
Background Information of the Russian Revolution

Animal Farm, written in 1945, uses animals on an English farm to tell the history of Soviet communism. Certain animals are based directly on Communist Party leaders: the pigs Napoleon and Snowball, for example, represent Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky. To better understand these, it is helpful to know at least the basics of Soviet history under Communist Party rule, beginning with the October Revolution of 1917.
Russian society in the early twentieth century was divided: a tiny minority controlled most of the country’s wealth, while the vast majority of the country’s inhabitants were poor and oppressed peasants. Communism arose in Russia when the nation’s workers and peasants, assisted by a class of concerned intellectuals, rebelled against and overwhelmed the wealthy and powerful class of capitalists and aristocrats. They wanted equal rights and pay to put an end to the divided nation.  They hoped to establish a socialist utopia (perfect society) based on the principles and ideas of the German political philosopher Karl Marx.

Marx argued that society would naturally evolve—from a monarchy and aristocracy (one ruler), to capitalism (everyone makes their own living and money), and then on to communism (everyone is paid equally), a system under which all property would be held in common and no one would be richer or poorer than anyone else. The dignity of the poor workers oppressed by capitalism would be restored, and all people would live as equals. Marx’s ideas were positive and he truly believed they were for the good of the people.  He urged, “Workers of the world, unite!”

In February 1917, Tsar Nicholas II, the ruler of Russia, resigned and the socialist Alexander Kerensky became the ruler. At the end of October, Kerensky was exiled, and Vladimir Lenin, the developer of the Russian Revolution, became chief commissar. Almost immediately, as wars raged on virtually every Russian front, Lenin’s chief allies began trying for power in the newly formed state; the most influential included Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky. Trotsky and Stalin emerged as the most likely recipient to Lenin’s vast power. Trotsky was a popular and charismatic leader, famous for his impassioned speeches, while the quiet Stalin preferred to build his power behind the scenes. After Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin arranged an alliance against Trotsky to try to get him to relinquish power. In the following years, Stalin succeeded in becoming the unquestioned dictator of the Soviet Union and had Trotsky expelled first from Moscow, then from the Communist Party, and finally from Russia altogether in 1936. Trotsky fled to Mexico, where he was assassinated on Stalin’s orders in 1940.  

In 1934, Stalin’s ally Serge Kirov was assassinated in Leningrad, prompting Stalin to commence his infamous eliminations of the Communist Party. Holding “show trials”—trials whose outcomes he and his allies had already decided—Stalin had his opponents officially condemned as participants in Trotskyist or anti-Stalinist conspiracies and therefore as “enemies of the people,” a term that guaranteed their immediate execution. As the Soviet government’s economic planning weakened and failed, Russia suffered under a surge of violence, fear, and starvation. Trotsky became a common national enemy and thus a source of negative unity because the people united because they all hated a common enemy.  Additionally, by associating his enemies with Trotsky’s name, Stalin could ensure their immediate and automatic elimination from the Communist Party.  Stalin then began to combine his power with brutal intensity, killing or imprisoning his perceived political enemies and overseeing the purge of approximately twenty million Soviet citizens.  
Marx wished that Communism would have a positive impact on society, but Stalin proved that with Communism comes the ability for one person to gain immense power and eventually use it to control the over-worked, underpaid, uneducated, and fearful population.

These and many other developments in Soviet history before 1945 have direct parallels in Animal Farm: Napoleon ousts Snowball from the farm and, after the windmill collapses, uses Snowball in his purges just as Stalin used Trotsky. Similarly, Napoleon becomes a dictator, while Snowball is never heard from again. Snowball certainly receives a more sympathetic portrayal than Napoleon. But though Animal Farm was written as an attack on a specific government, its general themes of oppression, suffering, and injustice have far broader application; modern readers have come to see Orwell’s book as a powerful attack on any political, rhetorical, or military power that seeks to control human beings unjustly.
Can you think of any other totalitarianism governments that have developed throughout the world?
