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About the Book

Robert Conquest’s The Harvest of Sorrow helped to reveal to the West the true and staggering human cost of the Soviet regime in its deliberate starvation of millions of peasants and remains one of the most important works of Soviet history ever written.

More deaths resulted from the actions described in this book than from the whole of the First World War.

Epic in scope and rich in detail, The Harvest of Sorrow describes how millions of peasants in the USSR were dispossessed and deported as a result of the abolition of private property, and how millions in the newly established ‘collective’ farms of the Ukraine and other regions were then deliberately starved to death through impossibly high quotas, the removal of all other sources of food and their isolation from outside help.

With the publication of this and his earlier book, The Great Terror, which revealed the truth about Stalin’s political purges, Robert Conquest revealed to the West the staggering human cost of the Soviet regime.


About the Author

Robert Conquest (1917 – 2015) was one of the twentieth century’s greatest historians of the Soviet Union. He came to international renown on publication of his ground-breaking history The Great Terror: Stalin’s Purge of the Thirties in 1968, which revealed the true extent and nature Stalin’s political executions and imprisonments. As well as holding academic posts at various universities, including the London School of Economics, Columbia University and Stanford University, he was an acclaimed poet, critic, novelist and translator.
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Preface to the 2002 Edition

This new edition of The Harvest of Sorrow is welcome above all because it keeps before the public one of the most lethal and destructive set of events of our time, whose results are still with us. And it is worth recording: first that the Soviet collectivization terror took more lives than were lost by all countries, on all fronts, in the First World War. And secondly that the Soviet authorities were able to delude many Westerners into denying or ignoring the mere facts.

As will be seen, I concluded the book with the hope that the truth would eventually be available in Moscow itself. Within a few years this actually happened – and the book, or sections of it, were published in several Russian periodicals – the chapter ‘The Famine Rages’ in Russia’s leading political-cultural journal, Novy Mir. Again, in the last few pages I quoted a handout by the Soviet Embassy in Canada, as an example of how the data was still being falsified. The Soviet Ambassador there, Alexander Yakovlev, within a few years was one of the key figures in the great changes in Moscow. And, visiting the West, he sought me out, and gave me warmly inscribed copies of the books he had now written, in which my views are strongly supported.

The collapse of the regime and its long purveyed falsifications raised the obvious question – how does this book stand up in the light of the newly released material?

The answer is that, except in a few details, it remains thoroughly valid. At the time, the material was almost all from unofficial sources. These are now confirmed, and more than confirmed, by the long supressed Soviet data.

To take a few examples. The reader will note that, from a few first-hand accounts, I showed that the Communists had prevented peasants from the Ukraine and the Kuban going north into Russia in search of bread. We now have the secret instruction of 22 January 1933 signed by Stalin ordering this, and the report from Secret Police Chief Yagoda on the 13 March 1933 on the arrest and sending back of over 200,000 such peasants.

More crucial is the confirmation of the conclusion I advance about the conscious infliction on the peasants of the terror-famine of 1932–1933. We now have a speech by Molotov to the Politburo in July 1932, saying that ‘we face the spectre of famine especially in the rich bread producing areas’, followed by the Politburo decision that ‘the plan for bread requisition must be fulfilled regardless’. And, a striking coda to this theme, a letter from M.M. Khatayevich, Party Secretary in the Ukraine, to Molotov, saying that food must be made available to the peasantry or there will be no one to produce the next harvest. Molotov answers that such a view is ‘incorrect and unBolshevik’.

Then, the figures for the suppressed 1937 census, which I deduced from various sources, are now confirmed (showing, of course, the huge population deficit that could not then be admitted). But, though this point is thus well established, to deduce the numbers in various categories was always the most difficult matter for researchers in the absence of any reliable official data. For example, in Chapter 5 the figures for peasant deportations evidently include those dispossessed and expelled from their villages though not sent off to the Arctic or Siberia. Such reservations are worth recording, but, of course, in no way affect the general picture, or the fact that these events took millions of lives, and ruined the country’s agriculture.

In general, one may add that the accounts I gave of the collectivization and the famine, mostly taken from the testimony of refugees reaching the West, are paralleled, often very closely indeed, in the testimony of those who remained in the USSR, though the first category were often decried by Soviet apologists as falsifications concocted by ‘émigrés’.

The Harvest of Sorrow was the first full and thorough treatment of these terrible events, and remains a solid contribution to our knowledge and understanding.

Robert Conquest

2001


Preface

The task of the historian is the notoriously difficult one of trying to represent clearly and truly in a few hundred pages events which cover years of time and nations of men and women. We may perhaps put this in perspective in the present case by saying that in the actions here recorded about twenty human lives were lost for, not every word, but every letter, in this book.

Heartfelt acknowledgements are therefore due to all who supported and assisted me. In the first place to the Harvard University Ukrainian Research Institute and the Ukrainian National Association which were my prime sponsors; and to Professors Omeljan Pritsak, Ihor [image: image]ev[image: image]enko and Adam Ulam (all of Harvard) who were instrumental in providing or suggesting this sponsorship.

In the actual work, I have to acknowledge above all the major cooperation and contribution of Dr James Mace, also of Harvard, in both massive research and detailed discussion. I am also most grateful to Dr Mikhail Bernstam, of the Hoover Institution, Stanford University, especially for his expert assistance on the demographic and economic side; and to Helena Stone, also of Stanford, for truly invaluable help both in the general research and in checking innumerable references. Of the many who have, in different ways, usefully drawn my attention to particular lines of evidence, I would thank particularly Professor Martha Brill Olcutt, Professor Bohdan Struminsky, Professor Taras Lukach and Dr Dana Dalrymple.

I have normally used the Ukrainian spelling of Ukrainian place and personal names, except for Kiev, Kharkov and Odessa (though I have not been entirely consistent with minor localities which are variously transliterated in English language sources). On a lesser point, I write of ‘the Ukraine’ rather than simply ‘Ukraine’. A few Ukrainians regard this as in some way slightly derogatory, implying a local or dependent rather than a national status. But I find that in almost all cases works by Western scholars sympathetic to Ukrainian nationality, and even translations from prominent Ukrainian writers, use ‘the Ukraine’, which is also countenanced by the Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute. It is a matter of current English usage, and certainly no more indicative of non-independence than for example, ‘The’ Netherlands. I ask those readers who may nevertheless feel irritated to forgive me, and to consider the larger number who would feel the omission strained or unnatural.

Devoted and lengthy secretarial work, often from barely legible manuscript, was performed with her usual cheerful efficiency by Mrs Amy Desai. Mr John Beichman is also to be thanked for helping with this, as is my wife, who took time from her own writing to deal with some of the more impenetrable parts of the MS – though also, as ever, for her more general support and encouragement.

Of the various resources in America and Europe on which I have relied, I would make special acknowledgement to the Hoover Institution’s incomparable Library and Archives.

Robert Conquest
Stanford 1986.


Introduction

Fifty years ago as I write these words, the Ukraine and the Ukrainian, Cossack and other areas to its east – a great stretch of territory with some forty million inhabitants – was like one vast Belsen. A quarter of the rural population, men, women and children, lay dead or dying, the rest in various stages of debilitation with no strength to bury their families or neighbours. At the same time, (as at Belsen), well-fed squads of police or party officials supervised the victims.

This was the climax of the ‘revolution from above’, as Stalin put it, in which he and his associates crushed two elements seen as irremediably hostile to the regime: the peasantry of the USSR as a whole, and the Ukrainian nation.

In terms of regimes and policies fifty years is a long time. In terms of individual lives, not so long. I have met men and women who went through the experiences you will read of as children or even as young adults. Among them were people with ‘survivors’ guilt’ – that irrational shame that they should be the ones to live on when their friends, parents, brothers and sisters died, which is also to be found among the survivors of the Nazi camps.

At a different level, what occurred was all part of the normal political experience of the senior members of today’s ruling group in the Kremlin. And the system then established in the countryside is part of the Soviet order as it exists today. Nor have the methods employed to create it been repudiated, except as to inessentials.

*

The events with which we deal may be summed up as follows: In 1929–1932 the Soviet Communist Party under Stalin’s leadership, for reasons that will emerge in the course of our narrative, struck a double blow at the peasantry of the USSR as a whole: dekulakization and collectivization. Dekulakization meant the killing, or deportation to the Arctic with their families, of millions of peasants, in principle the better-off, in practice the most influential and the most recalcitrant to the Party’s plans. Collectivization meant the effective abolition of private property in land, and the concentration of the remaining peasantry in ‘collective’ farms under Party control. These two measures resulted in millions of deaths – among the deportees in particular, but also among the undeported in certain areas such as Kazakhstan.

Then in 1932–3 came what may be described as a terror-famine inflicted on the collectivized peasants of the Ukraine and the largely Ukrainian Kuban (together with the Don and Volga areas) by the methods of setting for them grain quotas far above the possible, removing every handful of food, and preventing help from outside – even from other areas of the USSR – from reaching the starving. This action, even more destructive of life than those of 1929–1932, was accompanied by a wide-ranging attack on all Ukrainian cultural and intellectual centres and leaders, and on the Ukrainian churches. The supposed contumaciousness of the Ukrainian peasants in not surrendering grain they did not have was explicitly blamed on nationalism: all of which was in accord with Stalin’s dictum that the national problem was in essence a peasant problem. The Ukrainian peasant thus suffered in double guise – as a peasant and as a Ukrainian.

Thus there are two distinct, or partly distinct, elements before us: the Party’s struggle with the peasantry, and the Party’s struggle with Ukrainian national feeling. And before telling of the climaxes of this history, we must examine the backgrounds of both. This we do in the first part of this book.

The centre of our narrative is nevertheless in the events of 1929 to 1933. In this period, of about the same length as that of the First World War, a struggle on the same scale took place in the Soviet countryside. Though confined to a single state, the number dying in Stalin’s war against the peasants was higher than the total deaths for all countries in World War I. There were differences: in the Soviet case, for practical purposes, only one side was armed, and the casualties (as might be expected) were almost all on the other side. They included, moreover, women, children and the old.

There are hundreds of histories and other works on the First World War. It would not be true to say that there are no books on the collectivization and the terror-famine. Much has in fact been published, but it has almost all been either documentary or of a specialist nature (and I have been greatly indebted to both). But no history in the ordinary sense of the word has previously appeared.

The purpose of this book is thus a strange one. It is to register in the public consciousness of the West a knowledge of and feeling for major events, involving millions of people and millions of deaths, which took place within living memory.

But how is it possible that these events are not already fully registered in our public consciousness?

There are, I think, three main reasons.

First, they seem far removed from Western experience. The very word ‘peasant’ is strange to an American or a Briton, referring to a condition in distant lands, or in times long past. And indeed, the story of the Russian or Ukrainian peasant is very different from that of the British or American farmer.

The Ukraine, too, does not declare itself as a nation in the Western consciousness as Poland or Hungary or even Lithuania do. In modern times it had a precarious and interrupted independence for only a few years. It has appeared on our maps for two centuries as merely part of the Russian Empire or the Soviet Union. Its language is comparatively close to Russian – as Dutch is to German, or Norwegian to Swedish – not in itself a touchstone of political feeling, yet tending to appear so in the absence of other knowledge.

Finally, one of the most important obstacles to an understanding was the ability of Stalin and the Soviet authorities to conceal or confuse the facts. Moreover, they were abetted by many Westerners who for one reason or another wished to deceive or be deceived. And even when the facts, or some of them, percolated in a general way into the Western mind, there were Soviet formulae which tended to justify or at least excuse them. In particular, the image was projected of the exploiting ‘kulak’ – rich, powerful and unpopular, purged (even if a trifle inhumanely) as an enemy of the Party, of progress, and of the peasant masses. In fact this figure, to the extent that he had existed at all, had disappeared by 1918, and the word was used of a farmer with two or three cows, or even of a poorer farmer friendly to the first. And by the time of the terror-famine, even these were no longer to be found in the villages.

*

These actions by the Soviet government were interlinked. On the face of it, there was no necessary connection. Logically, dekulakization could have taken place without collectivization (and something of the sort had indeed happened in 1918). Collectivization could have taken place without dekulakization – and some Communists had urged just that. And the famine need not have followed.

The reasons why the regime inflicted each and all of the components of this triple blow will emerge in our text.

*

A further element in the story is that there are social and economic implications, and matters of intra-party doctrinal dispute.

The economic side, though covered as sparingly and digestibly as possible, is indeed dealt with here; though in their essentials the problems, and the struggles, were not economic ones in the normal sense. Fifty years later it would be hard to maintain that economic forces are properly understood even in the West where the study has flourished without constraint. In the Soviet Union in the 1920s understanding was at a far lower level. Moreover, the available information and statistics were erroneous or inadequate to a marked degree. The Party’s economic theorists held views which had even then been long superseded in serious academic circles. But, above all, the Party thought of genuine economic trends as obstacles to be overcome by the power of State decrees.

Most useful recent work has appeared in the West by skilled economists who have lately studied the themes fully, and are yet not inclined – as most of their predecessors were – to seek an economic rationality, or a reliability of official figures, in areas where neither apply. (There are, indeed, a number of questions on which specialists hold various opinions. In many cases the story can be told in a way general enough to avoid controversial points; in others I advance the alternatives, or take a view and explain why. But this is, in any case, a minor element in the story, and it is not our purpose to chew on economic detail).

The other theme of the period on which much has been written is the factional struggle within the Communist Party, and Stalin’s rise to power. This too is covered here, but mainly to the degree that it is relevant to the vaster events in the countryside; and even then not, as has been so often done, taking the various arguments at their ideological face value so much as in the context of the prospects actually facing the Party mind.

For the events we recount here were the result not simply of an urge to power, an insistence on suppressing all autonomous forces in the country, but also of a set of doctrines about the social and economic results achievable by terror and falsehood. The expected results did not emerge: but it may in any case be thought that to make such sacrifices in the name of hitherto untested dogma was a moral as well as a mental perversion. And this is even apart from the unstated or unconscious motivations to be met with here as elsewhere.

That is, not merely at the level of personal advancement, of personal vendetta, of personal gain, but even more profoundly in the sense which Orwell so clearly saw it, the Communists ‘pretended, perhaps they even believed that they had seized power unwillingly and for a limited time, and that just around the corner there lay a paradise where human beings would be free and equal’, but in reality, ‘Power is not a means, it is an end’.

Whatever view be taken of this, (and even accepting the Stalinists’ motivations at their face value), it is at least clear that, at more than one level, the sort of rationality sometimes allowed even by critics opposed to the programme was not really much in evidence, or only at a shallow level inappropriate to the complexities of reality.

Stalin looms over the whole human tragedy of 1930–33. Above all, what characterizes the period is the special brand of hypocrisy or evasion which he brought to it. These are not the necessary concomitants of terror. But in this case, deception was the crux of every move. In his campaign against the Right, he never admitted (until the last moment) that he was attacking them, and compromised, if only verbally, when they protested; in the dekulakization, he pretended that there really was a ‘class’ of rich peasants whom the poorer peasants spontaneously ejected from their homes; in the collectivization, his public line was that it was a voluntary movement, and that any use of force was a deplorable aberration; and when it came to the terror-famine of 1932–3, he simply denied that it existed.

*

It is a very appropriate moment to establish the true story beyond controversy. For we now have so much evidence, and from such a variety of mutually confirmatory sources, that no serious doubts remain about any aspect of the period.

Our types of evidence may be summed up. First, a great deal of material directly bearing on these events became available, often in driblets inserted into masses of orthodox sentiment, from Soviet scholars – though more in the Khrushchev interlude, and especially the early 1960s, than later.1 (Indeed after Khrushchev’s fall attacks were made on those scholars who, while keeping within prescribed limits, had endeavoured to show some of the errors, and the terrors, of the Stalin approach to peasants).2

Soviet scholars also in effect rehabilitated and made public the basic figures of the suppressed 1937 census. So we can now compare them with Soviet estimates of the ‘natural rate of growth’ of the period; and thus, with reasonable accuracy, estimate the huge death roll of 1930–33. (It may be added that even accepting the figures of the falsified census of 1939, this remains devastating).

‘Then, official evidence contemporary with these events includes some extraordinarily frank material in the Soviet press, in particular that outside Moscow, some of it only recently available. In addition, a number of confidential documents at a local level have reached the West, in the ‘Smolensk Archives’ now at Harvard, and in other ways.

Then, we have the testimony of former Party activists who took part in the infliction of the regime’s policies on the peasantry. These include such distinguished dissidents, now in exile, as General Petro Grigorenko and Dr Lev Kopelev.

Another important source is the accounts of some of the foreign correspondents then in Russia (even though at the time they were considerably hindered in their efforts, and outflanked, by others concerned to placate, or even become accomplices of, the regime – as we shall examine in Chapter 17). There are the reports of foreign citizens visiting their original homes and of foreign Communists working in the USSR. There are letters written from villagers to co-religionists, relatives, and others in the West.

Above all, there are a great number of first-hand reports by survivors both of the deportations and of the famine. Some of these come in individual books or articles; many more in the devoted work of documentation by Ukrainian scholars who actively sought testimony from witnesses scattered the world over. In addition, a great number of individual accounts are to be found, for example, in the Harvard Research Interview Project. And as the acknowledgements in the Preface inadequately indicate, a great deal of scattered information from all over the world has been made available to me. The most remarkable feature of such testimony, especially from peasants themselves, is the plain and matter-of-fact tone in which terrible events are usually narrated.

It is especially gratifying to be able to confirm and give full credit to this first-hand evidence. For a long time testimony which was both honest and true was doubted or denounced – by Soviet spokesmen, of course, but also by many in the West who for various reasons were not ready to face the appalling facts. It is a great satisfaction to be able to say that these sturdy witnesses to the truth, so long calumniated or ignored, are now wholly vindicated.

Then there is fiction, or reality appearing in fiction. One of the world’s leading scholars in the field of Soviet economics, Professor Alec Nove, has noted that in the USSR ‘the best material about the village appears in the literary monthlies’.

Some fiction actually published in the USSR is clearly autobiographical and veridical. Mikhail Sholokhov’s Virgin Soil Upturned, published in the 1930s, even if somewhat restrained by his Communist point of view, already contains remarkably frank and clear accounts of the events in the villages.

In more recent times, fiction published in the USSR in the Khrushchev period, and another cycle of work by the new ‘country writers’, appearing before 1982, give very frank accounts.

One modern Soviet author published in 1964 an account of the famine and its reasons: ‘In accordance with one order or another, all the grain and all the fodder were taken away. Horses began to die en masse and in 1933 there was a terrible famine. Whole families died, houses fell apart, village streets grew empty …’3 In 1972 the same writer could complain: ‘one thing is striking: in not a single textbook on contemporary history will you find the merest reference to 1933, the year marked by a terrible tragedy’.4

Unpublished samizdat work is, of course, franker and more overtly condemnatory. We must note above all Forever Flowing by the Stalin Prize-winning novelist Vasily Grossman, whose chapter on the collectivization and the famine is among the most moving writing on the period. Grossman, himself Jewish, was co-editor of the Soviet section of the Black Book on the Nazi holocaust (never published in the USSR), and the author of a terrible documentary work, The Hell of Treblinka..

In general, two things should be noted. First, the sheer amount of evidence is enormous. Almost every particular incident in the villages recounted here could be matched by a dozen, sometimes even a hundred, more.

More important yet, the material is mutually confirmatory. The accounts of the emigré survivors, which might have been thought distorted by anti-Soviet sentiment, are exactly paralleled in the other sources. Indeed, the reader will in many cases probably find it hard to guess whether testimony is Soviet or emigré.

This mutual reinforcement of evidence is clearly of the greatest value; and in general one can say that the course of events is now put beyond question.

*

This was not the only terror to afflict the subjects of the Soviet regime. The death roll of 1918–22 was devastating enough. The present writer has elsewhere recounted the history of the ‘Great Terror’ of 1936–8; and the post-war terror was little better. But it remains true that the rural terror of 1930–33 was more deadly yet, and has been less adequately recorded.

The story is a terrible one. Pasternak writes in his unpublished memoirs, ‘In the early 1930s, there was a movement among writers to travel to the collective farms and gather material about the new life of the village. I wanted to be with everyone else and likewise made such a trip with the aim of writing a book. What I saw could not be expressed in words. There was such inhuman, unimaginable misery, such a terrible disaster, that it began to seem almost abstract, it would not fit within the bounds of consciousness. I fell ill. For an entire year I could not write’.5 A modern Soviet author who experienced the famine as a boy, similarly remarks, ‘I should probably write a whole book about 1933, but I cannot raise enough courage: I would have to relive everything again.6

For the present writer too, though under far less direct impressions, the task has often been so distressing that he has sometimes hardly felt able to proceed.

It is for the historian to discover and register what actually happened, to put the facts beyond doubt and in their context. This central duty done, it cannot mean that he has taken no view of the matters he describes. The present writer does not pretend to a moral neutrality; and indeed believes that there can be few nowadays who would not share his estimate of the events recorded in the pages which follow.



PART I

The Protagonists: Party, Peasants and Nation


The Communist revolution is carried

through by the class which is itself

the expression of the dissolution of

all classes, nationalities, etc.

Marx and Engels
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The Peasants and the Party


C’est dur, l’agriculture

Zola



At the beginning of 1927, the Soviet peasant, whether Russian, Ukrainian, or of other nationality, had good reason to look forward to a tolerable future. The land was his; and he was reasonably free to dispose of his crop. The fearful period of grain-seizure, of peasant risings suppressed in blood, of devastating famine, were over, and the Bolshevik government seemed to have adopted a reasonable settlement of the countryside’s interests.

There were, it was true, many imperfections in the prospect before him. The authorities were changeable and inconsistent in their price and tax policies. And suspicions of their long term intentions could not be wholly put aside. The government and its agents remained alien to the peasant, as governments always had been – the vlast, or ‘power’, to be watched with circumspection and handled with care and cunning.

But meanwhile, there was comparative prosperity. Under the New Economic Policy which had granted the peasant his economic freedom, the ruined countryside had made a great recovery.

All in all, it was a moment to savour. For the first time in history, almost all the country’s land was in the possession of those who tilled it, and its product at their disposal. And if Ukrainian they were, in their national capacity, in a far better position than at any time since the extinction of the remnants of the old Ukrainian state a century and a half before: now, at least, their language and culture were allowed to flourish.

This nationality aspect we shall consider in a later chapter, and here deal only with the past and the present shared by all the peasantry.

The details of peasant history are complex, with variations from province to province, widespread anomalies of tenure, and legal provisions so muddled and complicated as to be virtually impenetrable. It will be sufficient to our purpose to present in a general fashion the conditions of life of the peasantry in the main areas.

The system of cultivation was of the sort we read of in Western Europe’s Middle Ages. The ‘three field system’, where one field in three was left fallow, prevailed; and each peasant household owned strips of land in each of the fields, and observed the cycle laid down by the village as a whole. Or such was the norm: in fact fields might be left fallow for several years, or abandoned altogether.

Generally speaking, the country’s soil fell into two main zones, with important social consequences.

In the north, the country was and still is to a considerable degree naturally forest. The villages were settled in clearings, typically no more than a dozen or so two-storeyed houses of logs thatched with straw, with outbuildings. That is, the peasants were in effect, and often in reality, one large family, with its holdings naturally held in common. The soil was poor, and much effort went into hunting and fishing on the one hand and household industries on the other.

In the south, and particularly the bulk of the Ukraine, lies the steppe, most of it the fertile ‘black earth’ belt. There the villages are typically much larger. Perhaps a couple of hundred houses of poles plastered with yellow clay would line the two sides of one of the rare streams in its little valley, their fields being up on the steppe. The soil was much richer, but also more liable to variations of weather affecting the crop. A large village like Khmeliv in the Poltava Province numbered, with its outlying hamlets, nearly 2,500 farms. It had two churches, sixteen windmills, a steam-mill, a clinic, a village school of five classes and (nearby) a large commercial granary.

The peasant’s position was, until 1861, that of a serf – one usual Russian word (rab) meaning in fact ‘slave’ – whom his landlord actually owned, subject to higher authority. This sounds like what prevailed in the West in the period often characterized as ‘feudal’. But ‘feudalism’ is such a broad word that to apply it to Mediaeval England and 18th–19th century Russia alike is to miss the major differences. In the first place, under Western ‘feudalism’ the serf had rights vis-à-vis the lord, and the lord vis-à-vis the King. In Russia, after Mongol times, the lower simply had obligations to the higher.

Then, in the West serfdom gradually died out. In Russia, it became more widespread, more onerous, and more inhuman right into the 19th century, as more and more was demanded from them in labour and taxes By the turn of the century 34 million of a population of 36 million were serfs.

Under serfdom, especially in Russia proper, the village commune, or mir, held joint responsibility for taxes, and for the redistribution of land within the village which took place from time to time. This ‘repartition’, though known earlier, became common from the 17th century. (Tools and livestock remained family property and the plots round the actual household were allotted hereditarily.)

In the Ukraine west of the Dnieper (and in Byelorussia) the commune existed but did not, generally speaking, possess the right of repartition. Instead hereditary household tenure existed – though there was communal control over choice of crop, and of field rotation, a coordination necessary under the strip system of cultivation.

*

The Emancipation of the Serfs carried out by Tsar Alexander II in 1861 was a remarkable, if severely flawed, advance. The peasant was henceforth a free man, and held his own land. The snags were that he was not given all the land he had previously cultivated and for the land he was given he had to make redemption payments over a long period.

Emancipation had been seen for some time by most educated subjects of the Tsar as a necessity if the country was not to remain a stagnant backwater; and the defeat and humiliation of the Crimean War was held to show that the older order could no longer compete. But a reform organized from above, and designed not to revolutionize society, inevitably carried with it a desire to protect the landlord’s interest as well as that of the peasant. Throughout the ensuing period it is clear that the peasant remained unsatisfied, and continued to regard the remaining land held by the landlord as rightfully his own.

Still, up to a point the peasant benefited, and knew that he benefited. Figures given by a recent Soviet authority on the number of peasant disorders in 1859–63 and 1878–82 respectively are illuminating: 3,579 in the earlier period, 136 in the later. Clearly the emancipated peasant had less resentment than is sometimes supposed.1

Nevertheless, redemption charges were based on an economic overvaluation (except in Western provinces, including the West-bank Ukraine) and were a fearful strain on the peasantry. Moreover, increasing population meant that the size of peasant holdings diminished – by up to a quarter in the Black Earth districts. Arrears piled up. But finally the debt was reduced or cancelled by a series of government decrees.

Meanwhile, between 1860 and 1897 the peasant population of the empire’s European section grew from 57 to 79 million, and land-hunger increased. Yet in 1877, the average peasant allotment was about 35.5 acres. In France, at the time, the average of all holdings, peasant and landlord, was less than nine acres: three-quarters of French holdings were less than five acres. In fact, after every allowance for climate and so on, the real trouble was that the Russian peasant did not use his land efficiently.

There were some good signs: annual yield per acre increased from 387 lbs in 1861–70 to 520 lbs in 1896–1900. Moreover, the allotment figures are not the whole truth, since the average peasant rented a further acre for every six in his own possession; and the poorer peasant leased some of his land, and also (less than two million of them) might work as a wage labourer as well. However, in 1900 there was on average only one horse per peasant household.

After the Emancipation the communes continued to be responsible for taxes and village administration. The General Statute of Emancipation constituted for the village commune the ‘village assembly’ of heads of households – skhod (Ukrainian hromada) – to run its political and economic affairs. In 1905, more than three-quarters of peasant households belonged to ‘repartitional’ communes, though almost half of the communes had not in effect practised ‘repartition’ from Emancipation to the turn of the century.2 Meanwhile, in the Ukraine the communal tenure was less pervasive, and in lands west of the Dnieper, covered less than a quarter of the households in 1905.

*

The fact that on the whole the peasants maintained their traditional ways so stubbornly may lead us to think of them as isolated in their villages, wholly out of contact with the world of the cities. Nothing could be falser. To a far higher degree than in most Western countries, large numbers of the peasants had for centuries regularly migrated to the cities for seasonal work as carpenters, construction workers, factory workers, tradesmen and so on.

In the northern region in Russia proper where the agricultural product was not enough to provide subsistence, almost all peasant households were also engaged in side-work – on average 44% of their income was so derived. Even on the steppe some three-quarters of the households did such work, though to the extent of only 12% of their income.

In 1912 90% of all households in Moscow Province had members in outside non-agricultural work. And at the end of the first decade of the 20th century, one-third of all commercial and industrial establishments in Moscow itself were owned by peasants, who were also the most numerous class in all trade or business, except textiles.3

*

The economic pressure on the peasants was great. But in addition they almost universally regarded the landlord as an enemy, and his land as rightfully theirs.

The traditional forms for peasant resistance were many – timber-cutting, unlawful pasturing, the carting off of hay and grain from the fields, pillage and arson, renters’ strikes, and occasional open appropriation and seeding of land. In 1902, in the Ukrainian provinces of Kharkov and Poltava a serious rebellion broke out involving more than 160 villages, and some eighty landlords’ estates were attacked in a few days. And by 1905–1906, there were very frequent outbreaks all over the country.

*

All parties agreed that only a modernization of agricultural methods could save the situation. The main problem is simply stated: given the primitive techniques in use, the amount of land was inadequate, and increasingly so, to the growing rural population. The amount of land available, in the abstract, was more than sufficient, as we have seen. The change must be in the organization of the peasant economy and in technical advance. And by the end of the 19th century, (as Esther Kingston-Mann points out4), a cult of modernization had arisen that ‘justified any action to render the peasant obsolete long before “history” or the laws of economic development had succeeded in doing the job’. Many natural assumptions seem, however, to be untrue, at least in the 1880s: that the non-communal lands as such were much more productive than the communal; that there was anything like economic equality within the commune; that communal agricultural practice was the more backward.5 Peasant demand for the newer type of plough exceeded the supply.6

But even in 1917 only half of the peasant holdings had iron ploughs. Sickles were used for reaping, flails for threshing. And, even in the 1920s, the wheat and rye yield of seven to nine centners a hectare was only slightly higher than on 14th century English estates.7

The crucial consideration for all suggestions of modernization was that the three field strip system was uneconomic, and not to be reconciled with modern methods of farming.

The conclusions drawn by conservatives was that the more enterprising peasants must be given the right to secede from the commune, but also to exchange their strips for a consolidated acreage, and thus become farmers in the Western sense, with both the possibility and the incentive to improve their land and its output.

One of the concessions extracted by the 1905 Revolution was an increase in the funding of the Peasant Bank, and a modification of its rules to give advances of 90% or more to peasants purchasing land. (In 1906, moreover, the peasant gained the right to an internal passport like anyone else).

As early as January 1906, the then Prime Minister Witte had obtained approval in principle for the breakup of ‘repartitional’ land into private holdings, and soon afterwards Stolypin, with whom the plan is chiefly associated, succeeded him. His intention was, as he put it, based on the idea that ‘The Government has placed its wager, not on the needy and the drunken, but on the sturdy and the strong – on the sturdy individual proprietor who is called upon to play a part in the reconstruction of our Tsardom on strong monarchical foundations’.

Lenin called Stolypin’s plans ‘progressive in the scientific economic sense’.8

By laws of 9 November 1906, 4 June 1910, and 29 May 1911, such a programme was put into some sort of effect. Under these decrees, any peasant householder might demand separate title to the land held by the household. This did not at once lead to consolidation of the strips into single discrete holdings – by 1917 it is believed that three-quarters of hereditary holdings were still in strips; but nevertheless physical consolidation was provided for, and began to take place on a significant scale.

The task of converting the mediaeval system into individual farms was ‘of almost incomparable difficulty’. In 1905 9.5 million peasant households were in communes and 2.8 in hereditary tenure. Over the years to 1916, about 2.5 million households are generally estimated to have left the commune.9 And by 1917 the 13–14 million peasant allotments are thought to have been divided as follows:–


5 million in unchanged repartitional tenure.

1.3 million legally, but not actually, ‘hereditarized’

1.7 million in transition.

4.3 million hereditarized, but still in strips

1.3 million partly or wholly consolidated



In the Ukraine in particular, though also elsewhere, new farms set up in the ploughland rather than in the old village became fairly common. About 75,000 of those, forming small hamlets of their own, are reported in 1915.

These consolidated farms immediately showed great improvements in production.10 But the extent of consolidation by 1917 was not enough to have produced the revolution in Russian agriculture which had been foreseen. Stolypin himself had spoken of the need for 20 years’ peace, and his plans had had less than ten. The reforms were almost entirely aborted by the Revolutions of 1917, among whose major results were the ‘black repartition’ – spontaneous seizure of the landlords’ lands; the strong revival of the commune; and the disappearance of many of the new individual farms.

*

The Russian intelligentsia had taken two contrary views of the peasantry. On the one hand they were the People incarnate, the soul of the country, suffering, patient, the hope of the future. On the other, they appeared as the ‘dark people’, backward, mulish, deaf to argument, an oafish impediment to all progress.

There were elements of truth in both views, and some of the country’s clearest minds saw this. Pushkin praised the peasants’ many good qualities, such as industry and tolerance. The memorist Nikitenko called the peasant ‘almost a perfect savage’ and a drunkard and a thief into the bargain, but added that he was nevertheless ‘incomparably superior to the so-called educated and intellectual. The muzhik is sincere. He does not try to seem what he is not’. Herzen held, if rather sanguinely, that intermuzhik agreements needed no documents, and were rarely broken; in the peasant’s relationship to the authorities, on the other hand, his weapon was deceit and subterfuge, the only means available to him – and he continued to use it in Communist times, as can be seen in the work of all schools of Soviet writers from Sholokhov to Solzhenitsyn.

But for the Utopian intellectual it was one or the other, devil or angel. The young radicals of the 1870s, to the number of several thousand, ‘Went to the people’ – stayed for months in the villages and tried to enlist the peasants in a socialist and revolutionary programme. This was a complete failure, producing negative effects on both sides. Turgenev’s ‘Bazarov’ gives some of the feeling: ‘I felt such hatred for this poorest peasant, this Philip or Sidor, for whom I’m to be ready to jump out of my skin, and who won’t even thank me for it’ – and even Bazarov did not suspect that in the eyes of the peasants he was ‘something in the nature of a buffooning clown.’

It would not be true to say that all the intelligentsia suffered this revulsion, and early in the next century the Socialist Revolutionary Party took up the peasant cause in a more sophisticated manner. But meanwhile Marxism had won over a large section of the radicals, and they were given ideological reason for dismissing the peasantry as the hope of Russia. This change of view was, of course, little more than a transfer of hopes and illusions from an imaginary peasant to an almost equally imaginary proletarian.

But as regards the ‘backward’ peasantry, one now finds expressions of hatred and contempt among the Marxist, and especially among the Bolshevik, intellectuals going far beyond Marxist theoretical disdain; and one can hardly dismiss this in accounting for the events which followed the October Revolution.

The townsman, particularly the Marxist townsman, was not even consistent in his view of what was wrong with the peasantry, varying between ‘apathetic’ and ‘stupidly greedy and competitive’.11 Maxim Gorki, giving a view shared by many, felt that ‘the fundamental obstacle in the way of Russian progress towards Westernization and culture’ lay in the ‘deadweight of illiterate village life which stifles the town’; and he denounced ‘the animal-like individualism of the peasantry, and the peasants’ almost total lack of social consciousness’.12 He also expressed the hope that ‘the uncivilized, stupid, turgid people in the Russian villages will die out, all those almost terrifying people I spoke of above, and a new race of literate, rational, energetic people will take their place’.13

The founder of Russian Marxism, Georgi Plekhanov, saw them as ‘barbarian tillers of the soil, cruel and merciless, beasts of burden whose life provided no opportunity for the luxury of thought’.14 Marx had spoken of ‘the idiocy of rural life’, a remark much quoted by Lenin. (In its original context it was in praise of capitalism for freeing much of the population from this ‘idiocy’). Lenin himself referred to ‘rural seclusion, unsociability and savagery’;15 in general he believed the peasant ‘far from being an instinctive or traditional collectivist, is in fact fiercely and meanly individualistic’.16 While, of a younger Bolshevik, Khrushchev tells us that ‘for Stalin, peasants were scum’.17

*

But if Lenin shared the Bolshevik antipathy to the peasants as the archaic element in Russia, his main concerns were to understand them in Marxist terms, to work out tactics to use them in an intermediate period before their disappearance from the scene, and to decide how to organize the countryside when his party gained power.

In the first place Marxism held that the central developments of the future would consist of a confrontation between the new (in his day) working ‘class’ and the capitalist owners of industry. In every advanced society, and increasingly so the more advanced it became, the population would be largely concentrated in these two main categories, with intermediate, or ‘petty bourgeois’, elements – in which the peasantry were specifically included – tending to the proletarian side in so far as they themselves were becoming proletarianized, but to the capitalist in so far as their attachment to private property remained.

Marx’s study of agrarian matters as such, apart from these class analyses, was meagre. But he made it clear that in the socialist society he foresaw, the ‘contradictions’ between town and country would disappear. He envisaged a triumph of capitalism in the countryside, followed, with a socialist victory, by a proletarianizing of the countryside. Meanwhile he held that all the peasants together were only like ‘a sack of potatoes’, in that the isolation of individual farms prevented any true social ‘development of relations.18

As to the action to be taken after a Marxist victory, the Communist Manifesto demands ‘The abolition of property in land … the improvement of the soil generally in accordance with a common plan. Establishment of industrial armies especially for agriculture. Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition of the distinction between town and country’.

By this Marx meant that in the country, as in the town, a concentration of production and employment would take place, until agriculture became little more than a sort of rural factory work. Small scale production, in the eyes of city-centred Mandan economics, could not in any case long survive, let alone flourish. As David Mitrany puts it, Marx and his disciples looked on the peasant ‘with a dislike in which the townsman’s contempt for all things rural and the economist’s disapproval of small scale production mingled with the bitterness of the revolutionary collectivist against the stubbornly individualistic tiller of the soil’.19

As Engels wrote in Anti-Dühring, the socialist revolution was to ‘put an end to commodity production, and therewith the domination of the product over the producer’. He went on to imagine that the laws of man’s ‘social activity’ hitherto confronting him as external, ‘will then be applied by man with a complete understanding’.

‘Complete understanding’… : over a hundred years later there are few who would claim that we yet have such understanding of the laws of the economy and of society. And part of the reason for such scepticism arises from the results of the Marxist principles in actual application.

When it comes to analysis of what was actually going on, Marx’s conviction was that in agriculture, as in industry, property was becoming increasingly concentrated. This was, in fact, fallacious: in Germany, which he knew best, the number of small (2–20 hectare) holdings increased their total area between 1882 and 1895, and the same was true elsewhere. (The German census of 1907 showed that large estates and farms were still losing ground).

Lenin’s early work on the industrial side of capital development in Russia is well researched and documented. When he comes to the peasants, however, this evaporates, as in Marx’s case, and we are left with ill-supported ‘class’ analysis. Indeed, the economists of the late 19th century on whom the Russian Marxists relied had done no independent research. They simply asserted that the commune was disintegrating because of the conflict between rural proletarians and peasant capitalists, producing no solid evidence, since none such existed.

Lenin’s general analysis of the (non-kulak) peasant in Marxist terms is clear enough: ‘He is partly a property owner, partly a worker. He does not exploit other workers. For years he had to defend his position against the greatest odds. He suffered exploitation at the hands of the landlords and the capitalists. He put up with everything. Nevertheless he is a property owner. For this reason, the problem of our attitude to the class is one of enormous difficulty’. And, in a much quoted formulation, he adds ‘day by day, hour by hour, small scale production is engendering capitalism …’20

Marx had indeed written that Russia might go forward to socialism using the old commune as one of its constituents (he seems to have thought that it was a sort of survival from the Marxist phase of ‘primitive communism’). But his main expression of this opinion, an 1881 letter to Vera Zasulich, was not published until 1924; and even what was known of it earlier was regarded by Russian Marxists as an unfortunate concession to their Populist enemies, based on false information. Lenin himself saw the commune as a system which ‘confines the peasants, as in a ghetto, in petty mediaeval associations of a fiscal, tax-extorting character, in associations for the ownership of allotted land’.21

He foresaw the modernization of Russian agriculture on the Marxist basis of large co-operative farms working to a plan. The only other method, he believed, was the capitalist one pursued by Stolypin, of which he remarked, ‘the Stolypin Constitution and the Stolypin agrarian reform mark a new phase in the breakdown of the old, semi-patriarchal and semi-feudal system of tsarism, a new manoeuvre towards its transformation into a middle class monarchy… It would be empty and stupid to say that the success of such a policy in Russia is “impossible”. It is possible! If Stolypin’s policy is continued … then the agrarian structure of Russia will become completely bourgeois’.22 As Lenin saw, the poor peasants managed their land very badly, and production would rise if the rich peasants took over.23

The advantage of the Stolypin approach is that, in one form or another, it had actually worked in modernizing agriculture in the advanced countries. The disadvantage of Lenin’s (taken simply as a method of modernization) is that it was untried and theoretical. This did not, of course, prove that it could not work, a point which remained to be seen.

Lenin’s views on the tactics to be pursued vis-a-vis the peasants by his party, supposedly representing the proletariat, were carefully developed on the basis of a remark of Marx’s that the proletarian revolution might be supported by a new version of the 16th century German Peasant War.

In his Two Tactics of Social Democracy (1905), Lenin urged an intervening stage of the ‘Democratic Dictatorship of the Proletariat and Peasantry’; but this was quite openly no more than a temporary tactical move. In the same pages he says that after this coalition is in power, ‘then it will be ridiculous to speak of unity of will of the proletariat and peasantry, of democratic rule; then we shall have to think of the Socialist, of the proletarian dictatorship’.24

And here we find a flaw, a schematism, in the Bolshevik view of the countryside which was to be powerfully present over the whole period we cover – the invention or exaggeration of class or economic distinctions within the peasantry. A ‘rural proletariat’ was indeed discoverable: in 1897 1,837,000 listed employment in wage-work in agriculture and other non-industrial employment as their chief – though not usually their only – occupation; and in the summer season, many more short-term labourers were taken on. But as we shall see these carried little social weight, and had little proletarian consciousness in any Marxist sense.

Similarly with Lenin’., and later, attempts to define poor and ‘middle’ peasants. Even Lenin was aware that a peasant dairy farmer near a big town might not be poor even if he had no horse at all, and that a peasant on the steppe with three horses might not be rich. But theory was never adjusted to take such things into account.25

Indeed, and partly for such reasons, Lenin’s notions of the peasantry and its divisions were both varied and inconsistent. But on one point he and his successors remained insistent, and this was to prove decisive in the years that follow: the ‘kulak’ (in Ukrainian kurkul) enemy. Lenin hypothesized the ‘kulak’ as a rich exploiting peasant class against whom, after the removal of the landlords proper, peasant hatred could be equally directed.

‘Kulak’ – ‘fist’ – properly speaking meant a village moneylender and mortgager, of whom there was usually at least one in a village or group of villages. Any rich peasant might make an occasional loan, would indeed be expected to. Only when moneylending became a major source of income, and of manipulation, was he seen as a ‘kulak’ by the villagers. O.P. Aptekman, one of the Populists who has left a really frank account of his experiences with the Russian peasantry, notes that when told that the ‘kulak’ sucked the blood of the peasantry, a peasant would retort ‘these fine gentlemen cannot stand the fact that some peasants are now better off; or say that not every well-to-do peasant was a kulak, and that these city people don’t understand peasant life.

Lenin, on the other hand, even in 1899, while using kulak in its correct sense of rural usurer, rejected the idea that such exploiters and those who hired labour were quite different, insisting that they were ‘two forms of the same economic phenomenon’.26 Neither he nor his followers were in fact ever able to define the kulak, middle peasant and poor peasant in economic terms. Lenin himself, when asked what a kulak was, replied impatiently, ‘they will know on the spot who is a kulak’.27

At any rate, a minority hostile class, more or less automatically involved in bitter struggle with the rest of the peasantry, was taken to exist in the villages; and if the peasant would not hate him, at least the Party could.

There was, moreover, an implicit assumption in the Bolshevik attitude to class struggle which was not often given direct expression. A conversation took place in August 1917 in the Smolny Institute canteen between Dzerzhinsky (shortly to be Lenin’s Police Commissar) and Rafael Abramovich, the Menshevik leader. Dzerzhinsky said:

‘Abramovich, do you remember Lasalle’s speech on the essence of a constitution?’.

‘Yes, of course’.

‘He said that a constitution is determined by the correlation of real forces in the country. How does such a correlation of political and social forces change?’.

‘Oh well, through the process of economic and political development, the evolution of new forms of economy, the rise of different social classes, etc, as you know perfectly well yourself’.

‘But couldn’t this correlation be altered? Say, through the subjection or extermination of some classes of society?’.28

A year later Zinoviev, then one of the top leaders of the new Soviet state, remarked in a public speech in Leningrad that ‘We must carry along with us 90 million out of the 100 million Soviet Russian population. As for the rest, we have nothing to say to them. They must be annihilated’.29 As it turned out, Zinoviev’s figures were an underestimate, and it was the classes constituting the majority who provided the victims.


2

The Ukrainian Nationalioi and Leninism


The interests of socialism are above

the interests of the right of

nations to self-determination

Lenin



A major reason why the events we shall be describing never truly gripped the Western mind appears to be a lack of understanding or knowledge of the power of Ukrainian national feeling, of Ukrainian nationhood. In this century an independent Ukrainian state only lasted a few years, and then with interruptions, and was never able to establish itself either physically or in the world’s consciousness. In fact the Ukraine, as large as France and more populous than Poland, was far the largest nation in Europe not to emerge as an independent entity (except briefly) in the period between the two World Wars.

To make these points about Ukrainian nationhood is not in the least anti-Russian. Indeed, Solzhenitsyn, the epitome of Russian national feeling, though hoping for a brotherly relationship between the three East Slav nations of Russia, Byelorussia and the Ukraine, grants without question that any decision on union, federation or secession must be a matter for the free choice of the Ukrainian people, that no Russian can decide for them.

The Ukraine’s long independent cultural tradition was little known in the West. It had appeared on the maps as part of the Russian Empire, often shown merely as ‘Little Russia’; its inhabitants were known, at most, to speak a tongue whose closeness to or distinctiveness from Russian was not clearly grasped. The distinction of language was, in fact, there from long before the subjugation of the Republic on the Waterfalls by Catherine the Great. But it was, thereafter, treated by the Russian rulers, and even other Russians of theoretically liberal spirit, as no more than a dialect.

For the Tsars, as later for at least some of the Soviet rulers, an eventual linguistic and national assimilation seemed natural.

Why did it not take place?

First, the roots of the old Ukrainian language in the millions of the peasant population were deeper and firmer than had been supposed. There was no tendency to merge. People spoke either Russian or Ukrainian.

It is true that in the cities, and among men from the Ukraine who were absorbed into the ruling culture, Russian naturally became the usual language. But apart from the central bastion of peasant speech, there were – as elsewhere – a number of educated Ukrainians who found in their own Ukrainian language and culture a special character which they were not willing to see disappear in the name of ‘progress’.

In fact Ukrainian and Russian are merely members branching out from the same linguistic family – the East Slavic: just as Swedish and Norwegian are members of the Scandinavian branch of the Germanic family, or Spanish and Portuguese of the Iberian branch of the Romance family. In any case, linguistic closeness is not of decisive political and cultural significance. Norway demonstrated its overwhelming desire for independence from Sweden in the referendum of 1905. Dutch is, historically, a dialect of Low German: Dutch unwillingness to submit to Germany has been demonstrated on numerous occasions, one of them quite recently.

Similarly with the idea of the Ukraine as having always been a part, even a natural part, of the Russian Empire, or the Soviet Union.

*

Historically the Ukrainians are an ancient nation which has persisted and survived through terrible calamities. The Kiev Grand Princes of Rus’ ruled all the East Slays: but when Kiev finally fell to the Mongols in 1240, that realm was shattered. The Slavic populations to the North, living a century and a half under the Mongols, eventually became Muscovy and Great Russia. Those in the South were largely driven westward, becoming the Ukrainians, and developing under the influence of the European states. They first united with the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, of which Ukrainian was an official language, and later came under – less satisfactory – Polish control.

It was under Polish rule that the first Ukrainian printing presses and schools appear in the last half of the 16th century. It was thus as part of that sprawling and heterogeneous commonwealth that the Ukrainians reemerged, with much of their land half empty and subject to devastating raids by the Crimean Tatars. The Cossacks now appear – Ukrainian freebooters who first went to the steppe to hunt and fish, then learnt to fight off the Tatars, and by the end of the 16th century set up their own forts and became a military factor in their own right. In the 1540s they founded the Sich, the great fortified encampment below the Dnieper rapids, on the borders of Tatar invasion. The Sich was, for more than two centuries, a military republic, of a type found occasionally elsewhere in similar conditions – democratic in peacetime, a disciplined army in war. The Cossacks were soon leading peasant revolts against their nominal lords, the Poles. Over the next century endless wars and agreements finally led to the effective establishment of a Ukrainian state by Hetman Bohdan Khmelnytsky in 1649. From now on there were constant attempts by Moscow to intervene and finally the Hetman Ivan Mazepa chose an alliance with Charles XII of Sweden against the encroachments of Peter the Great, and was supported by the Sich. The defeat of Charles at Poltava in 1709 was a disaster for the Ukraine.

Over the 18th century, Moscow at first continued to recognize the autonomy of the Hetmanate, while tightening its power to nominate for the post, and putting increasing pressure on the nominees. Finally in 1764 the Hetmanate was abolished, a few of its outward forms persisting until 1781. The Sich republic, which had fought on the Russian side against the Turks in the war of 1769–74, was suddenly destroyed by its allies in 1775. Its otaman was sent to the Solovky Islands in the White Sea, and his colonels to Siberia – an almost exact foreshadowing of the fate of their successors in the 1920s and 1930s. Ukrainian statehood, which had existed for over a century, fell, like that of Poland, through insufficient strength to combat large and powerful adversaries.

Like Poland, the Cossack-Hetman state had been of a constitutional parliamentary type – imperfect in these fields by many standards, yet not at all in the tradition of the extreme serfdom and despotism which now descended on it from St Petersburg. Meanwhile those Ukrainians who had remained under Polish rule – and maintained for years a series of peasant-cossack Haidamak rebellions – soon also fell in part to Russia, in part to Russia’s accomplice in the partitions of Poland, Austria. Throughout the following centuries this ‘West Ukrainian’ element which Russia did not rule, though smaller, had greater opportunity for political and cultural development and remained a powerful seedbed of national feeling.

Russian-style feudalism followed the flag. Huge estates were handed out to royal favourites; and decrees, starting in 1765 and ending 1796, destroyed the liberties of the Ukrainian peasant, reducing him to the level of his Russian counterpart. It should be remembered nevertheless that only just over a couple of generations in the Ukraine suffered full serfdom; and it typically takes more than two generations – Macaulay says five – to destroy the popular memory of earlier times.

But all in all, as Herzen wrote, ‘the unfortunate country protested, but could not withstand that fatal avalanche rolling from the North to the Black Sea and covering everything… with a uniform shroud of slavery’.1

And this general enslavement of the peasantry went with an attack on the Ukrainian language and culture. Russian rituals were introduced into the church. In 1740 there had been 866 schools in Left-bank Ukraine; in

















































































































































PART II

To Crush the Peasantry


The harvest is past, the summer is

ended, and we are not saved.

Jeremiah.







PART III

The Terror-Famine


A Tsar rules the world,

A Tsar without mercy,

And his name is Hunger.

(traditional).
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