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Preface
The radical turn in the history of the image of Stalin

From the Cold War to the Khrushchev Report

The death of Stalin was followed by impressive demonstrations of mourning: in
anguish, “millions of people crowded into central Moscow to pay their last
respects” to the deceased leader; on March 5, 1953, “millions of citizens felt his

death as a personal loss”L. The same reaction occurred in the most remote
corners of the country, for example in a “small village” where, as soon as they
heard what happened, the inhabitants fell into a spontaneous and unanimous

mourning?. “General dismay” spread beyond the borders of the USSR: “Men

and women wept in the streets of Budapest and Prague”3,

In Israel, thousands of kilometers from the socialist camp, the reaction was also
mournful: “All members of MAPAM, without exception, wept”; this was a party
composed of “all senior leaders” and “almost all ex-combatants.” The pain was
followed by anxiety: “The sun has set” headlined the newspaper of the kibbutz
movement, “Al-Hamishmar”. Such sentiments were expressed for some time by
those at the highest ranks of the state and miliary apparatus: “Ninety officers
who had participated in the war of ‘48, the great war of Jewish independence,
joined a clandestine, armed, pro-Soviet [and pro-Stalin], revolutionary
organization. Of these, eleven became generals and one a minister, and they are

still honored today as fathers of the nation of Israel”4.

In the West, the leaders and activists of the Soviet-linked Communist parties
were not alone in paying tribute to the late leader. A historian (Isaac Deutscher)
who was otherwise a fervent admirer of Trotsky wrote an obituary full of praise:

In three decades, the face of the Soviet Union was completely transformed.
The essence of the historical actions of Stalinism is this: it found a Russia
that worked the land with wooden plows, and left it the owner of a nuclear
arsenal. It raised Russia to the level of the second-most powerful industrial
nation in the world, and it was not just a matter of mere material progress
and organization. No one could have obtained a similar result without a
cultural revolution in which an entire country was sent to school to give it a
broad education.
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In short, although it was conditioned and partly distorted by the Asiatic and
despotic heritage of tsarist Russia, “the socialist ideal had an innate, compact
integrity” in Stalin’s USSR.

In this historical account, there was no longer room for the fierce accusations
directed by Trotsky to the late leader at the time. What sense did it make to
condemn Stalin as a traitor to the ideal of world revolution and the advocate of
socialism in one country at a time when a new social order was spreading across
Europe and Asia and revolution was breaking free from its “national shell”?2
Though ridiculed by Trotsky as a “minor provincial transported, like a joke of

history, to the plane of major world events”®, Stalin, in the opinion of a famous
philosopher (Alexandre Kojeve), had emerged in 1950 as the incarnation of the
Hegelian world spirit, and therefore called to unify and lead humanity, using

forceful methods and combining wisdom and tyranny in his practice”.

Outside of communist circles, that is, outside of the pro-communist left, and in
spite of the outbreak of the Cold War and the persistence of a hot war in Korea,
obituaries for Stalin in the West were generally “respectful” or “balanced”. At
that moment, he “was still seen as a relatively benign dictator, as a statesman
even, and in popular consciousness an affectionate memory lingered of ‘Uncle

Joe’, the great war leader who had led his people to victory over Hitler and

helped save Europe from Nazi barbarism”8. The ideas, impressions, and

emotions of the years of the Great Alliance against the Third Reich and its allies
had not diminished, to the extent that, as Deutscher recalled in 1948, “foreign

statesmen and generals were impressed by Stalin’s extraordinary grasp of the

technical details of his gigantic war machine”2,

The “impressed” even included those who had supported military intervention
against the land of the October Revolution, namely, Winston Churchill, who on

multiple occasions said of Stalin: “I like that man”1%, During the Tehran
Conference in November 1943, the English statesman had greeted his Soviet
counterpart as “Stalin the Great”, worthy successor to Peter the Great; he was the

savior of his country, and had prepared it to defeat the invadersll. Averell
Harriman, US ambassador to Moscow from 1943 to 1946, had also been
fascinated by certain aspects of Stalin, always describing the Soviet leader’s
military skill quite positively: “I found him better informed than Roosevelt, more
realistic than Churchill, in some ways the most effective of the war leaders”12, In
1944, Alcide De Gasperi emphatically celebrated “the immense, historic, and
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secular merit of the armies organized by the genius of Joseph Stalin.” The
eminent Italian politician’s accolades extended beyond the military plane as
well:

When I saw that Hitler and Mussolini persecuted people for their race, and
invented this terrible anti-Jewish legislation we know, and at the same time
saw how the Russians, composed of 160 different ethnicities, sought to fuse
them together, overcoming the differences between Asia and Europe, this

attempt, this effort towards the unification of human society, let me say:

this is Christian, this is eminently universalist in the sense of Catholicism?3.

The high standing that Stalin enjoyed and continued to enjoy was no less intense
or less widespread among the great intellectuals. Harold J. Laski, a renowned
exponent of the British Labor Party, in an autumn 1945 conversation with
Norberto Bobbio, declared himself an “admirer of the Soviet Union” and of its

leader, describing him as someone “very wise” (trés sage)4. That same year,
Hannah Arendt had written that the country led by Stalin had distinguished itself
by “its entirely new and successful approach to nationality conflicts, its new
form of organizing different peoples on the basis on national equality”; it was a
kind of model, it was “what every political and national movement should give

its utmost attention to”12,

In turn, writing shortly before and after the end of World War II, Benedetto
Croce had credited Stalin for promoting freedom internationally, for contributing
to the fight against Nazi fascism, including in his own country. Indeed, he saw in
the leader of the USSR “a gifted man of political genius” who played a historical
role that was, on the whole, positive: relative to pre-revolutionary Russia,
“Sovietism was a progress of freedom”, just as “in relation to the feudal regime”
the absolute monarchy was “a progress of freedom which generated further and
greater progresses.” The doubts that the liberal philosopher had were focused on
the future of the Soviet Union, but these very doubts, by contrast, only
emphasized Stalin’s greatness even more: he had taken the place of Lenin, so
that one genius had followed another, but what successors would “Providence”

have in store for the USSR?18

As the crisis of the Great Alliance began, those who started to equate Stalin’s
Soviet Union with Hitler’s Germany were harshly reproved by Thomas Mann.
What had characterized the Third Reich was the “racial megalomania” of the
self-styled “master race” which had launched a “diabolical policy of
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depopulation,” and prior to that, of eradicating culture in the territories it
conquered. Thus, Hitler had adhered to Nietzsche’s maxim: “if one wants slaves,

then one is a fool if one educates them to be masters.” The orientation of
“Russian socialism” was in direct contradiction; by massively spreading
education and culture, it proved it did not want “slaves” but rather “thinking
men” and therefore, despite everything, had been directed “toward freedom.”
Equating the two regimes was therefore unacceptable. Moreover, those who
argued that way could well be suspected of complicity with the fascism they
claimed to condemn:

To place Russian communism and Nazi fascism on the same moral plane,
insofar as both are totalitarian, is at best a superficiality. At worst it is
fascism. Those who insist on this equation may consider themselves to be
democrats, but in truth and at the bottom of their hearts they are fascists,

and only fight fascism in an obvious and hypocritical way, while saving all

their hatred for communism2Z.

Following the outbreak of the Cold War, Arendt carried out precisely what
Mann had denounced by publishing her book on totalitarianism in 1951. And
yet, at almost the same time, Kojeve was pointing to Stalin as the instigator of a
decidedly progressive historical turn of global dimensions. In the West itself, the
new truth—the new ideological motif of the equanimous struggle against the
various manifestations of totalitarianism—was still having difficulty taking hold.

In 1948, Laski had in some ways reaffirmed the viewpoint he had expressed
three years earlier: in defining the USSR, he borrowed a phrase used by another
top-level representative of the British Labor Party, Beatrice Webb, who as early
as 1931, and into World War II and until her death, had spoken of the Soviet
country in terms of a “new civilization.” Laski agreed: with the formidable
impetus that it gave to promoting social classes that had for so long been
exploited and oppressed, and introducing new relations in the factory and the
workplace that were no longer based on the sovereign power of the owners of
the means of production, the country led by Stalin had emerged as the “pioneer
of a new civilization.” Of course, the two of them were quick to point out that
the “new civilization” that was emerging was still being weighed by the burden
of “barbaric Russia”. This found its expression in despotic forms, but in forming
a correct judgment of the Soviet Union, Laski emphasized in particular, it was
necessary not to lose sight of one essential fact: “Its leaders came to power in a
country accustomed only to bloody tyranny” and were forced to govern in a
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situation characterized by a “state of siege” that was more or less permanent and
by a “potential or actual war”. Moreover, in situations of acute crisis, England
and the United States, too, had limited the traditional freedoms more or less

drastically18.

In reference to Laski’s admiration for Stalin and the country he led, Bobbio
would much later write: “immediately after Hitler’s defeat, to which the Soviets
had made a decisive contribution at the battle of Stalingrad, [this statement] did
not make any particular impression.” In fact, the British Labor intellectual’s
tribute to the USSR and its leader had gone well beyond just military terms. And
yet, was it that much different from the position of the Turinese philosopher at
that time? In 1954, the latter published an essay that praised the Soviet Union
(and the socialist states) for having “initiated a new phase of civil progress in
politically backward countries, introducing traditional democratic institutions:
institutions of formal democracy, as in universal suffrage and eligibility to seek
office, and institutions of real democracy, as in the collectivization of the means
of production”. What was needed, then, was to add “a drop of [liberal] oil to the

machinery of the revolution already achieved”!2. As we can see, the judgment
expressed then was anything but negative about the country that was still
mourning the death of Stalin.

In 1954, the legacy of liberal socialism was still pulsing within Bobbio’s
thought. Despite strongly emphasizing the inalienable value of freedom and
democracy, in the years of the war in Spain, Cario Rosselli had negatively
contrasted the liberal countries (“England is officially with Franco, and starves
Bilbao to death”) with a Soviet Union committed to helping the Spanish

Republic, which was under assault by Nazi fascism?%*. He was not only talking
about international politics either. Faced with a world characterized by “the stage
of fascism, imperialist wars, and capitalist decadence”, Carlo Rosselli gave the
example of a country that, though still far from a mature democratic socialism,
had in any case left capitalism behind and represented “a source of valuable
experience” for anyone committed to building a better society: “Today, with the
enormous Russian experience [...] we have a huge amount of positive material.
We all know what socialist revolution means, what socialist organization of

production means”2L.

In conclusion, for an entire historical period, in circles that went well beyond the
communist movement, the country that Stalin led, and Stalin himself, enjoyed
interest, sympathy, esteem, and perhaps even admiration. Of course, we must
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reckon with the severe disappointment provoked by the pact with Nazi Germany,
but Stalingrad had already been working to delete it. It is for this reason that in
1953, and in subsequent years, celebration of the late leader united the socialist
camp, seemed to strengthen, at times, the communist movement despite its
earlier defeats, and ended up resonating in certain ways in the liberal West itself,
which had already thrown itself into a Cold War waged uncompromisingly by
both parties. It is no coincidence that in the Fulton speech with which he
officially began the Cold War, Churchill declared: “I have a strong admiration
and regard for the valiant Russian people and for my wartime comrade, Marshal
Stalin”22, Undoubtedly, as the Cold War increased in intensity, the tones of
voice would become harsher. Yet still, in 1952, a great English historian who
had worked in the service of the Foreign Office, Arnold Toynbee, allowed
himself to compare the Soviet leader to “a man of genius: Peter the Great™;
indeed, “the test of the battlefield has justified Stalin’s tyrannical push for
technological Westernization, just as it had for Peter the Great.” And it would
continue to be justified even beyond the Third Reich’s defeat: after Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, Russia would again face “the need to accelerate the race to catch

up with Western technology” that was again “advancing explosively”Z2,

Towards a global comparative

Another historical event marked a radical turn in the history of Stalin’s image
even more than the Cold War did. Churchill’s speech of March 5, 1946 played a
less important role than another speech, given ten years later, on February 25,
1956, by Nikita Khrushchev on the occasion of the 20th Congress of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

For more than three decades this Report, which painted a portrait of an insanely
bloodthirsty dictator, conceited and profoundly mediocre—or even ridiculous—
in the intellectual sphere, has been satisfactory to almost everyone. It allowed the
new leadership group that ruled the USSR to present itself as the sole repository
of revolutionary legitimacy in the country, in the socialist camp, and in the
international communist movement, which saw Moscow as its nerve center.
With their old convinctions confirmed, and with new arguments for waging the
Cold War at their disposal, the West also had reason to be satisfied (or
enthusiastic). In the United States, Sovietology displayed a tendency to develop
around the CIA and other military and intelligence agencies, subject to the
elimination of elements suspected of sympathizing with the land of the October
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Revolution?2. The discipline underwent a process of militarization, which was
key to the development of the Cold War. In 1949, the president of the American
Historical Association declared: “One cannot afford to be unorthodox”, and the
“plurality of aims and values” could no longer be permitted. It was necessary to
accept “a large measure of regimentation”, since “total war, whether it be hot or
cold, enlists everyone and calls upon everyone to assume his part. The historian

is no freer from this obligation than the physicist”22. In 1956, not only did the
strength of these slogans not dissipate, but thereafter, a more or less militarized
Sovietology could enjoy comfort and support from the very heart of the
communist world.

Granted, the Khruschev Report pointed an accusatory finger at a single
individual rather than at communism as such, but in those years it was
opportune, from the point of view of Washington and its allies, to not spread
their targets too wide, and instead focus their fire on the country of Stalin. With
the signing of the “Balkan pact” of 1953 with Turkey and Greece, Yugoslavia
became a sort of external member of NATO, and some twenty years later China,
too, would form a de facto alliance against the Soviet Union. The superpower
had to be isolated, and it would be pressured to carry out a more and more
radical “de-Stalinization” until it was deprived of all identity and self-esteem,
and was forced to resign itself to surrender and to final dissolution.

Finally, due to the “revelations” from Moscow, the great intellectuals could
quietly forget the interest, sympathy, and even admiration with which they had
viewed Stalin’s USSR. Apart from them, the intellectuals who took Trotsky as
their point of reference also found comfort in these “revelations”. For the
enemies of the Soviet Union, Trotsky had long been the embodiment of the
ignominy of communism, the privileged exemplar of the “exterminator”, or for
that matter, the “exterminator Jew” (see below, pp. 268). As late as 1933, when
Trotsky had been exiled for some years, Spengler continued to see him as the

representative “Bolshevist mass-murderer” (bolschewistischer Massenmdrder)28.
With the turn made at the 20th Congress of the CPSU, the museum of horrors
was reserved solely for Stalin and his closest collaborators. Above all, and
exerting its influence well beyond the Trotskyists, the Khrushchev Report served
as comfort for certain Marxist left circles who felt freed from the painful task of
reconsidering the theory of the masters and the history of its effects. It is true
that, rather than withering away, the state was quite oversized in the countries
that communists ruled; far from dissolving, national identity assumed an
increasingly important role in the conflicts that led to the final dismemberment
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and burial of the socialist camp; there was no sign of the abolition of money or
the market, which tended to expand alongside economic development. Yes, all
of this was indisputable, but the problem... was with Stalin and “Stalinism”! And
so there was no reason to question the hopes or certainties that had accompanied
the Bolshevik Revolution and that had referenced Marx.

Despite their opposition to each other, these political-ideological spheres
elaborated an image of Stalin that begins with colossal, arbitrary abstractions.
For the left, the history of Bolshevism was virtually eliminated, and the history
of Marxism even more so, from the history of the person who, for longer than
anyone else, held power in the country that emerged from the revolution that had
been planned and carried out according to the ideas of Marx and Engels. In turn,
the anti-communists brashly skipped over both the history of tsarist Russia and
the history of the Second Thirty Years’ War, which made up the context for the
contradictory and tragic development of Soviet Russia and its three decades
under Stalin. And so each of the different political and ideological spheres took
the impulse of Khrushchev’s speech to cultivate their own mythology, whether it
was the purity of the West, or the purity of Marxism and Bolshevism. Stalinism
was the terrible term of comparison that allowed each of its opponents, by
contrast, to bask in their infinite moral and intellectual superiority.

Though they were based on strikingly different abstractions, these interpretations
nevertheless ended up producing a kind of methodological convergence. By
investigating the terror without paying much attention to the objective situation,
it was reduced to the initiative of a single personality or of a restricted class of
leaders, determined to reassert their absolute power by any means necessary.
Beginning from this assumption, if it could be compared to some other great
political figure, this could only be Hitler; therefore, in order to understand
Stalin’s USSR, the only comparison it was possible to make was with Nazi
Germany. This is a motif that has been appealed to since the late 1930s by
Trotsky, who repeatedly returned to the category of “totalitarian dictatorship”
and within this genus distinguishes the “Stalinist” species on the one hand and
the “Fascist” (and especially the Hitlerian) on the other?Z, with a
contextualization that would later become the common sense of the Cold War
and the dominant ideology today.

Is this mode of argument convincing, or would it be better to turn to a global
comparison, without losing sight of either Russian history as a whole or of all
the countries involved in the Second Thirty Years’ War? Admittedly, this mode
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of argument begins with a comparison of countries and leaders with very
different characteristics, but should this diversity be explained exclusively
through ideologies, or does the objective situation, i.e., the geopolitical
positioning and historical background of each of the countries involved in the
Second Thirty Years’ War, also play an important role? When we speak about
Stalin, our thinking leads us immediately to the personalization of power, the
concentration camps, the deportation of entire ethnic groups. However, were
these phenomena and practices only found in Nazi Germany and the USSR, or
did they also manifest in other countries, in different ways according to the
greater or lesser intensity of the state of emergency and its longer or shorter
duration, including in those countries with a more consolidated liberal tradition?
Of course, one should not lose sight of the role of ideologies, but can the
ideology to which Stalin claimed to be heir really be equated with the one that
inspired Hitler, or would an unbiased comparison end up producing unexpected
results? Against the theoreticians of “purity”, it should be pointed out that a
political movement or regime cannot be judged based on the excellence of the
ideals it claims to be inspired by: in evaluating those ideals we cannot go higher
than the Wirkungsgeschichte, the “history of effects” produced by them. But
should such an approach be applied globally, or only to the movements that were
inspired by Lenin or Marx?

These questions will seem superfluous or even misleading to those who ignore
the problem of the changing image of Stalin based on the belief that Khrushchev
finally brought the hidden truth to light. However, it would demonstrate a
complete disregard of methodology for a historian to consider 1956 the year of
the definitive and final revelation, blatantly avoiding the conflicts and interests
that spurred the campaign of de-Stalinization and its various aspects, and that
had motivated the Sovietology of the Cold War even before then. The radical
contrast between the different images of Stalin should drive the historian not
only to not take one as absolute, but rather to call all of them into question.



1
How to cast a god into hell: the Khrushchev Report

A “huge, grim, whimsical, morbid, human monster”

If we now analyze On the Cult of Personality and its Consequences, read by
Khrushchev at a closed meeting of the Congress of the CPSU and remembered
afterwards as the Secret Speech, one detail immediately catches our attention:
this is a speech of censure that advocates liquidating Stalin in every respect.
Responsible for many heinous crimes, he was a despicable individual both
morally and intellectually. Besides being ruthless, the dictator was also
ridiculous: he knew the countryside and the agricultural situation “only from

films”, films that, after all, “beautified” reality beyond the point of recognition<2.
Rather than political logic or Realpolitik, the bloody repression he unleashed was
dictated by personal whim and a pathological libido dominandi. From this—
observed Deutscher with satisfaction in June 1956, shaken by Khrushchev’s
“revelations” and so forgetting his own respectful and sometimes admiring
portrait of Stalin from three years before—emerged the portrait of a “huge, grim,

whimsical, morbid, human monster”22. The ruthless despot was so unscrupulous
that he was suspected of plotting the murder of Kirov, the man who was, or
seemed to be, his best friend, so that his opponents, actual or potential, real or

imaginary, could be accused of this crime and be eliminated one after another32,
The ruthless repression had not only fed upon individuals and political groups.
No, it brought about “mass deportations of entire populations”, arbitrarily
accused of collusion with the enemy and convicted en masse. Had Stalin at least
helped to save his country and the world from the horror of the Third Reich? On
the contrary, insisted Khruschev, the Great Patriotic War was won despite the
madness of the dictator: the troops of the Third Reich managed to penetrate so
deep into Soviet territory, sowing much death and destruction, and were defeated
only because of their own shortsightedness, stubbornness, and blind trust in
Hitler.

Because of Stalin, the Soviet Union had come to the tragic meeting unprepared

and helpless: “we started to modernize our military equipment only on the eve of
the war [...]. At the outbreak of the war we did not even have sufficient numbers
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of rifles to arm the mobilized manpower.” As if all this were not enough, “after
our severe initial disasters and defeats at the front”, the person responsible
abandoned himself to gloom and even apathy. Overcome by the feeling of defeat
(“Lenin left us a great legacy and we’ve lost it forever”), unable to react, Stalin

“for a long time actually did not direct military operations and ceased to do
anything whatsoever”3L. Sure, after some time, he finally yielded to the
insistence of the other members of the Politburo and returned to his post. If only
he had not! The one who led the Soviet Union and its military as a dictator,
when faced with mortal danger, had been so incompetent that he did not “[know]
the basics of conducting battle operations”. The Secret Speech is adamant about

this point: “We should note that Stalin planned operations on a globe. Yes,
comrades, he used to take a globe and trace the front line on it”32. Despite
everything, the war ended favorably, and yet the dictator’s bloodythirsty
paranoia worsened further. At this point we can consider the portrait that
emerged from the Secret Speech of, as Deutscher observed, the “morbid, human
monster”, complete.

Only three years had passed since the demonstrations of grief caused by Stalin’s
death, and his popularity was still so strong and persistent that, at least in the
USSR, Khrushchev’s campaign initially met “a good deal of resistance”:

On 5 March 1956 students in Tbilisi went out into the streets to lay flowers
at the monument to Stalin on the third anniversary of his death. Their
gesture in honor of Stalin turned into a protest against the decisions of the
Twentieth Party Congress. The demonstrations and meetings continued for
five days, and on the evening of 9 March tanks were brought into the city to

restore order.22

Perhaps this accounts for the characteristics of the text we are examining. A
bitter political struggle was being waged in the USSR and the socialist camp,
and the caricatural portrait of Stalin served perfectly to delegitimize the
“Stalinists” who might cast a shadow on the new leader. The “cult of
personality,” which had prevailed until then, did not allow for nuanced
judgments: a god must be cast into hell. A decade earlier, during another
political battle that had different characteristics but was no less intense, Trotsky
had also sketched a portrait of Stalin not only aimed at condemning him
politically and morally, but also with the intention of ridiculing him on a
personal level: he was a “minor provincial,” an individual characterized from the
beginning by an irremediable mediocrity and dullness, who often made an
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extremely bad impression in the political as well as in the military and
ideological spheres, and was never rid of his “peasant coarseness.” Of course, in
1913 he had published an essay of undeniable theoretical value (Marxism and
the National Question), but its real author was Lenin, while the person who
signed the text was one of the “usurpers” of the great revolutionary’s
“intellectual rights”.

There are many points of convergence between these two portraits. Khrushchev
hinted that the real instigator of the murder of Kirov was Stalin, and the latter
had been accused (or at least suspected) by Trotsky of having accelerated, with

“Mongol ferocity,” the death of Lenin3?. The Secret Speech criticizes Stalin’s
cowardly evasion of his responsibilities at the beginning of Nazi aggression, but
on September 2, 1939, even before Operation Barbarossa, Trotsky had written
that “the new aristocracy” in power was characterized “by its incapacity to

conduct a war”; the “ruling caste” in the Soviet Union was destined to adopt the

attitude “of all doomed regimes: ‘after us the deluge”’i.

To what extent do these two widely converging portraits stand up to the
historical record? We should start by analyzing the Secret Speech, which,
delivered officially to a Congress of the CPSU and to the top leaders of the
ruling party, was quickly asserted as the revelation of a long-hidden but
indisputable truth.

The Great Patriotic War and the “inventions” of Khrushchev

Stalin had gained enormous prestige worldwide following Stalingrad and the
defeat of the seemingly-invincible Third Reich. It is no accident that Khrushchev
lingers on this point. The new leader described in catastrophic terms the lack of
military preparedness of the Soviet Union, whose army, in some cases, lacked
even the most basic weapons. This is the complete opposite of the picture that
emerges from an investigation that appears to have come from Bundeswehr*
circles and, at any rate, relies extensibly on its military archives. It describes the
“multiple superiority of the Red Army in tanks, aircraft, and artillery”;
furthermore, “the industrial capacity of the USSR had increased to an extent
where it was able to equip the Soviet armed forces ‘with a truly inconceivable
amount of armaments’”. This grew at an increasingly intense rhythm as
Operation Barbarossa approached. One statistic is especially revealing: in 1940
the Soviet Union had manufactured 358 tanks, considerably more than other
armies had available, but in the first half of the following year it manufactured
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1,50328. In turn, the documents from the Russian archives show that, at least in
the two years immediately prior to the Third Reich’s invasion, Stalin was
literally obsessed with the problem of “quantitative increase” and “qualitative
improvement of all military apparatus.” Some data are revealing in themselves:
the defense budget was 5.4% of state spending during the first five-year plan,

and was up to 43.4% in 1941. “In September 1939, under orders from Stalin, the

Politburo took the decision to build nine new aircraft manufacturing factories
before 19417, and at the time of the Nazi invasion “the industry had produced

2,700 aircraft and 4,300 modern tanks”3Z. There are many things that can be said
about these data, but not that the USSR came to the tragic meeting of the war
unprepared.

As a matter of fact, ten years have passed since an American historian dealt a
blow to the myth of the Soviet leader’s moral collapse and evasion of
responsibility upon the start of the Nazi invasion: “However shaken he was,
Stalin had eleven hours of meetings with party, state, and military leaders on the
day of the attack, and he received visitors almost continuously for the next

several days”38. We now have access to the register of visitors to Stalin’s office
in the Kremlin, discovered in the early 1990s: it appears that, in the hours
immediately after the military aggression, the Soviet leader was immersed in an
endless succession of meetings and initiatives to organize the resistance. These
days and nights were characterized by “activity” that was “strenuous”, but
orderly. In any case, “the whole episode [narrated by Khrushchev] is a complete

fabrication”; this “story is false”32. In fact, from the beginning of Operation
Barbarossa, Stalin not only made the most difficult decisions, giving orders for
the transfer of the population and industrial facilities away from the front, but
“retained minute control over everything, from the size and shape of bayonets to

the Pravda headlines and who wrote the articles”#2. There is no evidence of
panic or hysteria. Dimitrov’s corresponding journal entry reads: “At 7:00 a.m. I
was urgently summoned to the Kremlin. Germany has attacked the USSR. The
war has begun [...]. Striking calmness, resoluteness, confidence of Stalin and all
the others.” Even more surprising is the clarity of ideas. It was not just about
planning “measures for mobilization.” It was also necessary to define the
political situation. Indeed, “only the Communists can defeat the fascists” and
end the seemingly unstoppable rise of the Third Reich, but we must not lose
sight of the real nature of the conflict: “The [Communist] parties in the localities
are mounting a movement in defense of the USSR. The issue of socialist
revolution is not to be raised. The Sov[iet] people are waging a patriotic war
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against fascist Germany. It is a matter of routing fascism, which has enslaved a
number of peoples and is bent on enslaving still more”L,

The political strategy that preceded the Great Patriotic War is clearly seen. A
few months earlier, Stalin had stressed that against the expansionism applied by
the Third Reich “for the subjugation, the submission of other peoples”, they
were responding with justified wars of resistance and national liberation (see
below, p. 214). Incidentally, before Hitler’s aggression, the Communist
International had already made a reply to those who scholastically opposed
patriotism against internationalism, as shown in Dimitrov’s diary entry of May
12, 1941, that

We will have to develop the idea of combining a healthy, properly
understood nationalism with proletarian internationalism. Proletarian
internationalism should be grounded in such a nationalism in the individual
countries [...]. Between nationalism properly understood and proletarian
internationalism there can be no contradictions. Rootless cosmopolitanism
that denies national feelings and the notion of a homeland has nothing in

common with proletarian internationalism.#2

Far from being an improvised and desperate reaction to the situation at the start
of Operation Barbarossa, the strategy of the Great Patriotic War marked a
general theoretical orientation that had been maturing for some time:
internationalism and the international cause of the emancipation of the people
specifically indicated wars of national liberation, which were necessary given
Hitler’s aim of resuming and radicalizing the colonial tradition, of subjugating
and enslaving the supposed slavish races of Eastern Europe firstly. These were
issues that Stalin would take up again in speeches and statements during the war:
they constituted “major milestones in the declaration of Soviet military strategy

and political aims”#3, They also had international significance: regarding Stalin’s
speech broadcast on July 3, 1941, Goebbels observed with annoyance that it

“drew enormous admiration in England and the USA”#4,

A series of disinformation campaigns and Operation Barbarossa

Even in the narrow field of military affairs, the Secret Speech has lost all
credibility. According to Khrushchev, Stalin rushed into disaster, ignoring the
“warnings” that came to him from all sides about the impending invasion. What
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can we say about this accusation? Meanwhile, information from friendly
countries could be misleading as well: for example, on June 17, 1942, Franklin
Delano Roosevelt alerted Stalin to an impending Japanese attack, which ended

up not happening®2. The fact is that, in the early days of the Nazi invasion, the
Soviet Union was forced to contend with major campaigns of distraction and
disinformation. The Third Reich was intensely dedicated to making it seem that
the troop buildup in the east served only as a distraction from an imminent
invasion across the English Channel, which seemed quite plausible after the
conquest of the island of Crete. “All state and military apparatuses are
mobilized”, noted Goebbels with satisfaction in his diary (May 31, 1941), to
stage the “first great wave of camouflage” for Operation Barbarossa. Thus, “14

divisions have been transported westward”45; additionally, all troops on the

Western Front were put on high alert?”. About two weeks later, the Berlin
edition of the “Volkischer Beobachter” published an article identifying the
occupation of Crete as a model for the planned reckoning with England; within a
few hours, the original was seized in order to give the impression that a secret of
great importance had been treacherously revealed. Three days later (June 14)
Goebbels wrote in his diary: “The English radios are already declaring our

deployment against Russia a bluff, behind which we seek to hide our
preparations for the invasion [of England]”48. To this disinformation campaign
Germany added another: rumors were circulated that the military deployment in
the east was intended to pressure the Soviet Union, by means of an ultimatum if
necessary, to have Stalin accept a redefinition of the terms of the German-Soviet
pact and to agree to export more grain, oil, and coal, all needed by a Third Reich
engaged in a war with no end in sight. It wanted to make it seem that the crisis
could be resolved with new negotiations and additional concessions from

Moscow®2. This was the conclusion reached by the army intelligence services
and military commanders of Great Britain, who had advised the war cabinet on
May 22 that “Hitler has not finally decided whether to obtain his wishes [the
USSR] by persuasion or force of arms”22. On June 14, Goebbels noted in his
diary with satisfaction: “They still generally believe that it is a bluff, or an

attempt at blackmail”>L.

We should also not underestimate the disinformation campaign staged on the
opposite side, which had begun two years earlier: in November 1939, the French
press published a nonexistent speech (supposedly delivered to the Politburo on
August 19 of that year) in which Stalin exposed a plan to weaken Europe,
promoting a fratricidal war within int, in order to then Sovietize it. There is no
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doubt that it was a forgery intended to break the German-Soviet non-aggression

pact and direct the expansionist fury of the Third Reich eastward®2. According to
a widespread historiographical legend, on the eve of the Nazi attack, the
government in London warned Stalin repeatedly and unselfishly, but, like a good
dictator, Stalin had only faith in his Berlin counterpart. In reality, while London
communicated to Moscow information concerning Operation Barbarossa on the
one hand, on the other Great Britain was spreading rumors about an imminent

attack by the Soviet Union against Germany or the territories it occupied®3. The
British were clearly and understandably interested in hastening conflict between
Germany and the Soviet Union or making it inevitable.

This came into play following Rudolf Hess's mysterious flight to England,
clearly motivated by the hope of rebuilding the unity of the West in the fight
against Bolshevism, and so giving concreteness to the program set out in Mein
Kampf of the alliance and solidarity of the Germanic peoples in their civilizing
mission. Soviet agents abroad informed the Kremlin that the Nazi regime’s
second-in-command had undertaken the initiative with the acquiescence of the

Fiihrer>¢, Conversely, important figures within the Third Reich strongly
defended the theory that Hess had been encouraged by Hitler. In any case, the
Fiihrer felt the need to immediately send Foreign Minister Joachim von
Ribbentrop to Rome in order to clear Mussolini’s suspicions that Germany was

preparing an exclusive peace accord with Great Britain22, Obviously, Moscow
was even more worried by this maneuver, especially because of the British
government’s attitude of only fueling the rumor: it did not take the opportunity
to “made maximum propaganda capital out of Hel3’s capture—something Hitler
and Goebbels both expected and feared”; moreover, the interrogation of Hess—
reported Ambassador Ivan Maysky to Stalin from London—is committed to a
policy promoting appeasement. While leaving the door open to an Anglo-Soviet
rapprochement, His Majesty’s secret services were committed to feeding the
existing rumors of an imminent peace to be signed between London and Berlin;
all with the aim of increasing the pressure on the Soviet Union (which may have
sought to avoid the dreaded alliance between Britain and the Third Reich with a

preemptive attack by the Red Army against the Wehrmacht) and strengthening

the bargaining power of England in any case®.

The Kremlin’s caution and distrust is easily understood: the danger of a repeat of
Munich, on a wider and more tragic scale, was very present. Perhaps it can be
speculated that the second disinformation campaign staged by the Third Reich
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played an important role. Based at least on the transcript preserved in the
archives of the Soviet Communist Party, despite taking for granted entry of the
USSR in the conflict in the short term, Stalin emphasized in his speech on May
5, 1941 to graduates of the Military Academy that Germany had historically
achieved victory when it had focused on one front, while it had suffered defeat

when it was forced to fight east and west simultaneously2Z. Of course, Stalin
could have underestimated the seriousness with which Hitler valued the
opportunity to attack the USSR. On the other hand, he knew that a hasty total
mobilization would have provided the Third Reich with the casus belli on a
silver platter, as had happened in World War 1. There is in any case a definite
question: despite moving circumspectly in a remarkably complicated situation,
the Soviet leader proceeded with “acceleration of his preparations for war.”
Indeed, “between May and June 800,000 reservists were called to service, with
28 divisions moving into the western territories of the Soviet Union in mid-
May”, while steadily continuing the work of fortifying borders and
camouflaging the most sensitive military targets. “On the night of 21-22 June
this vast force was put on alert and warned to expect a surprise attack by the

Germans”28,

To discredit Stalin, Khrushchev stresses the spectacular initial victories of the
invading army, but ignores the forecasts made in the West at the time. After the
dismemberment of Czechoslovakia and the entry of the Wehrmacht into Prague,
Lord Halifax continued to reject the idea of a rapprochement of England and the
USSR, arguing that there was no sense in allying with a country whose armed
forces were “insignificant”. At or just before the time Operation Barbarossa
began, the British secret services calculated that the Soviet Union would be
“liquidated with eight to ten weeks”; while advisors to the US Secretary of State
(Henry L. Stimson) had predicted on June 23 that everything would be over in a

period of between one and three months®2. Moreover, a current illustrious
military historian observes, the devastating penetration of the Wehrmacht into
Soviet territory was easily explained with a little geography:

The 1,800 mile breadth of that front, and the scarcity of natural obstacles,
offered the attacker immense scope for infiltration and manoeuvre. Despite
the great size of the Red army, the ratio of force to space was so low that
the German mechanized forces could easily find openings for indirect
advance onto their opponent’s rear. At the same time the widely spaced
cities where road and railways converged provided the attacker with
alternative objectives that he could exploit to confuse the defending armies
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as to his direction, and impale them on the ‘horns of a dilemma’ in trying to
meet his thrusts®,

The quick unraveling of the blitzkrieg

One should not be blinded by appearances: carefully observed, the Third Reich’s
attempt to replicate in the east the triumph of the Blitzkrieg in the west began to
show problems in the first weeks of the gigantic shock® . The diaries of Joseph
Goebbels are revealing here. On the eve of the attack highlights the unstoppable
would result in the end the German attack, “certainly the most powerful that
history has ever known”; no one could argue with the “most powerful display in
world history”%2. And then: “We have before a triumphal march unprecedented
[...]. Lconsider the military strength of the Russians very low, possibly even
lower than the Fiihrer does. If there was ever an action with an assured outcome,
it is this”%3. Hitler was in fact no less certain; some months prior, in front of a
Bulgarian diplomat, he had referred to the Soviet army as “no more than a
joke”84,

Nevertheless, in reality the invaders were met with unpleasant surprises from the
beginning: “On June 25, during the first assault on Moscow, anti-air defense
proved so effective that from then on the Luftwaffe was forced to limit itself to
reduced-range night attacks” . Within ten days of war, the formerly self-
assured began to fall into crisis. On July 2 Goebbels wrote in his diary: “Overall
the fight is very hard and stubbornly. In no way can we speak of a rout. The red
regime has mobilized its people”®. Events followed that caused the mood of the
Nazi leaders to change radically, as it can be seen in Goebbels’s diary.

July 24:

We cannot doubt the fact that the Bolshevik regime, which has existed for
almost a quarter century, has left deep scars on the peoples of the Soviet
Union [...]. We should therefore clearly emphasize the hardness of the
battle being waged in the east to the German people. The nation should be
told that this operation is very difficult, but we can overcome it and get

through®’.

August 1:
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The headquarters of the Fiihrer [...] is also openly admitting that it has erred

a little in the assessment of Soviet military strength. The Bolsheviks are
displaying more resistance than we had assumed; in particular, they have

more material means at their disposal than we believed®.

August 19:

Privately, the Fiihrer is very irritated with himself for having been deceived
so much about the potential of the Bolsheviks by reports from [German

agents in] the Soviet Union. In particular, his underestimation of the

enemy’s armored infantry and air force has created many problems. He has
suffered a lot. This is a serious crisis [...]. The campaigns we had carried

out until now were almost walks [...]. The Fiihrer had no reason to be
concered about the west [...]. In our German rigor and objectivity we have

always overestimated the enemy, with the exception in this case of the
Bolsheviks®.

September 16:

We calculated the potential of the Bolsheviks in a completely erroneous

way”Zl,

Researchers of military strategy highlight the unforeseen difficulties in which to
enter the Soviet Union is immersed machinery powerful, experienced and
surrounded by war myth of invincibility as was the German”! . It is “particularly
significant for the success of the Eastern War Battle of Smolensk, in the second
half of July 1941 (hitherto overshadowed by other events in investigations)”?% .
The observation of an illustrious German historian, quoting these eloquent
journal entries by General Fedor von Bock, 20 and 26 July respectively:

The enemy wants to retake Smolensk at any price and is constantly
mobilizing new troops over there. The hypothesis expressed by some that
the enemy acts without a strategy is not based on any fact [...]. It is
confirmed that the Russians have carried out for me a new and compact
deployment of forces around the front. In many places they try to go on the
attack. Surprising for an adversary who has suffered similar blows; they
must have an incredible amount of material, in fact our troops still lament
the potent effect of enemy artillery.
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Even more restless and in fact decidedly pessimistic is Admiral Wilhelm
Canaris, leader of counterespionage, who, speaking to General von Bock on July

17, says: “I feel very hopeless”Z3.

Not only did the Soviet army not flee in disarray during the first days and weeks
of the attack, indeed opposing it with a “fierce resistance”, it proved to be well
managed, as revealed otherwise “Stalin’s decision to halt the German advance
only at the right time and at the right point for himself.” The results of this
careful military leadership are also revealed at the diplomatic level: “impressed
by the tenacious combat given in the Smolensk area”, Japan, who had observers
present, decided to reject the proposal of the Third Reich to join the war against
the Soviet UnionZ?. Analysis of the German historian, fiercely anticommunist, is
fully confirmed by Russian investigators who supported the Khrushchev Report
and stood out as champions of the fight against “Stalinism”: “The [German]
blitzkrieg plans had already been wrecked by the middle of July”Z2. In this
context, the homage Churchill and FD Roosevelt gave on the August 14, 1941 to

the “splendid defense” of the Soviet army does not seem like a mere formalityZ®

. Outside of diplomatic and government circles, in Britain, we are informed by a

diary entry by Beatrice Webb, ordinary citizens, even conservative ones, show a

“lively interest in the surprising courage, initiative and magnificent equipment of
the Red armed Forces — the one and only sovereign state that has been able to

stand up to the almost mythical might of Hitler’s Germany”ZZ. In Germany itself,
three weeks after the start of Operation Barbarossa, voices that radically
questioned the triumphalist version of the regime began to be heard. This is
shown in the diary of an eminent German intellectual of Jewish origin:
apparently, in the east “we were suffering tremendous losses, had
underestimated the Russians’ power of resistance [...] in terms of troops and also

of armaments they were inexhaustible”Z8,

Long considered an expression of political-military ignorance or even blind trust
of the Third Reich, the extremely cautious behavior of Stalin in the weeks
preceding the outbreak of hostilities now appears in a completely different light:
“The relatively open concentration of Wehrmacht forces along the Soviet border,
the violations of Soviet airspace and numerous other provocations had only a
single purpose: to draw the main forces of the Red Army as close to the border
as possible. Hitler wanted to win the war in one gigantic battle.” Even the most
valiant generals were drawn to the trap, and anticipating the arrival of the

enemy, urged a massive deployment of troops to the border. “Stalin categorically
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rejected this demand, insisting on the need to maintain large-scale reserves at a
considerable distance from any conceivable front line.” Later, aware of the
strategic plans of the plotters of Operation Barbarossa, Marshal Georgy K.
Zhukov recognized the success of the line followed by Stalin: “Hitler’s
command was counting on us bringing our main forces up to the border with the

intention of surrounding and destroying them”Z2,

In fact, in the months preceding the invasion of the USSR, the Fiihrer says,

arguing with his generals: “Problem of Russian space. The infinite range of
space requires the concentration at decisive points”8. Later, with Operation
Barbarossa already begun, in a conversation he later clarified his opinion: “In
world history there have been so far only three battles of annihilation: Cannes,
Sedan and Tannenberg. We can be proud of the fact that two of them have been
victoriously fought by German armies. ” However, for Germany the third and
greatest decisive battle of annihilation and subjugation, as desired by Hitler,
became increasingly complicated, and a week later he was forced to admit that
Operation Barbarossa had seriously underestimated the enemy, “the Russian

military preparation must be considered fantastic”®L, This is, of course, the
attitude of a card player trying to justify the failure of his predictions. And yet,

the British expert in military strategy quoted above does not come to very
different conclusions: the reason for the defeat of the French resided “not in
quantity or quality of equipment, but in their theory”; moreover, deploying the
army too far ahead has disastrous effects, “he had largely cast away his strategic
flexibility”; Poland had also made a similar mistake, favored by “buttressed by

national pride and military over-confidence.” None of this was the case with the

Soviet Union.82

More important than each of the battles is their combined image: “The Stalinist
system was able to mobilize the vast majority of the population and virtually all
of its resources”; in particular the “capacity of the Soviets” was “extraordinary”,
in a situation as difficult as the first months of the war, “the time to evacuate and
then convert a considerable number of industries to military production”. Indeed,
“two days after the German invasion, the Evacuation Committee managed to
shift 1,500 large factories east, after performing titanic operations of logistical
complexity”82 . On the other hand, this relocation process had already begun in
the weeks or months preceding the Nazi aggression (see below, p. 319), further
confirming the fantastic character of the accusation launched by Khrushchev.
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There is more. The Soviet leadership had intuited somehow the development of
war looming on the horizon, and from that moment drove the country’s
industrialization: a radical departure from the previous situation, had identified
“made Asian Russia a focal point” remote and sheltered from possible

aggressors®? . Indeed, Stalin had insisted on it strongly, repeatedly.

January 31, 1931: the task of “creating new, technically well-equipped industries
in the Urals, in Siberia, in Kazakhstan” was imposed. A few years later, the

Report presented on 26 January 1934 at the 17th Congress of the CPSU had
proudly pointed out the powerful industrial development that had taken place “in
Central Asia, in Kazakhstan, in Buryat-Mongolia, in Tataria, in Bashkiria, in the

Urals, in Eastern and Western Siberia, in the Far East, etc.”82 The implications
of all this did not escape Trotsky, who a few years later, while analyzing the
dangers of war and the preparedness of the Soviet Union and stressing the results
achieved by the “planned economy” in the “military” field, had noted: “the

industrialization of the outlying regions, especially Siberia, has given a wholly
new value to the steppe and forest spaces”8® . Only now was the value of space
realized, making the blitzkrieg used by the German general staff more
complicated than ever.

It is precisely in the field of industrial equipment built in anticipation of war that
the Third Reich was forced to confront the bitter surprises, as shown by two
entries by Hitler.

November 29, 1941: “How can such a primitive people manage such
technical achievements in such a short time?”8Z

August 26, 1942: “With regard to Russia, it is incontestable that Stalin has
raised living standards. The Russian people were not being starved [at the

time of the start of Operation Barbarossa]. Overall, we must recognize that:
workshops of the scale of the Hermann Goering Werke have been built
where two years ago there were only unknown villages. We are discovering

railway lines that are not on the maps”8.

At this point it is convenient to give the floor to three experts, notably different
from each other (one Russian and the other two Western). The first, who once
headed the Soviet Institute of Military History, and shared the militant anti-
Stalinism of the Gorbachev years, seems moved by the intention to resume and
radicalize the indictment of the Khrushchev Report. And yet, by the very results
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of his research, he is forced to make a rather more nuanced judgment: without
being a specialist, much less the genius described in official propaganda, in the
years preceding the outbreak of the war, Stalin dealt extensively with the
problems of defense, the defense industry and the war economy as a whole. Yes,
in the strictly military level, only through trial and error, even severe, and
“thanks to the hard praxis of everyday military life” he “gradually learns the
basic principles of strategy”®2. In other fields, however, his thinking appears
“more developed than many Soviet military leaders.” Thanks also to his
experience in the management of political power, Stalin never lost sight of the
central role of the war economy and contributed to the resilience of the USSR
with the transfer of the industrial war machine to the interior: “it is almost

impossible to underestimate the importance of this endeavor”?, In the end, the
Soviet leader paid great attention to the political and moral dimension of war. In

this area “he had ideas totally out of the ordinary,” as evidenced by the
“courageous and far-sighted” decision, taken despite the skepticism of his
colleagues, to hold the military parade commemorating the anniversary of the
October Revolution on 7 November 1941, in a Moscow besieged and harassed
by the Nazi enemy. In short, we can say that with respect to the military
careerists and the circle of his collaborators, “Stalin testifies to a more universal
thought”2L. And this thought—it can be added—did not overlook even the
smallest aspects of life and morale of the soldiers: informed that they had run out
of cigarettes, thanks to his ability to dispatch “a Herculean workload”, “he made
time during the battle of Stalingrad to telephone Akaki Mgeladze, Party boss of
Abkhazia, where the tobacco was grown: ‘Our soldiers have nothing to smoke!

Tobacco’s absolutely necessary at the front!” 722

On the positive assessment of Stalin as a military leader the two Western authors
go even further. If Khrushchev insists on the sweeping initial successes of the
Wehrmacht, the first of the two mentioned experts describes the same evidence
with a very different language: no wonder that “the greatest invasion in military
history” has achieved initial successes: the reply of the Red Army after the
devastating blows of the German invasion in June 1941 was “the greatest feat of

arms the world had ever seen”?2, The second researcher, a professor at an
American military academy, understanding the conflict in terms of its long
duration, the attention paid to both the rear and the front, the economic and
political dimension, as well as the actual military war, talks about Stalin as a

“great strategist”, in fact, “the first true strategist of the twentieth century”%.
This assessment broadly coincides with the other Western researcher cited
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