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INTRODUCTION

I

N ONE OF THE TELLING EPISODES of his history of the Gulag,
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn relates the tale of a prisoner ship convoy
headed for the Dalstroi goldfields of the notorious Kolyma. As the
convoy approached Magadan, the ships got stuck in the icy waters of the
Kolyma River. The prisoners were forced to disembark and walk across
the frozen river to the shore. Solzhenitsyn continues:
Nonetheless, continuing to play out the farce of correction, in other words,
pretending they had brought not simply bones with which to pave the gold
bearing Kolyma but temporarily isolated Soviet citizens who would yet re
turn to creative life, they were greeted by the Dalstroi orchestra. The orchestra
played marches and waltzes.1

What could possibly seem more out of place than an orchestra trumpet
ing the arrival of a prisoner convoy into the depths of the Gulag?
In 1950, the American Alexander Dolgun sat outside the gates of the
Steplag labor camp in the Karaganda region of Kazakhstan. His welcome
to the camp was almost surreal.
I began to feel as though I was hallucinating again because I could hear music,
a band, playing some kind of bravura march. It sounded weak and the instru
ments were not well tuned, but the rhythm was fast and I was sure it was
coming from inside the gate. I had a sense of deep cosmic horror that made me
dizzy. In the distance I could see the silhouette of the corpses on the wagon. The
band seemed to be playing some kind of grotesque farewell. Then it got worse.
Out of the gate came, in lines of five abreast, a column of walking corpses in
black cotton jackets with white number patches. . . . The music . . . came from
a pitiful little band of prisoners lined up near the . . . guardhouse. . . . Faces of
death playing a lively march.2

The Gulag was a massive phenomenon. Understood here in its broad
est sense as the entire Soviet forced labor detention system, the Gulag de
stroyed the lives of a large portion of the Soviet population.3 The overall
detained population in the camps, colonies, prisons, and internal exile
reached a maximum in the early 1950s well in excess of 5 million people.
Throughout the Stalin era, some 18 million people passed through the
prisons and camps of the Gulag, and another 6 or 7 million were sub
ject to internal exile. From 1921 to 1953, according to official figures,
some 800,000 people were sentenced to death by the Soviet secret police
organs alone. Furthermore, no fewer than 1.6 million died in the ap
palling conditions of the Gulag camps. We will never know for certain
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how many died during the process of exile, but that number also likely
exceeds 1 million people. While these numbers are smaller than we once
thought, they still bespeak an enormous institution that touched the lives
of a tremendous portion of the Soviet population, whether as prisoners
themselves, or as their relatives, coworkers, or friends. Even those who
survived had their lives destroyed by this brutal institution.4
Yet conceptualizing the role played by the Gulag in the Soviet polity
is fraught with apparent contradictions. Exploitation, oppression, and
mass death coexisted with reeducation, redemption, and mass release.
Solzhenitsyn copes with the contradiction by relegating correction to the
category of farceÐone more sadistic, cruel joke perpetrated by an unjust,
immoral, and atheistic regime. Nevertheless, one cannot avoid asking
why the Soviet authorities went to such lengths to maintain the ªfar ce
of correction.º Why were these new arrivals to the ª Arctic death campsº
of Kolyma or those in the Kazakh steppe greeted not by a show of force
but rather by an orchestra playing marches and waltzes?5 Why did Soviet
authorities expend such tremendous energy to replicate the Soviet social
and cultural system within the Gulag via an extensive indoctrination net
workÐa continuous process extending from the prisoner's arrival until
their departure (dead or alive)? Soviet authorities had the knowhow,
experience, facilities, and will to violence to exterminate every one of the
millions who passed through the Gulag, but they chose not to create a
truly genocidal institution.
This book will explore the Gulag through these contradictions. It pro
vides a close study of the camps and exiles in the Karaganda region of
Kazakhstan along with a general reconsideration of the scope, meaning,
and function of the Gulag in Joseph Stalin's Soviet Union. Focusing on
Karaganda offers a number of benefits to an examination of the history
of the Gulag. First, a concentrated look at a single locality allows for a
study of the massive phenomenon of the Gulag without giving up the
chronological breadth that is important to understanding shifts in its op
erations through the period (approximately 1930±57) when it was at its
height. Second, exploring the Gulag at the local level reveals the opera
tion of the system at the very point of contact between Soviet authority
and its detained subjects. If one limited their study of the Gulag to the
directives emanating from Moscow, a key part of the story would be lost,
as these directives were frequently altered, ignored, or undermined at
the local level. Moscow's directives were often contradictory or at least
competitive with one another. The Gulag served many different func
tionsÐe conomic and penalÐ and the demands of one function usually
interfered with another. At the local level, camp authorities were forced
to work through these contradictory demands to decide what held pri
ority. Third, Karaganda is a particularly advantageous location to carry

Copyrighted Material
INT RODU C T ION

3

out a local study. It housed one of the largest and longest lasting of the
Gulag's corrective labor campsÐthe agricultural camp Karlag. Simulta
neously, the Karaganda region was a destination for significant popula
tions of internally exiled peoplesÐthe special settlersÐallowing for the
study of the relationship between exile and camps in the Gulag universe.
Furthermore, Karaganda included four of the limited number of special
camps (osobye lageri) created after 1948, and one of those, Steplag, was
the sight of one of the three major prisoner uprisings in the immediate
postStalin era. Karaganda was one of few locales to experience most of
the major institutions and events of the Gulag's history. As such, it is not
necessarily representative of all other Gulag institutions. Only two other
locales also experienced every one of these phenomena (Vorkuta and
Noril'sk). Still, it does allow for a close examination of a wide array of
the events and institutions in the Gulag, and facilitates an overall evalua
tion of the system's operation.
It is not wise, however, to limit one's consideration to a particular lo
cale when exploring the Gulag's role in the Soviet Union. While a fixed
locality gives a certain manageability and entry point to a study of the
Gulag, and each Gulag camp had certain particularities, an important
general story must be told in order to conceptualize the full role that the
system played in the Soviet Union. The Gulag consisted of all its insti
tutions operating together. Different types of institutions and different
institutions of the same type operated together in a systematic hierarchy
that allowed for the placement of prisoners in accord with their per
ceived level of danger. Moreover, the circulation throughout the system
of prisoners, central directives, and reports on major events in specific
camps created a certain amount of uniformity and shared culture across
the Gulag. The entire institution must be understood with reference to
its myriad parts. Consequently, this study attempts to understand both
the particularities of one local Gulag experience, while also exploring the
general story of the Gulag system. As such, when necessary to this more
general story, I will draw on materials from other Gulag camps.
This book is based on a number of important sources. First, the cen
tral Gulag administration archives along with other materials from the
central secret police apparatus provide a global view of the system along
with its rules and priorities. Second, local administrative documents and
individual prisoner files from the Karlag and Steplag archives in Kara
ganda reveal the interaction between Karaganda and Moscow as well
as the attempt of local authorities to wade through competing demands
from Moscow. While these administrative documents are crucial to un
derstanding the purpose and structure of the Gulag system, they are not
sufficient in themselves to reveal how Gulag inmates subjectively expe
rienced the camps.6 Individual prisoner memoirs show the reality of the
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Gulag experience and allow an extensive consideration of social identity
in the Gulag.
Given the veritable mountain of source material now available, it is
critical that the scholar make difficult choices to keep the topic manage
able while not giving up the breadth of source types that provide a fuller
picture of life in the Gulag.7 Unfortunately, some scholars have argued
for the elimination of memoir sources from our repertoire due to their
problematic nature.8 Memoir sources, of course, must be subject to the
same level of critical analysis as any other type of source. They are not
without their problems, though as we will see throughout this study, of
ficial documents can also give a skewed picture of reality on the ground.
Gulag memoirs, rarely written contemporaneous with the events that
they describe, raise the difficult question of the accuracy of memory. The
necessarily selective nature of the memories that their authors choose to
reveal can often reflect the author's political, philosophical, or religious
concerns along with a concern to ªte stify,º thereby preserving the mem
ory of their experience.9 Furthermore, memoirs are frequently impacted
by other entries into the genre, as their authors are usually influenced
consciously or unconsciously by the things they have read.10 By their very
existence as Gulag memoirists, authors were ªvic timsº of the Soviet re
gime and hence prone to an especially negative outlook on the Soviet
system, yet as we will see, not all of them were or became opponents of
that regime. Thus, memoirs can seem an inextricable mix of partial, un
reliable, individual and/or collective memory combined with the current
concerns of authors at the time they write.11
This, however, focuses only on the problems with memoirs. They re
veal the subjective experience of the camps as understood at a given mo
ment in time. They must be used to supplement the understanding of the
camps that one gets from official documents. Things from above often
look quite different than things on the ground. The subjective experience
of memoirs is also critical to getting some sense of how Gulag prisoners
lived in (and in the case of memoirists, survived) the camps. Their point
of view certainly must be scrutinized, as I do especially in chapters 3±6
when discussing Gulag ªide ntities.º Still, no memoir is a priori unusable.
In fact, as we will see, historians like Solzhenitsyn accomplished a great
deal with the use of memoir and oral testimony alone.12
The first three chapters of the book focus on the 1930s' Gulag, look
ing at the institutions, practices, and identities that emerged in the Soviet
penal system. The following three chapters explore the evolution of those
institutions, practices, and identities through the cataclysmic events of
total war, postwar reconstruction, and the emergence of new leadership
after the death of Stalin. Chapter 1 offers a general reconsideration of
the Gulag's origins and the role it played in Stalin's Soviet Union, and an
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extended look at the variety of institutions that together made up this
penal universe. The Gulag must be understood through a consideration
of all its major institutions, showing how they worked together as an en
tire penal system and how they evolved over time. Chapter 2 looks at the
Gulag and the Karaganda camps in the foundational eraÐthe 1930sÐ
and the practices of the camp system as they were shaped in that impor
tant decade. Only by exploring the wide array of Gulag practices can we
understand the variety of functions of the Gulag and how the local camp
authorities waded through the oftencompeting demands from the center.
Chapter 3 offers a conceptualization of the identities of Gulag inmates as
foisted on them by Soviet authorities and as understood by the prisoners
themselves. The chapter reveals how these identities significantly shaped
the means and capacity for survival in the Gulag system, as a complex
matrix of identities emerged that ordered prisoners hierarchically from
the most to the least redeemable.
Going beyond the late 1930s, which is too often treated as an end
point in the history of Stalinism, chapter 4 concentrates on the Gulag
during the Armageddon of the Great Patriotic War. It shows how the
institutions, practices, and identities of the Gulag shifted in accord with
the demands of total war. The war was an era of mass release on an
unprecedented scale side by side with the highest mortality rates in the
history of the Gulag system. Chapter 5 takes the Gulag into the postwar
era when authorities used the institution in an attempt to reassert so
cial control. At the same time, arrivals from the newly annexed western
territories and former Red Army soldiers dramatically altered the social
world of the Gulag prisoner. With the creation of the special camps for
an exclusive portion of the political prisoner population, Gulag authori
ties unwittingly set the stage for violent resistance from their prisoners
in the postStalin era. Finally, chapter 6 looks at the explosive uprisings
in the Gulag after Stalin's death with a particular focus on the fortyday
revolt at the Kengir division of Steplag. It also examines the new leader
ship's policy that largely emptied the camp and exile systems of all those
charged with either petty or political offenses, dramatically altering the
Soviet penal system for good.
The Gulag had its roots in the immediate aftermath of the October
Revolution. The growth and development of the Gulag can be tied di
rectly to the broader events in Soviet history.13 The Gulag gave birth to
a society that mirrored in so many ways Soviet society at large: hierar
chies of class and nationality, sharp distinctions between political and
nonpolitical inmates, veteran prestige after the war, and reconstruction
of gender identities. So, too, the Gulag experienced and participated in
the campaigns of Stalin's revolution, including such things as cultural
transformation, political education, industrialization, shock work, and
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Stakhanovism. Prisoners suffered from food shortages, usually at a more
severe level, when the same occurred in Soviet society at large. The Great
Patriotic War rocked and reshaped the Gulag, while surveillance perme
ated its spaces much as in Soviet society itself. No less was the Gulag
shaken by the death of Stalin. The mass camp strikes after Stalin's death
paraded a strikingly Sovietized population. On the one hand, Stalin's
death was cause for joyous celebration among the prisoners. On the other
hand, prison uprisings were formulated as workers' strikes. What were
the demands of these prisoners? Unconditional release? No, they wanted
to receive treatment equal to other workers. They sought to be included
in the Soviet working class and Soviet society.
These are the outlines of the story to be told, the contradictions to be
explored, to reconceptualize the operation of the GulagÐone of the most
brutal institutions of a lethal twentieth century.

