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Anti-fascist Propaganda among Italian
Prisoners of War in the USSR, 1941-6

Maria Teresa Giusti

Anti-fascist propaganda directed at Italian POWSs in the USSR forms part of a
wider research project being undertaken on the general conditions of Italian
POWSs in Soviet camps during World War I1.! This covers their treatment imme-
diately after capture and during their transfer to the camps, but also includes a
survey of Soviet leadership attitudes towards POWs. Many of these attitudes can
be identified from the anti-fascist propaganda organized in the Soviet camps.
The focus here is on the political education and propaganda directed at Italian
POWSs in the Soviet camps and its short-term and long-term effects. Particular
emphasis is given to analysing Soviet techniques of political education and
indoctrination of Italian prisoners. In addition, it is essential to examine the role
of the Italian Communist Party leadership in exile, and especially its leader,
Palmiro Togliatti, in the problems connected with the treatment of Italian POWs
in Soviet camps and to their role in facilitating or hindering the return of pris-
oners of war to Italy.

The question of prisoners of war during World War I has remained a very
important issue for both Italian foreign and internal policy since 19456, when the
repatriation of only 10,032 Italian POWSs from the Soviet Union gave rise to ani-
mated quarrels and controversies in public and also among Italian political parties
in the post-war period. On 25 August 1945, the Soviets suddenly announced the
repatriation of their Italian POWSs, and in November 1946 the Soviet government
declared that the process of repatriation was completed. By that time 10,032 sol-
diers and officers had returned to Italy from Soviet camps. The Soviet government,
trying to hide the high mortality in the prison camps, never explained what hap-
pened to the overwhelming majority of the Italian POWSs, who numbered around
70,000 men? The enormous discrepancy between the number of prisoners
returned and the number of ARMIR (the Italian Army in Russia) troops captured
by Soviet forces turned the problem of POWs into an acute issue for post-war
Italian politics. Tens of thousands of families whose sons were sent to the Russian
front and never returned suspected that their loved ones had been kept in Soviet
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camps, and therefore tri i i
sk bt ;;l r:tc;ezlt pressure on the Italian government to raise the
Althf)ugh a major political issue in the post-war period, the question of Italian
POWS in the Soviet Union has been woefully neglected by Italian historiography:
It'allal‘l scholars have essentially ignored the sufferings of Italian officers andlz;o)li-.
diers in Soviet priscfn camps, as well as the attempted de-fascistization of Italy’s
::n:;d forces organized by the Red Army between 1942 and the repatriation of
946. The reasons for this neglect are primarily connected to political questions
For rnan.y years officially sanctioned historiography did not dwell on the defeat oi‘
the fascist army and this inevitably meant that the hard conditions of life in Soviet
camps and their consequences for thousands of Italian POWs were also ignored
A second reason for the lack of attention given to Italian POWs in Russia h:as
been the.unavailability of any documentation from Soviet archives. This onl
changed in the 1990s but now that newly released material has becon.le availablz
to scholars_, it has helped to answer some of the important questions on the histo
of the Itah?.ns in Soviet hands. This research is based on documents drawn ﬁ'orrg
th.ree Russian archives in Moscow: the Russian State Archive of Socio-political
HlStO‘ry (hereafter named RGASPI), the Russian State Archive (GARF) and the
Russian E%tate Military Archive (RGVA). The Russian documentation especiall
the m?ltenal found in RGASPI, consists of letters sent to members of,l(ominterz
or‘ written by them, Komintern resolutions, reports written by the political com-
misears, lesson plans for anti-fascist schools and courses. Other material consists
of official reports about the living condition in the Soviet camps, the numberl of
P(?Ws and the percentage of their mortality. A case history conce,ming an Italian
prtson_er of war found among the Russian documents provides a useful insight into
the prisoners’ state of health in the camps.3 With regards to Italian archives tie rele-
van.t documentation has been found in the archive of the General Sta,ﬂ" of the
Illalmn Army, where important documents about the repatriation are preserved, and
in (hc‘ archive of the Foundation Institute Gramsci in Rome. In addition atl;l
memoirs and recorded testimonies of surviving former Italian POWs d d X
wealth of important information. =
; During the war, the Italian government never discovered how many of their sol
a!wr..ﬁ and officers had been captured by the Red Army since, as it is well known-
?Slalm ljefused to sign the Geneva Convention. However, ev;:n after 1943, it ,
impossible to get any information through diplomatic, sources about tiw Wai
num‘bf:r of Italians captured in Russia during the conflict. In the post-war variod,rt‘::1
coalition of political parties that ruled Italy until the 1948 general electisns ch :
m_n to pursue the Soviet Union on the question of how few soldiers had bee;1 e
frlatcd tl"rom Russia. As a former Axis country defeated during the war, and be::pa .
its coalition included the representatives of the Communist Party unt’il May 19:?
the government could neither exercise sufficient pressure on the victorious Sovie;
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Union nor make direct requests to Moscow about the real number of missing sol-
diers and POWs kept in the Soviet camps. Essentially, it accepted the official
version that attributed the high mortality to the Battle of the River Don and to the
subsequent Axis retreat.

The international situation also was not conducive to raising the issue of the fate
of the Italian prisoners. At a time when the Italian government was concentrating
all its efforts on securing a more favourable peace treaty, it could ill afford to
alienate the Soviets by raising the prisoner of war problem. At the same time,
according to some documentation drawn from American archives, it does seems
that the Italian government did try to involve the United States, as a victorious
power, in an attempt to get information about Italian POWs from the Soviets.*
Domestically, Italian governments did not do much to provide official explanations
about the real results of the Russian campaign; but many newspapers did highlight
the problem of POWs in the Soviet Union, and blamed the leadership of the Italian
Communist Party that had been exiled in the USSR during the war for not doing
more to press for information about and, repatriation of, POWSs. As a result, during
the first post-war years, the issue of Italian POWs was kept alive mainly by such
grass-roots organizations as the ‘Alliance of Families of Soldiers Missing in
Russia’ and the “National Union of Former POWs in Russia’ (UNIRR)" that tried
to gather information on the whereabouts of missing military personnel and to
mobilize public opinion and pressure the government to continue investigating
their fate.

Italy started its Russian campaign by organizing an expeditionary army corps,

the CSIR, in 1941; a year later in July 1942 the ARMIR, consisting of 230,000
men, left Italy for the Russian front. The ARMIR was not properly equipped for
warfare on the Eastern Front and, perhaps more importantly, the Italian soldiers
were not sufficiently motivated to fight against Russians. Many of the soldiers were
sent to the Eastern Front after having fought in the Greek and Albanian campaigns
but, according to some evidence, the soldiers’ departures from Italian stations were
marked by clashes and brawls, and many of them returned late to their units after
periods of leave.b Conversely, loyalty to the country and the oath taken to the king
were very strong among the officers, and this helped to justify the new campaign
in Russia.

The ARMIR took part in a major battle at the River Don, fought between mid-
November 1942 and January 1943, in which it suffered major losses amounting to
about 95,000 men. Thanks to Russian documentation, it has now become clear that
the number of Italian captives was very high and that the majority of them died in
Soviet camps rather than on the battlefield. Changes in the political situation in the
carly 1990s led to an agreement in 1992 between Italy and Russia that committed
the Russian government to providing all the lists of deceased Italian POWs in
Soviet lagers. The Italian Ministry of Defence now has in its possession 2,600
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pages of documents containing the names of 64,500 Italian officers and soldiers,
of whom 38,000 died in Soviet camps. Also included in these numbers were the
names of 21,800 repatriated soldiers, including Italians who had been taken pris-
onerby the Germans after 8 September 1943 for refusing to continue fighting with
Germany. When their camps were overrun by the Red Army, (from 1944 onwards)
large numbers of Italians were transferred to Soviet territory, where they received
the same treatment as other Italian POWSs. After the initial interrogations of those
repatriated, it became clear that only 10,032 had actually been soldiers with the
ARMIR.”

A high percentage of POWs, perhaps as many as 22,000 indviduals, died in
Soviet hands as a consequence of exhaustion, disease and hunger during the so-
called ‘davaj’® marches and during their transfer on goods trains.” Even the
majority of the POWs who succeeded in reaching the camps did not survive. The
Russian documents sent from Moscow show that the mortality among Italian
POWs in Soviet camps was particularly high, if compared with the percentage of
mortality of other POWs as reported in the official documents.'® A document from
NKVD (Narodnyj Komissariat Vnutrennych Del, the People Commissariat for
Internal Affairs), referring to the period until 1956 (the year of repatriation of
German POWSs) shows that the mortality among Italian captives was the highest:
from their capture until 1956 it reached 56.5 per cent while in the same period the
percentage of mortality among German POWs was 14per cent, Hungarians 10.6
per cent, and Rumanians 29 per cent.!! This may seem strange as it is well known
that many Germans were shot right after being captured, and that the living condi-
tions for German POWs in the camps were much harder in comparison with those
of other nationalities.

The explanation for the high mortality among Italians can be attributed to the
following reasons. Most Italian POW's were captured at the end of 1942 and begin-
ning of 1943, the period when the Red Army took most prisoners on Soviet terri-
tory. This represented the moment when the Soviets’ resources were stretched to
the limit and they found it hard to keep so many prisoners. As a result, general
living conditions in the camps were harder then than at any other time. Morcover,
the official data was based on the totals of prisoners after their arrival at the camps:
thus the German prisoners and also many Italian officers who were shot soon after
capture were obviously never registered. As a result of this, the percentage of
Italians repatriated from the Soviet Union was only 14 per cent, while over 90 per
cent of Italian prisoners were repatriated from imprisonment in the Allies’
camps, 12

Examination of the lists sent by the Russian government shows that 85 per cent
of deaths among Italian prisoners took place in the first months of 1943; their mor-
tality accounted for 90 per cent of deaths in all the camps in March 1943.13
Prisoners’ living conditions were so hard that most Italian captives died because
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they could not adapt to their situation and to the Russian climate. Furthermore, the
Italian soldiers’ clothing and equipment was not suitable to deal with the rigours
of a Russian winter. Even the soldiers of the Alpine Corps, who had been trained
to withstand fighting in low temperatures, did not survive as a result of the harsh
conditions, poor equipment and hunger. Most deaths occurred as a result of
hunger, typhus and other diseases connected to malnutrition. The initial disorgan-
ization with which the Soviets received so many POWs was also due to the general
situation in Russia and to the fact that the Soviet Army, still involved in a great
battle, had to sustain a great degree of mobilization to drive back the enemy.

Among the Soviet organizations entrusted with POWs was the Ministry’s Main
Administration for Prisoners of War and Internees (GUPVI), a structure created
inside the NKVD. These institutions were concerned with the prisoners’ treatment.
The Political Department for POWs of the Red Army and the Political Directorate
for Prisoners of War, created by the Executive Committee of Komintern (IKKI),
dealt with the propaganda. Inside the Komintern, a party member for each nation-
ality organized the political work among the prisoners, supervised by Georgi
Dimitrov and Palmiro Togliatti, respectively First Secretary and Secretary of the
Komintern, and Dmitrii Zacharovit Manuil’skii, a leading member of the commu-
nist organization. The Italian branch of the Political Directorate for Prisoners of
War was staffed by members of the Italian Communist Party in exile who worked
as political instructors, supervised by Togliatti and other leading communists,
including Vincenzo Bianco, Edoardo D’Onofrio and Paolo Robotti, Togliatti’s
brother-in-law.

The Soviet organization for dealing with POWSs involved a great many agencies
and this inevitably meant that different approaches were often developed to solve
the many problems that arose in dealing with prisoners. Individual agencies often
adopted different attitudes to the prisoners, and consequently they sometimes
pursued mutually incompatible strategies towards their charges.!* The exiled
Communist leadership were very well informed of the prisoners’ treatment after
capture, since Italian Communist Party members often visited the camps as polit-
ical instructors. Moreover, Vincenzo Bianco, the representative of the Italian
Communist Party inside the Komintern who was responsible for anti-fascist
propaganda among Italian prisoners, wrote the well-known letter to Togliatti on 31
January 1943 asking the communist leader to protest to the Soviets that ‘as many
[elite] soldiers and officers of the Alpine Corps had died as [ordinary] members of
Italian infantry divisions’.!® Togliatti replied to Bianco by writing a long letter that
reveals the difficult political situation of the exiled Communist leadership, as well
as the Italian Communist leader’s complete submission to Stalin’s decisions and
the total devotion to the rules of the international communist movement. Togliatti
accused Bianco of ‘abstract humanism’ and with placing national interests above
class interests.!0 Togliatti considered the death of so many soldiers of an invasion



82 * Re-education

army as the ‘the most effective among the antidotes’ against Mussolini and
Fascism in general: it was the best way to show the Italian people what errors had
been committed by the regime. Anyway, he argued, all the prisoners who remained
alive could be useful to the communist cause, if they were re-educated in demo-
cratic principles before their repatriation.!” On 20 March 1943, Bianco sent
another letter to Togliatti related to this topic, in which he returned to the question
of the fate of so many Italian soldiers, claiming that the death of so many Italian
prisoners had done great damage to the political work. He wrote:

[ perfectly realise that, fighting against the Soviet Union, they [Italian soldiers] com-
mitted a serious political crime against Soviet people . . . But you know better than me
what it means to forget about them, about the workers of the fascist block, and, besides,
I know very well that this isn’t your real opinion. '8

[n spite of the inflexible hierarchical communist system, on 24 March 1943,
Bianco sent a letter directly to General Petrov, who was responsible for the admin-
istration of camps for POWs (GUPVI). Referring to his visit to Camp 58
(Tiomnikov), Bianco openly accused the organization responsible for the treat-
ment of POWs (the NKVD) of neglecting them and overseeing the deaths of hun-
dreds every day. Bianco claimed that the bad organization was due to the different
attitudes held by the NKVD on the one hand, and the Political Section of the Red
Army (PURKKA) on the other. According to Bianco, GUPVI considered POWs
as ‘conscious enemies of the socialist country’, who, for this reason, could also
die. Conversely, PURKKA considered them a great resource: there were hundreds
of men from whom a great deal of information could be acquired. Moreover, its
priority was to expedite the re-education of these men in democratic principles so
that they would become ‘the best propagandists’ for the ‘socialist country’.
According to Bianco, such terrible conditions in the camps ‘made re-education
work among POWs impossible’ and ‘made the activity of all those comrades who
had undertaken the work as political instructors more difficult’. In sum, Bianco
went over Togliatti’s head to appeal directly to GUPVI and used political reasons
and the aims of the International Communist Movement in order to plead for better
living conditions for Italian captives.

Turning to the propaganda campaigns themselves, many of those prisoners who
succeeded in surviving the hard living conditions accepted political indoctrination
and attended the anti-fascist schools since, in general, it was well known that living
conditions at the schools were better than in ordinary camps.!? Other captives were
attracted by genuine political interests or just by curiosity towards a new political
creed that represented an alternative to Fascism. Moreover, the evidence?® shows
that there were also many ex-fascist officers, particularly nationalists, who in cap-
tivity rejected their former ideological allegiances. This can be explained as a reac-
tion to the military defeat in Russia, which represented the failure of the Italian
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Army, but also to Mussolini’s choice in undertaking a war and bringing about the
collapse of the country. However, there was also a great number of prisoners who
refused to accept the reasoning of communist propaganda. All the promises of
constructing a better world in [taly, based on the socialist principles, seemed to be
in total contradiction to what they had seen in Russian territory and to treatment
meted out to most of their fellow soldiers who had died during captivity.

The political propaganda carried out among Italian POWs aimed at re-educating
officers and soldiers obfuscated by fascist ideology, and persuading captives of the
merits and values of Marxist-Leninist doctrine. The principal aim of the PURRKA
was to create ‘an anti-fascist mass movement’?! which could achieve both short
and long-term objectives. In examining the political education and propaganda
among Italian POWs it is possible to distinguish two major periods with their own
goals and methods: the first that lasted until the Armistice between Italy and the
Allies (8 September 1943), and the second one that began after the Armistice. In
the first period the propaganda activities organized among Italian POWs were
aimed at reaching military objectives: the desertion of fighting troops using pris-
oners’ appeals sent to the Italian Army through leaflet; the collapse of Mussolini’s
regime; the end of the alliance between Germany and Italy.?? The contents of such
leaflets suggested to the prisoners, during conversations or meetings with them,
related to the necessity of putting an end to the Fascist regime and to the war for
the good of Italy. It was also underlined that all responsibility for the military dis-
aster of the ARMIR in Russia should been assigned exclusively to Mussolini and
not to the Italian people. This last item was strongly emphasized in order to free
the fighting forces, the Italian people and the POWs from any guilt, and also to
draw the POWSs closer to communist political reasoning. Another important item
in this campaign was to stress the absurdity of the alliance between Italy and her
‘old’ German enemy.??

After 8 September 1943, the political objectives were concerned exclusively
with political matters. The long-term objectives of the political education and
propaganda among prisoners were stated by the Komintern Secretariat resolution
of 5 February 1943 and they aimed at ‘forming conscious and convinced anti-
fascists and preparing new national military units as well as new cadres for the
communist movement’.2* Another goal of propaganda was that of offering a posi-
tive image of the Soviet system as the best political order possible. This was form-
ulated by Vincenzo Bianco in a letter sent to the Italian political instructors on 27
April 1943.

Apart from showing the false and reactionary attitude of Fascism, you should explain
‘what [the] Soviet Union is’, for instance, since the democratic-bourgeois revolution up
to World War I1. . . . To explain what [the] Soviet Union is, you can show as an example
the fact that the working class can and should fight for building a regime that could not
only destroy the reasons of the war, but permit all the workers to lead the State and
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build their own existence, like in the Soviet Union, without either capitalists or black

shirts 25

Nikolaj Terestenko, the Soviet political commissar responsible for propaganda
among the Italian prisoners of war, describes a conversation between Palmiro
Togliatti and Manuilskij, during which the former had declared that the
Communist Party considered political re-education of the POWs, its duty and a
national task. ‘As soon as we were informed of a great many Italian prisoners of
war arriving in the camps, the party leadership and I decided to send the best com-
munist instructors to carry out the political work among them’.26 The purpose of
the Communist leadership was to create armed military groups among former
POWs as well as to educate ‘agitators’ who would work for the Communist Party
after their repatriation. The anti-fascist education was organized therefore on two
levels: the level of mass political education, directed at POWs in general and
carried out in all the camps among the prisoners gathered according to nationality;
and the second level, reserved only for deeply motivated prisoners, who would be
sent to specially organized anti-fascist schools.

Interrogations of POWs by the political instructors were considered to be the
ﬁrst‘ Step in the re-education work. They were seen as a reliable source of infor-
mation about the prisoner’s state of mind and political attitudes. This information
was also utilized to single out both presumed war criminals and the POWs who
had possessed positive attitudes towards the Communist Party even before being
mobilized into the Italian army, and who were, therefore, ready to join the anti-
fascist movement.?” The information distilled from the interrogations shows that a
large part of Italian prisoners did not have anti-fascist attitudes: many of them
expll'cssed approval of Mussolini’s domestic policies, especially the measures
agmnst unemployment, and limited their criticisms to Fascist foreign policy, espe-
cially Mussolini’s decision to join the war. Regarding the attitude of Italian soldiers
towards politics, the interrogations and discussions with political instructors
revealed that most of the prisoners did not care about political questions and did
not know anything about Italian politics before Fascism.?® Many of the Ttalian offi-
Cers, on the other hand, proved to be convinced supporters of the Fascist regime
and the overwhelming majority of them expressed a continuing loyalty to the
monarchy.

For this reason, the officers’ acceptance of anti-fascist ideology was rather rare.
Therefore both Bianco and D’Onofrio suggested that the political instructors
should not use any radical arguments against Fascism, but approach the question
in a moderate and gradual way, as the officers were the principal targets of the
propaganda. They had to be re-educated to accept new political ideas for two main
reasons. First, so that they could be instrumental in disseminating communist ide-
ology among their soldiers; and second because of their future role as ‘opinion
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leaders’ in post-war Italian society. As an example of mass political work, in a
report of June 1942, referring to the work carried out at Camp 99, Bianco
described the contents of his lecture on “The economic situation in Italy’:

What did Italian people gain from all the wars started by Fascism?

What does the military and political alliance with Hitlerian Germany give to Italians?
What does Soviet power consist of and who rules the Soviet Union?

What did the Soviet power give to the working people?

How was fascism in Italy born and what was its first political programme?

Against whom does Fascism fight inside the country and abroad?

Who is Mussolini?

On Italian-Soviet relations (to underline further on the lies of fascist ideology).

I also gave the following lectures:

‘Why Italy and Germany attacked the Soviet Union’ (the only State in the world in
which there are neither plutocrats nor black shirts, neither capitalists nor landowners).
“The war against the Soviet Union is an unfair, criminal and capitalist one.’

‘Stalin is the guide of all the overwhelmed people.’

“The kolchoz system.’??

Besides the lectures, the mass political work was complemented by other activities
such as the reading of texts about the Marxist-Leninist doctrine and the writing of
articles for the POW journal®® or for the news-sheets displayed on camp walls.
Many camps had a library, whose material was supplied by the Political
Directorate.

Significant political education and propaganda was carried out in two anti-
fascist schools: at Camp 165 (Taliza) and Camp 27/B (Krasnogorsk), initially
located in Oranki. The former began its work in August 1943 with basic courses
limited to ‘easy and essential knowledge about the history of the Soviet Union and
about Italian history and Fascism’.3! The Krasnogorsk school was designed as a
kind of high school aimed at recruiting ‘qualified propagandist prisoners’,>? so
that they could become educators and could ‘spread the anti-fascist truth among
the mass of POWSs’. Its courses dealt with Marxist political economy, historical
materialism, the history of political parties and the principles of atheism.
According to a document drawn from the Russian State Military Archive, ‘in total,
359 Italian POWs had attended Krasnogorsk school . .. while 548 had attended
anti-fascist courses organized in the Taliza school’.?® In a letter sent to Stalin on 7
March 1944, Beria affirmed that ‘2,700 Italian POWs had become anti-fascist’ 3%

A critical analysis of the reports written by the Soviet political commissars who
visited the schools, and those submitted by the Italian political instructors, can
provide a more realistic evaluation of the Soviet and Italian Communist Party’s
efforts to re-educate the prisoners. Particularly helpful in this regard are the reports
written by the anti-fascist groups organized in the camps and consisting of
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anti-fascist prisoners of different political tendencies. One of the most important
documents is ‘The chronicle of anti-fascist movement among Italian officers in
prison-camp number 160°, preserved among secret documents of the Italian
Communist Party sent to the Soviet Union for security reasons in the 1950s. The
chronicle represents a sort of evaluation of the effects of the mass political re-edu-
cation carried out among Italian officers gathered in Camp 160 (Suzdal’) after May
1943, carried out by the ‘activist officers’, just before the officers’ repatriation.’
According to the document, Italian officers’ attitudes towards anti-fascism were
characterized by a sort of ‘political indifference’, so that the results of mass political
education and propaganda had to be considered unsatisfactory as far as the efforts
and the expectations were concerned. In the words of the anti-fascist officers:

Three groups of officers with different attitudes towards Marxist-Leninist propaganda
can be singled out in the camp: a group of officers interested in the problems of democ-
racy and in the eradication of fascist mentality and ideology in Italy; another small but
dynamic group, formed by antidemocratic and antinational elements; and finally the
third group, consisting of a significant number of indifferent officers, who are mere
spectators of the clash between the other two groups.3

As is shown in the chronicle, the aim of recruiting the officers to the anti-fascist
cause, or even convincing the doubters was never achieved.

The Soviet political commissars were far more positive about the political work
carried out in the anti-fascist schools, especially the results achieved at Taliza with
ordinary workers and peasants who had been conscripted as soldiers. The effects
of the anti-fascist work carried out in the school of Krasnogorsk were considered
more contradictory. According to reports, most Italian prisoners still remained
fascist and many students, particularly the officers, had openly declared that they
did not agree with the Marxist doctrine. They were adamant that they had agreed
to attend the school to learn about anti-fascism rather than about Marxist materi-
alism. The expulsion of prisoners who raised objections and compromised disci-
pline in the classes produced a salutary change in the political and moral
atmosphere of the class and, as a result, the remaining students began demon-

strating a new and positive attitude towards Marxism-Leninism. According to the
report,

By the end of the courses, all the students had strengthened their anti-fascist attitudes.
There is no doubt that after their repatriation many of them would join the communist
movement. Most of them have fully embraced the fighting spirit of Marxism and are
firmly determined to take up arms and fight for it.3”

As a matter of fact, many Italian officers asked political instructors if they could
Join the Communist Party right there in Russia. The political activity among Italian
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POWs continued until their very last days in the Soviet Union, even when those
from Suzdal’ were transferred to Odessa.>®

Repatriation of Italian POWs was announced on 25 August 1945 by the Soviet
governiment without any consultation with the Italian communist leadership.
Togliatti, who had returned to Italy in March 1944, was fully aware of a negative
public reaction to the repatriation of only 10,032 prisoners. He also took into
account the fact that the repatriated soldiers would have inevitably revealed the
extremely hard living conditions endured by the Italians in the Soviet prison camps
and the deaths of many prisoners. For this reason, in discussion with the Soviet
ambassador Kostylev on the same day, Togliatti tried to suggest a different way of
organizing the repatriation of the remaining soldiers and officers.’? As he had
feared, the accounts of the first groups of former prisoners about their imprison-
ment produced strongly negative consequences for the image of the Soviet Union
and the Italian Communist Party. As a result, the Soviet Union decided to delay the
repatriation of Italian officers until April 1946. After a long trip, the officers
reached Italy on 7 July, almost a month after the institutional referendum and the
clections for the Constituent Assembly had been held on 2 June 1946. As soon as
the Halian POWSs left the zone under Soviet control on the way back to Italy in July
1946, clashes and brawls broke out among Italian officers when some of them
assaulted fellow-officers, accusing them of collaborating with their Soviet captors.
For the same reason, after repatriation, former POWs formally accused eighteen
officers of betrayal and of spying on their fellow-officers during captivity. These
charges led to military trials, in which the accused officers were in the end excul-
pated and declared ‘anti-fascist soldiers abroad’ 4

After the war, the return of such a relatively small number of prisoners, com-
bined with the Soviet refusal to provide sufficient information on the fate of others,
provoked strong suspicions that many thousands were still being kept in the Soviet
camps. After 1947, the problem of the prisoners gave rise to acrimonious disputes
between the government and the Italian Communist Party, and had some influence
on the outcome of the April 1948 general elections, which resulted in a defeat of
the Popular Front coalition organized by the Communist Party. On the eve of the
April 1948 elections the UNIRR had published a booklet in which five officers,
former POWs held in the Soviet camps, accused one of the exiled Italian
Communist Party leaders in the USSR, Edoardo D’Onoftrio, of ‘psychological
torture during the exhausting interrogations of POWs he conducted in the Soviet
prison-camps’. Considering it a good device for propaganda, Edoardo D*Onofrio,
then a Communist deputy in the Italian Parliament, accused the authors of the
booklet of slander. While preparing for the court hearings, D’Onofrio invited at
least forty-one former POWs to give evidence in his favour by sending a number
of letters addressed to Communist Party local and provincial organizations, in
which the forty-one former prisoners had been working, inviting them to testify in
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his defence. During the trial held in 1949 the former prisoners did testify that
‘Edoardo D’Onofrio did his best to help us, both physically and morally . . ’
thanks to the political work carried out by D’Onofrio, we were able to understané
that our new task as Italian citizens consisted in restoring democratic order in our
country.*! The authors of the publication, however, managed to provide a number
of Itestimonies to the contrary, and referred to a number of Italian POWs still lan-
guishing in Soviet camps. As a result, they were acquitted of the charge of slander.

On 13 August 1948 L'Unitd, the Communist Party newspaper, published a
booklet signed by Paolo Robotti who accused General Messe, commander-in-chief
of the CSIR and later of the General Staff of the Italian Army, of being responsible
fOr the defeat in Russia.*? Robotti also asked the Ministry of Defence to start an
Inquiry into the deaths of such large numbers of Italian soldiers in the Russian
campaign. Giovanni Messe answered in defence of the General Staff, asserting that
all the responsibilities for the deaths of so many captured Italian soldiers had to be
a}tributed to the Soviet government.** As we can see, both the attitude of the
(_z({mmunisl Party and the general Staff of the Army lacked impartiality and objec-
tivity. On the one hand, the Communist Party refused to acknowledge any Soviet
responsibility for the deaths of many thousands of the Italian prisoners in captivity.
On the other hand, the official version of the General Staff failed to inform the
public about the real causes of the defeat in Russia and its consequences for the
fate of members of the ARMIR.

In conclusion, as we can see, in the post-war period the question of POWs was
f:xploitt:d both by the Communist Party and by its opponents for their own polit-
ical purposes. After 1948, only families of the missing members of the ARMIR
and the associations of former POWSs continued pressing the Italian government
for further information about the fate of missing soldiers and officers of ARMIR.
On the long-term effects of propaganda, some evidence is available from testi-
m(.)nies and documents left by former Soviet instructors and Italian communists in
exqe who worked as political instructors. One of the organizers of the Krasnogorsk
anti-fascist school, Nikolaj Tere3¢enko, was delighted that many of his former stu-
denFs, after repatriation in Italy, ‘occupied prominent positions inside various state
social and educational organizations of Italy’.** In the reports, which he regularb;
sent to Soviet political functionaries after his repatriation, Paolo Robotti always
df&:ribed the effects of the education and propaganda among Italian POWs as posi-
tive. Thus, in a letter, sent to Dmitrij S¢evljagin®® on 7 May 1947, Robotti wrote
about the activities carried out by his former anti-fascist school students.

In all_the places I visited, I encountered our former students: they are to be found in
pron.unent positions. Many of them have become members of organizing commitiees
of big Party cells, sections and federations (like, for instance, Gonelli). One of our stu-
dents is an outstanding leader of the insurance brokers association who organized
and eunided the national strike of this eateonrv Another stndent of vore hae heecamea
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secretary of a Communist Party section which numbers 1,200 members. Before
coming to Russia he was a sacristan in his village! . . . In conclusion, our work has
proved.to be useful and it will continue to be useful in the futare, 46

Many former POWs who had attended anti-fascist courses and schools did join
the Communist Party afier their repatriation. Substantial numbers became effec-
tive members of Party federations and of the Syndicate. A former Italian POW war
from Abruzzo, my own region, became elected to the mational Parliament as a
deputy for the Italian Communist Party. Among the former prisoners there have
also been examples of convinced Fascists who, after attending the school, changed
their views and decided to work for the Communist Party such as a former officer
of the Fascist Militia from Bologna who started working as a teacher in a
Communist Party school after his return to Italy. Thus it is possible to claim that,
as regards Italian POWs, the re-education programme carried out by the Political
Department of the Red Army and by the Komintern did have some successes, but
not on a large scale. Propaganda itself could not really modify most prisoners’ atti-
tudes toward Fascism or toward Communism: the successes came in relation to
individuals who were already anti-fascists, a few former committed Fascists and
among those who saw in collaboration with the USSR and the Communist Party
the chance of a political career or of finding a job in Italy. In addition, there were
also many prisoners who, after accepting the anti-fascist rhetoric, sincerely hoped
to change Italy on the basis of democratic principles and to contribute in
rebuilding the country exhausted after a twenty year regime of Fascism and war.
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7 Anti-fascist Propaganda among Italian Prisoners of War in
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