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THE GREAT PURGES OF THE 1930s were a maelstrom of political violence that
engulfed all levels of society and all walks of life. Often thought to have begun in
1934 with the assassination of Politburo member Sergei Kirov, the repression first
struck former political dissidents in 1935-1936. It then widened and reached its
apogee in 1937-1938 with the arrest and imprisonment or execution of a large
proportion of the Communist Party Central Committee, the military high
command, and the state bureaucracy. Eventually, millions of ordinary Soviet
citizens were drawn into the expanding terror.!

Debate in the West about the precise numbers of victims has appeared in the
scholarly press for several years and has been characterized by wide disparity,
often of several millions, between high and low estimates. Using census and other
data, scholars have put forward conflicting computations of birth, mortality, and
arrests in order to calculate levels of famine deaths due to agricultural collectiv-
ization (1932—-1933), victims of the Great Terror (1936—-1939), and total “unnat-
ural” population loss in the Stalin period. Anton Antonov-Ovseenko, Robert
Conquest, Steven Rosefielde, and others have posited relatively high estimates
(see Table 1).2 On the other hand, Stephen Wheatcroft and others working from
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the same sources have put forth lower totals.? Both “high” and “low” estimators
have bemoaned the lack of solid archival evidence and have claimed that should
such materials become available, they would confirm the author’s projection. The
debate, along with disputes on the “totalitarian” nature of the Stalinist regime, the
importance of Joseph Stalin’s personality, and the place of social history in Soviet
studies, has polarized the field into two main camps, perhaps unfortunately
labeled “Cold Warriors” and “revisionists.”* Revisionists have accused the other
side of using second-hand sources and presenting figures that are impossible to
justify, while the proponents of high estimates have criticized revisionists for
refusing to accept grisly facts and even for defending Stalin. Both sides have
accused the other of sloppy or incompetent scholarship.

Now, for the first time, Soviet secret police documents are available that permit
us to narrow sharply the range of estimates of victims of the Great Purges. These
materials are from the archival records of the Secretariat of GULAG, the Main
Camp Administration of the NKVD/MVD (the USSR Ministry of the Interior).
They were housed in the formerly “special” (that is, closed) sections of the Central
State Archive of the October Revolution of the USSR (TsGAOR), which is now
part of the newly organized State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF).5 A
few Moscow scholars (among them V. N. Zemskov) had access to some of them in
the past but were not allowed to cite them properly. Now, according to the
liberalized access regulations in Russian archives, scholars are able to consult these
documents and to publish exact citations.® (See “A Note on Sources” at the end of
this article.)

We propose to deal here only with quantitative elements of the terror, with what
we can now document of the scale of the repression. Of course, such a cold
numerical approach risks overshadowing the individual personal and psycholog-
ical horror of the event. Millions of lives were unjustly taken or destroyed in the
Stalin period; the scale of suffering is almost impossible to comprehend. The
horrifying irrationality of the carnage involves no debatable moral questions—
destruction of people can have no pros and cons. There has been a tendency to
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accuse “low estimators” of somehow justifying or defending Stalin (as if the deaths
of 3 million famine victims were somehow less blameworthy than 7 million).
_ Scholars and commentators will make use of the data as they choose, and it is
not likely that this new information will end the debates. Still, it seems a useful
step to present the first available archival evidence on the scale of the Great
Terror. Admittedly, our figures are far from being complete and sometimes pose
almost as many questions as they answer. They nevertheless give a fairly accurate
picture of the orders of magnitude involved and show the possibilities and limits
of the data presently available.

THE PENAL SYSTEM ADMINISTERED BY THE NKVD (Peoples’ Commissariat of
Internal Affairs) in the 1930s had several components: prisons, labor camps, and
labor colonies, as well as “special settlements” and various types of non-custodial
supervision. Generally speaking, the first stop for an arrested person was a prison,
where an investigation and interrogation led to conviction or, more rarely,
release.” After sentencing, most victims were sent to one of the labor camps or
colonies to serve their terms. In December 1940, the jails of the USSR had a
theoretical prescribed capacity of 234,000, although they then held twice that
number.8 Considering this—and comparing the levels of prison populations given
in the Appendixes for the 1930s and 1940s—one can assume that the size of the
prison system was probably not much different in the 1930s.°

Second, we find a system of labor camps. These were the terrible “hard regime”
camps populated by dangerous common criminals, those important “politicals”
the regime consigned to severe punishment, and, as a rule, by other people
sentenced to more than three years of detention.!® On March 1, 1940, at the end
of the Great Purges, there were 53 corrective labor camps (ispravitel’no-trudovye
lageri: ITL) of the GULAG system holding some 1.3 million inmates. Most of the
data cited in this article bear on the GULAG camps, some of which had a
multitude of subdivisions spreading over vast territories and holding large
numbers of people. BAMLAG, the largest camp in the period under review, held
more than 260,000 inmates at the beginning of 1939, and SEVVOSTLAG (the
notorious Kolyma complex) some 138,000.1

Third came a network of 425 “corrective labor colonies” of varying types. These

7 Release became increasingly rare in the 1930s. Even though the number of convicts in the
Russian Federation declined from more than 2 million in 1933 to 1,217,309 in 1935, the proportion
of custodial sentences increased from 24.3 percent in 1933 to 37.8 percent in 1935 to 44 percent by
the first six months of 1936; GARF (TsGAOR), fond 9474, opis’ 1, delo 97, listy 19, 59; and delo 104,
list 8. (Subsequent archival citations will use abbreviations: f. = fond, op. = opis’, d.= delo, 1. and 1. =
list and listy.)

8 GARF (TsGAOR), £.9474, op.1, d.6, 1.123.

9 It must be noted, however, that in May 1933, 800,000 inmates were held “at places of
detention . . . with the exception of camps.” The all-time high came in early 1938, when 910,307
people were held in such places (548,756 of them in prisons, notwithstanding a theoretical “limit” of
155,439 places). “Smolensk Archive,” WKP 178, 134; GARF (TsGAOR), £.9414, op.1, d.1139, 1.88.

10 This rule must have changed over the years, because the proportion of labor camp detainees
serving terms of less than three years exceeded 18 percent by 1940 and 28 percent in January 1941;
GARF (TsGAOR), £.9414, op.1, d.1155, 1.7.
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