











was on average 7.3 centners per hectare, but last year by those data it was
lower—7 centners per hectare. . . . Even if one considers that in fall 1931 we had
an undersowing of 2 million hectares and 1 million hectares of grain failed in
spring [1932], which overall gave a decrease in the gross harvest of 21 million
puds {340,000 tons], just to compare these figures—440 million puds and 255
million puds [7.2 million tons and 4.18 million tons, grain procurements for 1931
and 1932] shows that the issue is not in objective causes.!®

Kosior, in other words, noticed the discrepancy between the large harvest
that the statisticians reported in 1932—a figure that appeared in official statistical
tables from that time to the present—and the smaller procurements that year, the
discrepancy that led recent scholars to revise their estimates of the 1932 harvest
downward, as discussed above. Kosior, however, assumed that because the statistical
data derived from actual threshings, it was an underestimate, and he concluded that
the decline in procurements did not result from “objective causes,” that is, a natural
disaster, because in his view, and according to the statistical reports he had received,
no natural disaster took place in Ukraine that could have caused a small harvest.

On the basis of these considerations, Stalin, Kosior, and other leaders blamed
the procurements crisis and famine conditions on mismanagement of procurement by
local officials. Stalin asserted this in his speech at the January 1933 plenum, which
was published, and in letters to his associates in 1932. In a letter to Molotov and
Kaganovich of 18 June 1932, for example, Stalin wrote: “We were right: the grain
procurement plan should not be allocated rigidly by district and village—the main
errorin Ukraine, the Urals was precisely in spontaneous, mechanical equalizing, without
consideration of the situation in each kolkhoz—as a result despite a reasonably good
[neplokhoi] harvest a series of good harvest regions in Ukraine are in a condition of
ruin and famine.”"®” Kosior reached similar conclusions in his February 1933 speech,
and some western scholars have taken a similar view.!%

Yet despite such convictions, Soviet leaders did not exclude the possibility
that a low harvest was one of the problems in 1932. The issue that led Stalin and other
leaders to consider this possibility was the plan to increase sharply the area under
crops, which as noted above was one of the prime objectives behind collectivization in
1929-1930.!* NKZ undertook the largest increase in sown area in this period in
1931, but the targets were too high to be fulfilled within the optimal sowing period that
year. As aresultof the low 1931 harvest, the overall goal of expanded sowings, and
the agronomist N. M. Tulaikov, its main exponent, came under sharp criticism at the
All-Union Drought Conference in October 1931, particularly because the plans did
not allow for adequate crop rotations. The commissariat moderated the 1932 sowing
plan somewhat, though it was still high, and also ordered farms to prepare crop rotations.
By summer 1932, however, complaints from regional officials regarding expanded
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sowings and the consequent difficulties in introducing rotations, of the sort discussed
above, had reached Stalin, who wrote to Kaganovich on 7 July:

Wholesale expansion of area in all crops means squeezing out of the 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 of land, 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.'®

In aletter of 5 August 1932, Stalin returned to this issue, urging that NKZ be
reorganized, with a separate commissariat for sovkhozy, so that NKZ could concentrate
on the specific organizational problems of kolkhozy and MTS. ™!

A few weeks later, in September 1932 the Politburo formed a commission
under Iakovlev to prepare measures to raise crop yields and combat weeds. Stalin
and Molotov themselves joined this commission, and the result was the decree of 29
September “on measures for raising harvest yields.” This decree ordered that all
party, state, and economic organizations focus their work on raising harvest yields “as
the central task of agricultural development at the present moment” and specified
measures to increase grain sowings at the expense of technical crops and to introduce
crop rotations. ' Also, on 1 October a government decree reorganized NKZ,
separating off from it a new commissariat of grain and livestock state farms,
NKSovkhoz.

The Politburo protocols do not include the reports and other documents that
served as the basis for the agency’s decisions. The character and content of these
decrees, however, and the points that Stalin emphasized in his letters, indicate that
these decrees at least partly reflected the influence of reports that reached central
agricultural authorities about soil exhaustion, weed infestations, and related problems.
The text of the decree on raising yields at least implied that 1932 harvest yields, and by
further implication the 1932 harvest, were not what they should have been and that
this situation was related in part to agricultural and environmental conditions. Additional
letters and government decrees, apparently mostly secret, that reduced procurement
quotas in summer and fall 1932 for particular districts, regions, and even the whole
republic of Ukraine, further indicated that Soviet leaders knew that at least in some
places the harvest was low.!”® This awareness, on the part of Stalin and other officials,
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of a smaller harvest appears to be at least partly inconsistent with their acceptance of
official harvest statistics indicating a reasonably good harvestin 1932. Itis probably
impossible to go beyond speculation as to why officials did not understand this. Perthaps
the closest we can get to an explanation is the fact that these decrees, and Stalin’s
letters, still emphasized bad planning and mismanagement, above all by NKZ, as the
root cause of the crisis. None of these sources indicated any awareness of the complex
of natural disasters that had reduced harvest yields independently of any human action.

Soviet leaders, then, did not actually believe that the USSR was experiencing
a famine in the traditional sense of a massive crop failure caused by drought, because
in their view no major drought had occurred; the harvest was not exceptionally small,
at least no smaller than in 1931; and the evidence of serious mismanagement at all
governmental levels and in all the stages of farm work from planning to procurements
seemed to account for all the problems the system faced. Stalin’s famous statement
about the peasants carrying out an ital’ianka is in part a statement about the 1932
harvest, one of his explanations for the inconsistency between statistical reports of a
reasonably adequate harvest and the nonfulfillment of procurement quotas. Their
views reflected ignorance of agricultural conditions, an overly credulous attitude toward
official statistics, and long-held assumptions, almost prejudices, regarding the causes
of famines in the USSR.

Conclusions

On the basis of the above discussion, I contend that an understanding of the
Soviet famine of 1932-1933 must start from the background of chronic agricultural
crises in the early Soviet years, the harvest failures of 1931 and 1932, and the interaction
of environmental and human factors that caused them. In 1932, extremely dry weather
reduced crops in some regions, and unusually wet and humid weather in most others
fostered unprecedented infestations. These conditions from the start reduced the
potential yield that year, as drought had in 1931. At the same time, the regime’s
procurements from the 1931 harvest left peasants and work livestock starving and
weakened. Crop failures, procurements that reduced fodder resources, peasant neglect,
overuse of the limited number of tractors, and shortages of spare parts and fuel all
combined to reduce available draft power. Farm work consequently was performed
poorly in many kolkhozy and sovkhozy, often even when peasants were willing to put
in the effort. Finally, farming activities combined with other environmental problems—
soil exhaustion, weeds, and mice—to further reduce the 1932 harvest to famine levels.

The evidence presented here substantially discredits memoirs or testimonies
that describe the 1932 harvest as large. Even if the authors of these sources wrote
what they actually saw or considered to be the truth, agricultural conditions and the
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limited agronomic knowledge of most people at that time prevented them from
perceiving and understanding the situation: weather conditions that appeared favorable
actually gave rise to massive and widespread infestations, and crops that superficially
appeared healthy produced only a fraction of normal amounts.'** Any study that asserts
that the harvest was not extraordinarily low and that the famine was a political measure
intentionally imposed through excessive procurements is clearly based on an insufficient
source base and an uncritical approach to the official sources. The evidence cited
above demonstrates that the 1932-1933 famine was the result of a genuine shortage,
asubstantial decline in the availability of food (to use Sen’s terminology) caused by a
complex of factors, each of which decreased the harvest greatly and which in
combination must have decreased the harvest well below subsistence. This famine
therefore resembled the Irish famine of 1845-1848, but resulted from a litany of natural
disasters that combined to the same effect as the potato blight had ninety years before,
and in a similar context of substantial food exports. The Soviet famine resembles the
Irish case in another way as well: in both, government leaders were ignorant of and
minimized the environmental factors and blamed the famines on human actions (in
Ireland, overpopulation, in the USSR, peasant resistance) much more than was
warranted.

This interpretation of the 1932-1933 famine as the result of the largestin a
series of natural disasters suggests an alternative approach to the intentionalist view of
the famine. Some advocates of the peasant resistance view argue that the regime took
advantage of the famine to retaliate against the peasants and force them to work
harder.!”> Famine and deaths from starvation, however, began in 1928 in towns and
some rural areas because of low harvests and of some peasants’ unwillingness to sell
their surpluses. The food supply generally deteriorated over the next few years, due
not only to exports in 1930-1931 but also to the crop failures of 1931-1932. The
harsh procurements of 1931 and 1932 have to be understood in the context of famine
that prevailed in towns as well as villages throughout the Soviet Union by late 1931,
by 1932-1933, as noted above, workers as well as peasants were dying of hunger.!%
If we are to believe that the regime starved the peasants to induce labor discipline in
the farms, are we to interpret starvation in the towns as the regime’s tool to discipline
blue and white collar workers and their wives and children? While Soviet food
distribution policies are beyond the scope of this article, it is clear that the small harvests
of 1931-1932 created shortages that affected virtually everyone in the country and
that the Soviet regime did not have the internal resources to alleviate the crisis.

Moreover, while Stalin’s famous letter clearly attacked some peasants for
refusing to work to produce food for the country, the regime’s actions during and after
the famine indicated that they did not see the peasants exclusively as enemies. For
example, the political departments formed in MTS and sovkhozy in early 1933 to
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organize farm work during the famine conducted purges that removed many farm and
local officials and personnel for malfeasance, sometimes unjustly and arbitrarily. The
political departments replaced them, however, by promoting thousands of peasants.'%?
Such actions indicate that the regime blamed its own officials for the crisis as much as
rank-and-file peasants, if not more so, and that it relied on the peasants to overcome
the crisis.

Finally, this essay shows that while the USSR experienced chronic drought
and other natural disasters earlier, those which occurred in 1932 were an unusual and
severe combination of calamities in a country with heightened vulnerability to such
incidents. In this sense, my analysis of the famine as a result of a complex of
environmental and human factors does not “normalize” the famine, in the sense of the
German historians who attempted to normalize the Holocaust by minimizing its
uniqueness and scale. The evidence and analysis I have presented here show that the
Soviet famine was more serious and more important an event than most previous
studies claim, including those adhering to the Ukrainian nationalist interpretation, and
that it resulted from a highly abnormal combination of environmental and agricultural
circumstances. By drawing attention to these circumstances, this study also
demonstrates the importance of questioning accepted political interpretations and of
considering the environmental aspects of famines and other historical events that involve
human interaction with the natural world. That the Soviet regime, through its rationing
systems, fed more than 50 million people, including many peasants, during the famine,
however poorly, and that at least some peasants faced with famine undertook to work
with greater intensity despite their hostility to the regime in 1933, and to some extent in
previous years as well, indicate that all those involved in some way recognized the
uniqueness of this tragic event.
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