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Russian State Archives of Economy (RGAE)

Mentality and everyday life of
peasants and other social
groups

Insight into the socialist society
of the USSR in the 1930s

Archival material that was
classified until 1993

Integrated EAD finding aid at
http://lwww.idc.nl/es

Overview contents at www.idc.nl/es
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Peasants under Stalinism: Mentality and Way of Life

Letters written by peasants (kolkhozniki) to Krest’ianskaia Gazeta provide a unique insight into the
mentality of different social groups under Stalinism. At the time, peasants comprised the majority of the
Soviet population, and these letters reveal their attitudes toward nationality, the financial system, social
and economic policy in the countryside, the Soviet government’s penal policy, the use of the Red Army in
agriculture, Soviet holidays, and family and leisure. Many letters are accompanied by poems, stories, and
drawings. This collection is a historical source for those studying the mentality and way of life of Soviet

society under Stalinism.

Krest'ianskaia Gazeta

Krest’ianskaia Gazeta was published in
the period 1923-1939. At the end of
1926, it had a circulation of one million,
making it the biggest Soviet periodical.
In 1939, circulation reached three
million. The Gazeta was headed by

J.A. Jakovlev (Epshtein), and later by
S.B. Uritskii. The newspaper addressed
country people in the name of the ruling
party, and published articles about
problems in the countryside. The articles
in it were simple and easy to understand,
and the text was printed in large letters,
so that even peasants with a very low
level of education could understand it.

State and country side

The newspaper had a double social
function: To disseminate Communist
ideology, and to serve as a feedback
channel between the Soviet government
and the peasantry. Peasants regarded the
newspaper as a body of state power.
After a while, the editorial board of the
newspaper took it upon itself to analyze
the complaints and the various needs of
country people. The response from
readers was enormous, among the
correspondents were peasants, workers,
students and soldiers. The stream of
letters from readers exceeded the
editor’s expectations, and this created a
calamitous situation. In 1924, the
number of letters addressed to the
Gazeta amounted to 243,000; in 1925,

This collection provides an insight into the mentality and way of life of Soviet
citizens of that period. It answers such question as:

=  Who promoted and who resisted the Stalin regime, and in what ways?

=  Why did people write to newspapers, and what did they expect from the

authorities?

= How did people become voluntary informants?

=  What did they write in their denunciations?

=  What was the position of women?

= How did the youth go on holidays?

this figure was 269,000 (or 397,000,
according to some estimates), and in
1926, it was 1 million

Those that contained questions about the
most serious problems were forwarded
to the various governmental bodies,
which sometimes used the letters as the
basis for discussion and for the making
of new laws. Upon arrival at the Gazeta,
the letters were divided in several
groups, see the subject groups overleaf.

Criticism of the socialist system
Between 1924 and 1927, peasants
discussed the possibility of building
socialism, and tried to define their
attitude toward the new life; they created
‘models’ of a future society. The
peasants’ naive appreciation and

lustration from : Fond 396, Opis’11, Delo. 67, p.33

worship of the Soviet party elite was at
variance with their attempts to defend
their own rights. In 1928, the tone of the
letters started to change: Their writers
criticized and expressed dissatisfaction
with the socialist system in the
countryside. A year later, the letters no
longer discussed what socialism would
look like: The majority reflected
dissatisfaction with Soviet rule, and
hostility to and distrust of socialism. The
content of the letters changed drastically
in 1938-1939. Eventually, most letters
represent denunciations and complaints
about neighbors. Peasants emphasized
‘sabotage, mismanagement and power
abuse on collective farms.’

Everyday Life

These letters from peasants and other
social groups contain extremely rich
material about everyday life and the
mentality of Soviet people under
Stalinism. They also provide an insight
into the political, economic,
demographic, and socio-psychological
consequences of Soviet politics for the
countryside in the period 1923-1939.

During its first ten years, the paper
received over five million letters.
Those containing complaints and/or
requests were passed on to various
ministries and

commissions (about 15-20% of the
total); less than 1% were actually
published. This collection gives an
opportunity to analyze the
unpublished and for many years
classified archive of Krest ianskaia
Gazeta.




The collection includes:

= Letters from various republics
and regions of the USSR

=  Requests, complaints, and
reactions;

= Letters concerning other
persons (often complaints about
neighbors);

= Juridical requests and business
proposals

=  Notes, memoirs and reflections
about various problems related
to the country’s political and
economic situation;

= Poetry, stories, memoirs, and
drawings

= Descriptions of how country
youths spent their leisure time
(going to parties, attending
young peoples’ gatherings,
visiting reading houses, etc.)

This collection is a historical source for
those studying the mentality of the
Soviet peasantry under Stalinism. It
reveals peoples’ attitudes toward the
Soviet authority, the Communist Party,
governmental policies, collective farms
(kolhoz), social problems and conflicts
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in the countryside, family relations, life
in communes and agricultural
associations, leisure, everyday life, new
culture, and the demography of the
Russian countryside.

However, although correspondents were
writing about serious social conflicts,
disappointments, and difficult situations
in the countryside, the Gazeta published
only positive information. Letters
containing negative facts were
classified. On the basis of these letters,
surveys and collections were prepared
for governmental functionaries. Later,
these materials were sent to the Ministry
of Internal Affairs.

EAD Finding aid

The finding aids that are created in
accordance with this standard are tagged
in EAD (Encoded Archival Description),
a format that has been rapidly, widely
and internationally embraced,
particularly by university archives and
special collections departments within
academic libraries.
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at www.idc..nl/es. Everyday Stalinism I
has been published by IDC Publishers in
2001and contains other archival
materials on this subject from the
RGAE.

Russian State Archives of Economy
Following the successful release of the
Everyday Stalinism collection
(published in 2001), IDC Publishers is
expanding its offering of source
materials from the Russian State
Archive of Economics (RGAE) in
Moscow. Since 1964, this collection has
been held by the Russian State Archive
of Economics (Rossiiskii
gosudarstvennyi arkhiv ekonomiki), one
of the largest archives in the Russian
Federation. It is now the principal
repository for documents on political,
economic, and administrative matters,
and contains material dating from 1917
onward.

RGAE contains 2021 collections,
comprising over 4 million files. These
documents provide a comprehensive
picture of the Soviet State during its 70
years of existence.

Publisher’s note

The collection in the Russian State
Archive of Economy comprises
Fond 396, that includes ¢. 100,000
letters of peasants and other
materials of the editorial board of
Kresti’anskaia Gazeta from the
period 1923-1939. The letters are
divided chronologically into eleven
series (opisi), which are subdivided
thematically and geographically

IDC Publishers is now making
available opis’ 10 and 11. These
opisi cover the period 1938-39.
IDC Publishers is considering to
publish the other parts of the
collection. Please contact

info@ide.nl if you want be kept
informed on future publications.
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