Directions:  Read the following passage, on the totalitarian governments that formed in Russia and Germany prior to World War II.  After you finish reading the passage, create five new sentences using the main vocabulary words for this topic. 
Totalitarian States in Russia and Germany
The period from 1918 until the beginning of World War II in 1939, saw drastic changes in the political regimes that would form in Europe especially in Russia and in Germany.  Both of these countries had experienced major setbacks during World War I.  In Russia, the Russian Revolution had overthrown the monarchy and a new Communist regime was set up.  While in Germany, the Weimar Republic, which was the new government, was weak and could not carry out reforms necessary to improve the economy which had collapsed.  Ultimately totalitarian governments would eventually be set up in these two countries.  Totalitarian governments are when there is only one political party that has complete control over the government as well as over the lives of the people.  Oftentimes these governments rely on terror to suppress individual rights and silence opposition.  This became prevalent under Communism in Soviet Russia and Nazism in Germany.

Communist Russia

During World War I, Russia was still an absolute monarchy under control of Czar Nicholas II who would be the last ruler in the Romanov Dynasty.  There was a legislative assembly called the Duma, made up of moderates who were pressing for a constitution and political change, but they had no real political power because the czar did not want any limits on his own power.  Eventually while the czar was away fighting in WWI, the Duma set up the Provisional Government.  At the same time a group of Socialists who opposed the Provisional Government set up the Petrograd Soviet.  One of these Socialist groups was the Bolsheviks led by a man named Vladimir Lenin.  By 1917, the Provisional Government forced the abdication of the czar and took over as a temporary government.  However by November the Bolsheviks took charge and overthrew the Provisional Government.  This time period is known as the 1917 Russian Revolution.


In 1922, Russia was renamed the Soviet Union, with one political party having complete control over the government.  This was the Communist Party, which was made up of the former Bolsheviks who had led the Revolution.  The political theory of communism, which comes from Karl Marx, is centered on the creation of a society in which all property is publicly owned and each person works and is paid according to their abilities and needs.  As a result the proletariat, or the worker, is the most important aspect of a communist society.  The Communists in Russia would take this idea and draft a constitution that was socialist in nature.  Lenin would soon become ill though and a man named Joseph Stalin would rise to power.


When Stalin came to power, his goal was to build socialism at home.  Therefore he felt that all aspects of the economy should be owned and regulated by the community as a whole.  He did this by proposing his First Five Year Plan aimed at building heavy industry, improving transportation and increasing agriculture.  He developed a command economy which is when the government makes all economic decisions.  He would then set high production goals for heavy industry and transportation, and as a result workers were pushed to meet these goals.  Oftentimes they were encouraged to work because the government offered bonuses, or worse punishments such as being sent to labor camps in Siberia.  Industry and agriculture were placed under state control but wages were low and consumer goods were scarce.  This led to massive starvation and revolts among the peasants.


Stalin’s power in the Soviet Union was absolute, but he feared that rival party leaders were plotting against him.  In order to crack down on old Bolshevik or party activists he carried out purges in order to “cleanse” the Soviet Union and get rid of opposition.  With the help of his secret police, approximately four million people were purged and charged with a wide array of crimes such as counterrevolutionary plots or failure to meet quotas.


Overall the Soviet Union under Stalin was a totalitarian state where the majority of the people were suffering due to unreachable economic goals, low wages, and scarce consumer goods.  Opposition was quickly silenced by secret police, censorship or the possibility of being sent to labor camps.  However, Communist rule in the Soviet Union was portrayed as being perfect and the best type of society due to countless propaganda tools such as pictures and newspaper articles. 

Nazi Germany

Following World War I, the Treaty of Versailles was signed and Germany was forced to take total blame for the war.  Under the treaty, Germany had to pay thirty billion dollars in reparations for the war, their military was restricted, the territories of Alsace and Lorraine were given back to France and their overseas colonies were taken away from them.  These reparations were too much for the German economy to handle which would lead to its collapse.  A new government known as the Weimar Republic was set up but it would be unable to remain in power as soon as a man named Adolf Hitler would become a leader in German politics in the 1920’s


Adolf Hitler was born in Austria but he would live in Germany and fight for her during WWI.  When the war ended, he expressed hatred for the new Weimar Republic, and joined an opposition party called the Nationalist Socialist German Workers Party or the Nazi Party.  He would soon become the leader of the Nazis and would make public speeches boasting about his ideas and plans for Germany.  In 1923 he tried to overthrow the government in Munich but failed and was thrown in prison.  While in prison he wrote Mein Kampf (My Struggle), and he listed his ideology as well as Nazi goals.  Among these goals included the extermination of the Jewish people, the idea that the Germans are the Master Race, as well as the plan to spread extreme nationalism in Germany.  He also wrote that Germany did not lose WWI but instead they were betrayed by a conspiracy led by Germans such as Marxists, Jews, corrupt politicians and business leaders.   When he left jail he resumed his speeches and he was able to gain support from the people.   He urged all Germans to unite into one great nation and that in order to expand their borders or Lebensraum (living space) they had to eliminate anyone who was not a part of the Aryan race such as Jews and the Slavic people.  By 1933 the Nazi party was able to win a seat in the Reichstag or the German Parliament, and by 1934 Hitler gained complete dictatorial power.


Once in power Hitler set up the Third Reich with the Nazi party as the only political party in the German state.  He then organized an efficient but brutal system of terror, repression and totalitarian rule in all areas of German life.  All civil rights were suspended and everybody was expected to follow the Führer’s rule.  To enforce his rule Hitler had an elite system of SS troops, who were distinguished from other members of the German military by their all black uniforms, as well as the Gestapo or the secret police to root out opposition.  Within Germany, Hitler launched public works programs to combat the Great Depression.  People throughout Germany were put to work and the government paid their salaries.  He preserved capitalism by bringing big business and labor under government control.  Ultimately business was stimulated and unemployment was eliminated.


Life in Nazi Germany though, had its setbacks.  German culture was purged in many different areas.  In the arts, the only thing that was acceptable were German myths or music composed by a German composer that praised Nazism and the power of Germany.  Religion was replaced with a racial creed.  As a result there was one single state church.  All Catholic institutions were shut down and many priests were sent to concentration camps.  In 1935 the campaign against the Jews started with the passage of the Nuremberg Laws which placed severe restrictions on the Jews.  For example they were not allowed to marry Non-Jews; they could not hold government jobs, practice law or medicine or publish books.  On November 9, 1938 the Nazis attacked Jewish communities, smashed windows, looted shops and burned synagogues. This became known as Kristallnacht or the “Night of Broken Glass”.  From 1938-1945 the Jewish people were sent to concentration camps which was where Hitler would look to carry out his “final solution” or the extermination of all Jews.  Similar to the Soviet Union, there would be propaganda in Germany as well praising Hitler and Nazism but ultimately Hitler’s aggression would lead to World War II.    
