The test of war  

When war broke out, the costly policies of collectivization and rearmament turned out to have had some benefits. Food and mass production were both critical elements in the success of the war economy. In food supply, the important change was that the peasants took the place previously occupied by the urban workers and soldiers as residual claimants on food. Yields collapsed, but the shares that were taken by government procurement agencies, 38 per cent of the grain harvest and 43 percent of meat supplies in 1940, rose to 47 and 68 percent respectively in 1942 (Harrison1990, p.84). This outcome was the opposite of the experience of World War I–and it was the intended result of collectivization. As a result, there was no urban famine in World War II, except in Leningrad where the blockade made starvation unavoidable; widespread hunger could not be prevented, but supplies to the army, the defense industry, and the urban population were protected. 
Whether this can be said to have justified the immense suffering and costs of collectivizing agriculture in the first place is another matter. From the perspective of the wartime experience, we can say the following. Without collectivization there would have been a more prosperous agriculture in the 1930s, and more food would have been available when war broke out. On the other hand, without collectivization it would have been more difficult to transfer the food from the countryside to the war workers and soldiers, since the peasants would have retained and probably exercised their option to retreat into self-sufficiency in the face of wartime disruption of the urban-rural market. From this wartime perspective, collectivization brought a net gain. 
Further issues concern political accountability and individual choice. Individual choice is involved when people choose to make sacrifices because they care more about their children than themselves. Those who died because of collectivization were not asked to make a choice, however; they were just deprived of food and killed (often, along with their children).
Political accountability is raised by the fact that the leading democracies also traded lives for victory. In Britain and North America, leaders that called for sacrifices had to compete for office beforehand, and face the judgment of the electorate afterwards. In Britain, for example, the Parliament changed the prime minister in 1940 when the war was going badly, and the electorate changed him again in 1945 when the war was won. That might seem ungrateful but Churchill accepted it as the will of the electorate. Stalin passed the test of war, but he never submitted himself to the test of a free and fair election. 
I turn to the effectiveness of prewar industrial policies. When war broke out, again, these policies turned out to have had benefits but the benefits were much less than might have been expected. The rearmament required a large consumption sacrifice; by 1940 defense outlays were consuming about 17 per cent of Soviet GDP. In fact, prewar industrialization brought no benefit to the Soviet consumer because all of the increase in output was recycled back into investment or defense. The defense sector benefited, but by less than might appear. It is true that tens of thousands of tanks and aircraft were built during the 1930s but, of those added to the combat stocks existing in 1941, most were lost immediately or turned out to be unusable. There was a benefit to investment, but again there was a detriment too: many of the specialized defense factories built in peace time were located in regions exposed to attack and were lost or had to be moved to the remote interior; the relocation process was immensely costly in itself, and precious time was lost while the production facilities in transit. 
In wartime as in peacetime, the Stalinist pattern of war preparations through industrialization turned out to have important gaps. The goals of the five-year plans were heavily biased towards things fabricated from steel and cement and the electric power required to produce them. Because the rival powers made large quantities of these, Stalin and his associates may well have supposed that there was a causal connection: make lots of steel and cement and become rich like the West. But steel and cement were not as critical as they thought. Other processes were probably more important in “causing” economic development. In particular, the costs of copying and transmitting information were shrinking rapidly with modern printing and cable and wireless telecommunications. The productivity of information was rising as incomes rose. Across market economies in the 1930s average incomes were correlated with the consumption of newsprint and access to telephone networks just as strongly as with ingots of steel or kilowatts of electric power (Harrison1994). 
In this respect the Bolshevik development model, if it existed, was seriously incomplete, and failed to reckon with the falling cost and rising value of information. The Bolsheviks’ traditions of secrecy and monopolization of information led them deliberately to suppress the opportunities associated with the age of information. In peacetime, information flowed sluggishly through distorting channels, or was locked away altogether in the deepfreeze of Stalinist secrecy. In wartime, the Soviet Army paid a heavy price in poor communications among the frontline units and with the command staff. They made this good by importing large quantities of radios and field telephones from the United States, Including a million miles of telephone cable. 
The Soviet prewar rearmament was very costly, therefore, partly because it involved the accumulation of large stocks of weapons and facilities that turned out to have much less military value than was thought at the time. There was also a characteristic neglect of information and communication technologies. To set against these were two clear gains. 
One gain was the habituation of the workforce to the idea of a likely war. There was a lot of contingency planning for the wartime mobilization of industry. Much of it was superficial or fanciful (Davies 2008). One benefit of this activity, however, was that the mobilization plans left no one in any doubt that war was possible. If war broke out, everyone was expected to do something at once, even if it was not completely clear what that should be. No one was to sit around waiting to see what would happen next.
The other gain lay in having won the battle for mass production before the war broke out. However costly it may have been to produce and deliver those ultimately useless tens of thousands of airplanes and tanks in peacetime, it is hard to see any other way in which the experience of mass production could have been embedded in Soviet factories and work teams before the war broke out. This experience was critical to Soviet industry’s wartime production “miracle.” Using the techniques of mass production and standardization embedded before the war, by 1943 Soviet industry was delivering weapons to the Red Army at a small fraction of the real unit costs of 1940 (Voznesensky 1948, p. 92; Harrison 1996, pp. 221-228). It was because of this that, in the decisive years of the war, Soviet industry was able to produce larger numbers of tanks and airplanes in fewer models and longer runs than the German adversary (Harrison 2000). 
To summarize, the successful implementation of the Stalinist command system in wartime was the intentional result of prewar policies that Stalin designed for that very purpose. The policies that worked towards this goal were the mass collectivization of agriculture and the establishment of a modern defense industry based on mass production and standardization. This was not a chance evolution; the hand of the designer has left clear traces in official documents and memoirs. 
At the same time, the designer was not that intelligent. Stalin’s war preparations, while purposeful, were hugely wasteful. Collectivization was a peacetime disaster. It decimated the human and social capital of the Soviet countryside and impoverished and alienated the majority of the population. Knowing that his policies were filling the country with dumb resentment and unexpressed bitterness, Stalin launched a preventive war, not in 1941 against Germany as is sometimes alleged, but in 1937 against the “enemy within” (Khlevniuk 1995). Through show trials and secret mass operations, Stalin attempted to eliminate the potential traitors beforehand. Despite killing a million people, he failed to do so: there were still plenty of actual traitors when war broke out. Possibly, Stalinist terror created more new traitors than it killed old ones.
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