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TEACHING THE HISTORY OF THE HOLODOMOR
A standalone lesson plan
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Why teach the history of the Holodomor?

The Holodomor is likely to be an area of history that most students have never heard of. Despite the scale of starvation and suffering and the death of about 3.9 million Ukrainians, the history of the Holodomor was largely ‘forgotten’ in Western Europe. 

The word Holodomor means ‘killing by hunger’. It refers to the widespread starvation in 1932-33 in Ukraine due to the actions of Joseph Stalin and the Ukrainian communist leadership. Ukraine’s fertile ‘black earth’ had long made it the ‘breadbasket’ of Europe: this is not a region predisposed to famine or poor harvests. The famine was a result of the forced collectivisation of the Ukrainian countryside by Stalin. The Soviet state imposed high export quotas on Ukraine and confiscated grain from peasants. Stalin closed Ukraine’s borders so people could not leave the famine-stricken regions in search of food. People resorted to eating grass, tree bark, dogs and, in their desperation, cannibalism. 

While the Soviet regime denied the existence of the famine for 50 years, 32 countries now recognise the Holodomor of 1932-33 as a genocide. In May 2023, the UK House of Commons recognised the Holodomor of 1932-33 as a genocide of the Ukrainian people and in 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. November is the ideal time for this lesson but it can be taught at any time.

Who is this lesson aimed at?

This lesson plan is aimed at students in the sixth form who are studying or have an interest in history, especially as an extension activity for students who may want to apply to read History or Politics at university. It is also accessible for students in Year 10 and above. It will be helpful for students to already have a basic understanding of communism and the history of the Soviet Union. 

This lesson aims to provide an opportunity for students to practice their historical thinking skills by studying primary sources as well as situating the famine in a wider chain of causes and effects.

RESOURCES
This lesson makes use of the following resources:
· PowerPoint slides: 8 slides corresponding to the teaching material below. Includes an embedded video featuring Anne Applebaum (2:20) on Slide 3. (The video is also available to download as an individual file on the Foundation’s website.)
· Activity 1 - Timeline: a table of facts in date order, 2 pages.
· Activity 1 - Event cards [optional]: 14 cards, each of which contains the description of a notable event in the famine and the date of its occurrence. These cards need to be cut out of the A4 sheets in advance of the lesson.
· Activity 2 – Primary sources: there are 10 sources in this collection, consisting of testimonies, letters, photographs, propaganda posters and a secondary extract.
· Activity 2 – Table for students to make notes on the sources.


LESSON PLAN (60 minutes) For a shorter lesson, teachers may omit Activity 1 or 2. Alternatively, the lesson could be divided into two parts, the first with Activity 1 and the second with Activity 2.

Learning Objectives 

Students will secure an understanding of:

· the causes and key events leading to the famine in Ukraine.
· life and living conditions during the famine.
· the role of the Soviet regime in creating the famine.
· the consequences of resisting or even questioning the famine between 1931-33. 

Students are also encouraged to consider wider questions such as why the history of the Holodomor has been little known in Western Europe.


Starter

[SLIDE 1]

Discuss the following question in small groups or pairs briefly and then share ideas in a class discussion. Ideas may be written and displayed on a large board.

What were the largest man-made causes of mass-death in the 20th Century? 

The aim of this activity is to set the scene for the Holodomor as a little-known event in history, even though it was a significant genocide. Students may come up with answers such as:

· World War I, 1914-18 (15 to 22 million died)
· World War II, 1939-45 (70 to 85 million died)
· The Holocaust (6 million died)
· Russian Civil War, 1917-22 (5 to 9 million died)
· Chinese Civil War, 1927-49 (8 to 11 million died)
· Korean War, 1950-53 (1.5 to 4.5 million died)
· The Great Chinese Famine, 1959-61 (at least 30 million died)

Either (i) after several ideas have been shared and no students have mentioned man-made famines or (ii) when a student mentions the Holodomor, move to [SLIDE 2] and wrap-up this discussion.

[SLIDE 2]

Explain that: 

· The Holodomor, meaning "killing by hunger", refers to the man-made famine that occurred in Ukraine between 1932 and 1933. The word ‘Holodomor’ was only coined in the 1980s.
· The famine was a result of the forced collectivisation of the Ukrainian countryside by Stalin. The Soviet state imposed high export quotas on Ukraine and confiscated grain from peasants. Stalin closed Ukraine’s borders so people could not leave the famine-stricken regions in search of food. 
· The Holodomor led to the deaths of 3.9 million Ukrainians (of a population of around 32 million).


Short Video

[SLIDE 3]

Play the video featuring the historian Anne Applebaum to introduce the Holodomor (2:20). 




Historical Background to the Famine

[SLIDE 4]

Explain the following historical context behind the famine to the class:

· The 1917 Russian Revolution was a pivotal event in world history. It marked the overthrow of the Russian monarchy and the establishment of the world’s first communist state, the Soviet Union.
· Following the revolution, a power struggle ensued and eventually Joseph Stalin emerged as leader in 1924. Stalin suppressed all political opposition and centralised Soviet power. Stalin's policies aimed to rapidly industrialise the country and eliminate perceived threats to his regime.
· 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. 
· Ukraine, known as the 'breadbasket' of Europe due to its fertile black soil, was particularly affected by collectivisation. Peasants owned no property, so the incentive to work hard on the farms was gone and this resulted in a reduction in how much was being produced. Stalin blamed the poor harvests on the peasants. Stalin said that peasants along with Ukrainian nationalists were seeking to undermine his control over the Soviet Union as a whole. The famine ensured Ukraine would be too weak to challenge Soviet rule.


Activity 1 – Establishing a timeline of the Holodomor.

[SLIDE 5]

Hand out a Holodomor Timeline sheet to each student. 

[bookmark: _Hlk145524740]Optional task: on the timeline, in one colour highlight ‘what Stalin knew about the famine’ and in another colour highlight ‘actions Stalin or the communists took’.

Optional activity: Key event cards. Some students might find such a visual source more accessible to begin the activity with. Then the timeline would be a further and more detailed reference for them. These cards can be cut out of the A4 sheets. Students can be asked to arrange them in date to help bring home the sequence of events.

In pairs, students should study the events and come up with a judgement in their groups on. Ask some students to share their thoughts: 

· What did Stalin know of the famine? 
· What measures did the Communist Party introduce that may have made the famine worse?
· Extension: What can you learn from these facts about Stalin’s attitude to the famine? 

This activity should last around 15 minutes. 


Activity 2 – Primary sources 

[SLIDE 6]

From the 10 Holodomor sources, hand out two sources each to groups of one to three students and also the table for students to make notes about the sources. The task is to study their given sources, filling in the rows of the table which correspond to their sources. Note that specific questions are highlighted in grey on each source sheet. Students are encouraged to annotate the sources as they study them. 

Students from each group in turn should then briefly explain to the rest of the class what they learnt from their sources about the causes of the famine and the experiences of the peasants. As each group gives its presentation, other students should fill in their tables with notes on the primary sources, aiming to include as many specific facts as possible, writing at least 3 bullet points in each row. 

This activity should take around 25-30 minutes (depending on class size), but teachers have the flexibility to adapt the number of sources studied and the amount of time spent on this activity. It may be that teachers wish to spend a whole lesson purely focused on these sources.


Plenary 

[SLIDE 7]

Drawing the knowledge and understanding gained from the lesson, conclude with a class discussion of:

· Why has the Holodomor been so little known in Western Europe?

Some prompts:

· The extent to which totalitarian regimes seek to manipulate public perceptions and the recording of history. Are there any parallels that students can think of?
· The British journalist Gareth Jones published articles in the West about the famine, after his trip to the Soviet Union in 1933. But he was discredited by other journalists who accepted Soviet denials, such as Walter Duranty and Eugene Lyons. More can be read about Gareth Jones here: https://www.garethjones.org/soviet_articles/soviet_articles.htm
· The Soviet regime hid evidence of the Holodomor for 50 years. Soviet citizens would be putting their lives in danger by speaking about it.
· The Soviet Union was the UK’s ally during World War 2 and a nuclear power during the Cold War. Might this have deterred British political leaders from provoking the Soviet Union by blaming Stalin for the Holodomor?
· 32 countries now recognise the Holodomor of 1932-33 as a genocide  – but the number has increased significantly since 2020.
· The Holodomor is commemorated every year on the fourth Saturday of November.
· November 2022 was probably the first time any British Prime Minister had publicly commemorated the Holodomor.


 
Additional Activity

[SLIDE 8]

The following written task may be set as an optional homework task (30 minutes), or these questions may be prompted in the class discussion during the plenary.

Students should write 250-300 words in response to one of the following questions: 

· What was the role of Stalin and the Soviet state in worsening the famine? 
· 3.9 million Ukrainians died. To what degree is this comparable to the genocide under the Nazi regime 10 years later? 











Additional resources

Assembly presentation and follow-on lesson plan
The Assembly presentation is available to download free on the website. There is also a separate lesson plan designed especially for students who have previously attended the assembly presentation. This is also on the website.

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

Lapel pin badges
Small metal badges with the word “Holodomor” are 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.



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