
  

 
  

 
        

         
         

 
 

  

  

  
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 

History 242: The Rise and Fall of the Soviet Union 
Fall 2022: Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, 3:00-3:50 

Edward Cohn       cohned@grinnell.edu 
HSSC A3226 (X3107)       Office hours: Tuesday 10-11; 

Wednesday 1-2 

Course Overview 
The history of the Soviet Union is a story of great contrasts. In October 1917, when the tsarist 
regime fell, Russia became one of the most chaotic and fast-changing revolutionary societies in 
all of history; by the time the USSR collapsed in December 1991, it was a stagnant, bureaucratic 
regime led by a corrupt and entrenched elite. The leaders of the Soviet Union claimed that they 
had liberated their country from centuries of tsarist oppression, but they ended up unleashing 
mass repression and state-sponsored violence on a massive scale. The Soviet regime could claim 
great successes—like the dramatic growth of literacy and the launch of the first man-made 
satellite in history—but it never lived up to the grand rhetoric of its leaders and became one of 
the world’s most repressive states. 

This course will examine the history of the USSR from the October Revolution of 1917 until the 
regime’s sudden collapse at the end of 1991, focusing on the country’s social and political 
history. Ever since the Bolsheviks seized power in 1917, scholars have debated the meaning and 
the legacy of the October Revolution; in every period of Soviet history, the country’s leaders 
claimed to be following the true path of Communism, while denouncing their rivals (and 
sometimes their predecessors) for straying from the ideals of socialism. This class will examine 
how the nature of Soviet communism was redefined by each successive generation and will seek 
to relate each part of the Soviet experience to the larger trajectory of the country’s history. Was 
Stalinism a departure from the revolution’s original ideology, or the inevitable result of 1917? 
Was the Khrushchev era an unprecedented liberalization of the regime’s policies, or an attempt 
to return to the country’s Leninist roots? We will not only seek to answer questions like these, 
but to examine the ways that everyday citizens experienced Communist rule and to understand 
how the revolutionary enthusiasm that at times dominated the country’s political discourse 
ultimately gave way to the cynicism and corruption of the USSR’s final days. 

Learning Goals 
This course has three broad objectives: to help students understand the history of the Soviet 
Union, to enable them to critically read both primary documents and secondary sources, and to 
help them impr p[
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• explain how the Soviet Union was shaped by its Russian historical and geographical 
context, and the ways in which it was a modern political system shaped by forces that 
transcended national boundaries. 

Critical Reading Goals 
By the end of the course, students will have refined their ability to: 

• interpret a primary source (historical document) by analyzing its structure, audience, 
goals, and biases; 

• identify and critique the argument of a secondary text (a book or article by a present-day 
historian), while situating that text within a larger historical debate or literature. 

Analytical Writing Goals 
By the end of the semester, students will have improved their ability to: 

• craft a clear, specific, and nuanced thesis statement in response to a historical question; 
• construct a well-organized, evidence-rich, and cohesive paper in defense of a central 

argument; 

Keep these goals in mind throughout the semester. The content goals, for example, will be useful 
as you prepare for the mid-term and final exams; class discussions will be based on the analysis 
of primary sources and secondary sources; writing assignments will be graded based on your 
ability to develop a nuanced thesis and to defend that thesis in a well-organized paper. 

Course Readings 
The following books are all on sale at the college bookstore and on course reserve at the library: 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich 



  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  
 

  

  
  

  
 

  
   

 
   

 
 

 
  

 
 
 

 
   

  
 

 
 

 
 

time to meet. I will most likely cancel my regular office hours a couple weeks each semester 
(say, during registration week) and instead offer meetings by appointment only. But I can always 
find time to meet with you! 

Students are welcome to meet with me to discuss any questions they might have about this 
course, the study of history, or other academic issues at Grinnell. If you’re having trouble with a 
written assignment, I particularly encourage you to come: If you get stuck writing a thesis 
statement or can’t figure out what you want to say in a paper, it’s often better to meet with 
someone about it than to try to just push yourself to get something done. I’m also happy to 
discuss course readings in more detail, to answer questions, to talk about the history major, or to 
discuss any academic questions that might concern you. 

Assignments and Grading 
Your grade in this class will be based on the following requirements. Note that you must hand in 







  

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
  

   
  

  
  

  
 

 
 

 

    
 

 

 
 

that day, it is generally not possible to get an extension on them (since this would give you an 
advantage on the paper relative to your classmates.) If you cannot complete one of your short 
document analyses by the deadline, I will give you the chance to do an analysis of a document 
from later in the semester instead; however, if you choose to exercise this option, you will not 
have the chance to get an extension on a later paper except in the case of an emergency. 

Paper Revision Policy 

This class is a writing-intensive course that is designed not only to teach students about history, 
but to help them develop their writing skills. Over the course of the semester, then, you will have 
two opportunities to revise a paper that you’ve already handed in and to resubmit it for re-
grading. Every student in the class will be required to hand in a second version of the first 
writing assignment of the semester (the document analysis due in September); after fall break, 
any student who wants to will be able to hand in a revised version of their 5-page paper or their 
6-to-8-page paper.  If you choose to exercise this option, your final grade for the assignment will 
be the average of your original grade and the grade for your revised paper. (In other words, if 
you earn a B+ on the first version of a paper and an A on the rewrite, you’ll earn a final grade of 
A-.) 

I require that students who want to revise a paper—not counting the initial document analysis— 
come speak to me early on in the revision process to discuss how you plan to respond to my 
feedback on the first version of your paper. (Please come to this meeting with a tentative plan for 
your revisions and a marked-up version of your original paper.) 

Please note another resource useful to all writers at the College: Grinnell’s Writing, Reading, and 
Speaking Center supports students working on papers, projects, and presentations, as well as 
applications for internships, fellowships, and graduate school. In one-on-one sessions, students 
work with professional instructors to interpret readings, talk through ideas, choose and 
analyze evidence, develop and organize arguments, craft introductions and conclusions, organize 
and revise whole drafts, rewrite sentences and paragraphs, and more. Instructors do not proofread 
papers, but they can teach you how to edit your own work effectively. For a link to the schedule 
and appointment system, visit http://mywco.com/grinnell or search for “Writing Center” on 
grinnell.edu or GrinnellShare. 

Important notes 
My goal is to create as inclusive a classroom as possible and to meet the needs of all of my 
students.  I therefore encourage students with documented disabilities, including invisible or non-
apparent disabilities such as chronic illness, learning disabilities, and psychiatric disabilities, to 
discuss reasonable accommodations with me. You will also need to have a conversation about 
and provide documentation of your disability to the Coordinator for Student Disability 
Resources, Jae Hirschman, who is located in Steiner Hall (x3089). 

I will also, of course, excuse absences related to religious observance and will be flexible with 
deadlines that conflict with any religious holidays. Please let me know early in the semester if 
you expect to miss class because of a religious observance. 
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SCHEDULE OF READINGS AND ASSIGNMENTS 

Friday, August 26: Introduction to the Course 

Reading: Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, intro and ch. 1 [available online—see 
link on P-Web] 

Monday, August 29: Prelude to Revolution 

Reading: Orlando Figes, A People’s Tragedy, ch. 1 [Pioneerweb] 
Semen Kanatchikov, A Radical Worker in Tsarist Russia, excerpts [Pioneerweb] 

Wednesday, August 31: Red October 

Reading: Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, ch. 2 
Boris Kolonitskii, “Anti-Bourgeois Propaganda and Anti-Burzhui Consciousness 

in 1917” [Suny] 
Alexander Rabinowitch, “How the Bolsheviks Won” 
[www.jacobinmag.com/2017/11/bolsheviks-russian-revolution-october-lenin] 

Friday, September 2: The Revolution in Documents 

Assignment: email me a 1-to-1.5-page analysis of Order Number 1 by noon 
Reading: primary documents from the Suny reader, pp. 33-48 [black edition; see above] 

Order Number 1 [Suny] 
Kerenskii’s statement in the Soviet of Workers’ Deputies [Suny] 
Tsereteli’s speech on returning from Soviet exile [Suny] 
The April Theses [Suny] 
Tsereteli and Lenin’s exchange [Suny] 
report from Kovno Guberniia [Suny] 
Lenin’s letter to the Central Committee [Suny] 

Monday, September 5: Remembering the Revolution 

Film: October (Sergei Eisenstein, dir.) available online at: 
https://fod.infobase.com/p_ViewVideo.aspx?xtid=57066 

Wednesday, September 7: Civil War! 

Reading: Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, ch. 3 
“Lenin’s Decree on Peace” [Suny] 
“Decree on the Land” [Suny] 
“Decree on Suppression of Hostile Newspapers” [Suny] 
“Declaration of the Rights of the Peoples of Russia” [Suny] 
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Monday, November 14: The Soviet Family under Khrushchev 

Reading: Edward Cohn, “Sex and the Married Communist: Marital Infidelity, Family 
Troubles, and Communist Party Discipline in the Post-War USSR, 1945-
1964” [Pioneerweb] 

Deborah Field, “Irreconcilable Differences: Divorce and Conceptions of Private 
Life in the Khrushchev Era” [Suny] 

Wednesday, November 16: Khrushchev’s Cold War 

Reading: Brigid O’Keeffe, “A Cold War Case: What Huldah Clark Can Teach Us About 
Teaching Soviet History” [P-Web] 

Zubok, chapters 4-5 [online; see P-Web for suggestions] 

Friday, November 18: The Space Race 

Reading: Amy Nelson, “Cold War Celebrity and the Courageous Canine Scout” 
[Pioneerweb] 

Slava Gerovitch, “The Human Inside a Propaganda Machine: The Public Image 
and Professional Identity of Soviet Cosmonauts” [Pioneerweb] 

Monday, November 21: The Brezhnev Era 

Reading: Ronald Grigor Suny, The Soviet Experiment, pp. 447–475 [Pioneerweb] 
John Bushnell, “The ‘New Soviet Man’ Turns Pessimist” [Suny] 
James R. Millar, “The Little Deal: Brezhnev’s Contribution to Acquisitive 

Socialism” [Suny] 

Wednesday, November 23: no class (Thanksgiving) 

Friday, November 25: no class (Thanksgiving) 

Monday, November 28: Dissent in the 1960s and 1970s 

Reading: “Trial of a Young Poet: The Case of Joseph Brodsky” [Pioneerweb] 
“The Case of Boris Kochubiyevsky” [Suny] 
“Letter from Vladimir Vysotskii to Petr Dimichev” [Suny] 

Wednesday, November 30: Life under Brezhnev 

Film: The Irony of Fate (Eldar Riazanov, dir.) (available online) 

Friday, December 2: The Final Years of the USSR 

Reading: Ronald Grigor Suny, The Soviet Experiment, pp. 479-514 [Pioneerweb] 
Stephen Kotkin, Armageddon Averted, excerpts [Pioneerweb] 
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