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Abstract. Throughout history, famines have led to the deterioration of economic and
environmental conditions in rural and urban areas, causing both people and domestic animals to
die from malnutrition. However, histories of famine usually present them as human catastrophes
alone, minimizing the fact that the impact of famine on animals is equally profound. At the same
time that animals have suffered from hunger, they have been physically exploited for labour, in
addition to being slaughtered and consumed en masse by humans due to food scarcity. In
Ukraine, the Soviet collectivization of agriculture and dekulakization resulted in changes in
human-animal relations and the forced confiscation of livestock. The lack of sufficient fodder for
animals on both the collective farms and in households due to excessive requisitions brought
domestic animals to the brink of death. Those taken into collective farms also lacked sufficient
food, which resulted in the spread of animal epidemic diseases. Focusing on the famines of
1921-1923, 1932-1933, and 1946-1947 in Soviet Ukraine as case studies, this article examines
the impact of famine on the survival, health, and living habitats of both domestic and wild

animals, such as cats and dogs, cattle and horses, and gophers. In discussing an animal-sensitive
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history of famine, this article aims to answer three major theoretical and methodological
questions: 1) Is there a place for animals in the history of famines? 2) What has historically been
the impact of famine conditions on animals? 3) What does the history of animals in famines
reveal about famines as historical events, animal-human and human-animal relationships, and
how the dynamics of human-animal relations change in times of extreme crisis?
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Famine As a Human and Animal Catastrophe

Throughout history, famines have led to the deterioration of economic and
environmental conditions in rural and urban areas, with dramatic consequences for both people
and animals. However, histories of famine usually present famines as human catastrophes,
minimizing the equally profound impact of famine on animals is. Like humans, animals have
suffered from malnutrition and hunger in times of famine, but their suffering has been
compounded by their physical exploitation for labour, as well as their slaughter and consumption
en masse by humans due to food scarcity.

The existing consensus on whose sufferings should be prioritized in famine studies is
rooted in the history of human—animal interactions dating back to the beginnings of
domestication, when humans developed a range of methods that, as Kowner et al. argue,
“utilized both animals and animal products in [the] service of humanity” (2). The centuries-long
(western) European philosophical tradition placed humans at the epicentre of evolutionary
history. Many of the philosophical ideas and debates on animals, from Greek thinkers to writers
during the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, represent examples of ethical humanism, in

which the treatment of animals is based on the idea that human beings alone deserve special



moral consideration, while animals do not (De Mello 383). Asia offers a unique case; being one
of the major centres of domestication and having varied ecosystems for both human cultures and
animals, it became the cradle of the world’s religions and developed a set of moral teachings and
animal ethics accordingly (Kowner et al. 4). However, given the dominance of the (western)
European philosophical tradition in the contemporary humanities and social sciences, scholarship
on the history of famine tends to forget that humans, Homo sapiens, are not the only living
species to have experienced starvation or to have been impacted by famine conditions, either
directly or indirectly. In his study of humans as geological agents, Dipesh Chakrabarty argues
that, by becoming geological agents, humans created “a shared catastrophe that we have all
fallen into” (37). In aiming to introduce an animal focus to famine, as well as Ukrainian and
(eastern) European, studies, this research takes his idea further and considers famine one of many
shared catastrophes, in which both human beings and animals were on the verge of physical
survival.

In order to access the place of animals in these extraordinary circumstances, scholarship
on famine studies must see them as historical agents. David Shaw claims that “historical agency
is likely always to involve human beings, but there is also space for animals to act with people”
(146). In wartime, as he argues on the example of warhorses, animals have contributed to the
collective agency of a military force (Shaw 162). Given that agency itself can be fluid and varied
(Shaw 146), animals should be simultaneously considered agents in terms of their own capacity
and sources of human agency. This approach could also be related to the animals’ experiences
during Soviet famines, as their bodies and energy crucially contributed to the agency of human
society, simultaneously used, as they were, as sources of food and draft power and as economic

resources of state-owned collective farms and individual households.



However, in each of these cases—war- or famine-time experiences—people
subordinated animals to their multiple needs, i.e., warfare, physical survival, or the economy.
This brings to the fore the challenges of understanding animal agency, which Sandra Swart
suggests terming “animal-sensitive history” to acknowledge the impact of history and society
and challenges the instrumentalization of animals (97). The impact of human agency poses
challenges to the writing of animal histories largely based on humanly produced written, oral,
and visual records. When one of the sources of this study, state reports, “talk” about the animals
and the impact on them of famines and lack of fodder, they “speak” from a human-centric
perspective, as the animals are largely considered economic losses rather than victims of famines
and state policies per se. Although there is a long-existing hierarchy of “useful” and “non-useful”
animals in European traditional cultures, a more sensitive approach to animal sufferings is
presented in personal diaries, letters, and post-famine testimonies, in which it is clear that people
considered certain animals members of the family.

To counteract the challenges of writing animal-sensitive histories of animals during the
Soviet famines in Ukraine, this study follows the discussion of scholars from non-western
contexts who argue about the importance of temporal-geographical locatedness, or, in other
words, of awareness of place (Swart 100). The acknowledgement of the importance of place and
place-based knowledge should also be central to ongoing debates on the decolonization of the
humanities and social sciences, and (eastern) European, Ukrainian, Russian, and Soviet studies
more specifically. As a way of challenging the colonial systems of knowledge production, we
should allow a place to speak for itself, not through “imperial” or “metropolitan” intermediaries.

To initiate an exploration of these ideas, this article will focus on three historical cases

that occurred in Ukraine during the Soviet period: the famines of 1921-1923, 1932—-1933



(Holodomor), and 1946—1947. In addition to their extremely catastrophic impact on the human
population, counting around six million total human losses (Movchan; Veselova; Rudnytskyi et
al.), these famines resulted in the creation of huge pressure on the environment and animals in
particular. In aiming to initiate a discussion here, this article is constructed around three major
theoretical and methodological questions: 1) Is there a place for animals in the history of
famines? 2) What has historically been the impact of famine conditions on animals? 3) What
does the history of animals in times of famine reveal about famines as historical events, animal-
human and human-animal relationships, and how the dynamics of human-animal relations
change in times of extreme crisis? Because the goal of this paper is to write a sensitive history of
famines that is biologically, historically, and ethically inclusive, this article also discusses how to
write a shared history of famine as a catastrophe in which human and animal experiences are

interconnected and co-dependent.

Cats and Dogs

Reporting on the situation in the countryside during the famine of 19321933, the local
Ukrainian authorities acknowledged the worrisome problem: “[...] all dogs and cats are killed
and eaten, [and] dogs are stolen [by people] from each other” (Borodin et al. 1103). This might
seem to contradict the cultural traditions of the peoples of eastern Europe, where cats and dogs
are not incorporated into the traditional foodways but are considered “unclean” (Artiukh 7), but
during times of scarcity, their consumption was widespread. As the correspondence of both local
and state security authorities, physicians’ reports, and eyewitness accounts of famines illustrate,
in the course of Soviet history, the consumption of cats and dogs remained one of the survival
practices of a starving population during famines, dramatically impacting the lives of these

animals, their relationships with people and local cultures, and their own habitats.



To understand the effects of famine on these animals, one needs to analyze their place in
human and social life in pre-famine conditions, including what they were like before being
incorporated into the so-called “practices of modernity,” such as domestication practices, animal
protection movements, and zoos (Costlow and Nelson 10). In the traditional cultures of eastern
Europe, cats and dogs had a special meaning and could be found in almost every peasant
household. Their most common household function consisted in protecting the property of their
owners, either from “pests,” such as rats and mice, or from thieves. Due to their economic
importance, these domestic animals were treated as valued members of rural and urban
households, although their presence in well-to-do urban families was additionally motivated by
the aesthetic pleasure they would provide their owners.

The greater cultural importance and social value of cats and dogs could be found in the
ways that they have been represented in human language. Some of the most noticeable examples
are the use of animal names as pejoratives. Ukrainian linguists argue that phrases such as “to be
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as hungry as a dog,” “to have nothing to feed a cat,” or “to have nothing to draw a fut'ku [dog]
out from under a table” (Kniaz' 153) allude to one’s poor living conditions and situations of
scarcity (Kniaz' 154). Placing these phraseological forms in the context of famine studies
provides a background for understanding the established cultural links between cats and dogs,
food scarcity, and the state of human starvation.

A scholar of Polish history, Anna Landau-Czajka, also suggests that wars and political
turbulence impact society’s relationships with cats and domestic animals. During a social and
economic crisis, especially in times of war or famine, people would avoid keeping animals

perceived as “useless,” which were considered a burden on the household (Landau-Czajka 325).

Although this claim seems logically correct, it should be taken with caution when applied to the



situation of severe food scarcity and hunger. Under the extreme circumstances of famines, the
relationships between people and cats and dogs changed dramatically; the latter acquired
significant economic value, being treated as a valuable survival resource for a household either
eaten quickly or kept as livestock for future consumption.

Cats and dogs experienced the impact of famine almost immediately after the beginning
of a food crisis. During the Soviet famines in Ukraine, they faced three major challenges: a lack
of fodder in human households and the surrounding environment; the prospect of becoming food
for human survival; and the possibility of being killed due to the state’s campaign of fur
procurements. All of these options depended on the geographical and economic locatedness of
animals. As the food base of households shrank, cats and dogs received less and less food
because they were domestic animals and, as such, were considered less useful than cattle. The
food sources of stray animals also became scarce, as people had nothing to share with them.

Contrary to the Ukrainian and Soviet experiences of famine, the examples of other
historical famines, such as that in the late Victorian period in India, show that instead of being
eaten by people, pariah dogs would not experience extremes of starvation, as they ate the bodies
of dead children and became “fat as sheep” (Davis 34). This example to some extent corresponds
with the so-called hierarchy of lives during the siege of Leningrad in the Second World War. As
one eyewitness noted, people should quickly eat dogs that so far “haven’t been eaten —[...], or
they will eat you” (Peri 130). In this case, the logic of eating dogs was justified by the need to
protect oneself from being eaten by them. Thus, analyzing the multidimensional effects of
scarcity and famine conditions on cats and dogs, one might group them into the following
categories: (1) the experience of starvation for themselves, (2) their becoming a food source for

humans, or (3) vice versa, i.e., when they ate humans.



However, a much more common fate of cats and dogs was the prospect of their being
eaten either by their owners or by other starving people. The changes in human—animal
relationships during the period of scarcity and famine are reflected in the ways in which cats and
dogs were incorporated into the human diet. Oral testimonies of the Soviet famines in Ukraine
state that people ate them almost immediately after the hunger started. During the famine of
1921-1923, officials reported that in southern Ukraine the local population consumed carrion,
bread surrogates, and cats and dogs (Berelovich and Danilov 557). References to the absence of
cats and dogs from domestic and public spaces were numerous. As the representatives of the
state authorities lamented, during the famine of 1932—-1933, in one village, “people slaughtered
and ate all cats and dogs, and are stealing dogs from each other” (Borodin et al. 1103). State
inspections of collective farm markets revealed numerous cases of people selling meatballs made
of dogs or kholodets' [aspic] made of cat (Ulianchenko 1293). An eyewitness of the famine of
1946—-1947 recalls his family's experience of consuming a dog: “[...] one time, we managed to
catch a stray dog. We stabbed it and ate it and provided ourselves with food for several days”
(Nitochko et al. 137). Such examples of differing practices of slaughtering cats and dogs during
the famines reveal that these animals did not occupy a secondary place in households compared
to other domestic animals. Moreover, their value in survival-oriented food intake was not
substantial, as they were consumed in addition to food surrogates, carrion, and waste (Skubii,
“Food Waste and Survival”).

The changing relationships between people and cats and dogs might be revealed by
studying human emotions about food choices and practices during famines. As these sources are
constructed from a human perspective, they largely concern the enormity of human suffering,

while human emotions about the slaughtering of animals are almost untraceable. One of the rare



exceptions is the diary of a teacher from Kharkiv, Oleksandra Radchenko, who in 1933 wrote
about her ambivalent feelings toward feeding her hunting dog while many people around her
were starving: “[...] I am feeding a hunting dog, once very expensive, but now, nobody needs
her, because of the lack of fodder. He [a collective farmer] asked me to take her, saying [to me]
that they would eat her. She would need to be killed anyway, as there is no food for her. So then
it would be better if they ate her” (Faizulin 68).

Understanding the human logic behind the decision to consume domestic and stray
animals is crucial, given that the very fact of their consumption became a turning point for both
animals and people. As the control of cultural taboos was relaxed or temporarily reduced, eating
cats and dogs became a survival necessity for starving populations. In the recollections of famine
experiences, witnesses usually provided detailed explanations of when and why they consumed
these animals. In July 1933, Philip and Rosina Hauck, a German family from southern Ukraine,
sent a letter to their relatives in North Dakota explaining in detail why they would need to eat
their cat: “We have nothing but a cat, and I will butcher that today. After the cat is eaten, we are
finished. There will be nothing to eat for at least two months, when we can again make bread
from the new crop. Which of us survive until then is only a guess” (Vossler 208).

It was quite common for domestic cats and dogs, as well as livestock, to be stolen from
households by other starving people. In the Dnipropetrovs'k region during the famine of 1932—
1933, the local authorities recorded one collective farmer stealing and killing a dog belonging to
another peasant. When the latter appealed to the village council, he demanded the thief’s
punishment and requested half of his dog be returned to him as the owner (Borodin et al. 1103).

Thefts of pets were also standard during the famines of the early 1920s, as evidenced by the fact



that urban residents would lock up their beloved pets in their homes to prevent them from being
stolen by the hungry (Derman 42).

If the abovementioned practices of animal theft and consumption during the famines in
Soviet Ukraine had similarities with other historical famines, the central state procurement of
skins “harvested” from cats and dogs set the Soviet case apart. Since the end of the 1920s, the
state had established procurement quotas for the skins of different domestic and wild animals
with the goal of bringing foreign currency into the Soviet Union. Specifically, amidst the famine
of 1932-1933, in December of 1933, 726,157 dogs and 696,603 cats were “procured” for the
needs of foreign trade in Ukraine (“Lyst zastupnyka narkoma” 62). Although these numbers did
not satisfy the higher state authorities, Ukraine’s local administration had been alarmed by the
rapid growth of the population of mice (Marochko 37). The Dnipropetrovs'k regional executive
committee even prohibited these procurements completely, given the growing need to “battle”
mice as a result of the absence of cats in the countryside (“Lyst zastupnyka narkoma” 62). One
could see how the “disappearance” of one animal resulted in the “improvement” of conditions
for other living species.

During famines, both domestic and stray cats and dogs early on experienced the impact
of a reduced food base despite the difference in their physical and cultural proximity to humans.
Not only did these animals’ food base shrink, but they also came to be seen as food themselves.
Aiming to survive, starving people consumed these animals as an alternative to their normal food
source. This illustrates how famine conditions contributed to the re-evaluation of the economic,
cultural, and emotional roles of cats and dogs in society and in individual households. The

overall treatment of cats and dogs in the Soviet Union was shaped by the communist ideology of



consumption, which required that objects, things, or non-human animals serve the practical

purposes of the state, economy, and human society.

Cattle and Horses

It was not only cats and dogs that experienced the pressure of famine and the lack of a
food base. Other domestic animals, such as cattle and horses, did, too. The lack of resources to
feed domestic animals was a common problem in famines in history, which also posed a threat to
the livestock economy (Mishra 77-101). As a result, malnourished and skinny animal bodies are
instrumental elements of the imaginary of famines. An Austrian engineer, Alexander
Wienerberger, wrote a powerful caption for a photo of a starving horse that he took in 1933
while working in Kharkiv: “Auch die Tiere leiden Hunger [Even the animals are starving]”

(Wienerberger) (Figure 1).

Figure 1: An emaciated horse stands hitched to a simple hay wagon on the outskirts of the Kharkiv. The ribs and
bones of an animal are easily visible. Despite being extremely skinny and malnourished, the horse continued

working physically as usual. Photo taken by Alexander Wienerberger, Kharkiv, 1933 (Wienerberger 4).



From the early ages of human history, cattle played a crucial role in the household and
the economy, providing people with the most versatile resources and having symbolic roles in
human life and cultures (Clutton-Brock 81). In some agricultural societies influenced by
Hinduism—for instance, in India—cows are considered most sacred animals; in eastern
European cultures, they are valued as sources of monetary profit. In the territory of Soviet
Ukraine, the most significant changes in the course of their lives took place during the years of
the Soviet collectivization of agriculture. This began when the Bolsheviks came into power in
1917 and continued with the implementation of forced collectivization in the early 1920s and
more violently in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The living environments of the domestic
animals were transformed. They no longer belonged to individual households, but rather to
collective and state farms, where they became the property of the state. This not only impacted
the lives of animals but was also a decisive factor in the resilience of individual households in
the face of food crises and state policies.

In order to fully comprehend the extreme impact of famine experiences on domestic
animals and trace the changes in their relationships with people, society, and the state, this
section will examine the impact of several key factors: the health effects of famine conditions;
human survival practices; and the organization of collectivized agriculture in Soviet Ukraine.
Although these factors were common to each of Ukraine’s famines, they exacerbated in
particular during the Kazakh famine of 1931-1934, Asharshylyk. This famine occurred as a
result of multiple factors, the most important of which were Stalin’s collectivization and violent
sedentarization of pastoral society (Cameron 172—-75) and the excessive requisition of cattle and
meat procurements. This in turn made livestock a victim of Soviet “hierarchies of consumption”

(Pianciola). In both Ukraine and Kazakhstan, each period of collectivization resulted in



transformations in human-animal relations and the forced confiscation of livestock by Soviet
authorities, especially in the early 1930s. However, in Kazakhstan, it caused much more
dramatic change, forcing both human society and its animals to stop the nomadic life and settle.
To understand animal conditions during the famine of 1921-1923, one must first
comprehend the consequences of warfare, animal requisitions, and military destruction during
the First World War and the following civil war and national revolution in Ukraine, in which
populations of domestic animals were dramatically reduced. If in 1916 the numbers of horses
and cows in the area that would be since 1920 known as Zaporizhzhia province (gubernia) were
862,322 and 769,392, respectively, in 1921 they were only 178,200 and 227,618 (Kogan and
Favr 56). A similar picture could also be seen in the Katerynoslav, Mykolaiv, Odesa, and
Donets'k provinces. During the famine of the early 1920s, as the local authorities lamented, the
problem achieved “colossal scales” (Berelovich and Danilov 569). As the data for Zaporizhzhia
province shows, the number of horses fell more rapidly than that of cattle (Kogan and Favr 56).
The immediate famine victims were the younger animals due to their weaker health and lower
value to the household than grown animals (Rudnytskyi et al. 67). In Donets'k province from the
autumn of 1920 to the spring of 1921, the number of horses older than four years fell by 71%,
and those that were younger by 92% (Kogan and Favr 56). As the reports of the All-Russian
Extraordinary Commission (VChK) showed, in a village in the Odesa district, in February of
1922, of 2,000 horses, only 45 remained alive (Berelovich and Danilov 572). This could be seen
as a similar feature of the impact of famine on newborns and children of an early age, as the
demography of human losses illustrates of the example of the Holodomor (Rudnytskyi et al. 66).
This detailed analysis of livestock loss was provided by the Scientific Commission on the Study

of the Famine, with estimates showing a rapid decrease in the number of animals during the



period from the spring of 1921 to the spring of 1922, when the number of working horses went
down by 44%, pigs by 39, cows by 32, and sheep by 32 (Nitochko et al. 166).

During the famine of 1932-1933, this history repeated itself. The lack of sufficient
fodder for animals on both the collective farms and in households due to excessive requisition
brought domestic animals to the brink of death. Those taken into collective farms also lacked
sufficient food (Figure 2). As in the famines of the late nineteenth century, animals in the Soviet
famine of the 1930s were hung up on the ceilings of barns, so they would not fall due to physical
weakness (Manley). In 1932, after visiting the local agricultural artili [peasant cooperatives],
such as that in the Velykyi Burluk district of the Kharkiv region, correspondents lamented: “all
the livestock were hung on the ropes and were dying” (Lozyts'kyi 64). The situation was
desperate; one Mennonite family from south Ukraine wrote that “dozens of horses are so
malnourished that they cannot pull anything any longer, and the same with the cows, which must

be lifted so they can stand” (Vossler 164).



Figure 2: A cow confiscated from a family of P. Iemets', a farmer, during dekulakization. A woman in the right
corner, his wife, is almost kneeling behind their cow. For a cow, her further life might also be unfortunate, as
collectivized livestock faced a lack of fodder, animal diseases, and the spread of epidemics. Hryshyne district,

Donets'k region,? 1930. Photo taken by Marko Zalizniak (“Rozkurkulyuvannya selianyna P. Iemtsia™).

Despite the collectivization of livestock, some families managed to preserve their cattle.
Consequently, during the famines, the decisions that people made regarding their domestic
animals were crucial, as the loss of livestock almost meant the immediate death of their owners
from starvation, making the physical survival of livestock key to the survival of their owners—a
gauge of human life. “If only we had a cow,” wrote a German family in southern Ukraine to their

US relatives in 1933; “that would help us out of our deep need. [...] We don’t even get a drop of

2 The village of Hryshyne (TpuwuHe), today part of Pokrovs’k municipal commune, was the center of Hryshyne
district in 1924-1934.



milk. Everything is taken away” (Vossler 209). Those contemporaries who were in an
advantageous position compared to others gladly acknowledged their fortune, saying that “it is
good that we still have our cow, for we live off it” (Vossler 169). Consequently, people who
managed to live through the years of scarcity stressed that they “survived the famine because we
had a cow” (Boiko et al., Usna istoriia stepovoi Ukrainy 31). Being a nutritious and regular
source of food, cow’s milk saved many lives. Due to the value of cows as a constant source of
food and income and because milk could be traded on the market or exchanged for other food,
slaughter was the last resort for a starving family. This helps explain the smaller decrease in
cattle relative to horses during the famines. This situation is also an illustrative example of the
hierarchy of domestic animals, depending on their ability to provide a household with crucial by-
products.

This hierarchy was also motivated by the ability to use an animal as a source of labour.
As tractors were not still widespread in the 1930s, the demand for animal power to cultivate the
lands of collective farms remained significant. During the famine after the Second World War,
the situation was very similar, as tractors and other agricultural equipment were in short supply.
Yet, in many cases, people spoke in terms redolent of their experience during the Holodomor—
namely, that they survived thanks to their cows. In both famines, however, the lack of technical
equipment resulted in the use of cattle as a labour force, making cows weaker and unable to
provide enough milk to sustain their owners. Finding himself in a desperate situation, in August
1946 a retired soldier of the Soviet Army from the Mykolaiv region wrote a complaint to Mykyta
Khrushchov, then head of the Council of the Peoples Commissars (Rada narodnykh komisariv)
of Ukraine: “Grapes were taken, bread is not provided, the cow is required for a yoke, while you

need to lie and swallow” (Gorburov et al. 46). This situation shows how, faced with the pressures



of famine and war, society and the economy depended on cattle, which acquired a double
importance, used as a source of both food and labour power.

During the crop failures, the peasants would do the opposite. When they wished to save
grain as much as possible, they would sell their cattle on the market. During the crop failure of
1924 in the Kharkiv region, the province’s executive committee noticed a sharp rise in grain
prices, while beef prices went down due to the growth in its supply (“Materialy k otchetam”
345-346). During the severe food shortages, as the example of the famine of the early 1930s
shows, cattle owners made different choices, trying to protect their animals from slaughter, sale
on the market, or state requisitions.

Decisions regarding the value of cattle versus the preservation of human lives were also
made by some local authorities. Despite official regulations that required grain and seeds to be
kept specifically for feeding livestock, cases of farm administrations deciding to redistribute the
available fodder for human consumption were common. In 1932, corn sent to Ukrainian
collective farms to feed cows was commonly consumed by local peasants (“Dopovidna zapyska”
2).

As in periods of scarcity and famine, there was not enough fodder for the livestock;
especially in the winter months, the health conditions of domestic animals deteriorated
significantly. For this reason, animal diseases were prevalent and contributed to the growing
number of losses among the livestock. Given the importance of horses and cattle, the sources
documented the attempts of state authorities, the administration of collective farms,
veterinarians, and individual households to prevent the loss of livestock. Working under the
auspices of the People’s Commissariat of Land Affairs (Narodnyi komissariat zemel nykh sprav

[NKZS]), the main aim of veterinary specialists was to prevent epidemics and epizootic diseases



in livestock. In addition to the activity of the veterinary specialists, the People’s Commissariat of
Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspection sent activists to the collective farms to inspect the sanitary
situation and health condition of animals (Figure 3). In 1932, as the collectivization campaign
intensified, the veterinary institutions were called on to liquidate the most widespread of fatal
diseases among the livestock by the end of 1933, such as glanders [car; sap], a contagious horse
disease caused by the Burkholderia mallei bacterium (Timoney), and anthrax among cattle and
pigs (“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan Ukrainy v 1932 rotsi” 12).> Yet, these diseases were not
the only threats to domestic animals, as, in addition to glanders and anthrax, meningitis,
pneumonia, brucellosis, foot-and-mouth disease, scab, and smallpox were all widespread
(“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan Ukrainy v 1932 rotsi” 1-16; “Postanova Rady Narodnykh

Komisariv USRR” 57).

3 In Ukrainian and Russian, anthrax is known as the Siberian plague disease.



Figure 3. Ostapenko, a head of the Worker-Peasant Inspection, and a group of men are staying in the barn at the
collective farm “Zaporozhets'" nasal septum and the mucous membrane of the larynx and trachea, a man was
checking the symptoms of glanders, one of the most widespread diseases among horses. Lozova district, Kharkiv

region, 1934 (“Ostapenko — predsedatel”).

In February 1933, the Head of the Veterinarian Sector of NKZS reported the results of
their activity in preventing the spread of anthrax among cattle. The disease did not become
epizootic. However, according to the available data, during the first four months of 1932, 3,253
animals fell ill, 2,143 of them dying and 68 being slaughtered (“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan
Ukrainy v 1932 rotsi” 6). As the reports suggest, the prevention of the mass spread of this
disease was possible due to that mass vaccination of cattle, given that in 1931 two million
animals were inoculated (“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan Ukrainy v 1932 rotsi” 6). In addition
to anthrax, in the early 1930s pneumonia and tuberculosis presented an increased danger for
cattle, spreading massively in some regions (“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan Ukrainy v 1932
rotsi” 7). However, as the reports also showed, the biggest obstacle to implementing preventive
measures was the lack of funding, resulting in significant shortages of medicines, disinfectants,
and medical instruments (“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan Ukrainy v 1932 rotsi” 10).

As the situation with fodder became more difficult during the famine years, the number
of malnourished and weak animals grew. In addition to infectious diseases, they also suffered
from those caused by insects. On January 10, 1932, the Veterinarian Sector of NKZS of Ukraine
issued an instruction requiring the administration of collective farms and veterinary specialists
“to take control” of both preparation and work on “the battle with botfly” (“[Zapyska] do vsikh

tvarynnyts'kykh system” 133). In Horlivka district, at the beginning of the summer of 1933, the



number of cases of botflies detected among cattle became significant: of 5,757 heads of cattle,
2,387 had botflies (“[Zapyska] Kharkiv NKZS Ukrvetupravlinnia” 14a).

Despite the measures taken, the massive loss of livestock was a picture typical of
famines in Soviet Ukraine. As people looked desperately for any available food, animal corpses
and their remains, which were scattered around the countryside, i.e., in forests, pastures, ditches,
and meadows, became their sources of survival. In the famine of 19321933, as livestock deaths
became massive, cattle burial grounds and slaughterhouses became common spaces of food
consumption among the hungry (Manley and Skubii, “We Did Not Shrink From Eating Carrion”
121). This situation forced the local veterinary authorities to take specific actions to prevent the
collection of animal corpses. For this purpose, they needed to create a special veterinarian wagon
made of metal from the inside. Similar precautions, such as fencing, digging additional graves,
and planting trees, were suggested as ways of preventing people’s access to animal burial
grounds (“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan Ukrainy” 59). The growing need to implement all of
these measures and organize work at the level of the collective farm resulted in the creation of a
new permanent position—the chief veterinarian-corpsman (‘“Postanova Rady Narodnykh
Komisariv USRR” 67).*

As in the early 1930s, the incidence of mass losses of animals on collective farms was
growing. Under the auspices of the republican People’s Commissariat of Justice (Narodnyi
komisariat iustytsii), regional institutes of law and medical expertise worked to establish the
reasons for such high rates of livestock mortality (“[Lyst] do vseukrains'koi veterynarnoi
upravy” 3). As the correspondence of the state authorities and institutions illustrate, they were

very specifically preoccupied with the mass mortality rates among horses and pigs (“[Zapyska]

4 In Ukrainian, this position was called a bryhadyr-vetsanitar.



do Ukrkonekolhosptsentru”; “[Zapyska] do Vetupravlinnia”; “[Zapyska] do Nachal'nyka Ukr.
Vet. Upru”; “[Zapyska] do Secretariatu VUCVKa”), while the health conditions of cows were
not controlled so strictly. Particular attention was paid to fodder in case it was revealed to be a
reason for animal disease and ill-health (“Zapyska. Pro vetsanitarnyi stan Ukrainy” 64).

The situation of cattle and horses during the Soviet famines in Ukraine illustrates that
their survival depended on decisions of peasants, the state, and state veterinary specialists. If
horses were largely valued for labour, cows became a crucial long-term survival resource for
rural families. In the context of collectivization and requisitions of livestock, the lifespan and
treatment of cattle and horses depended on the Soviet state and its efficiency. Valued for their
economic and agricultural importance, these animals were “visible” in the eyes of the state
authorities, which in turn saw them provided fodder and better sanitary and health conditions

compared to cats and dogs and the wild animals.

Wild Animals and “Pests””

In the early decades of Soviet history in Ukraine, many peoples of the former Russian
Empire had extensive connections with wild animals. As part of their hunting practices, people
usually consumed them. Various animals were an essential source of meat and fats and played a
crucial role in humans’ cultural and spiritual lives. But during the years of scarcity and famine,
depending on seasonality and geographical location, people developed survival practices and

incorporated wild animals into their food diets.

> My interest in studying the history of animals in relation to Ukrainian history, and its interconnection with human
experiences, has been developed thanks to the traveling exhibition “Chasing Gophers Barefoot: Prairie Children of
the 1930s,” created and curated by Maria Mayerchyk and Jelena Pogosjan in 2020 at the Kule Folklore Centre of the
University of Alberta. I am deeply grateful for the opportunity to be involved in this project and to learn along the
process of its development.



During the Soviet famines in Ukraine, the starving consumed significant numbers of
such species. While eating hare, fish, or boar was common among the people of the Ukrainian
steppes and forest-steppe zones, other wild animals, such as groundhogs, gophers, mice, moles,
and hedgehogs, entered into their cuisine only in times of scarcity. This section of the article will
therefore analyze the impact of human survival practices, state agricultural policies, and Soviet
collectivization on the habitats and lifespans of agricultural pests during the famines and discuss
this issue using the example of the gopher as one of the many animal inhabitants of the
Ukrainian and Eurasian steppe and semi-steppe.

Among the best-known wild inhabitants of the steppes were gophers and groundhogs, of
the class of mammals of the order Rodentia. During the famine, the starving peasants explored
the surrounding fields, searching for these animals or their savings of grain. “Finally, it was
getting warm,” one female famine survivor remembers, “and then we, the children, began to be
taken to the field to knock the gophers into their burrows. Mom and grandmother and her brother
carried water, poured it into holes, and killed gophers, [they] divided [the prey] according to the
norm, [so we] did not ask [for more]. And I still remember the taste of fried gopher meat”
(Borodin et al. 1125).

These animals are something of a symbol of individual deprivation and survival during
the famine. Moreover, they were deeply embedded in the history of this land and its inhabitants.
A steppe babak, or groundhog, which belongs to one of the two types of Marmota bobak existing

in Europe, is an old inhabitant of the Ukrainian steppes.® The European and Asian steppes have

& Two types of marmots among Ukrainian fauna were initially widespread: the Marmota marmota, or the Alphian
marmot, in the Carpathians and Central and Southern Europe (Cassola), and the Marmota bobak, or the Steppe
Marmot, in north-east Ukraine. The population of both types of bobaks has been severely reduced by excessive
hunting and their habitat loss caused by agricultural cultivation. While there is no registered remaining population of
the Alphian marmot in Ukraine, the population of Marmota bobak has become fragmented and dispersed, and its
biggest range is now located in the Urals and Kazakhstan (Tsytsulina et al.). In Ukraine, its sparce population has
remained in the east of the country. In 1948, aiming to protect the steppe groundhogs from extinction Stril'tsivs'kyi



been its natural habitat for centuries. In 2021, the steppe babak was registered as an endangered
species (“Do onovlenoho vydannia Chervonoi Knyhy”), although not so long ago, during the
famines of the 1920s—1940s, this animal was a common resident of the local environment. As
most of Ukraine’s steppe area lies on the left bank of the Dnipro river to the north of the Black
Sea, this territory has had favourable conditions for human settlement and animal habitats. With
the expansion of the state organization, this region also saw various political entities expand their
power over the steppes.

The political, economic, and cultural status of the region, as its environment, underwent
significant changes in subsequent centuries due to the movement of the frontier settlement to the
east of the Dnipro river and to the south and south-west of Moscow (Plokhy 73). One of the
geographic regions of the formerly sparsely populated Wild Field [Dyke pole], a spatial construct
of sedentary communities’ imaginations referring to the steppes and its inhabitants, later became
known as Sloboda Ukraine (Slobids'ka Ukraina). In the second half of the sixteenth century,
when military outposts and defensive lines began to be built to protect the south of the Tsardom
from the Mongol invasions (Masliichuk 17), the area was actively populated by migrants from
Ukraine’s right bank, the Cossack State (Het'manshchyna), which in 1654 founded Kharkiv
(Bahalii 30). When another group of settlers moved further to the east and established a new
settlement in 1655, according to one legend, they were fascinated by the unique landscape—

hundreds of hillocks, or kupyny, dug up by the animal “settlers” of the steppes, the groundhogs.

Step [Archer’s Steppe] Reserve was founded in the Milovs'k district of Luhans'k region, later becoming part of the
Luhans'k Nature Reserve. This reserve traces its history to 193. The population of groundhogs is also preserved in
two natural parks of the Kharkiv region, the Dvorichna National Natural Park and the Velykyi Burluk Regional
Landscape Park (Luhans'kyi pryrodnyi zapovidnyk NAN Ukrainy vidznachyv svii yuvilei), both of which are highly
impacted and endangered by the military warfare in the region caused by Russia’s war against Ukraine.



Inspired by their numerous hillocks, settlers named their new settlement Kupenka (present-day
Kup"ians'k).’

The story behind the re-colonization of the Black Sea steppes and semi-steppe lands
continued in the following centuries as the Russian Empire extended its power over the
Zaporozhian Sich and the Crimea (Plokhy 141). However, the presence of eastern cultures had
never been removed from the history of these lands and its human and non-human inhabitants. In
the Ukrainian language, a groundhog is called a babak (Bilodid et al. 103), a term borrowed from
a Turkic language, presumably from Crimean Tatars, with whom the settlers shared the steppe
frontiers of the Black Sea region.® In 1781, the Russian Empress Catherine II approved the first
emblem of Kup"ians'k. Given that the “surroundings [of the city] are full of these animals,” the
groundhog was used as its symbol. Until today, except for the Soviet period of its history, the
groundhog still plays the role of a central figure in the city’s visual representation. '

Being widespread in the semi-steppe and steppe, groundhogs and smaller steppe rodents
drew significant attention from the agricultural experts and scholars of the Russian Empire and
the Soviet Union, who aimed to “battle” the forces of nature and raise the productivity of
agriculture. The need to expand the arable lands forced them to develop techniques to cope with
these “indigenous settlers” of the steppes.

The development of agriculture and the dynamic growth of grain exports since the

second half of the nineteenth century posed a significant threat to the survival of the wild

7 The settlement was later known as Kupianka and is now the city of Kup"ians'k.

8 Interestingly, in the Russian language, groundhog is translated as surok, which does not correspond with either the
Ukrainian or Tatar names. For the etymological meaning of the word baibak in the Russian language, see
“Proiskhozhdenie slova baibak.”

9 During the administrative reform of 1797, even though the city changed its jurisdictions, the groundhog remained
its symbol. For the official website of Kup"ians'k City Council, see Kup "ians'ka Mis'ka Rada.

19°A visual image of a groundhog, Marmota bobak, is used on the golden coin of two hryvnias (2007) and regional
and city heraldry. An image of a groundhog is used in the emblems of the regions and cities in eastern Ukraine, such
as the Luhans'k region and its Milovs'k district, occupied by Russia in February of 2022.



inhabitants of the steppe and of neighbouring steppe-forest areas, as the extension of cultivation
areas caused the displacement of wild animals and the destruction of their habitats. A native of
Kherson province, one of the southern steppe regions of the Russian Empire that underwent
similar significant environmental changes, lamented the destruction of the steppes as he had
known them since childhood. Although this Kherson resident did not directly mention the impact
of human agricultural activity on steppe animals, one could imagine that it posed an existential
threat to certain animal species. He wrote:
“[...] before my very eyes, the face of the steppes has started to change: there where
once over vast expanses there was grey feather grass, [now] fields of grain started to
expand [...]. The pristine beauty of the steppes, the dense grassy vegetation that clothed
it, has disappeared [...] Our steppes, in both the sense of a landscape and in the
agricultural sense, are changing more and more, and recently so quickly that future
generations will be able to form an impression of them only from tales” (Neruchev 597;
see quote in Moon 295).
The First World War and the consequent revolutions across the regions of the collapsed
Russian Empire caused enormous destruction to the economy, agriculture, and environment
(Moon 289). The steppe areas of the Ukrainian provinces became military battlefields between
the different armies, resulting in enormous human casualties and displaced people. Moreover,
wild animals’ environments and natural habitats were plundered alongside those of domestic
animals.!! In the early years of Soviet rule, the first attempts to implement collectivization during

the period of so-called “War Communism” in 1918—-1921 and its forced stage at the end of the

11 In the studies on animals and war, scholars usually tend to focus specifically on domesticated animals, leaving
unseen the impact of wars and military conflicts on wild animals and their habitats. For some exemplary studies, see
Hediger, Animals and War; Hediger, “Animals in War.””



1920s to early 1930s dramatically changed the existing relationships between people and wild
animals, as the large-scale agricultural campaigns intensified the use of arable lands and posed a
threat to the survival of the indigenous non-human inhabitants of the European steppes. To
increase the productivity of agriculture, the state authorities undertook measures to exterminate
the rodents. Although both local and scientific knowledge about them had already been
developed during imperial rule, these systematic measures were introduced with Soviet
collectivization (Manzenko 1-3). As Bathsheba Demuth writes, “Marxism, especially in the case
interpreted by Lenin, promised complete liberty, an escape both from natural caprice [...] and
from political contention” (106).

Though many communist ideas look progressive on paper, their key goal was focused
on subordinating nature to the needs of the state and society. During the early Soviet and
Stalinist periods, due to the changing agricultural landscapes resulting from collectivization and
mechanization, the existence of wild animal species was greatly endangered. Aiming to intensify
the extraction of natural resources, the first Five-Year Plan imposed control over various
environments, including forests and newly created conservation areas (Weiner 146—63).

In line with crucial Soviet agricultural policies, the campaign to exterminate the pests,
or shkidnyky, based on the extensive use of pesticides known as himizatsiia resulted in the
extermination of field animals, predominantly gophers and groundhogs. As the slogan Boris's
vrediteliami! [Fight pests!] (1924) illustrates, agricultural pests were considered social evils that
required elimination like kulaks and private traders (Andreikanich 41). Being driven by the needs
of forced collectivization, in 1932 the agricultural specialists insisted on the “mass
extermination” of gophers and urged the implementation of “new socialist methods of work™

(Manzenko 3). To coordinate this activity, the theorists produced a significant number of



publications (Hrokhol's'kyi; Miliutin; Petl'ov; Likhosherstov; lak treba vesty borot'bu z
shkidnykamy sil's'koho hospodarstva) that provided solid scientific grounds for the extermination
of pests. Some of them suggested detailed instructions on how to determine the appropriate
fields, to use chemical poisons, mechanical tools, and instruments, and to report catches
(Manzenko). On the first pages of the instructions, as illustrated by an epigraph on one of the
manuals, the scientists insisted that “New collectivized fields need to be fully free from the
pests” (Dekhtiar'ov 2). In addition to ideological motivation, the authors provided statistical data
explaining that each year the economy was losing 200,000 tonnes of grain to the gophers, as on
each hectare they would have around 20-30 holes, meaning that one gopher could destroy four
kilograms of grain yearly.!?> As the scope of the problem was so massive, the scientists claimed
that chemical poison was the most effective tool to use against these animals (Dekhtiar'ov 2)

(Figure 4).

12 In the original text the word khlib, which refers to grain in general, was used.



Figure 4. Book cover of M. Dekhtiar'ov's, lak borotysia z khovrakhamy, 1930. Being a part of the “Cheap Library of
a Soviet Peasant” series, the book aimed to provide basic information on how to “fight” against gophers
(Dekhtiar’ov).

The local and regional authorities also organized competitions for the best technical
equipment to fight the pests. Heorhii Fylypovych Al'oshyn, a barely literate seredniak (middle)
farmer from Donets'k district (okruha) and a “Cossack” by nationality, as he stated in the
questionnaire, was one such inventor. In 1929, he devised a tool to help exterminate gophers
(“[Kartka vynakhodu]. Aparat dlia borot'by z suslykamy” 8). When the Bureau of Inventions
under the auspices of the People’s Commissariat of Land Affairs (Narkomzem) considered his
invention, it was rejected due to its being less “successful” than applications of sulphuric carbon
as a chemical compound (‘“Protokol no. 32. Zasidannia Biura Vynakhidnytstva” 13). The poison
was preferred for use on a mass scale. However, the obstacles to its implementation were the
lack of financial resources to purchase both the equipment and the poison, which also resulted in
a shortage of special clothing (“Rishennia TBSh”; “[Zapyska] do Vseukrkontory OBV” 133),
such as rubber coats, leather boots, tarpaulin gloves, and gas masks (“[Zapyska] do
Vseukrkontory OBV” 33). The campaign for the extermination of gophers was intensified
significantly in 1933 following the January resolution of Narkomzem Kolegia to “battle against
pests in agriculture” within an estimated area of operation of 3,585,000 hectares (“Postanova no.
1 NKZS Ukrainy” 1).

This extensive historical preface to the history of relations between people and rodents
serves as an illustration of the challenges of normal human—animal histories. As the pest
eradication campaigns overlapped with the periods of the most severe famines in twentieth-

century European and Eurasian history, namely the Soviet famines in Ukraine and Kazakhstan,



in addition to examining the impact of pest eradication campaigns, one should also focus on the
role of these animals in people’s survival strategies during extreme food crises. Given that the
steppe and forest-steppe of Soviet Ukraine were hit by these famines the most severely, the fate
of wild animals in these natural zones was particularly tragic.

Historically, during periods of hunger, wild animals became vital sources of food for
humans. During the famines of 1921-1923, 1932-1933, and 1946—-1947 in Soviet Ukraine,
groundhogs, among other animals, became a crucial source of food sustenance for the hungry.
Given that eating gophers was not considered as taboo as the consumption of cats and dogs, the
oral histories of famine survivors offer ample evidence of the impact of human survival
experiences on animals. Numerous survivors’ testimonies reveal that hungry people caught
gophers, groundhogs, hedgehogs, mice, and other small wild animals en masse when they were
deprived of the food resources necessary to live as a result of excessive requisitions by the state.
Already endangered by the ongoing pest-extermination campaigns,'® gophers were also killed by
the hungry in large numbers.

The areas of the gophers’ habitat are the steppe and semi-steppe regions of Ukraine,
which were historically full of various small rodents. These animals were not generally
incorporated into the everyday human diet—only in times of scarcity and starvation as a
manifestation of food transgression. While for some contemporaries the consumption of rare
meat was a sign of luxury, “a tsarist dish” or a dish fit for kings, some would experience extreme
emotions of disgust at the prospect of eating a gopher (Manley and Skubii, “We Did Not Shrink

from Eating Carrion” 128). As one of the survivors recalled of his father’s experience during the

13 In December 1932, under the auspices of the Council of People’s Commissars of Ukraine [Government of Soviet
Ukraine], a Commission on mice eradication and its regional network was established. One of the main aims of the
Commission was ‘to pay maximum attention to the eradication of mice.” For more details, see “Protokol no. 1.
Zasidannya uryadovoyi komisii” 30.



famine of the early 1930s, “being squeamish, father Semen did not carry a spoon with a “tsarist”
dish to his mouth because he threw up” (Borodin et al. 1128). This emotional response to the
gopher as a famine food is very telling. Indeed, these wild animals were killed by the hungry not
out of mere willingness to try new food, but because they were desperate to survive. To
understand the encounters of the gophers with hungry humans, this section will explain three
crucial points: who and how one could catch them, and how the animals were consumed.

Children played a significant role in gopher-human relations during the Soviet-era
famines. The consequences of the First World War and the revolutionary events that followed
orphaned hundreds of children and forced them out onto city streets to survive.'* A similar
situation was caused by the dekulakization and famine of 1932—-1933, when thousands of
children became homeless and were abandoned and left to fend for themselves; however, even in
these conditions they managed to figure out strategies for survival (Skubii, “Material'nyi svit
ditei”’). As most of the adult population worked on collective farms, these working children had
greater opportunities to wander around the villages and countryside. As the survivors’
testimonies reveal, during the Holodomor and the famine of 1946-1947, it was children who
usually caught the gophers and other wild animals. A male survivor of the post-war famine
recalled how he caught gophers together with his brother (Nitochko et al. 137).

The peasants were already aware of the various methods of catching gophers
traditionally and from their recent involvement in pest-eradication campaigns during the 1920s—
1930s. In the earlier famines they usually used one of the easiest ways while in the later period

they would be able to use special technical equipment or poison in addition to the traditional

14 For example, see the records of the meetings of the Kharkiv regional executive committee (gubvykonkom)
commissions of 1922 regarding the starving and homeless children that were wandering around the city of Kharkiv.
“Protokoly zasedanii komissiii” 17.



methods. During the Holodomor, many recalled going to a field alone or in groups with water.
Once they had located gophers’ holes, they poured the water in to drive the gophers out of their
holes. It was a physically demanding practice, as most people were weakened by malnutrition.
For that reason, they would go to the fields in groups with other family members (Boiko et al. 3:
294), who would bring water and help them “herd” gophers into their holes. Although this
method may not seem very technologically developed, the hunt was successful. A group of two
boys could catch around 10-15 gophers at once (Nitochko et al. 137). During the famine of
19461947, people used traps to catch gophers. As one of the survivors, a man from
Zaporizhzhia oblast, recounted, his family bought 50 traps, which allowed them to survive on
gopher meat (Boiko et al. 1: 17)

Such stories were not unique (Latyshko; Klenduch), as gophers, groundhogs,
hedgehogs, and other small wild animals were among the most “accessible” prey for starving,
weakened people. Although these animals were not dying due to famine, their habitats were
endangered by starving people. Apart from human survival practices, wild animals were
impacted by unfavourable weather conditions such as droughts during the famines of 1921-1923
and 1946—-1947. Though it is impossible to estimate the number of gophers and other wild
animals consumed by people during the years of the Soviet famines in Ukraine, one can see the
impact of human survival practices on the rodent population and the habitats that became

endangered by the state’s genocidal policies.

Conclusion
The catastrophic consequences of the Soviet famines in Ukraine cannot be assessed only
from the perspective of human history, as their impact was much more wide-ranging. Victims

included not only around six million people, but also countless domestic and wild animals, who



either starved to death with their owners or were slaughtered or hunted. People who were
starving and malnourished because of oppressive state actions in the form of either excessive
grain requisitions or confiscations of material property imposed significant pressures on the
environment. These pressures disrupted human—animal—environmental relations among the
inhabitants of the steppe and forest-steppe areas. Looking at the extremes of famines, human
food choices, and the local environment can give us indirect insight into how faminogenic state
policies impacted animals’ immediate relations with people, society, and the environment. As
their relations were hierarchical, animal agency was subordinated to the purposes of human
survival and the state.

As the years of famine co-existed with significant changes in the Soviet economy and
agriculture, the impact of the new agricultural technologies, such as the pest-eradication
campaign and use of pesticides, was colossal. Being a product of modernity, man-made famine
uncovered the continuity, co-dependence, and interrelatedness of human and animal histories,
which became even more intertwined once each of them came on the verge of extreme survival.
However, violence, subjugation, and extermination were also present in relations with animals.
The costs of modernization and the development of industrial agriculture were based on the
extermination of a number of wild species.

Each Soviet famine in Ukraine had its own specific features. However, what is common
between them is the way in which people looked at animals almost exclusively in terms of their
practical use. This can be related both to the concept of usefulness central to pre-industrial
economy across Europe and the early Soviet ideology of consumption and everyday life. The
way that the relationships between human society and non-human animals were arranged in

times of crisis illustrates how these critical historical events brought them back to their so-called



traditional settings. As example of Ukraine’s Soviet famines illustrate, during such periods of
extremities and times of dearth, people valued animals for their ability to serve as a source of
food for humans, agricultural tools, and economic profit.

The fact that animals figure in oral testimonies and other documents from such a
utilitarian perspective influenced this study. Each time that I looked at my sources for answers to
the questions about the impact of famine on animals, they would “turn” the narrative to the
human perspective. This was particularly apparent when studying the experiences of cats and
dogs—animals that during the famine did not have such practical meaning in the household.
Conversely, the state was interested in understanding the impact of famines on cattle and horses
and undertook various measures and treatments to prevent their starvation. For this reason, these
animals are more visible in the written and visual archival records. Knowledge of the way in
which sources about animals are constructed permits one to understand the perception of those
who made such written records and the functioning of the modern state regime. Although this
study has tried to challenge the centrality of human agency in primary sources, most of them
highlighted the centrality of human histories in animals’ lives during the famines.

Despite these obstacles, rather than focusing on famine as a time of human catastrophe
alone, scholars should find a way to challenge the existing understanding generated by the
philosophical humanistic traditions, hierarchies of knowledge, and power structures. Studying
the impact of famines on the lives of people and non-human species helps further understand not
only the complexities of human-animal and animal-human relations during times of extremes,
but also the methodological challenges of doing so. Bringing to light animal-sensitive histories is
not an easy task, as the sources on famine history are centred around the needs of humans and

the state.



By incorporating the perspectives of non-human animals and place-based histories of
animals and people, this study invites us to reflect on famines in Ukraine, Europe, Eurasia, and
globally. As cruel byproducts of modernity that were largely caused by the genocidal and
inefficient policies of the Soviet state, the communist famines became much more than human
survival crises. They were also multispecies catastrophes with human and non-human victims.
This research can thus help generate further discussions about the interrelatedness of human—
animal and animal-human histories and give rise to more nuanced pictures of famines,

catastrophes, and wars.
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