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THE NUMBER OF SOVIET DEATHS in the Great Patriotic War was one of those crucial
historical numbers that were grossly distorted in Soviet historical writing prior to
glasnost’. In the Stalin period the official figure was 7 million, a figure stated by
Stalin in March 1946.! This extreme understatement was presumably intended both to
hide the country’s postwar weakness from potential new enemies and also to protect
the image of Stalin’s ‘wise leadership’. Under Khrushchev the figure was raised to 20
million.?> Gorbachev’s campaign to fill in the blank spots of Soviet history led to the
establishment in March 1989 of a committee attached to Goskomstat USSR, which
included officials of Goskomstat itself, the Ministry of Defence, the archives, some
research institutes and Moscow State University. This committee arrived at a new
figure for Soviet war losses of 26.6 million, which was included in Gorbachev’s
speech on the 45th anniversary of the end of the war.® The explanation by the leading
demographers on this committee as to how they arrived at this figure was set out a
few months later in a short article in Vestnik statistiki.* Its authors explained that 26.6
was an approximate point estimate and that allowing for its approximate nature, it was
more accurate to give a figure of 26-27 million war deaths.’ At the same time a
committee of the General Staff was set up to recalculate the war losses of the Soviet
armed forces. It arrived at a figure of 8.7 million military deaths. Whereas the
Goskomstat figure was based on comparing the adjusted 1939 census data® with the
1959 census data, the General Staff figure was based largely on military records. A
selection of these has now been published in an interesting, important and contro-
versial volume.” The availability of the new data makes this a convenient time to
survey the state of knowledge about Soviet war deaths.

26-27 million war dead

It is important to be clear as to what this figure is a figure of. It is basically an
estimate of the excess deaths of the population of the USSR between 22 June 1941
(the beginning of the Soviet-German war) and 31 December 1945. These mainly
comprise excess deaths of people already alive on the eve of the war, but also include
excess deaths of children born during the war. It includes, however, people who were
part of the Soviet population in June 1941 but had left the USSR by the end of 1945
(who are part of the Soviet population loss but are not part of the war dead) and
excludes the decline in births during the war, the decline in the birth rate after the war



