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The GULAG (Chief Administration of Labour Camps of the Soviet Interior ministry, NKVD, later MVD) was created in 1930 as a penitentiary system with the economic function. It functioned until the early 1950s, housing penal labourers, who were engaged in forestry, mining, and construction.

The GULAG economy or, as it is often called, “slave labour” economy has become a popular subject in Russia and abroad. Recent studies tend to focus on the origins of the GULAG as a state economic agency, its functioning, the efficacy of the forced labour, and the question of the interconnection between the political repressions and the intensification of the five-year economic plans in the Soviet Union.  The GULAG is often conceived of in terms of a “reservation of slave labour,” and as such is often juxtaposed to “normal” economic development of the Western European states. (Gregory, 2003).  The first widespread stereotype refers to the explanation of the genesis of the system. Often this is done either  through Stalin’s will, as a product of the “tyrant’s paranoia” or the “totalitarian dictatorship.”(Gregory, 2003: p. 191). This interpretation results in simplified explanations of the logic of its development, or through drawing incorrect connections with the repressive actions of the regime.  One typical stereotype is that the GULAG was created in 1930 to handle the sudden inflow of peasants, “dekulakized” in the course of the peasant collectivization.” (Harrison, 2004).  In reality, the creation of the GULAG took place under a much more complex set of circumstances, one of the main factors being the necessity to transform the existing penitentiary system from the self-sustaining penitentiary institution into the  powerful economic mechanism of colonization and industrialization of a semi-agrarian country.
The second stereotype refers to a popular issue of the interconnection between political repressions (arrests and persecutions) in the country at the end of the 1930s and the course of the increase of its economic plans. Some historians of the GULAG claimed that a constant need for workers became especially acute in the second half of the thirties and this factor was one of the main motives behind the purges of the “Great Terror.” The necessity to fill the camps with labour force in order to fulfill the NKVD output production plans encouraged local NKVD offices to issue quotas of arrests of certain categories of people and to send them to the labour camps as the basic form of punishment. (Bacon, 1994: p. 50).

Indeed, there was a certain interconnection between the positive results of camp labour and the repressive state policy. The “achievements” of the camp construction in the eyes of the government took away the limitations on the overall number of convicts in the country that functioned in the 1920s. This led to indirect strengthening of the repressive course: the increase of the camp system in 1933-1934 was connected with the notorious “seven grains order” from 7th August 1932, that preconceived a confinement in the camps for the “theft of the state property.”  But it does not mean that had it not been for the camps system, certain economic projects either would not have been carried out or would have required the hiring of workers for their fulfillment. There were more than one million forced settlers at the NKVD disposal. Their participation in the camps’ activities was preconceived in all basic orders on organization of the camp economic activity in the first half of the 1930s. That their role in the production process happened to be one of a small degree was most probably caused by more or less sufficient numbers of prisoners in the camps. If the latter would be insufficient, there were no reasons that would hinder the development of centralized economic structures based on the forced settlers’ labour analogous to the camp ones. Thus, it is reasonable to speak about the presence of the complex set of interdependent circumstances that influenced the decisions of the authorities.
The most recent studies of the GULAG economy admitted that it was not possible to trace a direct connection between the political terror (from the point of view of the numbers and professional qualifications of those arrested and sent to the camps) and the economic demands of the system, (Bezborodov, 2004: p. 47).  However, in these studies investigation of the real logic of the development of the GULAG economy and its connections with the repressive policy of the Stalinist regime fell prey to other mythologies, such as the explanation of the high number of executions during the “Great Terror” of 1937 and 1938 through “the Gulag’s inability to accommodate the enormous influx of new inmates.” (Gregory, 2003: p. 192). Although indeed, the massive inflow of convicts into the Gulag camps during “the Great Purges” was not a desirable outcome, but caused a crisis in the system, unprepared to host such a number of prisoners (as the haphazard attempts of the NKVD to organize new forestry complex camps with the lack of elementary conditions of survival show), this argument in itself cannot constitute sufficient grounds for claiming it as the main reason for the persecutions. First of all, because the number of those persecuted in 1937-1939 was insignificant in comparison with the overall GULAG population. In the years 1937-1938 2.5 million people were arrested (2.5% of the population). Of these, political cases accounted for 1,344,923 arrests, and 581,692, or 50.7%, were sentenced to capital punishment. (Zemskov,1997: p. 60). While the overall number of prisoners in the GULAG amounted, by 1st January 1937, to 1,196,369 people. Secondly, the motives for these persecutions were purely political.
The next widespread fallacy in the study of the GULAG economy appears in the attempts to calculate the profits and the losses of the GULAG, and to evaluate its overall input into the Soviet economy. Very often this is done regardless of the historical context, applying to it(and accordingly to the Soviet economy in general) the principles governing the market-based economy and the criteria of its profitability forgetting, that the system’s primary aim was not to supply a labour force that is “free, coming at no cost to society,” (Gregory, 2003: p. 191) but building and running industrial enterprises where the attraction of the hired workers was very difficult  or impossible out of the remote location and harsh climatic conditions.

Finally, the last fallacy that I will mention is the question of the numbers of prisoners in different periods. Despite the fact that the exhaustive statistical figures of the GULAG population were published at the beginning of the 1990-s, recent texts tend to ignore them.

The main characteristic feature of all recent studies of the GULAG economy is that they rely  exclusively on the official sources, (data, decrees, economic reports, memoranda), in other words, the materials,  representing the perspective of the NKVD leadership. As a result,  the vision  of the complexity of the system, and interconnectedness between its social and economic sides has been lost.

The comprehensive history of the GULAG economy (the one that aims to answer the most crucial questions, such as how it was functioning, and why it decayed as an economic mechanism)  is inseparable from and can not be written without studying its social history.

More inclusive studies of the GULAG economy should be supplemented with the sources of the private origin: the memoirs and the diaries. Thus, two perspectives of looking at the problem will appear. The first one, “from the center,” represented by the orders and instructions issued by the NKVD and the GULAG, will express the official views on the principles of the camps’ economic functioning. The second one, represented by the orders of the local camp administrators and the memoirs of ex-prisoners will open the view on the reality of the camps. As a result the camps can be seen as a contradiction of their bureaucratic concept (as seen from the center: the Gulag as an extension of the reconstruction of social reality, utopia that lay at the heart of Stalinism and informed the thinking behind the Five Year Plans), and the actual reality, postulated by the resources, cadres and response of the people and resources involved on the regional levels.

I would like to bring forward one example that demonstrates the importance of the social side of the system (as a penitentiary institution, housing hardened criminals and “political” real and imaginary opponents of the regime) in understanding the peculiarities of its functioning as an economic mechanism. Namely, in the crucial question of its economic stagnation and the decay that took place in the second half in the 1940-s. It s a well-known fact, that by the beginning of the 1950-s the GULAG became a cumbersome, expendable, and economically unprofitable mechanism. Scholars are right in arguing that “the end of the Gulag in the early 1950-s can be regarded as a declaration of bankruptcy in the strict economic sense.”(Gregory, 2003: p. 196). But the investigation of this phenomenon often limits itself by viewing “coerced labour economy” expendable, doomed and ineffective in a whole, creating a static picture of the GULAG. As a result, the important questions such as “why the system’s economy functioned in the 1930-s, and witnessed a slow collapse from the second half of the 1940-s?” remain unanswered.

The key to grasping the logic of the development of the system’s economy lies in the fact of understanding its most essential contradiction: one of a punitive system that has to rely on its prisoners to run it and to fulfill its economic tasks. This contradiction stemmed from the specific conditions into which the Soviet government placed a state security apparatus, the NKVD. The GULAG NKVD was a specific solution to the problem of the urgent pressure of industrialization and colonization of a country in a short period of time with extremely limited financial and technical resources. But apart from the necessity to fulfill economic plans, that were increasing every year with extremely limited financial resources and severe lack of qualified personnel, it was endowed with the task of the penitentiary institution: isolating the socially dangerous elements (the criminals) and the political opponents of the regime. The consideration of political character in the first part consisted in the necessity of creating proper isolation and the regime for potentially dangerous elements, so that they will be rendered harmless. At the same time, because of the constant failures to attract hired staff into the system (Bezborodov, 2004: p. 44) the basic precondition to make the system work was to employ the “political” prisoners who often were the only ones qualified enough to carry our technical, administrative, and managerial tasks (since the definition “political” prisoners was rather broad, including the peasants, representatives of the technical intelligentsia, CHSIR–the wives of the “enemies of the people,” etc., ) it is used in the context of the paper mainly to emphasize their opposition to the hardened criminals.)

From the beginning of the 1930-s it was mainly from this category of the prisoners that the camps industrial enterprises, managerial camp apparatuses, offices, workshops, and factories were staffed. (GARF, f. 9414, op.1, d.3, p.71; d. 12, p. 39.) From the year 1937, the start of the “Great Terror,” as is evident from the materials of a BBK NKVD, the camp complex in Karelia, the repetitive demands were issued to remove the “political” prisoners from the posts and to prevent “anti-Soviet” elements from holding positions of responsibility in the camp administration, technical and industrial apparatuses in accordance with the “political” mission of the GULAG. But the “counterrevolutionairies” were usually the best qualified prisoners to hold such posts and carry out important economic tasks. Thus, during the 1930-s and the beginning of the 1940-s, the use of such prisoners in the administration and managerial apparatuses was tacitly accepted and encouraged. (TsGARK, f. 865, op. 35, d. 1, p. 120.)

Many of the industrial enterprises of the GULAG , de facto ran by the imprisoned specialists, officially “chief engineers,” de jure were headed  by the hired party members. In 1940 the program of education in technical disciplines and  medicine was launched in the GULAG in order to supply its enterprises with the cadres. The teaching staff and the listeners were supposed to be recruited from the prisoners. (Petrov, 1999). In the 1930-s many prisoners and ex-prisoners worked for the system in the conditions of constant fear of being deposited and shot. The memoirs of the imprisoned and newly freed managerial staff of the regional and central GULAG apparatuses disclose the atmosphere within these institutions, laden with suspicion and fear. Still, many of them believed in the Soviet values and intended to prove their innocence and patriotism through hard work.  (Garf, f. 9414, op.1, d. 325, pp. 57; 73-77).

In the 1940-s the situation changed. The wide inflow of the civilians, sentenced for  “political” crimes into the GULAG stopped. On the contrary, it witnessed the arrival of new categories of the prisoners: POWs, “Vlasovites,” members of the OUN. (The term “Vlasovites” designated the members of the anti-Soviet military groups of the “Russian Liberating Army,” headed by the general A. Vlasov during the Second World War. OUN was the military organization fighting for Ukraine’ independence.) These groups of prisoners, resolutely hostile to the Soviet power, possessed a rich mobilization and warfare experience. Often upon their arrival they launched a warfare against the power of the criminal informal organizations within the camps or instigated anti-state revolts or attempts at the armed escape. From the second half of the 1940-s, when the power of the criminal organizations within the camps increased, the GULAG became a reservation of the anti–state destructive tendencies. It was shaken by the revolts and the criminals’ internal wars, the most notorious of which was the so-called “bitches” war. In a large part it was provoked by the MVD authorities, who, out of fear of a complete loss of the control over the camps, started to support criminal groups in a hope of their mutual extermination, destroying the camps infrastructure. An alliance of the criminal and power elements, that was always an inherent part of the camps, increased its power.  In such conditions the continuation of the productive process was impossible, and all the efforts of the MVD were redirected from the fulfillment of the economic tasks to keeping the system from falling apart in revolts, internal wars, and rebellions. The influence of the changes in the social fabric of the camps on the production process was reflected in the official reports of regional camp managers as well as the memoirs. Another factor that contributed to the decay of the GULAG economy was the fact of discrediting of the Soviet values and propaganda in the society within and outside of the system.

One of the manifestations of the slow but irrevocable decline in the GULAG as an economic agency was its corruption. In the 1940-s the system of capital punishment for the “state crimes” such as embezzlements and the failures to fulfill the plans that existed in the 1930-s and contributed to the economic effectiveness no longer functioned. There were no factors that could restrain or limit the horrific practices or mass scale embezzlements, and swindle to conceal the economic losses within the system. Already in 1943 the camps served as a ground for activity of vast illegal organizations that committed embezzlements on the vast scale. The archival materials, such as the NKVD reports disclose the scale and the mechanisms of the so-called “predators’ organizations,” that often comprised the hired employees of different sections of the camp economy and administration as well as the prisoners, that were non-existent in the 1930-s. Such reports also include the classification of embezzlements and the hidden strings of the criminal network. (GARF, f. 9401, op.1a, d. 143, pp. 139-143.)

In the camps, the stimulus to labour was based on the basic instincts. The human being, dictated by the self-preservation instinct, desires to survive in any conditions. It was this factor that was used in the Gulag “in honour and for the welfare of the country” in the 1930-s. But in the 1940-s, with the arrival of new contingents, it failed. First of all, because they possessed a significant mobilization and resistance capacities which they used to fight against the coercion. Thus, from the early 1940-s the system was deprived of the “human capital” that could run it and carry out its economic tasks. In other words, the economy of the GULAG witnessed a sharp decline when it became what it was supposed to be from the very beginning(and what it was in the 1920-s): the penitentiary.

The GULAG generated informal social groupings of the criminal prisoners with the patterns of behaviour, that later , starting from the end of the 1940-s, became  typical phenomena of the “shadow economy” of the Soviet Union and contributed to the final collapse of the system.  The most notorious is the practice of  “tufta,” (presenting unreal economic reports and at the same time the forging the visibility of the productive result in different spheres).  The term, a derivative from official abbreviation TFT, meaning  “Heavy Manual Labour,” dates back to the process of construction of the White-See Canal, when it was first used in the camp slang. Very quickly the word “tufta” became an integral part not only of the camp folklore, but also of the vocabulary of official documents. Already in 1933 the NKVD authorities proclaimed the launch of the decisive fight with the regular use of the criminal jargon in the economic reports of the camp apparatuses. (Gregory, 2003: p. 420). This term with the slightly changed meaning, “a lie,” “nonsense,” “poorly done work” is included in the dictionaries of contemporary Russian slang.
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