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DURING THE WAR WITH GERMANY
(1941-1945)

Abstract

The victory of the Soviet Union over the National Socialist Third Reich in World
War Il is still considered in the Russian Federation as the most important, as well
as indisputable contribution to the creation and functioning of the modern world.
Moreover, contemporary Russia officially upholds its own version of these events
and continuously refers to the shared history of the nations that once formed the
Soviet empire. The recurrent images of the Soviets as victors and the ever-renewed
concept of Stalin as a national hero are, however, no more than a duplication
of the old propaganda models used during the Second World War. The present
article seeks to examine the indoctrination efforts undertaken in the Soviet Union
at the time of its conflict with Germany during the period 1941-5, particularly
with regard to the soldiers of the Red Army. It also pays attention to the emotional
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appeals of Soviet propaganda and changes in the main ideological directions
at various stages of the war.

Keywords: Soviet Union, Third Reich, propaganda, indoctrination, war,
1941-1945, Red Army, llya Ehrenburg
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F rom the very outset of its existence, the Soviet Union
sought to transform the mentality of the inhabitants of
former tsarist Russia and the surrounding areas, not only by
the force of the army and terror of the political police, but also
through various means of indoctrination (Leinwand 2008). In
Stalin’s view, the ideological front customarily ranked among
the most important areas of social change, together with
agitation and propaganda, both of which were implemented by
means of direct and coercive means of influence (Stalin, 1997,
pp- 327-329). While shaping their post-revolutionary state
in the mould of Marxist theory, the Soviets also significantly
remodelled the media. Using appealing slogans alluding to
the idea of common ownership, they subjugated the press,
radio, film and other means of disseminating information
for the exclusive use of the Party (Pisarek 1970, pp. 5-13;
Berezhnoy 1970, pp. 14-21). Newspapers, as the most
common media channel of the time, were to play the leading
role of collective agitators, propagandists and organisers of the
social masses, a role which was doctrinally assigned to them
by Lenin (Lenin, 1951). The effect of the implementation of
such policies was a transformation of the mass media into
submissive instruments of ideologisation whose objective was
not so much to depict the reality of the surrounding world,
as to make people believe in the image of the world being
postulated (Goban-Klas 2002, pp. 167-169).

In the late 1930s, Soviet propaganda efforts were stepped
up to a level usually occurring in time of emergency such
as war (Kunczik, Zipfel 2000, pp. 265-275). The highly
persuasive messages issued in the name of the authorities
were meant to induce people to take on specific ideas,
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so that they could unequivocally opt for the “right” side in
the forthcoming conflict (Szulczewski 1972, p. 62). Gaining
widespread trust among the masses of the population was
meant to lead to the consolidation of the communist model
in the country, as well the legitimisation of the policy to
implement internationalism in other countries. The Soviet
military, as one of the main pillars of power - also in the
neighbouring states — was naturally the first social group
where this indoctrination was to be accomplished. The Red
Army was therefore to become thoroughly dependent on the
directives of the Party and its leader Joseph Stalin. Its role
was to be a vanguard of the changes, a politically motivated
force worthy of the authorities’ trust and capable of making
sacrifices in the name of communist ideology (Beyrau 2007,
pp- 25-26).

As part of the proclaimed need to expand communism by
means of military force, preparations for a future war began to
be made in the Soviet Union, also in the spheres of propaganda
and information. However, the ongoing communisation of the
country, as initiated and implemented by the Party structures
and its media allies, seemed to be insufficient in the face of the
necessary mobilisation of society. This called for a specialist
support in the army, where true believers, as well as militarily
and politically effective staff could be found. At that time,
a group of writers was selected to fulfil the ideological needs
of the Red Army. Their duties in time of war were assigned by
Vsevolod Vishnevsky, the head of the defence committee of
the Writers’ Union. In his view, future correspondents should
not only have a good understanding of military affairs, but also
be able to endure the hardships of the service. Moreover, they
had to stop paying attention to their own needs as writers, as
what really mattered at the time of the looming conflict was
that they convey their message in an ideologically correct
manner (Vishnevsky 1938).

The political and educational instructions were
implemented at multiple levels of the Soviet Army, including
the company, squadron and battery levels. With time, it also
reached the lower levels of the military structure, such as
the platoon. In each such group there was an officer initially
referred to as the political commissar but later known as the
Party organiser. The political division in the army had separate
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groups of officers in each unit, detachment and grouping.
During the war, there were two departments on top of this
ladder. One of them was concerned with political agitation,
and the other with cultural propaganda. They were both
branches of the Main Political Board of the Workers’ and
Peasants’ Red Army, commonly abbreviated as the Glav PU
RKKA (Petrov 1968, pp. 298-302). In addition to general
propaganda, forcing the soldiers to dedicate themselves fully
to the ideas of Marxism-Leninism and the commands of the
Communist Party, the political services of the Red Army
were concerned with the dissemination of up-to-date military
knowledge and the maintenance of military secrecy. They also
undertook the task of spreading education among the soldiers
of the Red Army, an endeavour which, it must be admitted,
proved to be successful in the reduction of illiteracy. As
successful were the emotionally motivated activities organised
in order to improve the bonds between soldiers, particularly
in the Party groups and the Komsomol youth (Gorlov 2008,
pp. 194-204).

The First Change: Allies and Enemies

The German troops breached the Soviet borders on June 22,
1941. In handing in the diplomatic note in which the Third
Reich declared war against the Soviet Union, Friedrich
Werner von der Schulenburg, the then German ambassador
in Moscow, defined this act of aggression as a pre-emptive
strike. In his view, it had been triggered by the mobilisation
of the Soviet troops along the German border in the East
(Hiirter 2007, pp. 679-680), the very same border that, only
two years earlier, had been delineated in a jointly conquered
Poland. Vyacheslav Molotov, the Chairman of the Council
of People’s Commissars of the Soviet Union, found this to be
an act of betrayal by a hitherto ally; a betrayal which, in his
opinion, was unparalleled in the history of the world. In the
radio speech in which he called for the defence of the country,
Molotov claimed that the Soviet Union had given the Germans
no reason to breach the non-aggression pact signed by the
two countries in August of 1939 (Molotov 1941; Jacobsen
1979, p. 28).
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One of the areas in which the Soviet authorities immediately
went on the counter-offensive, in their reaction to the
outbreak of the war, was the strict control and distribution
of information. Only two days after the beginning of the
German offensive, the Soviet Information Office of the
Central Committee of the All-Russian Communist Party
(Bolsheviks), usually abbreviated as the Sovinform, was
established (Kovalev 1987, p. 15). The secretary of its
office—and later head of the Glav PU RKKA was Aleksandr
Shcherbakov. One of the main goals of Sovinform was to
report to the public the current situation on the front line
and to cooperate with the foreign agencies and the media.
Of course, the news was to be encouraging, not defeatist.
Moreover, it was supposed to be counterintelligence-safe
and thoroughly verified by the censorship office (Blyum
1994). As part of communist ideological doctrine, it was
also necessary to modify the main reasons why the Soviet
Union had entered the war, since, contrary to the former
predictions, it had ended up not attacking but defending
itself (Okorokov 2007, p. 5-20). The revised instructions of
the authorities were directly conveyed to the Soviet writers
by Vsevolod Vishnevsky, who, alluding to the poetic works
of Vladimir Mayakovsky, said:

To be among the masses, to carry the living word, to describe
the struggle, to single out the heroes, to point the finger at the
cowards, to reject the false reports. To work in every place.
To use the pen as a bayonet! (Vishnevsky 1982, pp. 23-24).

Once the internal information order has been established,
the necessary indoctrination measures were also taken up
with the outside world in mind. These included enemy
soldiers and the populations of those countries with which
the Soviets were at war. To coordinate these endeavours, it was
necessary to launch the Party’s Military Political Propaganda
Bureau, where two new departments of the reorganised Glav
PU RKKA were to deal with the influence of the German
propaganda on their allies and the inhabitants of the occupied
countries. Special units, the so-called Seventh Departments,
were therefore set up in the political branches of the army
to carry out propaganda activities in German (mainly for
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those serving in the Wehrmacht), in which they regularly
appealed to those proletarian ideas that, in their eyes, were
a common cause for all the people. Special measures were also
undertaken with regard to the Soviet civilians who remained
in the German-occupied areas. They were ordered to take
an active part in the conflict by disorganising the enemy
facilities and establishing resistance groups (Zhukovskaya
2011; Volkovskiy 2003, pp. 378-380).

In this way, from the very first days of the conflict, Soviet
society was effectively cut off from real information about
the war. The political apparatus of the army, which took
over most of the affairs that were once the prerogative of the
Party, deliberately masked reality, as showing it without the
censor’s intervention would have forced it to reveal a picture
of German military successes and expose the weakness and
incompetence of the Soviet state. Meanwhile, there was an
increasing apathy towards the appeals of the authorities,
or even cases of open defiance of them among the people.
In addition, in the territories that were annexed by the
Third Reich there was more and more collaboration with
the German occupiers. In the first six months of the war
there were more than three million soldiers of the Red Army
taken prisoner by the Germans, people who were evidently
unwilling to give the lives for communist ideals. This means
that one of the biggest challenges for the Bolsheviks was
to maintain discipline in the ranks of the army. It led to
a sharp counter-reaction from the military authorities,
the effect of which was that prisoners of war and front-
line soldiers — as well as the people who just happened to
find themselves living under occupation — were threatened
with the prospect of severe, in some cases even capital,
punishment and collective responsibility, should they ever
be found guilty of treason or collaboration with the enemy
(RGVA, coll. 4, description 12, file 98, pp. 617-622). Acting
as saboteurs in the rear of the German Army, special groups
were ordered to set fire and destroy any supplies that could
be used by the enemy (TsAMO, coll. 208, description 2524,
file 1, pp. 257-258). Among other things, in order to be cut
off from being exposed to enemy propaganda, people were
ordered to dispose of their own radio sets (GAREF, coll. 5446,
description 1, file 194, p. 51).
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Stalin initially hoped for an anti-fascist political turn in
Germany. However, since nothing of that sort happened,
mainstream propaganda in the Soviet Union had to be
hastily modified. This was achieved even before the end of
1941, when the costly publication of several newspaper titles
in German was discontinued. The workers and peasants of
the aggressor were no longer comrades of the Red Army,
but, as soldiers of the Wehrmacht, they now became their
mortal enemies (Volkovskiy 2003, pp. 289-299). On the
other hand, in the occupied territories, the Germans failed
to use the opportunities and possibilities of cooperation with
the population, often treating the locals with contempt as
an idle work force, mass-murdering the Jews, and starving to
death a significant number of their Soviet prisoners of war.
In German propaganda, the inhabitants of the Soviet Union
were thus consequently depicted and treated as sub-human
(Dmitréw 1997, pp. 388-391).

Just as difficult as the neutralisation of memories of the
Soviet alliance with Germany were the attempts to show
the Allies in a positive light. The problem lay in the fact
that, first, Britain, and then, the United States—both model
capitalist countries—found themselves on the same side as the
Soviet Union, which had hitherto regarded them as enemies.
However, the indoctrination specialists quickly solved this
problem by disregarding the ideological differences between
the new allies and promoting the current commonality of
their wartime goals (Zemskov 1982, pp. 277-280).

The Second Change: Kill the German!

In this new propaganda doctrine, a considerable effort was
made to create a strongly negative image of the enemy—
the German. The leader of the “fascists”, Adolf Hitler, was
presented in the worst possible light as the most glaring
example of evil, while his followers were called beasts and
practically stripped of any human qualities (Fateev 1999,
pp. 114-131). This was not an easy undertaking, given the
previous years of collaboration between the German National
Socialists and the Soviet communists. The best propagandists
were hired to develop a negative image of the Germans, and
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then turn it into an attitude of absolute hatred towards the
enemy. No doubt, one of the best specialists in this field was
Ilya Ehrenburg, the “machine-gun of literature,” who, during
the war, penned about 1,500 articles in which he openly
attacked the former ally. It was one of his texts of that time,
aptly titled “Kill!,” that featured a famous appeal to the soldiers
of the Red Army:

“If you have killed one German, kill another. There is nothing
more delightful for us than the German corpses. Do not count
the days. Do not count the kilometres. Make your mark in only
one category—the Germans that you kill. Kill the German!—
that is what your old mother implores you to do. Kill the
German!—asks you the child. Kill the German!—cries the
motherland. Do not give up. Do not miss. Kill!” (Ehrenburg
1942).

In order to win over the Soviet masses as quickly as possible
and to finally break the troublesome time of the defensive war,
the main emphasis was laid on the national factor, deliberately
relegating the hitherto prominent class issues to a periphery
subject and, for a time, concealing the Bolshevik concept of
internationalism. In this way, Russian pride was restored,
accentuating the emotional bond that the soldiers of the Red
Army had with their families, their land, and their country
(Livshin, Orlov 1998, pp. 99-105). Also restored, if only to
a limited extent, were the tradition-based practices of the
Orthodox religion. In film and literature, even in the names
of the military awards for those who excelled in combat, the
previously rejected heroes of Great Russian history such as
Dmitry Donskoy or Alexander Nevsky were promoted. In this
way, the Russians were placed at the forefront of all the Soviet
peoples who were at war with the German enemy (Genkina
1945).

In the summer of 1942, facing a renewed Wehrmacht
offensive, the Political Directorate in the Soviet Union once
again closed its ranks in order to set up the Military Political
Propaganda Bureau, a branch of the Glav PU RKKA (Petrov
1968, p. 298). Its primary objective was to bolster endurance
in the ranks of the Soviet army, the soldiers’ will to win, love
for their homeland, and hatred for the invaders. They had
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to be strengthened in their confidence that they could not
only stop the enemy’s advances, but also mount an effective
counter-offensive (Sablin 1978, pp. 90-92). The Bureau thus
focused its work in the army on mass political agitation and
development of cooperation among the soldiers (TSAMO, coll.
32, description 11309, file 157, p. 233). In order to put more
emphasis on the necessary ideological activities, indeed make
them a priority, on July 10, 1942, the Main Department of
Agitation and Propaganda was established within the Glav PU
RKKA (TsAMO, coll. 32, description 795436, file 5, p. 363).

At that time, the methods of command in the entire
structure of the Red Army were also significantly changed.
At every level of the military organisation, the commander
was to make all the decisions on his own. In the matters of
ideological principle, he was supported by a deputy for political
affairs whose duty was to countersign the orders. At the same
time, the deputy’s burden of responsibilities only lay within
those of his particular division of the Party. In effect, collegial
governance became something of a facade—the war council of
each military unit and grouping was joined by the Chief of Staft
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[I'ya Erenburg’s article
from Krasnaya Zvezda

of July 24, 1942,

entitled “YBEM!” (“KILL!").
Source: redstar.ru website
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who was responsible for the compliance of all the decisions with
the art of war (“Begomoctu Bepxosroro Coeta CCCP” 1942).

By the end of 1943, it was noticed that the Red Army was
approaching the borders of the Soviet Union in its westward
offensive, a situation which called for entirely new propaganda
schemes. With the soldiers soon to be confronted with the
enemy’s lifestyle, ideology, and morality, it was deemed that
further propagandistic measures had to be taken, particularly
with regard to the junior officers, one of the largest groups in
the army, who also had a direct influence on lower-ranked
military personnel (Sablin 1978, p. 94). The directives were
issued by Stalin himself, who compared the Germans to
a wounded animal that had to be chased to its den, and then
caught and killed there. The People’s Commissar also made
it clear that very soon the Soviets would have to return to the
promotion of internationalist ideas. Outside the Soviet Union,
the Red Army was to be seen as the liberators of those nations
oppressed by the Third Reich, bringing freedom and spreading
the ideals of communism (Tikhonov 1985, p. 337-339).

The Third Change: The Harsh Liberation

The propagandists were then ordered to propagate a new,
third, emotional current. However, the deeply instilled hatred
for the enemy was already at its peak among the soldiers of
the Red Army. Once they entered the German territories, this
hatred easily manifested itself in the cruel way in which the
civilians came to be treated (Senyavskaya 2012b, pp. 85-101;
Senyavskaya 2012a). The forms that had previously been
collected by the political officers with personal reasons for
taking revenge on the Germans now became a ground of
justification for the crimes committed against them. The scale
of the revanchism could hardly be surprising, as more than
60 percent of the Soviet soldiers admitted in these documents
that their loved ones had been either killed or exiled by the
Germans (Okorokov 1980, p. 271). In January and February
1945, Ehrenburg’s slogans were finally put into practice in East
Prussia and Silesia, and he himself took enormous pleasure
in seeing the ruins and corpses on the enemy’s soil. In his
own words:
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Front page of the Pravda issue
of July 30, 1942, with the text
of the decree of the Supreme
Council of the Soviet Union

of July 29, 1943 establishing
the military merit orders of
Alexander Suvorov, Mikhail
Kutuzov and Alexander
Nevsky, and descriptions of the
decorations. The lead of the
frontpage is a summary

of the expressions taken

from Stalin’s order no. 227

of July 28, 1942, known as
“No Step Back” order. Source:
N.A. Nekrasov Library website
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The Soviet propaganda leaflet
for the German Nazi soldiers
entitled “Deutsches Volk

in Waffen!”(To the German
Nation in Armsl) — the letter
signed on August 27, 1944
by 40 German senior officers
taken prisoner by Soviet
forces, stating that war is lost
for Germany, and calling

to turn against Hitler, Gestapo
and SS. Copy in the State
Archive in Radom, Poland,
collection “Zbiér afiszéw,
plakatéw i drukéw ulotnych

z lat 1939-1945" (Collection
of posters, placards

and leaflets of 1939-1945),
originally from Kapelinski
Family collection, ref. no. 561

The retaliation has begun. Everything will be proven.

Germania will not escape with impunity. And for me, for
a Soviet citizen, a Russian writer, and a man who has seen
Madrid, Paris, Oryol, Smolensk; for me the greatest happiness
is to trample on this thieving ground and to know that it has
happened neither by chance, nor fortune; no other thing or
country saved this world from fascism, but our own people,
our army, our heart, and our Stalin (Ehrenburg 1945).

Instead of the anticipated image of the Soviet Army
as liberators, the war trail of the victors was marked by
drunkenness, rape, murder, robbery, and destruction. However,
away from the front line, few people had any knowledge of this
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as the reality of war was still very different from the images
regularly used in the Soviet media reporting the liberating
mission of the Red Army (Senyavskaya 2010). Even the
strict directives which came straight from the Soviet Marshal
Konstantin Rokossovsky of the 2nd Byelorussian Front,
ordering his subordinates to curb any breaches of military
discipline - some of them punishable by death - proved to be of
little help (TSAMO, coll. 963, descr. 1, file 173, document 2128).
General Andrei Okorokov, the head of the political division on
this front, explained to his dependents that the most important
thing was to prevent uncontrolled alcohol consumption,
as it tended to lead to further acts of insubordination:

The Soviet propaganda
leaflet for the German Nazi
soldiers entitled “Die deutsche
Sudfront zerschmettert!”
(The German Southern Front
shattered!) — informing on
breaking the southern part
of Eastern Front and crushing
the German Heeresgruppe
Sudukraine by Soviet forces,
and about the change of
alliances of Romania and
Bulgaria, as well as about
the general situation of the
German forces in Europe.
August 28, 1944. Copy in
the State Archive in Radom,
Poland, collection “Zbiér

aofiszéw, plakatéw i drukéw
ulotnych z lat 1939-1945"
(Collection of posters,
placards and leaflets of
1939-1945), originally from
Kapelinski Family collection,
ref. no. 560

Drunkenness brings with it other inexcusable acts: looting,
marauding and raping the liberated civilians, defaming the
Red Army, and undermining its authority as a liberator

(TsAMO, coll. 991, description 1, file. 371, document 240).
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In April 1945, Georgy Alexandrov, a Soviet statesman and
leading ideologist of the Communist Party, also condemned
the hitherto undisputed rule to take revenge on the enemy,
arule which manifested itself in the pervasive wish to literally
destroy the German state and its people. In his article titled
“Comrade Ehrenburg Is Oversimplifying,” he claimed that:

At present, Ehrenburg does not reflect the public opinion in
the Soviet Union. Carrying out its great liberating mission, the
Red Army is fighting to liquidate not only the German Army,
but also the Hitlerite state and its government. However, its
goal has never been to exterminate the German nation. That
would be unwise and thoughtless (Aleksandrov 1945).

A few days later, on 20 April, this emotional current was
confirmed by Stalin himself, who explicitly ordered his
soldiers not to expose the Germans to such cruelty in the
last phase of the war. He pointed out that treating the enemy
with less severity and promising them gentler treatment will
result in their lesser resistance, and thus make the enemy more
willing to surrender (GARE, coll. 236, description 2712, file
390, pp. 350-351).

The war between the Soviets and the Germans, the so-
-called Great Patriotic War, which even in its name seemed
to be in some way separate from the global conflict of
World War II, was, in the official media coverage, once
again remodelled into an international struggle. This
stemmed from the proclaimed need to bring communist
ideas to new regions, this time to a whole group of Central
and Eastern European countries, which, following the
agreements between the Soviets and the Allies, were placed
in the exclusive sphere of Soviet influence (Dallas 2012,
pp- 598-622). In order to achieve this without provoking
any uprisings and national revolts, in the final phase of the
war, Soviet propaganda made an extensive use of all sorts
of Pan-Slavic motifs, thus implying that all the Slav nations
should fight side by side to defeat the Germanic aggressors
(Volokitina 2014, pp. 335-339). Soon, the Red Army also
began to expect gratitude from the inhabitants of those
countries it came to occupy during the counter-offensive,
including the Germans, for the blood that its soldiers had
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shed in the process of “liberation” Numerous war cemeteries
and monuments to the glory of the Soviet soldiers were thus
deliberately created in the conquered lands, bringing all such
efforts in line with the official narrative, according to which
the “liberated” nations should jointly celebrate the Soviet
victory in a “just” war (Czarnecka 2015).

From the very first days of the Soviet-German war of
1941-5, a mythologised and propagandistically shaped
historical narrative was created, its course duly shaped in
accordance with the exact guidelines of the communist
authorities. Not much was changed after the end of the
conflict, with selective and often outright false images of the
struggle projected onto the official Soviet historiography. Not
surprisingly, these decades of highly restricted freedom of
research have resulted in rather fixed perceptions of the war
and its celebration in the public sphere. Today, the Russian
Federation deliberately draws on the experience of this
narrative, seeing the Soviet victory in the Great Patriotic War
as a key event in its history, upholding its role as an imperial
state of global significance (Materski 2017).

Summary

The multiple, often quite substantial changes that could be
observed in the military propaganda of the Soviet Union in
the course of its conflict with Germany (1941-5) resulted
from the changing needs of the communist state. It was
those elements of indoctrination in the Red Army that were
directly linked to the situation at the front which was subject
to change. In the initial phase, shortly after the outbreak
of the conflict, the main focus was on the rejection of the
peace narrative up to then, committing the whole country
to the war and thus granting absolute priority to needs of
a purely military character. Yet another strong shift in the
propagandistic paradigm was aimed at instilling hostility
towards the enemy, countering defeatism, and overcoming
the fear of the enemy among Soviet soldiers. This led from
defeats to victories, thus giving the Red Army confidence
in its own strength and abilities. The propagandistic efforts
widely promoted love for the motherland, and created new

133

Institute of National Remembrance lAC:N ALNLA 4/2021-2022

>
A
=
0
-
m
(72)




n
(1)
-
=
-
o
<

134

war heroes, exhorting the people to emulate them. The third
change came with the Soviet westward offensive finally
crossing the borders of the Soviet Union. At that point, the
communist ideas were revived, and Slavic unity vigorously
promoted. With the enemy pushed out of more and more
countries, the idea of “liberation” came to be embraced,
and with it the expectation of gratitude, as well as positive
reception of new ideas. In order to convince the soldiers of
the righteousness of the attitudes postulated by the Soviet
authorities, a wide range of propaganda tools was employed,
including modern media, such as radio, film, and the press.
Any weaknesses and shortcomings of the indoctrination
efforts in the Red Army were quickly corrected, and, towards
the end of the war, effectively obscured by the euphoria that
resulted from the ultimate Soviet victory over Germany.
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