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Stalin’s rule: economy and society 
1929–41

Stalin decided that the USSR could not survive unless it rapidly modernised its economy. 
To this end, he set about completely reshaping Soviet agriculture and industry. This had 
immense economic, social and political consequences. These are examined as three 
themes:

★ Stalin’s economic aims after 1929: the great turn

★ Collectivisation and the war against the peasantry

★ Industrialisation: the first three Five-Year Plans

The key debate on page 104 of this chapter asks the question: Were Stalin’s economic 
policies justified by their results?

CHAPTER 4

1928 Collectivisation began
 Start of the first Five-Year Plan
1932–3 Widespread famine in the USSR

1933 Start of the second Five-Year Plan
1938 Start of the third Five-Year Plan
1941–5 The ‘Great Patriotic War’

Key dates

 1 Stalin’s economic aims after 
1929: the great turn
 ▶ What were Stalin’s motives in revolutionising the Soviet economy?

In the late 1920s Stalin decided to impose on the USSR a crash programme of 
reform of the economy. Agriculture and industry were to be revolutionised. 
This was to prove such a dramatic development that Stalin referred to it as the 
‘second revolution’, a way of equating it in importance with that of the 1917 
revolution itself. Historians often use the term the ‘great turn’ to suggest that 
what Stalin did was as significant as Lenin’s introduction of NEP in 1921 (see 
page 54). The cue for the great change had been provided in 1926 by a critical 
resolution of the party congress ‘to transform our country from an agrarian into 
an industrial one, capable by its own efforts of producing the necessary means of 
modernisation’. Stalin planned to turn that resolution into reality.

 KEY TERM

Second revolution The 
modernisation of the Soviet 
economy by means of state 
direction and central control.

_9781471838156_ATH_Bolshevik_Stalinist_Russia.indb   85 27/01/2015   09:39

Sa
mple ch

ap
ter



86

Bolshevik and Stalinist Russia 1917–64

Revolution from above

Stalin’s economic policy had one essential aim, the modernisation of the Soviet 
economy, and two essential methods, collectivisation and industrialisation. 
From 1928 onwards, the attempt to modernise the USSR saw the Soviet state 
take over the running of the nation’s economy. It is also frequently referred to as 
a ‘revolution from above’.

In the Bolshevik interpretation of events, 1917 had been a revolution from 
below. The Bolshevik-led proletariat had begun the construction of a state 
in which the workers ruled. Bukharin and the Right had used this notion to 
argue that, since the USSR was now a proletarian society, the economy should 
be left to develop at its own pace, without interference from the government. 
But Stalin’s economic programme ended such thinking. The state would now 
command and direct the economy from above.

A central planning agency, known as Gosplan, had been created earlier under 
Lenin (see page 75). However, what was different about Stalin’s schemes 
was their scale and thoroughness. Under Stalin, state control was to be total. 
There was an important political aspect to this. He saw in a hard-line policy 
the best means of confirming his authority over party and government. When 
he introduced his radical economic changes, Stalin claimed that they marked 
as significant a stage in Soviet communism as had Lenin’s fateful decision to 
sanction the October uprising in 1917. This comparison was obviously intended 
to enhance his own status as a revolutionary leader following in the footsteps of 
Lenin.

Modernisation

It would be wrong to regard Stalin’s policy as wholly a matter of political 
expediency. Judging from his speeches and actions after 1928, he had become 
convinced that the needs of Soviet Russia could be met only by modernisation. 
By that, Stalin meant bringing his economically backward nation up to a level 
of industrial production that would enable it to catch up with and then overtake 
the advanced economies of Western Europe and the USA. He believed that the 
survival of the revolution and of Soviet Russia depended on the nation’s ability 
to turn itself into a modern industrial society within the shortest possible time. 
That was the essence of his slogan ‘socialism in one country’ (see page 77). 
Asserting that the Soviet Union was 100 years behind the advanced countries, 
he claimed: ‘We must make good this distance in ten years or we shall be 
crushed.’

 KEY TERMS

Revolution from below 
The CPSU consistently 
claimed that the 1917 
revolution had been a 
genuine rising of the people 
rather than a power grab by 
the Bolsheviks.

Political expediency 
Pursuing a course of action 
with the primary aim of 
gaining a political advantage.
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 2 Collectivisation and the war 
against the peasantry
 ▶ What part was collectivisation intended to play in Stalin’s plan for 

the modernisation of the USSR?

Stalin was not a trained economist. He worked to a very simple formula which 
ran along these lines:

The USSR needed to industrialise.

Industrialisation required large amounts of manpower and capital.

The backward USSR did not have sufficient capital and could not borrow 
from abroad because of its strained relations with the capitalist world.

Since Russia’s natural resources, such as oil and gas, had yet to be 
effectively exploited, this left land as the only available resource.

Therefore, the peasants must produce surplus food to be sold abroad 
to raise capital.

Efficient farming under collectivisation would create a surplus of farm 
labourers who would thus become available as factory workers.

The necessary first step towards using the land to raise capital was the 
collectivisation of Russian agriculture. This involved the state taking the land 

Summary diagram: Stalin’s economic aims after 1929: the great turn

Aims

• ‘Second revolution’ to fulfil the first by modernising Soviet economy 
 through state direction and control
• Revolution from above
• Economic motive: to enable the USSR to catch up with the Western 
 economies

Means

• Collectivisation and industrialisation under Gosplan direction
• Political motive: to confirm Stalin’s authority as leader 

 KEY TERM

Capital The fi nance for 
investing in the purchasing of 
industrial machinery, plants 
and factories.
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from the peasants, who would no longer farm for their own individual profit. 
Instead they would pool their efforts and receive a wage. Stalin calculated that 
this change would allow the Soviet Union to use the collective profits from the 
land to finance a massive industrialisation programme. For him, the needs of the 
land were always subordinate to those of industry.

Collective and state farms

In introducing collectivisation, Stalin referred to ‘the setting up of collective 
farms and state farms in order to squeeze out all capitalist elements from the 
land’. In practice, there was little difference between the two. Both types of 
farm were to be the means by which private peasant ownership would be ended 
and agriculture made to serve the interests of the state. The plan was to group 
between 50 and 100 holdings into one unit. It was believed that large farms 
would be more efficient and would encourage the effective use of agricultural 
machinery. Indeed, the motorised tractor became the outstanding symbol of this 
mechanising of Soviet farming.

Improved farming methods on the new farms, so ran the argument, would 
decrease the number of rural workers needed and so release workers for the new 
factories.

The kulaks

When introducing collectivisation in 1928, Stalin claimed that it was ‘voluntary’, 
the free and eager choice of the peasants. But in truth it was forced on a very 
reluctant peasantry. In a major propaganda offensive, he copied Lenin in 
identifying a class of kulaks, who were holding back the workers’ revolution 
by monopolising the best land and employing cheap peasant labour to farm it 
(see page 50). By hoarding their farm produce, they kept food prices high, thus 
making themselves rich at the expense of the workers and poorer peasants. 
Unless they were broken as a class, they would prevent the modernisation of the 
USSR.

The concept of a kulak class is now known to have been a Stalinist myth. The 
so-called kulaks were really only those hard-working peasants who had proved 
more efficient farmers than their neighbours. In no sense did they constitute the 
class of exploiting landowners described in Stalinist propaganda. Nonetheless, 
given the tradition of landlord oppression going back to tsarist times, the notion 
of grasping kulaks proved a very powerful one and provided the grounds for the 
coercion of the peasantry as a whole – middling and poor peasants, as well as 
kulaks.

Surplus food, surplus peasants

As a revolutionary, Stalin followed Lenin in having little sympathy for the 
peasants. Communist theory taught that the days of the peasantry as a 
revolutionary social force had passed. The future belonged to the urban workers. 

 KEY TERMS

Collective farms 
(Kolkhozy in Russian.) Run 
as co-operatives in which 
the peasants pooled their 
resources and shared their 
labour and wages.

State farms (Sovkhozy in 
Russian.) Contained peasants 
working directly for the state, 
which paid them a wage.
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It was held that October 1917 had been the first stage in the triumph of this 
proletarian class. Therefore, it was perfectly fitting that the peasantry should, in 
a time of national crisis, bow to the demands of industrialisation.

It was certainly true that for generations the Russian countryside had been 
overpopulated, creating a chronic land shortage. Even in the best years of NEP, 
food production had seldom matched needs. Yet Stalin insisted that the problem 
was not the lack of food but its poor distribution; food shortages were the result 
of grain-hoarding by the rich peasants. This argument was then used to explain 
the urgent need for collectivisation as a way of securing adequate food supplies. 
It also provided the moral grounds for the onslaught on the kulaks, who were 
condemned as enemies of the Soviet nation in its struggle to modernise itself in 
the face of international, capitalist hostility.

De-kulakisation

In some regions the poorer peasants undertook ‘de-kulakisation’ with 
enthusiasm, since it provided them with an excuse to settle old scores and give 
vent to local jealousies. Land and property were seized from the minority of 
better-off peasants, and they and their families were physically attacked. Such 
treatment was often the prelude to arrest, and imprisonment or deportation by 
OGPU anti-kulak squads, authorised by Stalin and modelled on the gangs that 
had persecuted the peasants during the state-organised terror of the civil war 
period (see page 50).

SOURCE A

Members of the 
Communist Youth League 
unearthing bags of grain 
hidden by peasants in a 
cemetery near Odessa.

What opportunities did 
searches such as that 
shown in this photo give 
for oppressing the kulaks?

 KEY TERMS

Deportation Removal to 
remote, barren areas.

OGPU Succeeded the Cheka 
as the state security force. In 
turn it became the NKVD, 
the MVD and then the KGB.
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The renewal of terror also served as a warning to the peasantry of the likely 
consequences of resisting the state reorganisation of Soviet agriculture. The 
destruction of the kulaks was thus an integral part of the whole collectivisation 
process. As a Soviet official later admitted: ‘most party officers thought that 
the whole point of de-Kulakisation was its value as an administrative measure, 
speeding up tempos of collectivisation’.

Resistance to collectivisation

In the period between December 1929 and March 1930, nearly half the peasant 
farms in the USSR were collectivised. Yet millions of peasants resisted. What 
amounted to civil war broke out in the countryside. The following figures 
indicate the scale of the disturbances as recorded in official data for the period 
1929–30:

� 30,000 arson attacks occurred.
� The number of organised rural mass disturbances increased from 172 for the 

first half of 1929 to 229 for the second half.

The role of women

A particularly striking feature of the disturbances was the prominent role 
women played in them. In Okhochaya, a village in Ukraine, women broke into 
the barns and seized the bags of grain dumped there by the requisition squads 
after they had taken it from the peasants. Women, as mothers and organisers 
of the household, were invariably the first to suffer the harsh consequences 
of the new agricultural system, and so it was they who were often the first to 
take action. One peasant explained in illuminatingly simple terms why his 

SOURCE B 

An anti-kulak 
demonstration on a 
collective farm in 1930. 
The banner reads 
‘Liquidate the Kulaks as 
a Class’.

Who was likely to have 
organised a 
demonstration like the 
one shown here?
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spouse was so opposed to collectivisation: ‘My wife does not want to socialise 
our cow.’ There were cases of mothers with their children lying down in 
front of the tractors and trucks sent to break up the private farms and impose 
collectivisation. One male peasant admitted that the men preferred women to 
lead the demonstrations since they would be less likely to suffer reprisals from 
the authorities who certainly, judging by court records, appeared reluctant 
initially to prosecute female demonstrators.

Peasant resistance, however, no matter how valiant or desperate, stood no 
chance of stopping collectivisation. The officials and their requisition squads 
pressed on with their disruptive enforcement policies. Such was the turmoil in 
the countryside that Stalin called a halt, blaming the troubles on overzealous 
officials who had become ‘dizzy with success’. Many of the peasants were 
allowed to return to their original holdings. However, the delay was only 
temporary. Having cleared his name by blaming the difficulties on local officials, 
Stalin restarted collectivisation in a more determined, if somewhat slower, 
manner. By the end of the 1930s virtually the whole of the peasantry had been 
collectivised (see Figure 4.1).

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

1930 1941193619351934193319321931

Year

Figure 4.1 Cumulative percentage of peasant holdings collectivised in the USSR 1930–41.

Upheaval and distress

Behind these remarkable figures lay the story of a massive social upheaval. 
Bewildered and confused, the peasants either would not or could not co-operate 
in the deliberate destruction of their traditional way of life. The consequences 
were increasingly tragic. The majority of peasants ate their seed corn and 
slaughtered their livestock. There were no crops left to harvest or animals to rear.
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The Soviet authorities responded with still fiercer coercion, but this simply made 
matters worse: imprisonment, deportation and execution could not replenish the 
barns or restock the herds. Special contingents of party workers were sent from 
the towns to restore food production levels by working on the land themselves. 
But their ignorance of farming only added to the disruption. By a bitter irony, 
even as starvation set in, the little grain that was available was being exported 
as ‘surplus’ to obtain the foreign capital that industry demanded. By 1932 the 
situation on the land was catastrophic.

Table 4.1 The fall in food consumption (in kilograms per head) 

Year Bread Potatoes Meat and lard Butter

1928 250.4 141.1 24.8 1.35
1932 214.6 125.0 11.2 0.70

Table 4.2 The fall in livestock (in millions) 

Year Horses Cattle Pigs Sheep and goats

1928 33 70 26 146
1932 15 34  9  42

The data in Figure 4.1 and Tables 4.1 and 4.2 refer to the USSR as a whole. In the 
urban areas there was more food available. Indeed, a major purpose of the grain 
requisition squads was to maintain adequate supplies to the industrial regions. 
This meant that the misery in the countryside was proportionally greater, with 
areas such as Ukraine and Kazakhstan suffering particularly severely. The 
devastation experienced by the Kazakhs can be gauged from the fact that in this 
period they lost nearly 90 per cent of their livestock.

Nationwide famine

Starvation, which in many parts of the Soviet Union persisted throughout the 
1930s, was at its worst in the years 1932–3, when a national famine occurred. 
Collectivisation led to despair among the peasants. In many areas they simply 
stopped producing, either as an act of desperate resistance or through sheer 
inability to adapt to the violently enforced land system. Hungry and embittered, 
they made for the towns in growing numbers. It had, of course, been part of 
Stalin’s collectivisation plan to move the peasants into the industrial regions. 
However, so great was the migration that a system of internal passports had to 
be introduced in an effort to control the flow. Some idea of the horrors can be 
obtained from the eyewitness account given in Source C. 

SOURCE C

From Victor Serge, Memoirs of a Revolutionary, 1901–1941, Oxford University 
Press, 1963, p. 246.

Trainloads of deported peasants left for the icy North, the forests, the steppes, 
the deserts. These were whole populations, denuded [stripped] of everything; 

In what ways do the data 
in Figure 4.1 and Tables 
4.1 and 4.2 illustrate the 
impact of collectivisation 
in the countryside?

What image of peasant 
suffering and the offi cial 
Soviet response to it is 
depicted in Source C?
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the old folk starved to death in mid-journey, new-born babes were buried on 
the banks of the roadside, and each wilderness had its little cross of boughs or 
white wood. Other populations dragging all their mean possessions on wagons, 
rushed towards the frontiers of Poland, Rumania, and China and crossed them 
– by no means intact, to be sure – in spite of the machine guns … Agricultural 
technicians and experts were brave in denouncing the blunders and excesses; 
they were arrested in thousands and made to appear in huge sabotage trials so 
that responsibility might be unloaded on somebody.

Official silence

Despite overwhelming evidence of the tragedy that had overtaken the USSR, 
the official Stalinist line was that there was no famine. In the whole of the 
contemporary Soviet press there were only two oblique references to it. 
This conspiracy of silence was of more than political significance. As well as 
protecting the reputation of Stalin the great planner, it effectively prevented 
the introduction of measures to remedy the distress. Since the famine did not 
officially exist, Soviet Russia could not publicly take steps to relieve it. For the 
same reason, it could not appeal, as had been done during an earlier Russian 
famine in 1921, for aid from the outside world (see page 52).

Thus, what Isaac Deutscher, historian and former Trotskyist, called ‘the first 
purely man-made famine in history’ went unacknowledged in order to avoid 
discrediting Stalin. Not for the last time, large numbers of the Soviet people 
were sacrificed on the altar of Stalin’s reputation. There was a strong rumour 
that Stalin’s wife, Nadezdha Alliluyeva, had been driven to suicide by the 
knowledge that it was her husband’s brutal policies that had caused the famine. 
Shortly before her death she had railed at Stalin as an uncaring monster. ‘You 
torment your wife. You torment the whole Russian people.’

The truth of Nadezdha Alliluyeva’s charge has now been put beyond doubt 
by the findings of scholars who have examined the Soviet archives that were 
opened up after the fall of the USSR in the early 1990s. Historian Lynne Viola 
in 2007 confirmed the horrific character of Stalin’s treatment of the peasantry. 
She described how, between 1930 and 1932, Stalin drove 2 million peasants into 
internal exile as slave labourers, a quarter of that number dying of hunger and 
exposure. Her work, which built on the pioneering studies of Robert Conquest, 
the first major Western historian to chart Stalin’s brutalities, serves as a belated 
and devastating corrective to the view advanced at the time by pro-Soviet 
sympathisers in the West that their hero Stalin was creating a paradise on earth.

Even allowing for the occasional progressive aspect of collectivisation, such 
as the building and distributing of mechanised tractors, the overall picture 
remained bleak. The mass of the peasantry had been uprooted and left 
bewildered. Despite severe reprisals and coercion, the peasants were unable 
to produce the surplus food that Stalin demanded. By 1939 Soviet agricultural 

 KEY FIGURE

Nadezdha Alliluyeva 
(1902–32) 
Stalin’s second wife. His grief 
at her suicide may help to 
explain why Stalin became 
increasingly embittered and 
unfeeling towards people in 
general.
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productivity had barely returned to the level recorded for tsarist Russia in 1913. 
But the most damning consideration still remains the man-made famine, which 
in the 1930s killed between 10 million and 15 million peasants.

Positive aspects of collectivisation

So widespread was the misery produced by collectivisation that it can lead 
to the overlooking of another important consideration. The hard fact is that 
Stalin’s policies did force a large number of peasants to leave the land. This was 
a process that Russia needed. Economic historians have often stressed that the 
land crisis in Russia long pre-dated Stalinism. Since the nineteenth century, land 
in Russia had been growing ever more incapable of supporting the increasing 
numbers of people who lived unproductively on it. Unless a major shift 
occurred in the imbalance between urban and rural dwellers Russia would be 
in sustained difficulties. The nation needed to change from an agricultural and 
rural society to an urban and industrial one.

There is a case for arguing, therefore, that Stalin’s collectivisation programme, 
brutally applied though it was, did answer one of the USSR’s great needs. 
Leaving aside questions of human suffering, the enforced migration under 
Stalin made economic sense. It relieved the pressure on the land and provided 
the workforce that enabled the industrialisation programme to be started. 
Perhaps all this could be summed up by saying that Stalin’s aims were 
understandable but his methods unacceptable.

Summary diagram: Collectivisation and the war against the peasantry

Aim
The end of private land ownership

Means
The anti-kulak campaign

Consequences
Disruption on the land

Peasant bewilderment

Catastrophic fall in food production

Reprisals against the peasants

Hunger and famine

Government failure to deal with famine
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 3 Industrialisation: the first three 
Five-Year Plans
 ▶ What were Stalin’s aims for Soviet industry in the 1930s and what 

methods did he use to achieve them?

Stalin described his industrialisation plans for the USSR as an attempt to 
establish a war economy. He declared that he was making war on the failings of 
Russia’s past and on the class enemies within the nation. He also claimed that 
he was preparing the USSR for war against its capitalist foes abroad. This was 
not simply martial imagery. Stalin regarded iron, steel and oil as the sinews of 
war. Their successful production would guarantee the strength and readiness 
of the nation to face its enemies. For Stalin, industry meant heavy industry. 
He believed that the industrial revolutions which had made Western Europe 
and North America so strong had been based on iron and steel production. 
It followed that the USSR must adopt a similar industrial pattern in its drive 
towards modernisation. The difference would be that, whereas the West had 
taken the capitalist road, the USSR would follow the path of socialism.

Stalin had grounds for his optimism. It so happened that the Soviet 
industrialisation drive in the 1930s coincided with the Great Depression in 
the Western world. Stalin claimed that the USSR was introducing into its own 
economy the technical successes of Western industrialisation but was rejecting 
the destructive capitalist system that went with them. Socialist planning would 
enable the USSR to avoid the errors that had begun to undermine the Western 
economies.

Soviet industrialisation under Stalin took the form of a series of Five-Year Plans 
(FYPs). Gosplan was required by Stalin to draw up a list of quotas of production 
ranging across the whole of Soviet industry. The process began in 1928 and, 
except for the war years 1941–5, lasted until Stalin’s death in 1953. In all, there 
were five separate plans:

� first FYP: October 1928 to December 1932
� second FYP: January 1933 to December 1937
� third FYP: January 1938 to June 1941
� fourth FYP: January 1946 to December 1950
� fifth FYP: January 1951 to December 1955.

The first Five-Year Plan: 1928–32

The word ‘plan’ is misleading. The first FYP laid down what was to be achieved, 
but did not say how it was to be done. It simply assumed that the quotas would 
be met. What the first FYP represented, therefore, was a set of targets rather 
than a plan. As had happened with collectivisation, local officials and managers 
falsified their production figures to give the impression that they had met their 

 KEY TERM

Great Depression 
A period of severe economic 
stagnation which began in 
the USA in 1929 and lasted 
until the mid-1930s, affecting 
the whole of the industrial 
world. Marxists regarded it as 
a portent of the fi nal collapse 
of capitalism.
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targets when, in fact, they had fallen short. For this reason, precise statistics for 
the first FYP are difficult to determine. A further complication is that three quite 
distinct versions of the first FYP eventually appeared. Impressed by the apparent 
progress of the plan in its early stages, Stalin encouraged the formulation of 
an ‘optimal’ plan which reassessed targets upwards. These new quotas were 
hopelessly unrealistic and stood no chance of being reached. Nonetheless, on 
the basis of the supposed achievements of this ‘optimal’ plan the figures were 
amended still higher in 1932. Western analysts suggest the data in Table 4.3 as 
the closest approximation to the real figures.

Table 4.3 Industrial output in USSR under the fi rst FYPs 

Product (in 
millions of tonnes)

1927–8: 
First plan

1932–3: 
‘Optimal’

1932: 
Amended

1932: 
Actual

Coal 35.0 75.0 95–105 64.0
Oil 11.7 21.7 40–55 21.4
Iron ore  6.7 20.2 24–32 12.1
Pig iron  3.2 10.0 15–16  6.2

Propaganda and collective effort

The importance of these figures should not be exaggerated. At the time it was 
the grand design that mattered, not the detail. The plan was a huge propaganda 
project aimed at convincing the Soviet people that they were personally engaged 
in a vast industrial enterprise. By their own efforts, they were changing the 
character of the society in which they lived and providing it with the means of 
achieving greatness. Nor was it all a matter of enforcement, fierce though that 
was. Among the young especially, there was an enthusiasm and a commitment 
that suggested that many Soviet citizens believed they were genuinely building 
a new and better world. The sense of the Soviet people as masters of their own 
fate was expressed in the slogan, ‘There is no fortress that we Bolsheviks cannot 
storm’. John Scott, an American Communist and one of the many pro-Soviet 
Western industrial advisers who came to the USSR at this time, was impressed 
by the mixture of idealism and coercion that characterised the early stages of 
Stalinist industrialisation. He described how the city of Magnitogorsk in the 
Urals was built from scratch (see Source D).

SOURCE D

From John Scott, Behind the Urals, Secker & Warburg, 1942, p. 52.

Within several years, half a billion cubic feet of excavation was done, forty-two 
million cubic feet of reinforced concrete poured, five million cubic feet of fire 
bricks laid, a quarter of a million tons of structured steel erected. This was done 
without sufficient labour, without necessary quantities of the most elementary 
materials. Brigades of young enthusiasts from every corner of the Soviet Union 
arrived in the summer of 1930 and did the groundwork of railroad and dam 
construction necessary. Later, groups of local peasants and herdsmen came to 
Magnitogorsk because of bad conditions in the villages, due to collectivisation. 

How is the enthusiasm of 
the workers, as described 
in Source D, to be 
explained?
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Many of the peasants were completely unfamiliar with industrial tools and 
processes. A colony of several hundred foreign engineers and specialists, some 
of whom made as high as one hundred dollars a day, arrived to advise and 
direct the work.

From 1928 until 1932 nearly a quarter of a million people came to 
Magnitogorsk. About three quarters of these new arrivals came of their own 
free will seeking work, bread-cards, better conditions. The rest came under 
compulsion.

Successes of the fi rst FYP

No matter how much the figures may have been rigged at the time, the first 
FYP was an extraordinary achievement overall. Coal, iron and the generation 
of electricity all increased in huge proportions. The production of steel and 
chemicals was less impressive, while the output of finished textiles actually 
declined. A striking feature of the plan was the low priority it gave to improving 
the material lives of the Soviet people. No effort was made to reward the workers 
by providing them with affordable consumer goods. Living conditions actually 
deteriorated in this period. Accommodation in the towns and cities remained 
substandard.

The Soviet authorities’ neglect of basic social needs was not accidental. The plan 
had never been intended to raise living standards. Its purpose was collective, not 
individual. It called for sacrifice on the part of the workers in the construction of 
a socialist state, which would be able to sustain itself economically and militarily 
against the enmity of the outside world. It was the idea of sacrifice that Stalin 
used as a justification for demanding that, whatever the social disruption it 
caused, the relentless industrialisation drive could not be relaxed (see Source F).

SOURCE E

‘The Five-Year Plan’ – a 
propaganda wall poster 
of the 1930s, depicting 
Stalin as the heroic 
creator of a powerful, 
industrialising Soviet 
Union. He is overcoming 
the forces of religion, 
international capitalism, 
and Russian conservatism 
and backwardness.

How does the poster 
attempt to achieve the 
effect of presenting Stalin 
as a hero?
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SOURCE F

From Stalin’s speech in February 1931, quoted in Works of Josef Stalin, 
volume 13, Lawrence & Wishart, 1955, p. 40.

It is sometimes asked whether it is not possible to slow down the tempo 
somewhat, to put a check on the movement. No, comrades, it is not possible! 
The tempo must not be reduced! To slacken the tempo would mean falling 
behind. And those who fall behind get beaten. But we do not want to be beaten. 
No, we refuse to be beaten! One feature of old Russia was the continual 
beatings she suffered because of her backwardness. She was beaten by the 
Mongols. She was beaten by the Turks. She was beaten by the Polish and 
Lithuanian gentry. She was beaten by the British and French capitalists. She 
was beaten by the Japanese barons. All beat her – because of her backwardness, 
military backwardness, cultural backwardness, political backwardness, 
industrial backwardness, agricultural backwardness. They beat her because to 
do so was profitable and could be done with impunity.

Resistance and sabotage

Stalin’s passionate appeal to Russian history subordinated everything to the 
driving need for national survival, a need which justified the severity that 
accompanied his enforced transformation of the Soviet economy. He presented 
the FYP as a defence of the USSR against international hostility. This enabled him 
to brand resistance to the plan as ‘sabotage’. A series of public trials of industrial 
‘wreckers’, including a number of foreign workers, were staged to impress on 
the party and the masses, the futility of protesting against the industrialisation 
programme. In 1928, in a prelude to the first FYP, Stalin claimed to have 
discovered an anti-Soviet conspiracy among the mining engineers of Shakhty 
in the Donbass region of Ukraine. Their subsequent public trial was intended to 
frighten the workers into line. It also showed that the privileged position of the 
skilled workers, the bourgeois experts, was to be tolerated no longer.

This attack on the experts was part of a pattern in the first FYP that stressed 
quantity at the expense of quality. The push towards sheer volume of output was 
intended to prove the correctness of Stalin’s grand economic schemes. Modern 
historian Sheila Fitzpatrick has described this as being an aspect of Stalin’s 
gigantomania, his love of mighty building projects, such as canals, bridges and 
docks, which he regarded as proof that the USSR was advancing to greatness. 
Stalin’s emphasis on gross output may also be interpreted as shrewdness on his 
part. He knew that the untrained peasants who now filled the factories would 
not turn immediately into skilled workers. It made sense, therefore, in the short 
term, to ignore the question of quality and to stress quantity.

Passing the blame

Stalin was seemingly untroubled by the low quality of production. His notions 
of industrial ‘saboteurs’ and ‘wreckers’ allowed him to place the blame for poor 

Why is Stalin so insistent 
in Source F on 
emphasising Russia’s past 
humiliations?

 KEY TERMS

Bourgeois experts 
A mocking reference to 
those workers whose skills 
had enabled them to earn 
higher wages and thus be less 
committed to building the 
new Russia.

Gigantomania The worship 
of size for its own sake.
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quality and underproduction on managers and workers who were not prepared 
to play their proper part in rebuilding the nation. He used OGPU agents and 
party cadres to terrorise the workforce. ‘Sabotage’ became a blanket term used 
to denounce anyone considered not to be pulling his weight. The simplest errors, 
such as being late for work or mislaying tools, could lead to such a charge.

At a higher level, those factory managers or foremen who did not meet their 
production quotas might find themselves on public trial as enemies of the Soviet 
state. In such an atmosphere of fear and recrimination, doctoring official returns 
and inflating output figures became normal practice. Everybody at every level 
engaged in a game of pretence. This was why Soviet statistics for industrial 
growth were so unreliable and why it was possible for Stalin to claim in mid-
course that, since the first FYP had already met its initial targets, it would be 
shortened to a four-year plan. In Stalin’s industrial revolution appearances were 
everything. This was where the logic of gigantomania had led.

Stalin: the master planner?

The industrial policies of this time have been described as the ‘Stalinist 
blueprint’ or ‘Stalin’s economic model’. Modern scholars are, however, wary 
of using such terms. Historian Norman Stone, for example, interprets Stalin’s 
policies not as far-sighted strategy but as ‘simply putting one foot in front of 
the other as he went along’. Despite the growing tendency in all official Soviet 
documents of the 1930s to include a fulsome reference to Stalin, the master-
planner, there was in fact very little planning from the top.

It is true that Stalin’s government exhorted, cajoled and bullied the workers 
into ever greater efforts towards ever greater production. But such planning 
as there was occurred not at national but at local level. It was the regional and 
site managers who, struggling desperately to make sense of the instructions 
they were given from on high, formulated the actual schemes for reaching their 
given production quotas. This was why, when things went wrong, it was easy 
for Stalin and his Kremlin colleagues to accuse lesser officials of sabotage while 
themselves avoiding any taint of incompetence.

The second and third Five-Year Plans

Although the second and third FYPs were modelled on the pattern of the first, 
the targets set for them were more realistic. Nevertheless, they still revealed the 
same lack of co-ordination that had characterised the first FYP. Overproduction 
occurred in some parts of the economy, underproduction in others, which 
frequently led to whole branches of industry being held up for lack of essential 
supplies. For example, some projects had too little timber at times, while at 
other times enough timber but insufficient steel. Spare parts were hard to come 
by, which often meant broken machines standing unrepaired and idle for long 
periods.

 KEY TERM

Cadres Party members who 
were sent into factories and 
construction sites to spy and 
report back on managers and 
workers.

_9781471838156_ATH_Bolshevik_Stalinist_Russia.indb   99 27/01/2015   09:39

Sa
mple ch

ap
ter



100

Bolshevik and Stalinist Russia 1917–64

The hardest struggle was to maintain a proper supply of materials; this often 
led to fierce competition between regions and sectors of industry, all of them 
anxious to escape the charge of failing to achieve their targets. As a result there 
was hoarding of resources and a lack of co-operation between the various parts 
of the industrial system. Complaints about poor standards, carefully veiled so as 
not to appear critical of Stalin and the plan, were frequent. What successes there 
were occurred again in heavy industry, where the second FYP began to reap the 
benefit of the creation of large-scale plants under the first plan.

Scapegoats

The reluctance to tell the full truth hindered genuine industrial growth. Since 
no one was willing to admit that there was an error in the planning, faults 
went unchecked until serious breakdowns occurred. There then followed the 
familiar search for scapegoats. It was during the period of the second and third 
FYPs that Stalin’s political purges were at their fiercest (see pages 108–17). In 
such an all-pervading atmosphere of terror the mere accusation of ‘sabotage’ 
was taken as a proof of guilt. Productivity suffered as a result. As Russian-born 
British historian Alec Nove observed: ‘Everywhere there were said to be spies, 
wreckers, diversionists. There was a grave shortage of qualified personnel, so 
the deportation of many thousands of engineers and technologists to distant 
concentration camps represented a severe loss’.

The Stakhanovite movement 1935

Despite Stalin’s claims to the contrary, the living standards of the workers failed 
to rise. However, the party’s control of newspapers, cinema and radio meant 
that only a favourable view of the plans was ever presented. The official line 
was that all was well and the workers were happy. Support for this claim was 
dramatically provided by the Stakhanovite movement: in August 1935, it was 
officially claimed that Alexei Stakhanov, a miner in the Donbass region, had, 
on his own, cut over 100 tonnes of coal in one five-hour shift, which was more 
than over fourteen times his required quota. His achievement was seized on 
by the authorities as a glorious example of what was possible in a Soviet Union 
guided by Joseph Stalin.

Miners and workers everywhere were urged to match Stakhanov’s dedication 
by similar storming. But, despite the excitement this aroused, storming proved 
more loss than gain. While some Stakhanovite groups boasted higher output, 
this was achieved only by giving them privileged access to tools and supplies 
and by changing work plans to accommodate them. The resulting disruption 
led to an overall loss of production in those areas where the Stakhanovite 
movement was at its most enthusiastic.

Workers’ rights

After 1917, the Russian trade unions had become powerless. In Bolshevik 
theory, in a truly socialist state such as Russia now was, there was no distinction 

 KEY FIGURE

Alexei Stakhanov 
(1906–77) 
As was admitted by the Soviet 
authorities in 1988, his 
achievement was a gross 
exaggeration. He had not 
worked on his own but as 
part of a team, which had 
been supplied with the best 
coal-cutting machines 
available.

 KEY TERM

Storming An intensive 
period of work to meet a 
high set target. Despite the 
propaganda with which it 
was introduced, storming 
proved a very ineffi cient form 
of industrial labour and was 
soon abandoned.
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between the interests of government and those of the workers. Therefore, 
there was no longer any need for a separate trade union movement. In 1920, 
Trotsky had taken violent steps to destroy the independence of the unions and 
bring them directly under Bolshevik control. The result was that after 1920 the 
unions were simply the means by which the Bolshevik government enforced its 
requirements on the workers.

Under Stalin’s industrialisation programme, any vestige of workers’ rights 
disappeared. Strikes were prohibited and the traditional demands for better 
pay and conditions were regarded as selfish in a time of national crisis. A code 
of ‘labour discipline’ was drawn up, demanding maximum effort and output; 
failure to conform was punishable by a range of penalties from loss of wages to 
imprisonment in forced labour camps. On paper, wages improved during the 
second FYP, but in real terms, since there was food rationing and high prices, 
living standards were lower in 1937 than they had been in 1928.

Living and working conditions

Throughout the period of the FYPs, Stalin’s Soviet government asserted that 
the nation was under siege. It claimed that, unless priority was given to defence 
needs, the very existence of the USSR was in jeopardy. Set against such a threat, 
workers’ material interests were of little significance. For workers to demand 
improved conditions at a time when the Soviet Union was fighting for survival 
was unthinkable; they would be betraying the nation. It was small wonder, then, 
that food remained scarce and expensive and severe overcrowding persisted.

Nearly all workers lived in cramped apartments. Public housing policy did 
produce a large number of tenement blocks in towns and cities – usually five-
storey structures with no lifts. Quite apart from their architectural ugliness they 
were a hazard to health. So great was the overcrowding that it was common for 
young families to live with their in-laws and equally common for four or five 
families to share a single lavatory and a single kitchen, which was often no more 
than an alcove with a gas-ring. There were rotas for the use of these facilities. 
Queuing to relieve oneself or to cook was part of the daily routine.

There was money available, but the government spent it not on improving social 
conditions but on armaments. Between 1933 and 1937, defence expenditure rose 
from four to seventeen per cent of the overall industrial budget. By 1940, under 
the terms of the third FYP, which renewed the commitment to heavy industrial 
development, a third of the USSR’s government spending was on arms.

Strengths of the first three Five-Year Plans

In judging the scale of Stalin’s achievement, it is helpful to cite such statistics 
relating to industrial output during the period of the first three FYPs as are 
reliable. The data in Table 4.4 (page 102) are drawn from the work of economic 
historian E. Zaleski, whose findings are based on careful analysis of Soviet and 
Western sources.
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Table 4.4 Industrial output during the fi rst three FYPs 

Output 1927 1930 1932 1935 1937 1940

Coal (millions of tonnes) 35 60 64 100 128 150

Steel (millions of tonnes)  3  5  6  13  18  18

Oil (millions of tonnes) 12 17 21  24  26  26

Electricity (millions of kWh) 18 22 20  45  80  90

The data indicate a remarkable increase in production overall. In a little over 
twelve years, coal production had grown five times, steel six and oil output had 
more than doubled. Perhaps the most impressive statistic is the one showing 
that electricity generation quintupled. These four key products provided the 
basis for the military economy that enabled the USSR not only to survive four 
years of German occupation but eventually to amass sufficient resources to 
drive the German army out of Soviet territory. The climax of this was the Soviet 
invasion and defeat of Germany in 1945 (see page 146).

Weaknesses of the Five-Year Plans

However, Stalin’s economic reforms succeeded only in the traditional areas of 
heavy industry. In those sectors where unskilled and forced labour could be 
easily used, as in large building projects such as factories, bridges, refineries 
and canals, the results were impressive. But the Soviet economy itself remained 
unbalanced. Stalin gave little thought to developing an overall economic 
strategy. Nor were modern industrial methods adopted. Old, wasteful 
techniques, such as relying on mass labour rather than efficient machines, 
continued to be used. Vital financial and material resources were squandered.

Stalin’s love of what he called ‘the grand projects of communism’ meant that 
no real attention was paid to producing quality goods that could then be 
profitably sold abroad to raise the money the USSR so badly needed. He loved 
to show off to foreign visitors the great projects that were either completed or 
under construction. Two enterprises of which he was especially proud were 
the city of Magnitogorsk (see page 96) and the White Sea Canal. Yet, it was 
all vainglorious. Despite Stalin’s boasts and the adulation with which he was 
regarded by foreign sympathisers, the simple fact remained that his policies 
had deprived the Soviet Union of any chance of genuinely competing with the 
modernising economies of Europe and the USA.

A serious failing of the FYPs was their neglect of agriculture, which continued 
to be deprived of funds since it was regarded as wholly secondary to the needs 
of industry. This neglect proved very damaging. The lack of agricultural growth 
resulted in constant food shortages which could be met only by buying foreign 
supplies. This drained the USSR’s limited financial resources.

Despite the official adulation of Stalin for his great diplomatic triumph in 
achieving the non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany in August 1939 
(see page 136), there was no relaxation within the Soviet Union of the war 

 KEY TERM

White Sea Canal In fact 
three canals linking Leningrad 
with the White Sea; built 
predominantly by forced 
labourers, who died in their 
thousands, the canal proved 
practically worthless since 
it was hardly used after 
construction.
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atmosphere. Indeed, the conditions of the ordinary people continued to 
deteriorate. An official decree of 1940 empowered Stalin’s government to 
encroach even further on workers’ liberties by imposing such measures as:

� direction of labour
� enforced settlement of undeveloped areas
� severe penalties for slacking and absenteeism.

In 1941, when the German invasion effectively destroyed the third FYP, the 
conditions of the Soviet industrial workers were marginally lower than in 1928. 
Yet whatever the hardship of the workers, the fact was that in 1941 the USSR 
was economically strong enough to engage in an ultimately successful military 
struggle of unprecedented duration and intensity. In Soviet propaganda, this 
was what mattered, not minor questions of living standards. The USSR’s 
triumph over Nazism would later be claimed as the ultimate proof of the 
wisdom of Stalin’s enforced industrialisation programme.

Summary diagram: Industrialisation: the fi rst three Five-Year Plans

• Economic – ‘gigantomania’
• Political propaganda

What was the purpose of the plan?

Was Stalin the
master-planner?

How far did it achieve
its objectives?

What problems were there
in measuring the plan?

What resistance was
there to the plan?

The first FYP:
key questions

Industrialisation

Aim: modernise Russia Means: Five-Year Plans

Method: enforced and 
rapid industrialisation

Purpose: to catch up with the 
advanced Western economies

Successes
• Massive expansion of industrial 
 output
• This enabled the USSR to 
 survive the 1941–5 war

Limitations of the policy
• Overemphasis on heavy industry
• Poor balance between sectors of industry
• Neglect of agriculture
• No attention to workers’ needs
• Soviet Union not modernised well enough 
 to be truly competitive

_9781471838156_ATH_Bolshevik_Stalinist_Russia.indb   103 27/01/2015   09:39

Sa
mple ch

ap
ter



104

Bolshevik and Stalinist Russia 1917–64

 4 Key debate
 ▶ Were Stalin’s economic policies justified by their results?

Many historians have contributed to the analysis of Stalin’s economic policies 
and their impact on the Soviet Union and its people. Some argue that whatever 
the economic gains resulting from the policies, the methods used to implement 
them went beyond what was acceptable in human terms. Others suggest that, 
questions of human suffering aside, the policies did not meet their economic 
objectives. Another viewpoint is that the problems facing the Soviet Union 
justified the harsh measures Stalin used. The following survey introduces the 
views of some of the main contributors to the debate.

Alec Nove, a Russian-born scholar, who produced his major works in the 1960s 
and 1970s, argued strongly from a liberal viewpoint that ‘Stalin’s collectivisation 
and industrialisation programmes were bad economics’ since they caused 
upheaval on the land and misery to the peasants without producing the 
industrial growth that the USSR needed. Furthermore, the condition of the 
industrial workers deteriorated under Stalin’s policies.

Nove’s approach was shared by British historian Robert Conquest, who initially 
supported the Soviet experiment, but became disillusioned by Stalin’s policies. 
In the 1960s, he produced a major study of Stalin’s economic programme in 
which he condemned the coercive methods that had been used, remarking: 
‘Stalinism is one way of attaining industrialisation, just as cannibalism is one 
way of attaining a high protein diet.’

Sheila Fitzpatrick, a scholar with left-wing leanings, broadly agrees with the 
criticisms made by Nove and Conquest, adding that Stalin’s gigantomania, 
his obsession with large-scale projects, distorted the economy at a critical time 
when what was needed was proper investment and planning. Fitzpatrick lays 
emphasis on Stalin’s failure to improve Soviet living standards.

EXTRACT 1

From Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, Oxford University Press, 2008, 
p. 146.

The decline in living standards and quality of life affected almost all classes of 
the population, urban and rural. Peasants suffered most as a result of 
collectivization. But life in the towns was made miserable by food rationing, 
queues, constant shortages of consumer goods including shoes and clothing, 
acute overcrowding of housing, the endless inconveniences associated with the 
elimination of private trade, and deterioration of urban services of all kinds.
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Significantly, however, she modifies her criticism by pointing out that Stalin’s 
policies need to be seen in a broad social and political context. Harsh though 
Stalin was, he was trying to bring stability to a Soviet Russia that had known 
only turmoil and division since 1917.

This line of reasoning was shared by British historian Peter Gattrell, who, while 
acknowledging that Stalin was certainly coercive in his methods, stressed that 
the outcome of collectivisation and industrialisation was an economy strong 
enough by 1941 to sustain the USSR through four years of the most demanding 
of modern wars. Gattrell suggested that, hard though it is for the Western liberal 
mind to accept, it may be that Russia could not have been modernised by any 
other methods except those used by Stalin.

David Hoffman, an American analyst, offers a strongly contrary view by arguing 
that Stalin’s use of coercion in seeking economic and social change proved both 
inhumane and ineffective.

EXTRACT 2

From David L. Hoffman, Stalinist Values: The Cultural Norms of Soviet Modernity, 
Cornell University Press, 2003, p. 111.

Social change must be gradual and consensual if it is to succeed. Even if 
violence achieves superficial change, it does not permanently transform the 
way people think and act. Moreover in the Soviet case the means and ends 
were themselves in contradiction. State coercion by its very nature could not 
create social harmony. The arrest and execution of millions of people only 
sowed hatred, mistrust and disharmony in Soviet society.

Robert Service, Stalin’s outstanding British biographer, makes the following 
succinct assessment of the effects of his subject’s collectivisation and 
industrialisation programme by 1940.

EXTRACT 3

From Robert Service, Stalin: A Biography, Macmillan, 2004, p. 274.

Disruption was everywhere in the economy. Ukraine, south Russia, and 
Kazakhstan were starving. The Gulag [Russia’s labour camp system] heaved 
with prisoners. Nevertheless the economic transformation was no fiction. The 
USSR under Stalin’s rule had been pointed decisively in the direction of 
becoming an industrial, urban society. This had been his great objective. His 
gamble was paying off for him, albeit not for millions of victims. Magnitogorsk 
and the White Sea Canal were constructed at the expense of the lives of Gulag 
convicts, Ukrainian peasants and even undernourished, overworked factory 
labourers.
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Chapter summary

Judging that economic growth was essential 
to the very survival of the Soviet Union, Stalin 
embarked on a massive programme of agricultural 
and industrial reform. He brushed aside doubters 
within the CPSU who were disturbed by the 
pace of change. Subordinating the land and its 
peasants to the needs of industry and the workers, 
he used coercion and terror to enforce his will. 
Collectivisation created such social and economic 
disruption that famine followed in its wake. While 
blaming local officials for their excess of zeal, Stalin 
declined to relax the pressure. By the mid-1930s the 

great majority of the peasants had lost their private 
property and were living in collectives.

The same relentless drive was maintained in the 
industrialisation programme. In a series of Five-Year 
Plans, Stalin sought to create a modern economy 
based on heavy-industrial production. There 
were successes, magnified in Stalinist propaganda, 
but the pre-set targets were not universally met. 
Nevertheless, enough was achieved for the level 
of success to become a matter of historical debate, 
some analysts claiming that the level of progress 
justified the harsh methods used to achieve it, others 
arguing that Stalin’s policies were based on a false 
understanding of modernisation and were therefore 
essentially destructive.

 Refresher questions
Use these questions to remind yourself of the key 
material covered in this chapter.

 1 In what way was collectivisation intended to serve 
the interests of industrialisation?

 2 What were the effects of collectivisation on the 
peasantry?

 3 Why could the famine of the early 1930s not be 
dealt with effectively?

 4 How successful had collectivisation proved to be 
by 1939?

 5 What were Stalin’s aims for Soviet industry in the 
1930s?

 6 What was the purpose of the fi rst FYP?

 7 How far did the fi rst FYP achieve its objectives?

 8 Why was there so little resistance to the fi rst FYP?

 9 How far was the fi rst FYP planned from the top?

10 What were the strengths and weaknesses of the 
second and third FYPs?
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 Question practice 

ESSAY QUESTIONS

1 ‘The main reason why Stalin undertook the transformation of Soviet agriculture between 1929 and 1941 
was to improve food supplies in the USSR.’ Assess the validity of this view.

2 How far did collectivisation prepare the path for industrialisation in the Soviet Union in the years 1929–41?

3 To what extent was the Russian economy transformed in the years 1929–41?

4 ‘The lives of Russian peasants were hugely disrupted in the years 1929–41.’ Assess the validity of this view.

INTERPRETATION QUESTION

1 Using your understanding of the historical context, assess how convincing the arguments in Extracts 1, 2 
and 3 (pages 104–5) are in relation to their evaluation of Stalin’s economic policies.

SOURCE ANALYSIS QUESTION

1 With reference to Sources C (page 92), D (page 96) and F (page 98) and your understanding of the historical 
context, assess the value of these sources to a historian studying the impact of Stalin’s collectivisation and 
industrialisation programmes on the Soviet people. 

_9781471838156_ATH_Bolshevik_Stalinist_Russia.indb   107 27/01/2015   09:39

Sa
mple ch

ap
ter




