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Recent revelations from inside Stalin’s former empire indicate that much 

of the history connected with that land of enigmas and its former 

secretive vozhd’ is going to have to be revised.  One of the widespread 

idées fixes connected with the history of Western, essentially British and 

American, relations with the Soviet Union is that while Stalin was 

ruthless in his domestic policy, he was opportunistic, yet basically 

cautious and defensive in his foreign policy.  Stalin’s approach to the 

Hitler-Stalin Pact of 1939 has most often been viewed as consistent with 

his allegedly defensive stance.  According to this long prevailing notion, 

Stalin made his odious Pact with the German devil as a reaction to what 

he understood as Western efforts to deflect Hitler’s aggression 

eastward.  With the Hitler-Stalin Pact in his diplomatic armoury, Stalin 

could extend the defences of the Soviet state westward, gain control over 

former tsarist-held territories, and win valuable time for military 

preparation to meet the nazi assault he knew must eventually come.  

Stalin himself is said to have asserted parts of the last argument in 

discussions inside the Kremlin.(1) 

Fewer writers have contended that Stalin viewed the coming of war in 

Europe as an opportunity to expand Bolshevik influence well beyond 

tsarist boundaries and directly westward in the aftermath of a collapse of 

the bourgeois governments there.  In this view, the western Europeans, 

as Russian historical analogy and Marxist-Leninist prediction 

foreshadowed, must repeat the first world war internal collapse of the 

tsarist empire during, or after, the second world war.  Their governments 

would then be replaced, like it, by revolutionary Bolshevik regimes.(2) 

Unfortunately it is still difficult to gain total clarity on Stalin’s purposes.  

The current Soviet government, in spite of so-called glasnost’, has been 

systematically obfuscating Stalin’s foreign policy escapades, rather than 

systematically co-operating with independent researchers looking into 

his foreign (as opposed to his domestic) misdeeds.(3)  To these historians 

its relevant archives for the period remain closed. 



Establishing the second programme as Stalin’s preferred option would 

require historians to put aside finally the widespread supposition that his 

purposes behind making the 1939 Pact were defensive.  In fact, we can 

find much very credible evidence from sometime friends of the Soviet 

side to show that Stalin made the Pact, or at least tried to use it, for 

offensive purposes.  This evidence, most of it dating from about ten 

months after the Pact, has nonetheless gone uncited by the vast majority 

of historians concerned with these times.  If we take account of these 

witnesses, it would seem that we may have to radically recast the most 

accepted view of Stalinist foreign policy.  For if Stalin really intended to 

use Molotov’s signature to the infamous Pact as the first step in a 

Bolshevik Drang nach Westen, as these witnesses report, we shall also 

have to reconsider the most widely accepted views of Soviet purposes all 

during the war and even in the early postwar period, when the Red Army 

and NKVD finally came west.(4) 

We cannot imagine that the war that broke out in September 1939 would 

either have begun as it did or taken the course that it actually took, had 

there been no Hitler-Stalin Pact.  Without the Pact and its ancillary 

secret protocols, a different war might have broken out, but not the war 

history gave us.  Would Hitler have invaded Poland without being 

convinced that the Poles in retreat before the German armies in 1939 

would be smashed by the eastward-aimed German hammer thudding 

against the westward-moving Soviet anvil ?  Without the Pact, the Poles’ 

prospects for retreat were good, even after the likely initial heavy defeats 

by the Wehrmacht, as were those for extended stands in the large eastern 

reaches of their state.  Supplied through Romania, perhaps by the Soviet 

Union itself (which, had there been no Pact, would have had to keep the 

Germans embroiled and away from its own borders), and even perhaps 

by the Lithuanians (who had no love for the Poles, but had already found 

very good reason to fear Hitler), the Poles’ chances of holding out in the 

east for months, or even longer, were very favourable.  Without the Pact, 

Hitler, given the French and British threat in the West and embroiled 

with the Poles, would never have dared to attack the Lithuanians and 

Romanians to cut off those supplies.  For such moves he would have 



needed the approval of the Soviets.  And why would they have given it 

then if they had initially rejected his earlier deals ?  One can only 

imagine a very different outcome for Hitler in such circumstances of 

sustained Polish resistance than the quick campaign in the east that he 

ultimately carried off.  And without that Blitzkrieg, one can only imagine 

a vastly different diplomatic and military history of the times. 

Given the Poles’ venomous wrath against the Teutons, we might 

confidently suppose in retrospect that retreating Polish commanders 

would not have quickly surrendered, but would have fought on for 

months east of the Bug.  The sieges of Warsaw and Modlin, and the 

battle of the Westerplatte, the extended fighting between the Red Army 

and Polish forces in the east (lasting well into autumn 1939),(5) not to 

mention the incredibly stalwart Polish resistance in the later Warsaw 

uprising, establish a true picture of Polish military tenaciousness in the 

second world war.  An extended Polish stand in the east would soon 

have compelled the French and British, if only for reasons of honour, to 

advance in the West against Hitler.  They might, as they did, forget that 

honour for the period of slightly over a month after 1 September 1939 

that the Poles actually managed to hold out against the Germans and 

Soviets.  But the Westerners could not have ignored their military 

commitment to their eastern allies much longer.  The matter would have 

soon become a public and parliamentary one.  Saving their credibility as 

allies would soon have had to loom large in the thinking of Western 

leaders. 

Likewise the Germans, without the abundant raw materials and other 

supplies from the Soviets guaranteed by the Hitler-Stalin Pact, would 

soon have fallen on tougher times in the war with the West.  And the 

frail German national sense of security, a local weakness Hitler clearly 

understood, was one that the food guarantees, the Pact and ancillary 

documents were in part designed to countervail.  That pervasive German 

fear of hunger brought on by war would have been all the stronger had 

Germany in 1939 been facing the prospect of another long British 

blockade without Soviet oil and foodstuffs.  The blockade experience of 



the first world war was one no adult German could forget.  In his 

speeches Hitler touched an extremely sensitive collective nerve by 

constantly and passionately recalling episodes of hunger.(6)  Those 

Soviet guarantees of food were as vital a part of Hitler’s successful 

wooing of his frightened people to assist in helping him with his 

questionable, and deliberately unspecific, war plans as any propaganda 

victory he ever pulled off. 

In fact, the widely prevalent view of Stalin’s behaviour in 1939 and 

1940, up to the German attack, remains close to the one which British 

Prime Minister Chamberlain and Winston S. Churchill, an important 

member of the war cabinet, shared in autumn 1939 :  that the Soviet 

attack on Poland was defensive.  And if they and others moved away 

from the view that Soviet purposes were defensive when the Soviets 

invaded Finland, they quickly returned to their original position when 

Stalin called off the ‘Winter War’, leaving Finland, albeit considerably 

reduced in territory, still independent.(7)  Stalin’s subsequent wartime 

moves west, all but one secretly covered by the Pact with Hitler, were 

made in the days of June 1940 when the British were totally preoccupied 

with saving themselves from Hitler’s Drang nach Westen.  No doubt 

Stalin timed the launch of his campaigns leading to the annexation of the 

Baltic States and large segments of Romania largely for that very 

reason.  In the days of Dunkerque the British did not have a moment to 

reflect.  The issues passed virtually unnoticed. 

But we must recall that no Western statesmen at the time had any 

knowledge of the infamous secret protocols.  Moreover, Stalin, from the 

time he concocted his excuses for the attack on Poland in September 

1939 until the invasion of the Baltic nations and Romania, was, unlike 

Hitler, constantly covering his moves propagandistically as defensive.(8)  

And, in fact, the Soviets were mostly occupying territory which had 

once been part of the tsarist empire.  The latter, in turn, had been an ally 

of France and Britain in the first world war.  With that historical 

memory in mind, it was quite possible for the British to see the 

occupation of the Baltic states as a defensive move against Hitler.  (If 



one did not wonder why the Germans made no protest at the time the 

Soviet frontier was extended to embrace that of vulnerable East Prussia 

surely the events of late summer 1914 cannot have been totally forgotten 

in Berlin and London ?)  Still, the British, on reflection, might have 

found it impossible to rationalize Stalin’s Romanian annexations (not all 

of which were former tsarist territory) in the same way. 

Yet, as noted, the British (not to mention the French) were wholly 

distracted just then.  Systematic thinking about such far-away places 

would have been almost impossible.  And, as we know from constant 

wartime discussions, Churchill, among others, was regularly confused 

about the geography of the area and its proper proprietors.  He did tend 

to think historically, but seemingly without the historical background 

necessary.  The fact that for centuries, before the tsars came, the Poles 

had been the long-time proprietors of much of the Baltic, the Ukraine 

and White Russia seems to have eluded his historical grasp.  Perhaps 

Churchill could not quite separate Ukrainians and White Russians from 

Russians, for he seemed to view the Russians as the justifiable 

proprietors of all the lands up to the imperfectly defined Curzon Line.  

And the Curzon Line (in all its forms), on which in later diplomacy with 

Stalin he eagerly appeared to fasten, was perhaps close to his heart.  It 

bore, we must recall, the name of a Briton, in fact an earlier colleague, 

whom he had recently dubbed one of his ‘great contemporaries’.  This 

British idea of historical geography, plus Churchill’s historical 

preoccupation with the German menace, appears to have made this once 

notably anti-Bolshevik statesman generally predisposed from 1939 on to 

see the Stalinist Soviet Union ever more frequently in a quite favourable 

light.(9) 

What then, is this relatively neglected evidence of Stalin’s aims that 

ought to undermine those views which prevailed for so long ?  It rests 

heavily on the testimony of two defectors, one an illustrious Lithuanian 

‘progressive’, Vincas Kreve-Mickievicius, an academic who suddenly 

became vice-premier and foreign minister in 1940.  Oddly enough, not 



so very long ago, in days now disdained as the neo-Stalinist era, he was 

still garnering plaudits from government-friendly Soviet historians.(10) 

Fifty years ago, in apparent naivety, he had for a time looked with 

favour on what he imagined to be the social changes a Soviet-style 

government might bring to Lithuania.  His early encounters with 

Molotov and one of Stalin’s NKVD-style diplomats, V.G. Dekanosov, a 

vice-foreign commissar, in the negotiations leading to and away from 

the Red Army occupation of his land were recorded in several places. 

The second, and confirming, testimony came later from an NKVD 

defector who was with Andrei Zhdanov.  He was doing work in Tallinn 

similar to that Molotov had undertaken in Kaunus (then still the 

Lithuanian capital) in late June 1940.  As noted, all of this testimony has 

already been cited by a few historians, but, still little known, it bears 

repeating here, since it has never become part of the standard canon of 

historical evidence concerning Stalin’s purposes. 

According to these former Soviet collaborators, its gist is as follows :  

Molotov and Dekanosov proclaimed to astonished Baltic listeners that a 

revolution was certain to follow the current war among the Western 

European countries, just as revolution had followed the tsarist empire’s 

collapse in Russia.  Germany would be defeated and fall into revolution.  

The Red Army would rush to the aid of the revolutionaries there and 

fight the decisive battle, presumably with the capitalist-imperialists 

trying to save the collapsing Reich (always a place of central interest in 

Marxist-Leninist thinking).  The great battle would take place 

somewhere in the area of the Rhine. 

Both Kremlin agents discounted the effectiveness of the Anglo-Saxon 

powers and the French in the climactic struggle to come.  The 

Americans, they insisted, consumed by a desire for money, would sell 

out.  The French were set up for Bolshevik revolution already—indeed, 

unbeknownst to themselves, in the eyes of these Kremlin hierarchs they 

were already almost in Bolshevik hands, for 50,000 French teachers(!) 

were enrolled in the Communist Party.  Apparently the teachers, on 



Comintern command, were expected to start this particular French 

revolution.(11)  Once the ‘liberations’ came, the communist parties, led 

by Stalin, would superintend the unification of all Europe.  Dekanosov 

went even further :  first Europe would fall to Bolshevism, then, after 

another world war, the entire world proletariat would seize power 

(‘heute Deutschland, morgen die ganze Welt’, leaps almost inadvertently 

to mind).(10) 

The fact that we have several accounts of this kind of thinking from 

these higher-ranking Soviets during this period, and that Molotov and 

Dekanosov contemporaneously made the same kind of observations and 

assertions, suggests their validity as historical evidence as well as the 

probability that all the ideas expressed came from the same fount.  That 

source was, most likely, foreign policy discussions inside the Kremlin 

between the vozhd’ and his intimes, discussions probably dating at least 

from the first plans for the negotiations to win the most favourable pact 

possible with the nazis.  Those discussions would have taken place over 

many months, as plans ripened and circumstances changed, and would 

have covered subjects such as how to gain maximum profits for the 

Soviet Union after negotiating the Pact and how to redraft it.  (Important 

aspects of the secret protocols were significantly redrafted during 

meetings in late September with Ribbentrop, during which Hitler was 

telephonically consulted.)  They would also have discussed how best to 

implement the Pact against Poland, the Baltic states, Finland, and 

Romania, as well as the feared intervention of Great Britain and France 

in the Finnish war.(13)  It is scarcely to be doubted, especially in light of 

the often-recorded high levels of alcohol consumption in the Kremlin, 

that theory, practicality and fantasy frequently merged in the 

Tischgespräche of the smoke-filled Kremlin ambiance.  For it is well 

known that, after discussions, Stalin frequently wined and dined with his 

bizarre crew of sidekicks and advisors. 

Molotov, Dekanosov and Zhdanov were likely just pouring out by way 

of persuasive rhetoric directed to their astonished would-be Baltic 

collaborators the essence of all they had come to hope and believe 



during those night-time parleys which was also what many of the 

Kremlin intimates, them included, had mentally enshrined as future 

reality.(14) Surely no reader familiar with the history of the period will 

doubt that Stalin was capable of sizeable miscalculation based on 

colossal diplomatic fantasies just as he often fantasized and, even worse, 

effected, interventions in almost every aspect of Soviet cultural and 

intellectual life.  The unexpected failure of the Finns to rally to the new 

‘democratic government’ he endowed them with in 1939, his evident 

shock and surprise at the German attack in 1941, and his misbegotten 

(for his purposes) choice of Karl Renner as Austrian political leader in 

1945 are but three of the many notable disasters which befell poorly 

concocted schemes to expand his power and influence.  To them we 

could easily add post-war examples :  the disadvantageous (to him) 

consequences of the forced Czech coup of 1948, the Berlin Blockade 

and the Korean War.  All of the latter seriously limited Stalin’s influence 

and diplomatic as well as military possibilities beyond the Soviet-

centred bloc he had forged during and after the war. 

Now if these harangues delivered variously in Kaunus, Moscow and 

Tallinn really do reflect Stalin’s plans deriving from the new situation 

which came about with the Pact, then much that happened in later 

wartime diplomacy and many of Stalin’s moves in the immediate post-

war period become fixed in a light far different from that in which they 

have usually been seen hitherto. 

If the mistake of seeing Stalin’s post-Pact behaviour entirely incorrectly 

was made in 1939 by Churchill and other leading Britons, it was not 

differently, albeit equally incorrectly, measured by contemporary, and 

similarly anti-nazi, American statesmen (and, as noted, by countless 

writers of history).  Both groups later conducted the key Western 

wartime diplomacy with Stalin.  Both made seemingly carefree open as 

well as secret, and wholly unrequited, commitments of moral and 

material support to the Soviets after the German attack east.  Of course, 

these men even then knew nothing of the secret protocols.  And in their 

ignorance of Stalin’s post-war plans, which the latter and his friends did 



nothing during wartime diplomacy to repair,(15) the Westerners made 

incredibly false assumptions about the prospects for Soviet wartime and 

post-war behaviour on the continent to the west of its 1939 borders. 

That behaviour was most likely to be a simple recasting, in the yet more 

favourable circumstances of total wartime and post-nazi European 

chaos, of the schemes calling for the management of vast post-war 

changes in Europe’s constitution the same plans which seemingly had 

fired the Kremlin’s 1939–41 Drang nach Westen.  But, locked into their 

false prognosis of Soviet co-operation with the West, and fearful of 

upsetting the irritable Soviet vozhd,’ the Western leaders’ natural 

compulsion was to try repeatedly to justify their early unreflective and 

uninformed commitments in their dealings with the unscrupulous 

Soviets by hanging on to whatever Stalin gave them as hope for bringing 

about a peaceful reconciliation of Eastern and Western post-war goals.  

Only Stalin knew the latter were utterly irreconcilable with his. 

The arguments of the early Cold War originated in wartime inter-Allied 

disagreements over how to redispose the territories ransacked and 

politically reorganized between 1939 and 1941 to suit the purposes of 

Hitler and Stalin.  These arguments are therefore directly connected with 

an understanding of Stalin’s purposes in those lands in the earliest 

wartime years, and an understanding of his purposes still unrealized in 

the rest of Europe to the west between 1939 and 1941.  If we accept as 

correct the statement of Soviet purposes which Molotov, Zhdanov and 

Dekanosov are said to have proclaimed in June and early July 1940, a 

great deal of the history of wartime and early post-war diplomacy is 

going to have to be rewritten. 

Research findings over the last ten or so years in the area of Central and 

East Central European history have tended to confirm the view that 

Stalin’s foreign purposes in this crucial area throughout the whole of the 

second world war, particularly the era of the Grand Alliance, were 

utterly ruthless and in no way defensive.(16)  Many of these reports 

anticipated, and are now analogously confirmed by the vast number of 



recent Soviet findings and confessions at last fixing undeniably the real 

nature of his crackpot tyranny at home.  These reports prove Stalin’s 

unscrupulous treatment of everyone within his wide grasp, even of his 

closest advisers and sometime partners in crime.  A researcher will look 

in vain in all of these recent histories for evidence of Stalin’s benign 

purposes abroad during the period of diplomacy centred on the second 

world war.  Whether he dealt with allies or enemies beyond the Soviet 

Union’s borders, solid evidence has it that all seem to have been 

Kremlin-designated as potential victims of Soviet duplicity and as places 

for the extension of Soviet power.  We may surely anticipate that, once 

the main archives of the former satellite states are thrown open to 

independent research, masses of additional reports will come forth to 

confirm that information we already have. 

The onus of establishing as invalid the evidence of Soviet wartime goals 

featured earlier, should there be a will to do so, rests on those who have 

strangely failed over the years to cite it.  For, in the course of ignoring or 

missing it, they have obviously so far failed to refute it. 
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