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prisons and camps were handed over: fo the Gestapo in the winter

of 1939-19402.

At one stroke, the USSR gave up the role that it claimed for
intself “as champion of peace”, "defender-of the independence of
nations, “participant.in the antifascist struggle” It revived the
Czarist tradition. An absolute priority was glven to the interests
of the Soviet state which sought to éxtend to the maximum its
sphere of influence and territories on which it exerted its

domination and exploitation.

Sec"’ci'on;l

THE ENTENTE WITH HITLER AND THE
TERRITORIAL EXPANSION OF THE USSR
IN THE AUTUMN OF 1939

The first country in which Soviet troops penetrated after the
German-Soviet pact was concluded - and in conformity with it -
was Poland. After the Wehrmacht had invaded Poland and
occupted. a large part of its térritory, Germany invited the USSR
to take its portion but this was'done after a few days as if it wanted
to keep up appearances. On 17 September, when the Wehrmacht
penetrated territories allotted to the USSR under the pact, the Red
Army also invaded Poland officially. This invasion began by being
presented not as a result, of the German-Soviet pact but as a
consequence of the “internal weakness” of Polish State. According
to the Soviet-goﬁvcrnment, it was.a case of, going to the help of
Ukranian and Bylorossian “blood brothers” However, this version
did not satisfy. Germany. (because it implied that the USSR had
acted of -its.own will). A common German-Soviet communique
on 19, September showed things in a different light. It declared
that German and Soviet troops had the mission of “restoring peace
and order disturbed by the disintegration of the Polish State™3.

As a, result of these mlhtary operations, .the population of
the USSR, .rose by some 12 million of which 7 million were
Ukranians and 3 million Bylorussians. The great majority of the
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Poles found themselves under German occupation, only one million
Poles were incorporated in the USSR. In the succeeding months
hundreds of thousands of inhabitants of the annexed territories,
were deported to the East as “hostile” and “disloyal” elements,
As for Polish soldiers taken prisoners by the Soviets, the majority
of them disappeared in camps or were massacred, most of them
officers?,

On 28 September 1939, Ribbentrop returned to Moscow to
sign the German-Soviet Friendship pact and a treaty on the
boundaries between the two countries. As a result of this treaty, a
common communique was published declaring that the Polish
question was “definitively settled” The territories of Poland were
totally distributed between the two signatories. Thus Poland was
shared for a fourth time. The communique published on the
occasion of this pact said that if France and England did not stop
hostilities “Germany and (...) Soviet Union would hold
consultations on measures needed to be taken”>

On 31 October 1939, Molotov pronounced the “funeral
oration” of Poland when he declared:

A quick strike at Poland, first by the German Army
then by the Red Army and nothing has remained of
the ugly dwarf of Versailles®

In the stampede for the occupation of Poland and in
agreement with treaties with Germany, the USSR turned towards
the Baltic countries. The Soviet government imposed on Estonia
a “treaty of mutual alliance” by virtue of which this country
“accorded” military bases to the USSR. By this treaty signed on
28 September 1939, the USSR undertook to respect Estonian
sovereignty. A little later, Latvia was forced to sign a similar
treaty. Then came the turn of Lithuania but it obtained the
“restitution” of Vilno (its historic capital, annexed by Poland after
the First World War). These treaties place the three Baltic
countries in strict dependence upon the Soviet Union, and were a
precursor to their later annexation. However, at that time, the
countries preserved their sovereignty.
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Section 2

THE PACT, SOVIET DIPLOMACY AND THE
COMMUNIST PARTIES

The abandonment of the principles which appeared to guide
Soviet diplomacy till the conclusion of the pact was all too sudden
and severe. The “antifascism” on parade as also the “respect for
the sovereignty of nations” and condemnation of the recourse to
force to regulate international disputes were thrown to the winds
or were interpreted in such a manner as to lose all meaning. From
one day to the next, the leaders of the USSR and their press

changed their tune.

Pravda of 24 August 1939 presented the pact signed earlier
as “coherent with the policy of the Soviet Union” that is a “partisan
of peace and growth of commercial relationships with all
countries” However, the Soviet press said nothing of the toast
proposed by Stalin, in the course of the reception for Ribbentop, a
toast in which he said: “Because the German people love their
Fuehrer so much, let us drink to the health of the Fuehrer” - (a
toast which lends itself to the interpretation either that the German
communists, socialists and liberals “loved the Fuehrer”, or that
they were no part of the German people”).

On 31 August, Molotov placed communication on the pact
before the Supreme Soviet. He emphasised the idea of durable
pacific coexistence with nazi Germany and expressed the idea that
the accord with Germany constituted a turning point. He said,

23 August should be considered as a date of great

historic importance. Itisa turning point in the history

of Europe, and not only Europe (...). Till recently, in

the place of foreign policy, Soviet Union and Germany

were enemies. This situation has changed it all and

we have stopped being enemies (...) History has

shown that between Russia and Germany enmity and

war had never done any good to either.

Taking about France and England, and taking their “socialist
chiefs” to task for being particularly violent in the denunciation
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of the pact, he added:

If these gentlemen have any equally irresistible desire
to go into war, well, let them go alone, without the
Soviet Union. We shall se€ what kind of warriors
they will turn out to be.

It was immediately after this declaration that Germany
invadved Poland, that is to say “went into war” Pravda of 2
September published over three columns and on the first page the
speech of Hitler announcing the invasion of Poland. In this speech
Hitler said:

I can take as my own all the words uttered by People’s

Commissar Molotov in his speech before the Supreme
Soviet.

The Soviet press announced that England had declared war

on Germany but gave little space to the news coming from France
and England.

On 29 September, Pravda published the joint communique
at the end of the signing of the new pact of German-Soviet
friendship. Molotov and Ribbentrop declared that the Polish
question being “solved” it was in “the interest of all nations” that
there be an end to the conflict between Germany on the one hand
and Great Britain and France on the other. The communique
specified that the signatories want to strive for peace to be
reestablished and went on:

If, however, the efforts of the two Governments remain
without any effect, Great Britain and France will
necessarily bear the responsibility for the continuation
of the conflict.

Thus a new theme is mentioned, the theme of the inversion
of roles (which implied a change in the meaning of words).
Germany had become a “peace-loving” power as against England
and France who had become “instigators of war” This theme was
taken up again and developed in the speech of Molotov on 31
October 1939 before the Supreme Soviet. Molotov qualified
western countries as aggressors and denounced the idea of a war
which would be waged for the “destruction of Hitlerism” Such a
war, he said, would be an “ideological war” “a sort of the religious
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war of the middle ages”
The speech developed this idea too.

During the last few months, notions such as those of
aggression and aggressor have received a new content.
Germany finds itself in the situation of the State that
aspires for-peace while France and England are for
the continuation: of war (whence this conclusion?)
The roles are changing, you see (:-.):

Molotov, therefore, presents nazi’‘Germany as having
“peaceful” intentions, one of the “justifications” of the pact of
friendship was, moreover, that it enabled the USSR to reinforce
its relations with. Germany and to-give “a political support (...) to
its aspirations for peace””

It-will be seen that all these assertions would be “forgotten”
after. the -German aggression-against. the USSR. The “revision”
will even go so far that Stalin will assert later that ever since
1939 the war had an antifascist Character. Thus, in his “election”
speech of 9 February 1946 he was to declare

The Second World War (...) had from the very
beginning an antifasicst and freedom-giving
character. One of its tasks was: the reestablishment
of democratic liberties.. The-entry of the Soviet Union
into the war against the axis States could only
reinforce (...) the antifascist and freedom-giving
character of the Second World War8,

However, in 1940, the pact of friendship signed in September
was the starting gpomt for.a'totally different discourse of a new
presentation of the mternatmnal situation. It was also the starting
point for a new extension of commercial accords between Germany
and the USSR. This latest accord was expected to increasc
considerably the deliveries to the Reich in order to reinforce its
war economy and to help it.in overcoming difficulties born of the
Anglo -French commercxal blockade.

The tone of: the Sov1et press towards. Germamy and of
messages of the ,Ieaders.of the USSR to the leaders. of the Reich
were especially warm.. Thus, for Stalin’s.sixtieth birth anniversary
when he had received greetings from Hitler and Ribbentrop, ‘he
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sent a telegram to the Ministry of Forecign Affairs of Hitler in
which he had said:

The friendship between the peoples of the Soviet
Union and Germany, cemented through blood, has all
the reasons for remaining solid and durable®

The tone remained the same till the victorious offensive of
the German army in France which gave rise to disquiet of which a
feeble echo could be found in the Soviet press. However, Germany
continued to be shown as a “peace-loving” power facing the
“instigators of war” Most speeches of Hitler were reproduced by
Soviet newspapers. This attitude was particularly clear during
the first half of 1940 when a new economic agreement was
concluded with Germany (11 February 1940) which considerably
increased the supply of Soviet raw materials to the Reich.

In 1940 and till the German attack against the USSR, the
aggressive acts of Germany were not presented as such. For
example, the occupation of Denmark and Norway in April 1940,
the invasion of Belgium and Holland in May 1940, and the German

and Italian aggressions against the Balkan countries in 1940 end
and early in 1941.

Soviet propaganda said nothing that would “shock” nazi
leaders. The government and censors saw to it that nothing was
pointed that could give offence to Germany or Italy. In this respect,
Ernst Fischer, who represented the Austrian CP in the CI
apparatus, cites a significant fact. In the beginning of 1939, he
had finished writing a small book called The Fascist Theory of
Race which contained, among other things, a chapter on “The
Jewish Question” This book was about to come out of the press
at the time of German-Soviet pact. The authorisation to publish
was revoked. The Glavlit (the department of censorship) asked
him to take out this chapter. He hesitated for a long time and
then accepted to do so. His book could appear without this chapter
and under the name Reactionary Theory of Race. However, things
had taken such a long time that when the book came out the
German army had invaded the Soviet Union. The Glavlit then
intervened again that another chapter (which dealt with the
question of the blacks in the United States) be taken out and the
chapter on the Jewish question be reinstated. Finally, that was
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the form in which the book came out, with the title Fascist Theory
of Racel®. This example shows how particular the Soviet
government was - from 1939 to June 1941 - not to displease the
nazi government. A circular had even been sent out to the camps
to prohibit wardens from treating political prisons views as
“fascists” 11,

When the pact was concluded it largely paralysed the activity
of the CI but the international apparatus installed in Moscow
continued to function till the summer of 194312 and sent out, as
always, directives and/or “analyses” in agreement with the
requirements of Soviet diplomacy. For the CI, as for the USSR (at
that time), the war going on was simply an imperialist war in
which France and England were the aggressors. The CPs in
different countries were asked to agitate accordingly. Those who
tried to react otherwise were “called to order”

Thus according to the Rumanian historian Viorica Moisuc,
the RCP had called in September 1939 for a struggle against
fascism and nazi Germany and appeared to have been called to
order by the CI!3

As for the PCF, it immediately approved the German-Soviet
pact and presented it as an act of peace but it began by adopting a
“patriotic” position. It voted the military budget, reaffirmed its
anti-Hitlerism while Maurice Thorez joined his regiment with the
recommendation of the party!4. However, after the entry of Soviet
troops in Poland, the PCF lined up behind the positions of the
USSR and the CI and asked that an end be put to the war against
Germany. Moreover, on 27 Septémber 1939, the PCF is banned.

When France was occupied, the CP tried at first to negoiate
with the occupants the legal reappearance of its organ / ‘Humanite.
The delegation in charge of this negotiation was Maurice Treand,
in charge of international relations. Negotiations evidently broke
down. It was only very slowly that the PCF changed its orientation
towards one of active resistance that it carried out later!s but,
meanwhile, German-Soviet relations were at first to worsen and
finally change radically when Germany invaded the USSR.
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Section 3

THE TERRITORIAL EXPANSION OF THE
USSR IN THE BEGINNING OF 1940

The territorial expansion of the USSR and the extension of
its “sphere of influence” did not stop with the operations carried
out in the autumn of 1939. Other operations were to join them.

At first, in his speech of 31 October 1939, Molotov presented
his territorial demands to Finland. Asserting that the frontier of
this country was too near Leningrad and constituted a danger,
Molotov asked that this frontier go back by a few dozen kilometers.
Further, he asked that Finland offer a naval base to the USSR in
the northern part of the Gulif of Finland. By way of compensation
he proposed the ceding of wider Soviet territories to the north of
the USSR. Finland rejected this demand but accepted to negotiate.
In November, the Soviets assert that the Finns had bombed their
frontiers and killed several soldiers. On 29 November, the USSR
used the pretext of this incident to declare that the non-aggression
pact between the two countries was violated and that it was,
therefore, free from its obligation. War was declared against
Finland. The press published threatening articles of the type “Let
us sweep away the Finnish adventurists from the face of the earth”
(Pravda, 30 November 1939). On 2 December, the Soviet
newspapers announced the formation of a “People’s government
of Finland” This “government” was formed by a few Finnish
communists living since a long time in the USSR, the majority of
them working in the apparatus of the CI. On 3 December, the
Soviet press announced that the USSR had signed a “mutual help
and friendship pact” with this “government” and it indicated that
the pact would be ratified at Helsinki by the two parties. This
implied that the Soviet leaders did not recognise any more the
government in place in the Finnish capital and proposed to install
a so-called “People’s government”

In fact, on the ground things did not develop the way the
USSR wished. The Red Army suffered heavy losses and marked
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time for several weeks. This led the Germans to make a more
negative judgement than before about the military capacity of the
Red Army. As a result of this aggression the USSR was expelled
from the League of Nations. The Soviet leaders even feared that
this would become an occasion for a “reconciliation” between
Germany and the “Westerners” and that the USSR would have to
pay the price for it!S.

In January 1940, the Soviet offensive was still blocked despite
the heavy losses suffered. Finally, after having brought in
reinforcements and changed the command, a new offensive is
unleashed on 11 February 1940. This one'only made an advance
of a few kilometres possible through the fortified line that protected
the Finnish frontier. New reinforcements had to be brought in to
mount a new offensive on 28 February. A few days later, the
Finnish resistance was sufficiently broken for the government at
Helsinki to propose negotiations. Moscow had then completely
“forgotten” the “people’s government” It spoke of it no more
and negotiated with Helsinki on a peace treaty which was signed
on 12 March. This treaty was harder for Finland than what
Molotov has asked in October!”-

The “initiatives” of the USSR in Poland and in Finland
revealed the existence of Soviet expansionism which aimed not
only at “bringing Russian lands together” but also which nursed
larger ambitions.

From June 1940, in the aftermath of the victorious lightning
offensive of German troops in France, Soviet expansionism showed
itself up again, and in two directions.

At first in the direction of the Baltic states. They were
already placed under the guardianship of the. Soviet Union as a
consequence of the German-Soviet pact. They were accused of
violating “mutual assistance pacts” binding them to the USSR.
Moscow sent them an ultimatum which ended in the.formation of
coalition governments controlled by Soviet commissars supported
by the Red Army. According to the Russian press, these events
were received with enthusiasm in Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia.
“Elections” were organised where only candidates chosen by the
local CPs “advised” by the NKVD could contest. New governments
were formed. They put an end to spontaneous occupations of
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factories, nationalised industry and “requested” incorporation of
their country into the Soviet Union. And this was “granted”
Pravda could then write: “The Sun of Stalinist constitution now
spread its beneficient rays on new territories, on new peoples”!8
In practice, one then saw the growth in mass deportations of those
whom the NKVD accused of being hostile to the USSR.

The operations of the Red Army in the Baltic countries raised
doubts in Germany. Therefore, a Soviet declaration on 23 June
emphasised that Soviet troops were spread out in the Baltic states
and were not concentrated on the German frontier. The declaration
added that the measures taken by the USSR have only the aim of
“safeguarding the mutual assistance between the Soviet Union and
these countries”1?

A few days after the entry of the Red Army in the Baltic
countries, Soviet expansionism developed in another direction,
towards Rumania. On 26 June, Moscow sent an ultimatum to the
government of this country. This ultimatum required the
immediate “return” to the USSR of Bessarabia (which used to be
a part of the Czarist empire and had been mentioned in German-
Soviet treaty.) It asked, further, for the transfer to the USSR of
Northern Bukovina which was never a part of the Czarist empire
and on which German-Soviet accords were silent. The Rumanian
government said it was ready to negotiate, but on 28 June the Red
Army entered these two regions they had claimed. They are later
annexed. Five months later, Rumania joined the Axis.

Section 4

THE PROGRESSIVE TRANSFORMATION
OF GERMAN-SOVIET RELATIONS

A certain transformation in the German-Soviet relations
becomes perceptible after the invasion of France by the Wahrmacht.
The quickness of the military campaign had caused worry to the
Soviet government which expected a long conflict. More or less
similar to that of the First World War. The capitulation of France
created fear in the leadership of the Soviet party because the
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situation in Western Europe had made available high-contingents
of the Wehrmacht likely henceforth to be deployed elsewhere. This
situation drove Moscow not only to speed up its action in Rumania
but also to raise again the themes of panslavism and to reactivate
its economic and political relations with Yugoslavia. The USSR
then raised the old problem of the straits that limited the
movements,.of its. naval fleet between, the Black Sea and the
Mediterranian. These Soviet initiatives-are badly received by the
Reich which tended to limit its deliveries to the USSR.

In the speech delivered on 1 August 1940 to the Supreme
Soviet-Molotov submits a boastful balance sheet of the assets of
the German-Soviet entente. He feted the incorporation into the
USSR of 23 million inhabitants in less than a year. He wanted to
reasssure himself about the future. While attacking British
impérialism, he emphasized the English willingness to continue
the combat and even alluded to the idea of a later intervention of
the United States. He suggested that the decision of Churchill
(then Prime ‘Minister) to send Stafford Cripps as ambassador to
Moscow could “mark the desire of England to improve its relations
with us” And yet, this appointmemt was not followed by any
serious negotiation as Moscow refused to tackle any problem
seriously.

~The USSR made note of the hardening of German positions
in the Balkans. Nazi troops penetrated into Rumania and, in
September 1940; the Reich gave its “guarantee” to what remained
of this country. This decision was evidently aimed at the Soviet
Union. Hungary then joined the Axis. The USSR protested only
indirectly by publishing press extracts hostile to this membership.

Despite this deterioration in the situation in the Balkan
countries, the Reich made a few gestures in the autumn of 1940
to improve the German-Soviet diplomatic relations. Thus, while
signing the tripartite agreement between Germany, Italy and Japan,
on 27 September' 1940 z door was left open for cooperation with
the USSR. It'was, of course, a way of letting England know that
it was futile to"continue to resist a strong military bloc.

On 13 October 1940, Ribbentrop sent a long letter to Stalin.

It said that England could not hold out for long and suggested
that Molotov came to Berlin so that Hitler could “explain to him
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personally his views on the relations between our two countries”
He added, and emphasised: “Of course, it belongs to the four

powers to adopt long term policy involving a delimitation of their
spheres of interest on a large scale?0”

In November 1940, Molotov went to Berlin for very firm
negotiations with Hitler and Ribbentrop. He wanted to know
accurately what the intentions of the signatories of the tripartite
accord were in Europe and in Asia. He was especially disturbed
by German intentions in the Balkans, Finland and Turkey. He
reiterated the interest that the USSR took in Bulgaria and in the
straits but reacted with coldness to the project submitted to him
by Ribbontrop about changing the tripartite pact into quadripartite
pact. The stay of Molotov did not bear any fruit. The common

communique at the end, published in Pravda on 15 November,
showed that no result was achieved.

However, on 25 November 1940, Kremlin hands over to
Schulenburg, the German ambassador, a memorandum which
explains the conditions for the entry of the Soviet Union in this
tripartite pact: 1. The space to the south of Batum and Baku in
the direction of the Persian Gulf should be considered as the centre
of gravity of the aspirations of the USSR; 2. German troops should
evacuate Finland; 3. Bulgaria would become a Soviet protectorate
by the signature of a mutual assistance pact; 4. a Soviet base
would be installed in the zone of the straits on the Turkish territory;

5. Japan should give up its concessions for petrol and coal in the
Sakhalin Islands?!.

These Soviet demands had no response. We now know that
a'few days after this Soviet memorandum was received, on 18
December 1940, Hitler took the decision to invade the USSR in
1941. This decision corresponded to what was called the

“Barbarossa plan” which was initially proposed to enter into
operation on 15 May 194122,

Germany used the Soviet memorandum to frighten the
concerned countries and the Wehrmacht entered Bulgaria in
January 1941. This country joined the Axis in the month of March.

Moscow appeared willing to ignore the twist which was now
taken. In the beginning of 1941, Molotov made enquiries about
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an answer to the proposals made by Stalin and on 11 January
Moscow signed a new economic agreement with Germany. Soviet
deliveries to the Reich grew in volume. Germany thus received
large quantities of wheat, cotton, petrol, manganese, chromium,
copper and rubber. A part of these products had, incidentally,
been bought from the United States. Simultaneously, German
deliveries to the USSR practically vanished. In the last months of
the Spring of 1941, the Soviets furnished goods probably in the
hope of improving German-Soviet relations. |

In reality, these relations only deteriorated, especially when
‘nazi troops entered Yugoslavia in the beginning.of-April, a few
hours after the USSR had:signed -a:pact of friendship and non-
agression with the newly formed government of that country. The
USSR did not;, moreover, react to this:invasion nor to that of
Greece, but these military operations and the resistance met with
by German troops led Hitler to push back the invasion of the USSR
to 22 June.

Some of the decisions of the Soviet leaders show that they
were aware that a threat was ripening.. On” 13 April, the USSR
achieved a diplomatic success by signing a non-agression pact with
Japan which reduced the:threat to the far-eastern frontiers of the
USSR®. With an intention to-face better the situation.that was
deteriorating in Europe, Stalin became the head of the government.
On 6 May, he replaced Molotov as the president of the Council of
People’s commissars. Molotov became the vice president and
retained the portfolio of foreign affairs.

However, decisions-taken by the-Soviet leaders indicate that
they.did not believe (or “did not want to believe”) that a German
attack was imminent.. They even seemed to imagine that it could
be avoided or; at least, put .off by gestures of servility towards
Germany and by abstaining from taking any precautionary steps
so as “not to provoke” the Wehrmacht.

Among the gestures of gratuitous servility, one may mention
the ‘closure of embassies. and legations in Moscow. of a-certain
number . of ‘countries occupied-by the Reich (such as. Belgium,
Greece,. Yugoslavia) which was tantamount.to a _de facto
recognition, of ;German conquests. Further, on 14 July, a
communique from the Soviet news agency Tass declared that in
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the eyes of the Soviet government “Germany scrupulously respects.
the clauses of the non-aggression pact” and that “rumours about

Germany having the intention of revoking the pact and attacking
the USSR were without any basis whatever”

In fact, the Soviet government refused to take into conside-
ration indications communicated to it on the imminence of the
German attack, whether these came from Churchill, through
Maisky who was the Soviet ambassador in London, from Sorge,
(Soviet intelligence agent stationed in Tokyo and extraordinarily
in the know of German military plans) or from Trepper, chief of
the Red Orchestra set up in Brussels. In order to give evidence of
its “confidence” in German leaders, Moscow did not take any
precautionary steps on its frontiers. Till the end, it wanted to
treat Germany as a friendly power. Thus, when on 22 June,
Molotov received Schulenburg in the morning, who read to him a
message from Hitler amounting to a declaration of war, he did not

know what to say. “But that is war. Do you think we had deserved
it249”

Section 5

THE BEGINNING OF WAR

We do not propose to analyse here the military events of the
first few months of war but to recall rapidly what happened then?’
in order to spotlight how little the Soviet army was then prepared
to face Hitler’s agression. This poses a series of questions on the
nature of relations that the Stalinist leaders had considered possible
with nazi Germany on the degree of material preparedness of the
Soviet army, on the military doctrine and the mental preparation
of the soldiers and of the Soviet population. This last point has a
special importance because it throws light on the type of support
that the people of the USSR gave to the regime and to the Stalinist
party.

To begin with, a few facts. In less than five months, the
Wehrmacht occupied the Baltic countries, the portion annexed from
Poland by the USSR, the whole of Bielorussia, a major portion of
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Ukraine and arrived at the gates of Leningrad, and within hundred
kilometers of Moscow. It had taken the major part of the Donetz
and the North of Crimea. These territories used to yield before
the war the major portion of industrial production and accounted
for 40% of the population. The Red Army thus underwent in a
short time a series of serious defeats and a number of its divisions
had allowed themselves to be encircled. More than two million
Soviet soliders were then taken prisoners. It was a military disaster
without precedent?6 The later reversals of the relationship of
forces and the final victory of the Red Army only appears more
impressive because of it. However, initial defeats remain to be
explained.

A number of factors were at the origin of this defeat. Only
the most important can be enumerated here.

The first, and officially recognised, factor was that Soviet
leaders were “surprised” by the German attack. Despite all notices
they had received?’, they did not believe that an attack was
imminent.

A few hours after the German attack, Molotov announced it
and added (with extraordinary “simplicity of mind” because the
Hitlerites had behaved since years as bandits on the inter-national
stage, which indeed was what the USSR had emulated with respect
to its neighbours):

This attack against our. country is an act of perfidy
without precedent in the history of civilised nations.
This attack was launched despite the existence of a
non-aggression pact (...) which we have respected at
all times in all its clauses, most scrupulously (...) The
Germans had never had the smallest motive to accuse
the USSR of having failed in its obligations.

The speech of Molotov ended by an appeal to close the ranks
and by proclaiming the certitude of victory. However, major themes
were those of nazi “perfidy”, of “surprises” of the Soviet
government and the assertion that the USSR was ready for any
concessions to avoid conflict?8,

All the evidence confirms that Stalin received the news of
the German attack as an inconceivable thing which he was not
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prepared to believe in the first place. Further, he let several days
clapse before issuing directives?? and 10 days before speaking to
the country. He did so, at last, on 3 July when heavy losses were
already suffered. In his speech, he goes back to the themes of.
“surprise” and of “perfidy” Thus, he declared, fascist Germany
has violated with perfidy and with suddenness (!) the pact of non-
agression3? ”

The word “perfidy” recurs constantly in this speech as if-the
aggression of Hitler was not only unexpected in - practice but also
“morally” inconceivable!

The “surprise” alluded to by Stalin does not get in as a simple
argument in the speech to explain the enormous territorial and
military losses suffered by the USSR. Several facts show that this
surprise was real. Despite all the information received by the
Soviet Government on the nearness of the German attack, the USSR
had not taken any steps for mobilisation and, as Stalin accepts,
“the Red Army had not taken itself to the frontier”31,

Official Soviet history reveals to what point the Red Army
was unprepared to face the German attack on 22 June, particularly
the Soviet troops on the frontier zones were dispersed over wide
areas, in depth going from 90 to 500 Kilometers. It specifies:

The entire defence of the frontier of the USSR was
founded on the hypothesis that a German attack by
surprise was out of question (...)32

It should also be pointed out that the German-Soviet pact far
from being used as giving the USSR breathing time to prepare
itself to resist a nazi agression better (which was the argument a
posteriori to justify the pact) was followed by steps which
weakened the defenses of the USSR. For example, old fortified
frontiers which formed a strong line from the Baltic to the Black
sea were dismantled and there was an absence of any conversion
of Soviet industry into a war industry capable of sustaining the
shock treatment by German armies. No plan at all of any
mobilisation was prepared33.

Even when the German attack had begun, Stalin was still
unprepared to believe its reality. He asserted that only some
isolated detachments of the German army had entered into action,
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acting against the orders of Hitler, in order to “provoke” the USSR
with a view to starl war. Consequently, he gave orders, kept in
force for a long time resulting in heavy losses,not to fight back
the Germans and not to give a riposte to German aerial attacks.
Thus, the majority of Soviet planes were kept on the ground so
much so that the a portion of the Soviet air force was destroyed on
the spot since 22 June without even having given a fight. The
German army thus advanced with hardly any resistance and
without any monument or bridge being destroyed3*

The refusal of the Soviet government to get ready to face
German aggression, and then recognise its reality and even all
the discourses on German perfidy show an astonishing confidence
in the solidity of the pact ¢oncluded, with Hitler (as if the regimes
of Hitler and Stalin were destined for an enduring enfente) and,
once the war had begun, an extraordinary fear to look the reality

in face.

However, military disasters that continued to pile one on top
of another for several months were not merely the effect of
“surprise” of the early days. These .disasters had deep-seated
causes, among which the decapitation suffered by the Red Army
in 1937-1938 and the unreal character of Soviet strategic theory.
This theory is written into the Rules of 1939 for the Red Army
(which was still in force in 1941) as also in other documents. As
the Soviet historiography sees it:

These texts negate the efficiency of the Blitzkrieg,
presented as an outdated bourgeois theory. Soviet
military theory was above all based on the principle
of offensive which would aim at the complete
destruction of the enemy (...) on his own territory.

Consequently, the possibility of a forced retreat (as one which
was practised for four months) was not examined attentively “and
the problem of large forces having to cut off a threat of
encirclement was never examined seriously ”3° Now, almost
all the battles which the Red Army had to wage till in the autumn
of 1941 were battles of encirclement.

The millitary‘ doctrine at the beginning of the war
corresponded to .a rejection of the. theories of Tukhachevski3®
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condemned and shot with thousands of other officers in 1937, on
the pretext of a so-called “treachery” In fact, the refusal to
rccognize the realism of the theories of Tukhachevski was based
upon the desire of the party leadership to conserve an upper hand
on the functioning of the army while the conception of war
propounded by Tukhachevski implied a great mobility of the armed
forces and high technical competence on its part. It limited the
day to day control which the party could exert on the army.

The crushing sacrifices in 1937 of military cadres
(experienced officers having been replaced by quickly promoted
men, lacking in practical formation, training and theoretical
knowledge) also explains the defeats of the early months of the
war.

Another explanatory factor: insufficiency of material means
as against those available to the German army. In fact, between
1939 and 1941 the ratio of material forces between the Wehrmacht
and the Red Army had evolved to the detriment of the Red Army.
Despite an effort at large scale but partial Soviet rearmament, the
Red Army was much less well equipped than the enemy in artillary,
tanks and planes. New and excellent models of planes and tanks
began to be delivered to the Red Army in 1941 but in laughable
quantities so much so that the outdated material was withdrawn
without being replaced3’

All these explanatory factors for the gigantic initial defeat
went hand in hand with another fundamental factor: the lack of
combativity of a portion of troops and innumerable surrenders.

In his speech on 3 July, Stalin had already expressed his
disquiet strongly on this situation and had denounced it with
vigour. This speech clearly bears evidence that there existed in
the ranks of the army and in the country a “state of mind” which
caused Stalin great concern. He returned to this subject many
times to proclaim

It is necessary that there be no place in our ranks for
cry-babies and the weak at hcart, the panic-mongers
and deserters (and worse). We have to organize a
relentless struggle against the chaos makers at the
back, deserters, panic-mongers (..)38
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It was not so much a matter of never-ending denunciation of
the “cnemies in our ranks” but one of hard reality which confirmed

the military communiques of July.

The rupture between the population and the regime pointed,
in the early days of the war, to a portion of the population of the
occupied territories to organise themselves and try setting up a
collaboration with the German army or administration and bring
to the Germans the opportunity of being able to recruit a large
number of “anti-Soviet” elements while the party had practically
crumbled in these territories, such being its credibility. The
horrors committed by nazi troops later transformed this situation3?
while in large areas remaining under Soviet control, the party
attempted for a while to manage affairs differently than they had
for years, thus giving rise to the hope of a “liberalization” of the
regime. Thus very rapidly the war well and truly changed into a
patriotic war, especially for the Russian people.

To come back to the events of the beginning of the war and
to the German-Soviet pact, one can evidently wonder if it was
“paying” for the leaders of the USSR. This question was often
raised. This is not pertinent because it leads to an impasse on a
fundamental fact: in the situation in which the USSR found itself
in 1939 by the fault of its government, the pact was inevitable,
there was no other foreign policy available to it.

On the other hand, the use to which the fact of having signed
the pact was put by the Soviet leaders was significant for two
reasons:

Firstly, they had largely wasted time which the pact had given
them for a win. The effort to arm was badly tackled. Moreover,
during the period between the signing of the pact and the
aggression by Hitler, the Soviet leaders were incapable of
improving the relations of the party and the power with the
population, On the other hand, these years were characterised by
an increase in exploitation of workers and by brutal requirements
imposed on the working class, mainly through work legislation.

On the other hand, Soviet lcaders had used the pact to practise
an expansionist and chauvinist policy. Molotov could well
proclaim in his speech of 1 August 1940 that by extending its
power over new territories, the USSR had brought about “an
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important increase in (its) power and in (its) territory”, he was
losing sight of the fact that this expansionism had in no way
improved the state of defence of the USSR. The Soviet armed
forces were further dispersed, their lines of communication were
considerably lengthened and, above all, they crossed the territories
whose population was particularly hostile. Thus, the territorial
expansion of which Molotov was so proud was militarily useless
and even harmful. It revealed, for example, the imperialist nature
of “Soviet” power, its scorn for people, its avarice and its affinities
with nazism and imperialism.
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