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 The economist and philosopher Amartya Sen famously noted that 
no famine takes place under democracy. The world in the modern era, characterized by enormous 
productive and transport capacities, has adequate provision for the population of any given society 
across the globe to survive a food crisis through outside aid, provided that the political regime is 
willing to receive aid to help the population. Non-democratic regimes often fail to feed the 
population through malice, neglect, or indifference. The Holodomor in Ukraine in 1932–33 is one 
such example. Demographic catastrophes in the twentieth century, however, are not the monopoly 
of non-democratic regimes. The Bengal famine of 1943 in India, for example, was due, at least 
partially and possibly to a large extent, to the utter indifference of a democratic regime to the needs 
of its colonial subjects. 

While famines did occur under democratic regimes, far more common in the twentieth century 
was the willingness among democratic powers to collaborate with dictatorships whose policies 
caused demographic catastrophes and mass killings. These cases are inconvenient truths for any 
political regime, and especially for democracies. Yet they need to be examined and the failures of 
democracies need to be acknowledged. 

The present essay examines the cases of the Holodomor in Ukraine and analyzes the 
challenges that confronted democracies (particularly the United States) in the face of Communist 
dictatorship (the Soviet Union) on the Eurasian continent in the 1930s. 

It is often forgotten that in the twentieth century 
Western and Soviet imperialism collaborated, at the cost of smaller powers such as Poland, when it 
suited their needs. The recent work by Andrzej Nowak1. This was one of a number of such instances 
of appeasement of imperialist aggression prior to the famous appeasement of the Nazis in 1939. For 
example, Professor Nowak notes the 1931 appeasement of Japan when it grabbed Manchuria, “once 
regarded as the beginning of ‘appeasement’”2 The appeasement of Moscow by Washington that 
followed immediately after, however, seems to be almost completely forgotten. For this reason 
alone, this instance of appeasement deserves to be examined and discussed carefully. Moreover, 
like many historical events, this event, too, offers important historical lessons for smaller countries 
such as Ukraine that strive to live independently of neighboring imperial powers. 

Washington’s appeasement of Moscow in the 1930s was not new: it followed historical 
precedents of its own. In 1921–1922, for example, Washington was willing to collaborate with the 
Bolsheviks to contain its imperialist rivals, especially Japan. Concerned about Japan’s naval 
expansion, Washington sought to discredit Japan’s military presence in the Soviet Far East as an 
imperial scheme rather than an anti-Communist war. Washington famously succeeded at that time 

1 –  demonstrates very well the West’s 
sacrifice of Poland to Soviet imperialism in 1920. Kraków: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 2015. 

2 Tylko tam, s. 13. 
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in breaking Japan’s diplomatic codes.3 During the Washington Naval Conference from November 
1921 to February 1922, the United States confidentially gave de-crypted Japanese diplomatic 
correspondence to the representatives of the Far Eastern Republic. (The Far Eastern Republic, a 
buffer state created by the Bolsheviks in 1920, was merely a front set up to stymie Japan’s 
ambitions.) The Far Eastern Republic delegates then exposed Japan’s secret territorial ambitions in 
the Far East. This resulted in Japan being forced to accept terms unfavorable to its naval expansion. 
The US hid its hand by working closely yet secretly with the Bolsheviks.4 Japan was thus made to 
withdraw its military forces from the Russian Far East. Once the Japanese forces were withdrawn, 
the political utility of the Far Eastern Republic expired and it was soon abolished and absorbed into 
Soviet Russia. During these years, from 1918 to 1922, Moscow politically seduced the Americans 
with the prospect of fantastically attractive economic concessions for American business.5 What 
kinds of secret agreements were concluded, if only orally, between them is unknown. The Far 
Eastern Republic, some leaders of which sought freedom from Moscow’s command, may well have 
promised attractive deals to the Americans without clearing them with Moscow.6 These dealings, 
while demonstrating America’s willingness to work with the Bolshevik dictatorship for its foreign 
interests, largely serve to highlight how much further the US would be willing to take them just ten 
years later. 

To fully understand this development, one must remember that the early 1920s were a period 
of acute famine in southern Russia and Ukraine. Herbert Hoover, the “Great Humanitarian,” and 
other Americans organized an extensive humanitarian relief for the famished. In spite of the relief, 
millions of people (the estimates range from one million to five million) died in the famine. Without 
the American relief far more people would have died. The American relief effort ended in 1923 
when Moscow began to export grain even while the famine was still not completely under control. 
As one historian has put it, “Soviet leaders had evinced a willingness to risk a terrible and massive 
human tragedy in order to expedite general economic development.”7 

There is no evidence that Hoover and others were motivated by military, intelligence, or 
economic benefits in extending relief to the famished people in Russia. Nevertheless, once the crisis 
in the Far East ended and the famine in the south began to subside, Moscow demonstrated no 
intention of honoring the promises of economic concessions it made to the United States. Such 
concessions were predicated on the American recognition of the Bolshevik government. As a result, 
Americans who had been most favorably disposed to the establishment of diplomatic relations 
between the two countries lost influence in American political circles. 

The Bolsheviks, in fighting both Japanese territorial ambitions and the famine in the south, 
proved to be past masters of colluding with imperialist powers to gain maximum political benefit. 
Yet it did not mean that they renounced their own hidden imperialist ambitions, which would 
become evident in 1939 when Moscow destroyed Poland in collusion with Nazi Germany and 
invaded Finland militarily. In fact, from the very beginning the Bolsheviks never truly abandoned 
their imperialist agenda. This manifested itself most clearly in China within a few years of the 
Bolshevik Revolution. True, Moscow renounced on paper its extra-territoriality in China as a 
demonstration of criticism of other imperial powers that clung to their colonial powers in China. 
Yet when it came to the colonial control of the Chinese Eastern Railway (that extended from 
Manzhuli to Harbin and Suifenhe), Moscow first renounced control, then withdrew its 
renunciation.8 Stalin was concerned that China would yield its control to imperial powers.9 While 

3 See: . O. The American Black Chamber. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1931. 
4  Left behind: Boris E. Skvirsky and the Chita Delegation at the Washington 

Conference, 1921–22. Intelligence and National Security, 2014, Vol. 1, P. 9–57; . ‘Forewarned Is 
Forearmed’: Intelligence, Japan’s Siberian Intervention, and the Washington Conference. The International 
History Review. 2016. 8:3. P. 367-393. 

5See:  
- Americana. . 79-

87. 
6 The president of the Far Eastern Republic, Aleksandr Krasnoshchekov, was subsequently tried (on charges of 

“corruption”) in 1924 and executed in 1937. (See: Argenbright, R. Marking NEP’s Slippery Path: The 
Krasnoshchekov Show Trial. Russian Review. 2002. 61:2.  249–275. 

7  An Inquiry into the Termination of Soviet Famine Relief Programmes and the Renewal of 
Grain Export, 1922–23. Soviet Studies. 1981. 33:3.  382. 

8 See: Diplomacy and Deception: The Secret History of Sino-Soviet Diplomatic Relations, 1917-1927. 
Armonk, New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1997. 
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pitting one imperial power against another, the Bolsheviks remained deeply concerned that 
“America will always be against Russia” and that “the Japanese and Americans will unite concerning 
the division of spheres of influence” in the Far East.10 Later, in 1929, Moscow even waged a brief 
war against China over the control of the railway. In the end, in 1935, Moscow, finding it difficult to 
pretend to be an anti-imperial power, ignored China and sold the railway to Manchukuo, the puppet 
government of the imperial occupier of Manchuria! 

Moscow’s rhetoric, therefore, of resisting a capitalist threat in fact collapsed under the 
possibility of gaining its own economic and imperialist benefits, revealing the Bolsheviks’ 
willingness to work with other imperialist powers when it proved politically advantageous. 

The international situation in the Far East changed dramatically in the 1930s. The Soviet Union 
and the United States established diplomatic relations in late 1933. While the United States 
extended famine relief to Ukraine and Russia in 1921–22, by 1932–33 Washington knowingly 
adhered to Stalinist propaganda and even failed to acknowledge that there was a famine. Had it 
helped the starving people in 1932–33, undoubtedly many lives would have been saved. In fact, 
with no outside help millions of people died of hunger in 1932–33 in the Soviet Union. The reason is 
very clear: Washington and Moscow joined forces against Tokyo. The rapprochement was a 
supremely political move carried out at the cost of millions of lives. Ultimately, it was more 
Washington’s “appeasement” of Moscow than the world’s “appeasement” of Japan, because 
Washington intended not to appease the Asian imperialist power, at least in the long run. 

Japan’s military invasion of Manchuria in September 1931 and the foundation of its puppet 
government Manzhouguo (Manchukuo) in early 1932 changed fundamentally the political 
configuration in the Far East. Stalin insisted that it was a menacing challenge to Soviet power. He 
claimed that the Soviet military presence in the Far East was too weak to present an effective force 
and took a humiliatingly submissive position toward Japan. He even censured those (including 
Soviet Commissar of Foreign Affairs Maksim M. Litvinov) willing to take a harsher stance toward 
Japan.11 While placating Japan, Moscow began in earnest to court Washington as a counterweight. 

The Manchurian invasion took place when Herbert Hoover was the President of the United 
States. Hoover had organized, among others, the aid to the famished people in Russia and Ukraine 
in 1921-22. He was also a staunch opponent of Communism. He had no inclination to come to terms 
with Moscow. Nor did he have any intention of sanctioning Japan’s capture of the vast Manchurian 
land by force. Thus in 1932 the so-called “Stimson Doctrine,” named after Secretary of State Henry 
L. Stimson, came into being: non-recognition of international territorial changes by force. Needless
to say, behind this doctrine lay the American intention not to let Japan monopolize Manchuria. After
all, the United States, like Japan and other imperial powers, maintained extra-territoriality in China.
Moreover the United States had long advocated the “Open Door Policy” in China, not to be outdone
by other imperial powers (especially Japan and Russia).12 In any event, the Stimson Doctrine
remained a doctrine and was not enforced against Japan. The effect was, at least in the short term, a
toleration if not appeasement of Japan’s aggression.

Franklin D. Roosevelt had no desire to appease Japan, at least in the long run. He sought to use 
Moscow against Japan. Moscow courted the United States, as it had done ten years earlier, as a 
counterweight against Japan and was more than happy to come to terms with Washington. In 
campaigning in 1932 for the presidency against the incumbent Republican President Hoover, 
Roosevelt played his hand craftily. On the one hand, he never publicly advocated recognizing the 
Soviet government so as not to alienate millions of American people of Slavic origin (particularly 
ethnic Poles and anti-Soviet émigrés from the former Russian Empire). On the other hand, he 
eagerly consulted Walter Duranty, the infamous correspondent of  in Moscow 
who knowingly denied the existence of famine in the Soviet Union and deliberately misrepresented 

9 A testimony by Henk Sneevliet who was a Comintern delegate to China in the early 1920s. His 
recommendation that the railway be returned to China was not accepted by Moscow. Stalin is said to have 
cited the case of Persia as an example of Russia’s withdrawal leading to “an increase in American influence”. 
Stalin’s remark, however, may refer to a later period, the mid- to late-1920s. (See:  The Origins of the 
First United Front in China: The Role of Sneevliet (Alias Maring). Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991. Vol. 1. P. 133. 

10 Remarks by P. A. Kobozev, the prime minister of the Far Eastern Republic in 1922 cited in Saich, vol. 1, p. 401. 
11 See -       

  : , 2001. . 122. 
12 In 1917 Washignton did acknowledge Japan’s “special interests” in China (the “Lansing-Ishii Agreement”). 

This did not prevent the United States from advocating the “Open Door Policy.” 
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the Communist country as a successful experimentation with modernization, a lesson the capitalist 
countries (including the United States) should learn.13 

Throughout 1933, when millions of people were dying in Ukraine and elsewhere in the Soviet 
Union, the newly elected President Roosevelt ignored numerous reports on the massive famine. He 
was now keen to mend relations with the Communist country. He did so finally in November 1933. 
“It was Walter Duranty, more than any other individual, who persuaded Franklin Roosevelt of the 
wisdom of granting diplomatic recognition to the Soviet government.”14 Historians has argued that 
Roosevelt was interested in using the Soviet Union as a lever to influence the European political 
scene complicated by Adolf Hitler’s ascension to power in Germany in January 1933. It has also 
been argued that Roosevelt was interested in boosting the American economy by opening trade 
more widely with the Soviet Union. Indeed, American business circles had pressed Washington for 
the rapprochement with Moscow. 

It is certain, however, that these were not the main reasons for Roosevelt’s rapprochement 
with the Soviet dictator. On 16 November 1933 the two countries announced their diplomatic 
rapprochement. The following day Litvinov wrote almost ecstatically to Moscow about his 

 15. More revealing is 
a document from the Archive of the Foreign Ministry in Moscow. Roosevelt chose as first American 
ambassador to the Soviet Union William C. Bullitt, a man sympathetic with the Soviet Union who 
had personally known Vladimir I. Lenin. In a conversation with Grigorii Ia. Sokol’nikov, Deputy 
People’s Commissar of Foreign Affairs on 13 December 1933, Bullitt was very frank about 

-

-
16. 

Sokol’nikov, almost taken aback by such unexpectedly kind consideration by the American 
President, nevertheless found it necessary to assuage the American concern about the security of 
the Soviet Union

17. This extraordinary record demonstrates unequivocally that Roosevelt’s main reason 
for the rapprochement with Moscow was the containment of Japan in the Far East. Roosevelt, like 
Stalin, was not initially much concerned about the danger of Hitler to the world. In his 
aforementioned 17 November 1933 note to Moscow, Litvinov wrote: «

18. 
The Soviet-American rapprochement included certain provisos Moscow had to observe, such as 

the guarantee of freedom of conscience and the cessation of Communist propaganda in the United 
States. None of these concerned Roosevelt very much, and Stalin had absolutely no intention of 
observing them. Having ignored the Holodomor, Roosevelt was eager to take at face value the 
“Stalin Constitution”, promulgated for Western consumption in 1936, which included a clause on 
the guarantee of freedom of conscience19. Roosevelt showed no interest in the genocidal attack on 
priests and believers in 1937–38 that followed in the promulgation of the Stalin Constitution. 

13 See  Stalin’s Apologist: Walter Duranty. The New York Times’s Man in Moscow. New York-Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990. 

14 . The Forsaken: An American Tragedy in Stalin’s Russia. New York: Penguin  
15 - -  
16 Further –  
17 Ibid. 
18 -  
19 See: . 204. 
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Notwithstanding the provisos, Moscow carefully yet successfully used the American Communist 
Party for propaganda and, more significantly, Moscow’s intelligence penetrated the American 
establishment deeply20. 

Even before the 1933 rapprochement, it was clear to Washington that many Americans and 
other foreign citizens had been disappearing in the Soviet Union without the knowledge of foreign 
consulates. Their fates were unknown and they were assumed to have been arrested. Some of them 
subsequently were released and their ordeals of arrest and punishment by Soviet security organs 
became known to the world. Washington was naturally concerned about these matters. Roosevelt, 
however, was happy to accept Moscow’s empty assurance that American citizens would be given 
consular assistance in the event of arrest. Roosevelt continued to ignore the unpleasant facts of 
disappearing American citizens in the Soviet Union. After arriving in Moscow, Bullitt soon turned 
critical of Stalin and his government, so he was recalled to Washington by Roosevelt. His 
replacement, Joseph E. Davies, a corrupt and incompetent diplomat, attended two of the three show 
trials Stalin staged in Moscow (the so-called “Piatakov Trial” in 1937 and the “Bukharin Trial” in 
1938) and reported on their justness: he saw “a clear conspiracy against the government” by the 
defendants. Moreover, he too failed to pay attention to the fate of Americans disappearing in the 
Soviet Union. Davies’ indifference unnerved the American embassy staff so much that they even 
considered a mass resignation in protest21. Davies’ conduct in fact stemmed from the instruction 
Roosevelt had given to him when he departed for Moscow. According to Loy W. Henderson, an 
American diplomat who worked under Davies, Davies told him that Roosevelt “had instructed him 
that his main mission in Moscow was to ”22. 

It was also during this time of Stalin’s Great Terror that Washington and Moscow secretly 
began collaborating against Japan in China, where a full-scale war between Japan and China had 
broken out in the wake of the so-called Marco Polo Bridge Incident (on 7 July 1937). According to 
the Soviet master spy Pavel Sudoplatov

23. 
Roosevelt decided to open diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union at a time when millions of 

Ukrainians (and other citizens of the Soviet Union) were dying from famine. He ignored the massive 
human catastrophe. Roosevelt was so keen to win Stalin’s confidence that his Great Terror (in 
which almost one million innocent people were executed), his sensational show trials, and the 
disappearance of American citizens in the Soviet Union were not a priority. Roosevelt’s diplomacy 
must be recognized as an appeasement of the Soviet dictator. 

Roosevelt’s reaction to Stalin’s alliance with Hitler (in August 1939) and Stalin’s military 
invasion of Finland (in November 1939) and annexation of the Baltic republics in 1940 was 
necessarily muted. Herbert Hoover, who lost the presidential election to Roosevelt in 1932, saw 
Roosevelt’s appeasement of Stalin very clearly. Although one may call it “sour grapes,” he had a 
point. A few days after Hitler attacked the Soviet Union, Hoover was alarmed by reports of further 
appeasement by Roosevelt: One of the real compensations America received for our enormous 
sacrifices in the last war [WWI] was from the large part we played in establishing the democracies 
of Finland, Poland, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. We nursed them in their infancy. We spent 
hundreds of millions to help them grow to manhood. Does America feel quite right about aiding 
Stalin to hold his enslavement of them? That is where power politics will carry us. No doubt we will 
promise to aid Russia. But the war to bring the four freedoms to the world will die spiritually when 
we make that promise. 

If we go further and join the war and we win, then we have won for Stalin the grip of 
communism on Russia, the enslavement of nations, and more opportunity for it to extend in the 
world. If we go into this war we will aid Stalin to hold his aggression against the four little 

20See:  Spies: The Rise and Fall of the KGB in America. New Haven-London: Yale University 
Press, 2010. 

21 . 115–116. 
22 A Question of Trust: The Origins of U.S.-Soviet Diplomatic Relations. The Memoirs of Loy W. Henderson. 

Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1985. emphasis added). 
23 See:   
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democracies. We will help him to survive and continue his terror and his conspiracies against all 
democracies24. 

As a former President of the United States, Hoover was not only familiar with great power 
politics but practiced it. Although he was no friend of Japanese imperialism and no supporter of its 
appeasement, he suspected that Roosevelt had no desire to avoid war with Japan, which broke out 
in December 1941. 

Roosevelt was a politician who defended the national interests of the United States. He led the 
country out of the Great Depression and to victory during World War II. Today in the United States 
he is regarded as one of the greatest presidents in American history by both Democrats and 
Republicans (Roosevelt was a Democrat). 

It is also clear, however, that Roosevelt chose to form a united, if unofficial, front with Moscow 
against Tokyo. Roosevelt defeated the non-interventionist Hoover to become president in 1933. He 
meant to influence the international political configuration in the Far East in favor of America. The 
question arises why Roosevelt chose to work with the Communist dictator over a constitutional 
monarch. Again, the reason is unavoidably related to American imperialist interests. Japan was an 
aggressive empire bent on staking out its territorial ambitions in Asia, particularly China. This 
posed an immediate threat to American interests, whereas Moscow played its cards well: even 
though it controlled the Mongolian People’s Republic as a Soviet satellite and Xinjiang (Chinese 
Turkestan) as a de-facto colony, Moscow consistently pretended to be anti-imperialist. As Japan’s 
democratic rule came to be increasingly eroded by growing militarism, its government frequently 
changed hands. In the ten years from Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931 to Japan’s attack on 
Pearl Harbor in 1941, Japan counted 13 prime ministers, on average more than one prime minister 
a year. Obviously dealing with such an unstable and unpredictable aggressive power was 
precarious. By contrast, the Soviet Union was a communist dictatorship. It is understandable that 
from a political point of view, it would have been far easier to strike a lasting deal with Moscow 
than with Tokyo. 

Washington therefore decided to appease the Communist regime in order to control their 
common rival on the Asian continent. The result is that Washington chose, for the sake of its own 
interests, not to make an issue of millions of deaths in the Soviet Union. Whether Roosevelt could 
have acted differently is a question that can be argued in many ways. All the same, Roosevelt’s 
appeasement of Stalin should not be forgotten. The appeasement of Hitler by Western democracies 
in 1938 has been condemned universally, but Roosevelt’s appeasement of Stalin is almost 
completely forgotten. In this light, the following assessment by an American historian of Roosevelt’s 
mission during Stalin’s Great Terror sounds ironic: “His [Roosevelt’s] greatest assets were his large 
vision that democracy around the world was imperiled and his increasing sense that he had been 
given the mission of defending it.”25 According to his wife’s account, Roosevelt “had a real liking for 
Marshal Stalin himself.”26 

 In October 2015 a monument for the victims of the Holodomor was erected 
in the capital of the United States. (This was authorized by the US Congress in 2006.) This event was 
welcomed by Americans and Ukrainians alike as a belated acknowledgment by Washington of the 
millions of deaths in 1932-33 under Stalin. Maryna Poroshenko, Ukraine’s first lady, attended the 
opening ceremony.27 President Petro Poroshenko himself visited the memorial in March 2016 and 
thanked the United States and «to the whole civilised world for support in the common struggle for 
the restoration of justice and the rule of law 28. Neither in the US nor in Ukraine, however, was 
Roosevelt’s appeasement of Stalin at the time of the Holodomor ever mentioned. 

The question is not whether to condemn Roosevelt or not. Democracies do not always act for 
democracy’s sake and great powers often pursue their own interests at the cost of smaller powers. 
The 1939 case is well known. The abandonment of Poland in 1945 is another well-known case. 

24 See:  Freedom Betrayed: Herbert Hoover’s Secret History of the Second World War and Its 
Aftermath. Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 2011. . 233. 

25 Hamby A. L. For the Survival of Democracy: Franklin Roosevelt and the World Crisis of the 1930s. New York: 
Free Press, 2004. P. 393. 

26  This I remember. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1949. P. 254. 
27 See: http://www.president.gov.ua/news/marina-poroshenko-u-vashingtoni-vzyala-uchast-u-vidkritti-me-

36267. 
28 See: http://www.president.gov.ua/news/pamyat-pro-golodomor-obyednuye-ves-civilizovanij-svit-i-robi-

36929. 
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Andrzej Nowak added 1921 to the list of appeasements. It is time to remember 1933. Today’s 
Ukraine would do well to recall the history of Stalin and his appeaser in the 1930s. 
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