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CHANGING LIFE UNDER STALIN

How were the lives of the Soviet people affected under Stalin`s rule between 1924 and 1953?

Collectivisation and de-kulakisation

Stalin`s aim to modernise the Soviet Union would be achieved by collectivisation and industrialisation, 
policies that were both economically and politically motivated. When achieved, the once backward nation 
would be able to catch up and then overtake the advanced economies of Western Europe and the USA. 

Collectivisation was the transformation of agriculture from private-capitalist to collective-socialist production. 
It would bring an end to small, outmoded farms owned by poor peasants often operating at subsistence 
levels to be replaced by collective farms (kolkhoz) consisting of between 50 and 100 families. They would be 
formed exclusively of poor and middling peasants and would exclude the richer peasants or kulaks. All land, 
livestock, and machinery would be pooled and the produce sold to the government with the farmers receiving 
wages. These larger units, it was argued, would be more efficient, as modern methods and machinery could 
be introduced. The motorised tractor became synonymous with collectivisation. This in turn would lead to 
surplus food supplies which would not only feed the industrial workforce, but could be sold abroad with 
profits being invested further in industry. 

Collectivisation would also release many agricultural workers for relocatation to the growing industrial towns 
of the Soviet Union. 

Stalin claimed that this “voluntary” scheme would be embraced with enthusiasm by the peasantry. The reality 
was that many were opposed to the scheme, causing Stalin to turn on the kulaks - richer peasants who had 
benefitted from Lenin`s NEP. He argued that these “enemies of the state” were hoarding produce in order to 
drive up prices for their own personal gain while exploiting poorer farm workers. 

De-kulakisation

In late 1929, Stalin declared his intention to annihilate the kulaks as a social class. Anti-kulak squads, 
consisting of local Party members together with the political police (OGPU), seized the property of wealthier 
peasants who were arrested and deported to less inviting regions of the Soviet Union. Many died on the way 
or later in makeshift camps where conditions were horrific. 

At the windows haggard faces, men and women, or a mother holding her child, with hands outstretched for 
a crust of bread or a cigarette. It was only the end of April but the heat was torrid and the air that came from 
the narrow windows was foul and stifling; for they had been fourteen days en route, not knowing where they 
were going nor caring much. They were more like caged animals than human beings, not wild beasts but 
dumb cattle, patient with suffering eyes. Debris and jetsam, victims of the March to Progress.

Walter Duranty, an American writer who visited Central Asia in 1930

The confiscated properties were given to the local kolkhoz, and some poorer peasants were allowed to stay in 
their regions but were moved onto less fertile land. 
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There was much opposition to collectivisation, and many farmers destroyed their farms and slaughtered 
livestock in acts of defiance.

There were instances of armed resistance, though these were concealed by the authorities. Owing to a lack 
of training and weaponry, the violence involved the murder of Party members and political police officers. In 
the Ukraine, the Caucasus and Siberia, opposition from the peasants was more organised and units of the red 
Army had to be deployed to gain control.

Anyone who criticised or opposed the scheme could be branded a kulak and dealt with accordingly. 

Kolkhozniki (collective farmers) on their way to work in the fields would often be attacked by their non-
collective neighbours who would steal their tools and clothes.

The situation had become chaotic and, fearing for the spring sowing, Stalin ordered a pause in the process of 
collectivisation. However, with the autumn harvest gathered in, he resumed the campaign. 

By 1932, just over 60 per cent of peasant households had been collectivised, with virtually the whole of the 
peasantry by the end of the 1930s. 

It is unclear how many people suffered de-kulakisation. Official Soviet sources suggest 5 million people, a 
figure that probably needs to be doubled. 

Collectivisation did in fact produce enough grain to feed the Red Army and the industrial towns. The peasants, 
however, were unable to produce the massive surplus of food that Stalin had ordered, and production per 
head could not match the levels produced by Western Europe or the USA. In any analysis, it is difficult to 
calculate production figures as local officials often falsified information in order to look as if they had hit their 
targets. 

There were some other positives. The Motor Tractor Stations and other means of mechanising production 
were relatively effective, and some collectives built schools and hospitals. 

Collectivisation can be considered a political success for Stalin as he now had full control of the 
countryside, something which Lenin had failed to achieve. He boasted that he had brought socialism to the 
villages.

Any positives were hugely outweighed by negatives. Starvation, which peaked in the famine of 1932-33, 
pervaded the 1930s. In what Isaac Deutscher (1907-1967) described as “the first man-made famine in 
history”, millions of people perished. Millions more were uprooted and moved to the industrial towns to 
provide the workforce that Stalin needed for his industrial programme.
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Five Year Plans and work practices

Five Year Plans

Industrialisation involved the implementation of a series of Five Year Plans which began in 1928 and, with 
the exception of the war years, lasted until Stalin`s death. Gosplan (the government body responsible for 
economic planning) was instructed to draw up production targets and quotas across all aspects of industry. 
The word “plan” is a misnomer as there appeared to be little actual planning. Many of the initial targets were 
largely unrealistic and unachievable, but the falsification of data by factory managers together with the use 
of propaganda convinced the workforce that the country was entering a time of massive industrial growth. 
The workers were persuaded that with hard work and the acceptance of initial hardships, they would reap the 
rewards in the future. 

The first FYP (1928-32) focused largely on heavy industry. Coal and steel production was set to double,  
pig-iron production was to quadruple, and to power all this, electrical supplies were to rise by sixfold. 

The second FYP (1933-37) and the third FYP (1938-41) set more realistic targets. There was a move to 
increase production of consumer goods, but with the likelihood of war, the focus shifted again to heavy 
industry and the production of armaments trebled. 

Industrial output during the first three FYPs

1927 1930 1932 1935 1937 1940

Coal (million tons)  35  60  64  100  128  150

Steel (million ton)  3  5  6  13  18  18

Oil (million ton)  12  17  21  24  26  26

Electricity (million kW-h)  18  22  20  45  80  90

based on the findings of the economic historian Eugene Zaleski

Millions of peasants left the collective farms in search of work in the industrial towns. Between 1928-32, the 
urban population grew rapidly at the rate of 50,000 a week. They offered cheap, unskilled labour and were 
utilised in construction projects and in the mining industry.

Successes of the Five Year Plans

 ∙ The FYPs achieved an impressive rate of economic growth during the 1930s at a time when Western 
Europe and the USA were experiencing economic depression.

 ∙ The Soviet Union became the world`s second largest industrial power after the USA. 
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 ∙ The Soviet Union emerged as the world`s leading producer of coal, gas oil, iron-ore, and cement.

 ∙ Massive towns and industrial centres were developed, and transport links improved.

 ∙ Investment in education and training saw the emergence of a professional class of teachers, doctors, 
and scientists, with increased opportunities for women.

 ∙ The growth of the military economy enabled the Soviet Union to sustain the wartime occupation and 
eventually repel the German Army in 1945.

Failures of the Five Year Plans

 ∙ Production targets were often too ambitious and unattainable.

 ∙ The economy was unbalanced with too much emphasis being placed on industrial growth at the 
expense of agricultural production.

 ∙ New methods of production were not utilised.

 ∙ The emphasis was on heavy industry, and there was a shortage of consumer goods.

 ∙ The consumer goods that were produced were of poor quality and therefore unattractive to foreign 
markets.

 ∙ There remained a shortage of skilled workers.

 ∙ Living standards and wages were poor in 1932. Workers` real wages were around 10 per cent 
compared to 1926.

Work practices

Many of the peasants who flocked to the industrial towns for work had little experience of time keeping, 
routines, and discipline. To ensure that workers achieved their targets, the government introduced many 
new work practices. Managers organised the workforce into small groups or brigades to oversee their 
productivity. 

The OGPU forced people to carry internal passports to control movement. Workbooks which recorded 
previous employment, listing details of any offences or lapses, in discipline had to be carried. Anyone 
accused of slacking could be branded as a “wrecker” or “saboteur”. “Crimes” could involve being late for work 
or mislaying tools.

The brigades also set wage levels with the best workers receiving higher wages and better accommodation. 
There were also fringe benefits such as paid holidays, opera and theatre tickets, and concessions in shops. 
Some were bestowed with medals and decorations. 
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The Stakhanovite movement was used to inspire 
workers to increase their productivity. In August 
1935, during a six hour shift, Alexei Stakhanov, a 
miner from the Donbass region, cut 102 tonnes of 
coal, which was over fourteen times the required 
quota. He achieved the feat by cutting the coal 
himself and then getting two comrades to cart it 
away.

A more extraordinary claim was made by Nikita 
Isotov who claimed to have mined 240 tonnes of 
coal in one shift, or the equivalent of the output 
of 32 miners. 

Whatever the truth, they were held up as “worker 
heroes”, glorious examples of what could be 
achieved under Stalin`s direction.

The modernisation of industry

Stalin believed that the survival of the revolution and the future of the Soviet Union depended on the swift 
modernisation of all sectors of industry, telling the nation that “either we do it, or we shall be crushed”. 

Metallurgical plants that spanned the whole technological chain, from iron ore refining to furnaces and metal 
rolling and processing facilities, were constructed near the main coal and iron ore deposits in Ukraine, the 
Urals and Siberia. Similarly, production plants for aluminium and nonferrous metals were constructed at a 
rapid pace. The Dnieper hydroelectric power station in the Ukraine plant typified Russian modernisation. 

The Stalingrad Tractor Plant and the Gorki Automotive Plant began production in the early 1930s, and many 
American engineers were lured by the prospect of high wages to oversee their development. This contributed 
to the rapid development of the Soviet Union.

Electrical energy supplies were achieved through the construction of dams and hydroelectric and fuel-
operated power stations. 

Railroads and waterways were modernised and built to ensure the efficient transportation of resources 
and produce. The railway system was expanded as part of the FYPs, the centre-piece being the Turkestan-
Siberian Railway. The Belomor Canal, or White Canal, was built between 1931-33, connecting the Eastern Sea 
with the White Sea, and the Moscow-Volga Canal, built between 1932-37, gave Moscow access to five seas. 

The automobile and aviation industries were built virtually from scratch. Plants were purchased outright, 
mostly from the United States, and became operational in the Soviet Union. 

Alexei Stakhanov explaining his system to a fellow miner.

Public domain via Wikimedia Creative Commons; https://bit.ly/2OPxr6W 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/places/commonwealth-independent-states-and-baltic-nations/cis-and-baltic-political-geography-76
http://www.encyclopedia.com/places/commonwealth-independent-states-and-baltic-nations/cis-and-baltic-physical-geography/dnieper
http://www.encyclopedia.com/places/united-states-and-canada/us-political-geography/united-states
https://bit.ly/2OPxr6W
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Magnitogorsk in the Ural region was built as part of Stalin’s plan to 
transform the largely agrarian nation into a “country of metal”. In 1928, 
work began on a huge iron and steel complex which was to boast the 
largest blast furnace in the world. By 1936, its daily output was:  

 ∙ 15,000 tonnes of iron ore

 ∙ 4,000 tonnes of pig iron

 ∙ 2,500 tonnes of steel 

Magnitogorsk was to prove its worth during the Second World War, when 
it supplied nearly half of all steel the Soviet Union used to make tanks and 
a third of all steel used to make ammunition shells during the war years. 

The changing role of women

Marxist theory rejected marriage as a bourgeois institution, and women became more liberalised in the post-
revolutionary era. Divorce became easier to obtain, and abortions were freely available. By the beginning of 
the 1930s, the divorce rate stood at 40 per cent, and in Moscow in 1934, there were 154,000 abortions for 
every 57,000 live births.

The effects of collectivisation and famine led to large numbers of abandoned and orphaned children, many of 
whom lived in the industrial towns and survived by scavenging and thieving. 

Stalin argued that in order to stabilise society, there should be a return to traditional social values. The family 
unit would be at the centre of society. In June 1936, he issued a decree which: 

 ∙ made divorce more difficult

 ∙ restricted the right to abortion

 ∙ outlawed homosexuality

The first Five Year Plan saw an increase in the number of women employed in heavy industry, as well in the 
more traditional area of light industry where women made up 65 per cent of the workforce. Between 1929 
and 1941, more than ten million women entered the workforce.

Life remained difficult for Soviet women as they were expected to work full time and bring up their families. 
State nurseries were provided to allow women to fulfil both roles.

The Magnitogorsk plant in the 1930s.

Public domain via Wikimedia Creative Commons; 

https://bit.ly/2MxZ5Eg

https://bit.ly/2MxZ5Eg
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Women also fell victim to the purges and over 100,000 were sent to gulags where they worked in factories 
rather than being used as slave labour.

During the Second World War, a substantial 
amount of women were assigned to work in 
the iron and steel industries, and in armament 
factories, making up over 50 per cent of the 
workforce by 1942. In the same year, in order to 
meet harvest quotas, over half of the agricultural 
labour force was made up of women.

Women represented a similar percentage of the 
workforce in the oil fields and were employed in 
other traditionally male dominated professions 
such as construction and mining. Figures also 
show that over half a million women fought in the 
armed forces. At the end of 1943, the number of 
enlisted women is estimated at between 800,000 
and 1,000,000, which represented 8 percent of 

the total strength of the armed forces. At least half of these women served on the home front. They served 
as tank drivers, flew military aircraft, and fought as machine gunners and snipers. Women partisans blew up 
military installations and stormed enemy garrisons. 

One of the most famous was Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya, who earned the Hero of the Soviet Union award 
(February 1942). In the “hero cities” (cities threatened by advancing German forces), female civilians dug anti-
tank ditches and helped strengthen fortifications.

In 1944, as a result of the high death and casualty rates, coupled with a decline in the birth rate, Stalin again 
passed laws that emphasised the importance of the family unit: 

 ∙ Divorce was made even more difficult to obtain.

 ∙ Abortion was outlawed.

 ∙ Women were encouraged to have more children, and those who produced six or more were rewarded 
by being paid 2,000 roubles per year for five years.

 ∙ Parents with fewer than two children were to be taxed more heavily.

While many women seemingly advanced socially and economically, their political progress was more 
limited. They made up less than 20 per cent of the Communist party and relatively few gained positions of 
responsibility in government.

Members of the Sydir Kovpak partisan detachment. 

Public domain via Wikimedia Creative Commons; https://bit.ly/2MuOusS

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zoya_Kosmodemyanskaya
https://bit.ly/2MuOusS
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