highlighted the factions that still
existed within the party. Leading Bolsheviks disagreed
over three key issues:
●● Firstly, there was much dispute between left-and
right-wing Bolsheviks over whether there should be a
continuation of the NEP.
●● Secondly, many demanded that a more openly
democratic form of government should be adopted.
●● Finally, the link between ideology and the future of
communism caused much consternation. The left,
under the guidance of Trotsky, continued to press for a
Permanent Revolution, while the right emphasised the
need for socialism in one country.
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Stalin’s split with Zinoviev and Kamenev
The Troika (Stalin, Kamenev and Zinoviev) successfully
discredited Trotsky, who was replaced as Commissar for
War in January 1925. However, Kamenev and Zinoviev
became concerned by Stalin’s plan for dealing with
peasants and his foreign policy. They turned on Stalin,
but with little success; both were removed as secretaries of
their local party. The Politburo was simultaneously
expanded (from six to eight members) and reinforced
with Stalinists.

The United Opposition group
Trotsky, Kamenev and Zinoviev responded by forming the
United Opposition group. Their opposition to the NEP
and demands for more ‘free speech’ were treated with
contempt. All were excluded from the Politburo. By 1927
Trotsky was expelled from the party, and after continuing
to provoke trouble was exiled to Kazakhstan. In January
1929 he was expelled from the USSR altogether.

The proposals for collectivisation
Stalin’s proposals for collectivisation, including renewed
grain requisitioning, were opposed by those on the right,
who thought it resembled aspects of War Communism.
Bukharin was particularly vocal in expressing his
concerns and, as a result of joining forces with Kamenev,
was branded a Factionalist.

The removal of Bukharin
In 1929 Bukharin was ousted from his positions as
President of Comintern, editor of Pravda and member of
the Politburo. Tomsky and Rykov also suffered demotions.
Stalin simply gained the agreement of a core of loyal party
members in order to remove ‘critics’ from positions of
power. With both the left and the right removed from key
jobs, Stalin was free to dominate government.
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Below are a sample exam question and one paragraph of an answer. Why does this paragraph not get
high praise? What is wrong with the focus of the answer in this paragraph?

‘Divisions in the Bolshevik party from 1917 to 1929 were the result of ideological differences.’
How far do you agree?

During Lenin’s leadership, there were a number of occasions when divisions in the party threatened to derail
the revolutionary movement. These divisions were partly due to ideological differences. Disagreements
first became apparent after the overthrow of the Provisional Government in 1917, when a number of
prominent Bolsheviks, including Kamenev, Zinoviev and Rykov, called for a coalition to be formed with
other socialist groups. Although some left-wing SRs were allowed to join ranks, Lenin bullied his Bolshevik
colleagues into rejecting an alliance with opposing political groups, as they had completely different
ideologies. After Lenin’s death in 1924, a certain amount of manoeuvring for power occurred, which
highlighted the factions that still existed within the party. Leading Bolsheviks disagreed over three key
issues, all of which were linked to conflicting ideologies. First, there was much dispute between leftand right-wing Bolsheviks over whether there should be a continuation of the NEP. The left wanted to
maintain the NEP whereas the right wanted to scrap it, as they considered it to be bourgeois. Second, many
Bolsheviks demanded that a more openly democratic form of government should be adopted. Finally,
the link between ideology and the future of communism caused much consternation. The left, under
the guidance of Stalin, continued to press for a Permanent Revolution while the right, led by Trotsky,
emphasised the need for socialism in one country.

4 The rule of Stalin

Spot the mistake

Complete the paragraph
Below are a sample exam question and one paragraph of an answer. The paragraph contains a point and
specific examples, but lacks a concluding analytical link back to the question. Complete the paragraph,
adding this link back to the question in the space provided.

To what extent did Stalin gain power as a result of the weakness of his opponents?

It is reasonable to argue that those who opposed Stalin were relatively weak. For example, when Kamenev
and Zinoviev became concerned by Stalin’s plan for dealing with peasants and his foreign policy they turned
against him, but with little success; both were removed as secretaries of their local party. Furthermore, the
Politburo was simultaneously expanded (from six to eight members) and reinforced with Stalinists. Trotsky,
Kamenev and Zinoviev responded by forming the United Opposition group. However, their opposition to the
NEP and demands for more ‘free speech’ were treated with contempt by Stalin and his supporters. All were
excluded from the Politburo. By 1927 Trotsky was expelled from the party and, after continuing to provoke
trouble, he was exiled to Kazakhstan. In January 1929 he was expelled from the USSR altogether. Another
opponent, Bukharin, was ousted from his position as President of Comintern, editor of Pravda and member
of the Politburo. Tomsky and Rykov also suffered demotions. Stalin gained the agreement of a core of loyal
party members in order to remove ‘critics’ from positions of power. Overall,

Copyright: sample material

OCR AS/A–Level History: Russia 1894–1941

9781471876004.indb 71

71

11/16/16 8:42 AM

4 The rule of Stalin

Stalin’s tactics and victory: consolidation of power through
propaganda and censorship
The use of propaganda was closely linked to censorship.
Stalin was something of a master in the use of both.

Propaganda under Stalin
The use of slogans
The Bolsheviks were adept at using slogans to
communicate their message to the population, such as
‘Peace, Bread and Land’ and ‘All Power to the Soviets’.
Just like the tsarists, they also used pamphlets, tracts,
newspapers, photographs, portraits, posters and statues.

The cult of personality
Stalin promoted a cult of personality in which he was to
be worshipped as a hero. Examples of this cult included:
●● the renaming of Tsaritsyn as Stalingrad (1923)
●● the slogan ‘Stalin is the Lenin of Today’ (1924)
●● various posters, photographs and statues depicting Stalin
as a man of the people (usually dressed as a peasant).

Newspapers
Under the communists, the main newspapers, Pravda and
Izvestiia, were primarily propaganda tools. Stalin used
them effectively to promote the achievements of the
Five-Year Plans.

Groups
Special youth organisations were established (the Pioneers
and Komsomol) to protect the young against the
‘degeneracy of bourgeois culture’. Komsomol members
were encouraged to tell tales on those who criticised their
leaders. Membership increased fivefold from 1929 to 1941.

The arts
The arts were manipulated to present a popular culture
that emphasised the role of the ‘little man’, and traditional
values. This was especially evident, early on in the
Stalinist era, in the work of the Society of Easel Painters
which included Moscow artists such as Aleksandr
Deyneka, Yuri Pimanov, Aleksandr Labas and Pyotr
Vilyams. Any trends that veered from the norm, such as
jazz music, were banned.

Leisure
Leisure pursuits were also targeted to promote
communist ideals, and the Dynamo and Spartak Moscow
football teams were used to show the rest of Europe how
successfully Russian people could perform under
Communist rule.

The use of film and the cinema to promote
Communism
By the late 1920s Stalin was using the cinema to promote
collectivisation and his Five-Year Plans. Under the
guidance of the Council of People’s Commissars, Soviet
cinema was immersed in ‘socialist realism’ (the ‘official’
way of representing, through writing and the visual arts,
the heroic efforts of workers and peasants, to ensure the
success of communism).

Censorship under Stalin
Under Stalin, censorship was increased. By 1932 all literary
groups were closed down and anyone wanting to write
had to join the Union of Soviet Writers (USW). During
the first congress of the group in 1934, it was announced
that members had to produce material under the banner of
‘socialist realism’. This involved writing to depict the
struggle of ordinary people to overcome oppression.

The Second World War and the New
Soviet Man
A high degree of censorship continued throughout and
after the Second World War. Stalin was especially
concerned with doctoring information about the rest of
the world. Radio airways were distorted, news reports
were fictionalised and restrictions were put on all of the
arts to prevent ‘bourgeois’ behaviour. Writers were still
valued highly as the ‘engineers of men’s souls’ (according
to Stalin) but only if they focused on glorifying Russia’s
achievements and promoted the concept of the New
Soviet Man – that is, the ideal Soviet citizen, hardworking, law-abiding, moral and supportive of the
Communist Party.

The Stakhanovite movement
Propaganda was used in the workplace to raise
productivity. The best example of this was the creation of
the Stakhanovite movement. This was based on the
extraordinary efforts of the Donbas miner, Alexei
Stakhanov, who produced far above the normal quantity
of coal per shift. He was turned into a ‘model’ worker for
others to copy. Those who succeeded were given special
rewards, such as red carpets and holidays in Moscow.
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Below are five sample exam questions based on some of the following concepts:
●● Cause – questions concern the reasons for something, or why something happened
●● Consequence – questions concern the impact of an event, an action or a policy
●● Change/continuity – questions ask you to investigate the extent to which things
changed or stayed the same
●● Similarity/difference – questions ask you to investigate the extent to which two
events, actions or policies were similar
●● Significance – questions concern the importance of an event, an action or a policy.

4 The rule of Stalin

Identify the concept

Read each of the questions and work out which of the concepts they are based on.

‘Stalin used propaganda mainly to promote how great the Soviet Union had
become.’ How far do you agree?
How important was the cult of personality in enabling Stalin to consolidate
power?
‘Stalin’s use of censorship had a much greater impact than his use of
propaganda in enabling him to maintain power.’ How far do you agree?
To what extent did Stalin’s use of propaganda and censorship change from
1923 to 1941?
‘There was little difference in the tools of propaganda used by Stalin: they
all revolved around the use of the written word.’ How far do you agree?

Identify key terms
Below is a sample question which includes a key word and/or term. Key terms
are important because their meaning can be helpful in structuring your answer,
developing an argument, and establishing criteria that will help form the basis of a
judgement.

‘Propaganda was the most powerful tool used by Stalin in helping him
consolidate power.’ How far do you agree?
●●

●●

●●
●●

First, identify the key word or term. This will be a word or phrase that is important
to the meaning of the question. Underline the word or phrase.
Secondly, define the key phrase. Your definition should set out the key features of
the phrase or word that you are defining.
Third, make an essay plan that reflects your definition.
Finally, write a sentence answering the question that refers back to the definition.

Now repeat the task and consider how the change in key terms affects the structure,
argument and final judgement of your essay.

‘Propaganda was a powerful tool used by Stalin in helping him gain
power.’ How far do you agree?
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