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Pax Sovietica

VojTecH MASTNY

The notion of ‘Pax’, with whatever qualifying national
adjective might be appended to it, has been understood
to designate a peaceful order imposed unilaterally by the
dominant power in a region using force or the threat of force.
Such a notion has always held pride of place in Soviet
thinking on security, although during the Soviet state’s
existence of more than seventy years its meaning has not
always been the same. Indeed, the changes have been
substantial and significant.

In 1917 the celebrated ‘Peace Decree’, which was the
first legislative act of the Bolshevik government, posited a
peaceful order to be born out of the exertions of a revolution-
ary nation—an aspiration similar to that of the French
‘Grande Nation’ which strove to remake Europe in its own
image at the end of the eighteenth century. Admittedly, the
nation seized by the Bolsheviks was at the time retreating
before its enemies; by issuing the decree, they hoped to
reverse the trend. They looked forward to the establishment
throughout Europe, and indeed the world, of their sort of
peaceful order of kindred dictatorships in the name of the
proletariat, with their own as the primus inter pares.

In 1920, the Red Army invaded Poland in pursuit of
that vision. The concept of ‘pacifying’ Europe by exporting
revolution to it by force of arms was Trotsky’s brainchild,
and it died with the invaders’ defeat at Warsaw. Nor did
Lenin have any scruples about using military force to impose
Soviet rule on unwilling foreign peoples, which he did, for
example, in the Caucasus. However, he genuinely abhorred
imperialism, including Russian imperialism, even in the
guise of exporting the revolution. He was the author of an
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influential book on the subject that condemned imperialism
as a particularly evil fruit of capitalism.’

For most of the 1920s and 1930s the Soviet Union, what-
ever else might be said about her behaviour, was not an
imperialist power. Indeed, she was not much of a power at
all, certainly not in the sense of being able to exercise a
decisive influence on international developments at that
time. She tried to do so as much as she could, sometimes by
skilful diplomacy, sometimes by much less skilful manage-
ment of international Communism; but she could do very
little.

This situation changed toward the end of the 193o0s,
and the change brought results in 1939. Stalin initially
devised and implemented what may be termed the concept of
security by imperial expansion to counter the expansionist
thrust of Nazi Germany, though he was also not averse to
using this for his own purposes. This was a Pax Sovietica in
the sense of envisaging a region beyond the Russian core of
the Soviet state where Moscow’s power and influence would
rule supreme. The concept was realized in the Stalin—Hitler
pact of 23 August 1939, particularly in its secret protocol,
which provided for the division of Eastern Europe into
spheres of influence.

So fundamental, not to mention scandalous, was this
document that until the days of Gorbachev its very existence
was not officially admitted in the Soviet Union. Even when it
was finally admitted, and the secret text was published, the
original reportedly could not be found in the Soviet archives.
This added to the abiding political sensitivity of the docu-
ment that amounts to the founding charter of the Eastern
European empire Stalin created and his successors inherited.

The secret protocol provided the contractual basis for
Stalin’s seizure of the Baltic states—an act which under
Gorbachev Soviet authors came to recognize as an act
of imperialism pure and simple. The same applied to Stalin’s
attempted subjugation of Finland, which was part of the deal
with Hitler and provoked him to unleash the Soviet—Finnish
war in 1939, and of southern Bukovina, which was not part

' V. 1. Lenin, Imperialism as the Highest Stage of Capitalism, first published in 1917.
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of the deal. These were the hallmarks of the Pax Sovietica
that Stalin sought to impose on Eastern Europe in 1939—41.

Admittedly, the concept was originally defensive, designed
to strengthen the Soviet hand in dealing with an aggressive
Nazi Germany. But it was also eminently suitable for further
development once the original defensive considerations no
longer applied. It was Stalin’s most distinctive contribution
to the theory and practice of Soviet security policy. Not
only had he devised it but he also effectively controlled
its implementation in his quest for Soviet security as he
understood it. The results were impressive, though not quite
the ones originally intended.

Enough is known about how Stalin started to pursue his
Pax Sovietica not only defensively but offensively too, once
the tide of the Second World War turned in his favour.
Since he did everything in his power, the inevitability of
much of what happened in Eastern Europe as a result has
retrospectively been taken for granted. Yet viewed from the
perspective of the time, there was bound to be no small
degree of uncertainty in Stalin’s mind. Despite his general
adherence to the concept of achieving security by imperial
expansion, he was far from impervious to the calculations
of cost and benefit. His conquest of Eastern Europe was
substantially influenced by the circumstances, opportunities,
and behaviour of others, which even a man of his guile could
not possibly anticipate with any certainty, particularly not
while the war was still in progress.

The philosophy underlying the Pax Sovietica that emerged
at the end of the Second World War may be gleaned from
the often-quoted remark Stalin is reported to have made
privately to the ranking Yugoslav Communist, Milovan
Djilas, in January 1945: ‘This war is not as in the past;
whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social
system as far as his army has power to do so. It cannot be
otherwise.’? This remark, however, quite apart from its being
reported from memory fifteen years after the event, does
not accurately describe how the post-war Pax Sovietica
came about, although it does convey well enough what it
eventually became.

2 M. Djilas, Conversations with Stalin (London, 1962), 105.
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It is not true that the Soviet Union tried to extend her
military power as far as she could, although she did allow
such an impression to develop. She could, for example,
have advanced her forces into Hungary and then on to
Berlin earlier and faster than she did; she could also have
penetrated deeper into northern Norway, and perhaps into
Denmark. And after the war, Moscow did actually withdraw
its troops from several of the territories it had previously
occupied, allowing other political and social systems to
prevail there. Apart from leaving northern Norway and the
Danish island of Bornholm, by 1946 the Red Army had also
vacated Czechoslovakia.

The case of Czechoslovakia is pertinent as an illustration
of the fact that initially the Pax Sovietica did not necessarily
mean the replication of the Soviet system. It meant some-
thing more benign—the establishment of coalition or quasi-
coalition regimes beholden to Moscow—yet not benign
enough to reassure the West about Soviet intentions in
the region and beyond. This was a crucial defect as far
as the wartime understandings between Moscow and the
Western Allies were concerned. These envisaged joint,
rather than separate, responsibility for the settlement in
Europe. Admittedly, the West accepted that part of it—Ileft
ill-defined—would be the responsibility of the Soviet Union,
but this acceptance was implicit rather than explicit.

As Soviet behaviour in that ill-defined part of Europe
Stalin chose to regard as crucial to his security failed
to reassure the Western powers, a notion developed—
known today to be greatly exaggerated though not totally
unfounded—that the Soviets were contemplating the use of
force or the threat of force in additional areas. It eventually
coalesced into the notion that the Pax Sovietica, as Stalin
conceived and implemented it, constituted a threat to vital
Western interests that must be resisted.

It may be assumed from the wealth of circumstantial evi-
dence, even though it is not conclusively proved by specific
documents, that Stalin was genuinely surprised and alarmed
at this turn of events.> The change in attitude towards

. % V. Mastny, ‘Europe in US—USSR Relations: A Topical Legacy’, Problems of
Communism, 37 (1988), 16—29.
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his Pax Sovietica, from acceptance to resistance, was not
immediately apparent, but became so by 1947, once the
United States adopted her policy of containment. Admittedly,
Stalin’s policy had by no means been peaceful, accommodat-
ing, and respectful of the security interests of other countries.
But neither had it been as unequivocally bent on unlimited
expansion as the West was inclined to believe. This belief
was nurtured by Western Europe’s vulnerability in the face
of such expansion after its wartime collapse and by the fresh
memory of the pattern of Nazi aggression.

Moreover, after the war the Soviet Union frequently and
increasingly tended to behave as if Stalin believed other
countries would feel compelled, out of necessity, to accept
his infringements on their security. There was much official
and unofficial speculation about the allegedly irresistible
ascendancy of ‘socialism’ over ‘capitalism’, centring on
the question of how imminent and severe was the vaunted
‘general crisis’ of the capitalist system. Thus Moscow’s
Marxist-Leninist ideology provided the crucial conceptual
framework for Soviet policy even if not the inspiration for its
operational goals.

If there was a moment when the Pax Sovietica began to
assume its final form, that moment was the founding, in
September 1947, of the Cominform as the new co-ordinating
body of Europe’s main Communist parties. This finally
set the course for the Sovietization of the part of Europe
where Moscow’s influence was paramount, although even
then exceptions would apply; Czechoslovakia, for example,
was eventually included, while Finland was not. Never-
theless, now at last Stalin’s policies followed from the
premiss that the Soviet Union could not be secure unless her
political, economic, and social system were replicated in her
dependencies. -

While Stalin’s lodestar was always security as he under-
stood it, the by-product of his quest for security was an
extensive pacification of the region long reputed to be
the powder keg of Europe. Although his unwilling East
European subjects had good reasons to compare the peace
thus achieved to that of a graveyard, it was nevertheless no
mean accomplishment. Still, the exceptions to it were even
more impressive than the accomplishment itself.
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The Soviet-style pacification was not effective in regard
to Yugoslavia which, though her internal system was quite
Sovietized, had the special distinction of having Sovietized
herself in her own way rather than by following Stalin’s
wishes unconditionally. This was the crux of his historic row
with Tito which, far from fostering peace in the region, posed
the greatest threat to it during the climactic years of the
cold war. The threat persisted as long as Stalin lived and
entertained his plans to subjugate Yugoslavia by military
action carried out by the armies of his Hungarian and
Bulgarian satellites.

Stalin’s Pax Sovietica may have served his desire to
control Europe as the main safeguard of Soviet security, but
it brought his own country neither real peace nor greater
security. On a superficial level it may be said that the very
development of the cold war meant that there was no genuine
peace. This war, however, was cold by definition and indeed
never became hot in Europe, thus giving the Pax Sovietica
the appearance of a peaceful order. It is only in a deeper
sense that this appearance was deceptive.

Contrary to the retrospective view of Europe’s supposedly
‘enduring balance’,* the order which Stalin imposed in
his part of the Continent, and which the United States
reluctantly condoned there, was never a truly peaceful one.
Few contemporaries regarded the division of Europe as
stabilizing, much less durable. As late as the second half of
the 1950s the United States still maintained that the threat
to Western security ultimately derived from the domination
imposed on the unwilling peoples of Eastern Europe by the
Soviet Union.

This was largely, though not entirely, rhetorical. In any
case Moscow could not tell its operational significance until
it was tested by a challenge to the Soviet-imposed order
in the region. In Stalin’s lifetime such a test never came.
Meanwhile Washington’s rationale for a policy aimed at
changing what the Soviets called the ‘correlation of forces’ in
favour of the West was bound to be seen in Moscow as

* A. W. DePorte, Europe between the Superpowers: The Enduring Balance (New Haven,
Conn., 1979).
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threatening. And the policy was eminently successful—
not so much because of Western Europe’s progressing
rearmament for a war that never came, as because of the
region’s spectacular political, economic, and social recovery.

How did this development infringe on the Pax Sovietica?
It did so by undermining one of the fundamental premisses
on which the system rested—the premiss of an allegedly
irresistible ascendancy of ‘socialism’ over ‘capitalism’. And
since preventing the recovery of Western Europe proved to
be beyond the Soviet capacity, the answer for Stalin was to
further tighten the screws on the part of Europe within his
power. This he proceeded to do in ways that in his last years
made the Pax Sovietica into a travesty of a peaceful order.

The peace of the order rested on terror inspired by fear. It
was that familiar sort of terror Stalin had unleashed in the
Soviet Union in the 1930s. But whence came the fear so soon
after his country had won its greatest military victory in
history, and secured the favourable strategic position Stalin
wanted? Even today a conclusive answer to this question is
not possible, and it may not be found until the relevant
Soviet archives have been opened, if at all.

There can be no doubt that fear, perhaps irrational but
genuine, permeated Moscow’s empire in the early 1950s to
an extraordinary degree. No matter how strong Stalin’s grip
on power was, even stronger was his fear that this grip might
not be sufficient. His East European lieutenants genuinely
dreaded war, this dread being augmented by the fact that a
great many of their subjects entertained the hope of war as
the only way to freedom. The outbreak of hostilities in Korea
in June 1950 also touched off a veritable war scare in Eastern
Europe, which was hardly allayed by Stalin’s knowledge
that he could have prevented his North Korean clients from
startlng the trouble in the first place.

Yet it is difficult to imagine how Stalin could have taken
seriously the possibility of a US military attack on Eastern
Europe. Thanks to Soviet spying operations in the West,
which reached the peak of their effectiveness at that time,
he was too well informed about both American military
deficiencies and the Americans’ real intentions. None the
less, there is no denying that his Pax Sovietica rested on
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shaky foundations or, to be more precise, that until put
to the test it was impossible to tell just how shaky these
foundations might be.

What Moscow dreaded most was the possible scenario
after a local crisis, in which the will of an existing regime to
uphold its power would disintegrate for internal rather than
external reasons. This could then invite Western political
intervention, which might, even unintentionally, assume
military dimensions and ultimately produce an armed
confrontation—something that the Soviet Union, aware of
the United States’ overwhelming nuclear superiority, wanted
to avoid at all costs.

The prerequisite for the security of the empire was there-
fore to avert any such crisis by the means that Stalin knew
best from home—terror. And since all his real enemies
had already been effectively wiped out, the targets became
the Communist élites themselves. But even amongst these,
anyone actually or even potentially disloyal—the likes of
Tito—had been eliminated or, through the elimination of
those close to them, effectively intimidated. As a result, the
security services acting at Moscow’s behest were creating
and destroying enemies where none existed, thus perpetuat-
ing the atmosphere of fear and insecurity.

Such a Pax Sovietica corroded the morale of the élites
whose power it was intended to protect, and ultimately the
very fabric of the societies it was supposed to consolidate. In
this sense, it was a destructive system, not only because of
the immense suffering it inflicted on its subjects; it was also a
profoundly self-destructive system.

Far from wanting to enhance international peace by creat-
ing an empire, Stalin needed international peace to maintain
an empire. Having sought to increase Soviet security, he
found it diminishing—both by his own definition and by
objective standards. To make matters worse, the system he
had created was designed for a single man of his special
qualities which—fortunately for his country and others—
could not readily be produced again. By passing it on to his
successors upon his death in March 1953, he passed on to
them an exceedingly difficult legacy.

Within five years of Stalin’s death, the main trends had



Pax Sovietica 387

emerged that were to determine the long-term future of
the Pax Sovietica, so that conclusions can be drawn as to
how the legacy has fared. If the term is to be applied to
the Soviet hegemonic position in Eastern Europe, this
continued to exist until 1989. However, its forms have
changed, and the changes have grown ever more important
than the continuities.

Having reached its apogee in 1953, the Pax Sovietica has
since become less and less peaceful, as well as less Soviet. Far
from pacifying Eastern Europe for any length of time, the
nature of the order it imposed has repeatedly been a source
of instability. The region has experienced a succession of
crises, some of which prompted Moscow to intervene by
force—until the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia the only
military encounters on the otherwise peaceful continent since
the Second World War. Indeed, the first of these interven-
tions took place in East Germany less than four months after
Stalin had gone.

The order also became less and less Soviet as Stalin’s
successors realized that the key to its preservation was
not insistence upon the Soviet model but rather selective
acquiescence in departures from it. They recognized this
explicitly at the time of the 1956 Hungarian revolution in
their declaration that enshrined the different countries’ right
to individual development towards socialism. And although
Moscow subsequently honoured this right more in its breach,
the differences in the various developments none the less
asserted themselves as the meaning of socialism grew ever
more elusive.

The rise and decline of the Pax Sovietica altered Moscow’s
role as the policeman of Eastern Europe. At the time of
the 1968 Czechoslovakian crisis, an authoritative Soviet
spokesman described his country’s military intervention to
preserve the status quo in the region as a service to world
peace.” This was, to be sure, a transparently self-serving
argument that few people took seriously. It underpinned the

® The president of the Supreme Soviet, Nikolai Podgornyi, in conversation with
US Ambassador Jacob Beam, quoted in A. B. Ulam, ‘Why the Status Quo in
Eastern Europe Is a Threat to Soviet Security’, in G. Urban (ed.), Détente (New
York, 1976), 213.
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so-called Brezhnev doctrine, according to which the Soviet
Union claimed the right to intervene by force in Eastern
Europe whenever, in its opinion, the existing order there
was in jeopardy. Twenty years later, the situation was
reversed. The order in the region became increasingly
jeopardized as old and new diversities proliferated. Under
Gorbachev the Soviet Union took the view that its role as
policeman was a thing of the past. At first few outsiders were
“prepared to believe this. But the Soviet words were matched
by Soviet actions—or, rather, inactions.

In 1989, when the Polish communists asked for Soviet
support against the Solidarity opposition, Moscow advised
them to compromise. When Hungary, in defiance of the rules
of the Pax Sovietica, allowed East German refugees to escape
en masse to the West, thus threatening the stability of the
GDR, the Soviet Union considered this Hungarian business.
Most important, when the Berlin wall went tumbling down,
the Gorbachev leadership stood by. In Czechoslovakia
and Bulgaria, it tried to help communists keep influence by
sharing power. But it did nothing when they were ousted
there, too.

Thus the Pax Sovietica died when its guardians lost their
faith and will to uphold it, even while still possessing
abundant means to do so. Its passing could only be mourned
by those who had not experienced it first hand. Viewed in
perspective, the greatest service the system performed to
international order was the peaceful manner of its own
demise.
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