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The Great Purge in Stalinist Russia was one of the darkest chapters in modern 
history, where millions were executed, imprisoned, or exiled in the name of 
eliminating enemies of the state. While the U.S. today is a democracy with strong 
institutions, there are troubling signs that echo the early stages of 
authoritarianism seen in the Soviet Union. Polarization, government overreach, 
and the erosion of civil liberties raise concerns about whether similar repression 
could emerge in modern America. This paper explores the parallels between the 
U.S. and pre-purge Soviet Union, examining how authoritarianism can take hold 
under the guise of national security, political stability, or economic recovery. It 
also provides a detailed analysis of the warning signs, mechanisms of repression, 
and the steps that must be taken to prevent the U.S. from following a similar 
path. In an increasingly divided society, safeguarding democracy and preventing 
the rise of authoritarianism requires vigilance, unity, and a commitment to civil 
liberties. 
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I. Introduction 

Overview of the Great Purge 

The Great Purge, also known as the Great Terror, was a campaign of political 
repression and mass executions carried out by Joseph Stalin's Soviet regime from 
1936 to 1938. This dark chapter in Soviet history saw the systematic targeting of 
perceived enemies of the state, including political rivals, military leaders, 
intellectuals, and ordinary citizens. The purge was driven by Stalin’s desire to 
consolidate power and eliminate any real or imagined opposition within the 
Communist Party, government, and military. 

At its core, the Great Purge was a tool for Stalin to eliminate political rivals, many 
of whom were former allies who had become potential threats to his leadership. 
As the purge spread, it evolved into a mass movement against alleged counter-
revolutionaries and foreign spies. Ordinary citizens were caught in the crossfire as 
the paranoia intensified. People were arrested on vague accusations, tortured 
into confessions, and executed or sent to labor camps in the Gulag. Historians 
estimate that over a million people were executed or died in labor camps, while 
millions more were arrested or exiled. 

The scale and impact of the Great Purge were devastating, leaving a legacy of fear 
and silence. The intellectual and political elite of Soviet society was decimated, 
and the military leadership was severely weakened, which had lasting 
consequences for the country. The purges created an atmosphere of distrust, 
where anyone could be an informer or a victim. Entire families were uprooted, 
and the mass repression penetrated every facet of Soviet life. 

 

Present Concerns in the U.S. 

In recent years, concerns have grown in the United States about the erosion of 
democratic norms and the potential rise of authoritarian tendencies. While the 
U.S. has a strong constitutional framework that includes checks and balances, 
several disturbing trends have prompted fears that the country could be heading 
toward an era of mass repression reminiscent of the Great Purge in Stalinist 
Russia. 
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First, the increasing polarization in U.S. politics has made compromise and 
cooperation nearly impossible, creating a dangerous climate of “us versus them.” 
This political division has been exacerbated by social media echo chambers and 
media disinformation, which inflame tensions and make citizens more 
susceptible to extreme ideologies. With each side accusing the other of existential 
threats to the nation, the space for rational debate has shrunk, paving the way for 
authoritarian rhetoric and scapegoating of political opponents. 

Second, the growing expansion of state surveillance and security measures has 
led to concerns about privacy violations and the potential targeting of political 
dissidents or activists. The post-9/11 era saw a dramatic increase in surveillance 
powers with the Patriot Act and other measures that allowed for broad data 
collection on U.S. citizens. There are fears that these powers, initially justified by 
national security concerns, could be turned against ordinary citizens or opposition 
groups if unchecked. 

Additionally, the rhetoric of division used by some political leaders mirrors tactics 
used by authoritarian regimes to isolate and dehumanize segments of society. 
Terms like "enemies of the people" or "domestic terrorists" have been used to 
describe journalists, political opponents, and protest movements. Such language, 
combined with government overreach and increasing executive powers, raises 
the question: Could a future U.S. government target specific groups for mass 
repression in the way that Stalin's regime did? 

The U.S. is also experiencing a breakdown of trust in democratic institutions, with 
public confidence in elections, the judiciary, and the media at an all-time low. 
These institutions, designed to act as checks on government overreach, are 
vulnerable to manipulation, especially when there are allegations of corruption or 
bias. As trust erodes, so too does the public's willingness to defend these 
institutions from subversion. 

 

Purpose of the Paper 

This paper aims to explore the possibility of a modern-day equivalent of the Great 
Purge occurring in the United States. While the U.S. and Stalinist Russia are very 
different in terms of political systems, culture, and historical context, certain 
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warning signs suggest that mass repression could be possible under the right 
conditions. By examining the parallels between the two societies, this paper will 
highlight the factors that could lead to authoritarianism in the U.S. and the 
potential mechanisms by which a modern-day purge could take place. 

The key questions this paper seeks to answer include: 

• What are the conditions that make mass repression possible? 

• How could these conditions arise in the U.S., and who would be the 
targets? 

• What are the early warning signs of authoritarianism, and how can they 
be recognized? 

• What lessons can be learned from the Great Purge, and what can be done 
to prevent such a scenario from happening in the U.S.? 

In exploring these questions, the paper will provide a detailed analysis of both 
historical precedents and current events, drawing on examples from U.S. history 
(such as McCarthyism and COINTELPRO) as well as modern-day trends in political 
repression. Ultimately, the goal is to raise awareness of the risks posed by 
authoritarianism and to advocate for measures that can safeguard democracy and 
civil liberties in the U.S. 

 

II. Historical Context: The Great Purge 

Stalin’s Consolidation of Power 

The Great Purge was, in many ways, the culmination of Joseph Stalin’s long effort 
to consolidate absolute power within the Soviet Union. After Lenin’s death in 
1924, Stalin initially appeared to be one of several prominent leaders in a 
collective leadership. However, Stalin systematically eliminated his rivals, 
including prominent figures like Leon Trotsky, by skillfully manipulating the 
Communist Party and creating a cult of personality around himself. By the mid-
1930s, Stalin had established himself as the unchallenged leader of the Soviet 
Union, but he remained deeply paranoid about internal opposition, both real and 
imagined. 
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Fear played a central role in Stalin’s consolidation of power. He believed—or at 
least promoted the idea—that enemies of the state were lurking everywhere, 
waiting to undermine the progress of the Soviet Union. Stalin cultivated an 
atmosphere of suspicion, where even minor disagreements or deviations from the 
party line could be seen as evidence of disloyalty. As tensions with potential 
external threats grew, Stalin used this fear to justify purges of anyone who might 
oppose him. His drive to rid the Soviet Union of these so-called enemies 
culminated in the Great Purge, which not only targeted political opponents but 
also spread far into Soviet society, affecting millions of ordinary citizens. 

Mechanisms of Control 

Stalin’s purge relied heavily on the Soviet state’s control over all aspects of life, 
particularly its coercive apparatus. The most important tool was the NKVD, the 
Soviet secret police, which carried out arrests, interrogations, and executions on 
Stalin’s orders. The NKVD operated with brutal efficiency, often arresting people 
on the flimsiest of charges or based on anonymous accusations. Once arrested, 
individuals were frequently subjected to harsh interrogations, torture, and forced 
confessions. These confessions were used in show trials, highly publicized legal 
proceedings where the outcome was predetermined. In these trials, former allies 
of Stalin and leading members of the Communist Party were humiliated and 
condemned as traitors in front of the entire nation. 

The Soviet government also controlled the media, which was used to spread 
propaganda that justified the purges. Newspapers, radio broadcasts, and posters 
were filled with messages warning of spies, saboteurs, and counter-
revolutionaries hiding within society. By manipulating the media, Stalin was able 
to convince many Soviet citizens that the purges were necessary to protect the 
revolution from enemies within. The media’s portrayal of those arrested as 
traitors and enemies of the state further isolated victims and made it difficult for 
others to speak out in their defense. 

Surveillance was another critical tool of control. The NKVD infiltrated every level 
of society, monitoring not only the political elite but also ordinary workers, 
peasants, and intellectuals. Citizens were encouraged to inform on their 
neighbors, co-workers, and even family members. This pervasive surveillance 
network created an atmosphere of fear and distrust, where anyone could be 
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accused of counter-revolutionary activity. This environment of paranoia helped 
prevent organized resistance to the purges, as people were too afraid to speak 
out. 

Targeting Internal Enemies 

The Great Purge initially focused on Stalin’s political rivals within the Communist 
Party. High-ranking officials, military leaders, and long-time Bolsheviks were 
among the first to be arrested and executed. Many of these figures had once 
been close allies of Stalin but had fallen out of favor for a variety of reasons. Some 
were accused of plotting against Stalin or conspiring with foreign powers to 
overthrow the Soviet government. Others were simply viewed as potential 
threats due to their popularity or influence. The most notable of these purges was 
the Moscow Trials, where former party leaders like Nikolai Bukharin and Grigory 
Zinoviev were convicted of treason and sentenced to death in highly publicized 
trials. 

As the purges progressed, the targets expanded to include intellectuals, military 
officers, and ethnic minorities. Intellectuals were particularly vulnerable because 
of their perceived independence from the party and their influence over public 
opinion. Writers, artists, scientists, and educators were accused of promoting 
anti-Soviet ideas, often based on their writings or associations. The Soviet Union's 
military also suffered devastating losses during the purges. Stalin, fearing a 
potential military coup, ordered the arrest and execution of thousands of military 
officers, including a significant portion of the Red Army's high command. This 
decimation of the military leadership would have serious consequences later, 
particularly during World War II, when the Soviet Union initially struggled against 
Nazi Germany due to the lack of experienced commanders. 

The purges also targeted various ethnic minorities, especially those living in 
border regions or with historical ties to countries seen as enemies of the Soviet 
Union. Entire ethnic groups, such as Poles, Ukrainians, and Koreans, were 
suspected of harboring anti-Soviet sentiments or collaborating with foreign 
powers. These minorities were often deported to labor camps or executed en 
masse. Stalin’s regime justified these actions by claiming that ethnic minorities 
posed a threat to the internal stability of the Soviet Union. 
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By the time the Great Purge ended in 1938, it had spread far beyond the initial 
focus on political rivals. Millions of ordinary citizens had been caught up in the 
wave of repression, many arrested for reasons as trivial as telling a joke or being 
denounced by a neighbor. The general populace lived in constant fear of being 
accused of anti-Soviet activities, knowing that even the slightest suspicion could 
result in arrest, torture, or execution. The purges were not just about eliminating 
real threats to Stalin's power; they were about creating a climate of terror where 
no one felt safe, ensuring that Stalin’s grip on power remained unchallenged. 

 

III. Parallels to Modern-Day U.S. 

Increasing Polarization 

Political and social polarization in the United States has deepened in recent years, 
with both sides of the political spectrum becoming more entrenched in their 
views. This polarization has been exacerbated by the rise of social media, where 
people tend to gravitate toward content that reinforces their beliefs, leading to 
the creation of ideological echo chambers. The growing divide between the left 
and right in the U.S. has created an environment of mutual distrust, making it 
increasingly difficult to find common ground or engage in constructive dialogue. 

This level of polarization mirrors the atmosphere in the Soviet Union leading up to 
the Great Purge, where political factions turned against one another, each 
accusing the other of treachery. In pre-purge Soviet society, Stalin exploited the 
growing divisions between different groups within the Communist Party, playing 
them off against one another and using fear to justify repressive actions. In the 
U.S., a similar dynamic could unfold if political leaders or institutions exploit 
polarization to their advantage, turning segments of society against one another. 

One potential consequence of this polarization is the increasing demonization of 
political opponents. Terms like “domestic terrorists,” “traitors,” and “enemies of 
the people” have become more common in political discourse, particularly when 
describing opposition groups. This dehumanization of opponents creates a 
dangerous climate where violence and repression become more justifiable in the 
eyes of those who see themselves as defending their nation from existential 
threats. Just as Stalin convinced many Soviet citizens that political dissenters were 
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enemies of the state, some political factions in the U.S. may begin to view their 
opponents not just as ideological adversaries but as dangerous forces that must 
be neutralized. 

Moreover, as the divide between left and right continues to widen, the idea of a 
shared national identity is eroded. In the Soviet Union, Stalin capitalized on the 
growing sense of alienation among different factions by offering a unified 
narrative under his leadership. In a deeply polarized U.S., there is a risk that a 
similar authoritarian figure could emerge, promising to restore order by targeting 
and eliminating those deemed responsible for societal unrest. This could lead to 
an atmosphere where repression becomes not only tolerated but actively 
encouraged by segments of society that see it as necessary for survival. 

Erosion of Civil Liberties 

In the wake of significant crises, such as the September 11 attacks, there has been 
a notable expansion of government surveillance powers in the U.S. The Patriot 
Act, passed in 2001, allowed for unprecedented levels of data collection, 
surveillance, and monitoring of U.S. citizens in the name of national security. 
While these measures were initially introduced to combat terrorism, there are 
growing concerns that these powers could be turned inward, targeting ordinary 
citizens or political dissidents. In a society increasingly polarized and fearful of 
internal threats, enhanced surveillance can easily shift from protecting against 
external dangers to monitoring domestic opponents. 

The erosion of civil liberties often begins with the gradual weakening of legal 
safeguards that protect individuals from government overreach. In recent years, 
concerns have emerged about the use of mass surveillance, facial recognition 
technology, and data collection by government agencies and private companies. 
The line between public safety and personal privacy has become increasingly 
blurred, with citizens often unaware of the extent to which their communications 
and activities are being monitored. These developments raise fears about the 
potential for the U.S. government to use its surveillance apparatus to target those 
deemed subversive, much like the NKVD did during Stalin’s purges. 

In addition to mass surveillance, there are increasing concerns about the 
suppression of dissent in various forms. For instance, peaceful protests have 
sometimes been met with disproportionate police responses, and whistleblowers 
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who expose government misconduct often face severe retaliation. This trend 
toward criminalizing dissent echoes the tactics used during the Great Purge, 
where even the mildest criticism of the government was viewed as treasonous 
and met with harsh punishment. In a climate where the state is given broad 
powers to define who constitutes a threat, dissenting voices can easily be 
silenced, leading to a society where fear of government reprisal stifles open 
debate and opposition. 

Furthermore, the undermining of democratic norms—such as questioning the 
legitimacy of elections, weakening the separation of powers, and limiting the 
independence of the judiciary—has also become a growing concern in the U.S. 
The erosion of these institutions leaves fewer safeguards against government 
overreach, making it easier for an authoritarian regime to take hold. As seen in 
Stalin’s Soviet Union, once the rule of law is undermined and democratic norms 
are abandoned, it becomes easier to justify repression and mass arrests in the 
name of maintaining order. 

Weaponization of Government Agencies 

The weaponization of government agencies is another parallel that raises alarms 
about the potential for repression in the U.S. In recent years, there have been 
accusations that institutions such as the FBI, CIA, and IRS have been used for 
political ends, often to investigate or target specific political groups or individuals. 
This phenomenon, where law enforcement or intelligence agencies are deployed 
to further political agendas, mirrors the role of the NKVD during Stalin’s reign. 

The FBI has been accused of targeting certain political groups, particularly 
activists involved in movements such as Black Lives Matter or environmental 
protests, under the guise of national security concerns. Similarly, conservative 
groups have raised concerns about being unfairly targeted by the IRS for political 
purposes. These accusations, whether valid or exaggerated, highlight a growing 
fear that the U.S. government’s investigative and enforcement arms could be 
used to intimidate or silence political opponents, rather than serving the public 
interest impartially. 

The CIA and other intelligence agencies have also come under scrutiny for their 
role in shaping public opinion and potentially influencing domestic politics. 
Whistleblower cases, such as those involving Edward Snowden and Julian 



10 
 

Assange, have revealed the extent of government surveillance and manipulation 
of information, raising questions about how far government agencies are willing 
to go to control narratives and target individuals who challenge the state. In the 
Soviet Union, the NKVD was used not just to eliminate Stalin’s rivals but also to 
suppress any form of dissent, real or imagined. The U.S. risks a similar path if its 
intelligence and law enforcement agencies are weaponized to serve the interests 
of those in power rather than upholding the rule of law. 

Another troubling aspect is the potential for these agencies to manipulate public 
opinion through selective leaks or the dissemination of disinformation. By shaping 
public perception of certain events or individuals, government agencies can 
influence political outcomes and justify repressive actions. During the Great 
Purge, Stalin used propaganda to convince the Soviet people that those being 
arrested and executed were traitors working against the interests of the state. In 
the U.S., if government agencies are seen as using their power to sway public 
opinion for political gain, it erodes trust in these institutions and further polarizes 
society. 

 

IV. The Role of Fear and Propaganda 

Manipulation of Public Fear 

Throughout history, fear has been a powerful tool for governments seeking to 
consolidate power or justify extreme measures. By capitalizing on public anxiety 
over real or perceived threats, leaders can garner support for actions that would 
otherwise be considered excessive or authoritarian. In the case of Stalin’s Soviet 
Union, the fear of internal enemies, counter-revolutionaries, and foreign spies 
was constantly stoked to justify the mass repression and purges that followed. 
Similarly, in the U.S., fear of external threats—such as terrorism, pandemics, or 
foreign adversaries—has often been used to push for policies that expand 
government control and limit civil liberties. 

For instance, the September 11, 2001 attacks marked a significant turning point 
in how fear was manipulated in the U.S. to justify sweeping changes to 
government powers. The attack led to the passage of the Patriot Act, which 
significantly broadened the scope of surveillance, allowing the government to 
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monitor the activities of citizens under the guise of preventing terrorism. Fear of 
future attacks was used to create an atmosphere where sacrificing privacy and 
personal freedoms was seen as a necessary trade-off for security. This 
manipulation of fear created the conditions for policies that would have been 
politically unthinkable in peacetime, such as indefinite detention of suspects, 
warrantless surveillance, and the use of torture in interrogations. 

Similarly, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the fear of widespread illness and 
death led to an unprecedented expansion of government authority. Governments 
at all levels introduced emergency measures, such as stay-at-home orders, travel 
restrictions, and mandatory vaccinations. While many of these policies were 
enacted with the intent of protecting public health, the swift and sweeping nature 
of these measures raised concerns about the potential for government overreach. 
Critics argued that the pandemic could be used as a pretext to impose draconian 
restrictions on civil liberties that might persist even after the crisis subsides. 

The threat of foreign adversaries has also been used to justify aggressive 
government actions. During the Cold War, the fear of Soviet espionage and 
nuclear war shaped U.S. domestic and foreign policy. Today, rising tensions with 
countries such as China and Russia are once again creating a climate of fear. This 
atmosphere of external threat can serve as a convenient justification for 
increasing military spending, ramping up domestic surveillance, and even cracking 
down on dissent under the guise of national security. Fear, whether of terrorism, 
pandemics, or foreign enemies, creates an environment where citizens are more 
likely to accept restrictions on their freedoms in exchange for promises of safety. 

Media Control and Misinformation 

In any authoritarian regime, control over information is critical. Stalin’s Soviet 
Union tightly controlled the media, ensuring that propaganda supporting the 
government’s actions was the only narrative the public received. The government 
used the media to foster a sense of paranoia, convincing people that enemies of 
the state were everywhere. This control over information allowed Stalin to 
manipulate public perception and justify the purges. Disinformation campaigns, 
fake confessions, and public show trials reinforced the narrative that the regime’s 
actions were necessary to protect the revolution from traitors. 
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In the U.S., while there is no state-controlled media in the same sense, the 
growing influence of disinformation and media manipulation has become a 
serious concern. Social media platforms have allowed for the rapid spread of 
misinformation, which can distort public perception and exacerbate divisions 
within society. Both foreign and domestic actors have used disinformation 
campaigns to create confusion, manipulate opinions, and sow discord. During 
elections, for example, misinformation about candidates, voting procedures, or 
policy issues can influence voter behavior and undermine public confidence in 
democratic processes. 

The role of traditional media in shaping public opinion also cannot be 
underestimated. News outlets, whether intentionally or not, often push biased 
narratives that align with specific political agendas. This selective presentation of 
facts can create an environment where certain groups or ideas are demonized, 
and others are elevated. In some cases, this can lead to the suppression of 
opposition voices. For instance, during times of war or national crisis, dissenting 
opinions that question the government’s actions are often marginalized or 
discredited as unpatriotic. This echoes the dynamics in Stalin’s Soviet Union, 
where opposition to the government’s actions was portrayed as treasonous, 
justifying harsh punishment. 

In today’s digital age, the ability to control and manipulate information is more 
powerful than ever. The use of algorithms on social media platforms, for instance, 
can be manipulated to amplify certain messages while suppressing others. This 
creates a modern form of media control, where narratives that align with the 
interests of those in power are more likely to be seen, while opposing viewpoints 
are drowned out. If this trend continues, it could become easier for those in 
authority to shape public perception, create enemies, and justify repressive 
measures. 

Historical Examples of Repression in the U.S. 

The U.S. has its own history of state repression, particularly during times of fear 
and uncertainty. Two key examples—McCarthyism and COINTELPRO—stand out 
as instances where fear was manipulated and government agencies were 
weaponized to suppress opposition. 
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McCarthyism, which took place during the early years of the Cold War, was 
marked by a widespread fear of communism. Senator Joseph McCarthy and 
others exploited this fear to target alleged communists and sympathizers within 
the U.S. government, entertainment industry, and academia. The House Un-
American Activities Committee (HUAC) held hearings where individuals were 
pressured to testify against colleagues and name others who might hold 
communist views. Those who refused to cooperate were often blacklisted or lost 
their jobs, even without evidence of wrongdoing. This campaign of repression, 
fueled by public fear of a communist takeover, bears striking similarities to the 
Great Purge, where baseless accusations and coerced confessions led to the 
destruction of countless lives. 

Another example is the FBI’s COINTELPRO program, which operated from the 
1950s through the 1970s. Under COINTELPRO, the FBI targeted civil rights leaders, 
anti-war activists, and other groups deemed subversive. Tactics included 
surveillance, infiltration, and the spread of disinformation to discredit or disrupt 
these movements. Leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X were 
monitored closely, and efforts were made to undermine their influence. The FBI 
sought to divide these groups from within, often using informants to sow distrust 
and discord among members. COINTELPRO’s repressive tactics mirror the 
methods used by the NKVD in Stalin’s Soviet Union, where surveillance and 
infiltration were key tools for eliminating opposition. 

These historical examples of repression in the U.S. serve as precursors to the kind 
of widespread state control and manipulation that could lead to a modern-day 
equivalent of the Great Purge. While McCarthyism and COINTELPRO were more 
limited in scope, they demonstrate how fear, when manipulated by the state, can 
lead to the suppression of dissent and the targeting of political opponents. In 
today’s climate of increasing polarization, surveillance, and media manipulation, 
there is a risk that these patterns of repression could return on a larger scale. 
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V. Mechanisms of a Modern Purge 

Mass Surveillance and Data Collection 

The rise of modern technology has enabled a level of surveillance previously 
unimaginable, providing governments with unprecedented tools to track, 
monitor, and control their populations. In the past, governments relied on human 
intelligence, informants, and physical monitoring to keep tabs on potential 
dissidents. Today, mass surveillance can be automated and far more invasive, 
often occurring without the knowledge or consent of the public. Technologies 
such as facial recognition, advanced data mining, and artificial intelligence have 
transformed surveillance into a powerful tool for monitoring both individuals and 
groups, making it easier to suppress political dissent. 

One of the key aspects of modern mass surveillance is the collection of 
metadata—the information about communications, such as who is contacting 
whom, when, and where, rather than the content of the communication itself. 
This data can be used to map out social networks, identify leaders of movements, 
and predict patterns of behavior. Social media platforms, email providers, and 
telecommunications companies store vast amounts of user data, which can be 
accessed by governments either legally or covertly. While these technologies 
were initially developed for commercial or security purposes, they can easily be 
repurposed for political repression, particularly in times of crisis or unrest. 

For instance, facial recognition technology is being increasingly adopted by law 
enforcement agencies in the U.S. for a variety of purposes, from identifying 
suspects to tracking protestors. This technology has the potential to create a 
surveillance state where citizens’ movements and activities can be monitored in 
real-time. In the context of a modern purge, this type of technology could be used 
to identify and track political dissidents, activists, or anyone deemed a threat to 
the state. In countries like China, where surveillance technology is already deeply 
integrated into society, authorities have used facial recognition to monitor and 
suppress ethnic minorities, such as the Uighurs in Xinjiang. If the U.S. were to 
implement similar systems on a large scale, it would give the state the ability to 
monitor virtually anyone at any time, raising serious concerns about privacy and 
freedom of expression. 
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Data collection is another key tool in the modern surveillance arsenal. 
Governments can collect data from social media, online search histories, financial 
transactions, and even biometric information to create detailed profiles of 
individuals. This vast trove of data can be used not only to track political 
dissidents but also to predict and preempt political movements before they gain 
momentum. By analyzing patterns of communication, authorities could identify 
potential leaders of opposition groups and take steps to neutralize them before 
they become significant threats. In a modern purge, such capabilities would make 
it far easier for the state to control opposition movements, preventing them from 
organizing effectively. 

Criminalization of Dissent 

As polarization increases and governments seek to maintain control in times of 
unrest, the line between legitimate political opposition and criminal behavior can 
become dangerously blurred. The criminalization of dissent refers to the process 
by which peaceful protestors, activists, or opposition movements are branded as 
threats to national security, leading to their arrest, imprisonment, or suppression. 
In a modern purge, this tactic could be used to justify the repression of large 
segments of the population under the guise of maintaining order and protecting 
public safety. 

In recent years, there have been growing concerns about the militarization of 
police forces in the U.S., particularly in response to protests. Instances of peaceful 
protests being met with excessive force, such as during the Black Lives Matter 
protests in 2020, have highlighted the potential for dissent to be criminalized. In 
many cases, protestors exercising their First Amendment rights to free speech 
and assembly were met with tear gas, rubber bullets, and mass arrests. These 
responses, framed as necessary to maintain law and order, raise the question of 
whether peaceful dissent could increasingly be treated as a threat to national 
security. 

Moreover, new laws are being passed in some states that impose harsher 
penalties on protestors, particularly those involved in civil disobedience or who 
damage property during protests. While violence and vandalism should not be 
condoned, the use of these laws to suppress peaceful opposition movements is a 
dangerous trend. The ability to label certain protests as illegal or subversive 
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provides the state with a tool to crack down on any group that challenges its 
authority. In a modern purge, such laws could be used to arrest large numbers of 
protestors, political activists, or social movements under the pretext of 
maintaining national security. 

Surveillance technologies play a key role in this criminalization of dissent. 
Authorities can use social media monitoring, facial recognition, and data mining 
to track protestors and organizers both during and after protests. Individuals 
identified as leaders of opposition movements could be specifically targeted for 
arrest or harassment, even if they were engaged in lawful activities. In Stalinist 
Russia, the mere suspicion of dissent was enough to justify arrest and execution. 
In a modern U.S. context, the criminalization of dissent could allow the state to 
brand opposition movements as criminal conspiracies, providing legal cover for 
widespread repression. 

Targeting Vulnerable Populations 

In times of political unrest, marginalized groups often bear the brunt of state 
repression. Vulnerable populations—such as ethnic minorities, activists, and 
whistleblowers—are frequently scapegoated or disproportionately targeted in 
purges because they are seen as easier to suppress and less likely to have the 
resources or political power to resist. Stalin’s Great Purge targeted not only 
political rivals but also ethnic minorities and intellectuals, groups that were 
already marginalized within Soviet society. In a modern-day U.S. purge, a similar 
dynamic could unfold, where certain populations become convenient targets for 
repression. 

Ethnic minorities have historically been disproportionately targeted by law 
enforcement in the U.S., and this trend shows no signs of abating. Black and 
Latino communities, in particular, face higher rates of arrest, incarceration, and 
police violence. During times of political unrest, these communities could be 
further scapegoated, with authorities justifying harsh measures against them 
under the pretense of maintaining public safety. In a purge scenario, ethnic 
minorities could be framed as internal threats, leading to mass arrests or other 
forms of state repression. This pattern of targeting vulnerable populations is not 
new; it was a key feature of the Great Purge in the Soviet Union, where ethnic 
groups such as Poles, Ukrainians, and Koreans were singled out for persecution. 



17 
 

Activists and whistleblowers are also likely to be targeted in a modern purge, as 
they represent a direct threat to the status quo. Whistleblowers who expose 
government corruption or misconduct often face severe retaliation, even when 
their actions are in the public interest. The U.S. government’s treatment of 
whistleblowers like Edward Snowden and Chelsea Manning demonstrates how 
those who challenge state power can be criminalized and vilified. In a modern 
purge, whistleblowers and activists could be arrested, silenced, or otherwise 
neutralized to prevent them from exposing government abuses or organizing 
opposition movements. 

In addition to ethnic minorities and activists, other marginalized groups—such as 
immigrants, LGBTQ+ individuals, and religious minorities—could also be targeted 
in a modern-day purge. These groups are often seen as outsiders or threats to the 
dominant political or social order, making them vulnerable to repression during 
times of crisis. In Stalin’s Soviet Union, the state used fear and paranoia to justify 
the persecution of millions of innocent people. In the U.S., similar dynamics could 
unfold, with marginalized populations being scapegoated as enemies of the state 
and subjected to repression in the name of national security. 

 

VI. Potential Triggers for Authoritarianism 

Economic Collapse or Crisis 

Economic collapse or severe financial crises are often fertile ground for the rise of 
authoritarianism. When a society faces widespread unemployment, inflation, 
food shortages, or other economic hardships, the population becomes more 
vulnerable to the promises of strong leadership that can restore order and 
stability. Historically, economic instability has been a critical factor in the rise of 
authoritarian regimes. In a climate of desperation, the public may be willing to 
accept drastic measures, including the suspension of civil liberties, in exchange for 
the hope of recovery. 

For example, in the aftermath of the Great Depression, many countries 
experienced political upheavals as populations lost faith in existing governments 
to manage the crisis. In Germany, economic devastation was a major factor in the 
rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party, as they promised to restore prosperity and 
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national pride. Similarly, in post-World War I Italy, Benito Mussolini exploited the 
economic unrest to consolidate power under a fascist regime. 

In the U.S., a future economic collapse could trigger calls for authoritarian 
leadership, particularly if it is accompanied by social unrest or widespread 
protests. In a situation where traditional democratic institutions are seen as 
ineffective, a populist leader might rise by promising to "save" the country from 
economic ruin. Such a leader could justify the suspension of civil liberties—such 
as freedom of assembly, speech, and press—as necessary to stabilize the 
economy. In this scenario, the economic crisis serves as the pretext for 
consolidating power, and those who oppose the regime could be labeled as 
enemies of progress or traitors to the nation. 

As the crisis deepens, citizens may become more willing to trade their freedoms 
for promises of economic security. In a modern U.S. context, this could involve 
the implementation of emergency measures such as curfews, restrictions on 
movement, or the nationalization of industries. Over time, these temporary 
measures could become permanent, especially if the government justifies them 
as necessary to prevent further economic collapse. Once in place, such measures 
could provide a foundation for authoritarian rule. 

Internal or External Threats 

Throughout history, war, terrorism, and pandemics have often served as triggers 
for authoritarianism, as governments exploit public fear to justify the erosion of 
civil liberties. In times of crisis, whether from internal unrest or external threats, 
the state often invokes the need for extraordinary powers to "protect" the nation. 
While these powers may be necessary in the short term, they often lead to the 
consolidation of power in the hands of a few, creating the conditions for long-
term authoritarian rule. 

One of the clearest examples of this dynamic is the USA Patriot Act, which was 
passed in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks. The threat of terrorism was 
used to justify sweeping expansions of government surveillance powers, allowing 
for the monitoring of communications, financial transactions, and other activities 
without the need for traditional judicial oversight. Although the law was intended 
to prevent further terrorist attacks, it also raised concerns about the potential for 
abuse. Over time, these powers could be used not just against external threats 
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but also against domestic political dissidents or other perceived enemies of the 
state. 

Pandemics, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, also provide an opportunity for 
governments to expand their powers. During the pandemic, many countries 
implemented emergency measures, including lockdowns, travel restrictions, and 
surveillance of infected individuals. While these measures were initially justified 
on public health grounds, some critics argued that they represented an overreach 
of government authority. In a more extreme scenario, a future pandemic could 
lead to the suspension of elections, the declaration of martial law, or the 
indefinite extension of emergency powers. Once these powers are in place, it 
becomes easier for an authoritarian regime to use them to suppress opposition or 
maintain control. 

External threats, such as war or the threat of foreign invasion, can also be used to 
justify the centralization of power. In times of war, governments often expand 
their control over the economy, the media, and the military to maintain national 
security. During World War II, for example, many countries implemented 
rationing, conscription, and censorship to support the war effort. In a modern-day 
U.S. scenario, the threat of war with a major global power could be used to justify 
similar measures, including the limitation of civil rights and the suppression of 
dissent. Opposition to the war could be framed as unpatriotic, allowing the 
government to target political movements that challenge the regime. 

Political Instability 

Political instability is one of the most significant triggers for authoritarianism, 
particularly in democracies where elections and transitions of power are 
contested. When political institutions are perceived as weak, corrupt, or 
incapable of governing effectively, the door opens for leaders who promise to 
restore order through extraordinary means. In many cases, this leads to the 
erosion of democratic norms and the concentration of power in the executive 
branch. 

Contested elections are a common cause of political instability. When elections 
are seen as illegitimate—due to accusations of voter fraud, corruption, or foreign 
interference—it creates an environment of uncertainty and chaos. This scenario 
can lead to mass protests, civil unrest, and even violence. In such a situation, a 
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strong leader might emerge, promising to restore stability by overriding the will of 
the people or ignoring constitutional constraints. This was seen in countries such 
as Venezuela, where Hugo Chávez came to power during a period of political and 
economic instability, eventually consolidating his authority and weakening the 
country’s democratic institutions. 

In the U.S., the possibility of contested elections or a major constitutional crisis 
could trigger similar calls for authoritarian solutions. If one side refuses to accept 
the results of a presidential election or if widespread allegations of voter fraud 
are believed by the public, it could lead to a breakdown in the democratic 
process. This scenario might provoke violence, as seen in the January 6, 2021 
attack on the U.S. Capitol, and create a situation where the state justifies a 
militarized response to restore order. In a worst-case scenario, martial law could 
be declared, or elections could be postponed indefinitely under the pretext of 
national security. 

Political instability is not limited to contested elections. It can also arise from 
internal divisions within the government, such as a breakdown in cooperation 
between the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. If these branches are 
seen as gridlocked or incapable of functioning effectively, the public may lose 
faith in the system. This loss of confidence can be exploited by a leader who 
promises to "fix" the government by taking direct control and bypassing 
democratic processes. Over time, this could lead to the concentration of power in 
the executive branch, effectively creating an authoritarian regime under the guise 
of saving democracy. 

 

VII. The Warning Signs in the U.S. 

Undermining Democratic Institutions 

One of the clearest warning signs of a drift toward authoritarianism is the 
weakening of democratic institutions that serve as checks on power. In any 
democracy, institutions such as free and fair elections, judicial independence, and 
the separation of powers between branches of government are critical to 
maintaining a balance of authority and preventing any one entity from 
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accumulating too much control. However, when these institutions are 
deliberately undermined, it opens the door for authoritarianism to take root. 

In the U.S., there have been growing concerns about the integrity of elections—
the bedrock of democratic governance. Allegations of voter fraud, manipulation, 
and gerrymandering have become increasingly common, eroding public trust in 
the electoral process. Efforts to restrict voting access—such as the imposition of 
strict voter ID laws, reduction of polling places, or limitations on mail-in voting—
can disproportionately affect marginalized groups, making it more difficult for 
certain populations to participate in the democratic process. This erosion of 
voting rights can weaken the legitimacy of elections and sow doubt about their 
outcomes, leading to instability and the potential for authoritarian leaders to 
claim they are defending democracy by overriding the will of the electorate. 

In addition to the undermining of elections, there have been increasing attacks on 
the independence of the judiciary. The judicial system, which is designed to be an 
impartial check on the executive and legislative branches, has come under fire for 
perceived political bias. Attempts to pack courts with ideologically aligned judges, 
along with public attacks on judges who rule against the government, undermine 
the judiciary's ability to function independently. When courts are no longer 
trusted to make fair rulings, it becomes easier for the executive branch to ignore 
judicial oversight and act without legal constraint. 

The separation of powers, a core principle of the U.S. Constitution, is also at risk. 
Over time, there has been a noticeable shift in power from the legislative branch 
to the executive. This concentration of power can weaken the system of checks 
and balances that is essential to preventing authoritarianism. When the legislative 
branch is unable or unwilling to check the actions of the executive, it creates a 
situation where the president can effectively govern without accountability, 
setting the stage for potential abuse of power. 

Rhetoric of Division 

Another key warning sign is the increasing use of divisive rhetoric, particularly 
language that frames political and social conflicts in terms of "us versus them." 
Authoritarian leaders often use such rhetoric to justify repression by 
dehumanizing their opponents, portraying them as enemies of the state or the 
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people. This creates an atmosphere where citizens are more likely to accept the 
suppression of political opposition, dissenting media, or minority groups. 

In the U.S., this type of rhetoric has become more prevalent in political discourse, 
with leaders and media figures using inflammatory language to describe their 
opponents. Terms such as "traitors," "domestic terrorists," or "enemies of the 
people" are increasingly used to describe political rivals, journalists, and activists. 
This dehumanization makes it easier to justify repressive measures, as those 
being targeted are no longer seen as fellow citizens but as existential threats to 
the nation. 

The media has also become a focal point for divisive rhetoric. Independent 
journalism plays a vital role in holding governments accountable, but in an 
atmosphere of increasing polarization, the press itself becomes a target. By 
branding critical media outlets as biased, corrupt, or enemies of the people, 
political leaders can undermine the credibility of the press and create an 
environment where dissenting voices are silenced. This mirrors tactics used in 
authoritarian regimes, where control over the narrative is essential for 
maintaining power. Once the media is discredited, it becomes easier for the 
government to control the flow of information and suppress opposition 
narratives. 

Moreover, divisive rhetoric often extends to ethnic, religious, and social 
minorities, who can be scapegoated during times of political unrest or economic 
hardship. Authoritarian regimes frequently blame marginalized groups for societal 
problems, creating a common enemy for the public to rally against. In the U.S., 
rising tensions over immigration, race relations, and religious differences have 
made these groups particularly vulnerable to dehumanizing rhetoric. This rhetoric 
can lay the groundwork for repressive policies, such as mass detentions, 
deportations, or surveillance, all in the name of protecting national security or 
preserving the social order. 

Expansion of Executive Power 

A hallmark of authoritarian regimes is the expansion of executive power, often 
under the guise of responding to emergencies or crises. While executive 
overreach can be justified as necessary to address immediate threats—such as 
terrorism, pandemics, or natural disasters—there is a danger that these 
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temporary powers will become permanent. When emergency powers are used to 
bypass legislative oversight or judicial review, it creates a pathway for the 
executive branch to accumulate unchecked authority. 

In the U.S., there has been growing concern about the use of executive orders 
and other unilateral actions by the president to circumvent Congress. Although 
executive orders can be an important tool for governing, their use to implement 
major policy changes without legislative approval undermines the balance of 
power and weakens democratic governance. When the executive branch begins 
to rule by decree, it erodes the role of the legislative branch and centralizes 
decision-making in the hands of one individual or a small group of advisors. 

In addition to executive orders, the invocation of emergency powers is another 
avenue through which executive overreach can occur. In times of crisis, the 
president has the authority to declare a state of emergency, which can grant 
sweeping powers to the executive branch. These powers can include the ability to 
restrict movement, control the media, suspend civil liberties, and mobilize the 
military. While such measures may be necessary in certain situations, there is a 
danger that they will be abused or extended beyond the crisis period. Once 
granted, emergency powers are rarely relinquished without significant pressure 
from the public or other branches of government. 

The expansion of executive power is particularly concerning when it is coupled 
with disregard for constitutional limits. In recent years, there have been 
instances where the executive branch has sought to challenge or ignore rulings 
from the judiciary, particularly when those rulings limit presidential authority. 
When the president asserts that certain laws or court decisions do not apply to 
them, it sets a dangerous precedent that undermines the rule of law. Over time, 
this can lead to the erosion of constitutional checks on executive power, creating 
the conditions for an authoritarian regime. 

 

VIII. Lessons from History 

How the Purge Unfolded in the USSR 

The Great Purge in the USSR was not a single event but rather a series of 
escalations that occurred over several years, beginning in the mid-1930s and 
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peaking between 1936 and 1938. The purge unfolded in distinct phases, each 
marked by key moments that reveal how repression can escalate from political 
maneuvering to mass terror. 

One of the earliest tipping points was the assassination of Sergei Kirov in 1934. 
Kirov was a prominent Communist Party leader whose popularity was seen as a 
potential threat to Stalin. His murder was immediately blamed on anti-Soviet 
elements within the party, and Stalin used the assassination as a pretext to launch 
a series of purges targeting political rivals. This moment is significant because it 
illustrates how a single event, whether spontaneous or orchestrated, can be used 
to justify an expanded crackdown on opposition. In the aftermath of Kirov's 
death, Stalin initiated a wave of arrests, imprisonments, and executions that 
targeted members of the Communist Party, particularly those who had been loyal 
to Lenin. 

The Moscow Trials, held between 1936 and 1938, were another key development 
in the escalation of the Great Purge. These highly publicized show trials were used 
to humiliate and eliminate Stalin’s political rivals, many of whom were accused of 
treason, espionage, and sabotage. The trials were largely based on fabricated 
evidence and forced confessions, obtained through torture. The willingness of the 
Soviet public to accept these sham trials as legitimate reveals how effective 
propaganda and control over the judiciary can be in supporting authoritarian 
regimes. Once the state had successfully used the legal system to target high-
profile political figures, the purges expanded to include military leaders, 
intellectuals, and ordinary citizens. 

By 1937, the purges reached their most violent phase with the mass arrests, 
executions, and deportations orchestrated by the NKVD, the Soviet secret police. 
Quotas for arrests were set in many regions, and local NKVD officers were 
incentivized to exceed these targets, leading to widespread fear and paranoia. 
The purge began to consume not only real or perceived enemies of the state but 
also loyal party members, military officers, and innocent civilians. This stage of 
the purge demonstrates how authoritarian regimes, once they have consolidated 
power, can use terror to maintain control by fostering an atmosphere of fear and 
distrust among the population. 
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A crucial lesson from this period is the role of complicity within the population. 
Many people informed on their neighbors, colleagues, and even family members, 
either out of fear or in an attempt to protect themselves. The willingness of 
individuals to participate in the repression, either actively or passively, 
contributed to the scale of the purge. In the final years of the purge, the sheer 
volume of arrests and executions reached staggering levels, as the state 
systematically eliminated any perceived threats to Stalin's regime. 

The Great Purge teaches us that once repression begins, it can quickly spiral out 
of control, consuming even those who initially support it. What began as a 
targeted campaign against political rivals escalated into a broader assault on the 
entire Soviet population, leaving millions dead or imprisoned. The key tipping 
points—the assassination of Kirov, the Moscow Trials, and the mass terror 
orchestrated by the NKVD—illustrate how authoritarian regimes use both fear 
and legal mechanisms to consolidate power and eliminate opposition. 

Avoiding the Same Path 

Looking back at the Great Purge, it is clear that several factors contributed to the 
escalation of repression, and understanding these can help prevent a similar 
occurrence in the U.S. One of the most important lessons is the need for strong 
and independent institutions that can act as a check on executive power. In the 
Soviet Union, Stalin was able to manipulate the judiciary, the secret police, and 
the media to carry out his purges. In contrast, an independent judiciary and free 
press are essential in any democracy to prevent the unchecked expansion of state 
power. Ensuring that the courts remain impartial and that the media can operate 
without government interference are key safeguards against authoritarianism. 

Another critical factor that could have prevented the Great Purge was the 
absence of transparency and accountability in the government. In the Soviet 
Union, the state operated in secrecy, with little oversight or public scrutiny. This 
allowed Stalin and his inner circle to carry out their purges without fear of being 
held accountable. In a democratic society, transparency in government actions 
and the ability for citizens and independent bodies to hold leaders accountable 
are vital to preventing the rise of authoritarianism. Regular audits of government 
agencies, public hearings, and independent oversight committees can all play a 
role in maintaining transparency and ensuring that power is not abused. 
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Public education and civic engagement also play a crucial role in preventing 
authoritarianism. The Soviet regime was able to manipulate public opinion 
through propaganda, convincing people that the purges were necessary to 
protect the state. In the U.S., it is important for citizens to be educated about 
their rights and the importance of democratic institutions. Encouraging civic 
engagement, voting, and participation in the political process helps create a more 
informed and active citizenry that can resist attempts to undermine democracy. 
When citizens are passive or apathetic, it becomes easier for authoritarian leaders 
to erode civil liberties without facing significant opposition. 

Preventing authoritarianism also requires addressing economic inequality and 
social unrest, both of which can create the conditions for the rise of strongman 
leaders. In the Soviet Union, economic hardship and political instability were key 
factors that allowed Stalin to justify his consolidation of power. In the U.S., it is 
important to address the root causes of inequality and provide economic 
opportunities for all citizens. When people feel marginalized or left behind, they 
are more likely to support authoritarian leaders who promise to restore order or 
provide for their needs. 

Finally, maintaining vigilance in the face of creeping authoritarianism is essential. 
Authoritarian regimes often come to power gradually, using crises or emergencies 
to justify the expansion of state powers. In the Soviet Union, Stalin used the 
assassination of Kirov and the threat of internal enemies to justify his purges. In 
the U.S., it is important to be wary of any attempts to expand executive power 
under the guise of national security or public safety. Emergency measures should 
be temporary and subject to regular review to ensure they are not abused. 

In conclusion, the lessons from the Great Purge highlight the importance of strong 
democratic institutions, transparency, education, and vigilance in preventing the 
rise of authoritarianism. By understanding the key moments that led to the purge 
in the USSR, we can identify warning signs and take proactive steps to ensure that 
similar repression does not occur in the U.S. today. 
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IX. The Path Forward: Preventing a New Purge 

Strengthening Institutions 

A crucial first step in preventing the rise of authoritarianism or a modern-day 
purge is the strengthening of democratic institutions. Institutions such as the 
judiciary, the legislative branch, and independent regulatory agencies act as 
critical checks on executive power. By reinforcing these safeguards, it is possible 
to prevent the concentration of power in the hands of a single individual or group, 
which is often the prelude to widespread repression. 

To strengthen institutions, it is essential to maintain the independence of the 
judiciary. A judiciary that is free from political interference ensures that executive 
actions remain subject to legal scrutiny. In authoritarian regimes like Stalin’s 
Soviet Union, the judiciary was co-opted to serve the state’s interests, enabling 
the mass purges to proceed unchecked. In contrast, a strong and independent 
judiciary in the U.S. can act as a bulwark against unconstitutional actions by 
holding government officials accountable to the law. Measures such as 
safeguarding the appointment process for judges and ensuring that the courts are 
insulated from political pressure are vital steps in maintaining judicial 
independence. 

Another key to preventing authoritarianism is promoting transparency in 
government. A transparent government allows the public to hold leaders 
accountable and ensures that state actions are subject to scrutiny. Transparency 
can be enhanced through public hearings, independent investigations, and regular 
disclosure of government activities. For example, Freedom of Information Acts 
(FOIA) and similar legislation ensure that government actions can be monitored 
by journalists, watchdog groups, and citizens. Ensuring that such mechanisms 
remain robust prevents the executive branch from operating in secrecy, which is 
often where authoritarianism begins to flourish. 

Decentralizing power is also essential for safeguarding democracy. When too 
much power is concentrated in the hands of the executive, the system of checks 
and balances is weakened. To counteract this, it is important to strengthen the 
roles of the legislative and judicial branches in decision-making processes. 
Congress, for instance, must assert its role in overseeing the executive branch and 
ensure that laws governing emergency powers, national security, and executive 
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orders are subject to debate and approval by elected representatives. When the 
executive branch acts without accountability, it undermines the very foundation 
of democracy and opens the door to potential abuses of power. 

Promoting Unity and Dialogue 

Polarization is a key factor that can lead to authoritarianism, as deep divisions 
within a society make it easier for a strongman leader to rise by exploiting those 
rifts. Bridging political and social divides is essential for preventing polarization 
from escalating into conflict and repression. A divided population is more 
vulnerable to manipulation, and when political opponents are framed as 
existential threats, it becomes easier to justify repressive actions. Stalin used this 
tactic in the Soviet Union, where perceived enemies of the state were demonized, 
creating an atmosphere where purges were seen as necessary to preserve the 
revolution. 

In the U.S., fostering unity and dialogue across political divides is critical. This can 
be achieved through encouraging civil discourse, promoting bipartisan 
cooperation, and engaging with diverse perspectives in a constructive manner. 
The media also plays an important role in promoting unity by ensuring that 
reporting is fair and balanced, avoiding sensationalism or divisive rhetoric. When 
the media focuses on amplifying differences rather than encouraging dialogue, it 
contributes to a polarized society where authoritarianism can take root. 

Programs that promote civic education and political literacy are also essential in 
reducing polarization. Many people are drawn to authoritarian solutions because 
they feel alienated from the political process or distrust democratic institutions. 
By educating citizens about their rights and the importance of democratic 
governance, it becomes possible to build a more informed and engaged populace. 
Encouraging participation in the political process, from voting to local activism, 
helps ensure that citizens feel they have a stake in the system and are less likely 
to support authoritarian figures who promise to upend it. 

Finally, it is important to create spaces for cross-party collaboration and 
dialogue. Political leaders from opposing parties should be encouraged to engage 
in bipartisan efforts to address key national issues, showing that cooperation is 
possible even in a deeply divided political climate. At the grassroots level, 
organizations that promote dialogue between different communities—whether 
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along racial, religious, or political lines—can help to build bridges and reduce the 
sense of “us versus them” that so often leads to authoritarianism. 

Vigilance and Civil Liberties 

In any democratic society, vigilance is essential to safeguarding civil liberties and 
preventing the erosion of rights. Citizens must be proactive in holding their 
government accountable, particularly in times of crisis, when the temptation to 
curtail freedoms is greatest. This vigilance is not only the responsibility of 
individuals but also of civil society organizations, journalists, and watchdog 
groups that play a critical role in exposing government overreach and protecting 
the rights of marginalized groups. 

One of the key lessons from the Great Purge in the Soviet Union is the danger of 
allowing the state to operate in secrecy, unchecked by public scrutiny. In the U.S., 
maintaining freedom of the press and supporting investigative journalism are 
crucial for preventing authoritarianism. A free press ensures that government 
actions are transparent and that abuses of power are brought to light. Journalists 
and media outlets should be protected from political pressure, censorship, and 
intimidation. Ensuring that press freedom is upheld, particularly during times of 
national crisis, is a safeguard against the unchecked expansion of government 
power. 

Another important aspect of vigilance is the protection of civil liberties. In times 
of political instability, economic crisis, or external threats, there is often a push to 
suspend certain freedoms in the name of security. While emergency measures 
may sometimes be necessary, they should always be temporary, narrowly 
defined, and subject to judicial review. Citizens must remain vigilant against 
attempts to normalize emergency powers or extend them beyond their original 
scope. Organizations such as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) play an 
important role in challenging laws and executive orders that infringe on civil 
liberties, and such organizations must be supported to ensure that they can 
continue their work in holding the government accountable. 

Finally, engaged citizenship is the best defense against authoritarianism. A 
passive or apathetic population allows authoritarian figures to consolidate power 
without resistance. By contrast, an engaged citizenry that participates in 
elections, advocates for civil liberties, and holds leaders accountable is a vital 
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check on the abuse of power. Involvement in local politics, community organizing, 
and national advocacy helps to create a culture of active democracy, where 
citizens are empowered to protect their rights and those of others. 

In conclusion, preventing a new purge or the rise of authoritarianism in the U.S. 
requires a multifaceted approach that involves strengthening democratic 
institutions, promoting unity and dialogue, and maintaining vigilance over civil 
liberties. By taking proactive steps to ensure transparency, accountability, and 
engagement, society can protect itself from the dangers of authoritarianism and 
preserve the freedoms that are fundamental to democracy. 

 

X. Conclusion 

Reflections on Current Realities 

As this paper has explored, there are unsettling parallels between the political 
and social climate of the U.S. today and the conditions that led to the Great Purge 
in the Soviet Union. While the U.S. is a robust democracy with longstanding 
institutions designed to safeguard against authoritarianism, history teaches us 
that even the most stable societies can become vulnerable to authoritarian rule 
under the right conditions. The Soviet Union’s Great Purge unfolded gradually, 
beginning with relatively small steps toward consolidating power, controlling 
narratives, and undermining institutions. These incremental changes eventually 
spiraled into a massive campaign of terror and repression, targeting millions of 
citizens. 

In the U.S., several of the same warning signs are visible today. Polarization has 
intensified to the point where political opponents are often viewed as enemies 
rather than fellow citizens. Divisive rhetoric, scapegoating, and the 
dehumanization of opposition groups are becoming more common, raising the 
risk that dissenting voices could be targeted in ways that undermine democracy. 
The expansion of surveillance powers and the weaponization of government 
agencies have also raised concerns about the potential for state overreach, 
especially in times of crisis. 

Additionally, the erosion of trust in democratic institutions, particularly in the 
electoral process and the judiciary, mirrors the breakdown in institutional 
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integrity that occurred in Stalinist Russia. The legitimacy of elections is 
increasingly questioned, and attacks on the independence of the judiciary have 
raised alarms about the balance of power in the U.S. These factors, combined 
with the growing concentration of executive power, create an environment 
where authoritarian measures could potentially take root under the guise of 
maintaining security and order. 

Despite these concerning trends, the U.S. still has strong institutional safeguards 
and a vibrant civil society that can help prevent the descent into authoritarianism. 
However, the lessons from the Great Purge serve as a stark reminder that 
societies are not immune to authoritarian rule simply by virtue of their past 
stability. The erosion of democratic norms can happen gradually, often 
unnoticed, until it is too late to reverse course. By reflecting on the events that 
led to Stalin’s purges, we can better understand the importance of vigilance, 
transparency, and engagement in protecting democratic values. 

Call to Action 

The risks that exist today are real, but they are not inevitable. The path forward 
requires collective action, a commitment to democratic principles, and a 
willingness to confront the challenges facing the U.S. head-on. The first and most 
critical step is awareness. Citizens must be aware of the dangers of 
authoritarianism, both in its overt forms and its more subtle manifestations. This 
awareness can be fostered through education, encouraging a deeper 
understanding of history, political processes, and the importance of civil liberties. 
When citizens are informed about the mechanisms through which 
authoritarianism can take hold, they are better equipped to recognize the early 
warning signs and take action. 

Active engagement is also essential. Democracy is not a spectator sport; it 
requires participation from all levels of society. This means more than just 
voting—it means engaging in civic life, holding leaders accountable, and 
defending the rights of all citizens. Civil society organizations, independent media, 
and grassroots movements play a crucial role in this process, acting as watchdogs 
and advocates for the preservation of democratic norms. Supporting these 
organizations and participating in their efforts helps build a more resilient society, 
one that can resist the allure of authoritarianism. 
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At the same time, it is important to foster unity and dialogue. Polarization 
weakens democracy by dividing society into opposing camps, making it easier for 
authoritarian leaders to exploit these divisions. Promoting civil discourse, 
encouraging collaboration across political divides, and rejecting the 
dehumanization of political opponents are all vital steps toward rebuilding trust in 
the democratic process. A society that values dialogue and compromise is far less 
likely to succumb to the authoritarian temptation of "strongman" rule. 

Finally, it is essential to defend civil liberties and oppose government overreach, 
particularly in times of crisis. Emergencies, whether economic, health-related, or 
security-focused, often lead to the expansion of state powers. While temporary 
measures may be necessary to address immediate threats, they must always be 
subject to oversight, limited in scope, and carefully monitored to prevent abuse. 
Citizens must remain vigilant and demand accountability from their leaders, 
ensuring that emergency powers are not used to curtail freedoms or suppress 
dissent. 

The lessons of the Great Purge in the Soviet Union offer a sobering reminder of 
the fragility of democratic institutions and the dangers of unchecked state power. 
However, they also offer hope—by learning from history, we can take proactive 
steps to prevent a similar fate in the U.S. today. This requires all citizens to be 
engaged, informed, and committed to defending democratic principles. The path 
forward is not an easy one, but it is essential if we are to ensure that history 
does not repeat itself. 

In conclusion, the U.S. faces real challenges, but by strengthening institutions, 
promoting unity, remaining vigilant, and protecting civil liberties, we can build a 
more just and resilient society. The preservation of democracy depends on the 
actions we take today, and it is through these actions that we can prevent a new 
purge and safeguard the future for generations to come. 
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