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    7      Knowledge and Power in the 
Making of the Soviet Village    

    Katja   Bruisch     

  When the Bolsheviks came to power in October 1917, they were well 
aware that the control of the countryside was a major condition for the 
survival of the revolution. Although the late Russian Empire had wit-
nessed an upsurge in industrial development, agriculture remained of cen-
tral importance in the national economy, while peasants accounted for the 
vast majority of the population. Yet, after the fall of the Tsarist govern-
ment earlier that year, rural regions were in a state of turmoil. Peasants 
had begun to redistribute land, challenging the state’s role as the ultimate 
guarantor of public order. For the Soviet leadership, the countryside was 
a source of insecurity, rather than a bedrock of stability. During the Civil 
War period, widespread rural rebellion against mobilization and grain 
requisitions seriously threatened the Bolshevik’s claim to power. The gov-
ernance of rural regions therefore became a major concern for the new 
regime.  1   

 Against this background, bringing to an end rebellion in the country-
side was regarded as a prerequisite for the consolidation of Soviet power. 
The urge to pacify the peasantry merged with the aspiration to reconfi gure 
social and economic order along the lines of Marxist ideology. Although no 
concrete ideas existed as to how an ideal socialist village would look and 
how it would be achieved, there was a consensus within the Soviet leader-
ship about the need to ultimately replace peasant farms with large- scale 
collective ones, and to integrate the rural regions into the state’s hierarchies 
of administration and control. In the 1920s, the Soviet state established 
itself as the leading force in the governance of rural areas, supplanting 
non-governmental organizations that had been active in that fi eld before 
the revolution.  2   

 The central position by the Soviet state in the countryside mirrored 
an international trend toward increasing state intervention in rural 
regions. In response to demographic growth and industrialization, 
growing attention had been paid to agriculture and the rural popula-
tion in many parts of Europe as well as in the United States from the 
late nineteenth century. Heightened activity of state offi cials and experts 
aimed to turn agriculture into the backbone of the national economy, 
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to satisfy agrarian lobby groups and to preserve the rural peripheries as 
spaces of national culture and identity.  3   

 This trend accelerated during the early twentieth century. Driven by the 
need to feed the troops, state intervention in the countryside increased in 
warring countries during World War I.  4   Imperial breakdown and the rise of 
peasant parties turned the so- called “agrarian question” into a sharp pol-
itical issue in interwar east- central and southeastern Europe.  5   At the same 
time, the vision of autarky informed rural politics and research in many 
European countries, and in Fascist states in particular.  6   In line with these 
developments, agriculture had become a political concern in Russia long 
before the 1917 Revolution. In the late imperial period, institutional reform, 
the expansion of agricultural education and the regulation of markets were 
combined to make the rural economy more reliable.  7   In this context, know-
ledge about agriculture and the peasantry became a governance resource 
that was demanded by government agencies, local administrative bodies as 
well as public organizations. The professionalization and scientization of 
rural affairs continued after 1917, offering many experts the pathway into 
the highest echelons of Soviet bureaucracy.  8   

 This chapter explores the relationship between knowledge and power 
in early Soviet approaches to the governance of rural regions. Drawing 
upon administrative documents as well as the academic writings of agricul-
tural specialists in the ranks of the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture 
( Narodnyi komissariat zemledeliia , or  Narkomzem ), I will argue that the 
different roles played by agricultural experts are symptomatic of the chan-
ging patterns of Soviet rule in the countryside. During the fi rst decade after 
the 1917 Revolution, social reformist approaches dominated, rendering the 
Russian case similar to that of other European countries at the time, where, 
in the aftermath of World War I, the experience of crisis merged with a 
modern belief in the human ability to change the social fabric.  9   The ideas 
and debates of experts, however, had but scant impact. During the collect-
ivization campaign at the beginning of the 1930s, coercion and violence 
were applied on a large scale to transform the rural economy, while agricul-
tural specialists faced marginalization and repression. Originally a project 
of social and technological engineering, designed to combine order and effi -
ciency with socialist values, collectivization violated the principles of sober 
and conscious economic planning. Driven by the political elite’s wish to gain 
access to agricultural produce, the making of the Soviet village turned into 
an arbitrary and ruthless battle for rural resources in the context of Soviet 
industrialization, and a traumatic experience for millions of people. 

  The Agrarian Question in Late Imperial Russia 

 In the fi nal decades of the nineteenth century, the governance of rural 
regions became a major political and public issue in the Russian Empire. 
While the place of the peasantry within the Empire had occupied the 
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minds of state offi cials, scientists and public intellectuals since at least 
the Emancipation reforms of the early 1860s, the search for the appro-
priate tools to make the rural regions part of an imagined economic, 
social and political whole intensified toward the end of the century. 
Alarmed by a severe famine in 1891– 2, contemporaries framed their 
concern about the countryside using the concept of the “agrarian 
question” ( agrarnyi vopros ).  10   In this context, knowledge of and 
intervention in local affairs by state and public actors seemed to pro-
vide a way out of the desperate cycle of economic crisis and social 
degradation in which the village seemed to be trapped. A. S. Ermolov, 
minister of agriculture since 1893 and himself a graduate of the 
Agricultural and Forestry Institute in Saint Petersburg, one of the 
Empire’s first agricultural training and research institutions, turned 
knowledge into a tool of agrarian policy, and he invited scientists 
to become advisors in his ministry.  11   In the early twentieth century, 
scientific expertise was applied on a regular basis in order to mod-
ernize the countryside. Thousands of agricultural specialists found 
employment in regional branches of the ministry of agriculture, the 
rapidly expanding cooperative movement and the organs of local 
self- government ( zemstvos ) in particular.  12   The increasing authority 
of specialists trained in agricultural sciences or neighboring discip-
lines also impacted and reshaped the educational landscape of the 
Russian Empire. Agricultural institutes and faculties with a related 
focus attracted ever more students, while schools with an agricultural 
profile mushroomed in many regions of the country.  13   

 The rise of the “agrarian question” was accompanied by a considerable 
change in the way the village was theoretically conceptualized. In collect-
ing data for the organs of rural self- government, which sought to establish 
local tax systems, statisticians noted that peasants appeared to be princi-
pally concerned with satisfying the consumption needs of their families. 
As A. V. Peshekhonov, a leading statistician of the period, put it: “The 
peasant lives by virtue and for the sake of the family.”  14   Regardless of the 
heterogeneity of the Russian Empire’s rural regions, statisticians and pol-
itical economists constructed the peasant household as a distinct type of 
economic enterprise, one not driven by the pursuit of profi t. In their the-
ories the village appeared as a world subject to its own laws, unaffected 
by the advance of capitalism in the industrial regions of the Empire.  15   The 
view of the peasant family as the most important social and economic unit 
in the countryside also became widespread among members of the Tsarist 
government, whose policies increasingly addressed individual rural house-
holds rather than entire village communities. Most prominently, this para-
digm shift was articulated when, in 1906, the so- called Stolypin reforms 
were launched, which aimed at the abolition of communal tenure. In add-
ition to overcoming communal land- use practices in favor of individual 
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farming, improved input supply and the expansion of rural cooperatives 
were expected to help peasant agriculture to fl ourish.  16   The “agrarian 
question” was thus addressed as a matter of legal order, education and 
technology. 

 World War I and the February Revolution in 1917 spurred the diffu-
sion of scientifi c expertise into the state administration. Considering them-
selves servants of the “people,” many agricultural specialists had hitherto 
refrained from open support for the Tsarist government. In the context of 
war, however, their professional biographies became increasingly linked 
with the demands of the government. Although they continued claiming 
to act as advocates for the masses, many experts began actually “seeing 
like a state.”  17   Apart from the creation of favorable conditions for rural 
development, specialists became involved in the management of food and 
even social resources. Their tasks included the allocation of prisoners of 
war, refugees or reservists in agriculture as well as the classifi cation of the 
population according to their importance for warfare, so that different 
rations of food could be assigned to different categories of the population. 
Economist A. N. Chelintsev and agronomist P. A. Vikhliaev, for example, 
calculated how, under war conditions, meat supply could be secured with-
out harming animal husbandry.  18   The fact that such measures involved 
favoring or disadvantaging clearly defi ned social groups did not raise any 
concerns: applying methods of social engineering had become an unques-
tioned component in the scientists’ professional agenda. 

 After the fall of the Romanovs in early 1917, many experts considered 
themselves to be on the threshold of a new rural order. Numerous protag-
onists of the pre- revolutionary rural modernization campaign joined the 
interim government’s advisory boards. Here they started thinking about 
a comprehensive land reform that would bring the social imbalances 
between landowners and peasants to an end and introduce modern farm-
ing practices into peasant agriculture.  19   Economist A. V. Chaianov was 
enthusiastic: “The agrarian question has left the world of abstract ideas 
and principles and entered the realm of practical economic- organiza-
tional work.”  20   However, while experts made complex calculations about 
the distribution of land among rural producers, villages were shaken by 
unrest and violence. Without waiting for a legal solution to the agrar-
ian question, peasants single- handedly seized the land. Thus, when the 
Bolsheviks took power, the countryside was in a state of chaos and eco-
nomic decline. War and revolution had shattered all aspirations to bring 
about a rural order with the help of knowledge and reliable institutions.  21    

  Rural Policies after the Bolshevik Takeover 

 The 1917 October coup changed the ideology and the institutional set-
ting of rural policies. In need of support from the population’s peasant 

9781138696013_pi-278.indd   1429781138696013_pi-278.indd   142 8/23/2017   6:47:14 PM8/23/2017   6:47:14 PM



The Making of the Soviet Village 143

143

majority, the Bolsheviks initiated a fundamental shift in rural property 
relations. The “Decree on Land” issued immediately after their seizure of 
power foresaw the expropriation of gentry landholdings and clerical land 
without compensation, thus legitimizing the spontaneous and arbitrary 
redistribution of landed property that had taken place in the months after 
the fall of the Tsarist government. The new leaders also redefi ned the rela-
tionship between government and experts. In the initial years of Soviet 
power, the organs of local self- government, the outcome of Alexander 
II’s Great Reforms in the mid- nineteenth century, were abolished, while 
cooperative organizations, an important area of professional activity for 
many experts, were gradually nationalized. As these changes deprived 
agricultural specialists of most employment opportunities outside of state 
institutions, many entered the ranks of the Soviet state apparatus, and 
particularly the newly founded People’s Commissariat for Agriculture 
( Narkomzem ). The benefi t of this arrangement was mutual:  while the 
Soviet leadership satisfi ed their demand for highly qualifi ed professionals, 
the latter appreciated privileges like exemption from military service and 
preferential access to food rations, which they were granted as members 
of the state bureaucracy.  22   The incorporation of experts into state service 
was symptomatic of the new approach to the governance of rural regions 
after the Bolshevik takeover. While in the previous decades public asso-
ciations, local self- government bodies and the state administration had 
acted side- by- side, the state now established a monopoly in this area. 

 Although they set up bureaucratic structures to enforce Soviet power 
in the village, the Bolsheviks did not pursue a coherent strategy of rural 
transformation. Given the ongoing battle for power during the Civil 
War and economic decline in the countryside, rural policies were ini-
tially guided by the will for political survival rather than grand, visionary 
projects. While in 1918 some Bolshevik theoreticians thought they were 
already close to establishing a socialist economy, coercive requisitioning 
of agricultural products and the virtual elimination of rural– urban trade 
shaped reality in the village much more than did the few (and mostly 
unsuccessful) attempts to introduce collective or state- run farms.  23   During 
the fi rst years of Soviet power, Narkomzem, formally conceived as the 
leading authority in rural affairs, did not have much impact on affairs in 
the countryside. Instead, the Supreme Council of the National Economy 
(VSNKh), the highest organ in Soviet economic administration, and the 
People’s Commissariat for Food Supplies ( Narkomprod ), dictated the 
direction of agricultural policy. In order to secure supplies for the cit-
ies and for the Red Army at the front, independent trading of agricul-
tural goods was prohibited and the peasantry was forced to deliver their 
produce to Narkomprod’s food brigades. As a consequence, the rural 
population was deprived of any incentive to continue or enhance produc-
tion beyond personal needs.  24   Instead of erecting a new rural order, the 
Bolsheviks perpetuated chaos and crisis in the countryside. 
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 The adoption of the New Economic Policy (NEP) by the 10th Party 
Congress in March 1921 initiated a change in this situation. Responding to 
peasant uprisings and dramatic agricultural decline, the party announced 
the alliance between workers and peasants (see  Figure 7.1 ) and moved 
to revitalize the rural economy by lowering pressure on rural producers. 
In order to increase output, compulsory grain requisitions were replaced 
by a regular tax and rural– urban trade was legalized to a certain degree, 
allowing peasants to sell a portion of their produce. With the advance 
of NEP, the Soviet state even permitted peasants the use of hired labor 
and, albeit on a limited scale, the lease of land. The political turn, which 
did not prevent a tragic famine that claimed millions of victims in 1921 
and 1922, allowed for the stepwise recovery of agriculture from the dev-
astating effects of war and revolution. Focusing on the improvement of 
the economic environment for peasant producers, the new course seemed 
to be a return to the pre- revolutionary model of rural governance, in 
which the state had undertaken primarily indirect measures in order to 
spur agricultural production. Yet although many principles of NEP were 
not in line with aspirations to overcome markets and individual farming, 
its proponents never abandoned the revolutionary vision of refashioning 
society and the economy. Rural cooperatives, which began to prosper 
again in the 1920s, were expected to support the replacement of manual 
labor with machines. According to the designers of NEP, the advantages 
of mechanization would sooner or later motivate the peasants to give up 

 Figure 7.1       “The victory of the revolution is in the alliance of workers and 
peasants” (early 1920s). Source: Hoover Institution Archives, Poster 
collection, RU/ SU 1384.  
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family production and join collective agricultural farms. NEP was thus 
thought to be a transitional stage in the transformation of the village 
along socialist lines.  25   

    The strengthening of market- economy elements after 1921 went along 
with the institutionalization of economic planning within the Soviet bureau-
cracy. In February of that year, the State Commission for the Electrifi cation 
of Russia (GOELRO) was transformed into the State Planning Committee 
( Gosplan ). Competing views even about the basic principles of planning 
notwithstanding, Gosplan was put in charge of developing a general plan 
for the entire economy.  26   Mentality and political considerations alike were 
central for the expansion of planning institutions in the context of NEP. On 
the one hand, it corresponded to a long tradition of anti- capitalist stereo-
types within the Russian elite and concrete fears of wild and uncontrolled 
markets, which had intensifi ed during World War I.  27   On the other hand, 
the creation of a central planning agency helped V. I. Lenin reconcile NEP’s 
opponents within the party, as it emphasized that by no means could the 
new course be interpreted as a renunciation of the Bolsheviks’ initial vision 
of a centrally controlled economy.  28   

 The simultaneous occurrence of political and institutional change 
after the turn to NEP created unseen professional opportunities for non- 
Bolshevik agricultural experts, whose statistical and economic knowledge 
about the countryside was regarded as fundamental to organizing an effi -
cient rural economy. Leading representatives of the pre- revolutionary 
zemstvo and cooperative movements occupied key positions within the 
Soviet planning organs. Gosplan’s agricultural section was headed by P. I. 
Popov, a former zemstvo statistician. Simultaneous to the foundation of a 
central planning authority, the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture set 
up its own planning commission ( Zemplan ), which became a major intel-
lectual center in the area of rural governance.  29   From May 1922, the com-
mission was run by Narkomzem’s Deputy Commissar I. A. Teodorovich, 
a patron of non- party specialists, who appointed N. D. Kondrat’ev as 
head of Zemplan’s scientifi c staff.  30   

 Agricultural planning turned into a domain of the country’s leading 
economists. Kondrat’ev, one of the founders of modern business cycle 
theory, invented the idea of the “long waves” of economic development. 
In the 1920s, while heading Narkomzem’s planning department, he was 
also the director of the Conjuncture Institute in Moscow, an internation-
ally highly regarded research institute in the area of macroeconomics and 
economic crisis.  31   A. V. Chaianov contributed to the work of Zemplan as 
well. In the Soviet Union and abroad, Chaianov became famous for his 
micro- economic model of the peasant household, which postulated that 
peasants searched for an equilibrium between the consumption needs 
and labor force of household members. In the 1960s, Western scholars 
of development who studied peasant farming embraced Chaianov’s writ-
ings as a key to understanding Third World economies.  32   Apart from 
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Kondrat’ev and Chaianov, a number of other experts joined Zemplan 
in the course of the 1920s.  33   Many of them had either collaborated in 
the pre- war period or met in 1917 as members of one of the Provisional 
Government’s advisory boards. Thus, the Bolshevik takeover notwith-
standing, a strong element of staff continuity prevailed in the state’s 
attempts to modernize the countryside.  

  Creating Order in the Countryside 

 The institutionalization of planning within Soviet bureaucracy refl ected 
the belief that man had the power to shape the social and economic 
fabric through conscious application of scientifi c knowledge. Despite 
divergent ideological orientations, this belief was shared by state offi -
cials, party functionaries and experts alike. Upholding a positivist under-
standing of science and a modernist mindset, they aspired to turn Soviet 
Russia into an effi ciently governed, economically prosperous society.  34   
This did not necessarily imply, however, that the culture of the village 
had to be completely remodeled. Instead, leading experts claimed that 
the peasant order was not an obstacle to rural development, provided 
that knowledge and technological innovation were successfully imple-
mented in the countryside. Most explicitly, this idea was articulated 
in Chaianov’s novel  The Journey of My Brother Alexei to the Land of 
Peasant Utopia , which combined Russian agrarian thought with mod-
ernist optimism regarding the capacity of humankind to arrange econ-
omy and society along lines of rationality and reason. Chaianov’s utopia 
sketched a rural modernity featuring peasant agriculture, cooperatives 
and applied sciences, in which highly productive farming methods were 
embedded in rather traditional forms of social life centered in the peas-
ant household.  35   

 The combination of modernist aspirations and a strong preference 
for peasant farming also informed the work of agricultural experts in 
the ranks of the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture. While Bolshevik 
hardliners had already developed ideas for the rapid replacement of 
peasant agriculture by the large- scale collective farm ( kolkhoz ) dur-
ing the Civil War, the turn to NEP in 1921 strengthened voices in favor 
of gradual rural modernization through increased state intervention. 
Convinced that agricultural policy under NEP was meant to support 
peasant family farming, leading staff members regarded plans as tools 
primarily to create order in a countryside that had sunk into chaos and 
destruction. In 1922, Zemplan started working on a perspective plan 
for the country’s agricultural development. The experts did not inter-
pret this challenge as a request to radically transform the rural order, 
but rather established guidelines for coordinated agricultural pol-
icy according to the basic principles of NEP. Thus, when the commis-
sion instructed its branches to compile regional plans, the latter were 
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asked to think of policy measures that would “indirectly” ( kosvennym 
putem ) stimulate the economic activity of peasant farmers.  36   Similarly, 
Narkomzem’s Plan for Agricultural and Forestry Development rejected 
compulsory measures to meet centrally defi ned production goals. Instead, 
the text stated that Narkomzem’s policy aimed at supporting the rural 
population’s “self- activity” ( samodeiatel’nost’ ), a key concept among 
promoters of agricultural cooperatives in pre- revolutionary times, by tak-
ing their economic interests into account.  37   According to this approach, 
peasants would remain independent producers even under conditions of 
intensifi ed state regulation. 

 Projecting the village’s economic development required detailed 
knowledge of the current state of the rural economy. Since NEP 
aimed at fostering individual peasant production and cooperatives, 
Narkomzem specialists, who in most cases did not have any affi liation 
with the Bolshevik Party, saw their involvement in agricultural plan-
ning as an opportunity to continue their pre- revolutionary agenda for 
rural development within the structures of the Soviet state. Everyday 
routine seemed to confi rm this impression. As many of them had 
done before the revolution, Zemplan specialists gathered statistical 
data on peasant households, calculated the country’s prospects for an 
expansion of agricultural exports and pondered ways to provide rural 
dwellers with agricultural advice and control of the means of pro-
duction.  38   In 1925, during a meeting of the Commissariat’s executive 
board, Kondrat’ev called Zemplan a “scientifi c operational organ,”  39   
implying that its main task was to generate scientifi c knowledge to 
introduce objective criteria into economic policy. It is striking that 
Kondrat’ev and his colleagues did not equate agricultural planning 
with the aim of fundamental change in the rural economy. For them, 
it embodied rather the vision of “scientifi c policies,”  40   which, once 
successfully implemented, would turn the village into an arena of 
modernity. 

 The commitment to peasant farming among Narkomzem’s scientifi c 
staff implied a general reservation against state- controlled structures of 
supply and distribution for agricultural products. As protagonists of the 
cooperative movement, the experts had criticized the Bolsheviks’ fi rst 
attempts to restrict trade between cities and the countryside during the 
Civil War.  41   After the turn to NEP, they could now present their general 
endorsement of regulated markets and individual farming as approval 
of the offi cial course and thus emphasize their loyalty to the Soviet gov-
ernment. Narkomzem’s General Plan for the Development of Agriculture 
foresaw a replacement of spontaneous processes in the countryside by 
planned action ( planomernost’ ). However, for the authors of the plan this 
did not mean eliminating peasant agriculture and markets. On the con-
trary: the basic parameters of farming would remain untouched. Rather, 
the Soviet state would create incentives so that working their fi elds would 
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again become worthwhile for peasant producers, who had been deprived 
of any economic motivation since their produce had been forcibly requi-
sitioned in the name of the state. Not “reconstruction” ( rekonstruktsiia ), 
the main signifi er of the state’s claim to reshape the rural order during the 
years of the collectivization, but “recovery” ( vosstanovlenie ) and “evolu-
tion” (  ė voliutsiia ) were therefore the central concepts in the document.  42   

 The strong support of Narkomzem experts for combining peasant 
farming, independent cooperatives and state planning had signifi cant 
implications for how they defi ned the relationship between plans and 
the future. The introduction to Narkomzem’s Perspective Plan for the 
Development of Agriculture and Forestry from 1924 stated that, in fact, 
the re- establishment of market principles since the beginning of NEP had 
only created the necessary conditions for a “rational plan,” since any 
economic calculation relied on market prices as a common unit of com-
parison.  43   In accordance with the idea that market and plan were in fact 
two sides of the same coin, experts argued that while outlining the gen-
eral trend of economic development, plans were not a tool to predestine 
the future. As unpredictable incidents like price fl uctuations or changing 
weather conditions could never be precluded, concrete prospects for the 
economy would remain insecure. Expressing the future in quantitative 
terms therefore appeared to be a mere illusion. Referring to the attempts 
of Gosplan’s leading authority, S. G. Strumilin, a key fi gure in the devel-
opment of the First Five Year Plan, to calculate the concrete perspectives 
of the national economy over the course of fi ve years, Kondrat’ev spoke 
about a general “hypnosis of fi gures and arithmetic.”  44   His colleague N. 
P. Makarov, for whom the “primacy of numeric expression” constituted a 
major problem in Soviet planning, defi ned a perspective plan as a “system 
of economic policy and measures directed at the desired reorganization 
of the economy.”  45   Narkomzem experts saw planning as an instrument 
to regulate the economy in its most basic terms. Yet, while hoping to 
reduce the unpredictability of agriculture, they did not believe that the 
rural economy could ever be fully controlled. Any project to transform 
the countryside would therefore have to take into account that the future 
remained open.  

  Peasant Politics as a Source of Confl ict 

 Agricultural planning was a battlefi eld of confl icting views, as the deter-
mination of prices, inputs and outputs affected not only the develop-
ment of the sector itself, but also the relationship between agriculture 
and industry, villages and cities, and the rural and urban populations. 
Designing plans for agriculture was therefore inseparably linked with 
questions about the future outlook of the country as a whole. Confl icts 
arose, as in the eyes of many party members, NEP seemed to hamper 
industrial development, which the Soviet elite had embraced from the 
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very beginning as a major strategy to turn Soviet Russia into a socialist 
state.  46   From 1924 onwards, secret police reports led to fear that, as a 
result of the government’s conciliatory approach to the peasantry, richer 
“ kulak ” peasants were gaining in strength. NEP itself thus appeared as a 
threat to Soviet rule.  47   

 These confl icts shaped the work of Soviet planning institutions. 
Ideological friction was intense within Gosplan, whose leading function-
aries prioritized industrial over agricultural growth, while P. I. Popov, 
head of Gosplan’s agricultural section, was committed to a more bal-
anced development of the agricultural and industrial sectors.  48   When, 
in 1925, Narkomzem’s Perspective Plan for Agriculture and Forestry 
Development was presented to Gosplan’s executive board, econo-
mist L. N. Kritsman called Narkomzem’s recommendation for a sim-
ultaneous development of industry and agriculture a “populist myth” 
that ignored the urgent need for accelerated industrialization.  49   After 
heated debate, the plan was approved “as a fi rst approximation,” but 
the Gosplan board demanded considerable revisions, which concerned 
questions that would surface at the heart of Soviet agrarian debate soon 
thereafter. A new version of the plan should more explicitly consider 
the accelerating social stratifi cation in the countryside during the NEP 
period, and propose concrete ideas to foster the industrialization and 
mechanization of agriculture.  50   The plan was thus to become a tool for 
promoting industrial farming, taking into account socialist projections 
of social order. 

 Scholarship, ideology and political debate could scarcely be sepa-
rated in the early Soviet period. Tensions between different groups of 
experts intensifi ed toward the end of the 1920s when, due to problems 
with grain acquisition through state organs, peasants were accused of 
hoarding their grain and criticism of NEP proliferated. In this context, 
Narkomzem specialists were increasingly blamed for undermining offi -
cial doctrine by championing the interests of a rural population that was 
hostile to the Soviet regime. In an academic debate about the social struc-
ture of the village, they were attacked by the so- called Agrarian Marxists, 
a group of scholars led by Gosplan economist Kritsman, which had a 
strong impact on the scholarly debate about the countryside. Critical 
of NEP, Agrarian Marxists argued that stratifi cation among the peas-
antry, ignored by many Narkomzem experts, had accelerated after the 
partial reintroduction of market relations.  51   This fi nding was crucial, and 
not only for the theoretical analysis of rural society, which up to then 
had focused on the peasant household, while sociological perspectives 
on the village had remained less developed. It also contained a political 
dimension, as it supported the view that NEP was incompatible with 
the socialist vision of a classless society. Turning the distinction between 
poor, middle and rich (kulak) peasants, which had already been applied 
in Soviet policies, into a sophisticated analytical model for understanding 
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rural society, Agrarian Marxists provided a theoretical foundation for 
mounting calls to end NEP.  52   

 In light of the state’s repeated failure to pursue grain for urban con-
sumers, voices critical of individual farming gained infl uence in Soviet 
politics in the second half of the 1920s. In newspaper articles and pol-
itical debates, peasants were accused of sabotaging the government’s 
efforts to supply the population with what it needed. At the same time, 
regulations came into force that discriminated against successful agricul-
tural producers and transformed the pejorative label of the kulak into 
a category of taxation and electoral law.  53   The 15th Party Congress in 
December 1927 signaled the decline of NEP. Its resolution underlined 
the supremacy of industry over agriculture and announced the stepwise 
“socialist reconstruction” of the countryside through state- controlled 
cooperatives and the electrifi cation of farming. Although the text con-
ceded that individual peasant households would still continue to exist, 
large- scale industrialized agriculture on collective farms was now turned 
from an ideological credo into a concrete political goal achievable in the 
foreseeable future.  54   

 In this context, Narkomzem experts lost their infl uence on agricul-
tural politics and the institutional resources previously at their disposal. 
In 1927, economist Kondrat’ev was accused by V. M. Molotov, a close 
ally of Stalin’s, of promoting an ideology in favor of the kulaks. At the 
same time, numerous articles blamed Kondrat’ev and other Narkomzem 
specialists for their skepticism about the government’s turn toward accel-
erated industrialization and a quick rural transformation.  55   Far- reaching 
staff changes in Narkomzem indicated that a new wind was stirring in 
rural policy. In early 1928, A. P. Smirnov, I. A. Teodorovich and A. I. 
Sviderskii were dismissed from their posts at the top of the Commissariat. 
The supporters of NEP and patrons of non- party experts were replaced 
by second- rank functionaries, who could not be suspected of developing 
a rural governance strategy in opposition to the offi cial course.  56   In the 
following months, experts on all levels of the ministry were forced to 
quit their jobs. Zemplan lost a considerable number of its scientifi c staff, 
including Kondrat’ev and Chaianov.  57   At the same time, scholarship on 
the peasantry was effectively silenced. In 1928, Kondrat’ev had to vacate 
his position as director of the world- famous Conjuncture Institute, which 
was closed down soon after, while Chaianov’s Research Institute for 
Agricultural Economics and Statistics was transmuted into the Institute 
for the Organization of Large- Scale Farms.  58   Simultaneously, faculties for 
collective and state farms were established at the Agricultural Timiriazev 
Academy in Moscow, securing the new approach to the village a solid 
place in the curriculum of agricultural studies.  59   

 Voices in favor of peasant farming disappeared not only because of the 
rearrangement of political and academic institutions. Toward the end of 
the 1920s, the idea that technical progress and economies of scale could 
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revolutionize agriculture found support likewise among experts who had 
previously espoused peasant- based modernization. In a utopian text from 
1928, economist Chaianov outlined the implications of technological 
progress for the future of agriculture. Weather regulation, the extensive 
use of machinery as well as the development of synthetic methods would 
help overcome traditional limitations caused by decreasing soil fertility 
and meteorological constraints, rendering feasible a “factory- like” pro-
duction of foodstuffs and textile materials.  60   Following a research stay 
in the United States, Chaianov’s former student G. A. Studenskii praised 
the advancement of agricultural technology and the enlargement of pro-
duction units as indicators of successful modernization.  61   Regardless of 
whether texts like these were a rhetorical bow in the direction of the 
new course or the result of increasing optimism about the prospects of 
large- scale farming, however, they could not shield their authors from 
harassment by Soviet security organs. In a wave of repression unleashed 
against “bourgeois specialists” at the end of the 1920s, leading agricul-
tural experts were accused of plotting against the regime and sent to 
prison. A considerable number of them lost their lives during the Stalinist 
purges in 1937 and 1938, while others were doomed to an onerous exist-
ence at the margins of Soviet society.  62    

  The Making of the Soviet Village 

 While the Soviet government had experimented with the transforma-
tion of the rural economy by setting up collective and state farms dur-
ing the 1920s, the actual assault on peasant agriculture commenced only 
after Stalin’s ultimate triumph over the supporters of NEP within the 
party leadership and the adoption of the First Five- Year Plan in 1929. 
Collectivization was aimed at the modernization of farming practices 
and rural life and at securing grain procurement, thus combining high- 
modernist visions of order and effi ciency with the government’s bid for 
hegemony and domination in the countryside. Enlarged farms, supplied 
with modern machinery and run in accordance with modern manage-
ment approaches, were to overcome the cyclic development of family 
farming and, at the same time, guarantee that enough grain would be 
at the state’s disposal to feed the expanding non- rural population and 
to export abroad. Along with the widespread suspicion of individual 
economic activity among the party’s rank and fi le, rumors about the 
strengthening of anti- Soviet forces in the countryside served to legitimize 
the campaign.  63   

 The implementation of collectivization was at odds with the aspir-
ation to solve the agrarian question by means of reason and systematic 
planning. From 1928, when Stalin ordered “extraordinary measures” 
to secure grain deliveries in Siberia, violence and coercion were an inte-
gral part of “socialist transformation” in the countryside. From 1929, 
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peasants were increasingly forced to join collective farms ( kolkhozes ), 
so that by June 1933 more than 60 percent of Soviet rural households 
had been collectivized. Compulsory methods included immense fi nan-
cial burdens imposed on individual farmers, discrimination against them 
during the allocation of land and the open threat of repression. While at 
times peasants had economic incentives to enter a kolkhoz, the driving 
motivation for most was the fear of being labeled a kulak, which usu-
ally meant expropriation, resettlement and even more serious forms of 
punishment, including arrest and execution. In 1930 and 1931, during 
the peak of the campaign, more than 1.8 million kulak peasants fell 
victim to expropriation and expulsion from their home villages. Most 
of them were deported to so- called “special settlements” in Siberia and 
Central Asia.  64   At the same time, collectivization sparked resistance 
among the rural population, which regarded it as illegitimate interfer-
ence by outsiders in village affairs. Excessive slaughter of animals and 
the destruction of equipment by peasants who were unwilling to sur-
render livestock and other property to the collective farms became so 
widespread that authorities saw the need to issue posters against such 
practices (see  Figure 7.2 ).  65   

    The immediate results of the collectivization campaign were devastat-
ing. In contrast to the initially promised boost in production, agriculture 
plummeted into deep decline. Productivity on socialized farms did not 
meet expectations, and harvests were poor in the period from 1931 to 
1933. Additionally, livestock was reduced between 1929 and 1933 by 
more than half, entailing serious consequences for the supply of dairy and 
meat products as well as for agriculture itself, as the massive loss of draft 
animal power could not be compensated by tractors and other machin-
ery.  66   In the end, collectivization enhanced the state’s control over human 
and economic resources in the countryside, while agricultural output and 
rural consumption dropped. Moreover, the hasty establishment of the 
new agrarian order, coupled with compulsory grain deliveries to the state, 
impacted negatively on agriculture, so that rural regions became even 
more vulnerable to extreme weather conditions and harvest failure than 
they had been before. In 1932– 3, millions starved to death during a huge 
famine that plagued the Volga regions, the Ukraine and Kazakhstan in 
particular.  67   

 In the 1930s, little in the Soviet countryside was reminiscent of the 
high- modernist vision of effective large- scale agriculture. In central, north-
western and northern European Russia in particular, collective farms 
were rather small, often coinciding with the geographical borders of rural 
settlements, and their amalgamation went forward slowly.  68   Regardless 
of poverty, hunger and economic crisis in the countryside, Soviet media, 
erecting a veritable “Potemkin village,”  69   celebrated collectivization as a 
key triumph of socialism. News about the achievements of Soviet rural 
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transformation spread across the globe, feeding the myth that Russia had 
successfully transitioned from a backward peasant country into a modern 
state. Convinced that the Soviet experience of large- scale farming could 
be applicable in capitalist contexts as well, American specialists came 
to study the purported miracle fi rst- hand.  70   Yet even model farms that 
were designed to demonstrate the success of Soviet modernization suf-
fered from a shortage of the most basic tools and machines.  71   Moreover, 
while knowledge about the countryside had shaped the agrarian debate 
since the late nineteenth century and specialists had worked in prominent 
positions after the 1917 Revolution, scientifi c experts, regardless of their 
ideological orientation and social background, were marginalized during 

 Figure 7.2       “Join the collective farm: Enter the kolkhoz with all your livestock. 
Don’t slaughter your cattle, don’t sell it!” (1930s). Source:  Hoover 
Institution Archives, Poster collection, RU/ SU 1856.  

9781138696013_pi-278.indd   1539781138696013_pi-278.indd   153 8/23/2017   6:47:15 PM8/23/2017   6:47:15 PM



154 K. Bruisch

154

the making of the Soviet village.  72   Neither on the farm level nor within 
the state administration did specialists enjoy the authority to advance 
agricultural modernization. The primacy of plan fulfi llment made the 
improvement of farming, for example through the invention of sus-
tainable crop rotation schemes or land settlement, virtually impossible. 
Instead of promoting agricultural change, experts found themselves in 
the role of scapegoats, held responsible whenever the ambitious targets 
for grain deliveries to the state could not be met.  73   

 The outlook of the collectivized village, as it would exist until the fall 
of Soviet power, mirrored the circumstances under which it had come 
into being. Famine and peasant resistance to collectivization ultimately 
forced the Soviet government to adjust their policies, moving toward a 
combination of coercion and concession. In 1932, peasants were granted 
the right to farm a small homestead, to keep cattle and to sell a portion 
of their private produce. At the same time, the Soviet government tried 
to tie the rural population tighter to the kolkhozes by refusing to issue 
them internal passports, which were necessary for legal migration into 
the cities. The arrangement proved viable, as it allowed the rural popula-
tion to survive, although on a very meager level, while making it possible 
for the state to secure the country’s food supply.  74   While initially private 
farming was seen as a temporary concession, the dual occupation of the 
rural population on private plots and collective farms became a durable 
feature of Soviet agriculture. Although the vision of collective industrial 
agriculture informed agricultural politics until  perestroika  in the 1980s, 
household farming played a signifi cant role in food production up until 
the end of the Soviet period. In 1990, subsidiary plots, which largely 
relied on manual labor, still accounted for nearly 25 percent of Soviet 
total agricultural output.  75    

  Conclusions 

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, the governance of rural 
regions was regarded as one of the key issues in transforming Russia 
into a modern nation. Contemporaries were convinced that the inte-
gration of the villages into the larger administrative and economic 
circuits of the Russian Empire would be decisive for the country’s pros-
pects to catch up with the more industrialized nations in Europe and 
the United States, the most important reference systems for imperial 
elites.  76   As elsewhere, the growing concern with the rural was labeled 
the “agrarian question,” implying that the countryside’s alleged back-
wardness was slowing down the development of the nation as a whole. 
After the Bolshevik takeover in 1917, the wish to modernize the rural 
peripheries combined with the vision to fundamentally change society 
and economy in accordance with socialist ideals. Given the agricultural 
decline during World War I and the ensuing revolution and Civil War, the 
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intervention of the state in rural affairs appeared as both necessity and 
opportunity. 

 In order to achieve their aims, the Soviet government applied means 
that, during the interwar period, were also common in other European 
states: regardless of the political system, state policies were guided by the 
confi dence that governments could reshape social and economic relations 
through knowledge and conscious planning. In the 1920s, the Soviet state 
relied heavily on the expertise of economists and agronomists, for whom 
the two decades before the revolution had been a formative period pro-
fessionally. As peasant farming was put back on the agenda in 1921, the 
major difference with the pre- revolutionary period resided in the fact that 
rural affairs were nationalized. Instead of the previous heterogeneity of 
public and state actors, the state now single- handedly controlled the means 
and the fi nances of rural modernization. From an ideological perspective, 
the NEP years were an ambiguous period. While the Marxist credo of the 
Soviet rulers implied a clear commitment to scale economies in farming, 
industrial agriculture was not yet at the center of Soviet policy during 
the 1920s. Rather, ambitious visions of large- scale collectivized agricul-
ture coexisted with advocacy for peasant- friendly politics, which informed 
agrarian discourse likewise in western European countries and the United 
States before industrial farming began to dominate programs of rural mod-
ernization, fi rst in industrialized and later in developing countries.  77   

 Soviet collectivization has been interpreted as one of many modern 
attempts to change social life with the help of simplistic schemes that, due 
to their ignorance of the particularity and diversity of local conditions, 
were doomed to failure.  78   The “socialist transformation of the country-
side” was meant to combine large- scale industrial farming with the fea-
tures of a socialist society that had overcome the problems of class and 
private property. Yet the impact of high- modernist ideas on the making 
of the Soviet village was negligible. While it is true that the agricultural 
visions of the planners were hardly compatible with established farming 
practices and diverse forms of land use, the ultimate gap between plans 
and outcomes cannot be explained solely by the contradiction between 
complex rural reality and rigid, standardized plans. The adoption of the 
First Five- Year Plan, Stalin’s rise to power and widespread fears that 
peasants could withhold the grain needed for the cities’ workers, trig-
gered the turn toward the “socialist reconstruction” of agriculture. The 
enforcement of collectivization, however, was anything but a planned 
process, contradicting even offi cial statements about the persistence of 
peasant farming in the foreseeable future.  79   Symptomatically, instead of 
experts, thousands of workers, recruited for the promotion of the Soviet 
cause in the village, alongside the political police, were the state’s most 
important allies during the collectivization campaign, making excessive 
use of coercion and violence. In the years of the campaign, the meas-
ures to foster technical progress and economic effi ciency were clearly 
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outweighed in their impact on productivity by the massive destruction of 
input and machinery. The assault on peasant agriculture was thus char-
acterized by the combination of ideology, situative factors and agency, 
embedded in a political culture of paranoia and violence. Regardless 
of the undeniable involvement of the Soviet Union in the transnational 
modernity discourse of the interwar period, collectivization exemplifi ed 
an argument recently made by Lynn Viola: even though the Soviet Union 
was a  modernizing  state, it was not a  modern  one.  80   

 The aspiration to create a homogeneous space of socialist modernity, 
which dominated Soviet agrarian discourse in the interwar period, par-
alleled visions of rural transformation common in other authoritarian 
states of the time. In Italy, Romania and Turkey, for example, the coun-
tryside was similarly imagined as a laboratory of modernity brought 
about by state intervention and the application of scientifi c and plan-
ning knowledge.  81   While in interwar Romania, Turkey and Germany, the 
public image of village life was sanitized, no such positive image existed 
in the Soviet Union. Based on the experience of the Civil War period, the 
peasantry was depicted not only as backward, but also as a potential 
source of political unrest. For the Soviet leadership, modernization and 
control were thus inseparably linked. At the same time, the preferential 
treatment of the urban population was an ideological imperative in the 
Soviet Union, legitimizing the discrimination against and repression of 
the rural population for the greater cause of socialist transformation. In 
contrast to the Third Reich, where policies oriented to urban consumers 
were masked by the public acclamation of the peasantry as the bulwark 
of the nation,  82   urban modernity was the manifest leitmotiv of Soviet 
discourse. 

 Yet, although collectivization was driven by the focus on the urban 
consumer rather than the rural producer, the Soviet leadership was forced 
to make concessions to the peasants, allowing for individual farming on 
private plots. In the long run, however, this compromise proved satisfac-
tory neither for the state nor for the rural population. While productiv-
ity in Soviet agriculture remained comparatively low, the persistent gap 
between rural and urban living standards drove millions to leave the vil-
lages in the decades after World War II.  83   Voting with their feet, the rural 
population terminated the agreement on which the Soviet model of rural 
governance had been based since the establishment of the kolkhoz system 
at the beginning of the 1930s.   
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