The death of Stalin in 1953 sparked
a debate about his place in history
that is still not completed

Dr Polly Jones. SSEES, University College London

ummary: After achieving power in the

late-1920s, Joseph Stalin came to be
considered almost a god in the Soviet Union.
A ‘cult of personality’ elevated him above
criticisms, no matter what crimes he
committed. Yet his death, in 1953, led to a
re-evaluation of his record, and in February
1956, in a highly controversial speech, Nikita
Khrushcheyv attacked Stalin as a power-hungry
tyrant. There followed a period of bitter
disagreements, and Stalin was partly
rehabilitated when Khrushchev himself was
ousted from power. Stalin could not be
judged objectively within a political system
that he had done so much to create.

Questions to consider

¢ What ingredients made up the popular image of
Stalin in the 1930s and 1940s?

¢ What were the reasons for the collapse of the
Stalin cult?

¢ Why did so many people support and so many
people reject the message conveyed in
Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’ of February 1956?

* Why could the post-Stalin communist regime in
the USSR not distance itself entirely from Stalin’s
dictatorship?

the Soviet Union. Within weeks of the leader’s
demise, the Soviet system was undergoing more
radical change than at any time since the end of the
1920s, when Stalin had first risen to power. As Stalin’s
successors Khrushchev, Malenkov and Molotov fought
among themselves to be crowned the new Soviet leader,
they introduced policies which sought, with different
degrees of subtlety, to change Stalinist politics. Their
policies, which included the liberalisation of the crimi-
nal justice system (especially the GULAG, or labour
camps, in which millions of Soviet citizens had been
imprisoned under Stalin) and a partial easing of restric-
tions on freedom of expression, have usually been
termed ‘de-Stalinisation” by historians. Yet why did the
Soviet leadership feel the need to de-Stalinise the past?
What new information about Stalin and what new
images of the ‘great leader’ had come to light so sud-
denly, leading his successors to renounce his legacy?
This article will examine the new images of Stalin
which emerged during the 1950s and early 1960s,
putting paid to the cult of the leader which had pre-
vailed during his lifetime. New information about the
violence inflicted by the Soviet state upon its people
revealed not only its staggering scale and enormous
human cost, but also Stalin’s leading role. Stalin’s fall
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Stalin at the height of his power, depicted as the heroic warleader

from grace, from the wise leader portrayed in Stalinist
propaganda to the flawed, even evil, dictator of these
new revelations, was abrupt, but the Communist party,
under Khrushchev, did not present the new information
about Stalin in a straightforward way. It often distanced
itself from the most shocking revelations, once their dis-
turbing consequences had become clear. However, as
this article will also argue, other people outside the
party had their own stories to tell about Stalin, and dis-
puted the party’s new version of events.

The superhuman Stalin

During his lifetime, Stalin had come to symbolise more
than just the Communist party, of which he had been
leader since the end of the 1920s. Journalists, poets, nov-
elists, film-makers and painters depicted Stalin as an
improbably wise, caring and capable leader (in Russian,
the term was vozhd, a similar term to the German fiihrer,
used of Hitler). In posters and monuments, Stalin was
depicted as literally superhuman, a gigantic figure many
times larger and, therefore, more important, than those
around him. In novels and films throughout the Stalin
era, ordinary people’s encounters with Stalin often pos-
sessed a dream-like quality of sacred communion. Party
propaganda, such as newspapers and even schoolbooks,
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and party ceremonies, such as parades and official con-
gresses, repeated key expressions of praise for Stalin in
rituals of leader worship which Stalin did little to curtail.
The slogans of the Stalin cult appeared in every newspa-
per and public space in the USSR. So ubiquitous were
they that it is possible to argue that they became mean-
ingless, invisible to the Soviet population whom they
were supposed to impress. Although it is difficult to
know what the Soviet people thought, especially at the
height of the Stalin era when speaking one’s mind was
extremely dangerous, historians, working with the
newest archival materials, have found that people did
absorb the phrases, if not always the full meaning, of the
Stalin cult. Certainly, on learning of Stalin’s death, the
vast majority of the Soviet population reacted with gen-
uine shock and distress. What, then, happened to
change this mood? When, and how, did the Stalin cult
collapse?

Revaluations

Some historians have argued that widespread popular
worship of Stalin, in fact, ceased very soon after his
death. It has often been claimed that, simply by dying,
Stalin struck a fatal blow to the cult’s claims of his
immortality and infallibility. If this made the Soviet pop-
ulation doubt the future of the Soviet system, it also
made them reconsider the Soviet past, for much of
which Stalin had been promoted as a demigod. Yet, in
the years following Stalin’s death, such was the mythical
power still conjured up by his name and image that the
new Soviet leaders still struggled to emerge from their
predecessor’s shadow; indeed, within the new Soviet
elite, there were several important figures, such as
Molotov and Voroshilov, who actively sought to perpet-
uate Stalin’s legacy, continuing to believe that he had
been a great leader. As such, more radical tigures on the
Central Committee such as Khrushchev and Mikoian
still found themselves in a minority in pushing for more
frank revelations about the Stalin era.

Eventually, towards the end of 1955, as they
planned the first congress of the Communist party since
Stalin’s death, the party Central Committee started to
edge toward an active confrontation of the Stalinist past.
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Recently opened archives have filled in many of the
gaps in our understanding of this shift in policy,
although the deepest psychological motivations
prompting Stalin’s former entourage to turn against
their leader remain a mystery. We now know that the
Central Committee, in late 1955, organised a commis-
sion to investigate the crimes of the Stalin era and that
this commission found evidence to suggest that hun-
dreds of thousands of leading party members had been
killed in the 1930s, with Stalin’s consent and, at least
some of the time, active encouragement. Armed with
this knowledge, Khrushchev faced down his remaining
opponents in the Central Committee, putting them
under considerable moral pressure, and pushed through
plans to publicise this evidence to the party elite at the
20th Party Congress in February 1956. In the end, the
evidence from the commission formed part of a much
longer and broader speech, ‘On the Cult of Personality
and its Consequences’, which became known as the
‘Secret Speech” after it was given to a closed gathering of
the Soviet party elite on the night of 25 February 1956.

Khrushchev’s challenge

The ‘Secret Speech’ is universally acknowledged as a
seminal event in Soviet history. Until the advent of
Gorbachev and his policy of glasnost (openness) in the
late 1980s, the revelations about the Stalinist past made
that night in 1956 constituted by far the most honest
account of Stalinism ever given by a party official, and
the most disruptive, controversial episode of historical
reassessment before or since. The speech was particu-
larly shocking for the language it used to describe Stalin.
No longer a ‘bright sun’, or ‘kindly father’, Stalin was
instead painted as paranoid, suspicious, sadistic and
power-hungry. These character traits had led to numer-
ous national catastrophes, from the paranoid search for
‘enemies” during the ‘Great Terror’ of the late 1930s, to
Stalin’s refusal to believe military intelligence during the
Second World War, which had led to the failure to antic-
ipate and adequately defend against Hitler’s ‘surprise’
invasion of the USSR in June 1941, to the post-war
purges directed against innocent ethnic minority com-
munities. Throughout his rule, Khrushchev claimed,
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De-Staliniser Khrushchev in 1961 (with US President Kennedy)

Stalin had accumulated unlimited power, abusing his
colleagues, flouting the basic principles of the Soviet
party system and overseeing the systematic murder and
mistreatment of thousands of innocent Soviet citizens.

The Secret Speech was undoubtedly an act of aston-
ishing courage. Numerous Soviet dissidents, such as the
historian, Roy Medvedev, have called the speech the
defining act of Khrushchev’s political career. Even when
the Soviet authorities tried to soften the impact of the
speech, taking back some of its most controversial accu-
sations, its effects continued to reverberate in the coura-
geous words and actions of dissident thinkers. More
generally, in proclaiming an end to the extreme arbi-
trariness of state power as it had been exercised under
Stalin, the Secret Speech fundamentally shifted the
dynamic of interaction between party and people, eas-
ing some of the tensions and fears of the Stalin years.

For all that, as numerous commentators have
argued, there was a great deal wrong with the Secret
Speech. It was hastily written and, as a result, there were
flaws and sometimes serious inaccuracies in its histori-
cal account. In spite of Khrushchev’s attempts to
broaden his account beyond the Great Terror, the speech
still failed to reveal the full tragedy of the Stalin era, the
thousands of lives of ordinary non-party members
which were also ruined by the purges. More broadly,
the speech sought to heap all the blame for past failings
on to Stalin while avoiding the question of whether any
surviving members of Stalin’s entourage, including, of
course, Khrushchev himself, ought to share some of the
responsibility for the tragedy described. Another poten-
tially implausible feature of the Secret Speech was its
assertion that the Soviet system, based on Leninist prin-
ciples, was opposed to Stalinism and had remained
unaffected by it. In fact, as outraged listeners and later
historians have cogently argued, there were consider-
able continuities between Leninism and Stalinism, not
least in the absolute intolerance of opposition and the
advocacy of force against opposition. Yet the speech
ignored this important point, as it did numerous other
counter-arguments, in its eagerness to convince listeners
of its version of the Stalinist past.

Russian responses

Yet to what extent did the speech succeed in convincing
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its listeners? The answer is necessarily tentative, as,
despite the extreme care with which the party monitored
reactions as the speech was revealed to a wider audience,
the sources now available to the historian are biased and
incomplete. Nevertheless, even sources such as accounts
written by local party officials (who would have been
eager to present their district in the best light), reveal that
the Secret Speech detonated an explosion of responses. In
many places, listeners were so angered by the speech
that they resorted to physical actions rather than words
to express their discontent. Typical violent responses
included breaking statues or tearing or burning pictures
of Stalin or, more inventively, daubing the hands of mon-
uments to the leader with red paint, a visually striking
expression of outrage at Stalin’s role in the purges.

Next, along the spectrum of articulate responses,
and perhaps the most common reaction, were questions
sent in to authorities, which ranged from general queries
(‘what are we now supposed to think of Stalin?’) to very
specific questions about the speech’s implications for
education (asking if Stalin’s books could be used for
school and university teaching) and party propaganda
(asking whether all portraits and monuments of Stalin
would be destroyed). These reflected the dominant role
which Stalin had formerly played in Soviet life, even
after his death, and the uncertainty with which ordinary
people adjusted to the new images of the leader. In fact,
these queries most often received an unsatisfactory
answer, with local officials simply repeating extracts
from the speech, or refusing to answer.

From the party’s point of view, however, such ques-
tions were a minor annoyance compared to the far more
worrying statements of political opposition which lis-
teners across the Soviet Union (and especially among
the intellectual elite of the big cities, such as Moscow
and Leningrad) made in response to the speech. It was
common for meetings where students, academics, writ-
ers and artists predominated to be disrupted, and in
some cases broken up, by speakers who criticised not
only Stalin(ism), but also the Soviet system as a whole
and the current Soviet leadership. There were wide-
spread allegations that Khrushchev and the rest of the
Central Committee had been ‘saving their own skins’ by
heaping the blame on Stalin only after his death, after
the threat to their own lives had abated. Additionally,
many listeners expressed scepticism that the Soviet sys-
tem could have survived Stalinism unscathed, that
Stalinism could somehow be held to be distinct from
Leninism, or that the Soviet system was superior to its
predecessor, the Tsarist regime which, after all, had not
killed its own subjects on such a large scale. In response
to this, the party had to resort to arrests and strongly
worded criticism of the perpetrators, but, without the
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credible threat of actual repression, it was difficult to
ensure their silence. Indeed, these controversial views of
Stalinism lived on in the beliefs of the many dissident
groups and movements who first emerged as a result of
the Secret Speech, and were never fully silenced again.
At the same time, it would be wrong to claim, as
many more idealistic historians have done, that the Secret
Speech completely destroyed the mentality of Stalinism.
There was a significant constituency of listeners who, in
response to the speech, defended Stalin in the strongest
terms from the slights of his opponents. Listeners in the
republic of Georgia, Stalin’s birthplace, had a particularly
strong attachment to Stalin, and they demonstrated it by
taking to the streets on the anniversary of Stalin’s death (5
March 1956) in defiance of the Secret Speech. Outside of
Georgia, too, Stalin found numerous defenders, from mil-
itary men who claimed to treasure the wartime memory
of fighting ‘for Stalin, for the motherland!’, to ordinary
people holding fast to the legend of Stalin’s greatness.

Assessment

Therefore, in spite of the party’s hopes, the Secret
Speech did not provide a new set of images of Stalin on
which the Soviet people would or could agree. This had
probably been true of the imagery of the cult, too, but
any diversity of opinion about Stalin during the Stalin
era had largely been contained by the severe constraints
on freedom of expression before 1953. To admit, after
1953, that the party had distorted the truth about Stalin
in the past was also to throw the post-Stalinist party’s
authority into question, creating a uniquely uncertain
atmosphere in which to rethink the past. By the end of
1956, the party had tried to regain control, first punish-
ing its new opponents (on both sides of the political
spectrum) and then going back on some of its more
severe criticisms of Stalin and settling for a view of the
erstwhile leader as both bad and good, ambiguous
rather than wholly bad. Some five years later, in 1961,
with Khrushchev’s personal authority more firmly
established, the party presented its final revision of
Stalin’s image, going back on the offensive against the
leader, in a more detailed public critique at the 22nd
Party Congress, and electing to remove his body from
the mausoleum-shrine where it had lain for the previous
eight years, giving it an undignified night-time burial.
To the party leaders, it must have seemed as though the
ghost of Stalin had finally been exorcised. Yet, within a
few short years, Khrushchev had been ousted from the
leadership, partly on the grounds of his reckless criti-
cism of Stalin, and his successor, Leonid Brezhnev, was
attempting to inflate Stalin’s reputation once more.
Why the Stalin issue should have been so vexing in
the Khrushchev era might best be summed up in the
words of the celebrated Soviet writer, Mikhail
Sholokhov, who, responding to Khrushchev’s attempts
to reject Stalinism as a personality cult, claimed ‘There
was a cult, but there was also a personality’. To deal
with the legacy of this towering personality required
more than hastily-written history; it required the system
which he had built to collapse along with the cult which
had been an integral part of it. Yet Khrushchev, like his
successors, was not prepared to go nearly that far.
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