
Uses for these lecture notes…

· Any essay similar to the given question !
· Any essay which asks you about repression.
· Any essay which asks about the cost of industrialisation.
· Any essay which asks you about the extent of change.

When introducing the place of the peasantry in Russian history Smith suggested that it was…

“The grimmest aspect of a grim subject”

It is important to remember that Russia is overwhelmingly agrarian for most of our period of study. As such, it is hard to really understand Russian history without understanding the history of its peasantry. The evidence certainly seems to support such a powerful assertion. Smith estimates that…

· 27 million peasants died under Communist rule in the period 1917 to 1956.
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As such, they were never meaningfully free. Rather only the extent of their repression that varied. 

Smith identified three types of freedoms…




Economic







Political






 Social

And considers these in three time periods…

Period
Events

1. 1855 to 1914
Emancipation to the First World War.

2. 1914 to 1929
The collapse of Tsarism to Collectivisation.

3. 1929 to 1956
Stalinist Socialism.

Period One.

Emancipation to the First World War.

The period 1861 to 1914 certainly saw change amid continuity. Emancipation produced economic, social and political change. 

Few historians today would agree with the traditional view of historians such as Hingley that Alexander II was the “tsar liberartor”, and indeed Grenville dismisses the new-found freedom of the emancipation as little more than "a cruel joke". 

Indeed, Smith highlights…

The negative impact of Emancipation…

· The inflated costs of the redemption payments increased the resentment of local, and for the first time central government. The Tsar's image as the "Little Father" did not sit well with the harsh realities of the emancipation edict that he ordered.

· The end of serfdom broke the bond of mutual self-interest between the Tsar and the nobility.

· The peasants were often left with the worst land, whilst paying higher taxes.
· Peasants were still not full citizens with equal rights.
· The land was usually owed by the Commune or Mir. This was collectively responsible for paying the redemption bill, (and this ensured that the peasants merely swapped one type of collective rule for another).
· The Mir controlled the movement of the village's population.

 The positive impact of Emancipation…

· For the first time agriculture was commercialised. This meant that surpluses were sold for profit. This was a greater boon in theory than reality, and barter continued in may areas.

· There was a growth in Peasant schooling. It should be noted however that this was still very limited and the exception. 

Smith suggests that as late as 1905 the perception of emancipation as a betrayal was still fresh in the memories of the peasant populations. There were a series of peasant rebellions at this time, and they were savagely put down. We should note that there were other forces at work here (such as Land Hunger), but the brutality of the repression is best reflected in the infamous Stolypin Necktie.


Period Two.

The collapse of Tsarism to Collectivisation.

This period saw Tsarist, Provisional and Bolshevik governments all trying to increase grain production in the face of war. 

The First World War saw some of the worst of the Tsarist regime's treatment of the peasants. It requisitioned grain from the countryside to feed the cities and armed forces, at the same time that the strongest and fittest of countryside's young men were being slaughtered by properly equipped Germans at battles such as Tannenberg.  

The Liberal Provisional Government did not act any better. It postponed any consideration of the land question until the end of the war, and introduced a state monopoly on the sale of grain.

At first glance, the urban proletariat-focused Bolsheviks did the most to free the peasants as it gave them land. In reality however this worsened production, and was followed by the suffering of War Communism.

In the Civil War most peasants hated the Whites more than they mistrusted the Reds. In particular, they did not want to go back to the being ruled by landlords. However, recent access to the newly-opened up Soviet archives by Service and Acton has shown that both Lenin and Trotsky ordered the brutal use of terror (including the burning of whole villages) where rural areas were opposed to the Bolshevik cause.

The famine of 1921-22 led to the starvation of 7 million of Lenin's comrades. There were horrors throughout the Soviet Union, including cannibalism. Orlando Figes brands this "The People's Tragedy", and suffering was particularly bad in the Ukraine.

Today, these horrors would surely receive much greater attention if it were not for the scale what followed them. Despite this, we should remember that to that date, the peasantry had never suffered as much as they were at the time of Lenin's death.

Lenin's reputation can be partially redeemed the New Economic Policy (NEP), however, in truth it did not exist long enough to make fundament improvement in the quality of the lives of any but the Kulaks.

Period Three.

Stalinist Socialism.

Smith describes the collectivisation of the period from 1929 as "a second serfdom" . In some respects even this sells its horror short. The Stalinist policy was to modernise the Soviet economy was fired by the ideology of "Socialism in one Country", and Stalin's conviction that the country had to "modernise… or they will crush us".

This produced the desire to "smash the Kulaks". Whilst some used this to settle old debts, in truth few in the countryside welcomed it. Smith estimates…

· 2.5 million Kulaks were killed.

· 2 million were sent to concentration camps to be worked to death.

· Millions more lost their homes and land to the collectivised farms.

· Millions more starved to death whilst Stalin sold grain abroad to raise much needed foreign capital.

These are good statistics to quote in your essays.

What made this truly the "grimmest aspect" of the history of the Russian peasantry was that this was a deliberate and overt policy to bleed the peasantry dry for the supposed greater good of the Stalinist state. 

Smith was correct to suggest that the Russian peasantry were never meaningfully free. 

However, the real horror was that at each turn the repression and suffering superseded that which went before. The culmination of this process was Stalin's collectivisation. As with most other aspect of his rule it was the scale and scope of the policy that truly set it apart.

Were the Russian Peasantry ever really free ?
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Types of freedoms to be considered…





The harsh realities of the existence of Peasants in this period is  reflected in the statistic that up to 1914 fifty percent of their children died before they were Five. 





Please note, that although Smith does not talk about the Stolypin reforms (1906 to 1914) here, you should be able to write about these. How far did they improve the condition of the peasants ?
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