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As Khrushchev informed the closed session of the Party apparatchiks,8 his report—which has entered
history as the “Secret Speech”—was based on research by a special commission of senior leaders of
the Communist Party. It covered primarily only one part of Stalin’s murderous record: the peak years of
his savage “Great Purge” in the mid- and late 1930s, a massacre that wiped out a whole generation of
Bolsheviks,







The second wave of murders followed the staggeringly successful June 1941 invasion of the Soviet
Union—in brazen violation of the 1939 treaty—by the Wehrmacht. Stalin, who had ignored all warning
of the impending attack, was at a loss for how to explain series of defeats by the totally unprepared
Red Army and Air Force.

His solution was to order a crackdown that started with the arrest of eight top Air Force generals, and
continued—during the desperate “Battle of Moscow”36—with the execution of at least 300 Red Army
high-ranking officers and generals.

The lack of experienced commanders was later blamed for the slaughter of many of the more than 11
million brave Soviet soldiers who died in the war. They were poorly led, frequently untrained and as
late as 1943 were sent to the front unarmed and told to use the weapons of their fallen comrades.37

As the supreme commander, Stalin prohibited38 the Red Army to retreat and frequently ordered the
troops to fight hopeless battles against the superbly equipped Wehrmacht. He regarded Soviet POWs39

as “traitors” and when his own son, Yakov, was captured by the Germans, he refused to trade him for a
German general.

Khrushchev, who served in the war as a political commissar,40 charged in his memoirs that Stalin’s
conduct of the war “cost us much blood.”

The Doctors’ Plot

Stalin’s remorseless pursuit of victory regardless of casualties eventually routed the invaders and made
a major contribution to the defeat of Nazi Germany in May 1945. But rather than resting on the hard-
won laurels, the dictator ended his rule with a scandal that nearly cost more lives.

In January 1953, the official Soviet daily Pravda (meaning “truth”) startled the world by announcing the
arrest of 15 top medical doctors—almost all Jews—who were treating Stalin’s atherosclerosis41 and
other ailments. They were accused of trying to poison the ultra-suspicious and openly anti-Semitic
Stalin, and he was expected to deal with them in his customary way.

There were several theories on what saved their lives. One of them, according to Russian historian
Zhores Medvedev, a co-author of The Unknown Stalin, was a concern that “the execution of prominent
physicians inevitably would lead to an unprecedented anti-Semitic campaign and an international
outcry (over) the possibility of mass deportation of Jews from Moscow to remote regions of the
country.”

[25]

[30]

35. The Soviet Union continued to deny this massacre and blame it on the Nazis until 1990. Even so, it wasn’t officially
blamed on Stalin and other Soviet officials as having ordered the killing until 2010.

36. The Battle of Moscow refers to two periods of significant fighting on the Eastern Front of World War II between
October 1941 and January 1942. The Soviet defenses frustrated Germany's attack on Moscow, the capital of the
USSR.

37. The word “comrade,” while literally means companion, was often used in the Soviet Union as a form of address
specifically to a fellow socialist or communist.

38. Prohibit (verb): to formally forbid something by law, rule, or other authority
39. "Prisoners of war"
40. A commissar is an official of the Communist Party responsible for political education and organization.
41. Atherosclerosis is a disease of the arteries characterized by plaque of fatty material on their inner walls.
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Text-Dependent Questions
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4. PART B: Which of the following quotes best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “The first mass executions took place shortly after the Soviet Union and Nazi

Germany signed a treaty of “Friendship and Cooperation” in August 1939, and
both countries invaded Poland (the Wehrmacht from the west and the Red Army
from the east).” (Paragraph 19)

B. “The second wave of murders followed the staggeringly successful June 1941
invasion of the Soviet Union—in brazen violation of the 1939 treaty—by the
Wehrmacht.” (Paragraph 22)

C. “His solution was to order a crackdown that started with the arrest of eight top
Air Force generals, and continued—during the desperate “Battle of
Moscow”—with the execution of at least 300 Red Army high-ranking officers and
generals.” (Paragraph 23)

D. “As the supreme commander, Stalin prohibited the Red Army to retreat and
frequently ordered the troops to fight hopeless battles against the superbly
equipped Wehrmacht.... Khrushchev, who served in the war as a political
commissar, charged in his memoirs that Stalin’s conduct of the war “cost us
much blood.”” (Paragraphs 25-26)

5. PART A: How does the scandal referred to as “The Doctors’ Plot” contribute to the
author’s characterization of Stalin?

A. The scandal emphasizes how poorly the public actually view Stalin, in contrast
with Khrushchev’s accusations of a cult of personality.

B. The scandal contributes to the characterization of Stalin as anti-Semitic and a
continued supporter of the former Nazi Germany.

C. The scandal emphasizes Stalin’s great fear for his life and paranoia of those
closest to him, that he would accuse the people charged with treating him.

D. The scandal contributes to the characterization of Stalin as a poor leader; had he
not died so soon after, the scandal would have likely been his downfall.

6. PART B: Which of the following passages best supports the answer to Part A?
A. Paragraph 9
B. Paragraph 15
C. Paragraph 19
D. Paragraph 27

7. What were Khrushchev’s likely motivations in delivering his “Secret Speech”? Consider
what he covered, what he left out, and what he emphasized in the speech, according
to the text. Cite evidence from the text in your answer.
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In Khrushchev’s speech, he charged Stalin with creating a cult of personality for himself,
rather than focusing on the principles of communism. How do atrocities and cruelty, such
as those committed by Stalin, create said cult of personality? How can fear be used to
manipulate? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or
history in your answer.

2. During Stalin’s reign, Adolf Hitler also killed millions of people. Why do you think that
Hitler’s atrocities are more widely discussed that Stalin’s in America today?

3. In the context of this passage, how does power corrupt? Do you think Stalin was corrupted
by power or that he was naturally a corrupt man? Cite evidence from this text, your own
experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.
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