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A very brief history of demographic 
censorship in Russia (1)
• During the Russian Empire, political censorship never affected 

demographic data. Statistical data might not always be complete or 
reliable, but it was accessible to researchers and the public. A plenty of 
research was conducted in statistics and mathematics, sociology, and 
demography (e.g. Pitirim Sorokin who emigrated, Andrei Markov – “Markov process/chain” who 
didn’t emigrate, father and three sons Koulischer - classic studies on history of economic life in Europe, 
migration and displacement during wars, definition “displaced persons” by Alexander Koulischer for 
League of Nations, who was arrested and killed by Vichy  authorities in 1942; and many-many others).

• 1917-1930: The first leaders of communist Russia (Lenin & Co.) initiated a 
civil war that resulted in millions of casualties. However, they respected 
"true statistics" and actively supported social and demographic research. 
The 1926 Population census is the best Soviet census, and its main results 
were published in 56 volumes (!) in Russian and in French. Demographic 
data was regularly published.



A very brief history of demographic 
censorship in Russia (2)
• In the late 1920s, collectivization of agriculture and the abolition of 

individual farming began throughout the USSR. As a result, a terrible 
famine occurred in 1932-1933, often seen as a genocide against Ukrainians. 
However, the famine struck not only Ukraine, but also the Volga region, the 
Southern Urals, Southern Siberia, Kazakhstan, and even the Caucasus. The 
famine resulted in 3 million "excess deaths.“

Censorship blocked any public mention of the famine, and statistics 
were first classified in areas of mass famine, and then completely 
suppressed at the national level, as it was impossible to conceal the 
colossal increase in mortality, the decline in birth rates, and the 
negative migration (e.g. approximately 300,000 people emigrated 
from Kazakhstan to China). 

• The last published population figure for the USSR under Stalin’s regime 
dates back to early 1932.



A very brief history of demographic 
censorship in Russia (3)
• To mitigate the effects of the crisis and to increase the birth rate, abortion was banned in 

1936 (abortion on request had been legal since 1921). Prior to this, in 1934, a law banned 
male homosexual unions (the first several hundred were arrested in 1933). Censorship 
suppressed all reproductive health statistics, and sociological research on sexual behavior, 
previously widespread, was banned.

• The 1937 census showed a decline in the USSR's population, especially in regions 
experiencing mass famine. Census organizers were repressed as enemies of the State and 
spies, and many were executed. Regional personnel, who were always in short supply, 
were particularly hard hit. By order of Stalin, completed census forms and tables with 
processed data were destroyed everywhere, and any mention of the 1937 census was 
banned. The mention of the 1937 census returned to the demography textbook in 1968 
with the indication that it was incorrect (!). 

The fragmented results of this census were discovered almost by accident in a secret section of the 
archive of the former head of the USSR Central Statistical Office 50 years later (!) during the rule of Mikhail 
Gorbachev and the ideologist of perestroika, Alexander Yakovlev (Chairman of the Commission on Repressions 
in the 1930s-1950s).

I was fortunate to be able to "stand with a candle" during the “extraction of the 1937 census 
data from the grave”.



A very brief history of demographic 
censorship in Russia (4)
• For the period of World War II, which began for the USSR with the partition of Poland and the war 

with Finland, it's impossible not to mention the mass, targeted repressions against individual ethnic 
groups in the Baltic states, Crimea, the North Caucasus, Volga Germans, Koreans, and Chinese, among 
others. It was a secret, preventative measure against the "fifth column”.

• Demographic statistics became increasingly classified. Statistics on combat-related deaths were 
forbidden, and not included in general statistics. The enormous mortality rates in numerous camps 
and prisons were recorded separately and not included in the statistics for the regions where these 
camps were located. In 1947, a severe famine occurred due to the creation of state food reserves in 
expectation of next wars (with USA?). Many regions suffered from increased mortality. But the 
greatest relative losses occurred in Moldova (!) and Siberia. Data on such deaths became strictly 
confidential. Mention of the 1947 famine, as well as the famine of 1932–1933, was also prohibited 
until the early 1990s.

Therefore, reconstructing historical demographic dynamics from 1930 to 1959 hadenormous 
difficulties.

• Stalin's death did not lead to the lifting of censorship of demographic statistics. The authorities were 
afraid to conduct a census because the colossal losses during the war and the years of repressions 
would have become public knowledge. Only in 1959 was the USSR Population census conducted, the 
results of which were published. However, until the early 1990s, war losses were deliberately 
underreported at the official level. The topic of the mass deaths of the Jewish population in the USSR 
(primarily in Ukraine and Belarus) remained taboo, and data on victims of the repressions was 
classified as ‘top secret’. The concept of the Holocaust was not officially supported.



A very brief history of demographic 
censorship in Russia (5)
• Khrushchev, Brezhnev, and their elites introduced elements of democratization and 

relaxed censorship of demographic statistics. However, publicly available population 
statistics were extremely fragmented. 

• In the UN demographic yearbooks, the table entries for the USSR, Belarus, and Ukraine 
contained mostly dashes and NA. The period from 1960 to 1987 can be called as the ‘ДСП’ 
(in Russian), "science for special / official use" – special period for demography, 
sociology, population geography, and other fields . 

• Censorship used the following classification of secrecy: Highest Level, 1st, 2nd, and DSP. 
No one could practically work in social science without obtaining the minimum level of 
access to the statistics and data of officially recognised sample surveys, since most 
demographic data was classified as “for official use only”. 

I began working in 1981 as assistant of professor and as a researcher at the Academy 
of Sciences in 1984, and every year I signed a special document on the rules for using 
data classified as DSP. I did not have access to higher levels of secrecy. By comparison, 
the Head of the Demography Department at the Institute of Sociology had access to 
Level 1 classified materials.



Sergei V. Zakharov 

Science and knowledge “For official use”:
personal experience of teaching and 
demographic research in 1980-1990

Session: « Il y a 35 ans. Regards croisés sur les difficultés d'accès au 
terrain soviétique des deux côtés du Mur »

Discussants: Alain Blum (EHESS-INED, Paris) 

Sergei Zakharov (SAGE, Université de Strasbourg)

Séminaire "Enquêter en terrains impossibles. Quels enjeux ? quelles méthodes ?" 
coordonné par Françoise Daucé (EHESS-CERCEC), Emilia Koustova (Université de Strasbourg) 

et Isabelle Ohayon (CNRS-CERCEC) et organisé en partenariat avec le Groupement de 
recherche Empire russe – URSS – États postsoviétiques (GDR EST)

9 janvier 2024, Bâtiment EHESS-Condorcet, Paris-Aubervilliers



The Soviet experience of censorship and 
manipulation of census data and vital statistics

• Alain Blum (1994, 2004). Naître, vivre et mourir en URSS. 1917-1991. (traduction russe, Moscou, 2005, Novoe

Izdatel'stvo)

• Alain Blum, Leonid E. Darsky (1999). Le “modèle” soviétique (1917-1991) et ses devenirs. In Bardet, J.-P. et 

Dupâquier, J. (éd.) Histoire des populations de l’Europe, Tome III. Fayard, Paris, pp. 659-695.

• Mark Tolts (2004). The Failure of Demographic Statistics: A Soviet Response to Population Troubles. Paper 

presented at the IUSSP XXIVth General Population Conference, Session S 07: The politics of demographic 

statistics, session organiser: Alexandre Avdeev (Salvador-Bahia, Brazil, August 18-24, 2001); Supplemented by 

Postscript on measuring intercensal regional population change in Russia (1989-2002) based on corrected results 

of the 1989 Soviet census. 

https://www.academia.edu/92488287/The_Failure_of_Demographic_Statistics_A_Soviet_Response_to_Populati

on_Troubles?email_work_card=view-paper

• Mark Tolts (2008). Population Trends in the Russian Federation: Reflections on the Legacy of Soviet Censorship 

and Distortions of Demographic Statistics. Eurasian Geography and Economics. Vol. 49 (1), pp. 87-98.​

https://www.academia.edu/92488287/The_Failure_of_Demographic_Statistics_A_Soviet_Response_to_Population_Troubles?email_work_card=view-paper


Tolts M. (2008). Population Trends in the Russian Federation: Reflections on the Legacy of Soviet Censorship and 
Distortions of Demographic Statistics. Eurasian Geography and Economics. Vol. 49 (1), pp. 87-98.​

abortions But fertility data had never 
been officially censored!



Table 2. Official estimates of Life Expectancy at birth 

in the USSR, 1968-1971

Period covered Both sexes Males Females

Publications of the 1970s 

1968-1971 69.50 64.56 73.53

Second half of 
1970 – first half 
of 1971

70 65 74

Glasnost publications (after 1987)

1969-1970 69.34 64.38 73.35

1970-1971 69.4 64.5 73.5

Sources: Tolts (2004, 2008); TsSU SSSR, 1973, p. 564; Vestnik statistiki, 1974, No. 2, pp. 94-95; Goskomstat SSSR,1989a, p. 

493; Goskomstat SSSR, 1989b, pp. 69, 71, 73. 



Reasons for censoring and classifying 
demographic information in the post-Stalin period
• Negative demographic trends, primarily in mortality and population growth, which 

could call into question the ideological principles and effectiveness of the political and 
administrative system (an international reaction is essential!). Typical examples: 
extremely high abortion prevalence, declining life expectancy after 1965 in European 
part of the USSR*, rising infant mortality in Russian Federation in the 1970s…

• Catastrophic events that could cause mass panic: natural disasters (earthquakes, 
tsunamis, etc.), natural disasters with human error (epidemics, contamination of areas 
with bacteriological, chemical, radionuclides, etc.), man-made disasters (ship and 
airplane crashes, accidents on plants and enterprises not only on the scale of 
Chernobyl, but also with fewer casualties).

• Closed areas: cities with military bases, military industries, nuclear power plants, 
camps, places of exile, and penal institutions. (Several million people lived in closed 
territories even in the late Soviet period!)

• The Ministry of Defence's paranoid desire to conceal the potential for military 
recruitment (the age structure of the population, especially at the regional level, and 
even the number of male births were banned from publication in 1975)

• Individual political events, e.g. mass shootings: protesters against Khrushchev in Tbilisi 
in 1956, strikers in Novocherkassk in 1962

* See, e.g.: Blum A. (2018). Politiques du secret et inefficacité politique. Le traitement de la mortalité en URSS (1959-1985). Revue d’études 
comparatives Est-Ouest (RECEO), vol. 49, n° 1, p. 127-173.



Ideological censorship in demographic 
domain in the 1970s and 1980s

• During the times of “ late-Brezhnev ” and “ early-Gorbachev” the ideology of Marxism-
Leninism was necessarily present in the texts of articles and books, but this became only a 
formal requirement (ritual) 

• •In the communication of professional researchers of demographic problems, the use of 
Marxist vocabulary has become bad form (mauvais ton), and its use only indicates poor 
knowledge of the subject and research methods 

• •Censorship actually limited the freedom of the printed word, to a lesser extent it limited 
the spoken words. However, self-censorship played an important role because it helped 
ensure personal safety. People were afraid of troubles, which everyone faced sooner or 
later.

• There was only limited, and highly irregular, exchange of scientific research results 
between researchers working east and west of the Berlin Wall. The Berlin Wall existed not 
only as a physical, territorially defined object, but also objectively as a divider between the 
spaces of demographic knowledge and people in demographic science.



A new stage 
of dictating demography: 

Demographic Obsession  +
Censorship

Recent evidence from Rosstat



Limitations in the availability of statistical 
information in Russia today (1)
• MIGRATION STATISTICS (labour migrants) were the first to fall under the censorship attack. 

• First, official OECD data on immigration from Russia (to the US, Europe, Israel, and Turkey) have long been several 
times higher than official data from the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs and Rosstat on the number of 
departures from Russia (people leaving for permanent residence) 
see e.g. Denisenko M. (2021). Emigration from Russia: its recent past, present and future. Baltic Rim Economies. No. 4 (A 
special issue on Russia). Expert article 3044. University of Turku. https://sites.utu.fi/bre/baltic-rim-economies-4-2021/ .

• Second, migration from the Far East and Siberia is not decreasing, despite all the government's efforts to make 
these regions more attractive.

• Third, the COVID-19 pandemic and the persecution of migrants from Central Asia (for various reasons, including 
terrorist attacks) have disrupted Russia's migration balance. The concept of regulated international migration sets a 
strict threshold for migration growth – 150,000-250,000. The plan was abandoned, and data manipulation became 
too obvious for experts who criticized the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the government as a whole.

• Fourth, the war in Ukraine has led to at least 1 million people fleeing Russia. This is a record high since the Great 
revolution and Civil war in 1918-1921.

So, the migration accounting methodology has failed to stabilize, and migration policy aimed at managing both 
internal and international migration has proven a failure. From an ideological perspective, this is all very bad, 
especially considering Putin's primary goal of increasing Russia's population. The easiest way is to make statistics 
inaccessible, even to researchers, to narrow the information space for criticism.

Interesting, at the beginning of 2025, migrants from North Korea disappeared from the data on arrivals in Russia. In 2022, 
223 arrived from North Korea, in 2023 – 1,117, and in 2024 – 13,221. This foreign-based military potential is now classified.

https://sites.utu.fi/bre/baltic-rim-economies-4-2021/


Limitations in the availability of statistical 
information in Russia today (2)

• MORTALITY STATISTICS have been classified  due to the outbreak of the 
war against Ukraine.

• In 2022-2023, the effects of combat losses among young men became 
clearly visible, and life expectancy for men declined while for women it 
continued to increase. In 2024, the decline in this indicator accelerated 
further. 

A key characteristic of life expectancy is that an increase in mortality rates at younger ages 
produces a more significant effect than an increase in rates at older ages. For this reason, 
special attention is paid to infant and child mortality, youth, and young adults.

• The negative mortality statistics were intended to be closed for public 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic Russia experienced 
one of the highest mortality increases in the world (ab. 1,2 million!). 
However, at that time the authorities decided against this move, believing 
it would be ideologically counterproductive.



Limitations in the availability of statistical 
information in Russia today (3)

• In July 2025, BIRTH STATISTICS became classified. The latest publicly available 
data relates to the first half of the year. The main reason is again ideological. 

In 2024, the total fertility rate fell below 1.4 per woman (1.35-1.37 is expected in 2025), 
i.e., it returned to the level before the introduction of pro-natalist policies in 2006.

• Putin's desperate attempt to make Russia a unique country where families with many 
children live happily has proven a failure over the past two decades. From an ideological 
perspective, this looks very bad. 

• Increasing the birth rate through financial incentives was Putin's personal obsession, and 
propaganda did everything possible to promote the success of pro-natalist policies. 
Moreover, spending on family policy in Russia in 2024 reached, according to various 
estimates, 2.5% of the consolidated state budget, which is quite comparable to 
developed countries.

• Even Putin's political elite is asking, "What are these trillions of rubles being spent 
on?“. While they search for those to blame for failed policies, it's better to classify birth 
statistics according to the Soviet principle, i.e., "for official use only."



Current situation as of 18/11/2025

• Rosstat rejects all requests from research centers and universities for final 
demographic data for 2024 and preliminary data for July-September 2025. No 
information on the population or demographic processes, including population 
estimates by age and sex, is available at either the national or regional level.

• Laws, regulations, or rules regarding classified population data have not been 
adopted (at least, none that I am aware of). 

• NB! The USSR had strict rules for accessing and using classified data. It's possible 
that these regulations are currently being developed, and then access to the data 
"for official use" will be opened to a closed list of users. Will these users include 
researchers working for the state or non-governmental institutions?

• General conclusion: The situation with censorship is repeating itself. 
But this déjà vu is not from a later stage of the USSR's development, 
but from an earlier period—the period of Stalin’s dictatorship.


