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BOOK REVIEWS

Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin. By Timothy Snyder. New 
York: Basic Books, 2010. xix + 524 pp.

Soviet style Communism may not have lost all of  its appeal. Stockholm “boasts” 
a bar aptly named KGB after the dreaded Soviet political police and dedicated to 
the Soviet Union. The walls are adorned with tasteless communist memorabilia. 
Would a public place commemorating the Gestapo, complete with swastikas 
and Nazi memorabilia, be conceivable? In a brilliant analysis, Timothy Snyder 
explains two of  the worst genocides in modern history as products in part of  
interaction between the two most repressive and tyrannical regimes. The nature 
of  this interaction is exemplifi ed by the fact that “Stalinism had displaced east 
European Jews from their historical position as victims of  the Germans, and 
embedded them instead in an account of  an imperialist conspiracy against 
communism. From there, it was but a small step to present them as part of  a 
conspiracy of  their own. And thus the communists’ hesitation to distinguish and 
defi ne Hitler’s major crime tended, as the decades passed, to confi rm an aspect 
of  Hitler’s worldview” (p.376).
Timothy Snyder’s now almost iconic Bloodlands has debunked Stalin and the 

communist leadership of  the Soviet Union as the perpetrators of  one of  the 
most massive crimes against humanity in history and the rulers of  a terroristic 
state rivaled in Europe only by Hitler’s regime —after 1939. The novelty is not 
the comparison of  the two states and tyrannical systems, but the analysis of  the 
two regimes without the usual bias towards the Soviet Union and the focus on 
the role of  the dynamics of  Soviet and German policies in the escalation of  mass 
killings, which yields the revelation that the ideologically motivated quest for 
(absurdly conceived) security led them both to mass murder. The implication of  
Snyder’s work is that in the competitive quest between the Stalinist Soviet Union 
and National Socialist Germany for the creation of  an ideologically grounded 
empire and the attainment of  world domination, the Soviet Union was in no way 
a morally superior system. Both were equally monstrous, tyrannical, oppressive, 
disdainful of  human dignity and murderous. Stalin had no desire to oppose 
Hitler. Had he had a choice, he would have chosen cooperation with the Nazis. 
Hence Hitler’s attack does not make the Soviet system more virtuous than the 
National Socialist, which does not diminish the merit of  the efforts mounted 
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by Soviet citizens in fi ghting the German invaders for their home and sheer 
survival. Stalin’s war against Hitler was not a crusade against tyranny, but a life 
and death struggle for the survival of  his regime. The defeat of  Hitlerism was 
a result of  this struggle for self-preservation; the liberation of  Europe from 
the Nazi yoke was not the motivating factor in Stalin’s war. After all, in 1937 
Stalin toasted “the complete destruction of  all enemies, themselves and their 
kin” (p.72) and declared that “people belonging to national minorities should 
be… shot like mad dogs.” By then he and his entourage had murdered millions. 
The question was why. One of  the main merits of  Snyder’s work is to show that 
Stalinist genocides targeted both class enemies and ethnic minorities to an equal 
extent.1

However, some of  the arguments in the book are problematic. Snyder 
asserts that Stalin was “abandoning” the kind of  Marxism according to which 
people “opposed the revolution because of  their class background.” According 
to Snyder, “with Stalinism something was changing; normal state security 
concerns had infused the Marxist language and changed it unalterably.” In the 
show trials the accused were charged with having betrayed the Soviet Union to 
foreign powers: “Theirs was a class struggle, according to the accusation, only 
in the most indirect and attenuated sense: they supposedly had aided states that 
represented the imperialist states that encircled the homeland of  Communism” 
(p.85). In fact Snyder concludes that existence “no longer preceded essence,” 
“politics was no longer comprehensible in terms of  class struggle,” (p.109) 
and most emphatically, “the Soviet Union was no longer an ideological state” 
(p.116). Of  course if  one reduces Marxist/Stalinist ideology to the dimension 
of  internal (but not external) security, Snyder’s argument could be plausible. 
Even then it would be good to see a sociological analysis of  the national victims of  
Stalin’s killings. Yet “ideology” and “class struggle” were not uni-dimensional. 
For anyone who was educated in a communist state, the proposition that state 
security is part and parcel of  class struggle does not sound like the antithesis 
of  class struggle at all. On the contrary, the extension of  the enemy status to 
ethnic groups allegedly in the service of  foreign powers plotting to undermine 
communism was the logical conclusion of  the struggle against class enemies, 
resistance to which, according to Stalinist logic, intensifi ed even though the 

1   In an important book on Hitler’s rule in Europe, Mark Mazower contrasted national socialist killing 

to Stalinist killing by claiming that the purpose of  Soviet policy was “social revolution and not national 

purifi cation.” Mark Mazower, Hitler’s Empire: How the Nazis Ruled Europe (New York: Penguin Press, 2008), 

98.
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relentless struggle against them allegedly diminished their numbers. The script 
of  the Rajk trial in Hungary demonstrated this link. Leninism and Stalinism 
extended class struggle to the international scene, and in fact the “theory” of  
communism encompassed an international struggle between the progressive 
forces of  history and retrograde imperialism. The Novikov telegram (Novikov 
was the Soviet ambassador in Washington at the time, but the ideas put forth in 
the document are usually attributed to Vyacheslav Molotov), which was penned 
in 1946 in order to underpin ideologically the Bolshevization of  Eastern Europe 
and the schism with the West, attests to this logic. Communism was more than a 
struggle with domestic enemies: it was conceived as a global struggle. In addition, 
communist ideology was more than a fi ght against enemies.
Stalin’s absurd security concerns stemmed from the fact that he looked at 

the world through the lens of  a communist ideology that he himself  formulated. 
Moreover, communism encompassed more than just class struggle. It was 
a belief  in progress towards “communism,” which meant the withering away 
of  the state, the ability of  economic planning to overcome economic cycles, 
unemployment and exploitation. One would have to overlook the mountains of  
evidence and the history of  the Soviet export of  communism to Eastern Europe 
to claim that the Soviet Union was not an ideological state. Societies in Stalin’s 
USSR and in Eastern Europe, where the Stalinist system was transplanted, were 
permeated with communist ideology, and plenty of  people cherished a belief  
in communist ideology. As the historian Peter Kenez, who grew up in Stalinist 
Hungary, put it, “Many were careerists… but… genuine hypocrisy is diffi cult… 
It is better and easier to convince ourselves that what we say is true. There was 
a group of  people who had become Communists long ago and had spent their 
lives remaining faithful to their original commitments.” Kenez also noted that 
in the Soviet Union “the people who consciously and completely repudiated 
the lies that are at the foundation of  every repressive society were in a tiny 
minority.”2 Economic history also underscores the fact that the Soviet Union 
adhered to Marxist notions to the end of  its existence, although it should be 
noted that economic development did have a security dimension. Let it suffi ce 
to say that when in 1946 Eugene (Jen) Varga revised a basic tenet of  Marxist 
economic thought, he was forced to revoke his thesis.

2   Peter Kenez, “Dealing with Discredited Beliefs,” Kritika: Exploration in Russian and Eurasian History 4, 

no. 2 (Spring 2003): 369–77, 376.
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Bloodlands attributes the two greatest genocides in modern history, 
Stalinist and Nazi killings, to Stalin and Hitler’s attempts to construct a self-
suffi cient empire. They both targeted agriculture, albeit for different reasons. 
Stalin murdered kulaks to promote collectivization in order to support Soviet 
industrialization; Hitler turned east to provide a lasting source of  food for 
Germans through colonization and the murder of  the indigenous population. In 
Poland both Hitlerites and Stalinists fi rst targeted the same group for extinction: 
the Polish intelligentsia. In the Ukraine, Belorussia and the Baltics, German 
liquidation squads committed mass murders in the very places where the NKVD 
had done so before them, sometimes killing the sole family member to have 
survived Soviet slaughters. Nazi and Soviet systems interacted to produce the 
mass killings. Mayhem descended into an irrational vortex in the murderous 
German occupation of  the Soviet Union, in which the initial support enjoyed by 
the occupiers was fueled by the locals’ hatred of  the system to which many of  
their friends and family members had fallen victim before the Germans came. 
“Germans killed Jews as partisans, and many Jews became partisans. The Jews 
who became partisans were serving the Soviet regime, and were taking part in a 
Soviet policy to bring retributions upon civilians.” The partisan war in Belarus 
was “a perversely interactive effort of  Hitler and Stalin” (p.250).
Snyder is at his best in his interpretation of  the dynamics of  the events; 

the escalation of  Stalinist murder, the interactions that brought about the 
brutalization of  the war in the east to levels unmatched in Europe’s not terribly 
peaceful history. However his explanation of  Hitler’s decision to attack the 
Soviet Union and the related German decision to annihilate European Jewry is 
weakened by contradictions within his argument. 
How could so many lives be brought to a violent end? Snyder seems to say 

that the killings were products of  failed policies. In his assessment, the failure 
of  collectivization in the USSR and the failure of  Operation Barbarossa brought 
about the Holocaust. Thus genocide appears to have happened almost by default 
as a result of  Hitler’s and Stalin’s botched utopic visions: “they brought about 
catastrophes, blamed the enemy of  their choice, and then used the death of  
millions to make the case that their policies were necessary or desirable. Each 
of  them had a transformative Utopia, a group to be blamed when its realisation 
proved impossible, and then a policy of  mass murder that could be proclaimed as a 
kind of  ersatz victory” (pp.387–88). Yet the death of  millions may not have been 
ersatz victory for the two dictators, but their primary purpose. Furthermore, they 
did not act alone, but required the collaboration and cooperation of  countless 
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people from many walks of  life in order to carry out the mass murders, and 
these murders were often committed with great enthusiasm or opportunism. 
The broad array of  motives (greed, ideological zeal, racial, national and ethnic 
hatred) remain largely unexplored, so the killings are not suffi ciently explained.3 
Is it convincing to argue that the failure of  collectivization caused Stalin’s policy 
of  starvation, or that Hitler shifted to mass murder and presented it as an end 
in itself  after the defeat in Moscow and the United States’ entry into the war? 
The narrative leading up to Snyder’s explanation of  the Final Solution starts 

with the road to war. The author takes it for granted that Hitler’s aim was to 
colonize the East, meaning Poland and parts of  the Soviet Union, in order to 
satisfy his vision of  German colonization there. Yet if  this was the case, why 
did Hitler fi rst wish to destroy not Poland but Czechoslovakia, and preferably 
by way of  war? At fi rst glance, this might seem irrelevant to Snyder’s narrative, 
but if  these were indeed Hitler’s long-term goals, he was taking a risk regarding 
their attainment. If  colonization in the East was what he sought, why risk defeat 
in Czechoslovakia? One should remember that on paper at least Czechoslovakia 
was guaranteed by France and the Soviet Union. Czechoslovakia had absolutely 
no importance in a future campaign against Poland or the Soviet Union. Thus 
it was an odd choice to take on one of  Central Europe’s strongest military 
powers when the Wehrmacht was not yet ready. Furthermore, what would have 
happened if  Poland had decided to accept the German demands for Danzig and 
an extraterritorial passage to East Prussia? Some historians believe, moreover, 
that Great Britain was Hitler’s main prize, and knocking out the USSR, Hitler 
hoped, would force the British to come to terms.4 Contemplating Hitler’s goals 
in the war sheds light on the ultimate aims of  Nazi policies. Yet the British option 
is not discussed at all, and Snyder makes no attempt to offer an explanation as to 
why Hitler attacked Britain. In fact there is evidence to suggest that the Germans 

3   For the strength of  microhistory in explaining the complex web of  motivations in both participation 

in and resistance to persecution, see Omer Bartov, “Communal Genocide: Personal Accounts of  the 

Destruction of  Buczacz, Eastern Galicia, 1941–1944,” in Shatterzone of  Empires – Coexistence and Violence 

in the German, Habsburg, Russian and Ottoman Borderlands, ed. Omer Bartov and Eric Weitz (Bloomington, 

In.: Indiana University Press, 2013), 399–422. Alexander Prusin, “A ’Zone of  Violence’: The Anti-Jewish 

Pogroms in Eastern Galicia in 1914–1915 and 1941,” ibid. 362–77.

4  Mazower, Hitler’s Empire, 137. See also John Lukacs, The Duel: 10 May – 31 July 1940: the Eighty-Day 

Struggle between Churchill and Hitler (New Haven, Ct.: Yale University Press, 2001). We know that Hitler and 

the German military leadership were still interested in a landing in Britain shortly before they launched 

the attack on the Soviet Union. See Andreas Hillgruber, Hitlers Strategie. Politik und Kriegführung 1940–1941 

(Frankfurt: Bernard & Graefe, 1965).
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may have been amenable to the idea of  prolonging the truce with Stalin. Molotov 
went to Berlin in November 1940 to negotiate a modus vivendi in Europe. It was 
only after the talks failed due to Molotov’s refusal to cede Bulgaria to Germany 
that Hitler gave the fi nal order for Operation Barbarossa. Yet Snyder does not 
mention the Berlin talks. More recently a debate emerged on the notion of  
preemptive attack, more precisely the contention was made that Hitler invaded 
the Soviet Union because he learned that Stalin was preparing for war against 
Germany. This position is incompatible with Snyder’s position. Perhaps one does 
not want to buy into this assumption, but the pros and cons of  this argument 
brought new facts to light and gave rise to new interpretations regarding Hitler’s 
and Stalin’s motives.5 As Snyder’s arguments revolve around the two dictators’ 
concepts of  security, it would have been useful to have presented the main 
ideas of  this debate.6 I would tend to agree that given Hitler’s worldview, the 
destruction of  Bolshevism may have been his main war aim, but I feel that the 
reader should be made aware of  the dilemmas and controversies, as well as the 
lacunae in our knowledge. 
Snyder’s explanation of  the war against the Soviet Union is also problematic. 

He argues that “Hitler’s economic vision could be realized only after actual 
military confl ict” (p.159). According to Snyder, “the Soviet Union was the only 
realistic source of  calories for Germany and its Western European Empire” 
(p.161). Colonization was motivated by access to agricultural space, which in 
turn was allegedly needed to grow enough food to supply a growing number 
of  Germans. Potentially there was ample food available for Hitler’s Germans 
without the resort to war as a result of  exploitative bilateral clearing agreements. 
Through this ingenious arrangement, Germany received essential items, 
including foodstuffs, from the Soviet Union, Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria and 
Yugoslavia. In fact the latter three sold much of  their surplus to Germany, the 
market of  which helped them emerge from recession. Eventually Germany 
was not paying for the shipments it received (the mechanism of  the clearing 
agreements made this possible with impunity). The fact that exports from 
Southeast Europe declined after 1939 can be partly attributed to the war.7 Mark 

5   Several authors have argued that the doctrine of  “interimperialistic contradictions” shaped Stalin’s 

policy. This again proves the ideological nature of  Soviet thinking.

6   For good overviews see e.g. Chris Bellamy, Absolute War – Soviet Russia in the Second World War (New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007); Gerhard Wettig, Stalin and the Cold War in Europe: The Emergence and Development 

of  East–West Confl ict, 1939–1953 (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2008).

7   György Ránki, The Economics of  the Second World War (Vienna: Böhlau, 1993).
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Mazower’s conclusion that Nazi racial goals were the raison d’être of  the war in 
the East seems more convincing.8

Snyder’s explanation of  the evolution of  the Final Solution fl ows from his 
presentation of  the war against the Soviet Union as having been ineluctable. 
Originally, or so Snyder argues, Hitler sought a peaceful solution, the emigration 
of  European Jews to distant lands. Only when this turned out to be impossible 
did killing come to the forefront. Again this idea is presented without any 
attempt at a dialogue with other positions on this complicated issue. Snyder 
claims that deportation to Madagascar was the original “plan.” Snyder claims 
that, “In late 1940 and early 1941, the Royal Navy prevented Hitler’s Oceanic 
version of  the Final Solution,” as the British still controlled the sea lanes (p.160). 
Madagascar defi nitely fl oated around as a “solution” to the “Jewish Question.” 
For instance, the Hungarian Nazis openly talked about it in the early 1940s and 
even after extermination became offi cial policy in Germany. Was this a plan in a 
technical sense? On page 159 Snyder asserts that the Germans lacked the ships 
necessary to invade Britain. If  the Germans lacked the capacity to carry a few 
hundred thousand troops across the channel, how would the deportation of  
millions of  people to an island in the Indian Ocean have been possible? Ground 
transportation was also a problem: German planners understood that the 
deportation of  160, 000 Jews from the Lodz ghetto to the Generalgouvernement 
would require 200 days.9 As Saul Friedländer put it, Hitler may have used 
“the Madagascar idea as a metaphor for the expulsion of  the Jews from the 
continent.”10 Hitler was aware of  the logistical problem. When Martin Bormann 
asked how they were to be shipped there, he answered ironically, “A Strength 
through Joy Fleet?”11

Bloodlands runs into a similar diffi culty with the claim that the Nazis hoped to 
use the Soviet Union as a dumping ground for Jews. Snyder notes that “[t]he allied 
Soviet Union had rejected Germany’s proposal to import two million European 
Jews” (pp.160–61). How serious this proposal was we do not actually learn, but 
Snyder contends that “if  Germany conquered the Soviet Union, it could use Soviet 
territories as it pleased” (p.161). Later in the book he argues that, “Russia is vast: 

 8  Mazower, Hitler’s Empire, 104.

  9  See on this and more details on the “Madagascar Plan” Götz Aly, ‘Final Solution’ Nazi Population Policy 

and the Murder of  the European Jews (London: Arnold, 1990).

10 Saul Friedländer, The Years of  Extermination – Nazi Germany and the Jews (New York: HarperCollins, 

2007), 81.

11 Mazower, Hitler’s Empire, 120.
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the Germans never even aimed to colonize more than its western fi fth” (p.336). It 
is hard to see how they could have dumped millions of  unwanted people there if  
the full stretch of  the country was not to be a German colony.
In Snyder’s view Hitler and his leaders did not originally intend to kill all the 

Jews. The Final Solution, rather, was the result of  a lack of  other options and the 
German failure in the war against the Soviet Union. “Six months after Operation 
Barbarossa was launched, Hitler had reformulated the war aims such that the 
physical extermination of  the Jews became the priority” (p.187). “When the war 
was lost, Hitler called the mass murder of  the Jews his victory” (p.388). The 
question is whether Hitler knew in early December that he had lost the war. And 
could he ever openly call the killing of  the Jews his victory and hence substitute 
it for victory in the war to the German people? We know that everything about 
the killings was kept secret as far as possible. Snyder contends that the physical 
liquidation of  European Jews was not a foregone conclusion. Rather, according 
to him it was a resolution that evolved during the fi rst phase of  the war. 
Snyder’s argument may be problematic on several important points. In the 

fall of  1941 Hitler did not know that the invasion of  the Soviet Union would fail, 
and neither did anyone else, including people with a far more astute perception 
of  the situation than Hitler. Snyder himself  claims on page 211 that “Even 
after the failures of  Operations Barbarossa and Typhoon, Hitler… seemed to 
believe that he could conquer the USSR in early 1942.” It is more reasonable to 
assume that even in 1942, “victory was assumed to lie only a few months away” 
(p.379). It is therefore diffi cult to believe that the Holocaust was a substitute for 
a victory that Hitler thought he could still obtain. However, Snyder’s argument 
rests on this claim if  we are to believe that Hitler adopted the Final Solution in 
response to a dramatic constellation of  events. One factor was the alleged 
realization that Germany could not win the war; the other was the formation 
of  the grand alliance: “Jews as such would be killed as retribution for the U.S.–
U.K.–USSR alliance” (p.217). Hitler announced on December 12 that “the world 
war is here. The annihilation of  Jewry must be the necessary consequence.” 
As Snyder asserts, Hitler became convinced that a worldwide Jewish conspiracy 
had brought Germany into war with all three powers. This would make sense 
only if  the United States had declared war on Germany, which was not the case. 
Snyder admits that the United States reciprocated the German declaration of  
war. Even Hitler’s warped mind could not have missed that point. Thus the 
question should be why Hitler actually brought about the Grand Alliance by 
declaring war on the United States.  
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In addition, Snyder’s own chronology throws into question the argument 
that Hitler made up his mind to kill the Jews only in December. Himmler, as 
Snyder asserts, “endorsed the killing of  women and children in July 1941” 
(p.197) and “the total extermination of  Jewish communities in August 1941” 
(p.206). The “death factory” of  Beec was established in “late October 1941” 
(pp.255–56), and the Chemno facility was gassing Jews “as of  December 1941” 
(p.258). This was hardly a result of  a new policy initiative after the coalition came 
into existence later that month. Goebbels stated on November 16 that the fate 
of  the Jews would be annihilation. Finally, one would need to demonstrate that 
there was a change of  paradigm in Jewish policy before and after December 
1941. In fact, mass killings to exterminate Jews were already taking place in 1941. 
Even though it was the preferred option, exterminating the Jews may not have 
become automatic, even after 1941. The policy of  exterminating Hungarian 
Jews was an evolutionary policy in 1944, and immediate, total liquidation was 
the desired outcome, although it confl icted with a pressing need for forced 
labor in the Jägerstab program.12 Snyder constructed a timeline of  events that 
would support his argument that the extermination of  the Jews became the 
only Nazi option when Hitler no longer believed in victory. In doing so, he 
may have underestimated the murderous propensity of  Hitlerism. Victory 
was not yet beyond reach for the Germans in 1941 or even 1942, although it 
was delayed. My intention is not so much to address the question of  whether 
German extermination policies were predetermined or escalated (radicalized), 
but rather to observe that by introducing the formation of  the Grand Alliance 
as the trigger for the implementation of  the policy to kill all Jews, in my reading 
Snyder has rationalized a policy the real foundation of  which, in my assessment, 
was irrational hate.
Snyder argues that Hitler could still have reversed his policies in December 

1941, much as Antonescu did. This statement obscures the difference between 
the two leaders. Antonescu may have been a murderous anti-Semite who 
presided over the annihilation of  300,000 people in territories attached to 
Romania after the Soviets were pushed back by the Wehrmacht. Yet he was a 
Romanian nationalist fi rst and acted in (his perception of) Romania’s national 

12   Gábor Kádár, Zoltán Vági, A végs döntés: Berlin, Budapest, Birkenau 1944 [The Final Decision: Berlin, 

Budapest, Birkenau 1944] (Budapest: Jaffa Kiadó, 2013). For a similar argument see also Tim Cole, Holocaust 

City – The Making of  a Jewish Ghetto (New York–London: Routledge, 2003). For a view that the Germans had 

a “master plan” when they invaded Hungary, see Randolph Braham, The Politics of  Genocide – The Holocaust 

in Hungary, vol. 1 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994).
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interest. The Jews in Romania proper were his Jews, not the Germans’ Jews, 
and their fate would be decided according to the perceived national interests of  
Romania. Unlike Hitler, Antonescu did not construct an ideology around mortal 
struggle for the survival of  his race.13 Ferenc Szálasi, the leader of  the Hungarian 
National Socialists, understood that Hitler’s mission was to “struggle against 
international Jewry.” Szálasi was a self-professed Jew hater. He called the Jews 
“executioners of  the peoples,” and he sought to expel all Jews from Hungary 
and the continent, but he did not share other aspects of  Hitler’s racist ideology. 
He too was fi rst and foremost a nationalist. This explains why Szálasi refused to 
hand over Hungary’s remaining several hundred thousand Jews to the Germans 
after they installed him in power in October 1944. Eichmann had to content 
himself  with 60,000 forced laborers who were “lent” to him by the Hungarian 
Nazi leader, but whom Szálasi expected to get back after the war.14

Robert Jervis has remarked that in order to kill Jews the Germans sacrifi ced 
security.15 This would be true if  German politics had been anything close to 
rational. In fact, for Hitler and many of  his followers killing Jews was a prerequisite 
of  security, indeed of  the very survival of  the German race. Snyder actually cites 
sources to support this claim, but he fails to go as far as his sources potentially 
could have taken him. He understates the essence of  Nazism and presents the 
drive to kill all members of  a group of  people as a product of  rational politics. 
An Austrian policeman wrote to his wife of  his emotions while killing Jews: “I 
aimed calmly and shot surely at the men, women and infants. I kept in mind that 
I have two infants at home, whom these hordes would treat the same, if  not 
ten times worse.” General Gustav von Becholsteim advocated the mass murder 
of  Jews as a preventive measure, arguing that had the Soviets invaded Europe, 
the Jews, who were “no longer humans,” would have exterminated Germans 
(pp.205–6). As Goebbels put it, Jews were “suffering a gradual process of  
annihilation” that they had “intended for us.” In a recent book Wendy Lower 
has reconstructed the genocidal mindset of  the many thousands of  German 
women who went on a torture and killing spree against the Jews in the East. 

13   For an outstanding biography of  Antonescu see Dennis Deletant, Hitler’s Forgotten Ally: Ion Antonescu 

and his Regime, Romania 1940–1944 (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2006). 

14   Rudolf  Paksa, Szálasi Ferenc és a hungarizmus [Ferenc Szálasi and the Hungarist Movement] (Budapest: 

Jaffa Kiadó–MTA Bölcsészettudományi Kutatóközpont, 2013), on his views regarding Jews and Hitler’s 

struggle: 66–67. See also László Karsai, Refl ektor a sötétbe. Szálasi Ferenc naplója 1943. szeptember 15–1944. július 

18. 1–-2. [Refl ector in the Dark. The Diary of  Ferenc Szálasi] Beszél 13, no. 3. (2008) 54–76; Beszél 13, no. 

4. (2008), 60–79. 

15   Robert Jervis, American Foreign Policy in a New Era (New York–London: Routledge, 2005).
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Lower cites a wartime letter penned by a woman who “took dictation” from 
Hitler: “Our people immigrating here [to the Ukraine] do not have an easy task, 
but there are many possibilities to achieve great things […] One comes to the 
conclusion that the foreign people are not suitable for various reasons […] an 
admixture of  blood between the controlling strata, the German element and the 
foreign people would occur. That would be a cardinal breach […] of  the need to 
preserve our Nordic racial inheritance and our future would then take a similar 
course to that of… the Roman Empire.” Killing may not have been “a substitute 
for triumph” (p.215).16 In Snyder’s portrayal, economics (the “foundation” in 
Marxist thought) underlay Stalin’s and Hitler’s killing sprees. But Hitler did not 
need to kill in order to get all the food he needed and more from the East. The 
bilateral clearing agreements that Hitler had signed with his clients (Yugoslavia, 
Romania, Hungary and the Soviet Union) worked well, and Germany was 
receiving goods even when it was no longer paying for them. Even when one 
considers the food needs of  a “thousand-year” Reich, more traditional colonial 
practices would have suffi ced, assuming that food shortage was a primary factor 
in Nazi politics at all.
The thesis that the killings of  1932–1945 were an interaction between the 

two tyrannical powers is persuasive for many of  the areas under discussion. 
It breaks down for Hungary and even Yugoslavia and Slovakia, where the 
Holocaust had nothing to do with Stalin or the Soviet Union. The statement 
that Hungarian Jews (or most but not all of  them I should say) were murdered 
in the “Bloodlands” does not help explain why this last chapter (one of  the 
most rapid and devastating episodes) of  the Final Solution took place. For a 
clearer understanding of  the motivations of  the many participants in the politics 
of  genocide it would have been interesting to compare the motivations of  
leaders like Antonescu, Szálasi, Tiso and Ante Paveli, as well as to contrast the 
peculiarities of  the Romanian Holocaust, which created its own “bloodlands,” 
with the Holocaust in Hungary, which used its own territory as a killing ground 
to a much smaller extent. In one sentence, for a more universal explanation of  
Nazi genocide, the geographical scope ought to have been slightly extended.17 
After all, the title of  the book does claim to discuss “Europe.” This is not to say 
that I fault the author for not providing a more systematic, country-by-country 

16   Wendy Lower, Hitler’s Furies: German Women in the Nazi Killing Fields (Boston: Houghton, Miffl in, 

Harcourt, 2013), 215. 

17  For a geographically broader approach to violence in twentieth-century Europe see Keith Lowe, 

Savage Continent – Europe in the Aftermath of  World War II (New York: Saint Martin’s Press, 2012). 
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account of  Nazi or Communist rule in Europe. Yet the vast number of  victims 
of  the Holocaust in the Yugoslav territories and in territories under Romanian 
and Hungarian jurisdiction would have justifi ed a comparison with “bloodlands,” 
all the more so since a comparison of  the methods that were used would have 
provided further insights into the mindsets and motives of  the perpetrators.
In Snyder’s account, as in many recent accounts of  the genocides that 

occurred in twentieth-century Europe, the comfortable notion of  a leader-centric 
world (Stalin and Hitler and their close knit group) is shattered. No longer can 
we comfort ourselves with the thought that the tyrants’ maniacal visions were 
shared by only a few. Mass murder was not just part of  Hitler’s and Stalin’s 
agendas, but rather was part of  an agenda shared by many of  their compatriots 
of  every rank and fi le. Mass murder, dehumanization, and the persecution of  
tens of  millions on racial and social grounds was a product of  a quest for state/
racial security that is not security understood in the normal sense. The Stalinist 
and National Socialist security dilemma arose through the lens of  two ideologies 
of  hatred and prescribed the annihilation or at least the incarceration of  millions 
as a sine qua non of  state/national survival. Snyder underestimates the scope 
of  communist genocide perpetrated against foreign nationals after the war. On 
page 318 he asserts that the Soviets took 287,000 people as laborers from East 
European countries, but he makes no mention of  the tremendous death toll. 
From Hungary alone almost 230,000 civilians were taken in so-called cleansing 
actions, and together with POWs some 600,000 Hungarians languished in labor 
camps, where roughly a third of  them may have perished.18 And this is just the 
Hungarian fi gure. Snyder is also mistaken that Noel Field was not tried in the 
Rajk trial (p. 318). He was, and he was held in prison until his release after Stalin’s 
death. Moreover, Rajk’s main crime was not that he was allegedly an agent of  
Field, although this may have been the fi rst script of  the trial. Rather, he was 
convicted primarily for his purported service to Tito’s Yugoslavia, revealing a 
new, ominous turn in Stalin’s lethal paranoia.
These qualifi cations notwithstanding, Bloodlands is a brilliant analysis and a 

deeply emphatic and humanistic approach to suffering and its causes in an all 
but forgotten part of  Europe. It is likely to be read and debated for a long time 
to come.

László Borhi

18   Stark Tamás, Magyar foglyok a Szovjetunióban [Hungarian Prisoners in the Soviet Union] (Budapest: 

Lucidus, 2006). 
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