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THE TERROR AND THE PURGES - CAUSES 
After Lenin’s death, Stalin at first relied on his cunning to remove his opponents and secure 
his position. However, as he accumulated power he was able to add terror to his weaponry.  
 
1. Diplomatic Causes -  Trotskyites and Fascists 

In the late 1920s, Stalin used the breakdown in relations with The West 1920s to 
generate a “War Scare” persuading the people of the USSR that the country was about to be 
invaded. He stated that “Whereas a year or two ago it was possible and necessary to speak 
of... 'peaceful coexistence' between the USSR and the capitalist countries, today... this is 
receding into the past, giving place to a period of imperialist assaults and preparation for 
intervention against the USSR”. This enabled him to rally support for 
_______________________ and the 5-Year Plans, which also served to sideline the 
_______________________ in the party and complete his political ascendancy. 
 
By the 1930s, the diplomatic situation had got even worse. 

▪ On the LEFT, Trotsky had founded the _______________________ as an 
alternative communist movement and this was attracting a lot of members. Although all the 
official communist parties abroad remained completely subservient to the 
_______________________ (Stalin’s international communist organisation), Trotskyist 
groups rapidly grew up in virtually every country. Stalin's fear that the Fourth International 
might increase its influence and become a threat to the Stalinised Comintern in many 
countries forced him to conclude that he must unleash the Great Terror. 

▪ On the RIGHT, about half the regimes in capitalist Europe were either fascist or 
semi-fascist totalitarian regimes. Japan’s invasion of _______________________ (1932), 
Italy’s invasion of _______________________ (1935), Germany’s re-occupation of the 
_______________________ (1936), and the _______________________ signed by all three 
countries at the end of that year was all evidence that an invasion of the USSR was imminent.  
 
▪ Party organizations began campaigns of confession and self-criticism. People repented for 
an impressive array of deviations in behaviour. Some were thrown out of the party, branded 
as "Trotskyites". Trotsky was even accused of being in the pocket of Hitler’s Gestapo! 
 

Manchuria Anti-Comintern Pact Fourth International Abyssinia 
Comintern Rhineland Bukharin faction collectivisation 

 
2. Economic Causes - The Shakhty Trial (1928) 
In March 1928 fifty Russian and three German engineers in the town of Shakhty in Russia 
were accused of conspiring with mine owners and Western imperialists to wreck the mines. 
The OGPU's claimed to have unearthed a case of far-reaching international intrigue directed 
from the capitals of Western Europe including Paris and Berlin. Over 100,000 Soviet citizens 
witnessed the trial that followed and eleven of the accused were sentenced to death.  

For Stalin, the Shakhty trial represented a turning point. He took the event as 
evidence that spies and subversives were everywhere in the Soviet Union. He reacted by 
expanding the powers of the OGPU and embarking upon a massive programme of 
industrialisation and collectivisation to prepare the USSR for the coming struggle.  

 
1. From this evidence, do you think that the Shakhty trial  
(a) Was deliberately engineered by Stalin to get support for policies he had decided upon; 
(b) Helped to convince Stalin of the need to collectivise and industrialise? 
 
Your answer: ??? 
 
2. What do you think was the relationship between the economic and diplomatic factors listed 
above? 
 
Your answer: ??? 
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3. Political - The Riutin Platform and the Assassination of Kirov 
 

The Reality! 
The famine of 1932 led to a fundamental re-
appraisal of Stalin’s policies in the party and for a 
while many felt that his days were numbered. That 
year, Stalin discovered the “Riutin Platform”, a 
petition drawn up by a party secretary calling for 
the pace of industrialisation and collectivisation to 
be slowed down and stating that “The dictatorship 
of the proletariat will inevitably perish because of 
Stalin and his clique. By eliminating Stalin, we will 
have many chances to save it”. Stalin was 
unnerved, but failed to discover the depth of 
support for the Riutin Platform.  
▪ However, when 
Sergei Kirov (right, 

with Stalin1) made a popular speech calling for industrialisation and 
collectivisation to be slowed down at the Seventeenth Party 
Congress in 1934, he was shot dead shortly afterwards. Stalin 
expressed outrage, said that there were “wreckers” at work in the 
party and that in memory of Kirov he would bring them to justice.  

A hunt for those responsible was soon underway, led by 
the secret police [now called the NKVD]. The government 
announced that their investigation had uncovered a widespread 
network of plots. Stalin ordered a series of show trials of these 
people who were accused of trying to destroy the Soviet Union.  
 
Task 
• Deciding why The Terror started involves more than simply listing the diplomatic, economic 
and political situation that existed in 1927. It also involves linking and prioritising those factors 
in a meaningful way.  
 
1. Below are two conclusions that could be drawn, and a space for you to complete the third 
interpretation.  
 
A. Economic > Diplomatic > Political 
“Stalin was desperate to secure support for his radical economic policies, so deliberately 
engineered a diplomatic crisis to achieve this end. A useful by-product was that it on a 
political level it left his opponents isolated”. 
 
B. Political > Economic > Diplomatic 
“Stalin was desperate to isolate his political opponents. To do this, he formulated radical 
economic policies, which were especially popular because the USSR was facing a diplomatic 
crisis at that point”. 
 
C. Diplomatic > Economic > Political 
??? 
 
 
 
2. Which of these explanations do you find most convincing? Explain your answer. 
 
 
 

                                             
1 Stalin always tried to ensure that he was always positioned in the foreground, so that he appeared taller than he 
really was (5 feet 5 inches) 


