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between households; 6% spoke of households not wanting to expend time on
fields outside their own allotments; and 4% referred to the unprofitability of
collective cultivation.®

As a manifestation of largely autonomous peasant self-organisation, the
methods of farming obshchestvennye zapashki shed much light on the nature of
communal life. In most communes the area to be farmed collectively was set by
the skhod independently of district zemstvo standards and depended upon the
availability of surplus land and seed and the number of mouths to be fed in any
given year. The area was usually cut across the distant ends of the household
strips, this was the best way to mitigate the inequalities between households in
terms of distance to plots, while appeasing the opposition of richer peasants to
this form of farming, for the distant lands were usually considered the least
valuable in larger communes.** Methods of apportioning the work-effort were
many and complex, but nearly always included either the pooling of tools and
livestock, or the division of specific tasks according to their ownership, with, for
example, horse-owning households doing the ploughing and horseless house-
holds sowing and reaping.** In Atkarsk uezd, Saratov province, there were four
main methods of collective farming. Most often, the whole commune would
work together, usually on holidays, at every stage of the production process,
with each household given a specific area to farm according to its work-force. A
common variation of this method was to divide the commune into work units
(ventsy, sotni), usually consisting of about 10 to 20 households, which either
farmed a given area together, or which, in turn, assigned specific tasks to
individual households. A third alternative was for the skhod to divide the work-
effort into specific tasks and immediately construct work units to fulfil them,
according to the ownership of livestock and tools. Lastly, an alternative
sometimes practiced in areas of extensive farming was for the skhod or
individual work units to turn the work over to hired labourers.* In other regions
there were still further variations. In Poltava it was common for all the work to
be done by the households owning horses and tools, while those without
performed some other tasks. In other villages of the same province, however,
the exact opposite was practiced, with rich households lending their horses and
tools to the poorer households in order that they might make most use of
obshchestvennye zapashki.*’ Another interesting case was Pavlovsk uezd,
Voronezh province, where a remarkable system of delegating work had
developed in the larger communes. Households were grouped into units of one
hundred (sotni), which each elected a guardian (popechitel’), who was
responsible for assigning particular tasks to his workers and reporting on their
progress to regular village meetings.*®

The distribution of the work-effort often caused disputes between households,
which, in the larger communes, could jeopardize the whole project. But, in
general, communes were able to overcome such disunity by the summoning of
all to work through communal prigovory; by the appointment of elders (starosti,
magazinnye vakhtera) to ‘kick everyone out’ on work days; and by the
occasional imposition of fines (usually vodka) on those not fulfilling their
obligations.*” More serious, perhaps, were the disputes which arose over
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Novyi entsiklopedicheskii slovar’ of 1913 still refers to the institution and my own
researches have found considerable evidence to suggest that during 1914-21
obshchestvennye zapashki played an increasingly important role in communes as
a means by which to support households with members in the army.>” This is
supported by a Soviet researcher who has reported that of 1051 questionnaires
answered by volost soviet authorities in 13 Russian provinces during 1918, 5%
referred to obshchestvennye zapashki already being cultivated in communes,
while a further 19% stated that communes were planning to institute collective
cultivation during 1918.%® Further study of obshchestvennye zapashki during the
revolutionary period is needed to ascertain how far collective forms of farming
developed within the commune during 1917-28.
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COLLECTIVE FARMING AND THE 19TH-CENTURY
RUSSIAN LAND COMMUNE: A RESEARCH NOTE

By Orranpo FiGES

A common assumption made by historians of the Russian land commune before
1917 is that all arable farming was carried out on a private, household basis.
‘Except for common pasture and sometimes meadows and forests’, writes Lazar
Volin, ‘there was no joint or cooperative farming of the mir land as a unit, but
family peasant farming’.! This is reiterated by Eric Wolf: ‘there was no collective
cultivation [in the commune]: each household farmed its allotment on its own’.
Others, who do not make this statement directly, limit their discussion of
collective organisation within the commune to the forms of ‘agricultural
cooperation’ necessitated by communal crop-rotation: uniform crop cultivation;
obligatory fallow; common grazing on the stubble, etc.? Finally, although Soviet
historians have found popular precedents for collectivisation in the arteli,
kommuny and tovarishchestva of the revolutionary period, they have not traced
the roots of peasant collective organisation of production back to the
19th-century commune.

Fifty years ago, however, Geroid T. Robinson acknowledged that ‘sometimes,
instead of distributing all the land, the village cultivated a certain area in
common, and devoted the yield to a common purpose—perhaps to the relief of
dependent members of the group, or to the payment of the tax-assessment’.*
Robinson was unsure of the forms, methods and extent of collective cultivation
within the commune and estimated roughly that it was ‘comparatively rare,
though certainly not unheard of’. His conclusion is that ‘groups of peasants
sometimes cooperated in the actual work of production—but how often, it is
impossible even to guess, for the reason that these activities were not covered by
any inclusive statistical record’.’

This paper concerns one form of collective cultivation within the 19th-century
land commune: obshchestvennye zapashki (‘communal ploughed land’). The
comprehensive studies done on this institution, mainly by zemstvo statisticians,®
offer us that ‘inclusive statistical record’ which Robinson wanted about a form of
collective farming which was adopted by many communes during the latter half
of the 19th-century largely in order to provide communal grain stores. By the
last decade of the century obshchestvennye Zapashki were noted in 26 provinces
of European Russia and the Ukraine and in many of these provinces the extent
of communal collective farming was significant. In Poltava, 13% of all
communes farmed an average of 0-03 desyatin per soul under obshchestvennye
zapashki.” In Penza nearly 14,000 desyatin of allotment land was farmed
collectively in over 1,000 communes.® In Maryupol’sk uezd, Ekaterinoslav
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dividing the harvest. Rich peasants, along with zemstvo and government
officials, wanted to store the grain in communal and volost barns and use some
of it to pay off provisions taxes and arrears. Poorer peasants naturally wanted to
eat the grain and saw government attempts to remove it as another oppressive
tax.>® According to one source, the poorer and middle peasants invariably won
these disputes, for without their willing effort in the work-force, the whole
operation would simply not have been possible.*! This impression is supported
by the endless complaints made at zemstvo council meetings to the effect that
the communes were not putting grain to its proper uses. In Simbirsk, for
example, zemstvo delegates complained annually that the grain never got to
government stores, but was eaten or hidden by peasants.>

‘What is clear from these disputes is that the commune worked obshchestven-
nye zapashki according to its own will and interests, which often meant the will
and interests of its poorer and middle peasants. This cuts across the hypothesis
that peasant communes were permanently dominated by ‘kulak’ interests. The
raison d’etre of obshchestvennye zapashki was the provision of communal
subsistence floors and other cultural needs which kept the commune together
and counteracted the pressures placed upon it by economic differentiation. In
Ostrogozhsk uezd, Voronezh province, communal grain stores from obshchest-
vennye zapashki were allocated by a prigovor of the skhod exclusively to poor
households. Although this was officially a loan, skhody were said to give grain
‘knowing that repayment would not always prove possible’ and in the majority of
cases it did not.> In Saratov, Petrovsk and Tsaritsyn uezdy eight communes out
of 20 instituting obshchestvennye zapashki by their own resolution were said to
have done so for the sole purpose of alleviating the effects of harvest failures,
while nine out of twenty had done so to raise capital to repair the village
church.>* In Poltava province, a Commission of the Ministry of Internal Affairs
reported on a remarkable system of social welfare supplied by the proceeds of
collective farming. This included: grain stores for famine relief; funds for paying
taxes and debts incurred by landless households—and another to provide bail for
those peasants arrested outside the commune; an annual budget for the building
of churches, schools and workshops and the upkeep of apprenticeships in
essential crafts and trades; a benefit scheme for widows and orphans and victims
of fire; and a budget for the communal hiring of doctors, teachers, scribes,
shepherds and other workmen.>

The collective cultivation of communal land during the 19th-century bears
witness to the fact that the real strength of communal life in peasant Russia
consisted not simply in the redistribution of land between households, but in a
far deeper sense of collective well-being and mutual responsibility, which,
during a period of increasing agrarian crisis and hunger, was able to adapt its
resources to meet the needs of all its household members. Despite the increasing
opposition of rich-peasant households, the tradition of collective cultivation
strengthened towards the end of the century. By 1900 obshchestvennye zapashki
were evident in at least 26 provinces of European Russia and in many districts
individual communes farmed up to 50 and 60 desyatin on collective fields.®®
Although after 1900 no reliable sources on obshchestvennye zapashki exist, the
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state-peasant communes to transfer from crown to estate supervision. The main
plaintiffs were poorer peasants, wanting to eat their stores of grain and regarding
its removal to barns outside the village as a burdensome tax in kind, or even
theft. It is not difficult to understand their anger, for in time of famine grain was
distributed from the volost barns according to need and it often worked out that
the villages which had contributed the grain did not see it returned.?!

Despite peasant resistance in some regions, the Ministry of Internal Affairs
considered the situation favourable enough to warrant legislation. On 16 March
1°42 a decree was passed instituting obshchestvennye zapashki in state-peasant
communes, either by voluntary agreement, or, if the commune fell behind in
tax-payment, by order of the vysshee nachal’stvo. A further clause made the
institution compulsory in all communes of crown peasants.?? The decree of 1842
established the basic legislative conditions of obshchestvennye zapashki for the
period up until 1917. The communal area assigned to collective farming was to
be set every eight to 10 years and depended on the fiscal debt of the commune,
the number of mouths to be fed and the variability and yield of the harvest.
Communes harvesting four times the seed weight, for example, were to sow four
garnets (13 litres) per soul every year on obshchestvennye zapashki; those
harvesting six times the seed weight could sow half this amount. The seed was to
be taken from village or volost grain stores and the harvested grain was to return
there, though the straw and chaff remained with the commune. A specified
share of the harvest was set aside for the payment of taxes and the provision of
grain stores, but surpluses could sometimes be sold and the profits used for
communal purposes, such as buying seed, tools and livestock; hiring officials and
shepherds; or repairing the village church. In times of famine, or when
individual households were unable to feed themselves, grain could be issued
from the local store, though the ration was not to exceed 30 funt of rye and 15
funt of wheat per soul in any month. The district governors, who supervised the
whole operation with the aid of elected representatives from the communes,
were warned by central government to be on guard against villages hiding grain
and exaggerating their need for provisions.?

Although many state- and crown-peasant communes abandoned obshchest-
vennye zapashki immediately after Emancipation,?* collective farming con-
tinued to be most widespread amongst them. In Atkarsk uezd, Saratov, 82% of
crown-peasant communes and 75% of state-peasant communes farmed
obshchestvennye zapashki in 1896, whereas the figure for former serfs was only
34%.% During the latter half of the 19th-century, however, the institution was
adopted by all types of communes in Russia and the Ukraine. Much of the
initiative came from zemstvo officials, who tended to favour obshchestvennye
zapashki as a solution to tax-payment and grain-storage because it was based
upon the meritorious principle of self-reliance. The statement of one councillor
in Yaroslavl’ was typical: ‘neither the zemstva nor the government can help the
people if they do not work and care for themselves’.?® Other advocates, such as
the one-time Vice-Governor of Kazan’, A. P. Engel’gardt, stressed the value of
collective farming as a means by which to involve the whole peasantry in farming
and ‘introduce rational methods of cultivation into the commune’.?” Although
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guberniya, 1% of all allotment land in 72% of all communes was farmed under
obshchestvennye zapashki.® And in Boguchar and Ostrogozhsk uezdy,
Voronezh, 72% and 64% of all communes, respectively, farmed obshchestven-
nye zapashki.'® Because collective cultivation of allotment land was not a
universal phenomenon, but was concentrated in specific localities, a study of its
origins and methods of organisation may shed light on the varying relationships
between economics, politics and peasant collective consciousness in pre-
revolutionary Russia.

Tracing the origins of obshchestvennye zapashki raises one of the oldest
questions about the practices of the Russian land commune: did they evolve
from above or below? Although most sources stress the role played by the
Ministry of Internal Affairs and the zemstva in encouraging the cultivation of
obshchestvennye zapashki during the 19th-century, it is clear that in some places
the institution was an ancient peasant custom, surviving from an era in which
collective grain farming was widespread.'! The earliest written evidence of the
practice from Dvinsk and Kholmogorsk uezdy in Arkhangel’ traces it back to the
end of the 17th-century, when escheated and abandoned peasant allotments
were cultivated collectively ‘by the whole commune’.'? However, the earliest
evidence of collective farming for the specific purpose of providing communal
grain stores goes back to the 18th-century and seems to have emerged in the
steppe frontier regions of south-cast Russia, where the predominant Asiatic
high-pressure system exposed many villagers to the dangers of recurrent
drought-induced famines.'> Asked by zemstvo statisticians in 1896 to date the
establishment of obshchestvennye zapashki, 27% of village elders in Atkarsk
uezd, Saratov province, said that it derived ‘from ancient times’ (iz davnosti) and
had always been a peasant custom (po obychayu, po volyu).'* In Petrovsk,
Tsaritsyn and Saratov uezdy of the same province, the corresponding figure was
34% of all positive answers.!® Moving further west, however, to Pavlovsk
district, Voronezh, only one village elder in fifteen dated the institution to
before 1861.'°

During the early 19th-century the Ministry of Internal Affairs began to
encourage collective farming of part of the communal land amongst state and
crown peasants in order to ensure communal payment of taxes and provide local
grain stores.!” This official growth of obshchestvennye zapashki was widely
noted in Ekaterinoslav, Poltava, Voronezh and Penza,'® but, again, the most
remarkable cases of collective farming were reported from the state-peasant
strongholds of the Volga region. In Samara and Saratov the system was officially
instituted in 1835 and enjoyed relative sucess as an alternative to forced
labour.” In the reactionary province of Simbirsk, however, a very different
outcome ensued when, in 1835, the government enforced obshchestvennye
zapashki in all crown-peasant communes as a punishment for failure in
tax-payment. Peasant revolts broke out in the Tatar villages around Shlanga in
Buinsk uezd and a punitive detachment of Cossacks had to be sent in to restore
order. Six peasants were sent to Siberia and many others underwent public
floggings in villages throughout the district.?’ Peasant resentment of officially
imposed collective farming continued to manifest itself in the petitions of






index-5_1.png
AND THE LAND COMMUNE 93

Kotel'nich uezd, Vyatka; Rostov uezd, Ekaterinoslav; and Zmievsk uezd,
Kharkov guberniya.’® The result in these regions was a compromise in the
regulation of obshchestvennye zapashki, which encouraged its development only
in those places where peasants already practiced it voluntarily. In Tambov,
Voronezh, Saratov and Vyatka, for example, the policy of the provincial
zemstvo was to resist pressures for uniform enforcement and leave the decision
about implementation to district and local authorities.*> Although zemstvo
pressures for the stricter enforcement of obshchestvennye zapashki increased as
the agrarian crisis deepened into recurrent famines during the 1880s and 1890s,
the difficulties of imposing any uniformity on localities of diverse economic
resources ensured the survival of voluntarist policies in most provincial zemstva
until 1914. As one zemstvo official from Kharkov explained in frustration, it was
impossible to ascertain what was desirable for each volost, let alone each district
or province, because ‘even in each commune the needs of the peasants can
change from year to year’.** In such cases (which were the majority) the role of
the zemstvo in effecting obshchestvennye zapashki was limited to advising
individual communes on how best to organise production and distribute
resources. In some places, on behalf of communes suffering from particularly
acute land shortages, the zemstvo would also pressurise land-owners to rent out
land at fixed prices for collective farming. The zemstva of Bobrovsk (Voronezh)
and Shatsk (Ryazan’) were particularly active in this respect.*!

The marked local variations in the popularity of collective cultivation which
were noted by zemstva in all regions resulted not only from economic factors
operating within each locality, but also from the balance of social forces within
each individual commune. The most common support for collective cultivation
came from horseless and land-short peasants. Asked why they cultivated
obshchestvennye zapashki, peasants from Saratov province answered: ‘because
this way the poor peasants can take part in the work, under the individual
cultivation of grain some households go hungry’; ‘because some families sow so
little that they cannot feed themselves, but they can spend a day on
obshchestvennye zapashki’; ‘it’s more convenient: to sow three fields of 40
desyatin costs not more than 10 kopecks each, to harvest alone costs much
more’; ‘the richer households do not like it, but those who are poorer stand
firmly for zapashki’.** At village gatherings (skhody), the advantages and
disadvantages of collective cultivation for the provision of grain stores had to be
balanced out annually in relation to the price of grain, the quantity of grain
stores and the availability of land, labour, horses and tools. In years of relative
ease there is reason to believe that in land-extensive communes, particularly,
poor peasants succeeded in introducing collective methods of cultivation. In
periods and places of severe economic pressure, however, collective cultivation
was abandoned as the majority of households concentrated their labour on their
own plots. In Saratov, for example, a strong move away from collective
cultivation was noted in the hungry years of the 1880s. Of the reasons stated for
its abandonment, 30% referred to harvest failure, poor seed or poor soil; 29%
referred to the problems of getting peasants to work; 15% spoke of land
shortage and/or exhorbitant rates for renting land; 12% referred to arguments
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zemstva usually left communes to decide on the methods of farming, there were
places, such as Maryupol’sk district in Ekaterinoslav province, where zemstva
did dictate methods of crop rotation on obshchestvennye zapashki and punished
infringers with heavy fines.?®

Zemstvo enforcement of collective cultivation often resulted in areas where
ethnic minorities did not pay their taxes. After a decade of unsuccessful
propaganda for obshchestvennye zapashki in the Bashkir villages of Ufa, the
institution was made compulsory in all Bashkir communes receiving government
finance in 1881.%” Three years earlier, the Simbirsk district zemstvo had been
given permission to enforce the cultivation of obshchestvennye zapashki in Tatar
villages, which owed 27,000 roubles in provisions tax.** And in 1881 the same
licence was granted to the Kurmysh zemstvo, also on the understanding that
Russian villages would be exempt from compulsion.>! The policy of enforcement
reaped little returns. In Simbirsk and Ufa the practise of collective farming bore
little ressemblance to the regulations laid down by government: sown area was
constantly less than demanded and fluctuated wildly according to communal
needs; the harvest was usually eaten or hidden away from zemstvo inspectors.
One Ufa councillor spelled out the lesson: ‘the zemstvo would get better
results if the peasants themselves, by their own initiative, managed the
business’.*?

This was also the conclusion drawn by the Ministry of Internal Affairs after its
study of obshchestvennye zapashki in all provinces of European Russia during
1884-85. It found that in the majority of places where peasants took collective
cultivation seriously, the local zemstvo had played no more than a supportive
role, recognising the de facto existence of collective cultivation in the communes
and requesting legitimisation and aid from the often more conservative
provincial or district zemstva.** In Tambov, for example, collective farming was
already practised and supported by local zemstva in 17 volosti of Usman and
Lipetsk before it was legitimised by the Tambov provincial zemstvo in 1880.3* In
Poltava, the institution existed in 11 uezdy and 251 villages by the time the
provincial zemstvo gave official support.> And in Voronezh prior to zemstvo
recognition of obshchestvennye zapashki peasants were voluntarily farming
collectively throughout Valyuki, Pavlovsk, Boguchar, Bobrovsk and Ostro-
gozhsk uezdy, where they were also petitioning the district zemstvo to enlarge
the available sown area for collective cultivation from rented estate lands.* In
some cases peasants farmed collectively regardless of zemstvo attention. One
source states that the institution was strong in villages of Elets uezd, simply for
the purpose of providing for village needs, and often existed in areas where there
was no outstanding debt to the zemstvo: ‘but what is most characteristic is that
the communes have still not once turned to ask for help from the zemstva or
from government’.’’

In areas where peasant initiative found strong support from the local zemstvo,
tensions often resulted between the latter and the provincial authorities, which
were often unsure about the legitimacy of substituting obshchestvennye zapashki
for a natural or, especially, monetary system of provisions tax. This was the case,
for example, in Novouzensk uezd, Samara; Atkarsk and Vol'sk uezdy, Saratov;






