
World War II 

1939 census: 3,028,538; 2.1 million lived in all parts of 
the Soviet Union that were captured by the Germans 

Soviet Union Invades Poland 

Sept. 1, 1939: Nazi Germany invades Poland 
Sept. 17: Red Army crosses Polish border “to protect the 
lives and properties of west Belorussia and west 
Ukraine”. 

Stalin tells Red Army Chief Commissar: “The Red Star 
makes frequent allusions to fascists and fascism. Stop 
doing it. There’s no need for Hitler to get the impression 
that we are only planning a war against him”. 

Soviet Union issues decree that citizenship would be 
granted to all citizens on the day of annexation. 
Acceptance of citizenship was voluntary. People could 
choose to hold on to their Polish citizenship. 

Soviets arrest about many people in the areas 
incorporated from Poland on charges of possible 
espionage, belonging to counter-revolutionary 
organizations or for counter-revolutionary agitation. As 
many as 590,000 Polish citizens were estimated to be in 
Soviet Union in 1941, 20% of them Jews: included Red 
Army conscripts, those who moved to interior of Russia 
to work or escape the Nazis but not those arrested 
estimated at 71,000. 

The 21 months of Soviet rule in Poland was a 
disillusioning experience for most Jews. Factories 



owned by Jews confiscated. Kehilot and all Zionist 
organizations abolished. Entire Jewish education 
system disbanded and replaced by state schools. All 
existing Jewish newspapers banned. One new paper, 
Bialystoker Stern, opened to serve Communist ideology. 

Simultaneously, increase in anti-Semitism, especially in 
Poland and Lithuania. Nationalists exaggerated the 
Jewish participation in the new system. (Any Jewish 
presence in the apparatus of government was 
unprecedented and seen as an overturning of “the 
natural order”). 

Operation Barbarossa 

Authorized on December 18, 1940, Directive 21, issued 
by High Command of German Armed Forces (OKW). 
Objective: to destroy the Soviet Union as a Communist 
state together with its Judeo-Bolshevist regime 

A March 13, 1941 OKW directive authorized the 
Einsatzgruppen and other SS units to carry out 
operations against civilian populations in areas under 
military control 

An estimated 300,000 Jews served in the Soviet army 
at the outbreak of the war. An estimated 120,000 fell in 
battle 

At the onset of the occupation, German authorities 
forced the Jewish Councils to collect large sums of 
money and pass it on to them. Members of the council or 
other groups of Jews were arrested and held hostage to 
ensure successful collection of the levy.  



The military administration ordered all males aged 
14-60 and all females aged 16-50 subject to forced labor. 

Ghettos were established simultaneously with the 
beginning of the annihilation of the Jews. 

Reactions of Local Population 

Opinions regarding the Germans and their policy 
towards the Jews was partly hostile, mostly indifferent. 
Attitudes depended on: 
•Strength of anti-Semitism before German invasion-

widespread, especially in Baltic states 
•Power of nationalism-many locals initially saw 

Germans as liberators from Soviet occupation 
•German policy towards indigenous people 
•Property: homes and property appropriated by 

members of local population. They hoped to avoid 
Jewish return after the war 

•Jews received no organized from local groups or local 
anti-German underground groups, only from 
individuals  

TEXT: Vasily Grossman, “Life and Fate” (the character 
was based on the author’s mother who stayed behind in 
Berdichev, Ukraine, in order to look after a sick niece. 
She continued to work even after the Jews were 
confined to the ghetto). 

“Vitya, I’m certain this letter will reach you even though 
I’m now behind the German front line, behind the 
barbed wire of the Jewish ghetto… 



‘That morning I was reminded of what I’d forgotten 
during the years of the Soviet regime-that I was a Jew. 
Some Germans drove past on a lorry, shouting out: 
‘Juden, kaput’! 

“I  got a further reminder from some of my own 
neighbors. The caretaker’s wife was standing beneath 
my window and saying to the woman next door: ‘Well, 
that’s the end of the Jews. Thank God for that’! What 
can have made her say that? Her son’s married to a 
Jew… 

“The woman next door…came round and said to me: 
‘Anna Semyonovna, I’m moving into your room. Can you 
clear your things out by evening? I’ll move into your 
room then…When I came back, I found the door of my 
room had been smashed in and all my things piled in the 
little room behind the kitchen. My neighbor said: ‘I’ve 
kept the settee for myself. There’s no room for it where 
you are now’.                                

Jewish Armed Resistance in the Ghettos 

The idea of fighting came as a result of the awareness 
that the Nazis had sentenced the Jews to total 
annihilation and it was better to die fighting; also it was 
hoped that a ghetto uprising would open the way for an 
escape to the forests to take up guerrilla warfare. 
Undergrounds organized in Minsk, Vilna, Kaunas, Riga 
ghettos. 

Jewish Partisans 



In Latvia and Lithuania, locals were so hostile that they 
prevented Soviet partisans from establishing 
strongholds in the forest, the Jews all more so 

Some Soviet partisans unwilling to accept Jewish young 
people into their ranks. All-Jewish partisan units 
formed included one that liberated the Kosovo Ghetto in 
August 1942. 

On the whole, Jewish armed resistance in the forests 
and in the ghettos was active on a much wider scale 
than anywhere else in Europe.  

TEXT: Yitzhak Arad, ‘The Holocaust in the Soviet 
Union” 

“The Soviet Union followed a deliberate propaganda 
policy, dictated by Stalin, that was obvious from his 
very first wartime speech: the Nazi German aim was to 
annihilate the Russians and other Slavic people, which 
was not true, and to hide the fact that Nazi Germany 
carried out total annihilation only of the Jews and not of 
any other nation in the occupied territories of the Soviet 
Union… 

“In millions of leaflets distributed along the Soviet front 
and in the rear area, the German propaganda machine 
stressed that its war was against ‘Judeo-Bolshevism’ 
and not against the Russian people and the other 
nations in the Soviet Union…To counter this 
propaganda, the Soviet authorities presented Germany 
as striving to exterminate the Russians and other Slavic 
nations, while downplaying the murder of Jews and 
their singular fate under German occupation… 



“Anything that did not contribute directly to the war 
effort, to the victory over Nazi Germany, was of no 
interest to Stalin”. 

Ethnic Deportations 1943-44 

For Stalin, liberation of Soviet territory meant these 
areas had to be cleansed of the taint of occupation. 
Many people had been forced to collaborate or had done 
so out of conviction. Others had evaded recruitment into 
the Red Army. The means of accomplishing this was 
mass repression based on the idea of collective 
responsibility for collaboration with the occupiers. 

Outcome: deportation of a number of Soviet ethnic 
groups: Kalmyks, Chechens, Ingush, Crimean Tartars, 
all Bulgarian, Greeks and Armenians living in Crimea, 
over 1 million people 

Jewish losses 

1.0-1.3 million: in the Baltics about 90%; in Byelorussia 
about 66%; Ukraine about 60%; Russia proper about 
100,000 

Anti-Jewish disturbances and individual attacks, 
especially in Ukraine, when returning Jews attempted 
to reclaim their apartments or property. 




