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aspect of the birth pangs of economic growth.
She bases this conclusion on the half-century-
old empirical generalisation of Simon Kuz-
nets: the process of economic growth begins
with an initial widening of the income dis-
tribution that is only reversed at a later stage.
Among contemporary economists, however,
this venerable notion is in serious doubt. The
experience of low and relatively stable levels
of inequality in Japan and the Asian Tigers in
their heroic growth phases leads to a quite
contrary view—the maintenance of low levels
of inequality complements the need for
human capital development so essential to
the growth process. Her second generalisa-
tion uses the exceptional increases in execu-
tive and financial remuneration in the Anglo-
Saxon world to create a meritocratic ‘working
rich’ on a global scale, reminding us that ‘ . . .
even the Russian oligarchs, who are better
known in the West for their yachts and super-
model consorts, overwhelmingly have
advanced degrees in math and physics’. On
a worldwide basis ‘[t]he intellectuals are on
the road to class power’. Once again, growing
inequality is distasteful, but emerges from the
unfolding of irrepressible ‘winner-takes-all’
meritocratic processes. There is nothing really
to worry about: ‘ . . . the experience of the past
two centuries has taught us that, with time,
the creative destruction of capitalism inevita-
bly brings an overall improvement in
everyone’s standard of living’.
A person of conspiratorial inclinationmight

suggest that Freeland, with her outbursts
about the new plutocrats’ ‘lack of empathy’
for the downtrodden, is well placed to play
Good Cop to the Bad Cops of the Wall Street
Journal—the acceptable face of apologetics for
oligarchy. But such cynicism is misplaced.
Indeed, it seems brave for somebody working
for Reuters (if irrelevant for many of the
plutocrats she is discussing) to single out the
financial sector, as she does, for special appro-
bation. The real problem in this book is the
low level of political and economic analysis.
In considering the political aspects of these
issues, we are informed that ‘ . . . the con-
servative Tea Party is every bit as hostile
towards elites as Occupy Wall Street’ and
that, in many countries, rent-seeking is the
‘unintended consequence’ of liberal reforms
to loosen the grip of the state on the econ-
omy—sentiments likely to elicit involuntary

gasps from the readers of this journal. In
general, the deleterious effects of elite influ-
ence on political processes are treated sangui-
nely, with the postulation of a kind of
countervailing power between forces, which
supposedly disperses across a range includ-
ing George Soros on the left, philanthropists
such as Bill Gates, ‘pragmatic problem solvers
with a yen for the public stage’ like Michael
Bloomberg and Mitt Romney and ‘lifelong
libertarians’ like the Koch Brothers.
What is not considered in this book is the

possibility that the emergence of these
inequalities is an unadulterated catastrophe.
The perversion of political processes in poor
and rich countries as a result of these inequal-
ities is dealt with tangentially, but here they
represent merely growing pains for poor
countries and a temporary gilded age for
rich ones, soon to be followed by an era of
progressive reform. And what is never men-
tioned is the substantial economics literature
suggesting that inequality is, in fact, an obsta-
cle to long-term economic growth and a
source of macroeconomic instability. The
issues raised by these gloomy prospects are
better considered in substantive terms in
Nicholas Shaxson’s Treasure Islands, a book
about tax havens, with the more general
questions dealt with in Joseph Stiglitz’s The
Price of Inequality and the Global Wage Report
2012/13—Wages and Equitable Growth of the
International Labour Organization, which
can be downloaded free at http://www.
ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/
global-wage-report/2012/WCMS_194843/
lang–nl/index.htm.

Kingston University

Surviving the Gulag

Geoffrey Roberts

The Victims Return: Survivors of the Gulag after
Stalin, by Stephen F. Cohen. I.B. Tauris.
216 pp. £17.99/£9.99.

The Soviet Gulag was a peculiar institution.
Although often compared to Nazi concentra-
tion camps, the Gulag’s prisons, labour colon-
ies and areas of special confinement were not
sites of mass killing. Conditions were harsh
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and the discipline ruthless, sometimes fatally
so, but most prisoners survived the experi-
ence. Nor was the Gulag a one-way ticket.
People were released as well as incarcerated.
Many former prisoners made good lives for
themselves in the districts of what Alexander
Solzhenitsyn called the ‘Gulag Archipelago’.
Imprisoned were a good many criminals as
well as the so-called zeks—victims of political
persecution. The Gulag aimed to redeem as
well as to punish and isolate and Soviet
authorities put a great deal of effort into the
indoctrination and re-education of its
inmates.
There are varying estimates of the number

of prisoners in the Gulag during the Stalin
era, but a benchmark figure is 12–14 million,
with about half that number imprisoned at
any one time. As a massive forced labour
organisation under the control of the NKVD
(the People’s Commissariat for Internal
Affairs), the Gulag made a significant contri-
bution to what the Soviets termed the con-
struction of socialism.
After Stalin’s death in 1953, the Gulag was

closed down. Releases began straight away
but the gates were not opened fully until after
Khrushchev’s secret denunciation of Stalin at
the twentieth party congress in 1956. Import-
ant, too, was the process known as ‘rehabilita-
tion’—official declarations of the innocence of
hundreds of thousands of victims of political
repression, both the dead and the still living.
Stephen Cohen’s book explores how the

survivors of the Gulag experienced their
return from what they called the ‘little zone’
to the ‘big zone’ of mainstream Soviet society.
His study is based on the testimony of about
sixty survivors, many of whom he inter-
viewed in the 1970s and 1980s, of necessity
in secret because this was an activity frowned
upon by the Soviet authorities, who even-
tually withdrew his visa.
Cohen’s first book, a biography of Nikolai

Bukharin, the former Bolshevik leader exe-
cuted after an infamous show trial in 1938,
gave Cohen an entrée to his most important
contact—Bukharin’s widow, Anna Larina,
who spent twenty years in the Gulag. Another
group of informants were the children and
relatives of Gulag detainees, including well-
known Soviet-era dissidents such as Roy and
Zhores Medvedev, whose father, a phil-
osophy professor, had perished in prison.

Cohen’s sample is limited but he corrects
for bias by consulting awider range of sources
as well as utilising his own extensive know-
ledge of post-Stalin Soviet and Russian his-
tory. Most literature on the Gulag
concentrates on the institution itself. As
Cohen points out, compared to survivors of
the Holocaust, the story of the Gulag retur-
nees is little known. Apart from Cohen’s
book, the only general study of victims’ lives
after the Gulag is Nancy Adler’s The Gulag
Survivor (2002). Cohen’s book is shorter than
Adler’s but no less effective.
Cohen’s central chapter has the same title as

the book and he begins by noting that ‘lives
after the Gulag were almost as diverse as the
human condition itself ’. Some remained trau-
matised by their experience, perpetual victims
who lived the rest of their lives in a state of
fear. Others were defiant, embraced their
post-Gulag identity as a badge of honour
and campaigned for the truth to be told about
their experiences. Most returned quietly, with
many achieving good careers in the mid levels
of the Soviet system. Some remained eternally
hostile to the system that had persecuted
them while others joined or re-joined the
Communist party.
Cohen concentrates on the politics of the

story but deals with more personal aspects as
well, such as children separated from their
parents and the difficulties such families had
when they reunited. Some marriages sur-
vived the separation imposed by the Gulag
while others did not. Older men returning
from the Gulag found it easier to find new
spouses than middle-aged female releasees,
who added to the large number of Soviet
women remaining single because so much of
the male population had been killed during
the war.
The society to which the zeks returned

consisted not only of their persecutors—
most of whom were not punished—but was
peopled by millions of ordinary citizens who
had acquiesced to or collaborated with Stali-
nist repression. ‘No smoke without fire’ was a
common attitude to former detainees and, as
Cohen states, ‘many ordinary citizens reacted
to former zeks with unconcealed suspicion
and hostility’. But even as they were shunned
by segments of Soviet society, the cultural
impact of the Gulag returnees was broad
and far-reaching, especially during the
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Khrushchev era. The historical memory of the
Gulag gained wide currency in the USSR
through art, literature and survivor testi-
mony. It is often forgotten that the most fam-
ous fictional account of camp life,
Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovich, was first published in the Soviet
Union.
The publication of Solzhenitsyn’s novella in

1962 represented the outcome of a long strug-
gle within the Soviet Communist party about
how to deal with the legacy of the Gulag. In a
chapter on ‘Khrushchev’s Zeks’, Cohen
relates how prominent Gulag returnees influ-
enced the anti-Stalin campaign and helped to
speed up the processes of release and rehabi-
litation. Particularly important were Valen-
tina Pikina, Olga Shatunovskaya and Aleksei
Snegov, confidants of Khrushchev’s who
worked in the central party apparatus. The
peak of their influence came at the twenty-
second congress of the Communist party in
1961, when Stalin was attacked publicly by
Soviet leaders and a decision was taken to
remove his body from beside Lenin’s in the
mausoleum on Red Square.
The anti-Stalin campaign was a weapon

used by Khrushchev in his struggle for power
within the Communist party. But, Cohen
argues, Khrushchev was unlike other Soviet
leaders in that he was genuinely remorseful
and had a real empathy for Gulag survivors.
He remained a revered figure for them even in
the face of revelations that he, too, had plenty
of blood on his hands.
After Khrushchev was ousted in 1964, the

Gulag survivors were sidelined and the cri-
tique of Stalin curtailed. The victims, as
Cohen puts it, vanished from public view
again. Many of those who had worked within
the party for political reform became dissi-
dents or even outright opponents of the Soviet
regime. Others, like Solzhenitsyn, were
expelled from the country or forced to emi-
grate. This was the context in which Cohen
made contact with the circle whose interviews
form the core of this book.
The silence ended when Gorbachev came to

power in 1985. Just as Khrushchev had done
before him, Gorbachev used the Gulag story
to leverage political change. But his was a far
more radical approach. Stalin’s victims
assumed a place in the forefront of Soviet
political life and Gulag survivors found them-

selves in high demand to share their views
and experiences. Organisations sprang up to
represent them and were allowed by Gorba-
chev to flourish. As Cohen writes, ‘the second
return of the survivors, and the dead, was a
ubiquitous feature of Perestroika, from movie
and television screens, large museum exhi-
bits, and ‘Evenings of Remembrance’ to out-
door meetings’.
Cohen says that when the USSR collapsed

in 1991, its passing was regretted by almost all
the Gulag survivors he knew. He does not
elaborate on this somewhat surprising state-
ment, but it might have had something to do
with the effects of the destruction of the Soviet
system and the so-called shock therapy of the
1990s, which resulted in impoverishment for
the great majority of the population. In post-
Stalin Soviet times, devotees of the dictator
were muzzled. Under Boris Yeltsin’s rule
Stalin’s reputation was revived on ‘a tidal
wave of social pain, anger and nostalgia’ for
the past. By the early twenty-first century
more Russians had a good opinion of Stalin
than had a bad one of him. In today’s Moscow
bookshops there are relatively few books on
the Gulag and its victims, but shelves full of
laudatory books about Stalin.
Most Gulag victims, including those who

returned, are now dead. Those who survive
are pessimistic about the fate of their histor-
ical memory in contemporary Russia. Cohen
is more optimistic, pointing out that Russia
remains a country populated by the descend-
ants of Stalin’s victims, those executed and
those sent to the Gulag. In a 2006 opinion poll,
27 per cent of respondents said they had
relatives who had suffered repression under
Stalin.
This is a deeply personal book. Cohen’s

interlocutors are friends as well as sources
and Cohen is as much witness as historian.
Through his interactions Cohen became part
of their story and the book contains many
photographs of the author with Gulag victims
and returnees. It is a moving and partisan
account, one that took this reviewer back to
the days when he was active in support of
Soviet dissidents. But Cohen never loses his
balance or his historical perspective. He cap-
tures the Soviet regime in all its contradictions
as a system capable of the worst and the best
deeds. The Gulag was no Holocaust, but it
was a ghastly testament to a system that
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repressed its own citizens in the name of a
utopian ideology.

University College Cork

Promises, promises: hyping the
new biology

Brian Butterworth

Genes, Cells and Brains: The Promethean Prom-
ises of the New Biology, by Hilary Rose and
Steven Rose. Verso. 329 pp. £20.

In 1992, the geneticist Walter Gilbert
announced, holding aloft a scan of his gen-
ome on a CD, ‘Here is a human being; it’s
me.’ By 2020, anyone in an industrialised
country will be able to buy a scan of their
genome as quickly and as cheaply as getting
an eye test. Some companies are already
offering this service for as little as $200.
This scientific revolution has happened in
just sixty years since the publication of Crick,
Watson and Wilkins’ paper revealing the
double helix structure of DNA, but it has
taken tens, perhaps hundreds, of thousands
of workers and hundreds of billions of
pounds of government and private money
to get from the general structure of DNA to a
map of the human DNA. One part of this
revolution, the Human Genome Project
(HGP), is the most expensive project ever
undertaken in the life sciences, costing the
US government alone at least $4 billion to
sequence the 3 billion nucleotides of the
human genome.
Why have governments and private com-

panies been prepared to invest so much? Part
of the reason, as sociologist Hilary Rose and
biologist Steven Rose explain in their detailed,
lively history of the project, is that HGP was
sold as the biological equivalent of the dis-
covery of fire or the invention of the wheel.
Gilbert described the decoding of the human
genome as biology’s ‘holy grail’.
The Roses aim to describe ‘[t]he unfolding

narratives of the biotechnosciences of geno-
mics, regenerative medicine and the neuros-
ciences . . . locating them within the global
neoliberal economy and culture of the
twenty-first century’. In particular, they

explore the hype, the ‘Promethean promises’,
made by the scientists. They ask: who are the
principal beneficiaries of the Human Gen-
ome Project, the massive DNA biobanks,
stem cell research and the neurosciences?
They list the failures to deliver on the pro-
mises, especially in medicine. We seem to be
little nearer to ‘personalised medicine’,
where treatments are based on individual
genotypes; there are few effective stem cell
therapies and neuroscience has not had the
impact on psychiatric disorders originally
promised.
Of course, it is of profound scientific inter-

est to be able to discriminate individuals on
the basis of their DNA, because it will enable
us to relate genotypic differences to phenoty-
pic differences—for example, why some peo-
ple are tall and others short, some people have
brown hair, others blond; more critically why
some people are prone to diseases such as
Huntington’s Disease and others not, why
some people are at risk of Familial Hyper-
cholesterolemia and others not and why some
people have difficulty learning to read and
others do not.
These three examples show what can and

what can’t be based on genes alone.
Huntington’s is a single-gene disorder that
will invariably cause severe movement dis-
orders and cognitive decline, typically from
middle age onwards. Genetic science has led
to tests that can identify affected individuals,
but it hasn’t yet led to a cure. A child of an
affected person typically has a 50 per cent
chance of inheriting the disease, so knowing
that you are affected raises critical moral
choices about whether to have a child.
Familial Hypercholesterolemia, a single-

gene condition which I share with Hilary
Rose, elevates cholesterol levels and hence
increases the risk of heart disease. Knowing
that one is affected, in this case, means that
one can reduce the risks by taking cholesterol-
lowering drugs and eating less.
Reading disability—dyslexia—by contrast

is not a single-gene disorder. Many genes
are implicated, each of which has a small
effect on learning outcomes. This means it is
much more difficult to find a genetic test to
identify affected learners, but if this becomes
available, early identification could lead to
early intervention and help the child avoid
misery in school.
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