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The Great Famine of 1932-1933: 
Consequences and Implications 

ANDREA GRAZIOSI 

The papers presented at the Harvard symposium well illustrate the progress 
that - thanks among other things to the opening, albeit partial, of the archives - 
historical research has made in the analysis of the causes and the course of the 
1932-1933 famine. Scholars can therefore contemplate these past few years 
with a sense of satisfaction and find in them reasons for optimism, especially 
in view of the pitiful state of affairs at the beginning of the 1980s when I began 
to study Soviet history. 

The Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute had then just launched its Famine 
Project, unearthing, by the way, in the course of it the Italian diplomatic docu- 
ments that I then believed to have "discovered." I will say a few more words 
about them later. Now I want only to draw your attention to the fact that they 
prove beyond any reasonable doubt that it had always been possible to know 
much about the 1932-1933 tragic events, if only we historians had been willing 
to look for sources and listen to them. Thanks to the twentieth-century mass 
population movements - migrations, forced or otherwise, and displacements, 
as well as the traces they left in state diplomatic activities, travel accounts, and 
the like - much was there, ready to speak. 

In this light it is startling to recall how little we actually knew: with few 
relevant exceptions (both Naum Jasny in 1949 and Alec Nove in his Economic 
History of the USSR spoke, for instance, of a "man-made famine" in 1932-1933, 
but did not analyze it fully), historians were oblivious to one of twentieth-century 
Europe's most crucial episodes, one capable of radically altering our understand- 
ing of and perspective on the entire century. By the way, this attitude was not 
limited to the 1932-1933 famine. The profession was then still dominated, and 
not without reasons, by the authority of E. H. Carr, who in his multivolume 
opus on 1917-1929 devoted only a few pages - in which neither the peasants' 
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158 GRAZIOSI 

behaviors and fate nor the national implications of the disaster were analyzed - to 
the 1921-1922 famine, which was central to the early Soviet experience and 
later developments. 

I for one still vividly remember Moshe Lewin, who was then perhaps the 
foremost authority on the Soviet peasantry, and whose student I am honored to 
have been, telling me of Dana G. Dalrymple's courageous 1964 Soviet Studies 
article in a quasi-conspiratorial way.1 Incidentally, Professor Lewin himself had 

just written "Taking Grain," perhaps the best among his numerous excellent 

essays, but had stopped short on the brink of the abyss.2 Significantly, only now 
the best part of the profession has begun to understand that Lewin's essay was 
worth much more than most of the books then published, some of which went 
as far as to extol collectivization - but these are painful recollections, which it 
is better to lay to rest. 

What I just said is further proof, if we needed such, of the dangers and the 
miseries of the historical profession, which should be capable of listening to the 

past but is instead (and unfortunately more often than not) dazzled by today's 
"priorities" and fashions. From this point of view, the story of the Famine proves 
much more than just the deleterious impact of current politics on our trade when 
we are not able to transcend and transform the positive impulse that such impact 
can provide us at the beginning of our research. It is rather the whole concept of 
the present as history that shows its mortal flaws. 

This is why Robert Conquest's book, which resulted from the HURI project, 
has been of crucial importance.3 In spite of some shortcomings, which the open- 
ing of the archives has allowed us to correct, it forced a reluctant profession, 
sometimes lost in meaningless and often artificially concocted "problems," to 
face up to an intellectually and - if you allow me to say so - morally important 
question. 

I was personally forced to confront the Famine in my work by what I believed 
to be my discovery in the archives of the Italian Foreign Ministry of our diplomats' 
dispatches on it. It is not, however, of these documents that I want to talk today, 
even though before leaving the subject, I would like to suggest that a Ukrainian 
edition of them should be published, and possibly a Russian one as well. In spite 
of the new sources available today, the Lettere da Kharkov, as the file bringing 
together the dispatches was called, remains among the most important collections 
of documents we have on those events, and it is not proper for the country where 

they took place to ignore them.4 
Neither will I attempt to assess the progress that research has made in recent 

years, a task for which the time has come but which is well beyond my capa- 
bilities: the new evidence and the new perspectives that this evidence opens 
are far too many and too rich to tackle for somebody who, like myself, has not 
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constantly and attentively followed research developments in this field over the 

past decade. 
I shall rather limit myself to raising a few questions related to the Famine 

that I believe to be still unsolved or inadequately treated. Leaving aside the 

painful dragging on of old polemics, once terrible and today, in the light of the 
new sources, only grotesque, it is possible to maintain that while we know much 
about the dynamics that led to the Famine, about its developments, and about 
its immediate impact in Ukraine as well as in Central Asia, we do not know as 
much about its medium- and long-term consequences. 

It is upon these consequences that I would therefore like to draw your attention, 

starting with those on the Ukrainian society. I will then deal with the Famine's 

implications for Soviet history and the interpretations we give to it. I will end 
with some considerations on the effects that a full awareness of the 1932-1933 
famine cannot but have on our general interpretation of the European twentieth 

century, as well as - I express here a hope and a wish, but I allow myself to be 

optimistic about it - on the "memory," understood as a construction to which 
historians may greatly contribute, that Europeans will have of their past. 

Starting with Ukraine (though the same question applies also to the Lower 

Volga, the Kuban, and, above all, Kazakhstan - that is, the areas where the Famine 
struck hardest), what was the legacy for the population of those seven or eight 
months in which millions died? How was collective psychology affected by the 
often dreadful deaths of so many children, wives and husbands, relatives and 
friends? The depression that struck rural families forcing them to cope with so 
much grief can be easily imagined, but how long did it last? What forms did 
it take? What consequences did it have on individual and collective behaviors 
and beliefs? For example, what impact did famine and death have on religious 
practices and feelings, which - let us remember - were "free" to develop as 
a consequence of the persecutions suffered by churches and clerics of every 
denomination? And how did the peasants react, considering that they were forced 
to endure such depression in conditions that we now know can be appropriately 
called, as they themselves immediately did, a second serfdom, much different 
from the first and yet essentially similar to it? 

On the other hand, how did the residents of the cities react, witnesses and, in 

part, victims of the tragedy? What effects did the Famine have on the ways in 
which the urban population conceived its relations with those in the countryside? 
Is it possible to surmise that the wall built of ethnic differences - let us recall 
that Ukrainian cities were still largely Russian and Jewish cities - and civil war 
memories, a wall only partially cracked in the immediately preceding years by 
urbanization and industrialization (the frantic waves generated by the "revolution 
from above" included), then became higher and thicker as a consequence of the 

This content downloaded from 139.184.14.159 on Tue, 03 Nov 2015 15:43:07 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


160 GRAZIOSI 

treatment inflicted by the regime on the villages? Is it, for example, possible 
that what took place in the countryside also impelled many of the new arrivals 
of Ukrainian origin to try desperately to integrate themselves as fast as possible 
into the urban environment in order to escape a fate that must have looked, and 
indeed was, terrible? And what did the non-Ukrainian citizens think? What was, 
finally, the impact of the Famine on Ukrainian society and the communities that 

composed it? 

Clearly, such questions can be dealt with only by keeping in mind that that 

society and those communities were soon to experience new shocks - the terror 
of 1937-1938, war, German occupation and the Holocaust, Soviet re-conquest, 
and the 1946-1947 famine, with its surprising affinities to that of 1932-1933. 
What traces of such closely repeated tragedies has postwar Ukraine borne and 
still bears today? I think, for example, of the partial destruction of both national 
culture and its natural humus, the latter traditionally formed in Ukraine by rela- 

tively well-to-do peasants and their sons rather than by the fragile urban strata. 
I think, too, of the characteristics of the new national elite that emerged from 
those catastrophes and after, the elite that in 1953 regained at least partial control 
over the republic. 

Nikita Khrushchev's memoirs offer us glimpses of what was obvious to imag- 
ine: namely, this elite's very low cultural level, its violent and brutish behaviors, 
the distance separating it from the cultivated (in at least some sense) and European 
national communism of Skrypnyk and ShumsTcyi, but also of its direct knowledge 
of a national tragedy that could not be mentioned (in this regard, the pages on the 
1946-1947 famine, which could not but raise the specter of what had happened 
only twelve years previously, are particularly impressive), its guilty feelings, 
its necessarily contradictory relations with Moscow. It is, however, evident 
that it would be necessary to know more about both that elite's perception of 
Ukrainian history and culture and its interaction with Moscow, as shown by what 
Khrushchev himself tells about his awareness, already keen in 1943-1944, of a 
Ukraine so much victimized as to deserve special compensation. This was soon 
embodied - as Roman Szporluk has noted - by the unexpected acquisition of 
territories from Czechoslovakia, the attempted revindication of Chetm province, 
and finally, the "gift" of Crimea in 1954, all events that are also linked to the 
awareness that Ukraine had to be somehow "repaid." From this point of view, it 

may be maintained that the "unification" of the Ukrainian lands much beyond 
most nationalists' dreams was also the result both of Ukraine's sufferings and 
Stalin's imperial ambitions. 

The Great Famine's implications for the interpretations of Soviet history and 
the judgments they carry are just as important. Once again, I will raise just a 
few questions. The first concerns the fear of Stalin that dominated the country 
after 1933, from his closest collaborators to the lowliest kolkhoznik. What other 
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feeling could one have for a man who, in order to save his power and solve the 
crisis the regime had fallen into as a consequence of his policies, had not hesitated 
to let millions of people die in cold blood in just a few months? The quality and 
the scale of the crime went far beyond any moral standard, even the extremely 
low standards held by Bolshevik leaders who were quite ready to shoot tens of 
thousands of "enemies" (more than 20,000, for instance, during the first year 
of collectivization), but who were now overwhelmed - as the minutes of the 
Seventeenth Congress reveal to those who read them attentively - by a human 
catastrophe in which, among other things, some were capable of discerning the 
signs of their own impending end. 

And what is one to think of the cult of Stalin and his personal position after 
the Famine, developments that seem to me indissolubly linked to that fear? Is 
it possible to maintain, as I believe we can, that Stalin's internalization as a 
cruel father, whose grip it was impossible to escape, then made a decisive step 
forward, antedating the equally crucial one caused by war and victory? After 
1933 - which is also from this point of view one of Soviet history's pivotal 
years - Stalin is no longer just the khoziain of his immediate circle, but the 
father-owner (padre-padrone one would say in Italy), holding the power of life 
and death over his subjects, and capable of exercising it without hesitation on 
an unheard-of scale, holding in his hands the fate of single individuals as well 
as that of entire nationalities and social groups. Is it possible to develop such 
an interpretive line, which I deem essential, without falling prey to a simplistic 
and banal psychologizing? Let us recall what happened at his death and at his 
funeral, and also, again, of Khrushchev's memoirs, dominated to the very end 
by the figure of Stalin, whose dominance perhaps only Lavrentii Beria had been 
able to shake off. 

As Boris Pasternak intuitively grasped, the Famine marked a qualitative 
change also in the lie that had accompanied the Soviet regime since its inception 
and had then grown with it with accelerating speed after 1928. To substitute, as 
Maksim Gorky and his socialist realists had done, a radiant tomorrow, in which 
somebody still believed, for a grim reality that was actually moving farther and 
farther away from it was in fact very different from proclaiming that life had 
become more joyful while standing on a heap of corpses and asking to be thanked 
for it. What consequences did such a startling development of untruth have for 
Soviet history? Not only the understanding but also the simple intuition and asser- 
tion of truth - even when coming from "believers" like Khrushchev and many 
of the earlier dissidents (I mean here those who became such afterwards, in the 
1950s and 1960s, and not the many that had always opposed the system) - had a 
dramatic impact on both the personal and the social levels. Personally, I believe 
that the Famine by its sheer "dimensions" did not merely guarantee the impos- 
sibility of solving the contradiction between official discourse and truth (in a 
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moral perspective we can still pronounce the word, I believe), thus setting the 

spark for the recurrent explosion of that conflict. It also illustrates the role that 
the progressive affirmation of truth played in the initially slow but eventually 
precipitous decline of a system that became more and more indefensible - and 
one that in fact in the end nobody defended - because of the growing awareness 
of its past, often caused by people who sincerely wished to reform and preserve 
that system. 

The Famine casts its shadow on yet another of the great questions pertaining 
$o the viability of the Soviet system. Through this system Stalin used hunger to 
force collectivization down the throats of peasants who immediately perceived 
jt as a "second serfdom." Let us note in passing that, according to Chernyaev, 
in the 1980s Gorbachev, without knowing the GPU reports that almost fifty 
years previously had registered such judgment, in private "scornfully" called 
the kolkhozes a system of serfdom.5 

If the Great Famine played a crucial role in the imposition of a new kind of 
serfdom on the countryside (about which it would be indispensable to learn more 
than the little we know today), it also laid the foundations for other developments: 
the endemic agricultural crisis that accompanied Soviet history since Stalin's 
"revolution from above"; the great flight from the village that the passport system 
succeeded in containing only in part; the "death of the village," which already 
in the 1950s and 1960s occupied the center of the Soviet literary debate (a death 
that would have probably come anyway, but certainly not in such stark terms); 
the misery, the brutalization, and the alcoholism that accompanied it. 

I already mentioned the role of the Famine in strengthening and raising the 

farrier separating the cities from the countryside in 1930s Ukraine. It is perhaps 
possible to maintain that this was a more general, pan-Soviet phenomenon, linked 
to the new servile system and the legal discriminations - the passport first of 
all - which defined it. In this perspective, it is perhaps also possible to speak of 
a later "discovery" of rural misery by cities that had willingly shut their eyes 
before it, as if trying to guarantee their otherness from a world whose terrible 
desolation, confirmed by the 1946-1947 famine, everybody was aware of, but 
that, precisely for this reason, nobody wanted to be associated with. A world 
that it must have seemed much wiser to forget - under the protection afforded 

by the relatively huge, albeit in absolute terms miserable, privileges the regime 
granted to the urban population. 

How did this rediscovery of rural realities contribute to the development of a 
reformist consciousness within the political and intellectual Soviet leading strata 

(and not only Soviet, if we remember Imre Nagy as director of a Siberian kolkhoz 
in the 1930s)? Let us think of Tatiana Zaslavskaia or Iurii Arutiunian, shocked 

by the countryside's appalling poverty during their doctoral research, or of the 
crucial role the derevenshchiki played in the growth of new, and fundamentally 
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anti-Soviet, national feelings in the Slavic republics, feelings that soon ranged 
over the entire political spectrum. I already mentioned Gorbachev who at the 
end of the 1980s compared collectivization to serfdom. But let us not forget that 
both Khrushchev and Brezhnev were in the end not insensible to the plight of the 
kolkhozniks and went so far as to abolish, albeit partially and belatedly, the most 
odious and glaring discriminations fettering them, namely the lack of pensions 
(1964-1965), which was denounced by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn just one year 
previously in Matrenin dvory and internal passports (1974). 

My questions and hypotheses end with some reflections whose general 
character is, I believe, warranted by the Great Famine's sheer dimensions and 
world-historical significance. 

The first concerns the consequences that a full awareness of the Famine's 
modalities, entity, and responsibilities cannot but have on the judgment we pass, 
as human beings first and then as historians, on the Soviet system and its first 
generation of leaders, a group that must be extended to cover the functionar- 
ies who willingly contributed to "changing the ethnographic material in the 
countryside," as one of them was wont to say.6 (This implies, of course, also 
remembering the very many who bravely refused to participate in the state's 
policies, and suffered for it, in Central Asia as in Ukraine and in the Volga 
region). In the light of 1932-1933 that system resembles, for at least a stage in 
its history, much more an "evil empire" than a "totalitarianism" ideologically 
aiming at conquering and transforming the consciousness of its subjects, and the 
leaders of this empire are condemned by their participation in a crime against 
humankind of extraordinary proportions. 

But if it is possible to maintain that at the root of the Soviet system, as it was 
recast by Stalin, there is such a crime, could we not also claim that its collapse 
is somehow related to this unredeemable original sin covered for decades by 
lies because it was simply impossible to acknowledge it? In this light the Great 
Famine assumes the features of a formidable obstacle to the reformability of a 
system that could not speak the truth about its past and that was swept away also 
by the surfacing of this truth, often - as I already remarked - by virtue of people 
who deemed its evolution possible and wanted to promote it by settling accounts 
with the past only to discover that such accounts could not be settled. From this 
angle, Soviet history appears to us also as an astonishing moral parable - the 
history, if you will, of the triumph - after much and great suffering - of truth over 
evil, something of which I do not know other examples, at least on this scale. 
That leaves one speechless, and at least for once for good reason. 

The weight of 1932-1933 makes itself felt also in the judgment that we are 
called to pass on the Soviet system professionally, as historians. As I stated at the 
beginning, without a full awareness of the Great Famine it is simply impossible 
to understand the European twentieth century. This is for me an intellectually 
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and morally obvious fact, endowed with extraordinary strength, which will one 

day prevail, even though much time will probably have to pass before European 
historians fully grasp the Famine and its significance. We are perhaps contem- 

plating here the reason why, even though in minor forms, the polemics around 
it still continue. World-historical events capable of changing our understanding 
of and outlook on entire periods are generally immediately internalized at the 
moment of their happening. When this does not happen, as in the case of the 
Great Famine, and historical judgment has been passed, or collective "memory" 
has set without their entering the picture, they have to be brought in afterwards at 
the price of a complete restructuring of commonly held beliefs. Their digestion 
thus becomes very difficult precisely because of their importance. Polemics are 

just one of the outward manifestations of this process. 
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NOTES 

1. See Dana G. Dalrymple, "The Soviet Famine of 1932-1934," Soviet Studies 15, 
no. 3 (1964): 250-84, and "The Soviet Famine of 1932-1934: Some Further 
References," Soviet Studies 16, no. 4 (1965): 471-4. 

2. See Moshe Lewin, "Taking Grain' : Soviet Policies of Agricultural Procurements 
before the War," in Essays in Honour ofE. H. Carr, ed. C. Abramsky (London: 
Macmillan, 1974); reprinted in Moshe Lewin, The Making of the Soviet System: 
Essays in the Social History of Interwar Russia (New York: Methuen, 1985), 
142-77. 

3. Robert Conquest, The Harvest of Sorrow: Soviet Collectivization and the Terror- 
Famine (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). 

4. Andrea Graziosi, ed., Lettere da Kharkov: La carestia in Ucraina e nel Caucaso 
del Nord nei rapporti dei diplomatici italiani, 1932-33 (Torino: Einaudi, 1991). 

5. Anatoly S. Chernyaev, My Six Years with Gorbachev, trans, and ed. Robert 
D. English and Elizabeth Tucker (University Park, Penn.: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2000). 

6. Graziosi, ed., Lettere da Kharkov, 168. 
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