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Status and Prospects for Research on Soviet Union 
Propaganda and Information Policy with regard 

to the Crisis in Polish-German Relations and Invasion 
of Poland During the Period from Mid-October 1938 till 

December 1939
Stan i perspektywy badań nad propagandą i polityką informacyjną Związku 

Sowieckiego wobec kryzysu w stosunkach polsko-niemieckich oraz napaści na 
Polskę w okresie od połowy października 1938 do grudnia 1939 r.

ABSTRACT

This article is an eff ort to analyse the status of research on information policies and 
propaganda of the Soviet Union with regard to the Second Polish Republic from mid-
October 1938 till the end of 1939. After the review and evaluation of available subject 
literature, mainly prints published during the last 40 years, the status of research should 
be assessed as unsatisfactory. Under current political and security conditions, it is diffi  cult 
to foresee any additional eff orts to explore and evaluate sources that would be necessary 
and useful to examine issues related to Soviet propaganda actions on Poland. However, 
this specifi c problem (which will continue to exist in the foreseeable future), with no 
possibility to get access to Russian libraries and archives, could be partially addressed 
by research in Western archives as well as in libraries and archives in some former Soviet 
republics (Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan). 
It could be additionally complemented by detailed exploration and evaluation of Polish 
press and Polish diplomatic documents. Even with such a limited range of activities pos-
sible in the East, building the in-depth synthesis of the Soviet propaganda with regard 
to Poland during the period covered by the project is not only important and expedient 
measure, but it would be also useful and necessary.
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STRESZCZENIE

Przedmiotem artykułu jest analiza dotychczasowego stanu badań w zakresie pro-
pagandy i polityki informacyjnej Związku Socjalistycznych Republik Sowieckich wobec 
Polski w okresie od października 1938 r. do końca 1939 r. W efekcie przeprowadzonego 
przeglądu dotychczasowej literatury przedmiotu, w tym zwłaszcza publikacji z ostatnich 
40 lat, stwierdzono, że stan badań w ww. zakresie należy uznać za niezadowalający. 
W obecnym stanie dostępności źródeł i zaawansowania badań, trudno jest jednak myśleć 
o pełnym i wyczerpującym zbadaniu propagandy sowieckiej w sprawach polskich w ww. 
okresie. Jednak brak możliwości (w dającej się przewidzieć perspektywie) dostępu do 
archiwów i bibliotek rosyjskich, może być częściowo zastąpiony kwerendami w archiwach 
państw zachodnich, jak również w archiwach i bibliotekach byłych republik sowieckich 
(Ukrainy, Białorusi, Kazachstanu, Uzbekistanu, Gruzji, Armenii, Azerbejdżanu), a także 
wnikliwą analizą prasy polskiej i dokumentów wytworzonych przez polską dyplomację. 
Nawet przy ograniczonym zakresie kwerendy archiwalnej na wschodzie, stworzenie no-
wej, pogłębionej syntezy polityki propagandowej ZSRS odnośnie do Polski w omawianym 
okresie jest nie tylko celowe, ale także bardzo potrzebne.

Słowa kluczowe: ZSRS, Polska, propaganda, II wojna światowa, 1939

The Polish-Soviet relations during the interwar period and WWII 
have an extensive, not to say huge, subject literature, especially with re-
gard to times of the World War. However, most of it is already outdated, 
mainly due to the political situation during the time of their preparation. 
This refers mainly to works printed during the period of the Polish Peo-
ple’s Republic. Another problem that had existed at those times, was 
a limited access to sources, especially these of the Soviet provenance 
(in case of emigration and Western historiography).

The situation had signifi cantly changed after the fall of the Sovi-
et Union in 1991. At that time, it was possible to explore also Russian 
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archives. However, even at in this period access to archives remained 
regulated and selective, especially with regard to times of the USSR. 
Limitations had been put on documents on the genesis and the situa-
tion on the eve of WWII, Polish-Soviet relations, issues connected to the 
Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and Soviet policies towards territories of the 
Second Polish Republic.

Despite such restrictions, some progress has been made, especially 
in the areas of history of diplomacy and military history, but some prob-
lems to explore documents related to shaping Soviet policies on Poland 
and other Central/Eastern Europe countries in the 1930s persisted. This 
also limited possibilities to examine and evaluate Soviet propaganda ac-
tivities directed both to the USSR population and other countries in Eu-
rope and all over the World.

What should be remembered, is the comprehensive and integrated 
character of Soviet policies, executed with all available tools, with di-
plomacy, armed forces, intelligence organizations, Comintern and Com-
munist parties. Therefore, we should not consider propaganda activities 
separately from diplomacy, military policy, and intelligence activities.

To date, one of the fundamental works on Polish‒Soviet relations 
remains the paper of Wojciech Materski covering the whole of the period 
of 1918–19431. The print is not perfect and does not fully exhaust the sub-
ject. Nonetheless, it refers to all important details, and it was a signifi cant 
eff ort to identify objectives of Soviet policies towards Poland. It also went 
beyond the main spectrum of diplomatic history, as this was a necessity 
for eff ective search through the meanders of USSR political activities. 
This necessity was hardly ever realized, especially by researchers out 
of Central and Eastern Europe.

The work of Materski covered more issues and a wider spectrum 
of problem than earlier publications of J. Ślusarczyk, S. Gregorowicz, 
and M. Zacharias2. Polish-Soviet relations in 1938–1939 had been also 
presented in volumes 4 and 5 of the Historia dyplomacji polskiej3.

1 W. Materski, Na widecie. II Rzeczpospolita wobec Sowietów 1918–1943, Warszawa 2005. 
The fi rst edition of this book, on the 1918–1939 period, was published eleven years earlier: 
idem, Tarcza Europy: stosunki polsko-sowieckie 1918–1939, Warszawa 1994.

2 J. Ślusarczyk, Stosunki polsko-sowieckie 1939–1945, 1st edition, Warszawa 1991, 2nd 
edition, Warszawa 1993; idem, Stosunki polsko-sowieckie 1939–1945, Toruń 2001.

3 A. Skrzypek, W obliczu wojny (październik 1938–sierpień 1939), in: Historia dyplomacji 
polskiej, vol. 4, ed. P. Łossowski, Warszawa 1995; W. Michowicz, Dyplomacja polska w walce 
o zachowanie ciągłości Państwa Polskiego (wrzesień 1939–czerwiec 1940), in: Historia dyplomacji 
polskiej, vol. 5, ed. W. Michowicz, Warszawa 1999.
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Also Bogdan Musial prepared his analysis of the Soviet Union policies 
related to situation in Poland and used, although to a limited degree, 
Soviet and Russian sources. Due to such a situation the research was 
not complete and exhaustive for the period in question4. As for the times 
of WWII, Polish‒Soviet relations were covered, to an extent, in the work 
of Henryk Batowski5.

What was important is that both Polish and Russian subject literature 
on genesis and eff ects of Ribbentrop–Molotov Pact, also this available 
in some congress languages, is quite extensive. Therefore, it would not 
be possible to refer to all the sources, monographs, and other publications 
on this particular topic. Then, we would list here two papers considered 
the most important and useful for the project: book of Marek Kornat 
Polska 1939 roku wobec paktu Ribbentrop–Mołotow. Problem zbliżenia niemiec-
ko-sowieckiego w polityce zagranicznej II Rzeczypospolitej, (Warszawa 2002) 
and work edited by Sławomir Dębski and Michail Narinski Kryzys 1939 
roku w interpretacjach polskich i rosyjskich historyków, (Warszawa 2009). Both 
included detailed analyses of Soviet policies related to Poland, from the 
point of view of Polish and Russian historiographies.

As for publication on the Polish policy, we can refer to recently 
published work of Marek Kornat Polityka równowagi 1934–1939. Polska 
między Wschodem a Zachodem (Kraków 2007) and Wacław Grzybow-
ski, ambasador w Moskwie (1936–1939). Biografi a polityczna (Warszawa 
2016). In addition, Andrzej Kastory prepared a concise description and 
evaluation of the political and military situation of Poland in 1938–1938. 
The same approach as taken by Eugeniusz Duraczyński, who focused 
on Soviet position towards Poland in 1939–‒19416.

German-Soviet relations were described and assessed in the source 
edition by S. Dębski Między Berlinem a Moskwą. Stosunki niemiecko-sowieck-
ie 1939–1941, (Warszawa 2007). Another important piece is the biogra-
phy of Jozef Beck by M. Kornat and Mariusz Wołos (Józef Beck. Biografi a, 
Kraków 2020) and biographies of Józef Stalin by E. Duraczyński and 

4 B. Musiał, Na Zachód po trupie Polski, Warszawa 2009.
5 H. Batowski, Polska dyplomacja na obczyźnie 1939–1941, Kraków 1991.
6 A. Kastory, Polska pomiędzy Niemcami a Związkiem Sowieckim (październik 1938–paź-

dziernik 1939 r.). Niektóre aspekty dyplomatyczne i wojskowe, in: Kampania polska 1939 r. Polityka 
– społeczeństwo – kultura, vol. 1, Strategia, eds. M.P. Deszczyński, T. Pawłowski, Warszawa 
2013, pp. 429–442; E. Duraczyński, Polska w polityce Moskwy w latach 1939–1941, “Annales 
Universitatis Mariae Curie-Skłodowska. Sectio F” 1996, 51, pp. 189–207; idem, Sprawy pol-
skie minionego wieku. Szkice, pp. 350–368; See also: idem, Miejsce Polski w polityce ZSRR latem 
1939, in: idem, Sprawy , pp. 331–349.
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Stephen Kotkin, which can also contribute to research on Polish-Soviet 
relations7.

As for source editions, volumes 6 and 7 of the Dokumenty i Materiały do 
historii stosunków polsko radzieckich (Warszawa 1973), published before the 
political system change in Poland and referring to the period 1938‒19438 
are still of value and can also be used for the project. Another valuable 
element is the volume 1 of Documents on Polish-Soviet Relations 1939–1945 
(London 1961).

As for recent publications, the source edition of documents on Pol-
ish‒Soviet relations in 1918‒1945, prepared by the Centre for the Polish‒
Russian Dialogue and Understanding (pol. Centrum Polsko-Rosyjskiego 
Dialogu i Porozumienia; rus. Центр польско-российского диалога 
и согласия). The period explored by the project is partially covered by the 
part 1 of the volume 4, the volume 3 on 1933–1939 is still in the publishing 
process9. The main value of this edition is introducing to the scientifi c 
circulation new, formerly unknown Soviet documents.

However, we should remember that the number and volume of doc-
uments for 1939 is not big and most of the documents had been already 
made available to researchers. As for the Polish diplomacy, we should 
mention here volumes of Polskie Dokumenty Dyplomatyczne for 1938 and 
1939 (in two volumes).

Another important component for the research is: Diariusz of Jan 
Szembek, and Dnevnik. 9 mart 1933–6 fevruari 1949, Sofi a 1997, by Georgi 
Dymitrov10. To examine and evaluate events and decisions after the Polish 
September Military Campaign, we could also use Protokoły posiedzeń Rady 
Ministrów, volume 1 (Kraków 1994)11.

Next pieces that could be exploited are memoirs of Jozef Beck, i.e. 
Ostatni raport, Warszawa 1987 and memoirs of N.S. Khruszczov12. The 

7 E. Duraczyński, Stalin: twórca i dyktator supermocarstwa, Pułtusk–Warszawa 2012; 
S. Kotkin, Stalin. vol. 2, Waiting for Hitler, 1928–1941, [no place of publication] 2017.

8 Dokumenty i materiały do historii stosunków polsko-radzieckich, vol. 6, 1933–1938, eds. 
E. Basiński et al., Warszawa 1967; Dokumenty i materiały do historii stosunków polsko-radziec-
kich, vol. 7, styczeń 1939–grudzień 1943, eds. E. Basiński et al., Warszawa 1974.

9 Dokumenty do historii stosunków polsko-sowieckich 1918–1945, vol. 4, 1939–1945, part 1, 
Wojna i rozejm (wrzesień 1939–grudzień 1942), ed. Ł. Adamski, Warszawa 2021.

10 Diariusz i teki Jana Szembeka, vol. 4, ed. T. Komarnicki, London 1972; J. Szembek, Dia-
riusz: wrzesień‒grudzień 1939, Warszawa 1989; Г. Димитров, Дневник. 9 март 1933–6 фев-
руари 1949, eds. Д. Сирков et al., София 1997, The diary of Georgi Dminitrov 1933–1949, 
introduction and. ed. I. Banac, New Haven–Lonodon 2003.

11 Protokoły posiedzeń Rady Ministrów Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, vol. 1, X 1939–VII 1940, ed. 
M. Zgórniak, Kraków 1994.

12 Khrushchev remembers, London 1971.
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latt er publication could be supported by two volumes of the Dokumienty 
wnieszniej politiki SSSR series, covering the period of 1938‒193913.

What also should be remembered and recalled in project’s prod-
ucts is the role of the Third International, so-called Comintern. After 
disbandment of the Communist Party of Poland (pol. Komunistyczna 
Partia Polski, KPP), Comintern activities in Poland and its infl uence had 
been signifi cantly reduced.

Problems with access to Comintern documents and fi les led to a small 
number of publications on this specifi c topic, both at home and abroad. 
What was however important, it had been actions and propaganda 
of Communists in the Western Europe, which infl uenced the att itude 
of public opinions there towards Poland.

Much more information on Soviet and Comintern policies could 
be explored by analysis of Georgi Dymitrov diaries14. They can be sup-
plemented by the book of Ryszard Nazarewicz Komintern a lewica polska. 
Wybrane problemy (Warszawa 2008)15, although this publication should 
be rather categorized as a popular science paper. As for Comintern, some 
source editions prepared in Russia and in the West could be quite help-
ful: Istorija Kommunisticzeskogo Intiernacyonała 1919‒1943. Dokumientalnyje 
oczerki, ed. A.O. Czubarjan, (Moskwa 2002), Komintern i idieja mirowoj 
rewolucyi. Dokumienty, ed. J.S. Dubkin, (Moskwa 1998), Politbiuro CK RK-
P(b)–WKP(b) i Komintiern 1919–1943. Dokumienty, eds. G.M. Adibiekow 
et al. (Moskwa 2004, Secret Cables of the Comintern, 1933–1943, eds. F.I. 
Firsov, K. Harvey, J.E. Haynes, (New Haven 2014)16.

As for the course of events during the Soviet invasion of Poland, 
this topic has already an extensive subject literature, thanks to releasing 
a great number of documents on the Red Army by Russia. It contrib-
uted to supplementation of research and conducting of some in-depth 
analyses launched by some émigré authors and in Poland, mainly with 
the support of relational sources. This resulted, i.a. in a three-volume 

13 Документы внешней политики СССР, vol. 21, 1 января–31 декабря 1938 г., eds. 
Г.К. Деев et al., Москва 1977; Документы внешней политики СССР, vol. 22, book 1, 1 
января–31 августа 1939 г., eds. В.Г. Комплектов et al., Москва 1992; Документы внешней 
политики СССР, vol. 22, book 2, 1 сентября–31 декабря 1939 г., eds. В.Г. Комплектов et 
al., Москва 1992.

14 Г. Димитров, op. cit.
15 R. Nazarewicz, Komintern a lewica polska. Wybrane problemy, Warszawa 2008.
16 История Коммунистического Интернационала 1919–1943. Документальные очер-

ки, ed. А.О. Чубарьян, Москва 2002; Коминтерн и идея мировой революции. Документы, 
ed. Я.С. Драбкин, Москва 1998; Политбюро ЦК РКП(б)-ВКП(б) и Коминтерн. 1919–1943 
гг. Документы, eds. Г.М. Адибеков et al., Москва 2004; Secret Cables of the Comintern, 1933–
1943, eds. F.I. Firsov, K. Harvey, J.E. Haynes, New Haven 2014.
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publication Agresja sowiecka na Polskę w świetle dokumentów. 17 września, 
printed in the fi rst half of the 1990s, in the C. Grzelak monograph Kresy 
w czerwieni: agresja Związku Sowieckiego na Polskę w 1939 roku (Warszawa 
1998), in paper with testimonies of witnesses of these events, by the 
same author and some smaller monographs17. A very high informative 
value could also be subscribed to the book of Ryszard Szawłowski (Karol 
Liszewski), from the 1980s, Wojna polsko sowiecka 1939 r. with a sizea-
ble documentary annex18. It provides a lot of information on military 
actions and also on the Red Army and Soviet authorities’ propaganda. 
Reports, opinions and views of Soviet soldiers and commanders were 
presented by Wladimir Niewiezin, who used a number of Soviet sources 
for the purpose19.

To my knowledge, pure military-related issued and course of events 
during the hostilities in Poland had been already thoroughly examined, 
but the problem of the military factor in the Soviet propaganda still re-
mains a challenge for scientists. In Poland, some progress has been made, 
mainly with regard to assessments of Soviet Intelligence and evaluation 
of Red Army morale and combat potential.

As for military preparations of the Red Army for invasion of Poland 
in September 1939 and impact of military factors on policies and Soviet 
society, these elements would require further detailed research20. Such 
elements are closely linked with the wartime propaganda and the prob-
lem of militarisation of the Soviet society in the 1930s. Any research, due 
to diffi  culties with access to archival press materials and other Soviet 

17 Wrzesień 1939 na Kresach w relacjach, ed. C. Grzelak, Warszawa 1999; Dziennik działań 
bojowych Frontu Białoruskiego we wrześniu 1939, ed. idem, Warszawa 1998; idem, Dziennik 
sowieckiej agresji: wrzesień 1939, Warszawa 1994; 3 Armia Sowiecka w agresji na Polskę 1939 r. 
(dokument sprawozdawczy), Grodno 1939, ed. idem, Warszawa 1990; idem, Szack–Wytyczno 
1939, Warszawa 2001; idem, Wilno 1939, Warszawa 1993; idem, Wilno–Grodno‒Kodziowce 
1939, Warszawa 2002.

18 R. Szawłowski Wojna polsko-sowiecka 1939: tło polityczne, prawnomiędzynarodowe i psy-
chologiczne: agresja sowiecka i polska obrona; sowieckie zbrodnie wojenne i przeciw ludzkości oraz 
zbrodnie ukraińskie i białoruskie, vol. 1, Monografi a, vol. 2, Dokumenty, Warszawa 1997; idem, 
Wojna polsko-sowiecka 1939: tło polityczne, prawnomiędzynarodowe i psychologiczne: agresja so-
wiecka i polska obrona; sowieckie zbrodnie wojenne i przeciw ludzkości oraz zbrodnie ukraińskie 
i białoruskie, vol. 2, Dokumenty, Warszawa 1997.

19 W. Niewiezin, Polskaja kampania sentabria 1939 g. głazami analitikow Krasnoj Armii, in: 
Kampania polska 1939 r. Polityka – społeczeństwo – kultura, vol. 1, Strategia, eds. M.P. Desz-
czyński, T. Pawłowski, Warszawa 2013, pp. 101–109.

20 See also: A. Popłoński, Wywiad polski na ZSRR 1921–1939, Warszawa 1996; P. Koła-
kowski, Czas próby: polski wywiad wojskowy wobec groźby wybuchu wojny w 1939 roku, War-
szawa 2012.
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publications (apart from main titles and broadsheets), would be compli-
cated, diffi  cult and would consume a lot of time.

So far, there had not been any possibility to analyse activities of the 
Soviet Intelligence aimed at gett ing infl uence on decisions of the Soviet 
leadership as well as on build an impact on public opinion in Western 
Europe and Poland. Only few such document have been released by the 
Russian Federation to the public and they have been mainly used to sup-
port contemporary propaganda activities. Possibly, new research in ar-
chives and libraries in the former Soviet republics (mainly in Ukraine) 
could give some eff ects.

As for issues related to Soviet propaganda aimed at Poland and Polish 
society, such problems have been only partially explored and evaluated. 
Of course, they had been, and they are still an integral element of the na-
tional Soviet and now Russian policies. Therefore, any synthetic approach 
is valuable and would always be greatly appreciated. One of examples 
of such research is the article of Wasilij Tokariev, who covered Soviet 
propaganda elements during the period of 1938–193921. Next such eff ort 
was taken by the author of this publication in the paper Pańska, szlachec-
ka, faszystowska. Polska w sowieckiej propagandzie, kulturze i historiografi i, 
(Warszawa 2020). The Soviet journalism during the interwar period was 
also presented by Artur Życki22.

The main Russian publication on the Polish September Military 
Campaign of 1939 is still the work of Wladimir Niewiezin on Soviet 
propaganda 1939–1941 and his synthetic article on the same topic23. The 
great scientifi c value can be found also in translations of Pravda articles 
by Adam Kersten, from the period covered by the project. It is to note 
that they had not been so far properly exploited by researchers24. Issues 
of Soviet propaganda on Polish territories occupied by Soviets were also 
refl ected in a number of monographs on particular regions and districts25. 

21 W. Tokariew, Polsza w sowietskoj propagandie (oktiabr 1938–avgust 1939 gg), in: Kampa-
nia polska 1939. Polityka–społeczeństwo–kultura, vol. 2, Polityka i społeczeństwo, imponderabilia, 
pamięć, kultura, eds. M.P. Deszczyński, T. Pawłowski, Warszawa 2014, pp. 244–255.

22 A. Życki, II Rzeczpospolita w publicystyce sowieckiej. Polityka, gospodarka, stereotypy, 
Ostrołęka–Warszawa 2006.

23 W. Niewiezin, Tajne plany Stalina. Propaganda sowiecka w przededniu wojny z Trzecią 
Rzeszą 1939–1941, Kraków 2000; See also: idem, Polsza w sowietskoj propagandie 1939–1941 
gg., in: Kampania, vol. 2, pp. 258–270.

24 A. Kersten, Prawda, Warszawa 1979; See: A.M. Lutyński, A.U. Rodionowa, Gazieta 
“Prawda” o bojach mieżdu Krasnoj Armiej i polskimi wojskami w sientiabrie 1939 goda, “Święto-
krzyskie Studia Archiwalno-Historyczne” 2017, 6.

25 See also: D. Karolkiewicz, “Wolna Łomża”: oblicze radzieckiej polityki i propagandy w Łom-
żyńskiem w okresie 1939–1941, Łomża 2002; W. Śleszyński, Białystok w sowieckiej fotografi i 
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The engagement of Soviet culture and science in the Soviet propaganda 
was mentioned and assessed in above-mentioned work Pańska, szlachecka, 
faszystowska, and also in the print of Ewa Thompson Trubadurzy imperium. 
Literatura rosyjska i kolonializm, (Kraków 2000)26.

To sum up, the actual status of availability of sources and progress 
of research does not allow comprehensive and detailed exploration as well 
as assessment of Soviet propaganda and Soviet information policy issues 
related to relations with Poland. It would also be diffi  cult to identify the 
quality and impact of propaganda operations in Poland and in other 
countries.

Lack of access to Russian archives and libraries, at least in the fore-
seeable future, could be addressed by research conducted in Western 
Europe archives, as well as in archives and libraries in the former Soviet 
republics (Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Georgia, Armenia, 
and Azerbaijan). This could be complemented by detailed analysis of the 
Polish press and documents generated by the Polish diplomacy. All this 
should allow, even in the case of limited research possibilities in the 
East, to build in-depth synthesis of Soviet propaganda aimed at Poland 
for the period covered by the project. Each such eff ort would be highly 
appreciated and properly exploited.
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