
 

 

Who was Joseph Stalin? How did he rule? 

Objectives: Explain who Joseph Stalin was and what totalitarianism is. 

 

Introduction:  

 
 
Totalitarianism- a system of government in which one party tries to rule with complete control over 
every aspect of the lives of its citizen 

Based on the definition above, if a totalitarian dictator [a ruler with total control over a country] ruled the 
United States of America, what would be different?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Totalitarian Rules in History: Complete Control, Different Ideologies 
There have been a number of totalitarian rulers in history. While they all try to run their totalitarian states 
with complete control over the people that live in them, they often have different ideologies [beliefs] that guide 
their decisions. For example, the first totalitarian ruler you will learn about, Joseph Stalin, was a Communist. 
He used totalitarianism to make Russia into the first state inspired by Karl Marx’s ideas. Adolf Hitler was 
another totalitarian ruler. His ideology was called fascism. Fascists also wanted complete control over their 
countries, but they were opposed to Communism.  
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Shifting Political Alliances To Gain 
Power 

When Vladimir Lenin died in 1924, there were two members of 
the Bolshevik party popular enough to replace him: Leon Trotsky 
and Joseph Stalin. Trotsky was a well known and respected 
leader who was in charge of the Red Army during the Russian 
Civil War. Stalin was a lesser known figure who had a reputation 
for getting whatever job he was assigned done thoroughly no 
matter what steps he had to take. Lenin had his doubts about 
both men, but was most concerned about the Stalin. In a 
statement before his death, he called for Stalin’s removal and 
referred to him as “rude,” “disloyal,” and “capricious 
[unpredictable].”  

After Lenin’s death, Stalin allied himself with two other members 
of the party who were opposed to Trotsky. He tried to make 
Trotsky look disloyal to Lenin by misleading him about the date of 
the funeral, which Stalin organized, and Trotsky missed. Stalin, 
also publicized disagreements that Trotsky and Lenin had before 
Lenin’s death. Eventually, Stalin and his allies expelled Trotsky 
from the Communist Party and exiled him. 

After dealing with Trotsky, Stalin changed sides again, allying 
himself with party members against the two who helped him 
eliminate Trotsky. They were also expelled from the party. Stalin’s 
ability to maneuver in the Soviet government gave him a great 
deal of control and prevented others from challenging him.   

Source: “Josef Stalin,” New World Encyclopedia, 
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Josef_Stalin 

1. Who were the leading candidates for replacing Lenin as the head of the Soviet government?  

 
 
 
 
 

2. How did Stalin eliminate the competition and gain power after Lenin’s Death? 
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Propaganda  

Propaganda is the spreading of ideas to promote a cause or damage an opposing cause. It is 
a specific type of message aimed at trying to influence people's opinions or behaviors 
actively.  

 

Watch this excerpt from a History Channel documentary on Stalin's use of propaganda (12:55-
end) and analyze the text and images below then answer the questions that follow.  

 

Like Lenin, Joseph Stalin used propaganda to influence the beliefs and actions of the Russian people. In addition to 
putting forth their own ideas through propaganda, the Soviets censored ideas that they did not agree with, especially 
those that they viewed as anti-Marxists or anti-Communist. The government used radio, posters, movies, lectures, art, 
education, newspapers, books, and theatre to influence the opinions of Soviet citizens and to put a positive spin on the 
government’s actions.  

Soviet Propaganda Posters 3. What is propaganda? What is the purpose of 
propaganda? 
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 4. What forms of propaganda did Stalin’s government 
use?  

  
 
 
 

 5. Each of the posters to the left show Stalin in different 
contexts. Taken together, how do these poster depict 
Stalin? 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 6. What were the effects of the propaganda used during 
Stalin’s reign? 
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Command Economy: 
Five Year Plans 

The Russian Civil War and wartime 
communism had a devastating effect 
on the country's economy. Industrial 
output in 1922 was 13 percent of the 
output in 1914. A recovery followed 
under Lenin's New Economic Policy, 
which allowed a degree of market 
flexibility within the context of 
socialism, but Stalin stopped the NEP 
after Lenin’s death. 

Under Stalin's direction, the NEP was 
replaced by a system called a 
Command Economy. In a command 
economy, all of the economic 
decisions are made by the central 
government. This is another example 
of Stalin taking total control of the 
Soviet Union.  

Stalin thought that the Soviet Union 
needed to catch up with the rest of the 
world’s industrial output and 
transportation technology. To do so, he created a series of "Five-Year Plans" starting in the late 1920s. These 
plans set high production goals for industries like mining, railroads, electric plants and manufacturers.  

The Five Year plans were successful in increasing the industrial output of the Soviet Union. The country 
became a world leader in industrial goods (see chart above).  

Source: “Josef Stalin,” New World Encyclopedia, http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Josef_Stalin 

7. What was the difference between Lenin’s NEP and Stalin’s Command economy?  

 
 
 
 

8. What were the goals of the Stalin’s Five Year Plans? 

 
 
 
 

9. Were the Five Year Plans successful?  
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Command Economy: Collectivization  
Stalin’s government also controlled the agricultural economy. The Five 
Year Plans used a policy called forced collectivization which was 
intended to increase agricultural output from large government-owned 
farms created through the integration of smaller private farms. Farm 
owners and peasants did not have a choice. They had to give up their 
land and work on the new collectivized farms. Peasants were required to 
give up their farming equipment, livestock, produce, and even their homes 
to the government. It was meant to bring the peasantry under more direct 
political control, to facilitate the collection of taxes and provide more food 
for people living in Soviet cities, but collectivization also led to a drastic 
drop in living standards for many peasants, and caused violent reactions 
by the peasantry that was heavily suppressed by the Red Army. 

In the first years of collectivization, it was estimated that agricultural 
production would rise 50 percent, however, agricultural production actually 
dropped. Stalin blamed this unanticipated failure on kulaks (rich peasants) 
who resisted collectivization. (However, kulaks only made up 4 percent of 
the peasant population). Therefore those defined as "kulaks," "kulak 
helpers," and later "ex-kulaks" were ordered by Stalin to be shot, placed into Gulag labor camps, or deported 

to remote areas of the country, depending on the charge. 

Source: “Josef Stalin,” New World Encyclopedia, http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Josef_Stalin 

10. What was collectivization?  

 
 
 

11. How did collectivization effect peasants? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

12. Was collectivization successful? 
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Holodomor: Forced Famine in Ukraine, 
1932-1933 

Many historians assert that the disruption caused by 
collectivization was largely responsible for major famines. 
One such famine occurred during 1932–1933 in Ukraine 
and the Kuban region. It is now known as the Holodomor 
(meaning, “hunger-extermination” in Ukrainian). Stephane 
Courtois' Black Book of Communism and other sources 
document that during the Holodomor all grain was taken 
from areas that did not meet production targets set by 
Stalin’s Five Year Plans. This even included the next year's 
seed grain, leaving the peasants with nothing to eat. They 
were forced to remain in these starving areas. Sales of train 
tickets were halted and the Soviet government created 
barriers and obstacles to prevent people from fleeing the 
starving areas. 

According to a BBC article in 2013, entire villages were 
wiped out as a result of Stalin’s punishment of Ukraine and 
in some regions the death rate reached one-third. Yale 
University historian Timothy Snyder estimates that 3.3 
million people died as a result of the Holodomor.  

Sources: “Josef Stalin,” New World Encyclopedia, 
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Josef_Stalin;  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-25058256  

 

 

 

13. What was the Holodomor? 

 
 
 
 

14. Why did so many people die during the Holodomor?  
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Secret Police and Great Purges 

Watch this excerpt from a History Channel documentary on Stalin's Purges and Use of Terror 
(start- 12:54) and read the text below and answer the questions that follow.  

 

No reference to Joseph Stalin can be made without referring to his unmatched ability to use his intelligence 
services and the secret police. Though the Soviet secret police, the Cheka (later, the State Political Directorate 
GPU and OGPU), had already evolved into an arm of state-sanctioned murder under Lenin, Stalin took the use 
of such forces to a new level in order to solidify his hold on power and eliminate all enemies, real or perceived. 

Stalin also vastly increased the foreign espionage [the practice of spying] activities of Soviet secret police and 
foreign intelligence. Under his guiding hand, Soviet intelligence forces began to set up intelligence networks in 
most of the major nations of the world, including Germany, Great Britain, France, Japan, and the United 
States. One of the best early examples of Stalin's ability to integrate secret police and foreign espionage came 
in 1940, when he gave approval to the secret police to have Leon Trotsky assassinated in Mexico. 

Stalin consolidated near-absolute power in the 1930s with a Great Purge of the party, justified as an attempt to 
expel ‘opportunists’ and ‘counter-revolutionary infiltrators.’ Those targeted by the purge were often expelled 
from the party, however more severe measures ranged from banishment to the Gulag labor camps to 
execution after trials. 
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No segment of society was left untouched during the purges. Article 58 of the legal code, listing prohibited 
"anti-Soviet activities," was interpreted and applied in the broadest manner. People would inform on others 
arbitrarily [randomly and without reason], to attempt to redeem themselves, out of envy and plain dislike, or to 
gain some revenge or benefits. A worker would report on his boss, son on his father, and a young man on his 
brother. The flimsiest reasons were often enough to brand someone an "Enemy of the People," starting the 
cycle of public persecution and abuse, often proceeding to interrogation, torture and deportation, if not death.  

In parallel with the purges, efforts were made to rewrite the history in Soviet textbooks and other propaganda 
materials. Notable people that were executed were removed from the texts and photographs as though they 
never existed. Gradually, the history of revolution was transformed to a story about just two key characters: 
Lenin and Stalin. 

Source: “Josef Stalin,” New World Encyclopedia, http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Josef_Stalin 

15. What is espionage? How did Stalin use it?  

 
 
 

16. What was the purpose of Stalin’s Great Purges? 

 
 
 
 

17. What effects did Stalin’s purges have on Soviet society?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

18. What was a gulag? What was the purpose of gulags? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

19. If you were accused of being “anti-Soviet” what could happen?  
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