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The attraction of extraction: 
Three cases of state versus peasantry 

The purpose of this article is to discuss certain 'easy ways out' in agricultural 
policy used over the centuries - apparent panaceas that turn out to be seriously 
detrimental to long-run prospects for agricultural production. Attention will be 
focused on a situation where the government, in an attempt either to achieve a 
rapid transformation of the economy or simply to reap for itself the fruits of 
peasant labor, opts for a policy based on force and compulsion rather than on 
incentives and voluntariness. We will discuss the considerable attractions for 
short-sighted policy makers of a policy that aims a t  simple, short-run extraction, 
but ignores the inherent long-term dangers. 

Our first step will be to isolate three central ingredients in a stylized extrac- 
tionist model for agricultural policy: government control over the factors of pro- 
duction, government control over surplus extraction from agriculture, and a re- 
pressive apparatus to prevent the agricultural labor force from withdrawing into 
subsistence production or leaving agriculture altogether. 

Three cases will be examined where an agricultural policy has been pursued 
that in important respects coincides with our stylized model, namely ancient 
Egypt of the Ptolemaic dynasty, early nineteenth century Haiti during its first 
decades as a sovereign nation, and the Soviet Union under Stalin.' The paper 
is an exercise in distant comparison, i.e. a comparison 'between units ... belong- 
ing to different types of structures or institutions',' where the aim is to discover 
similarities in spite of the distance in time, space and structure. Hence, the 
choice of what a priori may appear to be three disparate cases. The purpose is 
to formulate a hypothesis rather than to test one.3 

Other comparisons could be made, for example between the experiences of 
Vietnam and the Soviet Union or Mao's China. However, in these instances 
direct influence cannot be ruled out. The benefit of our examples is that, while 
they hold striking similarities, they can realistically be assumed to represent 
mutually independent developments. This will be used to substantiate a claim 
that our model holds an inherent power of attraction for policy makers who find 
themselves in a certain given situation." It  will also be argued that there is an 
inherent contradiction in the model, between short-run extraction and long-run 
productivity development. The use of compulsion destroys incentives to work. 
The reduction of agriculture to an exploited colony removes the basis for ac- 
cumulation. Finally, we will see that the emergence of a controlling bureaucracy 
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creates powerful vested interests for the maintenance of a permanent dividing 
line between the interests of the peasantry and those of the state. In the extreme 
case, production has to be carried out under the supervision of a military or 
police force which, in turn, creates an imminent danger of overmilitarization in 
the country. 

A Problem of Extraction 

The basic contention of our model is that policy makers view agricultural policy 
as a matter of quick extraction rather than as a problem of production in the 
longer run. The consequent short-run nature of the model will lead to an almost 
total disregard for incentive systems and the quality aspect of inputs. In ad- 
dition, it has to be assumed that the government - or as in our cases, the despot 
- has an overriding interest in maximizing the short-run flow of resources out 
of agriculture. In the case of Ptolemy it meant the accumulation of personal 
wealth, whereas Stalin's objective was to achieve a massive military build-up. 
The Haitian case is an intermediate one - motivated both by military concerns 
and by a perceived need to create incomes for an elite. In order to fulfil these 
objectives, the model incorporates, in varying degrees, the three above-men- 
tioned control ingredients: control over the main factors of production (in our 
cases land and labor), over surplus extraction, and over the producers as indi- 
viduals. 

The Factors of Production 

Control over the factors of production is essential in order to control production 
itself. It  prevents the peasants from concealing output, and it enables the au- 
thorities to determine the production potential, thus creating information on 
what can be extracted. The extractionist policy may require that the government 
can decide upon what is to be produced and where. In this respect, land is prob- 
ably the easiest factor to deal with. By confiscating all land and vesting formal 
property rights in the 'state', the 'people', the 'King' or some such concept, it is 
possible to remove land from the market. Land will then be controlled and dis- 
tributed by the proper authority. 

Labor organization, on the other hand, could be very problematic. Some form 
of organization has to be found that prevents the peasants from voting with 
their feet and makes them dependent on participating in controlled production. 
The limiting case in terms of control is of course outright slavery. 

In theory, a well-designed extraction policy should bring forth the necessary 
labor from the peasants, once they are forced to participate in the system. (If 
they work too little they will starve.) However, the production potential of land 
and labor in agriculture is not easily determined, and is subject to constant 
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variation. Hence, there is a need to control the input of labor. As we shall see 
below, our three chosen cases incorporate precisely these features. 

Surplus Extraction 

Once the size of output is known, some of this output must be transferred out 
of the agricultural sector. In the simplest case, goods only flow from agriculture 
to the rest of the economy. The agricultural sector is taxed without receiving 
anything in return. This, however, is only one way of extracting produce from 
agriculture. As soon as goods flow in both directions, there is an explicit or 
implicit trade which can also be used for extraction purposes. The conditions 
under which this trade takes place then become a determinant of the size of the 
extracted surplus. 

A frequent first step in the process of surplus extraction is to impose compul- 
sory quotas (or their equivalent) for the delivery of agricultural produce to the 
government authority. This entails identifying individual production possibil- 
ities and imposing individual quotas. 

The imposition of fixed procurement quotas yields a secondary benefit in that 
it reduces the peasants to the status of residual claimants. The central author- 
ities will always be guaranteed their predetermined needs, and the natural fluc- 
tuations that are inherent in all agricultural production will be borne wholly by 
the peasantry, via fluctuations in earnings. However, it also creates a problem. 
If a high level of extraction is desired, it may be necessary to incorporate into 
the model some form of minor 'private' plots. In lezn years when (fixed) procure- 
ments absorb the bulk of output from the controlled fields, the households may 
invest their last labor reserves in plot production, thus securing subsistence. 

Another commonly employed measure is to control the terms of the flow of 
resources into agriculture. Determining the price of essential inputs in terms of 
agricultural produce makes the rate of extraction a policy variable. 

If the surplus is to be extracted via a government-controlled market, with 
administratively set prices, black or parallel markets must be suppressed, in 
order to deprive the peasants of an alternative source of income (which would 
allow them to decrease the share of agricultural output that is marketed via 
official channels). This is most commonly achieved via a state monopoly on 
trade, which should operate at that level of relative prices between agricultural 
and other goods that maximizes the size of the extracted surplus. The surplus 
could, however, also be extracted via a system of private markets where trade 
is taxed. 
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Repression 

Perhaps the most important ingredient in the model, especially in the light of 
what has just been said, is the incorporation of a repressive apparatus. If the 
purpose of the exercise is to force the peasants to participate in something that 
is to their disadvantage, it will be necessary in the mild case to force them to 
produce more than for their own subsistence (the very definition of surplus pro- 
duction), and in the extreme case to prevent them from leaving agriculture al- 
together. 

Simply keeping the peasants on the land can be arranged via, for example, 
domestic passports without which travel is illegal. It  can also be arranged via 
joint responsibilities for delivery quotas, which means that should one individ- 
ual leave, his obligations will have to be shared by those remaining. Social con- 
trol will then prevent him from leaving. All that is needed is adequate measures 
of repression. 

Ideally, one could then elicit the necessary labor by arranging a feudal day 
labor system, where the peasants are assigned labor quotas that correspond to 
the given procurement quotas. However, simply assigning a number of labor 
hours for each individual will not be sufficient. While the tasks of an industrial 
worker are easily defined and his performance relatively easy to monitor, the 
production process in agriculture is much more complex5 and the contribution 
of the single peasant is difficult to evaluate. The great locational and temporal 
difficulties involved in biological production, coupled with the removal of pri- 
vate incentive that is implied by an extractionist policy, will create a supervision 
problem of quite respectable magnitude."upervision will thus be the hallmark 
of this type of agriculture and the requirements for a repressive and supervisory 
apparatus are increased further. 

A Vehicle of Extraction 

To summarize, which are the central features of our model? Firstly, we have 
central control over the means of production in agriculture. Secondly, we have 
a general framework wherein the state or the central authority either possesses 
an efficient method for taxing the surplus away from agriculture and/or controls 
trade and the important relative prices. Finally, we have a repressive apparatus 
that ensures participation by the peasants in a venture that may be unprofitable, 
or even directly harmful, to them. With these three building blocks, the rate of 
extraction of resources from agriculture becomes a controlled policy variable, 
and we shall now proceed to see how this has been used in three concrete his- 
torical instances: first in the case of Ptolemaic Egypt, then in early nineteenth- 
century Haiti, and finally in the case of Stalinist Russia. 
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After the death of Alexander in 323 B.C., Ptolemy secured Egypt for himself.' 
During the next 70 years, Soter (Ptolemy I ,  323-283) and Philadelphus (Ptol- 
emy 11, 283-246) created the Ptolemaic economic system. They took over a 
traditional oriental economyg and elaborated it into 'the most thorough-going 
system of State nationalisation known prior to the twentieth century, unless 
conceivably the Peruvian."' 

The objectives of the Ptolemies appear to have been wealth and power. Money 
was needed to pay mercenaries. An army and a fleet were necessary both for 
external protection or expansion and for internal stability. A ruler must have a 
certain violence potential to remain in power. Thus, security calls for military 
expenditure." To this end, the Ptolemies 'treated Egypt as a money-making 
machine.''' Exactly how much they managed to extract is not known, but 'the 
dynasty was generally regarded as much the richest thing in the world.'I3 

In principle, the King controlled all economic activities. There were many 
government monopolies, and almost everything was strictly supervised. Many 
activities could only be carried on by purchasing an annual license. Possibly, 
this pertained to all non-monopolies.'" For the purposes of the present article, 
we may confine our attention to some of the most important areas.15 

All land was owned by the King. Land was either directly in his hands, farmed 
by royal peasants, or was land in grant.16 The fellahin (Egyptian working-class) 
population of the rural areas who constituted the bulk of the population bore 
the brunt of the Ptolemaic system's extraction and oppression. The most impor- 
tant group here were the royal peasants. These did not have many draft animals. 
The King owned animals that were rented to the farmers. The oxen that be- 
longed to the peasants, apart from being taxed, were a t  the disposal of the state, 
and were distributed a t  sowing and harvest time so as to achieve maximum 
production. Furthermore, the King lent agricultural implements, including all 
iron tools, to the peasants. 

Exactly to what extent the peasants were bound to a specific position - geo- 
graphically and socially - is hard to say. It  seems likely that originally they 
enjoyed a certain amount of social and economic freedom and were not bound 
to a particular occupation or location.17 On the other hand, they were never free 
from the state but were tied to it for their survival.'' At any rate, such freedom 
as  may have existed would gradually disappear, as we shall see. 

The Ptolemies in practice controlled the relevant factors of production. This 
was also the case with relative prices. The main Egyptian staple was wheat. The 
royal peasant could not dispose of the harvest until Ptolemy had received his 
part, which consisted of a fixed amount. The peasant thus held the position of 
residual claimant, and carried the losses during bad years. In addition, there 
was a tax on land and a number of other minor taxes. The King also supplied 
next year's seed grain, but with a duty of up to 50 percent. All in all, the peasant 
was left with less than half the harvest - little more than enough to live on. 
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All royal peasants, and sometimes others as well, were told which crops to 
sow. The growing of grain of predetermined varieties was not the only obligation 
of the royal peasants but 'after reaping their corn, they had to grow a green crop 
on which to feed the royal cattle.''' They were also subject to compulsory labor, 
for example on the dikes and canals, or to cultivating larger areas if ground fell 
vacant. 

One feature of the system that eased the lot of the peasants somewhat was 
their right to a house and a garden. These were 'private' in the narrow sense of 
disposal. Supposedly, the produce from the garden constituted a buffer in times 
of hardship, harvest failure, etc. 

The King also had strict control over vital consumption goods. There were 
many royal monopolies in Egypt, but the really important one was Sesame 
oil was a nutrient of greatest necessity. Oil of inferior qualities was used for 
lighting. Everything concerning oil was nationalized and state controlled. Each 
year, the King decided how much land should be planted with oil-producing 
plants, and he also supplied the seeds. Planting was compulsory. The King then 
took the harvest a t  a fixed price. Finally, after pressing, the oil was distributed 
through retailers, also at a fixed price. On this business, Ptolemy made a profit 
ranging from 70 to 300 percent. One could easily continue to enumerate the royal 
monopolies. However, the important point to note is that the King controlled the 
price of those necessities that the individual farmer could not produce himself." 

Foreign trade was also controlled by the Ptolemies. The policy consisted of 
exporting as much as possible. The main export was grain, but papyrus and 
other items also entered the picture. When exports were not a royal monopoly, 
they were taxed. At the same time, imports of domestically produced commod- 
ities were discouraged through high tariffs. A number of items that were not 
produced domestically were imported through the King, for example lumber and 
iron as well as luxury items like incense and ivory. 

The whole system required an extensive administrative bureaucracy. All land 
was inspected and registered. So were draft animals and mobile property. Sow- 
ing, cultivation and harvesting were all supervised. The King's wheat was gath- 
ered in local centers and then shipped to Alexandria for storage. The officials 
not only supervised the peasants (and each other). They were also personally 
responsible for collecting the King's share of the harvest, taxes, etc. When taxes 
were farmed out, the tax-farmer was personally responsible, but also controlled 
by the state in order to prevent excessive oppression. 

The Ptolemies thus created an economic system which enabled them both to 
enrich themselves and to sustain the necessary military and bureaucratic ap- 
paratus. The grip over the economy was tight. Almost all activities were con- 
trolled by the extensive bureaucracy. The most important factors of production 
were under royal control, and large amounts of resources were extracted from 
the native peasantry. The King took fixed quotas from the peasants who were 
reduced to residual claimants. At the same time, he determined vital relative 
prices, with respect to agricultural produce being extracted from and incentive 
goods flowing back into agriculture. 
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Early Nineteenth Century Haitiz2 

Some 2100 years after the Ptolemaic system had been created in Egypt, the 
Haitian slaves in the Saint-Domingue colony decided that they had had enough 
of French supremacy. After prolonged wars of liberation, lasting for more than 
twelve years, Haiti proudly proclaimed its independence in 1804 as the second 
sovereign state in the Western Hern i sp l~ere .~~  

The new country emerged into a world which was hostile for several decades 
to come. Independence was not recognized by a single foreign state until 1825 
when France, of all nations, did so, but only after having squeezed a huge in- 
demnity out of the Haitians a t  gunpoint - having assembled a fleet of men-of- 
war outside P o r t - a u - P r i n ~ e . ~ ~  

The 1825 recognition by France was a highly significant event in Haitian his- 
tory, since this put an  end to more than two decades' fear of a return of a French 
invasion army to Haiti. The departure of the French after the wars of liberation 
had not been a settled, negotiated one, but the departure of an army defeated 
by the rebels and yellow fever after a protracted and cruel war. France was to 
maintain its claims for the Saint-Domingue colony for several years. Only the 
events of the European war scene prevented Napoleon from sending off a second 
invasion force to the West in die^.'^ 

The fear of a French return was a most important determinant of the econom- 
ic system that was developed in Haiti during the wars of liberation and during 
the first years of independence. Haiti was a nation of black slaves that had 
managed to throw off the colonial yoke in a geographic area characterized by 
colonialism everywhere else. I t  could not count on help from outside in a world 
of slaveholders, so if independence was to be effectively conquered and main- 
tained it was completely essential that the country's military strength was suf- 
ficiently great to fend off a possible invader. 

Military strength, however, was costly - not least in terms of foreign ex- 
change since weapons and ammunition had to be imported. Without trading 
with the United States and Britain, the Haitian generals would not have been 
able to build up an army that was able to resist the onslaught of the forces led 
by Napoleon's brother-in-law, General LeclercZ6 Nor would presumably inde- 
pendence have been maintained after 1804. This in turn made exports the key 
item in the economy. There was a one-to-one correspondence between Haiti's 
ability to export and its ability to defend itself. I t  was absolutely necessary to 
create an  economic system that guaranteed that exports were maintained a t  a 
high level. 

The need for defense was one of the two main determinants of the economic 
system developed by Toussaint L'Ouverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines during 
the decade beginning in 1796. The second cornerstone rested on purely pecu- 
niary considerations. During the time when Haiti emerged as a sovereign 
nation, a new upper class emerged that was substituted for the former French 
colons. This class consisted, among others, of the leading army generals and 
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other top  officer^.^' However, dissatisfaction among the members of the coa- 
lition of powerholders on the subject of income distribution easily led to the 
break up of the coalition. Thus, the economic system was faced with a double 
task: that of promoting exports on the one hand and ensuring an income distri- 
bution skewed in favor of the dominant powerholders on the other. 

The crucial issue was to maintain the plantations that had existed during the 
colonial period, since exports - mainly sugar - were produced on plantations. 
During the wars, extensive damage had been done and the slaves had either run 
off or had started to cultivate food in small gardens instead." In addition, the 
overall population had undergone a severe decline during the wars." 

This situation presented a formidable challenge to the Haitian leaders, but an 
efficient extraction policy was quickly formulated, one which was to continue in 
southern Haiti up to 1809, when Alexandre Petion (then president in the south- 
ern half of the country) decided to redistribute the land, and up to 1819 in the 
north when Henry Christophe, king of northern Haiti, decided to follow suit." 
To revive plantation agriculture, the land was gradually concentrated into 
government hands with the result that in 1806, between 75 and 90 percent of all 
land was state domain.31 Control was thus obtained over the land market, which 
in turn opened the road to surplus extraction. The state domain was rented out 
to the highest bidders for periods of five years only. All properties, regardless 
of whether they belonged to the state or not, were subjected to a tax calculated 
on the production potential of the average estate worker (which in turn created 
an incentive to squeeze as much as possible out of the workers). On top of this, 
one-quarter of the harvest was obtained as rent on all government-owned land 
that was rented 

Control was obtained over the labor force as well. The colonial system was 
built on slavery. This was of course abolished by the Haitian wars of liberation, 
but neither Toussaint nor Dessalines hesitated to put the ex-slaves back on the 
plantations under conditions strongly reminiscent of slavery. The population 
was divided into agricultural workers, soldiers and holders of 'urban' trades, and 
those who could not prove that they belonged to any of the latter two categories 
were automatically considered agricultural workers. This, in fact, was the only 
way of ensuring on the one hand that labor was forthcoming, and on the other 
that export agriculture survived. As a result of the desertion of the plantations 
by the former slaves and the devastations caused by the wars, export agriculture 
was virtually dead in 1795. Coffee - the crop that did best - was down to less 
than 3 percent of its 1789 Haiti had in fact become a closed e~onorny.'~ 

That export agriculture had to be revived thus remained beyond the slightest 
doubt and this could only be done by reviving plantation agriculture. It  would 
have been prohibitively costly to squeeze a surplus of the same size out of a 
nation of smallholders that were almost one hundred percent intent on subsis- 
tence cultivation. A system would have had to be devised which a) made the 
peasants turn to export crops in addition to food production, b) allowed the 
taxation of many thousands of dispersed farms without too much evasion, c) 
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ensured a redistribution of agricultural income in favor of the members of the 
ruling clique. In this perspective, large-scale plantation agriculture had strong 
comparative advantages. In the first place, putting the management of the plan- 
tations directly into the hands of those who were to benefit from them meant 
that no redistributive bureaucracy was needed - a very important consider- 
ation in a situation where the country lacked an  experienced administrative 
cadre.35 Secondly, with a lower number of farms to be taxed, further savings of 
bureaucracy could be made. Finally, with large-scale plantations that were tech- 
nologically much better suited for sugar production than were the small peasant 
plots,36 part of the incentive problem disappeared as  well. Thus, only the plan- 
tation alternative remained. However, this dreaded system was not going to be 
accepted by the ex-slaves without coercion. 

And coercion there was.37 The ex-slaves were simply ordered back to the plan- 
tations, in a system that built on serfdom. They were unable to leave the plan- 
tations without special permission, and special permission was seldom granted. 
On the plantations, work was carried out under military supervision. The symbol 
of colonial and racial exploitation - the whip - was abolished, but the coco- 
macac club and a tough vine known as liane were put to generous use instead. 
A rural police force was established whose task it was to run escaped workers 
down and bring them back to the plantations. Passports were issued which made 
it easy to check whether absence from plantation work had been authorized or 
not. Finally, a very active interest in supervision was taken by the very top hi- 
erarchy of the Haitian state. To ensure their survival, the agricultural workers 
were given 'private' provision plots on which to grow their food. On top of this 
they also received one-fourth of the produce from the plantation. 

In this way, the early Haitian rulers created a n  agricultural system that had 
much in common with the Ptolemaic one but which went even further in its 
control over the labor force. The land was concentrated in state hands. The 
ex-slaves were put back to the plantations as workers and could not escape from 
there, being supervised by the military. To extract the agricultural surplus, a 
system was created, whereby the state obtained one part in the form of rent and 
taxes and those who rented the plantations another part. This ensured both that 
weapons and ammunition could be imported and that the ruling clique obtained 
an income. 

The Soviet Union under Stalin3' 

In the case of the Soviet Union, it is possible to follow the formative period of 
economic policy in more detail, which sheds additional light on the appeal of the 
extractionist policy. Early Soviet history is very much about agriculture. This 
is an  important fact to establish, particularly in light of the fact that early Bol- 
shevik thought - as  well as the legacy of Marx - contained virtually nothing 
on agrarian mat ten3 '  
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The first years of Soviet power were marked by a rather peculiar contradic- 
tion. On the one hand, the revolution was largely a product of strong peasant 
discontent while, on the other, the revolutionary vanguard had an almost exclu- 
sively urban background, with little or no knowledge and understanding of 
agricultural problems. The first decade of Bolshevik agricultural policy was 
clearly marked by this contradiction. 

During the first years of so-called War Communism (1918-21) it is difficult 
to talk about a conscious policy. The combined pressures of revolutionary 
change, civil war and foreign intervention led to disruptions that seriously 
threatened food supply for the cities and the army. The government resorted to 
force, sending out armed detachments in the countryside to forage, offering 
useless paper currency in return for grain. This was the prodrazuerstka, or pro- 
duct procurement policy, and most likely it was the only way out, given the 
 circumstance^.^^ 

The results, however, were predictable. The peasants cut back on production, 
to subsistence level, and sometimes pitched battles would occur between demo- 
bilized peasant-soldiers, who had kept their arms, and the equally armed pro- 
curement agents, who were sent out to uncover concealed grain reserves. The 
stranglehold on the cities was tightening, and by the spring of 1921, War Com- 
munism collapsed completely. The New Economic Policy (NEP) was introduced. 

The real core of NEP was the substitution of incentives for compulsion in 
agricultural policy. Instead of forceful procurements at symbolic prices came a 
predetermined tax in kind (prodnalog) and freedom to market any surplus a t  
whatever price the market would bear. Even private middlemen were allowed 
and their flourishing trade effectively put the state distribution system more or 
less out of business. The peasant response was equally strong, with both sowings 
and production expanding rapidly. By 1925 the peak of NEP was reached. Lib- 
eralization had by then gone so far that even the hiring of labor and the leasing 
of land was permitted on a limited scale. The Bolsheviks began to see the writing 
on their wall. 

These two diametrically opposed policies form important ingredients in the 
background to the policy of mass collectivization, which was launched by Stalin 
in 1929 and which gave Soviet agriculture the characteristic structure which is 
still largely intact. The third ingredient was the external constraint. The Soviet 
state was surrounded by hostile powers and the need for rapid industrialization 
and armament was probably genuinely felt. In 1931, and with ghostly foresight, 
Stalin himself said: 'We have fallen behind the advanced countries by as much 
as fifty to one hundred years. We have to overcome this lag within ten years. 
Either we accomplish this, or we perish.'41 As we know, the task was just barely 
completed at the time of the German attack, but how was it done? 

Agriculture had to play an important role. As was outlined by Preobrazhensky 
in his theory of 'primitive socialist accumulation', the peasantry had to part with 
their surplus via an unfavorable movement in the terms of trade between indus- 
try and a g r i c u l t ~ r e . ~ ~  It may be noted in the context, however, that neither he 
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- nor anyone else - foresaw mass collectivization as a policy to achieve this 
end. Preobrazhensky thought in terms of taxation and manipulation of prices, 
and the missing link in his theory was that he failed to show how the peasants 
were going to be induced to participate in this venture. That link was to be 
supplied by Stalin. 

The hallmark of the policy of mass collectivization was control, and it is 
striking how many of the emergency measures of the earlier prodrazverstka pol- 
icy that would now reappear in a new guise. All land had been nationalized 
already on the very morning after the October 1917 coup d'e'tat and the N E P  
provisions for leasing land were a temporary measure indeed. This factor was 
thus under firm government control. 

The real core of the policy was instead directed a t  bringing labor, i.e. the 
peasants, under control. The first step was reminiscent of the prodrazuerstka. 
When state procurements threatened to fall far short of targets, during 
1927-28,43 Stalin decided once again to use force. Armed detachments were 
sent to the Urals and to West Siberia, where the harvest had been reasonably 
good, and in this way large amounts of grain were 'procured'. This operation was 
termed the Ural-Siberian Method,44 and when i t  was repeated in the following 
year the risk of meeting the same fate as during War Communism was becoming 
apparent. I t  was then that Stalin decided to go all out. 

The main difference between collectivization and the prodrazverstha lies in 
the provision of an  institutional framework to complement the earlier use of 
simple force. The new collective farms, the holhhozy, have several interesting 
features. Most importantly, membership was made compulsory and there were 
great losses in both livestock and human life as peasant opposition was brutally 
crushed. In order to prevent them from leaving the new farms, two measures 
were used. First, a system of domestic passports was introduced, without which 
domestic travel was illegal. Peasants were not issued with such passports and 
could thus be captured as runaway serfs if they tried to leave. Secondly, state 
delivery obligations were imposed on the collective, which meant that neighbors 
would have to make up for those who failed to pull their weight. This introduced 
social control over both presence and effort of the members. 

As a vehicle of extraction, the kolkhoz was admirably well suited, yet this was 
not all. Its environment was adapted as well. All machinery and larger equip- 
ment was removed from the farms and transferred to special Machine Tractor 
Stations (MTS) which were designed to 'help' the k ~ l k h o z y . ~ ~  In practice they 
served two functions: to increase control over agricultural operations, which 
subsequently had to be performed according to the MTS plans, and to devise an 
additional channel for state procurements, since MTS services had to be paid 
for in kind. The controlling and punitive character of the MTS is illustrated by 
the fact that during the most difficult years (1933-34) separate political depart- 
ments were organized within the stations, which were charged with monitoring 
plan fulfilment and which did so in close collaboration with the security forces.46 

One important facet of this model was that the peasants were reduced to the 
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status of residual claimants, as payments to labor (i.e. the members of the 'co- 
operative') would only be made after all other obligations (i.e. deliveries of pro- 
duce to the state and the MTS) had been met. This meant on the one hand that 
state procurement from agriculture was made a stable and plannable variable, 
but it also meant that the survival of the peasantry was put in danger, if a high 
rate of extraction was desired. In order to make survival possible in lean years, 
the peasants were granted the right of minute private plots where they could 
expend their last labor reserves to grow food and raise some livestock. The many 
restrictions surrounding the plots serve to indicate that they were intended as 
a mere safety valve.47 

By 1934 the kolkhoz system had been stabilized, which meant that the whole 
peasantry had either been incorporated in the kolkhozy, or deported, and it was 
a model that was well suited to Stalin's needs. Not only did it make possible a 
substantial squeeze of agriculture, but it also led to the creation of a controlling 
bureaucracy of quite substantial proportions, which helped increase the party's 
general grip over the countryside. Finally, with the renewed suppression of pri- 
vate trade, the state controlled the flow of resources both out of and into agri- 
culture.48 Extraction of the agricultural surplus had been made a policy vari- 
able. 

The Extractionist Trap 

To some extent, the introduction of the 'extraction model' in all three of our 
cases was the result of historical precedent. The Ptolemies could draw on the 
system of the Egyptian Pharaos, Toussaint and Dessalines were well acquainted 
with the French colonial economy based on slavery, being ex-slaves themselves, 
and Stalin of course knew the history of tsarist feudal Russia. However, both the 
Ptolemies and Stalin went far beyond their predecessors in extracting resources 
from the agricultural sector, and the Haitian leaders had the audacity to almost 
re-introduce slavery among their newly freed subjects. However, these actions 
by powerholders are not in fact surprising. Given the goals of the decision 
makers, the model is sufficiently attractive, in short-run economic terms, to have 
a value even outside the particular historical situations presented here. It  ap- 
pears at least, to offer a simple way of making large short-run resource transfers 
from the agricultural sector to the powerholders. In addition, the model enhan- 
ces the extent of political control over the citizens, precisely because it builds 
on control of the production effort at the micro level. 

In all three cases, an urgent need to transfer resources away from agriculture 
existed. The time of the Ptolemaic dynasty was a time of turmoil and war. The 
fleet and the army had to be equipped. Of even greater importance was the goal 
of personal wealth. As with almost any tyrant (in the Greek sense), nowadays 
or in antiquity, this was one of the main objectives of the Ptolemies. The Haitian 
case appears as a rather close copy of the Egyptian one. The very existence of 
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the nation was threatened, which called for heavy military outlays. Furthermore 
the wealth of the ruling clique had to be ensured. For Stalin, however, the mo- 
tive of personal wealth was not of prime importance. To him the accumulation 
of resources for the purpose of strengthening Soviet military power (against 
external as well as internal enemies) was the overriding consideration. 

For certain rulers, the goal of personal wealth would be mitigated by a con- 
cern for their subjects, as was the case with Toussaint, and after him, Henry 
Christophe, who in spite of the extractionist features of their system saw to it 
that the lot of the cultivators remained at a decent leveL4' Similar consider- 
ations can, however, safely be ruled out in the cases of both the Ptolemies and 
Stalin, and for Dessalines as well. The Ptolemies did not share the dream of 
Alexander of uniting the Greek and the oriental elements. Egypt was ruled and 
defended by a Greek 'community'. The gradual involvement of the Egyptians in 
these activities, emerged out of a subsequent necessity. Hence, there is no rea- 
son to suspect that Soter and Philadelphus were influenced by any concern for 
the original inhabitants of the country when they developed their economic sys- 
tem. Nor is there any good case for assuming altruism on the part of Dessalines. 
During his short reign the common man was increasingly worse off as discipline 
on the plantations grew increasingly severe.50 Stalin's attitude probably needs 
no greater illumination. It  can be reflected by a comment he made when asked 
whether it would not be possible to admit some of the surviving kulak peasants 
to the kolkhozy 'When the head is off you do not weep about the hair.'51 

The extraction model, however, takes on additional attraction, since it com- 
bines resource extraction with the creation of a power base. The administrative 
bureaucracy and the military required to sustain the system will have an inde- 
pendent (vested) interest in maintaining the system, and thus to support the 
ruler as long as he does not endeavor to change it. At the same time, the pro- 
ceeds from the extractionist policy can be distributed to those with a high vi- 
olence potential, thus strengthening the position of the ruler. The appeal of this 
model should thus not be surprising. 

In the introduction to this paper, it was stated that the long-run effects of an 
extractionist policy of the type dealt with here are mainly negative. The model 
could, in fact, be a trap. This contention stems from three facts. Firstly, as shown 
above, it seems to offer an appealing solution to short run problems. Secondly, 
the properties of the model inherently lead to problems in the long run. Thirdly, 
there may be no turning back. Once the extractionist policy has been chosen, a 
change of policy becomes extremely difficult, as self-enforcing mechanisms tend 
to come into play. 

The remaining part of this paper will deal with the latter two long-term 
properties of an extractionist policy. As a prelude to this discussion we will 
review the long-run development in our three cases, beginning with Ptolemaic 
Egypt and Stalinist Soviet Union. These two cases offer many similarities. The 
Haitian experience of extractionist policy will then be outlined. In Haiti, the 
system was abolished after only 15-20 years, and partly for other reasons than 
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those discussed in this article. The case of Haiti, however, provides an interest- 
ing illustration of the effects of an extractionist policy that has taken further 
steps on the road towards an enslavement of the rural population. 

Effects of the  Extractionist Policy 

Ptolemaic Egypt 

The extractionist policy certainly appears to have been effective in Egypt in the 
short run - witness the richesse of the early Ptolemies. A number of improve- 
ments were introduced in agriculture which increased productivity and total 
output. However, the system also entailed properties that would lead to serious 
problems in the longer run. 

The native population disliked the system from the start. The discontent of the 
peasants was not due primarily to poverty. It  appears that the real wage in Egypt 
was higher than in Greece during this period.52 Nor was it primarily a reaction 
against a novelty, or against foreign rulers (although both these factors prob- 
ably contributed). Rather, it was a reaction against the system itself. The tight 
control of the Ptolemaic bureaucracy was something conceptually different from 
the 'mild paternal form of pressure' that the peasants were used to. 

By and by, the opposition to the system took on a number of forms. In agri- 
culture, both the individual peasant plots and the forced collective undertakings 
suffered from everything from lack of interest to active withdrawal of labor on 
the part of the peasants. The supply of labor and the working population dimi- 
nished: strikes (an established form of protest in Egypt) became more frequent 
as did direct escape, and even rebellion. Wars, rebellions and poverty reduced 
the population. Infanticide is believed to have been practiced. The work that did 
take place was not satisfactory. The peasants displayed a lack of initiative and 
a reluctance to cultivate land that required any exceptional degree of care and 
attention. They were indifferent to increases in production, and cultivation was 
careless. Dikes and canals deteriorated because of slovenly work and a lack of 
labor. The amount of idle land increased. There was also direct cheating: theft 
of grain from the threshing floor, of oil from the presses, and so forth. There was 
smuggling and non-licensed trade, to avoid the monopolies and restrictions on 
imports and trade. 

Gradually, agricultural output declined, and this was an important reason for 
a general economic decline (together with the loss of dominions and a deterio- 
ration of trade). Lack of labor and the ensuing decrease in cultivated area un- 
dermined the economy. This was not counteracted by any secular upward trend 
in productivity. Tax arrears grew. 

The principal reaction of the King and the bureaucracy was to tighten their 
hold and to increase pressure on the peasants. Free initiative was gradually 
restricted. The peasants were tied more and more firmly to the plot. The first 
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step was to force the peasants to cultivate idle or abandoned land. Finally, col- 
lective responsibility was introduced, whereby a whole village was made respon- 
sible for the cultivation of a certain amount of land. With such measures one 
approaches the plantation system used in Haiti. 

At the same time, the bureaucracy developed into a vehicle of oppression with 
a life of its own, which could no longer be restrained by the King. Since the 
officials were personally responsible for the King's revenue, their attitude to- 
wards the peasants became increasingly oppressive. The peasants then tried 
even harder to escape their 'duty', which led to more oppression, in a vicious 
circle. The bureaucracy also had an independent interest in extracting as much 
as possible from the peasants, keeping any proceeds above the King's quota for 
themselves. This contributed to the process. 

From time to time, the King tried to restrain the officials and tax-farmers, but 
'as a rule officials and tax-farmers combined were stronger than the King.'53 The 
later Ptolemies were apparently incapable of sweeping away the whole system. 
Sometimes, steps were taken towards a liberalization, with more freedom for 
personal initiatives. The King also tried to ease the pressure by reducing the 
rent on land. However, these measures never led to any permanent change in the 
system. As we shall argue below, it is therefore not surprising that the liberal 
tendencies did not lead to permanent improvements in the economic situation. 
(Another measure employed was to increase the number of people who belonged 
to the privileged classes. Obviously, this may increase political stability, but 
cannot improve economic performance.) 

Stalinist Soviet Union 

The effects of the policy pursued in the Soviet case are intimately linked to the 
aims of that policy. Extraction was the objective and accordingly all incentives 
to produce were neglected. In the first years of the prodrazverstha, as well as 
during the application of the Ural-Siberian Method, the policy was successful 
in terms of extraction. The peasants had surpluses and these could be confis- 
cated. Very soon, however, the lesson was learnt and the peasants fell back on 
subsistence production, leaving very little for the procurement agents to confis- 
cate. This kind of extractionist policy thus proved itself unfeasible already in the 
medium run. If moreover, we were to accept the argument presented by James 
Millar, that despite substantial direct extraction of agricultural produce, the net 
flow of resources actually moved in favor of agriculture, then the policy was a 
disaster even in the very short run. For our purposes, it shall fortunately not be 
necessary to deal with this latter issue. It is certainly a fact that the policy was 
harmful in the long run, and it is certainly the case that the Bolsheviks thought 
that it would be successful.54 

It  is this simple fact that accounts for the many swings of the pendulum before 
Stalin finally managed to break peasant resistance for good and to stabilize the 
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kolkhoz system. While the matter was still undecided, the peasantry held con- 
siderable power over the cities and the army - Stalin would talk in terms of 
outright war - via their control over food production. The issue was thus not 
simply one of capitalism in the countryside, but one of who should have the say 
over the future development of the economy. There was general agreement that 
rapid industrialization was necessary, and that the required accumulation could 
only take place in agriculture. 

The long-run effects of extraction based on the kolkhoz system, however, have 
meant imposing a dear price on coming generations for the - chiefly power 
related - benefits once bought by Stalin." It  is an established fact that the 
performance of modern day Soviet agriculture is a legacy of policy during the 
first decades after the rev~lution. '~ In 1974, for example, Moshe Lewin passed 
the following verdict: 

Soviet agriculture has not yet managed to effect a real technological revolution 
similar to the one which took place some time ago in other developed countries. 
Agriculture is still rather primitive and a great problem and there is no doubt that 
the consequences of the first quarter of a century of kolkhoz history still weigh 
heavily and are far from having been definitely over~ome. '~ 

The real Achilles heel of the system was the removal of the link between effort 
and reward, for the individual peasant. Not only was the peasantry as a whole 
reduced to the status of residual claimants, but the individual peasant's claim 
to a part of the residual was linked to the quantity of labor performed, rather 
than to the results of that labor. This removed all interest in supplying any 
effort. Alexander Yanov recalls from his own experience the resulting supervi- 
sion problem: 

To discover those who are lying drunk under their tractors, o r  who have driven to 
the bazaar in their trucks during working hours, is relatively easy. But how is the 
depth of plowing to be measured for each tractor driver? How is one to check the 
speed a t  which he drives the tractor?58 

Moreover, interest in work for the collective was further eroded by the intro- 
duction of private plots, which competed with the socialized sector for the peas- 
ant's time. The plots were necessary to secure survival of the labor force in case 
the fixed quotas in a poor year should absorb the entire harvest (the peasants 
would then have to work around the clock on the plot to survive). However, their 
detrimental effect on incentives should be equally obvious. 

The composite long term effect of this agricultural policy has been what Ya- 
nov refers to as a 'de-peasantization of the peasantry by destroying both their 
incentive and their time-honored habits of work on the land,' a process which 
'destroys the peasant in the peasant, day by day, year in and year out.'69 
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Haiti 

The extractionist policy proved to be very efficient when it came to restoring the 
export economy in Haiti. In 1795, hardly anything remained of the former plan- 
tation economy and exports were virtually dead. In comparison with 1789, coffee 
exports were down to 2.8 percent, sugar to 1.2 percent and cotton and indigo to 
0.7 and 0.5 percent, respectively, of their former levels.60 In 1802, with the ex- 
ception of indigo, the figures were up considerably: 45, 38, 58 and 4 percent.61 
Renewed war activities in 1802-03 led to new destructions, but Dessalines man- 
aged to get export production back to almost the same level in 1804: 40, 34, 43 
and 4 percent of the 1789 volumes, respectively, for the four export crops.62 Only 
indigo was lost. 

Without doubt, the system worked in Haiti in the sense that exports could be 
revived from what at the outset appeared to be a completely hopeless position. 
Moreover, Henry Christophe in the north, who relied on this system up to 1819, 
seems to have been doing better in terms of agricultural production than his 
rival, PBtion, in the south, who divided the land already in 1809.63 

The decision to redistribute the land gave the death blow to the model in 
Haiti. During the course of the decades that followed, Haiti underwent a tran- 
sition from a plantation-based economy to a peasant nation, where in the course 
of time the small family holding would dominate. The plantation system, under 
the prevailing circumstances, was economically inefficient in the longer run. It 
built on strong concentrations of both capital and labor. In Haiti, both these 
factors were scarce as a result of the destructions that took place during the 
revolutionary wars. This increased the pressure on the system, because of the 
relative attractiveness of smallholder production. Secondly, the market for the 
most important export product, sugar, deteriorated both as a result of increased 
competition from abroad and as a result of disruptions caused by the Napoleonic 

As could be expected, the extractionist system was never popular among those 
who constituted its very backbone: the workers. However, the extreme circum- 
stances prevailing during Toussaint's administration, with a French invasion 
army threatening to put the Haitians back into slavery, coupled with the fact 
that Toussaint apparently did not strain the system beyond what the workers 
considered tolerable, enabled it to survive without too many problems. Dessa- 
lines, on the other hand, was too intent on revenue maximization. The workers 
were squeezed considerably more than under Toussaint. Consequently, to an 
increasing extent, the workers deserted the plantations when they could and 
escaped into the mountains where it was difficult for the authorities to reach 
them. 

The type of extractionist policy that we have dealt with in the present article 
quickly came to an end in Haiti, for reasons that by and large did not have 
anything to do with the built-in long-run problems of the model. Forces outs;de 
the model made it necessary to discard it. Still, using the Haitian material, two 

© Scandia 2008 www.scandia.hist.lu.se



62 Stefan Hedlund, Mats Lundahl, Car1 Hampus Lyttkens 

observations can be made with respect to the long-run properties of the extrac- 
tionist model. In the first place, there was a tendency for work discipline to 
deteriorate over time, when the exceptional circumstances connected with the 
wars of liberation disappeared. Secondly, to counteract this, stronger punish- 
ments were meted out, i.e. the role of the military increased. As a result, Haiti 
during the rest of the nineteenth century was to become an overmilitarized 
country. Not even the destruction of the extractionist model as such prevented 
this from taking place. An autonomous force had been created that was to 
plague the country until the American occupation in 1915. 

The Long-Run Effects 

In many circumstances, efficient control of the efforts of agricultural labor is 
prohibitively costly or otherwise not attainable. This is for example the case 
with smallholder production such as the one in Ptolemaic Egypt, and also in 
twentieth-century Soviet Union. 

Our interpretation of the above historical episodes (one still effectively con- 
tinuing) is the following. An extractionist agricultural policy is in a sense self- 
defeating. In the short run, it may enable the government to transfer large re- 
sources out of agriculture for other purposes. In a longer perspective, however, 
the volume of agricultural production will be adversely affected. 

The individual peasant or agricultural worker (let alone slave) is deprived of 
the incentives for efficient agricultural production. The rewards for his own 
efforts to increase production are too small (or non-existent) to make them 
worthwhile, above an absolute minimum (subsistence). He may be able to in- 
crease his efforts and produce more in a given year. However, unfavorable terms 
of trade decrease the value of such efforts. Worse yet, he faces an obvious risk 
that the rate of extraction (delivery quotas, taxation, etc.) will increase in the 
future. 

Hence it would be more profitable to work in one's garden, for example. If the 
peasant is a residual claimant (as in Egypt and the Soviet Union), it is necessary 
to find other means of subsistence to protect against a harvest failure. (In this 
respect the Haitian laborer, receiving one-quarter of the crop, was better off, 
since the risk was shared with the person disposing of the plantation, who in 
turn shared it with the state.) Furthermore, all collective works will suffer. Peas- 
ants will withdraw labor here as well. What time is devoted to collective under- 
takings will be spent with a minimum of effort, unless extremely tight discipline 
can be maintained. 

There will thus be strong tendencies for agricultural production to fall. For 
a while, these can be offset by productivity-increasing changes introduced by the 
government. (As should be clear from the above, peasants will not by themselves 
make such improvements.) However, barring major breakthroughs in technol- 
ogy, increases in output achieved in this way will be bought a t  rapidly increasing 
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costs. This is because the individual peasant still has no incentive to cooperate. 
Implementation of new technology will not be efficient; nor will the use and care 
of new implements of production. 

It is important to recognize that the extractionist policy may often be the most 
efficient one in terms of appropriating resources in the short run (although by 
no means necessarily). In the first place, it is conceivable that total production 
will initially be higher with an oppressive policy. This was clearly the case in 
Haiti. Depending on the circumstances, it may take some time before the advan- 
tages of free initiative come into full play. Conversely, it may also take some time 
before the disadvantages of the extractionist model begin to show up. This was 
probably the case in Ptolemaic Egypt, for example. Farmers used to state control 
for centuries (in fact millenia) would have been bewildered by more freedom. It  
also took some time before the problems of the extractionist policy became se- 
rious. 

Even in this case, however, output will almost certainly be considerably lower 
in a longer perspective when the extractionist policy is used. It was argued above 
that production will tend to fall. The bureaucracy will typically try to counteract 
the decrease in output with tighter controls. However, the impetus of such a 
strategy is soon exhausted. We noted above that there are considerable inherent 
difficulties in controlling agricultural production. Furthermore, tighter control 
- more oppression - will induce peasants to fight the system to an even higher 
degree. 

Secondly, even when a 'free enterprise economy' leads to higher total produc- 
tion, the amount appropriable by the state may be lower. There are large trans- 
action costs involved in extracting resources from the agricultural sector (in- 
come assessment, tax collection, etc.). These costs may be lower with an oppress- 
ive policy. Consequently, the amount that it is economically feasible for the state 
to appropriate may be larger.65 Douglass North emphasizes that a ruler will 
typically choose an economic policy that maximizes his wealth, rather than 
economic efficiency or growth, and that the transaction costs involved are of 
significant i m p ~ r t a n c e . ~ ~  It  was argued above that such considerations formed 
the basis for the agricultural policy by Toussaint and Dessalines in Haiti. It  
would have been impossible to extract the 'necessary' resources from a nation 
of independent smallholders. The Soviet experience of the late twenties and 
early thirties also provides a striking illustration of this argument. The NEP 
policy with its increased freedom had boosted agricultural production, but at the 
same time led to lower state procurements. This, as  we have seen, was one of the 
factors behind Stalin's extractionist policy. 

This brings us to the question of the bureaucracy required for an extractionist 
policy. As argued above, oppression is a necessary complement to extraction. 
When the policy meets with problems, the solution can be either liberalization 
or increased oppression. In practice, it is mainly the latter solution that seems 
to be chosen. The economy may then easily move towards a totalitarian systein 
where production is monitored in detail and this in turn will be used to oppress 
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citizens in other respects as well. 
The oppressive bureaucracy also constitutes a power base for the ruler. At the 

same time, the extractionist policy is its raison d'gtre. Members of the oppressive 
apparatus can usually benefit by tightening oppression, i.e., by extracting more 
from the peasants. The surplus proceeds from this extraction can either be used 
as an argument for promotion, or may find their way directly into the pockets 
of the bureaucrat. This means that the bureaucracy has considerable vested 
interests in the maintenance of the extractionist system. This bureaucracy has 
a life of its own, independent of the ruler who created it. All efforts by the ruler 
to 'liberalize' will be blocked by the bureaucracy, and the ruler is at the same 
time dependent on this bureaucracy to remain in power. 

Of course, what might happen is that a rival ruler manages to throw the old 
one out. However, this does not necessarily change the situation. Unless the new 
ruler is very determined and has a strong, lasting power base, it will be tempting 
to take over the one of the old ruler - the oppressive bureaucracy. If that hap- 
pens we are back a t  square one. The lasting overmilitarization of Haiti is a case 
in point. 

The extent and speed with which problems of an extractionist policy appear 
will depend on the specific circumstances. If the system seems to have worked 
better in Egypt than in the Soviet Union in the long run, this may be explained 
by differences in the general situation and minor variations in implementation. 
For example, the Ptolemies could introduce productivity increasing innovations 
in agriculture that were rather insensitive to the attitude of the peasants, such 
as rotation of crops and new varieties of seeds and animals. They also improved 
irrigation and initially increased the cultivated area. The Ptolemies never tried 
to collectivize agriculture as Stalin did - while collectivization increases con- 
trol over output, it also creates additional incentive problems.67 Certainly the 
Ptolemies used collective labor, but only where it was necessary and where an 
age-old tradition to do so existed. 

Under certain conditions, the logical end-point as far as the rural population 
is concerned is slavery. This is when the entire surplus from agriculture, above 
what is considered necessary to maintain the labor force, is extracted. Conse- 
quently, the population has no reason whatsoever to remain in the system, and 
extreme measures of control and repression may be needed to keep them there. 
The extent of these measures will depend on the alternatives open to the slaves. 
When, as in Haiti, the run-away worker has ample opportunities both to hide 
and to feed himself, the control measures will have to be strong.68 Slave labor 
also requires control of the quantity and quality of labor supplied by the worker, 
unless this is easily inferred from some other variable, e.g. individual output. 

There is, then, an extractionist trap in the fact that, in the longer run, the 
properties of the extractionist policy will give rise to problems that push total 
production and the amount appropriable by the state far below what it could 
have been under a more 'liberal' policy. Unfortunately, it is then, as we have 
argued above, not usually possible to revert to another kind of policy. If this was 
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achieved, the costs of the transition would almost certainly offset any initial 
gains from the extractionist policy. 

As a final point, let us suppose that we have a benevolent ruler. Assume fur- 
thermore that to foster economic growth (with the welfare of all subjects in 
mind), it might be advantageous to temporarily transfer resources away from 
agriculture. Would it not be a good idea to use the extractionist model for a 
while, thereby increasing welfare for everybody in the long run? As should be 
clear from above, our answer is 'No' - for two reasons. First, the suffering 
during the extractionist phase will typically be too great. Secondly, the only way 
to leave the extractionist road may be through violent upheaval. This again 
would usually be too costly for the population. 

At the same time, it is difficult to imagine any peaceful way out of the system. 
The oppressive bureaucracy and military have no interest in a major change of 
the system. In addition, the slightest tendency to liberalization would swell to 
a tidal wave, as  it did in Haiti," since everybody desperately wishes to get out 
of the system. Thus, it is questionable whether even a government with the wel- 
fare of people in mind would dare take such a step. 
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Notes 

* The authors are grateful to James R. Millar, Sven Rydenfelt and Orjan Wikander for 
helpful comments on an earlier draft. Any remaining errors are the sole responsibility of 
the authors. 

1. It  should be recognized that we have not tried to penetrate all of world history in order 
to substantiate our argumentation. To our minds the three examples chosen suffice to 
make the point. 

2. Morner, Fawaz de ViAuela and French (1982), p. 60. 
3. For a general discussion of the use of comparison in history, see Grew (1980). 
4. One must of course be careful when comparing economies so widely scattered in time 

and space. In particular, the mistake should not be made of wrongly endowing persons 
and groups in antiquity with 'modern' i.e. twentieth century, ways of thinking and 
behaving (cf. Finley (1979), pp. 17-27). However, the object of our study concerns 
basic characteristics of human behavior. Thus, the analogy between these different 
episodes in history carries a high degree of credibility. 

5. Cf. Georgescu-Roegen (1971), Chapter 9, for a discussion. 
6. Cf. e.g. Alchian and Demsetz (1972). For a specific reference to the Soviet case, see 

Bradley and Clark (1972). 
7. Our presentation of the structure of the Ptolemaic economy is based on two major 

works on the subject: Prkaux (1939) and Rostovtzeff (1941). We have also used the 
summaries in Prkaux (1978) and Tarn and Griffith (1974). 

The vast quantities of papyri that have been discovered give us  an extraordinarily 
detailed picture of certain aspects of life in Ptolemaic Egypt. Compared to the rest of 
Greek antiquity we have a wealth of information, which is, however, limited in space 
and time. There exist considerable lacunae in the material (cf. Priraux (1978), pp. 
358-59). For example, the papyri which are chiefly official documents come not from 
the capital Alexandria but from the provinces. Nevertheless the general results with 
respect to the Ptolemaic economy and its subsequent development seem quite firmly 
established. 

Naturally, many changes took place during the three odd centuries of Ptolemaic 
rule. However, the basic structure of the economic system took shape under the first 
two rulers of the dynasty (Tarn and Griffith (1974), p. 187). I t  was the properties with 
which these rulers endowed the system that would lead to (some of) the problems 
encountered in later years. The description below thus refers to the Egyptian economy 
as it appears roughly in the first half of the third century B.C. 

We need not concern ourselves with the degree of administrative decentralization 
embodied in the system (cf. Vidal-Naquet (1967)). Nor will we discuss the extent to 
which the peasants managed to deviate from the ordered plan (ibid.). 

8. The Macedonian Ptolemy, one of the generals of Alexander the Great, founded a dy- 
nasty in Egypt which lasted till the Roman annexation of that country under Octavian 
(Augustus) which followed upon the battle of Actium in 31 B.C. and the suicide of 
Cleopatra VII. 

9. I t  is not clear how much of their economic system the Ptolemies inherited from their 
Pharaonic predecessors. On the extent of the legacy from the Pharaos the opinion is 
divided. (See Tarn and Griffith (1974), note 2, p. 178.) State control was not new to 
Egypt in the fourth century B.C. Nevertheless, the consensus opinion appears to be 
that the changes introduced by Soter and Philadelphus were extensive enough to make 
it  permissible to discuss the Ptolemaic system as a separate entity. (See Tarn and 
Griffith (1974), pp. 178, 187, and Prkaux (1978), p. 376.) 
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10. Tarn and Griffith (1974), p. 178. 
11. Cf. North (1981), p. 21: '... a state is an organization with a comparative advantage in 

violence.' 
12. Tarn and Griffith (1974), p. 179. Prkaux (1978), pp. 373 and 376, emphasizes that the 

reason for adopting the system was fiscal - not economic efficiency. (Cf. also Rostov- 
tzeff (1941), p. 291.) In other words, it was not conceived as  a planned economy, but 
as an extraction economy. Soter and Philadelphus were simply interested in the con- 
tinuous (and secure) appropriation of as much resources as they possibly could. 

13. Tarn and Griffith (1974), p. 194. A famous figure is 14,800 talents as yearly income for 
Ptolemy Philadelphus (not very reliable according to Tarn and Griffith). From this 
(and some other data), Prkaux (1978), pp. 364-65, estimates that the King appropri- 
ated 10,000-15,000 talents of a national income around 60,000. To this she adds Ptol- 
emy's income in wheat (paid in kind), which was substantial. According to Rostovtzeff 
(1941), p. 1152, Ptolemy took around one third of the total grain production. (Prkaux 
(1978), pp. 364-66, gives a lower figure.) The sum of 10,000-15,000 talents may be 
compared with the wage of a farm laborer; it corresponds to 500,000-750,000 yearly 
personal incomes of that group. Another point of comparison is the tribute to be paid 
by Carthage to Rome after the first Punic war (241 B.C.) - 3,200 talents within 20 
years. 

The treasure of Philadelphus was given by one ancient author as 740,000 talents. 
See also the discussion in Rostovtzeff (1941), pp. 407-10. 

14. Tarn and Griffith (1974), p. 192. 
15. For a short overview, see Priraux (1978), pp. 370-83, or Tarn and Griffith (1974), pp. 

187-196. For a full treatment, see PrBaux (1939) and Rostovtzeff (1941). 
16. Naturally, there was no place for a land market in this system. Possibly the right to 

use land (not the land itself) could sometimes be sold or rented (Rostovtzeff (1941), p. 
282). This was exceptional, however, and certainly could not take place with the plots 
cultivated by the royal peasants. 

17. PrBaux (1939), pp. 438 ff., Rostovtzeff (1941), pp. 277, 320. Tarn and Griffith (1974), p. 
187, possibly refer to later times under the Ptolemies - otherwise they disagree on 
this point. 

18. Rostovtzeff (1941), p. 320. 
19. Tarn and Griffith (1974), pp. 192-93. 
20. See Prkaux (1939), pp. 65-93, Prkaux (1978), p. 373, Rostovtzeff (1941), pp. 302-05, 

Tarn and Griffith (1974), pp. 190-92, for descriptions of the oil production and busi- 
ness. 

21. Despite the extensive state control system described above, there was still some scope 
for individual enterprise (Rostovtzeff (1941), pp. 273-74). According to Priraux (1978), 
p. 371, there appears to have been free trade in wheat, after the sequestration of the 
King's due. However, this must be considered a minor exception from the rules of the 
system. (Cf. Tarn and Griffith (1974), p. 195: 'There was probably no such thing as  
independent trade in the home market.' See also Rostovtzeff (1941), p. 331.) 

22. The following description of the Haitian economy during this period is based mainly 
on Lundahl(1984,1985a, 1985b). For a short account of the system after the death of 
Dessalines, see Leyburn (1966), pp. 42-51. 

23. For accounts of the Haitian revolution, see e.g. Stoddard (1914), James (1963), Ott 
(1973), Heinl and Heinl (1978), Chapters 2-4, and Geggus (1982). 

24. For an account of the indemnity and the later problems of indebtedness created by this 
indemnity, see Lundahl (1979), Chapter 8. Cf. also Lundahl (1985a). 

25. Cf. Lundahl (1984), p. 82. 
26. Cf. e.g. Lundahl (1985b), pp. 123-24. 
27. For a short account of the class structure that emerged out of the Haitian revolution, 

see Lundahl (1979), pp. 319-26. The classic work on this problem is Leyburn (1966). 
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28. See Lundahl (1985b), pp. 134-35 and Lundahl (1984), pp. 83-86, for details. 
29. According to official figures, the population fell with some 140,000 from 1789 to 1805. 

See Lundahl (1984), pp. 85-86, 
30. The Haitian land reform is analyzed in Lundahl (1979), Chapter 6. 
31. Lundahl (1984), p. 92. 
32. Ibid., p. 94. 
33. Lundahl (1985b), p. 126. 
34. Much of the capital equipment of the French plantations had been destroyed during 

the wars of liberation. An estimate made in 1803 indicated that in order to restore 
what had been lost, 95 million francs would have been needed (Lundahl(1984), p. 86). 
This, the Haitians never managed. Capital formation was rudimentary during the en- 
tire period we are discussing. (cf. Lundahl (1979), pp. 270-71.) Capital markets were 
virtually non-existent. 

35. During the colonial period of course all administrators had been French. 
36. For a short account of the sugar technology of the day, see Lundahl (1979), pp. 

256-59. 
37. Cf. Lundahl (1984, 1985b), passim. 
38. The following section relies heavily on Hedlund (1984), Ch. 2, for the general events 

in agricultural development during the period, and on Hedlund (1983) for the more 
specific events of mass collectivization. 

39. The scorn shown by Karl Marx for all things rural is an established fact, the most well 
known illustration of which is perhaps the passage about the 'idiocy of rural life' in 
the Communist Manifesto (Marx and Engels (1977), p. 40). This attitude marks devel- 
opment on the Russian/Soviet scene as well, where the debate on agriculture came to 
focus on the applicability of the general theory of Marx to the specific Russian con- 
text, rather than on the formulation of an operational policy. (Hussain and Tribe 
(1981)) See also the classic work by Mitrany (1951) on the agricultural legacy of Marx. 

40. This is the conventional wisdom. Cf., however, Selyunin (1988), p. 166, who argues that 
it was government policy, notably the state monopoly on grain trade which was intro- 
duced only three days after the October 1917 coup d'e'tat, that caused the famine and, 
by implication, the eventual collapse of war communism. 

41. Quoted in Smolinsky (1966), p. 88. 
42. See Erlich (1960) for the arguments presented in the great debate over industrial- 

ization that marked the Soviet 1920s. 
43. There is considerable debate over what actually happened in this crucial period. 

Stalin's version was that agricultural marketing was falling because the peasants were 
increasing their own consumption. They were accused of purposely starving the army 
and the cities, and this was used as a rationale for a harsher policy. Stalin even pre- 
sented a famous statistical table to back up his allegations. This table has later been 
shown to be grossly distorted (Karcz (1967)), and other stories have been told about 
what really happened. (See further Hedlund (1983).) These, however, need not concern 
us here, since it  was the picture presented by Stalin that was accepted a t  the time, and 
thus influenced events to come. 

44. See Taniuchi (1981) on this operation. 
45. The magnum opus on the MTS is Miller (1970). 
46. Miller (1966). 
47. Se further Hedlund (1989). 
48. The exception to this is the continued existence of a 'leakage' to the free markets for 

food that exist in all cities, where the peasants can sell surpluses from the private 
plots. 

49. Lundahl (1984), pp 98-99. 
50. Ibid., pp. 99-100. 
51. Quoted by Davies (1980), p. 198. 
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52. Rostovtzeff (1941), p. 412. 
53. Ibid., p. 329. 
54. The actual truth a t  this point may well be beyond reach. Millar's argument has been 

contested by Alec Nove, on methodological grounds, and by David Morrison on 
grounds that the data is of insufficient quality to draw any conclusion on which way 
the net flow of resources between industry and agriculture actually went during the 
crucial first five year plan. Moreover, according to the Soviet scholar who has pre- 
sented the archival data that started the debate, no similar data exists for the crucial 
second five-year plan period. (Cf. Barsov (1968, 1969), Ellman (1975), Millar (1970, 
1971, 1974), Morrison (1982), Nove (1971a, 1971b)). 

55. That the economic rationale behind mass collectivization was of minor importance 
only is maintained by Wright (1979), p. 6, who argues that this was 'A sudden desperate 
lunge to extricate the leadership from a deep economic and political crisis, a crisis 
which was largely of its own making.' 

56. In view of the historical comparisons made in this paper, it is striking to find a Soviet 
scholar writing about Ptolemaic agriculture during the Khrushchevian thaw of the 
early 1960s in a manner that could well have been a covert critique of Soviet kolkhoz 
agriculture. The author talks about how the peasants were forced to absorb 'the full 
impact of potential crop failures', how they were 'deprived of economic initiative', and 
how they were forced to 'sustain an enormous army of overseers who existed for the 
sole purpose of whipping out of them as much produce as  possible'. Moreover, the 
economic crisis of the second century is seen to have originated in agriculture where 
the lack of interest on behalf of the producers was falling 'faster and more sharply 
than anything else'. (Sventsitskaya (1963), pp. 19, 21, 29.) 

57. Lewin (1974), p. 318. Under Gorbachev's policy of glasnost, this realization has also 
become ubiquitous in Soviet sources. 

58. Yanov (1984), p. 19. 
59. Ibid., pp. 21-22. 
60. Lundahl (1985b), p. 126. 
61. Ibid., p. 135. 
62. Lundahl (1984), p. 85. 
63. Cf. Leyburn (1966), p. 51, Lundahl (1979), pp. 262-63. 
64. For a detailed discussion of the causes of the redistribution of land, see Lundahl 

(1979), Chapter 6. 
65. The importance of this argument depends inter alia on the geographical lay-out of the 

country, and on the communications situation. It  may in fact carry less weight with 
respect to Egypt of the Ptolemies than Soviet Union of the twentieth century. 

66. North (1981). 
67. The Soviet government has learnt the hard way that collectivization very easily leads 

to disastrous results in agriculture (see, for example Hedlund (1984)). This is a com- 
mon experience though it  is not a necessary result (for further examples of problems, 
see Beresford (1985), and Hedlund (1985); the latter also presents one of the few 'suc- 
cess stories' in the field - the Israeli kibbutz). 

68. The problem facing the Haitian rulers was that marginal land which could be used for 
subsistence cultivation was in infinitely elastic supply. (Cf. Lundahl (1985a) for an 
analysis.) 

69. See Lundahl (1979), Chapter 6, for details regarding the aftermath of the 1809 land 
reform. 
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