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The Terror and the Purges: Effects 
 

1. Effects on Soviet Society 
 

The impetus to "cleanse" the social body rapidly spilled beyond the elite boundaries, and the greatest impact of the 
Purge was felt in wider society.  By 1938, Conquest estimates that about 7 million Purge victims were in the 
labour/death camps, on top of the hundreds of thousands who had been slaughtered outright. In the worst camps, 
such as those of the Kolyma gold-mining region in the Arctic, the survival rate was just 2 or 3 percent. Conquest cites 
Joseph Berger's remark that the atrocities of Stalin's rule "left the Soviet Union in the condition of 'a country 
devastated by nuclear warfare.” 

 
“A society that is intense in its struggle for change has a flip side to its idealism: intolerance. People saw enemies 
everywhere, enemies who wanted to destroy the revolution and diminish the results of their hard work and 
accomplishments, enemies who wanted to restore capitalism for selfish reasons against the collective interests of the 
nation. If those at the top of the Communist Party and an old revolutionary like Trotsky could join the enemy, what 
about lesser people? In factories and offices, mass meetings were held in which people were urged to be vigilant 
against sabotage. It was up to common folks to make the distinction between incompetence and intentional wrecking 
[i.e., sabotage], and any mishap might be blamed on wrecking. Denunciations became common”  

Frank Smitha 
 
"Blind chance rules a man's life in this country of ours," said one NKVD officer, who found himself suddenly placed 
under arrest. For ordinary citizens, "Fear by night, and a feverish effort by day to pretend enthusiasm for a system of 
lies, was the permanent condition." 

(Conquest, The Great Terror: A Reassessment) 
 
"Any adult inhabitant of this country, from a collective farmer up to a member of the Politburo, always knew that it 
would take only one careless word or gesture and he would fly off irrevocably into the abyss…A saleswoman 
accepting merchandise from a forwarder noted it down on a sheet of newspaper. There was no other paper. The 
number of pieces of soap happened to fall on the forehead of Comrade Stalin. Article 58, ten years."  

(Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago) 
 
"According to some reports, entire groups of men were taken in one swoop by the NKVD…In some stories, the police 
clearly knew they were arresting innocent people. For example, an order reportedly arrived in Tashkent to 'Send 200 
[prisoners]!' The local NKVD was at its wits' end about who else to arrest, having exhausted all the obvious 
possibilities, until it learned that a band of 'gypsies' (Romany) had just camped in town. Police surrounded them and 
charged every male from seventeen to sixty with sabotage."  

(Thurston, Life and Terror in Stalin's Russia, 1934-1941.) 
 
“There in that stinking damp world in which only executioners and the most blatant of betrayers flourished, where 
those who remained honest became drunkards, since they had no strength of will for anything else ... in that world 
millions of women wandered about lost and blinded, whose husbands, sons, or fathers had been torn from them and 
dispatched to the Archipelago. They were the most scared of all. They feared shiny nameplates, office doors, 
telephone rings, knocks on the door, the postman, the milkwoman, and the plumber” 

(The Gulag Archipelago) 
 

Questions: 
1. Choose extracts from a number of sources illustrating how the Purges affected ordinary people. The 
following key words may help you: Fear, Paranoia, Injustice, positive support. 
 

 
2. To what extent do the sources suggest that the NKVD were enthusiastic about the Purges? 
Consider: 
(a) Ways they were 
(b) Ways they weren’t 
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2. Military, Political and Diplomatic Effects of the Purges 
 

Task:  
1. CUT and PASTE the appropriate bullet point into each of the appropriate cell of these tables. 
 

 Military Effects Political Effects 
Facts 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

??? ??? 

Significance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

??? ??? 

 
International Effects 

International Socialism International Diplomacy 
??? ???  

 
▪ If it had not been for the Great Purges it would have been very difficult for Stalin to pursue the negotiations with 
Hitler which he carried out shortly afterwards. The vast majority of those who fell victim in the Great Terror were 
raised and trained in a genuine spirit of anti-fascism. If they had remained alive, it would have been almost 
impossible for Stalin to sign the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact in 1939. And if not for that pact, World War II might not have 
begun in the same way. 
▪ Those leaders who survived the Great Terror were bound to Stalin because they had taken part in the persecution 
of their own comrades. The new leaders who were promoted into positions of power were chosen precisely because 
they were bureaucratic nonentities devoid of ideological conviction.  
▪ This carnage crippled the armed forces at the same time that Stalin’s policy of industrialisation was supposed to be 
strengthening the USSR against a possible invasion by capitalist powers – and is considered one of the major 
reasons for the spectacular Nazi successes in the early months of the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941.  
▪ “The trial of Bukharin and his fellow oppositionists has broken about the ears of the world like the detonation of a 
bomb. One can hear the cracking of liberal hopes; of the dream of anti-fascist unity; of a whole system of 
revolutionary philosophy wherever democracy is threatened, the significance of the trial will be anxiously weighed” - 
Freda Kirchwey, The Nation (March 1938 edition) 
▪ The army was completely purged. The Commander-in-Chief (Tukhachevsky), 7 Generals, all 8 admirals, 14/16 
commanders, 60/67 corps commanders and 75/80 men on the Supreme Military Council were executed. In all over 
35,000 officers were either shot or imprisoned.  
▪ These people remained in power in the Soviet Union for almost 50 years and ensured that the last remnants of 
idealism within the state died a quiet death. Ultimately, the state rotted from within and its final collapse in the 1990s 
created 15 new states which are now facing the severest difficulties. 
 
 
 


