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Potapova N.  Mechanisms, target categories and scale of the
«harbinian» operation of the NKVD of the USSR,

1937–1938. in Ukraine

The People's Commissar for Internal Affairs of the USSR, N. I. Yezhov made a
draft of the confidential letter No. 60268, which reported on the directions
and scale of the «activity of Japanese intelligence» in the territory of the
Soviet Union and proposed to approve the draft order of the NKVD USSR
No. 00593 at a meeting of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee
of the All-Union Communist Party of Bolsheviks on September 19, 1937.
The confidential letter was the justification for the beginning of a mass
punitive action against the so-called Harbintsy, and the order was an in-
strument for carrying it out. The People’s Commissariat for Internal Af-
faires of the USSR attributed the «Harbinian» operation to the number of
«national» operations. However, the ethnic aspect wasn’t evident in the
texts of the order and the letter. The article deals with the peculiarities of
the mass Harbinian operation in the Ukrainian SSR, conducted on the
basis of the NKVD of the USSR Order No. 00593 of September 20, 1937.
On the basis of the protocols of extrajudicial instances, archival investiga-
tions, and departmental documents of the NKVD of the Ukrainian SSR
stored in the archives of Ukraine, The scale, mechanisms and peculiarities
of the Harbinian repressive operation are analyzed. The punitive action
was directed not only to former employees of the Sino-Eastern Railway,
which in the Soviet society was called «Harbinians», or KVZhinzami, as
the order was supposed, but also to persons of Chinese, Korean nationali-
ty, as well as to «former» and «class-foreigners». The extension of the

«Harbinian» letter and the order, which, in fact, designated two large
groups, which fell under the repressions: «Harbinians» as former employees
of the Chinese Eastern Railway and re-emigrants from China, as well as
«Japanese spies». The dependence between the «Harbinian» operation
and «Japanese espionage» is obvious. At the same time, the lineup of the
second target category (Japanese spies) varied from regional specifics.
However, representatives of the Chinese, Korean, Japanese, and Turkish

The absence of clearly named target groups, which fell under the repres-
sions gave NKVD officers unlimited opportunities in the implementation of
the mass «Harbinian» operation. An analysis of the records management
of the NKVD's and extrajudicial materials on the implementation of the
«Harbinian» order shows that the operation was aimed not so much at a
certain social or national group, but as a common category, a charge in
Japanese espionage. Former employees of the KVZhD, re-emigrants, ille-
gal migrants, Chinese, Koreans, natives and administratively expelled from
the Far East were united under the Harbin people as a target category.



Initially, Order No. 00593 did not imply the arrest of «foreigners», but as
it was implemented, the target groups were enlarged at the expense of
representatives of the diasporas, primarily Chinese and Korean. Two third
of the repressed in the «Harbinian» operation in the Ukrainian SSR ac-
counted for the «former» and class-alien, which brings this operation closer
to the «kulak» and «ROVSovskaya», but leaves in the series of «national»
operations. The combination of social and national characteristics indi-
cates that the Harbin operation should be viewed as a combined repres-
sive action. In practice, the expansion of target categories at the expense
of «agents of Japanese intelligence» should lead to an increase in arrests

former employees of the Chinese Eastern Railway and re-emigrants from
China living in the Soviet Union. However, 53 thousand people were rep-
ressed by the «Harbinian» operation by November 1937. The indicated
limit was doubled.

Key words: Great terror, «national» operations, «Harbinian» operation, Uk-
rainian SSR, «Harbinians».


