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At a Kremlin reception on 7 November 1937, Stalin declared that enemies should
be eliminated as kinship groups: “Andwewill eliminate every such enemy [of the
state and peoples of the USSR]. . . . we will eliminate his entire lineage (rod), his
family! . . . Here’s to the final extermination of all enemies, both themselves and
their clan (rod).”1 In the Soviet Union, political enemies were rounded up in
groups of kin, family ties marked people as disloyal, and “counterrevolutionary”
charges against one person threatened also his or her relatives. The Soviet security
policeorOGPU-NKVDissueddetailed instructions regarding the punishment that
should be assigned to the spouses, children, siblings, parents, and even ex-wives of
state enemies. Campaigns against anti-Soviet elements rounded up kinship
groups, whether these counterrevolutionaries were identified as so-called
kulaks, enemies of the people, or traitors to the motherland. To be sure, the collec-
tive punishment of kin did not accompany every act of Stalinist repression. The
regime’s draconian criminal legislation also constituted a form of terror, yet
persons sentenced under such laws as those punishing theft of socialist property
were dealt with individually; their relatives were not targeted. Only the “politi-
cals,” that is, people accused of disloyalty, treason, or other counterrevolutionary
activities experienced terror as family units. Itwas the collective punishment of kin
that made political repression under Stalin truly a mass phenomenon.
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1 The Russian word rod is typically translated as “clan” in this particular passage, but more
appropriately refers to “lineage.” I include here both translations of rod to convey the full
meaning of Stalin’s evocative language. See the diary of G. M. Dimitrov, in, V. A. Nevezhin,
ed., Zastol’nye rechi Stalina: Dokumenty i materialy (Moscow–St. Petersburg: AIRO-XX,
2003), 148.
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Historians and memoirists alike have catalogued the ways in which Stalinist
terror affected family members, and a few scholars have analyzed the particular
interface of kinship and terror.2 Nonetheless, those of us who study Soviet pol-
itical violence tend to focus on the larger categories of “bourgeois classes,”
“enemies of the people,” and “enemy nations.” This broad perspective has
highlighted changes in repressive policy (new targets, new political motives)
and the differences between various purges of political enemies. As a result,
some of the striking threads of consistency among terror campaigns have not
been stressed. Recently, a number of important studies have shed light on the
experiences of women and children who, at different times, became classified
as enemies solely as a consequence of their kinship ties to persons arrested.3 Yet
no scholar has taken a broad look at this practice of collective punishment or
viewed decades of Stalinist terror through the lens of kinship. This study
seeks to do just that. My purpose here is to demonstrate the centrality of
kinship in Stalinist repression and to explore the implications of kinship-based
purging for our understanding of Soviet political violence. I consider the prin-
cipal terror campaigns under Stalin—repression against “class enemies” in the
late 1920s and early 1930s, against “enemies of the people” during the Great
Terror of 1936–1938, and against traitors, particularly ethnic minority
groups condemned as “enemy nations,” prior to and during World War II. In
each case, enemies of the state were imagined and apprehended as kinship
groups. Stalinist terror against political enemies reveals a remarkable obsession
with kinship, whether the populations under attack represented classes, nations,
or other types of so-called counterrevolutionaries.

It is through the lens of kinship that the logic of Stalinist political violence
reveals itself. First, we see that Bolshevik habits of terror were highly gendered.
Party leaders typically constructed the political enemy as a head of household
and pursued these individuals, largely men, along with their kin, mostly women
and children. Official instructions referred to kinship using various descriptors
but mostly through such code words as “financial dependents” and
“co-inhabitants,” which typically signaled wives, elderly parents, and children,

2 See, for example, Cynthia Hooper, “Terror of Intimacy: Family Politics in the 1930s Soviet
Union,” in, Christina Kiaer and Eric Naiman, eds., Everyday Life in Early Soviet Russia: Taking
the Revolution Inside (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 61–91; Robert
W. Thurston, “The Soviet Family during the Great Terror, 1935–1941,” Soviet Studies 43 (Fall
1991): 553–74.

3 For example, see Deti GULAGa: 1918–1956 (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnyi fond “Demokra-
tiia,” 2002); Katherine R. Jolluck, Exile and Identity: Polish Women in the Soviet Union During
World War II (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002); Corinna Kuhr, “Children of
‘Enemies of the People’ as Victims of the Great Purges,” Cahiers du Monde russe 39 (1998):
209–20; Lynne Viola, “‘Tear the Evil from the Root’: The Children of the Spetspereselentsy of
the North,” in, Natalia Baschmakoff and Paul Fryer, eds., Modernization of the Russian Provinces,
Special issue of the journal Studia Slavica Finlandensia 17 (Helsinki, 2000): 34–72; Simeon
Vilensky, ed., Till My Tale Is Told: Women’s Memoirs of the Gulag (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1999).
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but also allowed the regime to capture extended and symbolic kin. Second,
attention to kinship exposes the lifecycle of terror campaigns, for the peak
involved the widespread use of collective punishment and the end was consist-
ently signaled by a repudiation of policies that required sanctions against the
enemy’s kin. Women and especially children had the advantage of ambiguous
identities as both enemy and victim, so rehabilitation policies applied to them
first. Finally, an examination of political violence through the lens of kinship
highlights the degree to which personal networks represented the target of
Stalin’s terror policy.4 Whether or not these networks were actually kinship-
based, they were described as such, as when Stalin attacked “family circles”
of comrades. In the Stalinist imagination, political enemies were cast as
actual or metaphorical families.

FAM I LY T I E S : C O L L E C T I V E P U N I S HM E N T A N D T H E S O C I A L I S T

C O L L E C T I V E

Why did the communist party punish political enemies collectively as groups of
kin? Kinship groups frequently represented the targets of political repression in
Russia, well before the Bolsheviks seized power. In the fifteenth century, the
tsar Ivan the Terrible eliminated the old aristocrats of Muscovy, the Boyars,
as clans and not individuals, and Peter the Great also initiated an assault
against powerful families.5 The practice of punishing family members for the
actions of individuals probably derives in part from the Russian tradition of
krugovaia poruka. Often translated as “joint responsibility” or “circular
control,” the term describes the widespread and enduring Russian custom
that assigns collective responsibility to a group for the actions of individual
members.6 In Russia, the practice dates back to the Mongol invasion
when under Genghis Khan “kinship groups—especially members of the
nuclear family—bore joint liability for a wide range of obligations and
offenses.”7 In a vast territory penetrated by few state officials, collective

4 On patronage networks as targets of Stalinist repression, see, for example, Gerald M. Easter,
Reconstructing the State: Personal Networks and Elite Identity in Soviet Russia (Cambridge,
U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Barbara Walker, Maximilian Voloshin and the Russian
Literary Circle: Culture and Survival in Revolutionary Times (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2005).

5 Robert Service argues that Stalin adopted the practice from Ivan the Terrible. See his Stalin:
A Biography (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005), 340–41.

6 See Alena Ledeneva’s, “The Genealogy of Krugovaya Poruka: Forced Trust as a Feature of
Russian Political Culture,” in, Ivana Markova, ed., Trust and Democratic Transition in Post-
Communist Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 85–108; and How Russia Really
Works: The Informal Practices that Shaped Post-Soviet Politics and Business (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 2006), 91–115; and Geoffrey Hosking, “Forms of Social Solidarity in Russia and the
Soviet Union,” in, Ivana Markova, ed., Trust and Democratic Transition in Post-Communist
Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 47–62.

7 Horace W. Dewey, “Russia’s Debt to the Mongols in Suretyship and Collective Responsibil-
ity,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 30 (1988): 254. Before coming to Russia, the
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responsibility became a fundamental tool of governance. The practice of joint
responsibility and mutual protection continued well into the Soviet and post-
Soviet periods. Members of defined groups were expected to provide aid and
assistance to each other, to guarantee the financial obligations of individual
members, and to maintain discipline and social order by policing deviant
behavior.8

The Stalinist practice of targeting state enemies as family units derived, too,
from a desire to use relatives as hostages in political conflict.9 In 1921, the new
Soviet government tried to suppress the peasant uprising in Tambov province
by setting up concentration camps for accused bandits plus their families, and
using the family members as hostages to coerce the bandits’ surrender. As
Soviet officials described at the time, the Red Army seized as hostages the
“closest relatives of people who participated in the bandit gangs as well as
their entire family without reference to sex or age. A large number of children
are entering the camps, from the youngest ages, even infants.”10 In later years,

Mongols conquered China, where practices of collective responsibility were quite old. Under the
Qin dynasty (230–206 b.c.), the Chinese punished political offenses such as treason not only by
executing the guilty persons but also by subjecting the traitor’s entire clan to death or slavery.
Later Chinese dynasties continued the practice of punishing the family members of criminals
and political offenders. Ibid., 255–56.

8 Stalin himself constructed a system of collective responsibility to control his Politburo col-
leagues. See Yoram Gorlizki, “Stalin’s Cabinet: The Politburo and Decision Making in the
Post-War Years,” Europe-Asia Studies 53 (2001): 297. On the role of krugovaia poruka in the Sta-
linist system of denunciation, see Vladimir A. Kozlov, “Denunciation and Its Functions in Soviet
Governance: From the Archive of the Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs, 1944–53,” in, Sheila Fitz-
patrick, ed., Stalinism: New Directions (London: Routledge, 2000), 117–41. Alexander Solzhenit-
syn also described how the Soviet regime deployed the principle of mutual responsibility as a way
of organizing labor in its penal camps. See his One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, Max
Hayward and Ronald Hingley, trans. (New York: Random House, 2005), 47.

9 The Mongols often took the sons of Russian princes hostage in order to ensure the fathers’
loyalty and compliance. See Dewey, “Russia’s Debt to the Mongols,” 266. For another example
of hostage taking in the pre-revolutionary period, see Yuri Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors: Russia and
the Small Peoples of the North (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 27. With respect to the
Great Terror, Hiroaki Kuromiya states, “Guilt by association was a convenient tool with which
to take family members as hostages in case the enemy refused to capitulate.” See his Freedom
and Terror in the Donbass: A Ukrainian-Russian Borderland, 1870s–1990s (Cambridge, U.K.:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 244.

10 “Materialy o vziatii krasnoarmeitsami detei v zalozhniki pri podavlenii vosstaniia krest’ian
Tambovskoi gubernii v 1921g.,” (Materials on the seizure of children as hostages by Red Army
soldiers in the suppression of the peasant uprising in Tambov province in 1921), 22 June 1921,
in Deti GULAGa, 18. Mikhail Tukhachevskii managed the operation against the Antonov move-
ment in Tambov and later theorized about how counter-insurgency campaigns should be conducted.
In 1926, he wrote that before an assault, “Cheka and GPU organs should compile lists, as complete
as possible, of both bandits ... and the families they come from,” and that one of the most effective
methods against insurgents involved “the deportation of bandits’ families who are hiding their
members.” See Peter Holquist, “To Count, to Extract, and to Exterminate: Population Statistics
and Population Politics in Late Imperial and Soviet Russia,” in, Ronald Grigor Suny and Terry
Martin, eds., A State of Nations: Empire and Nation-Making in the Age of Lenin and Stalin
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 131–32.
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this practice of incarcerating family members as hostages continued.
The NKVD often took relatives into custody in order to force confessions
from their kin, and Stalin arrested the family members of many prominent
party and cultural figures as a way of enforcing discipline and control.
More fundamentally, the practice of collective punishment reflects a certain

understanding of kinship, one in which the family and the state appear in con-
flict and family ties look potentially subversive.11 The Communist Manifesto
called for the abolition of the traditional family which Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels believed was based on exploitation—the enslavement of wives by hus-
bands and children by parents.12 Bolshevik revolutionaries viewed the tra-
ditional family with hostility as a site of so-called bourgeois, backward, and
patriarchal power. Party leaders also feared that citizens’ loyalty to kin could
undermine their loyalty to the state. As anthropologists have noted, kinship rep-
resents more than a personal relationship based on descent or marriage. Con-
ceptions of kinship in any society define rights and obligations between
people, and affect the ways in which they understand political authority and
accept political domination.13 For the Bolsheviks, strong personal attachments
appeared as “unsocialist” feelings. Instead, these sentiments had to be directed
at Soviet comrades, such as fellow workers, party or komsomol members, and
other collective farm peasants.14 The feminist and Bolshevik theorist, Alexan-
dra Kollontai, wrote in 1918, “the narrow, closed family” with its “habit of
thinking only about the well being of relatives, cannot educate the New
Person” whose primary loyalty is to the collective.15

11 Karl Marx argued that the interest of individual families stood opposed to the communal or
general interest of the state. See his “The German Ideology: Part I” excerpted in The Marx-Engels
Reader, Robert C. Tucker, ed. (New York: W. W. Norton, 1978), 159–60.

12 In particular, the state and not the family should assume the task of caring for and educating
children in the new socialist society, and thereby “rescue education from the influence of the ruling
class.” Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” excerpted in The
Marx-Engels Reader, 487. Soviet family policy stressed the education of children in state insti-
tutions that would instill socialist values rather than in families that teach bourgeois values such
as individualism and female dependency. See Wendy Goldman,Women, the State, and Revolution:
Soviet Family Policy and Social Life, 1917–1936 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press,
1993); David L. Hoffmann, Stalinist Values: The Cultural Norms of Soviet Modernity, 1917–1941
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003); Elizabeth A. Wood, The Baba and the Comrade: Gender
and Politics in Revolutionary Russia (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997).

13 Charles Lindholm, “Kinship Structure and Political Authority: The Middle East and Central
Asia,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 28 (1986): 334; Linda Stone, Kinship and
Gender: An Introduction (Boulder: Westview Press, 1997), 5–6.

14 Caroline Humphrey, Karl Marx Collective: Economy, Society and Religion in a Siberian Col-
lective Farm (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 169. See also Oleg Kharkhor-
din, The Collective and the Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1999).

15 Alexandra Kollontai, Sem’ia i kommunisticheskoe gosudarstvo (Moscow: n.p., 1918), 18–19,
quoted in Hoffmann, Stalinist Values, 91. The party platform stated, “For every one hundred
mothers, perhaps one or two are able to raise children. The future belongs to public education (vos-
pitanie).” See N. Bukharin and E. Preobrazhensky, Azbuka kommunizma (Moscow: n.p., 1921),
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Nonetheless, despite an ideological and political hostility to the traditional
nuclear family, Soviet leaders recognized the importance of the family for
the maintenance of social order and economic stability.16 For this reason,
Stalin rehabilitated the traditional family in the 1930s.17 Prompted by concerns
over population decline and social instability, the party leadership promoted
what Leon Trotsky called “Thermidor in the family” by encouraging mother-
hood, banning abortion, and making divorce more difficult.18 According to
David Hoffmann, the Soviet government began to view the family as a tool
of state mobilization, an instrument for curing social problems and serving
modern state goals such as population growth and social discipline.19 In con-
trast to the position of Kollontai nearly two decades earlier, official state
policy now promoted strong families and stressed the importance of the
family for raising children and providing a proper upbringing.

The Bolsheviks also embraced the family as a metaphor for their new politi-
cal community.20 Proletarian writers viewed their factories as “close and famil-
ial” while the party platform noted that pro-Soviet members of the intelligentsia
would be accepted “into our family.”21 Maxim Gorky’s Mother, the classic

157; see also Leon Trotsky, “Ot staroi sem’i k novoi,” Pravda (13 July 1923): 2. French revolution-
aries shared this view as well. According to Maximilien Robespierre, “The country has the right to
raise its children; it should not entrust this to the pride of families or to the prejudices of particular
individuals, which always nourish aristocracy and domestic federalism.” See Lynn Hunt, The
Family Romance of the French Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 67.

16 As Barbara Evans Clements writes, “Faced with the task of governing an immense, war-
ravaged country, [the party leadership] postponed the abolition of the family to a comfortably
remote future. For the time being, they asserted, the family was essential to social order.” See
her “The Birth of the New Soviet Woman,” in, Abbott Gleason, Peter Kenez, and Richard Stites,
eds., Bolshevik Culture: Experiment and Order in the Russian Revolution, (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1985), 231.

17 Like their counterparts in Western Europe, Soviet officials in the interwar years put in place a
series of pro-natalist and pro-family policies. See, for example, Michael Burleigh and Wolfgang
Wippermann, The Racial State: Germany, 1933–1945 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University
Press, 1991); Claudia Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland: Women, Family Life, and Nazi Politics
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987); Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy,
1922–1945 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992).

18 Leon Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed (New York: Merit Publishers, 1965); see also Sheila
Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the 1930s
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Goldman, Women, the State, and Revolution;
Hoffmann, Stalinist Values.

19 Hoffmann, Stalinist Values, 105.
20 Like other modern states, the USSR appropriated family ideologies and symbols for political

purposes. See, for example, Hunt, Family Romance; Joshua Sanborn, “Family, Fraternity, and
Nation-Building in Russia, 1905–1925,” in, Ronald Grigor Suny and Terry Martin, eds., A State
of Nations: Empire and Nation-Making in the Age of Lenin and Stalin (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2001), 93–110.

21 See Mark D. Steinberg, Proletarian Imagination: Self, Modernity, and the Sacred in Russia,
1910–1925 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), 151; Bukharin and Preobrazhensky, Azbuka
kommunizma, 116. Diane Koenker also notes that Soviet workers invoked the image of the
“great worker family” as a way of constructing worker solidarity. See her “Class and Consciousness
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socialist realist novel, described the family of revolutionaries.22 Bolshevik
revolutionaries did indeed constitute an extended family: Stalin’s son, Vasily,
married Semyon Timoshenko’s daughter, Lev Kamenev married Trotsky’s
sister, Gorky’s granddaughter married Lavrenty Beria’s son, and Anastas
Mikoyan’s son married Nikolai Kuznetsov’s daughter; Stalin wanted his
daughter, Svetlana, to marry the son of one of his comrades (either Sergo
Beria, Stepan Mikoyan, or Yuri Zhdanov), and she eventually married
Yuri.23 Soviet leaders used kinship ties to reinforce political loyalties. The
family became a metaphor for the polity and more than just a metaphor for
the party elite.24

At the same time, the political symbolism of the family was reconfigured
under Stalin. Party propaganda in the late 1930s stressed that the nuclear or
“little family” should serve the Soviet nation or “great family.”25 In her exam-
ination of the Soviet novel, Katerina Clark identified a shift in Soviet political
symbolism from the 1920s to the 1930s in which the axis of kinship meta-
phors changed from the horizontal to the vertical, that is, from an emphasis
on the big family of brothers and sisters to a hierarchy of exceptional
fathers (namely, the Soviet leaders) and sons.26 Similarly, Svetlana Boym
describes the cultural transformation of Soviet society from a communal
brotherhood in the 1920s to a patriarchy in the 1930s: “If in the 1920s the
discourse of communality is sharply directed against the family and in
favor of collective camaraderie, in the 1930s the family metaphor is back,
with Stalin in the roles of lover, father, husband, and grandfather of the
people.”27 Loyal citizens would be those who viewed their comrades as broth-
ers and the party as father, and whose emotional bonds extended first to the

in a Socialist Society: Workers in the Printing Trades during NEP,” in, Alexander Rabinowitch,
Sheila Fitzpatrick, and Richard Stites, eds., Russia in the Era of NEP: Explorations in Soviet
Culture and Society (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 34–57.

22 Katerina Clark, The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual, 3d ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2000), 53.

23 These relationships are described in a journalist’s account. See Simon Sebag Montefiore,
Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004).

24 Various scholars have emphasized the role of kinship in Russian politics. Edward L. Keenan
noted that the state of medieval Muscovy (and the Soviet Union as well) possessed what he called a
“kinship-based political system,” or a “political culture of the clan system,” in which the politics of
kinship proved central, in “Muscovite Political Folkways,” Russian Review 45 (1986): 115–81. See
also Nancy Sheilds Kollmann, Kinship and Politics: The Making of the Muscovite Political System,
1345–1547 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987); and T. H. Rigby, “Early Provincial Cliques
and the Rise of Stalin,” Soviet Studies 33 (Jan. 1981): 3–28.

25 Clark, Soviet Novel, 116, 204.
26 Ibid., 117–19. A similar cultural shift occurred in revolutionary France with the fall of Robe-

spierre and the rise of Napoleon. See Hunt, Family Romance, 151–91.
27 Svetlana Boym,Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge, Mass.:

Harvard University Press, 1994), 91; Barbara Walker adds “patron” to the list of Stalin’s many
social roles, see her Maximilian Voloshin, 192–93.
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motherland. As Katherine Verdery has shown, the socialist states of Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union represented zadruga states in which the party
functioned as parent. Individual nuclear families in socialist society “were
bound into a larger familial organization of patriarchal authority with the
‘father’ Party at its head.”28 The Soviet state as a metaphor for the family
placed party leaders in the role of parents. When Vladimir Lenin died not
only did Trotsky claim that he had been orphaned, but so too did workers
in a Moscow rubber factory: “Our party has been orphaned, the Soviet
people have been orphaned, the working people of the world have been
orphaned.”29 At the same time, the creation of a zadruga state involved an
assault on the old patriarchy of the nuclear family. Socialism “broke open
the nuclear family” and “usurped certain patriarchal functions and
responsibilities . . .”30 The state occupied the private sphere, transforming tra-
ditional relationships within the nuclear family and shaping citizens into
dependents of a paternalist regime. The Stalinist regime promoted the
family as both political metaphor and policy instrument, but the kind of
family it endorsed was altogether different.

The party’s campaign to promote the family did not overshadow official sus-
picions of private loyalties and family ties. Rather, the two tendencies coex-
isted. This apparent paradox is explained by Yuri Slezkine’s assertion that
“all radical attempts to remake mankind are ultimately assaults on the
family.”31 The Stalinist project of social transformation sought both to
destroy families of enemies and to forge new socialist families. Nonetheless,
even this new socialist family remained suspect. Private life, whether bourgeois
or socialist, was by its nature concealed, confidential, and thereby potentially
dangerous. In the Bolshevik imagination, where hidden conspiracies,
behind-the-scenes intrigues, and covert plots were omnipresent, the enemy’s
home constituted the central locus of subversive activity.32 As Cynthia

28 Katherine Verdery, What Was Socialism, and What Comes Next? (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1996), 64.

29 Quoted in Catherine Merridale, Night of Stone: Death and Memory in Twentieth-Century
Russia (New York: Penguin Books, 2000), 260–61.

30 Verdery,What Was Socialism, 66. Ken Jowitt also describes how Leninist regimes “recast the
family’s internal definition and its place in the social system.” See his New World Disorder: The
Leninist Extinction (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 38. See also Liviu Chelcea,
“Ancestors, Domestic Groups, and the Socialist State: Housing Nationalization and Restitution
in Romania,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 45 (2003): 714–40; Lewis
H. Siegelbaum, “‘Dear Comrade, You Ask what We Need’: Socialist Paternalism and Soviet
Rural ‘Notables’ in the Mid-1930s,” in, Sheila Fitzpatrick, ed. Stalinism: New Directions
(London: Routledge, 2000), 231–55.

31 Yuri Slezkine, The Jewish Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 363.
32 Gabor T. Rittersporn, “The Omnipresent Conspiracy: On Soviet Imagery of Politics and

Social Relations in the 1930s,” in, J. Arch Getty and Roberta T. Manning, eds., Stalinist Terror:
New Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 99–115. For example, the
Soviet communal apartment reflected the government’s attempt to subject the private sphere to
community policing and surveillance. On the communal apartment, see Boym, Common Places;
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Hooper describes, the inclination of Soviet officials in the 1930s was “to see the
family as a key site of potential political corruption” and “a source of dissension
and divided loyalty.”33 The party leadership maintained a profound suspicion
of the private sphere.34 Soviet officials assumed that the hostile thoughts and
activities of political enemies were shared with family members or with
those who lived together under the same roof. In 1930, when Stalin demanded
the arrest of N. N. Sukhanov for anti-Soviet activities, the dictator insisted:
“Sukhanov’s wife should be probed (she’s a Communist!): she couldn’t help
but know about the outrages going on at their house.”35

K I N S H I P A N D C L A S S WA R

Class war did not begin with Stalin, but it was under his leadership that two of
the most brutal attacks against so-called class aliens were waged—disenfranch-
isement and “dekulakization.” Soviet legislation identified people marked for
disenfranchisement as the “bourgeois classes” and these included private
traders and middlemen, religious clerics, agents of the former tsarist police
and security forces, former noblemen, and White Army officers. The disenfran-
chised or lishentsy lost all rights in Soviet society and became effective outcasts;
millions were deported or sent to forced labor camps in the Far North and
Siberia.36 Dekulakization coincided with the collectivization of agriculture
and represented a wave of terror against the so-called kulaks or the wealthy
peasant class. The campaign resulted in assassinations, large-scale deportations,
and starvation for millions of peasants.37 From the late 1920s to the early 1930s,
the repressive campaigns of disenfranchisement and dekulakization affected
many of the same people. Kulaks were automatically placed among the ranks
of the disenfranchised and the categories of people marked for disenfranchise-
ment, such as clerics andWhite Army officers, were often swept up by the deku-
lakization campaign. These two extensive assaults against “class enemies”
targeted kin groups. If one member of the family were disenfranchised or deku-
lakized, spouses and children became similarly stigmatized.

Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism; E. Iu. Gerasimova, “Sovetskaia kommunal’naia kvartira,” Sotsio-
logicheskii zhurnal 1–2 (1998): 224–43; Richard Stites, Revolutionary Dreams: Utopian Vision
and Experimental Life in the Russian Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989).

33 Hooper, “Terror of Intimacy,” 65–66.
34 Jochen Hellbeck, Revolution on My Mind: Writing a Diary Under Stalin (Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press, 2006), 85–98.
35 Lars T. Lih, Oleg V. Naumov, and Oleg V. Khlevniuk, Stalin’s Letters to Molotov (New

Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 203.
36 Golfo Alexopoulos, Stalin’s Outcasts: Aliens, Citizens, and the Soviet State, 1926–1936

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003).
37 Lynne Viola, The Unknown Gulag: The Lost World of Stalin’s Special Settlements (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2007).
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This most intense period of class war under Stalin coincided with the First
Five-Year Plan of rapid industrialization and collectivization. The economic
transformation involved a radical reorganization of social life, as private
economic activity was all but eliminated and replaced by public-sector employ-
ment and state control over goods distribution.38 According to Ken Jowitt, the
purpose of collectivization was to undermine the social, economic, and political
power of the peasant extended household. Non-familial hierarchies and
relationships, such as the brigade and team, were supposed to displace the
“familialism” of the peasant family work unit.39 The assault on the peasant
family that became synonymous with collectivization constituted an essential
component of Stalin’s revolution from above. In its decrees on kulak deporta-
tions, the Politburo used the terms kulak household or farm (kulatskie kho-
ziaistva) and kulak family (kulatskie semeistva) interchangeably.40 Kulaks
were deported in family units consisting of the head of household plus econ-
omic dependents.41 As Lynne Viola writes, “Dekulakization had been aimed
at the entire kulak household, not just heads of families.”42

During the terror campaigns of disenfranchisement and dekulakization, offi-
cial instructions described kinship largely in economic terms. Soviet legislation
on disenfranchisement hardly used the language of kinship at all, noting instead,
“the financial dependents of persons disenfranchised” would also be subject to
the loss of rights.43 Although spouses and children were not explicitly identified
as targets of disenfranchisement, those who implemented the policy understood
“dependents” as a code word for family. As one local official simply stated,
“You know, we disenfranchise a peasant along with his family.”44 Although
the official emphasis on financial dependency rather than marriage or descent
gave individuals some space to prove their financial independence and
thereby avoid punishment, it also allowed the regime to capture relationships
of affinity as well as kinship. This was especially desirable in a society where
non-kin or distant kin were often treated as nuclear family.45 The party leader-
ship went after practical kinship as Pierre Bourdieu defined it, that is, relation-
ships that were “oriented towards the satisfaction of material and symbolic

38 Julie Hessler, A Social History of Soviet Trade: Trade Policy, Retail Practices, and Consump-
tion, 1917–1953 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).

39 Jowitt, New World Disorder, 32–36.
40 See, for example, the 18 March 1931 “Protocol of the Meeting of the Commission Headed by

A. A. Andreev,” Istoricheskii arkhiv 4 (1994): 152–55.
41 Viola, Unknown Gulag, 84–88.
42 Ibid., 155.
43 Alexopoulos, Stalin’s Outcasts, 47, 106.
44 Ibid., 35.
45 In Soviet cities, people shared apartments with various relatives just as in the countryside

a widow might live with her grandson and niece. See Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism, 141;
Sheila Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants: Resistance and Survival in the Russian Village after Collecti-
vization (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 221.
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interests” and “whose boundaries and definitions are as numerous and varied as
the users and the occasions on which it is used.”46 In later years, the Stalinist
leadership would explicitly target particular kin (spouses, parents, children)
in addition to financial dependents and co-inhabitants.
The collective punishment of kin greatly magnified the effects of class

warfare, and this multiplier effect was especially pronounced in the case of
kulaks. A 30 January 1930 Politburo decree, “On measures for the liquidation
of kulak households in the districts of complete collectivization,” called for
the punishment and exile of entire kulak families.47 Following the publication
of this law, the Politburo established a quota of 49,000–60,000 people to be
sent to the camps and 129,000–154,000 to be exiled. According to Oleg
Khlevniuk, “Since the families of these 200,000 ‘kulaks’ also had to be
exiled, a total of 1,000,000 people were destined for repression.”48 In
1930, the Northern region had the largest number of peasant exiles—
46,562 families for a total of 230,065 people (of which 87,912, or 38
percent, were children)—consistent with the standard Soviet calculation of
five members to a family.49 Similarly, the sharp increase in the number of dis-
enfranchised people in the late 1920s coincided with the government’s
inclusion of family members as a target group. In the republic of Ukraine
in 1927, nearly half of all the disenfranchised were deprived of rights as
“family members of persons disenfranchised.”50 In 1929, across the
Russian republic, dependents, usually women and children, constituted 35
percent of the disenfranchised in urban areas and nearly half of all the
rural disenfranchised.51

In the Bolshevik imagination, class enemies not only came in family group-
ings but it was their loyalty to kin that made them appear subversive. Kulaks
and other class enemies were described as people who placed the interests of
their own family above the collective. Bruce Grant quotes from an official

46 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, Richard Nice, trans. (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1990), 167–68.

47 Politbiuro decree of 30 January 1930, “O meropriiatiiakh po likvidatsii kulatskikh khoziastv v
raionakh sploshnoi kollektivizatsii,” Tragediia sovetskoi derevni: kollektivizatsiia i raskulachiva-
nie: dokumenty i materialy, vol. 2 (Moscow: “Rossiiskaia polit. Entsiklopediia,” 2000), 126–30.

48 Oleg V. Khlevniuk, The History of the Gulag: From Collectivization to the Great Terror (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 11. In 1930–1931, a total of 1,803,392 people or 381,026
families of kulaks were deported. See Viola, Unknown Gulag, 196.

49 Viola, “‘Tear the Evil from the Root,’” 34–36. On deported kulak families in the Northern
region, see 5 March 1930, “Spetssvodka PP OGPU po Severnomu kraiu o prieme i razmeshchenii
ssyl’no-kulatskikh semei, pribyvshikh eshelonami no. 401, 501, 302, 103, 104,” Tragediia sovets-
koi derevni, 282–86. The OGPU was supposed to first deport the head of household (glava sem’i)
who would build barracks and perform other preparatory work prior to the arrival of his family in
the place of exile. See the 18 March 1931 protocol in Istoricheskii arkhiv, 154.

50 Report of 3 Oct. 1927 from A. Enukidze to Molotov, RGASPI (Russian State Archive of
Socio-Political History) f. 17, op. 85, d. 263, l. 238.

51 Alexopoulos, Stalin’s Outcasts, 27.
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1932 Nivkh textbook entitled Cuz Dif (New World) in which children are
taught the definition of a class enemy. A kulak is someone who disregards
his fellow comrades because his primary loyalty rests with his own
kin: “What is a kulak? . . . he takes fish for himself, his wife and his little
children, but he doesn’t give enough to the workers to feed their wives and chil-
dren.”52 The New Soviet Person was supposed to privilege the interests of the
socialist collective over personal bonds of kinship. Class enemies, such as
kulaks, did not. The party sought to break the family ties of class enemies and,
where possible, to reconfigure them such that one’s strongest loyalty would be
to the collective and not to kin. To illustrate this ideal, the party held up the
example of Pavlik Morozov. Perhaps the most striking counter-example of the
class enemy, this young man became a Soviet hero andmartyr after he denounced
his own father as a kulak. As the official Soviet version of events emphasized, the
murders of the fifteen-year-old Pavlik and his nine-year-old brother were orche-
strated by members of his family—the victims’ cousin, grandparents, and
uncles. Like a good communist who put party loyalty ahead of his familial attach-
ments, Pavlik declared at his father’s trial (referring to the Soviet agent as symbolic
kin): “Uncle Judge, I am acting not as a son, but as a Pioneer!”53 The New Soviet
man would, like Pavlik, subordinate actual kinship ties to the metaphorical family
of party and state, even to the point of denouncing family members as anti-Soviet
elements. However, as Sheila Fitzpatrick notes, few people actually did this
because denouncing a family member essentially meant turning state scrutiny
upon oneself as someone with dangerous kinship ties.54

Under NKVD control, young kulaks were separated from and turned against
their parents and other contaminating kin. The 30 January 1930 Politburo
decree expressed the hope that young kulak exiles might reject their families;
in such cases, this group would be subject to cultural-social measures
(kul’turno-bytovye meropriiatiia) of reeducation.55 With regard to kulak
families deported to the Northern region in 1930, the OGPU reported, “the
younger generation (molodniak) represents the majority of deported kulaks.
Their mood is good. . . . The young curse their fathers for the fact that they
have had to suffer because of them.”56 One year later, the OGPU would be
instructed to “separate the youth” for better treatment and “not subject them

52 Bruce Grant, In the Soviet House of Culture: A Century of Perestroikas (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1995), 88.

53 Catriona Kelly, Comrade Pavlik: The Rise and Fall of a Soviet Boy Hero (London: Granta
Books, 2005), 1–2. At the start of the Great Terror in 1936, a group of young pioneers played a
Pavlik Morozov game in which “they went about finding bodies and arresting the victims’ grand-
parents and cousins.” See Thurston, “Soviet Family,” 560.

54 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Tear off the Masks: Identity and Imposture in Twentieth-Century Russia
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 221–26.

55 “O meropriiatiiakh po likvidatsii kulatskikh khoziastv,” Tragediia sovetskoi derevni, 128.
56 5 Mar. 1930 “Spetssvodka PP OGPU po Severnomu kraiu,” Tragediia sovetskoi derevni, 285.
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to the strict regimen that applies to the head of the family.”57 Kulak children
represented a privileged category for the purposes of official rehabilitation.58

Stalin’s repudiation of the collective punishment of kin signaled the end of
militant class war. In response to a young and politically loyal combine
operator who identified himself as the son of a kulak, Stalin made his
famous remark in December 1935: “The son is not responsible for the
father.”59 The children of class enemies would no longer face formal restric-
tions against their access to higher education, the komsomol, or trade unions
because of their parents’ social origin, although discrimination against them
would continue for many years. Stalin’s statement regarding fathers and sons
also reflected the regime’s hierarchy of potential danger. The most threatening
class enemies were male wage earners while their dependents had the advan-
tage of an ambiguous identity. Women and children could appear as both adver-
sary and victim. They were necessarily tainted because of their kinship ties to
the class enemy, but they also represented the victims of bourgeois exploitation.
Patterns of rehabilitation illustrate the importance of age and gender. In particu-
lar, sons and daughters (people like Pavlik Morozov) were deemed more cor-
rigible than their parents. As early as 1926 the Soviet government extended
the possibility of rehabilitation to disenfranchised children only, those who
were minors before 1925, and had lost their rights as financially dependent
on a disenfranchised parent.60

Although Stalin’s 1936 constitution declared the USSR to be a classless
society, the stigma of the class enemy would remain for years. After publication
of the new constitution, kulak special settlers could have their rights restored,
but they were not allowed to leave their place of settlement.61 In October 1938,
the Soviet government ended hereditary exile for kulak settlers by specifying
that certain children of labor settlers could be released from exile once they
turned sixteen.62 The preferences extended to young people reflected the
party’s contention that only the children of enemies could be truly redeemed.

57 15May1931“Protocol of theMeeting ofA.A.Andreev’sCommission,” Istoricheskii arkhiv, 158.
58 According to Lynne Viola, “children were ... to know that they had every possibility to study

and enter the ranks of socialist society, and that the party differentiated between them and their
parents.... They were to receive a communist upbringing, with all efforts extended to break them
away from the [counterrevolutionary] influence of their parents.” See Viola, “‘Tear the Evil from
the Root,’” 55–57. See also Viola, Unknown Gulag, 102–104.

59 Alexopoulos, Stalin’s Outcasts, 169–70.
60 Ibid., 129–57.
61 According to the 15 May 1931 “Protocol of the Meeting of A. A. Andreev’s Commission,”

a special settler “acquires voting rights and all civil rights if he fulfills the decrees of Soviet
power and acts as an honest worker for a five-year period from the time of his exile.” See Istori-
cheskii arkhiv, 158. See also Viola, Unknown Gulag, 155–59.

62 Khlevniuk, History of the Gulag, 262. By 1940, only 13,499 children had been allowed to
leave the settlements under this Sovnarkom decree, far fewer than were eligible for release. T. V.
Tsarevskaia-Diakina, ed., Istoriia stalinskogo gulaga, tom. 5: Spetspereselentsy v SSSR
(Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2004), 299.
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This would change as the wartime emergency granted a conditional amnesty to
political offenders young and old in order to deploy them to the front.63 “Coun-
terrevolutionaries” such as kulaks were allowed to serve in the military and
thereby earn rehabilitation for themselves and their family.64

E N EM I E S O F T H E P E O P L E “ A N D T H E I R C L A N ”

Following the December 1934 murder of Leningrad party boss Sergei Kirov,
a wave of arrests in the city affected both perceived enemies and their family
members. The purge in Leningrad in early 1935 largely included class
enemies such as clergy, tsarist officials, private traders, and landowners. The
NKVD Special Council sentenced 4,833 heads of household and 6,239
family members to camps, exile, and relocation—a total of 11,072 people.”65

As was the case during dekulakization, family members constituted the
majority of persons rounded up in this wave of arrests. The police operations
in Leningrad are often identified as the harbinger of Stalin’s Great Terror.
Like state enemies of earlier years, victims of the terror were punished collec-
tively as families of enemies. However, the first order governing the mass oper-
ations appeared ambiguous regarding the collective punishment of kin. NKVD
order no. 00447 of 30 July 1937, “On the repressive operation against former
kulaks, criminals and other anti-Soviet elements,” specified that “as a rule” the
family members of these individuals would not be punished, although the order
listed exceptions to the rule. Family members “capable of active anti-Soviet
activities” would be sent to camps while others could be deported; all family
members of these anti-Soviet elements would in the least be “registered and
placed under systematic observation.”66

In two weeks, things changed dramatically and kinship itself became punish-
able, regardless of one’s anti-Soviet capabilities. NKVD order no. 00486 of
15 August 1937 detailed the repressive measures to be taken against the
family members of “traitors to the motherland,” members of “right-Trotskyist
spying-sabotage organizations,” and others sentenced by military tribunals.67

63 Individual cases can be found in the wartime protocols of the Commission for the
Review of Petitions for Clemency (Komissiia po rassmotreniiu zaiavlenii o pomilovanii)
under the Presidium of the USSR Supreme Soviet, GARF (State Archive of the
Russian Federation) f. 7863, op. 2, d. 28, 32.

64 Viola,Unknown Gulag, 170; Amir Weiner,Making Sense of War: The Second World War and
the Fate of the Bolshevik Revolution (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 147–48.

65 Khlevniuk, History of the Gulag, 88.
66 NKVD order no. 00447 of 30 July 1937, “Ob operatsii po repressirovaniiu byvshikh kulakov,

ugolovnikov i drugikh antisovetskikh elementov,” Deti GULAGa, 231–33. See also Marc Iunge
and Rolf Binner, Kak terror stal “bol’shim”: sekretnyi prikaz no. 00447 i tekhnologiia ego ispol-
neniia (Moscow: AIRO-XX, 2003).

67 “Ob operatsii po repressirovaniiu zhen i detei izmennikov rodiny” [On the repressive oper-
ation against wives and children of traitors to the motherland], in A. I. Kokurin and N. V.
Petrov, eds., Gulag (glavnoe upravlenie lagerei) 1917–1960 (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnyi fond
“Demokratiia,” 2000), 106–10; also published in Deti GULAGa, 234–38.
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The NKVD USSR issued specific instructions concerning the fate of wives and
children, but it gave local NKVD organs discretion in deciding what to do
about “parents and other relatives who are dependent on and live with the
person under arrest.”68 According to this lengthy directive, the secret police
was required to gather extensive data on the family members of those taken
into custody. This included the names along with detailed information on
each person, compromising material on the wife of the accused, data on
elderly parents and children who require care, plus information on whether
the arrested person’s children over the age of fifteen are “socially dangerous
and capable of anti-Soviet actions.” The order specified in no uncertain
terms that “henceforth the wives of unmasked traitors of the Motherland and
right-Trotskyist spies should be arrested with their husbands” and subject to
labor camp detention for “no less than five to eight years,” depending on the
degree to which they were deemed “socially dangerous.”69

The Stalinist regime now cast a wide net when it came to the collective pun-
ishment of kin. In the case of class war, Soviet legislation rarely mentioned par-
ticular kin such as spouses and children, but instead referred to the family
members of bourgeois enemies as financial dependents. To a large degree,
this appears related to the nature of the enemy. The bourgeois enemy rep-
resented an exploiter and thief, and his dependents, according to official propa-
ganda, lived off this “unearned” income. By contrast, the “enemies of the
people” during Stalin’s Great Terror constituted traitors and saboteurs, so
family members appeared as dangerous co-conspirators. If class war punished
family members as non-laboring elements, the Great Terror attacked kin as
co-plotters and enemy sympathizers. Family ties continued to be defined by
dependency, but added to this was cohabitation, as if persons residing under
the same roof would be likely collaborators. The targeting of co-inhabitants
reveals the regime’s suspicion of those in close proximity to the enemy, and
shows how the private sphere emerged as a place of conspiracy and intrigue.
NKVD order no. 00486 defined the family members of enemies as “all
persons who are dependent on and who live with the person under arrest.”
Not only were wives subject to arrest but ex-wives too, if the NKVD authorities
believed that ex-wives took part in or had knowledge of the counterrevolution-
ary activities of the accused.
During the mass operations, the Soviet security police treated all relatives

severely, but male kin were more likely to receive a death sentence. Mikhail
Tomsky’s two sons were shot, as were all the male relatives of Trotsky (with

68 “Ob operatsii po repressirovaniiu zhen i detei izmennikov rodiny,” 107.
69 “Ob operatsii po repressirovaniiu zhen i detei izmennikov rodiny,” in Kokurin and Petrov,

Gulag, 108, 110. The order also noted that wives who “unmask their husband and provide infor-
mation to the authorities that result in the husband’s arrest” would be spared arrest themselves.
(p. 107).
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the exception of one nephew). On the other hand, the daughters of the purged
military leaders Mikhail Tukhachevskii and Yan Gamarnik lived in a special
children’s home with the children of other purged officers; later, they were
each arrested as teenagers and sent to a labor camp.70 Despite its gendered treat-
ment of enemies, the security police hardly granted women and children
leniency. Children were seized after an arrest warrant for the mother was
issued, and women were sent to camps even if they were pregnant or
nursing. Once babies reached the age of one or one-and-a-half, they were sep-
arated from their mothers and directed to an orphanage. None of the children’s
personal papers (such as birth certificate and educational documents) remained
with the parents. As distinct from the period of class war, the separation of
enemy families was intended to be complete. The NKVD took possession of
children and their personal documents upon the parents’ arrest.71

Depending on their age, the degree of danger they posed, and their ability to
“remake” themselves, these stigmatized children were either sent to NKVD
camps, corrective labor colonies, or to special regime orphanages run by the
republican Commissariat of Education (Narkompros).72 Those under three
lived in orphanages close to home. Children between three and fifteen years
old were directed to orphanages in other republics and regions. If classified as
“socially-dangerous children,” then those fifteen to seventeen were held in
special NKVD camps, separated from adults, denied the right to send letters or
see visitors, and subject to intense “cultural education.”73 Regardless of their
age, the children of enemies carried a profound stigma. They could not be
settled in the major urban centers of Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, Tbilisi, and
Minsk, nor in border or coastal cities. Many of these so-called “children of
repressed enemies of the people” appear to have been neglected by both the
republican NKVD organs and Narkompros and often became victims of abuse.74

NKVD order no. 00486 also specified that relatives who have not been subject
to repression and who were willing to take in these orphans “would not be

70 Kuhr, “Children of ‘Enemies of the People,’” 216. Gamarnik’s sister survived to petition
Nikita Khrushchev for rehabilitation. See A. Artizov, et al., eds., Reabilitatsiia: kak eto bylo
(Moscow: Mezhdunarodnyi fond “Demokratiia,” 2000), 182–83.

71 “Ob operatsii po repressirovaniiu zhen i detei izmennikov rodiny,” in Kokurin and Petrov,
Gulag, 107–10. On the treatment of women arrested with babies under one-and-a-half years old,
see also NKVD USSR order no. 001167 of 2 Oct. 1939, “Regulations on Investigatory Detention
at NKVD USSR Corrective-Labor Camps,” in Kokurin and Petrov, Gulag, 490.

72 “Ob operatsii po repressirovaniiu zhen i detei izmennikov rodiny,” in Kokurin and Petrov,
Gulag, 109–10. The NKVD maintained control over them even if the young ones resided
in Narkompros institutions. It was supposed to supervise and track the political mood (politicheskoe
nastroenie), education, and upbringing of these children. See also NKVD USSR circular no. 106 of
20 May 1938, “O detiakh repressirovannykh roditelei,” in Kokurin and Petrov, Gulag, 111–12.

73 July 1938 instructions of the Gulag administration, GARF f. 9414, op. 1, d. 1135, l. 197.
74 See NKVD USSR order no. 00309 of 20 May 1938, “Ob ustranenii izvrashchenii v soderz-

henii detei repressirovannykh roditelei v detskikh domakh,” in Kokurin and Petrov, Gulag,
455–56.
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hindered.”75 But such adoptions presented no small risk to family members. In
order to adopt so-called “children of repressed parents,” relatives had to appeal
directly to NKVD authorities and register themselves with the agency.76 The
NKVD would then “conduct systematic inspections on the state of the children’s
upbringing by the guardian, the mood of the children, their behavior and circle of
friends, and also all influences on the children by those who have taken them into
their care.”77 Such total surveillance by officers of the Soviet secret police would
hardly encourage relatives to step forward and assume guardianship of these chil-
dren. Indeed, if NKVD inspectors acquired “compromising data” on the adoptive
parents, the child could be seized or transferred to the care of other relatives. Some
family members did indeed become guardians for these children, subjecting
themselves to constant NKVD scrutiny and the danger of arrest.
Moreover, despite the risk, many who had not been arrested as family

members of “enemies of the people” appealed vigorously for their relatives’
release. As a way of discouraging this barrage of complaints and appeals, the
NKVD told family members that their relatives received a ten-year sentence
without the right of correspondence when, in fact, they had been shot.78 Yet
the news did not deter many from writing. Throughout the years of the Great
Terror, people flooded Soviet institutions and party leaders with letters concern-
ing the fate of their relatives. Moreover, the family members of persons arrested
appealed for their relatives’ release by reproducing the metaphor of the “great
family” and stressing the importance of keeping the “little family” intact. The
children of one man sent the following telegram to Stalin in 1936: “Our dear
father, you have made our childhood happy, yet today a great misfortunate
has come upon us. We decided to share this with you as a friend. Because of
our father’s mistake, a court has decided to end his life. We are pioneers and
ask you to spare his life for us. . . .”79 Far from maintaining its subordinate pos-
ition, the “little family” often challenged the “great family.”
During the Great Terror, Stalin also went after what he described as

“family circles” (semeistvennosti) or networks of patronage and mutual

75 “Ob operatsii po repressirovaniiu zhen i detei izmennikov rodiny,” Kokurin and Petrov,
Gulag, 109.

76 NKVD USSR circular of 7 Jan. 1938, “O vydache na opeku rodstvennikam detei repressir-
ovannykh roditelei,” in Kokurin and Petrov, Gulag, 111. Relatives of children between the ages
of fifteen and seventeen could become guardians for these children if the teenagers were not
deemed socially dangerous or had not revealed “anti-Soviet revanchist moods and actions.” See
“O detiakh repressirovannykh roditelei,” in Kokurin and Petrov, Gulag, 112. See also Kuhr, “Chil-
dren of ‘Enemies of the People,’” 213.

77 “O vydache na opeku rodstvennikam detei repressirovannykh roditelei,” in Kokurin and
Petrov, Gulag, 111.

78 The deception was openly discussed following Stalin’s death. See the Kremlin report of
18 Nov. 1954 on how officials should deal with citizen petitions regarding the fate of their repressed
relatives, in Artizov, et al., Reabilitatsiia, 179. This practice is described in Khlevniuk, History of
the Gulag; Merridale, Night of Stone; Vilensky, Till My Tale Is Told.

79 Telegram of 28 Dec. 1936 to Stalin from Orel, GARF f. 3917, op. 12, d. 21, l. 124.

S T A L I N A N D T H E P O L I T I C S O F K I N S H I P 107

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417508000066 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417508000066


protection.80 Once again, state enemies represented kinship groups, real or ima-
gined. The security police not only targeted the relatives of persons identified as
“enemies of the people,” but friends and work associates of these enemies
became vulnerable to punishment too. Such networks may or may not have
been kinship-based. Nonetheless, the language here reveals how Stalin’s suspi-
cion of family ties extended to bonds that resembled kinship, that is, personal
ties of loyalty that offered mutual protection and could undermine one’s
primary loyalty to the state. Even symbolic kinship suggested political
deviance. In remarks to the Party Central Committee plenum in March 1937,
Stalin condemned local officials who surrounded themselves with loyal
clients or a family (semeika) of people who were especially close to them.
He asserted that this “family situation” (semeistvennaia obstanovka) worked
to protect officials from criticism because members of the loyal family circle
“do not offend one another, do not take rubbish out of the hut” but instead
“praise each other and from time to time send empty and nauseating reports
about [local] successes to the center.”81 In fact, the Stalinist leadership encour-
aged popular denunciations of Soviet bureaucrats as a means of disrupting per-
sonal networks of mutual protection.82 The practice of collective punishment
became more expansive and explicit, as Soviet leaders grew increasingly sus-
picious of a diverse population of both actual and practical kin.

Moreover, during the Great Terror Stalin routinely arrested or threatened to
arrest the family members of his close associates in a practice that appears
similar to hostage taking. The wives of Mikhail Kalinin, Semyon Budenny,
Alexander Poskrebyshev, and Vyacheslav Molotov were either executed or
exiled, or languished in the Gulag while their husbands served Stalin in promi-
nent positions. In the typical ritualistic fashion, these men were forced to
condemn their spouses. Molotov apologized to Stalin in a top-secret memo
after the Central Committee voted to exclude his wife, Polina Zhemchuzhina,
from the party. He confessed his “political error” for not initially supporting the
action, and stated that his wife’s punishment was in fact “in the interests of the
party and the state.”83 The kinship transformation that Boym and Clark

80 On “family circles” in the Stalin period, see J. Arch Getty and Oleg V. Naumov, The Road to
Terror: Stalin and the Self-Destruction of the Bolsheviks, 1932–1939 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1999); Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism; Fitzpatrick, Tear off the Masks; Terry Martin, The
Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923–1939 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2001); On “family circles” in the post-Stalin period, see Ronald Grigor
Suny, The Revenge of the Past: Nationalism, Revolution, and the Collapse of the Soviet Union
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993).

81 “Zakliuchitel’noe slovo na plenume tsentral’nogo komiteta VKP(b), 5 marta 1937g,” in I. V.
Stalin, Sochineniia, tom I [XIV] 1934–1940, Robert H. McNeal, ed. (Stanford: Hoover Institution
on War, Revolution, and Peace, 1967), 230.

82 Kozlov, “Denunciation and Its Functions,” 134–40.
83 “Petition of V. M. Molotov on the error of his vote on the decision regarding P. S. Zhemchuz-

hina,” of 20 Jan. 1949, in O. V. Khlevniuk et al., eds., Politbiuro TsK VKP(b) i Sovet Ministrov
SSSR, 1945–1953 (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2002), 313. See also Yoram Gorlizki and Oleg
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identified in Soviet culture apparently played out in the Kremlin. By arresting
their kin, Stalin forced members of his inner circle to subordinate horizontal
kinship loyalties in favor of a vertical bond to him.
As in the case of class warfare, it was a change in the regime’s policy regard-

ing the collective punishment of kin that first signaled the reduction of terror.
On 9 January 1938, the Politburo declared that the relatives of persons who
had been arrested on counterrevolutionary charges should not be fired from
their jobs solely on account of their kinship ties.84 NKVD USSR order no.
00689 of 17 October 1938 explicitly ended the practice called for in NKVD
order no. 00486, in which wives were necessarily punished with their
husband.85 One month later, the party leadership put an end to the bloodiest
purge of the Stalin years with a decree that criticized the fabrication of cases
against “innocent people.”86 After the dictator’s death, a lengthy report on
the Great Terror was circulated to members of Khrushchev’s party presidium
that sharply criticized order no. 00486 for punishing innocent family
members.87

E T H N I C D I F F E R E N C E , T R E A S O N , A N D K I N S H I P

Under Stalin, repression against various categories of enemies—so-called
kulaks, enemies of the people, bandits, counterrevolutionaries, and other anti-
Soviet elements—disproportionately affected certain ethnic groups.88 Bolshe-
vik perceptions regarding the kinship ties of ethnic minorities often made
these populations especially vulnerable to repression. Among the Turkic
nomadic tribes of Oirotiia, party officials and ethnographers characterized
kinship networks and “clan survivals” as obstacles to socialist construction

Khlevniuk, Cold Peace: Stalin and the Soviet Ruling Circle, 1945–1953 (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 75–79.

84 Protocol from a 9 Jan. 1938 meeting of the Politburo, RGANI (Russian State Archive of Con-
temporary History) f. 89, op. 73, d. 1, l. 132.

85 No longer would all wives be arrested together with their husbands, but only those whose
complicity or anti-Soviet disposition (nastroenie) has been documented. See “O poriadke aresta
zhen izmennikov rodiny,” in Kokurin and Petrov, Gulag, 112–13.

86 A 17 Nov. 1938 joint decree of Sovnarkom USSR and the communist party central commit-
tee, “Ob arestakh, prokurorskom nadzore i vedenii sledstviia” [On arrests, procuracy supervision,
and the conduct of investigations], in, S. V. Mironenko and N. Werth, eds., Istoriia stalinskogo
gulaga, tom. 1: Massovye repressii v SSSR (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2004), 305–8.

87 Artizov, et al., Reabilitatsiia, 322.
88 This literature is vast. See, for example, Alexopoulos, Stalin’s Outcasts; Kate Brown, A Bio-

graphy of No Place: From Ethnic Borderland to Soviet Heartland (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 2004); Gabor Rittersporn, “‘Vrednye elementy,’ ‘opasnye men’shinstva’ i bol’-
shevistskie trevogi: massovye operatsii 1937–38 gg. i etnicheskii vopros v SSSR,” in, Timo Viha-
vainen and Irina Takala, eds., V sem’e edinoi: natsional’naia politika partii bol’shevikov i ee
osushchestvlenie na Sever-Zapade Rossii v 1920–1950-e gody (Petrozavodsk: Izd-vo Petrozavods-
kogo universiteta, 1998), 99–122; Kuromiya, Freedom and Terror; Martin, Affirmative Action
Empire; Viola, “The Role of the OGPU in Dekulakization;” Weiner, Making Sense of War.
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that only strengthened the position of local kulaks and other class enemies.
Such enemy exploiters were believed to be infiltrating the collective farms
“through their followers, through family members, and through relatives.”89

Communist officials who sought to dekulakize the natives in Kamchatka
and other northern territories insisted that mutual aid among kin disguised
exploitation and kulak activity.90 The Stalinist regime also condemned
Kazakh “feudal society with patriarchal survivals” because the Kazakhs ident-
ified so strongly with their tribes and clans.91 Given the importance of kinship
in their communities, the Soviet Union’s ethnic minorities were often per-
ceived as resistant to socialist transformation or harboring anti-Soviet
elements.

Despite the best efforts of the regime, years of Sovietization did not eradicate
the important social functions of kinship across the USSR or produce a displa-
cement of the family by the socialist collective. With respect to the peoples of
the Soviet south, Ron Suny writes, “loyalty is given first to kinship groups or
intimate friends. . . . So powerful are the obligations to one’s relatives and
friends that the shame incurred by non-fulfillment was, for many in the
southern tier of Soviet republics, much more serious than the penalties
imposed by law.”92 Collective farms in Tajikistan were organized according
to traditional kinship networks and work brigades consisted largely of rela-
tives.93 Stalin’s campaign to collectivize Soviet agriculture produced “clan kol-
khozes” as collective farms in Central Asia, Siberia, and the Far East were
organized along traditional kinship lines.94 The custom of “adoptive brother-
hood” among certain ethnic groups such as the Georgians and Kazakhs illus-
trates how some nationalities maintained a broad definition of kinship and a
vast network of kinship loyalties.95 Buryat families continued to possess
important social functions in the Soviet period. Kinship ties were used as a
safety net, for the exchange, distribution, and consumption of income, to
gain control over labor, to secure employment or education, and to acquire
and maintain political or social status.96

As Hildred Geertz notes, in certain communities “a person without a strong
network of family, neighbors, or patronage is at a considerable political and

89 Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet
Union (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005), 255–57.

90 Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors, 198–99.
91 Matthew J. Payne, Stalin’s Railroad: Turksib and the Building of Socialism (Pittsburgh: Uni-

versity of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), 92–93.
92 Suny, Revenge of the Past, 120.
93 Ibid., 115.
94 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 247–48.
95 Tamara Dragadze, ed., Kinship and Marriage in the Soviet Union (London: Routledge &

Kegan Paul, 1984), 44–45, 174–75.
96 Humphrey, Karl Marx Collective, 267–71, 340–52. Other ethnic minorities within the USSR

used kinship ties for similar ends. See Dragadze, Kinship and Marriage.
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social disadvantage.”97 This was the case beyond the ethnic territories, since
kinship was not necessarily more relevant in the minority regions of the
Soviet Union. The proverb, “A Russian cannot live without relatives”
(Russkii chelovek bez rodni ne zhivet) captured a certain reality.98 In the
Soviet Union, as Alena Ledeneva writes, “Not only immediate but also
extended kin networks were main channels for redistributing goods and ser-
vices.”99 Across various populations of the USSR, family networks both facili-
tated and undermined formal channels of goods distribution dictated by the
centrally planned economy. Yet party officials often focused on the potentially
subversive nature of kinship ties, and this prejudice appears most pronounced
in the case of non-Russian populations. Since family circles and bonds of
kinship were often perceived as potential threats to Soviet power, national
groups became especially vulnerable to political purges.
For the Stalinist leadership, the presence of strong kinship ties undermined

the loyalty of ethnic populations to the Soviet state. The most trusted
members of ethnic groups were often those with the shortest kinship
network. Douglas Northrop describes how the party consciously promoted
within its ranks orphans and others without strong kinship ties in Uzbekistan.
Both male and female Uzbek communists tended to lack extensive family con-
nections.100 The fear that kinship ties were potentially subversive led to the
deportation of the entire Korean population. Yezhov’s top secret memorandum
of 1937 on the deportation of Koreans documented the repression in terms of
the number of families affected: “In total, 124 trains with Koreans have
departed, containing 36,442 families, or 171,781 people. . . . The Koreans
sent to the Uzbek SSR number 16,272 families, or 76,525 people. Those
Koreans sent to the Kazakh SSR number 20,170 families, or 95,256

97 Hildred Geertz, “The Meaning of Family Ties,” in, Clifford Geertz, Hildred Geertz, and Lawr-
ence Rosen, eds., Meaning and Order in Moroccan Society: Three Essays in Cultural Analysis
(Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 338. In the case of American slaves, an
enlarged network of slave kin as well as quasi- or symbolic kin (and unrelated neighbors and
friends) offered support and protection, and transmitted notions of reciprocity and obligation.
See Herbert G. Gutman, “Afro-American Kinship before and after Emancipation in North
America,” in, Hans Medick and David Warren Sabean, eds., Interest and Emotion: Essays on
the Study of Family and Kinship (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 243–48.

98 V. Dal’, Poslovitsy russkogo naroda: sbornik (Moscow: Gos. izd-vo khudozh. lit-ry, 1957),
390.

99 Alena V. Ledeneva, Russia’s Economy of Favours: Blat, Networking and Informal Exchange
(Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 125. Chris Ward also describes how kinship
networks operated in the Russian cotton mills. See his “Languages of Trade or a Language of Class?
Work Culture in Russian Cotton Mills in the 1920s,” in, Lewis H. Siegelbaum and Ronald Grigor
Suny, eds., Making Workers Soviet: Power, Class, and Identity (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1995), 194–219.

100 Northrop states that the party tended to attract “widows, orphans, and runaways who found
shelter and protection in Soviet institutions, and thus stood outside powerful local kin networks.”
See his Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2004), 210, 226.
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people.”101 As high as these numbers appear, the NKVD leadership later
decided to deport the whole Korean community. Officials believed that offenses
against family would generate deep hostility among the Koreans because of
their strong kinship ties. The importance of not leaving any Korean behind
was stressed by the assistant head of the NKVD, Vasily Chernyshev, in a
memo to Yezhov: “To leave these few thousand Koreans in the Far Eastern
krai, when the majority have been deported will be dangerous, since the
family ties of all Koreans are very strong. The territorial restrictions on those
remaining in the Far East will undoubtedly affect their mood and these
groups will become rich soil for the Japanese to work on.”102 The stronger
the kinship ties, so it was believed, the greater the chance that repression
against one would turn others into anti-Soviet elements.

The threat from Hitler’s Germany intensified fears within the party over
the presence of internal enemies who collaborated with foreign governments,
and such enemy traitors were punished together with their family members.
In June 1934, Pravda published a front-page article and TsIK USSR decree
on the punishment of dangerous criminals such as so-called counterrevolu-
tionaries and traitors. Among other things, the law specified that members
of the traitor’s family (chleny sem’i izmennika) would be punished with
deprivation of freedom and exile from five to ten years plus confiscation
of all property.103 During World War II, a decree of the State Defense
Committee entitled “On the Family Members of Traitors to the Motherland”
stated that adult (sovershennoletnie) family members of military personnel
and civilians sentenced to death as spies, traitors, or collaborators would
be subject to arrest and exile. Unlike similar pronouncements from state
security organs in earlier years, this decree defined a traitor’s family in
very broad terms: “Family members of traitors to the Motherland include:
the father, mother, husband, wife, sons, daughters, brothers and sisters if
they lived with the traitor to the Motherland or were dependent on him [or
her] at the time the crime was committed or at the moment of [the
person’s] mobilization into the army at the start of the war.”104 Although

101 Khlevniuk, History of the Gulag, 148.
102 Quoted in Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 334.
103 See “O dopolnenii Polozheniia o prestupleniiakh gosudarstevnnykh (kontrrevoliutsionnykh

i osobo dlia Soiuza SSR opasnykh prestupleniiakh protiv poriadka upravleniia) stat’iami ob izmene
rodine,” Pravda (9 June 1934): 1.

104 Decree of 24 June 1942 of the State Defense Committee no. GOKO-1926SS, “O chlenakh
semei izmennikov rodine,” Deti GULAGa, 379–80. This practice has a long history. During World
War I, the government of tsar Nicholas II punished entire families for the crimes of individual sol-
diers, and during the civil war the family members of Red Army soldiers faced punishment if their
kin committed military offenses. See Sanborn, “Family, Fraternity, and Nation-Building,” 98–100.
As late as 1952, the government denied pensions to the family members of Red Army soldiers who
had been classified as traitors to the motherland. Memo of 21 Mar. 1952 from the MGB to the Pre-
sidium of the USSR Council of Ministers, RGANI f. 89, op. 18, d. 16, l. 16.
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minority groups were not mentioned in these decrees, non-Russians became
especially vulnerable to the charge of treason.
Ethnic deportations began in the early 1930s but intensified leading up to and

during the war.105 As in the case of dekulakization, the security police relied on
estimates of family size when it conducted operations to deport the various
national minorities. Kate Brown describes how, in the late 1930s, national
groups purged from the Ukrainian borderlands were deported to Northern
Kazakhstan, yet “nearly twice as many deportees arrived in Kazakhstan than
the number estimated. The NKVD had planned on three people for each of
the 15,000 households deported; instead, the average family had five
members. Rather than the planned 45,000 settlers, 70,000 people arrived.”106

Whether the security apparatus counted five- or three-member families, its
accounting by family unit remained the same.107 The NKVD managed and
moved ethnic populations in kinship groups, routinely recording on internal
memoranda not only the number of people transferred but also the number
of families. To be sure, Stalin’s ethnic deportations often involved the whole-
sale transfer of ethnic populations, so extended families became victims by
definition. The kulak deportations, by contrast, did not target entire peasant
communities; rather, the NKVD singled out certain people and often did not
deport parents, siblings, or other relatives of the kulak head of household.
This distinction highlights some of the differences between class and ethnic
terror that scholars have identified.108 Yet the very charge of treason is also sig-
nificant here. Repression against ethnic minorities coincided with attacks
against traitors of all kinds, and the family members of perceived traitors—
Russian and non-Russian—were routinely punished with exile.109

105 On the deportation of ethnic groups under Stalin see, for example, Michael Gelb, “An Early
Soviet Ethnic Deportation: The Far-Eastern Koreans,” Russian Review 54 (July 1995): 389–412;
Martin, Affirmative Action Empire; Norman M. Naimark, Fires of Hatred: Ethnic Cleansing in
Twentieth-Century Europe (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001); Weiner, Making
Sense of War.

106 Brown, Biography of No Place, 182.
107 The family size of settlers tended to be larger in the 1930s than in the 1940s, but generally

stood at three to four persons per family. See, for example, Tsarevskaia-Diakina, Spetspereselentsy
v SSSR, 249, 296, 335.

108 See Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 327; Slezkine, Jewish Century, 305; Weiner,Making
Sense of War, 7–39.

109 For example, the government’s operation to remove so-called counterrevolutionary elements
from the Western regions of Belorussia punished the family members of participants in “Polish
counterrevolutionary insurgent organizations” with the confiscation of property, arrest, and exile
for a term of twenty years. See “Ob iz’iatii kontrrevoliutsionnykh elementov zapadnykh oblastiakh
BSSR,” May 1941 joint decree of the Party Central Committee and Sovnarkom USSR, RGANI f.
89, op. 18, d. 4, l. 2–3. The Soviet government also conducted mass deportations of suspected
enemies when the Red Army occupied Latvia, and punishment extended to the family members
of those identified as disloyal or dangerous; women made up 46.5 percent of the population
deported on 14 June 1941, while 15 percent of deportees included children under the age of ten.
See “Concluding Document of the International Conference,” Hoover Institution Archives, Depor-
tations of 14 June 1941, box 1, file 1.
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Most notoriously, the Stalinist regime classified entire ethnic populations
as traitors. Diaspora nationalities or ethnic groups that constituted majorities
in independent states abroad, such as Germans, Poles, Latvians, Greeks, and
Koreans, became subject to mass deportations on suspicions that their stron-
gest loyalties were reserved for their homeland and countrymen abroad. The
Kalmyk, Chechen, Ingush, Tatar, and other national groups were also sus-
pected of collaborating with the Germans and punished with deportation.
The party branded such populations as counterrevolutionary “enemy
nations” and forcibly transported them to settlements in Central Asia and
Siberia. For example, the Soviet government initiated mass deportations of
its ethnic German population shortly after Germany’s invasion of the
USSR. In the city of Moscow and the surrounding region of the Moscow
oblast’, nearly 8,500 people were deported in just two weeks in September
1941.110 By November, as many as 607,327 ethnic Germans had been
deported to settlements in Kazakhstan and Siberia, and many of these depor-
tees were children and elderly family members.111 In October 1941, children
constituted nearly half of the 2,725 Germans deported from the Crimean
autonomous republic and the Krasnodarsk krai.112 Like “class enemies”
and “enemies of the people,” “enemy nations” came in units comprised of
a head of household plus kin.

Kinship ties of the German deportees represented a central concern of the
NKVD leadership, as these relationships determined who would be deported,
which family should be classified as “German,” as well as the registration, man-
agement, and policing of this population of outcasts. Once again, the deportation
of the German “enemy nation” illustrates how terror practices under Stalin were
gendered. The male head of household (and only he) transmitted his enemy status
to kin. According to the instructions of NKVD chief Beria, families considered
German for the purposes of deportation were only those in which an ethnic
German represented the male head of household or husband. A Russian man
with a German wife would not have his family subject to deportation.113 More-
over, deportees were managed in family units, and the male head of household
shouldered responsibility for policing his family. Deportees were to be registered
with the state as family units (they were issued a family ID or semeinaia

110 “Excerpt from NKVD USSR report (svodka) #17 of 23 Sept. 1941 on the operation to deport
Germans,” GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 174.

111 Tsarevskaia-Diakina, Spetspereselentsy v SSSR, 327.
112 NKVD USSR report of 5 Jan. 1942 on the settlement of Germans in Kazakhstan, GARF f.

9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 265.
113 Sept. 1941, NKVD USSR Instructions “On the Deportation of Germans Living in Moscow

and the Moscow Oblast’,” GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 159. In the Moscow operation, over 900
people were spared deportation because their family was headed by a Russian male, although
married to a German wife. See “Excerpt from NKVD USSR report (svodka) #17 of 23 Sept.
1941 on the operation to deport Germans,” GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 174. On the attention
that NKVD officials paid to this distinction, see also GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 270.
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kartochka)114 and the authorities had to “warn the head of the family of deportees
upon registration that he bears responsibility for all deported members of his
family.”115 In an example of krugovaia poruka, any transgression by a
member of the family would result in criminal sanction for the male head of
household and the punishment of other family members as well.116 When arran-
ging the transfer of Germans to settlements—“without noise and panic,” Beria
insisted117—Soviet authorities were also supposed to take into account the
number of families subject to deportation and the size of each family with the
presumed goal of keeping families together. NKVD authorities paid special atten-
tion to this as many tried to flee settlements in order to reunite with family
members. Relatives who were hospitalized or otherwise unable to be deported
at the time of the family’s transfer would be joined with the family at a later
date. Cargo was also grouped by family, and a maximum weight for personal
belongings was assigned not to individuals, but to each family unit.118 The secur-
ity police managed “enemy nations” as kinship groups, not only for the purpose
of arrest and deportation, but also for rehabilitation.
As in the terror against “class enemies” and “enemies of the people,” the end

of repression against “enemy nations” was first signaled by a change in policy
with respect to family members. Just as the children of deported kulaks were
the first to be granted the reinstatement of rights under certain conditions, the
younger generation among the ethnic populations that had been punished
with deportation was also placed at the head of the queue. Following Stalin’s
death, the slow process of rehabilitation began for members of deported
“enemy nations.” On 5 July 1954, the Council of Ministers released all children
under sixteen from the special settlements, including German, Karachay, and
Kalmyk youth. The parents and adult relatives of these youth would have to
wait a few more years for their release.119

C O N C L U S I O N

Prominently situated one step below the larger constructions of “bourgeois
classes,” “enemies of the people,” and “enemy nations,” was the sub-category

114 For an example, see GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 269.
115 Sept. 1941, NKVD USSR Instructions “On the Deportation of Germans Living in Moscow

and the Moscow Oblast’,” GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 159.
116 Sept. 1941, NKVD USSR Order “On Executing the Operation to Deport Germans from

Moscow and the Moscow Oblast’,” GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 164. Krugovaia poruka was
also employed in the kulak settlements. See Viola, Unknown Gulag, 94, 123.

117 Ibid.
118 Sept. 1941, NKVD USSR Instructions “On the Deportation of Germans Living in Moscow

and the Moscow Oblast’,” GARF f. 9479, op. 1, d. 86, l. 159.
119 Decree of 5 July 1954 of the USSR Council of Ministers, “O sniatii nekotorykh ogranichenii

v pravom polozhenii spetsposelentsev,” [On removing some restrictions on the rights of special set-
tlers], in Artizov, et al., Reabilitatsiia, 158–59; J. Otto Pohl, The Stalinist Penal System (London:
McFarland and Co., Inc., 1997), 89–133.

S T A L I N A N D T H E P O L I T I C S O F K I N S H I P 115

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417508000066 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417508000066


of the family that, I argue, constituted the basic “unit” of terror under Stalin.
A look at Stalinist terror through the lens of kinship reveals the degree to
which political enemies were imagined and punished as family networks, real
or symbolic. Whether the Soviet security police described its target as economic
dependents or co-inhabitants or explicitly mentioned specific kin, it considered
people responsible for (if not complicit in) the crimes of those close to them.
Under Stalin, terror became directed at intimate relationships and social inter-
actions, and political danger was assessed in terms of one person’s proximity
to the next. Stalinist terror made kinship relevant in various ways. There was
hardly an incidence of terror that did not punish family members, and such
attacks intensified over time, as descent and marriage, in addition to economic
dependency and co-habitation, became explicitly punishable offenses. The con-
sequences were not insignificant. Awife condemned for being financially depen-
dent on a class enemy could appeal for the reinstatement of rights once she
established economic independence, but a wife arrested as the wife of a traitor
had no such recourse. From one campaign of terror to the next, it is apparent
that the stigma of kinship becomes more severe and immutable. For the Soviet
Marxists, clan and not class often mattered most.

To be sure, the arrest of one person on anti-Soviet charges did not necessarily
result in the punishment of kin. The sheer randomness and irregularity of the
Soviet terror system precludes such assertions. Some kulaks were released
from exile as wrongly deported. Some children of enemies of the people did
not face discrimination, but lived relatively normal lives in the care of grand-
parents who were also largely unaffected by the arrest of kin. Some German
citizens of the USSR were not deported during World War II because they
were too old, had family members in the Red Army, or were prominent special-
ists. The Soviet case does not offer a good example of the totalizing treatment
of enemy categories. Nonetheless, since the party viewed kinship ties and those
resembling them as potentially subversive, Soviet political violence was
applied to the family unit in a remarkably persistent manner. An enormous
population—often the majority—of victims of political repression was con-
demned solely as family members of marked enemies. The Stalinist leadership
imagined and apprehended not individual enemies but families of enemies, and
this practice of punishing kin collectively demonstrates that the eradication of
undesirable elements constituted a fundamental goal of party policy. As Amir
Weiner writes, attacks against families of enemies illustrate the “exterminatory
character” of Soviet terror campaigns.120 Stalin’s statement at the beginning

120 In particular, Weiner argues “the exterminatory character of the antinationalist campaign” in
western Ukraine is demonstrated by Soviet attacks against entire families of nationalists. Although
most of the active nationalist guerrillas had been killed in the war, “182,543 nationalists deported
from the seven western regions between 1944 and 1952 included family members of the OUN
[Organization of Ukrainian nationalists] and the UPA [Ukrainian Insurgent Army] and their suppor-
ters, non-adults, and families of those killed in clashes.” See his Making Sense of War, 173. On the
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of this article makes such intentions clear; the goal was to wipe out the enemies’
entire lineage, their relations, and their clan.
Many were eliminated but others were not. Enormous populations of per-

ceived state enemies moved from the “big zone” of Soviet society to the
“little zone” of the Gulag, the most notorious of all Stalinist institutions.
When we look at the impact of collective punishment, it becomes apparent
that a cultural practice informed this important penal and economic system
in fundamental ways. The arrest of entire families produced a situation in
which the OGPU-NKVD managed a broad demographic of prisoners, includ-
ing women, elderly parents, children, and juveniles. The very practice of col-
lective punishment dramatically extended the reach and functions of the
penal apparatus. Those under OGPU-NKVD control resided in a vast
network of assorted detention facilities, from labor camps and colonies to
settlements and special regime orphanages, each with its own unique demo-
graphic.121 As the basic unit of terror, the family became grafted onto the
larger penal apparatus. The security police managed families: processing the
petitions of family members, policing kinship ties, identifying family struc-
tures, enforcing familial krugovaia poruka, and meting out punishment or
extending rehabilitation to persons consistent with their position within the
patriarchal family hierarchy. Only the significance of a cultural practice like
collective punishment can explain why Stalin’s Gulag system, whose
primary functions were disciplinary and economic, spent so much energy on
the incarceration of underage, elderly, less productive, and highly vulnerable
populations.

repression of OUN members, see also NKVD order “O repressirovanii semei ounovtsev” [On the
repression of families of persons belonging to the Ukrainian nationalists’ military organization],
Deti GULAGa, 407–8.

121 The male head of household and older male relatives were more likely to face execution or
hard labor; women and children more frequently received a sentence of exile (which often proved
no less harsh). Men largely populated the labor camps and colonies while their wives, parents, and
children constituted the majority population of the settlements. In the late 1930s, men made up over
90 percent of the 1,289,491 prisoners in the Gulag labor camps. See Kokurin and Petrov, Gulag,
416. Women, children, and adolescents comprised over 70 percent of the population in labor settle-
ments; less than half of the roughly 880,000 people in these settlements were identified as fit for
work (trudosposobnye). See Tsarevskaia-Diakina, Spetspereselentsy v SSSR, 248–49.
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