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in the tens of millions, with most families providing a victim, must mean a far more 
devastating psychological blow at the population than the smaller figure—quantity, as we 
are told, can change into quality. So the research is very far from being without signifi
cance. 

ROBERT CONQUEST 
Hoover Institution, Stanford University 

To THE EDITOR: 

For his own polemical purposes, Stephen G. Wheatcroft has suddenly dragged me into 
his long-running dispute with Steven Rosefielde over the number of unnatural deaths 
under Stalin's rule. Wheatcroft uses me as an example of western scholars who wrongly 
and "uncritically" accept high figures. He writes: "Stephen Cohen has twice recently cited 
Conquest, Antonov-Ovseenko, Maksudov, Diadkin, and Kurganov as authorities for the 
statement that '20 million is a conservative estimate' for the number of excess deaths 
under Stalin before 1929." 

Wheatcroft misrepresents me in three ways. First, I wrote the passage to which he 
refers only once, not twice—in my essay "The Stalin Question Since Stalin"; the other 
source he gives is actually an abridged reprint of that essay. Second, he distorts what I 
wrote, which was this: "No one has yet managed to calculate the exact number of deaths 
under Stalin. Among those who have tried, twenty million is a conservative estimate." 
Both sentences accurately report the state of scholarship when I was writing (1981), and 
both are more tentative than Wheatcroft leads readers to think. Third, the figure I gave 
did not refer to the period "before 1929," as Wheatcroft claims, but to deaths that resulted 
from collectivization and police terror, particularly from 1929 to 1939. 

I lack sufficient expertise to decide who is closer to the historical truth in this dispute, 
Wheatcroft or Rosefielde. But in trying to evaluate their rival assertions, can I assume 
that Wheatcroft is more careful with his demographic data than he was with my two 
sentences? 

STEPHEN F. COHEN 
Princeton University 

To THE EDITOR, 

I regret that Stephen Cohen has made the accusation that I dragged him into my dispute 
with Steven Rosefielde for my own polemical purpose. The reason that I mentioned 
Stephen Cohen was simply as an example of what I considered to be an incorrect assess
ment of the state of western scholarship over evaluations of the scale of excess mortality 
(above some, usually undefined, normal level) under Stalin. I was disturbed that Stephen 
Cohen and others were beginning to accept that western scholarship regarded 20 million 
as a conservative estimate of excess deaths under Stalin before 1939. 

I did not attempt to analyse Stephen Cohen's statements in detail because they did 
not appear to warrant it. They used a popular but rather imprecise and inaccurate expres
sion. No one was claiming to calculate an "exact number" as Cohen suggests and Cohen's 
reference to "deaths under Stalin" presumably was meant to refer to some kind of measure 
of excess mortality. (I assume that Cohen was not holding Stalin responsible for the 
Russian population not being immortal!) 

The important thing for me was to correct what I considered to be an incorrect, 
selective historiography of the problem. By restricting his survey to Conquest, Antonov-
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Qvseenko, Maksudov, Diadkin, and Kurganov it was possible for Cohen to argue that 
amongst these scholars 20 million was a conservative estimate. But the state of scholarship 
of the time (1981) included the work of Lorimer, Eason, Timoshenko, Jasny, and many 
others who held much more cautious views about the possible scale of excess mortality 
at this time. The debate was over precisely which group represented western scholarly 
opinion and whether the revisionists including Stephen Rosefielde were adding anything 
new to the arguments. I did not think that the revisionists had much of a serious case and 
have explained in some (many would claim excessive) detail my reasons. Cohen still 
appears to be unaware of the grounds of the debate. 

I found the final paragraph of Cohen's note particularly depressing. If such an expert 
as Stephen Cohen is still unable to decide where historical truth lies in this argument, it 
really makes me doubt whether any form of academic exchange is worthwhile. I under
stood that there had been much uncertainty before the Fall 1985 issue of Slavic Review, 
and I was therefore delighted that the editors of this journal commissioned an article from 
two of the leading demographic experts in the field to make a serious and weighty inde
pendent examination of the problem. They came to the logical conclusion that the size of 
the population deficit for these years depends on the assumptions made as to what was 
normal mortality and normal fertility and they have produced the following range of 
possible figures: 

Normal morality Normal fertility assumption 
assumption Low Medium High 

Low 12.9 18.4 24.0 
Medium 7.0 12.6 18.1 
High 0.0 5.0 10.0 
Source: Rearranged from Anderson and Silver, "Demographic Analysis and Population Catastrophes 
in the USSR," Slavic Review, Fall 1985, table 4, p. 531. 

From this matrix it should have been quite clear that in order to achieve a population 
deficit of 20 million you would have to combine a low-to-medium assumption of normal 
mortality with a high-to-medium assumption of fertility—neither of which assumptions 
could be described as conservative. Both in combination would certainly be considered 
extreme. It is a great relief to me to have a professional, scientific, and objective evaluation 
of the problem and so perhaps I will not give up after all. But it is extremely depressing 
for me and a little embarrassing also, to see Cohen expressing his continued incapacity 
to understand this problem. 

This reply is perhaps a little harsher than I would have liked it to be, because I do 
admire some of Cohen's work very much. And in his note he was right on one point, 
there is a misprint in my note and the sentence ending "for the number of excess deaths 
under Stalin before 1929" should of course read "before 1939." 

STEPHEN G. WHEATCROFT 
Melbourne University 
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