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To Michael and Lucia

Preface

This volume concludes The Industrialisation of Soviet Russia. The series
aims to provide an authoritative history of the Soviet Union’s industrial
transformation between 1929 and 1939 in seven volumes. R. W. Davies
has been the author or co-author of every volume from the first, which
appeared in 1980. When he envisaged the series, the world looked very
different from today. The Soviet Union was a global superpower, the
Cold War was in full swing, and the leaders of many countries emerging from poverty looked to the Soviet Union for military and economic
assistance and advice. The writing of Russian history was also different
from today, for the Soviet archives of the period were entirely closed
to independent researchers. The world has changed and the writing of
Russian history has also changed. In concluding our series, we are able
to look back on the Soviet economy as a more passing phenomenon
than appeared at the time, although one that has left indelible traces in
the modern world. Today we can also look back with far more complete
knowledge than we dreamed about in the 1970s, based on millions of
pages of formerly secret official reports, investigations, and memoranda,
including the private letters of Stalin, Molotov, Kaganovich, and other
Soviet leaders.
Volumes 1–3 of our series narrated the sweeping transformations that
Stalin set in motion in 1929 and 1930: the collectivisation of 25 million peasant farms, and the centralisation of the entire economy under a
hierarchy of plans and quantitative controls. These changes were aimed
at securing the basis of an immense national effort to industrialise the
vii
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country and modernise its economic and military power. While great
steps were now taken towards these goals, the immediate result was a
great crisis that spread across both town and countryside. In the context of unexpected harvest shortfalls in 1931 and 1932, Stalin’s policies
brought about a famine that carried away up to six million lives. The
evolution of that crisis was recounted in Volume 4 and 5.
In the middle years of the decade, that is, from 1934 to 1936, the
crisis receded. The harvest returned to a more normal level in 1933, and
this was followed by a more general recovery. The recovery was promoted by a turn away from the extremes of 1929 and 1930. The more
moderate policies of the mid-1930s included greater toleration of private farming and food markets, the limitation of repression and violence
directed at managers and industrial specialists, and a more stable, predictable policy framework. This allowed not only the recovery of agriculture
and food distribution but also the belated completion of many projects
begun in earlier years. There was an upsurge of industrial production and
productivity. The progress of this period, described in Volume 6, was
remarkable.
The present and final Volume 7 covers the years 1937–1939. In contrast to the progress of the economy in the mid-1930s, the events we
describe are darker in tone. Our period is dominated by war preparations. It begins with the Great Terror and concludes with the GermanSoviet pact of 1939 and the outbreak of the Second World War in
Europe. In this context, many chapters display common themes: the
Soviet leaders’ growing sense of war threats, the mobilisation of the society and economy against both internal and external enemies, the forced
expansion of industrial production and particularly of war production,
and the resources poured into capital projects to increase the country’s
industrial and defence capacities. In the absence of significant further
growth of the economy’s aggregate production, there was increased
compulsion of labour of detainees held in camps under grim conditions,
employees in factories and offices and of peasants in collective farms were
increasingly regimented, and living standards were placed under severe
pressure.
Surprisingly, perhaps, this is not the entire story of our book. Its
chapters also describe factors at work in the economy that fell outside
the party leaders’ sphere of control. Among these uncontrolled influences were ordinary people. At work they were often recalcitrant or
pushed back against the heavy hand of regulation; they also persisted in
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being born, reproducing, and dying at rates that fell outside government
projections. Foreign governments and international markets behaved
unpredictably, sometimes to the frustration of party plans and directives,
sometimes bringing unexpected opportunities for gain. One of the greatest forces that resisted Soviet rule was nature, which continued to exert
more influence over the Soviet harvest than the planners.
Our book is organised chronologically and thematically. Chapter 1
sets out the extent of the mass repressions of 1937 and 1938, their possible causes, and their economic consequences. Chapter 2 describes the
changes in the Soviet political and ideological order that accompanied
the repressions, from the growing sense of war threat to the increasingly extreme centralisation of Stalin’s authority. Chapter 3 traces the
economic impact of repression in the sudden slowdown of the planned
economy during 1937. Chapter 4 then examines the various branches
and activities making up the economy in 1937. While the year was
largely dominated by the struggle against internal and external enemies,
there was also an unexpected bonus: good weather and a record harvest.
Chapter 5 turns to a different aspect of 1937, the population census held that year, the disappointing results of which led to a collision
between demographic expertise and political authority. As the chapter
recounts, a second census was held in 1939 with a quite different outcome.
Chapter 6 reviews developments through 1938. The narrative starts
from the collapse of the state’s capacity to plan the economy under the
pressure of purges and continues through the subsequent rebuilding of
the planning process. The economy’s main branches and activities are
considered, apart from agriculture. Chapter 7 is devoted to agricultural
developments through 1939. The common thread of this story is the
state’s struggle to regain control over grain surpluses, temporarily lost
after the 1937 harvest, paving the way to increased restriction of private
farming activities.
Chapter 8 considers the state of the economy in early 1939 as the
Soviet leaders prepared for and then held the eighteenth party congress. At the congress, Soviet leaders thought aloud about the third
five-year plan, the requirements of economic modernisation, the threat
of war, and the need for increased regimentation of the workforce in
both state industry and collective agriculture. Chapter 9 summarises the
further developments of the economy in 1939 under the impact of the
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additional measures for war mobilisation taken at the time. The second
half of 1939 was dominated by the sudden warming of Soviet-German
relations and the opening of the Soviet economy to German trade as the
Second World War began.
Chapter 10 concludes the book, and the series, with a retrospective
view on the industrialisation of the Soviet economy in the 1930s. It considers the pattern of forced industrialisation, the measures of its progress
that were made available at the time, the extraordinary militarisation of a
mobilised society and economy, the emergence of the Soviet Union as a
global military power, and the scope for reforms within the system that
Stalin created and ruled over. To finish, we ask what kind of economic
development this was.
***
Many people and organisations have contributed to the research for this
volume, and we owe thanks to all of them. Various institutions have provided financial and other support. Professor Davies thanks the Centre for
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