Guiding Questions:
1. What were the key sources of political power in liberated eastern Europe?

2. To what extent was Stalin’s concern about post-war Poland prompted by the needs of Soviet Security ?

3. How did the USSR consolidate its position in Romania and Bulgaria ?

4. Why were Tito’s ambitions viewed with suspicion by Stalin in 1944 and early 1945? 
5. What was Stalin’s policy in Hungary and Czechoslovakia? 

6. Why did Stalin pursue such a moderate policy in Finland? 
7. How influential were the Communist Parties in Italy and France? 
Poland
The Polish question was one of the most complex problems facing the Allies. Britain, together with France, had gone to war in September 1939 as a result of the German invasion of Poland. The British government therefore wanted to see the emergence of a democratic Poland once the Red Army drove out Germany. On the other hand, Stalin was determined not only to regain the territories that fell into the Soviet sphere of interest as a result of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, but also to ensure that there was a friendly pro-Soviet government in Poland. In effect, this meant forcibly establishing a communist dictatorship, as the majority of Poles were strongly anti-Soviet and anti-communist.

In principle, Britain and the USA had agreed at Tehran to the Soviet annexation of eastern Poland up to the Curzon Line, and that Poland would eventually be compensated for this by acquiring territory on her western frontiers from Germany. Both hoped optimistically that Stalin would tolerate a democratically elected government in Warsaw.

The Soviet advance into Poland

Once the Red Army crossed Poland’s eastern frontier in early January 1944, the Soviet Union annexed the territory it had claimed in September 1939. By July, Soviet troops had crossed the Curzon Line and moved into western Poland. As they advanced, they systematically destroyed the nationalist Polish resistance group known as the Polish Home Army. Stalin fatally undermined the authority of the Polish government-in-exile in London by establishing the Committee of National Liberation, based in Lublin in Poland, which became known as the Lublin Committee.

The task of the committee was to administer Soviet-occupied Poland, and eventually to form the core of a future pro-Soviet government in Poland.

SOURCE 

An excerpt from a report by Colonel T.R.B. Sanders who was in command of an Allied mission, which visited the V2 missile site at Blizna in central Poland in September 1944 after it had been captured by the Red Army. National Archives (NA HS4/146), London, UK.

Everywhere we went (except in the forward areas) there were posters with portraits and short descriptions of the nine or ten chief members of the Lublin Committee. Other posters dealt with conscription, giving up of wireless sets, giving up of arms and payment of social insurance instalments. In addition all along the roads, there were numerous billboards with slogans in Russian and Polish such as ‘Long live the Red Army!’ ‘Glory to our Great Leader Stalin!’

￼￼￼￼￼￼The Warsaw Uprising
The Soviet Union’s policy was revealed when the Polish Home Army rose in revolt against the Germans in Warsaw in August 1944 in a desperate attempt to seize control of parts of Poland before the Red Army could overrun the whole country. By capturing Warsaw, the Home Army calculated that it would be able to set up a non-communist government in the capital, which would be recognized by the Western Allies as the legal government of Poland. It was hoped that this would then stop Stalin from creating a communist Poland. Not surprisingly, Stalin viewed the uprising with intense suspicion. Although Soviet troops penetrated to within 20 kilometres of Warsaw, the Polish insurgents were left to fight the Germans alone and were defeated by 2 October.

The German defeat of the Warsaw Uprising effectively destroyed the leadership of the Home Army, and inevitably this made it easier for Stalin to enforce his policy in Poland. As Soviet troops moved further west towards the Oder River in the remaining months of 1944, the NKVD, assisted by Polish communists, shot or imprisoned thousands of participants in the Home Army in a determined attempt to eliminate the anti-Soviet Polish opposition.

Britain, the USA and Poland

Despite all that had happened, Roosevelt and Churchill still clung to the hope that it would be possible to reach a compromise with Stalin about the future of Poland. In the interests of post-war Allied unity, they were both determined to avoid a premature break with the USSR over Poland. In January 1945, the USSR formally recognized the communist-dominated Committee for National Liberation as the provisional government of Poland. Britain and the US, although they still supported Poland’s government-in-exile in London, played down the significance of this in the interests of the unity of the Grand Alliance.

Romania and Bulgaria

On 20 August 1944, the Soviets launched a major offensive to drive the German army out of the Balkans. The immediate consequence of this brought about the collapse of the pro-German regimes in both Romania and Bulgaria. Like Poland, both states were vital to the military security of the USSR, since, if they were under friendly pro-Soviet governments, they would protect the USSR’s south-western frontiers from any future attack. Soviet control of Romania would also allow access to Yugoslavia and central Europe, and enable it to strengthen its strategic position in the Black Sea. Control of Bulgaria would give the USSR a naval base from which to dominate the approaches to the Turkish Straits and the Greek frontier.

Romania

The Soviet Union was also determined to re-annex the Romanian territories of Bessarabia and northern Bukovina, which it had occupied in 1940, and launched an offensive against Romania on 20 August 1944. In a desperate attempt to take command of Romania in the face of the Soviet invasion, Romania’s king deposed the pro-German government on 23 August. ( King Michael btw who just died in December 2017 , http://www.royalfamily.org/the-royal-couple-at-the-funeral-of-king-michael-of-romania/ )  The king hoped, like Italy, that Romania would be allowed to negotiate a ceasefire with the Western Allies and then form a new government in which communists would only be a minority. This idea was an illusion based on the false assumption that Britain and the US would begin a second front in the Balkans which would give these two allies more say in Romania’s affairs. The king had no alternative but to negotiate an armistice on 12 September, with the Soviets who now occupied the country.

The National Democratic Front

Britain and the US already tacitly accepted that Romania was in the Soviet sphere of influence, and gave no help to the Romanian government, which was anxious to obtain a guarantee that Soviet troops would be withdrawn as soon as the war with Germany was over. An Allied Control Commission (ACC) was created and dominated by Soviet officials. A coalition government composed of communists, socialists, National Liberals and the left-wing National Peasants’ Party, the so-called Ploughmen’s Front, was formed. This was paralysed by disagreements between the National Liberals and the three other parties. Supported by Soviet officials on the ACC, communists and their allies formed the National Democratic Front and incited the peasants to seize farms from landowners and the workers to set up communist-dominated production committees in the factories.

In March 1945, Stalin followed the precedent of Britain, which had intervened in December 1944 in Greece, to establish a new government friendly to the Soviet Union. With the help of the Red Army, Romanian communists orchestrated a coup, which led to the creation of the pro-Soviet communist-dominated National Democratic Front government.

Bulgaria

Although Stalin did not want a break with Britain and the US, Western observers noted the anti-Western bias of Soviet policy in Romania and how Soviet officials actively supported the workers and peasant parties. The occupation of Romania allowed the Soviets to invade Bulgaria in early September 1944 and establish an ACC on 28 October.

Local communists, including several thousand partisan troops, had already established the Patriotic Front, an alliance of anti-German left-wing forces. The Front seized power from the pro-German government of Konstantin Muraviev and established a government in Sofia shortly before the Red Army arrived. Inevitably, this success strengthened local communists who attempted a communist revolution in the country. The country’s former ruling class were eliminated with over 10,000 people executed. Communists dominated the trade unions and police and large farms were taken over by peasants.

￼￼

￼Soviet response

This enthusiasm for revolution did not, however, fit in with Stalin’s overall strategy. Essentially, he was determined to safeguard Soviet control over Bulgaria, yet not antagonize his Western Allies any more than necessary while the war with Germany was still being fought, and at a time when Poland was becoming an increasingly divisive issue. Since the USSR’s position was guaranteed through the key role of the Soviet chairman of the ACC, and the strong position of the local communist party, Stalin could afford to be conciliatory. Consequently, he attempted in the autumn of 1944 to persuade the Bulgarian communists to pursue a more moderate policy. He wanted them to tolerate a certain degree of political opposition and to work within the Patriotic Front coalition. This was difficult to achieve as local communists, sometimes backed by Soviet officials on the ACC, were determined to gain complete power regardless of Stalin’s instructions or the diplomatic consequences.

Yugoslavia and Greece

Josip Broz (Tito) was one of the most successful partisan leaders in German- occupied Europe. As a communist, he looked to the USSR as a model for the state he wished to create in Yugoslavia, but his very independence and self-confidence caused Stalin considerable problems.

Yugoslavia

After the occupation of Bulgaria, Soviet troops joined with partisan forces

in Yugoslavia, launching an attack on Belgrade on 14 October 1944. By this time, Tito had created an effective partisan army, which not only fought the Germans but also waged civil war against non-communist Serbs and Croat nationalists. Tito’s position had been strengthened when Britain decided in May 1944 to assist him rather than the nationalists, as his partisans were more effective opponents of the German army. With British weapons and equipment, they effectively dominated the struggle against the Germans and nationalists, laying the foundations for a communist take-over in 1945 in both Yugoslavia and in neighbouring Albania. Whenever Tito’s partisans occupied an area, they formed communist-dominated committees, which took their orders from him rather than the Yugoslav government-in-exile in London.

To the Soviets, the key to controlling south-eastern Europe was to create a military and political alliance between Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and the USSR. Tito was not, however, an easy ally and tried to carry out his own policies independently of the USSR. Despite Stalin’s reluctance to provoke a crisis with Britain and America on the eve of the Yalta Conference ,Tito established communist governments in both Yugoslavia and Albania, which his forces controlled by November 1944.

Stalin was able to exercise a firmer control over Tito’s foreign policy. In January 1945, he vetoed Tito’s scheme for a federation with Bulgaria, which would have turned it into a mere province of Yugoslavia. He made it very clear that Yugoslavia would have to subordinate its local territorial ambitions to the overall foreign policy considerations determined by the Soviet Union, although this displeased Tito.

Greece

Tito and Stalin also clashed over the attempts by the communist-controlled People’s Liberation Army (ELAS) in Greece to set up National Liberation Government on the Yugoslav model. During the war, ELAS emerged as the most effective resistance force in Greece and, like Tito’s partisans, fought the Germans and non-communist guerrilla groups. By 1944, ELAS was able to launch a communist take-over of Greece. Yet, as Greece was an area regarded by the USSR as being well within the British sphere of influence, Stalin urged ELAS to join a moderate coalition government with non- communist parties. When a revolt encouraged by Tito broke out in Athens on 3 December 1944, Stalin, true to his agreement with Churchill ,stopped him from helping Greek communists and raised no objection to their defeat by British troops.

Hungary and Czechoslovakia

In neither Czechoslovakia nor Hungary did Stalin have any immediate plans for a communist seizure of power. He wanted to keep alive the possibility of co-operation with non-communist parties in order to protect Soviet interests. Local communist parties were consequently ordered to enter into democratic coalition governments and to work within these to consolidate their position.

Hungary

The decision taken at the Tehran Conference not to start a second front in the Balkans ensured that the Red Army would decide Hungary’s fate. When Soviet troops crossed the Hungarian frontier in September 1944, Head of State Admiral Miklós Horthy appealed to the Soviets for a ceasefire, but Germany took Horthy’s son prisoner and encouraged Hungarian ultra-nationalists, the Arrow Cross Party, to seize power in western Hungary. It was not until early December 1944 that Red Army units reached the outskirts of Budapest, Hungary’s capital.

In the Soviet-occupied section of the country, the Hungarian Communist Party was initially too weak to play a dominant role in politics, and it therefore had little option but to co-operate with the Socialist Party, the Smallholders Party (a peasants ‘party), and several other middle-class parties. In December 1945, when elections took place for the National Assembly, the Communist Party, despite the presence of the Red Army, gained only 17 per cent of votes cast, but they were given three key posts in the provisional national government. Throughout 1945, Stalin’s immediate aim was to remove anything from Hungary that could be used as war reparations by the USSR since Hungary had been a German ally. In the longer term he was not sure if Hungary should be integrated into the emerging Soviet bloc where it would be dominated militarily, politically, and economically by the USSR.

￼
￼Czechoslovakia

Of all the eastern European states, Czechoslovakia had the closest relations with the USSR. The Czechoslovaks felt betrayed by Britain and France over the Munich Agreement of 1938 and looked to the USSR as the power that would restore their country’s pre-1938 borders. In 1943, the Czechoslovak government-in-exile in London under Edvard Beneš, the former president, negotiated an alliance with the USSR, although this still did not stop Stalin from annexing Ruthenia in eastern Czechoslovakia in the autumn of 1944 .

As the Soviet army occupied more and more of Czechoslovakia in the winter of 1944–45, the balance of power tilted steadily away from the democratic parties represented by the government-in-exile in London to the Czechoslovak Communist Party led by Klement Gottwald, who was a refugee in Moscow. Stalin nevertheless forced Gottwald to accept Beneš as President and work within a coalition government. In turn, Beneš followed a conciliatory policy and was ready to co-operate with the Communist Party, enabling Stalin to achieve a harmony that had been impossible to reach in Poland. When the Provisional Government was formed in 1945, the Communist Party was able to demand eight seats in the cabinet including the influential Ministries of the Interior and Information, although Gottwald skilfully camouflaged the Communist Party’s powerful position by not demanding the position of Prime Minister.

Finland

In the summer of 1944 when Soviet troops invaded, Finland was granted an armistice on unexpectedly generous terms. The Finns had to:


 declare war on the Germans


 cede part of the strategically important Petsamo region on the Arctic coast, and


 pay reparations.

However, politically they were allowed a considerable degree of freedom. Marshal C.E.G. Mannerheim, who had co-operated closely with Germany during the war, remained president until 1946 and there was only one communist in the first post-war cabinet. Finland was in a position to give the USSR vitally needed reparations, such as barges, railroad equipment and manufactured goods. A repressive occupation policy would have disrupted these deliveries. In addition, the Finnish Communist Party was weak and unpopular, and the USSR had little option but to rely on the non-communist parties.

The liberation of Italy and France

The Western Allies liberated Italy and France. Italy was a leading Axis state, while France, until its defeat in 1940, had played the main part in the war against Germany. In both states, resistance to German occupation and￼￼￼￼￼

Italy

After the Allied landings in Sicily in July 1943, Mussolini, the Italian Fascist dictator, was overthrown and imprisoned, and in September an armistice was signed. This did not prevent German troops from seizing Italy’s capital, Rome, and occupying most of the Italian peninsula. The Allies were then forced to fight their way up the peninsula, and it was only in April 1945 that northern Italy was finally conquered. Italy was the first Axis state to sign an armistice, and the way it was administered by the Allies set important precedents for the future. All Soviet requests to be involved were firmly rejected by Britain and the US, which later gave Stalin an excuse to exclude them from Eastern Europe. An Italian government was established and it was gradually given responsibility for governing the liberated areas. The Anglo-American Allied Control Commission (ACC) closely supervised this government.
Palmiro Togliatti 
Stalin had little option but to accept these arrangements, although he was determined that Italian communists should not be excluded from participating in the new government. Palmiro Togliatti, the leader of the Italian Communist Party, was ordered to form a coalition with the Socialist Party. He was to avoid any aggressive actions, such as an uprising or a civil war, which would cause tension between the USSR and the West and so make it more difficult for Stalin to consolidate the Soviet positioning in Europe. Togliatti was also to draft a popular programme for reforming the Italian economy which, by promising measures that would help the workers and peasants, would prepare the way for later Communist Party electoral successes.

Togliatti carried out these instructions as well as he could, joining the new government that was formed when the Allies occupied Rome in June 1944. In the north in the winter of 1944–45, communists played a key role in the resistance against the Germans. Togliatti, only too aware of how the British had crushed the Greek revolt, managed to keep his more radical partisans in check. By the time the war had ended, this resistance won the communists considerable support throughout Italy and made them an essential partner in coalition government. This was seen when Togliatti himself became Minister of Justice in the Italian government, which was formed in April 1945. At this stage, then, Stalin’s policy in Italy was to push the Italian Communist Party into joining a governing multi-party coalition.

France

When Paris was liberated in August 1944, General Charles de Gaulle, the leader of the Free French, immediately established an independent government.

￼His aim was to rebuild French power and to create a powerful French-led western European bloc. To counter the predominance of the Anglo-Americans, he looked to the Soviet Union, and in December 1944 signed the Franco-Soviet Treaty of Alliance and Mutual Assistance, which committed both states to co-operate in any future defensive war against Germany.

As in Italy, the French Communist Party, having played a prominent part in the resistance, became a major force in French politics. Its leader, Maurice Thorez, was instructed by Stalin to support the Soviet–French alliance and work towards creating a left-wing coalition with socialists, which, it was hoped, would eventually be able to form a government.
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