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The Regimes Museum Journal is a dedicated publication for academics, scholars, and students to have an opportunity to publish their 
research while enjoying the works of other contributors as well. The R.M. Journal is intended for peer reviewed professional research ar-
ticles that deal with human rights issues, repressive regimes, war, and other topics related to these general fields. All work submitted will 
be examined and some will be selected to be published in the Journal. Please see our submission form below.  

Please contact regimesmuseum@gmail.com for more information or to join the mailing list to receive a digital copy of the Journal and 
future publications.  

Since the R.M. Journal is a peer reviewed academic journal for history, papers that deal with dictatorship, war, repression, genocide, hu-
man rights issues, and other topics of this nature are sought specifically. It should also be noted that while the Museum deals with regimes 
of the 20th and 21st centuries, the Journal seeks papers on all time periods including current human rights issues as well. Contributors are 
generally broken down into three categories, each with their own featured section in the Journal.  

Category one is designated for professors, scholars, and academics that study history and related fields*. In this section, professional 
researchers will have a chance to share their research with fellow scholars and the general public. Academics who submit material for 
publication must go through a peer review process prior to being published.  

Category two is dedicated for young researchers that have done work in history or a related field as a student of a university. This part of 
the Journal provides an opportunity for young researchers to share their work and ideas with professionals, their peers, and the general 
public. Graduate and undergraduate students who wish to publish are also subject to an academic review process prior to publication.  

Category three is for individuals who are not affiliated with an educational institution but wish to share their stories or research. This sec-
tion provides journalists, private researchers, and individuals or families who lived under a regime or dictatorship with an opportunity to 
share their stories or work that would generally not be available to a wide audience.  

Criteria to Publish: Educational institutions, museums, and archives can also use the R. M. Journal as a way to publicize events, exhibits, 
and new programs as well. If you wish to use the Journal to share news about your institution please email us at regimesmuseum@gmail.
com and send us any information you would like published in the Journal. This can include upcoming programs and events as well as 
news regarding your institution. Images and texts must belong to your institution and you, as the contributor, give the Regimes Museum 
and the R.M. Journal permission to use said information for publication and distribution. In order for your work to be considered for the 
R.M. Journal, you must follow specific criteria;  1. All work sent for consideration must be your work entirely and not plagiarized or cop-
ied from other sources. We also do not accept work that has been published previously. A peer review process is in place for all academ-
ics, scholars, and students.  2. All sources used must be cited. You may use MLA, APA, or Chicago style.  3. Any images or graphics you 
would like us to use for your work must be your own, used with permission from the owner, or can be public domain if it is indicated.  

*No copy-protected material of any kind will be used unless a permit of use has been granted to the Regimes Museum by the owner. As an 
academic publication, the Regimes Museum Journal strives for excellence and therefore your work must be your very best as well.  

*Please Note* The editors reserve the right to edit, alter, or reject any work submitted. For more information on how to become a con-
tributor, please contact regimesmusem@gmail.com. *While history is the central focus, papers from other disciplines are accepted if they 
deal with the subject matter. The editors will determine papers selected for publication. If you have work that has appeared in another 
publication and you wish to have it appear in the R.M. Journal, it may not be the exact same piece of work. It can be a summary or a 
re-written version. The editors reserve the right to refuse any publication and are not responsible for or endorse any statements made by a 
contributor. All opinions and statements made by a contributor are solely their own.



Happy New Year from all of us at Regimes Museum! We hope that you had a wonderful and 
safe holiday season with friends and family. We have spent the latter half of the year preparing 
ourselves for upcoming programs for 2019 that we hope you will enjoy.

The Threads of Utopia exhibit that will be moving to Cal State Fullerton for the 2019 school 
year has expanded to include several new objects that are being prepared to expand the scope 
of the original exhibit. This will be accompanied by an updated version of the book on the 
exhibit as well. Also in the pipeline for next year is Youth Under Dictators, which is currently 
wrapping up the writing phase and should be ready for object photographing.

We are also excited to announce that we have been collaborating with the General Patton Mu-
seum, who currently have some of our material in their exhibits. We are also exploring another 
collaborative endeavor with the Wende Museum, who are launching an exhibit that will feature 
some of our objects as well. 

Beyond the exhibits, we are working on an symposium/conference that aims to bring together 
scholars and graduate students to share their research on totalitarianism. Be sure to stay tuned 
for more information about these programs by following us on our socials and by checking our 
website!

Keep following our friends Forever Young as well! Come see one of the shows and check our 
Programs often to see the most updated show dates!

Founder/Executive Director
         Dr. Marc T. Voss

Cofounder/Associate Director
      Mr. Brenton R. Ogden III



  The first of Joseph Stalin’s five-year plans, 
enacted between 1928 and 1932, chiefly aimed to 
galvanize the Soviet Union’s economy and production 
capabilities, centering his efforts upon the agricultural 
sector, aiming to dismantle the existing khutir model 
of privately-held land ownership and ultimately 
replace them with sovkhozes and kolkhozes – respec-
tively state-owned and collective farms. This concert-
ed drive in uniformly collectivizing the mass swathes 
of unorganized land divisions which comprised the 
foundations of Soviet peasant agriculture was on face, 
clumsy and poorly planned. Stalin’s collectivization 
initiatives, characterized by a “deficit in organiza-
tion and order [and] a revolutionary impulsiveness” 
fomented the rise of expropriative and violent actions 
against the kulaks [tight-fisted, rural capitalists], a 
subsection of affluent, landed peasants deemed as 
proponents of capitalism and therefore, regarded as 
enemies of the state.1 This state-run campaign against 
the kulaks, now contemporarily referred to as deku-
lakization, prompted an outright and demonstrative 

classicide, which directly leading to the deaths of mil-
lions of kulaks between the span of November 1917 
to the marked conclusion of the first five-year plan in 
1932.

 The core of this present article is consequently 
to discuss the roots and ramifications of Soviet deku-
lakization. In doing so, I will first expound upon the 
formative conditions which gave rise to the kulak class 
in the Stolypin agricultural reforms of prerevolution-
ary Russia. Then, I will showcase the origins of anti-
kulak governmental sentiment as espoused by Lenin. 
Finally, I will analyze the implementation of this com-
prehensive classicide under Stalin and examine the 
human costs and the sheer magnitude of this enormity, 
utilizing eyewitness accounts and primary source tes-
timony to most accurately delineate their plights and 
bear witness to their seemingly incalculable sufferings.

 The effectuation of the Stolypin agricultural 
reforms of 1906-1917 entailed the promulgation of 
policies which engendered the restructuration of the

6

An Examination of Soviet Dekulakization: Classicide in the Furtherance of 
the First Five-Year Plan

By Michael Liu



prevailing inefficient agrarian models, ones which suf-
fered from low levels of productivity and overall im-
balance. These reforms, which also sought to mitigate 
and suppress feelings of discord and radicalism, aimed 
to do so via the elimination of the commune system 
of agriculture, which proved to be a weighty obstacle 
for the government to overcome; “The problems of 
peasant land arrangement were so complex as to ap-
pall even the most efficient of administrations. Land 
was generally held in accordance with myriad verbal 
agreements, often very hazy in their meaning to begin 
with and even more so after they had passed down 
through one or two generations.”2 

 Pyotr Stolypin, the outspoken acting head 
of the Chairman of the Council of Ministers at the 
time and the eponymous brainchild of these reforms, 
viewed these communal peasant arrangements, com-
monly referred to as obschchinas, as an acutely perni-
cious influence. In a 1906 interview with news corre-
spondents, he freely stated his opinions regarding the 
inefficiencies of the commune system:
“Our land commune is a rotten anachronism . . . Give 
the strong personality among the peasants an outlet, 
free him from the influence of ignorance, indolence, 
drunkenness, and you will have a firm and stable foun-
dation for the development of the country without any 
utopian artificial and harmful leaps. The commune in 
its present state does not help the weak, but crushes 
and destroys the strong and ruins the nation’s energy 
and might. . . the commune is a greater obstacle to 
our political and economic progress than all the other 
factors taken together. It obstructs the welfare of the 
peasants and their opportunities for individualism, as 
well as the formation of a middle class.” 3 

 Stolypin, founding his arguments upon the 
findings and recommendations of Prime Minister Ser-
gei Witte’s 1901 assembled agricultural committees, 
fiercely lambasts the failures in which he views the 
communal system is guilty of perpetuating.4

In assuaging and rectifying the myriad impediments 
of the communes, his reforms delineated plans for the 
development of peasant settlements known as khut-
irs, which comprised of individual, privately-held 
parcels of land intended for farming use. Stolypin 
staunchly believed that imbuing the peasants with the 
“individualism of small farm ownership,” would spur 
them to steadfastly work towards personal growth and 
economic development, capitalist-leaning behaviors 
which comparatively “brought America to the fore.” 5

 In 1906, Stolypin gained both the opportunity 
and the authoritative wherewithal upon his appoint-
ment as the Prime Minister of Russia by Tsar Nicho-
las II. Over the next nine years, the state enacted his 
agrarian reforms in a sweeping manner, “distributed 
over the 47 provinces of Russia.” 6  

“These reforms, which also sought 
to mitigate and suppress feelings of 
discord and radicalism, aimed to do 
so via the elimination of the com-
mune system of agriculture...”

“By January of 1915, approximately 
nine years after the initial execution of 
the reforms, primary source documents 
and ledgers report that private land 
ownership surged exponentially”

By January of 1915, approximately nine years after 
the initial execution of the reforms, primary source 
documents and ledgers report that private land own-
ership surged exponentially; “The Land Settlement 
Commission, in its jubilee publication, claimed that by 
1 January 1915, roughly one and a quarter million in-
dividual farm-steads had come into existence.”7 From 
a head count gleaned from statistical data, it is shown 
that roughly 2,750,000 individuals had become direct 
beneficiaries of these reforms. Of the residents now 
residing on the khutirs, a sizable proportion had expe-
rienced significant economic progress and prosperity.

 This is not to say that Stolypin’s sweeping 
reforms were automatic financial remedies for all 
peasants. In point of fact, the relative prosperity of 
those peasants affected by the reform was affected by 
their geographical location, and oftentimes proximity 
to major cities and trading hubs. Taking the mitigating 
factors of geography into account, Mosse finds that 
those “in the northern half of the empire enjoyed a 
more relative prosperity” compared to those in the 
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south, who objectively garnered fewer economic 
benefits.8 However, one thing is clear. The successful 
peasants underneath this system who prospered thus 
became labeled as a kulak, a social distinction indicat-
ing wealth and prosperity, and one which invoked the 
ire of the succeeding Communists.

 Upon assuming control of the state in the 
wake of the 1917 October Revolution, Vladimir Lenin 
wholly dismantled the Stolypin reforms, as the con-
cept of a privately-held capitalist agricultural system 
was incompatible with the tenets of Marxism and 
Communism. Lenin, ideologically a Marxist, asserted 
that “small-scale [private] production gives birth to 
capitalism and the bourgeoisie,” statuses and ideas 
verboten in the furtherance of achieving a socialist so-
ciety.9 Within Lenin’s frame of mind, the overthrowing 
of the rich by the poor peasants was not just necessary, 
but a prerequisite factor in achieving an ideal proletar-
ian revolution. In determining one’s relative wealth, 
Lenin discriminated three economic layers of peasants 
– bednjaks, serednjaks, and kulaks. Respectively, these 
subcategories represented the poor, middle class, and 
the prosperous; placement in these groupings, as fur-
ther espoused by Lenin, “were defined by the number 
of horses each individual owned.”10 The entirety of the 
kulak class became representative as enemies of the 
state.

 Lenin’s anti kulak sentiments became further 
exacerbated by the widespread grain shortages which 
arose as a result of the upkeep and destructions pre-
cipitated in the Russian Civil War in early 1918. In 
mitigating the effects of starvation in the populace, 
the Sovnarkom (Council of People’s Commissars), 
implemented prodrazvyorstka, a policy of forced grain 
requisition from the peasants.11 The duties of prodraz-
vyorstka fell in the hands of the newly-established 
Committees of Poor Peasants (kombeds), associations 
created by the All-Russian Congress of Soviets for 
the purpose of establishing a unifying banner for poor 
peasants to gather under to further state policy. The at-
tempts of the kombeds in actualizing prodrazvyorstka 
was generally viewed as miserable failures.

8

The kombeds were universally met with fierce opposi-
tion by the kulak class, who viewed the confiscation of 
their grain as an intrinsically punitive measure of the 
state. In consequence, kulak revolts against prodrazvy-
orstka erupted throughout the Soviet territories, with 
one of the most prominent uprisings occurring in the 
populous Penza Oblast in the southwest. In response 
to these insurrections, Lenin issued his Hanging Order, 
a telegram which outlined specific instructions on sup-
pressing the kulaks through acts of terrorization and 
murder:
“Comrades! The revolt by the five kulak volosts must 
be suppressed without mercy. The interest of the entire 
revolution demands this, because we have now before 
us our final decisive battle “with the kulaks.” We need 
to set an example. 
1. You need to hang (hang without fail, so that 
the public sees) at least 100 notorious kulaks, the rich, 
and the bloodsuckers.
2. Publish their names.
3. Take away all of their grain.
4. Execute the hostages – in accordance with 
yesterday’s telegram.
This needs to be accomplished in such a way, that 
people for hundreds of miles around will see, tremble, 
know and scream out: let’s choke and strangle these 
blood-sucking kulaks.”12

The ramifications of Lenin’s Hanging Order, which 
ostensibly appeared to concern the insurrection within 
the Penza Oblast solely, had, in retrospect, far-reach-
ing societal consequences. The instructions delineated 
within the telegram, faithfully executed by his sup-
porters, established a state-sponsored precedent of 
dekulakization, a precedent which Joseph Stalin, his 
immediate successor, took full control of.

 Stalin’s means of achieving total collectiviza-
tion of agriculture, as stated within his first five-year 
plan, delineated the statewide unification of privately-
owned peasant lands into sovkhozes, and purging any 
lingering capitalist elements from either the kulak 
population or from those proponents of the now-de-
funct NEP programs. Stalin, as opposed to Lenin, took 
a far more direct and accelerated approach in expropri-
ating their lands. Within his address to the Moscow
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Committee in October 1928, Stalin ominously hinted 
about the extents in which he would achieve total 
collectivization; talking of the kulaks as the basis of 
renascent capitalism, “Stalin inquired rhetorically: ‘Do 
we have, in our Soviet land, the means and the power 
needed to destroy, to liquidate the possibility of the 
restoration of capitalism? Yes, we have.’ For Stalin, in 
other words, the means were the instruments of power 
at the party’s disposal. And these means were avail-
able, so no delay could be justified.”13

 As such, Stalin had made significant headway 
on his promises of facilitating his goals of “crash” 
collectivization as he previously opined to the regents 
of the Moscow Committee. In May 1929, the Polit-
buro produced a formal definition of what constituted 
a kulak farmstead, casting away the simple metrics 
in which Lenin had used to categorize them several 
years prior. Its owners were automatically classified 
as kulaks if “their farms regularly hired labour; or had 
a mill or buttermaking or similar establishment; or 
hired out agricultural machinery or premises; or had 
members engaged in commercial activities or usury or 
other income not from work.”14 Moreover, Stalin had 
enacted policies of repression against them to further 
weaken them as a class. Individuals deemed to be ku-
laks were disenfranchised. While the loss of electoral 
rights may seem as a paltry punishment underneath a 
totalitarian dictatorship, the mark of disenfranchise-
ment was, in essence, a permanent societal fetter; this 
mark “would appear on [the kulak’s] personal docu-
ments, and would instantly brand him wherever in 
the country he sought refuge or employment,” thus 
hindering their freedoms even if they managed to flee 
the Soviet Union.15 Furthermore, the penalty of disen-
franchisement was the first domino to fall underneath 
Stalin’s enacted repressions. Deprivation of the right 
to vote “was often followed by [the] denial of lodg-
ing, food ration and medical services, and especially 
by exile.”16 These societally-restrictive conditions for 
the kulaks, compounded with the expedited goals of 
collectivization mandated within the five-year plan, 
unquestionably set the stage for dekulakization.

 Indeed, this process officially began on Dec-

ember 27, 1929, when, in a declaration to Pravda, Sta-
lin announced the aim of the destruction of kulaks as 
a class.17 Officially, the Politburo officialized his will 
approximately one month later on January 30, 1930, 
when the resolution entitled ‘On Measures for the 
Elimination of Kulak Households in Districts of Com-
prehensive Collectivization’ was ratified and distrib-
uted to local governing bodies, taking statewide effect 
five days later on February 5. Within the resolution, 
the regents of the Politburo outlined the processes of 
the proposed liquidation of the kulaks and the subse-
quent seizure of their lands. In facilitating this process, 
Stalin outlined a plan which split the kulaks into one 
of three possible groupings: individuals within Group 
I, which primarily comprised of political reactionaries 
and counter-revolutionary activists, were to be shot 
and imprisoned in the Gulag; Group II, consisting of 
the wealthiest kulaks, were to be exiled to the remote 
northern wastelands; Group III, which included those 
deemed as ‘loyal,’ were forced to surrender their hold-
ings and ordered to leave their districts.18 The extent of 
these plans was projected to affect a significant pro-
portion of the aggregate population, as official govern-
ment ledgers indicated that the originally planned total 
for all three groups was to include roughly 1,065,000 
families. Considering that the average kulak family 
numbered seven persons on average in the 1920s, it 
can be mathematically derived that roughly 7-7.5 mil-
lion individuals were ultimately affected by the reper-
cussions of dekulakization.19

 Recounting anecdotal evidence, it is no small 
exaggeration to assert that the accounts of those who 
lived and survived through this period are chilling. 
Vasily Grossman, a firsthand witness to the horrors 
of dekulakization, conveys his petrifying account of 
a joint raid by party cadres and officers of the Joint 
State Political Directorate [OGPU], the de facto secret 
police of the Soviet Union:
“Considering that the average kulak fam-
ily numbered seven persons on average in 
the 1920s, it can be mathematically de-
rived that roughly 7-7.5 million individu-
als were ultimately affected by the reper-
cussions of dekulakization.”
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“They [members of the OGPU], would threaten peo-
ple with guns, as if they were under a spell, calling 
small children ‘kulak bastards,’ screaming ‘blood-
suckers!’ . . . They had sold themselves on the idea 
that the so-called ‘kulaks’ were pariahs, untouch-
ables, vermin. They would not deign to sit down at 
a ‘parasite’s’ table; the ‘kulak’ child was loathsome, 
the young ‘kulak’ girl was lower than a louse. They 
looked on the so-called ‘kulaks’ as cattle, swine, 
loathsome, repulsive: they had no souls; they stank; 
they all had venereal diseases; they were enemies 
of the people and exploited the labour of others . . . 
And there was no pity for them. They were not hu-
man beings; one had a hard time making out what 
they were – vermin, evidently.”20

These horrifying actions gradually became an 
everyday commonality for the kulaks inhabiting 
the Soviet Union. As a result of Stalin deeming 
them as enemies of the state, and in greater respect, 
of communism, their entire demographic group 
became demonized by the government. Outright 
classism was in fact encouraged and promulgated 
with the aims of further repressing the kulaks. The 
discriminatory and classist measures employed by 
the policies of the state were successful, evident 
in the inflamed hatreds and, on a larger scale, the 
widespread vilification of the kulaks by their neigh-
bors and countrymen. The deportation of the kulaks, 
as historiographer Robert Conquest notes, “was an 
event on so large a scale that it is often treated as 
a mass phenomenon, a movement of millions.”21 
Indeed, for those kulaks earmarked as belonging to 
the aforementioned groups I and II, their struggles 
only began with the deportation, as the vast major-
ity of them were condemned to live out the rest of 
their days in the far reaches of Siberia, or in the 
most severe cases, in the Gulags of Turukhansk or 
the Sevvostlag. Elucidating upon the suffering and 
despair fomented by the deportation movements, an 
unnamed witness writes:
“From our village . . . the ‘kulaks’ were driven out 
on foot. They took what they could carry on their 
backs: bedding, clothing. The mud was so deep 
it pulled the boots off their feet. It was terrible to 
watch them. They marched along in a column and

looked back at their huts, and their bodies still held 
the warmth from their own stoves. What pain they 
must have suffered! After all, they had been born in 
those houses; they had given up their daughters in 
marriage in those cabins. They had heated up their 
stoves, and the cabbage soup they had cooked was 
left there behind them. The milk had not been drunk, 
and smoke was still rising from their chimneys. The 
women were sobbing – but were afraid to scream.”22

The implementation of these deportation movements 
took on especially brutal forms. According to the 
testimony of an unnamed Ukrainian survivor:
“Barefooted and underclothed peasants were 
jammed into railroad cars and transported to the 
regions of Murmansk, Vologda, Kotlas and the like 
. . . they [the kulaks], were unloaded into the snow 
about six feet deep. The frost registered at 75 degrees 
below zero . . . Without even an axe or a saw we be-
gan building huts from tree branches. In two weeks, 
all the children, the sick, and the aged had frozen to 
death.”23

 It can be reasonably surmised that many 
kulaks perished both during and following the de-
portations. As these movements increasingly began 
to depend on forced marches or travel via boxcars, 
the number who died of environmental exposure and 
exhaustion significantly increased. Indeed, this was 
the case, as up to 18 to 20%, many of whom young 
children and the elderly, are reported to have died 
in transit during their resettlement to the north.24 Of 
course, surviving the deportation was another matter 
in and of itself. The destinations in which the kulaks 
were directed onto were not suitable for any human 
habitation.  Forced to fend for themselves in an area 
devoid of shelter, natural resources, and in some 
cases, a reliable water supply, many kulaks perished. 
Conquest, citing Wolfgang Leonhard’s 1958 memoir 
Child of the Revolution, further elucidates about the 
deplorable state of the settlements:

“Barefooted and underclothed peas-
ants were jammed into railroad cars 
and transported to the regions of Mur-
mansk, Vologda, Kotlas and the like”



“In a kulak destination near Krasnoyarsk there was, 
again, no shelter at all – but barbed wire fencing had 
been put up, and there were some guards. Of the 
4,000 sent there, about half had died in two months. 
In another camp on the Yenisei the kulaks lived 
in dugouts . . . between Petropavlovsk and Lake 
Balkhash in Kazakhstan, kulaks from the Ukraine 
and Central Russia were marched into empty coun-
try: “There were just some pegs stuck in the ground 
with little notices on them saying: Settlement No. 
5, No. 6, and so on. The peasants were brought here 
and told that now they had to look after themselves. 
So, then they dug themselves holes in the ground. 
A great many died of cold and hunger in the early 
years.”25

 The cruel fate which befell the kulaks was 
ultimately one spurred by the changing character of 
the Soviet state; Lenin and Stalin, fervently aimed 
towards breaking down and eradicating the archaic 
social and economic structures left by the collapse 
of the Russian ancien regime to further their social-
ist and communist ideologies. Dekulakization, at its 
core, was a revisionist Stalinist movement aiming to 
cement Soviet hegemony through the forced collec-
tivization of agriculture and in the repression of the 
kulaks, wealthy, dissenting social classes perceived 
by the state as implements of the Tsar. Though a 
dearth of evidence prevents us from fully knowing 
the exact death toll precipitated by Stalin’s compre-
hensive dekulakization initiatives, we can surmise 
the enormities of this abject classicide through the 
analysis of personal accounts and anecdotes left to 
us by its survivors. 

“Dekulakization, at its core, was 
a revisionist Stalinist movement 
aiming to cement Soviet hege-
mony through the forced collec-
tivization of agriculture and in the 
repression of the kulaks, wealthy, 
dissenting social classes perceived 
by the state as implements of the 
Tsar.”

11

Their narratives, while not only crucial in gathering 
facts and data, also allows us to gain a deeper un-
derstanding of the harrowing realities in which they 
uniquely faced, a minute, yet invaluable component 
in mapping the incalculable sufferings subjected to 
the kulaks. Their stories offer us an outlet to bear 
witness and preserve their legacies, long after the last 
survivor has left us.
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It is estimated during the early period of the Cold 
War that between 400 and as many as 600 Ger-
man citizens were abducted in West Germany 

and taken to East Germany (GDR) after the creation 
of the GDR in 1949, through the mid-1960s.  Those 
involved in the abductions were members of the 
East German Border Police/Guards, DDR Ministry 
for State Security (MfS - STASI) and, to a lesser ex-
tent, the USSR Committee for State Security (KGB).  
Based on historical research of the STASI Archives, 
some of the persons who were abducted by the East 
German state were found guilty under East Ger-
man law and, in some instances, were sentenced to 
death.  However, in other instances, some abductees 
were given prison sentences that were as long as 
15 years. Abductions in West Germany and West 
Berlin involved multiple MfS departments, which in 
itself provides some insight on the coordination that 
was necessary to bring the abductees back into East 
Germany (1, 2).  

Gerd Sommerlatte and Karl Wilhelm Fricke are 
two from the many who were kidnapped from West 
Berlin by associates of the MfS or members of the 
MfS.  Gerd Sommerlatte was abducted in late 1961.  
Prior to his abduction, he was an East German who 
had worked his way to become an East German 
Border Guard.  On 10 September 1961, he was as-
signed to the famous Brandenburg Gate dividing 
East and West Berlin and on that day, he decided to 
defect to the West.  Within a matter of weeks after 
his defection to the west, he was tricked into a car 
ride after meeting up with men at a restaurant who 
were actually West German criminals hired by the 
MfS leadership. The men drove Sommerlatte to the 
East Berlin border and handed him over to the GDR 
authorities.  In February 1962, he was charged with 
espionage and sentenced to 10 years in prison. In 
1965 he was released and handed over to West Ger-
man authorities (3).

The Awarding of the East German Patriotic Order of Merit in Bronze to a 
Ministry for State Security Officer for Kidnapping a West German Citizen 
During the Cold War

By Ralph Pickard
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 Karl Wilhelm Fricke, a West German jour-
nalist was abducted on 1 April 1955.  Prior to his 
abduction, Fricke was an East German citizen who 
had fled the East German Peoples Police after they 
arrested him in 1949.  Fricke settled in West Germa-
ny where he became a journalist and wrote a number 
of articles critical of the East German government 
(5).  By the middle of 1954, the MfS leadership 
decided to lure Fricke back to East Berlin.  The MfS 
leadership assigned the operation to Secret Em-
ployees (Geheimer Mitarbeiter - GM) Kurt Maurer 
and his wife.  Kurt and his wife’s codenames were 
“Fritz” and “Peter” (4).  Kurt Maurer and his wife 
established a friendship with Fricke in West Berlin.

 On 1 April 1955, Fricke was invited to the 
Maurers apartment for drinks.  During their con-
versation, Fricke was drugged and became uncon-
scious.  Karl Wilhelm Fricke was quickly whisked 
off to East Berlin.   Once in East Berlin, the Maurers 
handed Fricke over to other MfS employees.  On 11 
June 1956, Karl Wilhelm Fricke was found guilty 
under East German law and sentenced to prison.  
Fricke was not released until 31 March 1959 and 
then handed over to West German authorities.  After 
his release, Fricke continued to work as a journalist 
through the end of the Cold War (5).  

 As for MfS GM Kurt Maurer, he returned to 
East Germany as a hero and was awarded the East 
German Patriotic Order of Merit in Bronze medal 
with award document on 8 May 1955, (See Figure 
1).  However, according to sourced information Kurt 
Maurer was an alias name used. His real name was 
actually Kurt Rittwagen, and he was a Secret Em-
ployee and member of the MfS as illustrated by 

Figure 1, page 15: MfS officer and Secret Employee Kurt Rittwagen’s original East German Patriotic Order of 
Merit in Bronze and award document presented to him on 8 May 1955 for his role in kidnapping West German 
journalist Karl Wilhelm Fricke, hand signed by GDR President Wilhelm Pieck.  The double “U” loop hanger 
on the Patriotic Order of Merit illustrates this example as an early variant.  Other indicators are the early attach-
ment clasp, and the medal has a very dark patina, compared to the later shiny bronze variants.  Additionally, the 
award document is the first the earliest of three that were produced during the Cold War.  The first generation 
award document was presented through the mid-1960s, and has a stamped red wax East German state emblem 
seal from the GDR President as illustrated on this sample.   

some of the other presentation documents in this 
article. 

 Kurt Rittwagen was born in Germany in 
1914.  A few years prior to World War II he emi-
grated to the Soviet Union where he was arrested 
and put in prison.  In 1939, he was dispatched by the 
USSR People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs 
(NVKD) leadership to conduct illegal activities back 
in Nazi Germany.  However, Kurt Rittwagen was 
arrested by the Gestapo after he was betrayed.  He 
was sentenced to three years in prison until 1942.  
After completion of his prison sentence, he was 
then sent to Sachsenhausen concentration camp in 
Oranienburg Germany until the end of World War II 
(6).  After World War II, Rittwagen settled back in 
East Germany.  Figure 2 provides some insight that 
Rittwagen had joined the MfS in 1952. By 1954, he 
was deployed to West Berlin to conduct illegal ac-
tivities as a refugee with his wife.  During the same 
period they befriended Karl Wilhelm Fricke in the 
episode described above.  

 After Karl Wilhelm Fricke abduction, Kurt 
Rittwagen continued to actively work in the MfS 
in East Germany until his retirement in 1974 (See 
Figure 2).  Kurt Rittwagen began his MfS career in 
1952 as an unterleutnant, and by 1974 he retired as 
a major. During his active duty career in the MfS, 
he earned the following East German awards:  the 
Patriotic Order of Merit in Bronze (1955) and Silver 
(1974), the Merit Medal of the National People’s 
Army in Silver (1964), and the Ernst Schneller

“However, according to sourced in-
formation Kurt Maurer was an alias 
name used.  His real name was actual-
ly Kurt Rittwagen, and he was a Secret 
Employee and member of the MfS...”
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Medal in Gold (1970).  Even after his retirement 
from the MfS, Major Kurt Rittwagen a.D. (außer 
Dient – Retired) continued to work as a civilian 
employee within the MfS organization as indicated 
by the East German awards he continued to receive 
after 1974 until the end of the Cold War.  He earned 
the Patriotic Order of Merit in Gold (1984), the 
Merit Medal of the National People’s Army in Gold 
(1976), the Ernst Schneller Medal in Silver (1984), 
and the USSR jubilee medal “Thirty Years of Vic-
tory in the Great Patriotic War 1941 – 1945” (1975).   
Even after his official retirement from the MfS 
in 1974, Major Kurt Rittwagen a.D. received the 
Certificate of Honor (Ehrenurkunde) for 25 years 
of Faithful Service (1982) and 30 years of Faithful 
Service (1987) (See Figure 3).  Kurt Rittwagen lived

long enough to see the reunification of Germany in 
1990 and the end of the Cold War in 1991, dying in 
1993.

 The East German Patriotic Order of Merit 
(Vaterländischer Verdienstorden – also known as the 
“VVO”).  This East German state award was estab-
lished on 21 April 1954 and was awarded in three 
classes:  gold, silver and bronze.  Later, in April 
1965 the Honor Clasp was established.  This order 
was presented annually for outstanding merit and 
for strengthening the protection of the East German 
state.  This order was awarded to East Germans citi-
zens, foreign citizens and East German institutions.  
All recipients received a sum of money.  

17

Figure 2: MfS officer Major Kurt Rittwagen’s original retirement document from the MfS presented to him on 
31 October 1974.  The MfS retirement document is the second generation of three that were produced for the 
MfS during the Cold War.  
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The Wende has moved!!! Visit their new home at:
10808 Culver Blvd., Culver City, CA 90230
Open Friday through Sunday

War of Nerves: Psychological Landscapes of the Cold War
10808 Culver Blvd., Culver City, CA 90230
Open Sunday September 16, 2018 - Sunday January 13, 2019

Red Shoes: Love, Politics, and Dance During the COld War
10808 Culver Blvd., Culver City, CA 90230
Open Sunday September 16, 2018 - Sunday January 13, 2019
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Soviet and Western Modes of Depicting the Holocaust in the Soviet Union

By Austin Bryan
 
 Historians are relied upon to provide insight-
ful and truthful accounts of the Holocaust and its 
surrounding circumstances. However, following the 
war, a discrepancy emerged between Western and 
Soviet academia in the representation of the Ho-
locaust in the Soviet Union. These representations 
differed on the ideological motives for the Nazis 
instigation of the Holocaust and the extent to which 
this action could be considered as directed towards 
the Jewish people.

 The historical literature which developed in 
the Soviet Union presented the Holocaust as symp-
tomatic of ideological fascism and capitalism rather 
than racism, and posited that the killings were not 
directed at the Jewish people specifically, but rather 
against the entire citizenry of the USSR in equal 
measure. In the Great Soviet Encyclopedia, the 
definition for the National Socialist Party described 
it as a group of fascists who successfully divided the 
German working class and served in the interests of

monopolists and the bourgeoisie.1 This statement 
was clearly purposed to connect fascist Nazis with 
capitalism, which in turn implies that the Holocaust 
was a result of a capitalist ideology. This agenda 
became increasingly apparent when the USSR began 
denouncing fellow Soviets who had collaborated 
with the Nazis during the war as “bourgeois national-
ists”.2 This deliberate shifting of any blame for the 
Holocaust from the Soviet Union to the “fascists” 
was likely in order to portray the USSR as united and 
righteous in its commitment to communism.

 The Soviet Union sought to generalize the 
Holocaust so that its victims were the citizens of the 
Soviet Union, not the Jewish people specifically. 
Six months after the liberation of Kiev, the govern-
ment published its report on the massacre at Babi 
Yar (where Einsatzgruppe C executed approximately 
33,771 Jews). It made no reference to the Jewish 
community and instead described the massacre as an 
attack against Soviet citizens.3 Another clear exam-
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ple example of this is the monument for Babi Yar 
erected in 1976. The original plaque read “Here, in 
1941 - 1943, the German Fascist invaders executed 
over 100,000 citizens of Kiev...”4 Again, no refer-
ence is made to the obvious anti-semitic nature of 
the killings. Some Soviet historians did disagree 
with this generalization, but they constituted a 
minority opinion and were quickly drowned out 
by backlash. Yevtushenko criticized this policy of 
suppression and expressed sympathy for the Jewish 
people in his poem Babi Yar.5 He was then criticized 
by fellow Soviet writers for overemphasizing the 
victimhood of the Jews and for failing to recognize 
that the entire USSR suffered in equal proportion to 
the Jews under German occupation.6 But numerous 
first-hand accounts illustrate that the Germans were 
indeed targeting Jews. Dina Pronicheva, a witness 
and survivor of Babi Yar, was selected for killing 
by the Einsatzgruppen because she was a Ukrainian 
Jew. Recounting the incident, she said “...in no way 
could I understand how people were killing other 
human beings only because they were Jews. 

“He was then criticized by fellow So-
viet writers for overemphasizing the 
victimhood of the Jews and for failing 
to recognize that the entire USSR suf-
fered in equal proportion to the Jews 
under German occupation.”

And then I understood that Fascists are not human 
beings, but beasts.”7 This illustrates both that the 
Germans were indeed targeting Jews for annihilation 
and that the notion of these massacres being a result 
of fascism rather than racial policy was successfully 
disseminated to citizens of the Soviet Union.

 Western historical literature, in contrast, 
presents Nazi ideology as being based on the as-
sumption of the racial superiority of the German 
people. Racism has become the defining feature of 
Nazism in most post-war western academia. This 
may be because more Jews lived in the Western 
world during the post war period than in the USSR.8  
These people, living outside of the Soviet Union, 
had more freedom and resources to investigate and

spread knowledge on the Holocaust. Being mem-
bers of a community that was racially targeted, they 
would be likely to focus on the subject of racism. 
Western historians recognize that the Holocaust was 
disproportionately perpetrated against Jews. Ency-
clopedia Britannica, a major collaboration of West-
ern historians, includes a paragraph on anti-semitism 
in its definition for National Socialism.9 Yitzhak 
Arad, an Israeli historian, highlights a German 
announcement dedicated to the Soviet people and 
the Red Army as evidence of Nazi anti-semitism. 
The announcement read as follows: “People of the 
Soviet Union! You placed your faith in criminals, 
who, under the leadership of Jews from all over the 
world, have flooded you homeland… The Germans 
will liberate you from Judeo-Bolshevist terror.”10 
Arad brings attention to this piece of German propa-
ganda in order to support his assertion that the Nazis 
harbored sentiments against the Jewish people spe-
cifically. Most western historians will similarly refer 
to primary documents (laws, speeches, and other 
correspondence) in order to support this point.

 The narrative of the Holocaust in the So-
viet Union was muddied by the Soviets intention to 
expand the role of victim to all citizens of the USSR 
and limit the role of perpetrator to fascist Nazis. 
Western academia has relied on primary documents 
and testimony in order to more accurately portray 
the Nazis racial ideology and its consequences for 
Jews.

“Western historians recognize that the 
Holocaust was disproportionately per-
petrated against Jews.”
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The history of the Soviets in Afghanistan is 
one that serves bitter lessons that reverber-
ate in the region and the world to this day. 

What started as a coup by the Communist Party of 
Afghanistan that installed Nur Mohammad Taraki as 
president in 1978 quickly evolved into a quagmire 
as more and more Soviet support was needed to 
keep communist control in Afghanistan. In-party ri-
valry prompted some communists under the leader-
ship of the then Foreign Affairs minister Hafizullah 
Amin to assassinate Taraki, which angered the Sovi-
ets and ultimately led Soviet premier Leonid Bre-
zhnev to intervene militarily. To do this, the KGB 
helped devise a plan to assassinate Amin and replace 
him with the pro-Soviet president Babrak Karmal. 
This coup coincided with the invasion of the Soviet 
40th Army in December 1979 that started the long 
occupation and conflict that only ended with the So-
viet withdrawl in 1989. This human tragedy became 
known as the Soviet Afghan War.

For the Soviet Union as well as for Afghanistan, the 
war would fundamentally alter the course of their 
nations dramatically. In Soviet fashion, this war 
would prompt the creation of not only special mili-
tary hardware but also medals and other accolades to 
celebrate the legitimate supporting intervention that, 
from the Soviet perspective, was fully in line with 
the Brezhnev Doctrine. Looking deeper into the con-
flict, one begins to recognize not only the substantial 
contribution to the war and occupation effort of the 
40th Army but also the less known yet nonetheless 
significant contributions of the KGB. Indeed, the 
KGB entered into the conflict from its earliest days 
and stayed until well after the withdrawal of Soviet 
forces in 1989. As the struggle raged on, Soviet 
society moved on as well and, although later on in 
the conflict citizens did protest the war to varying 
degrees, most soldiers returning home felt invisible, 
neglected, and left behind. While this experience 
may have been true for the ever increasing numbers

Review: The KGB in Afghanistan by Ralph Pickard

Reviewed by M.T.V.
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of low ranking soldiers and officers alike, the gov-
ernment did make efforts to paint the war in a posi-
tive light and even attempted to celebrate extraordi-
nary achievements during the nine year intervention. 
Both members of the 40th Army, their supporting 
forces, and the KGB all received honors and medals 
commemorating their service and contributions to 
the struggle. While the role of the KGB in Afghani-
stan in particular is still a topic of much needed 
exploration and research in western countries, Ralph 
Pickard shines light on a topic that is even less un-
derstood and explored. Ralph Pickard’s The KGB in 
Afghanistan is one of the rare studies that look into 
the award documents and medals of the KGB during 
the Soviet-Afghan War.

“He outlines their role in shaping 
the Afghan intelligence service and 
details the role of the KGB in Oper-
ation RAINBOW, the people smug-
gling program that spirited Afghan 
leaders out of the country...”
Pickard’s article begins by chronicling a brief his-
tory of the war in Afghanistan and how the KGB 
got involved. He outlines their role in shaping the 
Afghan intelligence service and details the role of 
the KGB in Operation RAINBOW, the people smug-
gling program that spirited Afghan leaders out of the 
country, and the coup that helped bring a pro-Soviet 
government to power. He then introduces the reader 
to KGB Special Operations Officer Lieutenant Colo-
nel Rafik Vartazarovic Vartanian and the outlines the 
medals and award documents he received during his 
service in Afghanistan. While several of his med-
als are more widely available and researched, some 
of the awards Pickard highlights are very unique. 
He shows medals that were issued by the Afghan 
government, KGB specific medals, and medals that 
were issued to ordinary service members of the 
Soviet Red Army. What Ralph’s analysis of Lt. Col. 
Vartanian’s medals shows is beyond a description of 
the medals and award documents. In his assessments 
of the material objects, he shows the service career 
of a faithful KGB officer all the way up to the

collapse of the Soviet Union. His fusion of factual 
information on the medals and his attention to detail 
in his descriptions of the nuances between various 
medals, badges, and award documents is comple-
mented by the background details about the individ-
ual who was awarded this material, thus giving even 
more meaning to what would have otherwise been 
an article focused on the material culture of a whole 
nation. This blend of the macro-micro continuum 
with material culture in one officer’s career serves 
the reader with unique insights into how seemingly 
ordinary men who lived in a place and time long 
gone served, were recognized and honored, and, 
hopefully available once the Russian Archives open 
up, how these people shaped the larger history of 
the conflict in which they spent many years of their 
lives.

 Ralph Pickard’s concise article provides 
a well-rounded analysis that is rich in detail and 
combines all the elements that make his contribution 
an important part of the overall historical research 
being conducted on the Soviet Afghan War. This 
article, including his tremendous three-volume 
compendium on Stasi Medals and Decorations, are 
much needed and often overlooked contributions to 
the history of a time that demands more attention 
discourse. With Ralph’s The KGB in Afghanistan, 
we have a critical and rare look into a part of history 
that all too often gets neglected.

“He then introduces the reader to 
KGB Special Operations Officer Lieu-
tenant Colonel Rafik Vartazarovic 
Vartanian and the outlines the medals 
and award documents he received dur-
ing his service in Afghanistan.”
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Armenian SSR Flag

Byelorussian SSR Flag

Azerbaijan SSR Flag
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Kazakh SSR Flag

Georgian SSR Flag

Kirghiz SSR Flag
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In preparation for the publication of the next issue of the Regimes Museum Journal, we would 
like to send out a call for papers for the upcoming issue. If you wish to contribute research, a per-
sonal eyewitness account, or expand the historical, sociological, philosophical, cultural, or social 
discourse on dictatorships, war, human rights issues, tyranny, or a related topic, please email us 
at regimesmuseum@gmail.com or visit us at www.regimesmuseum.org/rmjournal for more infor-
mation and further consultation.

Join us in our endeavor to enlighten and inspire future generations to preserve history and cul-
ture one story at a time!
                                                                ___________________

Are you a museum, educational institution, or a business? Ask us about advertising in the R.M. 
Journal today! Contact us at regimesmuseum@gmail.com for further consultation.
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Of course the people don’t want war. Why should some poor slob on a farm want to risk his life in a war when the best 
he can get out of it is to come back to his farm in one piece? Naturally, the common people don’t want war neither in 
Russia, nor in England, nor for that matter in Germany. That is understood. But, after all, it is the leaders of the coun-
try who determine the policy and it is always a simple matter to drag the people along, whether it is a democracy, or a 
fascist dictatorship, or a parliament, or a communist dictatorship. Voice or no voice, the people can always be brought 
to the bidding of the leaders. That is easy. All you have to do is tell them they are being attacked, and denounce the 
peacemakers for lack of patriotism and exposing the country to danger. It works the same in any country. -Goering

The founders of a new colony, whatever Utopia of human virtue and happiness they might originally project, have in-
variably recognized it among their earliest practical necessities to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, and 
another portion as the site of a prison. -Hawthorne

Socialists believe in two things which are absolutely different and perhaps even contradictory: freedom and organiza-
tion. -Halèvy

It is significant that the nationalization of thought has proceeded everywhere pari passau with the nationalization of 
industry. -Carr

Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. -Acton

In a country where the sole employer 
is the State, opposition means death by 
slow starvation. The old principle: who 
does not work shall not eat, has been re-
placed by a new one: who does not obey 
shall not eat. -Trotsky

The control of the production of 
wealth is the control of human
life itself. -Belloc

A program whose basic thesis is, not that 
the system of free enterprise for 
profit has failed in this generation, 
but that it has not yet been tried. -FDR

The finest opportunity ever given to the
world was thrown away because the
passion of equality made vain the 
hope for freedom. -Acton

Learn about tyranny, dictatorship, and repression across history and culture to spread hope, peace, freedom, and 
awareness on human rights issues. -Regimes Museum

When authority presents itself in the guise of organization, it develops charms fascinating enough to convert 
communities of free people into totalitarian States. -The London Times

We should expect tyranny to result from democracy, the most savage subjection from an excess of liberty. -Plato

We were the first to assert that the more complicated the forms assumed by civilization, the more restricted the freedom 
of the individual must become. -Mussolini

What has always made the state a hell on earth has been precisely that man has tried to make it his heaven. - Hölderlin

All tyranny needs to gain a foothold is for people of good conscience to remain silent. -Burke


