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In May 2023, Evgeny Prigozhin announced that his private military company, known as the "Wagner 
Company", had lost more than 20,000 killed and more than 40,000 wounded out of some 80,000 recruited 
fighters during about eight months of fighting in the eastern regions of Ukraine. Nearly 50 000 of these 
fighters were recruited prisoners who were given distinctive identification badges, where the numbers 
began with the letter K, hence the term "Kashniki".As early as early December 2022, the Ministry of Defence 
of the Russian Federation, seeing the initial success of Prigozhin's concept, decided to extrapolate the 
system further and further, initially creating "Storm Z" units and later refining the concept as "Storm V" units. 
A common feature of these units was a distinct military specialization, with simple infantry assault units 
being distinctly poorly trained and used as a cannon fodder.This pragmatic but inhumane treatment of their 
own soldiers took the world by surprise, but it was not new. A strikingly identical development in infantry 
training, casualty replacement system and tactics can be identified in the Red Army during the Second 
World War. In 1942, the Soviets introduced the concept of Penal Companies, where soldiers and NCO 
served, and Penal Battalions, where commanders, later renamed officers, served.  Today it is known that 
the number of soldiers fighting in the Penal Companies and Penal Battalions was relatively small and their 
real contribution on the battlefield was limited. However, it was the replacement system which, in the final 
phase of the war, adopted many of the basic principles of penal units. One of which was a deliberate 
reduction in the time and quality of training. Such striking similarities in the tactics used and effectiveness 
in two wars 80 years apart raise questions about the role of military history in enhancing the combat 
capability of modern armed forces. 
 


