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Introduction 

This book aims to provide an overview of the Soviet Union, and 
to evaluate a fairly wide range of material with a view to making 
a theoretical contribution to the sociology of the Soviet Union. 
It is hoped to throw new light on the empirical evidence dis­
cussed, but it cannot claim to be a definitive analysis. The large 
number of lengthy works on quite specific aspects of Soviet 
history and social structure should make it clear that it is 
beyond the capacity of any one person to provide a definitive 
account of such a vast, complex and controversial society. Con­
sequently, while covering quite a broad range of issues, I have 
tried to do so in a spirit of contributing to a continuing debate, 
rather than of settling those issues. 

The topics examined were chosen to help analyse the extent 
and forms of class relations in the Soviet Union. Yet the factors 
influencing the class structure stem from the major institutional 
features of the Soviet Union: the economy; politics and the 
state; the welfare system and forms of consumption; and the 
occupational structure with its associated wage differentials 
and consequent effects on the distribution of income. Hence 
any discussion of the Soviet class structure has to take these 
features seriously. These features are of considerable interest in 
their own right, quite apart from their relevance to the class 
structure, and it is hoped the respective chapters can stand on 
their own to some extent for readers particularly interested in 
these topics. However, taken together these topics do enable 
one to address the terms in which the Soviet Union judges itself, 
and seeks to present itself to the rest of the world: whether class 
relations are being superseded, whether mass democracy is 
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being promoted, and whether centralised economic planning is 
the basis of such developments. 

These are questions with profound political and social impli­
cations. For those who have not yet made up their minds (and 
perhaps even for those who have but wish to review the evi­
dence) the question of the differences and similarities between 
capitalist and socialist societies offers a way into thinking about 
a huge range of issues which can scarcely be avoided by any 
sentient adult. Such issues necessarily involve giving some 
account of Marxist theory, even if it is only to describe it as 
the ruling ideology in the Soviet Union. At the beginning of 
this book, however, classical Marxist theory is also seriously 
considered as a means of analysing the social structure itself. 
To explain why there is such an explicit concern with theory it 
is probably useful to indicate in broad terms the thrust of 
the argument. 

The theoretical approach adopted to the analysis of the 
Soviet class structure is based on a critique of the classical 
Marxist approach to class, as well as of common sociological 
approaches to class, particularly the Weberian conception of 
class. These issues are the concern of Chapter 1, which outlines 
an alternative approach to class structure based on a concep­
tion of relations of production which differs from the classical 
Marxist approach, particularly in avoiding any reliance on the 
labour theory of value for defining relations of production and 
hence for demarcating class boundaries. This approach is 
introduced in the first chapter because it largely defines the 
choice of problems dealt with in the rest of the book. 

Chapter 2 provides an outline of developments in Soviet 
agriculture from the Revolution to the end of the 1920s. By 
criticising common conceptions of such developments, it argues 
that the strategy of socialist transformation adopted with the 
policy of forced collectivisation from late 1929 was economi­
cally unnecessary and politically disastrous. The purpose of 
this chapter is to throw the contemporary class structure of the 
Soviet Union into historical relief, by indicating the historical 
context out of which many contemporary features of the Soviet 
Union developed. It is hoped that this will indicate that many 
features of the contemporary social structure are historically 
specific, rather than being necessary features of a state socialist 
society. 
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The 1920s were a period when the future development of the 
Soviet Union was still an open question, and when new 
attempts to construct a socialist society in an underdeveloped 
economy were being made. These attempts took place in a 
context of extremely important debates about economic 
development, industrialisation, rural class structure, demo­
cracy, culture, the relation between party and state, and inter­
national relations. Even today, many debates about the nature 
of the Soviet Union, whether conducted inside or outside the 
country, revolve around implicit or explicit analyses of the 
1920s. Furthermore, many of the contemporary features of 
Soviet society were constructed at that time or developed soon 
afterwards in response to problems which occurred in the 
1920s. Finally, it is widely acknowledged that the expe,rience 
and debates of this period continue to be relevant for develop­
ing societies. Rather than concentrating on the political history 
of the time, or on the economic debates themselves, which in 
their content and sophistication were not rivalled in the West 
until at least the 1960s, a chronological account of the 1920s is 
given. There is a particular emphasis on agriculture, where the 
main problems of the period were encountered. This account of 
the historical context in which the main issues arose should 
make it easier to understand the issues themselves. 

Following from this, the analysis of relations of production in 
the 1960s and 1970s is begun in Chapter 3, where the relations 
between different kinds of economic agents, particularly collec­
tive economic agents (economic units) are examined, using the 
approach developed in Chapter 1 to analyse the relations of 
production as relations between economic agents which affect 
their relative economic capacities. It is argued that, because 
such capacities are always subject to change through processes 
of struggle and negotiation, an important but hitherto rather 
neglected aspect of the relations of production concerns the 
policies of economic agents. Consequently, the manner in 
which agents at various levels in the economy calculate both 
their own internal state and the course of action which they 
adopt with respect to other agents is subjected to detailed 
scrutiny in this chapter. 

Chapter 4 analyses the legal and political conditions of the 
relations of production, since in the Soviet Union such 
economic relations are operative primarily between state 
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agencies, or collective agencies whose relations to the state 
agencies are legally and politically regulated by the state. Con­
sequently, the issue of the 'withering away of the state' with the 
decline of private property is considered, as well as various 
common Western conceptions ofSoviet politics. Related to this, 
the analysis of politics in terms of a series of' arenas of struggle' 
is proposed, and in the light of this approach the capacities of 
the main central party and state agencies to regulate the 
economy (and hence to determine the relations ofproduction 
by implementing effective economic plans) is reviewed. The 
conclusion from this review is that there are serious limits on 
the capacity of such central party and state agents to co­
ordinate the division oflabour, so that theories of an all-power­
ful totalitarian party or elite dominating Soviet politics and the 
economy are misguided. Nevertheless, it is argued that there is 
sufficient central control of the state agencies for one to be able 
to say that various state agencies do not pursue completely 
autonomous objectives. In other words, political relations 
between state agencies are not such as to preclude socialist 
planning of the overall economy. 

Chapter 5 examines welfare and social policy as a means of 
assessing the importance of non-wage forms of income, and 
concludes that the overall effect of such forms of public expendi­
ture is probably, as intended, to equalise incomes. This chapter 
also provides a historical account of the development of various 
aspects of the Soviet welfare state and analyses its contempor­
ary difficulties and successes, thereby providing further insight 
into the workings of Soviet politics. 

The issue of income equalisation is taken up again in 
Chapter 6, where the occupational structure and wage differen­
tials are examined, prior to an overall assessment of the dis­
tribution of income, which concludes that a policy of income 
equalisation has been pursued fairly successfully over the past 
twenty-five years or so. Such a policy may now be running into 
difficulties of various kinds, but in so far as it has been success­
fully pursued it has meant that the connection between the 
distribution of income and the access of agents to the means of 
production has been partially undermined. Hence class rela­
tions have been seriously weakened in the Soviet Union, and it 
is concluded that they are non-existent within the state sector of 
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the economy. However, this does not mean that there is no class 
structure in the Soviet Union, since collective farm members 
are still in a different class position from state employees. There 
may also be capitalist relations in the so-called 'parallel 
economy', but their extent must be severely limited by the 
official prohibitions on such activities, which means that, if 
resources are diverted from official purposes, this is largely 
done on an individual 'self-employed' basis. It is also argued 
that the 'intelligentsia' cannot be considered as a single stratum 
separated from the state-employed 'working class' or the 
collective farm members. Consequently, the official theory 
of the Soviet class structure must be considered to be seriously 
deficient. 

The kind of approach just outlined differs from many 
sociological works on the Soviet Union. It deals with issues 
frequently considered the rightful domain of 'other' social 
sciences. This trend in sociology towards what seems like 
'intellectual imperialism' has often caused resentment in other 
social science departments, but it is difficult to avoid if one is 
trying to deal with a society as a whole. A frequent response to 
this charge of imperialism is to concentrate on particular 
aspects of the social structure, where useful empirical work can 
be done. In the case of the Soviet Union, however, a great deal 
of such work has already been done, and at times one has to take 
stock, as this book tries to do. Yet this attempt at an overview 
avoids a comparative analysis of 'Soviet-type and Western' 
societies as a means of reaching its conclusions. It also tries to 
avoid providing merely an institutional description, even 
though this is necessary at times as a prelude to analysis. Both 
approaches, the 'comparative method' or institutional descrip­
tion, run the risk of underestimating the role of theory in reach­
ing conclusions. Rather than expecting the conclusions to 
simply emerge from the evidence, as if the 'facts speak for them­
selves', the search for evidence has been informed by existing 
theory and has been used to criticise and develop the existing 
body of theory on the Soviet Union. It is for this reason that, for 
example, quite general problems in the analysis of class struc­
ture are raised in Chapter 1, or quite common conceptions of 
Soviet politics are criticised in Chapter 4. The re-evaluation of 
existing approaches seems to be both possible and necessary at 
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this juncture in Western studies of the Soviet Union. If so, and if 
this book contributes to the process of re-evaluation, it comes at 
a very opportune moment, when a better understanding of the 
Soviet Union is more important than at any time since the end 
of the Cold War. 

Maputo, Mozambique 
June 1983 

GARY LITTLEJOHN 



I 
The Class Structure: 
Stratification or Relations 
of Production? 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to indicate what kind of approach 
is being used to analyse the Soviet Union in this book. This is 
necessary because of the continuing prevalence in sociology of 
analyses of class structures which fail to define sufficiently 
clearly the basis of the categorisation of classes. In other words, 
it will be argued that the prevailing modes of analysis of what is 
often called 'social inequality' or 'social stratification' fail to 
provide sufficiently clear theoretical grounds for distinguishing 
different classes, or for analysing class relations. 

This is not to say that there is ready to hand a clear mode of 
analysis which is easy to use and which suffers from no prob­
lems, but rather that the prevailing approaches scarcely even 
attempt to analyse the determinants of class relations. The only 
exception is provided by analyses in the Marxist tradition, 
which at least attempt to theorise the determinants of class 
relations, using some conception of 'relations of production'. 
However, while such approaches have the merit of at least 
posing the problem of the determinants of class relations, it is 
not clear how far they have satisfactorily resolved the issues 
which they raise. 

To illustrate the problems with prevailing sociological 
analyses of stratification in relation to the Soviet Union, it is 
worth briefly looking at the debate on 'industrial society'. 
During the 1960s it became fashionable in sociology to argue 
that capitalist and socialist societies were converging towards a 
common type of 'industrial society' whose main institutional 
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features were determined by the 'logic of industrialism'. In 
other words, it was argued that certain 'core features' providing 
the conditions of industrial production would induce a re­
organisation of the rest of the society so that such societies 
would become increasingly similar. This kind of economic 
determinism became very influential with the easing of East­
West international tension at that time, and produced an 
'industry' of its own in terms of publications. 

A well-known article by Goldthorpe criticising such 
approaches appeared in the mid-1960s. This article, 'Social 
Stratification in Industrial Society', argues that the kind of 
stratification found in the Soviet Union is quite distinct from 
that in Western industrial societies. 1 Western societies are 
characterised by market stratification, which is, so to speak, an 
unconscious or unintended effect of the workings of the market. 
The Soviet Union is characterised by political stratification, 
which is in effect a deliberate outcome of the centralised control 
of society by the party and/or state. While these different kinds 
of stratification might produce similar results in terms of their 
outward appearance, the causes of these similarities are funda­
mentally different in the two kinds of industrial society. In 
Gold thorpe's terms, while such patterns of stratification may 
be 'phenotypically' similar, stratification in the Soviet Union is 
'genotypically' distinct from that in the West. This article was a 
welcome break from what was at the time conventional wisdom 
in sociology, but there are problems with Goldthorpe's 
analysis.2 There is no real attempt by Gold thorpe to specify the 
kinds of social relations between the strata which are produced 
by these different stratifying mechanisms, the market and the 
political structure. Consequently there is no real basis for 
empirical analysis based on conclusions drawn from this dis­
tinction, since the nature of the different kinds of strata is 
opaque. To put it another way, the different ways in which the 
market and the political structure generate strata are not 
analysed in a way that shows why the resulting strata really are 
different, even though they might appear similar. This causes 
real problems for any research into this issue, because attempts 
to develop ways to measure the underlying differences are 
frustrated. Any attempt to measure these differences must use 
indices which are related to the mechanisms or processes pro-
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clueing the stratification, and to the effects of these mechanisms 
or processes on the strata themselves. 

Stratification: Theory and Evidence 

This difficulty is shared by many approaches to stratification 
which, like that of Gold thorpe, are influenced by the work of 
Max Weber. The general problem of such approaches is that 
the absence of a clear theorisation of the social relations opera­
tive between different strata has meant that the stratification 
system has usually been treated as qualitatively homogeneous 
(strata or classes having more or less of some quality, attribute 
or possession). Where the stratification hierarchy has not been 
treated as qualitatively homogeneous, as in certain 'multi­
dimensional' approaches, the strata or classes have been con­
ceived as defined by the concatenation of various dimensions, 
like status and power, which are themselves poorly theorised, 
and whose interaction in structuring the strata is also unclear. 
Thus the avoidance of treating stratification as entailing a 
homogeneous hierarchy is achieved after a fashion, but the 
benefits are dubious. However, this has still resulted in 
theoretically arbitrary dividing-lines being drawn between the 
strata (or class positions), leading to an approach which fails to 
evaluate the theoretical basis on which evidence of different 
kinds is collected. 

Evidence of social phenomena does not simply drop like ripe 
fruit. The process of data collection is also a process of cons truc­
tion, since evidence has to be classified and sorted even as it is 
collected, and this process inevitably implies using concepts. 
Sociologists quite often fail to recognise the theoretical nature of 
even the most mundane empirical work, and hence they treat 
the process of gathering evidence as in some sense separate 
from (and usually prior to) the process of theory construction. 
Such a separation is literally impossible, but if the criteria for 
classifying or sorting evidence are not clear, one runs the risk of 
implicitly or explicitly ignoring the theoretical nature of 
'gathering' evidence. This will probably lead to adverse effects 
in terms of the analysis of that evidence. 

Where one is using already existing sources, as is usually the 
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case in the Soviet Union, the evidence must be used on the basis 
of both a theoretical evaluation of its conceptual basis, and 
where necessary what might be termed a technical critique of 
the process by which the empirical results were compiled. 
Clearly, the more details recorded about the process of collect­
ing, sorting and performing the original calculations on the 
material, the better, since they are then more amenable to 
reworking in terms of the critique. This means that even where 
a decision is made to use certain indices of stratification or the 
class structure, their pertinence to the analysis being conducted 
will vary. The relative merits of the various sources is thus a 
worthy matter for discussion in each case. A technically com­
petent piece of empirical work may well be irrelevant to the 
concerns of the analysis, but often the researcher is in a position 
of being able to use empirical material compiled by others 
whose theoretical concerns were different from those of the 
researcher. The data may nevertheless be in a form that renders 
them open to reworking, i.e. to recalculation which transforms 
them into indices, albeit imperfect ones, of the theoretically 
specified mechanisms in which the researcher is interested. 3 

Weberian Stratification 

The danger with stratification theories influenced by Weber is 
that this critical appraisal of evidence will be neglected. This is 
because such theories themselves face serious difficulties in 
specifying what are the mechanisms which generate strata. The 
best way to show this is to examine the work of Max Weber 
himself. Yet one cannot do this very easily without examining 
the intellectual origins ofhis work, since it is very influenced by 
classical political economy, and contains a response to Marx's 
critique ofthe concept of class used by political economy. So it 
is here that one must begin. 

The concept of class was being used by the Physiocrats, if not 
by earlier economists, and was related to their theory of the 
distribution of income. The concept was based on the classifica­
tion of the population of, say, eighteenth-century France, into 
distinct groups, each with their own source of income. What 
made the groups distinct in such analyses was their possession 
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of an asset which gave them that income or revenue. Usually, 
there were three such assets in classical political economy -
land, labour and capital- with entrepreneurial or managerial 
skill sometimes forming a fourth asset. The basis on which 
these 'factors of production' constituted assets for the classes 
which owned them was not posed as a problem by these 
economists (including those whom Marx called 'vulgar'). That 
is, the social conditions, which both made these 'factors of pro­
duction' generate revenues and enabled the factors (and hence 
their revenues) to be appropriated by certain categories of 
economic agents called classes, were not considered problema­
tic. Consequently, as we shall see, there was no theoretical basis 
for saying there should only be three classes, and not more: as 
has just been indica ted, sometimes a fourth factor (or asset) was 
admitted, which implied a distinction between profit ( tmtre­
preneurial skill) and interest (capital) as forms of revenue. The 
analysis of the way in which these factors generated revenue 
went little further than an acknowledgement that such revenues 
were generated in production and/or exchange. The theory was 
more concerned with the amount of income distributed to each 
class and with features affecting the flow of revenue than with 
the analysis of the determinants of such revenues. 

This concern with what Marx called 'relations of distribu­
tion' was the main target of Marx's critique of such theories of 
class. It is precisely the kind of problem generated by the 
'revenues' approach to class which Marx is criticising in his 
famous unfinished chapter on class at the end ofCapita1.4,The 
chapter on classes comes in a section entitled 'Revenues and 
their Sources', and follows a chapter on 'Distribution Relations 
and Production Relations', in which he says: 

Let us moreover consider the so-called distribution relations 
themselves. The wage presupposes wage-labour, and profit­
capital. These definite forms of distribution thus presuppose 
definite social characteristics of production conditions, and 
definite social relations of production agents. The specific 
distribution relations are thus merely the expression of the 
specific historical production relations. 5 

After demonstrating this with respect to profit (of enterprise), 
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interest, and capitalist ground rent, Marx continues: 

The so-called distribution relations, then, correspond to and 
arise from historically determined specific social forms of the 
process of production and the mutual relations entered into 
by men [sic] in the reproduction process ofhuman life. The 
historical character of these distribution relations is the 
historical character of the production relations, of which 
they express merely one aspect. Capitalist distribution 
differs from those forms of distribution which arise from 
other modes of production, and every form of distribution 
disappears with the specific form of production from which it 
is derived and to which it corresponds.6 

Thus, when in the chapter on classes Marx criticises the con­
ception of classes as constituted by the identity of revenues and 
sources of revenue, it is already clear to the reader that he con­
siders that the sources of revenue are determined by the rela­
tions of production, which are social conditions (and con­
sequently subject to historical change). It is also implicit that 
the analysis of revenues (for example, of their amount and the 
forms of their distribution) should not be completely identified 
with the analysis of the sources of revenue, i.e. with the analysis 
of the social conditions which constitute them as revenues. 
However, distribution relations are one aspect of production 
relations, so the analysis of the forms of distribution ofincome is 
a part of the analysis of production relations, and hence of the 
class structure. 

To reiterate, the 'revenues' approach, which treats class rela­
tions solely in terms of relations of distribution, without analys­
ing the social conditions of their existence, forms the object of 
the critique developed by Marx in the unfinished chapter on 
class. If one has no theoretical basis for saying that these groups 
(and not others) possess these assets (and not others) as their 
source of income, and that the possession of these assets is what 
constitutes these groups as classes, then there is no defence 
against adding other groups to the class structure. A class then 
becomes any group constituted by the possession of a socially 
distinct source of income. In criticising this position which 
treats revenue as determining class, Marx says: 
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However, from this standpoint, physicians and officials for 
example would also constitute two classes, for they belong to 
two distinct social groups, the members of each of these 
groups receiving their revenue from one and the same 
source. The same would also be true of the infinite fragment­
ation of interest and rank into which the division of social 
labour splits labourers as well as capitalists and landlords. 7 

In other words, although classical political economy divided 
society up into three great classes (the 'holy trinity' of land­
owners, labourers and capitalists, whose sources of revenue­
land, labour and capital - are as naturally homogeneous as 
beetroot, music and lawyers' fees), it did so on a basis which 
allowed for the elaboration of 'an infinite fragmentation of 
interest and rank' since it lacked an adequate analysis of the 
division oflabour. It thus opened the way for the analysis of the 
class structure in terms of an inadequately theorised concept of 
stratification, i.e. in terms of a geological metaphor of strata 
which did not distinguish strata in terms of some theory ofthe 
social relations operative between the members of the different 
strata. This latter approach requires a principle of stratifica­
tion, i.e. a quantitative measure which enables one stratum to 
be placed higher or lower than another on what is implicitly a 
qualitatively homogeneous scale. Initially this principle of 
stratification was the amount of income. 

As Marx's analysis indicates (contrary to those who treat the 
unfinished chapter on classes simply as evidence of the diffi­
culties of Marx's own position), the tendency to add to the 
number of classes, and to analyse them simply in terms of the 
distribution of income, these tendencies result from an in­
adequate theorisation of the division of labour. An adequate 
analysis of the division oflabour would enable one to sustain a 
defensible categorisation of economic agents into classes. This 
categorisation would be defensible on the grounds of the social 
relations which the theory stated were in operation between the 
different economic agents. 

It is now much easier to understand the work of Max Weber, 
which provides an illuminating and influential example of the 
sociological elaboration of the 'revenues' approach to class. 
Thus the continuing, if unacknowledged, influence of classical 
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political economy on the sociological analysis of class derives 
from Weber. He defines a class as any group of persons occupy­
ing the same class position (so the most pertinent kind of 
economic agent is the human individual). The concept of class 
position for Weber refers to: 

the typical probability that a given state of (a) provision of 
goods (b) external conditions oflife and (c) subjective satis­
faction or frustration will be possessed by an individual or a 
group. These probabilities define class position in so far as 
they are dependent on the kind and extent of control or lack 
of it which the individual has over goods and services and 
existing possibilities of their exploitation for the attainment 
of income and receipts within a given economic order.8 

A little later Weber writes: 

The concepts class and class position as such only designate 
the fact of identity or similarity in the typical situation in 
which a given individual and many others find their interests 
defined. In principle control over different combinations of 
consumer's goods, means of production, investments, and 
capital funds constitute class positions which are different for 
each variation and combination.9 

Ignoring the subjective aspect (satisfaction or frustration) 
of this definition of class, which is related to his conception 
of economic action, it is clear from the definition of class in 
terms of control of goods and services and their exploitation 
for incomes and receipts that Weber is using a 'revenues' 
conception of class. The result is that class positions are 
different for each variation and combination of assets, thus pro­
ducing an 'infinite fragmentation of interest and rank', or, in 
other words, a highly differentiated stratification hierarchy in 
terms of class position. Precisely because there is no theorisa­
tion of what constitutes an asset, or possession of an asset, there 
is no clear basis for demarcating class positions from one 
another. Consequently any lines drawn between the strata are 
necessarily arbitrary. 

A skill can be an asset, and a high level of skill constitutes for 
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Weber a 'monopolistic asset' commanding a monopolistic posi­
tion, which enables him to treat the working class as a series of 
different class positions because of its 'qualitative differentia­
tion', i.e. the variety of skills within it. This basic definition of 
class position (in terms of'chance in the market' as determined 
by the acquisition of assets) is later added to by Weber: as well 
as 'acquisition' class, Weber also introduces the concepts of 
'property' class and 'social' class. A property class is one where 
the class position of its members is primarily determined by the 
differentiation of property holdings. This produces two diffi­
culties for Weber's theory. First, it indirectly subverts the dis­
tinction between 'class' and 'status group', the latter being 
defined in terms of'social honour'. For example, slaves change 
from being a negatively privileged status group to a negatively 
privileged property class. This is inconsistent with the original 
definition of class which refers to actors in the market. Slaves 
are not actors in the market. Second, it creates problems as to 
the definition of an acquisition class. Weber's concept of 
property is not theoretically elaborated - it is simply an 
enumeration of such things as human beings, land, mining 
property, fixed equipment, ships or money. Consequently it is 
difficult to distinguish it from the assets which determine the 
chance in the market of an acquisition class. For example, ship­
owners appear as both a property and an acquisition class, and 
many of those listed as members of acquisition classes might 
under the above listing of property be considered as members of 
property classes - namely, industrial and agricultural entre­
preneurs, bankers and financiers. The concept of a 'social' class 
also has its problems: it is actually a plurality of class positions 
between which an interchange of individuals on a personal 
basis or in the course of generations is readily possible or 
typically observable. In other words, a 'social' class refers to a 
unity of various different class positions on the basis of what 
would nowadays be conventionally termed 'social interaction' 
or else on the basis of'social mobility'. An example of a 'social' 
class is the working class as a whole. This is ironic in view of 
Weber's criticism of Marx: 

The unfinished concluding section of Karl Marx's Kapital 
was evidently intended to deal with the problem of class 
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unity of the proletariat, which he held existed in spite of the 
high degree of qualitative differentiation. 10 

It should be clear that this is a misunderstanding by Weber, but 
Weber's use of the concepts of'property' class and 'social' class 
clearly represents an attempt to have one's cake and eat it. 
Weber is able (at considerable theoretical cost) both to main­
tain a highly differentiated view of the class structure, and to 
refer to what to him plausibly appear as important lines of 
demarcation within the stratification hierarchy. 

The other interesting aspect of Weber's theory is, of course, 
the distinction which he makes between class stratification and 
stratification in terms of other phenomena which affect 'the 
distribution ofpower'- namely, 'status groups' and 'parties'. 
This is the major development which sociology has added to the 
class analysis of classical political economy - the supposed 
generalisation of stratification to other non-economic aspects of 
social relations. In the case of Weber this is related to his 
attempt to develop the microeconomic theory of transactions in 
the market into a general theory of social action. Each of these 
two other aspects of the distribution of power requires a 
principle of stratification analogous to the amount of income in 
the class hierarchy. In other words, they each require a quality 
or attribute or dimension (call it what you will) which the strata 
possess or do not possess to some degree. The theoretical basis 
for the two stratification principles introduced by vVeber is even 
more opaque than that for level of income. The two principles 
are prestige and political power, and the latter is implicitly 
distinguished from the more generalised conception of power to 
which all three aspects of stratification are thought to refer. At 
least the level of income is measurable by a socially determinate 
means in a market economy: namely, money. The concepts of 
prestige and political power used by both Weber and the many 
later studies using a 'three-dimensional' (and sometimes 
'multidimensional') approach to stratification require subjec­
tive judgement, either by the researcher, a panel of judges, or 
those being investigated, as to the distribution of prestige and 
political power. This produces the most banal kinds of 
research, such as correlations of the degree of 'status consis­
tency' between the rankings on each dimension or international 
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comparisons of prestige hierarchy rankings. It is not the process 
of ranking according to some quantitative index that is the 
problem with such research, or the use of the word 'stratifica­
tion' (which is also used by some Marxists, usually in the 
phrase 'class stratification'), but the failure of such approaches 
to theorise adequately the determinants of the stratification 
with which they are concerned. 11 

Marx's Theory of Classes under Capitalism 

Since Marx's critique of classical political economy raised the 
problem (not yet resolved in conventional sociological theory) 
of the determinants of the class structure, it is appropriate to 
examine his own position. As is clear from his critique, the 
determinants of class are to be found for Marx in the analysis of 
the relations of production, which, in showing the relations 
between various economic agents, amounts to an analysis of the 
division of labour. Because most of Capital is concerned with 
capitalist relations ofproduction, Marxists frequently tend to 
argue that the whole of Capital is about class analysis, but this 
is oflittle help in deciding which are the most salient features of 
the relations of production for class analysis. Fortunately Marx 
gives some indication in the critique discussed above which 
appears at the end of volume 3: the reproduction schemas in 
volume 2, 12 which indicate how the capitalist mode of produc­
tion as a whole reproduces itself, are of considerable impor­
tance, since in reproducing itself capitalism reproduces its class 
structure. To situate the discussion of the reproduction 
schemas, one must first discuss the labour theory of value and 
the reproduction of the individual capitalist enterprise (which 
appear in volume 113 and already constitute a partial analysis of 
capitalist relations of production). 

While there is some dispute among Marxists about whether 
the 'law of value' only applies to the production of commodities, 
even those who limit it to commodity production usually see it 
as related to a more general law of the distribution of labour­
time among different production processes. 14 If the latter, more 
general law is also referred to as 'the law of value', then the law 
of value expresses the proportion of the total labour-time avail-
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able to a society (within a given time period, say a year) which 
is devoted to a particular production process. Each of the pro­
ducts of that production process thus embodies a value which is 
a fraction of the proportional labour-time devoted to that pro­
duction process. In other words, if one thousand products are 
produced in a year, then each product embodies one­
thousandth of the value of that production process. If two 
thousand products are produced, then the value of each pro­
duct is halved. Thus the value of each product is inversely 
proportional to the productivity of the production process 
associated with it. The value of a product thus refers to the 
amount of labour-time (as a proportion of the total socially 
available labour-time) which is necessary to produce it: the 
value of a product is the embodiment ofthe socially necessary 
labour-time required to produce it, and the socially necessary 
amount of labour-time depends on the productivity of the 
particular production process and its economic relation to 
other production processes. In the case of commodity produc­
tion, according to Marx, where the fact that commodities are 
exchanged has an effect on the social distribution of labour­
time between different production processes, the absolute 
amount oflabour-time embodied in a product is not measured. 
Only the relative amount oflabour-time is measured, and this 
occurs in the process of commodity exchange where the relative 
amount of labour-time is expressed by the ratios in which the 
commodities exchange for each other. If one pound of sugar 
regularly exchanges for ten pounds of potatoes, then for Marx 
this is because these physical quantities of the products each 
take the same amount of socially necessary labour-time to pro­
duce. Whether that labour-time is one hour or five days cannot 
be directly measured by this exchange ratio of one to ten, which 
only indicates the relative value of the products. This 'exchange 
value', as Marx calls it, forms the basis for the price of com­
modities, once money becomes an integral part of commodity 
exchange. According to Marx, this occurs on the basis of one 
commodity becoming a socially acceptable measure in terms of 
which all the other exchange ratios are established. 

Commodity exchange, then, for Marx, establishes a series of 
social relations between economic agents (including monetary 
relations) which allow the distribution of labour-time among 
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different production processes to develop considerably, involv­
ing profound changes in the division oflabour. In cases where 
this leads to the development of capitalist production, which 
depends crucially on commodity exchange (and particularly on 
the social appearance of labour-power as a commodity), the 
economic reproduction of each capitalist enterprise (with its 
associated production processes) depends on commodity 
exchanges. Marx thus begins analysing capitalist relations of 
production by the analysis of the reproduction of the capitalist 
enterprise in terms of the value embodied in each of its elements 
and the value created by that enterprise. Schematically, these 
elements are designated in the following diagram: 

/MOP"'-... 
M "'-...p ----- C ----- M' 

~LP(L)/ 
As is well known, in this schema M represents a sum of money 
sufficiently large (with the right social conditions) to be used as 
capital, i.e. to be used to purchase means of production, MOP, 
and labour-power, LP, which are necessary for capitalist pro­
duction. Labour-power is the capacity to labour (a capacity 
entailing both physical and intellectual capacities), and it is 
this capacity or ability which is purchased by the capitalist. 
However, as with any production process, capitalist production 
requires the combination oflabour, L, the activity of work, with 
the means of production. It is the amount of time spent in 
labour, the socially necessary labour-time, which determines 
the new value of the product of each production process. How­
ever, the total value of the product also includes the value of the 
means of production (which are themselves products embody­
ing labour-time) transferred to the product over a period of 
time. The product, P, is treated as a commodity, C, and is sold 
for money, M', the superscript indicating that this is usually 
more than the original sum of money. 

In other words, Marx is arguing that commodity relations, 
conceptualised in terms of the theory of value, establish certain 
relations between the elements of the capitalist production pro-
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cess which enable it to reproduce itself economically. The value 
of the product, a commodity, is determined by the value trans­
ferred to it by the means of production and by the value of the 
labour-time spent on producing it. For the value of the product 
to be greater than the outlay spent on producing it, Marx 
argues that the value of the labour expended on it must be 
higher than the value of the labour-power which was bought by 
the capitalist for the period of the production process. This is 
possible precisely because labour-power (a capacity) is not the 
same as labour (an activity), and the very conceptualisation of 
value (as a proportion of the total socially available labour­
time) means that only labour can create value. The value of the 
means of production which is transferred to the products over a 
period of time, as the means of production depreciate, cannot 
exceed the labour-time embodied in them, unless for some 
reason their replacement cost increases. Because labour is for 
Marx the source of the extra value of the product, or surplus 
value, Marx calls the capital spent on the purchase of labour­
power 'variable capital', whereas the capital spent on the 
purchase of the means of production is called 'constant capital'. 
The variable capital varies in amount between the beginning 
and end of the production process, because it is the source of 
the surplus value which appears as profit when the commodity 
is sold. 

To sum up Marx's analysis of the reproduction of the 
individual capitalist enterprise, then, it can be said that it pre­
supposes a certain social distribution of the means of produc­
tion such that certain economic agents, capitalists, possess 
them, while others, agents, wage-labourers, do not, and must 
therefore sell their labour-power to reproduce themselves 
economically. Starting from this differential access to the 
means of production, the analysis indicates how a process of 
production of commodities by means of commodities can repro­
du.ce that social distribution of the means of production, with 
capitalists able to purchase them and wage-labourers unable to 
purchase them. It thus provides a partial analysis of how the 
class structure is reproduced. 

As Marx recognises in volume 2, an analysis ofhow capitalist 
enterprises reproduce themselves cannot be a full account of 
how a capitalist economy reproduces itself. An analysis of the 
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distribution of labour-time (value analysis) is necessarily 
partial if it is not related to an analysis of the physical distribu­
tion of the product: an analysis in terms of'use-value', as Marx 
calls it. The concept of'use-value' refers to the physical proper­
ties of the product (as understood by science at a particular 
time) and to the demand or 'need' for the product: if a product 
is not wanted, it has no use-value, so it is a waste oflabour-time 
to produce it, and hence has no value either, according to Marx. 
The main aspect of the use-value of products with which Marx 
is concerned in the reproduction schemas of volume 2 is 
whether the products are means of production or means of con­
sumption. As is already evident from the analysis in volume 1, 
the class relations between different categories of economic 
agent are concerned with their relation to the means of produc­
tion (crudely, possession or non-possession of the means of pro­
duction), so an analysis of the distribution of the product which 
is conducted in terms of a distinction between means of produc­
tion and means of consumption is likely to elucidate the process 
of the social distribution of the means of production, and con­
sequently aid the analysis of the class structure. 

Since Marx is dealing with a wholly capitalist economy, all 
production processes are capitalist and hence reproduce them­
selves by commodity exchange. In this sense, they are economi­
cally independent of one another in that the continuing 
economic activity of each enterprise depends on the success of 
its commodity operations. A capitalist enterprise producing 
means of consumption will purchase its means of production 
from one or more capitalist enterprises producing means of pro­
duction. A capitalist enterprise producing means of production 
will be staffed by personnel who purchase their means of con­
sumption from a variety of capitalist enterprises. Marx thus 
sees the interdependence of the production of means of produc­
tion (Department I) and production of means of consumption 
(Department II) as an important aspect of the division of 
labour. The reproduction schemas of volume 2 of Capital are 
concerned with how the different classes of economic agents 
(capitalists and wage-labourers) in the two Departments derive 
their revenues from their differential access to the means of pro­
duction. Capitalist and wage-labourers in Department I buy 
their means of consumption from Department II, as do 
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capitalists and wage-workers in Department II. However, only 
capitalists buy the means of production from Department I, 
and this is true whether they themselves are Department I or 
Department II capitalists. In other words, only other capitalist 
enterprises are customers for Department I products, whereas 
both wage-labourers and capitalists are customers for Depart­
ment II products. Indeed, it is the social character of the 
demand for the product, rather than its physical properties, 
which determines whether it counts as a Department I or 
Department II product. Coal or electricity, for example, can be 
both means of production and means of consumption. 

Since each capitalist enterprise is attempting to make a 
profit, and, if successful, is in Marx's view reproducing itself 
according to the value diagram reproduced earlier, what the 
reproduction schemas must do is indicate how this is possible 
for a whole economy composed of capitalist enterprises. This 
means that the amount of labour-time devoted to producing 
Department I products must be such as to satisfy, broadly 
speaking, the requirements ofDepartment II for means of pro­
duction (consisting mainly of raw materials, ancillary materials 
and instruments of production). Similarly, Department II 
must be able, broadly, to satisfy the demand for its products 
from capitalists and wage-labourers in both Departments. In 
explaining the reproduction of the capitalist economy, then, the 
reproduction schemas simultaneously explain several things: 

(a) the proportional distribution of labour-time between 
different production processes, which must enable 
individual enterprises to make a profit; 

(b) the physical distribution of the product, so that the 
economy is physically capable of continuing with 
production; 

(c) the social distribution of the means of production, which 
is effected through the physical distribution of the product 
by means of commodity exchange, at the same time as the 
means of consumption is distributed. 

The social distribution of the means of production, however, is 
the main determinant in this process. It determines the form of 
the production process (the conditions under which labour is 
combined with the means of production), and consequently 
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which agent disposes of the product. Hence it determines the 
kind of revenue (profit, wages) available to each class of 
economic agent and the relative amounts of these revenues. 
The social distribution of the means of production thus deter­
mines the social distribution of the means of consumption. In 
other words, the reproduction schemas, in explaining the rela­
tions of production, also explain the relations of distribution 
and the basic class structure of a capitalist economy. This is 
what might be called the 'hidden secret' of the reproduction 
schemas. As already mentioned, Marx refers to these schemas 
in volume 3 when mounting his critique of the view of class 
maintained by classical political economy, so it is only 'hidden' 
from those sociologists who tend not to read the apparently 
technical economic parts of Marx's work. 

Problems with Marx's Analysis 

Of course, the reproduction schemas are of considerable poten­
tial interest to economists from two points of view: 

1. In the history of economic thought, they constitute a link 
between Quesnay's Tableau Economique and the develop­
ment of both input-output analysis and the Soviet use of 
material balances. 

2. The reproduction schemas, in indicating the complex condi­
tions to be fulfilled, according to Marx, for the reproduction 
of the capitalist economy, also indicate that the potential 
'problem areas' are numerous, and are thus also the 
starting-point ofMarx's theory of capitalist crises. However, 
the reproduction schemas will not be appraised from those 
standpoints here. What is of concern here are the possible 
problems with this analysis, and the extent to which it can be 
used as a basis for class analysis. 

It is evident that the labour theory of value is an important 
element in this analysis. In this sense, Lenin's well-known 
summary 15 of the Marxist position on classes is quite correct: 

Classes are large groups of people differing from each other 
by the place they occupy in a historically determined system 
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of social production, by their relation (in most cases fixed 
and formulated in law) to the means of production, by their 
role in the social organisation oflabour, and, consequently, 
by the dimensions of the share of social wealth of which they 
dispose and the mode of acquiring it. Classes are groups of 
people one of which can appropriate the labour of another 
owing to the different places they occupy in a definite system 
of social economy. 16 

The problem which must be raised in the light of recent 
critiques of the labour theory of value 17 is its role in the analysis 
of class, and, if it is to be abandoned, the problem of possible 
alternative ways of analysing relations ofproduction and class 
structure must also be discussed. No attempt will be made here 
to provide a detailed exposition of the recent critiques of the 
labour theory of value, or of criticisms ofthem. 18 Rather, a few 
comments will be made indicating the limitations of the con­
cepts associated with the labour theory of value for the analysis 
of the division of labour. 19 This can most readily be done by 
examining various other aspects of the division oflabour, since 
Marx's analysis of the division of labour is by no means 
exhausted by the reproduction schemas. There are clearly present 
in Marx's work three aspects of the division of labour, though 
he does not designate them by the following terminology: 

( 1) The technical division of labour. This refers to the form 
of organisation of the unit of production, here called the 'enter­
prise', for brevity. Marx refers to this as the 'division oflabour 
in the factory', which refers to the way in which labour is com­
bined with the means of production. This entails determinate 
forms of co-operation and supervision, and is related, among 
other things, to the technology being used. 

(2) The division of social production. This refers to the divi­
sion of production into socially distinct branches, such as steel, 
aviation or electronics. It could also be used to refer to the divi­
sion between Department I and Department II, though certain 
parts of some branches of industry (such as coal, electricity or 
water production) could be considered to be in different 
Departments. Marx sometimes refers to this as the 'division of 
labour in society'. 

(3) The social division oflabour. This refers to the division 
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of economic locations such that the agents occupying them 
have differential access to the means of production. These 
agents need not be human individuals, for example a joint­
stock company could occupy the position of capitalist. Marx's 
analysis of the relations of production is about precisely this -
the social distribution of economic agents in relation to the 
social distribution of the means of production. 

The distinctions which Marx makes by discussing these 
aspects of the division oflabour constitute a significant advance 
over most economic and sociological discussions of the division 
oflabour. Theorists from Smith to Durkheim have treated the 
division oflabour as in effect emanating from individual differ­
ences in aptitude and hence skill. Thus they tend to treat all 
aspects of the division oflabour as arising out of the division of 
labour in the factory (or on the hunt). While the other aspects of 
the division of labour may be described, the fact that they are 
treated simply as effects of an apparently primary (or even 
primordial) cause means that the articulation of these three 
aspects is poorly theorised. In Marx, on the contrary, there are 
various indications as to how to theorise their articulation. The 
division of social production, for example, clearly affects the 
technical division oflabour. The development of a new branch 
of production, say microprocessors, may well affect the techni­
cal division of labour within enterprises in other branches of 
production. This has already happened recently with the intro­
duction of rudimentary robots into car production, and is now 
affecting the technical division of labour in the enterprises of 
car-component manufacturers, as microprocessors are intro­
duced to improve economy and reliability of performance. 

However, some of the effects which Marx attributes to the 
technical division of labour and the division of social produc­
tion create problems for his conception of the 'social division of 
labour' if it is defined in terms of the relation of economic agents 
to the means of production. For example, the increase in the 
scale of production, according to Marx, means that the scale of 
production becomes too great for one person to supervise. This 
is related in Marx's analysis to the virtual disappearance of the 
'captain of industry' and the development of a category of 
managers. This is just one indication among several which 
show that Marx himself argues that various economic activities 
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which he attributes to capital can become specialised and 
differentiated, rather than residing in a single agent. 

Rather than the individual capitalist owning his own money 
capital and means of production (including his factory and 
land), who supervises the production process and sells the pro­
duct, we discover a whole series of economic agents at various 
points in Capital. Each of these agents has its own source of 
revenue. With the increase in the scale of production, the 
capitalist may borrow money for investment from bank capital 
(interest), while the land may be in the possession of a land­
owner (capitalist ground rent). The supervision of the produc­
tion process involves a management hierarchy drawing wages 
(Marx likens it to the ranks of an army), while commercial 
capital specialises in wholesale and retail selling (commercial 
profit) and employs clerks as well as manual workers for book­
keeping and warehousing purposes (again, drawing wages). 
The joint-stock company, as already mentioned, may replace 
the individual capitalist (interest of various kinds, including 
share dividends). While Marx attempts, with varying degrees 
of success, to reconcile the explanation of these sources of 
income with the labour theory of value, the concept of value 
does not really explain why such agents appear. Consequently, 
the differentiation of economic activities attributed to capital 
threatens to disrupt the conception of the 'social division of 
labour' because it is clear that the relation to the means of pro­
duction is not the same for all agents whom Marx treats as 
capitalist. Whereas Marx can allow for specialisation among 
labourers as part of the development of the technical division of 
labour, the specialisation among capitalists raises the issue of 
the basis of capitalist possession of the means of production. 
The distinction between possessors and non-possessors of capi­
tal seems to be based on the labour theory of value, yet it is not 
easy to explain the incomes of some of the 'capitalist' agents in 
terms of the distribution of surplus-value. This can be briefly 
indicated by pointing to the problem of capitalist ground rent 
and the problem of the distinction between productive and un­
productive labour. 

Both kinds of differential rent (I and II) and absolute ground 
rent presuppose the formation of a general rate ofprofit under 
capitalism. They appear as a surplus profit over and above the 
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general rate, and accrue as a source of revenue to the landowner 
(who may also be the capitalist). Rent thus accrues as an effect 
of technical (fertility or market location) determinants in the 
case of differential rent, or of political or legal determinants in 
the case of absolute rent. Furthermore the social development 
of a 'class' oflandowners is also apparently a matter which can­
not be explained in terms of the labour theory of value. Hence a 
variety of other determinants are introduced as affecting the 
division of labour without recourse to the labour theory of 
value. Yet they are thought necessary to explain the distribu­
tion of income. A similar point can be made with unproductive 
labourers such as managers and clerks in a manufacturing 
capitalist enterprise, and clerks and manual workers engaged 
in warehouse work in a commercial capitalist enterprise. These 
workers are not thought to produce surplus value, hence they 
are unproductive; yet they are necessary to the processes of 
capitalist production and commodity exchange. Here again 
agents are introduced as determining the distribution of 
surplus-value, yet they are explained in terms of either the tech­
nical division oflabour or the social division of production. 

In other words, the labour theory of value on its own does not 
enable one to decide where to demarcate the boundaries 
between classes. Do any of the agents just mentioned constitute 
classes in their own right or are they fractions of a larger class? 
On what basis does one decide? Clearly any such decision must 
be made on the basis of the social relations which the theory 
postulates as operative between the different categories of 
economic agent, but the problem here is that both the produc­
tion (or non-production) of surplus-value and other determin­
ants are introduced by Marx to explain the social relations 
operating between the various agents (the relations of produc­
tion, and relations of distribution which are an aspect of pro­
duction relations). The introduction of the other determinants 
is an implicit recognition of the inadequacy of the labour theory 
of value on its own for explaining class relations, yet the other 
determinants create difficulties for the labour theory ofvalue, 
as the continuing debates on ground rent and unproductive 
labour bear witness. The introduction of determinants of the 
division oflabour which are not derived from the labour theory 
of value also opens the door for other such determinants, for 
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example what may be loosely referred to as 'ideological deter­
minants'. It would, for instance, be possible to construct an 
argument that the economic activities of various religious 
bodies (maintaining priests and buildings, and so on) also 
affect the relations of distribution. If one treats all those who are 
not manual wage-labourers in the primary and secondary 
'sectors' of the economy as unproductive, in an attempt to 
reconcile the diversity of economic agents with the theory of 
value, then one would find oneself arguing that the majority of 
the population were exploiters. Any attempt to widen the 
category of the exploited by introducing other agents into it 
would involve the recognition of the pertinence of some deter­
minants of the division oflabour, but not others. It is extremely 
difficult on the basis of the labour theory of value to see on what 
grounds the choice could be made to recognise only some of 
these determinants, particularly since it is clear that Marx's 
position allows for a constantly changing division oflabour. 

Implications for a Theory of Class 

If the labour theory of value cannot explain why some agents 
should be counted as possessors of the means of production 
(with their income deriving from this possession thereby count­
ing as surplus-value), and if other determinants of the division 
of labour are to be recognised for the purpose of demarcating 
class boundaries, then a variety of problems have to be faced. 
(Indeed, some of these problems have to be dealt with even if 
one does accept the labour theory of value, but wishes to allow 
for additional determinants of the class structure.) If a variety 
of determinants are to be admitted as relevant to the definition 
of classes, there is a danger of a collapse into the 'infinite 
fragmentation' position that I have criticised in Weber and the 
other 'revenues' theorists of class. This is because the 'inter­
section' of a variety of determinants of the division of labour 
may well produce a whole series of demarcation lines between 
groups of economic agents. There is no need for all such 
cleavages to demarcate the same groups of agents. In other 
words, the effects of some determinants may be to cross-cut or 
else to sub-divide the groupings of agents generated by the 
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effects of other determinants. One possible way round this 
problem is to treat some determinants as relevant for the 
purposes of class definition, and others as not relevant. This is 
what the labour theory of value in effect attempts to do. How­
ever, in my view it fails because, in realising that theoretical 
priority cannot be given to the physical act oflabour and thus in 
emphasising the social conditions of labour, the labour theory 
of value 'allows back in' other determinants of the division of 
labour without a clear specification of their relevance. In so 
doing, it not only allows a differentiation of the labourers, 
but a differentiation of the non-labourers who possess the 
means of production- namely, the capitalists. The acceptance 
of the differentiation of capitalists threatens Marx's concept of 
effective possession of the means of production (whether this 
is defined as legal ownership or de facto control), since each 
of the different kinds of capitalist specified by Marx controls 
some of the conditions of production, and consequently 
secures a revenue. Yet none of these capitalists could be said to 
possess the means of production in the sense of controlling them 
to the exclusion of other kinds of capitalist. It is only in relation 
to the labourers that the capitalists might be said to collectively 
possess the means of production. Yet even this remark does not 
resolve the problem of the unproductive labourers whose 
work is a condition of the specialisation of the different kinds 
of capital. Can one say that unproductive labourers such 
as managers do not also control some of the conditions 
of production? 

What is needed, then, are grounds for treating some deter­
minants of the division oflabour as relevant for the definition of 
classes, and others as not relevant. However, even if one 
succeeds in defending such grounds, the very admission of a 
variety of determinants of the division of labour still poses a 
problem for any theory of class. This problem is that there is no 
reason to suppose that different determinants (whether legal, 
political, technological or whatever) will be equivalent in their 
mode of operation or effect. Even if only some of the deter­
minants affect the class structure, the other determinants are 
still operative. Hence, even in a classless society, the social 
organisation of production involves various different demarca­
tions between economic agents. Why then does class matter? 
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Without denying the importance of other lines of demarcation 
between economic agents which are not usually considered as 
class boundaries (for example, gender or race), one can say that 
the class structure matters because an economic agent's loca­
tion in relation to the means of production can be a significant 
condition of action of that agent. This may seem a rather bland 
justification for the study of class relations, compared with the 
claims made by both Marxist and W eberian sociology that the 
class structure forms the basis for identifying significant or 
potentially significant collective actors. Yet this argument has 
something in common with such claims, for to say that the rela­
tion to the means of production can be a significant condition of 
action of an economic agent is to imply'that such an agent may 
potentially act with other agents who have the same or a similar 
relation to the means of production. 

In the Weberian tradition, parties are organisations aiming 
to affect the policy of the rulers, and may be formed on various 
bases, including status groups or (less likely in Weber's view) 
class position. The sort of class most likely to act 'communally' 
in Weber's view was a social class, which was defined in terms 
of the social interaction among its members. The classical 
Marxist use of class to identify potentially significant collective 
actors rests on the claim that the economy either directly or 'in 
the last instance' determines the superstructure, so that politics 
is primarily a matter of class struggle. In my view this claim has 
been cogently criticised as reductionist, 20 but it is still possible 
to say that economic agents may be potentially engaged in 
struggle along class lines (in the enterprise and elsewhere over 
other conditions of production) without reducing politics to 
class action. The problem of reductionism is that it attempts to 
reduce one level (or domain or instance) which is supposed to 
have effects in its own right to another level. The logical 
problem is how to reconcile the claim that a level has effects of 
its own with the claim that it is determined from outside, from 
another level with which it is somehow structurally connected 
but not merged. This is the problem of'relative autonomy' of a 
superstructure determined 'in the last instance' by the 
economy, the problem being crudely that either politics is 
wholly determined by the economy, in which case it is difficult 
to treat them as distinct levels, or else the effects of the economy 
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on the separate domain of politics are theoretically indeter­
minate, in which case the claim of 'determination in the last 
instance' cannot be sustained. 

Yet it is possible to argue that class structure is potentially 
relevant to political struggle if politics is not treated as a struc­
turally separate domain but as a process of struggle (including 
negotiation) between socially defined agents. If some agents are 
in a position to control the conditions of production, and hence 
to permit access to the means of production by other agents on 
conditions which they, rather than the other agents, largely 
determine, then potentially the relation to the means of produc­
tion could either become an issue over which struggle takes 
place or a demarcation line along which agents engaged in 
some other struggle form into contending forces. However, 
although the class structure could be considered a basis for 
identifying potential collective actors, whether political 
struggle takes place along class lines is less important than the 
way the relation to the means of production opens up or reduces 
the capacity for action of the various economic agents. To put it 
another way, the class structure matters not because political 
struggle primarily or potentially takes place along class lines, 
but because the relation to the means of production gives 
greater freedom of action to some agents and restricts the 
capacity for action of other agents in a fairly systematic way. If 
this cannot be demonstrated, then the concept of class cannot 
be considered an important tool for analysing forms of social 
organisation, no matter what grounds one offers for drawing 
class boundaries. 

Why should the social organisation of production give rise to 
fairly systematic variations in the capacities of economic agents 
because of their relation to the means of production? As we have 
seen, the classical Marxist answer has been because the relation 
to the means of production determines the sources of revenue 
and the associated levels of income and consumption. This 
could perhaps be criticised on the grounds that production and 
consumption are interrelated, so that there are no grounds for 
giving priority to the relation to the means of production as the 
defining characteristic of classes. It is certainly true that if one 
abandons the labour theory of value, one cannot claim any 
ontological privilege for the production process per se, and in 
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an economy with an advanced division of labour other 
economic activities increase in importance as conditions of pro­
duction, and cannot be treated as passive effects of the produc­
tion process. However, since production is a necessary part of 
any economy, and since other economic activities can be con­
sidered as conditions of production, the use of a concept of 
relation to the means of production as a tool for analysing the 
division of labour as a class structure does not preclude refer­
ence to other economic relations. Rather, it is a way of dealing 
with the interconnections of economic relationships, since 
treating them as conditions of production relates other 
economic activities to production (which must be a feature of 
any economy, so the concept of relation to the means of produc­
tion has a general applicability) without giving production a 
privileged position as the main or ultimate cause of the struc­
ture of the economy. 

To some extent Marx was approaching such a position in his 
discussions of the differentiation of capitalist activities, many of 
which (such as banking) are not directly associated with pro­
duction but which do form important conditions of production. 
I tis because for Marx they formed such important conditions of 
capitalist production that he was able to treat them as provid­
ing access to the means of production which was basically the 
same kind of access as that of the industrial capitalist; in other 
words, Marx argued in effect that control of such conditions as 
finance capital and commercial capital provided access on the 
various capitalists' 'own' terms, by and large, whereas the 
access of the labourers to the means of production was for Marx 
largely on the terms of the capitalists. The problem with Marx's 
position lay not in his treatment of the class structure in terms of 
relation to the means ofproduction, but his attempt to specify 
possession and non-possession of the means of production in 
terms of the labour theory of value. The specialisation of 
capitalists meant that possession could no longer be adequately 
conceived in terms of the legal analogy of a single agent with 
complete rights of use and disposal of the possessed object, 
since the control of the social conditions ofuse and disposal of 
that possession gave other agents effective access to the benefits 
of that possession (the means of production). Consequently the 
distinction between a class of agents possessing the means of 
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production and a class which did not possess them was 
threatened, and the idea of a single line of demarcation between 
the classes based on the labour theory of value ran into serious 
(and, in my view, fatal) difficulties. However, as already 
indicated, if one does not have a single line of demarcation 
between agents, and if one admits of a variety of determinants 
of the relation to the means of production (and hence a variety 
of agents whose relation to the means of production differs in 
important respects) then there is a danger of falling into an 
'infinite fragmentation' position, or denying that class matters. 

'Possession' of the Means of Production 

Paradoxically, the solution to this is probably to concede that 
the traditional concept of possession or control of the means of 
production is problematic. If it is conceded that possession can 
never be totally exclusive to one agent, or even to a class of 
agents, because the capacity to use and dispose of a possession 
is always dependent on social conditions and hence on the rela­
tive capacities of other agents, then one is forced to specify what 
the relative capacities of the various agents are and to analyse 
how far these capacities determine and are determined by 
access to the means of production. In other words, since the 
social organisation of production always involves relations 
between economic agents (the relations of production), all 
economic agents have some access to the means of production, 
since they condition the access of those agents most directly 
concerned with production. Relations between economic 
agents become class relations when certain agents are able to 
establish a predominance over the conditions of access to the 
means of production: that is, when certain agents are able to 
establish a relatively exclusive control over the means and con­
ditions of production. When this occurs, other agents are only 
able to gain access on terms which are significantly determined 
by the 'possessing' agents, and thus the capacity to act of these 
other agents is significantly restricted. If one argues that there 
are various agents with differential access to the means of pro­
duction, then the only way to avoid falling into the 'infinite frag­
mentation' approach is to argue that the relations between 
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some of those agents are such that collectively those agents 
effectively establish relatively exclusive access to the means of 
production: that is, other agents' access is largely determined 
by the relations between the first group of agents. Rather than 
legel ownership or control by a particular kind of agent being 
the criterion of class relations, it is relations between various 
somewhat different kinds of agent that establish their predomi­
nance as a class over the means of production, restricting the 
access of other economic agents. The result of this restriction is 
a reduced, and different kind of, capacity for action by the 
'excluded' agents. 

To put it another way, differential access to the means of pro­
duction not only enables all agents to act in the division of 
labour, since it provides their conditions for action; differential 
access also enables some agents to act more effectively on the 
division oflabour. That is, their relation to the means of pro­
duction also enables some agents to co-ordinate the diverse 
economic activities of other agents, thus partially determining 
the conditions for their own actions. It is for this reason that the 
relation to the means of production can be considered a poten­
tially important demarcation line between economic agents, 
because it can enhance the capacity of some agents to act upon 
their own conditions of existence, while restricting the 
capacities of others to do so. 

Clearly one major aspect of the ability to secure one's own 
conditions of existence is the ability to alter the distribution of 
income in one's own favour, thereby gaining access to the 
resources necessary to 'secure' one's own conditions. Classes 
exist where a group of agents can use its access to the means of 
production to co-ordinate important aspects of the division of 
labour, and thereby more or less secure that group's own condi­
tions of existence. It is the causal connection between access to 
the means of production, co-ordination of the division oflabour 
and the 'securing' of a group's conditions of existence (with 
related consequences on the distribution of income) that gives 
the concept of class its analytical power. 

If such a boundary demarcating systematic differences in the 
capacity for action of various economic agents can be shown to 
be a feature of the social organisation of production, then a class 
structure is a significant aspect of the social formation in 



Stratification or Relations of Production? 35 

question. This is not to deny that economic agents on different 
sides of this boundary are differentiated by other determinants 
which also affect their capacity for action; nor is it to deny that 
such other determinants may have important effects on the way 
an economy is organised. It is simply to affirm that the class 
structure is a theoretically significant feature of a social forma­
tion wherever relations of production generate a series of social 
locations, the conditions of which give the agents occupying 
them differential access to the means of production in a manner 
which systematically enhances or diminishes their capacity for 
action on the division oflabour. Since the conditions of produc­
tion are always changing in response to the struggles between 
agents, the enhancement or diminution of the capacity for 
action of agents can never be a static affair. Hence, when 
making such general remarks about the class structure, it is 
difficult to be more specific about the extent or forms of access 
which determine such differences in the various agents' 
capacity for action. 

In the case of capitalist relations of production, the restric­
tions on the access to the means of production are effected 
through the 'control' by some agents of the conditions of com­
modity exchange. The accumulation or concentration of sub­
stantial amounts of money as capital enables the agents in a 
position to decide how that capital is to be used to become pre­
dominant in determining the social distribution of the means of 
production, and hence the distribution of income, while the 
capacity of other agents to determine such outcomes is seriously 
reduced. The maintenance of such systematic differences in the 
capacity for action must be in part an effect (even if unin­
tended) of the policies of those agents with access to the means 
of production on favourable terms. Otherwise in circumstances 
where other agents were struggling to improve their access to 
the means of production there would be little to stop those other 
agents from eventually altering the conditions of production in 
their own favour, since the very fact of the division of labour 
means that all economic agents have some impact, however 
minimal, on the conditions of production. Consequently, both 
the maintenance and the transformation of relations to the 
means of production involve policy decisions on the part of vari­
ous economic agents. 
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Class Relations and the Division of Labour under Socialism 

In the case of state-socialist societies, one of the issues for 
analysis is the extent to which access to the means of production 
is open, i.e. the extent to which class relations have been 
abolished. Certainly this is the main criterion by which such 
societies judge themselves and justify their policies, and it forms 
one of the main issues for debate in commentaries on such 
societies. How would one decide whether or not there was fairly 
exclusive access to the means of production? In other words, 
what pattern of differential access to the means of production 
would prevent some agents from predominating in a fashion 
which seriously diminished the capacities of other agents? To 
claim that a situation arises where no set of agents predomi­
nates in determining the conditions of access comes close to 
claiming that the division of labour does not produce differ­
ential capacities in economic agents: in other words, that the 
division oflabour does not produce important effects, and does 
not really matter. This would amount to saying that the condi­
tions of action of economic agents either did not affect economic 
agents, or affected them all equally. In that case it would make 
no sense to talk of a division of labour. However, if a set of 
agents does predominate in determining the conditions of 
access to the means of production, this does not necessarily 
mean that they are able to determine access on terms which 
systematically favour themselves. The co-ordination of the 
diverse activities of various economic agents is almost bound to 
place the co-ordinating agents in a position where they pre­
dominate in determining the terms of access to the means of 
production, and hence the distribution of income. Yet such 
agents do not form a class if they are unable to use their pre­
dominant position to secure for themselves a disproportionate 
share in the distribution of income, or otherwise substantially 
enhance their capacity for action at the expense of other agents. 
In other words, a set of agents may predominate in determining 
access to the means of production in a way which prevents other 
agents from 'dictating the terms' of access, yet those pre­
dominant agents might themselves be unable to use their 
position to 'dictate their own terms'. In such a case, the pre­
dominant agents cannot be considered a class. The central 
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planning agencies in state-socialist societies could in principle 
be considered as such a set of agents, provided it could be 
demonstrated empirically that they were only 'holding the 
ring', in the sense of following policies which prevented all 
agents, including themselves, from securing the disproportion­
ate benefits which can result from privileged access to the 
means of production. This would imply that non-class societies 
would have a very egalitarian policy with respect to the 
distribution of income and that this policy was being fairly 
effectively pursued. 

To sum up the discussion so far, then, it could be said that 
various determinants of the division of labour only produce 
relations of production which can be called 'class relations' 
when they generate conditions of access to the means of produc­
tion which permit substantially greater scope for some 
economic agents to act in and on the division oflabour, taking 
on functions of co-ordination of the diverse kinds of economic 
activity engaged in by various economic agents, and when the 
conditions for this predominant access to the means of produc­
tion permit the predominant group of agents to secure for them­
selves substantial benefits, particularly in the form of diverting 
to themselves a disproportionate share of the total real income 
of the social formation in question. Consequently, while it is 
difficult to envisage a division oflabour in which no agents have 
a predominant access to the means of production, in certain 
social formations the conditions under which some agents do 
predominate may be such that agents with a lesser capacity for 
action are still able to establish sufficient access to the means of 
production to prevent any agent or group of agents from using 
their predominance to affect substantially the distribution of 
income in their own favour. This would imply 'multiple' access 
to the means of production, i.e. a series of overlapping forms 
of access. 

It follows from this argument that the concept of 'social 
ownership ofthe means ofproduction' which has traditionally 
been used by classical Marxism to describe socialist or com­
munist relations of production must be reconsidered. If any 
division oflabour entails agents with different capacities, some 
of which are determined by their different relations to the 
means of production (differential access), then non-class rela-
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tions of production cannot be conceived of as referring to the 
ownership or control of the means of production by society as a 
whole. That would be to deny that the division of labour does 
indeed differentiate between economic agents. Nor could the 
means of production be considered to be under the control of an 
agency which somehow represents society as a whole, since any 
such agency would necessarily be composed of sub-agents who 
could be considered to have privileged access to the means of 
production, particularly if a serious criticism could be mounted 
of the claim by that agency to represent the whole of an inter­
nally differentiated social formation. Hence any concept of 
social ownership of the means of production (that is, of classless 
relations of production) must take account of the very complex­
ity of an advanced division of labour, which implies a multi­
plicity of relations between economic agents. That very multi­
plicity or complexity of relations may well provide the condi­
tions in which agents who would otherwise be less powerful 
could gain sufficient access to the means of production to 
prevent the predominant agents from using their social location 
largely for their own benefit. Thus any concept of'social owner­
ship' or 'communal possession' cannot refer to a series of 
undifferentiated agents, each of which has access to the means 
of production on the same terms, but rather to a set of condi­
tions where the form of access of one set of agents does not 
seriously preclude the access of other agents. This would imply 
a situation of continuous negotiation and struggle between 
agents to prevent unacceptable restrictions on their own capac­
ity for action deriving from their differential relations to the 
means of production. Since the outcome of such a continuous 
struggle could not be guaranteed, classless relations of produc­
tion cannot be conceived of as a 'point of stasis', a state of affairs 
which could be thought of as necessarily reproducing itself. 
Thus a classless society cannot be considered as the end-point 
of a process. In particular, it cannot be considered as the 'goal 
ofhistory' and social formations cannot be assessed by 'measur­
ing their distance' from such a goal. State-socialist societies are 
often considered as 'transitional social formations'. However, 
this is not because they are at a certain staging-point down the 
road of progress to an ideal state of affairs, but rather because it 
can presumably be demonstrated that class relations have been 
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seriously weakened. Since the continuous process of struggle 
between agents means that there is no state of affairs in which 
the process of restoration of class relations cannot begin, it is 
probably better to avoid the phrase 'transitional social forma­
tion', or else to restrict its use to designating social formations 
where major transformations of the relations of production are 
taking place. The 'state of play' of the relations of production, 
with regard to whether these involve a class structure- and if so 
what the conditions and effects of this are- this 'state of play' 
can only be decided after a fairly detailed examination of 
various possible determinants of the division oflabour. 

Conclusion 

The position to be adopted in this book, therefore, will be to 
concentrate on analysing relations of production and class 
structure without attempting to reconcile this analysis with the 
labour theory of value. Instead, the decisions as to the demarca­
tion of different positions within the class structure will have to 
be made in the light of historically specific analyses of the divi­
sion oflabour in a particular society, the Soviet Union, without 
attempting an a priori delimitation of the determinants of the 
division oflabour. 

The analysis of the Soviet class structure, then, requires a 
theoretical specification of the causal mechanisms generating a 
variety of economic locations and of the possibly distinct 
mechanisms distributing agents to the different locations, as a 
basis for categorising agents into classes. It has been argued 
here that a concept of relations of production which admits of a 
variety of determinants of the division of labour would be the 
best way to approach this specification, and that this causal 
specification must be historically specific. However, as should 
be clear from the above discussion of the problems involved, 
only those determinants which affect the access of agents to the 
means of production, and consequently their capacity for 
action in and on the division of labour, can be considered as 
relevant for the analysis of class. On the basis of this theoretical 
specification of class relations, it is possible to appraise empiri­
cal indices of the class structure in terms of their pertinence to 
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the theoretical concerns of the analysis. Consequently the 
relationship between the theoretical basis of the empirical 
material being used and the analysis being conducted must be 
kept under constant review. It is hoped that this book succeeds 
in doing so. 
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2 
Hammer and Sickle: 
Problems of a Worker­
Peasant Alliance 

Introduction 

While many of the contemporary institutional features of the 
Soviet Union were established in the 1930s, this chapter focuses 
on the period from 191 7 to late 1929 in an attempt to show the 
historical reasons for the conjunction of industrialisation and 
forced collectivisation in the 1930s, a conjunction which has left 
such a deep imprint on the structure of Soviet society. There 
have in recent years been a number of analyses of the reasons 
for this conjunction which have attempted to break from the 
widely accepted view that there was a necessary connection 
between forced collectivisation and rapid industrialisation.' It 
will be argued here that a policy of voluntary collectivisation 
could and should have been pursued much more vigorously 
throughout the 1920s. Furthermore, it will be argued that the 
New Economic Policy (NEP) would have faced fewer problems 
if the conditions for such voluntary collectivisation had been 
secured. This would have provided more investment funds 
than were actually available in the late 1920s and early 1930s 
for rapid industrialisation, thus easing the implementation of 
the first Five Year Plan. 

Although the analytical focus of the chapter is on the prob­
lems of a worker-peasant alliance, the discussion will concen­
trate on the peasant side of that alliance. This is because it was 
here that the most serious weaknesses in the implementation of 
state policy in support of such an alliance became evident. Thus 
the intention is not to deal with all the economic or political 
aspects of the period, but rather to examine the aspects most 
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closely associated with the origins of the crisis which developed 
in the NEP at the end of the 1920s. This crisis of the years 1928 
and 1929 was largely the result of the manner in which agricul­
tural policy was conducted. However, the problem of agricul­
ture and of state policy towards it must be understood in rela­
tion to the prevailing conception of the NEP. 

The economic basis of the alliance - namely, commodity 
exchange between industry and agriculture- was frequently 
seen as a fragile one, because such market exchange would give 
rise to a capitalist differentiation of the peasantry which might 
undercut the allegiance of the peasantry to the proletarian 
revolution. It was felt that the 'kulaks' (peasant capitalists) 
were vital on the marketing of a grain 'surplus' which would 
provide the necessary investment funds for industrialisation. 
Consequently it was feared that they would be able to hold the 
regime to ransom if they withheld their grain from the market. 
This fear of a 'kulak grain strike' first surfaced in public state­
ments by party leaders in 1925, but it was later used to justify 
repressive measures which extended to the mass of the peasan­
try when the growing crisis of 1928 and 1929 seemed likely to 
jeopardise the first Five Year Plan. It was a view shared by the 
left opposition and by certain sections of the Bolshevik leader­
ship. Such assumptions made it comparatively easy to mobilise 
support within certain sections of the party and the state 
apparatus for a policy of very rapid forced collectivisation 
which developed during the period of October to December 
1929.2 To understand such a response, it is necessary not only 
to trace agricultural developments during NEP, but also to 
analyse the problems of the preceding years which NEP was 
meant to resolve. The preceding years should also be con­
sidered as a form of worker-peasant alliance, albeit under 
different conditions from NEP, but problems similar to those of 
the pre-NEP years arose again during the crisis ofNEP. 

Ignoring the first eight months after the Revolution (except 
for some important agricultural developments), the years prior 
to 1930 can be divided into the following periods: War Com­
munism Qune 1918 to February 1920), when commodity rela­
tions were largely suppressed due to the disruption of the civil 
war; Proletarian Natural Economy (February 1920 to March 
1921), when an attempt was made to develop a non-commodity 
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strategy of socialist transition; NEP-Restoration ( 1921 to 
1924), when commodity relations were used to restore agricul­
ture and industry; NEP-Reconstruction (1925 to 1927), when 
the renovation and expansion of productive capacity was 
undertaken; and the Crisis of NEP (1928-9), when coercive 
attempts to secure the 'grain surplus' threatened and finally 
ended the commodity exchange basis ofNEP. 

State-Peasant Relations before the New Economic Policy 

The black redivision 
In 1917, both preceding and following the decree 'On Land' of 
26 October, the peasantry had implemented the old dream of a 
chernyi peredel (or 'black redivision') of the land on egalitarian 
lines, using the village commune (mir or obshchina) as the 
'indispensable technical mechanism for the redistribution of 
the land'. 3 

While this process had been going on since February 1917, 
and increased in scale after the harvest, it was carried out on a 
massive scale after the promulgation of the land decree. 4 Partial 
readjustments were more common than universal redistribu­
tions affecting all the land and all the population of a commune. 5 

The landless peasants and small peasants benefited most (in 
terms ofland, but not as will be seen in terms of inventory or 
livestock),6 so that the number oflandless peasants dropped by 
1919 to about half the figure for 1917 (see Table 2.1). 

By the spring of 1918 most of the land had been temporarily 
reallotted for spring sowing. The temporary nature of the redis­
tributions both allowed compromises to be reached quickly and 

Table2.1 Changes in landholding 1917-19 

Without 
cropland l-4d* 4-JOd* Over 10d* Total 

1917 11.5 57.6 25.8 5.1 100 
1919 6.6 72.2 19.7 1.5 100 

* d = desiatina; 1 d = 1.09 hectares = 2. 7 acres. 
Source: D. G. Atkinson, 'The Russian Land Commune and the Revolution', 

1971, p. 158, citing a 1922 report of the Central Statistical Admini­
stration. 
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enabled further changes in land tenure to be made as returning 
soldiers arrived and subsequently as people fled the deteriorat­
ing situation in the towns when the civil war developed in 1918. 
By 1919,96.8 per cent ofagricultura11and was in the hands of 
peasant cultivators; over 3 million landless peasants had 
received allotments and gentry property had been virtually 
eliminated. 7 This had been accompanied by a decrease in the 
average size ofland-holdings and a loss of technical efficiency, 
both of which contributed to a steady decline in agricultural 
productivity.8 These negative economic aspects of the land 
redistribution were conceded at the time, but were called 
inevitable, if the revolution was to retain the support of the 
peasantry, a view which seems reasonable. Socially, the re­
distribution led to a diminished size and increased number of 
families, 9 but some of these were ficticious family splits made to 
lay claim to more land which was still effectively controlled by 
the head of the former larger household. Politic ally, the redis­
tribution destroyed the economic base of the opposition to the 
new government and created active political support for the 
new regime among the peasantry. Yet the peasants very rapidly 
lost faith in the 'black redivision' even in 1918. This discontent 
was highest in the central agricultural region precisely where 
the greatest amount ofland redistribution had occurred, with 
the middle and poor peasants predominating among those who 
were dissatisfied. 10 When queried during the 1922 statistical 
survey, over half the peasants replied that they were dissatisfied 
with the existing division oflands. This may have been partly 
because the unequal distribution of inventory and livestock 
gave different peasants differential capacities to work the land, 
with the result that the covert de facto distribution ofland was 
by no means as egalitarian as the outcome of the 'black redivi­
sion' and legal restrictions on the extent of land ownership 
would lead one to expect. According to one estimate, kulaks 
comprised 15 per cent ofthe peasantry in 1918, but held 38 per 
cent of the land, and accounted for 50 per cent of the marketed 
grain. 11 

TheKombedy 
As a result of these developments, the situation at the start of 
the War Communism period in the spring of 1918 was as 
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follows. Grain supplies to the towns were very low, partly 
because of the loss ofimportant grain-producing areas during 
the war (a situation which continued later with the control of 
agricultural areas by elements hostile to the government), and 
partly because of the previous decline in agricultural produc­
tivity prior to 1917, which was aggravated by the 'black 
redivision'. 12 By May 1918, it was clear that the government 
could not draw grain out of the countryside by barter, and it 
was obliged to force it out to feed the towns and the Red Army, 
both of which were vital to the regime's survival. lnjune 1918, 
committees of the rural poor (Kombedy) were formed to assist 
local procurement agencies to take grain from kulaks. These 
were soon supplemented by contingents of urban workers who 
organised armed foraging bands in the countryside. The 
Kombedy also encouraged the spread of the 'black redivision', 
especially the general redistributions of land which mostly 
occurred in the second half of 1918. 13 The Kombedy and the 
armed food detachments were an effective supply agency, and 
the state received two and a halftimes more grain in the second 
half of the year than it had in the first half. However, the 
Kombedy came into conflict with the rural soviets, conflicts 
which were often related to the resistance of the wealthier 
peasants to this policy of grain requisitions. There was also the 
implicit challenge which was posed by the Kombedy to the 
village commune, 'given the gap between its theoretical 
egalitarianism and its actual stratification'. 14 According to 
Atkinson the potential challenge of the Kombedy to the entire 
system of soviets was the reason for their fusion with the soviets 
after the harvest of 1918, when it was announced that the 
Kombedy had fulfilled their function. She also argues that 
having helped to transform the bulk of poor peasants into 
middle peasants, the Party had to transform its policies to keep 
up. Committees of poor peasants alone were too exclusive, so 
the Party switched from a policy of neutralising the middle 
peasant to a policy of 'firm alliance' with the middle peasant 
which was to continue as the official line for the next decade. 15 

This explanation (whatever other merits it has) is not suffi­
ciently clear on the relation between the Kombedy and the 
'black redivision', and on the effect of this on the proportion of 
the harvest which could be marketed (or requisitioned). It is 
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important to ask why the committees of the poor (Kombedy 
and Komnezamozhi) were formed initially in the central 
agricultural areas and industrial areas, the former being pre­
cisely the areas where even before the Kombedy were formed, 
the 'black redivision' had been most extensive and where the 
village commune was apparently strongest. While admitting 
there was a gap in the commune between its apparent 
egalitarianism and its actual stratification, Atkinson then 
argues as if by the harvest of 1918 the bulk of peasants had 
already been transformed into middle peasants. Even assuming 
that this was true in the above areas which formed the 
Bolshevik heartland during the civil war, it could hardly be said 
that this was necessarily the case in, say, the Ukraine, in which 
peasant capitalist relations had been more developed since the 
1890s. 16 The fight against kulaks developed in the Ukraine 
much later than in Great Russia, in the form of Komnezamozhi 
committees, which continued in a different form up until at 
least the mid-1920sY 

Consequently, the Kombedy were not dissolved in late 1918 
simply because they were made redundant by their own success 
in creating a 'middle peasantry'. Rather they were probably 
dissolved because there was a real danger (not yet realised in 
1918) that they would indeed create a middle peasantry, with 
consequent disastrous effects on the production and distribu­
tion of the kinds of crops which were necessary to supply the 
towns and the Red Army. Kritsman is much clearer on this 
issue than Atkinson. He points to the economic (technical) 
basis of the worker-peasant alliance: the socialist means of 
production could not exist without grain, cotton and other 
industrial crops, while simple commodity production could not 
exist without transport, .nails and agricultural machinery and 
implements. The concessions which each side had to make for 
the alliance to work were very important: hence the Bolsheviks 
came out in October 1917 with an agrarian programme, not a 
proletarian one. 18 During the first phase of the 'black redivi­
sion' (up to mid-1918) it was not only the feudal proprietors 
which had been expropriated, but also the capitalist non­
peasant ones. The latter were not really replaced by large-scale 
socialist forms of agriculture, since the soviet farms (sovkhozy) 
did not use all the formerly large-scale private estates. In any 
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case these farms and the collective farms only had 10 per cent of 
the necessary horses and a complete lack of usable equipment. 
Thus the agrarian revolution effectively extinguished large­
scale agriculture, and since the Decree on Land made no 
mention of agricultural industry, it juridically denied it by 
nationalising all land. Hence the connection of agricultural 
industry with large-scale agriculture (such as sugar estates) 
was broken. This restricted the economic and social base of the 
proletarian revolution (as opposed to the agrarian revolution) 
by denying certain agricultural raw materials to industry and 
by turning millions of agricultural workers into small-scale 
proprietors. The concession of the proletariat to this alliance 
was to permit a shrinkage of the agricultural base of industry 
and the town in the form of a loss of marketed agricultural 
produce. It is clear that Kritsman is not so much thinking of 
marketed produce as a surplus over peasant family consump­
tion, but rather he is thinking in terms of the kinds of crops 
necessary to sustain industry and the Red Army, crops which 
were partly associated with large-scale agriculture. The conces­
sion of the peasantry to this alliance, when faced with the choice 
of conceding land to the gentry or of giving up free trade in 
agricultural produce, was to choose the latter, but only so long 
as it was necessary to defend their land. Thus, according to 
Kritsman, the worker-peasant alliance at this time consisted of 
giving land to the peasants, and political power (and the means 
of conducting the war which meant the suppression of the 
market) to the proletariat. 

The historical and geographical context of the formation and 
dissolution of the bulk of the Kombedyin 1918 can now be more 
clearly stated. The 'black redivision' had considerably 
equalised land holdings (at the expense, among other things, of 
important raw materials for industry) but did not equalise 
holdings of inventory and livestock. So it did not eliminate class 
relations within the peasantry (although it did eliminate non­
peasant capitalist farming). Doubtless this is the reason for the 
disillusion with the 'black redivision' which Atkinson notes 
even by mid-1918. In a situation where marketed agricultural 
produce was completely inadequate and where organisations of 
the rural poor were being spontaneously formed, usually on the 
initiative of urban workers or of armed grain supply detach-
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ments, the Bolsheviks gave official encouragement to the 
Kombedy to requisition grain and other agricultural products, 
thereby suppressing market relations between town and 
country. The poor peasants benefited from this extinction of 
commodity relations, since they received bread and some 
industrial products which they could not have afforded to buy. 
This spread the anti-capitalist revolution from the town to the 
countryside (where the revolution had to this point been largely 
anti-feudal). This rural anti-capitalist movement in 1918 basi­
cally took the two forms of(i) Kombedyin the (formerly feudal) 
central agricultural and in the industrial regions, which were 
net grain-consuming areas, and (ii) armed detachments 
originating from these grain deficit areas who were opposed to 
the (relatively) large-scale capitalist peasantry of the grain­
surplus areas. Thus the grain-surplus areas with their relatively 
developed capitalist agriculture became the territory of the 
counter-revolution and the grain-deficit areas (whose feudal 
peasantry had been partly recruited into the proletariat of the 
nearby areas of developed industry, and which retained close 
links with the proletariat) became the territory ofthe revolution. 

Within the latter area, as already indicated, the Kombedy 
began to implement the more general redistributions within the 
village communes in the second halfofl918, as well as requisi­
tioning grain, sometimes with the support of armed detach­
ments. Not only did this phase of the 'black redivision' lead to a 
more complete equalisation of land-holding in the central 
agricultural areas where it occurred, but it was at times coupled 
with the compulsory sharing of the implements and draught 
power of the richer peasants. That is, during the civil war (but 
not during NEP) the poorer peasants gained access to the 
means of production necessary to cultivate their land, at least in 
some areas. In these circumstances, a genuinely 'middle 
peasantry' was temporarily created, since the poorer peasants 
were not dependent on the kulaks for access to the means of pro­
duction, but this situation depended crucially on the political 
power of the Kombedy, or on state support for this compulsory 
sharing. The problem for the Bolsheviks from the viewpoint of 
conducting the civil war was that this was 'economically 
reactionary' 19 because in the absence of large feudal or 
capitalist estates, the kulak peasantry were the main producers 
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of materials for industry and the towns. The economic effect of 
this extinction ofkulak farming (during 1918) was according to 
Kritsman probably not much less than the effect ofthe extinc­
tion of non-peasant capitalist agriculture which had proceeded 
for a year up till then. 20 

Hence rather than a political threat to the rural soviets 
(sel'sovety) being the reason for the dissolution of the Kombedy 
after the 1918 harvest, as Atkinson suggests, it was probably the 
Bolshevik perception of the further restriction of the agricul­
tural base of industry which the Kombedy could have caused 
that led to the declaration that they had fulfilled their task. This 
consideration was probably reinforced by the political danger 
resulting from the fact that pressure from the Kombedy contri­
buted to the sharp increase in rural uprisings in the summer 
and autumn of 1918. 21 The 'challenge' to the sel'sovety posed 
by the Kombedy cannot have been the main reason for their 
dissolution. Had this been the main reason, the method of end­
ing the Kombedy would have been rather puzzling. Outright 
dissolution which might have provoked resistance was avoided; 
instead they were fused with the sel'sovety through a process of 
re-elections held in late 1918 and early 1919.22 The Kom bedy at 
times even succeeded in keeping the kulaks out of the election23 

and were themselves often elected to the sel'sovety. 24 The end of 
the Kombedy meant the end of attacks on kulak land tenure 
during the civil war. However, ending the Kombedy did not 
reverse the effects of the more thorough 'black redivision' of the 
central agricultural area, and quite apart from the direct effects 
of the continuing grain requisition policy (which led to succes­
sive reductions in the area sown with crops during the civil 
war), the agriculture in this area would probably have supplied 
less to industry and the towns, since farms here were much 
more of a small-scale consumptionist type. 

The results of the civil war on agriculture 
The main outcome for agriculture can be seen from the fact 
that, as Kritsman emphasises,25 while sown area fell and 
harvests fell during the civil war, there was a particular decline 
in intensive agriculture, in crops which were normally cash 
crops, and in livestock of the kinds which were normally reared 
for the market. This was partly due to the disincentive effect of 
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the continued system of grain requisition, and partly to the dis­
ruption of transport during the war (which would make the 
effort of producing for others seem rather pointless). This 
reduction in sales of agricultural produce was accentuated by 
the spread of the 'black redivision' and of the Kombedy (even 
after they had been officially dissolved) into areas such as the 
Ukraine when the Bolsheviks regained territory. This 
phenomenon meant that small-scale 'consumptionist' farms 
would spread, farms which would engage to a lesser extent in 
'cash crop' production. However, it is unlikely that this latter 
phenomenon occurred to the same extent as in the central 
agricultural area, precisely because the more egalitarian 
general redistribution pursued by the Kombedy no longer had 
official support. In any case, in some of the more developed 
capitalist areas of the countryside (such as the north-west) the 
'black redivision' was more nominal than real, and kulak farms 
remained intact. 

The general effects of the civil war and the associated sup­
pression of commodity exchange between town and country 
(which was epitomised by the policy of grain requisitions) can 
be summed up as follows. The requisitions had a direct disin­
centive effect on sown area, but this was particularly acute in 
the case of crops and animals which would normally have been 
most associated with commodity exchange, namely, foodstuffs, 
certain technical crops such as flax and cotton, and in the kinds 
oflivestock most likely to be sold for consumption as meat. The 
corollary of this is that peasant farming became more self­
sufficient. 

The requisitions also had indirect effects (since for example 
the Red Army requisitioned horses which could otherwise have 
been used for ploughing and local transport). However, during 
the civil war such effects were much less serious than the effects 
of disruption of transport. The terms of trade between town and 
country moved dramatically from 1919 to 1920 in favour of the 
towns,26 because there were even fewer manufactured products 
supplied to the countryside than agricultural products supplied 
to the towns. This should not be taken to imply that the peasan­
try bore the greatest burden of the war in terms of suffering: the 
towns did, because they were chronically short of agricultural 
produce, especially food. Town dwellers (according to Atkin-
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son) were getting about one-third less food than peasants. How­
ever, the economic basis of the worker-peasant alliance was 
almost completely broken at the end of the civil war, since the 
terms of trade between town and country were worst in 1920. 
The policy of requisitions was continued in 1920, even though 
the military threat to the regime was much less then, and was 
virtually non-existent after February 1920. This was a grave 
mistake, since, as became abundantly clear from the peasant 
unrest during 1920 (especially after the harvest), the peasantry 
were only prepared to put up with requisitions while there was 
a threat to their land in the form of a military restoration of 
gentry or non-peasant capitalist land tenure. Over the winter of 
1920-1, sections of the Bolshevik leadership were preparing to 
make a move away from the policy of requisitions, despite the 
support which had grown in the Party in favour of a method of 
construction of socialism using the continued suppression of 
commodity relations. The uprising at Kronstadt before the 
Party Congress in March 1921 effectively silenced any opposi­
tion within the Party to the introduction of the New Economic 
Policy. NEP attempted to use commodity relations as the basis 
for constructing an alliance with the poor and middle peasan­
try, as a strategy for the construction of socialism. 

Conclusions on the pre-NEP period 
The first conclusion that can be drawn on the economic precon­
ditions for attempts at sustaining a worker-peasant alliance is 
that an appropriate product-mix is a vital technical economic 
condition of such an alliance. In other words, each side of the 
alliance must supply the products necessary for the economic 
reproduction of the other, even if this is done (as socialists 
might hope) in such a way as to transform one or both sides of 
the alliance. The second conclusion, which is closely related to 
the first, is that the agricultural demand for a particular indust­
rial product-mix and the capacity to supply the appropriate 
raw material product-mix to industry are closely related to the 
organisational forms of peasant agriculture and, partly through 
these forms, to the class structure of the peasantry. Altering the 
class structure of the peasantry may well alter the product-mix 
demanded and supplied by agriculture. For example, an 
increase in the middle peasantry may well lead to a reduction in 
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the proportion of cash crops planted. It is for this reason that 
kulaks, as capitalists who are often more heavily engaged in 
commodity exchange than other peasants, can by marketing 
their produce provide a technical support for industry: hence 
the ambivalence of the Soviet regime towards kulaks even dur­
ing the civil war (as indicated by the dissolution of the Kom­
bedy). Another example of the relation between rural class 
structure and the product-mix is that the lack of inventory and 
livestock among the poor peasants after the 'black redivision' 
created a demand for these means of production which were 
vital to cultivate the land at their disposal. The failure to supply 
the appropriate agricultural implements to the poor and 
middle peasantry was partly overcome by the compulsory shar­
ing which they enforced on the kulaks at times during 'War 
Communism'. However, this compulsory sharing lapsed com­
pletely under the NEP, and the consequent lack of means of 
production among sections ofthe peasantry became the source 
of some of the difficulties of NEP. Where there is some such 
shortage of means of production, it is clear that collective use of 
these means of production is a precondition to constructing an 
alternative source of marketed agricultural products, so that 
urban and industrial consumption does not have to rely on 
kulaks. The third conclusion to be drawn from the period of 
'War Communism' is that where for any reason (such as mili­
tary exigency or mistaken state policy) the correct product-mix 
is not supplied to agriculture, then the technical conditions of 
the worker-peasant alliance are disrupted and the appropriate 
product-mix from agriculture is less likely to be forthcoming. 
This can easily hit the technically advanced sections of the 
economy particularly hard. 

The worsening of the terms of trade from 1919 to 1920 which 
is noted by Kritsman occurred at a time when grain requisi­
tions were much less a matter of military exigency, and much 
more a matter of a deliberate attempt to construct socialism 
along non-commodity lines. This period of 1920 has been desig­
nated as one of 'proletarian natural economy' by Hussain and 
Tribe27 in order to distinguish it from the disruption of com­
modity relations caused by the war. It was based on the expec­
tation of a revolution in the West aiding the Soviet state. It was 
this attempt to coercively implement a policy ofnon-commod-
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ity relations that produced the serious peasant unrest of 1920 
and early 1921 and that induced a political crisis related to the 
difficulties offeeding the industrial workers (and the Kronstadt 
garrison). Had the Bolsheviks not opted for a restoration of 
commodity relations, the effects would have been economically 
and politically disastrous. 28 

State Policy on Commodity Relations with the Peasantry 
during the New Economic Policy 

The important new feature of NEP was not simply the intro­
duction of commodity relations, but rather the way these rela­
tions were to be managed by a state policy favouring particular 
organisational forms in agriculture (collective and state farms), 
forms which would contain and then undercut the development 
of capitalist relations of production in agriculture. It is impor­
tant to realise that, as Hussain and Tribe point out, 29 collectivi­
sation is not necessarily a socialist measure, even when the state 
is a socialist one. Whether collectivisation is a socialist measure 
depends on the way in which it is implemented (as part of a 
strategy of the socialisation ofthe means ofproduction) and on 
the conditions of existence of the collectivised enterprises so 
formed (i.e. briefly whether or not these collective enterprises 
depend on capitalist relations of production elsewhere in the 
economy). In the case of NEP, the development of co-opera­
tives was seen by Lenin as a way forward to collectivised pro­
duction enterprises which would hedge in capitalist develop­
ment (fostered by commodity relations) so that it would in 
future grow into socialism. This development of co-operatives 
(leading to the spread of collectivisation) was seen as a means of 
confronting petty capitalist production, an aim which was also 
to be achieved by the attraction of domestic and foreign conces­
sionaires. These advanced capitalist enterprises would later 
revert to the Soviet state. Thus in a 'pincer movement' on petty 
capitalism, NEP would create large-scale socialist (state or 
collective) enterprises in industry and agriculture. As Hussain 
and Tribe argue, 30 neither of these two prime conditions for 
NEP developed in a satisfactory fashion, although some foreign 
concessionaires were attracted. The rest of this chapter will 
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concentrate on the difficulties of developing co-operatives and 
collectivising agriculture. To understand this, the immediate 
post-Revolutionary attempts at the socialisation of agriculture 
must also be reviewed. 

Attempts at the socialisation of agriculture 1918-21 
As we already noted in the preceding section, one of the main 
effects of the agrarian revolution of 1917-18 was to eliminate 
many of the conditions of large-scale production. This even 
included the destruction of machinery that was only suitable 
for large farms. The attempt to establish state and collective 
farms was begun fairly quickly, despite these difficulties. At the 
end of 1918 it was decided that both state farms and peasant 
collectives (which had already sprung up spontaneously in 
some areas) should be supported as forms of socialisation of 
agriculture, with preference given to state farms (sovkhozy). 31 

After sovkhozy, the next form of production unit in order of 
priority was the kommuna, the most communal form of peasant 
collective. In this all means of production and land were held in 
common, in contrast to the artel, where part of the land and 
implements were still held by individual families, and the toz 
(an association for the common cultivation of land), where 
there was simply joint use of certain means of production on 
jointly cultivated land at certain times of the year. This encour­
agement of collective production was initiated at the time when 
the Kombedy were being abandoned. Under war-time condi­
tions and faced with peasant resistance to requisitions (by cut­
ting back on cultivation), the advantages of state control 
through sovkhozy and kommuny (which had to conform to 
regional agricultural plans) were obvious. In addition, such 
forms encouraged the pooling of inventory and livestock which 
were in such short supply, particularly among the poor peasantry. 

The dynamics of the socialisation of agriculture during the 
years 1918-21 are given by Atkinson(see Table 2.2).32 Most of 
the membership of the kommuny derived from the poor peasan­
try and the rural proletariat.33 Peasants pooling their own land 
obviously preferred the greater control they retained in the 
artel. For the reason, the artely rapidly overtook the kommuny 
as the predominant form of collective farm, since the state was 
unable to provide the kommuny with much of the necessary 
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Table 2.2 Dynamics of socialisation in agriculture 

Sovkhozy Kommuny Art ely Toz Total 

1918 3101 975 604 4680 
1919 4063 (516) 1961 3605 622 9251 
1920 5928 (1636) 1892 7722 886 16428 
1921 6527 (2136) 3313 10185 2514 22539 

Source: D. G. Atkinson, 'The Russian Land Commune and the Revolution', 
Ph. D. dissertation, Stanford University, 1971. 

means of production from former church or gentry lands. The 
kommuny were rarely viable without such state support at the 
beginning (the main exceptions being kommuny established by 
immigrant groups, some of which were relatively prosper­
ous). 34 Because of the inadequate technical basis for a rapid 
socialist transformation of agriculture, the official intention to 
proceed without compulsion was placed beyond question in 
repeated policy directives, with Lenin warning that, in view of 
the inadequate material base, too rapid a development could be 
harmful or even ruinous. 35 This injunction made during the 
civil war was repeated by Lenin at the beginning ofNEP, so the 
need was obvious to supply the appropriate 'material base' in 
the form of means of production to collective farms and to poor 
and middle peasants, t0 encourage further voluntary collectivi­
sation. 

From the above evidence it seems that a reasonable start was 
made on the socialisation of agriculture by 1921. Why then was 
this prime condition for the success ofNEP not met? To answer 
this question, an account of certain aspects of NEP will be 
given, exemplifying the difficulties which any state faces in 
implementing policy. Any state is composed of a variety of 
agencies, with different priorities and objectives which will be 
more or less co-ordinated with each other. Where such objec­
tives are contradictory, it is by no means the case that the objec­
tives most consistent with the official overall strategy on a 
particular issue will be the ones most vigorously pursued. This 
is because different state agencies have different resources and 
capacities, as well as different ways of working out how to 
implement policy, and the outcome of the interplay between 
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state agencies cannot be determined simply by reference to any 
existing overall official strategy. While to some extent these 
problems can be reduced if a state has a central planning 
mechanism capable of regulating the implementation of policy, 
this does not eliminate the problem of co-ordinating the 
activities of various state agencies. In any case, there was no 
effective central planning agency in the USSR until the later 
1920s, when work was begun on the first Five Year Plan. 36 

The land organisation programme 
Ignoring sovkhozy, the collectivised sector of the rural economy 
covered less than 1 per cent of the population by the begin­
ning of NEP.37 Yet, although 96 per cent of all rural families 
were in village communes (the mir or obshchina) by 1920, the 
state concentrated on a 'land organisation' programme, rather 
than on the allotment ofland to sovkhozy and kolkhozy ( collec­
tive farms). 38 This in itself could p~rhaps be considered neces­
sary to increase agricultural productivity by amalgamating 
scattered strips, thus constituting a precondition of more wide­
spread collectivisation. However, any such 'collectivist' effect 
was to some extent countered by a spontaneous move among 
the peasantry towards consolidated land holdings by indi­
vidual families in 1920. The result was that in 1920, precisely 
when the campaign for the 'socialisation' of the countryside was 
at its peak, land officials 'were caught between pressure from 
above to implement a collectivist policy and pressure from 
below to reorganise agriculture on diametrically opposed indi­
vidualistic lines'. 39 Local state officials had little power to resist 
this pressure where it occurred since they were financially 
dependent on the mir, whose assembly (the skhod) was often 
dominated by kulaks. Here the importance of the differential 
resources and capacities of different state agencies (and sub­
agencies) becomes clear. 

In the face of such pressure and of the resistance to the 
requisitions of 1920, NEP involved an initial relaxation of state 
support for the 'socialisation' of the countryside. In the same 
week that the tax in kind was introduced to replace requisitions, 
a directive was issued to all land departments prohibiting the 
compulsory allocation of land for sovkhozy or kolkhozy, and 
limiting the land that could be placed in new collectives to the 
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amount previously held by members.40 While this had the merit 
of avoiding any compulsion of the peasantry into collective 
forms of production, it was not coupled with a policy of 
economic support for collective production. Instead, a series of 
legal and administrative measures such as the 1922 Land Code 
sought to limit the chances of households in the mir from 
differentiating along capitalist lines. Some of these restrictions 
were eased in 1925.41 Thus even in legislation, never mind the 
actual implementation of rural economic policy, the official 
priorities in favour of collective forms of land use did not 
seriously constrain the commune during the 1920s. Despite the 
prohibition on redistributions, these increased after 1922, 
partly due to an attack on the old patriarchal household by 
younger family members, and partly through the development 
of capitalist tendencies (including attempts to escape taxation 
on large farms by fictitious divisions). 42 This occurred despite 
government instructions to land officials to prevent excessive 
fragmentation ofholdings (indeed, a freeze on land holding as 
of22 May 1922 had been declared). 

In the face of these problems, the land organisation agencies 
during NEP attempted to combat the problem of separate 
strips held by each household in the mir (many of which were 
too distant from the household to be usable) and the problem of 
the intermingling of the lands of different communes. Despite 
the fact that the 1922 Land Code required the registration of all 
land holding, this plan was not fulfilled, due. to lack of an 
adequate organisation, and lack of rural co-operation. The plan 
called for only half of the land to be registered by 1928 and 
performance was considerably behind plan, despite constant 
complaints of slow progress from the land organisation workers 
themselvesY Consequently, even this fairly modest attempt to 
improve agricultural performance (which could have provided 
a basis for a subsequent more rapid collectivisation) was 
inadequately implemented during NEP. Yet the consolidation 
and broadening of strips was having some effect, and by 1927 it 
amounted to 27 per cent of all land organisation work done. 

The scissors crisis 
It might not seem surprising that the state did not give stronger 
support to collective agriculture in the early years of NEP, 
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given the devastating effects of the harvest failure of 1921.44 

However, as Kritsman among others has pointed out, 45 agricul­
ture then recovered fairly rapidly from 1922 to 1923, despite the 
1923 harvest being worse than the previous one. The year 1923 
was also the year of the re-establishment of livestock and of 
'technical' crops, providing raw materials for industry. The 
contraction of industry during the First World War and the 
civil war had been much greater than that of agriculture: in 
1921, industrial production was about one-sixth of the pre-war 
level, while agriculture was about three-quarters of the pre-war 
leve1.46 Consequently, industrial prices were higher than 
agricultural prices in 1921, although the harvest failure of 1921 
and the famine of 1922 raised agricultural prices, but only for 
seven months.47 By July 1922, industrial prices started to rise 
above agricultural ones again (relative to their pre-war ratios). 
This process continued throughout 1923, and it became known 
as the 'scissors crisis' because of a graph produced at the time by 
Gosplan showing the agricultural prices declining and indust­
rial prices rising, looking like the two blades of a pair of scissors. 
Kritsman treats the opening of the scissors as a result of the 
good 1922 harvest (although the scissors opened in July to 
August 1922, before the harvest) and consequently he treats it 
as an indication of the strength of market forces, coupled with 
the weakness of the marketing apparatus of the state and co­
operative organisations.48 As Dobb points out/9 while these 
were aggravating circumstances, it was the measures taken to 
limit the competition between the state agencies themselves 
which by the summer of 1922 meant that state industry was 
able to face the peasant buyer and seller across the market more 
or less as a monopolist, and hence could turn the terms of trade 
with the village more or less in its own favour. Whereas 
Kritsman treats the period from the autumn of 1921 to the 
autumn of 1923 as a period of opening up of market elements, 
and of co-operation with the new bourgeoisie, and the period 
after the autumn of 1923 as a period of struggle with the 
capitalists to end their factual monopoly of the means of circu­
lation, it is probably more appropriate to analyse the scissors 
crisis in other terms. The absence of centralised supply organi­
sations to ensure raw materials and food for state industry 
meant that, after the harvest failure of 1921, sections of state 
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industry were forced to compete with each other for raw 
materials and food, by selling any industrial goods they could 
make or could lay their hands on. This unco-ordinated com­
petition of state enterprises made it possible for private traders 
to fulfil a supply role through the market. These traders came to 
be called Nepmen. Their conditions of existence were not the 
mere existence of commodity relations under NEP, but the 
failure adequately to regulate those commodity relations. In 
other words, state agencies were not made to conduct them­
selves in a manner that was roughly consistent with the overall 
strategy. Rather than there being effective regulation of the 
terms of trade between industry and agriculture (town and 
country) in a manner which supported the poor and middle 
peasantry, and fostered the socialisation of agriculture, it is 
clear that from the very start of NEP there were continuing 
problems with the relation between industry and agriculture. 
The result was that the terms of trade and the product-mix of 
trade were never adequately regulated because state agencies 
were capable of pursuing policies of their own to the point 
where a series of crises was produced, culminating in 1928 and 
1929 in the effective abandoning ofNEP. 

While Kritsman was correct to point to the weakness of state 
marketing, this was really only true until mid-1922. What is 
important for the understanding of the 'scissors crisis' is that 
when state agencies in this area were strong enough to function 
effectively, they did so in a semi-autonomous manner which 
was partly determined by their own organisational form and 
objectives, rather than in a manner which met the economic 
preconditions of the worker-peasant alliance. We have seen 
that a similar problem had already arisen with the movement of 
the terms of trade in favour of industry between 1919 and 1920, 
before the start ofNEP. When an attempt was made in 1921 to 
use the supply commissariat to meet the technical conditions of 
agriculture, many of the goods were totally unsuitable for 
village consumption.50 This attempt by state industrial and 
marketing agencies to supply the peasantry with what were 
effectively luxury urban goods (such as talcum powder) was 
also repeated later in the 1920s. As has already been shown, 
what the peasantry really needed were means of production, 
especially in the form of inventory. The evidence available 
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indicated that even the poor peasants were prepared to market 
their produce to be able to buy means of production, when these 
were available. 5 1 

In this sense, the difficulties at the start ofNEP caused by the 
1921 harvest failure cannot be said to explain the lack of state 
support for the poor and middle peasantry, or for collective and 
state farms. The recovery of agriculture in the harvests of 1922 
and 1923 meant not only that agriculture was capable of 
supplying industry with raw materials, but that the shortage of 
means of production among the poor peasantry became rela­
tively more acute, thus increasing their dependence on kulaks 
and fostering the development of capitalist relations in agricul­
ture. The scissors crisis of 1923 was 'resolved' by lowering 
industrial prices (a policy endorsed by the Thirteenth Congress 
ofjanuary 1924), but the argument that the 'real' problem was 
the weakness of industry persisted (especially but not only 
among the Left Opposition). In addition, as Dobb points out, 
the 'scissors' continued to persist, but on a much reduced scale: 
that is, the real terms of trade continued to favour industry. 52 

Agricultural marketing and the rural class structure 
More important than the terms of trade, however, was the 
neglect of the policy offostering the organisational and techni­
cal conditions of the socialisation of agriculture: the develop­
ment of co-operatives, and the supplying of means of produc­
tion to the poor peasantry. 53 Under these circumstances the 
poor peasantry continued to market their produce, partly to 
meet the tax in kind (or in money), and partly for a variety of 
other reasons (including paying debts to richer peasants for 
loans of grain). The result was that the mass ofthe peasantry 
marketed the bulk of their grain in the autumn. In absolute 
terms this was most of the grain that was marketed. The state 
procuring agencies took advantage of this to lower the price in 
the autumn, thereby keeping down raw material or urban food 
prices. This policy reduced the capacity of the poor and middle 
peasantry to buy the means of production, thereby maintaining 
their dependence on kulaks. Such dependence was further rein­
forced by the fact that the kulaks could afford to delay their 
marketing until spring when the price was higher. At spring­
time they could sell both to the state purchasing agencies and to 
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the poorer peasants whose requirement for money had forced 
them to sell beyond their own consumption needs in the 
autumn. Sometimes the poorer peasants even got into debt in 
the very process of autumn marketing, because they needed to 
hire their horse and cart from the richer peasants to transport 
their produce to market. 

Apart from repaying debts and paying taxes (the tax in kind, 
later changed to a monetary tax, the incidence of which was 
reduced in 1925), the main motive for marketing agricultural 
produce was to purchase means of production. Rural producer 
co-operatives were supposed to facilitate this by providing 
credit to the poor and middle peasantry, but many such co­
operatives had high entrance fees (effectively restricting their 
membership to kulaks), and even among their membership the 
richer peasants benefited disproportionately from credit. 54 This 
is a good example of the difficulties of implementing the 
strategy of NEP actually fostering capitalist relations in the 
countryside. Kritsman was to some extent aware of this possi­
bility, pointing out that merchant capital had benefited from 
the raising of industrial product prices in 1923. During 1923 
almost half of all wholesale trade and almost all retail trade was 
in the hands of merchant capital. However, Kritsman tended to 
see the solution simply as consisting in a state struggle with 
merchant capital, i.e. in the strengthening of state and co­
operative trading organisations. There is a lot of truth in this 
argument with respect to the early years ofNEP (up to about 
1924), since in the absence of state and co-operative trading 
agencies merchant capital could take over such trading func­
tions. Yet such an analysis overlooks the extent to which 
capitalist relations can be fostered inadvertently in the imple­
mentation of state policy, even when capitalist competition has 
been restricted, undermined or otherwise countered by a series 
of administrative measures. This is why theNepman continued 
to function even after 1925, and indeed it is why various aspects 
of the 'informal' economy exist in the present-day Soviet 
Union. However, state control of retail trade meant that, espe­
cially after 1925, urban merchant capital was incapable of 
posing any serious threat to the economic policy of the state. 
Indeed, even writing in 1924, Kritsman did not see how indi­
genous capital could become a danger all that quickly. Instead, 
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he correctly saw that the greater internal danger was the huge 
mass of impoverished peasantry, swollen by the batraki (rural 
wage labourers) who had received land and by the urban 
workers fleeing the hunger of the towns during the civil war. In 
1923 the poor peasants not paying any tax were one-quarter of 
all households, but in the year 1922-3 they had only one­
seventh of the land, and produced only one-fifteenth of all pro­
duction, judging by the returns made under the tax in kind. All 
ofthis mass had land, but nothing to work it with. 55 

As a result some of the poor peasantry were coming into the 
towns, attracted by the rising living standards of the urban pro­
letariat, so that while the numbers employed by industry were 
rising, industrial unemployment was rising faster. 56 This move­
ment into towns was already by 1924 freeing land which had in 
any case been poorly used (due to the lack of means of produc­
tion). These lands could readily be taken over by kulaks, and 
many of the land redistributions which took place before com­
pletion of the legally permitted minimum nine-year interval 
were of this kind. There was also a growth in the number of 
khutors (capitalist peasant farms not subject to redistribution 
within a mir), particularly in the west, the north-west (both 
areas of stronger capitalist relations before the Revolution) and 
in the central industrial region (where it was easier to migrate 
to a city).57 Kritsman argued that this internal danger, where a 
strengthened bourgeoisie could seek to use the (unwilling) 
unemployed, would weaken. However, because he considered 
in 1924 that such a danger existed, he argued that one of the 
most important tasks of the party was to work among the 
impoverished peasantry, attracting it to the side of the pro­
letariat, and to the creation of the quickest growth of industry, 
on which also depended the improvement of the position of the 
poorest peasantry- the possibility of using its labour power in 
industry itself, and in forest and construction work. 58 He 
argued that the necessary precondition for the resolution of this 
task was the freeing of the poor peasantry from the influence of 
trade capital and its agents in the countryside- the kulaks- and 
the non-admission of the latter into peasant organisations (in 
particular, co-operative organisations) which could otherwise 
become in the hands of merchant capital an instrument for the 
organisation of the peasantry around capital and under its com-
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mand. The latter outcome could be the result of implementing 
the slogan of replacing the attachment to the land by an attach­
ment to the market as a slogan for the whole peasantry. In 
reality the slogan of the development of market relations among 
the poor peasantry -which was interested in the market for 
agricultural products not as a seller but as a buyer (it was only 
interested in selling the commodity labour power)- this slogan 
could only mobilise the poor peasantry under the command of 
the peasant bourgeoisie. According to Kritsman, NEP had 
begun as a retreat (not in the sense of running away, but to 
build up one's forces, which was inescapably connected with 
the chance for one's opponent to build up his forces). This 
retreat had permitted from the autumn of 1923 a strictly 
methodical advance on market elements and on trade capital. 
The reasons for this strictness consisted in the fact that the basic 
tasks of the Revolution in Russia had been solved and the class 
revolutionary tasks now confronting the Russian proletariat 
were on the world arena. 59 

The conceptualisation of socialist transformation under NEP 
This view of NEP as a retreat, following which an advance 
would be made on capitalist relations by the strengthened 
forces of the state, was extremely common among the Bolsheviks 
in the 1920s. It was related to a view which favoured War Com­
munism (and the 'proletarian natural economy') as suppres­
sing commodity relations, thereby undermining the basis of 
capitalism. Such an approach, which Kritsman to some extent 
shared, was based on a two-sector conception of the interrela­
tion of capitalist and socialist relations, in which one sector 
would grow at the expense of the other.60 Such a view can easily 
lead to a 'statist' conception of socialism, in which it is assumed 
that the only way that the state can effectively regulate the con­
ditions of capitalist and socialist relations to secure a socialist 
transformation is to supplant capitalist forms wherever 
possible. Where this is not immediately possible, this approach 
tends to rely on administrative and legal restrictions on 
capitalist relations. Without denying that such measures have 
their place, I would argue that the danger of this emphasis on 
state ownership coupled with legal and administrative restric­
tions is that measures designed to support other methods of 
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socialist transformation (such as consumers' and producers' 
co-operatives) tend to be neglected. Kritsman's discussion of the 
poor peasantry as only interested in selling their labour power 
comes close to such a position, since it makes it difficult to treat 
co-operatives as a means of encouraging poor and middle 
peasants to produce the kinds of technical and cash crops 
needed for industry and for urban consumption. Such develop­
ments could conceivably be encouraged by price policy and 
priority allocation of means of production to co-operatives. It is 
certainly true that among the Bolshevik leadership such 
measures were not adequately supported. The main reason for 
the growth of capitalist relations of production probably lay in 
the manner in which the state organisations themselves 
functioned (which shows the weakness of a Preobrazhensky 
type of 'two-sector' approach). It is likely that the issue of the 
lack of effective support for the poor peasantry, co-operatives 
and collective farms was never seriously raised as an issue 
among the leadership, prior to the Fifteenth Congress of 1927, 
because of the prevalence of such a statist conception of socialist 
transformation. While there might be differences among the 
adherents of such an approach as to the precise form of the rela­
tion between the state and the capitalist (or state and market) 
sectors, such differences of opinion should not be allowed to 
obscure the fact that capitalist and socialist relations of produc­
tion were frequently identified as two distinct sectors. There 
might have been dispute about the manner in which one sector 
would grow at the expense of another (for example, dispute 
over the rate of extraction of a surplus from agriculture for 
industrial investment, a surplus that was presumed to be at the 
disposal of kulaks unless it was taken away from them). How­
ever, there was no real dispute over the distinctness and 
antagonism of the two sectors. The two sectors might occasion­
ally be extended to three by sub-dividing the market sector into 
a capitalist and a petty commodity producing sector, but this 
did not really alter the main terms of this conception. This 
approach should be distinguished from an approach which 
treats socialist transformation as a process of accumulation in 
which the socialist state's policy is to encourage the growth of 
investment funds in both 'sectors' (state industry, and agricul­
ture plus rural industry). Such a policy implies the direction of 
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investment funds to production units, whether state, collective 
or capitalist, in such a way as to provide a rapid rate of growth 
of productive capacity and to transform the relations of produc­
tion. Hence rather than socialist accumulation implying the 
development of state industry (especially heavy industry) at the 
expense of agriculture and (private or co-operative) small-scale 
rural industry, such an approach implies the direction ofinvest­
ment funds to both 'sectors' in a way which favours the socialist 
transformation of state and collective enterprises. In other 
words, it favours the internal transformation of such enterprises 
so that they are subject to greater democratic control, thereby 
mobilising local support for such a strategy and local initiative 
in solving 'tactical' production problems. At the same time, it 
implies the generation of a capacity to implement the invest­
ment strategy at a national level by developing an effective 
planning apparatus. Rather than one sector 'feeding ofP the 
other, such an approach implies that reorganisation can itself 
increase productive capacity and generate further investment 
funds. Consequently some investment should be devoted to 
providing the conditions for such reorganisation (for instance, 
state credits to co-operatives to stimulate the conditions for the 
collectivisation of peasant farming). This strategy of socialist 
transformation entails the view that investment priorities can 
be decided in a context of progressively altering the conditions 
of existence of units of production (and transforming the units 
themselves). It implies an analysis of the reproduction ofthe 
national economy which treats the various branches of industry 
and agriculture, each with a range of different production units, 
as providing one another's conditions of existence. Transforma­
tion of certain production units should thus be related to trans­
formation of others. This approach is very different from one in 
which an 'active' state can control a 'passive' or 'recalcitrant' 
peasantry to industrialise the country. 

The latter conception tends to treat the state apparatus as a 
coherent means for the realisation of socialist relations of pro­
duction, and ignores the problems of the incoherences in the 
relations between the state agencies themselves, with their 
diverse resources, diverse organisational forms and diverse 
objectives. Rather than a strict and methodical advance being 
made on capitalism, as Kritsman suggested in 1924, state 
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agencies both restricted and undermined merchant capital and 
generated some of the conditions of its existence. In the 
countryside, agrarian policy was also contradictory in its 
implementation. It was not just that there was a clear inconsis­
tency between the lip-service paid to the support for the poor 
peasantry and co-operatives on the one hand, and the lack of 
action to implement this policy on the other. Rather, it was that 
the measures designed to counter the development of capitalist 
relations of production in the countryside were administrative 
and legal restrictions on kulaks, rather than positive economic 
support for the poor and middle peasantry to reduce their 
dependence on kulaks, and to provide alternative sources of the 
agricultural product-mix required for industrial development. 
This meant that, since it was assumed that the kulaks produced 
most of the marketable surplus, the state policy towards them 
was ambivalent, and variable, as it had been even in 1918. 
Perhaps the most well-known example of such ambivalence is 
Bukharin's famous injunction in 1925 to the peasantry to 'get 
rich', an injunction which he retreated from soon afterwards, 
but which was used against him in later political struggles. 
However, the failure to support co-operatives adequately had 
another effect, which should not have surprised those who had 
read Lenin's 'On Co-operation'. Lenin clearly linked the 
cultural work necessary to establish well-run co-operatives 
to another task - namely, the transformation of the state 
apparatus. Clearly the development of non-state organisational 
forms of production was for him linked to the struggle to demo­
cratise the state, whereas a statist conception which identifies 
socialism with the growth of the state sector at the expense of 
the non-state sector makes it much more difficult to prob­
lematise the 'bureaucratic' restriction of the 'commodity' sector. 

A good example of the attempts to limit capitalist develop­
ment by legal and administrative means is the 1924 circular 
which was sent round by the People's Commissariat of Agricul­
ture (Narkomzem) informing land offices that, despite the 
'juridical neutrality' of the 1922 Land Code on forms of land 
tenure, official policy was opposed to the formation of indi­
vidual farms (khutors) out of the village communes.61 How­
ever, the prohibition on land organisation work aiding the 
formation of khutors did not mean that efforts were shifted to 
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the formation of collective farms. Instead, work was done on 
'other forms of land tenure from which the transfer to collec­
tives would be less difficult', as the 1924 circular instructions 
put it. So large unwieldy communes were broken up into 
smaller ones, and crop-rotation improvements were made. 
Such developments intensified in 1927 and 1928, which must 
have helped to improve agricultural productivity, and could be 
seen as providing some of the preconditions for a transfer to 
collective farms. 

The formation of collective farms in the 1920s 
The work of land organisation in support of collective farms 
actually declined from 2. 7 per cent of the work in 1922 to 1.4 per 
cent in 1925. By 1927 this percentage had risen again, but only 
to 2.4 per cent of the total land organisation work. Most of the 
collectives were located in the Volga region, and an exceptional 
number of them were formed in Samara. Narkomzem had 
instructed its agents to see to it that the poorest peasants 
received the best land under organisation work, and in 1925 the 
government assumed the costs of all land work done for the 
poorest peasants.62 Thus it would be untrue to say that no work 
was being done to help the poor peasants, but the scale of such 
aid was completely inadequate. In general, the poorest 
peasants provided the largest contingent for collectives, which 
is not surprising, since if they were going to leave the village 
commune it would have been difficult for them to set up kh u tors 
without substantial means of production. Even richer peasants 
found that they sometimes had to give up the khutor and revert 
to the commune.63 Consequently, it is not surprising that many 
collectives came to be formed in Samara in the latter 1920s, 
since capitalist relations were particularly strong there, and 
hence a relatively high proportion of the population were 
batraki.64 This participation of poor peasants in collective 
farms as a result ofland organisation work is in contrast to the 
low participation of poor peasants in co-operatives, where the 
entrance fee was often an effective barrier and additional 
barriers were often erected. 65 

If land organisation work and the officially supported co­
operative movement were doing little to promote the develop­
ment of collective farm production, what determined the 
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process of collective farm formation during the 1920s? It will be 
remembered that there had been a programme of support for 
state and collective farms during the period 1918-21, a policy 
which was linked to grain requisitions. Many of the state farms 
were directly linked to other state enterprises, to secure supplies 
offood or raw materials in priority sectors of the economy. With 
the start of NEP, this position changed. Official support for 
collective farms (kolkhozy) ended, and there was a 'massive 
collapse' in their numbers.66 Not only did their numbers fall off 
with official support, but almost one-quarter of all kolkhozy 
continued to dissolve each year, though usually they were 
replaced by new ones. What seems to have been happening was 
the replacement of more complex collective organisational 
forms by simpler ones, because the necessary investment and 
other preconditions for complex collectives were absent. This 
would explain the growth in the number of tozy, the simplest 
form of kolkhoz, as well as the rapid growth of 'simple pro­
ducers' associations', which were not strictly speaking kolkhozy 
at all. According to Lewin, this was an increasingly noteworthy 
feature of the kolkhoz movement up until the end of 1929.67 

This survival of the kolkhoz movement was particularly a 
response to the desperate situation of the poor peasantry. Many 
poor peasants were prepared to try a collectivist solution to 
their problems, especially as the land allocated to the kolkhozy 
came from the state reserve. In 1924-5 the number of kolkhozy 
increased again, but, astonishingly, this was mainly due to the 
fact that further land had become available as a result of the 
liquidation of state farms (sovkhozy) at this time. In 1926 there 
was a decrease again in the number of collective farms, which 
was probably related in part to the diminishing supply of new 
land from the state. By 1927 there was no more free land, and 
this source dried up. 

However, in March 1927, a decree was introduced broaden­
ing the advantages to kolkhozy in credit and taxation, and turn­
ing over to them land that had previously been rented from the 
state land fund. 68 This signalled a new phase of expansion in the 
number of kolkhozy. Whereas there were around 12 000 in 
1926,69 the number rose to 15 000 in june 1927 and to 33 000 in 
mid-1928. 70 This still involved below 2 per cent of all peasant 
households, but the growth rate was impressive. This growth 
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was, as indicated, accompanied by a change in the proportions 
of different types of kolkhoz: whereas in 1921 kommuny were 
about 20 per cent and tozy 15 per cent, the remaining majority 
being art ely by around 1927, kommuny fell to 8.5 per cent and 
tozy rose to 40.2 per cent, while by 1929 tozy were 60 per cent of 
all kolkhozy. 71 All the kolkhozy were very small agricultural 
enterprises, the average consisting of about 50 people, 50 
dessiatines of crops, five or six horses and seven cows. In 1928 
the average size of the kolkhozy was declining, and it was 
suggested that their size would have to be increased as a matter 
of urgency. With low labour productivity, the kolkhozy had 
made little investment in their own development and had 
largely 'eaten up' the funds allocated by the government in the 
period up to 1927.72 Despite the relative ineffectiveness of the 
credit and other aid granted under the March 1927 decree (or 
perhaps because of the criticisms of these inadequacies) credit 
to kolkhozy expanded during the period 1927-30. In 1927-8 
kolkhozy received less than 12 per cent of state credit, while 
individual farms received 44 per cent. In 1928-9 the two sectors 
claimed 24 per cent and 33 per cent respectively. In 1929-30, 
kolkhozy received 63 per cent of all credit, while individual 
farms received less than 4 per cent. 73 Further support was given 
in the form of orders issued in the spring of 1928 that 'surplus' 
land be taken from kulaks and given to poor peasants. Any 
peasants willing to form a collective were given preference in 
land organisation work. 74 The land law issued at the end of 
1928 emphasised this point and made it possible for peasants 
interested in organising a kolkhoz to leave the mir at any time, 
and additional advantages were given in terms of taxation, 
allocation of machinery and allotment of land. Paradoxically, 
work on the break-up of larger miry (village communes) into 
smaller ones proceeded at an unprecedented rate in 1928, while 
work on collectivisation simultaneously accelerated the estab­
lishment of large agricultural production units. 75 The smaller 
miry improved their output, probably because of changes in 
land use, while it was becoming clear that kolkhozy were 
marketing 50 per cent of their output. (This was only 3. 7 per 
cent of total marketed grain in 1927-8, but it was probably 
interpreted in some quarters as showing how to secure an 
investible surplus from agriculture.) In 1929 the number of 
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kolkhozy rose to 57 000, the area under their control doubled 
and by the end of the year almost 4 per cent of all households 
were in kolkhozy. 76 Thus the effects of NEP on the kolkhoz 
movement can be summarised as a fourfold rise from 1921 to 
1929, but this overall rise included an initial severe decline from 
1921 to about 1924, followed in turn by recovery and decline 
again to 1926, with a final rise from 1927 to 1929. 

It is clear, then, that, at least prior to 1927, kolkhozy survived 
despite government neglect largely because of the efforts of poor 
peasants who needed even the little support which the state 
gave to them in the form ofland. After 1927, when at least some 
more effective measures were introduced, the rate of collectivi­
sation increased. Indeed, according to Narkiewicz, the percen­
tage of peasant households which had been collectivised by 15 
December 1929 was much higher than 4 per cent, being some­
where between 12 and 29 per cent. 77 What were the reasons for 
this poor performance in socialising the countryside? The 
reasons often given are a series of political and organisational 
failures in the countryside itself. These will be discussed in the 
next section, but failures to organise correctly at the grass roots 
or weaknesses in the analysis of the party leadership are not 
sufficient to account for this flaw in NEP. Consequently, the 
section after the next will deal with the implementation of 
macroeconomic policy by various state agencies. The final part 
of the chapter will deal with the crisis ofNEP and its demise. 

Political work in the countryside 
The main agency which was supposed to implement the policy 
of collectivisation during NEP was the rural soviet (sel'sovet). 
The rural soviets lost the administrative support of the volost' 
(district) land departments, since these were eliminated in 
1921-2.78 This loss of administrative support from the volost' 
soviet (the next rung up the ladder from the rural soviet) 
reduced the rural soviet's capacity to conduct any land organi­
sation work in favour of collectivisation. Local land affairs were 
left under the supervision of the volispolkom (executive com­
mittee of the volost' soviet), which was responsible for the 
observance of all laws by the population within its territory, 
and so could hardly concentrate on land use. In any case, there 
was little incentive to develop an expertise in problems ofland 
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use when a system of Land Commissions was set up in 1922, 
serving as land courts adjudicating land disputes at various 
administrative levels. This weakening of state agencies capable 
of implementing agricultural policy at grass-roots level began 
to be reversed in the latter half of 1924, when the functions and 
authority of the lower soviets were extended. The supervisory 
functions of the volispolkom were made more specific in 
matters of land organisation, land rental and the execution of 
the decisions of the Land Commissions. 79 The range of func­
tions and the maximum number of members of a rural soviet 
were also expanded at this time. Relations between the rural 
soviet and the assembly (skhod) of the village commune (mir) 
were left somewhat vaguely defined, for the rural soviet was 
supposed to act as the agent of the skhod in some respects, yet 
the mir was subject to all legal rulings of the rural soviet within 
the latter's territory. This legal ambiguity was effectively 
resolved in favour of the rural soviet, but only in 1927. Even 
after that, official reports were still referring in 1928 to a situa­
tion of 'dual power' in the countryside, showing that the weak 
legal position of the rural soviet was only one determinant ofits 
low capacity to implement agricultural policy. 

It was clear by the summer of 1924 that the political situation 
in the countryside was not good, with discontent in Georgia, 
which was followed by a wave of violence against rural news 
correspondents in the autumn. The elections for soviets held at 
the end of the year were characterised by unpopular 
techniques, including obligatory recommendations for 
appointment. Voter participation declined to 29 per cent of the 
qualified electorate from a 1923 level of 37 per cent. At this 
point it was decided to invalidate all elections where less than 
35 per cent had participated.80 The result of this campaign, 
despite a slight increase in the proportion of the electorate dis­
qualified (still under 2 per cent), was that 45 per cent of 
qualified rural voters participated in the election. This attempt 
to win rural support early in 1925 should be related to the 
legalisation of limited forms of labour hiring and land leasing 
(which were extended in 1925), as well as of private trade. Such 
measures could be summed up in the injunction (mentioned 
above) of Bukharin in 1925 to 'get rich'. Clearly the attempt to 
disenfranchise richer voters and mobilise the rest of the elector-
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ate was intended to offset politically the concessions which 
were being made economically to rural capitalism. Such moves 
were evidently a response to the political events ofl924, and are 
related to the adoption of the slogan 'face to the countryside' in 
1925 and to the attempt to start a campaign to revitalise the 
rural soviets in the same year. Yet the situation did not improve 
much in the rural soviet elections of 1925-6. It is true that they 
produced broadly the same rural response in terms of turn-out, 
but the party was rightly concerned at the lack of evidence of 
political activity of poor peasants, and about the social com­
position of the rural soviets.81 Party membership was not very 
high either, rising from 6 per cent of rural soviet members in 
1922 to 10 per cent in 1926. Less than 30 per cent of women 
qualified to vote in the 1925-6 sel'sovet elections had done so, 
but this was an improvement over the 20 per cent of the 
previous year. The number of women serving on rural soviets 
rose to 10 per cent.82 The number of non-peasants in rural 
soviets was about equal to the number of party members. In the 
elections held early in 1927 over 3 per cent of the population 
were disenfranchised, in an attempt to control the political 
activities of the kulaks. 

Having established that the legal position of sel'sovety was 
weak, at least until 1929, and that election campaigns did not 
mobilise a great deal of political participation in them, it is 
necessary to consider how the rural soviets actually functioned. 
The average sel'sovet in the RSFSR (the main constituent 
republic of the USSR) in 1926 had about 16 members, and 
covered 8 villages with a total population of about 1700; 90 per 
cent of its members and 95 per cent of its presidents were 
peasants.83 It was supposed to meet every fortnight, but this 
was often ignored, and sel'sovety met much less frequently than 
communal assemblies (skhody). Neither the sel'sovet nor the 
volost' executive committee exercised effective control over the 
village commune.84 The commune decided virtually all 
questions, so that nothing was left for the sel'sovet to do. While 
there was often duplication in terms of the problems dealt with 
by the two bodies, the range of problems dealt with by the com­
mune was generally far more comprehensive. While the soviet 
was assigned the function of convening the village assembly, 
this only occurred when the two units coincided territorially 
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and the soviet was the executive of the commune. Rarely did the 
soviet exercise any direction over the commune, as was being 
pointed out in 1928, three years after the launching of the cam­
paign to revitalise the rural soviets. Similarly the volost' execu­
tive committee ( volispolkom) exercised little or no effective 
control over the commune. Keeping a watch on the manifold 
activities of the commune was physically impossible for the 
volispolkom, which was poorly staffed and which had to deal 
with an average number of 93 village settlements each in 
the RSFSR. 85 

This fact alone shows that it would not have been sufficient to 
improve the quality of the personnel of the rural and district 
soviets (for example, by raising their pay), which was often the 
only remedy suggested for the widely recognised weakness of 
Soviet rural state administration. The problems were not only 
those of bad personnel (including corrupt officials) or of 
peasants' unwillingness to lose work-days to attend meetings. 
There was a range of meetings and conferences held by a whole 
series of organisations (party, non-party activist, soviet, trade 
union, co-operatives and others) which made it impossible to 
run so many activities with any degree of efficiency at a time 
when the rural soviets were sometimes incapable of even pre­
paring such elementary materials as lists ofvoters.86 One of the 
major burdens on the volispolkom and the sel'sovet was tax 
work. The weak financial position was a continuing problem for 
these bodies. According to a report published in 1928, the 
budget for rural soviets was 16 million roubles, whereas the 
budgets for the communes totalled 80 or even 100 million 
roubles. 87 The same pattern as in other areas can be seen in the 
development of rural tax policy to support rural state admini­
stration. A 1922 law on local finances gave the volost' and rural 
soviets broader rights of taxation and turned over to them 
certain state taxes and properties, but it was not unti11923 that 
provision was made for regular volost' budgets, and these were 
not widely established untill925. These budgets, mostly based 
on local taxes, were to take care oflocal needs, while the central 
government was to provide basic state requirements, such as 
defence and communications. The modest volost' funds were to 
maintain state enterprises, provide or rent buildings for public 
agencies and institutions, establish social services, build roads, 
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and so on, as well as to support the volispolkom and to aid the 
sel'sovet. These volost' budgetary problems were however 
minimal compared with those of the sel'sovet. In the years 
1926--8 only 3 per cent had their own budget.88 Under a 1925 
ruling the rural soviet could not levy a local tax to carry out its 
public duties without the consent of the communal assembly. 
The Commissariat of Finances (always a financially conserva­
tive organisation) refused to countenance rural soviet budgets 
except on an experimental basis, and when in 1927 an attempt 
was made to widen the practice it had little effect. The village 
commune assembly usually refused to pay taxes for a rural 
soviet budget because of the agricultural tax. Although in 
1924-5 this tax had amounted to 5 per cent of peasants' income, 
it amounted to 17 per cent of their purchasing power. Such 
complaints about the agricultural tax may have been connected 
with the easing of the tax in 1925. However, this had adverse 
effects on the produce marketed in that year, and did not lead to 
any greater willingness to pay taxes to the rural soviet. Yet it 
was clear that the communes were engaged in self-taxation. 
Apart from land rentals, this was the main source of the 80 to 
100 million roubles at their disposal. 

This meant that by the end of 1927 many village communes 
were providing the rural soviets with regular or irregular 
budgets, thus inducing a financial dependence of the rural 
soviets on the communes. Furthermore, only rural soviets with 
their own budgets had the status of a corporate body (which all 
village communes had by law). Consequently the great major­
ity of rural soviets could not own property, arrange trading 
transactions or sign a contract. That is, they could not carry on 
any economic activity or use the funds they were allowed after 
1927 from the volost' executive committees for economic 
purposes. Hence there was no way in which they could become 
politically independent of the commune (which in some cases 
even chose the president of the sel'sovet),89 nor could they pro­
vide economic support for either the co-operative or collective 
farm movement, though they were supposed to foster these 
movements. 

The financial dependence of the rural soviet provoked con­
siderable discussion at the Fifteenth Party Congress in 
December 1927. This debate continued throughout 1928 with 
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the participation of agrarian experts and institutions, following 
which a new land law was promulgated in December 1928: 

The commune was now to include among its members, not 
only the members of households using its lands, but all 
village residents participating in its economic life (labourers, 
herdsmen, blacksmiths, etc.) not previously recognised as 
having a right to vote in communal assemblies. Only those 
with the right to vote for, or be elected to, soviets could 
participate now in the land assembly. The rural soviet was to 
direct the work of the commune in areas of land tenure and 
land organisation, and to take over all functions where its 
own activities paralleled those of the commune. Decisions of 
the commune on basic land matters were subject to confir­
mation by the soviet. If the soviet considered any decision of 
the commune inimical to the interests of cooperativism or of 
the poor peasantry it could subject the question to re­
examination by the next assembly and, failing to secure 
agreement, could then annul the decision. This clearly went 
beyond any previous Soviet challenge to the commune. Yet it 
was still only a matter of paper tigers: all the legislation of the 
decade had not seriously affected the commune's position.90 

Clearly, while the village commune had the economic and 
administrative resources, the rural soviet could not have any 
decisive impact on the countryside. One can agree with 
Narkiewicz that the root cause of these problems lay in the 
government's failure to pay enough attention to local administ­
ration before 1925, and its lack offinancial aid after 1925.91 

The other main candidate for mobilising support at a local 
level for the socialisation of the countryside was the party itself. 
In 1929, only one-tenth of the communists who were members 
of rural organisations had already been party members in 1917 
or before. The number who had joined during the civil war was 
one-sixth of the membership, many ofwhom were workers liv­
ing in rural areas. During 1922 and 1923 very few peasants 
joined the party. By September 1924 there were roughly 
153 000 rural party members, as opposed to over half a million 
in the towns. This situation was related to distrust of the rural 
party cells, whose actions were arbitrary and difficult to distin-
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guish from those which should properly have been undertaken 
by the state.92 After 1925, with the slogan 'face to the country­
side', the party managed to recruit more peasants, numbers 
increasing to 333 000 by 1929. These members were not moti­
vated to any great extent by socialist ideals, and in any case the 
party had roughly only one cell to three sel'sovety, and they 
were scattered over too wide an area to be very effective. 
Agricultural workers and peasant farmers were in a rather 
small minority, and most of the cells consisted of officials, even 
after a recruitment drive to attract agricultural and other 
workers in 1928. Party membership could bring additional 
income and other advantages, and among the rural population 
as a whole, the 'better-off categories were increasingly strongly 
represented' .93 During periods when there was a focus on the 
quality of party membership, the only measures taken were 
either purges or large-scale campaigns for the recruitment of 
new members. Nothing was done to provide any basic training 
for members. Not only the local cadres but also the upper eche­
lons of the party structure were weak. The small party cells 
were thus incapable offulfilling the leadership role expected of 
them, and resorted to 'campaign tactics' (bursts of activity 
directed towards some specific end, alternating with periods of 
complete inaction) or to 'administrative methods' ,94 a reliance 
on organisational position and prerogatives as a means of exert­
ing pressure for compliance, rather than political work analys­
ing the situation and persuading people of the benefits or neces­
sity of a particular course of action. Such methods at best 
generated indifference, and at worst hostility. Consequently, as 
Lewin puts it: 

At this period, the rural sector was undoubtedly the weakest 
and most vulnerable point in the Soviet system. In this sector 
the greatest danger lay in wait for the regime, and it was in 
this sector that the boldest policies, and the most unremit­
ting efforts, were called for. And yet this was the very sector 
in which the fewest forces were deployed, and to which the 
Party gave least attention.95 

The implementation of national economic policy 
By 1925-6 agriculture was back to the same level of production 
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as 1913, though with a different crop pattern. 96 There was a 
regional specialisation in grain production, similar to the pre­
war pattern. The west and north-west were 'grain-deficit' areas 
with intensive techniques of grain production (combined with 
industrial crops), while the south, south-east and (of growing 
importance) Siberia were 'grain-surplus' areas with extensive 
production techniques. The central 'Black Earth' region 
(where the 'black redivision' had been strongest in 1918) pro­
vided a mixture of the two kinds of agriculture. The recovery of 
agriculture, following the 'scissors crisis' of 1923, and the 
measures to restore financial stability in 1923 and 1924, made it 
seem that the problem of grain production was resolved. In 
conjunction with the recovery of industrial production, which 
also reached pre-war levels at this time, 97 this meant that the 
Soviet Union had re-established itself economically: the period 
of restoration was complete. However, industrial capacity was 
now being almost fully employed and was already quite old, 
most of it dating from the nineteenth century. The renovation, 
or reconstruction, of industry was thus a fairly urgent matter. 

The policy of using foreign concessions as an investment 
source had clearly failed. Consequently the first Soviet general 
economic plan, developed during 1925, envisaged the use of 
grain exports to pay for the importation of machines and raw 
materials. As it happened, the year 1925 provided what was to 
be a unique chance to re-enter the world grain market. Russia's 
dominant position of the pre-war period had been taken over by 
the USA, Canada, Argentina and Australia, but the 1925 
American and Canadian harvests were poor and Australia had 
transferred its sales to the Asian market. Argentina never sold 
on the European market before February, so there was an open­
ing for Soviet grain between October 1925 and February 1926. 
However, precisely at this time, the purchase price of grain rose 
in the Soviet Union, rendering export unprofitable, and only 
came down again inJ anuary 1926. This failure to export, with a 
consequent reduction in imports, slowed the growth of industry, 
worsened the balance of payments, and increased inflationary 
tendencies. 

This was the kind of difficulty that provided the economic 
background to the debate over industrialisation. Our concern, 
however, is not so much with that debate but with how such 
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economic difficulties were engendered and dealt with. The 1925 
grain crisis was largely an effect of poorly co-ordinated plan­
ning. This was hardly surprising in what was effectively the first 
attempt to construct a national plan in the Soviet Union, but 
the point is worth emphasising because the crisis was inter­
preted in some quarters at the time as a 'kulak grain strike', a 
phrase that was to reappear during the crisis of NEP in 1928 
and 1929. However, the causes of the 1925 grain crisis were 
factors which lay within the planning and regulating capacity 
of the state. These factors can be divided, following 
Grosskopf,98 into causes stemming from the distribution of 
marketed grain, and causes at the level of grain production 
which affected the timing of its marketing. 

First of all, with regard to the distribution of marketed grain, 
the government did not develop a plan designed to meet the 
internal needs for marketed grain before fixing the level of grain 
exports. Because of state price policy, the peasants of the 'grain­
deficit' areas had specialised in industrial crops, producing less 
grain for their own needs. Hence their demand had increased. 
Urban demand grew in 1925 due to wage increases and an 
increase in urban employment of 400 000. Demand by state 
distilleries had also increased. These were all factors related to 
state policy. Furthermore, as should have been expected after 
the poor harvest of 1924-5, peasants were building up their 
grain reserves. It was in this situation of increased demand that 
the state attempted to divert grain for export purposes, and 
prices rose, especially in the grain-deficit areas. Since state 
reserves were also low, it became profitable for private 
capitalist traders (Nepmen) to sell grain over long distances. 
(Without such state reserves, it is in general extremely difficult 
to overcome the effects of poor organisation, natural disasters 
or price fluctuations.) Furthermore, the costs of marketing had 
gone up, largely because of bureaucratic organisation. Finally, 
there was a shortage of sacks and the rail network in areas such 
as Siberia and Kazakhstan was insufficient, even though it 
had been re-established at the pre-war level, because these 
more distant areas were of growing importance in the wheat 
market. 

With regard to the production of grain, and its effects on the 
timing of marketing, it is clear that many poor peasants were 
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normally obliged to sell their grain immediately after the 
harvest, even though this meant that they did not have enough 
grain left to meet their own food requirements for the year. This 
was to pay the 'single agricultural tax' (the old 'tax in kind' 
transformed into a monetary tax) and to be able to buy indus­
trial goods (in particular, means of production, which the poor 
peasants badly needed, as has already been indicated). State 
encouragement of this grain marketing in the autumn by levy­
ing most of the tax then meant that the period October to 
December was normally the period of lowest prices. Richer 
peasants could pay their taxes, buy manufactured goods and 
still afford to delay their grain sales tilljanuary, when the price 
started to rise. Some even brought grain in the autumn from 
poor peasants to resell in the spring at higher prices. Thus the 
conditions of production, in terms of access to the means of pro­
duction, affected the timing of sales. However, the time of sale 
was more important than before the war because the price 
differential between autumn and spring was greater: a clear 
effect of state pricing policy. Furthermore, this low autumn 
price was achieved by means of the monetary agricultural tax 
(creating a need for money) and by the timing of the supply of 
manufactured goods to the countryside. It was for such reasons 
that the terms of trade remained poor for the countryside 
throughout almost all ofNEP: the 'scissors' never quite closed. 
This combination of factors meant that the poorest terms of 
trade were offered to the poor and middle peasants who sold in 
the autumn. Consequently they could buy fewer means of pro­
duction with which to escape their dependence on the kulaks. 
This normal state of affairs was known, and should have been a 
particularly important element in national planning, since 
around 80 per cent of the marketed grain came from the poor 
and middle peasants. 

The amount of grain produced and marketed could thus 
have been increased by offering a higher grain price in the 
autumn and ensuring that most of the manufactured goods sold 
(especially means of production) went to poor and middle 
peasants. This was not done, partly because of a mistaken feel­
ing about the economic incapacity of the small peasant farm (as 
opposed to the larger kulak farm) which implied that invest­
ment of that kind would not yield very good results. In addition, 
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as we have already seen, the view was widely held that the 
'goods famine' of 1923 had been caused by the fact that industry 
was weak and needed in effect to be subsidised by cheap 
imports of agricultural raw materials. (It should be noted that 
the failure to support poor and middle peasants completely 
negated Lenin's conception of providing them with access to 
the means of production, within a framework of commercial co­
operatives, as part of the strategy for collectivisation and 
industrialisation.) 99 These mistakes were compounded in 1925 
by the lowering of the agricultural tax, which meant that, 
despite the high prices of that autumn, many poor peasants had 
no incentive to sell. Roughly one-quarter of the grain marketed 
in the autumn normally came from peasants who were cutting 
into their own foodstocks and had to buy back grain at higher 
prices in the spring. 100 

It was precisely in the autumn of 1925 that the state offered 
only a few manufactured products, mostly oflow quality, and 
mostly sold in an 'obligatory lot', where they were mixed with 
products such as perfume and wine glasses that could otherwise 
not be sold. 101 The result was that the majority of peasants 
covered their own needs, including rebuilding their depleted 
reserve stocks, instead of selling. The real purchasing power of 
the peasantry remained lower than before the war, but that of 
the working class was higher. Consequently the so-called 
'goods famine' which recurred in 1925-6 was due to the absorp­
tion of manufactured goods in the industrial cities of the north 
and north-east of European Russia and the surrounding 
agricultural areas. In other parts ofthe countryside, the short­
age of such goods was an absolute one. 102 This lack of goods 
largely explains the apparent economic incapacity of the small­
scale peasant farms, a situation exacerbated by the fact that 
agricultural implements were simply wearing out by the mid-
1920s. The conditions of a technical alliance between agricul­
ture and industry, which could have resolved the problems of 
both, were simply not being met. In particular, small-scale 
rural industry was being neglected, even though it could have 
supplied agricultural means of production in a way which 
reduced transport costs. Furthermore, the production oflarger­
scale industry had not been devoted to replacing these means of 
production, though this should have been possible even prior to 
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the establishment in 1925 of a national economic plan. Instead, 
large-scale industry devoted to consumption go0ds had been 
given priority in the period 1922-5. The 1925 grain crisis was 
thus largely the result of the failure to supply agricultural 
means of production to the peasantry. 103 The lesson that the 
correct price structure and the correct product-mix were neces­
sary to stimulate grain production and marketing was not lost 
on some agricultural commentators, or on some party lead­
ers. 104 

The measures taken to resolve the problems indicated by the 
1925-6 grain crisis confirm that the main causes of such prob­
lems lay in factors which the state was capable of regulating 
methodically. Apart from the immediate economy measures 
taken early in 1926, the 1926-7 grain procurement campaign 
shows that this lesson had been learned. The agricultural tax 
was raised again, and it was collected mostly in the autumn and 
winter months. Urban wage increases were avoided, so that 
urban demand for manufactured goods did not grow, while the 
supply of such goods was increased, and it was directed to the 
villages of the grain-surplus areas. Furthermore, state and co­
operative costs of grain marketing were reduced considerably 
as the number of such agencies were reduced and their organi­
sation improved. This meant that such agencies could compete 
with private traders, forcing the latter to reduce their prices. 
Finally, the difference between winter and spring prices almost 
completely disappeared, undercutting the main basis for grain 
speculation. Marketed grain reached a post-war record, but 
unfortunately grain reserves were not built up. There were 
criticisms at the time that the purchase price from the peasan­
try had been too low, encouraging the sale of other products 
(especially those from livestock rearing). 105 Such criticisms 
were based on the idea of exporting grain as a source of invest­
ment funds (to pay for imports of machinery). However, having 
missed its chance in 1925, the Soviet Union was in no position 
to base its export strategy on grain, since the world demand was 
already being largely met from other countries. There was 
every reason to export wood and butter instead. In this sense 
the Soviet concentration on grain production for exports was 
misplaced. 

Yet, accepting that grain was in fact the main focus of export 
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efforts, the measures adopted during 1927 were at first sight 
astonishing. Although it was known that grain reserves had not 
been built up at the beginning of 1927, no attempt was made to 
do so when more grain came on the market during the summer 
of 1927. Furthermore, instead of supplying manufactured 
goods to the countryside, especially to the grain-surplus areas, 
in the autumn of 1927 the rural markets were emptied of such 
goods to supply the towns, where real purchasing power had 
gone up again. At the same time private trade in industrial pro­
ducts was severely limited by administrative measures (instead 
of state competition in terms of supply and price) so that there 
was no alternative source of such goods for the countryside. 
This meant that the 'goods famine' reappeared in worse form 
than ever. Finally, the agricultural tax, which had been raised, 
was again lowered to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the 
Revolution. Hence all the conditions for a grain crisis were 
again present. The monthly pattern of grain sales for the second 
half of 1927 shows that from July to October they were very 
similar to the same period for 1926, but this was a time when 
stocks should have been rebuilt. Even by October sales were 
down slightly on October 1926. For November and December 
the sales were much more like the pattern for 1925. 106 Hence at 
the time of the very important Fifteenth Party Congress, when 
the policy for industrialisation and collectivisation was being 
debated, a new grain crisis was developing. However, this was 
not clear to the majority of the delegates to that Congress. 107 

The problem only became clear when the December figures 
were made more widely available injanuary 1928. 

The Crisis and Demise of NEP 

One of the reasons for the difficulty in building reserve stocks of 
grain during the summer of 1927 had been a war scare, which 
had emptied the shops and markets. This may also explain why 
rural markets were emptied to supply urban ones, but such feel­
ings of panic do not seem to have affected the grain procure­
ment agencies. They appear to have imagined that problems of 
grain marketing could be readily overcome. The reaction of the 
Central Committee was different. Under Stalin's direction a 
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series of'extraordinary measures' were taken to ensure that the 
planned amounts of grain were collected. Such coercive 
administrative measures effectively bypassed the normal grain 
procurement agencies. It is important to realise that such 
agencies could well have resolved the problem by raising prices, 
a solution ruled out as one which would encourage speculation 
the following year. However, there had been a bad harvest in 
the grain-surplus areas (except Siberia) and a very good 
harvest, even of grain, in the grain-deficit areas where industrial 
crops were grown. Contrary to the directives of the plan (which 
envisaged encouraging grain production) the gap between 
(higher-priced) industrial crops and (lower-priced) grain had 
scarcely been reduced. So the good grain crop from what were 
normally grain-deficit areas was not marketed, since the 
peasants preferred to sell the higher-priced industrial crops and 
build up their grain reserves. This possibility of resolving the 
problem by economic means was disregarded. Despite the 
earlier improvements in their organisation, the grain procure­
ment agencies were accused of inefficiency and of engaging in 
cut-throat competition, thereby contributing to a rise in prices. 
There was probably still a lot of truth in such accusations, 108 

but this was hardly a reason for handing over their functions to 
the party. Instead of adjusting prices of grain, the 'extra­
ordinary measures', supposedly directed only against kulaks, 
were introduced. These involved requisitions using methods 
reminiscent ofWar Communism. 

These requisitions had three important effects in the first half 
of 1928. First, peasants even in the (normally) grain-surplus 
areas were able to buy a lot more grain than was usual. Such 
village purchases were 40 per cent greater than in the previous 
year. Second, the 'extraordinary measures' led to unexpected 
losses of grain. The result of these two effects was that the 'grain 
surplus' reaching the state and the towns declined more than 
did grain production, and instead of increasing by the 14 per 
cent originally planned, this surplus went down by 18.5 per 
cent. 109 The other main effect was a reduction in sown area, 
accompanied by serious peasant unrest as the majority of the 
peasantry (not just the kulaks) saw their grain reserves and 
even their consumption stocks being requisitioned. The way to 
avoid this, it seemed to many, was to sow less in the hope that 
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those with no grain reserves would be left alone next time. 
Consequently there was a reduction in winter grain sowings 
and in livestock holdings in 1928, since without grain livestock 
could not be fed over the winter months. 

There were attempts to counteract this vicious circle of 
coercion. A campaign was begun in 1928 to increase sown area, 
and it involved sel'sovety, district executive committees and 
party organisations. During this campaign, a new method was 
tried, which had been started in 1927 for industrial crops. 
There had up to now been three main channels for obtaining 
grain from the peasants: purchase at market price by state 
agencies; procurement, where the peasant sold to a nominated 
government agency at a state-fixed price; and 'contracta­
tion' .110 The use of the latter method was now intensified, being 
spread from industrial crops to other crops. Yet it did not help 
to counteract the tendency for sown area to be reduced. The 
'contractation' method had the potential to help improve 
agriculture. In return for agreeing to supply the state with an 
agreed minimum of grain at fixed prices, which were subject to 
increase according to quality and date of delivery, the state or 
co-operative undertook to make payments on future sales, lend 
seed grain, and facilitate the purchase of equipment. The state 
might also supply agronomic aid. It was believed in the Polit­
buro that the contractation system would serve as an excellent 
lever for collectivisation. 111 However, the state did not fulfil its 
side of the contracts, and in 1928 the effect of contractation on 
agriculture was negligible. Yet although it was related to con­
tractation, a drive to encourage the growth of kolkhozy and 
sovkhozy in 1928 proved much more successful. It had been 
noticed that these marketed almost half their production, 
which was four times more than the average peasant farm. The 
supplying of various advantages to the rural poor attracted 
thousands of them into kolkhozy, showing how such a policy 
could have worked earlier in NEP if some resources had been 
provided to back it up. Even at this point, the financial re­
sources allocated were only some 60 million roubles, the cost of 
building a single factory. 112 The size of this movement caught 
the sel'sovety and party organisations offguard, and the pro­
cess of developing a national administration for kolkhozy took 
place only gradually during 1928. Within the kolkhozy, there 
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was still a lot of private production, due to a lack of means of 
production which could be used collectively, as well as due to 
inexperience and an inability to organise properly. Neverthe­
less such kolkhozy could have increased their production with 
continued state help, and the movement continued to grow on a 
voluntary basis until about the middle of 1929 (after which it 
becomes difficult to distinguish between the effects of voluntary 
and forced collectivisation, until the end of the year, when 
forced collectivisation was clearly predominant). 

The other measure taken in 1928 to stimulate production was 
the decision to set up huge sovkhozy. This was followed in 1929 
by a decision to rehabilitate the old sovkhozy as well, under a 
new administration with considerable resources. However, 
these measures to counteract the reduction in sown area and in 
production did not on the whole produce the intended results. 
The 1928 harvest was again a poor one. The crisis produced a 
series of splits between different state agencies, and was 
associated with a growing split within the Politburo. Since the 
Five Year Plan was not yet ready, there was no overall 
framework within which to co-ordinate policy implementation, 
apart from the control figures for 1929. Consequently the Polit­
buro more and more took on the role of adjudicating between, 
say, the Commissariats of Agriculture and Trade. It took the 
initiative in an increasing number offields of economic policy, 
but was also preoccupied with the struggles between agencies 
responsible for planning, notably struggles between Gosplan, 
Vesenkha and Sovnarkom. 113 These struggles were related to 
the struggle within the Politburo itself, between Stalin on the 
one hand and Bukharin and Rykov on the other. 

Owing to a dearth of seed corn, the poor harvest of the 
autumn of 1928 was accompanied by a drop in the winter sow­
ings of wheat. This meant that an attempt had to be made to 
make up the loss in the spring sowing of 1929, but the campaign 
to do so had only limited success. Rationing was tightened up in 
February 1929, but the rations were inadequate, forcing 
workers to buy on the free market. Pressure on Nepmen forced 
many of them to close down, but they then operated illegally, 
further disrupting the supply system. The worsening urban 
situation was combined with rural unrest and passive resis­
tance. These were related to the use of 'Urals-Siberian 
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methods', which were the continuation of the requisition 
methods of the previous year. Rural party and state agencies 
were also disrupted by a series of purges which had been going 
on since the beginning of 1928. 11 New higher prices for grain 
were introduced in 1929, but in the highly price-sensitive field 
of agriculture this had the effect of leading to a reduction in 
industrial and other food crops, with the result that parts of the 
food industry and light industry were adversely affected, at a 
time of increased urban demand for food and raw materials 
created by the incipient process of rapid industrialisation. 115 

The private sector, rather than state pricing and procurement 
policy, was once again blamed for this and for the decline in 
livestock production. 

A way out of these problems seemed to be presented by the 
growing success of the collectivisation programme, especially 
between] une and October 1929. This was largely due to aj une 
reorganisation of the co-operative and kolkhoz administrative 
structures. However, a major instrument in this growing collec­
tivisation was the contractation system, which increasingly 
became merely an instrument of state coercion. Coupled with this 
was the concentration of agricultural credits on the collective 
and state sectors, but the bulk of this credit and of tractors went 
to the new large kolkhozy and sovkhozy (the 'grain factories') 
rather than the peasant kolkhoz associations. Yet despite these 
efforts (which were in any case accompanied by much adminis­
trative confusion), the grain procurements campaign did not go 
all that well, at least in the early months. There had been a 
serious attempt to improve the efficiency of the procurement 
campaign, with a reorganisation of the procurement agencies to 
prevent the kind of cut-throat competition and mutual obstruc­
tion which had frequently characterised their actions in the 
past. Furthermore, there were large stocks of consumer goods 
ready to be released on fulfilment of delivery quotas. 116 How­
ever, by mid-September, Pravda was reporting that autumn 
sowing was going badly because peasants were afraid to bring 
the seed to government cleaning stations, for fear that it would 
be confiscated. In addition, in some districts only 17 per cent of 
procurements were being fulfilled, partly because of black­
market selling, but partly because of poor organisation oflocal 
authorities, which were slow with grain procurements, and had 
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not prepared enough storage space, transport or technical 
facilities (including weighing machines). 117 Thus the reorgani­
sation in the centre seems to have had only limited effects in the 
rural localities, which is perhaps not surprising since local 
levels of party and state administration had suffered a series of 
purges. This lack of organisation became fully evident at the 
end of September, when the first report appeared of wheat 
rotting in railway sidings. Even kolkhozy and sovkhozy were 
hiding their stores from the procurement brigades, and some 
kolkhozy were disbanded as a punitive measure. The crisis 
worsened in October, with kolkhozy being the worst defaulters 
in fulfilling their quotas, this being one indication among others 
that poor peasants were hit hardest by the requisitions. 

While grain was rotting in the open or in railway wagons 
all over the country, and while resistance of peasants and 
sometimes local party authorities grew, workers' brigades were 
reorganised into large armed detachments. This was around 
mid-October, and was a response to the growing number of 
outbreaks of violent resistance to the requisitions. In this 
context, collectivisation took on a punitive character as a 
response to the resistance to forced requisitions. Beginning in 
November Pravda started to announce that whole districts 
were being collectivised, and it published an article by Stalin on 
7 November. The main victory for Stalin's line occurred in 
November, with the removal of Bukharin from the Politburo, 
and the decision of the Central Committee to set up a commis­
sion to develop full collectivisation. This commission met on 8 
December, 118 the day after Mikoyan, who was in charge of state 
procurement policy, announced that procurements were up to 
16 million tons, compared with 10.8 million tons in 1928, even 
though the harvest had been poorer in 1929. 119 

Clearly there had been a dramatic turn-round in procure­
ments, showing that the armed detachments had been highly 
effective. This task force could now be used for collectivisation. 
However, it was not immediately clear that it would be. The 
commission did not submit its first draft to the Politburo until 
22 December. Interestingly, this was two days after the start of 
the First All-Union Conference of Agrarian Marxists in 
Moscow 120 at which the rural class structure was being 
debated. Since there were divisions within the commission as to 
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the pace of collectivisation and the severity of treatment of 
kulaks, the Agrarian Marxist Conference could conceivably 
have supplied academic support for those urging a slower pace 
and more lenient treatment ofkulaks. 121 It was almost certainly 
for this reason that Stalin appeared at the end of the Conference 
on 27 October 1929 to announce that the kulaks were to be 
liquidated as a class. At about the same time, the commission 
was being told to redraft its proposals to recommend a 
maximum pace and severe treatment of kulaks, including 
deportation to the worst districts where they might not even 
receive the smallest plot of the worst soil. The relevant decree 
was issued by the Politburo on 5 January 1930. 

The decision to proceed with mass forced collectivisation, 
probably taken by Stalin in late October, thus required two 
months of manoeuvring to get it accepted by the rest of the 
Politburo. The increased coercion was necessary in November 
to overcome peasant resistance to forced requisitions, but this 
could not be admitted since (not surprisingly in view of the 
experiences of 1920 and 1921) some Central Committee critics 
and the expelled opposition leaders had been predicting just 
such an outcome- hence the excuse that peasants were rebelling 
against collectivisation and not against requisitions. It should 
be clear by now that a voluntary collective movement had been 
gaining support up to about June 1929. Yet the requisitions 
rather than the kolkhozy had delivered the goods. The problem 
was that the process of breaking peasant resistance could not be 
continued by requisitions, whose negative economic effects had 
been repeatedly shown. This is the reason for the move, from 
late October onwards, to reorganise agriculture radically to 
'ensure' that the planned deliveries would take place during the 
industrialisation process. 

Conclusion 

The situation at the end ofl929 was very different from that just 
before the beginning ofNEP. First, while agriculture only had 
80 per cent of its 1913 level of traction power, because of the 
livestock situation (a problem that was to worsen as livestock 
was slaughtered during the forced collectivisation process), it 
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had finally attained its 1913 level in machinery and imple­
ments.122 It had already been demonstrated in 1925 that 
roughly the 1913 level of agricultural production could be 
reached with fewer means of production. Consequently despite 
all the problems agriculture was not in the catastrophic and 
declining condition that it had endured at the end of 1920. In 
this sense it could 'afford' to some extent the setback caused by 
forced collectivisation. Nevertheless, after collectivisation rural 
consumption declined dramatically and state procurements 
were no better and were possibly worse than they had been 
before collectivisation. Thus collectivisation contributed 
nothing to the industrialisation strategy of the First Five Year 
Plan. Second, despite the difficulties in drawing up the plan and 
in constructing state agencies capable of implementing the plan 
in various economic sectors in a reasonably co-ordinated way, 
the plan did have a significant impact. Not only did it generate 
its own investment funds by developing various measures for a 
more effective use of existing productive capacity (such as cost 
reductions, productivity increases, widening basic supply 
bottlenecks), but it was also a sufficiently effective allocating 
mechanism to be able to replace, in effect, the 'free-market' 
commodity relations between agriculture and industry which 
had characterised NEP. In other words, it was able to secure 
the technical reproduction of the economy, despite the damage 
to agriculture. Thus it achieved the aim of the policies which 
had been tried and failed during the 1920 experiment in 'pro­
letarian natural economy'. The knowledge that this was techni­
cally and administratively possible clearly encouraged those 
impatient with NEP to end the dependence on small-scale 
peasant agriculture. The tragedy is that these industrialisation 
measures and voluntary collectivisation could probably both 
have been achieved, if only market interventions and rural 
political work had been better planned and implemented, as 
functions of the original NEP strategy. Instead, the develop­
ment of an apparatus capable of pushing through forced collec­
tivisation in the early 1930s had a disastrous effect on the 
development of democracy. The Soviet Union today still bears 
the marks of this experience. 
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3 
Economic Units and 
Economic Calculation: 
The Basis of Production 
Relations 
Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the relative capacities 
of various economic agents. It was argued in Chapter 1 that a 
theory of the class structure could only demarcate the bound­
aries between economic agents on the basis of specifying impor­
tant differences in their capacities for action, deriving from 
their relation to the means of production. Thus the relations of 
production, i.e. the relations operating between economic 
agents deriving from their differential access to the means of 
production, must be examined in some detail if one is to have 
adequate grounds for either claiming or denying that class rela­
tions exist. The relations between the agents concerned need 
not be exclusively interpersonal relations; indeed, they cannot 
be exclusively interpersonal if some of the economic agents are 
collective agents. If a monastic order can be a feudal land­
owner, or a joint-stock company can be a capitalist, then a 
theory of the relations of production which restricts itself to 
relations between human agents runs the risk of missing vital 
aspects of the social formation in question. 

However, if it is accepted that non-human agents are poten­
tially important in the relations of production, then the condi­
tions of such agents must be analysed. If one is to avoid treating 
them in a rationalist manner, as a collective subject capable 
both of recognising the appropriate means to realise its ends 
and of acting on those means (for example, in the manner of 
Talcott Parsons's collectivities), then the following features of 
collective agents are pertinent to the formation of their objec-
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tives and their capacity to conduct a course of action in pursuit 
of those objectives. 

First, the internal form of their organisation. Collective 
agents cannot be treated as unitary entities, and sub-agents 
within them may be crucial in affecting the relations of the 
collective agent with other agents. 

Second, their means of calculation. Concepts which may be 
widely available in the social formation, or specially developed 
for the collective agent in question (or some admixture of the 
two) are necessary if the agent is to monitor its own internal 
state and to calculate courses of action with respect to other 
agents (for example, struggle over access to the means of pro­
duction). Unless the means of calculation are treated as having 
some effects of their own, then the collective agent will in effect 
be analysed as if its objectives were the result of its 'conscious­
ness', and as if the means of realising its ends were somehow 
directly observable in the real. 

Third, the resources at its disposal. These resources may be 
'internal' (that is, directly at its disposal) or may be accessible 
because of the economic location of the agent. 

In addition to these considerations, which seem to be implicit 
in accepting that collective agents are pertinent to the relations 
of production, the examination of the relations of production in 
a planned economy carries other implications. Not only must 
one pay particular attention in such an economy to relations 
between non-human agents, examining their respective 
capacities, but one must consider whether class relations might 
operate directly between such collective agents, or between 
collective and individual agents, or finally between individual 
agents as a result of the relations between collective agents. 
Furthermore, in any economy with an advanced division of 
labour, one must assess the relations between units of produc­
tion in agriculture and in industry, as well as retail distribution 
units, and units of social consumption (the latter is a category 
which includes families, as well as hospitals, schools and, in the 
case of the Soviet Union, cultural and holiday centres). How­
ever, as well as these kinds of collective agents, in the case of the 
Soviet Union one must also examine the capacities of the 
various state agencies involved in plan construction, and in the 
regulation of plan implementation. This is because Soviet 
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national economic planning involves the attempt to co-ordinate 
the division oflabour at the level of the overall social formation. 
If it is at all effective, it must have a major impact on the rela­
tions of production, either exacerbating or mitigating class rela­
tions. The means of economic calculation within all these vari­
ous kinds of agencies involved in the construction and im­
plementation of the overall economic plans will thus be a con­
cern of this chapter, though units of consumption will be more 
the concern of Chapter 5. 

The concern with the means of economic calculation in this 
chapter is not simply because it is relevant to the organisational 
forms of collective agents, but also because it is important for 
the analysis of policy formation and hence to the analysis of 
struggles between agencies. Ultimately, it is such struggles 
which determine the relative capacities of agents, so without 
neglecting both resources and organisational forms as deter­
minants of the capacities of agents a particular concern of this 
chapter will be with forms of economic calculation. This is 
because different economic units (agents) use different means 
of calculation, and these cannot be totally unified (otherwise 
the distinct economic functions of different units would be 
nullified, i.e. there would be no division oflabour). 

This chapter is divided into two main sections: agriculture 
and industry. This is primarily because conditions in Soviet 
agriculture have historically 'lagged behind' those in industry, 
largely as a consequence of the policy of forced collectivisation 
of the peasantry at the beginning of the 1930s. Consequently 
the organisational forms and the capacities of agricultural 
economic units are different from those in industry. It is also 
important to examine agriculture carefully to be in a position to 
evaluate the official Soviet theory of the class structure, accord­
ing to which collective farmers are in a different class from state 
employees. Because some agricultural units, the private plots 
and the collective farms, have a particular relation to urban 
consumption, there is a discussion of retailing units at the end of 
the section on agriculture. However, most of the chapter is 
devoted to industry, where the main units discussed are the 
state enterprises, production associations, Ministries and the 
central planning agencies. 
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Agriculture 

The condition of agriculture in the Soviet Union is still a serious 
cause for concern, some half a century after the forced collect­
ivisation of the peasantry. Partly this is due to the difficulties of 
making good the neglect of a generation, a process which really 
only started around 1965. Partly it is due to the positive damage 
done, not only by the forced collectivisation itself, but also by 
the 1941-5 war ('The Great Patriotic War') and later by 
Khrushchev's voluntarist attempts at a sudden improvement 
in agriculture. The inadequate performance of agriculture is 
also partly because of current policies, forms of planning and 
economic organisation, even though these have been improved 
since the fall of Khrushchev. Since this is not a book on Soviet 
agriculture, the developments before the 1960s will only be 
mentioned in passing, even though their impact on contem­
porary agriculture is still evident. 1 

The main changes in agriculture under Khrushchev were the 
abolition of the Machine Tractor Stations (MTSs) in 1958 and 
the conversion of many kolkhozy/ (collective farms) into 
sovkhozy/(state farms), mostly between 1955 and 1962. The 
other related change was the increase in the size of the 
kolkhozy, often produced by amalgamating them into a single 
large one. However, as Stuart points out, structural change in 
agriculture has been going on since 1950.2 

Table 3.1 provides a picture of the structural changes in 
agriculture. 3 At the end of 1981 there were 25.9 thousand 
kolkhozy and 21.6 thousand sovkhozy. The sovkhozy in 1977 
had an average area of5600 hectares each, whereas the average 
for kolkhozy was 3800 hectares, so although there were fewer 
sovkhozy in 1977, they formed 52.6 per cent of the agricultural 
area, with the kolkhozy forming 46.2 per cent and the remain­
ing 1.2 per cent being constituted by the 'personal plots' of 
kolkhozniki (collective farm workers), workers and employees. 
The personal plots produce just over 25 per cent of all agricul­
tural output, specialising in vegetables, meat, milk and eggs. 
An adequate class analysis of Soviet agriculture must confront 
the issue of the interrelation of these three forms of property, as 
well as their relation to other agencies such as the planning and 
supply agencies, the kolkhoz market, and so on. Unless this is 
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Table 3.1 Number of enterprises and agricultural organisations 

1927 1940 1950 1977 1979 

Kolkhozy (in thousands) 14.8 236.9 123.7 27.1 26.4 
Sovkhozy (in thousands) 1.4 4.2 5.0 20.1 20.8 
Enterprises, organisations, 

unions associating kolkhozy and 
sovkhozy (in thousands) 7.7 9.3 

Individual farms of poor and middle 
peasants (in millions) 23.7 3.6 0.7 

Farms ofkulaks (in millions) 1.1 

Source: M. Lavigne, Les Economies Socialistes, Armand Colin, Paris, 1979. 

done, it will be impossible to evaluate the distinction within 
agriculture between kolkhozniki and state farm workers. 

The kolkhozy 
To start with the kolkhozy, the changes in size of the kolkhozy 
and the conversion of some of them into sovkhozy have been 
related to other practices that have changed the internal struc­
ture of the kolkhoz as an economic unit. It has grown bigger, 
and the amount invested has gone up. Farms have become 
more complex internally as they have. grown in size, but there is 
still regional variation in their internal structure. These 
internal structural changes became increasingly evident after 
1958. This was the year when the MTSs were abolished. They 
had been introduced in the late 1920s in association with collec­
tivisation measures, and their abolition marked the end of a 
policy of constraint towards agriculture. The period 1958-65 
could be characterised as a period of liberalisation in agricul­
ture, but the policy of intensification of agriculture was not well 
conducted since the kolkhozy did not have enough resources. 
The period from 1965 was one of considerable growth of invest­
ment in agriculture. 

The internal changes in kolkhozy really began around 1958, 
when brigades (the main sub-unit within the kolkhoz) began to 
grow in size and importance and were reclassified accord­
ing to the structure of output and the method of handling 
mechanisation: 
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(a) the complex brigade (crop and anumal production); 
(b) the branch brigade (field brigades, tractor-field brigades, 

potato brigades, and so on); 
(c) the specialised brigade (single product); 
(d) the tractor-complex brigade (after 1958). 

The complex and tractor-complex brigades grew from just 
over 14 per cent of all brigades in 195 7 to 34 per cent in 1962 and 
remained about that proportion until at least the late l960s.4 

This form of brigade is used where production is not highly 
specialised, and where both field crop and animal-breeding 
sectors are relatively highly developed. 

At times a complex brigade may be called a 'department', as 
it would be if it were on a sovkhoz. A department closely resem­
bles an entire collective farm of the late 1940s. This diversifica­
tion within complex brigades may be related to distribution 
difficulties (poor roads, poor-quality vehicles, inadequate stor­
age facilities and an insufficient number of retail distribution 
points). Specialisation now takes place.at the level of sub-units 
within the complex brigade. It is not at all clear how far this 
specialisation within a multi-product brigade has helped to 
raise productivity. Low productivity may also be related to the 
low level offormal education at brigade level, though qualifica­
tions are higher among kolkhoz chairmen.5 Certainly it is 
becoming difficult to explain comparatively low production 
levels by low levels of investment, since this has been increasing 
since the early 1960s. Yet it has not apparently been very pro­
ductive investment. A rough indication of this can be seen from 
the figures cited by Lavigne6 on the growth of agricultural pro­
duction: in 1950-4 it grew by 22 per cent, in 1955-9 by 49 per 
cent, but in 1960-5 it only grew by 14 per cent. This latter 
period was precisely when the relative investment in kolkhozy . . was mcreasmg. 

The link betweeen the relatively low educational and skill 
levels, the pattern of specialisation and the low productivity of 
investment seems to be as follows. Complex brigades form only 
about one-third of all brigades. The kolkhozy rely much more 
on specialist brigades, where a technician (often with higher 
educational qualifications than the farm chairman) can oversee 
the work of unskilled workers within a relatively narrowly 
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specialised 'span of control'. The organisational rigidity 
produced by the proliferation of relatively narrow specialisa­
tions among heads of different kolkhoz sub-units may well 
account for both the limiting of the spread of complex brigades 
and for the apparently continuing high cost of certain aspects of 
farming, such as livestock rearing, which creates the economic 
opening for the 'personal plots' (the 'private sector'). This 
picture of comparative stagnation in terms of the 'formal 
organisational blueprint' within the kolkhoz since the early 
1960s is consistent with Stuart's suggestion7 that the 'good' 
kolkhoz may be less a function of the organisational form as 
such and more a function of other factors, for example natural 
conditions and state credits. It would also explain the poor 
wage incentive system which makes it difficult for kolkhozniki 
to calculate the relation between effort and reward and subjects 
them to very detailed supervision. 

This organisational rigidity has created an unnecessary 
demand for investment, as well as a labour shortage. The 
inflexible labour supply within the farm means that adminis­
trative pressure on the kolkhoz to increase agricultural produc­
tion cannot be dealt with by internal reorganisation, but only 
by increased investment. According to Nove, agricultural 
investment rose from an average of under 3 milliard roubles a 
year in 1951-5 to 7. 27 milliards in 1961 and then to 23.7 
milliards in 1973- over 24 per cent of total investment in that 
year. Nove provides an excellent analysis ofwhy 'unbalanced 
planning' of inputs makes much of this investment inefficient,8 

but to his analysis must be added the effects of this organisa­
tional rigidity, which makes it very difficult for the kolkhoz to 
calculate its own investment priorities. When these problems 
are added to difficulties over obtaining state credit, and a state 
tendency to plan inputs according to technical norms which do 
not dovetail well with brigade-level plans, it is clear why 
kolkhozy accept state inputs, yet need a high level of overall 
investment to be able to deal with their own particular produc­
tion bottlenecks (which may not be registered in terms of the 
state's technical norms for investment). Ironically, because of 
maintenance problems, 15 per cent of tractors stand idle every 
year due to technical inoperability. 

The central planning agencies also face problems with the 



The Basis of Production Relations 107 

planning of inputs: the technical norms used have regional 
scales for the cost of particular inputs. But it is up to the indi­
vidual kolkhozy to decide how much of its land falls into a 
particular category. Consequently it is difficult for the central 
agencies to compare costs within a region, since these are 
defined in terms of these technical norms, and there is no way to 
ensure that different kolkhozy are applying these norms in the 
same way. Interregional comparisons of costs are even more 
difficult. Furthermore, these norms only change slowly, despite 
constantly changing conditions. Without a form of measuring 
costs in a manner that does not perpetuate existing practices, 
but rather helps indicate how costs could be reduced, the poor 
performance of agriculture is likely to continue, and agricul­
tural investment is likely to remain a high proportion of total 
investment. 

The convergence ofkolkhozy and sovkhozy 
Many of these problems apply also to the sovkhozy, since the 
administrative and operational differences between the two 
kinds offarm have diminished over the years, as both Nove and 
Stuart indicate. This raises the issue of the extent to which they 
can be conceived of as distinct forms of property. The greater 
dependence of kolkhoz incomes on financial performance, and 
the poorer pension rights, poorer state aid for investment, and 
so on, are only juridically possible on the basis of the distinction 
between co-operative ownership and state ownership. Yet as 
Stuart makes clear, the kolkhoz chairman is not really elected, 
and the autonomy of the kolkhoz is limited within the planned 
economy, even though, as Stuart puts it, 'the mechanisms 
utilised to integrate the kolkhoz into the planned economy have 
differed from those utilised for other organisational forms in the 
Soviet economy'.9 Furthermore, there have been a series of 
measures to assimilate the two forms of property, as part of the 
efforts to improve agriculture since 1965. 

These measures, which have improved the profitability of 
kolkhozy, reduced the differences between them and sovkhozy, 
and have been associated with a very large investment pro­
gramme, are aimed at producing a convergence between 
agriculture and industry. However, these attempts have been 
marred in the second half of the 1970s by a return towards 
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voluntarist planning methods, which were a response to the 
mediocre results of the 1971-5 Five Year Plan. These attempts 
to use administrative pressure to increase kolkhoz sales did not 
meet with any great success, and in 1981 greater concessions to 
'personal plots' were made in an attempt to stimulate further 
marketing of agricultural production. Nevertheless, attempts 
are continuing to industrialise agriculture. Apart from chang­
ing agricultural technology, one way of doing this since 1965 
has been the creation of 'agro--industrial complexes' integrat­
ing industrial and agricultural activities. In 1978 there existed 
8000 enterprises of this type, associating 90 per cent of the kol­
khozy and 60 per cent of the sovkhozy, many of them participat­
ing in several enterprises. These enterprises employed 1.6 mill­
ion workers in 1978. The ultimate aim seems to be the urbanisa­
tion of the countryside. The idea of the agrogorod (agro-town) 
seems to have been resurrected, though in a different form from 
that advocated by Khrushchev in 1950 (and later). This could 
have adverse effects, as Wadekin has pointed out, 10 on the 
'personal plots', which is one of the reasons why, as Lavigne 
remarks, kolkhozniki seem to be attached to their individual 
houses. Indeed, many of these ambitious hopes for agriculture 
could well imply a transformation (or even eventual abolition) 
of the 'personal plots'. Con seq uen tly this third form of agricul­
tural property must now be examined. 

Personal plots 
As Wadekin makes clear, 'personal plots' do not simply belong 
to kolkhozniki, but also to workers and employees. The latter 
are often thought to be employed in sovkhozy, but, as both 
Nove and Wadekin make clear, they also consist of state­
employed persons working in suburban or urban areas. The 
distinction between those plots on kolkhoz land and those on 
sovkhoz land is of very little significance, except that sovkhoz 
plots are usually smaller, which is related to the higher wages of 
sovkhoz workers. In contrast to earlier times, the income of 
kolkhozniki from 'personal plots' is now only a secondary 
mcome. 

The main impression given by Wadekin's painstaking work 
to glean evidence from a large variety of sources is of the inter­
dependence of kolkhoz (or sovkhoz) and 'personal plot' sectors. 
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This interdependence applies to mutual aid (not all of it 
legal) between the kolkhoz and 'personal plot' in terms of 
inputs, and what is effectively a division of labour between 
them in terms of products, with the 'personal plots' concentrat­
ing on what the kolkhozy do badly- potatoes, vegetables, eggs, 
fruit, meat and dairy produce. This division of labour has 
become more evident with rising living standards, so that the 
private plots did not just produce means of consumption for the 
kolkhozniki but began to cater for developing urban markets for 
the above products rather than for the staple foods based on 
grains. 11 

The interdependence between kolkhoz and personal plots 
both helps to explain why the latter appears so productive (for 
example, it receives feed grazing and young animals for its 
livestock rearing) and why such plots continue to exist. They 
compensate (or have in the past) for the under-investment in 
agriculture by producing output for very little investment. 
Furthermore, in adapting to the market, they have provided the 
kind of flexibility which has been precluded, it seems, by the 
organisational rigidity of kolkhozy, but which is required in the 
face of varying harvests, often voluntaristic approaches to 
agriculture and, more recently, the changing demand for 
agricultural products. However, the role of the personal plots 
appears to be declining: in 1950 they amounted to 5.1 per cent 
of total sown area in the USSR, by 1959 they were 3. 7 per cent, 
and by 1969 they were 3.2 per cent. 12 In the last decade the 
decline has continued; thus, according to Lavigne, in 1979 they 
were only 2. 7 per cent of total sown area. 13 The decline in the 
private plot may be in part simply a demographic effect, as old 
people in kolkhozy and sovkhozy die, while the household 
rights to their plots are not transferred to a new household 
because younger people have been moving from the country­
side. If this is so, it may in intselfbe the cause of a slight deterior­
ation (or stagnation) in overall agricultural performance in the 
Soviet Union, because of the (admittedly slight) economic 
support which the private plots give to kolkhozy and sovkhozy. 

Yet this decline in sown area devoted to personal plots has 
not been matched by a proportionate decline in output. They 
still produced, in 1979, 25.5 per cent of total agricultural produc­
tion (and sustained 21 per cent of the livestock), according to 
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Lavigne. The output of the urban plots producing directly for 
urban markets seems to have been increasing, which may be 
why the value of output from personal plots has remained so 
high, despite the diminishing area devoted to them: produce for 
urban markets commands higher prices. It is probably to 
satisfy this growing demand that concessions to personal plots 
were made in 1981: with a decline in rural plots, the effects on 
production offood were being felt quite strongly then. This link 
between personal plots and urban food consumption raises the 
issue of retail trade in food. 

Retail trade 
Nove says that turnover statistics show that retail sales in rural 
areas have been rising steadily, but argues that, judging from 
criticisms, there is ample scope for improvement in marketing, 
particularly by the rural consumer co-operatives. He mentions 
the most pressing physical problems- poor roads, inadequate 
transport, a serious lack of packaging materials and of storage 
space. In 1977, according to Lavigne, state commerce and 
retailing co-operative commerce were responsible for 69.6 per 
cent and 28 per cent respectively of all retail turnover, both food 
and non-food. Hence the kolkhoz market in 1977 accounted for 
2. 4 per cent of all retail turnover. The kolkhoz markets provide 
a retail outlet for the output of the kolkhozy which is not taken 
up in the state procurement plan. In addition, they provide a 
retail outlet for some of the produce from the private plots. If 
one takes kolkhoz market sales as a percentage of all food sales, 
then the share of the kolkhoz market was 4.5 per cent in 1969, 
4.3 per cent in 1977, and 4.7 per cent in 1979. Consequently, 
after a period of relative decline in the 1950s and 1960s, the 
kolkhoz retail markets have stabilised their share of the food 
markets in the 1970s. Clearly, even in the case of personal plots, 
most of the produce is marketed through state and co-operative 
agencies. 

Overview of agriculture 
It is now possible to discuss agriculture as a whole. Clearly the 
distinctions between kolkhozy and sovkhozy are diminishing, a 
task which requires a massive allocation of resources to agricul­
ture both to invest and to subsidise agricultural prices. As Nove 
points out, the geographical and climatic features of the Soviet 
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Union mean that for a particular volume of output it will prob­
ably always require greater investment than, say, the USA. 
Nevertheless, many of the resources devoted to agriculture 
must be wasted because offorms of planning and because of the 
organisational forms of the 'socialised sector' and their inade­
quate means of calculation. As Lavigne has pointed out, it is 
astonishing and disturbing that the Soviet Union cannot cover 
its needs for agricultural products, nutritional produce and raw 
materials when 22 per cent of its population is engaged in 
agriculture and such a high proportion of total investment is 
devoted to it. This global underdevelopment leaves the way 
open for the activities of the 'private sector', which, even if it is 
selling to consumer co-operatives, is still very prosperous and 
produces one-quarter of total agricultural output. Unless and 
until organisational forms and means of calculation can be 
developed that will enable the sovkhozy and kolkhozy to pro­
duce as efficiently as the 'personal plots' on the same products, 
agriculture will continue to be a chronic problem. The distribu­
tion of agricultural products (as of industrial ones, as well as 
services) will similarly have to improve if the agricultural 
organisations are to have the means of planning starting from 
calculations as to likely consumption. This may well require a 
radical alteration of both priorities and planning techniques in 
the Soviet Union. 

Industry 

It is not very easy to separate agriculture from industry. Not 
only do agriculture and industry produce means of production 
for each other, but they share common problems in many ways 
with regard to relations between the units of production and the 
ministerial authorities and planning authorities themselves. 
However, the greater importance attached to industry in the 
USSR, and the organisational differences between industrial 
and agricultural economic units, make it easier to discuss them 
separately. 

State enterprises 
As with agriculture, I propose to start with the units of produc­
tion before discussing other economic units. Whereas in the 
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case of agriculture the main works referred to were those of 
economists, it is possible to begin by discussing an explicitly 
sociological account of enterprises, or at least of the social loca­
tion of their directors, namely that by Andrle. 14 The main 
theoretical mode of analysis used by Andrle is role theory and, 
although no attempt is made by him to defend its use, the 
defects of this mode of analysis are limited to some extent by his 
distinction between theoretical and empirical work. 

Andrle begins his analysis of the position of the manager in 
the relations of production (conceived of primarily as inter­
personal relations) by positing two basic types of state interven­
tion in the economy - regulative and directive planning - or, 
put another way, market regulation v. administrative planning. 
The main arguments which I would raise about this conception 
of the 'dialectic' (as Andrle calls it) between managerial initia­
tive and plan discipline are as follows: first, that it does not stem 
from any gap between the conceptual and the real, 15 but from 
differences between different discourses; second, that the prob­
lems of Soviet planning should not be analysed in terms of the 
mutual interaction of two organising principles which define 
the range of variation of the structure. Andrle quite explicitly 
does the latter by positing regulative and directive planning as 
two polar opposites defining the 'gravitational field' within 
which all proposals to set individual interests in harmony with 
a specific notion of'general interest' would have to fall. 

Yet, despite what I consider to be the weaknesses of 
Andrle's mode of analysis of planning, he is able to give a 
reasonable account of the basic problems facing Soviet plan­
mug: 

the centralised planning of complex diversified industrial 
production is based on inadequate knowledge of the 
minutiae of specific conditions under which decision makers 
at the production level have to operate. Centrally formulated 
prescriptions tend to become ambiguous or inconsistent 
(depending on how specific they are) by the time they arrive 
on a factory manager's desk. From the central planner's 
point of view, the response of managers - and by chain 
reaction of all those affected by managerial decisions - is 
insufficiently determinate, with consequences which may 
contradict some of the planner's objectives. 
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Therefore, the administrative structure of directive 
planning must be such as to offer the central planner some 
way of salvaging at least some of the objectives which appear 
to be denied in the process of implementation. In the Soviet 
Union the central organs of the state, with the central organs 
of the Communist Party playing the crucial co-ordinative 
and policy-formulating role, fight for control over the pro­
ductive process by continuous issue of corrective directives, 
multiple checks on their fulfilment, and periodical, large­
scale campaigns against whichever managerial policies are 
brought to the attention of the central authorities as detri­
mental to the national goals. The efficiency of these efforts of 
course requires that no managerial decision-making is 
protected by autonomously enforcible legal status. However, 
as a consequence of the inadequacy of centralised informa­
tion, the whole system would simply grind to a halt iffactory 
managers did not have the initiative to arbitrate between 
conflicting directives and cut corners by officially unblessed 
practices in their pursuit of the chosen goals. 16 

Andrle then analyses the relations between state enterprises 
and the higher organs of state economic planning and manage­
ment in terms of the directive and regulative principles of 
control over the economy, but his close adherence to the 
empirical sources enables him nevertheless to make a series of 
useful points. The 1965 Enterprise Statute did not provide for 
the legal enforcement of enterprise rights vis-a-vis the higher 
organs, a problem which is exacerbated by the difficulty of 
distinguishing between a law and an administrative directive, 
which means that complaints against higher authorities' 
'unlawful decisions' are rare. Reversal of higher decisions is 
more likely to be successful on the grounds that they were made 
on an 'unscientific basis', i.e. without due regard to, say, the 
calculated or reported productive capacity of the enterprise. 
There is no system of accounting whereby the damage caused 
to an enterprise by its higher organ can be assessed. Despite the 
pressures to interfere at enterprise level, it is in the interest of 
officials of the higher organ that the enterprises under their 
jurisdiction appear to work well. Relations with superior 
organs are likely to be better if the industry is high on the 
priority scale and thus gets scarce supplies, if there is a direct 
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link between the enterprise and its Ministry, if the primary 
production of the enterprise is central to the brief of the. 
Ministry, and if the higher organ has a broad scope and is 
wealthy. These latter points, of course, all relate to the prob­
lems of supply. Despite the importance ofGossnab (which is of 
the same order of importance as Gosplan), some of the Minis­
tries have managed to organise their own supply offices. Exter­
nal control of the supply of raw materials and instruments of 
production is of course an important limitation on enterprises, 
but the partial Ministerial control of supplies clearly enhances 
the Ministries' own autonomy in plan implementation vis-a-vis 
the central planning agencies such as Gosplan. With regard to 
financial autonomy of enterprises, Andrle makes the interesting 
point that the enterprise accountants are often better qualified 
than the Ministry of Finance inspectors. (This is in sharp 
contrast to the position in agriculture.) The State Bank inspec­
tors are probably more effective, and have a wider range of 
sanctions, but Andrle makes the same point as Lavigne that 
extreme financial sanctions against enterprises are exceptional. 17 

Some powerful enterprises even keep State Bank inspectors off 
the premises! Finally, Andrle makes the important point that 

the structural circumstances of directive planning based on 
imperfect knowledge make mutual trust a scarce and highly 
valued ·commodity which can be obtained through the 
exchange of personal favours extended at personal risks. 
Thus there emerge cliques whose members use the resources 
to which they have access through office for preferential 
treatment of each other's interests. Woe to the director who 
does not manage to develop personal bonds across institu­
tional boundaries. 

Leaving aside criticisms of the use of the concepts of 'directive 
planning' and 'imperfect knowledge', Andrle is right to stress 
the importance of informal interpersonal relations, but apart 
from indicating that these are related to supply difficulties and 
success indicators his analysis is of little help in analysing the 
determinants of the formation of these cliques. 

The effect of this is to make the formation of alliances to 
which Andrle refers a matter of the subjective decision of the 
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managers themselves: it is a matter of role-playing, with the 
choice as to how to play the role being determined by the 
'symbolic environment' and by membership and reference 
groups which help to create their own symbolic environment or 
sub-culture and which may not fit in with the official or domi­
nant culture. Andrle's analysis is noticeably lacking in any 
detailed specification of the consciousness of the local power 
elites, nor does he specify the structural determinants which 
give them (as opposed to some other agency) their apparently 
pivotal role in sustaining enterprise autonomy while integrat­
ing it with directive planning. Consequently one is forced to 
turn elsewhere for an analysis of the relations between enter­
prises and other economic units. 

However, before doing so, it is worth mentioning that 
Andrle's analysis of relations within the enterprise is much 
more adequate in terms of its specification of the determinants 
of the kinds of struggles which take place there. While the prin­
ciple of one-man management was reaffirmed in the September 
1965 Enterprise Statute, there are a number of well-known 
formal and informal limitations on the capacities of enterprise 
directors. These limitations stem in various ways from the CP, 
the trade unions, labour legislation and the rank-and-file work­
force. The CP attempts to retain political control over produc­
tion by various means- mobilisation ofthe masses, and super­
vision by higher party organs (both of which tend to be formal­
istic and inadequate); Party Commissions and Commissions of 
People's Control, both of which make it hard for the rank and 
file to criticise superiors in ways which are not called for. 
However, there is effective party control of recruitment and 
selection of managers, but in-service training seems to be very 
ineffective - indeed, in municipal, light and food-processing 
industries, managers seem to get by with no effort to raise their 
qualifications, which seems to be (at least nominally) a worse 
situation than in agriculture, where at least token attempts are 
made, as described by Stuart. 18 The main form of party control 
of enterprises is through the co-ordination of and arbitration 
between managerial interests: in reallocating resources in ways 
not envisaged in the plans, and in arbitrating between mana­
gers the party retains some control over production. This 
political reconciliation of the disparate planned objectives is 
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clearly important, but, in my view, precisely because it is not 
clear how or to what end these objectives should be reconciled, 
and because local party officials are judged by their ability to 
help enterprises meet their plan, even this form of party 'super­
vision' of enterprise directors is limited in its effects. Andrle 
reports that the secretaries of enterprise party organisations 
rarely disagree with the directors, even when the latter are criti­
cised from above. Similarly, there are generally good relations 
between directors and the secretaries of regional and district 
parties. 

The trade unions are in some respects quite a good defensive 
organisation (from the viewpoint of the manual work-force), 
though they can be lax on safety and legal standards, and they 
tend to take a softer line in the bigger enterprises. However, 
more than half the cases referred to the Commissions for 
Labour Disputes are won by workers. Similarly, the labour 
legislation provides a reasonable defensive support, but that is 
not the same thing as participation in management. Only a few 
sacked employees seek redress in court when dismissed (but 
this could well be because they are genuinely in breach of 
factory discipline, which is poor). Of those who do go to court, 
more than half are reinstated. Of the 'agencies of mass partici­
pation', the Production Conferences, whose acts are judicial or 
quasi-judicial, do limit the directors' autonomy to some extent, 
but the Production-Technical Councils do not constitute a 
serious limit on one-man management. The poor discipline, 
poor motivation and high labour turnover are serious limits on 
the capacities of directors and can only be effectively countered 
by official and unofficial incentive schemes, for example when 
management takes over the basically trade-union function of 
allocating flats. There is little that is surprising in this picture 
painted by Andrle, but it is the kind of evidence which must be 
borne in mind in the analysis of relations between economic 
agents. 

Production associations and Ministries 
At the beginning of 1973, there began a process of reform of 
industrial organisations. The original intention was to set up a 
system in which the basic production unit would no longer be 
the industrial enterprise but would be the 'production associa-
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tion' or 'union' (proizvodstvennoe ob'yedineniye) or 'combine' 
(kombinat). This was to consist of a number offactories plus a 
research and development institute or similar functional 
organisation. The 'centre' or 'top' of each state-management 
hierarchy was to be the sectoral Ministry, as before, but with 
the departments (glavki) abolished. The higher organ of the 
production association or union was to be an 'industrial associ­
ation' or the Ministry itself. The industrial associations were to 
work on a khozraschet basis but with strict centralised disci­
pline in price formation. Khozraschet (economic accounting) is 
a form of calculation which is supposed to give the agency using 
it a greater degree of financial autonomy, and hence decision­
making autonomy. 

This partial reform (which was only partially implemented) 
occurred in the context of 1965 reform and its implementation. 
As is well known, the 1965 reform attempted, among other 
things, to tackle the 'success indicator' problem, a problem 
which could be characterised as an effect of the disparity 
between planning on the basis of aggregated information and 
implementation on the basis of disaggregated information. The 
aggregated planning information is discursively distinct from 
the information necessary to operate an enterprise (or other 
sub-unit) of the agencies of plan implementation (the Minis­
tries). Crudely, the disparity could be overcome by (i) laying 
down only a few targets whose pertinence to the operation of the 
sub-units is problematic but which allow substantial autonomy 
to the enterprises in calculating how to meet those targets (a 
procedure which may lead to the serious 'subversion' or failure 
of the overall economic plan), or (ii) laying down a whole series 
of detailed targets or norms which ensure greater subordination 
of enterprises to the Ministries (a procedure which, since the 
detailed norms are likely to be mutually inconsistent and 
ambiguously related to the overall plan, usually leads to 
'subversion' or failure by a different route). The danger is that if 
the first option is taken enterprises may meet targets in a way 
which ignores or even endangers other objectives of the overall 
plan not specified in the targets laid down, whereas if the 
second option is taken the enterprises lose the very decision­
making capacity necessary to operate the plant flexibly under 
changing conditions, so that some targets are met at the 
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expense of what might for the time being be more important 
targets in the priorities of the overall plan. The 1965 reform 
attempted to resolve the problem of the most appropriate form 
of success indicators by reducing the number of compulsory 
indicators. These were, in outline: output sold, total profits, 
profitability, contributions to and receipts from the state 
budget, the size of the wages fund, norms establishing the size of 
centralised investment and the introduction of new productive 
capacity, the fulfilment of basic tasks for the introduction of 
new techniques, and supply of raw materials and equipment. 19 

However, the reform also attempted to retain Ministerial 
control of the enterprises, despite the increase in enterprise 
autonomy apparently implied in the reduction of the number of 
success indicators. The result of the 1965 reform was that the 
Ministries effectively won the struggle to retain a substantial 
degree of control over the enterprises. 

The partial reform of 1973-5 must consequently be analysed 
in the context of this re-establishment ofMinisterial capacity to 
regulate enterprise activities despite the 1965 enterprise 
reform. From 1970 the extra success indicators which had been 
informally imposed by the Ministries began to be imposed offi­
cially. The development of the 'production associations' and 
the so-called 'industrial associations' (that is, administrative 
associations within Ministries) must be seen as yet another 
attempt to enhance enterprise autonomy in relation to the 
Ministries, and the gathering of enterprises into associations 
was certainly opposed by the Ministries, doubtless with the 
collusion of some of the enterprises protected by them. The 
enterprises were not supposed to be subordinated to their 
associations as they otherwise were to their Ministries. Rather, 
there was supposed to be a division oflabour, with the associa­
tion centralising certain communal services, while the enter­
prises had room for manoeuvre in daily management. How­
ever, with the development of a variety of forms of association, 
the industrial associations remained an administrative relay, 
federating juridically autonomous enterprises, while the pro­
duction associations ran their component establishments in a 
variety of ways, even within the same Ministry, sometimes 
interfering in the plans of constituent enterprises. The net 
result, according to Lavigne, was that there was less enterprise 
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autonomy in 1977 than in 1965, despite the partial industrial 
restructuring from 1973 to 1975. 

This raises the issue of why the Ministries struggle to retain 
control of the enterprises, and the means by which they regu­
larly succeed. In analysing this issue it may be possible to show 
what the determinants are of the informal connections 
mentioned by Nove and emphasised (at local level) by Andrle. 
Nove analyses the Ministerial system ofplan implementation 
in terms of'centralised pluralism', by which he means that the 
central decision-making of the planning agencies such as 
Gosplan, Gossnab and Gosstroi is modified by the disparate 
decisions taken by the Ministries, even though the latter are 
operating within state plans which they must enforce on their 
subordinates. Nove argues: 

In practice the sheer volume of work and of decisions in 
Gosplan places very considerable powers in the hands of the 
ministries. They are more likely than the planning agencies 
to have information about the existing situation and future 
possibilities. Their proposals, and their reaction to proposals 
made by 'their' enterprises, affect the plans and instructions 
which they receive. Those with experience of these matters 
speak of a constant tug-of-war between the ministries and 
Gosplan.20 

While this indicates that the Ministries are not simply passive 
instruments of plan implementation (a feature which would 
only surprise adherents of a rationalist conception of plan­
ning),21 Nove's concept of'centralised pluralism' is couched in 
terms of empire-building by Ministerial interest groups. 
However familiar this may appear as a 'motive' for certain 
kinds of action in large-scale organisations, Soviet Ministerial 
struggles with the planning agencies, with other Ministries and 
with 'their own' enterprises still need to be explained. The 
much-cited supply problem is certainly part of that explana­
tion, but it is generally agreed that problems over supplies are 
also an effect of these struggles. Why have attempts to modify 
Ministerial control over enterprises failed? 

One answer to this problem, considered by Andreff, 22 is 
that the Ministries (and, secondarily, production associations) 
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are 'autonomous centres of appropriation', i.e. effectively 
private properties in the sense used by Bettelheim.23 In this 
kind of argument Ministries would be like monopoly-capitalist 
properties with subordinate production enterprises. However, 
Andreff points out that to be sustainable such an argument 
would entail the relegation of the central state agencies to the 
role of supporting the decentralised accumulation of capital, by 
collecting savings which were redistributed J:o the monopolies, 
in a manner analogous to the role of the state in certain analyses 
of 'state monopoly capitalism'. Such an analogy would appear 
to be supported by the de-specialisation of Ministries, which do 
not restrict themselves to a single branch of industry but appear 
to have moved into the production of more 'profitable' and 
highly demanded goods, such as consumer durables. However, 
Andreff rejects such an analysis, even for Western economies, 
on the grounds that (i) it assimilates capitalist relations of 
production to property and distribution relations, which leads 
to the lack of an analysis of the foundations of the relations of 
production, wage-labour, (ii) there is no demonstration that 
production, including monopolist production, is production of 
surplus value, and consequently, (iii) an ambiguous status is 
given to profit, which is not treated as transformed surplus­
value, and hence there is no study of that transformation. Even 
if one does not accept the labour theory of value, one must agree 
with Andreff that the capitalist nature of this 'monopolism' is 
simply presumed or postulated in such an argument, due to an 
inadequate theorisation of capitalist relations. In addition to 
Andreffs criticisms, one could add that it would be difficult in 
such a conception of Ministries as independent capitalist prop­
erties to explain their resistance to the development of produc­
tion associations, since their development would simply be an 
indication of the concentration of capital; in the usual Marxist 
conceptions of capitalism, this would be quite compatible with 
the centralisation of capital in monopolistic properties control­
ling a series oflarge-scale production units. 

Clearly the resistance of the Ministries to production associa­
tions and administrative associations is related to the latter's 
potential as an organisational mechanism for an alternative 
mode of intervention in plan implementation by the central 
planning agencies. The development of such organisational 
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alternatives by the central planning agencies would reduce 
their dependence on the Ministries for accounting information 
on past performance and would provide a certain flexibility in 
plan implementation, since it would be possible for certain 
purposes for the central planning agencies to bypass the 
Ministries in laying down targets or norms, and enterprise 
autonomy from the Ministries would be enhanced to a certain 
extent. Precisely because the Ministries are not capitalist pro­
perties able to control a 'decentralised' series of production 
units by means of financial accounting procedures, Ministerial 
control of'their' enterprises must take the form of,administra­
tive regulation by setting detailed targets and norms. If such 
control is lost or reduced, Ministries would be in the position of 
being nominally responsible for the performance of a particular 
sector of the economy, while losing some of the armoury of 
weapons which are used to secure 'adequate' performance of 
that sector: crudely, they would have responsibility without 
power. This approach to the reaction of Ministries to attempts 
to provide alternative or supplementary modes of intervention 
in the economy implies that it is precisely because they are 
effectively subordinated to the central planning agencies in 
certain respects that they evade or resist attempts at control or 
at bypassing oftheir functioning in other respects. It is the fact 
that they are effectively responsible for the performance of a 
certain sector in an uncertain supply situation that accounts for 
the 'interference' in enterprise management, and for the 
Ministerial hoarding of supplies, while it is the combination of 
taut planning with inevitably inadequate indices of plan fulfil­
ment which helps create the uncertain supply situation. 

The characteristic features of the supply system- slowness, 
incoherence and lack of precision (in the specification of what is 
to be supplied)- generate a 'seller's market' where supplies are 
the main condition of a sub-agency (such as a Ministry or enter­
prise) fulfilling the plan. The failures of the supply system in a 
planning system which prioritises physical production deter­
mine both the scope and the need for inter-enterprise arrange­
ments, and for other forms of politicking to secure supplies. 
These, then, are the conditions for Andrle's 'local power elites' 
and for Ministerial resistance to alternative modes of interven­
tion in the economy, but these conditions can only be fully 
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understood in terms of the forms of regulation of plan imple­
mentation which ensure that the priorities established by the 
central planning agencies and the upper levels of the party are 
indeed effective to some extent. 

The regulation of plan implementation 
The problems of central regulation ofplan implementation are 
raised in Tartarin.24 His article represents an attempt to escape 
from the formal oppositions and abstract dichotomies which 
characterise much work on the Soviet Union. For example, the 
oppositions between rationality and irrationality, plan and 
market, centralisation and decentralisation, 25 official economy 
and parallel economy are common. It also attempts to avoid 
overall structural characterisations such as command 
economy, state capitalism or bureaucratic socialism, and 
concentrates instead on organisational forms and their mode of 
functioning in a way that attempts to break with the idea of a 
unity or homogeneous totality which many earlier analyses 
have retained. The approach to the regulation of the economy is 
in terms of the ways of measuring results without denying struc­
tural constraints determining the capacities of sub-agents. 

The regulation of the economy is conducted by the setting of 
norms for sub-agents within a sphere of supervisory compe­
tence of an agent. These norms (using the term in a broad 
sense) are of a variety of kinds: ratios, norms (normativy), 
standards, assortments, indices, scales, legal rules, instruc­
tions, organisational models to be followed, and so on. They re­
late to diverse domains, yet there is a strong unity between 
statistics, planning indices and accounting data, a unity which 
is ensured by their subordination to planning objectives. There 
are various organisational means of ensuring this unity, but the 
effect of the unity is that accounting norms are the means of 
controlling the execution of the plan. Relations between agents 
consist of the exchange of orders or information relating to the 
norms. The reconciliation of conflicts is achieved by the modifi­
cation of norms. Reforms consist in the suppression of some 
norms and their replacement by others which are thought to 
lead to better behaviour by 'decentralised units' (or, as I prefer 
to call them, sub-agents or sub-units). If an economy defines its 
functioning by a system of norms, this is not just a matter of 
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relations between particular levels of the administrative hier­
archy, nor of optimal calculation. The increase in the number of 
norms in 1979 was not just about economic calculation, but 
about control. 

Tartarin introduces the concept of'accounting value' (valeur 
comptable) to refer to the abstract properties of the rules, and 
statistical and accounting practices, in so far as they serve as a 
basis for the functioning of Soviet-type socialist economies. 
Norms establish external control over hierarchically organised 
units. There is a hierarchisation of units of decision-making and 
a 'normalisation' of orders and controls. What is produced is 
not commodities but items on a list. This requires a classifica­
tory system, a system of accounting and recording. In a socialist 
economy, the centre, enterprises and users are differentiated as 
agents, according to Tartarin. 

The relations between these agents are asymmetric, with the 
centre in a dominant position. The relation between enterprise 
and user is never direct, unless the centre itself is the user: 
enterprise-user relations are mediated by centre-enterprise 
relations. For the enterprises, norms are constraints which 
delimit the possible behaviour, since they must produce 
accounting values corresponding to the imposed norms. So a 
part of total production is only produced as the real condition of 
producing accounting values. For the centre, norms are objec­
tives which must be respected by enterprises. However, these 
objectives concern both the results and the means of achieving 
them, so often accounting values (for reporting results) are 
identical to parameters (for regulating plan implementation). 

Apart from the satisfaction of the use-values of the centre, 
results are measured by norms (on paper). The conformity with 
norms is not absolute; it depends on the quality of inspections 
used by the supervisory agents (organes de tutelle). These 
inspections are rare, superficial and conducted by services of 
little competence whose interests are not independent of the 
'decentralised units' and whose sanctions are excessively weak. 
There is a large margin of interpretation of norm fulfilment 
even without fortuitous error and deliberate fraud. This process 
of inspection occurs at each level of the hierarchy for informa­
tion going 'up' and 'down'. So in addition to accounting in 
terms of planned tasks by an accounting chief, there is 
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economic accounting for internal goals by an economic chief. 
But the latter is effectively a palliative since the accounting vali­
dation of task performance leads to a formal execution of tasks, 
a form which admits to a certain play in relation to reality. The 
outcome of attempts to overcome this play is a perpetual oscil­
lation between a paralysing over-centralisation for both the 
controlled and the controller, and a reduction on controls 
destined to give enough room for manoeuvre for the controlled 
and an effective focus for the controller on the really high 
priority objectives. The cyclical movement is an effect of the 
universal character of any modification which leads to a differ­
ent bias, to different organisational costs, and so on. It is not 
just an effect of the limits of language: the interdependence of 
higher and lower levels leads to negotiations and informal con­
flicts over the fixing of tasks and their evaluation and over the 
reciprocal rules which superiors and subordinates should re­
spect. This leads to informal solutions such as mutual exonera­
tion. Autonomy also occurs when norms which are interdepen­
dent in ways unknown to the centre are fixed in a mutually con­
tradictory fashion, imposing partially unrealisable results. (It 
is at this point that a manager might claim, as Andrle indicates, 
that a plan is 'unscientific'.) The more the network of norms 
attempts to be comprehensive, the more the superiors must 
tolerate (partial and local) violations. Periodic reforms of 
indices clarify and reaffirm the fundamental criteria of the 
actions of decentralised units. 

These lead to a circular causality in which the norms lead to 
an artificial reality created to satisfy the fulfilment of norms; it 
has a conservative effect because the sole guarantee of the 
coherence of norms is past reality. This is the essential justifica­
tion for planning from the level achieved. On the other hand, it 
also explains the downward revision of plans on the basis of 
actual performance, as a way of obtaining 100 per cent plan 
fulfilment. 26 The formal and informal aspects of 'accounting 
value' are thus intrinsically related. There is not a 'second' or 
'parallel' economy, but a series of economic activities at each 
level between which (activities) the law traces the limit of the 
legal and the illegal, the permitted and the forbidden. But for 
various reasons the disjunction between these aspects cannot 
be retained because of the ideology of accounting value where 
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the real is retraced as a series of gaps in relation to the norms. 
The legality to be set in motion is incoherent and practically 
inapplicable. Almost all economic activity necessarily entails 
an infraction, so the execution of orders can only be illegal. This 
is scarcely surprising: incoherence and lack of precision mean 
that legality gives way to arbitrariness, or rather to the 
sovereignty of the superior level which goes with all administra­
tive subordination. Since each level is not a passive agent in the 
hands of the superior level, objectives are pursued which are 
added on to the goals whose execution the system of norms is 
supposed to ensure. The importance of these individual objec­
tives is all the greater since the organisation considers itself 
impersonal and only the centre is supposed to know which 
objectives need to be sought. 

This gap between reality and 'normativity' is not constant. If 
the centre tries to reduce it, the adaptive behaviours of all 
levels, taking account of the relative stability of the system of 
norms, tend to augment it. When a new system of norms is set 
up, it takes a certain time for agents to discover all the potenti­
alities of autonomy which it conceals. It also requires a certain 
time for the necessary compromises to be reached with superior 
levels, to regulate litigious interpretations, and to establish the 
exact significance of diverse measures. The efficiency of a new 
system relates less to its specific content and more to its novelty 
in so far as it authorises a readjustment and clarification of all 
the controls, benefits which disappear little by little in the long 
term. In so far as deviations are recorded at the centre, ad hoc 
norms are introduced. This 'rampant centralisation' is accom­
panied by a progressive jumbling of commands which presses 
little by little towards a new general reform. 

The specific character of crises in Soviet-type economies is 
thus related to accounting value. With exchange-value there is 
a crisis of overproduction. With accounting-value there is an 
a priori valorisation of 'normed' tasks, and workers are paid for 
a rate of success of over 100 per cent. Products do not exchange 
against products or money, but at best (with a coherent out­
come) the rates of realisation of norms condition one another, 
the reciprocal accomplishment of tasks being the condition of 
realisation of the plan. Yet it is a formal accomplishment, the 
neglected aspects sometimes being the condition for fulfilment 
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of tasks by other units. In attempting to resolve the crisis once it 
has been revealed by the accounting values, despite the specific 
dissimulation which they engender, the centre has the choice of 
abandoning or reinforcing the rules which constitute the 
system. Solutions are conceived ofeither as a partial or total 
abandoning of the system of norms or as a profound reorganisa­
tion of the system (to reinforce their effectiveness). 

The decree of July 1979 is an example of the latter kind of 
solution- a return to directive methods, reinforcing massively 
the control of execution, in seeking to eliminate the reducible 
incoherences. It shows that the way followed by the authorities, 
despite its intrinsic faults, is that of the amelioration of the 
system of norms in a way which increases the ability to foresee 
the results and increases the conformity of the results (with the 
plans). It confirms the importance of this system with respect to 
the fundamental structure of Soviet-type economies. 

Leaving aside an appraisal of the 1979 reform for the 
moment, it must be said that Tartarin's distinction between 
'accounting value' and 'use-value' is difficult to accept. It rests 
on a distinction between the calculated objectives of state 
agencies and the directly experienced needs of individuals. 
However, any calculation of needs involves the use of concepts, 
and in an economy with an advanced division oflabour giving 
rise to both human and non-human agents (loci of decision­
making and loci of means of action) the calculation of needs will 
not be conducted by a single means. A variety of forms of 
discourse will necessarily be used by different agents, and 
discursive forms of regulation and co-ordination of the activ­
ities of these diverse agents need not be identical to the forms of 
discourse used for internal purposes within such agentsY Nor 
can there be a single form of regulation of the various agents, 
precisely because of the varying relations of the agents to the 
overall plan. The same agent will simultaneously have a variety 
of relations to the objectives of the plan, even if these objectives 
are consistent with each other. Much of the value ofTartarin's 
paper consists in its drawing attention, not to the problems of 
'accounting value', but to problems of regulating the economy 
in any conceivable form of socialist planning. The discursive 
incommensurability between, on the one hand, the means by 
which agents calculate their own objectives and regulate their 
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own practices more or less according to these objectives and, on 
the other hand, the means by which various relations between 
agents are handled is a disjunction which is endemic in any 
advanced (and changing) division oflabour, whether capitalist 
or socialist. 

Economic calculation and central planning 
Whereas the rationalist conception of planning implies a single 
means of calculation, for example in terms of 'time' in many 
conceptions of socialism, the position just outlined by way of a 
critique of Tartarin's concept of use-value implies a variety of 
means of calculation, each with its own conditions and effects. 
The calculation of needs or wants (or, if this terminology is 
preferred, of socially useful effects) must take account of the 
needs of the agencies which implement the planned objectives, 
i.e. various administrative exigencies and exigencies of produc­
tion and distribution (including intermediate or 'productive' 
consumption). Even within, say, a productive enterprise, these 
needs are not directly experienced, so it is impossible to 
counterpose the 'real' characteristics of production against 
their measurement in terms of norms or indices. The 'real' 
characteristics of a mechanical spare part are defined in terms 
of an engineering discourse which specifies those characteris­
tics by means of concepts and measurements within certain 
ranges of tolerance. The latter are no less parameters than the 
parameters of performance specified for a productive enterprise 
by another agency. It is for this reason that discursive disjunc­
tions rather than a real/conceptual disjunction have been 
stressed at various points in this chapter. 

The collapse of the real/conceptual distinction (which is 
related to the conceptualisation of use-value in terms of exper­
ience) may appear to undermine much of the force ofTartarin's 
critique of the use of norms in Soviet-type economies. However, 
problems such as the non-registration of salient characteristics 
of products by the centrally determined norms, or the redefini­
tion of the norms in terms of 'practical necessities', can be 
explained in terms of the different discourses operative in the 
various arenas of plan construction and implementation. The 
decision that certain characteristics not registered by the norms 
are salient, or that certain 'practical necessities' must be taken 
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into account, can only be made in terms of an alternative mode 
of calculating. Such alternative calculations could either be 
made by agencies other than the ones which established the 
official norm, or they could in principle be made by the same 
agencies. The official deployment of alternative modes of calcu­
lation would certainly make possible a greater disjunction 
between monitoring and regulating the performance of the 
economy on the one hand and the provision of economic incen­
tives to sub-agents on the other hand, which could ease the 
'success indicator' problem as analysed by Nove, Lavigne or 
Tartarin. It would certainly make it easier to estimate the 
extent to which the 'official' regulating measures were effective. 
For example, to take Tartarin's analysis of economic crisis in 
such economies as a form of creeping paralysis which takes time 
to register on official norms because of practices designed to 
conceal non-fulfilment or 'formal' fulfilment of the plan, such a 
crisis could in principle be registered earlier by other means of 
measuring performance. This is not a case of the real imposing 
itself on the theoretical, but of the deployment of means of 
calculating the effectiveness of measures to regulate the 
implementation of economic plans. A good example of this can 
be found in Seurot. 28 Seurot shows that by using an alternative 
measure of productivity (a measure, as he is aware, with 
problems of its own) rather than the official index of pro­
ductivity, a much lower rate of growth ofproductivity is regis­
tered, and for the 1970s it is lower than the rate of growth of 
average monthly wages. The divergence is particularly acute in 
the years 1978 and 1979, at the end of the Five Year Plan 
period, which is when most of the Five Year Plan is usually 
fulfilled. The official index shows productivity rising faster than 
wages for these two years, though it does show 'creeping 
paralysis' and non-fulfilment of the plan. The decision that all 
is not well or that there is a crisis is possible on the basis ofboth 
the official and unofficial measures, though the problem of stag­
nating productivity seems more acute on the unofficial index. 
The decision that a particular measure is inadequate can only 
be made by a critique of the way the measure is constructed 
which determines its mode of calculation of the effects which it 
registers. Such a critique is more readily mounted and accepted 
if alternative modes of calculation are also available and are 
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deployed. The measurement problems involved in regulating 
the economy are not a matter of the inadequacy of the concep­
tual to the real, but of the disjunction between the various dis­
courses which are inevitably present in an economy with an ad­
vanced division of labour. 

To say that such problems are inevitable is not to say that 
Soviet indices or norms are adequate or acceptable. Most of the 
work cited in this chapter implies a criticism of them in one way 
or another. In addition, even if many of these problems were 
minimised, the problems of regulating the Soviet economy are 
not merely discursive, but political. The implementation of 
plans is not a matter of neutral instruments realising ideas, as 
the earlier remarks treating intermediate consumption as needs 
in their own right have already indicated. The means of action, 
of plan implementation, clearly have their own effectivity. As 
mentioned earlier, this is related not only to the discourses 
deployed by them but also to their own organisational 
exigencies. Relations between agencies of plan construction 
and plan implementation, and between various kinds of 
agencies within each category (for example, between Minis­
tries, production associations and enterprises- all agencies of 
implementation) cons ti tu te arenas of struggle. The outcomes of 
these struggles determine the capacities ofthe various agencies 
for the time being - hence the diversity of relations between 
production associations and enterprises even within the same 
Ministry, as mentioned by Lavigne. The fact that the struggles 
by the agencies of implementation take place over reporting 
productive capacity, reporting results of the last plan period, 
and over supplies, indicates their effective subordination 
(despite their struggles) to the central agencies of plan con­
struction which construct plans in a very 'productionist' man­
ner, using material balances. 29 Thus both the means of 
economic calculation and the related struggles are conditions of 
the capacities of the various agents. This is important in ap­
praising the 'norms' established, since otherwise there is a 
danger of treating them in a manner similar to many kinds of 
sociological theory which sees them as an effect of a 'central 
value system' (to use Talcott Parsons's phrase). This sort of 
theory implies a unified centre with norms as a neutral means of 
realising its aims; failure by subjects to conform to the norms 
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amounts to 'deviance'. At times Tartarin approximates to this 
position, with the informal individual pursuit of use-values 
being the 'deviance' in his analysis. 30 Yet Tartarin also begins 
to show how such action is an effect of inconsistent norms, and 
argues that the distinction between formal and informal cannot 
be sustained even by the higher-level agencies of implementa­
tion -hence the mutual exoneration of superiors and subordi­
nates. The analysis of the relations between the various 
economic agents in terms of arenas of struggle takes one further 
away from the traditional sociological account which treats 
social structure in terms of norms and treats actors in terms of 
conformity to or deviance from the norms. 

Tartarin is right to say that the problems of regulation of the 
economy do not only stem from language, but are problems of 
relations of superiors and subordinates. Unfortunately, his 
treatment of 'the centre' either as a single unit or as a series of 
individuals leads him to ignore the problems of the political 
relations between agencies at 'the centre'. The potential and 
actual arenas of struggle constituted by relations between 
Gosplan, Gossnab, the other State Committees, the Council of 
Ministers, the individual Ministries, etc., mean that 'the 
centre' cannot be treated as a unity laying down norms; its non­
unity is precisely the source of some of the incoherence in the 
plans. However, the discursive sources of plan incoherence 
must also be taken seriously. To say, as Tartarin does, that 
commodity relations do not 'fit in' with the regulation of the 
economy by means of norms is somewhat misleading. In the 
presence of commodity relations, some of the norms must be 
specified in monetary terms. The problems of final consump­
tion are not necessarily the effect of planning by norms, or if 
they are then the prospects for the socialist planning of final 
consumption are poor indeed. Many of the problems of retail 
distribution stem from its low priority, poor organisation, 
inadequate resources, and the form (not the fact) of interven­
tion by the central planning agencies. It is the form of planning 
which prioritises production and which does not adequately 
co-ordinate monetary policy with material balance calculations 
that generates many of the problems of final consumption. No 
serious attem~t has been made to plan from a projected final 
consumption, 1 but in the broad sense used by Tartarin this 
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would still entail the use of norms of consumption. Before I am 
accused of paternalism, let me ask what the alternative is: it is 
not 'consumer sovereignty', since even in the West demand is 
partly generated by the placing of new products on the market, 
i.e. by supply. Arguing for flexible norms is not the same as 
arguing for their abolition. In addition, norms of consumption 
have to be established (however democratic or otherwise the 
process of establishment) for social consumption in the form of 
social security, health care, education, and certain kinds of 
leisure. Finally, there have to be norms for intermediate 
consumption to define criteria of 'disproportionate' use of 
resources in this manner. Norms per se will only disappear in 
the utopian world where socialist planning is conducted with 
reference to the directly experienced needs of the freely 
associated producers. 

The 1979 reform 
Considering the 1979 reform in the light of the above remarks, it 
must be seen as an attempt to improve both planning and the 
regulation of the economy by increasing the number of calcula­
tions conducted by the central planning agencies, by reorganis­
ing the system of norms, and by reinforcing the control of plan 
implementation. If Tartarin's analysis were correct, the 
benefits of this reform, like others, will disappear little by little 
in the long run, but in my view the norms used are not neutral. 
They affect the capacities of sub-agents and thus the scope for 
evasion of supervision and regulation. This is precisely why 
reforms are resisted by some agents, such as the Ministries. The 
ability of sub-agents to evade regulation depends partly on the 
form of regulation. The simultaneous deployment by the 
central planning agencies of alternative modes of supervision 
(accounting indices) would certainly enhance their capacity to 
regulate the plan implementation, and help combat the 
progressive dissipation of effective regulation. However, as 
Tartarin points out, each form of calculation has its organisa­
tional costs and this limits the capacity of the planning agencies 
in this respect. This limitation is exacerbated by the chronic 
delays in deploying computer capacity. 

The reform seems to aim at control of enterprises, effectively 
attempting to overcome the successful resistance in the 1970s 
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by Ministries to attempts to make enterprises more responsive 
to central objectives (as opposed to Ministerial ones), thus 
controlling Ministries from below. According to Lavigne, this is 
one of the three ways used to try to control the Ministries: from 
above, from below and from inside. 32 The July 1979 decree 
attempted to amalgamate these forms of control. In the first 
place the predominance of Gosplan over the Ministries was 
confirmed through closer supervision of their plan preparation 
and of their management of their enterprises: plans cannot now 
be lowered during the year in order to make plan fulfilment 
appear better. In the second place, the completion of the 
restructuring of industry in terms of production associations 
was retained as an aim to be achieved 'in two or three years', i.e. 
by 1982, or later. In the third place, the use of khozraschet is to 
be extended among Ministries from 1981, 'in so far as Minis­
tries are prepared for it'. 

This reform of the position of Ministries, which are sectoral 
agencies of plan implementation, has been supplemented by 
enhanced territorial regulation of plan implementation, though 
the latter is still subordinated to the central plan. Consequently 
the reform places a lot of weight on the central planning 
agencies, i.e. the eighteen State Committees, the State Bank 
and the Central Statistical Administration. The most impor­
tant single State Committee is Gosplan, particularly since the 
July 1979 decree. The application of the measures envisaged by 
the decree is its responsibility. However, Lavigne points out 
that this gain in authority is not accompanied by a reinforcing 
of its powers.33 Gosplan cannot give orders, either to the 
Ministries or to other functional administrations (which I call 
central planning agencies), notably Gossnab, which has so 
often held Gosplan in check; Gosplan is thus in a situation of 
being responsible for failure without necessarily being credited 
with success. 

The effect of the reform at enterprise level has been to limit its 
autonomy, while increasing the technological autonomy of the 
workshop or brigade, 'in a distinctly productivist vision'. 34 The 
1979 reform has also given a certain degree of organisational 
autonomy to brigades. Thus it has tried to improve produc­
tivity in this way by giving workers greater control of the 
production process, and also by insisting on the demand for 
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consumption, notably for new products and for better quality. 
The enterprise as a whole, however, is subordinated to a plan 
defined strictly in terms of physical units. The enterprise, or 
production association, or kombinat, is to function from 1981 
on the basis of a Five Year Plan, broken down annually. Its 
participation in plan construction will be limited. The 
Ministries themselves will have to operate on the basis of the 
control figures of Gosplan to present their own plan proposals, 
and it will be difficult for enterprises or Ministries to hide 
reserves, since each enterprise will be on file, having a 
'passport' giving the details of the state of its productive 
capacity, its use, and a certain amount of technical-economic 
data. The effectiveness of the passport is related to the indust­
rial restructuring, since the passports will only be operational 
when all enterprises are in production associations. 

The Five Year Plans will operate using fourteen indices, 
which, according to Lavigne, 35 are rational and sophisticated, 
though it raises the question of how the statistical services will 
cope. The annual plans and the Five Year Plans are to be tied 
together, so that enterprises cannot impose their own plans and 
there is less scope for collusion between enterprises and 
Ministries to obtain advantageous plans. This means that 
annual plans will not predominate over the Five Year Plans, 
and Gosplan has more time to construct a coherent and 'scienti­
fically founded' Five Year Plan (because of the enterprise 
'passports'). The 1979 decree re-establishes the value of direct 
commercial contracts, backed this time with judicial sanctions, 
even against Gossnab. Enterprises will not be able to consent to 
'mutual amnesties' for delivery failures, as in the past. The use 
oflong-term five-year contracts between enterprises or produc­
tion associations is to be generalised. Lavigne rightly asks how 
it will be possible to control the application of these measures! 

This raises the general issue of the appraisal of this reform. 
There are now a series of plans whose relation to one another is 
more coherent than in the past. This rationalisation of the plan 
structure using a refounded system of indices implies a rapid 
unification of the 'nomenclatures' (classificatory lists) used by 
different agencies. Lavigne points out that this is no easy task 
for the Central Statistical Administration.36 Regional and 
sectoral planning are more strictly co-ordinated. While the 



134 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

decree gives great importance to plans of social development, it 
also gives great emphasis to labour resources. These measures 
clearly indicate that the july 1979 decree is a serious attempt to 
improve Soviet economic performance by improving both plan 
construction (particularly in terms of coherence and of 
lengthening the time scale of the planning horizon) and the reg­
ulation of plan implementation. 

The potential problems with plan construction are clear: the 
increased coherence in terms of indices used in various plans is 
highly desirable, but there are bound to be difficulties in unify­
ing the 'nomenclatures' (which describe the specifications of 
items) and still retaining manageable lists of items to plan. 
Aggregation leads to imprecision, but even partial disaggrega­
tion will require substantial and sophisticated computing 
capacity, together with some means of monitoring the appro­
priateness of the agreed specifications of items. There will, in 
other words, continue to be liaison problems within and 
between the central planning agencies. The problems of 
co-ordination will also continue at an unnecessarily high level if 
Gosplan cannot give certain 'technical' orders to Gossnab, even 
though both would continue to be subject to supervision by the 
party or Council of Ministers. However, the most important 
problem for plan construction is the dependence on 'passports' 
of enterprises. The independence of Gosplan from the Ministries 
as regards information on enterprise capacity is thus postponed 
until the restructuring of industry, a restructuring whose comple­
tion has already been postponed twice since it was started. In 
addition, the high organisational costs involved are likely to 
prevent Gosplan from going in for the simultaneous deploy­
ment of a variety of indices measuring the same norm. 

With regard to the regulation of plan implementation, there 
are also evident problems: for example, the problems of 
ensuring that direct commercial contracts are finally effective, 
which entails an ability to have recourse to civil litigation, as 
Lavigne realises. The more important problems are, first, those 
oflimiting Ministerial intervention in enterprises, which means 
completing the transition to production associations, and 
second, using the increased brigade autonomy and other 
measures to increase labour productivity.37 It is impossible on 
the basis of the information available to predict the outcome of 
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the struggle to bring all enterprises into production associa­
tions. It is possible that the improved information at the dis­
posal of Gosplan, even without effective 'passport' files on en­
terprises, will make it easier to counter certain practices by 
Ministries, but much depends on the political support behind 
such restrictions on Ministries. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to analyse the relations of 
production as relations between agents whose capacities are 
determined partly by the means of calculation available to 
them, partly by their organisational forms, and partly by the 
various struggles in which they are or have been engaged. 
Relations of production are thus not only economic but poli­
tical. For this reason, various human and non-human economic 
agents have been analysed in terms of these main determinants 
of their capacities. 

One of the interesting effects ofthis approach has been that 
differences in terms of juridical property have been less impor­
tant in the analysis than might have been imagined. This 
is partly because of the policy of assimilating kolkhozy to 
sovkhozy in various respects, but also because minor juridical 
distinctions in the status of different personal plots seem to be of 
little importance in comparison with the economic relation 
between kolkhoz personal plots and the collective output from 
the kolkhozy. The differences between the three types of pro­
perty in the Soviet Union (state, collective and personal plots) 
are no longer one of the major features of the economy, though 
they are still important, and will continue to be until the situa­
tion in agriculture is much improved. The juridical deter­
minants of organisational forms in agriculture have been much 
less important than state policy towards the various kinds of 
agents or economic units in agriculture since 1965. The same is 
clearly the case for industry, and for this reason the analysis has 
concentrated on the discrepancies in the means of calculation 
employed by various agents and on the role of struggle in deter­
mining the current relations of production. Consequently the 
system of regulating the implementation of plans has received a 
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lot of attention, since sub-agents struggle to resist or amend the 
plan implementation as centrally envisaged. 

The 1979 reform is thus particularly interesting as an 
attempt to modify the relations of production in favour of the 
central planning agencies in an attempt to improve economic 
performance. However, even if it were entirely successful, it 
would do little to solve the problems of planning from final 
consumption, which would not only imply perhaps changes in 
social policy, but also imply a capacity to respond to changing 
demands for consumer durables and retail services. It is not 
clear how far the 1979 reform will curb excessive intermediate 
production, since some of the 'excessive' intermediate produc­
tion may simply result from the priority given to physical pro­
duction of manufactured goods. It is arguable that 'structural 
shortages' result partly from the pressure to increase such pro­
duction (as well as from organisational difficulties over supply), 
and the pressure to increase such production may be related to 
military insecurity. 

Since some of the low productivity in industry is due to 
'spontaneous' labour mobility associated with a search for 
housing, according to Seurot, the 1979 decree may raise pro­
ductivity indirectly by its measures to improve housing and 
working conditions. 38 In the absence of a radical change in 
economic strategy and forms of calculation in favour of final 
consumption, the 1979 reform does at least hold out the 
promise of improved performance by rationalising the struc­
ture ofindustry, curbing the power of the Ministries, increasing 
the coherence of the overall economic plans, and giving greater 
autonomy to workshops and production brigades. Yet, in all 
these areas, there are grounds for doubting the likelihood of its 
success. 
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4 
Law, State and Politics 

Introduction 

The analysis of the relations of production as relations between 
economic agents (both individual and collective) has raised 
various issues whose implications require further exploration. 
The analysis of the relations of production as affecting the rela­
tive capacities of economic agents, capacities which can change 
as a result of struggle between agents, has raised the issue of the 
political determinants of the relations of production. These 
political conditions are important if one treats the relations 
between agents as being themselves partly political. 

In analysing Soviet politics, the most important aspects of 
which are intimately connected with relations between state 
and party agencies, it has proved necessary to discuss various 
theories of Soviet politics which have some currency in the 
West. This will be done mainly to remove various misconcep­
tions (as I see them) which present obstacles to an adequate 
analysis of the effects of the law, state and politics on the rela­
tions of production, which in the case of the Soviet Union are in 
a sense more politicised than in the West. The main approaches 
which will be dealt with are totalitarian theory, elite theory, 
and Hough's approach to Soviet politics, which eclectically 
combines the 'directed society' approach, the 'conflict school' 
approach, and the interest-group approach with an attempt to 
analyse Soviet politics in terms of 'institutional pluralism'. 
Thus Hough's approach is useful to the purposes of this chapter 
because it combines a wide range of approaches (which can 
thus be quickly discussed) and because it includes a serious 
empirical discussion of various state and party agencies which 
are heavily involved in economic policy or supervising its 
implementation. Consequently, while using his more empirical 
analysis, the more theoretical aspects of his position are dis-
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cussed to avoid the danger of simply accepting Hough's empiri­
cal analysis at face-value, useful though it is. Hence, prior to the 
empirical material, the difficulties of totalitarian theory, elite 
theory and 'institutional pluralism' will be raised. Following on 
from this an attempt will be made to outline an alternative 
approach to the analysis ofSoviet politics, which will be related 
to the evidence presented by Hough. 

The aim of this chapter is to integrate the empirical discus­
sion of state and party agencies more fully into the analysis of 
the relations of production presented in Chapter 3, and what 
might be called the analysis of the relations of distribution pre­
sented in Chapter 5. Both relations of production and relations 
of distribution (of income) are profoundly affected by state 
policy in the Soviet Union, so the relations between the state 
and party agencies most heavily involved in state policy forma­
tion cannot be ignored. 

Law 

The previous chapter on economic units and economic calcula­
tion has raised the issue of the regulation of plan im plemen ta­
tion, and has indicated that the effects of legal forms of regula­
tion are limited. This is because legal norms appear to be 
mutually inconsistent, because the plan itself, which is a legally 
enforceable order for each enterprise, is in many ways inconsis­
tent, and because various kinds of de facto autonomy of 
economic units or agents are not legally recognised. Con­
sequently it seems necessary to investigate certain aspects of 
Soviet law in order both to understand better the nature oflegal 
regulation of the economy and to begin an analysis of the Soviet 
state and politics. 

Law and socialism 
Beginning the analysis of the state with a discussion oflaw does 
not amount to treating the state as emanating from law. Discus­
sing the law in the context of legal regulation of the economy 
does not entail accepting the traditional Marxist conception of 
the law as a reflection of the relations of production, i.e. law as 
defining property rights. The latter conception, which implies 
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that the law is an effect of ontologically prior economic relations 
yet is a condition of the effective functioning of those relations, 
has been subjected to very serious criticism by Hirst. 1 As Hirst 
points out: 'Law as analysed in Marxist theory is divided into 
two distinct social functions which it performs: the function of 
regulation of possession and the function of regulation of the 
struggle between classes.' 2 Consequently, Hirst argues, the 
Marxist theory of law has tended to divide into relatively dis­
tinct bodies of theory- the theory of property, and the theory of 
the state. Hirst concentrates his criticism on the theory of 
property in the text cited, but one of the issues raised by his 
critique, particularly his critique of Pashukanis, 3 is the 
adequacy of a discussion oflaw which is relatively distinct from 
a discussion of the state. Hirst argues against the 'conception of 
property right as an "expression" of social relations borne by an 
individual subject and necessary to his [socially determined] 
practice'4 and consequently against Pashukanis's treatment of 
public law as formed by analogy with private law. The 
avoidance of treating law as a proprietal right of individual sub­
jects, which makes possible their (intersubjective) economic 
and social relations, avoidance of this position implies taking 
public law and the state seriously even in the analysis of private 
law. The argument is further extended in Hirst's more recent 
essay 'Law, Socialism and Rights', 5 where the role of law in 
socialist states is considered. 

Among the problems considered by this later work is the 
question of 'whether the elimination of a certain legally 
sanctioned class of agents - "private" owners of the means of 
production - problematises the existence of the institution of 
"law" itself. Contrary to Pashukanis, whose position is that 
socialists must work for the progressive deconstruction oflaw, 
the facilitation of its 'withering away', Hirst argues that in a 
realm of differentiated agents (whether human individuals or 
not), the scope and limits of these agents' actions must be 
defined and limited; this is a condition of their having a deter­
minate capacity for decision. Regulation is definitive of agents 
and imposes requirements of action on them; it also establishes 
a relation between agents and the 'public power', not merely a 
relation between agents with the public power as adjudicator. 
In contrast to Pashukanis, who conceives oflaw as recognising 
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prior realities and regulating an already given realm of rela­
tions between agents, Hirst is arguing that regulation of rela­
tions between agents is a condition of their existence and their 
capacities for action. Regulation concerns the form of definition 
of agents as agents: 

This necessarily arises whenever a realm of differentiated 
agencies of decision must be constituted, whether or not 
these agents are directly concerned with production, and 
whether or not the relations between those agents take a 
commodity form. 

While I have no reason to disagree with Hirst's critique of 
Pashukanis, nor indeed with his critiques of various other legal 
theorists, to my mind Hirst does not make it sufficiently clear 
why regulation of social relations should take the form oflegal 
relations. 

Co-ordination certainly implies the regular supply of infor­
mation, so that different agencies can calculate their actions 
with respect to each other, but it does not necessarily imply 
'external' control. As Hirst points out earlier in the essay (when 
discussing the implications of the concept of a realm of differen­
tiated agencies of decision), 'the agent's actions, however much 
circumscribed by conditioning factors, are determined in their 
form by calculation and not given to them by some other agent'. 
While co-ordination may be more likely to work well if it takes 
the form of regulation, it need not do so. Hirst certainly indi­
cates the probable costs of a lack of regulation: a plurality of 
agencies of decision, dependent on one another's compliance 
and goodwill, competition for resources, and multiple perfor­
mance of functions. They would thus not only be limited by 
their own objectives, but by the means at their disposal and 
their various (limited) forms of calculation. However, these 
costs of a lack of overall regulation of the different agencies do 
not impose a requirement of a regulatory instance. It is possible 
to conceive of a series of agencies working by administrative 
regulation of their own sub-agents and co-ordinating their 
activities at the level of the overall society by means of an 
admixture of ad hoc adjustment, regular flows of information 
and struggle over resources. Admittedly, the co-ordination 
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would be much poorer without legal regulation, but there 
would be non-legal limits on their forms of existence and their 
capacities for action. It does not require the positing of an 
ontologically prior realm of diverse agents to construct such an 
argument, since it does not deny the necessary existence of 
some regulation in the society; it merely denies the necessity of 
an overarching regulatory instance successfully making general 
claims as to its own scope as a public power. 

Of course, if there is no ontologically prior realm of agents, 
then the state and the law cannot be considered as necessarily 
oppressive. This latter conclusion underlines one of the main 
themes of Hirst's essay, which I support: namely, that if the 
state and the law are not necessarily oppressive, there is no 
necessity to abolish them. Even if one does not accept that a 
general regulatory instance is a necessary condition of a realm 
of differentiated agencies of decision (that is, of an advanced 
division oflabour), the probable costs indicated by Hirst of the 
absence of a body which makes general claims to regulate other 
agencies could be considerable. While the state cannot resolve 
all the problems of regulation and co-ordination, its capacity to 
resolve at least some of these problems provides a forceful polit­
ical argument in favour of retaining the state and law in 
socialist societies. As Hirst makes clear in a section on 
'Pashukanis and Socialist Social Policy', Pashukanis's concept 
of 'social defence' could only be realised (by replacing legal 
regulation of social policy) at the cost of lower standards of 
control of administration than are accepted in the West. This is 
not the same thing as supporting the current forms of law and 
state organisation in the Soviet Union, as Hirst makes clear. 
Indeed, one of his arguments in favour of legal regulation 
imposing limits on state agencies is that this can prevent such 
institutions from serving as means of suppression of political 
opposition. He is not arguing for a restoration of'socialist legal­
ity' but for changes in the law, and more importantly for the 
provision of effective means of limiting certain capacities of 
state agencies. 

Hirst's work on law makes it difficult to ignore the role of 
public law in analysing the Soviet Union, particularly since, as 
Hirst among others points out, the Soviet Union has an ineffec­
tive legal framework of control. Perhaps the most striking 
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recent example of this is the provision made in the 1977 Con­
stitution for workers' collectives, though the organisational 
form for implementing them is not made clear. This means that 
it is conceivable that the 1979 decree enhancing the role of pro­
duction brigades in the enterprises could be considered as 
related to the implementation of this provision of the Constitu­
tion, even though, as the Lavignes point out,6 some juridical 
interpretations treat the workers' collectives as extensions of 
the trade unions in the enterprises. 7 If the production brigades 
were to be able to function legally as workers' collectives, their 
relation to the CP and to the trade unions' factory committees 
would have to be legally specified. Until some such legal enact­
ment is made, the Constitutional provision for workers' collec­
tives will remain ineffective. 

Legal regulation of the Soviet economy 
The Constitutional position on the agencies for regulating the 
economy is clear:8 the Council of Ministers- the Government of 
the USSR- is the highest executive and administrative agency 
of state power, subject to the control of the Supreme Soviet. The 
various state committees, chief administrations and other 
departments are attached to the Council of Ministers. How­
ever, thf' legal commentary on 'The Directing and Planning 
Agencies' provided by Hazard et al. is not very enlightening, 
since it is concerned with historical swings between centralisa­
tion and decentralisation, and has no analysis of the contem­
porary effectivity of the law in the relations between the various 
central agencies.9 However, its citation of cases of disputes over 
plan enforcement and production quality control is helpful. 
The role of the law in regulating relations between 'The 
Operating Agencies' of various kinds such as Ministries, pro­
duction associations and enterprises is clearer. There is legal 
specification of organisational forms of these relations for 
separate branches of industry, of enterprise powers, of 
measures for checking against fraud and mismanagement, and 
oflegal successors in the event ofliquidation of an enterprise. 

There has been considerable debate in the Soviet Union as to 
whether the best legal framework for regulating the economy 
requires the establishment of a special 'Economic Code'. The 
idea is that this would codify all economic relations, thereby 
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reducing the current legal incoherence in this area. However, 
both sides in this debate are subject to Hirst's strictures against 
conceiving of the law as recognising a prior realm of relations 
between agents which it then sets out to regulate. Since the law 
partly defines the relations between agents, coherence is a 
worthwhile objective, and codification is one useful means of 
achieving this. However, such conclusions cannot automati­
cally enable one to decide which range oflaws (or governmental 
normative acts) need to be codified under one rubric, or what 
the relations should be between the various branches of law. 
The argument that, say, a Construction Code and Banking 
Code would need to be co-ordinated could equally well be 
applied to relations between the proposed Economic Code and 
other branches of law. The differentiation of law into various 
branches occurs because of the problems of unification, and 
arguments for a single Economic Code of the USSR will need to 
be conducted on some other basis than the supposed unitary 
nature of the economy. The broader the span or range of a legal 
code, the greater the danger of internal inconsistency within the 
domain which it purports to regulate; the corollary of this is 
that there is a greater danger of avoidance or evasion of the law 
by various means, including simple confusion as to which laws 
are applicable. It would seem, then, that to be effective the law 
must, like the technical aspects of an economic plan, be capable 
of specifying agents and relations between them with reason­
able precision and be capable of enforcing those relations (or 
enforcing the conditions for negotiating those relations), while 
at the same time maintaining a reasonable degree of coherence 
with other domains being legally regulated and with other 
forms of non-legal regulation. This is a problem to which there 
is no final or optimum solution; acceptable solutions will 
depend on the theorisation of existing social relations and on 
current political objectives. 

Even within the relatively narrow sphere considered here of 
administrative law and civil law concerned with the regulation 
of the economy, there is a substantial diversity oflegal relations. 
This diversity, and the legal inconsistency which often accom­
panies it, should lead to caution in analysing the effectivity of 
the law in social relations. It is partly for this reason that the 
Soviet state cannot be treated as emanating from law. Even 
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though legal definitions of institutions partly determine its 
structure, political determinants of the state structure (forms of 
struggle between agencies, as well as forms of co-operation) do 
not simply take place in legally defined arenas according to 
legally defined norms of conduct. For this reason, the Soviet 
state and the forms of politics associated with it will be analysed 
together. 

State and Politics 

One need look no further than the account of Hough and 
Fainsod for an adequate institutional account of the Soviet state 
(the Supreme Soviet, its Praesidium, its Standing Committees, 
the Council of Ministers, the Ministries, State Committees', and 
so on). 10 It is not proposed to repeat this account here, though 
Hough's analysis of both state and party institutions will be dis­
cussed, since the effectivity of institutions cannot be ignored. 
The Soviet state and politics will be appraised from the view­
point of what such an analysis contributes to an understanding 
of the formation of economic and social policies affecting the 
relations of production. This approach diverges from those 
which analyse the state in terms of the representation of class 
interests, 11 since the impact of state policy on the relations of 
production is not going to be treated as an outcome of the 
successful representation of class interests, but rather as an out­
come of struggle between various (state and non-state) agencies 
whose objectives or interests need not coincide with those of any 
particular class, however defined. As already indicated in the 
preceding section on law, the state is not going to be analysed in 
terms of the developing conditions under which it could wither 
away, since the concept of a social totality on which such a con­
ception rests has been abandoned. Even in the absence of class 
relations, the classical Marxist conception of a unitary property 
at the disposal of the free, associated producers is impossible to 
sustain, since the diversity of uses to which the property could 
be put will entail a diversity of agencies disposing of parts of the 
total social property and a diversity of means of calculating the 
various objectives and means of securing them: in other words, 
some division oflabour is inevitable. 
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Thus, without arguing for a structural necessity of the state, 
the Soviet state will not be criticised for refusing to wither away 
or to conform to Lenin's conception of a 'semi-state'. However, 
such a position does not amount to a refusal to consider whether 
the Soviet state is repressive, authoritarian or in some sense 
undemocratic. The classical Marxist approach has tended to 
criticise 'bourgeois' or parliamentary democracy for retaining 
an institutional separation between the decision-making 
agencies of the state and the working class or the people, and 
has proposed that true democracy will overcome this separa­
tion.12 The current Soviet theory of the state, which (according 
to Hough) is closely associated with Fedor Burlatskii, attempts 
to treat the Soviet state in the stage of 'developed socialism' or 
'advanced socialist society' as an 'all-people's state' .13 Even 
ignoring the problematic relationship between this position 
and the classical Marxist position, the current official Soviet 
theory of the state, effectively enshrined in the 1977 Constitu­
tion, faces the problem that 'the Soviet people' is divided up in 
terms of workers, peasants and employees, and in terms of 
nationalities. While the ultimate aim is to reduce or eliminate 
these differences within the population, the 'all-people's state' is 
constructed to 'represent' the differences between the 
nationalities, but not other differences. This lays the state open 
to the charge that it is being undemocratic in not representing 
these other constituencies' separate interests, or that it is not 
doing so adequately. 14 

However, the notion of democracy implied by such a criti­
cism is one in which the interests or desires of an underlying 
population are represented in the political structures. This con­
ception, which implies that the population is not already struc­
tured by political institutions, has been criticised by Hindess, 
who provides an alternative conception of democracy. 15 This 
approach argues that democratic mechanisms (namely, the use 
of a 'free' vote within some relevant constituency or constituen­
cies) for the appointment of personnel and the reaching of deci­
sions always coexist with non-democratic forms. Hence the 
approach concentrates on analysing the scope of the democra­
tic mechanisms and their relation to the non-democratic ones. 
The theoretical rationale for this position is that the 'interests' 
or objectives of various parts of the population can only be 
articulated by specific organisational forms, and that to posit 
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'interests' as distinct from the organisational forms through 
which objectives are formulated is to posit an unknowable 
'counterfactual' in terms of which expressed interests can be 
appraised. Where the expressed interests or objectives do not 
correspond to the counterfactual (the 'true' interests of that 
section of the population) the forms of articulation of interests 
or objectives are then criticised from the utopian standpoint of 
their inadequacy or failure to represent the true interests of 
their constituency. Hindess argues that a concentration on the 
organisational forms both avoids this utopian critique and the 
complacency which ignores both the currently limited scope of 
democratic mechanisms and the extent to which such 
mechanisms are affected by their relation to non-democratic 
mechanisms. 

It might appear that Hindess's position makes it difficult to 
describe a form of state as repressive, if the notion of the 
interests or desires of an underlying population is abandoned. 
This might also appear to be a conclusion to be drawn from the 
discussion in the previous section of Hirst's analysis of the law. 
Yet even if one abandons the notion of the inherent interests of a 
population arising out of its supposed ontological structure, 
interests which the state then acts upon to express or repress, 
one could argue that it is still possible to characterise a state (or 
other overtly political organisations) as undemocractic or 
repressive if it actively interdicts the development of voluntary 
organisational forms for the articulation of objectives which are 
not officially approved. This is one form of restricting the scope 
of the 'free' vote, by restricting the issues which can be voted 
upon. Some states do permit the articulation of illegal objec­
tives while enforcing the law until such time as it is changed. 
The conclusion that a particular law or aspect of state organisa­
tion is itself repressive can only be reached on the basis of an 
analysis of the relation between democratic and non-democra­
tic ways of appointing personnel and reaching decisions. Far 
from precluding statements about the undemocratic nature of a 
particular form of state organisation, the position outlined by 
Hindess allows one to analyse democratic mechanisms in terms 
of the conditions under which they operate (including the 
variously constituted social forces or agencies acting on the 
democratic mechanisms). 

This approach seems potentially much more fruitful than 
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arguments about whether the Soviet Union's 'failure' to repre­
sent certain workers' interests means that it is no longer 'really' 
a socialist state. Instead, the emphasis here will be on conflicts 
between and within state agencies. While they are not the only 
form of political struggle in the Soviet Union (for example, 
there are also the activities of the dissidents and the feminists), 
these struggles are probably the most important form of 
conflict, apart from intra-party conflict, in so far as the latter 
is separate. 

Politics and the relations of production 
It seems appropriate to concentrate on struggles between state 
agencies over economic policy, and to discuss the related differ­
ences within the party in conjunction with them, because, 
according to White, one of the main sources of support for the 
current political set-up in t~e Soviet Union is its economic 
performance. 16 It also focuses the discussion on the political 
conditions of the relations of production, which is the main 
reason for analysing the law, state and politics in this book. 
This approach may seem to have much in common with 
Brown's brief discussion of Soviet politics in terms of 'bureau­
cratic pluralism>~ 7 or the apparently independent and lengthier 
analysis of 'institutional pluralism' by Hough. 18 Yet, as will be 
seen, while the analysis here will rely heavily on the work of 
Hough, the theoretical basis of the analysis will be somewhat 
different. Furthermore, Hough's analysis is by no means con­
fined to an analysis of the upper levels of party and state, which 
is what forms the main focus of concern here. Such an approach 
may appear strange to those unfamiliar with fairly recent 
developments in the study of Soviet politics, and indeed Hough 
spends a considerable amount of space discussing alternative 
approaches, as does Brown. 19 The aim here is to break from 
such 'conventional' approaches, as well as from the classical 
Marxist approach, criticised in the previous section. 

Totalitarianism 
Probably the best-known approach, at least in popular discus­
sions, is analysis of Soviet politics in terms of totalitarianism. 
This approach has, as Brown indicates, become increasingly 
difficult to sustain in view of the widely acknowledged changes 
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in Soviet politics since the fall of Khrushchev. The major 
element in Brown's defence of the concept20 is that it can be 
used as an ideal type, which by accentuating certain elements of 
Soviet reality can provide a classificatory framework for the 
periodisation of Soviet history. Thus the years 1934 to 1953 
would be the period most closely approximating to the ideal 
type of totalitarianism. However, the use of ideal types, for 
which Hough also displays a weakness, is by no means as 
unproblematic as Brown seems to imagine. 21 In addition, the 
content of the ideal type of totalitarianism itself poses further 
problems, for there is little to distinguish it from the concept of 
autocracy as deployed by Friedrich and Brzezinski,22 except the 
additional use of modern technology (the mass media and 
modern forms of effective armed combat) and bureaucratic co­
ordination of the whole economy. 

The main paradox of the 'totalitarian' approach to the study 
of Soviet politics is that it emphasises tight central control, yet 
assigns to the mass party and the mass media the functions of 
mobilisation of the population for mass participation in 
politics, while denying that this mass participation has any 
significant effects on the form and scope of central control. Such 
a position can only be sustained on the assumption of almost 
literally total control of the population, so that 'participation' is 
of the most passive and formalistic kind. Quite apart from the 
rationalism of such a position (the implicit claim that the means 
of control are fully adequate to the imputed ends of the political 
leadership), the evidence produced by Hough23 and even by 
White24 on contemporary political participation and political 
beliefs is difficult to reconcile with such a view. Even in discus­
sing the Stalin period one need hardly claim that the society 
was under totalitarian control in order to demonstrate that 
politics were in many respects conducted in a repressive and 
autocratic manner: 

for all its popularity as a description of the Stalin era, the 
totalitarian model always had certain shortcomings. The 
drive to transform society, to remake man, and to keep the 
administrators from becoming a privileged elite implies the 
continuing use of radical reformers against established 
authority ... The totalitarian model gained plausibility as a 
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depiction of the Stalin regime because the policies of the First 
Five Year Plan period could be cited as evidence of a deter­
mination to transform society while the rigid controls in the 
late Stalin period could be cited as evidence of the authorita­
rian features. In the process, however, the conservative 
nature of most of the Stalin period - the immobilism of the 
Stalin regime in the dictator's last years - was obscured 
from view. 25 

It could perhaps be argued that Brown's use of the ideal type of 
totalitarianism and his restriction of its applicability to the 
period from after the First Five Year Plan to Stalin's death 
mean that his use of 'totalitarianism' escapes from the above 
criticism. Certainly Brown distances himself from Friedrich 
and Brzezinski, but he retains the elements of an all-embracing 
ideology, police terror on a mass scale, which atomises society, 
and the technological means to impose central control over an 
entire country. Brown thus probably does escape the above 
criticism by Hough, in restricting the use of'totalitarianism' to 
the period of'immobilism', but Brown's position must then be 
subject to Hough's other criticism that 'the totalitarian model 
was especially weak in gliding over the implications of the 
succession', namely that the experience of the terror placed 
limits on the post-Stalin conduct of politics. In contrast to 
Brown's use of the ideal type of totalitarianism to draw atten­
tion to factors inhibiting more radical political change, 
Hough's argument implies that 'the totalitarian model' is weak 
on the 'long-term dynamics of the system' and precludes an 
analysis of certain sources of change. 

Yet important changes have taken place. It would be difficult 
to claim now, for example, that police terror operates on a mass 
scale in the Soviet Union or that police activity results in an 
atomised society. Such a conclusion would be at serious odds 
with Hough's work, or White's somewhat different form of 
analysis. There is simply no need to conceptualise the current 
forms of suppression of opposition, of policy formation or of 
political mobilisation in totalitarian terms. 

Elite theory 
Another approach to the analysis of Soviet politics relies 
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heavily on the use of the concept of an elite, or oligarchy. This 
approach is only briefly discussed in Hough and Fainsod,26 

perhaps because Hough retains the use of the term 'elite', albeit 
used in a very loose sense, and is consequently not too critical of 
it. The notion of an elite refers to a relatively small, self­
conscious group which is differentiated from the rest of society 
by its social location and by its access to esoteric knowledge. 27 It 
is the common access to knowledge not widely available which 
constitutes it as a group, and the resulting cohesion is in some 
sense (perhaps indirectly, depending on the theory in question) 
related to the successful seizure or retention of power (which is 
conceived of in a zero-sum sense). Hough sometimes deviates 
from this position by arguing that the elite need not be unified. 28 

He also deviates from the zero-sum conception of power in his 
criticism ofDahl's definition of power (which, although Hough 
does not mention it, is identical to Weber's conception): 'A has 
power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something 
that B would not otherwise do. ' 29 Hough argues against this by 
pointing to the difficulties of analysing power in terms of a 
counterfactual (what B would otherwise have done). Since B is 
presumably subject to various influences, the attribution of B's 
action to the power of A (as ogposed to C, D or any other source 
of influence) is problematic. 

These two modifications by Hough (allowing for disunity in 
the elite, and effectively abandoning the zero-sum conception 
of power) seriously compromise his (or indeed any other) 
use of the concept of elite. Hough makes these modifications 
because he insists that power is a situational and relational 
phenomenon. 

The focusing of the analysis on the situational and relational 
character of power means that the theorisation of the social 
location of people or groups thought to be part of the elite must 
be taken more seriously. The common Weberian approach 
treating the elite as constituted by the chiefs ofbureaucracies31 

shows some of the difficulties of the use of any concept of an 
elite. At first sight it does seem to specify the social location of 
the elite, but it is extremely difficult to specify where the elite 
ends and the mass begins when dealing with a bureaucracy 
with (in most conceptions) a hierarchical chain of command. It 
is difficult to restrict the elite simply to the titular heads of the 
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various bureaucracies while denying that their immediate sub­
ordinates are also comparatively powerful in relation to the 
mass, and once this is acknowledged it is not clear where the 
line should be drawn. 32 It is not drawn in terms of the social 
location of the elite, but in terms of its self-consciousness as a 
group. The elite is thus treated as a collective subject, and the 
esoteric knowledge to which it has access (which may be as 
mundane as simply the knowledge of the unpublicised activities 
of the other members of the elite) then becomes the main defin­
ing feature of the elite: the apparent definition in terms of social 
location has collapsed into an almost tautological definition of 
the elite as a collective subject. Such a conception is simply not 
compatible with a situational and relational conception of 
power since the concept of power entailed by such a definition 
of an elite is of power deriving from its unity as a group and its 
capacity for collective action to realise the collective ends of the 
group, thus wielding power over the mass. In other words, the 
concept of elite implies a unity of purpose within the elite, and a 
zero-sum conception of power, which are precisely the two 
aspects of the concept which Hough questions. His attempted 
eclectic retention of the concept under these circumstances is 
pointless. 

Hough's approach to Soviet politics: institutional pluralism 
In fairness to Hough, it must be said that he does argue that the 
totalitarian approach, the elite-domination approach and the 
related 'directed society' approach all suffer from a lack of 
serious attention to the complex process of policy formation. It 
is to Hough's credit that he does pay serious attention to this 
aspect of Soviet politics, without denying the repressive and 
authoritarian aspects of contemporary Soviet politics. This is 
the basis ofhis discussion of Soviet politics in terms of'institu­
tional pluralism'. This position of'institutional pluralism' con­
ceives of Soviet politics as a series of'complexes', i.e. complexes 
of agencies. Relations within and between complexes are 
affected by 'tendencies' whose interaction with other tenden­
cies form 'whirlpools' on particular policy areas. A 'tendency' 
consists of an expression of views by a loose coalition of actors, 
operating at different levels of the political structure, whose 
articulations of views tend in the same direction, but who are 
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unlikely to be fully aware of the common thrust and conse­
quences of their activity. Hough follows this approach to some 
extent, which has the merit of avoiding the need to assume that 
the articulation of objectives requires either self-consciousness 
as a group or explicit group organisation. However, in conceiv­
ing of the interaction of tendencies in whirlpools, he adds the 
assumption that political conflicts in the Soviet Union, as in the 
USA, tend to be compartmentalised, with the debate in such 
policy areas being largely limited to those whose careers are 
associated with it, those most directly affected by the decision, 
and a few who have developed a special interest in it. 

Such an approach both attempts to conceptualise struggles 
without positing a necessary group cohesiveness to the con­
tending forces (which would imply that personnel always 
formed into the same groups on different policy issues) and also 
attempts to relate these struggles to the existing structure of 
political institutions in the Soviet Union. Consequently it 
seems to be the most promising line of analysis among what 
might be termed conventional Western political science work 
on the Soviet Union, despite the apparent diffidence of Hough 
in advocating it and his refusal to give up other modes of 
analysis. It is worth seeing what use Hough is able to make ofit, 
given his command of the empirical material available on 
Soviet politics. 

In discussing policy initiatives (that is, the beginning of 
struggles to change policy or develop policy in a previously 
neglected area), Hough argues that the initiation process surely 
must include the stream of proposals and pressures impinging 
upon the leadership and the apparatus coming from a variety of 
directions, particularly from individual specialists writing in 
specialised journals who do not necessarily represent any 
'interest group's' perspective. 33 However, while such specialists 
may (in my terminology) make available new means of political 
calculation, Hough makes some interesting points about what 
he calls 'agenda-setting and the building of support'. Since 
there is a vast range of potential alternative objectives, Hough 
asks: 

How is attention narrowed to a manageable range of alterna­
tives? How is support built for the different alternatives? 
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What types of alliances tend to be formed most often in the 
struggle to achieve policy goals? The answers to these ques­
tions will depend in large part on the levels of our analysis. 
The setting of the agenda and the building of support 
extends from the first substantial efforts to focus public or 
governmental attention on a proposal ... to the movement of 
that proposal toward a final vote in Congress or the Polit­
buro or a final decision by the General Secretary or Presi­
dent. Obviously these processes are going to be very different 
in character. 34 

Despite the attempts by the leadership to define the agenda, 
vigorously using the secret police and censorship to enforce its 
definition, Hough argues that the leadership's 

decision to permit debates implies a willingness to let others 
try to organise support for their ideas, at least in a verbal 
way. Its desire to be exposed to information about societal 
shortcomings and to proposals for improvement implies a 
willingness to let others influence the setting of the agenda, at 
least as long as the proposals do not become too threatening. 
And regardless of the regime's desires, nothing could prevent 
some of those affected by a policy from attempting to influ­
ence it in whatever manner they can.35 

This, then, is the basis for Hough's concept of institutional 
pluralism: outside the Politburo there is scope for formulating 
objectives and struggling for them, but since factional victories 
and defeats do not coincide with policy decisions (on the evi­
dence presented by Hough) the institutions, such as Ministries, 
trade unions, regional party and governmental units, and 
scientific institutes, must be the most important agencies in 
defining which problems are most important and which solu­
tions are the reasonable policy alternatives. Hough justifies his 
'institutional pluralism' (as opposed to some other basis for the 
development of a plurality of contending agencies) by arguing 
that 

the antifaction rule is fairly effective in curbing the formation 
of any substantial network of alliances along philosophical 
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lines among regional and other middle-level political offi­
cials. The nature of censorship- especially the restriction of 
the more sensitive debates to specialised journals -
strengthens the tendency for the policy relevant alliances to 
remain compartmentalised within specialised 'whirlpools' 
even more fully than occurs in the West, with the selective 
censorship making it difficult to appeal through the press for 
outside allies. 36 

The concept of 'institutional pluralism' as used by Hough, 
then, is an attempt to deal with what he calls the informal dis­
tribution of power. He argues that there has been a major diffu­
sion of power in the Soviet Union in recent decades, especially 
since the removal ofKhrushchev.37 The word 'pluralism' is used 
to denote this, and the word 'institutional' is intended to indi­
cate that it is different from Western pluralism, not that institu­
tions are the only actors in the political process. One could thus 
conclude from Hough's analysis that this limited diffusion of 
power and growth of participation has strengthened the hand of 
various state agencies in the process of policy formation. 

It is this aspect ofhis position which makes it relevant to the 
concern of this book with the analysis of struggles among state 
agencies (particularly over economic policy). Hough's analysis 
shows that state agencies are in a position to struggle for certain 
of their own objectives, and that there are effective limits on the 
extent of such struggles, limits which are set by the regulatory 
capacities of other party and state agencies. In other words, 
Hough begins to analyse the conditions (including the limits) of 
struggle between state and party agencies. His analysis avoids 
most of the critical remarks on interest-group theory made by 
Brown, 38 but there are still problems with the concept of 
'institutional pluralism', as Hough in a sense acknowledges 
when he asks what aspects of pluralism are associated with the 
consequences 'that we associate with pluralism' .39 The concept 
of institutional pluralism (like 'Western' pluralism, or the 
concept of totalitarianism) designates what is considered to be 
an empirical set of relations that produces certain effects. Since 
the concept refers to the complex of social relations as a whole 
(a 'global definition') the relevance of the definition becomes 
questionable as soon as part of that complex of social relations 
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is no longer considered to be present. Once part of the complex 
of social relations has disappeared, can the former concept still 
be used? Which aspects of the complex are 'really' associated 
with the effects which it is thought to engender? The problem 
cannot be really avoided by designating the concept as an 
'ideal' type. The insistence on attempting 'global definitions' 
creates this problem and gives rise to the explicit eclecticism 
that is by no means confined to Hough or Brown. Thus, for 
example, the 'elite-domination model' is perhaps combined 
with elements of the 'interest-group model' to deal conceptually 
with, say, the relatively restricted access to some struggles 
coexisting with wider access to other struggles. Apart from 
eclecticism, this mode of conceptualising Soviet politics also 
gives rise to charges that a particular 'model' is 'outdated' (for 
example, totalitarianism). 

The combination of 'bureaucratic regulation' and struggle 
against it by sub-agents is what produces the pattern of access 
to some struggles (and thus access to policy formation) by 
certain state and party agencies. The varying degrees of open­
ness of policy formation and implementation to proposals, 
initiatives or simply resistance from subordinate state agencies 
seem to be related to the priority attached to the policy in ques­
tion by the most important central party and state agencies. In 
other words, while the central agencies cannot completely 
determine the political agenda or determine which state 
agencies can have an impact on a particular policy, they do pre­
ponderate in structuring the access of other state and party 
agencies to the processes of policy formation and implementa­
tion, so that the degree of openness of such processes varies with 
the issue. This is largely managed by designating certain state 
and party agencies as the ones to be involved in particular 
policies. Hough's concept of 'institutional pluralism' is an 
attempt to deal with the greater openness of policy formation in 
some issues, while not denying that this is still largely restricted 
to specific state agencies. However, because the concept func­
tions as a descriptive designation of a historically specific com­
plex of social relations (a global definition), it is vulnerable to 
historical changes in those social relations. 
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An alternative approach to Soviet politics: arenas of struggle 
What is needed is a mode of conceptualising politics in which 
concepts do not become redundant once it is conceded that 
fairly important social changes have taken place. Indeed, the 
concepts must be usable to analyse the changes themselves. It is 
for this reason that the concept of 'arenas of struggle' is pro­
posed here as a key element in the conceptualisation of Soviet 
politics, though it need not be restricted to the Soviet Union, 
and is by no means used for the first time here.40 An 'arena of 
struggle' refers to the conditions under which agencies (or 
individuals) contend for the realisation of their objectives. The 
arena may be institutionally regulated, i.e. legally, administra­
tively or customarily regulated. The extent of the arena is 
defined by the range of issues, the scope of the various struggles 
and the nature of the contending agents; in addition, the extent 
of the arena may be determined by other conditions of its exis­
tence, such as the outcome of struggle in another arena. Pre­
cisely because some arenas are institutionally regulated and 
defined, and societies are institutionally differentiated into a 
variety of agencies of decision, struggles cannot all take place in 
the same arena. The articulation of arenas of struggle is thus an 
important area of analysis, since the relations between arenas 
may change, and arenas may appear and disappear. Thus 
arenas cannot be considered in complete isolation, though the 
extent to which the conditions of struggle are taken into account 
in a particular analysis will vary in terms of what is pertinent to 
that analysis. Thus outcomes of parliamentary struggles in 
Britain may affect, say, trade-union struggles with individual 
employers, but for some aspects of trade-union struggles little 
reference may be necessary to their legal conditions. 

This mode of analysis does not attribute in advance any 
particular set of qualities to any arena or to the agents engaged 
in struggle in it. Agents may be involved in more than one 
arena. The precise nature of the agents and the alignment of 
forces engaged in an arena is a matter for analysis in each 
particular situation. The outcome of the struggles could include 
a change in the nature of the agents engaged in the struggle, a 
change in the alignment of forces, a policy change, a change in 
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the extent of the arena, its mode of operation or its relation to 
other arenas, and so on. The analysis of struggles taking place 
in an arena requires reference to the socially available means of 
calculation of political objectives and of ways of achieving 
them. This aspect of the analysis implies recourse to at least 
some of the material used by Brown and White in their analyses 
of 'political culture'. 41 Without recourse to currently available 
means of calculation, the analysis of the formation and pursuit 
of objectives or 'interests' would be adversely affected by the 
common tendency to reduce 'interests' or political objectives to 
the social location of the agents pursuing them, whether it be 
class position, location in the bureaucracy, nationality or 
whatever. The available means of calculation may be fairly 
slow to change on some issues or in some arenas, but may 
change rapidly in others (where specialist policy debates may 
be taking place, where there are continual shifts in alliances, or 
where the arena is in a 'subordinate' position making it very 
susceptible to the outcomes of struggles in other arenas). One of 
the problems of the concept of'political culture', even though it 
refers to relatively distinct sub-cultures of various kinds, is that 
it provides little means of analysing the conditions of such differ­
ential changes in the socially available means of political 
calculation, though White's work does indicate that some such 
changes may be taking place in the Soviet Union. 42 

The legal or administrative regulation of the arena may well 
mean that the contending forces also have to co-operate as well 
as struggle with one another (for example, in British parliamen­
tary struggles over legislation). For this reason analyses of 
'power' which treat it as a quality or attribute inherent in a 
particular social location run into difficulties: such a conception 
implies that the agent occupying that social location exercises 
power ipso facto over other agents and tends to treat co­
operation by other agents as compliance. However, if the 
capacities of agents in an arena are conditioned by the actions 
of other agents (that is, if, as Hough points out,43 power is 
always situational and relational), power cannot be considered 
as a capacity to act which inheres in the social location of a 
certain agent (or class of agents): that capacity to act must 
always be related to conditions within (and outside of) the 
arena of struggle. Co-operation need not be merely compliance, 
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since it may create dependence on the 'less powerful' agent. 
Consequently the relative capacities of the contending agencies 
(perhaps even the same agencies) will vary in different arenas. 

Hough provides ample evidence which could be used to 
support such an analysis of Soviet politics. For example, he 
argues that the system is an authoritarian one in terms of politi­
cal freedom (particularly for the individual), but points to the 
development of restraints on government that have developed 
in recent decades, including increased formal political controls 
over the police, and the development of informal constraints 
such as greater freedom of criticism. 44 Hough argues that power 
in the Soviet Union varies with the policy area: 

In the spheres of foreign and defense policy, one gains the 
impression of deep leadership involvement and of participa­
tion limited to specialists ... In the transportation realm, on 
the other hand, one has the sense oflittle leadership involve­
ment, fairly wide debate in the media, and domination by the 
major interest group, the railroads. In the realm of wages, it 
is unclear who is making policy, but one gains the sense of 
real responsiveness to workers and peasants.45 

He regards this variation of power with the policy area as the 
safest generalisation about the distribution of power in the 
Soviet Union. He goes on to argue, as a second generalisation, 
that the strongest political actors below the leadership level are 
'vertical' or branch, not regional, officials: 

Whether one wants to emphasise the role of the ministries, 
the Secretariat and departments of the Central Committee, 
or a specialised complex cutting across these and other 
institutions, one is talking about a type of politics that is 
different from, say, Yugoslavia, where bargaining among 
republics seems to dominate.46 

His third generalisation is that among the specialised branch 
interests those associated with industrial growth have been in a 
position of special power. His fourth generalisation ('the most 
difficult judgement of all') is that the distribution of income,· 
which has shifted in an egalitarian manner in favour of workers 
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and peasants, may well be a response to the power of these 
occupational groups. 

On the basis of such conclusions it seems that the concern of 
this book with the political conditions of the relations of produc­
tion (that is, struggles between state and party agencies) 
touches on what are in any case the most important arenas of 
struggle in Soviet politics. However, the analysis of such 
struggles, particularly struggles over attempts by the party 
leadership to regulate the Ministries, will not be concerned 
with which agent 'has the power', since power is not a capacity 
to act which is inherent in an agent occupying a particular 
social location. Rather, the analysis will simply be concerned to 
elucidate the political relations operative between the top-level 
party and state agencies, since if power can be said to be located 
anywhere it is located in the arenas of struggle, i.e. in the politi­
cal relations between agents, not in the agents themselves. This 
is not to deny that agencies can extend their capabilities by im­
proving their internal organisation and their means of calcula­
tion, and increasing their resources, but such improvements 
themselves are conditioned by relations with other agents. 

State and Party agencies and economic policy 
Constitutionally the Supreme Soviet is the supreme authority 
of the state, with two chambers (the Council ofthe Union and 
the Council of Nationalities), but Hough's analysis makes it 
clear that it is not the most important political arena in the 
Soviet Union. While not treating the Supreme Soviet simply as 
an ornamental figurehead, Hough argues that its role in the 
policy process is less than that of other major institutions.47 Its 
Standing Committees have increased their activity in recent 
years, which must have affected the process of policy formation 
to some extent, and its Praesidium does have legislative powers 
in between meetings of the Supreme Soviet itself. Nevertheless, 
a great deal more legislative work is done by the Council of 
Ministers, sometimes together with the Party Central Commit­
tee. Consequently, although the Supreme Soviet is a legislative 
body, and Soviet government is parliamentary in form, the 
parliament is not the only legislative body, and the legislative 
power of extra-parliamentary organs such as the Central 
Committee constitutes a major restriction on the role of the 
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Supreme Soviet. The Communist Party predominates over the 
state, though this is not the same thing as party apparatus 
domination over the state apparatus. 48 

Apart from the Supreme Soviet, and its associated arenas of 
Praesidium and Standing Committees, the Council of 
Ministers is, as Hough says, a vital institution in the Soviet 
political system, though its associated Praesidium is much 
more important since it is a smaller body composed of senior 
members of the Council, meeting more frequently, and is 
termed 'the working organ of the Council of Ministers', 
empowered to decide 'urgent questions' and to 'speak in the 
name of the government of the USSR' .49 The division oflabour 
between the Praesidium of the Council of Ministers and the 
Central Committee Secretariat is obscure, according to 
Hough. 50 It appears to handle economic questions just below 
the level of significance required for Politburo consideration. 
The functions of the various interdepartmental committees or 
commissions attached to the Council of Ministers are a 
mystery, since they are rarely even mentioned in Soviet sources. 
A little more is known about the departments of the apparatus 
attached to the Council of Ministers. For our purposes, the 
main point to remember is that the Council of Ministers must 
examine the economic plan as a whole, and confirm the 
material balance of the most important economic items worked 
out by Gosplan. 

Apart from the regulation of individual Ministries conducted 
by the Council of Ministers itself, or its associated agencies, the 
main regulatory agents are the top-level party agencies them­
selves: the Central Committee, its Secretariat (with its own 
apparatus) and the Politburo of the Central Committee. Their 
interrelationships and their relations to the Ministries are 
discussed by Hough. 51 This discussion will rely heavily on that 
material. The predominance of party over government is most 
clearly shown by the formal obligation (which is adhered to in 
practice) on party members working in government agencies to 
carry out the decrees of the extra-parliamentary party com­
mittees, particularly the Central Committee. The only deci­
sions which are unconditionally obligatory on the government 
are those emanating from the collective party organs, and 
except for a period in the 1940s and early 1950s these have been 
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the scene of the most crucial policy-making decisions. How­
ever, the relationship between party agencies and state 
agencies is much more complicated than simply one apparatus 
subordinating the other, and it is in analysing these relation­
ships that a concept like 'articulation of arenas of struggle' 
shows its uses. Many of the agencies themselves can be consi­
dered arenas of struggle, since the concept does not imply that 
the struggle need take a particular form or be conducted overtly 
or with a particular intensity. The arenas themselves must 
consequently be discussed in order to clarify the effectiveness 
with which activities within some agencies can be regulated by 
other agencies. 

Many Western analyses (such as elite or totalitarian ones) 
treat the Party Congress as effectively regulated by the Central 
Committee or the Politburo, despite the fact that Party rules 
designate it as the ultimate authority within the Party. Yet 
Hough argues quite effectively that, despite its tame appear­
ance, speeches there are attempts to influence future policy, 
and that they may even affect current policy if a strong current 
of opinion is seen to be running among the delegates. Certainly, 
the speeches at the Twenty-Fifth Congress advocating that 
certain rivers be diverted to flow into Central Asia seem to have 
had an effect, since that is now official policy, despite lobbying 
to locate industry in Siberia and the Far East (where the raw 
materials are), rather than Central Asia (where the population 
is rising quickly). Certainly, however, the Congress does not 
have democratic control of the Central Committee in the sense 
of a free vote to elect the Central Committee. It is not clear how 
the 'slate' of candidates to be elected is compiled, but it may be 
that the size of the 'slate' is manipulated so that the Central 
Committee generates a balance offorces inside the Politburo. If 
Congress members crossed off the names ofCentral Committee 
nominees (which they have not apparently done in recent 
years) they could at least prevent some nominees from being 
elected to the Central Committee. As a remote possibility, this 
could affect the balance offorces inside the Politburo, since the 
long average tenure of Central Committee members following 
the removal of Khrushchev may enhance their position in rela­
tion to the General Secretary, so the balance of forces in the 
Central Committee may affect the line-up inside the Politburo. 
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Pre-Congress meetings may indicate the balance offorces and 
this may affect the drawing up of the 'slate' for the Central 
Committee. 

However, election to the Central Committee seems to 
depend more on the post held than on personal characteristics 
and loyalties (which is an argument against the 'personalistic 
factions' approach of the 'conflict school'). It is institutions 
rather than individuals who are represented, according to 
Hough, which suggests that the 'slate' is compiled partly as an 
administrative device to ensure adequate information flows, 
and is partly an attempt to create a more unified agency of 
decision. This is also suggested by the fact that 88 per cent of 
1976 voting members of the Central Committee had already 
been selected as Supreme Soviet deputies, though the Central 
Committee has a narrower social base than the Supreme Soviet 
and has, on average, an older membership. Unfortunately 
there is little information on the work of the Central Com­
mittee, as opposed to its membership. It meets comparatively 
rarely; it does not feature the kind of debate between party 
leaders which it did in the 1920s. Judging by Brezhnev's 
published replies, many of the speeches seemed to be requests 
for more resources. Thus it might seem that the Central 
Committee played a relatively minor role in politics in the 
Brezhnev period. Yet both the low turnover of members since 
1965 and the policies emerging suggest that the Central 
Committee may be an arena of institutional bargaining, and 
members do, it seems, receive Politburo papers on policy issues, 
which means they have a political role outside the actual 
Central Committee meeting. This provision of information 
suggests the possibility that the Politburo leadership makes a 
real effort to elicit Central Committee members' views infor­
mally and to respond to them. Even if the General Secretary 
simply gathers information in an informal fashion and avoids 
antagonising too much of the Central Committee, then, as 
Hough says: 

the Central Committee still is a crucial body in the political 
system. Since the Central Committee encompasses represen­
tatives from all types of ministries and all regions of the 
country, a policy that is responsive to a consensus or to the 
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centre of opinion in it is going to be responsive to a wide 
range of interests in the country. In addition, of course, the 
Central Committee's potential role in any succession crisis 
always makes it of even more crucial interest in the long 
run. 52 

It seems to me that this point must be made a little more 
strongly than Hough does: the Central Committee, even when 
not in session, must be an arena of informal struggle between 
various state agencies, and only those struggles that cannot be 
resolved by informal accommodation must go on to the 
Politburo. 

This implies that the Politburo is run on the basis of 
'consensus' committee politics, with the General Secretary of 
the Party operating in many respects as 'chairman of the board' 
on the Politburo, arbitrating between conflicting institutional 
objectives to reach a workable consensus. Certainly Hough's 
analysis suggests such a conclusion for the Brezhnev period.53 

He argues that the Politburo has been the real cabinet of the 
Soviet system. The Politburo discusses the annual economic 
plan. In the past, different variants of the plan have been dis­
cussed and the plan has been returned to Gosplan for rework­
ing. On another occasion, discussion was detailed enough to 
lead to an increase in the number of grain elevators. The 
Politburo discussions most frequently referred to are economic 
ones, though foreign policy questions occupy what is officially 
described as 'a large place' in the work of the Politburo. Other 
issues are mentioned less frequently. The preparation of 
questions to be discussed is assigned to officials of the Central 
Committee Secretariat apparatus, though Ministries also 
prepare reports for it and the Minister may stay for that 
discussion. Apparently (although this semi-official account 
should not be taken at face-value) decisions are reached on the 
basis of arriving at a consensus, rather than votes, in a manner 
similar to many Western committees. Thus, although the 
Constitution designates the Council of Ministers as the 
supreme state executive body, the Politburo is effectively the 
most important executive body in the Soviet political system, 
and it is clear from what is known about the matters which it 
decides upon that it is the most important agency regulating the 
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activities of the planning and plan-implementing agencies 
(particularly the economic Ministries). 

However, the detailed regulation of the Ministries by the 
party (as opposed to regulation by the Council of Ministers and 
its Praesidium) is left to the departments attached to the 
Secretariat of the Central Committee. Crudely, the Secretariat 
consists of politicians (such as the General Secretary), while the 
attached apparatus consists of officials. The various depart­
ments are formed along branch lines and supervise Ministries 
and other similar institutions such as State Committees. 
However, the complex and subtle relations between the 
Secretariat apparatus and the Ministries make it impossible to 
discuss this supervision and regulation in terms of the domi­
nance of one apparatus over another (party over state). 

To understand this, it is necessary to review Hough's 
evidence on the structure of the Secretariat apparatus and the 
career patterns of its staff before going on to examine the rela­
tions operating between Secretariat and the Ministries. The 
Secretariat departments are formed along branch lines, i.e. 
they supervise Ministries or other similar institutions. These 
departments are headed by the Secretariat itself, with most of 
the secretaries responsible for more than one department. 
These secretaries have a general political background, but the 
officials in the departments have much more specialised 
backgrounds, which makes them highly qualified specialists in 
the policy area which they oversee. The career patterns of these 
Central Committee staff are as differentiated as the structure of 
the apparatus itself, which is to say highly differentiated, with 
at least twenty-one departments, divided into a total of 150 to 
175 sections. The basic staff members of departments are called 
'instructors', but there are also a number of high-level 
'inspectors' for special assignments, and a fairly large number 
of departments also have a 'group of consultants' attached to 
them. The latter seem to be involved in the task of preparing 
major decisions, on leading a year-long study on a problem, 
and so on. Hough argues that these departments and sections 
do not direct the activities of the Ministries which they oversee, 
but serve more as a 'White House staff to the General Secretary 
and the Politburo, so they do not require an enormous staff. 54 

One has the picture of a Secretariat apparatus which con-
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firms some important nomenklatura55 appointments and 
elections (although this is sometimes a formality), which super­
vises fulfilment of party and state decisions (but cannot on its 
own do so in a comprehensive or systematic way) and which 
prepares draft decisions for consideration by the most senior 
party agencies (but does so with the help of and in consultation 
with other interested parties).56 This is hardly a picture of a 
very powerful regulatory body ensuring close party control over 
the state apparatus. It certainly does not support a conception 
of a totalitarian monolith or elite domination (unless the elite is 
defined as much wider than the Politburo and Central 
Committee). 

In trying to assess the relation between the Secretar.iat 
apparatus and the senior government agencies, one is forced to 
acknowledge that these relations are complicated by the fact 
that the Secretariat is structured like a mini-government, not 
only in its division into branches, but also in its hierarchy of 
offices. Relations between the apparatus and various state 
agencies are thus affected by the relative standing of the official 
concerned. This clearly means that on an interpersonal level 
relations between the officials of the Secretariat and those of the 
Ministry they oversee can be ambiguous, but it does not tell us 
about the relative strengths of these agencies in the case of 
conflicting objectives. 

As Hough says, this duplication of offices in the Secretariat 
apparatus and the Ministries is intended to give the leadership 
access to more than one source of advice and information, but 
the extent to which it does so is by no means obvious, as will 
become apparent. What is important is not the precise rankings 
of each official, but that the differences are subtle ones, so the 
Secretariat and its apparatus cannot pre-empt the policy­
making role, with the government simply executing policy. At 
least short of the point of final decision, policy-making must 
involve the sort of committee politics familiar in the West. It is 
in these ambiguous relations that one finds the basic explana­
tion of why the Ministries are effectively subordinated to the CP 
in certain respects, but manage to escape regulation in other 
respects, as became evident in Chapter 3. 

Hough analyses the apparatus-Ministry relationship as a 
relationship which is not purely an adversary one.57 This 
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dovetails very well with my previous remark that arenas of 
struggle may well involve co-operation as well as conflict 
between the various agencies engaged in the arena. Central 
Committee Secretariat officials, Hough argues, must be pushed 
into representing the interests of those whom they are supervis­
ing. That is, at times they must convey the objectives of the 
various Ministries to the Central Committee, or Politburo (or 
'temporary commission'), and support these objectives them­
selves. In other words, the supervisory process at times leads to 
an advocacy role for the specialised Secretariat officials. The 
relevant department and the Ministry often seem to work 
together for 'their' branch in the appropriations process. 
Hough argues that the crucial question is whether to emphasise 
the conflict or the co-operation between the Ministries and the 
Secretariat departments. There is little information on this, but 
it obviously varies with the type of question involved. 

On questions involving the performance of that branch, rela­
tions depend on whether it is an intra-branch or inter-branch 
question. An intra-branch question will involve tension or 
struggle between the Secretariat department and the Ministry 
(usually, I imagine, the senior levels of the Ministry since they 
appear to protect their own sub-agents such as enterprises from 
outside supervision). Where it is an inter-branch question (as 
in competition for, say, investment resources- in other words, 
what Hough calls 'the appropriations process') there are likely 
to be alliances between the department and the Ministry. This 
is most evident in the budgetary and planning processes. 

If the department and Ministry are in agreement, then I 
presume that the struggle then moves on to the next arena, for 
example where the Politburo considers the annual plan of the 
Council of Ministers (assuming the dispute has not been 
resolved in the Council of Ministers itself or in its Praesidium). 
Quite what the 'next arena' is could of course itself be a matter 
of struggle, since one Ministry might feel it has a better chance 
of winning in the Council of Ministers, while another may 
prefer the matter to go straight to the Politburo. 

Hough argues that Western scholars have been absorbed 
with the regime's policy towards the intelligentsia, and have 
access to liberal intellectuals who have formed a strong impres­
sion of the role of Central Committee officials in enforcing this 
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policy. Thus these officials have become familiar in an intra­
branch, adversary role (ensuring compliance by the relevant 
Ministries, with consequent losses by liberal intellectuals in 
various cultural and overtly political struggles). Yet Hough 
argues, 'westerners clearly should be giving more attention to 
the cooperative side of the ambivalent relationship between 
supervisors and supervised'. 58 The co-operative side is particu­
larly evident in the budgetary process, including the way funds 
are acquired in the cultural realm, in which (according to 
Hough) neither Westerners nor liberal intellectuals are par­
ticularly interested. 

To the extent that co-operation rather than overt conflict is 
operative in these relations, the supervisory or regulatory role 
of the Secretariat officials may be ineffective, from the view­
point of the leadership. Thus although, as Hough puts it, 'the 
leadership evidently hoped to obtain independent advisers with 
sufficient expertise to judge the ministerial reports and pro­
posals and hence to give themselves the ability to judge perfor­
mance accurately and to decide policy for each branch on the 
basis of a real freedom of choice', 59 this need not be the case. 
Hough wonders whether the use of specialised personnel in this 
way has not meant the penetration of the values of the 
specialised elite into the political leadership as much as or more 
than the enhancement of control over the policy process, giving 
rise to the familiar pattern of the regulated coming to dominate 
the regulators. Certainly, as was seen in Chapter 3 in the area of 
economic policy, the Ministries have been able to escape regu­
lation in important respects, at least prior to the 1979 reform. 
However, this is not to be explained in terms of the 'values' of 
the officials concerned, for this sociological concept of 'values' 
treats them as the primary determinants of the 'goals' of the 
actors. Rather, the formation of objectives by agents must be 
seen, not in terms of values which are thought to be somewhat 
passively internalised, but in terms of the available concepts 
which form the basis on which the agent calculates objectives in 
the light of current circumstances. This calculation involves 
both which objectives are to be pursued and also the ways of 
achieving them. It is not a matter of values 'penetrating' an 
arena, i.e. being imported by agents who are carriers of a set of 
values which they have internalised like germs, but rather of the 
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means of calculation to which the agents have recourse. Often 
included in part of any struggle is an attempt to provide alter­
native means of calculating objectives, coupled with an attempt 
to win over the adversary to using the alternative means. As 
was clear from Chapter 3, part of the reason why various 
aspects of economic performance in the Soviet Union are inade­
quately regulated is the fact that only one means of calculating 
and thus monitoring performance was being used. Regardless 
of the 'values' or desires ofvarious agents, this has meant that 
the activities of various sub-agents have been inadequately 
regulated. In this case, the lack of a serious attempt by the 
Secretariat officials or the central planning agencies to improve 
the 'accounting indices' measuring plan implementation has 
made it relatively easy for the Ministries to escape regulation or 
to struggle successfully against forms of regulation which were 
disagreeable to them. 

Conclusion 

Discussion of these issues in this way avoids the reduction of 
political analysis to a 'personalistic' level at which some 
analysts (but by no means all) seem content to leave it. The 
concern here with these central political institutions has been to 
appraise them in terms of their capacity to regulate, despite 
struggles, the activities of the Ministries and thus to change the 
relations of production (including relations of distribution). 
This capacity is determined by the state of play in the various 
arenas of struggle, including the possibilities to have recourse to 
other arenas to affect the outcome in the initial arena. 

One of the striking features to arise from the examination of 
the party machinery designed to help regulate the state 
agencies is the considerable specialisation of the Secretariat 
officials. Although Hough draws attention to this, and provides 
evidence of it, he does not appear to relate it to the problems of 
co-ordination of inter-Ministerial relations. It seems that only 
the most senior politicians (and perhaps those aspiring to 
senior posts) have acquired a broad range of experience and 
expertise. This lack of generalised expertise must be an addi­
tional factor in the difficulties of the Secretariat in supervising 
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the Ministries (apart from the small size of the Secretariat 
apparatus in comparison with the rest of the party and state 
hierarchies). Any inter-Ministerial struggle will probably 
involve inter-departmental communication among the 
Secretariat officials who may have difficulty in resolving their 
differences because of a lack of sufficiently common means of 
calculation. This may be part of the reason why the common 
complaint is heard that 'too many questions are dragged before 
the Central Committee'. 

Certainly such practices may be partly for the desired lobby­
ing effect of taking the dispute into a more powerful arena with 
a wider audience, or may be due to a reluctance to take respon­
sibility for the resolution of the dispute, but the relatively 
narrow expertise and experience of the officials may genuinely 
create difficulties in deciding the best way to resolve the 
disputes, whatever agreement there may be on 'values' 
(ultimate objectives). 

The major conclusion to be drawn from the political relations 
between party and state agencies, which is perhaps most clearly 
illustrated in the case of the relations between the Central 
Committee Secretariat and the Ministries, is that despite effec­
tive party control over state agencies, such state agencies as the 
Ministries do have a political basis for alliances with sections of 
the central party agencies. Individual Ministries can at times 
use their relations with the section of the Central Committee 
Secretariat which supervises them to influence policy formation 
or policy implementation (the latter is probably easier to 
influence). This means that the capacities of Ministries and 
other subordinate state agencies to influence policy formation 
and implementation place definite political limits on the central 
agencies' regulation of the economy. Furthermore, the 
'supreme' party and state agencies suffer additional limitations 
on their capacities to regulate the economy and to form 
economic policy because of the inherent difficulties of the 
overall co-ordination of relations between the state agencies. 

Such difficulties are not primarily the result of the narrow 
specialisation of the Secretariat officials, which has just been 
mentioned, but rather of the sheer volume ofinformation which 
has to be dealt with in forming policy. This is probably the main 
cause, for example, of the involvement of Ministries and other 
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agencies in the working ofGossnab, which is supposed to plan 
and supervise material technical supplies, but which functions 
ponderously precisely because of the difficulties of centrally 
designating the allocation of supplies with sufficient precision. 
Hence the planning of supply becomes entangled in the actual 
process of distribution of supplies by Ministries, which allows 
the latter considerable scope to escape regulation in certain 
respects, but only on condition that they engage in struggle and 
negotiation within Gossnab over supplies. This ensures that 
they are regulated to at least the minimal degree necessary to 
secure the broadly defined fulfilment of the overall plan. To 
take another example, Hough points out that while the 
Politburo has the final say in determining wages or social policy 
(such as welfare measures), Gosplan has to balance the various 
concrete demands with the available resources. 5° This involves 
the participation of the Ministry of Finance. However, the 
sheer volume of information which threatens to inundate 
Gosplan means that it is not the main state agency dealing with 
wages and social policy. The process of policy formation in this 
respect devolves in large measure on to the State Committee for 
Labour and Social Questions, though it must co-ordinate its 
decisions with a non-state agency, the All-Union Central 
Council of Trade Unions, as well as various other state and 
party agencies. 

It is such difficulties (both of co-ordinating relations between 
various state and party agencies and of co-ordinating the infor­
mation necessary to form a policy which can be effectively 
implemented) which give the subordinate agencies the capacity 
to influence policy formation and implementation. Rather than 
a totalitarian party or an elite co-ordinating the overall division 
of labour, by means of the regulation of plan implementation, 
what we seem to be dealing with is a series of agencies whose 
activities are indeed regulated, but whose capacities derive 
partly from the very difficulties of effective regulation. This 
means that various aspects of the process of policy formation 
are delegated to the very agencies which are supposed to imple­
ment policy; this is apparently also the case with legal policy,61 

but our concern at the moment is with economic and social policy. 
The effects of such political relations between party and state 

agencies on the relations of production could be summed up by 
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saying that there is sufficiently effective central regulation of the 
economy to prevent the various subordinate state agencies 
(such as enterprises or Ministries) from pursuing entirely 
autonomous objectives. In other words, it is reasonable to talk 
of a co-ordination of the division of labour at the level of the 
overall social formation. Yet such regulation does not preclude 
the various subordinate state agencies from pursuing their 
'own' objectives within this regulatory framework, both by 
influencing policy formation and by using their partial 
autonomy to influence policy implementation. Thus inter­
Ministerial disputes over resources, adjustments and mutual 
accommodations between various agencies, and a mutual 
dependence on regular flows of information, are important 
features of Soviet politics. Legal regulation of the economy has 
only a limited effect, because legal specifications of relations 
between agents are secondary to political determinants of those 
relations. Rather than indicating that there is an elite or even a 
ruling class able to control the political conditions of access to 
the means of production, the analysis of the evidence presented 
in this chapter suggests that party 'dominance' over the 'state 
machine' largely takes the form of effective but limited 
co-ordination of relations between agencies and of adjudication 
of disputes between state, party and trade-union agencies. 
While particular agencies may be excluded on particular 
issues, it seems to be the case that on economic and social policy 
issues (rather than, say, defence or foreign policy) all the 
relevant agencies appear to have access to some kind to policy 
formation and implementation. In other words, all relevant 
agencies seem on the evidence available to have some effect on 
the co-ordination of the division of labour, which means that 
the processes of formation and implementation of economic 
policy give a multiplicity of agents access to the means of pro­
duction, in a form which makes it difficult for a particular group 
of agents to set the terms of other agents' access. Nevertheless, 
the central party agencies and the central planning agencies do 
predominate in determining other agents' access. 

It is for this reason that disputes and elaborate processes of 
consultation and negotiation between the various party and 
state agencies appear to be endemic features of Soviet politics. 
They are the corollary of what might be called 'multiple access 
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to the means of production', since if one set of agents does not 
very clearly predominate in regulating the economy, and hence 
in fixing the terms of access to the means of production by other 
agents, then the terms of access must be an object of constant 
struggle and negotiation. In such a situation regular flows of 
information are vital if the means of production are to be used 
effectively, but this raises the problem of the handling of that 
information, which will be qualitatively diverse and in some 
respects quite esoteric. The difficulties of co-ordinating and 
interpreting such information in the process of policy-making 
are formidable, and this is one of the reasons why subordinate 
agencies are involved in what at first sight seems a highly 
centralised mode of policy formation. The genuine difficulties 
of handling information may be related to the conservatism 
which is apparent both in plan construction and other policy 
areas: where the ramifications and inter-connections between 
decisions cannot be calculated in advance, then past 'experi­
ence' becomes the best guide to the way to integrate diverse ob­
jectives into a reasonably coherent whole. 

The conditions are thus present for what I called towards the 
beginning of this chapter an 'admixture of adjustment, regular 
flows of information and struggles over resources'. This does 
indeed seem to be what much ofSoviet politics is like. However, 
the apparent difficulty in resolving inter-Ministerial disputes 
can be guessed at from what Hough calls the 'incrementalism' 
of the budgetary process, and other policy processes. The 
apparent atrophy which developed in Soviet politics from the 
mid-l970s cannot be due solely to the ageing of the leadership. 
The continual pumping in of increased resources for the same 
objectives with apparently little change in the relative priorities 
as to the allocation of resources between Ministries suggests a 
stalemate. This apparent stalemate can hardly be a genuine 
consensus unless Ministries are willing to accept their budget­
ary allocation because they all feel sure it will be greater the 
next year. Yet it cannot be said that this apparent stalemate can 
be resolved by, say, broadening the expertise of departmental 
and Ministerial officials, or by a better legal specification of re­
lations between the top-level state and party agencies, for not 
enough is known to be able to analyse these political struggles 
in such detail. On the face of it, it does seem unlikely that such 
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changes by themselves would have a great impact on the 
conduct of Soviet politics. 

However, despite the lack of detailed evidence on the 
political struggles which are the condition of the transformation 
of the relations of production, one need not despair of analysing 
the effects of such struggles on the class structure. This is 
because the outcomes of those struggles are observable in terms 
of the actual policies. Thus the 1979 economic reform may have 
been an attempt to break the apparent stalemate over economic 
priorities. The priorities which are of concern in this book are 
not simply economic ones, in the narrow sense of the produc­
tion and physical distribution of goods and services, but also 
social priorities, in the sense of policies which affect the 
development of the relations of production. Of particular 
concern are the 'welfare' policies which affect the distribution of 
income, since this is an important component of any analysis of 
the class structure. For this reason, the next chapter will be 
concerned with public policy in the area designated loosely by 
what are termed 'social consumption funds'. These cover, for 
example, health, education, housing, pensions and various 
kinds of recreation, though not all aspects of the areas covered 
by the 'social consumption funds' will be dealt with. The 
examination of such policies may well further elucidate the 
state of play in and between the various arenas and agencies 
discussed in this chapter, but more importantly it should 
provide the means for analysing the forces at work on the 
contemporary class structure of the Soviet Union. 
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5 
Welfare and Consumption: 
Relations of Distribution 

Introduction 

It is impossible in one chapter to cover all aspects of welfare and 
forms of income. The education system, for example, will not be 
dealt with here, despite the fact that consumption of education 
resources could be considered a part of the real income of the 
Soviet population, and certainly constitutes a part of the social 
consumption funds for the purposes of the Soviet state budget. 
The areas which will be covered here will be housing, health 
and social security, all of which affect family budgets. These 
aspects of welfare and income are useful indications of living 
standards and show the effects of social policies. As indicated in 
the previous chapter, while there is very little direct evidence 
available on the course of political struggles, the operation of 
social policies can be treated as an outcome of struggle, indicat­
ing to some extent the 'state of play'. In addition, the operation 
of social policies can be considered as part of the process of 
struggle, since the implementation of policy can itself be 
thought of as a 'strategy of power', a means of affecting the 
balance of forces within the social formation. 

Thus social policies on welfare and consumption illuminate 
the political process and, since they form an important compo­
nent of relations of distribution, they are also vital to any under­
standing of relations of production and hence the nature of class 
relations in the Soviet Union. Furthermore, social policies 
on welfare and the associated patterns of consumption are 
important because, if socialist planning is not a matter of direct 
consciousness by society of its own needs and the willing of the 
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means to meet those needs, then a policy of 'to each according 
to his needs' requires a specification ofneeds. 1 The expenditure 
patterns of social consumption funds can only be effectively 
appraised in terms of the specification of needs and of the 
adequacy of the means employed to satisfy those needs. The 
specification of needs could take the forms of measurement of 
needs and/or the articulation of'perceived' needs by the agents 
'experiencing' the needs. Thus the specification of needs is 
partly a political process in the sense of a struggle by competing 
agencies to have their needs registered and hopefully satisfied 
(fully or partially). 

Any specification of needs, and thus of socially defined stan­
dards, immediately runs into the problem of the diversity of 
criteria of need. This is a problem which is likely to grow as both 
knowledge of social relations and the capacity to meet basic 
criteria grow.2 The diversity of criteria for the satisfaction of 
needs also generates the problem of the interrelations between 
various social and economic policies. Thus, for example, in the 
Soviet Union improved housing may reduce the demand for 
certain kinds of health care, particularly for hospitalisation of 
certain medical cases. 

Consequently, while the main aim of this chapter is to 
appraise the impact of the areas of social policy examined upon 
the real income of the Soviet population, it is necessary to 
examine the way in which the implementation of the various 
social policies is organised, and to treat the process of 
implementation as itself a political process. Nowhere is this 
clearer, perhaps, than in the first policy area to be discussed, 
namely, housing. 

Housing 

The diversity of criteria which can be pertinent to the appraisal 
of an area of social policy is clearly apparent to George and 
Manning: 

the development of housing under socialism involves issues 
which touch on the very core of the new society: the nature of 
the city and the country, and the relationship between them; 
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the nature of the family, property relations, architecture and 
the creative arts; and the pattern of economic investment. 3 

After a brief review of classical Marxist and early Bolshevik 
views on housing, they discuss historical developments which 
show the enormous difficulties faced by Soviet housing policy 
from its inception to the present day. 

The pre-revolutionary housing situation was appalling; even 
in Moscow and St Petersburg well over half the housing was 
wooden, and the average dwelling space for the urban 
population (around 7 square metres per capita) was so badly 
distributed that 70 per cent of single workers and nearly 50 per 
cent of married workers had only a corner of a room. Such 
conditions may well have been a vital factor in the demise of the 
Tsarist empire.4 Much of this housing was burned for fuel 
during the civil war, with the result that when the population 
started to return to the cities in the 1920s overcrowding 
remained acute, since building was outstripped by migration to 
the cities. Unplanned urbanisation between 1926 and 1939 set 
a world record: 'Rural to urban migration totalled 40 million: 
equivalent to the total for Europe between 1800 and 1940. '5 It is 
in this context that the Soviet internal passport system and the 
'infamously close liaison between house managers and police'6 

should be understood. 
To these difficulties should be added the damage caused by 

the 1941-5 war: 1710 cities and towns were destroyed, 
amounting to 6 million dwellings which had housed 25 million 
people. 7 Reconstruction began where possible during the war, 
and the fourth Five Year Plan ( 1946-50), while only 77 per cent 
fulfilled for housing, improved the average per capita space by 
half a metre over the 1940 level. Yet it must be remembered that 
around 20 million people had died in the war and that even then 
specifically urban space at this time was scarcer than before the 
war. Housing construction was boosted during the 1950s, when 
it exceeded planned levels for the first and only time in Soviet 
history. This is partly because plans suddenly became more 
ambitious in 1957, when a decree ordered an immediate 
increase of 100 per cent in the volume of new housing to be built 
during the Five Year Plan period 1956-60.8 This was more than 
fulfilled, and the amount of new housing has continued to rise. 
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However, while this represented a substantial increase in the 
house-building programme, housing has since steadily slipped 
back as a proportion of total investment, from about 20 per cent 
in the mid-1950s to about 15 per cent in the early 1970s. 

Furthermore, the quality of building workmanship has often 
been shoddy, and the planning of housing poor. The inade­
quacies in planning, particularly the poor co-ordination of 
industrial and urban growth, were officially recognised as early 
as 1960.9 The main problems in housing still seem to stem from 
the fact that 'planning and finance spring primarily from 
different sources', 10 in other words financing housing through 
industrial Ministries does not aid the local co-ordination of 
local services which the city soviet must attempt; in addition, 
as was noted in Chapter 3, it contributes to a rapid turnover in 
the labour force as people change jobs in order to get better 
housing. How far the latter problem will be alleviated by the 
measures (associated with the 1979 economic reform) to 
Improve housing and reduce labour turnover remains to be 
seen. 

Political aspects of housing provision 
It seems appropriate to turn now to the issue of the politics of 
Soviet housing, before discussing housing outcomes (the 
distribution of housing among the population) and their 
implications. According to George and Manning, as a result of 
conflicts between economic and social criteria, the supply of 
and access to housing is determined by two competing criteria­
need and economic incentive. 11 Yet they structure their 
examination of the contemporary housing situation into three 
aspects - demand, supply and finance - thus creating a 
distinction between need and demand. The distinction between 
(legitimate) need and demand seems to rest on a conception of 
need as emanating from the population, which is presumably 
structured in some way, giving rise to a variety of needs. 
Allocation on the basis oflegitimate need would then amount to 
the self-recognition by society of these needs and the supplying 
of the means to satisfy them. Where this process is blocked in 
some way, for example by competing government economic 
priorities, then they argue that it is 'more accurate to talk of 
demand rather than need as the general determinant of 



Welfare and Consumption 185 

supply'. 12 The reservation of need to a non-conflictual situation 
(as in a socialist utopia?) amounts to an effective denial of any 
relationship between a definition of need and a political process 
of struggle and accommodation between various agencies. Yet 
the analysis by George and Manning shows that demand and 
supply (of which finance is itself an aspect) are not purely 
technical or economic matters in the present-day Soviet Union. 
What they do not seem to appreciate is that neither can need be 
a purely technical or economic matter, and if that is so, then 
the distinction which they make between need and demand is 
pointless. 

The reason for my insisting on denying that George and 
Manning make any effective distinction between the concepts 
of need and demand (which is a comparatively minor problem 
in their otherwise highly useful discussion) is to prevent needs 
from being relegated to a non-conflictual (non-political) utopia 
and to subject the concept to a certain amount of critical 
scrutiny. Needs do not simply emanate from a population 
whose structure is transparent to observation but are always 
discursively registered. Thus there are no unproblematic 
'objective needs' since the 'recognition' of needs is a theoretical 
and political process. We have already seen that George and 
Manning also juxtapose need and economic incentive as two 
quite distinct criteria. However, the registration of need by a 
state agency depends not only on the expressed wants of other 
agents and on the specification of need (for example, so many 
square metres of housing space per capita) but on the aims of 
the registering state agency or of some higher agency. Thus 
what is registered as a need will be the outcome of a struggle in 
which various technical and overtly political arguments will be 
deployed. Thus, rather than treating incentives (whether 
material or moral) and need as distinct and competing criteria 
determining the supply of a social service such as housing, the 
analysis of the provision of social services should concentrate on 
the interrelation of need and incentive. That is, the analysis of 
need should not be conducted in terms of a depoliticised 
expression of the inherent characteristics of the population, but 
as the outcome of a process of reconciliation (however 
achieved) of diverse aims of various agencies, including the use 
of incentives to mobilise either the population at large or 
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various agencies within the social formation towards the 
achievement of'national' objectives. 

With these considerations in mind, it is possible to return to 
George and Manning's discussion of 'demand, supply and 
finance' of housing for information on the political processes 
involved in housing provision. They argue that 'ever since 
housing owned by industries was nationalised rather than 
municipalised after the Revolution, there has been conflict 
between industries and Soviets over the provision and control 
of housing and associated services'. 13 This conflict is built into 
the organisational and budgetary control which Ministries 
have over many city agencies, even those which are also subject 
to control by the city soviet: hence the problem is one of the 
predominance of industrial Ministries in a system of 'dual 
subordination'. The result is a failure of official attempts to 
control and predict the growth of large cities. The reasons for 
this conflict are as follows: 

First, city and non-city enterprises are only coordinated at a 
very high level. Second, at that level state planning 
responsible for city affairs continues to be divided between 
the State Planning Commission (Gosplan) for industrial 
production and the State Construction Committee 
(Gosstroi) for housing construction. Third, since industrial 
growth has been a major aim, this arrangement has enabled 
industrial Ministries to dominate urban development, 
particularly in newer industrial or smaller cities where 
soviets are dependent on one industry, or are 
administratively remote from the Republic level where 
major decisions can be made. In effect the demand for 
housing space where industries need workers tends to be met 
by industries themselves. However, the proper standard of 
such housing in terms of adequate space, services, location 
(particularly with respect to pollution) and maintenance 
cannot be easily enforced by the soviets. They are by 
comparison to industry financially weak, do not own the 
houses, and are politically weak with respect to controlling 
location. 14 

While preoccupied with different theoretical concerns than 
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George and Manning, Sternheimer provides evidence to 
support their argument at many points. 15 For example, in 
discussing the control by Gosplan and the Ministries over 
decisions made at local level, he points to examples such as that 
of Volgograd, where thirty-nine new enterprises were 
constructed in violation of the city's genplan (general 
municipal plan for a city's physical and economic develop­
ment), a state of affairs directly attributable to Ministerial 
pressure. 16 The most significant result of this preponderance of 
Ministerial power has been for the pattern of location of 
housing and in particular the growth oflarge cities. In matters 
of budgetary allocations, the rich and powerful are consistently 
the most well rewarded. 17 The reasons probably concern 
external economies of scale: in larger cities the infrastructure 
already exists, labour is more skilled, supply routes are shorter, 
and so on. 

Clearly, then, the provision of housing involves political 
processes which at least partially undercut official housing 
policy aims, and it is worth examining some of these processes 
in more detail, the better to understand the outcomes in terms 
of actual housing provision. Leaving aside the private and co­
operative housing sectors, which will be dealt with later, state 
housing is allocated on the basis of a waiting-list, rather like 
British council housing. According to George and Manning: 

an applicant to get on the waiting list must demonstrate 
sufficient need in terms of existing space, amenities, state of 
health and so on. Subsequently, people are actually housed 
from the waiting list in order of original acceptance. 
However, this system is modified in several important ways ... 
In general these advantaged groups include either those with 
exceptional needs (the ill, large families, and so on) or those 
politically favoured (specialists, the military, those who do 
'socially useful activity') .18 

Yet they accept the argument that too much should not be 
made of these housing privileges, which are in many cases 
small. The conclusion that one can draw is that the political 
distribution of means of consumption can and usually does 
leave scope for those with greater political influence to affect the 
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distribution process. For this reason, rationing is not necessarily 
better than a market distribution of means of consumption in 
terms of its economic and political effects, unless, say, the 
distribution is subject to public participation which closes off or 
diminishes such scope for political influence. It should be borne 
in mind, however, that such public participation may be as 
technically easy to effect in the case of supervised (planned and 
monitored) market distribution of the means of consumption. 
If, as I have argued elsewhere, 19 the conditions of commodity 
exchange have an important influence on its social effects, then 
there is no a priori reason to treat 'the commodity form' as 
having certain essential effects, and in certain circumstances it 
may well be politically preferable to rationing or some other 
administrative means of 'distribution according to need'. 

The specific administrative framework for 'distribution 
according to needs' (as modified by criteria of economic 
incentive) has important effects on the outcome of the various 
conflicting pressures, though these effects are not unitary 
throughout the social formation, precisely because the housing 
decisions are the outcome of struggle, and the various agencies 
involved in this arena have diverse relations with one another in 
different localities. This is a point noted by Sternheimer20 and 
by George and Manning, who point to the willingness of the 
leadership to engage in organisational 'experiments' and to the 
lack of clear specification of the relationships between various 
agencies. 21 The result is 

that their relative strength varies considerably from one area 
to another and confused jurisdiction is common: a decision 
may have to meet the interests of the local soviet, the housing 
office, the house committee, the party, a trade union and so 
on. There is 'widespread dependence on personal relations' 
and in many respects the outcome is the same as for higher 
level conflicts between soviets and enterprises - political 
ideals are compromised. 22 

Some housing agencies are not subject to dual subordination, 
and are therefore the ones most likely to enhance local control 
and public participation in the implementation of housing 
policy. However, their effectiveness is seriously diminished for 
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a variety of reasons. The key body in the local housing arena is 
the housing office, within which the technical inspector is the 
most important single agent. He is broadly responsible for 
managing the housing stock, access, and so on. However, the 
general level of training and efficiency at this level is poor, 
according to George and Manning, and since Khrushchev's 
time voluntary administrative bodies have been encouraged 
both to improve housing management and to generate greater 
public participation in government: 'In the event they came to 
be used far more as free labour than as a form of political 
representation.m Attempts have been made to get the House 
Committee (Domkom) to control the housing office but, like 
attempts to strengthen the city soviet itself, they have made 
little headway. 

The weak position of the city soviets and of public partici­
pation is clear from the following points drawn from 
Sternheimer, and from George and Manning. There is no local 
fiscal control, since city and county budgets combined are only 
a small proportion of the total state budget (around 14 per cent 
in 1970, at a time when the urban population was around 56 per 
cent), and local taxes cannot be levied (since 1959 when the 
enterprise building tax was abolished). The mechanisms for 
ensuring local responsiveness do not work very well: there is a 
high turnover of deputies on local soviets, which militates 
against the development of expertise in dealing with the various 
agencies; the duties oflocal administrators exceed their powers; 
the attitudes of local administrators can be seen from the 
finding that 82 per cent of them believed that they took account 
of public opinion in reaching their decisions (and surprisingly 
in view of complaints about housing, 62 per cent of the 
population agreed with them); the administrative mechanisms 
for ensuring accountability of officials work poorly. 24 If housing 
were really controlled locally, then it would be difficult to 
explain the chronic under-investment in services associated 
with housing, particularly sewerage. Yet there is a degree of 
local co-ordination, as Sternheimer points out, with the party 
playing a fairly rational urban management role25 without 
which Soviet urban administration would not work as well as it 
has through what has been and will continue to be a very rapid 
process of urbanisation. However, to say that there is some 
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local co-ordination of decisions which has mitigated the effects 
of some of the Ministerial agencies' pursuit of their own specific 
aims is not to say that the current situation of the city soviets is 
satisfactory. There is a clear need in my view to incorporate 
cities in a more politically effective way than hitherto. The 
removal of housing from the control of Ministries and 
enterprises would make public participation in the 
implementation of housing policy a much more effective affair. 
As it is, George and Manning are probably correct when they 
argue that 'the existence of a private sector in housing including 
individual, collective farms and cooperative building, and a 
small market in subletting, has provided the most direct form of 
"participation" in housing for many Soviet citizens'. 26 It 
therefore seems appropriate to turn to these sectors of housing 
provision. 

Bearing in mind earlier remarks about the effects of adminis­
trative and commodity distribution of means of consumption, it 
should be pointed out that current forms of non-state housing 
provisions are varied: 'Housing in the Soviet Union stands 
apart from the other social services in that around 50 per cent of 
existing stock is privately owned (including a small proportion 
of cooperative flats which are effectively owned on mortgage 
from the state~, and one-third of new housing built is private or 
cooperative.' 2 However, the private and co-operative sectors 
should not be treated exclusively as 'bastions of privilege'. It is 
certainly true that in the early 1970s a co-operative flat cost 
about six times the average wage to buy, and a 40 per cent 
deposit was required. However, this is not the most privileged 
sector of housing provision, since official provision ofhousing at 
low rent for the politically privileged is the most favourable 
form of access to housing, and, as we shall see later, the co­
operative sector faces considerable planning obstacles which 
reduce its attractiveness as an option. Furthermore, with 
regard to other private forms of housing, rural private housing 
is often the only form available and frequently lacks basic 
amenities. State housing is generally of better quality and is 
heavily subsidised. 

The inadequacies in housing provision are to some extent 
made good by the private and co-operative sectors. It is 
perhaps easy to argue that it would be preferable if these 
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inadequacies were rather eradicated by increased investment, 
better planning and by the dissociation of housing from 
industrial Ministries, so that city soviets were directly 
responsible for urban housing. However, this is easier said than 
done, since, as George and Manning point out: 

the determinants of the supply of housing are divided 
amongst different (and in some respects competing) bodies. 
In general, there has been a close shaping of housing policy 
by economic policy, although the detailed realisation of this 
is in fact a quite complex political process. Consequently, 
political initiatives to affect the organisation and supply of 
housing have often been frustrated, or at least distorted in 
their implementation. 28 

Thus the political processes involved in providing access to a 
major means of consumption (that is, the political processes 
involved in some of the relations of distribution) have their own 
effectivity which, among other things, reduces their 
amenability to any democratic pressure for greater public 
participation. This raises the question which will be the main 
concern of the next section: namely, what are the effects of these 
processes in terms of actual housing outcomes and their social 
consequences? 

The social distribution of housing 
Perhaps the most striking outcome of the competition between 
Ministries to build their 'own' housing, and their consequent 
refusal to be constrained by the existing plans of city soviets, 
has been the inordinately high proportion of housing 
investment (around half the annual housing investment) which 
is 'spent on repairing old buildings and constructing new 
buildings to replace habitable space demolished in redevelop­
ment schemes'. 29 While Jacobs does not mention it, the repair 
problems (and internal decoration problems) lead to a 
flourishing black market, or rather 'grey' market, to use 
Katsenelinboigen's terms. 30 Jacobs gives an excellent account 
of the reasons for the poor state ofrepair of Soviet housing: 
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The emphasis on quantity of housing and the planner's 
obsession with cutting production costs are partially 
responsible for the low quality of Soviet housing. By trying to 
cut costs on capital repairs (during the period 1966 to 1969, 
115 million roubles allocated for capital repairs was not 
used), the local authorities are actually shortening the life of 
their housing. Poor construction, followed by poor mainten­
ance and repair, leads to premature decay of the buildings 
and might helr explain the high rate of attrition of Soviet 

b h . 31 ur an ousmg. 

The effects on quality of rushing to fulfil the plan by the end of 
the annual plan period, so well known in industry, are also 
evident in the housing sector. 

In the light of these phenomena, one can appraise the quality 
of Soviet housing. Between 1961 and 1971, I 0 per cent of the 
living area constructed lacked the three basic amenities of 
running water, sewerage and central heating: 'In 1970, only 77 
per cent of Soviet urban dwellings in the public sector had 
running water, while only 74 per cent had sewerage and 72 per 
cent had central heating. ' 32 These figures take no account of 
privately owned housing, which in 1970 accounted for about 30 
per cent of the urban housing stock, and in which standards of 
amenities fall very far below public-sector standards. The 
expense of installing the amenities is probably the limiting 
factor here, since most of this housing is on a city's outskirts, 
which anyway tend to be less well provided with amenities. In 
small towns the standard of amenities in public housing is 
appreciably worse than in larger cities, and since there is pro­
portionately more private housing in small towns presumably 
the standard of amenities there is abysmally low.Jacobs claims 
that in the public sector the list of building and design faults, 
and problems of planning and management, resulting in the 
poor quality of Soviet housin~ and the low standards of 
amenities, could go on for pages. 3 Thus, while recent improve­
ments in design and construction have substantially improved 
the quality of Soviet housing, particularly compared with the 
late 1950s, there is in jacobs's view no other industrial country 
with housing conditions as bad as in the USSR. 

Apart from regional and rural-urban differences in housing, 
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the major difference in the social distribution of housing is 
between the state, private and co-operative sectors. It has 
already been argued that the private and co-operative sectors 
are not necessarily 'bastions of privilege', and it should be clear 
from the above discussion on the quality of housing why this is 
the case with most private housing, which is either rural, 
located in small towns or located on the outskirts oflarger cities. 
However, the co-operative sector is clearly an option for higher 
income groups, and while amenities are clearly better than in 
much private housing, various obstacles are placed in the way 
of prospective co-operative members, 'seemingly in an attempt 
to avoid a scramble for places on waiting lists, which can 
sometimes have backlogs of six years or more'. 34 In terms of 
various indices (absolute space or the percentage of public­
sector construction) co-operative construction has gone down 
since the mid-1960s to the early 1970s. 

Thus official enthusiasm for co-operatives seems to be 
waning, according to Jacobs, which is in contrast to the 
impression given by George and Manning. One reason may be 
that some housing co-operatives are fairly privileged, and in 
catering for middle and upper income groups, housing co­
operatives threaten the homogeneity of Soviet society. 
Certainly planners seem to have been at pains to mix the co­
operativt's in with state housing and to limit the extent of co­
operative housing, and while the personal expenditure involved 
did limit the purchasing power of the upper income groups 
Jacobs suggests that 'it may be that the availability of cars has 
now been able to do the same thing, at less cost in effort and 
materials of the state'. 35 

Private housebuilding in cities is discouraged, and in the 
capitals of the various constituent Republics and in most major 
cities no land or credits have been granted since 1962.just as in 
the state and co-operative sectors, there are relatively 
privileged housing groups, so there are such groups in the 
private sector, mostly in the case of dachas owned by city­
dwellers, but the general picture is that shortages of material 
and finance, coupled with a lack of official sympathy for private 
housebuilding, account for the poor condition of private 
housing. 
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Effects on the distribution ofincome 
The average Soviet family (as opposed to the poorer than 
average family) spends 4 or 5 per cent of total family income on 
rent alone, compared with around II per cent in the USA or 
7 per cent in the United Kingdom. While it is possible to sublet 
in the USSR, this cannot be done systematically in a way that 
creates a source of unearned income. Consequently the 
subsidised nature of Soviet state housing, which is paid for from 
taxation (mostly turnover tax, i.e. in the form of higher prices 
for consumer goods and services), means that the effect of 
Soviet housing policy on the distribution of income is probably 
on the whole fairly egalitarian. 36 

Health 

As in the case of housing, it is difficult to understand the Soviet 
health service without an appreciation of its historical 
development, and this will be briefly discussed here. 37 In July 
I918, the world's first health ministry was established, 
preceding the UK Ministry of Health (established in I9I9): 
this was the People's Commissariat ofHealth of the RSFSR. A 
Medical Workers' Union (for all medical workers including 
doctors) was set up in 1919. For rural health services, despite 
initial unwillingness to use 'second-class doctors', the 
Bolsheviks relied to some extent on 'feldshers' (from the 
German for 'army surgeon') who were (and are) not as highly 
qualified as doctors. However, even today feldshers do not 'fill 
the gaps' generated by lack of doctors. While there are still 
considerable problems in persuading doctors to live in rural 
areas, the feldshers do not predominate in areas where doctors 
are lacking. Rather, there is a 'positive association' between the 
distribution of rural doctors and feldshers, suggesting that the 
latter at times function as medical auxiliaries to the doctors. 

Once the epidemics associated with the civil war were 
overcome, prophylaxis (preventive medicine) re-emerged as a 
key concern in I924. With the introduction of the New 
Economic Policy, there was a limited resurgence of private 
practice, doctors having to choose complete public or private 
work. Despite 'penal' taxation of private practice, there are still 
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a few private polyclinics in the Soviet Union, but no private 
hospitals and no system of'pay-beds.' Related to the First Five 
Year Plan, the health services were explicitly directed to give 
priority to the industrial health service. The use of health posts 
in industrial enterprises now became the first priority, and with 
the increase in women at work a special health service section 
was developed for women and children. There was also a 
branch set up to plan and organise the sanitation of the rapidly 
growing urban areas, and medical training was taken out of the 
universities, the number of years of study being reduced to four, 
in conjunction with the rapid growth of medical research 
institutes. 

Collective farms were made largely responsible for their own 
health care, though there were medical 'flying squads' to deal 
with epidemics, and the number of rural hospital beds dou):>led 
during the First Five Year Plan. However, the general result of 
the emphasis on industry was the neglect of rural health. At the 
same time, women were encouraged to become doctors, and 
75 per cent of doctors were women by 1934. The 1936 
Constitution included the right to free health care and 
established an All-Union Ministry of Health. This completed 
the development of the central administration of medicine and 
the process ofpolitica1 subordination of the medical profession. 
The tripartite division into industrial health, women and 
children, and urban sanitation, coupled with the absence of 
effective worker or public participation, led to the way being 
opened to increasing academic and technical dominance, and 
to the influencce of the hospital. According to George and 
Manning, 38 this trend was confirmed when in 194 7 polyclinics 
and in 1956 sanitary-epidemiological (public health) stations 
came under hospital control. One might add that, related to 
this academic and technical predominance, as in the West, is 
the absence of women doctors from senior administrative and 
research posts. It is noticeable that now, as the prestige and pay 
of the medical profession is being increased, half of those 
studying to become doctors are men, though this has not yet 
worked its way through into the profession itself, where women 
still form 70 per cent of practising doctors. 

The rapid pre-war expansion and modernisation of the 
health services made a substantial contribution to the war 
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effort, and in many ways this seemed to confirm the general 
Soviet approach to health. In 1954 for the first time since 
collectivisation the farmer benefited from occupational 
priority. 39 Since then the trends have been towards greater 
rural-urban equality in provision (to the point where rural 
areas have more pharmacies per head than urban areas), 
greater emphasis on hospitals (especially bigger ones, where 
economies of scale and greater medical specialisation are 
possible) and a deliberate emphasis on 'professionalising' the 
medical profession. The latter includes a professional oath on 
graduation and limitations on the practice of medicine by those 
without special training. 

The general effect of these developments and the expansion 
of the Soviet health service has been to alter the patterns of 
morbidity to those more typical of high-income countries with 
low infant mortality, with the emphasis shifting towards 
diseases of middle and old age, particularly lung cancer, cardio­
vascular disease and mental ill health. 40 The demographic 
trends are towards an ageing population, with the size of the 
cohorts entering old age rising rapidly after 1980. While exact 
figures on morbidity and mortality are rather scarce, it does 
seem as if there is a greater problem than in Britain with some 
infectious diseases, particularly in the warmer southern parts 
of the USSR. There also seems to be greater provision for the 
treatment of tuberculosis than is the case in Britain. 

Health politics: administration, finance and policy 
As Kaser points out, 'The absence of extensive morbidity series 
precludes judgement on the appropriateness of the Soviet 
medical service to meet the demands on it. '41 The development 
of medical personnel differs markedly from that in the West 
and, being labour-intensive, may appear wasteful, but this may 
not be the case given Soviet standards of nutrition and housing. 
The process of planning the deployment of personnel and 
equipment is related to the medical statistics coming in to the 
Ministry of Health from hospitals, dispensaries and mass 
screening, with the latter giving an indication of the extent of 
otherwise undiagnosed illness. Thus registered needs are partly 
generated by the administrative practices of the health 
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serviceY For this reason it is important to understand the 
administrative structure of the health service. While the Soviet 
health service is often described as highly centralised, it is less 
so than it might at first appear. Certainly, in December 1969, a 
new Public Health Act was passed by the Supreme Soviet, 
aiming at eliminating variations in medical practice and in the 
interpretation of regulations/3 but it did not eliminate the 
departmental structure of the health service. Other Ministries 
and corresponding organisations can run their 'own' health 
services, with permission from the Council of Ministers, the 
most substantial being provided by the Ministries of 
Transport, Civil Aviation, Defence and Internal Affairs.44 The 
USSR Ministry ofHealth is given the function of co-ordinating 
their services. 

Institutions directly responsible for the delivery of health 
care are divided into three sectors: namely, general clinical and 
industrial medicine, maternity and child care, and public 
health. Despite the reduced emphasis on 'the industrial 
principle' since 195 7, such a division of labour seems clearly 
designed to meet industrial needs: the first sector for 
maintaining a productive labour force, the second for repro­
ducing the labour force efficiently, and the third to prevent 
illness from reducing the labour supply. Thus there is still scope 
for strong conflicting pressures on the doctor to meet both the 
needs of the patient and those of industry. A high degree of 
specialisation, so frequently reported in discussions of the 
division of labour in the Soviet Union, seems evident in the 
health services as well. Thus there is a variety ofhealth institu­
tions whose activities overlap, with poor co-ordination. 

At the district level, the chief physician, as head of the district 
hospital, co-ordinates polyclinics, dispensaries and public and 
industrial health services. At the regional level, the chief 
medical officer is responsible for all medical services. The result 
is often that many primary-level physicians feel that they are 
merely referral agents for a hospital-dominated set of 
institutions at the district level. At the regional level, the 
dominance of academic medicine continues, with a prolifera­
tion of specialities that promote excessively compartmentalised 
activity and a blinkered perception of the patient. These 
complaints are also familiar in Britain. Thus 'the articulation 
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and impact of popular demand has been weak in the face of 
political constraints on resource allocation and the planning 
process'.45 It therefore seems appropriate to examine, first, the 
planning process, and second, the methods of financing the 
health service. 

Health planning 
While the agencies involved in the process of elaborating the 
annual health plan (and integrating it to the annual economic 
plan) are clear from Popov's account,46 it is not clear which 
techniques or methods of planning predominate. It seems that 
the balance method, the method of ratios and proportions, and 
the establishment of norms and standards, are the main 
planning methods. That is, the material and labour balance 
methods are used, as in the rest of the economic plan, while 
ratios and proportions, and norms and standards, are used to 
establish targets for the plan. Thus 'a standard ratio of medical 
facilities to population size is of great importance in planning 
the development of the health services'. 47 Presumably this 
technique of ratios and proportions is used to relate the growth 
of facilities to demographic trends, and in that sense to fit 
services to expected medical need, but on the whole it seems to 
be the 'supply side' which is emphasised. In other words, it 
seems to be the delivery of services that is the main criterion in 
the establishment of requirements. 

However, while there may be a certain amount of over­
emphasis in the planning process on increasing the delivery of 
health care, it would be misleading to imply that there was no 
attempt to relate health-care provision to need. Popov 
distinguishes between 'health norms' and 'health standards'.48 

He defines the former as 'scientifically established indices of 
environmental conditions and of the medical care required by 
the community or by various population groups, as well ~s of 
the utilisation of facilities', whereas the latter are defined as 
'indices relating to the resources required to meet the needs 
specified by the norms, i.e. indices relating to the public health 
facilities and the availability of medical care'. To put it crudely, 
'norms' refer to needs (including needs as indicated by use of 
existing facilities) whereas 'standards' refer to the resources 
required to meet those needs. There are 300 such indices, and a 
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substantial proportion of them could be counted as 'norms'. 
This sophistication of the Ministry of Health's definition and 
registering of need cannot be discounted in any senous 
appraisal of the social effects of the health service. 

Health finance 
The implementation of the health plans is of course dependent 
on adequate finance, which comes mainly from the social 
consumption funds, of which they form nearly 20 per cent (or 4 
per cent of the net material product). In addition, a further 
1 per cent of the net material product (NMP) is spent by state 
enterprises, trade unions and collective farms, with a small 
contribution from social insurance funds and private 
payments. Soviet data on the comfosition ofhealth finance are 
scarce, according to Kaser. 4 Government finance is 
predominantly channelled through the Ministry ofHealth, and 
apart from social insurance the other main source of finance is 
from the socialised enterprises' operating budgets or profits. In 
the case of collective farm hospitals, for example, the collective 
farm provides the building, heating, cleaning, etc., while the 
Ministry of Health supplies the medically qualified personnel. 
Roughly one-sixth ofhealth care is provided in this way. Profits 
can be used for resort stays at spas, or in holiday areas, with an 
enterprise or trade union sometimes building its own facilities 
in such areas. Such practices resulted partly from the takeover 
of spas after the Revolution, and partly from the housing 
problems ofthe cities. 5° 

At the level of regional health facilities, salaries take over 
50 per cent of the budget, food about I 0 per cent and medicines 
about 8 per cent. Medicines are charged for, except when 
provided in hospital. Free medicines constitute around 70 per 
cent of all medicine, but there is no sign of implementing the 
official policy of phasing out such charges. In addition, there is 
private payment for care (both legal and illegal payment). 
There are a few 'paying polyclinics', and those which exist are 
administered and financed by the local authority like any free 
facility. The payments which are not legally sanctioned are the 
unofficial fees for 'tipping' ordinary medical staff, but this is so 
general that a scale of rates has been set out by various 
commentators on Soviet health. 51 
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One result of the forms of organisation and finance of the 
Soviet health service has been that it has been provided in a 
remarkably inexpensive manner. This has continued to be the 
case despite the fact that the number of doctors increased by 
85 per cent between 1960 and 1974, so that the Soviet Union 
provides over twice as many doctors per head of the population 
as Britain, and despite the fact that, administratively speaking, 
hospitals predominate. One reason for this is that since the late 
1920s real incomes in general have doubled, whereas the 
incomes of health staff have only increased by hal( In addition, 
there has been a 'sparing use of capital'52 both in terms of 
ancillary equipment and in terms ofhospital construction; part 
of the saving in terms of hospital construction has been 
achieved by standardising hospital buildings over very long 
periods, so that those built recently are generally indistinguish­
able from those which are much older. Furthermore, careful 
planning seems to have increased the occupancy rates for 
hospital beds, i.e. it has decreased the time during which beds 
are empty, thereby making further use of available facilities. 
This may partly account for the increase in treatment of rural 
patients in urban hospitals. Finally, some 80 per cent of 
patients receive their entire treatment in out-patient establish­
ments. 53 Such considerations should not be forgotten when 
claims are made that Soviet health care is wasteful. 

Soviet health policy 
Following this discussion of the administration and finance of 
Soviet health, it is now possible to assess the priorities of Soviet 
health provision and their relation to need, despite the lack of 
evidence on patterns of morbidity. In other words, it is now 
possible to assess Soviet health policy. While it is clear that in 
the past industrial provision took precedence over other 
aspects, and urban provision took precedence over rural 
provision, this now happens despite rather than because of 
official policy. The attempts to reduce overlap in provision by 
different institutions (especially primary-care institutions as 
opposed to hospitals) and the attempts to equalise urban-rural 
provision have had the effect of reducing such stark differences 
in priority as previously existed. Priorities are now of course 
partly related to demographic and morbidity trends. While the 
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USSR has had a low dependency ratio- the ratio of (i)-those 
too young or old to work to (ii) - the economically active 
population- this is now disappearing. As indicated earlier, the 
morbidity patterns are similar to Western Europe or the USA, 
with a residual problem of infectious disease. However, these 
determinants of medical priority are affected by others: the 
provision of doctors has generated a demand for home visits 
(despite the official preference for hospitalisation), the 
provision of polyclinics and dispensaries has generated a 
demand for specialist hospital services, and the provision of 
mass screening has generated need in the form of otherwise 
undetected illness. 54 It is intended to extend this screening to 
the entire population. One effect of this would be to equalise to 
some extent the relative emphasis on prevention and on cure. 
Despite the official aim ofkeeping prevention as a high priority, 
it has tended to take second place to cure as a form of health 
care. 

Apart from prevention, the other early Bolshevik ideals for 
the health service were that it should be comprehensive, 
involving workers' participation, universal, free, and state­
provided.55 These form convenient headings for the discussion 
of contemporary Soviet health policy. As George and Manning 
point out, the notion of comprehensive health care is difficult to 
circumscribe, since it depends on the current state of 
knowledge. For that reason it tends to be left to professional 
judgement, which is powerfully influenced by economic and 
political constraints. The encouragement by the Ministry of 
Health of autonomous specialisation and technical develop­
ment, and the increasing 'professionalisation' of the medical 
personnel (despite the lack ofindependent political status of the 
medical profession) have led to an emphasis on high­
technology medicine concerned with acute life-threatening 
disorders such as cancer and heart disease. 

Health and democracy 
Although these diseases are of growing importance in an ageing 
population, this emphasis may not correspond very closely to 
the main patterns of morbidity (mental illness, bronchitis, 
influenza and back injuries), which suggests that the impact of 
workers' participation, or indeed of any public participation, is 
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weak. The mechanisms of participation are, first, the public 
health commissions, which exist at all levels from the Supreme 
Soviet to the district soviets. These seem to defer to technical 
expertise. Second, trade unions monitor industrial safety, but 
the effectiveness of this varies with the enterprise. They do, 
however, encourage physical exercise and the use of health 
resorts. Third, patients and the CP can use the press for quite 
severe criticisms of aspects of health care or even of individual 
doctors. 56 Fourth, there are popular movements, as well as 
organisations such as the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
societies, with 80 million members. Despite these mechanisms 
of participation, George and Manning argue that they are 
outweighed by the specialisation of medicine and the central­
isation of management, which is difficult to reconcile with real 
popular and mass participation. 

Without wishing to contradict totally arguments for a de­
emphasis of professionalism and expertise, such arguments in 
favour of a more democratic health service need to be made 
very carefully. It is by no means easy to democratise a largely 
state-provided health service and prevent the individual from 
becoming a passive recipient and consumer of health care. The 
reason is the obvious one that state provision of health care 
requires the establishment of standards of health care for the 
population if there is to be any attempt at uniformity and 
universality of provision. Among other things, this requires the 
certification of various kinds of medical personnel as competent 
to deploy certain health-care skills, since otherwise there would 
be no way of ascertaining whether provision was uniform or 
universal, or how far short of these aims the health service was. 
In the absence of market pressure by the consumers on the 
medical practitioners (although, as we have seen, this is by no 
means completely absent in the Soviet Union), democratic 
pressure by the laity on those certified as competent requires a 
considerable cultural improvement ( acquisition of skills) by the 
population at large and the dissemination ofknowledge about 
the changing social distribution of health needs and health 
provision. It must be remembered that knowledge about the 
social distribution of health needs and provision largely 
depends on the collection of statistics by the very medical 
personnel or agencies who are going to be subject to democratic 
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scrutiny. While there does appear to be an overemphasis on 
high prestige, high-technology medicine in some parts of the 
Soviet health service, the de-emphasis of professional expertise 
cannot be carried to the point where treatment cannot be 
competently undertaken or where adequate statistics cannot be 
compiled. Soviet doctors currently spend a great deal of time on 
paperwork, but presumably at least some of this is necessary for 
adequate health planning. Consequently democratisation 
would probably involve changing medical training to promote 
the encouragement by medical personnel of the active involve­
ment of lay personnel, a greater dissemination of medical 
knowledge among the population, and a greater emphasis on 
prevention. 

Access to health care 
To return to the discussion of the early Bolshevik ideals for the 
health service, three ideals have not yet been mentioned: 
namely, that it should be universal, state-provided and free. 
The concern with universal coverage of the population clearly 
concerns the problem of the distribution of services and of 
access to health care (access to an important means of 
consumption). There are various different categories of the 
population which could form the basis of differential criteria of 
access. Those discussed by George and Manning are social 
class, geographical location, age, sex and illness type. 57 With 
regard to social class, the 'closed-access' facilities available to 
personnel in certain Ministries, certain occupational groups or 
to certain party members could be regarded as associated with 
the process of class formation. More clearly the small private 
market and the much more widespread practice of 'tipping' 
must disadvantage the poor, though George and Manning do 
not point out that most of this 'tipping' is connected to hospital, 
home, dental or other specialist treatment, whereas 80 per cent 
of patients are treated entirely as out-patients. However, this 
merely enables one to gauge the extent of the advantage 
associated with monetary payments, it does not eliminate the 
fact of such advantage. To some extent, this may be offset by the 
additional health care which workers (including women 
workers) receive at their place of work - a service which is 
sometimes markedly superior to general medicine. As indicated 
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earlier, geographical inequality is a more serious matter, and is 
not helped by the distribution offeldshers, but is mitigated by 
urban treatment of rural patients. With regard to age, all 
children are regularly screened and are dealt with under the 
specialist maternity and child-care services, whereas the old 
lose access to industrial polyclinics, so are thus disadvantaged. 
This disadvantage of the old is partly offset by measures to re­
employ pensioners, 58 which both maintains their eligibility for 
industrial health care and reduces the incidence of ill-health 
among pensioners. It will be further offset, probably, by the 
increased attention to geriatric care as the proportion of the 
population beyond normal retirement age increases. The 
relative advantage of children is partly offset by the higher birth 
rate in rural areas, where health-care facilities are scarcer. The 
influence of sex is less likely to disadvantage Soviet women, 
since so many doctors (especially in primary care) are 
themselves women. The influence of type of illness on access to 
health care is hard to determine. George and Manning argue 
that its assessment requires some measure of equivalence 
between qualitatively different needs such that one can decide 
that, for example, mental-illness needs are as well served as 
heart-disease needs. This example is interesting since, in their 
criticism of excessive technical and academic orientations in 
the Soviet health service policy, they appeared to be arguing as 
if they had some such measure of equivalence. At least some 
such claim is implicit in their arguments as to what kind of 
medical care to develop, though to be fair, they realise that this 
is not an easy issue, and they are merely advocating a change in 
emphasis among the various priorities (a change which I 
support, despite my remarks about the need for great care in 
this area). The priorities they regard as compromising the ideal 
of universal coverage are those in favour of certain 'elite' 
members, workers, the young, and acute life-threatening 
illnesses, such as heart disease or cancer. 

The ideal that the service should be uniform and state­
provided has effectively been covered when discussing 
democratisation and participation. The main limitations on 
this ideal are almost the same as those concerning whether the 
service should be free, namely the formal and informal private 
sectors, which have also already been discussed. The fact that 
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the health service is predominantly state-provided and free 
guarantees a minimum level of professional care, on which 
minimum level the lower income groups are more dependent 
than the higher ones, 59 so the overall effect of the Soviet health 
service on the distribution of income is probably to redistribute 
it to the lower income groups of the population, despite the 
privileged sectors of the health service. 

Soviet health: conclusion 
To conclude this discussion of the Soviet health service, one 
could say that the early Bolshevik ideals have only been 
partially realised, and that there are various grounds for 
criticism, such as the provision of private health care or 'closed­
access' facilities for the privileged, and the political use of 
psychiatric hospitals. Whether one criticises the academic 
production of high-technology medicine with little public 
participation in policy decisions60 or praises the strategic role of 
the physician in directing and administering the health service61 

must remain a matter of continuing debate. Other short­
comings include lack of choice of 'polyclinic facilities, bureau­
cratic rigidities, overlapping of services and their 
fragmentation for the care of different members of a family, and 
the time wastage by physicians on routine clerical duties which 
could be performed by others'.62 These must be balanced 
against such positive features as general availability and 
accessibility of the health services, 'planning towards definite 
goals, very high ratios of medical personnel and hospital beds 
per 10 000 of the population, the provision of an educational 
ladder from para-medical to medical education, refresher 
courses for doctors [and] excellent mid-wifery'. 63 Overall, one 
must agree with George and Manning that the Soviet health 
service is one of the most technically adequate in the world 
(from what they consider to be a narrow perspective) and one of 
h . 1 . d64 t e mostjust y orgamse . 

Social Security 

In the case of health it is clear that whatever the problems of 
lack of participation, health care does work to some extent on a 
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basis of need (admittedly defined in a way that reflects the 
concerns of the medical profession itself, as well as the party 
and Ministry pressures which are responsible for a small 
privileged health-care sector). It is thus possible to appraise 
health planning in terms of health outcomes (patterns of 
morbidity) despite the limitations due to the scarcity of 
published morbidity data. The use of mass screening, poly­
clinics, dispensaries and health posts means that, despite an 
emphasis on the quantitative 'supply side' in medical services 
(so many hospital beds, etc.), the provision of health care is 
related to need. It is not so clear that this is the case with social 
security because, as we shall see, for some forms of social 
security there is no set of mechanisms for the registration of 
need equivalent to the health-screening and recording 
procedures just mentioned. Rather, it seems to be assumed that 
the workings of other policies in the Soviet Union simply 
eradicate certain kinds of social security need (for example, the 
need for unemployment benefits). 

To see why this is the case, a brief historical review of social 
security in the Soviet Union is necessary. Because the 
Bolsheviks had used the inadequate social security provision 
before the Revolution as a major target for their criticisms of 
Tsarism, they had little alternative but to attempt a compre­
hensive system of social insurance afterwards. However, 
despite various modifications, the policy was too ambitious to 
be properly implemented until economic conditions improved 
under the NEP.65 State insurance coverage for wage-earners 
increased from 5.5 million people in 1924 to 10.8 million in 
1928. Old-age pensions were also introduced in 1928, for men 
aged 60 and women aged 55. Life expectancy in 1928 was 44, 
whereas it is 70 today, but retirement ages remain the same. 
The result is that old age and disability pensions combined 
were around 73 per cent of all social security expenditures in the 
period 1960-72.66 

Following the First Five Year Plan, social insurance benefits 
became subservient to the drive towards industrialisation. 
Social insurance was consequently designed, first, to increase 
the supply oflabour; second, to increase labour discipline; and 
third, to give more favourable treatment to workers in high­
priority industries. Included in the measures to increase the 
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labour supply was the abolition of unemployment benefit in 
1930, but in 1938 the length of maternity benefits was reduced 
from sixteen to nine weeks. Pensioners were encouraged to stay 
on at work, by allowing them to keep part (and, from 1938, all) 
of their pension in addition to their earnings from work. Labour 
discipline was favoured by gradually making benefits 
dependent on length of uninterrupted employment. Industrial 
priorities were reinforced by ease of qualification for benefits, or 
by higher benefits and more generally favourable treatment for 
workers in industries central to plan fulfilment or in hazardous 
or underground employment. Such priorities were easier to 
implement when the administration of these funds were 
transferred in the early 1930s from government departments to 
the trade unions. Trade-union members were paid higher 
sickness benefits than other workers. Apart from changes 
concerning maternity benefits and the employment of 
pensioners, the social security system has not changed a great 
deal since the 1930s, and its administrative structure has 
remained the same. 

The main change in the 1930s was an increase in the number 
of people covered, from 10.8 million in 1928 to 31.2 million in 
1940, a small part of which was the provision of old-age 
pensions for salaried workers as well as manual workers. 
Collective farmers were still forced to rely on inadequate 
mutual aid societies, but the industrial social security system 
was now quite effective, in contrast to the early 1920s, which 
saw a progressive ideology combined with a lack of resources to 
implement the progressive ideas. In the 1940s the main change 
was the 1944 extension of family allowances, originally 
introduced in 1936. Family allowances have not changed much 
since then, and seem to set rather strict conditions of eligibility 
by contemporary Western standards, being designed to 
increase the birth rate yet not discourage women from working. 

Following the death of Stalin, there was a substantial 
improvement in social security provision with the State Pension 
Law of 1956. Although collective farmers and other self­
employed people were still excluded, it meant that henceforth 
social security was less dominated by the demands of the labour 
market and the drive for industrialisation. The four main 
changes of the 1956 Act, which was promoted by Khrushchev, 
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were, according to George and Manning: 

First, the coverage was extended to cover most workers and 
employees and their dependants. Second, the rates ofbenefits 
were substantially increased ... Only family allowances 
were not increased. Third, benefits were made more 
egalitarian as between the low paid and the highly paid. The 
minimum pension was raised far more than the maximum 
pension. Fourth, the regulations concerning the coverage of 
the various risks in the scheme were streamlined to reduce 
anomalies. Thus the new Soviet social security became 
comprehensive both in terms of people in the industrial 
sector and risks. Government funds were to be used to 
supplement contributions from employers.67 

The situation of the collective farmers was improved consider­
ably under the legislation of 1964, which helped to stem rural 
migration to towns. Old-age, sickness, disability and maternity 
benefits were provided to all collective farmers. The scheme 
was financed on a national basis by contributions from each 
farm which were to be supplemented by state grants (thereby 
presumably forcing the richer farms to pay more in contri­
butions). The level of benefits was lower than for workers, 
partly because of lower wages and partly because of 
regulations. 

It may be the case that the slowing down of the process of 
converting collective farms to state farms is partly related to the 
extra social security costs which would be incurred, though the 
differential will have been diminished since 1964 because wage 
differentials between collective farmers and workers are now 
less, and because other social security provisions are now equal 
between the two groups.68 

There have been no major statutory reforms since 1964, but 
there have been a series of measures designed to improve the 
position of collective farmers and the low paid, as well as to 
emphasise the welfare rather than the economic aspects of 
social security. Thus, while the contemporary social security 
system still bears the marks of its effective origins in the 1930s, a 
series of measures during the 1970s show an increasing aware­
ness that individuals and families are still falling through the 
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social security net. Probably the biggest changes have been the 
successive improvements in the minimum amount of pension, 
the 1974 introduction of an income-tested family allowance 
scheme designed to deal with poverty, and the improvements in 
the minimum wage in relation to the average wage, which 
affects pensions since they are earnings-related. The lot of 
collective farmers has also been improved: in 196 7 their retire­
ment age was reduced by five years, to make it the same as for 
workers; in 1970 the rules for payment of sickness benefit 
became almost the same as for workers; and in 1971 the same 
happened for rules regarding pension payments. With regard 
to the shift of emphasis from labour discipline to welfare, length 
of employment was abolished as a condition for maternity 
benefit in 1973, though there is only one sign of this being 
extended to other benefits: in 1975 there was a change in the 
qualifying conditions for sickness benefit, so that those with 
three or more children can now receive their full earnings 
regardless oflength of employment. 

Following this brief historical sketch, which emphasises how 
recent is some of the social security provision, it is possible to 
proceed to an analysis of the present social security situation, 
and some of its effects. 

Social security administration, finance and policy 
The most striking features of the (i) finance, and (ii) adminis­
tration of social security are (a) the absence of employees', 
workers' and collective farmers' contributions (instead the 
state enterprises, collective farms and social organisations 
contribute, supplemented by the state budget), and (b) the role 
of the trade unions in administering the social security 
provisions. To deal with the administration first, the involve­
ment of the trade unions in social security could be seen as part 
of the development of non-state forms of administration (part of 
'the withering away of the state'), and as fulfilling one of 
Lenin's objectives for the development of social security, 
name~ that workers should play a full part in its manage­
ment. 9 It should be clear from the discussion of law and the 
state in Chapter 4 that this is not necessarily the beginning of 
(or an aspect of) any process of'the withering away of the state'. 
Such a conclusion is reinforced if one examines the precise 
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nature of trade-union involvement in social security. 
Clearly the State Committee on Labour and Social 

Questions is the most important agency, in the sense of co­
ordinating social security policy. Trade-union control of the 
most important state agencies involved in administration and 
policy formation on social security is, however, more nominal 
than real. 70 While there is direct trade-union involvement in the 
State Committee on Labour and Social Questions, most 
commentators feel that its greatest effect is on wages. This has a 
subsequent effect on pensions and other benefits, but this 
situation suggests that the trade unions are placing social 
security as a poor second compared with wages. In any case, 
the State Committee seems to function largely as an inter­
preter of decisions emanating elsewhere, rather than as a policy 
initiator. In interpreting and co-ordinating decisions, it issues 
directives to the fifteen constituent Republican Ministries of 
Social Security, which in turn operate through regional, district 
and local offices. The trade unions are particularly involved at 
the local level, with elected members doing unpaid work over 
and above their normal working hours to administer social 
security. 

Pensions for the old and disabled are determined and paid 
out by the Ministry of Social Welfare, with trade unions at the 
local level limited to producing the necessary documents and 
helping applicants to fill in the relevant forms. They also take 
part in decisions on eligibility for pensions. However, trade 
unions are entirely responsible for the administration of 
sickness and maternity benefits. As we saw in the discussion of 
the health service, sickness benefits are related to attempts to 
maintain labour discipline. The separate system of social 
security for collective farmers is run on similar lines. Thus the 
involvement of trade unions lowers the costs of administering 
social security, and identifies the trade unions with measures 
which are at least partly designed to enhance labour discipline, 
while bringing very little return to the trade unions or their 
members in the form of capacity to exert democratic pressure 
on social security policy or its implementation (except decisions 
on individual eligibility). If this is taken to be the beginning of 
non-state democratic forms of administration, then it is not a 
very auspicious beginning. 
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In the light of this picture of the predominance of state forms 
of administration of social security, administrative structures 
which at least have the merit of being fairly straightforward, it 
is difficult to understand the reasons for the budgetary 
organisation of the sources of finance for social security. As 
mentioned earlier, social security is non-contributory71 in the 
Soviet Union, i.e. the beneficiaries do not contribute directly to 
the building up of the funds from which they draw benefits. 
Thus the principle propounded by Lenin that employers 
contribute to social insurance, rather than deducting the 
contributions from employees' wages (directly or through 
income tax), has been met. Yet, while there might be some 
residual justification for separating the funding and adminis­
tration of social security for kolkhoz workers, there seems little 
point in now insisting on separate contributions from' state 
enterprises. 

The fact that state enterprises contribute to the social 
security funds rests on the budgetary position of state enter­
prises which is supposedly distinct from that of other state 
agencies (including the Ministries to which they are sub­
ordinated). As Lavigne points out, 72 this argument is weak and 
was in any case effectively ignored for budgetary purposes prior 
to the 1965 economic reform. Furthermore, the 1979 l'eform 
tended to diminish again the distinction between state revenues 
and state enterprise revenues, since it envisaged a stable rate of 
taxation on enterprise 'profits', with the rates being differen­
tiated by Ministries. Thus the economic distinctiveness of state 
enterprises from the state, and hence the fiscal nature (levy on 
an economically distinct agent) of these budgetary operations, 
is by no means clear. Consequently there seems to be no great 
merit in insisting on employers' contributions as distinct from 
state contributions (either directly or through the state social 
insurance scheme funds). The system of administration of 
social security is complex in its procedures, but the organisa­
tional structure is fairly straightforward. Since the payment of 
these benefits is not related to the 'profit' of the enterprise 
concerned (but is determined by other criteria such as length of 
employment), it seems pointless to retain a budgetary category 
which does not act as an economic incentive and does not 
(despite local trade-union involvement) promote serious 
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democratic involvement in the administration of social 
security. 

Social security policy 
Having dealt with the administration and finance of social 
security, it is now possible to turn to policy. One of the classical 
Marxist criteria for the appraisal of an area of social policy such 
as social security is the extent to which it contributes to the 
transformation of 'bourgeois right'. In the case of social 
security, as with other aspects of social policy such as health 
and housing, the extent to which 'bourgeois right' has been 
transformed can be gauged in terms of the extent to which 
criteria of 'need' predominate in the provision of benefits, 
rather than criteria related to wages. Failing that, the extent to 
which income inequalities are mitigated by the provision 
indicates how far the social effects of wages are undercut or 
neutralised. It is therefore necessary to discuss the criteria for 
eligibility for the various social security benefits, as well as the 
scale of resources devoted to them. 

The social policy clearly implicit in all the criteria of 
eligibility for social security is quite evident: rather than 
promoting forms of income that are independent of wages (and 
in that sense defined in terms of the needs of the recipient) the 
social security system is on the whole defined in a way that 
sustains wage labour as a form of income. In other words, social 
security can hardly be considered to be undercutting the wage 
form. This connection of social security payments with the 
labour market means that, while the system is comprehensive, 
it definitely does leave a variety of groups either partially 
covered or not covered at all, and there is no comprehen'sive 
public assistance scheme to act as a 'safety-net' against poverty 
in these circumstances. Families are legally required to support 
those of their members who are in financial need. There are 
forms of public assistance, but these are the responsibility of 
constituent republics or individual collective farms. Conse­
quently such public assistance is neither uniform nor compre­
hensive, and provides only residual amounts to meet exceptional 
cases. Of course, social security payments need not be the only 
means of 'transforming bourgeois right', i.e. undercutting the 
wage form of income and promoting social forms of consump-
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tion. Health and education within the state budgetary heading 
of 'social consumption funds' and state housing (which is 
technically outside the 'social consumption funds') are all 
potential means of doing so. Hence an appraisal of the social 
policy implicit in social security must include a consideration of 
the scale of resources devoted to it, in comparison with other 
forms of social consumption. 

The state budget represents over 60 per cent of national 
income in the Soviet Union, and within that budget social and 
culture expenditures represent about 35 per cent of the total. Of 
these expenditures, education constitutes about half, while one­
sixth goes on public health and sports and the rest (about one­
third) goes on social security. 73 Social security expenditure has 
been growing faster than health care, and the two of them 
combined have been rising generally faster than education 
within the social consumption funds. The result is that social 
security and health combined have been showing slowly rising 
percentages in relation to the state budget and national income 
(the net material product, which is calculated on a somewhat 
different basis from the Western index of gross national 
product). 74 As is fairly well known, this pattern of expenditure 
has largely been determined by demographic patterns, i.e. the 
growing number of old-age pensioners. Consequently, since the 
dependency ratio worsened after 1980, due mainly to a fairly 
rapid increase in the population living beyond retirement age, 
the prospects seem remote for the further use of social consump­
tion funds to undercut wages as a form of income. 

The effects of social security 
To complete the assessment of social security, it is necessary to 
consider the likely effects of its organisation and its various 
provisions. The first social effect to be considered is that of its 
organisation and finance. The administrative structure of 
social security means that it is a potentially readily accessible 
arena of popular participation in social administration, but this 
is hardly the case today, despite trade-union involvement and 
the budgetary insistence on employers' contributions, which 
somewhat spuriously suggests workers' control of the profits of 
industry. 

The state budget directly finances about half of all social 
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security expenditures, a proportion which is likely to grow as 
the retired population grows more rapidly than the social 
insurance fund. Thus social security is a form of redistribution 
of the social product which is largely effected through the state 
budget: in other words, it is a transfer payment, one of whose 
sources offunds (in the form of employers' contributions) does 
not form a tax in the usual sense. Since there is no strong reason 
in the state sector for sources of finance to coincide with the 
agencies making expenditure decisions, there seems to be a 
clear case for simplifying the budgetary arrangements by 
abolishing employers' contributions. These contributions form 
part of the cost price of industrial profits, but this accounting 
problem could be overcome by increasing turnover tax by the 
amount of the 'lost' contribution from state enterprises. 

The redistributional effects of social security are difficult to 
assess in the absence of systematic data. Since the social 
security system does not use many qualifying conditions which 
are unrelated to wage labour, thereby undercutting the wage 
form, it might at least be expected by socialists that it would 
mitigate the effects of wage-induced income inequalities. To 
some extent it may seem that this does happen, since (as we 
have seen) workers on low wages benefit relatively more from 
various forms of social security provision. In addition, workers 
on low wages are also exempted from paying income tax, and 
various basic consumption items (transport, some kinds of 
food) are subsidised to keep prices down, which must help 
lower income groups more. On the other hand, income tax is 
not particularly onerous for any Soviet income group, and these 
price subsidies were already taken into account in the 
calculation of the socially acceptable minimum subsistence 
level of 50 roubles per month per capita (as at 1983). It is 
evident that many pensioners and families with young children 
fall below this 'poverty line'. What is not clear is how many, but 
the findings of social scientists that many do fall through the 
social security net was probably largely responsible for the 
introduction in 1974 of child allowances (or family allowances, 
as they are sometimes called). This scheme, which has already 
been mentioned, provides a supplement of 12 roubles per 
month per child until the age of8 for families with a per capita 
income below 50 roubles per month. George and Manning 
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quote a source which claimed that this scheme virtually 
doubled the number of children covered, which now became 
37 per cent of all children under the age of8, and involved a five­
fold increase in total expenditure. 75 Thus social security may 
now have some redistributional effect in favour of low-income 
families with young children. The overall redistributional effect 
of social security is not easy to assess, however, and some 
commentators feel that the redistributive impact of such 
monetary transfers will be small. 

The attempt to reach completely full employment rather 
than provide unemployment benefit seems to be related to the 
lack of a systematic public assistance programme and the use of 
equalisation of wages as the main policy instrument to equalise 
benefits (and hence real income). Rather than a systematic 
monitoring of the conditions under which people are not 
adequately covered by social security (coupled with the 
provision of specific benefits to 'fill the gaps' in the system), the 
Soviet approach to these problems is simply to try to ensure 
that everyone has a wage and to increase those wages regularly 
in a manner which reduces wage inequality. While this 
approach is admirable in so far as it works, it has at least to the 
mid-1970s left many families in need of income maintenance. It 
has also generated inflationary pressures which could force 
price rises which reduce the purchasing power of the social 
security monetary transfers, thereby reducing any equalising 
effect they may have. 

Hence the effects of social security cannot be properly 
assessed without an appraisal ofwages policy, which is more 
the concern of the next chapter than this one. For the moment, 
it is sufficient to note that there has been a steady rolicy of 
reducing wage inequality which has had some effect. 7 Yet it is 
difficult to see how an overall policy on wages will help the 
10 per cent of Soviet families which are one-parent families, 
who presumably depend on only one wage plus either divorce 
maintenance payments, survivor's benefits or an unmarried 
mother's allowance. This is precisely the sort of case where the 
issue of detecting gaps in the social security net becomes 
relevant. However, it must be admitted that there is no reason 
why the social security system alone should be expected to bear 
the burden of attempts to equalise real income in the Soviet 
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Union. The other aspects of social consumption need to be 
considered together with social security. 

Conclusion: An Assessment of Welfare and Consumption 

Wages, housing and the various components of the social 
consumption fund all affect the distribution of income, and the 
connection is even closer than that because of the earnings­
related nature of many social security monetary transfers. 
Some estimate of the interrelation between these various 
aspects of the distribution of income needs to be made. 
Evidently such considerations are already taken into account in 
Soviet social policy, though, according to Rzhani tsyna, 77 some 
accounting problems have still to be solved; the effects of the 
social consumption funds on family incomes are at the moment 
only assessed on the basis of aggregated estimates. According to 
these, payments and benefits from the social funds markedly 
reduce the differentials in living standards, averaging 30-40 per 
cent of the families' aggregate income in the lower-income 
groups, and 15-20 per cent among high-income groups. One 
might think that the cumulative effect of policy is clear when 
Rzhanitsyna says that between 1966 and 1975 the number of 
inhabitants in families living below the 50-rouble minimum 
declined by almost 70 per cent. Yet it is not clear how far this is 
due to wage increases, and how far it is due to expenditures on 
social consumption funds. It is a reasonable guess that the child 
allowances introduced in 1974 made a substantial contribution 
to reducing the number of inhabitants who are below the 
50-rouble minimum. However, it can be no more than a guess, 
in the absence of detailed data. 

Even if some of this income equalisation is due to the social 
consumption funds and housing subsidies, rather than wages 
policy, is it redistributive in favour of the lower-income groups 
when one takes account of the sources of such expenditure? In 
other words, is public finance generally redistributive in the 
USSR? It has already been indicated that some commentators 
are doubtful about this. Wiles is also doubtful. 78 Although 
Wiles is correct in saying that only vast researc~ could extract 
an answer to the question, progressive or regressive, we do have 
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the aggregate estimates mentioned by Rzhanitsyna to go on. 
Furthermore, the argument put forward by George and 
Manning that the social security system is regressive or neutral 
has its weaknesses, particularly in their analysis of the state 
budget. They base their analysis of the state budget on 1965 
figures provided in the English edition of Lavigne's Les 
Economies Sociahstes. 79 Their claim that indirect taxation is 
regressive is probably misleading, though, as Bush points out,80 

no comprehensive and systematic data are published on rates of 
turnover tax. Wiles is willing to hazard the opinion that it is 
slightly progressive.81 Furthermore, it is clear that the 
composition of the state budget has changed since 1965.82 

Thus, even if turnover tax were regressive, it only constitutes 32 
per cent of budgetary receipts and is offset by the very mildly 
progressive income tax (9 per cent) and revenues of various 
kinds from state enterprises (54.2 per cent). The effect of the 
remaining 4.8 per cent, which is mostly personal taxation, is 
probably progressive. While George and Manning point out 
that regressivity must also be judged in terms of benefits, and 
while they are arguing at this point only with respect to social 
security, it is likely that both health and housing have progres­
sive redistributive effects. Thus Wiles puts a strong case for 
house rents being progressive: 'kolkhozniki build, own and 
inherit their own dwellings tax free, the urban poor enjoy a vast 
subsidy, the upper middle class must join co-operatives and pay 
full cost (but can resell for a capital gain)'. 83 Similarly, 
unless one is going to put a very high price on the privileged 
sector of health care (the so-called 'fourth directorate'), then 
health-care benefits probably are progressive, with low-income 
families benefiting disproportionately from the care of non-life­
threatening morbidity which is dealt with mainly through out­
patient care. Thus the aggregate estimates referred to above 
mentioned by Rzhanitsyna do not seem to be inconsistent with 
what is known about the provision of housing, health and 
possibly even social security. 

In addition to the lack of systematic evidence on the effects of 
each of these forms of welfare, the effects of the interrelation 
between them is even more obscure. The kinds of complex inter­
relation between the various aspects of social policy are 
virtually impossible to discuss seriously in the face of the lack of 



218 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

systematic evidence in the fields of housing, health and social 
security. While such evidence may be available within the 
relevant Ministries, it is not at all clear how much of it is 
co-ordinated with a view to producing an overall set of inter­
related social policies. Such collation of information as does 
take place within the State Committee on Labour and Social 
Questions seems to be largely concerned with the distribution 
of income, though as the example ofRzhanitsyna makes clear it 
is never published in sufficiently detailed form for it to be 
subjected to really serious scrutiny. 

While it is clear that maintenance of production and of a 
stable, disciplined labour force are not the only concerns of 
social policy, they still remain the predominant concern to a 
degree which is more appropriate to an industrialising society 
than to one which has already largely succeeded in creating an 
industrial base. While other instruments of social policy are 
actually and potentially available, the adjustment of wages and 
the quantitative provision offacilities (in housing, health care, 
etc.) seem to be the main instruments used. The development of 
a sophisticated system capable of registering diverse needs, 
making its information available to public scrutiny and 
allowing substantial public participation in both policy 
formation and the administration of social policy - these are 
features of Soviet welfare provision which must remain a hope 
for the future. Many of the effects of these policies are opaque, 
even it seems to those concerned with implementing them and 
monitoring their effects. Unfortunately such criticisms are 
easier to make than to rectify. It could well be that the rising 
proportion of old-age pensioners, whose pensions will register 
the 'knock-on' effects oflarge wage increases during the 1970s, 
will generate its own inflationary pressures, as well as reducing 
the scope for expanding other forms of social consumption. The 
rising birth rate among comparatively low-income (often rural) 
families of Central Asia will generate further demographic 
demands on social consumption, again further reducing the 
room for manoeuvre. This demographic 'squeeze' from both 
ends of the age spectrum, producing a deteriorating depend­
ency ratio, can only be offset by rising productivity, which is an 
area where the Soviet economy was experiencing difficulties in 
the late 1970s. 

However, although many social welfare provisions are 
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evidently still designed to increase production, it is not at all 
clear that they do so. For example, the connection of some of the 
housing stock to particular Ministries and thus to particular 
state enterprises is now partly responsible for the loss of 
productivity due to high labour turnover, since people change 
jobs in order to improve their housing. That is why I argued in 
the section on housing for a dislocation of housing from 
industrial Ministries and for the politically more effective 
incorporation of city soviets. This would also make it possible to 
persuade workers in good housing to agree to redeployment in 
situations where changes in work procedures or investment 
would make workers redundant (even if they kept their jobs). 
So it would make it easier to shed labour where this was 
appropriate and where alternative employment was av;ailable, 
thereby increasing productivity in a different manner. 

This suggestion is not proposed as a remedy to the problems 
of the Soviet economy, but merely to indicate that a more 
detailed analysis of the interrelation of various social and 
economic policies than is possible at the moment could well 
yield proposals that both meet the kind of criticisms made in 
this chapter and improve Soviet economic performance. 
Without some such analysis based on detailed evidence, the 
'incrementalism' which various commentators have suggested 
characterised policy formation during the Brezhnev era could 
come to look more and more like the 'ossification' which some 
critics claimed to discern towards the end of the Brezhnev 
period. 

Notes 

I. See G. Littlejohn, 'State, Plan and Market in the Transition to Socialism: 
The Legacy ofBukharin', Economy and Society, vol. 8, no. 2, May 1979, 
where it is argued that among the 'needs' which have to be specified are 
the conditions of existence of agents of plan implementation, and that 
such agents could be organisations rather than human individuals. 

2. For a discussion of these and other problems confronting socialist 
attempts to specify 'appropriate' social policies, seeN. Rose, 'Socialism 
and Social Policy: The Problems of Inequality', in Politics and Power 2, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1980, pp. 111-35. 

3. V. George and N. Manning, Socialism, Social Welfare and the Soviet 
Union, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1980, p.l33. 

4. Ibid. o.135. 



220 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

5. Ibid, p.l39. 
6. Ibid, p.l41. 
7. Ibid, p.l42. 
8. E. M. Jacobs, 'Urban Housing in the Soviet Union', in Economic 

Aspects of Life in the USSR, NATO Directorate of Economic Affairs, 
Brussels, 1975, pp.65-90. 

9. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p. 144. 
10. Ibid, p.l45. 
II. Ibid, p.l45. 
12. Ibid, p.l46. 
13. Ibid, p.l47. 
14. Ibid. 
15. S. Sternheimer, 'Running Soviet Cities: Bureaucratic Degeneration, 

Bureaucratic Politics, or Urban Management?', in G. B. Smith (ed.), 
Public Policy and Administration in the Soviet Union, Praeger, New 
York, 1980, pp.79-108. 

16. Ibid, p.94. 
17. Ibid, p.97. 
18. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.l50. See also 

Jacobs, 'Urban Housing in the Soviet Union', pp.70,71, for a more 
detailed discussion of the administration of housing waiting-lists. 

19. Littlejohn, 'State, Plan and Market in the Transition to Socialism'. 
20. Sternheimer, 'Running Soviet Cities', pp.83-4. 
21. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.l52. 
22. Ibid. 
23. Ibid, p.l57. 
24. See Sternheimer, 'Running Soviet Cities', pp.87-91, for a more detailed 

account of these administrative mechanisms of accountability. 
25. Ibid, pp.99-102. 
26. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.l57. 
27. Ibid, pp.l53, 154. 
28. Ibid, p.l53. Similarly, they point out (on p.l55) that 'Generally the 

finance of housing and associated services is a very complicated affair 
influenced broadly by several interlocking "markets" for housing, and 
several interlocking "interest groups", for local services.' 

29. Jacobs, 'Urban Housing in the Soviet Union', p.73. Jacobs continues: 
'While such repair work and redevelopment work may be beneficial, 
or even necessary, they absorb so great a proportion of housing 
investments that the volume of additional housing available each year 
must suffer as a result.' 

30. A. Katsenelinboigen, 'Coloured Markets in the Soviet Union', Soviet 
Studies, vol. XXIX, no. I, January 1977, pp.62-85. Presumably raw 
materials are frequently stolen from construction projects to effect the 
repairs. 

31. Jacobs, 'Urban Housing in the Soviet Union', p.76. However, Jacobs 
suggests that improvements in design and the increasing use of indust­
rially produced prefabricated building components may reduce some of 
those repair problems, and the (later) remarks by George and Manning, 



Welfare and Consumption 221 

Socialism and the Soviet Union, p. 151, on the quality of housing to some 
extent vindicate jacobs's prediction. 

32. Jacobs, 'Urban Housing in the Soviet Union', p.74. 
33. Ibid, pp. 75, 76. 
34. Ibid, p.82. 
35. Ibid, p.84. 
36. This remark is necessarily conjectural, in view of the paucity of evidence 

on the distribution of income in the Soviet Union. A. McAuley, Economic 
Welfare in the Soviet Union, Allen & Unwin, London, 1979, p.93, 
provides evidence on housing subsidies. Evidence (on p.94) suggests 
that in 1960 there was a negative association between education, medical 
care and housing subsidies on the one hand, and income on the other. 
Yet over all, he suggests (on p.97) that non-cash social consumption 
expenditures were regressive. So the position with respect to the effect 
of housing subsidies alone on the distribution of income is unclear, 
because the evidence is so meagre. 

37. For an extensive (roughly half the book) and sympathetic examination 
of the history of the Soviet health service, see G. Hyde, The Soviet Health 
Service: A Historical and Comparative Study, Lawrence & Wishart, 
London, 1974. This book is particularly helpful to the British reader 
because of its comparisons with the British NHS. Historical accounts can 
also be found in George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, 
pp.l06-ll; and M. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe, Croom Helm, London. 1976, pp.36-44. 

38. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.lll. 
39. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union, p.42. 
40. Hyde, The Soviet Health Service, p.288. The growth in mental ill-health 

is almost certainly more apparent than real, and is the result of a greater 
willingness to diagnose and treat it, following the lapsing in the 1950s of 
claims that mental ill-health was dying out under socialism. 

41. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union, p.49. 
42. The role of mass screening is made clear by G. A. Popov, Principles of 

Health Planning in the USSR, World Health Organisation, Geneva, 
1971, pp.38-44. 

43. Hyde, The Soviet Health Service, p.245. 
44. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union, p.44. This is doubtless related to 

the privileged 'fourth directorate' of the health service described by 
George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.l22, a range of 
closed facilities provided for privileged government and party members. 

45. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.ll5. 
46. Popov, Principles of Health Planning, ch. I, esp. pp. 25-6. 
47. Ibid, p.22. 
48. Ibid, p.l30. 
49. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union, p.62. 
50. Ibid, p.63. Hyde, The Soviet Health Service, devotes a chapter to the 

emphasis on recuperative holidays in Soviet medicine. While the 
system is sometimes abused, they do seem to have some value. 

51. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union, pp.64-6, as well as other 



222 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

sources referred to by George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet 
Union, p.l22. 

52. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union, pp.67-8. This lack of equipment 
may be why hospitals are considered rather poor by Western standards. 
There are problems of poor food, hospital-spread infection (perhaps 
related to the wearing of everyday clothes under surgical gowns), and 
so on. 

53. Popov, Principles of Health Planning, p.l33. 
54. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.ll4. Thus, 

unlike their discussion of housing, George and Manning appreciate 
here that technical and administrative practices affect the registration 
and even the articulation of demand. Similarly, they recognise the 
political determinants of medical need which stem from the Ministry 
of Health and the medical profession itself. Thus many of my criticisms 
of their remarks on housing demand do not apply to their analysis of 
medical need. 

55. Ibid, pp.l22-3. 
56. Ibid, pp.l25-6; Hyde, The Soviet Health Service, pp.290--l. 
57. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.l24. 
58. M. E. Ruben, 'The Soviet Pensioner: An Element in the Labour Supply', 

in Economic Aspects of Life in the USSR, NATO Directorate of 
Economic Affairs, Brussels, 1975, pp.l97-205. 

59. H. Vogel, 'Social Security and Medicare', in Economic Aspects of Life 
in the USSR, NATO Directorate of Economic Affairs, Brussels, 1975, 
pp. 207-33; this argument appears on p.215. 

60. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.l27. 
61. Hyde, The Soviet Health Service, pp.289-90. 
62. Ibid, p.290. 
63. Ibid, p.289. 
64. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, pp.l27-8. 
65. Ibid, p.38. 
66. Ibid, p.44, gives figures from an International Labour Organisation 

report which differ slightly from those given by Vogel, 'Social Security 
and Medicare', table 4, p.227. However, these differences are not serious 
for old-age and disability pensions. In 1974, 28 million drew old-age 
pensions, 12 million disability pensions and 4 million service pensions, 
so around two-;.thirds of these expenditures are on old-age pensions. See 
K. Bush, 'Soviet Living Standards: Some Salient Data', in Economic 
Aspects of Life in the USSR, NATO Directorate of Economic Affairs, 
Brussels, 1975, p.59. If two-thirds of these pensions are old-age pensions, 
then this means that around 50 per cent of social security expenditure is 
on old-age pensions. 

67. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.42. 
68. The details of the measures to equalise provision for the two groups are 

given below. However, this does not mean that the situation is now equal. 
M. Lavigne, Les Economies Socialistes: Sovietique et Europeennes, 
Armand Colin, Paris, 1979, points out (on p.307) that despite a tendency 
in this area to an equalisation between town and country, the state only 



Welfare and Consumption 223 

covers 80 per cent of the social needs of the collective farmers as against 
90 per cent of workers and employees. 

69. See George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.33. 
70. While Gosplan is admittedly involved in many other aspects of planning, 

one can gain an indication of the relative administrative capabilities of 
Gosplan and the All-Union Council ofTrade Unions by comparing the 
respective size of their buildings, which stand next to each other in 
Moscow. The trade-union building seems rather small by comparison. 
More importantly, the very fact that Gosplan is integrating social 
security planning with other aspects of the economic plan must give it a 
considerable say in the outcome of discussions in the State Committee on 
Labour and Social Questions. 

71. Vogel, 'Social Security and Medicare', pp.207-8. 
72. Lavigne, Les Economies Socialistes, pp.334-5. 
73. Ibid, pp.332-3. 
74. See the statistical discussion and appendix to Vogel, 'Social Security and 

Medicare'. Vogel's figures only go up to 1972, but the more general 
figures on the budget provided by Lavigne, Les Economies Socialistes, 
for 1979 suggest that this trend has continued. 

75. George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union, p.54. 
76. Thus M. Matthews, Class and Society in Soviet Russia, Allen Lane, 

The Penguin Press, London, 1972, p.75, figure 6, notes a substantial 
equalisation of wages between 1946 and 1966. In 1968 the minimum 
wage was fixed at 60 roubles a month (he states on p.66). L. Rzhanitsyna, 
Soviet Family Budgets, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1977, p.l29, 
table 24, suggests that the minimum wage since then has gone up to 
70 roubles in many occupations. Bush, 'Soviet Living Standards', p.53, 
suggests that this minimum wage was going to be extended to the 
entire public-sector work-force, other than kolkozniki and domestic 
servants, by the end of 1975. According to Lavigne, Les Economies 
Socialistes, p.337, income tax is not payable on wages below 70 roubles, 
and income-tax rates are reduced for wages from 71-90 roubles. 

77. Rzhanitsyna, Soviet Family Budgets, p.l36. 
78. P. Wiles, 'Recent Data on Soviet Income Distribution', in Economic 

Aspects of Life in the USSR, NATO Directorate of Economic Affairs, 
Brussels, 1975, p.l25. The arguments by Vogel, and by George and 
Manning, on this issue are on pp.224 and 60 of their respective texts. 

79. M. Lavigne, The Socialist Economies of the Soviet Union and Europe, 
Martin Robertson, London, 1974, p.284. The figures are quoted on p.60 
of George and Manning, Socialism and the Soviet Union. 

80. Bush, 'Soviet Living Standards', p.55. 
81. Wiles, 'Recent Data on Soviet Income Distribution', p.l25. 
82. The following figures are derived from Lavigne, Les Economies 

Socialistes, pp.334-7. 
83. Wiles, 'Recent Data on Soviet Income Distribution', p.l25. This position 

differs from that of McAuley, Economic Welfare in the Soviet Union: 
see note 36. 



6 

The Analysis of the 
Class Structure of the 
Soviet Union 

Introduction 

It was argued in Chapter 1 that one could not designate state­
socialist societies as 'transitional social formations' on the 
grounds that they exhibited certain features which approxi­
mated to an ideal state of affairs. Rather than adhere to such a 
teleological definition of socialism, which would imply that a 
socialist society was tending in a certain direction, the 
argument implied that a society could be considered socialist if 
it could be demonstrated that class relations had been seriously 
weakened or were non-existent. The purpose of this chapter is 
to investigate whether (and if so, to what extent) class relations 
are operative in the Soviet Union. It will be remembered that it 
was argued that if class relations were weak or non-existent, the 
relatively open access to the means of production would mean 
that the differential forms of access of various agents would be 
subject to constant challenge by other agents, and would thus 
be an object of struggle and negotiation. One could add now 
that such struggles might well be subject to adjudication by 
certain legal or political agencies. Such a situation would not 
preclude differentiation of economic agents; indeed, this is 
inevitable in any division of labour, and would include a 
differentiated occupational structure for individuals, but such 
differentiation would not entail a fairly systematic enhance­
ment or restriction of agents' capacity for action deriving from 
differential access to the means of production. This does not 
mean that there could be no systematic differences in the 
capacities of agents deriving from some other determinants of 
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the division of labour, such as demarcations between 
individuals on the grounds of gender, ethnic group or age. 

This chapter begins with a fairly general discussion of the 
relation between occupational structure and class structure, 
followed by an examination of Lane's analysis of the Soviet 
occupational structure. This introduces the official Soviet view 
of the class structure (which Lane criticises) and shows the 
broad changes in occupational structure since the late 1920s. 
The view that there is increasing similarity between the Soviet 
and capitalist occupational structures is criticised. To illus­
trate the Soviet occupational structure in more detail, various 
aspects are examined: the position of women in the occupational 
structure, collective farm workers, the concept of 'the 
intelligentsia', and the related issue of the connection between 
education and the occupational structure. Following on from 
this, the relationship between the Soviet occupational 
structure, collective agents and the class structure is discussed. 
To substantiate the conclusion of this section that class 
relations do not seem to operate within the state sector of the 
economy, but do operate between the state and collective farm 
sector, the next section deals with the distribution of wages and 
income. The concluding section of the chapter, which also 
draws on the analysis of Chapters 3, 4 and 5, is on the presence 
(and extent) of class relations in the Soviet Union. 

Occupational Structure and Class Structure 

The acceptance of the possibility of a change in location of 
economic agents, or of groups of agents, has led some theorists 
to define class boundaries in terms of the lack of movement of 
agents. Thus classes are sometimes said to coalesce or crystallise 
around some set of economic locations whose membership is 
fairly static. However, the specification of a class boundary 
should not be confused with the issue of whether an agent (or 
group of agents) can move across it. The concept of'class' does 
not refer to the openness or closure of the division of labour to 
the movement of agents between locations, but to the differen­
tial capacities of agents deriving from their occupying different 
economic locations (having different forms of access to the 
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means of production). Without such a specification of a class 
boundary, it is impossible to decide whether the movement of 
agents in question should be considered simply as occupational 
mobility ofindividuals, a change of class position by individuals 
or groups, or a structural change in the relations of production. 
The difficulty of specifying the nature of boundaries, and the 
related difficulty of deciding on the nature of changes in the 
division of labour, have had important effects on the study of 
occupational or social mobility. It is in some ways fairly easy to 
study the occupational mobility of individuals, given that the 
payment of wages usually entails a specification of the tasks to 
be performed and the skills required. This is often already 
recorded or fairly easily obtainable from an interview. 
However, the study of'group mobility' is generally defined less 
clearly. It may refer to a group of individuals from a common 
origin crossing a boundary, or a group of individuals constitut­
ing a collective agent whose location is changing (either by 
crossing a boundary, or because the structure of the division of 
labour is itself changing). The concept of'social mobility', as it 
is usually deployed, does not readily distinguish between the 
mechanisms generating economic locations (structural 
conditions of action of agents which are subject to alteration in 
the course of struggle) and the mechanisms distributing 
individuals or even collective agents to those locations. Conse­
quently it does not make it easy to analyse the changing occupa­
tional structure as recorded in official statistics or in social 
surveys. 

The most common confusion which arises from this state of 
affairs is the identification or confusion of the occupational 
structure (which can only refer to the economic location of 
individuals) with the class structure. Yet the class structure can 
also refer to the economic location of collective agents. If one 
refuses to identify the occupational structure with the class 
structure, this raises two separate problems. The first is how to 
decide on the class position of collective agents who do not 
appear directly in the occupational structure, for example joint­
stock companies or state enterprises. The second is that while 
individuals may be located in occupational positions within 
such collective agents (positions which cannot be equated with 
the positions of the collective agents themselves), individuals 
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may also be simultaneously located in several other collective 
agents. For example, individuals may simultaneously be 
members of a state enterprise, a trade union, and the Com­
munist Party. All these agents have some impact on the division 
of labour, though their importance as determinants of the 
division of labour varies. Both these problems raise in a new 
form a question which has already come up: namely, which 
boundaries in the division oflabour are to be considered as class 
boundaries? This time the question arises in the form: what is 
the unit of analysis of the class structure? The answer must be 
that there is no single unit, in the sense of an agent of a particular 
kind. In the past various sociologists have attempted to treat 
individuals in occupational positions as the unit of analysis of 
the class structure, but this has tended to mean that other 
agents have been treated as identical to (or entirely derivative 
of) this 'prime' unit of analysis. 1 

It is now possible to specify more clearly the relationship 
between the occupational structure and the class structure, 
assuming that class relations are a feature of the social 
formation in question. In a sense the occupational structure is 
both less than and more than the class structure. It is less than 
the class structure, because it does not coincide with collective 
economic agents which may be part of the class structure. It is 
more than the class structure, because it is determined not only 
by the class structure but also by other non-economic deter­
minants of the division of labour such as gender attribution, 
nationality, state and party policy, and even the organisation of 
the state itself. To put it another way, the occupational 
structure does not directly register the presence of collective 
agents, though it does so indirectly because such agents have 
their own internal organisation and hence an associated 
occupational structure. On the other hand, the occupational 
structure may well register the effects of other, non-economic 
determinants of the division oflabour. Consequently the occu­
pational structure is only a partial indicator of the effects of the 
relations of production, since it only shows the distribution of 
individuals within the division oflabour. This distribution does 
not show directly the economic location of collective agents, or 
the relative capacities of any economic agents. Furthermore, it 
does not directly distinguish between mechanisms allocating 
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individuals to economic locations (which may be affected by a 
variety of determinants) and mechanisms generating those 
locations themselves (which may be affected by the same or 
other determinants). Finally, since it does not indicate the 
relative capacities of the different economic agents, it cannot 
show how far these capacities enable some agents to pre­
dominate in co-ordinating the division of labour, thereby to 
some extent determining their own conditions of existence, and 
securing for themselves a disproportionate share in the distri­
bution of income. 2 In other words, it cannot directly show 
whether the relations of production involve class relations. 

Nevertheless, the occupational structure is a good starting­
point to try to elicit the presence or extent of class relations, 
since it should indicate some of the effects of class relations on 
the division of labour. It should indicate at least some of the 
effects of class relations on individual economic agents, who are 
frequently used as the unit of analysis in official statistics or 
social surveys. Consequently there may be empirical evidence 
of such effects, and bearing in mind the above reservations 
about the somewhat opaque relation between the occupational 
structure and the class structure it should be possible to 
appraise this evidence in terms of the extent to which it 
indicates any systematic effects of differential access to the 
means of production, as opposed to other, non-economic 
determinants of the division oflabour. 

The Soviet Occupational Structure: Lane's Analysis 

As is fairly well known, the official Soviet view of the class 
structure refers to the existence of two classes and one stratum, 
the workers, peasants and employees (some of the latter are 
sometimes called the 'intelligentsia'), whose interrelation is 
structured by non-antagonistic contradictions. As Lane points 
out: 'A non-antagonistic contradiction is one which may be 
resolved by quantitative change, whereas an antagonistic 
contradiction can only be resolved by a qualitative one. '3 Lane 
takes the view that the dialectical concept of contradiction 
entails antagonism and its resolution by qualitative change, so 
the term 'non-antagonistic contradiction' is in his view 
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confusing and inappropriate. What the official theory seems to 
be attempting in using such a term is to distinguish contra­
dictions which can be resolved 'within the parameters of a given 
social system' ,4 rather than ones which can only be resolved by 
changing the social system itself. So a classless society can be 
achieved by a guided growing together of the classes. 

In contrast to the official Soviet position, Lane and O'Dell 
define the working class 'to include in the Soviet Union all 
manual and non-manual labour occupied in publicly owned 
institutions concerned with production, distribution and 
exchange'. 5 They elaborate this a little later: 

In our view, non-manual workers in production enterprises 
are not, as assumed by Stalin and others, part of a separate 
stratum outside . . . the working class; they become an 
integral part of it. This is because in a Marxist sense their 
relationship to the means of production is the same as that of 
manual workers: all are wage-earners employed in state­
owned enterprises; all contribute directly to production in 
the national economy; all to some degree share a similar 
political ideology. 6 

This is consistent with the view expressed elsewhere by Lane 
that state-socialist societies are not classless, but are not 
antagonistic class societies either: they are single-class societies 
or workers' states. 7 According to Lane, 'the cultural formation 
and political arrangements characteristic of the superstructure 
of society are not yet at the socialist level'. These super­
structural determinants generate forms of inequality which are 
not epiphenomena but are contradictions built into the system 
as long as the level of production leaves some socially 
determined wants unfulfilled: in other words, as long as the 
level of productive forces is too low. This is not the place to 
rehearse arguments about the adequacy of the base-super­
structure metaphor or the 'problematic of the productive 
forces'. Such arguments were referred to in Chapter 1.8 

All that will be noted here is that Lane seems in these later 
works to have dropped his earlier objection to the use of the 
concept of non-antagonistic contradictions, since he is arguing 
here that in the Soviet Union we face a non-antagonistic class 
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society which is a class society precisely because the low level of 
the productive forces produces superstructural features whose 
contradictions apparently give rise to forms of inequality. 
Without these forms of inequality, it is clearly implied that the 
Soviet Union would be a classless rather than a single-class 
society. For my own part, I cannot conceive of a single-class 
society, since (as I have repeatedly stated) the concept of class 
relations refers to significantly differential access to the means 
ofproduction. If all agents are in a 'single class' then relations 
between them are classless. 

However, despite my not sharing this view on the difference 
between class and classless society, Lane's works (as well as 
that of Lane and O'Dell) are of considerable interest to an 
investigation of the Soviet occupational structure, because of 
their recognition offorms of inequality within the 'single-class' 
society. For example, Lane points out that the Soviet literature 
on the subject of the intelligentsia and employees is highly 
ambiguous, with different sociologists dividing non-manual 
workers into different numbers of groups, even within thecate­
gories of employee and intelligentsia.9 Similarly, various 
numbers of strata are distinguished within the manual working 
class (although usually the three strata are considered to be 
unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled manual workers), and within 
the 'peasantry' (although again three strata are often 
distinguished: namely, the unskilled, the mechanisers and 
admiQistrative personnel). Yet Lane is not content simply to 
note Soviet attempts to analyse these forms ofinequality, as can 
most clearly be seen in the work of Lane and O'Dell, where it is 
argued that 'the simple categorisation of manual and non­
manual workers in terms of the quality of their labour input 
becomes increasingly less relevant . . . [but that] other 
distinctions between various strata of the working class have 
more salience'. 10 These distinctions are based on occupational 
differentiation (itselfbased on the character of work performed 
and the place a worker has in the system of social production), 
educational background, financial rewards and culture. 
Unfortunately, Lane and O'Dell do not explicitly theorise the 
concepts of character of work performed and place in the 
system of social production. Nevertheless, one can provide an 
account of the historical changes in the occupational structure, 



The Class Structure ofthe Soviet Union 231 

using the work of Lane and O'Dell and that of Amvrosov. 11 See 
Table 6.1. As Lane and O'Dell put it: 'These facts serve to 
illustrate the rapid structural change that has taken place: a 
swift population growth, a movement of population from 
village to town, the creation of an urban working class with a 
recent peasant background.' 12 

Table6.1 Percentage changes in the overall Soviet occupational 
structure 

1928 1939 1959 1974 1977 

Industry 
Manual 12.4 33.2 49.5 60.6 61.6 
Non-manual 5.2 17.0 18.8 21.6 22.7 
Sub-total 17.6 50.2 68.3 82.2 84.3 

Agriculture 82.4 49.8 31.7 17.8 15.7 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sources: D. Lane and F. O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, Martin 
Robertson, London, 1978, pp. 7-8 (derived and corrected); and A. A. 
Amvrosov, Sotsial'naya Struktura Sovetskogo Obshchestva, 
Politizdat, Moscow, 1975, p. 20. 

Lane and O'Dell believe that the evidence supports the view 

that the Soviet occupational pattern substantially follows 
that ofWestern capitalist counties ... The more industrial­
ised a society becomes, (i) the smaller the proportion of the 
labour force engaged in agriculture, and (ii) the higher the 
ratio of non-manual workers in the non-agricultural labour 
force. 13 

In view of the growth in non-manual occupations, it is perhaps 
surprising that 'public administration' has declined as a 
percentage of the labour force since 1959. This is clearly related 
to the use of voluntary workers among the trade unions and 
social organisations, which is considered as enhancing popular 
participation in 'the administration of things'. We saw in 
Chapter 5 that George and Manning did not consider that this 
was very effective as a form of participation, and from the 
arguments of Hirst discussed in Chapter 4 we might expect that 
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it may not be very effective as a form of administration either. 
Such a view is supported by Hough, 14 who argues that both the 
State Committee for Labour and Social Questions and Gosplan 
face a real danger of inundation by the incredible level of detail 
on which they and the trade unions must work. The use of trade 
unions (in addition to state agencies) must solve some of these 
problems by spreading the work-load, but Hough argues that 
'the deep involvement of the trade unions in Soviet labour and 
wage policy creates a serious administrative problem for the 
Soviet system because trade unions are subordinated to no 

1 '15 Th . governmenta agency. e party organs, as m so many 
similar situations, serve as the common superior which co­
ordinates activities and adjudicates disputes. However, the 
Politburo has little time to deal with the details of wages policy, 
so the co-ordination of policy in this area remains a trouble­
some problem. More important, however, from the point of 
view of policy implementation, is the lack of training in 
administration and the high turnover of voluntary trade-union 
workers involved in social security administration. It is this 
lack of expertise and the problems associated with it which 
support Hirst's argument to the effect that state administration 
can be preferable to voluntary forms of provision of various 
services, since it can secure certain defined minimal standards 
of performance. 16 For such reasons, the lack of growth of the 
'public administration' sector of occupations may be less 
desirable than proponents of democratic administration might 
1magme. 

With regard to manual occupations, Lane and O'Dell argue 
that the general level of skill has increased between 1961 and 
1972. 17 While this is doubtless true, they themselves point out 
that part of the recorded increase in skill is due possibly to the 
use of regrading as a disguised form of wage increase. Further­
more, there is a heavy use of ancillary workers to supply raw 
materials from within the same factory, using artisan labour. 
Lane and O'Dell argue that the continuing demand for manual 
labour is due to the relatively lower technological level of the 
USSR, which means that extensive and intensive growth are 
taking place in parallel rather than in sequence. 18 This is almost 
certainly still correct, but they then argue that the actual 
structure of the labour force is largely determined by the kind 
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and level of technology, and the socially accepted ways of 
manning (or staffing, as I prefer to call it). They refer to 
Braverman in arguing that it is in the context of similarities in 
the division of labour that the organisation of the work process 
in the USSR has parallels with the capitalist West. Yet it is not 
clear that the structure of the labour force is all that similar to 
the capitalist West (unless one is contrasting industrialised 
societies with, say, agrarian ones). Certainly in the USSR there 
has been the familiar tendency within industry for the 
proportion of the work-force engaged in 'material production' 
to fall, from 88.3 per cent in 1940 to 75.4 per cent in 1976. 19 It is 
also true that, using Western definitions of primary, secondary 
and tertiary sectors of the economy, the USSR in 1976 
resembled Italy and Austria of 1960, rather than the USA of 
1960,20 so that it might be possible to attribute most of the 
differences within the secondary sector (manufacturing and 
construction) to a technological lag between the capitalist 
societies and the USSR. However, this would be courting the 
danger of attributing too great an effectivity to technological 
determinants in structuring manual occupations in the labour 
force. 

Lane and O'Dell are quite willing, it seems, to concede that 
the non-manual labour force is not occupationally structured to 
neatly fit in with the needs of technology. Thus they note the 
growing numbers of engineering and technical employees 
(ITRs), 21 and the smaller share than in the West of the labour 
force constituted by lower-grade white-collar workers. 22 They 
quote a Soviet source to the effect that this smaller share of 
'administrative' workers (office staff) is largely a consequence 
of the artificial limitation of the number of salaried workers 
when their functions were handed over to the ITRs. The Soviet 
source argues that ITRs should be completely relieved of office 
work. 23 It is somewhat surprising that they do not seriously 
consider whether analogous 'artificial' limitations are placed 
on the manual labour force. It would be hard to deny that 
changing levels of technology are an important determinant of 
the occupational structure of the labour force, but if both 
intensive and extensive growth are taking place it is not 
immediately clear that changes in technology are the main 
determinant, rather than, say, another determinant which they 
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mention, socially accepted ways of staffing. In any case, 
changes in technology are themselves partly determined by the 
central planning agencies and the socially accepted ways of 
staffing. The last point is illustrated by Lee, who argues that 
'rationalisation' of technology by the workers themselves is 
symbiotically related to engineering failures, to badly designed 
equipment which has to be accepted in a situation of supply 
difficulties. 24 It is an activity which declines as any new 
technology introduced gets older (that is, as the problems ofits 
introduction are overcome). So the labour force is not only 
being restructured by technology but is itself constantly 
adapting technology to existing practices. While the intro­
duction of automation does affect the educational profile of the 
worker and the content oflabour, and consequently does lead to 
a restructuring of the labour force in favour of more skilled 
manual occupations, the continuing difficulties of technological 
innovation should not be ignored. The 'parallels with the 
capitalist West' are mainly evident at the macro-social level 
(that is, with very broad classifications of the occupational 
structure, such as manual/non-manual) and over fairly long 
time periods which indicate trends which it is presumed will 
continue to eradicate the differences in Soviet and capitalist 
occupational structures. Lane and O'Dell argue that the small 
service sector and the low proportion of employees in clerical 
occupations should not be allowed to obscure the similarities 
between the Soviet occupational structure and that of capitalist 
societies,25 but the former results from specifically Soviet forms 
of organisation of the economy. One can quite accept their 
argument that greater attention should be paid to forms of 
socialisation and patterns of recruitment, and to the political 
context in which the Soviet worker is situated, 26 while still 
devoting greater attention than they seem to consider necessary 
to the occupational structure itself. 

The extent to which the Soviet occupational structure 
continues its past trend of increasing similarity to that of the 
West cannot be simply taken for granted, when, as Feshbach 
among others indicates, 27 current practices may well slow down 
the rate of technological change which is supposed to bring 
about the restructuring of the labour force along lines similar to 
the capitalist countries. For example, to return to the issue of 
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auxiliary workers, Feshbach points out that there are 85 of 
them for every 100 basic wage-workers in the USSR, compared 
with 38 per 100 in the USA. Furthermore, very little progress 
has been made in reducing their share in the work-force. There 
are various obstacles to the redeployment of this section ofthe 
labour force. First, there is the difficulty of firing an incom­
petent worker. Second, much of the secondary output in a given 
plant consists of work done to compensate for the vagaries of the 
supply system. Third, the size of the work-force in a given 
factory is of prime importance in determining the basic wage 
levels for the manager, his assistants and the enterprise 
workers, which is a clear disincentive to the efficient use of 
labour. On top of this is the often-noted problem of labour 
turnover, which has remained at around 20 per cent per annum 
from 1959 to 1974. This reported rate understates the actual 
rate of turnover, because it excludes by definition certain 
'acceptable' reasons for departure such as being drafted into 
the armed forces, becoming disabled, retirement, or ending 
temporary work. Feshbach estimates that inclusion of these 
cases would raise the annual turnover rate in industry to 30 per 
cent. And 40 per cent of those who leave one job for another 
change their trade or speciality. Given these factors, Feshbach 
argues that it is no wonder that industrial labour productivity 
in the USSR is about half that in the USA. He concludes thus: 

In view of the inexorable decline in the size of new additions 
to the labor force, the projected reduction in capital invest­
ment in the current Five Year Plan, and the limited 
prospects for sustaining high gains in productivity among 
Soviet workers, the impact of labor force structure and 
composition on economic growth in the USSR is likely to be 
f . . . h d d 28 o maJor Importance m t e next two eca es. 

If such a conclusion is accepted, then any argument about the 
technological determination of the occupational structure must 
be qualified by a recognition of the reciprocal effect of the Soviet 
occupational structure on technological change (within the 
current institutional context of economic planning). 

The issue of the similarity of the Soviet indus trial occupational 
structure with that of the West can be further illuminated by 
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examining the distribution of the industrial labour force among 
different branches of industry in 1960 and 1975, as Feshbach 
has done (see Table 6.2). 

Table6.2 

Branch of industry 1960 1975 

Total 22 620 000 34 054 000 
Electric power 397 000 686 000 
Coal l 196 000 l 009 000 
Chemical and petrochemical 792 000 l 753 000 
Ferrous metallurgy l 047 000 l 369 000 
Machine-building and metal-working 7 206 000 13 816 000 
Construction materials l 575 000 2 151 000 
Timber, woodworking, and pulp and paper 2 698 000 2 795 000 
Light industry 3 860 000 5 109 000 
Food industry 2 164 000 3 015 000 

Source: M. Feshbach, 'The Structure and Composition of the Industrial 
Labor Force', in A. Kahan and B. Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in 
the USSR, Pergamon, New York, 1979, p. 17. 

The most striking features ofTable 6.2 are the rapid growth 
in industrial employment between 1960 and 197529 and the 
'disproportionate' growth in the machine-building and metal­
working branch of industry. This is the most important branch 
in terms of numbers of workers, amount of investment and 
significance for defence. It accounted in 197 5 for more than 
40 per cent of the total employment in industry, being more 
than two and a half times as big as the next largest branch, the 
so-called 'light' industry sector. After the chemical and petro­
chemical branch, it is the fastest-growing branch in industry. 
Can it really be said that this pre-eminence of one branch, with 
its associated skilled work-force, is similar to the occupational 
structure of a capitalist economy? It is clearly a result of 
state economic policy, as are many other features of the Soviet 
occupational structure, whether directly or indirectly. This is 
evident from an analysis of mechanisms of allocation30 and 
from an examination of changes in the overall Soviet economy 
which affect the occupational structure in various ways. To 
illustrate this, various aspects of the Soviet occupational 
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structure will be discussed, beginning with the position of 
women. 

The Occupational Structure of Soviet Women 

It may come as something of a surprise to find that Feshbach 
notes that 'the educational attainment of women, especially in 
the younger ages, is higher than that of men'. 31 This is stated 
with respect to industrial wage-workers, rather than the whole 
population, a view which is corroborated by Lapidus. 32 Lane 
and O'Dell provide evidence to suggest that it may soon be true 
of the whole population. 33 However, even if educational 
provision were perfectly dovetailed with the occupational 
structure, the improving educational position of women is 
something which would only show up in the future, since it is 
too recent a phenomenon to affect the current distribution of 
women in the occupational structure. 

If we turn to the current occupational structure, the most 
striking feature is that women constituted 51 per cent of the 
labour force in 1978, and have done so since 1970. For historical 
reasons, women comprise over half the population, so that not 
all of them are yet employed in wage labour, but over 87 per 
cent of them are now either employed or studying full time. 34 

This participation rate is supported by official ideology, as well 
as by economic pressure (with aspirations probably outrunning 
incomes), but it 

has not obliterated many features which, in the USSR as 
elsewhere, distinguish male and female employment. Indeed 
the sharpest line of differentiation among Soviet industrial 
workers today is that of sex. In the occupational structure as 
in the family, sex remains a significant basis for the allo­
cation of social roles, with the result that male and female 
workers differ in the distribution of income, skill, status, 
power and even time. 35 

Women are concentrated in particular sectors of the economy 
and in particular occupations. Of the roughly 68 million 
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women employed in 1975, 20 million were in agriculture, 24 
million were in services, 16 million in industry and roughly 7 
million were in other sectors (construction, transport, forestry 
and communications). 

Three industrial branches (machine-building and metal­
working, textile, and food) account for 70 per cent of all female 
industrial employment.36 'Moreover, in industrial employ­
ment, as in the professions, women are concentrated at lower 
levels of the pyramid, in low-level, unmechanised and unskilled 
jobs.'37 In the 1960s newly mechanised and automated work 
went primarily to the males, and women still account for 80 per 
cent of the auxiliary workers in industry. This is an important 
point for any future attempts to raise productivity, because it 
will be difficult to retrain women by evening or correspondence 
courses if they continue to do most of the domestic labour. For 
similar reasons, women are less engaged in technical innova­
tion by rationalisation,38 and have lower levels of socio-political 
participation than their male counterparts.39 While women are 
better represented among technical specialists than among 
skilled workers in industry, they are largely absent from posi­
tions of managerial authority. Although the percentage of 
female enterprise directors rose from 1 per cent in 1956 to 9 per 
cent in 1975, they have not moved into management to the 
extent that their training, experience and proportion of the 
relevant age cohort.40 Women are frequently over-qualified for 
the job they hold, so their lower earnings are not exclusively the 
result oflower qualifications or productivity. The gap between 
male and female earnings is around 30 to 35 per cent. This is 
narrower than the 40 per cent gap in the USA and several West 
European countries, but wider than the 27 per cent gap in Scan­
dinavia.41 

The reasons for these differences in wages do not simply lie in 
the distinctive characteristics of the female labour force (whose 
occupational and educational distribution is clearly recorded) 42 
but in certain features of Soviet economic organisation and 
policy, which are highlighted in a particularly clear manner by 
Lapidus, who is well aware of the interconnections between 
economic and social policy. Indeed, she points out that since 
the mid-1960s the Soviet leadership has become increasingly 
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sensitive to the unexpectedly complex interaction between 
social and economic problems, which is one of the reasons for 
the recent growth in social science researchY The reasons 
Lapidus adduces for the wage differences between men and 
women are, first, that those sectors which have high wage levels 
and high wage differentials are precisely the ones where women 
are underrepresented, and second, that blue-collar jobs are 
better paid, even when white-collar employees have a higher 
level of educational attainment. Finally, she argues that the 
possibility of direct wage discrimination cannot be ruled out. 
Thus 'equality of economic opportunity for women has not 
followed automatically from higher levels of educational attain-

dlb r · · · ,44 ment an a or-wrce partiCipatiOn . 
Turning from differential wages to other aspects of the 

disadvantageous position of women, Lapidus refers to three 
main features affecting the allocation of women to occupations: 
the sexual stereotyping of occupations (based on biological and 
psychological stereotypes), the continuing identification by 
both men and women of authority with men (which is now 
recognised as a problem in political circles), and the official 
treatment ofhousehold and family responsibilities as primarily 
and properly the domain of women, leading to a reinforcement 
of cultural norms by legislation. Only women are assigned dual 
roles in the occupational structure and the family. 

While women do seem to be starting to reject this attribution 
of a primary role in the family combined with a high labour­
force participation rate (for example, there is an increasing 
tendency for women to initiate divorce, which used to be fairly 
unusual when men were demographically 'in short supply'), it 
is still the case that housewives have more children than 
working women, that time-budget studies show that 75 per cent 
of domestic duties are done by women and that women 
effectively advance the occupational mobility of males by 
freeing them for study. Yet there is now a positive relationship 
between female employment outside the home and male help 
within it, so perhaps this link is now beginning to be broken. In 
the meantime, family roles continue to be assigned priority and 
so define the nature and rhythms of female employment. 
According to Lapidus, 'Soviet family responsibilities intrude 
into the workplace to a degree unprecedented in contemporary 
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industrial societies.'45 Provisions officially made for pregnancy 
leave and so on are predicated on the view that child-rearing 
and other family responsibilities must take a certain priority 
which work arrangements can only accommodate. This is why 
women are so underrepresented in enterprise activities 
requiring additional time and energy, as well as in volunteer 
movements, sport and in public affairs generally. As Lapidus 
puts it, the boundaries between occupational and family 
systems are permeable, but in opposite directions for men and 
women. For women, home intrudes into work, while for men 
work intrudes into the home. 

The sexual division of labour both on the job and at home, 
combined with the differential permeability of the work-family 
boundary for males and females, may have acted as buffers to 
cushion the strains created by changing female roles, as 
Lapidus argues. 46 Yet she is surely correct to point to the 
continuing sources of strain. The first is that, since the massive 
participation of women in full-time paid employment has 
eroded the traditional rationale for a sexual division oflabour 
within the family, it has increased the level of conflict between 
men and women over the division of domestic tasks. This is a 
source of marital ins ta bili ty. The second source of strain is the 
extreme tension which has been created between female work 
and family roles as currently defined. The pressure to reduce 
family commitments entails the deliberate limitation of family 
size. Lapidus considers this as the most threatening manifesta­
tion offemale resistance to the combined pressures of work and 
family roles. By impinging on a wide range of economic, 
political and military concerns, it has compelled a fundamental 
reconsideration of the whole spectrum of policies involving 
female work and the family role. 

Social Policy and Female Waged Labour 

This brings us to the point that the family is often treated both 
as an object and as an agent ofimplementation of social policy. 
Soviet policy has encouraged women to acquire new skills and 
aspirations that compete with their traditional domestic roles. 
As Lapidus points out, this sort of policy contradicts the high 
value attached to the family, the critical social roles attached to 
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it, and the large investments of time and energy needed to 
sustain it. It is for this reason, and because the resulting 
tensions may be exacerbated by economic and demographic 
trends, that there has been a growing urgency in attempts to 
confront the social conditions and consequences of female 
waged labour. Without reforms in the system of vocational 
training and placement, women are likely to find it increasingly 
difficult to get into highly skilled technical employment. They 
will tend to be absorbed into routine white-collar and service 
occupations. If the low level of office technology is borne in 
mind, the routine nature of such tasks are likely to be trying for 
the increasingly well-educated women who come to fill them. 

Lapidus gives a succinct review of the debates in which 
attempts have been made to grapple with these issuesY One 
group of proposals aims at changing the labour market by 
reforming vocational education to give the highest priority to 
upgrading the skills of women workers, as well as increased 
incentives to enrol in such programmes, which should be 
adapted to the schedules and responsibilities of working 
mothers. A second group of proposals aims at improving 
working conditions, partly by including domestic 
responsibilities in the definition of work. A third group of 
recommendations would increase the supply of consumer and 
everyday services to reduce the strain of women's dual roles. 
This group of recommendations is associated with studies 
which show the social and economic costs of inadequate 
services and child-care facilities, and the slow progress in these 
spheres has encouraged calls for a greater reliance on co­
operative and even private arrangements (nannies and 
governesses). As Lapidus points out, none of these proposals 
call for the eradication of the distinction between men's and 
women's work, with the associated changes in the structure of 
family or work. 

According to Lapidus, these issues now occupy a major place 
on the political agenda, as can be seen from the 1976 Party 
Congress, the 1977 Constitution, the reorganisation of the State 
Committee on Labour and Wa~es into the State Committee on 
Labour and Social Questions,4 and the setting up in October 
1976 of Standing Commissions to address the problems of 
women workers and mothers. 

It is now clear that the social situation of women, in 
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particular their occupational distribution, is partly an effect of a 
series of state policies (whose effects are themselves not unitary) 
and partly an effect of gender attribution. The official ideology 
favours the easing of the dual burden of home and production, 
and has led to policies whose implementation is leading to some 
improvement in the position of women vis-a-vis men. In 
addition to the measures mentioned above by Lapidus, the 
educational position of women is clearly improving, male help 
in the household has improved to some extent, and general 
measures to improve housing, the production of consumer 
durables and the retail trade network must have eased the 
burden of domestic work somewhat (thereby further removing 
grounds for male resistance to participating in it, which of 
course by itself will not end such resistance). Those state 
policies that maintain gender differences in the occupational 
structure are clearly being increasingly questioned (although 
equally clearly the debate is not over yet),49 and they are 
partially mitigated by the effects of other policies. 

The evidence examined appears to support the view that the 
occupational distribution of women is an effect of mechanisms 
of allocation of individuals, rather than an effect of class 
relations between men and women. These mechanisms have 
clearly themselves become an object of debate, with struggles 
over them beginning to take place in various arenas (not only in 
individual families, but in the trade unions and even in the 
State Committee on Labour and Social Questions). Conse­
quently prospects for changes in these mechanisms are opening 
up, and although such prospects are by no means over­
whelming the fact that the current operation of these 
mechanisms places certain obstacles in the path of a strategy of 
intensive economic growth gives one hope that they may be 
changed in a way which furthers the equalisation of the social 
situation of men and women. 

Collective Farm Workers 

According to Lane and O'Dell, 50 there is little sign of collective 
farms 'withering away' at present, so it would seem that the 
class of collective farmers will be with us for some time to come. 
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This ignores an important component ofSoviet views: namely, 
the so-called 'industrialisation of the countryside' and the 
associated development of inter-kolkhoz associations and 
agro-industrial complexes.51 When one takes these develop­
ments into account, it is not so clear that there is no sign of the 
eventual elimination of collective ownership, and hence of 
collective farmers as a class. 

Despite rural-urban differences in educational level, housing 
and to a lesser extent in health care and social security, there 
does seem to be some justification for Soviet claims that the 
differences between collective and state property are being 
steadily eroded. These differences can be summarised as those 
relating to their respective juridical statuses, their internal 
organisation, their relation to external agencies and the forms 
and levels of distribution of income among their personnel. 
Dealing first with the juridical status of kolkhozy compared 
with sovkhozy, it is clear that it does have some effectivity, 
though this does not really stretch to election of kolkhoz 
chairman. The extent of this autonomy, and its effects on 
investment and on the incomes of kolkhoz members (making 
both more dependent on financial results than in the case of 
sovkhozy), were discussed in Chapter 3. The autonomy of 
kolkhozy is being eroded by state control of certain infra­
structural investment, by 'directive planning' of kolkhoz sales, 
and by the inter-kolkhoz associations and the agro-industrial 
complexes. In other words, the juridical autonomy is being 
increasingly eroded by the relations with external economic 
agencies whose impact on the decisions of the kolkhozy is 
considerable. To this process of erosion of autonomy can be 
added the various bodies set up by the state to encourage 
standardisation of practices, such as the Federal Council of 
Kolkhozv. 

The change in the internal organisation of the kolkhozy has 
altered their occupational structure, though the precise 
changes are not clear from the evidence available. One can 
deduce from Lane and O'Dell that non-manual rural labour 
must be around 7 per cent of the total Soviet population in the 
mid-l970s. 52 A figure of similar magnitude is given by Lane for 
the mid-1960s for the kolkhoz population. 53 This suggests their 
occupational structure may be quite similar to that on state 
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farms. However, he adds that mechanisers (tractor and 
machine-harvester drivers and operators) were around 10-13 
per cent of the kolkhoz labour force, which means that between 
78 and 84 per cent of the kolkhoz labour force was probably 
fairly unskilled. This contrasts with sovkhozy, where only 41 
per cent of the labour was unskilled in the mid-l960s. However, 
the massive investment in agriculture since the mid-1960s must 
have affected the occupational structure of manual collective 
farmers, by creating more skilled manual operations. This 
trend has probably continued with the 1979-80 reforms, which 
have also affected agriculture, giving further encouragement to 
agro-industrial units, and to the personal plots (with their 
associated livestock). 54 

This recent encouragement of personal plots should not be 
taken as increasing the differences between the class position of 
the collective farmers and that of sovkhoz agricultural workers, 
who are counted as an agricultural working class and whose 
numbers grew from 1.6 million in 1940 to 8.4 million in 1973.55 

As was indicated in Chapter 3, the personal plots within larger 
agricultural units such as kolkhozy and sovkhozy are very inter­
dependent with these larger units (in contrast to urban 
personal plots). The difference in their economic function in the 
two sorts of farms is related to their different size, the greater 
size of personal plots on the kolkhozy serving to cushion 
members against the effects of their lower (and somewhat more 
variable) level of income. The importance of'private activity' 
(which is presumably largely concerned with the sale of 
produce from the personal plots) on the incomes ofkolkhozniki 
and state employees can be seen from the work of McAuley (see 
Table 6.3). 56 

Table 6.3 refers to all state employees, and so it does not give 
a clear indication of the relative importance of'private activity' 
on state farms. What the table does show, however, is that the 
proportion of total income which the kolkhozniki derive from 
their personal plots declined from over half their income in 1960 
to less than one-third in 1974. This decline was a relative, not 
an absolute one. 

Yet despite the relative decline in the proportion of income 
derived from the personal plots, and despite the increasing 
similarities between kolkhozniki and state employees, 
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Table 6.3 The structure of personal income: state employees and 
kolkhozniki, USSR, 1960-74 (roubles per year) 

Source of income 

Earnings from 
state 
kolkhoz 

Private activity 
Transfers 
Other 

Personal income 

State employees Kolkhozniki 

1960 1965 1970 1974 1960 1965 1970 1974 

376.1 473.8 623.8 742.3 34.1 36.9 48.0 70.4 
- 110.3 204.0 310.3 398.2 

24.2 29.8 41.4 41.3 171.7 194.6 227.2 239.8 
90.6 111.1 152.5 187.0 4.9 16.2 66.0 69.6 

8.8 9.6 16.2 13.7 7.9 8.3 7.6 13.5 

499.7 624.3 833.9 984.3 328.9 460.0 659.1 791.5 

Source: A. McAuley, Economic Welfare in the Soviet Union, Allen & Unwin, 
London, 1979,p.35. 

McAuley is right to point out that there are still significant 
differences between the two groups. The differences in the 
sources of income will be maintained, but income differentials 
may narrow, if output from personal plots is increased 
substantially as a result of the decree ofjanuary 1981.57 In any 
case, the decree also applies to local authorities and may lead to 
a similar rise in the use of personal plots among state 
employees, both urban and rural. This decree will certainly 
increase the land available for use as personal plots, but it is too 
soon to say whether this encouragement of personal plots and 
private livestock will reverse the relative decline in the share of 
total kolkhoznik income derived from 'private activity'. It may 
not do so, because improved transfer payments, such as the 
child allowance introduced in 1974, may offset any absolute 
increase in income from 'private activities', thereby further 
reducing the differences in forms and levels of income between 
state employees and kolkhozniki. 

The impact of transfer payments so far, however, has not 
been sufficient to equalise incomes between kolkhozniki and 
sovkhoz workers. Rzhanitsyna shows that while the trend has 
been towards equalisin~ transfer payments, full equalisation 
has not yet taken place.5 First, kolkhozniki only received about 
three-quarters the wage in 1975 that state farm workers 
received (and only about two-thirds the average wage for the 
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whole economy). Second, the lower average wages are not offset 
by higher payments from the social consumption funds (SCF). 
The reverse is the case. 

Thus the impression to be gained from Rzhanitsyna confirms 
the stress laid by McAuley on the continuing differences in 
income level and composition between kolkhozniki and state 
farm workers. Consequently, while the juridical autonomy and 
internal organisation of kolkhozy may be changing, with 
resulting changes in their internal occupational structure, it is 
not at all clear that such changes will result in an elimination of 
differences between state farm and collective farm workers' 
incomes. For example, the 1975 establishment of a 70-rouble 
minimum wage for state employees may have made the 
kolkhozniki relatively worse off. 59 Nevertheless, despite these 
continuing diflerences, current agricultural policies mean that 
the elimination of collective farms is still on the political 
agenda. Whether it will be completed without prior substantial 
improvements in agricultural performance remains to be seen. 

The 'Intelligentsia' 

There are difficulties in defining the 'intelligentsia' as a single, 
separate stratum. The varying definitions of the intelligentsia 
make it somewhat difficult to examine the concept within a 
brief space, however. For example, if we take Churchward's 
definition,60 in which the intelligentsia consists of'persons with 
a tertiary education (whether employed or not), tertiary 
students, and persons lacking formal tertiary qualification but 
who are professionally employed in jobs which normally 
require a tertiary qualification', then we are faced with a 
stipulative definition which by itself is quite compatible with 
the claim that the intelligentsia includes state and par~ 
functionaries. This contrasts with the position of Lampert, 1 

who draws a distinction between the intelligentsia and the 
functionaries of the state or the political apparatus. A position 
which might be considered as somewhere between that of 
Churchward and that of Lampert is taken by Hirszowicz with 
respect to Poland.62 She argues that the 
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nineteenth century concept of the intelligentsia has been 
revived, securing the preservation of a myth deeply 
embedded in the national tradition ofmany East European 
countries. The components of this old concept, though not 
included in sociological definitions, affect contemporary 
understanding of the concept and explain the disparity 
between purely structural distinctions and the cultural 
meanings attached to them.63 

Thus she treats the 'intelligentsia' as in a sense a myth, a part of 
the political culture, with its origins in the past, rather than as a 
distinct occupational group: 

The three main components of the nineteenth-century 
intelligentsia were ( l) social status marked by social conduct 
inculcated by breeding and training; (2) qualifications for 
carrying out certain professional activities; and (3) social 
functions, especially ideological and political leadership. 
The difficulties of dealing with the problem of the intelligent­
sia in modern East European societies stem from the 
dissociation of these characteristics ... The dissociation of 
status characteristics makes of the educated strata a mixture 
of different occupational and professional groups with 
different norms, aspirations and attitudes ... It follows that 
what could be regarded as broad generalisations about the 
intelligentsia have to be replaced with detailed studies of 
various institutions, professional groups and occupational 
communities including apparatchiki, technical intelligent­
sia, creative intelligentsia, higher and middle management, 
teachers and research workers.64 

Without endorsing Hirszowicz's general approach,65 it seems 
to me that her refusal to treat the intelligentsia as a single 
distinct occupational group (a stratum) is correct. 

However, if the intelligentsia is not defined as a single 
occupational group, then it can only be defined in terms of its 
educational level or of its political role. Defining it in terms of its 
educational level entails a stipulative definition, as already 
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indicated in the case of Churchward.66 Such an approach 
certainly avoids many problems, since educational certification 
establishes fairly clear demarcation criteria, but it leaves open 
the theoretical question of the social significance of the ~roup 
being demarcated. 57 As Churchward himself points out,6 such 
a group which on his definition numbers 'almost eleven million 
is not likely to have any high degree ofhomogeneity'. He goes 
on to argue that the intelligentsia is neither a 'ruling class' nor a 
'managerial class'. In that case, the only basis for treating them 
as an object of analysis is their educational qualifications. To 
define them as distinct on educational grounds amounts either 
to confusing mechanisms of allocation with economic location, 
or to claiming that mechanisms of allocation are the main 
determinants oflocation, or else are very closely linked with the 
main determinants of economic location. That is to say, an 
educational definition of the intelligentsia amounts to saying 
that the process of allocation of individuals to occupations is (at 
least for the highly educated) intimately connected with the 
process of creation of occupations. While I have indicated 
earlier that I am critical of such a position, such criticism will be 
left till later. 

Turning to a definition of the intelligentsia in terms of its 
political role or position, it must be clear that such a definition 
depends upon one's analysis of Soviet politics. If the various 
central state and party agencies engaged in the process of major 
national policy formulation are dependent on information 
which has to come either from enterprise managers, Ministry 
officials or technical experts of various kinds, then it is possible 
that one, or a combination, or all of such groups could act in 
concert to control effectively the decisions regarding the 
disposition and use of the means of production. In other words, 
their political position could be used to secure privileged access 
to the means of production, thereby securing a better income 
for themselves. This is quite a common sort of argument with 
regard to the Soviet Union, and would amount to grounds for 
treating them not simply as a single occupational group (a 
stratum) but as a class. The analysis of the concept of class 
developed in Chapter 1 did allow that the relation between 
various agents might be such as to enable them effectively to 
'dictate their own terms' for the access by other agents to the 
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means of production. In other words, even if agents (including 
collective agents) did not by themselves possess the means of 
production, the relations between a group of different kinds of 
agents might enable them collectively to establish favourable 
terms of access to the means of production, in a manner similar 
to the relations between, say, a landowning company, a bank 
and an industrial company. 

However, while not denying that there is a substantial 
concentration of political power in the arenas of struggle 
constituted by relations between the central state and party 
agencies, the analysis in Chapter 4 suggested that no single 
group within the 'intelligentsia', or combination of groups 
(associated with different agencies), would be able to act in 
concert at all times in a situation of institutional struggle over 
various issues. While the analysis provided by Andrle, and 
more especially Tartarin (among others),69 indicated that it is 
entirely possible to use one's occupational position to divert 
illicitly some real income to oneself, due to the inability of the 
state to scrutinise closely many activities in a detailed way, the 
very fact that such practices are widespread, and by no means 
exclusively confined to white-collar occupations, suggests that 
the 'intelligentsia' is not in a very privileged situation. It is 
certainly not able to secure for itself a very high income, if one 
accepts Churchward's definition of 'intelligentsia'. 70 

Perhaps Matthews is the most forceful proponent of the view 
that privilege and an associated highly unequal distribution of 
real income are important features of the social structure of the 
Soviet Union. 71 Yet by international standards, he concludes, 
the Soviet 'elite' is poor and lacking in independence, though it 
is a long way from the egalitarian ideals proclaimed by the 
Soviet state. Furthermore, his claim that the differences in 
income may be no less than the USA is effectively undermined 
in a note by Wiles, 72 who calculates that the United Kingdom 
(not the USA) has almost exactly the same ratio of top to 
average income as the USSR, if income is defined as wages plus 
fringe benefits including orthodox state social services. The 
ratio for both countries is 5.5 to 1. However, if all UK income 
(including 'capitalist' incomes) is taken into account, Wiles 
calculates that the United Kingdom is 'considerably more 
unequal than the USSR'. The evidence on the USA will be 
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discussed later. The case for a ruling class or elite able to secure 
a substantially unequal share of national income for itself thus 
seems weaker than Matthews would argue, even accepting 
Matthews's own evidence, which ignores the effect of the 
informal sector on the incomes of the rest of the population, 73 

and which probably overestimates the real income effect of 
better housing, health care and holidays. 

With the possible exception of the personnel of the central 
state and party agencies, the 'intelligentsia' cannot be 
considered a distinct class from the manual working class. 74 

Furthermore, no good reason has been provided in any of the 
analyses discussed for treating the 'intelligentsia' as a single 
occupational group or stratum. In this respect I agree with the 
position of Lane and O'Dell, though they do not address them­
selves directly to the other question of whether the 'intelligent­
sia' are a separate stratum inside the working class. They 
simply argue, as quoted earlier, that non-manual workers in 
production enterprises (my emphasis) are not a separate 
stratum, on the grounds that in a Marxist sense they are in the 
same class position and share a similar political ideology. This 
is a rather oblique answer, since various Soviet and Western 
analyses quite happily treat the 'intelligentsia' as a distinct 
stratum within the class of those employed by the state, and 
since the 'intelligentsia' is not usually considered as being 
confined to production enterprises. 

This critique of the usefulness of the concept of 'intelligent­
sia' for analysing either the occupational structure or class 
relations has raised the question of the role of education as a 
supposed mechanism of allocation of individuals to occupation­
al positions. It is to this question that we must now address 
ourselves. 

Education 

It has already been indicated with respect to women that 
educational level is not all that neatly dovetailed with 
occupational position in the Soviet Union. This is the case 
despite the existence of manpower (sic) planning and attempts 
at occupational placement. 7 Claims that education is function-
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ally integrated with the occupational structure are common 
with respect to capitalist societies, even among Marxists/6 so it 
is not surprising to find educational level used to define the 
'intelligentsia' in some cases, or to see Lane and O'Dell in effect 
adapting Hopper's functionalist analysis of educational 
systems to the Soviet Union. 77 Lane and O'Dell's analysis of the 
relation between education and occupation will therefore be 
treated as an example of this sort of analysis which closely 
associates mechanisms of allocation of individuals with deter­
minants of economic location. 

In analysing the education system, Lane and O'Dell make 
use ofTurner's concepts of'sponsored' and 'contest' mobility, 
as well as the concept of 'cooling out', which form the basis of 
Hopper's work. 78 The Soviet Union is treated as a contest 
education system79 in which high levels of occupational aspira­
tions are 'cooled out' by the educational system to achieve a 
better match between ambition and the occupational structure. 
This system is modified by a degree of sponsorship in the case of 
women, who are channelled into lower-status occupations.80 

However, Lane and O'Dell do not argue that ambition or 
educational level are exactly matched to occupation. They 
point out that 'dissatisfied' manual workers tend to have a 
higher level of education than 'satisfied' ones, and they agree 
with arguments that manual workers are paid higher wages to 
compensate for the monotony of the work, drawing attention to 
the disjunction between the 'pyramid of preferences' of school­
children and the 'pyramid of requirements' of the nation. 81 

However, this simply leads them to conclude that there will be 
further functional adjustment by the education system, which 
will probably further develop its 'cooling-out' processes so that 
high morale and work-force stability will be gromoted by the 
reduction of the aspirations of school-leavers. 2 

The two mechanisms by which the 'cooling-out' process is 
thought to be developing in the Soviet Union are 'the provision 
of an infinite number of channels for advancement (the 
alternative route)' and 'forms of tempering ambition in the 
school system' such as vocational guidance. 83 Yet they 
recognise that many school-leavers want, and many students 
receive, an education for reasons of personal satisfaction, rather 
than as training for a job. They also argue that, despite overt 
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socialisation and explicit vocational guidance, the authorities 
have not been able to develop a general desire for a career in 
manual as opposed to non-manual jobs. Furthermore, they 
point out that people who end up as administrative workers 
receive their education in engineering and the applied 
sciences.84 These latter points suggest the following: that the 
'alternative routes' have the effect oflegitimating and perhaps 
even reinforcing educational aspirations as much as cooling out 
these aspirations; that vocational guidance and other cooling­
out mechanisms have a limited effect; and that in any case the 
education system does not have to fit all that closely with the 
occupational structure (even though it is intended that it 
should) because occupational positions are filled anyway, 
either by praktiki ('practicals') who have learned on the job as 
they have been promoted within the enterprise, or by people 
with an appropriate level of education, the content of which 
may not be very relevant to their occupational position. 

If the latter points are correct, then educational selection and 
certification are not as intrinsically important for occupational 
placement as Lane and O'Dell seem to believe. They are 
certainly correct to point to the rapid secular decline in the 
proportion of praktiki, 85 but this simply means that the 
expansion of education provision provides a socially acceptable 
criterion for occupational selection, namely an educational 
certificate. As they apparently realise, it does not mean that 
determinants of change or stability in the occupational 
structure itself are unimportant, nor does it mean that the 
educational qualifications that are administratively used as a 
criterion of occupational selection bear any very close 
relationship to the tasks and skills of the various occupations, 
any more than it does in capitalist societies. It would be 
surprising if, in the Soviet Union as in other countries, the 
education system did not have a 'life of its own' in the sense that 
pedagogical concerns have their own impact on curriculum 
content and teaching methods, and that these concerns, as well 
as the ambiguities in what Lane and O'Dell call 'the different 
values that the elites seek to inculcate', 86 have the effect of 
insulating the content of educational provision from the 
'requirements' of the occupational structure which are in any 
case poorly understood by the central planning agencies. It is 
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by no means clear that any planning to establish a closer fit 
between education and occupation will be all that successful, 
partly because the skills of an occupation often change even if 
the occupation itself retains the same designation, partly 
because the occupational structure itself changes (for various 
reasons including changes in state policy), and partly because 
the education system is not amenable to rapid change, 
especially if the curriculum is specialised rather than general. 
For this reason, educational level is a poor basis "for defining 
different occupational groups, such as the 'intelligentsia', 
though it might be a useful research indicator of occupational 
boundaries whose determinants would then have to be 
theorised. 

The Soviet Occupational Structure, Collective Agents 
and Class Relations 

It is now possible to discuss whether class relations operate 
between occupational categories of agents. It was argued 
earlier in this chapter, however, that class relations may well be 
operative between collective agents and that, while the internal 
organisation of such agents would mean that they each had 
their own internal occupational structure, the class position of 
the individuals within such an agent should not necessarily be 
equated with the class position of the agent itself. Hence 
relations between occupations need not exhaust the possibili­
ties for the existence of class relations in a social formation. 
Soviet theorists themselves take membership of a collective 
agency, such as a kolkhoz or state enterprise, as an important 
index of the class position of an occupation, yet they weaken 
this by their treatment of the 'intelligentsia' as a stratum.87 So 
the rejection of the idea that the 'intelligentsia' can be treated as 
a stratum at least clears out of the way an important obstacle to 
the analysis of class relations in the Soviet Union, since the 
treatment of the 'intelligentsia' as a stratum glosses over what 
may be important differences between collective agents within 
the state sector. 

The relative capacities of different economic agents are not 
immediately apparent from tables on the occupational 
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structure. All that can be directly concluded from such 
evidence is that there have been rapid changes in the occupa­
tional structure, changes which are now slowing down. Yet the 
discussion of the occupational structure has yielded more 
evidence than that on the relative capacities of agents, and this 
can be seen if we take broad occupational groupings one at a 
time. 

Industrial workers 
Starting with industrial manual workers, the stagnation which 
is becoming increasingly evident in the proportion of auxiliary 
workers suggests that manual workers have very little capacity 
to influence even the technical division oflabour, since it would 
clearly be in their interests to move into skilled manual occupa­
tions, thereby increasing their wages. Some manual workers 
manage to do this illicitly, since some of the movement into 
skilled grades or occupations is purely nominal, being a 
disguised form of wage increase. The gloomy evidence on 
technical 'rationalisation' and innovation in Soviet industry 
corroborates this inability to influence the technical division of 
labour. Many of these auxiliary workers are women, and the 
chances of them obtaining further training while working are 
substantially reduced by their current domestic 
responsibilities. This picture of poor control by manual workers 
of the technical division of labour is corroborated by the 
evidence on relations within the enterprise discussed in 
Chapter 3 or supplied by Lane and O'Dell88 or Ruble. 89 It is 
certainly the case that trade unions are fairly good at 
safeguarding wages, job security and working conditions. For 
example, Ruble argues that it is usually lack of resources rather 
than negligence which is responsible for management non­
compliance with health and safety regulations. However, it is 
clear that factory trade unions and party committees do not 
actively intervene in co-ordinating the technical division of 
labour (that is, in managing the enterprise). There may be a 
high rate of participation in factory trade-union meetings, but 
the available evidence suggests that a large proportion ofSoviet 
industrial workers do not believe that their opinions matter.90 

Similarly with party supervision of management, Lane and 
O'Dell agree with Andrle's conclusion that in practice the party 
secretary's power is limited. 91 
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This lack of control of the technical division of labour (the 
manner in which labour is combined with the means of 
production) could well be offset by manual workers, if they 
were able to affect substantially the division of social 
production or the social division of labour in a way which 
favoured themselves. However, it is clear that the division of 
social production must be determined at the level of the central 
state and party agencies. The same phenomenon (an inability 
by manual industrial workers to determine the division of social 
production) should be evident from the discussion ofhousing in 
Chapter 5. In the case of the social division oflabour, there is 
some evidence of possible indirect influence by the manual 
workers, mediated by the All-Union Central Committee of 
Trade Unions and the State Committee on Labour and Social 
Questions. Thus the growth in the proportion of the population 
engaged in education and health, and in trade, could be 
considered as indicating a capacity by the manual workers to 
influence the distribution of real income in their favour. 
However, this would have to be set against the reliance on 
trade-union volunteers to administer social security, a form of 
participation which does not seem to enable them to have much 
influence on policy. Overall, then, one would have to conclude 
that the capacity of the manual industrial occupations to co­
ordinate actively any of the three main aspects of the division of 
labour is not very great. National and local trade unions and 
local party bodies seem to act largely in a defensive capacity, if 
they pursue at all what might be considered as specifically 
manual industrial occupations' objectives. 

This is perhaps not surprising, given the continued existence 
of a kind of labour market, and of extensive attempts at the 
political socialisation of the labour force. The political 
socialisation practices do seem to help secure support for the 
status quo, but the extent of this support, while substantial, 
does have its limits. 92 The knowledge in the central state and 
party agencies that these limits exist does enable manual 
workers to have some impact on major national economic 
decisions, such as wage levels. However, it is clear that manual 
industrial occupations do not predominate in co-ordinating the 
division of labour, thereby largely securing their own condi­
tions of existence in a manner which makes other occupational 
groups' existence dependent on them and determining the dis-
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tribution of income in their own favour. In other words, they 
are not a predominant class in the Soviet Union. 

Collective farm workers 
Yet if the economic capacities of the manual industrial 
occupations are limited, which is hardly surprising, it is still less 
surprising to find that the capacities of kolkhozniki are even 
more limited. The juridical independence of the kolkhozy has 
not precluded state intervention in various aspects of their 
affairs. While some of this intervention has in recent years been 
quite beneficial in certain respects (for example, improved 
wages and social security provisions, the development ofagro­
industrial complexes), it has also enabled the state to continue 
to subordinate collective farms by integrating their product­
mix into the overall national economic plan for agriculture, and 
by imposing a certain technical division oflabour on them. It is 
clear that their juridical independence from the state has 
reduced their capacity (and that of their members) to influence 
the division of social production and the social division of 
labour. Thus, while the situation of kolkhozniki has definitely 
improved considerably since the early 1960s, their access to the 
means of production is clearly only on terms set for them by 
various state agencies. Consequently, despite their internal 
occupational differentiation, kolkhozniki must be considered to 
be in a separate, and worse, class position from that of all those 
employed by the state, with the possible exception of kolkhoz 
chairmen, who are de facto state appointees. Until the juridical 
and other conditions of the differences between kolkhozy and 
sovkhozy are eliminated, this element of class relations will 
remain a feature of the Soviet social formation. The effects (in 
terms of the distribution of income) of their restricted access to 
the means of production have already been made clear earlier 
in this chapter. 

Non-manual occupations 
While it is quite evident that many non-manual occupations do 
not have significantly different access to the means of 
production from manual occupations, it is nevertheless the case 
that some non-manual occupations are particularly involved 
with the co-ordination of the division oflabour. This is the case 
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with regard to enterprise directors and other members of the 
'technical intelligentsia' (the engineering and technical 
personnel, the ITRs), who are concerned with the technical 
division of labour. It is also the case with senior Ministry 
officials, senior party officials and members of the central 
planning agencies who are concerned with the division of social 
production and/or the social division oflabour. 

The enterprise director clearly predominates in co-ordinating 
the technical division of labour, despite the various institu­
tional constraints on him in the form of the local trade unions, 
the factory party committee, the different organisations of 
rationalisers and innovators, labour law, the district party 
secretary, and so on. However, the position of an agent such as 
the enterprise director is not static, and could be changed by the 
spread of brigade autonomy or by the eventual success of the 
production association reform. Furthermore, even if these two 
changes do not extend throughout the economy, the capacity of 
enterprise directors to co-ordinate the technical division of 
labour is seriously constrained by the various central planning 
agencies concerned with plan implementation such as Gosstroi, 
Gossnab and Gosbank. These agencies, as well as the 
Ministries themselves, establish the conditions under which 
enterprise directors have access to the means of production 
necessary to fulfil the plan. While the enterprise directors do 
have a certain autonomy in this respect, the supervision by 
these superior agencies effectively keeps this autonomy within 
certain limits. This state of affairs would almost certainly 
continue to hold in the event of the successful spread of 
autonomous production brigades within enterprises, or of 
production associations which combine enterprises. Enterprise 
directors could only become a capitalist class if they could 
extend their access to the means of production well beyond the 
co-ordination of the technical division of labour to the point 
where their autonomous decisions affected the division of social 
production and the social division of labour. As it is, the 
capacity to determine the division of social production does 
reside to some extent in individual Ministries (hence the high 
proportion of consumer durables coming from enterprises 
whose Ministries are in the 'heavy-industry' sector). Yet this is 
only true to the extent that they are able to evade the super-
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vision of (or get the agreement of) the central planning 
agencies, and it certainly is not true to any degree in the case of 
individual enterprises. Thus the capacities of enterprise 
directors, or of other ITRs working within enterprises, are 
effectively delimited to the co-ordination of the technical 
division of labour. They clearly do not predominate in deter­
mining their own conditions of existence, and could not do so 
unless they had greater access to the means of production, and 
hence a capacity to co-ordinate the division of social 
production. Were this to happen, it could then lead to a limited 
capacity to co-ordinate the social division oflabour, at least to 
the extent that such agents could then largely secure their own 
conditions of existence, but at the moment changes in the social 
division of labour are frequently an unintended effect of 
changes in the other main aspects of the division oflabour, or 
else of changes in state policy or the structure of the state itself. 

The comparatively limited capacities of enterprise directors 
and other ITRs in production enterprises highlight the pre­
conditions for the personnel in the central state and party 
agencies to constitute a 'ruling class'. For this to be the case, 
then the political interdiction of other agents' access to the 
means of production would have to be supplemented by an 
ability to enhance substantially their own capacity for action in 
a manner which rendered other agents dependent on the 
central state and party agencies, while leaving the latter 
comparatively independent of other agencies. This would 
imply either that one or two agencies would have to be supreme 
(a sovereign body), or that collectively these various agencies 
(which are themselves each a collective agent) would have to be 
capable of using their access to the means of production to co­
ordinate all aspects of the division of labour (restricting the 
capacity of other agents to do so), thereby securing their own 
conditions of existence. Furthermore, since these collective 
agents are not themselves agents of consumption, the class 
relations between these agents and other economic agents 
would have to be utilised by the personnel who staff those 
agencies to alter substantially the distribution of income in 
their own favour. Otherwise it would be comparatively easy for 
these personnel to subvert the policies of these collective agents. 

The concept of one or two agencies being capable of acting as 
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a sovereign has already been rejected in the discussion of total­
itarianism and elite theory in Chapter 4.93 If these central 
agencies are to be included as 'collective possessors' of the 
means of production, then it has to be demonstrated that these 
central agencies were capable of exerting sufficient control not 
merely to establish overall co-ordination of the division of 
labour (preventing sub-agents from usurping such decisions as 
are necessary for effective national planning), but also to 
subordinate sub-agents to the point where they had little 
capacity of their own to affect the division of labour, and thus 
could not prevent the means of production from being used in a 
way which substantially altered the distribution of income in 
favour of the central agencies and their constituent personnel. 

It is by no means clear that this is the case. For example, 
despite all the restrictions on the capacities of enterprise 
directors, they are still the main agents capable of co-ordinating 
the technical division of labour. Similarly, the participation of 
the Ministries in the activities of Gossnab indicates that 
Ministries still have a considerable impact on the division of 
social production, because of their capacity to secure supplies 
by a process of mutual accommodation with one another and 
with Gossnab. Because Gosplan cannot issue orders to 
Gossnab, there is little that it can do about this state of affairs, 
since it is quite likely that the Council of Ministers will reflect 
any mutual accommodations reached between Ministries in 
the process of Gossnab's decisions on material-technical 
supplies. The effects of this, such as the location of consumer­
durables production in 'heavy-industry' Ministries, have 
already been indicated. The 'inordinate' size of the Ministry of 
Machine Building and Metal Working is surely a result of 
similar processes. The failure of the Kosygin reform and the 
repeated attempts to push through the production association 
reform both demonstrate that the capacity of the central state 
and party agencies to co-ordinate the division of social 
production is seriously limited by the non-compliance of sub­
agents, particularly Ministries. Similarly, with regard to 
decisions which directly affect the social division of labour, 
there have been no attempts to cut back on health and 
education personnel to increase the central agencies' room for 
manoeuvre either to create other kinds of occupations or to alter 
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the distribution of income in favour of the personnel of the 
central agencies. The use of voluntary workers in trade unions 
to administer social security might be considered as an example 
of an attempt to alter the social division of labour in a way 
which 'releases' real income for use by the central agencies, but 
the recent pension increases imply that this money has simply 
been spent on the general population rather than on 
professional ad minis tra tors. 

Consequently it is extremely difficult to argue that the 
undoubted predominance of the central state and party 
agencies in co-ordinating the overall division of labour in the 
social formation is sufficiently exclusive to restrict seriously the 
access of other state agencies to the means of production. In 
other words, the effect of the process of plan construction and 
implementation seems to be that a variety of agents (and sub­
agents) do have overlapping forms of access to the means of 
production, so that the relations between the various agents in 
the state sector establish conditions in which no one agent can 
substantially enhance its own capacity for action at the expense 
of other agents, and no one agent can substantially alter the 
distribution of income in its own favour. 

This perhaps places in a new light the 'incrementalism' in 
policy formation, remarked on by Hough and others. It may 
well be that the caution with which policy changes are 
introduced is an indication of successful struggle by sub-agents 
such as Ministries within the state sector, and that this capacity 
to struggle successfully is partly an effect of the 'multiple access' 
to the means of production which was outlined in Chapter 1 as 
an indication that class relations are weak or non-existent. 
However, there is a danger here of implying that classless 
societies are incapable of effective reform, or are doomed to 
paralysis and stagnation. Much of the 'incrementalism' in the 
Soviet Union seems to be simply due to a poor process of policy 
formulation. 

In itself, the argument that sub-agents have access to the means 
of production which is sufficient to prevent too great a 
restriction on their capacity for action does not finally settle the 
issue of class relations within the state sector in the Soviet 
Union. It was argued in Chapter 1 that non-class societies 
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would have a very egalitarian policy on the distribution of 
income and this policy would have to be fairly effectively 
pursued. This issue must now be dealt with. 

The Distribution of Wages and Income Levels 

All recent analyses of wage differentials and inequalities in the 
distribution of actual earnings concur in the view that since the 
mid-1950s there has been a substantial reduction in both. 
McAuley, in reviewing the distribution of earnings from 1956 to 
1972, and the growth of earnings from 1950 to 1974, is very 
clear on these effects.94 Wiles presents a similar picture from 
1946 to 1970.95 Similarly, Chapman, who concentrates on the 
industrial wage structure, argues that earnings differentials 
have narrowed since the mid-1950s, while average industrial 
money earnings have more than doubled. 96 

In terms of earnings, non-manual occupations cannot be 
considered as a homogeneous group. Office workers clearly 
earn between 15 and 20 per cent less than the average 
(including industrial manual workers), while managerial and 
technical personnel earn over 20 per cent more than average. 
Managerial and technical personnel are now much closer to 
average earnings than formerly. The higher-paid have had 
slower relative wage increases, and low-paid workers have had 
relatively large increases. This shows the effects of the 
substantial rise in the minimum wage, and the freezing of the 
upper-level salary rates. 97 

Chapman points out that Soviet earnings differentials are 
much narrower than in the USA, even ignoring US income 
from profits and dividends. It will be recalled that Wiles98 gave 
a figure of 5.5:1 for the ratio of top to average incomes in the 
USSR. This is much higher than Chapman's 1. 7: l for the Soviet 
Union in 1970. The difference is largely explained by the fact 
that Chapman is referring to earnings from wages only, 
whereas Wiles is accepting Matthews's estimates of the real 
income addition of fringe benefits when added to the very top 
wages and salaries. Chapman is more sceptical than Matthews, 
it seems, on the income differentials generated by fringe 
benefits, for she points out that ordinary jobs also provide 
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access to scarce goods and other sources of extra income.99 

Chapman's evidence on the USA shows that in terms of 
earnings (ignoring fringe benefits and profits) it too was more 
unequal than the USSR. Thus it is quite clear that, although 
the USSR has lower real earnings levels and wider earnings 
differentials than other countries in Eastern Europe, it also has 
much narrower earnings differentials than the USA and 
Britain. 

However, earnings are only part of the real income of the 
population. The other major components of the real income of 
the Soviet population are of course comprised of housing, 
transport and basic food subsidies, as well as expenditures 
under the heading of the social consumption funds. If one is 
attempting to examine whether differentials in the distribution 
of income have declined, the impact of these measures must be 
assessed in some way. At the end of Chapter 5 I attempted a 
rough assessment of the overall effects of such non-wage forms 
of income and concluded that arguments that such forms of 
state· expenditure were regressive were not substantiated. 
lVIcAuley is convinced that the authorities adopted a new 
approach to questions of economic welfare in the mid-1950s, 100 

and that while neither wage and salary policy nor expenditures 
on social consumption have been administered as consistently 
or effectively as Soviet accounts would have us believe, there 
has been substantial achievement. 101 

McAuley's analysis is particularly useful for a discussion of 
the distribution of income. Thus, for example, he points out 
that, whatever measure is used, the gap between kolkhozniki 
and state employees closed between 1960 and 1970, so that by 
the end of the decade, total or per capita personal income for 
kolkhozniki for the USSR as a whole was some 78 to 85 per cent 
of that of state employees. He rightly argues that this 'gives a 
better indication of the relative living standards of the two 
classes than money income, which suggests that peasants 
received about two-thirds as much as the rest of the popu­
lation' .102 He also argues that the available evidence indicates 
that there was a marked reduction in inequality among the non­
agricultural population between 1958 and 196 7. 103 Not 
surprisingly, this is related to the reform of social security, the 
reorganisation of the wage and salary system, and the increased 
expenditure on pensions and other transfers. 
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Yet his claim that the momentum in this respect which was 
evident up to 1970 may not have been maintained, that the 
drive to equality may have slackened or even been reversed, is 
perhaps open to question, though it is difficult to refute without 
as careful an appraisal of the evidence for the 1970s as he has 
conducted for the pre-1970 period. 

Some of McAuley's work is complemented by the work of 
Vinokur and Ofer, 104 though their analysis is primarily 
restricted to industrial workers. They confirm that the rise in 
real per capita income continued until 1975, being around 
73 per cent higher than in 1965 if the Soviet retail price index is 
used, or 50 per cent higher if the Schraeder-Severin index is 
taken. 105 They also confirm that the gap in real incomes 
between kolkhozniki and state employees continued to narrow 
after 1970, from about 36 per cent in 1965 to 32 per cent in 1975: 
'This is reasonable since incomes of kolkhozniki and low-paid 
urban workers, as well as of pensioners, rose more rapidly than 
incomes ofbetter-paid industrial workers.' 106 However, on the 
basis of survey evidence, they suggest that the predominance of 
industrial workers in terms of wages (in comparison with office 
staff and with manual workers in agriculture and services) is 
offset br lower supplementary income from social consumption 
funds. 1 7 This latter phenomenon would not affect the overall 
distribution of income very much. 

Overall, the distribution of income (not simply wages) has 
been considerably equalised from about 1955 to 1975. While 
the evidence is not available to form judgements about develop­
ments since then, and while it is clear that further equalisation 
of incomes may be fraught with difficulty and is perhaps only 
recent!~ a process which has been monitored with any sophisti­
cation, 08 it is very clear that the combined effect of various 
policies has been to raise general living standards and to 
equalise incomes. Whatever the reasons for these 
developments, increases in the wages of the lowest paid and 
improvements in welfare are not the sort of outcome which one 
would expect of the central state and party agencies, in a 
situation where their room for manoeuvre in running the 
economy has been declining. The available evidence on the 
trends in the distribution of real income is thus quite 
compatible with the argument in the preceding section (on the 
occupational structure and class relations) that no category of 
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agents seems to be capable of establishing privileged access to 
the means of production. 

Conclusion: The Presence of Class Relations in the 
Soviet Union 

It is clear from the fact that substantial changes in the 
occupational structure have taken place since the late 1920s 
that the central state and party agencies are capable of co­
ordinating the division of labour in a manner which broadly 
speaking enables them to fulfil their objectives. This has 
continued to be the case despite the slow-down in the rate of 
economic growth since the mid-l960s. However, it is equally 
clear that there are limits on the capacity of the central agencies 
to co-ordinate the division of labour. Some of these limits on 
their capacity derive from their form of calculation and on the 
organisational resources at their immediate disposal. However, 
the main limits on their capacity derive from the capacities of 
other economic agents such as Ministries, and from their sub­
agents such as production associations, state enterprises (and 
in future even perhaps autonomous brigades within enter­
prises). While the access of each of these economic agents to the 
means of production is different, and hence their capacities are 
each somewhat different, the available evidence strongly 
suggests that within the state sector such differential access 
does not give rise to class relations. 

This conclusion seems to hold not just for relations between 
collective agents but for those between individual agents: the 
examination of the occupational structure suggested that the 
most systematic enhancement and restriction of individuals' 
capacity for action derived from gender attribution rather than 
class relations. The effect of this on the occupational distribu­
tion of men and women and on the consequent distribution of 
income between these two categories was quite clear. Apart 
from this, while there are certainly differences in individual 
capacities deriving from occupational location, and associated 
differences in income level, it is clear that within the state sector 
these derive largely from membership of state agencies rather 
than being an attribute of the occupation itself, for example the 
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educational level required to enter that occupation. 
Thus the failure to find any class relations between occu­

pations is related to the lack of class relations between state 
agencies. The predominance of such collective agents is of 
course an effect of the nationalisation of the means of 
production, which means that the only legal access which an 
individual has to the means of production is in the capacity of a 
member of a party or state agency. Hence the importance of 
analysing the relative capacities of the various state economic 
agents, as was attempted in Chapter 3. The complex relations 
between these agents, with 'dual subordination', and a 
multiplicity of arenas in which the decisions of superior agents 
can be challenged, and a degree of autonomy at the level of sub­
agents due partly to the sheer burden of information at the 
centre, these complex relations have important effects. First, 
because the capacities of various state agencies cannot be 
strictly delimited (there are great difficulties of even achieving a 
legal codification of these various capacities), the processes of 
plan formulation and plan implementation are inevitably 
politicised. Second, these relations are such that, while there is 
adequate delimitation of sub-agents to enable an overall 
national co-ordination of the division oflabour to be achieved, 
this delimitation is not sufficient to render the sub-agents 
incapable of having any serious impact on the division of 
labour. In other words, while the central agencies are capable 
of formulating and effectively implementing a national plan 
(which means they are capable of preventing sub-agents from 
taking over the means of production), the various agencies of 
plan implementation are nevertheless capable of exerting 
considerable control over that part of the total means of 
production which is at their disposal. This means they are also 
in a position to resist or even block certain kinds of economic 
policies, and to press for others. While this state of affairs 
continues, it will be difficult for the central agencies or the 
Ministries or other sub-agents to gain sufficient control of the 
means of production to be able to decide their own investment 
and income-distribution policies. Consequently the various 
forms of access of different agents, even those with a more 
restricted capacity for action such as enterprises, do seem to be 
such that within the state sector there is 'multiple access' to, or 
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'social ownership' of, the means of production. This is not to say 
that the present forms of'social ownership' in the Soviet Union 
are the most politically desirable or economically effective. 

The conclusion that the relations of production within the 
state sector do not give rise to class relations within it does not 
mean that there are no class relations in the Soviet Union. The 
kolkhozy are not simply juridically distinct, they are a category 
of collective agents whose access to the means of production is 
clearly restricted to the terms set by state agencies. While the 
incomes of their members are evidently approaching those of 
employees of state agencies, that income depends more on the 
economic performance of each collective farm (and on the 
personal plots) than is the case in state agencies, where 
individual incomes are much more dependent on state policy. 
However, it is not the dependence of their members' incomes on 
their economic performance which places collective farm 
members in a different class position from state employees. The 
connection between individual wage and economic perfor­
mance could be strengthened in the state sector if the 
autonomous brigade reforms go through. Rather, it is their 
effective subordination to various state agencies, which, by 
their investment, pricing and delivery policies, determine the 
farms' access to the means of production and consequently the 
disposition of their product. These state policies operate in a 
way that enables the state agencies to predominate completely 
in determining the farms' conditions of existence, and even 
their 'choice' of chairmen and internal organisational form. Yet 
they are (or have been in the past) denied the Ministerial 
backing which would enable them to lobby for investment. 
These relations between state agencies and collective farms are 
of course the legacy of forced collectivisation. Fortunately 
conditions on collective farms are steadily improving. Yet the 
massive investment in agriculture is much less effective than it 
could be, as indicated in Chapter 3. This is because collective 
farms do not appear to have the autonomy to co-ordinate their 
own technical division of labour, and hence to decide on the 
most appropriate kinds of on-farm investment. Agricultural 
investment off the farm (that is, infrastructural work on roads 
and kolkhoz markets, etc.) is controlled by the state, which 
further enables the state to determine the conditions of 
existence of the kolkhozy. In the absence of rapid improve-
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ments in agricultural performance, it will be difficult for the 
state to speed up the transformation of kolkhozy into sovkhozy. 
However, it would seem that in current Soviet conditions this is 
the only feasible way to eliminate these class relations. 

Finally, there is the possibility that class relations operate in 
the 'informal sector' of the Soviet economy, the so-called 
'parallel market' which is sometimes divided into various 
different kinds of market. While it is possible that capitalist 
relations operate here, and in aggregate the 'informal sector' 
must be economically significant, it appears that most of the 
economic activity in this sector takes the form of self-employed 
'moonlighting'. Consequently, such class relations as exist here 
are not of major importance at the moment, and would only 
become so if the 'informal sector' seriously disrupted the 
national planning process, which would imply a fairly serious 
social upheaval on the scale of, say, recent events in Poland 
connected with the rise of Solidarity. 

One can sum up by saying that there are class relations in the 
Soviet Union which operate by means of mechanisms of state 
control of the kolkhozy. While other class relations may operate 
in the 'informal sector', they are much less important, and their 
exact extent is unknown. The class relations between state 
agencies and the kolkhozy, which put their respective members 
in different class positions, are being steadily if slowly eroded, 
by measures to transform kolkhozy and by opening up the 
access of kolkhozy to the means of production (by 
organisational devices such as inter-kolkhoz associations). In 
this sense the official Soviet theory of the class structure, which 
treats the form of property (or collective agent) as important for 
defining the class position of individuals and which argues that 
class differences are diminishing, is defensible. However, the 
basis of this theory is not very clear and it is weakened by the 
insistence on attempting to find grounds for defining the 
'intelligentsia' as a separate stratum. 

Notes 

I. See, for example, the identification by both Gold thorpe and Halsey (in 
their famous Oxford mobility study publications) of the 'class structure' 
of occupational positions with the 'class structure' offamily units, which 



268 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

is criticised by B. Hindess, 'The Politics of Social Mobility', Economy 
and Society, vol. 10, no. 2, May 1981. 

2. It is probably clear that the word 'disproportionate' is being used 
loosely here. It does not imply the possibility of establishing what a 
proportionate share in the distribution of income would be, as in 'to 
each according to his work'. It simply implies a sufficiently large share 
of the total available real income to sustain the predominant capacity 
to co-ordinate the division of labour, thereby being in a position to 
affect substantially one's own conditions of existence. 

3. D. Lane, The End of Inequality?, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1971, 
p.38. 

4. Ibid, p.38. 
5. D. Lane and F. O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker: Social Class, 

Education and Control, Martin Robertson, London, 1978, p.3. 
6. Ibid, pp. 4-5. 
7. D. Lane, Politics and Society in the USSR, 2nd edn, Martin Robertson, 

London, 1978, p.418. 
8. This is at least true of the base-superstructure metaphor. For a 

criticism of the 'problematic of the productive forces', see Charles 
Bettelheim, Class Struggles in the USSR: Second Period 1923-1930, 
Harvester Press, Brighton, 1978, 'Foreword'. 

9. Lane, Politics and Society in the USSR, p.389. 
10. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, p.6. 
II. Amvrosov, Sotsial'naya Struktura Sovetskogo Obshchestva, Politizdat, 

Moscow, 1975. 
12. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, p.9. They also provide 

figures on population growth and movement from country to town 
before making this statement. 

13. Ibid, p.IO. 
14. J.F. Hough, 'Policy-making and the Worker', in A. Kahan and B. Ruble 

(eds), Industrial Labor in the USSR, Permagon, New York, 1979, 
pp. 367-96. 

15. Ibid, p.383. 
16. For a discussion of these issues, see B.Q. Madison, 'Trade Unions and 

Social Welfare', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the 
USSR, pp.85-115, esp. p. I 08, where he points out that 'unpaid activists 
cannot be held to an acceptable standard of performance'. 

17. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, p.l6. 
18. Ibid, p.l5. 
19. Ibid, p.l4. 
20. Ibid, p.l4. 
21. Ibid, p.l6. 
22. Ibid,p.l7. 
23. Ibid, p.l 7. Similar remarks are made in other sources with regard to 

medical doctors (see Chapter 5). 
24. R.W. Lee, 'The Factory Trade Union Committee and Technological 

Innovation', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the USSR, 
pp.ll6-34. 



The Class Structure of the Soviet Union 269 

25. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, p.l8. 
26. Ibid, p.l8. For a discussion of socialisation (in the sense of cultural 

acquisition rather than of, say, the 'socialisation of the productive 
forces') seeN. Swafford, 'The Socialisation and Training of the Soviet 
Industrial Labor Force', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in 
the USSR, pp.l9-41. 

27. M. Feshbach, 'The Structure and Composition of the Industrial 
Labor Force', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the 
USSR, pp.3-18. 

28. Ibid, p.l6. 
29. Ibid, p. 7. The figure for 1950 was 15.3 million persons, so that it more 

than doubled in twenty-five years. Increasing the industrial labour 
force as a source of increased output is virtually impossible in the next 
decade or so. 

30. Such mechanisms of allocation could include those distributing women 
to particular occupations, or the use of educational qualifications as 
entrance criteria for occupational selection. These will be discussed 
later, but mechanisms of allocation also include a conscious state 
policy of occupational placement. This has certainly been and remains a 
matter of state policy: see P. Grossman, 'The Soviet Government's 
Role in Allocating Industrial Labor', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), 
Industrial Labor in the USSR, pp.42-55. Grossman argues that the 
decline in compulsion in allocating the labour force has been 
accompanied by an increase in the government's participation in the 
process of allocation. It concentrates on serving new entrants and 
job changers, thus minimising unemployment, or at least its duration. 

31. Feshbach, 'The Structure and Composition of the Industrial Labor 
Force', p.lO. He points out that, in 1973, 54.9 per cent of female 
industrial wage-workers had completed at least general secondary 
school studies, compared with 47 per cent of men. 

32. G. Lapidus, 'The Female Industrial Labor Force: Dilemmas, Reassess­
ments and Options', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the 
USSR, pp.232-79. She points out (on p.244) that 'the educational 
attainment of much of the female labour force actually exceeds that of 
males'. 

33. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, pp.ll7, 118, where the 
tables show that women now comprise over half the students in 
secondary specialised educational institutions, and exactly half the 
students in higher educational institutions. 

34. Lapidus, 'The Female Industrial Labor Force', p.236. 
35. Ibid, p.239. 
36. Ibid, p.239. Lapidus points out that women comprise 80 per cent of 

food and textile workers, and 90 per cent of garment workers, but less 
than 30 per cent of workers in coal, lumber, electric power and 
mineral extraction. 

37. Ibid, p.239. This is certainly similar to the situation in capitalist 
countries: see, for example, M. Guilbert, Les Fonctions des Femmes 
dans l'Industrie, Mouton, Paris, 1966. However, such similarities 



270 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

in the treatment of women can hardly be explained by similar levels of 
technology. 

38. Lee, 'The Factory Trade Union Committee and Technological 
Innovation', p.l31. Lapidus, 'The Female Industrial Labor Force', 
p.242, points out that their occupational mobility is limited by their 
lower enrolment rate in programmes to raise professional qualifica­
tions. This is due to family responsibilities. 

39. Lapidus, 'The Female Industrial Labor Force', p.242. 
40. Ibid, p.242. 
41. Ibid, p.244. Lapidus reports that Soviet economists treat the wage 

of the 'secondary' earner as being roughly two-thirds that of the 
'primary' earner, for planning purposes. 

42. Ibid, p.246; Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker; 
A. Heidinger, Women and State Socialism: Sex Inequality in the 
Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia, Macmillan, London, 1979. 

43. Lapidus, 'The Female Industrial Labor Force', p.233. 
44. Ibid, p.248. 
45. Ibid, p.261. 
46. Ibid, p.262. 
4 7. Ibid, pp.264-8. 
48. The internal organisation of the State Committee on Labour and Social 

Questions is discussed in Hough, 'Policy-making and the Worker', 
p.381. 

49. Lapidus, 'The Female Industrial Labor Force', p.267, cites one labour 
economist who recalls the post-revolutionary Women's Department 
(Zhenotdel) of the Central Committee and explicitly regrets its 
premature abolition. For a brief history of Zhenotdel, see Heidinger, 
Women and State Socialism, ch. 6. 

50. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, p.4. 
51. See Amvrosov, Sotsial'naya Struktura Sovetskogo Obshchestva, 

pp.92-5, 99-103. These are also discussed in Chapter 3 of this book. 
52. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, pp.9, 10. 
53. Lane, Politics and Society in the USSR, p.393, where he says that 

engineering/technical and administrative personnel in the 1960s made 
up 6--9 per cent of collective farmers. 

54. See Z. Medvedev, 'Russia Learns to Live without American Grain', 
New Scientist, 8 January 1981, pp.58-61. This article gives a good 
indication of the increasingly sophisticated use of machinery, though it 
also shows continuing shortcomings in the use of machinery, trans­
port and storage facilities. For another source indicating the extent 
of technical innovation in Soviet agriculture (without, however, 
throwing any light on the situation in collective farms), see G.B. Carter, 
'Is Biotechnology Feeding the Russians?', New Scientist, 23 Aprill981, 
pp. 216--18. 

55. Amvrosov, Sotsial'naya Struktura Sovetskogo Obshchestva, p.49. 
56. A. McAuley, Economic Wel.tare in the Soviet Union, Allen & Unwin, 

London, 1979. 
57. This decree recommends local authorities and agricultural units to 

place at the disposal of citizens land which is not used or is little used 



The Class Structure of the Soviet Union 271 

by the kolkhozy or sovkhozy, and raises the limits on the number of 
livestock which citizens can keep. In the light of the analysis by 
Wiidekin of personal plots (discussed in Chapter 3), this seems to be a 
reasonable change, a view which is apparently shared by 
Medvedev, 'Russia Learns to Live without American Grain', p.61, 
who was already aware before the decree of'the clear encouragement of 
privately owned land and livestock'. 

58. L. Rzhanitsyna, Soviet Family Budgets, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 
1977, pp.l62-72. This confirms the impression given by McAuley, 
Economic Welfare in the Soviet Union. 

59. McAuley, Economic Welfare in. the Soviet Union, p.34. 
60. L.G. Churchward, The Soviet Intelligentsia: An Essay on the Social 

Structure and Roles of Soviet Intellectuals during the 1960s, Routledge 
& Kegan Paul, London, 1973, p.6. 

61. N. Lampert, The Technical Intelligentsia and the Soviet State: A Study 
of Soviet Managers and Technicians 1928-1935, Macmillan, London, 
1979, p. 7. Lampert is concerned with the technical intelligentsia, i.e. the 
ITRs, and is careful to point out that the conclusions from his study 
do not necessarily apply to the contemporary Soviet Union (p.l 0). 

62. M. Hirszowicz, The Bureaucratic Leviathan: A Study in the Sociology 
ofCommunism, Martin Robertson, London, 1980, ch. 5 'Intelligentsia 
versus Bureaucracy- The Revival of a Myth'. 

63. Ibid, p.l79. 
64. Ibid, pp.l98--9. 
65. This approach appears to accept a Weberian conception of bureau­

cracy, as well as the concept of a totalitarian order, both of which are 
rejected by other authors, such as Lampert, The Technical Intelligent­
sia, pp.6-7. 

66. For some reason, Churchward, The Soviet Intelligentsia, p.6, regards 
his definition as 'an objective definition in the Marxist tradition', but it 
seems to me that this simply indicates that pre-Revolutionary Marxists 
often shared the nineteenth-century approach to the intelligentsia. It is 
true that contemporary Soviet theorists such as Amvrosov, Sotsial'naya 
Struktura Sovetskogo Obshchestva, also define the intelligentsia in 
educational terms, but Churchward's concept is apparently an attempt 
to resolve the problems of'the Soviet definition'. 

67. Hirszowicz, The Bureaucratic Leviathan, p.l80, makes it clear that she 
is aware of this. 

68. Churchward, The Soviet Intelligentsia, p.9. Lane, Politics and 
Society in the USSR, p.390, also argues that the Soviet intelligentsia 
cannot be considered a homogeneous group. 

69. For example, M. Kaser, Health Care in the Soviet Union, Croom Helm, 
London, 1976, on the health service, as well as V. George and 
N. Manning, Socialism, Social Welfare and the Soviet Union, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1980, discussed in Chapter 5, or 
Hirszowicz, The Bureaucratic Leviathan, ch. 4 'The Limitations of 
Rationality in a Planning Society'. 

70. See Churchward, The Soviet Intelligentsia, pp. 79-81. 
71. M. Matthews, 'Top Incomes in the USSR', in Economic Aspects of Life 



272 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

in the USSR, NATO Directorate of Economic Affairs, Brussels, 1975, 
pp. 131-4. 

72. P. Wiles, 'Note on Dr Matthews' Calculations', in Economic Aspects 
of Life in the USSR, pp. 155-8. 

73. See D.K. Simes, 'The Soviet Parallel Market', in Economic Aspects of 
Life in the USSR, pp. 91-100. However, this article does not attempt to 
assess the income-distribution effects of the parallel market, which 
would be very difficult to do. 

74. They are not a distinct class because, with the possible exception of 
senior party and state personnel, their occupational position cannot 
be said to give them significantly different access to the means of 
production from the manual working class. In both cases, their incomes 
are largely determined by state policy, which, as in the case of women, 
often holds down relative incomes of many non-manual occupations 
to a level comparable with manual incomes. 

75. See note 30 with respect to the work of Grossman, 'The Soviet Govern­
ment's Role in Allocating Industrial Labor'; the difficulties of man­
power planning in the 1950s and 1960s are discussed in G. Littlejohn, 
'Education and Social Mobility in the USSR', unpublished disser­
tation, 1968. The main difficulties discussed were those of forecasting 
changes in the occupational structure five years ahead (in the case of 
entrants to tertiary education) and of successfully placing specialised 
secondary and tertiary graduates in 'appropriate' jobs. 

76. For critiques of such views, see A. Hussain, 'The Economy and the 
Educational System in Capitalist Societies', Economy· and Society, 
vol. 5, no. 4. November 1976; also]. Demaine, Contemporary Theories 
in the Sociology of Education, Macmillan, London, 1981; as well as 
R.J.V. Waton, 'A Sociological Study of Education in Sweden and 
Britain', unpublished M.Phil. thesis, University of Bradford, 1980. 

77. E. Hopper (ed.), Readings in the Theory of Educational Systems, 
Heinemann, London, 1971. 

78. R.H. Turner, 'Modes of Social Ascent through Education: Sponsored 
and Contest Mobility', in A.H. Halsey et al. (eds), Education, Economy 
and Society, Free Press, New York, 1961. B.R. Clarke's article on 'The 
Cooling Out Function in Higher Education' also appears in this volume. 

this volume. 
79. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, p.51. 
30. Ibid, p.77. 
81. Ibid, pp.86-7. 
32. Ibid, p.91. They treat the 1977 decree to improve labour training in 

schools as an indication of this. 
83. Ibid, p.93. 
84. Ibid, p.l06. 
85. Ibid, p.l22. 
86. Ibid, p.l05. 
87. See, for example, Amvrosov, Sotsial'naya Struktura Sovetskogo 

Obshchestva. 
88. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, ch. 2 'The Worker in 

the Industrial Enterprise'. 



The Class Structure of the Soviet Union 273 

89. B.A. Ruble, 'Factory Unions and Workers' Rights', in Kahan and 
Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the USSR, pp.59-84. 

90. Ibid, p. 73. 
91. Lane and O'Dell, The Soviet Industrial Worker, p.25. 
92. See ibid, ch. 3. Lane and O'Dell argue that Soviet workers are 

incorporated rather than alienated. They thus explicitly disagree with 
H. Ticktin, 'The Contradictions of Soviet Society and Professor 
Bettelheim', Critique, no. 6, Spring 1976, and with M. Holubenko, 
'The Soviet Working Class', Critique, no. 4, Spring 1975. On Lane and 
O'Dell's own account the participation of manual workers or of agencies 
claiming to represent them within the factory is rather limited. Lane 
and O'Dell are quite willing to accept that discontent does exist, but 
they argue that the political context of the factory and the political 
socialisation of the work-force mean that it is less 'atomised' and 
discontented than Ticktin or Holubenko would claim. For a different 
attempt to gauge the extent of manual workers' discontent, see 
A. Pravda, 'Spontaneous Workers' Activities in the Soviet Union', in 
Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the USSR, pp.333-66. 

93. The possibility that Ministries might operate like capitalist multi­
enterprise companies was briefly considered and rejected in Chapter 3. 

94. McAuley, Economic Welfare in the Soviet Union, chs. 9, 10. There 
seems little point here in giving an extensive account of McAuley's 
detailed analysis. 

95. P. Wiles, 'Recent Data on Soviet Income Distribution', in Economic 
Aspects of Life in the USSR, pp.ll3-29. 

96. ].G. Chapman, 'Recent Trends in the Soviet Industrial Wage 
Structure', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the USSR, 
pp.l5l-83. In 1980 the average wage was 168.5 roubles, as against 96.5 
roubles in 1965. 

97. Ibid, p.l72. Chapman also points out that at least one 'perk' of high­
level officials has been ended: in 1973, a reduction in the number of 
official cars was begun, and officials of all but the highest rank were 
warned that they had three years to learn how to drive themselves. 
This may simply have been a political gesture, but it does indicate a 
sensitivity to conspicuous differences in real income. Although 
Chapman does not mention it in her discussion of minimum wages, 
McAuley (Economic Welfare in the Soviet Union, p.34) pointed out 
that the minimum wage was increased to 70 roubles in 1975, and this 
corroborates Chapman's analysis. McAuley relates the increase in 
the minimum wage to attempts to encourage female participation in the 
labour force (p.l77). McAuley also considers that some of the changes 
in wages are the result of the workings of the labour market ( ch. 12). 

98. Wiles, 'Note on Dr Matthews' Calculations'. 
99. Chapman, 'Recent Trends', p.l7S. 

100. McAuley, Economic Welfare in the Soviet Union, p.304. 
101. Ibid, p.306. 
102. Ibid, p.306. Since social consumption funds payments do not seem to 

offset wage differentials between state employees and kolkhozniki, the 



274 A Sociology of the Soviet Union 

income from personal plots must have been largely responsible for 
closing the gap in terms of real income during the 1960s. 

103. Ibid, p.307. 
104. A. Vinokur and G. Ofer, 'Family Income Levels for Soviet Industrial 

Workers', in Kahan and Ruble (eds), Industrial Labor in the USSR, 
pp.l84-208. 

105. Ibid, p.l87. 
106. Ibid, p.l87. 
107. Ibid, pp.200-5. 
108. See McAuley's remarks on the instruments for income equalisation 

at the government's disposal: Economic Welfare in the Soviet Union, 
ch. 12 passim. It could be the case that the policy of income equalisation 
is being partly undermined by growing wage inequalities due to the 
payment of bonuses: see A. McAuley, 'Wage Differentials in the 
USSR: Policy and Performance', paper presented to the Second World 
Congress of Soviet and East European Studies, Garmisch, 1980. 



Glossary 

Artel' 

Desiatina 

Gosbank 

Gosplan 
Gossnab 
Gosstroi 
Gubernia 

Khozraschet 

Khutor 

Kolkhoz 
Kolkhoznik 
Kombedy 

Kommuna 

A collective farm in which part of the land and 
implements were still held by individual families. 
A measure of area, equal to 1.09 hectares or 
2. 7 acres. 
The State Bank, which has the constitutional 
status of a State Committee, attached to the 
Council ofMinisters. 
State Planning Committee. 
State Committee on Material Technical Supply. 
State Construction Committee. 
Province, i.e. an administrative region under 
the Tsarist state and in the 1920s. 
A form of 'economic accounting' which gives 
the agent using it a certain degree of financial 
autonomy, and is consequently regarded by 
some commentators as being a concession to 
'the market' in a predominantly 'command 
economy'. 
A capitalist farm, not subject to periodic 
redivision of land among the village commune 
{see Mir). 
A collective farm (plural kolkhozy). 
A collective farm member {plural Kolkhozniki). 
Committee of the Pom:, predominant in the 
Central Provinces of European Russia from 
mid-1918 to late 1918, but persisting in some 
areas to the 1920s. 
A collective farm in which all land and property 
was held in common; the most communal form 
of kolkhoz. 
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Mir 

Oblast' 

Politburo 

Raiispolkom 

Raion 
Sel'khoztekhnika 

Sel'sovet 

Sovkhoz 
Tolkach' 

Toz 

Trudoden' 

Volost' 

Repartitional village 'commune', where strips 
of land were periodically redivided among the 
members of the 'commune'. Because a three­
field crop-rotational system was frequently 
used, a period of nine years between reparti­
tions was sometimes officially encouraged; 
also frequently referred to as the obshchina. 
An administrative region within one of the 
constituent Republics of the USSR. 
The 'executive committee' of the Central Com­
mittee of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union. 
Raion executive committee of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union. 
A district, a sub-unit of an Oblast'. 
'Agricultural Technique', an agency responsible 
for the supply of means of production to 
kolkhozy and sovkhozy. 
Rural soviet, intended to be the Soviet replace­
ment of the Mir, but which was effectively 
dominated by the latter during most of the 
1920s. 
A state farm (plural sovkhozy). 
A 'pusher', an agent who uses informal connec­
tions to secure supplies, usually for a state 
enterprise. 
An association for the common cultivation of 
land; the least socialised form of kolkhoz, where 
there was simply joint use of certain means of 
production on jointly cultivated land at certain 
times of the year. 
A 'labour day unit', which was (prior to 1966) 
the main method of payment of kolkhozniki. 
The value of each 'labour day unit', calculated 
on a points system depending on the type of 
work contributed to the collective farm by an 
individual, was not known until the value of the 
harvest net of state planned procurements was 
known. This meant that the income of 
kolkhozniki was subject to considerable varia­
tions due to annual variations in the harvest. 
An administrative district within a Gubernia 
under the Tsarist state and in the 1920s (plural 
volosti). 



Chronology 

7November 1917 October Revolution 
8 November 1917 Decree on Land (Nationalisation) 

April1918 Treaty ofBrest-Litovsk (peace with Germany) 
Mid-1918} c· .1 w 

early-1920 IVI ar 
May-October 1920 Polish invasion (aftermath of Civil War) 

March 1921 Tenth Party Congress (ban on factions 
within Bolshevik Party, introduction ofNew 
Economic Policy- NEP) 

Autumn 1921 Famine 
July 1922 

1923 
1924 

1928-9 
1929 

1932-3 
1934 

1936 
1937 

1941-5 
1945 
1953 
1957 
1958 

October 1964 
1965 
1973 

July 1979 
November 1982 

Currency reform: coexistence of paper 
rouble and chervonets until February 1924 
Scissors crisis 
Death of Lenin 
Crisis ofNEP 
Adoption of First Five Year Plan, expulsion 
ofBukharin from Politburo, decision to force 
collectivisation of agriculture, end ofNEP 
Famine 
'Congress ofVictors', assassination ofKirov, 
beginning of terror 
Constitution 
Great Purge 
Great Patriotic War 
Fourth Five Year Plan 
Death ofStalin 
Sovnarkhoz Reform, revival of Comecon 
Education reform 
Removal of Khrushchev 
Kosygin enterprise reform 
Beginning of production association reform 
Planning reform 
Death ofBrezhnev 
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