In the period 1855 - 1956, did Tsarist or communist governments better serve the Russian peasantry?

The Russian peasants accounted for some 90% of the Russian people in 1855, and in this primitive agricultural country were the most populous social group throughout the period to 1956. In 1855 the majority of the peasants were still serfs, the property of their landowners, to be bought and sold as cattle. After 1917 they were citizens of the world’s first communist state. Yet, arguably, their living standards and conditions were as bad under communism as the worst they experienced under the Tsars. 

The Romanovs, as the ‘Little Fathers’ of their people, had a paternalistic attitude towards the peasants. With their autocratic right to govern came a duty of care. This only rarely translated into improvements in the lives of their peasants. Following the October revolution of 1917, according to Marxist theory the exploitation of the people would be replaced by equality. The peasants were swiftly to discover that Marxist theory and Bolshevik practice were very distant relations. Westwood has argued that ‘when an opposition takes power it often fails to practice what it preached; the realities of governing prevail over theories or slogans’ and there can be few clearer examples of this than that provided by a study of the Russian peasants in the period 1855 – 1956.

Under both systems of government there were reforms that gave hope to the peasants. The Emancipation Decree of 1861 and Lenin’s Decree on Land in 1917 are obvious examples. In 1856 Tsar Alexander II announced the need for ‘reform from above’ and by 1861 introduced emancipation. However, the Emancipation Decree had serious weaknesses. Generally the peasants gained less land than they had farmed for themselves as serfs. In return for this they were saddled with 49 years of redemption payments. As the population doubled over the next half century, land hunger was near intolerable by the early years of the Twentieth Century.  Similarly, Lenin’s Decree on Land which confiscated the land from the landowners appeared to finally right the wrongs of 1861. However, the peasants were only allowed to occupy rather than own the land. As early as 1918 under War Communism the requisition bands were to arrive in their villages to confiscate most of their grain.

Following the 1905 Revolution Stolypin introduced agricultural reform. Stolypin’s ‘Kulak’ policy from 1906 was mirrored after 1917 by Bukharin encouraging the peasants to ‘enrich themselves’ during the NEP. Both before and after 1917, these periods of reform were brief.
 The main thrust of Stolypin’s policy was to create a new more prosperous, conservative and loyal peasantry. The October Manifesto of 1905 had canceled the final years of the redemption payments.   Stolypin’s reforms allowed peasants to turn their holdings into their own individual property 
. Loans from the Peasants Land Bank were made available for more entrepreneurial peasants to buy land from the state or from their less enterprising neighbours. Government assistance was made available to enable three million peasants to emigrate east to Siberia. Stolypin believed his policies would need ‘twenty years’ to work. He was denied this, shot dead in 1911. His policies lasted little longer. By 1914 the peasants in their millions were once again being called upon to make the ultimate sacrifice in the First World War.

The communists also had their own short-lived Kulak policy. Lenin’s NEP re-introduced a measure of capitalism into Russia. The grain requisitioning of War Communism was replaced by a state tax to be paid in food. After that, all surpluses could be sold in the markets for private profit. Entrepreneurial peasants were allowed to hire their less enterprising neighbours to work for them. The peasants’ hopes for a better future would soon be dashed. By 1928, having emerged victorious in the power struggle that followed Lenin’s death, Stalin introduced collectivization. 

The experience of Russia’s peasantry throughout these hundred years illustrates the fact that little of substance changed for them during this period. The Emancipation Decree may have liberated them personally, but certainly not economically. Alexander III’s imposition of the hated Land Captains in the 1880s further eroded their newfound freedom. Effectively control by the landowning class was brought back. The peasants were increasingly squeezed to help finance industrialization. 
From 1886 Tsarist Finance Ministers like Vyshnagradsky and Witte taxed the peasants to raise the capital for their industrial projects. Lenin’s ‘requisition bands’ also took the peasants’ grain with an equal blatant disregard of their livelihood. This was mirrored in the 1930s by the enforcement of collectivization and Stalin’s chilling persecution of the Kulaks that left millions dead and further millions enslaved as zeks in the gulags. Under both regimes the consequence of such policies was famine, those of 1891,1921 and the 1930s being obvious examples. Alec Nove has estimated that some ten million peasants were killed in the 1930s; they either died in the famine or in the Siberian gulags. Westwood has estimated that ‘about 10 to 15 million people died in the 1932-34 famine’. Westwood and others have also criticized Stalin for concealing the famine from the rest of the world, thus preventing any possibility of international relief. 
Life for the peasants under both systems was predominantly bleak. Under the Tsars the peasants were often ignored and their problems overlooked. Vyshnagradsky’s ‘Monster Tariff’ of 1891 undoubtedly provoked the man-made famine of that year. Yet, there is little evidence to support any claim that the Romanovs aimed to systematically kill their peasants. Lenin’ imposition of War Communism during the Civil War was undeniably brutal, but he arguably reacted to the economic crisis and famine of 1921 with compassion by changing course and introducing the NEP. By 1929, however, Stalin was ordering that the ‘Kulaks must be exterminated as a class’. Squads with Kulak quotas to collect were dispatched across the length and breadth of the USSR. Millions were to die as a result of Stalin’s deliberate, callous policy. Their ‘Little Fathers’ did not serve the peasants very well, although Alexander II, the Tsar Liberator, should at least be credited for trying. However, from the communists, with Lenin’s slogan of ‘Peace, Land and Bread’ ringing in their ears, they were entitled to expect so much more. Like the creatures on Orwell’s ‘Animal Farm’ they were to find that ‘some animals are more equal than others’ and that their needs were subservient to the state. In general, except for during the NEP, the peasants of Russia were worse served by the communists, and most particularly Stalin, than they were by the Tsars.

