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Foreword

In 2000, Lester Bechtel, aWaterl oo county Mennonite businessman, made a
generous offer to Conrad Grebel University College to sponsor an annual
lectureship in honor of hislate wife Alma. Theintent of the lectureshipisto
nurture interest and understanding in the Anabaptist-Mennonite faith and
tradition asexploredin arange of disciplines, such ashistory, theology, literature,
and peace studies. Theinaugural event of three public lectureswas presented
in March 2001 by Dr. Terry Martin on the topic, “ The Russian Mennonite
Encounter with the Soviet State, 1917-1955.”

We are pleased to publish Martin’slectures asthe main offering in this
issue of The Conrad Grebel Review. Martin approaches his subject manner
with both professional and personal interest. Asan historian of Russiaand the
Soviet Union, Martin has expertise on the state policy —in particular policy
towards nationalities — that so shaped and controlled the Mennonites during
the decadesfollowing the Revolution of 1917. Hisresearch hasalso givenhim
persona glimpsesinto the story of hisgrandmother, who immigrated to Canada
in 1924, beforethe worst years of Stalinist repression began.

Much of what Martin said wasfamiliar to those of uswho experienced
or have studied the era of Mennonite life during the early Soviet period. Yet
Martin's indepth scrutiny of Russian archives allows him to offer insights
gleaned from hisreading of Soviet state documents. The perspective he offers
isthus multi-dimensional —not only what Mennonitesthought about the state,
but what the state sai d about Mennonites. While the debates continue on ‘ why
did Mennonites suffer so much’ during this period of history, Martin concludes
that their identity as a “diaspora nationality” and as ethnic Germans, more
than their confessional nature, resulted in adisproportionate amount of terror
and repression leveled against them.

The 2002 Bechtel Lectures by Stanley Hauerwas, theologian at Duke
Divinity School, on the theme “Bonhoeffer, Yoder, and Political Ethics” will
be published in the Fall 2002 issue of CGR.

Thefollowingtwo articlesin thisissueare of agenrethat one might call
‘theol ogical autobiography’ or perhaps autobiographical theology’. Gordon
D. Kaufman and C. Norman Kraus are contemporaries, both now professors
emeriti of theology at Harvard University and Goshen Collegerespectively. In
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asomewhat parallel manner, each reflects here on histheological evolutionin
the context of alife journey. There are both interesting commonalities and
intriguing differences in their intellectual pilgrimages. Both were raised in
Mennonite churches and communities, were ordained as Mennonite ministers,
yet developed disparate rel ationshi pswith that denomination. Both menwere
undoubtedly shaped by and responded to similar theological trends and
influences, and we get glimpses of thisin their retrospectives. Kaufman and
Krausboth exhibit an evolving concept of God, Kaufman arriving at the notion
of God as “serendipitous creativity” while Kraus's language — “we are.. . .
held in the palm of God's hand” — seems to maintain a more personalized
relationship. Colleagues, students, friends, and followers of Kaufman and Kraus
will undoubtedly enjoy these autobiographica reflections.

As a fitting complement to Terry Martin’s lectures, our Literary
Refractions features a poem sequence by David Waltner-Toews from the
“Tante Tina— Little Haenschen Dialogues.” These poems are introduced by
our Literary Editor, Hildi Froese Tiessen. A series of book reviews completes
thisissue.

ThisWinter 2002 issue beginsthe CGR' stwentieth year of publication.
If your subscription is up for renewal, please renew it in anticipation of our
forthcoming special Spring issue on the theme, “Responding to Terrorism:
DoesNonviolence Work?’ Featured in thisissuewill be articles, reflections,
literary refractions, and book reviews that all address in some manner the
guestions of nonviolent theory and actionin light of theterrorist attacksin the
United States on September 11, 2001.

Marlene Epp, Editor
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Lecture 1l

Revolution and the Search for Accommodation,
1917-1926

L et me begin by sharing with you two anecdotesthat hel ped define my overall
approach to these lectures. A few months ago, | was reading broadly in
preparation for a course | am teaching at Harvard this year on the modern
police state, while at the same time beginning to think seriously about the
content of these lectures. The goal of the course was to study the origins of
the police practicestypical of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. Reading a
book on the police in nineteenth-century Prussia, | came across instructions
on the duties of the local police in 1817. There were twelve duties listed.
Theseincluded criminal policing, censorship, the prevention of riots, and other
unexceptional police matters; but | was drawn immediately to point seven:
“ Jewish and Mennonite matters.”* Seeing “Mennonite” there on the page next
to “Jewish” in a German police document, especially given that | was then
focused on understanding the origins of Nazi German police practices, made
me snap to attention. | was suddenly being reminded in aviscera way that a
century before the Holocaust, alongside “Jewish,” “Mennonite” was also a
surveillance category for the German political police. It reminded me of afact
we here perhaps all know but typically forget, namely that the Mennonites
were also once one of those populations that certain states have labeled as
undesirable, threatening, and alien. And | knew very well from my own work
what happened to such population categoriesin east-central Europeinthefirst
half of the twentieth century.

This made clear to me that one of the main goals of thislecture series
should betointroduce my audienceto astate, the Soviet Union, that approached
its population in exactly this manner, that saw its subjects not asindividuals
but as members of various population categories, whether defined according
to class, ethnicity, religion, past occupation, family membership, or citizenship;
astate that asked not what individual s had done but who they were, that is, to
what popul ation category did they belong; agtate that then divided itspopulation
into friendly and hostile elements. The former received preferential accessto
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education, employment, and, in general, what wetoday call upward mobility.
Thelatter wereto bewatched, registered, and controlled; at certain timesthey
might also befired, stigmatized, denied housing and food, arrested, exiled, or
even executed. What | will try to do in these lectures, then, isto explain how
the Soviet state saw the Mennonites, how it interpreted and categorized them,
how the Bolsheviks understood and responded to Mennonite action, how
their vision of the Mennonites changed over time, and how thisvision affected,
andin theend probably determined, the Mennonites' fateinthe Soviet Union.

Now for my second anecdote. | was reading, in direct preparation for
these lectures, an essay by the distinguished Mennonite historian John B.
Toews on the history of the Russian Mennonites in the 1920s.2 Toews was
describing the lobbying efforts of the Mennonite leader, B. B. Janz, in 1921-
22. Janz had travel ed from the remote M ennonite col onies of southern Ukraine
to Moscow. His major goa was to secure for the Mennonites the right to
aternative military service. He first made contact with Petr Smidovich, a
middle-ranking figurein the Soviet government who was unusual ly sympathetic
to religion and religious minorities. Smidovich put Janz in touch with Petr
Krasikov, who headed the Justice Ministry’s department on church-state
relations. Through Krasikov, Janz secured aninterview with the Red Army’s
Chief of Mabilization, aman by the name of Specter. Specter proposed that
the Mennonites serve in the Red Army medical service, just as they had
served in the Tsarist army during World War 1. Janz worried that this would
put the M ennonitesin too close contact with an aggressive army, and countered
with a proposal for service in noncombatant medical and forestry units, the
form of service Mennonites had rendered from 1880 to 1914. After ayear of
negotiations, the Mennonite right to alternative service was recognized in
principlein 1923. In 1925 alaw was passed all owing individual sto petition to
local courtsfor theright to alternative service.®

Thisstory put the Russian Mennonite experiencein acompletely different
light. I knew from my own research into religious affairs that in Smidovich
and Krasikov, Janz had rapidly located thetwo central officialsmost likely to
sympathizewith hismission and to help himin achieving it. | wasamazed that
Janz had so quickly managed to contact amajor figurein the Soviet army, an
institution about as hostile to pacifism asoneislikely to find, and got him to
make major concessions on military service. Janz, after all, represented
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approximately sixty to seventy thousand Ukrainian Mennonites, the popul ation
of about three average-sized Ukrainian rural townships. | knew very well that
it would never, in amillion years, occur to the population of any other three
Ukrainian townships that they could send their representative to Moscow to
negotiate an issue of this magnitude. They might send an emissary with a
petition, but if he met an important |eader, he would certainly not negotiate
with him; he would beg humbly; he would emphasize their weakness and
wretchedness, and the strength and magnanimity of the leader; and hewould
ask for merciful treatment. But he would simply lack the skills, personal
connections, and imagination to undertake amission of thetypethat Janz had
undertaken almost as amatter of course.

Thisstory reminded methat, despitetheir self-image asthe Quiet inthe
Land, the Russian Mennoniteswere not ordinary Russian rural citizens. They
were an exceptionally savvy and politically sophisticated group with over a
century’s experience in negotiating their social, economic, and religious
privilegeswith high Russian officials. Thisisnot to say that their self-imageas
the Quiet in the Land wasacomplete myth. Rather, itissimply to statethat in
amodern state, in order to be the Quiet in the Land —to beleft aloneto mind
one's own affairs, to run one’s own economy, one's own schools, in on€'s
own language, according to one'sown beliefs—acommunity requiresapolitical
elite that can defend it from the insistent claims of the modern state. The
Mennonites had such apolitical elite.

My first anecdote, then, paintsthe Mennonites as quintessential victims,
agroup seen as categorically unacceptable to the modern state due to their
tenaciousinsistence on their pacifism and particular way of life. The second
anecdote paintsthem as an active and formidabl e political force, quite capable
of managing their destiny and political fate. Neither of theseimagesisfalse.
And thetopic of tonight’sopening lectureistheinitial confrontation between
these two forces. On the one hand, one of the most radical revolutionary
regimes in world history; on the other, one of the most savvy and united
subcultureswithin that state: the force of the Russian Revolution of 1917 and
the Mennonites’ search for apalitical accommodation with the new rulersthat
revolution produced.



Revolution 1917-1926 9

TheTsarist Gover nment and World War |

Beforeturning directly to that confrontation, | will devotethefirst half of this
lectureto abrief overview of the Russian Mennonites' relationship with the
Tsarist state prior to the 1917 revolution.

The Mennonites have been, historically, aparadigmatic example of what
social scientistscall amobilized diaspora, and thiswas particularly true of the
Russian Mennonites.* What does thisterm mean? That the Mennoniteswere
and areadiasporais clear enough. From their originsin central Europe, they
rapidly spread out eastward to Prussia, Poland, Ukraine, and central Russia
until they finally reached Siberiaand Central Asiainthelate nineteenth century.
At the sametime, other Mennonites spread eastward acrossthe Atlantic Ocean
to Pennsylvania, then to the American Midwest and to Ontario, until they
eventualy reached Californiaand British Columbia; other Mennonitesmigrated
southward to Mexico, CostaRica, Belize and the jungles of Paraguay. One of
the most striking traits of the Mennonites has been their willingnessto uproot
themselves entirely, move long distances, and enter new states in order to
preservetheir way of life.

The meaning of the term “mobilized” isless clear. It does not simply
mean ‘mobile’, which the Mennonites surely were, but typically involvestwo
further qualitiesaswedll: first, the group must have astrong corporate identity,
with a legitimate leadership that can and does represent their interests; in
short, they must function like a group, not isolated individuals or families.
Religion often provides such acommon identity and recognized leadership, as
it did with such well-known ethno-religious diasporas as the Jews, the
Armenians, and the Mennonites. Second, the group must have some skillsto
offer their host governments or monarch. The Russian Mennonites were an
unusual mobilized diasporain that they were predominantly rural, whereas
most such mobilized diasporas have been urban; the Mennonites' skillswere
agriculturd, rather than mercantile or industrial .

L eaders of a mobilized diaspora behave the way B. B. Janz did in the
early 1920s. They negotiate the conditions of their entry, or of their continued
residence, in agiven state with the major advisers of themonarch, orin Janz's
case, the newly-established revolutionaries; and they negotiate, if not from a
position of great strength, then certainly not from a position of complete
weakness and isolation either. The origins of the Mennonites in Russia
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exemplified thetraitsof themobilized diaspora® In the mid-eighteenth century,
the enlightened Russian monarch Catherine the Great invited foreigners to
settle her newly conguered landsin the Volga region and southern Ukraine.
She offered astandard set of legal and economic privilegesto any foreigners
who would agreetoimmigrate, since clearly no onewould comeif they were
to be placed in the same position as Russia’'s enserfed rural population. In
amost all instances, foreignerswould accept Cathering' s privilegesasoffered,
and settled where they were assigned with no negotiation. The Mennonites
behaved differently. The Mennonites of Poland were ready to move, for they
were in the process of being absorbed into the rapidly expanding Prussian
state which, as we have seen in my introductory anecdote, categorized them
as an undesirable and suspect population. The Mennonites, therefore, sent
two representativesto Catherineg's court wherethey negotiated with her powerful
favorite, Potemkin. They surveyed and chose the land they wished to settle
on; and they negotiated a special deal, which gave the Mennonites greater
economic and political privileges than other foreign settlers had received.
Obviously, such negotiations implied that the Mennonites had something to
offer the Russian state, which they did. They were well known as excellent
agriculturists who had drained and successfully farmed the swampy land of
theVistulariver basinin northern Poland.

The Mennonites' status as a mobilized diaspora helps explain what
might otherwise seem to us modern Mennonites a curious and somewhat
baffling aspect of traditional Mennonite politics, namely their strong preference
for the pre-modern monarchical state and their considerable distrust of
modernizing and democratizing governments. Thisseemsespecially mysterious
to us, given that the modern, democratic states of Canada and the United
States provided almost the sole saf e haven for the Mennonitesin the twentieth
century. Why did the Mennonites not see that this would be the case? They
had good reasons for their prejudice. Traditional states, such as the Russian
empire, were organized according to the principle of estate or status groups,
what the Russians called soslovie groups, such as the nobility, clergy,
townspeople, and peasants. Russiaal so had ethno-military estate groupslike
the Cossacks and the Turkic Bashkir host. In such a society there was no
expectation of equality beforethelaw. Each group owed the state, and ultimately
the Tsar himself, particular service obligations and in turn received specific
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privilegesin exchange. The Tsarist government, therefore, did not find it strange
or insulting that the Mennonites should try to negotiate for themselves a
particular set of legal and economic privilegesin exchange for the economic
servicesthey had to offer. Thiswas normal. The Russian Mennonitesfit into
this soslovie order quite naturally and quickly adopted the service mentality
typical of it. The soslovie principle suited the Mennonites' sense that they
were a people apart. Thelast thing they wanted wasto be treated like all the
others.

The modernizing state threatened this situation. It demanded equality
beforethelaw and conformity to the culture of the majority nationality. It was
thethreat of the modernizing Prussian nation-state that |ed the Mennonitesto
move to the pre-modern Russian empire in the first place. The modernizing
authoritarian state has been particularly harsh on diaspora nationalities that
possess a strong and inassimilabl e religious identity. The two great cases of
twentieth-century genocide, the Turkish murder of the Armenians in World
War | and the Nazi annihilation of the Jews in World War 1, both involved
such diaspora nationalities. Thefirst great shock to the Russian Mennonites,
likewise, involved the liberalizing and democratizing Great Reforms of the
1860s in Russia. For Russians, these reforms were a great step forward.
Serfdom was abolished; a modern legal system was established; primary
education was standardi zed and expanded; censorship was reduced; local self-
government was introduced; and military service was now demanded of all
Russian citizens, whether noble or serf, or, and here was the rub, Mennonite.
To the Mennonites, who aready had their own form of local self-government
and local education, these reformswere amajor threat and aviolation of their
contract with the Tsarist government. The Mennonitesresponded in two ways,
both of which would be repeated in the 1920s. About one-third of the entire
Mennonite population emigrated to the United States and Canada. Theleaders
of the remaining popul ation found a patron in the high-ranking ethnic German
General, Todleben, who hel ped them negotiate alternative military servicein
special forestry brigadesthat would be paid for and run by the entire Russian
M ennonite community.®

Thisnew, special deal allowed the Mennonite community in Russiato
thrive for another forty years. If we look at the period between the Great
Reforms and the outbreak of World War | in 1914, however, we find three
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emerging threats to the Russian Mennonites’ way of life, al of which would
manifest themselves again under Soviet rule in a much more intense form.
The first threat was a national one. With the growth of a military threat to
Russiafrom the newly united German empire, Russian nationalists began to
identify the German colonists, including the Mennonites, with the German
state and stigmati ze them as potentially disloyal .’

The second threat was religious. Mennonites had aways been recognized
by the Russian state as an official foreign confession — along with Islam,
Catholicism, Lutheranism, Buddhism, and others — which guaranteed them
religiousfreedom and autonomy so long asthey did not attempt to proselytize
Orthodox believers. Other religious groups, such as the indigenous Russian
Dukhobors and Molokans, or the rapidly expanding Baptist and Evangelical
movements, werelabel ed sectsand not given legal recognition. They were, in
fact, subject to numerous legal disabilities and repression, including internal
exile and the occasional removal of children from their parents. Because the
Mennonites lacked a regular clergy and shared the pacifism of many of the
Russian sects, and because the Mennonite Brethren movement did proselytize
among Russians, there was astrong movement to re-categori ze the Mennonites
asasect in the yearsleading up to World War 1.8

The final threat was economic. This came in two forms. Nationalists
wanted to limit German landholdings, in particular in regions close to the
Russian border with Germany, on the argument that the Russian Germans
were apotential security threat. In 1913 they evenformally proposed alaw to
the state Duma limiting German landholdings, but the Mennonites and their
powerful political alliesmanaged to squelchit.® The economic threat from the
strong Russian socialist movement was more hypothetical for thetimebeing,
since its members were far removed from power. That would soon change.
The socialists defended the Russian Germans from the charge of treason, but
neverthel essviewed their great economic wea th and massive landholdings as
the unjust consequence of past privilege, rather than thejust reward of ahard-
working and special people, and so favored aradical land re-distribution to
remedy thishistoricinjustice.

Prior to 1914, the Mennonites had with some effort successfully fought
off these three threats. The outbreak of World War | greatly exacerbated the
danger. Although the M ennonites and Russian Germans demonstrably supported
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thewar effort, anti-German sentiment was suddenly all-powerful and, within
afew months of the outbreak of the war, it was forbidden to use the German
language in schoals, in the press, or in any other public gatherings. Then in
February and December 1915, lawswere passed calling for the expropriation
of German landholdings and businesses in awide swath of territory running
along the Russian state’'s western and southern borders, a territory which
included the major Mennonite settlements of southern Ukraine. Individuals
whose land was confiscated could be, and often were, deported to eastern
territoriessuch as Siberia.’® Finally, Mennoniteswereincreasingly labeled as
a sect and threatened with the extreme war-time measures being directed
against the sectarians.

The Mennonites responded with characteristic energy to these new
threats. They were well-connected in the Russian capital, Saint-Petersburg,
with two deputiesto the Russian parliament —eight timestheir representation
inthe population asawhole—who had tiesto powerful patrons. The Mennonites
put forward the argument, backed by several published brochures, that they
were not Germans but rather of Dutch descent and that they spoke a Dutch
dialect, the“low German” or plattdeutsch. Intellectually, thiswasasilly dispute.
Neither the Netherlands nor Germany existed in the sixteenth century when
the Mennonites emerged in the Dutch-German border regions, and the
Mennonites certainly would not have identified with either statein any case.
However, at atimewhen Russiawas at war with Germany, and Germany had
invaded and violated Dutch neutrality, and was accused of committing horrific
atrocities against the Dutch, it was a clever tactical move. After two years of
intense lobbying and, according to Mennonite historian David Rempel, the
mobilization of acertain amount of well-targeted bribes, thisstrategy succeeded.
In January 1917 the Mennonites were formally re-categorized as Dutch and
exempted from theland expropriation laws.

It turned out to be a waste of effort, as a month later the Tsarist state
collapsed, and the newly formed Provisional Government ceased to enforce
the anti-German legidation. Despitetheir reputation for political conservatism,
their identification with the Tsarist sod ovie state, their fear of themodernizing,
democratizing and, in thiscase, revolutionary state, the anti-German legidation
had so soured the Mennonites' relationship to the Tsarist state that they
welcomed the February revolution. However, revolutions can rarely be
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contained at their initial stages. In October 1917 a second revol ution occurred
which brought theradical socidists, the Bolsheviksled by VIadimir Lenin, into
power. Initialy, thischangein power had surprisingly minor consequencesfor
the Mennonites. They lived on the periphery of the Russian empire. Of the
approximately 120,000 Russian Mennonites, about sixty percent lived in south
Ukraine and another forty percent lived in Russia, most of these in Siberia.
They experienced the change in power not as a revolution but as a descent
into anarchy and civil war. In my grandmother’snarrative of the revol utionary
yearsintheTurkic regions of the North Caucasus, | was always struck by the
absence of the October revolution. By that point, local anarchic conditions
were much more salient.*

Theyearsfrom 1917 to 1921, then, were experienced by the Mennonites
primarily as a period of war and anarchy rather than a period of Bolshevik
terror, although the latter was not absent. In my grandmother’s settlement in
the North Caucasus, there were few Russians and no Bolsheviksto be found;
there the Mennonites were driven from their settlement by the local Turkic
peoples who, with considerable justice, viewed the Mennonites as foreign
interlopers who had settled on their land. In south Ukraine, where my
grandmother’s family fled in 1918, by far the greatest terror was associated
with the so-called Makhnovtsy, the local peasant anarchist bands under the
leadership of Nestor Makhno, who greatly resented the wealth and prosperity
of the Mennonite settlements and took advantage of the collapse in order to
rob and terrorize them.*® It was the threat of the Makhno bands, rather than
the Bolsheviks, that led the south Ukrainian Mennonites to abandon their
pacifism and form aso-called Selbstschutz, asdlf-defense army that wasarmed
and trained by German officers, and that fought several bloody battles with
the anarchists and, on one occasion, with the Bolshevik Red army as well.*#
Although the Mennonites very much favored the anti-Bol shevik Whitesidein
the Civil War, the experiencetaught them, aboveall, that any government was
superior to no government. Thefinal triumph of the Red Army wastherefore
greeted with nervousrelief by many Mennonites.

In the period from 1917 to 1921 Mennonites by and large suffered the
same fate as the rest of the Russian population: war, anarchy, and aterrible
faminein 1921 that resulted in the death of five to six million people. There
were, however, two important differences. First, as an unusually prosperous
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group, the Mennonites had much more to lose. If the majority of ordinary
Russians experienced these revolutionary years as terrible but nevertheless
containing the promise of a better future, for the Mennonites the experience
wasterrible and suggested amuch worse future with theloss of their privileged
economic, political, and legal status. Second, the Mennonites were objects
rather than subjects of class warfare. The Makhno movement made crystal
clear to them, for the first time, the degree of class hatred felt towards them
by the neighboring impoverished peasantry. And they were well aware that
the new Bolshevik government supported exactly those social forcesthat had
made up the Makhno movement in the Civil War period. Our story of the
confrontation between the Mennonites and the Soviet state, then, really begins
in the year 1921, when the Bolsheviks had finally won the Civil War and
when they introduced what they called their New Economic Policy or NEP.
Faced with aseries of peasant rebellions, with strikesin several magjor cities,
revoltsin the non-Russian regions of the Soviet Union, and adangerousmilitary
mutiny inthe naval fort of Kronstadt, the Bolsheviks abandoned their attempt
to create asocialist state immediately. The NEP legalized individual, rather
than collective, agricultura production. It allowed the peasantry to pay atax-
in-kind and then sell their surplusgrain on the open market. Thisin turn meant
the legalization of market trade and the merchant profession. Whileall large
industrial enterprisesremained nationalized, private small enterprise was now
allowed. Censorshipwassignificantly scaled back and the assault on the church
likewise reduced. The NEP provided an opening for the Mennonites to
negotiate an accommodation with Bolshevik rule.

The Bolshevik View of the Mennonites

Before we consider the Mennonite survival strategy, let usfirst look in more
detail at how Mennonites were viewed by the new Soviet leadership. In the
Bolsheviks' Marxist ideology, class divisions were paramount, and society
wasdivided into so-called class-friendly and class-hostile elementsaswell as
certain wavering or neutral classes.™ A large set of class-hostile elements
weregrouped together under thelabel of “former people’ (in Russian, byvshie);
that is, individuals who were associated intimately with the old regime:
industrialists, landlords, clergy, Tsarist officials, policemen, army officers, White
Army volunteers. These “former people” were deprived of their civil rights.
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They could not vote; they were denied ration cards, housing, access to
education; and they were subject to avariety of formal and informal harassment.
For the Mennonites, the most important of these categories was the clergy,
who formed acrucia part of their leadership elite.

The part of Bolshevik class ideology of most direct relevance to the
Mennoniteswas athree-fold division of therural populationinto rich peasants
(or kulaks), middle peasants, and poor peasants. The kulaks, who were
estimated to make up between three and five percent of the rural population,
were portrayed asterrible exploiters of their fellow villagers. Itisdifficult to
convey how strongly the Bol sheviks stigmatized the kulaks, but thefollowing
guotation from Leninin 1918 perhaps gives agood sense: 16

Comrades! The uprising of the five kulak districts should be
mer cilessly suppressed. The interests of the entire revolution
requiresthis, because now “thelast decisivebattle” with the kulaks
isunder way ever ywher e. One must give an example.
1. Hang (hang without fail, so the people see) no fewer than one
hundred known kulaks, rich men, bloodsuckers.
2. Publish their names.
3. Take from them all the grain.
4. Designate hostages- as per yesterday’stelegram.
Doitinsuch away that for hundreds of [kilometers] around, the
people will see, tremble, know, shout: they are strangling and
will strangleto death the bloodsucker kulaks.
Telegraph receipt and implementation.

Yours, Lenin. [All emphasisin original]

Who exactly werethese kulaks? Like most metaphysical enemies, they could
not be clearly identified. Their most typical trait was the use of hired labor.
Therewereno clear economic criteriafor defining the kulak, but the possession
of several horses, eight to ten head of cattle, and twenty to thirty acreswould
almost aways be sufficient to qualify.

In other words, a substantial part of the Mennonite rural community
before 1914 could have been characterized askulak. In fact, among thelocal
peasantry and local Bolsheviks in south Ukraine (and el sewhere) — many of
whom came from thelocal peasantry and had supported or even participated
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in the Makhno movement —the M ennonites were seen as a kulak community.
This prejudice was strengthened by the fact that the Mennonites had clearly
tilted towards the White side in the Civil War and their Selbstschutz had
fought the Makhno bands and, on one occasion, the Red Army aswell. Here,
oddly, Bolshevik classideology had apositive consequencefor the Mennonites.
For the Bolsheviks, there could be no kulak community as a whole. All
communities were divided by the same class categories. Poor Mennonite
peasants, therefore, just like poor Russian and Ukrainian peasants, were the
Bolsheviks' natural supporters; if they did not realize thisimmediately, they
would eventually be convinced of it. The middle peasants werethe wavering
class. They would begin under theinfluence of the kulaks but could, withtime
and effort, berecruited to the Bolshevik side. These made up the vast mgjority
of the peasantry. The kulaks alone were to be eliminated. As a result, the
higher Bolshevik leadership often intervened in support of the Mennonites
against local officials. This, naturally, reminded the Mennonites of their pre-
revolutionary experience.

In addition to this class perspective, the Bolsheviks also viewed the
Mennonites in economic terms. Here the outlook was quite positive. The
Bolsheviks desperately wanted to re-build agricultural production after the
devastation of the Civil War and the great famine of 1921-22. Likethe Tsarist
government before them, they admired the Mennonites farming ability, or
what they called their “ economic culture,” and werewilling, aswe shall see, to
make substantial concessionsto support itsre-establishment. They werealso
well aware of the financial and technical support that foreign Mennonite
organi zations—the newly formed Mennonite Central Committeein particular
—would provideif the Mennonitesweretreated sufficiently well. Thiswasan
opening for negotiations. A third prism through which the Bolshevik regime
viewed the Mennoniteswas religion. Here one would have expected that the
Mennonites' intensereligiosity, which the Bolsheviksdid observe and lament,
might have made them a special target for persecution. But dueto aquirk of
Bolshevik religiouspolicy, it did not. The Bolshevikswere atheistsand hostile
to religion on principle. However, their extreme religious hatred is better
understood as resentment of the Russian Orthodox Church’s close aliance
with the Tsarist state rather than a hatred of religion per se. The Bolsheviks
were, for this reason, most hostile to state churches: the Orthodox church
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above all, but aso Islam, Catholicism, Lutheranism. They had much more
sympathy for the sectarians— Dukhobors, Molokans, Baptists, Evangelicals,
Tolstoyans —who had been brutally repressed by the Tsarist regime and its
state church. These sectarians were viewed by the Bolsheviks as potential
allies, especially since many of the sects practiced some form of communal
property. Thusin the 1920s, these religious groups were given state land to
form agricultural communes; Dukhobors were encouraged to return from
Canadaand, grudgingly, sectarianswereallowed to apply for dternative military
service. Ironically, given their successful pre-revolutionary effortsto avoid
being labeled a sect, the Mennonites stood to benefit from that same status
under the Soviets.

A still moreimportant factor than religion was nationality.® Bolshevik
policy explicitly defined the Soviet Union asamultiethnic state. It condemned
Russian chauvinism asagreater danger than non-Russian nationalism. It called
for granting al nationalities, regardiessof their size, their own national territories,
the use of their national language, and the staffing of administrative and
educational institutes with members of their own nationality. It did not allow
for ethno-religious nationalities, so the Mennonites had to accept a German
national identity. There could be no official Mennonite national regions. This
policy most certainly did not mean self-determination or even minimal political
autonomy. Schools and newspapers could be in German, but they must
propagate Communist ideas. Germans could run the local soviets, but they
must be Communists or at least loyal to Communism. Nevertheless, Soviet
nationalitiespolicy did allow traditional Mennonite settlements, from Slavgorod
and Orenburg in Siberiato Khortitsa and the Molochnaiain Ukraine, to re-
establish themsel ves as German national regions.?®

A fifth and final prism through which the Bolsheviks viewed the
Mennoniteswastheir foreign ties, thefact that they were adiagporacommunity.
Inthelong term, thiswould provefatal for the Mennonites. Eveninthe 1920s
it was a cause of great suspicion. Foreign ties were viewed as ipso facto
suspect.? Individual swho corresponded with rel atives abroad or who visited
aforeign consul — both extremely common among Mennonites —were as a
matter of course registered with the political police as a suspect element.
Internal Soviet documentation again and again accused the Mennonites of
espionage dueto their tieswith the M CC and other foreign organi zations.
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However, inthe short term, foreign ties surely hel ped the Mennonites.
The Sovietswere eager for foreign financial help and concerned about potential
foreign embarrassments. Mennonite faminerelief efforts demonstrated their
ability to direct financial assistance to the Soviet Union. Likewise, the
Mennonites had foreign political connections who could publicize any
persecution undertaken against them.

TheMennonites Develop a Strategy

As we can clearly see, the Bolshevik vision of the Mennonites was quite
complex and did seem to offer some possibility of accommodation. Mennonite
leadership could recognizein the Bolsheviks much that was new and terribly
threatening but al so somereassuring old qualities. In particular, likethe Tsarist
regime, the Soviet government divided up its population into different categories
and offered each of them different privileges and different disabilities, though
of coursethe categorieswere quite new and the punishmentsunusually severe.
Likethe Tsarist regime, the Soviet government admired the M ennonite economic
contribution. Perhapsthere was, after all, room for adeal.

From the Mennonite leadership’s perspective, the deal would ideally
includethefollowing items: firgt, the preservation of the Mennonite economic
base — their land, the practice of private agriculture, perhaps their milling
industry aswell; second, theright to dternative military service; third, permission
for a sizable number of Mennonites who had been ruined during the years
1917 to 1921, such as my grandmother’s family, to emigrate; fourth, the
preservation of asmuch of their traditional autonomy as possible, in particular
control over their churches, schools, economicingtitutions, charitableingtitutions
and, if possible, local self-government. They were well aware that the last
point might be a deal-breaker. In exchange, the Mennonites could offer little
more than their traditional economic skills, plus the prospect of foreign
investment in the form of much coveted tractors and other technol ogy.

The Mennonite strategy involved the formation of an organization that
could, on the one hand, represent the Mennonite community in negotiations
with the Bolshevik government and, on the other hand, serve as a kind of
extra-territorial Mennonite government that would by-pass the class-based
local soviets under the control of local Communists. The south Ukrainian
Mennonites formed such an organization, the Union of South Russian
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Mennonites, in February 1921 under the leadership of B.B. Janz. Remarkably,
ayear later, it gained official recognition fromthe Bolshevik government under
anew name, the Union of Citizens of Dutch Descent, aremnant of the war-
time “Dutch” strategy and a name that omitted any religious referent. From
the Bolshevik perspective, the Union wasa purely economic organization, but
onegiven quite broad rights. “ Commercialy it had theright to deal in any raw
materials or manufactured goods essential to its program. It could participate
in any financial and credit operation and even draw on foreign capital if
necessary. Agriculturaly it couldinitiate cooperatives, maintain storagefacilities,
utilize existing transportation systemsand exploit certain landsfor experimental
purposes. Industrially, it could bring the production of items as needed for the
success of its program. In the socia sphere it was given afree hand in the
operation of benevolent and cultural institutions.”? In May 1923 a similar
organization, the all-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union, was formed to
servicethe Mennonitesliving in Russia.

The establishment of these unions was an extraordinary achievement.
The Bolsheviks opposed religiously-based organizations of any kind, but in
Ukraineunder thefigleaf of “citizens of Dutch descent” andin Russiawith no
fig leaf at all, they allowed the formation of apurely religious organization.
The Bolsheviks opposed al extra-territorial national organizations, that is,
organizationsthat served members of agiven nationality spread out throughout
the country, but in this case allowed two such organizations. (The All-Russian
Mennonite union included in its agricultural cooperatives 80 percent of al
Mennonites spread out across Russia, while only 2.5 percent of its membership
was non-Mennonite.)® The Bolsheviks opposed all autonomous organizations,
but in this case allowed the formation of a powerful economic organization
with freely elected officers. The Ukrainian Mennonite Union, for instance,
used its profitsto support Mennonite charitabl e institutions such asthe school
for the deaf and the hospital for the mentally ill. | have been researching this
time period in Soviet archivesfor adecade now and | have never encountered
any organizationsremotely comparable.

The second major Mennonite accomplishment cameintheland question.
Bolshevik land policy called for there-distribution of agricultural land. Inthe
Mennonite communities of south Ukraine, this meant that in the period up
through 1923, large quantities of agricultural land were taken from Mennonite
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farmers and redistributed both to landless Mennonites and to local Russian
and Ukrainian peasants. Thelatter policy wasviewed asaparticular threat by
the Mennonites, because it meant that outsiders were being settled in “their”
villages — from the Bolshevik perspective, of course, the villages were no
longer “theirs” — which endangered their autonomy. Here the Bolshevik
nationalities policy came to the Mennonites' rescue. In 1924 the previous
policy was denounced as Russian chauvinism, aswasthe policy of attaching
German villagesto nearby Russian districts. Instead, beginningin 1924, nine
German national districts—with populations of around ten thousand — were
formed in Ukraine, including two in the traditional Mennonite regions of
Molochnaiaand Khortitsa. Equally important, apolicy was established that all
land taken from rich Mennonites was not to be given to local Russians and
Ukrainians, but was to be held in reserve for the in-migration of landless
Mennonites from outside the new German districts. Moreover, because of
their valuable* cultured” agriculture, Mennoniteswereallowed farmsaslarge
as 80 acres. By Mennonite standards this was still considered inadequate —
traditionally thiswould be called ahalf-farm —but considering many Russian
regions had average farm sizes of 8 to 10 acres, it was again a major
concession.*

The third, more limited, victory came in the struggle for aternative
military service. As already noted, the Bolsheviks' positive attitude toward
sectarian organi zations allowed the Mennonitesto pursue thispath successfully.
After a four-year period of negotiations in pursuit of a special deal, the
Mennonites finally had to settle for a September 18,1925 law on alternative
military servicethat allowed individualsto appeal tolocal courtsfor theright
to alternative service on the grounds of conscientious pacifism. Unlikeinthe
Tsarist period, thislaw gave no guarantee of alternative servicefor Mennonites,
but given the militant nature of the Bolshevik state, it was an important
concession.? Sectarian ministerswere also granted concessions not given to
Orthodox clergy, on the grounds that their clerical work was part-time and
unpaid. They were allowed, for instance, to own land and were often not
formally disenfranchised as Orthodox clergy invariably were. Still, religion
remained amajor problem. Not only did the Bolsheviks not allow any religion
to betaught in school, they also actively promoted anti-religiousrhetoric and
forbadeformal religiousinstruction for minorsoutside school.
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Thefourth and final Mennonitetriumph camein thefield of emigration.
Between 1923 and 1926, approximately 19,000 Mennoniteswere allowed to
emigratelegally, most to Canada, including my grandmother’sfamily in 1924.%
Another five thousand left legally in 1929, so that in total about one-fifth of
the entire Mennonite community was allowed to leave the country legally.
Again, | am not aware of aremotely comparable legal emigration movement
inthisperiod.

If wetake asnapshot of Mennonite-Soviet relations at the height of the
New Economic Policy in 1925-26, then, we could make astrong casethat the
M ennonites had once again cometo an accommodation, made aspecial deal,
with a potentially very hostile authoritarian state. It was a very shaky dea
indeed, but its existence was in itself remarkable. Why did the Bolsheviks
allow such concessionsto the Mennonites? Note that | have not yet detailed
how grudging these concessions were and how short-lived they would be.
With that caveat in place, we can point to the following factors. First, the
Bolshevik religiousand nationdities policy overlgpped with important Mennonite
objectivesinthe sphere of dternativemilitary serviceand control of agricultural
land. Second, the Mennonites' agricultural skillsand their foreign connections
were, for the time being, of considerable value to the economicaly weak
Soviet state. Again and again, it was the Soviet agricultural ministry that
defended the Mennonites from attacks by Party loyalists. Third, the Soviet
statewas still highly divided and fragmented. The Party and security organs
were focused on more serious concerns than the Mennonites. The Ukrainian
secret police, for instance, only singled Mennonitesout for surveillanceinthe
fall of 1924. Fourth and most fundamental, the Mennonites used their centuries-
old skills as a mobilized diasporain dealing with authoritarian states. They
cultivated friendly officials, sold their agricultural skills, and mobilized their
foreign contacts, and in this manner they extracted more concessionsthan the
Bolsheviksdesired.

Aswe shall see, however, it wasthe Mennonites’ status asamobilized
diasporathat would lead both to the complete annihilation of their hundred-
year-old autonomous community in less than a decade and to their being
singled out for disproportionate suffering and punishment.



LECTURE 2

Collectivization, Famine, and Terror,
1926-1934

Let mebegin, asin my last lecture, with two illustrative episodes. On March
6, 1925 the Ukrainian National Minorities Commission directed aletter tothe
highest authority in Ukraine, the Central Committee of the Ukrainian
Communist Party. Their letter was a response to the results of a secret
investigation of the Union of Citizens of Dutch Descent —which aswe have
seen wasaeuphemism for the Union of Ukrainian Mennonites—aninvestigation
carried out in early 1925 by the Ekaterinoslav regiona government. Theletter
did not object to theinvestigation’s conclusions: namely “that the unionwasa
nationa -religious organization under theleadership of socialy harmful eements,
carrying out a policy of playing down class contradictions, preventing the
emergence of class divisions, and also preventing the Sovietization of the
German Mennonite colonies and preventing the development of Soviet
cooperativesand so forth.” 1f one removesthe abusivelanguage, thiswas not
an inaccurate description of the Union’smission. Theletter went on, however,
to dispute the conclusion of theinvestigators, namely that the Union should be
immediately liquidated, and instead proposed an aternative course: “The
materials of the secret investigation should serve as the basis for an officia
well-rounded investigation of thepolitical and economic activitiesof the Union
and their rel ationswith the appropriate government agencies. If the conclusions
of the commission are confirmed, ashow tria [of the Union|eadership] should
be organized involving the broad mass of Mennonitetoilers, concluding with
an appropriate judicial conviction.”? For the time being, the Party Central
Committee accepted neither of these proposals.

The second episode occurred a little over a year later, in May 1926,
and at atill higher level of authority. The head of the al-Union Communist
Party’ sAgitation and Propaganda Department, Abolin, wrote amemorandum
to the al-Union Central Committee of the Communist Party, which in turn
served asthe basisfor adiscussion of the all-Russian Mennonite Agricultural
Union at a June 4, 1926 meeting of the Secretariat of the Communist Party
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Central Committee, the second highest decision-making body in the Soviet
Union after the Politburo. Abolin began his memorandum with adiscussion of
the sins of the Ukrainian Union of Citizens of Dutch Descent. They had done
littleto restore the economic level of the Mennonite communitiesathough this
wastheir official function. Instead, they had engaged in “thelegal defense of
individual Mennonites, by-passing thelocal soviets’ (thiswasindeed one of
the Union’sintended functions); they had assisted Mennonite emigration and
even hel ped financeit; they had “ organized coll ective demandsin the name of
the population for more privilegesfor the Mennonites, up to and including the
demand that several government decrees be repealed”; they were a phony
cooperative organization and had, infact, erected awall between the Mennonite
masses and the local soviet organs; they had “held back normal economic
development” [“normal” meaning normal socialist economic development];
they had “played down and stalled the process of class divisions [in the
Mennonite community]; and finally and most seriously, they had “engagedin
economic espionage.” Abolinwent on to notethat the All-Russian Mennonite
Union had concentrated on more | egitimate economic operations, but that it
too had “engaged in the same activities asin Ukraine, only to alesser degree
and in amore masked form.” Abolin concluded hisletter not with ademand
for the liquidation of the union but for a more thorough investigation of its
activities®

I ended the previous lecture with a snapshot of Mennonite-Soviet
relations at the height of the New Economic Policy in 1925-26, and | argued
that agood case could be made that the M ennonites had, remarkably, managed
to come to an accommaodation with the new Soviet state. But | also noted that
| was not yet presenting the entire picture of Mennonite-Soviet relations. As
thetwo episodesthat began thislectureillustrate, therewasal so agreat deal of
discontent within the Communist Party over concessions granted to the
Mennonites and over how the Mennonites had exploited those concessionsto
pursuewhat the government quite plausibly interpreted asan anti-Soviet agenda.
| presented the material in this manner to emphasize the extraordinary
accomplishmentsof thetraditional Mennonite strategy of using their economic
abilitiesand political skillsto negotiate aspecia deal from authoritarian states,
the classic political behavior of a“mobilized diaspora.” More important, |
wanted to stressthe external, public picture availableto ordinary Mennonites



Collectivization, Famine, Terror 1926-1934 25

when they had to decide in 1925-26 whether to stay or to go, whether to re-
build their households in Russia or depart for Canada. It was not an easy
decision, and no one had acrystal ball. The Mennoniteswere receiving mixed
signalsfrom the Soviet government, some enormously threatening and others
quitereassuring. (My grandmother told methat when her family emigratedin
1924, she did not want to go. It was probably only because her family had
been driven out of their North Caucasus settlement and economically ruined
that they chose the hard path of emigration.) Thingswould only became clear
fiveto six yearslater. At that point, it wastoo late for most, though aswe shall
see, not al, Mennonitesto depart. Thislecture, then, isdevoted to the collapse
of Mennonite attemptsto reach an accommaodation with the Soviet regime.

The Soviet Gover nment Discussesthe M ennonites, 1925-1928

When | was researching my book on the Soviet nationalities policy, | worked
through the entirefiles of the highest Communist Party leadership in M oscow
— the Politburo and the Orgburo/Secretariat — for the years from 1923 to
1938. | was not specifically looking for Mennonite materials —indeed, | did
not expect there to be any — but was astonished to discover how often the
higher Party leadership discussed thefate of thissmall community of ahundred
thousand, slightly lessthan one-tenth of one percent of their total population.
Between November 1925 and June 1928, the Central Committee’s Secretariat
discussed the Mennonites no fewer than six times, and the Mennonites were
also touched upon in two further discussions of religious sects.? To put this
discovery in context, | did not find a single discussion of the much larger
population — about four times as large — of non-Mennonite Germans living
outsidetheVolgaGerman republic. In 1929to 1930, in responseto the massive
Mennonite emigration movement, Mennonite affairs were again discussed
another half dozen times, including at least one discussion in the Politburo
itself. So, if prior to 1925, the Party and security police had more important
thingsto deal with thanthe Mennonites—that wasvery much to the Mennonites
advantage—thisquite dramatically ceased to bethe casein late 1925 and was
very much to their disadvantage.

In the first lecture | discussed how the Soviet government saw the
Mennonites in the most general terms, how their way of categorizing the
population —by class, religion, nationality, economic capacity, and foreignties
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—informed their initial attitudes toward the Mennonites and helped explain
their surprising willingness to make substantial concessions to particular
Mennonitedesires. Central Committee archival filesnow alow usaglimpseat
how the higher Party leadership interpreted actual Mennonite behavior, in
particular that of the two Mennonite Unions.

The primary critiquedirected at the M ennonite Unions by the Communist
Party was acharge of insincerity, that the M ennonite organi zations had been
authorized exclusively for economic purposes but had neverthel ess pursued
primarily political and religious goals. This was the central charge made by
Abolin in June 1926, quoted at the beginning of the lecture. A March 1928
Central Committee memorandum repeated the charge even more succinctly:
“Thedatawe have gathered convincingly demonstratesthat the Central Council
[of the All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union] isneeded by the Mennonite
eliteasapolitical organization to defend the interests of the wealthy stratum
[of the Mennonite villages], and as a religious center, but not at all as an
economic center.”* Given the dominance of class in the Bolshevik’s world
view, it was not surprising that both unions were always accused of serving
theinterests of the rich Mennonites at the expense of the poor. “ Asaresult [of
this approach],” Abolin noted, “the domination of the socia elite over the
masses is not only being preserved [in the Mennonite communities], but
strengthened, and the social elite, as a matter of fact, dictates popular
opinion.”® Although the language here is pejorative— dictates, not influences,
popular opinion — nevertheless most Mennonite historians agree that the
traditional Mennonitereligiousand socia elite did indeed maintain mass popular
support through to the end of the New Economic Policy in 1928. For the
Bolsheviks, of course, thissignified amajor policy failure.

The Party leadership initially drew aquite strong contrast in this matter
between the aggressive political behavior of the Ukrainian Union of Citizens
of Dutch Descent, under the leadership of B. B. Janz, and the more moderate
all-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union. Asaresult, the Ukrainian Union’s
leadership council was abolished in September 1925, whilethe Russian Union
survived until May 1928. In fact, it was the Ukrainian Party’s decision to
abolish the Ukrainian Mennonite Union that first drew central Communist
Party attention to the Mennonites. In October 1925, an Agitprop conference
was held to discuss the Mennonite question. The conference endorsed the
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Ukrainian Party’sdecision to liquidate their Mennonite union but argued that
it was premature to consider asimilar step for the Russian Mennonite Union.
Indeed, the Union was even allowed to hold its al-Russian conference in
January 1926.%

At that gathering, the Union made atactical mistakein sending apetition
totheformal head of the Soviet government, Mikhail Kalinin, calling for the
followingrights:®

1. Theright to conduct religious gatherings and discussionsin the
churchesand in private homes, both for adultsand for children.

2. Theright to conduct specia gatheringsfor children of ardigious
character, including choirs, the preaching of God's word and
religiousteaching inthe churchesand in private homes.

3. Theright to organize Christian education classesfor Mennonite
childrenin orphanages.

4. The right to satisfy needs for published religious materials,
including both bibles and textbooksfor religious seminaries.

5. The right to organize Bible courses for the preparation and
further training of religiousleaders.

6. To declarethe school aneutral territory, where scienceistaught
without any propagandafor or against religion.

7. To free Mennonites from military service and from genera
military training, substituting for this some kind of generally
useful work for the state.

8. To substitute for the oath a simple promise to be faithful in
service.

This petition did no more than repeat demands that the M ennonites had been
making persistently from 1921 onward but, coming in thewake of the abalition
of the Ukrainian Union and coming from anation-wide Congress of what the
Party saw as a purely agricultural union, it was received with particular
indignation. Above al, the Bolsheviks were enraged at the suggestion that
they —aParty for whomideol ogy wasthe central value—should beideologically
neutral intheir own schools. It would appear that this petition led to Abolin’s
angry memorandum accusing the Russian Union of being little better than the
Ukrainian Union, only masking their activities more carefully. This petition
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was al so attached to the materialsleading to a June 1926 Central Committee
decision that began what would be a two-year-long process of gradually
abolishing the Russian Union by detaching itsregional cooperative branches.

The second major charge directed against the Mennonite unions was
their extra-territoriality, the fact that they serviced only Mennonites and
intentionally isolated themselves from the surrounding non-Mennonite
populations. After al, the economic valuethat the Mennoniteshad to offer the
Soviet state as agriculturistsinvolved not only their own economic production
or theforeign aid they might attract but also their positive economic influence
on the surrounding non-M ennonite communities. Party reportsagain and again
stressed the Mennonites “isolation” (obosoblennost’) and their “ closed-off
nature” (zamknutost’), their attempt to “build awall” between themselvesand
local non-Mennonite communities and local organizations. (Thisrhetoricis
strikingly similar to complaints directed against the Mennonites and other
German colonists by Russian nationalists in the Tsarist period.3*) A report
from the Samara Communist Party committee in the Middle Volgaregionin
April 1928 complained that the Mennonites, on average, had sixteen acres per
farm whiletheloca non-Mennonite population had only six acres. Thereport
said that the surrounding peasantry “ reacted extremely negatively tothesituation
wherethe Mennonite colonistspreserved their higher land allotments, allowing
some [Mennonite] households to conduct small-capitalist enterprises. . . .
[Since 1923] the number of written and oral complaints by local peasants
demanding theexpraopriation of Mennoniteland continuesto grow dramatically.”
Thisreport did note, accurately, that the current Mennonite higher land holdings
werelegd, but regretted thisfact and requested permission for theredistribution
of Mennoniteland.*®

Thethird and most damaging chargewastheonerelated to foreign ties.
Asalready noted, Abolin accused the Union of Citizens of Dutch Descent of
economic espionage dueto itsclosetieswith foreign Mennonite organizations.
Likewise, aMarch 1928 Central Committee document summarizing the activity
of theall-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union accused it of organizing the
Mennonite emigration by working closely with the Berlin firm, Ausland
Deutsch, which was headed by “well-known Fascist activistssuch asAdmiral
Khimtse, Von-Dergolts and others.”* This was an early instance of what
would ultimately bethe devastating accusation of “fascist” German connections.
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By 1925, the Soviet government was growing increasingly concerned about
both Poland's and Germany’s interest in the Russian Polish and German
populations. A 1925 government control commission reported thefollowing:¥

Our information demonstratesthe existence of national chauvinism
in the Polish population, the enormousinfluence of priests, which
creates a base for the influence of [foreign] Poles. The German,
Polish and, to a degree, the Czech colonies are a foothold for
spreading the influence of their governments, nests of spiesin
support of these governments. It isinteresting to note that tied to
the election of Hindenburg [in 1925], in the German colonies a
rumor is spreading about a 15-year German occupation of Ukraine.

I'n connection with this suspicion of foreign ties, aword should be said about
theincreasinginterest of the Soviet political police, the GPU, inthe Mennonites
and other German colonists, especially given the major role that fear of the
GPU hasplayedin Mennonite memoir literature.

In January 1926 the GPU submitted areport on their work “ servicing”
the foreign colonist population in Ukraine for the year 1925.% This report
noted that until thefall of 1924, the German colonieswere “ serviced” in the
same matter asthe surrounding population. Surprisingly, no special measures
were taken. The report went on to say that “a series of circumstances has
forced usto direct our attention toward the German col oniesand to engagein
morework to discern the situation and popular mood in the colonies.” These
circumstancesincluded:

1. Theexceptional rolethat the German col onists played in the Civil
War, when they created special German battalions and self-defense
units [here a reference to the Mennonite Selbstschutz and other
comparabl e organi zations], that fought within the [White] army.

2. The particular enclosed nature (zamknutost’) and isolation

(obosoblennogt’) of the [ German] populationintheyearsfollowing
the Civil War.

3. Theextremely strong interest shown by the German government in
the conditionsin the colonies, not only inthefamineyears, whena
variety of German aid organizations were active, but in the latter
yearsright up to the present moment.
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4. The existencein the colonies of national organizations such asthe
“Colonist” union, and the Union of the Citizens of Dutch Descent;
moreover, the latter organization continuesto exist up to the present
moment. (Infact, the union’sleadership was dissolved in September
1925, but itslocal cooperatives continued to exist.)

Unsurprisingly, the role of foreign ties was of considerable interest to the
GPU. Their annual report contained a special section describing GPU
surveillance of the Mennonite colonies. Since thisis the only such report |
have ever encountered, | will quotefromit at length:

The Mennonites.

I'n our work inthe Mennonite colonies ... we have two important
and digtinctivetasks: firgt, the servicing of the Union of Citizensof
Dutch Descent; and second, the examination of the activities of
the Mennonite pastors.

The Union of Citizens of Dutch Descent ... using the cover of its
economic activities, carries out a hidden political activity in the
direction of protecting the Mennonite massesfrom Soviet influence.
On the other hand, being tied with Mennonite organizations in
America, Canada, Germany, Holland and other countries, it
endeavorsto carry out apolicy supporting the unity of theinterests
of Mennonitesworld-wide, from which comesthe desireto be as
independent as possible from the government on whose territory
they reside. The 1925 emigration was nothing else but a planned
transfer of 2500 individualsto Canada, through ajointly planned
operation by Canadian and Ukrainian organizations.... [inour battle
with thisorganization] we are creating an opposition group within
the current leadership of its Central Directorship.

Asfor the activities of Mennonite pastors, one must say they are
theUnion'sclosest helpers. Moreover, Mennonitesarethe strongest
sect in Ukraine. They conduct strong religious propaganda,
publishing thejourna “Unser Blatt” and organizing the masses, so
as to minimize Soviet influence. For instance, in the battle for
influenceover youth, in apposition to our Komsomol the[ Mennonite]
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preachers create discussion circles, which aong with religious
guestions, discuss so-called “ pure scholarship”, sport and song ...

Thisdocument is of unusual value, for it givesvoiceto the policy orientation
that would gainthe upper handin 1928 with the abalition of the New Economic
Policy and the onset of aradical program of socio-economic transformation.

Coallectivization and Emigration

In 1928 Stalin launched his famous Revolution from Above, which
fundamentally transformed the Soviet Union and the M ennonite community
along with it. The construction of a socialist society involved the following
policies: nationalization of all industrial production, rapid industrialization,
abalition of the market, collectivization of all agricultural land, complete
domination of society by the Communist Party, and establishment of Stalin’s
personal dictatorship. To effect this transformation, the Party unleashed an
unprecedented wave of terror. The terror was not, however, random. There
were particular targets: the“former people’ mentioned in the previouslecture
(landlords, industrialists, Tsarist officials, White Army volunteers, and others
associated with the old regime), the so-called “bourgeois speciaists’ (non-
Bolshevik professionals such asengineers, teachers, academics, and so forth),
the clergy, and the kulaks (or rich peasants). The strategy was clear enough.
TheNew Economic Policy had meant atemporary policy of cooperationwith
useful non-Bolshevik elites. With the commitment to a fundamental
transformation of society, thoseditescould only be seen asan obstacle. Needless
to say, thismeant that the Mennonites’ entirestrategy of political accommodation
through direct elite negotiation with the Soviet regime immediately became
obsolescent. Thiswaveof terror affected the Mennonite community inlargely
the samefashion asit affected the rest of the Soviet Union’s peoples, athough,
again, with the same qualificationswe made earlier concerning the Mennonite
experience of the Civil War: one, the Mennonites had moreto lose; and two,
they wereexposed to agreater degree of classhogtility fromthelocal population,
and especially the local Bolshevik authorities, who tended to view them asa
kulak community. The entireleadership of thetwo abolished Mennonite unions,
if they had not already fled abroad, as B. B. Janz had done, were targeted for
arrest or interna exileto Siberiaand the Far North. Through the revol utionary
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years, despite enormous chaos, famine, and flight, there had been afundamental
continuity inthe Mennoniteteaching community. Thischangedirreversibly in
1928. Teacherswith any black mark — participation in the Selbstchutz, landlord
or kulak relatives, past religiousactivism, apattern of anti-Bolshevik comments
—wereremoved and replaced with loyalists, often non-Mennonite Germans,
but a so the many Mennonites who joined the Communist Party in thistime
period.

Mennonite clergy suffered particularly dramatic losses from 1928 to
1933. According to Mennonite historian Colin Neufeldt, “ of the approximately
40 ministerswho had once served villagesin the Khortitsa colony in the late
1920s, 30 had been exiled by 1933 . . . of the 72 preachers who had once
lived in the Molochnaia colony in the late 1920s, there were fewer than 10
ministers still serving the villages by mid-August of 1933.”% These aretruly
breathtaking numbers and convey better than most the complete decimation
of the traditional Mennonite elite that took place in those years. Again, this
was not theresult of apolicy that targeted Mennonites specifically. Inthefirst
half of 1930 alone, over five thousand clergymen of all confessions were
exiled to Siberiaand the Far North.® Nevertheless, if Neufeldt’s numbersare
correct, Mennonite clergy suffered disproportionately. If thisistrue, then the
explanation probably lies in two factors. First, concessions granted to the
Mennonitesin the NEP period embol dened and enabl ed more members of the
Mennonite elite to engage in what would soon be categorized as anti-Soviet
behavior than wasthe casein other communities; sincethe Mennonite clergy
was amagjor part of the Mennonite elite, there were simply more Mennonite
pastors with black marks on their record. Second, already by about 1925-26,
the Bolshevik leadership began to reverse its attitude toward the religious
sects. They had found that their support of these sectshad not been reciprocated
inthe manner they wished. Instead, the Baptistsand Evangelicals, in particular,
had used their limited religious freedom to proselytize aggressively and
successfully. With the attack on the churchesand clergy in 1928, | believethat
the sectarianswere actually hit harder than the state churches. After all, if one
istargeting religious activity, then religious groups that emphasize mass lay
participation will appear more dangerous. | have no statisticsto back up this
claimfor the 1928-1933 period, but it certainly wastrue of theterror in 1937-
38 and | suspect it was the casefor this earlier period aswell.*
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If the decimation of the Mennonite clergy represented an unprecedented
assault on thetraditional Mennonite community, an even more dramatic attack
camewiththepoalicy of collectivization, that is, the expropriation of al private
agricultural land, all horses, all agricultural implements, and most livestock, as
well asthe creation of collectivefarmsand collectivized agricultural production.
Thispolicy began gradually in 1928 in responseto acrisisin grain collections
inthewinter of 1927-28 that most historianswould attribute to the low prices
the statewaswilling to pay for grain, but that Stalin blamed on a“kulak grain
strike.” In order to break this strike, Stalin traveled out to Siberiain January
1928, and encouraged local officials and the secret police to jail kulaks and
graintradersas speculators and to increase coercive grain collection. Thiswas
a clear violation of the New Economic Policy and signaled to both local
Bolsheviks and peasants alike that a policy change was in order. Coercive
collectivization only began on alarge-scale in the second half of 1929, and
took on epic proportions after Stalin’s December 1929 speech declaring that
the peasants were now voluntarily entering the collective farms (a clearly
mendacious claim) and calling for “the liquidation of the kulaks asaclass.”
Thislatter policy, called dekulakization, began in February 1930 and would
result in the arrest of tens of thousands of kulaks and the deportation of an
astonishing 1.8 million peasantsto Siberia, Central Asia, andthe Far Northin
the course of 1930-31, atotal of 2.1 million by the end of dekulakizationin
May 1933.%2 Once again, circumstantial evidence suggeststhat the Mennonite
community suffered greater losses from dekulakization than did other
communities.

The Mennonite community’sresponseto the collectivization campaign
was unique and again extraordinary. It was not the result of any centralized
planning but rather the spontaneous actions of local Mennonite communities
and individuals. The non-Mennonite peasantry resisted collectivization violently
with, according to GPU statistics, 9,000 acts of peasant terror against Soviet
representatives in 1929 and another 14,000 in 1930; likewise, in 1930 alone
there were 13,754 local peasant rebellions involving over 2.5 million
individuals.® Whilethere were afew uprisingsin the Mennonite villages, the
Mennonites' primary response was amass movement to Mascow to petition
for theright to leave the Soviet Union. In short, the Mennonites were true to
their historical political tactics, those of the mobilized diaspora. If it was not
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possibleto makeadea with the government, then leave. Unfortunately, it was
not that easy.

This spontaneous Mennonite emigration movement had serious political
consequences, and not only for the Mennonites.* On October 10, 1929, the
German embassy in Moscow sent its agricultural attaché, Professor Otto
Auhagen, to the M oscow suburbsto investigate reports of the massarrival of
German peasants. Two German and three American journalists accompanied
him. The next day Auhagen reported they had found around 4,500 Germans.
Most werefrom Siberia—wherefollowing Stdin’svisit violencewas particularly
severe — and about ninety percent were Mennonites. They told of horrible
repression and reported they had sold or abandoned all their possessions and
wereresolved to emigrateto Canada. Theforeign correspondentsimmediately
published accounts of this visit that led to enormous media coverage and
created alarge political scandal in Germany. An organization, “Brothersin
Need,” was formed to raise money for the Soviet Germans, and President
Hindenburg donated 200,000 Marks of his own money to it. The German
embassy, initialy inclined to downplay the issue, was forced to intercede
aggressively on behalf of the Soviet Germans. Surprised by this unexpected
development, the Soviet government behaved erratically. They first threatened
to deport all the Germans, then to permit them all to leave, and finally, after
fiveweeksof negotiations, they allowed 5,461 Germansto emigrate and returned
another 9,730 to their original places of residence. The episode ended up
embarrassing the Soviet government at the height of the collectivization drive
and significantly souring Soviet-German relations.

This had an important impact on two Soviet policy realms crucial for
the Mennonites. nationalities policy and foreign ties, in particular, cross-border
ethnic ties. In theory, collectivization was not supposed to have an ethnic
dimension — there were no decrees specially targeting any national groups—
but in practice, it quickly developed one. The anarchy and violence of
collectivization led to the expression of repressed ethnic hostility. Aswe have
noted, local peasants and local Bolsheviks resented Mennonite privileges.
Popular opinion, again shared by local Communists, viewed all Germans as
kulaks. A Central Committeereport noted that “ certain high officialshave the
incorrect opinion that all German villagesare exclusively kulak.”* A Turkmen
Communist put it morecolorfully: all Germanswere*“kulak colonizerstothe
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marrow of their bones.” 4 The numerousinternal reports attempting to explain
the emigration movement unanimously agreed that these sentimentshad led to
an exceptionally harsh treatment of Germans during collectivization.

The Mennonite emigration movement significantly undermined amajor
premise of the Soviet nationalities policy: that granting ethnic groups national
territories, national schools, anational press, and other forms of national self-
expression would reduce national unity and sharpen classdifferentiation. The
emigration movement forced the Soviets to admit that they were confronted
with “a united national front” and a distinct national form of resistance to
collectivization. Asone Mennonite put it, “weare not so stupid asto organize
rebellionsand uprisings. We have another way out, wewill abandon our farms
and leavefor Canada.”# This strategy completely undermined what had been
aSoviet policy of using the nationalities policy to attract the support of ethnic
groupsin neighboring states, such asthe Ukrainian and Belorussian minority
populationsin Poland. Instead of attracting foreign support, the Soviet Germans
were fleeing abroad in huge numbers. And not just the Germans. Therewere
also smaller emigration movements among the Poles, Finns, Latvians, Greeks,
Estonians, Lithuanians, Czechs, Swedes, and Bulgarians.

Not only were Soviet citizens fleeing abroad, but foreign diplomats
wereovertly interfering ininternal Soviet affairs. In March 1930 the German
ambassador wrote Berlin that “1 leave no occasion unused to impress upon
the Soviet government that measures against the German colonistswill have
an unavoidableimpact on German[-Soviet] relations.”#® Germany had made
protection of Germans abroad a major concern and aggressively used the
League of Nations to that end. Prior to 1929, Germany had exempted the
Soviet Union, not aLeague of Nations member, from thispolicy. Now Germany
informed the Foreign Ministry that “the protection of German minoritiesin
other nations plays an extremely important political role in Germany and
therefore must be paid attention to by the German government.”* Internal
Soviet documents complained bitterly about interference by the foreign
bourgeoisie and foreign consuls. We can date an enormous escalation in the
suspicion of Soviet authorities toward their diaspora nationalities to the
M ennonite mass emigration movement of 1929.

Let us now briefly summarize the transformed Soviet view of the
Mennonites. During NEP, the Mennonites status as a religious sect earned
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them preferential treatment or at |east mitigated Soviet anti-religiouscampaigns,
now Soviet repression of sectarians was, if anything, more extreme. During
NEPR, the Mennonites' agricultural skills were considered to be “of state
significance” by the Soviet Agricultural Ministry; with collectivization, these
skillswere now worthless as anegotiating tool. During NEP, the Mennonites

cross-border ethnic ties had been astrong plusin negotiationswith the Soviet
leadership; now they had led to a mgjor international scandal and were
increasingly seen as ipso facto treasonous. Only two NEP-era factors till

continued to work in the Mennonites' favor. One, Bolshevik class ideology
till rejected the idea of akulak community and rebuked local activists who
behaved otherwise. All communitieswere made up of class-friendly and class-
hostile elements. Second, despiteincreasing Sovi et suspicions of their diaspora
nationalities, the Soviet nationalities policy remained in effect.

Infact, surprisingly, the official responseto the Mennonite emigration
movement, both in published and in secret Communist Party resolutions, called
for an intensification of the existing nationalities policy. This policy had not
failed, it was declared, but rather had never been properly implemented and
had been seriously distorted during collectivization. This explained the
emergence of aunited national front. Thiswas not simply verbal cover for a
real changein policy. Throughout 1930, enormouseffort wasput into increasing
the number and quality of German national institutions. Of course, therewas
also anincreasein repression. The GPU was ordered to remove “ hotoriously
maliciouselements’ who had led the emigration, and German institutionswere
purged.®® Nevertheless, neither Germans nor Mennonites were yet categorized
as"“enemy nations.”

Two further events would be necessary to bring about this tragic
development. The first was the great famine of 1932-33, during which
approximately six to seven million peasants starved to death, about four to
five million of them in Ukraine.®® Mennonites were concentrated in all the
four major famine zones — south Ukraine, the North Caucasus, the middle
Volga, and northern Kazakhstan —and so suffered terribly during the famine,
though it is impossible to determine how many Mennonites perished. (My
great-grandfather received aletter from his sister in south Ukraine in 1933
begging for a needle to be sent, as hers had broken and without her sewing
income she would perish; asfar as| could find out, she did indeed diein the
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famine.) For understanding how the Mennonites, as Germans, came to be
categorized as an enemy nation, two aspects of the famine crisis need to be
taken into consideration.

First, the Soviet leadership faced agrain requisitionscrisisin thefall of
1932. They were undertaking desperate efforts to extract al the grain from
the peasantry after a disastrous harvest, exacerbated by the violence of
collectivization and unreasonably high grain exportsin 1930-31, had left them
without enough grain to feed the population. They were determined to feed
the urban population and the Red Army. Facing the threat of catastrophic
famine, the peasantry naturally resisted this policy, usually through theft and
hiding grain rather than through open violence. Thisresistancewas greatest in
the Soviet Union’stwo largest grain-growing regions. Ukraine and theregions
of the North Caucasusinhabited by the ethnically Ukrainian Kuban Cossacks.
Stalin, therefore, interpreted this peasant resi stance astheresult of anti-Russian
Ukrainian nationalism, and he decided that this nationalism had been fed by
his own policy of supporting the Ukrainian language and the promotion of
ethnic Ukrainians to positions of leadership. He also blamed cross-border
ethnic influence from the highly nationalist Ukrainian community in Polish
Galicia. On December 14, 1932, for thefirst timethe Soviet Politburo passed
aresolution that blamed its own nationalities policy —inthis case the policy of
Ukrainization—for creating nationalism. Thisopened thedoor to afundamental
revision of that policy and the emergence of the category of “enemy nations.”

The second important aspect of the famine was again the German and,
in particular, the Mennonite responsetoit. Aswith collectivization, Mennonites
did not respond with violent resistance; an emigration movement was no longer
possible, but it was still possible to mobilize cross-border ethnic ties. In this
case, themgjor impul se came from Mennonites and Germans abroad, especially
in Germany, but it was seized upon with aacrity by the Soviet Germans. The
strategy was the mass sending of food packages and, in particular, foreign
currency transfersfromindividual sin Germany (which sent ninety percent of
the aid) and North Americathat could be used at the Torgsin hard currency
storesestablished inthe Soviet Union in 1932-33 to extract the remaining gold
and valuablesfrom the starving Soviet population. The major campaigner for
this movement in Germany was the well-known Russian Mennonite |eader
Benjamin Unruh. The lega firm Fast (a Mennonite) and Brilliant in Berlin
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hel ped organi ze thefinancial transfers. Various German organi zations, including
“Brothers in Need” (formed during the 1929 crisis), raised money.5> The
latter raised 500,000 Reichsmarksinthefirst half of 1933 alone. According to
the data of the Ukrainian GPU, from April 1933 to April 1934 (when the
transferswere officially stopped), Ukrainian Germansa one—who represented
less than half the total Soviet German population — received a remarkable
487,825 gold rubles.® According to Colin Neufeldt thisaid led to substantialy
lower mortality ratesin Mennonite villagesthan in surrounding Slavic peasant
villages. But, aswe shall seg, it al so had seriouslong-term political costs.>

Why did the Soviet Union allow this mass transfer of resources? This
guestion becomes even more difficult to answer when we redlize that the
violently anti-Communist Nazi movement, headed by Adolf Hitler, cameto
power in January 1933 and quite quickly formed amortal threat to the Soviet
Union’sexistence. This, along with the famine, wasthe second factor making
possi ble the stigmati zation of the Germans asan enemy nation. By mid-1933,
all of the organizationsraising money for the Soviet Germanswere thoroughly
Nazified. Benjamin Unruh’spolitical patronsincluded prominent Nazis. The
Nazi Party supported and publicized this movement. Members used the
starvation of the Russian Germansto propagandizetheir anti-Bolshevik views.
Why, then, did the Soviet Union permit this to go on? It was only a few
monthsagothat | finally realized therather simpleanswer: aRussian colleague
of mine, Elena Osokina, gave me a paper that demonstrated that resources
gained from the Torgsin stores had contributed a whopping one-fifth of the
total foreign currency resources used to fund Soviet industrialization.®® The
Soviet Union wanted the money.

By April 1934, however, the cost of allowing thetransfershad become
higher than the value of the foreign currency received. Transfers were now
stigmatized as “Hitler help,” and a wave of terror was launched against
individuals said to have organized the movement. In May 1934 the head of
the Ukrainian GPU reported the following measures: “in order to paralyze
fascist work in the German national regions, it is necessary to take decisive
measures . . . among them, . . . conduct a determined purge of Party, soviet,
educational and cooperative cadresin the German national regions. . . carry
out the arrest of active organizers of the “Hitler help” and the fascist agents.
We havethusfar arrested 85 individuals, mostly pastors, sectarian preachers,
Catholic clergy, activelay church members, kulaksand so forth. We' ve aready
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targeted another sixty for arrest.”* This would only be the beginning of a
four-year arrest campaign that would devastate the Soviet German community.
Theofficial launching of that purge campaign camewith aNovember 4, 1934
telegram sent out by Stalin to the Party leadership in all of the Soviet Union’s
German regions. It read:%

The Central Committee of the Communist Party has received
information that in theregions, settled by Germans, in recent times,
anti-Soviet elements have become more active and are openly
carrying out counter-revol utionary work.

Moreover, local Party organs and the organs of the NKVD [that
is, the secret police] arereacting to these activitiesextremely weekly,
in reality therefore aiding them, completely mistakenly thinking
that our foreign policy reguires such concessionsto the Germans
or other nationalities living in the USSR who are violating the
principle of elementary loyalty to Soviet power.

... The Central Committee considers such behavior on the part of
the Party and local organs and the NKVD completely incorrect
and suggeststhat they immediately take repressive measures against
the most active counter-revolutionary and anti-Soviet elements,
carry out arrests, deportations and for notorious|eaders, sentence
to execution ... explain to the population [of these regions] that
eventhesmallest attempt at anti-Soviet activity will not betolerated
... thelocal organs should demand from the popul ation acomplete
end to all ties with foreign bourgeois fascist organizations, the
receipt of money or packages.

This telegram, in my opinion, marks the definitive emergence of the
categorization of the Soviet Germans, including the Mennonites, asan enemy
nation, asidentified essentidly with thefascist enemy. The historically effective
Mennonite political tactics, associated with their role asamobilized diaspora,
which had seemed to be succeeding in 1926 and which were pursued doggedly
through 1934, had now failed. They had not only failed but had proven counter-
productive. For the next nineteen years, until the death of Stalin in 1953,
Mennonites would suffer terribly not as Mennonites but as Germans, as
members of a stigmatized diaspora nationality. That isthe sad subject of our
concluding lecture.



LecTurRe 3

Terror, Forced Labor, and Internal Exile,
1935-1955

Our previous lecture concluded with Stalin’s November 1934 telegram that
unleashed awave of massterror inthe Soviet Union’s German national regions.
Thisevent marksadecisiveturnin our account of Soviet-Mennoniterelations.
After 1934 the M ennonites become much more apassive object in our narrative
rather than an active subject. This final lecture has much less to say about
Mennonite survival strategies but much more to say about Soviet repression
of the Mennonites. Yet that is not quite correct, for from 1934 to 1953, the
Mennonitesdid not suffer asMennonitesbut rather overwhelmingly asGermans.
This fact had a strong long-term impact on Mennonite identity, greatly
strengthening their ethnic identity as Germans and weakening their sense of
themsel ves as a separate M ennonite people.

From 1934 to 1953, the Soviet German community experienced two
major forms of state violence: arrest and exile. Arrest affected a substantial
minority of the population, particularly men, andit typicaly led toincarceration
inaconcentration camp or, particularly in 1937 and 1938, to execution. Internal
exile, on the other hand, was the fate of almost every single Soviet German
citizen (only a few German women, married to non-German men, were
exempted). Exile in turn involved the experience of forced labor in the so-
called Trudarmei — or labor army — during World War 11, and agricultural
servitude after the war.

Ethnic Cleansing

Soviet ethnic deportations or, aswe now would call it, ethnic cleansing, began
in the Soviet Union’s western border regions in 1935.% The targets were
diaspora nationalities — primarily Poles, Finns, and Germans — whom the
Soviet government suspected of treasonous cross-border ethnictiesto aforeign
nation-state. As we noted in lecture two, these diaspora nationalities were
subject to considerable popular ethnic hostility, which led to harsh treatment
during collectivization and the resulting emigration movements that in turn
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raised further concernsabout their loyalty. These concernsescalated in 1933-
34, when a campaign was launched in Germany to help starving German
“Brothersin Need” in the Soviet Union by sending tens of thousands of food
packetsand foreign currency remittances (called “ Hitler help” by the Soviets).
This campaign provided still more evidence that the diaspora nationalities
could be used by foreign governments as weapons against the Soviet Union.
To quote the Ukrainian secret police: “from the moment of Hitler’'sriseto
power, therewas asignificant risein activity in our German national soviets
and among the German consulsin Ukraine. . . the Hitler government through
its [pan-German] organizations organized in the fascist press a broad anti-
Soviet campaign about faminein Ukraine, organized displays of photographs
of starving [Ukrainians] and published provocative declarations of the German
populationin Ukraineasking for help.”%® AsHitler solidified power in Germany
and destroyed the powerful German Communist Party with surprising ease,
Soviet concerns escaated. The German-Polish non-aggression pact of January
1934 was seen as particularly ominous. These concerns eventually led to
Stalin’s November 1934 telegram and the anti-German terror campaign
unleashed initswake.

At the same time, in the fall of 1934, the Politburo formulated a new
regimefor itsWestern border regions. Thisregime created a*“forbidden border
zone,” into which no one could enter without NKVD permission, that ran 7.5
kilometers deep along the whole western border but at times ran as deep as
ninety kilometers. A variety of security measures accompanied this decree.
One of them was ethnic cleansing. Between February 20 and March 10,
1935, atotal of 8,300 families (about 42,000 individuals) were deported from
theborder regionsof western Ukraineinto the Soviet interior. Although Germans
and Poles made up only afew percent of thelocal population, they represented
57.3 percent of the deportees (very few of these Germans would have been
Mennonites). This limited initial action against “unreliable” elements was
expanded in the course of 1935. In July an additional 300 Polish households
were deported. Thiswas how acompletely ethnic deportation. In October the
Ukrainian Party petitioned M oscow for permission to deport still another 1,500
Polish households. In response NKVD chairman Genrikh lagodawrote that
the spring deportationshad “ significantly cleansed the border regions, especialy
Kiev oblast, from counter-revolutionary nationalist [ Polish and German] and
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anti-Soviet elements . . . [but] there remain significant cadres of counter-
revolutionary Polish nationalist elements’ that must be removed.®

In January 1936, beforethisthird deportation had even been compl eted,
the order was given for amassive new deportation of fifteen thousand German
and Polish households, now to Kazakhstan in Central Asia. In Kazakhstan
they were quickly reduced to the same status asthe formerly deported kulaks
of 1930 to 1933, which meant they were placed under NKV D supervision and
subject to forced labor and other deprivations. These deportations, however,
till remained partial. Not all Germans and Poles were labeled counter-
revolutionary and deported. The deportations of 1935-36 included
approximately half the German and Polish population of the Ukrainian border
regions. No Poles or Germansfrom outside the border regionswere deported,
which meant that there had not yet been major deportationsfrom the Khortitsa
or Molochnaia Mennonite regions. At the sametime, there were comparable
deportations of Finns, Latvians and Estonians from the Leningrad border
regions. In 1937 the entire Korean and a substantial part of the Chinese
population of the Soviet Far East would be deported to Central Asia.

Enemy Nations

By 1937, then, the Soviet Union’sdiasporanationalities had been stigmatized
ascollectively disloyal and subjected to afirst wave of ethnic cleansing. Asl
have noted, the M ennonite German population largely escaped thisinitial phase
of ethnic deportations. However, with the onset of what historians call the
Great Terror of 1937-38 when Stalin, in anticipation of a future war with
Hitler's Germany, unleashed amasswave of terror against all potential “fifth
columnist” elements, not only did ethnic cleansing spread outward to al the
Soviet border regionsbut terror against diasporanationalities spread inward to
embracetheentire Soviet Union. Thisprocess had already begun with Stalin’s
November 1934 telegram, but it took on truly horrific dimensionsin the summer
of 1937 with thelaunching of the Great Terror’s so-called “ mass operations.”
InJuly 1937 the Politburo i ssued adecree caling for massarrestsand executions
of “former kulaks, criminalsand other anti-Soviet elements.” Each region of
the Soviet Union wasgiven aquotafor the number of anti-Soviet elementsto
be executed (category 1) and incarcerated in a concentration camp (category
2). The gquotas were raised again and again throughout this unprecedented
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massterror campaign until, by the end of the Great Terror in November 1938,
approximately 1.5 million individual s had been arrested; of these, ashocking
680,000 were executed.®

The“former people”’ (such askulaks, criminals, White Army officers,
non-Bolshevik political party members, and so forth) made up only half of the
mass operations. The other half focussed exclusively on the Soviet Union’'s
diasporanationalities, including the Germans. On August 9, 1937, the Politburo
confirmed NKV D decree 00485, “ On the Liquidation of the Polish Sabotage-
Espionage Group and the Polish Military Organization.” Thisdecreelaunched
what the NKVD called their “Polish operation,” which resulted in the mass
arrest and execution of Soviet Poles.®? This Polish decree served as the model
for a series of NKVD decrees targeting all of the Soviet Union's diaspora
nationalities. The NKV D referred to these decrees collectively as“the national
operations’ (to distinguish them from the other mass operation targeting “former
kulaks, criminds, and other anti-Soviet dlements’). A January 31, 1938 Politburo
decree extended this“ operation for the destruction of espionage and sabotage
contingents made up of Poles, Latvians, Germans, Estonians, Finns, Greeks,
Iranians, Khar bintsy, Chinese, and Rumanians, both foreign subjectsand Soviet
citizens, according to the existing decrees of the NKVD.” This decree aso
authorized anew operation “to destroy the Bulgarian and M acedonian cadres.”
Koreans and Afghans were targeted by NKVD decrees aswell. The NKVD
spoke of their “German operation” and “Latvian operation.” They arrested
individuals*“accordingtothePolishling” or “Finnishline” of the nationalities
terror. Most revealingly, internal NKV D documentsreferred to their operations
as directed against “ nationalities of foreign governments,” adesignation for
the diaspora nationalities — the vast magjority of whom were Soviet citizens
and whose ancestors, like the Mennonites, had resided for decades and
sometimes centuriesin the Soviet Union and Russian empire.

Thenational operationswere not at all aminor part of the Great Terror.
According to recently released statistics from the former KGB archive in
Moscow, from July 1937 to November 1938, atotal of 335,513 individuals
were convicted in the national operations, of whom 247,157 or 73.7 percent
were executed. Thus, diaspora nationalities made up 36.3 percent of all
individuals executed during the Great Terror.®® We do not yet have exact
statistics for the number of Germans repressed, but a sophisticated study by
the M oscow-based scholarsand human rights activists, N. G. Okhotinand A.
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B. Roginskii, estimates that 69-73,000 Germans were repressed during the
Great Terror, of whom approximately 40-45,000 woul d have been executed.®
In other words, Germans made up approximately four percent of total victims
and seven percent of total executions during the Great Terror, although they
represented just under one percent of the total Soviet population. The Great
Terror was not random. It specifically targeted diaspora nationalities, among
them the Soviet Germans.

The NKVD did not keep statistics by religion, so we do not know, and
may never know, how many Mennonites were repressed in the Great Terror.
M ennonites made up about eight percent of the Soviet German population, so
if they were affected at the same rate as other Germans, there would have
been about 5,500 Mennonites arrested and 3,500 executed. Working from
information collected by the German SSduring World Wear |1, Peter Letkemann
has estimated that 8,000 to 9,000 Mennonites may have been repressed.®
Sectarians were also atarget of the Great Terror, which would have affected
the Mennonitesto agreater degreethan other Germans, asit would individua s
with relatives living abroad. So, while the Mennonites were not specifically
targeted in the Great Terror, they may well have suffered even more than the
larger Soviet German popul ation.

In order to put a human face on these terrible numbers, let me quote
from two Mennonite eye-witnesseswho related their experiencesto German
investigatorsin 1941. Thefirst fromthevillage of Burwadein Khortitsa: “ So
began the year 1937. On September 5" five men were taken from our village
by NKVD officias. Between spring and fall in 1938, the NKVD arrested
another sixteen men. These arrests always happened at night and involved
intensive house searches. Consequently in the space of several months the
twenty-one wives who lost their husbands and the many children who lost
their fathers were subjected to a wretched existence. . . . The fate of the
twenty-one hard-working and capable men remains unknown to the present
day. They have vanished without atrace. . . .”% Aswe now know, it is most
likely these men were executed. A second report comesfrom the samevillage
from aman who was arrested towards the end of the Great Terror and then,
as sometimes happened after November 1938, released in February 1939:57

After our arrest we were taken by trucks to the prison in
Zaporozhye. There we wereincarcerated for some two weeks. . .
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During this period we had the opportunity to discover what such
an arrest really meant. Eighty men were imprisoned in a room
suitablefor twenty or thirty. In the morning and evening we could
leavetheroom for somefive or ten minutes. We slept on thefloor.
Therewas no contact with one’sfamily. Men who had been there
for sometimetold us of the gruesome, mercilesstreatment given
them by the NKV D. Men returned form the NKV D interrogation
with thick swollen feet and wounded bodies. They cried and moaned
because they had been excessively tortured. We were al made
aware of the accusation against us. By and largethisinvolved the
fact that we were in contact with Germany and, in the event of
war between Germany and the Soviet government, we wanted to
help the Germans. . . .

One could produce thousands of such accountsfrom Soviet citizens of all
nationalities.

Mass ethnic cleansing and the national operationswere unsurprisingly
accompanied by decreesin December 1937 abolishing al national territories
and national schools of the stigmatized diasporanationalities. These national
institutions were declared to have been “artificially created.” Stalin’s close
comrade Georgii Malenkov stated that it was often not even the Party that had
created them: “it has now been established that in numerous cases nationa
districtswere created by theinitiative of enemies of the peoplein order to ease
the devel opment of counter-revol utionary espionage and wrecking.”® In any
case, from 1938 onward, German institutions and German language schools
were not permitted anywhere except in the Volga German republic, where
they would exist until the mass deportationsof all Germansin August 1941.

War and I nternal Exile

The period from the end of the mass operations of the Great Terror in November
1938 to the invasion of the Soviet Union by Nazi Germany in June 1941
represented abreathing spacefor the Soviet Germans after the carnage of the
preceding decade. Thiswasespecialy the case after the signing of theMol otov-
Ribbentrop pact in August 1939 that officially made Nazi Germany and the
Soviet Union dlies, and that unofficially divided up eastern Europeinto aNazi
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and Soviet sphere of influence. This agreement led to the invasion and
occupation of Poland in September 1939. Nazi German ideology considered
all ethnic Germans living beyond the borders of the Third Reich to be future
citizens and therefore to be under the protection of the Reich. As we have
seen, Stalin likewise viewed the Soviet Germansin this manner and for that
reason the Soviet Germanshad suffered six years of terror as putative “ fascist
spies.” Now Stalin was deathly afraid of a Nazi invasion — for very good
reasons—and waswilling to do almost anything to forestall a German attack.
Asaresult, arrests and exile of Soviet Germansamost entirely ceased inthis
period, although those already in exile were not allowed to return home; the
many Soviet Germans in the GULag were not freed; and German national
institutions were not restored. Nevertheless, if we look at the grim quarter-
century from 1928 to 1953, undoubtedly the least grim yearsfor the Germans
were the period from September 1939 to June 1941.

As part of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, al ethnic Germans living in
territory conquered by the Soviet Union after September 1939 —whichincluded
eastern Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and parts of Romania — were
repatriated to Germany. Only atiny fraction of these Germanswere Mennonites.
Their fate, however, would in many ways anticipatethe fate of many Mennonites
during the so-called Great Trek of 1943 to 1945, when those Soviet Germans
who had remained under German occupation in Ukraine retreated with the
German army and suffered enormous hardships and mortality, even though
they were considered, as Germans, to be infinitely more valuable than the
eastern Slavic populations. Likewise, the ethnic Germansrepatriated in 1939
to 1941 were scheduled to replace the deported and exterminated Polish and
Jewish populations of western Poland. However, due to Nazi bureaucratic
inefficiency and callousness, they actually spent these years suffering in transit
camps.%® One further aspect of this population transfer is relevant for our
concerns. Before allowing the Germans to leave, the Soviet security police
systematically recruited anetwork of informersamong themto serve asspies.™
Thisisimportant for our topic, since many Germans ended up as displaced
persons after World War 11 in the American and British zones of occupation
and were subsequently returned to the Soviet Union. Of course, the Soviets
assumed that the Americansand British had done the same, which would lead
to the punishment of these Germans as American and British spies.
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It is often asserted that Stalin saw in Hitler akind of fellow dictatorial
soul-mate, that hetrusted Hitler implicitly from 1939 to 1941, and that hewas
completely surprised by Hitler’ sbetrayd of himin June 1941. Thisisnonsense.
Stalin used thetwo yearsprior to Hitler’sinvasion to engagein amassive and
ultimately successful build-up of Soviet military and defenseindustry potential.
Hedesperately sought to delay the war, and so allowed himself to be surprised
by thetiming of thewar but not by thefact that Hitler would attack. Stalinwas
paranoid but not naive. Aspart of these plansfor war, given the Soviet obsession
with categoric enemiesand potential fifth columnists, it isnot surprising that
plans were in place for arrests and exile in the case of war. In the Moscow
archive of theNKVD, | have seen some of these plans, and naturally Germans
figurein them as one of the major arrest categories.” What | have not found,
nor have any other researcherswith better accessto secret materialsthan|l, is
aplan for the deportation of all Soviet Germans in the event of war. It was
long suspected that such aplan did exist, but this does not appear to have been
thecase. Thisfact explainswhy themgjority of the south Ukrainian Mennonites
were not deported before the German army reached their settlements.

On June 22, 1941 the German army crossed the Soviet borders and
advanced with extraordinary speed on al fronts. The same day an order in
Moscow called for “the internment of all German citizens.” Three days|ater
the NKVD called for a“ strict regime controlling the movement of persons of
Germandescent.” Already in July 1941 selective deportationsof Soviet Germans
began. Finally, onAugust 3themilitary council of theArmy’ssouthern Ukrainian
front claimed that German settlers had shot at the retreating Soviet army, that
German villageshad greeted the German army with bread and sdlt (thetraditiond
Russian welcoming gesture), and that therefore there should be animmediate
deportation of these “unreliable elements.” On August 12 the State Defense
Committee, which replaced the Politburo for the duration of thewar, ordered
the deportation of the entire population of the Volga German republic.
Subsequently — primarily in 1941 but continuing through to 1948 — 1.2 million
of the 1.4 million Soviet Germanswere deported to Siberiaand K azakhstan.™
The rest of the population was already living in those regions, or they fell
under German occupation and either escaped to the west or died during the
war, or they were returned to the Soviet Union and deported. (Thisiswhy the
deportations continued through 1948; dl those repatriated from Germany after
the war were then deported to Siberia.)
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When the orders were given to deport the south Ukrainian Germans,
the German army was already approaching the major Mennonite settlements
of Khortitsaand Molochnaia. All Khortitsavillagesreceived evacuation orders
between August 8 and 16, but only 831 Mennoniteswere deported beforethe
arrival of the German army on August 18. In Molochnaia, where the Soviets
had more time to carry out the deportations, because the villages lay to the
east of the Dnepr river, alittle over half of the settlement wasexiled. Still, the
majority of the Ukrainian M ennonite community wasnot exiled.” The entire
Russian M ennonite community, however, waseither exiled or already livingin
Siberia, so approximately sixty to seventy percent of the Mennonite community
ended upininterna exilein 1941. When the Germansretreated in 1943, they
took with them about 35,000 M ennonites, about 12,000 of whomended upin
thewest after thewar.” The remainder either perished in those years or were
repatriated to the Soviet Union. Unfortunately, | do not have precise statistics
for how many Mennonites were returned to the Soviet Union from Germany
after thewar, but it would undoubtedly have been thousands. These Mennonites
suffered most severely, for they were assumed to be spies or potential spies.

For those who were exiled by the Soviet authoritiesin 1941, the actual
process of deportation typically went as follows.™ A village, or an entire
settlement, would be ordered to gather in twenty-four hours for what was
usualy called “evacuation.” During this period, the secret policewould arrest
some two to three percent of the population, those deemed to be “ anti-Soviet
elements’ and so considered likely to resist deportation or createtrouble during
the long train ride eastward. German Communists and Komsomol activists
would actually participate in and help organize their own deportation. Each
family was given astrict weight limit for the amount of personal belongings
they could takewith them. Livestock and machinery wereleft behind —unless
therewasadanger of German army occupation, in which case they would be
evacuated el sewhere. The Germanswould be promised similar livestock and
machinery in the place of deportation, but thisnever materialized. On the day
of the deportation, the villagers would gather in the central square and they
would be taken to nearby trains and loaded, typicaly into cattle cars, for
deportation. Anyonewho resisted, which wasrareindeed, or failed to appear,
would be arrested. The actua train trip to the place of deportation took
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agonizingly long, dueto war-time demands on therailway system, and disease
and malnutrition killed alittle under one percent of the deportees.

When the trains did arrive at the places of settlement in Siberia and
Kazakhstan, there would theoretically be housing waiting for the deportees,
but thiswasal so rarely the case. Instead, as my grandmother’scousintold me
when we met in northern Kazakhstan in 1990, they were dumped onto the
open steppe and had to dig themsel ves earth hutsto survivethe coming winter.
Her family was fortunate that they were deported to an area with a pre-
existing German Lutheran settlement which could provide them with some
minimal emergency assistance. Otherswerelessfortunate. | do not have precise
mortality statistics for the German deportation, but in the subsequent
deportations of the Chechens, Crimean Tatars, and other nationalitiesin 1943-
44, thetypical mortality ratein thefirst year wasaloss of 15 to 25 percent of
the entire population, overwhelmingly through disease and malnutrition.
Typically it took four to five years before the birth rate once again exceeded
the death rate in these settlements. For the Germans, due to extreme wartime
privations and family separations, this did not occur until about 1948-49.
However in the last six years of the deportation regime, from 1949 to 1955,
the German popul ation was experiencing real population growth.™

The worst wartime experience was hot deportation or lifein exile, as
bad as those were, but forced labor in the so-called Trudarmei or what was
formdly called* mobilized labor columns.” On January 10, 1942 a State Defense
Committee decree called for the mobilization of all German men between the
ages of 17 and 50 to undertake forced labor for defense needs. On October 7,
1942 this requirement was made much more onerous by including not only
men aged 15 to 55, but also all women aged 16 to 45 so long asthey did not
have children under age 3. Children aged 3 to 14 were to be given to their
grandparents or their nearest relatives, or to anyone in the community who
would take them in.”” As aresult the German exile communities in the war
years consisted of children, mothers with infants, and the old. This naturally
increased mortality ratesenormously in the exile communities.

The majority of mobilized Germans were put in concentration camp-
like conditions, surrounded by barbed wire and guarded by NKVD troops,
where they worked on either construction projects or on felling timber.”
These construction sites were mostly under the official supervision of the
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Soviet GUL ag, that is, the concentration camp system, which had greet expertise
inexploiting forced labor for construction purposes. Indeed, aRussian scholar
has concluded that in 1942-43 the conditions in the construction sites were
every bit asbad asin the actual GUL ag concentration camps, both in terms of
the meager food rations and thework required of the Germans.” Sincefatality
rates in the GULag were higher in 1942 than in any other year in Soviet
history, we can only imagine how many Germans perished in these camps.
Conditionsimproved somewhat in thelast two years of thewar and immensely
after theend of thewar, when the barbed wirewasremoved, NKV D supervision
much reduced, and food rationsraised. Neverthel ess, the Trudarmei veterans
were mostly not allowed to return to their familiesin exile. Instead, in many
cases they were required to continue with their forced labor through to 1948
when the Trudarmel was finally shut down, and the MV D (the new name for
the NKV D) adopted a program of family reunification on the groundsthat this
would increase economic efficiency.

Lifein Exile 1948-1955

From 1948 to 1955, then, the mgjority of Germanslived together asfamilies,
albeit often families missing many members, particularly males, for thosein
the GULag system proper were not freed to join their families. They lived
mostly in agricultural villages (collective farms) in Siberia and Kazakhstan.
Soviet authoritiesdid not categorizethe Germansby religion, soitisimpossible
to say much about the distinctive Mennonite experience by relying on Soviet
documents. Mennonites, L utherans, and Catholics were often settled together
and, judging by the experience of my relatives, intermarriage was common, if
not the norm. The Sovietsdid divide their German exile community into five
categories. first, those deported in 1941-42 (this would include those who
served in the Trudarmei and then returned to their family after the war; in
1953, therewere 856,000 in thiscategory); second, thelocal Germans already
livingin Siberiaand Kazakhstan in 1941, such asthe Mennonite communities
of Orenburg and Slavgorod (111,000); third, the so-called mobilized Germans,
that is, the small percentage of Trudarmel veteranswho did not goto theexile
settlements — usually because they had no family to return to — and instead
continued to work in their Trudarmel jobs (49,000); fourth, the repatriated
Germans, those Soviet Germans who had lived under Nazi occupation, and
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were either captured by the Red Army or returned to the Soviet Union by
Britain and the United States according to their treaty obligations (208,000);
fifth, the so-called Volksdeutsche, namely those Soviet Germans who had,
according to the judgement of Soviet authorities, acquired German citizenship
from the Nazis (4,800).%° Of these five categories, those considered most
suspect in the eyes of Soviet authorities were the repatriated Germans and,
even more so, the Volksdeutsche.

What wasthe exileregimelikein 194871 n many ways, the best anal ogy
iswith the pre-1861 Russianinstitution of serfdom, in particular the so-called
state peasants who had no personal master but were in essence owned by the
state. There were in 1953, 2.8 million of these twentieth-century serfs, who
were called by the Soviets“ special settlers.” Of these, the Germans made up
amost half or 1.2 million. Themajority of the other special settlerswerealso
deported due to their nationality: Chechens, Ingush, Karachai, Balkars,
Meshkhetian Turks, Crimean Tatars, and others, who were al accused of
collaboration with the Nazis. There were also a large number of deportees
from the newly acquired Baltic and west Ukrainian territories, where
dekulakization and aviolent civil war werethen taking place. A few religious
sectarian popul ationswere al so deported: Jehovah’sWitnesses, Seventh-Day
Adventists, and the True-Orthodox Christians. Finally, therewereindividuals
deported for serving in the Nazi army and peasants deported for failing to
work hard enough in the collective farms.8!

The Specia Settlers were similar to nineteenth-century serfs in that
they lived as families in villages that looked pretty much like other Soviet
villages — by 1953, many German villages were more prosperous than
surrounding “free” Russian villages—they were not under guard and could, in
their local village and even township, move about freely. In other words, their
day-to-day life did not fed like or look like a prison camp. There was no
barbed wire surrounding their settlements. However, they lacked theright to
leave their villages and take up residence elsewhere. They were, like serfs,
attached to theland. Like serfs, they also owed forced labor to the state. They
could not choose or change their occupation. In the war, this meant forced
industrial servicewherever the state chose to send them. For many Germans,
thissituation continued after thewar aswell, but for the majority it now meant
forced agricultural 1abor. Even asagriculturists, however, they could be uprooted
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at amoment’s naotice, say, when the state needed fishermen and would send a
whole Special Settler villageto afishing villageto work there. It isimportant to
remember, however, that forced labor was not uncommon in the Soviet Union.
Therewas no yawning divide between free and forced labor asin some serf or
savesocieties. Most collective farmers, for instance, viewed their work inthe
collective farms as a form of forced labor and, as | just mentioned, tens of
thousands of peasantswere exiled for shirking their collectivefarm labor duties.
Likewise, from 1940 to 1953, industrial workers were not free to leave their
jobs for other work without receiving permission, and many workers were
jailed for doing so. So the German Specia Settlers occupied aposition on a
spectrum of more or less forced labor. And they did not even occupy the
extreme position. That was reserved for the GULag concentration camp
inmates.

Alongwith regtrictions on mobility and forced | abor, the Special Settlers
were also in the uncomfortabl e position of being under the direct supervision
of the political police. All settlementsin agiven county were under an MVD
special commandant who was in essence alocal dictator. All settlers had to
report to him once every two weeksin the early years; later thiswas reduced
to onceamonth. The MV D operated an extensive network of secretinformers
among the Soviet German population to monitor the mood of the Special
Settlers and to identify individuals who made anti-Soviet comments. Such
individuals were then often arrested. This meant that many Germans were
coerced into serving as secret informers against their own neighborsand even
their own families, under thethreat of arrest and incarceration. Thisnaturally
had aterribly negative moral effect on the entire community, both on those
who served as secret informers and those on whom they informed.

The Soviet Germans were in a difficult moral position for they had
been stigmatized as traitors, as alies of the fascist invaders. The published
justification for their deportation in August 1941 stated that “according to
reliable data, received from military authorities, among the Volga German
population, there are tens of thousands of saboteurs and spieswho arewaiting
for asignal from the German army to commit acts of sabotage.”® This charge
was repeated by loca officialsin all the areas where the Germans were re-
sttled.® Asaresult, both state officialsand local residentstreated the Germans
asaparticularly stigmatized and odious population. Thisstigmawas, according
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to the memoirs of many Germans, internalized to a considerable degree and
felt asasource of shamethroughout the Soviet period. Especially stigmatized
were the 200,000 repatriated Germans, who were viewed as potential spies
since they had been on enemy territory and, in some cases, had been in
contact with American or British authorities. For instance, in 1951-52 between
17 and 30 Mennonites were arrested in Tajikistan in Central Asia. All were
sentenced to twenty-five years hard labor and their putative leaders, Dietrich
Klassen and Heinrich Wiens, were sentenced to death (though only Wiens
was executed). Both Wiens and Klassen had retreated with the German army
and then escaped to the American zone of occupation in Germany, where
they had been visited by American Mennonites. They were later forcibly
repatriated and subsequently accused of espionage.®

Finally, the Soviet Germans and other deported nationalities suffered
the unique fate of having been exiled “eternally.” Until 1948, all of theexiled
Specia Settler populations, including the 2.1 million kulaks deported in 1930-
31, wereexiled for alimited period of time; sometimesthe period was stated
clearly and sometimes it was left open-ended. On November 26, 1948,
however, the so-called “ national contingents’ weredeclared to be*“ eternally”
exiled. They could never hopeto return to their home regionsin the Volgaor
southern Ukraine. Eventhe so-called “Vlasovtsy,” individualswho servedin
General Vlasov's Russian Liberation Army and fought alongside the Nazis
against the Red Army and therefore had definitely committed treason, were
only exiled for six years and were in 1951 freed from their Special Settler
status. The Soviet Germans and other nationalities, however, had no such
hopefor eventua freedom and rehabilitation.

A final word needsto be said about religion. As| have noted severa
times, the Mennonites suffered in this period as Germans, not as Mennonites.
In reading thousands of pages of published and unpublished archival material,
| have not yet encountered theword “ Mennonite” in a Soviet document of the
period, though surely there must be a few such documents. (Of course, one
seesthe names Dyck, Epp, Friesen and assumesthat these documentsrefer to
Mennonites.) Organized religion was not possible in the special settlements.
Therewere no churches and there were no legal gatherings, thoughwegaina
glimpse occasionally of underground religious activity. Walter Sawatsky, for
instance, tells the story of Elder Johann Penner, who had been ordained in
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1941 and who, after thewar, returned from the Trudarmei and began traveling
to isolated Mennonite communities and secretly baptizing individuals. But
such heroic effortswere the exception.® By and large, religion, to the extent it
did survive, was confined to the home and sometimes even to the conscience
of individuals.

Therewas, however, acrucia changein official statereligiouspolicy in
this period. World War 11 had intensified the Soviet state’s rehabilitation of
Russian nationalism. Russian patriotism and traditional pre-revolutionary heroes
were officially propagandized during the war to encourage a patriotic defense
of the Russian Soviet fatherland against the Nazi German invaders. Along
with thiscamearehabilitationin 1943 of the Russian Orthodox church, which
involved permission to elect a new Patriarch, the re-opening of several
monasteriesand seminaries, aswell aspermission to publish achurch journal.
A year later, amuch bigger surprise camewith therecognition of anAll-Union
Council of Evangelical Christian Baptists, which gavelegal recognitiontothe
indigenous Russian sectarian movement, in particular the Baptists and
Evangelical Christians.®” This marked the official end of any attempt to
exterminate religion entirely in the Soviet Union. From now on, there would
beoccasional seriouswaves of persecution and much routine repression; there
would be constant surveillance and interference in church affairs; but the
actual existence of organized religionitself would no longer be placed in doubt.
Thischangedid not initially affect the enserfed German Specia Settlers, but it
would have animportant long-term effect on the Mennonites, sincethe newly-
formed Evangelical Council would provide alegal umbrellafor Mennonites
seeking recognition of their churches.

Conclusion

Our lecture can end on a comparatively happy note, with the death of the
dictator losif Stalin in March 1953 and the subsequent surprisingly rapid
dismantling of the great Soviet dave labor system.® At the time of Stain’s
death, there were over five million individuals in the GULag and Special
Settlements. Withinthreeyears, therewould be only several hundred thousand,
many of them convicted for ordinary criminal behavior. Already in 1953-54
large numbersof Specia Settlerswerereleased fromtheir villagesand dlowed
to return home. For the Soviet Germans, foreign ties once again emerged as
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crucial totheir fate. In the negotiationsleading up to the visit of West German
chancellor Konrad Adenauer to the Soviet Unionin September 1955, Soviet
authorities agreed to issue adecreein December 1955 that freed all Germans
from the status of Special Settler, though it did not rehabilitate them and still
forbade them from returning to their homeregions. A subsequent 1964 decree
didformally rehabilitatethe Germansby declaring the 1941 charge of collective
treason baseless. Finally, a1972 decreeremoved the remaining restrictionson
German mobility, thoughit still did not allow the re-establishment of the Volga
German republic or any of the Mennonite German regions.

L et us conclude by returning to our specifically Mennonite story. From
the emergence of the Dutch Mennonitesin the sixteenth century, through their
movement to Poland and then to Russia, all the way up to 1928 in the Soviet
Union, adistinctive and united Mennonite community existed. Moreover, it
existed and functioned not only asareligious community but, thanksto alack
of proselytizing and inter-marriage as an ethnic community as well. As a
sometimes persecuted ethno-religious community, the Mennonites devel oped
apolitical tradition of negotiating specia deal swith monarchsand aristocrats,
which alowed the community to survive and prosper. | have called this the
“mobilized diagpora’ tradition. The quarter-century of Stalinist repression killed
that Mennonite community. After 1955, thereweretill over ahundred thousand
individuals of Mennonite descent in the Soviet Union, but therewasno single
Mennonite community, nor did one re-form under the comparatively less
repressive post-Stalinist conditions. Individua “Mennonites’ did formisolated
communities—religiouscommunitiesidentifying themsel ves as Baptist, German-
speaking Baptists, Mennonite-Baptist, Mennonite Brethren, or church
Mennonite (though many others adopted a Baptist identity and abandoned the
Mennonite label entirely). Perhaps the majority abandoned any organized
religiousidentity and simply identified themselves as Soviet Germans.® This
wasthe case with my relatives.

In any event, “Mennonite” ceased to be an ethnic label and became
exclusively areligiouslabel. When | traveled through the formerly Mennonite
coloniesin Orenburg in 1990 and spoke with many Penners and Dycks and
Friesens, and would casually refer to them as Mennonites, they would, unless
they happened to be regular church-goers, correct me politely and point out
that Mennonite was areligion, that they were not believers, and that surely |
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meant that they were Germans. When Gorbachev and Kohl opened the
floodgates to mass emigration to Germany, then former and practicing
Mennonites left as they had attempted to in the 1920s, yet no longer as a
mobilized diaspora community but as individual Germans, some religious
Mennonites and some not. If a Russian Mennonite community doesre-form,
it will now haveto do soin Germany. If it does, then surely acrucid part of its
identity will bethehistorical memory of thetragic Russian Mennoniteencounter
with the Soviet state under Stalin’srule.
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My Lifeand My Theological Reflection:
Two Central Themes

Gordon D. Kaufman

I am not a religious man but | cannot help seeing every problem from a
religious point of view. —Ludwig Wittgenstein®

In these remarks | take up two central themes with which | have been
preoccupied throughout my life, and which are expressed in the devel opment
of my theological reflection from avery early age on: the problem of God —
the questionableness of all our thinking and talking about God (probably going
back to before my high school days); and my life-long concern that human
relations should be pervaded, aboveall, by loving, caring, responsibleattitudes
and activities (going back at least to the seventh grade). The more visible of
these two themesin my writing has been my attempt to get clear, and to make
new proposal s respecting, the problematics of God-talk today; but underlying
and deeply shaping my thinking about God have been my moral commitments,
my convictions about how we humans should live.2

I have no memory of aspecific moment when the question of theintelligibility
and plausibility of the central symbol of our western religioustraditions, God,
becameanissuefor me. But perplexity about what has beentaken by Christians
and many othersto bethe fundamental reality with which we humans haveto
do—aredlity strongly affirmed in my home and community — has been with
measfar back as| can remember, sometimes becoming quite strong, sometimes
receding, but alwaysthere. The“God is dead” theological movement of the
1960s sharply focused this question for me, and from that point on | felt

Gordon D. Kaufman is Edward Mallinckrodt, Jr., Professor of Divinity, Emeritus,
at Harvard Divinity School, Cambridge, Massachusetts. This article was
originally published in American Journal of Theology and Philosophy 22 (January
2001) and appears here with permission.
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increasingly drivento addressit directly. The so-called neo-orthodox theology
which had been dominant in the United States among Protestants for severa
decades, and which | had more or less accepted in graduate school as the
proper basisfor my theological work, simply dodged the major issue of how
God's reality was to be understood. It was necessary, therefore, to re-think
from the ground up how theology wasto be done.

| thus began what was to become afairly long period of reflection on
guestions of theol ogical method: What is going onin theol ogical work?With
what sorts of themes does it deal? What kinds of claims can theologians
properly make? What alternative methods and procedures are available to
theologians? This culminated in the devel opment of aconception of theology
that | call imaginative construction; and in consequence | have been led to
re-think the whole Christian theological enterprise from this standpoint. A
central feature of thisreconceptionismy proposal that thetraditional metaphors
of creator, lord, and father —on the basis of which the western image/concept
of God has been largely constructed — be replaced by the metaphor of
serendipitous creativity, as we seek to construct a conception of God more
appropriatetotoday’s understandings of the world and of our existenceinit.

| grew up in a Mennonite home and community; my second life-long
concern, that human relations should always beloving ones—even with those
whom wetaketo be“ enemies’ —wasacentral Mennonite conviction. Going
the second mile, turning the other cheek (Matt. 5:39-41), was strongly
emphasized by my parents, and particularly well exemplified by my mother’s
demeanor and activities both at home and beyond; she was a much-loved
person by all who knew her. It was a conviction also strongly emphasized in
the community in which we lived, the campus of Bethel College in North
Newton, Kansas, a Mennonite ingtitution of which my father was president
for many years. During my teens, in the late 1930s and early '40s when
Americawas preparing for and then became aparticipant in World Wear 11, this
community wasasanctuary for meand my pacifist convictionswhen patriotic
fervor became strong in nearby Newton, particularly in Newton High School.
From an early age, | had been convinced of the correctness of this Mennonite
pacifist emphasison how life should be lived. | remember well an episodein
the seventh gradewhen | directly challenged my highly respected math teacher,
Mr. Bilger, who refused to believe that Jesus ever instructed his disciplesto
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lovetheir enemies. (Why thisissue came up in math class, | havenoidea) |
knew that in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus had commanded his disciplesto
do precisely that (Matt. 5:44), and | did not hesitate to embarrass Mr. Bilger,
who taught a Sunday School class at the local Methodist church, on this
important point. During that same period | wastrying to inform myself about
those whom our American society then regarded asits principal enemies by
reading Adolf Hitler’'sMein Kampf (in Englishtrandation), and then reporting
on what | was learning to my literature class —to the distress of the teacher,
Miss Sinclair. | was not, of course, advocating Nazi beliefs about hating and
destroying their enemies; that would have gonedirectly counter to my Mennonite
convictions. | was simply trying to understand why anyone would advocate
such a horrible view of life, hoping this would help me think more clearly
about how we should respond to the Nazis.

Thisfundamental Mennonite criterion respecting how human lifewas
to belived, epitomized in such teachings of Jesus as“L ove your neighbor as
yourself” (Mark 12:31) and “Love your enemies,” and by his dramatic,
nonresi stant death on the cross at the hands of hisenemies, hasremained with
me.? It underlies my attempts in recent years to sketch a Christian ethic in
connection with my notion of humans as biohistorical beings, and to address
theologically such knotty issuesastheenormousreligiousand cultural pluralism
of human existence, an issue with which we must come to terms in a new
way.

In 1943, when | was eighteen and about to be drafted, my concerns
about the problematic character of our talk and thinking about God, and about
how human life should be conducted, came together fairly strongly in my
consciousness. It wasthe second of thetwo that was dominant in my decision
to become a conscientious objector, not the first. | had no uncertainty about
thewrongnessof al killing or about theinjunction to love our enemiesaswell
asour neighbors, but | had agreat deal of uncertainty about who or what God
was, or whether | believed in God. Thiswas a serious matter for me because
— as Mennonites had stressed from the period of the Reformation on when
they were denounced as “ Anabaptists’ (re-baptizers) — religious faith was a
matter of thoughtful personal conviction and of mature decision and
commitment about how one's life was to be led. It was not something to be
taken for granted as part of the general socializing processthrough which we
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al go frominfancy to adulthood. Moreover, the Selective Service Act specified
that only religious objectors— not those whose refusal to serveinthe military
was based on political or mora convictions alone — could be alowed to
substitute Civilian Public Servicefor military servicewhen drafted. However,
sincel wasaMennonitein good standing, and the Mennonite churchespublicly
took a pacifist position, | was given conscientious objector status with few
guestions asked. My worries about God hever became an i ssue with the draft
board.

These relative certainties/uncertainties — deep convictions about the
fundamental moral issue of how life should belived, considerabl e uncertainty
about all our thinking and talk of God — have dominated my entirelife. They
have driven my attempts to work through the question of how important are
Christian (or other) convictions about God. How important arethey for human
existence generally? How important should such convictions be in my own
life? It is with these particular nuances that the central Mennonite theme —
about theinterconnection of aradical ethic of lovewithradical faithin God —
has been at the center of my intellectual development, indeed, at the center of
much of my life.

My father, an ordained Mennonite minister and former missionary to
China, was president of Bethel College during my formative years. He had
completed a Ph.D. at the Divinity School of the University of Chicago in
1928, and had in his personal library many books by Shailer Mathews, Shirley
Jackson Case, Henry Nelson Wieman, Harry Emerson Fosdick, and other
liberal religiousthinkers. | read agood many of theseworksin my high school
years and later. References to God, prayers to God, Bible reading, hymn
singing, and the like, were al frequent in our home and in the Mennonite
community roundabout. So God was a quite familiar, if somewhat puzzling,
figureto me. Inthe summer of 1937 when | wastwelve yearsold, | became
excited in reading arecently published book on evolution, Man the Unknown
by the French writer Alexis Carrel, avolume available on the coffee tablein
our home. The conflictsbetween Carrel’ sevol utionary account and the biblical
stories found in Genesis were clear to me, and this modern scientific view
seemed much more plausiblethan the Bibl€' s story —an exciting and important
discovery. My father encouraged free discussion of all suchissues, bothin our
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home and at the college, where there were religious liberals on the faculty
(whotook evolution for granted) aswell asmore conservative biblicists.

Largely because of increasing hostility toward Mennonite pacifistsduring
my junior year in high school, especialy after the U.S. entered the war in
December 1941, | decided to skip the senior year and to enter college, at
Bethel, in the fall of 1942. (By the end of my junior year | had already
completed 15 of the 16 creditsrequired for high school graduation, so thiswas
not difficult to arrange.) This made life somewhat easier, of course, with
respect to my pacifist convictions, but it only deepened further my perplexities
about God. Two of my teachers, both historians, were of the morereligiously
conservative wing of the faculty. One of them, Melvin Gingerich, taught a
year-long introductory coursein the history of western civilization; the other,
CorneliusKrahn, acoursein church history. In neither case did theseteachers
want studentsto get theimpression that human affairs unfol ded somehow on
their own, quite apart from God'sgoverning activity; God was, after all (asthe
Bibletaught), the Lord of history, and the course of history must have unfolded
along thelinesthat God had laid down for it, however much it might also be
filled with human evil, sin, rebellion. So some of the booksthat we read, and
all the lectures we heard, presented this religious view of the history of the
world and the church; but other textbooks presented the basically secular
picture of historical developments that has been favored by most modern
academic historians. | found the secular picture, and the evidence and arguments
onwhich it was based, totally convincing, whilethereligiousinterpretations
and claims of my teachers seemed to be largely special pleading and not
persuasive. Along with these coursesin history, | was also taking work inthe
social sciences and the hard sciences, especialy chemistry and physics. For
both of thelatter and also for mathematics| had strong aptitudes, and | found
these studiesfascinating and their modes of argument quite convincing. Inall
of this, so much the worse for God, and for alife based on faith in God!

| was drafted in October of 1943, four months after | had turned
eighteen, and was sent to Civilian Public Service Camp #5in Colorado Springs,
one of the camps administered by the Mennonite Central Committee. The
men at this camp were working in a variety of agricultural programs under
supervision of the Soil Conservation Service of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture. My year at C.P.S. 5 provided anew and interesting experience,
as | interacted with Mennonite and other conscientious objectors, many of a
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very religiously conservative stripe, but some quite liberal, including some
radical utopians and anarchists. My many arguments with the conservative
conscientious objectors only increased my skepticism about God. But my
pacifist convictions were deepened by my encounter with radicals who
advocated, for example, ceasing all cooperation with the U.S. conscription
program by walking out of camp, even though thisaction would probably lead
toaprisonterm. Thisraised aquestion | wasto debate with myself during my
stay in C.RS., aswell asin later years when conscription was reinstated in
connection with the Korean War.

I wasin C.PS. for nearly three years. After ayear in Colorado Springs,
| wastransferred to the Ypsilanti Michigan State Hospital for the mentally ill,
where | worked on the wards for fifteen months; after that | was transferred
toacampin Gulfport, Mississippi, to help build privies (under the supervision
of the U.S. Department of Public Health) for poor peoplewho had no sanitary
toilets. Throughout this period | read widely on theological, moral, and
philosophical issues, attempting to further my interrupted college education.
For example, during my year in Colorado Springs| read for thefirst time (with
very little understanding) abook | would read many timesover: Kant'sCritique
of Pure Reason. Thisand others of Kant’swritings have deeply influenced my
overall thinking on philosophical and theological issues; in particular, Kant has
helped me to understand the bearing of the symbol “God” on the mora
dimensions of human existence, and vice versa. | was also exploring this
problematic in other lessintellectual ways. | looked into studiesof mysticism
during these years and into writings by mystics. But, although mysticism has
continued to interest me, it has always been from a distance, so to speak. |
seem to be “tone deaf” with respect to so-called religious experience. When
others speak of their “experience of God” or of “God's presence,” or the
profound experience of “the holy” or of “sacredness,” | simply do not know
what they are talking about. Perhaps this is one reason why the problem of
God hasbeen, throughout my life, so baffling and difficult. | havelong since
concluded that talk about experience of God involveswhat philosopherscall a
“category mistake” and should not, therefore, be engaged in. (My gradually
developing understanding of the symbol “God” as a human imaginative
construction [see sections |V and V below] explains how and why | cameto
thisconclusion.)*
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In the latter part of my freshman year at Bethel College | had begun
dating a very vivacious and intelligent young woman, and this relationship
devel oped into serious courtship during my yearsin C.P.S. Wewere married
after the war ended, and for the next fifty-and-a-half years — which ended
with Dorothy’s death in January 1998 — our lives were bound together. We
had four children, and they have all married and have given usthejoy of being
grandparents severa times over. There is much that | could (and perhaps
should) say about thisside of my life, but space will not permit that.

After World War I1, with my return to college, my earlier interest in the hard
sciences was giving way to deep concerns about the meaning of human life
and its proper ordering. My academic work becameincreasingly concentrated
in the social sciences and philosophy. At the time of my graduation from
college in November 1947, my intention was to enter adoctoral program in
philosophy; but before | did that | wanted, as | said to myself, to give the
Chrigtianfaith“alast chanceto say somethingtome” that | could take serioudly.
So | applied to Yale Divinity School for admission to the B.D. program (for
what we now call an M.Div. degree), though | had no intention of going into
theministry.

The several months before beginning that program were spent working
toward amaster’sdegreein sociology at Northwestern University, studiesthat
wereto have apermanent impact on me. Threeimportant devel opmentsshould
be mentioned. | became acquainted with thewritings of George Herbert Mead
and worked carefully through his posthumously published book, Mind, Seif,
and Society.® His claim that human selfhood and mentality were created in
and developed to high levels through the evolution of language — and thus
werethoroughly social in character —totally reversed the commonsense belief
that language is the creation of mind with the contention that our human
minds are themselves a product of increasingly complex linguisticality. This
insight enabled Mead to give a convincing evolutionary account of the
appearance of human mind on planet Earth, and also by implication an
evolutionary account of human spirituality, including religion and morality. |
found these ideas fascinating and persuasive. They expanded and deepened
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my early interest in evolutionary theory, and furthered my developing
naturalistic understanding of everything human.

Second, sometime during these months at Northwestern, | became
acquainted with Ludwig Feuerbach’s mid-nineteenth century book, The Essence
of Christianity,® which argued that what had hitherto been thought of as
theol ogy wasredlly disguised anthropol ogy (human studies). Feuerbach showed
that all the magjor doctrinesof Christian faith, including especially thedoctrine
of God, could be understood as expressions of an unconscious projection of
human characteristicsand qualities onto anon-existent external cosmic reality.
So, specifically theological claimsshould a so be understood naturalistically.

Third, during oneterm at Northwestern | was permitted to join aspecia
graduate seminar, conducted jointly by the chairpersons of the departments of
sociology, psychology, and anthropol ogy. Wetook up exciting interdisciplinary
problems, and | presented a paper posing guestions about the psychological,
social, and cultural relativism that everyone in the seminar (including me)
seemed to take for granted. My interest in this problem had perhaps begun
with my experience as a conscientious objector, when | tried to understand
why the Mennonite “cognitive minority” of which | was a member, and the
much larger majority of American Christians, disagreed so completely about
the rightness and wrongness of participa