Communications

A communication will be considered only if it relates to an
article or review published in this journal; publication is solely
at the editor’s discretion. Letters may not exceed seven hundred
words for reviews and one thousand words for articles. They
should be submitted in duplicate, typed double-spaced with wide
margins, and headed “To the Editor.”

ARTICLES

To THE EpITOR:

In “Victims of the Soviet Penal System in the Pre-war
Years: A First Approach on the Basis of Archival
Evidence” [AHR, 98 (October 1993): 1017-49], J.
Arch Getty and Gabor T. Rittersporn have in effect
extended and commented on figures Viktor Zemskov

- has published over the past few years. There is little
here that is new, for these tables have of course been
known for some time to, and considered by, a num-
ber of Western and Russian scholars, whose general
conclusion is that their gross totals per annum may
well be correct, but they are certainly incomplete in
important ways. In fact, as has been pointed out, full
information cannot be deduced from them: such
assessments (by, for example, E. Bacon in Revue
d’études comparatives Est-Ouest, nos. 2—3, 1992) are here
simply not taken into account.

Getty and Rittersporn emerge as more moderate
and more responsible than in their previous writings
on Stalinism. Their (not wholly accurate) table of
excessive figures by myself and others might indeed
have included Getty’s own estimate (1985) that Stalin
killed .“thousands” and imprisoned “many thou-
sands”—an underestimate by a factor of several thou-
sand being surely more striking than a supposed
overestimate by a factor of five or six! And there are
others, not quite so minimalist, that are also illustra-
tive: Jerry Hough’s, for example.

This table does indeed genuinely indicate one
exaggeration made earlier: this was our acceptance of
a figure of circa 5 million in NKVD custody at the
beginning of 1937, a fairly rough guess, perhaps
deriving from registration figures into which, the
1937 Census Board complained, the NKVD had

omitted to report 1 to 1.5 million dead in custody. A
correction of some 2 to 2.5 million on our gross totals
over the 1937-1938 period is thus needed (in fact, I
have long since made it—Soviet Studies, no. 5, 1991).
Not unimportant but also not much affecting the
substantial “high” figure: our estimate for arrests in
1937-1938. (And while the “table” quotes me for an
estimate of 12 million in camps etc. in 1952, in fact I
merely refer to it as a figure “now given in Moscow.”
The real total of GULAG and labor settlements was in
fact 5 million; and the Moscow figure includes the
perhaps 3 to 4 million prisoners of war and exiles in
general.)

On a crucial point, though, the table truly shows
major gaps in your contributors’ reasoning. Roy
Medvedev’s and my figures were indeed outsiders’
“estimates,” but the application of this term to those
of Olga Shatunovskaia and Dmitri Volkogonov is
untenable. Shatunovskaia was a member of the Party
Control Commission and, in that capacity, of Khrush-
chev’s Rehabilitation Commission, and reports her
high figures as those then given to the Politburo by
the KGB (these figures are, moreover, independently
supported by others, including Sergo Mikoyan, who
obtained them in his Politburo father’s papers). That
is, they are from a responsible official, on a documen-
tary basis. It is possible to argue that, for example, the
dates are misplaced (the table, in fact, in any case
mistates these), but simple dismissal is excluded.
Similarly, Dmitri Volkogonov was head of Moscow’s
governmental commission on rehabilitation and also
bases his conclusions on documents—he has lately
noted that these include not merely NKVD archives
but also other material (including Stalin’s own ar-
chive). He has also advanced a figure not quoted in
your article, “from 1929 to 1953 ... 21.5 million
people were repressed. Of these a third were shot, the
rest sentenced to imprisonment, where many also
died” (Kuranty, May 9, 1991). In this connection, your
contributors might also have cited Colonel Nikolai
Grashoven, head of the Russian Security Ministry’s
own rehabilitation team, who similarly tells us that
between 1935 and 1945, 18 million were arrested and
7 million shot (Radio Liberty/Radio Free Europe
Press Report, vol. 1, no. 18, May 1, 1992).

From their title, your contributors’ main concern is
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with the pre-war purges. Here they cite in their table
as excessive my own early estimate of 7 million arrests
in 1937-1938, mentioned above. The evidence for a
figure in this general range was good. Such a total is
also suggested by the provincial archives of Kursk
(Agitator, no. 18, 1988), which proportionately imply
just over 4 million arrests in 1934—1937—that is, with
1938 still to come. Volkogonov, more recently than
his estimate in your article, and again on the basis of
NKVD and other documents, writes (Trotskii, vol. 2,
p. 323) of 5 to 5.5 million repressed “in 1937 (incom-
plete) to 1939, of whom a third were shot”—that is to
say, 1.75 million executions (higher than my figure). A
security general, recently giving a lower figure (of 3.5
million) over a shorter period than cited above for
executions as a whole, also says that half of these took
place in 1937-1938 (General A. Karbainov, quoted in
Report on the USSR, vol. 2, no. 18, May 1990). Gener-
ally speaking, over the whole period, Western “high”
estimates overestimated camp populations partly be-
cause we underestimated executions and other
deaths. In part, this may be because under the
NKVD’s system of double bookkeeping, most execu-
tions were officially communicated to relatives as “ten
years without the right of correspondence.”

In addition, it is worth noting that many executions
took place without even the minimal forms of the
NKVD troikas. Even individuals as important as the
deputy head of GULAG, two army commissars, two
former members of the Central Committee, and the
deputy chairman of the NKVD are now listed as shot
by administrative decision. Others died under inter-
~ rogation, such as Marshal Bliukher, various Geor-
gians, and others. Others were simply murdered in
their offices, such as the Armenian first secretary, or
in the streets, as was the leading Yiddish actor man-
ager, Solomon Mikhoels.

A key figure for the crucial period not given by
Zemskov and his sponsors is of the number in prison
in'1937-1938. They note, indeed (of Turkmenistan),
that there was an unprecedentedly large intake.
There are in fact scores of accounts of overcrowding
by from six to sixteen or more times the cells’ capac-
ities and, in addition, of the taking over of children’s
homes, transport garages, barges, and so on, and
even the construction of roofed pits to cope with the
intake. If my (possibly too low) estimate of about 1
million as an average in jail over most of 1937 and
1938 is correct, and the average time spent there—as
reported—was about three months, we have circa 6
million to account for.

A further major note on 1937-1938 is the particu-
larly refractory problem of the 1939 census. The
figures published at the time, of 170 million plus,
though credited by “revisionists” until quite recently,
are now known to be about 3 million higher than
those sent in by the Census Board. However, this does
not mean that even the census figure (of circa 167
million plus) is veridical. The previous Census Board,
of 1937, had been shot (and their census suppressed)
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for having, as a “serpents’ nest of spies,” worked to
lower the population; there was therefore a strong
incentive for their successors to procure results as
high as was feasible. We have evidence from one krai
that double counting was implicitly encouraged, to
the degree of 3 to 3.5 percent. At any rate, the 167
million figure cannot be relied on.

If taken in proper perspective, the Zemskov et al.
GULAG grand totals are not incompatible with the
Shatunovskaia-Volkogonov-Grashoven figures just
discussed. After all, they record around 19 million
entries into GULAG camps from other places of
detention, and the figure for labor colonies, though
not directly deducible, seems to run to another 4 or 5
million.

But important reservations remain. First, GULAG
did not cover the whole penal system—as can be seen
in this very article from the millions listed as entering
it from, or leaving it for, other “NKVD camps.” Some
4.5 million leave in this manner. It has been sug-
gested (Bacon above) that these movements were, in
general, to camps of the First Special Department of
the NKVD: that is, execution camps.

Nor should we merely accept the various subcate-
gorizations such as “escaped” or “freed.” Robert
Davies and Stephen Wheatcroft (both very restrained
on such issues), in their forthcoming work on Soviet
population, note that “escape” from NKVD “settle-
ments” may well be a euphemism for death. More
definitely, Volkogonov (Trotskii, vol. 2, p. 371 n)
quotes a document given the Politburo by then MVD
chief Kruglov in March 1947 on camp statistics, with
one category “losses through discharge,” and he
states that this in fact meant “deaths” (100,000 in the
first quarter of 1947).

The other set of figures quoted in the article is that
given by Kruglov to the Politburo on another occa-
sion of the total sentenced to imprisonment or to
death over the whole postrevolutionary period (this
latter even appearing in your table in “documented”).
The head of the Archival Administration of the
Security Ministry, Major-General Anatolii Kraiush-
kin, stated clearly (Rossiiskaia gazeta, April 17, 1993:
13) of these figures that they were only “true” under
the most limited definition, and the real figures were
“far bigger.”

General Kraiushkin also notes that the word “po-
litical” of an offense or offender is used far too
formally. Even in Cheka times, the police were in-

-structed to arrest Mensheviks and others as “specula-

tors, counter-revolutionaries, persons misusing their
authority,” etc. In 1937, too, the categories are to
some extent random, although those charged under
the “political” rubric were less likely to survive and go
to camp. Again, Kraiushkin implies that the charge
“Wife of an Enemy of the People,” a large category,
did not formally count as “political.” In fact, the
whole operation was more random than the tables
imply.

There are other matters on which your contribu-
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