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Spontaneity(stikhiinost') is one of the most pejorative terms 

i!'l the ;'.1arxist-Leninist Yoca'culary. Ever since Lenin's tirade 

against the evils of a spontaneous workers' movement, spc1t3neous 

activity has been vilifiec. Spontaneity is defined invariably in 

negative terms: as the abs.ence of order a nd guidance, as the anti-

thesis of consciousness. Remnants of spontaneity under socialism 

have traditionally been explaine·d by snortcorcin.gs in public 

consciousness which make it la;s behind. new standards. But 

spontaneity is by no means solely an ideologically important 

phe.nc:nenon; it has alw-3.ys been associsted with opposition to the 

leading role of the Co:n:nunist Party in society and thus has the 

gravest political i:nplicaticns.
1 

~e understand spontaneous activity as all activity that is 

net guided, organised or directed closely from above but instead 

is essentially gene:::-ated from belo·.v jy indi~ri::uals and .groups 

acting on their o~n initiative and following their own impulses 

and objectives. In the hi:shly organised and inclusive Soviet 

system spotaneous activity on a ny scale is very r3re. Yet eYen 

in the USSR social groups do act outside the framework of the 

state and the social and political organisations. The four 

types of spontaneous activity selected for examination do not 

exhaust the range of wo:::-kers' spontaneity . They do, however, 

constitute the most important forms of such activity and are 

all, in varying degree, sufficiently -visible to permit analysis. 

The four types chosen - j ob changing, indiscipline , the writing 

of critical letters and industrial action - obviously differ 

a great deal in content and form. The first two are essentially 

individualistic expressions of individual workers' discontents 

and preferences. The writing of critical letters is undertaken 
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by individu9ls and groups ~ho are spoctaneously prompted ou ~atters 
often beyond tteir i~edi3te concern to articulate ~riticism and 

advocate reoedies related to ~±der issues . Although letter ~ritin~ 

is unu$usl in that it is officially approved, it retains its 

spont:mei ty in that the vast majority of cri tic?.l letters are :ri tten 

at workers' rathe:::- than higher crganis3tions' initiative. The last 

type of spontaneous 9Ctivity is far raFer and far more politically 

si~nificant than the others end approximates ~ost closely to the 
spazaneity so reYiled by Lenin. The aim of the p-:1per is to ex~:nine 



2 

a~d response, and in p~rticular to ~nalyse the cstegories of ~orke rs 

involved,their re~sons and oojectives,foc~ssin~ throughout or. the ch~nges 

that h~ve taken place since the eerly 1960s. 

Chan:zing Jobs 

The most obvious end ;·Jidespread fo.!':n of spontaneous ,workers' 

activity is labour turnover or, more precisely, that part of 

turnover which involves worker s changing jobs of their own accord 

without any organisational direction or planning. Soviet work~ 

have long managed to exercise this particular kind of freedom 

on a r elatively lar~e scale. Since the l i fting of Stalin's 

draconian penalties in the early 1950s ·.vhat can oe termed 

'avoidable ' turnover has constituted almost two- thirds of all 

laoour movement and has run at between 19 and 22 per cent per 
2 annum. Although such levels are not unusua l ly high for an 

indust.!'ialised count.!'y. - they bear comparison with Sritish figu.!'es2 

they cause gregt concern il'lthe Soviet Union in at least two re s pects. 

First, they sre economically costly : workers usually sp~d between 

three end four weeks Without ~ork, of ten not exactly breaking 

their necks to find a new job. Moreover, their productivity is 

seriously imp!ired both before they leave their old job and on 

ta kin~ up new employment. It ·was estimated in the early 1960s 

that turnover accounted for so~ething over 12 per cent of sll lost 

working time; in 1969 the to t al cost was calculated at around 

thr ee billion roubles. 4 

The second objection to workers changing jobs is based on 

ideological and political grounds. The phenomenon has long been 

defined in te~s of its spontaneous and unorganised nature end 

as such it is seen by many Soviet co~T.entators as an expr ession 

of individualist, self- seeking inte.!'ests which conflict with 

those of society as a whole. Spontaneous 9ctivity of this kind 

is t herefore viewed as a negative feature, as something 'funda~entally 

foreign' to a planned socialist economy. The mass media have tended 

to t ake this line and t o port r 9y workers: who change jobs as 

irrespo~sible 'flitters' who place their o~~ profit above that 

of the community. 5 Not all Soviet opinion is quite so dsmning. 

Most of the sociolo~ists who hsve undertaken studies of labour 

turnover adopt e mere balanced approach . They see spont~~ty 

of this ki nd as the le~itimate expression of wtat are often positive 

social ce~ands upon society and maintain that s ociety has to try 



to harmonise these ~&mands with •.vider interests 3.nd possi':ili ties . 

In this enli~htened view, labour turnover is an im?ort~nt 

m~~ifestation of the survival unde r socialism of differences 

and even conflicts between ini ividual and public interest .
6 

Wha t gre the factors that pro~pt workers to take spontaneous 

action of this kind . ? The first thing that s trikes one upon 

examining workers' given reasons for changing jobs is that 

these cannot be forced into any fixed and unvarying rank order. 

Consider able differences exist, most notably between regions 

and over time. Mos t of the large numbers of workers who quit 

jobs in Siberia and the Far East in the late 1950s did so 

because they wanted to leave the areaaltogether . For the:n 

general living conditions and family reasons were the first 

a nd foremost fac tors promptin~ action ; pay came next and other 

factors linked with the job itself came last . 7 ~orkers a l r eady 

living in · the more pros~erous and desirable regions gave relatively 

lower priority to living conditions in their stated reasons for 

changing jobs. The reason most commonly given by these workers 

was the actual work situation - more than a third of Leningrad 

Norkers who left their jobs in 1962-63 did so because of factory 

conditions and job prospects, over a quarter cited living conditions 

and a fifth ment ioned wages . 8 

As the basic standard of living in t~e remoter ?reas improved 

through the 1960s, so the reasons for changing jobs started to 

move in the direction of Moscow and Leningrad workers' priorities. 

By the mid- 1960s many more ~orkers in cities like Novosibirsk were 

giving dissat~sfaction with their job conditicns and pay as reasons 

for changing . The same tendency is also evident over time in 

more prosperous areas. A study of turnover in the Estonian 

building materials industry found that workers first e~ployed 

between 1958 and 1965 were more likely to leave ~ecause of work 

organisation and ge nera l factory condi ti'ons t han those who had 

taken up e~ployment between 1945 ani 1958 . iove~ent in the same 

direction is indicated by a survey of job changers in Vor onezh 

in 1968 when one in every two workers said that t hey had left .. 

in order to try and improve their co~di tions of ·;~;ork rather than 

their standard of living . 9 

So one can see that as economic progress improves general 

livin~ stand s rds,workers become much more sensitised to tte 

job 3nd f actory situation and far T-ore prone to take action 



because of deficiencies in that ~rea . Further~ore, as educational 

levels rise, so the st~nd~rds by which ~orkers ju~ge t heir j ob 

situati on become more dema~ding 3nd dissatisfaction t ends to 

~row r~tne~ than di~inish. Youn~ worke r s bein~ turned out 

onto the labour :narket in the 1970s ·:1i t h a completed secondary 

e~ucation want not merely decent living conditions end toler3ble 

pay,but also expec t a job tha t i s fulfillin~ and cor responds to 

their qualifi cations and ,most of all, to their hi~her ex~ectations ­

they tend to lea ve if these conditions are not met. 10 

This problem of rising expect~tions is compounded by the fact 

that is is y oung workers who fi ~ure r.;ost prominently . About 

half of those who change the i r jobs of their own accord a r e under 

thirty . . It is simi larly unsurpris i ng that the majority of :;,ori;;ers 

leave 3fter less than a year or two on the job , but t he popular 

image of wor kers flitting from job to j ob every few months is 

exagger~t ec - only one in ten of the Lenin~rad sample of 1962- 63 

had held mo re than two jobs within t he preceding eighteen months. 
11 

Since the ea~ly 1960s the length of service among job changers 

has increa sed. Fr om the authorities' standpoi nt t hi s is a 

positive development in that it means that workers a~e s taying 

put longer . On the other hand,it is worrying that workers .vith 

longer records of service a re taking _spontaneous action of this 

kind in greater numbers . I t means that older and more r.i~hly 

skilled wo~kers e r e lea•in~ their jobs in s earch of oetter 

c ondit i ons . ~oreover , ~~ile l ower paid workers s t i ll tend 

to leave j obs rr.ore frequent l y than t heir be t ter off fello·.vs , 

thi s sit ua tion elso shows si~ns of changi n g . More high paid 

workers are joining the ranks in search of ~reat er job satisfaction 

b tt k . t ' 'd b . h t . 12 p ' h' h e er war organ1sa 1on· a n r1g er prospec~s . ay1ng 1g 

wages i s therefore a decreasin~ly effective saf egua r d a3ainst 

turnover. The stereot ype of the job changer of the early 1960s, 

the younJ?; , unskilled , poorly p <l i d ·,'o;orkers has al te;red. . · F.e is 

becomin~ better educated , more highly ski l led and paid ; ~hat 

is mo~e, he i s bein~ increasin~ly j oi ned i n hi s spont3neous 

que s t by his older , xo r e expe~ienced end more hi ~hly skil l ed 

fel lows . 



The changing · · profile of joo changers T~akes this 

form of spontaneous activit y more ciifficult to tackle . The 

approa ch tha t long dominated off icial po l icy in this area 

s t e!nmed f r om a t raditional v iew of t urnover as a .vholly negative 

~henomenon which had to be e r adicated JY the us e of legal 

res trictions and penalties . A ~ood deal of this le~alist ic 

approach ~11 c omes through in t he constant r eminders t o 

t rade unions and management to tighten up on the observation 

of re ~ulations ; directors are in par ticular sin~led out for 

criticism and c-~igated for employin.=:.; a ll c ome r s and even 

t . . 1 f' th . . 13 en 1c1n~ worKers away _rom o er en~erpr1ses . 

Since the late sixties a considersble effort h8s been made 

to combine such negative sanctions with more positive and 
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preventive measures. Higher wages, greater r egional di fferential s 

to induce workers t o stay in less desi rable areas , stable norms 

and long service increment·s , all these have constituted a move 

in the direct i on cr:th~ gre ateTincenti ves long ur g;ed by academi cs 

in the field . 14 ~easures have been taken in a number of enterprises 

to ration?.lise job tasks and thus decrease job diss~tisfaction, 

undere~ploymer.t and the labour shortage that is the sine qua non 

of hi gh t urnover. At t he Shchekino chemic! l combine , which was 

a pioneer in this area , tur nover w-s s ha l·.red ·:;i thin a year. 15 

Lastly, an atte~pt has been xade to increase control over job 

changi ng by providin~ far mor e informat i on a nd guidanc e fo r those 

who are thinkin~ of leaving as a substantial pr oportion have no 

idea where to go. To this end , personnel ~crk has been expanded 

at e nterprise level and since 1967 a net·11ork of job pl~ce neiJ.t bureaux 
16 ha s been operating Bt republic level . 

It is di fficult to assess the impac t of these measures . The 

new bureaux co not seem to have been a spectacular succes s and 

incentives and j ob rationAlisation h3ve n ot yet ~~de significart 

inroads on t he overall levels of tur nover . l:p to 1969 these 

showed no si~n of ch3n~ing ; since 1S70 the=e has been a cecline 

in turnover in scme sectors, such ~s t he food and che~ical 

i ndustrie s , but i n other a reas levels have s hewn no si~ns 

fal l ing <:.nd in a :few sector s anC. regions turnove:- rates a r e 

st~ll cli~bing. 17 
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Ir!discioline 

The breskin2; cf work rules is i.n :nar:y o;.;~ys a r.:ore worrying 

for !Il of -Norkers ' spontsnei ty • Smaller in sc'1le t!-:an job chan.;in~ 

it still presents ~ fo~ic~ble ecor:o:nic problem . Tens of millions 

of :nan· days are lost annu3lly through l3ck of discipline ; in 1973 

in the RSFSR ~lone absenteeism was esti:neted to have cost 

over half a billion roubles in lost production . 
18 

In a situation 

where l abour productivity has become almost the only source of 

.;srowth and ~n ever higher premium is placed on quality, not 

only absenteeisrn,but discipline in the wider sense of a conscient ious 

at t itude to work , is vita l to success . 'rhis is why t he introcuction 

of economic refor:n was acco:np:miec ":Jy a rene•:;ed can:pa ign s;;:;ait"!st 

indiscipline and why there is a conGtant stress on the direct 

relationship between levels of discipline and productivity . 19 

'Jhat really :nakes ir!discipline a more for.:nida":Jle and objectionable 

f orm of spontaneous ac tivity a re its social , ideolo~ical and polit ical 

implicq tions . Like turnover,indi scipline is seen as an anti - social 

phenomenon but it has none of the f or:ner' s saving gra ces . .'ihile 

some workers may change jobs for laudable reasons , absent eeism 

and drunkenness are irredee:na ble . Furtter :nore , all iiorkers 

'-'<ho viola te disci plinary r egulations are also law breakers. Indeed , 

indiscipline a t ~ork is seen to breed lack of discipline out s ide 

the factory and is closel y i dent i fied ·:~i th hool iganism and pet tty 

crime . By defying the authority of ~9~9gement and of t he rules 

workers inc i r ectly defy t he authority of society and of the Party 

and state . It is ' not by chance ', as Soviet psrl5nce ~culd put 

it , that the Cent r al Co~~ittee resolution of 1966 on in~iscipline 

i n the Tula r egion stressed that the strengthening of labour 

discipline meant t he strengthening of state power . 20 

Indiscipline ~s no new problem ; absenteeism reached i t s 

height .in the late twenties(7.7 man days i n 1927) . Drastically 

cut down "':Jy the application of punitive ~anctions in1939- 40 , 

levels of absent•e ism were steadily eroded , even after legal 

constr~ints were eased , by the strengthenin~ of i ndustrial 

habits. By the mi d- 1950s absenteeism ~as running at just 

under one man day per gnnu~ and falling . The int~oduction of 

economic refor~ coincided with a rise of about 10 per cent 



{from 0 .3 to 0.9 man days) . It took a sust~ined campai~n some 

time to eliminate t his increase and it is only in tDe l2st few 
21 

years t hat there have been si~ns of a downward t r end. 

Absenteeism , to which al: official fi ~ures refer e nd probably 

grossly underestimate, is by far t he most common form of i ndiscipline, 

runnin~ at be t ween a third and s half of all off ences. Other 

frequent offences ere turning up drunk for work(20 per cent and 

above ), arriving late and leaving egrly, slipping aYvay during 

workin~ hours( 10 per cent ),drinking -on the job and disobeying 

orders(10 to 15 per cent 2n~ ebove). 22 There is little reli~ble 
information on o t her forms of laxness a l thou~h ·11e know t.r.at b::!d 

quality work is widespread and the pilferin~ of enterprise property 
. . ' 1 23 lS a s er2cus proo em. 

Fortunately, a good deal of da ta are avai labl e the numbers 

and types cf ·.vorker.s invol ved in disciplinary offences. Surveys 

at a wide vari ety of plants in the late 1960s found that bet·.veen 

7 and 10 per cent of t he workforce indulged in this form of 

spontaneous activity, a t hird of them doing so more than once 

in the course of the year . 24 Like those who frequently change 

j obs, many offenders are y oung, but, i n cont r sst to turnover, 

the under 25 year olds a r e not particul3rly prone tc take 

a ction when i t comes t o indiscipline . Thos~ between 25 and 

30 years of age a re more likely to do so >though by far the 

gr eates t de~ree of 8bsenteeism and drunkenness is to be found 

amon~ workers in their tcirties. Taken together t hese l est 

two age groups comprise between a half and four - fifths of al l 

offende rs and even t he i r seniors are by no means immune to 

taking off extra time, drinking durin~ workin;s hours or disobeying 

orders. 25 

This ;,vide age ·:Spr-e~:ld is reflected in the distribution of offenders 

by'length of service. The msjority are not short stayers but 

workers with long continuous records of empl oyment. Those wi t h 

over 6 years of service form the bulk of offenders and a survey 

i n one enterprise found t hat ne3.rly half the indisciplined worla's 

had been t here f or more t han 15 years. And judging by trends 

i n the Tula r egion both the age s nd length of service of t his whole 
~~ ~ k . ~h ' 26 Th . t . 1 5~oup c~ wor.ers 1n en ~-e ~ncrease. .e p1c ure 1S ~so 
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fairly clear when one turns t o skill. Unskilled and semi- skilled 

~orkers are up to three to four times more likely to break the 

rul es, partic~larly if they work i~ cons t r uction or season~l 

h . hl 1 . f . - .... ' 27 
jobs,· . ·_ ttan are their more -~S y qu~ ~ ~ea coun ~.erpar1:s . 

As one would expect f r om t he above characer±stics, education 

is also negatively related to indi scipline : three- quarters of 

all offenders in tne late 1960s had not finished the 7th class . 

But the situation i s changi ng as general education levels r ise. 

A. Siberian sur vey in the early 1970s found that wo rkers ·.vho had 

not fini shed s econdar y school we r e only slightly mor e prone to 

break labour discipl ine than their secondary educated fe~lows . 

It might not be too lon~ before ~11 ~orkers who t8ke t his f orm 
28 

of spontaneous activity are secondary sc~ool graduates . 

One thin~s that is probable is that they will still mainl y 

be male. Men have a nea r monopoly on dr unkenness a nd a two to 

three :old greater pro~ensity to break factory rules generally . 

·.vomen , t hough far :r;ore l a w- abiding , do tend t o arr~ve l ate for 

nork , leave to do the shopping in workin~ hours and a re more 
?0 

likely t han men to disobey mana~ement orders. - / As to organisa~ 

t ional .. i6t i vity, workers who perticipete in socialist competition 

are only slightly less prone to be ind~sciplined whil e those 

who be l ong to the Pa r ty a ppear t o commi t · offences onl y ha lf 

as frequently ss non-co~munists. · Th3t communists 3re 

invo l ved ~t all in s pontanei ty of t his kind i s of cour se a 
30 source of concern for the Party . Thi s, and above all t he 

f act that the typical offender is not on the pe~iphery of the 

workforce but is a semi- s killed , quite well educated and well 

p3id man in his thirties , makes the que s tion of what induces 

s uch workers t o treak: :_the · r u les .·particul arly i mportant . 

3ecause a ll indis~ipline is in ~arxist thinkin~ the concomitant 

of exploitation , i ts existence under socialism was long explained 

away as B mere ' survival ' of the capitalist past . ':'!bile this 

ttesis , wh~ct is 9lso applied to spontaneity in ~enera l, 

cont i nues to be trotted out compl ete with ~losses eb~ut the 

influence of bour~eois propa~anda , its limitations heve beP.n 

reco~nised by ma ny academics . An ever ~reate~ rol e is 3SSi~ned 

to so- cglled 'ob jective ' fectors ~nd oroblems . 31 
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ay far the most prominent of these ' objective ' probl ems i s 

a lcohol . Nearly al l cases of a~sent eeism end mo s t of the other 

forms of indisci pline are linked ~ith dri nking. The wors t pe r iods 

of i ndiscipline occur around ~ay days a nd holidays when more 
- ~ • - · b . ... d 32 Of-<- d thnn the u3ual quota or wor~ers -3re ~!'le r~a ... e • .Len er s 

~ive a variety of reasons for drinking that r3nge from personal 

mood, throu~h comradeship -to dissatisfaction with ~ork and 

with factory condit i ons . This is not the place to go i nto 

what lies at the r oot of t he whole probl em of alcoholis:L 

i n t he Soviet Union , s uffice i t to say t ha t one in every two 

·Norkers ·uho com:ni t a di scipli!'lary offence put it down to 

vodka . Accordin~ t o one calcul~tion the ' dryin~ out ' of 

factory workers would increase labour productivity by 10 

per cent ; this is perhaps the ~ain reason for the vi~orous· 

dr ive since i972 to reduce consumption. 33 

However, t here is a good deal to t he expl anation of i ndiscipline 

beyond vodka . Personal c~umstances snd family difficul ties 

certainly play a part . 3ut a much more significant f~c tor a r e 

c ircu:-::sta nces at ·,vork . "ttesearch has found that relations wi thin 

the workgroup have a very consice~able effect on the incide~ce 

of indiscipline . The presence of a group of ~ard drinkers or 

even of an individual opinion leader ~ho enccur~ges defi~nce 

of t he rul es can ma ke all t he difference bet~een a well - o r de red 

a nd a n i nsubordinate shop or bri~ade~ 4 This i ndicates tha t most 

worker s are not so much i ntent on violating t he re ~ulations as 

prepar~d to ~e led astray ; they appear t o have little posi tive 

co~mitment to well - or dered labour. As f or the facto r s that 

often turn such indifference into indisci pline , these ir.clude 

bad work conditions and poor work organisation.leading to excessive 

over t ime gnd stor~ing . I n one poll every fifth offender specifical ly 

singled out t hes e shor t c omings as t he r oot of his inciscipline 

and ~ork-linked factor s figured more prominent ly in the ex planations 

o~fered by hi~her skil led respondents. 35 

Althou~h the factors that ~ring aoout indiscipline i!'l so~e 

respects p~rallel those that sti~ulate turnover , there is no 

direct correlati on between the two for:ns of spontaneity . 36 
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The two are lin~ed in a curious ~3Y by tte co~~on factor of 

manageme~t laxity . Mana~e rs ~re ~illing to employ job change~s 

fairly indiscri~inately because of the gene r al labour shorte~e 

and they tend to be soft on ~isci pline for the same reason. 

Directors cannot afford to lose skilled workers, neither do 

they want to appear as intolerant disciplinarians ; their 

aim is to create an at~osphere of rule flexibility ~hich ~ill 

all ow them to bre~~ the rules more easily when this is required 

by plan fulfilment . Management therefore frequently turns a 

blind eye to mi ne r infringements and even where offences are 

formally r ·'gistered it often fails to impose any pem~lties . 37 

Such :nanagement attitudes create a climate that breeds a defiant 

indifference to discipline : many of the ~ost persistent cffenders, 

~orkers in their thirties and for~ies wto are wel l established 

in the factory , ·. kno·u the rules, 
38 will not be sacked come what may . 

· and eve~ boast that they 

When management does t ake steps to punish indiscipline they 

often seem to be the wron~ ones . The gr eat ~ajority of offenders 

are :nerely reprim~nded, a minority are publicly admonished or materially 

penalised, only a very snall p~oportion are transferred to lmver 
-a 

paid ~ork and hardly any are cis~issed .JJ This distribution of 

~easures does not necessarily ~eflect ~t-e preferences of all 

:nanae;e:r:ent. One poll re7ealed that ~anagers strongly favoured 

the use of transfers ano material sanct ions . Presumably the 

failure to impose these should be seen partly in terms of the 

requirements of good and easy factory relations , and partly as 

the result of t~e economic and ad~inistrative difficulties 

involved. necent changes in reguiations have facilitated the 

use of the harsher methods at management ' s disposal and it i s 

interestin~ to note ttat transfers and :r:ateri~l penalties have 

~een more frequent l y ap9lied. 40 

How effective a re such administr3 tive and m~ terial sancti ons 

i n stemninA; tl: is form of spontaneity? !-..c corcin~ to the offenders 

themselves, they are much less successful than tha~ t~!e ~~scussion 

of cases at :.orkers' :neetings or in comrades cou~ts . Gr!e cut of 

every two offe~ders appears to favour s~ch mor~l correctives 

though one would hardly expect tte:n to promote the use of the 
, '- 41 narsner me"'sures . 
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?ractice tends to bear out a modified vers i on of the offenders' 

thesis. The little da t a we have relating the incidence of recidivism 

to me2sures taken shows t~at moral correction is most effective 

(producin~ r ecidivism in only a fifth of cases), followed 

closely 

offences). 

by material s~nctions( a quarte :r· commit further 

Transfer to lower p~id posts is successful in only 

one in two cas es while the majority of offenders who sre only given 

repr±mands are soon breaking the rules again. 42 Such comparisons 

perh8ps exag~erate the efficacy of moral correction as this 2ight 

be a pplied r,ore frequently to less seriou3 offer.ders, harsher 

penal ties be in~ res2rved for the hard core -p;lio are far more likely 

to commit further offences. 0here indiscipline has most successfully 

been reduced this has been achieved by the use of a combination 

of moral, materia l and aJ~instrative methods . In the Tula region , 

where a 'show campaign' was l aunched in 1967 end was carefully 

:nonitored by sociologists, hi-o;her fines and transf ers fi~ured as 

pro~inently as public mora l correction ~nd educgtion dr~ves. One 

of the best records - a reduction in t he nu~ber of offenders from nine 

to . little more than t~ree per cent of t he ·.vorkforce - -.:~as set 

by the Shchekino chemical co~bine. Here l abour economies a~d 

job rationalisation provided both negative and positive counters 

to indiscipline. Dismissals !nd transfers helped to undermine tte 
"" . ttha t. l t -'~. . 1. sense o~ secur1 y s~1mu a es in~1sc1p 1ne ~hile higher wa~es a nd 

. . . . ~· 43 better work orga_nisation probably reduced levels of JOb c:Lssat:Lsfac~1on. 

In the lon~er term, i t is t he positive measures that seem to offer 

the best chance of success. Improved work organisation, faster 

automation and all the measures encapsulated by the term scientific 

organisation of work have already in some enterprises oeen shown 

to reduce indiscipline by creating a climate conducive to self-
,. . l' d . t t 44 a1sc1p 1ne Bn com~1 men • 

Critical let ters 

The writin'S of critic '" l letters to the press is the o!1ly form 

of spontaneous activi ty that· receives off~cial approval and even 

encouragement. The practice was strongly supported by Lenin , 

persisted throu~h the St 9lin period and has heen particularly 

promoted s i nce the r,id- 1960s. Letters of all kinds, especially 

t hose commentin~ on problems and puttins forwards cri t icism , are 

see n as an important channel of coil".munication between public end 
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~nd sutho~ities , as essential fee~b~ck , to ~uote a recent Soviet 

study , on the i~pact of policy decisions . Trud, for instance , sends 
~,... 

t , . h . t . ? qu3rterly a~alyses of criti cal lette~s to ~aae un1on . ea ~quar ers . 

Soviet newsp~pers receive ecormous numbers of le tters , ran~ing f rom 

a few thou~and at local level to over t~lf a million a year in the 

c Ase of a national daily such a s Trud . The letters deal with 

anythin~ from praise of individual and collective achievements 

to criticism and comment o-2 a s ubst ant i al ki nd . Critical letters 

c0nstitute between a fi:=h a nd a half of t he total ~nd i t is on 

t his section of the mailbag t hat .ve intend to focus76 Fortunately, 

for our purposes, workers as a n occupation9l ~roup are l eaders 

in this particular field . A s tudy of those who wrote letters to 

Ko~scmolskaya pravda from ~city in 1966 found that p~oportionately 

workers penned more critical letters than any othe~ group of 

correspondents~? Trud was chosen for the follo~in~ survey 

because it has the larges t worke r readership(37 per cent) of a ll 
... . 1 ~ . 1. ~·8 d t'- 11 . t . . +t t ~3olon~ ~a1 1es an as ;1e a - un1on r aae un1on orger- aJ rae s 

a large number of letters on na tionally relev~nt issues . Unfortunately 

there is no da ta on the composition of Trud co~respondents , but 

a sa~ple ccunt of lette~s p~blished in t he first four months o~ 

1972 stowed t ha t 44 per cent came f rom norkers . Cce could ar~ue 

t ha t ~o~kers letters might be selected more frequently for publication, 

but it is more likely thet the figure r e:lects t te gre8ter pr opensity 

of ·.vcrkers to ·uri t e le tte~s which was found in the Korr.somolska:va 

pr13.vda survey. 

Various ;>roblems beset a ny a ttempt to use pt.tblished critical 

letters a s evidence of spontaneous act ivity . Trud publ i shes only 

a minute percenta~e of t he letters it receives s o t hat a gr ea t deal 

. of siftin~ h3s to ta~e pl~ce and i nevi t 9bly t~e letters t~at a~e 

salected ten j to reflect edi torial interest . There is no denyin~ 
... , t "na issues r.ay be : ilte r ed out . ~e do know , ho~ever, from a 

survey of ~~ovosi'::lirs~ p3.pers in 1966 ) t hat a l most ss l'3rge a nu;:;be r 

of c r itica l le tters see~ to be published 3S of t~ose in other ca~ e~ories . 

Judging by the ren~e of issues covered by t he le tters in our Trud 

sa~ple, ttey can be ts~en as approx ima tely representative of the 
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issues that are of sufficient concern t o Norkers to prompt them 

to take up ~en and A further problem consis t s in the 

f ac t that we know that m3ny l etters( 40 ?er cent in the Novosibirsk 

survey) are organised in .:;orne way ; t hey are eit her ·.vr i tten by rablcors 

c~orker corre spondent s re ~ularly supplyin~ infor~~tion to tte peper) 

or by full ti~e journelist s~0 In order to minimise the inclusion 

of any such organised l etters , the s ample excluded all let ters 

t ha t were not si~ned by a specified worker ~ivin~ a s~ecific address . 

A total of 350 critical letters was selecte~ on this basis f rom 

every other year between 1964 and 1976 . Issues of Trud we re r e'?.d 

~or each of these years , wor ki ng backwards , until a sample of 70(1964 , 

1972 end 1976) or 35( 1966 , 1966 , 1970 and 1974) tad be en collected . 

The years sampl ed were chosen so a s to include workers' letters 

from the pre-refo~ period , from the years of refer~ introduc t i on 

end particularly - hence the larger sa~ple- from the curtent :peri s d . 

Durin~ the years sampled the ?Ublication of letters developed a pace : 

the number of critic?.l l etters rising from a r a t e of about seven per 

month in 1964 to over 15 per month by 1976 . 

The distribut i on of complaints by issue area is shown ... in table I . 

The firs ~ thin~ that strikes one i s the rem8rk~ble consistency 

with which work conditions r emain at the top of t he t abl e , attracting 

25'foto 28%of comp.a.int.s fu:'o~rut t he period . Ap8rt from the very sli.:~ht 

decline of this cate~ory, the only noticeable difference is the loss ~ 

of its l ead over the s ecor.d ~ost frequently mentioned issue in the 

r eform years . 37idence from surveys of workers ' ~tti tudes confir~s 

t ha t work condi tions persist in being the most important sin~le 

focus for dissat isfac tion . 51 Although the l evel of complaints centering 

on conditions r emains l3rgely unalt ered ) their subst ance does chinge 

over the period. In 1964 these complaints tend t o be gener a lis ed 

wh i le in the later periods workers address themselves ~ore to specific 

problems . 3quipment is a c3se in point . ;~ereas in 1964 less t han 

one fif t h of all compl aints obout conditions concerned equipment , 

by the r eform years the proportion was a third . Thi s r ise in 

apparect concern is supported by surveys of ~orkers in Siberi3 

~nd ':iinsk. ;;. __ .::. Izvestiya pollsof young ·Norkers in one f a ctory in 

1965 and 1973 !'ound that three out of fo~r were criti cal of factory 
. 5? 

equlpment. - Such a high level of crit icism might be explained 
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Table T ..... The distribution of comulaints b.y issue area 

Issue areas 1964 1966- 70 1972- 76 

no. .... 
;t; no. ~ . ~o . 

~~ 
' " 

·rlork conditions 25 28. 1 32 27. 1 61 25.2 

';'iork organisation 8 9 19 16. 1 24 9.9 

Supplies 3 3.4 4 3.4 24 9 . 9 

Inefficiency 5 5.6 4 3.4 14 5.8 

~v!anagement conduct 7 7.8 8 6.8 15 6.2 

'liol8tion of labour 9 i 0. 1 13 11.0 25 10.3 
re§;ulations 

Discipline 2 2.2 9 7.6 3 1. 2 

Pay 6 6.7 8 6. 8 19 7.8 

Li ving conditions 10 11 • 2 5 4 .2 22 9.0 

Consumer proble:ns 2 2.2 /' 
0 5 . 1 7 2.9 

Trade union work 7 7.8 4 3.4 16 6.6 

Partici~ation 4 4.5 
Soci~list 

competition 3 2.5 '9 3.7 

Ot her 1 1 • 1 3 2.5 3 1 • 2 

* Total 89 1'00.0 118 100.0 242 100. 0 

This includes double- weighting of 1974 ., • .j. 
comp..La~n .. s 

by the gro'Ning realisation, which emerges from :~:any o£ the· letters, 

t hat shortco~ings in equipment increasingly are affecting workers' 

material well-being. 

Complaints concerning conditions outside the workplace form the 

second lsrgest issue group in 1964 but thereG f ter under~o a cecline 

in numbers and a shift in emphasis. Whereas in 1964 such complaint s 

dwell on housing difficulties, by the late sixties and the 1970s 

the focus has moved to transport and services. The overall fall 

in the relative import ~nce of t h is category should be seen against 

the background of increasin~ 2bsoTption wit~ the fccto ry situation. 

The growth of complaints about work organisation is psrt of that 

trend: from being the subjec~ of one i n every complBints in 1964 , 

by the late sixties this issue area attracts ever sixth critica l 

reference. This r i se in ':tork organisgtion- centred co::ipl'=lints is a 

reflection of the high levels of workers ' dissatisfaction in this 

area. Surveys in the late sixties anc t he early seventies found 



between e quart er end a third of all workers to be critical of 

work orgenisation. 53 ~hatever the shortcomings of economic 

education, workers letter s convey ~rowin~ awareness of the links 

between poor work organisation and losses· in production t !:at 

redound on their paypackets. 

The decline in the number of ~ork organisation compla ints 

in the 1970s they fal l from over 14 per cent in 1972 to just 

below 10 per cent in 1976 - should be viewed in the context 

of a sharp rise in the number of letters dealing with the 

closely al l ied issue of supplies . Critical re f erences to the 

poor fl ow and quality of supplies double between 1972 and 1976. 
~ . , or oness letters are obviously cco~dinated to some extent 

'Nithin the fa ctory as t l'ley are s o:netimes a uthored by groups of 

workers plus brigade leaders and even foremen. ~onetheless, 

the fact t hat such letters plead on behAlf of t he shop or the 

plant does not rule out t~e poss ibility that they also express 

genuine and spontaneous workers ' concern. One enterp~ise 

survey in 1969, for instsnce , foacd tha t 20 per c ent of the 

workers f el t very worried '3bout supply deficiencies and the 

t . , th -54•· ~ .... , 1 t ' ' .... h . 'h ~me ..... asse s "ey cause a. <aany or ~. •• e _e -;;ers st:ress " at: 't ~.e 

wor~force loses out ma terially because of supply problems. 

In view of t he close connec tion between or~anisa tion and supply 

one should perhaps interpret the growth of t he l2tter category 

of compl~ints in the 1970s as si~nelling not a dimunition of 

concern with work organisation but a shift ~rom the introspec t ion 

of tne late sixties to a more outward looking criticel stance . 

Pay attracts six to eight per cent of all critical references 

throu.st:out the period (takin ;; fifth~ to sever..th pl>ace in the 

rank order), a l evel that does not correspond with what we 

know about workers attitudes in t his area. Surveys conducted 

both in the earl y sixties and seventies s how that approximstely 

two-thi rds of all young workers ~ere dissatisfied with the ir 

wa~e leve ls . And even if i t can be argue d that youn~ workers 

are less likely to wr~te le tters of complaint, t he l evel of 

dissatisfaction wi th pay 

l ag far behind(between a 

emong 

third 

older ·.:;orkers does not seem to 
.... ' _, ,· - ~ +. ~---~ ~ . 55 and a half appear ~,o oe ~~ss~ul~~ ~~a) . 



Tte discr epancy tetween t hese ~ener!l levels cf dissatisfaction 

a~d the level of conpl~int to True should be seen as the result 

of a combination of factors . .:ot all those ·1:ho say they :!re 

dissatis~ied with pay f ee l so s tron~ly ,s to ta~e action on t he 

~a tt e r - pay comes r ela t i vely low down the reason s ~orkers ~ive 

for changin~ jobs. 1any workers ~~o do feel stron€1Y might thin~ 

it little use to~~rite .a letter of complaint . Lastly , many of 

the letters that do criticise actual levels of pay are perhaps 

noted rather t~an published . Despite such elements of se l f ­

censorship and editori~l selecti on , the pay compl a i nts that a r e 

9rinted reve3l some interesting trends . It is ~ortt noting ..... 
"ne 

slight increase in pay compl3ints in tr.e seventies - this is 

due largely to e 3harp rise in 1974 coinciding ~ith the introducti on 

of ~ew wage re~ulations. There i s 8lso a shif t of emphasis from 

complaint s about celays in p3y qnd g~~er3l irregul~rities in 1964 

to ones fccussi~3 on t he a~ard ~nd dist~ibut ion of pre~ia , a 
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:natter th~t we know causes a gocd de~l of ~onsternation among ·;:or!<er~~ 
Anothe r indication of ~reater cr:tic~l atte~tion t o pay is the 

incr easi ng ex tent tc which t he i ssue fi~ures in complaints a bout 

the infrin~erns nt of labour legislati on an~ ~or~ers ' ri ~hts . 

The over all level of complaints about infringements ~e~ains 

at 10- 11 :;>ercent thr oug...'lout tl1e pe r iod but , once again , the 

emphas i s cha nges . Th i s time it shifts from co~plaints rela t i ng 

to the vi ol at i on of sgfety re~ula tions gnd unfair c i smis sa ls t o 

cnes connected with over time and off- day working . Co~plaints 

concerning :nana~Sement conduct and r elations within the enterprise 

run at a s ome·.vha t lo Ner level . The r elatively low salience of t his 

issue a rea i n l etter s to Tr ud a ccords with wha t we know of t he 

levels of workers ' diss3tisfaction on t his score. Only a small 

~inority of ~orkers see~ to be actively dissatis~ied with relations 

betwee~ themselves ?nd :::3n6ement . This relative ~ar!llo~y m'ly be 

ascribed to the effort s by mana~ent to ~ppear benevolent and 

... l · .... "' h · · · t .t-.P. p_-rob l ems o_f' ,_· n,4.l.· <:c,_· pl_i nP. . 57 
~o eren~ as we no ~e~ ~.en a~scuss~ng _ _ --

One change that is evident ~ithin the complaint s a bout :nanagecent 

is a decline in the charges levelled agains~ lo~er mana~ers anc 

di r ect supervisors ~nd a corres pon~in~ incre 3se in co~plaints 

directed s~ainst t heir s uperiors . ~hile there is i nsufficient 

st.:.rvey da t a t o confirm or dis~rove t his ss a .gener'3. l t ende ::cy, 



some polls indicate decreasing w6rker dissatisfaction with the 
58 lower echelons of management. 

More det:\iled light is shed on ·,vorkers' attitudes to man'3geruent 

by the assignment of responsibility and blame in the letters sent 

to Trud . Cne h~lf cf the letters direct their complaints a~ainst 

a specific target or targets. In 1964 nearly JO per cent of the 

individu~ls and bodies named lie outside the enterprise , in the 

reform years the proportion of such 'external' targets falls to 

just unde r a quart er of the t otal . By the 1970s, as a result 

of t te rise in supply complg i~ts which a re usually made against 

ether e~terprises or hi gher adrr.inistrative boc ies, t~e n:?.:ning of 

external ta~gets increases. 3ut even with this fluctuation i n 

the overall level , the majority of targets re:nain internal and 

managemen~ centred. Two changes take place in 

t he distribution of targets within the management category . 

?irst, the proportion of lower managem::=mt and supervisory 

personnel f al ls from a third of all management t arge t s i n 1964 

to a quarter in the l a t e sixties and a fifth in the seventies. 

This might be explained by a gre13.ter cohesion of the shop uni t 

and the wieer scope of res?onsibility and accountability of 

e~terprise level management under reforr. connitions . 

The secane change consists in t he decrease in the nurr.be r 

of tiilies m~nage~ent elcne is ~ade t he butt of explicit criticism. 

Be t ween 1964 and· the 1970s t he .number of such references 

falls from a half to a qu~rter of a ll tsr~ets . Inste~d of 

being cal:ed to account on its o~n , mana~ement is call~d 
u~-Cn 

to account collective'!.y with the enterpr:.sejorggnisat i on. 

The number of references to such joint union-management targets 

doubles between 1964 and the 1970s to comprise one in four of all 

targets. This rapii increase can be traced to an apparent shift 

in ~orkers ' perc,,t i ons of responsibility : in 1964 complaints 

about work co~ditions and organisati on are directed at mana~ement 

~lone w~ile in the late sixties and to a far ~~eater extent in 

the 1970s they are targetted 3t ~anage~ent ~nd union<the ?arty 

is n~~ed as a target only once and that is in 1964) . The shift 

towards joint responsibili ~y could be seen as the result of greater 

union powers in the enterprise . 59 The greeter onus of responsi~ility 

17 
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placed on the union in the area of ~ark conjitions and or~8nisation 

is not fully reflected in the overall. fi~ure for union t argets which 

sho~s a rise of only five per cent bet~een 1964 ~nd the 1970s. This 

is due to a compensatin~ fall in complaints that hold t he union 

to bla:ne for lo·.ver mana~emen:t. violation of 1'3bour regulat i cr.s and 

a decline in the number of compl3ints gbout general union ~ork and 

union democracy. 

Turning from tar~ets to the crit i cs themselves, we find tha t 

a breekdown of letters by sector of or~gin yields no great surprises. 

2alf the letters come from the heavy industrial sector , pArticularly 

from machine - building These letters focus on problems of ~ark 

c·)n~~ i tions anC. work org.e.nis:;;tion. One -.vould expect tt:e he'1vy indt,;.stry 

sector to be the most prominent not merely because of i ts size i n 

the economy ~ut also because of its high skill levels and i t s prestige 

which might increase the chances of its letters being pu~lished. 

~ining provides 10 to 15 per cent of a ll letters, ccncentr~ti~g on 

living as well as on work conditions. The remaining 35 to 40 per 

cent is shared proportionately bet~een manufact uring , transport 

and construction; the iast ha ving more th~n its due snare. These 

s~alle~ sector le tters focus on ~ark conditions , pay, infringements , 

management conduct and services. 

The balance bet~een individual and ~roup authored letters remains 

remar!<.3bly-· cons t ant over t!".e period. Apprcxim8tely 45 9er cer: t of -

letters a~e written by sin~le workers, 40 per cent by s~sll 

~roups of less then five workers and 15 per cent by larger gr oups 

whic~ often extend to a score of workers and occasionally into 

the hundreds. Thi s means that the great majority of si~nAtories, 

though not necessarily the majority of authors, a re involved i n 

this type of spontaneo~s 9ctivity within a group franework. From 

the limited infor~ation given in the letters , it appears that 90 

per cent of si~natories are men and that the ~reat majority are 

eithe~ semi - skilled or ski lled workers. Going on the findin~s 

of the Komsomolskava -:JravC:.a survey, most of tLe letter 'vri te:::'s 

1 ' ' ' -'-h ' th' t . f t. 60 wou a oe 2n ~ .e1r 2r 1es or or 2es. · 

Letters si~ned by in~ividuals - these come l2rgely froTJ 

non- heavy industrial sectors- tend to make a sin~le co~~lai~t; 

most frequently this relates to factory an::l gener2l facilities, 

equip:nent, m3n::.~ement cor.duct , infr in2,;e::1ent of l ,qbour !"e,sulations a_.._.\ 
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r e t a il deficiencies . Group letters , comin~ predo~inantly f rorn 

tte heavy i:1:lustri~l and m:i·nin£S sectors , concentr-3 te t he i r at t e!'ltion 

on the following issue areas : livin~ con:ii tions ; :b"'...cb tend to be 

the subject of large group complaints , wo r king conditions snd 

work or~anisation . The late sixties in particul ar see a rise 

i n the number of work or ganisation grievances put forward by 

l a rge groups . Lastly , as we have elready noted , m~ny of the 

compl 3ints concer ning s upplies '3re backe d by t he wei,ght ·:> f 

a la rfSe g::=-oup . It s eems t o be t he case tha t i n many i ss ue 

a re as the graver t he complaint the l:~ rger t he numbe::=- of sign~to ::=-i es. 

There is also a r elationship between the number of signator ies 

and the status of the targe t against whic~ the compl;i~t is made . 

Inkeles and Geiger ,in a study of critical letters to sever~ l 

Sovi et dailies over twent y years a;o, found a degree of s t a t ua 
1'1 

corre l ation betwe en cri t ics ~nd ta r~ets~ Jhile there is no 

s t r ict relat i onshi p in our sampl e , there is a tendency for 

i ndi vidual workers t o se t their sight s at $Bna~e~ent , union 

or local administration , leavin~ t~e higher targets to lar~er 

gr oups . 

T~e tone and style of the gre:t majority of letters is 

s traightforward and informative ra'!:har t Lan argumentative . 

~ost of t~e a ut hors a ttempt to le~it ima te t he i r co~plaints 

by refe r e nce t o wi de r i n t erests , usually thos e of t he shop 

or pl ant workforc e. Althou~h the l etter s of ten stress t ha t 

t he si t uation is leadin~ to waste and ineffi~iency and 

ocassionally put in a word a bout t!:!e ~ood of t!!e ;,vhole economy , 

t hey very r~rely resor t to slogans . In this sense the letters 

reflect the real t hinking and concerns of their authors rather 
62 th<: n ~urrent propa~anda . 

A~0ut on e i n every four l etters does ~ore t ha;. merely s t a t e 

a complaint or gr ievance but details the unsuccesJful efforts 

t hat have already b een made to resolve tte ~atter t~rough 

re~~lar channels . Ar. acc~~ula tion o: :rustra~ion particul3rly 

cons picuous in collectively authored le~ters . One ~n t~o of 

the l~rger groups make clear that th~y are writing to Trud 
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as a last resort . Suet frustration ~ives rise to an ' ex treme ' 

tone in only a very smgll pro?ort i on of letters - 7 per cent 

in 1964 ~~d half t~at ir. the 1970s . T~ese letters fqll into 

t wo roughly equal cate~ories which ·.ve shall call t he 1an;;;ry ' and 
I I t he helpless. The f irst c~te~ory letters acop t an aggressive 

tone and often bitte rly criticise their t~r~ets; t hey ~re 

~ritten both by indivi~uals and ~roups and cover a wi~! cross-

section of issues . The seco~d cgtegory of 'extreme ' letter s 

tend to 
, . 

emp.1.as~se des~':lrat ior:. a::1d plead for help and 

advice. They are most often 3.Ut t ored by :~roups sr:.d co:n~only 

relate to livin~ conditions . Althoug~ such letters probably 

get prompt attention from Trud , there is still a good ctance 

tha~ like the najority of sr~~ers of critical letters.these 

~roups ~ill be disa ppointed with the result of the i r complaint. 63 

They mi ght try writing a ' helpless' l etter to the Central Co~~itt ee64 

or failin2; t hat , they can ·a nd very occasionall y co resort 

to the most drastic for~ of spontaneous activity - collective 

protest . 

Industrial 3ction 

The offic ial Soviet position on industrial action is ~ell 

known : strikes are not proscri~e6 as illegal actions but dismissed 

as tot3lly unnecessary in conditions of socia lism. There are no 

si~ns of the Soviet ~uthorities followin~ their Yu~oslav a nd 

Hungarian counterparts i!l allowi ng very short strikes some 

l . t. . - - fl . t . t . 6 5 
eg~ ~~scy as s~gnais or con -~c Sl uet~ons . 

~espite official disapproval Soviet workers do occasionally 

resort to this extreme form of spontaneous action. After t he 

relatively s trike- prone 1920s stopp~ges almos t disappeared 

until the mid-1 350s . Since then we have h~d ~ steady trickle 

of strike re~orts , r unning at a fe~ per ye~r , at ~ost a ~oze~ 

in the pe~k 9eriod of 1959- 63 . An examination of tte ~qin 

sources of such renorts vields~ a total of 60 stoppages over 

t . t t . . . 66 (' . . h h . 1 ne wen y year per~oc . "'~ven t hat· .e<3vy censors. ~p surro,:n~s 

all such conflicts we would have to multiply this fi ~ure to 

~et any~here near the re~l total . ~owever , it would be unrealistic 
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put it at more than e few dozen strikes ~er ye8r. One has to 

careful to ~uard a;ainst 9 tendency to react to Soviet deni3ls 

of conf lict oy insisting t hat ler~e-scale conflict and contestati on 

in this form ~ust exist. The low level of t his type o~ spont aneity 

can be attri~uted to two sets of factors . 

First t here ere t he obvious ne~at~ve constraints operating 

a>:;3inst strike .... . ac ... l.on . ~anagement, the unions and the Party 

as well e.s the security services all ·,wrk to nip ·any cc::!fli ct in 

the bud . ~ore important a re the positive factors that ?re-empt 

recourse to collective and spontaneous protest. Jrievances can 

be chanelled throu;h the Youth League, the Farty end particularly 

t hough the unions ; tbere is slso ~n elaborate di sputes proc~dure . 

Outside t hese established institutional channels t~ere are the 

V'3.rious outlets for spontaneous activity that ~e have 

already discussed. ?inally, the potential arena for con~lict is 

circu:::.scribed by the li:nited scope of mo::na:;;e:r.ent dec ision-:nakin2; 

'3-nd management is ;;·ener.O!lly acco:mnoda ting in arees Nhere it does 

have the final ~ord. As we noted ~hen ex~minin~ the problem 

of indiscipline, most directors ere ~nxious to be flexible and 

management - ~orkforce relations are ~enerally good. 

':ihat strikes do occur are very short: some last fo-:: only 2 

fe~ hours and most do not go beyond a day, two a t t he outside. 

This brevity c~n partly be ex?l~ined in . . . ... ~ 

or~anlsa.~lona~ .errns. 

Being essentially spontaneous re?.cticns to management measures , 

these strikes have '3.n extremely low level of orsanisation 0-::' 

none at all. At best;temporary spokesmen are selec ted in an 

ad hoc fashion to put forwa.rd 'Horkers' demands ; t'3.ctics a re 

l argely i mprovised. Sowe reports of more recent strikes do, 

ho~ever, ment ion ·~orkers' representatives' and indicate a 

higher -311 round level of pre;Jara tion. 67 The reasons for 

such paucity of or~!nis~tion are l~rgely connect ed with the 

general cor...: t reints operating Bgeins t 3ll such spontaneous 

~ctivity, Potential leaders a re Gitter incorpor~t ed i n to 

the ins t itutional network of the enterprise, bought off 

or di smi ssed . The personal cost of involvement in tte 

orgenisation of strike Rctivity is high as sec~rity services 
.co 1 68 lrequent y round up 'ring-le~ders' after the event. Given 



these constrain tEt it.~ not ~:;urprisin;; tha t strikes are u.:;u~ lly 

rest~icted to one e~terprise ; occesionelly ot~er ~orkers co~e out 

i~ sy~p~t~y in ~eighbouring pre nts , but only in one instance, t hat 

of the Do~bqss stri kes of 1962, i s there eny indic~tion o: planned 

coor~ination of s tri~e activity over a ~ider are~ . 
69 

Anothe r reason for t he ephemer~lity of s trike action is the 

speed of response and concession . Because this type of spontaneity 

is reg~rded as not only econo~ically but ~lso politically end 

ideolo~ic~lly highly undes irable , the euthorities 3re elmost 

invariably !lexible and accoc3odat ing . According to the scale of 

t !:e ac tion and the i::1portance of t~e enterprise, represents. ti-r-e s 

of t :1e local ~c~inistration, the ministry or ev en of the Politburo 

a rrive on t he scene , often within a matter of hours . They us ua l ly 
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scopt the rols of understanding medi~tors . They concede t~ the 

workers' main demands and a lso frequent ly Jismiss the most unpo9ul ~r 

loc~l ~ana~ement offici~~s . ~his is usually er.ough to get a retur~ 
70 t o rtork . 

~hy snd ho~ strikes happen is more complex t hen t heir settlement . 

Th~re is nothing like enou~~ inforx~tion for any ~ensr~lis~tions 3ocut 

tt~ strike- proneness of v~rious sectors. One ca n only note that 

cons truction workers seem to fi gure in n•ny instances,presumably 

because of their ~enerally poor and uncertain conjiti ons of ~ork . 

The other group which eppea rs p3rticulerly liable to t 3ke this for~ 

of spont ~necus action are t he miners - tere cohesion ar-d high 
7 1 expect ations can reasonably be assu::1ec to play 3D i:nport~nt p~rt . 

The degree of manAge men t responsibility for the outbreak of 

s trikes i s much clearer . ~ost stop9eges a re preceded by a build -

up of suspicion be tween management and workforce that is nurtured 

by a l ack of communication. It is oft en t he ~ny in which cert~in 

r:1easures .-:re i :-: t rocu.ced r~ ther tta:1 the ir substence that cre:ttes t he 

ange r which fuels this t ype o! spontaneity. ·~orkers are sc~etimes 

?rompt ed to t3ke action by managexent r efusal even to discuss t hei r 

dem3nas. 72 ~nterestin~ly enough , survey ~a t?. on the division of 

responsibility for la~our 1isputes that 8re settled ~y i~stitutional 

meer.s cor.firm man~~ement ' s ·:~acing rol~ ' i~ brin~ing about conflict. 

In a pol~ condu~tec in 1964,u~ion enter?rise co~mittee chai~en and 



members of the disputes commission were 3l~ost unanimous in 

blaming ~ar.agement and even one in f0u~ management respondents 

assi~ned responsibility :; to the ir o~n colleagues . An e~ual 

~umber o~ managers ci t ed unfounded ~orkers' de~ands as t he cause 

of dis~utes, an opinion shared per~aps predictab~y by only one 

in six of tteir union and disput es commission counterparts. 73 

The issues and de~ands that lead to s~rike act i on fall into 

two groups : t hose relating to general livin~ condi tions and those 

involving the factory situation . Eousing and food are in the 

forefron t of a ~igh ~roportion of stoppa~es . In both cases 

workers' spcrtaneous action takes the for-m of a protest direct ed 

not only <:u~ainst man2gement but also a~ainst local authorities . 

As in the letters to Trud,hous ing i s often a gr ievance 

put fo~ward by large groups of workers wto usu;;lly de:n~nd only 

the fulfilment of long-s tandin~ but oft broken promises . 74 The 

price or shortages in the supply of food ?.re perhaps tte most 

persis t ent of strike issues . ?ood fi;ures in t he gr-eat ~ajority 

of stoppages to the mid-i 96qs 2nd in a s ood few up to the end 

of the decace . ~ In. these cases it is freQuently a sudden 

deterior~tion of an alresdy bad si tuation that prompts workers 

to take ~ction anc dema~d that thi~gs be at least restor-ed to 

the s t atus cuo ante . 75 
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Strike actions relating to the factory situatio~ lar gely centr€ 

on the question of pay . • Uost strikes of this kind are sparked by 

~ chsnge in norns or an a ijus t mer.t of se~e other sort that means 

an effective loss in earnings . The ~orkers usu~lly only dem3~d 

t hat rates be restored to t heir old level. As with food, spontaneous 

action is undertaken in order to ge t restitution and not to improve 

on the pre - exis t ing state of affairs. ~orkers ' strike behsviour 

~ccords wi t h their atti t:;.des in lAbour disputes . :.1a-:-y :'icAuley 

concluded from her study of s uch dis putes between 1958 ar.d 1965 

that Soviet ~orkers chal~enged attempts to wor sen thei -:' existin~ 
. t . b t . . ~ "' f ,.. t... "l . t. 76 

pos~ ~on u a ~~ no. press or ~e ver con ~~ 1cns . 

However , there have be~n some si~ns of change since the mid -

1960s. 3y ex;>2:1cing; mang!Seme:1.t powers , e:::onomic r efer:::: ony have 

created more reasons for ~an!ngement-workforce :::ollabora tion but 

it has also ~ultiplied the potenti~l points of ~o~flict between 

them. 77 The pressure for grea t er- productivity ar.d the encouragement 



lgbour force rejuot i cns is a c;se in poi~t . ~orkers have ~aised 

objectiocs to tr3nsfers ;nd redundancies though t he r e is only one 

reported instance of strike a ction being t aken . 78 The ~rowth in 
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the import~nce of premia and bonuses lin~ed to enterpris e perfor~ance 

has brought with it an i ncrease in pay ~ispute~~ Pay h3s als o ~eco~e 
an even greater focus for strike act±on. Although such action is 

still primarily by reduction of or t hreats to existins levels , 

strikers have be~un to demand increases.80 

Unde r certain condi tions , s trike action can spi l l over into wi der 

worke~-led spontaneous protest. There are only a fen ins t ances of 

this occurring in the Sovi et Union , the oos t notab~e being Novccherkassk 

in 1962 . The strikes that sparked off such protest s were only 

unusual insofar as they involved l arge nu~bers of young workers 

and were badly mishandled by loca l officials far frcrn Moscow a~d 

central adv ice. It was the failure of l ocal officials to discuss 

workers ' demands t~at led in the "f irst place to demonstrations in 

t he s tree t s by strikers. At this juncture t he i ssue of food - either 

a short age as in Temir - Tau or an increase in prices as in Novocherkassk­

provided a vital link between the strikers and the l ocal populace. 

The use of force against the de~onstrators only cemented this l ink 

and turned what were initially protests a~a inst specific mes sures 

into riots in which a ·.vhole '3 rray of l a t .ent discon t ents W3 S expressed 

in a ttacks on ?uildin~s symbolis ing governme~t , Party and police 

power . Like the str ikes from which t hey evolved these protests 

were short - lived . ~esponse from cectral authorities was more drastic 

than to factory - limited strikes b&rt follov;ed t he same lines. 81 

Since 1963 there hav e been very few prot es ts of this kind and 

none a ppr oaching the scale of Novocherkassk . The main reason is 

t hat the necessary co~ditions have not rec~r~ed - flux and general 

uncertainty have declined, the standard cf li vin;;; has i:n?roved and 

food price i ncreases a r e avoided or imp!ement ed ~ore slovly and 

ca utiously . The Polish events of 1970- 71 and 1976 s e rve to re~ind 

the Soviet l eadershi p of the nan.gers of ci.oin;s other'lii se . 

~ecent i nstances o~ ~ider socia l protest h;ve not only been far 

smaller t han t hose of t he 1959- 63 period but have also involved 

workers l ess c entrally . Inste~d of strikes leadin~ directly to 
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demon s tra tions and r iots , workers ha v e been involved as participants 

in spontaneous protests ~~ainst fcod short~~es a;.d ir. ?3 rticul~r 

agains t ~ilitia ~isconduc t . ~ore si~nifican tly , nearly all t hese 

protests hav e t~ken place in the Ukraine and most have had s tro~~ 
82 

Ukrain~an national ist overtones . 

Nationalism i n the Ukreine , and possibly in the 3altic st3tes , 

seems to be the only link connecting ~orkers ' spontaneous sctivity 

with political action of any kind . There ·.vas no r esponse to the 

ca lls £or workers ' strikes by the Ci tizens ' Co:nmi ttee i n 1972 and 

workers ~eneral involvement in t he Russi~n dissident movement has 

been mini ma l. Intellectual "dissenters ' ap~arent l ack of interes t 

in coo~eration and their occasional expression of mistrus t a= the 

·.vorkers makes any change unlikely . Zven in the Ukr.'3ine the level 

of wor kers' involvement is rela t i v ely low : a count of 530 si~natories 

of petitions and pr otests sho·.ved t hat workers constituted 13 per ce.fit3. 

Some Ukra i ni an ·uorke r s certainly r eser. t t he eradic3tion of their 

national cu~ture , others object to havin~ Russi~n bosses but t~e 

gr ea t majori ty will no t voice a pro t est let 3lone tg~e ~ ctian 

a~ainst centrgl author iti es . At t he most , like t he Kiev construction 

·.vorkers , whose letter to .the -::entr3l Com::Ji ttee is the only s ubsto;nt i "'l l 

worker authored sa:r:izdat daument to reach t he ·.vest , ·.vorkers 

appeal for t heir econom~c rights rather than ris~ spoiling their 

dhances of success by r aising wide~ political issues . 

Concl usions 

The tota l nu:nbe r of ·;;orke r s involv-ed ~n all the types of 9..ctivity 

ex~ mined is very large ; •¥ere ~.cne t o inclu~e a l l those ·;;ri ting letters 

to the pr ess a t all l evels perhaps one in every t hr ee workers could 

be said t o t Bke part i n s ome form of spon t a neous ac t ivity . Overall 

l e ve l s of spontaneity t~ve not chsnged much since the early 1960s . 

Job c~~n~ing ~nd in=iscipline have prove d re:r:ar~ably r esistant tc 

counte r - measures , thcush ' sli ght decli~es in both have t~ken ?lace 

i n the 1970s . 

Pred i ctably, the youn~ s t a nd out as the most volat ile "'ln<i spontaneous 

~roup of ~orkers . They chac~e jobs most f r equently and tend t o be 

in the f ront line of pr otest actions . 3ut spont~neous activity 

is not t~e preserve of t he young • Older ~orkers ere incre~sin~ly 

taking par t in job changin~ snd hsve 3lways constituted the core 

of the i nj isciplined . I t i s likely that they ~re ~lso t he most 
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assiduous letter writers and , :tl t ho;Jgh 'Ne have no e'rLier.ce f:.:;r 

this, it is reasonaoL' t o ::1ssume that sponta!!eous indu::>trial 

action is a lso l ed by older.Qore experienced ~orkers . Spont aneity 

i s thus beco~ing increasingly diffused t hrougout t he Norkforce a nd 

cannot be dismissed as marginal · a ctivity by pszoipheral' groups 

of '.':orkers. 

~orkers reasons and ob jective s for under taking spontaneous 

ac t ivity vary grea tly with e.ge, sex, skill and education bu t 

certe in general tre~Cs r ec ur i n all the types of act i vity v:e h3\i''e 

ex~rnined . ~hile in the early 1360s t~e ·. issues t ha t prompt ed 

action were rela ted to basic living condit i ons, by t he c id-

sixties conditions at ~ork had beco~e as or even more i mporta nt a 

s timulus. And since t he late sixties wor kers have oeen increasin~ly 

inclined to t ake spont~~ous action bec3use of di ssatizf2ction 

·.vi th t '.:e ·:t<J..y in whi ch their ··.vork is organised. i3e tte r con~i tions 

of wor k and higher pay h~ve nurtured hi~her ex?ecta tions and a 

core ~ositive and demanding a ttitude . This is reflected in tte 

recent tendency of workers to protest not only against a deteriorat ion 

in existing conditions but to take a ction to press for i~prove~ent s . 

Such changes in motives and objec tives can be seen as conco~itants 

~eneral economic and sociel dev~lo p~e nt. Economic re:or~ has 

also affected t he situation inasmuch as grea ter managemen t powe r 

vis- a-vis t he ~orkforce ~as increased t~e scope for spcnt3neous 

activity at ent erprise level, particul arly for ·activity by · grc~ps 

cf workers. But per~aps t he most importan t effect of the chan~e 

in economic cliTJste has been to incre~se the cost of S?ont:.ne8US 

:;orke rs ' activity. 'ifhe n ecor:o1:1ic growth was tt:e main ooject i ve, 

all types of s ponta neous act i vity were f unctional, they served as 

usef ul and'relatively inexpe nsive outlets for workers ' dissatisfaction 

·;tith what 'Nere often very bad conC.itions . As l abour pr-cductiv ity 

and quality have risen in importance , so the cost of spontane~us 

':;orkers' a ctivity 1:3 £ s piralled. Job cha!!.?,in£; a nd indiscipline 

may p;ovide e release for the discontented worker, but t hey 

a~a increasingly dysfunctional i n t erms of t he ~hol e s ystem . 

Hence t he ·sustained attempt to reduce · indisc i pl i ne ~nd 

t u~nover and to generally ti ~hten up t ~e work s itua t ion . This 

tightening pl us tte extension of mena~ement power t:ave c ha nged 



what was long 3 ra l ativel y easy climate on the shop floor . Thcae 

measures may ~gve succe edee in reeucin~ s lightly t~e l ev e ls of 

individu~listi~ spont aneous ~ctivity but they could prompt an 

increase in group S?ontane ity directed, like all true 'Leninist' 

~orkers ' spontaneity, to~a rds i~provins the e~onomic pos ition 

of i t s members . 
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