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On Sources: a Note

MICHAEL ELLMAN

INn 1990-91 A DISCUSSION TOOK PLACE in this journal between Wheatcroft and
Conquest about the relative merits of ‘statistical’ and ‘literary’ sources for the
study of Soviet history.! Of course Conquest was quite right in thinking that
Soviet statistics were often very misleading.? Furthermore, as has long been
known by Sovietologists, literary sources are of great value in giving a qualitative
picture (within economics, the classic case was the use of literary evidence to
analyse the situation in agriculture). The purpose of this note, however, is to show
by example that the use of literary sources for quantitative estimates can be a
serious source of error.

In his 1983 paper,? Rosefielde used the figure of 156 million as the population of
the USSR recorded in the 1937 census. He based this figure (the results of the
census of 1937 being then unpublished) on the well known book of Antonov-
Ovseenko, who in turn based it on what he had heard in the Gulag. On the basis of
this figure, he suggested that there may have been 21 million excess deaths in
1929-39. This was a typical example of the utilisation of ‘literary’ material to
make quantitative estimates.

We now know that the figure of 156 million was a serious underestimate of the
actual population of the USSR in 1937. The population of the USSR according to
the census of 1937 was 162 million. According to specialists of the demographic
department of the former USSR Goskomstat scientific research institute there is
reason to think that this is an underestimate and that the real figure was nearly 163
million.

It would be a mistake to suppose that the figure of 156 million was just an
unreliable rumour* and bore no relationship to reality. It is in fact a (downward)
approximation of the data on the normally enumerated population. It excludes,
however, the population registered by the NKVD (officials, guards, prisoners,
deportees, frontier troops) and by the NKO (armed forces). This illustrates one of
the pitfalls of literary evidence of quantitative matters—it is only when one has
access to the statistics that one can know precisely what the literary evidence is
evidence of. The relationship between the figures of 156 and 162 (or 163) million
is set out in Table 1.

Hence it can be seen that one of the most important pieces of evidence given to
support Rosefielde’s reconsideration of the demographic consequences of Soviet
industrialisation was misinterpreted. When correctly interpreted in the light of
accurate statistical data (not then available) it does not support Rosefielde’s
arguments. Instead of throwing important new light on Soviet economic history,



