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The contribution deals with the study of the New Economic Policy. The analysis of the declassified 
documentary data enables the author to expose a high level of socio-political activity of Ukrainian 
peasants in the early 20-ies of the XXth century. The paper explicates that the Ukrainian peasantry 
were dissatisfied with the policy of «war communism». Active anti-Soviet stand of peasantry forced the 
Bolsheviks to reconsider the doctrinal principles of Marxism, particularly its socio-economic compo-
nent. The peasantry became a real threat to the Bolsheviks’ rule, which caused the transition to the New 
Economic Policy. 

Key words: the New Economic Policy, Ukrainian peasantry, socio-political activity of peasants, 
Ukraine.

 
Сергій КОРНОВЕНКО, 

доктор історичних наук, професор, проректор з наукової, інноваційної та 
міжнародної діяльності Черкаського національного університету імені Богдана 

Хмельницького (Україна, Черкаси) s-kornovenko@ukr.net

СЕЛЯНСЬКИЙ ФАКТОР ПЕРЕХОДУ 
ДО НОВОЇ ЕКОНОМІЧНОЇ ПОЛІТИКИ (1921 р.)

Статтю присвячено вивченню нової економічної політики. Автором на основі аналізу розсе-
кречених матеріалів розкрито високий ступінь суспільно-політичної активності українського 
селянства на початку 20-х років ХХ століття. Висвітлено, що селянство України не було за-
доволено політикою «воєнного комунізму». Активна антирадянська позиція селянства зумовила 
перегляд більшовиками доктринальних засад марксизму, зокрема соціально-економічного склад-
ника. Перехід до нової економічної політики відбувся завдяки тому, що селянство створило ре-
альну загрозу більшовикам із утримання ними влади. 

Ключові слова: нова економічна політика, українське селянство, суспільно-політична ак-
тивність селянства, Україна.

The statement of the problem. The New Economic Policy (hereafter – NEP) as a so-
cio-cultural phenomenon of the post-revolutionary era has been in the focus of attention of 
several generations of researches in the context of studying the history of Ukraine of the 
1920-ies. This is due to the fact that the NEP is a unique page of socio-political, socio-eco-
nomic, spiritual, and cultural national history. Firstly, it was one of the first nationwide at-
tempts to move away from rigid administration of economy and social life at the period of 
the War Communism. Secondly, the NEP period is the renaissance of the Ukrainian national 
culture started by the Ukrainian revolution. Thirdly, the NEP was the time of the alternative 
search.
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The analysis of researches. For a long time the Soviet historiography interpreted the 
transition to NEP as an «accomplishment of Lenin's genius» and the «genius» of the Bolshe-
vik Party (Trapeznikov, 1976: 453–455). Subsequently, this approach was criticized by new 
Ukrainian and Russian historians (Kulchytskyi, 1996; Morozov, 1993; Kalinichenko, 1997; 
Danilov, 2006: 26–32; Orlov, 2006: 33–54). However, we believe that modern domestic his-
toriography did not pay much attention to the peasant component as a key one in the transi-
tion to NEP. The author of the article aims to investigate the impact of peasant components, 
including socio-political activity of the peasantry, on the Bolsheviks’ decision to introduce 
the NEP.

In historiographical tradition and socio-political practice of the late XIX – early XX cen-
tury there was established the unfounded, in our view, understanding of the peasantry as in-
ert, pro-monarchy-minded and conservatively-thinking social groups that can not be self-suf-
ficient and active subject of the historical process in the broad sense of the word. Obviously, 
such an understanding of the peasantry as being defective and inconsistent in socio-political 
and socio-economic life was caused by the government’s protectionist policies against the 
peasantry in the late XIX – early XX century (Sviashchenko, 2012).

Later, the idea of the peasantry inferiority was adopted by the Bolsheviks (Lenin, 1968: 
362–366; Lenin, 1976: 235, 313, 325–326). They developed the concept of the peasantry as 
an ally of the proletariat in the struggle for a brighter future. However, the proletariat who 
supposedly had nothing to lose but their own bonds was declared the leader (Safonov, 2012: 
15–18). Instead the farmer was considered an entity with «dual psychology».

In any case in the late XIX – early XX century the peasants stayed obscure. This «Janus 
in bast shoes» for the majority of the then socium was the object and subject of cognition, 
as a «thing in itself», which they tried to comprehend while attributing it mostly unusual 
characteristics, trying to adapt it to the then-known models and schemes. Self-cognition of 
peasantry as it was and through inherent characteristics did not happen.

However, socio-political activity of the peasantry within the Ukrainian revolution of  
1917 – 1921 dramatically disagreed with the impressions of the peasantry and understanding 
it which dominated in the intellectual space of that period. A thorough analysis of historical 
events of the early twentieth century clearly shows the politicization and radicalization of 
peasant consciousness; the phenomenon was reflected in the «Great peasant revolution» that 
started in 1902. We agree with the V. Danilov’s project concerning the peasant revolution of 
1902 – 1922. However, as for us, the upper chronological limit requires further discussion, 
at least in terms of the Ukrainian realities. There are no substantial objections to the idea that 
the peasant movement of the early twentieth century laid deep foundation to all revolutionary 
transformations that were experienced by Ukraine and Russia in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century. It is against the background of the peasant revolution the other revolutions were 
unfolding – national-democratic, social, political ones, and so on. The Peasant Revolution in 
Ukraine and Russia was a protective reaction of the peasantry of Ukraine and Russia to the 
objective, inherent to all developed countries process of primitive accumulation of capital at 
the expense of the impoverishment of the peasantry, and as a result – its liquidation under the 
influence of industrial civilization. The main slogan and goal of the peasant revolution were: 
«the land and the right to freely farm on it» (Danilov, 1992: 310–321; Danilov, 1996: 4–23; 
Kondrashin, 2008: 70–74).

In places where the above mentioned peasant ideal contrasted with the position of a polit-
ical regime peasant resistance movement flared up. For instance, within the first two decades 
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of July, 1919 in Ukraine there were 207 armed peasant uprisings against the Soviet rule. Of 
these, 111 occurred in the Kyiv region, 37 – in the Poltava region, 20 - in the Volyn region, 
14 – in the Kherson region, and 12 – in Chernihiv and Podillya (Zinchenko, 2008: 137).

The anti-Soviet peasant armed resistance movement did not stop in 1920 – early 1921. 
The peasants of Ukraine did not accept the policy of the «war communism». During this peri-
od the wave of the anti-Soviet armed peasant uprisings swept across Ukraine. The documents 
which have been inaccessible for the researchers for a long period, objectively illustrate the 
then situation in the country which ensued with the end of large-scale hostilities. 

For instance, making a brief review of the situation in Ukraine in June, 1920, a special 
department in the Southwestern Front reported: «Ukraine is experiencing another wave of 
uprisings. In the Kharkiv, Donetsk, and Chernihiv provinces the uprising are of a rolling 
nature, they spread there from the neighboring Kursk, Ekaterinoslav, and Kiev provinces, 
where the uprising have an organized. The Kiev and Ekaterinoslav provinces are the cradles 
of the uprisings. These outbreaks are caused by the erroneous actions of the members of the 
grain requisitioning squads» (Kratkij obzor, 1998: 259).

In its info summary of June 16–30, 1920, the secret department of the Cheka informed: 
«The Kharkiv province. In the Ahtyrsk district due to the decisive means for pumping bread 
the mood of the peasantry changed for the worse. The party is working imperfectly, and the 
peasants have little or no understanding of the problems of the Soviet power» (Iz informa-
cionnoj svodki sekretnogo otdela, 1998: 268).

V. Antonov-Ovseyenko reported: «As of the beginning of June the mood of the peasants 
of the Katerynoslav region are not in favor of the Soviet power. As of June from 226 districts 
(of 278 districts in the province), there were: engulfed in uprisings – 6 affected by … gang 
violence – 64, hostile, but not active – 91, the kulak-loyal – 63, and pro-Soviet – 3. Joining 
the gangs by the poor people should be considered first, as a reflection of the natural process 
of the stratification of the country folk, and secondly, as an error which lies in it that we have 
not timely considered the moment and did not assemble the poor through an appropriate form 
of organization. As for the middle peasants, they can be an excellent material for use under 
the following conditions: 1) if we make them interested in robbing the kulaks; 2) will imple-
ment our policy of transferring the main burden on the kulaks» (Iz doklada, 1998: 277–278).

The Katerynoslav Cheka, reporting on its activities of July, 15 through August, 1, 1920, in-
formed: «In connection with the use of the repressive means within implementing the grain requi-
sition, the strengthening of the hostility to the Soviet power is being observed among the peasants. 
There are cases of disbanding the Soviets and replacing them by the village elders. As a result of a 
series of repressive operations the implementation of the requisition has advanced but the banditry 
still has considerable dimensions, including its impact on those strata of the peasantry who used to 
be passive» (Iz dvuhnedel'noj svodki Ekaterinoslavskoj gubcheka, 1998: 279).

The info summary of August, 15–20, 1920 reads: «The Kiev province. The mood of the 
population is good and cheerful. In the counties that were not occupied by the Polish-Petly-
ura troops, the mood of the peasants is pro-Petlyura and the kulaks are tuning the peasants 
against the Soviet power. The Poltava province. The attitude of the peasants to the Commu-
nist Party is hostile. The Kherson province. The mood of the population of the Olexandriya 
county is pro-Petlyura. The populace is hiding weapons, even guns. The rebellion is highly 
possible» (Iz informacionnoj svodki, 1998: 295).

From a two week info summary of the of the Cheka Secret department construction (Sep-
tember, 15–30, 1920): «The Katerynoslav province. The province is an unfavorable ground 
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for the Soviet construction. The mood of all the layers of the population is unsatisfactory. The 
peasants are hostile. The Podillya province. In the Vinnitsa district the Pikivtsi and Lyupynets 
townships the locals have completely rejected the grain requisition. The situation has turned 
so alarming that the requisitioners refused to work without the support group. The Donetsk 
province. The peasantry have absolutely no idea of the Soviet power and the Communist 
Party» (Iz dvuhnedel'noj informacionnoj svodki, 1998: 323).

The Cheka secret department, analyzing the situation in the areas of Ukraine subject to 
the Bolsheviks, testified: «Kherson, the Mykolayiv province. Soviet institutions are poisoned 
by anti-Semitism. The food distributing committees render completely inactive, even the 
working population and the workers of the provincial towns get nothing from what has been 
guaranteed by the rationing system. The free market price on bread is 300 rubles. The town-
ship and village Soviet institutions are manned with the outright counter-revolutionaries with 
no possibility of replacing them due to the deficit of specialists. The lack of discipline is char-
acteristic of the Soviet institutions» (Iz dvuhnedel'noj informacionnoj svodki, 1998: 326).

The report of a secret department of the Cheka on the insurgency as of November, 1920, 
contains the following: «The last experience of vranghelivschyna (the general Vranghel’s in-
fluence) proved that the Ukrainian kulaks and the peasantry in general seem to have remained 
loyal, but it does not mean that the well-to-do elements of the village have fully and readily 
joined the Soviet power. Rich peasants are afraid of the landlords’ sticks, the whips of the 
policemen and of the heavy tribute to the governor, but they are also afraid of the proletarian 
consistency in building communism. The Ukrainian kulaks want to become «masters» in the 
countryside, individual and sole, and not to depend on the town and the workers. In short 
three years of revolution so many big and minor governments besieged the Ukrainian coun-
tryside that «anarchy» seems to a Ukrainian «farmer» to be kind of some «ideal» healing of 
all the evil possible» (Doklad, 1998: 365).

Gradually, by the spring of 1921, a negative attitude of the peasantry to the grain quisition 
had fully manifested itself. It couldn’t stay unnoticeable. A. Tsyurupa reported: «Demoralis-
ation, disorganization, and the destruction of our staff are everywhere. It is only on the front 
of the Ukrainian grain requisition that 1700 grain collectors were killed» (Desyatyj s"ezd, 
1963: 422). Let us pay tribute to the Bolshevik leader and his ability to objectively assess 
the reality. V. Lenin said: «The peasantry are dissatisfied with that form of relationships that 
we have established, they do not want this form of relationship, and are unwilling to exist 
like this any more. Definitely. They have expressed it explicitly. This is the will of the public 
masses of the working population» (Lenin, 1974: 59).

March 1921 became the climax of the crisis. The country was shocked by the news of the 
uprising in the town of Kronstadt. It was raised by the sailors, most of whom were the peas-
ants dissatisfied with the policy of «war communism». The Bolsheviks were facing the real 
threat of losing power. «The economics of spring 1921 turned to the policy of «Kronstadt» 
(Lenin, 1974: 387). Under the pressure from the anti-Bolshevik position of the peasantry 
and other socio-economic and socio-political factors, on February 4, 1921, in his speech 
at the Moscow conference of the metalworkers V. Lenin put forward a general problem to 
be solved: reconsidering the relationships of workers and peasants. In this regard, he wrote 
about the necessity to satisfy the desire of the peasantry and replace grain requisition (as 
extracting surplus) by grain taxation (Lenin, 1973: 306–309).

The conclusions. Thus, in the early 20-ies of the XXth century dissatisfaction Ukrain-
ian peasants by the Soviet authorities, as evidenced by the mass character and the scale of 
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peasant uprisings in Ukraine during this period, in fact, forced the state and the party Soviet 
leaders to review the economic theory and practice of Marxism. Without the introduction of 
the NEP, the Bolsheviks would not have retained power in their hands. In this regard, being 
pressured by the peasants they opened the doors of commodity-money relations as economic 
incentives of the production, especially in agriculture. Refusal from the policy of «war com-
munism» meant the revival of the market management mode, mainly for the peasants.
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