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Dr. Leah Goldman 
Office: Old Main 204C 

Office Hours: Mon 10-12, Tues 11-12 
lgoldman@washjeff.edu 

 
HIST 240: Russia, the Soviet Union, and the CIS 

First Debate Assignment 
 

Overview 
The goal of this assignment is to explore a major question in Soviet and post-Soviet history 
through debate and discussion. Using our primary documents and textbook as sources, we will 
examine the central question from all angles and develop a well-grounded scholarly 
interpretation of this moment in Soviet and post-Soviet history. 
 
Instructions 
Debate Teams: Work with your team to thoroughly prepare your arguments in favor of your 
assigned debate position. Make sure you are familiar with all relevant historical facts and 
primary sources; your arguments should be based first and foremost on these materials. Be 
prepared to answer both the questions outlined on this assignment sheet and relevant questions 
posed by the audience. *Please note: collaboration is a big part of this assignment! All team 
members should contribute to preparation and performance. 
 
Audience Members: You must actively participate in the debate, as well! Be prepared to respond 
to the debate teams with your own comments and questions. Be sure to review the primary 
sources and textbook. Think about how you would answer the questions on this assignment sheet 
and about what other issues and questions you would like to discuss. 
 
Procedure: 
1. I read out the central question. 
2. Each team gives a prepared opening statement, which clearly articulates their position and  
    gives evidence for it. 
3. The floor is open to further discussion 
 
Debate #1 Questions 
The central question is: Do the triumphs of the Stalinist justify the tragedies? 
 

Supplemental issues to consider: 
• Were unsafe worksites like Magnitogorsk and the use of Gulag prison labor necessary 

parts of making the Soviet Union into a leading industrialized nation in just five years? 
Was forced collectivization of agriculture necessary in order to make grain production 
modern and efficient in the face of peasant resistance? 

 

• Stalinism had many winners, like coal miner Alexei Stakhanov, tractor driver Pasha 
Angelina, and the vydvizhentsy (workers promoted into higher education). Given the 
Soviet Union’s mission to build a communist society, do their triumphs outweigh the 
tragedies that befell “losers” like Mukhamet Shayakhmetov, Evgenia Ginzburg, and the 
Old Bolsheviks and bourgeois specialists? 
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• No one can deny that the Terror was a source of significant tragedy. But was it necessary 
to raise citizens’ vigilance and zeal in order to remake Soviet society and prepare the 
country for war? 
 

• The imposition of Socialist Realism resulted in beautiful paintings, moving music, and 
exciting novels like How the Steel Was Tempered. Do these artistic triumphs justify the 
censoring of the avant-garde of the 1920s? 

 

 
Teams and positions: 
Hannah, Sarah, and Ian: Yes, Stalin’s policies were harsh but necessary! 
 

Katie, Taylor, and Naomi: No, Stalin’s policies were destructive and counterproductive! 
 

Good luck!!! 
 


