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In the 1920s in various cities and even villages of the Soviet Union
there existed hundreds of local studies societies which carried out
extensive and productive work, investigating local flora and fauna,
economics, history, ethnography, and folklore. The system of local
studies societies and museums, which encompassed all of Russia, gave
the provincial intelligentsia an opportunity for valuable interaction and
helped it to realize its knowledge and enthusiasm in matters useful for
the country. However, in 1928 and 1929, the solidified Bolshevik regime
decided to stifle any independence of public thought in the provinces.
According to the formulation of S. O. Shmidt (1989), “what we now call
the year 1937 (that is, the worst year of Stalin’s purges — trans.) came for
local studies in 1929 and 1930” (p. 16).

At the third All-Union Local Studies Conference, which took place
in Moscow in December 1927, a change of regime was carried out in the
Central Bureau of Local Studies (TsBK — I1BK), that is, in the main local
studies organ of the Soviet Union. The regular secretary of the Academy
of Sciences, the well-known Orientalist S.F. Ol’denburg, conceded his
place to the party functionary P.G. Smidovich. Continuing the
ideological offensive against local studies, the Bolsheviks strove to
oppose the TsBK to its local studies center. In April 1929, a local studies
section was organized at the Communist Academy (which, in turn, was
created as a counterpart to the “old regime” Academy of Sciences). On
October 1, 1930 this section was transformed into the Society of
Specialists and Marxists for Local Studies. The journal “Local Studies”
(KpaeBenenne), which had been published since 1923, was renamed
“Soviet Local Studies” (CoBerckoe kpaeBenenue). Articles with
characteristic titles such as “For Bolshevik vigilance in local studies”
turned out to be definitive. At the IV All-Union Local Studies
Conference in March 1930, local studies were conclusively subordinated
to the Bolshevik regime.

In 1932 one article in “Soviet Local Studies” stated with great

satisfaction:
For long years local studies in the USSR were farmed out to the ‘old’
specialists in local studies. Forced out by history from the course of social
and political life, these ‘specialists’ found a refuge in local studies. Here they
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‘sat out their time’ until 1929. And after this they carried out their advocacy
about the ‘political indifference’ of science and the distinctive vocation of the
specialist in local studies — to strive to learn about one’s region in the past
and present, and to learn about it ‘in general,” that is, outside of class, not
only in isolation from the tasks of building socialism and the class struggle of
the proletariat, but often also in opposition to these tasks, in the name of ‘the
sacred past’ (cBsaToit crapunbl). Hence the prevalence of grave digging in
local studies, and the prevalence of populist theories in the history of a region
and in its ethnography. From this emerged lairs of sabotage in many local
study organizations, lairs which were exposed and revealed (although not
unmasked completely) only in the last one-and-a-half to three years
(Klabunovskii 1932: 67).

In our opinion, S.0O. Shmidt (1997) formulated the reasons for the
devastation of Soviet local studies precisely:

The fact of the matter is that local studies societies and in general the work of
specialists in local studies were an expression of democratic initiatives which
sometimes date back to pre-revolutionary traditions and even to the
‘zemstvo’ (an elective district council from 1864 to 1917. Trans.). The
introduction to the acquisition of knowledge frequently took place by
avoiding official channels, and by evading standardized methods and
obligatory ‘guiding instructions.” This no longer corresponded to the new
trends which were generated by circumstances characteristic for the cult of
Stalin and the bureaucratization of our public life. Moreover, when they
strove to level everything, specialists in local studies considered it their duty
to discover originality. By all the experience of their occupation and by the
experience of their region’s history they cautioned against attempts to unify
management methods without taking into account local features, both natural
and social, which had been supported by established customs (p. 165).(1)

Arrests and court trials connected with the devastation of local
studies took place at the turn of the 1920s and 1930s in various parts of
the USSR. Folklorists turned out to be among the specialists in local
studies who were arrested and exiled from their native places.

One of those who suffered at that time was the outstanding Russian
folklorist Nikolai Evgenevich Onchukov (1872-1942) who discovered
the bylina tradition on the Pechora River and compiled a collection of
“Northern Tales” (“Cesepuble ckazku”) [Onuchkov 1904; Onuchkov
1908]. At the end of the 1920s, Onchukov was living in Leningrad and
was working at the Central Bureau of Local Studies. He was arrested on
September 1, 1929, and stayed in prison until June 23, 1930, when the
verdict of the court exiled him to the city of Nikolsk in the Northern
Region (Cesepasiii kpait) which now is called the Vologodskaia oblast’.
Onchukov was incriminated for participation in “a counter-revolutionary
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conspiracy in the Bureau of Local Studies.” This accusation was
specified in the statement of a scholar to the Commission on matters of
personal amnesties — P.G. Smidovich. On March 11, 1932, Onchukov
wrote to the highest court from Nikolsk:

On September 1, 1930 (an obvious slip of the pen — 1929. T. 1.) I was
arrested on a charge according to article 58.2, ‘membership in a counter-
revolutionary organization and an attempt to convert local study
organizations into counter-revolutionary organizations.” I not only never
belonged to any c(ounter)-r(evolutionary) organization, but I never even
dreamed about such an organization. I actually worked in the Central Bureau
of Regional Studies, but my work there bore an exclusively scholarly
character (according to my specialty I printed two articles and twenty-two
reviews in ‘Kraevedenie’ and in ‘Izvestiia TsBK”). I had no connection with
any organizational activity and had not attended a single conference for
specialists in local studies. I never was an enemy of the Soviet Regime. [
always considered that the Soviet Regime was historically inevitable....
(RGB-a).

In the course of the investigation N.E. Onchukov was reminded of
his “sins” during the Civil War, that is, his collaboration with the
Kolchak regimes in Siberia. This has been established from a note
written by Onchukov’s wife, Anna Aleksandrovna Bulavkina-
Onchukova. She most probably prepared the note for V.D. Bonch-
Bruevich, an old Bolshevik with a pre-Revolutionary party record. In the
post-October period, he worked in the cultural field. In the above-
mentioned note it is stated,

The essence of the accusation against N. E. in Leningrad boils down to the
fact that he wrote against Bolsheviks in newspapers after he happened to be
in the occupation of Kolchak ... . Thus the arrest was provoked by the
denunciation of a half-insane person who, in his diary enumerated, all local
studies specialists who worked in the Leningrad section of the Local Studies
Society (in it N. E. served one year as secretary). The whole section was
arrested for having planned a conspiracy against the Soviet Regime (RGALI-

a).

Onchukov’s exile, which was provoked by the “case of regional
studies,” fortunately did not last long. The efforts of the scholar for an
early return from exile met with success. By decree of a Special Session
at a Commission of the GPU(2) he was permitted to return from
administrative exile on May 26, 1932 (RGB-b). On a form issued on
June 30" by the local department of the GPU in Nikolsk, the scholar
received the standard certification that he was freed from exile and had a
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right to live freely in the USSR (RGALI-b). Onchukov returned to
Leningrad. However, on his way to “free residency in the USSR” several
obstacles emerged; the authorities refused to give Onchukova, his wife, a
permit to live in Leningrad. In the beginning of the 1930s V.D. Bonch-
Bruevich tried to improve Onchukov’s fate by appealing to S.M. Kirov,
the head of the Leningrad party organization (RGALI-c). This stage of
Onchukov’s purgatory concluded happily; the scholar remained in
Leningrad and even received an academic pension.

However, the political atmosphere in the country was growing more
ominous. The provocative murder of S.M. Kirov on December 1, 1934
allowed the Stalinist regime to unleash a new campaign of repressions.
On April 1, 1935, just like tens of thousands of other representatives of
the Russian intelligentsia, Onchukov was expelled from Leningrad.
Penza was designated as his place of residency (RGALI-d). Here on
October 5, 1939, the aged scholar was arrested again. The trial took place
from March 17 to 20, 1940. Because he had attended church and in some
campaign had condemned the so-called “voluntary” annexation of
Western Ukraine and Western Belarus to the USSR, Onchukov was
sentenced to ten years deprivation of freedom. The scholar passed away
in a prison camp near Penza in March of 1942 (Ivanova 1996(1998):
242-51). Such was the fate of one outstanding collector of Russian
folklore. The circumstances of Onchukov’s life and death were typical of
the Stalinist epoch; once a person had attracted the ominous attention of
the punitive organs he, as a rule, became their victim a second and even a
third time.

The fate of other Russian folklorists was decided at the turn of the
1920s to the 1930s in cases against specialists in local studies. The
mechanisms for the devastation of local studies “in the provinces” can be
examined on the basis of the Voronezh materials (the name then was the
Central Black-Earth District — IlerTpansHO-UepHo3eMHas obmacTs). In
February 1929, local circles and societies were disbanded and a single
organ was created, the District Bureau of Local Studies of the Central
Black-Earth District or TsChO (O6mactHoe O0Opo KpaeBeaeHUs
Hentpanpao-YepHo3emHuon obmactu). In the fall of that year, articles
were published in the Voronezh press directed against “old-regime”
specialists, those working in local studies organizations that had been
formed in pre-revolutionary Russia. The labels “pseudo-scholar” and
“pseudo-specialist in local studies” were directed, for example, against
the learned secretary of the district bureau of local studies, S.N.
Vvedenskij. A TsChO conference of specialists in local studies took
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place in January 1930, in Voronezh. At that conference, the Local
Society of Regional Studies was renamed and called the Society for the
Study of the Local Region the goal of which was to build socialism in the
country. At the same time, “deliverance” from the old leadership also
took place. The first arrests among specialists in local studies in
Voronezh took place over the course of several months, beginning in
November 1930. From February to April 1931 arrests were also carried
out in Kursk, Tambov, Orel, Staryi Oskol, Lipetsk, Zadonsk, Elets, and
Ostrozhosk. As in other such instances, the members of the GPU
concocted the mythical Voronezh district counter-revolutionary
organization “Specialists in local studies” which supposedly had
connections with the mythical “All-National Union of the Struggle for
the Liberation of a Free Russia.” Repressive authorities claimed that the
academician and outstanding historian S.F. Platonov was the head of this
organization. Thus the “case” of the specialists in local studies was
connected to the “case of the academicians.” Authorities arrested a total
of ninety-two specialists in local studies in the Central Black-Earth
District. The investigation was concluded in May 1931, and on June 5,
without holding a trial, a “troika”(3) pronounced the sentences: five
people were sentenced to execution; the remainder were sentenced to
prison camps and to exile for periods ranging from three to ten years
(Akin'shin 1992: 173-78; Akin'shin and Lasunskii 1990: 56-66).

Aleksei Mikhailovich Putintsev (1880-1937), a well known
literature scholar and folklorist, was among those arrested in the
Voronezh case. A graduate of the History and Philology Faculty in
Yurev University (now the city of Tartu in Estonia), he taught in
gymnasiums and secondary schools in Tsaritsyn, Samara, Kazan, and
Kamyshin from 1906 to 1918. In 1906, Putintsev became a full member
of the Voronezh Scholarly Archival Commission, and in 1913, a full
member of the Russian Geographic Society. Putintsev’s first works,
which were connected with Voronezh folklore (materials on the local
Trinity ritual, songs, and chastushkas), appeared at the beginning of the
twentieth century (Putintsev 1907; 1913a; 1913b). Besides his works on
folklore, the scholar also published his early works about the nineteenth-
century Voronezh poets A.V. Kol’tsov and [.S. Nikitin in the
“Memorandums of Voronezh Province” (IlamMiTHBIE KHHUXKKH
Boponexckoii rydepaun). These works made him one of the founders of
joint literary and local studies in Russia (Putintsev 1910; 1913c). From
1920 to 1930 Putintsev was a professor in the Literature and Linguistics
Department of the Pedagogical Faculty at Voronezh State University.
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During the devastation of local studies in Voronezh, the scholar was
arrested and sentenced to five years in prison camps. His folklore
collection of skomoroshinas and chastushkas in Voronezh perished while
he was in a camp. The scholar spent part of his sentence on the River
Pechora. In 1933, Putintsev was freed and from 1933 to 1935 he worked
in Orel in a local pedagogical institute. In 1935 he was a professor for a
very short time in the Perm Pedagogical Institute and, from 1936 to
1937, in the Tambov Teacher’s Institute. The scholar died from natural
causes on May 16, 1937 (Lasunskii 1969; Akin'shin and Lasunskii
1990).

Repressions connected with the devastation of Soviet local studies
were directed against another prominent folklorist of the 1920s, Vasilii
Ivanovich Smirnov (1882-1941). He was a native of the Pereslavskii
District in the Province of Vladimir, a descendant of a family of clergy.
He graduated from a Vladimir Religious School (Bxagumupckoe
nyxoBHoe yumnuiie) and then studied in the History Department of the
Moscow Religious Academy (MockoBckas AyXxOBHas akamemus). As
many representatives of his generation, at a critical moment in his life he
changed his religious ideals to socialist ideals. In 1905, in Pereslavl,
Smirnov organized a Social-Democratic circle, was arrested, and spent
four months in prison. Subsequently he moved to Kostroma where he
taught in a local religious seminary and men’s gymnasium. With the
formation of the Kostroma Scholarly Society for the study of the local
region in 1912. Smirnov, who was keenly interested in archeology and
ethnography, became its secretary. In 1921 he occupied the post of
chairman. Under his direction, the Society became one of the most
successful such organizations in the country in the 1920s (Pernet 2001:
15-21).

During the years of its existence from 1912 to 1930, the Kostroma
Scholarly Society for the Study of the Local Region published more than
sixty works among which were forty-one collections of “Works”
(Tpymer). In the “Second Ethnological Collection” (Btopoii
sTHorpaduueckmii cOopHuk), which came out in 1920, Smirnov
published an extensive article entitled “Folk Funerals and Lamentations
in the Kostroma Region” (Smirnov 1920). Smirnov’s article “The
Sunken Bells” (moTonysmme konokona) which concerns a legend similar
to the famous legend about Kitezh, appeared in the “Third Ethnographic
Collection” (1923). His article “Folk Divinations of the Kostroma
Region” was published in the “Fourth Ethnographic Collection”
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(Smirnov 1927: 17-21). Another work by Smirnov presented rich
material on legends about buried treasures (Smirnov 1921).

It should be pointed out that, in the beginning of the 1920s,
Kostroma folklorists had apparently still not fully understood the essence
of the new regime and its repressive character. The mechanisms of self-
censorship, by which scholars would be guided in the 1930s, obviously
had not yet been elaborated in a scholarly milieu. In his article “The
Devil Has Been Born”, Smirnov (1923) traced the transformation of old
motifs about the birth of the devil under new social and political
conditions. The devil, according to numerous variants collected by
Smirnov, was born from a peasant woman whose husband, a communist,
had committed an outrage against an icon. By the end of the 1920s this
kind of publication had become impossible.

When a change in leadership was taking place in the Kostroma
Scholarly Society in 1929, V.I. Smirnov, not wishing to see the collapse
of what he had created and understanding that events surrounding him
could lead to his arrest, moved to Ivanovo. For several years here he
worked in the District Museum for Local Studies. In the summer of 1930
he organized archeological excavations near Ivanovo, thereby continuing
activities which he had enthusiastically carried on in Kostroma. Smirnov
was arrested on November 15, 1930.

The materials of the investigative case against V.I. Smirnov, which
were published by L. I. Sizintseva, allow us to understand the
accusations of a “professional” nature that were leveled against
specialists in local studies in those years. One point in the accusations
apparently concerned the fact that local studies, as a particular
phenomenon in the cultural life of the country, was in opposition to the
centralization of science. For a political regime which strove for absolute
control over all spheres of life, local studies, which assumed both
initiative and independent action in the provinces, were unacceptable. On
October 22, 1930, during his incarceration and while answering a similar
accusation, Smirnov explained to the investigators:

My basic idea about the work of local studies was this: a local area needs to
be studied no less than the center. This needs to be done in the locality, if
possible by local people, after the necessary conditions for this have been
created. Knowledge, I judged and continue to think, should not be a property
only of central scholars who cannot serve the whole country. Perhaps such an
understanding of the questions also can be called the decentralization of
knowledge.... It seemed necessary to me to lower the scholarly, or at least the
work of collecting material, to the level of the “uezd,” then to the “volost’,”
and finally to the village (selo).... If all this has to be considered anti-Soviet
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decentralization, then this implies no understanding of what local studies are
(Sizintseva 1990: 35).

The second point of the accusations advanced against V.I. Smirnov
concerned the fact that he, as the head of the Kostroma Scholarly
Society, supposedly incorrectly assigned priorities in the activities of the
Museum which was part of the Society. From the materials published by
L. L. Sizintseva, it follows that one of the members of the Society (in the
publication designated as E.A. G-n., higher education, an economist)
testified at the inquest that Smirnov “devoted his main attention to
questions which were not connected with the national economy, but with
descriptions of witches, byliny and o<ther> pulp having nothing in
common with building socialism” (Sizintseva 1990: 34). Another
witness (P.V. V-v., a former type-setter, who became a Soviet
functionary and who worked in the Kostroma Museum), testified at the
inquest:

The ethnological institution which Smirnov managed was such in 1929 that [
advocated its liquidation, since it, instead of studying the everyday life of
workers, was occupied with the study of superstitions, beliefs, sorcerers, and
forms of bread baking. I consider that Smirnov, without a doubt, is a person
alien to the existing order; his ideology, without a doubt, is hostile to the
policy of the Soviet Regime (CoBmmactu) and of the party. After the
Revolution and while directing the Scholarly Society and Museum, he
selected people similar to him in spirit . . ., he carried on work which was not
directed toward the building of socialism. Both the scholarly society and the
Museum were a base for a<nti> Soviet groups with goals of carrying out
a<nti>Soviet and anti-social activities (Sizintseva 1990: 34).

The absurdity of such accusations, which were provoked by the
deep ignorance of those who formulated them, does not require any
special commentary today.

On January 15, 1931, V.I. Smirnov’s sentence was pronounced:

Ci<tizen> Smirnov was guilty of the following: while being the director of
the Kostroma Society of Local Studies and of the Kostroma Museum, he
carried out counter-revolutionary directives in the activities of these
organizations, received from the Leningrad Bureau of Local Studies, and
representing a counter-revolutionary center in local studies (Reshetov 2000:
46).

Accusations of this kind were qualified according to the sadly
famous article 58/10 and article 58/11. V. I. Smirnov was sentenced to
exile in Archangel. There he succeeded in getting a job in the Northern
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Geolo-Hydro-Geodesic Trust as a specialist on museums. At the Trust
the scholar created a geological museum (1932) which exists to the
present day. Through a combination of jobs Smirnov, as an archeologist,
collaborated with the Archangel District Local Studies Museum (1934-
41), carried out several archeological excavations, and in the years 1934-
36 organized expeditions to the Summer and Winter Shores of the White
Sea. He succeeded in publishing the results of this research in the journal
“Soviet Ethnography” (Coserckas stHorpadus). The scholar passed
away on October 21, 1941 (see Kuratov 2001; Sizintseva 1992: 263-76;
Filimonov 1975; Bochkov 1974).

Together with the accusations formulated by investigators during
interrogations, analogous accusations against V. I. Smimov were
reflected in the scholarly literature of the time. Extremely interesting
material, characteristic of the period under discussion, appears in the
collection of articles entitled “Against Sabotage in Local Studies
Literature” (IIpoTMB BpemuTeNnsCTBA B KpaeBEIYECKOH JHTEpaType
[Ivanovo-Voznesensk], 1931). The collection is based on the papers of
the session of the Ivanovo District Society of Historians and Marxists
which took place February 17, 1931. While criticizing V. 1. Smirnov’s
brochure “Treasures, Landowners, and Robbers: Ethnographic Essays on
the Kostroma Region” (Kianpsl, nanel u paz0oiinuku: DTHOrpadudecKue
ouepku Koctpomckoro kpas), G. Ladokha (1931) points out that
Smirnov makes no allusion to the “class approach, or to the class
analysis of reality” (p. 26). Ladokha even deduced “direct counter-
revolutionary attacks” in Smirnov’s work. The fault found in one of the
scholar’s articles relates to stories from the time of the Civil War,
especially stories about the leader of the rebellion against the Soviet
Regime, Ozerov. In the eyes of Ladokha, the mere mention of Ozerov’s
name was criminal. “It is difficult to more openly come forward in print
against the Soviet Regime” concludes Ladokha. “This article would be a
perfect adornment for any white-guard journal” (Ladokha 1931: 28)
(“white guard” was a general name for those who fought against the
Communist revolution. Trans.).

Another Kostroma folklorist, Mikhail Mikhailovich Zimin, was
subjected to attacks in the beginning of the 1930s. We do not know
whether Zimin was affected by political repressions or whether he was
arrested. The ideological “unmasking” of his articles, like the unmasking
of V. 1. Smirnov’s writings, occurred in the above mentioned collection,
“Against Sabotage in Local Studies Literature.” Ladokha (1931) pointed
out that the publications of Zimin were “ideologically hostile to the
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working class and to the socialist revolution” (p. 27). Citing an extensive
passage from one of Zimin’s articles, Ladokha (1931) remarks:

In the quoted fragment we find everything one could wish for: a
condemnation of the ‘huge breakup of the village’ and a longing for the

vanishing semi-serf everyday life and its ‘good old customs’ ... , and a deep
unconcealed animosity toward the cultural influence of the factory and the
city (p. 27).

Ladokha also turned his attention to the publication of recruit
laments which Zimin recorded in 1919.

The essence of Zimin’s publication is as follows. In his introductory
remarks reflecting objective reality, the folklorist indiscreetly contrasted
the pre-Revolutionary recruit ritual with mobilizations for the Red Army
during the Civil War. The collector wrote:

The people’s grief became especially deep, during present day mobilizations.
In August 1919 during a trip to the Kovernin and Makar’ev districts I
happened to see farewells with ‘deserters.” They gathered in large parties and
walked on foot. They were mourned over as dead men or as people who had
alreday been sentenced to death. They were seen off as though to ‘certain’
death which they would meet either at war or in Kostroma (Zimin 1920: 2).

In the material recorded by Zimin in 1919 we can read the following
in a mother’s lament over her son while he was being taken into the Red
Army and:

H3-3a KOBO ThI BOEBATh IIOLLIEI, JIAZ0 MUIIOE?

Vk BaacTu Bce 0e300KHBIE,

V3K HOCTaM-TO OHH HE MTOCTHIIHCS,

V3K HE MOYHUTAIN HU CPEIbl, HU MATHULEI

Vx B3si1a OBI 51 B IpaBy pyueHBKY CabiIr0 BOCTPYIO,

U cpyOuna 651 51 OyitHy ronoBy HavyansHuKaM (Zimin 1920: §8-9).

[Because of whom have you gone to fight, my dear beloved?
All the authorities are unbelievers,

They haven’t observed fasting,

They have observed neither Wednesday nor Friday

I would have taken a sharp saber in my right hand,

And I would have cut off the heads of the commanders.]

Ladokha commented on Zimin’s article in the following way:
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“Here we see before us specific counter-revolutionary and anti-Soviet
writings, written absolutely openly, and again one has to be amazed that all
this could have come to pass in our Soviet publications and rather than in
foreign literature” (p. 28).

Ladokha’s article and those similar to it became for many years a model
for the Soviet study of folklore.

By 1931, the field of Soviet local studies, which had been one of
the most important elements in the development of the study of folklore
in the 1920s, was totally decimated. Societies for local studies continued
to exist formally, but the atmosphere of freedom, which had permitted
realization of the creative efforts by tens of thousands of people in all
parts of the country, was destroyed. Local studies societies were
officially closed in 1937.

NOTES

1 See also about the local studies in 1917-1930: Fleiman, E. A.
2001. ®xaeiiman E.A. Kpaesedueckoe osuocenue 6 Ilogonocve 6 1917-
1930 2.: uodeu, cobvimus, moou [The Local Studies Movement in
Povolzh’e 1917-1930: Ideas, Events, People]. Koctpoma.

2 GPU (I'maBHOe mnonuTHueckoe ympasieHue) was the main
punitive organ — a predecessor of the KGB (Komurera rocyaapcTseHHO
0€30IacHOCTH).

3 “Troika” — an extra-judicial organ of Stalin’s time consisting of
three people and issuing exclusively guilty verdicts.
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