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Introduction 

This book is the result of a search for my own family’s roots and a desire to understand the history of 

Koreans in the USSR. Until 1999, my family had no confirmation of the fate of my grandfather Li Vonsiu 

/ Yi Wŏnsu, who was arrested in 1938. I was born in Vladikavkaz, the capital of North Ossetia (North 

Caucasus). Why I was born in this city and how Koreans came to be there are questions that have 

tormented me all my life. My mother Era Vonsuevna Li always said that she was born in Moscow, but her 

birth document testifies that she was born in the Checheno-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic 

(ASSR) in the Caucasus region. Ultimately, I came to Moscow to study and stayed to live and work in the 

capital. 

Following the collapse of the USSR in 1991, the earlier forced resettlements of ethnic minorities 

in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) were recognized as illegal by the leadership 

of the Russian Federation and Russian society, and a number of laws on their rehabilitation were adopted: 

Law No. 1107-1 of the RSFSR, signed on April 26, 1991, On the Rehabilitation of Repressed Peoples; 

Law No. 1761-1 of the Russian Federation, signed October 18, 1991, On the Rehabilitation of Victims of 

Political Repression (June 26, 1992, No. 3130-1); and Decree No. 4721-1 of the Supreme Soviet of the 

RSFSR, signed April 1, 1993, On the Rehabilitation of Russian Koreans. 

The adoption of these laws finally made it possible to declassify archival materials throughout 

Russia. The historical facts surrounding the tragic history of Stalinism became known to the world. The 

laws on rehabilitation created a new path forward for scientific historical knowledge for scholars all over 

the world, who since then have published many monographs and articles based on different 

methodologies and research methods. This book too was written because of and thanks to these laws. 

In 1996, I managed to recover my mother’s birth certificate in Moscow: the date on it read 

“October 5, 1936.” In 1999, documents about my maternal grandfather Li Vonsiu / Yi Wŏnsu were 

located in Russian archives. I learned that in May 1938, three Korean communists including my 

grandfather were preventively arrested in Sovetskaia village, Stavropol region. In September of the same 

year, they were executed on charges of Japanese espionage and anti-Soviet activities. They were later 

rehabilitated in 1998. The documents concerning the rehabilitation of my grandfather, as well as the 

publication of the martyrology series Koreitsy–zhertvy politicheskikh repressii v SSSR, 1934–1938 

(Koreans as victims of political repressions in the USSR, 1934–1938), prompted me to research this 

complex and tragic period in the history of Soviet Koreans. 

The year 2024 marks another milestone: the 160th anniversary of the voluntary resettlement of 

Koreans from the northeastern region of Korea to the Russian Far East. This book demonstrates, among 
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other things, that the history of Soviet Koreans is very much an integral part of the history of the Russian 

Empire, the USSR, Russia, and Korea. Koreans experienced both the positive and the negative milestones 

of this history along with the other peoples of Russia and remained loyal citizens of their second 

homeland. 

Historical Context 

The ethnopolitical crisis in the USSR of the 1920s and 1930s intensified as a result of ongoing 

sociopolitical and socioeconomic changes. Ethnocultural problems were drawn into the whirlpool of 

sociopolitical confrontation. In the most intricate interweaving of domestic and foreign political 

contradictions in the Russian Far East, Soviet Koreans became one of the means of management of 

international relations between the USSR and Japan, the two main rivals in Northeast Asia. The Soviet 

government undertook a premeditated course of action to accuse the Korean population of Japanese 

espionage; through this process, the Stalinist regime created a legal basis for the violent uprooting of the 

Korean population and its subsequent resettlement to the country’s interior. Throughout the USSR, 

thousands of Koreans were arrested and accused of espionage activities on behalf of Japan. Indeed, the 

periods of increased repressive actions in the USSR coincided with the deterioration of relations between 

the USSR and Japan: two periods of particularly tense Soviet–Japanese diplomatic confrontation occurred 

in 1931–1932 and 1937–1938. 

The uprooting of ethnic Koreans from the border zones of the Primor’e or Maritime region in the 

Russian Far East (henceforth, RFE)1 had already been raised periodically over many decades: the issue 

was discussed by government authorities in 1885, 1908, 1911, 1923, and 1928. Owing to the threat from 

Japan, Russian authorities distrusted the Korean people and had made attempts to resettle Koreans away 

from the border zone in the RFE. This issue remained unsettled owing to the lack of financial resources 

on the part of the authorities and the reluctance of Koreans to voluntarily resettle deeper into Russia. 

In 1937, shortly before the outbreak of World War II and further deterioration of the political 

situation in the Soviet Far East (SFE) between the USSR and Japan, the Stalinist regime decided to 

forcibly evict the entire Korean population from the Primor’e region. These policies aimed at the Korean 

people were part of the political repression masterminded by Stalin relying on sheer force and coercion. 

The political repressions during the years 1920–1953 had grave consequences for Soviet Koreans. The 

crimes against humanity perpetrated by the regime against Soviet ethnic and national minorities defied 

 
1 Russian Far East (RFE) is a pre-revolutionary acronym. After the Revolution in 1917 and the creation of 

the USSR in 1924, the acronym changed to SFE (Soviet Far East). 
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the Soviet principles of the formation of national consciousness, violently uprooting entire ethnic 

communities, destroying their national culture and languages, and delaying the spiritual development of 

the ethnic group. 

The study of the history of national minorities using the example of Soviet Koreans, their role in 

the development of political, economic, and cultural life of the USSR in the 1920s and 1930’s—one of 

the most difficult periods in the development of Soviet state—is of great academic and practical interest. 

This study seeks to elucidate a deeper understanding of the state nationalities policy of the USSR based 

on its totalitarian system of government. 

Literature Review 

In 2013, my monograph Rossiskie koreitsy: vsesilie vlasti i bespravie etnicheskoi obshchnosti. 1920-1930 

gg. (The Russian Koreans: Absolute Power and the Rightlessness of an Ethnic Community, 1920–1930) 

was published in Russian. It was intended for Russian-speaking (Soviet) readers and relied mainly on 

studies in Russian,  English, and Korean. Ten years later, the monograph was translated into English with 

the aim of targeting a wider audience (English-speaking students of Russia and the former USSR and 

scholars in Korean Studies). To this end, the contents of the book have been revised and expanded. The 

new edition draws on some important studies that have been published in both English and Korean over 

the years. 

Russian Sources 

The history of Soviet Koreans never occupied a prominent place in Soviet historiography. In the USSR, 

political repressions were banned as a topic of academic inquiry. This book is written on the basis of a 

comprehensive analysis of numerous academic sources, a wide variety of published literature, and rich 

archival materials. It provides a holistic historical picture of the life of Koreans in the USSR during the 

1920s and 1930s. 

The historiography of the Soviet Koreans can be divided into four phases. The first phase 

unfolded in the 1920s and 1930s. A small number of individual studies appeared that were organized, 

financed, and arduously censored by the Soviet government. These studies examined the ethnopolitical 

situation in various regions of the USSR inhabited by Koreans, their resettlement across the USSR, 

participation in socialist transformation activities, and      involvement in public associations.2 

 
2 See V. D. Vilenskii-Sibiriakov, V kogtiakh iaponskogo imperializma: bor’ba koreiskogo naroda za 

nezavisimost’ [In the talons of Japanese imperialism: The struggle of the Korean people for independence] 
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Following the repressions, it was forbidden to mention anything about Soviet Koreans between 

1937 and 1953. Eventually, new historical studies were published on the labor achievements of Soviet 

Koreans in the multiethnic Soviet community and their national and cultural development.3 Remarkably, 

 
(Moscow: Gos. izd-vo, 1919); V. D. Vilenskii-Sibiriakov, “Etapy osvoboditel’nogo dvizheniia v Koree” [Stages of 

the liberation movement in Korea], Narody Dal’nego Vostoka 2 (1921): 230–48; Aleksandr Voenkov, Uspekhi 

razvedeniia risa v Primorskoi oblasti [Achievements of rice cultivation in Primorskii region] (Vladivostok: 

Kniznoie Delo, 1921); M. I. Gubel’man and E. Iaroslavskii, Bor’ba za russkii Dal’nii Vostok, 1918–1922 [Struggle 

for the Soviet Far East, 1918–1922] (Moscow: Voen. izd-vo, 1955); B. Zilpert, “Bor’ba Korei za nezavisimost’” 

[Korea’s struggle for independence], Zhizn’ natsional’nostei, no. 8 (14). (1922): 12–13; Man’chun Nam, “Koreiskii 

vopros kak chast’ natsional’noi problemy na sovetskom Dal’[nem] Vostoke. Natsional’naia politika tsarizma i 

Sovetskoi vlasti na D. V.” [The Korean Question as Part of the National Problem in the Soviet Far East. National 

Policy of Tsarism and Soviet Power in the Far East], Nash put’. Yezhemesiachnyi zhurnal Dal’nego Vostoka TSK 

RKP(b), no. 11 (1923): 11–18; Ivan Gozhenskii, “Uchastie koreiskoi emigratsii v revoliutsionnom dvizhenii na 

Dal’nem Vostoke” [Participation of Korean emigration in the revolutionary movement in the Far East], Revoliutsiia 

na Dal’nem Vostoke, no. 1. (1923): 299–313; Ivan Gozhenskii, “Khronika po narodnomu obrazovaniiu” [Chronicle 

of public education], Voprosy prosveshcheniia na Dal’nem Vostoke, no. 3 (1924): 66–68; N. N. Saltykov, “Territoriia 

i naseleniie Primorskoi gubernii” [Territory and population of Primorskaia province], Ekonomicheskaia zhizn’ 

Primor’ia, no. 6–7 (1924): 35–47; V. E. Gluzdovskii, Dal’ne-Vostochnaia oblast’ [The Far East region], 

(Vladivostok: Knizhnoie Delo, 1925); Mangem Kim [Man’gyŏm Kim,], “Sovetskoe stroitel’stvo sredi koreiskogo 

naseleniia” [Soviet construction among the Korean population], Sovetskoie Primor’e, no. 1–2 (1926): 199–206; A. 

M. Iarmosh, “Dvizhenie naseleniia DVK na desiatiletie 1926–1936” [Population movement in the Far Eastern krai 

for the decade 1926–1936], Ekonomicheskaia zhizn’ Dal’nego Vostoka, no. 1–2 (1927): 95–96; N. I. Il’iukhov and 

M. Titov, Partizanskoe dvizhenie v Primor’e, 1918–1920 gg. [The partisan movement in the Primor’e, 1918–1920] 

(Leningrad: Priboi, 1928); A. I. Petrov, “Koreitsy i ikh znacheniie v ekonomike Dal’nevostochnogo kraia” [Koreans 

and their significance in the economy of the Far Eastern region], Severnaia Aziia 1 (1929): 46–57; P. Vypasov, 

“Koreitsy v sel’skom khoziaistve Khabarovskogo kraia” [Koreans in the agriculture of the Khabarovsk krai], 

Statisticheskoie obozreniie Dal’nii Vostok 2 (1929), 37–41; P. Doroshenko, “Na smotru koreiskii kolkhoz imeni 

«Tikhookeanskaia zvezda». Trud organizovan plokho” [The Korean collective farm named after the Pacific Star is 

on display. The work is poorly organized], Dal’nevostochnyi kolkhoznik, no.7(8) (1930): 11; P. Dubovik, “V 

koreiskom kolkhoze” [In a Korean collective farm], Dal’nevostochnyi kolkhoznik, no. 5 (1930): 27; Kim Khai, 

“Pomozhem koreiskim kolkhozam” [Let’s help Korean collective farms], Dal’nevostochnyi kolkhoznik  no. 9 (12) 

(1930): 14–15; K. Pak, “Shkoly kolkhoznoi molodezhi daiut otchet kolkhoznikam” [Collective farm youth schools 

give an account to collective farmers], Dal’nevostochnyi kolkhoznik, no. 7(8) (1930): 13. 

3 See V. V. Lezin, ed., Ocherki po istorii osvoboditel’noi bor’by koreiskogo naroda [Essays on the history 

of the struggle of the Korean people], trans. M. N. Pak, I. S. Kim, and Iu. N. Mazur (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo 

Inostrannoi literatury, 1953); G. F. Kim, Bor’ba koreiskogo naroda za vosstanovlenie narodnogo khoziaistva, za mir 
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the first article dedicated to Soviet Koreans appeared in 1953, immediately following Stalin’s death, 

hailing the start of the second phase. 

The historiography of political repressions began during the period of the Khrushchev Thaw, 

when the first rehabilitation of the victims of political repression in the USSR was conducted. This brief 

period was characterized by a limited access to archival documents, including party, military, and KGB 

sources. Some historical sketches were published during this period.4 Their main goal was to rehabilitate 

in the eyes of the public the representatives of the military elite destroyed in the pre-war period. 

 
i natsional’noie edinstvo [The struggle of the Korean People for the restoration of the national economy, peace and 

national unity], stenogram of a public lecture (Moscow, 1954); M. N. Pak, Iz istorii osvoboditel’nogo dvizheniia 

koreiskogo naroda [From the history of the liberation movement of the Korean people] (Moscow: Znanie, 1955); S. 

A. Tsypkin, “Uchastie koreiskikh trudiashchikhsia v bor’be protiv interventov na sovetskom Dal’nem Vostoke” [The 

contribution of Korean workers to the struggle against interventionists in the Soviet Far East], Voprosy istorii, no. 11 

(1957): 171–85; S. S. Grigortsevich, “Uchastie kore’tsev russkogo Dal’nego Vostoka v antiiaponskoi natsional’noi-

osvoboditel’noi bor’be 1906–1917 gg.” [Participation of Koreans in the Russian Far East to the anti-Japanese 

national liberation struggle, 1906–1917], Voprosy istorii, no. 10 (1958): 139–51; Gubel’man and Iaroslavskii, 

Bor’ba za sovetskii Dal’nii Vostok; Ivan Babichev, Uchastie kitaiskikh i koreiskikh trudiashchikhsia v grazhdanskoi 

voine na Dal’nem Vostoke [Participation of Chinese and Korean workers in the civil war in the Far East] (Tashkent: 

Gos. izd-vo Uzbekskoi SSR, 1959); Ivan Babichev, “Kommunisty – vdokhnoviteli i organizatory uchastiia 

kitaiskikh i koreiskikh trudiashchikhsia v bor’be protiv interventov i belogvardeitsev na Sovetskom Dal’nem 

Vostoke (1918–1922 gg.)” [The Communists as inspiration and organizers of the participation of Chinese and 

Korean workers in the struggle against the interventionists and White Guards in the Soviet Far East (1918–1922)] 

(PhD diss., Institute of Oriental Studies, Russian Academy of Sciences (IV RAN), 1960); G. F. Kim and G. D. 

Tiagai, Sovetskaia literatura po istorii i ekonomike Korei [Soviet literature on the history and economy of Korea] 

(Moscow: Izd-vo vostochnoi lit-ry, 1960); S. P. Tolstov, ed., Narody Srednei Azii i Kazakhstana [The peoples of 

Central Asia and Kazakhstan], 2 vols. (Moscow: Izd-vo Akademii nauk SSSR, 1963); Kim Synkhva [Kim 

Sŭnghwa], “Koreiskiie krest’iane russkogo Dal’nego Vostoka v kontse XIX nach. XX veka” [Korean peasants of the 

Russian Far East in the late 19th–early 20th centuries] (PhD diss., Al-Farabi Kazakh National University (KazGU), 

1959); Kim Synkhva [Kim Sŭnghwa], Ocherki po istorii sovetskikh koreitsev [Essays on the history of Soviet 

Koreans] (Alma-Ata: Nauka, 1965); F. N. Petrov, ed., Geroicheskie gody bor’by i pobed: Dal’nii Vostok v ogne 

grazhdanskoi voiny [Heroic years of struggle and victories: The Far East in the fire of civil war] (Moscow: Nauka, 

1968). 

4 See V. V. Dushen’kin, Ot soldata do marshala [From soldier to marshal] (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo 

politicheskoi literatury, 1964); P. I. Iakir and Iu. A. Geller, comps., Komandarm Iakir: Vospominaniia druzei i 

soratnikov [Commander Iakir: Recollections of friends and comrades] (Moscow: Voen. izd-vo, 1963); V. K. 
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Starting in the 1970s, the first monographs on the history of Soviet Koreans appeared, which 

revealed virtually all aspects of their life from the late 19th to the early 20th centuries.5 The book written 

by Matvei Kim in 1979 contains biographies of several dozen active participants in the Korean national 

liberation movement against Japan (1919) and the Civil War (1919–1923) in Russia.6 The author of the 

book did not trace the further fate of many heroes of that time because he did not have access to classified 

documents in Soviet archives. 

The issue of political repression was not investigated sufficiently in Soviet historiography during 

the period 1960–1980. We can name Roi Medvedev’s K sudu istorii (Let history judge), which was 

published in the United States in 1974.7 The author touched upon certain aspects of the issue of political 

 
Bliukher, Stat’i i rechi [Articles and speeches], ed. N. Kopylov (Moscow: Voennoe Izd-vo Ministerstva Oborony 

SSSR, 1963); Lev Nikulin, Tukhachevskii: biograficheskii ocherk [Tukhachevsky: biographical essay] (Moscow: 

Voennoie izdatel’stvo, 1964). 

5 See E. Zhukov, ed., Mezhdunarodnyie otnosheniia na Dal’nem Vostoke [International relations in the Far 

East], 3 vols. (Moscow: Mysl’, 1973–1978); Iu. V. Vanin, ed., Istoriia Korei [History of Korea] (Moscow: Nauka, 

1974); B. D. Pak, Rossiia i Koreia [Russian and Korea] (Moscow: Institut vostokovedeniia, Rossiiskaia akademiia 

nauk (IV RAN), 2004); R. S. Dzharylgasinova, Osnovnye tendentsii etnicheskikh protsessov koreitsev Srednei Azii i 

Kazakhstana [Fundamental trends of the ethnic processes of Koreans in Central Asia and Kazakhstan] (Moscow: 

Nauka, 1980); G. N. Ovrakh, “Dal’nevostochnye kolkhozy na zavershaiushchem etape kollektivizatsii sel’skogo 

khoziaistva (1935–1937 gg.)” [Far Eastern collective farms at the final stage of agricultural collectivization (1935–

1937], in Sotsial’no-ekonomicheskoe razvitie dal’nevostochnoi derevni: sovremenny period [Socio-economic 

development of the Far Eastern village: the Soviet period], ed. A. I. Krushanov (Vladivostok: DVNT︠S︡ AN SSSR, 

1981); V. A. Gaikin, “Koreiskoie naseleniie Man’chzhurii v osvoboditel’noi bor’be protiv imperialisticheskoi 

agressii Iaponii 1905–1945 gg.” [The Korean population of Manchuria in the liberation struggle against the 

imperialist aggression of Japan, 1905–1945] (PhD diss., Institute of History, Archaeology and Ethnography, Far 

Eastern Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences (IIAAE DVO RAN), 1982); A. I. Petrov, “Koreitsy na russkom 

Dal’nem Vostoke v epokhu rossiiskogo kapitalizma, 1861–fevral’ 1917 g.” [Koreans in the Russian Far East in the 

era of Russian capitalism, 1861–February 1917] (PhD diss., Institute of History, Archaeology and Ethnography, Far 

Eastern Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences (IIAAE DVO RAN), 1988). 

6 See M. T. Kim, Koreiskie internatsionalisty v bor’be za vlast’ sovetov na Dal’nem Vostoke (1918–1922) 

[Korean internationalists in the struggle for the power of the soviets in the Far East (1918–1922)] (Moscow: Nauka, 

1979). 

7 R. A. Medvedev, K sudu istorii. Genezis i posledstviia stalinizma [Let history judge: The origins and 

consequences of Stalinism], 2nd ed. rev. (New York: Knopf, 1974). 
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repressions in the USSR, namely the unlawful arrests and the system of forced labor camps. His study 

was based on the memories of living witnesses and letters from participants in these events. Toward the 

end of the Cold War historians still did not have full access to archival documents related to the issue of 

political repressions in the USSR. 

The third phase of the historiography on our topic refers to the time of Perestroika, when many 

questions related to the transformations in society that were occurring during the 1980s and 1990s needed 

answers. The focus on glasnost’ during the perestroika period contributed to a deeper and more objective 

study of political repressions in the USSR. During this period, documentary materials were published 

about Soviet domestic political events of the 1930s.8 

An in-depth study of the problem began in 1989 after the publication of Nikita Khrushchev’s 

report delivered at the 20th Party Congress in 1956. It dwelled on the party purges (1930), the fate of 

delegates to the 17th Party Congress (1934), the intensification of repressions following the murder of 

Sergei Kirov, the falsification of confidential matters, Stalin’s authorization of 383 execution lists of 

party-soviet, military, and business workers, as well as Stalin’s permission for the OGPU/NKVD to use 

torture.9 For the first time, the Soviet public was informed that during the period from 1921 to 1954, 

3,777,380 people were convicted of “counterrevolutionary crimes;” 642,980 of them were sentenced to 

death by firing squad; 2,369,220 were sentenced to detention in forced labor camps and prisons; and 

765,180 people were sentenced to deportation and expulsion. During the Khrushchev Thaw, 5,456 and 

 
8 Along with such general political materials as the confidential letter of the TsK VKP(b) dated July 29, 

1936, “On the Terrorist Activities of the Trotskii-Zinoviev Bloc,” a generalized note “On the so-called “Parallel 

Anti-Soviet Center,” “On the Fate of Members and Candidate Members of the TsK VKP(b) Elected by the 16th 

Party Congress” and other materials, the journal Izvestiia of the KPSS Central Committee published documents that 

are directly related to the study of political repression in the USSR. Among them are the following publications 

(1989): Nikita Khrushchev’s report of February 25, 1956 “On the Personality Cult and its Consequences”; a 

generalized note of the Party Control Committee under the KPSS Central Committee, USSR KGB, the Prosecutor’s 

Office of the USSR and the Institute of Marxism-Leninism under the KPSS Central Committee “The Case of the 

“Anti-Soviet Trotskiiist Military Organization” in the Red Army” and other publications. 

9 See “Doklad Nikity Khrushcheva” [Report by Nikita Khrushchev], Izvestiia TsK KPSS , no. 3 (1989): 

128–70. The confidential instruction giving permission to use torture was effective as of July 29, 1936; i.e., it 

appeared a month before the trial against Lev Kamenev, Grigorii Zinoviev, and others. 



INTRODUCTION 

8 

30,954 communists were rehabilitated and reinstated in the party during the period from 1953 to 1956 and 

from 1956 to 1961, respectively.10 

In late 1980s, studies by Robert Conquest, Iurii Geller, Aleksandr Orlov11 and others, which had 

been published outside the USSR prior to Perestroika, began appearing in the Russian press. The study of 

political repressions in the USSR in the pre-war period was also reflected in the works of Russian 

researchers, namely Boris Viktorov, Dmitrii Volkogonov, Oleg Volkov, Il’ia Dubinskii, Iurii Zhukov, 

Fёdor Komal, Viktor Kumanev, Oleg Suvenirov, Oleg Khlevniuk, and Viktor Zemskov.12 

Post-Soviet sources belong to the fourth phase of this study’s historiography. Of special note are 

the studies devoted to political repressions which appeared in the 1990s and 2000s. Among them were 

theses by Oleg Narmin and Stanislav Mishanov, and publications by Iurii Stetsovskii, Oleg Khlevniuk, 

 
10 R. Usikov and V. Tsygankov, “V Komissii Politbiuro TsK KPSS po dopolnitel’nomu izucheniyu 

materialov, sviazannykh s repressiiami, imevshimi mesto v period 30-kh–40-kh i nachala 50-kh godov” [In the 

Commission of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the CPSU for additional study of materials related to the 

repressions that took place in the period of the 1930s–1940s and early 1950s], Izvestiia TsK KPSS 11 (298) (1989): 

41–61; “Otchety Goskomstata SSSR (26.01.1990)” [The USSR State Statistics Committee reports (26.01.1990)], 

Argumenty i Fakty, no. 4, January 27, 1990. 

11 Robert Conquest, Bol’shoi terror [The Great Terror], 2 vols. (Riga: Rakstnieks, 1991); Iu. A. Geller, 

“Nevernoe ekho bylogo” [A false echo of the past], Druzhba narodov, no. 9 (1989): 229–44; Aleksandr Orlov, 

Tainaia istoriia stalinskikh prestuplenii [The secret history of Stalin’s crimes] (Saint Petersburg: Vsemirnoie slovo, 

1991). 

12 B. A. Viktorov, Bez grifa ‘sekretno’: Zapiski voennogo prokurora [Unclassified: Notes of a military 

prosecutor] (Moscow: Iuridicheskaia literatura, 1990); D. A. Volkogonov, Triumf i tragediia: Politicheskii portret I. 

V. Stalina [Triumph and tragedy: Political portrait of I. V. Stalin], 2nd ed. (Moscow: Izd-vo Agentstva pechati 

Novosti, 1990); O. V. Volkov, Pogruzhenie vo t’mu [Immersion in darkness] (Moscow: Molodaia gvardiia, 1989); I. 

V. Dubinskii, Osobyi schet [Special account] (Moscow: Voennoe izd-vo (Voenizdat), 1989); Iurii Zhukov, “Tak byl 

li zagovor Tukhachevskogo?” [Was there really a Tukhachevsky conspiracy?], Otechestvennaia istoriia 1 (1991): 

176–81; F. B. Komal, “Voennye kadry nakanune voiny” [Military personnel on the eve of the war], Voenno-

istoricheskii zhurnal, no. 2 (1990): 21–28; V. A. Kumanev, 30-e gody v sud’bakh otechestvennoi intelligentsii [The 

1930s in the life of the Soviet intelligentsia] (Moscow: Nauka, 1991); O. F. Suvenirov, Tragediia RKKA 1937–1938 

[The tragedy of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army, 1937–1938] (Moscow: TERRA, 1998); O. V. Khlevniuk, 

1937-i: Stalin, NKVD i sovetskoe obshchestvo [1937: Stalin, the NKVD, and Soviet society] (Moscow: Izd-vo 

“Respublika”, 1992); V. N. Zemskov, “GULAG (istoriko-sotsiologicheskii aspekt)” [The GULAG (historical and 

sociological aspects)], Sotsiologicheskie issledovanii 2 (1990): 17–33. 
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and Aleksandr Bakunin.13 These studies analyzed the origins and specificity of repressions in the USSR, 

their practice, and the efforts of public authorities to rehabilitate the victims of political repression. 

However, there was still limited information on repressions against ethnic minorities. The first studies of 

the violent uprooting of the peoples of the USSR appeared in the same years.14 

Historians paid special attention to the changes that took place in the Communist Party.15 German 

Trukan introduced materials on the departure of the Old Party Guard representatives from the forefront of 

political activity.16 He argued that the Old Party Guard was replaced by poorly educated, desperate, and 

 
13 Oleg Narmin, “Repressii protiv komandnogo, politicheskogo i nachal’stvuiushchego sostava Krasnoi 

Armii v 1937–1941 gg. (Prichiny, masshtab i posledstviia)” [Repressions against the command and political staff of 

the Red Army in 1937–1941 (Reasons, scale, and consequences)] (PhD diss., Military University, 1993); S. A. 

Mishanov, “Stroitel’stvo Krasnoi Armii i Flota 1921–1941 gg. (Analiz zapadnoi istoriografii)” [Construction of the 

Red Army and Navy, 1921–June 1941 (Analysis of western historiography)] (PhD diss., Humanitarian Academy of 

the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, 1993); Iu. I. Stetsovskii, Istoriia sovetskikh repressii [History of Soviet 

repression] (Moscow: Obshchestvennyi fond “Glasnost”, 1997); O. V. Khlevniuk, Politbiuro: mekhanizm 

politicheskoi vlasti v 1930-e gody [Politburo: Mechanism of political power in the 1930s] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia 

politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 1996); A. V. Bakunin, Istoriia sovetskogo totalitarizma [History of Soviet 

totalitarianism] (Ekaterinburg: Institut istorii i arkheologii, Ural’skoe otdelenie Rossiiskoi akademii nauk (UrO 

RAN), 1997). 

14 See K. I. Chomaev, Nakazannyi narod [The punished people] (Cherkessk: PUL, 1993); V. M. Kirillov, 

Istoriia repressii v Nizhnetagil’skom regione Urala: 1920-e–nachalo 1950-e gg. [History of repressions in the 

Nizhny Tagil region of the Urals: 1920s–early 1950s] (Yekaterinburg: Ural. Gos. Ped. Un-t, 1997); A. S. Khunagov, 

“Deportatsiia narodov s territorii Krasnodarskogo kraia i Stavropol’ia (20–50-e gg.)” [The deportation of peoples 

from the Krasnodar krai and Stavropol territory (1920s–1950s)] (PhD diss., Institute of Russian History, Russian 

Academy of Sciences (IRI RAN), 1998). 

15 A. P. Butenko, “O sotsial’no-klassovoi prirode stalinizma” [On the social and class nature of Stalinism], 

Voprosy filosofii, no. 9 (1989): 65–78; V. I. Men’kovskii, Vlast’ i sovetskoie obshchestvo v 1930-e gody: anglo-

amerikanskaia istoriografiia problem [Power and Soviet society in the 1930s: Anglo-American historiography of 

the problem] (Minsk: Belorússkii gosudástvennyi universitet (BGU), 2001); N. A. Simoniia, ed., Istoriografiia 

stalinizma: sbornik statei [Historiography of Stalinism: Collection of articles] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia 

entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2007). 

16 G. A. Trukan, Put’ k totalitarizmu: 1917–1929 gg. [The path to totalitarianism: 1917–1929] (Moscow: 

Nauka, 1994). 
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cruel apparatchik bureaucrats, who were more indoctrinated, fanatical, and manageable. They constituted 

the pillar of extreme authoritarianism. 

Following the discussion among historical scholars about the tragic era of Stalin’s totalitarianism, 

there appeared publications on the Gulag that differed not only in their content, but also in the opinions 

and controversial conclusions of researchers. Among them are the monographs by Galina Ivanova, and 

Mikhail Morukov.17 

Galina Ivanova analyzed the socioeconomic and politico-legal phenomena of the Soviet state and 

assessed the theoretical and legal foundations of state activities underpinning the repressive cycle. She 

explored the basis and legal framework for the creation and operation of the Gulag as a new type of 

punitive system. According to Ivanova, during the Gulag years (1918–1956), a total of more than 20 

million people passed through forced labor camps and prison settlements. One in five was sentenced to 

imprisonment for the so-called “counterrevolutionary crimes.” The author quite rightly notes that forced 

labor was used in the construction of almost all formidable structures of the Stalin era, adhering to the 

opinion that the economy was predatory and wasteful.18 

Mikhail Morukov has a completely different opinion. The author is firmly convinced that 

between the summer of 1929 and the spring of 1945, an enormous, highly efficient, and globally 

unrivaled economic system was created in correctional labor institutions throughout the USSR. The 

author’s attempts to convince the reader that the research activities of various types of sharashkas became 

the basis for the breakthrough of Soviet science and industry towards the latest high-tech developments 

and discoveries, primarily in the defense industry, are not convincing. It is difficult to agree with 

Morukov’s opinions—in particular, that the triumphant outcome of the Great Patriotic War confirmed the 

viability and high efficiency of the development model of the USSR. According to Morukov, the truth 

about the Gulag is that the isolation of scientists, developers, and foremen in places of deprivation of 

freedom to work for the defense industry became a necessary and uniquely correct precondition for their 

 
17 G. M. Ivanova, Istoriia GULAGa, 1918–1958: sotsial’no-ekonomicheskii i politiko-pravovoi aspekty 

[History of the GULAG, 1918–1958: Socio-economic and political-legal aspects] (Moscow: Nauka, 2006); Mikhail 

Morukov, Pravda GULAGa iz kruga pervogo [The truth about the GULAG from The First Circle] (Moscow: 

Algoritm, 2006). 

18 Ivanova, Istoriia GULAGa. 
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personal survival and Soviet victory in WWII. The author neglects the human factor, considering it a 

material and a means to an end, contradicting the universal principles of humanism.19 

The problems of forced resettlement in the USSR were studied by Viktor Zemskov20 and Pavel 

Polian21. Zemskov was one of the first researchers in the USSR who obtained access to the NKVD-MVD 

archives. Pavel Polian’s research describes the geography of the forced resettlement of peoples, including 

Soviet Koreans, who suffered violent uprooting. Nikolai Bugai22 was also involved in the rehabilitation of 

 
19 Morukov, Pravda GULAGa. 

20 V. N. Zemskov, “Spetsposelentsy: po dokumentatsii NKVD–MVD SSSR” [Special settlers: according to 

documentation of the NKVD–MVD of the USSR], Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia, no. 11 (1990): 3–17; V. N. 

Zemskov, “Prinuditel’nye migratsii iz Pribaltiki v 1940–1950-kh gg.” [Forced migrations from the Baltics in the 

1940s–1950s], Otechestvennye arkhivy 1 (1993): 23–35; V. N. Zemskov, “Spetsposelentsy. 1930–1959” [Special 

settlers. 1930–1959], in Naselenie Rossii v 1920-e–1950-e gody: chislennost’, poteri, migratsii [Population of 

Russia in the 1920–1950: numbers, losses, migrations], ed. Iu. A Poliakov (Moscow: Institut rossiiskoi istorii, 

Rossiiskoi akademii nauk (IRI RAN), 1994), 145–94; V. N. Zemskov, “‘Kulatskaia ssylka’ v 1930-e gody: 

chislennost’, rasselenie, sostav” [The ‘Kulak exile’ in the 1930s: numbers, settlement, composition], in 1900–1939, 

vol. 1 of Naselenie Rossii v ХХ veke: Istoricheskie ocherki [Population of Russia in the 20th Century: Historical 

Essays], ed. Iu. A Poliakov (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2000), 277–310; V. N. 

Zemskov, “Sud’ba ‘kulatskoi ssylki’ v 1940–1954 gg.” [The fate of the ‘Kulak exile’ in 1940-1954], in 1949–1959, 

vol. 2 of Naselenie Rossii v ХХ veke: Istoricheskie ocherki [Population of Russia in the 20th Century: Historical 

Essays], ed. Iu. A Poliakov (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN) 2001), 291–311; V. N. 

Zemskov, Spetsposelentsy v SSSR, 1930–1960 [Special settlers in the USSR, 1930–1960] (Moscow: Nauka, 2005). 

21 P. M. Polian, Ne po svoei vole… Istoriia i geografiia prinuditel’nykh pereselenii [Not of their own will… 

History and geography of forced migrations in the USSR] (Moscow: O.G.I – Memorial, 2001). 

22 N. F. Bugai, L. Beriia – I. Stalinu: “Soglasno vashemu ukazaniiu…” [L. Beria to J. Stalin: “As per your 

instruction…”] (Moscow: AIRO-XX, 1995); N. F. Bugai and V. A. Mikhailov, comps., Reabilitatsiia narodov Rossii 

[Rehabilitation of the peoples of Russia] (Moscow: INSAN, 2000); N. F. Bugai, “Problemy reabilitatsii etnosov Soiuza 

SSR v Rossiiskoi istoriografii” [Problems of the rehabilitation of ethnic groups in the USSR in Russian 

historiography], in Istoriia i istoriki. 2004: istoriograficheskii vestnik [History and historians. 2004: Historiographic 

bulletin], ed. A. N. Sakharov (Moscow: Nauka, 2005), 223–64; N. F. Bugai, “Problemy repressirovannykh 

natsional’nykh men’shinstv v rossiiskoi istoriografii” [Problems of the repressed national minorities in Russian 

historiography], in Istoriia i istoriki. 2005: istoriograficheskii vestnik [History and Historians. 2005: Historiographic 

Bulletin], ed. A. N. Sakharov (Moscow: Nauka, 2006), 3–52; N. F. Bugai, L. Beriia – I. Stalinu: “Posle vashikh 

ukazanii provedeno sleduiushchee…” [L. Beriia to J. Stalin: “Per your instructions, the following was carried out…”] 
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repressed peoples. His groundbreaking book published in 1995 was based on declassified documents and 

materials. For the first time, his work described in detail the events of 1930–1940 associated with the 

deportations of various peoples, including Poles, Koreans, Iranians, Germans, Finns, Ingush, Chechens, 

Karachais, Balkars, Kalmyks, Crimean Tatars, Greeks, Bulgarians, Armenians, Meskhetian Turks, Kurds, 

Hemshins, and peoples of the Ukrainian, Byelorussian, Moldovan, and Baltic states. Bugai’s work 

revealed the role of Stalin and his faithful accomplice, the USSR People’s Commissar for Internal Affairs, 

Lavrentii Beriia, and those who were directly involved in the forced displacement of peoples. In 2011, 

twenty years of research on the violent uprooting of ethnic communities in the USSR (1920–1930) by 

Nikolai Bugai was combined in one volume.23 The author revealed the reasons, course, preparations, and 

process of the deportations of nationalities in the USSR in chronological order, showing the role of Stalin, 

Beriia, and other Soviet and military leaders. In the coverage of certain social processes, whether 

concerning dekulakization, collectivization, industrialization, decossackization, deportation, or 

rehabilitation of ethnic communities of the USSR and other political campaigns, regardless of who 

implemented them, the author’s conclusions are balanced and evince no subjectivity or bias. 

For the first time, a Russian historian analyzed a philosophical and moral entanglement, 

addressing issues of state nationalities policy in relation to ethnic minorities, including Koreans. Bugai 

considered the factor of interethnic trust as fundamental, characterizing the relations of a large country 

with ethnic minorities. The author noted that “the degree of trust allows us to trace the formation of 

relations not only between individuals, but also between ethnic communities.”24 Unfortunately, Stalin did 

not trust the Soviet peoples in the socialist empire he created. The continuing rehabilitation of illegally 

repressed peoples and individuals is evidence of the failure and ineffectiveness of the totalitarian and 

ideological methods of managing society in the USSR.25 

An analysis of publications devoted to the Gulag shows that there are diverse approaches to and 

assessments by researchers of this complex, difficult and tragic period in the history of the USSR. 

 
(Moscow: Grif i K, 2011); N. F. Bugai, Problemy repressii i reabilitatsii grazhdan: istoriia i istoriografiia (XX v.–

nachalo XXI v.) [Problems of repression and rehabilitation of citizens. History and historiography (20th century–early 

21st century)] (Moscow: Grif i K, 2012). 

23 Bugai, L. Beriia – I. Stalinu: “Posle vashikh ukazanii provedeno sleduiushchee…” 

24 Ibid., 423. 

25 Ibid. 
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Historians are virtually unanimous in agreeing that the political repressions of the 1930s–1940s were used 

against both individual citizens and entire peoples of the USSR, resulting in their deportations. 

The adopted rehabilitation laws26 provided a legal framework for the consideration of cases 

related to political repressions, including those against Soviet Koreans in the USSR, acting as an 

independent component of the rehabilitation process in Russia. According to the generally accepted 

classification of “victims of political repression” in historical and legal science, representatives of the 

Korean community fell within all the categories listed below, on equal terms with all other ethnic 

communities of the USSR that experienced the horror of Stalinist repressions. 

In 2000, Sergei Golovin defended a thesis on the history of political repressions in the Far East of 

Russia in the 1920s and 1930s.27 The work focused on the mechanism of political repressions against the 

Amur Cossacks and assessed the policy of dekulakization. A separate section is devoted to the forced 

deportation of national minorities from the territory of the Soviet Far East, including Soviet Koreans. 

Oleg Mozokhin28 explored in detail the extrajudicial powers of state security bodies granted to 

them by the highest legislative authorities of the state. In addition to the history of the extrajudicial 

powers of the Cheka-OGPU-NKVD-MGB-KGB, his monograph also included statistical information on 

the activities of security bodies and reports on all aspects of their work. Information was collected on the 

number of persons prosecuted for anti-Soviet crimes as well as on the number of people sentenced to 

capital punishment on account of ethnic descent or social background. This information considerably 

expanded and replenished the existing knowledge on repressed Koreans. 

The monograph by Vladimir Mil’bakh is devoted to the problem of political repressions against 

the commanding officers of the Raboche-krest’ianskaia Krasnaia armiia (RKKA), or the Workers’ and 

 
26 Law No. 1107-1 of the RSFSR, signed on April 26, 1991, On the Rehabilitation of Repressed Peoples; 

Law No. 1761-1 of the Russian Federation, signed on October 18, 1991, On the Rehabilitation of Victims of 

Political Repression (June 26, 1992, No. 3130-1); Decree No. 4721-1 of the Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR, signed 

on April 1, 1993, On the Rehabilitation of Russian Koreans. 

27 Sergei Golovin, “Istoriia politicheskikh repressii na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 1920–1930” [History of 

political repressions in the Russian Far East, 1920–1930] (PhD diss., Blagoveschensk State Pedagogical University 

(BGPU), 2000). 

28 O. B. Mozokhin, Pravo na repressii: Vnesudebnye polnomochiia organov gosudarstvennoi bezopasnosti, 

1918–1953 [The right to repression: Extrajudicial powers of the organs of state security, 1918–1953] (Moscow: 

Kuchkovo pole, 2006). 
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Peasants’ Red Army (1937–1938).29 The book provides new information that helps to reconstruct a 

historically objective picture of what was happening in the USSR during the Great Purge, which allows 

us to understand what is hidden behind the statistics of repression and to assess the impact of internal 

political events on the defense potential of the country’s eastern borders shortly before the outbreak of the 

Great Patriotic War (1941–1945). A comprehensive approach to the problem of repressive policies 

allowed Mil’bakh to objectively reconstruct an entire chain of events along the growing vector of political 

repressions against the command staff of the Special Red Banner Far Eastern Army (OKDVA). The 

consequences of the baseless arrests and executions of commanding officers by firing squad were felt in a 

combat situation near Lake Khasan in 1938.30 For the first time, a list of the victims of political repression 

among the OKDVA command staff, including the Koreans who were repressed in 1937–1938, was 

compiled on the basis of the materials presented in the monograph. 

Vladimir Khaustov and Lennart Samuelson31 describe the role of Stalin in the implementation of 

mass repressions, including the persecution of Soviet political elites. One can hardly agree with the 

conclusion of the authors regarding mass operations (NKVD Order No. 00447 on the forced resettlement 

of Soviet nationalities, or “national” operations). According to the authors, in contrast to the widely 

accepted thesis by historians about Stalin’s comprehensive and active participation in actions against the 

elites, Stalin intervened on only two occasions.32 The local party authorities and the Cheka leadership 

were entrusted with the implementation of mass deportations and, therefore, bear the ultimate 

responsibility for the alleged atrocities, not Stalin. According to the authors, Stalin did not intervene in 

their implementation, “confining himself to general instructions on increasing the arrest limits and 

encouraging the diligence of the NKVD.”33 But the archives tell a different story: Stalin personally 

controlled the entire course of the operation for violent uprooting of the Korean population from the 

 
29 V. S. Mil’bakh, Osobaia Krasnoznamennaia Dal’nevostochnaia armiia (Krasnoznamennyi 

Dal’nevostochnyi front) politicheskie repressii komandno-nachal’stvuiushchego sostava, 1937–1938 gg. [Special 

Red Banner Far Eastern Army (Red Banner Far Eastern Front) political repressions against commanding officers, 

1937–1938] (Saint Petersburg: Izd-vo S.-Peterburskogo universiteta, 2007). 

30 Ibid., 179. 

31 V. N. Khaustov and Lennart Samuelson, Stalin, NKVD i repressii 1936–1938 gg. [Stalin, the NKVD and 

the repressions of 1936–1938] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2009). 

32 Ibid., 273–274, 282. 

33 Ibid., 281, 286, 328. 
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territory of the Far East, having personally signed all of the executive orders pertaining to the exile of the 

Koreans. 

In 2009, Aleksandr Vatlin34 published a monograph in which he described the major challenges of 

the history of the Communist International. The author concluded that repressive actions against members 

of the Executive Committee of the Communist International (IKKI) apparatus and its sections destroyed 

their creative potential and capacity to make independent decisions. This book is relevant to the topic of 

interest when considering the activities of the Korean section in its chapter, “Colonial Peoples of the 

Comintern.” 

Russian Korean scholarship on the topic of political repressions is also noteworthy. In 1992, the 

publication of the Belaia kniga o deportatsii koreiskogo naseleniia Rossii v 30–40-kh godakh [White 

book on the deportations of the Korean population in Russia in the 1930s and 1940s] compiled by Ukhё 

Yi and Kim Yŏngung evoked great resonance in the academic community.35 The collection of documents 

revealed previously classified directives, decrees, encrypted messages, statements, reports, letters, and 

other unique documents on the history of the forced displacement of Soviet Koreans. Five years later, in 

1997, a second book was published under the same title,36 which revealed the reasons for the deportation 

of Koreans in 1937. The authors relied on archival documents and the history of Korean migration, 

beginning with Tsarist Russia. 

A fourteen-volume memorial series edited by Svetlana Ku37 contains information on 6,385 

repressed Koreans in the Soviet Union. These collections of documents are of academic interest not only 

in terms of the considerable enrichment of the source base they represent, but also in terms of revealing 

 
34 A. Iu. Vatlin, Komintern: idei, resheniia, sud’by [The Comintern: Ideas, decisions, and destinies] 

(Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2009). 

35 Ukhё Yi [Yi Uhyo] and Kim Yŏngung, eds., Belaia kniga o deportatsii koreiskogo naseleniia Rossii v 

30–40-kh godakh [White book on the deportations of the Korean population in Russia in the 1930s and 1940s], vol. 

1 (Moscow: Interpraks, 1992). 

36 Ukhё Yi [Yi Uhyo] and Kim Yŏngung, eds., Belaia kniga o deportatsii koreiskogo naseleniia Rossii v 

30–40-kh godakh [White book on the deportations of the Korean population in Russia in the 1930s and 1940s], vol. 

2 (Moscow: Moskovskaia Konfederatsiia Koreiskikh Assotsiatsii (MKKA), 1997). 

37 Svetlana Ku(-Degai), Khen Kyn Li [Yi Hyŏnggŭn], Vladimir Kim, and Kan In Ku, comps., Koreitsy–

zhertvy politicheskikh repressii v SSSR, 1934–1938 [Korean victims of political repressions in the USSR, 1934–

1938], 14 vols. (Moscow: Kim Kor, 2000; Moscow: Vozvrashchenie, 2002–2009; Tula: Grif y K, 2004). 
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many previously unknown aspects of the history of Russian/Soviet Koreans during the period 1920–1953. 

Brief biographical backgrounds of Koreans and their fates—convicted, arrested, executed, and 

rehabilitated—speak volumes about the evil deeds of the Stalinist regime. The victims of this regime were 

revolutionaries, workers, students, artists, researchers, collective farmers, military servicemen, and 

teachers. 

According to the Law on the Rehabilitation of Repressed Peoples, the first category of the 

arrested in the mechanism of political repressions were citizens who were repressed on political charges, 

arrested by the Soviet security agencies (i.e., the Cheka-OGPU-NKVD-MGB-KGB), and sentenced 

judicially or quasi-judicially (by, for example, the OSO and NKVD troikas and dvoikas) to capital 

punishment, imprisonment in forced labor camps and prisons, or deportation. The second category are 

peasants who were repressed on political grounds. They were administratively expelled from their places 

of residence during the ongoing campaign to liquidate the kulaks as a class (dekulakization). The third 

category are the exiled victims of Soviet political repressions, comprising those peoples who were 

forcibly evicted in their entirety from their places of traditional settlement to Siberia, Central Asia, 

Kazakhstan, and the eastern regions of the USSR. 

The adopted laws also permitted the legal process of further declassifying Soviet archival 

materials to continue. The new decrees defined the areas, forms, and mechanisms for the rehabilitation of 

repressed ethnic minorities, including Russian Koreans. They established that rehabilitation applies to 

“those who were subjected to illegal repression, as well as those born in families that were in a special 

settlement regime.”38 The issue of the rehabilitation of ethnic communities, including the Korean 

diaspora, can be found in the collection of documents Rehabilitation of the Peoples of Russia published 

by the Ministry for Nationality and Federation Affairs of the Russian Federation in 2000. The book 

contains a systematized collection of legislative acts on the rehabilitation process of Soviet peoples and 

ethnicities. The book also discusses regulations and the establishment of the first governmental 

commissions to develop a legal framework for this process. The book’s documents describe a mechanism 

for the implementation of rehabilitation, revealing the role of local authorities in performing measures for 

the rehabilitation of repressed peoples. Regarding the rehabilitation of Russian Koreans, it became 

necessary not only to identify the reason why Soviet authorities applied repressive measures against this 

part of the population, but also to analyze the ethnic, educational, and age composition of Koreans 

subjected to political repressions in the 1920s and 1930s. In the words of Soviet officialdom, those 

 
38 Bugai and Mikhailov, Reabilitatsiia. 
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Koreans who were subjected to forced resettlement from the FRE to Central Asia became members of a 

“special contingent,” that is, they were discriminated against on the basis of their ethno-national origin. 

The research monograph by Vladimir Nikol’skii39 explores the ethnic composition of the 

repressed. Information from statistical reports on those repressed under NKVD Order No. 00447 in 1937 

helped Nikol’skii recover data related to ethnic purges in the USSR. During the period from January 1, 

1937 to January 1, 1938, 27,042 representatives of 13 nationalities were arrested in the Donetsk region 

during the “kulak” and “national” operations, including 19 Koreans.40 In the first half of 1938, 89,025 

representatives of 24 nationalities were arrested in the Ukrainian SSR and the Donetsk region, including 

another 77 Koreans.41 Apparently, the Koreans arrested were working in the coal mines of Donbass, and 

an in-depth study is needed about the life of Koreans in Ukraine’s multi-ethnic community. 

A number of document collections were published in the early 2000s.42 The collections include 

documents of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the VKP(b), the highest bodies of state power, 

and judicial institutions. These are special reports, orders, circulars, directives, encrypted telegrams, 

information summaries, and interrogation transcripts. Most of the documents here were published for the 

first time. Some of them were declassified shortly before the release of the collections. The contents of 

individual documents are crucial in terms of assessing the role of the political leadership of the country, 

and that of Joseph Stalin personally, in the organization and activities of the Soviet repressive organs 

across the USSR— in particular during the repressions in the SFE, Siberian Military District, and Special 

 
39 V. K. Nikol’skii, “‘Kulatskaia Operatsiia’ NKVD 1937–1938 gg. v Ukrainskom Donbasse i ee 

statisticheskaia obrabotka” [The “Kulak Operation” of the NKVD 1937–1938 in the Ukrainian Donbas and its 

statistical processing], in Stalinizm v sovetskoi provintsii: 1937–1938 gg. Massovaia operatsiia na osnove prikaza 

00447 [Stalinism in the Soviet provinces: 1937–1938. The mass operation on the basis of order 00447], comp. M. 

Junge, B. Bonwetsch, and R. Binner (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2009), 785–

843. 

40 Ibid., 836. 

41 Ibid., 837–838.  

42 V. N. Khaustov, V. P. Naumov, and N. S. Plotnikova, comps., Lubianka: Stalin i VChK–GPU–OGPU–

NKVD, ianvar’ 1922–dekabr’ 1936 [Lubyanka: Stalin and the Cheka-GPU-OGPU-NKVD, January 1922–December 

1936] (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnyi fond “Demokratiia” (MFD), 2003); V. N. Khaustov, V. P. Naumov, and N. S. 

Plotnikova, comps., Stalin i Glavnoe upravlenie gosbezopasnosti NKVD, 1937–1938 [Stalin and the Main 

Directorate of State Security of the NKVD, 1937–1938] (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnyi fond “Demokratiia” (MFD), 

2004). 
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Red Banner Far Eastern Army. The collections also contain biographical information on repressed 

Koreans. For the first time documents were presented that identify the main areas of activity of the 

punitive organs and Stalin’s personal contribution to the formation and development of their methods of 

work during the period from 1922 to 1936. 

The collection of documents published by Nicolas Werth, Sergei Mironenko and Irina Zjuzina43 

in 2004 contains materials issued by the NKVD and leading party and state bodies on the planning, 

implementation, and results of all main repressive acts of the Stalinist period. The collection of 

documents assembled by Liudmila Gatagova, Liudmila Kosheleva and Larisa Rogovaia44 contains a 

considerable number of newly available archival documents. Documents from the funds reserves of the 

VTsK RKP(b) – VKP(b) show how decisions were made on national problems and how they were 

implemented. Chronologically, the collection covers the period from 1918 to 1933, from the 

establishment of the Bolshevist regime to the final transition of the Stalinist regime from a nationally 

oriented to a purely centralized policy. A second book of the collection45 was published in 2009. 

Chronologically, it covers the period from 1933 to 1945, an important stage in the development of the 

Soviet political system. This period is characterized by a decisive transition from an ethno-nationally 

differentiated policy towards numerous ethnic communities to a course towards total unification and 

leveling of ethno-national diversity. These processes took place against the backdrop of tightening of 

totalitarian forms of government and political repressions. 

 
43 Nicolas Werth, S. V. Mironenko, and I. A. Zjuzina, Massovye repressii v SSSR [Mass repressions in the 

USSR], vol. 1 of Istoriia stalinskogo Gulaga. Konets 1920-kh–pervaia polovina 1950-kh gg. [History of the 

Stalinist gulag. Late 1920s–first half of the 1950s], ed. Iu. N. Anafasev (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia 

entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2004). 

44 L. S. Gatagova, L. Kosheleva, and L. A. Rogovaia, comps., TsK RKP(b)–VKP(b) i natsional’nyi vopros. 

Kniga 1, 1918–1933 gg. [Central committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks)–All-Union Communist 

Party (Bolsheviks) and the national question. Vol. 1, 1918–1933] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia 

(ROSSPĖN), 2005). 

45 L. S. Gatagova, comp., TsK RKP(b)–VKP(b) i natsional’nyi vopros. Kniga 2, 1933–1945 gg. [Central 

Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks)–All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) and the 

national question. Vol. 2, 1933–1945] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2009). 
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The publication of the collection of documents edited by Wada Haruki and Kirill Shirinia46 

considerably enriched the evidence base on this topic. This collection contains landmark documents of 

the Comintern and the Korean Communist Movement, which allow us to trace the convoluted and 

contradictory history of relations between the Comintern and Korean communist organizations and to 

assess the position of the Comintern Executive Committee on the overarching issues of the sociopolitical 

struggle in Korea at that time. In Korea, constant police repression against the Korean communists 

prevented them from enforcing the Comintern’s principles. In the Soviet Union, the Korean communists 

also found themselves in a difficult and tragic position: from the beginning of 1930, repressions followed 

investigations into Korean members of the Communist Party. 

To objectively study the history of the Soviet (Russian) Koreans, it was necessary to reveal the 

process of political repressions against the Korean minority in the Soviet Union using specific historical 

materials, identify cause-and-effect relations of this process, and determine its dialectical continuity into 

the present. I have analyzed historical materials from the following Russian archives: Russian State 

Archive of Socio-Political History (RGASPI); State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF); Russian 

State Archive of the Economy (RGAE); Russian State Military Archive (RGVA); and Center for the 

Documentation of the Modern History of the Krasnodar Region (CDNIKK). 

Among the published sources, a number of documentary materials on the repressions of 1937–

1938 should be highlighted; these were published in journals such as Izvestia of the TsK KPSS, 

Istoricheskii arkhiv (Historical Archive), Voenno-istoricheskii arkhiv (Military and Historical Archive), 

Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal (Military and Historical Journal), Voprosy istorii (Historical Issues), and 

Otechestvennaia istoriia (Fatherland’s history).47 Of particular value is the publication of historical 

documents such as “Confidential Letter of the TsK VKP(b) of July 29, 1936 ‘On the Terrorist Activities 

of the Trotsky–Zinoviev Counterrevolutionary Bloc,’”48 and the transcript of the February–March (1937) 

Plenum of the TsK VKP(b)49. In 2004, Viktor Danilov published a paper detailing the national 

 
46 Haruki Wada and K. K. Shirinia, eds., VKP(b), Komintern i Koreia, 1918–1941 [The VKP(b), the 

Comintern, and Korea, 1918–1941] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2007). 

47 Izvestiia TsK KPSS 3, 4 (1989), 1 (1990); Istoricheskii arkhiv 1 (1992), 3, 6 (1993); Voenno-istoricheskii 

arkhiv 15 (2003), 7–12 (2004), 1–6 (2005); Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal 12 (1988), 3 (1989), 1–8 (1993); Voprosy 

istorii 6. (1991), 8 (1992), 4 (1995); Otechestvennaia istoriia 4 (1993), 5 (1997). 

48 Izvestiia TsK KPSS 3, 4 (1989). 

49 Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal 1 (1993): 60–63.  
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composition of those arrested between January 1, 1936, and July 1, 1938 in the journal Voprosy istorii,50 

which provided the number of those politically repressed among the Korean national group (5,161 

people).51 

English and Korean Sources 

The English-language academic literature on Stalinist repression is vast and varied. I have done my best 

to select those works that have had an impact on my field of study. Michael Gelb’s article “An Early 

Soviet Ethnic Deportation: The Far-Eastern Koreans”52 attempts to explain the causes and consequences 

of the forced resettlement of Far-Eastern Koreans to Central Asia. The author emphasizes the “racist 

sentiments”53 of communist officials who were aggressively anti-Korean and demanded the immediate 

resettlement of Koreans to Japan (Korea) or deep into Russia (Amur and Transbaikal regions). 

In this book, I also comment on the speeches of the participants in the 1923 Primorskii Provincial 

Party Congress and show that not all Bolsheviks agreed with the opinion of the secretary of the Provincial 

Committee, Konstantin Pshenitsyn, and the Far Eastern Bureau of the Central Committee on the total 

resettlement of the Koreans.54 The representative of the Korean Communists, Khan Mёnse / Han 

Myŏngse , argued in his speech that not all Koreans were “adventurers and swindlers;” the Koreans, 

together with the Red Army, had liberated the Far East from the White Guards and foreign invaders, 

including the Japanese occupiers. I do not deny that there were pro-Japanese elements, spies, and 

saboteurs among the immigrants, but the majority of Koreans who had been living in Russia since 1864 

rose up to defend the Russian Far East. In my 2013 book, much attention is paid to the foreign policy 

situation in the Far East. Published archival materials on the foreign policy of the USSR and Japan show 

that Koreans were held hostage by Japanese and Soviet authorities. Japan’s constant demands for the 

return of all Koreans to Japanese-occupied Korea forced Stalin to take measures to keep them on Russian 

territory, pointing out that neither Tsarist Russia nor the Soviet government had set a goal of destroying 

 
50 Tsentral’nyi arkhiv FSB RF, Fond 3, Opis’ 5, Delo 572.  

51 V. P. Danilov, “Stalinizm i sovetskoe obshchestvo” [Stalinism and Soviet society], Voprosy istorii , no. 2 

(2004): 169–75. 

52 Michael Gelb, “An Early Soviet Ethnic Deportation: The Far-Eastern Koreans,” The Russian Review 54, 

no. 3 (1995): 389–412. 

53 Ibid., 398. 

54 Ibid., 392. 
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the Koreans as a nation. The Japanese military and political threat in the late 1920s from the territory of 

Manchuria and the infiltration of Japanese and Russian spies and saboteurs forced the Soviet leadership to 

close the Soviet border.55 Michael Gelb gives statistics on the growth of the Korean immigrant population 

from 1917 to 1931, referring to several sources.56 However, it is not clear on what basis it was calculated 

that there were 50,000 Koreans in 1910 and 170,000 in 1926. 

According to my estimates, in 1911, 8,209 families (over 65,000 people) declared their wish to 

become Russian subjects. According to my data, the number of Koreans in Primor’e in 1914 was 61,694. 

That number would grow to 101,938 in 1923, and 145,511 in 1926. The number of the Korean population 

on August 21, 1937, presented in the reference for Moscow by the command of the border and internal 

troops of the NKVD Directorate for the DVK, was 199,500 people. According to the USSR census of 

1989, there were 438,650 Soviet Koreans.57 

It is difficult to agree with Michael Gelb’s conclusions about the forced assimilation of Koreans 

and the economic achievements of Koreans in Central Asia after 1937; rather, there was a process of 

adaptation to the realities of Soviet Asian society. For instance, all Korean kolkhozes taught Korean 

language and culture. There is still the Korean theater in Almaty and Korean newspapers are being 

published. In my opinion, after the forced resettlement in Central Asia, Koreans became ethno-culturally 

richer by communicating with Asian cultures and the state-building Russian culture. Within a period of 

160 years, Koreans have become fully integrated in Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and other republics, 

and Koreans are in demand in all spheres of life. 

In 2009, a team of historians from Russia, Ukraine, and Germany published a book on Stalinism 

in the Soviet Provinces and the mass operation on the basis of Order No. 00447.58 Using archival 

documents from several regions of the former USSR, the authors contributed considerably to the 

understanding of the Great Terror. The repression performed on the basis of Order No. 00447 was one of 

 
55 Zhanna Son, Rosskiie koreitsy: vsesiliie vlasti i bespraviie etnicheskoi obshchnosti. 1920–1930 gg. [The 

Russian Koreans: Absolute power and the rightlessness of an ethnic community. 1920–1930] (Moscow: Grif i K, 

2013), 120–23. 

56 Gelb, “An Early Soviet Ethnic Deportation,” 393n16. 

57 Son, Rosskiie koreitsy. 

58 Marc Junge, Bernd Bonwetsch, and Rolf Binner, eds., Stalinizm v sovetskoi provintsii: 1937–1938. 

Massovaia operatsiia na osnove prikaza 00447 [Stalinism in the Soviet provinces: 1937–1938. Mass operation 

based on Order 00447] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2009). 
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the largest officially organized state crimes of the 20th century. Researchers believe that with this 

operation, terror in the USSR acquired a new scope. The terror culminated in “national operations” that 

were performed separately but virtually simultaneously. The authors studied the ways and methods of 

order implementation in various regions of the former Soviet Union: Donetsk, Kiev, Kalinin (Tver’), 

Novosibirsk, and the Sverdlovsk region, as well as the Altai Krai; they were able to demonstrate the 

regional specificity and general features of the phenomenon under study. For the first time, the history of 

the organization and course of the punitive actions was systematized. The main conclusion of the 

researchers is that Order No. 00447 targeted the low-income stratum of the population, which was far 

removed from power and had no privileges. The book contains quantitative data related to the Koreans 

arrested in the Donetsk region (Ukraine). 

A book by John Keep and Alter Litvin59 argues that the topic of Stalinism remains relevant and 

highly debated. According to the authors, the desire of historians, politicians, social scientists, and 

sociologists to write the history of Stalinism is comparable to the horizon line, which will always remain 

elusive at an unattainable distance, prompting us to go forward and solve specific academic challenges on 

this path. The demand for the study of this topic is evidenced by split and fluctuating public and academic 

opinions. Ann Applebaum’s book, GULAG: A History, translated into Russian in 2006, also analyzes the 

essence of the Gulag not only as an instrument of punishment for criminal offenses, but also as an 

instrument of mass terror against real and imaginary opponents of the regime, as well as a significant 

factor in the economic growth of the USSR. According to Applebaum, 18 million prisoners went through 

thousands of forced labor camps during the period 1929–1959.60 

Viola Lynne, in her book The Unknown Gulag,61 which was translated into Russian in 2010, 

notes that the forced resettlement of peasants is poorly researched. It is difficult to agree with this. In 

Russia, since 1991, this topic has been studied in detail by renowned scholars such as Viktor Zemskov, 

Nikolai Bugai, and Pavel Polian. In 1993, a collection of legislative and regulatory acts on repressions 

 
59 John L. H. Keep and Alter L. Litvin, Épokha Iosifa Stalina v Rossii: sovremennaia istoriografiia, trans. 

V. I. Matuzov (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2009). 

60 Ann Applebaum, GULAG: pautina Bol’shogo terrora [GULAG: The web of Great Terror], trans. Leonid 

Motylev (Moscow: Moskovskaia shkola politicheskikh issledovanii, 2006). 

61 Viola Lynne, Kresti’anskii GULAG. Mir stalinskikh spetsposelenii [The unknown Gulag: The world of 

Stalin’s Special Settlements] trans. E. Osokina (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 

2010). 
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and the rehabilitation of victims of political repressions was published.62 These legislative acts allowed 

Lynne to work in regional archives and use these materials in her book, as well as describe different 

family histories. 

There is as yet no such comprehensive study in the historiography of the Gulag, but the available 

literature provides general information about prisoners, mortality, living conditions, the Gulag subculture, 

and other topics. Oleg Khlevniuk’s The History of the Gulag63 is the most important among these works. 

Based on archival documents, Khlevniuk presents a reliable picture of Stalin’s penal camps and describes 

in detail the inhumane raskulachivanie (dekulakization) of peasants, the abuse of power by camp 

administrations in relation to prisoners, and high mortality rates. 

We can agree with other authors64 that after Stalin’s death, when thousands of prisoners, most of 

whom were criminals, were released at once, it was almost impossible to settle down in Soviet society. 

Conditions often pushed former prisoners to commit new crimes. There were many highly educated 

people and intellectuals among former political prisoners. Those in the camps who were morally stable 

and, according to the Soviet political jargon of the time, were not razlozhivshiesia (decomposed), 

managed to organize their lives after release more easily. There are many names among famous scientists, 

writers, and artists who passed through all the circles of the Gulag hell. 

One of the most recent publications on the history of the Gulag is Golfo Alexopoulos’s 2017 

Illness and Inhumanity in Stalin’s Gulag.65 This book can rightly be considered a milestone in the 

historiography of the Gulag. Alexopoulos is the first in many years to return to key questions in the 

history of the Stalinist camps, namely the clarification of the number of prisoners who died and the nature 

 
62 E. A. Zaitsev, comp., Sbornik zakonodatel’nykh i normativnykh aktov o repressiiakh i reabilitatsii zhertv 

politicheskikh repressii [Collection of legislative and regulatory acts on repression and rehabilitation of victims of 

political repression] (Moscow: Izd-vo “Respublika,” 1993). 

63 O. V. Khlevniuk, The History of the Gulag: From Collectivization to the Great Terror, trans. V. A. Staklo 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013). 

64 John Round, “Marginalized for a Lifetime. The Everyday Experiences of Gulag Survivors in Post-Soviet 

Magadan,” Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography·88, no. 1 (2006): 15–34; Miriam Dobson, 

Khrushchev’s Cold Summer: Gulag Returnees, Crime, and the Fate of Reform after Stalin (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 2009), 109–32; Wilson T. Bell, “Was the Gulag an archipelago? De-Convoyed Prisoners and 

Porous Borders in the Camps of Western Siberia,” The Russian review 72, no. 1 (2013): 116–41. 

65 Golfo Alexopoulos, Illness and Inhumanity in Stalin’s Gulag (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

2017). 
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of the institutional violence of the camp system itself. Alexopoulos’s monograph makes a significant 

contribution to the study of the Soviet penitentiary system in several ways. First, the book postulates a 

new, though controversial, estimate of 6 million deaths. It adds up to an officially recorded figure of 1.7 

million deaths and more than 4 million who died shortly after their release. Second, several chapters are 

devoted to the study of camp medicine and disability. These topics have not yet been adequately covered 

in the literature. It is particularly noted that there were top-secret instructions for granting formal 

disability status and the possibility of early release. Third, the author rightly emphasizes the enormous 

scale of internal transfers of prisoners from camp to camp. Alexopoulos convincingly argues that the 

movement of hundreds of thousands of people within the system was often determined and motivated by 

the state of health of the prisoners, and not solely by being “a social threat” from the point of view of the 

regime, as previously assumed. 

My own research did not set out to explore the history of the Gulag in detail. It tentatively 

touches upon the reasons for the emergence of the correctional labor camps (ispravitel’no trudovoi lager, 

ITLs) and later, the Gulag penitentiary system in the USSR. My research topic was to investigate the 

political repression of ethnic minorities in the USSR using Soviet Koreans as an example. 

From an academic point of view, it is necessary in the history of the Gulag to distinguish 

prisoners convicted under political articles from those convicted under the Criminal Code of the 

RSFSR—currently an insurmountable task. In this book, I provide statistics on the number of Koreans 

imprisoned in the Gulag for political reasons. 

Terry Martin’s scholarship makes an important contribution to studies on Stalinism.66 Martin 

presents the history of ethnic cleansing in the Eurasian region. I agree with Martin that most of the ethnic 

cleansing in the USSR occurred during the pre-war and wartime. In this book, I reveal the reasons for 

Soviet ethnic cleansing in the pre-war period concerning the Korean diaspora in 1937. I dedicate a 

chapter to the voluntary and forced resettlements of peoples before 1937 and, on the basis of archival 

documents, I mention two major reasons for these resettlements. The first reason was dictated by the 

necessities of Soviet ethno-cultural and nationalities policies: in order to combat the ethnic conflicts that 

had erupted due to ineffective national policies, Stalin decided that it was necessary to mix ethnicities and 

dilute ethnic consciousness in favor of raising up a new homo Sovieticus or “Soviet man” with a 

communist consciousness. The second reason was purely economic in nature: in order to uplift 

 
66 Terry Martin, “The Origins of Soviet Ethnic Cleansing,” The Journal of modern history 70, no. 4 (1998): 

813–61; Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001). 
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economically backward and sparsely populated regions, it was necessary to resettle other peoples into 

these regions. 

As for ethnic cleansing during World War II, I believe there were many reasons for forced 

resettlement from the war territory from 1942 onwards.67 However, I cannot agree with Martin’s 

conclusion that “the Nazi state likewise used the term ‘forced resettlement’ for its ethnic cleansing and 

genocidal actions, as did the imperial Russian government during World War I and the Czechoslovak 

government after World War II.”68 The Soviet ethnic cleansing was not aimed at the destruction of 

nationalities, but was purely pragmatic: the protection of the territory of the USSR, the economic 

development of the whole country, and the implementation of the Bolshevik slogan of equality and 

friendship of all peoples. 

I also draw attention to the fact that after the revolution, Sovietization in the national republics 

and regions was very difficult. Armed insurgency groups fought against Soviet power in Central Asia, 

Ukraine, the North Caucasus. Up to the beginning of the Second World War this problem remained 

unsolved. 

In his 2001 book, Martin showed the national policy of the USSR from a positive side. Soviet 

authorities, seeking to counter the rising tide of nationalism, created institutional conditions for the 

development of the language and culture of multinational peoples. Martin comments on the 

contradictions inherent in Soviet national policy, which at the state level officially promoted the growth of 

national consciousness while being under strict control of the authorities. At the same time, Martin uses 

the term “enemy nations” for those Soviet ethnic groups and nationalities that were repressed by the 

regime. It is difficult to agree with this as the Soviet Union led by Joseph Stalin was trying to solve the 

task of creating a new Soviet man and a new Soviet culture. In solving this task, nationality did not play a 

significant role because the peoples of the USSR were supposed to be brought up in equality and 

brotherhood. In this monograph, Martin’s “enemy nations” are defined as “unreliable” nations because 

they were the representatives of nations bordering on the USSR and could be potentially disloyal to the 

Soviet Union. In the event of a military conflict, they could take the side of their homeland.69 

 
67 Igor Pykhalov, Za chto Stalin vyselial narody: Stalinskie deportatsii—Prestupnyi proizvol ili 

spravedlivoe vozmezdie? [Why Stalin deported peoples: Stalin’s deportations—criminal outrage or justified 

retribution?] (Moscow: Iauza-press, 2008). 

68 Martin, “Origins,” 817–24. 
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In 2007, the Russian Political Encyclopedia (Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia, 

ROSSPĖN) initiated a scientific and educational publishing project titled History of Stalinism. The 

project was backed by the foundation named after the first president of Russia, Boris Yeltsin, during the 

period 2007–2022. The organizers included the Commissioner for Human Rights of the Russian 

Federation, the State Archive of the Russian Federation, the Institute of Scientific Information on Social 

Sciences (INION) of the Russian Academy of Sciences, the International Historical and Educational 

Charitable and Human Rights Society “Memorial,” the Presidential Council of the Russian Federation on 

the Development of Civil Society and Human Rights, “The Boris Yeltsin Presidential Centre” 

Foundation, and the Russian State Archive of Social and Political History. 

Between 2007 and 2022, the project published more than 220 monographs on various aspects of 

Soviet society during the Stalin era by leading Russian and foreign historians, along with collections of 

documents and conference proceedings. The international editorial board of the project included the 

following foreign scholars and professors: Jörg Baberowski, Viola Lynne, Lennart Samuelson, Robert 

Service, Sheila Fitzpatrick, and Alter Litvin and John Keep.70 

All these studies were based on declassified archival materials from Russian archives, and the 

world community was presented with in-depth analyses of the history of the Stalin era. Monographs by 

foreign scholars were initially published in their native languages (English, German, and French) and 

later translated into Russian. 

The problem of national minorities, including Soviet (Russian) Koreans, is at the center of 

historiography outside the former USSR. Already in the mid-1950s, the first works appeared that 

mentioned only some isolated facts about Russian Koreans. An example is the book by the West German 

political scientist (Sovietologist) Walter Kolarz71 (1912–1962). Kolarz was one of the first researchers to 

address the topic of the forced resettlement of Koreans and to reliably describe the external and internal 

political situation on the eve of their deportation from the Far Eastern region. The author, while covering 

the problems of deportation in general, deals with the immigration of Koreans to the Russian Far East, 

 
70 See Jörg Baberowski, Der rote Terror. Die Geschchte des Stalinismus [The red terror: The history of 

Stalinism] (Munich: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2003); Lynne, Kresti’anskii GULAG; Lennart Samuelson, The Plans 

for Stalin’s War Machine: Tukhachevskii and Military-Economic Planning, 1925-1941 (London, Macmillan; New 

York: St. Martin’s, 1999); Sheila Fitzpatrick, Povsednevnii stalinizm. Sotsial’naia istoriia Sovetskoi Rossii v 30-e 

gg: gorod [Everyday Stalinism. Social history of Soviet Russia in the ‘30s: The city] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia 

politicheskaia entsiklopediia (ROSSPĖN), 2008); Keep and Litvin, Épokha Iosifa Stalina v Rossii. 

71 Walter Kolarz, The Peoples of the Soviet Far East (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1954). 
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their economic and cultural adaptation, production activities, development of the network of national 

schools, Korean press, and literature. This book contains controversial data that should be clarified and 

corrected. For example, in this monograph, I question the number of Soviet Koreans in the 1920s that 

Kolarz estimated at 300,000, arguing that there were only about 200,000 Koreans in the USSR as of 

1937. 

George Ginsburgs is another well-known researcher of the political system of socialist countries. 

He has published widely on Soviet law (particularly citizenship law) and published several articles in the 

mid-1970s on the legal status of Koreans in Russia and the USSR. The article “The Citizenship Status of 

Koreans in Pre-Revolutionary Russia and the Early Years of the Soviet Regime”72 reveals some aspects of 

the creation of a legal basis for solving the problems of the Korean ethnic community. 

In the late 1980s, Shin Youn Cha [Sin Yŏnja] published a book on the culture of Soviet 

Koreans.73 A monograph by Kho Songmoo [Ko Songmu]74 of the University of Helsinki was also of great 

scholarly interest. The latter deals with a wide range of problems: the history of the appearance of 

Koreans in Russia and their forced resettlement to Kazakhstan and Central Asia; contemporary ethno-

cultural life of the Koryo-saram; rice farming in Korean collective and state farms; language and speech 

of Soviet Koreans; and Korean theater and literature. A very valuable part of the study consists of 

appendices, including geographical maps of the USSR, photographs, an index of geographical names, and 

an extensive name index. 

In 1989, Haruki Wada, a professor at the University of Tokyo and author of a two-volume study 

on Russian history, wrote an article entitled “Koreans in the Soviet Far East, 1917–1937.”75 Since 

Japanese scholars have not yet had the opportunity to get acquainted with documents on the life of 

Russian Koreans in the 1930s, they have not been able to recreate a complete picture of the events related 

 
72 George Ginsburgs, “The Citizenship Status of Koreans in Pre-Revolutionary Russia and the Early Years 
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saram of the Soviet Union: Exploring Koreans in Central Asia] (Seoul: Tonga ilbo, 1988). 

74 Kho Songmoo [Ko Songmu], Koreans in Soviet Central Asia (Helsinki: Finnish Oriental Society, 1987); 
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to the deportation of Koreans, their resettlement, and integration into new regions. In 2007, Haruki Wada 

co-edited a collection of documents titled VKP(b), Komintern i Koreia, 1918–1941 (The VKP(b), the 

Comintern, and Korea, 1918–1941).76 

Byung Yool Ban [Pyŏngnyul Pan] of the Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Seoul, has 

conducted research on the anti-Japanese movement in Russia, identifying participants in the March First 

movement, patriots, and educators. In a paper entitled “The Slobodka Sinhanch’on and the Korean 

Community in Russia,”77 Ban reveals the role and significance of the first Korean settlement in the 

vicinity of Vladivostok. The author describes in detail the chronology of the Korean community of this 

settlement, the process of changes in its composition, their sociopolitical outlook, and religious and 

cultural directions. As the main reasons for the active assimilation of Koreans into Russian society, Ban 

gives the military-police regime and repressive actions against the Korean people, both on the territory of 

Korea and in the Russian Far East during the period of intervention in the 1920s by the Japanese 

authorities. The intensification of Japanese aggression in Korea forced Koreans to resettle in Russia and 

Manchuria. The author’s point of view coincides with that of Russian historians considering those tragic 

days in the centers of social and political life of the Korean community: Irkutsk, Chita, Blagoveshchensk, 

and Khabarovsk, as well as rural areas like Suchan, where Korean settlements became the springboard of 

a powerful partisan movement in the struggle for the independence of their homeland.78 

In a monograph titled History of the National Movement of Koreans in Russia [in Korean], Pak 

Hwan [Hwan Park]79 of the University of Suwon, South Korea, explores issues related to the 

establishment and activities of Korean national societies and the organization of the national liberation 

and partisan movements against the White Army and Japanese invaders in the Far East on the basis of an 

extensive array of sources in both Korean and Russian. The book contains both known and new materials 

identified by the author about one of the leaders of the revolutionary struggle in the Far East, Alexandra 
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Kim-Stankevich.80 The work is notable for its novelty, as it uses for the first time the materials of Korean 

newspapers published in the Far East like Haejo sinmun [Hejo Newspaper], Taedong kongbo [Daedong 

Public Relations], and Kwŏnŏp sinmun [Daedong Public Relations] as well as archival documents on the 

activities of such Korean societies as the Kwŏnŏphoe and others. 

In 2001, Bé Yn Giёng [Pae Ŭn’gyŏng] published a monograph on the history of Soviet Koreans 

in Russian and Korean.81 In her work, she made extensive use of archival documents and materials from 

the Sŏnbong (Vanguard) newspaper published in the Far East. For the first time, she described in detail 

the social and cultural life of Soviet Koreans and paid a great deal of attention to education. 

Scholars from the Republic of Korea who had published in recent years on the history of the 

Koreans in the USSR include Kwŏn Chuyŏng, Pang Ilgwŏn, Yi Hyesŭng, Kim Chŏnghyŏn, Chang 

Ugwŏn and Kim Honggil, and Yoon In-Jin.82 The main issues of their research are the relationship 

between the authorities and Russian Koreans after the deportation, the participation of Koreans in the 

development of the economic sector and cultural sphere in the USSR, the state of self-consciousness and 
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national consciousness formed under the influence of external factors, and issues of national education, 

especially Korean language teaching. 

Academics in the Republic of Korea have also been interested in studying the culture of Russian 

Koreans. This is natural, because in the process of the merging of two cultures, Russian and Korean, there 

were changes not only in their self-consciousness, but also in the transformation of national 

consciousness. In 2007, the book by Kim Bokhi [Kim Pohŭi] entitled The Musical Activities of Small 

Korean Performing Groups During the Soviet Era [in Korean]83 was published in the Republic of Korea. 

The material was collected by the author in the Russian Far East, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and many 

other regions where Russian Koreans live in dense concentrations.  

A huge body of research material has been excavated from the various print media that were 

published in the Korean language: in the Far East, Sŏnbong (Vanguard), and in Kazakhstan, Lenin Kich’I 

(Lenin’s Banner). More than six hundred Korean songs and poems have been excavated. The number and 

diversity in content of the songs surprises Russian Koreans, who are familiar today only with Korean 

musical culture in its oral form. Kim Bokhi’s analysis of the national songs of Russian Koreans allowed 

her to draw the following conclusions. In the process of assimilation of the Korean population into 

Russian culture and during the Sovietization of the region, the melody and rhythm of the songs changed. 

In Russian Korean songs, both Russian and Korean melodies are present, and it is in the music, the author 

writes, that the union of the two cultures is clearly manifested. The spread of Korean culture in the USSR 

enabled a new level to be reached by combining the two musical cultures. According to the author, the 

Soviet Koreans created an order of magnitude of songs greater than in their historic homeland of Korea 

during the same period. According to the author, under the pressure of the Soviet system, Korean culture 

opened new horizons for itself. 

The dissertation of the Korean researcher Yoon Sang Won [Yun Sangwŏn] titled “A Study of the 

Partisan Struggle of Koreans Against the Japanese in Russia (1918–1922)” [in Korean]84 shows that the 

interest of Korean historians in Russian history and the history of Russian Koreans is not weakening. For 

the first time in the history of the Republic of Korea, the role and significance of Russian Koreans in the 
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anti-Japanese struggle on the territory of Russia and Korea is noted. The author relies mainly on the 

research of Russian and Soviet scientists and materials from Russian archives. The activities of guerrilla 

units led by such famous heroes of the national liberation struggle against the Japanese as Hong Pŏmdo, 

Kim Kyumyŏn, Kim Hongil, Pak Yŏng, among others, are examined in detail. The significance of Yoon’s 

work lies in the fact that the author endeavored to show how Korean guerrilla units contributed to both 

states, Russia and Korea. 

However, to date there has not been any research dedicated to the issue of the rehabilitation of 

those Soviet Koreans who were preemptively politically repressed. Without such research, it is hardly 

possible to understand the processes and peculiarities of Soviet state building and the implementation of 

Soviet nationalities policy, to identify deviations and distortions in its implementation, or to determine the 

peculiarities of relation building along the vector “nationalities and power.” This book aims to fill that 

gap. 

The history of the Soviet Koreans continues to attract the attention of researchers outside the 

former USSR. In his works, American researcher Jon Chang makes unsubstantiated claims about the 

continuity of Tsarist Russian and Soviet nationalities policies.85 It is difficult to agree with Chang’s 

primordialist approach to the Russian Empire and the USSR regarding racial and ethnic issues in relation 

to Koreans. His article “Tsarist Continuities in Soviet Nationalities Policy: A Case of Korean Territorial 

Autonomy in the Soviet Far East, 1923–1937” does not analyze the nationalities policy of the Russian 

Empire, and it is not clear why he believes that Bolshevik policy was a continuation of it. The tsarist 

authorities understood the reasons for active immigration of Koreans to the Far East. Cruel exploitation 

by the Japanese and Korean landlords and the ensuing starvation due to natural elements drove them into 

Russian territory. The authorities appreciated the hard-working Koreans and did not show any racism 

towards them. Secondly, before 1917, Koreans in the Russian Far East did not raise the issue of territorial 

autonomy; they were grateful to the Russian authorities for accepting them on their land, and for 

providing them with land and the opportunity to live and work freely. 

The issue of Korean national autonomy was raised for the first time in 1923. The Korean 

population in the Far East at the time was 100,000 people and among these not everyone had Soviet 

citizenship. Territorial autonomy could have been granted to Koreans if they had more than 500,000 
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(2014): 1–35; Jon K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun. The Koreans of the Russian Far East (Honolulu: University of 

Hawai‘i Press, 2016).  



INTRODUCTION 

32 

people and all of them had Soviet citizenship. This is described in detail in this book. All documents from 

the time record that the Russian authorities treated Koreans loyally and ensured that they preserved their 

socioeconomic and sociocultural identity.86 

The distinctive feature of the national policy of the Soviet Union as compared to the policy of the 

Russian Empire was that from the early days of the establishment of Soviet power Soviet policy aimed at 

the development of the national culture and education of each ethnic group. During this period, Koreans 

had an advantage in the development of their culture and education because they were the only group 

among the ethnic minorities of the Russian Federation that had their own written language. At a time 

when the Korean peninsula was occupied by Japan, Korean culture and education were actively 

developing in the Soviet Far East until 1937: two Korean teacher training colleges and a teacher training 

institute were established, textbooks and books were published in Korean, and writers and poets wrote 

their works in the Korean language.87 

This “korenizatsiia” (nativization) campaign failed because most of the peoples of Russia did not 

have their own written language. The transition to the Cyrillic alphabet was arduous, costly, and fruitless. 

This was one of the main reasons for the abolition of national schools and languages in 1938 and the 

introduction of Russian as the state language of inter-ethnic communication. 

Chang is correct that during both the Russian Empire and the USSR, foreign policy—namely, 

Russian–Japanese and Soviet–Japanese relations—influenced the situation of the Korean diaspora. 

However, Chang’s conclusion that the authorities were racist towards Koreans is impossible to accept. 

My book The Russian Koreans88 presents a detailed analysis of the role of Soviet Koreans in the system 

of international relations, namely in Soviet–Japanese relations. The relations deteriorated, especially 

during the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) and the Japanese intervention in Manchuria (1931–1932), 

affecting the livelihood of the Korean diaspora in the Far East. This latter period saw the highest 

percentage of Koreans arrested and accused of Japanese espionage. The Japanese embassy, both during 

the Russian Empire and the USSR, repeatedly appealed to the Russian (Soviet) government for the return 

of Koreans to the Korean peninsula, arguing that all Koreans were Japanese citizens. Throughout the 
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entire history of Russian–Korean relations, Koreans were never forcefully returned to Korea. Instead, in 

order to preserve the Korean people, both the Russian Imperial and Soviet authorities planned their 

resettlement inland, as described in this monograph. 

Chang furthermore makes blanket generalizations about the policies of the authorities in both the 

Russian Empire and the USSR and accuses them of disloyalty to the Korean diaspora. However, it was 

not the authorities who were hostile to Koreans, but the local population, which had mostly arrived from 

Central Russia after the 1917 revolution. These settlers did not want to recognize Koreans and Chinese on 

“their territory,” or the fact that Koreans had officially lived there since 1864 as citizens of the Russian 

Empire and then the Soviet Union. This phenomenon is explained by the active manifestation of “cultural 

nationalism and chauvinism” on the part of ordinary citizens of Slavic origin.89 

The lack of consultation of a wide range of the archival documents available to researchers since 

the 1990s can be regarded as a serious flaw in Chang’s scholarship. The use of interviews with Koreans 

who survived the forced resettlement in 1937 can hardly be considered representative of a rigorous 

academic approach. The excessive reliance on oral interviews without backing these up with extensive 

archival evidence does not provide an objective picture of the history of such a complex and important 

period in the history of the USSR. Oral history has a right to exist in academic discourse, but only if it is 

backed up by documentary evidence. Chang’s publications also lack analysis of important documents 

adopted in the post-Soviet period that were made available for research in the early 1990s. These primary 

documents made it possible to study in depth the Soviet history of the Stalinist period, and scholars from 

all over the world gained access to archival materials from this tragic period of Soviet history. 

*** 

On the basis of the findings of the above-mentioned researchers and new archival documents, the 

objective of this book is to elucidate the life of Soviet Koreans in the USSR by taking into account the 

events of the 1920s and 1930s. Soviet Koreans, as an integral part of society, were actively involved in all 

socioeconomic processes in the USSR. It is important to demonstrate the role and place of the Korean 

ethnic community in these processes, which occurred under extreme conditions for the entire population 

of the country. However, during the nation-building phase in the USSR, the country’s leadership 

undertook the most sophisticated repressive methods, violating all the norms and rules of the Soviet 
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Constitution. This book provides a comprehensive picture of the life of Koreans during the early Soviet 

period. 

This book is the first in English to present a comprehensive approach to the history of national 

minorities in the USSR based on previously inaccessible  archival materials and sources about the Soviet 

Koreans. I argue that the history of Soviet Koreans is an integral part of the history of the USSR, as well 

as of the history of Korea. The book presents a broad picture of the interconnectedness of foreign and 

domestic political problems during the 1920s–1930s, a time when ethnic groups were used to preserve the 

sovereignty and territory of the Soviet Union. In the course of Soviet reforms and education policies 

designed to create a new “Soviet man,” preventive measures and repressive actions on political and 

national grounds were applied to many Soviet nationalities, including the Soviet Koreans. It is also 

instructive to remember that the transformation of the ethno-national consciousness and identity of the 

Soviet Koreans did not take place by force, but voluntarily, as the historical homeland of Korea was 

annexed at the time by Japan. Communist Koreans faithfully believed in the eventual victory of world 

revolution and the liberation of Korea. This book will be of great interest to students and researchers of 

the history of the USSR, Korea, East Asia, and Stalinist repressions. 


