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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
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TABLE 1

ESTIMATES OF THE GULAG POPULATION AROUND THE OUTBREAK OF WAR

Gulag population

Source

Methodology

2.3 million
(December 1937)

Up to 3.5 million
(1941)

4-5 million
(1939)

5.5-9.5 million
(end 1938)

9.6 million
(June 1941)

10.6 million
(1941)

12-14 million
(1940-41)

15 million
(1940-42)

20 million
(wartime)

N. S. Timasheff, American
Journal of Sociology,
54, 1948, pp. 148-155

Naum Jasny, Journal of
Political Economy, 59,
5, 1951, pp. 405-419

Stephen G. Wheatcroft,
Soviet Studies, 33, 2,
1981, p. 286

Robert Conquest, Soviet
Studies, 43, 5, 1991,
p. 951

Unpublished German pre-war
estimates, in Dallin &
Nicolaevsky, Forced Labour
in Soviet Russia (London,
1948), p. 86

Steven Rosefielde, Soviet
Studies, 33, 1, 1981,
p. 65

Colonel Andreev, cited in
Swianiewicz, p. 29

Mora & Zwiernak, in

Dallin & Nikolaevsky,

Forced Labour in Soviet Russia
(London, 1948), p. 62

Victor Kravchenko,
I Chose Freedom
(London, 1947), p. 406

Calculation of disenfranchised
population

NKVD production figures
in 1941 plan

Evaluation of census and
employment data

NKVD figures to 1937 Census
Board, with subsequent arrest
and death estimates

Reports of German economists
from visits to the USSR after
the 1939 Pact was signed

Based on Mora & Zwiernak,
and annual mortality

Based on personal experience
as camp guard inspector

Calculated from reports
of former prisoners

Based on estimates current
during work as a Sovnarkom
head of department

remarkably low figures was given for the camp population.? For example, around
1.5 million was the number given for camp inmates at the beginning and end of
1941, whereas even the lowest Western estimate was more than double this figure,
and most others were significantly higher. Subsequently, a new set of figures was
released by the core source group, which were, for many of the years cited, around
twice as large as their previous camp figures.* The explanation revealed was that
this second set of figures referred to Gulag camps and colonies. The distinction
between the two categories is that those of ‘less social danger’, i.e. with sentences
less than three years in length, went into colonies rather than camps. Whether
there was in fact any substantive difference for the inmates within the camps or
colonies goes unmentioned.

In this case then, the distinction is a fairly straightforward one. Greater
difficulties are apparent, however, in establishing the distinctions involved in the
various categories of exiles and settlers. The key question is whether any of these
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TABLE 2

NUMBER OF PRISONERS IN GULAG CORRECTIVE LABOUR CAMPS AND COLONIES
(ON | JANUARY EACH YEAR)

In corrective In corrective % in % in

Year labour camps labour colonies camps colonies Total

1934 510307 — —_ — 510307
1935 725483 240259 75 25 965742
1936 839406 457088 65 35 1296494
1937 820881 375488 69 31 1196369
1938 996 367 885203 53 47 1881570
1939 1317195 355243 79 21 1672438
1940 1344408 315584 81 19 1659992
1941 1500524 429205 78 22 1929729
1942 1415596 361447 80 20 1777043
1943 983974 500208 66 34 1484182
1944 663594 516225 56 44 1179819
1945 715506 745171 49 51 1460677
1946 600897« 956224 39 61 1703095
1947 808 839 912704 47 53 1721543
1948 1108057 1091478 50 50 2199535
1949 1216361 1140324 52 48 2356685
1950 1416300 1145051 55 45 2561351
1951 1533767 994379 61 39 2528 146
1952 1711202 793312 68 32 2504514
1953 1727970 740554 70 30 2468 524

Sources: A. N. Dugin, ‘Gulag: Otkryvaya arkhivy’, Na boevom postu (Moscow), 27
December 1989, pp. 3-4; A. N. Dugin, ‘Stalinizm: legendy i fakty’, Slovo (Moscow), 7,
1990, p. 23.

¢ In an otherwise identical later table of camp population figures, Zemskov gave a figure
of 746871 for 1946. This would result in a camp/colony ratio of 44/56 (Zemskov,
Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniya, 6, 1991).

categories should be termed part of the Gulag and therefore added to the totals
already shown in Table 2.

In discussing the 1939 census, Nove talks of spetsposelentsy (special settlers) as
being behind wire.5 Zemskov, however, introduces the term trudposelentsy (labour
settlers).® He distinguishes trudposelentsy from zaklyuchennye (prisoners), and yet
refers to them living in a ‘zone of labour settlements of the NKVD Gulag’.
According to Zemskov, the terms spetsposelentsy and trudposelentsy are synony-
mous. Therefore, in referring to settlers being behind wire, Nove is dealing with
the same group of people as that which Zemskov distinguishes from prisoners.

Despite Zemskov’s distinction between settler and prisoner, some boundary to
the zone must have been defined. Settlements of this sort often were enclosed by a
fence, and the fact that the settlements were under the title Gulag, an acronym
from the phrase Main Camp Administration, would seem to justify the inclusion
of this further category in the total Gulag population figures. The lack of a
complete series of figures for labour settlers precludes such a revision for the entire
period covered by Table 2. However, new figures are available for 1932-40 and
1949 (Table 3). These show that the population of the labour settlements for the
years available was on average 75% of that of the camps and colonies total.
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TABLE 3

POPULATION OF THE GULAG LABOUR SETTLEMENTS
(ON | JANUARY EACH YEAR)

Population of % of labour settlement

labour population to camp
Year settlements and colony total.
1932 1317022 —
1933 1142084 —
1934 1072546 —
1935 973693 101
1936 1017133 79
1937 916787 77
1938 877651 47
1939 938552 56
1940 997513 60
1949 2300223 98

Source: V. N. Zemskov, ‘Spetsposelentsy—po do-
kumentatsii NKVD-MVD SSSR’, Sotsiologicheskie
issledovaniya, 11, 1990, pp. 6 and 10.

¢ From Table 2.

A final consideration with regard to the question of definitions concerns the
spetskontingent of the NKVD. Not only has there been some debate about the
definition of this term, but it also changed its meaning during wartime.

Before the war, the spetskontingent of the NKVD was a term used to define a
category of the population in the compilation of the census. According to
Polyakov et al., the spetskontingent was made up of NKVD staff, prisoners in
camps, colonies, prisons, and ‘arrest accommodation’, and labour settlers in the
zone of the Gulag.” Aside from this application of the term as a census category, it
also appears that the part of a branch workforce not included in the employment
statistics, that is, forced labour within a branch, were referred to as the NKVD
spetskontingent.

In the war period, however, the meaning of the term was altered.® During the
final stages of the war particularly, many Soviet citizens liberated from German
control by the Red Army were sent to ‘verification and filtration camps’.
Servicemen who had fallen into enemy hands, civil officials in occupied areas, and
males of call-up age in these territories all formed part of what then became
termed the spetskontingent. Those imprisoned in these special camps do not
appear in the statistics cited for Gulag population, and yet they still contributed to
the war effort, and at the end of the war some 160969 men designated
spetskontingent were working for various industrial narkomaty.®

Internal discrepancies

The fact that the amount of information being released from the archives is
rapidly growing increasingly facilitates comparative assessments of data from the



