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Introduction

Meeting with military historians in 2013, Russian President Vladimir Putin described the 1939-1940 Winter War between the Soviet Union and Finland as an effort to re-define borders that had been, he asserted, incorrectly drawn after 1917. Viewpoints on the Winter War, which ironically turned out to be a political victory for Germany as it was poised for its takeover of the European continent, do not necessarily support Putin’s claim.

Given the Soviet drive at the time for acquiring surrounding lands (for example, the terms of the 1939 Non-aggression Pact between Germany and Russia gave the Soviets the go-ahead to invade the eastern half of Poland while Germany invaded the west; as well as Russia’s acquisition of Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania), there is significant credence for the belief that it was the Soviet Union’s intention to eventually grab Finland. In past centuries, the Russian Empire had not been shy about attempting to redefine borders to its own advantage and at the expense of those nations on the other side of the dividing line. Finland’s proximity to the Soviet Union and to Leningrad made it especially desirable to Joseph Stalin as a buffer, rather than a gateway, to an invasion by an aggressor.

After the fall of the Romanovs, some historians believe that by 1939, Stalin intended to restore the borders of the country that had been in place when the tsars ruled. The restored barriers would have taken Finnish land and given it to the Soviets.

Intent on maintaining its independence and wary of Russian aims, the Finns endured civil unrest as citizens voiced their support for or antipathy against the burgeoning communist movement. During this time, Finland generally began to ally itself more firmly with its neighbor, Sweden, and with Western Europe.

Another perspective holds that the Soviets, despite the Non-aggression Pact which they had signed with Germany, were well aware that Adolf Hitler’s ambitions would not be held in check by a treaty for very long. The Soviets sought to protect Leningrad’s flank should the Germans opt to invade the Soviet Union via Finland.

However, some Russian historians assert that there are no existing documents that support the notion that the Soviet Union had any intention of trying to acquire Finland. Security of the Soviet Union was Stalin’s prevailing creed; the lengthy border of the USSR posed a daunting obstacle to an invading army, as Napoleon had discovered, but it also presented a challenge to defend. Still, the Soviet obsession with protecting their borders did not inspire a belief that they were motivated by altruistic motives for their actions; a Finnish government which acceded to Soviet authority would be beneficial in various ways to the Russians.

Whatever the explanation offered by Putin in 2013, the entire world was bereft of hindsight in 1939 and looking nervously over its shoulders as the rise of the Nazis in the west and the surging military might of the Japanese in the east posed a threat to national borders everywhere. On September 1, 1939, the Germans invaded Poland, and World War II, a bloody conflict which would involve 30 nations and more than 70 million fatalities, was underway. Once the Nazis commenced their march across the globe, the resulting war would be the most lethal engagement of enemy combatants in human history, and when it was over, the map of the world was changed. Alliances would be recalibrated and power struggles would erupt and borders would be redrawn.

The Winter War at first seemed like a minor prelude to such a global cataclysm.

The Soviets claimed that, on November 26, 1939, four Soviet border guards were killed in the town of Mainila along the Soviet-Finnish border. The accusation was a dubious one, and research into the incident decades later would prove that the shelling had been launched on the Soviet side of the border by its own People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, or NKVD units.

The Soviet government accused Finland of attacking; Finland denied that it was responsible and refused the Soviet demand to move its military further away from the border between the two nations. In addition, the Russians, needing to construct a naval base, wanted to lease land on Finland’s Hanko Peninsula, as well as the surrender of several Finnish islands in the Gulf of Finland. In exchange, the Russians offered Russian territory. The Finns, based on past history, saw no reason to trust the Soviets and refused the request.

Finland proposed that a joint Finnish-Soviet commission investigate the incident. Instead, the Soviets cut diplomatic ties with Finland on November 28, charged the Finns with a hostile response, and renounced the non-aggression pact between the two nations.

When the negotiations broke down, the Red Army, with half a million soldiers, invaded Finland on November 30, 1939. The Finns could not hope to match the Soviet numbers, but they were determined to mount a robust defense of their nation. They built bunkers, a network of trenches, and field fortifications along the Karelian Isthmus, and from this position, led by Marshal Carl Gustaf Mannerheim, they were able to ward off the tank assaults from the Russians for a time.

The Russians had always had confidence in the meteorological legend they called “General Winter,” but in this seasonal conflict, it was the Finns who utilized the climate to their advantage, with ski troops attacking Soviet units that were isolated from the main force, and guerilla exploits that capitalized on the cold temperatures. When the Soviets were bogged down by the snow, Finnish snipers found them easy targets.

Ultimately, of course, fortune favored numbers over anything else, and by February 1940, the Soviets were impatient to end the fighting and claim victory. They mounted one of the largest artillery bombardments since the First World War, overwhelming the Finnish forces, who were low on ammunition and weary after almost three months defending the Karelian Isthmus.

The Finns had no choice but to accept peace terms. Finland was forced to surrender 11 percent of its land to the Soviets in exchange for peace and maintaining its fragile, precious independence. Despite emerging victorious, the Winter War was a costly victory for the Soviets, who suffered more than 320,000 casualties in the fighting. By contrast, the Finnish casualties numbered only 65,000.

Hitler, observing the weak response from the Soviet military, was buoyed with confidence that he could successfully penetrate the massive Soviet border and defeat the Red Army. Great Britain and France, too disorganized to effectively provide support for Finland, likewise appeared to the Germans as weak and feckless, likely to be cowed by German might. Viewed through the perspective of the lackluster Winter War, Europe appeared incapable of mounting a challenge to the mighty Nazi forces. And Russia, even with its enormous military, had not shown any indication that it could withstand a Nazi invasion. Hitler was optimistic; on December 18, 1940, he authorized the military campaign called Operation Barbarossa. The actual invasion of the Soviet Union would begin on June 22, 1941. By then, Finland would have allied itself with Germany and Finnish soldiers would be part of the invasion force.

In the end, the Winter War between the Finns and the Soviets cost the Finns territory it had to cede to the Soviet Union. As a result, Finland made an alliance with Nazi Germany, receiving financial aid and military support as German and Finnish soldiers fought to push back Soviet forces. But in 1944, a change in German military fortune and a change in the Finnish government would see an anti-German leader, the Field Marshal Carl Gustaf Mannerheim, who had led


Conclusion

Following its defeat in the Winter War and the loss of Finnish territory to the victorious Soviets, Finland was in search of a defender. At a time when Europe was cringing at the prospect of Nazi Germany’s rise to power, Finland saw in the Germans a military force that seemed capable of bringing defeat to the Soviets, thereby enabling the Finns to gain back their lost territory. Finland entered World War II in 1941 fighting on the side of the Germans. But after the Battle of Stalingrad, Finland realized that Germany would not be able to outlast or outfight the Red Army, which was an ally of the western nations.

Finland needed to be able to remain independent, retaining its own form of government and its freedoms, while taking care not to offend the Soviet Union, which was, after the end of World War II, a superpower. The map showed that despite the losses of life which the Soviets had endured during the war, the USSR had profited, both by military means and by treaties. Twenty million Soviets, civilian and soldier, lost their lives in the Second World War, the greatest number of deaths for any of the nations fighting in the war. But the Soviet Union also profited in its acquisition of control over Eastern Europe, as it brought the governments of Poland, East Germany, Rumania, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Albania, and Hungary under its control as satellites. The Western Allies also acquiesced in letting the Soviet Union annex Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, the Baltic states.

Finland, so close physically to the Soviet Union, faced a dilemma: how could it hold onto its independence without stirring its powerful neighbor into conquest? Sweden was not in a position to offer Finland protection. Finland had been allied with Germany during the war and was not one of the Allied nations marching to victory as Europe was liberated.

In April 1948, Finland recognized its destiny and signed the Agreement of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance with the Soviets. The Soviets accepted Finland’s wish to remain neutral as the USSR and the United States waged the Cold War, as long as Finland agreed to resist any armed attacks by Germany and its allies, whether against Finland or against the USSR through Finland, and to ask for military help from the Soviets if this proved necessary.

Finland did not accept aid from the Marshal Plan which rebuilt Europe after the war, but it remained outside the sphere of Soviet influence. Still, the nation, its media, and political expression made every effort to mirror Soviet values in order to avoid controversy. In 1961, following the Berlin crisis, a German political scientist coined the term “Finlandization” to describe the way in which the USSR was trying to flex its muscle in Europe.

Finland’s geography demanded that it recognize its limitations. The Soviet Union was not a neighbor to be flouted. In order to thrive independently without attracting Soviet criticism, Finland needed to forge its own political path.

For its part, the Soviet Union allowed Finland to function in this nuanced independence. Finland did not enjoy the broader freedoms of the other Scandinavian countries, but it was not constrained in the same manner as Poland or Czechoslovakia or Hungary, countries which saw Russian tanks crossing into their borders when their fledgling grasp for freedom met with Soviet retaliation. But perhaps Finland had the last laugh. In 1991, as the Soviet Union was crumbling, and the nations formerly controlled by the iron Soviet fist tried to discern their future, Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev offered Finland as a possible role model for the future.
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