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From Revolution to Rationalization

The old bureaucratism has been smashed, but bureaucrats
still remain.

—Joseph Stalin, April 1919

Upon attaining power the Bolsheviks faced vexing dilemmas of
industrial authority. The strains of war and the crumbling of the old
order were keenly felt at the industrial enterprise. The Bolshevik
seizure of power at first only amplified this disintegration. Simply
from February 1917 to May 1918, labor productivity fell by 80 per-
cent.! Taking Bolshevik slogans about seif-management seriously,
workers spontaneously nationalized industries and set up workers’
councils for administering production. Managers and specialists
from the old regime found themselves under attack or arrest.

The civil war and continued hostilities with Germany neces-
sitated that the Bolsheviks restore industry, especially defense-
related industry, to normal levels of operation quickly. In this
situation worker indiscipline and bureaucratic mismanagement
represented mortal dangers to the very survival of the revolution.
During these years disciplinary, centralist, normative, mobiliza-
tional, and managerial strategies all found reflection in Bolshevik
policies. The early years of Soviet power can largely be understood
as a struggle between these disparate administrative strategies and
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the political forces that stood behind them. An underlying tension
between the proponents of each remained beneath the surface of
Bolshevik politics throughout the 1920s. But by the early twenties
the regime had come to embrace techniques of Scientific Manage-
ment borrowed from the capitalist West as its primary approach for
restoring discipline to a decaying industrial order.

‘Early Encounters

From the moment Taylorist experiments were first conducted in
Tsarist Russia in the years following the 1905 revolution, Scientific
Management sparked unusual interest within the nascent Russian
Social Democratic Labor Party. This interest also generated
schisms that would plague the Bolsheviks for several decades. The
stakes involved were the soul of the Russian revolution. The basic
appeal of Bolshevism in societies undergoing the birth pangs of the
industrial revolution has been its unique combination of industrial
and anti-industrial messages: its simultaneous condemnation of the
enslavement of the worker to his machine and its glorification of the
organizational and technical achievements of the machine age.?
This duality was reflected in Bolshevik attitudes toward the organi-
zational revolution which capitalism was experiencing in the begin-
ning of the twentieth century.

The Scientific Management movement had provoked vocal and at
times violent worker protest in Western Europe and America.
Many socialists believed that Taylorism would crush worker sol-
idarity, beget unemployment, impose an onerous work burden on
laborers, and lead to deleterious effects upon their health.® As Tay-
lorism was imported onto Russian soil on the eve of the war, oppo-
sition to Scientific Management was imported onto Russian soil as
well. In 1913, when attempts to apply Taylorist techniques at the
Renault automobile plant in Billancourt, France, touched off a
strike of four thousand workers, the event was prominently re-
ported in the Russian liberal press. Press commentary condemned
the Taylor system for *‘excluding any kind of initiative, thinking, or
manifestation of personality, turning the worker into a mechanism
whose slightest movements are perfected . . . under the observation
of the ‘chronometer.’””* Reports such as this, along with the grow-
ing propaganda activities of Russian Taylorists, sparked a debate
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within the intelligentsia over the morality of the new science of
organization. The Populist V. P. Vorontsov accused Taylorists of
creating ‘‘a system for the scientific exploitation of the work
force,”” ‘‘squeezing not only sweat, but also the life juices of the
worker’’ and ‘‘turning him into an automaton.”’ ‘‘The rapid applica-
tion of this system,’’ Vorontsov argued, ‘‘will burst forth into levels
of unemployment and oversaturation of the market with goods,
bearing the character of a true catastrophe.’’’

Like its foreign brothers, the Russian working class was deeply
distrustful of the Taylor system. The Soviet Taylorist Aleksei Gas-
tev once observed that those employers in St. Petersburg who at-
tempted to apply Taylorism before the war ‘‘already took into ac-
count the scandalous experience of the West and approached the
matter much more gently by focusing on the purely technical side”’
of the method. All the same, ‘‘the working masses and worker
organizations behaved sharply negatively towards the system.”’ In
the years immediately preceding the war, St. Petersburg’s metal-
working plants were plagued by a wave of industrial unrest that in
many cases centered around the tensions generated by the in-
troduction of Taylorist techniques. At the Aivaz plant, considered a
showplace of Taylorism in prerevolutionary Russia, a massive
strike erupted in spring 1913 in protest against conditions created
by plant rationalization. A young student from the St. Petersburg
Polytechnical Institute who had demonstrated considerable arbi-
trariness in his use of chronometry was carted out of the plant on a
wheelbarrow to the jeers of workers. According to Gastev, during
the war, when applications of Taylorism grew more frequent in
defense industry, ‘‘a sharper mood against the system’’ developed.
But cases of open protest against Taylorism during these years
were rare due to the patriotic fervor that engulfed the country.®

Given the level of working-class antagonism to Taylorism, the
ambivalence it met within the Russian intelligentsia, and the con-
demnations it provoked from trade unionists and socialists abroad,
the unusually warm reception, and at times open enthusiasm, with
which Taylorism was received within the nascent Russian Social
Democratic Labor Party seems strangely out of place. In the years
immediately following the First World War, ‘‘technocratic or en-
gineering models of social management appealed to the newer,
more syncretic, and sometimes more extreme currents of European
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politics.””” Like Marxism, Scientific Management preached the
dream of a perfectly ordered industrial world free of strife and class
conflict. As one Russian Taylorist expressed it, through the applica-
tion of science and rationality in organizational affairs ‘‘harmony
between the interests of employers and workers” could be
achieved.? )
Writing in November 1913, the Menshevik N. N. Sukhanov
criticized the alarmist views on Scientific Management held by
Vorontsov and others among the liberal intelligentsia. Rather than
‘seeing Taylorism as *‘the evil of the day,” Sukhanov differentiated
the harmful aspects of the conditions and forms of applications
of Taylorism under capitalism from the progressive ‘‘rational-
technical elements” inherent in the method; he called the latter
“‘completely correct, necessary, and potentially very fruitful.’”” The
effects of Taylorism on workers were not very different from those
of production automation under capitalism. Just as Marx had noted
that it was not against the machine, an objective and inevitable part
of the production process, but rather against the uses to which the
machine was put that the proletariat should direct its animosity,
Taylorism was an objective factor of production against which it
was fruitless to rebel. Since Taylorism multiplied productivity sev-
eral times over, its widespread application could provide socialist
parties with new arguments for shortening the working day and for
wage concessions. Most important, “full mechanization and full
Taylorization’’ would be as relevant for a socialist economy as for a
capitalist one. In fact, the principles of Taylorism would ‘‘develop
and be personified to their logical ends™ only under socialism,
where they would not be limited by capitalist economics in the
scope of their use, but would be stripped of their harmful aspects
and harnessed for preserving the health and energy of the worker.”
These arguments foreshadowed Lenin’s first reactions to the
Taylor system, which he developed in a short article in Pravda in
March 1913. Lenin recognized Taylorism as part of ‘‘the progress
of technology and science’ under capitalism, a new technique ca-
pable of ‘‘working out the most economical and the most produc-
tive approaches to labor.”” The gist of the article, however, was a
polemical attack upon Taylorism as a * ‘scientific’ system for
squeezing sweat’’ out of the worker, a capitalist trick endangering
the worker’s health, subjecting him to inhuman work pressures,
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and favoring the young and strong over the old and weak. 10 Byt if in
March 1913 Lenin showed ambivalence toward Taylorism, by
March 1914 he had become an open admirer. A second article pub-
lished at that time waxed enthusiastic over the enormous successes
of the Taylor system in raising productivity. Taylorism under capi-
talism, Lenin wrote, *‘is directed against the worker, leading to
greater pressure and oppression upon him, and limited, moreover,
to the rational, intelligent distribution of labor within the factory.”
If only Taylorism were applied to society as a whole and were not
limited by the laws of capitalist competition! ‘‘Taylor’s system,’” he
wrote, ‘‘without the knowledge and against the will of its authors, is
preparing that time when the proletariat will seize all social produc-
tion into its hands and will assign its own workers’ commissions for
the proper distribution and regulation of all social labor.”’ If Taylor-
ism could be ‘‘redeemed from its enslavement to capital,’” it would
“‘give thousands of opportunities to cut the work time of the orga-
nized workers by a quarter, providing them with four times as much
well-being as now.”’!!

Whereas Sukhanov had been most impressed by the possibilities
of Taylorism for easing the burden of work, Lenin was absorbed by
the Taylor system’s potential for achieving greater levels of produc-
tivity and production, for ushering in the period of material abun-
dance and prosperity promised by Marxism. Almost by definition
Lenin and his Bolsheviks were obsessed with the power of effective
organization as a weapon in the achievement of political goals.
Ironically, the Bolsheviks were prominently represented among the
leaders of the strike at Aivaz in the spring and summer of 1913,

" having used the issue of Taylorism to wrest control over the metal-

workers union from their Menshevik rivals.!? Yet, less than six
months later Lenin was jubilant over the enormous contribution
Taylorism would make in paving the way for communist society.
Not all in the Russian socialist movement were so capable as
Lenin of reconciling the egalitarian goals of Marxism with the
methods and aspirations of Scientific Management. Taylor’s system
relied on piece-rate wages for stimulating labor, with wage norms
set through supposedly objective observation. Marx had argued
that piece-rate payment ‘‘is the form of wages most in harmony
with the capitalist mode of production,” because it allows the
bourgeoisie to ‘‘increase the efficacy of the working-day by inten-
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sifying labor” rather than by increasing work hours. Piece-rates,
Marx wrote, were ‘‘the most fruitful source of reductions of wages
and capitalist cheating.”” They laid the foundation for “‘a hierarchi-
cally organized system of exploitation and oppression’ of the
worker. They facilitated *‘the interposition of parasites between the
capitalist and the wage-laborer’” and caused the worker to ‘‘strain
his labor-power as intensely as possible.”’"?

Although Marx and Engels recognized that technological and or-
ganizational complexity would require that management remain as
a function under socialism, they argued that management as an
exclusive category of people administering production would even-
tually cease to exist when, under communism, the division of labor
had been overcome. A populist strand within Marxism looked to
Scientific Management as a means for effecting a cultural revolution
in class relationships and for making every man a manager through
education and the simplification of the managerial process. These
sentiments were echoed by Lenin on the eve of the revolution in his
work State and Revolution. In a propagandistic appeal to the

anarchist elements then so powerful within the Bolshevik move-

ment, Lenin claimed that workers would easily learn to manage
industry starting with the less complex functions of management,
which had been ‘‘simplified by capitalism to an extreme, to the
unusually simple operations of observation and record keeping,
knowledge of the four arithmetical operations, and issuing the cor-
responding vouchers, and are accessible to any literate person.”'

Others within the Russian social democratic movement believed
the populist view to be an idyllic and naive understanding of the
organizational revolution capitalism was experiencing. In 1913
A. A. Bogdanov, Lenin’s chief rival within the Bolshevik party and
his former lieutenant, warned that Taylorism not only created a
worker aristocracy, favoring some groups of workers over others,
but it would also lead to a dulling of the senses of workers through
constant repetition of muscular movements, making it more
difficult for workers to develop the intellect necessary to run indus-
try. Rather than breaking down class barriers to the managerial
suite, Scientific Management would bring about the rise of a new
caste of professional industrial supervisors and efficiency experts
who would impose their rationality upon the working class rather
than act in the interest of workers."
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Only two years after Bogdanov’s warning against the techno-
cratic dangers of Taylorism, a group of political exiles in the remote
Siberian village of Narym began a series of philosophical discus-
sions on the use of Taylorism as a means for transforming human
culture under socialism. Among the participants were a number of
revolutionaries who would later rise to important positions in the
Soviet regime: Aleksei Rykov, future member of the Politburo and
leader of the Right Opposition in the late twenties; Vladimir
Kosarev, chairman of the Tomsk Provincial Executive Committee
and high party official in the 1920s; Abram Gol’tsman, a leader in
the Soviet trade union movement; and Aleksei Gastev, soon to
become the father of Soviet Taylorism. It was during these discus-
sions, which Gastev later described as one of the more important
‘“Jaboratories’’ for his work, that he developed the idea of a science
of *‘social engineering’’ based on Taylorism, a science for adjusting
man to the requirements of machine.'

Born in 1882 in the town of Suzdal, Aleksei Gastev had followed a
path not unlike that followed by a whole generation of Russian
revolutionaries. His father, who died when Gastev was two, was,
like Lenin’s father, a provincial schoolteacher; after his death, Gas-
tev’s mother supported him as a dressmaker. After studying at a
gymnasium and a local technical school, Gastev entered the Mos-
cow Teacher’s Training Institute. In 1900 he was expelled for polit-
ical activities and fled to Switzerland and France, where he joined
the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party in exile in 1901, later
becoming an active member of its Bolshevik faction. In 1908, how-
ever, Gastev decided to put an end to his career as a professional
revolutionary, not unlike many of the young intellectuals attracted
to the Bolshevik fold who, in the conservative atmosphere follow-
ing the 1905 revolution, left the party to pursue their own inter-
ests.!” After 1905 serious splits plagued the Bolsheviks, and esoteric
creeds penetrated their ranks. In a period when Lunacharskii and
Bogdanov were drawn to the philosophies of Ernst Mach and
Richard Avenarius, Gastev was attracted to the ideas of Taylor.

From 1908 to 1910 Gastev found employment as a metalworker at
the Vasileostrovskii Trolley Depot. The head of the depot, an ad-
mirer of Taylor, initiated a study of the depot’s production opera-
tions. None other than Gastev, the fugitive revolutionary disguised
as worker, was chosen to make the rounds of the workshops to
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register the wear on belts and sprockets and to analyze the repair of
trolley cars. This project sparked in him the idea of developing ‘“‘a
science for the social construction of enterprises.”’'® In 1910 Gastev
was arrested and sentenced to exile in Siberia. He made his way
instead to Paris, where he worked in plants owned by Citroén and
Clément-Bayard. At Clément-Bayard, he later wrote, ““I became
acquainted with the organization of quality-inspection work con-
ducted with unusual thoroughness directly in plant conditions, in
the shop.” At Citroén—whose owner, André Citroén, had been
influenced by the example of Ford during a visit to the United
States in 1912, the very year Gastev worked for the company—
Gastev witnessed the first applications of assembly line production
in France. While there he also became acquainted with technical
handbooks published by the French metalworkers union. These
served as models for norm handbooks that Gastev would later com-
pile in Soviet Russia."”

In 1913 Gastev returned illegally to St. Petersburg and found
employment as a metalworker at the Aivaz plant. At the very time
when the workers of Aivaz, led by Bolshevik organizers, were ris-
ing in protest against the Taylor system, the young Gastev found
the experiments at the plant ‘‘the most sensational and the most
influential’’ of his work experiences. At Aivaz, Gastev later wrote,
“one could see that technical and organizational revolution which
the unseen organizer, penetrating all the pores of the factory like a
bandit at night, was carrying out.”’ Here Gastev “‘discovered the
horrifying difference between the self-mastery of the West Euro-
pean proletariat and the production anarchism in the behavior of
the Russian proletariat.”” From that time on *‘the idea of the norm
came to be seen [by me] as a definite social factor, as a definite
social vrouoBosoP:No

Gastev’s experiences at Aivaz were interrupted in 1914 by his
arrest and exile to Siberia. In Narym he used his forced rest “to
engage in a philosophical interpretation of all that empirical mate-
rial I had gathered in my earlier work at plants both in Russia and
abroad.”?! After the February Revolution he returned to Petrograd
and was elected general secretary of the metalworkers union. At the
time owners of a number of Petrograd enterprises were negotiating
with the metalworkers over the introduction of piece-rates. Al-
though the union rank and file instinctively opposed this move, in
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early 1917 an agreement was reached permitting piece-rate payment
in enterprises where, in the opinion of management, it was neces-
sary for the normal functioning of the plant. Gastev joined the
leadership of the metalworkers union after this agreement had been
hammered out. But he and his comrade from Narym, Abram
Gol'tsman, formed what Gastev called ‘‘a friendly group’” within
the union that pushed for the introduction of piece-rates and pro-
duction norms on a more systematic basis. As a result of these
efforts, the first piece-rate tariff tables in Russian industry were
published in 1917.22 At a time when the Kerensky government was
mismanaging the country, Gastev and his technocratic followers
were steadily gaining influence within the union.

Adults and Children

Within weeks of the revolution Gastev and his *‘friendly group’
initiated a campaign to adopt piece-rates as the major form of wage
payment and to establish norm-setting bureaus to regulate wage
rates by means of time-and-motion analysis. In January 1918, at the
founding congress of the metalworkers union, Gastev and his sup-
porters pushed through a resolution advocating the adoption of
piece-rates in those metalworking plants where it was considered
“‘technically feasible.”” Nevertheless, opposition to Taylorism
within the Russian working class was strong. Already in December
1917 the printworkers union, then under Menshevik influence, had
come out firmly against piece-rates, which, it was argued, “‘harmed
the health of workers, dulling their mental abilities and lowering
their real wages.”’ In January 1918 the railroad workers union
adopted a similar resolution that condemned piece-rates for leading
to “‘the physical exhaustion and a decline in the intensity and pro-
ductivity of labor . . . and to an increase in unemployment.’’ Gastev
later wrote that interest in the Taylor system at the time ‘‘turned
out to be more solid among managers’’ than among trade unionists
and workers, and that the position of most trade union officials
“‘was settled by the consumer mood of the masses.”’*

The propaganda campaign unleashed by Gastev aroused stormy
arguments. The occasion for these controversies was a series of
meetings between trade union and governmental officials at the end
of March 1918 on the disorganization of Russian industry. Repre-
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sentatives of the metalworkers union put forth their *‘Platform on
Worker Industrialism,”” which criticized ‘“‘elective administration
based upon pure democracy and not upon industrial order.” It
envisaged the application of a broad system of ‘‘social norm-
setting’’ throughout the country. Not only were norms, in the form
of Taylorism and piece-rate payment, necessary for reestablishing
labor discipline in the economy, but social norm-setting would
eventually be necessary for regulating the entire life of the workers’
state, including ‘“‘foreign trade, the participation of national and
foreign capital, and finally a certain international industrial orienta-
tion.”’2* Opponents of piece-rates viewed this as nothing less than a
restoration of capitalism. Trade union chairman V. V. Shmidt
aimed at a compromise; he called for the establishment of a
minimum production quota for workers, as well as a halt to the
decline in living standards that accompanied the revolution and
which, in his view, was the chief cause of lower E.oacoaiQ.a.
The growing importance of the labor discipline issue led Lenin to
intervene. He summoned Shmidt and G. D. Veinberg, a representa-
tive of the metalworkers union, to a meeting of the Presidium of the
Supreme Council of the National Economy (VSNKHh) to discuss the
problem. Lenin was hardly a neutral arbiter of the dispute; at a time
of growing industrial disorder and under the influence of the metal-
workers’ example, the onetime prerevolutionary admirer of Taylor-
ism had become a convinced and open supporter. He came down
firmly on the side of the metalworkers and spurred on Shmidt to
produce a strong resolution on the labor discipline issue. In a draft
version of his pamphlet Important Tasks of Soviet Power, Lenin
added a long passage extolling the benefits that the universal appli-
cation of Taylorism under socialism would bring. “We should in-
troduce the Taylor system and American scientific methods for
increasing labor productivity throughout all of Russia, combining
this system with a shortening of work time and with the use of new
approaches to production and to the organization of labor without
any harm to the work capacities of the toiling population.” In a bow
toward the populist vision presented in State and Revolution, Lenin
claimed that the widespread application of Taylorism would allow
” each citizen to spend only six hours a day on physical labor and to
. devote four hours a day to managing the state.
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Lenin fully expected that the road to communism via Taylorism
would bring ‘‘many difficulties,”’ for though ‘‘the most advanced
elements of the working class’’ would comprehend these dialectical
twists and turns, ‘‘certain strata’’ among the workers would greet
Taylorism with ‘‘bewilderment and possibly even opposition.’’ He
had entrusted Shmidt and Veinberg with the task of drafting a reso-
lution on labor discipline. But at a meeting of the All-Union Central
Council of Trade Unions (VTsSPS) shortly afterwards, opposition
to piece-rates and Taylorism was firm. Angered by the way in which
VTsSPS had been watering down the resolution, Lenin ordered that
it be strengthened to include not only the unconditional applica-
tion of piece-rates and Taylorism throughout Soviet industry, but
also the imprisonment of workers who blatantly violated labor
discipline.?

When VTsSPS met again, it adopted a resolution on labor disci-
pline that, contrary to Lenin’s urgings, bore the mark of a compro-
mise. Without mentioning Taylorism directly, the resolution
touched on piece-rates as ‘‘one measure, within the general system
of measures’’ that might be considered by trade unions in strength-
ening labor discipline provided such measures did not ‘‘exhaust the
employee.”” The document advised unions to create norm-setting
bureaus, but it left the determination of the activities of these
bureaus in the hands of the unions themselves. And rather than
approving penal discipline against unruly workers, the resolution
proposed that unions establish their own disciplinary measures,
which in extreme cases might include expulsion from the union.”’

Ideological opponents of Taylorism found powerful supporters
within the Bolshevik left wing as well as among the Mensheviks,
then prominently represented in the trade union movement. Biting
critiques of Taylorism, the piece-rate system, and punitive mea-
sures against workers poured forth from Bolshevik and Menshevik
publications in Bukharin’s home base of Moscow. At the end of
April Lenin was forced to defend his advocacy of Taylorism and
disciplinary coercion before the left communists at a meeting of the
Central Executive Committee of Soviets (TsIK), where he-accused
Bukharin of ‘‘throwing sand in the eyes of the workers.”” He at-
tacked Bukharin and Osinskii for their stands on Brest-Litovsk,
piece-rates, Taylorism, and the use of specialists from the old re-
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gime, and linked their views with the positions of the Menshevik
opponent. ‘‘Only those who can comprehend that it is impossible to
create or introduce socialism without learning from the organizers
of [capitalist] trusts,”’ Lenin asserted, ‘‘are worthy of being called
communists . . . we must learn from them if we are to be commu-
nists and not children with infantile notions.”?®

Opponents of Taylorism, however, continued to hold sway
within the trade union movement. In the middle of May, piece-rates
were condemned as ‘‘an old, outdated form of the speed-up sys-
tem’’ by the All-Russian Conference of Construction Workers,
which, in a bow to Lenin, allowed the possibility of introducing
them only where ‘‘workers are insufficiently disciplined.”?® The
issue provoked a major confrontation at the First All-Russian Con-
gress of Councils of the National Economy (Sovnarkhozy) in late
May. Gastev, who addressed the congress, hinted that economic
sabotage was being carried out not only by remnants of the capi-
talist class but by the proletariat as well, which was putting up
“‘enormous opposition’’ to piece-rate payment and norm-setting.
The widespread application of Taylorism in Russia, he said, was
“ipevitable . . . no matter who would be in power—Lenin, Pal’-
chinskii, or Skoropadskii.”” He called for training a generation of
“social engineers’’ from among skilled workers. In response, oppo-
nents of Taylorism ridiculed Gastev as a ‘‘poet of capitalism.”
Taylorism, they said, ‘‘can bring us nothing but Russian Oriental-
ism.” A resolution condemning the Taylor system failed to gain a
majority. But the opposition was strong enough to cause the trade
union leadership to conclude that for the time being widespread
application of Taylorism was politically impossible.® Only in Janu-
ary 1919, at the Second All-Russian Congress of Trade Unions, was
trade union approval forthcoming on these issues. Even this resolu-
tion encountered serious opposition from those who accused the
trade union leadership, then firmly in Bolshevik hands, of ‘‘caving
in and even taking the initiative’’ in promoting ‘‘that most refined
form of exploitation of hired labor.”**!

In spite of resistance, the use of piece-rates spread rapidly during
these years. In July 1918 21 percent of the labor force worked under
the piece-rate system; by September 1918 that figure had climbed to
31 percent. As might be expected, the establishment of piece-rates
remained a haphazard affair. Where norm-setting bureaus were set
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up, they lacked the guidance and expertise to perform their func-
tions properly. Gastev later wrote that by the end of 1918 *‘it was
clear that it would be impossible to get along without the creation of
special institutions that would . . . create a methodology of organi-
zation.’’3? From that moment on, he devoted his energies to the
realization of this project. At the end of 1918 Gastev became head
of the department of the arts in the Ukrainian Commissariat of
Enlightenment. At a meeting of the commissariat’s collegium in
early 1919 he put forth his most ambitious project yet: the creation
of a ‘‘school for the social-engineering sciences.”’ Gastev claimed
that the proposal was ‘‘very positively received’’ and was blocked
only by the incursions of Denikin and the intensification of civil war
in the south.?* Thoughts of a similar project were contemplated
simultaneously by Lenin, who in late 1918 and early 1919 suggested
that an *‘Institute for Taylorism,”’ devoted to ‘‘the study and practi-
cal realization of the principles of the scientific organization of
labor,”” be created. The project met serious objections from left
communists on the grounds that Taylorism was nothing less than a
“‘sweat-shop system.”’**

By the onset of 1919, arguments over hiring prerevolutionary
specialists in managerial posts overshadowed the issue of borrow-
ing capitalist organizational techniques. In May 1918 at the First
All-Russian Congress of Sovnarkhozy Lenin had successfully spon-
sored a resolution calling for the employment of specialists from the
old regime. The rapid influx of bourgeois specialists into adminis-
trative bodies aroused protest within the trade unions and from the
approximately 5500 former workers, known as red directors, who
occupied the remaining posts in industry. In 1919, as Lenin noted,
there was hardly a week when, in one form or another, the issue of
the relationship between the red directors and the bourgeois spe-
cialists was not debated in the Council of People’s Commissars
(Sovnarkom). The party program approved by the Eighth Party
Congress in March 1919 declared that workers would have to learn
the art of management from bourgeois specialists ‘‘for a consider-
able period of time,”” while expressing the hope that, by ‘‘rubbing
shoulders with the rank and file of the workers and also with the
most advanced among the class-conscious communists,”’ special-
ists could be won over to the Bolshevik cause.*

But as the civil war entered its most intense, final phase, the
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economic situation continued to deteriorate. By 1920 gross indus-
trial production in the largest of Russia’s industries slumped to only
18 percent of prewar levels, and gross production per worker to
only 26 percent.?® This economic collapse was due in large measure
to the disruptions of war. But in many cases it was traceable to the
rampant red tape and poor organization induced by the excessive
centralization of War Communism and to what the regime routinely
referred to as a ‘‘lack of discipline” on the part of the working
class. Almost by instinct, the Bolsheviks reached for centralist so-
lutions to problems which, at least in part, had been caused by
excessive centralization. This paradox was cited by critics of the
regime, who turned their attention to the growing cancer of ‘‘bu-
reaucratism’’ afflicting all sectors of political and industrial life.
When the civil war drew to a close and the economic situation did
not improve, the issue of authority relations in industry became a
source of acrimony.

The major function of industry under War Communism was to
supply the Red Army with needed supplies. It was only natural,
therefore, that Trotsky, as People’s Commissar for Military Affairs,
should come forth with his own solution to the problems of indus-
trial management. Obsessed with his successful experience as com-
mander-in-chief, he proposed a program for the “*militarization of
labor” that envisaged the imposition of strict military discipline
upon industrial relations, the total subordination of the trade unions
to managerial authority, and the creation of labor armies. Among
Trotsky’s allies in his quest to militarize labor were the proponents
of Taylorism within the ranks of the Bolsheviks.

A. Z. Gol’tsman, Gastev’s friend from their years of exile in
Narym and a member of Gastev’s group within the metalworkers
union, had a major influence on Trotsky’s program. Gol’tsman had
argued for the creation of a new ‘‘officer corps” for industry, a
“worker aristocracy’’ of managers recruited from the working class
and trained in the new science of organization.>’ Gol'tsman’s idea,
which for a brief time enjoyed Lenin’s support, was an outgrowth
of Gastev’s school for social engineers. At the very time when
Gol’tsman was advancing the idea of training a worker aristocracy,
Gastev was calling for a cultural revolution in the Russian working
class, through the universal application of Taylorism, in Proletar-
skaia kul’tura, the mouthpiece of the Proletkuit movement. Gastev
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shocked the progressive intellectual readership of the journal by
defending Taylorism as the logical means for creating the new com-
munist man. ‘‘Machines,”” Gastev asserted, ‘‘would be transformed
from the managed into the managers,”” and social norms would
penetrate all aspects of proletarian life: ‘‘strikes, sabotage, social
creativity, food consumption, apartments, and finally, even the inti-
mate life of the proletariat, right down to its aesthetic, mental, and
sexual needs.’’ The article elicited a storm of protest, not least from
the founder of the Proletkult movement, Bogdanov, who called
Gastev’s scheme nothing less than ‘‘monstrous Arakcheevism’ —a
charge soon to be leveled against Trotsky.3®

Under the influence of Gol’tsman and Gastev, Trotsky incorpo-
rated portions of the Taylorists’ program into his own platform. In
January 1920 he identified the militarization of labor directly with
the goals and aims of the Taylorists.

A whole number of features of militarism . . . blend with what we call
Taylorism . . . If you take militarism, then you’ll see that in some
ways it was always close to Taylorism. Compare the movements of a
crowd and of a military unit, one marching in ranks, the other in a
disorderly way, and you’ll see the advantage of an organized military
formation . . . And so the positive, creative forces of Taylorism should
be used and applied.*®

The current economic situation, Trotsky concluded, under which
*80 percent of human energy is wasted on trying to get groceries,”’
is. “‘the negation of Taylorism.”’

In March 1920 three political groupings emerged at the Ninth
Party Congress over the issue of labor discipline. In their three
platforms were the outlines of the major administrative strategies
pursued by the Bolsheviks in the years to come. Trotsky argued for
stripping trade unions of their managerial functions and imposing
discipline upon the proletariat by force—by blacklists, penal battal-
ions, and concentration camps. The force of disciplinary and coer-
cive measures, he argued, ‘‘will reach its highest degree of intensity
in the organization of labor in the period of transition’ from capi-
talism to socialism.*

In addition to Trotsky and his Taylorist allies, a new faction
emerged within the party’s left wing, the Democratic Centralists,
who criticized the growing bureaucratization of party and industrial
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life and defended worker participation in managerial decision-
making. Among the sympathizers of the Democratic Centralists
were a large number of red directors and trade union officials who
viewed Trotsky’s program as a reactionary and draconian effort to
repress workers and to exclude them from the managerial suite.
These officials were particularly critical of Gol'tsman’s plan for
training a worker aristocracy, which, they argued, sought to replace
kollegial’nost’ (collective decision-making) with genial’nost’ (rule
by the technically gifted). The Democratic Centralists defended the
sanctity of the industrial collegium, calling it ““a special kind of
laboratory in which workers were to be taught the art of manage-
ment,’”” ‘‘a necessary upper class of a management school, giving
final training and a much broader outlook™ to proletarian adminis-
trators.! ,

Lenin at first was attracted to the spirit of Trotsky’s theses, but
found it necessary to distance himself from the political furor sur-
rounding them. Whereas Trotsky tied Taylorism to a program of
labor coercion, Lenin differentiated the use of force from the use of
technique for fostering organizational efficiency, drawing a line be-
tween disciplinary and managerial strategies. On the eve of the
congress he emphasized the special character of managerial work.
““One might be an excellent revolutionary and agitator, but be com-
pletely unsuitable as an administrator.”’ Rather, ‘‘in order to man-
age, one must be competent, one must know all the conditions of
production fuily and in detail, one must know the technology of this
production at its contemporary level, and one must have a certain
scientific education.”’ Kollegial’nost’, he declared at the party con-
gress, should be abolished because it generated red tape and bu-
reaucratic impediments. Ridiculing the view that the collegium rep-
resented a form of management school for workers, Lenin
sarcastically called it ‘‘a preparatory class for school.”” Drawing
applause from the floor, he added: ‘“We are now adults, and we will
be held back in all fields if we behave like school children.”**

First Steps

The birth of the Soviet Scientific Management movement can be
dated to 1920. In that year, in the wake of the abolition of collective
management and while Trotsky was propounding his program of
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labor militarization, the Soviet government took its first steps to
support managerial research. Though the civil war was virtually
over, the first institutions in Soviet Russia for the promotion of
.momosmmo Management were organized not in the civilian sector but
in military industry. Before the revolution there had been consider-
able interest in applying Taylorism to Russia’s defense plants. Due
to Trotsky’s policy of employing specialists from the old regime,
many who had participated in these prerevolutionary experiments
continued to work in the post-1917 military establishment. Trot-
sky’s personal interest in promoting Taylorism led to the creation of
an Initiative Commission for the Scientific Organization of Produc-
tion under VSNKh’s Council for Military Industry (Promvoen-
sovet) in April 1920.4

Gastev and his supporters were also taking steps of their own to
organize systematic research on Taylorism. In July 1920 Gol’ts-
man, a member of the Presidium of VTsSPS and head of its tariff
department, raised the issue of creating an institute for labor re-
search jointly under VTsSPS and the People’s Commissariat of
Labor (Narkomtrud). Some within the Presidium received the idea
skeptically, reacting to it, in the words of one witness, ‘‘in a most
critical manner.’”” Nevertheless, the proposal was approved, and
Gastev was asked to head the new institute. In September 1920, “‘in
the interest of the development of proper tariff and norm-setting:
procedures,”” VTsSPS formally decreed the establishment of an
Institute of Labor. When Narkomtrud approved the merger of its
own Institute for the Experimental Study of Live Labor with Gas-
tev’s institute one year later, the new unit was renamed the Central
Institute of Labor, or TsIT.*

It was on the railroads, however, that the movement for the
scientific organization of labor—or as it was then already known,
NOT (nauchnaia organizatsiia truda)—assumed significant pro-
portions. Due to declining rates of productivity and the strains of
war, in 1920 the railroad arteries of Soviet Russia were in crisis.
Compared with 1913, when 17 percent of all engines were out of
commission, in 1920 more than half of all engines were in need of
repair. Freight traffic stood still, even though the overall volume
of railroad traffic had declined considerably and the number of per-
sonnel employed had increased from 815,000 in 1913 to more than
1.3 million by 1921.* Using this crisis to his advantage, Trotsky
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persuaded Lenin to assign him to head the troubled People’s Com-
missariat of Railroads. Once there, Trotsky began to implement his
program of labor militarization. To overcome opposition within
trade union circles, in August 1920 Trotsky established a separate
trade union committee, Tsektran, which became the focus of sharp
controversy within the party and a lightning rod for discontent over
Bolshevik labor policies.

Throughout 1920 Trotsky relied upon Taylorist forces inside and
outside the commissariat to ward off attacks on his program of
labor militarization. During the summer a conference sponsored by
pro-Taylor forces within the union (Gol’tsman was among the
twenty-five members of Tsektran’s ruling committee) was held to
discuss how Taylorism might be used to repair locomotives. This
was not a new subject for Russia; Taylorism had been applied with
some success on Tsarist railroad lines in the years preceding the
revolution. Two positions collided at the conference. Some partici-
pants, mainly Tsektran officials, argued for quick efforts to imple-
ment Taylorist techniques. Another group, composed primarily of
engineers and specialists, some familiar with prerevolutionary ex-
periments in this area, objected that applications of Taylorism were
inconceivable, given the shortages of metal that plagued repair
shops and the backwardness of railroad equipment. Over the heads
of the specialists, the conference approved resolutions calling for
the introduction of piece-rates and the establishment of norm-
setting bureaus.*®

By early fall Zinoviev had joined the opponents of Tsektran and
issued a call for its dissolution. In November 1920, in large measure
to force through his policies within the transportation unions in the
face of mounting protest, Trotsky resolved to convene a conference
to discuss rationalization on the railroads. He assigned an *‘organi-
zational troika’’ to make arrangements for the meeting. The troika
subsequently expanded the conference to include all branches of
the economy. Its aim was to pose the issue of Taylorism in a
broader context, since ‘‘the principles of the scientific organization
of labor are generalizable for all aspects of economic life.”*” Un-
doubtedly this decision met with the approval of Trotsky, who
hoped the publicity of an expanded conference would aid him in
subduing his trade union rivals. But the strategy backfired, since it
provided Trotsky’s opponents with an opportunity to bring in rein-
forcements from outside.
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The First All-Russian Conference on NOT that convened in Mos-
cow in January 1920 was transformed into a national event, a show-
trial on the proper role of Taylorism in the Soviet republic. It was
attended by more than four hundred delegates and received exten-
sive coverage in the press.”® Its organizational presidium was
chaired by V. M. Bekhtirev, a prominent Russian physiologist with
Bolshevik sympathies. As the founder of the State Institute for the
Study of the Brain in Petrograd in 1918, Bekht#ev had long been
interested in labor hygienics. But his scholarly interests and
ideological leanings gave the conference a different outlook from
that intended by its organizers. Although more than half of the
delegates were transportation workers, less than a third of the pro-
ceedings were actually devoted to rationalization on the railroads.*
Instead, the major polemics revolved around the potential harm and
benefits of the Taylor system—with Taylorists, whose views were
defended primarily by Gastev, clashing sharply with anti-Taylor-
ists, whose chief spokesman was O. A. Yermanskii.

Yermanskii had become involved in the revolutionary movement
in the 1880s and was a member of the Menshevik faction. From
1918 to 1921 he served on the Menshevik Central Committee and
was the leader of the party’s left wing. But in the words of one of his
Menshevik contemporaries, ‘‘this small man had colossal ambitions
and an inflated opinion of himself, and even had pretensions toward
‘replacing’ Martov in the Central Committee.”” In April 1921,
shortly after the First All-Russian Conference on NOT, Yermanskii
decided to ‘‘leave temporarily’’ the ranks of the Mensheviks, feebly
promising his comrades that he would rejoin when the political
situation improved. To many Mensheviks, Yermanskii's betrayal
was seen as an effort to save his own skin at a time when the
Mensheviks were experiencing severe repression at the hands of
the regime.>® It was a pattern that was to repeat itself in Yerman-
skii’s behavior several times over the following twenty years.

In 1918, when Lenin publicly endorsed the universal application
of Taylorism throughout Russia, Yermanskii published an impas-
sioned critique condemning Soviet interest in Scientific Manage-
ment. Under his adopted identity as the engineer A. O. Gushko,
Yermanskii had been employed by the Russian Technical Society
before the revolution, where he was exposed to the Taylorist ideas
then so popular among St. Petersburg’s technical circles. In partic-
ular, the work of one German specialist, physiologist Edgar Atzler,
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attracted his attention. Atzler and his colleagues conducted experi-
ments estimating the expenditure of energy required for various
tasks. They concluded that the demands of the Taylor system were
excessively fatiguing to the worker and threatened his health.’!
These findings neatly paralleled objections to the Taylor system
raised by the labor movement. Among Yermanskii’s allies at the
First All-Russian Conference on NOT were, in the words of one
analysis, ‘‘representatives of medical science who considered it
necessary to keep in mind, above all, the potential preservation of
the strength and health of workers in deciding issues of the organi-
zation of labor.”’ Yermanskii saw his role as :Q.omg&sm the Marx-
ist position”> on the Taylor issue, arguing that Taylorism led to an
“‘intensification’’ of labor rather than an increase in productivity
and brought about the physical exhaustion of the labor force.>?

The visible presence of prerevolutionary Taylorists at the First
NOT Conference was a sore in the eyes of the ideologically or-
thodox and a source of considerable friction. As one communist
participant described the atmosphere of the meeting, ‘‘A number of
skirmishes took place between the communists and former Cadets;
the forms of address of ‘citizen’ and ‘comrade’ alternated one after
another, as might be expected at a time of quarrels concerning the
methods of organizing labor.””>* The primary defender of the spe-
cialists and the methods they represented was Gastev, who by this
time was already employing prerevolutionary Taylorists at his new
institute, TsIT. In the words of one old communist who knew him
well in 1919, Gastev was ‘‘totally consumed’’ and ‘‘passionately
infatuated’’ with the idea of NOT. To him Taylorism represented a
way of refashioning man in the image of machine, of achieving a
perfectly ordered industrial society by means of the slide rule and
the stop watch. ‘‘Engineering,”” Gastev once wrote, ‘‘is the very
highest expression of work,”’ and its creative application, ‘‘not only
to organizational design, but also to remaking man, is the very
highest scientific and artistic wisdom.’">* At the First NOT Confer-
ence Gastev unveiled his latest work, entitled ‘‘How One Should
Work’’ (Kak nado rabotat’), which consisted of sixteen command-
ments for a new work culture. ‘“We spend the better part of our
lives at work,” Gastev argued, ‘‘and we need to learn to work so
that it grows easier and becomes a constant, vital school.””> Gas-
tev’s rules were made into a series of popular posters, one of which
hung in the reception room to Lenin’s office.
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The resolutions of the conference were a patchwork of compro-
mises between these two factions; indeed, later Gastev and Yer-
manskii would each-claim that the document supported his posi-
tion.>® Not only was much effort spent, with little success, trying to
define ‘‘the scientific organization of labor,”” but the final resolu-
tions called for yet another, this time broader, meeting to mull over
these unresolvable issues once again. The only common resolution
recognized the achievements of Taylor but warned against too close
an identification of Taylorism with Scientific Management, since
Taylorism also contained ‘‘unscientific elements leading mainly to
an excessive increase in the intensity of labor.”” Serious disagree-
ments undermined measures aimed at further coordination of the
movement. In one working section Gastev pushed through a resolu-
tion recognizing TsIT as the central coordinating organ of the NOT
movement. But when this same resolution was brought up for the
approval of the entire gathering, it was narrowly defeated. The
conference favored a central organization, but it ‘‘does not believe
that it has the right, at the present moment, to select an authorita-
tive organ to act in the name of Scientific Management with all the
necessary authority,”’ because of ‘‘the uncertainty of the attitudes
of executives of economic narkomaty and the trade unions towards
this issue.”” The resolutions drew the approval of at least one pow-
erful supporter; within a few days of the conference Lenin com-
manded his aides to ‘‘order literature from America, Germany, and
England on Taylorization and the scientific organization of la-
bor.””’

On January 25, 1921, while the First NOT Conference was still in
session, the Workers’ Opposition published its famous theses on
restoring workers’ control to industry. Although the issue of Tay-
lorism was not among the explicit concerns of the faction, it drew
its primary support from those unions where Taylorist techniques
had been applied most vigorously—the transportation and metal-
working industries. The Workers’ Opposition arose as a protest
movement against the growing bureaucratization of industrial and
party life and against the disappearance of any semblance of worker
participation. Beneath this protest lay a deep apprehension of the
increasingly visible presence of Tsarist specialists in key manage-
rial posts and of the methods of management they brought with
them. Although the platform of the Workers’ Opposition was
soundly defeated at the Tenth Party Congress, the sailors of Kron-
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stadt revolted while the congress was in session. The political ten-
sions surrounding Taylorism and labor militarization played a key
role in provoking the mutiny. In February a wave of industrial
unrest paralyzed Petrograd; it was led primarily by transport work-
ers protesting Trotsky’s antilabor policies, including the application
of Taylorist methods. The Kronstadt revolt was first sparked when
sailors from the Kronstadt fortress made contact with these striking
workers.’® A month after the suppression of the uprising, a govern-
ment document on rationalization spoke of ‘‘the instinctive mistrust
of workers toward all kinds of experiments directed at extracting
greater productivity from them.”” Such mistrust, it said, had placed
“‘a number of strong obstacles’’ before the Taylorists and had dem-
onstrated the need for ‘‘observing extreme caution and delibera-
tion”’ in introducing NOT, lest overzealousness lead to further dis-
turbances.>

How Not to Work

The proclamation of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1921
marked a major shift in Bolshevik administrative policies. Under
the new system, private market activity was permitted in the trade
network, and some small industry was privatized. Large-scale in-
dustry, however, remained firmly under the control of the state,
subject to a confusing variety of arrangements. Trusts were placed
on independent economic accounting (khozrashchet), with the right
to finance the purchase of materials and labor at their plants. But
significant control over the activities of trusts remained in the hands
of VSNKh through financial and pricing policies, the appointment
and dismissal of officials, inspection, the administrative transfer of
material resources from one unit to another, and, at times, simply
direct order. In some branches the work of trusts was planned from
above in a manner closely resembling the classic model of a com-
mand economy.® i

With its emphasis upon economic efficiency, NEP opened new
possibilities for state support of rationalization activity. Indeed, by
the end of 1921 Gastev could write that ‘‘we are now experiencing a
kind of ‘epidemic’ of labor studies,’’ with thousands drawn into the
field for the first time.®' But controversy continued to plague the
new science of organization. The First All-Russian NOT Confer-
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ence had revealed significant ideological and methodological dif-
ferences within the ranks of management experts and had done
nothing to resolve the problem of leadership in the movement.
Moreover, the austere economic and financial conditions of NEP
would place limits on the extent to which the Scientific Manage-
ment movement could rely upon state support. From 1921 to 1923,
when work on Scientific Management was expanding, ideological
and methodological differences within the NOT movement widened
as a result of a new competition to secure control over limited state
resources. ,

Nowhere was this more clearly exhibited than in the struggle
over the control and financing of NOT institutes. In September 1920
Gastev had been allotted 1.2 million rubles from VTsSPS for or-
ganizing TsIT. The money, however, was not there to be given. For
the first year of its existence the employees of TsIT were paid in
kind, not in cash. At the end of October 1920 Gastev sent an urgent
plea to the VTsSPS Presidium for financial and organizational sup-
port. He had gathered together a staff for the institute ‘‘despite very
unfavorable conditions.”” But he was compelled to release ‘‘the
most valuable employees,”” since ‘‘I am not in a position to guaran-
tee them housing or even a minimal supply of shoes.”” ‘I have one
employee,” he wrote, ‘‘who is conducting most valuable work, but
who goes around literally without any soles on his shoes, and not
one of my employees has a room.”’*> In November VTsSPS de-
creed material aid for TsIT, but the money promised by the trade
union leadership never materialized.

In desperation Gastev appealed to Lenin, who in June 1921 wrote
to the People’s Commissariat of Finance requesting aid for TsIT.
Lenin inquired whether it would be possible to obtain the funds *‘by
selling some of the Romanovs’ possessions in Germany.”” But no
money was ever received by TsIT; instead, Gastev’s request for
half a million gold rubles was gradually cut from half a million to
100,000, from 100,000 to 20,000, and from 20,000 to 8,000. Even this
last amount was never received in full by TsIT, which, by this time,
had learned ‘‘to rely on self-sufficiency while waiting for foreign
blessings.’’ As Gastev noted, ‘‘We began to collect any equipment
we could get by chance and created our own apparatus on the spot;
in the absence of metal, we began to make things out of wood.”’ In
November 1922 Gastev submitted a proposal to VTsSPS to al-
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