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Abstract

This thesis examines state-labour relations during the NEP
(1921-1928). Through an examination of working and living
conditions this thesis argues that workers' agenda of full
employment, improved conditions, and a sharing of the
responsibilities of their enterprises, which motivated
industrial wunrest in 1905, 1917 and 1921, remained
unfulfilled at the end of the NEP. During the NEP, the
leadership attached low priority to workers' interests,
concentrating instead on 'intensification' and
'rationalisation' to maximize productivity and minimize

costs.

The various campaigns of 'intensification' and
'rationalisation' ended, however, in failure, for which the
leadership itself was to blame. By assigning leadership of
the campaigns to party, rather than economic organs, the
campaigns were politicised, which had disastrous
consequences for the efficiency of the Soviet economy and

exacerbated the economic hardships faced by workers.

This thesis then examines why workers, by the end of the
NEP, were unable to launch coordinated and effective action
to promote their agenda. This thesis argues that worker
group behaviour disintegrated as workers increasingly
turned to individual responses such as: despondency,
downing tools in frustration, decreasing quality of
production, maliciously damaging machinery or product,
absenteeism, Jjob-flitting, or seeking escape off the
factory floor through promotion. This was the result of
several factors. Firstly, economic hardship and the
repressive nature of the Soviet regime increased the cost
of public opposition. Secondly, the opportunities offered
to obedient workers for promotion into the growing state,
union and party bureaucracy, deprived the workforce of its

natural wvanguard. Finally, the regime's drive to assert
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total control over communications and every aspect of
factory life made organised collective action increasingly
difficult to sustain. While the leadership was successful
in mitigating worker militancy, it failed to narrow the
'gulf' between itself and the worker masses. This,
combined with the failure of the 'intensification' and

'rationalisation' campaigns, sealed the fate of the NEP.
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Introduction

Workers' aspirations played a central role 1in the
revolutions of 1917. Industrial unrest delivered the final
blows to Tsarist government in February, and the Bolsheviks
justified their seizure of power in October in terms of
defending worker interests. Workers' aspirations for
revolution had initially been minimal. In the first years
of the twentieth century the workers' agenda focused on
improving working and 1living conditions. As worker
expectations for improvements were repeatedly frustrated,
workers began to see the realisation of their goals within
a context of changing the social order and gaining greater
control over the workplace so as to radically alter the
distribution of wealth. Their acquiescence to Bolshevik
rule in the months following October 1917 was a result of
a convergence of proclaimed agendas, with the new Bolshevik
regime endorsing workers' control. During the Civil War
this agenda was displaced by the requirements of war. But
the need to preserve the revolution against the threat from
the right united the left and limited worker opposition to
Bolshevik rule.

By 1921 the Civil War had been won and the revolution
'preserved’'. Workers now anticipated a future of full
employment, dramatically improved conditions, higher wages,
and a sharing of the responsibilities of their enterprises
and the wealth which they generated. Yet workers,
examining their lot at the dawn of this new age, did not
recognise the slogans they had fought for. To facilitate
the war effort, workers had given up control over
production to individual managers who ruled with 'iron
discipline'. Labour was conscripted, mobilised, and
deployed like soldiers and the rewards were hunger and
cold. This had largely been endured in the midst of Civil
War and the struggle to preserve the revolution. But with
the defeat of the White armies workers expected change.
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Worker discontent, which had been building up during the
Civil War, now erupted, threatening Bolshevik domination of
political power. 1In February 1921 open calls for an end to
the policies of War Communism provoked clashes in Moscow.
Strikes and demonstrations followed. The momentum 1in
Moscow was picked up in Petrograd. At spontaneous
meetings, disgruntled workers voiced grievances over food
shortages, privileged rationing and grain requisitioning
(many workers had direct family links to the countryside),
and demanded to be allowed to purchase food directly from
the peasants. On 24 February the Trubochny factory
workers, among Petrograd's elite metal workers, took to the
streets. They were joined by others before being dispersed
by force. Martial law, a curfew and a ban on gatherings
was imposed, yet workers continued to take to the streets.
This period witnessed strikes in some 77% of the nation's

medium and large scale enterprises’.

This wave of strikes, combined with rural unrest and mutiny
in Kronstadt, precipitated a radical realignment of state
economic management and the introduction of the New
Economic Policy. But by the end of the decade the agenda
which had motivated worker militancy in 1905, 1917 and 1921
still remained unfulfilled. The aim of the Bolshevik
leadership, during the 1920s at least, had not been the
implementation of their professed labour slogans of 1917,
but the consolidation of their political power and rapid
economic reconstruction and expansion. For the pursuit of
these aims the Bolshevik 1leadership demanded cheap
production by a suppressed workforce. It launched
successive experiments of rationalisation which were
repeatedly reduced to compelling workers to intensify the
physical burden of their labour. Workers did not regain
control over the administration of their workplace and
working conditions during the later years of the NEP, for
much of the workforce, actually deteriorated. Yet, by the

end of the NEP, workers were unable to launch coordinated
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and effective action to promote their agenda. Workers, as
an independent political power, had been subjugated to the
state's authority and had little direct involvement in the

national political decision making process.

The subjugation of worker interests to the agenda pursued
by the leadership of the Bolshevik party did not happen

overnight - strikes and stoppages occurred regularly
throughout the NEP era. This work is a study of this
process of subjugation. It is an examination of worker

militancy during the NEP. This study will also attempt to
explain the inability of workers to regain control over the
management of their workplace or openly renew the pursuit
of the agenda which had contributed to the revolutions of
1917.

The NEP era has been the subject of much study. The course
of economic recovery has been charted in the works of Alec
Nove, E.H. Carr and R.W. Davies. While Nove 1in his
Economic History of the USSR: 1917-1991° provides an

analysis of Bolshevik economic policy, his examination of

labour policy and state labour relations is minimal.

Carr and Davies' multi-volume A History of Soviet Russia

provides thorough coverage of the politics and national
economics of the NEP, but little insight into their impact
on the factory shop-floor’. Furthermore, this study fails
to appreciate the degree of hostility and extent of
coercion levelled by the state against its proletariat, and
underestimates the involvement and interference of central
authorities in factory affairs. To cite one example, Carr
and Davies assert that until 1926, wages were determined
"between employer and worker without state intervention",
and that state intervention in conditions of employment
"was limited to the now almost entirely nugatory
prescription of a statutory minimum wage". "The first

example of wage regulation (fortunately in this case a wage
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increase) by the central authority on a planned basis",
according to Carr and Davies, occurred only in the autumn
of 1926°. This is shown throughout this study clearly not
to be the case and state intervention in the running of the
nation's factories and coercion against workers form

central themes of this work.

Davies has also contributed to and edited two more recent
volumes which provide coverage of the NEP°. These works
provide more depth on economic recovery during the NEP and
on such issues as income and unemployment. Both works,
however, still focus on macro-economics and provide limited
insight into the impact of the NEP on workers and on worker

militancy.

Official Bolshevik labour legislation and policy during the
NEP is charted by Margaret Dewar in Labour Policy in the
USSR, 1917-1928°, while the subjugation of the trade unions
to the party is chronicled by J.B. Sorenson in The Life and
Death of Soviet Trade Unionism, 1917-1928’. But both these

works were hampered by a lack of access to archival
sources, limiting their examinations of the NEP's impact

upon workers.

The period of the NEP has also been examined by Soviet
historians such as A.A. Matiugin, and V.P. Miliutin®, and
in Soviet micro-studies of individual factory histories’.
But these works present only the 'heroic struggle' of
reconstruction and provide little insight into factory life

and worker-management relations in the 1920s.

Insight into workers' living conditions during the NEP can

be obtained from Elena Osipovna Kabo's Pitanie russkogo

rabochego do i posle voiny: po statisticheskim materialam,

1908-24'° and Ocherki rabochego byta''. The earlier work,

as the title states, 1is limited in its thematic and
periodic coverage. The later work is the compilation of a
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study conducted in 1924, where 62 households, representing
a cross section of Moscow society, were asked to keep
weekly budget records (35 complete sets were obtained).
But this Study, although very detailed and enlightening -
listing even the households' reading material, furnishings,
and what posters or icons were on display, presents only a
static snapshot of a small group of citizens of one city

and for just one year of the NEP.

More recent historiography, pioneered by such historians as
Sheila Fitzpatrick, has made a greater attempt at examining
the impact upon state policy of processes taking place
among the populace of the nation. While Fitzpatrick does
try to assess workers' input upon the policy choices made
at the centre, her studies still provide little insight

into life on the factory shop floor'.

This challenge has, in the last decade, been taken up by
scholars such as William J. Chase and Chris Ward, who have
embarked upon fuller examinations of the impact of the NEP

upon workers. Chase, in Workers, Society, and the Soviet

State - Labor and life in Moscow, 1918-1929'%, analyses the

demographic composition of the population of Moscow, its
work force, and the trade unions; presents a picture of the
daily lives of Moscow's workers - examining their living
standards, diet and wages (drawn heavily from Kabo's
studies); and uncovers the official structures for
worker-management relations. He details how these
structures developed through the decade, with particular
attention to tensions caused by demographic changes 1in

Moscow's workforce.

Ward, in Russia's cotton workers and the New Economic

Policy - Shop-floor culture and state policy, 1921-1929%%,

is the first and only study that provides an in-depth
examination of the actual consequences of the experiments

at forcibly accelerating economic growth on workers. Ward
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traces the 1impact of the government's campaigns of
Intensification, Rationalisation, the Regime of Economy,
brigade specialisation, transfer to 7 hour/3 shift working,
communal brigade operation and shock work on the
traditional organisation of labour in Russia's cotton
mills. He also identifies the worker and administrative
structures within the mills in which the power struggles
were fought, and many of the tensions running through the
mills in the 1920s. Ward details workers' reactions to the
pressures upon them and identifies strike waves in the
cotton mills.

Both Ward and Chase also offer explanations of why strike
action was as limited as they believed it tg::%eeh,
particularly in the 1latter years of the NEP. Chase
explains the abundance of strike action in the early NEP
era and its tailing off in the second half of the 1920s in
terms of worker alienation from the party. At the same
time he attributes the ineffectiveness of worker militancy
in the 1920s to the loss of working class consciousness and
solidarity. The upheaval, destruction, hunger and misery
of the Civil War, Chase argues, had resulted in the
qualitative and quantitative disintegration of the working
class and in the erosion of working class consciousness and
revolutionary solidarity. The reintroduction of one-man
management, loss of worker influence over production, the
strengthening of labour discipline, the failure to achieve
improvements in working and 1living conditions, and the
decline 1in Bolshevik representation among shop-floor
workers resulted in a breach in the alliance between
workers and the party'’. The unrest that erupted early in
1921, illustrated that "a profound breach separated the
former allies and a deep alienation replaced the precocious

class consciousness of 1917-1918". According to Chase, the
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unorganised and uncoordinated action of 1921 showed that
"... gone was the ability manifested just a few years
earlier to articulate clearly their broad demands and to

organize themselves to achieve them"'®.

Chase recognizes that the breach between the party and
workers continued to grow until 1924, contributing to waves
of "wildcat strikes" during the first half of the NEP'.
But Chase believes that this was followed by a
reunification of the workers and the party in the second
half of the NEP, resulting in the demise of worker
militancy and strikes. In his concluding chapter Chase

claims that workers'

.. alienation from the party was lessening. The
simple fact was that things had improved, and
substantially so since 1921. ... For its part, the

party had weathered the storm. The menacing unrest of

early 1921 had evaporated in the economic warming that

followed the adoption of the NEP'®.
Chase writes that from 1925 onwards, the policies of
'democratization' and expansion of worker representation
and participation in party and union structures narrowed
the breach between workers and the party leadership. He
believes that the workforce and the party was finally
reunited at the end of the NEP in the joint targeting of
"society's 'bourgeois' elements - specialists, nepmen, and
kulaks"'’.

Chase, however, fails to examine how the leadership dealt
with and survived strikes and industrial unrest. He
suggests that workers simply "increasingly used
union-established appeals procedures to seek redress of
their grievances"?”* - the role of the CheKa/OGPU, and
repressive measures against the nation's workforce simply

do not figure in his study.

Ward attaches far greater significance to strikes in the
1920s and notes the role played in the suppression of

strikes by repressive measures such as dismissals, arrests,
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the threat of closure of factories, and expulsion of
'striking party members. However, Ward also attributes the
demise of strike action to demographic changes in the work-
force during the NEP. The influx of new peasant workers,
and changes to traditional shop-floor worker hierarchies
brought about by rationalisation campaigns, according to
Ward, resulted in the break-down of worker solidarity,
inhibiting coordinated action. But unlike Chase, Ward

suggests that worker dissatisfaction had not evaporated.

These works, however, still leave much ground untilled.
Chase's geographic focus upon Moscow and Ward's limiting
his sphere of study to one industry (textile) in one region
(the Central Industrial Region), make it difficult to
support general conclusions on processes taking place on

the shop-floors of the nation's industry as a whole.

The close proximity of industry in Moscow to central party,

union, and economic organs subjected them to a
disproportionate level of central attention and
interference. This raises questions over the extent to

which they can be regarded as being representative of
Soviet industry as a whole. Similar doubts can be applied
to the cotton mills of the Central Industrial Region. As
a highly mechanised and large-scale industry with a
predominantly rural workforce, the cotton sector was
atypical of Soviet industry. Ward himself, on the basis of
details of strike activity that he has found, concludes
that the behaviour of textile workers was not typical of
the nation's workers as a whole. Tempered by his limited
access to archival primary material, Ward was unable to
find evidence of comparable 1levels of unrest in other
industries, and was forced to conclude that the militancy
of the textile workers was exceptional, which he struggles

to explain.
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Restrictions on access to Soviet archives has also limited
- the scope of previous scholarly study of the NEP,
particularly in such areas as worker militancy and unrest.
This has fundamental implications for our assessment of
such basic issues as the attitudes of the nation's workers
towards the party and state, and the level and nature of

support enjoyed by the regime.

Strike figures have appeared in various studies.
Unfortunately, they tend to be haphazard, inconsistent and
compiled from odd references which places their reliability
in doubt. In addition, the data is too general to be of
great use (see chapter 2).

Ward was able to provide some detail on strikes in the
first half of the 1920s?, but the progressive increase in
state control over the nation during the decade, is
reflected by a corresponding decline in detail on strike
activity which Ward is able to uncover. In researching the
strike wave in the cotton industry of the spring and summer
of 1925, Ward was able to find only vagque references in
cfficial Soviet sources. Even opposition sources were

beginning to dry up by 1925, and Sotsialisticheskii

Vestnik, the Berlin-based Menshevik journal, provided Ward
with just a few additional details and names of several
mills affected. Ward was able to conclude that a major
strike wave had swept through the textile mills of the CIR
in 1925 in response to intensification drives, greatly
worrying the nation's leadership, and resulting in a
relaxation of the intensification campaign, but found it

difficult to support any more specific conclusions?®’.

As Ward tackles later years, information becomes
increasingly scant. He writes that in 1926, "Some
secondary tremors were felt in February: strikes in Moscow
province against three-loom working and collective
agreements, but it remains the case that by and large the
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strike movement faded away in summer 1925"?*%. Ward finds
references to stoppages in 1928, "which may or may not
refer to a strike", and a couple of strikes in 1929, but

concludes'that "in 1928 the press, Menshevik or Bolshevik,
carried no reports of anything like the events in the CIR

nas4

three years previously

With the easing of access to Russian archives, it is now
possible to embark on a more comprehensive analysis of the
subject of worker militancy, strikes and unrest, although
information still remains scarce. Not only was the central
party leadership guilty of suppressing information from the
nation, but union, management, and party bodies at every
level - from the factory to the centre - were similarly
embarrassed by such manifestations taking place within
their own jurisdictions, and were rarely eager to inform
their superiors. When their regular reports admitted to
incidents having taken ©place, they tended towards

understatement or obfuscation of the true causes.

The central and provincial leadership of both the party and
unions were aware of these tendencies and regularly
dispatched instructors or special commissions to
investigate incidents first hand. The reports they
produced provide the fullest accounts of individual strikes
and are the basis for much of the detail of this study.
These reports, however, present only a random collection of
case studies on the basis of which accurate assessments of

the extent of unrest are difficult to make.

Naturally the Politburo was as interested as we are in
obtaining an understanding of industrial strife, and the
VeCheKa/OGPU were charged with regular monitoring of
industrial unrest. Their daily and monthly summaries,
compiled exclusively for the central 1leadership and
classified as top-secret, form the basis for this study's

quantitative assessments, as well as providing an
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additional source for detail on individual incidents. From
April 1924 onwards, these were complemented by reports of
the Informational Department of the Secretariat of the
Central Committee (under the authority of J.V. Stalin),
which in themselves were summaries primarily of central and
provincial GPU reports, as well as party, union, and state
reports. As with the VeCheKa/OGPU summaries the
circulation list for these reports was highly restricted

and limited to senior figures in the central leadership.

While even the original reports from which the figures are
drawn sometimes admit that many of the figures presented
are incomplete, I am confident that they do provide an
accurate picture of the general situation. The very
limited and high ranking circulation of these reports and
their general consistency adds credence to the data they
contain. The VeCheKa/OGPU, finding itself under fiscal and
political pressure to justify its existence, was unlikely
to coverup strikes. However, caution still needs to be
exercised when reading VeCheKa/OGPU analyses of actual
strikes and worker moods: as it was eager to portray itself
as being able to contain dissent, a tendency to understate
mass 'political' opposition to the Bolshevik leadership and
favour 'economic' explanations is evident, particularly in
local reports. As the decade unfolded, local reports were
also guilty of increasingly echoing the phraseology of
whatever official explanations and arguments for discontent

were being proffered from Moscow.

The minutes of the Politburo and documentation prepared for
it by the Secretariat of the Central Committee have also
been used extensively 1in researching this study. In
addition, a broad range of material from the archives of
the Central Committee has been examined which is too varied
to categorise, but includes minutes of the Presidium of the
VIsSPS and the Bureau of the party fraction of the VTsSPS.
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Selected Soviet periodicals have also been surveyed,

particularly Voprosy Truda - +the monthly journal of

NKTruda, and Vestnik Truda - the monthly journal of the

VTsSPS. The relatively small circulation of both journals
and their specialised and sophisticated content reveal the
narrow circle of the intended readership. Both journals
were used primarily by the respective central organs to

convey central policy to full-time local officials.

This study will start by providing a background of the
conditions which governed the lives of workers,
illustrating the failure of the Bolshevik regime to fulfil
worker expectations. Evidence will then be presented of
strike activity and worker discontent throughout the NEP
era refuting Chase's claim of a narrowing of the breach
between workers and the party, and Ward's belief in the
dominance of textile worker militancy. Similarly this will
also refute the belief that strike action and militancy
reached a peak in 1925. This forces a reassessment of
worker attitudes towards the party during the NEP, their
influence on state and economic policy and extent of their
power as a class or group. This is the challenge that the
bulk of this study will attempt to meet. By a closer
examination of strike action and expressions of worker
discontent during the NEP, this study will attempt to
analyze: 1) the changing nature of such action; 2) the
strategy and tactics employed in suppressing and
controlling worker militancy; 3) the growth of the network
of organizations and institutions to provide centralized
control over the shop-floor; and 4) relations between the

workforce and the party, state, and management.

As Chase and Ward have already provided geographically
limited and industry-specific case studies, this study will
attempt to reach general conclusions on the processes
taking place on the factory shop-floors of the nation as a
whole during the NEP. Therefore this study will not limit
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‘itself to one industry or a specific geographic area as
such, and will try to focus on the similarities and
differences in the behaviour of workers and party, state,
union, and management institutions across all industries
and across the Soviet Union. Such a study cannot expect to
cover every industrial sector or region and it does not
reject the need for further micro-studies. However, it is
hoped that this work will provide a new platform for the
reassessment of the NEP and for the launch of further

studies.

Because of the scope of this work it has been necessary to
make two crude generalisations: one is to refer to those
who made up the labour force as a single body, the other is
to apply the term of 'strikes' to all worker industrial
action that resulted in a halt in production. The 'working
class' of the new Soviet state, as has been extensively
detailed in both Chase's and Ward's studies, was not a
homogeneous body. It was composed of many strata each with
varying combinations of industrial and rural heritage, and
diverse attitudes and commitments to the factory.
Furthermore, the influx of rural workers, bureaucratic
promotion of experienced workers, party domination of
factory life, state repressions, and high unemployment all
acted to break down worker class behaviour. During the
course of the NEP, workers increasingly responded to the
pressures placed upon them individually, whether it was by
downing tools in frustration, decreasing quality of
production, maliciously damaging machinery or product,
absenteeism, job flitting, or seeking escape from the
factory floor through promotion into the bureaucratic
hierarchy. 1In this study, the varying response of workers
can be seen in the diverse motives that led to strike
action, and the manner in which specific issues provoked

responses among some workers and not others.
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Similarly, this study has made no attempt to categorise or
differentiate between 'strikes', particularly in the
presentation of statistical data. In part, this is because
the nature of the data currently available makes any more
specific break-downs untenable. Admittedly, as will be
shown, the majority of 'strikes' at the end of the NEP bore
little resemblance to those at the start of the era and
may, perhaps, be better described as 'work stoppages' or
'wildcat'’ strikes. But in the context ©of the
authoritarianism of the Soviet state of the latter half of
the 1920s, where there could be no question of workers
formally organising or openly agitating among their
colleagues 1in favour of taking strike action, 'work
stoppages' at the end of the NEP must be treated as
comparable to 'strikes' at the start of the era in terms of

reflecting worker attitudes.

Finally it must be emphasised that the period of the NEP,
roughly from 1921 to the end of 1928, has been chosen to
ease the task of examining how the interests of workers, in
the name of which the revolution was fought, were
subjugated to those of the party. While traditional
Western historiography strongly periodizes Soviet history,
depicting the NEP as a radical departure from War Communism
and offering the USSR an alternative destiny to the
Stalinist industrialisation of the Five-Year Plans, this
study will attempt to challenge such an approach. The
revolutionary fervour and urgency, which drove the
Bolshevik leadership to aspire to mobilise all of society
for the building of communism, underlined the policies of
the NEP as much as those of War Communism and the Stalinist
Five-Year Plans. This drive manifested itself in fervent
ideological proselytization, centralism, authoritarianism,
and coercion which determined much of the course of Soviet
history. The distinguishing features of the NEP were
shaped more by the limits of the ability of the Bolshevik

leadership to impose its ambitions upon the nation than by
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any commitments to the laissez-fé&e principles upon which
'the NEP was supposedly based. This study has concentrated
on the NEP, firstly, as the works of J. Aves, G.
Shkliarevsky and J.B. Sorenson’®> have already provided
comprehensive coverage of the subjugation of worker
interests to those of the party during War Communism, and
secondly, in order to avoid the complications of the Civil
War and be able to focus on the conflict between worker and

party interests.
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Chapter 1 : Survey of Working and Living Conditions
During the NEP

(i) Living Conditions

As this study began with the premise that the stimulus for
worker militancy at the start of the century had been the
desire to improve working and 1living conditions, the
achievement of significant improvements could explain a
corresponding decline in worker militancy. Hence, while it
is beyond the scope of this study to provide a definitive
socio-economic analysis of the 1920s, some appraisal of
working and living conditions needs to be undertaken to

provide a context for the examination of worker militancy.

The Bolsheviks rode into power on promises of fulfilling
workers' agenda for improved living and working conditions.
The first official Bolshevik labour programme, presented at
the Second Party Congress of the RSDRP in 1903,
incorporated demands for improvements in working
conditions, an eight-hour day, adequate rest periods,
prohibition of child labour, protective restrictions on the
employment of women and children, and social insurance.
The nation's workers, however, were not in need of
Bolshevik prompting and, after the February revolution of
1917, unilaterally introduced an eight-hour day, set up
factory committees and initiated 'workers' control',
exceeding the Bolshevik labour programme. The Bolsheviks,
in danger of being outflanked by workers, embraced workers'
control and backed up their promises with speedily
introduced legislation upon achieving power. Their first
piece of labour legislation, a decree of 29 October 1917,
legally established the eight-hour working day and
mandatory holidays, banned night, underground and overtime
work for women and juveniles, introduced restrictions on
overtime for all workers, and promised reduced working

hours in hazardous occupations. A decree of 14 November



28

1917, endorsed workers' control, to be exercised through
factory committees, control councils, and an All-Russian
Council of Workers' Control. Decrees 1in December
introduced unemployment and health insurance, to be
financed by contributions from employers'. These decrees
were reaffirmed in the first Labour Code published 1in
December 1918°.

The fulfilment of workers' agenda must be judged, however,
not on the basis of promises and legislation but on the
basis of working and living conditions. Almost as soon as
the decrees were pronounced the Bolshevik leadership began
to limit workers' control. At the First Trade Unions
Congress in January 1918, factory committees were
subjugated to the trade unions, centralizing workers'
control and taking away local worker independence’. By May
1918, at the Second All-Russian Congress of Labour
Commissars, Lenin was already publicly calling for "iron
discipline" and maximisation of productivity‘. The crisis
of the Civil War allowed for all aspects of progressive
Bolshevik 1legislation to be suspended in the name of
increasing ~productivity. One-man management replaced
workers' control, 1labour discipline was enforced 'from
above', and coercion and labour conscription were used to
force workers to take jobs, relocate, work long hours, and
remain at their stations’. In 1918 holiday entitlements
were curtailed or suspended. In 1919 and 1920 official
limits on overtime work, including bans on night and
overtime work for women, were lifted®. In January 1920,
new decrees required all able-bodied men and women to
register for work in addition to their normal employment,
and allowed the state to allocate labour as it saw fit,
including reallocation of military personnel to civilian or

industrial needs’.
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With the resolution of the Civil War, workers expected the
reactivation of Bolshevik labour legislation and
reintroduction of workers' control. V. Miliutin, a member
of the VSNKha presidium, in the opening speeches of the IV
Trade Unions Congress in May 1921, declared that the
reconstruction of the economy would be dependent upon the
resurrection of the nation's exhausted work force. To
encourage the economy to bloom, Miliutin promised

improvements in working and living conditions®.

Table 1.1: Real average wages for workers as a percentage
of wages in 1913.

1913 100%
1920-21 33%
1921-22 40%
1922-23 52%
1923-24 68%
1924-25 83%
1925-26 94%
1926-27 105%
1927-28 115%
Sources: Alec Nove, An Economic History of the USSR,
1917-1991, Third ed. (Harmondsworth, 1992), p.
111;

E.H. Carr and R.W. Davies, Foundations of a
Planned Economy, 1926-29 Vol I (London, 1969),
chap. 19, & p. 958.

Income levels are the most obvious measure in trying to
assess gains made by workers during the NEP. Soviet
sources claim a general growth in real wages from a
fraction of 1913 levels at the start of the NEP (33-40%),
to 115-125% of 1913 levels by 1928. While these figures
are also repeated by some Western scholars (see table
above), the more one examines the issue of wages during the
NEP, the more difficult it becomes to offer figures with
any degree of confidence. One can find evidence of figures
proffered by the VTsSPS or VSNKha being manipulated to
illustrate growth or hide declines in income (compounded by
pressure on local bodies to 'produce' the figures desired

by the centre). Similarly the basis of calculation was
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constantly being altered making it very difficult to
compare figures from year to year with any degree of
accuracy. It is also evident that the state authorities at
times had great difficulty in determining movements in

wages themselves.

Paul Gregory's examination of national income shows how
Soviet calculations exaggerate real income levels’. As
well as understating income levels in 1913, Gregory
highlights how Soviet calculations failed to take into full
consideration the impact of other factors that affect real
income, such as: inflation, especially when combined with
delays in the payment of wages; availability of goods in
state shops and cooperatives (lack of availability of a
specific good 1in state shops would force workers to
purchase the given item on the open market at a higher
price, effectively reducing real income); and deterioration
in the quality of manufactured goods. To this list one
should also add the impact on real wages of compulsory
purchases of state 1loan bonds and subscriptions, and
payment in goods or undesirable currencies'®. Finally, the
complexity of the wage system itself, which was made up of
base salaries, piece-rate payments, bonuses, and overtime
(the extent of which was often disguised from the centre as
local employers were forced to pay higher incomes to the
skilled 1labour that they wished to retain), further
confuses the task of establishing average real wages.

Upon the introduction of the NEP, workers’wages were made
up predominantly by the rations and free services (housing,
transport, etc.) that they received. This amounted to
little more than subsistence, or even near-starvation
levels. While the introduction of the NEP envisaged a
transition to monetary wages, the dire state of the economy
meant that workers continued to receive sizable portions of
their wages in rations or goods. In 1921 85% of wages were

paid in kind, the following year the figure had declined to
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69%, falling rapidly thereafter to some 7% by mid 1924,
- with the practice generally halted by the end of the
year''. Problems in supplying such produce or
overvaluations of goods supplied in 1lieu of wages thus

periodically reduced income levels for many workers'’.

While it became highly unusual to pay workers in kind in
the second half of the NEP, many workers continued to
receive sizable portions of their wages in credit notes
valid only at the enterprises' cooperative'?. The
overpricing, poor quality or unavailability of goods in the

cooperative thus also affected real income levels.

The introduction of monetary wages at the end of 1921 and
start of 1922 did not entail an immediate increase in
wages. Payment tariffs were calculated at minimal
subsistence levels'', and even then were subject to further
reductions. The province of Kursk provides an example of
the latter (as well as an early example of central state
intervention in wages). The VeCheKa summary for 24 January
reported that after tariffs in the province had been
"calculated truly on the basis of the subsistence minimum,

they were, upon receipt of an STO order, lowered"'.

State industry also had great difficulty in maintaining
real wages on par with inflation. A report on the state of
the metalworking industry compiled for the Politburo by the
VSRM, dated 3 May 1922, related that, with the exception of
Moscow and Petrograd, where wages had remained relatively

stable, real wages were falling across the industry from

month to month since January. In the Urals real wages in
April had fallen to 60% of January levels; in
Nizhnii-Novgorod to 40%; and in Tula to 42%. The report
adds that these figures had been calculated

optimistically'®.
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Currency shortages led to widespread delays in the payment
of the monetary portion of wages almost as soon as these
were introduced (see chapter 2). Within a context of
hyper-inflation, delays in payments which then either made
no allowances for, or under-estimated inflation,
significantly reduced income levels. Such delays continued
to affect large numbers of workers through the early years
of the NEP until the end of 1924 (see chapter 2).

While wage debts became less common by the end of 1924,
workers were now faced with periodic chaotic and dramatic
reductions in real income with the launches of
intensification and rationalisation drives, and revisions
of wage-tariff tables. With the 1launch of the first
intensification campaign in the autumn of 1924, average
real wages fell by over 10%, from 42.21 Chervony Roubles
per month in October 1924, to 37.53 in November, and did
not recover to their previous levels until well into the
second half of 1925. As these are national averages, the
fall in income for many workers was more dramatic'’. Tight
fiscal controls during the Regime of Economy, launched in
1926 (see chapter 4), led to the reemergence of delays in
the payment of wages, which became commonplace once again
by the winter of 1927-28. 1928 also saw a sharp decline in

real wages as the grain crises sent prices soaring'®.

Closer examination of income levels, while confirming an
overall gradual rise in incomes from the near starvation
levels of 1921, questions whether a full recovery of wages
to pre-war levels was ever achieved during the NEP. 1In
addition growth in wages was not continuous or uniform and

was subject to significant periodic setbacks.

Real wages, however, form only one aspect in determining
changes in workers' standards of living. Housing, health

care, diet, and provision of other social and leisure



33

services are of equal importance. It is here that Soviet

scholars claim the greatest advances were made®.

The poor'quality and high cost of worker housing had been
a leading worker grievance before the revolution. In the
first years of the Soviet regime the housing situation for
workers actually improved with the average living area per
worker increasing and the closure of many factory barracks.
This was achieved by the reallocation of 1living space
occupied by members of the 'bourgeoisie' among hundreds of
thousands of workers and their families, and was assisted
by the depopulation of the cities that occurred during the
Civil War. But these gains were short-lived as the influx
of population back into the cities (Moscow grew from 1
million in 1921 to over 2 million by 1926) was not matched
by new construction or refurbishment. Average living areas
fell, communal factory barracks reopened, large numbers of
new workers found themselves sleeping in unsuitable
accommodation, hovels, or in the open, and housing regained

its prominence as a worker grievance?!

In Moscow, living space fell from an average of 9.3 square
meters per person in 1920, to 5.5 square meters by 19277
By the end of 1924 average living space per person in the
cities of the RSFSR had fallen to just over 6 square meters
per person. In the Ukraine, Caucasus and Turkistan, the
situation was reported to be significantly worse. This was
all far below the official minimum sanitary norm, which
was, at the time, just over 8 square meters per person.
These figures, however, were national or regional averages
for all citizens - among workers the situation was even
worse, with an average of just over 4.5 square meters per
person, and falling to as low as 3 square meters per person
in some areas. While Leningrad was able to report an
exceptionally high average of 12 square meters per person,
in working class neighbourhoods the figure was close to the

national average. Reallocation was not feasible as the
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housing "surpluses" were in the city centre, while the
shortages were in the outskirts where the factories were

located, an hour away from the centre?’.

The actual state of the housing stock negated much of the
benefit that the brief increase in the average size of
workers' accommodation had brought. While workers moved
into confiscated residences of the upper and middle classes
the absence of responsible ownership combined with the
economic collapse of the Civil War meant that these
properties were neglected and quickly fell into disrepair.
The deterioration of properties was accelerated by the
residents themselves. With fuel in scarce supply, central
heating systems were abandoned, without being drained. In
the winter pipes burst, leading to problems of damp. Holes
were knocked through walls and windows to conduct the ducts
for individual stoves which now supplied heat. When coal
and firewood were scarce, residents first burned fences,
then furniture, then doors, then floor boards and anything
else combustible. In Moscow, between 1917 and 1920 the
number of officially uninhabitable flats increased by
10,000. In the winter of 1919-20, the Moscow authorities
officially sanctioned the dismantling of 5,000 wooden

houses to provide firewood?®'.

Living conditions in seasonal industries were particularly
harsh, as the following examples drawn from 1926
illustrate. On the construction sites of the Kokchetav and
Linin-Termez-Dar-Kurgan railway, workers were not provided
with any shelter and slept in hovels or in the open,
despite poor weather. Potable water was supplied
irregularly or not at all. 1In the logging sector workers
lived in the open, or in shacks with no windows or no
roofs. In the timber forests of Leningrad province, 10-20
workers lived in each 1log cabin with bark roofs. The
cabins had no beds or floors and workers slept on straw

spread over the ground. An open fire was kept lit in the
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middle of the cabins, which had no windows and only a hole
in the roof for allowing the smoke to escape®’.

The replénishment and refurbishment of the housing stock
thus became an extremely pressing issue. But the Bolshevik
state, through its actions, had deprived the nation of the
private sector as a source for financing Thousing
development. Similarly, the state lacked the resources of
its own to allocate to this task. Responsibility for
construction and repair of worker housing was hence passed
on to workers' employers - the factories themselves. This
was to be financed by the fund for "Improving Living
Conditions", which was to be established in each
enterprise, based on a levy on the profits of the
enterprise (the actual 1level to be set by negotiation
between unions and management as part of collective
agreements, but envisaged to constitute a minimum of 10%).
However, as few enterprises were profitable in the first
years of the NEP, the scope of its activities was very
limited. In addition many managers were unwilling to take
on new areas of responsibility, or responded to calls for
economy by cutting expenditure on housing. To give one
example, by September 1923, one-third of the work force
(800 out of a total of 2400) of the Moscow factory Krasnyi
Bogatyr' was homeless, half of the factory's housing stock
was in need of total repairs, and over a quarter was in
danger of collapse, yet the Rubber Trust's "Living
Conditions" fund remained largely unused. The trust even
refused to accept cottages offered by the Moscow City
Committee, as these were in need of some repair and would
be an extra burden upon the management®?®. Despite VTsSPS
resolutions stipulating that 75% of funds for "Improving
Living Conditions" should be spent on housing, in many
cases management found it much less bothersome to allow all

of the fund to be spent on clubs or theatres®’.
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The first major housing construction since the revolution
was initiated only in 1924. Even then it was woefully
inadequate. The proposal to raise average living space for
everyone'in the USSR to just over 8 square meters per
person, or the official minimum sanitary norm, over a
period of ten years was quickly rejected. Instead the
government opted for a target which, over 10 years,
beginning in 1925, would raise only workers' housing from
the current average of just over 4 square meters per person
to match the national average of just over 6 square meters.
This required the construction of some 900,000 square
meters of housing per year, or an annual expenditure of
129m roubles (without making any allowances for natural
deterioration of the current housing stock or for the
growing urban population). The official budget for new
housing construction for 1925, at 60m roubles was well
below even this target. These sums were increased in later
years, with 250m roubles budgeted on new housing, and 71m
roubles on repair in the 1927-28 budget. To place this in
- perspective, pre-war annual construction averaged 4,680,000
square meters, or an annual expenditure of 700-750m roubles
at 1925 1levels®®. It is hardly surprising then that

housing remained a central worker grievance®.

The issue of workers' diet is even more complex than that
of wages, complicated by the dearth of reliable data.
Within the context of this study, one can only draw the
most general of conclusions. Workers' diet certainly
improved over the decade from the near starvation levels at
the start of the NEP. The nutritional quality and the
percentages made up by meat, fish and dairy products
increased from year to year for most of the NEP. But,
again, it is doubtful if the quality of the diet of urban
workers ever exceeded pre-war levels, especially after the
deteriorating quality, selection and availability of
foodstuffs produced by the state-run food-processing sector
is taken into consideration®. At the end of the NEP,
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however, the grain crisis of 1928 sent produce prices
. soaring and workers, once again, faced long queues and

shortages of bread and the most basic of foodstuffs.

Much propaganda focused on provision of workers with
holidays and free or subsidised places in Houses of Rest,
spas and sanatoriums. The labour code of November 1922,
guaranteed workers a 42-hour rest period weekly, up to 16
days of public holidays, and two weeks annual holiday (with
an additional two weeks for workers in hazardous
occupations)?'. These minimums were, however, undermined

by overtime clocked up by workers (see below).

The general establishment of houses of rest was begun in
1921, initiated by a decree of 13 May. They were organized
by the trade unions and by the end of 1924, based on
incomplete reports, at least 330 were functioning across 65
provinces and regions, benefitting 221,654 people over the
course of the year. By 1925, the total had risen to 543,
offering respite to 320,000 individuals. Although, without
question, the existence of such facilities is admirable, it
must be kept in mind that, for most workers, respite to the
Houses of Rest were benefits that had been won in
negotiation of collective agreements and formed part of the
total remuneration package, or was issued as compensation
for hazardous working conditions. Additionally, the
numbers benefitting annually formed only a small percentage
of the total workforce (around 5%). Criticism must also be
levelled at the disproportionate percentage of management
and 'employees' (white~collar and office staff)
benefitting. While places were meant to be allocated by
unions and the medical profession, giving priority to
workers in hazardous occupations or to those whose jobs had
physically exhausted them, in 1924 only 70% of those
- benefitting were classified as workers, while 26.5% were
classified as 'employees' (the remaining 3.5% being made up

by military and 'other' personnel). This disproportion was



38

recognized by the VTsSPS and its presidium passed a
| resolution on 24 February 1925 demanding that workers
constitute at least 75% of those benefitting’. Of the 70%
classified as workers it must also be asked how many of
those were union or party officials; indeed complaints were
received from the locales of "all the places being taken up
by communist officials, with nothing being 1left for

workers">’.

(ii) Working Conditions

While the verdict on improvements in living conditions must
be a mixed one, with regard to working conditions the
evidence is more clear cut. Again, there certainly were
improvements in the first years of the NEP over the
situation at the end of War Communism when, as a result of
fuel shortages, workers endured freezing conditions in
mainly unheated factories, often exposed to the elements as
broken windows and leaking roofs remained unrepaired. But
the nature of the economic recovery, the state's lack of
commitment to improving working conditions, and the
weakness of workers led to a deterioration of working
conditions through the second half of the NEP. The best
indication and gauge of this is the issue of labour safety

and accident rates.

Safer working conditions were a central element in both the
workers' vision and the state's promises of 1life in a
workers' state. From its first days in power, the
Bolshevik regime promoted itself as the true protector of
workers' health and safety. As highlighted above, this
encompassed early decrees limiting the length of the work
day and the use of female and juvenile labour, but also
included early endorsement of the Tsarist Factory and

Mining inspectorates. These were reorganised as the
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Department for the Protection of Labour (1 Dec 1917) and
the Labour Inspectorate (18 May 1918), under the NKTruda’.

After 1losing its prominence during the Civil War, the
improvement of labour safety was given wide coverage in the
press throughout the NEP. The Labour Code of November 1922
required every enterprise, prior to initiating production,
to be inspected by the Technical, and Labour Safety and
Hygiene 1inspectorates. Every enterprise was legally
obligated to take all necessary measures for the protection
of labour, including provision of special clothing, food
and tools®’. Regrettably the state's will for

implementation did not match its legislative zeal.

In 1921, due to the economic crisis, major safety projects
were rejected in favour of an official policy of
emphasising minor, 1low-cost improvements®®. Typically
these included isolation of toxic procedures, improvements
in ventilation and lighting, and installation of safety

barriers, wash basins, and changing rooms. Voprosy Truda,

the journal of the NKTruda, announced that during the
1924/25 financial year, 64,000 safety barriers had been
erected on machines, generators, and motors in the RSFSR.
Concurrently it was admitted that little progress was being
made in such heavy industrial sectors as metallurgical and

mining where improvements required major expenditures®’.

In industries where improvements required major capital
investment, official policy advocated compensating workers
with extra holidays, goods or rations, and shorter work
days. Those who were exposed to toxic chemicals or fumes
were to receive extra rations of milk or butter as an
antidote (frequently workers were forced to consume these
immediately upon distribution, so as to ensure that the
milk or butter was not being smuggled out of the enterprise
and the benefit 'wasted' on workers' families)®®. In

practice, however, industries which were subject +to
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































