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The Russian and Soviet economies
i two world wars: a comparative
view'

By PETER GATRELL and MARK HARRISON

For Russia the two great wars of the twentieth century had strongly
contrasting outcomes. In World War 1, imperial Russia suffered military
defeat at German hands. Lack of military success undermined the legitimacy
of the old regime, already weakened by the effects of defeat and revolutionary
upheaval 10 years earlier. Mounting shortages at the front and in the rear
strengthened popular belief in the incompetence of the tsarist government.
In February 1917, the old regime collapsed. The new Soviet regime, which
came to power in October of that year, suffered further humiliation at
German hands in the treaty of Brest-Litovsk. The disaster was subsequently
mitigated by factors which had less to do with Soviet military or economic
revival than with Germany’s defeat on the western front and, in the Russian
civil war, the comparative weakness of the Soviet regime’s other enemies.?

The contrast with World War 11 could not be sharper. Then, despite
initial defeats and cruel hardships, the political system remained intact. In
1941-5 the USSR emerged as a world power, having destroyed German
military capability on the eastern front, able in consequence to project
Soviet military power into the heart of Europe despite economic exhaustion
and demographic catastrophe.?

How much of this contrast was due to the Soviet economic achievement?
The question can be considered in two parts. First, how much of superior

! The idea for this article came from separate presentations by the authors to the panel ‘The Soviet
economic transformation, 1914-1945°, at the Fourth World Congress for Soviet and East European
Studies at Harrogate in July 1990, to be published later in 1993 as Gatrell, ‘First World War’, and
Harrison, ‘Second World War’. Previous versions of the present article were presented to a Soviet
Industrialization Project seminar, University of Birmingham, in February 1991, and to the annual
conference of the Economic History Society at Manchester in April 1991. The authors are grateful to
all the participants at these gatherings for helpful comments. They also wish to thank Mr E. T. Bacon,
Dr S. N. Broadberry, and Prof. N. F. R. Crafts (Warwick), Prof. R. W. Davies (Birmingham), and
Dr N. S. Simonov (Moscow) for valuable advice and assistance. Part of the research on World War 11
is funded by the Leverhulme Trust (‘Soviet production, employment, and the defence burden, 1937
and 1940-1945’, principal investigator M. Harrison).

2 A full explanation of the Bolsheviks’ victory over their opponents would take into account the
creation of the Red Army, the use made by the new regime of tsarist military specialists, and the
conditional acceptance by workers and peasants of the measures taken by the Bolsheviks on the territory
under their control. In addition, the Bolsheviks retained control over the central heartland of Russia,
whereas their opponents were obliged to operate on peripheral, unfamiliar, often remote territory. For
elaboration of these points, see, respectively, Benvenuti, Bolsheviks and the Red Army, and von Hagen,
Soldiers in the proletarian dictatorship; Kavtaradze, Voennye spetsialisty; Figes, Peasant Russia, civil war;
Mawdsley, Russian civil war.

3 Our view of Russian and Soviet military performance in two world wars owes much to Adelman,
Prelude to the Cold War.
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Soviet military-economic performance in World War 11 was due to the
increase in Soviet peacetime economic strength between the wars, which is
evident from comparison of the two prewar years, 1913 and 1940?
Alternatively, to what extent did the Soviet Union make more effective use
of given resources within the wartime period?

In offering some preliminary answers, we shall pay particular attention
to the contrasting responses of the civilian economy and society to the two
wartime emergencies.* Did the experience of World War 11 reflect increased
capacity of the Soviet economy to provide for the basic needs of the
population, given that the economy was more advanced by 1940 than it had
been in 1913? Alternatively, did Soviet leaders take better, or more effective,
decisions than their predecessors had done on the wartime allocation of
available resources among working households?

I

We shall limit our comparisons mainly to what happened in the two
world wars, 1914-7 and 1941-5, but with some incidental reference to the
civil war period of 1918-21, making every effort to view Russia and the
USSR in comparison with other countries. These comparisons may sometimes
appear rudimentary, and are limited chiefly by availability of data. In many
ways this problem is most acute for the USSR in World War 11, given the
interwar divergence of Soviet practices from western standards in terms of
government statistical monopoly, methodology, and secretiveness. Indeed,
15 years ago, Milward wrote of World War 11 that ‘very little is known of
Soviet economic history in this period’.> In our view this verdict is now
outdated, and substantial hypotheses can be tested against the comparative
evidence available.®

Our initial hypothesis is that, in both world wars, the war potential of
any country, taken in isolation, depended on basic economic factors
determined by size and level of economic development, but the degree to
which war potential was realized depended on a variety of factors many of
which lay outside economics.

Size meant population numbers, territory, and GDP, best seen as the
ultimate constraints on the potential commitment of resources to war.
Population numbers limited the size of the army. For most of the nineteenth
century Russia was seen as the slumbering giant of Europe primarily because
its large territory and population suggested a large war potential. Likewise,
GDP limited the resources available for army equipment, transport, and
rations. It is important to recognize that size carried advantages not just
with regard to the sheer quantity of human and material resources, but also

4 On war production, see Gatrell, ‘Russian heavy industry’, and Harrison, Soviet planning, as well as
our subsequent works cited below.

5 Milward, War, economy and society, p. ix.

¢ Research in English on the Soviet economy and society in World War 11, published since Milward’s
judgement, includes Millar and Linz, ‘Cost of World War 1r’; Millar, ‘Financing the Soviet effort’;
Lieberman, ‘Evacuation of industry’; Linz, ed., Impact of World War II; Harrison, Soviet planning;
idem, ‘Resource mobilization’; idem, ‘Soviet industrialisation’; idem, ‘Volume of Soviet munitions output’;
idem, ‘New estimates’; Barber and Harrison, Soviet home front.
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in terms of self-sufficiency. Size meant territory, too. The bigger the country,
the more likely it was to deploy a diversified base of minerals, skills, and
specialized branches of activity useful for waging modern wars, without
having to rely on foreign supply.

We can take into account the contribution of size, as far as possible, by
measuring the mobilization of each country in proportion to its population
and GDP. Often, however, we do not know wartime population and GDP
with any accuracy, and we have to standardize measures of wartime
mobilization by prewar numbers or values as a first, baseline approximation.

Level of development meant primarily GDP per head; in other words, if
it was necessary to choose between entering a war with a large population
and territory, or a large GDP, the latter was preferable. To some extent,
the large size of the Russian army in World War 1 was necessitated simply
by lengthy frontiers and the difficulty of moving troops from one part to
another. Its shoestring budget meant that many soldiers grew their own
food and made their own boots.” Stalin understood this and expressed it
succinctly in his famous speech of 1931 about the defeats in store for
backward nations: ‘You are poor and abundant, mighty and impotent,
Mother Russia.’®

A relatively high prewar GDP per head implied a bigger surplus of
resources over basic subsistence which could be diverted from civilian to
war uses; it was easier for a rich country than for a poor one to commit 50
per cent or more of GDP to military outlays. High GDP per head was
especially associated with industrial specialization in the metallurgical and
engineering branches essential to manufacture of modern munitions.

Moreover, high GDP per head was usually underpinned by a relatively
sophisticated infrastructure of the technological, commercial, and administrat-
ive services; these latter were especially useful for purposes of wartime
economic regulation, and fostered the pouring of resources into combat.
Before 1914, it was commonly assumed that the sophisticated infrastructure
(and especially external trading links) of the advanced industrial powers was
highly fragile and vulnerable to disruption.® It was further assumed that
countries which specialized in agriculture could more easily survive blockade.
With its limitless plains and export surplus of food, Russia seemed immune
to external disruption.!® However, the wars of the twentieth century proved

7 Maksheev, Voenno-administrativnoe ustroistvo; Fuller, Civil-military conflict.

8 Stalin, Leninism, p. 365 (‘The tasks of business executives, speech delivered at the first All-Union
Conference of managers of socialist industry, February 4, 1931°. Indeed, imperial Russia did maintain
a large peacetime army, numbering 1.4 million in July 1914. The size of the army reflected the extent
of the empire’s borders, and the underdeveloped state of the rail network, which obliged Russia to
disperse troops throughout the country. In addition, Russian conscripts were kept longer in uniform
than their counterparts in the west, on the grounds that they needed longer training in the ways of
war: Pintner, ‘Burden of defense’, p. 245. However, budgetary constraints meant that only one-quarter
of Russia’s available manpower had received military training in 1914. By contrast, more than half the
German manpower, and 80 per cent of French manpower, had been trained: Wildman, End of the
Russian imperial army, p. 73.

® Armeson, Total warfare, p. 2; French, British economic and strategic planning, pp. 8-9.

10 See Prokopovich, Voina, pp. 5-13, which quotes from the voluminous writings of Ivan Bloch on
future war. According to Bloch, ‘the underdevelopment of the productive forces offers the best means
for the defence of the national economy from the pernicious effects of war. . . . In Russia’s case, even
the seizure of both major cities and the defeat of her army would not deprive her of the means to carry
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the opposite: a sophisticated infrastructure made the economy extremely
tough and was a source of completely unanticipated resilience. Without
such an infrastructure, less developed, agrarian economies tended to
disintegrate under the stress of total war. We can begin to take into account
the influence of development level on the war mobilization of the different
economies by ranking them according to prewar GDP per head, but the
number of observations from both wars is too small to allow firm conclusions
about quantitative influence.

In addition to size and development level, there are other factors. We
aim to establish two findings. First, some of the visible improvement in
Soviet military-economic performance between the two world wars can be
ascribed reasonably to the increased size and level of development of the
Soviet economy. Second, when these two factors are taken fully into account,
there is a residual of unexplained improvement which must be attributed
to other factors of wartime economic system and policy. These findings may
be thought modest, but they are original in that we support them, for the
first time in the literature, with firm comparative evidence.

To lend detail to our findings, we focus closely on the performance of
the Russian and Soviet civilian economy, and in particular on wartime food
production and distribution, because between 1913 and 1940 there was little
or no increase in either size or development level of the agricultural sector.
The evidence of World War 11 suggests that the agrarian sector participated
more fully in the war effort than was the case in World War 1, and food
supplies were also better allocated. This evidence cannot be explained other
than by reference to the changed economic system and changed wartime
economic policies.

For present purposes we bracket systemic change with policy change,
and do not try to separate them. The Russian and Soviet economic system
went through several transformations between 1913 and 1940, from a
peacetime market economy to war mobilization, to the command system of
the civil war, then to a mixed economy under the New Economic Policy,
and back to the command economy under Stalin’s Five-Year Plans.!! On
each occasion the transition was driven pragmatically, by policy change,
rather than proceeding deliberately according to a new system blueprint.
(This did not prevent many from immediately seeing ideological virtue in
pragmatic necessity.) The same was true in both world wars, when systemic
adaptation to new wartime conditions was again led by policy. The distinction
between system and policy is not, therefore, amenable to easy quantification.

A last point to bear in mind is that economics did not determine
everything. The degree to which war potential was realized in war depended
on many other contingent factors: each country’s degree of commitment
(including its distance from the front line), its leaders’ capacity for effective

on the war, whereas a western state would in similar circumstances be completely defeated. In Russia,
the remnants of the defeated army could join forces with fresh reserves in the depth of the country’
(Bloch, Budushchaia voina, 4, pp. 259, 297). For Bloch’s magnum opus, see Pearton, The knowledgeable
state, pp. 132-9.

11 On these successive transformations see Malle, Economic organization; Davies, From tsarism to the
New Economic Policy; idem, Industrialisation.
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policy design, the degree of national unity and popular support for the war
effort, and the time available to put these other factors into operation.
There was a sharp contrast between the degree of wartime national unity
and popular support upon which the two regimes, tsarist and Soviet, could
draw. During World War 1, the initial enthusiasm of the educated elite for
war against Germany rapidly turned to despair and anger. New organizations
emerged to challenge the government system of production and distribution.!?
Popular opinion did not welcome the war in the first place. The frequent
mobilization of peasant men to make good the losses at the front merely
served to widen still further the rift between government and peasantry.
Many of the reservists had participated in the revolution of 1905-6, and
displayed little loyalty to the Tsar. Meanwhile, in the urban sector, workers
who led strikes found themselves consigned to garrisons or dispatched to
the front, where they continued to subvert the regime. None of these
measures made the goals of the tsarist regime any easier to realize.!?

By contrast, the Soviet regime encountered little overt popular dissatis-
faction with the war effort. Soviet citizens understood that the Stalinist
leadership would not shrink from the harshest possible measures in order
to crush dissent. Soldiers, such as Alexander Solzhenitsyn, who were unwise
enough to give vent to their feelings, even in private correspondence, soon
felt the wrath of the internal security services. At the same time, the regime
managed wartime public opinion, emphasizing that Russia was engaged in
a struggle for national salvation, not a class struggle for Communism. In
Hosking’s words, ‘a certain degree of trust between rulers and ruled was
restored.’!*

As a result there were considerable variations in the proportion of its war
potential which each country put into warfare. And even these do not finish
the story. The path taken by the war depended not only upon the war
potential of the opposing coalitions, and not only on the degree to which
this potential was realized, but also on the quality of combat organization.
When equal resources were deployed on each side, the German army beat
all comers in both world wars and on both fronts, east and west.!> This
meant that in both wars the anti-German coalition secured victory only as
a result of making full use of its absolutely overwhelming predominance in
the quantity of resources.

12 Siegelbaum, Politics of industrial mobilization; Haumann, Kapitalismus.

13 For further discussion, see Wildman, End of the Russian imperial army, ch. 3; Hasegawa, F ebruary
revolution, ch. 1; McKean, St Petersburg, esp. pp. 429, 454.

14 Solzhenitsyn, Gulag archipelago, 1, pp. 134-6; Hosking, History, pp. 261-95 (the quotation is on
p. 276). For new research on Soviet wartime morale, coercion, and consent, J. D. Barber, ‘The role of
patriotism in the Great Patriotic War’, paper to conference on Russia and the USSR in the twentieth
century, Moscow, April, 1990; Barber and Harrison, Soviet home front, pp. 59-76, 158-79; J. D. Barber,
‘Popular reactions in Moscow to the German invasion of 22 June 1941’, paper to Soviet Industrialization
Project seminar, Centre for Russian and East European Studies, Univ. of Birmingham, Oct. 1991; M.
von Hagen, ‘Soviet soldiers and officers on the eve of the German invasion’, paper given as in the
previous reference.

15 Van Creveld, Fighting power, pp. 5-6.
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II
Table 1. World War I: GDP and population within contemporary frontiers,
1913

Population GDP- GDP per head®

(mallion)
Japan 51.7 41.3 800
Russia 166.0 149.6 900
Italy 36.2 56.2 1,550
Germany 67.0 I31.1 1,960
France 39.8 79.5 2,000
UK 45.6 135.4 2,970
UsS 97.2 368.2 3,790

Notes:
< billions of international dollars at 1980 prices
% international dollars at 1980 prices

Sources: per caput GDPs: Harrison, ‘National income’, tab. 2. GDP of the Russian empire is ‘permanent’ income,
which may have fallen below actual income in 1913 by some 3.5 per cent. Population of the Russian empire in 1913,
less Finland and the kingdom of Poland (adjusted to mid-year): Harrison, ‘National income’, tab. 1; of other countries,
mid-year population within contemporary frontiers: Maddison, Dynamic forces, pp. 232-9.

Table 1 shows that Russia entered World War 1 as the largest of the
great powers in terms of population, and second only to the United States
in GDP, but with a development level lower than any power save Japan.'®
Russia’s military-economic performance in the conflict which ensued was
relatively weak. According to table 2, Russia mobilized 15.8 million troops—
a larger absolute contribution than any other great power, representing two-
fifths of the male population of service age. But Britain and, especially,
France and Germany mobilized soldiers in still greater proportion to prewar
population; only the US sent fewer combatants (relative to demographic
resources) across the ocean to the distant front.

Table 2. World War I: cumulative military mobilization and losses

Cumulative military mobilization Cumulative military losses
million of 1913 population million of 1913 population
(%) (%)
total males aged total males aged
15-49 15-49
Russia 15.8 10 39 1.8 I.1 4.5
Germany 13.2 20 81 2.0 3.0 12.5
France 7.9 20 79 1.3 3.3 13.3
UK 5.7 12 49 0.7 1.6 T 6.2
Us 4.3 4 17 0.1 0.1 0.4

Sources: total prewar populations from tab. 1; other figures taken or calculated from Urlanis, Wars and population,
p. 209.

16 The quality, reliability, and comparability of present GDP estimates are evaluated in Harrison,
‘National income’, together with possible implications of new independent Soviet estimates of the
interwar growth and the postwar development level of the Soviet economy. The spirit of present
estimates is that of Maddison, World economy, but with significant revision of Soviet figures, and
adjustment of all figures to take account of contemporary frontiers.
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Table 3. World War I: the supply of
ground and air munitions (annual rates, per
effective year)

Standard gun units Ratio to 1913 GDP

supplied (% of Russia)
(000s)
Russia 17 100
Germany 80 533
France 70 770
UK 72 465
Us 58 138

Sources: munitions output (rifles, machine guns, guns, tanks,
aircraft) of Germany, France, Russia, and US: Adelman, Prelude
to the Cold War, p. 45; of the UK: Hardach, First World War,
p. 87. Standard gun units are reckoned by weighting items as
follows: rifles 0.01, machine guns 0.05, guns 1.00, tanks 5.00,
aircraft 5.00. This conservative valuation of tanks and aircraft
allows for other ground munitions not represented in the table.
To convert cumulative wartime supply to annual rates, per
effective year, quantities are averaged over time as follows:
Russia, 3 years 8.5 months; Germany, France, UK, 5 years;
US, 2 years. For GDPs in 1913, see tab. I.

Further, imperial Russia contributed little to the ground and air armament
of the Entente powers (table 3): per year of fighting, perhaps one-quarter
of the munitions output supplied by Britain, France, or the US, and less
than one-quarter of that produced by the German adversary. Nor is this
gap explained by a smaller quantity of national resources for, in proportion
to prewar GDP, the gap remains. Britain and Germany committed annually
five times the Russian share of prewar national income to munitions, and
France eight times; even the US contribution represented more than Russia’s
in these terms.

Part of the Russian performance deficit may be explained by invasion and
the loss of resources to enemy occupation, but under similar circumstances
the French committed more, not less, than others to munitions supply out
of their prewar national resources. One might suggest that, under pressure
of invasion, the French and the Russians reacted in opposite ways. The
French withdrew resources from the civilian economy and committed what
was left to war, while in Russia the civilian economy was relatively protected
for two critical years. (The French burden was eased by access to Allied
credits, but the Russians also benefited from similar assistance.)

If we shift the focus to real overall military spending (table 4), we find
that the degree of Russian inferiority in performance appears less. This is
because Russia supplemented low expenditure on munitions with heavy
expenditure on the upkeep of millions of soldiers. In proportion to prewar
GDP, Russian wartime budget spending on defence was one-half that of
the other European powers, and comparable only with that of the US.

Table 4 shows that the US, while spending little directly on the war in
comparison with its prewar GDP, nonetheless bolstered its overall contri-
bution to the Allied effort by means of large credits to the European Allies.
(Germany also supported the other central powers in the same way.) Russia
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Table 4. World War I: nilitary outlays (annual rates, per effective year)

Military outlays® Ratio to 1913 GDP (% of Russia)
total reported in net of Allied total reported in net of Allied
budget credits budget credits
Russia 1.8 1.3 100 100
Germany 3.4 3.6 215 330
France 2.2 2.0 230 304
UK 3.3 3.7 200 320
Us 4-4 6.8 99 220

Note: @ billions of US dollars at 1913 prices

Sources: wartime military outlays reported in budget, converted to 1913 prices and US dollars: Fisk, Inter-Ally debts,
Pp. 24, 28, 32, 35, 58. Military outlays, net of Allied credits, calculated from cumulative military expenditure in
budget, and net loans, 1914/15-1919/20 (i.e. credits given are added, credits received are deducted), in Fisk, Inter-
Ally debts, p. 13. For conversion to annual rates, per effective year, see tab. 3. For GDP in 1913, see tab. I.

was a principal beneficiary of inter-Allied lending; foreign resources financed
a significant part of the Russian war effort.!” When net credits are taken
into account, leaving only the domestic resource contribution to war finance,
Russian inferiority is emphasized again. In proportion to prewar GDP, the
other European powers spent on defence at three times (and the US more
than twice) the Russian rate.

For four of the five countries shown in tables 1-4, victory was a matter
of utmost national importance. Only the US participated reluctantly in a
war not of its own choosing and in a distant theatre of operations. The
tables nonetheless show surprising variation. Russia committed relatively
little to the war. Inferior Russian resources do not fully explain the gap
because, in proportion to any measure of its resources, Russia’s war effort
fell below that of any other country. It is an open question whether this
reflected disadvantages of Russia’s relatively low development level, or
bureaucratic incapacity combined with social conflicts and disunity. The US
also committed few resources, despite being by far the wealthiest belligerent.
At the other extreme, France, faced immediately with a war of national
survival, showed a very high degree of mobilization, despite being by no
means the richest of the belligerents. Britain and Germany, both well
endowed with industrial and administrative resources, close to the front
line, but neither of them subject to invasion, also wound themselves up to
an historically unprecedented level of resource commitment.

III

When we turn to consider the Soviet provision of resources for World
War 11, the differences with World War 1 are more striking than any
similarities.

The USSR entered the war less developed than all its allies and adversaries

17 An extended account is given by Sidorov, Finansovoe polozhenie.
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