



This assembly is designed to be given towards the end of November.  Holodomor is commemorated on the fourth Saturday of November so any day in the preceding week would be suitable.

The history of the Holodomor is an important but potentially distressing subject. Some content may not be suitable for younger audiences, particularly those below Year 9. Such content has been highlighted in grey and may be omitted at the discretion of the presenter. 

RESOURCES

· Holodomor Assembly slides: 7 slides. Slide 4 features the Foundation’s video of Anne Applebaum (2:20 minutes)(The video is also available to download as an individual file on the Foundation’s website). This video includes graphic images which may not be suitable for younger audiences. 

· The following is a script for a 13-15 minute assembly presentation. The script is designed as a guide for teachers and may be read out word for word, or teachers may choose to deliver the content in their own style.

· This script includes 2 extracts to be read out by students: 
1. A testimony source, ‘A Woman from Ukraine Tells of Famine and Cannibalism’. In advance of the assembly, invite two students to be prepared to read out the lines of the woman and her interviewer.
2. Part of a letter written to Stalin in June 1932 by the leader of the Ukrainian communists. In advance of the assembly, invite a student to be ready to read out this paragraph.



ASSEMBLY SCRIPT

[Slide 1]

Good morning/afternoon. Today I will be speaking about an event in history that you will probably have never heard of. 


[Slide 2]

If you were a child born in Ukraine in the year 1933, you had an average life expectancy of six and a half years.

And if you were a Ukrainian farmer in the year 1933, every grain you produced might be confiscated from you by the government, even if this meant armed guards searching every corner of your own home until they found what you may have hidden away. 

This is because, if you were a Ukrainian in 1933, you would have been living through a man-made famine, in which half of the population in some villages starved to death.

This man-made famine, which killed 3.9 million people, is known as the Holodomor and it took place in Ukraine between 1932 and 1933.

The word “Holodomor” means ‘killing by hunger’. 

The Holodomor is the subject of today’s assembly because this is the time of year when this famine is commemorated. 

So how did this famine occur and, if it was such a large genocide, why have most people never heard of it? 


[Slide 3]

Here’s some historical background:

The Russian Revolution of 1917 marked the establishment of the world’s first communist state: the Soviet Union. After the Revolution, Ukraine fought to become an independent country but was overcome by force of arms and became a Soviet satellite state. 

In the Soviet Union, after a power struggle, Joseph Stalin emerged as the leader in 1924. Stalin suppressed all political opposition and centralised Soviet power.

One of the most significant and controversial policies introduced by Stalin was collectivisation. Under collectivisation, peasants were forced to give up their individual farms and join large collective farms controlled by the state. This policy aimed to increase farming output and provide food for the growing number of people living in cities. But it reduced output instead.

Ukraine had long been known as the 'bread-basket' of Europe due to its fertile black soil. But it was particularly badly affected by collectivisation. Farmers big and small no longer owned their own property, so no one had a strong incentive to make sure the farms were productive.

Stalin blamed the poor harvests on the farmers and peasants. He also claimed it was due to Ukrainian nationalists seeking to undermine Soviet rule.


[Slide 4]

The video on this next slide shows the historian Anne Applebaum speaking about what happened in the famine. 

[Hover the cursor over the black rectangle and click the play symbol on the Anne Applebaum video. The video summarises the Holodomor.]


[Slide 5]

How was the famine caused and what was it like to live through it?

There were two key causes of the Holodomor:
1. Collectivisation
2. Communist authorities forcibly taking grain from Ukrainian peasants, leaving them without food for survival. The grain taken was distributed in cities and sold for export.
 
People resorted to eating grass, tree bark, and dogs and, in their desperation, even cannibalism. 

Stalin passed a law on 7 August 1932 saying that the state owned all property on collective farms. The result was that a starving peasant stealing even a few ears of grain could be punished by 10 years in a labour camp or death. Sure enough, within 6 months, 4,500 peasants had been executed and 100,000 had been imprisoned.

Stalin knew about the famine in Ukraine – there are numerous letters between him and the Ukrainian communist leaders. Grigory Petrovsky, President of the Executive Committee of Ukrainian Soviets, wrote the following letter to Stalin in June 1932:

[Arrange in advance for a student to be at the front and read out the letter:]

“I was in many villages and saw a considerable part of the countryside engulfed in famine... They are eating food scraps from the bottom of the barrel, if any are available. During big meetings in the villages, the peasants of course curse me, old women cry, and men sometimes do too. Sometimes the criticism of the worsening situation becomes very deep and broad – Why did they create an artificial famine? After all, we had a good harvest. Why did they take away all of the sowing seeds? That did not happen even under the old regime… To conclude, I ask again that you consider all methods and resources available to provide urgent food aid to Ukrainian villages.”

Around the time that Petrovsky wrote this letter, Ukraine’s harvest was 60% lower than the communist government had expected it to be. By this point, it was clear that famine was coming on a large scale. 

Yet Stalin knowingly made the famine worse.

Urban communist activists were despatched to the countryside to conduct house-to-house searches for food that might have been hidden by desperate peasants. These activists used long rods with a metal hook on the end to probe for grain in every corner of a house. They dug up the earth around houses and broke through walls. They confiscated everything edible.

Stalin closed the borders of Ukraine with armed guards in January 1933. This meant that the peasants could not even leave starving areas to buy bread, effectively trapping Ukrainians within the famine zone to be starved to death. 

I am now going to invite [student 1] and [student 2] to read out an exchange which took place in Winnipeg, Canada between a woman who had been a collective farmer in Odesa, Ukraine and a journalist. This exchange took place in September 1933, a couple of months after the worst period of the famine. This woman’s husband had come to Canada to work as a farmer previously and had sent her money so she could join him. The journalist noted that the woman ‘seemed like someone from another world’ and ‘her clothing showed that she had not come from prosperous conditions’.

[Arrange in advance for two students to read out the passage expressively. ‘Q’ is the journalist interviewing and ‘A’ is the Ukrainian woman.]

Q: When did you leave home?  

A: On August 5.  

Q: How were people living in Ukraine at that time?  

A: There was a terrible famine. People were dying of hunger like flies.  

Q: Did many die of hunger?  

A: As far as I could learn, 17 miles in either direction, only about one-quarter of the population survived. Three-quarters died.  

Q: Are people suffering the famine quietly, or are they rebelling?  

A: How are they to rebel, and what will they achieve by rebelling? They suffer because they have lost all hope. They walk like the blind and they fall wherever death strikes them. No one pays attention to the corpses lying on the streets. People either step over or sidestep them and keep on walking. From time to time, they are collected and buried in common pits. Seventy and more people are buried together.  

Q: What is the reason for the famine? Has there been a drought or a bad harvest or are you not sowing anything?  

A: There has been a harvest, we sow and we plant, but as soon as anything grows, they take it all away and pack it off to Moscow. We had a good harvest this summer, but so what? They sent in the machines, cut everything, threshed it, and left not a kernel behind. They took everything. People were weeping. They asked, “What will we eat?” But the secret policemen laughed and answered: “You’ll find something.” What will people not do in order to hide some grain for themselves! They hide it in their hair, they hide it in their mouth, beneath their tongue, but they search it out and take it too.  

Q: And how do people live in Moscow? In the Moscow region? Is there also a famine there?  

A: No, there is no famine there. There is enough of everything. When I arrived in Moscow, I could buy everything I wanted at the bazaar—bread and meat and vegetables.  


[END]


[Slide 6]

The Soviet government in Moscow claimed that there was no famine and this line was repeated by a notorious American journalist, Walter Duranty. But a British journalist called Gareth Jones suspected the truth and found an excuse to travel from Moscow to Ukraine in March 1933. He was horrified by what he saw and documented the mass starvation.

On returning to Britain, Jones wrote extensively about his experiences in Ukraine, publishing numerous articles to raise awareness about the famine. But his articles were discredited by other Western journalists who had not been to Ukraine and accepted Soviet denials. The popular 2020 film, Mr Jones, is based on Jones’ experiences and the challenges he faced trying to report on the Holodomor. 

[Slide 7]

For 50 years, the Soviet Union tried to hide the famine and deny its existence by censoring reporting and destroying archives. Until a year or two before the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the famine was a forbidden subject to speak about and Soviet citizens would be putting their lives in danger by doing so.

It has taken many years since then for the Holodomor to receive international recognition as a genocide. Since the short film played at the start of this assembly was made, more countries have recognised the Holodomor as a genocide, bringing the total now to 32 countries. In May 2023, the UK Parliament recognised the Holodomor as a genocide and, in November 2022, the Prime Minister, Rishi Sunak, lit a candle in Kyiv to honour the victims. The Holodomor is commemorated every year on the fourth Saturday of November. There are commemorative services in Ukrainian churches across the UK. Some people also light candles and put them in their front windows to commemorate those who died. 

We take this opportunity to remember now the suffering and deaths of nearly four million Ukrainians.


















[The interview with a woman from Ukraine in this presentation is an extract. The full interview can be found at https://holodomor.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/5.-Holodomor-survivors-MY.pdf]





Additional resources

Lesson plans
The Foundation website will soon have two Holodomor lesson plans: one for students who have already attended the assembly presentation and another for students who have not.

Booklet
The Foundation is going to publish a booklet guide to Holodomor. This will be available through the website. Schools may apply for free printed copies. 

Lapel pin badges
Small metal badges with the word “Holodomor” will be available through the website. They will also be available free to teachers and sixth form students who present an assembly or lesson on Holodomor.

Holodomor candle holder competition 2023
The Foundation is holding a competition to design a holder for a candle with the word “Holodomor” prominently displayed. There will be a prize for the best entry by a school student. See the website for details.



[image: Foundation for the History of Totalitarianism]





Website: https://historyoftotalitarianism.com/ 
If you have any queries, please email:  contact@historyoftotalitarianism.com 
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