
To What Extent did Stalin Transform the Society and Economy of the Soviet Union? 

 

Stalin, after Lenin's untimely death and his own gradual rise to power, was faced with a 

herculean task: to create Communism in Russia. He has been quoted as saying that, while 

Lenin undertook the Political Revolution in Russia, it was left to him to proceed with the 

Societal and Economic Revolutions; and that he did, with terrible consequences. In this essay, 

I will document these two 'revolutions', why they came about, how they were put into 

practice, and what their results were. 

 

Stalin's economic revolution was mainly achieved through his Five Year Plans, the first of 

which began in 1928. The first Five Year Plan replaced the NEP (a policy of temporary 

limited capitalism to keep the agrarian peasants satisfied), and in doing so estranged the 

'Right Opposition'; we can see that among Stalin's motives for the introduction of the plans 

was political advancement. Nonetheless, the NEP was not producing enough food for the 

Country, and, that being its only raison d'etre, it was rightfully scrapped. The Five Year 

Plans, a much more authoritarian and left-wing approach, developed the Soviet economy in 

two ways, agriculturally and industrially. 

 

The agricultural aspect of the Plans had two main aims: to produce enough food to feed 

everyone in the Soviet Union, and to increase the efficiency of production, and hence free up 

a significant number of peasants to work in new factories, which would be built as part of the 

industrial drive. The strategy adopted to achieve these aims was widespread 'collectivisation' 

of farmland, in effect, dozens of families collaborating on a large tract of land, using state-

funded heavy machinery, to more efficiently and productively work the land. The first 

example of collectivised farms were State-run 'sovkhozy', which were introduced in the early 

20s as an example of Socialism at work in an agricultural context. They were run on land 

confiscated from the 'kulaks', or rich farmers.  These, along with the 'kolkhozy', which were 

nominally owned and run by the farmers themselves, but in reality absolutely controlled by 

the state, were created in their thousands from 1928 onwards. Economically, this policy was 

designed to increase production, but in reality small farmers destroyed their produce and their 

livestock en masse when asked to hand them over to the State, and as a result production 

crashed. From 1930, when all Kulak assets were ordered to be confiscated, to '33, the end of 

the first plan, there was a 20% drop in the national grain harvest. Socially, the collectivisation 

created a new, previously unheard-of societal unit, the 80-or-so families who worked together 

on the Kolkhoz or the Sovkhoz, and who could not leave without special permissions. It also 

caused a huge flow of peasants to the cities and to the factories: the number of city-dwellers 

increased by 13%, to 33%, nationally.  

 

The industrial side to the plans had three fundamental aims, to bring about Soviet self-

sufficiency, to modernise the Soviet Union and, ultimately, to make it into a World Power. 

These were more successfully achieved than the agricultural aims of the Plans, but the 

Human cost was enormous. Stalin said in 1931 that the Western, developed nations were '50 

to 100 years ahead' of the USSR, and warned that the West would 'crush' them if they didn't 

make up the gap in 10 years. This well-timed comment (Germany would go to war with 



Russia ten years later) shows that Stalin, even at that time, was wary of Europe. With that in 

mind, unattainable goals were set (despite heavy penalties for not reaching quotas, few of 

Stalin's stated goals were fully achieved in the Plans), and a fearsome and ceaseless battle to 

industrialise Russia began. Between 1928, the beginning of the first plan, and 1939, the end 

of the second, Electricity output increased eightfold, Steel production sixfold, Coal and Iron 

output was quadrupled, and Oil was tripled. Apart from the enormous expansion of the 

economy, another important change occurred: What was beforehand a carefully controlled 

economy became a 'command economy', where there was no room for personal, or even 

collective choice. The central government decreed what was needed, and punished those who 

didn't produce the goods. This, in effect, meant that, while numbers increased, workmanship 

and quality generally dropped, and production was exaggerated to satisfy the monitors.  

 

In summary, the plans were largely successful, although the Collectivisation drive was 

counter-productive, and throughout Human Life was lost in massive numbers. They brought 

about an enormous Economic Revolution, and an inadvertent Societal one at the same time. 

To carry out his real Societal Revolution, though, Stalin had another plan, which is now 

commonly referred to as the Great Terror.  

 

The Terror involved the arrest, deportation, enslavement and execution of millions of 

'Enemies of the People'. Although its peak was in 1937, hundreds of thousands were arrested 

and summarily convicted of trumped-up charges both beforehand and afterwards, and I refer 

to it in the sense of the events between 1928 and 1940. 'Troikas', extrajudicial commissions 

with responsibility for finding and convicting undesirable elements, were the main instrument 

for these arrests. They would sentence the convicted to either death or hard labour in a 

GULAG. Beside 'Kulaks', 'capitalists' (the vast majority of whom weren't employers) were 

eliminated, or anyone who had been a 'capitalist', or even anyone who had been employed by 

a capitalist, or the Czar. In short, anyone who the authorities wanted to eliminate would be 

found guilty of something. Informing on neighbours and friends was a common practice. 

 

The most apparent aim of the Terror was to eliminate dangerous elements in Soviet society; 

the less apparent result, however, was a social deterioration. The sheer numbers of the 

deported and the executed, and the ease with which anyone could be convicted of a crime, 

meant that everyone in the Soviet Union lived in fear of death, deportation and torture. It can 

be argued that this was Stalin's main objective all along; a people in fear is much easier to 

control. Furthermore, it was obvious by 1930 that the majority of the People would rather 

destroy all of their belongings than surrender them to the State; the only way to quell such 

behaviour was to terrorise them to such an extent that they couldn't think of rebelling. 

Whatever his aims, Stalin, in pursuing his relentless policy of mass-execution and 

deportation, brought about a huge societal change, where no-one felt safe divulging any 

personal information to anyone, and the People lived in a state of constant anxiety. 

 

Stalin also managed to cause some positive social change. Free education and healthcare 

were introduced, and men and women were treeated as equals, so that millions of women 

became engineers and technicians. Transport was also greatly improved. All of these actions 



were years ahead of the West, and in this respect, Stalin achieved a great feat in modernising 

Russia. These societal changes, and even the terroristic social changes that Stalin brought 

about, nonetheless paled in comparison to the total transformation of Soviet agriculture and 

industry. In summary: Stalin, in the years 1928-1940, fundamentally changed the structure of 

Soviet society, and completely revolutionised its economy. 


