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The “Soviet” model of demo
graphic transition was typi
cal of societies that entered 
the stage of modernization 
comparatively late and  
that chose forced economic 
and social restructuring  
in the course of their histo
rical development. 

The peasant family was at the center 
of the Russian family structure in the 
early twentieth century and determined 
its demographic profile. In the ensuing 
years, under the impact of industrializa-
tion and urbanization, the peasant fam-
ily gradually started to give way to other 
family types, but until the 1950s it had 
managed to preserve its role by shaping 
the standards of demographic behavior 
and family relationships among the vast 
majority of the population.

The traditional peasant family is an 
archetype, a heritage of the rural soci-
ety, which relied on the concept of the 
family as a work unit. The household 
was at the core of the peasant family 
and determined its main characteris-
tics: the gender and age division of 
labor and the involvement of all fam-
ily members into household activities. 
The high fertility of peasant families 
was offset by high rates of infant and 
child mortality. Familial relationships 
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were based on patriarchal principles underpinned by traditional values.1 Another 
peculiarity of traditional families was their size and complex structure (undivid-
ed and/or multigenerational), although these features gradually started to trans-
form in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. According to B. N. Mironov, 
the transition to the small (nuclear) family type started within the nobility and 
then the intelligentsia; by the late nineteenth century, this type had started to 
prevail in Russian cities and towns.2 

In peasant communities, the traditional family was preserved longer than in 
other social groups but it still could not remain unaffected by the changes. In 
general, the demographic development of the peasant family in the twentieth 
century was influenced by a complex of factors: firstly, objective trends of the 
demographic transition which directed the family evolution towards the demo-
cratic nuclear model; secondly, the forced industrialization and urbanization of 
Soviet society; and, finally, several demographic disasters which undermined the 
demographic potential of the rural areas. 

An additional factor which destroyed the remainder of the rural demographic 
potential was an enormous outflow of migrants from rural areas. The working 
population, especially young people, was fleeing from rural areas on a massive 
scale, which changed the balance between age and sex groups in the villages. The 
mortality rates exceeded fertility rates. 

The major objective of this study is to demonstrate how the abovementioned 
factors affected the structure and functions of the peasant family and to describe 
the characteristics of the ‘Soviet model’ of the demographic transition. Geo-
graphically, our research covers the Middle Urals—the zone in the middle of 
the Ural ridge. As an administrative unit, this area belonged to the Ural region 
(1923–1933) and after 1934, to Sverdlovsk region. The Middle Urals is particu-
larly interesting due to the fact that it allows us to trace back the demographic 
trends, which encompassed the whole of twentieth-century Russia. Sverdlovsk 
region had a developed mining, metallurgical and other industries, which re-
sulted in a high level of urbanization, comparable to metropolitan areas. This 
intensified such processes as the steady decline in the peasant population, as well 
as familial and demographic transformations. 

Budget Studies of Peasant Households 
in the 1920s and 1960s

Budget statistics proved to be a valuable source due to the extreme 
scarcity of data on the peasant family.3 Historical family studies tend to 
rely on census results, that is, on generalized data.4 The primary census 

forms, which were particularly valuable for family studies, did not survive. For-
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tunately, materials related to budget studies were preserved in regional archival 
funds and, most importantly, they contain comprehensive information about 
the family as a household unit. 

In the collections of the State Archive of Sverdlovsk Region we found pri-
mary Forms of Budget Description of the Peasant Household, 1928/1929.5 In 
1928, in the Urals there were 1,240,300 individual peasant households. 400 
households (0.32%) were surveyed and 325 budget descriptions (81.24% of the 
sample size) are extant.

Overall, the Soviet budget studies covered approximately twenty thousand 
households.6 The program of the 1928–1929 budget studies comprised several 
sections: the population and their working hours; land and land use; cattle farm-
ing; poultry farming; fishery; income and expenditures; family diet; and so on. 
In the Form of Budget Description of the Peasant Household, a special place 
was given to the characteristics of peasant families, which included informa-
tion about family members, their age, sex, kinship relations, nationality, literacy, 
occupations, temporary and permanent disabilities (the number of sick days). 
The forms also recorded all changes which happened in the family throughout 
the year (births, deaths, marriages). If we analyze the data about households in 
1913 (the number of family members; the area of arable land; the number of 
horses and cows), we can identify the main trends in the development of peasant 
households from the early twentieth century to the late 1920s. 

The form structure was later used to design databases, which comprised 44 
fields, including the characteristics of the household’s head (age, sex, nationality, 
literacy, affiliation with public organizations); data on the family size and struc-
ture; the age of family members; the number of minor children; the composi-
tion of the family in 1913; the year when the household was formed; its land 
and livestock (in 1913 and 1918); its income and expenditures. This database 
has allowed us to piece together the structure of the peasant family on the eve 
of collectivization. 

Starting from 1932, in the ussr there was a massive reorganization of the 
system of budget studies: a permanent budgetary network was established, 
which covered 0.01% of all the families in the country. In 1963, 62,000 families 
were constantly monitored.7 In Sverdlovsk region in the 1960s, 2,000 families 
were surveyed, including 100 families of kolkhoz farmers, 1,000, of production 
workers, and 660 of white collar workers. 

The budget studies of kolkhozniks in the period between the 1930s and 1960s 
were similar to those of the 1920s and included similar sections: family data; 
working hours; earned income (in a kolkhoz), enterprise or institution; the turn-
over of foodstuffs in the household; expenditures on the acquisition of industrial 
goods, on transport, housing, household services, on the payment of taxes and 
debts; food consumption patterns; the size and the structure of households. 
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All the information was recorded in statistical data forms: these were five 
in the 1930s, four of which were considered as primary and were filled on the 
basis of field inquiry and self-reporting. In the 1950s, the number of forms was 
reduced to three and in the 1960s, to two: Statistical Form 1 Family Budget 
and Statistical Form 2 Budget Statistician’s Control Notebook, filled annually 
for each family. The second form was filled each month throughout the year to 
verify the completeness and accurateness of the data provided by the family dur-
ing the interview. 

Overall, in the State Archive of Sverdlovsk Region there are 221 control note-
books providing statistics for 1963 (55.25% of the original sample). The design 
of the database took into account the program of the 1929 budget survey to pro-
vide comparability of the data. Thus, the budget information from the two data-
bases allowed us to study the dynamics of the peasant family in the Middle Urals.

Historiographical Aspects of Studying  
the Russian Peasant Family  
in the Period between the 1920s and the 1960s

The research on the peasant family in Russia follows a long-standing 
historiographical tradition, dating back to the surveys of zemstvo statisti-
cians of the late nineteenth century, who found correlations between 

demographic trends in rural areas and the economic activities of peasant house-
holds.8 Therefore, the pre-Soviet stage in the history of the peasant family was 
thoroughly studied, not only from the demographic but also from the social and 
cultural point of view.9 In the 1920s, the peasant family aroused considerable 
scholarly interest10: Alexander Chayanov used the materials of budget studies to 
develop his domestic labor theory of a peasant household.11

In the 1970s and 1980s, there was another revival of interest in historical 
demography. The greatest contribution was made by V. P. Danilov and his stu-
dents, O. M. Verbitskaya and N. A. Aralovets. They continued their historical-de-
mographic studies in the 2000s and conducted a comprehensive analysis of family 
relationships in Soviet rural and urban areas between the 1920s and 1950s.12 

Attention to primary (nominative) sources, and in particular to materials of 
budget statistics, was a characteristic feature of the late Soviet historiography. 
Among the most significant works were those of Yu. P. Bokarev, who analyzed 
budget statistics of the 1920s as a historical source and showed the potential of 
this data for research on the peasant family structure in the late 1920s.13 The 
Vologda school of agricultural history used budget statistics of the 1930s–1960s 
to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the economic problems and demograph-
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ic behavior of kolkhoz peasants in the Russian North.14 L. N. Mazur studied the 
budgets of Ural kolkhozniks of the 1960s to describe the structure and functions 
of the peasant family and the factors of its transformations in the final stage of 
the demographic transition.15 

In general, the Russian historiography of the peasant family is characterized 
by the following: firstly, it relies on aggregated statistical sources; secondly, it 
focuses on the economic aspects of peasant life and on the material well-being 
of peasants. Primary nominative sources are used infrequently, which negatively 
affects the depth of historical reconstructions. 

The Peasant Family in the Urals  
on the Eve of Collectivization
(Based on the Results of Budget Studies of 1928–1929)

The general statistical picture of the peasant family in the late 1920s 
and its structural and quantitative characteristics correspond to the com-
mon notions of a traditional peasant household. Out of the 325 families 

participating in the survey, 201 households (62.15%) had been formed before 
1913, while the rest emerged in the 1920s. When asked about the current state 
of their households and the trends of its development, 32.0% of the families 
pointed out that their household had grown in comparison with the pre-rev-
olutionary period; 41.54% said that nothing had changed, and 25.23% of re-
spondents observed that their households were in decline due to the shortage of 
workers, high taxes, and the lack of plough cattle.

Our analysis of peasant families shows that those consisting of five to eight 
members prevailed. Moreover, by 1929 their percentage had risen from 50.00% 
to 65.23% (Table 1). Small families (from one to four family members) ac-
counted for a little less than one-third and their number indicated a downward 
trend (from 32.67% to 28.00%). The percentage of large households (over 
eight members) decreased from 16.83% in 1913 to 6.46% in 1929. These 
fluctuations occurred due to natural causes—the life cycles in the evolution of 
families. Furthermore, it is important to take into consideration the impact of 
economic factors: on the one hand, the postwar crisis and the nep policy stimu-
lated family households to merge and consolidate; on the other hand, the Soviet 
taxation policy in 1928–1929 and the threat of dekulakization contributed to the 
splitting of households. In general, the data on the size of peasant families dem-
onstrate that they preserved their traditional practices of functioning based on 
joint household ownership. On average, peasant families tended to grow smaller 
in size: in 1913 they comprised 6.10 people, while in 1929 only 5.52. 
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TabLe 1. disTribuTiOn Of peasanT famiLies

in The uraLs accOrding TO Their size in 1913–1963

Number  
of household 
members

1913 1929 1963
Number  

of households % Number  
of households % Number  

of households %

1 1 0.49 1 0.31 20 9.05

2 9 4.45 14 4.31 45 20.36

3 27 13.37 18 5.54 49 22.17

4 30 14.85 59 18.15 42 19.00

5 32 15.84 81 24.92 30 13.57

6 29 14.36 68 20.92 35 15.84
7 22 10.89 47 14.46
8 18 8.91 16 4.92
9 9 4.45 13 4.00

10 10 4.95 5 1.54
11 1 0.49 1 0.31
12 5 2.47 1 0.31
13 1 0.49 0 0.00
14 4 1.98 1 0.31
15 1 0.49 0 0.00

16 1 0.49 0 0.00

22 1 0.49 0 0.00

No data 1 0.49 0 0.00

TOTaL 202 100.00 325 100.00 221 100

 The table is based on the calculations made by using the data of peasant budget studies in 1928–
1929 and 1963. 

However, if we compare these data with the materials of the All-Soviet Census 
of 1926, we see the difference: in the budget studies the average indicators are 
higher (Table 2).

TabLe 2. peasanT hOusehOLds in The uraLs in 1916–1926

Indicator 1916 1926
Number of households (thousands) 1,096 1,224
On average per household:
People 5.2 4.7
Work horses 1.65 1.21
Cows 1.73 1.46
Arable land, desyatinas 4.34 4.00

source: S. A. Nefedov, Agrarian and Demographic Outcomes of Stalin’s Collectivization (Tambov: 
Publishing House of Tambov State University n.a. G. R. Derzhavin, 2013), 81. The statistical 
data were recalculated for the Urals only, excluding the other regions.
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The average family size, according to the 1926 census, is confirmed by the data 
of the All-Russia Party Census of 1922–1924. The families of communist peas-
ants were small and predominantly consisted of two to four people, 48.57%; of 
five to eight people, 37.14%; and of over eight people, 7.62 %. Singles consti-
tuted a noticeably large share, 6.67 %. On average, the families of communist 
peasants consisted of 4.5 people.16 

Different sources provide us with different data on the average size of peasant 
families due to the peculiarities of the sample chosen for budget studies. Accord-
ing to Yu. P. Bokarev, statistics agencies mostly focused on those family house-
holds that were systematically engaged in agricultural activities and used them as 
a source of income. Therefore, the budget studies tended to underestimate the 
share of fringe groups.17 

In 1929, 96.82% of households were headed by men and only 3.08%, by 
women, predominantly widows with children. For peasant households the role 
of men was crucial. The head of the family and adult male members were mostly 
occupied with crop farming while women were responsible for such field work 
as harrowing, manuring and haymaking. The main female occupations were also 
poultry farming, gardening and cattle handling. It is interesting that the census 
of 1922 and of 1926 classified peasant women who performed household duties 
as dependents. 

This was one of the main reasons why, after the loss of the breadwinner, wid-
ows sought to remarry. The budget studies describe several families in which the 
widow tried to solve the problem of labor shortage by entering into an unequal 
marriage: in one case, a 48-year-old woman married a 27-year-old man, who 
thus accepted a caregiving role in the family18; in another case, in a Tatar family, 
a 29-year-old man married a 41-year-old widow with four children.19 Widow-
ers also sought to remarry, especially if they had to take care of small children.20 

Overall, the budget studies show that only 6.47% of families were single-
parent, the rest were two-parent. It should be highlighted, however, that in 
that period Ural villages were still struggling to cope with the consequences of 
the demographic disaster of 1914–1923. In general, the share of single-parent 
families was much higher and reached 19.8% among Party members, in cities 
and towns—up to 30.5%.21

The grouping of peasant households according to the age of their heads cor-
responds to the normal distribution and reflects the natural alternation of gene-
rations (Table 3). In the later period the shifts were more noticeable, though. 
The budget studies of 1963 brought to light the ageing of the population, the 
declining number of young families, and the growing percentage of families 
aged 46 and above. The age-related imbalance, which resulted in the depopula-
tion of Ural villages, was caused not only by World War Two but also by rural 
migration, which peaked in the 1950–1960s.
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In 1929, over a half of the families in the sample (56.92%) were simple nuclear 
families, predominantly married couples with children. Three-generation families 
also made up a large proportion: they corresponded to the subtypes ‘extended up-
wards’ (21.85%) and ‘extended downwards’ (14.77%). These were the family cat-
egories which determined the general family structure of rural areas in the Urals.

TabLe 3. disTribuTiOn Of peasanT hOusehOLds in The uraLs in 1929–1963 
accOrding TO The age Of The hOusehOLd’s head

Household head’s 
age, years

1929 1963
Households % Households %

under 25 17 5.23 6 2.71
26–30 51 15.69 18 8.14
31–35 48 14.77 25 11.31
36–40 61 18.77 38 17.19
41–45 36 11.08 26 11.76
46–50 35 10.77 38 17.19
51–55 30 9.23 29 13.12
56–60 27 8.31 25 11.31
61 and above 20 6.15 16 7.24

TOTaL 325 100.00 221 100.0

The table is based on the calculations made by using the data of peasant budget studies in 1928–
1929 and 1963.

There were also different kinds of single-parent families (6.47%), half of which 
belonged to the simple nuclear type (Table 4). The shrinking diversity of de-
mographic types and the increasing share of single-parent families constituted 
trends in family development. 

TabLe 4. disTribuTiOn Of peasanT famiLies in The uraLs in 1929–1963 
 accOrding TO Their demOgraphic Types

Laslett’s 
classification Demographic family type

1929 1963
Number of 
households % Number of 

households %

3a
Childless married couple  
(simple family) 11 3.38 23 10.41

3b
Nuclear family  
(married couple with children) 164 50.46 82 37.10

4a
Married couple with parents and 
children (extended upwards) 71 21.85 27 12.22

4b
Married couple with children and 
grandchildren (extended downwards) 48 14.77 0 0.00
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Laslett’s 
classification Demographic family type

1929 1963
Number of 
households % Number of 

households %

4c+4d
Childless married couple with parents 
and relatives (extended laterally) 8 2.46 5 2.26

5e Laterally extended families (undivided) 1 0.31 0 0.00

3c+3d
Caregiver (father or mother)  
with children (simple family) 10 3.08 47 21.27

4a
Caregiver with parents and children 
(extended upwards) 1 0.31 17 7.69

4d
Caregiver with parents and relatives 
(extended upwards and laterally) 1 0.31 0 0.00

4d
Caregiver with relatives  
(extended laterally) 1 0.31 0 0.00

5c
Caregiver with children and 
grandchildren (extended downwards) 8 2.46 0 0.00

1a+1b Singles 1 0.31 20 9.05

TOTaL 325 100.00 221 100.00

The table is based on the calculations made by using the data of peasant budget studies in 
1928/1929 and 1963. 

TabLe 5. disTribuTiOn Of peasanT famiLies in The uraLs in 1929–1963  
accOrding TO The number Of minOr chiLdren

Minor children  
(under 18)

1929 1963
Households % Households  %

0 25 7.69 79 35.74
1 48 14.77 55 24.89
2 85 26.15 40 18.10
3 82 25.23 31 14.03
4 61 18.77 8 3.62
5 17 5.23 8 3.62
6 4 1.23
7 3 0.92

TOTaL 325 100.00 221 100.00

The table is based on the calculations made by using the data of peasant budget studies 
in 1928–1929 and 1963. 

The peasant family is commonly expected to have high fertility rates. As Table 5 il-
lustrates, over 70% of households had between two and four minor children while 
7.4% had five and more. Families with no children or just one child accounted 
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for 22.46% of cases. Sometimes families had no children due to infertility but in 
60% of cases they did have children but the children grew up and were statistically 
registered as adult family members. Thus, the indicator ‘the number of minor chil-
dren’ does not fully reflect the fertility of peasant families but shows certain char-
acteristics of their demographic behavior. As one peasant woman recollected, “on 
average families had four-five children, rarely three. Women used to give birth to 
many children but many of them died because nobody treated them: if they man-
aged to survive, they lived. My mother had nine of us, but only three survived.”22

Overall, in the late 1920s, despite all the social transformations, the peasant 
family preserved its traditional characteristics and was less affected by modern-
ization processes than the urban family. The vast majority of peasant families 
(96.92%) were headed my men and only 3.07% by widows aged 35–60, usually 
with one child. 

Peasant families followed the patriarchal pattern of relationships, which is 
supported by the evidence provided by oral history. For example, A. A. Markov 
(born in 1925) remembered the following: “As a child I lived in a large fam-
ily. My grandfather was a severe man, sometimes he even bullied my father, 
let alone my grandmother and mother. We were afraid of him. He did all the 
decision-making, and his word was law. We used to hide when he was irritated. 
My father expressed his opinions and was unhappy with the grandfather. How-
ever, he couldn’t change this patriarchal way of life and built a place of his own 
on the edge of the village and this is where we lived with my mother, aunt and 
five children.”23 

The budgets record such family traditions as the payment of the bride price 
(kalym), which varied from twenty to seventy roubles.24 These data are con-
firmed by peasants’ memories: “They negotiated the ‘request’ or the price of the 
bride,” tells A. S. Busygin. “Back in the day my mother was estimated at sixty 
roubles, which was a high price then. For comparison a cow cost thirty roubles. 
Anyway, they paid thirty roubles in cash and thirty roubles in gold.”25 

Although the state launched a full-scale anticlerical campaign, pushed the 
Church out of politics and declared that civil marriage took precedence over 
church marriage,26 throughout the 1920s the authority of the Church remained 
high among the peasants.27 In almost all families, including those of Party and 
Komsomol members, people followed religious rituals (this fact is confirmed by 
extensive factual evidence). There were cases when communists who participat-
ed in religious wedding ceremonies were expelled from the Party.28 Therefore, 
religion and religious family rituals characterized peasant lifestyle until the late 
1920s. In the 1930s, however, people who adhered to religious rituals could be 
persecuted since this supposedly showed their “disloyalty.” An additional factor 
contributing to secularization of everyday peasant life was the mass closure of 
churches (1929–1930).
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In the 1920s, divorce became a new fact of village life. It was allowed by 
the decrees of the Soviet authorities, but it took some time before peasants 
grew accustomed to it and this new development contributed to the increasing 
instability of the family.29 In one of the budget study forms it was written that 
a 40-year-old peasant from the village of Malye Luzhki in Perm district, Ural 
region, had left his wife and five minor children.30 The expenditure section of 
the budgets often mentioned alimony payments.31 In the 1920s, in the rural 
areas of the ussr per every thousand marriages there were 100–150 divorces—
almost half as many as in the urban areas.32 Thus, divorce started to be perceived 
as nothing out of the ordinary in familial relationships. 1.8% of budget forms 
recorded ‘family conflicts’ as the reason for the decline of the household. Despite 
the subordinate status of women, divorce was normally initiated by men. 

Peasant Families in the Middle Urals 
in the 1930s–1950s

In the 1930s, collectivization, dekulakization and the creation of collective 
farms brought about considerable changes to the family structure of the 
Russian peasantry and its functions. The family transformations in this pe-

riod were shaped by the three key factors: dekulakization and the breakup of 
large peasant households; the 1932 famine; and the purges. These negatively 
affected the peasantry,33 inevitably influencing the average family composition 
and its structure. According to the 1939 census, the number of single people in 
the structure of the rural population of Sverdlovsk region accounted for 2.4%; 
the share of small families comprising two to four members, 64.3%. On the 
contrary, the share of large families decreased (for example, families consisting 
of five to seven people accounted for 32%; those of eight and more people were 
3.7%). The average family composition was reduced to 4.03 people.34

Despite collectivization, peasant/kolkhoz life still economically relied on pri-
vate households, which changed their status to private garden plots and until 
the 1960s determined the families’ levels of income and consumption. Since the 
peasant family preserved its economic foundation, it also preserved its archaic 
characteristics such as the patriarchal nature of familial relationships, the tradi-
tions of age and gender labor division, and women’s subordination. Thus, in 
the family life of the peasantry social transformations preceded the demographic 
transformations. This gap shaped the peasant family’s demographic transition: 
even though it preserved its patriarchal characteristics throughout the whole 
given period, its demographic characteristics were radically transformed.

The next stage in the peasant family’s evolution was linked to World War 
Two, its demographic consequences and the postwar agrarian policy of the So-
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viet government, which was openly anti-peasant. To reconstruct the country 
the government needed funds, which it drew out of kolkhoz production and 
through the heavy taxation of the rural population. The policy caused the fam-
ine of 1946 and 1947, which affected the most fertile areas of Ukraine and the 
Central Black Earth regions of Russia. According to M. Ellman, in 1946 and 
1947 in the ussr, between 1 and 1.5 million people perished from starvation.35 
The pauperization of the peasantry, the severe conditions of life and work were 
conducive to migration: men of working age were the first to start leaving the 
country, and the women followed suit starting with the mid–1950s. 

In this period the rural population plummeted (in the Urals in the period 
between 1941 and 1965 the population decreased by 41%).36 There were also 
changes in its age and gender make-up and, as a result, in family structure. The 
rise in the number of single-parent families and the decline of birth rates were 
the outcomes of direct losses in the male population in the war years and the 
migration outflow in the postwar period. If we compare the average family size, 
we see the following trend: in 1939 it was 4.04 people while in 1965 it was only 
3.6. The dynamics of the average family size in rural areas reflects the general 
transition from large extended peasant families to small nuclear ones. 

According to the 1963 budget study, in the early 1960s, the peasant family 
structure was dominated by small families (less than three people) (51.6%). The 
share of singles (9.05%), mostly consisting of older women, was also signifi-
cant. Families consisting of four members or more accounted for less than a half 
(48.4%), with a large share of families of six people or more, 15.6% (see Table 
1). These statistics point to the fact that peasant communities still followed the 
traditional norms of reproductive behavior and were oriented towards creating 
large families, which was typical of the rural way of life and was considerably 
different from urban communities. For instance, in 1959 in the ussr families of 
workers that consisted of six people or more accounted for 6.9%, while in peas-
ant communities such families accounted for 15.3%.37

The distribution of peasant families according to their demographic type 
shows that in the Middle Urals nuclear families prevailed: ‘married couples 
with children’ made up 37.10% and a half of them had three or more children. 
10.41% of families were “childless married couples.” These were generally the 
families that reached the final stage of their life cycle: the age of the family’s head 
was usually over 46 (86.8%) and only 13% of such families were comparatively 
young (36 to 45 years old). At the same time, the number of extended multi-
generational families was falling (22.17%) and their structure tended to become 
more unified: they were mostly either “married couples with parents and chil-
dren” or “the head of the household with children and parents.” 

Up until the mid–1960s, almost every third family in Ural villages was a 
single-parent family (28.96%) and corresponded to the demographic types of 
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“mother (father) with children” or “mother (father) with children and parents” 
(see Table 4). Single-parent families were mostly headed by women who be-
came widows in the war and postwar periods. This trend was also caused by 
the rising number of divorces in the 1960s, in both urban and rural areas. In 
1958–1959 the divorce rate in the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic 
was 6.5 divorces per one hundred families and in 1968–1977 this figure rose to 
13.3, which means that it more than doubled.38

By and large, the diversity of demographic types shrank considerably in com-
parison with 1929, which shows the unification of family processes in the course 
of the demographic transition. 

Another trend was the ageing of the rural population in the Urals and the 
changes in family structure (see Table 3 and Table 5). In 1963, over 60.6% of 
families reached the final stage of their life cycle: in 28.95% of families the age 
of the head was 40–49 and in 31.67% of families the head was older than 51. It 
is remarkable that the head of every fifth surveyed family was retired. The group 
of young families, on the contrary, was extremely small—only 10.9%. 

The fact that there was a large proportion of families in the final stage of 
their life cycle shows that the migration of grown-up children had disrupted the 
continuity of generations. Therefore, there were many single-person households 
and childless married couples (38.5%). 

Fertility rates shaped the demographic situation in rural areas and determined 
the specific types of population reproduction. In the mid–1960s, peasant families 
tended to have fewer and fewer children: in 1963, in Ural villages, over a third 
of families (35.74%) had no minor children and 24.89% had only one child (see 
Table 5). On average, in Sverdlovsk region, in 1960, per 100 families of kolk-
hozniks there were 122 children under 16; 132 children in 1963; 123 in 1965.39

A small group of families with many children (four or more) accounted for 
7.24%. The head of the family was usually 31–50 years old, that is, these were 
families at the peak of their life cycle. Although in the given period the peasant 
population demonstrated a steady downward trend in its fertility rates, peasant 
families with many children twice outnumbered the urban ones.

The head of the family was still the main decision-maker and the principal 
caregiver. The budget studies show that men continued playing the key role in 
their families. In the vast majority of families, men were married and only in 
2.7%, unmarried.

Women as family heads were found in 42.5% of families. As for their marital 
status, this category was different from male heads of families: women were 
generally single so these were single-parent families. Among female heads of 
families, women over 45 predominated (56.4%) and only 3.2% were under 30. 
A particularly interesting type of families comprised married couples (7.2%) 
in which the woman was identified as the head. This fact brings to light cer-
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tain shifts in familial relationships and the changing status of women in society. 
Thus, two-parent families were mostly headed by men and, on the contrary, 
single-parent families mostly relied on older women. 

The statistical analysis of the whole spectrum of family data leads us to the 
conclusion that small families prevailed in the Ural village and that most of them 
were at the final stage of their life cycle. This situation was to a great extent the 
result of the anti-peasant social policy. Low standards of living and poor work-
ing conditions provoked mass migration to the city and thus contributed to 
the ageing and decline of the rural population. Overall, in Sverdlovsk region, 
between 1960 and 1967 the rural population dropped from 926 thousand to 
830 thousand people.40

Therefore, in the given period, there were tumultuous shifts in the peasant 
family structure, which were determined by the demographic transition. These 
processes gradually encompassed all spheres of family life, actively moderniz-
ing production relations and the economic functions of the family. The demo-
graphic structure of the population is generally quite inert but it adjusts to the 
changing social conditions: peasant families grew smaller in size and they tended 
to have fewer children. These transformations show that by the mid–1960s, the 
demographic transition had been completed and the new patterns of reproduc-
tion had been established, which caused a demographic crisis in rural areas and 
the decline in rural population. 

Conclusion

The analysis of budget statistics has revealed the following characteristics 
of the demographic transition in the Russian village: the transforma-
tions of the family structure progressed rapidly (from the 1920s to the 

1960s); they were accompanied by demographic disasters, which were caused 
not only by wars but also by political campaigns. The intensive rural migration 
of the 1950s and 1960s also turned into a major demographic disaster. As a re-
sult, the peasant family became unable to provide the agricultural economy with 
adequate population reproduction.

The “Soviet” model of demographic transition was typical of societies that 
entered the stage of modernization comparatively late and that chose forced 
economic and social restructuring in the course of their historical development. 

Demographic trends in the Ural region were similar to those of the whole 
Soviet society: transition to the small nuclear family type, increase in the number 
of single people, and progressive ageing of the rural population. These changes 
gradually encompassed all spheres of family life. The demographic family struc-
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ture, its functions and familial relations were modernized most actively. None-
theless, the peasant family managed to preserve some of its patriarchal features, 
which were determined by their ownership of private households. In the 1970s, 
when the role of household plots started to diminish, the demographic transi-
tion entered its final stage: the family structure became more unified and the 
differences between rural/peasant and urban families all but disappeared.
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Abstract
The Peasant Family in the Urals in the 1920s–1960s:  
Reconstruction Based on the Data of Budget Studies 

The paper discusses the evolution of the peasant family in Russia in the twentieth century. We 
have studied the structure and dynamics of the Ural peasant family in the 1920s–1960s. In our 
comparative analysis we used the materials of the 1929 and 1936 budget studies of peasant house-
holds in the Urals. These data were supplemented by other sources: the Party Census of 1922, 
the population censuses of 1926 and 1939, and Soviet films of the period between the 1920s and 
1970s. The analysis of budget statistics has brought to light the following characteristics of the de-
mographic transition: the family structure was changing at an accelerated pace (from 1920 to the 
1960s); the family transformation was affected by demographic disasters such as wars and politi-
cal campaigns (collectivization, forced evictions of the population of small rural settlements). The 
intensive rural migration of the 1950s and 1960s turned into a major demographic disaster, too. 
As a result, the peasant family became unable to provide the agricultural economy with adequate 
population reproduction.

Keywords
peasant family, household, demographic transition, demographic type, family composition


