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The end of the Purges 
 

1. 1938-40: The Purges wind down 
▪ The Purges slowed down during 1938, by which time the proportion of the entire Soviet population arrested had 
reached one in every twenty.  
 

"One can virtually say that every other family in the country on average must have had one of its members in jail ... 
Even from Stalin's point of view, the whole thing had become impossible. ... To have gone on would have been 
impossible economically, politically, and even physically, in that interrogators, prisons, and camps, already 
grotesquely overloaded, could not have managed it. And meanwhile, the work of the mass Purge had been done. 
The country was crushed."  

Conquest, "The Great Terror: A Reassessment" 

 

Notes: Why does Conquest suggest that the Purges wound down? 
 

 
▪ Stalin now eased the pressure, dismissing Yezhov from his post (he would subsequently be executed) and 
declaring that "grave mistakes" had occurred, though on balance the results of the Purge "were beneficial." 
▪ Nevertheless, although almost all of the Old Bolsheviks had now been eliminated, Public Enemy Number One – 
Trotsky – was still very much at large. 
▪ At the beginning of 1935, Trotsky's son Sergei Sedov had been arrested and sent into exile to the Vorkuta camps. 
New charges were brought against him for allegedly poisoning workers. He was sentenced to be shot on 29 October 
1937. All of Trotsky's family - at least those the authorities could discover - were subsequently arrested.  
 

"The very sound of his name - Trotsky! - aroused a mystical horror in the hearts of the contemporaries of the Great 
Purge. And the fact that my sister had some kind of relation to that name automatically turned not only her, but our 
entire family, into state criminals, 'collaborators', 'spies', 'accomplices', in short, into 'agents of the greatest villain of 
modern times, into the most vicious opponent of Soviet power.'" 

Runin, whose sister was married to Trotsky's son, Sergei  

 

"Stalin needs Trotsky's head - this is his main goal. To achieve it he will launch the most extreme and even more 
insidious cases."  

Leon Sedov (Trotsky’s son, executed himself in 1938) 

 
▪ In 1937 Trotsky stood before the Dewey Commission (appointed to assess the validity of the Show Trials) in the 
USA: 
 

"Why does Moscow so fear the voice of a single man? Only because I know the truth, the whole truth. Only because I 
have nothing to hide. Only because I am ready to appear before a public and impartial commission of inquiry with 
documents, facts, and testimonies in my hands, and to disclose the truth to the very end. I declare: if this commission 
decides that I am guilty in the slightest degree of the crimes which Stalin imputes to me, I pledge in advance to place 
myself voluntarily in the hands of the executioners of the G.P.U. That, I hope, is clear. Have you all heard? I make 
this declaration before the entire world. I ask the press to publish my words in the farthest corners of the planet. But if 
the commission establishes - do you hear me? - that the Moscow Trials are a conscious and premeditated frame-up, 
constructed with the bones and nerves of human beings, I will not ask my accusers to place themselves voluntarily 
before a firing squad. No, the eternal disgrace in the memory of human generations will be sufficient for them! Do the 
accusers of the Kremlin hear me? I throw my defiance in their faces. And I await their reply!"  

Trotsky speaking before the Dewey Commission 

 

Notes: What is the essence of Trotsky’s argument? 
 

 

“How could these old Bolsheviks who went through the jails and exiles of Czarism, who were the heroes of the civil 
war, the leaders of industry, the builders of the party, diplomats, turn out at the moment of "the complete victory of 
socialism" to be saboteurs, allies of fascism, organizer of espionage, agents of capitalist restoration? Who can 
believe such accusations? How can anyone be made to believe them. And why is Stalin compelled to tie up the fate 
of his personal rule with these monstrous, impossible, nightmarish juridical trials? 
First and foremost, I must reaffirm the conclusion I had previously drawn that the ruling tops feel themselves more 
and more shaky. The degree of repression is always in proportion to the magnitude of the danger. The omnipotence 



Worksheet by RJ Tarr at www.activehistory.co.uk / 2 

 

of the soviet bureaucracy, its privileges, its lavish mode of life, are not cloaked by any tradition, any ideology, any 
legal norms. The ruling caste is unable, however, to punish the opposition for its real thoughts and actions. The 
unremitting repressions are precisely for the purpose of preventing the masses from the real program of Trotskyism, 
which demands first of all more equality and more freedom for the masses”. 

Trotsky speaking before the Dewey Commission 

 

Notes: What is the essence of Trotsky’s argument? 
 

 

2. 1940: The Death of Trotsky 
 While at the home of Frida Kahlo on August 20, 1940, a Stalinist agent, Ramon Mercader del Rio 
Hernandez, attacked Trotsky in Coyoacan (a suburb of Mexico City), driving an ice-pick into his skull after tricking his 
way into the house posing as an admirer: 
 

"I laid my raincoat on the table in such a way as to be able to remove the ice-pick which was in the pocket. I decided 
not to miss the wonderful opportunity that presented itself. The moment Trotsky began reading the article gave me 
the chance, I took out the ice-pick from the raincoat, gripped it in my hand and, with my eyes closed, dealt him a 
terrible blow on the head." Trotsky died the next day.  

Mercader at his trial 

  
Trotsky was to defend his honour and faith in the socialist future of humankind to the bitter end: 
 

"We will not hand this banner to the masters of falsification. If our generation has proven to be too weak to establish 
socialism on this earth, we will give its unstained banner to our children. The struggle which looms ahead by far 
supersedes the significance of individual people, factions and parties. It is a struggle for the future of all humanity. It 
will be severe. It will be long. Whoever seeks physical repose and spiritual comfort - let him step aside. During times 
of reaction it is easier to lean on the bureaucracy than on the truth. But for all those for whom socialism is not an 
empty phrase but the content of their moral life - forward! Neither threats, nor persecution, nor violence will stop us. 
Perhaps it will be on our bones, but the truth will triumph. We are paving the way for it, and the truth will be victorious. 
Under the terrible blows of fate I will feel as happy as during the best days of my youth if I can join you in facilitating 
its victory. For, my friends, the highest human happiness lies not in the exploitation of the present, but in the 
preparation of the future."  

Trotsky 

  
With the collapse of Nazi Germany in 1945 and the Nuremberg Trials, which laid bare the Nazi regime and their 
collaborators, not one word or document was found to prove the slightest connection between Trotsky and the 
Gestapo. It was not Trotsky who had an agreement with Hitler, of course - It was Stalin, who signed a Pact with Hitler 
in August 1939! 
 

'But who did protest at the time? Who rose up to voice his outrage? The Trotskyites can lay claim to this honour. 
Following the example of their leader, who was rewarded for his obstinacy with the end of an ice-axe, they fought 
Stalinism to the death, and they were the only ones who did. 

Leopold Trepper, the leader of the famous anti-Nazi spy network in Western Europe 

 

Task: 
Produce an obituary of Trotsky from either a Stalinist or a Trotskyite perspective, covering such things as his early 
career, relationship with Lenin, his role in the Civil War, his failure to take control of the party, and his later life. 

 

3. After 1940: A change of focus 
 

"Terror was ... by no means abandoned as an instrument of political rule; indeed, four of the six executed members of 
Stalin's Politburo perished between 1939 and 1941."  

Gerhard Rempel, "The Purge". 

▪ This reminds us that the Purges never really "ended" at all – the USSR remained in a state of Terror until and even 
after Stalin's death.  
▪ Instead, the Great Terror simply changed its choice of targets. After the Germans and Soviets divided up Poland 
between them in September 1939, nearly half a million Poles (almost exclusively male) and 200,000 Polish prisoners-
of-war were sent to camps, where the vast majority died.  
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▪ When the tables turned and the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, Stalin pulled back, releasing many 
surviving prisoners to serve in the armed forces.  
▪ But those hoping that the end of the Second World War, in which the USSR played the major role in defeating the 
Nazis and their allies, would mean a liberalization of society were sadly disillusioned.  
▪ Instead, Stalin allowed his old paranoia to surface anew. Returning Soviet prisoners-of-war were sent to the labour 
camps as suspected "traitors," and fresh "plots" were discovered that swelled the camps' population to some 12 
million people by the time Stalin finally died in March 1953. 
 

Main Task: 
▪ Produce a summary sheet on the subject of "Causes, Course and Effects of the Purges" on one side of A3 paper. 

▪ Use this to revise for a factual  test. 
 
 


