
Capital Unitarian Universalist Congregation - Sun., Nov 17, 2013 

Holodomor: the Ukrainian Famine 

In 1932 Stalin committed one of the great crimes of the 20th century, starving millions of "his" 

citizens including 5 million Ukrainian peasants.  The goal of world community with peace and 

justice for all compels us to look at historical tragedies and prevent future ones. 

-- 
Prelude: "Slavonic Dance No. 10" by Dvorak 

Opening Words & Lighting the Chalice:   

Hymn: #114 “Forward Through the Ages” 

Story for all Ages: Peter, reading from “Enough” by Marsha Forchuk Skrypuch 

Recessional “Go Now in Peace” 

Joys and Concerns 

Meditation 

Hymn: #1064 “Blue Boat Home” 

Homily: “Holodomor: the Ukrainian Famine” 

Offering: with a portion to Capital Connects.  Music: "Schedryk” 

Hymn: #1028 “Fire of Commitment” 

Closing Words & Extinguishing the Chalice:   
-- 

Text: 

My links to Ukraine are distant in time but I know that half of my blood comes from that distant 

Slavic country.  My grandfather emigrated between the world wars.  My grandmother was born 

in southern Saskatchewan [Lorlie, SK] and her parents emigrated in 1902 and 1906.  All of the 

Ukrainians I’ve ever known, including all of the uncles and aunts and neighbours in southern 

Saskatchewan, are from western Ukraine.  Western Ukraine is distinct from eastern Ukraine in 

the following ways: western Ukraine was part of the Austrian Empire until 1918, and was 

dominated by Poland after 1919 [the Treaty of Versailles stripped the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

of its Ukrainian territories] until the Soviet Union took over; most Ukrainian emigrants to 

Canada from the 1890s to the 1950s came from western Ukraine; and whereas eastern Ukraine 

today is dominated by Russian speakers, western Ukraine is dominated by speakers of 

Ukrainian.  I bet you didn’t know that Ukraine is a bilingual country.  Until twenty years ago, I 

didn’t know it either.  Just as Canada has federal politicians who speak English or French with 

the opposite accent, some federal politicians in Ukraine speak Russian or Ukrainian with the 

opposite accent. 

 

Let me remind us of the Unitarian Principles - We affirm and promote… 
    The inherent worth and dignity of every person. 

    Justice, equity, and compassion in human relationships. 
    Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregation. 



    A free and responsible search for truths and meanings. 

    The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregation. 

    A responsibility to the larger community beyond ourselves. 

    Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part. 

 

Sources of Unitarian Tradition 

- The living tradition which we share draws from many sources: 

- direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which 

moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an openness to the forces which create and uphold life; 

- words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and 

structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love; etc. 

 

In the late 1920s the leadership of the Soviet Union were rabidly communist, or ‘red’.  They 

believed that all wealth must be shared equally among the people, and to that end all rich people 

must be stripped of their wealth.  Private property was not banned yet but was seriously limited.  

Owners of farms were forced to give most of their property, animals and equipment to the state 

for the creation of large ‘collective farms’.  I want to bring your minds back to Canada for a 

moment: in the Prairies until recently, 160 acres was considered the minimum size for a small 

farm.  My mom was raised on a farm of 640 acres, mostly wheat and barley.  In communist 

Russia in 1930, Moscow decided that five acres was the maximum that any peasant farmer 

would need.  Five acres.  If a farmer had 60 acres he was considered a ‘wealthy peasant’ and 

was liable to be humiliated or stripped of his land.  Farmers were allowed to keep one or two 

cows but not more.  And if a farmer had a hired hand who worked for low pay, then that farmer 

was one of the oppressors and he needed to be punished.  Obviously the farmers hated this plan, 

and they didn’t like other ideas within communism.  Therefore Moscow had to send in the army 

to back up the speeches and directives of the many enthusiastic communists who helped spread 

Moscow’s new plans. 

  In addition to the collectivization of the farms, the Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, feared 

Ukrainian nationalism.  Ukraine was the ‘breadbasket of Europe’, producing vast wheat 

harvests every autumn.  Stalin was afraid that if the Ukrainians got too strong they would try to 

separate from the Soviet Union, and the separation would weaken communism.  So Stalin 

decided on a plan to weaken Ukraine by ordering all of the wheat harvest to be given to state 

granaries rather than being kept by the farmers.  The harvest of 1932 was seized.  Peasant 



farmers were only allowed to keep a small bag of wheat and a few veggies.  It was not enough 

food.  And then winter came. 

  With no food, the people did not have the strength to go into the forests for firewood.  Their 

houses got colder and colder, as their bellies got emptier.  It was known that the cities had food, 

so many Ukrainians attempted to get to the cities.  But Stalin passed a law that confined 

Ukrainian peasants to their villages, and another law that prohibited food relief being taken 

from the cities to the villages.  Stalin signed another law, ordered that Ukrainian intellectuals be 

rounded up and sent to ‘re-education’ camps in Siberia, where they would do manual labour 

until they died.  Thousands of the best and brightest people in Ukraine were therefore taken 

away.  Stalin was not going to have an intelligentsia around to pester him with appeals to reason 

and human rights for Ukrainians. 

  The starvation began just as the winter snow arrived.  People died while crawling to the village 

centre; people died in their beds; children died of malnutrition and then parents died of 

starvation and heart-break.  Ukrainians died in their small farms while scratching snow away 

from the soil, looking scraps of turnip or a few seeds.  The cemeteries overflowed, so pits were 

dug for the bodies of the starved people.  In early 1933 there were not enough people to do the 

burying, so bodies were left where they died.  Entire villages died.  When spring came there 

was nobody strong enough to plant new crops, and there were no seeds anyhow.  By summer it 

was clear that there would be no great harvest in the fall.  Stalin got reports of this, and he 

assumed that the Ukrainians were hiding all the food.  So he increased the repressions, killing 

and displacing more Ukrainians, and giving the abandoned farms to ethnic Russians. 

  The Ukrainian word ‘Holodomor’ directly means ‘death by starvation’.  In the case of 1932-

1933 in Ukraine, the Holodomor directly killed four million Ukrainians.  Four million.  The 

population of Vancouver and all of its surrounding cities.  On average, during the Holodomor 

1000 people died per hour for seventeen months.  Four million Ukrainians. 

  And that terrible tragedy is what Ukrainians around the world will commemorate next 

Saturday. 

 

The twentieth century was the century of genocide.  Genocide is a crime against humanity.  

Genocide is the crime of targeting a nation’s people with the aim of rubbing out an entire nation 



or culture.  The 20
th
 century tragedies include the Turkish genocide of Armenia, Nazi Holocaust 

of 6-million Jews, Nazi genocide of 3.3-million Soviet POW’s, Khmer Rouge genocide (mass 

killing of ideologically suspect groups; approximately 1.7 million Cambodians between 1975–

1979, including deaths from slave labour), Rwandan genocide (mass slaughter of the Tutsis by 

the Hutus that took place in 1994; over 500,000 killed),  Srebrenica Genocide (the July 1995 

killing of more than 8,000 Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims), mainly men and boys, in and around 

the ‘safe area’ town of Srebrenica during the Bosnian War), the Three Years of Great Chinese 

Famine in the People's Republic of China between the years 1958 and 1961 (drought, poor 

weather, and the policies of the Communist Party of China contributed to the famine, although 

the relative weights of the contributions are disputed due to the Great Leap Forward; scholars 

have estimated the number of famine victims to be between 20 and 43 million), and the Soviet 

genocide in the Ukrainian SSR and adjacent Cossack territories in 1932 and 1933. 

Such a crime has fuzzy edges, though.  The Great Chinese Famine of 1958 to 1961 was largely 

perpetrated by one class of people against other classes of people, within the same nation and 

ethnicity.  So were the 30-million Chinese the victims of a genocide?  In 1995, there were 

‘only’ 8000 Bosniak victims at Srebrenica…not a very effective wiping out of an entire 

nation… so was it properly a genocide?  Historian Timothy Snyder [Professor of History at 

Yale University] asserts that in 1933 "Joseph Stalin was deliberately starving Ukraine" through 

a "heartless campaign of requisitions that began Europe's era of mass killing".  Snyder argues 

the Soviets themselves "made sure that the term genocide excluded political and economic 

groups". Thus the Ukrainian famine can be presented as "somehow less genocidal because it 

targeted a class, peasant farmers [kulaks], as well as a nation, Ukraine."  If members of a social 

class are wiped out, is it any less a genocide?  These are questions for the courts.  There is one 

question that is for us: how many state-sponsored killings are too many? 

 
(The statistical distribution of famine's victims among the ethnicities closely reflects the ethnic distribution of 

the rural population of Ukraine. Moldavian, Polish, German and Bulgarian population that mostly resided in the 

rural communities of Ukraine suffered in the same proportion as the rural Ukrainian population. [Kulchytsky & 

Yefimenko 2003, pp. 63–72]) 

 



On 10 November 2003 at the United Nations twenty-five countries including Russia, Ukraine 

and United States signed a joint statement on the seventieth anniversary of the Holodomor with 

the following preamble: 

    In the former Soviet Union millions of men, women and children fell victims to the cruel 

actions and policies of the totalitarian regime. The Great Famine of 1932–1933 in Ukraine 

(Holodomor), took from 7 million to 10 million innocent lives and became a national tragedy 

for the Ukrainian people. In this regard we note activities in observance of the seventieth 

anniversary of this Famine, in particular organized by the Government of Ukraine. 

    Honouring the seventieth anniversary of the Ukrainian tragedy, we also commemorate the 

memory of millions of Russians, Kazakhs and representatives of other nationalities who died of 

starvation in the Volga River region, Northern Caucasus, Kazakhstan and in other parts of the 

former Soviet Union, as a result of civil war and forced collectivisation, leaving deep scars in 

the consciousness of future generations. 

 

What can we do?  I want you to put your thinking caps on because in a minute I’m going to ask 

you an open question.  Our Unitarian principles and sources call us to stand up to systems of 

oppression and to support the interdependent web.  How can we do that in the face of state-

sponsored genocide?  How could we at Capital have stopped or slowed the Rwandan genocide?  

Are the forces of genocide simply too large?  What can Unitarians in Victoria do? 

[a good discussion happened here] 

 

Finale: next Saturday morning, November 23
rd

, 2013 there will be a Holodomor memorial 

service at Cadboro Bay United Church, at 11 a.m. for two hours.  A very light lunch will be 

served.  All are welcome. 

-- 

Post-script: 

I was advised to read “It Was a Long Time Ago, and It Never Happened Anyway: Russia and 

the Communist Past,” (2012) by David Satter of Johns Hopkins University. Here are some 

excerpts: 

 

[page 220] Of all the crimes committed by the Soviet Union, none was more terrible than the 

famine. The grain crop in 1932 was sufficient to avoid widespread starvation, but large amounts 



of grain were lost during the harvest because dekulakization had deprived the countryside of its 

best workers, and the peasants had destroyed their draft animals rather than turn them over to 

the collective farms. When the state imposed draconian quotas for grain, the peasants were 

seized by a fear of famine and began to resist the removal of grain from their villages by any 

means, including theft. The government reacted by requisitioning virtually the entire harvest. 

Local Communist activists, with the help of volunteers from the cities, scoured cellars, attics, 

barns, and holes in the ground and confiscated not only hidden grain but all reserves. At the 

same time, military units prevented the peasants from leaving their villages, which in many 

cases was their only hope of survival. The result was the greatest catastrophe the Ukrainian 

countryside has ever seen. […] Stalin and the Soviet leadership refused even to acknowledge 

that a famine was taking place. […] In the end, the famine devastated all of the principal grain-

growing regions of the Soviet Union, including Ukraine, the North Caucasus, the lower and 

middle Volga region, the central black earth zone, Kazakhstan, western Siberia, and the 

southern Urals. But its impact was greatest in Ukraine, where resistance to collectivization had 

been particularly strong. It left a wound in Ukraine that is felt to this day. […] 

 

In 1993 Leonid Kravchuk, the president of Ukraine, referred to the famine as an act of 

“genocide against one’s own people” but “directed from a different centre.” It was only in 1998, 

however, under pressure from nationalist deputies and the Ukrainian diaspora, that Leonid 

Kuchma, Kravchuk’s successor, established the fourth Saturday in November as a day of 

commemoration for the victims of the famine. […] 

 

…A leading Ukrainian historian, Stanislav Kulchytsky, said that it was necessary to draw a 

distinction between the famine that affected large parts of the Soviet Union in 1932-33 and was 

the result of the attempts to force the pace of economic transformation, and the terror famine in 

Ukrain and the Kuban region (which was 75 percent ethnic Ukrainian). The latter, he argued, 

was a carefully organized mass crime intended to destroy Ukrainian national aspirations. […] 

 

Kulchytsky’s argument was supported by Vladimir Vasilenko, another Ukrainian historian. 

Vasilenko said that the greatest resistance to the Soviet collectivization of agriculture was in 

Ukraine. Though spontaneous and disorganized, this resistance had the potential to turn into a 

national uprising. The terror famine was a “preventive, punitive operation” intended to prevent 

such an uprising. […] 

 

In response to the Ukrainian arguments, Russian historians have insisted that the famine was 

not directed against Ukrainians. Viktor Kondrashin writes that [...] there are no documents 

testifying to an intention to destroy Ukrainians by famine. […] 

 

On November 22, 2008, Ukraine commemorated the seventy-fifth anniversary of the famine 

and dedicated a memorial. In his speech at the ceremony in Kiev, Yushchenko called the famine 

“a well-planned act of genocide.” At the peak of the Holodomor, he said, twenty-five thousand 

people died every day. “Stalin wanted to break the spine of the Ukrainians who were the second 

largest ethnic group in the empire and potentially the biggest threat to it.” Russian president 

Dimitri Medvedev was invited to attend the ceremonies but declined. [etc] 



-- 

[Wiki] Canada: The first public monument to the Holodomor was erected and dedicated in 1983 

outside City Hall in Edmonton to mark the 50th anniversary of the famine-genocide. Since then, 

the fourth Saturday in November has in many jurisdictions been marked as the official day of 

remembrance for people who died as a result of the 1932–33 Holodomor and political 

repression. 

On 22 November 2008, Ukrainian Canadians marked the beginning of National Holodomor 

Awareness Week. Citizenship, Immigration and Multiculturalism Minister Jason Kenney 

attended a vigil in Kiev. In November 2010, Prime Minister Stephen Harper visited the 

Holodomor memorial in Kiev, although Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych did not join 

him. 

On 9 April 2009 the Province of Ontario unanimously passed bill 147, "The Holodomor 

Memorial Day Act", which calls for the fourth Saturday in November to be a day of 

remembrance. This was the first piece of legislation in the Province's history to be introduced 

with Tri-Partisan sponsorship: the joint initiators of the bill were Dave Levac, MPP for Brant 

(Liberal Party); Cheri DiNovo, MPP for Parkdale–High Park (NDP); and Frank Klees, MPP for 

Newmarket–Aurora (PC). MPP Levac was made a chevalier of Ukraine's Order of Merit. 

On 2 June 2010 the Province of Quebec unanimously passed bill 390, "Memorial Day Act on 

the great Ukrainian famine and genocide (the Holodomor)". 

On 25 September 2010, a new Holodomor monument was unveiled at St. Mary's Ukrainian 

Catholic Church, Mississauga, bearing the inscription "Holodomor: Genocide By Famine in 

Ukraine 1932–1933" and a section in Ukrainian bearing mention of the 10 million victims. 

A monument to the Holodomor has been erected on Calgary's Memorial Drive, itself originally 

designated to honour Canadian servicemen of the First World War. The monument is located in 

the district of Renfrew near Ukrainian Pioneer Park, which pays tribute to the contributions of 

Ukrainian immigrants to Canada. [end Wiki] 

-- 

Karl Marx, (1818-1883) was a German philosopher, economist, sociologist, historian, 

journalist, and revolutionary socialist. Marx's work in economics laid the basis for the current 

understanding of labour and its relation to capital, and has influenced much of subsequent 

economic thought. He published numerous books during his lifetime, the most notable being 

The Communist Manifesto (1848) and Das Kapital (1867–1894).  Marx's theories about society, 

economics and politics hold that human societies progress through class struggle: a conflict 

between an ownership class that controls production and a dispossessed labouring class that 

provides the labour for production. He called capitalism the "dictatorship of the bourgeoisie," 

believing it to be run by the wealthy classes for their own benefit; and he predicted that, like 

previous socioeconomic systems, capitalism produced internal tensions which would lead to its 

self-destruction and replacement by a new system: socialism. He argued that class antagonisms 

under capitalism between the bourgeoisie and proletariat would eventuate in the working class' 

conquest of political power in the form of a dictatorship of the proletariat and eventually 

establish a classless society, socialism or communism, a society governed by a free association 

of producers. Along with believing in the inevitability of socialism and communism, Marx 

actively fought for their implementation, arguing that social theorists and underprivileged 



people alike should carry out organised revolutionary action to topple capitalism and bring 

about socio-economic change.  [Wiki] 

-- 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ukrainian_Orthodox_Church_of_Canada 

-- 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ukrainian_Orthodox_Church_of_Canada

