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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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3 R. W. Davies and S. G. Wheatcroft, “Steven Rosefielde’s ‘Kliukva,’” Slavic Review, 39 (December
1980): 593-602; S. G. Wheatcroft, “On Assessing the Size of Forced Concentration Camp Labour in
the Soviet Union, 1929-56,” Soviet Studies, 33, no. 2 (1981): 265-95; and “Towards a Thorough
Analysis of Soviet Forced Labour Statistics,” Soviet Studies, 35, no. 2 (1983): 223-37; Jerry F. Hough
and Merle Fainsod, How the Soviet Union Is Governed (Cambridge, Mass., 1979), 176—77; Barbara
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ism,” Russian Review, 45, no. 4 (1986): 357-73; and the replies in ibid., 375—413; and in Russian
Review, 46, no. 4 (1987): 382—431.

5 Even though TsGAOR no longer exists, the GARF documents referenced here are numbered
according to the old TsGAOR system. Because GARF now includes other formerly independent
archives with their own numbering system, we cite numbered documents below as “GARF (TsGAOR).”

6 See Vremennoe polozhenie: O poriadke dostupa k arkhivnym dokumentam i pravilakh ikh ispol’zovaniia
(Moscow, 1992), 3, 6, 8, for the new provisional rules of access.
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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.

1t GARF (TsGAOR), £.9414, op.1, d.1155, 1.20.
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colonies were meant to confine prisoners serving short sentences, but this rule
varied with time.'2 The majority of these colonies were organized to produce for
the economy and housed some 315,000 persons in 1940. They were nevertheless
under the control of the NKVD and were managed—like the rest of the colony
network—by its regional administrations. Additionally, there were 90 children’s
homes under the auspices of the NKVD.13

Fourth, there was the network of “special resettlements.” In the 1930s, these
areas were populated largely by peasant families deported from the central
districts as “kulaks” (well-to-do peasants) during the forced collectivization of the
early 1930s. Few victims of the Great Purges of 1936-1939 were so exiled or put
under other forms of non-custodial supervision: in 1937-1938, only 2.1 percent
of all those sentenced on charges investigated by the political police fell into this
category.!* This is why we will not treat exile extensively below.

Finally, there was a system of non-custodial “corrective work” (ispravitel'no-
trudovye raboty), which included various penalties and fines. These were quite
common throughout the 1930s—they constituted 48 percent of all court sen-
tences in 193515%—and the numbers of such convictions grew under the several
laws on labor discipline passed on the eve of the war. Typically, such offenders
were condemned to up to one year at “corrective labor,” the penalty consisting of -
work at the usual place of one’s employment, with up to 25 percent reduction of
wage and loss of credit for this work toward the length of service that gave the
right to social benefits (specific allocations, vacation, pension).'® More than 1.7
million persons received such a sentence in the course of 1940 and almost all of
them worked in their usual jobs “without deprivation of freedom.”'” As with
resettlements, this correctional system largely falls outside the scope of the Great
Terror.

Figure A provides the annual totals for the detained population (GULAG
camps, labor colonies, and “kulak” resettlements, minus prisons) in the years of
the Great Purges. It shows that, despite previously accepted—and fairly inflated—
figures to the contrary, the total camp and exile population does not seem to have
exceeded 3.5 million before the war. Were we to extrapolate from the fragmen-
tary prison data we do have (see the Appendixes), we might reasonably add a
figure of 300,000-500,000 for each year, to put the maximum total detained
population at around 3 million in the period of the Great Purges.!®

12 Some 17.9 percent of the political prisoners and 41.7 percent of those convicted for the theft
of public property were held in colonies, not camps, by 1951, although the overwhelming majority
of them were serving terms of more than five years; GARF (TsGAOR), £.9414, op.1, d.1356, 11.1-3.

13 The 1940 data on the camps, colonies, and children’s homes come from GARF (TsGAOR),
£.9414, op.1, d.28, 11.2-3.

14 Between 1930 and 1936, the figure had been 32.6 percent; GARF (TsGAOR), £.9401, op.1,
d.4157, 11.202-03. Detailed statistical information on the resettlements can be found in V. N.
Zemskov, “Spetsposelentsy: Po dokumentatsii NKVD-MVD SSSR,” Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia, no.
11 (1990): 3—17. The numbers of “special settlers” quoted below come from this article.

15 GARF (TsGAOR), £.9474, op.1, d.97, 1.19.

16 Ugolovnyi kodeks RSFSR—Kommentarii (Moscow, 1944), 36-38.

17 GARF (TsGAOR), f.8181sch, op.27, d.540, 1.9-22; £.9492, 0p.6, d.14, 11.10-11. In this and
certain other categories of punishment, it was possible to be sentenced without having been arrested.

18 See GARF (TsGAOR), .9414, op.1, d.1139, 1.88, for what is likely to be the record number of
prison inmates at the beginning of 1938, and GARF (TsGAOR), £.9401, op.1, d.4157, 11.202, 203-05,
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FiGuRe A: Camp, Colony, and “Kulak” Exile Populations, USSR, 1935-1940

Mainstream published estimates of the total numbers of “victims of repression”
in the late 1930s have ranged from Dmitrii Volkogonov’s 3.5 million to Ol'ga
Shatunovskaia’s nearly 20 million. (See Table 1.) The bases for these assessments
are unclear in most cases and seem to have come from guesses, rumors, or
extrapolations from isolated local observations. As the table shows, the document-
able numbers of victims are much smaller.

We now have archival data from the police and judiciary on several categories
of repression in several periods: arrests, prison and camp growth, and executions
in 1937-1938, and deaths in custody in the 1930s and the Stalin period generally.
Runs of data on arrests, charges, sentences, and custodial populations in the
1930s unfortunately reflect the simultaneous actions of several punitive agencies
including the secret police, procuracy, courts, and others, each of which kept their
own records according to their own statistical needs. No single agency (not even
the secret police) kept a “master list” reflecting the totality of repression. Great

for figures on exile, which may nevertheless contain a certain number of people banished in the wake
of collectivization. Even though the number of exiles other than “kulaks” was relatively significant
until the mid-1930s, it decreased to around 28,000 by the end of the decade. “Spravka ob
administrativno-ssyl'nykh i vyslannykh, sostoiashchikh na uchete v organakh NKVD-UNKVD s 1-go
avgusta 1939 g. po 1 ianvaria 1940 g.,” document photocopied in the Archive of the USSR Ministry
of the Interior by the society Memorial, to which we are indebted for having put it at our disposal.
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Table 1. Current Estimates of the Scale of Stalinist Repression

1938 prison
1937-38 1938 camp and camp 1952 camp 1937-38 1937-38 1921-53
total arrests populati populati population camp deaths executions executions
Anton Antonov-  18.8 million’ 16 million 7 million
Ovseenko
Roy A. Medvedev 5-7 million 0.5-0.6
million
Orga 19.8 million" 7 million
Shatunovskaia
Dmitri 8.54.5
Volkogonov million
Robert Conquest 7-8 million ~7 million  ~8 million 12 million 2 million 1 million

Documentable ~2.5 million 1.9 million* 2.0 million? 2.5 million> 160,084° 681,692 799,455*

NOTEs:
11935-1940

2includes labor colonies

%in GULAG (hard regime) camps, in labor colonies, and in prisons (For the latter, see GARF
[TsGAOR], fond 9414, opis’ 1, delo 2740, list 52.)

“in cases initiated or investigated by police agencies that include perhaps the majority of people
sentenced for “political offenses”

Another source indicates 786,096 executions for “counterrevolutionary crimes” between 1930 and
1953 (Pravda [February 14, 1990]: 2).

Sources: A. Antonov-Ovseenko, The Time of Stalin: Portrait of a Tyranny (New York, 1980), 212;
Roy A. Medvedev, Let History Judge: The Origins and Consequences of Stalinism, rev. edn. (New York,
1989), 455; Moskouskie novosti, November 27, 1988; O. Shatunovskaia, “Fal’sifikatsiia,” Argumenty i
fakty, no. 22 (1990); Robert Conquest, The Great Terror: A Reassessment (New York, 1990), 485-86;
GARF (TsGAOR), fond 9401, opis’ 1, delo 4157, listy 201-02; see also Appendixes and Note on
Sources, below.

care is therefore needed to untangle the disparate events and actors in the penal
process.

A 1953 statistical report on cases initiated or investigated by the NKVD
provides data on arrests and on the purported reasons for them. According to
_ these figures, 1,575,259 people were arrested by the security police in the course
of 1937-1938, 87.1 percent of them on political grounds. Some 1,344,923, or 85.4
percent, of the people the secret police arrested in 1937-1938 were convicted.!®
To be sure, the 1,575,259 people in the 1953 report do not comprise the total of
1937-1938 arrests. Court statistics put the number of prosecutions for infractions
unrelated to “counterrevolutionary” charges at 1,566,185,2° but it is unlikely that
all persons in this cohort count in the arrest figures. Especially if their sentence
was non-custodial, such persons were often not formally arrested. After all, 53.1
percent of all court decisions involved non-custodial sentences in 1937 and 58.7

19 GARF (TsGAOR), £.9401, op.1, d.4157, 11.203, 205. The contrast is striking with the period
1930-1936, when 61.2 percent were arrested for political reasons, and 61.7 percent of all those
arrested by the political police were eventually convicted, and especially with the years from 1920
through 1929, when 58.7 percent of security police arrests were for political reasons, but only 20.8
percent of all those arrested were convicted. A handwritten note on this document tells us that 30
percent of those sentenced between 1921 and 1938 “on cases of the security police” were “common
criminals,” and their number is given as 1,062,000. Since the report speaks of 2,944,879 convicts, this

figure constitutes 36 percent; 30 percent would amount to 883,464 persons (1.202).
20 GARF (TsGAOR), £.9492, op.6, d.14, 1.14.
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percent in 1938, and the sum total of those who were executed or incarcerated
yields 647,438 persons in categories other than “counterrevolution.”?! Even if we
remember that during the Great Purges the authorities were by far more inclined
to detain suspects than in other times, it seems difficult to arrive at an estimate as
high as 2.5 million arrests on all charges in 1937-1938.

Although we do not have exact figures for arrests in 1937-1938, we do know
that the population of the camps increased by 175,487 in 1937 and 320,828 in
1938 (it had declined in 1936). The population of all labor camps, labor colonies,
and prisons on January 1, 1939, near the end of the Great Purges, was 2,022,976
persons.22 This gives us a total increase in the custodial population in 1937-1938
of 1,006,030. Nevertheless, we must add to these data the number of those who
had been arrested but not sent to camps, either because they were part of a small
contingent released sometime later or because they were executed.

As Table 1 shows, popular estimates of executions in the Great Purges of
1937-1938 vary from 500,000 to 7 million. We do not have exact figures for the
numbers of executions in these years, but we can now narrow the range
considerably. We know that between October 1, 1936, and September 30, 1938,
the Military Board of the Supreme Court, sitting in 60 cities and towns, sentenced
30,514 persons to be shot.2? According to a press release of the KGB, 786,098
persons were sentenced to death “for counterrevolutionary and state crimes” by
various courts and extra-judicial bodies between 1930 and 1953.24 It seems that
681,692 people, or 86.7 percent of the number for this 23-year-period were shot
in 1937-1938 (compared to 1,118 persons in 1936).25 A certain number of these
unfortunates had been arrested before 1937, including exiled and imprisoned
ex-oppositionists who were summarily killed in the autumn of 1937.26 More
important, however, our figures on 1937-1938 executions are not entirely
comparable to those quoted in the press release. Coming from a 1953 statistical
report “on the quantity of people convicted on cases of NKVD bodies,” they also
refer to victims who had not been arrested for political reasons,2’” whereas the
communiqué concerns only persons persecuted for “counterrevolutionary offens-
es.” In any event, the data available at this point make it clear that the number shot
in the two worst purge years was more likely a question of hundreds of thousands
than of millions.28

21 Calculated on the basis of GARF (TsGAOR), £.9492, op.6, d.14, 1.29, by subtracting the number
of “counterrevolutionaries” indicated on 1.14. The actual figure is nevertheless somewhat smaller,
since the data on death sentences include “political” cases.

22 Unless otherwise noted, data quoted in the text are drawn from the Appendixes, “USSR
Custodial Populations, 1934-1953.”

23 Dmitrii Volkogonov, Triumf i tragediia: Politicheskii portret I. V. Stalina (Moscow, 1989), vol. 1, part
2, 246.

24 Pravda (February 14, 1990): 2.

25 Pravda (June 22, 1989): 3; Kommunist, no. 8 (1990): 103; GARF (TsGAOR), £.9401, op.1,
d.4157, 1.202.

26 Jzvestiia TsK KPSS, no. 10 (1989): 75, 77-78; no. 1 (1990): 52—-53.

27 “Spravka o kolichestve osuzhdennykh po delam organov NKVD”; GARF (TsGAOR), £.9401,
op.1,d.4157,1.202. Judiciary statistics mention 4,387 death sentences pronounced by ordinary courts
in 1937-1938, but this figure also includes a certain number of “political” cases; GARF (TsGAOR),
£.9492, op.6, d.14, 1.29.

28 The only period between 1930 and the outbreak of the war when the number of death
sentences for non-political crimes outstripped the ones meted out to “counterrevolutionaries” was
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