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“Why should we help Spanish people?They did not help us when we starved in

1933!” a Ukrainian collective farmer told grain procurement officials in 1936.1

This exclamation reveals several things. Firstly, Ukrainian grain was used to

help the republicans, whom the Soviet Union supported during the Spanish

CivilWar.Secondly, 1933 refers to the artificial famine inSovietUkraine,known

as the Holodomor, that claimed 4 million lives from 1932 to 1933.2 Finally, de-

spite silencing the fact of the famine, theHolodomorhadanenduringpresence

in the lives of modern Ukrainians.

The Holodomor, which translates as “death by hunger”, is a complex phe-

nomenon that includes the 1932–33 famine and the concurrent persecution of

the Ukrainian intelligentsia, the political elite, and the Orthodox Church.The

sheer scale of thedestructionof human life dominates theHolodomor’s under-

standing in Ukraine and western academia in the last forty years. Yet despite

the colossal loss of life in peacetime, historical discussion was silenced by the

Soviet regime almost until its collapse in 1991. There was no famine relief, no

appeal for help to the international community, or even a halt in grain exports.

Instead, over several years the Soviet authorities continued to facilitate poli-

cies that resulted in people starving to death. Strikingly, even in the western

historiography of the Soviet Union, the famine inUkraine has often been over-

looked or located firmlywithin the context of an all-Soviet famine and cast as a

collateral cost of modernization and industrialization, or as part of a broader

ideological clash between the Communist authorities and the peasantry.

Conversely, the political roots of the famine in Ukraine could be found not

so much in Communist ideology or modernization, but in the events preced-

ing the Holodomor, namely the fall of the Russian Empire and the founding

of the Soviet Union itself. Following the February Revolution, the national as-

pirations ofmany nationsmushroomed across the former empire.Ukrainians

wereno exception to this development, even if a futureUkrainian statewas ini-
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tially envisaged as existing within a new, federative Russia.3 However, as the

political struggle within Russia intensified and the Bolsheviks seized power,

Ukrainian leaders proclaimed independence. Indeed, the overwhelming ma-

jority of Ukrainians did not support Bolsheviks and voted for other parties in

the elections for the Constituent Assembly.4 When the Red Army invaded in

1918 to confiscate Ukrainian bread for the workers of Moscow and Petrograd,

they were met with widespread resistance. 

Amid the civil war in Russia, that broke out at the end of 1917, the effort

of the newly established Ukrainian state army,military involvement from Im-

perial Germany and Poland and offensives carried out by the anti-Bolshevik

Whites andvarious insurgent forces effectively removedUkraine and its exten-

sive grain production fromRussian control for almost two years. Struggling to

feed theRussianproletariat,whichwas theCommunists’main support base,at

a critical time, Stalin secured bread by using terror in Tsaritsyn, a grain-pro-

ducing area in South Russia. Yet, the risks of losing Ukraine left an indelible

impressionon theBolshevik leadership.While theRedseventuallydefeated the

Ukrainian forces, and their numerous other adversaries, the war had taught

theman important lesson: using terror in procuring grain and controlling food

distribution established total control, whereas national movements remained

a problem to be resolved. 

Upon its founding, Bolshevik Russia faced significant challenges: its econ-

omy was in ruins, with widespread famine in the Volga region, and there was

little support for the new Soviet regime in the non-Russian republics. Demon-

strating a pragmatic approach, Lenin introduced the New Economic Policy

that allowed for private initiatives to revive the economy and invited interna-

tional relief organizations to aid the starving. Alongside this, the Bolsheviks

also sought to appease the various national movements with the policy of

indigenization by supporting and promoting local languages and cultures. In

Soviet Ukraine, indigenization was known as Ukrainization. However, neither

of these policies could last without further jeopardizing the Kremlin’s rule in

Ukraine or compromising communist ideology over the long term.  

Education in the Ukrainian language and promotion of Ukrainian culture

only accentuated the development of a Ukrainian political nation. Consider-

ing Ukrainian literature’s long history as a public forum without open politi-

cal debate, Ukrainianwriters immediately questionedMoscow’s imperial grip

on the republic. A prominent author, Mykola Khvyliovy, urged his peers to get

“Away fromMoscow!”5 Such expressions raised concerns of the party. Indeed,

many modern nations had emerged with the spread of the printed word, so
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one had to choose carefullywhatwas to be taught, published, or broadcast.Re-

pression against theUkrainian intelligentsia followed swiftly. Show trials such

as that for the Union for the Liberation of Ukraine,6 with consequent impris-

onment and executions, continued well into the 1930s with civil society being

effectively destroyed.  

Neither did private farming bode well within a Soviet command economy

in which there was little room for personal property, especially privately-

owned arable land. The collectivization policy sought to create large farms in

which land, livestock, and implements were the property of the collective with

agriculture itself being centrally managed. Moreover, without any historical

precedent, there was no body of expertise who could advise on creating such

farms. Instead, village officials and activists, students, civil servants, and

workers were recruited to facilitate the policy on the ground using only vague

guidelines. In practice, they confiscated property, pressured peasants to join

the farms by imposing fines, or threatening them with dispossession. The

wealthiest and those opposed to these actions were summarily executed or

deported in their hundreds of thousands. Collectivization, from the outset,

devolved into mass violence.7

Naturally, much of the peasantry resisted. When one’s land, implements,

and livestock are confiscated; their industrious neighbours, or those critical

of Soviet policies, are sent to Siberia or northern Russia; and one is told to

work for free for anunelected government,would they bemotivated to commit

themselves? Some took to arms, andmany protested by sabotaging the found-

ing of collective farms, or simply refusing towork.Others votedwith their feet

by abandoning their farms and villages for the city. The countryside was dev-

astated. 

In early 1930, the security services reported to Stalin that there was no

Soviet rule in dozens of districts in Ukraine: peasants expelled village offi-

cials, took their property back, and stalled the state’s sowing campaigns.8

Resistance to collectivization was fiercer in Ukraine than anywhere else in the

Soviet Union, and some local party leaders in Ukraine were hesitant to follow

the Kremlin’s orders. The republic’s rebelliousness must have reminded the

Kremlin of the events of ten years prior, posing a security risk, once again, to

the wider Soviet project. If collectivization failed in Ukraine, it could just as

easily fail in other parts of the country. Moreover, resistance to Soviet policies

following displays of defiance by the Ukrainian intelligentsia presented an-

other long-term problem that could see national sentiment smouldering in
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the countryside, a living reminder of the possibility of a non-Soviet Ukrainian

state.

Establishing control over Ukrainemanifested inmany ways, including the

famine. Indeed, all rebellions could be crushedwhen those rebelling, and their

families, had been starved and could no longer resist. Nevertheless, policies

addressing the problem of an emergent national movement had to be more

lasting.  

On a political level, the Communist leadership of Ukraine could no longer

be autonomous. The risk of losing Ukraine, as Stalin succinctly put in a 1932

telegram to his representatives, was associated with the republican leadership

coming to resembling a parliament or rather “a caricature of a parliament”9

when they questioned the impossible grain procurement targets that had been

set for that year. Indeed, Stalin had even dispatched his trusted envoys, Viach-

eslav Molotov and Lazar Kaganovich, to push the impossible targets for grain

procurement and later to oversee the famine-inducing policies on the ground.

In 1933, he subsequently sent another prominent Russian communist, Pavel

Postyshev, to assume leadership over the communist party in Ukraine. In such

a way control over republican bosses was established during the famine.  

In 1932, theKremlindecidedhowmuchgrainwouldbeprocured inUkraine

over winter 1932–1933. Stalin dismissed all concerns from republican leaders

regarding the impossibility of meeting the set targets (these were later low-

ered but never met). Ukrainian district officials raised similar problems at the

III Party conference in Kharkiv in July 1932, but Stalin’s envoys, now backed by

the republican leadership, simplymuted any dissenting voices.10 As the targets

were passeddown to the district and village-levels inAugust, a third of local of-

ficials refused to enforce them.11While they were replaced with more compla-

cent staff, during the 1932–33 grain procurement campaign that followed, the

desertion rates among urban activists in some districts reached 40 per cent,

while suicides were not uncommon.12  

On the ground, village, councils, and collective farm managers organized

teams of activists to search farmers’ houses for grain. To prevent the starving

people from seeking food in the fields, a law prohibiting the theft of social-

ist property was passed in August 1932. From November, brigades of activists

confiscated livestock if no grain could be found, or any other supplies or valu-

ables that could be exchanged for food. On rare occasions when targets were

met, collective farms and farmers were given additional targets to meet. Ad-

ditionally, in late 1932, hundreds of villages and, at times, entire districts were

“blacklisted” for failing tomeetgrainprocurement targets.Thatmeant the con-
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fiscation of all supplies, including kerosene andmatches,whichmade cooking

and preparing food impossible.

In December 1932, another decree prevented peasants from obtaining

passports, necessary for purchasing train tickets to escape the famine (collec-

tive farmers were not automatically entitled to passports until 1974). Following

the directive by the Central Committee of All-Soviet Communist Party (Bol-

shevik) of 22 January 1933, the borders betweenUkraine and Russia and Kuban

and Russia were sealed to prevent the victims from leaving the Ukrainian

countryside to travel to the other parts of the USSR. Within 50 days of the

directive, 219 thousand peasants were detained, most of them returned to the

villages they had attempted to escape.13 All the measures listed above serve

as proof of intent to starve the victims by deliberately creating conditions

incompatible with life. 

Thus, the Soviet authorities were able to dictate who would eat and who

would not, demonstrating that resistance would not be tolerated with those

who persisted being punished. InMarch 1933, at the height of the Holodomor,

the first secretary of theCentral Committee of Communist Party (Bolshevik) of

Ukraine Stanislav Kosior wrote to Stalin, informing him that “the famine has

not yet taught Ukrainian collective farmers a lesson”14 and that theywere plan-

ningadditionalmeasures toprolong it into the summer.Understandingno law

on socialist property would stop the starving from going into the fields during

the summer of 1933, Kosior ordered half a million of armed young people to

guard the crops,manning watch towers and undertaking foot and horseback-

patrols.15 

Involving the local population in facilitating the famine translated into es-

tablishing a power balance in the villages that lasted until the USSR’s collapse.

Having proved their loyalty, these local perpetrators subsequently became the

village leaders and school masters. For many years after the famine, the vic-

tims were obliged to observe them wearing their clothes, using their farming

implements, or teaching their children.Most poignantly, no onewas punished

or faced any consequences for the millions of deaths.

Desperate to survive, people ate grass, berries, mushrooms, herbs, tree

bark, acorns, chaff, and other substitutes. Local survival strategies were

diverse and heart-wrenching. Mothers took their children to orphanages,

hoping they would have a better chance of surviving there while many sold

family heirlooms to the newly established chain of state-owned shops, which

purchased gold from the rural population. The opening of such a system of

shops by the state was possibly eerily coincidental. Some took the last of their
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valuables across the border toRussia andBelarus,hoping to exchange them for

meagre amounts of foodstuffs. As in other severe famines, there were reports

of cannibalism.16 Most victims were buried in unmarkedmass graves.  

In 1933, local officials organized simple creches where starving children

would receive a small, but regular, ration of porridge. This was a lifeline for

manywith survivors later commenting that the state saved their lives amid the

famine. Yet it was the same state that had taken food from them and their par-

ents, creating that very famine. Moreover, while Ukrainians continued to die

of starvation throughout the first half of 1933, the USSR proceeded to shipmil-

lions of tonnes of Ukrainian grain abroad in hopes of securing more interna-

tional influence amid theGreat depression.17 The leadershipwas acutely aware

of the situation on the ground yet chosenot to helpmajority of the starving and

to export available resources instead.

The famine subsided in the late summer of 1933,when the new harvest was

taxed rather than confiscated, and farmers were permitted to keep small pri-

vate allotments. Millions lost their lives in the meantime with thousands of

survivor accounts describing unimaginable trauma. Unable to leave the vil-

lage, those who remained had to rebuild their lives under the gaze of the of-

ficials who had overseen the recent period of starvation. Horrifically, victims

were not even allowed tomourn their dead.One even faced accusation of anti-

Soviet propaganda for mentioning the famine in public, just like the collective

farmer referenced in the openingof this chapter.Strippedof their possessions,

or anything that reminded them of life before the famine, Ukrainian peasants

became Soviet, or so it seemed.

The man-made character of the famine, accompanied with persecution

of non-Soviet Ukrainian intelligentsia and political elite led many scholars

to interpret the Holodomor as genocide.18 Key questions for the historians,

however, address the events themselves before establishing pre-existing

causal connection between various pieces of evidence. Establishing the in-

tent to destroy Ukrainians as a nation in whole or in part – central point for

conceptualising the Holodomor as genocide is a prospect made all the more

challenging by the fact that no expression of this exists in the documentation.

Stalin did not leave any clear articulation for his motives.The intention can be

thus revealed through the policy itself, rather than the pre-mediation of the

Holodomor. Intent could be discerned from the actual process of genocide,

whichwas a fluid, complex development rather than a formally defined period

of starvation.This could also be shown in response to the famine’s emergence

as a result of earlier collectivization efforts and grain procurement.
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While the famine certainly affected other parts of the Soviet Union, could

these areas be described as having already had their borders sealed and certain

districts blacklisted, been subjected to proportionally impossible targets, or

seen their national intelligentsia and political elite persecuted? Ultimately, po-

litical leaders can demonstrate intent via the results of their policies, whether

they articulate these intentions or not. Still, regardless of motivation, they are

always responsible for the consequences.

Despite the available evidence, many revisionist historians continue to

deny not only the intent in the Holodomor but avoid the word ‘victims’ in

describing those who experienced starvation or died as a result of it (which

would imply the existence of perpetrators and intentionality). Instead, they

discuss ‘human cost’,19 thus not distinguishing human acts that led to deaths

from occurrences like natural disasters. In the same vein, they interpret the

famine as the result of “a poorly conceived andmiscalculated policy”,20 “a con-

sequence of the decision to industrialise this peasant country at a breakneck

speed”21 or “a fight to break the anti-Soviet spirit of the peasantry” by Soviet

leaders who miscalculated how tough they would be without causing the

economically undesirable outcome ofmass death.22The root of this reluctance

can be traced across Slavic studies to the ColdWar,when the Soviet Union was

juxtaposed with theWest. Its unique history and culture were studied and, to

some degree, explored with fascination as an alternative to the shortcomings

of the West. Therefore, seeking intent in the policies and response to the

policies that led to the death of millions presents an epistemological challenge

to the Slavists who tend to overlook mass violence nature of collectivisation.

Such an approach, however, ignores the direct mechanisms of the policy.

Nobody can survive without food. The argument of an ill-informed leader

and a dysfunctional bureaucracy does not stand scrutiny either. We now have

unearthed sufficient archival evidence, including correspondence between

Molotov, Kaganovich, Stalin and others,23 to suggest that the leadership was

very well-informed and, as the Purges show, deeply involved in processes on

the ground. Upon sending Molotov to Ukraine, Stalin telegraphed the former

instructions on working with district officials on procurement. These orders

were sent downdirectly fromStalin to those on the ground.To suggest that the

Party’s General Secretary had been misinformed, brutality was driven from

below while blaming a dysfunctional bureaucracy is to ignore ample evidence

concerning the mechanisms of a man-made famine.

In fact, in his correspondence with Molotov and Kaganovich, Stalin ex-

plains disobedience of the rank-and-file perpetrators of the Holodomor as
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indicating their possible involvement in the Ukrainian national (Petliurite)

movement through which they served as agents for Poland. Indeed, there

are many references to the 1919 peasant uprising against the Bolsheviks in

Ukraine. In the correspondence exchange between the Kremlin and Kharkiv it

is stressed that Ukrainian “kulaks are different to those in Russia proper, and

they are more cultured,”24 referring to their political experience accumulated

during the Civil War.That is where a link between intent, social, and national,

comes to the fore, making Ukraine’s 1932–33 famine distinct from the all-

Soviet famine that took place from 1931 to 1934.

Finally, not articulating one’s intention to kill millions does not imply an

absence of intent. The results of the repressive policies point to the goal of

starving certain groups with the pursuit of such policies having been a polit-

ical choice. In his many speeches Stalin expressed desire to improve the lives

of ordinary people yet his decisions took lives ofmillions. InDizziness with Suc-

cess, he eloquently accuses the rank-and-file perpetrators of having been guilty

of the worst excesses while continuing to defend collectivization as a popular

policy. His political speeches could not be taken at face value, especially in So-

viet history. It is more important to see what was happening in internal corre-

spondence, intelligence reports, and survivor testimonies than to assume the

benevolence of their totalitarian leaders based on their party membership.

Brutalising and denial of fundamental rights for the rural population led

not only to humanitarian catastrophe but contributed to the very demise of the

SovietUnion.Youngpeople strived to leave the countryside by joining the army

or seeking-out education and urban-based employment under Brezhnev. Stu-

dents andworkerswere sent to the villages to helpwith sowingor harvesting to

address the workforce shortage at the collective farms as collectivized agricul-

ture proved economically unviable.The sheer scale of theHolodomor,however,

demonstratedperennial essenceof theRussian ruleoverUkraine–exploitative

and repressive. As Soviet repressive machine fell apart in the 1980s,memories

of the Holodomor became the subject of public discussion and academic re-

search in Ukraine, and the role of the Kremlin in organising the famine came

to the fore. When the regime was challenged in 1991, Ukraine was one of the

first to leave the Union by a popular vote. Upon the collapse of the empire, this

time the USSR, the Holodomor became central to the nation-building process

in Ukraine and provides for a better understanding of Ukraine’s relations with

Russia and its Soviet past.
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