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Stalin and the Soviet Famine
of 1932 —-33 Revisited

MICHAEL ELLMAN

Abstract

This article contributes to the debate about the role of Stalin in the Soviet famine of 1932 33. It
provides data on Stalin’s statements and actions in 1932 33, judicial and extra judicial repression, and
the process by which the 1933 deportation targets were drastically reduced. It is suggested that
starvation was a cheap substitute for the cancelled deportations. It is argued that in 1932 33 Stalin
pursued a multi pronged policy of state terror against the population of the USSR. Some general issues
of interpretation are also considered, such as Bolshevik perceptions, the characterisation of Soviet
industrialisation, and approaches to Soviet history. Extensive attention is given to the classification of
Stalin’s actions according to national and international criminal law. In particular, the question of
whether or not in 1932 33 the Ukrainian people were victims of genocide, is analysed.

Attentively studying the author’s text, not only do [specialists] not stint their compliments,
but they also make some critical remarks. Because (is it necessary to prove the obvious?) any
really good book invites discussion (Ivanov 2006, p. 120).

The Stalinist leadership was only able to retain power then [in 1932] by using the most savage
repression (Khlevnyuk 1992, p. 11).

INITIALLY IT WAS MY INTENTION MERELY TO REPLY TO SOME OF THE POINTS made
by Davies and Wheatcroft (2006) in their response to my recent article (Ellman 2005).
However, on giving the matter more consideration, it became clear to me that it is
necessary to place the issues at stake in a wider context. Not only is it necessary to
provide additional data about Stalin’s statements and actions in 1932—33, and discuss
some general questions of interpreting this period, but it is also necessary that Stalin’s
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actions in 193233 be discussed in the context of national and international criminal
law, a topic entirely outside the scope of the Davies and Wheatcroft book and their
response to my article. In particular, Stalin’s actions now have to be discussed against
the background of the recent Ukrainian request to the UN that Stalin’s actions be
recognised by the international community as genocide, and in the context of the
development of genocide studies as an academic discipline. Thus, this article has the
following structure. It begins, in the first part, with some specific points on which I
disagree with Davies and Wheatcroft. In the second part I move on to more general
interpretative differences in our approaches when assessing the events of those years.
In the third part I consider the question of the legality of Stalin’s actions, considered
from the standpoint of both national and international criminal law.

Specific points of disagreement

Stalin’s interpretation of the cause of the famine and the consequences of that
interpretation

Both Davies and Wheatcroft and myself agree that Stalin ‘was more concerned with
the fate of industrialisation than with the lives of the peasants’.! We also agree that
Stalin ‘certainly believed the famine was the peasants’ own fault’ (Davies &
Wheatcroft 2006, p. 628). Stalin was particularly concerned about two groups of
peasants who—according to him—had played a major role in ‘causing’ the famine: the
‘class enemies’ (or ‘counter-revolutionaries’ or ‘anti-Soviet elements’), and the ‘idlers’.
In his speech of 11 January 1933, Stalin (1951b, pp. 227-231) explained that the
killings and deportations undertaken up until then had not yet eliminated all the ‘class
enemies’, and that many of them were still at loose in the collective farms, into which
they had wormed themselves. The newly formed collective farms were often being used
by ‘counter-revolutionaries’. He argued that the ‘kulaks’ had been beaten but not yet
finished off. The situation was still one of fierce ‘class struggle’. The implication of
these remarks was that the repression up until then was insufficient—by then more
than two and a half million peasants had been arrested, deported, resettled, shot, or
sent to prisons and camps—and that more would be necessary.’

As for the ‘idlers’ (or ‘slackers’), they deserved to starve. In his speech of 19 February
1933, delivered while the famine was raging, Stalin (1951c, p. 249) quoted from Lenin

!This was not a specifically Stalinist policy but reflected long standing Soviet priorities. In 1922 23
grain was exported to raise funds for the revival of industry at a time when famine was still widespread
and the American Relief Administration (ARA) was still providing relief supplies (Serbyn 1986,
pp. 165 169).

This speech is discussed in Davies and Wheatcroft (2004, pp. 203 204). However, they do not draw
attention to its implications for repression. Indeed, they assert that Stalin’s speech was ‘moderate in
tone’. This speech was not an isolated incident. Four days earlier Stalin had made another speech at the
same meeting. In this he called for the ‘intensification’ of ‘class struggle’ and ‘revolutionary vigilance’.
In their absence there was a danger, according to Stalin, of a revival of the old ‘counterrevolutionary
parties of the SRs [Socialist Revolutionaries], Mensheviks, and bourgeois nationalists at the centre and
the border regions’ and also of a revival of the ‘counterrevolutionary elements from the Trotskyists and
the right deviationists’ (Stalin 1951a, pp. 211 212). Khlevnyuk (1992, p. 20) sensibly referred to this
speech as ‘extremely harsh’. Davies (1996, p. 321) correctly noted that this speech ‘provided a
justification for. .. repression’.
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the words: ‘He who does not work, neither shall he eat’.® He explained that Lenin had
directed these words against the exploiting classes, who did not work themselves but
lived on the work of others. However, these words also applied to those who idled and
expected others to feed them.* These words naturally influenced the actions of local
authorities. As Davies and Wheatcroft have noted (2004, p. 420), an official report of
22 March 1933 explained, ‘The slogan “he who does not work, neither shall he eat” is
adopted by rural organisations without any adjustment—Ilet them perish’.> The idea
that many of the starving were idlers who deserved to die was a significant part of the
official reaction to the famine. The People’s Commissar for Agriculture of Ukraine
(A. Odintsov), after touring some badly affected districts, reported that ‘There is a
growing consciousness among the people, including the starving, that the way out of the
situation is primarily to fulfil the spring sowing. The conscientiously working collective
farmers are angry about the idlers and thieves. The conscientiously working collective
farmers argue this way: let the idlers and thieves who have condemned me to semi-
starvation die from hunger. We will somehow or other get by, will not permit more
idling and theft and in the future will improve our life’.®

Hence, it can be seen that, during the famine, far from recognising the right of the
whole population to food, Stalin specified two groups, the ‘class enemies’ (or ‘counter-
revolutionaries’ or ‘anti-Soviet elements’) and the ‘idlers’, who deserved either
repression or starvation. In addition, on 20 July 1932 Stalin proposed (Khlevnyuk
et al. 2001, p. 235) that as a rule the ‘thieves’ who were ‘stealing’ state and kolkhoz
property should be killed (a proposal formalised in the decree of 7 August 1932). Local
officials sometimes interpreted this to mean that those who were dying of starvation
were thieves who deserved such a fate.

The Davies and Wheatcroft interpretation pays too little attention to the view of
the Stalinists in 1932-33 that many of the dying were ‘counter-revolutionaries’
or ‘idlers’ or ‘thieves’ who fully deserved their fate. However, I agree with Davies and
Wheatcroft that in 1929-30 when Stalin initiated the collectivisation policy he certainly
did not intend to implement a starvation policy. I also agree that the ignorance of
agricultural and peasant matters by Team-Stalin,” and their over-optimism about the
effects of their own policies, undoubtedly played a significant role in the tragedy.

The 1933 mass deportation plans

At the beginning of 1933, there were plans within the leadership for very large
deportations. There was talk of deporting three million people in 1933, a figure which

3The ultimate source of this ‘quotation from Lenin’ is II Thessalonians, 3:10.

“The speech is discussed by Davies and Wheatcroft (2004, p. 208) but the passage cited above is not
mentioned.

SDavies and Wheatcroft do not point out that this slogan had been launched by Stalin himself a few
weeks earlier.

%The report is in the Ukrainian archives and available on internet at http://www.archives.gov.ua/
Sections/Famine/Publicat/index.php?1933 03 March (berezen’) 12, 1933, accessed 27 March 2007. The
inclusion of ‘thieves’ in this passage reflects the official interpretation of the decree of 7 August 1932.
According to this interpretation, much of the food shortage resulted from the actions of ‘thieves’ who
stole state and kolkhoz property for speculative purposes.

"This terminology was introduced by Wheatcroft (see Wheatcroft 2004).
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was soon reduced to two million (Krasil'nikov 2003, p. 95; Trenin 2002, pp. 8—10). On
7 February Yagoda informed the Kazakh OGPU leaders about the intention to deport
one million people to Kazakhstan in 1933 (Berelovich & Danilov 2005, pp. 270—271).
On the same day he also told the leader of the West Siberian OGPU about the plan to
deport one million people to West Siberia in 1933 (Danilov & Krasil'nikov 1994,
pp- 42—44). On the basis of these plans for further mass deportations, I drew two
conclusions. First, at the beginning of 1933, the leadership was very hostile to the
peasantry. Secondly, the mass deaths from starvation which actually took place in
1933 could be seen by this anti-peasant leadership as an alternative—and cheaper and
thus more attractive—way of eliminating ‘anti-Soviet elements’.

The Reply by Davies and Wheatcroft raises the following issues. First there is the
question of why were the deportation targets drastically reduced in the first half of
1933. Davies and Wheatcroft give two reasons for this: (i) because of the
‘unwillingness and inability of the regional authorities to assimilate such a large
number of people’; and (ii) ‘because of the disasters that ensued, including the Nazino
tragedy’ (Davies & Wheatcroft 2006, p. 630).

Opposition from the West Siberian leaders was certainly one factor. However, since
on 7 March Eikhe agreed to accept half a million deportees (Pokrovskii 2005,
pp- 589-590),% and since, as far as I am aware, no message from the Kazakh
leadership objecting to the one million target for Kazakhstan has been found,
opposition from the regional authorities only explains the reduction in the deportation
target from two million to one and a half million. Stalin’s reaction to Eikhe’s
objections (in his telegram of 10 February 1933) to receiving one million deportees in
1933 was to ask Yagoda to look into the practicality of this plan and the seriousness of
Eikhe’s arguments. Yagoda reported on the 13 February that: ‘Undoubtedly the
transfer of a million people, in a comparatively short time (from the end of April until
October 1933) will be extremely difficult without massive hard work by the West
Siberian organisations and the central organs’ (Pokrovskii 2005, p. 577). On the same
day, he and Berman (the head of the Gulag) submitted a paper to Stalin with detailed
calculations of the resources required to deport two million people and put them to
useful work (Pokrovskii 2005, pp. 578—587; Berelovich & Danilov 2005, pp. 275—
282). They considered the matter in detail, specifying the building materials, food, and
other goods necessary for the success of this project. They then converted these
resources into money, arriving at an estimated cost of 1.4 billion rubles. This was a
substantial sum. In view of this disagreeable estimate, which Molotov for one thought
was grossly exaggerated,” and in line with the proposal of Yagoda and Berman
themselves, a special committee was set up by a Politburo decision of 10 March 1933
to look into the accuracy of the OGPU cost estimates (Trenin 2002, p. 180). These
high estimated costs, and the attention given to checking them, support the idea that

8At the same time, he informed Stalin of the resources (boats, grain, timber cutting equipment,
horses, money, timber, 800 Communists, OGPU troops with 300 bayonets, and six fast armed and
armoured boats) that would be required to implement this operation.

°He wrote on the paper (Khaustov et al. 2003, p. 406), ‘The expenses (1,394 million rubles) are a
gross exaggeration. It is necessary to use the deportees themselves for these expenses’.



STALIN AND THE SOVIET FAMINE OF 1932—33 REVISITED 667

cost played an important part in the process by which the deportation plans were
reduced. They also support the idea that, from a cost point of view, deportation was
less attractive than starvation as a means of removing ‘anti-Soviet elements’.

The idea that the Nazino tragedy influenced the decision to scale down the planned
deportations is strange. Velichko’s famous report (Trenin 2002, pp. 67—78) is dated 3 —
22 August 1933. The decision about it by the byuro of the West Siberian kraikom is dated
1 November 1933 (Trenin 2002, pp. 186—189). The Politburo decision on the matter is
dated 10 March 1934 (Trenin 2002, pp. 189—190). However, on 10 May 1933, the
Politburo issued instructions that, in view of ‘the new favourable situation in the
countryside’ mass peasant deportations should be ended (Pokrovskii 2005, pp. 607—612;
Danilov et al. 2001, pp. 746—750). Although the 1933 deportation plan was fixed at
550,000 on 15 July (Pokrovskii 2005, p. 623),'° it is clear that the drastic scaling-down of
the initial 1933 deportation plans predated even the writing of the Velichko report, let
alone the official response to it. Furthermore, the idea that the main lines of Soviet
decision-making in 1933 were determined by humanitarian considerations is odd and
requires proof. Some attention was given by the leadership in the first quarter of 1932 to
the unsatisfactory hygienic and living conditions of the ‘special settlers’ (Pokrovskii 2005,
pp- 469 —524). However, this seems to have been motivated mainly by the desire to utilise
their labour and to take them off the list of those entitled to state food supplies.'

Secondly, there is the question of who initiated the 1933 mass deportation plans.
Davies and Wheatcroft put forward the ‘provisional opinion that the scheme for mass
deportations. ..emanated from Yagoda in the OGPU rather than being strongly
advanced or even actively supported by Stalin’ (Davies & Wheatcroft 2006, p. 630).
This is undoubtedly possible. It seems that the later ‘Latvian operation’—one of the
‘mass operations’ which constituted the Stalinshchina—was an initiative of an NKVD
officer and not of Stalin (Khaustov ez al. 2004, p. 662). Nevertheless, I find it
unconvincing in the absence of definite evidence. It reminds me of the erroneous idea
that the Stalinshchina was not planned and supervised by Stalin but was an initiative
of Yezhov, a childish idea now known to be false. Similarly, the late V. P. Danilov
argued that Eikhe’s telegram of 10 February 1933 was sent to Stalin rather than to
Yagoda (who on 7 February 1933 had communicated to Novosibirsk the plan for one
million deportations to West Siberia in 1933) because Eikhe ‘knew that the “plan
targets” of the OGPU had been compiled on the orders of the gensec [i.e. Stalin]’
(Danilov 2002, p. 319).

19According to a Politburo decision of 17 April 1933 (Pokrovskii 2005, p. 599), the 1933 deportees
were to comprise six groups. These were, ‘kulaks’ exiled from the collectivised regions; those exiled for
‘sabotage’ of the grain procurements; marginals expelled from Moscow and Leningrad in connection
with passportisation; ‘kulaks’ who had found work in industry; people exiled from areas along the
western frontier of the USSR; and people condemned by the OGPU and the courts for periods of
between three and five years. Virtually all of these people will have been peasants (or members of their
households) at the time of their detention or shortly before it.

"'"On 21 March 1932 Yagoda sent Stalin a request for large quantities of seed to be issued to the
‘special settlers’ (Pokrovskii 2005, pp. 515 516). He concluded by stating that if adequate seed to
enable the ‘special settlers’ to sow food crops was not issued to them, then ‘removing the special settlers
from the state supply of food and vegetables will be impossible’. Yagoda’s request was approved by the
Politburo two days later (Pokrovskii 2005, p. 518).
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In general, it is not the case that the mass deportations of the early 1930s were an
initiative of the OGPU to which a reluctant Stalin gave his half-hearted consent. They
were an initiative of Stalin, sometimes forced through against OGPU opposition
(Khlevnyuk 1992, p. 24). In 1931, Yagoda was demoted and Evdokimov (head of the
Secret-Operational Department of the OGPU and a member of the collegium of the
OGPU) was sent to Central Asia, apparently for their opposition to Stalin’s mass
deportation plans (Danilov 2003).

Thirdly, there is an issue on which I was in error. Davies and Wheatcroft correctly
point out that, in my 2005 article, I overlooked their two footnotes in which they
mention the 1933 deportation plans. For this I apologise. However, they did ignore the
discussion about possibly deporting three million people, and the plans to deport two
million (they only mention the 10 March decision to deport one million and the 15 July
decision to deport 550,000 people). Nor do they discuss what it means when the
government of a country in the middle of a major famine adopts plans to deport
millions of peasants. Nor do they reflect on the revealed substitution between the
deportation plans (that were reduced in early 1933) and the starvation deaths (that
increased in the same period).

Judicial and extra-judicial repression

1932—-33 was marked by savage repression, both judicial and extra-judicial. The
notorious decree of 7 August 1932, which was so extreme that there was even
opposition to it within the Politburo (Davies & Wheatcroft 2004, pp. 164—165),
resulted in widespread suffering. It led in 1932—-33 to a quarter of a million people
being charged by the OGPU and more than 200,000 sentences (normally of 5—10
years in the Gulag) of which more than 11,000 seem to have been death sentences.'?
Some data on its implementation (which was the joint responsibility of the courts and
of the OGPU) are set out in Table 1.

As far as judicial repression is concerned, some data are set out in Table 2.

The data in Table 2 make it plain that in 1929—33 (the years of collectivisation and
famine), the number of convictions by Soviet courts was substantially in excess of the
number in both the preceding and following periods. If one treats the excess of

12Stalin had originally proposed that ‘as a rule’ the sentence under this decree would be the death
penalty. The fact that only a tiny minority of those sentenced were shot probably resulted from a
general unwillingness by judicial and security personnel to implement as originally intended what was
widely seen as an impractical and barbaric decree (Khlevnyuk 1992, pp. 22 24; Solomon 1996,
pp- 116 117). As Davies and Wheatcroft correctly observe (2004, p. 167): “The decree of 7 August was
not only savage but impracticably savage’. This unwillingness is an interesting example of passive
resistance by bureaucrats preventing Stalin from killing as many people as he would have liked to kill.
Already the Instruction of 16 September 1932 on implementing the decree, drawn up by the top judicial
and security officials and approved by the Politburo, provided that kolkhozniki and individual peasants
(if they were not involved in organised theft, and were not ‘kulaks’, former traders, or other ‘socially
alien elements’) caught for ‘stealing’ kolkhoz property, would ‘only’ receive 10 years (Danilov et al.
2001, pp. 477 479). Although the death penalty and 10 years were supposed to be the only
punishments under this decree, actually many shorter sentences were given. According to Khlevnyuk
(1992, pp. 10 31), this opposition in society to extreme repression was one of the reasons why the
Stalinshchina was postponed for four years.
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TABLE 1
1932 33 REPRESSION UNDER THE DECREE OF 7 AUGUST 1932

Death
Date Agency Charged®  Arrested Sentences sentences
1 November 1932 OGPU n.a. 31,488 6,406b 501
15 January 1933 USSR courts® n.a. n.a. 103,000 4,880¢
1 March 1933 RSFSR courts n.a. n.a. 98,266 4,202
1 January 1933 1 May 1933 USSR courts n.a. n.a. 81,251 4,183
31 December 1933 RSFSR general courts® n.a. n.a. 125,735" n.a.
31 December 1933 OGPU 250,461 n.a. 21,583% 2,226"

Notes: *Privlecheno. In general the number charged is greater than the number arrested since it includes
persons charged but not held in detention.

"The discrepancy between OGPU arrests and sentences results from transfers to other bodies (e.g. the court
system), cases still under investigation, and releases. OGPU releases prior to sentence were not insignificant.
For data on this see Table 3.

“There appear to be no very reliable data on judicial repression under the decree of 7 August 1932, only a
variety of apparently conflicting data in different documents (Solomon 1996, pp. 115 and 117).

9This is an incomplete figure which only refers to the 70,060 cases for which there were data at the time of
writing this report. However, the number of actual executions in the judicial system seems to have been much
less than the number of death sentences by that system. According to the RSFSR Commissar of Justice
Krylenko (Solomon 1996, p. 117) the number of persons actually executed under the decree in 1932 in the
RSFSR did not exceed 1,000 (this figure probably excludes extra-judicial repression by the OGPU). Solomon
(1996, p. 223) suggests that the actual number of judicial executions in 1933 was at least as many as in 1932.
In addition there were transport courts and military tribunals which also implemented the decree.
fAccording to the archival source used for Table 2 row 2 (1.3), 22,347 of these sentences were issued in 1932
and 103,388 in 1933. Repression under this decree did not end at the end of 1933. According to the same
source, there were 37,729 convictions in 1934, 12,827 in 1935 and smaller numbers in all years up to and
including 1946 (the source was compiled in 1947).

€According to the January 1934 OGPU report, in 1933 the OGPU sentenced 15,177 people under the decree
of 7 August. Allowing also for the 6,406 people sentenced by 1 November 1932, produces a total of 21,583.
This is a slight underestimate since it excludes November December 1932. The difference between the
numbers charged by the OGPU and the numbers sentenced by it, reflects sentences by the courts to which
most cases were transferred, cases stopped during investigation or trial, or even acquittals.

"According to the January 1934 OGPU report, in 1933 77,581 people were sentenced by the courts and the
OGPU. Of these, the OGPU sentenced 1,725 to death. Adding on the 501 OGPU death sentences by 1
November 1932 gives the figure of 2,226 OGPU death sentences by the end of December 1933. This figure is a
slight underestimate because it excludes OGPU death sentences in November December 1932.

Sources: Menzhinsky’s report to Stalin of 3 November 1932 (Berelovich & Danilov 2005, p. 217); Vinokur’s
report of 7 March 1933 (Zyuzina 2004, pp. 128 131); Vyshinsky’s report to Stalin of 23 March 1933
(Danilov et al. 2001, pp. 726 733); Vinokur’s report of July 1933 (Zyuzina 2004, pp. 133 147); archival
source cited in Table 2 (1.3); and the OGPU report to Stalin of 8 January 1934 (Berelovich & Danilov 2005,
pp. 506 507).

convictions in 1929-33 over the average for 1928 and 1935 as a measure of judicial
repression, then excess convictions, or judicial repression, in the USSR in 1929-33
was at least a million and may have been as high as 2.8 million. If van den Berg’s
estimates are accurate, then just in 1932—33 there were more than a million victims of
judicial repression (van den Berg 1985, p. 11).

Besides judicial repression there was also extra-judicial repression. Some data on
extra-judicial repression in 1932—33 are set out in Table 3.

From Table 3 it can be seen that in 1932—33 the implementation of the decree of 7
August 1932 was only part of the OGPU’s repressive activities. During 1932—33 the
OGPU charged about 1.1 million people, of whom about 900,000 were arrested, about
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TABLE 3
OGPU REPRESSION IN 1932 33
1932 1933
1. Persons under investigation at start of year 51,225 84,882
2. Charged during year 499,249 634,429
of whom, arrested during year 410,433 505,256
3. Sentenced by the OGPU 141,919 239,664
of which death sentences® 2,728 2,154
4. Transferred to departments of the OGPU® 28,351°¢ 20,475
5. Transferred to the courts 156,816 278,486
6. Under investigation at end of year 114,388 57,966
of whom, arrested 71,341 35,358
7. Released and cases closed! 108,995 146,971
8. Statistical discrepancy® 24,251

Notes: “The number of OGPU death sentences fell steadily in 1930 36. It was 20,201 in 1930, and 10,651 in
1931, but ‘only’ 1,118 in 1936.

°This is a category in the statistics. What it actually involved is unclear.

‘Literally, ‘transferred to other departments’.

dIncludes those who died prior to sentencing and those who escaped. In 1931, of the 95,533 persons recorded
as released, 53,166 (55.7%) were released because the offence was insignificant, 28,360 (29.7%) for lack of
evidence, 625 (0.7%) died and 554 (0.6%) escaped. Analogous breakdowns for 1932 and 1933 are currently
unavailable. Given the very difficult food situation in 1932 33, it is likely that the numbers who died prior to
sentencing then were greater than in 1931.

°This is the excess of the outflow over the inflow. Its cause is unclear.

Source: Mozokhin (2006, pp. 299 312). The information in note (a) comes from the 1953 Pavlov report
which has been published several times, e.g. Artizov et al. (2000, pp. 76 77).

380,000 sentenced by the OGPU itself, hundreds of thousands were transferred to
the judicial system, and tens of thousands were transferred to other branches of
the OGPU."

Stalin’s ‘knockout blow’

Davies and Wheatcroft suggest that ‘there seems to be no reason to link Stalin’s
proposed blow with the deportations of 1933 rather than with the many repressive
actions in December 1932 which followed his speech’ (Davies & Wheatcroft 2006,
p. 630). Since many repressive actions followed Stalin’s speech, it is indeed uncertain
which he had in mind. The possibilities include four well-documented ones. They are:

(a) the small-scale deportations in the winter of 1932—33;

(b) the ban on migration from the North Caucasus and Ukraine;

(c) the January—March 1933 discussion and plans for mass deportations in 1933;
and

(d) the judicial and extra-judicial repression of 1932—33.

3The data in Tables 2 and 3 show that Table 1 of Ellman (2005) underestimates the number of
peasants repressed in 1930 33 because it excludes judicial repression.
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As far as the first is concerned, prior to the Politburo decision of 10 March 1933 to
deport one million people in 1933, on 14 December 1932 the Politburo decided to
deport (almost) all the inhabitants of Poltava stanitsa (North Caucasus) (Pokrovskii
2005, pp. 565—566; Davies & Wheatcroft 2004, pp. 190—191).'* On 23 December
1932, the Politburo approved the proposal to deport 300—400 households from the
Lower Volga. On the same day, the Politburo approved a proposal to deport 5,000
families from the North Caucasus (including 2,000 from Poltava stanitsa). On 31
December 1932, the members of the Politburo approved Kosior’s proposal to deport
300 families from the Chernigovskii region. The next day the members of the Politburo
agreed to a proposal to deport 700 families and 700 individuals from the
Dnepropetrovsk region and make a list of 50 people from that region who had been
expelled from the party and who would be sent to concentration camps. On 4 January
1933, the members of the Politburo agreed to deport 400 families from the Kharkiv
region (and also to deport from that region to the north 40 people who had been
expelled from the party).'> On 29 January 1933, the members of the Politburo agreed
to deport from the North Caucasus 30,000 people condemned to concentration camps.
On 20 February 1933, the members of the Politburo agreed to allow the Lower-Volga
kraikom to deport 2,000 households. On 27 February 1933 the members of the
Politburo agreed to allow the Bashkir obkom to deport 1,000 families.'®

The notorious ban on migration from the North Caucasus and Ukraine was ordered
on 22 January 1933 (Danilov ez al. 2001, p. 635). By 20 March 1933, 225,000 people
had been picked up in the course of implementing it. Of these, 87% were returned to
their permanent place of residence; 4% had been detained with a view to sentencing
them; and 1% had already been sentenced and sent to a state farm or concentration
camp (Berelovich & Danilov 2005, p. 354).

The third and fourth measures (the mass deportations and judicial and extra-judicial
repression) were discussed above. Although it is uncertain precisely what Stalin had in
mind as his ‘knockout blow’, it is certain that, in the winter of 1932 —33, he initiated or
approved a wide variety of repressive anti-peasant actions, several of which resulted in
significant fatalities.

Kosior’s report of 15 March 1933

Davies and Wheatcroft state that: “This is not the kind of letter that would be
addressed to a Stalin who was known to be secretly calling for the starvation of the
peasants’ (Davies & Wheatcroft 2006, p. 629). The reason I cited this letter was that
I thought it provided evidence that ‘at the height of the famine, the party leadership
regarded hunger as a stick that would teach the peasants the need for conscientious
work in the collective farm fields’. Davies and Wheatcroft are correct to note that the

This decision was quickly implemented. By 27 December 2,158 families (9,187 people) had been
deported from Poltava stanitsa to the Urals (Pokrovskii 2005, p. 568).

150n 24 January 1933 the members of the Politburo rejected a proposal by the northern kraikom to
deport 3,000 households to the Pechora. These seem to have been households already living in the
northern region.

SFor the information in this paragraph, see Pokrovskii (2005, pp. 565 589).
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report ends up by appealing for central assistance for Ukraine, but how does Kosior
attempt to make this palatable to Stalin? He informs him about the famine and then
discusses its causes. He argues that it was caused primarily by the bad work of the
peasants themselves. This was Stalin’s own position, as Davies and Wheatcroft agree,
and hence could be expected to appeal to Stalin. He also informs Stalin that the
peasants were gradually coming to accept this view—a most implausible proposition
that he presumably thought would appeal to Stalin. He also blames the unsatisfactory
situation on poor work by local party organisations and stresses the need to fully
utilise local resources—also arguments likely to appeal to Stalin. In addition, he states
that: “The unsatisfactory preparation for sowing in the worst affected regions shows
that the hunger has not yet taught many collective farmers good sense (umu-razumau)
[i.e. the need to work well on the collective farm fields]’. This implies that he thought
that the notion that the famine had a positive role to play as a way of socialising the
collective farmers would appeal to Stalin. This is significant and it is the reason why I
cited this letter.'”

General issues
Bolshevik perceptions

The reason why I devoted attention to Bolshevik perceptions is that, as a lecturer, I
have noticed that many students and others have difficulty in understanding how
Stalin could have acted as he did. His behaviour was radically different from what they
regard as the proper and normal way to respond to famines. Stalin did not give
priority to fighting the famine and reducing the number of victims. (His efforts in this
direction were too little too late.) Instead, he gave priority to the industrialisation
programme, tried to prevent flight from the worst affected regions, deported some
peasants, and planned mass deportations but worried about their (material and
financial but not human) cost, and declined to appeal for foreign help. Why was this?

Of course, on one level, as Davies and Wheatcroft argue, Stalin’s actions can be
explained by the fact that he gave priority to the industrialisation programme and the
image of the USSR abroad. That is how matters look to two modern economic

""For a number of other quotations suggesting that Soviet officials in 1932 33 saw the famine as a
way of teaching the peasants a lesson, see Kul’chits’kii (2005, p. 212). An alleged statement by
Khataevich (in 1932 37 a member of the Ukrainian Politburo and in 1933 37 first secretary of the
Dnepropetrovsk obkom), which seems to relate to 1933, would if accurate corroborate the idea that
many Bolsheviks in 1932 33 saw the famine as a way of socialising the peasants: ‘A ruthless struggle is
going on between the peasantry and our regime. It is a struggle to the death. This year was a test of our
strength and their endurance. It took a famine to show them who is master here. It has cost millions of
lives, but the collective farm system is here to stay. We’ve won the war’. This passage has been quoted
by Conquest, Scott, and Pavlova. The original source seems to be Kravchenko (1946, p. 130). If
authentic, this quotation would be relevant evidence. However, this statement is part of a conversation
written from memory 12 years after the event, in a book published in the United States, which was
intended to blacken the Soviet regime, and is part of a self congratulatory chapter which portrays the
author as having acted in a very positive way. Hence, it may be more literary than historical. The
historical Khataevich tried unsuccessfully to defend the peasants against excessive procurements
(Ivnitskii 1995, pp. 37 38; Davies & Wheatcroft 2004, pp. 150 151).
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historians.'® However, I think it is also necessary to look deeper. When these events
took place, Stalin had been a Marxist (as he interpreted this) for decades and was the
leader of a political movement that subscribed to the class-historical approach.'® This
had the following implications for his approach to the famine:

(a) a rejection of the idea of giving priority to humanitarian considerations in
decision making;

(b) an attitude towards the peasants which, as Davies and Wheatcroft point out,
‘was far from positive’ and always regarded them ‘as second-class citizens’
(Davies & Wheatcroft 2006, p. 628);

(c) the ascription of difficulties to ‘class-war’ by ‘enemy classes’ (or ‘wrecking’/
‘sabotage’ by ‘enemies of the people’);*°

(d) an emphasis on the need to eliminate ‘class enemies’ (or ‘enemies of the people’);
and

(e) the evaluation of the outcome of famines not from a humanitarian position but
from the standpoint of how they contributed to the ‘building of socialism’.

Given these attitudes, Stalin’s approach was entirely understandable, and other
policies would have been irrational. It seems to me that, in their analysis, Davies and
Wheatcroft pay exclusive attention to the trees and not enough to the wood.
Naturally, the changes in Stalin’s policies to which they draw attention really took
place. But there were also important elements of continuity. One was the stress on the
‘war’ with ‘enemies’ and the need to prosecute it vigorously. Another, to which I drew
attention, was the Bolshevik attitude to famines. Davies and Wheatcroft respond to
the latter by:

(a) asserting that I consider that Bolsheviks always had a positive attitude to famines
and that this is wrong; and
(b) disputing my interpretation of Stalin’s 1935 speech.

¥Davies and Wheatcroft recognise that in determining events ‘ideology played its part’ (Davies &
Wheatcroft 2004, p. 441). However, they devote most attention to other factors. This is
understandable, since some of the facts they have unearthed were hitherto unknown, and previous
writers have given much attention to ideology. However, a balanced approach has to take account of
all relevant factors, not just the newly discovered and hitherto neglected ones.

For a theoretical discussion, see Lukacs (1971). On p. 198 of the translation Lukacs states that
‘when judging whether an action is right or wrong it is essential to relate it to its function in the total
process’. In a 1990 interview (Kumanev 2005, p. 103), L. M. Kaganovich explained that, considered
from the class historical point of view, the repression of the 1930s had been entirely justified: ‘Look, if
you investigate everything in detail, and look at every single case, then of course it is possible to find
flaws and mistakes, no doubt about it. But if we approach the issue historically, then it was necessary
to cleanse the country. This is shown by the current situation. Are there not people today who are open
enemies of socialism and of the October revolution? There are lots of them! Therefore, those who want
to defend the October revolution have to beat the enemies of this revolution, beat the enemies of Soviet
power and of the Soviet state. The present situation demonstrates that we were right’.

20K uromiya (1995) has pointed out that during the 1930s the view that difficulties had been caused
by ‘enemies’ remained constant, but these ‘enemies’ were increasingly seen not as ‘class enemies’ (such
as ‘kulaks’) but non class ‘enemies of the people’.
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The former is just an ‘Aunt Sally’.*' I do not think that Lenin and Stalin thought
that all famines (or possibly just their consequences) were progressive. It is not the
assessment that I regard as constant but the criterion of assessment. This was whether
the famine (or any other event) contributed to the victory of the revolution and the
‘building of socialism’. If it did, it was ‘progressive’. If it harmed them, it should be
fought. In 1891-92, Lenin was in opposition, and he considered that the famine (or
possibly just its consequences) played a useful role in undermining Tsarism.** In 1921,
Lenin agreed to the ARA helping Russia because the Bolsheviks were then ruling
Russia and were trying to develop the Communist International. To improve the
economic position of the country they ruled, and to attract the workers of central and
western Europe to their cause, it was desirable to fight the famine. In 193233, the
Soviet leaders thought that the main priorities were to continue the industrialisation
programme and eliminate the ‘counter-revolutionary elements’. In all three cases, the
evaluation criterion was the same even if the policy implications varied in the light of
the concrete situation.

Stalin’s 1935 speech, according to Davies and Wheatcroft ‘cannot be interpreted as
justifying famine’ (Davies & Wheatcroft 2006, p. 632). The meaning of the passage
I cited is evidently a matter of debate. It seems to me that it is a formulation of
the well-known ‘necessary cost’ argument, according to which the ‘sacrifices’ which
the population had had to make had been necessary for industrialisation. Whether
by the ‘sacrifices’, which included ‘the necessity to economise on food’, Stalin meant
the famine, or the fall in real wages, or the food shortages, or the rationing, is difficult
to determine. My interpretation seemed—and seems—entirely plausible to me. The
reason for this is that the famine had been by far the biggest and most serious of these
‘sacrifices” and in 1935 (when the speech was delivered) to talk about how it had been
necessary ‘to economise on food’ would inevitably have reminded the audience of the
famine—especially when the speaker linked it with the need to get rid ‘of our
technological famine’. Readers are welcome to look at the two relevant paragraphs—
or the speech as a whole—and interpret the passage cited in whatever way seems
plausible to them, bearing in mind that it was delivered just two years after the peak of
a terrible famine by a leader who was widely regarded as responsible for that famine.?

2'In his recent biography of Lenin, Loginov (2005, pp. 119 131) strongly criticises the accuracy of
Vodovozov’s account [which was utilised in Ellman (2005)] of Lenin’s attitude to the famine of 1891
92. However, Loginov’s reliance on a 1987 Soviet thesis and Plekhanov as sources for the famine of
1891 92, and the policy of the government towards it, undermines the credibility of his account.

22The idea that the famine of 1891 92 had played a positive role in the transition from feudalism to
capitalism and thus helped the ultimate victory of socialism was commonplace in Bolshevik circles. The
first edition of the Bol’shaya Sovetskaya Entsiklopediya (Moscow, 1930, vol. 17, p. 458) observed in its
article about famine in Russia that: ‘In this connection, famine years played a definite role in
differentiating the peasantry. Already in 1891 Engels noted that: “the famine accelerates the
disintegration of the old rural commune, and the enrichment of the kulaks, transforming them into big
landowners, and in general the transfer of land from the nobility and peasantry to the new
bourgeoisie”. This “flourishing of the kulaks” in connection with the famine of 1891 92 was also
noted by Plekhanov. In his articles on the famine, Lenin too repeatedly wrote about this’.

2The published version was an edited version of the speech actually delivered. For the stenogram of
the speech actually delivered, and some explanations, see Nevezhin (2003, pp. 66 70, 76 91).
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Stalin

Davies and Wheatcroft disagree with my picture of Stalin and draw attention to his
reductions in export and procurement plans. However, these can be seen as simply
recognition that there was no grain to procure and export, and that previous plans
were overoptimistic. Davies and Wheatcroft also draw attention to Stalin’s agreement
to relief measures. However, this is not relevant to my argument. I do not argue that
Stalin wanted to annihilate the peasants (he needed them for the army, as industrial
workers, and as agricultural labourers). My argument is only that he wanted to kill
some of them (the ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and the ‘idlers’). Furthermore, Davies and
Wheatcroft agree that relief efforts were very limited and quite inadequate. In fact,
they compare very adversely with the famine relief organised by Alexander III and
Russian society in 1891. In 1891-92 relief began much earlier in the year than in
1932-33, provided more relief grain for a smaller population, and was not
accompanied by widespread state terror against the peasantry.’* The number of
fatalities from the famine of 189192 seems to have been only about 8% of those of
the famine of 1931 -34. Davies and Wheatcroft do draw attention to the fact that in
1891-92 ‘the effects of the famine were reduced considerably by the efforts of the
government, supported by local agencies and charities’ (Davies & Wheatcroft 2004,
p. 403). However, they do not seem to make any explicit comparison between the
effectiveness of the relief efforts by the government in these two famines.

Furthermore, for a complete picture I think it is also necessary to draw attention to
other facts. Stalin was the person who initiated a reign of terror in Tsaritsyn in 1918
(Argenbright 1991). Stalin was the person whose idea of implementing progressive
change in agriculture was to repress roughly four million people.?® Stalin was the
person whose policies of social engineering and war preparation contributed to the
roughly one million excess deaths in 1937-38. Stalin personally signed 357
proscription lists in 193738 for more than 40,000 people in total (of whom about
90% were shot). Stalin was the person who ordered mass deportations and shootings
of the inhabitants of the newly acquired territories in 1939 —41. Stalin was the person
at the head of a regime which, in the first four months of the Soviet—German war,
shot 10,000 of its own soldiers (Khaustov et al. 2006, p.318). Stalin was the political
leader who stated that Ivan the Terrible was ‘a great and wise ruler’ (Stalin 2006,
pp. 433 -434) but that one of his mistakes was that he had killed too few people.

In 1932-33 Stalin pursued a multi-pronged policy of state terror against the
population of the USSR, in particular against the peasantry. Four well documented
prongs of this policy were: judicial repression; charges, arrests, investigations and
sentences by the OGPU; deportations; and the sending of special plenipotentiaries to
Ukraine, North Caucasus, and the Lower-Volga to obtain grain by force, almost
regardless of the desperate situation in those regions and the inevitable consequences
for the local population. A fifth prong—deliberate starvation—would not have been at

24The term ‘state terror’ to describe Stalinist repression seems to have been introduced by Popov
(1992). It contrasts with the Stalinist concept of ‘kulak terror’.

ZThat is, the three million from Table 1 of Ellman (2005) plus a rough estimate of a million for
judicial repression in 1929 33 (Table 2 above).
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all out of character. Unlike Gorbachev, Stalin was not at all squeamish about killing
people. In July 1918, after the Left SR assassination of the German representative in
Moscow, Lenin sent Stalin a message demanding ‘merciless’ action against the Left
SRs. Stalin replied, “You may rest assured that our hand will not tremble ...” (1947a,
p. 118).

In order to avoid any misunderstanding, perhaps it is necessary to state the
following: I do not think that Stalin’s starvation policy was the only, or even the main,
cause of the famine. I completely accept that, if there had been two good harvests in
1931 and 1932, there would not have been a famine (except possibly a localised one
among the pastoral population of Kazakhstan). Furthermore, I entirely agree that the
Soviet industrialisation programme required commodity exports, in particular grain
exports. As I pointed out in my 2005 article, the famine of 1931—-34 was a complex
phenomenon caused by a combination of structural and conjunctural factors. It seems
to me that one of the conjunctural factors was Stalin’s 1932—33 intention to remove
some of the ‘counter-revolutionaries’ by starvation. Stalin explicitly stated in his
message to Sholokhov that he was engaged in a ‘war’ with the peasants. A universally
practised tactic in siege warfare is to starve the enemy into submission.

Accusation in a mirror/scapegoating

Davies and Wheatcroft state that “‘accusation in a mirror” is only a rather different
way of describing Stalin’s very well known use of scapegoats’ (Davies & Wheatcroft
2006, p. 631). This is not correct. ‘Accusation in a mirror’ is a subset of scapegoating
which can only be used about events which have been deliberately caused. An example
may make the difference clear. In the first half of 1937, there were a number of rural
show trials. These may well have been intended (though this is unproven) to provide
scapegoats for the results of the bad harvest of 1936. However, the concept of
‘accusation in a mirror’ is not applicable to these trials because nobody had
consciously caused the bad harvest of 1936. However, ‘accusation in a mirror’ is
relevant to the decree of 17 November 1938 which ended the terror, since that terror
was the result of conscious decisions by Stalin to initiate and implement it.

Davies and Wheatcroft argue that there is no analogy between the famine and the
Katyn massacre because Stalin’s responsibility for the latter is well documented,
whereas there is no documentary evidence of an intention to organise starvation, and
ample evidence of an intention to save lives. However, there is ample documentary
evidence of Stalin’s violence against the peasants in 1932—33. From the decree of 7
August 1932, the use of torture to extract grain, the use of force to prevent flight from
the worst-affected regions, and the numerous deportations, to the mass deaths in and
en route to the ‘special settlements’, prisons and camps to which he had sent them,
Stalin’s disregard of peasant lives and use of violence against them is only too
apparent and is well documented. Furthermore, the absence of documentation does
not prove that something did not happen. It simply means that there is no
documentary evidence for it. For example, had the documents concerning Stalin’s
approval for the Katyn massacre been destroyed, that would not have changed the
facts but only made their proof more difficult. No 1937 Politburo decision to authorise
torture has yet been found, but it seems certain that such a decision was in fact taken
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and that there was once a document recording it (which may still exist in a not yet
declassified archive).?®

Davies and Wheatcroft also argue that: ‘It is only the naming of scapegoats before
the event that can be adduced as evidence of a guilty intention. Scapegoating after the
event is evidence only of a wish to escape blame for the consequences of a policy’
(Davies & Wheatcroft 2006, p. 631). This is somewhat one-sided. When Stalin blamed
the Germans for the Katyn massacre he was undoubtedly trying to escape blame for
the consequences of a policy. However the Katyn massacre had been a result of an
intention to kill the Polish prisoners. Hence Stalin’s scapegoating of the Germans also
reflected the fact that this was a crime he had intended and is evidence of that.
Furthermore, Stalin’s message to Sholokhov was not sent after the famine but during
it, as Davies and Wheatcroft themselves note.

The characterisation of Soviet industrialisation

According to Davies and Wheatcroft, my reference to ‘the tribute model of
industrialisation’ is an oversimplification (Davies & Wheatcroft 2006, p. 626). Davies
and Wheatcroft prefer to stress the high share of investment in the national income
and the over-accumulation crisis of 1929—31. Of course, the investment goals of the
party leadership were incompatible with NEP (Carr 1958, ch. 9; Ellman 1992), and
there really was an over-accumulation crisis in 192931, but that does not mean that a
high share of investment in the national income is the only or best way to characterise
Soviet industrialisation. Another possible way is to stress the role of coercion and
command.

In an earlier work I discussed Stalin’s ‘tribute model” and ‘the coercive model” of
the role of agriculture in Soviet industrialisation (Ellman 1989, pp. 96—98, 104—10).
I thought this terminology appropriate in view of the role of state violence in
establishing the collective farm system. It also had a rol