


ATA 559: History of the Soviet Union

Instructor: 	Onur İşci
Institution: 	Atatürk Institute for Modern Turkish History, Boğaziçi University
Semester: 	Spring 2026
Schedule: 	Tuesdays, 10:00-13:00
Location: 	ATA Seminar Room
Email: 	onur.isci@bogazici.edu.tr

COURSE DESCRIPTION

This course offers a comprehensive history of the Soviet Union from the revolutionary collapse of the Russian Empire in 1917 to the dissolution of the USSR in 1991. Combining political, social, economic, and cultural perspectives, the course examines how a revolutionary project aimed at creating a radically new society evolved into one of the most influential—and controversial—states of the twentieth century. Particular attention is given to the interaction between ideology and power, state-building and coercion, economic planning and everyday life, as well as war, empire, and the management of diversity across the Soviet space.
In addition to historical scholarship, the course makes systematic use of literary texts as historical sources. Works of fiction and poetry by Soviet and late-Soviet writers are read alongside secondary literature to illuminate how individuals experienced, interpreted, and contested revolutionary change, Stalinism, war, repression, and late socialism. These literary readings provide insight into the moral, emotional, and cultural dimensions of Soviet life that are often inaccessible through official documents alone.
Rather than approaching Soviet history solely through high politics or Cold War paradigms, the course emphasizes lived experience, historical contingency, and competing narratives of the Soviet past. Major themes include revolution and civil war, Stalinism and mass violence, World War II, postwar reconstruction, de-Stalinization, late socialism, and the cultural and moral crises of the final Soviet decades.
By situating the Soviet experience within broader global processes—industrialization, imperial decline, ideological conflict, and modernization—the course encourages students to assess the USSR not as an historical aberration, but as a central actor in modern world history. Students will develop the analytical tools needed to engage critically with both historical and literary sources and to evaluate competing interpretations of Soviet history.
READINGS[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Students may choose to follow either the Turkish or English text (or both). All seminar discussions will be in English.
] 

CORE READINGS:

Onur İşçi and Samuel J. Hirst, Kızıl Yıldız: Sovyetler Birliği Tarihi (İstanbul: Kronik Kitap, 2025).
Peter Kenez, A History of the Soviet Union from Beginning to its Legacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
LITERARY TEXTS:
  And Quiet Flows the Don — Mikhail Sholokhov
Civil War, collectivization, and Cossack society.
  Red Cavalry — Isaac Babel
Civil War violence, revolution, and moral ambiguity.
  Selected Poems — Vladimir Mayakovsky
Revolutionary futurism, Soviet modernity, and ideological fervor.
  The Master and Margarita — Mikhail Bulgakov
Satire, censorship, and life under Stalinism.
  Life and Fate — Vasily Grossman
Totalitarianism, WWII, and moral choice.
  Requiem — Anna Akhmatova
The Terror, mourning, and memory.
  One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich — Alexander Solzhenitsyn
The Gulag rendered in everyday realism.
  Doctor Zhivago — Boris Pasternak
Revolution, private life, and moral autonomy.
  The Day Lasts More Than a Hundred Years — Chingiz Aitmatov
Late Soviet existentialism, empire, and memory beyond Russia.
  Invitation to a Beheading – Vladimir Nabokov
Existential absurdism; Critique of conformity; Suppression of individuality.

ASSIGNMENTS & ASSESSMENT

1) WEEKLY RESPONSE PAPERS (1–2 pgs, due before each class) 
30% of semester grade

2) ACTIVE PARTICIPATION IN SEMINAR DISCUSSIONS 
20% of semester grade

3) FINAL PAPER (approx. 15–20 pages)
50% of semester grade
WEEKLY SCHEDULE

Week 1 – Introduction (February 10)	

Week 2 – Revolution and Civil War-I  (February 17)

· Introduction from Isci & Hirst or Introduction from Kenez
· Mikhail Sholokhov, And Quiet Flows the Don (excerpts)
Week 3 – Revolution and Civil War-II  (February 24)
· Chapter 1 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 1 from Kenez
· Isaac Babel, The Red Cavalry (excerpts)
	
Week 4 – The 1920s: Cultural Experimentation (March 3)

· Chapter 2 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 2 from Kenez
· Vladimir Mayakovsky, The Bedbug (excerpts) 

Week 5 – The 1930s: Stalinism, Terror, and Development (March 10)

· Chapter 3 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 3 from Kenez
· Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita (excerpts)

Week 6 – War and Aftermath (March 17)

· Chapter 4 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 4 from Kenez
· Vasily Grossman, Life and Fate (excerpts)

Week 7 – No Class (March 24)

· I will be at the ISA Conference in Columbus, OH. Make-up Session TBA.

Week 8 – The Thaw: Memory and Lament (March 31)

· Chapter 5 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 5 from Kenez
· Anna Akhmatova, Requiem (excerpts)

Week 9 – Khrushchev and the Gulag Memory (April 7)

· Chapter 6 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 6 from Kenez
· Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich


Week 10 – De-Stalinization, moral reckoning, and the power of testimony (April 14)

· Chapter 7 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 7 from Kenez
· Boris Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago (excerpts)

Week 11 – SPRING BREAK (April 21)

Week 12 – Exile, Dissent, and Stagnation (April 28)

· Chapter 8 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 8 from Kenez
· Chinghiz Aitmatov, The Day Lasts More Than a Hundred Years

Week 13 – Gorbachev, Collapse, and Memory (May 5)

· Chapter 9 from Isci & Hirst or Chapter 8 from Kenez
· Vladimir Nabokov, Invitation to a Beheading (excerpts) 

Week 14 – Collapse and Aftermath (May 12)

· Seminar on Post-Soviet World Order
· No Readings; Paper Presentations.




