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At the time, the achievement of this work was presented as 
an 11epic" by certain Soviet writers, including M. Gorkii and 
A. Tolstoy, 16 but they said nothing about the innumerable deaths 
which took place on this work site, just as on so many others. 
Afterwards, "eulogies" of concentration camp labour were 
made by many writers and soviet leaders: by Molotov at the 
Sixth Congress of Soviets of the USSR, and in the Great Soviet 
Encyclopaedia. For example, one can read in this letter: 

The grandiose victory of socialism on all fronts has 
made possible the employment on a large scale of 
the work of criminals for the geQeral construction of 
socialism. With the entry of the USSR into the 
period of socialism the possibility of utilizing 
coercive measures in corrective labor grew enor­
mously.17 

In the second half of the 1930s concentration camp labor, 
which developed under the supervision of Yagoda18 grew 
further, at first under the leadership of Ezhov19 (fall of 1936 to 
the end of 1938), and then under Beria.20 

The management of the camps was carried out then by a 
service of the NKVD, called Glavnoye Upravleniye Lagerei or 
Gulag. At this time, this service had two central directorates in 
Moscow (administration of camps and railways, and adminis­
tration of transport). The different camps were entirely subordi­
nated to the NKVD. The system had its own armed forces and 
police, and was subdivided into regions. Thus, in the Kuibyshev 
region there functioned t}:le Bezimenlag system which n1an­
aged a vast munitions production center and directed several 
sections and numerous camps (Lagpunkti), where there were 
several thousand detainees. The latter were supervised by 
armed sentries who could kill them on the slightest pretext. 
Apart from members of the armed forces, the camps had no 
other "free" men apart from the camp directors, for alJ office 
workers, bookkeepers, "planners," supervisors of norm fulfil­
ment, stock managers, etc., were detainees. Among them one 
accordingly found the ' 1Soviet hierarchical structure," including 
people with various "privileges" (especially priyileges involving 
food rations). Most usually, those who had been privileged 
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before their arre~t rapidly gained sonrn privileges in the camps, 
except when they had con1111itted, 'ur had been said to have 
conunitted. "state cri1nes" of a special gravity. 21 

A. Ciliga is one of the first to have noticed that the hierarchical 
stn1cture of the camps tended to reproduce that of soviet society 
in general. and he illustrated this observation with concrete 
examples. He wrote: 

This tendency resulted in the following paradox ... 
the workers and peasants stayed at the lower level 
while members of the classes that were said to 
have been "abolished" or "hostile" received favor­
able treatment, enjoying privileges and being on 
good terms with the representatives of the autho­
rities.22 

The author talks of the high salaries received by the concen­
tration camp engineers (3000 rubles monthly) and indicates 
that the latter "lived with the GPU and Party leaders and 
formed with them a sort of elite caste ... " 23 

Penal labor did not embrace solely those who were in the big 
camps. In fact in 1934, when the all-Soviet NKVD was formed, 
the camps which had been under the Justice Commissariat 
were transfered to the Gulag administration. The Galag super­
vised the system of 'big camps, whose basic unit was the ITL 
(ispravitel' no-trudovoi lager1 and the small camps, the ITK, 
in which were to be found those who had been sentenced to 
no more than three years. These condemned stayed near their 
old places of work. They could even continue, in the daytime, 
to go to the same factory as before their sentencing, but they 
received a reduced wage. 

In other of its camps, the NKVD supervised laboratories in 
which detained researchers worked, in conditions less harsh 
than thos~ of the concentration camps. This was the sharaga 
syste~24 described by Solzhenitsyn in The First Circle. 

The construction of the vast Gulag administration accon1-
panied the development of repression and terror, and hence 
the upsurge in the numbers of concentration camp inhabitants, 
or more generally the zeki. This upsurge of numbers occurred 
in successive waves. 
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(b) The population of the camps 

I have already indicated the obstacles that one runs into when 
trying to estimate the number of the victims of repression and 
the numbers in the camps; nevertheless it is possible and 
necessary to give some indication of the order of magnitude. I 
will quote mainly the figures which seem to me the most reli­
able, beginning with those covering the years 1930-38. 

According to Dallin and Nicolaevsky,25 who quote a former 
official of the camps, Kiseliev-Gromov, the number of those in 
the camps in 1930 exceeded 660,000. The same authors esti­
mate the number of camp prisoners at around 2,000,000 in 
1932, whilst Wiles has the figure of 1.62 million for the years 
1931-37. For 1938, this latter author suggests the figure of 4.32 
million as the concentration camp population. 26 In the light of 
estimates that one can make today of the number of camp in­
habitants in 1939, this last figure seems to me rather high 
(although it is not possible tQ suggest another). 

For 1939, it is possible to reach ~pdirectly an estimate that is 
less uncertain than for other years, thanks to the population 
census whose results were published in detail in 1962 an(~ 
1963 at the same time as the results of the 1959 census.27 The 
figures made public obviously do not show clearly the number 
of concentration camp inhabitants; however, by combining the 
population balances provided by the 1939 census with other 
data also published (fo.r example, the number of enterprise 
wage earners and the number of electors), it is possible to 
suggest plausible figures concerning the detainees of this same 
year. According to Stephen G. Wheatcroft, who has made various 
crosschecks, the maximum number of concentration camp in­
habitants in 1939 was from 4 to 5 million.28 In 1940 and 1941 
this number doubtless increased, but it would be risky to 
suggest figures. 

It will be noted that the figure of from 4 to 5 million of con­
centration camp inhabitants in 1939 agrees quite well with 
another estimate, that made by N. Jasny who used the figures 
from the secret 1941 economic plan, which contained data re­
lating to the establishments and work-sites administered by 
the NKVD and employing camp labor. 29 
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(c} The living conditions of the zekl 

It is necessary to say a few words about the living conditions 
of the concentration camp inhabitants, because they consti­
tuted a very important feature of mass repression and terror. 
Obviously, however, what can be said on this subject in a few 
lines is necessarily schematic and not capable of doing justice 
to an atrocious reality. 3° For this, nothing can replace the 
accounts and the memoirs already quoted, originating from 
former camp inmates. 

From these accounts it is clear that the camp inmates suffered 
a work regime of extreme harshness, involving very heavy 
tasks and very long days: in general, they were under­
nourished and abandoned to the arbitrariness of their guar­
dians. The latter could use all kinds of pretexts to make even 
worse the living conditions of the detainees and even to execute, 
or leave to die, very many of them. 

A large proportion of the zeki had to work in regions where 
there was intense cold and in which no "free" labor could 
have been persuaded to work, sometimes for twelve or sixteen 
hours per day. For example, describing the construction (by 
penal labor) of a new railway in Siberia, Izvestiya, wrote: 

Up until now, it was believed that the construction 
season could not exceed 100 days annually. The 
winter is very cold, 50° below zero. But the con­
struction workers have proven that even in such 
conditions it is possible to work from one end of the 
year to the other, without interruption.31 

The newspaper obviously did not say a word about the 
number of those who perished, having to work in such condi­
tions. Nor did it specify that it was not only the builders of this 
railroad who had to carry out their work in a lethal cold, but 
also millions of detainees allocated to the working of mines 
(notably the Kolyma Gold Mines), to canal construction, to big 
building sites, etc. 

Meanwhile, the undernourishment which affected the camp 
workers had a cumulative effect. In fact, those who did not 
succeed in fulfilling their work norm had their already poor 



224 Charles Bettelheim 

food ration reduced. Consequently they became weaker and 
fulfilled their norm even. less satisfactorily, which led to 
another ration reduction and, finally, to total collapse. 

During the 1930s, in the Arctic; regions, the daily bread ration 
(the essential basis of nourishment) could vary from 930 grams 
for those who exceeded their norms, to 500 grams for those 
who fulfilled their norms by 50 to 60 percent, and to 300 
grams as the "disciplinary ration." Quite often the set rations 
were not distributed in full, especially the few grams of animal 
protein (salt fish) which were part of these rations. 32 

Undernourishment and ill-treatment in the camps led to 
heavy mortality, but the latter constituted only one aspect 
(separated from the others only with difficulty) of the mortality 
due to repression and, more generally, the demographic effects 
of this latter. 

(d) The children in the camps 

It is impossible to talk about the scale of the repression and 
terror without saying some words about the way in which the 
state's activities affected the fortunes of a great number of 
children. 

On the one hand, from· the beginning of the 1930s with the 
deportation of millions of "kulaks" and "pro-kulaks," either 
their children were deported with them, or they were left on 
the spot, usually abandoned, by the authorities. 33 They then 
formed wandj3ring bands of "orphan children" who could 
exist only by robbing, so much so that they were dealt with by 
Article 12 of the Penal Code. 

At first the judges interpreted the code with a moderation 
that was not for long accepted by the authorities. Thus a decree 
of April 8, 1935 explicitly laid down that children over 12 
years of age would be sentenced to the same punishment as 
adults, including the ~eath sentence and long-term deporta­
tion.34 On May, 311941 (that is~ before the war with Germany), 
another decree specified that minors of 14 years should be pro­
secuted just like adults for crimes and offences not covered by 
Article 12. These two decrees and the practices that went with 
them showed in a startling way what was really meant by the 
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"solicitude for the young" nlmut which the ragirne boasted. 
The stories of fonner dC'portees showed thRt children were 
nu1nerous in the can1ps, even though they quickly died there. 35 

:\1nong the children who were imprisoned or deported were, 
above all from 193 7, the urban children whose parents had 
been arrested. Henceforth, in the NKVD prisons there were 
quarters for children ( detpriemnik1). Quite often the children 
of those condemned to death were also executed. 36 This type 
of repression was not characteristic only of the yezhovshchina, 
but was still practiced at the end of the 1940s, notably at 
Leningrad and Moscow in 1949. 

II. Repression and its demographic effects 

Although it is impossible to estimate the number of deaths due 
to the different aspects of mass repression, an attempt can be 
made to estimate -the mortality due to the camps and to the 
executions ordered by the camp authorities, and to try to con­
struct the demographic balance of the repression in a wide 
sense. The latter includes the famine which struck the country­
side in 1932-34, for this was due largely to the wish of the autho­
rities to "punish" the peasants. 

(a) Mortality in the camps 

The regime imposed on the camp inmates was such that during 
certain periods deaths were count&d in hundreds of thousands 
foL· the total of the camps, especially on the Vorkuta Railroad,37 

the Belomor Canal, in the camps and mines of Kolyn1a, 38 etc. 
T:£e Kolyma CPmps were part of the Dalstroi con1plex which 

occupied a territory four times greater than that of France. 
Placed entirely under the authority of the NKVD, Dalstroi em­
braced the basins of the rivers Kolyma and Indigirka (north­
eastern Siberia). There, among other things, were 66 gold 
mines that before the war produced 300 tons of gold annually 
(the equivalent of 3 million dollars at the current price of 
gold). In the Kolyma camps, strictly defined, on the eve of the 
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war there wern more than 300,000 detainees (this figure was 
wide Iv exceeded in 1944-54 ). On the basis of death rates esti­
mated by former detainees, it is estimated that about 3 million 
people lost their lives in these camps during the 1930s.39 

Anton Ciliga, speaking of the Kolyma gold mine and the 
conditions of their exploitation, observed: 

If African gold is washed by the blood of enslaved 
negroes, Soviet gold is washed in the blood of workers 
and peasants allegedly liberated.40 

The high mortality rate of camp inmates was due to living 
and working con<litions that were extremely harsh, particu­
larly because of the severe cold of the regions in which a large 
number of the camps were established ( detainees, having 
learned of the existence of cremation ovens in Nazi camps, 
called the Soviet farnorthern camps white crematoria. More 
fatalities were due to the executions which escorts carried out 
(a detainee who strayed a few metres from the road that he was 
supposed to follow could be killed on the spot), and in a general 
way to bad treatment from the detainees' escorts. This bad 
treatment was fatal for the sick, whose "productivity" was too 
low, or who could not be looked after. The mortality was also 
large among those who were contagious or vulnerable to con­
tagion by an epidemic, and epidemics were frequent among 
undernourished detainees. Solzhenitsyn quotes several examples 
of epidemics, notably that of an "Asiatic typhus" that could 
not be treated; it was eradicated in the following manner: 

If one prisoner in a cell caught it they just locked 
the cell and let on one out, and passed them food 
only through the door till they all died. 41 

Bad, murderous, treatment was also inflicted upon those 
who did not succeed in producing enough, in the mind of the 
authorities, usually because they were at the end of their 
strength. These were the "goners," that were exterminated by 
work. Here is how the latter were treated at Kolyma: 

Multitudes of "goners," unable to walk by them­
selves, were dragged to work on sledges by other 
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"goners" who had not yet becorrw quitn so weak. 
Those who lagged behind were beaten with dubs 
and torn by dogs. Working in 50° degrees below zero 
Fahrenheit, they were forbidden to build fires and 
wann then1selves... Those who did not fulfil the 
nonn ... were punished ... in this way: in winter he 
ordered them to strip naked in the mine shaft, 
poured cold water over them, and in th~s state they 
had to run to the compound ... 42 

In other cases, those who did not fulfil the norms were shut 
in an isolator without window, bed, and heating: after some 
days, at the end of their strength, they were piled in and shut 
up inside a cart that was left exposed to the cold. In that way 
they died: it was only necessary to th_row out their bodies, the 
snow would inter them. 43 It really was the "white cre­
matorium." Obviously, it is impossible to estimate the number 
of victims of such treatment. 

(b) The executions 

To these deaths should be added the numerous executions,· 
more organized, but whose scale is no easier to estimate. 
Certainly some of these executions, but a minority, were offi­
cially known: these were the people condemned by public 
trials or even secret trials whose sentences were published 
(like the cases mentioned previously of the Red Anny officers 
executed in 1937). Other executions took place without being 
made public, following decisions by the judicial or security 
organs; such was the case of NKVD prisoners who were exe­
cuted with a bullet in the back of the neck, in the courtyards or 
cellars of NKVD prisons. These individual executions were 
very numerous, as is testified consistently by detainees of the 
time who have since been deported, but it is i1npossible to 
know the true dimension of this. Finally there were n1ass 
executions, usually fixed by administrative order; the latter 
seemed to have touched above all those who had be~n offi­
cially sentenced to 20 years detention "without rights of con1-
munication." According to R. Conquest, for the years 1936-38 
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there were 500,000 °legal executions" and 1 million f!Xf:cu­

tions in total; 44 according to R. MedvecJev, between 19]6 and 
1939 there were 400,000 to 500,000 execution~ without tria).45 
The figures cannot be checked, although H is sure that th~ 
executions amounted to hundreds of thousands. 

In any case, there are several material proofs of executions 
\•vhich took place during these years, and then after the conclu­
sion of the German-Soviet Pact when Poland, the Baltic States, 
and Bessarabia were occupied; these executions struck the 
populations of the occupied countries and their armies. 
Among the proofs of these crimes, one should mention the 
mass burial grounds discovered by the German army when it 
occupied vast regions of the Soviet Union. One such case was 
the burial ground found at Vinnitsa in the Ukraine in 1943. 
Here, there were more than 9,000 bodies. The victims appeared 
to have been killed in 1938, and a certain number could be 
identified by their families. The burial ground was exposed be­
cause the town population had heard talk of its existence. 
International commissions of enquiry have declared the exis­
tence of other buri~l grounds at Frunze and Sverdlovsk. 46 

Whatever the size of these mass executions and massacres. 
the great majority of those who perished in the repression and 
the terror were not executed but were put in camps where they 
died because of the extremely harsh living and working condi­
_tions which prevailed. However, these camps did not have, it 
seems, "extermination plans" like the Gern1an Nazi can1ps; the 
great number of deaths was due essentially to undernourish­
ment, insufficiency of clothes in the very cold regions, exces­
sively long working days which were usually occupied with 
very heavy tasks (health services hardly existed), and to "sanc­
tions" which terribly exacerbated the lot of the detainees when 
the latter did not succeed in "fulfilJing the norms.·• All these 
facts testify to the extraordinary scorn towards the life of millions 
of men shown by the authorities. 

(c) A demographic balance in outline 

Repression and mass terror in various forn1s (deportation, 
execution and high mortality in the camps, "punitive famines"47 
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rte.} obviously had. repercussions on the demographic trend, 
which was also affected hy the lowering of the birth rate, due 
to separation of fan1ilies, and by the increase of infant mortality 
associated with the general deterioration of living conditions. 

Analyses of population statistics (which show a rise from 147 
to 170.6 million between 1926 and 1939, a growth of 23.6 mil1ion, 
\'ery inferior to all the forecasts of the late 1920s) make clear the 
decimation that the repression inflicted on the Soviet people. 

It is not a matter here of discussing the demographic analyses 
presented at various times.48 We shall therefore limit ourselves 
to the conclusions of recent work by Maksudov.49 The latter 
permits an evaluation of the demographic losses50 due to wars 
and repression, and makes a distinction between these two 
sources of excess mortality. 

~alyzing the official statistics, Maksudov esfimates that, bet­
ween 1931 and 1939, the demographic "losses" suffered by the 
Soviet population reached 7.5 million adults; this figure does not 
include children who died of hunger (the excess mortality of 
children in the years 1932 to 1934 is estimated to be 3 million. 51 

It should be added that the same author estimates at 9-11 million 
the "losses" suffered from 1939-53 "and which were not directly 
associated with fascist aggression. " 52 The demographic losses 
du~ to repression and terror of the Stalinist period therefore 
reached, in total, about 20 million. These figures can be com­
pared with those of war losses, estimated by the same author at 
7 .5 million servicemen and from 6-8 million civilians. 

In reality, the demographic consequences of the mass repres­
sion, of terror, and of famines were even greater than these 
figures suggest, because the latter exclude the reduced birth 
rate brought about by the deportation or the death of millions 
of men and women of child-bearing age. 

All this amounts to a gigantic demographic catastrophe. 

Ill. The dynamics of repression and terror, 
and the "requirements" of the economy 

Mass repression and terror developed under pressure from 
numerous elements which produced multiple; cumulative or 



n,ntrndictorv offocts. Thn ducisivo elenwnts were political and 
the nrnin nl.mnent was the struggle of the leading group to 

st~1~then its power. 
Front a historical point of view, in the USSR the first element 

in the unleashing of mass repression and terror was collectivi­
zation from above. The latter could only have been achieved 
by these methods and its principal objective was political. The 
subjecfion of the working class to an unprecedented despotism, 
extending beyond the factory, equally demanded recourse to 
mass repression and terror. The same methods were put into 
operation by the leading group to annihilate the remains of the 
old exploiting classes, to oppose the challenge for power of the 
privileged social strata, to destroy all opposition and all critical 
thought in the party, and to defend its own unity. 53 

This putting into operation of mass repression and terror 
tended to be self-amplifying, by reason of its ideological effects. 
In fact, it aroused among the leaders who had recourse to it 
fear of revolt and this led them to accentuate the repression. 
The remarks made hy Marx and Engels about the Jacobinism of 
the 1793 Terror are absolutely valid here. They often emphasize, 
in fact, that terror was largely the result of the power of fear, in 
the sense that it is a form of power exercised by people who 
are fearful. Thus Engels wrote in a letter to Marx on September 
4, 1890: 

Terror is above all useless atrocities carried out by 
people who are themselves frighte;ned and who in 
this way wish to calm themselves. 54 

In this sense the very development of repression and terror 
on a large scale, of ~rials, executions and deportations, in­
tended to punish acts of sabotage, treason, spying, etc. nrninly 
imaginary created an atmosphere which "intoxicated" the 
leaders themselves. The latter ended by "seeing" traitors 
everywhere; they were themselves terrorized and denrnnded 
that the security services were more and 1nore "vigilant" and 
"active."55 

Keeping in mind concrete circumstances, the thesis of 
Hannah Arendt, that "totalitarian terror" is launched when 
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''the totalitarian leader knows that he has no longer any need 
to be -frightened"56 would seem to contradict the historical 
facts. In reality, the anti-peasant terror was launched against 
peasants in revolt (it is true that it continued even when the 
latter were shattered, but the starting point was nevertheless 
the fear initially experienced by the authorities). In the same 
way, the terror which from 1934 struck the Party hit the cadres 
who had shown (above all between 1932 and 1934) that they 
would not purely and simply accede to the decisions of the 
leading group, and who even tried to reduce its power. True, 
there again, terror continued to develop when all organized 
resistance had become impossible, but the fear experienced by 
the leading group certainly continued, for the discovery of 
even imaginary traitors contributed to its self-sustaining 
development. 

The self-propulsion of the terror was due also to another 
element; to the fact that those who were in charge of putting it 
into operation, the officials of the NKVD and the judicial 
ogans, were frightened of. be.ing accused of weakness or toler­
ance towards the "enemies" i,f they did not sentence some­
body who had been denounced or on whom there was the 
shiidow of the slightest suspicion. Thus those who were "sus­
pect" and who passed through the hands of the NKVD rarely 
escaped the most severe sentences. In these circumstances, the 
NKVD strove to obtain "confessions" from every suspect and it 
also prepared new 'cases," by obtaining from those who had 
been arrested a "list of accomplices," or by considereing as 
"guilty" anybody ·who had met or been with an arrested per­
son. All this, if the authorities had not put an end to it, would 
have entrained a "snowball" development of repression and 
terror. The dynamics of the terror were also sustained-as has 
already been noted-by the "populist" element of the policy of 
the leaders, who wished to provide an outlet for the discontent 
of the workers. The cadres who fell into the grip of the repression 
and terror served as "scapegoats": the leading group designated 
them as responsible for a social and economic situation which 
was intolerable for the population; doing this, it hoped to divert 
the frustration of the workers and to preserve its own power. 

The dev_elopment of terror followed a complex dynamic 
which engendered uncontrollable effects that could exceed 
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the "intentions" of those who had launched it. Once it was set 
in action the repression and terror machine could grind up 
n1anv n1ore men and women than had been at first aimed, at 
thus· bringing perverse political and economic effects along 
with it. 

However, the dynamics of repression and terror was not 
only political, it was also economic: by mobilizing vast contin­
gents of penal or concentration-camp labor, mass repression 
and terror entered into a "development" which partly relied 
on the use of "non-free" workers whose pl'ace of residence, 
conditions and nature of work were fixed in an entirely autho­
ritarian fashion by those who employed them. Thus there 
appeared, on large scale, a specific type of exploitation, that of 
men reduced to a sort of "state slavery," subject to the absolute 
power of those who directed the work processes, who could 
even consign them to a rapid death. 

The specific type of exploitation was at first bound up with 
the accelerated primitive accumulation which characterized 
the Soviet economy of the 1930s. To the extent that it was thus 
bound, it was not specific to the "Soviet" system: the develop­
ment of capitalism was accompanied by slaveowners' practices 
and forced labor, demonstrated by the slave trade of millions 
of black slaves employed in the plantations of America (North 
Central and South), the reduction to slavery of the Amerindians 
(especially in Central America) condemned to work and to die 
in the mines, and the conscription throughout the 19th century 
of Indian, Chinese, and Vietnamese workers, heavily indebted 
and obliged to work until death for their "employers" (who in 
practice were their "owners"), and this not only in Central and 
South America but also in North America. ½'hat was peculiar 
to the Soviet Union was that the state, through its police organs, 
was the "employer" of workers subjected to this forced labor, 
and that the latter were not recruited beyond the frontiers but 
in the coul}try itself by "judicial" and "administrative" means. 

However, in the Soviet Union this form of exploitation has 
another peculiarity: it did not disappear when the initial phase 
of accumulation in the 1930s was finished. In the 1940s the 
number of workers in the camps and penal colonies seems to 
have been even higher than during the years 1937-3857 It is 
known that these workers came firstly from Poland and the 
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Baltic States. Thon at the end of the wur they were above all 
for.nwr Soviet prisoners and deportees coming from the German 
camps: these escaped the Nazi can1ps only to find themselves 
in the ca1nps of their own country. Even after 1956, w'hen the 
pre,·ious ''excesses" had been condemned, the labor camps 
did not disappear. According to Kronid Lyubarskii, there were 
still at the beginning of the 1980s three million detainees in 
the Soviet camps. The vast majority of these were those sen­
tenced under common law, the number of prisoners who could 
be considered as "political" being only about 10,00058 

The scale of the concentration-camp work, its nature and its 
persistence suggests that this form of exploitation obeyed not 
only the "political requirements" but also a long-term 
economic logic. It is only a single step, easily made, to con­
clude from this that the system did not belong to a specific 
type of capitalism. To a large extent, this is what Rudolf Bahro 
does when he sees in the present Soviet system. a particular 
form of despotism, quite similar to that which Marx described 
as "oriental uespotism" or the "asiatic mode of production", 59 

but one in which the role of "despot" is played by the party 
leadership, which has as its object not preserving old agrarian 
relationships but carrying out a policy of :ndustrialization. In 
this view of things, \.Vork in the camps was only the extreme 
manifestation of the despotism to which all workers were sub­
jected. According to Bahro, this social form has its roots in the 
Russian past, but was reproduced ·while being transformed 
under the influence of the ideas and the practice of Lenin (as 
Party leader and as head of state).60 

Such a description of Soviet reality is essentially metaphoric 
rather than analytical; it tends to hide the nature of production 
relationships, and to reduce exploitation to a "political 
phenomenon, a phenomenon of the political distribution of 
power. ,i51 

This dBscription misses the radical difference which exists 
between the situation of the great mass of Soviet wage-earners 
and that the camp workers. Also it does not allow a grasp of 
the difference of situations between these workers and those 
subjected to forced labor in,. what Marx called "oriental des­
potism." In fact, in this latter social form the persons alloted to 
forced labor were usually there for only relatively short periods, 
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and most often provided their own subsistence and remained 
within the social relationships that allowed the reproduction 
of their labor force. On the contrary, the workers in Soviet 
camps were cut off from the rest of the world, they depend on 
their guardians for subsistence, and a large proportion of them 
died in the camps without leaving any descendants, apart from 
the children that they had before their internment. 

In fact, the work of those in Soviet camps constitutes a form 
of exploitation sui generis. One could say, also in a metaphorical 
way, that this form of exploitation constituted a sort of "state 
slavery." However, this term is equally misleading, for slaves 
reproduced themselves and were usually liable to be bought or 
sold. So finally one has to acknowledge that his type of exploi­
tation is not definable in term of any other and must be des­
cribed as "concentration-camp labor" 

Assuming this is agreed, the question remains: to what 
economic "requirements" were the development and repro­
duction of this type labor. subordinated? 

(a) The "requirements" of the economic administration 

At the most immediately empirical level, this type of work was 
firstly the result of mass repression and terror. On the one 
hand, the existence of millions of deportees and prisioners 
meant the establishment of an ec9nomic ac;lministration man­
aged by the repressive .organs, whose job it was to put the 
detainees to wo.rk. On th~ o~her hand, once this administration 
had been set up, it was alloted production plans that it had to 
carry out: to succeed in this it had to ensure a sufficient supply 
of detainees, which was facilitated by the fact that the NKVD 
was responsible simultaneously for the management of the 
camps and for arrests. Thus a connection was established bet­
ween the extension of repression and terror and the "require­
ments" of the economic administration of the camp system 
itself. 

The existence of production pl~ns alloted to the repressive 
organs and plans concerning the number of detainees is an un­
deniable fact. Certain of these plans have been published ,62 

others (although "secret"), reached "western" countries, such 
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as the detailed economic plan .for 1941 of which we have 
already spoken. This source has given rise to very different es­
timates of the labor force employed by the NKVD.63 The esti­
mates of N. Jansy brought him to figure of 3.5 million for the 
number of detainees occupied with production tasks in 1941. 
Other calculations show that within a total gross investment 
program in 1941 of 37.65 billion rubles, the l'IKVD led with 
6.81 billion (which corresponds to more than 18 percent of 
gross investment).64 

The existence of production plans that had to be realized 
with. the help of concentration-camp labor led to the informal 
existence of "arrest plans." Many eye-witnesses confirmed 
this. 

For 1933 the Yugoslav communist, A. Ciliga, then held in 
the main prison ~f Irukutsk, n(?ted that one of the main func­
tions of this prison "was the transfer of prisioners to the Far 
East." He adds that the number of those who were thus "des­
patched'' depended on the telegrams. received, from the clearing 
cent~rs.65 Some years later A. Solzhenitsym in his turn re­
marked that the "real -law" of the arrests was nothing but 
"planning," which fixed the figures to be reached.6!> This 
"planning., was not exempt from improvisation, as was seen 
in 1937-40.67 

Although a large number of eye-witness confirm that the 
size of the camp labor force was largely subject to the require­
ments of the "economic management" of the camp, it is still 
true that the latter did not constitute an end in itself, and it is 
therefore nece~sary to ask what were the imperatives to which 
it was itse~f obedient. One of these imperatives was obviously 
that of production growth, or at least, the gfowth of certain 
outputs. 

(b) Camp labor and production logic 

Because of insufficient information it is impossible to estimate 
with any precision the contribution made by concentration­
camp labor (either penal or general) to production, especiaJly 
in those s~ctors where its role was significant, such as con­
struction, mining, forestry, etc. However~ it is known that this 



contribution wRs cnnsiderable, since it rested on the activity of 
millions of 1nen whose work was directed and managed by an 
adn1inistration divided into many "main directorates" equiva­
lent to real ministries: the Directorate for Timber, Directorate 
for Camps in mining, metallurgy, etc. 

The detainees built thousands of kilometers of rail roads and 
canals, and substantially participated in the construction of 
industrial combines, ports, and new towns, in the cutting of 
millions of tons of timber destined for export or internal con­
sumption, and in mining for rare metals, gold, minerals, coal, 
etc.68 

Nevertheless, recognizing the scale of the work accomplished 
with the aid of camp labor is not enough to tell us about the 
size of that labor. Certain writers consider that this size is a 
very decisive factor; for example, in a recent article, Steven 
Rosefielde estimates that in 1939 the zeki numbered from 8.4 
to 10.4 million.69 

In my opinion such an estimate (like some others which are 
similar) overestimates the overall economic role played by 
camp labor in economic and industrial "development" in the 
USSR during the 1930s. As is pointed out by R.W. Davies and 
S.G. Wheatcroft, if the methods and the data of Rosefielde are 
used the conclusion must be that in 1941 "Gulag penal labor" 
provided more than 60 percent of all industrial production 
and construction,70 which is in contradiction with many statis­
tical data, including that of the 1941 plan ·mentioned above. 

As I have already said, it .seems reasonable to acknowledge 
that the number qf camp workers was a maximum of around 5 
million toward the late 1930s. It would then represent, in 1937 
and 1940 respectively, 34 and 31 percent of the workers and 
employees in industrial enterprises, construction, forestry, and 
transport,71 which in itself is a considerable proportion.72 

Many :igures show that the labor productivity .of camp workers 
was lower than that of "free" workers;73 consequently the 
"c'lntribution" of this work to production in the branches 
under consideration must be somewhat less than 30 percent, 
although nevertheless representing a very high percentage. 

However, the submission of the authorities to these economic 
''requirements" produced perverse effects. One of them, as we 
have seen, was the enormous mortality among concentration 
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ca1np \\'orkers; this n1ortality reduced the demographic poten­
tial and the labor force available to the Soviet Union. 

Another perverse effect of the development of camp labor 
was the low productivity of this latter. Thus, in general, trans­
forn1ing a "free" worker into a penal worker led to a reduction 
of production rather than an increase. However this assertion 
does not mean that recourse to camp labor did not obey a certain 
"economic logic," two aspects of which must be emphasized. 
One was the minimal monetary cost of camp labor forces. 
\Vhich did not receive wages or only· very slight wages, and 
from this it follows that despite the low productivity there was 
high exploitation rate. The other was the very great mobility of 
the zeki, whose labor could easily be subjected to the priorities 
chosen by the authorities. In this regard, camp labor had the 
"advantage" of being more strictly subjected than any other to 
the "economic logic" of priorities and of exploitation. 

(c) The "economic logic" of priorities 
and of exploitation 

The industrialization policy, as it was practiced during the 
1930s, gave priority to accumulation and to those industries 
whose products would contribute as directly as possible to the 
increase of accumulation. This priority meant that it was con­
sidered relatively unimportant that the productivity of the ze.ki 
employed in the mines, forests, or construction sites was less 
than that of the same men employed "freely" in other sectors, 
like agriculture for example. In fact the "econon1ic logic" of 
the authorities impelled them to try to obtain above all the 
increase of certain products, like gold, coal, rare n1etals, 
timber, etc. and to give priority to the construction of certain 
industrial sites, certain railroads and certain canals considered 
indispensable for economic and industrial "develop1nent" as a 
whole. In these circumstances it was of little in1portance that 
the decisions taken toward these priorities entrained a relative 
lowering of the average social productivity of labor, and a 
general decline in the living conditions of workers. 

In certain cases, the priorities thus imposed were able; 
thanks to camp labor, to play an effective role in the growth of 
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investtnont (for exa1nple, the extraction of gold from Kolyma 
pennited the purchase abroad of important industrial equip-
1nent). In other cases the role of these priorities was more or 
less illusory, for what was gained was often scarcely used (for 
example, the White Sea Canal, frozen six months of each year); 
and certain items of equipment imported in exchange for pro­
ducts obtained through zeki labor were quickly put out of 
action or badly utilized, sometimes even left to rust because 
the construction of the factories which were to use them was 
not itself finished. However, these wastages, although fre­
quent, were not foreseen by the authorities, so from the point 
of view of their "economic logic" it could seem "justified" to 
give priority development to activities that allowed accumula­
tion to be increased, and to allot to it the "necessary' number 
of camp workers, whatever might be the ·cost in human lives or 
loss of productivity. In any case, the wastage of labor and the 
inaccurate forecasts were largely felt outside the camp sector 
(of which we will say more in the fourth part of this volume); 
however this wastage did not include the same "cost" in 
r.uman life. 

It should be added that to develop on a wage basis the same 
activities as those which were developed on the basis of penal 
labor, it would have been necessary to grant to the "free" 
workers alloted to these activities wages much higher than 
thc,se paid in the more agreeable regio~s, and it would have 
been necessary to guarantee working and living conditions 
much more "acceptable" than those inflicted on the zeki; 
otherwise nothing would have persuaqed them to go to work 
in sufficient numbers in ·Siberia, and in the extreme east and 
north of the country. However, such a policy of wag~s, and 
investments in housing, would have been in complete con­
tradiction with the priority given to aricumulation. It would 
have demanded, moreover, that in order that the higher wages 
thereby paid could be exchanged for products, the production 
of consumer goods be rapidly developed; this was totally in­
compatible with the priority given to accumulation. Also, taking 
to account the volume of output available for manipulation, it 
would have been necessary, in order to attract workers to mig­
rate towards the Soviet east, to lower still further the real 
wages of 0 free,. workers in the western regions of the USSR, 



which politically would hove lmr.n very difficult. So, finally, 
tht> massive recourse to carnp labor was pc1rticularly well adapted 
to the ."econmnic logic .. of the system, a system which has led 
:\ndre Glucksmann to talk of a "law of replacement of cash by 
cop. "74 

Here is one of the "advantages" of camp labor, its low monetary 
cost which allows it to be "profitable" even if its productivity 
is quite weak. 75 The "profitability" of this work, moreover, 
was even greater in that it allowed economies to be made in 
the use of expensive machinery in those sectors where it was 
practiced. Obviously these observations should not lead to the 
conclusion that the deve~opment of camp labor obeyed a kind 
of "economic calculation": because this development was 
largely.guided by a dynamic which obeyed essentially p~litical 
and ide~logical elements whose effects were far from being 
"rational." All the. same, the authorities were aware of the 
"yirtues" of camp labor and of labor provided. by men and 
women who w~re u'nderpaid and whose rights had been reduced 
to a .minimum. 

In the USSR in the .1930s camp labor was not solely in­
tended to provide an enormous surplus labor; its development 
was also intended to produce an effect of terror, and therby 
contribute to the enlarged reproduction of exploitation relation­
ships which characterized the whole of "Soviet" society. 

The role of camp labor in the reproduction of the Soviet social 
and political system evidently continues today, although this 
type of labor affects a lesser number of people than in the 
1930s. Its role in the production of surplus value, however, 
remains considerable, for the "wages" paid to detainees are 
minimal (about 4-5 percent of the wages of a "free" worker, the 
detainees being "housed and fed"). These detainees take part 
in almost all productive activities: electronics, plastics, auto• 
mobile spare parts, furniture, clothing, and obviously timber. 
Arrests continue to take place according to a "plan" conform­
ing to the requirements of production. 76 Part of those in 
psychiatric hospitals are 'subjected to the same exploitation.77 

The role of women in this penal labor nowadays is especially 
great.78 Bearing in mind all these points, it 1nay be said that 
labor camps form a sub-system fulfilling important ·functions 
of integration.and regulation in the Soviet economy and society.79 
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To summarize, the development of mass repression and terror 
was tightly bound to the policy followed by the leading group, 
a policy aiming to impose dictatorial power over the workers, 
peasants, and cadres. This policy was also bound to capital re­
production which took place on a large scale, and which sub­
jected the country to the demands of maximum accumulation. 
Between 1929 and 1953 it cost the Soviet Union demographic 
losses which exeeded 20 million people, losses which there­
fore were higher than those suffered during World War II. The 
policy passed through the camps tens of millions of men and 
women. The significance of the economic and political aspects 
of the 1930s is fully apparent when one analyses the problem 
of accumulation and the crisis in the Soviet economy. 
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PART 4 

Capital and its Crises 

The dominant aspect of the development process of production 
forces during the 1930s in the Soviet Union was industrialization. 
The latter benetited from maximum investment. The working 
class grew at an exceptional speed. Soviet industry experienced 
a particularly fast expansion. 

Although there is no doubt that official statistics relating to 
global industrial production have a tendency to "inflate" the 
size of the results obtained, and although this "inflation" is 
due simultaneously to the way in which the statistics were cal­
culated1 and to the way in which the basic data were collected, 
it is nevertheless true that in the 1930s there was a real "indus­
trial revolution" on a scale without historical precedent, but 
which has since had equivalents, particularly in Japan. 2 

The index of industrial production revised by Hodgman 
(which seems especially typical) moves from a base of 100 in 
1928 to 371 in 1937 and 430 in 1940. 3 Other calculations pre­
sent a picture of an industrial growth a little less rapid but 
which neverthel3ss was remarkable.4 

The exceptional performances, however, should not put into 
oblivion the social conditions in which they were achieved. 
Nor must they hide the fact that, according to the official 
statistics themselves, the rate of development of industrial pro­
duction fell from one Five-Year plan to the next. 5 

The fall of the industrial production growth rate cannot be 
separated from another very significant fact: the weak growth 
rate of industrial labor productivity, which contrasts with the 
scale of technical change that was accomplished. 6 

The slow growth of labor productivity, the progressive fall of 
growth rates for industrial production and, above all, the crises 
that the soviet economy experienced, are manifestations of 
the limits of the successes brought by the industrialization of 
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the USSR. And this is not the only thing, for the beginnings of 
this industrialization were accompanied, as has been shown in 
this volume, by a serious decline in the living standards of the 
masses and by recourse on a large scale to penal labor. 

Notes 

1. This problem has ·been studied by maRy writers. These include, espe­
cially: D. Hodgman, Soviet Industrial Production, 1928-1951 [Cambridge, 
Mass.,1954]; A. Bergson, Soviet Economic Growth [Evanston, 1953}; and 
the part devoted to the USSR in Capital Formation and Economic Growth 
[Princeton, 1955]. 

2. In fact if one takes into account technical progress and product quality in 
Japan, the latter's industry has performed considerably better than Soviet 
industry did. 

3. D. Hodgman, Soviet Industrial Production, p. 89. 
4. The diversity of recent estimations of Soviet industrial production 

growth, with copious references, can be seen in Slavic Review, December 
1980, with its articles by S. Rosefielde, H. Hunter, R. W. Davies, S.G. 
Wheatcroft. 

5. On this point see M. Lewin, "The Disappearance of Planning in the 
Plan," Slavic Review, June 1973, p.283. According to official statistics the 
anriual industrial growth rates for each of the three first plans were res­
pectively, 19.2, 17.1, and 13.2 percent, the latter covering the first three­
and-half years of the plan. Of course, if the elements of overestimation 
included in the official figures are removed, the growth rates appear 
weaker. Thus N. Kaplan has calculated that for 1933-40 the average 
annual rate of industrial production growth was 8.8 percent (see his 
"Retardation in Soviet Growth," in The Review of Economics and Statistics, 
August 1968, p. 297). 

6. Thus, taking 1928 as 100, the index of daily productivity per head 
employed in main industry was 167 in 1940 (that is, the same as in 1937); 
this index calculated by Hodgmann in Soviet Industrial Production, 
p. 117. 
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Accumulation in 1928-40 

BETWEEN 1928 and 1940, the Soviet Union experienced a 
gigantic ~ccumulation of material resources devoted to 
industry, and especially to heavy industry. 

One statistical index reflects the "official accounting" for 
the material resource accumulation of the Soviet Union. This 
was the index expressing the volume growth of" basic capital" 
(fixed capital) at the disposition of the productive and non­
productive sectors. According to official statistics, the "value" 
(in "constant prices") of the "basic capital" grew from an 
index of 100 in 1928 to 312 in 1940.1 

However, these figures have only a very limited significance. 
In fact, when one compares them with other Soviet statistics, it 
is clear that they overestimate very much the growth of material 
resources accumulated during these Years. This overestimation 
to a large extent resulted from the method used for the con­
struction of this index, because: 

(1) The index does not take into account the greater part of 
the destruction of material resources suffered by the Soviet 
economy during the 1930s, especially the destruction that 
struck agriculture following forced "collectivization. "2 To this 
destruction should be added that connected with the abandon­
ment of most equipment used by private industry and by 
artisans. In fact, from 1930, almost all this equipment was 
stopped, because it was usually of no use to the state's large­
scale industry. 
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(2) The official index was calculated in "comparable prices," 
"·hich n1eans that the investments towards the ·end of the period 
have had to be "deflated!' in order to eliminate the influence of 
the price rise between 1928 and 1940. However, it would clearly 
seem that the size of this rise of prices was underestimated, 
and therefore the coefficients of deflation that were adopted 
were too small. 

(3) The capital invested continued to be valued at its 
original cost, and therefore its value at the end of the period 
was not reduced to take into account the wear and tear of 
equipment. 

Although the index, which claimed thus to "measure" the 
accumula~ion of material resources in the period 1928-40, 
overestimates the net result, it all the same has the merit of 
giving an idea of the size of investment carried out during the 
three first five-year periods. 

I. Investments made 1928-40 

For the years 1928-37 an estimate of the value of investments 
is as follows: 

Gross investment {1928-37) 

(billion rubles in constant prices)3 

1928-32 67 .2 
1933-37 151.7 

Although betwee~ 1937 and 1940 the growth of gross invest­
ment slackened, its value ("in constant prices") still grew, in 
t_otal, by 30 percent according to official statistics:'Between 
1928 and 1940 the growth of gross investment was exceptionally 
high, on the order of 14 per cent annually.5 

According to official statistics the investments made 
during the two first Five-Year Plans and the three and 
one-half years of the Third Five-Year Plan were divided as 
follows: 
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Distribution of gross investment (Jcolk.hozes excluded) 
during the first three Five-Year Plans8 

(% of total gross investment) 

Industry 
Agriculture 
Transport and communications 
Housing ( excluding individual 

construction} 
Trade, communal enterprises, and 

scientific, cultural, educational 
and health institutions 

Total 

41.5 
8.0 

20.5 

11.5 

18.5 

100.00 

It can be seen that industry received more than two fifths of 
state investment while agriculture was reduced to a beggar's 
portion (taking into account kolkhoz investments would not 
change this picture substantially). Housing construction was 
equally neglected.7 A very large proportion of investment went 
to heavy industry (Group A) and to transport and communica­
tion; within industry, less than one sixth of investment was 
devoted to increasing the production potential of consumer 
goods (or Group B). 

In general, the enormous investment effort of these years, 
which was a heavy burden on the real income of the popula­
tion, therefore did very little to improve living conditions; the 
principal exception was the investment made for education 
and health. However, these investment above all benefited the 
urban population. Moreover, access to better hospital services 
was reserved to those who were part of the managing apparatus, 
and their families. 

II. The economic weight of investment 

For most of the 1930s the rapid increase of investment did not 
bring the expected growth of total income and of production. 
In fact the brutal and (in practice) chaotic increase of gross 
accumulation resulted in a veritable dislocation of production, 
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especially in agriculture. This for several years entailed a de­
crease in the availability of consumer goods. 

The "economic weight'' of the rapid increase of accumulation 
is difficult to "measure." However, an idea can be gained by 
comparing the rate of investment recorded in 1928 with that 
recorded in 193 7. Between these two years this rate passed 
from 7 percent to 21 percent of the national product'8 almost 
in nine years, which was an upheaval on an exceptional scale, 
and it is understandable that it seriously disturbed the re­
production of the material and social conditions of production. 
The growth recorded for the rate of accumulation is in cor­
relation with the putting into force of the first Five Year Plans. 

Notes 

1. Figures calculated From N.Kh ... 1958g, p. 58. 
2. For an estimate of the destruction of means of production in agriculture, 

see N. Jasny in Soviet Industrialization (Chicago, 1961), pp. Btff. 
3. N.Kh ... 1958g, p. 618. 
4. See above. 
5. The figures for ~oss investment evidently do not take into account "dis-

• 
investment" accompanying the process of primitive accumulation. Nor do 
they show fluctuations and regressions of investment which occurred during 
the crises, as will be seen. 

6. Figures calculated from N.Kh ... 1958g, pp. 622-23. The investments of 
different years are valued in prices said to be "comparable." 

7. From 1929 to the war, there were built about 140 million square meters of 
housing financed by the state or cooperative organizations {N.l(.h ... 1958g, 
p. 636}. During the same period the urban population grew by nearly 30 
million, while part of the housing stock deteriorated; hence there was a 
serious decline in housing conditions, that became catastrophic {see 
A. Kopp, L 'Architecture-). 

8. National product and investment are evaluated at factor cost by G. Grossman 
in his contribution to Soviet Economic Growth {ed. Bergson), p.8. 
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Tl1e first Five-Year Plans 

FROM the end of the 1920s, Soviet planning was an 
economic, social, and political reality. Plans were elabo­
rated, discussed, adjusted, "applied." A large number of 

important economic decisions were based on them. The rhythm 
of development and the structure of the Soviet economy were 
indubitably influenced by the practice of planning. Neverthe­
less, this statement must not lead to the conclusion that the 
Soviet economy was henceforth a "planned economy," in the 
sense that it was "controlled" or subj~cted to the plan. The 
existence of such a control was proclaimed by Soviet ideologues, 
who talked specifically of the "planned economy" and favorably 
compared this with the "market economy." Examination of the 
real movement of industry and agriculture, arid comparison of 
the plan objectives with actual economic development, rejects 
(we shall come back to this) the myth of a Soviet planned 
economy. This myth nevertheless has had a long life; this is for 
various reasons, notably that the concept of the planned 
economy is bound to the fetish of state and plan which devel­
oped on the basis of the dominant social and political relation­
ships in the USSR. It is also because, as we have already said, 
the existence of the plans had an effective (although not always 
anticipated) action on the real economic situation. 
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I. Contradictions between economic 
plans and real advance 

Taking an overall view of the plans worked out between the 
late 1920s and World War Two, it may be seen that this period 
can be divided into two sub-periods, the first from 1927 to 
1932 and the second from 1933 up to the war. 

During the first sub-period (and especially up to 1931), the 
plans became more and more detached from reality. The First 
Five-Year Plan was "revised upwards" in a drastic way with­
out anything, from the point of view of real possibilities, justi­
fying such a revision. 1 

During the course of this first sub-period (1927-32), the current 
economic policy passed through three phases.2 

The first stage came to an end toward the end of 1930. It was 
characterized in particular by the vocal ''struggle against infla­
tion" and by the practice of inflation in reality. Thus, while 
the monetary circulation was rapidly increasing, it was being 
said that real wages would increase thanks to a lowering of 
industrial prices. At the beginning of 1930 a series of measures 
was taken which opened the way for a new wave of inflation; 
"control by the ruble" (khozrashchyot) was then practically 
abandoned, and a "credit reform" authorized the banks to pro­
vide, almost without control, enterprize bank accounts with 
the necessary money. Once again there arose an illusion about 
the possibility of immediately abandoning monetary account­
ing, just as in "war communism. "3 Pyatakov then declared: 

The screen of credit falls and one can see the charac­
teristics of the production and circulation process in 
physical terms. 4 

At the same period Stalin considered that with the elimina­
tion of NEP, it would be possible to organize "direct economic 
ties between town and country, through the exchange of pro­
ducts without recourse to trade ... "5 

At the end of 1930 a second phase began, in which the accent 
was again put on khozrashchyot. A resolution adopted by the 
Plenum of December 1930 called for "the strictest financial 
discipline" and for the .. strengthening of the ruble." This second· 
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phase of economic policy was of short duration, because the 
·"objectives" of production and investment which had been 
proclaimed previously were maintained. In addition, in June 
1931, in the name of the struggle against "egalitarianism" and 
against "leftist levelling" of wages,6 the highest wages were in­
creased. Economic policy the.n began a third phase. 

This third phase was continued up to the end of 1932. It was 
marked by the maintenance of very high targets previously an­
nounced for the First Five Year Plan, and by the formulation of 
completely unrealistic targets for the Second Five-Year Plan. It 
was also characterized by a resumption of high inflation which 
took the monetary circulation from 4335 million rubles on 
January 1, 1933,7 an increase of 93 percent over 18 months. 
Above all it was marked by the famine of 1932-33 and by real 
economic chaos. It thus created conditions for a transition to a 
new period. 

This new period (from 1933 to the war) was characterized by 
a reduction (but not a disappearance) of unreality in the plans, 
by a slowing down of inflation8 by a wider acceptance of the 
"free" operation of peasant markets), and by recourse on a 
large scale to measures of coercion and repression. 9 

The move from the type of planning and economic policy of 
the early 1930s to that of the following years was largely imposed 
by the crisis that matured from the second half of 1931 and 
openly burst on the scene in 1933. So far as planning was con­
cerned, the situation was so confused from the fall of 1931 that 
the Gosplan journal (Planovoye khozyaistvo) ceased publica­
tion for several months (the last number of 1931 was sent 
to the printer on October 3, the first number of 1932 was 
put in the presses on May 26). In 1932 there was the legaliza­
tion on a large scale of the kolkhoz markets, where free prices 
were used. 

The essential features of what for many years would be 
Soviet economic policy and planning were drawn at this time. 
These features were not the "expression" of previous theoretical 
concepts ( on the contrary, the "theory" would be transformed 
in order to justify current practices). They were the product of 
economic, social and political transformation, of crises and con­
tradiction in the Soviet social structure; these crises and these 
new social relationships also transformed official ideology. 10 
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When the planning of 192 7-31 is corn pared with that of later 
y~ars, it is seen that the first years were marked by an extra­
ordinary "unreality" while the following years saw a certain 
(relative) "return to reality." The size of the gaps between plan 
and real economic change confirms in every case the absence 
of "control" by the plans over this economic change. To illus­
trate this fact, we will give some examples. 

(a) The first five-year period 

It has already been seen that the figures of the First Five-Year 
Plan on sev·eral occasions were revised upwards. 11 In thus 
adopting more and more ambitious targets, the Soviet leaders 
turned up their noses at the real possibilities and the warnings, 
comparatively prudent, of those occupying responsible posi­
tions in the planning organizations. The whole picture of the 
political situation in fact impelled the leading elements of the 
Party to adopt "objectives" that were higher and higher, and to 
silence those who reminded them of the dangers of falsely 
"ambitious" plans. The "objectives" written into the plans 
were even then imposed against immediate reality under the 
influence of "abstract requirements." Thus, in 1930, the First 
Five-Year Plan kept as a "target" an increase of 67 percent in 
real income for the agricultural population, and of 71 percent 
for the non-agricultural population, and this at a time when 
measures had to be taken cope with a real lowering of the 
standard of life. 

(1) 'Targets" and results of 
the First Five-year Plan 

Plans elaborated in these circumstances could only be mythical: 
To show this, it is not necessary to compare in detail the "targets" 
and the results of the different plans.12 It is sufficient to examine 
a few figures. 

Let us take the First Five-Year Plan. It is known that, accord­
ing to official declarations, this was to_ have been "practically 
achieved" in four years and three months (at the end of 1932 
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rather than October 1933), at least. so far as industry was con­
cerned. Thus, when Stalin presented the balance sheet of the 
First Five-Year Plan, 13 in his report of January 7, 1933 to the 
enlarged Plenum of the CC, he affirmed that "the plan for in­
dustrial production as a whole" had been achieved "by 93.7 
percent," "towards the end of the fourth year" of the five-year 
period.14 

If this statement had been correct it could have been said in 
effect that the industrial plan had been practically "achieved," 
at least overall. But the facts were very different. 

Firstly, between the time when the First Five-Year Plan was 
adopted (in April 1929) and when its targets were declared to 
be achieved or "executed," this plan had been modified so often 
that little was left of the original. So to refer, in 193 3, to a pro­
gramme adopted in 1929 but adandoned during the following 
years and replaced by more ambitious plans, made little sense. 

However, even if one accepts such a referral, a brief exami­
nation of the figures reveals that the "plan" of 1929. was in no 
way "fulfilled." 

According to the resolution adopted in April 1929 by the 
Sixteenth Party Conference, industrial production should have 
risen from 18.3 billion roubles in 1927-28 to 43.Z billion at the 
end of the First Plan,15 an increase of 136 percent. But, accord­
ing to the estimates of Hodgman, estimates which rest on a 
firm foundation, the production of main industry rose by 72 
percent. 16 However, main industry was developed much more 
rapidly than industry as a whole. The "achievement rate" of 
the industrial plan is therefore certainly very inferior to the 78 
percent calculated for the industry that was examined. 

Because of the uncertainty which bears on estimates of pro­
duction expressed in prices, it is useful to quote a minimum of 
statistics expressed in physical quantities (tonnage, kilowatt 
hours, and meters). In fact, the latter reveal "achievement 
rates" that are very weak, using the official sources them­
selves. Here are some of these rates: coal·86 percent; electricity 
79 percent; pig iron 62 percent; steel 5 7 percent; sheet metal 
54 percent; woollen cloth 34 percent; cotton cloth 58 percent; 
paper 52 percent; crystalized sugar 32 percent. 17 

One obseivation could be added: it is misleading to calculate 
the "achievement rate" of plans by comparing the amount 
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produced with what should have been produced according to 
the plan provisions. In fact, the 11 objective" of the plans was a 
certain increase of production. So it is by comparison with this 
increase that the uachievement rate" should be calculated. In 
the cases above this gives rates that are much lower. For example, 
the amount of steel produced annually was to increase (accord­
ing to the initial plan) by 6.1 million tons; the actual increase 
was 1.6 million tons an ••achievement rate" of the target in­
crease of only 26.2 percent. 18 Moreover, for a certain number of 
industrial products, instead of the increases provided by the 
Five-Year Plan, there were declines to be recorded. Such was 
the case for most industrial production connected with agricul­
ture: cotton cloth, woollen cloth, linen cloth and sugar. 

(2) . , Revision'' and actual abandonment 
of targets of the First Five-Year Plan 

The changes made in the First Five-Year Plan after April 1929 
in no way helped to lessen the mythical character of the 
11targets." On the contrary, they exacerbated them. They implied, 
in fact. an abandonment of the initial plan, as more and more 
"ambitious" and less and less achievable targets were adopted. 
Here are some examples. 

At the beginning of 1930 the target production figures that 
had to be achieved in the last year of the First Plan "rose" to 
really fantastic levels. Henceforth it was a question of producing, 
at the end of the five-year period: 120-150 million tons of coal (in 
place of the 75 million tons initially set); 17-20 million tons of pig­
iron (instead of 10 million); 450,00 tractors (instead of 55,000).19 

One remark is necessry here. Such 11 targets" no longer corres­
ponded to what one could reasonably call "production fore­
casts." Rather, they corresponded to a "forecast of needs" 
which were engendered by the race for accumulation and the 
promises that had been made. Thus there was an upsurge of 
"abstract requirements" that "imposed themselves" in actual 
fact on the authorities as well as on the 1 'planners. " 20 The latter 
were summoned by the political leaders to establish new "plans" 
incorporating ••targets" that were more and more elevated. 21 

The end result, therefore, were figures that were incoherent 
and unconnected with real possibilities. 22 
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In 1930 and 1931 there was no time to prepare a new Five­
Year Plan, and the latter would not have been able to "hold 
together" the figures of all the projects that had been started. 
The political leadership then gave up the idea of elaborating a 
new plan. In its eyes, "rhythms decide FWerything," the "targets" 
became "challenges that it was necessary to take up" and the 
"pla"nners" were regarded as hindrances and "old hat," and it 
was decided to get rid of them. Gosplan was renovated, with 
men like Krzhizhanovskii and Strumilin - old Party members 
devoted to the leadership - being cast aside and replaced by 
more docile men. 

On the eve of the Sixteenth Party Congress (June 26 to July 
13, 1930), which witnessed the victory of those who supported 
an industrialization even more rapid than that forecast by the 
plan adopted in 1929, 23 the only acceptable perspective was 
one of rhythmic progress and ceaselessly increasing industrial 
production. Kuibyshev at this time said that it was necessary 
"to double each year investments in fixed capital, and increase 
production by 30 percent each year. "24 

Bearing in mind the results actual'ly achieved, it is not sur­
prising that at the beginning of 193 3 all these "targets" were 
"forgotten"; that is why the balance sheet of the First Five­
Year Plan, presented by Stalin at this time, referred simply to 
the figures of the initial plan even though it had been aban­
doned for almost three years. 

(b) The second five-year period 

In 1933 and 1934 a Second Plan project and then a definitive 
plan were elaborated.25 The "targets" set by these two docu­
ments were very close, but the second was more "modest" and 
more "realistic" than the first. It is this which was adopted by 
the Seventeenth Party Congress which met in February and 
March 1934, that is, during the second year of the Plan's 
course.26 

Because of this greater "realism" the percentages of "fulfill­
ment'' of the second Five-Year Plan were much higher than 
those of the First. For industry taken as a whole it even reached, 
globally, a "fulfillment" of 102 percent. However, the global 
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figures are overestimated because they were calculated in 
prices and are therefore "swollen" by the rise in the latter 
(although the statisticians claimed to have eliminated the effects 
of this price rise in their calculations}. Moreover, the global 
figures obscured considerable inequalities in the "fulfillment 
rate." These inequalities meant that the structure and the pro­
portions of the economy were not in any way transformed 11 in 
conformity" with the plan. Here again the idea of a "control" 
by the plan over economic change seems mythical, this also 
being revealed by the economic crises, which were obviously 
not "programmed." 

So as not to clutter this exposition by quoting too many figures, 
we will limit ourselves to indicating the "fulfillment percen­
tage for certain of the targets,, of the Second Plan, fixed in 
quantity rather than prices and comparing the target produc­
tion with the actl.lal production. 

"Fulfillment" percentage of production targets 
set by the Second Five-Year Plan {1933-37) 21 

Electricity 96 Cotton cloth 
Oil 61 Woolen goods 
Coal 89 Paper 
Pig-iron 91 Sugar 
Leather footwear 107 

64 
46 
83 

104 

It can be seen that the "fulfillment" percentages here vary 
between 46 and 107. It also may be seen how enormous was 
the "lag,, in production of industrial consumer goods, which 
the Second Plan had "anticipated" would increase enough to 
quickly raise consumption levels. 

In agriculture the "fulfillment" of the Plan was very weak, as 
much in cereal ( despite the exceptional harvest of 1937) as in 
livesto~k. For the first, the average harvest was only 76 percent 
of what had been forecast for the average of the annual plans. 28 

For the second, the number of cows only represented 78 per­
cent of the targets.29 Production actually obtained in 1937 
was therefore very distant from the "targets" of the plan. 

The "targets" fixed in the Second Plan also reflect. essen­
tially, the "abstract requirements" of accelerated accumulation 
(this in spite of the momentary brake imposed by the 1933 crisis), 
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and the way in which the Party leadership took care of these 
urequiren1ents," which to it seemed "possible," "desirable," or 
11necessary." They were a product of the economic and political 
situation as it was understood at the top of the Party, s~en 
through the ideological forms which were dominant there. Part 
of the targets "retained" in this way were only there as 
"promises" to be followed by no concrete action.30 Other targets, 
those which actually seemed to be "essential," were on the 
other hand the occasion for "priority" action, continued 
throughout the Five-Year period (such was the case with what was 
done to increase the output of the main means of production). 

{c) The third five-year period 

The working out of the Third Five-Year Plan took place in a 
period of extreme political tension, of mass repression and of 
the physical elimination of most of the old Party leadership. In 
these circumstances, the Third Plan was presented for the 
ratification by a Party Congress only in March 1939 (at the 
Eighteenth Congress}, more than two years after the beginning 
of the five-year period. More exactly, the Congress was sum­
moned to ratify only the "main tasks" of the Third Plan.31 A 
definitive version of the latter would never be published; the 
document published in 1939 is much less detailed than those 
of the two previous plans.32 

A comparison of actual economic change with the "targets" 
written in this document show once more the mythical nature 
of these "targets." One can see this by examining the following 
figures, which express in percentages the increases forecast by 
the Third Five• Year Plan and the increases actually obtained 
in 1940, when three-fifths of the five-year period had passed. 

Actual increases of production as percentages of the increases 
anticipated for 1942 by the Third Five-Year Plan 33 

Electricity 32.7 Woolen goods 13.0 
Coal 37.2 
Coke 12.7 Sugar (production decline of 
Oil 11.7 319,000 tons instead of 
Steel 5.8 planned 1,079,000 
Cotton cloth 32.8 ton increase) 
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As may pe seen, not only was _the 1940 !eve.I far from the 50 
to 60 percent of the production increase forecast for 1942 butt 
in addition, the inequalities of gross rates (compared to those 
forecast) are considerable. Leaving on one side the falls in pro­
duction, the above percentages vary in their relationship by a 
ratio of 1 to 6.4.34 

There is something more serious: in a period when war 
threatened, the production plans of oil, coal, and steel have 
only miserable "fulfillment rates." In fact, during the first 
three years of the Third Plan, the production of petrol, coke, 
and steel almost stagnated compared to 1937. 

The figures show simultaneously the scale of the disorganiz.ation 
which then reigned in essential industries, and the absence of 
"control" exercised by the Plan over real economic development. 35 

II. The effects of the development of contradictions 
between plans and realities 

The inadequacy of the plans in relation to reality and, more 
generally, to the objective economic possibilities, gave rise to a 
series of consequences. The latter concerned especially the 
aggravation of the contradictions in the sphere of production 
and exchange. 

(a) The cycle of shortages and the 
"target inflation" of the plans 

Putting into action plans that were partly unrealizable, be­
cause sufficient material and human means were not available, 
inevitably brought shortages. 

During the 1930s and especially during the first five-year 
period, the appearance of shortages, as is known, Jed the 
Soviet leaders to raise rather than lower the plan "targets," by 
establishing. task for the production of "deficit" products that 
were progressively bigger. It was in this way, for example, that 
the "targets" of production fixed for metallurgy showed_ an 
extraordinary growth between 1929 and 1932. 
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Far from reducing the shortages, recourse to such plan revi­
sions-obviously only made the shortages worse. In fact, the fixing 
of supplementary "targets" required the construction of extra 
factories, which made necessary the provision of additional 
means. For example, the starting of new industrial construc­
tion sites required still more steel, so much so that it became 
more and more scarce. 

In concrete terms, one could say that the list of some 1200 
industrial construction sites - contained in the third volume 
presenting the First Five-Year Plan - was virtually doubled 
during the months which followed the adoption of the Plan. 
Consequently, against the 22 billion rubles which, according 
to the Five-Year Plan, had to be invested in industry, construc­
tion and transport, there was in the end an actual sum for 
investment of 41.6 billion. 36 

Such a growth of investment weighed heavily on the re­
sources available for consumption. It also brought about a tre­
mendous disequilibrium between the available material re­
sources and the needs of the different construction sites. 

(b) Production anarchy and 
the slow-down of growth 

During the 1930s attempts, aiming to "resolve" the problems 
posed by the development of shortages by "inflating the 
targets" of the plans, led to the hasty adoption of industrial 
projects which often did not rest on any serious preliminary 
studies. This helped to intensify the anarchy of production, 
which was in any case engendered by the setting up of con­
struction sites and factories which could not receive the 
necessary amounts of raw materials, fuel, or labor to function 
regularly. 

However, the atmosphere of "urgency" fostered by the political 
leadership, wishing to' push the rhythm of growth higher and 
higher (even when its decisions di~organized production and 
ended up by hindering the long-term maintenance of high 
levels made it quite exceptional for those on the ground who 
saw the µnrealizable nature of a large part of the "targets" 
imposed by the upper political levels-to make a protest. 
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So warnings like the following formulated by an old expert 
entrusted with putting into operation an unrealizable program 
of increased oil production were quite rare. He addressed the 
CC in the following terms: 

I cease to be responsible for the planning depart­
ment. I consider the target fixed at 40 million tons 
as purely arbit~ary. More than one third of the oil 
must come from unexplored regions, which is like 
sharing the skin of the bear befor_e trapping him and 
even before knowing where he is. In addition, the 
present three cracking plants must become 120 be­
fore the end of the five-year period. This in spite of 
the acute lack of metal and the fact that the highly 
complex technique of cracking has still not been 
mastered by us ... J1 

The multiplicatiop. of such "programs" at the beginning of 
the First Five Year" Plan meant that the share of the total indus­
trial investment :-epresented by· investment frozen in uncom­
pleted programs rose to about 40 percent in 1931. Thus these 
pro~ams immobilized enormous amounts of steel, which was 
in deficit anyway. This in turn hindered the full utilization of 
existing factories and slowed down the development of pro­
duction in these factories and industrial production in general. 

Improvised and badly coordinated programs, surging up on 
the wave of an accumulation which sharply increased, were 
equally numerous in the construction of new industrial centers. 
These new centers were to be established in coordination with 
the creation of new factories, Thus the Soviet planner N. Efreimov 
said that "a whole series of towns have been built without 
their plans l-,aving been approved, "38in other words, in an 
anarchic way. Consequently, the inhabitants of these towns 
were often without elementary conveniences (water, drains, 
etc.) necessary for urban life. 

Without exception the contradictions which developed during 
the 1930s were of such a size that almost all people doubtless 
few who allowed themselves to point out the unrealizable 
character of the "targets" of the plans (initial or revised) were 
dismissed or severely condemned without their arguments 
being discussed. 
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The political power thus acted as an agent for the constraints 
directed toward accun1ulation. It raged more and more sharply 
against those who thought they could illuminate the contradic­
tions bet\\reen plan and reality, and the economic anarchy 
which resulted from them. Such people were usually consi­
dered ~traitors" because, in the eyes of the leaders, they at 
least demonstrated a "lack of confidence" in the possibilities 
of the system, or revealed their "outdated concepts." 

The production anarchy which developed in these circum­
stances helped to slow down the development of industry and 
to lower agricultural production. In fact, as has been seen, a 
large proportion of the material resources ( available in insuffi­
cient quantity) was immobilized in equipment or machines 
which were not working or which were badly used. Thus current 
production was lower than it could have been with different 
targets. 

The adoption of unrealizable "targets" had also "cumulative 
effects": the impossibility of realizing certain anticipated 
targets blocked the achievement of other targets which could 
be achieved only if the first were achieved. For example, a low 
"fulfillment rate" of steel production entrained a fulfillment 
rate even lower for other plans of production or investment 
which required steel. Thus during the First Five-Year Plan 
certain factories could not be built because of lack of _steel, 
hence the derisory "fulfillment rates" for certain products like 
fertilizers. 39 

Production anarchy showed itself also in the distr\hution of 
production. Thus the fluctuation in the output of numerous 
factories, and the more-or-less long stoppages in activity at 
various construction sites, meant that part of the output of the 
new factories, which should have been sent to nearby consume~, 
had to be sent thousands of kilometers, which overloaded the 
railroads and caused real chaos in transportation. 

Finally, the stock of agricultural machines and tractors 
usually functioned only to the extent of about half of its capa­
city, because of shortage of necessary spare parts. 

Production anarchy and the unrealizable nature of some of 
the 11 targets" of the plan nurtured other contradictions which 
manifested themselves in the existence of an inflationary 
pressure that was almost permanent. The non-realization of 
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many production "targets," while sustained expenses reached 
or exceeded the forecast, resulted, almost permanently, in an 
excess of distributed monetary incomes over the availability of 
products fo{ consumers. Thus in spite of "controls" and regu­
lations, prices had a tendency to rise and this even affected the 
"planned prices," above all those for consumer goods. 40 

The insufficiencies and the irregularities of supplies also 
had the consequence that part of the products were diverted 
towards "illegal channels" where black market prices ruled; 
he11:ce the existence of a "parallel economic world" which 
made What happened in the "official world" particularly 
fictitious. 

(c) The application of priorities 
and the development of day-to-day 
administrative management 

Anarchy of production and incoherence of plans from the 
beginning of the 1930s put enterprises into a chaotic situation. 
Most often, they could not obtain the quantities of raw materials, 
fuel, equipment, means of transport, etc. which they needed-to 
have in order to attempt to "fulfil" the plans which were fixed 
for them by the Plan and/or to avoid interrupting their produc­
tion. In these circumstances, enterprises were equally incapable 
of coping with all the delivery obligations to which the plan 
had pledged them. The situation was all the more entangled 
because enterprises were usually provided with financial 
means allowing them to negotiate for volumes of purchases 
greater than were actually obtainable, taking into account the 
quantities of available products and the prices at which they 
had to be handed over. 

To cope with the chaos which was developing in this way, 
the supply of enterprises with raw materials, fuel, equipment, 
etc. was more and more concentrated within the administrative 
organs. These latter had to ensure a centralized sharing of the 
main products necessary for industry. Such a division could 
not really be "guided" by the plans. because the products 
necessary for the achievement of the latter existed only in 
in~ufficient quantity. The distribution was therefore subject 
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to "orders of priority," by virtue of which certain enterprises 
were supplied before others. 

Hencefprward, the effective activity of production units 
depended in a large measure on an application of "priority" 
allocations, carried out day-by-day. This had only a distant 
relationship with .the quantitative "targets" of the plans. Thus 
not only did planning tend to be submerged under an avalanche 
of plans, with their corrections and variations, but the plans 
themselves tended to be replaced by the application by the 
administrative management of "priorities." 

For organizations which distributed the means of produc­
tion, economic plans were only reference points among others. 
This was true even for relatively secondary points of reference, 
for the plans, not being "achievable," could not be utilized to 
share out the "deficit" products. Also, administrative sharing 
strove above all to respect the order of priority ordered by the 
political power and by the central planning organs. The modus 
operandi of the Soviet economy which was imposed in this 
way was very far removed from the "ideal" image of a "planned" 
economy. It helped to reduce still more the impact of the plan 
"targets" on real economic change.41 

At the time when the system of priorities was introduced in 
1930 it aimed, at first, to ensure the best operation possible for 
112 enterprises, called "shock" enterprises, which were to set 
an example for the country.42 The priorities enjoyed by the 
enterprise benefiting from the system concerned not only the 
supply of material but also the supply of labor force and the 
financial means. 

In 1931 the system was extended to new enterprises, especially 
to the metallurgical combine of Kuznetsk and Magnitogorsk, 
the tractor factories at Chelyabinsk and Kharkov, the car fac­
tories of Moscow and Nizhnii Novgorod, etc. 43 The decision to 
grant priority to supplies for these factories meant that the 
factori~s, mine_s, and consf!uction sites which were to supply 
them also had to be regarded as subjects for priority. In their 
turn, the railroads had to give priority to the transport necessary 
for the priority factories, and the Labor Commissariat had to 
provide them, before all others, with cadres and •workers. As 
shortages became more general, so the list of priority enterprises 
became longer. It included in the course· of 1931 metallurgy, 
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1ninin~ nqu i pmnnt. c.ertai II railroad construction, transport 
enterprises, etc. 44 

Very quickly the priorities thus established came into con-
flict with each other, and it was necessary on a day-by-day 
basis to in1pose "priorities for priorities " or "urgency orders." 
Thus at certain times the oil industry saw itself deprived of 
pipes diverted to the automobile industry;45 similarly, ' 1agree­
mentsn had to be made between the railroads and the mines. 

In these circumstances, it was necessary, continuosuly to 
adopt orders of priority in the form of delivery decisons taken 
on the spur of the moment and designed to avoid the collapse 
(because of insufficient supplies) of one or another industry, or 
one or another enterprise. According to the situation of the 
moment, the prior!ties that were put into forc_e benefited either 
certain enterprises of heavy industry (which was usually the 
case) or certain enterprises of light industry, or (exceptionally) 
housing. 47 

The relationship which this sytem had with the "targets" of 
the plan are extremely vague. At most, delivery decisions, or 
the opening of credits, were within the "limits" of the plans; 
more exactly, within the limits of the last version of the current 
plan (annual or quarterly.) These "limits" were rarely reached, 
and therefore exercized little influence on the actual distribu­
tion of means of production, of financial means, and of labor 
force. Even the proportions in which the different activities 
had to grow were not respected. 

In fact, the development of the "Priority system" obeyed no 
stable principle. It was the result of a series of improvised 
responses. While being indispensible in the given conditions, 
it increased economic disorder and the anarchy which charac­
terized the activity of non-priority enterprises. Thus the field 
for planning was reduced still more, for it was substituted 
by a centralized administrative management operating from 
day to day. 

In spite of everything, such administrative management had 
the merit of allowing industries, construction sites and means 
of transport judged to be "most important" to avoid paralysis 
by the ever-extending shortages. In the absence of such a system, 
the launching of plans, in large parts unrealizable and including 
"planned deficits" of essential products, would have led to 
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H\'t.m more disastrous chaos. Thanks to "priorities,'' complete 
chaos was avoided, and some industries were able to develop 
exceptionally fast, at least during certain periods. Nevertheless 
all this was on1y a palliative which could only reduce the most 
immediate consequences of the contradictions between economic 
plans and rea1 possibilities. Over a long period, priority indus­
tries which were not supported by sufficiently coherent 
economic development also experienced a slowing down of 
their growth. Such was the case - notably. during the Third 
Five-Year Plan - in the metallurgical and oil industries. Generally 
speaking, recourse to a "system of priorities" was obviously 
incapable of preventing the tendency towards a slowing down 
of economic growth due to surplus accumulation, and the pro­
duction anarchy which the latter brought along with it; hence 
a collapse of the relationship between increase of production 
and the sum of accurnulated funds. This collapse meant enormous 
wastage and substantial underutilization of the funds of accu­
mulation.48 

An important point also deserves to be underlined: it appears 
from the available information that the actual functioning of 
the priority system was far from allowing different industries 
to develop in conformity with the requirements of harmonious 
economic growth, and with the needs for a rapid strengthening 
of the country's independence. The 11 weight" already acquired 
by the different industries - that of the persons who managed 
them and the administrative status of the different industrial 
branches - often played a decisive role in determining the size 
of material, financial and human means distributed between 
the branches of industry, whatever the situation might be 
"on paper" (at the level of decisions of principle), or in 
actuality. 

A particularly significant example is that of the machine tool 
industry. This was to occupy a central place in the plan be­
cause it produced machines that produced other machines. 
From the Fourteenth Party Congress (1925) an appeal was 
launched for the building up of an independent machine-tool 
industry. But this appeal had practically no result. At the end 
of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s, the machine-tool 
industry hardly supplied 2 percent of the total production of 
the engineering and metal-working industry. 
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At the beginning of 1929, a measure was introduced which 
increased the administrative "weight" of this industry. It was 
promoted to the rank of an individual trust, following inter­
vention by Kaganovich.49 

In 1930 the "targets" of the plans of this industry wen~ sub­
stantially increased, which reflected its change of status. How­
ever, th6 effective allocations of resources· did not follow, and 
the industry could not achieve its investment nlan. As things 
turned out, priority was given to the more "prestigious" indus­
tries, which had the advantage of a greater political economic 
weight (like the truck and tractor industries.)50 

During the second five-year p·eriod, the machine-tool 
industry again saw its "status,, improved (partly following 
the increased demand for machine tools coming from indus­
tries using these machines). Nevertheless, again, the effective 
allocations of resources did not follow th·e forecasts of the 
plans and the utilizing industries had to ·develop their own 
machine-tool workshops. Such a practice did not allow full 
treatment for the global industrial requirements and, more 
particularly, for the needs of the armament industry, which 
required heavy and also precision machine-tools. It was only 
in the course of the Third Five-Year Plan that urgent measures 
were taken aimed at making up, partially, the accumulated 
lag of the industry. In fact these measures were not enough; 
when the war broke out the ambitious plans adopted in 
September 1939 and December 1940 had only been partially 
achieved. 51 

The preceding observations show how the anarchy in pro­
duction and the development of the "priority systen1" brought 
consequences which were in contradiction not only with the 
"forecasts" of the plans but also with the fornially proclainied 
priorities. Tho same phonon1enon also resulted in serious 
political consequences. They increased even n1ore the role of 
the central offices of state entrusted with "inanaging the short­
ages•' and taking repressive measures against those who did 
not observe the sharing-out measures taken centrally. Con­
sequently there was an extension of a state apparatus that was 
more and more hierarchical and swollen. 
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Notes 

1. Thus between December 1927 and April 192~ the forecast coefficeint off 
Five-Year growth for main industry grew from 37 to 60 percent, according 
to each version; at about the same time the forecasts of gross investment 
in fixed capital to operate in five years were multiplied by four. (See Vol. 
2 of this work, p. 447) 

2. R. Davies, The Eineigence of the Soviet Economic System (CREES discus­
sion paper, SIPS no. 9, University of Birmingham, 1977) gives a very 
instructive analysis of economic policy and Soviet planning in 1927-34. 

3. Details of how the theme of "disappearance of money" developed during 
War Communism may be found in the thesis of R. Tartarin, "Le Ble, le 
Temps, I 'Energie. Theorie sovietique de I 'abolition de la monnaie 
1917-1921," (University of Paris 1, 1980). See also, by the same author, 
"Les conceptions sovietiques de l'abolitionde la monnaie de 1917 a 
1921," a peper to the colloquium "Utopie et economie" at Toulouse, Sep­
tember 19-21, 1980. 

4. Pravda, February 14, 1930. 
5. Pravda February 10, 1930. After the war, when these works were pub­

lished, this phrase of Stalin would be altered and it would be a matter of 
exchanges organized "by our commercial organizations," (Stalin, 
Sochineniya, Vol. XII, P. 187). 

6. See above Vol. XIII, p. 62. 
7. Bulletin mensuel de statistique de la SDN (monthly statistical bulletin of 

the League of Nations) and the Monthly Review of the Moscow Narodny 
Bank in London. 

8. Thus between January 1, 1933 and January 1, 1937 monetary circulation 
rose from 8.4 to 11.3 bullion rubles, an increase of 34 percent. (See 
S. Prokopowicz, Histoire economque, p. 550}. 

9. See the first three parts of this volume. 
10. R. W. Davies emphasizes, for example, that the system of wage differen­

tiation put into operation after June 1931 does not seem to have been 
established because the previous system had been proved to have caused 
the low labor productivity. He observes that in this area, as elsewhere, the 
"Soviet economic system" was storngly influenced by "the ethos of the 
dominant group in the Party," that is by its ideology (R. Davies, The 
Emergence, p. 23). 

,11. Some other exa~ples will follow l_ater in this section. 
12. Such a comparison, clear and detailed appears in E. ZaJeski's Planifica­

tion; see also in Slavic Review, June 1973, articles by H. Hunter, "Tpe 
overambitious first Soviet Five Year Plan," pp. 237ff, and M. Lewin, "The 
''The- Disappearance of Planning in the Plan," pp. 271 ff. Also, R. Davies 
and S. Wheatcroft in Slavic Review, December, 1973, "Further Thoughts 
on the first Soviet Five Year Plan," pp. 790ft. 

13. _Stalin Works, Vol. 13, 163-219. This is the report "The Results of the First 
Five Year Plan", and has been published in several formats. 

14. Stalin Works, Vol. 13, p. 182. 
15. KPSS {1953), Vol. 2, p. 449. 
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16. 
17. 

18. 

19. 

20. 

21. 

22. 

23 . 

24. 

D. Hodgman, Soviet Inc'ustrial, p. 73. 

C. Bettelheim, La Plainfication, pp. 2~8 and 290. Reaching and passin 
the initial targets was exceptional. g 

R_. Dunayevskaya has rightly· emphasized ~his point in her booklet Russia 
as a State-capitalist Society (Detroit, 1973), P. S. 
See M. Lewin, "The Disappearance", p. 274. It will be noted that if one 
compares the increases of production thus given with the effective in­
creases, the "execution rates" are derisory (which is not to say that the re­
sults obtained by industry were not remarkable). These rates emerge as 
25-35 percent for coal, 17-21 percent for pig-iron, and 11. 7 percent for 
tractors. 
The pressure of such "requirements" was felt from the start of the elab­
oration of the First Five-Year Plan, especially on the "targets" fixed for 
agriculture. Thus in March 1929 at the Fifth Planning Congress Grinko 
announced that Gosplan did not agree with the "expectation of public 
opinion in the country" which "demands an increase of 30-35 percent in 
cereals by the end of the Five-year period" (See Ekonomicheskaya zhizn', 
March 9, 1929). Grinko designated as "expectation of public opinion" the 
"demands" given birth by the process of accumulation which was then 
in train. In March 1929 resistance by Gosplan again permitted the reten­
tion (in the adopted "optimal" version of the plan) at 25 percent of the 
growth forecast for cereal output. Taking into account the forecasts for 
increase of sown area, the forecast increase for harvests was fixed at 44.7 

percent (!). This was to allow an increase of 1.016-1,745 percent in 
grain exports, and 34 percent in livestock exports. (See Pyatiletnii plan 
harodno-khozyaistvennogo stroitel' stva SSSR, Vol. 1, p. 144 and Vol. 2, 
pp. 324-25, 332-33, quoted by R. Davies and S. Wheatcroft in "Further 
Thcughts," pp~ 792-93. How agriculture ·developed in reality is well 
known (See Part One of this volume). 
M. Lewin, "The Disappearance," pp. 274-75, quoting PK, No. 2, 1930, 
p. 32. 

"On paper" the version of the Five-Year Pfan adopted in 1929 was still 
relatively "coherent" but it included some quite implausible "forecasts," 
notably those concerni,ng increases of labor productivity. {110 percent 
increase in the optimal variant) and industrial costs reductions (30-35 
percent decreases]. As R. Davies and S: Whaatcroft poi!}t out, these "fore­
casts" were obtained as "residues." The "planners" first "forecast" the 
figures for production and investment, then they "calculated" what 
"should be" the increases of productivity and the reductions of costs to 
bring the physical and financial plants into equilibrium. {See p. 992 of 
this article.) 
Those who triumphed in this way were the supporters of an industriali­
. zation which was "faster" only on paper, because indifference to the 
coherence of targets and the attempt to speed up the rhythm resuJted, as 
is known, in crisis, famine, and a deep disorganization of fodustry. 
M. Lewin, "The Dissappearance," p. 283, which quotes Saratovskaya par­
tiinaya organizatsiya v period nastupleniya sotsializma po vsemu frontu 
(Saratov, 1961, p. 155). 
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25. See \'ton:>i pylftifotnii pi,m mzvif(v11 n11mtl1wHo klwzy11J,9t1111 SS8R 
{1933-1937)/ 2 vols., (Moscow, rn:M). 

26. 1'.PSS(t95~il, pp. 744FF. 
27. C. Ht'ttelheim, La PllrnificRtio11, pp. 288-00. 

z~. Calculat~d for the plans from source above p. 278 and for the results from 
:\. Non~. :\n Economic History, p. 186. 

Z9. C.alculated for the plans from Bettelheim, La Planification, p. 281 and for 
the results from A. Nove,_An Economic History, pp. 186 and 238. 

30. This is what happ·ened to what was said to be the "essential social and 
political aim of the Second Five-Year Plan." According to official declara­
tions, the aim of the Second Plan was·to eliminate the differences bet­
ween town and country and between physical and intellectual work (for 
example, see the speech on May 11, 1931 by Kuibyshev; see V. Kuibyshev, 
Izbranniye proizvedeniya Moscow, 1958). In reality these differences 
were accentuated in the Second Plan's course. Concrete measures taken 
between 1933 and 1937 largely contributed to this development. 

31. KPSS (1953), pp. 879ff. 

32. See Tretii pyatilentii plan razvitiya narodnogo khozyaistva SSSR {1938-
1942gg} (Moscow, 1939). 

33. Figures calculated from sources of notes 24 and. 25; see also Industriya 
SSSR, 1957,and for more detailed figures, N. Jasny, Soviet Industrializa­
tion, p. 199. 

34. See note 19 of the next chapter. 
35. It should be pointed out that the plans did no better at controlling the 

spatial distribution of productive forces. Thus the regional distribution of 
investment and production had only a very distant resemblance to the 
"targets" fixed by the plants. During 1928-34, for example, the old industrial 
regions experienced in relative terms a capital accumulation much higher 
than that forecast by the plans (See H. Hunter, Soviet Transport Exper7 

ience (Washington,, 1968). especially p. 142; also H. Chambre, 
L 'Amenagement. 

36. V. Kuzmin, !star icheskii opyt sovietskoi industrializatsii (Moscow, 
1969), pp. 71-72. 

37. I Babel, Izbrannoye (Moscow, 1966), p. 281. An alternative English trans­
lation appears in A. Nove. An Economic History, p. 189. Ill the case in 
4uestion it seems that this engineer was not punished, but the central 
authorities rejected his conclusions and continued to put into operation 
their "plan, .. which could not be carried out for the reasons given by the 
engineer. Consequently enormous funds we.re "frozen" in construction 
sites that were paralyzed for long periods, and the production of oil was a 
long way from the figure "set" by the Plan. 

-18. N. Efreimov in Sotsialisticheskaya rekonstruktsiya gorodov, Moscow, No. 
1, 1933, quoted bv A. Kopp in L' Architecture, p. 139. 

39.' The First Plan provided that at its completion 6 - 8.5 million tons ol fer­
tilizers would be produced. In 1932 only 920,000 tons were produced 
(see R. Medvedev, Let History Judge, p. 106. Many other figures are on 
pp. 104-106 of this book). 
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40. Somr. fig\lms illustrntn ttrn scAlo of tho price rise ondurAd by r·ona 
~ .-,umP.n 

btltwmm 1929 and 1940: 

Retail prices for products sold in Moscow 
(roubles) 

1929 1940 . 
Rye bread; 1 kg. 0.08 1.00 
Wheat bread; 1 kg. 0.35 2.80 
Potatoes: 1 kg. 0.08 0.90 
Beef; 1 kg. top quality 0.85 14.00 
Fresh milk: 1 litre 0.25 2.20 
Refined sugar; 1 kg. 0.70 5.50 
Cotton cloth: 1 metre 0.40 4.10 

(Source: Sovnarkom price committee, qutoted in 
Economie et Politique, November-December 1957, 
p. 85.) 

41. For more than thirty years one of the characteristics of the Soviet economy 
has been the day-by-day administrative management of resources. This 
has still not disappeared today, but its role is substantially reduced from 
what it was in the 1930s. · In fact, in present conditions the economic 
plans are less "ambitious" and more "realistic," and this allows a more 
limited place to be occupied by centralized direction of resources. 

42. See the article by Reznik. in PK, No. 1 1931 quoted by E. Zaleski in 
PlBnification, p. 169. Zaleski rightly points out that a "priority system" 
had.already been established during War Communism. 

43. See above p. 170. 
44. Between February and June 1931 several decrees lengthened the list of 

priority enterprises. See Sobraniye zakonov of this period. 
45. See S. Ordzhoni.kidze, Stati i rechi, Vol. 2 pp. 311 and 315. See also Sob­

raniye zakonov, No. 12, 1931, Art. 126; and E. Zaleski, Planification, 
p. 170. 

46. Direktivy KPSS i soviet~kogo pravitel'stva, Vol. 2 p. 308. 
47. These last priorities came to the fore especially in 1932 and 1933; see 

Zaleski, Planilication, p. 217. 
48. An approximate idea of the size of these phenomena can be gained from 

the following figures between 1928 and 1940 the ''value in constant 
prices" of the fixed capital of industry was multiplied by 8.2 [N.Kh ... 1958g, 
p. 58), but the revised index M industrial production was far from being 
increased by the same proportion; it multiplied by a coefficient of from 
3.3 to 4.3, according to estimates (Hodgman, Soviet Industrial, p. 91). But 
in most other countries Industrial production increased faster than the 
accumulated industrial capital. In the USA, for example, between 1919-29 
and 1929-48 industrial production (on average for each period) rose by 
4.7 and 3.1 percent respectively whereas industry's fixed capital increased 
by 3 and 0.9 percent (see the article by A. A,rzumanyan, "Present problems 
in the development of our industry," in Pravda, Fe!>ruary 24 and 25 1964). 
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49. These facts, and those which follow, are from the thesis of J. Cooper, The 
Development of the Soviet MBchine-Tool Industry, 1917-1941 {University 
of Birmingham, 1975), especially pp. 428 ff. 

SO. See above p. 429. 

51. See above p. 430. J. Cooper rightly remarks that the delay suffered by the 
machine-tool industry toward the end of the Second Plan is partly explic­
able by its loss at this time of Kaganovich, very powerful in the Party 
leadership, who was transferred from its commissariat to the aircraft 
·industry. 



3 

The ecoriomic crises of the 1930s 

A 
major characteristic of the industrial development and, 
more generally, of the enlarged reproduction of the 
material conditions of production in the Soviet Union 

was its very irregular and jerky aspect. As we have just seen in 
examining the "putting into operation" of the Five-Year Plans, 
economic reality was very far removed. from the 'harmonious 
development" about which official ideology boasted. 

In fact the Soviet economy experienced phases of rapid 
expansion and phases of near-total stagnation, or even decline; 
these fluctuations affected particularly the rates of accumula­
tion, and revealed that the enlarged reproduction was effective 
in a cyclic manner and underwent crises. 

I. The 1933 crises 

The increase in the rate of accumulation, in terms of the 
relationship between gross investment and national income, 
was extremely rapid in 1931. According to an official statistic, 
this rate then reached 36 percent of the national income against 
27.3 percent in 1930. 1 This increase absorbed the total increase 
of national income. The poverty and incoherence of the avail­
able statistical data for 1932 make it difficult to calculate the 
accumulation rate of this year. Nevertheless, it seems that in 
1932 the rate again increased. 
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:\lthough. accunntlation ·was nhovc all orientud. towards 
industry, its increase was ace om panied by a rapid f aJI in the 
growth rate of industrial production. 2 This fall indicates that 
the n1aterial and social conditions were such that the increase 
in investment was less and less capable of maintaining the 
desired rhythm of growth of industrial production. 

The fall in the rate15 of increase was even more marked in the 
production of industrial consumer goods. 3 In reality, taking 
account of the collapse of artisan production and village 
industry which occurred at the beginning of the 1930s there 
was a serious decline in the level of consumption of the masses. 

The fall in growth rates of industrial production, the decline 
in the availability of consumer goods (in the first place food 
items), the repercussions of these phenomena on labor produc­
tivity and on the volume of the labor force that construction 
could have at its disposal, constituted the material bases for 
the crisis of 1933 and the decline in investment which was one 
of its manifestations. 

Thus, whereas net investments in fixed capital (estimated in 
constant prices of 1928) had rapidly increased between 1930 
and 1932,4 these same investments diminished by approxi­
mately 12 percent in "1933. 5 

The same phenomenon of regression can be observed in the 
field of employment: whereas the latter had substantially incre­
ased between 1930 and 1932, it declined in 1933. Globally, the 
decline was quite small (minus 3 percent approximately), but it 
was none the less significant. Especially striking was the decline 
of employment in basic --nnstruction (construction of new fac­
tories, big construction sites, new mines, etc.); in fact, in this sector 
the number of workers en1ployed fell by more than one million, 
more than 31 percent between June 1932 and June 1933.6 

The crisis of 1933 had the etsential feature of a crisis of 
over-accumulation, characterized by an expansion of invest­
ment which ended by exceeding the limits in1posed by exist­
ing resources, notably resources of labor. 

At first sight, the crisis of 1933 seems to have been due to 
the agricultural crisis which broke out at that time. 7 However, 
looking at things more closely, it appears that the crisis was 
due fundamentally to the scale attained by the process of 
accumulation during the years 1929-32. The sharp rise in 
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accumulation was such that there resulted an exacerl:,ation of the 
~ontradictions within 'the industrial sector and even more bet­
ween industry and agriculture. The latter thereby found itself 
deprived of essential resources. It was not capable of maintain­
ing a level of production corresponding to the needs of industry, 
or of continuing to provide it with the labor force required for the 
pursuit of an expansion corresponding to the volurae of the invest­
ments made up to them in industry. In addition, the under­
nourishment which severely struck several rural regions between 
1932 and 1934 reduced the productive capacity of agriculture. 

On the other hand, the fall in the level of consumption in 
the towns badly affected labor productivity and reduced to nil, 
partly and momentarily, the productive effects expected from 
industrial investment. 

Up to a certain point, this situation )NBS recognized at the 
beginning of 1933, when it was admitted that the decline of 
agricultural production and the migration towards the cities 
had reached such a scale that it was essential to momentarily 
restrain accumulation, and also to try to put a brake on over· 
development. As lzvestiya wrote: 

The towns have been extended too much. The food 
supply of urban agglomerations, the supplying of 
new construction sites and providing big centers 
with the products that are necessary for them, pose 
problems which are complicated and difficult to 
solve ... The migrations of great masses of population 
seriously hinder the provisioning of the country, 
overpo'pulate the towns and provoke an insoluble 
housing crisis ... a 

These lines present in summary, and not without euphemism, 
some of the effects of overaccumultion in the preceeding years. 
They illuminate the limits against which continuation of the 
process of accumulation collided. 

II. The economic recovery of 1934 

During 1933 and 1934 there again developed conditions for 
an increased yield from capital and for an increase of investment. 
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These conditions resulted, in particular, from the entry into 
production of equipment installed during previous years and 
which allowed greater production at a smaller real cost. 
Thanks to this equipment it was possible to "liberate" part of 
the labor force from its previous occupation and to tran~f er it 
to activities which were more "profitable"; in addition, there 
was an improvement in urban food supply as regards cereals 
(foll0wing an increase in procurements achieved in spite of a 
catastrophic harvest); this last imp'rovement also allowed an 
increase in labor productivity. 

On the whole, therefore, there was a better functioning of in­
dustry and a reduction of shortages, which allowed rapid 
growth of investment. 9 

Increase of investment was due not only to the increase of 
labor productivity,10 but also to the increase in the number of 
workers in industry.11 

These developments allowed an increase in the mass of surplus 
value and in accumulation, all the stronger because real wages 
did not follow the advance in labor productivity. 

The growth of labor prod_uctivity and employment was made 
possible by the continuation of a relative improvement in the 
supply of grain to the towns, allowing a better a recuperation 
of the labor forces. This improvement itself was based (in 
1935) on a recovery of agricultural production (which was be­
ginning to benefit from mechanization), and on a reduction of 
grain exports. 

During the period 1933-36, the increase of labor productivity 
was not solely due to the "mechanical effect'' of better food 
supplies. It was also based more and more on the putting into 
operation, progressively, of new equipment (domestic or 
imported). It also resulted from a progressive mastery of this 
equipment by workers and cadres. In the final analysis, 
it resulted from a policy which put a strong accent on labor 
output.12 

However, the very size of the increase of accumulation in 
1934-36 carried with it the preconditions of a new economic 
crisis. 

In fact, because of the high rate of accumulation, the current 
limits on new increases in employment and industrial productivity 
were quickly reached. The continuation of the improvement in 
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labor productivity met a series of obstacles: in particular there 
was worker resistance. Consequently, industrial productionn 
and the size of the surplus grew more and more slowly. In 
1937-38 a surplus production of capital situation had been in 
practice, reached. The circumstances ·were ripe for the economic 
crisis of 1937. 

Ill. The 1937 crisis 

The 1937 crisis differed from that of 1933 in several ways. The 
main differences-was its duration. In fact, whereas in 1934 the 
amount of gross investment (in constant prices) exceeded that 
of 1932, 1937 was again characterized by a lower volume of in­
vestment, being 7:9 percent iess than that of 1936.14 Morever, 
in 1939 investment in construction and installed equipment 
(called 'investment in "construction and installation") was 
lower by about 5 percent than that of 1936, whose level was 
not exceeded until 1940.'There was accordingly an investment 
crisis of relatively long duration. Even in 1940 the accumula­
tion percentage ot the GNP was smaller than in 193 7 .1 5 

This time, agricultural difficulties did not explain the invest­
ment stagnation. In fact only the 1936 harvest was exceptionally 
bad, whereas the harvests of the following years were good, 
and in 193 7 even excellent. 

Stagnation of investment was, basically, bound to the slow 
increase of production, employmentrn and industrial labor 
productivity.17 This low increase hindered the continuation of 
a rapid increase of accumuiation and showed that the con­
sequences of the previous surplus production of capital had 
only very partially been overcome. ta 

The near-stagnation of employment and of labor producti\'ity 
in industry was not in accord with the massive "maturing" in 
1937-40 of the enormous fixed capital invested in industry 
in previous years·. This contr~diction was due to the fact that 
unilateral priority development of· investment, intended for 
the production of material elements of constant capital, had a 
bad effect on the improvement of the conditions of reproduction 
of labor forces and on a productivitv increase. These were 
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important obstacles to the acceleration of industrial develop­
ment during the years 193 7-40. Such obstacles reveal the scale 
of the previous surplus accumul'ation of capital and the sub­
~rdination of investment to the requirements of increases in 
Section 1 (.which produced the means of production). 

Surplus accumulation of capital produced counter-productive 
effects which even affected strategically-important industries 
like metallurgy and oil.19 

Generally speaking, the pressure which was exercised to 
increase the intensity of labor and production norms led to 
deterioration in working conditions and lowered the quality of 
output. 

Thus the surplus accumulation which characterized the 
years of expanding investment reduced the consumption of 
the workers and contributed to unbalanced production growth. 
Moreover, production increased in an irregular way at the 
same time as its quality fell. All this laid the ground for the 
193 7 crisis, which would be followed by a period of serious 
economic difficulties _lasting up to the eve of the Nazi aggression. 

Notes 

1. See Materialy po balansu narodnogo khozyaistva SSSR (Moscow, 1932), 
p. 54. 

2. According to offici~i" figures, this rate fell from 22.2 percent in 1930 to 
20.7 in 1931, 14.5 in 1932, and 5.2 percent in 1933 (see N.Kh ... 1958g 
p. 60). As has been. seen, these statistics show an overvalued growth rate. 

3. According to official statistics this rate was 9.3 percent in 1932 and 4.8 
percent in 1933 (see above, p. 60). Comparison with the development of 
physical production shows, moreover, that the global growth tates are 
more substantially over estimated for consumer goods than for industrial 
production as a whole. 

4. The change was from 20.7 percent in 1931 and 16.2 percent in 1932 (see 
K. Moorsteen and R. Powell, The Soviet Capital Stock, 1 !1Zl1 1962 
(Homewood, 1966), pp. 358-59). 

5. See above. 
6. Trud v SSSR (1936), pp. 10-11 and 244. 
7. On this point see the first part of this book. 
B. Jzvestiya, February 2, 1993. 
9. In 1934 gross investment in the state and cooperative sector rose from 

nearly 30 percent in current prices and 13 pf:}rcent in constant 1928 prices 
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(see R. Moorsteen and R. Powell, The Soviet Capital Stock, pp. 390.91 ) 
Investment growth continued up to 1936 rsee above). · 

10. Between 193i-andt937 the index of hourly labor productivity in main 
industry grew by 66 percent, according to Hodgman's estimate (Soviet 
Industrial, p. 117), and even by 80 percent on an annual basis, according 
to official statistics w}).jch, hbwever, do not submit the index of industrial 
production to the necess·ary deflation. 

ii."- Between 1932 and 1937-the number of indust~ial workers grew by 32 per­
cent (See J. Barber, The Composition of the Soviet Working Class, 
1928-1941, SIPS No. 16, (CREES, University of Birmingham, 1978), p. 5. 

12. See above, Part 2 of this volume. 
13. Retaining the 11 revised" index of industrial production calculated by 

Hodgman, it can be seen that this production, having risen from about 29 

percent in 1935 and 16.6 in 1936, only grew by 7.8 percent in 1937 

(figures calculated from Hodgman, Soviet Industrial, p. 89). 
14. See N.Kh ... -1956g, p. 172. 
15. On this point see the contribution of N. Kaplan, "Capital Formation and 

Allocation" in Soviet Economic Growth. (Ed. A. Bergson), especially 
p. 41. 

16. Between 1936 and 1940 industrial employment only increased in total by 
about 5.8 percent compared to 28 percent between 1933. 

17. See above, p. 117. 
18. The internal contradictions in the industrial sector are emphasized by the 

following figures: After 1937 total industrial production increased at only 
a realtively weak pace (contrasting with the situation after the 1933 
crisis). Thus the "revised'-' index of total industrial production (including 
military production) shows an increase of 30 percent between 1937 and 
1941 (plan figures - see Hodgman, Soviet Industrial p. 89); that is, less 
than 7 percent annually. And this evaluation seems too "optimistic." In 
fact an index calculated from production in physical terms of 22 indus­
tries produces only a growth 15 percent between 1937 and 1941, an· 
annual growth of less than 3.5 percent. 

19. Between 1937 and 1940 steel production grew only by 3.3 percent and 
rolled steel by 1.1 percent (See N.Kh ... 1958g, p. 1A5). Production of 
pig-iron rose by only 2.6 percent. In these circumstances the development 
of the engineering and armament industries could take place only at the 
expense of other output requiring metallurgical products. Petroleum out­
put increased during these three years by only 8.9 percent. 



Crisis of overaccumulation 
a11d domination of capital 

The economic crises which have just been described were 
the result of an accumulation which was an end of itself 
and which did not aim at satisfying concrete needs for 

consumption and production. Such crises are capitalist crises: 
they are tied to the reproduction, specific circumstances, of 
relationship of exploitf'.tion that take the basic form of the wage 
relationship. 

In the circumstances of the Soviet economy in the 1930s the 
contradictions engendered by the class struggle in production 
and distribution gave rise to open crises of strrplus accumulation 
of capital, taking the inverted shape of surplus production 
crises of Western capitalism, namely the-shape of a shortage of 
goods which becomes a situation of general shortage. 

The 1933 crisis is a very good illustration of the particular 
features of this type.of crisis, because it was marked by extremely 
serious shortages which involved certain \Deans of production, 
consumer goods, and particularly food items, above all grains; 
this latter shortage resulted in the famine of 1933. The famine 
was simultaneously the result of a policy and the manifestation 
of a crisis tied to surplus accumulation, which led to an exces­
sive procurement of grain intended to be sold on a world market 
to pay for equipment. This same surplus accumulation led to 
a substantial drainage of labor from agriculture and to many 
other charges on the material resources of the countryside for 
the benefit of accumulation and industrialization.1 · 
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Fron1 the concrete analysis of the crises of the 1930s, an 
attempt can be made at producing a general model for the crises 
of the Soviet economy. Under Stalin, accumulation for the sake 
of accumulation benefited those sectors where the capitalist 
relationships were most developed and those industries pro­

ducing new equipment (that is new means of exploitation). It 
developed to the point of preventing the enlarged reproduction 
of agriculture, of reducing the production of the latter and, 
finally of blocking for a period the stable continuation of indus­
trial accumulation. The surplus accumulation of the years 

1928-32 for a time made increased production of surplus 
value impossible, because it temoorarily prohibited an in­
crease of employment and of labor productivity. The increase 
of the rate of accumulation that was supposed to permit the 
accumulation process to continue on a larger scale resulted, 
contrarily, in prohibiting the continuation of this process. The 
"means" that were set to work thus came into contradiction 
with their own ends, this being a characteristic process of 
surplus accumulation. 

In 1933 the surplus production of capital had a definite 
"absolute" character (in the sense that Marx gave to this term): 
it was at that time impossible to obtain a greater mass of surplus 
value, either by an immediate increase in the number of wage­
earners, or by raising still more the exploitation rate of those 
already occupied in production. As has been seen, the various 
"shortages" prevented the immediate continuation of the pro­
cess of draining away designated labor forces from the country­
side, and were an obstacle to a rapid growth of labor produc­
tivity. Consequently the process of industrialization was tem­
porarily held back. The construction sites and .factories could 
not receive sufficient workers, equipment and means of pro­
duction. Delays in construction and operation were, conse­
quently, substantially lengthened and part of capital previously 

accumulated was "put td sleep." Circumstances were such 
that certain factories had to slow down their operations so that 
others, serving more directly the accumulation of new means 
of work, could continue to function . 

.. Putting to sleep" some of the factories and construction 
sites increased the shortages which were hitting consumers. 1t 
did this directly when it entailed the non-supply of products 
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necessary to r.ovnr thu nemls of the lnl_ter. It did it indirectly, 
with a multiplier effect, by causing {by the poor supplying of 
production units) 'irregular operation of factories. Thus the 
shortages became general, and an increasing slice ~f invest­
ment was frozen, while the velocity of social capital circula­
tion was slowed down. From 1934 the intensity of the crisis 
eased, little by little. The crisis disappeared thanks to a pro­
gressive clearing of bottlenecks, resulti~g from a re-allocation 
of labor forces. This allowed certain factories to increase pro­
duction and certain construction works to be completed. The 
1937 crisis developed basically in the same conditions as the 
preceding crisis, with the relative importance of shortages 
moving from agriculture to industry to such an extent that during 
more than three years, from 1937 to 1940, productive invest­
ment was below the level of 1936. 

I. The specific nature of the "Soviet" 
economic crises of the 1930s 

There can be no question, within the framework of the present 
study, of attempting to present a detailed analysis of capitalist 
crises and their various sepecific forms. On the other hand it is 
necessary to make several observations about the crises experi-:. 
enced by "Western" countries so as to better illuminate the 
capitalist character of the "Soviet" crises of the 1930s, as well 
as their specific features. 

At first it must be underlined that the economic crises of 
"Western" capitalism2 themselves took several_different forms. 
For example, during the 19th century economic crises mani­
fested themselves predominantly by falls in prices, and only 
affected the volume of production to a small extent. On the 
other hand, in the 20th century (with the development of 
monopolies and oligopolies), these characteristics were reversed: 
the main aspect of a crisis is the collapse of production, invest­
ment and employment while prices do not fall or, since World 
War Two may even rise substantially, engendering the pheno­
menon known as stagflation. 

Pointing out these particular features of the different economic 
crises of "Western" capitalism does not exhaust the subject of 
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their specific forrps. In a way which here can only be descrip­
tive, a distinction should in fact be made between crises whose 
apparently decisive element is ' 4market saturation" for consumer 
goods (and which therefore begin with an "overptoduction" of 
these goods), paralyzing part of the productive structure and 
leading to a "general overproduction," and crises whose appa­
rently decisive element is the fall of profit rates, which brings 
about a reduction of investment, the cl_osing of a growing 
number of factories, unemployment, "underconsumption," 
etc. In reality these two manifestations of the crisis are insepar­
able, for the "tendency toward a lower profit rate" and the 
"tendency towards overproduction" are intimately linke~. 3 

These crises mark ''the crash of normal conditions of repro­
duction, a temporary failure of regulation by the law of value." 

More deeply, another distinction must be made between two 
types of crisis: on the one hand there are those from which it is 
possible to "emerge" while returning to the same regime of 
accumulation and the same mode of regulation as before the 
crisis - these are the "small crises"; on the other hand there 
are those from which it is not possible to emerge except by a 
change of the regime of accumulation and the mode of regula­
tion: these are the "great crises," marked by especially a~ute 
manifestation of resistance to capital exploitation by those 
subjected to it. 4 

Here we are interested only in the "small crises,,5 which 
manifest themselves as crises of "underconsumption," be­
cause the usoviet" crises of 1933 and 1937 were also "small 
crises." 

During the phase which precedes and prepares the ground 
for such crises in "Western" capitalism, those who direct the 
process of production and reproduction st.niggle to obtain the 
maximum value from the part of capital that they control, and 
to accumulate as much as possible within the limits imposed 
on them by the global reproduction of the conditions of pro­
duction. This tendency toward maximum accumulation is the 
form taken by the class struggle in production. It tends to bring 
an increasing subjection of living labor to dead labor, and to 
lead to the expropriation of the workers, whose knowledge is 
more and more incorporated into the automatic system of 
machines. In the short term, the class struggle in production 
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is portrayed as ·•the requirenrnnts of competition." In reality 
this latter, according to Marx's formula, only "carried out the 
imxnanent laws of capital," laws which are imposed on indivi­
dual capital/• 

The struggle in which the agents of capital are engaged in 
this way has as a consequence, at certain times an increase 
of accumulation and employment at such a rhythm that the 
demand for labor power grows rapidly, leading to a certain 
raising of nominal wages and of real wages. This contributes 
especially to increase the demand for consumer goods more 
rapidly than their supply increases. and brings a rise of prices 
for these goods, allowing capital operating in Section 2 (which 
produces consumer goods) to take a relatively larger fraction 
than previously of surplus value; consequently, investment in 
this Section increases more rapidly. However, the raising of 
wages impels capitalists as a group to adopt techniques charac­
terized by a higher capital content, which tends to reduce the 
average rate of profit and the rhythms at which the invested 
capital and employment increase. These tendencies make them­
selves felt r11ore or less at the same time that an increase in the 
supply of consumer goods occurs, thanks to the accumulation 
previously achieved in Section 2. In such conditions, part of 
the consumer goods arriving on the market have more diffi­
culty finding a taker. This is a sign of "overproduction of 
goods." The latter, and the reduction of ~he profit rate bring 
about a fall fn accumulation and thereby a fall in demand for 
means of production, and hence a slackening of activity in 
Section 1, which produces the means of production. From this 
point the crisis spreads and takes the form of general over­
production. 

Let us now see what happens in "Soviet" conditions, where 
state ownership and state planning occupy a privileged posi­
tion. In these conditions, the class struggle in production is 
strengthened by the action of state departments intervening so 
as to hring about maximal accumulation and priority development 
of Section 1 .7 This forrn of imposition of the i1nmanent laws of 
capita] brings about deep changes in the process of the maturing 
and bursting out of crises. Here we shall look at just a few of 
the transformations, those which involve important consequ­
ences and which seemed especially noticeable during the 1930s. 



288 Charles Bettelheim 

Firstly, we note that during these years the periods of rising 
accumulation are marked by a rise of nominal wages, but also 
by a stagnation and sometimes even a lowering of real wages. 
In fact, in the absence of an increase in the supply of consumer 
goods (an increase blocked by state intervention), the increase 
of employment and of nominal wages makes retail prices rise 
substantially and this in spite of all the talk about price stability. 
We also note that the measures taken concerning wholesale 
prices are, on the other hand, sufficient to ensure that sale~ 
made by production units in Section 2 are at a relatively low 
price. In these circumstances, rises of retail prices do not 
increase the financial resources available to Section 2, but 
increase the fiscal receipts of the budget. These increased 
receipts then serve to increase investment in Section 1. This is 
an important difference (compared to "Western" capitalism) in 
the distribution of accumulation funds during the period of 
upward movement. This change has remarkable effects: the re­
lative slowing down of accumulation of Section 2 puts a brake 
on an increase of production of goods frpm this Section; con­
sequently, there is not a tendency towards overproduction 
of consumer goods but, on the contrary a tendency towards 
shortage of this kind of goods. This tendency is strongly mani­
fested under the particular form it adopts in Soviet conditions, 
the tendency of capital to accumulate for the sake of accu­
mulation. 

If the "efficiency', of a given form of capitalism is evaluated 
not according to the improvement it allows in the living condi­
tions of workers (such an improvement not being the goal of 
capitalist accumulation), but according to its capacity to in­
crease the rate of accu_mulation, it can be said that Soviet­
type capitalism is more "efficient" than any other.a 

This efficiency, moreover, has nothing to do with "planning" 
(since the plans are far from being strictly followed): it results 
above all from a domination-almost unlimited-of capital. 
This domination is achieved through a number of circum­
stances, in particular by a firm centralization of the admini­
stration of capital by the state, and by the paralysis inflicted on 
the social forces that might attempt to limit the exacerbation of 
the accumulation process. This paralysis results from the des­
tr11r.tion. nushed as far as possible in the Stalin epoch, of all 
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f xms of orgat1ization and express~on which would allow these 
forces to intervene in a coherent way in the life of society. 

The essential role played by the practice that has just been 
mentioned in the exacerbation of the process of accumulation 
is corroborated by the fact that even when the plans "forecast," 
as happened several times after World War Two, a faster 
development of Section 2 than Section 1, in practice they were 
not observed. The priority in fact remained with accumulation 
in Section 1, and it was only exceptionally that Sectioti 2 
developed as fast as had been "forecast" by the plans. Only 
economic and social crises can temporarily interrupt the priority 
development of accumulation and of Section 1. In this way the 
unprecedented objective force favouring accumulation of capital 
manifests itself, unprecedented as soon as the power of capital 
merges with the power of the state and the workers are deprived 
of the possibility of organizing themselves in an autonomous 
way to put up resistance to the tendency towards maximal 
accumulation. \ 

Secondly. it will be noted that the specific forms of economic 
crises which characterize "Soviet" captialism are connected 
with the fact that the priority given to accumulation in Section 1 
creates obstacles to the adoption by Section 2 of techniques 
which would aUow that Section to experience a rapid increase 
of labor productivity; -hence there is an aggravation of the man­
power shortage. 

In the circumstances that have just been described, the pursuit 
during a certain period of substantial accumulation inevitably 
brings on a combinatjon of two shortages: that of consumer 
goods and that of means of production. 

At an early moment the development cf these shortages tends 
to exacerbate (and one can see this especially at the beginning 
of the 1930s) the accumulation effort, because the authorities, 
the planners and the administrators strive to "overcome the 
shortages by investing even more." The supplementary invest­
ment effort only makes shortages worse, multiplies bottle­
necks, paralyzes factoFies and construction sites. Thus in 1932 
the movement toward .extension of accumulation was held 
back, and this coincided with the beginning of a crisis. The 
slowdown of accumulation continued until part of the invest­
ment made previously came to maturity; at this point, the putting 
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into operation of more productive means olproduction, installed 
than'ks to those inve_stments, permitted the "liberation" of 
labor forces, the easing of shortages, and the resumed increase 
of the mass of surplus value obtained and invested. 

Such are, briefly, some of the specific features of the "Soviet" 
economic cirises which took place during the 1930s. In the 
main these features are also found in the postwar crises, be­
cause the social and political relationships that were estab­
lished in the 1930s still remain fundamentally _the same.9 

As a last remark on these questions, it should be emphasized 
that the real specificity of "Soviet" economic crises is the fact 
that the blockage of the reproduction process results from an 
absolute overproduction of capital, whose particular features 
we shall analyze shortly. As for the generalization of shortages, 
this results not only from overaccumulation bringing such 
crises to maturity but also from the relative efficiency of the 
control exercised on prices. In fact, thanks to this control, the 
generalization of shortages does not provoke an open, brutal, 
and global price inrcrease that could requce or wages and of 
the monetary receipts of enterprises. In this matter, the parti­
cularities of "Soviet" crises seem to be tied to a specific combi­
nation of overaccumulation and "repressed" inflation. 

One other feature must also be noted: stat"e ownership and 
planning permit the continuation of what Marx called "bourgeois 
ownership" ( even though in a formal sense this has been 
abolished). The ownership in fact has nothing in common 
with what is usually called "private ownership" of means of 
production, which is only legal private ownership. Now 
bourgeois or capitalist ownership is constituted by the- sum of 
social relationships which allow the exploitation of wage labor. 
Marx rightly condemned the juridical, abstract usage of the 
category of ownership when he criticized the way in which 
Proudhon had recourse to this category. Thus he wrote: 

Ownership constitutes finally the supreme category in 
M. Proudhon's system. In the real world the division 
of labor and all the other categories of M. Proudhon 
are social relationships, whose total forms what 
today is called ow_nership; outside these relation­
ships, bourgeois ownership is only a metaphysical 
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and juridical illusion ... When M. Proudhon presents 
ownership as an independent relationship, he commits 
more than an error of method: he clearly proves that 
he has not grasped the chain which binds all the 
forms of bourgeois production ... 10 

State ownership leaves intact the wage relationship of ex­
ploitation and simply creates a specific form of capitalist owner­
ship which develops thoroughly with state planning. This 
development creates conditions that permit the explosion of 
new forms of crises of overproduction of capital. 

From the end of the 1920s in the USSR the conditions which 
enable an unleashing of economic crisis due to relative over­
production of capital, typical of Western capitalism, were 
largely eliminated, ,,vhich made possible and inevitable the 
unleashing of another form of crisis: the crisis of absolute over­
production of capital. This was characterized by the fact that 
after a certain period of rising investment the continuation of 
the accumulation process no longer led to an increase in the 
mass of surplus value, so much so that the very aim of capitalist 
production, the putting to good use ("valorization") of capital, 
was frustrated; this made it impossible to continue increasing 
accumulation. 

In Book 3 of Capital, Marx deals with this absolute over­
production. In his own terms, the latter takes place when the 
increased capital produces only a mass of surplus value more 
or less equal, to or even less than, it was before its increase. He 
explains this hypothesis by referring to the case where capital 
increases in relation to the working population in such pro­
portions that the absolute labor that the population provides 
cannot be protracted, nor can the relativP hours of work be 
extended. 11 He then shows the principal effect of such absolute 
overproduction of capital. 

In the cjrcumstances of "Western" capitalism of the 19th 
century, the absolute form of overproduction of capital cons­
titutes a limiting case. since economic crises burst forth well 
before the realization of its condition of appearance because, in 
particular, of the disproportions whfch appear in the different 
productions, and/or of the chain effect of the decrease in profits 
which strikes certain enterprises. Later, other elements help to 
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ensure that "Western" capitalism does not experience crises 
due to absolute overproduction of capital; in fact the indus­
trialized capitalist countries have recourse more and more to 
the export of capital to countries where capitalism is less devel­
opedt or they import manpower from these same countries.12 

In the Soviet Union in the 1930s the limiting case of absolute 
overproduction of capital became the "normal form" of the 
crisis, which explains why it manifested itself by a generali­
zation of shortages, because accumulation was pushed to 
extremes, as already seen, to the detriment and the disregard of 
the satisfaction of consumer needs. 

This type of crisis, which pushes to extr~mes the tendency 
toward accumulation for the sake of accumulation, carries to 
the very limit: one of the features of capitalism: the domina­
tion of exchange-value over use-value. 

Thus there manifests itself in Soviet capitalism an "indif­
ference to use-v.alue,. which tends to spread to the whole 
economy, with the exception of the military sector and sectors 
tied to the military sector (for there the survival of the autho­
rities is involved). 

Indifference to use-value is in some way incorporated in the 
plan indices, insofar as the latter give prime importance to 
"gross" value of production, that is, to the quantity of money 
which this production is held to represent. "The race for quantity" 
therefore becomes basic. 

II. The substitution of the apparent domination of the 
plan for the apparent domination of competition 

Examination of Soviet economic crises illuminates the cir­
cumstance that neither state intervention through the plans, 
nor the extension of stare ownership, nor the claimed "new 
class content,, of the authorities after they had been taken over 
by the Bolshevik Party, "abolished" the laws of capital move­
ment which result from the dominant role played by the wage 
relationship of exploitation and the forms of class struggle 
that are eµgendered by the reproduction of that relationshio. 
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Tl}ose laws weru still those of cnpituJism. However, the way in 
which they nrnnifested thmnselves was transformed, thanks to 
the upheavals affecting the "fonns of competition."13 

To grasp the pennanence of the competition which hides be­
hind the variety of its forms, it is necessary to put aside super­
ficial concepts that lead to a purely negative definition of com­
petition, making it the equivalent of a collection of "absences": 
absence of monopoly, absence of regulation, absence of state 
intervention, etc. The negative definitions must there£ ore be 
replaced by a positive definition14 which shows that competi­
tion is a product of struggle between the different fragments oi 
social capital. 

Several points must be emphasized here: 
(1) The struggle relationship between the different fragments 

of social capital is inherent in the very existence of this latter, 
which always takes the form of separated capitals. This separa­
tion of the different fragments of capital necessarily stems 
from the wage relationship, from the fundamental separation 
of the direct producers from their means of production. The 
latter entails the separation of the different processes of pro­
duction through which operates the reproduction of social capital, 
which therefore takes the form of the reproduction of multiple 
conflicting capitals. In the Soviet economy, the separation of 
the different processes of production and of the different frag­
ments of social capital manifests itself by the multiplicity of 
enterprises, which in no way constitute a "unique state trust," as 
was imagined at first by various Soviet theoreticians, including 
Bukharin. The necessary separation of the different fragments 
of social capital had the consequence that despite state owner­
ship and planning there exists commodity production, and 
accordingly the contradictions and the illusions inseparable 
from this form of production. 

{2) The _struggle between different fragments of social capital 
was essenaally a struggle for the appropriation and accumula­
tion of the largest cpossible fraction of surplus-value. In the 
Soviet economy this shows itself especially by the demand for 
investment credit and allocations of means of production which 
ceaselessly emanate from the various "Soviet" enterprises and 
trusts. The accumulation of these demands constantly confuses 
the plans and contributes to the "inflation" of their targets.1 5 
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(3) The struggle between the different fragments of social 
capital ( competition therefore) is none other than that which 
Marx called "the relationship that capital maintains with itself 
as much as with other capital. " 16 

(4) In abstract terms, competition is nothing but an internal 
relationship of capital which looks like an exterior relationship. 
It is the forms of this external relationship which are transformed 
by the action of changes affecting the concrete relationships 
between the diffe~ent fragments of capital. These modifications 
give rise to different faces: "free competition," monopolies, 
state intervention, economic plan, etc. The rise of these forms 
gives birth to a series of illusions which are taken as "truths." 

Thus the dominance of the form of the plan gives birth to the 
illusion of a possible "control" over the economy, and gives 
body to a new fetishism, that of the plan which comes to be 
added to the fetishism of the state and the· fetishism of money. 
These fetishisms help to hide the concrete requirements of re­
production and feed the myth of the omnipotence of planning 
carried out by a state which centralizes and distributes the 
monetary means of accumulation. 

The differer1t forn1s that competition takes are themselves 
the result of a historic process: the history of the development 
of productive forces and of class struggJe. 

In the Soviet Union, from the end of the 1920s, competition 
took mainly the form of planning. This fdrm predominated 
under the joint action of a series of elements of which, in parti­
cular, the massive development of primitive accumulation, 
strongly centralized following class struggles which favored a 
certain form of state ownership and of the dominance of ideo­
logical images (themselves tied to the form of conflicts bet­
ween capital and the ~orking class) which portrayed state 
ownership and planning as .. the abolition of capitalism." 

In these circumstances the predominance of state ownership 
and planning complete the domination of capital because they 
tend to eliminate what Marx called "the legal or extra-economic 
obstacles restricting the' freedom (of capital) to move between 
different branches of production. "17 Thus the constraint on 
accumulation, the immanent law of capital, acts mainly 
through the plan, which pushes forward maximum accumula­
tion and the priority development of Section 1. 
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The predo1ninanct? of the f onn of state planning transforms 
the concrete conditions in which are established prices, wages, 
the rate of surplus value and the distribution of the latter, and 
it tends to hide the conflicts between the different fragments of 
social capital. Because of this poor visibility, competition is 
represented objectively (in the sense of a "staging," or of a 
Dai:stellung) in the guise of its imaginary opposite, of the unity 
of social capital. 

The appearance of the unity of social capital is also that of 
its "abolition" in asmuch as it is an antagonistic social relation­
ship bearing specific contradictions18 of the illusion that the 
state can ensure a "rational distribution" of the labor force and 
means of production, and a regular growth of productive forces 
and consumption, an illusion constantly demolished by the 
real movement, which is that of the contradictions inherent 
in capitalist production. Hence also, the concealment of the 
objective conditions of price and wage-fixing, and the tendency 
to reduce these social relationships to simple forms that can be 
"utilized" as instruments. By "manipulating," as it does, prices 
and salaries, Soviet power only makes the economic system 
more opaque and exacerbates the contradictions of capital. 

To finish with these remarks, it should be noted firstly how 
much the development of state planning (as it took the form at 
the end of the 192Os) strengthened the fetishism of money that 
dominated those at the top of the state apparatus. The monetary 
illusion thus impelled the Party leadership to pay attention 
only to the sums of money which were to be invested, taking 
no account of material· shortages. At the end of the 192Os and 
the beginning of the 1930s, money fetishism led to anticipatory 
acceptance of the fact that material resources were insufficient 
for concrete needs. Such an acceptance is explained by a real 
faith in the "power of money." As Sukharin said, the Party 
leadership was thus encouraged to believe "that if one had 
money, one will also have everything else. " 19 

Also to be noted are the extraordinary illusions which were 
born at the same time from the combination of money fetishism, 
state fetishism, and plan fetishism. It was this combination 
which led the Soviet economist Strumilin to declare: 

We are not bound by any (objective) law ... the question 
of rhythm is decided by the will of human beings.20 
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It was again this combination of fetishism which led another 
Soviet econon1ist, Veissberg, to claim: 

We are introducing enormous changes in all aspects 
of human life and, in a revolutionary way, we shall 
penetrate the forces of nature. 21 

This is the enchanted world which also gave birth to the 
idea' of a curve of economic growth moving upwards and 
accelerating, with Stalin talking about "rising Bolshevik curves" 
as opposed to "falling Trotskyist curves. "22 

The economic crises reveal the illusory character of all these 
declarations. However, they are not enough to cause the dis­
appearance of the fetishisms of money, state and plan, for the 
latter are the product of dominant economic, social and political 
relationships. 

Notes 

1. Thus the Soviet industrialization of the 1930s brought to the peasants of 
the USSR dramatic consequences analogous to those that a British indus­
trialization, in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, brought to 
Irish and Indian peasants who were also condemned, by the million, to 
famine. 

2. The term "western capitalism" conventionally designates the \'.arious 
forms of capitalism characterized by the predominance of legal private 
ownership of the means of production and relatively limited state inter­
ference with the process of accumulation, the distribution of investment, 
and the fixing of prices and wages. 

3. See A Lipietz, "La double complexit'e de la crise" in Les Temps modernes, 
June 1980, pp. 2212ff, especially 2224. 

4. On these various points see above, pp. 2222-2228 and, by the same author, 
Crise et Inflation, pourquoi? (Paris, 1979). Also see the Introduction by 
this author to the CEPREMAP text on "Le redeploiement," (pp. 6-8). 

5. The crises that the Soviet economy is presently experiencing is, on the 
contrary, a "great crisis" marked by a long-term decrease of the production 
growth rate; this crisis indicates the growing inadequacy of the regime of 
accumulation and· of the method of control to the requirements of an 
increase of generai"Iabor productivity. · 

6. K. Marx, "Principles for a critique of political economy," in Oeuvres­
Economie, Vol. 2, (Paris, 1968), pp. 294-95. 
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7. Concrete analysis of the process of accumulation illuminates how in the 
Soviet economy the process of reproduction had always been governed 
by the immanent laws of capitalism. Thus it is of little importance that at 
the level of the "consciousness" of the agents of reproduction the deci­
sions taken seem to be dictated not by these laws (which act indepen­
dently of individuals' cui:sciousness) but by a mixture of empirically 
identified objective constraints and "requirements" labeled by official 
ideology as "requirements for the building of socialism." In Vol. 4 we 
shall examine what, _in Soviet conditions, are the ideological forms under 
which the process of enlarged reproduction is "grasped," and through 
which take place some of the interventions by various state departments. 

8. According to the estimates of G. Grossman, net investment in 1937 was 
21 percent of the national product and military expenses. (appearing in 
th~ budget) 9 percent (see the contribution by that author to A. Bergson 
(ed.), Soviet Economic Growth, p. 21). It will be noted that according to 
N. Kaplan the investment rate as a proportion of GNP was for the USA in 
1937 and 1940 respectively 14.2 and 15 percent (see above, p 42, table 
2.2. col. 5), a rate clearly lower than that of the USSR. 

9. It will be noted that on each occasion when social and political relation­
ships like those in the USSR from 1930 are dominant, there are economic 
crises of the same. type, marked by a very substantial rise in accumulation 
and general shortages of products. Poland in the 1970s is an outstanding 
example; here accumulation reached a rate of 30-35 percent of the national 
income (this last figure could well be a "world record"} while serious 
shortages developed. On these vario!1s points, the interview given by the 
Polish economist C. Bobrovski to Le Nouvel Obst:rvature of July 11, 1981 
is very useful. 

10. MEW, Vol. 4, pp. 551-52. 
11. K. Marx, Le Capital (Paris, 1967-69), Vol. 6, pp. 264-65. 

12. It will be noted that these operations of capital export or labor im .)Ort 

require that the countries having recourse to them enjoy a sufficiehtly 
powerful situation in the world mar!-:3t. Lacking this, they cannot succeed 
in developing their exports sufficiently, which may impel theh< to win by 
force a more advantageous place in the world. This is what happened 
with Nazi Germany from 1933, as I tried to show in L 'Economie allem 
ande sous is nazisme (Paris, 1971). 

13. In a paper delivered in Tokyo in 1979 Paul Sweezy advanced formula­
tions that are very dose to those expressed here, although he was r.Jt dis­
cussing the Soviet economy. In fact, after having noted that under 
capitalism the specific form for extracting surplus labor is the capita 
wage labor relationship, he added that the transformation of competitive 
capitalism into monopoly capitalism not only does not abolish . the 
relationship, but refines and perfects it (Monthly Review, May 1981, 
p. 11). Paul Sweezy follows this remark with other very interesting 
observations on the changing forms of competition (italics by C.B.), on the 
action these changing forms bear on the process of accwnulation, the amount 
of surplus value extracted and its utilization (see above. pp. 11-15). In my 
opinion these observations apply very pertinently to the Soviet economy. 
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1-1. In a strict sense, competition thus defined positively is, firstly, that of 
capital, but the latter necessarily engenders particular forms of competi~ 
tion or combines wiH1 forms of competition inherent in simple market 
relationships. Thus it is possible to distinguish competition between 
producers, between buyers, between workers, between lenders, -~ssors, 
tenants, landed proprietors, etc. In the present text it is not possible to 
analyze these differe:-it forms of competition which in any case are them­
selves dominated by the competition of capital. In S. Kuruma (ed.), Marx 
Lexikon zur Politscheng Okonomie, Vol. 1 (Konkurrenz), (Berlin, 1973}, 
may be found a collection of different texts by _Marx and Engels covering 
comRetition and its differe11t forms. 

15. The struggle that different enterprises have to put up for investment credit 
allocations still characterize .. Soviet" planning. They also characterize 
countries that have the same kind of planning. Thus, C. Bobrovski says 
that the Polish plan of the 1970s was ''the result of a permanent struggle 
of the different lobbies for credits, with no consideration for overall cohe-

16. 

17. 

18. 

19. 
~ll. 
21. 

22. 

sion" (LeNouvel Observateur, July 11, 1981, p. 41). 
See K. Marx, "Princifles for a critique" (above, note 6), p. 294. In the 
same ta:x;t a little earlier Marx writes "By definition, competition is only 
the interior nature of capital, its essential resolution, manifesting itself 
and being realized as the interaction between numerous capitals, as an 
external tendency of an internal necessity (capital not existing nor able to 
exist except as a plurality of capitals, it is in their interraction that its 
own movement appears)" (see above, p. 264:' also see K. Marx, Fonde-
ments, Vol. 2, p. 167). 
Marx deals with this topic in Un chapitre inedit du Capital (Paris, 1971), 
p. 180. 
B. Chavance has analyzed relevantly and carefully the different ideological 
forms assumed by this imaginary abolition of capital in his book Le capital 
socialiste (Paris, 1980). 
N. Bukhar in et al, La Question paysanne en URSS (Paris, 1973), p. 235. 
Quoted in Vol. 2, of this work, p. 389. 
PK, No. 1, 1930, pp. 21ff, quoted by E. Zaleski, Planification. 69, Note 1 

(italics are by C.B.). 
Stalin, Works, Vol. XII, pp. 359-60 (Report tc;> Sixteenth Party Congress, 
June 27, 1930). 



Conclusion 

A capitalism of a new type 

I
F one wanted to summarize as briefly as possible certain of 
the conclusions that result from the preceding pages, one 
might say that during the 1930s the Soviet Union experi­

enced radical economic and social changes whose essential 
consequences are as follows: The crushing of the peasants, 
whose means of production were expropriated, and their 
transformation into kolkhozniks or state farmworkers, when 
they were not obliged to exile themselves to the towns or were 
not deported; expropriation of the artisans, of small trade and 
small industry for the benefit of the state sector; the destruc­
tion of what was left of the independence (already very restricted 
in the 1920s) of the workers' trade-union organizations and the 
transformation of the latter into mere appendices of enterprise 
managements; the subjection of wage-earners to a factory de­
spotism of an extreme brutality; the putting into practice of 
"labor legislation" which in reality was penal legislation; the 
developm~p.t of mass repression enabling the imposition of 
penal and concentration camp labor on a large scale; state cen­
tralization of capital and efforts to subordinate the accumula­
tion of the latter and economic growth to a state plan. 

The process of social and economic transformation of the 
1930s did not in any way eliminate capitalist social relation­
ships; on the contrary it reinforced them. It increasingly 
made the wage relationship into a relationship of fundamental 
exploitation. 
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By favoring the extension and deepening of capitalist social 
relationships, the process of transformation which marks the 
t 930s in the USSR pushed to extremes the contradictions of 
capital and led to crises of absolute overaccumulation which 
1nanifested themselves through general shortages. 

The process which has just been summarized permitted rapid 
growth of some industries, which helped to alter the place 
of the Soviet Union in international economic and political 
relationships. At the same time this process increased the 
internal economic imbalances in the So~iet Union and the 
inequalities of its development; it turned agriculture into a 
sector that was structurally weak but from which the state 
could extract a relatively high surplus product. It permitted an 
increase of labor productivity, although the advance of the latter 
did not correspond with the intensification of work and the 
scale of material accumulation, and there was a deterioration 
of the quality of production. 

The growing place occupied by the wage relationship of 
exploitation and by the capitalist division of labor, and the 
shape of the movement of economic contradictions (which 
governed the cyclic nature of growth and crises) throw light on 
the nature of the social and economic system which developed 
during the 1930s. It was a capitalism that had eliminated, more 
than any other, the precapitalist forms of production and 
which tended to subject to an exceptional degree the totality of 
workers to the requirements of accumulation for accumulation. 
These features of "Soviet,t capitalism, and the preeminent role 
allotted to the state and the Party, make it a capitalism of a 
new type. 

This latter was germinating in the October Revolution, with 
its concept of a socialisn1 for which ~tate capitalism would be 
the immediate antechamber. fn this sense, if a revolutionary 
character is recognized in the econon1ic and social transforma­
tions of the 1930s, it can be said that they completed the 
capitalist work of the October Revolution, whilst that comple­
tion had been checked up to tl.en by the peasant revolution 
and by the relative egalitarianism that had been imposed by 
the ambiguous relationships that the Bolshevik Party main­
tained with the working class between October and the end of 
the 1920s. 
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It seems to me that by talking of a capitalism of a new type 
one is describing much better the fundamental social relation­
ships of the Soviet economic and social system, better than by 
talking of bureaucratic collectivism, or of the state mode of 
production or of state socialism. However, the use of this term 
obviously cannot suffice, for it does not allow certain charac­
teristics of "Soviet" capitalism to be grasped, and it leaves 
others in the shadows; first among these others is political 
totalitarianism. To show up this latter it is necessary to estab­
lish an explicit relationship between the capitalism of new 
type born in the USSR and the political conditions of class 
domination which made possible its emergence. These are the 
problems which must be tackled in Volume 4 of the present 
work. 
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