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The Museum of the Great Fatherland War
that opened in Moscow in 1993 testifies to the ex-
tent to which the new Russia has appropriated the
old Soviet myths about World War II. Visitors to
the museum are likely to leave with a powerful
impression of the heroism and suffering of the So-
viet people in the war, but with little understand-
ing of why the war happened. The prefatory ex-
hibits skim over the 1930s, touching lightly on
Hitler's rise to power, the concept of Lebensraum,
and Western appeasement. The 1939 Nazi-Soviet
Pact and its consequences are briefly acknowl-
edged, but the exhibition begins in earnest only
with the "beginning" of the war: June 22, 1941. In
this rendition, the German invasion appears like a
bolt from the blue, a sudden attack on an unsus-
pecting, peace-loving country by an evil power
bent on conquest.[1]

Aleksandr Nekrich would have arranged the
exhibition rather differently. In his view, the Sovi-
et Union entered the war--and entered it as an ag-
gressor--on September 17, 1939, when the Red
Army invaded Poland in accordance with the se-
cret protocols of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, signed just a
few weeks earlier. That the Russian historical
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community (if not the Russian public) now largely
accepts an element of Soviet complicity in the out-
break of World War II is due in no small measure
to Nekrich's decades-long efforts to overturn Sovi-
et myths about the war. Nekrich, who himself
fought in the war, became something of a celebri-
ty--a hero to some, a heretic to others--in 1965
when he published his daringly revisionist 1941,
22 iiunia, which showed that responsibility for
the initial successes of the German invasion lay
not just with Hitler but also with Stalin, who had
blindly refused to prepare for the attack.[2]

That book, unfortunately for Nekrich, ap-
peared shortly after Khrushchev's ouster, and in
the cooler political climate of the Brezhnev years
its criticism of Stalin was met with official hostili-
ty. Nekrich was expelled from the party and ha-
rassed in various ways, until he emigrated to the
United States in 1976. He spent the rest of his ca-
reer as a fellow of the Russian Research Center at
Harvard University, where he published The Pun-
ished Peoples (1978) on the postwar deportations
of "suspect" ethnic groups; co-authored (with
Michael Heller) a survey of Soviet history, Utopia
in Power (1986); and wrote a memoir that



presents a fascinating picture of political, ideolog-
ical, and personal conflicts within the Soviet his-
torical profession.[3]

In his final book, Pariahs, Partners, and
Predators, Nekrich returns to his main interest:
the origins of World War II. Although described as
a history of German-Soviet relations from 1922 to
1941, the book's scope is actually more limited.
Nekrich covers the Reichswehr-Red Army cooper-
ation of the Weimar period and provides a chap-
ter on the years 1933-1937, but more than half the
book concentrates on the crucial period from
1938 to 1941, primarily from the perspective of
Stalin and his policies toward Germany.

Although the manuscript (including its trans-
lation into English by Gregory Freeze) was com-
pleted shortly before Nekrich died in 1993, the
book was not published until 1997. The delay in
bringing the book to print is particularly unfortu-
nate because the subject of interwar German-So-
viet relations has generated so much interest in
the last few years. Although Nekrich used both
German and Russian archives, significant new
materials from the Russian archives have been
published over the last four years.[4] On the Ger-
man side as well, several important new studies
have emerged. Unfortunately (and unfairly), these
materials make Nekrich's account seem dated or
incomplete in some areas, although in other areas
the new documents simply add further support to
Nekrich's interpretation.

In recounting the diplomacy of the years im-
mediately after World War I, Nekrich focuses his
attention on the activities of Viktor Kopp, the tal-
ented Soviet diplomat sent to Berlin in 1919 to im-
prove relations with Germany in political, eco-
nomic, and military spheres. Drawing on new ma-
terials from the former party archives in Moscow,
Nekrich provides interesting details about the
many obstacles Kopp faced in improving relations
in these early years, when Soviet policy toward
Germany was pulled in different directions by lin-
gering hopes for socialist revolution in Germany,
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ingrained suspicion of German "imperialism," and
fears of a German rapprochement with the En-
tente Powers. German policy toward Russia (less
thoroughly delineated by Nekrich) was also
shaped by conflicting forces and competing fac-
tions, as the two countries--the "pariah" states of
the postwar period-moved in fits and starts to-
ward the rapprochement that was eventually for-
malized in the Rapallo Treaty of April 1922.

The diplomatic history of the Rapallo years
has been covered in many previous works (al-
though a comprehensive survey of German-Soviet
diplomatic, cultural, and economic interactions
has not yet been written). Nekrich focuses on the
military side of the collaboration, where mutual
interest was arguably the strongest: Germany
needed a location for military training and rear-
mament that would allow it to surreptitiously cir-
cumvent the restrictions imposed by the Ver-
sailles Treaty; the Soviet Union in turn was eager
for technical assistance to rebuild its ravaged in-
dustrial base.

Nekrich aims less at a thorough and compre-
hensive account of the military cooperation than
at tracing several specific themes. Some of his
most interesting material (again drawn from the
former party archives) relates to the role of the
Soviet secret police. Given the latter's congenital
xenophobia, it is not surprising that cooperation--
especially military cooperation--with Germany
was a major irritant to the OGPU. The OGPU fre-
quently wrote alarmist reports about German mil-
itary installations, warning that they were hot-
beds of espionage and sabotage that ought to be
shut down. One of the more fantastic OGPU re-
ports claimed in 1925 that the German aircraft
firm Junkers, then operating a concession outside
Moscow, was engaging in criminal activities rang-
ing from promoting religion to trying to take over
the Soviet aviation industry. The report concluded
that Junkers was working with the British to pro-
mote a monarchist coup d'etat in the Soviet Union
(p- 47). Such wild claims, Nekrich argues, were not



realistic assessments but deliberate exaggerations
aimed at gaining more power and influence for
the police organs.

The development of German military installa-
tions on Soviet territory is outlined in the second
chapter, which provides cursory overviews of the
Junkers aircraft factory in Fili, the German pilot
training school in Lipetsk, and the German tank
school in Kazan." Most valuable is Nekrich's ac-
count of the joint installation for testing poison
gas in Samara, based largely on sources from the
Russian military archives.[5]

Manfred Zeidler's monograph on the Red
Army-Reichswehr partnership was evidently not
available to Nekrich before he completed his
book. In some instances, Nekrich's work--especial-
ly those parts based on materials from Russian ar-
chives--supplements Zeidler's study, which was
written before the author could gain access to
Russian archives.[6] For the most part, though,
Zeidler's book will be more useful to anyone inter-
ested in a comprehensive account of the military
collaboration. Although Nekrich offers the overall
assessment that "at various junctures [military co-
operation] was advantageous to both parties" (p.
61), he avoids the crucial (and admittedly ex-
tremely complex) issue of the specific costs and
benefits to each side. He concludes, for example,
that the Junkers plant in Fili was "a failure,” but
does not explain in what sense or for which side.
Although he notes that the Soviets stole blueprints
and materials from the plant, he does not mention
that after the concession ended, Andrei Tupolev
built planes and bombers using the Junkers all-
metal construction method--presumably with the
aid of the information stolen from the plant.[7]
The story of German-Soviet military collaboration
is certainly interesting, and Nekrich tells it well,
but its significance is impossible to evaluate with-
out weighing its consequences, especially in terms
of the longer-term effects of the transfer of experi-
ence and technology on military and industrial
developments in each country.
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Nekrich does a good job of describing the dis-
satisfactions on both sides (the Soviets, for exam-
ple, felt the Germans were not sharing the most
up-to-date technology; the Germans were an-
noyed by heavy-handed Soviet surveillance) that
began to strain the relationship even before Hitler
came to power. In 1932 the German government
decided to terminate military collaboration with
the Soviet Union, in large part because Germany's
increasingly open disregard for the restrictions of
the Versailles Treaty made clandestine rearming
unnecessary. The Soviet regime continued to hope
that some form of military cooperation could be
reestablished even after Hitler's Machtergreifung,
but these hopes were mainly unfulfilled: only
naval collaboration survived the early years of
the Nazi dictatorship.[8]

Soviet policy toward Germany in the wake of
Hitler's Machtergreifung is deftly summarized in
Chapter Three. Misreading the international situa-
tion in typical fashion, Stalin did not immediately
see Nazi Germany as a threat to the Soviet Union
(a point that, despite the evidence, is still disputed
by some historians).[9] Instead, according to
Nekrich, the Soviet dictator hoped that fascism
would accelerate the revolutionary process in
Germany. Nekrich asserts that Stalin in fact wel-
comed the Nazi takeover because he had a certain
"affinity" for Hitler and "probably" preferred to
deal with a dictator, whose thinking and behavior
would likely have seemed "more comprehensible
than the mentality of politicians from democratic
states" (pp. 63-4). Later Nekrich refers to "the ge-
netic bonds between the Soviet and Nazi regimes"
(p. 66). The Soviet Union's public antifascist
rhetoric and Litvinov's pursuit of collective secu-
rity with the Western powers were, in Nekrich's
view, intended as a fall-back position for Stalin's
preferred alternative: a deal with Germany.[10]

As Nekrich sees it, Stalin's primary goal--what
Nekrich calls the "Stalin Doctrine"--was to foment
a conflict between Germany and the West that
would leave the capitalist powers exhausted and



the Soviet Union (which would have remained
neutral) in a position to shape a peace settlement
to its advantage. The two lines of Soviet foreign
policy after 1934, though outwardly contradictory,
were both intended to achieve this goal: collective
security and the Popular Front were pursued as a
means of encouraging the West to fight Germany;
at the same time, in order to deflect a German at-
tack away from the U.S.S.R. and toward the West,
Stalin secretly tried to make a deal with Hitler.

Direct evidence for the existence of a "Stalin
Doctrine" is scant. Nekrich builds his case by quot-
ing sources like a speech by Stalin in 1925, an in-
terview Stalin gave to a foreign reporter, and
third-hand reports from defectors like Walter
Krivitsky, but he relies primarily on inference
from indirect evidence to discern Stalin's goals.
Indeed, despite new publications of documents
and better access to archives, the main source of
evidence about Stalin's aim and motives remains
the outward manifestation of Soviet policy (Soviet
behavior) rather than direct, internal evidence
about intentions. The paucity of direct evidence
about Stalin's thinking will continue to bedevil
scholars until his personal archive is made fully
available. (A relatively inconsequential part of
Stalin's papers is open for research at the former
central party archives, but the bulk of his archive
remains in the closed Presidential Archives.
Yeltsin has just issued a decree ordering that Stal-
in's papers be made public; whether this order
will be implemented is unclear.)

Based on the evidence that is available,
Nekrich's view that the Soviet Union in the second
half of the 1930s was a revisionist power that
sought territorial gain to expand socialism's base,
rather than an upholder of the status quo that
sought defensively oriented security arrange-
ments, is plausible and even convincing. At cer-
tain points, however, Nekrich's interpretation
seems somewhat one-sided. His discussion of the
economic ties between Germany and the Soviet
Union from 1939 to 1941, for example, at times
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overstates the case for Stalin's stupidity. In fair-
ness to Nekrich, historians have long seen the
trade agreements associated with the Nazi-Soviet
Pact as having heavily favored Germany. The tra-
ditional view is that Stalin sent large quantities of
valuable raw materials to Germany, even up to
the day of the invasion, in exchange for an in-
significant amount of equipment and a lot of ex-
cuses and delays, because he hoped that punctil-
ious fulfillment of Soviet obligations would ward
off a German attack.

In supporting this view, however, Nekrich at
times understates Soviet efforts to negotiate
quicker German deliveries (which included tem-
porarily suspending Soviet shipments of oil and
grain) and overstates the benefits to Germany
(Nekrich, for example, frequently quotes propa-
gandistic Nazi press statements touting the advan-
tages Germany was reaping from Soviet trade). He
also tends to downplay the acrimony and bitter-
ness of the economic negotiations, emphasizing
instead the ease with which ideological prejudices
were put aside to achieve close cooperation. More
recent assessments have indicated that these eco-
nomic exchanges may not have been quite so fa-
vorable to Germany: Soviet exports, in relation to
total Soviet production and total German demand,
were less consequential than has been thought,
and the Soviet side gained some significant advan-
tages, such as advanced German technology.
Hitler, like Stalin, miscalculated: he assumed that
Germany would defeat the U.S.S.R. so quickly that
the Soviets would not have time to use the equip-
ment and technology he was exporting.[11]

Aside from depicting Stalin as clever, grasp-
ing, and often obstinately obtuse, Nekrich does
not describe personalities. The most colorful char-
acterization Nekrich offers is of the Soviet ambas-
sador Shkvartsev, who is described as "colorless."
(Compare this, for example, to historian D.C.
Watt's description of Molotov: "Molotov looked
like a salesman of encyclopaedias down on his
luck. His mottled complexion, ingratiating smile



and straggled moustache hid one of the most inex-
orably stupid men to hold the foreign minister-
ship of any major power in this century."[12]) In
leaving out the personality factor, Nekrich has
missed out on an important element of the story:
in diplomacy, personalities matter--often a great
deal. By leaving the impression that everyone but
Stalin was a faceless cog, moreover, Nekrich
seems to suggest that Stalin was uniquely respon-
sible for the course of events, whereas in fact
there is plenty of blame to go around: the Western
powers, as much as the Soviet regime, helped cre-
ate the conditions that allowed Hitler to unleash
war.

Because the years 1939 to 1941 have received
so much attention since Nekrich finished the
book, his account of the intricate diplomatic ini-
tiatives of these years is somewhat dated. None-
theless, his overview of the Soviet-Finnish War in-
cludes interesting archival material, and he as-
tutely assesses the way that Soviet designs in Fin-
land, the Balkans, and the Straits created tensions
in the Soviet-German relationship. He notes that
Stalin's move in May 1941 to become chairman of
Sovnarkom (and thus de jure as well as de facto
head of state) may have been connected to an at-
tempt to hold direct talks with Hitler, indicating
that even at this late date Stalin still hoped to
reach a deal with the Nazi dictator. (Rumors that
such a meeting had been proposed circulated at
the time but have only recently been substantiat-
ed.) On the contentious issue of Soviet prepara-
tions for war, Nekrich concludes not only that no
preventive war was planned, but that "the Stalin-
ist scenario simply could not comprehend war
with Germany."[13]

Columbia University Press was not, unfortu-
nately, as meticulous in its copy-editing as
Nekrich was in his research. The text contains
many typos and minor errors, perhaps the most
egregious of which appears on the opening page,
which refers to "the German inaction" rather than
"the German invasion" (p. vii). Although the book
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is generally well-written, the narrative is some-
times difficult to follow due to unnecessary zigza-
gs in the chronology. The book is evidently intend-
ed for specialists in the diplomacy of interwar Eu-
rope: important events are frequently mentioned
without explanation and the diplomatic context is
often scantily elaborated. Critical issues such as
the Soviet reaction to Munich, as well as aspects
of the international situation that had important
effects on German-Soviet relations, such as Soviet
assessments of the Japanese threat, are men-
tioned only briefly. Many important areas of Ger-
man-Soviet relations are unexplored, including
the extensive Soviet-German cultural relations of
the Weimar period, the role of intelligence in for-
eign-policy decision making, the contribution of
German technology to Soviet industrial develop-
ment, the large Russian emigre community in
Berlin, and the Comintern. Nevertheless, special-
ists in Soviet-German relations (as well as schol-
ars interested in the Soviet treatment of foreign-
ers and ethnic Germans) will find much of inter-
est here. Those who want a broader and more ba-
sic treatment of pre-World War II diplomacy
would be better off turning to classics like Wein-
berg and Watt, or waiting for some of the new
works by Glantz and Gorodetsky that will soon be
coming off the presses.[14]
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