Aim Higher in History and Politics
Individual Activities
As part of the extension and higher skills activities in History and Politics Aim Higher sessions, students are given the opportunity to research a topic in either subject for a presentation.  The topic is negotiated between the tutor and the individual student and the project is designed to explore some of the higher skills in either subject.  This is designed to give the student experience of a more ‘open’ style of question, where different material can be chosen and examined, and to introduce the more developed research and writing skills that form an integral part of courses in these subjects at degree level.

The questions to be researched were phrased using quotes from History and / or Politics, and invited students to look more at ideas and concepts, while using evidence from topics or periods they had studied, either as part of their A level course, or within their own wider reading.  The projects were then presented verbally to the rest of the group, who were able to give constructive feedback as well as questioning the researcher on aspects of the piece.  An example is provided here:

‘Dictatorships are never truly popular’. 
How far does the last century of European History show this?


A dictatorship is when an authoritarian ruler has control over a country and its people. A dictator can have control over people through the use of propaganda, fear etc.  Historians have debated whether dictatorships are popular.


There is evidence that shows that many German citizens supported Hitler’s dictatorship. This was because they preferred his dictatorship to the Weimar Republic, which they associated with defeat and humiliation. This belief caused many Germans to become disillusioned and willing to support radical groups like the Nazis. This ultimately made Hitler’s dictatorship popular amongst the Germans because they preferred it to the Weimar Republic.


Secondly, evidence suggests that Hitler’s dictatorship was popular in comparison to the depression the Weimar Government had suffered. The Nazi party helped to create more employment for the workers. This allowed them to gain the support of the urban workers, which allowed Hitler’s dictatorship to be popular. 


Hitler’s dictatorship was popular. For example when Hitler came into power in 1933 he had over 40% of the publics support and also in the March elections the Nazis gained 17.3 million votes. One of the reasons why Hitler’s dictatorship was popular was because people viewed him as a charismatic leader who was on a messianic mission to build a new Germany. Hitler was a powerful speaker and his timing and expression made many people voluntarily support his dictatorship. This was because people genuinely believed that Hitler’s dictatorship would offer great things to Germany.


It could also be argued that Hitler’s dictatorship was popular. This was because one aspect of Hitler’s dictatorship involved using the Gestapo. The Gestapo were numerically small for example in the city of Essen 43 Gestapo officers monitored a population of about 650,000. But they had a reputation of brutality and terror would seize individuals who received a postcard instructing them to report to the Gestapo headquarters. The Gestapo received reports from ordinary German citizens for example 26% of reports normally came from the people. For example in 1938, 65% of civil prosecutions by the Gestapo came from public denunciations. The above explanation was put forward by Robert Gellately shows that Hitler’s Dictatorship was popular because many people participated in informing the Gestapo.


On the other hand it could be argued that Hitler’s dictatorship was not popular. For example when Hitler came into power he discriminated against the Jewish majority. For example during the Night of Broken Glass 1934 Hitler broke all Jewish businesses. Also, the Nuremburg Laws meant that the Jewish people were no longer citizens of the German state and finally during the Holocaust where Hitler persecuted seven million Jews. Therefore for many Jewish people Hitler’s dictatorship was unpopular.


Secondly dictatorships are not popular including Hitler’s dictatorship. This was because under Hitler’s dictatorship Hitler banned unions, which stopped the working class from getting certain rights in the workplace. For example from the very beginning of the Nazis dictatorship the SA and the SS carried out actions against the working class and working class organisations. Although, many of the working class did not rebel against the SS or the SA it did not mean that they supported Hitler’s dictatorship. Instead, they became less satisfied and against the Hitler dictatorship and turned towards the Communist party.


Thirdly Hitler’s dictatorship was not viewed as popular amongst the workers because under his dictatorship he “turned the state into a state of robbers and profiteers”. Here, Ulbricht is arguing that Hitler wanted big businesses in Germany to capture raw materials and markets from abroad. Ulbricht suggests that this led to the complete “enslavement of the Germans Workers”, which caused many workers to turn against Hitler and his dictatorship.


In 1894 Nicholas II became czar of Imperial Russia. Like Hitler his dictatorship can be seen as being both popular and unpopular amongst the people.

It could be argued that the Czars dictatorship was popular amongst the ordinary Russian people. This was because they were used to having an authoritarian led government as they had experienced it from the line of Romanoff Czars who had first come into the throne in 1618. Thus, it could be argued that the Czars dictatorship was popular amongst the ordinary Russian people who were used to having limited independence.


Secondly, the Czars dictatorship was popular amongst the Russian people because they had been few changes in the Russia’s autocratic system in the 3 centuries. The Czar held all the power and ruled with absolute and complete authority. Czar’s dictatorship was popular amongst the Conservative Russian people who were traditional in all their ideas and did not like to see change in society.


On the other hand it could be argued that the Czars dictatorship was unpopular amongst the Moderate Liberals. This was because after years of oppression suffered under the Czars father Alexander II they were hoping that the new Czar would make changes to the brutal and oppressive dictatorship. But Nicholas refused to do this because he wanted to follow the footsteps of his father “I shall safe guard the principles of autocracy as firmly and unswervingly as my father”. Therefore, the Czars dictatorship was unpopular amongst the moderate liberals who unlike the Conservatives wanted change.


Demonstrations against the Czars dictatorship were violent and frequent. This supports the view that the Czars dictatorship was unpopular. For example Crop failures brought thousands of peasants into the cities looking for work. Russian industrialisation led to the development of a new middle class who wanted a political say. Factory workers looked to the Czar for some relief but Nicholas became more reactionary. For example in January 1905 Police fired on a crowd of workers who were marching to the Winter Palace to petition the Czar for better working conditions. Thousands were injured and more than one hundred died. Therefore, the czar’s dictatorship was unpopular because during times of crisis he did nothing to help the people.


There is also debate whether Lenin’s dictatorship was popular. In March 1918 Lenin announced to the Russian people that one of his aims was to “make Russia cease to be wretched and feeble and become mighty and abundant in the fullest sense of the term”. Lenin’s dictatorship was based around communism and the work of Karl Marx. His dictatorship was popular amongst peasants who wanted land to be fairly distributed. Lenin’s dictatorship was also popular amongst some Liberals who wanted a change from the Czars authoritarian rule.


However, Lenin’s dictatorship was unpopular because it was brutal. For example Lenin dissolved the Constituent Assembly and then created the Cheka. The Cheka unleashed a reign of Red Terror across the country. Prisoners and hostages were murdered or sent to exile. Therefore, it could be argued that Lenin’s dictatorship was unpopular due to its brutal nature.


Lenin’s policy of War Communism also allowed his dictatorship to be unpopular amongst the peasants. Under war communism grain was taken from the peasants who had a surplus beyond their needs and was given away. But the peasants reacted violently to this policy. This was because they did not want to give their grains for a fixed price to the government when they could sell it for more. As a result Lenin’s dictatorship was unpopular amongst the peasants because Lenin failed to listen to them and when the peasants hesitated to give their grain supplies he unleashed the Cheka onto them.


Finally, Lenin’s Dictatorship was unpopular amongst religious people because he banned religion. For example Lenin’s stated “Let the peasants worship electricity”. This brought them in conflict with the Church. As part of his anti church campaign Lenin sent the Cheka to raid and burn down churches. Therefore, Lenin’s dictatorship was unpopular amongst the religious people because Lenin failed to respect their faiths.


The above evidence suggests that dictatorships are unpopular as they are based on the use of fear, propaganda, force etc. However even then they still are popular amongst a majority of people. A recent example of this can be seen in Zimbabwe where Mugabe’s dictatorship is popular even in times of famine. One of the reasons for his popularity was that he appropriated land from white farm owners, which proved to be popular amongst the black majority. To conclude although dictatorships may have elements that appeal to the society they are often brutal, oppressive and controlling. This can be seen in all the three dictatorships I have discussed.

