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Abstract: This article is devoted to a historical and analytical examination of the conceptual
foundations and practical efficacy of military deception (maskirovka) and strategic disinformation
measures employed by the Soviet Armed Forces during World War II (1941–1945). The study
provides a comprehensive analysis of operational and strategic diversionary actions, radio deception
operations, the construction of dummy installations, and the impact of information security regimens
on the decision-making processes of enemy intelligence services. Specifically, using the Battle of
Stalingrad, the Kursk Salient, and Operation Bagration as case studies, the paper evaluates the
expertise of Soviet military command in misleading the adversary both strategically and tactically.
The findings demonstrate that camouflage and deception were not merely defensive components, but
served as a crucial factor in securing the strategic initiative and achieving operational superiority.
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1. Introduction

The military operations on the Eastern Front of World War II stand among the most intense
confrontations in human history in terms of scale, resources mobilised, and strategic consequences.
The conflict waged on the Soviet-German front between 1941 and 1945 was not limited to the open
clash of materiel and manpower; it also manifested as a fierce contest of intelligence, information, and
militarised intellect. One of the central pillars of this contest was the comprehensive system known in
Soviet military art as maskirovka — an integrated doctrine encompassing concealment, operational
deception, diversionary actions, and disinformation strategies. The devastating losses and the shock of
the enemy's surprise offensive in the early months of the war compelled the Soviet military command
to recognise the imperative of elevating deception and information-denial measures from a mere
tactical device to an indispensable element of strategic planning.

The new approach shaped by the Stavka of the Supreme High Command and the General Staff
was predicated on directly influencing the enemy's operational and strategic decision-making process.
The essence of this strategy lay not simply in concealing information from the adversary, but in
compelling his intelligence apparatus to accept a carefully constructed, convincing, yet entirely false
operational picture — thereby forcing him into erroneous decisions. The deception and concealment
techniques employed during the war encompassed a broad complex ranging from engineering and
technical measures, through the establishment of fictitious communications networks on radio
frequencies, to the transmission of contrary intelligence via clandestine agent networks and the
formation of dummy troop groupings.

An analysis of historical sources and military records demonstrates that Soviet maskirovka
strategy evolved considerably as the war progressed. In 1941–1942, such measures were primarily
local in character and directed at protecting individual installations and positions from aerial attack;
from 1943 onwards, however, they were elevated to a strategic level coordinated across entire fronts.
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The extraordinary secrecy and deception measures observed during the planning of the Stalingrad
counteroffensive rendered the direction and scale of the Soviet blow entirely unexpected for the
enemy command. Subsequently, at Kursk, the deep concealment of defensive lines and the
demonstration of fictitious reserve forces succeeded in nullifying the offensive potential of the
German armed forces.

The 1944 Operation Bagration, in particular, is regarded as the apex of Soviet military
camouflage and disinformation strategy. In preparation for this major strategic operation on Belarusian
territory, the Soviet General Staff compelled enemy intelligence to conclude that the main blow would
fall in Ukraine — on the southern sector of the front. To achieve this, dummy tank and artillery
concentrations were constructed on the southern axis, intensive communications simulations were
conducted at radio relay stations, and false operational plan data were disseminated through specialist
agent channels. As a result, the German High Command repositioned its principal operational reserves
to the south, leaving Army Group Centre in a weakened state. This afforded Soviet forces the
opportunity to execute a devastating breakthrough and rapidly destroy the enemy's strategic front.

The relevance of this research lies in the fact that in an era of contemporary hybrid conflict and
information warfare, the scientific understanding of World War II-era military deception and
concealment experience — and the study of its evolutionary stages — carries high theoretical and
practical significance. A comprehensive analysis of how the conceptual model of information
operations and tactical deception was formed within Soviet military art, the psychological and
operational mechanisms upon which it rested, and the factors that ultimately determined its efficacy
constitutes one of the key tasks confronting modern military-historical scholarship. For this reason, the
present study draws together sources from 1941–1945 and contemporary historiographical findings
through a comparative-historical methodology to present a coherent scholarly account of Soviet
maskirovka and disinformation strategy.

2. Literature Review

The concept of military camouflage, operational deception, and strategic disinformation
employed by the Soviet Armed Forces during World War II constitutes one of the important fields
extensively and thoroughly researched in both international and domestic military-historical
scholarship. This section presents the leading scholarly perspectives on the topic, the approaches of
various historiographical schools, and their comparative-conceptual analysis.

In international and Western military historiography, the systematic and conceptual study of
Soviet military deception and the art of disinformation was pioneered by the eminent military historian
David Glantz [1]. In his foundational study, Glantz assessed Soviet strategic disinformation not as a
collection of tactical ruses or incidental manoeuvres, but as a rigorously developed and scientifically
refined system elevated to the level of operational art. The researcher divides diversionary operations
into two principal periods: the first, spanning 1941–1942, represents a stage of experience-acquisition
and tactical adaptation; the second, covering 1943–1945, constitutes a period of strategic maturity and
multi-branch integration. Glantz argues that Soviet military circles achieved their objective of
disrupting the enemy command's decision-making mechanism by neutralising adversarial intelligence-
collection channels — aerial reconnaissance, signals intelligence, and agent networks — and feeding
them false indicators.
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The theoretical and doctrinal roots of maskirovka have been thoroughly illuminated in the works
of Roger Beaumont [2] and Raymond Garthoff [3]. Beaumont characterises maskirovka as an
integrated system of Soviet military thinking that combines camouflage, concealment, and
disinformation, while Garthoff, in his study, analyses provisions on deception, surprise, and security
contained in Soviet military regulations and official publications, demonstrating how these principles
were codified in formal doctrine.

The practice of operational-level deception has been examined in depth by Richard Armstrong
[4]. In his study, Armstrong provides a detailed analysis of the planning, resource allocation, and
battlefield employment of operational deception, using the 1944 Lvov–Sandomierz Operation as his
case study, thereby demonstrating the Soviet command's ability to link deception with concrete
combat success.

In their joint study, Lester Grau and Charles Bartles [5] demonstrate the doctrinal continuity of
maskirovka within the Soviet-Russian military tradition, showing how it transitioned into the practice
of modern Russian armed forces — thereby confirming the enduring legacy of World War II
experience to the present day.

Among studies devoted to specific operational events, the works of Steven Zaloga [6] and Earl
Ziemke [7] merit particular mention. Zaloga provides a detailed account of the military-technical and
planning aspects of Operation Bagration, including the destruction of German Army Group Centre.
Ziemke, meanwhile, analyses the final stage of the Eastern Front within a broader strategic context.

One of the most recently published studies — an article appearing in the Journal of Slavic
Military Studies in 2025 [8] — examines the question of whether Soviet intelligence also disseminated
disinformation through agent channels in advance of Operation Bagration. Drawing on German and
British intelligence documents, the author reviews the historiographical debate surrounding the agent
known as 'GEINE' (codenamed 'MAX' by the German side): while Russia's Foreign Intelligence
Service (SVR) officially denies any connection between this agent and Operation Bagration, the
matter remains contested in Western historiography.

At the same time, an analysis of the existing literature reveals that certain conceptual and
methodological differences persist in the assessment of Soviet disinformation strategy. Some
researchers attribute the successes achieved by Soviet armed forces primarily to the institutional crisis
and systemic errors of German intelligence, while another group of scholars evaluates these outcomes
as the result of the objective superiority of Soviet operational art and a meticulously planned strategic
complex. These contentious aspects, together with the introduction of new archival documents into
scholarly circulation, necessitate a re-examination of the topic on a modern methodological foundation,
employing multi-factor historical-comparative and information-analytical approaches.

3. Materials and Methods

The methodological base and source framework of this scholarly study are directed towards an
objective, multi-dimensional, and scientifically impartial analysis of the efficacy of the Soviet Union's
military camouflage and disinformation strategy during 1941–1945. In conducting the research,
productive use was made of contemporary methodological tools and the conceptual apparatus of the
historical and military-operational sciences.
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The source base of the study has been compiled on the foundation of secondary scholarly
literature; no direct access to primary archival documents has been undertaken. Sources are divided
into several independent groups. The first group comprises the foreign military-historical studies
referenced above — those of Glantz, Beaumont, Garthoff, Armstrong, Grau and Bartles, Zaloga, and
Ziemke — together with the most recent research published in the Journal of Slavic Military Studies.
Some of these studies — most notably those of Glantz and Armstrong — are themselves grounded in
primary documents from Soviet and German military archives; in the present article, these sources are
utilised indirectly, through those secondary works. For this reason, the present study is defined not as a
primary archival or source-critical work, but as a historical-theoretical study directed at the
comparative-analytical synthesis of existing scholarly literature. The juxtaposition of perspectives
from scholars representing Soviet/Russian and Western historiographical traditions played a decisive
role in determining the actual impact of Soviet disinformation measures on enemy perception.

In processing the information obtained and drawing scholarly conclusions, a range of leading
methodological approaches was applied. The historical-comparative method serves as one of the
central tools of this study: through its application, the operational picture planned by the Soviet
General Staff and presented to the enemy in falsified form was compared with the actual operational
assessments compiled by German intelligence services. The systemic-structural analytical approach
enabled military camouflage and disinformation to be examined not as a collection of disparate actions,
but as a complex of closely interrelated elements. The historical-genetic and evolutionary method was
employed to trace the stages of development of Soviet military deception art across the course of the
war.

Additionally, an information-operational and reflexive analytical approach was applied to
investigate the psychological and operational mechanisms by which intelligence data transmitted to
the enemy command through Soviet disinformation channels exerted its influence. The conceptual
logic of the study rests on the scholarly hypothesis that the efficacy of Soviet military camouflage and
disinformation strategy was determined by its multi-source, complex character and by its precise
calibration to the analytical templates of enemy intelligence.

4. Results

The comprehensive historical-operational analysis of the Soviet Union's military camouflage and
disinformation strategy conducted for the period 1941–1945 revealed a number of decisive indicators
and empirical findings relating to how Soviet military art secured strategic superiority.

The findings confirmed that the Soviet system of disinformation and camouflage underwent a
sharp institutional and operational evolution. In the early stage of the war, concealment measures were
largely confined to protecting installations and concealing movements at the tactical level; by 1943,
however, they had been transformed into a centralised strategic system managed by the General Staff.
At the preparation stage of every major operation, specialist maskirovka plans were developed and
their execution assigned as a mandatory operational task.

An analysis of the principal strategic operations clearly demonstrated the high efficacy of
disinformation measures. During the planning of the Stalingrad counteroffensive, the operative
secrecy and disinformation measures employed allowed the Soviet command to form a major assault
grouping along the Volga without the enemy's knowledge. At Kursk, Soviet forces combined the deep
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concealment of defensive lines and reserve forces with the demonstration of dummy concentration
areas to the adversary.

The highest efficacy of disinformation was achieved during the 1944 Belarusian strategic
operation. The Soviet General Staff created the impression of false preparations on the southern axis
— simulating dummy tank and artillery corps in Ukraine — through radio deception operations. In
response, the German High Command shifted the bulk of its strategic armoured reserves to the
southern flank, leaving its Belarusian grouping without mobile reserves.

Analysis of empirical sources revealed that the dummy installations created in preparation for
operations were of enormous scale. In advance of major strategic operations, hundreds of dummy
tanks and artillery positions, along with dozens of dummy airfields and fuel depots, were constructed.
During radio deception operations, specially created fictitious radio relay stations continuously
supplied the enemy's signals intelligence service with false data on dummy operational formations and
their movements.

5. Discussion

The results obtained and the historical facts confirm that the military camouflage and
disinformation strategy employed by the Soviet Union during 1941–1945 represented a fundamental
turning point in the history of military art and became the foundation of modern operational concepts.

First, the success of the Soviet disinformation model rested on a profound understanding of the
psychological and institutional vulnerabilities inherent in the enemy's processes of information
reception and analysis. The German High Command and its intelligence departments frequently relied
on dogmatic preconceptions in assessing the operational situation. The Soviet General Staff, having
accurately identified these psychological anchor points, presented to the German command precisely
the false data it expected and wished to believe.

Second, the findings fully corroborate the conclusions of Glantz [1] and other researchers that
Soviet deception art was not merely a tactical element, but a comprehensive strategic system. Tactical-
level concealment nets or decoys, had they not been coordinated with strategic disinformation and
radio deception operations, would not have yielded high operational returns.

Third, the results demonstrate that even technical superiority of an adversary's intelligence
system cannot prevent operational defeat if the underlying source intelligence has been falsified. This
points to the primacy of information content and the art of managing it over technical means in
military operations.

At the same time, the problematic and constraining factors in the application of this strategy must
also be noted. In the early years of the war, owing to a shortage of experience and trained personnel,
disinformation measures failed to produce the expected results and were on occasion exposed. Only
through strict discipline, centralised management, and the accumulation of rich practical experience
did the disinformation strategy reach its peak efficacy in the second half of the war.

The historiographical debate raised in source [8] also warrants specific emphasis in this context:
the question of precisely quantifying the contribution of agent-based disinformation remains open,
demonstrating that the topic requires further research on the basis of new archival materials.
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The Soviet experience of military camouflage and disinformation during World War II serves as
a rich methodological and historical source for understanding contemporary information warfare,
strategic misdirection, and hybrid conflict.

6. Conclusion

A comprehensive historical analysis of the Soviet Union's military camouflage and
disinformation strategy during 1941–1945 demonstrates that this system was among the most
significant operational-strategic factors in securing victory in World War II. In the process of
overcoming the tactical errors and intelligence deficiencies of the war's early period, Soviet military
leadership elevated the art of deception from the level of simple engineering measures to that of a
militarised, complex strategy.

The findings obtained in the course of the study confirm that the Soviet maskirovka and
disinformation system rested on several key pillars: the rigorous establishment of an operational-
strategic secrecy regimen; the misleading of enemy signals intelligence through the creation of
fictitious networks at radio relay stations; the highly precise construction of dummy engineering
installations and equipment mockups; and the systematic delivery of mutually corroborating false
intelligence to the adversary through the coordinated channels of state security and military
intelligence organs.

In particular, an analysis of the Stalingrad, Kursk, and Belarusian strategic operations clearly
demonstrates that these disinformation measures exerted a direct influence on the decisions of the
enemy command. This enabled Soviet forces to achieve the element of strategic surprise, breach
enemy defences at reduced cost, and retain full operational initiative.

In conclusion, the Soviet military camouflage and disinformation strategy of 1941–1945
constitutes a rich historical and practical experience that laid the foundation for the emergence of
contemporary theories of information warfare and reflexive control. A thorough and impartial analysis
of this strategic experience enriches the history of military art while also carrying considerable
scholarly and practical significance for the development of modern defence and information security
concepts.
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