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Theory: 1 take a resource dependence perspective on the reform of collectivized
agriculture.

Hypothesis: Collective farms resist breakup if they are dependent on resources
distributed through the command economy. The state’s role in the distribution of
resources is explained by its relationship to the peasantry before collectivization.
Methods: 1 use comparative case histories of Russian and Chinese agriculture.
Results: Large-scale decollectivization of agriculture will not occur in Russia as
long as collective farms remain dependent on redistribution through the state appa-
ratus. The role of collectivization in the state-building process explains why the
Soviet collective farm was tied strongly to the state, while the Chinese collective
farm was not.

I. Introduction

Liberal reformers in the Russian Republic, and their allies in the inter-
national development bureaucracy, believe that to transform Russian agri-
culture they need do little more than assist in the breakup of the collective
farms. These reformers believe that to make decollectivization work, noth-
ing more need be done than divide land, livestock, and farm equipment
fairly among the collective farm members. Freed from the arbitrary dictates
of collective farm managers, each now-private farmer sloughs off his mask
as a resentful collectivized peasant. Now he tills the land, with all the effort
he can muster, as a productive yeoman.

Russian reformers find theoretical support for this vision in transac-
tions-cost economics, the dominant paradigm among Western economists
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for understanding the political economy of property rights.! Transactions-
cost economics suggests that the principal obstacles decollectivization faces
come from the costs of dividing property and assigning title. The official
model of agricultural reform promulgated by the Russian Government in
July 1994, the ‘‘Nizhny Novgorod model,”” accordingly assumes that col-
lective farms will be productively reorganized from within, if the adminis-
trative costs of their breakup are borne from without by local and federal
government.

I will argue instead that decollectivization of agriculture will not be
successfully carried out as long as the agricultural sector remains strongly
coupled to the planned economy, that is, dependent on the state planning
apparatus for goods and moneys. From such a resource dependence per-
spective I will explain why decollectivization of agriculture occurred rap-
idly even under Party rule in China.” I will then explain why in Russia
the collective farm remains the dominant form of agricultural organization,
despite its failures both fiscal and productive, and the efforts of reformers
under both Gorbachev and Yeltsin.

Reformers justly revile collectivized agriculture because of its ineffi-
cient use of labor, land, machinery, and fertilizer in production of crops
and livestock.’ I will argue, however, that the crucial issue for the survival
of the collective farm is not its (in)efficiency as a producer of agricultural
goods, but its effectiveness in gathering resources for its members and man-
agers. As Gennady Lisichkin wrote in the Winter of 1991:

Our best farms depend on their directors and the strings they pull. If they are
done away with, these farms’ prosperity will end.’

I will explore both sides of Lisichkin’s statement: first, the Soviet and post-
Soviet collective farm’s prosperity, and thus its returns to workers and man-
agers, depends on its effectiveness in the politicized system of distribution

! The transactions-costs paradigm developed out of the work of Ronald Coase, espe-
cially Coase (1960). On its influence in the study of the structure of organizations within
the discipline of economics see Barzel and Kochin (1992).

? On the resource dependence perspective in general see Pfeffer and Salancik (1978).

3 See e.g. Fei (1989); Hedlund (1984); Humphrey (1983); Johnson (1987, 1990); Millar
(1990); Nove (1967); Pryor (1992).

* T adopt the distinction between efficiency and effectiveness from Pfeffer and Salancik
(1978, 11-2). By efficiency I mean the ratio of the output the farm produces to the resources
it uses. By effectiveness I mean the extent to which the farm meets the resource demands
of the groups who share in its control: managers, members, as well as the bureaucrats who
ration credits and material inputs among farms.

’ Gennady Lisichkin, ‘‘People who work for peanuts have nothing to lose,” Moscow
News, March 3, 1991.



DECOLLECTIVIZATION OF AGRICULTURE 719

of resources usually called a ‘‘planned economy.”” Second, farm directors
and local and regional officials wield power over the peasantry by virtue
of their access to that system.

The Chinese collective farm, I shall show, was always decoupled from
the planned economy, whereas the Soviet collective farm has been strongly
coupled from the collectivization campaigns of the 1920s to the present. I
shall explain the Chinese and Soviet collective farms’ different relation-
ships to the command economy as consequences of the two regimes’ differ-
ent organizational roles in the land redistributions that preceded collectiv-
ization.

In China the party apparatus itself had organized the village for land
reform, but in the Soviet Union the ‘‘Black Repartition’’ had been carried
out by the peasant commune (mir) with only moral support from the Bol-
sheviks. The regimes’ respective roles in land reform determined their pos-
ture with respect to the village when they attempted to collectivize. Since
the Chinese Communist Party had created the village as an organization
to carry out land reform, it acquired partial administrative control of peasant
production. As I shall argue in section III, Chinese cadres could thus carry
out the center’s collectivization policy through political mobilization of the
peasants themselves.

Land reform in Russia, however, was carried out by the mir, which
had existed even under serfdom and was thus organizationally independent
of Soviet power.® Soviet institutions of local control were effective only in
extraction and procurement. As a result, collectivization met widespread
violent resistance because the regime was attempting to expropriate an au-
tonomously organized peasantry.

Thus far I have only succeeded in deepening the mystery, for the collec-
tive farm in China, which was rapidly dissolved on orders from Beijing,
apparently had stronger political roots in the peasantry. I shall show, how-
ever, that the differing roles of the regimes in land reform were relevant
primarily for their effect on the relation between the collective farm and
the wider economy.

Since the Soviet state was organized against the village rather than
from within the village, Soviet officials controlled agricultural production
through planned redistribution of resource flows to and from the farm. Be-
cause Chinese cadres had mobilized the peasants from within the village,
they could control production without resorting to massive reallocations
of resources. In China, locally rooted cadres carried out state directives

¢ The Russian word mir is generally translated as ‘‘commune,’’ but I will leave it un-
translated to avoid confusion with the organ of government and production in the PRC
referred to in English by the same name.
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through mobilization of the peasantry in organizations the cadres them-
selves controlled. In section IV I will sketch the different roles of agricul-
ture in the command economies of the Soviet Union and China. I shall
describe the economic impact of the system of political reallocation usually
called central planning on the collective farm. I shall also examine the polit-
ical meaning of the plan as the center’s tool for subordinating the collective
to the state.

Chinese economic policy after 1965 stressed local self-sufficiency in
grain and small-scale industrial production. Because of this policy of eco-
nomic cellularity, resource flows to and from agricultural collectives were
modest when compared with the gains in production available from decol-
lectivization. The Chinese party-state’s control over the farm depended ex-
clusively on the internal control of the farm as an organization, rather than
on the external control of resource flows. As a result, decoupling of the
farm from the plan did not undermine the rural basis of the Chinese regime.

Radical decentralization left Chinese local officials with little stake in
a politically regulated agricultural economy. Cadres complied with the
post-Mao decollectivization campaign because radical economic cam-
paigns left them few resources to allocate and thus meager rewards for
maintaining collectivization. Since under collectivization output prices
were uniformly held down by the state, Chinese peasants had little stake
in collectivization either. Individual villagers prospered from decollectivi-
zation because they could internalize much of the grain from it. Peasants
would not find the fruits of their initiative expropriated by higher procure-
ment quotas and lower prices.

In much of the former Soviet Union, however, the party-state apparatus
survives to redistribute resources even as reformers seek to carry out partial
decollectivization. Farmers and farm managers clamor for production sub-
sidies to ease them through the upheaval of decollectivization. Yet as long
as such subsidies continue to be granted through organizations of state-
controlled redistribution, they will discourage farmers and managers from
carrying out reform.

Table 1 may aid the reader in following my argument.

Both the resource dependence perspective I will adopt and the transac-
tions-cost perspective I will reject explain the failure of Russian agricultural
reform as a failure to provide farm members with economic incentives for
reform.” Two noneconomic explanations commonly found in the literature

7 Other common explanations for the Russian failure to reform agriculture can be fit
under the resource dependence perspective I adopt, such as the absence of machinery of a
capacity suitable to private farming by a single household. Compared with the Catholic
adoption of many alternative explanations at once (as in Pryor 1991) my account may appear
conceptually impoverished. Yet to evaluate theories with multiple causes we need a great




























































