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High School Lessons

•	 What were the causes of the Holodomor?
•	 What were the consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and families?
•	 How did the Holodomor change communities?
•	 What should all people in Canada understand about the Holodomor?
•	 What information and evidence are the most useful for describing why the Holodomor is a human rights atrocity 

and genocide?
•	 What are the patterns used by governments, organizations, and people who attempt to deny that the Holodomor 

was genocide?
•	 How strong are the connections between the Holodomor and Russian aggression against Ukraine? 
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What were the causes of the Holodomor?

Lesson Question	 What were the causes of the Holodomor?

Lesson Challenge	 Create a visual that shows and describes the important underlying and immediate causes of 
the Holodomor.

Lesson Summary	 In this lesson, students develop understanding about important underlying and immediate 
causes of the Holodomor. To begin the lesson, students learn how to distinguish underlying 
and immediate causes of events. Students then examine secondary and primary sources to 
identify contributing underlying and immediate causes of the Holodomor. To conclude the 
lesson, students create visual representations that show the relationships among underlying 
and immediate causes of the Holodomor.

Lesson Materials

Activity Sheet A: The Accident (one copy for each small group of students)

Activity Sheet B: Examining the Causes of the Holodomor (one copy for each student)

Briefing Sheet A: Causes of the Holodomor (one copy for each small group of students)

Important Considerations
This lesson includes references to historical and contemporary human rights violations, genocide, and war. Please 
be mindful that these topics may connect to the experiences of many students. When preparing the class to engage 
thoughtfully with past and present human rights atrocities, consider the approaches offered in the following resource:

•	 “Trauma-Informed Teaching and Learning” https://www.ctf-fce.ca/wp-content/uploads/​2022/​
07/Trauma-Informed-Teaching-Learning-EN.pdf

Additional resources to support students’ understanding of cause and consequence and historical 
significance—the historical thinking concepts used in this lesson—can be found at the following 
webpage:

•	 “Thinking About History” https://tc2.ca/resources/history
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Suggested Activities

Start the Thinking

1.	 Organize students into small groups (two to four students) and provide 
each group with at least one copy of Activity Sheet A (The Accident). Ask 
groups to identify the causes of the accident.

2.	 Encourage groups to share their ideas with the class. As they share, prompt 
them to decide which causes were immediate (directly influenced the 
accident at the time) and which were underlying (created the conditions 
that made the accident more likely).

3.	 Invite groups to share their decisions and thinking. As they share, ask 
students to suggest which of the causes were the most important or 
significant in the accident. Remind students that immediate and underlying 
causes can be important factors in causing events. Use students’ 
suggestions to co-develop or present the criteria for important causal 
connection. A causal connection is important when
•	 it is directly linked to the event and leads to causes that were catalysts 

of the event. For example, in the accident described on Activity Sheet 
A, the road conditions were directly linked to the accident.

•	 it is an important contributor to the direction or intensity of the event. 
For example, a careful and rested driver going slowly might still 
have hit Smith’s car, but the severity of the accident might have been 
reduced.

•	 the event would be much less likely to have occurred if the cause had 
not been present. For example, if the road conditions had been better, it 
is quite possible that the accident might not have occurred.

4.	 Consider posting the criteria for use throughout this lesson.

5.	 Invite groups to revisit their initial decisions about the most important 
causes, this time using the criteria to guide their thinking. Ask groups to 
suggest which cause, if it were removed or changed, might have changed 
the course of events and prevented the accident.

6.	 Provide each group with a copy of Briefing Sheet A (Causes of the 
Holodomor) and each student with a copy of Activity Sheet B (Examining 
the Causes of the Holodomor). Read Part A from the briefing sheet with 
groups, pausing to notice any immediate or underlying causes that may 
have contributed to the Holodomor. Prompt students to note these causes 
on their activity sheet.

7.	 Introduce the lesson question and briefly explain that the lesson challenge is 
to create a visual that shows the most important causes of the Holodomor. 
Direct students’ attention to the second page of Activity Sheet B and the “My 
first thoughts” section. Encourage students to reflect on the causes they’ve 
just discussed and to make an initial decision: Which immediate causes seem 
to be important? Which underlying causes seem to be important? Assure 
students that they can revisit and revise their decisions throughout this lesson.
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Grow the Thinking

1.	 Briefly explain that although some human and systemic causes are 
more significant than others, historical events rarely have a single “most 
important” cause. Every event will have specific immediate causes—for 
example, a decision made by a particular individual or a very controversial 
public incident. Combined with these immediate causes are more 
fundamental influences—perhaps, a long-standing prejudice, historical 
social tensions, or economic hardships. These less direct influences are 
often referred to as underlying causes.

2.	 Assign or invite groups to examine the other causes described in Briefing 
Sheet A. Prompt groups to look for additional immediate and underlying 
causes of the Holodomor described in their chosen parts and to note these 
causes on their activity sheets.

3.	 Invite groups to share the immediate and underlying causes of the 
Holodomor that were described in their chosen parts. As groups share, 
prompt them to suggest which causes were important, reminding them to 
use the criteria for an important cause to guide their thinking.

4.	 Encourage groups to deepen their understanding of important causes of 
the Holodomor by examining causes of the Holodomor described in other 
sources. Students could add details of causes described in the sources to 
their activity sheets. Additional sources include the following:

•	 The Holodomor Source Collection: Causes: https://tc2.ca/holodomor

•	 Sources about the Holodomor: https://holodomor.ca/resources/

5.	 Invite groups to suggest three important immediate causes and three 
important underlying causes of the Holodomor. Have each group share 
their decisions and thinking. As groups share, invite students to discuss 
and think through how all the important immediate and underlying causes 
contributed to the Holodomor.

Reflect on the Thinking

1.	 Guide groups’ attention back to Activity Sheet A and the underlying and 
immediate causes of the accident. Using the ideas from the activity as a 
guide, prompt pairs of students to create a simple visual representation 
to show the relationships between immediate and underlying causes in 
causing historical events.

2.	 Invite groups to share their images with the class. For example, groups 
might create the image of a tree with deep roots or an iceberg. For an 
iceberg, suggest that the part of the iceberg above the waterline could 
symbolize immediate causes, while the biggest part of the iceberg, which 
is hidden below the water, might represent underlying causes.
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3.	 Guide students’ attention back to Activity Sheet B and the “My final 
thoughts” section on the second page. Encourage students to revisit their 
initial decisions about the important causes of the Holodomor and then use 
learning from this lesson to make a final decision.

4.	 Ask students to now create their visual representation to show the 
relationships between the important immediate and underlying causes of 
the Holodomor.

5.	 To conclude the lesson, encourage students to share their visuals with 
the class. As they share, invite them to suggest what important lessons 
for the future might be learned from studying the causes of human rights 
atrocities and genocides such as the Holodomor. Encourage students to 
consider that, although outcomes and effects can be predicted, nothing is 
inevitable, and a chain of events can be disrupted, even in situations with 
long-standing influences and causes.

Possible Extensions and Modifications

•	 Introduce students to the 10 stages of genocide. Explain that this is a 
framework used specifically for identifying causes of genocide and that, 
while the causes do not always happen in order, recognizing the earlier 
stages when they happen can warn of a potential human rights atrocity or 
genocide. After students have examined immediate and underlying causes 
of the Holodomor, invite them to sort the causes into these 10 stages. (More 
information can be found at https://museeholocauste.ca/app/
uploads/2018/12/ten_stages_genocide.pdf)

•	 Invite students to examine the important causes of other historical or 
contemporary human rights atrocities and genocides (e.g., the Rwandan 
Genocide, the Cambodian Genocide, or the Armenian Genocide). Students 
could use Activity Sheet B as a template to examine causes and then look 
for notable patterns in or similarities between their selected event and the 
Holodomor. For example, do the events share similar types of underlying or 
immediate causes (e.g., social, psychological, cultural, economic, political)? 
Guide a discussion that invites learners to critically examine patterns or 
similarities among the events, despite differences in times and locations, 
and how immediate human agency and broader systemic conditions interact 
to contribute to such events.

•	 Invite students to imagine different outcomes by creating a storyboard, 
graphic novel–style storyline, or before-and-after artwork. Ask students 
to describe early important causes (i.e., warning signs of a potential 
genocide) and then show what actions might have mitigated, minimized, 
stopped, challenged, or reversed the causes and possibly have contributed 
to alternative outcomes or events.
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Activity Sheet AThe Accident
Read the following fictional story and identify all the causes of the accident. A few examples have been included 
in the table. Then, sort the causes into two categories:

•	 immediate causes that are directly connected in time and influence to the event

•	 underlying causes that are less direct but create the conditions that make the event more likely

Just before midnight one dark and stormy night, a man called John Smith, an engine mechanic, was 
sitting in an isolated cabin in the woods. He craved potato chips and as he reached for more, he 
noticed he had none left. Glancing at his watch, he realized that he had just enough time to hop 
into his car and drive to the gas station down the road to buy more chips before it closed. As his 
car pulled out of his lane and onto the highway, it was hit by his neighbour, who, returning from 
working a double shift at the local factory, was unable to stop his car soon enough on the icy road. 
Smith was killed instantly. Later, as the townspeople were discussing the sad event, they shook their 
heads one after another and said, “We always knew that his obsession with potato chips would kill 
Smith.” It is worth noting that local officials had long been warned of the dangers of that part of 
the highway, especially in winter, and yet they seemed uninterested in doing anything about it. It 
appeared that this was because the residents of that part of the town did not have any influence with 
local authorities. Some wondered whether the neighbour who smashed into Smith would have been 
as tired as he was if the work safety laws were more faithfully enforced at the factory.

What were the causes of the accident?

The road conditions were very poor

Local officials had done little to make the road safer, even though they knew it was unsafe

Immediate Causes Underlying Causes
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Activity Sheet BExamining the Causes of the Holodomor
1.	 Use the table below to identify the immediate and underlying causes of the Holodomor.

2.	 On the next page, use the criteria for an important cause to decide which immediate and underlying causes 
were important.

What were the immediate causes of the Holodomor? What were the underlying causes of the Holodomor?
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What were the important immediate and underlying causes of the Holodomor?

My first thoughts

Important immediate causes Important underlying causes

1.

2.

3.

1.

2.

3.

My final thoughts

Important immediate causes Important underlying causes

1.

2.

3.

1.

2.

3.

Immediate causes

•	 are often the most obvious and easily identified

•	 typically occur just prior to the event in question

•	 Removal of immediate causes may not have prevented the occurrence of the event, as there may be more 
significant factors contributing to the event.

Underlying causes

•	 are usually less obvious and more difficult to identify

•	 are often a broader underlying condition, practice, or belief and not tied to a single event

•	 Removal of an underlying cause may help prevent the event from occurring.
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Briefing Sheet ACauses of the Holodomor
Between 1932 and 1933, Soviet-controlled Ukraine experienced a catastrophic human-made famine that resulted 
in the deaths of millions of people in Ukraine.

Part A
After Ukraine’s attempt to become an independent country in 1917, Ukraine was conquered by Russia’s Red 
Army and in 1922 became a part of the newly created Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (the USSR).

Under the rule of the USSR during the 1930s and after, Soviet officials, journalists, politicians, and most academics 
referred to Ukraine, or other nationalities under Soviet rule, as Russia or just Russians. Russian language and 
spellings replaced Ukrainian language and spellings for many things, including city names, since this was an 
expectation of Soviet officials and a policy of the Soviet government. 

Joseph Stalin became the leader of the USSR in 1928 and began the first of his “Five-Year Plans.” Stalin needed 
Ukraine’s farmlands to control the production and distribution of its agricultural resources (all grain, fruits, and 
vegetables) grown by Ukrainian farmers in their rich black-soil farming regions. To accomplish this the plan had 
two main parts, industrialization and collectivization:

•	 Industrialization would change the Soviet rural agricultural economy into an industrial manufacturing economy.

•	 Collectivization of farms in the countryside would do away with private ownership of property and businesses. 
All farms would be under the control and ownership of the Soviet government. Then as now, Ukraine was 
known as the “breadbasket of Europe” because it produced most of the grain in Europe.

The Soviet government took all farms away from farmers and landowners. These farms were then combined 
into state collective farms known as kolhosps. Collective farms were given strict quotas or amounts that they 
had to produce and deliver to the government. Everything that was produced would then be redistributed to 
other parts of the USSR and exported to other countries.

The processes of industrialization and collectivization were failures. The forceful seizure of private farms, 
unrealistic quotas, poor working conditions, and poor or no pay for work done did not motivate Ukrainian 
farmers to participate. In addition, the Soviet government arrested and often executed people who opposed, 
protested, and sabotaged the process. These actions eliminated the most experienced and knowledgeable 
agricultural workers from working the land.

Part B
Stalin viewed industrialization and collectivization 
as opportunities to eliminate anyone who opposed 
his vision for the USSR. To Stalin the vast numbers of 
Ukrainian farmers across the region were a political 
problem. They wanted an independent Ukraine, which 
threatened his vision for a “unified Russia.” These 
farmers were also suspicious of him because they 
wanted to maintain private ownership of their land.

The Soviet government divided the rural populations 
into three categories by class:

•	 kulaks: wealthier farmers

•	 serednyak: middle-income farmers

•	 bednyak: poor farmers

	 Soviet  propaganda 
poster  from 1930: 
“Throw the Kulaks 
Out of Your Way, the 
Sworn Enemies  of 
Collectivization”
Source: TriCollege Libraries 
Digital Collections https://
digitalcollections.tricolib.
brynmawr.edu/object /
sc9286
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Kulaks typically had the most property and resources to lose through the process of collectivization. They strongly 
opposed giving up their land, livestock, and equipment. In response, the Soviet government began to heavily 
persecute those farmers they considered kulaks along with any other opposers of their collectivization efforts.

The government’s goal was not to win over the so-called kulaks but to eliminate them entirely, many of whom 
were also the village leaders. During the late 1920s and early 1930s, Stalin led a reign of terror in which millions 
of Ukrainian farmers were deported, exiled, or executed. This led to a catastrophic loss of key agricultural 
workers and crushed the Ukrainian resistance.

Part C
At the height of the Holodomor, the USSR also introduced the Five Stalks of Grain decree. This law stated that 
“all property belonging to collective farms and cooperatives [is] equivalent to state property”. Enforcers were to 
use “repressions of the highest degree as measures of social protection against theft of kolhosp and collective 
property: execution by shooting and confiscation of all property … [up] to ten years imprisonment with the 
confiscation of all property”.

The law was ruthlessly enforced. Holodomor survivor Oleksandr Kovtun recalls “After the harvesting campaign, 
stalks of grain were left on the field. When people grazed cattle, they had no right to pick up even the grains 
lying on the ground. For this they were thrown into prison. Fields were guarded by Komsomol activists, and 
collective farm storerooms by guards. Towers were built near the fields, on which armed men stood, whose task 
was to ‘catch spies’” (Holodomor Museum 2022).

Part D: Chorna Doshka/Blacklisting
To enforce the collection of grain quotas, a system called chorna doshka or blacklisting was implemented. In 
Ukraine, one-third of all villages were blacklisted and surrounded by troops, and the villagers were prevented 
from leaving to search for food elsewhere. The chorna doshka was a form of collective punishment that included 
the following actions:

•	 Districts and collective farms that failed to meet the unrealistic grain quotas were surrounded by troops. 
Government officials would then order the removal of all manufactured products and consumer goods from 
stores, including food.

•	 The government stopped the delivery of new products to the district, demanded early repayment of loans, and 
refused to offer any new loans to the villagers.

•	 Officials would seize all personal tools, belongings, and farm animals, and the village was searched for any 
spare or hidden grain; if any was found, it was immediately seized by the state and the villagers were exiled or 
executed.

•	 Milling of grain (grinding the seeds, which produces flour for baking bread) was also banned and the millstones 
were removed or destroyed.

•	 All members of the villages within the district of a blacklisted kolhosp, regardless of their occupation or 
connection to agriculture, were condemned to die with no resources for survival when the grain quotas were 
not met. No food was allowed into the blacklisted district.

Part E: Village and Country Borders Closed
Soviet authorities also imposed severe restrictions on the movement of people and goods within Ukraine, 
preventing farmers from seeking food or assistance outside their local villages. At the end of 1932 an internal 
passport system was introduced for the city population but not for the rural villagers. It prevented farmers or 
villagers from travelling on trains to other places, such as Ukrainian cities or into Russia, to look for food. In 
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January 1933 the border between Soviet Ukraine and Russia was closed. Soviet leadership stated that its purpose 
was “to liquidate the parasites of socialism and to combat the infiltration of kulaks in cities.” Later, Soviet 
leadership instructed officials to use any means necessary to ban the large-scale departure of farmers from 
Soviet Ukraine. Roads were blocked, the selling of train tickets was suspended, and starving Ukrainians were 
forced to return to their villages, where there was nothing left to eat.

Part F
“We were trained to see the kulaks, not as human beings, but as vermin, lice, which had to be destroyed.” 
(Reflection of a member of a brigade responsible for collectivizing farms)

While the Soviet government was responsible for industrialization, collectivization, and its policies and responses 
to famine during the Holodomor, there were some ordinary people who carried out these policies. Special 
brigades were formed to enforce the collection of quotas, search homes, and guard fields. Some perpetrators 
were professionals, such as members of the government, the police, or the army. Others were village and 
regional officials such as village leaders, teachers, farmers, or Communist party members brought in from Russia 
or other parts of the USSR. These people felt they could profit or benefit from participation, advance to higher 
positions of power, obtain financial gains, or settle scores with their neighbours.

Many, however, were ordinary people living in a culture of fear, indoctrination, and obedience, who simply 
followed orders and complied with Soviet directions or watched passively as injustice took place. These people 
served as the eyes and ears of the Soviet regime, ensuring quotas were met; spying on neighbours; “protecting” 
food storehouses; searching the homes of neighbours, relatives, and co-workers; conducting trains and driving 
vehicles; and guarding border crossings and preventing the travel of individuals fleeing famine. Communist 
Party members brought in from Russia settled into the village homes of Ukrainians who had been starved to 
death, executed, or deported. Some of them returned to Russia while others stayed.

Part G
“Now we are able to carry on a determined offensive against the kulaks, to break their resistance, [and] to 
eliminate them as a class.” (Stalin, December 27, 1929)

Forced to fill government quotas, Ukrainian farmers were left with little or no food for themselves, and the 
rations provided to city dwellers were also drastically reduced, leading to widespread starvation. In attempting 
to survive, villagers were forced to eat cattle fodder, corncobs, grass, leaves, and even animals such as cats and 
dogs. The desperation of many led to an increase of theft and violence. According to demographers, at the 
height of the famine in June 1933, around 28,000 people were dying of starvation each day in Ukraine.

Because the number of deaths was overwhelming, many went undocumented. Mass graves became common 
across Ukraine. Millions of Ukrainians, primarily farmers and villagers, died from starvation, malnutrition, and 
related diseases. The exact death toll remains a subject of debate among historians and demographers, but 
conservative estimates suggest that at least 4 million died during the Holodomor, with some estimates reaching 
as high as 10 million. Despite this, Russia continued to deny the existence of this human-made famine, refused 
international aid, and exported tons of Ukrainian grain to other countries so it could earn money to support its 
industrialization efforts. International journalists could not travel outside Moscow without special permission, 
particularly to visit Ukraine. Those allowed to enter Ukraine were directed to staged model villages where they 
would see no evidence of famine, while those who dared to criticize the Soviet government were censored or 
expelled from the Soviet Union. To this day, Russia denies that the Holodomor happened.

Sources: Holodomor Museum. 2022. “‘The Law on Five Ears of Grain’ Is a Bloody Tool of the Holodomor Organizers.” 7 August. https://
holodomormuseum.org.ua/en/news-museji/the-law-on-five-ears-of-grain-is-a-bloody-tool-of-the-holodomor-organizers/.
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