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Searches and Choices in Early Soviet Economic Policies:
An Unintended Rush to Socialism

The Russian October Revolution in 1917 was the initial attempt to construct a new
socioeconomic system superior to capitalism, with the theoretical guidance of Marxism. However,
Lenin did not intend to introduce socialism into Russia immediately, at least at the point his party
seized power. In the period just before the Revolution, Lenin repeatedly maintained that the
immediate task of revolutionary government was to place capitalist organizations of economic
administration under the control of worker’s soviets and utilize them for the interests of the
people. Nevertheless, the Bolsheviks soon destroyed Russia’s capitalist institutions and built the
first socialist system characterized by direct state control of industry and forced exchange of
manufactured goods for grain. The object of this paper is to reconsider this process with the focus
on searches and choices by the Soviet government concerning economic policies during its first
six months (November 1917 — April 1918).

Unarmed but well-organized disobedience by civil servants hindered Lenin’s plan to utilize
existing administrative organs. To eradicate the economic basis of this resistance, the Soviet
government took measures directly controlling bank deposits and nullifying financial assets other
than money. Nationalization of commercial banks and disappearance of financial markets led to
serious dysfunction of banks and shortage of money. In industrial management, VSNKh pursued
sector-level centralization and Lenin supported it after conclusion of the peace treaty with
Germany. Although in spring 1918 the Soviet government shifted its policy priority from
expropriation of bourgeoisie to rational organization of the economy, this shift was not
accompanied by more or less positive evaluation of market mechanism and private commerce. In
spite of the fact that supply of food to the urban population depended on activities of small private
traders, the Soviet government saw them as harmful elements undermining food procurement
based on fixed prices. Shortly after the failed introduction of voluntary commodity exchange,
peasants were obligated to hand over grain at any price under the threat of force. In this way, the
foundation of the first socialist system was laid by imposition of destructive measures against
financial markets to get rid of economic preconditions for resistance, along with serious effort

limiting the managerial independence of individual firms and prohibiting private grain trade.
(MORIOKA, Masashi, Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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