SOVIET STUDIES, vol. 42, no. 2, April 1990, 355-367

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



