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HOW MANY VICTIMS IN THE 1930s?
By ALec Nove

NuMEerous estimates of the demographic consequences of collectivisation and of
the Terror have been made in the West, and in the most recent years also in the
Soviet Union. Estimates vary widely. This journal has published the dispute on
this subject between Rosefielde and Wheatcroft. But all ‘estimators’ have suffered
from gaps in published data, which clearly had as their purpose the concealment of
the number of victims. The object of the present note is to draw attention to what
appears to be the first attempt by a Soviet archivist to fill some of these gaps.

Before presenting an analysis of his results, let us make clear what it is that we
are discussing. There are, firstly, deaths: deaths in the process of deportation,
affecting principally peasants in the period 1930-33, deaths from hunger, mostly
in 1933 (peasants again), and deaths from all causes in prison and Gulag.
Secondly, there is the question of the deficit in births in the worst years. Thirdly,
there is the issue of the size of the camp (Gulag) population at different dates; and
also the number of exiles and deportees, such as spetspereselentsy. This last
category covers a wide range of conditions of life and of victims. Thus our former
colleague S. V. Utechin told that he and his family were in Karaganda as
spetspereselentsy, under tolerable material circumstances (and Utechin himself
was an agitator in the 1938 elections!). By contrast, some lived under appalling
conditions; a (postwar) example was Ariadna Efron, daughter of the poet
Tsvetaeva (see her correspondence with Pasternak, Novyi mir, 1988, no. 11).
Many deported peasants died of hardship, others managed to get jobs on
construction sites and in new factories. So there are important distinctions to be
made when one speaks of ‘deportees’, who undoubtedly numbered many millions,
and who share only the characteristics that they were neither in the care of Gulag,
nor free citizens.

Finally, one must stress that the evidence to be cited below relates to the period
that ends in January 1939. Many millions must be added if one were to try to
estimate a total covering the whole period up to Stalin’s death.

The April 1989 issue of Voprosy istorii contains a fascinating article by V.
Tsaplin, who is the director of the central state economic archive. He begins by
deploring the fact that many key documents and archives remain closed, and that
this has led to the appearance in the Soviet press of extremely high estimates of the
number of victims, estimates based on ‘memoirs, doubtful sources and even
inventions (vymyslakh)’. He had access, in his official capacity, to documents held
by TsUNKhU (the statistical office) and Gosplan. These give a number of
particulars relating to the census of 1937, which, as is known, was suppressed, its
authors shot. He cites a letter sent to Stalin and Molotov in March 1937 by 1.



