A plan of a collective farm

Why was collectivisation carried out so rapidly?
The answer to this question lies in the grain procurement crisis of 1928-29. In January 1928 Stalin
visited the Ural Mountains and sent officials into the countryside to seize grain. In 1929, even though
the harvest was much better, the state was still finding it difficult to get grain out of the peasants.
The peasants were resisting the government’s policies and were not marketing their food. Matters were
so bad that meat as well as bread had to be rationed in the cities. The cities were hungry and Stalin
blamed the kulaks (rich peasants) for hoarding grain. Large numbers were arrested and deported to
Siberia.
SOURCE 1 – J.V. Stalin, Collected Works, Vol. 11, 1955. Visiting Siberia in January 1928, Stalin is reported to have
said the following to administrators:
You have had a bumper harvest… Your grain surpluses this year are bigger than ever before. Yet the plan for grain
procurement is not being fulfilled. Why? ... Look at the kulak farms: their barns and sheds are crammed with
grain… You say that the kulaks are unwilling to deliver grain, that they are waiting for prices to rise, and prefer to
engage in unbridled speculation. That is true. But the kulaks… are demanding an increase in prices to three times
those fixed by the government…
But there is no guarantee that the kulaks will not again sabotage the grain procurements next year. More, it may
be said with certainty that so long as there are kulaks, so long will there be sabotage of grain procurements.
Bukharin and the right wing of the party were worried that Stalin’s methods would lead to the return
of War Communism – a cycle of violence and rural unrest, shortages of bread and other foods, and
rationing. Under pressure from the right, Stalin agreed to stop grain seizures in 1928 and to try raising
the price of grain to encourage peasants to put more on the market. But with continuing food shortages
in 1929, the party swung behind Stalin, and Bukharin and the rightists were removed from key posts.
Shortly afterwards, Stalin announced a policy of forced mass collectivisation. He had decided to break
the peasants’ stranglehold on the economy.
It seems likely that the decision to collectivise rapidly was an emergency decision taken to solve
the procurement crisis of 1928-29 and to crack down on the resistance of the peasants. This conclusion
is supported by the lack of preparation and planning for a revolution in Soviet agriculture. There were
simply not enough tractors, combine harvesters, agricultural experts or supplies of fertiliser to carry
out a high-speed collectivisation programme.
However, this decision should be seen in the context of the other factors (see powerpoint).
Stalin, the party and many others wanted to move forward. There was a genuine sense of crisis in urban
Russia at the end of the 1920s. The 1927 war scare had made the perceived need for industrialisation
all the more urgent and that meant getting more grain out of the peasants. The party broadly supported
Stalin and wanted to force the pace of industrialisation and solve the peasant problems.
Historians have also shown that there was a lot of support for collectivisation among the urban
working class. It was not only that they were hungry and angry at what they saw as the deliberate
actions of peasants in holding back food. Many saw the socialisation of the land as a key part of the
revolution and the way out of poverty towards the great society. Whether they, or indeed Stalin, had
any idea of what this would entail is a different matter.
ACTIVITY
1. How can you explain why Stalin decided to collectivise so rapidly?
2. Why was his policy so actively resisted by Bukharin and the right wing of the party?
3. What other pressures was Stalin under at the time when the decision to
collectivise rapidly was taken?
4. Why is it difficult to explain the reasons for Stalin’s decision?

