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Stalinism in Post-Communist Perspective:
New Evidence on Killings, Forced Labour
and Economic Growth in the 1930s

STEVEN ROSEFIELDE

ENHANCED ACCESS to Soviet and Russian archives under Gorbachev and El’tsin has
shed fresh light on the scale of repression in the USSR during the 1930s. New
evidence has been unearthed on NKVD sentences, prisoners in jails, Gulag camps and
colonies; exiles, executions, custodial deaths, the 1937 and 1939 census populations,
the suppressed mortality rate in the famine year 1933, and other missing vital
statistics. At the same time, the collapse of the Soviet Union has illuminated the
economic, social and political folly of administrative command planning, collectivisa-
tion and forced industrialisation, which until recently were often said to demonstrate
the economic superiority of socialism.

These revelations have resulted in scattered admissions of error and claims of
vindication, together with appeals cautioning against conflating the demise of commu-
nism with a net assessment of its accomplishments.! An attempt has been made to
salvage as much as possible in this regard by drawing a false distinction between
conceptualisations of Stalinist oppression based on literary and documentary sources,’
claiming that the high estimates of killings and forced labour alleged by the former
cannot be sustained in the face of the authoritative statistics of the NKVD. This
assertion has been parried by calling the NKVD data into question and rehearsing the
documentary evidence corroborating eyewitness sources, but an integrated assessment
of the new evidence with all its contradictions has not been attempted.

This article seeks to fill this void by compiling an inventory of the new evidence,
comparing it with prior information, highlighting strengths and weaknesses, and
elucidating interdependencies which demonstrate that the scale of killings and forced
labour was many times greater than the NKVD data indicate, attaining Orwellian
magnitudes approaching Conquest’s descriptions in his Harvest of Sorrow and The
Great Terror. A parallel analysis of Stalin’s economic legacy reveals, moreover, that
the human costs of Soviet despotism provided no compensating social benefit.
Stalinist oppression was neither economically necessary nor socially justified, so that
the new evidence, contrary assertions notwithstanding, provides no grounds for
Stalin’s future partial rehabilitation.

Paradigms of Stalinism

Assessments of Stalinism among Western scholars during the Cold War were
polarised.* Although most agreed that the repression associated with collectivisation,
industrialisation and the consolidation of Soviet power was excessive, one group

0966-8136/96/060959-29 © 1996 University of Glasgow



960 STEVEN ROSEFIELDE

contended this did not negate the regime’s socialist economic achievements while the
other maintained it did. These opposing appraisals turned partly on evidence of
oppression and material deprivation, and partly on judgments regarding the political,
social and economic accomplishments. Although a positive verdict could be reached
on the latter grounds even if it were granted that the Soviet people were grievously
oppressed, all but a few rendering favourable verdicts argued that high estimates of
arrests, executions, killings, terror and forced labour were grossly exaggerated. Yes
the kulaks were liquidated as a class; yes Soviet authorities concealed the famine of
1932/33; and of course tens, even hundreds of thousands were purged, but this did not
mean that millions of kulaks, other peasants, and countless victims of the Great Terror
were actually interned in Gulag or killed.

The fall of communism has brought about a subtle but profound change of attitude.
Few are willing to argue now that the long-term consequences of Stalinism were
beneficial, but many contend instead that things were not nearly as bad as Conquest’s
estimates of mass killing, forced labour, terror and oppression make them seem, nor
as futile as later economic developments suggest. Can a position of this sort be
justified?

The answer turns on two distinct classes of evidence, one on repression, the other
on economic performance. With regard to the first, prior but dubious official
documents purporting to prove that no one was inhumanely treated, exploited in
Gulag or killed without just cause must be confirmed or adjusted for their obvious
exaggeration with genuine, detailed, internally consistent official records. Authenticity
is an issue because comprehensive and consistent records can be faked to conceal the
truth recorded elsewhere in memoirs. Antonov-Ovseenko makes this point when
divulging arrest figures for 1935 to 1940 from internal records by placing quotation
marks around the word ‘internal’, indicating that they are based on the authentic
records of the inner circle, not the run of the mill ‘secrets’ used to disinform those
who did not need to know.> Volkogonov does the same thing by asserting that his data
came from Stalin’s personal archives.®

The authenticity of Soviet economic statistics poses less of a problem. Although the
literature shows that these data leave much to be desired, there is little reason to
believe that the authorities maintained two sets of books, with the probable exception
of the military industrial sector. As a consequence, the assertion that administrative
command planning, collectivisation and forced industrialisation were successful in the
1930s and for decades thereafter, corroborated in the official record, depends on
issues of valuation and other well known technical matters.

New evidence

A complete inventory of key statistics uncovered since the start of glasnost’ and the
estimates they support is provided in Table 1, together with older figures that
highlight their significance. Entries in bold type either have been proven erroneous or
have been strongly disconfirmed by the composite body of information. Before
considering specific estimates in detail, it can be seen at a glance that the new
evidence has brought about a convergence of perceptions that bodes well for the
ultimate adjudication of past controversies. Broadly speaking, it seems that extreme
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estimates, both high and low, of killings and forced labour have been disconfirmed,
greatly truncating the ranges of legitimate dispute.

Criminological evidence

The data and estimates displayed in Table 1 are divisible into two categories: criminal
and demographic. The former include statistics on arrests, sentences, executions and
incarceration, which have the virtue of providing a map of the judicial component of
the terror process. Setting aside pre-arrest harassment and extrajudicial punishments,
arrest statistics indicate the scope of suspicion. Sentencing data inform us who was
convicted, the nature of alleged crimes, and the punishments imposed. Incarceration
statistics describe the victims’ fate by providing information on the length of
sentences served, convict populations, escapes and custodial deaths.

Until recently, auditable data on these phenomena had been sparse, especially
regarding political prisoners and Gulag. Statistics on ordinary crimes and the criminal
justice process were available, but shed little light on the core issues of terror and
despotism. The highest arrest figures were reported by Antonov-Ovseenko. He
contended that ‘internal’ NKVD statistics showed that 18 840 000 people were
apprehended in 1935-39. Conquest estimated that 7 million people were arrested
during the Ezhovshchina of 1937-38. Precise sentencing statistics were seldom given,
but can easily be inferred from execution and Gulag prisoner estimates which range
respectively from 0.02 to 7 million, and 0.5 to 16 million.

The new NKVD documents are provocative and important because they provide
nearly complete serial coverage of the judicial process and appear to decisively
confirm past estimates in the lower tails of the distributions. The sentencing figures
are 15% of Antonov-Ovseenko’s; executions and custodial deaths, and the Gulag
camp and colony populations are respectively 37% and 28% of Conquest’s.” These
disparities hold throughout the 1930s, implying that custodial populations under Stalin
were about the same per capita as they are today,® and that the primary aberration was
the high execution rates in 1937-38.° This picture is bleaker than some had previously
described, but conveys the impression which Nove approved, that abuses did not get
far out of bounds in the context of the times, except momentarily during the
Ezhovshchina.!®

The case made by advocates for the NKVD data is simple. The documents in
question appear to have been written and compiled during Stalin’s reign, they pertain
explicitly to Gulag and were found in appropriate files amid other period materials.
They correspond with some official statements made by the KGB, and are internally
consistent. Other evidence by comparison is testimonial, or merely hearsay and as
such has only limited credibility. The counterargument over the authenticity of the
NKVD documents has been elaborated by Laqueur. He and others point out that the
KGB and military archives remain completely closed, together with most of
the NKVD records, except those suspiciously available in the Central State Archive
of the October Revolution of the USSR (TsGAOR), now part of the State Archive of
the Russian Federation (GARF), and he infers that they are disinformative, being
either fabrications or incomplete.!! This allegation is supported by statements of
various senior officials that the scale of mass killings by the NKVD was many times
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