
Alcím

Szöveg

Alalcím

Szöveg

Fõcím
Alcím

Szerzõ

replika • (Special Issue 1998): 145–160 145replika • (Special Issue 1998): 145–160 145

1 The difference between the two types of large-scale farms (kolkhozes and sovkhozes) disappeared almost 
completely during the Soviet period, and as regards the privatization of agriculture they had, in Estonia, the same 
legal status.  Therefore the term collective farm includes, in my analysis, both kolkhozes and sovkhozes.

2 In Estonia, the average acreage just before the collectivization was 22.7 hectares of which 8.4 was cultivated, 
11.2 meadow, and 1.3 forest, and the acreage differences were small (Niitemaa and Hovi 1991).

1. The Family Farm Project That Failed

In Estonia and in post-socialist countries at large, one of the principal goals of the urban 
political and cultural elite has been the privatisation of agriculture by replacing the system 
of Soviet-type collective farms1 with Western family farms.  In the Baltic countries (Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania), as well as in most of the other former socialist countries in Europe, 
excluding Belarus, this objective was closely related to restitution and restoration of peasant 
property, which had been collectivised after the Second World War.  This project aiming at 
family farming has been executed most systematically in the Baltic and East Central 
European countries, and it has included the transfer of arable land to the ownership of 
private farmers.  A distinctive feature in the Baltic countries, as well as in Bulgaria, has been 
the restitution of land according to the original (‘historic’) farm boundaries2 (Alanen 1996; 
Csáki and Lerman 1996: 238–240).

The Baltic countries constitute a distinctive group in other respects as well.  Their rural 
populations at the beginning of the 1990s was quite high, and their restitution ideologies 
shared the common background of annexation into the Soviet Union.  The consequences of 
the latter were that they suffered from the breakdown of the regional economic specialisation 
of the former Soviet Union to a much greater degree than did the countries in East Central 
Europe.  However, there are also significant differences between the reform policies 
adopted in each country  (Meyers and Kazlauskiene 1998: 89, 92).  All the Baltic countries 
permitted free trade in agricultural products in the beginning, but now Latvia and above all 
Lithuania have gradually started protecting their national production from highly subsidised 
foreign imports.  Only Estonia has tenaciously held to the policy of free trade in agricultural 
produce (OECD 1997: 47).  There were also marked dif fer ences between the three 
countries in the privatisation of collective farms, which com plemented restitution.  In 
Estonia and Lithuania new laws allowed the formation of unified co-operative production 
complexes owned by employees (and other legitimate holders of privatisation vouchers).  
In Latvia, on the other hand, it was more difficult.  New (“neo col lec tivistic”) co-operatives 
(companies) were usually established in the course of the pri vati sation process – for 
example – by purchasing one or more of the large cowsheds formerly owned by the 
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3 The Western family farm system, of course, is a result of a long historical process.  Since the family farm 
system is, by nature of history, closely connected with domestic markets, over time it has instituted protective 
measures against foreign competition (customs duties, limits on production, other payments and fees).  On the 
other hand it has guaranteed the stability of prices, which is a necessary precondition for any long-term agricultural 
progress.  Firm prices are obtained by exporting (typically an ever increasing amount of) agricultural products and, 
if necessary, providing subsidies.  It has also regulated, in a number of ways, the educational, occupational and 
even social needs of farms and people working in the related food chain (from medical services and pension 
benefits to measures promoting the transfer of a farm to a descendant, etc.).  In my previous writings I have used 
the term “peasant state,” to refer to this type of a state-centred regulation system, for instance in order to separate 
it from the fordist regulation system (Alanen 1995 and 1996).

4 Kolkhoz and sovkhoz were the Soviet terms for collective farms (agricultural producer co-operative) and state 
farms respectively.  The differences lay in the notional ownership of assets (owned by the members in the kolkhoz 
and the state in the sovkhoz: the land of both was owned by the state) and in the formal principles of responsibility 
(one member, one vote in the kolkhoz, one-man management by a state-appointed director in the sovkhoz).

collective farm.  But the new units are not protected equally everywhere by the law.  In 
Estonia, for example, a member who wishes to leave a co-operative can not – as in Lithuania 
– demand the reimbursement of their initial investment in the shape of concrete property.  
They have to accept the current local market price paid for the shares.  Therefore employee-
owned enterprises are on safer ground in Estonia than in Lithuania.  In Latvia privatisation 
was implemented in a manner that enabled the separation of the various parts of a production 
complex from each other, which of course resulted in rapid dis inte gra tion, and the 
complicated and time-consuming process of building up new production complexes.  In 
Lithuania the method used in calculating the value of privatisation vouchers favoured 
pensioners at the expense of currently employed workers; it also provided greater 
opportunities for people with no previous experience in agriculture than the methods used 
in other Baltic countries (Swimmen and Mathijs 1997: 336; Latvian and Lithuanian 
legislation on privatisation, see Davis 1997: 1412–1421).  What was common in all Baltic 
countries, and to some extent in each post-socialist country, was that the privatisation of 
agriculture was highly politicised (Kovács 1996: 82).

So far, none of these post-socialist countries has been able to generate any kind of a 
family farm system resembling the Western model (Szelényi 1998).3  Furthermore, it is 
evident that the collective system will leave a permanent imprint on the new agricultural 
structures taking shape in these countries at the moment; and these structures will differ 
pronouncedly from the ones established in the West (Csáki and Lerman 1997; Swimmen 
and Mathijs 1997: 346–350).

2.  The Three Phases of the Estonian Reform

In the beginning (before 1987), the relationship between Soviet-type large-scale production 
(sovkhozes and kolkhozes)4 and private plot (household) farming was structurally 
complementary and rather uncompetitive; and it has been estimated that the earnings of 
agricultural workers in Estonia exceeded those of industrial workers, unlike in the former 
Soviet Union in general (Palm 1992).

During the transition phase (1987–1991), the formation of family farms began in the 
Perestroika years, as earlier legal restrictions on the production and acreage of private 
farming plots were abolished.  There arose the resurgence of private plot farming in that a 
great number of new plot farms of about one to three hectares were created and existing 
ones were increased in size and given more independence.  At the same time a relatively 
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5 In 1992 there were about 8,500 private peasant farms ‘de jure’ (in reality a considerably smaller amount) 
cultivating state-owned land.  The average size of a family farm was 25.4 ha including 13.4 ha of arable land, and 
the families had been granted a hereditary right to its cultivation.

6 A summary of the phases of the Estonian agricultural reform is presented in my article “Petty Production in 
Baltic Agriculture: Estonian and Lithuanian Models” (Alanen 1998a).

small number of real family farms was established.5  Many new family farms try to continue 
to maintain the close ties with large-scale farms as part of a symbiotic system, but they 
frequently fail (Alanen 1996).  The state aided them by constructing vital infrastructure, 
such as roads, water mains and electricity, to their farms, because the rural infrastructure of 
soviet period was not suitable to family farming.  The government also granted them cheap 
loans, which were rapidly “eaten up” by inflation and the monetary reform.  Furthermore, 
they received a large proportion of the old agricultural machines that Germany and the 
Nordic countries donated to Estonia.  In many cases also the kolkhozes and sovkhozes sold 
them machines and material at nominal prices.

The decollectivisation phase (1992–) is characterised by two main principles, the primary 
one being the restoration of pre-socialist rights of land ownership.  On account of several 
complicated legal and administrative reasons, and due to the unwillingness of the 
beneficiaries themselves, at the end of 1997 there were only 19,000 family farms in the 
register of landed property, the majority of which are not actively cultivated farms (OECD 
1997: 46).  The secondary complementary principle entailed the privatisation of the residual 
collective farm property, that is to say land, production plants, machines, livestock, etc.  that 
remained after restitution had been completed.  By the middle of 1996 restructuring had 
been carried through in only 119 of the 360 former sovkhozes and kolkhozes in Estonia 
(OECD 1997: 46), i.e.  only one third of all collective farms had been privatised completely 
(Tamm 1998).

“Residual property” is, however, a misleading term, for it includes most of the kolkhoz 
and sovkhoz property.  All workers, both former and current, of the collective farm as well 
as all kolkhoz members were entitled to the ownership of this property.  Privatisation was 
usually realised by an auction or direct sales, where one could pay for the purchases with 
either privatisation vouchers, which had been distributed to kolkhoz members according to 
their individual ‘labour contribution’ (based on labour units and salary), or with 
compensation vouchers , which had been distributed in place of the property that had not 
been returned to former owners or their heirs.  The policies above have also been 
supplemented by creating a great number of new plot farms of about 1–3 hectares and by 
granting independence and more land to the old ones.6

3.  Micro-Perspective and the Question of Guilt

The focus of this article is on the micro level, on the level of the individual collective farm, 
its workers and members (on the whole population entitled under restitution and 
decollectivisation), and the analysis of their effect on future enterprise structures.  The 
feasibility of the results is not based on generalisations, but on the recognition of a certain 
type of dynamics.  For example, most large-scale enterprises founded after the restitution 
have already gone bankrupt and some of them are clearly in trouble, but some of them seem 
to be recovering, and some may even become real success stories.  In this case the rising 
tendency of the new type of agricultural company is only in embryonic form, and in 
statistical studies it is hidden behind the much more obvious falling tendency.  In this 
respect the relevance of this type of approach is not limited to Estonia or even the Baltic 
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7 Naturally, I do not intend to imply that the logic in micro level would be the same in every country across 
Europe.  For example, the article by Katalin Kovács (1996), using the same viewpoint, proves that the process in 
her case in Hungary included many similarities, but at the same time remarkable differences to my Estonian case 
presented in this article.

8 This local community study on the dissolution of Kanepi kolkhoz was carried out by a group of Finnish and 
Estonian researchers, participating in the project “The Privatization of Agriculture in the Baltic Countries.”  The 
results of this study will be presented in a book, which is to be published as an English language monograph in 
1999 under the title “Agricultural Reform in the Kolkhoz of Kanepi.  A Community Study in Southern Estonia.”

9 A rural survey and a social structure survey.  The rural survey, based on a sample of 1000 respondents living 
in the Estonian countryside, was carried out by a group of Finnish and Estonian researchers, also participating in 
the above-mentioned research project “The Privatization of Agriculture in the Baltic Countries.”  Also small towns, 
such as Viljandi with its 20,000 inhabitants, were included in the survey.

For the social structure survey, a total of 4,500 individuals were interviewed.  1,500 from each Baltic country.  
This survey was carried out by Nordic and Baltic researchers participating in the “Baltic-Nordic Research Project.”

countries, but it has more general significance from the perspective of post-socialism 
problematics in general,7 despite the fact that the connections made with macro problematics 
in such a short article as this often remain only allusive.

In Estonia, land reform was, at least in principle, a very democratic and highly 
decentralised process.  Reform plans were made at local level, and they were consequently 
approved by kolkhoz members and employees.  However, as a result of the recent reform, 
the entire rural population in Estonia has encountered serious difficulties.  This has 
occasioned critical discussions, but it has also given an impulse to the search for those who 
could bear the blame.  In Estonia the part of the elite that had connections with agriculture 
(i.e. politicians and officials in the agricultural administration, as well as leaders of the 
kolkhoz and members of reform committees, who carried the reforms into effect at local 
level) often laid the blame for the failure on kolkhoz workers.  Their reasoning went as 
follows: the people of the kolkhoz wanted both to preserve the collective and to get their 
family estates back, which is an “impossible equation,” and this explains why the 
kolkhozniks reacted irrationally, turning the process into anarchy.  The breaking up of 
collective farms was carried through in a very irrational manner and this forced kolkhoz 
members to behave in the way that they did, rather than their behaviour being the principal 
cause of the failure of kolkhoz reform.

4.  The Decollectivisation of Kanepi Kolkhoz

As early as 1990, a group of scholars from the Agricultural University of Tarto chose Kanepi 
in the peripheral area of southern Estonia as the target of a national pilot project of the entire 
Estonian reform.  Their survey material was collected in 1990 – two years before the first 
reform plan was officially submitted to the general assembly of the kolkhoz.  The findings 
could be summed up in four general observations: 1) People had noticed several defects 
(such as low work morals) in their kolkhoz, and usually acknowledged that a reform was 
necessary.  2) Most of them were of the opinion that because they had been nationalised by 
force, peasant farms should be restored to their former proprietors or their descendants.  3) 
Only very few people were actually ready to start farming in the privatised estates.  4) The 
break-up of the large collective estate did not, as such, get much support from the people of 
the kolkhoz (Põder 1998).  These observations were similar to the standpoints and opinions 
on the privatisation of Kanepi kolkhoz8 that our own research team detected as late as in 
1995, research that was supplemented by two further more extensive surveys.9
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10 After the re-establishment of independence there were two nationalistic movements in Estonia, the moderate 
Estonian Popular Front and the right-wing radical Estonian Congress.  The latter entered the government after 
winning the first elections after independence in September 1992.  The government of Mr. Mart Laar replaced the 
provisional government of Mr. Edgar Savisaar.  During the reign of Prime Minister Laar the economic policy was 
given a sharp turn to the right.  The earlier forms of agricultural subsidies, such as the ones that had greatly 
benefited the new family farms described above, were abolished.  The reasons for this change in government policy 
were not only economic, but also ideological (Unwin 1998: 294–295).  From the viewpoint of agriculture the 
ideology or Mr. Laar bore great resemblance to the policies executed in the Russia of Yeltsin and Gaidar, “[Yeltsin] 
wants to start the process with changes in property rights, assuming that property reform will automatically solve 
all other problems” (Nickolsky 1998: 196).  However, like Dieter Kirschke writes, “in the short and medium run, 
neither privatization nor liberalization […] as such can solve the problems” (Kirschke 1996: 3).  By ultra liberalism, 
I am referring to the blind faith in the omnipotence of private ownership and a free market in achieving economic 
and social objectives, in this case the setting up of the family farm system.

11 According to a survey carried out in 1990, about 40 % out of the total labour force of Kanepi kolkhoz had 
higher education (Põder 1998).

12 This social structuring in Kanepi, as well as elsewhere in Estonia and even in the Baltic countries in general, 
clearly differed from the Hungarian ‘Golden Age’ (Kovács 1996).  Before the reform Kanepi kolkhoz was 
relatively prosperous.  True, Soviet agriculture was in difficulties, but from the standoint of rural population the 
Baltic countries the crisis perhaps was not as open and severe as in Hungary.  Also, Hungary was an independent 
country.  Therefore Hungarians had more time for planning and executing the reform, and more influence over the 
development.  These factors could explain some of the differences.

The external conditions of the reform changed rapidly, and in a way which would have 
been difficult to anticipate: Estonia re-established its independence and lost its agricultural 
markets in the former Soviet Union.  Monetary reform and hyperinflation reduced the 
financial resources of the collective farms, and radical changes took place in government 
policy.  These general circumstances favoured ad hoc type solutions and weakened the 
target-oriented character of the reform.  People were very uncertain of their future, even in 
those occupational groups that could protect their own interests most effectively.  The role 
of Estonian government’s agricultural policy was central to the outcome of the reform.  The 
most important decision was the orientation towards an ultra liberal economic policy, which 
also included agriculture10 (there were no customs restrictions or actual import restrictions).

The reform policy of the government, however, incorporated an internal contradiction.  
The procedure to return landed property in particular was so complicated that it inevitably 
progressed far more slowly than the pace of privatisation of kolkhoz and sovkhoz residual 
property.  When the vigorous privatisation of the kolkhoz and sovkhoz residual property 
started, hardly any private farms based on restitution existed.  In addition to the elderly 
owners of pre-war peasant farms, their heirs also usually knew the size, location etc.  of the 
farm that was to be returned to them, but it was often unclear what would actually happen 
to the farm (e.g.  which one of the heirs would start cultivation, how would the others be 
compensated for their share of the estate, or should the farm be sold or rented).

Likewise, the interests of the different member groups inside the collective farms varied 
considerably as did their ability to recognise these interests and act according to them.  The 
agricultural reform became a play with lots of comical and even farcical elements – but in 
reality it was a tragedy.

Most of the traditional practices applied in the administration and management of 
collective farms were strongly centralised, excluding all outsiders.  Therefore the real power 
in kolkhozes and sovkhozes belonged to (1) the board of management: the small and closed 
core formed by the chairman and his trustees.  The other two status groups, much larger in 
membership than the first, but of equal size11 when compared with each other, (2) the 
“middle class,” and (3) the “rest,” who were mainly “ordinary workers,” had somewhat 
different prospects in this process.12  Since neither the position of the board of management, 
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13 It should be noted that ethnic identity did not play a role in these struggles.  Russians in Estonia are 
concentrated mainly in the towns and the few Russians living in Kanepi were very much assimilated into Estonian 
culture and even took part in the independence movement.

nor the position of the other two groups in the organisation was based on a developed labour 
market, the perspective of the theory of capitalism becomes clearer by the use of the 
Weberian term “status,” which makes it possible to describe the transition from socialism to 
capitalism as a transition from status structures to class stratification.13

The board of management had all the important information on farms and on society at 
large, e.g. accounting at its disposal, precise information on the continuously changing 
legislation, market situation etc.  Part of this information (book-keeping) could be 
manipulated by the inner circle, which could also monopolise the information for itself to 
a varying extent.  The confidentiality of vital information concerned, above all, matters 
that had to do with personal relationships, e.g.  relations between the kolkhoz managers 
and the agricultural administration or leading politicians (very much like in Hungary, see 
Kovács 1996).  At this stage the profitability of agriculture had already fallen dramatically, 
and it was difficult even for the collective farms to sell their products.  This explains why 
not a single member of the later board of management even tried to start a proper 
agricultural enterprise in Kanepi at the actual moment the privatisation of residual property 
was started.  (The situation had turned unfavourable very rapidly.  Earlier, in the days of 
the rouble, agriculture seemed to have good prospects.  That was the time when most 
family farms were established.  Many of the owners of such farms held leading positions 
in various collective farms and the agricultural administration as well that shows their 
positive expectations towards this activity.) They and other members of the co-operative 
as well, favoured acquiring such collective farm units that had commercial or industrial 
value, e.g.  sawmills and shops.  There was also interest in such objects as tractors, which 
did not presuppose the cultivation of one’s own farm.  These were sought for contractual 
work in forestry, agriculture, construction and road transportation.  Or they acquired such 
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Figure 1. Status structure of collective farms
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14 Skilled workers with university decrees were not unusual in Estonian agricultrue where there was an 
oversupply of graduates with agronomist and vetinary qualifications compared with the number of professional 
jobs available.  Salaries of skilled workers also tended to be higher than those of professionals.

assets (movable and small fixed), to sell them later and use that money for investment in 
other economic branches.

The “middle class” received their information from the (former) board of management, 
and could to some extent form an overall picture of the activities of the kolkhoz – owing to 
their education and occupation.  A more detailed analysis shows, that this group was 
composed of highly specialised employees of the kolkhoz (agronomists, veterinarians, 
economists and engineers, people who had a university degree or an intermediate level 
education), and of the most skilled workers (tractor drivers, truck drivers together with 
persons in charge of technical aspects, like mechanics and electricians).  They formed the 
elite of the kolkhoz as regards wage levels, as well.  They usually lived in ‘urban’ 
surroundings in the kolkhoz centre, they had often moved to the region from other parts of 
the country, they cultivated private plots more seldom and with less intensity than ‘ordinary 
workers,’ and they were also younger than average kolkhozniks.  Even if this ‘middle class’ 
consisted of two subgroups, specialists and skilled workers, the group was rather uniform: 
for example many skilled workers had a university education.14

The prospect of breaking up the kolkhoz into smaller units was unappealing and 
unpopular among this elite group, since their privileged position depended on the volume 
of production and the highly specialised division of labour.  They feared that the dissolution 
of the system of large-scale collectives would cost them their jobs – all the more so, since 
the education of several specialists was losing its value.

The ‘rest’ of the kolkhoz people were mainly less skilled ordinary workers, retired 
employees and other members of the kolkhoz.  Unlike the other two status groups described 
above, the ‘rest’ were not bound together into a single stratum by any social tie.  Instead, it 
consisted of very heterogeneous sub-groups and individual people, whose only common 
denominator was some degree of peripherality, even relative displacement, because of their 
occupation, place of residence, social stigma or personal characteristics.

The idea of dissolving the kolkhoz was not generally popular among these people either.  
The lifestyle of the young, in particular, increasingly resembled that of specialists and 
technicians, whereas the marginalised population (alcoholics, handicapped, single parents 
for instance) did not have much to look forward to.  Nevertheless, some members of this 
group welcomed the reforms.  Many people still lived in the old buildings that belonged to 
their pre-war family estates and practised plot farming there.  Furthermore, some people had, 
on account of their age, lots of memories and strong emotional attachments to the peasant 
economy that preceded compulsory collectivisation.  Also the younger generation often 
knew exactly where the borders of their collectivised family farms were.  This most peasant-
minded part of the rural population did not actually oppose the splitting-up of the large-scale 
farms.  Their (including the children of pre-war farmers and other heirs) greatest problem 
was, rather, how to create a realistic strategy for making their own farm viable.  That is why, 
for example, the splitting-up of the large-scale farm should not have been carried through 
too hastily.  Some of the interviewees both hated the kolkhoz and felt bitter about its demise.  
Many dreamt about starting a farm of their own, but at the same time, they had only a vague 
idea of how the dissolution of Kanepi kolkhoz and the re-establishment of viable family 
farms could have been elements of a uniform and successful policy.  This explains why even 
the most peasant-minded people played a minor role in the reform (Alanen 1998c).  Even 
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15 The basic problems of the family farm policy have been analyzed theoretically in my article “Baltic 
agriculture after the decollectivization” (Alanen 1998b).

16 This was true only as regards actual agricultural production, arable land restored to pre-war owners not being 
included.  The non-agricultural activities (construction units, electrical engineering units for instance) of even these 
farms were separated from agriculture, and some of the farmers who had received landed property in restitution 
started independent production.

17 A detailed description of the privatization of Kanepi kolkhoz can be found in the manuscript by Ilkka 
Alanen: “Dissolution of Kanepi Kolkhoz” (Alanen 1998c).

more marginal was the role of the peasant-minded pensioners, who were also members of 
the kolkhoz in most cases.

From the viewpoint of a middle class typical of a capitalistic society, the specialists of 
the kolkhoz and sovkhoz wanted to be classified as the ‘new middle class’ by way of 
professionalisation, whereas the skilled workers presumably entertained hopes of ascending 
to the middle and lower management or, in any case, of preserving their position as a worker 
aristocracy.  This would have been possible if the kolkhoz as a whole had been able to adjust 
to capitalistic market economy.  The strategy of the small peasant-minded minority was in 
principle contrary to this, especially regarding the transfer of the resources of large-scale 
farms to family farms.  In its absolute form it would, however, have been impossible (cf.  
the large production buildings; the small number and large size of kolkhoz machinery).15

The guidelines of the reform were set in the struggle between the ‘middle class’ and the 
(former) board of management.  The results of the reform depended, above all, on how 
attractive the reform plan appeared to these two parties, and how willing or committed they 
actually were to carrying through the plan.  The task was not easy, and many of the less 
successful collective farms did not even seriously attempt a proper reform.  These kolkhozes 
and sovkhozes simply withered away and split up.  In some rare cases the management of 
a prosperous collective farm was able to maintain the kolkhoz estates relatively undivided, 
against the government policy and in spite of sanctions (e.g. taxation) (Tamm 1998).  When 
interviewed, many Estonian experts of the agricultural administration estimated that 
agricultural production, employment opportunities, income level etc.  were best in those few 
farms that had remained undivided.16

Although Kanepi was quite a prosperous kolkhoz, its (former) board of management did 
not try to keep the estate undivided, because its farm structure had already disintegrated 
because of natural causes.  The (former) chairman of kolkhoz proposed to the general 
assembly that the collective should be divided into several smaller units, according to the 
amount of population and production buildings in the central villages.  The ‘middle class’ 
of the kolkhoz opposed their proposal strongly.  Apart from criticising the former kolkhoz 
chairman, this group also took advantage of the dominant right-wing tendencies within the 
Estonian national movement.  By the end of 1991, the opposition had managed to win the 
majority of the general assembly to their side, and at the beginning of 1992 they had the 
kolkhoz board of management replaced.  The local leading figure of the right-wing 
nationalist Estonian Congress was then elected the new chairman of the kolkhoz.17

5.  The Reform and the Outlook of the Middle Class Status Strata

In order to maintain Kanepi kolkhoz undivided, the membership elected a new board of 
management that represented the most anti-Communist part of the Estonian society, which, 
as the leading force in the Estonian government, was simultaneously devoted to the 
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restitution of peasant holding policy and to ultra liberal doctrines in agriculture.  This kind 
of a switch in kolkhoz management was not unique at all in Estonia – the same tendency 
swept the whole country.

Although the new management of Kanepi kolkhoz had previously, while in opposition, 
accused the old board of management of an attempt to privatise the kolkhoz in a manner 
which benefited the private interests of the board members only (i.e.  the opposition claimed 
that they divided the kolkhoz between themselves), it was actually the new chairman and 
board of management that realised this disquieting prospect.  At the point when the 
dissolution of the kolkhoz seemed unavoidable in the second half of 1992 when one 
cowshed had already been closed and the process of emptying the kolkhoz of its assets had 
begun, even those formerly opposed to collective farm break-up started fighting over 
kolkhoz resources.  Even the core managers frequently referred to these events simply as 
“the general thieving,” although it is equally true that some of the beneficiaries of this 
process did not break any specific law (they went against prevailing moral consensus).  The 
board of management and the inner circle obviously had the best opportunities for 
performing such “legal thefts.”  Typical of these were buying before the auction at low book 
values valuable assets, especially machines and their spare parts, which were highly valued 
in the peasant mind and by ordinary people in general.  In as much as this complicated the 
establishing of private farms, which, at this stage, were still awaiting restitution, the action 
of the management was directed against the most important aims of the restitution policy.

The decay of public morality penetrated all levels of the kolkhoz hierarchy.  And even if 
the stealing of semi-precious metals and other valuables did not make the ordinary members 
of the kolkhoz very rich, it was fatal to the farm’s macro-economy.  In principle, the kolkhoz 
was dissolved according to a specific juridical procedure (general assembly, auctions, 
ratification procedures), but in practice it was an anarchistic process.  The main cause for 
the anarchy was the nation-wide situation and governmental policy, but it was also deepened 
by the struggle over basic agricultural machines by the people in the new board and the 
‘middle class,’ who had no intention whatsoever of actually practising agriculture.  In this 
situation for example an alliance was secretly formed by a group of board members leading 
to the foundation a large contractor company based on the machines that they had acquired 
from the kolkhoz.

The later chairman stated that the situation resembled the shipwreck of the passenger 
ferry Estonia: “everyone tried to grab whatever they could.”  The members of the board of 
management elected in 1992, together with some key specialists, certainly were best 
equipped for surviving the shipwreck of the kolkhoz.  But owing to the uncertainty of larger 
economic environment and the uncontrollable nature of the process of dissolution (or 
destruction) of the kolkhoz, they also made many miscalculations.  Even the future of those 
individuals who managed to amass a small fortune is still very uncertain, because their 
chances of keeping their businesses going often depend on the people who did not survive 
the catastrophe so well.

The outcome of the reform in Kanepi kolkhoz is that the enterprises that now operate in 
the area are usually, instead of making a profit, only “making a meagre living” from the 
ruins of the former collective.  The employees are poorly paid, and plenty of people are 
unemployed (one quarter of the officially unemployed are highly educated former 
specialists).  Many production buildings have been destroyed, and the fields are growing 
thistles.  Young people most often choose to leave the district.  There are a couple of fairly 
successful merchants and some agricultural enterprises, that is a few family farms and 
capitalistic large-scale enterprises, in the area at present; but the future of service industries 
is overshadowed by decreasing local consumption, whereas the agricultural enterprises 
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suffer from a lack of manpower (Nikula 1998).  Often their potential (unemployed) labour 
comes from the status group of former kolkhoz ‘ordinary workers.’  Many of the activities 
of this social group can be described as forms of passive resistance: refusal to work, 
drinking, stealing, slandering and mocking the management.  According to James C.  Scott 
such reactions are typical of the poor peasantry (Scott 1986).  The following figure 
illustrates the general development of agricultural enterprises.

As the reform process advanced, it became clear that it was far more difficult than had 
been expected to transform the different technical elements of Soviet-type collective farms 
into elements which could be used when establishing new family farms.  It was self-evident, 
of course, that the collective cowsheds, piggeries and other such units were far too big for 
the purpose.  But neither did the production buildings of the existing private (soviet period) 
plots, nor even their old peasant cowsheds and barns, dating from the period of pre-war 
independence, allow for any significant increase in livestock.  Furthermore, there were not 
enough elementary machines, such as tractors, threshers, harrows and ploughs available.  
Besides, the existing machines were often much too powerful for small farms.  Neighbouring 
farmers have become impoverished during the same process, and are not capable of paying 
for the services of these modest machinery contractors.  Some of these small farms were 
able to double the amount of cattle and to obtain pigs, poultry, for instance, but to establish 
a technologically modern family farm in earnest would have required a qualitative leap 
impossible in the prevailing circumstances.

The volume of production in plot farms is so small that it can only become the most 
important means of livelihood in the absence of other significant sources of income.  
Production on these farms is equally for sale and consumption.  The plot farms may yield 
enough to keep the farmers alive, but it seems unlikely that they could ever actually 
compose the core structure of a new viable agricultural system (Alanen 1998a).

Land owned by relatives and acquaintances give another opportunity for cultivation.  
Hence, as revealed in the survey results (see Alanen 1998a), plot farming and market-
gardening in Estonian countryside was very widespread indeed: 84 per cent of rural 
households were enganged in market gardening and 30 per cent in plot farming.

But relying purely on plot farming is not characteristic of Estonia, as it is of Lithuania.  
Estonian plot farmers cultivate land in order to supplement their main income, which comes 
from outside their farm (Alanen 1998a; Meyers and Kazlauskiene 1998: 97).  The large 
number of plot farms that still persist might well prove to be a passing phenomenon of the 
transition period in Estonia.  186,000 plot farms operated in the Baltic States in 1996; their 
number, however, is slowly declining.  They are using “a quarter to a third of agricultural 
land” (Meyers and Kazlauskiene 1998: 96–97), nevertheless they might well prove a 
passing phenomenon.  If not, if plot farms become a permanent part of the agricultural 
system, then it would signal the failure of the reform and/ or an undesirable path of 
restructuring similar to that of developing countries (Alanen 1995 and 1998b).

Despite the fact that the temporary land reserve is being used up as restitution progresses, 
there is no shortage of land for those Estonians who intend to run businesses in agriculture 
in the middle or long term.  Our local community study reveals that the amount of land that 
can be leased is tending to increase.  This is due to the fact that a great number of those who 
started cultivating on restored land found it unprofitable and gave it up.  A good many of 
those interviewed in connection with the local community study noted that the money one 
gets from selling crops is insufficient to cover production costs (hiring machinery for 
example).  At the same time, quite a number of large farms and the family farms founded 
earlier had gone bankrupt or had been closed down.  In the summer and autumn of 1995, 
when the research in Kanepi was carried out, it was discovered that the number willing to 
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rent out or sell their arable land was greater than those willing to cultivate it.  Therefore, in 
the region researched (unlike in the surroundings of big cities for example.) agricultural land 
was actually ceded free of charge to interested parties in order to prevent it from being 
wasted.  Agricultural companies as well as some family farms (see later) are the most 
intensive users of cultivated land, although, as legal entities, agricultural companies are 
excluded from land ownership (Meyers and Kazlauskiene 1998: 92).  Given the little 
competition for agricultural land, ownership restrictions do not reduce companies’ access to 
land (yet).  Discussions about a new land Bill which would allow companies to buy 
agricultural land are common in the Baltic countries.

The former kolkhoz and sovkhoz workers could also continue cultivating the fields 
jointly within commonly owned worker companies – most often on some part of the former 
collective.  These enterprises have mostly been established on the basis of kolkhoz or 
sovkhoz buildings, especially cowsheds and piggeries.  Besides, they usually have access to 
some livestock, production buildings of varying qualities and Soviet-era machinery, often 
sub standard but still suited for large-scale production.  (There was also the possibility that 
individual workers could, by virtue of the voucher system that was used in privatisation, 
acquire a specific production unit for their private possession.)  Parts of the large farms have 
fallen into the hands of private owners totally uninterested in, or incapable of, managing 
enterprises, a trend which proves the uncontrollability of the privatisation process.  In such 
cases, it is often the case that the farm closes down as soon as the livestock, machinery and 
everything else fit for sale has been used up.

Those interviewed in connection with the local community study depicted the tendency 
of the cream of kolkhozes towards depletion – instead of creating something new.  
Nevertheless, these types of larger private units, as well as the large-scale units in joint 
ownership of the workers, have become an essential part of the agricultural system.  Their 
prospects are somewhat gloomy, partly because of their difficulties in reorganising 
production to adapt to the functional setting of a capitalist market economy, and partly 
because of their uncertain access to land.  Although, as mentioned above, arable land can 
currently be leased at moderate prices, and increasingly frequently actually free of charge, 
things might change in the future.  The instability of ownership worries managers and, for 
the time being, people do not have the courage to invest in land.  The situation is likely to 
become more stable as the land reform progresses.  Thus, in the not too distant future, 
Estonia at least could be in a position to develop a large-scale production system based on 
capitalist tenant farming – a modification of the classical English model.  At least as long 
as there is cheap labour available, the parts of the former kolkhozes and sovkhozes that still 
remain in operation are liable to demonstrate a tendency towards capitalistically organised 
large-scale agricultural companies.  We might also add that, in the worker-owned (neocol-
lectivistic) large-scale enterprises, ownership is concentrating in the hands of one or two 
persons, namely the directors: they are changing step by step into capitalist companies.

Although the privatisation of collective farms did not give rise to a system of modern 
family farms, some of the family estates that were established before the actual decol-
lectivisation are in fact flourishing.  In Estonia the majority of these farms were founded 
before the local currency ‘kroon’ (1992) was put into circulation.  Both government policy 
and social circumstances were very favourable for family farms up to 1992, but only a few 
took maximum advantage of the situation, the majority kept to the symbiotic relationship 
imposed by the collective farm and were seriously affected by the dissolution of kolkhozes 
and sovkhozes.  The few farms that were independent profited from pri vatisation, since they 
could effectively use their privatisation vouchers to add to their stock of machinery.

 
replika156



 replika 157

As we can see, a new production structure is already emerging from the ruins of the old 
socialist economy.  It is a combination of plot farms, large-scale enterprises and modern 
family farms.  Of the three status groups, it is the ‘rest’ that is most often solely dependent 
on plot farming.  Although plot farming is usually not the most important source of income 
for this stratum in Estonia, the situation is quite different in Lithuania (Alanen 1998a).  They 
are the ‘loser status group.’  Compared to the ‘rest,’ the ‘middle class’ has managed better, 
even though many older specialists and technicians in Kanepi have become permanently 
unemployed.  Since the ‘rest’ is clearly the most unskilled and aged status class, the 
members of this group are not as capable of moving to the population centres as the ‘middle 
class’ or the former members of the board of management, are.

6.  The Possible Core of the Emerging Agricultural Structure

We could conclude that the successful segment of family farms, together with the successor 
productive units to the collective farms, form the most industrious and dynamic part of 
Baltic agriculture (see figure 2).  These two farm types have a number of other things in 
common.  In both cases most of the present private owners initially belonged to the 
management or specialists of kolkhozes.  The boundary between large-scale production and 
technologically modern family farms is rapidly changing today.  A dynamic family farm 
can, eventually, become a capitalist large-scale unit, if the owners are capable of purchasing 
former collective cowsheds, piggeries, and other units, which may be facing difficulties.  
This tendency was evident in Kanepi.

Capitalising on his wealth of social capital, one of the interviewees had been able to set 
up a medium-sized (by western standards) but still modern family farm with some good 
quality 20 dairy cows.  But, keeping the cattle took all his time, and he was dissatisfied.  
Therefore, he expanded his production in a capitalist fashion.  He bought a nearby dairy unit 
(with some 70 cows), which was on the verge of bankruptcy because of both a shortage of 
labour and weak management.  Thanks to his wide professional knowledge of animal 
husbandry (basic studies in zoology, followed by 4 years’ university studies in agriculture 
in Estonia and studies in the science of law in Russia) and his better management abilities 
(a quality most essential to neo-capitalists), the volume and the quality of milk as well as 
his income from it, increased dramatically.  In addition to changing working methods, half 
of the ten or so (at the time when the study was carried out) employees were also changed.  
Having bought the cowshed, he soon changed the cows, too, for a better breed.  This 
exchange was made possible by the fact that this farmer obviously knew personally the 
management of the neo-collectivistic large-scale production enterprise which was the owner 
of Estonia’s best pedigree cattle; moreover, because he was known and trusted, he was able 
to buy another twenty cows from this enterprise and defer payment until later.

Perhaps some of the farms that function on a collective basis will, in turn, become large 
family farms in the future.  In such a case the labour provided by family members is the 
determining factor.  Today, a co-operative cowshed with a hundred cows may still have 
twenty employees or so.  In Western Europe enterprises of this size are taken care of by a 
single family, if they make use of modern technology.  This option will become viable in 
Estonia once work is rationalised and the economic environment becomes more stable.  At 
present, the sole purpose of some workers is to guard the property from thieves!

On the other hand, the agricultural companies should be capable of growing into ever 
larger (capitalist) enterprises through merger (Sepp 1997: 38).  Yet, the interviewees were 
unanimous in the view that the large-scale production enterprises that have been the most 
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18 From the same in post-socialist countries in general, see Csáki and Lerman 1997.

successful in keeping up the old socialist agricultural structure are also those meeting with 
the least financial difficulties today.  According to a head of a former more or less undivided 
sovkhoz, at present an employee-owned farm, the future of these farms hangs on whether 
or not they are able to replace the dilapidated machinery and buildings by modern 
technology quickly enough.  And it is exactly these most fortunate enterprises that have got 
these reinvestments started.

As far as the struggle between the “board’ and the ‘middle class’ is concerned, the 
conclusion drawn by Iván Szelényi, according to which agricultural reform in the former 
socialist countries in Europe was a “victory of the technocratic elite” (Szelényi 1998: 13), 
is not so clear when it comes to Estonia and perhaps other Baltic countries, too.  As 
demonstrated above, the board of management, which using the concepts of Szelényi, is ‘the 
core of technocracy’ on farm level, ‘won,’ but they did so outside agriculture.  They 
attempted to detach themselves from agriculture during the decollectivisation phase of the 
agricultural reform.  It may be, that this is a special characteristic peculiar to Estonia, since 
according to the survey material decollectivisation in the Estonian countryside resulted in a 
much more diversified economical structure compared to other Baltic republics, mainly 
because of this aspiration to move away from agriculture (Alanen 1998a).  The “middle 
class,” also a fraction of the “the technocratic elite,” also ‘won’ in that it established new 
private farming businesses, but economic conditions were so unfavourable that it was 
difficult to classify this as a success.

The Kanepi study shows that, at least in peripheral areas, the failure of agricultural 
reform produces great difficulties to all branches of the local economy.  The future of non-
agricultural enterprises, including those founded by the members of the board, is very 
uncertain, except for a few rare cases.  The conclusions drawn by Szelényi are, however, 
applicable to the handful of former collective farms, that succeeded in maintaining their 
estates relatively intact.  It is also interesting to note, that some of the farmers, who founded 
their farm before the introduction of the kroon as national currency, have reached the status 
of modern family farms, and that many of them originally used to belong to the core of the 
agricultural technocracy.  The managers/owners of neocollectivistic and capitalistic 
agricultural enterprises (or agricultural companies) typically have the education of an 
agricultural specialist, and were seldom members of the kolkhoz board of management.  
Only a small minority of these businesses are clearly viable, however, many today are closer 
to death than life – as the locals sometimes described the situation.

7.  Conclusions

The local community study carried out in Kanepi indicates that the workers and employees 
of kolkhozes and sovkhozes were more interested in reforming the existing structures of 
large-scale production and in adapting them to market economy, than in replacing the 
former collective farms with family farms,18 which was the option preferred of the urban 
political elite, especially its right wing.  For technical and economic reasons, and because 
people were conscious of possible negative consequences, any reform project which aimed 
at creating an agricultural system based exclusively on family farms was doomed to failure.  
When planning the schedule for the privatisation of collective property, it might have been 
wiser to start from the restitution of landed property and to accomplish that first, before 
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beginning to privatise any other parts of the kolkhoz (Meyers and Kazlauskiene 1998: 106).  
Had this sequence been followed, the new ownership relations flowing from restitution 
could have been taken into account when forming new units.  This might have facilitated 
the adjustment of the old system of large-scale production to capitalist market economy in 
a more rational manner, with fewer irrational and even anarchistic elements and such 
unfavourable developments as the falling land values.  New owners are obliged to lease 
their land for nominal fees to the few (mainly agricultural companies) who have equipment.  
In Kanepi Szelényi’s comment that “the peasants are even grateful they do it,” is exactly 
true (Szelényi 1998: 14).

A marked struggle between status groups was added to the anarchistic and destructive 
nature of the decollectivisation of agriculture, a struggle in which each group acted in a way 
that was rational from its own viewpoint.  Although a small proportion of the workers and 
members of the collective farm would have also liked to set up a family farm, in practise 
they did not possess the means necessary for realising their dream.  For the most part, 
decollectivisation in Estonia was a political project that was formulated against the will of 
kolkhoz and sovkhoz workers, and the responsibility for the decrees should be taken by the 
political elite.  This struggle of people and groups of people for their conditions of existence 
in a collective farm may resemble a worthless play in the eyes of an outside observer, but it 
must be said for the actors, that the manuscript of the play was written by others, and they 
did not by and large have the possibility of refusing the parts assigned to them by the 
manuscript.
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