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The Holodomor, a devastating policy-inflicted famine that occurred in Ukraine from 1932 to 
1933, resulted in the deaths of millions of Ukrainians. Under Joseph Stalin’s rule, the USSR 
underwent radical changes in agricultural and political policies. The first Five-Year Plan was 
designed to bring about industrial growth and the collectivization of agriculture. Stalin’s policy of 
collectivization forcibly merged private farms into state-controlled collective farms (kolhosps), 
disrupting traditional farming methods. Unrealistic production quotas were set, wheat and 
grains were seized as part of ever-rising procurement policies, and finally all foodstuffs were 
removed from village homes and farms, which caused massive food shortages, leaving the 
farmers who grew the food with nothing to eat. Ukrainian resistance to these policies was 
fierce; it met with severe repression, including arrests, deportations, and executions. Laws like 
the “Law of Five Stalks of Grain” criminalized even the smallest theft of grain from a kolhosp, 
preventing people from even scavenging for any food. Excessive deaths occurred not because 
there wasn’t enough food grown to feed the population, but because of the redistribution of 
food. The food was taken away by government officials from Ukrainian farming communities—
for export and to feed Russian cities—leaving the farmers to starve.

Stalin implemented harsh measures to crush resistance and ensure compliance with 
collectivization, especially in Ukraine. Specifically, blacklisting villages and sealing Soviet 
borders, especially to Russia, where foods were available, prevented people from moving 
from villages to cities or travelling by train in search of food. The punitive measures in these 
Soviet policies significantly increased the death toll and caused the tragic consequences of 
Soviet policies. The Holodomor serves as a stark example of the human cost of political and 
economic decisions, emphasizing the profound impact of Soviet government policies on 
society. By examining these events, students can better understand the direct and indirect 
effects of Stalin’s totalitarian policies on Ukrainian farmers and the broader population.

Understanding the Holodomor through key historical thinking concepts such as historical 
significance, cause and consequence, historical perspectives, evidence, and continuity and 
change provides a comprehensive framework for analyzing this tragic event. Exploring different 
viewpoints, such as those of Ukrainian farmers and Soviet officials, allows for a more nuanced 
understanding of the Holodomor. Using primary sources like photographs, government 
documents, and personal/survivor accounts helps students build a detailed picture of the 
historical context. By analyzing how Soviet agricultural policies evolved before and after the 
famine, students can identify patterns of continuity and change, gaining insight into the long-
term impact of the Holodomor and its enduring significance in history.

Causes: Teacher Notes

Teaching and Learning About Human Rights Atrocities and Genocide: 
The Holodomor in Ukraine
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1.	 Create a timeline showing the most significant effects of collectivization on traditional 
farming in Ukraine, which led to the Holodomor. Include key events, dates, related policies 
(such as food procurement, blacklisting, internal passport system, Ukraine border closing), 
images from government documents, eyewitness accounts, and photos to illustrate the 
impact of the collectivization policy on food production and distribution and the local 
economy. Highlight cause-and-effect relationships between the policy and the famine.

2.	 Using details from the sources in the collection, describe the three strongest arguments a 
Ukrainian farmer might have made against collectivization.

3.	 Using words, phrases, and images from this collection, describe at least three significant 
changes that collectivization created in the lives and livelihoods of the Ukrainian farmers. 

4.	 Analyze the propaganda photographs that were used to promote Stalin’s first Five-Year 
Plan. Describe at least three main ideas used in the propaganda to promote collectivization 
and industrialization, which brought about the Holodomor. 

5.	 Create a mind map or web diagram that shows the direct and indirect connections between 
collectivization and the Holodomor.

Causes: Student Tasks

Teaching and Learning About Human Rights Atrocities and Genocide: 
The Holodomor in Ukraine
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1.	 What were the three most important effects or consequences of Stalin’s collectivization 
on Ukrainian farmers that led to the Holodomor? Use details from the pictures of the first 
collective farm and the threshing brigade to help you decide.

2.	 Compare the perspectives of Ukrainian farmers and Soviet government officials on the 
new farming rules in the 1930s. How might each group view these changes? Use photos of 
farmers and Soviet posters to help explain the most important differences.

3.	 Look at the photo of Stalin walking in Moscow. What is the main message that the 
photographer might have been trying to send about Stalin? Why might the Soviet 
government have used this image for propaganda during the Holodomor? Use details from 
the image to support your thinking. 

4.	 Describe the two most significant changes in the lifestyle of Ukrainian farmers after the 
Soviet government introduced collectivization. Use details from the “Rural life” photo and 
other sources to help describe these changes.

5.	 What important lessons about the causes of human rights atrocities and genocide might 
be learned from the Holodomor?

Causes: Student Questions

Teaching and Learning About Human Rights Atrocities and Genocide: 
The Holodomor in Ukraine
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Causes | 1Stalin walks in the streets of Moscow in the 1920s

This photo represents a leader who appears approachable yet authoritative, cultivating a public image 
indicative of a budding dictator.

Public domain via Wikimedia Commons
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Causes | 2Threshing crew of the collective farm “Soviet 
Mower,” village of Zagintsi, Mykhailpil district
This photo shows a group of farm workers at a Soviet collective farm. The workers’ simple summer clothing 
and tools reflect the hard work and teamwork required in farming during this time.

Holodomor Epoch Internet Archive
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Causes | 3Propaganda stand dedicated to the first Five-Year 
Plan in Moscow
This billboard is a significant illustration of Soviet propaganda aimed to promote the collective farm system 
and the first Five-Year Plan, which were central policies leading to catastrophic agricultural disruptions and 
ultimately causing the famine.

Branson DeCou, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons
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Causes | 4Farmer I.I. Kravchenko, and his leaflet, 1932

This document from the archival-investigative case calls for a strike against the communists who caused 
famine in the village Velika Mayachka and the village Kalanchak. It represents active resistance against the 
Communist Party’s policies, reflecting the sentiment among some Ukrainians that the Party’s actions were 
responsible for the famine.

St
at

e A
rc

hi
ve

s o
f K

he
rs

on
 O

bl
as

t  
C

C
 B

Y
 4

.0

									         (COPY)
		  APPEAL			    
The nation calls upon you to be ready when the strike breaks out, so that you also go to 
the aid of our insurgents. We will start close to the first of May. We will destroy all party 
members who caused  famine and who themselves live like well-fed swine. 

Group P.B.A. 			   / in Mayachka, Kolanchak /
20 / IV [April] - 1932

Verified by P. Authorized SPO [Secondary Vocational Education] / Makarov
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Causes | 5Postcard: Rural life

The postcard shows a man with oxen in front of a thatched cottage, representing the traditional, 
independent way of life of Ukrainian farmers. 

Volodymyr Koziuk, Euromaidan Press
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Causes | 6Ukrainian manifestation in Kyiv, summer of 1917

A large crowd—peasants, workers, soldiers, and students—are marching together, united in their call for 
independence. A prominent sign reads, “Long live a free Ukraine.”

The Imperiia Project // Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies, Harvard University
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Causes | 7A worker guarding grain, 1932-33

The “Law on Five Stalks of Grain” made it illegal for anyone to take even small amounts of grain or food 
from collective farms, considering such acts as theft of state property. The photo shows Honcharenko, a 
young member of the Komsomol (the Soviet youth organization), standing guard over sacks of grain in a 
storage area. 

View this image online

https://education.holodomor.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Kharkiv-12-trudnivnyk-okhornyaye.jpg
https://education.holodomor.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Kharkiv-12-trudnivnyk-okhornyaye.jpg
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Preparation of grain for shipment to the dump in the 
collective farm named after H.I. Petrovsky, 1933
In 1933, at the H.I. Petrovsky Collective Farm in Petrovo-Solonykha village, Mykolaiv region, workers 
gathered and prepared grain for shipment to state collection points, known as “filling stations.”

Causes | 8

Ukrainer.net
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Causes | 9Resolution of the Politburo of the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of Ukraine
This resolution was part of broader Soviet efforts during the Holodomor to control the movement of the 
rural population and suppress information about the famine.
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Resolution of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U on the export from 
Ukraine of wheat and wheat flour to other regions of the USSR, adopted on November 
18, 1932 with the participation of the Chairman of the Council of People's Commissars of 
the USSR V. Molotov. ..."to ship off the export task, which is, no later than December 8, 99 
thousand tons of wheat, including: Moscow - 50 thousand tons, Ivanova - 15 thousand tons, 
Transcaucasia - 20 thousand tons, Gorky - 10 thousand tons, Crimea - 4 thousand tons, and 
23 thousand tons of wheat flour, including 12 thousand tons. At the expense of this task to 
oblige Zagotserno by November 25 to ship all the actual presence of the maximum number at 
railway points of commercial and non-Pfondian wheat by November 25."
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Causes | 10Assault brigades

Assault brigades were tasked with enforcing the Soviet agricultural policies, including the collection of grain.  
These brigades would often be aggressive and violent, using intimidation and force to extract the produce 
and other foodstuffs from the villagers.

Holodomor Epoch Internet Archive


