
Teaching and Learning About Human 
Rights Atrocities and Genocide: 

The Holodomor in Ukraine

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 should all people in Canada understand 
about the Holodomor?

Lesson Question	 What should all people in Canada understand about the Holodomor?

Lesson Challenge	 Use words and images to describe at least three significant details about the Holodomor that 
should be known by everyone in Canada.

Lesson Summary	 In this lesson, students examine collections of primary and secondary sources describing the 
causes, events, people, and places of the Holodomor and then use the criteria of historical 
significance to guide the selection of at least three aspects of or details about the Holodomor 
that should be known by everyone in Canada.

Lesson Materials

Activity Sheet A: Identifying Important Aspects of the Holodomor (one copy for each student)

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

Online video: “Holodomor: The Ukrainian Famine of the 1930s (10 
Things Everyone Should Know About Ukraine)” Six-minute video by the 
Ukrainian Institute London by Dr. Daria Mattingly: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=3-ayvbVhTsk

Briefing Sheet B: Consequences of the Holodomor (one copy for each small group of students)

Briefing Sheet C: The United Nations Genocide Convention (optional extension activity)

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 historical significance and cause and 
consequence—the historical thinking concepts used in this lesson—can be found at the following 
webpage:

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

•	 If the concept of historical significance is new to students, you may want to use the “Consider 
Significance” lesson prior to beginning this lesson inquiry: https://tc2.ca/application/
files/9816/8012/2916/Consider_significance.pdf
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Suggested Activities

Start the Thinking

1.	 Begin by inviting students to reflect on their lives: which events, people, 
and places were the most important? Ask them to write down a few 
examples and share with a partner.

2.	 Invite the class to think about the relative importance of the events that 
they thought of by posing questions such as these:
•	 Which of their important events that they selected should be known by 

all Canadians?
•	 What reasons or criteria did they use to decide which of their events, 

people, and places should be known by everyone?

3.	 As students share their decisions, use their ideas to co-develop or present 
the criteria for historical significance, the criteria that can help us decide 
what details from the past should be known by everyone. Events, people, 
ideas, and places can be important or significant if they have:
•	 Prominence at the time: Significant events, people, ideas, and places are 

often noticed as being important at the time. This aspect of significance 
can be assessed by deciding how important the events, people, ideas, 
and places were at the time.

•	 Profound consequences: Significant events, people, ideas, and places 
will often have profound or notable consequences and effects. This 
aspect of significance can be assessed by examining the depth, breadth, 
and duration of impacts and effects.

•	 Important lessons or themes: Significant events, people, ideas, and places 
can help teach important lessons or reveal themes or issues. This aspect 
of significance can be assessed by thinking about how the events, people, 
ideas, or places might help us better understand something, or how they 
provide guidance about how we might think and act now and in the future.

	 Consider noting and displaying the criteria for use later in this lesson.

4.	 Guide students’ attention back to their lists of events, this time inviting 
them to use the criteria to decide which events were the most significant or 
important. Continue the discussion by exploring reasons why events such 
as personal birthdays wouldn’t be included in the curriculum. How might 
they decide what all Canadians should know about an event such as the 
Holodomor?

5.	 Introduce the lesson question and briefly explain that the lesson challenge 
is to choose at least three significant details about the Holodomor that 
everyone in Canada should understand.

Grow the Thinking

1.	 Organize into small groups (two to three students) and provide each group 
with at least one copy of Briefing Sheet A (Causes of the Holodomor). 
Provide each student a copy of Activity Sheet A (Identifying Important 
Aspects of the Holodomor).
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2.	 Invite groups to view the brief online video “Holodomor: The Ukrainian 
Famine of the 1930s (10 Things Everyone Should Know About Ukraine).” 
Ask groups to listen for any details about the Holodomor as they watch 
the video. Prompt students to note these aspects or details in the left-hand 
column of their activity sheets.

3.	 Invite groups to share at least one of the details noted on their activity 
sheets. As they share, guide them in using the criteria to describe the 
importance of their selected details. For example, students might note 
that “Everything that the peasants owned was taken away by the state 
and peasants were starving” (found at 0:26 of the video). This detail 
is important because it describes the profound consequences of the 
Holodomor, and students could select that criterion. Continue examining 
details from the video that students noted on their activity sheets.

4.	 Prompt groups to identify additional details and aspects of the Holodomor 
from other sources that describe the causes, events, people, places, and 
consequences of the Holodomor. Encourage students to note details on 
their activity sheets and to use the criteria for significance to guide their 
descriptions of why the details or aspects were important. Students could 
use additional sources including the following:
•	 Briefing Sheet A: Causes of the Holodomor
•	 Briefing Sheet B: Consequences of the Holodomor
•	 The Holodomor Source Collections found at: https://tc2.ca/holodomor
•	 information from other sources, including the other lessons in this 

collection of teaching and learning resource

5.	 Invite groups to share the aspects and details of the Holodomor that they 
examine with the class. As they share their decisions and their thinking, 
guide a class discussion by posing questions such as the following:
•	 Are there any important commonalities among the details and aspects?
•	 What was notable at the time that the Holodomor occurred?
•	 What are the significant impacts and effects of the Holodomor?
•	 What important aspects or details about the Holodomor should 

everyone in Canada know?

Reflect on the Thinking

1.	 Guide students’ attention to the bottom of the second page of their 
activity sheet. Direct students to reflect on all the details and aspects of 
the Holodomor that they explored during this lesson. Prompt students to 
respond to the lesson question and challenge by making a decision: Which 
three important details or aspects of the Holodomor should all people in 
Canada know? Remind students to use the criteria to guide their decision 
making.

2.	 Invite students to share their decisions and thinking with the class. As 
students share, guide a discussion about the importance of learning about 
human rights atrocities such as the Holodomor. Consider posing questions 
such as the following:
•	 Why should everyone in Canada know about the Holodomor? Why 

should we study the Holodomor and other human rights atrocities?
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•	 What important lessons can be learned from past human rights 
atrocities?

•	 What important themes or issues might the study of the Holodomor and 
other human rights atrocities reveal?

3.	 Encourage students to complete their response to the lesson challenge 
by using words, images, or both in a representation or presentation that 
describes the three important details or aspects of the Holodomor that 
should be known by all people in Canada.

Possible Extensions and Modifications

•	 Invite students to decide which details or aspects of the Holodomor might 
match or correspond to the five conditions described in Article II of the 
United Nations Genocide Convention (included in Briefing Sheet C). After 
they examine Article II, prompt students to suggest why some people and 
countries continue to deny that the Holodomor was genocide, even though 
it clearly meets the conditions of Article II.

•	 Encourage students to decide which of the 10 stages of genocide their 
selected important aspects and details of the Holodomor might match or 
correspond with. Information about the 10 stages of genocide can be found 
at https://museeholocauste.ca/app/uploads/2018/12/ten_stages_genocide.
pdf.

•	 Introduce students to preventative measures for early stages of genocide 
and preview strategies for the prevention of later stages, including denial. 
Students could then design a personal course of action that aligns with at 
least one of the prevention strategies for a current potential human rights 
atrocity or a plan to further their understanding of past human rights 
atrocities.

•	 Students’ presentations and representations could be displayed during 
Genocide Awareness Month (every April). Holodomor Remembrance Day 
in Schools is April 16th annually.
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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 meet 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
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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 

	 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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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 
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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Briefing Sheet BConsequences of the Holodomor

Part A: Overview of the Consequences of the Holodomor
Between 1932 and 1933, Soviet-controlled Ukraine experienced a catastrophic human-made famine, which 
resulted in the deaths of millions of Ukrainians.

Joseph Stalin assumed leadership of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1924 following the death of 
Vladimir Lenin. Once in power, Stalin began the first of his Five-Year Plans, which focused on achieving two goals: 
industrialization and collectivization. Industrialization would transform the USSR’s rural and agriculturally based 
economy into one based upon industrial manufacturing. Collectivization would eliminate private ownership 
of property and businesses in order for them to be controlled collectively by the USSR government. Known as 
the “breadbasket of Europe,” Ukraine would serve as a key area for collectivization of agriculture for Stalin. 
Collectivization would allow the Soviet government to control both the production and distribution of the 
agricultural resources from fertile farming regions of Ukraine.

Independent farms were seized by the Soviet government and combined into state collective farms known 
as kolhosps. Collective farms were given strict quotas or amounts that they had to meet and deliver to the 
government for redistribution. The process was a failure. Unattainable quotas, poor compensation, and a lack 
of support provided little motivation for peasants to participate, while the harsh responses of the government 
toward those who opposed, protested, and sabotaged the process often eliminated the most experienced and 
knowledgeable agricultural workers from working the land.

The USSR’s policies of industrialization and collectivization had disastrous consequences for Ukrainians, including 
the following:

•	 Farms owned by Ukrainians were seized by the Soviet government and combined into state collective farms 
known as kolhosps.

•	 Land that had been farmed by individual families for generations was taken by Soviet leadership for collective 
farms.

•	 Ukrainians who protested the taking of their property and resources were persecuted, deported, or killed. These 
actions eliminated the most experienced and knowledgeable agricultural people from working the land.

•	 Any food that was produced on the collective farms was taken away and sent to Soviet workers. Other food 
produced in Ukraine was sold to other countries to earn money to pay for the industrialization of the USSR.

•	 Despite living in a region known as the “breadbasket of Europe,” Ukrainians were left with little food for 
themselves. People in villages were forced to eat cattle feed, corncobs, grass, or even animals such as cats and 
dogs.

•	 Deportations forced individuals from their communities, and hundreds of thousands of others left their homes 
out of desperation, searching urban centres for the possibility of food.

•	 At the height of the famine in June 1933, 28,000 people were dying each day in Ukraine. The tragedy was 
so overwhelming that the deaths of many people were not recorded or documented. Mass graves became 
common across the country.

•	 Approximately 3.9 million Ukrainians died of starvation, malnutrition, and related diseases during the 
Holodomor.

•	 Tens of thousands of Ukrainian religious and political leaders, intellectuals, artists, and teachers were deported 
from Ukraine. Others were executed. Removing or killing these people allowed the Soviet government to take 
more actions to eliminate Ukrainian culture and crush Ukrainian pride and nationalism.
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•	 Celebrating Ukrainian birth, marriage, and burial traditions was not allowed. Families were even forbidden 
from saying goodbye to relatives who were deported and sent away from Ukraine.

•	 All Ukrainian newspapers and magazines had to be published in Russian. Ukrainian schools were required to 
teach Russian as the main language.

•	 Any Ukrainians who were found to be “disloyal” were forced from their property. Their land was given to 
farmers who moved from poorer areas of Russia.

•	 In August 1932, the Soviet government introduced the “Law of Five Stalks of Grain.” Under this law, any 
Ukrainian who was accused of taking even small amounts of grain from collective farms to feed themselves or 
their family would face severe punishment. Brigades that enforced this law would enter villages and thoroughly 
search the homes and property of all community members. If they discovered even a small amount of grain 
more than what was allowed, the accused faced immediate consequences. Punishments could include large 
fines, confiscation of property, imprisonment, or execution.

•	 Food shortages and famine caused some people to turn against their neighbours and friends. Some Ukrainians 
spied on neighbours, and others searched, confiscated, and destroyed property for the Soviet government.

•	 The Soviet government encouraged denunciations and rewarded anyone who reported people who were 
resisting Soviet rules. For example, anyone who told where a neighbour had hidden food would receive 10–15 
percent of that food.

•	 The Holodomor caused significant trauma for individuals and communities throughout Ukraine.

•	 There was a significant increase in suicide rates, including among children. Rates were particularly high for 
women, especially among those who had lost a husband or children during the famine.

•	 There was an increase in looting and theft, including the taking of items from people who had died.

•	 The profound trauma of those who survived the Holodomor had lasting consequences. This trauma of the 
Holodomor discouraged many Ukrainian survivors from sharing their experiences.

•	 Many Soviet histories deny the existence of the Holodomor. Strict censorship kept full histories from being 
published and shared, preventing Ukrainians from openly addressing the trauma they had experienced.

•	 It would take decades for Ukraine to recover from the effects of the Holodomor. It also took many years for 
communities to regrow and for the country to rebuild its cultural and intellectual foundations.

•	 The Holodomor prompted many Ukrainians to feel significant resentment toward and hatred for the USSR.

•	 The Holodomor encouraged, in the long term, increased Ukrainian patriotism.

Part B: Sources Describing the Consequences of the Holodomor

Source 1: “There Is No Bread”
Excerpts from Gareth Jones, Sunday American and Los Angeles Examiner, January 13, 1935. https://www.garethjones.org/soviet_articles/
hearst2.htm

The snow lay deep around as I began my tramp through the villages of the North Ukraine, the part of Russia 
[Soviet Ukraine] which once fed Europe and was known as the granary of the world. … The first words I heard 
were ominous, for an old peasant woman moving with difficulty along the track answered my greeting with 
that phrase, “Hleba nietu” (“there is no bread”).

“For two months we have had no bread here,” she added in that deep crying voice which most of the peasant 
women had. “Many are dying in the village. Some huts have potatoes, but many of us have only cattle fodder 
left, and that will only last another month.” She moved away and I stood watching her bent, ugly, tragic figure 
outlined against the snow.
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The next village to which I came had an unearthly quietness about it and it was long before I came upon any 
living being. From him I had the same wail: “There is no bread.” And he added another phrase which I was 
destined to hear frequently, and that was: “Vse pukhly,” or “all are swollen.” I noticed then that some of the 
peasants I saw had their hands swollen, and they told me that was a result of the lack of food.

I tramped on and was struck by the absence of cattle and of horses. There were a few cows and a few horses, 
but they were miserable, scraggy animals covered with hideous sores which were revolting to the eye.

When I had reached another village I asked where the cattle had disappeared, and my question brought anger 
and despair to the group of peasants who stood outside a well-built hut. “Our cattle has had a curse upon it,” 
they declared. “The cows are now dying off because we cannot feed them, where are we to obtain the fodder? 
And shall we starve in order that our cattle may live? It is we who have to eat cattle fodder these days.” A 
peasant entered the hut and came out with a coarse hard red beet. “That’s the only food we have in this village, 
except for a few fortunate people who have some potatoes. And that’s the food we used to give to the cattle. 
It is a sad day when we farmers from the land of the Ukraine, which used to feed the world, and which used to 
be a sea of golden grain, have nothing more to eat than cattle beets.”

Source 2: The Survivor Story of Ivan Vasylovych, born in 1925
Excerpt from The Famine of 1933 https://holodomor.ca/letters/korupii-ivan/

The events of 1932–1933 left terrible recollections in my memory. I was only 7–8 years old at that time.

The winter was very cold. There was too little wood, and most people fueled the furnaces and ovens with straw. 
Hunger and malnutrition became obvious in the spring. Across the village a massive famine began. People died 
from hunger.

In order to survive somehow, father began to grind up the remnants from corncobs, and mama would make 
pancakes from this. The little ones could not eat it, and father started bleeding. Mother brought her [wedding] 
rings and gold earrings to the Torgsin [government hard currency store], which she exchanged for several 
kilograms of various cereals, which lasted for a few days. Sometime near the end of April, our cow gave birth, 
and our salvation from starvation began on account of a glass of fresh milk.

Mother tried to make pancakes from “horse sorrel” [sometimes called Asiatic Dock], but I couldn’t eat these. 
The adults managed to eat them because they had to, and still I had to go to work on the collective farm. At 
this time, the draining of swamped fields was going on. For this difficult work they issued half a loaf of bread, 
which men carried home to their children and wives.

One time, an acquaintance of mama’s named Masha gave her meat, saying that it was from a rabbit her brother-
in-law had killed. But we did not rush to eat this meat; mama knew that Masha Havryliukova was starving 
terribly and that they didn’t have any rabbits. Then, our neighbour Semklita Puzenko suggested that we figure 
out whether this was rabbit or dog meat. If it was rabbit, then her dog Nerka would pounce on it; if it was dog 
meat, then the dog would ignore it.

They placed the meat on paper in the road and unleashed Nerka, who ran right past the piece of meat without 
glancing at it. That’s how it was revealed that this was dog meat.

They sent me to return the meat to Masha. I ran quickly to the hut at the end of the village. The door was shut, 
the hut was dark. I became scared because I knew that her brother was a bandit and really bad man. I put down 
the piece of dog meat near the door and ran back. There was a commotion going on at home as they were 
worried that these starving people could kill me and eat me. My father and mother were already running to 
meet me.
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Source 3: Impacts on Communities
Excerpts from Valentina Kuryliw, Holodomor in Ukraine, The Genocidal Famine 1932–33: Learning Materials for Teachers and Students (CIUS 
Press, 2018)

All told, incidents of flight in these oblasts have been registered in 74 raions, 721 villages, and 228 collective 
farms. A total of 31,693 individuals and 2,789 families have left. Among them: 10,539 individual collective 
farmers and 1,262 collective farm families, 19,203 individual private farmers and 1,131 private farm families, 
1,823 individual kulaks and 396 kulak families and 126 Party activists.

In most cases, the incidents of flight can be attributed to the search for work. The fact that malicious non-
deliverers of grain prevail among those fleeing is evidence that this exodus is from the countryside. Some of 
those fleeing from their villages take their families along, boarding up their houses and hiding their grain 
reserves with neighbors and relatives. Some of those fleeing from the villages have buried their grain in the 
ground. In some villages, those fleeing are primarily the heads of families. Most of those fleeing their villages 
are headed to Donbas and large industrial centers. The exodus of collective farmers is occurring on a much lower 
scale than the flight of private farmers.

There are also incidents of village council and collective farm chairmen, including “communists,” leaving their 
villages without permission. “Communists” are fleeing from their villages because they are afraid of facing 
repressions for the sabotage of grain procurement and failure to perform the tasks set by the Party. Inspections of 
the Lozova and Sumy railway junctions in Kharkiv oblast, where flight from villages is particularly large in scale, 
showed high ticket sales for long-distance trains in January this year: 16,500 tickets were sold at Lozova station and 
15,000 at Sumy station in January. The growth of ticket sales has also been observed at the Pomoshchna station.”

The orchestrated famine wiped out millions of nationally-conscious Ukrainians. The Soviet regime prevented 
families and individuals from processing both personal and national grief, as for more than 70 years, Ukraine 
could not address the trauma openly. The problems of today are rooted in the past atrocities and destruction 
of the spiritual, intellectual and cultural life of successive generations of Ukrainians since the 1930s. Will 
acknowledgement by the world community of the Ukrainian genocide ease the effects of the trauma? The 
Holodomor is not only an event in Ukraine’s past—it is an event in its present and its future.

Source 4: Letter from the student Buczak, January 12, 1934, delivered to the Polish consulate in Kyiv
Excerpt from Robert Kuśnierz, ​Pomór w “Raju Bolszewickim” (2009), 141–42. Translated by Bohdan Klid.

Kyiv, 12 January 1934

The spring of 1933 will be remembered by grandchildren and great grandchildren. Workers who could not find 
work were also dying of hunger in the cities of Ukraine. In 1933 there was a series of layoffs in enterprises. 
Laid off workers were deprived of ration cards for bread, swelled from hunger, and died. Many also died of 
hunger in hospitals and prisons. Bodies were removed from prisons and hospitals by freight trucks. Families of 
the deceased were not informed, and no one asked the names or titles [of the deceased]. Parents who received 
miserly wages were unable to feed their children; [hence] they took them to the bazaars and abandoned them 
there. They froze from cold and hunger [​sic]. Some of them were taken by orphanages, but this was only a 
tactical game on the part of the authorities. To avoid embarrassment, the authorities removed them from public 
view. [However] in the orphanages [the children] were also starved and died all the same.

Source 5: The recollections of Semen Ovechka and Vitalii Portnykov
Excerpts from “How does the Holodomor influence Ukraine today?” Ukraïner, November 2, 2020. https://www.ukrainer.net/
holodomor-influence-ukraine/

“At first, they announced that wealthy farmers were enemies of the state. Later on, they announced that poor 
farmers were also enemies. The rich ones were called “kurkul” and those less wealthy were called “pidkurkulnyk” 
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(a person who supported a kurkul). Then they came with expropriations to the poor farmers. So it was their 
system—gradually go after each social group. I think their final goal was Ukraine as the whole; they wanted to 
break the country’s resistance, to turn Ukrainians into slaves so that they could get from them whatever they 
wanted. I think they really wanted to bring Ukraine to its knees.” — Semen Ovechka

“People became more careful and way more selfish. It became clear that personal survival was of the greatest 
importance. Obviously, survival had the same significance in the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century for 
many other nations. However, this tendency began to change. In Ukraine, it hasn’t changed to this day. Survival 
remains to be a core value for the majority of our fellow citizens. It is also true for Ukrainians who were born 
after Ukraine proclaimed its independence.” — Vitalii Portnykov, journalist

Source 6: Famine Testimony of Tatiana Pawlichka
Congressional testimony presented before the United States Ukraine Famine Commission in Washington DC, October 8, 1986. Excerpts from 
Valentina Kuryliw, Holodomor in Ukraine, The Genocidal Famine 1932–33: Learning Materials for Teachers and Students (CIUS Press, 2018) 
https://education.holodomor.ca/teaching-materials/memoir/ 
http://www.sharethestory.ca

In 1932, I was 10 years old, and I remember well what happened in my native village in the Kyiv region. In the 
spring of that year, we had virtually no seed. The Communists had taken all the grain, and although they saw 
that we were weak and hungry, they came and searched for more grain. My mother had stashed away some 
corn that had already sprouted, but they found that, too, and took it. What we did manage to sow, the starving 
people pulled up out of the ground and ate.

In the villages and on the collective farms (our village had two collectives), a lot of land lay fallow, because people 
had nothing to sow, and there wasn’t enough manpower to do the sowing. Most people couldn’t walk, and those 
few who could had no strength. When, at harvest time, there weren’t enough local people to harvest the grain, 
others were sent in to help on the collectives. These people spoke Russian, and they were given provisions.

After the harvest, the villagers tried to go out in the field to look for gleanings, and the Communists would 
arrest them and shoot at them, and send them to Siberia. My aunt, Tatiana Rudenko, was taken away. They said 
she had stolen the property of the collective farm. That summer, the vegetables couldn’t even ripen—people 
pulled them out of the ground—still green—and ate them. People ate leaves, nettles, milkweed, sedges. By 
autumn, no one had any chickens or cattle. Here and there, someone had a few potatoes or beets. People 
coming in from other villages told the very same story. They would travel all over trying to get food. They would 
fall by the roadside, and none of us could do anything to help. When the ground froze, they were just left lying 
there dead, in the snow; or, if they died in the house, they were dragged out to the cattle-shed, and they would 
lie there frozen until spring. There was no one to dig graves.

All the train stations were overflowing with starving, dying people. Everyone wanted to go to Russia because it 
was said that there was no famine there. Very few [of those who left] returned. They all perished on the way. 
They weren’t allowed into Russia and were turned back at the border. Those who somehow managed to get 
into Russia could save themselves.

In February of 1933, there were so few children left that the schools were closed. By this time, there wasn’t a cat, 
dog or sparrow in the village. In that month, my cousin Mykhailo Rudenko died; a month later my aunt Nastia 
Klymenko and her son, my cousin Ivan, died, as well as my classmate, Dokia Klymenko.

At that time, I remember, I had heavy, swollen legs. My sister, Tamara, had a large, swollen stomach, and her 
neck was long and thin like a bird’s neck. People didn’t look like people—they were more like starving ghosts.

The ground thawed, and they began to take the dead to the ravine in ox carts. The air was filled with the 
ubiquitous odor of decomposing bodies. The wind carried this odor far and wide. It was thus over all of Ukraine.
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Briefing Sheet CThe United Nations Genocide Convention
In 1948 the United Nations passed the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 
also known as the Genocide Convention. The Genocide Convention is an international law to describe the crimes 
of genocide. The Genocide Convention was the first human rights treaty to be passed by the General Assembly 
of the United Nations and has been signed by 150 countries.

There are 19 articles, or parts, in the Genocide Convention. The law describes genocide as a “crime committed 
with the intent to destroy a national, ethnic, racial or religious group, in whole or in part.” It states that 
countries must work co-operatively to prevent genocide and that any person or group that contributes to 
genocide should be punished. Below is Article II, which provides a definition of genocide. The United Nations 
has stated that not all of the five conditions need to be met for an action to be considered genocide.

Article II

In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to 
destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such:

(a) Killing members of the group;

(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;

(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical 
destruction in whole or in part;

(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;

(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

The full document can be found at: https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.1_Convention%20on%20
the%20Prevention%20and%20Punishment%20of%20the%20Crime%20of%20Genocide.pdf
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