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A key debate in 19th-century Russian economic history is how the peasant commune (the obshchina or mir) impinged upon rural economic development. Since communal villages – not individual households – received formal land rights following the end of serfdom in 1861, scholars have emphasized two aspects of how such a system of collective property rights potentially hindered agricultural productivity growth. First, communal agriculture was conducted under the open-field system, with the scattered arable strips and community coordination of agricultural tasks familiar to historians of early modern England. Second, communes engaged in land peredely, or repartitions, where the usage rights to plots in the open fields were pooled and then reallocated within the commune. This practice is what distinguished the Russian open fields from variants of the system in other parts of Europe, where plots were typically held under hereditary household tenure. Gerschenkron (1965) and other scholars of rural Russia argue that these repartitions created uncertainty over future tenure on a particular plot, which undermined incentives to improve soil fertility and invest in new crops or technologies.
 This hindered productivity growth, which limited the agricultural surplus available to finance industrial development.

Drawing on a unique dataset from Moscow province that matches information on re-allotments with socio-economic and yield data, I find some evidence for a negative association between the frequency of repartitions and grain productivity. However, accounts of repartitions suggest that they were not random shocks for the households involved. Rather, repartitions were endogenous institutional adjustments of land holdings in response to imperfect factor markets and collective tax obligations. Empirical evidence supports this interpretation – the frequency of repartitions was positively associated with indicators of land market frictions and with the level of communal taxes and land payments. 

Open-Field Farming and Communal Repartitions

Russian peasant households typically cultivated long narrow strips (polosi) that were scattered (vnutrinnadel'naia cherezpolositsa) across different parts of each field. Insurance against crop losses in one part of a field was provided by holding plots in the other sections. Households independently farmed these plots under restrictions imposed by communal crop rotations and grazing practices. In the English case, each household held private and perpetual rights to specific plots within the open fields. This encouraged them to invest in soil maintenance and to employ new techniques when possible. Moreover, these individualized property rights supported an active market in arable strips.
 In contrast, the distinguishing feature of most Russian open-field communities – both before and after Emancipation – was that land rights were vested in the village commune. Communal authorities and the village skhod, or assembly, had the authority to designate which households could farm each plot of the community's land. Communes could, and did, occasionally redistribute usage rights to individual strips among member households.
 These redistributions either changed the allocation of existing plots or divided the commune’s arable land into a completely new layout. This paper is concerned with the marginal effects of these repartitions, as distinct from the broader implications of the open fields for Russian agricultural productivity.

The literature on 19th-century Russian development typically assumes that repartitions were relatively frequent, all community members were required to participate, and that communal authorities re-allocated land rights without considering prior usage or investment decisions (e.g. Gerschenkron, 1965). In this way, the possibility of future repartitions was thought to undermine incentives to maintain soil quality and invest in land improvements. However, archival and published accounts suggest several problems with this interpretation.
 

First, the actual process of taking land from one household and passing it to another was not random. Repartitions were typically initiated with the communal assembly by self-interested peasants. Indeed, the practice typically only involved those households with reasons – demographic, non-agricultural specialization, or others – to adjust their land holdings. As a result, community-wide repartitions were relatively infrequent, and the majority of adjustments only involved a few plots and a small number of households. The process often became political, as it sometimes involved substantial bargaining and/or compensatory payments. Finally, manured or otherwise improved land was often entirely excluded from repartitions. 

Repartitions and Grain Productivity

The archival and published accounts cast into doubt the narrow view of repartitions as a random expropriation of property rights. These do not amount to an empirical test. To investigate whether repartitions were adversely associated with agricultural productivity, this paper draws on a unique dataset on repartitions and economic conditions in Moscow province between 1858 and 1878.
 Although this region was characterized by relatively poor soil and climate conditions for agriculture, communes practiced repartitions in much the same way as elsewhere in the central Russia.
  However, the relatively low land productivity had implications for why communities repartitioned their land (see below).

In 1864, legislation was passed to set up institutions known as the zemstvo at the district and provincial levels. These zemstva were given the right to assess and collect taxes to finance programs for “the local economic and welfare needs of each province and district.”
 These responsibilities led many zemstva to initiate statistical research programs in their constituencies. A prominent one of these programs occurred during the late 1870s, when V.I. Orlov and his colleagues carried out a massive investigation into the economic conditions of rural Moscow province. This program took two forms: a survey of all villages in the province (Sbornik, 1877-1882) and a study of land tenure and agricultural practices in peasant communities (Orlov, 1879). The village survey asked questions of the skhod regarding demographics, agricultural practices, assets, housing, financial obligations, and non-agricultural work (see Nafziger, 2006). The study of land practices collected data on the prevalence and frequency of repartitions by communes between 1858 and 1878. According to Orlov, communal repartitions were “widely known” for harming peasant agriculture, and he was investigating whether that was true (1879, p. 133). 

At the township level, Orlov reports the total number of communes providing information and the total number of repartitions that took place in these communities over the period. I divide one by the other to arrive at a measure of repartitions per commune in each township – Repartitions. On average, each commune experienced slightly more than two repartitions between 1858 and 1878. For 158 of the 165 townships in the province, I was able to match this to additional data from the village survey. The resulting dataset is summarized in Table 1. Significantly, Orlov notes that these data on repartitions reflect observations of “obshchie peredely” or general repartitions of the arable land of all three fields (ibid., p. 135). These observations do not take into account adjustments that involved just a few households or a small number of plots. Thus, Repartitions describes those adjustments of property rights that possibly had the most dramatic impact on production incentives.

I evaluate whether repartitions were negatively associated with agricultural productivity by running yield regressions derived from a simple grain production function. From the zemstvo village survey data, I calculated winter (rye) and spring (oats) grain yields for the 1876-77 agricultural year. Controlling for labor and capital (i.e. livestock) inputs per unit of land, the inclusion of Repartitions describes one aspect of communal land practices. As repartitions may have only affected the perception of tenure security at higher frequencies, I also include the square of Repartitions. Finally, district-level dummy variables help control for unobservable differences in soil quality and other grain inputs.
 The results of the specifications with and without district controls are presented in Table 2. 

The specifications presented in Table 2 provide some suggestive evidence that the frequency of repartitions was negatively associated with grain yields. Although the regressions without district effects provide little indication of any correlation, specifications 2 and 4 do show a strong negative association. The joint effect of Repartitions and its square are negative at the sample means and relatively large given the low grain yields. The differences between the specifications with and without district effects suggest that local conditions mattered for grain yields. Within districts the frequency of repartitions did matter for explaining differences in yields across townships. However, given the discussion above regarding how repartitions actually took place, it is not clear that the negative relationship actually reflects uncertainty over property rights. 

Towards a Reinterpretation of Communal Land Repartitions

Why did communes undertake repartitions? Accounts suggest that peasants turned to land adjustments within the commune when market transactions were either costly or prohibited. Before 1861, land markets existed but were restricted under serfdom (Dennison, 2004, pp. 123-124). After Emancipation, land was allocated to communes rather than individual households. Market transactions – especially with outsiders – were regulated or prohibited entirely by accompanying legislation (Nafziger, 2006). Rental and sales markets did exist, but transactions between communal members were often formalized as small-scale repartitions (by formal re-arrangement of land), rather than market transactions. Whatever the reason (changes in household labor, new off-farm opportunities, etc.), households who wished to acquire or divest land were forced to rely on institutional adjustments.

Peasant communities, both before and after 1861, faced external tax and land obligations that were assigned to the commune as a whole. Shares of these collective payment obligations were typically tied to allotments of the communal land. In the Moscow region, these payments exceeded the net agricultural value of the land, because they were partially determined by the extent of off-farm income. Thus, many observers have argued, as Leroy-Beaulieu (1893, Vol. 1, p. 522) did, that, “The distribution of the communal land is but another form of the distribution of the communal taxes.” With households unable to adjust their share of obligations through land markets, changes in situations had to be dealt with through the commune.

To test whether this interpretation is valid, I turn again to the Moscow township dataset. Table 3 displays the results of reversing the analysis by putting Repartitions on the left-hand side and testing for the importance of different factors that potentially affected the frequency of repartitions. These include the fundamental force driving households to initiate repartitions (PopChange), variables that relate to the value of the land being redistributed (LandAllot, PercentArable, and Obligations), a measure of the difficulty of collective action (HHsPerCommune), and indicators of the level of factor market development (SerfPercent, KmToMoscow, LandRentals). These variables are defined and summarized in Table 1. The particular variables chosen (and their exact forms) reflect the available data and the outcome of specification tests available in the complete paper.

The evidence in Table 3 supports a more nuanced view of repartitions. Focusing on the specifications with district effects (2 and 4), higher obligation levels were associated with more frequent repartitions – thus, optimizing the distribution of land was more pressing when each unit of land carried a higher “price.” More households per commune made it more difficult to organize these general repartitions, hence the negative coefficient on HHsPerCommune. The positive coefficient on SerfPercent – where higher values likely reflect areas with less developed markets – suggest that repartitions did act as institutional substitutes for market transactions. This is further confirmed by the positive relationship between Repartitions and other indicators of market underdevelopment, such as KmsToMoscow and LandRentals.                                                                                                                                

Conclusion

These results suggest that the negative relationship between the frequency of repartitions and grain productivity may have had little to do with uncertainty over property rights. Rather, areas with poorly developed factor markets or significant non-agricultural sources of income (and high obligation levels) were those with both frequent repartitions and low agricultural productivity. Thus, the standard interpretation of the commune’s impact on Russian agricultural development needs to be reexamined. Repartitions were only one mechanism through which the land commune potentially influenced the path of Russian economic development. Ongoing research aims to uncover and explain other aspects of the institutional context for Russian development in the late 19th century.
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[image: image1.png]Table 1: Summary Statistics: Township-Level Data

Variables Mean  SD N
Repartitions per commune, 1857-1876 [Repartitions] 217 077 158
Communes per township (Orlov data) [CommuneOrlov] 27.80 13.22 158
Winter grain yields (bushels/acre) 266 074 155
Spring grain yields (bushels/acre) 263 054 155
Workers per acre [Labor] 025 0.14 155
Livestock per acre [Livestock] 0.19 008 155
Land allotmen es) [LandAllot] 2131 557 188
% arable [PercentArable] 5155 1498 158
Obligations per allotment acre [Obligations] 129 037 158
Population change (abs. value) [PopChange] 32,14 1423 158
Households per commune [HHsPerCommune] 4539 22.27 158
% serfs in 1857 [SerfPercent] 66.60 29.35 158
Kilometers to Moscow [KmsToMoscow | 76.89 3494 158
% allotment land rented [LandRentals] 0.19 040 143

Note: Repartitions is the average number of general (obshchie) repartitions over the observed
communes in a township between 1858 and 1878. The number of such communes documented
by V.I. Orlov is denoted by CommuneOrlov. The grain yields are in bushels per cultivated acre
of allotment (i.e. communal) land in 1876-77. Labor is the working-age population, and Live-
stock is the number of cattle and horses per acre of allotment land, also in 1876-77. PopChange.
PercentArable, SerfPercent, and LandRentals are defined in percentage points. LandAllot is the
number of allotment acres per household in 1876-77, while PercentArable is the percentage of al-
lotment land that was arable. Obligations is the total payments (tax and land payments) due on one
acre of allotment land in 1876-77. PopChange is the percent change in the township’s population
from 1857-58 to 1876-77. HHsPerCommune is the number of households per commune in 1876-
77. SerfPercent is the population share of former serfs relative to former state peasants in 1876-77
(this excludes former “court” peasants). KmsToMoscow is measured from each township’s name-
sake village or administrative seat. LandRentals is the percentage of 1876-77 allotment land rented
out or in over the period 1867-76 (summing land exchanged in all offi transactions). Sources:
Orlov (1879) and various volumes of Sbornik (1877-1879).
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Winter Grain Yields

Spring Grain Yields

1 2 3 4
Repartitions 004 0333 0025 -0.199
0191 (1.807)  (0224) (2570
Repartitions® 20.002 0.047 20.014 0,027
(0.073)  (1.525)  (0.988) (2579
TLabor (i) 0.785 0078 064 0,036
Working-age population  (2.851)  (1.112)  (3.462)  (0.243)
Livestock (In) 20031 0386 20352 0.060
Total head (0.102)  (1.743)  (L628)  (0393)
Observations 155 155 155 155
R-overall 021 057 018 054
District effects No Yes No Yes

Note: Absolute t-statis
and p<0.01). Con

ant tern

red at the district level. are in parentheses (* p<0.1
re not shown. Each township-level observation

p<0.05,
weighted by

the underlying number of settlements to improve efficiency. The variables are defined in the note

accompanying Table 1. Three observations of crop-yield data were missing




[image: image3.png]Table 3: The Determinants of Repartition Frequency

Dependent Variable: Repartitions Per Commune, 1858-1878

1 2 3 4

LandAllot -0.022 0.007  -0.014 0.012
(1.078)  (0.489)  (0.657) (0.896)

PercentArable -0.014  -0.006  -0.012 -0.005
(1.736)  (1.557) (1.532) (1.144)

Obligations 0.179 0.496 0.347 0.784
(0.505)  (1.465)  (0.652) (2.207)

PopulationChange  -0.004  0.001 -0.004 0.002
Absolute value (0.593)  (0.185)  (0.661) (0.347)
HHsPerCommune  -0.004  -0.007 -0.003 -0.005
(1.777)  (2.069)  (1.103) (1.737)

SerfPercent 0.007  0.006° 0.006 0.005
(1.644)  (2.313)  (1.491) (1.870)

KmsToMoscow 0.005  0.008 0.003 0.007
(1.556)  (1.989)  (0.954) (1.651)

LandRentals -0.269 -0.137
(1.858) (1.031)

Observations 158 158 143 143

overall 0.16 0.40 0.17 0.41

District effects No Yes No Yes

Note: Absolute (-statistics, clustered at the district level, are in parentheses (
terms are not shown. The dependent and independent variables as defined in Table 1. Differences

|n sample sizes are due to missing observations on LandRentals.
weighted by the underlying number of obs

p<0.1). Constant

Jach township-level observation
rved communes to improve efficiency




� This paper summarizes a portion of the findings of a larger project on communal institutions and Russian economic development between 1861 and 1905. An extended version of this paper is available from the author.


� “The peasant does not grow attached to a piece of ground which he does not expect to keep and only strives to draw from it the greatest possible immediate profit, without a thought for the morrow” (Leroy-Beaulieu, 1893, Vol. 1, p. 513)


� Important discussions of property rights and farming practices in English open-field villages include Bekar and Reed (2001), McCloskey (1989), and Overton (1996, pp. 22-35). 


� On serf estates, land rights were often passed entirely over to the village community in exchange for seigniorial obligations. Occasionally, estate officials did interfere in the repartition process (e.g. Hoch, 1986). In the western regions of the Russian Empire – e.g. the Ukrainian and Baltic provinces -- household tenure in the open fields was relatively fixed and more closely resembled the English case. This difference was legislated into the Emancipation statutes, even as other aspects of rural society remained communal (such as local government and collective tax obligations). The focus here is on the repartitional type of communal land management, which predominated in the “Great Russian” provinces surrounding Moscow.


� This following is derived from several sources. Especially valuable are surveys of communal practices carried out by the Free Economic Society in the late 1870s. Local respondents to the survey answered numerous questions on how communes redistributed property rights. See Anfimov and Litvak (1983-1991), Barykov et al. (1880), and the original returns in the Russian State Historical Archive (fond 91, delo, 2).


� This study contributes to the broader literature on the relationship between tenure security and agricultural productivity. For example, see Besley (1995) and Jacoby et al. (2002).


� Out of the 5636 peasant communes in Moscow province in 1905, only 2 held their land under household, as opposed to repartitional, tenure (Statistika, 1906, p. 37). Thus, variation in land rights (and the possible level of expropriation risk) arose primarily from differences in the frequency and scale of repartitions, rather than from other aspects of communal cultivation.


� This quote is from Clause 1 of the “The Statute on Zemstvo Institutions,” in McKenzie (1982, p. 31).


� There were 13 districts in Moscow province. 





