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			ABSTRACT    The socialist industrial managers were a specific elite group within Czechoslovak society. During the era of normalisation, their position was so solid that they could assertively manifest particular interests. At the same time, they were confronted with the demands of various political circumstances. First of all, they were bound by the production plan, which was set by the ministries for individual production sectors. At the same time, the functioning of enterprises was connected to the system of state administration. Most notably, the factories were under the steady control of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. This article ponders the uneasy relations of directors with multiple centres of power: the ministries, societal organizations, and both local and central organs of the Communist Party. The focus on “interests”, “groups”, and “conflict” reintroduces classic debate between proponents of pluralism and corporatism – both addressing the mode of interest representation. The core of the text, based on research on the realities of one particular factory, is a discussion on the conflict between ideological and technocratic/expert demands which directors were supposed to deal with.

			KEYWORDS    corporatism, pluralism, Soviet-type regime, normalisation, Czechoslovakia, conflict, expertise

			Introduction

			The question of what role expertise and experts should have in the political realm has been a constant topic in the field of political theory. In political practice, this issue confronts agents both in democratic states and in dictatorships. Soviet-type regimes were no exceptions. In post-WWII Czechoslovakia, the urgency of this problem appeared most clearly during 1968, when a technocratic vision of a more rational management of society appeared against a radically democratic concept of self-government (Štefek 2021). The suppression of the Prague Spring after 1969 meant the eradication of mutually conflicting discourses and representatives of various intellectual tendencies proposing different political and economic reforms. While the radical-democratic vision of self-government was firmly rejected and discredited (Fišera 1978), the scientific-technical revolution concept (STR) transferred easily to the post-1968 era. The STR was a vaguely defined “concept of the close relationship among scientific progress, technological development, and social change” (Sommer 2017: 100). Its most influential Czechoslovak proponent even pondered an idea that scientific and technical progress goes hand in hand with the emergence of communism (Richta 1969: 10). Elements of the theory could be used, because of its political sterility, for the normalisation discourse and official Party documents and programmes after 1970. Although the STR was a kind of safe intellectual shelter, there were some limits when it transferred to the sphere of political practice. In this article I intend to analyse the conflict of technocratic and Party-ideological influences taking place inside the socialist enterprise between the management and various political and societal groups. I argue that the incorporation of the STR discourse certainly did not eradicate conflict between ideologues and technocracy. On the contrary, it was difficult for “technicians” (whether individuals or expert groups) to argue with the Party dogmatists who spoke the language of science and technology. To analytically capture this conflict, I decided to study the perspective of key agents of the decision-making process – the industrial managers. Socialist enterprise was in fact a key political unit of the Soviet-type regime. Back then, almost all political and social activities were organized at the workplace. Party bodies in some huge or strategic factories possessed political powers comparable to district (okres) Party committees. Regardless of the size or character of the production of the factories, managers were political agents that can be clearly described as both objects and subjects of the decision-making process. The middle-level analysis – still poorly represented in the research – is not merely a look at the regional history. On the contrary, the perspective of production spaces may be valuable for studying the decision-making process as a whole, because socialist managers could have been bound up with institutions at all levels (central, regional, local, state and party) and they were supposed to play many formal and notably informal roles in a very complicated political structure. Furthermore, different expectations were placed on directors by different situations; industrial managers were supposed to change roles accordingly. 

			Being an industrial manager during the socialist era in the Eastern bloc was a very dynamic profession. The logic of directors’ positions changed over time. While the 1940s and 1950s “red directors” were appointed solely on a political key to transform and maintain power of the Party in the factories, the incoming generation of managers was supposed to conform not only to power-ideological, but also some vocational criteria connected with the transition (or attempt to transition) from extensive to intensive development of industry.2 Since the 1960s, the cadre policy of the Communist party took into consideration education and erudition of those who were appointed (Štefek 2019: 36). However, this shift of the criteria was closely connected with the fascination of science and possible revolutionary consequences of the STR for the socialist countries. Thus, in spite of modest “rationalization” of Czechoslovakia’s economy, directors managed “their” enterprises in the framework of rationality which was different from western capitalist models. As Vítězslav Sommer stated, “the task of the manager was either securing economic and organizational effectivity comparable with the performances of a capitalist firm or carrying out the socio-political strategies of the regime” (Sommer 2019: 111). What does it imply? The socialist managers were confronted with conflicting and often contradictory demands arising from multiple political instances, agencies, and authorities. At the same time, directors and vice-directors were, to various degrees, participants in Party politics due to overlapping roles. (A professional Party apparatchik could not simultaneously be a member of the plant management, while the director could be – and very often was – a member of the district Party committee.) Moreover, managers not only faced the pressures of different interests, but they also occasionally acted as bearers of specific interests. In spite of the limitations of their power, socialist managers had a unique position among the elite. Their success depended on how well they could deal with the overlapping roles. (At the same time, the success was measured differently by different agents.) Thus, for the middle-level analysis, it is very useful to observe polity and the decision-making process through the lens of directors. Thanks to their perspective one can learn a lot about both the elite positions and demands of rank and file. 

			First of all, directors were, in their everyday operation, bound by the production plan, which was set by the government for individual production sectors. At the same time, the functioning of enterprises was linked to the system of state administration: National committees (Národní výbory – units of the state administration) ruled and coordinated employment, public transportation, and protection of the environment – all agendas connected with the life of the factories. Most importantly, enterprises were under the steady control of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. To varying degrees, managements were directly accountable to the central, regional (kraj), and district (okres) Party organs. The factory itself was a kind of institutional system in which the conflicting interests of many actors were manifested. In the first place, the factory Party committee (usually called the All-Factory Committee) exercised the so-called “right of supervision”. The Revolutionary Trade Union Movement, the Socialist Youth Union, and other social organisations of the National Front were also influential actors in representing the interests of its members, even though those agents were also under the supervision of the Party. 

			The factory as a focal point of social science research is not a new topic; empirical work based on archival research is still lacking though. Since the 1950s, the reflection of industrialization and its consequences has been a crucial research area in the field of Sovietology and the social sciences in general. As early as 1954 Barrington Moore Jr. anticipated the “possibility that those who now [after Stalin’s death] make national economic policy might become identified with, or even dependent upon, specific group interests or in effect bureaucratic empires within the dictatorship” (Moore 1954: 36). He also predicted prospective future dominance of the “technical-rational and formal legal features” in the Soviet system of government (Moore 1954: 223). A similar thesis soon became prevalent among western scholars. Zbigniew Brzezinski, to cite one of the most respected students of the USSR, linked industrialism with the decline of totalitarianism: “Totalitarianism, in the extreme form of this argument, is thus to disappear imperceptibly and unintentionally. As stability, predictability and overall rationality set in, fear, terror, and arbitrariness will fade. […] This, together with the growing stability of various privilege groups, will in turn lead to a form of pluralism, suggestive of the existing democratic systems” (Brzezinski 1956: 758). A few years later Brzezinski and Huntington in their monumental comparative study of the USA and the USSR linked industrialization with pluralization (Brzezinski and Huntington 1978 [1964]: 11). Similarly, Frederic Fleron argued that “totalitarianism is also difficult to achieve in an industrialized society because there is a much greater amount of technical information that the monocratic political elite must extract from the specialized elites of society” (Fleron 1969: 237). The role of directors, the representatives of these “specialized elites of society”, in the key aspect of communist rule – the planning process, was clearly described by Alfred Meyer: “Planning in the USSR is more than mere commands issued at regular intervals by the central government. It is a continuous activity involving all levels of the economic administration, from the All-Union Council of Ministers down to every individual enterprise, farm, and workshop” (Meyer 1965: 395). Reflecting changes of the empirical reality of the USSR and its satellites in the post-Stalinist era, the above cited authors confirmed the central argument of the modernization theory about the connection between industrialism and pluralism (Apter 1965). Thus, interest became a key research area in the post-stalinist era; pluralism emerged as a standard concept in the field of the research. 

			I argue in this paper that the socialist industrial manager was most able to perceive a plurality of interests because he/she (but they were mostly men) was in contact with conflicting interests with which he had to coexist. In the subsequent text, I firstly discuss the key theoretical dispute between pluralism and corporatism – two competing theoretical frameworks focusing on representation of conflicting interests. Subsequently, I describe power relations in which directors had to work in the everyday life of “their” factories. 

			Between Pluralism and Corporatism 

			It took a long time before common social science concepts and theories became a standard component of research on Soviet politics. During the 1950s and 1960s, the term pluralism “was used pervasively in almost all literature dealing with groups in American political life”, argued Suzan Gross Solomon, (1983: 14) and added: “At its height, pluralism was even treated as a theory of politics” (Solomon 1983: 14) Thanks to H. Gordon Skilling, the prevalent theoretical perspective became a standard tool for the Soviet-type regimes study. With this theoretical transfer, Sovietology fully accommodated social science research standards; the field freed itself from esoteric theory (theories) of totalitarianism. Many of them “place such heavy emphasis”, as Azrael (1966: 177) remarked, “on political monolithism that they tend to deflect attention away from such aspects of Soviet politics as interest articulation and aggregation, alliance formation, bureaucratic bargaining, and so on”. Skilling’s adaptation of the group theory supposed that the USSR after 1953 “has been passing through a period of transition, characterized among other things by the increased activity of political interest groups and the presence of group conflict” (Skilling 1971: 19). However, this proposition was supported by many East European official scholars (Skilling 1966). From the mid-1960s, the development of Czechoslovak polity and society provided rich empirical material for testing Skilling’s theses. However, the resonating interpretation of the 1960s liberalization was based on the study of group conflict and pluralization (Brown 1966). In this theoretical perspective, the industrial managers were treated as representatives of a group interests clashing with other groupings (Hardt and Frankel 1971: 172). However, the group approach only gained ground when the dynamics of the Soviet regime and its satellites became evident during the Khrushchev era.

			In a classic Jowitt’s treatise, the author in his effort to capture the dynamics of Soviet-type regimes identifies “three elite-designated core tasks and stages of development. The first is transformation of the old society; the second is consolidation of the revolutionary regime; the third and current task is inclusion: attempts by the party elite to expand the internal boundaries of the regime’s political, productive, and decision-making systems, to integrate itself with the non-official (i.e., non-apparatchik) sectors of society rather than insulate itself from them (Jowitt 1975: 69). Institutional integration as an expression of a distinctive stage of development challenged, from the 1970s, the highly resonating pluralist group approach. Retaining interest as a core category, the Sovietologists were suddenly confronted with a new theory of corporatism describing a system of interest representation, known from various ideological and regime settings (clerical, fascist, democratic and communist). In the field of political science, it was defined by Phillippe Schmitter as “a system of interest representation in which the constituent units are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory, noncompetitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated categories, recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange for observing certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports” (Schmitter 1974: 93–94). Corporatism was – both in theory and practice – an apparent counterpart of pluralism, although its focus shared the same area of interest (i.e., interest representation) as well as a rejection of the totalitarian thesis on monolithism. Applied first to western democracies, it soon became a topic for non-democracy experts. It did not take long for scholars to associate the rise of corporatism in the USSR with the transition from the Khrushchev to the Brezhnev era. While the former was characterized by conflict and radical change, the latter was distinguished by the reconciliation of (internal) conflict and stability. Valerie Bunce described Brezhnev’s “developed socialism” as “a corporatist vision of a consensual society, in which conflict would be managed by an activist state through a series of deals struck between the state and functionally-based interests” (Bunce 1983: 134). 

			Although the pluralism/corporatism debate peaked half a century ago, it has not been replaced or surpassed by more recent theories. On the contrary, both approaches have taken root in broader conceptual frameworks used in the general study of polities and societies. Therefore, this debate should not be seen as obsolete. Thus, describing the onset of so-called normalisation in Czechoslovakia as an establishment of quasi-corporatism may be uncontroversial. While the eradication of the Prague Spring was marked by destroying independent groupings and a huge purge, the creation of the new regime was characterized by an effort to birth a broad compromise. (In this sense, I would propose using the term “compromise” rather than “consensus” because the later term implies participation of free agents.)3 The sphere of industry came, in the initial phase of normalisation, to be a key priority for reconstruction. That is to say, democratization of factories in 1968–1969 (the establishment of workers’ councils, the election of management) belonged to the most visible manifestation of the disruption of the leading role of the Party. Thus, after the purge at the top institutions, , the middle and lower levels came next. 

			At the level of factories, the directors (survivors of purges of 1970 or newly appointed cadres) found themselves in a new situation: They did not have to face pressure from workers’ councils (abolished in 1969/1970) and the branches of the Trade Union, which emancipated themselves from the Party during the Prague Spring and became subject to the communist elites again after 1969.On the other hand, managers were experiencing reestablished supervision of the Party structure which was recovering from the 1968 disintegration. Generally speaking, with the end of the 1960s economic reforms, the Czechoslovak economic system slowly shifted, using the Monitas’ (1970: 122–123) typology, from the decentralized-administered to the centralized-administered type. While the former was characterized by lower reliance on hierarchically transmitted commands, the bottom-up planning (or at least a tendency to do so), and considerable managerial latitude, the latter was defined by a higher reliance on hierarchically transmitted commands, “top-down” planning (admitting, however, that the planning process was never one-way), and lower managerial latitude. The degree of managerial latitude was closely connected with the looseness of the recruitment. Using the Fleron’s corresponding scheme, the transition from the 1960s to the 1970s in Czechoslovakia could be also described as a shift from a cooptation system to an adaptive-monocratic system. One differs from the other in a way cadres are recruited – the former type is characterized by the opportunity to recruit non-partisans, while the latter relies predominantly on party cadres (Fleron 1969). The restoration of the Party leading role after 1970 at all levels was most obvious in the cadre policy. For the directors it was not possible to appoint, for example, their nonpartisan candidates to the management position any more. From 1970 onwards all cadre proposals were supposed to be confirmed, depending on the importance of the position, by the Party committee at the factory, regional or central level. Thus, many educated non-partisans suspected of disloyalty had to work under the “cadre ceiling”, i.e. in positions that did not meet their erudition. After 1970, there was another aspect of “normalisation” in enterprises. All-Factory Party Committees – organizational units bound up with regional Party Committees – were supposed to restore their “right of supervision”. It was a power defined by the Party status residing in an idea according to which the local Party boss was supposed to check the activities of the management (Šolc, Folprecht 1984: 47). After all, the struggle with the local party boss – the chairman of the All-Factory Committee – was a crucial relation. Together with the Trade Union chairman, they formed, as Jerry Hough reminds, “a three-man directorate – the triangle […], a term from the 1920s still used today” (Hough 1969: 95). As I shall demonstrate below, there were many possible modes for their mutual cooperation, even though the top leadership of the Party did not expect arbitrary patterns of cooperation/coexistence. Actual modus operandi depended largely on the personal traits of officials as well as on the role of the higher Party organs. It has been stated that the director retaining a political role at the district Party Committee could eventually win the favour of the Party apparatus resulting in the overshadowing of the Party boss in the factory. On the second end of the scale, a politically weak director could get the short end of the stick when struggling with a strong Party chairman acting as an agent of the District Party Committee. The role of the third side of the triangle, the Trade Union representative, varied similarly. Moreover, because the membership in the Trade Union was regarded as compulsory, it was impossible to free oneself from this role. 

			Viewed from the theoretical dispute between pluralism and corporatism, it was evident that after 1969/1970 the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia succeeded in eradicating the vast majority of independent groupings. Still, the Husák leadership was supposed to originate a new system of interest intermediation. (Or at least something that appears to perform such a role in a very differentiated society.) At the level of factories, the main task was to reject both the spontaneousness of workers’ activities and the above-mentioned arbitrariness of relations between managers and the Party officials. Therefore, the top leadership of the Party and the state tried to institutionalize the coexistence of key agents of interest intermediation. The overlapping of roles was one of the traits of a new (quasi-corporatist) system. The existing fusion of the Party and state clearly visible at the highest level (the Presidium of the Central Committee was an example of such fusion) worked not only at the regional level (okresy, kraje), but also at the level of factories. Members of the enterprise management usually were not members of the All-Factory Party Committee, but there were platforms gathering both sides (see next chapter). Furthermore, the top leaders of the regime were well aware of the necessity of the workers’ (seeming) incorporation. In 1972, the Secretariat of the Central Committee approved rules for production meetings (výrobní porada) and so called “permanent production meetings” (stálá výrobní porada). The former was a regular session of employees from a particular workshop or section, led by the foreman, the Trade Union representative and the Party cell leader. According to the Party statement, in the production meeting “there is a practical merging of workers’ views with those of managers” (NA, f. KSČ-ÚV-02/4, sv. 63, arch. j. 99, b. 16, Příloha III, p. 4.) The latter (i. e. permanent) was a formal body consisting of members of the factory managers, party bosses and representatives of Unions. 

			Permanent production meetings are the opposite of so-called workers’ councils, to which the right-wingers have entrusted a destructive task: They were supposed to eliminate the Party’s control over the national economy, to cancel socialist planning of the economic development to eliminate the trade unionist movement’s influence over economic development and its role – the provider of worker’s participation on the management of economy. (NA, f. KSČ-ÚV-02/4, sv. 63, arch. j. 99, b. 16, Příloha IV, p. 2)

			This type of institutionalization forced the factory management to make compromises on various levels. Being involved, directly and indirectly, in many political platforms, it was difficult for the director to act as an independent agent. For that matter, the official Czechoslovak “science of management” argued that beside the director, the representatives of the Communist Party and the Trade Union were all to take part in the management of the factory; all instances are supposed to be united in the decision-making process (Stříteský 1979: 29–30). In technical issues, the director could either make a compromise, or listen to the independent expert advice bypassing official institutional platforms. Doing that, he/she dangerously escaped the arena for institutionalized negotiation. Wise and brave directors had to act as such because the compromise with the Party was very often inconsistent with rational development and efficiency of the production. As time went on, the quasi-corporatist arrangement grew stronger in the pre-perestroika Czechoslovakia. Based on the Soviet experiment, the Czechoslovak industry introduced the “brigade system” (not to be confused with the Socialist work brigades which will be mentioned below). The model of brigades from 1979 responded to the economic stagnation of the Soviet economy. “The essence of these experiments is that workers within a factory or shop are organized into semi-autonomous brigades, an organizational unit created at the level of the immediate work group. Workers who had been under a single foreman might be divided into several brigades, each with a brigade leader”, states Darrell Slider (1987: 389). The most important aim of this model, soon established in Czechoslovakia as well, was to establish a khozraschet, the principle of self-financing (Slider 1987: 391) which was one of the tools of the perestroika reform after 1985. Besides, the creation of a novel intra-institutional structure complicated power relations inside the factory, because leaders of the brigade were supposed to be incorporated into the institutionalized compromise. Involving ordinary employees either completed quasi-corporatist fusion or limited directors to coopt expertise as a principal of decision-making. In the following section, I will attempt to illustrate that the above theoretical perspective is useful if we look at the everyday reality of the socialist factory. Corporatism in this case can be also used as a criterion for the selection of empirical material.

			1983: One Year in One Factory

			The micro-historical analysis can barely provide empirical material for generalization. Yet, as Kotkin’s ground-breaking book shows, it can offer a thought-provoking perspective from a lower institutional level and it can surely provide data for hypothesis generation. Intensive research of the large archival collection of the ceramic plant in Rakovník provided deep insight into changing patterns of behaviour of local elites.4

			Rakovnické keramické závody (RKZ) was established in 1883 in Rakovník, central Bohemia. From the beginning of the 20th century, it was known as a top-class producer of tiles and its brand RAKO. After the nationalization in 1946 and notably after the 1948 communist coup, the factory became part of the political system. As Stephen Kotkin stated, “Soviet production space was a focal point for the intersection of a variety of agencies” (Kotkin 1997: 197). The RKZ consisted of three factories (each subsidiary had its own director which was subordinated to the director of enterprise) no more than eight kilometres apart, located around the district city Rakovník. In the 1980s, the RKZ was the biggest employer in the district (okres), giving jobs to more than 1800 people. Considering its size and the character of its production, it can be described as a medium to high importance company. It was gathered, together with other ten ceramic plants in Czechoslovakia, into the production-economic unit Czechoslovak Ceramic Plants (VHJ ČKZ). The VHJs were an intermediate level of the planned economy administration hierarchically located between the ministry and the individual enterprise. It comprised the administrative apparatus and the directorate. Since the VHJ was kind of a “fictive” company without workers, the steady Party supervision absented. On the contrary, the premises of the RKZ factory (in this case the plant nr. 1 in the Rakovník district of Šamotka) contained not only large production halls, but also the headquarters and offices of the chairman of the Party All-Factory Committee, the Trade Union boss, the Socialist Youth Union officials and some other societal organizations. In the subsequent paragraphs, I will describe the life of the factory in 1983. I chose the timeframe of one year to show how much of the agenda was set in a relatively short time. I approach the description of the year 1983 specifically because that is when the transformation of power relations inside the enterprise took place. 

			During the normalisation era, experts were considerably limited in giving advice to managers who were supposed to effectively develop the production of the enterprise. Because alternatives to the planned command economy were taboo, development had to relate predominantly to technological innovation. Directors could rely either on volunteer innovators or to focus on importing modern technology from the West. Particularly in the RKZ, it was not easy to enforce the import of technologies. There was one important hidden player that complicated the director’s independent action. In the RKZ, there were, among employers, informers of the State Security (StB), the secret political police. As voluminous archival file documents, higher political authorities could be informed about a wide range of a director’s actions, including his foreign contacts and business trips. Thus, the presence of the StB agents complicated the director’s efforts to hide some strategic decisions from the Party which intended to intervene not only in personal issues, but also into technical problems. At the beginning of 1980s, the enterprise still produced a limited range of goods due to the outdated equipment, notably the obsolete kilns. The factory Party structure constantly vetoed western technologies that were prerequisites for modernization. However, during the building of the plant nr. 3 of the RKZ (opened in 1980), the StB secretly investigated the director’s correspondence and contacts with foreign firms (ABS, f. OB/MV, sig. OBŽ – 25419 MV, sv. 3). Thus, the vehement director’s (successful) press for the advanced technologies from the capitalist West was an occupational hazard. 

			Directors had to resolve within themselves a conflict between the expert-based plan of rational development of the enterprise on the one hand and a “corporatist compromise” that may have been inconsistent with expert opinions. (The Party’s clinging to the eastern technologies may be a clear example of this conflict.) However, it was not a question of either/or. First, directors were limited in the possibility to form a board of vice-directors, which means that the groups of managers may not have been uniform. Even though this was not the case in the RKZ of the studied period, the particular members of the enterprise management usually occupied some Party posts. Overlapping roles and the accumulation of posts was, presumably, a double-edged weapon. Thus, the director had to “check his six o’clock position” all the time and, simultaneously, it was a necessary and safe tactic for him to accept Party functions as well. (Members of the management usually were members of Party committees at the district level, lecturers of Party schools or members of Party commissions.) 

			The organizational rules of the RKZ enterprise defined relation between management and the Party as follows: 

			The principle of unity of the political leadership and the management is to be forced in the practice of the enterprise. Dealing with the economic questions, the leading role of the Party must be respected and all tasks are realized in accordance with the Party’s economic-political programme. (SOkA Rakovník, f. RKZ, Úsek ředitele, Organizační řád, p. 5) 

			Another difficulty arises with the following unwritten rule: The director was supposed to be responsive (and responsible) to all levels of the Party – from the resolutions of the Congress, the Central committee, through the individual demands of regional and district secretaries (the RKZ director was appointed after approval of the regional Party Committee), to the most frequent struggles with the chairman of the All-Factory Committee and the Party cells in general. During the 1980s, there were seven Party cells in the factory; approximately 20 percent of employees were members of the party (SOkA Rakovník, f. RKZ Rakovník, k. 1982–3, Zpráva o hospodaření n. p. RKZ Rakovník k 1. 1. 1983). Thus, basic cells of the Party were the first source of demands: Management was supposed to answer questions posed by ordinary members (SOkA Rakovník, f. RKZ Rakovník, k. 1. V5 – 1982, 1983, útvar VN). More importantly, the director or vice-directors had to take part in – as guests – regular meetings of the All-Factory Committee. Its chairman was a professional apparatchik employed and paid by the district (okres) Party Committee whose officials were expecting an assertive and authoritative exercising of the “right of supervision”. The Chairman resided in its office directly in the factory, while other members of the All-Factory Committee were ordinary employees. Thus, a chairman’s everyday activity consisted in constantly commanding the director and inspecting his activities. Thus, the All Factory Committee represented by the chairman had an ambition to be a kind of “shadow” management of the enterprise. Accomplishment of this task depended on the personal traits of both the director and the Party chairman. In the RZK, the director Václav Veselý was capable of overshadowing the weak apparatchik before 1982.5 In 1982, the new, younger and more assertive ideologue was appointed as party apparatus nominee. The All-Factory Party Conference in 1983 formally approved the nominee. In the same year, the director Veselý left the RKZ after 18 years (he became the director of the VHJ Cement and Lime plants). As a consequence, a totally new power relation between the enterprise management and the Party was established; the current vice-director was appointed interim director. Even though the Central Committee did not presuppose haphazard relations between the state and the Party branches, scholars may observe many models of coexistence – from the rather rare dominance of the cunning director (as was the case of the RKZ before 1983), through very common equilibria based on either consensus or even a struggle between the director and the Party, to the rough dominance of the Party chief over political unprotected technocratic management. Either way, the ability to manoeuvre and to pay lip-service to the All-Factory Committee remained among the most important skills of the director. Every single employee of the plant could know that the Party chief could have the ambition (and power) to intervene in virtually any issue of the administration. Clearly, the Party had the right – following from the system of nomenklatura – to approve almost all appointments to the factory management at all levels. When the director, for example, wished to hire an educated technician to the middle-level management (not to speak of the top management), he needed the approval of the Party (SOkA Rakovník, f. RKZ Rakovník, TN E – A5 – 1986). Here, we can see the main obstacle for expertise and rational management. Even though the education was, during the 1970s and 1980s a standard requirement for incoming leading cadres, the director was not a sovereign in recruiting the best people. In the RKZ, the director made informal relations with technicians who served in positions under the “cadre ceiling”. 

			In 1983, twenty-four meetings of the All-factory Committee took place. The director or someone from the highest management, usually a vice-director, was always present as guest. As the former acting director admits, “I used to go to the meeting to confess”.6 The minutes of the meetings (SOkA Rakovník, fond RKZ, k. 9. 1982–3) retain data on the way the “right of supervision” was exercised. First, the Committee acted as a kind of “transmission belt” for the higher authorities, notably the district level. Second, the body prepared all propagandist events (jubilees, holidays). Third, the Party in the factory directly influenced the technical decisions concerning technology of the production and modernization. Fourth, the Committee supervised the plan fulfilment and tried to enter the planning process using the so-called “workers’ initiative” (see below). And fifth, the Party supervised all organizational changes and personal affairs from the top management to the level of foremen. The director was supposed to respect the Party resolution and to fulfil the tasks imposed. 

			The production planning was a process in which directors played a considerable role. The seventh five-year plan for the period of 1981–1986 was, in fact, a law approved by the Federal Assembly.7 It generally stated, for the construction industry, “to secure sustained labour productivity growth”. Particular (and quantifiable specific) five-year plans for the whole industrial sector, the VHJs and particular enterprises were derived from the law – the five-year plan. Every VHJ got general requirements from the ministry. This included not only production demands, but also power supplies, quantification of workforces and wages (SOA Praha, f. ČKZ, k. 341). Thus, it was possible to make a strategic decision on development especially at the beginning of the planning process. Cunning directors were supposed to require more inputs (investments, energy) and promise less outputs (produced goods). The system did not motivate directors to overshoot planned production of goods, because the exceeding determined the plan for the subsequent year (Vilímek 2019: 118–119). Moreover, the management could not freely handle extra profit. The five-year plan for the factory was never a final document. In the general framework of the five-year plan, the management was supposed to prepare “implementation one-year plans”. Based on the result of the 1983 expected production and the assessment of technical conditions, the management of the RKZ approved the 1984 one-year implementation plan defining the amount of produced goods, number of employees, average wage, expected profit, and the energy savings (SOkA Rakovník, fond RKZ, k. 9. 1982–3). These macro-indicators could not be easily influenced by the Party. Yet, the All-Factory Committee was able to enter the planning process through (organized) “worker’s initiatives”. Stachanovite-like mobilization was, as Monitas (1970: 122–123) showed, a very typical organizational tool in the centralized-administered economic systems. In 1983, more than 89 percent of the RKZ employees were engaged in the individual or collective “socialist working commitments” made in honour of the centenary (SOkA Rakovník, EN, r. 1985, S3). The most common form of the initiative in Czechoslovakia (and other communist states) was the Socialist Work Brigades (BSP). The collectives of employees were urged to “spontaneously” establish the brigade and to adopt the “socialist commitment” – a task leading to an economic effect. The BSPs – usually small groups of people from one workspace – could potentially have several roles. They could be either formal or very active; either misused by the Party for propagandist reasons or useful for the production process; they could either constitute a real community with some participative ethos or remain as a formal group misused by the Party propaganda. BSPs could have either a destructive role in the planning process (the commitments could be inconsistent with a limited amount of raw materials) or could be helpful if a spontaneous group of technicians made a commitment to innovate in regards to machinery. In the second case, the director was supposed to be getting the brigade on his own side, or to establish a Complex Rationalization Brigade (KRB) – a gathering of technicians with a specific technological task. 

			Both BSPs and KRBs were part of the above-mentioned permanent production meeting which assembled representatives of distinctive interests in the factory (although it was not officially said so): This platform was institutionalized in the RKZ in 1983 after 12 months of experimentation at the behest of the Czech construction ministry. The new body consisted of 27 members (16 of them were workers), it gathered seven members of the highest management, five representatives of BSPs and KRBs, two innovators, seven trade unionists, two delegates of the Socialist Youth Union and four members of the All-Factory Party Committee and basic Party cells. Meetings dealt predominantly with technical issues concerning development of production. 

			Resolutions of higher Party Committees could considerably back the All-Factory Committee’s attempts to set technical issues into the agenda. In 1983, the 8th meeting of the Central Committee of the Communist Party approved “The report of the presidium of the Central Committee to the acceleration of the science and techniques on praxis.” Miloš Jakeš, the senior member of the Presidium, admitted the decline of the economy, and said:

			The analysis and gathered experiences show that the key problem rests in insufficient and slow applying outcomes of the scientific-technical development in the practice. Innovations of goods and the production programmes, the whole manufacturing process and technologies in our enterprises and the VHJs lag behind the demands of our economic development. (NA, f. KSČ-ÚV-01, sv. 323, arch. j. 185, b. 22, p. 6)

			As Jakeš clearly stated, this resolution was supposed to be binding “for the whole Party, for communists in the state, production, and societal institutions (NA, f. KSČ-ÚV-01, sv. 323, arch. j. 185, b. 22, p. 7). This was not an empty phrase. In the Communist Czechoslovakia, norms were both legal (laws, government regulations) and declaratory. That is to say, the resolution of the Central Committee, thought not law, was a binding norm. As a consequence, the local Party committee urged and supervised the management to prepare and approve a document – an implementation of the 8th plenary session in the conditions of the RKZ. The director “contracted” to fulfilling both general and concrete technical and technological tasks (SOkA Rakovník, f. RKZ, k. 1. V5 – 1982, 1983 útvar VN). As a consequence, the director had to process two parallel technological plans. 

			In November 1983, after six months of interlude, the All-Factory Committee were pushing to get Zdeněk Hanzlík from the VHJ directorate as new director of the RKZ. (In fact, the local Party made the choice.) Meanwhile, the Party officials consolidated their power after the departure of the old director. The appointment of a technically skilful manager initiated a qualitatively new phase of the RKZ development. The new director had a serious task ahead: He was supposed to introduce the new brigade system. From December 1983, 62 workers experimented with this form of organization. (SOkA Rakovník, f. OV KSČ, k. 87, inv. č. 115, 28. 8. 1985) As Slider (1987: 395) remarked, in the USSR managers were rather reluctant to introduce the new system. Not surprisingly, it involved another agent into the quasi-corporatist institutionalized compromise; brigades were another agent in the decision-making process. (It did not matter whether it was independent of a party-controlled actor.) In the RKZ, the new director was not in a hurry to introduce the brigades; only 38 percent of workers were involved in the brigade system by 1985 (SOkA Rakovník, f. OV KSČ, k. 87, inv. č. 115, 28. 8. 1985). Even though Hanzlík was politically weak and unprotected, he set a new modus operandi with the assertive chairman of the All-factory committee. As an informer of the state security reported in late 1984 to the superior officer, “there are disputes between them because [the Party chairman] intervenes into the management and even into the technical questions of the production” (ABS, f. OB/MV, sig. OBŽ – 25419 MV, sv. 3, p. 119–120). Hanzlík not only struggled with the Party inside the factory, but also the district committee of the Communist Party. While his predecessor Veselý was able to overshadow the local Party structure, Hanzlík had to run the risk of bypassing the institutionalized structures. However, quasi-independent expert councils and committees gained importance after 1983 even though the involvement of non-partisans was under steady censure of the Party, as minutes of the district Party Committee clearly document (see SOkA Rakovník f. OV KSČ Rakovník, k. 26, inv. č. 73, p. 48). 

			During one year, profound changes occurred in one factory. The example of the RKZ shows how accidental the power relations could have been during the era of normalisation, though they were institutionalized. Taking into consideration the above findings, it is apt to say that the production was not “the only game” in the factory. The director had to first build a solid position to cope with the struggles in which he/she was drawn by other actors. Then he/she could concentrate on running the enterprise. Understanding the rules of the game and accepting them was a precondition for his success in a managerial position. 

			Conclusions

			Both concepts of pluralism and corporatism are, in my view, useful descriptive and explanatory tools for different situations. Speaking about the Brezhnev era generally and the normalisation in Czechoslovakia particularly, it is evident that institutional settings at the middle and lower level of the structure were supposed to appear as a compromise. Contrary to 1968 and the pre-January situations of autonomization of the agents (theory of pluralism is useful here), the 1970s and 1980s was a time marked by an ostensible convergence of interests characterized by the building of platforms to ensure compromise (rather than consensus). This seeming compromise covered workers’ “initiative from below”, the protection of the social interests, the expert/technocratic vision of rational management and the Party’s claim to ideological leadership. Therefore, the concept of corporatism fits this era considering the appearance of compromise. It also explains the incremental character of the decision-making process. The period is marked not only by the complexity of politics and the wide range of agents involved, but also by the change of the political culture. As Bunce and Echols stated, the revolutionary “ideological activism” of Stalin and Khrushchev eras was replaced “by a concern for moderation” (Bunce and Echols 1978: 915).

			Being a socialist industrial manager demanded a wide range of skills. A talent for subterfuge was the main skill of a successful manager who did not want to retain a mere incremental development defined by the five-year plan. The director combined the roles of an educated technocrat (whether economist or technician) and the Party member was supposed to pay lip service to the Party directives, to be part of the compromising setting with the predominance of the Party, and to know how to safely escape the institutionalized compromise. Directors were supposed to find allies not only among technicians in factories, but notably in the state bureaucracy structure. Both the level of the VHJ and ministries – even though ruled by communists – were eliminated from steady supervision of the Party. Even though there were so-called coordination meetings of the party officials at the level of VHJ twice a year, they do not appear as “corporatist”. Thus, the state bureaucracy could have been, under specific circumstances, the main ally of industrial managers. 

			Does the text imply that the managers were mere schemers balancing between conflicting currents? Indeed, the socialist factory was not only a production sphere. Since the factories held different functions, the management necessarily could not concentrate solely on the production, they had to be politicians of a kind. Taking part in the institutionalized quasi-corporatist compromise took a lot of time and mental capacity. Some sides of the “compromise” – notably the Revolutionary Trade Union Movement and representatives of ordinary workers were under the steady supervision of the Party. In the end, the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia was a crucial adversary of directors (always members of the Party) whenever they attempted to escape institutionalized compromise. 
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