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Primary accumulation in the USSR revisited 

Arvind Vyas* 

The period of the First Five Year Planf saw an extraordinarily rapid increase in the 

rate of accumulation in the Soviet economy. Measured in 1928 prices, the rate of 

accumulation rose from 14-8% in 1928, to 17-8% in 1929, 29-1% in 1930, 39-8% in 
1931 and 44-2% in 1932. J To what extent was this increase in investment carried out at 

the expense of the peasantry? Recently the Soviet economic historian Barsov (1968, 

1969, 1974) has tried to show that the Sovietologists' interpretation of Soviet experience 

in terms of Preobrazhensky's concept of primary socialist accumulation is erroneous. 

This, in turn, has given rise to an interesting debate regarding the contribution of mass 

collectivisation to the process of Soviet industrialisation. 

The first part of this paper sets out the main issues in the light of Barsov's work. In 

the second part an attempt is made to set out a simple model of accumulation in order 

to illustrate the contributions of the working class and the peasantry during the period 

of rapid industrialisation. The third part examines the actual industrialisation experi 

ence in the light of the model. In the final section of the paper the main features of 

accumulation during the period are summarised and it is argued that primary accumu 

lation took place in ways very different from those suggested by Preobrazhensky in 

his New Economics. 

I. The issues 

The net agricultural surplus (NAS)—defined as the value of marketed agricultural 

output less the value of capital goods plus industrial consumer goods going to the 

agricultural sector—has been calculated by Barsov in terms of 1913 world market 

prices, 1928 prices, and in terms of Marxian values. His results are set out in Tables 1-3. 

In terms of both 1913 world market prices and Marxian values, these show that the 

NAS increased up to 1931 by 33% and 48% respectively, which supports, up to a point, 

the view that agriculture helped to finance Soviet industrialisation. However, Barsov 

points out that in terms of Marxian values agriculture provided only one-third of the 

surplus product necessary for the development of industry, the other two-thirds of the 

accumulation fund coming from within industry itself (Barsov, 1969, p. 134). 

* 
Jawarhalal Nehru University, New Delhi. I am grateful to the referees and editors of the Cambridge 

Journal of Economics for valuable comments on an earlier draft. Responsibility for any remaining errors is, 

however, entirely mine. 

f The First Five Year Plan was completed in four and a quarter years, and covers the period October 

1928-December 1932. 1929 is often referred to as the year of the great break. 

J Barsov (1969), pp. 90-91. Measurement in 1928 prices tends to overstate the rate of accumulation. 

Measured in current prices, the rate of accumulation in 1932 was 26-8% (ibid., loc. cit.). 
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120 A. Vyas 

Table 1. Net agricultural surplus at 1913 world market prices (millions of rubles) 

1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 

1. Value of marketed agricultural 

output 3312-5 3727-5 4236-7 4359-5 3375-5 

2. Value of capital goods and 

industrial consumer goods going 
to agriculture 1463-2 1786-6 1970-3 1903-0 1766-7 

3. NAS (1-2) 1849-3 1940-9 2266-4 2456-5 1608-8 

Source: Barsov (1968), p. 78. 

1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 

1. Value of marketed agricultural 

output 3312-5 3727-5 4236-7 4359-5 3375-5 

2. Value of capital goods and 

industrial consumer goods going 
to agriculture 1463-2 1786-6 1970-3 1903-0 1766-7 

3. NAS (1-2) 1849-3 1940-9 2266-4 2456-5 1608-8 

Table 2. Net agricultural surplus at 1928prices (millions of rubles) 

1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 

1. Value of marketed agricultural 

output 3166-5 3467-5 4049 4167 3217 

2. Value of capital goods and 

industrial consumer goods going 
to agriculture 3951-4 4824-5 5322-5 5150-9 4768-2 

3. NAS (1-2) -784-9 -1357-0 -1273-5 -983-9 -1551-2 

1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 

1. Value of marketed agricultural 

output 3166-5 3467-5 4049 4167 3217 

2. Value of capital goods and 

industrial consumer goods going 
to agriculture 3951-4 4824-5 5322-5 5150-9 4768-2 

3. NAS (1-2) -784-9 -1357-0 -1273-5 -983-9 -1551-2 

Source: Barsov (1969), p. 112 and pp. 118-119. 

Table 3. Net agricultural surplus in Marxian values (millions of labour adjusted rubles) 

1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 

1. Value of marketed agricultural 

output 3710 4581 4815 4882 3781 
2. Value of capital goods and 

industrial consumer goods going to 

agriculture 1836 2060 2358 2107 1950 
3. NAS (1-2) 1874 2521 2457 2776 1831 

Source: Barsov (1974), p. 96. 

In terms of 1928 prices, the NAS is negative throughout the period, a result strikingly 
at variance with the traditional view of mass collectivisation and of Soviet industrialisa 

tion being carried out at the expense of the peasantry. The economic interpretation 
of Table 2 is as follows. The increase in the marketing of certain agricultural products, 
like grain, potatoes, vegetables, raw cotton and sugar beet, was offset to some extent 

by the sharp decline in the marketing of meat and dairy products (caused by the large 
decline in livestock numbers during collectivisation). At the same time, the flow of 

capital equipment into agriculture increased substantially, the overall results being a 

decline in the NAS. 
Barsov's results have been interpreted in the West (Millar, 1970, 1971, 1974; Ellman, 

1975, 1978)f at three different levels. First, they have been seen as a reflection of the 

1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 

1. Value of marketed agricultural 

output 3710 4581 4815 4882 3781 
2. Value of capital goods and 

industrial consumer goods going to 

agriculture 1836 2060 2358 2107 1950 
3. NAS (1-2) 1874 2521 2457 2776 1831 

t It should be pointed out that Millar's and Ellman's concept of net agricultural surplus differs from 
Barsov's. According to Millar and Ellman the net agricultural surplus measures agriculture's net contri 
bution to net investment in the economy as a whole. Denoting Barsov's measure by B, the net agricultural 
surplus according to Millar and Ellman is B plus industrial producer goods delivered to agriculture plus 
agricultural goods invested in agriculture. Results based on this measure of surplus are similar to Barsov's. 
For details, see Ellman (1975), pp. 851-855. 
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USSR primary accumulation 121 

well known index number problem. In part, such an interpretation was suggested by 

Nove, in his statement that 'there is no set of meaningful prices to measure the surplus 

from agriculture' (Nove, 1971B, p. 308). It should be pointed out in this regard that 

1928 prices suffer from several 'distortions'. The prevailing prices of tractors, agri 

cultural machinery, etc., were very high, while, in addition, market conditions favoured 

industry in 1928 (Malafeev, 1964, p. 309). (The possibility that the terms of trade for 

agriculture are worsened by using 1928 prices has been pointed out by Ellman (1975), 

p. 854 and Millar (1974), n. 11, pp. 760-761.) 
Secondly, the results have been regarded as throwing light on the role of mass collec 

tivisation. This issue was the subject of a debate between Millar (1970, 1971) and Nove 

(1971 A, B). While Nove sticks to the traditional interpretation of mass collectivisation, 

Millar finds in Barsov's work support for his view that collectivisation did not con 

tribute to the process of industrialisation. According to Millar, 'collectivisation was a 

counterproductive strategy even in the short run—whatever might have been its 

merits on other grounds, mass collectivisation must be reckoned as an unmitigated 

economic disaster' (1974), pp. 764-766. 

Thirdly, the results have been interpreted as demonstrating that agriculture was not 

the main source of accumulation during the First Five Year Plan (Ellman, 1975, 1978). 

One of the central propositions of Barsov's work is that both the working class and the 

peasantry contributed to the process of Soviet industrialisation, a proposition that is 

at variance with Preobrazhensky's notion of primary socialist accumulation being at 

the expense of the peasantry. According to Barsov : 'the surplus product created by the 

labour of the Soviet peasantry played a big role in the creation of a mighty socialist 

industry. At the same time, however, the basic accumulation fund necessary for socialist 

industrialisation was obtained from the non-agricultural branches of production and 

was created by the working class' (1969), p. 137. 

In the second and third parts of this paper, an attempt is made to assess one of the 

crucial aspects of this proposition, namely that of the contribution of the Soviet working 

class to rapid industrialisation, by setting out a simple model which enables the relation 

ship between consumption and accumulation during the period to be examined. This 

shows the extent of the fall in the standard of living of the working class (i.e. in urban 

real wages) in this period and why it should have occurred. It also clarifies the contri 

bution of the peasantry to the process of industrialisation. In illustrating the mechanism 

of capital accumulation during the period, we hope to show that the problem of assessing 

the contribution of the working class and the peasantry to the process of accumulation 

is much more than simply an index number problem. 

II. A model of primary accumulation 

Before discussing the model, it is important to take note of two major constraints that 

the economy faces, namely, the availability of consumption goods to feed workers in 

the industrial sector and the capacity of the capital goods sector. The nature of these 

two constraints was first pointed out by Preobrazhensky and Fel'dman in the 1920s. 

To simplify the analysis, the following assumptions are made: (i) the economy is 

fully planned and all decisions regarding the rate and pattern of investment are taken 

by a central planning authority ; (ii) surplus labour exists which cannot be absorbed on 

the basis of the available capital stock ; (iii) the economy is divided into three sectors of 

production—agriculture producing food, the consumption sector within the industrial 
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122 A. Vyas 

sector producing manufactured consumer foods, and the investment sector producing 

capital stock for all sectors (e.g. tractors for agriculture, textile machinery for the 

consumption sector and machine-tools for itself) ; (iv) raw materials are provided by the 

sectors themselves ; (v) no foreign trade ; (vi) no savings out of wages and (vii) capital 

stock is non-shiftable between sectors. 

The aggregate urban real wage is assumed to be composed of two distinct elements : 

the non-agricultural component—measured in terms of manufactured consumer goods 

(henceforth megs) and the agricultural component—measured in terms of food. Thus, 

by definition we have: w1 = xC¡L and w2 = S/L, where w¡ and w2 stand for real wages 

in terms of megs and food respectively, x for the share of megs going to the towns 

(0 <x<I), C for the output of megs, S for the amount of food available for non-agri 

cultural consumption, L for non-agricultural employment. Given the prices of food 

and megs (p1 and p., respectively), the composite urban real wage (w) can be expressed 

as: 

p1S+p2m w _ —_ (1) 

where m = xC. 

From (1) we get: 

1 dw pxS L~I p2m 
w dt p1S-\-p2m [5 L J /)15+/)2m [f"z] 

m L 
m L (2) 

The expressions outside the bracketed terms represent the shares of urban expenditures 

on food and megs respectively (henceforth a and /?), so that (2) simply states that the 

proportionate change in the urban (or non-agricultural) f real wage is a weighted 

average of the proportionate change in the two components. In examining the changes 

in urban real wages, we therefore have to look at : (i) the proportionate rate of growth 

of the output of megs available to the urban sector; (ii) the proportionate rate of growth 

of the amount of food available for urban consumption, and (iii) the proportionate rate 

of growth of non-agricultural employment. Since a and [Í are positive, real wages will 

increase, decrease, or remain constant depending on whether the sum of (i) and (ii) 
is greater than, less than, or equal to (iii). Each of the above factors is examined below. 

The proportionate rate of growth of output of megs equals the investment allocated 

to the sector times the output-capital ratio in the sector (bc). J This can be expressed as 

C = bcKc, so that C/C = KC\KC, where Kc stands for the capital stock in the megs sector; 

the dots denote dérivâtes with respect to time. By definition, Kc = XcbiKi, where Xc is 

the fraction of net investment allocated to the megs sector, b¡ the output-capital ratio 

in the investment sector, and K¡ the capital stock in the investment sector. Therefore: 

C/C = Xcbt n (3) 

where ¡1 = KJKC and the time path of ¡i is given by the relation: 

t Throughout this paper, the terms urban and non-agricultural are used synonymously. 
} If the availability of raw materials is the binding constraint on the output of megs then the above 

relation has to be modified. Proportionate increases in the output of megs would then simply be equal to 
the proportionate increase in agricultural raw materials. 

This content downloaded from 192.122.237.41 on Wed, 09 Dec 2015 21:22:40 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


USSR primary accumulation 123 

*(" " 1 m 
,li v 

where At is the fraction of net investment going to the investment sector. 

The level of non-agricultural employment depends on the available capital stock and 

the labour-capital ratio (i.e. the employment coefficient). Thus, by definition, we have : 

L = 9(Kt+Kc) (5) 

where 9 stands for the average employment coefficient in the non-agricultural sector. 

Since by definition, Kc = AcbiKi and Kt = AlblKi, we get on substitution in (5) and 

simplifying : 

;IT bith+iç) • 
L L = 

TTT7 6■ (6) 1+1 in 
The proportionate rate of growth of non-agricultural employment is therefore affected 

by the proportionate change in the labour-capital ratio, and by the values of A¡ and 

Ac. In the interests of a rapid build-up of the capital goods sector, the planners would 

aim to set A¡ (the fraction of investment allocated to the investment sector) as high as 

possible. In turn, policy choices affecting 9/9 can be reduced to : (a) a choice regarding 

the rate of growth of new construction projects over the plan period and (b) the technical 

form of investment, in the sense of the choice of technology in the non-agricultural 

sector. Despite the choice of relatively capital-intensive techniques in the non 

agricultural sector as a whole, J the possibility of an increase in the rate of growth of 9 

cannot be ruled out, especially if the share of new construction in non-agricultural 

investment is growing rapidly. 

The proportionate growth rate of non-agricultural employment, once determined, 

also determines the amount of food that must be made available to the non-agricultural 

sector if there is to be no decline in urban real wages. If, for example, non-agricultural 

employment were to increase by 50% over a five-year plan period, then the amount of 

food to feed the labour force would have to increase by the same amount. In principle, 

this amount of food could be extracted through various methods: by increasing agri 

cultural productivity, direct taxation, price policy, wooing the peasantry or coercion. 

Each of these methods is briefly examined in turn below. 

Increasing agricultural productivity 

The scope for this would depend on a range of technical, institutional and organisational 

factors. So far as technical factors are concerned, agricultural investment would 

obviously have an important role to play in increasing productivity (in terms of our 

model we can denote the fraction of investment devoted to agriculture by Aa). § 

t For the proof, see Vyas (1978), pp. 34-35. 

Í The choice of relatively capital-intensive techniques would permit a higher level of investment in the 

investment sector. The more labour-intensive the technology chosen at a given moment of time, the 

greater would be the contribution of the second term, 919, in (6) to the proportionate rate of growth of 

non-agricultural employment. This would require larger amounts of consumption goods to feed the non 

agricultural labour force. Now an increase in the output of megs requires a high value of Xc, which thus 

means a lower value of X¡. On the contrary, the more capital-intensive is the technology chosen, the lower 

would be the rate of growth of non-agricultural employment, which would therefore permit a higher level 

of investment—i.e. a higher value of X¡. 

§ Thus, in terms of the model, Ac+A¡+Aa = 1. 
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124 A. Vyas 

From the point of view of the model it is important to note the following. Firstly, 
since institutional and organisational changes are envisaged in the agricultural sector, 

the value of Xa would be based on a complex decision on the part of the planners; given 
the backwardness of agriculture, its value is likely to be significant. The important 
constraint on Xa is, of course, a reduced value of X¡. 

Secondly, the effectiveness of a policy of increasing agricultural investment is unlikely 

to be felt appreciably during the so-called 'short period' if the planners decide on high 
rates of growth of non-agricultural output which require high values of Xt. During 
this period, the increase in capital investment and the launching of new construction 

projects would lead to substantial increases in non-agricultural employment and it is 

doubtful whether the increase in food output would be significant enough to provide 
the required amount of food. 

For example, suppose the planners adopt an ambitious plan variant of the following 

type: A¡ = 0-7, Ac = 0-10, ).a = 0-20. Assuming b¡ = 1, this implies an increase of 

roughly 60% in non-agricultural employment,! so that the marketed output of food 

would have to increase by the same amount to keep the real wage constant. Thus it 

would be unrealistic to expect increases in food output over the period so as to provide 

increasing marketed output at a rate of approximately 12% a year, even though 20% of 

total investment was allocated to the agricultural sector. In such situations, other 

methods of reducing agricultural consumption would have to be found. 

Direct taxation 

The success of this policy is likely to be extremely limited. Among the difficulties, there 

is the possibility of a disincentive effect operating via the income-leisure choice if the 

tax were imposed on income. In other words, the richer sections of the peasantry might 

simply reduce output and enjoy increased leisure. Moreover, if the tax were imposed 
on agricultural income it would be easy to evade, while if it were on land then for 

midable administrative problems would be involved, such as assessing the yield on 

land and sending tax collectors to the countryside (who might be murdered by the 

peasants.) In addition, if there were a disincentive effect, it might lead to a reduction 

in private investment in agriculture, though the administrative constraints are likely 
to become binding before this effect becomes serious. 

Price policy 
It might be argued that marketed output could be increased by raising the prices of 

manufactured goods bought by sections of the peasantry producing for the market. 

This policy, however, does not guarantee increased marketed output, since the move 

ment of the terms of trade against agriculture gives rise to two offsetting influences. 

On the one hand, because the real income of the peasant has declined, there is an 

income effect which means that he consumes less of everything, including food. This 

has a favourable influence on marketed output. On the other hand, because agri 
cultural products have become cheaper relative to manufactured goods, there is a 

substitution effect, which means that he consumes more of his own products and fewer 

f We are further assuming (somewhat optimistically) that a plan variant as ambitious as the one above 
will not lead to any increase in the non-agricultural labour-capital ratio (i.e. 918 = 0), so that (6) simply 
reduces to: L\L = i¡(A|+A,;)//+I//i=/(0-8)//+//2-72 = 0-58. The average value of ft = - 2-72 is obtained 
by inserting the values of b¡, X¡ and Xc in (4). 
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manufactured goods. This has an unfavourable effect on the marketed output. The 

net effect of this policy is therefore ambiguous and its success depends on a highly 
inelastic peasant demand for manufactured goods. 

Wooing the peasantry 

Increased marketed output might be forthcoming if the terms of trade were changed in 

favour of the agricultural sector. In other words, the peasantry might be wooed by 

the provision of cheap manufactured goods. It is intuitively clear that such a policy 

would come into conflict with the growth objectives of the planner, since to increase 

the output of megs a higher fraction of investment would have to be devoted to the 

meg sector relative to the investment section (in other words, a higher value of Ac 

relative to A¡). The interesting question is to examine the extent to which the output 

of megs would have to increase for the required marketed output to be forthcoming. 

It can be shown that the more ambitious the investment plan, the greater would be 

the amount of food required, which would necessitate greater increases in meg output, 

which in turn implies higher values of Ac. Since it is not possible to increase Ac and A¡ 

simultaneously, the planner is faced with either having to adjust the values of Ac upwards 

or having to accept a decline in the real wage. Moreover, it can be shown, on plausible 

assumptions, that for the real wage to be constant At would have to equal Ac (see Appen 

dix) . Constancy of real wages therefore implies that equal fractions of investment be 

devoted to the investment and consumption sectors respectively. Such a policy would, 

however, imply no structural change, since with At = Ac, the value of fi equals I for 

all i.f 
The constraint on A¡ is not the only difficulty associated with the policy of wooing the 

peasantry. In practice, a major problem for the planning authority would be to antici 

pate the exact shape of the peasants' offer curve (and hence the numerical values of 

the elasticities) of food for megs. The central planning authority can hardly be expected 

to play around with the different values of the elasticities, waiting for varying marketed 

outputs of food to be forthcoming, which means that it is a very uncertain policy. 

None of the three methods considered above is therefore likely to provide enough 

food if the planners decide on ambitious plan variants. Thus if ambitious plan variants 

are adopted, the agricultural sector would have to be coerced to part with a greater 

marketed output of food. Finally, there is the problem of the change in the share of 

megs going to the towns. This will depend on the rate of exchange between food and 

megs. If the rate of exchange moves against the urban sector, the share of megs going 

to the towns will decline^ and vice versa. Thus, x =/(«), where n denotes the rate of 

exchange, so that 

n > „ x <„ — = 0 * — _0. 
n < x > 

t It may be interesting to note in this connection that Fel'dman himself regarded fi as reflecting the 

key index of structural change. He pointed out that the ratio KujKp (i.e. the ratio of capital stock in Depart 
ment I to capital stock in Department II which is equivalent to our ¡í) is undoubtedly one of the primary 
indicators of the level of industrialisation of the country'; see Fel'dman (1928), p. 194. 

Í There is, however, one important qualification to this. An increase in the number of people moving 
out of agriculture would lead to an increase in the per capita income of the agricultural sector. A conse 

quence of this might be to change the consumption pattern within the agricultural sector—a diminished 

preference for food relative to megs. The effect of this would be to shift the original offer curve upwards, 
the extent depending on how strongly Engel's law operates, and to change the peasants' income elasticity 
of demand for food. 
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III. Model and reality 

It remains to examine briefly the Soviet industrialisation experience in terms of the 

above model. 

The values of the variables and parameters needed for calculating changes in urban 

real wages are set out in Table 4. Estimates for the changes in the amount of food 

available for urban consumption /¡S/Sf are given for five commodities (ASJSi, i — 1, 

2 ... 5) : grain potatoes (AS2IS2), milk and dairy products (ASzjS:i),l butter 

(ASJSJ and meat (d.S'5/55). 

Table 4. Values of relevant variables for the First Five Tear Plan 

Xc Aj n Ax/x A9/9 b, A Si/Si as2/s2 ASJS, ASJS, ASJS, 

008 0-72 1-96 0-36 010 1-33 0-66 0-35 -0-45 -018 -0-52 

Xc X¡ fi Ax/x A9/6 bt AS1/S1 AS2/S2 AS3/S3 A Si¡Sl AS3/S3 

008 0-72 1-96 0-36 0 10 1-33 0-66 0-35 -0-45 -0 18 -0-52 

Source: Vyas (1978), pp. 115 and 118. 

The values of á¡ and Ac reflect the nature of the investment policy pursued during the 

period, with priority given to the capital goods sector. The increase in the share of 

megs going to the towns was 36% according to Barsov's data (i.e. Axjx = 0-36). Despite 

the introduction of relatively capital-intensive techniques in the non-agricultural 

sector as a whole, a proportionate increase in the rate of growth of 9 of 10% could not 

be prevented, owing to the rapid growth of new construction projects and the choice 

of primitive techniques in the construction sector. § The proportionate change in 6 

thus contributed to a further decline in real wages during the period. In order to 

examine the problem of extracting the required amount of food to feed the non-agri 

cultural labour force, we need first to consider the policies pursued before mass collec 

tivisation. 

During the period 1924/25 to 1927/28 two basic methods, direct taxation and price 

policy, were used to increase marketed agricultural output. The policy of direct taxation 

proved ineffective || for a number of reasons. Firstly, until 1925 substantial tax concessions 

were held out to the peasantry, in accordance with the Party's policy of encouraging 

the development of the productive forces in agriculture. Secondly, by concentrating tax 

on grain, the Bolsheviks encouraged a switch to other products. Thirdly, the price 

policies pursued worked directly against the tax policy. 

As regards price policy, it was expected that by reducing the prices of megs relative 

to agricultural commodities, the peasantry would part with greater output—i.e. the 

proportion marketed would increase. Between 1924/25 and 1927/28 the price of cotton 

textiles was lowered by 29-5%, that of iron by 21-9%, of nails by 23-4% and that of 

sugar by 23-8% (see Yakovtsevsky, 1964, pp. 152-153). At the same time, procurement 

t The AS/S terms are summed by using the urban expenditure weights for grain (ax), potatoes (a¡¡), 
milk and milk products (a3), etc. For details, see Vyas (1978), p. 119. 

I Milk and dairy products include milk, smetana (sour cream) and kefir (yoghurt). 
§ For further details, see Vyas (1978), pp. 72-79. 

|| Though no precise estimates are available for the proportion of income paid by the peasantry, one 

rough estimate suggests that in 1924/25, 17% of the total income of the peasantry was paid in tax, that by 
1925/26 the proportion had fallen to 10-8% and that by 1927/28 it was 10-4%—see Garr (1970), p. 341 
and Barsov (1968), p. 68. 
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prices of some of the major agricultural commodities were raised.f The benefits of 

reducing the prices of manufactured goods were, however, illusory, in that the quantity 
of manufactured goods was not enough to meet the monetary demands of the peasantry. 
At the same time, the increase in their money incomes led to a substantial increase in 

their cash holdings, which made direct tax pressures even less effective. 

It is thus fair to say that the policy of reducing the prices of manufactured goods was 

a disastrous one. It is not possible to conclude from this, however, that increasing the 

prices would have solved the problem of extracting the required amount of food, since, 

as noted earlier, the effectiveness of this policy assumes a high degree of inelasticity 

of peasant demand for manufactured goods.} The only solution to the problem lay in 

increasing the output of megs—a policy implying priority to agriculture and light 

industry—something which the Party was not prepared to carry out even at this time, 

let alone in the First Five Year Plan, which was yet to come.§ 

To a large extent, therefore, the problems of increasing marketed output were caused 

by the inappropriate policies pursued by the Bolsheviks. || Partly as a consequence of 

such policies, a grain crisis began to develop at the end of 1927, which threatened the 

very launching of the First Five Year Plan.li The severity of the grain crisis is one of 

the factors that explains the timing and speed of mass collectivisation in the autumn 

of 1929. 
The rapid collectivisation of Soviet agriculture enabled large increases in the amount 

of certain foods to be made available for urban consumption—in the case of grain and 

potatoes the increase was as much as 66% and 35% respectively. Owing to the large 

scale losses of livestock during collectivisation, the last three items in the food basket, 

f The following table shows the increase in procurement prices for some of the major agricultural 
commodities (rubles/centner) : 

Commodities 1924/25 1925/26 1926/27 1927/28 

Rye 7-18 7-63 8-91 11-9 
Potatoes 1-65 2-26 2-08 3-91 
Meat 28 33-3 38-5 48-6 
Milk 5-8 6-4 7-7 7-7 

Source: Yakovtsevsky (1964), pp. 152-153. 

J Of course, it could be argued that the planners should at least have tried this policy—marketed 

output might have increased. At any rate, raising the prices would have helped to maintain a short-term 

equilibrium between the supply of and demand for megs. The actual policy pursued, of price reductions, 
was a complete blunder. 

§ A policy of wooing the peasantry was pursued for a very short period, between December 1927 and 

January 1928. The policy could not be sustained because of a general shortage of manufactured goods. 

By the middle of 1928 it was calculated that supplies were short of demand by 14% in the case of cotton 

textiles, 34% in the case of woollen textiles, 40% for ironware, 53% for sunflower oil, and 25% for sugar 

(official estimates quoted in Lewin, 1968, p. 185). 

|| Another area where inappropriate policies were pursued was agricultural statistics. On this question 
see Wheatcroft (1974), pp. 106-108. He argues that 'much of the seriousness of the 1927/28 procurement 
crisis and its aftermath can be directly attributed to the wilful distortion' of statistics relating to grain 
harvests and procurements in 1927. Instead of upholding the views of the experts in TsSU, 'the leadership 
of the Party appear to have repressed the expression of this view at the time'. This is because 'a setback in 

procurements would have necessitated a cut-back on the whole of the industrialisation front at a time 

when a section of the Party was attempting to show how it was outdoing the Left, and when the Party and 

the government were trying to make a good impression for the anniversary celebrations, such a cut-back 

would have been embarrassing politically both for the Party and government leadership'. 

If For details of the grain crisis, see Carr and Davies (1969), pp. 50-65. 
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milk and dairy products, butter and meat, show sharp declines of 45%, 18% and 

52% respectively (see Table 4).f 
The role of collectivisation was also significant in providing labour power for the 

non-agricultural sector. Roughly 60% of the increase in the urban labour force came 

from agriculture during the First Five Year Plan. J The mechanism by which labour 

was made available to the urban sector consisted of reducing rural per capita consumption 

relative to urban per capita consumption. Table 5 shows a greater relative decline for 

the rural population for three out of the five agricultural products. 

Table 5. Percentage changes in urban and rural per capita food consumption during the First Five Tear Plan 

Commodities Rural Urban 

Grain -12-5 +24 
Potatoes -14 + 1-1 

Meat -62 -64 

Butter -43 -38 

Milk and milk products -39 -61 

Soorce: Calculated from Moshkov (1966), p. 136. 

In addition, as observed already, the share of megs going to the towns increased by 

36%, whereas the share going to the countryside declined by 18%. § Thus, in the con 

text of the Nove-Millar debate on collectivisation, Nove rightly argues that the 'urban 

population made up for the catastrophic fall in livestock products by eating more 

bread and potatoes while the peasants ate less than they ate before—of all food products—in 

addition, they got less manufactured consumer goods than the towns', and that 'industrialisation 

calls for a shift of labour out of agriculture' (Nove, 1971A, pp. 395-397, my italics).|| 
If 1928 expenditure weights are used in the model, we get an extremely sharp decline 

in urban real wages during the First Plan—of as much as 49% (Vyas, 1978, p. 119). 
The drastic decline in the urban standard of living was thus one of the key elements 

which permitted a very high rate of accumulation during the period and provides the 

basis of Barsov's statement that the main burden of accumulation fell on the working 
class (Barsov, 1968, p. 82). 

Commodities Rural Urban 

Grain -12-5 +24 
Potatoes -14 + 1-1 

Meat -62 -64 

Butter -43 -38 

Milk and milk products -39 -61 

f During the period of the 'New Economic Policy' (NEP), the amount of food available for urban 

consumption was increasing slowly. For the period 1926/27 to 1928/29, the percentage changes were as 
follows: for grain 7%, potatoes 25%, milk and dairy products —8-5%, and meat 14%. For sources see 

Vyas (1978), pp. 143-144. 

I Calculated from Summary (1933), pp. 17-18. 

§ This holds strictly for the period 1929-32. If we consider the period 1928-32, there was an insignificant 
decline in the share of megs going to the countryside of 0-5%. See Barsov (1969), p. 118. 

|| Millar, on the other hand, says, 'as an economic rationale for collectivisation the mobilisation of labour 

argument is without force since there is no evidence to suggest that the supply of labour was deficient prior 
to collectivisation. In the second place, it is clear that collectivisation encouraged an excessive off-farm 
flow of labour and population' (Millar, 1974, n. 19, p. 765). Millar appears to be wrong on both counts. 
First, the industrialisation programme necessitated a large increase in the non-agricultural labour force 
within a period of five years (if we feed in the values in (6), the increase is over 80%). The entire increase 
in labour force could not come from the reserves of urban unemployed. In fact, by the first quarter of 
1930, most of the urban reserves had been absorbed, so that the labour force for the investment programme 
of 1930 and 1931 would have to come from the agricultural sector. Secondly, the so-called 'excessive flow' 
was necessary to work on construction sites, which were increasing at a tremendous pace during 1930 and 
1931. For details regarding the pace of construction activity see Vyas (1978), pp. 72-76. 
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IV. Conclusions 

Our analysis clarifies Barsov's proposition that both the peasantry and the working class 

contributed to the process of Soviet industrialisation. In essence, the contribution of the 

two classes to accumulation can be put very simply: the peasantry provided the food 

and labour power, while the working class was engaged in the production of capital 

goods. In the process, the standard of living of both classes declined. However, it is 

clear that the per capita decline in the consumption of food and megs was slightly greater 

for the peasantry than for the working class. 

Primary accumulation took place in ways quite different from what was envisaged 

by Preobrazhensky.f This is clear if we examine two of his fundamental propositions: 

the notion of there being an increase in non-equivalent exchange between agriculture 

and industry, and that of accumulation being at the expense of the peasantry. As 

regards the first proposition, Barsov has shown that, in terms of 1913 world market 

prices and in terms of Marxian values, non-equivalent exchange does increase up to 

1931. Recently, however, Barsov has extended his analysis to cover a longer period and 

this shows that, in terms of Marxian values, there was a 28% decline in unequal exchange 

between 1928 and 1938 (Barsov, 1974, p. 96). As regards the second proposition, to say 

that accumulation was carried out at the expense of the peasantry is, at best, mis 

leading. % Urban real wages fell drastically during the First Plan period, and even if a 

longer period is taken, to include the Second Five Year Plan, real wages fell between 

1929 and 1937 by 43% (Vyas, 1978, p. 119). 

Appendix 

The observation, noted in the text, that constancy of the real wage requires equality between the 

fraction of net investment going to the investment sector {).,) and that going to the meg sector 

(Xc) can be illustrated by the following exercise. Consider the following plan variants, representing 

policies of 'investment specialisation' in descending order of importance. Variant I ('mild') : 

X, — 0-5, Xc = 0-2; variant II ('mild-ambitious') ; X, = 0-6, Xc = 015; variant III ('ambitious') : 

X, =0-7, Xc =0-12; variant IV ('very ambitious') X, =0-75, Xc = 0-10. To simplify the calcu 

lations, the value of b, is assumed to be unity for all the plan variants. For variant I we assume 

that there would be no change in the employment coefficient over a five year plan period (i.e. 

9/9 = 0). On the other hand, there would be a tendency for 9 to rise, for reasons mentioned in 

the text, in more ambitious plan variants. This is taken into account by varying the proportionate 
increase in 9 over five years between 5 and 10% (the respective values for each plan variant 

being 0, 0-05, 0 08 and 0-10). 
Thus each plan variant generates an increase in non-agricultural employment given by (6) 

and therefore determines the minimum amount of food (S) that must be forthcoming—e.g. in 

variant I, AL¡L = 43%, so that AS/S must also equal 43%, if the real wage is to remain constant. 

Now, the question we have to ask is whether the value of Xc, as set in the initial plan variant, is 

consistent with the objective of extracting the required increase in S? The answer to this question 

depends on the elasticity (e) of the peasants' offer curve of food for megs. Given the numerical 

values of the elasticities, we can work out the necessary increase in meg output (and hence the 

corresponding values of Xc) for each of the plan variants. Let us consider three possible cases: 

t We have deliberately chosen to use the term 'primary accumulation' rather than 'primary socialist 

accumulation'. The question whether the process of accumulation led to the emergence of socialist relations 

of production has not been examined, as it raises issues beyond the scope of this paper. We have confined 

ourselves to the questions of how the real resources for financing Soviet industrialisation were made available 

and where they came from. 

Í It should be noted at this point that the idea that Soviet accumulation would require major sacrifices 

by the working class had earlier been foreseen by Trotsky, with his theory of 'the self-exploitation of the 

working class'. See Trotsky (1923, pp. 315, 321; 1927, pp. 301-303). 
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8=2 (e.g. for a 20% increase in food supply, meg output has to increase by only 10%), 8 = 1-5, 
8 = 1 (the case where a proportionate increase in food supply requires a proportionate increase 

in meg output of 20% in terms of the above example). We can thus compare the values of Xc 

corresponding to different values of e with the ones set in the initial plan variants (i.e. 0-20, 

0-15, 0-12 and 0-10 respectively). On doing this, we find that we get a consistent plan only for 

variant I (for cases where s = 2 and 1-5) and for variant II (for e == 2). 
None of the above plan variants were found to be consistent for 8 = 1. Since no information is 

as yet available on the actual historical values of e, e = 1 seems the most reasonable assumption 
to make regarding peasant response. The only case where we get a consistent plan for 8 = 1, 
is when X, = Xc = 0-3. 
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