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IMPACT OF THE SECOND WORLD WAR

How was the USSR affected by war, 1939-45?

As Hitler`s foreign policy became more aggressive in the late 1930s, Britain and France pursued a policy of 
appeasement which involved making concessions, allowing him to expand German territory in an attempt to 
avoid war. To Stalin, it seemed that the western powers were pushing German aggression eastwards towards 
the Soviet Union. In order to counter this, Stalin began contact with Hitler with a view to offering a deal of 
Soviet neutrality in the event of the outbreak of war in Europe. He hoped that in a war between the Western 
powers and the Fascist states, both would be annihilated thereby reducing any threat to the Soviet Union.

On August 23rd 1939, it seemed like the 
impossible had happened when Germany and 
the Soviet Union, two ideological enemies, 
came together in a formal agreement. Under the 
Nazi-Soviet Pact, they made a solemn pledge to 
maintain peaceful relations. As part of a secret 
protocol, the states of Eastern Europe and the 
Baltic were carved up. Finland, Estonia and 
Latvia were taken over by the Soviet Union, along 
with eastern Poland and most of Lithuania. 

Now, with Soviet neutrality achieved, Germany 
invaded Poland on September 1st 1939, and on 
September 3rd, Britain and France declared war 
on Germany. Shortly afterwards, the Red Army 
invaded eastern Poland.

Finland was not prepared to accept Soviet 
control, and Stalin ordered an invasion in 

November with disastrous consequences. By the spring of 1940, over 125,000 Soviet troops had been killed 
and almost 300,000 wounded. Soviet forces were eventually able to break Finnish defences, but the invasion 
exposed the shortcomings of the Red Army. 

Soviet cooperation allowed Hitler to focus on his planned domination of Europe, and his blitzkrieg (“lightening 
war”) tactic was unstoppable. With the fall of France and the invasion of Britain on hold, Hitler drew up 
plans for the invasion of the Soviet Union. This had been his plan since the mid-1920s. In Mein Kampf, he 
described the Soviet Union as the natural enemy of Germany and how it would be absorbed as part of a plan 
to Germanise the racially inferior population along with the search for lebensraum (“living space”) in the long 
term. In the short term, the capture of raw materials and factories would help the war effort.

A British cartoon depicting the deceit surrounding the signing of the Nazi Soviet-Pact 

Associated Newspapers Ltd. / Solo Syndication
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Preparations for war 

The Five Year Plans had led to a large increase in the production of armaments. The country had been put on 
a war footing from the late 1920s, but Soviet strength was not able to repel a German invasion. The decision 
to locate the Five Year Plans west of the Urals was to prove problematic as the area was most vulnerable to 
German attack. Whole sectors of industry, along with the workforce, had to be relocated to the relative safety 
of the eastern part of the USSR.

The Red Army was equal to the Germans in terms of numbers, but this had been achieved largely by dropping 
the age of conscription from 21 to 18. All male adults not involved in essential war work were conscripted 
into the armed forces. Women and children had to fill vacant places in factories and on farms. 

The Soviets had four times the number of tanks and three times as many aircraft compared to the 
Germans but many were outmoded and inefficient. During 1939-40, the Red Army was undergoing a 
period of transition. New weaponry and tactical ideas were being developed, but misguided central control 
compounded by the lack of effective military commanders, many of whom had been purged in the 1930s, 
resulted in inefficiency. For instance, the progress made in tank construction was counterbalanced by the 
absence of an effective radio-communication system, without which tanks were severely restricted. 

Stalin remained convinced that Hitler would not risk an invasion of the Soviet Union while Britain stood 
undefeated and still believed, or hoped, that Germany would not invade. In the spring of 1941, his 
commanders reported that German troops were gathering on the Polish borders, and on June 22nd, the 
invasion began. It seemed that Stalin was thrown into a paralysing state of shock, and it was not until July 3rd 
that he made a rousing radio announcement in which he called for national unity. In August, he assumed the 
post of Supreme Commander of the Red Army, a position he held throughout the course of the war. 

Operation Barbarossa

On the evening of June 21st 1941, over three million 
German troops along with other pro-axis armies, bringing 
the total to over four million, awaited the invasion of the 
Soviet Union. Confidence was high, and officers assured 
their troops that they would not have to worry about the 
Russian winter conditions as the war would last barely 
a month. The Red Army was expected to collapse in 
the face of the largest invasion force ever. 19 panzer 
divisions, 3,350 tanks, 2,500 aircraft, and 7,000 field 
guns invaded along a 2,290 kilometre front. In parts of 
the front line, many people welcomed the invaders as 
liberators and some even joined the German forces – not 
through a love of Germany but through a hatred of Stalin. 
The Germans failed to capitalise on this and in the main 
treated the people with brutality which in turn galvanised 
them and they responded with acts of heroism. 

https://ww2-weapons.com/red-army-1941/
https://ww2-weapons.com/history/armed-forces/weapons/
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Three German armies pressed deeply into the Soviet Union at a rate of 70 kilometres a day: 

 ∙ Army Group North launched an attack against the Baltic States and Leningrad.

 ∙ Army Group Centre attacked Belorussia and Moscow.

 ∙ Army Group South attacked the Ukraine and Kiev.

The aim was to create a line extending from Archangel to Kuibyshev and then down the Volga to Astrakhan. 
With this achieved, the Luftwaffe (German Air Force) would be able to bomb key industrial centres in the 
Urals. 

By the end of June, German armies had advanced through Belorussia to capture Minsk. In the north, they 
were advancing on Leningrad, and on September 19th, Kiev fell with huge Soviet losses. The battle involved 
the largest encirclement of soldiers ever, as over 650,000 Soviet troops were surrounded by German forces. 
While successful in dealing a huge blow to the Red Army, many German commanders argued later that the 
transfer of resources into the fighting around Kiev proved critical in delaying Operation Typhoon (the plan to 
attack Moscow), which eventually took place a month after it should have been launched. 

Stalin appealed to the Soviet people to defend “Mother Russia”. Millions volunteered to fight, and towns 
formed their own militias. In a radio appeal, he called for a “scorched- earth policy”. Retreating Red Army 
units were to remove all rolling stock and destroy grain and fuel supplies. In areas occupied by Germans, 
partisan units were to be formed to carry out acts of sabotage, blowing up roads and bridges, damaging 
communication lines, and setting fire to forests to hamper the German advance. This war of attrition would 
draw German forces deeper into the Soviet Union and deeper into winter. 

In the face of the German advance, the Soviets dismantled over 1,300 factories and their machinery and 
transported them east of the Urals by rail, making them beyond reach by the Germans. The expansion of the 
rail network was to prove critical in allowing the mass movement of troops and resources.

As a result, the Soviet Union was able to maintain its levels of wartime weapon production. Remarkably, over 
3,500 large factories were constructed during the hostilities, and Soviet industry managed to quadruple its 
output of munitions between 1940 and 1944, producing 100,000 tanks, 130,000 aircraft, and 800,000 field 
guns. This amounted to double the arms production of Germany. 

The well organised German army now found itself ill-equipped for fighting in the winter of 1941-42. Tanks and 
lorries were rendered useless as fuel froze, soldiers suffered frostbite and lost eye-lids and limbs, and other 
body parts were ripped off in the sub-zero temperatures.

 ∙ The invasion led to a restructuring of the Soviet military high command. Stalin played a less 
prominent role and brought in his most promising senior commander, Georgy Zhukov. His pragmatic 
style of command was crucial in improving the Red Army as a battlefield force.

 ∙ Stalin relaxed the repression of the Church which was used to mobilise the support of the peasantry, 
and propaganda played on the theme of historical Russian victories over invaders. 

 ∙ In 1941, the government of the USA supplied the Soviet Union with over a billion dollars’ worth of 
resources.

http://world-war-2.wikia.com/wiki/Soviet_Union
http://world-war-2.wikia.com/wiki/Red_Army
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The Battle for Moscow

German forces began the attack on Moscow on October 2nd 
1941. Hitler was insistent that the city should be captured 
and razed to the ground. Surrender was not to be accepted. 
He believed that Moscow`s fall would “decapitate” the Soviet 
Union and bring about its collapse. The citizens of Moscow 
turned the city into a fortress, digging 680 kilometres of 
anti-tank ditches, laying 1,300 kilometres of barbed wire 
entanglements, and installing 30,000 firing points. Over 100 
trains a day provided goods for the inhabitants, and effective 
partisan activity reduced the Germans to 23 trains a day. 

Soviet resistance was fierce, and German forces were halted 
30 kilometres from Moscow. By December, the Red Army 
had counter-attacked and German casualties numbered 
155,000 killed, wounded or the victims of the weather.

The Battle of Moscow was important because it was the first 
time that the Wehrmacht had suffered a major defeat and 
it condemned Germany to fighting a prolonged war on the 
Eastern Front which was to consume vast numbers of men 
and resources for the remainder of the war.

The Siege/Blockade of Leningrad (September 1941 – January 1944)

Within days of the invasion of the Soviet Union, Lithuania and Latvia were overrun, and German forces 
proceeded to Leningrad with 1,000,000 soldiers, 600 tanks and 1,000 aircraft. Their Finnish allies were also 
poised for an attack on the city. It was thought that the city would fall within a month, and German forces 
would then move onto Moscow. Stalin appealed to the inhabitants to pull together to defend the city that was 
the symbol of the October Revolution.

Hundreds of thousands of Leningraders enlisted for service in home guard units that were poorly trained and 
equipped. They marched against the Germans with staggering losses but were able to buy some time for the 
inhabitants to strengthen the defences. The citizens dug 15,000 bunkers along 35 kilometres of defences 
around the limits of the city. Most of the digging was done by women, teenagers and the elderly. 

A propaganda poster entitled “Let`s defend Moscow 

Public domain via Wikimedia Creative Commons;  

https://bit.ly/2M46OxA

https://bit.ly/2M46OxA
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On September 6th, heavy air attacks began. Many warehouses containing stock piles of food were destroyed, 
and as German forces encircled the city, the situation appeared hopeless. More reservists were requested, 
and sailors from the Baltic fleet were mobilised as infantry troops and marched to the front with orders to 
hold or die. The German advance was halted, and heavy artillery pounded the city for months. As the winter 
set in, both attackers and defenders suffered. In the city, anything that could be burned was used for fuel, 
water supplies froze and food rations were cut to starvation levels. Some resorted to cannibalism. Police 
records released years later indicate that 2,000 people were arrested for cannibalism and 586 of them were 
executed for murdering their victims. 

Despite the ravages of the siege, production in the ammunition factories continued. Food supplies were 
dropped into the city by air, and people from nearby villages risked their lives to bring in supplies, but such 
efforts were never enough. 

There were to be two more albeit less severe 
siege winters and the German bombardment 
continued. In January 1943, the siege ring was 
broken, and a narrow corridor allowed a railway 
to be laid along with a pipeline to supply oil to 
the city from unoccupied Russia. In January 
1943, as part of Operation Iskra, the Red Army 
launched a large offensive, and 200,000 troops 
attacked German defences on two fronts. The 
final offensive in January 1944 saw a mass 
assault by the Red Army supported by the 
fire-power of the Baltic fleet and coastal guns. 
German defences collapsed, and the army was 
forced to withdraw. The siege was lifted after 
nearly 900 days. One in three Leningraders, 
numbering nearly 1,000,000, had died, mostly by 
famine.

Leningrad was important because it revealed Hitler`s obsessive stubbornness in insisting that the city be 
destroyed despite the fact that it had no great strategical importance. It also represented the first failure 
of the blitzkrieg tactic and set a precedent for Stalingrad. Events at Leningrad highlighted the resolve of its 
inhabitants and served to unify the Soviet people. 

In the summer of 1942, Hitler launched Operation Blue in which he planned to regain the initiative and 
secure final victory.

The Germans and their allies totalled 1.3 million men, 1,934 tanks, and 2,035 aircraft. Facing the Axis armies 
were 1.7 million Soviets, with another one million in reserve, 3,720 tanks, and 1,670 aircraft.

Army Group A was ordered to seize the Caucasus oilfields while Army Group B was to secure the Volga river 
and capture Stalingrad. The drive to the Volga would involve the 6th Army under the command of General 
Paulus.

A painting depicting the siege of Leningrad 

Image by Vasyatka1 / CC BY-SA 4.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Diorama_%C2%ABSiege_of_Leningrad%C2%BB_(2).jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
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Stalin ordered his troops to hold their positions at all times, but the Red Army were no match for the 
advancing Germans, and many troops began retreating. Stalin proclaimed “not one step back” and issued 
orders to shoot panicking soldiers attempting to retreat. The Germans captured hundreds of thousands of 
Red Army soldiers but did not have the capacity to guard them and many escaped.

The Battle of Stalingrad

Stalin demanded that the city which bore his name should 
be defended to the death, and Stalingrad was to become a 
symbol of defiance and determination. 

The Germans were met with so much resistance that they 
were forced onto the defensive. An important development 
was the introduction of a new soviet tank – the T34 – which 
was a match for German panzers and began to dominate the 
battlefield. 

The 6th Army, bolstered by the Fourth Panzer Army, attempted 
a two pronged attack on Stalingrad. With air superiority, the 
bombing of the city began, quickly reducing the city to rubble 
and claiming the lives of 200,000 civilians. On September 13th 
1942, the 6th army broke into Stalingrad. The 40,000 soldiers 
in the city were mostly ill-equipped recruits and appeared 
no match for the Germans. The task of defending Stalingrad 
had been given to General Zhukov, who had been ordered to 
salvage whatever he could in the south. General Chuikov, 
whose attitude was “to defend or die”, was given regional 
control to defend Stalingrad. The city became gripped by 
urban warfare as soldiers fought street by street, building 
by building and room by room. Some key positions changed 
hands up to fifteen times during the fighting. By the end of 
October 1942, Soviet troops held just a few pockets of the city, 
but the Germans were unable to capture it owing to a lack of 

ammunition and sheer exhaustion. At the same time, Red Army units launched a major counter-attack and 
inflicted heavy casualties. Two thirds of the 270,000 strong German army had been killed and the remainder 
were starving or freezing to death. Ignoring the advice of his generals, Hitler refused to withdraw, but ignoring 
the orders of his Fuhrer, Paulus surrendered on January 31st.

Germany and her allies suffered upwards of 850,000 casualties and 19,000 were taken prisoner, including 22 
generals. In all, the Battle of Stalingrad claimed the lives of 2,000,000 soldiers and civilians.

The Battle of Stalingrad was important as it was the largest defeat in the history of the German Army. It was 
to prove the most important single engagement in the war and destroyed Hitler`s vision of a global empire. It 
showed that the German army was not invincible and gave the Western Allies real promise of the final victory. 

Street fighting at Stalingrad 

Public domain via Wikimedia Creative Commons;  

https://bit.ly/2vPpW7D

https://bit.ly/2vPpW7D
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In an attempt to recover the offensive on the Eastern Front, a surprise attack was launched on the salient of 
Kursk on July 5th 1943 in an attempt to surround the Red Army. As part of Operation Citadel, the Battle of 
Kursk would witness a Soviet victory in what became the biggest tank battle in history.

Scale of operation

 Soldiers Tanks Aircraft

German 700,000 2,400 1,800

Red Army 1,000,000 3,400 2,100

Superior numbers were key to the outcome, and after 12 days of fighting, German forces had failed to make 
a breakthrough, and Hitler called the operation off. As a result, the Soviets gained territory along a 2,000 
kilometre front.

This was important in ending the German offensive on the Eastern Front and paved the way for the great 
Soviet offensives of 1944-45.

The year 1944 has been dubbed the “Year of the Ten Victories”, or “Stalin`s Ten Blows”.

January The siege/blockade of Leningrad was lifted

February/March German troops were encircled in s-west Ukraine, Red Army enters Romania

April/May Odessa was liberated and German forces in the Crimea were defeated

June Finnish forces were defeated at Vyborg

June/July Belorussia was liberated

July Soviet forces entered Poland

August/September Romania and Bulgaria and Yugoslavia were occupied

September Latvia and Estonia were liberated 

October Soviet forced entered Hungary and Czechoslovakia

October German forces were defeated in Finland and Norway.

In January 1945, the Red Army began the advance through Germany and on the capital. Berlin surrendered on 
May 2nd, bringing an end to the war in Europe.
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Impact of the Second World War

 ∙ The Soviet Union suffered devastating population losses. It is estimated that 27 million died (14 per 
cent of the pre-war population), of which 9 million were combat deaths. 

 ∙ The economy had been ravaged and around 25 per cent of the country`s capital resources 
destroyed. 32,000 factories and 98,000 collective farms had been destroyed along with 65,000 
kilometres of rail tracks. Industrial and agricultural output in 1945 fell well short of pre-war levels.

 ∙ More than 1,000 towns, 70,000 villages and 4.7 million homes had been destroyed. 

Post-war reconstruction

Stalin introduced the Fourth Five Year Plan in 1946 which aimed to stimulate rapid growth of all sectors of 
the economy with the emphasis on heavy industry, collective farms and the transport system. The FYP was 
hampered by drought in the Ukraine in 1946, and factories failed to achieve their initial targets. However, by 
1950, it was claimed that industrial production was running at 73 per cent above pre-war levels, though the 
figures were probably massaged. By the end of the FYP in 1950, pre-war output had been surpassed in pig-
iron, steel, coal, electricity and cement. There was less emphasis on consumer goods with little investment 
being channelled into them. The priority was to rebuild factories, railway tracks and rolling stock rather than 
houses. Living conditions in the towns were harsh, with overcrowding and a lack of sanitation the norm. 
Wartime labour legislation was not lifted, and workers could be mobilised and sent to any area of the country 
where planners saw a need. Harsh penalties were imposed for lateness, absenteeism and drunkenness.

The recovery was not matched in the countryside as the tight regulations of the 1930s returned. Grain 
harvests were poor, reaching just 40 per cent of the pre-war crop. The Soviet people had become 
accustomed to being hungry. 

One third of the Fourth Five Year Plan`s capital spending went to the Ukraine, a region ravaged by war and 
central to the industrial and agricultural recovery of the Soviet Union. By 1950, most parts of the country were 
producing on pre-war levels. 

Raising the Soviet flag over the Reichstag

Image by Mil.ru / Yevgeny Khaldei / CC BY 4.0

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Raising_a_flag_over_the_Reichstag_(original).jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
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Stalin remained suspicious of foreign aid and influence, and after the ending of Lend-Lease in 1945, his 
hostility to the West increased. In order to ensure Soviet self-sufficiency, he refused the offer of financial aid 
from the USA in the form of Marshall Aid. His attention turned to newly occupied Manchuria in China and to 
the countries of Soviet occupied Eastern Europe. They were stripped of machinery, rolling stock, raw materials 
and workers, and these were used in the recovery of the economy. Germany and former Nazi satellites, such 
as Bulgaria, were made to pay reparations.

In 1949, the Comecon (Council for Mutual Economic Aid) was established which linked the Eastern bloc 
countries economically.

The Fifth Five Year Plan (1950-55) was less successful and was criticised for its focus on the construction 
of ambitious building projects that served no real practical use at a time when the need was for more 
housing.


