






middle-level officials andspecialists. Internationally, Sovietleadersfaceda military
threat in theFar EastthathadresultedfromtheJapaneseinvasionof Manchuria,an
extremely tensesituationinGennanyastheNa7ipartyrosetopower,distrustfulrelations
with Poland,andaseriousbalanceofpaymentsdeficit thatputtheSovietUnionunder
intense pressure to export commoditiesand to curtail imports of producer goods,
both desperately neededinternally. All theseproblemswere at least complex and
oftenintractable, andall demandedattention anddecisive action fromthe leadership.
The protocols of Politburo sessionsand even the lettersbetween Stalin and other
Sovietofficialsoverflowwithdiscussionsevidencing thedesperatenatureofthecrises,
theseverelimitations thegovernmentfaced, andtheharshmeasures officialsthought
theyhad to takeinresponse. Agriculture, whileimportant, wasnotalwaystheirfirst
priority. In thiscontext, Stalinoftenviewedthereports ofnatural disasters thathedid
receiveas minorandunimportant Forexample, he responded to the Crimeanparty
secretary'sletterinlatesummerI932abouttheregion'sdrought-inducedcropfailures
withthewrittencomment"unconvincing."I84

As I have attemptedto show,the 1932harvestwas reduced by a complex
combination ofevents, theunderstandingofwhichrequires acertainopen-mindedness,
a sensitivity to a widearrayofagricultural processes. Sovietleaders,however, were
constrainedby stereotypical viewsregarding thecausesof famine, in particularthat
droughtwastheonlyenvironmental factorthatcouldresultinfamine (asnotedabove,
mostscholarstodaystillholdthisview). MostSovietleaders, I suspect,didnotread
agronomicpublications; theyoftenhadlimitededucationandmaynothaveunderstood
thesignificanceof themanyenvironmentalproblems discussed above. I notedabove,
forexample,Stalin'sassertion inJanuary1933, inhispublishedworks,thatthe 1931
harvestwasreducedbydrought, but thatthe 1932harvestwasnot,becausenomajor
drought occurred that year.Stalin's favorableimpressionof the 1932 harvestwas
based not only on his assumptions about the lackof a drought in 1932,but alsoon
misleading statistical information, asnotedabove. In a lettertoLazarKaganovich in
July 1932(Stalinwasin theCrimeaforseveralmonths thatyear), hewrotethathehad
sentan authorization to curtailthegrainprocurementplanforparticularlysuffering
farms in Ukraine,butpredictedthatat theendof Augustit wouldbecomeclearthat
theSovietUnionhadhada goodharvestwhichwouldallowtheprovisionof aidISS
OtherSovietleaders wentalongwiththisviewpoint Kosior, forexample, inaspeech
to a Ukrainian Central CommitteeplenuminFebruary 1933, insistedthat"Bolsheviks
neverdenyandneverrejectobjectivecauses." Againstclaimsby localofficials that
the harvestwaspoor,he argued:

Even ifone believes completely the figures of our statistical institutions, and
these figures are based on significantly underestimated data of actual
threshings, then it turns out that the harvest by these data on 1 October [1932)
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was on average 7.3 centners per hectare, but last year by those data it was
lower-7 centners perhectare.... Even ifone considers that in fall 1931 we had
an undersowing of2 million hectares and 1 million hectares of grain failed in
spring (1932], which overall gave a decrease in the gross harvest of21 million
puds [340,000 tons], just to compare these figures~million puds and 255
million puds [7.2 million tonsand4.18 million tons, grain procurements for 1931
and 1932] shows that the issue is not in objective causes. l86

Kosior,in otherwords, noticedthediscrepancy betweenthe largeharvest
that the statisticiansreportedin 1932-afigure that appearedin officialstatistical
tablesfrom that time to the present-and the smallerprocurementsthat year, the
discrepancythat led recentscholarsto revise their estimatesof the 1932harvest
downward, asdiscussedabove. Kosior, however, assumed thatbecause thestatistical
dataderivedfromactual threshings, it wasan underestimate, andheconcludedthat
thedeclinein procurements didnotresultfrom"objectivecauses,"thatis, a natural
disaster, becausein hisview, andaccording to thestatistical reports hehadreceived,
nonaturaldisastertookplaceinUkraine thatcouldhavecauseda smallharvest

On thebasisoftheseconsiderations, Stalin, Kosior, andotherleaders blamed
theprocurementscrisisandfamine conditions onmismanagementofprocurementby
localofficials. Stalinasserted thisinhisspeechat theJanuary1933plenum, which
was published,and in lettersto hisassociatesin 1932. In a letter to Molotov and
Kaganovich of 18June 1932, forexample, Stalinwrote: "Wewereright: thegrain
procurement planshouldnotbe allocated rigidlyby districtand village-the main
errorinUkraine, theUrals was preciselyinspontaneous,mechanicalequalizing, without
consideration of thesituation ineachkolkhoz-as aresultdespitea reasonably good
[neplokholl harvestaseriesofgoodharvest regionsin Ukraine arein a condition of
ruinandfamine."I87 Kosiorreachedsimilarconclusions in hisFebruary 1933 speech,
andsomewestern scholars havetaken asimilarview.188

Yet despitesuchconvictions, Sovietleadersdidnotexcludethepossibility
thata lowharvestwasoneoftheproblems in 1932. TheissuethatledStalin andother
leadersto consider thispossibility wasthe planto increasesharplythe area under
crops, which asnotedabove wasoneoftheprimeobjectivesbehindcollectivization in
1929-1930.189 NKZ undertook the largestincrease in sown area in this period in
1931,butthetargets were too hightobefulfilled within theoptimal sowingperiod that
year. As a resultof thelow1931 harvest, theoverallgoalofexpandedsowings, and
theagronomist N.M.Tulaikov, itsmainexponent, cameundersharpcriticism at the
All-Union DroughtConference in October 1931,particularly becausetheplansdid
notallowforadequatecroprotations. Thecommissariatmoderatedthe1932 sowing
plansomewhat, thoughitwas still high, andalso orderedfanns to preparecroprotations.
Bysummer1932, however, complaints fromregional officials regarding expanded
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sowings andtheconsequentdifficulties inintroducing rotations, of thesortdiscussed
above, hadreachedStalin, whowrotetoKaganovich on7July:

Wholesaleexpansionofarea in allcrops means squeezingout ofthe government
as much money as possible-but raising harvest yields, improving cultivation,
reducing expenditures-this they [NKZ personnel] do not work on. While
doing this, NKZ does not understand that with wholesale expansion of area,
and uncontrolled issuance of incredible sums, personnel can have neither the
desire nor the time not only to improve work and raise harvest yields, but even
to think about this seriously. NKZ has not even worked out what types of
fertilizer are necessary for particular crops. Large expenditures, lots of
technology, but worsening cultivation ofland, insignificant economic effect­
and the great danger: [this could] force peasants to depart from kolkhozy as
from a loss-making organization. We have to concentrate on improving
cultivation of fields, raising harvest yields.190

In a letterof5 August1932, Stalinreturned to thisissue,urgingthatNKZbe
reorganized, withaseparatecommissariatforsovkhozy, sothatNKZcouldconcentmte
onthespecific organizational problems ofkolkhozy andMTS.191

A fewweeks later, in September 1932 thePolitburo formeda commission
underIakovlev to prepare measures to raisecropyields andcombatweeds. Stalin
andMolotov themselvesjoinedthiscommission, andtheresultwasthedecreeof29
September"on measures for raisingharvestyields." Thisdecree orderedthatall
party, state, andeconomicorganizations focus theirworkonraisingharvest Yields "as
thecentraltaskofagricultural development at thepresentmoment"andspecified
measures to increasegrain sowings attheexpenseoftechnical cropsandto introduce
crop rotations. 192 Also, on 1 October a government decree reorganizedNKZ,
separating off from it a new commissariat of grain and livestock state farms,
NKSovkhoz.

ThePolitburo protocols donotinclude thereports andotherdocuments that
servedas thebasisfor the agency'sdecisions. Thecharacterandcontentof these
decrees, however, andthepointsthatStalinemphasized inhis letters, indicatethat
thesedecreesat leastpartlyreflectedthe influence of reportsthatreachedcentral
agricultmal authorities aboutsoilexhaustion, weedinfestations, andrelated problems.
Thetextofthedecreeonraising Yields atleastimplied that 1932harvestyields, andby
furtherimplication the1932 harvest, werenotwhattheyshouldhavebeenandthat
this situationwasreIatedinpartto agriculturalandenvironmentalconditions. Additional
letters andgovernment decrees,apparently mostly secret, thatreducedprocurement
quotasin summerandfall 1932 forparticulardistricts, regions, andeventhewhole
republic ofUkraine, furtherindicated thatSovietleaders knewthatat leastinsome
places theharvestwaslow.l93 Thisawareness, onthepartofStalin andotherofficials,
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ofasmallerharvestappears to beat leastpartly inconsistent withtheiracceptance of
official harveststatistics indicatinga reasonably goodharvest in 1932. It isprobably
impossible togobeyondspeculationastowhyofficialsdidnottmderstandthis. Perhaps
theclosestwe can get to anexplanationis the fact that thesedecrees,and Stalin's
letters, stillemphasizedbadplanning andmismanagement, aboveallbyNKZ,as the
rootcauseofthecrisis. Noneofthese sources indicatedanyawareness ofthecomplex
ofnaturaldisasters thathadreducedharvest Yields independently ofanyhuman action.

Sovietleaders, then, didnotactually believe thattheUSSRwasexperiencing
afamine in thetraditional senseofamassivecropfailure causedbydrought, because
intheirviewnomajordrought hadoccurred; theharvest wasnotexceptionally small,
at leastnosmallerthanin 1931; andtheevidenceof seriousmismanagement at all
govemmentallevels andinallthestages offannworkfromplanning toprocurements
seemedto accountfor alltheproblems thesystemfaced. Stalin'sfamous statement
aboutthepeasantscanying out an ital'ianka is in part a statementabout the 1932
harvest, oneof hisexplanations fortheinconsistency between statistical reportsof a
reasonably adequateharvestandthenonfulfillment of procurement quotas. Their
viewsreflectedignoranceofagriculturalconditions, anoverlycredulousattitudetoward
official statistics, andlong-held assumptions, almostprejudices, regarding thecauses
offaminesin theUSSR.

Conclusions

Onthebasisof theabovediscussion, I contendthatanunderstanding ofthe
Sovietfamineof 1932-1933 muststartfromthebackgroundofchronicagricultural
crisesinthe earlySovietyears, theharvest failures of 1931and1932,andtheinteraction
ofenvironmental andhumanfactors thatcausedthem. In 1932,extremelydry weather
reducedcropsin someregions, andunusually wetandhumidweatherinmostothers
fosteredunprecedentedinfestations. Theseconditionsfrom the start reduced the
potentialyield that year,as droughthad in 1931. At the same time, the regime's
procurements fromthe 1931 harvestleftpeasantsandworklivestockstarvingand
weakened. Cropfailures, procurements thatreduced fodder resources, peasantneglect,
overuseof the limitednumberof tractors, andshortagesof spareparts and fuel all
combined toreduceavailable draft power. Farmworkconsequently wasperformed
poorly inmanykolkhozyandsovkhozy, oftenevenwhenpeasants werewilling to put
in theeffort. Finally, fanning activitiescombinedwith otherenvironmental problems-­
soilexhaustion, weeds, andmice-to further reduce the1932 harvest tofamine levels.

Theevidencepresented heresubstantially discredits memoirs or testimonies
thatdescribethe 1932 harvestas large. Even if the authorsof thesesources wrote
whattheyactually saworconsidered tobe thetruth, agricultural conditions andthe
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limited agronomicknowledgeof most people at that time prevented them from
perceivingandunderstandingthesituation: weatherconditions thatappearedfavorable
actuallygaverisetomassive andwidespreadinfestations, andcropsthatsuperficially
appearedhealthyproducedonlyafraction ofnormal amounts.l94 Anystudythatasserts
thattheharvestwasnotextraordinarily lowandthatthefamine wasapolitical measure
intentionallyimposedthroughexcessiveprocurementsisclearlybasedonaninsufficient
sourcebase and an uncriticalapproachto theofficialsources. The evidence cited
abovedemonstrates thatthe 1932-1933famine wastheresultofa genuineshortage,
a substantial decline intheavailability offood (touseSen'stenninology)causedbya
complex of factors, each of which decreased the harvest greatly and which in
combination musthavedecreasedtheharvestwellbelowsubsistence. This famine
thereforeresembledtheIrishfamine of 1845-1848,butresultedfromalitanyofnatural
disasters thatcombinedtothesameeffectasthepotatoblighthadninetyyearsbefore,
andinasimilarcontextofsubstantial foodexports. TheSovietfamineresembles the
Irishcasein anotherwayas well: inboth,government leaders wereignorantof and
minimized theenvironmental factorsandblamedthefamines on humanactions(in
Ireland, overpopulation, in the USSR, peasant resistance)much more than was
warranted.

This interpretation of the 1932-1933famine as theresultof the largestin a
seriesofnatural disasters suggests analternativeapproach totheintentionalistviewof
thefamine. Someadvocates ofthepeasantresistance viewarguethattheregimetook
advantageof the famine to retaliate against the peasantsand force them to work
harder.19S Famineanddeathsfromstarvation, however, beganin 1928in townsand
someruralareasbecauseof lowharvests andofsomepeasants'unwillingness tosell
theirsurpluses, Thefoodsupplygenerally deterioratedoverthenextfew years,due
not only to exportsin 1930-1931 but also to thecropfailuresof 1931-1932. The
harshprocurementsof 1931 and 1932havetobeunderstood inthecontextoffamine
thatprevailedintownsas wellas villages throughout theSovietUnionby late 1931;
by 1932-1933,asnotedabove, workersas wellaspeasants weredyingof hunger.196

If weare to believethattheregimestarvedthepeasants to inducelabordisciplinein
thefarms,arewetointerpretstarvation inthetowns astheregime'stoolto discipline
blue and white collar workers and their wives and children? While Soviet food
distribution policiesarebeyondthescopeofthisarticle, itisclearthatthesmallharvests
of 1931-1932createdshortages thataffectedvirtually everyonein thecountryand
thattheSovietregime didnothavetheinternal resources toalleviate thecrisis.

Moreover, whileStalin's famous letterclearlyattackedsome peasantsfor
refusing toworktoproduce foodforthecountry, theregime's actions duringandafter
the famineindicatedthat theydid notsee thepeasants exclusively as enemies. For
example, the politicaldepartmentsformed in MTSandsovkhozy in early 1933to
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organize{annworkduringthefamine conductedpurgesthatremovedmanyfarm and
local officials andpersonnelformalfeasance, sometimes unjustlyandarbitrarily. The
politicaldepartments replacedthem,however, bypromotingthousands of peasants.197

Suchactionsindicatethat theregimeblameditsownofficialsfor thecrisisas much as
rank-and-file peasants, if not moreso,and that it reliedon the peasants to overcome
thecrisis.

Finally,this essay shows thatwhiletheUSSR experiencedchronic drought
andothernaturaldisastersearlier, thosewhichoccurredin 1932were an unusualand
severecombinationof calamitiesin a countrywithheightenedwlnerability to such
incidents. In this sense, my analysis of the famine as a result of a complex of
environmental and humanfactors does not"normalize"thefamine,in thesenseofthe
German historians who attempted to normalize the Holocaust by minimizing its
uniqueness and scale. The evidenceandanalysis I havepresentedhereshow that the
Soviet famine was more serious and more important an event than most previous
studiesclaim,includingthoseadhering totheUkrainian nationalist interpretation, and
thatitresultedfroma highlyabnormal combination ofenvironmental andagricultural
circumstances. By drawing attention to these circumstances, this study also
demonstrates the importanceof questioning acceptedpoliticalinterpretationsand of
consideringtheenvironmental aspectsoffamines andotherhistoricaleventsthatinvolve
humaninteraction withthenatural world ThattheSovietregime,throughitsrationing
systems, fedmorethan50million people, includingmanypeasants, duringthefamine,
howeverpoorly, and thatat leastsomepeasants facedwithfamineundertookto work
withgreaterintensitydespitetheirhostility totheregimein 1933,andto someextentin
previousyears as well, indicate that all thoseinvolved in some way recognized the
uniqueness of this tragicevent
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