
Jonas Staal

Collectivizations

Decades of capitalist propaganda has reduced
the notion of collectivization to Stalinist terror.
This flattening of the term dismisses the breadth
of forms that collectivization can take: from
nationalizing communal resources and
production, to other-than-human redistribution
efforts to establish comradely ecologies. We
need a more serious analysis of the different
forms and outcomes of collectivization efforts in
egalitarian movements around the world, from
the deep past to recent history. The success of
anti-collectivist propaganda also keeps us from
revalidating collectivizationÕs present-day
importance for regaining control over common
resources in the face of massive extraction by
trillion-dollar companies. It is therefore essential
to explore the collectivized imaginaries and
practices Ð collectivizations, in the plural Ð that
make egalitarian forms of life imaginable and
actionable.

1. Other Collectivizations
In capitalist propaganda, the notion of
collectivization, its multiple meanings and forms
of implementation, are trapped in a time capsule
labelled Òtotalitarianism.Ó It is ridiculed and
demonized by historians such as Oleg Khlevniuk,
who decries StalinÕs 1929 proclamation for the
construction of large-scale collective farms
(kolkhozes) as the Òbrainchild of socialist
fanatics.Ó1 Other historians, less driven by anti-
communism, such as Moshe Lewin, argue that
while the brutal costs in lives and the use of
state terror in the era of Stalinist collectivization
are undeniable, ÒThe whole set of repressive and
terrorist measures has too often monopolized
the attention of researchers, at the expense of
the broader panorama of social changes and
state building.Ó2 In this light, Lewin emphasizes
that the very use of the term ÒcollectiveÓ was
inappropriate. He argues instead that the kolkhoz
was Òa hybrid structure containing incompatible
principles É without ever becoming either a
cooperative, a factory, or a private farm.Ó3 Such
an approach turns the usual critique of Soviet
collectivization on its head: rather than being all-
encompassing, it might not have even been
collective enough to be called collectivization.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊEarly reports by writer Maurice Hindus on
the creation of the kolkhozes are an important
record for engaging with LewinÕs call for a
Òbroader panoramaÓ on collectivization. A
Russian-American émigré, Hindus returned to
his home village to describe the collectivization
process, published in his 1931 book Red Bread.
He observes the protests by the peasant
population against the relentless liquidation of
the kulaks (property-owning peasants), whose
families, if lucky, faced the choice between exile
or joining the kolkhoz. But he simultaneously
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