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Introduction 
 

Half a century after the Nurenberg trial, one may have good reasons for pretending to know 
how the Second World War came, while remaining doubtful as to why. The more numerous are 
interpretations, the more compelling becomes the task of invoking new ones. Besides for the reasons 
rooted in modern social sciences and the complex nature of the international relations, reconsideration 
of the historic era between the two World Wars is provoked by the current tranzition to a multi-polar 
world, the challenge somewhat similar to that faced in the 1920-30s. 

However, meaningful parts of the Origins of the War puzzle are still nearly missing. Many of 
them belong to a baffling sphere of Soviet foreign policy of the 1930s. These days, it may be easier 
than before to admit that the bulk of historical research in this field have hardly been donei. Although 
many important sources pertaining to this area -- papers of the Politburo, the Soviet Government, 
OGPU/NKVD, and the Commissariat for Defence in particular -- remain classified, a number of 
Soviet archive documents have recently become available for independent study. 

The distinctive character and complexity of those sources set against previously collected data 
have persuaded me to adopt the procedure which some readers may find difficult to follow: problems 
of the Soviet policy toward Poland are often considered in this book on a month-to-month basis, and 
occasionally, day-to-day reconstructions of events have seemed desirable. I did not intend to pursue 
a positivist utopia; this approach was selected with the aim to come nearer to people and events 
described and, therefore, to minimize the danger of missing important junctions in the Soviet policy 
or of misperceiving dilemmas Moscow faced. Whether or not the time for new generalizations has 
arrived, I felt one should be cautious in attempts at interpretation, based on piles of documents, most 
of which have been available only to Soviet official historians. Too many books on the subject are 
valued for material they contain rather than for its authors' often precipitate opinions.  

Another area of controversy might be this study's tendency to focus attention on the 
Narkomindel's internal struggles and Litvinov-Stalin relationship, while neglecting to consider 
Comintern activities. The issue of the role of the Soviet Foreign Office in determining the goals and 
conduct of the USSR's external policy involves more general problems related to the nature of the 
Soviet state and its policy-making. The documents examined in the course of study seem to confirm 
the long-held view that Stalin did his best to keep all foreign policy matters under personal control. 
Most of the Politburo decisions concerning Soviet relations with outside world had never been 
discussed at its sessions. Since the responsibility for preparing the Politburo's agendas and drafting 
corresponding resolutions lay with the General Secretary, it seems that one must accept the traditional 
view that it was Stalin rather than the Politburo that dominated the policy-makingii. Moreover, until 
the Comintern was dissolved in 1943, there had been no place for a foreign policy department within 
the Central Committee of the VKP(b). A substitute for such structure, the Information Bureau on 
International Issues, nominally responsible before the Central Committee, was created on Stalin's 
initiative in April 1932iii. But this division seemingly lacked both the staff and the direct access to the 
bulk of diplomatic correspondence required to affect the practical conduct of Soviet foreign relations. 
Maxim Litvinov was proud that his office had no rival in the structures of the ruling partyiv. The 
comparatively low rank within the party of the Foreign Commissar -- who was a member of the 
Central Committee but held no seat in the Politburo -- actually freed him from the need to present his 
views to the party organs too often. On the other hand, since the decisions as minor as distribution of 
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an extra hundred bicycles was the prerogative of the Political Bureau or Stalinv neither of them was 
able to exercise real, permanent control over complicated diplomatic matters. While having his own 
emissaries and diverse intelligence channels, Stalin depended heavily on information and memoranda 
the Narkomindel heads sent (or did not send) himvi. Sometimes the dictator and his close associates 
seem to have been simply left in the dark about significant issues which Litvinov was discussing with 
foreign governments. Some episodes one may encounter in this study suggest that Litvinov hardly had 
less autonomy than the British Foreign Secretary, who was required to report every important issue to 
the Cabinet and the Committee for Imperial Defence, or the French Foreign Minister, usually 
involved in unstable political coalitions. Of course, these arguments are not to imply that other 
powerful personalities outside the Soviet Foreign Office could not influence major foreign policy 
decisions; the Chairman of the Soviet Government, Vyacheslav Molotov, is the best candidate to play 
such rolevii. However, open contempt which Litvinov showed for his nominal chiefviii suggests that 
main foreign policy battles in Moscow were fought largely between Litvinov and Stalin.   

One more inner limitation of this study is caused by remaining obscurity as to the exact nature 
of the interrelationship between Soviet foreign policy problems and the internal cataclysms of the 30s. 
In this respect, although I was led to touch the issues of the Ukraine and the stand of the Soviet 
military leaders, this work could not either benefit much from the scholarly literature at hand or 
present a lucid vision of this interrelationship.   

While the main emphasis in this book is laid on examining   alternative courses which the 
Soviet leaders sought vis-a-vis Poland, this approach should by no means be understood as confined 
to reconstructing the history of bilateral relations between Moscow and Warsaw. For centuries, 
Poland was more than a neighbor and a rival to Russia. Succeeding partitions of Poland in the second 
half of 18th century provided Imperial Russia with control over Eastern Europe, indispensable both 
for realizing her wider ambitions and for securing her western borders. Turning to a later period, had 
not the Polish question been the most formidable obstacle in Russia's dealing with Napoleonic France, 
the one of those that ultimately led to her collapse? Did not possession of the Kingdom of Poland, 
created by the Congress of Vienna in 1815, guarantee a ninety-nine-year peace on Russia's European 
borders -- the only borders any power of that time was able to invade in order to endanger vital 
interests of the Empire? Had not it been due to the Russia's direct access to vulnerable points of the 
Second Reich and the Austro-Hungarian Empire that the Franco-Russian alliance was concluded in 
the 1890s? And could any crisis diplomacy have succeeded, when mobilizations of armed began in 
July 1914 with German, Austrian, and Russian rulers having no buffer zone between their lands? 
Most would agree that the Polish problem had been crucial in the Soviets' negotiations conducted with 
Germany and the Western powers twenty-five years later and that the outcome of these negotiations 
was painfully felt in Central Europe long after the Second World War. 

Nearer to the period discussed, most of scholarly work on Soviet diplomacy tend to be 
inspired by a distinction between three classes of the USSR's European partners. In mid-1920s, 
E.H.Carr noted, "Soviet relations with Poland which generally set the tone for relations with the 
smaller countries of eastern Europe, were subsidiary to relations with western Europe, and were 
powerfully, though not consistently influenced by them" ix . Irrespective of how rewarding this 
approach may be for practical reasons, my study was guided by another supposition. With Europe 
plunged in the 1930-s turmoil, and "exchange rate" between first-class powers and smaller states (and, 
configurations of both) subject to unforeseen mutations, Soviet relations with Poland constituted a 
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major consideration in Moscow's overall foreign policy decisions. Consequently, Russia's policy 
toward Poland is examined within a varying international context, without rigid prior assertions as to 
her place in European multi-polar structure1. The widely accepted views that Soviet policy toward 
Poland was primarily a function of Soviet-German relations and that "the German alignment was a 
star by which Stalin steered Soviet diplomacy in [...] the early 30s"x 
have also been set aside in this study in favor of working toward a more complex interpretation, the 
task greatly facilitated by the rich historiography on Soviet and Polish policies and related issuesxi.  
Somewhat in line with the general approach of system theories, the emphasis in this work is shifted 
from individual actors -- be they leaders, institutions, or states -- to interrelations between them or, to 
use Raymond Platig's classic formula, to "interplay between and among power centers". As a result, 
the policies of Stalin, Pilsudski, and Hitler are presented here as much more fluid and less 
ideologically motivated than is generally believed. Although I have tried to define the policy of the 
USSR (and other powers as well) as strictly as my sources allowed, as the study progressed I found 
myself returning to the image of the turbulent sea, advanced by the remarkable Russian poet, diplomat, 
and thinker Fiodor Tiutchev, and being less appreciative of that of a navigated ship. If the work's 
conclusions may appear revisionist, it is due rather to the aptness of this image than to the original 
intention of the author. 
 
Notes  
i. See Hochman J. The Soviet Union and the Failure of Collective Security, 1934-1938. Ithaca and L., 
1984, 11. 

ii. As the Politburo records available suggest, most of decisions concerning Soviet relations with 
foreign countries were presented by the Secretary-General to other members of the Political Bureau 
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v. Such examples are abundant and could easily be multiplied by referring to the abridged version of 
the Politburo minutes, used for this study. See also Barmine A. One Who Survived. L., 1938,  285. 

vi. In April 1935, the Acting Commissar for Foreign Affairs complained to the American Ambassador 
to Moscow: "You know that when Litvinov is away he never telegraphs any information whatever to 
  

                     
    1 The feeling that this study must be aimed at understanding broader international issues led me to 
present it in the international language, although I must ask readers to excuse the author for using its 
half-emasculated version, the only one he commands. 
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