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Government Social Security Policy towards Peasants

(based on the Far East materials)
The article presents the analysis of the Soviet social security policy towards the most insecure social layer in Russia, the peasants; and examines the experience of organizing the rural mutual aid societies, their aims and objectives. 
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Social rights of an individual are a relatively new phenomenon in the world politics and law practice. The struggle for their acknowledgement and assertion, which was rather active in many countries in the second half of the XIX century, was considered by the government only in the 50th of the ХХ century. The constitutions of many countries accepted specific articles that allocated a number of significant human social rights and liberties. 

It should be observed that the Soviet Union was one of first states among those that acknowledged individual social rights. 
After the transition to market relations this State, however, kept away from solving numerous social problems, justifying such attitude by the lack of financial resources. 
Russia claimed to be the social state and allocated this statement in its constitution. Although the government recognized and guaranteed social rights, this fact caused considerable social problems generated by the existing clash between the claimed rights and their actual realization. 
One can see the analogy between the Soviet Union in the beginning of its formation, when the Bolshevik government claimed and declared social rights of working people to gain large public support, and the Russian Federation of the 90th, that in accordance with the world practice proclaimed to be a democratic, constitutional and social state. However neither the Soviet Union State of the 20th nor the Russian State of the 90th implemented the declared dispositions concerning social rights. 

This statement will be examined on the case of the most insecure Russian estate, the peasants.
Historically, domestic models of social care in pre-Revolutionary Russia were traditionally oriented to social assistance only for indigent city dwellers. The Soviet Union further borrowed this model of social service. Concerning social care for peasants, the largest layer of the country’s population, this function was entrusted to peasants’ societies. For instance, the social service system for working people and office workers (clerks) had already existed by the adoption of the USSR Constitution in 1936, though there was not the one for collective farmers before 1965.
Social security service for free lance workers (peasants, craftsmen, artisans, creative workers) was accomplished on mutual aid basis. The Soviet government maintained the service with management and in exceptional cases with a little money.
First, peasants’ committees were an important form of mutual aid in the rural area. The peasants’ committees of mutual aid were arranged under the Soviets of the settlement and volost executive committees in terms of the Council of Peoples Commissars’ Decree, on May 14, 1921. This Decree instructed the central and local Soviet authorities to put the major burden of social care of indigent people to the peasantry. This way the government practically admitted the fact that it was not able to support all socially unsecured classes of people at the budget expense, although the Decree “On the Land” declared the peasants’ pension provision. The Decree said: “Farmers who forever lost the ability to cultivate the land personally in consequence of old age or disability debar the right to use it and get a pension provision from the state instead” [1]. Only three years passed when the government refused to carry out the undertaken obligations. 
Owing to the official directions mutual aid remained the basis of peasants’ social service during the whole reconstruction period. In accordance with the Decree, elective peasants’ committees of mutual aid were to head the social assistance to indigent population in the rural areas. The committees were organized under the Soviets of the settlement and volost executive committees. They were responsible for arranging mutual aid in cases of bad harvest, fires and other natural disasters and social problems by means of self-taxation, granted in such cases government funds distribution, and organization of public labor assistance. Peasants’ committees had to assist the government authorities in arranging the social service institutions, and to support the Red Army soldiers’ families, disabled and indigent people. The committees’ responsibilities included interpretation of the rights, economic and legal interests’ protection of the Red Army soldiers’ families and small farms.
The Soviet authorities carried out significant work to create peasants’ committees of mutual aid. According to the data provided by I.N. Ksenophontov, there were more that 50 peasants’ committees in the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic by October, 1924 [3]. To fulfill the given functions those committees acquired the right to use the peasants’ self-taxation as a source for financial and material funds. 
The intensification of Soviet work in the countryside changed the activity of mutual aid peasants’ committees. The changes affected the committees’ objectives, which were the following:
1) to restore and develop agriculture to the advanced level of modern agronomics and technology;
2) to organize and increase the strength of cooperation of various kinds, and to merge small and average farms for elementary forms of collective work;
3) to raise the level of culture among rural population (to eliminate illiteracy, to open village libraries and reading rooms, schools and hospitals, to fight with drunkenness and etc.);
4) to protect the farm labourers’ interests when they are hired for work;

5) to emancipate a peasant woman and to involve her into public work;
6) to fight with poverty and homelessness both children’s and senile;

7) to nominate their candidates to the Soviet and cooperative appointments.

Due to the decision of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee on September 25, 1924, the committees of mutual aid were renamed into the mutual aid peasants’ societies (MAPSs).

In the Far East the issue of organizing peasants’ mutual aid was touched upon only in the middle of 1923, when the question of power was solved. Despite that fact the critical situation made people in some Far Eastern villages organize rural peasants’ committees independently, without any instructions from the authorities.

In autumn 1923 the regional peasants’ committee and, further on, the province peasants’ committee were organized to govern the peasants’ committees in the Far Eastern Region of that time. Those organizations worked out the instructions for district (uyezd) peasants’ committees. However, only in January 1924 the committees managed to get enough official guidelines. After that they generated the instructions for village and volost committees. Mass organization of the peasants’ mutual aid had started. The practical efficiency of that process became obvious in 1924: the committees participated in the spring sowing season, distribution of the family loan, arrangement of the public ploughing, and assistance to small farms (disabled people, orphans, the Red Army soldiers’ families, and farmers who did not own a horse).

By January 1, 1925 there had been 538 village and 30 volost peasants’ committees in Primorsky province which made up 85% out of all Soviets of the settlements in the province [4]. These numbers prove the fact that rural peasants’ committees were arranged almost in each village.

The process had a spontaneous character; it was not supervised or controlled by the authorities. Social service authorities were officially responsible for that work, but lack of staff and overwork did not let them give thorough consideration to peasants’ committees.
The novelty of the activity, obscure to the majority of the population goals and objectives caused some negative consequences in the peasants’ mutual aid movement in the province. In the beginning of the project some part of peasants’ committees, for instance, was formally recorded in official documents, and did not work actively. Volost and district executive committees ignored the work of peasants’ committees. Consequently, the chief appointments were assigned to prosperous farmers, who were not interested in assisting poor peasants. These facts made the province peasants’ committee assume drastic measures to direct the work of peasants’ committees in the right way. By October 1, 1924 the province peasants’ committee had established the relevant staff with permanent personnel of executives and instructors (with 1 instructor in the province peasants’ committee and 2 ones in district committees) [2].
To reinforce the influence of average and poor means peasants in the committees and to expel the representatives of well-to-do social stratum, that got to the committees by chance, they set the re-election into the peasants’ committees under the guidance of the reformed district peasants’ committees all over the Primorsky province. Still, the results of the campaign turned out to be even worse than they expected. Thus, the minutes of the Far Eastern Krai Committee meeting devoted to the peasants’ committees’ re-election indicated that the campaign in the Amur and Primorsky provinces was rather weak. Among the cause were the following: the population was not acquainted with the disposition about the mutual aid peasants’ society, and was not aware about its goals and objectives; the mutual aid concepts were not explained to rural population; the committees ineffectively communicated and contacted with other organizations; the auditing committee was totally inactive. Therefore, the committees’ staff, that was obliged to enlighten the aim of MAPS for the population, did not fully comprehend it by themselves. 
3500 roubles was allocated for establishing the volost funds of the province peasants’ committees’ during 1924. At the same time the funds were established in district, volost and village peasants’ committees. They were replenished on the account of forfeit property, which got at their disposal, self-taxation, public tillage, property maintenance, and contributions from artels’ earnings. By January 1, 1925 the peasants’ committees funds throughout the whole province made up 28288 roubles, while the material funds (agricultural implements mainly) compiled 14309 roubles. This data is not complete as some committees did not provide information about their funds.
While establishing their funds the committees committed some violations. For instance, the tax was imposed on the committees’ members, which was inadmissible in accordance with the People's Commissariat of Social Service instructions.

The examination of rural peasants’ committees’ activities was carried out in order to gain complete data. It was found out that the percentage of peasants in the committees was rather high, though they were reluctant enough to render mutual aid. In most cases this work was carried out by office secretaries in the Soviets of the settlements, school teachers, and people that did not belong to peasantry. The duties of their regular job distracted these people from the mentioned activity. Frequently, they used their own discretion to transform the peasants’ mutual aid activity into all kinds of charity, and made independent decisions even against the opinions of other committee members. The heads of the committees rather often lacked economic and business experience, and were not able to administer the accounting and reporting.
5 volost MAPSs (65%) and 59 village MAPSs (35%) were examined. 45 (76%) of all peasants’ committees had funds and 26 (43%) of the committees owned property. According to the statistics, there were 29 – 49% of functional village peasants’ committees, 12 – 20% committees of average efficiency, and 18 – 31% of inactive committees. The income and expenditure of the examined peasants’ committees made up 520 roubles 23 copecks and 146 roubles 89 copecks for volost MAPSs, and 1612 roubles 23 copecks и 1207 roubles 19 copecks for village committees.
The registration of people who needed help showed that 15126 peasant homesteads with 106202 residents included: the Red Army soldiers’ families – 66 (484 people), families with widows and orphans – 278 (966 people), poverty-ridden homesteads – 582 (3266 people), and 129 disabled people [5].

It is obvious from the examined data that each peasant homestead on average consisted of 7 people. If we divide indigent people according to the number of homesteads, then there would be one person for each three homesteads. 
Thus, social security of peasants in the middle of 1920 was the area of MAPSs’ responsibility, while the government was in charge of appropriate legal assistance and protection. “The Disposition on Peasants’ Societies” confirmed by the All-Russian Central Executive Committee in September 25, 1924 clarified the legislation. The document explained who could become a member of MAPS; the way the society could be organized (in a voluntary way, in accordance with the resolution of the majority of village citizens’ general meeting. This voluntary approach concerned not individuals but the whole community: if the majority of citizens became the members of the society, all the rest were obliged to execute the committees’ decision.); and who disposed of the society’s resources (the society itself with no interference of any Soviet authorities).
This disposition clearly stated tax benefits for MAPSs concerning their enterprises and public tillage, and precisely defined their sources of capital and property accumulation. Membership dues based on class principle (more prosperous people pay more) was considered to be one of the major sources. Membership dues should have been paid voluntary and could not be paid under administrative pressure. MAPSs could use the following procedure though: defaulted payers first were pressurized by their fellows, but if they did not pay membership dues, then the case could be referred to the People's Court.
MAPSs functioned in Russia until 1930-1931 years. When kolkhozes were arranged, there was no more need in peasants’ committees. Under the Draft Regulations of Agricultural Artel approved by the Central Executive Committee and the Soviet of People's Commissars on March 1, 1930 kolkhozes were charged with the social security of incapable kolkhoz members. 
Social rights of the peasantry declared in the first decrees of the Soviet Rule failed to be accomplished in full capacity. Peasants were not socially insured, they could expect only the peasants’ committees’ assistance, which according to factual evidence presented above was ineffective.
Nowadays the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is the international document allocating social rights of an individual, which says that “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control” (part 1, article 25). 
Among the most vital social rights are: the right to work, freedom of residence, the right to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment, the right to equal pay for equal work, the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, the right to rest and leisure, the right to education, and right to social security and medical care.

The above mentioned social rights however do not still work in corpore with regard to rural population. 
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