SOVIET STUDIES, Vol. 44, No. 6, 1992, 1069-1086

Glasnost’ and the Gulag: New Information
on Soviet Forced Labour around World
War 11

EDWIN BACON

IN THE PAST THREE YEARS new information has been revealed by Russian scholars
with regard to the Gulag system of forced labour. These data from the state
archives concern the population of the Gulag, the demographic make-up of the
inmates, conditions within the camps and the contribution of the Gulag to the
economy of the USSR.

For decades, debate about the population of the Soviet forced labour camps has
proved inconclusive, and wide-ranging estimates have been offered (Table 1).
Such estimates were often treated as suspect by those of differing political views;
the assumption being that, so far as Gulag population figures were concerned, the
hawk went high and the dove low. The end of the USSR is perhaps, therefore, an
appropriate moment for the Soviet camp system to be firmly placed in the
historical rather than the political sphere of discussion.

Such is the theory, and newly released archival figures would appear to provide
an opportunity for a clean break from the debates of the past. In practice,
however, the new figures do not carry the requisite air of finality, nor do those
revealing them take a stance of sufficient political disinterest. The figures cited by
the core source group! for camp population are substantially lower than the
estimates commonly found in both Western and Soviet works, and the articles
revealing these new figures do not fail to emphasise this point. Without mention-
ing the decades of secrecy which necessitated these estimates, those with access to
the archives unfailingly criticise the higher figures previously estimated. On
further investigation, though, it is apparent that the recently revealed data
themselves leave much still unresolved. Now is not yet the time to declare the
controversy closed.

Definitions?

The release of the new information considered in this paper has in one sense
actually served to erect a barrier to assessing the size of the Gulag. Previous
debates referred to ‘forced labour’, ‘the Gulag’ and ‘the camps’ almost interchan-
geably, whereas now the precise terminology of an archival revelation is crucial,
and sometimes confusing.

When the information of the core source group was first released, a table of



