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Communal Grain Storage System in Russia: 1864-1917

Kimitaka MATSUZATO

We can find communal grain storage systems in many pre-capitalist states: the
i-ts’ang and she-ts’ang of Ming and Ching China, respectively, the giso-mai of Toku-
gawa Japan, and others. In comparison with these systems, communal grain storage
in post-reform Russia is characterized by the fact that the Russian gentry did neither
contributed to support the system, nor checked its operation. Moreover, there was no
ideology in post-reform Russia, such as Confucianism in China and ] apan, upon which
the system could be based. In this sense, communal grain storage in pre-reform
Russia was more fortunate in being under the direct control of serf owners and state
officials; moreover, the patriarchal culture in rural areas was still unshaken.

Even if this were true, however, how could this communal grain storage system
survive until 19172 To begin with, some criticism of the popular image of the system
is necessary. In the course of general struggle with various phenomena which seemed
to derive from communal egalitarialism, the Stolypinists did not overlook the commu-
nal grain storage system: they propagandized that the system was aimed toward
“consumptional relief” of the peasantry and distracted peasants’ attention from
agricultural productivity itself. Furthermore, — according to the Stolypinists — the
system was lending grain “per capita (pogolovno)” irrespective of the actual hardships
each family was suffering, and thus was contributing to the development of social
parasitism among the peasantry.

As a matter of fact, however, a large number of communes used the system to
obtain annual seed stocks and food supplies during seasonal grain shortages (mainly in
spring), rather than as famine relief. In other words, the system contributed to the
productive cause to some extent. In addition, peasants regarded the grain deposited
in the storehouses to remain their private property; therefore, they demanded their
“deposits” in times of grain lending, irrespective of their hardships. “Per capita”
lending originated not from communal egalitarianism but from the sense of property
possession of peasants. Consequently, the Stolypin government’s attempt to reorgan-
ize the grain storage system on the principle of “compulsory insurance” was not a
struggle against the peasants’ sense of justice but rather its incorporation into national
law.

One cornerstone of governmental and zemstvo agricultural policy after the
famine of 1891 was its inseparability from grain trade policy. Officials and zemstvo
leaders realized that the existing system of grain collection was pushing the peasantry
into poverty: peasants were forced to hastily sell grain each autumn in order to pay
taxes and buy raw materials for cottage industries during the winter. Taking advan-
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tage of the peasants’ helpless condition, rural grain dealers drove hard bargains to
obtain grain unfairly cheap. They then mixed chaff with the grain, with the result
that Russian grain was discredited in the international market. Each spring, on the
other hand, peasants had no choice but to buy back grain at much higher prices.

In order to relieve the peasants from such a situation and to normalize (#por-
iadochit’) Russian grain trade, the government and zemstvos intended to create public
demands for grain in autumn by collecting taxes in kind, purchasing grain for the army
directly from farmers and landowners, and organizing a system of state grain storage.
It was also proposed that grain should be released in spring from storage to alleviate
seasonal shortages among the peasantry. In this trend toward the de-monetarization
of public finances from the 1890s up to 1905, the government and zemstvo leaders tried
to use the communal grain stocks creatively, paying attention to the peasant tradition
of using it for productive purposes. As mentioned above, the Stolypinist attempt at
reform of the communal grain storage system was aimed at incorporating peasant
practices into national law. The same thing can be said of the debate among the
ministries during the 1890s about the possibilities of a modernist usage of the stocks.

The principal issue in this debate was the spatial mobility of the stored grain.
According the Food Statutes of 1834, every grain stock was fixed to its commune, with
the result that a vast grain reserve was necessary to cope with all the famines in
various regions of the empire. If communal stocks could have been transferred for
famine relief to other communes or procured for the army, the necessary quantity of
stocks should have been much smaller.

The attempts at modernist utilization of the communal grain storage system
were prevented by its fundamental natures. It was inexpensively organized famine
relief because it was based on the peasants’ communal morals. For the same reasons,
however, the geographic mobility of the stocks was restricted. Such national objec-
tives as grain procurement for the army were too “cosmopolitan” for peasants who
were to contribute grain to the communal storehouses. The system was inexpensive
because it was based on corvée labor or levy in kind but not on commercial procure-
ment. The same cause resulted in debasement of the quality of the grain contributed,
which made its modernist utilization impossible.

Another subject discussed in this article was the optimum division of labor
between zemstvos and the local state bureaucracy (administratsiia). After their intro-
duction in 1864, zemstvos were obliged to supervise the communes’ management of
grain stocks, but this burdensome responsibility disgusted zemstvo leaders and
workers. This author’s hypothesis is that zemstvos were suitable for such duties as
demanded “avant-garde” organizational policy — leading peasants “from above,”
organizing progressive peasants into cooperatives or using them as statistical or

agronomic assistants. In contrast, the administratsiia preferred to “scoop up” the
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peasantry en masse by means of communes. Moreover, zemstvos preferred commer-
cial methods of mobilizing national resources, while the administratsiia was adept at
levy in kind or coevée labor for the same purpose. In this sense, the supervision of
communes’ grain management was typically a duty suitable to the administratsiia.
Even up to the famine of 1891, zemstvos economized and functionalized the method of
famine relief to a great extent (by monetarizing “food capital” and by giving priority
to food purchases and sales in times of famine), making little of the Food Statutes of
1834.

Therefore, it can be regarded as a rational decision that the supervision of
communes’ grain management was transferred from zemstvos to the administratsiia in
1901. This opinion is supported by the fact that the majority of zemstvos did not
resist the “deprivation” of their competence, demanding only that a certain portion of
provincial “food capitals” was left in the provincial zemstvos’ hands for the purpose of
agricultural assistance, i.e. one of the typical duties suitable to zemstvos.

After the reform of 1901, the conditions of grain storage improved but, on the
other hand, communal grain stocks were separated from zemstvo agricultural policy,
turning into idle hoards.

The readers can find the Russian version of this article in the Otechestvennaia
istoriia (No.3, 1995).
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