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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
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