Soviet “Paradise” Revisited:
Genocide, Dissent, Memory and Denial

By Dr. Eric J. Schmaltz

Remembering Victims of Communism
Worldwide

As a part of the September
Heritage Review’'s focus on Soviet-era
repression, this essay pays a visit to
Soviet “paradise” to reflect on a ravaged
twentieth century and the German
Russians who endured it.

An international event over the
summer makes this topic especially
significant and timely. On June 12, 2007,
the International Memorial to the Victims
of Communism  was unveiled in
Washington, DC. President George W.
Bush dedicated the memorial.
Representative Tom Lantos, chairman of
the House Foreign Affairs Committee and
a Hungarian-Jewish Holocaust survivor,
gave the keynote address. Congressional
leaders, members of the diplomatic corps,
ethnic leaders, foreign dignitaries, and
memorial supporters also attended the
historic commemoration.

Several years in the making, the
memorial is a bronze statue replica of the
“Goddess of Democracy,” similar to the
Statue of Liberty, which thousands of
Chinese dissidents erected in mid-1989 at
Tiananmen Square in Beijing. It is the
brainchild of the Victims of Communism
Memorial Foundation, a  non-profit
organization established in December
1993 by the U.S. Congress to build a
memorial in the nation’s capital.

Its purposes are manifold: to
remember the more than 100 million
victims of communism worldwide; to
honor those who resisted communist
dictatorships and contributed to the end of
the Cold War; and to educate present and
future generations about this ideology’s
crimes against humanity. For the
dedication ceremony, the organizers
selected the twentieth anniversary of
President Ronald Reagan’s famous speech
that called on Soviet Ileader Mikhail

Gorbachev to tear down the Berlin Wall,
the great symbol of the Cold War divide.

Communism — An Outdated Relic?
Memorial supporters have conceded
that the event went largely unnoticed and
that much more work remains necessary
to educate the general public. In the
minds of many today, the communist
ideology and Cold War are simply relics,
the preserve now of a small group of
historians, with little or no significant
bearing on the present or the future.
Memorial supporters have long regarded
ignorance or denial about communism’s
past as a “moral blind spot.” They have
argued that free societies must not be
content until people recognize that
communism has led to terror and
oppression. Many people remember the
Nazi Holocaust, and rightly so, but only a
few fathom the wide extent of
communism’s horrors, past and present.
In the West, sincere students and
intellectuals still embrace Marxist-inspired
ideas and theories, despite empirical
evidence to the contrary. Sometimes
national pride has also prevented people
from coming to terms with the past. In
Russia, for example, according to a recent
poll, one-third of the populace believed
that Stalin “did more good than bad for
the country.” Just one day after the
dedication, the Chinese government
denounced the anti-communist memorial.
A number of critics have asked why
such a memorial should be located in a
non-communist country like the United
States. Over the years, others have voiced
similar sentiments on the selection of
Washington, DC, for the site of the U.S.
Holocaust Memorial Museum. For some,
the June 12 ceremony also represented
only one small step in addressing
communism’'s crimes worldwide. Certain
commentators have noticed the anti-



communist memorial’s modesty,
regardless of its poignancy and beauty, as
well as its less than prominent placement
in the city. Although more expensive to
realize, a museum for the victims of
communism would perhaps one day
provide posterity with an even more fitting
tribute.

The Fragility of Freedom

Nevertheless, for the more than one
billion persons living today under
communism around the globe, persecution
and repression remain stark realities—a
constant reminder that human freedom is
fragile. Even after the collapse of
communist regimes in parts of the world,
bitter memories continue to haunt the
survivors, including the ever shrinking
number of older members of the Germans
from Russia community.* In 1997, famed
historian and former American
Communist, Eugene Genovese, concluded
this about the past century: “We ended a
seventy-year experiment with socialism
with little more to our credit than tens of
millions of corpses.”

Imperfect Democracies and the Limits
of “Totalitarianism”

It is often acknowledged in public
discourse that no representative
democracy is perfect. This general
observation certainly holds true for the
United States as an acknowledged leader
of the “free world,” without either
diminishing its many supreme
accomplishments or denying some of its
real historical shortcomings. After
generations of struggle, citizens in
relatively free societies such as our own
on the whole have come to possess
various public and private venues to
express their aspirations and list their
grievances. Many in the West, who take
basic civil liberties for granted, often fail
to comprehend what systematic,
widespread and at times violent
repression entails. All societies rest upon
some claim of authority and a certain
degree of public pressure and coercion, to
be sure, but that epitomizes the human
condition and how the real world works.

Countless more people, however, do
not recognize that no perfect, all-powerful
dictatorship has been established yet
either. Arguably, it remains most
fortunate for humanity that the dire
advanced societies, “dystopias,” or
“totalitarian” systems described in Aldous
Huxley’'s Brave New World and George
Orwell’'s 1984 have not truly materialized
in the fullest sense, despite all the best
efforts of fascist and communist regimes
over the past century.

Some historians and social scientists
have considered the Soviet regime under
Joseph Stalin during the 1930s to be the
embodiment of “totalitarianism,” a term
which describes a political system in which
power is concentrated at the top and the
entire  population is mobilized to
undertake a sweeping transformation of
society.

By definition, this system does not
allow for independent political parties,
labor organizations or any other viable
civic associations, as nothing should stand
between the state and the individual. Here
the state scrutinizes and monitors both
public and private behavior. For its own
purposes, the totalitarian state also often
makes effective use of police terror to
strike at numerous opponents and to
terrorize all into submission. Not least of
all, it includes the use of propaganda to
rally the masses to make vast national
sacrifices and to accomplish great national
goals. In this scenario, the edifice of the
state in effect dwarfs the individual, since
each citizen is expected to serve the
supposed needs of society and the general
will.

Stalin’s Control

Some scholars, however, have been
uncertain whether Stalin achieved total
control over Soviet life. For one thing,
Stalin had to rely on subordinates at all
levels to realize his ambitious plans.
Soviet citizens and even government
officials also did not always conform to the
system as demanded. Indeed, as powerful
as the Stalinist state was, no society or
political party stands as a monolith. Yet
for many observers, the Stalinist era,



along with the Nazi period in Germany,
has provided us with a striking example of
a totalitarian system at work in the
twentieth century and offers us a warning
of potentially even worse future
scenarios.®

Nearly two decades after the fall of
Soviet Communism and the end of the
Cold War, scholars have started to
appreciate that even the most repressive
political systems at best are flawed in
their effectiveness to stifle all dissent and
opposition—at least up to now, most
fortunately. In an imperfect world,
ordinary people, those daring few brave
souls, have continued to demonstrate the
remarkable human capacity, despite great
difficulties, to adapt and find ways of
skirting state authority of any political
stripe. Even under the most innovative,
coercive, and ruthless dictatorships,
people have found enough “wiggle room”
to perform acts—both great and small—in
defiance of the predominating political
order. With the fall of the Soviet Union,
perhaps it would make more sense now to
think of Soviet dissidents as the “Little
Davids” versus “Goliath.” For seven
decades, the ethnic Germans of the
former Soviet Union were no exception.

A Short Soviet History (1917-1991)
From 1917 to 1991, the level of
repression emanating from the Kremlin
varied. The Soviet Union, despite the
continuation of certain ideological
underpinnings and political structures,
evolved over its seven decades. Of course,
it more or less functioned as a police state
throughout its existence, but on the
whole, the worst phases of Soviet
oppression and even genocide occurred
under Vladimir Lenin during the era of the
Russian Civil War and War Communism
(1918-1920) and, most significantly,
under Stalin between 1929 and 1953.
Even after the mass terror concluded,
longstanding tensions persisted between
this repressive regime and those whom it
considered to be suspect at best.
Nonetheless, Soviet policies fluctuated
and covered a wide spectrum, depending
on at what lengths the regime was

prepared to go in order to crush real or
perceived opposition.

In the early 1920s, for example, the
new Bolshevik regime imposed forced
grain requisitioning as an emergency war
measure, resulting in famine outbreaks
across parts of Russia, especially along
the Volga. Stalin’s Great Terror included
above all the brutal collectivization drives
of the early 1930s, the man-made terror
famine in Soviet Ukraine (1932-1933),
also known as the Holodomor (“Famine-
Genocide”), as well as the mass political
purges of 1937-1938 and the mass
deportations of more than a dozen Soviet
nationality groups from 1937 to 1951.

“Easing Up” on Soviet Suppression

In general, Soviet authorities eased up
on its suppression of the population during
the mid-1920s, again from the late 1950s
to the mid-1960s, and finally from the late
1980s to the early 1990s. From 1921 to
1928, for instance, Moscow implemented
the New Economic Policy (NEP), designed
to restore private ownership to small
sectors of the economy, especially in
agriculture. Over the long term, the
regime sought to attain full socialist
development, but it realized that at least
temporarily, it had to find better ways to
rebuild the country’s devastated and
backward economy with capitalism after
years of war and political turmoil.

At about the same time that NEP went
into effect, the newly created Soviet state
also devised and encouraged the policy of
korenizatsiya (meaning “nativization” or
“indigenization”, or literally “putting down
roots”). In the early years of Soviet rule,
Lenin and his associates attempted to
reconcile two opposing goals: to grant
symbolic concessions to and exploit
nationalist sentiment in the former tsarist
empire and to establish conditions for the
formation of a strong and centralized state
system. This policy of “Soviet nation-
building” granted degrees of territorial and
cultural autonomy to the multitude of
Soviet nationality groups, so long as the
ideological foundations remained socialist
and the Communist Party stayed in
power—thus the now familiar organizing



principle of “national in form, socialist in
content.” During this period, the Volga-
German Autonomous Soviet Socialist
Republic (ASSR) and various Soviet-
German national districts appeared in
other parts of the Soviet Union, especially
in Ukraine.

In the 1920s, the Soviet creation of
this sophisticated federal arrangement
was supposed to represent a “transitional”
form of government, one which would
supposedly give way to a unitary political
organization. Initially, this form of modern
assimilation did not necessarily constitute
a deliberate Bolshevik attempt to
“Russify” the smaller Soviet nationalities,
as happened later, but it was designed to
remove traditional religious beliefs, class
divisions, and social differences that
impeded socialist development and the
rise of a global working-class
consciousness and solidarity. Within the
context of Marxist-Leninism, a Soviet
nationality group was to be an
administrative unit that followed the
Party’s political ideology and that
comprised one part of the USSR and,
ultimately, one part of a global communist
society. In 1917, Lenin and his Bolsheviks
had hoped that the Bolshevik Revolution
would help ignite working-class
revolutions across the industrialized-
capitalist world, but the anticipated
judgment day never arrived. By the early
1920s, the regime realized that the
international workers’ revolution would
have to wait until a more opportune time.

The “nativization” policy even
encouraged local Party leaders of Russian
nationality to learn the local languages
and cultures—at least that was the ideal.
Whether truly intended or not, the policy
also promoted a “renaissance” of ethnic
culture and educational development
among the larger nationalities, including
most of all the Ukrainians. By the late
1920s, korenizatsiya developed into a
highly controversial issue within the
Soviet leadership, some of whom feared
social divisions arising from growing
ethnic nationalism. Consequently, the
policy qualified as one of the first victims
of Stalin’s power consolidation in the

years after 1929, to the detriment of the
smaller nationality groups.*

Even the brutal Stalin, however, could
restrain governmental policy under certain
circumstances. During the “Great Patriotic
War” against Nazi Germany (1941-1945),
for example, he briefly curtailed the
regime’s persecution of the Russian
Orthodox Church in an attempt to appeal
to Russian nationalism and to win broader
public support required for final victory.
By early 1946, though, many Soviet
citizens, who had sacrificed so much
during the war, grew discouraged when
Stalin returned to his old totalitarian ways.
His death in March 1953 came none too
soon amid growing rumors that he was
about to launch yet another mass purge,
perhaps this time directed against Soviet
Jews, among others.”

Khrushchev Era

In February 1956, new Soviet leader
Nikita Khrushchev gave his famous
“Secret Speech” to Communist Party
leaders, condemning Stalin’s excesses
waged against both the Party and the
entire country. Some of the first serious
fissures in the grand Soviet edifice
appeared at this defining moment. He
cited to a stunned audience some of
Stalin’s crimes, including the nationality
groups deported from their ancestral
homelands in the North Caucasus and
southern Russia to the eastern expanses:
the Chechens, Karachays, Kalmyks,
Ingush, and Balkars. Yet he passed over a
number of nationalities that had endured
a similar fate, including the indigenous
Crimean Tatars, the Koreans from the Far
East, the Meskhetian Turks from the
Trans-Caucasus, and the Volga Germans
and other German groups from across the
USSR.°

Intentional or not, his glaring omission
of the ethnic Germans concealed the fact
that this group at the time represented
the largest of the deported peoples and
accounted for more than one million out of
the 2.75 million “special settlers.”” The
thrifty ethnic Germans might have
comprised a vital part of his ambitious
“Virgin Lands” agricultural project



envisioned for Soviet Siberia, and thus
their forced removal under Stalin was
downplayed. Or perhaps he dared not
identify too much with the plight of
“fascist” Germans.

When the “Secret Speech’s” contents
soon leaked out to the West, it created
quite a public stir on both sides of the
political spectrum. Based on his actions
and published memoirs, Khrushchev
probably suffered nagging guilt about his
own direct complicity in the 1930s Great
Terror, but he continued to be an ardent
and committed Communist to the end. His
political “thaw” of the late 1950s and early
1960s sought to introduce a more
consistent and pragmatic policy course
without making significant fundamental
changes to the Soviet system. He
assigned the regime’s crimes to Stalin
personally, but not to the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union as a whole or to
the Soviet system itself.® Most in the
West, however, are wunaware that
Khrushchev’s policies of atheism and
religious persecution sometimes proved to
be as severe and pervasive as at any
previous time, even under Stalin. On
balance, Khrushchev’'s legacy remains
mixed.®

Like millions of other Soviet citizens
released from exile or prison, the German
Russians experienced relative
improvement in their political status and
economic condition under Khrushchev, but
the group’s “rehabilitation” under the
regime fell short in certain regards. For
instance, a December 1955 amnesty
decree removed restrictions on the legal
status of ethnic Germans in the “special
settlements,” and the remaining ethnic-
German population was released from
confinement. It did not, however, return
property confiscated during deportation
and exile, nor were ethnic Germans
permitted to return to their old homelands
and native villages. Moreover, an August
1964 “rehabilitation” decree cleared the
guilt accusation made against Volga
Germans in 1941. Yet this so-called
“partial rehabilitation” did not allow the
German Russians to return to their old
homelands, nor did it provide for the re-

establishment of a Volga-German republic
and other national districts for ethnic
Germans. In fact, the 1964 decree was
not publicized to a wide Soviet audience
for another quarter of a century.*

Brezhnev Era

In the late 1960s and 1970s,
Khrushchev’s protégé and successor,
Leonid Brezhnev, began to discredit and
reverse modest liberal reforms. He
enacted more repressive  measures
(including forced psychiatric treatment for
political prisoners) in order to suppress
growing popular dissent, but not nearly to
the same extent as Stalin had done. A
new generation of Soviet leaders was
determined to rule the country in a
measured and less than dramatic fashion.
Political caution and stability distinguished
this period of Soviet rule. Although
signifying a more hard-line stance, the
status quo under Brezhnev and the Party
was not a complete turn of the clock back
to Stalinism.

The Brezhnev era also witnessed the
regime’s efforts to increase Soviet military
and diplomatic legitimacy and prestige
abroad, although this policy course ebbed
and flowed with efforts to engage in
détente (to ease international tensions)
and improve diplomatic relations with the
West, most notably in connection with
West German Chancellor Willy Brandt's
Ostpolitik (“Eastern Policy™).
Consequently, increased levels of Black
Sea German immigration to West
Germany took place for most of the 1970s
in order to reunite families separated by
the war. Stalin’s successors no longer
wished to shut themselves off completely
from the outside world, but they had to
deal with the consequences of an even
limited opening up to the West.*!

Gorbachev and Perestroika

By the late 1980s, Gorbachev and his
Party allies, in desperate efforts to
reinvigorate an increasingly ossified Soviet
society, unleashed the floodgates of
political and economic reforms called
perestroika (“restructuring”). Some
observers have described Gorbachev's



reforms as a “thaw” and even the “Second
NEP.” Within six years, perestroika had
dismantled the failing system, moving far
beyond the reformers’ original intentions
and wildest expectations. Ironically,
perhaps Gorbachev’s greatest success was
his failure to preserve the Soviet Union,
something which many proud Russians
have resented to this day. Although many
have credited Reagan for ending the Cold
War, this watershed event could not have
taken place without the cooperation of
both leaders and countries.*?

Genocide and Repression

For more than seven decades, the
USSR made tremendous economic,
industrial, educational, scientific, and
military advances, moving from a
predominantly traditional peasant society
to a feared nuclear superpower. It did so,
however, with serious political flaws and
abuses and at a tremendous moral and
human cost. In retrospect, the Soviet
contribution to the Allied war effort
against Nazism was probably its single
greatest achievement, something the
West tends to downplay.

In light of Soviet history, the question
now turns briefly to the fate of the ethnic
Germans of the former USSR, as one
among more than 120 recognized
nationality groups in the region. Did the
Soviet Union wage genocide against them
and other peoples, and what was the
overall impact of Soviet nationality policies
on them?

For years, activists from the various
Soviet “repressed peoples,” including the
German Russians, have maintained that
the man-made famines, forced grain
requisitions, collectivization drives, mass
deportations, and conditions of exile
constituted genocide. Recent Soviet
archival findings have bolstered their
arguments, but setting politics and
emotions aside, a more precise definition
of genocide remains essential.

Defining Genocide

The genocide issue never fails to spark
debate, disagreement and controversy,
but today it is generally defined as the

systematic destruction of a racial, political
or cultural group in whole or in part. The
modern idea of genocide originated in the
work of the remarkable lawyer, scholar,
and political activist Raphael Lemkin of
Polish-Jewish background, who defined it
in his influential 1944 book, Axis Rule in
Occupied Europe, at the height of the Nazi
Holocaust.*®

Specifically, Lemkin understood this
term to mean the intentional destruction
of national groups as viable cultural and
physical entities. His original conception of
genocide actually emphasized the
destruction of group identity rather than
the killing of group members. Lethal and
non-lethal means could constitute
genocide, if the intent of such measures is
the elimination of a group’s ethnic
identity. That is, not all members of an
ethnic group have to be physically killed
for genocide to occur. Consistent with his
original argument, most cases of genocide
have employed both lethal and non-lethal
means together. Therefore, the
annihilation of a group does not have to
be immediate or complete in order to be
genocide, as often a remnant survives
after the worst tribulations.

Steps to Genocide

In recent years, more scholars have
come to accept that genocide has
occurred throughout human history in one
form or another, most notably in the
industrial age of the modern nation-state,
which holds the necessary resources at its
disposal to commit mass murder. The
Holocaust under the Nazis was neither the
first nor the last, but it best exemplified
the phenomenon of systematic mass
murder in advanced industrial societies.

No genocide is exactly the same as
another, of course; each historical event is
unique in its own right and deserving of
study in light of historical context.
According to more recent academic
studies, however, we can discern patterns
in the inner-workings of the Nazi
Holocaust, Soviet Terror, and other cases.
Scholars have found that state-sponsored
mass murder does not typically happen



overnight, that there are stages and
phases to modern-day genocides.

In general, the modern phenomenon
of genocide occurs step by step, drip by
drip, with periods of sharp intensity. We
can identify in genocidal policies an
acceleration process, radical phases, as
well as moderate and slowing-down
periods. Not least of all, genocidal policies
are most often made possible during
times of war, under the pretext of national
emergency and total state mobilization.

The United Nations Defines Genocide

At about same time that the Soviet
mass deportations, repression, and
“special settlement” of thirteen nationality
groups occurred, the international
community, with the USSR as one of the
major signatories, formulated the legal
definition of genocide. On December 11,
1946, the newly created General
Assembly of the United Nations (UN)
explicitly condemned the act of genocide.
The UN'’s initial working definition of this
crime against humanity was similar to
Lemkin’s conception, but when the
General Assembly passed the “Treaty on
the Prevention and Punishment of
Genocide” on December 9, 1948, a
narrower definition prevailed. Forced
acculturation and most other non-lethal
means of group elimination were removed
from the new treaty’s legal definition. In
the final version, as a clear condemnation
of Nazi crimes against humanity, the
emphasis fell on the biological or physical
elimination of national group members,
mostly ignoring the destruction of national
cultures as a component of genocide.

To date, the UN treaty contains the
only internationally  accepted legal
definition of genocide. Article 1l of the
treaty reads: “In the present Convention,
genocide means any of the following acts
committed to destroy, in whole or in part,
a national, cultural, ethnical, racial or
religious group as such: a) Killing
members of the group; b) Causing serious
bodily or mental harm to members of the
group; c¢) Deliberately inflicting on
members of the group conditions of life
calculated to bring about its physical

destruction in whole or in part; d)
Imposing measures intended to prevent
births within the group; e) Forcibly
transferring children of the group to
another group.”*

Physical and Cultural Destruction

In relating the Stalinist regime’s two-
sided approach to political terror, namely
physical and cultural destruction, J. Otto
Pohl underscored the fact that the UN
definition of December 9, 1948, “equates
genocide primarily with ethnically
motivated mass murder.” But he added
that “this definition fails to recognize that
ethnic mass murder is often only the first
phase of destroying national groups. The
second phase, which often extends long
after the Kkilling has stopped, is the
continued destruction of the victim
group’s cultural identity. Thus the forced
assimilation of the survivors is often just
as much a part of genocide as mass
killings are.” Pohl, like other critics of
the UN treaty, conceded, however, that it
“does provide a useful legal definition for
the physical components of genocide.”*®

Genocide by the Soviet Regime

Like Pohl, Samuel D. Sinner
documented that each and every one of
the aforementioned defined acts were
committed by the Soviet regime against
the ethnic Germans and other groups.
According to Sinner’s archival findings, the
Soviets carried out these actions by the
following means: 1) unlawful
deportations (declared a “crime against
humanity” by the Nuremberg War Crimes
Tribunal); 2) deliberate starvation by
means of violent grain requisitions and by
refusing relief to the starving (deliberate
starvation is legally viewed as murder); 3)
forcible removal of children from the
ethnic group; 4) separation of families to
prevent births within the ethnic group; 5)
forced labor in Siberian and Central Asian
prison camps; and 6) mass executions of
the innocent by torture, shooting, and
other methods.’

Between 1915 and 1949, Russian and
Soviet authorities were responsible for the
murder of about one million ethnic



Germans (Sinner’s calculations took into
account normal birth and death rates). As
the Volhynian-German case of 1915
illustrates, the earliest persecutions and
mass deportations of the ethnic group
already had begun under the last tsar
during World War 1. Often it is forgotten
that the Volga Germans barely avoided
mass deportation under Nicholas I
because of the outbreak of the March and
November 1917 Revolutions. But Russian
national prejudices continued long after
the Bolshevik seizure of power.

Based on a detailed investigation of
archival evidence, including NKVD (Soviet
secret police) records, Sinner calculated
the high and low mortality figures among
the German Russians. From 1915 to 1916,
Russia’s deportation policy killed between
63,000 and 100,000. Between 1917 and
1925, deaths from shootings and famine
ranged from 360,000 to 365,000. From
1930 to 1937, at the peak of the Stalinist
Terror, collectivization drives and famine
killed another 270,000 to 300,000.
Between 200,000 and 300,000 more
perished as a result of the deportations
and the Labor Army (trudarmiya) in exile
from 1941 to 1949. In all, approximately
893,000 to 1,065,000 ethnic Germans
died during a 34-year period.®

Exact numbers will elude us and create
differences of opinion, but the Ilarger
destructive portrait of the Soviet “social
experiment” is now firmly established.
During each of these decades—the 1920s,
1930s and 1940s—roughly one-fourth to
one-third of ethnic Germans fell victim to
the Soviet Terror, or roughly one million
souls. This ethnic group reclaimed its pre-
World War | population level only in the
1960s.*° By the mid-1950s, ethnic
Germans comprised about 40% of the
USSR’s 2.75 million resettled into the
expanses of Siberia and Central Asia. This
ethnic group was the largest group in
Soviet exile, with more than one million
ethnic Germans living in the so-called
“special settlements” (spetsposelenie/
Sondersiedlungen).?°

Concerning the overall impact of
Soviet repression, Pohl similarly concluded
that the “[d]eliberate exile [of

nationalities]...to areas with lethal living
conditions meets the definition of
genocide under current international
law.”** In order to destroy these peoples,
he maintained that the Soviets, especially
under Stalin, enforced a two-pronged

approach: the forced deportation to
“special settlements” (geographical
dispersal) and anti-cultural policies
(assimilation). In this instance, all

publications and education in native
languages were liquidated, and these
nationality groups were dispersed from
their villages and homelands. Thus the
Soviets combined physical liquidation
through deportation and terror with the
forced assimilation of dispersed
survivors.??  Irina Mukhina’s detailed new
research into exile survivors, notably
women, emphasized that the deportations
served as the defining group experience
for all ethnic Germans in the Soviet
Union.?

Defining Genocide-Diverging Opinions

Despite scholars’ divergences of
opinion on the definition of genocide, two
basic competing schools of thought have
arisen. Pohl summarized well this
divergence: “The first camp consists of
those adhering to a definition of genocide
similar to Lemkin’'s original definition.
These scholars maintain that genocide is
the destruction of a group’s ethnic identity
and does not require immediately killing
all members of the targeted group. The
other camp consists of those who believe
the term genocide should be reserved only
for those cases where the perpetrating
state attempts to immediately kill all
members of an ethnic group.”®* In some
academic and political circles, whatever
the documentary evidence, it appears that
heated disputes on the nature and extent
of the Soviet repressions and the related
broader theme of genocide will rage for
years to come.

Investigation of the Soviet Regime

In September 1991, the prominent
international organization Human Rights
Watch referred to the USSR’s various
deported peoples, including the ethnic



Germans, as “the punished peoples”—to
borrow Russian émigré historian Aleksandr
Nekrich’'s name given to them a
generation earlier. At the time, Helsinki
Watch stated that the USSR’s “punished
peoples” were “also entitled to a full public
accounting of everything that can be
discovered about what was done to them:
why it was done; by whom it was done;
how it was done; and at what cost to the
victims.”%®

The organization called for nothing less
than that the Soviet (nhow Russian)
government “should do everything within
its power to redress this wrong by
creating a more favorable climate for the
efforts of the deported peoples in their
own behalf and by assisting them in
reclaiming their homelands to the extent
that this can be done without creating
new groups of victims among those who
have subsequently settled in these
lands.”?®

By this time, investigations into the
Soviet past were already well under way
on both sides of the Atlantic. In April
1988, as Reagan and Gorbachev achieved
dramatic diplomatic breakthroughs that
ultimately ended the Cold War, the U.S.
government completed its own lengthy
formal bipartisan investigation of the
infamous 1930s Ukrainian famine. In its
final report to Congress, the special
committee concluded that Stalin and his
associates indeed had committed genocide
against the population in Ukraine between
1932 and 1933.%'

It further reported that “[r]ecently,
scholarship in both the West and, to a
lesser extent, the Soviet Union has made
substantial progress in dealing with the
Famine. Although official Soviet historians
and spokesmen have never given a fully
accurate or adequate account, significant
progress has been made in recent
months.”?8

Actual official statements from the
Soviet Union gave more credence to the
contention that genocide had been
directed against ethnic Germans and
others. Between 1989 and 1991, for
example, the Soviet Union enacted a
series of far-reaching “rehabilitation”

decrees for its ethnic Germans and other
persecuted nationality groups. In the spirit
of Gorbachev’s perestroika, the USSR
Supreme Soviet made an official
declaration on November 14, 1989, that
guaranteed the rights for “repressed and
deported peoples.” The declaration
referred to the Balkars, Ingush, Kalmycks,
Crimean Tatars, Chechens, Meshketians,
Greeks, Koreans, Kurds, Karachai, and
Germans.

In support of Soviet society’s ongoing
“renewal” and “democratization,” this new
governmental policy was now to reflect
the truth about the past and provide the
country with a positive legal precedent.
The declaration acknowledged the
“bitterness” of the Stalinist era. In
particular, the USSR Supreme Soviet
criticized the policies of removal and
repression. The government guaranteed
that such abuses of power would never
happen again, and it promised to pass
legislation that would reinstate the rights
of these national groups.?°

Acknowledging the Past

On April 26, 1991, Soviet Russia (the
Russian Soviet Federated Socialist
Republic or RSFSR, the largest and most
dominant of the Soviet republics) went so
far as to acknowledge that under Stalin it
had waged a policy of “genocide”
(genotsid) and “slander” (kleveta) against
the various “repressed and deported
peoples,” including the ethnic Germans.
The new RSFSR president and
Gorbachev’s chief political rival at the
time, Boris Yeltsin, signed the Ilaw
“Concerning the Rehabilitation of the
‘Repressed Peoples,”” in many respects
the culmination of previous Soviet
rehabilitation resolutions and decrees.
Moscow’s pronouncement proved most
remarkable, as few modern states in
confronting their past have made an open
confession on an issue of such a sensitive
and tragic nature.

The Kremlin’s new reform-minded
outlook probably resulted from several
related factors. First, it faced increasing
domestic pressure from both political
reformers and various ethnic associations



inspired by Gorbachev. Second, it sought
diplomatic support from the West; reforms
could help improve Russia's standing in
the international community. Third, in the
case of the large ethnic-German minority
at the time, Soviet and Russian officials
believed that state efforts to rehabilitate
this group and others could encourage a
united Germany to provide significant
foreign investment and subsidies to a
region desperate for material and financial
assistance. Ethnic-German activists
understood these political possibilities as
well .*°

The Soviet Union by this time was
already in its agonizing death throes, but
in no uncertain terms, the Russian
Federation as the anchor of the Soviet
Union took a significant lead in
establishing the legal foundation for
subsequent measures toward its
repressed and deported nationalities.

The April 26, 1991, law announced
generous “rehabilitation” assistance for
ethnic Germans and other repressed
nationalities.

Appearing at a historic moment of
Soviet reform, it opened by stating that
the “restoration of Soviet society in the
process of its democratization and
formation of a legal state demands
clearing all victims of social life from the
distortion and misrepresentation of human
values. It creates favorable conditions for
the rehabilitation of the repressed peoples
during the years of Soviet power, who
were subjected to genocide and
slanderous attacks.”**

Moreover, the Ilaw’s second article
defined the legal concept of “repressed
peoples” as well as the legal parameters
of their expected “full rehabilitation.” The
law’'s second article in particular stated
that the "[r]lepressed peoples are
recognized as those (i.e., nations,
nationalities or ethnic groups and other

historically formed ethno-cultural
communities such as the Cossacks)
toward whom, owing to national
characteristics or other affiliations, the
politics of slander and genocide was
conducted at the state level, which
accompanied their forced removal, the
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abolition of nation-state formations, the
remaking of national-territorial borders,
and the establishment of a regime of
terror and violence in the special
settlements.”®? Undeniably, the Soviet-
Russian government displayed rare moral
courage when it announced this dramatic
political confession. How the struggling
new Russian republic would live up to its
promises and provide adequate
compensation for these victims, however,
remained a different matter altogether, as
experience later made clear.

Few in the West have known about
Soviet Russia’s public admission of guilt
about waging genocide against its
minority peoples.

It is also important to note that the
1991 decree has more closely followed
Lemkin’s broader conception of genocide,
emphasizing both the physical and cultural
components of Stalinist Terror. The
nationalities, which the new Soviet law at
the time defined as the “repressed
peoples,” have also expressed
understandings of genocide that conform
more with Lemkin’s original definition. Yet
they have been willing to base their
demands on the UN’s human rights and
genocide declarations set forth in 1948.%

The Famine of 1932-1933

Perhaps one of the darkest chapters of
Stalinism—the Ukrainian Famine of 1932-
1933, in which four to seven million men,
women and children perished—took much
longer to publicize and confront inside the
former USSR. By-products of the Soviet
past, hard feelings and resentment
continued to fester on all sides of this
issue.

Eighteen years after the U.S.
congressional investigation into the
Ukrainian famine, independent Ukraine
itself flexed its national muscles in the
genocide debate in the immediate
aftermath of its dramatic “Orange
Revolution” of 2004-2005. Ukrainians
have long resented its larger neighbor’s
domination in the region. This popular
democratic uprising had succeeded in
resisting Russian political influence in the
country after reformer Viktor Yushchenko



won a bitterly contested presidential
election against the Russian-backed
candidate, former Ukrainian Prime
Minister Viktor Yanukovych.

In November 2006, Ukraine’s national
parliament voted in favor of legislation
introduced by new President Yushchenko,
which recognized the 1932-1933 famine
as Soviet genocide. Along with
Yanukovych, who again served as Prime
Minister, pro-Russian and Communist
Ukrainians opposed the legislation, fearing
strained relations with Russia and
disputing the claim that the famine
constituted genocide.

In addition, the head of the Russian
parliament’s foreign relations committee
issued a public statement, stating with
some truth that Ukraine's government has
“ignored the fact that the victims of the
famine and Stalin's other repressions were
the entire Soviet people, irrespective of
nationality.”®*  Significantly, Moscow and
its Ukrainian supporters have not gone so
far as to deny that a terrible famine in fact
ever happened, unlike various Soviet
leaders and their fellow travelers in the
West in the 1930s.

Memory and Dissent

Different forms of dissent, protest, and
accommodation in Soviet life appeared
over the vyears, painting a more
complicated historical picture than is often
assumed. For instance, armed uprisings
and demonstrations erupted during the
forced grain requisitioning in the early
1920s. During the early phase of the
forced collectivization drives in 1929-
1930, outraged Soviet peasants again
reacted bitterly. Rather than lose them to
the collective farms, Soviet peasants
slaughtered their valuable farm animals.
They also defied the authorities by
destroying their seed grain, so that the
spring crop might not be planted in 1930.

For a brief time, Stalin’s regime was
forced to put the brakes on
collectivization, but it soon resumed it

with particular vengeance, breaking the
back of the traditional peasantry in the
1930s.
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Behind the revolutionary facade,
Soviet dissident literature as early as the
1920s also percolated in myriad ways.
Even during the relative, but deceptive,
calm of the NEP era of the mid-1920s,
critics of the Soviet regime, many of them
with careers and families to consider, had
to cope with and survive within a system
that was not going away any time soon.
They had to contend with the dilemma of
somehow trying to work inside the system
in order to change it for the better—and
perhaps for no better reason than to stay
alive.

During the mid-1920s, various ethnic-
German intellectuals and activists
comprehended the new Soviet society’s
inherent contradictions—above all,
between the many promises made by
Soviet nationality policies and the harsh
reality of Soviet political repression, and
between the passing of the old, traditional
way of life and the rise of a new one. The
loss of family and friends during the early
1920s famines had a deeply profound
effect on them.

During the brutal Russian Civil War
and under the stringencies of War
Communism, it was true that the
Bolsheviks’ initial political promises to the
nationalities were quickly abrogated. Yet
during the NEP era, the regime revived
some of these national rights. Some
perceptive minds already saw through
these policies, but at least something was
there for them to dissect in their body of
writings.

German-Russian Literature
Much like Ronald Vossler’'s translation
of the “Inside-Out Glove” piece featured in

this journal issue, German Russian
authors in the 1920s and even into the
early 1930s wused irony, metaphors,

symbols, code words, as well as legends,
folklore, mythology and nature imagery
from world literature, along with other
literary devices, to criticize the regime
right under the official censors’ noses. For
example, Volga German intellectual and
activist (later Stalin victim) Peter Sinner in
some of his writings utilized the Russian
writer Pilnyak’s “Snowstorm = Revolution”



symbolism to describe the persecution,
famine and terror of the early Soviet
period. For him, the NEP era represented
a “mirage” (Luftspiegelung), a literary
theme of his that appeared time and
again.

Along the same lines, his wife Kamilla
Sinner, an accomplished writer in her own
right, produced fairy tales as veiled satires
of what scholar Samuel Sinner called the
“unqualified Soviet proletarian optimism of
the mid-1920s.”

At other times, the ethnic-German
elite of the 1920s expressed ideas in more
vivid and direct terms. Writer Rudolf Dirk,
for instance, described the Soviet
repression of ethnic Germans with
destruction themes from world literature
and mythology. For all that, Stalin’s mass
purges in the 1930s nearly decimated the
ethnic group’s elite. It took decades to
begin anything resembling a cultural
recovery.>®

More than an elite or intellectual
preoccupation, a sense of foreboding and
apocalyptic imagery also appeared in
writing among the ethnic-German
peasants and workers during the years of
Soviet famine and forced collectivization.
For example, Vossler compiled, analyzed,
and translated hundreds of famine letters
from the Gluckstal enclave of German
villages in western Ukraine that were sent
to family members living abroad.
Sometimes the letters even had to be
smuggled out of the USSR. As an
expression of terror and loss, these letters
came from the hell of Soviet “paradise”—
documents detailing the destruction of a
people and a traditional way of life. Many
of these testimonies later appeared in the
German-language newspapers Wishek
Nachrichten (North Dakota), Eureka
Rundschau (South Dakota), and Dakota
Freie Presse (Bismarck, North Dakota)
between 1925 and 1937. Vossler
remarked that

Despite the fact that the Gliickstalers were
a farming people, and, as has been suggested,
not much given to letter writing, there was,
particularly at some times, a profusion of
letters from Russia to Dakota. Some letter
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writers, notably village correspondents, but
also some of the elder letter writers, illustrate
a facility with the German language that can
be, at times, both striking and beautiful. This
richly figurative language often involved the
religious domain of their lives, describing their
travail on *“this whirlpool of sorely troubled
existence,” where the “Death Angel” comes to
“call decrepit earth pilgrims” to their
“homeland of Heaven.” There are also frequent
allusions to the belief that they’ll again meet
their American kin in Heaven, “the homeland
above,” as well as to references to Biblical
characters such as Lot, Job, and Lazarus, and
to Biblical situations and concepts, such as
Mammon, the Anti-Christ, and also the
Egyptian captivity of the children of Israel—all
of which were used to illustrate the extremity
of their distress....%°

Timothy J. Kloberdanz and Rosalinda
Kloberdanz made a compelling case that
German Russians’ efforts toward cultural
retention at the grass-roots level, though
“muffled,” expressed forms of political
dissent or resistance to Soviet power. For
those who endured first persecution and
then exile, they called these voices the
“great underground.” Indeed, the
“muffled” activities of the “special settlers”
represented a self-imposed internal exile,
a turn inward, the world of the private
sphere. Like many Soviet citizens, the
German Russians did as best they could to
carry on their memories and traditions
under the most trying conditions:

Under such circumstances, sheer physical
survival was itself difficult and of paramount
concern. But psychological survival also was
necessary and posed equally difficult
challenges....

A whole culture had gone underground in
order to save itself. This underground could
not be detected or pinpointed on even the
most detailed of Soviet maps. Yet the great
underground was vast, for it existed within
every German-Russian exile who dared to hold
on and remember. Within the great
underground, songs and stories and poems
about one’s ancestral village could still be
heard, but only faintly. Even sacred events like
Easter or Christmas could be remembered but
they had to be quietly celebrated, almost
always in secret....

...Moreover, the culture of the underground
represented a rejection of the emerging
“Soviet-German” identity that was being



crafted and shaped by the Communist-
controlled, *“official” newspapers. In sharp
contrast, the culture of the German-Russian
underground was “unofficial,” in that it
operated in secret and without Communist
Party supervision. In addition, the great

German-Russian underground relied on more
traditional sources for inspiration and
strength—chief among these were a continuing
attachment to the old homeland (from which
the people had been expelled) and an
unwavering reliance on a God-centered,
Christian faith and the spiritual teachings of
their ancestors.>’

Not until Gorbachev and the collapse of
the Soviet Union could “forbidden” poems,
songs, memories, and religious and
secular traditions become louder and
more distinct, and consequently resurface
in public.

The Years of the Great Silence

During the long exile or what some
German Russians have better described as
“the years of the Great Silence” (die Jahre
des grossen Schweigens), the younger
generation’s last remaining links with their
elders were group memories and the
vestiges of German language and culture.
For them, the German language took on a
much deeper meaning as the last symbol
of group identity. The Ilanguage long
served as the exiles’ psychological
“substitute for home.” The German
Russians’ inability to use the mother-
tongue—or even the failure to speak it
fluently—long constituted a “painful
deficiency” in their ethnic identity.%®

Also emerging from this “great
underground” were the German Russians’
early autonomy and emigration-rights
movements of the 1960s and 1970s. In
connection with these dissident activities,
samizdatki  (self-publishing  materials)
came out of the USSR—smuggled political
literature, manifestos, and petitions
distributed to foreign visitors, reporters,
and the underground media and mailed
out to Soviet, West German, American,

and United Nations leaders. Often
couching their arguments in Marxist-
Leninist language as weapons to be

turned on the Soviet government, these
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materials pointed to an increasingly
outspoken ethnic-minority group. In fits
and starts, the group’s historical passivity
or submissiveness was declining, and the
initial signs of assertiveness were
appearing.®® After Gorbachev, it surfaced
as a well-organized and government-
recognized political association named the
“Rebirth” (Wiedergeburt/Vozrozhdenie)
movement.*°

Denial and Obscurity

In theory, communism was supposed
to liberate the masses, appealing to
humanity’s better nature. Throughout
history, however, the poor and most
working people of modest means have
simply wanted a fair shake in life. In spite
of their deep frustrations with their lot,
common people have also often exhibited
common sense, showing a rather limited
interest in and reluctance to embrace
sophisticated ideological solutions, to
which many intellectuals have frequently
grown quite attached. The tragedy is that
communist regimes have ended up
hurting or Kkilling the very people who
were supposed to be “emancipated” from
the yoke of oppression.

Almost from the earliest days of the
Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, it was
difficult for idealists, who had never
experienced persecution or extreme terror
in the West, to see the communist
experiment for what it really was. Ever so
quick to point out the faults, real or
perceived, of Western capitalist society,
they were even quicker to embrace radical
alternative solutions, including
communism. Even when these new
progressive solutions later seemed not so
enlightened, many hesitated to abandon
the cause. Particularly among the
educated elite, this inability or even
refusal to reconsider their understanding
of human nature and practical politics
brings to mind the Biblical expression of
the “blind guides straining out the gnat
and swallowing a camel.”

Even today, some Western educators
have argued that Marxist ideas never had
a real opportunity to be practiced in a
proper fashion under Lenin, Stalin, Mao



and others. They have pointed out that
foreign as well as domestic opposition,
among other factors, hindered the
implementation of true socialism. These
“social experiments” were therefore
merely terrible “aberrations” of socialism.
Indeed, bitter resistance to and attacks on
socialists and socialist ideas posed grave
challenges to political reforms, but
perhaps a more convincing argument
would be that real people—the supposed
“beneficiaries"” of “change”—got in the
way of “progress.” Despite the advantage
of hindsight almost three-quarters of a
century later, some intellectuals and
activists in particular still have refused to
acknowledge the basic flaws and truth of a
ravaged century. Perhaps the road to hell
is paved with good intentions.

As late as the 1980s, some of the
more ardent defenders of the USSR in the
West lashed out at “reactionaries” and
“right-wingers” who supposedly were
influenced by Nazi propaganda. These
defenders viewed Soviet crimes as
“excesses” or “mistakes.”

Published in Canada in 1987, Douglas
Tottle’s infamous book, Fraud, Famine and
Fascism: The Ukrainian Genocide Myth
from Hitler to Harvard, claimed that
propaganda campaigns had been carried
out against the Soviet Union from its very
inception. Although it was true that anti-
communist opposition arose starting with
the initial “Red Scare” after World War 1,
Tottle went further, denying that a man-
made famine ever took place in Ukraine
and describing it as a “political myth.” He
tried to place the blame for negative
coverage of the event on “Ukrainian
Nationalists” with connections to the
Nazis, who Ilater spread the deceit to
America. He considered the Reagan
administration to be an extension of
hatred from the anti-communism era of
the 1930s and 1950s.

He wrote that “[t]hroughout the
famine-genocide campaign however, the
factors of drought and sabotage have
been ignored, denied, downplayed or
distorted. Soviet excesses and mistakes,
in contrast, are emphasized, given an
‘anti-Ukrainian’ motivation, described as

14

consciously planned, and the results
exaggerated in depictions of starvation
deaths in the multi-millions.”**

Murder by Quotas

Especially in the West, the apparent
confusion about the Soviet Terror’'s true
nature has resulted in part from
Stalinism’s irrationality and, perhaps most
of all, from its “egalitarian social cleansing
and flushing.” The sheer magnitude of the
event has also boggled the imagination.
Not one to mince words, R.J. Rummel
offered a morsel of clarity to the
fundamental problem of accounting for the
extent and nature of the genocidal actions
of the “Soviet Gulag State.” He recognized
that the Soviet state’s systematic attack
of defined special groups, whether social
classes or nationalities, comprised one
part of a more comprehensive, more
complex, and at times even more
incomprehensible process of “death by
government,” to borrow one of his
phrases:

Probably almost 62 million people, nearly
54,800,000 of them citizens [these figures
appear too high, as mainstream estimates
range between 20 and 30 million], were
murdered by the Communist Party—the
government—of the Soviet Union under Stalin.
Old and young, healthy and sick, men and
women, even infants and the infirm, were
killed in cold blood.... Indeed, nearly all were
guilty of nothing.

Some were from the wrong class.... Some
were from the wrong nation or race.... Some
were from the wrong political faction.... Some
were just their sons and daughters, wives and
husbands, or mothers and fathers. Some were
in the lands occupied by the Red Army.... Then
some were considered in the way of social
progress, like the mass of peasants or religious
believers. And some were eliminated because
of their potential opposition...even high or low
Communist Party members themselves.

In fact, we have witnessed in the Soviet
Union a true egalitarian social cleansing and
flushing: no group or class escaped, for
everyone and anyone could have had
counterrevolutionary ancestors, class lineage,
or counterrevolutionary ideas or thoughts, or
be susceptible to them. And thus, almost
anyone was arrested, interrogated, tortured,
and after a forced confession of a plot to blow



up the Kremlin, or some such, shot or
sentenced to the “dry guillotine”—slow death
by exposure, malnutrition, and overwork in a
forced labor camp.

Part of this mass killing was genocide in the

sense of targeting intentionally defined
victims...[e.g., Don Cossacks in 1919, the
Ukrainian peasants in 1932-1933].

Part was mass murder...[e.g., the

extermination of “kulaks” from 1930 to 1937,
the purge of the Party in 1937-1938].

And part of the killing was so random and
idiosyncratic that journalists and social
scientists have no concept for it, as in
hundreds of thousands of people being
executed according to preset government
quotas....

We [in the West] lack a concept for murder
by quotas because we—including the
journalist, historian, and political scientist—
have never before confronted the fact that a
government can and has killed its own people
for apparently no reason.*?

Ignoring Communism’s Crimes?

Over the decades, several overlapping
factors have accounted for the more
benign attitude toward the Soviet Union
and communism in general. Part of the
apparent lack of attention devoted to
communism’s crimes could be attributed
to the Nazi Holocaust itself.

To a certain extent, the international
community has placed greater emphasis
on the Jewish people’s historical
sufferings, above all under the Nazis,
because they represent an ancient and
Biblical community and therefore hold a
special place in the eyes of many. This
group had played a vital role in the early
development of fundamental conceptions
about monotheistic religion and ethics,
thus establishing many of the modern
foundations of Western civilization (the
Judeo-Christian world).*?

Immediately following World War |1,
the Soviet Union ranked as a pariah
among nations as the first communist

country in history. In time, however,
Soviet Communism’s fortunes improved.
In 1988, the U.S. special committee
investigating  the Ukrainian  famine

determined that “[d]uring the Famine,
certain members of the American press
corps cooperated with the Soviet
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government to deny the existence of the
Ukrainian ~ Famine.”** The  still
controversial case of New York Times
journalist Walter Duranty in Ukraine
comes to mind.

The investigation also concluded that
“[t]lhe American government had ample
and timely information about the Famine,
but failed to take any steps which might
have ameliorated the situation. Instead,
the [Franklin Roosevelt] Administration
extended diplomatic recognition to the
Soviet government in November 1933,
immediately after the Famine.”*® The
American  political left and Soviet
sympathizers certainly welcomed
President Roosevelt’s decision, but it holds
equally true that influential business
interests also pressured the administration
to open up trade relations with this
developing economic power.

In addition, the Soviet Union gained
even greater legitimacy and respectability,
because it displayed tremendous courage
and made enormous sacrifices in the
Allied crusade against Nazism. Besides
Poland, no other country suffered as much
as Soviet Russia, Hitler's archrival in
Europe. That is why for the Russians
World War 1l has always been known as
the “Great Patriotic War,” almost making
it exclusively a titanic struggle between
fascists and Russians.

In 1945, the Soviet Union emerged as
a global superpower and leading rival to
the United States. For a brief time,
however, the war raised Stalin’s and his
country’s international standing and
popularity to unprecedented levels,
reinvigorating communism into the next
generation and spreading its hold beyond
the Soviet Union’s borders across Eastern
Europe and into Asia.

In the West, another important factor
in assigning greater significance to the
Holocaust than to the Soviet Terror was
that the international community had to
crush Nazism at its zenith during World
War 1.

By contrast, Soviet Communism rotted
from within over the course of decades,
although this internal decay was at first
not so readily apparent to the outside



world. By the 1970s and 1980s, global
communism began to lose relevance as a
guiding ideological force, although China,
North Korea and Cuba remained
communist holdovers after the Cold War.

The disparities between Nazism'’s short
lifespan and violent demise and Soviet
Communism’s gradual implosion therefore
influenced the way we have perceived
historical struggles. Unlike the Nazis, most
communist leaders, long since passed
away or retired, never had to face
punishment or arrest, unless Stalin in his
lifetime targeted the unlucky ones.

In addition, it took the West much
longer—until after the Ilate 1980s—to
secure greater accessibility into the inner-
workings of the Soviet state, although
much evidence was already made
available outside the USSR as early as the
1920s and 1930s, thanks to famine
letters, smuggled political literature, and
the testimony of political refugees and
other observers.

On this matter of denial and obscurity,
other complicated issues might be at play
in the West as well. Perhaps people grew
more horrified of Nazism, because the
world had expected more from the great
German people. Germany stood at the
heart of civilized Europe as one of the
most advanced societies of its time. The
world viewed Germany, despite its
authoritarian tendencies, as the romantic
land of poets and composers. Russia, by
contrast, represented something “less
civilized” in Western eyes. Russia, too,
was the home of great poets and writers,
but the West perhaps regarded Soviet
Communism as less of an aberration in
Russian history, because Russia rested on
Europe’s “periphery.” For the West,
including the Nazis, Russia was almost
“Asiatic,” in other words one of the
“backwaters” of the world.*®

Not least of all, the unfortunate reality
is that people forget the past in the course
of generations. It is human nature to do
so, and reclaiming the past is slow and
arduous. Over time, many in the Germans
from Russia diaspora community “found it
more bearable to push out of their minds
the many horrors that befell their loved
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loves. A selective memory furnished some
of them with a survival strategy and
coping mechanism.”*’

Taking communism to task all these
years later will continue to face an uphill
battle. Martin Malia observed with critical
clarity that “such an effort at retrospective
justice will always encounter one
intractable obstacle. Any realistic
accounting of Communist crime would
effectively shut the door on Utopia; and
too many good souls in this unjust world
cannot abandon hope for an absolute end
to inequality... And so, all comrade-
questers after historical truth should gird
their loins for a very Long March indeed
before Communism is accorded its fair
share of absolute evil.”*®

Final Reflections

Only several years ago it would have
been almost unimaginable that the
Germans from Russia diaspora community
would start to shed so much more light on
that black period of the Lenin-Stalin years
and beyond. Many Soviet citizens of
German nationality decades ago must
have despaired that the outside world
would soon forget their terrible plight—
that their cries and whispers in those
bleak prisons and torture cellars and in
the remote wildernesses of exile would fall
dead silent. Yet here we are now
resurrecting their stories for posterity.

After decades of struggle, events after
the late 1980s took a most surprising
turn, as the atrophy of the Soviet system
became readily apparent. Ethnic-German
activists and their supporters had shone
like a small, but defiant, flame before the
grand Soviet edifice and the looming
shadows of Lenin and Stalin, perhaps with
the grim expectation only to go down

fighting and burn out slowly in the
historical abyss.
Indeed, the  frustrated national

longings of German Russians represented
but one tragic chapter in a larger Soviet
history. Long ago, the first cracks began
to appear in the Soviet “paradise,” and in
time its walls and foundations crumbled.
Today, we are still picking up the pieces.



Nadezhda Mandelstam, the wife of
renowned Russian-Jewish poet and late
1930s Stalin victim Osip Mandelstam (who
once had met leading Volga German
intellectual Peter Sinner in St.
Petersburg), expressed the need for
human memory and truth to bear witness
to and triumph over the Soviet Union’s
repressive legacy. Her haunting prose still
speaks eloquently on behalf of the many
ethnic-German and other nationality
victims, survivors, dissidents, and activists
who endured a century of profound
change and sometimes intense heartbreak
under the Soviet “social experiment.”

She wrote that “[l]Jater 1 often
wondered whether it is right to scream
when you are being beaten and trampled
underfoot. Isn’'t it better to face one’s
tormentors in a stance of satanic pride,
answering them with contemptuous
silence? 1 decided that it is better to
scream. This pitiful sound, which
sometimes, goodness knows how, reaches
into the remotest prison cell, is a
concentrated expression of the Ilast
vestige of human dignity. It is a man’s
way of leaving a trace, of telling people
how he lived and died. By his screams he
asserts his right to live, sends a message
to the outside world demanding help and
calling for resistance. If nothing else is
left, one must scream. Silence is the real
crime against humanity.”*°

Beginning in the 1920s, the USSR’s
dissidents and activists expressed this
defiance, subtle or otherwise, sometimes
speaking out when it was almost suicidal
to do so. Mandelstam did not intend the
“death howl!” to be a romantic or heroic
notion as such, but rather the
manifestation or expression of the basic
human yearning for personal dignity and
authenticity. These almost ordinary, basic
human desires can become quite
exceptional under the most extraordinary
circumstances.

The “death scream” was an act of
resistance, self-assertion, and protest—an
honest choice to transcend simple despair
and eternal loss. It concerned the courage
to face truth and death in all their forms,
even under the most shameful and
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terrible conditions. It meant leaving
behind a trace in the world—about how
one lived, and died—as individuals, or as a
culture. Humans have possessed the
fundamental desire to be remembered, to
leave a record, to believe that their lives
have had purpose and meaning.

Gorbachev’s new and unexpected
policy direction fanned the flames of
dissident activism bright hot, melting
Lenin and Stalin’s ice-cold grip on the
state and its people. Like other Soviet
repressed peoples, the German Russians,
too, seized the day and tried to reverse
almost overnight the dark legacy of more
than seventy years of Soviet Communism.

Dissidents and activists had tried to
break the “Great Silence” (Grosses
Schweigen) of exile, whatever the odds.
In the end, this ethnicity did not
experience the kind of cultural and
political "rebirth" that it had hoped for in
the political spring of Khrushchev’'s and
Gorbachev’s “thaws.” Particularly after the
Cold War, however, two generations of
activists, with the assistance of
descendants of the worldwide diaspora
ethnic community and sympathetic
colleagues from various nationalities
worldwide, have enjoyed the opportunity
to set into motion the systematic
documentation of and research into much
of the group’s experience for posterity’s
benefit and education.

They have refused to be silent until
the outside world heard them, acting as
the group’s voice of conscience.®® It must
have been a bitter-sweet victory for
communist survivors. Many tasks lie
ahead for us, but the “death scream” will
not soon be forgotten, as so many
German Russians had feared during the
hard times of the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s
and beyond.

It was perhaps only appropriate that
the defiant “death scream” outlived Stalin
himself, melting the ruins and snow in the
springtime of reform. It will not reverse
the actual damage that was done, to be
sure.

Nonetheless, it always has proved
essential for us to remember and, if
possible, to rectify past wrongs, as the



International Memorial to the Victims of
Communism now strives to do. It has also
remained equally important for us to live
in the imperfect present and strive for a
brighter tomorrow, without losing sight of
our human weaknesses. The “death
scream” has carried with it the burdens of
the past and hopes for the future. The
challenge for us at this moment is to
make sense of things.

In this regard, longtime journalist Leon
Wieseltier enunciated the fine line that
formerly oppressed individuals and groups
must walk between a proper
remembrance and a debilitating
victimology that is so much in vogue in
some quarters today. He observed that
“[iln the memory of oppression,
oppression perpetuates itself. The scar
does the work of the wound. That is the
real tragedy: that injustice retains the
power to distort long after it has ceased to
be real. It is a posthumous victory for the
oppressors, when pain becomes a
tradition. This is the wunfairly difficult
dilemma of the newly emancipated and
the newly enfranchised: an honorable life
is not possible if they remember too little,
and a normal life is not possible if they
remember too much.”*

All the peoples of the former Soviet
Union face this profound dilemma
concerning historical witness and denial.
Survivors stride two worlds, those of past
and future, and thus build bridges
spanning the generations. Especially once
the last survivors of the Lenin-Stalin years
pass away, their children and
grandchildren and others must discover
for themselves this careful balance
between memory, justice, and
reconciliation. For many in the former
USSR, the monumental effort has only
just begun. Everything else pales in
comparison with this universal human
mastery over the past. After all, only this
affirmative step leads to a true “victory”
over Lenin, Stalin and Soviet Communism
in general.
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earned his Ph.D. in History at the
University of Nebraska. He is Assistant
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