MODERN HISTORY: RUSSIA/SOVIET UNION

The Five Year Plans were designed to strengthen the USSR.
How accurate is this statement in assessing Stalin’s economic policies?

This statement is somewhat accurate in assessing Stalin’s economic policies; the Five Year Plans
were certainly designed to ultimately industrialise the USSR which dramatically increased the
nation’s economic stability. However, this process imposed a decline in living standards, mass
starvation and the complete loss of individuality. Despite this, the Five Year Plans facilitated
Russia’s change from an agrarian based economy to being the second most industrial nation in the
world.

Stalin’s Five Year Plans were designed to strengthen the USSR as they were created on the basis
that industrialisation would allow Russia to progress from a socialist to a communist society.
According to the ideology of the government during this period, a communist state would ensure
balance and prosperity which would immensely strengthen the USSR. The Five Year Plans gave
the government total control over the economy which allowed Stalin to implement measures
specifically aimed to speed up the process of industrialisation. The top down process which was
used ensured that all required targets to achieve an industrialised Russia were prioritised; however,
lack of realistic organisation of how these targets would be reached caused enormous stress and
problems relating to industrial output, particularly in the First Five Year Plan. Through this structure
of the Five Year Plans, the government could move the economy to rely more heavily on industry
rather than agriculture which would provide the USSR with the economic strength needed to
advance from a socialist society to communism. Therefore, Stalin’s Five Year Plans were designed
to strengthen the USSR as their purpose was to allow the state to advance to a communist society
which, according to the government’s ideology, would transform Russia into a powerful and stable
state.

However, the Five Year Plans also weakened society in social aspects as the process imposed a
decline in living standards, mass starvation and the complete loss of individuality. The huge push for
industrial labour caused rapid urbanisation as the numbers of workers in factories increased
dramatically. During 1928-32, nine million peasants entered the urban workforce due to
displacement by collectivisation. This was detrimental to the living and working conditions of society
as health standards declined and consumer industries, housing and food production had a low
priority. These conditions were sustained throughout the duration of the three Five Year Plans as by
1936 living standards were lower than they had been in 1928, despite Stalin’s claim in 1933 that the
material conditions of workers and peasants were improving every year. The Plans also imposed
strict regulations on the workers who were subjected to harsh punishments for lateness,
absenteeism, poor quality work, leaving a job without permission or damaging equipment. These
conditions worsened throughout the duration of the Plans as by the late 1930s the workers’
movements were controlled by the establishment of an internal passport system. Workers of all
importance were negatively affected by the strict regulations as failure to meet targets could lead to
being arrested and managers and officials would be appointed for political rather than economic
reasons. Therefore, although the Five Year Plans were designed to strengthen the USSR
economically, they had a detrimental impact on society concerning living and working conditions
throughout the duration of the process. Thus, Stalin’s Five Year Plans were somewhat designed to
strengthen the USSR.

Although the Five Year Plans imposed terrible living and working conditions on society, the strict
government controls and extremely high targets strengthened the USSR as they ensured that
industrial production increased which enabled the state to become more modernised. As the aim of
the Plans was to industrialise Russia, the targets set were impossibly high; in some cases they were
up to 400 per cent higher than 1928 levels. Although these targets set by Stalin in the Five Year
Plans were very high and seemingly impossible to reach, the industrial production did increase
dramatically as by 1937, the USSR was virtually self-sufficient in machine-making and metal
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working. However, despite the huge growth in heavy industry, such as machinery and engineering,
other areas such as steel output and oil production grew insignificantly and many factories in the
third plan ran short of materials. Although not all targets of the Five Year Plans were met, they were
successful in transforming Russia from a backwards nation to the second most industrial nation in
the world and during the 1930s the Soviet Union grew at a faster rate than any other Western
country. This is partly because the country was not greatly affected by the Great Depression as the
USSR did not trade heavily with the Western world. Nevertheless, the centrally-planned economy
was successful in achieving several significant goals such as the Dneiper Dam, the Belomor Canal
and the huge iron and steel plant at Magnitogorsk. These achievements in conjunction with the
successful increase of heavy industry, transport, communications and chemical output, created a
basis to transform the USSR into a modernised society. This not only strengthened the state
economically, but also reduced the threat of Western invasion as Soviet armaments were built up.
Therefore, although the Five Year Plans displaced thousands of people and resulted in terrible living
and working conditions during the process, economically they were positive for Russia. Thus, the
Five Year Plans were somewhat designed to strengthen the USSR.

Stalin’s Five Year Plans strengthened as well as weakened the USSR. They resulted in huge
successes regarding industrial production and the economy, yet transformed almost every aspect of
society and imposed a decline in living standards, mass starvation and the complete loss of
individuality. Despite this, the Five Year Plans were beneficial for the USSR as they allowed for the
change from an agrarian economy to the second most industrialised nation in the world.
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