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In December 1920, on the eve of the introduction of the New Economic
Policy (NEP), the Bolsheviks embarked on a crash campaign to avert an
agricultural crisis. The Eighth Congress of Soviets passed legislation
known by the name of one of its principal innovations, the sowing commit-
tees (posevkomy).1 The usual view of this legislation is that it was a last
binge of revolutionary inebriation before the sobering morning after of
NEP — a desperate attempt to use civil-war methods to undo the damage
done by civil-war methods. The full record of the legislation and the
debate surrounding it tell a different story.2

The Situation In 1920

Despite the flare-ups of armed conflict in Poland and the Crimea, the
Bolsheviks had started to think in terms of postwar reconstruction by
spring 1920. But even though the civil war was almost over, the economic
emergency was not. Lenin summed up the situation, giving the Donbass
as an example: “There is no bread because there is no coal, and no coal
because there is no bread. ... We have to break through this damnable
chain by using our energy, pressure [nazhim], and the heroism of the
toilers, so that all the machines start turning.”3 This meant that the extra-
economic methods of the civil war could not be abandoned just yet; until
“the factories began to turn,” the basis for normal economic relations
between town and village simply did not exist.

Bolshevik thinking in 1920 was dominated by the search for ways to
break the “damnable chain” and take the final step from a time of troubles
to a time of peace and reconstruction. The sowing-committee scheme was
put forward in the autumn of 1920 as a way of taking that final step in
agriculture. It was defended as an ingenious way of helping agriculture
within the constraints imposed by the economic emergency. But the con-
straints were not only objective, for they included long-standing policy






undeveloped administrative apparatus. It was designed to work with ex-
change items if possible but without them if necessary. The food-supply
officials insisted on the distinction between the monopoly principle and
the razverstka method. This meant that the commitment to the razverstka
was much more conditional than the commitment to the monopoly.

To these subjective constraints must be added the objective difficulties
of the devastated Russian economy. It is sometimes said that the main
problem for Russian agriculture was the Bolshevik insistence on taking the
entire surplus production, thus removing any incentive for expanded
production. This is an oversimplified and misleading assertion. The
agricultural crisis of 1920 went deeper than a matter of incentives: force
can provide an incentive, if only a blunt one. The crisis was caused not by
what the Bolsheviks took from agriculture, but their inability —or, as the
peasants saw it, their refusal — to return anything. By 1920, the difficulty
was not that the peasants refused to produce a surplus — it was increas-
ingly that they could not produce one. Six long years of the absorption of
industrial output by the military, six years of using equipment without any
renewal, had led to a fatal weakening of agriculture’s productive base.

As the civil war drew to a close, industry could once again begin to
supply the needs of agriculture. But the workers had to eat, and this
required taking grain from the peasants once again without compensation.
This was the unpleasant situation from which N. Osinskii (Valerian
Obolenskii) proposed an escape route in a series of articles in Pravda
starting on September S, 1920° Osinskii is one of those second-level
Bolshevik figures that never come into focus as long as we use the clumsy
categories of “left” and “right,” or “War Communism” and “NEP.” In
1918, he was one of the Left Communists, a Bolshevik grouping that some
writers have seen as war communmnists avant la letter. In 1920, he was one
of the leaders of the “democratic centralists.” This oppositional group is
associated with protests against bureaucratic degeneration in state and
party and the excessive power granted to “bourgeois specialists.” Later in
the year, Osinskii became the main proponent of the sowing committees,



generally viewed as the apotheosis of the bureaucratic utopianism of War
Communism.

In spring 1921, Osinskii became an ardent supporter of NEP: he was
the inventor of the phrase, “seriously and for a long time.” Lenin even felt
it necessary to chide him for his excessively pessimistic view of the length
of time before socialism would be possible.7 Later in the year, he insisted
that trade relations be extended to heavy industry, thereby earning the
reputation of a leader of a “bourgeois reaction” to the difficulties of early
NEP policies.” 8 From late 1931 to 1935, Osinskii was head of the statistical
administration, and his tenure is still remembered as a brief respite from
the Stalinist adulteration of statistical prob1ty According to the normal
stereotypes, Osinskii appears a very unstable fellow: now on the left, now
on the right, now protesting against “glavkism” (chief-committee-ism),
now setting up new glavki for agriculture. A closer look and a different set
of categories will bring the Osinskii of 1920-1921 into focus; we will see
that from Osinskii’s point of view, his advocacy of democratic centralism,
of the sowing committees, and of NEP all fit together.

In his Pravda articles, Osinskii analyzed the causes of the 1nC1p1ent
agricultural crisis, reviewed the constraints imposed on any government
response, and strongly urged an all-out campaign to ward off the crisis. At
the end of October, the Politburo took up the suggestion and asked for
legislation to be prepared in time for the Eighth Congress of Soviets in
December 1920. Osinskii was at this time a member of the collegium of
the Commissariat of Food Supply, and in general the food-supply officials
were the most enthusiastic proponents of his scheme. The draft prepared
by Osinskii met with some coolness from the Commissariat of Agriculture,
however, and agriculture officials published criticisms of the legislation in
a lively press debate prior to the Eighth Congress.

The top Bolshevik leadership, and Lenin in particular, gave strong
support to the draft that evolved out of consultation between the Commis-
sariats of Food Supply and Agriculture and then presented to the Eighth
Congress. Menshevik and SR spokesmen present at the congress chal-



lenged the legislation’s reliance on coercion as part of an overall critique
of Bolshevik food-supply policy, although they did not go so far as to
advocate legalizing free trade. There was also a revolt within the Bol-
shevik caucus, where the majority felt that parts of the legislation would
strengthen the position of the rich peasants, or kulaks. It took Lenin’s
personal intervention, plus some concessions on legislative language, to
beat back this revolt.

The sowing-committee legislation was duly passed by the Congress and
went immediately into effect. (The preamble to the legislation is trans-
lated in the Appendix). The transition to NEP did not end the agricultural
crisis by any means, and so the sowing committees remained on the job for
another year, trying to mitigate the effects of the drought and to ensure
the largest possible harvest in 1921 and 1922.

Two Approaches To The Peasantry

The legislation, like any initiative in agricultural policy, rested on a par-
ticular view of the peasantry: its motivations, its internal relations, its
prospects for development. In order to put the views of Osinskii and his
supporters into context, it will be helpful to describe two outlooks on the
peasantry, which I will call the “class-struggle outlook™ and the “partner-
ship outlook.” (See Chart 1.) In their pure forms, these two views are two
ends of a spectrum along which we can locate the actual views of Bol-
shevik policy-makers.

According to the class-struggle view, the peasantry is divided (or is
rapidly becoming divided) into two groups: proto-proletariat and proto-
capitalist. Because of the intensity of the struggle between them, political
motivations take primacy over economic motivations. If, for example, the
peasants do not market their grain, it is interpreted as a “grain strike”
meant to choke the revolution with the bony hand of hunger. This implies



Chart 1. Class-Struggle Outlook versus Partnership Outlook

Class Struggle

Partnership

Peasantry is divided into

rich/poor (or kulak/bedniak)

Peasantry will soon dissolve into
bourgeois and proletarians

(rassloenie)
Political motivations
Sabotage

Firm alliance only after
socialist transformation

Socialist consciousness as goal
("conscious" discipline of
socialist worker)

Peasantry is divided into
industrious/lazy (or

staratelnyi/lodyr)

Peasantry will remain a
distinct group for the
foreseeable future

Economic motivations
Objective difficulties

Firm alliance with
present single-owner
production relations

State consciousness as
goal (necessity of
sacrificing for the
common good}

Note: Material incentives versus coercion should not be included in this contrast.
Material incentives can be used in class struggles — for example, the Committees of
the Poor were promised a share of the grain they confiscated. Similarly, coercion can
be part of a pantnership strategy — for example, any compulsory tax to obtain a public
good.

that pressing practical problems are caused by sabotage; therefore, crush-
ing sabotage is the basic method of solving these problems. In contrast,
the partnership view portrays the peasantry as homogeneous, with
economic motivations dominant and objective difficulties as the basic
cause of practical problems. '



This central contrast leads to many others. What the class-struggle
view regards as a division between evil rich and virtuous poor is seen by
the partnership view as a division between the industrious peasant and the
lazy one. The class-struggle view maintains that only socialist transforma-
tion will turn the peasant into a firm ally of the revolution, while the
partnership view maintains that the peasantry’s firm support is possible
under present production relations. The class-struggle view aims at instill-
ing a socialist consciousness among the peasantry, while the partnership
view would be satisfied with a “state consciousness” — that is, a realiza-
tion that personal welfare depends on the general welfare and a willing-
ness in consequence to make sacrifices in support of the general welfare..

If we apply this framework to the sowing-committee legislation, the
first thing we see is a new peasant hero and villain: no longer the bedniak
versus the kulak, but the industrious owner (staratelnyi khoziain) versus
the lazy lout (lodyr). Osinskii argued that the aim of state regulation
should be to universalize the standards of the industrious owner, and
Lenin called the legislation a “wa(%er on the industrious” — a revealing
allusion to the Stolypin prograrn.1 The enemy within the peasantry was
not so much the kulak as the “the benighted, the backward, and the feck-
less,” as a high official of the Commissariat of Agriculture, I. A.
Teodorovich, put it at the Eighth Congress. Teodorovich went on to say
that the time of division (rassloenie) was over, and it was no longer a
question of proletariat versus petty-bourgeois, but of partnership with the
“middle laboring [frudovoi] peasantry.”11 (The use of the adjective
“laboring” is significant, since it was associated with the SRs and had been
rejected with scorn by the Bolsheviks when they broke with the Left SRs
in 1918.)

Although one aim of the legislation was to provide poor peasant
households with seed in the interests of increasing sown acreage, the Bol-
sheviks were at pains to disassociate themselves with any suggestion of

class struggle — even to the extent of dropping the term “poor” in favor
of “weak” (malomoshchnyz) 2 V. V. Kuraev gave the following advice on



how this part of the legislation could be made palatable to the middle
peasant who resented the poor peasant because of the material burden he
caused. The middle peasant should be told that in loaning seed grain he
is not helping the poor peasant but helping the state, that is, the general
interest in a restoration of the economy. The middle peasant has an im-
mediate material stake as well: the chance of lowering his personal burden
in the razverstka of 1921. It is this sort of appeal that will be “comprehen-
sible and convincing.” The agitator should rely on the peasant’s own dis-
tinction between the lazy lout and the worthy hard-working poor who
simply had a bad break. The middle peasant should also be assured that
in the future the decisive figure in the village will be the industrious
owner.”> Thus the Bolsheviks were actively advertising the outlook be-
hind their legislation as a peasant outlook rather than a revolutionary one.

Tied to the glorification of the industrious owner was a rejection of
state farms, collective farms and communes as either a solution to the
immediate crisis or as the high road to socialism in the countryside. Lenin
sneeringly referred to the collective farms as almshouses and asserted that
“we must rely on the single-owner [edinolichny] peasant — that’s the way
he is and he won’t be different in the near future. To dream of a transition
to socialism and collectivization won’t do.”'* Iurii Larin wrote that the
state farms (sovkhozy) and the collective farms (kolkhozy) had to take
second place to the “krekhozy” — his new coinage for the ordinary peasant
farm: “For today and tomorrow, in order to raise production in the mass,
we must deal with the existing krekhozy, with the material and human
resources now available. . . . Otherwise we will see nothing in 1921 or
1922 but confused experiments.”15 In early 1921, official instructions for
party propaganda drove the point home: “Nothing could be more
dangerous than if some overambitious agitator decided to explain it [the
sowing-committee legislation] as a new way of communizing the
peasantry. That would factually be incorrect, since the state’s help is being
given to the single-owner peasant enterprise.”



Thus when Osinskii analyzed the agricultural crisis of 1920, he poin-
tedly did not include the absence of socialized productive forms among
the causes, but instead concentrated on objective difficulties such as the
industrial collapse and the ravages of the civil war.'” Prior to the end of
the civil war, there had been a widespread feeling among Bolsheviks that
the peasants had gained more and suffered less from the revolution than
the workers, but Bolshevik leaders admitted that by late 1920 the relative
position of workers and peasants had been reversed.”® In his discussion of
the reasons for this reversal, Osinskii argued that the self-subsistent inde-
pendence of the peasant economy was easily exaggerated and the peasant
could not remain unaffected by industry’s inability to supply his needs.

Osinskii also admitted that the pressure exerted through the razverstka
had contributed to the crisis, especially in the long-suffering central
agricultural region. Osinskii felt that the Bolsheviks were compelled to
apply this pressure in order to achieve victory in a just cause, but still,
“facts are facts” — it was impossible to deny that civil-war pressures had
caused grave damage to agriculture.19 Bolshevik leaders were both proud
of the accomplishments of the Commissariat of Food Supply and aware of
the immense cost of the achievement. In Lenin’s words:

The real foundation of the economyis the food-supply reserve. And here the success
has been great [and] we can now set about restoring the economy. We know that
this success has been achieved at the cost of great deprivations and hunger in the
peasantry [and] we know that a year of drought has sharpened these disasters. . . .
For that reason we are putting primary emphasis on measures of help as set out in
this lf:gislation.20

Given this miserable economic position, Osinskii argued, the peasant
felt two contradictory impulses: the “healthy instinct of a business-like
laborer [khoziaistvenno-tmdovoi];’lto fight the crisis, and the demoralizing
urge of the lazy lout to exploit it.”~ Osinskii called the lazy lout’s response
“sabotage,” thus employing one of the key terms of the class-struggle out-
look. But Osinskii was not trying to incite the poor against the rich, but to



incite the hard-working taxpayer against the parasite who increased his
fellow-villagers’ material burden by refusing to sow (or doing so in a slop-
py manner) and selling what grain he had on the black market rather than
contributing to the village’s collective razverstka obligation. In the words
of a publication of the Commissariat of Food Supply: “The person who is
a lazy lout — who squanders his seed material and doesn’t want to im-
prove his working methods — who leaves his field unsown — will be
considered a criminal hurting the common cause, and he won’t be handled
tenderly either by the state or by his more hardworking neighbors.”22

The partnership view did not expect the peasant to attain a socialist
consciousness. Lenin argued that support for the sowing-committee legis-
lation did not require a socialist transformation. On the contrary, the
message that “the laboring middle and poor peasant is a friend of soviet
authority, and the lazy lout is its enemy” was “the truth plain and simple,
in which there is nothing socialist, but which is so obvious and indisputable
[that it will be accepted] at any peasant rneeting.”23 No doubt even a state
consciousness was an unrealistic goal at the time (although many Bol-
sheviks convinced themselves otherwise), but it still required less of a
break with peasant tradition to accept the necessity of compulsory
sacrifice for the public good than to become committed socialists.

The Bolshevik leaders’ explanation and defense of the sowing-commit-
tee legislation thus reveals a shift from the class-struggle view of the
peasant to the partnership view. The replacement of poor/rich by in-
dustrious/lazy, the rejection of sovkhozy and kolkhozy in favor of krekhozy,
the emphasis on objective difficulties rather than politically-motivated
sabotage, and the goal of state consciousness rather than socialist con-
sciousness all attest to this shift. Of course, as the use of words like
“sabotage” showed, Bolshevik policy-makers did not make a clean break
with the assumptions of their past outlook.?* The Bolsheviks were able to
explain their shift in perspective while retaining their vocabulary of class
division by talking about the new prominence of the “middle peasant
[seredniak].” But the objective process of “middle-ization” of the
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peasantry was less important than the subjective shift in the Bolsheviks’
own outlook.

The Bolshevik’s new view of the peasantry corresponded to a new view
of themselves as a national leadership rather than a class or revolutionary
leadership. These two views of themselves could coexist or intertwine in
various ways, but the agricultural crisis of 1920, like the civil war preceding
it, tended to strengthen the national view. A remarkable manifestation of
this tendency occurred in a Pravda article in September 1920:

Hunger is the common enemy. It does not distinguish between parties and convic-
tions. It tortures in similar fashion the worker, the intellectual, the communist, the
Menshevik, and the nonparty people. ... Let all citizens of Russia close ranks behind
the soviet authority, and it will be able to defeat hunger as well 2

Motivations

In their explanation and defence of the sowing-committee legislation, the
Bolsheviks put an extraordinary emphasis on coercion (prinuzhdenie).
This gave an excellent opportunity to the critics of the Bolsheviks; at the
Eighth Congress, for instance, David Dallin called on the Bolsheviks to
choose either coercion or partnership (soglashenie) with the peasants.
Lenin’s response was exasperated:

We certainly don’t claim that we are doing things without mistakes. [But] neither
the Mensheviks nor the SRs say, “here is the need and misery of the peasants and
workers, and here is the way to lift ourselves out of this misery.” No, they don’t say
that — they only say that what we are doing is coercion.

<

And if the peasants objected they were being made to “work for
Tsiurupa” (the Commissar of Food Supply), Lenin’s response was “quit
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single-owner agriculture with “productive units” encompassing a whole
village; others, who were paying closer attention, criticized the bill for
basing future development on reactionary, splintered productive forms.

The actual spirit of the legislation was best expressed by Kuraev at the
Eighth Congress: while the legislation combined short- and long-term
perspectives, all attention should be focused on the short-term effort to
maximize sown acreage through the seed program. “We must crawl out of
the quagmire of the agricultural crisis,” for only this achievement would
create a solid foundation for future socialization.”’ The preamble to the
legislation reflected these priorities. (See Appendix.) Not a word was
mentioned about socialism: the entire focus was on the current crisis and
the effort to stave off disaster in the coming year. The sowing-committee
legislation was no attempt at a great leap forward in the style of Stalin or
Mao. Its aim was instead a small leap forward — out of the downward
economic spiral of a time of troubles to the normal economic relations
needed for future progress, no matter how defined.

Organizational Forms

Osinskii was very proud of the organizational innovations contained in the
legislation: the sowing committees proper (posevkomy) and the village
committees (selkomy). The sowing committees were designed to be a
small, flexible and authoritative bureaucratic task force that would focus
the energies of local officialdom on the top priority task of the sowing
campaign. The village committees were designed to enlist the peasants
themselves in the campaign.

The logic behind the sowing committees proper was identical to what
Osinskii called “democratic centralism.” The democratic centralists were
an opposition grouping within the Bolshevik party that tried to use
Leninist orthodoxy to legitimize their own concerns.” These concerns
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