Excerpts from In Stalin’s Secret Service (1939)

by Walter Krivitsky

The story of the OGPU goes back to December 1917, one month after the Bolshevik Revolution, when Lenin sent a memorandum to Dzerzhinsky, the veteran Polish revolutionist, containing the draft of a decree to combat “counter-revolution, speculation, and sabotage.”  This memorandum signalized the creation of an Extraordinary Commission with summary powers to combat the enemies of the Bolshevik government.  The Extraordinary Commission became known  . . . as the Cheka.  It developed into an instrument of terror and mass execution in the summer of 1918, following the attempt on Lenin’s life . . .
As the Soviet State became progressively more totalitarian, as the Bolshevik Party itself became the victim of what it had created in 1917, the Secret Police gained greater and greater power, terror became an end in itself, and fearless revolutionists were slowly replaced by hardened, dissolute, and demoralized executioners.

In 1923 the name of the Secret Police was changed from Cheka to OGPU, from the Russian initials of “United Governmental Political Administration.”  The change was intended to get rid of unpleasant associations, but the new name soon inspired a far more dreadful terror than the old . . . [124-125]
Chapter VI: Why Did They Confess?

Lenin, the founder of the Soviet government, had warned his followers against applying the death penalty to members of the ruling Bolshevik Party.  He invoked the fatal example of the French Revolution, which had devoured its own children, the Jacobins.  For fifteen years the Soviet power maintained inviolate this exhortation of Lenin.  Bolshevist heretics were subject to expulsion from the party, to imprisonment, to exile, to loss of job, or livelihood.  But the unwritten law was that no party member could be put to death for political offenses.

In the spring of 1931 at a special meeting of the supreme Political Bureau, Stalin came out in favor of capital punishment for Bolshevik party members.  The meeting had been called to consider the case of a new opposition group formed by one of the leaders of the Moscow party machine, Riutin.

By this time the consequences of Stalin’s drive to collectivize the peasants had begun to assume the aspects of a national catastrophe.  Hunger was stalking the most productive areas of the land.  There were peasant uprisings.  There was disaffection in the army.  Economic disaster stared the nation in the face.  Stalin’s party machine was beginning to crack.  More and more, new Bolshevik opposition groups raised their heads and voices, reflecting the unrest.  They clamored for a change of policy and of the leadership in the Kremlin.

The Riutin group was arrested by the OGPU and the inner circle in Moscow was buzzing with the case.  The secretary of the party unit in the Military Intelligence Department, to which I belonged, asked me to attend a secret meeting at which our chief, General Berzin, was to report on the Riutin affair.  The secretary informed me that not all the members of the unit were invited to this meeting, as the matter was exceptionally confidential.

Berzin read to us excerpts from Riutin’s clandestine program, in which Stalin was described as the “great agent provocateur, the destroyer of the party,” and as “the gravedigger of the revolution and of Russia.”  The Riutin group undertook to fight for the overthrow of Stalin as the leader of the party and the government.

This was the occasion for Stalin’s attempt to reverse Lenin’s policy of exempting Bolsheviks from the death penalty.  Stalin wanted to deal summarily with Riutin and his adherents . . . For the next five years Stalin managed by such means [i.e., exiling or jailing political enemies] to maintain his power.  But during those years discontent and rebellion in the country were spreading like wildfire.  Bewildered and enraged by his campaign for “complete collectivization,” armed peasants were fighting the OGPU troops.  In this struggle whole provinces were laid waste, millions of peasants were deported, hundreds of thousands were conscripted to forced labor.  Only the noise of party propaganda drowned the shots of the firing squads.  The misery and hunger of the masses were so great that their resentment against Stalin infected the rank and file of the party.  By the end of 1933, Stalin was compelled to institute a “cleansing” of the party.  During the next two years, approximately a million Bolshevik oppositionists were 
expelled . . . [157-158]

I can speak of the factor of physical torture from a first-hand report.  I knew personally one prisoner who was kept standing during his examinations, with brief interruptions for a total of fifty-five hours under glaring and blinding lights.  This was perhaps the commonest form of the third degree.
I had occasion to discuss with a high official of the OGPU the rumors current abroad that peculiar forms of torture were being secretly used to extort confessions.  He remarked to me, after dismissing the reports as fantastic:

“Wouldn’t you confess if you were kept standing on one foot for ten hours at a stretch?”

This method was practiced upon Bela Kun, the head of the short-lived Soviet republic of Hungary, who had sought refuge in Russia . . . This internationally known revolutionary figure was arrested by Stalin in May, 1937, as a “Gestapo spy.”

Bela Kun was lodged in the Butirky Prison in Moscow, as there was no available space at the Lubianka headquarters of the OGPU.  He shared a cell with 140 other prisoners . . .  Bela Kun, when taken out for examination, would be kept away from the cell for longer periods than any other prisoner.  He was given the “standing” test for periods ranging from ten to twenty hours, until he collapsed.  When brought back to the cell, his legs would be so swollen that he could not stand.  After every examination, his condition grew worse.  His face upon his return to the cell would be so black that the other inmates had difficulty in recognizing him.  The keepers treated Bela Kun with special brutality . . .
This form of torture was part of the first stage of the “conveyor system” of examination.  In charge of this stage were young, rough and ignorant examining prosecutors . . . They would begin their examination with a blunt command to the prisoner, after he was told to stand under the lights:

“Confess that you are a spy!”

“But it’s not true.”

“We know it’s true.  We have the evidence.  Confess, you so-and-so!”  There would follow a shower of curses, obscene vituperation, and threats.  When the prisoner held his ground, the examiner would lie down on his couch, and leave the prisoner standing for hours.  When the examiner had to leave the office, the prisoner was watched by a guard who saw to it that he should not sit down or lean against a wall or table or chair. [170-171]
1) Briefly summarize Krivitsky’s main points with respect to the role of the OGPU in Stalinist USSR.

2) How and why did the Soviet Union develop in a way that allowed the events that Krivitsky describes?  Can this be explained historically?
3) Connect Krivitsky’s words from 1939 to what you’ve read & learned about in class.

