
 

 

The overarching aim of Soviet foreign policy from 1917 to 1941 was the survival of the revolution, 
however the means of achieving this aim took varying forms under the leadership of Lenin and 
Stalin. Both leaders were forced, at times, to put aside ideological constraints in order to avoid 
international conflict to ensure the continuing survival of the Soviet Union. This required 
pragmatism on behalf of both leaders, which can be seen through the shifting policies and foreign 
commissars between 1917 and 1941.  

 
The fluctuating effectiveness of foreign policy is accentuated in the world revolution policy, which, 
although an ultimate failure, highlights the underlying aim of survival. Following the Bolshevik 
seizure and consolidation, Lenin and Trotsky believed that the continuing survival of the USSR lay in 
a communist world revolution, and that they would not survive without the support of the rest of 
the world’s proletariat. This led to the establishment of the Comintern, which had the global aim of 
destabilising capitalist countries to prepare them for ‘world revolution’.  It inspired some small 
support among workers, particularly in Germany and Austria, yet historian Otto Bauer points out 
“with strikes alone you can’t compel an imperialist government to sign revolutionary peace 
proposals”. The failure of this policy was further emphasised with failed the Battle of Warsaw and 
unsuccessful socialist revolution attempts in Germany. Lenin responded to the failure of world 
revolution by softening Russia’s international attitude, as he desired to avoid conflict and gain 
economically, displayed in Lenin’s pragmatic approach to the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which removed 
an external enemy and bought time to combat internal threat of civil war. Ultimately, the 
Comintern’s failure highlights the nature of Soviet foreign policy, however Lenin’s pragmatic 
response demonstrates the overarching aim for survival of the Soviet State. 

 
Following the death of Lenin in 1924, came the growth of Stalin’s ‘socialism in one country’ concept, 
which heralded the interests of Russia above that of international revolution. The ideology involved 
peace with other nations, and an increase in economic, military and industrial capacity. From 1924-
1930, Soviet Union declared that they stood for “peaceful existence and economic cooperation with 
capitalist powers”. The policy was in a sense isolationist, however involved increased contact with 
outside nations to develop treaties, with historian John Laver stating there was “no dominant policy 
but rather a conglomeration of idealistic value, perspectives and views”. Stalin dissolved the 
Comintern, so that desire to export grain to fund capital goods and neutralise the aggressive 
environment could be achieved. Led by Gregory Chicherin, the foreign commissar, Russia attempted 
to form stronger alliances with European countries. This is displayed through the 1924 Anglo-Soviet 
treaty, which saw Britain formally recognise the USSR and normalise economic relations, and the 
treaties of Rapallo and Berlin with Germany, overseeing the formation of a partnership which kept 
these potential enemies forming an alliance with a potential aggressor. As Germany and Russia were 
both politically isolated states, they “attempted to strengthen treaties that embellished political, 
economic and military interdependence” (Davies). The aim of endurance was fulfilled under Stalin’s 
successful ‘socialism in one country’ policy, which oversaw the gradual improvement of many 
international relations. 

 
However, the rise of fascism in Nazi Germany and Japan, caused a major foreign policy shift with a 
new foreign commissar brought in to ensure the survival of Russia. Under the new Commissar of 
Foreign Affairs, Maxim Litvinov, the Soviets adopted a ‘popular front against fascism’ in 1935, as 
“growing threat of Nazi Germany called for a change of foreign policy in order to secure Russia from 
Germany” (Gorodetsky). He believed that the best way to contain the fascist threat was to work 
alongside France and Britain in the League of Nations. This was a change from the earlier Soviet 
perception of the League of Nations as a western institution directed against the Soviet Union. Stalin 
believed that together Russia, Britain and France would be able to stop Germany. However, in reality 
Britain and France were reluctant to cooperate, as according to Pipes they thought Russia would be 
ineffective against Germany, after the Red Army purges saw 90% of Russian officers dead. Britain 



 

 

and France’s reluctance to act in Europe was seen by Stalin “as a calculated attempt to drive the 
Soviet Union into a war with Germany from which the Imperials alone would profit” (Overy & 
Wheatcroft). This major foreign policy shift displayed the lengths the Soviet Union would venture to 
maintain the survival of the revolution.  

 
With the arrival of WWII in 1939, it became clear that a German invasion was imminent and thus 
Soviet policy was again altered to prolong the onset of conflict. Litvinov was replaced by V. Molotov 
as Commissar of Foreign Affairs, who was an aggressive communist that favoured a pro-German 
foreign policy in order to guarantee Soviet safety. This policy gained more popularity as Stalin 
realised the imperials were “more hostile to communism than to fascism” (Overy and Wheatcroft). 
As Molotov was fearful of Germany reaching a truce with Allies and turning on Russia, he embarked 
upon secret negotiations with the Germans. This saw the Russia sign the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression 
Pact in August 1939 and the Japanese-Soviet Neutrality Pact in September 1939. These pacts 
“provided Russia with some breathing space that they used to successfully develop their armed 
forces” (Thomas & McAndrew). By 1941, the Soviet army had grown by 150%, and had an air force 
larger than Britain, France and Germany combined, which displayed the success of foreign policy to 
delay conflict and ensure that Russia was prepared for invasion. Hence Molotov’s successful foreign 
policy accentuates the aim of an enduring Soviet State.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 


