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Abstract
“The Commissar Order and the Seventeenth German Army:
From Genesis to Implementation — 30 March 1941-31 January 1942”

Robert B. Bernheim

An essential and critical component of the orders German front-line
formations received in the ideological war against the Soviet Union was the
Commissar Order of 6 June 1941. This order, issued by the High Command of the
Armed Forces prior to the German invasion of the Soviet Union, required that front-
line military formations, as well as SS and police units attached to the Army,
immediately execute Soviet political commissars among prisoners of war. Soviet
political commissars were attached to the Red Army at virtually every operational
level, and were viewed by both Hitler and the High Command as the foremost
leaders of the resistance against the Nazis because of their commitment to
Bolshevik ideology. According to the Commissar Order, “Commissars will not be
treated as soldiers. The protection afforded by international law to prisoners of war
will not apply in their case. After they have been segre.gated they will be
liquidated.”

While there is no paucity of information on the existence and intent of the
Commissar Order, this directive has only been investigated by scholars as a portion
of a much greater ideological portrait, or subsumed in the larger context of overall

Nazi criminal activities during “Operation Barbarossa.”



Examining the extent to which front-line divisions carried out the charge to
shoot all grades of political commissars is necessary if we are to understand the role
and depth of involvement by front-line troops of the Wehrmacht in a murderous
program of extermination during the German attack and occupation of the Soviet
Union. Such an examination has simply not taken place to-date. My dissertation
seeks to address this issue. The result is both a narrative on the genesis of the
Commissar Order and its attendant decrees and agreements between the Army
leadership and the SS (SD) and Security Police, and a quantitative analysis of how |
many commissars were reported captured and shot by the front-line forces of the

17™ Army over a seven month period.
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Résumé

« Le Commissar Order et la Dix-Septiéme Armée :
Des Origines a I’ Application : 30 mars 1941-31 janvier 1942 »

Robert B. Bernheim

Un élément fondamental de la guerre idéologique entre 1’Allemagne nazie et
I’Union soviétique fut la proclamation du Commissar Order le 6 juin 1941. Emis par le
haut commandement des forces allemandes avant I’invasion nazie des territoires contrdlés
par I’Union soviétique, cet ordre exigeait de toutes les unités militaires ainsi que des
formations SS et policieres d’exécuter manu milirari tout commissaire politique soviétique.
N’étant pas considérés comme des prisonniers de guerre par les autorités allemandes, les
agents politiques soviétiques membres de 1I’Armée rouge ont été percus par Hitler et les
hauts commandants allemands comme les potentiels instigateurs d’une résistance a
I’occupation nazie. L’adhésion des agents politiques soviétiques a 1’idéologie bolchévique
en faisaient des adversaires éventuels aux visées militaires allemandes. Selon le
Commissar Order, « les agents ne doivent pas étre traités comme des soldats. La protection
de la loi internationale sur les prisonniers de guerre ne s’applique pas a eux. Une fois
arrétés, ces prisonniers doivent étre exécutés. »

Etant donné la rareté des analyses sur 1’existence et I’application du Commissar
Order, cette directive a été pendant longtemps associée au cadre idéologique global du
nazisme. D’autres analystes 1’ont étudié¢ indirectement dans le cadre des activités

criminelles nazies de 1’Opération Barbarossa.



Afin de bien comprendre le rdle joué par les militaires de tous les grades de la
Wehrmacht, 1l est essentiel d’étudier 1’application de ce programme visant ni plus ni moins
a ’extermination des commissaires politiques soviétiques par les troupes au front. Une
telle étude du rble politique des troupes allemandes n’a jamais été réalisée. Ma theése
aborde cette question. Elle est organisée, premiérement, par une analyse détaillée des
origines du Commissar Order, de ses décrets et des ententes réalisées entre le
commandement militaire et les SS (SD) et des forces policieres. Deuxieémement, une étude
quantitative sera proposée afin d’illustrer le nombre de commissaires capturés et exécutés

par les troupes au front de la Dix-Septiéme Armée sur une période de sept mois.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Armed with a great arsenal of manpower and weaponry, the soldiers of the
Seventeenth German Army (Armee Oberkommando 17, AOK 17) launched their
attack against the Soviet Union in the early morning hours of Sunday, 22 June 1941.
Under the command of General Carl Heinrich von Stiilpnagel, AOK 17 went into
combat with a full strength of three army corps (XXXXIX, IV, and LIl Army Corps),
comprised of thirteen divisions." Each of these divisions had between 13,000 to
17,000 men divided among three regiments of three battalions each, with additional
troops including reconnaissance and artillery battalions, and signal, engineer, and
quartermaster supply units.?> Among the divisions subordinated to the 17" Army, the
infantry, light, mountain, and security divisions had ample supplies of small arms,
heavy machine guns, and 81-mm mortars, while artillery regiments of the infantry
divisions had 20-mm and 75-mm anti-tank guns, and 75-mm, 105-mm, 150-mm
Howitzer guns towed by horses and motorized formations available for quick
deployment.3

However, the soldiers of the 17™ Army were armed with more than weapons
when the invasion of the Soviet Union began. The terms of pre-invasion directives
such as the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order (13 May 1941),* the Guidelines for the
Conduct of Troops in Russia (19 May 1941),” and the Commissar Order (6 June
1941)® provided German troops on the field of battle with the full legal authority and
support of the Nazi state under Adolf Hitler to shoot virtually anyone, soldier or

civilian, whom they knew to engage in, or suspected of taking part in, resistance to



the Germans. Red Army political commissars and political functionaries, partisans
and irregulars all came under the wide scope of potential enemies.’

In the pages that follow, I will examine the genesis of the Commissar Order
and its implementation by the troops of the 17" Army. I will begin in chapter 1 by
reviewing the historiography on the Commissar Order in the years after the Second
World War. My own research would have been much more difficuit without that
historiographical foundation. The review of literature will follow a chronological
approach by date of publication rather than by thematic treatment of the genesis of the
Commissar Order and its implementation on the field of battle. The rest of the
introduction will consist of a discussion on primary sources and research
methodology.

In chapter 2, I will trace the development of the commissar system in the Red
Army of the Soviet Union. In chapter 3, I will investigate the roots of Hitler’s hatred
for communists in general, and Red Army political commissars in particular. Using a
top-down approach, I will set the Commissar Order in the corpus of directives and
cooperative agreements issued and reached prior to the German invasion of the Soviet
Union. I will then pursue a bottom-up approach in chapter 4, and examine the issues
and results associated with the implementation of the Commissar Order by front-line
formations subordinated to AOK 17 over a seven month period (22 June 1941 — 31
January 1942). I will present a summary of my research findings in chapter 5, and

conclude with a collection of appendices, a map and a glossary of terms.



Review of Literature

The Nuremberg War Crimes Trials, “the world’s first post-mortem
examination of a totalitarian regime,”® produced an extensive collection of German
contemporaneous documents relating to Nazi aggression, persecutions, and atrocities
in Europe.’” Justice Robert H. Jackson, the American Chief Prosecutor at Nuremberg,
captured the uniqueness of such a series of trials by stating in his opening remarks on

21 November 1945:

Never before in legal history has an effort been made to
bring within the scope of a single litigation the
developments of a decade, covering a whole continent, and
involving scores of nations, countless individuals, and

innumerable events.'°

Jackson had written to President of the United States, Harry S. Truman, five
months earlier that the task of the prosecution was to “[...] establish incredible events
by credible evidence.”'' Among the documents presented as evidence during the
course of the Nuremberg trials that the German General Staff and High Command
had planned, prepared, carried out an illegal war, and committed war crimes'” were
those related to the Commissar Order.”> These documents, and the subsequent

testimony about them by prosecution and defense attorneys and witnesses, form the



‘ first collection of primary source materials that trace the development of the 6 June

1941 Commissar Order.
The Commissar Order, issued by the High Command of the German Armed

Forces prior to their invasion of the Soviet Union, required that German military, SS,
and police formations immediately execute Red Army political commissars whom
they captured. Political commissars and non-commissioned political officers
(politruks) were attached to the Red Army at virtually every level, and Hitler and his
military and legal planners perceived them as the foremost leaders of potential
resistance against the invasion forces because of their commitment to Bolshevik

ideology. According to the Commissar Order (Kommissarbefehl) of 6 June 1941:

In the struggle against Bolshevism, one cannot [emphasis
in the original] assume that the enemy’s conduct will be
based on principles of humanity or of international law. In
particular hate-inspired, cruel and inhuman treatment of
prisoners can be expected on the part of all grades of
political commissars [emphasis in the original], who are the
real core [eigentlichen Trdgern - dative in the original] of

the resistance.'*

For their perceived abilities as the true leaders of opposition to the German
invaders, and the belief that commissars did not conduct themselves within the

boundaries of international law, the Commissar Order provided apparent legal



. validation to justify the battlefield execution of all Red Army political officers. The 6

June 1941 Kommissarbefehl stated:

1. To show consideration to these elements
during the struggle or to act in accordance with
international rules of war is wrong and endangers both our
own security and the rapid pacification of conquered
territory.

2. Political commissars have initiated barbaric,
Asiatic methods of warfare. They must be dealt with
immediately [emphasis in the original] and with utmost
severity. As a matter of principle they will be shot at once
whether captured during operations or otherwise showing

resistance [emphasis in the original]."’

It took almost a decade after the conclusion of the Nuremberg War crimes
trials for scholars to begin to examine the issues, events, and individuals that helped
shape the development of the Commissar Order and its subsequent implementation.
The first scholar to do so was Heinrich Uhlig in a 1957 three-part article titled “The
Criminal Order.”*® Uhlig, like the prosecution at Nuremberg, traced the genesis of
the Commissar Order to a 30 March 1941 speech by Adolf Hitler before over 250
military commanders at the New Reich Chancellery in Berlin. Using a comprehensive

collection of primary source documentation, Uhlig showed how the order evolved



through several permutations over a three month period prior to the German invasion
of the USSR."

Drawing heavily from Nuremberg sources (documents and sworn testimony
before the Tribunal), diaries of eyewitnesses and participants, and personal
correspondence with some of the principal participants in the first section of the
article, Uhlig followed the drafting process of the order through the legal departments
of the Oberkommando des Heeres (OKH- High Command of the Army) and
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW- High Command of the Armed Forces) to its
implementation. In doing so, Uhlig also highlighted the high degree of cooperation
between the German Armed Forces and the SS (SD) and Security Police in reaching
pre-invasion agreements on areas of operations and limited jurisdiction.'®

‘The second section of “The Criminal Order” contained a transcript of a round
table discussion of the Commissar Order with a panel of eighteen participants, which
included jurists, scholars in the field of German history and military history, and
former Wehrmacht generals. Their discussion centered first on the legal questions of
authority in relation to existing international laws of warfare, and then went toward
issues associated with the implementation of the Commissar Order itself. It concluded
with a focus on the difficulties and challenges this criminal order posed for those in
the German military. 19

The final section of Uhlig’s article contained documents to which Uhlig
referred in his article. Uhlig included copies of thirty orders, drafts of orders, and

reports which had mainly been submitted as evidence at the Nuremberg War Crimes



trials. This collection of documents, however, addressed more the development than
the implementation of the Commissar Order on the field of battle.?

Virtually every article or portion of a book published on the subject followed
this same theme, and focused primarily on the development of the Commissar Order.

Alexander Dallin, a British historian, published German Rule in Russia, 1941-1945:

A Study of Occupation Policies in 1957, and also addressed the origins of the

Commissar Order.?' He too drew most of his sources from the records of the “Trial of
the Major War Criminals” at Nuremberg in his four-page section on “The Army and
the Commissar Decree,” but examined instead areas in which German generals
attempted to either circumvent the Commissar Order, or to protest against it. Since
Dallin did not make the Kommissarbefehl and other criminal orders like the
Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order the central themes of his study, he did not offer any
evidence of how the 6 June 1941 Commissar Order was implemented on the field of
battle. However, he recognized that there were clearly discrepancies in its
implementation, and concluded his section on the “The Army and the Commissar

Decree” with the following:

The gap between policy and practice — and between a large
number of the generals and the servile sycophants of the
Keitel variety — was growing just as the Eastern campaign

got under way.?



Two years after Dallin’s book on German occupation policies in the Soviet
Union, another British historian, Gerald Reitlinger, published an article in the July
1959 edition of the American Jewish Committee magazine Commentary.” In light of
a war crimes trial of two former SS guards from the German concentration camp of
Sachsenhausen held earlier in 1959, Reitlinger argued that it really wasn’t the
underlings who were to blame for the murder of captured Red Army soldiers in places
like Sachsenhausen before the spring of 1944, but rather the German generals who
acquiesced to Hitler, and supported the Commissar Order when it was first drafted in
the spring of 1941.%*

In his article, “The Truth about Hitler’s Commissar Order,” Reitlinger sought
to set the 6 June 1941 directive in historical context. But rather than going into detail
about the body of pre-invasion orders, he tried to explain to his readers the concept of
an ideologically-driven form of warfare using the examples of European religious
wars. Reitlinger stated the following as a preamble to his description of the

Commissar Order:

The conception that war against an ideology differs from
normal warfare, and is not subject to normal restraints, was
by no means new in 1941. The religious wars of the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance offered a precedent, while the
belief that followers of certain political ideas were too
vicious to be treated as human beings was at least as old as

the French Revolution. That somewhat inflated apostle of



liberty, Edmund Burke, had written in 1791: ‘If ever a
foreign prince enters into France, he must enter it as a
country of assassins. The mode of civilized war will not be
practiced; nor are the French, who act on the present

system, entitled to expect it.

This sounds much like Hitler’s language in 1941. But in
1791 these threats were public, and had the effect of
strengthening the determination of the French
revolutionaries, so that, when there was a short-lived
occupation of a portion of the French soil, the occupying
power was too fearful to behave with anything but restraint.
With Hitler it was otherwise. His plans were made in
secret, and it only became apparent after the invasion had
begun that ‘the mode of civilized warfare’ would not be

practiced.”’

Reitlinger then followed a chronological path over a three month period from
March to June 1941 to describe how the Commissar Order was shaped by the
prevailing Nazi ideology with regard to the Soviet Union in general, and Red Army
political commissars in particular. Much of his attention centered on the role of
leading military authorities, and their responses to the criminal nature of the

Commissar Order. He began this section of the article by stating that: “the history of



the drafting and circulation of the Commissar Order was that of a long struggle by the
generals to save face.””® Yet, according to Reitlinger, none of the military leaders,
such as Admiral Wilhelm Carnaris, head of the Abwehr (military intelligence), Field
Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, Chef des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht (Chief of the
High Command of the Armed Forces), Field Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch,
Oberbefehlshaber des Heeres (Commander-in-Chief of the Army), General Walter
Warlimont, Chief of the Armed Forces Operations Staff/National Defense Branch of
OKW, succeeded. Their apparent lack of willingness to stand up to Hitler against
blatant violations of international law resulted in further propagation of criminal
acts.”’

In the rest of the article, Reitlinger examined the Commissar Order in the
greater context of German POW policy. He noted that resistance to the Commissar
Order, once the order had been issued, emanated from individual commanders,
including Field Marshal Fedor von Bock in the form of a memorandum written by his
operations officer, Henning von Tresckow, in the fall of 1941.%® However, Reitlinger
showed that very few of the commanders had an impact upon rescinding the
Commissar Order. He concluded the article by affixing blame for the murderous
treatment meted out to Soviet POWs through the Commissar Order and other
subsequent directives squarely on the shoulders of Hitler’s leading generals.” The

article closed with the following:

10



The regulations comprised in Hitler’s Commissar Order
were the most monumental abuse known to history of what
Edmund Burke had called “the mode of civilized warfare.”
Among the generals who carried out the regulations, Keitel
and Jodl were hanged; Brauchitsch, Leeb, Rundstedt,
Lehmann, Rocques have been released from prison. Some
are writing memoirs to explain how Hitler lost the war for

them, and others still are back on the army list.*®

Within a year of publishing his article on the Commissar Order, Reitlinger

published a larger analysis of Hitler’s war in the East titled The House Built on Sand:

The Conflicts of German Policy in Russia, 1939-1945.>' Based primarily on

Nuremberg sources as well as diaries and narratives by participants in the colossal
conflict against the USSR, Reitlinger devoted a chapter to the Barbarossa Jurisdiction
Order and the Commissar Order.*? “Leaving the Courts at Home” first examined the
roles played by Reichsfiihrer-SS Heinrich Himmler and his second in command,
Reinhard Heydrich, head of the SD (Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsfiihrer-SS) and
Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA - Reich Security Main Office)** in helping to
develop the ideological agenda for the invasion of the Soviet Union. As he had done
in his article for Commentary in 1959, Reitlinger argued that the leadership of the
German Army, led by Field Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch and Chief of the General

Staff (OKH) General Franz Halder, caved in to the demands of the SS (SD) and

11



Security Police in allowing the Einsatzgruppen®® a prominent role in the order of
battle for the coming invasion.>

The second part of Reitlinger’s chapter on “Leaving the Courts at Home”
dealt with the drafting process of the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order of 13 May 1941
and the Commissar Order of 6 June 1941. In this section, Reitlinger focused on the
work of several individuals who took part in the actual writing of the aforementioned
orders at the request of Hitler. These included General Walter Warlimont, chief of the
Armed Forces Operations Staff/National Defense Branch of OKW, and deputy to
General Alfred Jodl, chief of Wehrmacht Operations Staft; Dr. Rudolf Lehmann,
Director of the Legal Department at OKW; and General Eugen Miiller, on special
assignment to the Commander-in-Chief of the Army. Reitlinger followed the
development of the orders through a series of phases as outlined by the testimony of
the architects themselves from several of the war crimes trials at Nuremberg.*®

The final section of Reitlinger’s chapter on the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order
and the Commissar Order addressed “the Orders in Practice.” Like his Commentary
article, this section dealt with the larger issue of German screening and treatment of
Soviet POWs, of which commissars were only a small portion. Reitlinger also made
mention of conflicting testimony given by a number of German generals during the
post-war trials at Nuremberg. However, there was little evidence of the degree of
implementation of the Commissar Order from formations in the field. Reitlinger cited
Nuremberg documents in the “Trials of War Criminals under Control Council Law
No. 10 - High Command Case” of February 1948, and testimony detailing some of

the statistics of commissars reported executed by the troops under the command of

12



Ritter vom Leeb in Army Group North as an example of how commanders worked to
sabotage the Commissar Order.”’

As a result, Reitlinger concluded that it was very difficult to get an accurate
assessment of just how many commissars were executed as political officers under
the terms of the 6 June 1941 directive. He closed the chapter with the following

example as an illustration of the elasticity of the application of the term “commissar:”

The final ridicule of the Commissar Order appears in the
report which the Intelligence Officer or Ic of the XXvi
Corps sent to the 18" Army Headquarters on 27 September
1941. A railway protection battalion of elderly Russian
reservists had been encircled and captured. Among them a
white-haired academic gentleman was found asleep on the
bank of a river. He was discovered to be Professor Kanaiev,
author of a history of Russian literature. It seems that the
Professor had emerged from beleaguered Leningrad in
order to run a cinema-van for these veterans — rather like a
WVS lady and her bun-wagon. But, since Kanaiev was the
secretary of the Literary Institute of the Academy of
Sciences and therefore an official of the Soviet State, he
was classed as a Political Commissar and shot. On the same

grounds they might have picked a member of the British
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council or a stage-manager from ENSA or a lecturer on the

British Way and Purpose.*®

Two years later, one of the participants in the drafting of the Commissar Order
whom Reitlinger had written about, retired General Walter Warlimont, published his

memoirs, Im Hauptquartier der deutschen Wehrmacht, 1939-1945 (Inside Hitler’s

Headquarters, 1939-1945).%° A witness at the “Trial of the Major War Criminals,”

Warlimont also cited sources from these initial trials at Nuremberg in his
reconstruction of the events leading up to the German invasion of the Soviet Union.
As one who worked on the drafts of the Commissar Order, Warlimont offered insight
into the cooperation between the legal departments of the OKW and the OKH in
forging a finalized version,*” as well as the issues associated with pre-invasion
cooperative agreements between the Wehrmacht and the SS (SD) and Security Police.
He also re-emphasized the role Hitler played in driving the development of the
Commissar Order, but restricted his comments on its implementation to what he
called “a conspiracy of silence” among generals like Wilhelm Keitel and Alfred Jodl
for allowing such a criminal order to get passed along the chain of command.*' The
focal point of his memoir, however, was clearly not this one order.

In 1964, Alexander Werth published a major work on the Russo-German war.
A Russian-born correspondent with the London Sunday Times, Werth went to the
Soviet Union when the Germans attacked in the summer of 1941. He witnessed the

course of the war, and recorded his observations. His book, Russia at War, 1941-
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' 1945, dealt only peripherally with the Commissar Order. On addressing the subject of

German crimes in the Soviet Union, Werth stated:

There were special orders, such as the Commissar Order
under which commissars (or, in practice, any recognizable
Communist, Jew, or other suspect, for that matter) were not
to be treated as war prisoners, but simply shot. Several
generals tried after the war to explain that this order was
largely “theoretical”, since it was not applied by the
German Army. This is a gross overstatement, or a quibble,
since the “commissars” were, as a rule, taken over by
Himmler’s SD before the other prisoners were sent to

camps under Army jurisdiction.**

Another seminal work focusing on the Commissar Order also appeared in
1964. Hans-Adolf Jacobsen wrote a deposition on “The Commissar Order and the
Mass Execution of Soviet POWs” for a German court in a trial of twenty-two former
members of the staff of the Nazi extermination camp Auschwitz-Birkenau held in
Frankfort am Main in 1963-1964. Jacobsen was one of four historians from the
Institute for Contemporary History (Institut fiir Zeitgeschichte) in Munich who
contributed depositions which served as historical statements on the overall

organization and function of the SS. These depositions were then published in a two-
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volume edition in 1965 under the title Anatomie des SS-Staates (Anatomy of the SS

State ).43

Using the documentation (documents and sworn testimony) from both the
“Trials of Major War Crimes” and the “Trials of War Criminals under Control
Council Law No. 10 - High Command Case” at Nuremberg as a foundation, Jacobsen
set the Commissar Order in the context of the ideological worldview of Hitler and the
National Socialists. For Jacobsen, the Commissar Order was a top-down directive
from the Fiihrer himself, and a byproduct of an overall Nazi plan for complete
political, economic, military, social, and racial hegemony over Europe. In his
introduction to “The Commissar Order and the Mass Execution of Soviet POWs,”

Jacobsen argued that:

The origins and development of the Kommissarbefehl (the
order for the liquidation of the Commissars) [insertion in
the original] of 6 June 1941 and the various orders
regarding the execution of Russian prisoners of war from
1941 onwards can be judged in proper historical
perspective only in the light of the political background
outlined in the previous chapter. To consider them in
isolation — even from the standpoint of the conduct of the
war in the east — is to fail to recognize the measure of
interdependence between the political aspirations of the

national Socialist leadership and the directives and orders
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. in the political, economic and military spheres that were
consequent thereon — notably the extermination programme
directed against specified sections of the Russian

population.**

Jacobsen, like Uhlig before him, clearly articulated the evidentiary paper trail
of the Commissar Order and in so doing, touched on other pre-invasion directives like
the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order.*® He also began to examine the enforcement of the
Commissar Order during the campaign against the Soviet Union. Jacobsen cited
several army group and army corps sources to support the fact that the Commissar
Order had indeed been passed down by word of mouth in some parts of the front,

including the following example from Panzer Group 3:

The Ic (Intelligence Staff) [insertion in the original] of
Panzergruppe 3, which had ‘isolated and removed’ 170
political commissars attached to the troops by the
beginning of August, pointed out in its activity report of 14
August 1941 that the ‘special measures taken against the
political commissars with the army’ had already become
known on the Russian side and had led to considerable

stiffening of resistance.*°

Yet, Jacobsen also observed that the 17" Armored Division, under the

‘ direction of General Thoma, “had not shot the commissars it had captured.”’ While
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. the evidence Jacobsen presented for the degree of implementation of the Commissar
Order is sparse at best, he implied in the following that further research was merited

in this area:

Difficult though it may be to obtain an historically accurate
picture of the de facto manner in which the
Kommissarbefehl was put into force by the military, there is
nevertheless definite evidence that some formations carried
out the order to the letter, others tried to circumvent it, and
others again ignored it completely — as was proved by the

. . . 4
subsequent segregation in prisoner-of-war camps.*®

While Jacobsen himself stated at the end of the last section of his article
dealing with the “Mass Execution of Soviet Prisoners of War” that he had “nothing

more to add,”49

other scholars certainly did, and his work served as “a bridge to later
material.”>® Several prominent German historians dealt with the topic of the
Commissar Order in the context of studies on the German Army. In 1969 Manfred
Messerschmidt, for example, examined the Commissar Order and the Barbarossa
Jurisdiction Order as part of a study on the relationship of the Wehrmacht to the legal
and ideological underpinnings of the Nazi regime. Messerschmidt argued that the
German Army, in order to protect itself in an ideologically driven regime, involved

itself early on during the mid-1930s in violations of legal and human rights.

. Therefore, by the time Hitler spoke of a directive to execute Red Army political
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commissars on the field of battle in 1941, few in the officer corps could take a strong
stand against it.” ! Werner Maser also addressed legal questions and issues of
obedience relating to the Commissar Order and other directives as just a small portion

of his 1977 book, Niirnberg — Tribunal der Sieger. (Tribunal of the Victors).>

One year after Maser’s book on the Nuremberg trials, another seminal work
on the Commissar Order appeared. Helmut Krausnick, one of the participants in
Uhlig’s round table discussion in 1957, published an article titled “Kommissarbefehl
und ‘Gerichtsbarkeitserlaf3 Barbarossa’ in.neuer Sicht” >

Krausnick began his own study by setting it in the historiographical context of
the scholarship which had preceded it. From Uhlig to Dallin, and Jacobsen, to
Hermann Dieter Betz,54 and Maser, Krausnick identified major and minor
contributions to the body of research on the Commissar Order in the three decades
since the conclusion of the last of the Nuremberg war crimes trials.” A central
component of his article focused on the mechanics and individuals involved in
drafting both the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the Commissar Order. Krausnick
chose to look beyond Hitler as the key figure in the development of the criminal
orders, and dissected the evidentiary trail from one draft to another. Krausnick was
especially interested in how the concept of killing Red Army political commissars
moved from idea to reality through the bureaucratic infrastructure of the legal
departments from March through early June of 1941. As did Reitlinger, Krausnick

followed Lehmann’s, Warlimont’s and Halder’s testimonies and written work, as well

as the drafts produced by General Eugen Miiller to trace the development of the
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Wehrmacht’s active role in the killing process that would take place once the
Germans unleashed their attack on the USSR on 22 June 1941.%¢

Krausnick then turned his attention to address the German military
leadership’s tacit acceptance of criminal orders for the Barbarossa campaign. In this
section, Krausnick noted that it was highly unlikely that Hitler would have backed off
his demands for the liquidation of commissars on the field of battle had his generals
threatened to resign en masse, as Reitlinger implied in his 1959 Commentary article.’’
Yet, had Hitler’s generals resigned in protest over the criminal orders, there may
never have been an invasion of the Soviet Union, and the Commissar Order would
not have been implemented.

Krausnick also examined issues involving the treatment of Jews and the
German military leadership, with a close-up look at the long-standing stereotypical
equation of Jews and communists, especially the association of Jews with
commissars. Here, he turned from Nuremberg trial sources, and looked at
contemporaneous documents and personal diary entries of German senior military
commanders like Field Marshal Fedor von Bock and diplomat Ulrich von Hassell.
Krausnick used these accounts as a contrast to the vast majority of the officer corps
that appeared to acquiesce to the ideological rhetoric of the Fiihrer regarding Jews
and the communist system of the Soviet Union.™

Krausnick, like Reitlinger before him, closed his article with a brief
assessment of how the Commissar Order was implemented and reported. Citing
Halder’s diary entries as evidence that front-line Panzer divisions were not carrying

out the Commissar Order, but that Red Army political commissars were mostly
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discovered in the POW camps, Krausnick noted that there was a wide spectrum of
implementation.” He attributed this to what he saw as an increasing expansion of the
definition of political commissar, and the sometimes apparent confusion about
whether a prisoner was to be executed as a political commissar in accordance with the
Commissar Order, or an irregular in accordance with the Barbarossa Jurisdiction
Order.®

However, virtually all of the sources Krausnick quoted for statistical purposes
were from Panzer groups or corps, and not infantry divisions. For example,
Krausnick cited a report from Panzergruppe 4 (General Erich Hoepner) for the period
covering 22 June 1941 to § July 1941 that “101 [commissars] were eliminated,” and
another from Panzergruppe 3 that up until the start of August 1941, “about 170
political commissars [...] were taken in as prisoners and [...] forcefully separated.”
These statistics came from the “High Command Case” of the “Trials of War
Criminals under Control Council Law No. 10” at Nuremberg involving Field Marshal
Leeb of Army Group North in February 1948, and were part of the collection of
documents included in Uhlig’s 1965 article on the Commissar Order.®'

At no point in his own article did Krausnick provide a comprehensive
statistical analysis of the number of commissars reported executed by front-line
divisions. He simply culled material previously available to scholars on corps and
Panzer groups as evidence that these formations filed reports which addressed the
number of commissars captured and immediately executed, or sent to the rear. Not
convinced that the numbers provided by the Panzer groups in Army Group North

were completely accurate, he used Halder’s diary entries of 1 August 1941 and 21
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September 1941 to conclude that “most of the commissars, [their] functionaries,
representatives, etc. were not killed at the front [...],” but rather only after discovery
in the POW camps in the rear.”

The larger subject of the German treatment of POWs, including the
development and implementation of the Commissar Order, was examined in more
detail in the year following Krausnick’s publication of the “Kommissarbefehl und

‘Gerichtsbarkeitserlaf3 Barbarossa’ in neuer Sicht.” In 1978, Christian Streit

published a study, Keine Kameraden: Die Wehrmacht und die sowjetischen

Kriegsgefangenen, 1941-1945, which addressed how the German military designed

and implemented POW policy toward captured Red Army soldiers. 63

In this book, Streit demonstrated that more than half of the Soviet POWs in
German custody died during the first year of the German campaign against the USSR
through terrible conditions endured during forced marches to transit and POW camps,
systematic starvation imposed in the camps themselves, waves of epidemics of
typhoid fever that swept through the camps, and by individual and mass executions.
These deaths occurred despite several prbtests against the policy of destruction, most
notably by Alfred Rosenberg, Reich Minister for the Eastern Occupied Territories,
and Admiral Wilhelm Carnaris. While Rosenberg and Carnaris stated that the killing
of Soviet POWs was incongruent with German strategic interests, they did not
necessarily disagree, according to Streit, with the overall goal and aim of the German
treatment of Soviet POWs, but considered the methods employed to be counter-

productive. After the middle of 1942 the death rate among Soviet POWs decreased as
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military authorities integrated more prisoners into the war economy in the areas of
agriculture, mining, construction, and heavy metals.%*

Streit devoted a section to the Commissar Order in a larger chapter on “The
Inclusion of the Wehrmacht in the National Socialist Policy of Destruction” (Die
Einbeziehung der Wehrmacht in die nationalsozialistische Ausrottungspolitik).®® He
observed that in the war crimes trials and memoir literature produced by German
generals, more time and effort have been devoted to the Commissar Order than to the
Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the overall treatment of Soviet POWs. He
attributed this to the simple fact that the Commissar Order flagrantly violated the

Article IV of the first Hague Convention Respecting the Laws and Customs of War

on Land (1899) which required that POWs be treated humanely.®®
Like Uhlig, Reitlinger, and Krausnick before him, Streit set the Commissar

Order in the context of the National Socialist worldview. Hitler provided the vision
for the Commissar Order, but the details were hammered out by Keitel, Brauchitsch,
Jodl, Warlimont, and others. As a result, the drafting process and subsequent post-war
testimony about it, especially on the question of how to treat subordinate
functionaries and civilian commissars captured in the course of battle or behind the
front lines, occupied a significant portion of Streit’s section on the Commissar
Order.”’

For Streit, the question of complicity in issuing and following criminal orders
was, therefore, not a moot one. In the conclusion of his initial section on the

Commissar Order, Streit stated that: “The inclusion of the Wehrmacht in the National
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Socialist policy of destruction was carried out in an irrevocable manner. The orders
were passed along and obeyed.”®®

In his section on “Die Vernichtung einer Weltanschauung” (“The Destruction
of a Worldview”), Streit examined the implementation of the Commissar Order along
with the other criminal orders (the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the “Guidelines
for the Conduct of the Troops in Russia”). Citing Uhlig and Jacobsen, Streit noted
that during the “Trials of Major War Criminals” and the “Trials of War Criminals” at
Nuremberg, a number of German generals at divisional command and higher claimed
that they had not passed the Commissar Order along to their troops. However, Streit
demonstrated that the claims by these commanders were simply false by going to the
official war diaries of the intelligence officers (Ic) in the divisions or corps in
question. In the pages of these intelligence reports the quantifiable implementation of
the Commissar Order was most visible.%

Streit also deconstructed the arguments Brauchitsch and Halder advanced in
postwar trials that the High Command of the Army had little interest in the degree of
implementation of the Commissar Order. By tracing the chronological development
of the 6 June 1941 directive through the inclusion of politruks as eligible for
immediate execution in August 1941, Streit showed the intimate involvement of OKH
in the implementation of a policy of ideological destruction.”

As Uhlig, Jacobsen, and Krausnick had concluded, so Streit also believed that
the Commissar Order was not carried out in all of the front-line formations, but rather
in the POW camps. Streit did not investigate the extent to which the Commissar

Order was obeyed by specific formations on the field of battle. But he did
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demonstrate that in each army group commissars were killed. This included between
“30-40 commissars finished off” (erledigt) in a POW transit camp (Dulag 182,
Uman) under the jurisdiction of the 17" Army in mid-August 1941.”!

That German commanders passed along the 6 June 1941 order to separate and
execute Red Army political commissars among Soviet POWs was enough for Streit to
prove the cooperation of the Wehrmacht in a larger war of annihilation. This war of
destruction eventually made Soviet prisoners of war the second largest group of
victims of the Nazi extermination policy, second in numbers only to the Jews of
Europe. Streit noted that at least 3.3 million Soviet POWs died out of a total of some
5.8 million Red Army troops captured by the Germans between 22 June 1941 and the
end of the war in May 1945. This 57.7% fatality rate of the total number of Soviet
POWs captured was in stark contrast to the less than 4% of Anglo/American POWs
who died while in German captivity.”

In addition, Streit stated in the 1978 edition of Keine Kameraden that the

Wehrmacht turned over between 580,000 to 600,000 Soviet POWs to the SD as part
of a series of mutual agreements involving a process of selection and screening in
POW camps which began in mid-summer 1941. However, these statistics, more than
ten percent of all Red Army soldiers taken prisoner, drew the ire of a number of
scholars, including Alfred Streim, for appearing inflated.

Three years after Streit’s publication of Keine Kameraden, Streim, published

his own study of the German treatment of Soviet POWs. While he reached similar
conclusions as Streit about the Wehrmacht policy of destruction toward Soviet POWs,

his statistical analysis was different. Streim, then the director of the Central Office for
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the Investigation of Nazi War Crimes (Zentrale Stelle der Landesjustizverwaltungen)
in Ludwigsburg, who was responsible for bringing a number of former Nazis to
justice, based his conclusions on trial documents used in postwar cases. In his 1981

book, Die Behandlung sowijetischer Kriegsgefangener im “Fall Barbarossa”. Eine

Dokumentation,” Streim stated that at least 2.5 million Soviet POWs had died while

in German captivity, a figure almost a million less than Streit had estimated.”

Streim also dealt with the issue of the Commissar Order in connection with
the “Barbarossa’” Jurisdiction Order. Utilizing diaries of eyewitnesses among the
German military leadership, the testimony of the drafters of the criminal orders, and
Nuremberg documents from 1945-1948, Streim detailed the development of the two
orders chronologically. Focusing on the drafting process, Streim expanded somewhat
on the work done by Uhlig, Reitlinger, Jacobsen, and Krausnick.”

Streim examined the close cooperation of the Wehrmacht and the security
forces of the SD, especially in relation to the Commissar Order. However, he set the
Commissar Order in the context of the development of German policy toward Soviet
POWSs.”® For this reason, he was less concerned with how specific armies, corps, or
divisions implemented the Commissar Order, and more with how German policy on
POWs evolved, especially with regard to the security forces behind the front lines.”’

As a result, Streim presented very little information on how the directive to
murder all Red Army political commissars on the field of battle was implemented. He
claimed that since most of the killings of commissars appeared to take place in POW
camps, the troops did not fully carry out the Commissar Order.®Ina sharp contrast to

Krausnick, he stated that German troops filed false reports on the treatment of Red
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Army political commissars, and found ways to circumvent the 6 June 1941 order.”
Streim also concluded that close to 140,000 Soviet POWs were handed over to the
SD, and not the 580,000 to 600,000 as Streit had stated in 1978.%

Jiirgen Forster, an historian at the Militdrgeschichtliches Forschungsamt in
Potsdam,' published a number of essays which dealt, in part, with both the
development and the implementation of the Commissar Order. The most notable of
these essays appeared in an edited volume published in 1983 in the quasi-official
history of Germany in the Second World War through the Research Institute for

Military History on the invasion of the Soviet Union. Das Deutsche Reich und der

Zweite Weltkrieg (Volume 4) covered numerous political, military, and economic

themes associated with “Operation Barbarossa.”®

In “Part 1: German War Policy and the Soviet Union 1940-41,” Forster
contributed an essay on “Operation Barbarossa as a War of Conquest and
Annihilation.”® Drawing heavily on the works of Jacobsen, and Krausnick, Forster
also used primary source documents from the German Federal Military Archives
located in Freiburg im Breisgau to trace the development of the Commissar Order.
From these documents, Forster identified a source for what the German Army knew
about Red Army political commissars prior to the invasion of the Soviet Union.

Citing the official publication, The Wartime Forces of the Union of Socialist Soviet

Republics dated 15 January 1941 and an order by the Soviet War Commissar for
Defense of 21 January 1941, Forster showed that the responsibilities of political
officers were at least known to some of the military and legal leaders who helped

draft the 6 June 1941 Commissar Order.®*
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Forster also placed the Commissar Order within the context of Nazi ideology.
He argued that the National Socialist equation of Jews with Red Army political
commissars, which began in the German Army as early as 1935, made the Commissar
Order another example of how the war in the East was much more than a military
conquest. Forster cited a draft of a leaflet from the Psychology Laboratory of the
Reich War Ministry (Psychologisches Laboratorium des Reichskriegsministeriums)
dated 2 November 1935, an ethno-psychological study of the national composition of
the population of the USSR and possibilities of applying propaganda, which stated
that “the gentlemen commissars and Party functionaries” were “mostly filthy Jews.”®
However, a draft of a study with no evidence of distribution throughout the German
chain of command is little more than anecdotal evidence that Nazi military leaders
equated Jews with Red Army political commissars in the pre-war period.

In an essay on “Securing Living Space,” Forster attempted to document how
the Commissar Order was implemented on the field of battle.* This had clearly been
an area most scholars did not address, either because it was not in the scope of their
study, or because there was insufficient evidence to draw any meaningful

conclusions. Forster began his essay on the “Implementation of the ‘Commissar

Order ™ by repeating a claim first made by Krausnick that:

In postwar discussion of the two unlawful decrees — the
restriction of martial jurisdiction and the treatment of the
commissars — more attention has been devoted to the

‘commissar order’ of 6 June 1941 than to the ‘Fiihrer
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decree’ of 13 May. More people were actually killed as a
result of the ‘special measures’ taken by the troops against
the civilian population under the decree on martial
jurisdiction. However, the violation of international law
was more blatant in the case of the shooting of commissars.
In the case of the commissar order, the shooting of a
specific group in the Red Army was no longer justified
even by the mere suspicion of resistance to the Wehrmacht,
but simply by their position and function within the enemy

system.87

Férster then argued that while former generals maintained in postwar trials
and memoirs that they did not pass the Commissar Order along to their troops, the
“numerous official reports of executions tell their own story.”88 Forster also took
issue with Jacobsen and Streim, who claimed that since most executions of Red Army
political commissars appeared to take place in POW camps, the soldiers did not
actually carry out the Commissar Order.® However, citing reports from German
intelligence officers in the field (/c officers), Forster showed that German Army
formations indeed reported on the execution of Red Army political commissars in
accordance with the 6 June 1941 directive. These reports ranged geographically from
across the invasion front, and varied in the total number of commissars reported shot,

and the time the executions took place. Forster stated that:
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It is not surprising that large numbers of commissars were
reported shot at the beginning of operations. At this stage
they [commissars — explanation mine] were still
recognizable by special badges on their uniforms. For
example, Armoured Group A reported ‘172 disposed of’ by
19 July 1941, Second Army ‘177 by 24 July, Armoured
Group 3 ‘about 170 got rid of separately’, and 44™ Infantry
Division ‘122 commissars disposed of” by the beginning of

October.”’

Like Streit, Forster extended his examination of how the Commissar Order
was implemented beyond the few sources cited during the “Trials of Major War
Crimes” and the “Trials of War Criminals” held at Nuremberg from the fall of 1945
through the winter of 1948.°' Forster also followed the chronological frafnework that
Streim and Streit had done in tracing the involvement of the SD in the killing of
commissars in camps behind the front lines.”?

Forster drew his examples from all three Army Groups involved in the
invasion of the Soviet Union, but he did not provide any contextual assessment of
how the 6 June 1941 directive to shoot Red Army political commissars was dealt with
within each army group, army command, corps, division, or rear area. In the sampling
of responses to the Commissar Order, Forster made no attempt at producing any
comprehensive statistics to document how the Kommissarbefehl was actually

implemented on the field of battle. These random samples, therefore, left open a
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. number of questions on the degree to which the Commissar Order was carried out.

Repeating an assessment by Jacobsen, Forster admitted as much by stating:

In the absence of any quantitative assessment, it is difficult
‘to obtain an accurate overall view of the practical

implementation of the “commissar order” by the troops’.”>

Forster also published several other essays which dealt, in part, with the
subject of the Commissar Order. For example, an article from 1985, “New Wine in
Old Wineskins? The Wehrmacht and the War of ‘Weltanschauungen’, 1941,”
addressed the Commissar Order only as it related to Hitler’s vision for a clash of
ideologies in the war with the Soviet Union.” The same was true for “The Relation
between Operation Barbarossa as an Ideological War of Extermination and the Final
Solution,”® and “Complicity or Entanglement? Wehrmacht, War, and Holocaust.”®

Both Férster and Streit published essays in a collection edited by the German

Historical Institute in 1986 under the title The Policies of Genocide: Jews and Soviet

Prisoners of War in Nazi Germany.”’ In his essay, “The German Army and the

Policies of Genocide,” Streit used the Commissar Order as an example of how Hitler
may have issued a directive to murder all the Jews of Europe. Although he was more
concerned with the role of the Wehrmacht in carrying out Hitler’s genocidal policy in
the East against Jews, Streit argued that the murder of Jews could not have occurred

without the ideological framework established for the war with the Soviet Union
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toward POWSs and civilians. This included the criminal orders of the Barbarossa
Jurisdiction Order and the Commissar Order.”®

Forster’s 1986 essay, “The German Army and the Ideological War against the
Soviet Union,” focused on the role of the German military in prosecuting Hitler’s
ideological war against Jews and Communists in the USSR. Forster maintained that
“German historiography has far too long been preoccupied with the ‘German
catastrophe’ (Frederick Meinecke), and has thus overlooked the Jewish and Soviet
catastrophe.”99

As a result, Forster treated the Commissar Order more in the context of its
development, highlighting the involvement of leading German generals, and less in
its implementation. As Forster stated, “concern for the discipline of the troops was
obviously more important than scruples about illegal shooting of captive commissars
or of civilians who were mere suspects.”'

However, Forster did more than simply restate the main arguments of his

1983 essays in Germany and the Second World War: The Attack on the Soviet Union

(Vol. IV). Accepting Streit’s figures that the German Army turned over upwards of
600,000 Soviet POWS to the SD between the start of the invasion and May 1944, and
that 3.3 million captured Red Army troops perished while in captivity, Forster stated

that:

[...] the mass death of the Soviet prisoners of war was
caused not by execution following political or racist

criteria, but by the priorities of the German exploitation
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policy, which condemned hundreds of thousands of

prisoners to death by starvation and endemic diseases.'!

Forster argued that the ideological relationship between Hitler and the German
Army was cemented in the implementation of the Commissar Order and the

Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order. According to Forster:

It would be incorrect to underrate or play down the effect
the Commissar Order had on the conduct of troops or to
assume (as do Nolte, Streim and Walle'®?) that the
Wehrmacht generally found ways to circumvent or ignore
it. Are we really still to believe that the order was not
implemented at all or that official reports were deliberately
manipulated,'® as former soldiers apologetically claim?
The large number of executions listed by the intelligence

officers speak in too clear a language.'™

However, the statistics Forster provided offer only a random sampling of
formations. He did, however, also note that there was a growing discontent among
some commanders that the Soviets were offering tougher resistance to the Germans,
in part, because they appeared to be aware of the existence of German orders to

execute Red Army political commissars immediately upon capture. As Forster stated:
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On 23 September 1941, the Army High Command
requested an examination of the implementation of the
Commissar Order, taking into consideration the
development of the campaign. Hitler, however, refused any
change. A similar request from the 16™ Army was turned
down in December 1941. It was only in May 1942 that the
pressure exerted by senior commanders showed results.
The Commissar Order was suspended in the operations area
in order to encourage the tendency of Soviet soldiers to
desert. One divisional commander instructed his soldiers

not to shoot commissars or political army leaders as late as

September 194210

Forster went on to describe what he saw as an expansion of the program to kill
Red Army political commissars through the anti-partisan campaign. As Streit and
others before him had done, Férster set the war against partisans in the context of the
racial and ideological struggle envisioned by Hitler. Jews and communists were part
and parcel of the same foe, and represented grave threats to the security of the
German troops in the Soviet Union. Yet, Forster concluded that he disagreed with
Streit, “who asserts that the Army’s implementation of the ‘Criminal Orders’
contributed decisively to a situation arising in the autumn of 1941 in which the

murder of European Jews became possible.”106
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In addition, other scholars also addressed the Commissar Order in studies on
the history of the Third Reich in the two decades since the publication of the Forster’s

essays in the 4™ Volume of Germany and the Second World War: The Attack on the

Soviet Union.'”’ However, for most historians during this time frame, the Commissar
Order appeared only as a peripheral notation of a larger study. For example, in an
essay about military involvement in the killing of European Jews, Hans-Heinrich
Wilhelm described the Commissar Order only with reference of those generals who

initially protested to OKW and OKH:

The first army protests, [...], which were aimed at abolition
of the so-called Kommissarbefehl, scemed impractical, and
in propaganda only counter-productive after the Red Army
had given up the special insignia of the ranks for politruks
and commissars. Later, commissars and “polit-workers”
were handed over to the SD by special investigation
commandos far behind the front line, and nobody

protested. 108

Omer Bartov, a professor of European History at Brown University in
Providence, Rhode Island, dealt with the execution of Red Army political commissars

in a small section of his 1985 book on The Eastern Front 1941-1945. German Troops

and the Barbarization of Warfare.!” In this book, Bartov theorized that German

troops became brutalized only in the course of fighting the Soviets on the Eastern
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Front, and that this was due, in part, to the ideological nature of warfare prescribed by
such directives as the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the Commissar Order.
Bartov followed with similar examples in a 1991 publication of Hitler’s Army:

Soldiers, Nazis, and War in the Third Reich.""° In linking the drafting of the

Commissar Order prior to the German invasion of the USSR with other Nazi
ideological directives, Bartov wanted to show that the maltreatment of Soviet POWs

was part of a larger program of annihilation. Bartov stated that:

In the course of the Russian campaign over 5,700,000 Red
Army soldiers were captured by the Germans, of whom no
less than 3,300,000, or 57 percent, died. Indeed, even by
early 1942 two million Soviet POWs were already dead.
This unprecedented death rate was related to the execution
of commissars by the troops upon capture; to the delivery
to the Einsatzgruppen for “special treatment” of so-called
“politically intolerable” (politisch untragbaren) prisoners,
that is, all members of the intelligentsia (Intelligenzler),
“fanatic communists,” and Jews; and to explicit orders
issued to the formations on the ground to supply POWs
“only with the most primitive means,” as well as to the lack
of any serious preparations for the huge number of
prisoners the Wehrmacht expected to take by employing its

well-tried envelopment tactics against the Red Army.'"!
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Bartov made reference to the Commissar Order and the treatment of Red
Army political officers in other publications as well. However, he went back to the
same sources he originally cited, including Krausnick, Streit, Streim, and his own
works, while failing to explain how the killing of commissars directly impacted the
deaths of over three million POWs.''?
This pattern of referencing earlier works is to be observed in the majority of

scholarly publications that mention the Commissar Order in the years since Forster’s

essays in the early 1980s. However, Theo Schulte’s The German Army and Nazi

Policies in Occupied Russia is an exception.''> Schulte, a senior lecturer in European
history at Anglia Polytechnic University in Cambridge, England, set the Commissar
Order in the context of the German military occupation policies and actions of rear
area troops. For Schulte, the genesis and development of the Commissar Order was of
much less significance. He simply cited Krausnick’s 1977 article in the

Vierteliahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte, and directed his attention to what he believed to

be the more important question of implementation.''* Schulte argued that scholars
have directed most of their attention to front-line troops, when it was the troops in the
rear who actually carried out the executions of Red Army political commissars.

Schulte stated:

It can be argued [...] that the role of the Koriicks and Army
Group Rear Areas in the process was probably of greater

significance than that of front-line formations. Once it
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became apparent that special measures were being directed
against the commissars many took to disguising themselves
as regular officers or simple soldiers. Rather than being
dealt with at the point of capture, the individuals concerned
were subject to a selection process in various locations in
the rear; in the first instance at the Armee-
Gefangenensammelstelle (POW collection points) and

subsequently at the Dulags (transit POW camps).'"

Schulte also gave little attention to the series of directives in the summer and
fall of 1941 which permitted SD to screen POWs in camps controlled by the
Wehrmacht. He did, however, note that part of this screening process produced
guidelines which established categories of prisoners and how they were to be treated.
According to Schulte, POWs in the Army Group Rear Areas on 27 July 1941 were to

be separated according to the following:

1. Volksdeutsche [ethnic Germans]. Ukrainians, Balts:
Possible use as interpreters.

2. Asiatics, Jews, German speaking Russians: NOT to
be sent to the Reich.

3. Political unreliables, Commissars, or Agitators: Not

to be sent to the Reich/Special measures to be taken
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by Camp Commandants on the basis of existing
orders [Aussonderungen].

4. Officers: Unless required for tasks in the
operational areas, to be sent to the Eastern borders
of the regions under civilian administration.

5. Various: Unless required for tasks in the operational
areas, to be sent to the Eastern borders of the
regions under civilian administration.

All decisions in the Army Areas (A0K & Koriick)
are to be made by the troops; In the Army Group
Rear Areas; special categories are to be handed over

to the Einsatzgruppen of the SD.'

Taking exception to Streit’s earlier assessments that the SD had full access to
POW camps in order to select commissars and others for execution, Schulte argued
that the documents for Koriick 582, a formation operating behind the 9™ Army in

Army Group Center, showed otherwise. He stated that:

Streit, in fact, asserts that there is an indication that despite
these new directives the SD was involved in the scrutiny
(Uberpriifung) of POWs from the very start of the
campaign. Evidence from the files of Koriick 582, however,

suggests that even where there was some measure of SD
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involvement in selection, the Army itself tended to deal

with matters inside the camps.'"’

Addressing the “matters inside the camp” translated into executions. As
Schulte indicated, the documents from the 9™ Army “[...] made it quite clear that any
persons found to be commissars were to be interrogated and shot.” 18

However, Schulte recognized that there were still limitations on how to assess
the degree of implementation of the Commissar Order. Schulte cited the disagreement
between Streim and Forster over whether the officers submitted false reports on the
number of commissars shot (Streim) as a substitute for resistance to a criminal order,

or whether there were simply incomplete records (Forster) which distorted the truly

large numbers.'"® He also stated that:

In the first instance it should be noted, as with so much
work on occupation policy, that there is a marked lack of
quantified research on this topic. Estimates as to the
numbers of commissars killed vary considerably, from
Streit’s calculations which propose a figure in excess of
580,000, to Streim’s much lower estimate of around
140,000. As Forster notes, even the variable tone of the
language employed in reports caused confusion, with
oblique references to: ‘erschiefien’ (shot); ‘erledigen’

(disposed of); ‘behandeln’ (attended to); ‘erfassen’ (seized
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- sic); ‘abschieben’ (expelled); and ‘umlegen’ (killed).
While the more opaque of these terms were probably
euphemisms for execution, certain historians, such as
Joachim Fest, would contend that there is still uncertainty
as to the fate of some of the commissars. The handing over
of special categories of POWs to the SD may not
automatically have resulted in them all being killed, since
some could have been assigned to security duties in

occupied territories. "’

Schulte cited Joachim Hoffmann, an historian at the Militdrgeschichtliches
Forschungsamt in Potsdam, for the reference in the preceding quotation to Joachim
Fest, as one who took exception to “the frivolous manner in which figures are
manipulated.” In his essay on “The Conduct of War through Soviet Eyes” in

Germany and the Second World War: The Attack on the Soviet Union (Vol. IV),

Hoffmann took Krausnick and Streit to task for what he perceived to be the careless
ways in which they interpreted total numbers of POWS who died in temporary
camps, in transit to POW camps, or after a transfer to the SD. Hoffmann maintained

that:

Neither transfer to the SS, or even the SD, can be simply

equated with execution - especially as the entire auxiliary

1Y

police (“protection squads,” “order service,” etc.) in the
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Reich Commissariats Ostland and Ukraine under the sole
authority of the Reich Leader SS were largely recruited

from prisoners of war.'?!

In spite of such challenges inherent in quantitative analysis, Schulte traced the
documentary evidence in the files of Koriick 582 of how the Commissar Order
filtered into a rear area. Following a paper trail generated from above, he concluded
that “at all levels of command [...] the tendency was for the Kommissarbefehl to be
implemented.” Yet, he did note that there were some ‘”exceptions to the rule,” and
“that there was a marked reluctance on the part of some POW camp commanders to
cooperate with the Einsatzkommandos” in the handing over of commissars for
execution. However, he did not offer any specific number of commissars killed in the
areas under the jurisdiction of Koriick 582. Rather, for Schulte, the focus lay more in
the fact that some commanders acted without fear of retribution, and had latitude in
the implementation of the Commissar Order under their authority.'**

Another preeminent scholar, Richard Breitman, touched on the Commissar

Order in his 1991 book on Heinrich Himmler, The Architect of Genocide. Breitman, a

professor of History at American University in Washington, DC, cited Krausnick as

the fundamental source for the following:

At least twice more that month [March 1941 — explanation

mine] Hitler emphasized the need to liquidate the bearers of

Bolshevism, and on the second occasion, a speech to some
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250 senior officers from the three armed services, he made
it plain that the military too would have to play a role in
this campaign. The German troops would have to hand over
captured communist functionaries and political commissars
to the Einsatzkommandos, or, if that was impossible, shoot
the captives themselves; these people were not to be
regarded as prisoners of war. Hitler’s 30 March speech
provided part of the impetus for one of the most infamous
military orders of the war, which came to be known as the
Commissar Order — the execution of alleged Soviet

commissars without trial.'*?

Breitman then proceeded to set the Commissar Order in the context of his own
research into the Nazi origins and development of the “Final Solution to the Jewish
Question.” Like Streit, he viewed the Commissar Order as part of the legal
groundwork that prepared regular German troops for the racial war against the Jews

which followed the invasion of the Soviet Union. Breitman added:

In all likelihood, there was more behind this order than a
simple desire to liquidate the Communist political officials
assigned to the Russian army. Nazi propaganda dating back
to 1935'* closely identified commissars and party

functionaries with Jews, and many German officers had
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come to accept this equation. The Commissar Order was a
means to make use of the German military’s anti-
Bolshevist sentiment, which years of indoctrination had
enhanced. The order would involve the army in the planned
liquidation of commissars and move it toward acceptance
of the general killings of Jews. The Armed Forces High
Command guidelines for the troops in Russia, in fact,
called for merciless intervention against Jews, Bolshevist
agitators, guerrillas, and saboteurs; Jews qualified simply

because of their race.'*’

Other historians operated in much the same way. New research results into the
Commissar Order were not available, so they quoted whatever studies had been done,
or they cited works that had references to older results of research on the topic.
Colonel David Glantz and Jonathan House did the latter when they identified Omer
Bartov, an historian who has never conducted any original research in the area of the
Commissar Order, as the source for the following description in their 1995 book,

When Titans Clashed: How the Red Army Stopped Hitler:

The most obvious explanation for the German brutality was
the horror of the Eastern Front itself, where German troops
suffered heavy casualties while they were isolated from

society and surrounded by a hostile populace and terrain. In
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fact, however, the German troops engaged in atrocities
almost from the start of the war. Long before the Nazi
forces arrived in a given region, the first troops to enter a
Russian town frequently executed several people in an
attempt to deter any resistance. The Commissar Order was
often interpreted to mean the execution of anyone identified
as a Communist Party member or anyone who appeared to
be Jewish, since Nazi propaganda held that many
Communists were Jewish. The troops frequently shot such
people out of hand, even when ordered to turn them over to
the Nazi security services for interrogation. Other prisoners
were forced to clear land mines or engaged in similar

. 1
actions too dangerous for German troops.'%

However, not all scholars have gone the route of referencing those who had
previously cited the results of someone else’s original research. A catalogue of a
photographic exhibition, “Vernichtungskrieg. Verbrechen der Wehrmacht 1941 bis
1944.” on the participation of the Wehrmacht in criminal acts in the Soviet Union and
the Balkans, was published in the original German in 1995; an English language
edition appeared four years later. A collection of essays accompanied the
catalogue.127 The catalogue in English, with a preface written by Omer Bartov, made
several references to the Commissar Order.'?® Bartov, in his opening essay to the

catalogue, “Professional Soldiers,” credited Jacobsen’s research on the Commissar
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. Order with initiating a wave of studies on the subject of German military involvement

in criminal and genocidal acts during the Second World War. Bartov stated:

The publication in 1965 of the two-volume work Anatomie

des SS-Staates, which included an important analysis by

Hans-Adolf Jacobsen of the so-called Commissar Order
(the instruction to kill on the spot all political officers
attached to Red Army formations captured by the
Wehrmacht), heralded the beginning of scholarly writings
on the criminal activities of the Wehrmacht during its

campaign in the Soviet Union.'”

The exhibition, produced by tobacco heir Jan Philipp Reemtsma and the
Hamburg Institute for Social Research which he funds, traveled throughout Germany
and Austria from 1995-1999, and was seen by more than 800,000 people. Late in
1999, a Polish historian, Bogdan Musial, and an Hungarian historian, Krisztian
Ungvary, proved that numerous photographs in the exhibition had been incorrectly
captioned and identified, and did not show what they were described as showing, so
that the credibility of the entire exhibition was called into question; the organizers
withdrew the exhibition.'*

While the credibility of the documents themselves was not questioned, some

of the scholarship associated with the collection of essays accompanying the

Wehrmacht exhibition, The War of Extermination, should have been. For example, in
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The War of Extermination, Christian Streit again focused on the role of the

Wehrmacht in the maltreatment of Soviet POWSs. He cited the Commissar Order in
connection with the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order as foundational directives in the

prosecution of a war of destruction against Soviet POWs:

The Commissar Order [...] required the troops to identify
political commissars among the mass of prisoners, separate
them out, and shoot them. Investigations have confirmed
that, in contrast to what former soldiers repeatedly claimed,
this order was almost universally followed in the summer
and fall of 1941. In May of 1942 the order was rescinded at
the urging of front-line commanders because knowledge of
the shootings had drastically stiffened Red Army

resistance.!*!

Streit cited his own 1978 book and Jiirgen Forster’s essay on “Securing Living

Space” in Germany and the Second World War: The Attack on the Soviet Union

(Vol. IV) as references for his contention that “investigations have confirmed” that
the Commissar Order “was almost universally followed.” However, the references he
provided were devoid of investigations, and such a sweeping conclusion about the
implementation of the 6 June 1941 order needs more than supposition to be accurate

and worthy of consideration.
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. Bernd Boll and Hans Safrian also covered the connection between the
Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the Commissar Order in their essay on “The Way
to Stalingrad: The 6" Army in 1941-42.” However, they condensed the two directives

into the following description:

Before “Operation Barbarossa” began, the Decree on
Jurisdiction and the “Commissar Order” defined certain
segments of the civilian population and the Red Army as
enemies and ordered measures aimed at their “complete
elimination.” Irregulars, political commissars in the Red
Army, civilian commissars who resisted the Wehrmacht or
fomented resistance, along with other “hostile civilians,”
were to be killed at once. The troops had sweeping
authority to carry out these directives in the absence of
specific orders. No binding order mandated the killing of
civilians who were merely suspected of committing a
hostile act. In those cases, decisions regarding life and
death lay in the hands of the officer nearest at hand. Killing
within the framework of “collective measures™ aimed at
localities from which attacks were launched against
German troops could only be authorized by an officer from
battalion command or higher. Commissars without hostile

intentions were initially supposed to be left “unmolested,”
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with the proviso, of course, that they would later be turned

over to the SD (Security Service of the SS). 132

Manfred Messerschmidt was much clearer on the development of the
Commissar Order as part of a larger body of pre-invasion directives in his essay
“Forward Defense: The “Memorandum of the Generals” for the Nuremberg Court.”
In the section on “Criminal Orders,” Messerschmidt identified the genesis of the
Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the Commissar Order as coming from Hitler
himself: “The starting point was Hitler’s address to his closest military advisors on 3
[sic] March 1941 133 Citing the research of Uhlig and his own work on the subject,
Messerschmidt went through the machinations of the drafting process from April
through the first part of June 1941 in order to establish the evidentiary paper trail of
the criminal orders. He then juxtaposed the evidence with a memorandum written by
Warlimont and several other German generals awaiting trial at Nuremberg after the
war. This memorandum attempted to minimize the complicity of the army leadership
in relation to such directives as the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the Commissar
Order."**

The Wehrmacht exhibition brought renewed academic attention during the
1990s to the institution of the German Army in World War I1."* A flurry of
publications appeared, mostly in German, which addressed the role of the Wehrmacht
in the overall debate over Geschichtpolitik (the politics of history). A number of these
scholarly contributions focused on aspects of the development and implementation of

the Commissar Order. One example is Horst Rohde’s essay ,,Politischer
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Indoktrination in hoheren Stiben und in der Truppe - untersucht am Beispiel des

Kommissarbefehls* in a collection published under the title Die Soldaten der

Wehrmacht. Rohde used the Commissar Order as a case study in the degree to which
the German Army as an institution resisted or complied with the criminal orders of
the Nazi regime. "¢

Rohde was much less concerned than most other authors with the origins and
drafting process of the Commissar Order. His focus was also not on Nuremberg
documents. Rather, Rohde drew directly from the records of the intelligence officers
(Ic) as found in the official war diaries of a number of formations. His study was truly
a grass-roots approach on how the Commissar Order was implemented. His focus on
pre-invasion material was limited solely to what the intelligence officers were told
about the treatment of Red Army political commissars in the days immediately before
the invasion of the Soviet Union. Much of this information was to the effect that the
Commissar Order was to be passed on by word of mouth, that officers and enlisted
personnel were to be separated, that the experience of the Soviet-Finnish war proved
that commissars were barbaric and not to be trusted, and that both military and
civilian commissars were to be considered as one and the same, and taken out to be
executed.”’

Rohde was also interested in the mechanics of the reporting process. This
included how divisions, corps, and army commands for both the infantry and

mechanized formations summarized and passed on information on the total number of

commissars captured or reported “treated according to instructions.” For example,
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. among the reports culled from the 1% Army Corps were the following statements and

statistics:

7 July — This morning a political commissar was shot. In
the evening the commissar was reported as shot (8 July

1941).

A commissar was shot while fleeing. (9 July 1941).
Yesterday and today a commissar was captured and shot.

(20 July 1941).

Up until now 350 POWs, among them 1 political

commissar, who was shot. (21 July 1941).
[...] Today 4 commissars were shot. (14 August 1941).

Today until now 360 POWs [...] Commissars: None at all.

(30 August 1941)."%

Covering the entire period that the Commissar Order was in operation (22
June 1941 — 6 May 1942), Rohde examined reports from at least twenty divisions,
three army corps, and three rear army areas. Of particular interest to Rohde was the

language employed by intelligence officers to report their statistical totals for
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commissars captured and/or shot: “shot according to orders,” or “taken prisoner and
shot,” and the different phrasing used by other intelligence officers who received the
initial reports from divisions and passed them up the chain of command. Yet, in all
the reams of documents, Rohde found a great many gaps in the reporting of
commissars captured and shot.'*

Rohde concluded that these gaps resulted from one of two possibilities: either
the Germans simply did not capture a large number of Communist Party
functionaries, or there was a “Front of Silence,” which involved intelligence officers
in a process of manipulation. Rohde ultimately sided with what he perceived to be a
“Front of Silence.” Inconsistencies in reporting on the number of commissars
captured by some of the intelligence officers were methods to sabotage the
implementation of the Commissar Order."*® Yet, in all the thousands of pages of
documents he read, he found partly relevant material on the treatment of Red Army
political commissars in close to 50% of the records.'"!

With that said, Rohde still found it difficult to get a grasp on the numbers of
commissars taken prisoner by the Germans during the time the Commissar Order was
in force. Based upon his own research, the numbers found in Nuremberg sources, as
well as those produced by other authors,'** Rohde counted at least 700 commissars
reported shot over an eleven month period across the invasion front and in the rear
areas.'®?

However, Rohde believed that this figure was low, and did not take into
account politruks executed, or those political officers handed over to the SD. How

many beyond the 700 were considered politruks, and how many were turned over to
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the SD were numbers he simply did not choose to speculate on. Clearly, “at least 700”
commissars reported shot fortified Rohde’s belief that the Commissar Order was
predominantly carried out by formations invading the Soviet Union from 22 June
1941 through the first week of May 1942.'*

In order to place the total of “at least 700” commissars in context, Rohde
made an attempt to ascertain how many commissars were among the total number of
Soviet POWs. Yet, he chose random formations, and random months within the first

145

year of combat in the USSR.™ The results of his samplings of some divisions, some

corps, and some Panzer groups showed an extremely low number of commissars

registered and reported shot. For example:

1** Army Corps through 31 October 1941: 25,000 POWs

and 20 commissars among them.

1" Army Corps through mid-October 1941: 100,000

POWs and 85 commissars among them.

V™ Army Corps for the same period: 62,000 POWs and 26

commissars among them.

4™ Panzer Group through 10 August 1941: 170,000 POWs

and 170 commissars among them.
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23" Infantry Division at the beginning of August 1941:

17,000 POWs and 5 commissars among them.

24" Infantry Division by the end of September 1941:

42,000 POWs and 11 commissars among them.

26™ Infantry Division by the end of 1941: 14,000 POWs

and no commissars among them.'*

Rohde speculated that the low numbers of political officers among the POW
totals were, in part, due to the fact that Red Army political commissars had started to
remove their insignia from their uniforms which made it more difficult to identify
them. He also cited German front-line sources which stated that commissars were
burning their identity papers so as to avoid detection in POW camps. Rohde used
Halder’s statements in his diary from 1 August and 21 September 1941, previously
quoted by Krausnick, that commissars were being discovered in POW camps as
another reason to explain such a small proportion of commissars to prisoners of war.
Without specific statistics on how many commissars were turned over to the SD, in
spite of the best efforts of other historians such as Forster, Messerschmidt, and Streit,
Rohde stated that we may never know the final count.'"’

Rohde then turned his attention to witness testimony in postwar trials.
Drawing heavily on a 1950 book by Nuremberg-trial defense counsel Hans Laternser,

Rohde repeated claims that certain commanding generals did not pass along the
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Commissar Order because they saw it as either a violation of international law and an
affront to their code of conduct as officers, or because they felt it would possibly
disrupt military discipline at a time when so much was at stake. Rohde also traced
requests to have the Commissar Order lifted in late September 1941. Focusing on
Field Marshals Leeb and von Bock, Rohde documented their protests and attempts to
thwart the implementation of the Commissar Order. For Rohde, the high numbers of
commissars reported shot in areas under Leeb in Army Group North and Bock in
Army Group Center only proved that these were inflated statistics to keep the High
Commands of the Army and the Armed Forces content that the troops in the field
were fully implementing the 6 June 1941 directive to shoot Red Army political
officers among POWs.'#

Only at the end of his article did Rohde compare his findings to the findings
of other scholars who had gone before him. Blocked together as “the aforementioned
authors,” Forster, Messerschmidt, and Streit were the central focus of his comparison
on the issue of underreporting of commissars shot. Of the three, Rohde found the
work of Forster the most thorough in investigating the concept of troops filing false
reports on the number of commissars shot.'*

In his summary section, Rohde stated that until scholars go through all the
primary sources (official war diaries) relating to the Commissar Order, there would
not be a complete picture of the extent to which it was implemented. As a result, the
total number of commissars shot in German captivity either by front-line formations,

rear area troops, or members of the security forces may never be known for certain.

Rohde concluded his essay by placing the Commissar Order in the ideological context
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of pre-invasion directives, and cautioned that there were other areas of criminal
activity that the Wehrmacht was involved in during the four-year war with the Soviet
Union which have still to be thoroughly investigated."*

However, Rohde’s methodology and selection of sources did little to
contribute to a comprehensive assessment of how the Commissar Order was
implemented. Although he made an effort to provide a quantitative analysis of the
total number of commissars reported shot, he never explained what rationale he used
to select a certain formation for analysis over another or certain areas of the invasion
front and rear areas over others, and his choices appeared to be random at best. While
underreporting was certainly an issue, as evidenced by Halder’s diary entries in
August and September 1941, Rohde did not advance any theories beyond mere
guesswork as to why so few commissars were reported as captured, shot, or turned
over to the SD.

Other scholars during the time of the Wehrmacht exhibition debate also
investigated the Commissar Order, but not to the degree of a grass-roots analysis
employed by Rohde. For instance, a 1999 collected volume of essays edited by Rolf-
Dieter Miiller and Hans-Erich Volkmann contained a number of references to the
Commissar Order as an example of the depth of Hitler’s ideological war in the
East.!”! In an essay titled “Die Wehrmacht und der Partisanenkrieg in den beseizten
Gebieten der Sowjetunion” (The Wehrmacht and the Partisan War in the Occupied
Territories of the Soviet Union), Timm Richter followed a chronological approach to
establishing the legal foundation upon which German soldiers would combat

partisans behind the front lines beginning in the summer of 1941. In doing so, he
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made reference to the research of Krausnick, Uhlig, Jacobsen, and Streit with regard
to the development of pre-invasion directives.'>

In the same volume, Peter Klein cited the works of Jacobsen, Krausnick, and
Streit as part of a brief review of historical writings on the nature of the war of
annihilation in the East.'*® In addition, Jiirgen Forster stated that while the University
of Vermont political scientist (emeritus) Raul Hilberg was one of the first scholars to
connect the German Army with the killing of European Jews (1961), German
historical research also showed the participation of the Wehrmacht in the murder of
Jews. As evidence that deconstructed the so-called myth of the “clean” Wehrmacht,
Forster cited Jacobsen’s article on the Commissar Order, Messerschmidt’s book on
the German Army and ideology, and Streit’s book on the German military’s treatment
of Soviet POWs."** Ruth Bettina Birn, in an article on “Wehrmacht und
Wehrmachtangehorige in den deutschen Nachkriegsprozessen” (The Armed Forces
and Members of the Armed Forces in the German Postwar Trials), traced the
connection between military and political leadership in the drafting of orders central
to the war of annihilation. She included the Commissar Order in this corpus of
criminal orders, and cited the works of Férster, Krausnick, and Streim as examples of
those who have addressed the topic of Wehrmacht criminality in her own review of
literature.'>

The Commissar Order also appeared in a section of Michael Burleigh’s book,

The Third Reich: A New History, published in 2000.'* Burleigh, a professor of

Modern History at Cardiff University, identified the Commissar Order as the directive
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' that involved the German Army in a process of murder, which the mobile killing

formations of the SS and SD (Security Police) had previously been responsible for:

[...] Effectively, the Army was assuming the functions
hitherto performed by the Einsatzgruppen: the killing of an
entire group of people solely by virtue of their membership
of that group and without formal process. The general
intention, essayed earlier by both the Nazis and the Soviets
in occupied Poland, was to destroy the ruling elite of the
country concerned on the assumption that they were the
bearers of national consciousness. Inevitably, there were
weasel attempts to justify this in terms of the ‘asiatic-
barbarian’ manner in which such cadres would treat
German prisoners, or by arguing that the Red Army would

swiftly disintegrate without these political fanatics."’

Burleigh recognized that the Commissar system, in which Red Army political
commissars had equal power with military commanders, was not even in effect when

the Kommissarbefehl was issued on 6 June 1941:

Tronically, Stalin had virtually phased out the commissars

as an unnecessary hangover from the Civil War. The
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supposed cruelty of the enemy — which was real enough in
some instances — justified the Wehrmacht’s indiscriminate,
systematic and wholesale resort to carnage. These measures
were also quietly extended to so-called ‘Politruks’, that is
more lowly Party functionaries attached to individual

companies.'*®

While acknowledging the paradox that commissars did not even have the
power ascribed to them by Hitler in the period before the Barbarossa campaign,
Burleigh inserted a sweeping generality without providing evidence: that the
“supposed cruelty of the enemy — which was real enough in some cases — justified
[...]” the actions of the German military against Red Army political officers. It was
not against the Wehrmacht that the Soviet armed forces fought in the winter of 1939-
1940, so German troops were not the recipients of supposed excesses and atrocities
committed by commissars. And it certainly was not Soviet treatment of Finns that
prompted Hitler and the leadership of the German military to draft the Commissar
Order, and then launch an invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 to correct the
alleged humiliation poured out upon soldiers fighting under the flag of Finland. For
Burleigh to state that the German Army was justified in instituting a policy of murder
in blatant violation of international law is incongruent with the rest of the theme of
the chapter: “Crimes Without War.”"*

With the exception of Rohde, scholars have generally avoided any attempt at

quantifying the total of Red Army political officers shot or sent to the rear as a result
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of the 6 June 1941 Commissar Order. Such studies require much research, collation,
and analysis through thousands of pages of primary source documents, and present a
formidable task to the researcher. However, Burleigh offered the following in his
section on criminal orders: “Estimates of how many commissars were killed range
between 140,000 and 580,000.”'®

Burleigh cited Schulte for the figures of 140,000 to 580,000,'" and Schulte
quoted the two sets of numbers from Streim and Streit. However, neither Schulte nor
Streit ever implied or stated, as Burleigh does, that all of the Red Army POWs turned
over to the SD were political officers. Such a connection did not take into
consideration any other category of prisoner included in a series of directives issued
by Heydrich over the first four months of the campaign which granted the SD

authority to screen POWs.'®? These included:

1. All outstanding functionaries of the State and of the
party, especially

2. Professional revolutionists,

3. Functionaries of the Comintern,

4. All leading Party functionaries of the Russian

Secret Police [KPdSU] and their associated
organizations in the Central, district, and county
Committees,

5. All the People’s Commissars and their assistants,
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6. All former political commissars in the Red Army
[emphasis mine],

7. All leading personalities of the Central and Middle
offices among the State authorities,

8. The leading economic personalities,

9, All Jews,

10.  All persons who are established as being instigators

or fanatical communists.'®

In addition, Burleigh, as Streit did before him in his essay for the War of
Extermination,'® offered no evidence to support the following statement: “That the
Commissar Order was widely implemented is not doubted, even by those who draw
attention to low-level exceptions within larger military formations'®® As to who drew
attention to “low-level exceptions” is certainly not clear from Burleigh’s text.

More recently, other scholars have attempted to use quantitative analysis
when writing about the Commissar Order. British social historian lan Kershaw cited
new research results on the implementation of the Commissar Order in the second
book of his two-volume study of Adolf Hitler.'*® In the endnotes to a selected piece
on how “leading officers from Army Group B (to become Army Group Centre),
General Hans von Salmuth and Lieutenant-Colonel Henning von Tresckow” had
planned to persuade their divisional commanders to circumvent the 6 June 1941

order,” 167 K ershaw stated:
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On reports of the order being implemented by different
formations, see Krausnick, ‘Kommissarbefehl’, 733-736.
According to the most meticulous, if still provisional,
statistical analysis yet made, between half and two-
thirds of front divisions implemented the order.
(emphasis mine) (Detlef Siebert, ,,Die Durchfiihrung des
Kommissarbefehls in den Frontverbdnden des Heeres. Eine
quantifierende Auswertung der Forschung.” 1 am most
grateful to Detlef Siebert for providing me with a copy of

this yet unpublished paper.'®®

Siebert, a former film editor and television producer in Germany, is presently an
associate producer for historical programming with the BBC. Siebert contributed
material on the Commissar Order for the BBC2 program “War of the Century,”
written and produced by Lawrence Rees, which aired in October 1999. Some of
Siebert’s material cited by Kershaw was also mentioned in a review article by
Samson Madievski on “The War of Extermination: The Crimes of the Wehrmacht in

1941 to 1944” in the Routledge journal Rethinking History.'%® Madievski quoted

Siebert’s conclusions that the Commissar Order was carried out by “no less than 8§0%
of army corps, if judged from their reports.”' "’ However, Madievski did not provide a
source for Siebert’s study, and until this research is published, Siebert’s sources and

theses are unavailable for scrutiny.
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Unlike Kershaw, Wolfram Wette did not draw from new research into the

Commissar Order in his 2002 book Die Wehrmacht: Feindbilder, Vernichtungskrieg,

Legenden.171 Rather, he examined the development of the Commissar Order in the
context of the role of the German Army and the annihilation of European Jewry. Like
Breitman, Wette saw the military’s acceptance of the Commissar Order as a precursor
to the program of destruction that would follow against the J ews.!”?

While the aforementioned works represent a wide spectrum of responses and
historical studies on the development and implementation of the Commissar Order,
there are also a number of scholarly works on the war in the East that did not even

touch on the subject. Alan Clark’s Barbarossa: The Russian-German Conflict, 1941-

1945, Albert Seaton’s The Russo-German War, 1941-1945.'7* Bryan Fugate’s

Operation Barbarossa: Strategy and Tactics on the Eastern Front, 1941 ,175 Gerhard

Weinberg’s A World at Arms: A Global History of World War II,'’® and Phillipe

Masson’s Die Deutsche Armee: Geschichte der Wehrmacht, 193 5-1945,177 as

examples, concerned themselves more with strategic, operational, economic, and
diplomatic issues than with the ideological and political questions central to the
Commissar Order.

In spite of the fact that some studies have ignored the topic of the Commissar
Order, or even marginalized it, the corpus of historical literature is still vast. Even
though there is no paucity of information on the existence and content of the
Commissar Order, scholars have mainly investigated this directive as a portion of a
greater ideological portrait, or subsumed it in the context of overall Nazi criminal

activities during “Operation Barbarossa.”
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Yet, no comprehensive quantitative study of how a specific front-line army
command and its subordinate formations in the field responded to this order has been
completed. While it would be complementary to also examine the treatment of Red
Army political commissars in the rear areas, the records for Koriick 550, the Rear
Army Area formation immediately behind the 17" Army in Ukraine during the
Barbarossa campaign, and Army Rear Area 103, the formation immediately before
the civilian occupation zone, are incomplete for the time frame of this study.
Moreover, Hitler and the legal planners at OKH and OKW designed and intended the
Commissar Order to be implemented by soldiers on the front lines. The only time
commissars were supposed to be sent to the SD in the rear areas was if they were
captured in a non-combat setting without offering resistance. Although it is clear from
several sources, including two of Halder’s diary entries'”® and a war diary of a
division subordinated to the 17" Army,'” that commissars were not always shot at
the front, one of the central points of the 6 June 1941 order was that Red Army
political officers were not to be given any opportunity to foment resistance and
dissention in POW camps behind the front lines. Executing them immediately upon
capture simply eliminated that risk.

Examining the extent that front-line divisions carried out the charge to shoot
all grades of political commissars is necessary if we are to understand the role and
depth of involvement by front-line troops of the Wehrmacht in a murderous program
of extermination during the Nazi attack and occupation of the Soviet Union. Such a

study has simply not been systematically examined to date, and my dissertation seeks
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to address this gap in the historiography of what the Germans called the war on the
Eastern Front.

As noted earlier, the contributions of Uhlig, Jacobsen, and Krausnick are
distinguished for their attention to the role played by the highest ranking officers of
the Armed Forces and Army High Commands, and not just Hitler, in the drafting of
the Commissar Order. Yet, these seminal studies primarily provided a top-down
perspective, from which we are not able to make conclusions on the extent to which
the Commissar Order was implemented. Although Streit and Streim engaged in an
intense debate on the total number of Red Army prisoners handed over to the SD
from June 1941 to May 1944, the speculation that all of these POWs (anywhere from
138,000 to 600,000) could have been political officers and Communist Party
functionaries is unsupported and unproductive. While Forster, to a small degree, and
Rohde examined the records of a number of infantry and Panzer divisions, corps, and
rear area formations, their sources came from different army commands at different
places and times, and they did not concentrate at all thoroughly on any specific
formations. This makes it difficult to develop any kind of comprehensive picture of
the implementation of the Commissar Order on the field of battle because the context
is lost in a random sampling amidst a vast collection of sources.

My dissertation thus seeks to provide both the chronological context of the
top-down development of the Commissar Order, and the bottom-up perspective from
front-line formations engaged in combat operations. The result is both a narrative on
the genesis of the Commissar Order and its attendant decrees and agreements between

the Army leadership and the SS (SD) and Security Police, and a quantitative analysis
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of how many commissars were reported captured and shot by the front-line forces of
the 17" Army over a seven month period.

In addition, with the exceptions of a small portion of an essay by Joachim
Hoffmann on “The Soviet Union up to the Eve of the German Attack” in Germany and

the Second World War: The Attack on the Soviet Union (Vol. IV), '* and a brief

mention by Jiirgen Forster in another essay in the same volume,'®' most scholars have
simply ignored the development of the Commissar system in the Red Army in
conjunction with the development of the Commissar Order. What were the
responsibilities of these political officers, and what was it that Hitler found so
offensive in them that they had to be executed immediately? My dissertation attempts
to address these questions by examining how political commissars within the Soviet
military infrastructure obtained the status and reputation of power that Hitler and his
military and legal planners ascribed to them, as well as what the German leadership
knew about the Commissar system prior to the drafting of an order to liquidate all
political officers in the Red Army.

My dissertation also seeks to fill another gap in the corpus of historical
literature on the Commissar Order. Most academic studies of the Commissar Order
focused exclusively either on how the 6 June 1941 directive took shape through the
drafting process or on its connection to other criminal orders. However, within the
reams of reports filed by front line formations there is more than just statistics about
how many Red Army political commissars were captured, shot, or handed over to the
SD; there is essential information about the process of implementation, the perception

of Soviet political officers by German troops, and the purpose of carrying out an
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order that was clearly a flagrant violation of international law. My dissertation
attempts to synthesize these concepts in the pages that follow.

Lastly, the overwhelming majority of studies on the Commissar Order has
been written in German by German scholars. While some of these studies, such as
those of Jacobsen (although long out of print) and Forster, have appeared in English
translations, there is relatively little on the subject available in English. My
dissertation, therefore, attempts to bring together summaries of the excellent work
done by German scholars on the Commissar Order with my own research in a manner
that is approachable for those who may read only English.

In the next section of the introduction, I will address issues of primary sources

and research methodology.

Primary Source Documents

The bulk of my research into the development and implementation of the
Commissar Order centered on the official war diaries (Kriegstagebiicher is the plural
of Kriegstagebuch or KTB) of German military formations and daily activity reports
(Tdtigkeitsberichte) kept by the staff of the Third General Staff Officer (Intelligence
Officer - Ic). According to Document NOKW-1878 presented as Prosecution Exhibit
42, in “The High Command Case” before the Niirnberg Military Tribunals under

Control Council Law No. 10:
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The Third General Staff Officer (Ic) [...] (24) Ic is the aide
of Ia [the First General Staff Officer — explanation mine] in
determining the enemy situation. Enemy information
having come in via the front and secret intelligence service
form, in addition to their own mission, the most important
basis for an evaluation of the situation and the decision [. .
.] (25) Close cooperation with the /a is of importance. Ic
must attempt on his own part to secure early and
completely all details of the situation and the intentions of
the command. Enemy information received by the higher
commander, the chief of staff, or the Ja by telephone, on
trips to the front etc., must be immediately reported to the
Ic; he is also to be advised of important considerations and

discussions.'®?

Typically, these war diary entries and reports of daily activities included such
diverse subjects as unit and formation locations, POW tallies and interrogation of
prisoners, lists of captured goods and equipment, combat conditions and results,
weather, reconnaissance, supply line requests, and occasionally the number of Red
Army political commissars executed “in accordance with instructions.” Kept at the
division, corps, and army command levels, intelligence staff officers filled out these
reports, and passed them along the chain of command at least twice a day. Orders and

directives from Army Group South, the army group to which 17" Army belonged in
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‘ 1941, or from higher levels in the command structure, regarding intelligence matters
to lower levels of the command in the field were also exchanged through this same
infrastructure.

The originals of these war diaries and daily activity reports for the
subordinated formations of the 17" Army are kept in the German Federal Military
Archives (Bundesarchiv-Militdrarchiv) in Freiburg im Breisgau. Microfilmed copies
of many of the originals of these same documents are part of the captured German
records division at the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA)
facilities in College Park, Maryland. I spent the majority of my research time at these
two facilities over a five year period, and the citations in my dissertation generally
indicate the source where I originally found the document.

I conducted additional research at the British Public Record Office in Kew
Gardens, just outside London, England to read the more complete set of what
historian Richard Breitman has called the German Police Decodes. These documents,
intercepted messages of German police radio transmissions during the summer and
fall of 1941, cover a wide variety of topics from the seemingly mundane, like a
request for 30,000 bottles of mineral water for the SS in Riga, to the murderous, such

as the execution of 1,255 Jews by Police Regiment South on 12 September 1941 183
Research Methodology

Before undertaking the research phase of my dissertation, the eminent

Holocaust historian, Raul Hilberg of the University of Vermont, warned me that my
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task of examining the development and implementation of the Commissar Order
would be an arduous one, akin to looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack.'®*
He was correct, in that information on the treatment of Red Army commissars was
often buried in thousands of pages of war diaries and activity reports.

The format and structure of these war diaries and activity reports was supposed to
follow standard regulations and operating procedures. On 13 and 14 June 1941 the
intelligence officers from the divisions in the 17™ Army gathered in Reichshof
(Rzeszow) to go over some of the finer points of record keeping for the coming
invasion of the Soviet Union, and covered topics including the Commissar Order and
POWs. Two days after the conclusion of the /c meeting, intelligence officers received
orders which detailed the times at which they were to report on such matters as POWs
and war booty.'® The 6 June 1941 Commissar Order had only said that intelligence
officers were required to fill out reports. As Section I/4 of the Commissar Order

stated:

[...] a brief report (on a report form) is to be submitted on

the incident [Vorfall]:

a) By troops subordinated to a division to the
Intelligence Section (/c) of the division

b) By troops directly subordinated to a Corps

Command, an Army High Command, or the Command of

an Army Group or Armored Group to the Intelligence

Section (Ic) of the Corps Command and higher.'®¢
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Aside from the required 9:30 p.m. reporting on the summary of POWs taken
in during the day, there were no clear guidelines at the start of the invasion for /c
officers to follow. As a result, the researcher is often devoid of a rubric when reading
through the war diaries and activity reports of the formations. Virtually every Ic
officer had a different style of organization, and while this may be frustrating at
times, there are many nuances that make each war diary and activity report a unique
record of events. For example, the war diary of the 24™ Infantry Division'® is very
crisp and organized, typed in paragraph form, with dates underlined on the left-hand
side, and thus transparent to the researcher. The categories covered for the daily

entries are as follows:

a) Location of the command post.

b) Brief description of the combat situation or update
if the division is on the march.

c) POW list which may or may not include
commissars captured.

d) Summaries of POW testimony

gathered through interrogations.’ 88

In addition, the Kriegstagebuch for the 24™ 1.D. had a table of contents

covering the three months period of reporting in one volume, and a separate
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collection of attachments (4nlagen) corresponding to the documents or orders
mentioned in the war diary.'®

Reports produced in other divisions had clear categories for both POWs and
Red Army political commissars. The Ic war diary entry of the 257" Infantry Division,
part of the 17" Army for the entire seven month period of this study, for 14

September 1941 contained the following information:

A. How many political commissars were treated as
irregulars? (1)

B. How many were given over to the SD? (3)"°

However, other war diaries and activity reports were not so structured. The Ic
war diary for the 57™ Infantry Division, part of the 17™ Army in September and
October 1941, is written in the old style of German script, and is difficult to read on
microfilm.'®! Others may have been typed, but flowed in seamless fashion without a
single break until the entry for the next day, as the activity report for the 97t Light
Infantry Division from June —December 1941 illustrates.'**

The legibility and physical condition of war diaries and activity reports was a
factor in collecting data on the number of commissars captured by forces of the 17®
Army. The 4™ Mountain Division, 68™ Infantry Division, 71% Infantry Division, 111®
Infantry Division, 125" Infantry Division, 262™ Infantry Division, 297™ Infantry

Division, and the 298" Infantry Division either had no recorded commissars listed as

captured, or were not legible on microfilm. These divisional records were among
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those formations which I did not get an opportunity to examine in Freiburg due to
time constraints and limits on research funds. I did however, investigate those that
were legible on microfilm at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland.

While most of the war diaries and activity reports for the formations
subordinated to the 17™ Army survived the war, not all archives contain complete
collections. For example, the Ic and /a records for the 4™ Mountain Division, attached
to the 17" Army throughout the summer months of 1941 1% are missing — either lost
or destroyed - in both Freiburg and the National Archives in College Park, MD."* On
the other hand, the German Federal Military Archives in Freiburg has a collection of
295™ Infantry Division materials purchased at an antiquarian book shop in Bielefeld,
Germany in April 1972 which contains pamphlets, newspaper reports, enemy location
reports, and descriptions of combat experiences which has not been copied for the
National Archives.'®’

For the researcher, there are also no guarantees that the war diaries or activity
reports will be in any semblance of order. For example, the activity report for the
100™ Light Infantry Division from 19 August 1941 to 6 September 1941 has
numbered pages, but it is not in chronological order. While the divisional Ic war
diaries for the 24™ Infantry Division are remarkably structured, a rare regimental
diary from the First General Staff Officer (/a) of a formation of the 24" I.D. survived
that was filmed after the war in Alexandria, Virginia without frame numbers, thus
making the citing and finding of references that much harder.'?®

The war diaries and activity reports of the first general staff officers (/a) also

provide the researcher with excellent sources to corroborate information on
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commissars, location of formations, and orders for the day with material in the Ic
records. While it was not required of the /a officer to note how many commissars the
division captured,'®’ some General Staff Officers did keep such records which may
not have been recorded in the records of the intelligence staff (Ic). For example, the
Ia for the 295™ Infantry Division, a unit subordinated to the 17" Army for most of the
seven months covered by this study, often included POW tallies. These included the
listing of “1 political commissar, 1 officer, and 304 enlisted personnel” for 23 July
1941. Two days later, the /a also noted “1 political commissar and 213 non-
commissioned officers and enlisted men.”'*® However, these statistics did not always
correspond to material in the records of the intelligence staff for the same days.'”

While there may not be material on the treatment of Red Army political
commissars in every war diary and activity report, there is certainly a wealth of
information that describes how the war against the Soviet Union was experienced by
German soldiers, as well as the Red Army troops brought in as POWs. For example,
the daily activity reports (Tdtigkeitsberichte) and enclosures (Anlagen) contained in
the records of the 295™ Infantry Division through December 1941 provide extremely
detailed testimony by Soviet POWs which reveals the chaos, panic, fear, and absolute
uncertainty immediately following the onslaught of the German attack on 22 June
1941.2%

With great numbers of POWs pouring in, the war diaries also give the
researcher a brief view of the logistics on how so many captured Red Army soldiers

were moved to transfer points before ending up in POW camps. The 100™ Light

Infantry Division noted three days into the invasion that the Military Field Police of
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the 100™ Light I.D. had set up a gathering station for the POWs (Gefangenen-
Sammelstelle). Using ten men from a replacement training battalion of the 100%™ Light
[.D. to serve as guards and drivers, the Military Police orchestrated the transfer of
these POW's behind the front lines as quickly as possible.2"!

At the same time, within the pages of the documents from the 295™ 1.D. there
are lengthy accounts of combat experiences over the first eight days of the campaign
in Ukraine. War correspondent Willy Kahlert wrote an article praising the glorious
achievements of the 295 L.D. in the opening days of the war. The title of the article,

“We are the Lower-Saxons!” (“Wir sind die Niedersachsen!”), played on the words of

a popular song. Another article in the same file stated:

Finally the order came to unleash upon the enemy [...] We
were all full of spirit and enthusiasm. Enthusiasm carried us
over the ground, and our success in the first eight days is
tremendous. We are not hindered by stress and exhaustion,
we know only one purpose: the complete throwback of

Bolshevism!**

To this account, the intelligence officer for the 295" 1.D. (Wittke) appended
the words of Hitler: “To the German soldier nothing is impossible” (“Dem deutschen
Soldaten ist nichts unméglich”), and noted that “we will make this saying of the
Fiihrer come true.”?® Another enclosure of the file contained a detailed report of a

bloody struggle for a series of bunkers at Brusno Stara on the first day of fighting by
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Infantry Regiment 561 of the 295" Infantry Division. On the last page of this seven-
page report, it was written: “The path, upon which our blood flowed, has become a
path of victory.”2**

The war diaries and activity reports also describe situations when the fighting
ceased, and the German troops were welcomed as liberators by Ukrainian citizens

celebrating what they perceived to be an end to Godless communist oppression. The

intelligence staff of the 295" 1.D. noted four days into the invasion that:

The local population is extraordinarily Germanophile, and
in their joy is prepared to give our troops an enthusiastic
reception. At the entrance of towns, gates draped with
Ukrainian and German colors are erected, women and
young girls throw flowers and pass out bread, salt, milk,

eggs, butter, etc.?®

Other accounts of the fighting offer quantitative perspectives to the researcher.
The 295" Infantry division and the 9™ Infantry Division Jc war diaries, for example,
provide a wealth of statistics that measure the progression into the heart of Soviet
Ukraine in more than miles marched. Enclosure 375a from 6 December 1941 of the Ic

war diary of the 295" I.D. included the following:

2. Of the 147 days since the war began [we have had] 83

days of combat.
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43 days of marching — just over 1,200 miles from the SS
camp at Debica, about 1,080 miles from the German-
Russian border.

21 days of rest.

3. Medals awarded
1 Knight’s Cross
286 Iron Crosses, 1% Class

2,714 Tron Crosses, 2" Class

6. The Bicycle Reconnaissance Squad conducted 97 patrols
in which they had contact with the enemy, and 37 patrols in

which they did not have contact with the enemy.

8. POWs
80 Officers
2 political commissars>*®

16,633 non-commissioned officers and enlisted personnel

14. Foodstuffs
The bakery company has baked 1,185,228 loaves of bread

in this time period, which is equal to 3,555,684 portions.
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To do so, they have used 1,114,452 kg of flour, and 12,922
kg of salt.

The butcher company was only fully employed for a short
time, and made 6,727 kg of fresh sausage and 40,135 kg of

fresh meat from 385 slaughtered animals.

15. Postal service.
7,000 sacks of mail containing approximately 3.5 million
items were received. On average each man received 1.5

pieces of mail a day.?"’

The intelligence staff of the 295" Infantry Division also included a top secret
report on casualties incurred since the start of the invasion in the same enclosure.

There were 25 copies made of the report, and the one enclosed was copy number 22.

It stated in part:
Officers Non-commissioned Enlisted Total
officers men
Dead 25 150 702 877
Wounded 106 434 2,092 2,632
Missing 1 8 70 79
132 592 2,864 3,588208
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The 9" Infantry Division also had a statistical breakdown of casualties in the
Ic records. However, their numbers were for the period of June through December
1941, and this division served under the 17" Army from 23 August through January

1942. Their numbers for the relevant period were as follows:

September

Dead: 154 Wounded: 663 Missing: 0
October

Dead: 67 Wounded: 387 Missing: 15
November

Dead: 32 Wounded: 124 Missing: 5
December

Dead: 115 Wounded: 356 Missing: 32°%

In addition, the accounts in the war diaries offered unfiltered views about the
difficult conditions and situations under which the German troops of the 17" Army
operated during the first seven months of the invasion. An Ic report in the war diary
of the 97" Infantry Division of 13 November 1941 noted the weather conditions, and

their subsequent impact:
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0 degrees Fahrenheit with a strong, icy wind. Several cases
of frostbite. No winter clothing. Sewing parlors for the
production of makeshift gloves. 1000 pairs already wom
out. Difficulties with trucks not starting due to the failure of

the antifreeze.?'’

The Ic war diary of the 257™ Infantry Division in November 1941 covered the
deaths of two commanding generals. The first was for the commander of the 257"
LD., Major General Braun, who was killed along with twelve other members of his
staff by a mine on 14 November in Charkow. The war diary recorded the choral
selection for Braun’s memorial service as “Jesus, my confidence” (Jesus, meine
Zuversicht”). The second was for General von Briesen, the commander of the L™
Army Corps. General von Briesen died near Kegitschewka on 22 November 1941.
The war diary entry for the day of von Briesen’s memorial service included a drawing
of the design of a memorial park in honor of the fallen commander, and the text of the
eulogy given at the service.”"!

The 295" Infantry Division reported on criminal offenses committed by
German troops during the campaign against the Soviet Union. This list, attached as an
enclosure to the Ic war diary for the period of 25 October — 13 December 1941, offers
arare glimpse at disciplinary matters in a military environment that was freed of

judicial restraint prior to the invasion through such directives as the Barbarossa

Jurisdiction Order of 13 May 1941:
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The following criminal offenses were committed in the

reporting period:

Absent without leave: 65 [...]
Theft from comrades: 38
Handling unsecured weapons: 8
Maltreatment: 1

Manslaughter: 2

Plundering: 10

Avoiding guard duty: 11
Disobedience: 4

Tllicit sexual relations: 12'2

The war diaries and activity reports also provide the researcher with a view of
the ideological and racial influence of the Nazi Party. The intelligence officer of the
division often noted the recreational options available to the troops, especially prior to
the invasion. While the 100™ Light Infantry Division was stationed in Slovakia in
May 1941 awaiting word to mobilize for the invasion, the soldiers were given
“Intellectual Care” (Geistige Betreuung). This often came in the form of films, which

included the following, as noted in the Jc activity report for the period:
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“Jew Siiss” (“Jud Siiss”), “Clothes Make the Person™
(“Kleider machen Leute”), “Humans, Animals,
Sensations” (“Menschen, Tiere, Sensationen”) and “The

Eternal Jew” (“Der ewige Jude”).

A document attached to a file for the same division noted on 31 May 1941

that:

The population in Slovakia is interspersed with a large
contingent of Jews, who are identifiable through yellow
armbands [...] All contact with Jews is forbidden, [and]
sexual intercourse with female Jews is race defilement

[Rassenschande]! 214

However, the war diaries and activity reports do not always depict the official

Nazi Party racial and ideological line with regard to the men of the 17™ Army. They
also provide the researcher with examples of how the soldiers still tried to maintain
the traditions of home, especially during the winter holiday season. For instance, the
collection of 295™ Infantry Division materials purchased at an antiquarian book shop
in Bielefeld, Germany in April 1972 had among its many enclosures a poem written
by a member of the division titled: “Nikolaus comes to the staff headquarters of the
295" Infantry Division, 6. XII. 1941.” The ten-page poem, an ode to the traditional

visit paid to the homes of German Christian children every 6 December by the Saint
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Nicolas man whom the children try to trap as he leaves them candy in their shoes,
ended with the following words which only hinted at the reality of life and death at
the front: “But now I must hurry again, Have good cheer!”!3

Amidst the other seasonal material was a packet with the heading: “German
Christmas Greetings in Russia 1941.” Among other things, the packet contained
traditional Christmas hymns such as “Silent Night” (first verse only).>'® This is an
excellent example of one of the major differences in reading the original documents
in Freiburg versus on the microfilm machines at the National Archives in College
Park, MD. The packet was carefully adorned with traditional Christmas decorations
and pine boughs along the edges, and was drawn by hand using green, red, and blue
colored pencils. Such vibrant colors, somewhat faded by six-plus decades of storage,
would never have the same effect on microfilm. There is something to be said for the
tactile elements of the archive in Freiburg, the sight, smell, and feel of the documents

that time, space, and film simply cannot duplicate, even though they are closer to

home.

! The following divisions with their corps designations were subordinated to AOK 17 at the beginning
of the Barbarossa campaign in June 1941: 1% Mountain Division (XXXXIX), 24™ Infantry Division
(IV), 68 Infantry Division (XXXXIX), 71% Infantry Division (IV), 97" Light Infantry Division
(XXXXIX), 100" Light Infantry Division (LII), 101% Light Infantry Division, 257" Infantry Division
(XXXXIX), 262" Infantry Division (IV), 295™ Infantry Division (IV), 296" Infantry Division (IV),
444" Security Division (XXXXIX), and the 454™ Security Division (XXXXIX). Some of the divisions
were soon assigned to other armies, and other divisions were subordinated to 17 Army, so that the
composition of the 17" Army was constantly in flux. For more details on these divisions and others
subordinated to AOK 17 from time to time during the first seven months of the Barbarossa campaign,
refer to Georg Tessin, Verbéinde und Truppen der deutschen Wehrmacht und Waffen-SS im zweiten
Weltkrieg, 1939-1945, Vol. 4, Die Landstreitkréfte 15-30, (Osnabriick: Biblo Verlag, 1976), Samuel
W. Mitcham Jr., Hitler’s Legions: The German Army Order of Battle, World War II (New York:
Dorset Press, 1985), U.S. War Department Handbook on German Military Forces (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1995), and George F. Nafziger, The German Order of Battle: Infantry
in World War II (London: Greenhill Books, 2000).

? Light infantry divisions and mountain divisions generally had fewer men (13,000 divided among two
regiments of three battalions each) and less heavy artillery for quick pursuit. U.S. War Department
Handbook on German Military Forces, pp. 85-99.

* Ibid., pp. 88-89.
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4 Bundesarchiv-Militirarchiv, (hereafter cited as BAMA), RW 4/v. 577, The Barbarossa Jurisdiction
Order, (German text), “Erlass iiber die Ausiibung der Kriegsgerichtsbarkeit im Gebiet “Barbarossa”
und iiber besondere Massnahmen der Truppe vom 13.5.41,” pp. 72-74. It is reproduced with
accompanying letters of transmittal in International Military Tribunal, Trial of the Major War
Criminals before the International Military Tribunal: 14 November 1945-1 October 1946 (Nuremberg:
United States Government Printing Office, 1947), (hereafter cited as IMT-TMWC), Vol. 34,
Document C-50, pp. 249-255. A partial English translation with Dr. Lehmann’s cover letter is located
in Trials of War Criminals Before the Niirnberg Military Tribunals Under Control Council Law No. 10
(hereafter cited as IMT-TWC), (October 1946-April 1949), Volume 10, “The High Command Case”
(Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1951, Vol. 10, Document NOKW-209,
pp. 1121-1123. A complete English translation without the cover letter is located in IMT-TWC, Vol.
11, pp. 521-523. A partial English translation also appears in IMT-TWC, Vol. 10, Document C-50
(Jurisdiction Order with transmittal letters), pp. 1113-1118. A full translation in English appears in
Office of United States Chief of Counsel for Prosecution of Axis Criminality, Nazi Conspiracy and
Aggression (Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1946), (hereafter cited as
NCA), Vol. 6, Document C-50, pp. 871-875. Copies of both the original German and English
translations of the drafts and Barbarossa Jurisdiction order also appear in National Archives and
Records Administration (hereafter cited as NARA), Record Group (hereafter cited as RG) 238,
Microfilm Publication T-1119 (cited hereafter as a letter followed by a number, i.e. T-1119), Roll 3,
(hereafter cited as R), Frame Number(s) (hereafter cited as FN) 233-259.

> A copy of the “Guidelines for the Conduct of the Troops in Russia” (Enclosure No. 3) distributed by
the 17" German Army Command to its subordinated formations before the invasion to the divisional
and regimental levels can be found in NARA, RG 238, T-1119, Roll 23, FN 511-60, Document
NOKW 1692. Copies of these “Guidelines” also appear in the war diaries of the subordinated divisions
of AOK 17. Examples can be found in the enclosures to the Ta war diary of the 97" Light Infantry
Division, BA-MA RH 26-97/4, as well as the attachments to the Ia war diary of the 100™ Light
Infantry Division, NARA, RG 242, T-315, Roll 1214, FN 398-399, and 459, and the 454" Security
Division, NARA, T-315, R 2215, FN 000711-0007113. An English translation of Enclosure No. 3,
“Guidelines for the Conduct of the Troops in Russia” is part of Document NOKW-3485 in IMT-TWC,
Vol. 10, pp. 994-995.

8 An original copy of the Commissar Order (Kommissarbefehl) is located in BAMA, RW 4/578,
OKW/WFSt L1V, Chefsachen “Barbarossa,” pp. 41-44. A microfilm copy is located at NARA, RG
238, T-1119, R 15, FN 1073-1078, (NOKW Document 1076). A partial translation of the Commissar
Order and cover letters by General Warlimont and General von Brauchitsch appear in IMT-TWC, Vol.
10, pp. 1054-1059.

7 German Field Marshal von Bock stated in his diary on 4 June 1941 with regard to the “Barbarossa
Jurisdiction Order” that: “practically each soldier has the right to shoot — from the front or from behind
— any Russian whom he stops/holds as an irregular or whom he suspects to be an irregular.” Quoted
from Heinrich Uhlig, “Der verbrecherische Befehl,” in Vollmacht des Gewissens (Frankfort am Main:
Alfred Metzner Verlag, 1957), p. 319, and Helmut Krausnick, “Kommissarbefehl und
,,GerichtsbarkeitserlaB“ in neuer Sicht,” in Vierteljahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte, Vol. 25, (1977), p. 708.
® Statement by Justice Robert H. Jackson, International Conference on Military Trials (Washington,
DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1949), p. 432( hereafter cited as International
Conference).

® Nuremberg was the site for a series of war crimes trials after World War II. The first trials at
Nuremberg took place from 18 October 1945 to 1 October 1946. These were presided over by the
International Military Tribunal, a judiciary panel established as a result of the 8 August 1945 London
Agreement between the United States, Great Britain, France and the Soviet Union. The tribunal was
composed of eight members from the four charter nations. At the conclusion of the first trials, the
Americans then continued war crimes trials in Nuremberg through the U.S. Office of the Military
Government for Germany (OMGUS). The American-led trials operated under the authority of Allied
Control Commission Law Number 10 from 20 December 1945.

Y IMT-TMWC, Vol. 2, p. 100. The full text of his opening remarks covers pp. 98-155, and NCA, Vol.
1, pp. 114-173.

1T Robert H. Jackson, The Niirnberg Case (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1947), p. 10.
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12 The International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg considered “War Crimes” to be “violations of the
laws or customs of war. Such violations shall include, but are not limited to, murder, ill-treatment or
deportation to slave labor or for any other purpose of civilian population or of in occupied territory,
murder or ill-treatment of prisoners of war or persons on the seas, killing of hostages, plunder of public
or private property, wanton destruction of cities, towns or villages, or devastation not justified by
military necessity.” IMT-TMWC, Vol. 1, p. 11. The Tribunal also determined that Crimes Against
Peace and Crimes Against Humanity would aiso be included under Section II, Article 6 of Charter of
the International Military Tribunal.

13 The “High Command Case,” which began 5 February 1948, was one of twelve held at Nuremberg
between December 1946 and April 1949 by OMGUS, and contained the most extensive documentation
on the Commissar Order. However, the Commissar Order was also presented as evidence in the trials
of Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel in April 1946 and General Alfred Jodl in August 1946. The complete
testimony of Keitel and three defense witnesses for just over four days is located in IMT-TMWC, Vol.
10, pp. 468-648 and IMT-TMWC Vol. 11, pp. 1-28. Jodl’s testimony and that of four defense
witnesses for most of five days is located in IMT-TMWC Vol. 15, pp. 248-561.

¥ BAMA, RW 4/578, p. 41.

" Ibid.

16 Heinrich Uhlig, “Der verbrecherische Befehl: Eine Diskussion und ihre historisch-dokumentarischen
Grundlagen” in Europdische Publikation, e. V. (eds.), Vollmacht des Gewissens (Frankfurt am Main:
Alfred Metzner Verlag, 1965), pp. 287-410. The basis for the article first appeared in the weekly Das
Parlament of 17 July 1957.

7 bid.

'® Ibid., pp. 299-304, and pp. 318-323 for examples.

° Ibid., pp. 327-347.

? Ibid., pp. 348-410.

2! Alexander Dallin, German Rule in Russia, 1941-1945: A Study of Occupation Policy (Boulder, CO:
Westview Press, Second Revised edition, 1981), pp. 30-34. One of the pages in this section included a
chart on the command structure of the German High Command. There is scant mention again of the
Commissar Order (pp. 74. 409, and 516n).

2 1bid., p. 34. Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel served as Hitler’s chief of the High Command of the
Armed Forces (OKW) during this part of 1941.

2 Gerald Reitlinger, “The Truth about Hitler’s ‘Commissar Order’: The Guilt of the German
Generals,” Commentary, Volume 28, Number 1, July 1959, pp. 7-18. I am grateful to the staff of the
Starr Library at Middlebury College for help in tracking down this article.

* Ibid., p. 8.

% Ibid., p. 9.

% Ibid., p. 10.

77 1bid., pp. 10-14.

2 Ibid., pp. 14-15.

# Ibid., pp. 16-17.

3 Ibid., p. 18.

3! Gerald Reitlinger, The House Built on Sand: The Conflicts of German Policy in Russia, 1939-1945
(New York: Viking Press, 1960).

32 «L eaving the Courts at Home:” The Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and the Commissar Order, in
ibid., pp. 66-97. The title of the chapter was based on a phrase from Hitler’s 30 March 1941 speech
about restricting the jurisdiction of the office of Judge Advocate General in the Barbarossa campaign.
33 Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsfithrer-SS: The security and intelligence branch of the Nazi Party.
Reinhard Heydrich, appointed by Himmler in 1931, headed the organization designed to safeguard the
interests of the Nazi Party. By 1936, Heydrich was in charge of both the Gestapo and the SD, and in
1939, the two organizations came under the aegis of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA — Reich
Security Main Office). SD officers headed the Einsatzgruppen (mobile Killing formations), which
followed the Wehrmacht into the Soviet Union. Upon the death of Heydrich in 1942, Himmler took
over the responsibilities of the SD before appointing Ernst Kaltenbrunner in January 1943 to lead the
RSHA. Like the SS, the SD was declared a criminal organization at the Niirnberg war crimes trials.
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3* The Einsatzgruppen were mobile killing formations (operational groups) comprised of members of
the SD (Sicherheitsdienst - Security Service) of the SS as well as policemen for the invasion of the
Soviet Union. Broken into four major formations of battalion size for “Operation Barbarossa,” they
played a key role in the initial phase of the Holocaust in the Soviet Union. For several studies on the
Einsatzgruppen, refer to: Helmut Krausnick and Hans-Heinrich Wilhelm, Die Truppe des
Weltanschauungskrieges: Die Einsatzgruppen der Sicherheitspolizei und des SD, 1938-1942 (Stuttgart:
Deutsche Verlag, 1981), Yitzhak Arad, Shmuel Krakowski, and Shmuel Spector, (eds.), The
Einsatzgruppen Reports (New York: Holocaust Library, 1989), Ronald Headland, Messages of
Murder: A Study of the reports of the Security Police and Security Service, 1941-1943 (Rutherford,
NIJ.: Fairleigh Dickinson, 1992), Ralf Ogorreck, Die Einsatzgruppen und die Genesis der Endldsung
(Berlin: Metropol, 1996), and Peter Klein (ed.), Die Einsatzgruppen in den besetzten Sowjetunion
1941/42: Die T#tigkeits- und Lageberichte des Chefs der Sicherheitspolizei und des SD (Berlin:
Hentrich, 1997).

The role of the Einsatzgruppen and the SS was different in Poland than in previous territorial
expansion actions in Austria and Czechoslovakia in 1938. It was also significantly different than later
invasions in the western theater of operations against Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, and France in 1940. This was largely due to the ideological nature of Hitler’s war aims
for Poland. In his opening statements to the International Military Tribunal in Niirnberg on 21
November 1945, Justice Robert H. Jackson quoted Adolf Hitler from his 22 August 1939 conference at
the Bergdorf: “The main objective in Poland is the destruction of the enemy and not the reaching of a
certain geographical line.” For the full text of Justice Jackson’s remarks, refer to IMT-TMWC, Vol. 2,
pp. 138-139. Furthermore, a 23 May 1939 Reich Chancellery conference outlined plans for the
destruction of Poland that went beyond mere acquisition of territory, industry, and natural resources.
For the full text, refer to “Indoctrination on the Political Situation and Future Aims,” Document L-79,
IMT-TMWC, Vol. 37, pp. 546-556 for the German, and NCA,Vol. 7, pp. 847-854 for the English. For
a detailed examination of the differences in the Polish campaign, and those territorial acquisitions prior
to 1939 and the campaigns in the West in 1940, especially involving the Einsatzgruppen, see Helmut
Krausnick, Hitlers Einsatzgruppen: Die Truppe des Weltanschauungskrieges, 1938-1942 (Frankfort:
Fischer Verlag, 1998), pp. 13-88. This portion was originally the first part of Helmut Krausnick and
Hans-Heinrich Wilhelm, Die Truppe des Weltanschauungskrieges: Die Einsatzgruppen der
Sicherheitspolizei und des SD, 1938-1942 (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlag, 1981). Also Christian Streit,
Keine Kameraden: Die Wehrmacht und die sowjetischen Kriegsgefangenen, 1941-1945 (Bonn: Dietz,
1997), pp. 25-30.

3 Reitlinger, The House Built on Sand, pp. 70-73.

% Ibid., pp. 77-85.

7 Ibid., p. 95.

% Ibid., p. 97.

3 The English language version appears as follows: Walter Warlimont, translated from the German by
R.H. Barry, Inside Hitler’s Headquarters, 1939-1945 (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1964).

“ Ibid., pp. 161-170.

! Ibid., p. 163.

2 Alexander Werth, Russia at War, 1941-1945 (New York: Dutton, 1964, p. 701. However, he does
not offer any documentation to show that “as a rule” Red Army political commissars were given over
to the SD.

> Hans Buchheim, Martin Broszat, Hans-Adolf Jacobsen, and Helmut Krausnick, Anatomie des SS-
Staates, Vol. I and II (Freiburg im Breisgau: Walter-Verlag A.G. Olten, 1965). An English language
edition appeared three years later, and was translated from the German by Richard Barry, Marian
Jackson, and Dorothy Long. Hans Buchheim, Martin Broszat, Hans-Adolf Jacobsen, and Helmut
Krausnick, Anatomy of the SS State (New York: Walker and Company, 1968). The section on the
Commissar Order appeared on pp. 505-535 in the 1968 English language edition. However, the
English language edition only contained, with the exception of the text of the Commissar Order itself,
a list of cited documents, and not the complete texts of the sources as first appeared in the German
language edition.

* Jacobsen, Anatomy of the SS State, p. 512.

* Ibid. pp. 518-519.
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 Ibid., p. 522.
7 Ibid. General Thoma was certainly not the first nor the last to make this assertion. In an interrogation
by Soviet intelligence agents six years after the end of the Second World War, Major Joachim Kuhn
told his captors that while the order to shoot all political commissars had come through his division
(28. Jagerdivision), it was not followed through with. The full text of the interrogation from 24 August
1951 is found in the Central Archive of the FSB [successor of the KGB] of the Russian Federation, P-
46988, pp. 95-100. I am grateful to Dr. Peter Hoffmann for this reference. The translation of the
document into German was provided by Kristin von Tschiltscke. According to Dr. Hoffmann, the
original German version has not surfaced thus far, and is assumed lost or destroyed.
8 Jacobsen, Anatomy of the SS State, p. 512.
* Ibid., p. 531.
% Theo Schulte, The German Army and Nazi Policies in Occupied Russia (Oxford: Berg, 1989), p. 8.
3! Manfred Messerschmidt, Die Wehrmacht im NS-Staat (Hamburg: R. v. Decker, 1969), pp. 390-412.
52 Werner Maser, Niirnberg — Tribunal der Sieger (Diisseldorf und Wien: Econ Verlag, 1977), pp. 291-
315.
%3 Helmut Krausnick, “Kommissarbefehl und ‘Gerichtsbarkeitserla8 Barbarossa’ in neuer Sicht,” in
Vierteljahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte, Vol. 25, (1977), pp. 682-738.
>* Herman Dieter Betz wrote a dissertation in 1970 at the University of Wiirzburg for a law Ph.D. on
“Das OKW und seine Haltung zum Landkriegsvélkerrecht im Zweiten Weltkrieg™ in which he
examined the questions of legal responsibility with regards to the Barbarossa Jurisdiction Order and
the Commissar Order.
55 Krausnick did not, however, mention Gerald Reitlinger’s House Built on Sand until later in the
article. Krausnick, “Kommissarbefehl und ‘Gerichtsbarkeitserlall Barbarossa’ in neuer Sicht,” p. 733.
% Ibid., pp. 724-732.
7 Ibid., pp. 712-713.
%% Ibid., pp. 711-725.
* Ibid., p. 735.
% Ibid., pp. 735-738.
%! Ibid., pp. 733-734.
52 Ibid., pp. 735-736.
83 Christian Streit, Keine Kameraden: Die Wehrmacht und die sowjetischen Kriegsgefangenen, 1941-
1945 (Diisseldorf: Dietz verlag, 1997 revised from the 1978 edition). The term ,keine Kameraden®
g}eans that the Soviet POWs were not to be considered comrades in arms.

Ibid.
® Ibid., pp. 44-49.
% Ibid., p. 44.
57 Ibid., pp. 45-49.
8 Ibid., p. 49.
® Ibid., pp. 84 and 335N. He did note one exception: Lieutenant General Hans-Jiirgen von Armin of
the 17" Panzer Division.
7 Ibid., pp. 84-85.
" Ibid., pp. 88-89.
2 1bid., p. 10.
3 Alfred Streim, Die Behandlung sowjetischer Kriegsgefangener im “Fall Barbarossa”. Eine
Dokumentation (Heidelberg: C.F. Miiller Juristischer Verlag, 1981).
™ Since then, other scholars have weighed in with variant figures. The German military historian
Joachim Hoffmann, stated that somewhere between 2-2.8 million Red Army prisoners perished in
German captivity. For further discussion on the topic of the German treatment of Soviet POWs, refer
to “Part C: The ideologically Motivated War of Annihilation in the East,” pp. 214-219” by Gerd
Ueberschir in Rolf-Dieter Miiller and Gerd Ueberschir, Hitler’s War in the East: A Critical
Assessment (New York: Berghahn, 2002).
Sources from the former Soviet Union also reach different conclusions. Soviet Casualties and Combat
Losses in the Twentieth Century, edited by Colonel-General G.F. Krivosheev, (London: Greenhill
Books, 1997), concluded that there were only 4,559,000 Soviet POWs in German captivity during the
war, and not the over 5.5 million, which German historians often quote. The reason for the
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discrepancy, as presented in Soviet Casualties, is that the German sources counted “not only
servicemen but also personnel from special formations coming under various civilian departments
(railway, sea-going and river fleets, defence construction, civil aviation, communications, healthcare,
etc.) [...] Partisans, resistance fighters, members of incomplete people’s militia formations, the local
air defence, fighter battalions and the militia (police) were not servicemen either. However, citizens in
all the above categories who were on territory taken by the Nazis were counted by the German
Command as prisoners of war and sent to POW camps.” Ibid., p. 236. As a result, it may just be a
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5 Streim, Die Behandlung sowijetischer Kriegsgefangener im “Fall Barbarossa”. Eine Dokumentation,
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1941 in BAMA, RHD 18/210, and Kdo.Pz.Gr 4, I¢c No. 360/41, 6 May 1941, annexe 2; Befehl des
Volkskommissars fiir Verteidigung der UdSSR [Order of the People’s Commissar for the Defense of the

USSR] No. 30, 21 January 1941, concerning military and political preparation of the forces for the training year
1941, BAMA, RH 21-4/265.
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‘ Chapter 2: The Political Commissar System in the Red Army: A Brief

Historical Overview

As ground forces of the Seventeenth German Army Command
(Armeeoberkommando 17/ AOK 17) fought their way across the western edges of
Ukraine in late June and early July 1941, divisional intelligence officers filed activity
reports (Tdtigkeitsberichte) at least three times a day that dealt, in part, with prisoner-
of-war testimonies. Common themes related by captured Soviet troops revolved
around the perceived power and influence of Red Army political commissars.
According to numerous POW testimonies recorded in the divisional daily activity

reports in the first weeks after the invasion:

The influence of political Commissars is very strong [...]
All soldiers have great fear of officers and political leaders
[...] Commissars have tremendous influence over young
communists among the troops [...] Commissars are
threatening to shoot anyone who tries to flee artillery

bombardments and attacks by German troops.’

Such testimonies served to re-enforce a German pre-invasion portrait of the
Red Army political officer. Based largely on the 6 June 1941 Commissar Order
(“Directives for the Treatment of Political Commissars”) issued at Hitler’s behest by

‘ the High Command of the Armed Forces (OK W)* Wehrmacht soldiers were to expect
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that the political commissar would be a formidable opponent, a powerful and ruthless
defender of the communist system, who would stop at nothing to secure the loyalty
and service of his troops. The observations of captured soldiers from the field of
battle, detailing the fanatical resistance and ideological fervor of the Soviet political
organs in the military, did little, therefore, to dispel this notion. Not surprisingly then,
some of the same daily activity reports also documented the prescribed consequences
for any Soviet political officer who fell into the hands of the German military by
noting the immediate shooting of commissars and their assistants, or their transfer to

the security services (SD) of the SS.>

Political officers and their non-commissioned assistants, however, were at
this time not endowed with the power and authority that Hitler and his military and
legal advisors had ascribed to them. Rather, the political organs of the Red Army had
been restricted since August 1940 in the scope of their influence to advancing
political literacy, recruiting membership for the Communist Party, and monitoring
morale among the troops.* In fact, the image of the Red Army political commissar
created by Hitler and the German military authorities simply did not exist when the
Wehrmacht breached the borders of the Soviet Union in June 1941. It was not until
almost a month later when Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin and the Chief of the Red
Army’s Main Political Directorate, Lev Zakharovich Mekhlis, reinstated the concept
of dual command (dvoevlastie) that the Red Army political commissar again attained

the status of an elite military-political authority.’

Yet, even though the position of political commissar carried little weight in

the command structure of the Red Army between the end of the Soviet-Finnish War
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and July 1941, it merited careful attention from Hitler and his military planners and
analysts. In this chapter, I will examine how the commissar system in the Red Army
evolved from 1917-1941, what information the German General Staff possessed
about Red Army political commissars, and how the traditional functions of the
political officer in the Red Army under dual command influenced Hitler and the

German military authorities in the design of the Commissar Order.
Commissars under the Russian Provisional Government

Involvement of government agencies and political parties in the daily
operations of the Russian military forces preceded the Bolshevik Revolution.
Following the abdication of Czar Nicholas II in March 1917, the Dual Government
composed of the Provisional Government and the Petrograd All-Russian Soviet of
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, sought to restore military discipline, and to stand
against a perceived defeatist attitude among the rank and file of the Russian army
facing the German armed forces.® In order to help promote the loyalty of the
commanders and enlisted men, and to calm potential unrest, the Executive Committee
of the Petrograd Soviet, with the consent of the Provisional Government, introduced
the position of political commissar on 19 March 1917.” While the term “commissar”
had been used in connection with political workers within the military at various
stages throughout European history, this marked the first use of the word in

association with political activity among military forces in Russia.®

The 19 March 1917 order of the Executive Committee provided four reasons
for creating the position of political commissar.” The first was directly connected to

improving the political atmosphere in the army at a crucial juncture in the war with
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Germany following the abdication of the Czar. Commissars were to bridge the gap
and establish “firm and permanent relations between the troops and their organs and

the Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies.”'

The second related to defusing potential conflicts in an army rife with internal
struggles over class, politics, and overall direction. Political commissars were placed
within the ranks “[...] to achieve quick and systematic solutions of problems arising

in the internal and political life of the army.”"!

The third reason offered by the Executive Committee addressed the political
inertia within the chain of command. Commissars were to be employed to “expedite

the transmission of directives” relating to non-operational matters. 12

Lastly, commissars were to serve as political watchdogs over the military, and
were, therefore, attached to the Ministry of War, Stavka (General Staff Headquarters),
commanders of individual fronts, and fleets. Yet, as of the end of March 1917, they
were not assigned at the division level or below. They existed “for the purpose of

preventing any wrong steps on the part of the organs now in charge of army life.”!3

However, the order offered few details on the specific tasks assigned to
political commissars. Imbued with seemingly far-reaching power and authority from
above, political commissars were to theoretically deal with all issues relating to “the
internal or political life of the army and to the local population,” including “demands,
complaints, declarations, etc., [...], food supplies and quarters.” Under the provisions
of the Executive Committee order, commissars also would serve as teachers by
clarifying and explaining current events to the military units.' Yet, such a wide

variety of general tasks and responsibilities with little recourse to enforcement
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resulted in uneven implementation among staff and front headquarters, and served as

a source of resentment among commanding officers.”

A month later, Communist Party leader Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky
ordered the creation of the Military Organization of the Central Committee through
the Petrograd Soviet. Intended as a conduit to institute Marxist thinking within the
ranks of the fighting units in April 1917, Lenin and Trotsky extended the model of
commissar established in March. According to guidelines issued by the Military
Organization of the Central Committee, these commissars were to take part in an
assortment of “political activities” among the soldiers. While one such activity
included the supervision of those deemed “politically unreliable” by Communist
leaders, the tasks of political commissars were far from precisely defined under the
aegis of the Military Organization of the Central Committee, and authority to carry

out the orders appeared on paper only."

The Provisional Government made one last attempt to clarify the scope and
function of political commissars in the military based on the Provisional
Government’s political convictions. In an order signed by Minister-President
Alexander Kerensky and War Minister Major-General Yakubovich on 15 July 1917,
the Provisional Government, with the knowledge of the All-Russian Soviet of
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, the All-Russian Soviet of Peasants’ Deputies, and
the Supreme Commander, decreed that military commissars would be assigned to the
commanding officer at the Front, Army, division, and regimental levels. Their overall

tasks would be to “promote the reorganization of the army on democratic principles,
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the reinforcement of its fighting capacity, and to oppose counterrevolutionary

attempts.”"’

However, a definition of such sweeping tasks as “reorganization of the army
on democratic principles, the reinforcement of its fighting capacity,” and opposition
to “counterrevolutionary attempts” proved difficult to establish. With political
upheaval and shifts in the power structure taking place throughout the summer of
1917, it was also painfully clear to political officers serving as commissars that their
authority was based solely on the willingness and ability of the local military
commanders and party organs to back them up. The pendulum of compliance could

easily swing in either direction.'®

On one hand, Assistant Minister of War, Boris Savinkov, also a member of
the Socialist Revolutionary Party, who drafted the 15 July 1917 order, declared his
hope that political commissars would help “purge the entire high commanding
personnel of all persons lacking a sense of civic responsibility.” He also sought to
empower commissars with the “strictest control in the application of the death

penalty.”"

On the other hand, opposition to the institution of political commissars came
from leading military commanders within the Kerensky government. At a Stavka
meeting the day after the 15 July 1917 order on “the Establishment and Jurisdiction of
Military Commissars of the Provisional Government” was issued, General Anton
Denikin, commanding officer of the Western Front, spoke out about a number of
problems plaguing the army. Some of his harshest criticisms were leveled at

commissars:
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Another cause for disintegration in the army is the
commissar. Perhaps there are black swans among them
who are beneficial, but generally speaking, the institution is
incompatible with the army. There cannot be dual authority
in the army. The army must have one head and one

authority.?’

However, the Provisional Government did not last long enough to fully
address the issue of commissars as political officers and their authority in the Russian
military. By maintaining a policy that continued the war against Germany, ignoring
the problem of land redistribution, and postponing elections for the constituent
assembly, the Kerensky government ultimately failed in October 1917, and opened
the way for the return of Lenin, who had been in exile in Finland since July. After
arriving in Petrograd, Lenin sought, among other policy initiatives, to reestablish the
function of the military administration at the end of 1917. Nonetheless, in a decree
issued on 16 December 1917, Lenin chose not to even address the concept of the
political commissar in the Red Army. The absence of any mention of political
commissars in the army reflected growing tensions within the communist hierarchy

about the role of the Party in all aspects of military life.”!
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It was not until February 1918 when the Organization-Agitation Bureau of the
Collegiate for the Formation of the Red Army met, that the roles of political
commissars were first detailed beyond the scope of those established during the Dual
Government. 2 Just a month earlier, Lenin had brought the Red Army into official
existence, and he quickly charged the “The Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army” with
the task of “defending the gains of the October (1917) Revolution, the power of the
soviets, and socialism.”? According to the Organization-Agitation Bureau,
commissars were to serve as agitators to gather recruits for the newly formed Red
Army, and distribute propaganda to members of the armed forces. The Communist
leadership, therefore, intended commissars to play an active role in the recruitment
process to counter mass levels of desertions by troops fighting the Central Powers.
For a political party that advocated an end to the fighting, this appeared to be a

formidable task.>*

The Organization-Agitation Bureau assigned commissars a number of specific
tasks, including orders to provide instruction in class struggle, the path to Socialism,
the Russian revolution, the concept of Soviet power, the Red Army, and techniques of
agitation. »° In spite of these specified tasks, the Communist Party and military
officials were still not settled on the placement and role of commissars in the overall
structure of the Red Army.*® On 3 April 1918, the Organization-Agitation Bureau of
the Red Army Collegiate was transferred to a newly created Bureau of Military
Commissars (Vseburovoenkom) in the Main Political Administration of the Red Army
(MPA).27 According to Timothy Colton, this organization underwent a number of

name changes between April 1918 and July 1941. The term “Main Political
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Administration (MPA) of the Red Army” was the name of the organization from July

1941 through February 1946, and the term I will use here to avoid confusion.”®

The process of integration of the Party into the Red Army, however, did not
come without a price. Bureaucratic competition from rival military and civilian
organizations created tensions that lasted over four years. The Bureau of Military
Commissars had to struggle in 1918 to fend off four different competitors for the
exercise of political party influence within the military. A civilian organization, the
Main Political Enlightenment Committee (Glavpolitprosvet), managed to gain control
of general political education in the army at the beginning of 1921, but due to open
protests, the Military Organization of the Central Committee retook control late in

1922.

Almost immediately after its formation in April 1918, the Bureau of Military
Commissars issued its first order regarding the tasks of political commissars in the
armed forces (6 April 1918). These tasks were not widely publicized until the All-
Russian Central Executive Committee met on 23 April 1918. At this meeting,
Trotsky, as the newly appointed Commissar for War and the President of the Supreme
War Council,?’ spoke about how he was reorganizing the infrastructure of the Red
Army. Referring to the 6 April 1918 order detailing new responsibilities for political
commissars, Trotsky unequivocally established a connection between the Party and

the army in the person of the political commissar. According to Trotsky:

The military commissar is the direct political organ of the

Soviet power in the army. His post is one of exceptional
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importance. Commissars are appointed from among
irreproachable revolutionaries, capable of remaining, under
the most difficult circumstances, the embodiment of

revolutionary duty.*

In addition to party recruitment, the 6 April 1918 order prescribed a
supervisory role for the political commissar in the Red Army, which was

communicated to delegates at the All-Russian Central Executive Committee meeting:

The military commissar must see to it that the army does
not become dissociated from the Soviet system as a whole,
and that the particular military institutions do not become
centers of conspiracy or instruments to be used against the

workers and peasants.”!

In order to apply the aforementioned principles, political commissars were to
take on a teaching capacity. Most of the 6,389 commissars in 1918 had come from
backgrounds in education, the arts, government civil service, and other professions
where literacy was paramount. The leadership of the Red Army, who shared similar
backgrounds, sought to enlighten the peasants in the armed forces to be educated,

political citizens. As evidence that the leadership of the Red Army valued education
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as an essential part of its mission, the Red Army’s first emblem included a hammer

and sickle for the workers and peasants, a rifle, and a book. 32

However, commissars were far outnumbered by the 165,000 military
specialists in 1918, and the task of educating the masses appeared insurmountable
unless they could increase their numbers. The term “military specialists” refers to
former officers in the Russian Imperial Army who joined the Red Army. Bolshevist
hardliners often viewed them suspiciously, and frequently questioned their motives

and ideological commitment.*®

Under the plan for army reorganization, political commissars were also

granted administrative responsibilities. According to Trotsky:

The commissar takes part in all the work of the military specialists
(voespety), receives reports, and dispatches along with them, and

. 34
counter-signs orders.

In this capacity, the signature of a commissar on an order signified only that it
was not counter-revolutionary in nature. The authority to counter-sign orders, in this
case, was not the foundation for the concept of dual command. Rather, it was merely
a method to signify that the order was in overall compliance with the political goals
of the Communist Party. Military specialists maintained authority and jurisdiction
over all aspects of operational activities, and political commissars simply did not have
the power to interfere immediately with tactical matters. If a commissar objected to a
strategic or operational decision of a military specialist, he had to express his

disapproval in writing to the appropriate military superiors along the chain of
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command, a process that was long, and laborious, and one that ultimately led few to

file their protests.®

However, a stipulation in the 6 April 1918 order did grant political
commissars in the Red Army some latitude in the area of fiscal responsibility and
enforcement. Trotsky expressed the details of the provision to those assembled for the

All-Russian Central Executive Committee:

The commissar shall see to it that all workers of the Red
Army, from the top to the bottom, fulfill their work
faithfully and energetically, that all funds are disbursed
economically and under the most stringent supervision; that

all military property is preserved with all possible care.>®

The rest of the order from 6 April 1918 detailed the appointments of
commissars to each level of the military command structure. The Soviet of People’s
Commissars would be responsible to appoint political commissars at the highest level
(the Supreme Military Council). Yet, with an acknowledgment of the importance of
local councils in the administration of party organs, Trotsky stated that District and
Regional political commissars would be assigned based on a joint recommendation
from the Supreme Military Council and the local soviets. This stipulation was
intended to recognize the vitality of local party influence, as well as an attempt to

decentralize the process of political administration.>’
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Commissars in the Red Army during the first half of the Civil War,

1918-1919

In order to counter the forces of the opposition Whites in the developing Civil
War in the spring of 1918, the Communist leadership sought to rebuild the Red Army
in its own ideological image. As War Commissar, Trotsky played a central role in this
reconstruction project, and was instrumental in establishing the foundation for

political commissars to operate within the infrastructure of the Red Army.

Trotsky drew deeply from the theories of warfare of the nineteenth century
Prussian military theorist Karl von Clausewitz.*® According to Clausewitz, war was a
political act to be directed by the political leaders of a nation, and Trotsky believed
this principle applied even more in the event of a civil war. For Trotsky, the Russian
Civil War served as an extension of the class struggle, which, he hoped, would
eventually result in a consolidation of political power. Politics, therefore, would be
the driving force, which would dominate strategy, operational tactics, and overall

organization for the Red Army.*’

In order to infuse the armed forces with communist thinking, Trotsky sought
to establish a system of political indoctrination within the Red Army. In the crucial
initial phases of the Civil War, this was a particularly acute concern as officers
trained under the imperial Russian regime made up over seventy-five percent of the
Bolshevik officer corps by the end of 19~1 8. By 1920, 40,000 “Red Commanders” had
passed through Soviet military school and academies, and former Czarist officers

constituted only 15.5 percent of the total number of commanders in the Red Army.
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According to Timothy Colton, the 15.5 percent were disproportionately represented in

senior command posts.40

Therefore, since Red Army political commissars represented party leadership
imbedded within the military command structure, they were “to inculcate in soldiers
[...] the necessity for revolutionary order and discipline” as part of the prescription

for military and doctrinal success.*!

However, much to the chagrin of staunch party advocates, Trotsky, with the
support of Lenin, also believed in the necessity of drawing on those trained under the
imperial army to combat the forces of the Whites, as communist officers were either
in short supply, or lacking in military leadership. Bolshevik leaders had granted
military specialists extensive power in areas of operations. Of the twenty officers
commanding the Eastern and Southern fronts between 1918-1929, seventeen (85%)
were former Czarist commanders. Virtually the same percentages were true among

chief of staffs at the front and army level.*?

At the Fifth Congress of Soviets in July 1918, Trotsky set forth a program that
granted military specialists latitude in the tactical areas of operations, but also
assigned political commissars greater authority to monitor and check the actions and

attitudes of the former Imperial officers serving in the Red Army.*

The program outlined by Trotsky included the official institution of dual
command, in which a political commissar at any level of the military infrastructure
had full authority to countermand an order by a military specialist if the commissar
believed it was contrary to the interests of the Communist Party.** Since Red Army

political commissars were to serve as “the unifying link between the generals and the
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masses, as well as the guardians of the military leaders,” they needed to have
substantially greater authority to carry out their missions. In order to ensure the
loyalty of military specialists, Trotsky announced on 29 July 1918 that former Czarist
officers who refused to serve or obey would be sent to concentration camps. Trotsky
also issued an order on 30 September 1918 that instituted a hostage system for
commanders to keep them from betraying the Red Army. If they refused to respond to
a commissar’s instructions, or sought to defect to the side of the Whites, their wives

and children would be arrested.*’

Yet, Trotsky also set the precedent to hold both commissars and commanders
accountable for the lack of success of a military unit in the field of battle. According
to Trotsky, military failure was ground for execution, and by 1921, scores of
commissars, officers, and soldiers had been tried and executed before military

tribunals as a result.*

However, dual command was also designed to “ensure the immediate and
unconditional execution of commanders’ operational and combat directives.” Trotsky
did not want to simply pit the representative of the Party against the military
commander, but instead wanted to create a united front in prosecuting a war against

counter-revolutionary forces.*’

The presence of dual command also served to placate, to some degree, a vocal
faction of the Communist Party which was loath to carry out military operations with
former Czarist officers as commanders.*® Nonetheless, within nine months, that
faction, led by Vladimir Smirnov, argued that the Red Army was in need of serious

reform, and that any program of reform needed to begin with a greater party presence
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in the Red Army. The Eighth Party Congress, therefore, held in mid-March 1919,
provided a showcase for those, like Smirnov, who were seeking a platform among the
growing chorus of the discontented to debate the role of the party in military

matters.49

Those seeking radical changes in the structure of the armed forces maintained
that there were too many Czarist officers in positions of authority. This resulted in
non-Bolshevik military specialists, and not party officials, driving the course of the
Civil War, thereby jeopardizing any communist gains with potential acts of treason.>
The reform-minded also advocated for increased power and authority to be given
political commissars within the army as an ideological safeguard against the systemic
failures and weaknesses of the imperial military worldview.®' For these critics of the
Red Army, the logical solution for the future would be a standing militia, rather than
a full-time army, which would guarantee the preservation of party control at the local

level. They also argued forcefully for a change in tactical operations that favored the

use of partisan warfare behind the front lines of the Whites. >

Lenin and Trotsky, however, did not concur. Grigorii Sokolnikov, speaking
for Trotsky,”* countered the local militia proponents at the Eighth Party Congress by
declaring that in the midst of a turbulent civil war, the interests of the Party would be
best served by a well-trained standing army with skilled officers. If those officers
happened to have come out of the Czar’s army, then so be it. Without an
infrastructure built around competent military specialists, trained in the science of

warfare, the achievements of the revolution would be put at great risk. Only in
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. winning the Civil War could the Communist Party restructure the military. As

Trotsky wrote in “Our Policy in Creating the Army:”

Yes, we are utilizing military specialists because the task of
the Soviet democracy is not to dispose of technical forces
which we can make use of for our historical work [...]
Military specialists will supervise technical matters, purely
military questions, combat issues [...] At the current point
in time, we have no alternative. It is important to remember
that besides enthusiasm [...] technical knowledge is also

l’lCCGSSEll‘y.55

Lenin also weighed in on the topic. After a sub-committee had come out in
favor of Smirnov’s theses, Lenin addressed his comments to the entire congress
before a final vote was taken. Like Trotsky, he believed that the Red Army needed to

use military specialists because it was expedient to do so:

If the ruling class, the proletariat wants to hold power, it
must [...] prove its ability to do so by its military
organization. How was a class, which had hitherto served
as cannon fodder for the military commanders of the ruling

. imperialist class, to create its own commanders?°®
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For Lenin, it simply meant using what the old system had discarded until
products of the new and better system were available. At the conclusion of the
congress, Lenin, Trotsky, and others who argued that “military specialists were the
key to success on the battlefield” won out. The delegates made it clear however, that
they supported a standing army only as an expedient measure until the Civil War
could be won.”’ Until then, militia units would be raised as reserve battalions with
local Communist Party control, and a greater emphasis would be placed on the

enforcement of discipline within the ranks of the Red Army. 58

In addition, to facilitate the protection of ideological values in the military
forces, the Eighth Party Congress declared political commissars in the Red Army
members of the official party apparatus, thereby removing them from the sphere of
military control. The so-called “Tsaritsyn Affair” also influenced policy matters for
the Party Congress. Following a power struggle with local authorities in September-
October 1918 over party influence in military operations, Trotsky had then-
commissar Stalin removed from a supervisory position in the lower Volga city of
Tsaritsyn (later renamed Stalingrad, present-day Volgograd). While Trotsky
triumphed in the short-term, the Eighth Party Congress established the position of
commissar solely as a Communist Party appointment devoid of input from
government and military officials. Thus, a direct line from party headquarters ran
through every level of the command structure to infuse and enforce, in theory,

Marxist-Leninist doctrine throughout the military.”

Although they were part of the Red Army, political commissars were

accountable solely to civilian authority within the Communist Party.® This meant that
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ideological doctrine would be an integrated component of what Thomas Nichols
described as an overall “military doctrine.” As a result, all operational and military
planning would be conducted under the aegis of the Communist Party’s “scientific

interpretation of reality.”®!

Such a shift in jurisdiction and authorization increased party influence in
military matters, and resulted in a redefinition of duties for political commissars.
Much of the new responsibilities were administrative, including organizing
communist members of the Red Army into party cells.®* Thus, by the spring of 1919
the roles of the Red Army political commissar to recruit members for the Communist
Party, defend the values espoused by the Party, instruct soldiers in Bolshevik
doctrine, counter-sign orders, and monitor the behavior and attitudes of officers and

enlisted men alike were firmly in place.*®

Nevertheless, Communist party leadership had not intended the
responsibilities of political commissars to become institutionalized in the Red Army.
Soviet military doctrinal theorists postulated that since Bolshevik-trained officers
would eventually replace former Czarist military specialists, there would not be a
need for political commissars, and single command® could again be restored.
Accordingly, the Red Army Disciplinary Code of 1919 removed all references to the
political commissar® with the belief that “the growth of Red officers from the
proletariat [...] will render superfluous any special political guardianship over the

army in the person of commissars.”®

While party officials pursued the goal of single, or unitary, command, the

political commissar continued to serve during the Civil War under the direct
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supervision of the Main Political Administration of the Red Army (MPA). Granted
more authority by the Eighth Party Congress as well as the Central Committee to
institute party policies into the Red Army, the MPA, headed by Ivar Smilga,
spearheaded a reform program of its own in the spring of 1919. Nonparty members
among commissars and political workers were quickly replaced by dedicated
communists in an effort to assert Bolshevik values at every level of the Red Army.
According to official party statistics, 40% of all commissars and political workers in
the Red Army at the end of 1918 were not even members of the Communist Party. By
May of 1919, Smilga and MPA officials had reduced the percentage of nonparty
members to 11.2.%” However, the growing influence of the Party in military life was

not without internal conflict.

First, commissars and military specialists continued to clash over operational
and logistical issues. While some commissars and former Czarist officers got along
amicably, many did not. Fedotoff White refers to the “good commissar” as the

exception to the rule. He was the one who:

[...] knew the details of the supply service and could adjust its
shortcomings, who was well acquainted with the commanding personnel
and knew the administrative machinery in his unit ‘as well as he knew his
five fingers,” who did not lose his head in action, and who, if necessary,

could replace the commander in a critical moment. *®
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However, most military specialists appear to have resented the position of
political commissar. Regulations by the MPA created a forced, and often artificial,
working environment. Regardless of loyalty to the Bolshevik cause displayed in
battle, military specialists continued to labor under the constant supervision of the

Red Army political commissar.”

Second, political commissars during the Civil War often encroached on the
operational and tactical responsibilities of the military specialist. Using the power of
countermanding orders liberally, both commissars and military specialists reported
increasing examples of commissars acting as commanders.”® This often had a
negative impact on the morale of troops. Accounts of soldiers killing the political
commissar in their unit as a reaction to the unstable environment created by what they
perceived as too much political agitation or efforts to wrest control from the
commander were not uncommon.’’ As Mark von Hagen observes in Soldiers of the

Proletariat Dictatorship: The Red Army and the Soviet Socialist State, 1917-1930:

From the beginning, however, dual command had
introduced ambiguity, tension, and often hostility into
officers’ relations with commissars, thereby diminishing
the authority of both groups in the soldiers’ eyes. In
practice, the lines of command had been fluid during most
of the Civil War, and areas of jurisdiction confused and
disputed, most often because commissars could not resist

the temptation to involve themselves in operational matters
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that were supposed to be the exclusive preserve of the

military specialist.”

Third, in spite of the increased power and authority commissars experienced
during the Civil War, there appeared to be a deepening animosity toward military
specialists on the part of political officers. This was a matter of just rewards. Political
commissars were long-standing fighters for the revolutionary cause in Russia. Until
Smilga’s MPA reforms, the vast majority of political commissars had served since
early1917 in the cause of the revolution, and were committed Bolsheviks well before
that. Military specialists, however, had only recently turned to the side of the Reds,
and yet were sharing equally, if not disproportionately, in the accolades extended by

the Lenin government for the military successes during the Civil War.”

As a result, it was clear to the leadership of both the Red Army and the
Communist Party that changes needed to be instituted in how the Party and the armed
forces interacted within the military. The pace and direction of change, however,
were constant sources of debate and policy initiatives between military personnel and

political party representatives over the next three years.

Commissars in the Red Army during the second half of the Civil War and

the Russo-Polish War, 1919-1922

By 1919, the position of political commissar was well established in the Red
Army, and reflected a belief by the Central Committee of the Communist Party that a

political officer should serve and represent the interests of the Party in all facets of
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military life. An intricate hierarchy of political officers, therefore, mirrored the
military ranking system of the Soviet armed forces. At the front and army levels, the
political officer served as both a political administrator and member of the military
council during most of the period from 1918 through the beginning of the German
invasion in June 1941. The military councils during the Civil War included chiefs of
staff and logistics officers, as well as representatives from the local party. By the
Second World War, the councils consisted of the senior military commander, the
senior political officer (chlen voennogo soveta), a logistics officer, and the
commanders of the artillery and aviation units in the front. The military councils often

also included a chief of staff during wartime.”

Nonetheless, the Military Political Administration (MPA) felt that political
commissars were so involved in monitoring and maintaining the abilities of their
fighting units to engage in combat that they were neglecting two of their foremost
responsibilities: political education and literacy. In order to address these needs, the
MPA authorized the creation of a lower grade political instructor for the Red Army in
October 1919. Called Politruki,” the full title for the position, politicheskii
rukovoditel implied that the non-commissioned officer at this rank serving at the
regimental level and below would be “a political leader or guide for those uninitiated

in the appropriate ways of understanding the world and acting on it.”7

Accordingly, politruks served as instructors in a program of political literacy
(politicheskaia gramota,or gramotnost’) intended by the MPA and the Central
Committee of the Communist Party to be a flagship enterprise that would help bridge

the gap between the uneducated among the peasants and their literate fellow soldiers.
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The Red Army made a huge commitment to the eradication of illiteracy during the
Civil War because the leadership of the Communist Party believed that a soldiers’
ability to develop and form political beliefs was closely connected to his level of
literacy. Since the lower ranks of the Red Army were composed primarily of

peasants, this was a formidable task.”’

In addition, politruks were to assist political commissars in the maintenance of
morale among the troops. The Communist leadership believed strongly that men who
were committed to, and convinced of, their cause, would fight longer and harder.
Although there appeared to exist no conclusive measurable evidence to support this
theory, the perception that it was true was reinforced by non-Bolshevik sources.
According to a White officer’s report quoted by Trotsky, political commissars
successfully motivated their troops to press onward with attacks. “They conduct
unceasing agitation taking advantage of every available opportunity and exploiting
even the most trivial fact to highlight the benefits that the Bolshevik regime has

brought to their lives.”’®

Furthermore, a French commander, Bertaud Serrigny, further solidified the
perception that Communist Party organs greatly motivated soldiers to achieve
battlefield success by stating: “The Bolsheviks were masters in the art of combining
moral and military actions [...] The results that followed were amazing and deserve a

profound study.””

However, not everyone admired the work of political officers in the Red
Army. Opposition Whites, Poles, and Greens® also recognized the perceived power

and influence of political commissars. Yet, their responses were often deadly. Under
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wartime conditions, the state of the front fluctuated rapidly. In a bitter Civil War with
ideology at the heart of the dispute, all sides sought to employ any means possible to
root out the carriers of ideological resistance among POWSs. According to Roger

Reese:

Some units would not take prisoners and boasted of it.
Others would interrogate them first and then kill them. No
less then three times in 1919 did Trotsky issue orders

against the murder of prisoners.

Of course the Whites and the Greens made it a habit to
murder commissars, Bolsheviks and any Soviet officials
that fell into their hands, and not just to reciprocate, but as a
matter of principle. The difference is that the Soviet high
command forbade the practice, but the leadership at the

front did little to enforce it.%!

The German historian Joachim Hoffmann also documented the tendency to
target political commissars during the Civil War and the Russo-Polish War. In the
fourth volume of a projected ten-volume history of Germany during the Second
World War published in conjunction with the German Research Institute for Military

History at Potsdam, J. Hoffmann states:
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The political importance attached to the commissars was
reflected by the fact that, under the merciless conditions of
civil and interventionist war, captured commissars were
usually shot at once. British interventionist troops under
Major-General Malleson also adopted these methods when,
in 1918, they killed the celebrated 26 commissars, headed
by the commissar-extraordinary of the government of the
Russian socialist federative Soviet republic (RSFSR) for

Caucasian affairs, Shaumyan, ‘in a bestial manner.’

While political commissars came directly under attack from forces on the
outside, internal strife during the revolutionary period also threatened to undermine
stability. In addition to political commissars in the Red Army, local Communist Party
cells contributed to the injection of ideology into the culture of the military milieu.
But the results were often more contentious rather than deadly. The local cells
believed they should exercise control over the political training and supervision of
soldiers while troops were serving or stationed in their district. In a nation under
martial law, conflicts appeared with increasing frequency. For example, local
Communist Party committees were fining soldiers they found to be in violation of
party prohibitions. These included soldiers caught in a drunken stupor, those playing
cards, and not attending political education meetings sponsored by the local soviet.®

To counter the measures by the local Party hierarchy to interfere in army

affairs, military commanders, with the support of commissars, would sometimes call
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for a mass mobilization of young men and women in the local Komsomol
(Communist Youth League). Such a measure would deprive the local Party of
valuable workers, and place them temporarily under military jurisdiction. Eventually,
the hostility grew so tense, that the Central Committee of the Communist Party felt
obligated to intervene to stop charges and counter-charges of localism, counter-

revolutionary tendencies, and insubordination.®*

When the Central Committee finally stepped in, it sided initially with the
military, only infuriating local communist officials further. The result was a
reorganization of how political departments in the military would both function and
be structured. The MPA benefited most from the intervention, and increased its
authority over party cells among soldiers beginning in December 1919. This reflected
a trend toward the centralized organs of the Communist Party, and away from both
local control and political commissars in the field of battle.?* As Roman Kolkowicz

observed:

The relations between the Party’s ruling elite and the
military are in the nature of an armed truce, which on any
occasion erupts into conflict, usually a result of the Party’s
attempt to keep the military under tight control while
demanding from it high levels of performance. As long as
the Party is in a firm position, it need not worry greatly

about opposition from the military.®
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In addition, questions of direction, purpose, roles and responsibilities
extended to the highest levels of the Communist Party hierarchy during this same
time period. After securing more authority for the MPA, the organization he headed,
Tvar Smilga re-ignited the debate over the role of military specialists. Smilga stated
that those former Czarist officers who had demonstrated loyalty to the Revolution
should not be under the supervision of political commissars any longer. With the
added authority for centralized party organs of the MPA, Smilga believed that

commissars could soon be phased out.’

Trotsky, recognizing the delicate political implications of the matter, took a
less strident tone in a speech given 12 December 1919. He stated: “If military
specialists are good workers, there is no reason not to trust them completely in a
political sense; it is always possible to organize observations of their actions. And that
does not have to be done by a commissar.” Yet, while he also did not call for the
outright abolition of the position of the political commissar in a possible return to
single, or unitary command, he made it clear that was the direction he was heading

toward once the Red Army became a more stable force.®®

All debates on the placement and function of political commissars in the Red
Army, however, took a secondary role to securing victory in the Russo-Polish War
during the first few months of 1920. It wasn’t until the Ninth Party Congress, held
from in late March to early April 1920, that the leaders of the Communist Party began
to re-examine how the Red Army could begin to be transformed from a wartime to a
peacetime force. With 103 of the 544 voting delegates at the Ninth Congress drawn

from the ranks of the Red Army, the topic of party influence in military matters was
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central to an evolving plan for eventual demobilization. Constituting a force of almost
5 million men in the summer of 1920, the Red Army was slated by delegates to be
under 2 million strong by the fall of 1921. This meant that political officers would

also be proportionately reduced. 8

At the same time, Trotsky spoke in support of a plan to create labor armies
from the demobilized soldiers. Rather than send the demobilized troops home,
Trotsky advocated a program of labor militarization. Such a program would help put
socialist planning to work in an economic environment in dire need of structure,
reform, and rejuvenation.go As a result, commissars and politruks in the Red Army
sought opportunities to get out of the armed forces since they could envision only a
dull future as political workers in the army. As one commissar observed: “Why are

we here? What are we going to do — twiddle our thumbs?”"

In addition, internal turmoil at the MPA also threatened to disrupt the political
administration within the Red Army, and cast serious doubt on the future role to be
played by commissars. A November 1920 attempt to unify all political work in the
armed forces under the umbrella of the proposed Main Political Enlightenment
Committee (Glavpolitprosvet), which itself would be directly subordinated to the
Central Committee of the Communist Party, caused major political fissures. Lenin’s
wife, Nadezhda Krupskaia, who was to be the chief of the Main Political
Enlightenment Committee, sought to direct all political work in such areas as literacy
programs, schools, adult education classes, libraries, agitation trains and ships, as well
as all soviet and party schools. Some of these had previously come under the

administration of political organs in the military, but with an eventual shift toward
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demobilization and decentralization, the future of political commissars in the armed

. . 92
forces was 1in question.

However, the onset of the Russo-Polish War, and a renewed assault by White
forces under General Petr Wrangel in the south caused all plans for the political
administration in the military to be put on hold. The immediate military threat

superseded debate on the structure of the peacetime military.”?

Recognizing that their career work might be in jeopardy, Red Army
commissars and politruks convened the All-Russian Second Assembly of Political
Workers in the Red Army in December 1920. At this convention, they established a
united front in support of political work within the military. Delegates at the
convention placed blame for the political unrest in the Red Army and the uncertainty
over their future squarely on MPA Director Ivar Smilga. Claiming Smilga lacked
leadership skills and the courage to stand up against civilian political organs, the ‘
delegates called for a sweeping reform in the infrastructure of the military political
administration. In doing so, they sought to trim what they perceived to be a bloated
bureaucracy in the central apparatus, and advocated cutting administrative positions

and promoting from within.*

In response, Smilga acknowledged that the MPA had been “dying out” in
recent months, but he affixed blame on the Central Committee of the Communist
Party for failing to provide the necessary financial support to keep the political
departments in the Red Army at full strength. Nonetheless, Smilga’s participation in a
political blame game did not resonate well with those in authority, and Sergei Gusev

replaced him as chief of the MPA. Gusev, whose real name was Iakov Drabkin, was a
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Bolshevik military organizer who authored the pro-militia pamphlet titled “How fo
Build a Soviet Army.” His proposal to build up the Red Army centered around a
program which relied less on former Czarist military specialists and more on newly
trained commanders in local militias. However, Gusev had changed his position by
the time he became head of the MPA from 1921-1922, and was appointed to replace

Smilga over the objection of Trotsky.”

For Gusev, the work of political organs in the Red Army was vital to the
success and future of the military in a communist system. According to the new head

of the MPA, the fundamental aim of political work was to:

[...] turn a large proportion of the peasants into
international communists, and the rest - or, at least, the
younger generation — into sympathetic supporters of the
idea of a revolutionary war of aggression because the idea
of a revolutionary war of defense was one which the
peasant could grasp comparatively easier [...] Education in
the spirit of internationalism naturally presupposes in the
first place that the Red Army man will be familiar with the
A.B.C. of communism. Without this theoretical basis we
can make no progress. The crux of the matter is not,
however, to be found in an abstract internationalism, but in

the daily initiation of the soldier into the sphere of interest
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of world revolution by way of his immediate peasant

interests. Otherwise, the work will be useless.”

While the political officers and their assistants in attendance soundly
supported such a position, and welcomed a new face in Gusev, Smilga still managed
to address other concerns voiced by the delegates at the Second Assembly of Political
Workers in the Red Army. One of these issues dealt with the future of the militia
army. All plans for demobilization following the Russo-Polish War appeared to
include a major reduction in the number of commissars and politruks. Once a staunch
advocate of a professional standing army, War Commissar Trotsky had recently
changed his position in favor of militias, with greater control given to local party
organs over long-standing commissars and politruks.”” Smilga, one of Trotsky’s early
supporters, lashed out at this policy reversal, and voiced support for political workers
in the Red Army. Smilga simply reiterated positions taken by both Lenin and Trotsky
at the Eighth Party Congress by stating that military expediency outweighed the

ideological ideal of a militia.”®

Furthermore, Smilga argued that the realities of the Civil War dictated that a
standing professional army should remain in place for the foreseeable future. He
reached this conclusion based on what he perceived to be the combination of
backwardness among peasant communities throughout the Soviet republics and
potential problems with rapid mobilization on a large scale. Since much of the rail
network was under control of local councils that might not cooperate with a strong,

centralized government administration, Smilga feared that mobilization could be
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severely hampered in the event of a national crisis through the efforts of just one

uncooperative local soviet.”

Nonetheless, Smilga’s objections came to naught with his dismissal. However,
Smilga’s successor Gusev also resisted the concept of a militia to replace the standing
Red Army. Fearing a militia army would become “the organized armed forum for the
petit bourgeois and anarchist counter-revolution,” Gusev instead proposed a
continuation of the Red Army infrastructure. The majority of the political officers and
non-commissioned officers in the armed forces allied themselves with Gusev’s
position, and stated through their delegates at the All-Russian Second Assembly of
Political Workers in the Red Army that “in a peasant Russia the implementation of a
militia system for the entire country would meet with insurmountable political and
strategic difficulties.” Since a militia system would be dependent on local peasant
councils, many of whom had little or no literacy and military training, the delegates

feared a fractured response to military operational crises at the local level.'®

The delegates at the Second Assembly of Political Workers in the Red Army
opted instead to support a permanent army. In a written communique, the delegates

stated:

The most expedient form of army for the RSFSR is at the
present moment the standing army, not especially larger in
numbers, but well-trained in military respects, politically

prepared, made up of young men.'"!
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By taking this position, the delegates offered a firm rebuke to the efforts of
Lenin’s wife, Nadezhda Krupskaia, to gather Red Army political workers under the
aegis of the Main Political Enlightenment Committee, and also sided with those, like

Gusev, who opposed Trotsky’s concept of a militia-based military.

The concerns and issues raised by the political workers did not fall victim to
the machinery of bureaucratic inertia under the fledgling communist system. Rather,
they were at the forefront of the agenda as part of the overall plan and structure of a
peacetime army to be considered by the delegates to the Tenth Party Congress,
which met from 8-16 March 1921.'% The importance of restructuring the military
was heightened by the mutinies in Kronstadt and Tambov, which took place
concurrently with the Tenth Party Congress. Distraught by the state of the economy
and the harsh and repressive discipline in the navy, sailors in the port city of
Kronstadt rebelled. This inspired an uprising in Tambov, which was put down by the

Red Army.m3

Speaking on behalf of those who favored both a standing army and an
extension of political control within the Red Army, MPA chief Gusev reminded his
fellow delegates that, in a time of mutinies, a state of peace did not actually exist,
and that political operatives like commissars and politruks should not be so quickly
dismissed. According to Gusev, “the issue of the political apparatus of the Red Army

is the issue of the existence of the Red Army itself.”'**

The majority of the delegates to the Tenth Party Congress concurred, and all

efforts to introduce a militia-based army were scrapped. The delegates agreed to a
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resolution that “during the immediate future, the basis of our armed forces will be
the current Red Army.” This marked a clear reversal of the program adopted at the
Ninth Party Congress in the previous year in which a militia-based military was
highly desirable. This time, the delegates stated that “agitation on the part of some
comrades for the practical liquidation of the Red Army and the immediate transition
to militia is incorrect and dangerous,” and any future plans would be based on
“international and internal conditions, on the length of any breathing space

(peredyshka), the relationship between cities and villages, and other factors.”' %’

In order to secure a future for the standing army, delegates at the Tenth Party
Congress continued to focus attention on developing the training program for Red
Army commanders. As the Red Army had been in the process of demobilizing, the
generals in charge of discharging officers, more often than not, chose to keep the
military specialists, and let the Red commanders go. Citing their formal training in
science of warfare, and their vast combat experience as the reasons for keeping them,
the planners within the armed forces gave a strong endorsement to former Czarist

officers. As a result, by 1920, only 10.5% of all officers were Red commanders.'%

In order to reverse this downward trend, the delegates to the Tenth Party
Congress placed a moratorium on releasing Red commanders from the military if the
reason for dismissal was that they lacked technical expertise. Red commanders
would be given increased levels of technical and strategic training, and Communist
Party members of officer rank previously dismissed were to be reinstated. Thus, the

Tenth Party Congress resolved that “increased attention by soviets, the Party, and
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professional institutions and organizations to the all-around improvements of the

conditions of military-educational affairs” must be made a priority.'"’

Other improvements slated by the delegates to Tenth Party Congress
included ways to protect against further mutinies by strengthening the “proletarian
element in the armed forces,” and working to ensure the politicization of the military
through the continued efforts of commissars and politruks. For the moment,
supporters of the full-time standing army with political officers won out over a
small, but vocal group which had suggested just prior to the Tenth Party Congress
that political organs within the Red Army be completely eliminated. This “Army
Opposition” group advanced the idea that all political functions should be handed
over to local soviets or an independent organization. However, the so-called
opposition never marshaled enough support to bring about an end to a system with

" 108
political overseers.

Nonetheless, there was no long-term blueprint put forth at the Tenth Party
Congress to project how the Red Army would look and operate in peacetime. Prior
to the March 1921 Congress, MPA chief Gusev and Mikhail Frunze, a celebrated
Civil War commander, Old Bolshevik, and member of the Central Committee had
drafted a series of “Theses on the Reorganization of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Red
Army.” Yet, these “21 Theses” were never presented as part of the formal agenda for
the Tenth Party Congress, due, in large part, to opposition from Trotsky. 191t wasn’t
until June 1921 that the basis of the “21 Theses,” or “Frunze Reforms” as they

became known, was publicly outlined in an article in Armiia i Revoliutsiia.''”
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The “Frunze Reforms” were an attempt to plot the next chapter for the Red
Army in peacetime and in the event of future wars, and were based on the feedback
of leading political commissars, Red Army commanders, and military specialists.
They also represented the first formal drafts assessing the “lessons” of the Civil War,
including the significance of the Bolshevik victory and the role played by political

organs and military strategy in the overall outcome of the domestic conflict.'!!

Frunze headed the list of suggested reforms by calling for a “unified military
doctrine” and an expansion of the General Staff into the “military-theoretical staff of
the proletarian state.” Frunze based his concept of military doctrine on Marxist
interpretations of the military policies of England, Germany and France. Frunze
argued that these states conducted warfare in conjunction with the status of their
class situation, and that the Soviet Union should not be different. As Fedotoff White

observed:

There was, thus, a very definite claim in these theses, that a
thorough understanding and adherence to Marxian
principles was necessary for the successful planning and
executions of the campaigns of the Red Army. In other
words, these theses attempted to establish an intrinsic
dependence of the strategy and tactics, as well as of

military administration, on Marxian theory.'"?
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It was, therefore, Frunze’s belief that military doctrine should be:

A teaching accepted in the army of a given state, which
establishes the character of the building of the armed forces
of the nation. The methods of combat preparations of the
troops and their leadership on the basis of the views of
those ruling in the state on the character of the military
problems facing them, and the means of their solution,
which arise from the class experience of the state and [are]
determined by the development of the forces of production

of the nation.'®

Since Frunze believed that the USSR had but an elementary military doctrine
based on the experience of the Civil War and the Russo-Polish War, he felt future

Soviet military doctrine could be honed and refocused. As Frunze and Gusev wrote:

One of the basic conditions for the securing of the
maximum of potency of the Red Army is to transform it
into a monolithic organization, welded together from top to
bottom not only by the common political ideology, but also
by the unity of views on the character of the military

problems facing the Republic, on the methods of solving
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these problems, as well as on the system of combat training

of troops.'"*

As a staunch Marxist-Leninist, Frunze believed the responsibility for
developing military doctrine rested solely on the shoulders of the Communist Party.
As Frunze stated: “The concrete social-political content of this part of our future
doctrine has been given to us as a whole, ready-made, in the ideology of the working

class in the Program of the [Party].”'"®

Yet, Frunze’s concept of military doctrine also had its roots in the theories of
Karl von Clausewitz, whom Trotsky also so admired. Trained in military theory and
practice by a senior Czarist officer, Frunze combined his political training with his
military experience to develop the theory of Soviet military doctrine. As Thomas

Nichols states:

From a Marxist perspective, the Party must be the final
source of the military doctrine: if doctrine is an expression
of class interests, and the Party is the vanguard of the
proletariat, then only the Party can properly express the
proletariat’s class interest in military doctrine. From a
Clausewitzian perspective, Party dominance of military

doctrine corresponds to Clausewitz’s belief that the military
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is a tool of the State, used by political leaders for political

ends.!'®

However, Frunze’s theoretical foundation for reform based on the concept of
military doctrine did not resonate well with War Commissar Trotsky. Taking the

contents of Frunze’s article on military doctrine in Armiia i Revoliutsiia as a personal

challenge, Trotsky fired back with an article of his own titled “Military Doctrine or
Pseudo-Military Doctrinairism?”'"" In the article, Trotsky argued that there was no
such thing as a proletarian military doctrine or proletarian form of warfare “any more
than there was a distinct proletarian form of pottery or any other trade.” According to
the War Commissar, warfare was simply a skill to be learned and “there’s for us but

one single doctrine: Be on guard, and keep both eyes peeled.”!!

The clash of doctrines between Frunze and Trotsky spilled over to other areas
as well, and impacted the debate on the future of the Red Army and its political
organs. Frunze’s proposals, as outlined in both the twenty-one theses co-authored

with Gusev and the article in Voennaia nauka i revoliutsiia, also appealed to political

commissars and politruks in the Red Army. Deeply opposed to the concept of a
militia-based army, commissars and politruks found a kindred spirit in Frunze, who
advocated implementing a unified military doctrine with the joint effort of military
specialists and political workers in the Red Army. Since Frunze did not call for a
reduction in force through massive demobilization, political organs in the military
would be guaranteed a place in the armed forces not envisioned by those who

supported a transformation to a militia-based army. 1o
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At the Eleventh Party Congress, which opened on 27 March 1922, Trotsky
took Frunze to task before the military delegates. He attacked Frunze’s thesis that the
Red Army would stand and fight side-by-side with the proletariat of other nations by

sarcastically quipping:

Well, now, how do you tell a Saratov peasant: either we
shall send you to Belgium to overthrow the bourgeoisie or
you will defend the Saratov province from an Anglo-

French landing in Odessa or Archangel’sk?lzo

Trotsky also rebuffed Frunze’s claim that offensive operations were always
preferred over defensive actions. Mocking Frunze’s reliance on foreign service

military manuals as the basis for his theories of military doctrine, Trotsky stated:

You see — strategy must be offensive, because in the first
place it flows from the class nature of the proletariat, and in
second place, because it coincides with the French Field

Service Regulations of 19211'*!

Nevertheless, Frunze himself put the issue of defining Soviet military doctrine
within the context of reforms for the armed forces by countering Trotsky’s personal

attacks with a patient reliance on ideology. At the Eleventh Party Congtess, Frunze
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‘ cited Friedrich Engels, one of the founding fathers of Communism, as a principle

source for his military doctrine. As Fedotoff White notes:

[Engels] taught that the emancipation of the proletariat
would create new forms of warfare. With a great deal of
common sense and insight into the problem, he had
warned, at the same time, that the first attempts at new
methods of warfare by a proletarian state would be far from
the ultimate military art of the emancipated working class.
In other words, he saw clearly that it would take time and
experience to introduce into the bourgeois methods of
warfare any drastic changes that would be of value to the

proletarian state.'??

Frunze’s line of defense placed Trotsky in an awkward situation: either attack a
connection to Engels, or stand with the military specialists in defense of their
positions before a host of delegates who were still deeply suspicious of the former
Czarist officers.'*® While Trotsky may have appeared witty and entertaining with his
caustic attack on Frunze’s proposals, he offered little or nothing in its place, other
than the status quo. In addition to Trotsky, Lenin was also in opposition to Frunze’s
proposals calling them “communist swaggering.” However, Lenin was in failing

health and his opposition was not such a decisive factor.'**
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Tearing apart Frunze’s theses appeared to an increasing number of delegates
at the Eleventh Party Congress as arrogant and patronizing, and while Trotsky
succeeded in keeping Frunze’s theses from coming to a vote on the floor of the
Congress, there were those among the delegates who were clearly not amused by
Trotsky’s lampooning of Frunze’s proposed reforms. Kliment Voroshilov, a close
associate of Stalin’s, and a future Defense Minister responded to Trotsky’s comments

on Frunze by stating: There’s nothing funny here!”'®

Trotsky may have gained a short-term victory by shunting the proposals for
military reform to the side at the Eleventh Party Congress, but the long-term
prospectus for change remained a persistent issue for the leadership of the Soviet
Union. As Walter Jacobs, a biographer of Frunze observed: “Trotsky missed the fact

that the Military Communists understood so well. This was a battle to the death.”!%

Nevertheless, Frunze’s efforts at reform were hampered more by the state of
the economy, the educational levels of those making up the bulk of the armed forces,
and the lack of political transformation at all levels of the infrastructure, than by the

political wrangling and degree of opposition from Trotsky. As Roger Reese observes:

The economic situation in the early 1920s was marked by
dismally low industrial output, which meant that industry
had to concentrate first on recovery before it could make a
serious effort to rearm the Red Army. The educational level
of the population was characterized by continued mass

illiteracy, which hindered the army’s development of
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technical units. The political situation was complicated by
the fact that organs of soviet power had still not extended
completely throughout the USSR. In establishing its
routines and methods, then, the Red Army had to adapt to

less than ideal conditions.'?’

John Erickson added:

[...]it wasn’t until 1923, when the military was given a
fixed budgetary allowance and the economic woes of the
state were more thoroughly addressed that true reforms in
the Red Army could begin. The first small-scale reforms
included the widespread training of conscripts. This
training included the basics of literacy, as well as technical

instruction in the use of weapons and weapon systems.'2®

However, external issues influenced the pace of reform in the Red Army as
well, and changes in the infrastructure of the Red Army were also directly related to
the changes in the political landscape of power and influence.'® The 16 April 1922
Treaty of Rapollo had formalized diplomatic relations with Germany, and opened
further opportunities for collaboration between the Red Army and the German army

(Reichswehr). While the first efforts at official collaboration had begun at about the
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time of the Entente intervention (not later than 1918/19), the basis had been laid by
the German Army High Command when they conducted Lenin and others from
Switzerland through Germany and Finland to Petrograd. Among the Bolshevik
leadership in exile, only Trotsky refused the opportunity, and traveled by boat.** To
later commentators who had reasons to feel apologetic about it, it may have appeared
disingenuous and an ideological anomaly for traditional foes to enter into an official
treaty of cooperation. The Russian historians Yuri Dyakov and Tatyana Bushuyeva

state that:

Taking advantage of the contradictions in the capitalist
world in order to improve relations with Germany was fully

in keeping with the Leninist foreign policy line."!

In addition, as Sally Stoecker notes, “it must be recalled that the KPD (German
Communist Party) was still very much a political force at this time to be nurtured and
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