
How can the Humanities change the world? 
How the Russian invasion of Ukraine can be better understood by looking at the 

Winter War between the USSR and Finland 
 
 
Since Russia invaded Ukraine as part of a ‘special military operation’, many have speculated what 
the end of the war will look like. Comparisons have been drawn between this invasion and the 
Second Sino-Japanese War, 1937-1945, and the Russo-Japanese War, 1905, but I believe the most 
similarities lie with the USSR’s invasion of Finland in 1939, also known as the Winter War. In this 
essay, I will explore how the two events are similar to one another, and how this can be used to 
offer new insight into the possible and most beneficial endings to the invasion. 
 
Firstly, at the time of writing, Ukraine has defied all the odds by mostly successfully defending 
themselves from Russia’s constant assaults. Russia have historically always had a large and powerful 
army and have often used it to intimidate countries around them. Ukraine’s army was never 
remarked upon – not non-existent, but not incredibly powerful. The same was true for Finland in 
1939. Due to their neutrality, Finland was not preparing an army for war as the USSR was. This 
created a huge imbalance of soldiers, yet Finland still held off what the USSR had expected to be a 
swift takeover of the country for three and a half months. Secondly, comparisons can be drawn 
between the two invasions relating to the lack of information given to Russian citizens about what 
their country was doing. During the Winter War, citizens of the USSR relied on speeches given by 
Vyacheslav Molotov, a leading Soviet politician, therefore limiting the media that the members of 
the public were exposed to. During the invasion of Ukraine, Russia blocked BBC News Russian from 
operating inside the country, and almost all radio stations and other forms of media that weren’t 
already state sponsored came under the control of the government. It is in these ways that the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine and the soviet invasion of Finland are similar. 
 
Historically, both Finland and Ukraine had been under control of various foreign powers for more 
than six hundred years, and both were associated specifically with Russia for more than 150 years by 
the time of their respective invasions. Finland became part of Imperial Russia in 1809 and declared 
independence just over one hundred years later in 1917, at the time of the Russian Revolution. 
However, their association with Russia continued due to having been under their control for one 
hundred and eight years, and many Russian people had moved to Finland. Ukraine had also been 
part of the USSR while the Winter War was taking place, but its association with Russia stems back 
to as early as 1335, when it was labelled on a map as ‘Little Russia’. It wasn’t until the 20th century 
when Ukraine started to become more widely labelled as Ukraine, despite it being referred to as 
‘Ukraina’ as early as 1187, when it was used in relation to the death of a king – “Ukraina groaned for 
him”. Finland had been enjoying a new independence for the first time in six hundred years at the 
point when the Soviet Union invaded. At the time, Finland had been self-governed for twenty-two 
years. Ukraine had also been enjoying a new independence from Russia for thirty-one years when 
Russia invaded in February of 2022. In addition to that, the reasons behind the invasions seem very 
similar. For Finland, the invasion was an attempt to restore the previous border that was in place 
before Finland’s independence from Imperialist Russia in 1917. Though President Putin has cited a 
‘special military operation’ and ‘de-Nazification’ as the reasoning behind his full-scale invasion, the 
intention is clear; to at least install a puppet regime in Ukraine, and possibly to recover the borders 
of USSR / Ukraine into Russian hands. This links the two together, as border recovery was the cause 
of the Finland invasion, and (broadly) what President Putin hopes will be the result of the Ukraine 
invasion. Border recovery and long-time foreign control are historical similarities between Ukraine 
and Finland, so by extension the causes of their invasions. 
 



The invasion of Ukraine has yet to come to an end. However, by looking at what affected the 
conclusion of the Winter War, we can see a fresh perspective on how Ukraine can emerge victorious, 
and most importantly protected from further war. In the Winter War of 1939/40, Finland suffered 
from a lack of official external allies to help them fight. They did receive aid in the form of weapons 
and men, but both of these were underground manoeuvres, creating a public image of sympathy but 
not strength enough to defeat Soviet incursions. Soldiers aided the fight from countries such as 
Sweden, Denmark, Nazi Germany, Estonia and Ukraine, but all fought as volunteers rather than 
national armies sent by other countries’ governments. Hungary attempted to officially send 
armaments to Finland to help them, but the Nazi Germany refused to let the weapons cross their 
territory due to the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, a non-aggression pact that prevented aggression 
between Germany and the USSR. The Norwegian government forbade volunteer aid from members 
of the military in an attempt to not anger Germany, but non-military volunteers were permitted. 
France and Britain initially sent arms, and then attempted to intervene via Sweden. However, Nazi 
Germany told the Swedish government that foreign aid through the country would result in 
immediate German invasion, so the plan was scrapped. Britain and France offered 50,000 troops, 
but it was too late. Poland, despite being occupied by Nazi Germany, planned to send their specially 
trained Independent Highland Brigade, but like the Franco-British plans for intervention this came 
too late. Finland was forced to sign a peace treaty on 13th March 1940, giving up 11% of their land 
to the USSR. This lack of official international support was ultimately a cause of the unfavourable 
end of the war. This can provide insight into how Ukraine needs formal support from other 
countries. The invasion of Ukraine came at a time when the world was not on the brink of World 
War, unlike the situation in 1939. This means other countries have been more willing to send official 
aid immediately, without as much fear of invasion and total war as there was in 1939. The example 
of the Winter War shows how international governments should continue to supply Ukraine with 
armaments and allow volunteers to fight in order to prevent an unfavourable – for Ukraine – peace 
treaty at the end of the invasion. On top of that, Ukraine has support from NATO, as it is a partner 
country, which puts them in a better position than Finland was in during the 1930s. The fact that 
Russia has not completely occupied Ukraine as expected shows the value of external allies that 
Finland did not benefit from, resulting in the harsh peace treaty between Finland and the USSR. This 
shows us how Finland suffered at the hands of lack of external allies, and how Ukraine is doing 
better because of its international support. 
 
The Winter War also sheds light on the value of choosing allies carefully. Desperate, Finland turned 
to the only country that was offering immediate help – Nazi Germany. After the end of the Winter 
War in 1940, Finland lost had 11% of all their territory. Fifteen months later, Finland initiated the 
Continuation War in an attempt to get the land it so desperately needed back. Between the peace 
treaty being signed and the Continuation War, there was an interim peace, during which the Soviet 
Union continued to put pressure on Finland. This caused Finland to hastily attempt to rearm and 
increase the security of the country, in which they reached out to the United Kingdom and Sweden 
for help, but due to the approaching World War, no agreement was reached. Still feeling the 
pressure from the USSR, Finland turned to Nazi Germany for help. During the Nazi offensive of the 
Soviet Union in 1941, Finland worked to regain territories lost during the Winter War. The Nazis 
helped and went further into the Soviet Union. In 1944, a treaty was signed between the USSR and 
Finland, in which Finland had to ban fascist parties and legalise communist parties. It also ordered 
the expulsion of Nazi troops from Lapland, the northernmost region in Finland, which resulted in the 
Lapland War (September 1944 to April 1945). At the end of all European fighting in World War Two, 
the Paris Peace Treaties classified Finland as an ally to Nazi Germany and imposed heavy 
reparations, which Finland made strenuous efforts to adhere to. They were also imposed with partial 
war guilt. This offers insight into the invasion of Ukraine such that Ukraine must be supported by 
NATO and other European countries to prevent them turning to countries stricken with their own 



political unrest. Ukraine should learn from the Finland conflict by choosing their allies carefully, with 
consideration for how their choices may reflect on them in the future. 
 
It has been argued for many years that Germany’s loss of Alsace-Lorraine after the First World War 
was one of the biggest causes of the Second World War. Finland suffered 11% land losses when the 
Moscow Peace Treaty was signed, comparable to Germany’s loss of 13% of its land due to the Treaty 
of Versailles. Finland’s territorial loss was humiliating and difficult for the country to accept, as it had 
large amounts of its population now living in newly Soviet territory. This loss of land was a catalyst 
for the counter-offensive into the USSR once Finland had allied with Nazi Germany. There are 
countless other examples of land loss sparking further conflict – for Finland, there was only fifteen 
months between defensive fighting and their counter-offensive attack. Conflict over borders is 
common, often leading countries to believe they deserve certain areas of land due to past 
ownership. Examples involving Russia alone include; Russo-Georgian War in 2008, Tuzla Island 
Conflict (Russo-Ukrainian) from 2003-2005, Sino-Soviet Conflict (USSR-China) in 1969, Battles of Lake 
Khasan (USSR-Japan) and the Battles of Khalkin Gol (USSR + Mongolia – Japan and Munchukuo) in 
1939. By observing the resumed conflict caused by the territorial losses in the Moscow Peace Treaty, 
Ukraine should see that settling on a treaty that involves territorial losses may encourage further 
aggression in the future. 
 
In conclusion, the Soviet invasion of Finland in 1939 can offer insights into how Ukraine should 
continue to approach the invasion it is currently subject to in order to emerge with as little damage 
as possible. In this essay I have explored how the two conflicts are similar, from hundreds of years of 
foreign rule to state controlled media to border conflicts. I have also explored how Ukraine can learn 
from Finland’s past and the mistakes Finland made that caused more conflict, including border 
conflict, the importance of outside allies and choosing allies carefully. Ukraine is already in a better 
position than Finland was in 1939, because the rest of the World is not preparing for total war in 
2022 as it was during the late 1930s. Without looking at past examples of Russian or Soviet 
aggression, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine would appear to be a surprise, and unlike anything else. This 
is perhaps because of an undue focus on the two World Wars, rather than the wider history of 
conflict in the region. In order to learn lessons about any conflict, it is important to look at past 
conflicts of similar scale and between similar – or even the same – countries or country. Finland and 
Ukraine have similar pasts, especially in relation to Russia, so their respective invasions can be 
compared to one another. In the words of Winston Churchill, paraphrasing the philosopher George 
Santayana, “‘Those who fail to learn from history are condemned to repeat it.” That is why the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 can be better understood by looking at the Winter War 
between Finland and the USSR in 1939-40, and this demonstrates how humanities can change the 
world. 
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