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MORE LIGHT ON THE SCALE OF REPRESSION AND EXCESS
MORTALITY IN THE SOVIET UNION IN THE 1930s

By S. G. WHEATCROFT!

THE ACADEMIC DEBATE concerning the scale of repression and excess mortality in the
USSR during the 1930s has been raging inconclusively for decades. The spread of
glasnost’ in the USSR has so far done little to dampen the attitudes of the rival
contenders in this debate in the West. Both Robert Conquest and myself have
repeatedly claimed that the new evidence appearing in the Soviet Union has
supported our conflicting claims. Conquest is clearly impressed with the bulk of
literary evidence, which does indeed tend to agree with his conclusions; much in
fact is based upon his own work. My attitude has always been to try to evaluate the
nature of the available evidence, to check its origins and the method of argumenta-
tion; in these terms the evidence that has been appearing in the Soviet press has
been very mixed.?

Although there is a role for literary and propagandist works to force a process of
rethinking upon closed minds, there is also a need for serious historical work to
produce an unemotional and accurate portrayal of reality. So far we have seen
relatively few serious historical works on this subject. Such work will require more
than literary creativity; it will need a professional, objective evaluation of
evidence which until recently has not been available for examination.

In recent months especially there have been tremendous breakthroughs in the
availability of archival material in the Soviet Union, and this new material casts
considerably more light on several important aspects of Soviet demography in this
period.

New evidence on the 1937 census and intercensal population movements

The demographer Mark Tolts revealed in late 1987 that results of the 1937 census
had indicated a population of 162 million.? This flatly contradicted the claims of
Rosefielde and Yuri Antonov-Ovseenko that the 1937 census had indicated that
the population in the USSR was only 156 million* and that an additional 6 million
deaths needed to be added to estimates of excess mortality. Subsequently
Vsevolod Vasilievich Tsaplin, the Director of the Central State Archive of the
National Economy of the USSR (TsGANKh SSSR), has revealed more informa-
tion about the 1937 census, intercensal population movements and contemporary
evaluations of them.5 Tsaplin reported that the NKVD contingent® listed in the
1937 census was 2,653,036,7 that 5-7 million deaths were recorded in the famine
year of 1933 instead of the average number of 2-6 million per year for 1927-31,3
and that Kurman, the Deputy head of the Department of Population and Health
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Statistics in the Central Statistical Department (TsUNKhU), had sent a formal
statement (‘dokladnaya zapiska’) to Kraval, the Director of TsUNKhU, on 14
March 1937 arguing, amongst other things, that the mortality recorded in 1933
underestimated reality by 1 million.® The content and importance of Tsaplin’s
article is covered in more detail in Alec Nove’s article in this issue of Soviet
Studies.

New evidence on the scale of the labour camps and exiles

Even more recently the historian V. Zemskov has published several series of
figures on population movements in the Gulag from 1934 to 1947,1° the scale of
special exiles (spetsposelentsy) on 1 January 1953,!! the scale of the different
categories of exiles on 1 January 1953, together with a listing of the charges for
which they were sentenced,!? and the scale of the special NKVD camps for former
military prisoners.!> These materials indicate that the maximum number of
prisoners in Soviet labour camps between 1930 and 1947 was 1-5 million in 1941;
this figure excludes prisoners in ‘corrective labour colonies’, prisoners in jail and
exiles. There were 352,000 prisoners in corrective labour colonies on 1 March
1940. During this period prisoners in labour camps suffered a peak level of
mortality of 230 per thousand in 1942-43 and an average of 70 per thousand for
1934-47.1* Concerning other categories of repression Zemskov’s data refer
primarily to their size on 1 January 1953. There were over 2-75 million
spetsposelentsy recorded on 1 January 1953, of whom 1-2 million were Germans,
just under half a million North Caucasian tribesmen, over 200,000 with Crimean
nationalities, almost 140,000 Balts, and just 24,686 former kulaks.!> The number
of exiles recorded for 1 January 1953 was apparently 65,332, of whom 52,549
were male and 12,783 female.!¢

Another recent article, by military historian Major General V. Nekrasov, has
reported, from what appears to be a similar official MVD source, that there were
2-3 million prisoners at the beginning of the war, that during 1941-44 another
2-55 million people were made prisoners, that 3-4 million prisoners left, and that
1-45 million remained as prisoners on 21 December 1944.!7 These figures are
much larger than those given by Zemskov and appear to include prisoners in jail
and in labour colonies, as well as in the labour camps.

Nekrasov also reported that there were 2,526,402 prisoners in March 1953,
before 1,181,264 were amnestied by Beria following Stalin’s death.!® From the
text it is unclear exactly what categories of prisoners are being referred to, but it
appears to refer to all categories, i.e., prisoners in the labour camps, in the
corrective labour colonies and in jail.

Combining the figure of 2:53 million prisoners which we presume refers to the
camps, colonies and jail, with the 2-75 million spetsposelentsy and the 65,332
people in different forms of exile or banishment, the total in these categories is
5-35 million. These figures are, of course considerably smaller than those cited by
Conquest and Rosefielde for the Gulag population alone.!®
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New evidence on the scale and nature of famine mortality

On my recent visit to the Soviet Union in October 1989 I was given access to the
TsUNKhAU files on the natural movement of population in the 1930s and to the
1939 census in the Central State Archive of the National Economy of the USSR.
The following notes, tables and graphs report on the remarkable material that I
was able to find, which casts considerably more light on the nature, scale and effect
of the 1932/33 famine.

1. The scale of the demographic crisis of 1932/33 in relation to natural population
movements 1926-40

(a) Indications from the registration data. The archives contain a series of
documents summarising overall natural population movements for several series
of years. These indicators of birth and death rates were calculated from the data
collected by the civil registration office (ZAGS). They enable a continuous series
of birth and death rates to be constructed for the whole intercensal period. Despite
the great interest in this topic, these official figures for birth and death rates
between 1928 and 1937 have never been published (See Table 1).

Although there is some slight inconsistency between parts of these data, the
overall pattern is clear and indicates an almost doubling of mortality in 1933 and a
very severe decline in natality in 1933 and 1934. The rise in mortality at the same
time as a decline in natality indicates a particularly serious situation. Since infant
mortality is always higher than adult mortality, the normal level of mortality
would generally fall with a decline in natality. If the data were adjusted for the age
structure of the population the force of mortality would appear to be even greater.

Estimates of surplus mortality depend upon the level of mortality that is
assumed to be normal.? Assuming that the 1932 rate of mortality (20-5 per
thousand) is accepted as normal, the rise in mortality to a rate of 37-7 per
thousand in 1933 would imply a level of 2-75 million excess deaths.?!

If we were to accept a normal level of mortality as 19-7 per thousand, the
elevation in mortality in 1933 would be equivalent to 2-9 million, and additional
losses could be added for the higher than normal mortality in 1932 which would
total another 0-1 million, i.e., 3 million excess deaths in all.

Accepting the 1932 level of natality of 31-9 per thousand as normal, the decline
in natality to about 25 per thousand in 1933 and 1934 would indicate an extra
decline in natality of 1-1 million for each of these years, i.e., 2:2 million in all.
However, this level of loss could easily be doubled by accepting a level of 35 per
thousand as normal natality and assuming that the decline in natality was also
present in 1932, 1934 and 1935.

The population loss indicated by these figures varies between 5 and 7 million
depending upon assumptions as to the normal levels of births and deaths. In each
case about half of this loss is attributable to excess mortality and half to excess
fertility decline.

Even if we accept that these figures are incomplete, and that the scale of
mortality in the omitted categories was much higher than the mortality in the part
of the country covered by these registration figures, it seems unlikely to me that we
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TABLE 1
TsUNK#HU DATA ON THE NATURAL MOVEMENT OF THE POPULATION OF THE USSR 1926-1940

Crude Birth Rates Crude Death Rates
(Births per 1000 Population) (Deaths per 1000 Population)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1913 45-6 47-0 470 289 30-2  30-2
1925 44.2% 44-5 22-9% 232
1926 43.7  43.5* 44.0 440 20-0 19-9% 20-3 20-3
1927 43.3 43-6 21-0 21-3
1928 42-2 44-3  42-5 44.3 18-2 23-3 18-5 23-3
1929 39-8 40-1 20-3 20-6
1930 37-1 37-9 379 196 197 19-7
1931 34-6 354 354 192 196 19-6
1932 31-0 319 319 19-8 205 20-5
1933 239 253 253 37.8 377 377
1934 249 25-6/26-4 19-7 19-8
1935 32-1 33-0/34-0 17-5 17-6
1936 326 326 182 18-2
1937 38-8 387 387 17-9 189 17-9/189
1938 375 375 17-5 17-5
1939 36-5 365 17-3 17-3
1940 312 312 18-0 18-0

Sources: Previously unpublished:
European part of USSR,
Columns 1,5: 1913, 1926-35: TsGANKh(SSSR), f. 1562, op. 20, d. 42, 1. 85
USSR (pre-1939 boundaries)
Columns 2,6; 1930-33: TsGANKh(SSSR), f. 1562, op. 20, d. 42, 1. 76
Columns 2,6; 1936-37: TsGANKh(SSSR), f. 1562, op. 20, d. 108, 1. 40
Previously published:
European part of USSR,
Columns 3,7; *1925, 1926: Estestvennoe dvizhenie naseleniya SSSR, 1926 (Moscow:
1929), p. 10
USSR (pre-1939 boundaries)
Columns 3,5; 1913, 1926, 1928, 1937-1940: Narodnoe Khozyaistvo SSSR, 1922-1972
(Moscow: 1972), p. 40 :
Calculated from other columns: Column 4,8.

Notes:

A great degree of uncertainty relates to the currently published mortality figure for 1928,
which is over 28% higher than the archival figure for European Russia only. For 1926 the
currently published USSR figure was only 1-5% larger. The currently published figures show a
significant growth in mortality between 1926 and 1928, while the archival source shows a fall. For
reasons which will be explained below I am inclined to accept that the archival data in 1928 are
somewhat more distorted than in the early 1930s.

would be able to find more than 1 or at most 2 million extra deaths to add to 2:75
to 3 million calculated above.??

Previously I had always argued that the demographic evidence did not incline
me to believe that the scale of mortality from the 1932/33 famine was comparable
with that from the 1921/22 famine and that it was unlikely to have been more than
3 to 4 million. The evidence of these registration figures inclines me to revise my
position and to suggest that the scale of mortality from the 1932/33 famine may
have been somewhat larger than I had earlier suggested and might be as high as 4
to 5 million.



