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Enemies of the People 
From the early days of the Soviet Union, the regime designated the educated 
elite as Enemies of the People. They were political opponents and 
considered a threat to the regime. Between the late 1920s and early 1950s, 
millions of enemies of the people were rounded up and forcedly resettled to 
remote locations within the GULAG, a system of labor camps spread across 
the Soviet Union. In recent research (Toews and Vezina, 2021), we show that 
these forced relocations have long-term consequences on local economies. 
Places close to camps that hosted more enemies of the people among 
prisoners are more prosperous today. We suggest that this result can be 
explained by the intergenerational transmission of education and a resulting 
positive effect on local development, which can still be observed to this day. 
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Historical Background 
Targeting the educated elite, collectively referring 
to them as Enemies of the People and advocating 
their imprisonment, can be traced back to the 
beginning of the Russian Revolution in 1917. After 
consolidating power a decade later, Stalin 
launched the expansion of the GULAG system, 
which at its peak consisted of more than a hundred 
camps with over 1.5 million prisoners (see Figure 
1). A large number of historians extensively 
described this dark episode in Russian history 
(Applebaum (2012), Khlevniuk (2004), and 
Solzhenitsyn (1974)). During the darkest hours of 
this episode, the Great Terror, 1.5 million enemies 
were arrested in just about two years. While half 
were executed immediately, the other half was 
forcedly allocated to GULAG camps spread across 
the Soviet Union and mixed with non-political 
prisoners (see Figure 2). Enemies accounted for 
about a third of GULAG prisoners after the Great 
Terror. As a result, education levels were higher in 
the GULAG than in society. In 1939, the share of 

GULAG prisoners with tertiary education was 
1.8%, while, according to the Soviet Census of the 
same year, only 0.6% of the population had 
tertiary education. 

After Stalin's death, labor camps started closing 
rapidly, but many ex-prisoners settled close to the 
campsites. New cities were created and existing 
cities in the proximity of camps started growing 
fast (Mikhailova, 2012). Enemies remained once 
freed for a combination of political, economic, and 
psychological reasons. Politically, they were 
constrained in their choice of location by Stalin-era 
restrictions on mobility. Economically, they had 
few outside options and could keep on working 
for the camps' industrial projects.  On the 
psychological level, prisoners had become 
attached to the location of the camp, as 
Solzhenitsyn (1974) clearly puts it: "Exile relieved us 
of the need to choose a place of residence for ourselves, 
and so from troublesome uncertainties and errors. No 
place would have been right, except that to which they 
had sent us". 

 

Figure 1. Location and size of camps in the Soviet Gulag system  

 
Notes: The circles are proportional to the prisoner population of camps. The data is from the State Archive of the Russian Federation 
(GARF) and Memorial
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Enemies of the People and 
Local Prosperity 
At the heart of our analysis is a dataset on GULAG 
camps which we collected at the State Archive of 
the Russian Federation (GARF). It allows us to 
differentiate between prisoners who were 
imprisoned for political reasons (Enemies of the 
People) and those arrested for non-political 
crimes. The share of enemies varied greatly across 
camps, and we argue that this variation was quasi-
random. We back this up by the historical 
narrative, according to which the resettlement 
process was driven by political rather than 

economic forces, suggesting that strategic 
placements played little role in the allocation of 
enemies (Khlevniuk (1995) and Ertz (2008)). 
Moreover, while the forced nature of allocation to 
camps allows us to rule out endogenous location 
decisions, we also show that neither economic 
activities nor geographic attributes, such as 
climatic conditions, soil quality, or the availability 
of resources, predict the share of enemies across 
camps. 

To estimate the long-run effects of enemies on 
local prosperity, we link the location of camps in 
1952, the year before Stalin's death and at the peak 
of the GULAG system, to post-Soviet data 
covering the period 2000-2018. 

 

Figure 2. The rise and fall of the Gulag 

 
Notes: The solid line shows the number of Gulag camps while the dashed line shows the total number of prisoners in the Gulag. The two 
vertical dash lines indicate the years that can define the start and end of the Gulag, starting with Stalin's 5-year plan in 1928 and ending 
with Stalin's death in 1953. The shaded areas show specific periods of marked change for the Gulag, starting with dekulakization in 1929, 
when when Stalin announced the liquidation of the kulaks as a class and 1.8 million well-off peasants were relocated or executed. The 
Great Terror of 1936-1938, also referred to as the Great Purge, is the most brutal episode under Stalin's rule, when 1.5 million enemies 
were arrested, and half of them executed. The Gulag's prisoner population went down during WW2, as non-political prisoners were 
enlisted in the Red Army, and as the conditions in camps deteriorated and mortality increased. Source: Memorial

In particular, the camp level information is linked 
to the location of firms from the Russian firm 
census (2018), data on night-lights (2000-2015), as 
well as data from household and firm-level 

surveys (2016 and 2011-2014, respectively). Our 
results suggest that a one standard deviation (28 
percentage point) increase in the share of enemies 
of the people increases night-lights intensity per 
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capita by 58%, profits per employee by 65%, and 
average wages by 22%. A large number of 
specifications confirm the relationship depicted in 

Figure 3, which illustrates the positive association 
between the share of enemies across camps and 
night-lights intensity per capita. 

 

Figure 3. Share of enemies vs. night lights per capita across Gulags 

 
Notes: The scatters show the relationship between the share of enemies in camps in 1952 and night lights per capita within 30 km of camps 
in 2000 and 2015. Each circle is a 30km-radius area around a camp, and the size of the circles is proportional to the camps' prisoner 
populations. The biggest circle is Khabarovsk. The solid lines show the linear fit, and the shaded areas show the 95% confidence interval. 
Areas near camps with a higher share of enemies have brighter night lights per capita both in 2000 and 2015. The data on Gulags is from 
the State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF) and the data on night lights is from the DMSP-OLS satellite program and made 
available by the Earth Observation Group and the NOAA National Geophysical Data Center. The data on population is from the gridded 
population of the world from SEDAC. 

Intergenerational Transmission 
We suggest that the relationship between enemies 
and modern prosperity is due to the long-run 
persistence of high education levels, notably via 
intergenerational transmission, and their role in 
increasing firm productivity. For the identification 
of the intergenerational link, we rely on a 
household survey collected by the EBRD in which 
interviewees are explicitly asked whether their 
grandparents have been imprisoned for political 
reasons during Soviet times. Exploiting this 
information, we show that the grandchildren of 
enemies of the people are today relatively more 
educated. We also find that grandchildren of 

enemies are more likely to be residing near camps 
that had a higher share of enemies of the people 
among prisoners in 1952. An alternative 
explanation for our results could be that the 
leadership of the Soviet Union may have 
strategically chosen to invest more during the 
post-GULAG period in locations that had received 
more enemies to exploit complementarities 
between human and physical capital. We find no 
evidence for this mechanism. We document that 
Soviet investment in railroads, factories of the 
defence industry, or universities was, if anything, 
lower in places with a large share of enemies.   
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Conclusion 
We show that the massive and forced re-allocation 
of human capital that took place under Stalin had 
long-run effects on local development. Sixty years 
after the death of Stalin and the demise of the 
GULAG, areas around camps that had a higher 
share of enemies are richer today, as captured by 
firms' wages and profits, as well as by night-lights 
per capita. We argue that the education 
transferred from forcedly displaced enemies of the 
people to their children and grandchildren partly 
explains variation in prosperity across localities of 
Russia. This can be seen as a historical natural 
experiment that identifies the long-run persistence 
of higher education and its effect on long-run 
prosperity. Sadly, it also highlights how atrocious 
acts by powerful individuals can shape the 
development path of localities over many 
generations. 

Bibliography 
Applebaum, A., Gulag: A History of the Soviet Camps, 
Penguin Books Limited, 2012. 

Ertz, Simon. Making Sense of the Gulag: Analyzing and 
Interpreting the Function of the Stalinist Camp System. No. 
50. PERSA Working Paper, 2008. 

Khlevnyuk, Oleg, "The objectives of the Great Terror, 1937–
1938." In Soviet History, 1917–53, pp. 158-176. Palgrave 
Macmillan, London, 1995. 

Khlevnyuk, Oleg, The History of the Gulag: From 
Collectivization to the Great Terror Annals of Communism, 
Yale University Press, 2004. 

Mikhailova, Tatiana, "Gulag, WWII and the long-run patterns 
of Soviet city growth," 2012. 

Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr, The Gulag Archipelago, 1918-56: An 
Experiment in Literary Investigation, New York: Harper 
Row, 1973. 

Toews, Gerhard, and Pierre-Louis Vézina. "Enemies of the 
people." (2021). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

freepolicybriefs.com 
 

 
The Forum for Research on Eastern Europe and 
Emerging Economies is a network of academic experts 
on economic issues in Eastern Europe and the former 
Soviet Union at BEROC (Minsk), BICEPS (Riga), CEFIR 
(Moscow), CenEA (Szczecin), KEI (Kiev) and SITE 
(Stockholm). The weekly FREE Network Policy Brief 
Series provides research-based analyses of economic 
policy issues relevant to Eastern Europe and emerging 
markets. Opinions expressed in policy briefs and other 
publications are those of the authors; they do not necessarily 
reflect those of the FREE Network and its research institutes. 

 

Pierre-Louis Vézina  

King's College London  
pierre-louis.vezina@kcl.ac.uk  
www.kcl.ac.uk  

Pierre-Louis is Senior Lecturer 
(Associate Professor) in Economics affiliated with 
the Department of Political Economy at King's 
College London. Previously he was lecturer at the 
University of Birmingham and Postdoctoral 
Research Fellow at the University of Oxford. His 
research interests include using natural 
experiments and novel datasets to get a better 
grasp of policy issues in trade, development, and 
migration. He holds a PhD in International 
Economics from the Graduate Institute in Geneva 
and has been a consultant for the World Bank. He 
is also Assistant Editor for the European Economic 
Review. See more at: 
http://pierrelouisvezina.weebly.com. 

 

 

 

Gerhard Toews 

New Economic School (NES)  
gtoews@nes.ru 
https://sites.google.com/site/gerhardtoews/  

Gerhard Toews is Assistant Professor at the New 
Economic School in Moscow and Research 
Affiliate at Oxcarre, University of Oxford, where 
he was Postdoctoral Research Fellow between 
2014 and 2018.  

Gerhard Toews, born in Kazakhstan, defended 
his Ph.D. at the Economics Department of the 
University of Oxford in 2014. His research 
interests include natural resources and energy 
economics, labor economics, international 
economics, political economy and economic 
growth.  

. 

 

 


