How far was Stalin Responsible for the Purges?
Arguably, the late 1930's witnessed the start of a ''truly frightening period'' (History Review) in the Soviet Union who, at the time, were under the control of the totalitarian dictator, Stalin. 

The totalitarian thesis acts like a model of a disciplined state which used terror systematically to destroy opposition yet did other organisations involve themselves with killings for various reasons? Additionally, Shairo hints that the purges were ''derived from Lenin, '' and Stalin merely progressed this use of terror after Kirov's murder which has been perceived as the catalyst for Stalin's purges to occur as it allowed him to purge party members whose loyalty he doubted. Yet the concept to whether he was solely responsible is clearly elusive and disputible. 

Primarily, signs of opposition to Stalin's leadership evolved in 1932 as Ryutin, who named Stalin the ''the evil genius of the Russian Revolution,'' was expelled from the party but survived. Ryutin wanted him removed due to the ''damage his policies had done.'' (Grant) The Politburo did not execute him, thus promoting that already there was possible assertion of Lenin's collective leadership against an autocratic state. Within the next 5 years, Riutin and half of the 1933 Politburo were dead e.g. Kirov (assassinated) in 1937
 to Kossior who was executed in 1939. Such initial purges acted like a platform in which Stalin used his power to rectify and strengthen his own position, thus accentuating he was responsible for the planned purges. 

However, during the 1930's, Stalin was not questioned of his involvement of the assassination of Kirov, who was a ''old friend and colleague to Stalin.'' (Svetlana Alliluyeva.) Thus, Stalin's role in the purges, since evidence in 1933 did not suggest he was involved in the assassination,is questionable and it was not a progression towards terror. Moreover,Stalin released ½ of the labour camp prisoners in the Summer of 1933 and by 1934, the Secret Police (NKVD) could not execute without agreement from the leader of Soviet Party and Russia. Therefore, such events in the early '30's show how Stalin did not intend to progress the use of terror by purging mass numbers, whereas the secret police were as they had to be, to a considerable extent, restrained and needed permission for any executions carried out.

In addition to this, the role of NKVD , led by Genrikh Yagoda, was vital to the purges thus suggesting Stalin was not fully responsible for them. ''Notorious Andrei Vyshinky'' (Evan's and Jenkins) found Kamenev and Zinoviev guilty and ordered to have them shot. After Yagoda could not gain confessions from Rykov and Bukharin in the March 1938 Show Trials, he was replaced by Nikolai Yezho or Ezhov. He was head of the NVKD at the height of Stailn's purges and Evans and Jenkins claim the Iron Commisar was ''responsible for the execution of thousands and death by torture or starvation'' which hit figures in the millions. His ''evil reputation'' and ''repulsiveness'' increased Stalin's paranoia as it was the NKVD who passed on information about the Germans, industrial espionage and the economic status. Outside of Moscow, the NKVD operated their own fiefdoms and used the purges to their own advantage by raising their reputation when Collectivisation and the 5 Year Plans occurred. Thus, the Soviet Secret Police must take a considerable part of responsibility for the purges since they forced confessions out of victims via physical and mental torture which led to denunciations, which became a quick way of acquiring another members position, partner or settling an old score. 

Evidently, Medvedev hints that the purges were ''derived from Stalin's paranoia.'' Being leader, whose wife committed suicide in 1932, wary of plots and espionage it is clear to see why he was paranoid about his position, although a lack of his mental record could prove other wise. Consequently, Stalin's terror came from his own lust for power and this is shown through the destruction of Zhandov, Beria, Malenkov and Khrushchev, all to whom were loyal functionaries. For example, despite a lack of evidence, Malenkov was purged because Stalin believed he would betray the USSR to Germany and launch a coup against Stalin. Hence, Stalin had lost touch with reality thus taking responsibility for the purges. 

However, with Nazi Germany invading the USSR, there was a significant fear of ideological opposites, especially as Hitler despised Bolshevism. Therefore, political pressure to protect the USSR from invasion also played a role in the purges since Tukhachevsky could have possibly launched a military coup on Stalin, thus to whys Stalin had to protect the revolution on a holistic scale. As a result of such pressures, purging occurred towards opposition who were a threat to overtaking Stalin's revolution, whether there be insufficient evidence, military associated or not. 

Furthermore, 1937 witnessed the purge of the army where military leadership were accused and executed without trial. This is supported by Grant who claims ''50% of the Officer Corps were shot'' yet Reese suggest many who were arrested were later ''reinstated.'' Seven Generals were arrested and 17-18million army members were moved to labour camps, where 10million were eventually killed. Although there is a lack of evidence towards Tukhachevsky's supposed plot of 1936-37, to coup Stalin's regime, it provides sophisticated evidence that Stalin's paranoia encouraged the army purge due to rumour and despair. 
Traditionally, it is believed that Stalin planned the purges, thus fitting his totalitarian ethos to control Russia under a tyrant dictator. Primarily, the most favourable evidence to prove this is clearly the Show Trials. The first Show Trial, although less important, occurred at the coal-mining town of Shakhty in the Donets Basin and 53 engineers were arrested and accused for being German agents. With 11 being shot, and the rest sent to labour camps for economic crimes, it is clear that the war '''against the bourgeois'' class( Evans and Jenkins) had started. Additionally, Kirov's murder on 1st December 1934 triigered Stalin's urge to remove any opposition and announced the approval of Emergency Powers. Stalin used Show Trials to get rid of old Bolsheviks who were a threat to him or the party. January 1935, Zinoviev and Kamenev were arrested and accused of instigating terrorist activities. This fundamental Show Trial represented the purge of the Leningrad Party and both were jailed, despite lack of evidence for their apparent role in terrorist acts. Therefore, this Show Trial proves that Stalin was responsible for the purges as his belief of a conspiracy against the Soviet Union led to purging although he was merely suspicious of the conspiracy and there was no factual evidence. Further Show Trials include January 1937 which involved Radek, Pyatakov and 15 others were forced to plead guilty to crimes and March 1938 which involved Bukharin, Rykov, Yagoda and 18 others. Hence, the terror used to crush opposition shows how, to a major extent, Stalin was responsible and played the key role in the purges. 

On the other hand, the purges gained a momentum of their own and spiralled out of control in the working and middle classes. Family, friends and neighbours denounced each other. Such ''grumblers'' (those who opposed them above) were enemies in Stalin's view which resulted with to the NVKD rewarding informers with shares of victims property. The ''grumblers'' used terror and incrimination to seek promotion by removing rivals and led to a nation of chaos thus increasing Stalin's paranoia. Therefore, the terror coming ''from below;' encouraged and intensified the terror use from ''above'' and in a 1939 purge, 1/18th of the population was arrested with 5.8 million being kiled. With the purging becoming out of control, the evidence for Stalin's sole involvement is clearly undermined since terror was used in all classes of society and quintessentially, Stalin had to purge to control his state. 

Overall,the impact of the purges was severe as Stalin appeared supreme, thus creating a second generation of Stalinists yet death, exile and Gulag prison camps produced fear. Stalin used this fear and insecurity to control his party and the USSR. For example, the 1934 17th Party Congress had, 1,966 members yet by 1939, only 798 of these were alive. Such terror used to be able to carry this out was placed into the hands of the NKVD and judges such as Vyshinksky thus suggesting Stalin was not wholly responsible for the purges. However, with paranoia being intensified , were the NKVD merely following his orders yet even so, Stalin clearly must take responsibility for turning a tense situation into one of violence, havoc and demoralisation. With Stalin's signature on 366 death sentence lists totalling to 44,000 people in 1938 alone just so he could protect his state, he, to a mass extent, should accept responsibility for the purges despite being aided by the NKVD and the ''grumblers.'' Although evidence fluctuates , being a man of ''limited education and little personal charisma'' (Evan's and Jenkins) Stalin pellucidly proved to rule a one leader state as a tyrant, and securing his own position via purges and deaths was key and this was something he did, unfortunately, to a great extent and should accept responsibility for. 
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