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Red Army, Russian Krasnaya Armiya, Soviet
army created by the Communist government after
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the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. The name Red
Army was abandoned in 1946.
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Date: 1918 - 1946
Areas Of Involvement: Land warfare
Related People: Oleg Vladimirovich
Penkovsky • Mikhail Tukhachevsky

Red Army flag
A typical Red Army flag of World War II. The lettering
on the obverse side translates “158th Fighter Aircraft
Regiment,” while the reverse side has “For Our Soviet”

at the upper end and Fatherland below.

The Russian imperial army and navy, together with other imperial institutions of tsarist
Russia, disintegrated after the outbreak of the Russian Revolution of 1917. By a decree of
January 28 (January 15, Old Style), 1918, the Council of People’s Commissars created a
Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army on a voluntary basis. The first units, fighting with a
revolutionary fervour, distinguished themselves against the Germans at Narva and Pskov
on February 23, 1918, which became Soviet Army Day. On April 22, 1918, the Soviet
government decreed compulsory military training for workers and peasants who did not
employ hired labour, and this was the beginning of the Red Army. Its founder was Leon
Trotsky, people’s commissar for war from March 1918 until he lost the post in November
1924.
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Leon Trotsky
Leon Trotsky reviewing troops of the Red Guard c. 1918.
Image: Bain News Service/Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. (LC-DIG-ggbain-33302)

The Red Army was recruited exclusively from among workers and peasants and

immediately faced the problem of creating a competent and reliable officers corps.
Trotsky met this problem by mobilizing former officers of the imperial army. Up to 1921
about 50,000 such officers served in the Red Army and with but few exceptions remained
loyal to the Soviet regime. Political advisers called commissars were attached to all army
units to watch over the reliability of officers and to carry out political propaganda among
the troops. As the Russian Civil War continued, the short-term officers’ training schools
began to turn out young officers who were regarded as more reliable politically.

The number of Communist Party members increased among the Red Army’s ranks from
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and among officers this increase was much higher.
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Moreover, all commanders were graduates of Soviet military academies and officers’
training schools, admission to which was limited to those recommended by the
Communist Party.
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Examine how Stalin's Red Army defeated Hitler's Fourth and Sixth armies in the Battle of
Stalingrad
In the Battle of Stalingrad (1942–43), the advancing Germans were finally stopped by the Red Army in
desperate house-to-house fighting. From The Second World War: Allied Victory (1963), a documentary by
Encyclopædia Britannica Educational Corporation.
Image: Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc.
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In May 1937 a drastic purge, affecting all potential opponents of Joseph Stalin’s
leadership, decimated the officer corps and greatly reduced the morale and efficiency of
the Red Army. On June 12, Mikhayl Nikolayevich Tukhachevsky, first deputy people’s
commissar of war, and seven other Red Army generals were found guilty of plotting to
betray the Soviet Union to Japan and Germany, and all were shot. Many other generals
and colonels were either cashiered or sent to forced-labour camps, or both. The purge’s
effects were apparent in the serious defeats suffered by the Red Army during the first
months of the German invasion (1941), but a corps of younger commanders soon emerged
to lead the Soviet Union to victory in World War II.
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Siege of Leningrad
Soviet Red Army soldiers crossing an area of fortified defenses with barbed wire during the Siege of
Leningrad, c. 1941–43.
Image: Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. (LC-USZ62-25900)

By war’s end the Soviet armed forces numbered 11,365,000 officers and men.
Demobilization, however, started toward the end of 1945, and in a few years the armed
forces fell to fewer than 3,000,000 troops.
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Red Army; Operation Barbarossa
Two Red Army medics preparing to retrieve a wounded soldier, September 12, 1941.
Image: Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc.

In 1946 the word Red was removed from the name of the armed forces. Thus, a Soviet
soldier, hitherto known as a krasnoarmiich (“Red Army man”), was subsequently called
simply a ryadovoy (“ranker”). Discipline in the Soviet forces was always strict and
punishments severe; during World War II, penal battalions were given suicidal tasks. In
1960, however, new regulations were introduced making discipline, and certainly
punishments, less severe. Officers were to use more persuasion and were charged with
developing their troops’ political consciousness, thus ending the dual control of military
commanders and political commissars. By contrast, enlisted men increasingly brutalized
each other; conscripts with longer service took advantage of new recruits, and ethnic
communities worked out mutual hostilities in the barracks. The era of the revolutionary
“Red Army” ended, in fact as well as in name, long before the final disappearance of the
Soviet Union. In Russia, February 23, now known as Defender of the Fatherland Day, is
still the official day to honour military veterans.
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Learn More in these related Britannica articles:
Russia: The Civil War
The Red Army was formed in February 1918, and Trotsky became its leader. He was
to reveal great leadership and military skill, fashioning a rabble into a formidable
fighting force. The Reds were opposed by the “Whites,” anticommunists led by
former imperial officers. There were also…
World War II: The Baltic states and the Russo-Finnish War, 1939–40

On February 1, 1940, the Red Army launched 14 divisions into a major assault on
the Mannerheim Line. The offensive’s weight was concentrated along a 10-mile
sector of the line near Summa, which was pounded by a tremendous artillery
bombardment As the fortifications were pulverized tanks and sledge-carried
Soviet Union: The Civil War and the creation of the U.S.S.R.
…the military conflict between the Red Army and various “White” armies formed
on the periphery of Soviet Russia for the purpose of overthrowing the communists.
Both wars went on concurrently. The struggle against domestic opponents was to
prove even more costly in human lives and more threatening to the new…
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