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Katyn has been a major sticking point and an obstacle to reconciling Poland
and Russia, even though the war crime was committed seventy years ago by the
Stalinist regime that modern Russia has a difficult time rejecting. In this
sense Katyn has become a kind of barometer of de-Stalinization of Russia and
the level of its participation in the growing global consensus on human
rights. In the aftermath of the Smolensk plane crash, which took the life of
Polish president Lech Kaczyński, his wife, and 94 guests who accompanied him
for the 70th Katyn observances, numerous commentators saw the tragedy as a
window of opportunity for reconciliation and putting the past history of
deceit and mutual distrust behind. Recognition of Katyn as a war crime
would go a long way towards reconciling Russia with its neighbors.
Importantly, it would have an international impact on the whole question of
war crimes and treatment of POWs held in captivity, in effect healing the
wounds and putting an end to the ideological machinations of the last
century.
 
The plane tragedy did bring Poles and Russians together in an unprecedented
outpouring of sympathy from the Russian people. At the same time, the
Russian brief filed in response to a suit brought by the families of the
Katyn POWs on the eve of the disaster argued that the tribunal in Strasburg
has no jurisdiction over Russia before May 5, 1998, when it signed the
agreement. Russian politicians have signaled their willingness to open the
archives regarding Katyn but withhold the names of individuals who committed
the shootings on the orders of the NKVD even though most of them are dead.
Why abide by Soviet laws no longer in force? Why not cut Russia off from the
perpetrators of Stalinist crimes entirely? Russia makes the case that it
cannot be fully responsible for the crimes of the failed Soviet experiment
if only because the Russians were its most numerous victims. Still it would
take much courage by Russian leadership to move forward and make good at
least on Katyn. Closing the case with disclosure does not put Stalinism's
painful past behind for Russia.
 
I ask the Helsinki Commission of the United States Congress to urge the
Russian government to admit to Katyn as a Soviet war crime. Recognizing
Katyn massacres as a war crime is in the long-term Russian interest, not
just as showing good will. The POWs executed were captured in the early days
of an undeclared war, shortly after the Soviet invasion of Poland, sixteen
days after the Germans on September 17, 1939. Importantly, Katyn POWs were
not murdered by Red Army soldiers but by political police [originally
guardians of the revolution] acting on a political decision. Essentially,
the Polish POWs were executed by a death squad on an order signed by Stalin
and Soviet Politburo members. A Soviet force of about a million crossed the
Polish border under the pretext of protecting to Western Belarus and
Ukraine, or the Borderlands, which were defended by a lightly armed force of
about 200,000 unprepared for the attack from the East. At the time, Poland
was in control of about a third of its territory, with Warsaw, Gdynia
Oksywie and Hel and a Polish force of about 140,000 defending against the
German onslaught in the West.
 
The invasion of Poland by the Soviet Union was an act of aggression. Polish
authorities at the time openly discouraged resistance to the invading
Soviets, not declaring war in the hope of preserving the military, which is
why the Polish POWs were later open to mistreatment as
counter-revolutionaries or "occupiers" of the territories that the Soviets
had "reclaimed." The troops that resisted were deceived after signing
capitulation agreements that they would be released, most were captured
after the borders with Romania and Hungary were sealed three days after
Soviet invasion, and many were immediately executed after surrender. While
the Soviet Union was not at the time a signatory to the 1929 Geneva
Convention, the Katyn massacre impinges directly on laws and customs of
conducting war, and its acknowledgement as a war crime would strengthen the
human rights agenda that has come to be associated with this century. In
view of the ensuing debate about war crimes and the use of torture, in the
United States, Russia and elsewhere, righting the wrongs of Katyn would be a
significant reaffirmation of the Geneva Convention.
 
Execution of POWs violates the long-standing customs of conducting war that
predates the Geneva Convention, strengthened historically by the fact that
most Katyn victims were officers. The intent was to decapitate the elites in
the hope of controlling a nation. In a word, resolution of Katyn is part of
the difficult task of separating Russia from its Soviet past, which has yet
to be acknowledged and fully articulated in Russia and the former Soviet
states. It should be recognized that putting Stalin and the failed Soviet
experiment to rest is much more complicated than the path followed by
Germany when it entered negotiations and began compensating victims of
National Socialists [about 66 billion dollars as of 2008 with significant
assistance to the Jewish state]. The problem is not only of scope of the
persecutions involving various ethnicities. In contrast to the Germans,
Russians were Stalin's most numerous victims. Moreover, the failed Soviet
experiment was not just a rationale for Russian imperial ambitions.
 
This century begins with the defeat of ideological totalitarian regimes,
most dramatically of global communism in 1989-91. Broadly speaking, it
reflects a rejection of the cult of personality, waging wars against
dictatorships from Serbia to Iraq. Global integration brings along with it
globalization of certain values and rights. One can observe that misdeeds,
such as execution of POWs or even torture, are increasingly reported and
condemned as atrocities, and the rationale for such acts is increasingly
more difficult than in the past. In retrospect, we can point to many other
war crimes that would have been treated differently had Katyn been condemned
earlier as a war crime, from Cambodia under Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge, to the
Iran hostage crisis, to the wide range of crimes committed in the former
Yugoslavia, in Vukovar or Srebrenica, and the Gulf wars, to only mention a
few. The point is arguable but should be made as a tribute to the foresight
of the 1952 Madden Committee of the US Congress that first recommended Katyn
to the international court.
 
Katyn was not just a war crime. It was a brutal example of social
engineering that was part of the larger ethnic cleansing campaign to
depopulate and "homogenize" an ethnically diverse region that was once
called the Borderland. Katyn and the mass deportations to the Gulag from the
region were ideological crimes, an early attempt to engineer history, which
favorably positioned the USSR as a world power. In part because Katyn
decapitated the Polish military, the Soviet Union was able to have its way
later at Yalta, subdue armed resistance in Poland and control the gateway to
Europe, which, I believe, was Stalin's ultimate strategic goal. In view of
the evidence, the motivation of vengeance for the defeat in the
Polish-Soviet [Bolshevik] war [suggested by Natalya Lebedeva] while
plausible, had the broader aim to be done with Poland, which even
pre-Bolshevik Russia was perceived as an obstruction at the gateway to
Europe. In the 20s, Poland thwarted Bolshevik expansionist ambitions of
serving as a launch pad for communist revolutions in Western Europe,
beginning with weakened Germany. The map of Europe would have been different
had the Bolsheviks been able to fraternize with Germany.
 
The murder of the Polish POWs at Katyn wasn't just Stalin's pathological
condition but a logical extension of Soviet Marxism. Katyn demonstrated
that "administrative procedures" justified by the communist vision of the
future applied internationally. Over a year beginning with August 1937, the
NKVD executed at least 724,000 "has-beens" who could be an obstacle to
building socialism. The so-called "Polish Operation," signed on August 9,
1937, involved massive arrests and executions of more than 110,000 people by
Yezhov's NKVD, not all of them necessarily Poles. Stalin's purge of the army
liquidated about 43,000 officers, among them seven generals, including chief
"conspirator" Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky, who led the Red Army westward
over the "corpse of bastard" Poland during the Polish-Soviet war.
 
It is grimly ironic that Stalinist apologists after the fall of USSR have
used inflated POWs figures from the Polish Soviet war to counterbalance
Katyn and other atrocities committed by the Soviet regime. The Soviets
liquidated anyone who was influenced by the past, including returning Red
Army POWs from the 1920s. Similar fate met Soviet POWs from the Western
front during WWII, with many ending up in the Gulag. The engineering of
history justified horrendous acts for the better Soviet tomorrow that never
materialized. Katyn was an early example of shaping the new communist future
by liquidating "the anti-Soviet element."
 
Referring to Katyn as genocide is motivated by the need to draw attention to
the crime and bring those responsible to justice. While recognized as a
"core crime," a crime against humanity is difficult to prosecute without an
international convention on crimes against humanity. Mikhail Gorbachev's
initial attempt to justify Katyn as an act of revenge for the deaths of Red
Army POWs during the 20s only muddled the issue politically. Because of such
political machinations, some Russian leaders, including Mr. Putin in his
early pronouncements, have assumed that Katyn and the case of the POWs from
the Polish Soviet war could be reconciled by some gesture of mutual
forgiveness. In 1920's about 65,000 Red Army POWs returned home, about
17-20,000 died in Polish captivity of malnutrition and diseases. These POWs,
however, were not executed because of their nationality or convictions, one
by one with a bullet in the base of the skull, the occiput [to minimize
bleeding], in an insulated cell at night, as Ostashkov POWs were in Kalinin
[now Tver]. Significant numbers of these Red Army POWs switched sides and
fought the Bolsheviks, or simply did not return home. The point is moot
since about an equal number of Polish POWs died in Soviet and Lithuanian
captivity during the Polish Soviet war.
 
In Russia many still do not believe the Soviets were responsible for Katyn;
in Poland, the overwhelming majority sees Katyn as genocide. Conflicting
legal definitions of what constitutes genocide are part of the problem. How
to characterize Katyn is important because it affects the perception of
history. Even the Soviet "Burdenko Commission," which accused the Germans of
Katyn after WWII, described the atrocity as "physical extermination of the
Slavic peoples," unequivocally genocide. However, one perceives Katyn, it is
part of the repressions and ethnic cleansing in the Borderlands that in
large measure were directed against Poles and individuals associated with
Poland. Not only Poles but also Jews, Ukrainians, Georgians and others died
at Katyn, including several Moslems. The Marxist "class enemy" label was an
ideological smear used to justify executions.
 
In 1990-94, during a Russian inquiry into Katyn, the Russian military
prosecutor Colonel Anatolyi Yablokov charged signatories of the Katyn order
with March 5, 1940, including Joseph Stalin, as well as the NKVD troika
members with violations of Article Six of the Charter of the Military
Tribunal in Nuremberg with crimes against peace, war crimes and genocide,
and was subsequently dismissed. This decision of Colonel Yablokov should be
upheld. In the end, Katyn is not only about Russia, its rejection of
Stalinism, or about Russia's reconciliation with its European neighbors. In
an era when most countries, including Russia agree, that terrorism should be
included among the core crimes, it seems to me that inhuman acts of state
terror, which Katyn clearly was, should be condemned.
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