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Copyright CO i996 Cambridge University Press 

THE 1937 CENSUS AND THE LIMITS OF 
STALINIST RULE* 

CATHERINE MERRIDALE 
University of Bristol 

A B ST R A CT. In J7anuary 1937 the government of the USSR conducted its first population census in 
elevenyears. This article, which is based on the archives of the census organizations and on reports 
from some local offices for the registration of births, marriages and deaths, describes the campaign 
of data collection, the questions that were asked (including, for the first and last time, a question 
about the respondent's religion) and the response which people give to this personal contact with their 
rulers. The information gathered was exceptionally thorough and complete. Crucially, however, the 
census was entirely suppressed, and the officials responsible for organizinig it promptly arrested and 
executed. The reasons for doing this --- which largely centred on the sensitivity of evidence of high 
mortality during the famine of i9323--- are discussed, as are thle potential implications of the 
suppression of such information. Finally, the article questions how complete any statistics about 
famine mortality in this period can be, and calls for a discussion of the broader questions of memory 
and loss which underlie the bare statistics of death. 

This essay is about policy, information and the reality of mass death in Stalin's 
Soviet Union. Its subject is the USSR's population census of 1937. This census, 
the first in the USSR for eleven years, and the first to reflect the achievements 
and costs of Stalinist rule, was never published. Senior government statisticians 
had always known that the data collected would not be suitable for wide 
public dissemination, but within days of the enumeration campaign, the 
decision was taken to suppress them completely. The Stalinist leadership, in 
other words, had called for information which would include an account of its 
own atrocities, most notably the famine which attended the collectivization 
campaign. Once the figures were calculated, the people who had collected 
them, senior statisticians with decades of experience, were arrested and 
executed,1 and the data they had amassed were locked away for half a 
century.2 

* An carlicr version of this paper was prepared for the conference on population, fertility and 
migration held at the Rockefeller centre in Bellagio inJuly 1993. I would like to thankJay Winter 
for inviting me to take part, and for his comments. Ira Katznclsoii aiid Elizabeth Guild also made 
helpful comments on later drafts of the paper. Above all, I would like to thalik Emma Rothschild 
for her comments and encouragement, and the Common Security Forumn and the university of 
Bristol arts faculty research fund for financial support for the research visit to Moscow in April 
1994 where much of the data was collected. 

1 More on their fate, and a discussion of the reasons for it, was published in F. D. I.ivshits, 
PerepiS' flasele7lia I937 goda. Demografichleskie protes.sy v SSSR (Moscow, iggo). 

2 The census data aiid materials r-clating to their collection are kept in the Russiani state archive 
of the economy (hereafter RG(AE) in the seciet section of fonid 1562. 
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226 CATHERINE MERRIDALE 

The episode is one of the most bizarre in Soviet administrative history. To 
date, historians have more questions to pose than answers to offer: the 
surviving census documents were made available less than a decade ago and 
will take some time to process. But even at this stage, the story offers some 
important insights into the operation and attitudes of the Stalinist government 
- and more generally into the pitfalls facing authoritarian regimes seeking to 
improve their knowledge of their citizens. 

In a country where the competition to attain high levels of output was a 
matter of daily discussion and report, figures of all kinds played an important 
propaganda role. Demographic statistics, no less than industrial output 
figures, were used to illustrate how the Soviet Union had surpassed the 
capitalist countries and set records unmatched in the annals of industrial 
society. For example, evidence cited in the 1930S claimed that the Soviet birth 
rate was higher than in the rest of Europe and that the rate of urban growth 
was faster than anywhere else in the world.3 Like any other statistics from this 
period, however, details about the Soviet population needed careful selection 
and presentation before they could be used as propaganda. Indeed, virtually 
none of the indicators selected in the triumphalist newspaper articles of this 
period would have stood close scrutiny by an informed specialist.4 Population 
statistics throughout the 1930S actually revealed what its leaders would have 
regarded as the Soviet Union's continuing backwardness: poor sanitation, low 
educational levels, routinely high levels of infant mortality. But beyond that, 
they also threatened to uncover the fact and extent of specific demographic 
disasters, most notably the famine of 1933. 

For all these reasons, the calling of the first Stalinist census was accompanied 
by anxious and secret discussions about the need to keep the findings away 
from public scrutiny. 'Not one figure from the census can be published' ran a 
directive to local statistical office workers in December 1936. 'No preliminary 
processing of the raw data in the localities can take place.'5 No one doubted, 
in other words, that the material would be sensitive and potentially 
compromising for the leadership. The Stalinist mania for statistics, and the 
very real need for accurate data in a planned economy, however, ensured that 
the census, deferred since 1932, would take place at last.' 

Stalin undoubtedly knew that any statistical data relating to the famine 
period would reveal unprecedented population losses.7 But he knew this 

I RGAE i562/329/107, for example, contains a letter ofJan. 1935 to Molotov from Kraval, 
the head of the central statistical administration, giving selected details of Soviet achievements, 
including high fertility, for 1934. 

' High birth and death rates, for example, characterize pre-modern societies, while those with 
effective structures for health care tend to display lower vital rates but higher life expectancy at 
all ages. 5 RGAE I562/329/I 15, 45. All emphases in the original. 

6 A previous pilot census had been held in 1932, possibly as the prelude to a more general 
survey to coincide with the end of the first five-year plan. By 1933, however, events had somewhat 
overwhelmed the sober business of statistical monitoring. What became the 1937 census was then 
rescheduled for 1935 and then deferred to 1936 before finally taking place in Jan. 1937. 

' Documents published in Ukraine in 1992 demonstrate the extent of police reporting of the 
famine, and also the weight of petitions and pleas to Moscow to alleviate conditions in the famine 
areas. Kolektivizatsbia i golod 7ia ukrainli I929--I933, zbirniik dokurneitiv i rnaterialit (Kiev, 1992). 
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despite the work of his official demographers. The central statistical office 
(TsUNKhU), headed by I. A. Kraval, had chosen to mask the extent of 
demographic shortfalls and disasters in the 1930s, possibly on the principle 
that the messenger would be the first to be shot. From I932, Kraval had been 
sending reports to Stalin and Molotov which described modest falls in the 
birthrate (a fact which was to be kept secret from others) and even suggested 
a small decrease in the Ukrainian population, for example, but which virtually 
ignored the real reasons for the decline and grossly understated its extent.8 
While Stalin and his entourage knew about the famine, therefore, and may 
have had reasonably accurate week by week reports from the local secret 
police, they were simultaneously in possession of inaccurate data about its 
extent from their statisticians. The network of local registries of births, 
marriages and deaths (ZAGS) had provided the raw data for a shocking 
enough picture at the time.9 Acting on this evidence, the political elite had 
ordered a strenuous campaign to prevent evidence of the famine's severity 
from becoming public knowledge inside or beyond the USSR. And they were 
spurred by concern about the falling birthrate to reform the relatively liberal 
abortion laws in I936. But when the preliminary findings of the I937 census 
emerged, even hardened bureaucrats like Molotov and Kaganovich were 
shocked. Such people had anticipated that the data would be too 
compromising to print. But what they read in March I 937 led them to order 
a purge of the entire network of statistical collection. 

The census itself was a pioneering enterprise intended to provide the fullest 
possible picture of Soviet life. The desire to distort figures before their public 
release co-existed in the statistical apparatus with a pedantic urge to establish 
the truth in the first instance. New techniques and questions were introduced, 
some of which had never been used on such a scale before (and were not, in 
many cases, to be repeated). Question I2, about the respondents' occupation,10 
required the preliminary preparation of a Dictionary of occupations, in which 
I4,000 different professions and occupations were listed, many of which (such 
as collective farm chairman and a range of other rural specialisms, including 
tractor mechanic, collective farm accountant and political officer11) had not 
existed at the time of the I926 census. More controversially, the I937 census 
included, for the first and last time in Soviet history, a question about the 
respondents' religion. Preparatory work for this involved the compilation of a 
Dictionary of religions (Moscow, I937), an encyclopedia of religious doctrine 
and practice covering about 470 different religions and sects.'2 

8 See RGAE I 562/329/107, I 84-9, for example. 
9 The ZAGS data showed a population loss for I933 of 1,3I5,200 people in the USSR as a 

whole, mostly (7'-5%) in the countryside, and mostly in the Ukraine. E. Osokina, 'Zhertvy 
goloda 1933 goda: Skol'ko ikh? (analiz demograficheskoi statistiki TsGANKh SSSR)', Istoriya 
SSSR, v (I99I), I8-26. 

1 Molotov entered 'chairman'. Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniya (hereafter SI), vI (I990), 4. 
" Plan (the journal of Gosplan, the state planning commission), x (I 936), 24. 
12 See Yu. A. Polyakov, V. B. Zhiromskaya and I. N. Kiselev, 'Polveka molchaniya', SI, vii 

(I 990) . 
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Another crucial innovation was the decision to take the census over a single 
twenty-four hour period. As a result a much larger number (roughly six times 
more13) of enumerators was needed than had been involved in the 1926 

census. The search for suitable volunteers created enormous difficulties, and 
contributed to the delays of 1936.14 It also involved a good deal of publicity, 
for even if its organizers had wished to keep debate about the census to a 
minimum, the demand for over goo,ooo volunteer enumerators and over 
130,000 instructors to manage them could not be met through a silent trawl 
of local parties.15 Cities like Moscow and Leningrad were relatively well served 
for numerate, reliable volunteers, but country areas and the remoter republics 
had problems finding recruits. The delicacy of the task was increased by the 
known sensitivity of the work. 'The old cadres include enemy-alien people 
who cannot be entrusted with the current census', reported Kraval in March 
1936, 'and there are no new people to take over because the last census was 
conducted nine years ago.'16 To guard against 'enemy-aliens', enumerators 
were supposed to be recruited 'not in a bureaucratic fashion, on paper', but 
by personal interview. However, local officials were often obliged to take 
virtually anyone who looked suitable. Even secondary education was not 
always made a requirement.17 As to current occupation, favoured candidates 
for the job included collective farm officials (especially the people who kept the 
accounts) and students. Party and Soviet officials were also under pressure to 
add enumeration to their already heavy burden of voluntary work.18 Not 
surprisingly, excuses and evasion were common. As one article remarked, 
teachers would have been excellent candidates to work in rural areas, but the 
December-January period was 'precisely the time when they are at 
conferences and meetings'.19 

For this and other reasons the census, which had been scheduled for the 
night of 5-6 December,20 was delayed for a month just before it was due to go 
ahead. The postponement was unfortunate. In the first place, 5-6 January 
happened to be the Orthodox Christmas, which meant that the data collection 
coincided with a religious festival as well as the end of the customary drunken 
New Year celebrations. Large numbers of people were not in their usual places 
of residence, and many were actually in transit that night between family and 
work. The confusion arising from this about who lived where subsequently 

13 Plan, XXIII (io Dec. I936), I3. 
14 As late as the autumn of I936, key areas of the Soviet Union still lacked competent 

enumerators. An undated note from Kraval (probably written in September) informed Molotov 
and Kaganovich that only IO% of the total required had been found and approved in some 
places, while in others unsuitable candidates were being virtually press-ganged into service. 
RGAE I562/329/II6, I03-4. 

15 See Kraval's article on the census, published in both Bol'shevik and Plan (io Nov. I936). 
16 RGAE I562/329/I43, 40. 
17 In remoter areas, such as Karelia, as many as three-quarters of the enumerators had only 

primary-level education, and even in Leningrad oblast (excluding the city) the figure was 27 %. 

An 'error' which occurred in the Ukraine was the reciuitment of secondary school children as 
enumerators - surely evidence of the shortage of suitable alternatives. Plan (IO Dec. I936). 

18 Ibid. 19 Ibid. 20 RGAE I562/329/I43, 29-3I. 
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provided one possible cover for the shortfall in the expected figures.21 January 
was also the most severe month of the Russian winter, and enumerators were 
faced with the problem of reaching remote villages and small settlements 
through deep snow. So serious was this problem that the census was conducted 
in advance in some mountain regions, a prudent precaution malevolently 
disrupted by the unusually early appearance of the snow in I936.22 Regions 
with nomadic populations, especially in the north, presented further problems, 
and in many cases enumeration of their inhabitants took place over several 
months in the autumn of 1936. 

Most enumerators took their work seriously. The returns, recorded in 
painstaking script on flimsy paper, reflect the eflort invested by the thousands 
of individuals involved, none of whom would ever see the collated results of 
their labours. The mental contortions needed to collect and even carry out the 
preliminary processing of material without speculating about its final shape 
must have been formidable. Supervisors in local offices nonetheless accepted 
the rules about leakage, and after February 1937 the unfolding purge of party 
and state officials no doubt reinforced their desire for discretion. But it was all 
very worrying. The offices of regional statistical bureaux retained classified 
documents for months, desks were stacked with files which could not even be 
opened, let alone publicly discussed. Security became an obsession. The 
period's twisted priorities are clearly reflected in the anguish of a local official 
who mislaid a briefcase containing census material on the train between 
Khimki and Moscow in September 1937. The previous month, in Kazakhstan, 
a census document had been left face up on a desk for a morning. The letter 
drawing attention to this focused exclusively on the possible breach of security. 
Judging by its tone, none of the people involved had actually read the figures, 
let alone reflected on what they might mean, despite the fact that everyone 
knew the death rates among Kazakhs to have been exceptionally high.23 

The need for secrecy presented the Stalinist regime with a specific dilemma. 
For censuses are seldom merely exercises in data collection. One demographer, 
analysing the social effects of census-taking, has described the decennial census 
as 'a national ceremony and a symbol of the relation between citizen and 
government', providing 'a sense of social cohesion, and a kind of non-religious 
communion .24 In the case of the Stalinist census of 1937, it is not certain that 
'national cohesion' was a major element in the original project. Significantly, 
the census received far less publicity than the promulgation of the Stalin 
constitution. But propaganda was an inescapable part of the process. An 
agitation and propaganda apparatus skilled in turning far less promising 
material to advantage made as much capital as possible from the census and 

21 IThe famous 'Kurmllan gap' and later revisionis of it. See Kurman's note on undercountinig, 
RGAE 1562/329/152, i6-- 20, and E. Andreev, IL. Darskii ancl T. Kharkova, 'Opyt otselnki 
chislenniosti naseleniya SSSR 1926-41 ', Vestnik statistiki, v (1990) . 

22 Plan (25 Feb. 1937) 23 RGAE 1562/329/152, 8-9. 
24 William KruLnskal, Research anid the census (1984), cited by Nathan Keyfitz in his address to 

the opening of the population research centre, university of CGroningen, 1991. 
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its promised findings. The Stalinist leadership had at least ten years of practice 
in the art of mobilizing the grass-roots for administrative work. Collectiv- 
ization, with the use of 'twenty-five thousanders', communist 'Saturdays', 
party education or agitation 'days', Stakhanovite production stunts - all were 
typical, like the census, of the use of civic activity for mobilizing conspicuous 
support for the regime. Paradoxically, publicity on a mass scale attended a 
campaign whose results the leadership planned to suppress from the outset. 

Pravda's leading article of 2 January, when its own publicity campaign 
began, makes ironic reading. Describing the census as 'a matter of great 
economic and political significance', and emphasizing Lenin's love for 
accurate data, it focused on comrade Stalin, 'whose attitude towards 
statistical data is well-known'. Only ' bourgeois and petty bourgeois politicians 
feared statistics'. The Bolsheviks ' never undervalued them'. The task now was 
to quantify the changes of the past decade - 'the whole world knows what 
these ten years have been like' - during which there had been ' two Stalinist 
five-year plans', a 'total reshaping of the economy and of cultural life', the 
creation of 'dozens of new cities' and the elimination of hostile classes. The 
campaign required the best cadres, but also the maximum publicity, 'radio, 
press, cinema, special posters, slogans, leaflets'.25 

Propaganda about the census followed three main lines. First, the predicted 
findings of the ' first socialist census' were trumpeted in the press. Comparisons 
were drawn between the USSR and capitalist countries. Demographic 
growth, for example, was more rapid in the I930S in Russia than in the USA 
or most of Europe, a fact which was seen as 'evidence of the great increase in 
our workers' standard of living' after 'ten years of our heroic fight for 
socialism'. 26 Evidence of progress within the USSR was also adduced; 
significantly the base year was usually either I926 (the previous census, and 
well before the upheavals of collectivization) or I93I, in many respects the 
nadir of the Soviet economy, by comparison with which year, as one writer 
noted, ' collective farmers now spend five times more hours on cultural 
activities'. 27 Other predicted evidence of progress included a likely fall in rates 
of religious observance,28 increased levels of education and literacy, and the 
emergence of new types of occupation. 

The second focus of publicity was the technology and process of the census 
itself. The figures, readers of Plan were told, would be processed at special 
centres in Moscow, Leningrad and Kharkov. The machinery to do this had 
been specially imported from Germany (foreign technology, and possibly 
above all that from Germany, still carried a lustre of its own), and the results 
would be ready within twelve months. As Plan remarked, 'no country in the 
world has been able to work through census data so fast'.29 Published sources 
did not draw attention to the costs involved, however. The new equipment 
alone was estimated to cost just under 6o,ooo rubles in hard currency, a figure 

25 Pravda (2 Jan. 1937), p- I . 26 A. Popov, writinig in Plani, xxiii (io Dcc. 1936). 
27 Ibid. 28 The census in fact found that religious belief was on the increase. 
29 Plan, II (25 Jan. 1937), 2. 
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approved by Molotov in person and then classified as 'top secret'.30 Manpower 
and administrative costs would have inflated this figure to several millions.3" 

The collection of data was not merely a matter of technology. Personal 
heroism on the part of enumerators was also involved. Tales of enumerators 
who skied over snowdrifts or waded through deep mud to complete their task 
were printed after the census had been taken - often because the writers were 
obliged in passing to note that far from all the data had been collected on the 
crucial night.32 The tone of this material was similar to that of the 
Stakhanovite propaganda which often appeared at the same time. The Soviet 
Union in I937 was as full of heroes as it was bursting with spies. 

The third type of propaganda accompanying the census was intended to 
encourage popular participation and co-operation with the enumerators. 
Potential respondents were assured that the census would be used to improve 
their lives, to build schools and hospitals, for example, and not merely to check 
on their activity. The enumerators themselves were repeatedly reminded of 
the questions they had to ask, and the methods by which they should record the 
answers. 'Midnight on 5-6January is the crucial time', remarked one report. 
'If someone is born after that, you must not include them, and you must not 
include people who died before it.' In all, TsUNKhU published one million 
copies in eleven languages of its brochure on the census, 24,000 copies of 
'Materials for speakers' and two million copies, in twenty-nine languages, of 
'What everyone should know about the census'.33 In addition, local Soviet 
and party organizations put out materials of their own, and extensive use was 
made of wall newspapers, agitation meetings, posters and radio. 

Traditional histories of Stalinism would see this type of propaganda 
campaign as a central feature of totalitarian rule, combining as it did the 
mobilization of the faithful with the implementation of policies determined by 
the elite. The communist party, or in this case, the enumerators, became on 
this model a 'transmission belt' between elite and mass, while the campaign 
itself formed part of the mobilizing strategy through which the elite, remote as 
it was from most peoples' lives and aspirations, constructed and maintained its 
legitimacy.34 The ideal, as Kraval reported later to Stalin and Molotov, was 
that the census be carried out 'at a high political level, as a general party and 
citizens' matter, with exceptional activism on the part of the broad mass of the 
population '.35 

As we have suggested, at the very least this seemingly desirable goal carried 
hidden costs. The principal one, predicted by everyone involved at the 
planning stage, was the danger that the material gathered might not show that 
life was getting better at all. The people who collected the individual figures 

30 RGAE i562/329/117, 2. 3 RGAE 1562/329/1I6, 24. 
32 For examples, see Plan, iv (26 Feb. 1937), 50-2. 33 Plani, ii (25 Jan. 1937), 40. 
34 This kind of picture is presented, classically, in Merle Fainsod, I-Iow Russia is rulled 

(Cambridge, Mass., 1959), although his own local study of Smolensk suggested a more chaotic 
and imprecise relationship between centre and localities. For a discussion of the issue, see my 
'Centre-local relations during the rise of Stalin: the case of Moscow, 1925-1932', in David Lane 
(ed.) Elites and political power in the UJSSR (London, I988). 35 SI, VI (I990), 9. 
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had no means of comparing them with previous ones. But after the excitement 
of so much interest, the suppression of the findings must have appeared odd, 
if not actively suspicious. However, the Stalinist elite had calculated for this, 
and the original scheme of combining the census with the launch of the new 
constitution may have been intended to minimize the likely dangers. 

Stalin's strategists may not, however, have been so well prepared for the 
problems which accompanied the collection of data itself. Fourteen apparently 
straightforward questions provided endless pretexts for political discussions on 
doorsteps or in kitchens. This intrusion of political issues compromised the 
accuracy of the information gathered. The questions about the respondents' 
nationality, current occupation, literacy and, above all, religious beliefs, were 
the most awkward for the enumerators, one of whom described his task as 
'something like propaganda work'.36 Typical of the difficulties was the 
frequency with which people inflated their literacy or educational qualifica- 
tions, lied about their religious beliefs ('I was afraid that all believers would 
be exiled from Moscow', one elderly woman explained), and gave false 
nationalities.37 The regime's own normative publicity aggravated the already 
over-enthusiastic willingness of citizens to conceal the truth. 'Preliminary 
results' of the census published before the formal collection of data on the 
night of 6 January praised the evidence of declining religious belief, for 
example, as a sign that the 'last vestiges of capitalism were being eradicated'. 
The 'good' answer to question five was all too obvious. Nonetheless, there 
were those who did not heed the warning. Some husbands beat their wives for 
confessing to religious beliefs; others beat them for lying.38 

Nationality was another particularly confusing issue. The racism of the 
enumerators confronted the social aspirations of the respondents. One young 
man, who gave his nationality as 'Russian', was laughed at by his friends. 
'Everyone knows you're from Mordvinia', they interrupted. 'Yes', he told the 
enumerator, 'but I feel really Russian now, and I have more in common with 
the Russians than with the Mordvinians. So can I call myself Russian?' In 
accordance with the instructions, which told him to 'enter the nationality 
which the individual assigns himself to',39 the enumerator entered him as a 
Russian, just as he agreed to describe as Russian a child 'who looked very 
Chinese' on the grounds that his parents believed it would be better for the 
child's future.40 As with religion, and indeed in tandem with it, the 
intervention of the state, urbanization, physical mobility and peer pressure 
had distorted the willingness of individuals to identify with their parents' 
ethnic traditions.4" This problem partly explains a note to Kraval from Isaev, 

3 Pravda (5 Jan. 1937). 
3 Examples of all these difficulties were cited by enumerators working in Moscow, Leningrad, 

Ufa and Kiev. Pravda (5 and 6 Jan. 1937). 38 SI, vii (i990), 68. 39 Ibid. 
4 Pravda (5 Jan. 1937). 
41 Both the 1926 and 1937 censuses used self-identification as the criterion for nationality. The 

I897 census had used first language. For the implications of this for one national group, see S. L. 
Guthier, 'The Belorussians: national identification and assimilation, I897-1970, Part I', Soviet 
Studies, xxix (I977), no. i. 
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the statistical office chief in Alma-Ata, which suggested that people would be 
reluctant to register as Kazakhs, and that some ethnic Kazakhs would register 
as 'Kirghiz, Uzbeks, Turkmen, Karakalpaks, Bashkirs, Tartars, etc. '42 The 
repression of Basmachi resistance to Soviet power in Central Asia had indeed 
driven many Kazakhs into exile or anonymity, but Isaev was also warning his 
superior that the drop in registered Kazakhs would need a specific explanation. 
Apart from deliberate misinformation, Isaev suggested further excuses which 
might be adduced when the figures emerged, including emigration to the far 
north (itself connected with the hardships of collectivization) or the linguistic, 
and therefore classificatory, confusion in Russian between Cossacks and 
Kazakhs.43 Only when the figures were processed in the spring of I937 did the 
reality - the exceptionally high death rate in Kazakh villages during the I933 
famine - become clear.44 

Enumerators were lucky if the greatest challenge they faced was a discussion 
of the nature ot'ethnic self-identitv. Although the reports emphasize that most 
were 'greeted like old friends', and that in some areas the women dressed up 
to greet the enumerators and welcomed them into their homes,45 the collection 
of data was also widely resented. For the majority of people the census was 
merely another routine intervention in their lives, a single page to be filled 
with one-word answers, but for a substantial minority it provided an occasion 
for the expression of discontent, and rumours about the uses to which the 
material would be put reflected the tense atmosphere immediately preceding 
the great purge. The question of citizenship offered one opportunity to express 
hostility. 'Anything but Soviet', replied one respondent. But it was the 
question about religion which excited the greatest suspicion and provoked the 
widest resistance. Some thought that all believers would be punished, 'taxed'. 
'stamped', 'starved', arrested'; others that they would benefit if there were 
a new revolution'. There were hopes that the Soviet state or even the league 
of nations would build more churches, if there appeared to be more believers 
in the USSR. Some entered fake religions, or obscene remarks, in the space 
provided. More organized resistance was not uncommon, especially in areas 
where dissenting or unorthodox religious groups, such as baptists, seventh-day 
adventists and Tolstoyans, were powerful. The Belorussian statistical office 
noted that the republic's proximity to Germany had encouraged dissension. 
Local baptists predicted an invasion in the near future which would liberate 
them from Stalinism. 'The fascists will kill all unbelievers', declared one 
respondent, while others encouraged their neighbours to hide in the woods 
while the enumerators visited their villages.46 Kraval himself reported the case 
of a man who wore a uniform decorated with a cross and swastika to give out 
leaflets attacking the census.47 Violence was not unknown. At least one 

42 RGAE 1562/329/116, 149. The note was dated 2 Feb. 1937. 
43 The word is the same in Russian, and Isaev was correct to point out that many Kazakhs were 

known as Kirghiz or Turkmen in the early twentieth century. 44 See below, note 56. 
4 RGAE 1562/329/143, 51 ff. Report to Kraval from Belorussia. 
46 RGAE 1562/329/143, 52. 4 RGAE 1562/329/143, 114. 
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enumerator was beaten up and his papers seized, while others were stabbed 
and punched.48 Pravda was typically coy about the resistance, and even 
published an account of the public hostility towards the I897 census as 
evidence of the 'high cultural level' of Stalin's Soviet people, but the 
documents in the archive suggest that the general response was not very 
different from that encountered by the tsar's officials.49 

Perhaps in view of the suspicion which was an endemic part of Soviet life, 
the fact that the mass circulation press dropped the census very rapidly after 
6 January should not be surprising. People who expected their answers to be 
used in sinister ways can hardly have cared whether a mendacious press 
published survey results or not. But in view of the mass involvement of 
enumerators, it would have been impolitic to suppress all reference to the 
census as soon as the uncomfortable nature of the findings was known. A few 
preliminary results were published almost at once, and Plan carried 
uninformative pieces about the census and the processing of its results until the 
end of April I 937. 

The style of the published comments depended on the journal. Pravda, for 
example, followed the census with a handful of articles confirming that even 
the most cursory preliminary reading revealed what benefits of socialism the 
census would show. The population, it affirmed, was getting younger, 'half the 
population is composed of children and the young', and 'almost every family 
had children'. Literacy and education, it found, were more widespread than 
in I926, and it insisted that religious belief had almost been eradicated.50 
These cheering findings, however, were precisely the type of thing already 
available before the census; no genuinely new information was printed. A date 
was given for the publication of a more detailed preliminary survey of the 
data, but when it came round, the usual space for home news was devoted to 
a celebration of the poet Pushkin.51 

More specialist audiences, such as the readers of Plan, were treated to 
detailed pieces on the conduct of the census, including articles on the collection 
of data in the Caucasus and the Far East,52 a piece about an exhibition on the 
collection of data held in Leningrad oblast' ('the walls of the huge exhibition 
hall were decorated with newspapers ... Many carried portraits of the 
enumerators... And there were photographs of the census in progress ') 3 and 
finally, the last item on the subject, in late April, a report on preliminary 
findings in the Ostyako-Bogul'sk district, near Omsk, which unsurprisingly 
concluded that the birth rate had risen there by I3 8% since I932.D4 Such 
pieces were probably deemed desirable to satisfy curiosity about the census 
and sustain the public-spirited attitude which it had instilled in the activists 
involved. But by the time the Omsk article appeared, the decision to suppress 
the data was four months old. As Kustolyan, the head of the statistical office 

48 Pravda (5 Jan. I937), RGAE I562/329/I43, 64. 
49 See also SI, vii (I990). Viktor Fink's account of the I897 census is in Pravda (6 Jan. 1937). 
50 Pravda (6Jan. I937)- Sl Pravda (io Feb. I937). 52 Plan (25 Feb. I937). 
53 Plan (io Apr. I937). 5 Plan (25 Apr. I937), 7-8. 
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in the Ukraine, wrote to Kraval on Io January, 'the results of the census' in 
that republic, 'judging by preliminary data, render this material absolutely secret'.55 

In view of the fact that the leadership was already aware that a famine had 
occurred, it remains to be asked why the data produced by the census proved 
so surprising. In mid-March, Kraval sent his preliminary assessment of the 
material to Stalin and Molotov. Even for these two most senior politicians, he 
picked his language carefully. Apart from its criticism of the routine collection 
of data on births and deaths by the local registry (ZAGS) offices, an area in 
which 'significant improvements' had already been made, the report as 
framed was generally positive. The rate of increase of the Soviet population, 
for example, was notably higher than those of Britain, France, Germany and 
the USA. The absolute number of town-dwellers had also increased from 26-3 
million in I926 to 5 I-9 million in I 937, a rate of change which, in true Stalinist 
language, he described as 'unequalled anywhere in the world at any time'. Of 
the USSR's five groups of regions, all but one could be said to have grown 
significantly since I926. The fifth group of regions, however, listed at the end 
after two pages of good news, was anything but improved. It comprised 

mainly agricultural regions (oblasti) with negative rates of vital growth and having seen 
a relatively greater, by comparison with other regions, percent of kulak elements sent 
out of the region. Here are included the agricultural regions of the Ukraine (except the 
Donbass), Kazakhstan, Kursk oblast', Saratov oblast', the autonomous region of the 
Volga Germans, Kuibyshev oblast', the Azov-Black Sea area (krai), the Russian regions 
of the North Caucasus, parts of Voronezh and Stalingrad regions. 

We should bear in mind that in this group are regions where the resistance of kulaks 
to collectivisation was particularly determined and bitter, and this is reflected in the 
size of the population.56 

The rest of the report was devoted to questions of control over the movement 
of population and the regular collection of data. Almost as much space was 
taken, for example, by the growing problem of illegal migrants in Moscow as 
by the 'unsatisfactory' situation in the former famine regions. 

Behind this somewhat bland presentation, it was clear that the total 
population fell far short of expectations. In I936, the official estimate of the 
total USSR population at the beginning of I933 (based on the I926 census 
and ZAGS data about births, emigration and deaths) was I65-7 million. The 
I937 census figure, however, was only I62 millions, lower than the estimated 
figure for I933 and at least 8 million lower than might have been expected on 
a projection from it. Despite Kraval's claim that the census had recorded 
virtually every citizen, an attempt now had to be made to explain a dramatic 
shortfall, initially through asserting that at least one million,57 and later that 
6-5 million had been overlooked.58 The latter figure had no basis in fact, and 
was concocted in the face of research which showed that at most the rate of 

5 Cited in SI, vii (I990), 8. 56 RGAE I562/329/I43, 6-io. 
57 This was M. V. Kurman's figure, suggesting an undercount of o 5 or o 6 o. Andreev et al., 

Vestnik statistiki, v (I990), 36. 
58 See Andreev et al., p. 36. Interestingly, the findings of the I 926 census were not questioned. 
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undercounting was only a fifth of that which would be required to give such 
a high figure.59 

The ratio of hypocrisy to miscalculation in the initial estimates of mortality 
and population size is difficult to discover. The previous decade had seen the 
systematic undercounting of both births and deaths, both of which would tend 
to minimize the apparent severity of the catastrophe. Moreover, for reasons we 
will examine shortly, the recording of deaths had been far less complete than 
that of births. Kraval knew this; he had received reports from his own officials 
about under-registration, and they had calculated that deaths were 
approximately twice as likely to be unregistered as were births.60 But as we 
have seen, he had been reluctant to discuss this with Stalin. A note to Stalin 
and Molotov on 6 January 1937 pointing the problem out may have been his 
last-ditch attempt to save face before the extent of his deception became 
clear.6' In all, the Stalinist regime was the victim of its own terroristic methods 
to the extent that the information passed to it was heavily censored and 
distorted by officials too frightened to tell the truth.62 

Since the fall of the communist party and the opening of debate about these 
and other issues inside and outside its borders, a good deal of misapprehension 
and folklore about the famine has been dispelled. But even so, demographers 
still have difficulty agreeing on a set of formulae to calculate the extent of the 
demographic disaster of 1933. Current estimates vary from 5 million to ii 
million.63 The figure depends partly on assumptions about the post- 1 927 birth 
rate (and especially the birth rate during the years I 932-4) . If, as some recent 
Russian statisticians have supposed, the birth rate in rural communities in the 
Ukraine, Volga and Kazakhstan remained as high as might normally be 
expected in pre-industrial peasant societies, then the number of additional 
deaths among 0-2-year-olds would be significantly higher than previously 
assumed." On the other hand, the famine itself must have resulted in reduced 
fertility from the spring of I 933, and local records further suggest a reduction 
in the number of rural marriages from 1927 onwards, the result of the 
uncertainty of the collectivization period as a whole.65 

Local records held in ZAGS offices, therefore, useful though they are 
providing to be, will remain imperfect sources for the famine years. Even in 
good times, officials had difficulty maintaining accurate registers well into the 

$ Ibid., citing evidence from Kazakhstan, where, despite the difficulties of collecting data, the 
census was calculated to have missed less than I % of the population. 

60 RGAE I562/329/I07, I44 (report from Kaplun to Kraval covering the period from I930). 
61 RGAE I562/329/I52, I52. 
62 The state also disguised information from itself, for example by forbidding people employed 

in defence industries from giving accurate information to the enumerators about their place of 
work or trade speciality. 

63 Andreev, Darskii and Khar'kova suggest roughly 8 million excess deaths in 1932-3; S. 
Maksudov, Poteri naseleniya SSSR (New York, I989) and F. Lorimer, The population of the Soviet 
Union: history and prospects (Geneva, 1946), both writing before the I937 census data were 
available, gave 9-8 million plus or minus 3 million (again depending on the 'normal' birth and 
death rates) and 4-5 million respectively. 64 Andreev et al. 

65 V. V. Kondrashin, 'Golod I932-I933 godov v derevnyakh Povolzh'ya', Voprosy istorii, vi 

(1991), 176-8I. 
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I930s. Until I933, for example, the area which they served was in many 
instances unclear. Outside the European USSR, whole areas escaped 
registration altogether, including famine-stricken Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan 
and rural areas of Azerbaijan. In other regions, for example the rural North 
Caucasus, registration was incomplete until after I933.66 But the real 
difficulties were human rather than technical. Urban death rates in normal 
years were perforce relatively well documented, for the number of graveyards 
was limited, and burial could not take place without the assistance of the local 
authorities.67 But peasant communities with little love for the state had many 
reasons for evading its officials. The registration of a death, for example, might 
be delayed in the hope that land and other resources might not be 
redistributed.68 Sometimes a 'dead soul' was used in order to obtain a 
passport, for example, or the valuable permit (propiska) needed to live in 
Moscow and other desirable cities. Where a family in a remote or mountainous 
region might make the effort to register a birth, a death could wait -if 
funerary practices in some national republics had to take place without benefit 
of clergy, then the state could be excluded as well. A stark example - the 
exposure of corpses for devouring by vultures which was still practised in the 
Tibetan lamaist regions of Buryat Mongolia in the I920S - was only the most 
extreme case where a local population would be reluctant to make a formal 
record and fulfil the official procedures.69 

In the chaos accompanying collectivization, dekulakization and the famine, 
some local ZAGS offices virtually gave up. At the height of the famine, the 
priority was to bury infected corpses as quickly as possible and to look to the 
fate of the living. The carts which toured the villages collecting the latest crop 
of victims of starvation and disease did not carry statisticians on board. Even 
the paper on which to keep the records was scarce. 'We did not have enough 
books in which to enter these mass deaths' wrote one official. 'Our priority 
was the removal of corpses.'70 In some villages, bodies were buried in 
communal pits, often without coffins. Where whole families perished it was 
common only to register the death of the head of the household, especially 
since the exact number of family members might not be known.71 As in I92 I, 

cannibalism was not unknown in the worst-affected regions.72 Medical 
personnel learned again to distinguish between the crime of killing people for 
their flesh and the desperate resort of eating the bodies of children and 
strangers who had already starved to death.73 One estimate suggested that the 
ZAGS in Kiev and Pavlograd regions managed to register fewer than half or 

66 Osokina, 'Zhertvy goloda I 933 goda', pp. I 9-20. 
67 This is Maksudov's point, which he takes as evidence that recorded deaths were relatively 

accurate in the period I927-32, Poteri naseleniya SSSR, pp. 2I 7-33. 
68 The difficulties this posed in the early I920s are discussed in Kniga o golode (Saratov, I 922). 
69 Russian centre for the preservation of documents of contemporary history (formerly central 

party archive), fo. i6, op. 6o d.77, 98-9. 70 RGAE I562/329/IO7, 157. 
71 RGAE I562/329/Io7, 159. 72 Kondrashin, 'Golod I932-I933', pp. I77-8. 
73 See K:niga o golode, in which the distinction between 'kannibalizm' (the ceremonial eating of 

enemies in tribal societies), 'trupoedstvo' (eating corpses, most commonly the feeding of one 
child's flesh to those surviving) and 'liudoedstvo' (killing people to eat them) is discussed by a 
doctor who had first-hand experience of the I 92 I famine. 
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even a third of the total number of deaths in I 933.7 The question of the birth 
rate in the famine districts will always remain controversial, for under- 
nourished mothers whose babies died within hours or days, even weeks, of 
birth had little incentive to register the fact. 

Causes of death are also a matter for speculation. Starvation itself was 
seldom given directly, and indeed, food poisoning and water- and airborne 
diseases were far more frequently fatal than simple lack of nourishment.75 But 
one reason why starvation was so seldom mentioned was the prevailing 
political atmosphere. The word was banned in I 932-3 by an order stating that 
it was 'counter-revolutionary elements' who were alleging that 'every death 
was the result of starvation' in order to placate 'certain anti-Soviet circles'.76 
How could starvation be killing millions in a country where, as Stalin himself 
declared, 'collective farmers have forgotten about devastation and hunger'? 
This is not to say that local people were unaware either of the extent of the 
famine or its cause. Rumour (this time accurate) that the grain requisition was 
responsible was widely accepted. As one historian recently reported in an 
article based on the Volga region, 'of more than three hundred eyewitnesses 
to the events of I932-3 interviewed, only five did not acknowledge the link 
between the famine and the grain procurements'.77 Corroboration for this 
appears in the harrowing account of the famine in Victor Kravchenko's 
memoir of the I 930S.78 

Finally, the crude population statistics for any region at any given moment 
are distorted by the number of migrants - either to the towns or abroad - and 
the number of individuals arrested and held in camps or exile. Records of the 
latter's overall numbers and vital rates were kept by the secret police, and 
although the census of I 937 took them into account, the precise details remain 
open to question. The NKVD itself was wary about revealing specific data, 
and refused at one point to allow details of the camp population to be recorded 
separately from those of the ' local' rural communities.79 The turbulent 
personal histories of the individuals involved made registration difficult. One 
of the largest groups affected, the ' dekulakized elements' of I 930-3, probably 
amounted to between 5 and 6 million individuals, some of whom fled in 
advance of the catastrophe ('dekulakized themselves' - possibly one to one 
and a half million persons), while the remainder suffered exile either within 
their own region or in the north and east. Of the latter in particular, a large 
number perished in transit or shortly after arrival.80 Some of the survivors 
appeared in statistics for the OGPU/NKVD camps in I937, others were 
entered as residents of the area they now occupied.81 

74 RGAE I562/329/I07, I57. 
7' The under-registration of deaths from 'starvation', as opposed to diseases arising from 

undernourishment, was common to the I 92 I and I 933 famines. See A. G. Kovalevskii, Ocherki po 
demografii Saratova (Saratov, I928), p. I47. 76 Kondrashin, 'Golod I932-I933). 

7 Ibid. pp. I78-80. 78 Victor Kravchenko, I chose freedom (London, I947). 
79 RGAE I562/329/I43, I47. 

80 SI, viii (I990). The figure cited in the NKVD's own records for deaths in I932-3 was 
24I,355 persons. 81 Ibid. 
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In view of the complexity of the figures themselves, the tragedy that 
accompanied their collection, and the political risks of revealing their 
significance, it is hardly surprising that they should remain the basis for a 
bitter historical debate.82 Underlying it is the issue of Stalinism, the leader's 
personal responsibility for the tragedies of the I930S, the relatives prices paid 
for modernization under socialist and capitalist systems, the question of 
alternatives in a country where political opposition was all but silent. During 
the cold war, these issues alone provided meat enough for historians anxious 
to prove the moral superiority of the western system.83 Since I985, historians 
in the former Soviet Union have been free to join the chorus of criticism of the 
man-made famine of I933. All accept that there was a famine created, in large 
measure, by the government's economic policies. Current debate focuses 
largely on the question of numbers. 

It is clearly important to settle this as accurately as possible; the death of 3 
million in a single region is very different from the deaths of a few thousand, 
however appalling any loss may be. But in the end, historians will have to 
accept that a precise statistical balance sheet of the famine can never be 
drawn. Once we have agreed on that, perhaps, we will be able to take off the 
arithmetical spectacles which have shielded us from looking at the famine itself 
and focus on the questions which lie behind the figures. The deaths of women, 
children under two, men in their forties - these may be matters of demographic 
controversy, but the figures give little indication of the texture of life in the 
villages, the haste with which bodies were removed, and the bleakness of death 
without its traditional dignities of priest, church and funeral. They also say 
nothing about the impact all this had on the memories and mentalities of 
villagers in the famine regions. Whole villages simply disappeared; there were 
no memorials, no scratched messages on the walls of churches. Oral history 
projects, such as those currently taking place under the direction of historians 
at the historical-archival institute in Moscow will prove invaluable, but there 
are real problems where no survivors or witnesses exist, while the usual 
reservations about interviewing apply with particular force in a society where 
the truth was repressed for fifty years and then relaunched with the glamour 
of a religious conversion.84 The famine raises questions about historical 
memory, forgetting and collusion, as well as questions about the impact of 
disaster on attitudes to death, which no statistics can hope to answer. It is not 
very surprising that so many have succumbed to the temptation to use the 
story, rather than to tell it. 

Much of what happened remains a matter of speculation, and here current 
political priorities inevitably colour the interpretation of events. This is true, 
for example, of the suggestion that the famine provided the pretext for a 

82 Those who wish to revisit this debate should refer to the series of articles by Stephen 
Wheatcroft and Stephen Rosefielde in Soviet Studies and Slavic Review between I980 and I983. 

83 The classic example is Robert Conquest, The harvest of sorrow (London, I988). 
84 Interviews conducted by the author in Moscow (in I986 and I993) confirm this. In general, 

respondents 'remembered' most effectively the incidents which related closely to current 
discussions. 
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Stalinist policy of deliberate genocide. The issue has received more impetus 
since the re-emergence of Ukrainian statehood, although it was never far from 
the political consciousness of Ukrainianis at home or in exile after the I 930S.85 
In parts of rural Ukraine, whole communities were wiped out in the summer 
of 1933. Even at the time Soviet officials recorded death rates of 75-7 and 83 4 
per thousand in the rural hinterlands of Kiev and Kharkov.86 Less publicity 
was given to the cases of the Kazakhs and Volga Germans, also affected to a 
disproportionate extent by excessive grain procurements. But even after 
allowanice was made for undercounting of Kazakhs and for out-migration, for 
example, the fall in the population of Kazakh villages from 5,873,000 on I 
June I930 to 3,227,000 on I June I932 and 2,493,ooo on i June I933 provides 
stark evidence of a localized population catastrophe.87 While a clear decision 
to wipe out the Kazakh opponents of Soviet power has not been documented, 
evidence like this at least confirms that death rates from famine were 
significantly higher here than in Great Russia - the conclusion to be drawn 
from the material may remain a matter of political choice.88 

This question of political interpretation is important because it is unlikely 
that surviving sources will enable historians either to write the history of the 
famine itself or that of the decision-making process which caused it, the 
mentality and priorities of the leadership, entirely satisfactorily. Many of the 
most controversial decisions were never committed to paper.89 Much of what 
occurred was beyond the control of individuals operating from the sort of 
offices where paper, carbon and cardboard files were routinely available. The 
Stalinist system did not function along smoothly operating lines of political 
cause and effect. Whatever the motive behind the catastrophe of I933, the 
calling and suppression of the I 937 census suggests, for example, miscalculation 
as well as deliberate and premeditated falsification. It confirms that one of the 
greatest dangers for authoritarian rulers lies in the possibility that they 
themselves may cease to discriminate between fact and deception. In Stalin's 
case, the lines were obviously blurred. Ihe result, less than a month after the 
census, was the unleashing of the great purge, a second Stalinist demographic 
upheaval in which, by the best accounts, a fiurther 2 or more million lives were 
lost. 

85 See, for example, D. Slovji, The Golgotha of the Ukraine (New York, I953), The black deeds of 
the Kremlin, A White Book. I-II (Detroit, I955), V. Hrysko, Ukrjinskyi holokost 1933 New 
York-Toronto, I 978). 

86 RGAE I562/329/I07, I7I-3 (unsigned memorandum of 3I Mar. I934). 
87 Figures from RGAE I562/329/I43, I43, I4Jan. I937. 
88 Kondrashin's local study of the Volga suggests that death rates among the Germans were no 

higher than those in contiguous Russian villages, but he accepts that the Germans were among 
the groups most severely stricken by famine in I933. 

89 The most controversial decisions were conveyed by telephone or face to face. 
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