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Abstract
The Ribbentrop-Molotov  Pact, signed on
August 23, 1939, and its secret additional
protocol represented a defining moment in the
geopolitical ~ restructuring of Central and
Eastern Europe on the eve of World War 1. This
agreement divided the region into spheres of
influence between Nazi Germany and the Soviet
Union, enabling both totalitarian powers to
assert territories and
populations. In the eastern Baltic region, the
pact laid the groundwork for Soviet expansion,
as Moscow initiated a systematic campaign of

control over wvast

diplomatic pressure and military coercion to
assert dominance over Estonia, Latvia, and
Lithuania.

This study examines the motivations and
strategies underlying the Soviet Union's actions
in the Baltic region, highlighting the ideological
and pragmatic dimensions of Stalin’s policy.
While some Western historiography interprets
the Soviet maneuvers as defensive geopolitical
calculations, scholars from Central and Eastern
Europe emphasize their imperialist nature,
citing the devastating political, territorial, and
cultural repercussions. By leveraging its
enhanced position within the international
power structure, the USSR enforced agreements
such as the Mutual Assistance Pacts, effectively
compromising the sovereignty of the Baltic
states under the guise of mutual security.

Rezumat

Pactul  Ribbentrop-Molotov, semnat la 23
august 1939, impreund cu protocolul siu secret
aditional, a reprezentat un moment definitoriu
in restructurarea geopoliticid a Europei Centrale
si de Est in ajunul celui de-al Doilea Rdizboi
Mondial. Acest acord a Tmpartit regiunea in
sfere de influentd intre Germania nazistd si
Uniunea Sovieticd, permitdnd ambelor puteri
totalitare s 1si impund controlul asupra unor
teritorii si populatii vaste. In regiunea balticd de
est, pactul a pregitit terenul pentru expansiunea
sovieticd, Moscova lansind o campanie
sistematicd de presiuni diplomatice si coercitie
militard pentru a-si afirma dominatia asupra
Estoniei, Letoniei si Lituaniei.

Studiul analizeazi motivatiile si strategiile care
au stat la baza actiunilor Uniunii Sovietice in
regiunea balticd,
ideologice si pragmatice ale politicii lui Stalin. In
timp ce o parte din istoriografia occidentald
interpreteazi manevrele sovietice drept calcule
geopolitice defensive, cercetitorii din Europa
Centrald si de Est subliniazd natura lor
imperialistd, invocind consecintele politice,
teritoriale si culturale devastatoare. Profitind de
pozitia sa consolidatd in cadrul structurii
internationale de putere, URSS a impus
acorduri precum Pactele de Asistentd Mutuald,
submindnd efectiv suveranitatea statelor baltice
sub pretextul securititii comune.

evidentiind dimensiunile
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Through a critical analysis of historical
narratives and archival sources, this article
revisits  the legacy of the
Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, assessing its impact
on the Baltic states and exploring the broader
implications for the international order at the
time.

contentious

Prin  intermediul unei analize critice a
naratiunilor istorice si a surselor arhivistice,
acest articol reevalueazd ~ mostenirea
controversati a Pactului Ribbentrop-Molotov,
examindnd impactul sdu asupra statelor baltice
si explordnd implicatiile mai largi asupra ordinii

internationale din acea perioadd..
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Introduction

The Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and its implementation in the eastern
Baltic region represent a pivotal moment in the history of borders as
mechanisms of power and domination. This study draws on the conceptual
framework established in prior analyses, which explored the interplay of
geopolitical forces and cultural dynamics in shaping European frontiers
during the first year of the World War 2. Gerard Delanty’s notion of
"boundary and identities of exclusion” and Reece Jones and Alec Murphy’s
work on the "hardening of borders" provide a foundation for understanding
how the Soviet-Nazi collaboration reshaped borders and identities across
Central and Eastern Europe.!

In line with these earlier studies, this article examines the Baltic
region's transformation under the pact, highlighting how Soviet policies
combined universalist ideologies with imperial ambitions to shift the
borders in the region. As previously argued, such borders were more than
physical demarcations; they were manifestations of political, social, and
psychological processes, reflecting Anssi Paasi’s concept of discursive and
emotional spaces.? The forced redefinition of Baltic sovereignty and identity
under the pact illustrates Liam O’'Dowd’s contention that border dynamics
are inseparable from state-building processes at multiple levels.

By revisiting these conceptual insights and situating them at the start
of World War 2, this article situates the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact within a

1 Silviu Miloiu, "The “Soft” Borders in the Baltic Sea Region, 1905-1940," The Romanian Journal
for Baltic and Nordic Studies 13, no. 2 (2022): 85-120; Idem, "The ‘Hard” Borders in the Baltic Sea
Region, 1917-1922," The Romanian Journal for Baltic and Nordic Studies 14, no. 1 (2022): 7-48.

2 Anssi Paasi, "From Bounded Spaces to Relational Social Constructs: Conceptualization of the
Region in Geography," in The Multidimensionality of Regions in World Politics, ed. Paul
Kohlenberg and Nadine Godehardt (Abingdon/New York: Routledge, 2021): 17-35.
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broader theoretical framework of border studies. It critically evaluates how
the pact not only reconfigured territorial boundaries but also reinforced
cycles of violence, exclusion, and identity fragmentation, as previously
identified in Baltic interwar history. In doing so, it underscores the enduring
relevance of border studies in understanding the geopolitical and cultural
impacts of imperialist agreements on contested regions.

Key documents from governmental and archival sources, including
those from the British, French, Romanian, Finnish files, reveal the tensions
and strategic considerations that shaped the events leading up to World War
II. Notably, telegrams to the French and Romanian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and reports from the Finnish General Staff offer critical insights into
the regional dynamics at the time. Academic works also provide important
contextual frameworks for understanding the broader European context.
Additionally, historical accounts examine the shifting borders and strategic
alliances that defined the fate of these nations during this critical period.

1. The Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and its consequences for the
eastern Baltic region

As the Soviet Union advanced rapidly on the industrial and military
realms and the security climate in Europe became increasingly "disturbed"
by the revisionism of the great totalitarian powers, Moscow grew
increasingly eager to regain control of states and regions of strategic,
economic, and commercial importance that had previously been part of the
Russian Empire. During discussions for a tripartite accord with British and
French representatives in Moscow, the Soviet Union pushed the limits of
negotiations beyond the provisions of the League of Nations by insisting, for
example, on the concept of indirect aggression in the Soviet treaty proposal
of 2 June 1939.% Britain and France, which shown a commitment to the
security of nations such as Poland and Romania, were troubled by the Soviet

3 M. Naggiar, Ambassadeur de France a Moscou, a M. Georges Bonnet, ministre des affaires
étrangeres, T. nos 432 a 437, in Ministére des relations extérieures, Commission de publication des
documents relatifs aux origines de la guerre 1939-1945, Documents diplomatiques frangais (DDF)
1932-1939. 2e série, 1936-1939. 16, ler mai - 24 juin 1939 (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1983),
646-47; M. Corbin, Ambassadeur de France a Londres, a M. Georges Bonnet, ministre des
affaires étrangeres, T. nos 2063 a 2067, Londres, 3 juillet 1939, 21 h. 30, in DDF, 17, 25 juin-12
aott 1939: 251-252.
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Union's insistence on engaging with the Baltic states. The experienced head
of the Northern Department of the British Foreign Office, Laurence Collier,
advised Major-General Henry Rowan-Robinson on 11 February 1939 that the
Baltic republics will refuse reabsorption in the Soviet Union under any
circumstances. Lord Halifax had requested that Rowan-Robinson investigate
this subject with the Baltic governments.* A ,Report on the Baltic States:
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania” drafted by the Ministry of Information,

Publicity Division, Planning Section in early August 1939 concluded that “all

three countries are naturally disposed towards a friendly feeling for Great
Britain as a country with which they do a large part of their trade and which

does not threaten their independence in any way"”. However, the possibility

that Britain would give in to Soviet demands for excessive guarantees had
strained Britain's relations with the Baltic states before the failure of the
tripartite negotiations.> Cognizant of the complexities inherent in extending
unilateral guarantees to nations that had not solicited them, the Western
Powers adopted a course of action that perilously risked delivering the Baltic
states into the hands of the Soviet Union - an outcome fundamentally at odds
with the principles and commitments underpinning Western values.®
Nevertheless, each measure was undertaken with utmost caution and
ultimately failed to match the pace of Nazi Germany, which found common
cause with the Soviet Union in their shared ambition to dismantle the
territorial, political, and social order of East-Central Europe.

The signing of the Economic Treaty between Germany and the Soviet
Union by Dr. Karl Schnurre and Evgheni Babarin on August 19, 1939,
followed by the delivery of the Soviet version of the non-aggression pact to
Berlin the next day (contingent on the concurrent signing of a special

4 Laurence Collier to Major-General Henry Rowan-Robinson on 11 February 1939, The
National Archives (NA), Kew, FO 371/23603, Political, Northern, Baltic States.

5 Ministry of Information. Publicity Division. Planning Section. Memo. No. 307 of 9 August
1939, NA INF 1/744.

¢ Paul W. Doerr, "'Frigid but Unprovocative': British Policy towards the USSR from the Nazi-
Soviet Pact to the Winter War, 1939," Journal of Contemporary History 36, no. 3 (July 2001): 433-
435.
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protocol) 7, marked the final stage of a dramatic Soviet-Nazi agreement that
had been in the works for several months.

The Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and the Additional Protocol were
signed on August 23, with Hitler on the phone to receive briefings on the
discussions. Through these international instruments, the representatives of
the two totalitarian countries had cynically dictated the fate of tens of
millions of citizens. The secret additional protocol (amended on September
28) divided the majority of Central and Eastern Europe into spheres of
influence and occupation between Germany - which won western Poland
(article 2) and Lithuania (article 1) - and the Soviet Union, whose claims were
recognized on eastern and partially middle parts of Poland (article 2), as well
as on Bessarabia (article 3), Estonia, Latvia, and Finland (art. 1).
Subsequently, on September 28, 1940, on the second trip of German Minister
von Ribbentrop to Moscow, Stalin successfully included Lithuania into his
sphere of influence in return for two Polish provinces.®

Since the moment of its signing, the significance of the new pact has
been a matter of intense debate, even between the two signatories. As its

provisions came to light—albeit not officially acknowledged by the USSR

until much later—historiography split into two camps: those who reluctantly

justified Soviet actions as a pragmatic tool of state security policy, and those
who condemned them as imperialistic, attributing shared responsibility to
both states. Was the Soviet Union acting in self-defense or pursuing
territorial expansion? In an essay for The New York Times, historian Anatol
Lieven contended that Stalin's actions in the summer of 1939, particularly in
relation to Western powers and Germany, were "understandable” when
viewed through the lens of geopolitical strategy.® The majority of Russian
historians, particularly those aligned with Vladimir Putin's rhetoric, aim to

7 Documents on German Foreign Policy / Continued (DGFP), 1918-1945. The Last Days of Peace,
August 9 - September 3, 1939, Series D (1937-1945), Vol. VII. Washington: 1956, 150-152..

8 Raymond James Sontag and James Stuart Beddie, eds., Nazi-Soviet Relations, 1939-1941:
Documents from the Archives of the German Foreign Office (Department of State, 1948), 72-78; Ion
Siscanu and Vitalie Varatec, The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and Its Consequences for Bessarabia
(Chisinau: Universitas Publishing House, 1991), 5-7.

% Anatol Lieven, "A Cool-Headed Look at 1939," The New York Times, September 5, 2009..
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downplay the criminal ramifications of the USSR's execution of the
Additional Protocol. In contrast, these viewpoints are often tempered in
certain Western academic circles by more critical analyses.!

In contrast, many historians of Central and Eastern Europe differ
sharply from Russian historians and those in the West who find geopolitical
justifications, arguing, with rare near-unanimity, the imperial origins of
Soviet policies and their tragic political, territorial, demographic, cultural,
etc. repercussions. According to Estonian historian Eero Medijainen, the
Soviets had known since May 1939 that the balance of power in international
affairs was in their hands, and Stalin craved real gains from his position of
power, therefore he was eager to bargain with anybody willing to pay the
price.!" Grigore Gafencu (Grégoire Gafenco), one of the earliest and most
competent interpreters of German-Soviet relations on the eve and beginning
of the war, drew an analogy between Stalin's demands on Hitler and Tsar
Alexander I's demands on Napoleon at Tilsit (1807): Finland, the Baltic
States, and Bessarabia.!?

The provisions of this treaty violated a number of multilateral
agreements that the Soviet Union had signed with its neighbors, including
the Briand-Kellogg Pact of Abandonment of the War, the Moscow Protocol
to the Early Implementation of the Pact, and the Convention of the Definition
of Aggression of July 3-5, 1933. It was also in stark contrast to the bilateral
non-aggression treaties between the USSR and Lithuania (September 28,

10 In Britain: Roger Moorhouse, The Devils’ Alliance: Hitler’s Pact with Stalin, 1939-1941
(London: Basic Books, 2014); Keith Neilson, , The Baltic, Blockade and Soviet Russia:
September 1939-June 1940,” in TG Otte, ed. The Foreign Office’s War, 1939-41: British Strategic
Foreign Policy and the Major Neutral Powers (London: Boydell & Brewer; 2022): 83-126; in Italy:
Antonella Salomoni, Il protocollo segreto: Il patto Molotov-Ribbentrop e la falsificazione della storia
(Bologna: II Mulino, 2022); in France: Andrew Sobanet, "Molotov-Ribbentrop-Aragon: The
Nazi-Soviet Pact, French Newspapers, and the French Communist Part," Contemporary French
Civilization 45, no. 1 (2020): 103-125.

11 Eero Medjijainen, 1939: Véimalused ja Valikud (Tartu, 2000), 101.

12 Grégoire Gafenco, Preliminaries of the War in the East: From the Moscow Agreement (August 23,
1939) to the Hostilities in Russia (June 22, 1941) (Egloff, Freiburg, 1944).
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1926) 13, Finland (January 21, 1932)', Latvia (February 5, 1932) 5, and Estonia
(May 4, 1932) !¢ and the policy statements made by key Soviet officials.

The implementation of the pact in the eastern Baltic region occurred
just over a month after its signing. To achieve its objectives, Moscow first
instigated a political crisis in its relations with Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.
On September 18, the Soviet Union initiated its diplomatic offensive against
Estonia. The official Soviet news agency, Tass, reported that a Polish
submarine had escaped from an Estonian base "with the consent of Estonian
ruling circles." Tallinn promptly denied these allegations. !

One week later, Stalin informed Hitler that, with his consent, he
would proceed to "resolve the Baltic problem." By September 23, multiple
Red Army units had been concentrated along the Estonian border. Four days
later, Estonian Foreign Minister Karl Selter (1898-1958) was en route to
Moscow, where he was confronted with the Soviet Union's final demands
for a mutual assistance pact. In a meeting with the Soviet People's
Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Selter was told: "You have the Soviet
proposals, and there can be only one answer: yes or no. Molotov will meet
with you tonight, and you must be prepared with your response."!®

The events unfolded as anticipated, and on the evening of September
28, Selter was compelled to sign the mutual assistance treaty with the Soviet
Union.”” Through both the treaty and a secret annex, the two states
committed to refraining from forming alliances against one another and to
assisting each other in the event of an attack or threat from a foreign
aggressor. Estonia was forced to accept Soviet air and naval bases, as well as
a garrison of 25,000 Red Army troops. Soviet naval bases were to be

13 The American Journal of International Law, Vol. 27, No. 4, Supplement: Official Documents (Oct.
1933), 184-188.

4 1bid., 171-174.

15 Ibid., 182-184.

16 Ibid., 167-169.

7W.]. Hough, "The Annexation of the Baltic States and Its Effect on the Development of Law
Prohibiting Forcible Seizure of Territory," New York Law School Journal of International and
Comparative Law, Vol. 6, No. 2 (Winter 1985): 370-371.

18 Ibid, 371.

19 Ibid.
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established on the islands of Saaremaa and Hiiumaa, and near Paldiski,
while the Soviet Union was granted the use of the port of Tallinn for two
years. In return, the Soviet Union agreed to sell weapons to Estonia under
favorable terms. According to Article 5, Moscow assured that the pact would
not infringe upon Estonia's sovereignty: "The application of this Pact shall
not prejudice the sovereign rights of the Contracting Parties, or, in particular,
their economic system or political structure." At the same time, military
assistance would only be provided if requested by the partner state.20

The Soviet press prominently highlighted Article 5 of the treaty as
evidence of the USSR's commitment to the principles of independence and
national self-determination. The Bolshevik Party newspaper described the

pact with Estonia in these terms: “Aggression and the desire to oppress

smaller nations are far from the spirit of the USSR. The Soviet people seek
lasting peace and fraternal cooperation, achievable only through mutual
trust and the principle of non-interference in internal affairs."?' Similarly, the
official newspaper Pravda published an article titled The Soviet Policy of

Peace and Friendship Among Peoples, emphasizing the pact’s significance

in advancing these principles.?

In Estonia, however, the mood was far more cautious. The director of
the Estonian Foreign Ministry confided to British diplomat Wilfred
Gallienne that the treaty provided Estonia with little more than a temporary
reprieve.?

Meanwhile, Romanian diplomacy meticulously analyzed the
evolving geopolitical landscape. On September 29, 1939, Grigore Niculescu-
Buzesti, the Romanian chargé d'affaires in Riga, transmitted a detailed report

to Bucharest, describing the pervasive “obsession with the Russian menace”

in Latvian public opinion. The Soviet-Estonian agreement was perceived in

20 Tbid.

21 Ibid.

22 Central National Historical Archives (hereinafter ANIC), fund of the Presidency of the
Council of Ministers (hereinafter, PCM), file 269/1939, £. 22, Tel of September 30, 1939 from
Dianu for Minister of Foreign Affairs (hereinafter MAS).

B NA, fund FO 371/23689, pp. 86-87, Report no. 119 of 30 September 1939 signed by Gallienne.
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Riga as a signal that Moscow sought to subordinate the Baltic states as
compliant instruments rather than pursue their immediate military
occupation. Latvians, drawing on their historically more amicable relations
with the USSR, expressed hope for a relatively favorable arrangement.
Nonetheless, Niculescu-Buzesti warned that the concessions extracted from
Estonia had granted the Soviets strategic dominance over the Gulf of Riga
and the Latvian coastline. Furthermore, he observed that Germany, uneasy
about Soviet encroachment in the Baltic region, subtly encouraged the Baltic
states to look to Berlin as a counterbalance.

The implications of the Soviet-Estonian treaty reverberated beyond
Latvia, evoking considerable unease in Finnish political circles. George
Lecca, the Romanian minister in Helsinki, reported widespread

apprehension over the USSR's control of key ports and islands near the Gulf
of Finland, further heightening regional tensions.?
The Kremlin's attention soon shifted to Latvia. Latvian Foreign

Minister Vilhelms Munters, like his Estonian counterpart, was compelled to
travel to Moscow. 2 Although Munters was received with greater warmth
than his Estonian peer, he steadfastly emphasized Latvia's territorial
sovereignty during the negotiations. Addressing Stalin and Molotov
directly, Munters argued that the treaty must not appear to the Latvian
populace as an imposed yoke, warning that such a perception would
undermine the state's political and military independence. He further
contended that even modest concessions, such as exempting Riga from
Soviet troop deployments or limiting the number of garrisons, could have
mitigated the treaty’s damaging implications.?”

Despite these efforts, Latvia was ultimately coerced into signing an

2 ANIC, fund PCM, vol. 269/1939, pp. 15-16, telegram no. 1247 of September 29, 1939, from
the Legation of Riga (Grigore Niculescu-Buzesti), for MAS.

% Ibid., p. 18, telegram no. 842 of 30 September 1939 from the Helsinki (Lecca) Legation for
MAS

2 The visit was approved in the Latvian Cabinet of Ministers on October 1, see Ilga Grava-
Kreituse et al., eds., The Occupation and Annexation of Latvia: 1939-1940. Documents and
Materials (Riga, 1995), document 36, 124-125.

% Hough 1985, 372.
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agreement with the USSR on October 5, 1939, replicating the provisions of
the Soviet-Estonian treaty. Article 1 of the Latvian treaty stipulated mutual

assistance in the event of an attack or credible threat by “any European

power” against the maritime borders of Estonia or Lithuania, or against

Soviet bases within Latvia. Article 3 accorded the USSR the right to lease
critical naval bases at Liepaja and Ventspils, as well as military airfields,
while authorizing the establishment of a coastal artillery base to fortify the
Irbe Strait. Article 4 prohibited either party from entering alliances inimical

to the other, while Article 5 solemnly pledged to uphold Latvia's sovereignty

and its political, social, and economic systems.?
Among the Baltic states, Lithuania had historically enjoyed the most
stable relations with the USSR, largely due to their shared enmity toward

Poland and Moscow's recognition of Vilnius as part of Lithuania. However,
Lithuania was not spared from Soviet machinations. Initially absent from
Stalin's strategic priorities, Lithuania became a bargaining chip following his

proposal to exchange portions of German-occupied Poland for Lithuanian
territory during negotiations with German ambassador Friedrich-Werner
Graf von der Schulenburg on September 25, 1939. This arrangement was
formalized in the Secret Supplementary Protocol of September 28, with
southwestern Lithuania ceded to Germany.?

On October 3, Lithuanian Foreign Minister Juozas Urbsys arrived in
Moscow for talks with Molotov and Stalin. Urbsys later recounted that
Stalin, with calculated precision, delineated the respective Soviet and
German spheres of influence on a map, portraying Soviet actions as
progressive departures from imperialist traditions. The negotiations
culminated in a mutual assistance treaty permitting the stationing of 35,000
Soviet troops in Lithuania. Delegates, including Kazys Bizauskas and
General Stasys Rastikis, were presented with the return of Vilnius as a

2 Grava-Kreituse et al., document 38, 130-132.

» Juozas Urbsys, "Lithuania and the Soviet Union 1939-1940: The Fateful Year," trans. and ed.
Sigita Naujokaitis, in Lithuania: Lithuanian Quarterly Journal of Arts and Sciences, Vol. 34, No. 2
(Summer 1989), http://www lituanus.org/1989/89_2_03.htm (accessed February 3, 2009);
Alfred Erich Senn, Lithuania 1940: Revolution from Above (Amsterdam: Rhodope, 2007), 19-21.
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conciliatory gesture designed to sweeten the broader impositions of Soviet
military presence. However, this concession did little to obscure the far-
reaching implications of Soviet control, which loomed ominously over
Lithuania's sovereignty.

Under mounting Soviet pressure, the Lithuanian delegation
ultimately capitulated, signing the Treaty of Cession of Vilnius and Mutual
Assistance between Lithuania and the USSR on October 10, 1939. This treaty
formalized the transfer of four garrisons and two airfields to the Red Army.
Two garrisons were to be stationed west of Kaunas and one southeast of the
city, all strategically placed near the German border. Another garrison was
designated near Vilnius, with the Soviet General Staff to be based just east of
the city, close to the Soviet border.*

The Soviet press, notably Pravda and Izvestia, lauded the treaty as a

triumph of the USSR's policy of “good neighborliness and friendship among

peoples.” However, as the Romanian diplomat Davidescu observed, the
treaty amounted to nothing less than a de facto military occupation of

Lithuania. The nominal compensation—the return of Vilnius and its

surrounding region—did little to obscure this reality, even from the
Lithuanian public.®!

The reopening of the Vilnius question, prompted by Poland'’s defeat
and the Soviet pledge to return the city to Lithuania, rekindled nationalist

fervor. A public celebration was held on October 11 to mark Vilnius's

reintegration. This territorial acquisition increased Lithuania’s size by 12%

and added a population of 500,000, primarily Jews and Poles. However, the
annexed region was economically devastated, burdened with 14,000
interned Polish soldiers and tens of thousands of refugees. Lithuania,
grappling with the economic strain, took out a 50 million litas loan for
reconstruction, though its military budget increased by only 4 million litas.

30 Tbid.
3TANIC, fund PCM, vol. 269/1939, {. 74, telegram no. 2656 of October 11, 1939 from the Moscow
Legation for MAS
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British diplomat Thomas Preston noted widespread enthusiasm during the
celebration but also encountered more cautious Lithuanians who feared the
looming prospect of Sovietization.®2

Forced to accept treaties that gravely jeopardized their sovereignty
and security, the Baltic states had few options but to comply with Soviet
demands. With tens of thousands of Soviet soldiers already stationed on
their soil, they sought to adhere strictly to the treaty provisions, hoping that
either the broader war or foreign intervention might alter their fates. Foreign
observers, however, were less optimistic. British Minister Charles William

Orde in Riga characterized the Soviets as “masters of the art of gradual
absorption,” predicting that another intervention would occur as soon as

Germany's capacity to oppose Soviet moves diminished due to the war on

the Western Front.3?

Contrary to Soviet expectations, the Western Front did not devolve
into a prolonged war of attrition. The Wehrmacht's swift conquest of France
forced Moscow to recalibrate its strategic plans. U.S. Secretary of State

Cordell Hull later remarked that Stalin's strategy of capitalizing on a

protracted Western conflict had faltered with France’s rapid collapse. * This

shift precipitated a second wave of Soviet pressure on Riga, Tallinn, and
Vilnius.

On May 28, 1940, Pravda published an article accusing Estonia of
harboring pro-British and anti-German sympathies while downplaying the
Soviet Union's regional role. Lithuania also faced Soviet reproaches. On May
16, Izvestia accused the Lithuanian government of complicity in the
disappearance of three Soviet soldiers stationed in Lithuania. In response, on
May 19, the Lithuanian government reported that two soldiers had returned

to their posts and pledged to investigate the third’s whereabouts. The

Soviets, however, ignored this note, seizing upon the incident as a pretext

2 NA, fund FO 371/23689, £. 147, Preston Report no. 87 of 11 October 1939.
3 Ibid, f. 89-92, Order's Report no. 349 of September 30, 1939.
3% Cordell Hull, The Memoirs, vol. 1 (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1948), 810.
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for further action.®

In an effort to placate Moscow, Prime Minister Antanas Merkys and
Foreign Minister UrbSys traveled to Moscow on June 7, 1940. Despite their
efforts, the Soviets accused Lithuania of conspiring to establish a Baltic
military alliance and, on June 14, issued a 24-hour ultimatum. The ultimatum
demanded the arrest and trial of key officials, the installation of a
government capable of fully implementing the Mutual Assistance Treaty,
and unrestricted Soviet access to critical Lithuanian centers.

The Lithuanian government, divided but ultimately without
recourse, acquiesced to these demands. The events that followed unfolded

rapidly. On July 5, 1940, fraudulent elections for the People’s Seimas were
held, with official reports claiming a voter turnout of 99.51% and a pro-Soviet

victory of 99.19%. On July 21, the newly formed People’s Seimas declared

Lithuania a socialist republic and “petitioned” for its inclusion in the Soviet
Union. In early August, the Supreme Soviet of the USSR formally ratified
Lithuania's incorporation as a union republic, completing the annexation

process.3

The events unfolded in a strikingly similar manner across the other
Baltic states. Hundreds of Soviet tanks were amassed along the borders,
supported by heavy artillery and mechanized infantry. Ultimatums and
threats followed, grounded in various pretexts. For instance, Latvia faced
five allegations: forging a secret military alliance with Estonia and Lithuania;
renouncing the Treaty of Military Alliance with Estonia dated November 1,
1923; participating in covert conferences of the Baltic States' foreign ministers
during 1939-1940; strengthening ties between the General Staffs of the Baltic
States' armies; and establishing a special press organ of the so-called "Baltic
Military Entente" under the title La Revue Baltique.>”

Consequently, Latvia was compelled to form a new government, one
amenable to ensuring the "sincere implementation of the Soviet-Latvian

% Hough, 374 .
36 Senn, 85-112.
37 Ibid., 376-377.
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Mutual Assistance Pact” and to permit the entry of the Red Army to occupy
strategic points within the country. This was purportedly to guarantee the
fulfillment of the pact and to prevent any provocations against Soviet
garrisons.® During an emergency session of the Latvian cabinet, the Foreign
Minister advised acquiescence to the ultimatum?®, citing the grave Soviet
threat to bombard Latvian cities, potentially causing significant civilian
casualties.*’ The cabinet reluctantly accepted the entry of additional Soviet
troops and submitted its resignation to the president.# What followed
mirrored the Lithuanian scenario, culminating in annexation by the Soviet
Union.

On June 15, an Estonian commercial aircraft traveling from Tallinn to
Helsinki was shot down without warning by two Soviet fighter jets north of
Tallinn. All passengers perished in the attack. A Soviet submarine, which
had been monitoring the operation, sought to retrieve diplomatic
correspondence from the wreckage.?? The following day, the Tass news
agency reported that the three Baltic nations had entered into a military
alliance. At 2:30 PM, Molotov presented an ultimatum to Estonian Minister

August Rei (1886-1963), demanding the replacement of the Estonian cabinet

and the admission of additional Soviet troops into Estonia. The ultimatum
had an eight-and-a-half-hour deadline. Recognizing the futility of resistance,
the Estonian cabinet resolved that afternoon to comply. Minister Rei
formally conveyed Estonia's acceptance of the Soviet terms later that
evening.*

The Estonian military, already on alert, had devised contingency
plans for a partisan war under the coordination of Kaitseliit (the Defense
League) in the event of Soviet occupation.* In Estonia, too, the Sovietization

38 See the text of the ultimatum in Grava-Kreituse et al., document no. 83, 204-207.

% Ibid., document 85, transcript of the cabinet meeting of June 16, 209-210.

4 Hough, 377.

41 Grava-Kreituse et al., Document no. 85, 209-210.

4 Hough, 377.

4 Tbid., 378.

“4 Mart Laar, War in the Woods: Estonia’s Struggle for Survival, 1944-1956 (Washington, DC: The
Compass Press, 1992), 6.
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process replicated the patterns in Lithuania and Latvia, albeit with different
players. The roles played by Vladimir Dekanozov in Lithuania and Andrei
Vyshinsky in Riga were assumed in Tallinn by Andrei Zhdanov, the
influential figure from Leningrad.

A joint meeting of the seventh session of the Supreme Soviet and the
Soviet of Nationalities convened on August 1, chaired by Andreev, President
of the Union of the Soviet Union. Reports highlighted the attendance of key
Soviet figures, including Molotov, Kaganovich, Zhdanov, and Malenkov.
Items 3, 4, and 5 on the agenda pertained to declarations from the diets of
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, purportedly expressing their desire for
incorporation into the USSR. Addressing the Baltic issue, Molotov claimed
that mutual assistance pacts had failed to achieve their intended outcomes
due to "the opposition of ruling bourgeois groups," who allegedly engaged
in covert anti-Soviet activities, notably through the Baltic Agreement.

Molotov justified the need for regime change in Kaunas, Tallinn, and
Riga, as well as the deployment of additional Red Army units. Following
this, "universal, equal, secret" elections were held, resulting in new
assemblies that ostensibly supported the "restoration" of Soviet governance
and the accession of the Baltic states to the USSR. In a cynical address,
Molotov declared that the Supreme Soviet would review the "choice" of the
Baltic nations to join the Soviet federation.

According to Molotov, this integration promised rapid economic

progress, the flourishing of national cultures, enhanced security, and
increased Soviet power. He noted that the USSR's population had risen by

2,880,000 in Lithuania, 1,950,000 in Latvia, and 1,120,000 in Estonia. The
newly extended borders, now reaching the Baltic Sea, were portrayed as a
strategic triumph, providing access to ports that remained ice-free in winter.
Molotov expressed satisfaction that these territorial changes had been
achieved "peacefully."#

For the Baltic nations, however, this marked the onset of a harrowing
period of political, economic, and social repression, including mass
deportations and systematic persecution. Despite enduring the oppression

4 Romania , August 3, 1940.
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of the Soviet totalitarian regime, these nations kept alive the spirit of
resistance and the hope of liberation, manifesting initially during Operation
Barbarossa in 1941 and again after the re-imposition of Soviet rule in 1944.
The annexation, a profound affront to their sovereignty, became glaringly
evident during the era of perestroika and glasnost, which ultimately allowed
the Baltic states to reclaim their freedom and determine their destinies once
more.

It is challenging to determine whether the original Soviet plans for
Finland had the same objectives as those for the Baltic States. Most likely, at
least in the short term, Finland was considered within a different context. No
distinction was made between Finland and Estonia, or between Finland and
Latvia, in the annexed Protocol to the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact. The Soviet
minister to Finland, V.K. Derevianski, drafted two sets of proposals: a
minimal set and a maximal set. Both sets called for Finland to cede islands in
the Gulf of Finland and allow the construction of a Soviet naval and air base
at Hanko. The minimal program also demanded the surrender of part of the
Karelian Isthmus and the western part of the Rybachi Peninsula (Fishermen)
from the Barents Sea. The maximal program, however, called for Finland to
cede the southeastern portion of its territory around Vyborg and the
Pechanga region in the Barents Sea. Additionally, the Soviets proposed a
mutual assistance treaty between the two states. * Thus, the Soviet proposals
followed the same blueprint as those for the Baltic States and were even
drafted by the same individuals. The one notable difference was that the
Soviets did not request the stationing of troops on the Finnish mainland.
However, in subsequent talks between Hitler and Molotov the following
autumn, the Soviets expressed their intention to annex Finland—an issue
that was agreed upon by both parties but ultimately rejected by Hitler.#

Amidst the Soviet pursuit of its objectives and the implementation of
the German pact, the Finnish government received an invitation on October

5, 1939, to send a delegation to Moscow to discuss "concrete political issues."

4Qlli Vehvilainen, Finland in the Second World War. Between Germany and Russia (London:
Palgrave, London, 2002), 35-37.
47 DGFP, Series D, XI, HMSO (London, 1961), 529-533.
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When the Finnish delegates showed hesitation in accepting the invitation,
the Soviet Union resorted to threats. It was Paasikivi, not Foreign Minister
Eljas Erkko, who was appointed to lead the Finnish delegation to Moscow. 4
Paasikivi, who had long advocated for conciliation with Petersburg during
the tsarist era in order to preserve Finland's autonomy while acknowledging

Russia's strategic interests, was a seasoned political figure. As Prime

Minister in 1918, he had championed a monarchy and a pro-German
orientation as safeguards against Russian aggression. Later, he became one

of the architects of Finland's policy of northern neutrality. The Finnish

Conservative Party maintained that small states could only survive by taking
into account the permanent interests of great powers, such as geography,
military strategy, and power politics. For Finland, the decisive powers in the
region were Russia and Germany, and Helsinki had to navigate its relations
with both. To Paasikivi, the Soviet Union was nothing more than the old
imperial Russia, restored to its great power status, with its attitude toward
Finland still primarily shaped by military considerations.*

The Finnish delegation was instructed to assert Finland's strict

adherence to its policy of neutrality, a stance it was prepared to defend with
military force if necessary. * Delegates were also instructed to refuse to
establish military bases, alter borders, or provide mutual military assistance.
The only concession offered was the surrender of certain islands in the
eastern Gulf of Finland in exchange for Russian territory. Paasikivi was
further tasked with ensuring that negotiations would not be broken off. 5!
During the Moscow negotiations, the Soviet Union was represented
by Stalin and Molotov. Stalin himself outlined to the Finnish delegation the

4 Tuomo Polvinen, "Lojalisti vai aktivisti," in Suomen Kuvalehti, no. 42 (October 20, 1989): 68—
69.

4 See Paasikivi's Opinions on the Russian Problem in J. K. Paasikivi, Toimintani Moskovassa ja
Suomessa 1939-1941, vol. 1, Talvisota (Juva: Werner Soderstrom Osakeyhtio, 1986).

Y[t was an attitude reminiscent of the Finns' struggle against tsarist oppression during the
reign of Nicholas II. The surrender to Moscow was seen as a first step toward other
surrenders, John H. Wuorinen, Finland and World War Il 1939-1944 (New York: The Ronald
Press Company, 1948), 53.

51 Polvinen, 68-69.
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necessity of expanding the defenses of Leningrad, a goal that could only be
achieved by acquiring a strip of Finnish territory. When Paasikivi firmly
opposed the idea of a mutual assistance treaty, Stalin abandoned the

proposal and instead called for the implementation of Derevianski's

minimum program, which included the leasing of the Hanko Peninsula to
the Soviet military. The Soviets were contemplating the closure of the Gulf
of Finland to the Hanko-Paldiski region. Stalin demanded the relocation of
the border with Finland into East Karelia, reducing the distance to Leningrad
to a mere 32 kilometers. As Stalin put it, "we cannot change geography," and
thus he insisted on shifting the border 70 kilometers further, beyond the
range of Finnish artillery.>

Foreign Minister Eljas Erkko and Defense Minister Juho Niukkanen
led the faction within the Finnish government that favored a hard-line stance
in the negotiations. They were willing to surrender only a portion of the
islands in the Gulf of Finland, but not the strategically important Hogland
Island, and to accept a minor alteration of the border in the Karelian Isthmus.
On the other hand, Paasikivi and Carl Gustaf Emil Mannerheim were the
leaders of a group advocating for more substantial concessions, believing

that Finland's best course of action was to make far-reaching compromises

in the face of the Soviet threat.

One of the unintended political consequences of the Soviet claims
was the remarkable unity of the Finnish nation in the face of the looming
threat in the fall of 1939, a unity that transcended class and language
divisions. This cohesion arose from the perceived danger that the Soviet
demands posed to the Nordic ideals of freedom and the Finnish way of life.>
The image of an eastern threat was deeply embedded in Finnish culture and
tradition, and it now materialized as a tangible reality within the national
consciousness. Even Communist sympathizers, shocked by the Stalin-Hitler
pact, joined the rest of the population in flocking to recruitment centers. The

52 Wuorinen, 54.

%Along with England, Ireland, Sweden and Switzerland, Finland has been included in the
select gallery of European states that have kept their democratic institutions uninterrupted in
the 20th century, Eric Hobsbawm, Secolul extremelor (Bucuresti: Ed. Lider, fa), 137.
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Swedish People's Party also joined the government. As V. Tanner and J.K.
Paasikivi traveled to Moscow, large crowds of Finns greeted them at railway
stations, singing Martin Luther's anthem and battle hymn, "A Mighty
Fortress Is Our God."** Furthermore, most Finns, as reported by George
Lecca in Helsinki and Barbu Constantinescu in Stockholm, viewed the Soviet
attack on November 30th as unjust and unwarranted, adopting a legalistic
stance of defending their homeland in peril. »

The Finnish intransigence was grounded in both strategic and
political considerations. Helsinki believed that yielding to Soviet demands
would seriously undermine the country's future defense capabilities. The
cession of the Karelian Isthmus, as demanded by the Soviets, would disrupt
Finland's primary line of fortifications. Likewise, surrendering the Hanko
Peninsula would expose a critical gap in Finnish maritime defense, granting
the Soviet Union control over Finnish sea routes and directly threatening
southern Finland. Finns suspected that the Soviets' proposals were only the
first stage of a broader strategy to diminish the nation's independence, and
they were determined not to follow the fate of the Baltic States. Defense
Minister Juho Niukkanen, a leader of the Agrarian League, held a more
optimistic view of Finland's defense capacity than Mannerheim, and
believed that war was preferable to surrender, recalling the fate of
Czechoslovakia. Finns did not believe that the failure of negotiations would
automatically lead to war, and they were encouraged in this belief by the
governments of London and Paris. The information from Germany,
however, was contradictory: Hermann Goring sent a message to
Mannerheim in early November advising him to yield to Soviet demands,
warning that refusal would provoke war.’ President Kallio and Erkko,

% Rauno Endén, ed., Yleisradio 1926-1996: A History of Broadcasting in Finland (Yleisradio OY,
1996), 66-67.

% Silviu Miloiu, “The Winter War: Romanian Perceptions and Reactions, 1939-1940,” in A
Romanian Conception of the North. Sec. XIX-XX, ed. Silviu Miloiu, Elena Dragomir, and Oana
Laculiceanu-Popescu (Targoviste: Cetatea de Scaun Publishing House, 2009), 76-80.

% Upon hearing that former Finnish President Svinhufvud intended to visit Germany in order
to gain the country's support, Ribbentrop asked his Helsinki minister, Wilpert von Bliicher,
to prevent the visit. Germany recommended to Finland a direct agreement with Moscow, see
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however, interpreted the message as tacit support for the Soviet Union. 5

From the Soviet perspective, the war unfolded in two stages. The
initial phase was political, aimed at compelling Finland to accept Stalin's
territorial demands and transform it into a socialist state under O.
Kuusinen's leadership. The second phase, beginning on January 7, saw the
Soviet Union mobilize one million soldiers along the Finnish front, with
Stalin's objective to keep the USSR out of the broader war between Germany
and the West. > The success of this policy, however, was jeopardized by the
Finnish campaign, which threatened to involve Soviet forces in a conflict
with the Allies. As a result, in early February 1940, the Soviet government
signaled through its embassy in Stockholm that it was willing to resume
negotiations with the Finnish government.* This time, the phantom
government of Kuusinen was excluded from the discussions. For the Finns,
this shift marked a real victory: the focus of the negotiations was no longer
Finland's sovereignty, but rather the territorial concessions.

However, Soviet prestige needed restoration. The peace terms
extended beyond Stalin's initial demands. In addition to the Hanko naval
base and the islands in the Gulf of Finland, the Soviets demanded the entire
Viipuri province, invoking the historical precedent of Peter the Great's
empire. The port city of Viipuri, along with the entire Lake Ladoga, was
annexed by the Soviets®, and the Finnish border was pushed further west,

DGFP, Vol. VIII, The war years, September 4th, 1939 - March 18th, 1940 , document 232,
Ribbentrop to the Finnish Legation, October 10, 1939, 255.

5 Ibid., 40-41.
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YAs early as January 1940, the Finnish writer Hella Wuolijoki, with ties to the Soviet Union,
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1940 (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1974), 92.
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frontier of Western civilization, Anssi Paasi, Territories, Boundaries, and Consciousness: The
Changing Geographies of the Finnish-Russian Border (Chichester, New York, Brisbane, Toronto,
Singapore: John Wiley & Sons, 1996), 106.



Webs of Domination: The Eastern Baltic under the Geopolitical Grip of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact | 59

well beyond the strategic Leningrad-Murmansk railway. Both sides pledged
not to enter into alliances against each other. According to diplomatic reports
from the Romanian Legation in Helsinki, Finland's territorial losses
amounted to 28,000 km?, including 316,000 hectares of arable land and 2.5
million hectares of forest.*!

From a human and demographic standpoint, the costs of war and
peace were steep, with lasting consequences. The war claimed the lives of no
less than 48,745 Red Army soldiers, with an additional 158,863 wounded or
suffering from the harsh conditions.®> Finnish losses, by contrast, were far
lower: 15,000 dead, 40,000 wounded, and 50,000 people displaced due to
bombings that destroyed 4,500 homes.®* Moreover, nearly 480,000 Finns,
many of whom were small farmers, were relocated to the remaining Finnish
territory, a move that increased the population of the areas still under
Finnish control by 12%. Conservative Toivo Kivimaki introduced legislation
to expropriate 225,000 hectares of land from state, church, and private
owners to provide land for these refugees, with 30,000 Karelians benefiting
from this initiative. A significant challenge was the construction of homes for
the nearly half a million displaced people.®* Even the 8,000 inhabitants of the
Hanko Peninsula, taken over by Soviet forces and converted into a naval
base on May 22, 1940, were forced to abandon their homes and resettle in
Finnish-controlled areas.

The terms of the peace treaty, however, did not establish the
cooperative relations that had been hoped for between the two states. The

loss of Viipuri province, and especially the city itself, represented a
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significant blow to the concept of Finnish national space, a sentiment still
palpable today, particularly following the dissolution of the Eastern Bloc in
1989/1991.%° This issue remains a topic of discussion in Finnish literature, the
media, tourism, and certain state policies, though it has not stoked
nationalist sentiments. The Finnish perception of this border as deeply unjust
led to a concerted effort between 1940 and 1944 to regain the lost territory.
For Russia, however, as Finnish General Erik Heinrichs noted, control of the
northwestern shore of the Viipurinlahti (Gulf of Viipuri) did not yield a
significant improvement in security. The closure of the Saimaa Canal
inflicted substantial economic damage, both to Finland and to the Soviet
Union.%

The Finnish nation suffered a deep wound, with many Finns still
unconvinced that the Moscow Peace was truly the Soviet Union’s final
objective. The unwavering support from left-wing factions and so-called
Finnish-Soviet friendship associations, combined with pressure and
intimidation tactics directed at Helsinki, fueled the Finnish government's
fears. These pressures led Finland to consider —much like Romania—a
security guarantee from Berlin. In early August 1940, George Lecca observed
that Moscow’s ultimate goal was the communization of Finland, leaving the
country with two options: to submit to the slow, erosive process of territorial
concessions under Soviet pressure, which would ultimately lead to
communist domination, or to take strong action against the communists, a
stance that would reignite conflict.”” Meanwhile, Moscow insisted on
establishing diplomatic, consular, trade, and military observer missions in
Helsinki, Aland, and other parts of Finland—disguised as intelligence
operations. The Soviet trade mission in Helsinki alone boasted a staff of 300.%

6 Markku Jokisipild, “Toinen Maailmansota Ihmiskunnan Kollektiivisessa Muistissa,” in
Sodan Totuudet. Yksi Suomalainen Vastaa 5,7 Ryssid, ed. Markku Jokisipild (Jyvaskyld, 2007), 10—
11; Timo Soikkanen, “Objekti Vai Subjekti? Taistelu Jatkosodan Synnysta,” in Jokisipild, 101.
% Tuomo Polvinen, Between East and West: Finland in International Politics, 1944-1947
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These circumstances explain Finland's continued military
preparations, despite Soviet demands for demobilization, as noted by the
Romanian Legation in Helsinki. A new generation of recruits swelled the
ranks, public fundraisers were organized to procure weapons— particularly
aviation equipment—and armaments factories operated at full capacity. Air
defense forces were put on alert, and new fortification lines were constructed
with the help of two French military missions.®

The most significant consequence of Soviet policies towards Finland
between 1939 and 1941, however, was Finland’s alignment with the German
military effort against the Soviet Union. Driven by the desire to reclaim lost
territory and rebuild a barrier against eastern threats”, Finland joined the
German war effort in the Continuation War (Jatkosota). This alliance, born
from fear and ambition, imposed tremendous sacrifices on both nations. At
the same time, the German attack on the USSR was rendered even more
unjustifiable by Soviet miscalculations of a massive Wehrmacht offensive in
the Eastern Baltic region.

From a political, territorial, and demographic standpoint, Soviet
policies towards Finland represent an example of results starkly at odds with
the expectations of a great power that once dictated the course of
international relations. Instead of securing more stability in the eastern
Baltic, the outcome was Finland’s participation in the German assault on the
Soviet Union—an event that, in all likelihood, would not have occurred
without the history of strained relations between the two nations. Stalin’s
flawed strategic calculations and deep-seated obsessions offer part of the
explanation for this diplomatic failure. The imperial resurgence, as identified
by both Grigore Gafencu and Geoffrey Hosking, further complicates the
picture. An unintended consequence of nineteenth-century Russian policy,
the Finnish conception of territorial integrity played a crucial role in the
nation's resistance to Soviet territorial and political claims.

®AMAE, fund 71/ 1920-1944 Finland, vol. 17, Govella Report no. 264 of 31.03.1940, ff. 345-346.
70 Timo Vihavainen, “The Karelian Question in International Politics,” in The Flexible Frontier:
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Aleksanteri Institute, 2007), 181-182.



62 | Revista Romani de Studii Baltice si Nordice / The Romanian Journal for Baltic and Nordic Studies 14 (2)

Conclusions

The events surrounding the Eastern Baltic region between 1939 and
1940, particularly in the wake of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, underscore
the significant transformation in the geopolitical landscape of Central and
Eastern Europe on the eve of World War II. The Soviet Union’s systematic
campaign of diplomatic pressure and military coercion to assert control over
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania reveals the harsh realities faced by small states
caught between two totalitarian powers. The consequences of Soviet actions
during this period, as well as their alignment with Nazi Germany’s territorial
ambitions, shaped not only the fate of the Baltic states but also the broader
trajectory of European history in the 20th century.

The Baltic states' incorporation into the Soviet Union following the
signing of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact represents a stark example of "hard"
borders being drawn across the region, demarcating spheres of influence and
effectively erasing national sovereignty. While the initial phase of Soviet
expansion was framed in terms of mutual security arrangements,
particularly through the Mutual Assistance Pacts with Estonia, Latvia, and
Lithuania, these agreements soon became instruments of coercion. The USSR
used the pretext of providing security guarantees to impose Soviet military
presence and political influence, which swiftly escalated into full-scale
annexation.

For the Baltic states, this period marked a catastrophic loss of
independence and a fundamental reshaping of their national identities. The
political, territorial, and cultural repercussions of the Soviet occupation were
profound. In Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, the forced incorporation into the
Soviet Union was not merely a diplomatic or military action but a deliberate
attempt to erase national consciousness and replace it with Soviet ideology.
This imposition of Soviet rule was felt not only in the governance structures
but also in the cultural fabric of these nations, as the USSR sought to
undermine the distinctiveness of Baltic languages, traditions, and
institutions.

From the perspective of the Soviet Union, the integration of the Baltic
states was driven by a combination of strategic imperatives and imperialist
ambitions. While some Western historians have interpreted Soviet actions as
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defensive geopolitical calculations, concerned with securing the Soviet
border against potential Nazi aggression, a closer examination of the events
and the methods used by the USSR suggests that Stalin’s policies in the
region were far more imperial in nature. The incorporation of the Baltic states
was not simply a tactical maneuver to safeguard Soviet security but part of
a broader, long-standing strategy to expand Soviet influence and control in
the region. The ideological motivation behind this expansion was equally
important—Stalin sought to consolidate Soviet power by integrating the
Baltic states into the Soviet sphere and advancing the broader Communist
project.

This imperialist nature of Soviet policy in the region becomes
particularly evident in the wake of the annexation. The USSR’s aggressive
actions not only destabilized the region but also created long-lasting tensions
that would persist throughout the Cold War. The forced incorporation of
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into the Soviet Union transformed the
political landscape of the Eastern Baltic, leading to the imposition of new
"hard" borders that physically and ideologically divided the region. For
Finland, the Baltic states' fate served as a cautionary tale of Soviet expansion,
reinforcing fears that Finland too might fall under Soviet domination if it
failed to maintain its sovereignty.

In Finland’s case, the Soviet Union's policies acted as both a warning
and a catalyst for its own resistance. As the USSR's demand for territorial
cessions became more insistent, Finland began to perceive the unfolding
events in the Baltic states as part of a larger pattern of Soviet territorial
aggression. For Finland, maintaining a degree of autonomy meant resisting
Soviet pressure at all costs. The Finnish government, aware of the fate of the
Baltic nations, chose to strengthen its military defenses and forge alliances,
ultimately aligning with Germany in the Continuation War. This alliance
was, in part, driven by the desire to reassert Finnish territorial integrity and,
in doing so, create a defensive barrier against the expanding Soviet influence
in the region.

The Baltic states” integration into the Soviet Union thus serves as a
critical example of how the Soviet Union used "hard" borders not just to
demarcate spheres of influence but to impose political and ideological
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control. The annexation of the Baltic states revealed the limits of small-state
sovereignty in the face of imperial powers, as well as the complexity of
navigating the shifting allegiances in a region marked by competing
totalitarian regimes. For the Soviet Union, this expansion into the Eastern
Baltic was not simply a victory of geopolitics but part of a broader campaign
to assert control over all of Eastern Europe, using both diplomatic leverage
and military force to establish its dominance.

In conclusion, the events of 1939-1940 in the Eastern Baltic region
highlight the fragility of sovereignty for smaller nations caught in the
crossfire of larger geopolitical struggles. The Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and
the subsequent Soviet occupation of the Baltic states demonstrate how the
imposition of "hard" borders can have devastating and long-lasting effects
on national identities, political structures, and international relations. The
Soviet Union’s strategic miscalculations, particularly in the context of its
failure to understand the resilience of Finland and the Baltic states” desire for
independence, were critical factors in shaping the course of the conflict.
Ultimately, these events underscore the complex interplay between
imperialism, national sovereignty, and the international power structure,
illustrating the profound consequences of decisions made at the highest
levels of geopolitical strategy.
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