CHAPTER 2

WORKERS IN THE WELFARE
DICTATORSHIPS

After we have become acquainted with the rise of welfare dictatorships,
the forthcoming chapter describes and compares the functioning of these
dictatorships, which were based on a compromise between the party and
the working class. The central thesis of the book is that having abandoned
the harshness of the Stalinist strategy of modernization, the East Ger-
man and Hungarian communist regimes turned themselves into welfare
dictatorships that sought to win over the ‘masses’ with the promise of
providing ever-increasing levels of consumption. This strategy achieved
working-class acquiescence, but in the long run it proved to be detrimen-
tal for the regime because it shifted working-class political consciousness
to the right and effectively excluded left-wing alternatives from the public
sphere. This second part of the book seeks to rethink the relationship
between the working class and the ‘workers’ state’ in order to explain the
apparent contradiction that while, on the surface, the rule of the commu-
nist parties seemed consolidated in the two countries, in 1989 the work-
ing class essentially refused to commit itself to any left-wing alternative,
and readily accepted the restoration of capitalism.

The main thesis of this most meticulously documented and substantial
part of the book is that the remarkable absence of independent working-
class action at the time of the collapse of the authority of the communist par-
ties can be explained through major contradictions between the economic
and social policies of the governments on the one hand, and the communist
ideology that they propagated on the other. I seck to illustrate that since the
party in both countries saw an increase in consumption levels as the chief
goal of the government and the main guarantor of social peace, workers also
regarded emancipatory measures and projects as part of ‘communist propa-
ganda’, which they refused to believe. The consumerist turn of the party
therefore paved the way for the eclipse of left-wing alternatives in 1989.
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The policies of the ruling communist parties towards the working class
contained a number of contradictions. It can be argued that some ele-
ments of their policies actually did correspond to the project of building
a socialist society that would ofter an alternative model to capitalism. One
example of such an element was the promotion of female emancipation
and the establishment of full female employment, which was facilitated
through a wide range of centrally provided child-care institutions such as
nurseries, kindergartens, afternoon schools, organized holidays and sum-
mer camps for children.! These facilities were available at very low prices.
Further examples include state investment in schools and teaching, with
the aim of levelling differences in the educational and social background
of parents and of providing equal educational opportunities; and com-
munity building at the workplace, supported in the form of the socialist
brigade movement, which was supposed to be the basis for working-class
education and cultivated entertainment.

However, while the above-listed elements could, indeed, be reconciled
with the concept of a society based on workers’ communities, there was
a crucial contradiction between this programme and the reality of the
power structure of the one-party state: namely, the party had no inten-
tion of renouncing its monopoly on power or of transferring much of
its decision-making power to working-class communities. Therefore, the
promotion of ideas of community within the workplace was not meant to
prepare the workers for taking control of the means of production. Docu-
mentary evidence from brigade diaries, and the records of party meetings
where the brigade leaders discussed their problems, as well as evidence
from interviews I conducted with workers, show that the members of the
brigades did indeed participate in an intensive community life. They went
to theatres, cinemas and pubs together, they celebrated state festivals (in
the GDR these were particularly numerous), they held common family
parties, they helped each other with the repair of cars, renovating flats,
and resolving personal problems such as an alcoholic partner or a divorce;
but this sphere of social interaction was firmly separated from the sphere
of power. It is telling that, in my interviews with former brigade leaders,
when I asked if they were members of the party, most would answer no.
For example, one respondent said: ‘No, the party was not for me ... I
was always a social-minded person, I liked being in company, organizing
things ... of course, they [party members] tried to convince me to join,
but I always said no ... not because I fundamentally disagreed with them,
no ... the party was simply not for me’.? Some (even those who were in
the party) openly admitted that fellow workers considered party members
to be careerists, and this held back those who were indeed community-
minded people.
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108 Alienating Labour

This book distinguishes between the reformist and collectivist mod-
els of the welfare dictatorships. Even though there was a partial retreat
from the initial, more radical programme of the Hungarian reform of
1968, the extension of the private sector continued in the 1980s, which
influenced the existing social structure. While in Hungary reforms were
concentrated on the decrease of state control of the economy, in Hon-
ecker’s GDR the opposite can be observed: the state extended social pro-
visions and promised to solve centrally even the housing of the citizens.
Although the end of the reform era in Hungary witnessed a retreat from
a more radical property reform, pro-market discussions remained on the
agenda. When the government was forced to seek the financial support of
the International Monetary Fund, further concessions had to be given to
the market. Thus, after Hungary’s new economic mechanism, the second
major market reform came in 1982 when the government authorized
the introduction of nine forms of small business. The reform allowed the
tormation of the so-called VGMKSs (vallnlati gazdasagi munkakizisséy =
economic productive communities of the enterprise), which were in fact
private enterprises using the infrastructure and personnel of the factory
outside regular working hours. VGMKs often received contracts from
their own factories. In the 1980s Hungary was already a socialist ‘mixed’
economy in so far as the second economy operated as a significant adjunct
to the state sector.® Since salaries in the private economy were consider-
ably higher than in the state sector, the expertise started to wander away
to the private enterprises.

The second economy impacted on social stratification as well. In 1981
a national sociological survey led by Tamas Kolosi found that the private
economy had the second largest impact on social stratification after oc-
cupation.* The interpretation of the Hungarian market reform was at the
time subject to fierce political controversies. To overcome the resistance
of the hardliners in the party, the reformers argued that it would ‘correct’
the inequalities of state redistribution. The reform did, in fact, increase
social inequalities because people in higher state positions had better ac-
cess to the private economy.®

Honecker came to power in the name of the consumption-oriented
‘standard-of-living’ policy, to which he remained loyal until the collapse
of his regime. In the introduction I outlined the most important elements
of his programme: pay increases, a generous welfare policy, a large-scale
state housing construction programme and the support of working wom-
en. Keren argues that ever since Stalin combined taut, centralized plan-
ning with a high priority for investments, the economists believed that
the reformers’ mix was just the opposite: slack, decentralized and con-
sumption-oriented. The Honecker regime, however, combined a slack,
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but centralized planning with an orientation towards consumption.® In
the 1970s Honecker’s state could boast of real results. Wages increased
while prices were kept relatively stable. In 1971 the minimum wage was
increased from 300 to 350 M, and in 1976 to 400 M. In 1977 the gov-
ernment decreased the unemployment insurance revenue of the workers.
Even according to Western analysts the real income of the population
significantly increased up to 1978.7

As a study of GDR wages shows, blue-collar workers earned relatively
well as compared to other social strata.® In 1988 the average wage of a
blue-collar worker was 1,110 M (gross) while that of'a foreman was 1,370
M (gross). University or college graduates earned 15 per cent more on
average than skilled workers. The difference among the various branches
was also relatively little: 150 M per month. Shift bonuses could influence
workers’ wages by up to 30 per cent. The study found a smaller wage dif-
ferential between the sexes in the GDR than in West Germany. In 1988
the average female income was 16 per cent lower than the male income
in the GDR, while in West Germany the difference was nearly double.

The second main pillar of Honecker’s social programme was the state
housing programme, which aimed to solve the flat problem of every GDR
citizen within twenty years, historically a very short period of time. The
state promised to build, renovate or modernize 3.5 million flats, and
provide every adult GDR citizen with comfortable and spacious hous-
ing (with own room for every adult family member). Young couples and
shift workers principally enjoyed priority in the allocation of state flats.
The housing programme was later criticized because it concentrated state
resources on the building of the modern blocks of flats, and there was
not enough capacity for the renovation of the old houses.” Despite this
criticism, the social impact of the project should not be underestimated;
the overwhelming majority of the surviving correspondence between the
Zeiss employees and the enterprise addressed the issue of the allocation
of the flats.'®

The support of the working mothers was an important field of social
policy because the regime aimed to enhance the participation of women
in the labour market. This was mainly achieved through the extension of
the state network of child-care institutions. In 1980, 60 per cent of the
relevant age groups could be accommodated in the nurseries and 90 per
cent in the kindergartens. The social policy package of 1972 gave various
benefits for the working mothers: a 40-hour week for mothers with three
children (or shift workers with two children), the increase of paid mater-
nity leave, higher child benefits and more holidays. To encourage people
to marry young, every couple who were below twenty-six and marrying
for the first time received an interest-free loan of 5,000 M. The state also
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paid a maternity grant of 1,000 M after every baby. Single working moth-
ers, who received no nursery places, were given paid leave. In 1976 the
40-hour week was extended to every mother with two or more children,
paid maternity leave increased to twenty-six weeks, the mothers got one
year paid leave after the second child and the paid holiday increased with
the number of children. From 1986 every mother was entitled to a one-
year paid leave after the first child, and in justified cases fathers could
also take advantage of this opportunity. In 1987 the regime significantly
increased child benefits: from 20 to 50 M after one child, from 50 to 100
M after two, and from 100 to 150 M after three children.!!

The project of the socialist welfare state was, however, doomed to fail-
ure because the standard of living continued to be much higher in West
Germany than in the GDR and the East German citizens compared them-
selves with their Western neighbours rather than with the socialist camp
(where their standard of living was indeed high). While in Hungary the
market reforms were accompanied by relative political liberalization, Ho-
necker’s standard-of-living policy was combined with repression, which
closed the possibility of any dialogue between the workers and the party.
The ideological discipline was reflected in the local party materials: while
the Hungarian party materials inform us about the growing social dis-
content, the GDR sources remain silent about the troubles until the very
end.!? The mass flight of the population to the West when the Hungarian
borders were opened revealed that the silence was the result of repression
rather than a sign of people’s consent to Honecker’s policy. At that time,
however, the party effectively lost social trust, and the brief attempt to
reform the party and the system ended with the unification of Germany.

This second, heavily documented part of the book compares the work-
ing-class experience of the welfare dictatorships. The recognition that
working-class demands did not differ substantially under capitalism and
socialism triggered a consumerist turn in the party’s policy towards the
working class. Hungary was in a specific situation because of the legacy of
the 1956 revolution; indeed, as we have seen, the spread of the ‘petit-bour-
geois’ mentality and the formation of a socialist petit-bourgeois middle
class (as one member of the executive committee of GySr county argued,
‘a flat, the car, the weekend house and the trips were no luxuries’) can be
already observed in the 1960s. Nonetheless, a similar orientation towards
consumerism can be traced also in the GDR, which experienced the ri-
valry with capitalism very directly because of its situation as one part of a
divided Germany. While Walter Ulbricht built a wall to prevent the escape
of the population to the Western ‘consumer paradise’,; his successor Erich
Honecker implemented the East German variant of the Hungarian policy
regarding the standard of living in order to convince the people of the
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superiority of socialism. A social compromise was thus established between
the party and the working class: people gave up their political demands,
or at least refrained from open protest, in exchange for the state providing
an uninterrupted and reasonable increase in the standard of living of the
working people. The forthcoming sections seek to explore the possibilities
and limits of the welfare dictatorships as well as demonstrate the essential
fragility of the legitimacy based on the increase of consumption levels.

Labour Policy in Hungary
The Standard-of-Living Policy

In November 1972 the Central Committee drew a balance of Hungary’s
new economic mechanism introduced in 1968. In spite of the ‘obligato-
ry’ appraisal of the many positive experiences of the reform, the commit-
tee considered it important to address the working-class criticism of the
reform because the resolution, amongst others, stated that the standard
of living of the workers in state enterprises had not kept pace with the
general increase of the standard of living:

=

—

Figure 2.1 Motor Vehicle Unit of Riba
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112 Alienating Labour

Therefore the masses very much agree with the statement that when the stan-
dard of living of the people improves, it is not right that workers in socialist
industrial enterprises lag behind. It is also necessary to correct the uneven,
sometimes unjust distribution of profit. Besides, workers complain that the
increase of consumer goods puts a substantial burden on their families.'?

The resolution shows that the party took into consideration the frequent-
ly declared criticism that the economic reform created income differences
that were too high, and therefore unjust, while the managers and the
peasantry prospered at the expense of the industrial working class. The
increase in industrial wages was intended to strengthen the support of
the regime among the working class. This measure indicated the main
direction of the social policy of the party, which was called appropriately
the standard-of-living policy. This policy promised the workers in state-
owned enterprises that their standard of living would be increased in
proportion to those in wealthier social strata, who benefited from the
expanding private sector. The resolution received the extensive support of
the working class, according to the executive committee of GySr county,
which was probably not far from the actual reality.

In Gy6r-Sopron county a survey conducted in 1972 found the follow-
ing inequalities in the distribution of income: the annual income of the
peasantry was higher (19,060 Ft) than that of the average working-class
and intellectual household (18,625 Ft). The average wage in a month
amounted to 2,146 Ft in industry, 2,419 Ft in the construction industry,
2,538 Ftin the state farms, 2,593 Ft in transport and 2,271 Ft in the co-
operative farms. Wages in light industry lagged behind significantly. The
workers’” wage levels did not keep pace with the top managers. The wages
of the direct production managers also lagged behind, which created a
problem of recruitment. Differentials between the skilled, semi-skilled
and unskilled labour were low, which injured the pride of the skilled
workers. The report also noted that there was a differential between men
and women workers and that ‘the principle of equal pay for equal work
was not always effective’.*

There is remarkably little information about the wages in the materials
of the party organization of Riba MVG, and aspects of the distribution of
the annual bonuses were also not discussed; allegedly, the chief manager
personally checked the lists every year.'® Secrecy may well have been the
policy of the enterprise. The wage increase of 1973 is therefore important
because it is well documented and it gives a general picture of the distri-
bution of wages in the industry of the county (see Table 2.1).
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Table 2.1 Wage increase of industrial workers in the county in 1973 (Ft)

1972 1973 Increasing %
Heavy industry 2,256 2,510 254 11.25
Light industry 1,880 2,075 195 10.37
Food industry 1,994 2,236 242 12.17
Other industry - -
Average 2,069 2,299 230 11.11

Source: GYML, X. 415/128 /1, A bérfejlesztés és a kiilonbozé bérezési formak bevezetésének ha-
tasa a dolgozok helyzetére és a munkaerémozgasra (a KB november 14-15.-i hatirozata alapjan).

In the county sixty-one thousand workers and direct production man-
agers received pay increases. Even though the pay increase was supposed
to level wages in industry, statistics show that the party mainly aimed to
win the support of the heavy industrial core of the working class. The pay
increase was thus the highest in heavy industry. Table 2.2 shows how the
standard-of-living policy was realized in the county.

Table 2.2 Wages of industrial workers in the county (Ft)

1968 1970 1972 1973
Heavy industry 1,880 2,059 2,256 2,510
Light industry 1,568 1,735 1,880 2,075
Food industry 1,637 1,786 1,994 2,236
Other industry - - - -
Average 1,711 1,894 2,069 2,299

Source: GYML, X. 415/134 /2, Jelentés GySr-Sopron megye munkassaga helyzetérél a KB 1974.
marciusi allasfoglalasa alapjan, 3. melléklet, Munkésok havi atlagkeresete.

Even though there could be some unreliability in the statistical data,
they still displayed basic trends. The pay increase favoured skilled work-
ers; the direct production managers received only a bit more money than
skilled workers. In heavy industry skilled workers got roughly twice as
big an increase as their semi-skilled or unskilled counterparts. In light
industry the semi-skilled and unskilled workers received nearly as big a
pay increase as unskilled labour in heavy industry. It is remarkable that the
pay increases for women were lower in every category than those for men,
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with the exception of ministry-run construction enterprises (we do not
know how many women workers were employed in this industry). The
wages of women workers lagged behind those of their male counterparts
tor two reasons. Firstly, heavy industry preserved its male dominance;
women were mainly employed in the badly paid industrial branches like
light industry. Secondly, the majority of women workers were unskilled:
35.8 per cent of the blue-collar workers in the county in 1973 were wom-
en but only 16.5 per cent of them were skilled workers.'® The party held
the large, skilled industrial working class to be its main social basis. Thus,
well-paid jobs in industry were mainly ‘male’ jobs: in Raba 25 per cent of
the workforce was female, but the majority worked as unskilled or semi-
skilled workers, or in administration.!” These data show that traditional
gender hierarchies were preserved in industry. There are no separate data
about men’s and women’s wages; but if one takes the differential between
heavy and light industries, it is a reasonable assumption that men workers
earned 25-30 per cent more than their female counterparts on average.'®

A report of 1974 gave the following picture of the conditions of the
working class of the county in statistical data: ninety-eight thousand
workers were employed in state industry, and, together with retired work-
ers, one hundred and thirty thousand people belonged to the working
class. There were twenty-seven large enterprises, which had more than
five hundred workers, and forty thousand people worked in the large
industry. The number of commuters was estimated at thirty to thirty-five
thousand. In the plan period, the proportion of workers who earned
2,000—4,000 Ft a month increased from 43 to 60 per cent, while that of
those who earned less than 2,000 Ft decreased from 56 to 40 per cent.
According to the report, social benefits increased by one and a half times
but the average income in big families was still less than 800 Ft per per-
son. The average pension of retired workers amounted to 1,365 Ft. The
overwhelming majority of the workers (94 per cent) had a 44-hour work-
ing week but there was much overtime. One quarter of party secretaries
were blue-collar workers.?

Since the standard-of-living policy became the new social message of
the party, it was important to know how people received this policy.?! In
1976 there was a survey conducted of the party members in machine-
manufacturing enterprises across the county. In six enterprises 1,013 peo-
ple (almost half of them [471] from MVG) were asked to evaluate their
material circumstances; 84 per cent of the respondents were men and
16 per cent were women. The distribution according to age group was
the following: 21-30: 18 per cent, 31—41: 35 per cent, 41-50: 32 per
cent, and 51-60: 12 per cent. Of these, 21 per cent had finished primary
school, 26 per cent had a three-year vocational training certificate, 35 per
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cent had finished secondary school and 13 per cent had finished college
or university; 35 per cent were skilled workers, 13 per cent semi-skilled
and 3 per cent unskilled; and 49 per cent belonged to the ‘other’ cat-
egory. (Blue-collar workers amounted to 53 per cent of the party mem-
bership in the machine manufacture of the county.)

The survey confirmed that workers in this sector were in a better finan-
cial situation than the working-class average. The respondents belonged
to the old guard of the factories because 35 per cent had worked in the
same enterprise for 20+ years, 18 per cent for 16-20 years, 21 per cent
for 11-15 years, and 16 per cent for 6-10 years. The qualification of the
respondents was clearly above the average: in 1972, one-third of the em-
ployees of Raba MVG did not finish primary school,?* while in the sample
it was only 5 per cent. The wages in the sample were also higher than the
average wages in the county: almost half of the respondents (46.8 per
cent) earned 3,100—4,000 Ft in a month, while only one-quarter of the
industrial workers of the county fell into this category. In the county only
about 40 per cent of the industrial workforce earned more than 3,000
Ft; but in the sample it was 66 per cent. In the sample, 16.5 per cent
earned 4,100-5,000 Ft while in the industry of the county only 9.3 per
cent fell into this category. Interestingly, there were reverse proportions
at the top: in the sample 0.7 per cent earned more than 6,000 Ft while in
the county the figure was 2.4 per cent. The difference can be explained
through ‘top’ managerial wages; even though it should be noted that
even these wages were only about twice as much as the average wages in
the sample.

The record of continuous employment and relatively high wages enabled
the respondents to live in good material circumstances — or at least at the
level, which was at the time characteristic of the socialist middle class. Liv-
ing conditions can certainly be described as good because the majority of
the respondents were owner-occupiers. One-third of the respondents (31
per cent) lived in their own houses, one-quarter (24 per cent) in their own
flats, one-third (30 per cent) were life-long tenants of state or council flats,
11 per cent lived at home as family members, and only 4 per cent rented a
room. No one lived in workers” hostels. This means that the overwhelming
majority had settled living conditions. The households of the respondents
were well equipped with durable consumer goods: 93 per cent had a televi-
sion, 94 per cent a radio, 91 per cent a washing machine, 69 per cent a spin
drier, 87 per cent a fridge and 83 per cent a vacuum cleaner. One-quarter
of the respondents (24 per cent) owned a motor bike and 26 per cent had
a car; 22 per cent of the households possessed a record player.?

Even though the material conditions of the respondents were ‘objec-
tively’ good, their subjective evaluation of the standard-of-living policy
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was less positive. Although almost everybody (99 per cent) agreed with
the statement that the standard of living had increased, opinions differed
as to the extent of the increase: 21 per cent of the respondents thought
that there was a significant increase in the standard of living during the
plan period, 64 per cent described it as average and 14 per cent said that
the increase was insignificant. Two-thirds of the sample (68 per cent)
described the supply of consumer goods as satisfactory, 31 per cent as
not satisfactory and 1 per cent said that it was bad. The opinions on real
wages differed from the opinions on the general standard of living: 33
per cent said that the pay increase had exceeded the increases in prices,
28 per cent thought that the pay increase balanced the higher prices, and
according to 39 per cent pay did not keep pace with increasing prices — in
Raba MVG, 44 per cent of the respondents agreed with this statement.
The survey concluded that the population — even the party members —
evaluated the increase of prices more negatively than ‘was shown by the
facts of economic policy. They spoke of the increase of prices even if they
could satisty their needs at a higher level and they bought more valuable
products. They disregarded the improvement of the technical standard of
the products and they evaluated only the prices.**

People were only ‘moderately’ content with their wages: 75 per cent of
the respondents described their wages as average (even though in reality
they were higher than the average industrial wages in the county), 19 per
cent thought that their wages were good and 6 per cent said that they
were paid badly. The majority of people (57 per cent) were not content
with the pace of the pay increase. Worker—peasant conflict was again man-
ifest in the survey: according to two-thirds of the respondents (68 per
cent) the peasantry had a higher income than the working class, and only
7 per cent said that the workers earned more than the peasants. The sur-
vey noted that according to the statistics the income of the peasantry was
10 per cent lower than that of the working class. During the discussion of
the material, the representative of the Raba MVG argued that the workers
regarded the commuters also as peasants: ‘It is not the real peasants who
live better but those who work in the factory and live in the countryside.
According to the statistics the workers possess more land than the peas-
ants. The survey reflects that the workers who live in the countryside
also farm their land to increase their income.”?® Worker—peasant conflict
showed that the social integration of commuters into the working class
had been a problematic process, and the commuters were still considered
to be peasants in the eyes of urban workers.

The survey revealed some interesting psychological relationships be-
tween the skills, gender and the evaluation of wages. While the semi-
skilled workers described the material situation of their families as good,
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the majority of the skilled workers said that it was average. The survey
explained this difference through the almost equal wages of the two
groups: skilled workers expected higher hourly wages than their semi-
skilled counterparts and therefore they were more discontented with their
wages. There was also a difference between the satisfaction of men and
women: even though the majority of women earned less than the male
average (2,100-2,500 Ft), they were more content with the financial situ-
ation of their families than the men. It is an interesting contradiction that
while 99 per cent said that the standard of living had increased, more than
half of the respondents were discontented with the pay increase. The sur-
vey stated that people evaluated the standard of living only according to
the pay increase and they did not count the improvements in the commu-
nal infrastructure, schools, health service, roads and parks. Since the main
social message of the party at the time was the standard-of-living policy,
party members were unlikely to contradict assertions that the standard of
living had increased. The detailed answers, however, show a more con-
tested picture: it seems that people expected more from the standard-
of-living policy than what it delivered. In the meeting of the executive
committee the representative of the Raiba MVG called attention to the
psychologically harmful effect of the non-differentiating wage system:

In our factory there are direct production managers who earn less than the blue-
collar workers. It is no wonder that the workers often refuse to study or accept
higher positions. What is the reason for this? One should investigate that the
wage is disproportionate to the greater responsibility. The majority of the work-
ers measure the standard of living with their wages, cars and weekend plots.?®

To achieve all these things, people were willing to work more: nearly
half of the respondents (48 per cent) said that they worked in their free
time. At the same time many people saw little relation between the work
performed and their wages: according to 22 per cent of the respondents
the achievement rarely or never determined the wages (in Raba MVG 25
per cent gave this answer) and only 19 per cent thought that people were
paid according to their work.?” This, in general, shows that many people
had doubts about the social value of labour.

As we have seen above, Ede Horvath, the chief manager of Raba,
agreed with several elements of the economic reform; he was very con-
scious of the role of economic incentives and he was determined to use
them in order to motivate people. With the growth of the production of
Raba there was a massive increase of the workforce, particularly in the
early 1970s. In this period the labour problems of the enterprise were
also discussed in the executive committee:?® Riba enticed many women
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workers from the textile factories in Gydr, and it also opened new plants
in other, smaller towns, which had little industry, like Sarvar and Kapu-
var, where it was easier to recruit new workers. Despite these efforts, a
production report of 1972 complained that there was a chronic shortage
of labour in some professions such as metal cutting and at the smelters.?
Another problem that the report singled out was the high fluctuation
of labour: it was regarded as a good result that between 1969 and 1971
the percentage of employees who gave notice decreased from 29 to 19.2
per cent.® Shift work was likewise problematic because many employees
continued to rely on agriculture so that the report proposed the pay of
bonuses for different shifts in order to fully exploit machine capacity:

Employees frequently refuse to work in two-three shifts referring to objective
problems such as child care, lack of nursery or kindergarten places, long travel-
ling times, etc., but it can be stated that the low differentials play a role in the
refusal. The enterprises cannot give a shift bonus from their own funds. In our
view it would be justified to pay a 10 per cent bonus for the afternoon and a 20—
25 per cent bonus for the night shifts to motivate people. This should be solved
centrally because today there is a high income from private farming, which defi-
nitely influences the willingness of the workers to work in different shifts.?!

Ede Horvath also expressed his strong support for the economic incen-
tives in a meeting of the executive committee:

In my view the enterprise organization marks time nationally. We could not
find a solution to fundamentally change the present system, which had been
established in 1945. More or less this is where we stand today ... In my view
there are two basic conditions of a modern enterprise organization. The first is
to make people interested in higher achievement: the reward should be manifest
not in a typed speech but people should get it in their pocket. I agree that there
is surplus labour. It is an old problem. We have to say with self-criticism that we
cannot do much. There is no material interest to get rid of unnecessary labour.
If we could pay the wages of 2,000 people to 1,800, every economic unit, party
organization and manager would be keen to solve this persistent, sensitive issue.
The other thing is labour discipline. If we can’t keep discipline, the best organi-
zational concepts will be useless or even worsen the present situation.*

The delegate of the Wagon Factory supported Horvath’s view of performance-
based wage policies in the executive committee. He explained the problem of
labour shortage in skilled professions through the low wage difterentials:

I point out the negative phenomena in the Wagon Factory that are related to
the psychology of labour. Many employees leave because they are not satisfied
with the wages and the professional development. The comrades here also
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know that the fact that 40 per cent are unskilled workers is connected with a
bad psychology: they received the highest wages and therefore complete un-
skilled brigades left the enterprises.?

The chairman of the county council of the trade unions (Szakszervezetek
Gydr-Sopron Megyei Tanacsa) also spoke of the positive eftects of greater
differentials:

On behalf of the trade unions we recommend that it would be reasonable
to introduce the wage volume management in other enterprises, too. For
instance, since the wage volume management had been introduced in the
foundry, we have had no labour problem. The workers are paid good money,
they produce more with a smaller staff and there is no fluctuation. We should
consider this and introduce it in other workplaces, too, particularly where
there is a shortage of skilled labour. We should make people interested in
working well. We should give a good estimate of the supply of skilled labour
and make a proposal to the higher bodies.**

The chief manager put his ideas into practice wherever he could. The
annual premium could amount to a substantial extra income;*® allegedly,
Horvith personally revised the list of annual premiums.3® The regulation
of premiums was also used to strengthen labour discipline because he
introduced the practice of stopping workers who went off sick for more
than five days a year, getting a premium. Quality could influence 30 per
cent of the final wage, which Horvith defended with the argument that
the wage cuts also improved the work of those who otherwise did not un-
derstand the significance of quality.” That having been said, he sought to
pay competitive wages until he could, which he regarded as a prerequisite
of high performance:

In 1981 we will increase the wages of skilled workers by 17.2 per cent. But
for this money we demand work. We need three shifts, piecework and quality!
If someone cannot accept this, there is turnover. The executive committee
should consider that there are problems on our side, too, and we cannot do
much about them. We have to accept that if a worker gets more money some-
where else, he will want to go there.®

Mention must be made of a specific group, the direct production manag-
ers, whose low wages have been much criticized in the period. Allegedly,
there were even cases when workers refused to be promoted with the
argument that it does not pay to undertake more responsibility.*” This, in
fact, hindered the professional career of workers because the overwhelm-
ing majority of the lower management was recruited from the shop floor.
In the Wagon Factory, 99 per cent of the foremen were recruited from
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the blue-collar workers.*® The political reliability of the foremen was also
important because they were usually entrusted with the organization and
leading of the party cells. This involved more work, and therefore it was
an important argument that the pay was not proportionate to respon-
sibility. The interest of the party in the pay increase of the foremen was
connected to the interest of the factory. According to a 1979 report,
during a ‘purge’ of personnel in the Wagon Factory between 1974 and
1977, seventy-two foremen were removed from their posts because of
professional incompetence. The rest of the lower managers were regarded
to be professionally (88-90 per cent) and politically (75-80 per cent)
competent.*! The proof of professional competence was a high-school
certificate, even though the report noted the difficulties of imposing this
on older workers.*? The executive committee of the party organization of
the MVG also evaluated the competence of the managers. One speaker
argued that a manager was politically competent if he could lead his team
regardless of whether he organized anything else in the factory, while
another thought that the most important was that the manager had a
good relationship with those he managed.** They did not like that fact
that many foremen were expected to drive trucks to ensure the supply of
material even though it was part of their job description. The examination
of eight plants of the Wagon Factory (Foundry, Auto, Rear Bridge, Black-
smith, Iron structure, Wagon, Motor, Vehicle) gave the following results.
The average wages of the foremen in the eight plants varied between
5,100 and 5,400 Ft, while that of the managers stood at between 5,900
and 6,600 Ft. In the Motor Unit there were foremen who received 6,300
Ft and managers with a salary of 6,700 Ft. At the same time the average
wage of the blue-collar workers was 4,000 Ft. According to the report
there were only twenty-five to thirty workers in the enterprise who earned
more than their superiors with overtime and working on Sundays.**

Counting with these wages the foremen earned 30 per cent more and
the managers 60 per cent more than the blue-collar workers. The material
recognition of the foremen, which ‘the party and the government ren-
dered a central question in 1970°,*° was therefore realized in the Wagon
Factory. Other enterprises were in a less fortunate situation. In light in-
dustry, for instance, the basic wage of direct production managers was
4,800-5,000 Ft in 1984. One member of the executive committee of the
county argued that blue-collar workers could earn the same money and
therefore it was difficult to find managers.*¢

The manager’s attempt to introduce a performance-based wage system
in Réba evidently formed the consciousness of the employees. The repre-
sentative of MVG in the executive committee, for instance, challenged a
manager, who had boasted that the members of the VGMK in his factory

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781782380252. Not for resale.



Workers in the Welfure Dictatorships 121

Table 2.3 Managerial wages in selected workshops of MVG (Ft) in 1979

Factory Workers Direct Factory Direct Wage of | Wage of

(No) production | managers | production | foremen | managers

managers (No) managers,/
(No) workers

Foundry 1,214 52 10 23 5,418 6,270
Auto 409 11 4 33 5,000 6,220
Gear 993 29 7 34 5,317 6,571
Forge- 473 20 5 24 5,215 6,220
shop
Iron 578 20 5 29 5,305 6,340
structure
Wagon 644 26 4 25 5,160 6,275
Motor 1,191 31 8 38 5,230 6,300
Vehicle 227 5 3 45 5,900 5,900

Source: GYML, X. 415/200/3, A kozvetlen termelésirinyitok helyzete, politikai-szakmai
felkésziiltségiik értékelése — az emberi kapcsolatokra gyakorolt hatasuk.

finished a weekly job in one weekend, with the question of what his employ-
ees had been doing during the week.*” Stagnant real incomes, however, re-
inforced the voices of discontent. Even though in 1986 Horvath was made
an honorary citizen of GySr and elected the man of the year, his titles did
not compensate the Raba workers for the material recognition. Raba was
presented in the national media as one of the most successful modern enter-
prises, which produced much revenue in Western currency for the country,
but the workers thought that they profited little from this revenue.*® In fact,
when economic reform was placed again on the agenda, and the reform
communist wing of the party started to leak information about the poor
economic performance of the country in the second half of the 1980s, Raba
workers believed that they were the losers of national economic policy:

At the meeting of the commercial chamber, comrade Havasi spoke of the
difficult economic situation that everybody knows. He explained why it is so
difficult to realize the 3 per cent production growth. According to our em-
ployees Raba always produced more for the people’s economy. If this is not
the case in many other factories, the ones who have good results rightfully
expect the government to intervene on their side. It is untenable that there are
enterprises (and not so few), which produce losses*” and they receive various
favours (flexible working hours, VGMK| etc.). At the same time, the employ-
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ces of factories like the Wagon Factory, where there is a strict economic order
and strong discipline, are at a disadvantage.*

The workers in the Industrial Tool Factory thought that the economic reg-
ulators had a contradictory effect because they indeed punished those who
worked well.*! Many employees went as far as to relate the poor economic
performance of the country to the unfair redistribution of state revenues:

The interview with the manager of our enterprise in Népszabadsiy had a very
good reception. The employees fully agree with the statement that it is time to
give more opportunities for the prospering enterprises because the capital in-
vested in them produces greater profit. It cannot be in the interest of the people’s
economy to support the loss-making enterprises at the expense of the profitable
ones. It is bad news for the employees who work decently that the various regula-
tors will again prevent the recognition of the high achievements. The conference
of the labour management stressed that the reward should be proportionate to
the achievement. This is exactly the opinion of our employees, t00.>

The consumption-oriented policy that Hungary’s welfare dictatorship en-
couraged had, therefore, contradictory results. It successfully integrated
the working class into the system and in the mid-1970s, when the gov-
ernment could spend the most on the increase of the consumption levels
of the population, the surveys of the Research Center for Public Opinion
Poll of the Hungarian Radio and Television showed Kadar to be a very
popular leader — and we have to stress that the Hungarian political climate
was much less oppressive at the time than Honecker’s dictatorship, so the
results of the surveys were more reliable.

The basis of this legitimacy was, however, essentially fragile. Even the
cited survey of 1976 revealed that the standard-of-living policy failed to sat-
isfy people to the desired level as to convince them of the superiority of so-
cialism, even when there was an effective increase in real wages. According
to national statistics the real wage increase was the greatest in 1970-75; in
the second half of the 1970s the real wages still increased but at a lower rate
because of the rapidly increasing prices.®® Throughout the 1980s real wages
stagnated, and in 1988 they actually fell. But even in 1976 when the survey
was conducted, the majority of people achieved a higher standard of living
with more work, because the pay increase alone did not guarantee the de-
sired level of consumption. Even this survey showed that the standard-of-
living policy was not the best political slogan; the actual counter-eftect be-
came manifest in the 1980s when people became more discontented with
their economic situation. In the 1970s the slogan that the oil crisis would
not creep into the socialist countries was much repeated; it did not improve
the credibility of the government when it still did. The quotations reveal
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the process of how the political climate has been ‘darkened’ for the regime,
what the manager also tried to explain in the quoted interview of the sum-
mer of 1989.5* People regarded the financial restrictions that were neces-
sitated by the economic situation of the country as unjust since they had
not worked less than before. The warning of the reformer economists came
true;*® people thought that the government ‘determined’ the standard of
living, and so when they started to live worse, their anger understandably
turned against the political regime which had deceived them.

Working-Class Culture and Education

The revitalization of the educational project in the 1970s was supposed to
benefit the working class as well as to render the cause of socialism attrac-
tive in the eyes of the people. The project sought to shape people’s con-
sciousness in two ways: first, by increasing the general level of education,
and second, by providing for the cultivated entertainment of the peo-
ple thereby increasing the level of general knowledge. The populariza-
tion of ‘high culture’ (theatre, concerts, ballet, art movies) was meant to
demonstrate that workers were fully integrated into the socialist middle
class.® At the same time the project carried the propagandistic message
that intellectual values were more important than material ones, which
was, unfortunately, contradicted by the social experience. There is also
evidence from the interviews that although workers did participate in an
intensive community life, people gave little credit to the socialist cultural
propaganda, which advocated the superiority of intellectual values. The
survey of 1976 shows that this was true also for part of the intelligentsia.

Increased educational performance on an individual level, of course,
enhanced a person’s employment prospects; evening courses were in fact
offered in order to train working-class managers.®” Education was impor-
tant for ensuring their professional competence, which the county secre-
tary formulated in a rather clumsy way:

The other thing is the training of working-class managers. The resolution of
the Central Committee attaches great significance to this. But there are ex-
cesses in the leadership. I have heard such opinions from some workplaces and
enterprises that their workers will fill every leading position. Then why do we
need to train ten thousand university graduates? We should not generalize but
we always have to consider the concrete situation: if' a worker is suitable for the
job, we will choose him. But if we make a wrong choice and the new manager
cannot bear the burden, we will put him in a very unpleasant situation. He has
to go back to the shop floor and the workers will tease him and make fun of
him. If we increase the number of working-class managers only statistically, we
may discredit this noble political goal.®®
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Adult education was indeed supposed to strengthen political loyalty: se-
lection to institutions of higher education depended on the recommenda-
tion of the party. With the increasing number of young university gradu-
ates, the importance of evening universities in individual mobility did,
however, decline.

In the light of statistics there was also enough room for improvement
at the lower level of education, which the project strongly promoted. In
1974, about 37,000 skilled workers finished primary school or even had
secondary or other further education, but nearly 11,000 skilled workers
did not have basic education (the compulsory eight classes of primary
school). Between 1968 and 1973 there were 5,200 people who attend-
ed a primary school for adults (90 per cent were blue-collar workers);
and 8,500 trainees were admitted to the training schools of the county
in a year.®® This working class was mainly of working-class origin itself;
80 per cent of the trainees came from working-class families.®! The re-
port noted that the proportion of students from working-class families
was very low in medical and language faculties at university.®* The en-
terprises supported the education of their employees in economics and
engineering. Working-class children therefore had more chance of gain-
ing access to the technical intelligentsia, rather than to more traditional
intellectual occupations.

Another report from 1974 likewise painted a gloomy picture of the
state of public education. It was estimated that 40 per cent of the semi-
skilled workers and around two-thirds of the unskilled workers (33,000
people) in the county did not finish primary school. In the machine in-
dustry 25 per cent of the workforce did not have basic education. The
report noted that 24 per cent of the workers in the county commuted,
and travelling consumed much of the free time that they could have spent
cultivating their mind. It critically remarked that many social organiza-
tions neglected the cause of culture: ‘The enterprises do not always sup-
port adequately the local cultural institutions, which could offer a basis
for the strengthening of the workers’ collective and community life, and
the comprehensive development of workers’ education.” Within the en-
terprises, the report stated, the socialist brigade movement provided an
organizational basis for workers’ education. There were 2,585 socialist
brigades in the county, with around 32, 000 brigade members. The re-
port, however, criticized the ‘over-formality and often mechanic admin-
istration in the cultural initiatives of the brigades’. The general cultural
level of the population also received critical comments: ‘We experienced
striking deficiencies in the economic, pedagogic and linguistic compe-
tence of the population; their development is essential for the further
expansion of enterprise democracy.’
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The intellectual critics, however, contradicted themselves or they had
too high expectations. The following data that they listed namely does
not support the above negative picture: it was estimated that 25 per cent
of the population regularly read books while around 40—45 per cent was
reported to rarely read. The proportion of theatre audiences containing
blue-collar workers was higher, and 10 per cent of workers regularly lis-
tened to classical music. ‘Municipalities started organizing concerts but
they suffer from a lack of experience. One major obstacle to popularizing
classical music is that there are not enough town halls in our county —
including Gydr — that are suitable for concerts.” The report noted that
even though fine arts improved, ‘the decoration of the public squares left
much to be desired’. The movement of amateur filmmakers ‘was devel-
oped on a narrow basis but it was noticed nationally’. In 1972 there were
434 amateur artistic groups in the county, with 8,572 members; 6,000 of
them were below thirty, which shows that it was primarily a youth-based
movement. In 1973, the county had 90,315 television subscribers.®?

Thanks to the massively propagated cultural programme,® there re-
mains considerable information on the education of the Raba employees
in Gydér. In 1972 it was reported that out of the 17,000 employees of the
MVG, 5,500 (32.3 per cent) did not have elementary education. Even
the report noted that ‘this number was strikingly high’.%® Over the follow-
ing five years this percentage decreased to a quarter of the total workforce
(24.7 per cent). The educational statistics of the employees according to
age group showed the general improvement of education (see Table 2.4).

The education of blue-collar workers was characterized by a similar
generational pattern: the overwhelming majority of the workers without
basic education were over thirty and there were many more workers in
the age group below thirty who finished secondary school than in the
age group over thirty. The educational difference between the older and
younger generations was also considered in the appointment of manag-
ers: even though foremen had to have a high school certificate, it was
noted that one could not expect this from older workers.® At the same
time the acquisition of a college or university degree almost automatically
meant promotion for the skilled workers: this is supported by the fact that
amongst the blue-collar workers there were only fifteen college graduates
(all of them in the age group below thirty).%”

The MVG directly supported the education of young people. It sup-
ported its own training school and the trainees were employed in the
enterprise during their training time. Between 1972 and 1976 the school
admitted 350 children in a year on average, and around 75 per cent of
the young skilled workers chose to stay with the enterprise. The choice
was also motivated by the so-called social scholarships that the enterprise
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Table 2.4 Education of workers according to their ages in MVG in 1977 (%)

Age Under 20-30 30-50 Above Total
Education 20 50

University or - 6.6 34 2.7 39
College

High School 18.5 27.7 17.1 14 20
Primary School 75 60.4 46.3 27.5 51.4
Unfinished 6.5 5.3 332 55.8 24.7
Primary School

Total 100 100 100 100 100

Source: GYML, X. 415/195/3, Jelentés a munkasmu”velo”dés tapasztalatair6l, helyzetéro”l és
szerepéro”l, fejlesztésének feladatairdl a Magyar Vagon-és Gépgyarban, MVG 6sszes dolgozdjanak
iskolai végzettség szerinti megoszlasa korcsoportonként.

offered to the trainees: they received a regular financial support during
their three-year vocational training and they had to commit themselves to
working in the enterprise for an equal period of time.*® This type of schol-
arship was also offered to university and college students.®® The enterprise
evidently increased its support for training and education: in 1976 there
were one hundred more trainees who received support than in 1972.
While in 1972 the MVG spent 689,700 Ft on social scholarships, in 1976
it spent more than double, 1,751,000 Ft.”?

Adult education, which was specifically targeted at the working class,
likewise received support in the period. This was not limited to higher
education; given the high number of employees without basic education,
they were encouraged to finish primary school or do vocational train-
ing. The party organization of the factory listed two main problems in
this respect: the first was that it was difficult to convince older people to
study (and the majority of people without basic education belonged to
the older generations) and the second was the problem of commuters.
The party organization contacted the local village schools but only two of
them answered declaring that they could not start the workers’ primary
school because people refused to go back to school.”! The enterprise of-
fered financial incentives, too: basic education was a prerequisite of voca-
tional training within the enterprise, and those who received the skilled
worker certificate received a pay increase of 10 per cent.”” The attendance
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Table 2.5 Education and qualification of blue-collar workers according to their
age and gender in MVG in 1977 (person)

Education |Age Skilled Semi-skilled Unskilled Total

Men |Women |Men |Women|Men |Women |Men |Women

College Under |15 - - - - - 15 -
30
Above - - - - - - - -
30
High Under | 754 56 78 102 5 1 837 159
School 30
Above | 444 22 57 25 6 2 509 49
30
Primary Under | 2,633 96 824 479 166 150 | 3,623 | 725
School 30
Above | 2,539 88 946 778 99 201 | 3,584 | 1,067
30
Unfinished | Under | 13 2 147 29 116 55 276 86
Primary 30

School
Above | 1,158 55 1,353 619 335 435 2,846 | 1,109

30

Source: GYML, X. 415/195 /3, Jelentés a munkasmu”velo”dés tapasztalatair6l, helyzetéro”l és
szerepéro”l, fejlesztésének feladatairdl a Magyar Vagon-és Gépgyarban, Fizikai dolgozok iskolai
végzettsége.

of secondary school and university degree programmes was supported
with paid study leave. Many socialist brigades committed themselves to
increasing the education of the members, which aimed to strengthen the
individual motivation. According to the report the interest of the em-
ployees in adult education was satisfactory, which can be supported with
statistical data. Between 1972 and 1976, adult education in MVG had
3,999 participants: 387 men and 175 women finished primary school,
1,524 men and 741 women finished secondary school and 1,010 men
and 162 women attended university or college courses.”

While much had been done to mobilize the collective for the educa-
tional project, there were also administrative means to enhance the par-
ticipation. In December 1976 an educational committee was formed in
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the party organization of MVG to promote education and culture among
the employees.”* Whether it can be explained through the generally im-
proving education or the support of the enterprise or both, statistics con-
tinued to improve throughout the 1970s (see Table 2.6).

Table 2.6 Development of the education of the workforce of Riba MVG (%)

1975 1979
University or College 34 6.1
High School 18 23.6
Primary School 54.6 52
Unfinished Primary School 24 18.3

GYML, X. 415,/200/3, A kozmu“velo”dés helyzete. Az MVG végrehajt6 bizottsagianak jelentése
az 1975-6s partértekezlet utan, 12, 1979. december 11.

The percentage of highly qualified workers increased. In 1979, 23 per
cent of the employees were white-collar and 77 per cent were blue-collar
workers; 25.2 per cent of the workforce were aged below thirty and 24.2
per cent were women.”® Between 1975 and 1979 a total of 1,961 employees
participated in technical training programmes, 410 skilled workers obtained
further qualifications and 334 semi-skilled workers received the skilled
worker certificate. Within the framework of production development, elev-
en courses were organized with 360 participants. In one year, thirty to forty
university students received scholarships from the enterprise who then com-
mitted themselves to working in Riba MVG after graduation.”

Despite the improving statistics, even the reports admitted that there
were two specific types of educational inequality that adult education
could hardly reduce. The first was the education of the commuters. The
commuters were less likely to participate in adult education than Gydr
residents because they had less free time and they depended on the public
transport timetables:

The ratio of the commuters is rather low in adult education. The reason is that
they cannot reconcile the afternoon classes in the workers’ primary school or
secondary school with the schedule of public transport. Their trains and buses
depart around 5 pm and if the commuters miss their buses and trains, they
have to wait for the end of the afternoon shift. ””

This inequality was also reflected in the statistics. Even though 39 per
cent of the employees in GySr were commuters, in the 1978 /79 aca-
demic year, of 25 Gydr residents (90 per cent) and only 3 commuters
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(10 per cent) obtained a university degree during work. In the same year
26 urban workers (90 per cent) and 3 commuters (10 per cent) obtained
a degree from the workers’ university. In the same year, 57 local resi-
dents (70 per cent) and 24 commuters (30 per cent) finished secondary
school, and 12 Gydr residents (70 per cent) and 5 commuters (30 per
cent) finished workers’ primary school. The low ratio of the commuters
among the university graduates shows that they had fewer opportunities
in the enterprise than the local residents. The training courses that were
held in the enterprise more successfully engaged the commuters because
they were adjusted to the schedule of their trains and buses, and 50 per
cent of the participants in these courses were commuters.”® A certain
bias against the commuters, which was reflected in the worker—peasant
conflict, persisted in the party organization of MVG. Commuters were
allegedly interested in cultivating their plots rather than their minds:
“The agricultural activity of the commuters is a serious obstacle to their
professional development. Husbandry, gardening and farming consume
much of their time on a regular basis, which renders any intellectual
activity impossible after work in the factory.””” Among the young skilled
workers there was an equal proportion of local residents and commuters:
in 1978, 56 commuters (59.6 per cent) and 38 local residents (40.4 per
cent) started working in MVG, while in in the following year 39 com-
muters (55 per cent) and 32 Gydr residents (45 per cent) took up work
in the enterprise. The report, however, noted that in reality a much high-
er number of trainees came from the villages but they returned home
after they finished training.®°

The second specific problem was that of gender inequality. The edu-
cational statistics of MVG show that the education of women workers
was in general lower than that of men. In 1977, there were 38 per cent
of women workers who did not finish primary school, 56 per cent had
only elementary education, and 6 per cent finished secondary school. At
the same time, 29 per cent of male workers did not finish primary school,
59 per cent had basic education, 11.8 per cent finished secondary school
and 8.2 per cent had a college or university degree. Within the group of
skilled workers, the proportion of women who had a high school certifi-
cate was higher: 25.6 per cent of skilled women workers finished second-
ary school while this proportion was 16 per cent among the skilled men
workers. The educational inequality between men and women could be
clearly demonstrated in their participation in higher education: 8.5 per
cent of the skilled men workers and 8.1 per cent of the semi-skilled men
workers had a college or university degree, while the highest education
of women workers was secondary school. The educational statistics of the
total workforce of MVG reflected the same inequality: while 1.9 per cent
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of the women had a college or university degree, this ratio was more than
double (4.6 per cent) among the men. At the enterprise level, the edu-
cational statistics were more balanced in the lower educational categories
because the white-collar workers improved the statistics of women: 26 per
cent of the women did not finish primary school, 52.1 per cent had basic
education, and 28 per cent had a high school certificate, while 24.2 per
cent of the men did not did not finish primary school, 52.1 per cent had
basic education and 28 per cent had a high school certificate.® Adult edu-
cation maintained a certain inequality at the university level: even though
one-quarter of the employees were women, only 16 per cent studied in
college or university during work between 1972 and 1976 (the ratio at
the high school level was better because half of the adult students were
women).*? Since higher management was recruited from the university
graduates, the lower ratio of women who finished college or university
also meant lower career chances in the enterprise.

While statistics can tell us something of the improvement of education,
they can hardly be used to describe the cultural life of the factory. Since
no survey survived among the employees, apart from the later memoirs,
one can only rely on a rather general report, which summarized some
basic facts. In Raba (like in any other state-owned enterprise) the social-
ist brigades were regarded as the main basis of the cultural initiatives and
undertakings.®® The members of the brigade committed themselves to
studying, obtaining a higher degree and participating in cultural events
(attending theatre, concerts, artistic films, visiting museums, etc.); these
cultural offerings counted towards the ranking of the brigades.’* Whether
it was motivated by genuine interest or the administrative measures, the
number of regular theatregoers increased: 435 season tickets were sold in
the enterprise in 1976, while in 1977 this increased to 585. The report
noted that the enterprise established regular contacts with the artists of
Kisfaludy theatre,® which helped to popularize the theatre among em-
ployees.® Three artistic groups functioned within the framework of the
enterprise: a choir, a brass band and a dance group. In 1976, more than
thirty thousand people saw the programmes of these groups. The work-
ers’ concerts were also reported to have had a positive reception.?”

The most successful form of propagating general knowledge were the
popular scientific lectures; not surprisingly, primarily the technical and
economic subjects attracted employees, with 2,600-2,800 attending
the lectures in eighty sections in a year. On 1 March 1977 a TIT-group
(Tudomanyos Ismeretterjesztd Tarsulat = Scientific Association for the
Propagation of General Knowledge) was formed in the enterprise, with
twenty-two members.®® The enterprise had a well-equipped technical and
a trade union library (see Table 2.7).
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Table 2.7 Main features of the libraries of MVG

Trade union library Technical library
Members No. 6,537 2,675
Brigade members No. 3,209 889
Visitors No. 52,323 12,676
Borrowed copies 160,690 29,487
Library stock 66,000 47,395

Source: GYML, X. 415/195/3, Jelentés a munkasmu”velo”dés tapasztalatairél, helyzetéro”l és
szerepéro”l, fejlesztésének feladatairél a Magyar Vagon-és Gépgyarban, MVG konyvtirainak fo”bb
jellemzo”i.

Nearly 40 per cent of the Riba employees were library members and
the majority of them regularly attended the library. The members bor-
rowed ten books in a year on average.® The libraries organized writer—
reader meetings, which were attended by around six hundred employees
in a year.”® The larger cultural events took place in Ady Endre Commu-
nity House, which hosted the various clubs, artistic groups and hobby
groups. The report noted that the enterprise requested a new building for
the organization of cultural programmes.*!

In the light of the later memoirs the picture is more mixed. Many inter-
viewers reported of positive experiences concerning community-building,
where the members of the brigade did indeed support each other and the
common cultural undertaking was regarded as real entertainment and not
one more task that had to be fulfilled.”* It was, however, admitted that
not everybody was enthusiastic about the common cultural undertaking;
even a contemporary report recognized that after one day of hard work,
many people were happy to go home and spend time with their families
rather than attend high cultural events. Despite the good intention of the
party, the administrative measures were likely to have the opposite effect:
in the eyes of many, the fulfilment of the cultural tasks was regarded as a
constraint. Workers” education admittedly sought to increase the political
consciousness of the people; it seems, however, that it missed its political
goal. Even those who had positive experiences of brigade life stressed the
loss of the community, while dismissing communist propaganda. Many
pointed out that the members who failed to attend the events were also
‘recorded’ in the diary of the brigade, which reveals that (self-)deception
had become part of the functioning of the system.

The revival of important elements of the old social democratic pro-
gramme (support of working-class housing, culture, education and com-
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munity-building) can be observed also in Honecker’s GDR. The problem
with this project was not its content but rather the fact that the party was
unable to modernize its political and social programme. As we will see,
the shortage of flats and building materials remained a frequent source
of complaint in the GDR,; facing competition with West Germany, it was
difficult to convince the working class of the superiority of socialism. The
support of working class culture and education was undoubtedly a posi-
tive socialist initiative; however, there is evidence from both countries
that educational mobility declined from the 1970s. The gap between ide-
ology and social reality, should not, however, discredit the programme of
the support of working-class culture and education. Even though Raba
was a ‘privileged’ socialist factory, it did not have a homogenous working
class. Workers had different cultural needs: even if the whole brigade did
not attend the cultural events that they recorded, many could still par-
ticipate in an ‘affordable’ cultural experience. There were brigades where
the community indeed gave motivation for people to study or learn lan-
guages. The party’s effort to raise the education level of people should be
evaluated in the light of Hungarian statistics, which showed the relative
backwardness of the country in comparison to East Germany. The edu-
cational project of the party clearly improved the statistics of Raba MVG:
it decreased the percentage of people who did not finish primary school,
and enabled ambitious workers to obtain college or university degrees.
Those who had higher education were quickly promoted to white-collar
or managerial jobs. Both East German and Hungarian interviewees re-
ported of such working-class careers.

Working-Class Housing and Commuting

The two most important fringe benefits were the support of housing and
public transport. With respect to the first, it is clear that Raba had far few-
er flats to offer to the employees than the Zeiss enterprise, which could
distribute whole blocks of flats as a result of the state housing programme.
There is no survey of the housing conditions of the Riba employees but
there is indirect evidence that the housing conditions of at least the skilled
core of the working class corresponded to the standards of the socialist
middle class. The quoted survey of the evaluation of the standard of liv-
ing among the membership of the machine-manufacturing enterprises in
the county involved 471 Raba workers (nearly half of the respondents).
The survey found that people had settled living conditions: the majority
of the respondents lived in their own houses or flats.”® The high number
of commuters (39 per cent in the Gydr factories) also improved living
conditions because building was cheaper in the villages:** it was often the
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parents who gave the building plots, and young people could rely on the
help of relatives and friends.?®

The enterprise offered two specific types of help to employees. They
could get tenancy in one of the flats that belonged to the enterprise; it was,
however, a very limited opportunity because Riba only had ninety-three
flats in Gydr. Between 1971 and 1977, ten blue-collar and twenty-three
white-collar workers could move to these flats.?® The occupants were usu-
ally life tenants: in 1979, eighteen of the tenants of the enterprise flats no
longer worked in the enterprise.”” The second, more widespread form of
support was the enterprise loan that Raba offered employees at prefer-
ential rates to buy flats. The support was not unconditional because the
recipients had to sign a contract with the enterprise and agree to work
there for a determined period of time.”® Between 1970 and 1979, there
were 1,093 employees who put in a claim for a flat, out of which the prob-
lems of 601 employees (392 blue-collar and 209 white-collar workers)
were solved. In all, 447 people received a total of 22,465,000 Ft from the
development funds and 170 employees received 2,122,000 Ft from the
solidarity funds.”” Between 1971 and 1977, no fewer than 148 blue-collar
and 101 white-collar workers received enterprise loans to buy OTP-flats,
and 131 blue-collar workers received support for housing cooperatives.!?

The enterprise launched one workers’ housing project in cooperation
with the state construction company of Ipar street (Ipar=industry) in 1976.
The project solved the flat problems of 120 people.'*! In the following years
the enterprise had to rely on the city council for the provision of flats, which
could help substantially fewer people a year. In 1979, for instance, the coun-
cil offered only fourteen flats to the Riba employees.!? A report of the flat
committee of the enterprise did, however, stress that the employees had not
experienced the ‘severe flat problem that has become so fashionable today’:
between 1970 and 1979 the enterprise solved every second flat claim, and
there was no flat claim put in for more than three to four years.!%?

Other criticisms emerged in the 1980s, which were mainly targeted at
the unequal chances of young people to acquire the desired flats. Even
a report on the social situation of youth in the county admitted that the
social background increasingly mattered in the establishment of an inde-
pendent household:

The chance of youth to buy a flat is not uniformly negatively evaluated. We
can summarize the opinions in the following ways: the young people in the
big cities, who live from their wages, and whose parents have similar material
circumstances — namely, they cannot count on the help of their parents and
they have no extra income —are in the most difficult situation. The small towns
give a better chance to youth: people can usually get flats in two to five years
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(e.g. in Csorna). In the villages the cheaper ground plots, the extra income
from farming, and friends” help improve the chances of youth to get settled.!**

The party organization of MVG reported that the extra work to es-
tablish their own home was occupying working-class youth too much,
and they often did not have time or energy for the social and party ac-
tivities.!?® With the ‘creeping in of the oil crisis’ — as it was called — the
government increased the price of petrol and utilities. The increase of
the rents of the state flats found a particularly negative response among
the population because the cheap housing was one propaganda slogan
of the party:

Out of the planned measures the increase of the state rents triggered loud de-
bates among the employees. The responses, of course, depended on the involve-
ment of people. Those who live in state flats are angry while some others would
say that ‘one has to pay the price of every service’. Many people think that the
state flat is an achievement of the socialist society. We often used the cheap rents
as an argument against the higher incomes in the capitalist countries.'%

In 1984, workers said that a flat cost ten to fifteen times more than their
annual income.'”” The problem was brought up in the information report
of MVG in October 1985:

The flat issue is the most important problem of today’s youth. The topic came
up in the preparation for the Thirteenth Party Congress but since then there
has been no progress. On the contrary, the flat prices have increased. The great
burden of saving for a flat deprives this age group of healthy education and
entertainment.!%

The flat problem was often used to explain the political indifference of youth:
areport from the Mosonmagyarévar plant, for instance, related the low level
of interest of working-class youth in the communist organizations to the lack
of material prospects.!? Young people may not have seen as much future for
themselves as their parents’ generation did when they were young.
Interestingly, reports on the state of public transport allow for a similar
line of argumentation. On the one hand, the enterprise did indeed give
generous support for the public transport of the employees; on the other
hand, informants reported an increasing discontent with the conditions
of travelling as if it had expressed the bad political mood of the people for
the regime. (Public transport constituted a separate topic of the informa-
tion reports.) The overwhelming majority of the employees travelled by
public transport, on trains or buses, to their workplaces, or they cycled.!!®
From1968 the employees could buy seasonal rail, bus or combined tick-
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ets at a discount in the enterprise (a combined ticket was valid for both
the bus and the train). The percentage of reimbursement was higher for
rail because the state covered 20 per cent of the fare, the enterprise cov-
ered 66 per cent and the employee had to pay only 14 per cent, while
there was no state support for bus travel. The enterprise paid 40-60 per
cent of the bus fares of an employee, depending on the distance.'!!

The travel allowance was, apparently, significant. In 1980, the enter-
prise supported the rail fares of 2,595 employees, the bus fares of 2,108
employees, and the combined tickets of 365 Riba workers.!*? This in
practice meant that the support covered a significant part of the fares.
The employees who travelled by train paid only 10 per cent of the fares
(the enterprise paid a total of 523,932 Ft, while the employees paid
54,732 Ft) and those who travelled by bus paid around 50 per cent (the
enterprise paid a total of 290,880 Ft, and the employees paid 324,811
Ft). Commuters comprised 39 per cent of the employees of the Gyér
plants. In 1979 the enterprise had twelve buses to solve the transport
of the employees to the airport plant,''* which employed 3,440 people
(30 per cent of the total workforce in Gydr). In the same year the enter-
prise ordered eight new buses to provide for the comfortable transporta-
tion of the employees.!'* According to the report, the same could not
be said of the railway transport. There were many complaints that the
workers’ trains were overcrowded and dirty, and the carriages were old
and damaged. Many wagons had no or poor heating and the windows
could not be closed properly. The management complained that there
were frequent delays in winter. In 1980, first quarter, 1,591 employees
started work one hour late, causing a production loss of 810,000 Ft to
the enterprise.'’®

The conditions of city transport may well have been poor throughout
the period; criticism, however, became abundant in the 1980s. Infor-
mation reports frequently addressed the problem of overcrowding as a
source of everyday anger: ‘It is not the first time that we criticize the
poor standard of public transport from Adyvaros to the airport plant.
Why can’t Volan!!¢ take into consideration that more people travel by bus
in winter and increase the number of lines?” The informant added that
‘people expect human travelling conditions for their money’.!'” After two
years we can read the same criticism: ‘Line 208 is extremely overcrowded
in the morning hours. People complain that it is impossible to get on the
bus at the Verseny ABC bus stop.!"” With the coming of the winter, this
over-crowdedness can become intolerable.’!?°

One angry informant did indeed write a long report on the state of
public transport, which reveals the general increase of frustration:
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Civilized public transport has been neglected on 80 per cent of the bus lines
for years. We don’t speak of comfortable travelling because it is only a wish.
But we would like to achieve tolerable conditions on the morning and af-
ternoon workers’ routes. Volan allegedly solved public transport between
MénfScsanak and Gydr, but all they did was to provide long-distance buses,
which arrive so over-crowded in Csanak that people can’t get on them. The
passengers of the buses who pay 400-500 Ft for a season ticket also have a rea-
son to be angry with the Csanak people who occupy their places when they go
home from work. But what can they do if they only want to travel to Csanak,
and they have no other option than to trample on the others and swallow
their scolding and grumbling? This creates a very bad mood for work or the
‘second shift” at home. It would be good if a town route was indeed a town
route and not a compressed passenger carrier equipped with a town number!
It is characteristic that in an interview with the managers of the Volan in De-
brecen and Gydr, the former said that they plan to buy new buses, while the
Gydr manager reassured his audience that they would solve the problem with
a ‘better organization’ of city transport. Ever since then nothing has changed,
only the passengers’ anger has been mounting.'!

This kind of irony manifested itself in other information reports. The
forge shop ordered soda machines in the summer in order to provide the
employees with cold drinks. The machines did indeed arrive but they re-
mained in their packaging for a year. “There was presumably a shortage of
carbonic acid’, an informant commented on the case with understandable

irony."?? Canteen food was another frequent source of ridicule:'*

On Good Friday they probably fried stale meat because it tasted like the old
leather shoe sole. In the canteen people wondered whether it was necessary
to hurt the feelings of religious people by serving a meat dish. But during the
meal it turned out that they hurt those who did not refrain from consuming
meat on that day (although it turned bitter in the mouths of many people).”**

Another informant proposed that the kitchen drop the ‘GySr’ small roast
from the menu because ‘it destroys the reputation of the town’.!?® The
canteen jokes sometimes had a political connotation similar to the com-
ment on the shortage of carbonic acid — for instance, the observation that
the ‘overcooked pasta and tasteless meals cannot be explained through
the increase in prices. These mistakes can be explained through the in-
competence of the cooks’.12¢

The critical comments support the experience that Burawoy had
among the furnacemen of the Lenin Steel Works.'?” People realized the
gap between the promises and the actual results of the system, which no
longer could consol them with a distant ‘bright future’ as had been done
during the period of forced industrialization. In the light of the unprec-
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edented scale of social mobility in postwar Hungary, the political and so-
cial emancipation of the working class and peasantry that the Communist
Party advocated could indeed be attractive catchwords in the 1950s and
1960s. However, as the information reports of the 1980s show, workers
no longer believed that the regime could offer them a ‘bright future”:
they openly made fun of the socialist propaganda and all of its prom-
ises. Since informants were members of the party (and often low-level
party functionaries), this criticism revealed that loyalty to the system had
started to crumble.

‘Community life was very different back then’:
The Socialist Brigade Movement

The role of socialist brigades is often misunderstood in the literature:
they are linked with the Stakhanovite movement, which was primarily
aimed at increasing production. There was a socialist work contest also
between the brigades. In principle, the members of the brigades commit-
ted themselves to accomplishing extra tasks in production and education.
The accomplishment of the tasks was then evaluated and the best brigades
received moral and material recognition (the title of excellent brigade,
premium, etc.). The movement admittedly sought to increase competi-
tion but at the same time it was aimed at community-building because so-
cialist brigades were supposed to be the main basis of workers” education
and culture. Members of the brigades were expected to meet regularly
and to organize common programmes in order to keep their commit-
ments. These programmes were recorded in the diary of the brigade.!?®

The surviving contemporary sources of brigade work in Réiba tell
us indeed little of what role the brigades actually played in the lives of
workers.'? In 1975 the Wagon Factory won ‘the wandering red flag of
Work’, and it was given the title of ‘Outstanding Enterprise’.!* The avail-
able party documents of MVG, however, suggest that the management
had an ambivalent relationship with the brigade movement, particularly
when the workers attempted to intervene in production decisions that
the managers regarded as their own authority. The former Stakhanovite,
Ede Horvath, was not very enthusiastic about production campaigns. At
a meeting of the executive committee of Raiba MVG he openly expressed
his disapproval in front of the party leadership: ‘Comrades, you have to
compete on the sports field!” We should not, of course, forget that Hor-
vath was a member of the Central Committee; the party secretary of the
factory dared not contradict him publicly.

The management’s ambivalent relationship with the brigade move-
ment supports the argument that the brigades were first and foremost
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‘support groups’, which oftered space for social life and private contacts
rather than production teams. We can even document conflicts between
the brigadiers and the managers. Brigadiers often openly charged the
management with hindering brigade work:

As a former brigadier, I can tell that a collective can work even without special
warning. Our brigade was formed nine years ago; since then sixteen people
finished secondary school or college, almost everybody has his own library,
and we made excursions across the country. The members of our brigade did
not spend the premium on feasts but they used the money more reasonably.
They knew each other’s family problems. The former speaker brought up the
issue of the contact with the management. We met the managers only if the
task was very urgent. There was no regular contact. There was simply no op-
portunity to discuss the problems of the movement with the higher bodies.
We could not speak about the problems that we had in production. It angered
the management that we informed them of the problems in their field. We
received answers that we are not competent in this, it is not our business. Or
another case: there was a manager who declared in the evaluation form that
there was no socialist brigade in his field.!3!

In a base-cell meeting a brigadier reported of a similar conflict with the
management over the issue of authority:

I do agree with the report and also with the refusal to evaluate the work of the
party groups. In the axle and bridge production line political work is totally
ignored at the level of the factory. I base this on the fact that one year after the
formation of our brigade we had a meeting where they said that there is no
brigade work even though I attended every brigade meeting. Then I resigned
from my post because it was a great thing that we could form this brigade at
all. The reasons why our brigade work was not better lie in the management
and the trade union because it did not care about us. ... In my view, every
worker has his own problem but he would not speak of it because it won’t be
solved anyway. I also had a tool problem; I was promised to get one and I did
not get any. Why should we tell about our problems if they won’t be solved
anyway?!3?

The main tasks of socialist brigades triggered debates in the executive
committee of the party organization of MVG. One speaker openly ex-
pressed his doubts about the comparability of brigades (and thus, about
the validity of impressive statistics):

As for me, I cannot agree with the following. The report states that there is
excellent brigade work in some fields. I would like to examine this question. It
is not easy to compare the work of a white-collar worker with that of a blue-
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collar worker and similarly, it is disputable what we call excellent brigade work.
We often have problems — when they request our figures, we declare that the
organization of the socialist work contest is 55 per cent in our enterprise.
What do the other 45 per cent do? If we compare individual work, we may
find that many of those, who are not organized in brigades, also work well, or

even better. Their work equally counts towards our results.!'??

Another speaker proposed that the brigades, whose members perform
hard physical work, should be given a more lenient evaluation:

I think what we see here is only a search for solutions. They can’t decide what
the brigades should do. There are many documentaries of brigade life on TV.
There is nothing in the films that we have not done. Or do we maybe set too
high standards? We have to admit that it is difficult to realize the socialist work
contest in our enterprise. We have to use different aspects of evaluation. There
are brigades that keep a regular record of the fulfilled tasks — theatre, borrow-
ing from the library — and there are others where people finish work and they
are happy to go home to have a rest. They don’t have time for the common
meetings. We should understand that.!3

Despite the positive figures of the socialist work contest, even the surviv-
ing sources suggest that brigade life was more important for community-
building than for production.'®® In life-history interviews many former
brigade members reported having participated in an intensive community
life — an argument, which was also developed in the cited accounts of
former brigadiers. The common leisure and sometimes even family pro-
grammes strengthened social contacts among colleagues, thus reinforcing
cohesion and solidarity. Interview partners also reported of cases when
these supportive social networks helped them (or others) through private

hardships.

It was much better with the socialist brigades, we all knew each other. At
that time they said that we have to pay attention to the others. On paper. But
people also wanted to pay attention to the others. Because I remember that
we went to see the babies of the colleagues, we went to the cinema, and what
you can imagine, everywhere. To concerts ... and the community was at that
time more united, we went to bowl, to play football; at that time we always
went somewhere. Not because people undertook the tasks on paper. Ridicu-
lous. But because they had a nice time together. And there were very few who
wanted to be left out of this company.'3

Many interview partners directly contrasted the old times, when commu-
nities at the workplace had been more important to the people, with the
experience of the new, capitalist regime:
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At that time it was possible to establish better communities in a workplace
than today. I can say this as a brigadier. I invited them to this anglers’ camp'?” a
couple of times in a year. When the first was successful, they were likely to come
again. They had an opportunity to get to know each other, and they were also
interested in it. Now the same company — okay, not the same because three or
four had already retired, but there are new people — so, ten years ago sixty to
sixty-five came because many brought their families, too — last time it was only
twenty-two. One has no time, the other is tired — only one had a really serious
excuse, even though he still came in the afternoon. It is no longer fashionable
today; perhaps people don’t want to go to company because of their individual
problems. But this also holds for our house. Eighty flats. When we moved in, I
visited at least thirty-five flats on New Years’ Eve. But people also came to us,
we went from flat to flat together, we had a great time.'3

The decline of community life was addressed in many other life-history
interviews. People generally agreed that society had become more indi-
vidualistic:

That old community spirit, that brigade spirit that I represented, too — since I
was the brigadier in this group — so it was possible to regularly bring together
people; I invited them or we went to a restaurant, and we had a good chat. We
don’t have this today, people don’t have time, even though we are not that

many, everybody runs home after work, has other business.'®

While many interview partners recalled community life with a sense of
loss, brigades were not linked with communist ideology in the eyes of
people. As one interview partner formulated, people had a nice time to-
gether and they cared little about the ideology. Other interview partners
consciously distanced themselves from the propaganda of the regime,
while maintaining that community life was different back then:

In the past the collective was very different, for instance the socialist brigades, it
is easy to say now that it was all communist propaganda, but I think, no, today
you can’t organize anything like that. I am not nostalgic, really not, because
those times were also not very good, but it was different, people were related
somehow differently. Now they don’t care about others, it is a different age, a
different style, everybody says, it was not so bad in the past, we were young,
we used to go out, it was not bad at all. We went to the pub, to the wine-cellar,
drinking, having barbecues, we also went to the library, there were eminent
librarian members [laughs] so I was an eminent librarian member, too. I like
reading very much, I wrote in the diary of the brigade, we had lectures, we
planned socialism [laughs], it was not so bad, excursions with the brigade, cin-
emas, the collective was very different in the past. Okay there was a lot of Marx-
ism, but we did not take it seriously, they could not fool us with everything.'*
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Both the life-history interviews and the local sources support the argu-
ment that the brigade movement did not increase workers’ influence
on production decisions and it did not improve their proprietary con-
sciousness. It did improve community life but it failed to achieve its
propagandistic goal because people were much more likely to identify
themselves with their group (where everybody was in a more or less
similar situation) than with the regime. It can be indeed argued that
solidarity was often reinforced by the common feeling of powerlessness;
in this sense it is worth pointing out the complaint of the brigadier, who
spoke of his problem obtaining tools at work. It is likewise remarkable
in the quoted sources that brigadiers would typically speak of ‘us’ and
‘them’ in relation with the workers and the management, which may
be indicative of the weak influence of the brigadiers. This suggests that
the brigade movement was regarded as a ‘circus for the people’ even by
the party, and in the light of the life-history interviews, people actually
understood the message. We do not, of course, know how much politics
was discussed in brigade meetings but it can be assumed that this — and
the growing economic difficulties — did not trigger a political climate
that was favourable for the regime.

Opposing the Management

In principle, the party leadership of the county could intervene in the
labour policy of the enterprise, and it could also influence indirectly the
personnel policy through the party organization of Raba MVG. After the
memorable conflict between the first secretary of the county and Ede
Horvath, which ended with the defeat of the secretary, the leadership of
the county, however, rarely attempted to intervene in the policies of the
factory, which Horvath considered to be his territory. Horvath was, of
course, himself a high-ranking official of the party because from 1970 he
was a member of the Central Committee, a position that he kept until
the dissolution of MSZMP in 1989. Some cases can still be document-
ed, when the conflict between the manager and the employees did not
remain within the gates of the factory but was reported to the leading
county party organs. This section introduces three cases: an attempted
strike in 1977 a series of dismissals in 1979; and the manager’s regulation
of paid holiday in 1986, which had a particularly negative reception in a
political climate that called for more freedom. Given the strict managerial
control, only few dared to oppose the manager in his heyday; the vehe-
ment objection to his autocratic leadership style manifest in the last case
was inseparable from the political weakening of the regime and the attack
against old hierarchies.
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On 4 July 1977, in factory unit 28 of MVG, sixty-four workers stopped
working for one and half hours because they did not agree with their
wages. Ede Horvath talked to the workers, who finally agreed to return
to work. The case was reported to the economics department of the party
committee of the county, and an investigation followed (meanwhile there
were two weeks of maintenance in MVG)."*! The investigation found
that there was a coincidence of several factors that triggered the conflict.
In 1977, MVG gave an average pay increase of 6 per cent but decided
to increase the norms by 10 per cent.'*? The workers of the given unit
received new work, where the wage-scales were low and they could not
carn the average wages because they lacked the relevant experience. They
complained to the company’s labour department, but they received no
answer. A further problem was that planned production value was in-
creased from 6,335 million Ft to 6,760 million Ft in the first half year of
1977. To motivate the employees, MVG set a premium of a two-week
wage for the units that could fulfil the increased target. The enterprise
succeeded in fulfilling 95.4 per cent of the plan, and 44 per cent of the
set premium (12.9 million Ft) was distributed among 7,671 employees
(43 per cent of the total workforce). The managements and workers of
the units that did not fulfil this plan did not receive this premium. In
the Rear Suspension and Vehicle factories the managers failed to explain
this situation to the workers, who thought that they had been deceived
by the management.!*? According to the report a settlement was finally
reached between the workers and the management: the wage-scales in the
unit where the workers protested were revised, and it was promised to all
employees who did not receive the set premium that if they succeeded in
tulfilling the plan in the third quarter of the year, they would get both the
promised one-week wage plus the two-week wage that had been denied
to them. We do not know to what extent the stoppage influenced the
decision; at any rate, the blue-collar personnel of MVG decreased by 222
people in that summer.!#*

According to the information reports the workers’ discontent with
wages frequently manifested itself in critical political comments:

It spoilt the mood of the unit that on 12 December the workers did not re-
ceive the high but rightful wages that the quality control had already signed.
The workers say that the department of labour can revise the norms, strength-
en the quality control, etc., but it cannot refuse to pay the wages for which
they worked and the quality control signed. They are all members of the trade
union and some of them are members of the party, too. They responded to
this decision by refusing to pay the party dues and rejecting the papers to
which they subscribed. People also discussed the communiqué of the meet-
ing of the Central Committee. They consider the 4.5 per cent increase of the
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prices of consumer goods too high because incomes will increase only by 2
per cent, which means that in 1979 we will live worse than today. In sum: the
mood of the workers of the unit is not good!'*®

After half a year the mood of the workers was again reported to be bad:

Our workers are mainly concerned with recent events that negatively influ-
enced their wages. This was for instance the increase of the norms — which
was unreasonably high in some cases — and the increase in quality require-
ments. This can decrease wages by 30—40 per cent. According to the workers
it should not be allowed that an experienced skilled worker, who has worked
for many years, is paid 15-16 Ft for an hour! He cannot even buy his breakfast
from this money. It is absurd that the wage of a crane operator is the same as
that of a skilled worker, and a trolley driver sometimes earns more.'*¢

Workers from the forge shop likewise complained that they could not buy
a proper breakfast from their hourly wage:

In the past weeks our employees were mainly concerned with the change in
prices. They agreed with some of the items but they found the increase in the
price of meat to be definitely too much. They said that their hourly wage does
not cover a normal breakfast and — as they say — one cannot do hard physical
work while living on bread and jam.'*

Horvath’s decision to ‘revise the personnel’ triggered similarly negative
political comments in 1979. The decision was not targeted at the blue-
collar workers; Horvath sought to decrease the number of administrative
staff. He ordered a check on the work duties of every employee, an evalu-
ation of their work and then lay-offs of surplus labour. The city coun-
cil had to find employment for those Raba workers who lost their jobs.
The revision affected 1,318 employees: 170 retired, 124 were transferred
from the administrative staff to production, 344 received new work in the
enterprise, 98 people did not accept the offered position, 102 positions
were closed, and 480 people were laid off.'*® Many regarded the measure
as a result of the problems of the people’s economy:

The employees talk a lot about our economic policy. They do not fully approve
of the current actions of the people’s economy. Perhaps they are a bit afraid of
the open information about the situation of the people’s economy. They do
not understand, for instance, how it is possible that a dynamically developing
enterprise like MVG dismisses people.'*
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The revision of the personnel likewise reinforced anti-manager attitudes:

We need precise information because everybody asks our party members: what
do you know, who will be dismissed? It cannot be the aim of our society to
increase insecurity. We would also like to know what happens to the managers,
who employed surplus labour. They also did a bad job.'*® The same people,
who complained about the shortage of labour two or three months ago, sud-
denly realize that on the contrary, there is a surplus of labour (not a surplus
of the managers — only a surplus of the employees!).!s! Even though the blue-
collar workers were little affected, their comments revealed that people per-
ceived the political climate to be more insecure.

The regulation of paid holiday triggered more vehement protests in 1986
during which the employees did not refrain from expressing their opin-
ions of one-man management. In order to improve the management of
labour, Horvath decided that the employees should take their holiday
once a year and they should inform management of the dates at the be-
ginning of the year. Apart from the poor communication of the meas-
ure, the manager’s regulation of paid holiday had very bad timing: the
economic prospects of the country deteriorated, and the call for political
reforms found a positive reception even among large parts of the party
membership.'®? In this atmosphere the ‘senseless and heartless’ regulation
and the manager’s ignorance of enterprise democracy met with fierce op-
position from the employees. Even the information report of the county
dealt with the issue:

The decision of the manager of MVG to regulate paid holiday very negatively
influenced the political mood of the town. People were angered by the ab-
sence of democratic preparation, the disregard of the trade union and the rigid
enforcement of the rules. Almost all of the base-cells in MVG brought up the
issue. Many people gave back their trade union cards and refused to pay the
trade union and party dues.'*?

The trade union estimated the decrease of dues to be 24—64 per cent in
April in the various production units and 20 per cent at the level of the
enterprise (3,800 employees refused to pay).'** Another report warned
against provoking people in the unfavourable economic situation: ‘In our
county the regulation of paid holiday met the disapproval of the majority
of the employees in MVG. Willingness to pay trade union dues declined.
The unfavourable economic situation led many people to question the
high number of awards on 1 May.”!*®

The base-cell reports formulated the problem even more sharply. The
regulation evidently turned the feelings of the workers against the man-
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ager, who considered the interests of production more important than
the interests of people. According to the report of the Rear Suspension
Factory, the decision:

triggered vehement protests and resistance, which has not subsided. People
say that the management did not ask for their opinions before this significant
decision. They consider it to be an anti-democratic step. Extremist opinions
are expressed in the following ways: people speak of the weakness of the trade
union and they criticize the managing director. They compare the declaration
on the radio that the family comes first with the manager’s decision that they
consider to be inhuman. Fourteen members of the trade union gave back their
membership cards as a sign of protest.!*®

Employees evidently thought that the manager’s decision was an attack
against the trade union and enterprise democracy:

The topic of holiday still frequently comes up in the conversations. Particularly
those people are angry who had to give back their holiday vouchers. They
don’t understand this unreasonably rigid attitude and that some people can
just ignore the wish of the large majority. We cannot simply let it go, this de-
cision torpedoes enterprise democracy! Everybody thinks now that although
we have an enterprise council, collective decision-making plays no role in our
enterprise even in cases which obviously violate the interest of employees. Our
workers think that in the case of the holiday the interest of the individuals is
not contradictory to the interest of the collective.'s”

With respect to the measure, the managerial censorship of Rdba, the
newspaper of the factory, was also strongly criticized:

We cannot agree with the sanction against people who are on sick leave for
more than five days, which is a typical regulation of the Wagon Factory. At the
same time the Raba newspaper received a lot of criticism. This publication is
not at all the newspaper of the workers. If it were theirs, it would report on the
issues that really concern the workers. For instance: the period of notice or the
decision about next year’s holiday. Can’t we recognize the socially damaging
effects of these issues!?1%8

At the end of 1986 agitators in MVG reported that ‘pessimism has spread,
the mood of the employees has become tense, and there is a wide distrust
of the measures of the government and the interest representation of the
trade unions’.!® The case of paid holiday ended with a compromise: in
the beginning of the year a ‘phantom holiday plan” was created and the
managers overlooked the changes during the year.'*® The regulation thus
only succeeded in reinforcing opposition to the manager and his leader-
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ship methods, without any practical use. The case is indicative not only of
the changing political climate but also the manager’s failure to recognize
or respond to it. The incident ended similarly to how Burawoy depicted
the scene of ‘painting socialism’ in the Lenin Steel Works. Everybody
knew in the factory that it is only for keeping up appearances. Under the
surface the regime was dismantling.

Labour Policy in the GDR

The “Unity of the Economic and Social Policy’

While in Hungary the leading political slogan of the early 1970s was the
standard-of-living policy, the GDR party leadership lived under the spell
of the increase of the production of consumer goods. In the very same
meeting where Professor Hager so passionately addressed the gaps in the
supply of the population with daily consumer products, the first secretary
of the party organization of the Zeiss factory could proudly announce
that they already drew the ‘right conclusions’ from the resolutions of the
Eighth Party Congress:

In our political-ideological work we paid a special attention to the evaluation of
the resolutions of the Eighth Party Congress, and thanks to this, we succeeded
in winning the support of the management for the solution of the problem.
Our employees made a pledge to work more, and therefore we could decide
at the plenum of the IKL that our factory will increase the plan targets of con-
sumer goods by 2 millions Marks already in this year. We undertake to produce
7,000 extra telescopes in 1971, and we will also increase the plan targets of
cameras and lenses in order to provide for a better supply of the population
with these articles, which are in high demand. We promise the party leadership
that we will do our utmost together with every comrade and employee of the
factory to realize the plan targets of 1971 and to concentrate our efforts on the
tasks that follow from the resolutions of the Eighth Party Congress.!®!

Even though the party leaders promptly followed the party line, it is, of
course, a question as to the extent the supply of the population with con-
sumer goods did indeed improve in the early 1970s. Despite the fact that
the reports were in general optimistic, there is some evidence that the “fight’
tor the stable and continuous provision of the population with daily articles
was indeed a difficult one. A report of 1974, for instance, called attention
to the fact that ‘despite the overall positive results of the fulfilment of con-
sumer goods targets and the related improvement of the supply of people
with these products as well as better services’, there were still problems that
the party leadership had to solve with consequent and purposeful work:
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Figure 2.2 Work 1 of VEB Carl Zeiss Jena

Figure 2.3 Work 2 of VEB Carl Zeiss Jena
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The demand for the 1,000 small things cannot be covered. There are not
enough can openers, corkscrews, scissors, kettles and fittings needed for elec-
tric installation. We likewise can’t satisty the demand for television sets, tape
recorders, wine, champagne, building materials, carpets, men’s suits and wom-
en’s coats, leather clothes, bath tubs, fire-proof glass and bulbs. People fre-
quently criticize the public services in the towns, in particular the inadequate
lightening of the streets.'®?

The list, at any rate, seemed to contradict the overall positive results,
and the complaint about the inadequate lightening suggests that the
shortage of electricity was still a problem at that time.

In 1976 the government could feel confident enough to announce
further welfare measures (including a large-scale housing programme,
which was expected to solve the problems of the population). The party
leadership of the district likewise wasted no time in evaluating the resolu-
tions of the Ninth Party Congress:

We have every reason to believe that socialism has decisively shaped the ideas
and behaviour of our citizens. The general party line of the Ninth Party Con-
gress with its resolutions that serve the interests and welfare of the working
class and those of the whole population found an unambiguously positive re-
ception among the working people, who passionately defend our political line.
... As we all know, the state housing project is the core of our social political
programme. Between 1976 and 1980, we will provide 20,000 citizens with
new and comfortable flats so that every third family in the district can enjoy
better living conditions. In addition, in 1980 the net income of the population
will be twice as much as in 1960, and we promise to keep the same price level.
We will introduce new basic wages for 70,000 employees in the district, and
we will also increase the minimum wages. For these purposes we received 200
millions Marks. We have an additional 360 millions Marks for the improve-
ment of the conditions of retired people. In order to fulfil the resolutions of
the social political programme we will need 40 millions Marks for the sup-
port of the adult education of 18,000 working people. From 1 May 1977 we
will introduce the 40-hour week for 54,000 employees of the district. During
the Five-Year Plan we can support the extended weekend holidays and baby
leave of working mothers with 60 million Marks. Besides, we have to mention
that for the sixty social political measures that have come into force since the
Eighth Party Congress we need an additional 36.3 million Marks. Comrades,
all of these are grandiose objectives but they can be realized; and if we succeed
in increasing labour productivity accordingly, we can even ponder over new
social political measures in order to further improve the living and working
conditions of the people.!%

Even though the functionaries were not sparing of impressive figures
when they praised the achievements of the social policy of the party, they
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were much less interested in the actual conditions of the working class
in the district. It is, indeed, striking, particularly in the light of the om-
nipotent class-based ideology, how /itt/e labour-related topics were in fact
discussed in the meetings of the party leadership of the district. Even on
these occasions the party leaders mainly discussed ‘purposetful’ things, for
instance, what kind of ideological work can improve the workers’ willing-
ness to undertake shift work or how to propagate full-time work among
the women of the district. It seems that the ‘improvement of the living
and working conditions of the people’ increasingly drove the real work-
ers out of the vision of the functionaries, and working-class responses to
the policy of the party were dissolved in the bureaucratic language of the
official ideology.

In comparison with the Hungarian sources, there is remarkably little
information on the working class of the district. In 1971 one document
gives a figure of 303,000 for the total number of workers, employees and
trainees in the district, out of which 186,000 were employed in industry,
construction industry and traffic. The party had 89,000 members in the
district out of which 77,000 attended party schools, which shows that the
party paid much more attention to the ideological training of its mem-
bers in the GDR than in Hungary.'** Thanks to the overall efforts of the
party to increase female employment, there are some more data about the
working women in the district. Between 1970 and 1973 the percentage
of women of working age employed increased from 73 per cent to 82.5
per cent, and in 1975 it reached 90 per cent in the district. Already at the
end of 1972, 50.8 per cent of the employees of the district were women.
A survey, which was conducted in forty-four selected enterprises of the
district, found that 34.9 per cent of the female workers belonged to the
skilled working class. In the Zeiss factory the proportion of the skilled
temale workforce was much higher, 49.3 per cent, but it was also high
with 45.3 per cent in the Jenapharm factory and in the textile industry of
the district.!%

The problem of how to reconcile the family and household duties
with those of a full-time job was discussed even in the meetings of the
party leadership of the district. Women who were employed part-time
were constantly encouraged to take full-time jobs; the women’s commis-
sion of the Zeiss factory, for instance, loyally reported that in every half
year they had a long ideological discussion with the part-time workers
for this end.'®® The reports complained that even more ideological work
was needed to persuade the working mothers to undertake shift work: in
the Zeiss factory the shift nursery (which was opened also during nights)
had to be transformed into a normal one because ‘the discussions with
mothers who had two or more small children led to the conclusion that
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the mothers are not ready to entrust a nursery with the night care of
their offspring’.'®” The agitation for shift work, nevertheless, continued:
according to a 1972 report, 15.8 per cent of the women workers of the
district worked in a two-shift, and 6.7 per cent in three-shift, system.
In this respect the report commented that the proportion of employees
who ate in the canteens increased from 39.2 per cent to 43.2 per cent.
Apart from the agitation and the extra money, other bonuses were also
offered to make the shift work more attractive in the eyes of people: in
the same year, 70 per cent of the holiday vouchers which were distributed
in the district were given to workers, and those who did shift work had
an advantage over the others. Thermal bath vouchers to other socialist
countries were in the highest demand (in the trade union elections of
1972 the workers even criticized the low proportion of workers among
the beneficiaries). The holiday commissions arranged with the child-care
institutions about the accommodation of the children of the working
mothers during the time of the holiday.!¢®

Shift work gave another advantage, which in many cases (for instance
in that of Zeiss) surely took precedence over the holiday vouchers in the
eyes of people: namely, that shift workers were positively discriminated in
the allocation of state flats. In the letters of complaint to the chief man-
ager, shift workers never missed the opportunity to stress the priority of
their claim, and from the replies it is evident that the flat problem of the
shift workers was indeed more likely to be solved. This had a very practi-
cal reason: when a young family lived in a one-room flat with a baby, the
parents could not get a normal sleep. Judged from the high number of
complaints, people who lived in workers’ hostels had the same problem
because it often happened that the room- or flat-mates worked in difter-
ent shifts. According to the report of the women’s commission of the
VEB Carl Zeiss, girls were more likely to give up their career in the fac-
tory than boys because of this problem:

The young women workers who live in the workers” hostels complain a lot
about the problems of cohabitation when their room-mates work in different
shifts. The tension that comes from this situation increases their objection to
shift work, and they often choose to leave the factory because of their living
problems. We would like to ask for quick help from the leaders of the trade
union and the responsible officials in the field of cultural and social policy. Ev-
ery worker who we lose because of this problem is a great loss to us.'®

Since the training opportunities of Zeiss were widely advertised across the
GDR, the factory attracted trainees from many places, and it was interested
in the settlement of the new workforce. Another report likewise stressed
that girls were more likely to return to their homes if they encountered
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problems,”® which suggests that despite the emancipatory rhetoric, tradi-

tional gender stereotypes continued to shape people’s attitudes.

On these grounds, it is very difficult to say how working people did
indeed respond to the labour policy of the party. While in Hungary a
survey was conducted among the party membership of the county to
learn how they evaluated the standard-of-living policy, we cannot find
equivalent surveys among the materials of the party leadership of the dis-
trict of Gera. It is clear from the quoted report of the evaluation of the
resolutions of the Ninth Party Congress that the social political measures
consumed enormous sums of money. A report of the Zeiss factory also
commented that because of the extended holidays of the working moth-
ers the enterprise lost twenty thousand working days, and the shortened
working hours caused a loss of two thousand hours a week. The various
benefits (child benefits, sickness benefits, the support of single mothers
and maternity grants) cost the enterprise an additional 1 million Marks a
year.'”! In the light of these sums, it is all the more remarkable that the
party leadership was not interested in how the working people actually
evaluated what had been done for them. There is some evidence, though,
that people were not as enthusiastic about the socialist achievements as
leaders claimed they were, and interestingly, it was mainly women who
were more discontented with the conditions. In VEB Carl Zeiss Jena,
many women complained that they arrived home so late that they could
not manage the household:

Even though we did much for the improvement of the living and working
conditions, health care and labour protection, a number of the women em-
ployees have demands that we currently cannot satisty. They complain that the
rate of development is too slow, and they criticize the shopping opportunities
and the opening hours. They say that there are not enough afternoon schools
and holiday places for children and big families.'”?

It is remarkable that the supply of consumer goods was mostly criticized
by women, which suggests that shopping remained more or less a wom-
en’s job. This is also supported by the reasons why part-time women
workers refused to undertake full-time jobs. The ‘objective reasons’ that
were mentioned in a report of 1972 included the ‘unsolved daily care of
the children, the lack of places in the afternoon schools, and the poor sup-
ply of consumer goods’. In addition, there were ‘ideological problems’
with the division of labour within the family: ‘many men are strongly op-
posed to the employment of their wives because they want to have a com-
fortable rest after work’.}”® This, at any rate, explains the apparent contra-
diction of why working women, who counted among the beneficiaries of
the labour policy of the regime, were more likely to voice their discontent
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with the provision of the population; at the same time the criticism also
revealed the boundaries of the ‘unity of the economic and social policy’.

There were positive responses among the working women, of course,
which were evidently exploited by the regime for the purposes of propa-
ganda. At a district party meeting in 1972, the delegate of the Zeiss fac-
tory, who herself was a woman worker, gave the following speech:

I work in the optic plant of the VEB Carl Zeiss Jena. I would like to tell you
about the very positive reception of the social political measures of the Fifth
Conference of our Central Committee among our colleagues. We were happy
to hear of the outline of the social political programme. Our colleagues hold
this programme to be the fulfilment of the resolutions of the Eighth Party
Congress, and they fully comprehend that it pays to work diligently. I believe
that we can all hold ourselves to be happy to live in this country, the GDR ...
I myself come from a working-class family, where there were four children. If
I compare now how difficult it was for my parents to secure the future of their
children with that of our situation today, then I can only say that the current
measures in the interest of the working mothers are fully in line with the es-
sence of socialism. Of course, they did not fall into our laps. I regard myself
as happy because my work also contributed to these results, and I believe that
this gives a meaning to our lives. Many women and mothers think like me,
and they are ready to do everything to the utmost of their power to prove
themselves worthy of the resolutions of our party.'”*

Since the speech is full of phrases that were characteristic of the language
of the functionaries (such as ‘women ... ready to ... prove themselves
worthy’), it is at best doubtful that it was written by the speaker only;
further, the bureaucratic language renders it difficult to believe that it
reflected the true feelings of people (even if the social political measures
did undoubtedly find a positive reception among the women employees).

In this sense it can be argued that the disinterest of the party leaders
in working-class opinions was symptomatic because the labour policy was
‘subordinated’ to the higher interest of the ideological struggle, and it
was indeed held to be primarily a means of propaganda in the eyes of
the functionaries. The chief aim of the labour policy was to appease the
workers, not to emancipate them, and this difference was well reflected
in the lack of the representation of the workers in the party materials.
People evidently felt this, and they increasingly distanced themselves from
the ideology of the party, which so blatantly held the workers a means of
propaganda only. The propagandistic goals of labour policy were openly
described in an information report of the first secretary of the party or-
ganization of the Zeiss factory, in which he reported about an interview
for the Italian newspaper L’ Unita, where
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comrade X, a 26-year-old worker was chosen to demonstrate that there is a
new generation of well-paid, skilled young workers, who are fully conscious of
their role in the building of their socialist state. The interview introduces how
comrade X finished an evening school, and how he participates now in higher
education. It describes the various social institutions of the factory such as the
polyclinic, nurseries, kindergartens and canteens, and it argues that the real
income of a worker in the GDR is actually higher than that of his West Ger-
man counterpart. The interview concludes with the argument that the cause
of the ‘production miracle’ of the GDR lies in the highly qualified personnel
and the satisfaction of workers’ needs, which was confirmed by every worker
whom the author asked.'”

Both cases — the speech of the woman delegate and the interview with the
selected worker — show that communication between the party and the
workers was effectively controlled by the party bureaucracy, and that the
party did not trust the workers to formulate their opinions even if their
responses would have been positive. This revealed that the reception of
the labour policy among the workers had a propagandistic value only.

Managing Discontent

The sources well reflect the ‘transition’ from the naive working-class ideol-
ogy of the party under the NES to the bureaucratization of the communi-
cation between the workers and the party in the Honecker era. The docu-
ments of the late 1960s (and partly also those of the 1970s) demonstrated
with real examples what the party could do for the improvement of the
living and working conditions of the people (similarly to the quoted story
of Professor Hager), and there were even reports of sporadic manifesta-
tions of workers’ discontent. It is characteristic, however, how these com-
plaints were managed: the party did not even consider ideological criticism
if it came from workers, but it concentrated on their appeasement only.
Therefore it may well have been a logical outcome that the reports of the
‘mature’ Honecker era contented themselves with the repetition of the
general ideological slogans and the listing of production figures.

Since the party leadership evidently held the agitation of the workers
for shift work to be an ideological task, it is not surprising that the condi-
tions of the shift workers received special attention. In the Zeiss factory
an investigation found that in many cases there were no responsible man-
agers present on the afternoon and night shifts. The enterprise tried to
explain away the bad report:

A shift manager or a direct production manager is present on the second shift
but it frequently happens that we can’t put managers on the job during the
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night shifts when only a few colleagues are working. For instance, at the time
when the inspectors visited the plant, there were only ten colleagues who did
night shift in the grindery of the instrument plant. They promptly received
their tasks from the responsible manager of the second shift, and they could
work without supervision. Reasoning: they are all experienced workers who
can work on their own.

It was also reported that the inspectors were satisfied with the provision
of the shift workers with food and drink: ‘People in the afternoon and
night shifts receive qualitatively nourishing, warm food, and the continu-
ous supply of drinks is solved with the help of vending machines.”'”¢ It
seems that the inspectors were indeed concerned about the well-being of
the workers because it was suggested that the coftfee in the vending ma-
chines should be freshly brewed for the night shift. Such small gestures
could have expressed much better the essence of the labour policy of the
party than any ideological phrases.

The women’s commissions likewise had ideological tasks but the latter
did not prevent them from reporting on the negative experiences that
they had during visits to factories. A visit to a paper factory in 1976, for
instance, concluded that even though the factory had a very good collec-
tive, the working conditions could hardly be described as satisfactory, and
the state of the plant rightfully shocked the committee:

We learnt from the discussions that the whole brigade has achieved very good
results in the improvement of quality and the increase of labour productivity.
The colleagues have regular political discussions of the actual questions of our
development, which help them clarify the ideological problems. We should
add that the brigade won many times the title of the ‘collective of social-
ist work’, which is a recognition of their excellent work. Despite their tiring
physical work and the not yet satisfactory wages, the women workers show a
very positive attitude to their work and our development. Furthermore, the
working conditions are not the best, for instance, an unfriendly hall and bad
hygienic conditions (since it is mainly the colleagues who are cleaning the
rooms). We were shocked at the sight when we walked through the plant and
the paper hall. In our judgement, the hygienic equipments in these rooms are
unworthy of human beings, and they recall the misery of the postwar years.
The toilets and washbasins are dirty and broken. Furthermore, it seems that
no one has had time for a proper clean since the machines were dismantled:
waste has been piled up in the corner, in such a shocking condition that one
is disgusted even to take a look. It is also a question of hygiene because it is
a breeding place for vermin. We believe that even though the building of the
factory is old and not modern, our concern about the people should — and
indeed must — manifest itself also in the improvement of their working condi-
tions so that they meet the socialist requirements.!””
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We do not know whether the visit had positive results (for instance, the
ordering of a clean-up) or the dirty washbasins counted among the ideo-
logical problems that should have been discussed rather than solved. The
report of the women’s commission, however, does reflect something of
the emancipatory objectives that could have been found in the professor’s
story as well, and it is also important to stress that the achievement of the
women workers was highly praised even though it was admitted that they
had to work under difficult conditions and for unsatisfactory wages. Their
tolerance may well have been a sign of their political loyalty to the regime;
and in the latter case it was indeed underlined that the collective demon-
strated a political commitment. It is, however, remarkable that while both
stories stressed the unselfishness of women, it turned out that sometimes
even small things could not have been arranged for them in the factory,
and they needed a wider public for their problems to be solved. It seems
that it did not always pay to be tolerant.

People, however, had not always had the virtue of tolerance: at least in
the early 1970s some cases were reported in which the workers gave clear
signs of their discontent. These cases of protest all concerned disputes
about the material rewards (wages or premiums), and their investigation
suggested that the party sought agreement with the workers rather than
to sharpen the conflict. This shows that the appeasement of workers was
important, even in cases of open conflict. The workers of a Silbitz plant
were so outraged by an unpaid bonus that they declared in front of the
local party leaders that ‘if we don’t get our due, you will learn something
tomorrow’ — a reference to 17 June as the report commented. The reason
of the conflict was that while the furnacemen received a loyalty premium
of' 750 Marks, the others were denied the payment of this premium. Simi-
larly to the Hungarians, the East German workers expected the party to
intervene on their side, and when it failed to do so they reacted with an
understandable resentment: ‘We don’t need to organize any APO meet-
ing because nobody comes anyway. I have not picked up the party litera-
ture because no one buys it any more. Out of the thirty-three comrades
of the APO only three are willing to pay the party dues.” In the turners’
shop, broken turner’s chisels were found, and it was suspected that the
workers vented their fury on the tools. The discussions with the workers
led to the conclusion that the positive discrimination of the furnacemen
‘hurt the professional pride of the skilled working class because the least
qualified workers received the highest benefits’. It is remarkable that dur-
ing the discussions the workers did not refrain from making direct politi-
cal comments (such as the comment ‘they won’t talk with us but they put
the Staatssicherheit on to us’ or the reference to 17 June).'”® While no
record of the resolution of the dispute exists, the party obviously demon-
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strated a readiness to negotiate with the workers (e.g. discussions). Fur-
ther, the workers did not hesitate to openly show their disagreement with
the party (and even make direct and very negative political comments).
This suggests that they also knew how to put pressure on the party to
recognize their rightful material demands.'”

The distribution of the annual bonuses of 1972 in the metallurgic in-
dustry of the district was likewise not an easy task. It was calculated that
the average bonus was 5-20 per cent higher than in 1971, and it amount-
ed to 550-800 Marks. There were, however, big differences among the
various plants, which were explained through the different calculations of
the average wages in the individual plants, the different maximal values set
by the enterprises, and the different recognition of overtime, shift work
and the years of employment. The managers declared that the guidelines
were too general and it depended on the plants how much they gave
for the individual criteria. A foundry of Lobenstein, for instance, gave
120 Marks for the three-shift work while in the VEB Blawa Schleiz the
shift workers received 300 Marks. The furnacemen caused further trou-
bles for management because their loyalty supplement and shift bonus
also counted towards the annual bonus. Since the enterprises received
no more money, the bonus of the furnacemen could only be increased
at the expense of the other employees. In some places such as the VEB
Elektrobau Greiz, the management had to reduce the bonuses because
of the higher material costs but they warned that the employees ‘won’t
understand this measure’®® because they had better results in 1972 than
the year before. People may well have been discontented in other plants,
too, because after the payment of bonuses, ‘it was heard from many places
that despite the fulfilment and even over-fulfilment of the plan, higher
bonuses were paid in light industry and commerce than in metallurgy. In
many plants the employees threatened to turn to the trade union.”'® The
comparison between the industries was probably not accidental, because
metallurgy was held to be a stronghold of socialist industry. Such cases
show that the workers also knew how to use ‘political-ideological argu-
ments’ against the party in order to stress their demands.

The next case may well have been a good basis for capitalist propa-
ganda because it was about a wage dispute with the workers of national-
ized enterprises in 1973. Here the conflict was very simple even though
the report tried to beat around the bush: the private enterprises paid more
to the workers while the state wanted to pay ‘in proportion to perfor-
mance’. Many workers were not convinced by the political agitations: in
VEB Stramo Greiz, five out of the seven people wanted to give notice rea-
soning that it would not pay them to commute if they received less money.
With other employees the discussions led to ‘decisive results’; the report,
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however, commented that one has to wait when people get the new wages,
which render them fully conscious of the change. In addition, the leaders
of the party and the trade union as well as the managers were requested
to pay an ‘increased political attention’ to the new state enterprises, where
the employees had to count with wage cuts.!®? It seems that the party also
counted with the opportunity that in such cases the indignation of people
could override their fear of political repression; besides, the case did not
really demonstrate the advantage of socialism over capitalism.

The introduction of the new basic wages (which was, in general, fa-
vourable for the workers) in a Freital plant was likewise preceded by the
party leaders giving several instructions to the local secretaries in order to
avoid any disagreement with the workers:

No question must be left unanswered! Everybody must feel that his word
counts! No norm can be changed without justification. Our principle is: the
same wage for the same achievement! You should stress the improvement of
the working and living conditions and the support of working-class culture.
Since the introduction of the new basic wages concerns one of the basic is-
sues of labour, the party secretaries, trade union leaders and the chief manager
are personally responsible for the whole process. The chairman of the central
working group must be the chief manager so that he can solve every problem
immediately. You should explain to the workers how the old norms relate to
the new norms and how the new wages are calculated. The leading function-
aries have to be present when the workers first receive the new wages so that
they can answer any question that might come up. The workers must get a
clear picture of the relationship between the old and new wages so that they
realize that it is worth working under the new system.

The instructions show that it was as much in the interest of the party to
avoid labour conflicts as in that of the workers; even though the new wage
forms increased the average wages of blue-collar workers, the report argued
that those who did not have the necessary qualifications should not be left
out either: ‘Unskilled workers had to be downgraded from the higher to
the lower wage groups, which hurt their professional pride and self-respect.
Therefore it would be better to change the job requirements with the help
of'science and technology or to organize training courses for the workers so
that they can remain in their original wage groups.”'®? It seems more likely,
however, that the decrease of the wages would have triggered protests, and
the local party organization proposed this compromise so that there would
be an unambiguously positive reception of the measure in the plant.

The above cases all illustrate the controversial relationship between
the party and the workers: while the latter may well have ‘agreed’ not to
intervene in politics, they expected the party to represent the interests of
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labour and arrange that the workers receive their rightful rewards — as one
manager of the Zeiss factory formulated.'®* The manifestation of workers’
discontent was harmful to the prestige of the party even in its mild forms
(e.g. worker comrades terminating their party membership). Therefore,
while the party strictly refused to engage in any political debates with
the workers, it showed more readiness to fulfil their material demands
(or at least to examine complaints of this kind). It is not surprising that
the overwhelming majority of the letters of complaint addressed material
needs. One can, for instance, mention here one case from the late 1960s:
a worker asked for the help of the party leadership to get a Trabant before
the usual waiting time on the grounds of his good production results and
social work. He got the response that even though they could not help
with the Trabant, he could immediately get a Zaporozhec.'#

One, of course, does not know whether the above answer had the
same comical effect at that time as it has today. It was already argued that
during the era of the NES the ‘party speech’ sometimes turned out to be
its own parody. Canteen food was an object of ridicule in the Hungarian
factory, and it seems that it was not very popular among the workers of
the Zeiss factory either, at least in 1968. The disagreement was described
by the party secretary as the following:

In recent time we have received an increasing number of complaints about the
bad quality of food, particularly that of the dishes that can be freely selected
from the menu. There are indeed objective difficulties: at present there is no
skilled chef'in the kitchen and we are short of thirty cooking assistants. It renders
the situation more difficult that the kitchen staff get lower wages in our plant
than in other similar factories. Last week the situation intensified and it culmi-
nated in a meeting of the party organization of O3 where the workers handed
over a dish to the party secretary of propaganda/agitation with the following
question: ‘Can you eat this? Because we can’t.” They also gave him a menu from
1959 in order to prove that at that time the selection was much better than to-
day. I immediately took the initiative and I made constructive proposals for the
improvement of canteen food in front of the responsible managers.'8¢

It may well have been that the ‘action’ of the workers only demonstrated
the simple fact that the bad food had nothing to do with ideology; the
story, however, suggests that the party held the management of discon-
tent to be its task even if it could offer nothing but ideology.

New Inequalities?

While in Hungary the declining social position of the working class re-
ceived an ever-increasing emphasis in the information reports, it is not
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surprising that it was much less discussed in the East German sources,
which preferred to stress the positive changes in this respect. In both
cases it was discussed how the scientific-technical development of society
would influence the social role of the working class. In Hungary a sur-
vey was conducted among the party membership of the county, which
found that many members of the party were sceptical about the leading
role of the working class in the future, because they thought that with
scientific-technological development society was increasingly controlled
by the economic and technical intelligentsia.!®” The party leadership of
the East German district did not take the trouble to ask the membership
(at least no surveys can be found among their documents). The concept
of the technological development was, however, closely integrated into
the political agenda (which is not surprising if we think of Ulbricht’s sci-
entific socialism). In a meeting of the party leadership of the district the
second secretary of the district delivered a long speech in which he argued
that the rapid technological development did indeed strengthen the social
position of the working class:

In the era of the scientific-technical revolution, which is characterized by the
rapid growth of the forces of production, the masses of the working people
are inseparably connected with the modern socialist industry. Therefore, the
working class, the largest class of our state, which is the most closely linked
with the building of the socialist system, will be increasingly recognized as
a leading class, which performs both physical and intellectual work ... The
bourgeois ideologists are trying to prove to us that the technological develop-
ment renders the working class dependent on the intelligentsia. We as Marx-
ists believe that the scientific-technical revolution can only be mastered by the
people and for the people, and the future technological development can be
successful only in so far as it supports and makes use of the ideas, knowledge
and creativity of the working people.'®®

It is interesting that while the party documents tactfully avoided men-
tioning Ulbricht and his scientific system of socialism after the resignation
of the first secretary, the faith in the technological development survived:
at least, it was widely propagated that this development was the prereq-
uisite for the further improvement of the living and working conditions
of the people (see, for instance, the quoted interview in the Italian news-
paper L’Unita).

The Hungarian materials in general show that according to people it
was increasingly disadvantageous to belong to the working class (declin-
ing material conditions of the workers, the growing wealth in the private
sector, etc.). In the case of the GDR there is some evidence that people
wanted to remain nominal members of the working class at least, because
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of its advantages (e.g. in adult education or in the education of their
children)."® In 1975, for instance, the first secretary of the party organi-
zation of the Zeiss factory reported to the district party leaders that mem-
bers of the party were discontented with the criteria of class qualification:

In this aspect I would like to call your attention to two problems that were
discussed among our comrades. The first problem is that of the workers who
have obtained university or college degrees with systematic and purposeful
work and now they are employed here as engineers. Our worker comrades
don’t understand how it can be that according to classification they no longer
belong to the working class because they are ‘over-qualified” for that. The
other problem is that of the engineers who work in the production either as
controllers or they manage the mounting of large scientific instruments. They
don’t understand why they are qualified as ‘intelligentsia’ even though they do
the same job as the technicians, who count among the workers. Even though
they accept the criteria of qualification, they don’t understand them. We be-
lieve that some of these criteria should indeed be changed in order to provide
for a realistic qualification that takes into consideration the type of work and
the role of the workers in socialist production.'*

It seems, however, that despite every effort of the government to increase
the standard of living of the working people, even in the GDR people
grumbled that there were strata which could afford a higher level of con-
sumption than the working class. According to an information report
of 1977, during the discussions with people it came up in the towns of
Jena and Gera that even though there was a levelling between the classes,
social differences, on the contrary, continued to grow (in incomes, edu-
cation, leisure time, holidays).!”! The opening of Intershops (which sold
goods for Western currency) and Exquisit shops (where the prices were
considerably higher than in the normal shops) reinforced social criticism.
The Zeiss employees, for instance, complained that in the GDR there
were three classes: 1. those who had relatives in West Germany; 2. those
who had incomes above the average and they could buy in the special
shops; 3. ‘normal’ consumers. The employees added that the latter were
in the worst situation because they could not buy what they wanted in the
normal shops and they had to wait eight weeks or longer for the repair
of their cars.’®? It seems that the Zeiss employees had ideologically less
conformist opinions of the relationship with West Germany: it was, for in-
stance, discussed among the employees that a worker received an unem-
ployment benefit of 900 Marks in West Germany, which was more than
the wages of many GDR workers. It was also raised that if the situation in
West Germany is indeed so bad then why were there no revolutionary ac-
tions against the system. Concerning the Intershops, the employees com-
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mented that they supported the bourgeois ideology because the ‘normal’
workers, who do not have Western currency, were excluded from these
shops. People did not understand why their money was of less value than
Western currency.'”® The Exquisit shops were evidently considered to be
the symbols of the new inequality in consumption: from the Zeiss fac-
tory it was repeatedly reported that the ‘largest part of our comrades and
employees believe that the spread of Exquisit shops only nourishes social
differences and renders them more visible’.1%*

Even though much less negative criticism was reported from the GDR
than from Hungary, the above reports show that the East German workers
were not much more contented — at least relatively — with their level of con-
sumption than their Hungarian counterparts. While in Hungary the private
sector provided incomes that were above the average, in the GDR people
counted those who had Western relatives or other contacts as being among
the “privileged’ social strata. It was also raised in life-history interviews that
parents who received Western currency from their relatives could buy the
desired products that their children saw on television in the Intershops,
and they were much envied by their less fortunate class-mates. While in
Hungary the private sector ‘influenced negatively the socialist conscious-
ness of the workers’ as the party secretary of the county formulated, in the
GDR the Western standard of living, which was widely propagated also
by the West German media, had the same effect. The East German state
prohibited the watching of Western television channels ( Westfernsehen), but
behind the curtains people watched these channels in their homes. In ad-
dition, the opening of Exquisit and Intershops demonstrated that in spite
of the egalitarian rhetoric of the party, there were differences among the
consumers who could afford these shops and those who could not. Ironi-
cally, Honecker unintentionally assisted this process by putting the increase
of consumption at the centre of his labour policy. When it turned out that
the standard of living of the GDR could not surpass nor even catch up with
that of West Germany, this labour policy rapidly lost credibility in the eyes
of the people — together with Honecker’s ideology.

From Hostels to Flats

Contrary to the Hungarian factory, where the reports uniformly claimed
that the employees did not suffer from chronic housing shortages (largely
a consequence of the high incidence of commuting), East German sources
show that housing shortage was the principal social problem for Zeiss’s em-
ployees. There were, of course, several factors that explain the huge pres-
sure on housing: most importantly, the dynamic increase of the workforce;
the need of the enterprise for expertise — a problem already in the late
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1960s: the instrument plant, for instance, did not have enough designers
because they could not give them flats;'** the high number of new settlers,
given that the training facilities of the enterprise as well as the educational
institutions of the town attracted young people from across the GDR; and
the centralized system of flat allocation.'”® Within the framework of state
housing programmes, the Zeiss factory received a certain share of newly
built housing estates, which were then distributed among the various plants
of the factory. In addition, a percentage was reserved for the management
in order to solve specific social policy and labour recruitment problems.!”
It should be added that the Zeiss factory was in an incomparably better
situation with respect to the supply of flats than the Raba factory in Hun-
gary. In 1976, Zeiss disposed of 11,321 flats and 3,342 places in workers’
hostels in Jena.'® There are no overall figures for the 1980s in the archive
of the enterprise; but we know, for instance, that the optical precision in-
struments’ division received 1,696 flats between 1972 and 1987, which
shows that the workplace played a key role in solving the housing problems
of workers. This explains the much higher number of letters of complaint
that addressed housing shortage in the GDR, when compared to Hungary.

Given the absence of overall statistical figures for the number of ap-
plicants and the average waiting time for a flat, one cannot draw definitive
conclusions about the living conditions of the Zeiss employees from this
type of source because the writers of the letters all complained of their
miserable situation. It is possible, though, to identify some general pat-
terns of how people acquired flats and also to identify some of the groups
who were particularly dependent on this kind of state allowance. The new
settlers undoubtedly constituted the most important group: as the cited
reports stressed, Zeiss had an interest in winning over young people who
had come from distant places for their training to settle in the town.?%

The first accommodation that the enterprise could offer to young
workers was a place in workers’ hostels; as trainees, they were typical-
ly housed in dormitories. Here, younger single people usually shared a
room, but there were also family hostels for married couples. Lodging in
private houses was very rare. Since life in the workers’ hostels meant the
continuation of dormitory life — with common kitchens and bathrooms,
and house-mates who often worked on different shifts — it is understanda-
ble that many young people tried to press the flat distribution committees
and management to process their applications for a flat quickly. The issue
arose in my life-history interviews: early marriages and the subsequent
birth of a child were frequently motivated by the desire of young people
for an independent household, as families with children had a much bet-
ter chance to acquire a flat. Single people obviously stood at the bottom
of the waiting lists.
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The fact that practically everybody asked for a flat in the newly built
housing estates that were under construction, increased the pressure on
flat distribution committees and management still more. The enterprise
distributed flats in old buildings too, but, as these were seen as undesir-
able, applicants frequently declined ofters for such flats. Often they had
no proper toilets, bathrooms, kitchens or central heating. In such cases,
however, the applicants who stressed that they lived under miserable con-
ditions risked an answer that their flat problem was not as urgent as they
claimed it to be, and that they should wait patiently until their request for a
modern, comfortable flat could be fulfilled. Flats were sometimes rejected
on the grounds that they were too small for the needs of a family. It seems
from the letters of complaint that many people chose to wait for a new
and modern flat in their workers” hostels rather than to accept a flat in an
old building. Reconstruction was difficult because of shortages of building
materials, which explains the unambiguous preference for modern housing.

Although letters of complaint described individual problems, it is still
worth introducing some of the cases, not only to give a picture of the liv-
ing conditions of young East German workers who could not rely on pa-
rental help, but also to examine the communication between workers and
official bodies. The letters depict a tense relationship: all the letters were
requests, but every petitioner believed that they were entitled to a flat.
Thus, the letters articulated demands of the state and management; they
were not the requests of subordinates who felt themselves to be power-
less. Some petitioners threatened to turn to Erich Honecker should they
receive a negative answer to their application for a flat. The ‘tense housing
situation’ — as it was called — brought some of the worst sides of human
nature to the surface. Many were angered that their colleagues received
flats earlier than they did, and they listed their names demanding an ex-
planation. People were very inventive in pressing the factory for a shorter
deadline, and there were persistent petitioners who wrote many letters of
complaint. This, similarly to the cases introduced in the section entitled
Managing Discontent, suggests that the government’s policy of appease-
ment was a double-edged weapon: despite the oppressive ideological cli-
mate people could very assertively stand up for their social rights.

Because of the ‘tense housing situation’ in Jena, which was the favourite
excuse of the officials who responded to such complaints, shared accom-
modation in the workers” hostels was an option that many people had to en-
dure, regardless of whether they wanted it or not. Conditions in the hostels
generated considerable criticism: the equipment and furniture was old and
overused, cleaning was neglected and the common rooms were often filthy.
The following letter well expresses the disappointment of young people who
decided to take up work in the factory after they finished their training;:
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Having finished the 10th class of school, I trained to be a polisher in your
factory. I learnt about this opportunity from the newspapers and TV. I could
get no training in my home town and as I come from a big family (I have six
siblings), I wanted to be independent. I lived in the factory dormitory until 9
July 1980 and then I received a place in the AWU.2 Since then I have been
living in a six-room flat with three colleagues. The ‘bedrooms’ are separated
only with curtains from the common rooms, so I can’t even close my door.
The whole flat was in a very dirty state (garbage left by the former tenants,
broken locks and damaged wardrobe doors). It took me days to make it fit
to live in, and I have to live here because I can rarely travel home. I am very
much disappointed with the living conditions that the factory offers to the
young skilled workers because they do not meet our expectations. I would
like to achieve good results but for good work one needs good living condi-
tions that I unfortunately do not have here. For this reason I am asking for
your support.???

Apart from the poor material conditions, the problems of cohabitation
also rendered life difficult for young people who dreamt of an independ-
ent life and a home of their own. In this respect no gender difference can
be observed: young men complained of the poor hygienic conditions of
shared accommodation as much as young women. The following letter
depicts a very unfavourable picture of life in the workers’ hostels:

I started my training as a polisher in VEB Carl Zeiss Jena in 1980. During my
training I lived in the Kurt Zier dormitory. I was born here in Jena and I lived
for nine years in Kahla. After the divorce of my parents, I was sent to a chil-
dren’s home. I finished the 10th class of school there. If I include the time of
my training, I have lived for more than eight years in shared accommodation
(in twelve-, eight-, five- and four-bed rooms). After I finished my training, I
was accommodated in the workers’ hostel at Josef-Klose-Strafie.??® The condi-
tions were so bad there that I considered giving my notice in. In my workplace
you discussed my case and I was promised a flat in 1983. I have not, however,
received this promise in writing. As I do not have a family home, the AWU
is my main dwelling place where life is anything but easy for me. There is not
enough room for my things: I have to store food in my wardrobe because the
cupboards in the kitchen are invaded by cockroaches. The kitchen-cabinets
cannot be locked properly because their doors are broken. Butter, cheese and
drinks stand on the window ledge in my room. There are four of us living
in the flat and we all work on two or three different shifts at once. Since the
rooms are separated by paper walls, I cannot sleep when the others listen to
music or they have visitors. The washbasin is often full of clothes so I can take
a shower only very late at night. The hygienic conditions are poor and the flat
is in a very shabby condition because of the frequently changing tenants. I like
my work in the optic plant but I really need a place where I can have a rest
after work. And this is indeed impossible in the AWU because of the reasons
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that I explained above. I do not expect a luxury home, just something that I
can call my own.**

The answer is not known but there is some evidence that the social situ-
ation of the petitioner was considered because the sentence ‘I lived for
more than eight years in shared accommodation (in twelve-, eight-, five-
and four-bed rooms)’ was underlined with the comment that ‘it is a really
good argument!’.

Tenants also complained that they were too strictly controlled in the
hostels. One petitioner attacked excessive supervision of hostel life by
the police, a complaint directed to the managing director. The letter is
cited because it shows how state repression turned workers who were in
principle not at all opposed to the system of socialism against the regime:

I have been working as a locksmith for sixteen months in the VEB Carl Zeiss
Jena. I live now in block 86,87 in the hope that I would eventually get a one-
room flat where I could move in with my girlfriend, for whom I came here to
work. I was told that I would get a flat after a year. Therefore I kept on waiting
patiently even though life in the hostel cannot be described as pleasant. The
toilets and washing facilities are in a very bad condition or they are altogether
unfit for use. I put up with all the inconvenience and lack of comfort because
at least my individual freedom was not limited. But for a few weeks members
of the security personnel of the factory have been sitting at the entrance, and
when one enters, one immediately gets the impression that it is a boarding
school or a barracks. I feel an immediate attack on my personal freedom. The
requirement to register guests annoys my girlfriend and friends who visit me
here. At 10 p.Mm. every visitor has to leave the hostel and sometimes visits are
denied in the absence of an identification card. This applies also to the week-
ends when we young people would like to spend more time together. Not
even an extra ten minutes can be arranged with the security staff. One is con-
stantly controlled here as soon as one enters the hostel. The police also regularly pa-
trol the neighbourhood, which makes one feel like o common cviminal. Sometimes
the policemen quietly creep from door to door, and they eavesdrop on people.?*> 1
have come to Jena to build an independent life, which is impossible under
these circumstances. Only a flat could give me prospects. I spend the whole
year in Jena and I can only travel home for a couple of days, three times in a
year. Therefore this small room with the many orders and prohibitions and a
real jailer is, after all, my main residence. I think that 23-year-old people have
a right to expect something better than this.?*

The letter suggests that many people did not identify the whole system
with the image of the ‘police state’ unless they consciously meant to pro-
voke the authorities, which is highly unlikely if they wanted to solve their
flat problem.
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It is interesting to contrast the above letter that criticized excessive
control, with another complaint concerning the supposedly deviant con-
duct of a room-mate. It may well have been that life in the hostels lacked
comfort but, as the following letter shows, it was very difficult to termi-
nate tenancy regardless of the unlawful conduct of the tenants:

I am a 26-year-old worker and I work on the three-shift system. I live in
Neulobeda-West, block 10. My reason for writing is the following. At the
beginning of this year a young man, Mr K, moved into our flat. He does not
work in the VEB Carl Zeiss and he does not have a permanent job. He has,
however, a hobby: he is a disc jockey. He stores his music equipment in the
flat. He frequently comes home very late in the night with lots of other people
who are very loud. The noise is really extreme, in particular at weekends.
There are sometimes as many as ten strange people sleeping in the flat. They
often help themselves to my food and drink from the fridge, and they leave
the bath and the kitchen in a filthy state. I have worked for ten years in VEB
Carl Zeiss Jena on the three-shift system, which is very tiring, especially when
one can’t sleep at home. I told the managers of the hostel about the problem
but it seems that they either don’t care or they can’t help with this problem.
Therefore I would like to ask for your help because this situation is getting on
my nerves. I really need my rest so that I can concentrate on my work by the
machine in the plant.?"”

In this case we know the reply: investigators found that Mr K had married
a woman who also worked in the Zeiss factory, and they had received a
one-room flat in a family hostel. The couple, however, broke up and Mr
K was asked to relinquish the common flat, which he refused, arguing that
he had nowhere to go. Then he received a room in the hostel of the peti-
tioner. It turned out that Mr K was currently unemployed because he had
resigned from Carl Zeiss declaring that he would earn his living by making
music. Despite repeated warnings Mr K refused to change his lifestyle:

In March, after several complaints, the managers of the hostel went to his
room (he lay in bed and he did not make any effort to get out of bed) and
they demanded that he should look for alternative accommodation, a new job
and should respect house rules while he lives in the hostel. He does not pay
his rent on time, and he had to be warned many times to behave himself. In
May 1983 he was again asked to leave, but he answered that he considered it

unthinkable.?%8

The reply promised that there would be stricter enforcement of the house
rules, but effectively management was as powerless in this case as the
hostel: the letter repeated that Mr K was allowed to stay in the hostel for
as long as he had no alternative accommodation. The case shows that de-
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spite the deeply repressive climate in the GDR, people not only defiantly
asserted their rights but these rights (among others the right to housing)
were indeed strictly protected by law.

Not much is known about the cleaning of hostels, but criticism of the
dirty and untidy condition of common rooms suggests that like in almost
every community it was very difficult to share the task equally among the
tenants. The ‘situation in the kitchen’ sometimes declined to the point
that the flats were invaded by cockroaches. In one case a single mother
who lived with her one-year-old daughter in the AWU asked for urgent
help because of the appearance of the insects. The inspectors, however,
declared that one could not speak of invasion because they only found
two living cockroaches (it was not mentioned how many of them per-
ished). The case again points out the unintentionally comical effect of a
party language that explained everything in terms of ideology. The in-
spectors, at any rate, held the woman to be responsible for the problem:
when the cleaning staff had come, they could not spray insecticide in her
flat because her kitchenette was full of food and dirty dishes. She was
requested to ‘contribute to the cleanliness of the hostel and to cooper-
ate with the cleaning staff in the destruction of insects and germs in the
future’.2%

The letters reported also of cases where incompetence on the part
of the staft rendered life difficult in the workers’ hostels. The tenants
of three houses of the Kernberge workers’ hostel complained that their
families had suffered for years from extreme cold in winter because of the
laziness of those who stoked and fed the boilers:

Life in our hostels is becoming more and more unbearable because there is
not enough heating. The central heating has been replaced, but the staftf of the
hostel can only achieve a temperature of 15-18°C in the rooms. Heating stops
for hours because the manager of the hostel has no control over his people. He
just lets them do what they want; he has no authority. These are hard words but
they are true. We believe that if we pay a rent of 1.2 Mark/m? (out of this 0.40
Mark,/m? for heating), we have a right to the minimum temperature that is set
by law. Because of the low temperature in the flats people always catch cold.
The most vulnerable ones are the children. Although the stokers are paid to
work from 8.00 A.M. to 16.00 r.m. at weekends, the heating only usually comes
on at 10.30. The reason is simply a lack of discipline. Since we have suffered
from this situation for four years, we ask you now to take the necessary steps.?!

One can wonder what the chief manager of the factory (or his secretariat
that dealt with the correspondence) had to do with the lazy stokers; the
letter, however, is a further example that social and labour policies were
inseparably intertwined.
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There were, however, differences among the hostels in terms of the
level of comfort and general standards. This is supported by the letter of
a student who complained that he had received better accommodation as
a skilled worker than as a student:

Having finished my military service, I started working as a turner in the VEB
Carl Zeiss where I worked until I was admitted to the engineering school of
precision instruments of Carl Zeiss. Since my home is 300 km from Jena, I
need an AWU-place here. I received a place in Jena-Kernberge but the condi-
tions make me doubt whether my decision to study here was the right one.
These are the problems: first, there are only common kitchens, baths, toilets,
poor hygiene (lack of cleaning staff); second, I have very noisy accommoda-
tion in a four-bed room (with shift workers); third, there is no entertainment
at weekends because I can rarely go home; fourth, there are no opportunities
to store valuable objects. When I worked in the factory, I lived in a reason-
able two-bed room in the Am Herrenberge hostel. The requirements of the
engineering school are high and one needs peace to prepare for the classes. I
had this peace in my old hostel, where I could have fulfilled my obligations at
school. But the conditions in the Bernhard Kellermann Straffe do not enable
me to concentrate on my studies. I am asking for your support and an investi-

gation into the circumstances that I describe above.?!!

The student did not get a positive reply, though: he was ordered to meet
his homework obligations because other students lived under the same
conditions. In order to prevent further damage, it was decided that the
tenants should be financially responsible for the state of the rooms.
Because of the bad living conditions it was understandable that many
people declined to show the flat distribution committee any respect. An-
gry letters survived from the mid-1970s that show that not even an ex-
pert could get a flat that had been promised to him in his work contract:

I came to work at VEB Carl Zeiss Jena in 1972 when the enterprise promised
me that my family would get adequate accommodation. It turned out that
this ‘adequate accommodation’ consists of an AWU. My family had to stay in
the house of my father-in-law and I was told to wait for one year. Now, after
one and half years I still cannot get a flat because of ‘objective conditions” and
because my case is not urgent! Should you give me a negative answer, I have
to assume that you approve of the fraud by which the factory bought me. How
else can I regard the treatment I have been given, after one and half years of
promises, only to declare now that my family can’t move to Jena? Even my
contract of employment guarantees adequate accommodation, which after so
much waiting cannot be an AWU where I, a family father have to share a room
with a strange colleague! If you can find no solution to my problem, I will be
forced to turn to the Court of Labour.?*?
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The answer was, however, negative despite the threat: the writer was in-
formed that the factory was objectively unable to solve every social prob-
lem, and that adequate accommodation was in practice an AWU for many
employees in the beginning. He was, however, reassured that his problem
would be solved as soon as the ‘objective conditions’ enable it.?!?

Even members of the party wrote angry and disrespectful letters con-
cerning their housing problems and the role of the factory in them. One
example is the following letter:

Last year I wrote some letters of complaint to which I received the answer
that the flat distribution committee does everything it can to help my family.
I am doing my military service now but I am forced to write a letter again
because my wife had just the opposite experience. When she enquired about
our application for a flat, the responsible colleague knew nothing of it and he
found our application only after a long search. Then he sent her to another
colleague, who told my wife that there were free flats adding that ‘had you
moved to an AWU two years ago, you would have lived under difficult condi-
tions for one year and then you would have got a flat!” I was outraged to hear
that such practices exist in VEB Carl Zeiss Jena and that the tenants of AWU
are advantaged even though we live under similar conditions in one room of
my parental house. Does this mean that there are double standards or that I
am not important for my plant now that I am in the army? 2!

The letter was finished with the formula ‘with socialist greetings’ (mit
sozialistischem GrufS), and the writer also referred to his community work
and his good results in the factory. The answer was, however, negative:
the writer was informed that the tenants of AWU were not advantaged,
and that there were other, objective reasons why his problem could not
be solved in that year:

We had to solve urgent production tasks and therefore some plants received
more flats. Further, a number of political emigrants from Chile had to be
accommodated in the town. Therefore the failure to solve your flat problem
does not mean that we do not treat our employees equally but it means that
we have to consider first economic interests in order to be able to improve the
situation of working people.?!s

The last sentence was probably meant to be an ideological reprimand
from the party.

There were resolute petitioners who decided to fight for their rights:
they wrote repeated complaints, they demanded information about the
criteria for the allocation of flats and they pestered the flat distribution
committee with their perpetual complaints. As the following letter shows,
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some of them were desperate (or tactical) enough to question the justice
of the whole system:

I have lived for five years in an AWU of the VEB Carl Zeiss. My daughter
was born last year and since then three of us have been living in a room of 12
m?2. I think our situation needs no further description. Since we were on the
priority list of our plant, we were supposed to get a new flat in 1980. To our
great disappointment, instead of the promised new flat we received an offer
of a totally miserable, sleazy, old, wet flat without a bath, toilet or functioning
wiring. Under no circumstances would I move into this flat with a small baby.
What has happened to the flats that our plant received? I was told that out of
the 84 flats, 59 were allocated according to the decisions of the management,
not by the flat distribution committee. Why do they make priority lists then
if the managers allocate the flats anyway and it is connections that matter, not
the situation of the family concerned? I cannot at all understand that there are
couples without babies who spend only some weeks in the AWU and then they
immediately get a flat. Where is justice here??!

After he received the flat list of his plant, the angry family man turned to
the manager with a new complaint:

I do not accept the reply to my former letter because my questions have been
only partly or not at all answered. The list that I got confirms my main argu-
ment: flats are not allocated according to the social situation of people. Oth-
erwise how can childless couples receive two-room flats while families with a
child have to wait for years in the AWU? When I enquired about the concrete
cases, the flat distribution committee was unable to justify these decisions.
They referred to the ‘summary of criteria’ but they could not be concrete
about them. I was told that the age of the child was not important. For us who
are concerned, it is, however, a crucial question: how long do we have to live
with our child under these miserable conditions? I expect a concrete answer
to my question!?”

The reply was characterized by the authoritarianism of the managing di-
rector, even though it was most probably written by one of his adminis-
trators:

In my answer to your repeated complaint I take the opportunity to explain to
you once more the flat policy of the factory. According to the regulations of
1973 the factory has full responsibility for its employees with respect to hous-
ing. I have decided the following: first, every plant receives a flat contingent
in each year; second, the managers of the plants are fully responsible to me in
this question; third, there is a special contingent at my disposal so that I can
personally solve special cadre problems or urgent social problems during the
year. I am fully aware of my responsibility, and my decisions are in line with the
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social political requirements of the Ninth Party Congress. I do not tolerate any
deviation in this respect. My colleagues told you about the tense flat situation
of the town. That’s why it is all the more incomprehensible to me that you
have refused two offers for old flats (a three-room flat in Miihlenstr. 41 and a
two-room flat in Dornburger St. 131) because of the external toilet and the
lack of'a bath. I once more inform you that according to the urgency of your
case your name will appear on the list of the next year. That said, I regard your
complaint to be once and for all settled.?*®

The correspondence between the persistent petitioner and the chief man-
ager does, in fact, prove the opposite of his argument: his social situation
was, after all, taken into consideration. Further, the many checks in the
system (flat distribution committees, priority lists, letters of complaint
and the need to justify decisions) show that the social rights of people
were, in fact, strongly protected, and that the applicants who were wait-
ing for flats were all entitled to this benefit. It is, however, remarkable
that the sharp criticisms of housing policy did not affect negatively the
chances of the stubborn man: this suggests that petitioning also had the
psychological function of venting passions, and the official bodies there-
fore tolerated the disrespectful language.

Unfortunately, there are very few accounts of the activities of flat dis-
tribution committees, but there is evidence that some people used the
same disrespectful manner during the personal discussions of their flat
problem. A certain Miss R, for instance, refused two ofters for old flats
and another two for AWU rooms because:

as she put it, the other tenants were ‘dirty pigs’. However, because of the
tense flat situation in Jena many young people and mothers with children live
in AWU, and one cannot describe these people as this ... After the members
of the flat committee discussed the problem with Miss R, she answered that
‘it is bad enough that other colleagues accept everything and they don’t dare
to open their mouths’. She wanted to know whether we, the members of the
flat committee, had ever lived under similar conditions. She put this question
to a 64-year-old comrade, who grew up under capitalism. ... even though the
members of the committee are trying to help Miss R, they are not ready to
deal with her problem only. She received four acceptable offers in two years
that she declined. She would like to have a dream flat that we cannot offer to
her at the moment. She said that she would make a new complaint.?*®

It is quite remarkable that Miss R did not refrain from openly criticizing
living conditions in the GDR in front of the flat committee. Despite the
provocative conduct of Miss R, it was important for the committee to
demonstrate that they did everything to help her. This again shows that
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the officials were expected to consider the social situation of people (even
though the question of whether the 64-year-old comrade had ever lived
in AWU was evidently held to be a negative political comment).

Some letters of complaint had, however, more serious consequences.
Members of the party were evidently expected to show a higher level of
conformity and, like in Hungary, to lead a ‘decent’ family life. The fol-
lowing case shows that the party attempted to intervene in the private
lives of its members to defend the family:

I live with my wife and my two children (a six-year-old son and a two-and-
half-year-old daughter) in a two-room flat. I am attending a one-year course at
party school, and I have to study a lot at home. My wife also studies. For this
reason there are a lot of conflicts in our family. Since after the school I am sup-
posed to be the party secretary of our group, and I am a candidate for higher
education in engineering, I would like to ask you to give a positive reply to our
application for a bigger flat.??°

According to the report, during the discussion with comrade D it turned
out that the letter was written and sent by his wife without his knowledge.
The report commented that his family relations had been tense for one-
and-half years because he spent most of his free time with a lover. During
this time members of the party asked him many times to resolve his mari-
tal problems. Eventually, he declared that he would seek reconciliation
with his wife and he would stay with his family. The report also confirmed
that comrade D was a candidate for party secretary.??! The case introduces
a ‘typical’ career with the help of the party (party work, selection for edu-
cation, responsible post) but it also reveals that the members of the party
were expected to respect the moral code of the party.

While petitioners could freely complain of poor living conditions, the
threat to leave the GDR was considered to be a political threat, all the
more so because the following letter was addressed to the Council of
Ministers of the GDR:

My husband is a technologist in the optical precision instruments’ plant of
VEB Carl Zeiss Jena. I work as a nurse at the women’s clinic of the Friedrich
Schiller University. We have lived for seven years in a small furnished room of
the nurses’ hostel. Since my childhood I have had lived in poor conditions:
when I was six, my parents got divorced and my mother and I got one room
in a house. This room was wet with mould fungus on the walls. It took my
mother ten years to get a bigger flat. When I came to Jena, I lived for three
years in a dormitory, where I had only a bed and a shelf that I could call my
home. In 1977 I received a room of 9 m? with sloping walls. Half a year later
I got married and my husband moved in with me. We lived for three years in

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781782380252. Not for resale.



Workers in the Welfure Dictatorships 173

this room where we could only sleep on a couch because there was no room
for a bed. Then we got a room of 12 m? and we could finally have a double
bed. Last year we had a baby so right now three of us have to live under these
miserable conditions. The last offer that we received was a two-room AWU
flat but I think that it is senseless to move from one AWU into another. I find
it very unjust that after six years of waiting we can only get an AWU flat, and
even this is too small. I hope that my family will get an adequate flat before
the end of this year because I have no more strength to live in this state with
my child.???

The petitioner also mentioned that she and her husband were both shop
stewards in the trade union. The woman refused to appear in front of the
committee because, according to her husband, she recognized that her let-
ter contained incorrect and false statements. The husband himself did not
know of the letter and he declared that he would have prevented its mailing:

He found the sentence ‘I have no strength to live in this state with my child’
particularly shocking, and he could not easily accept it. He maintained, though,
that the sentence had no political message, and his wife did not think of leaving
the GDR.?*® The chairperson of the committee and another member visited
the woman in her home where they were personally convinced of the bad liv-
ing conditions of the family. The colleagues made it clear to her that her letter
had a political message, particularly if one took into account that she was active
in the trade union as a shop steward. They concluded that she just wanted to
underline the urgency of her case for which she does not blame our state.

It was, at any rate, stated that the letter was written because of an ad-
ministrative mistake since the flat problem of the family had already been
solved. In 1983 a single mother with a child received a three-room flat
by mistake. This flat was then allocated to the family of the nurse while
the single mother moved to a two-room flat. According to the report
the problem was caused by the slow flow of information between the
offices.?** The case, however, reveals that it was also in the interests of of-
ficials to be attentive to the social problems of people.

While the cited documents reported many problems relating to the
impact of the housing shortage on workers, including the primitive con-
ditions of AWU and long waiting times for new flats, the letters, in fact,
unambiguously prove that the social situation of the applicants was an
important criterion for the allocation of flats. The comments in the let-
ters suggest that those who were in a difficult situation could rely on the
sympathy of administrators. There is evidence that the situation of single
mothers received special consideration: a young woman turned to the
chief manager with the complaint that she did not receive the one-room
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flat that the flat distribution committee had promised her, and the man-
agement of the hostel where she lived refused to store her furniture that
she bought for the new flat:

Two weeks ago colleague Mrs P invited me for a discussion with the manage-
ment of the hostel. She did not let me speak or explain the situation and she
was totally reluctant to help me. She told me: ‘You can put your furniture on
the street, that’s your problem. By 30 September the room should be cleared’.
It was not the first time that she spoke with me in this manner. I am no longer
willing to deal with this colleague, and I really need a larger room for my fur-
niture. I would like to ask for your support.??®

The letter was marked with the comment ‘Scandal!!!” The reply, unfortu-
nately, has not survived but if the investigation proved the complaint to be
true, Mrs P would have received a strong reprimand for her heartless words.

The following two cases are cited to show that letters of complaint
could lead to real results if the recipient chose to decide that the social
situation of the writer justified urgent help:

I trained to be an electrician in VEB Carl Zeiss Jena, where I work now. I
have had good results and I have never have received any reprimands. I live
together with my parents even though I am already 27. We live in an old house
(built in 1939), which consists of a living room, a bedroom, a children’s room,
a small room that can’t be heated, a kitchen, a toilet and a bath in the cellar.
The children’s room has no heating either. Five years ago my son was born
and our flat became too small because I also have a sister. In 1975 T applied
for a two-room flat, and now, after four years of waiting, I received the answer
that there are more urgent cases that take precedence over my problem. Now
I ask you, Comrade Chief Manager, is not my case also urgent?!! My father
treats me as a child in front of my son and he thinks that he is responsible for
his education. I am deprived of my parental rights! I have to add that I have a
fiancé who lives with us, so you can imagine the tense situation in our family.
Now I ask you again, Comrade Chief Manager, is it not an urgent case?!!>?

The inquiry confirmed that the woman worker lived under ditficult con-
ditions and she received a positive reply to her letter: the chief manager
promised that he would personally attend to her case.

The second case was that of a woman who lived with her daughter
under similar conditions in the parental flat:

I have a room of 8.5 m? in my parents’ flat where I live with my daughter.
My sister also lives with her child in the flat and she has an even smaller room
than mine. She can’t even put a children’s bed in her room. A further problem
is the common use of the kitchen and bath. Since we all start working at the
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same time, I have to get up very early so that the others can use the bathroom
in the morning. The flat distribution committee decided that my case was ur-
gent after they visited our flat. Now I have learnt, however, that my name does
not appear on the priority list. Since my fiancé works in the same plant and
he has a room of 6 m?, this complaint is our only opportunity to improve our
situation and unite our family. For this reason I would like to ask you to find a
speedy solution to end our misery. The flat committee can visit our flat at any
time so that they can be convinced once more of our untenable situation.?*”

The woman was reassured that her case was regarded as socially urgent
and that the chief manager would deal with the case personally.

Even though all of these cases describe individual situations and prob-
lems, they show how the system of the flat allocation functioned in prac-
tice. The largest group that was dependent on the factory for housing
was either the new settlers, or those local people who could not rely on
parental help. Often the latter were in a more difficult situation because,
as the letters show, the family lived in cramped conditions in the parental
home. Early marriages and the birth of children rendered the waiting
time for a flat very difficult, as many generations had to occupy the same
space. At the same time, however, a decision to have children at a par-
ticular time may have been motivated by the desire to obtain a new flat.??
The social responsibilities of the enterprises towards its workers created
a comprehensive work-based social security system, but it enabled a high
degree of employer intervention into the private sphere. Letters of com-
plaint addressed family problems such as divorce and adultery, and there
were jealous spouses who used the opportunities such a system provided
to denounce their partners to the workplace or to the party. Others asked
for the help of management in order to expel a husband who drank heav-
ily and engaged in drunken violence against family members from their
home: solving one problem created another, for this employee needed a
new home. The system of flat allocation rendered the factory to a large
extent responsible for the social problems of their workforce. It helped to
maintain a certain level of social justice (it was shown that the social situ-
ation of people received consideration in the factory), but it reinforced
patterns of patriarchal dependence.

While the letters of complaint understandably focused on the negative
aspects of community life, centralized mechanisms for distributing hous-
ing contributed to a strengthening of collective identities based around
the workplace. Young people lived together in hostels, and the new hous-
ing estates ensured that Zeiss employees were not only colleagues, but
also neighbours, given that the various plants received whole blocks of
flats. In a similar fashion to Hungary, the intense community life in the
GDR was recalled with a sense of loss in many life-history interviews:
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In GDR era there was much greater solidarity among the colleagues. We met
more frequently — also in the workplace — people went bowling, they orga-
nized garden parties or when the children first went to school, there were
youth fétes or the colleagues went together somewhere after work ... this is
different now, people go to work, then they go home and they lock their doors
... with the neighbours it is not like it used to be. In the earlier time we had
a housing community ( Hausgemeinschaft) in these houses. We were all young
people with mainly one or two children, we were all around 23-24 when
we moved to our first flats, people sat together a lot, there were club nights
organized, people had a good time together; it is different now, people don’t
do it any longer because everybody has his or her own problems and people
withdraw from community life. People don’t chat with their neighbours on
the stairs; they say ‘Good afternoon’ to each other if they meet, and they close
the door. I think that today people are much more stressed, they have to think
about things that were natural in the GDR, everybody or almost everybody
was treated equally, everybody had work and a stable income. Very few people
had really big problems. I say again, people had work, every family could send
the children to nursery or kindergarten — many things that used to be natural
but today they are not. Today everybody is uninterested ... people don’t care
about their neighbours; they might hear that he is unemployed or she is now
again at home but it is not their problem. Today people are concerned only
about themselves.?*

The living communities that were formed on newly built housing estates
played an important role in social networks. Regular social contact and
common activities in the neighbourhood were mentioned in many other
interviews:

People used to organize parties, I mean here, in the garden in front of the
house. Or there were small parties on Saturdays, people made a fire, they had
a beer and they talked to each other. The neighbours helped each other, there
was social work, they did something for the environment. Today a firm does
this kind of work in the neighbourhood. I don’t know why this has developed
in this way. For instance, on Saturdays there were always three or four men in
the yard, they repaired their cars, they had a chat. Today people don’t repair
their cars, they take them to a garage. Sometimes I think that it is difficult to
make friends with new neighbours.?*

According to many interview partners, the housing communities were
part of a communal life that declined after the fall of the GDR:

Solidarity declined both at work and in private life. Take the collective of our
house — there were forty-four flats in the house, families of similar age, we did
a lot together, there were parties, we enjoyed ourselves. After *89 this has dis-
appeared, people did not sit together, everybody stayed in the flats; it was not
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like as it was, more together, people organized children’s parties in the houses,
they were nice and they have disappeared, too. There were house parties twice
a year but today people don’t want to sit together and speak of their things,
perhaps they are afraid that they give themselves away and that others take an
advantage of them. Today people are afraid to share their ideas or problems
with their friends, that’s why they turn inside.?*!

Regardless of how one evaluates community in the GDR, the system
of flat distribution undoubtedly reinforced a feeling of community and
strengthened the relationship between workers and the factory. Accord-
ing to the official expectations, the flat generated feelings of gratitude
from the population. Indeed people were most probably very happy when
they could move into their first flats, particularly if they had had to live for
years in various types of ‘mass accommodation’. Yet ‘dream flats’ were not
regarded as such forever by their new occupants. While community life
in the GDR was seen positively after unification, their nostalgia did not
spread to their view of the quality of housing:

I started work at Zeiss in May 1968 and by October I had already received a
flat. Five months. At that time many people came to Jena because of the flats.
That’s a fact, there were many. There were factories like Zeiss in Jena, and the
large chemical factories in Eisenhtittenstadt — I don’t know if the name means
anything to you — many young people moved there. You can see from here the
houses ... to the left. I moved afterwards because it was a two-room flat, you
could get only a two-room flat if you did not have children. ... My son is not
married and he has a flat. I find this good. He is better off now than we were.>*

The letters of complaint and life-history interviews suggest considerable
discontent with housing in the GDR. While community was positively
evaluated, state social policy was at best an ambiguous means of rally-
ing the population behind the regime. Many people regarded the flats
as fringe benefits rather than the realization of an egalitarian social pro-
gramme. Furthermore, in the light of the letters connections continued
to matter: experts enjoyed an advantage over the others and, since educa-
tion (including adult education) was controlled by the party, the selection
of the candidates for higher education (and thus, upward mobility) was
largely dependent on their ideological reliability. The following letter is
cited to show that there were people who felt that they were cast to the
margins of the socialist social welfare state, despite waiting for years:

I have read the article about our social policy in the 30 January 1987 issue of
Volkswacht with interest. The report argues that two-thirds of working-class
families received new flats between 1971 and 1986 and that adult people have

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781782380252. Not for resale.



178 Alienating Labour

at least 26 m? at their disposal. Further, 76 per cent of the flats are equipped
with baths or showers and 68 per cent have internal toilets; 42—45 per cent of
the new houses would be given to working-class people. I have to say that the
living conditions of my family (four people) are very different. We live in a flat
of'48 m? in an old building. We cannot use the largest room (11 m?) in winter
because it is wet and cold and it has no heating. So my eight-year-old daugh-
ter and my two-year-old son have to share a bedroom (10 m?). The flat has
neither a bath nor a shower and the toilet is in the common stairwell. There is
no drying room so we have to dry our washing in the flat. The building is in
a very bad state (the gutters are broken, the plaster falls off, and the windows
can’t be closed properly). I received this flat in 1978 — T accepted it because I
lived with my baby in half a room in my parents’ house. After my second mar-
riage and the birth of my son, four of us lived in a flat that I received for two
people. My husband and I are both blue-collar workers and my husband works
on two shifts. I applied for a cooperative flat in 1971 but after sixteen years
of waiting I was told to file a new application. I have the impression that the
flat distribution committee consciously deceived me, so I just don’t trust them
any more. Because of the circumstances that I described above, I consider this
complaint as my only opportunity to improve my living conditions. I would
like to ask for your support in this matter.?*?

The answer of the chief manager has not survived but the letter reinforces
the picture of a tense relationship between the workers and management
in which authoritarianism and social justice were often paradoxically com-
bined.

The ‘balance’ of Honecker’s great housing project is therefore, at
best, ambiguous. In the light of the interviews, housing communities
reinforced private contacts and solidarity among the workers, many of
whom knew each other already from the training school and the dor-
mitories. Since they belonged to similar age groups, they shared several
tamily experiences: taking their children to nurseries and kindergartens,
tamily festivals and other common leisure programmes. There is no rea-
son to doubt that many young couples were very happy to move to their
first homes — especially if they had to spend years in overcrowded AWUs
or the parental home, where couples often lived in one room with their
babies. Social rights, however, encompassed the right for ‘appropriate’
housing and, as we have seen from the letters, East German workers did
not refrain from criticizing the management if they felt that these rights
were not respected. Honecker’s welfare policy therefore led the GDR into
a similar debt trap as was the case with Hungary, because their planned
economies were ill equipped to compete with the market economies and
consumption levels of the advanced Western countries. And the Western
television channels and Western trips rendered this difference painfully
obvious, even in the eyes of the East German population. In Hungary we
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can find abundant criticism of the increase of prices and the failure of the
standard-of-living policy in the information reports of the 1980s. In the
GDR, political repression provided for the quiescence of the population;
the mass flight of the citizens in 1989 when Hungary opened its Western
borders, however, demonstrated that East German youth no longer saw
its future in the socialist system.

‘Du und dein Werk’

Even though community building was an integral part of the labour pol-
icy of the factory — as we have seen with the example of housing — given
the fact that the minute books of the meetings of the party leadership of
the factory have not survived, there is very little documentation of the
social activities that were undertaken for this purpose, including the so-
cialist brigade movement. In 1973, when the Zeiss factory celebrated the
25™ anniversary of the nationalization of the enterprise, the work plan of
a special publication survived, which underlined that its main purpose was
to stress workers’ identification with the collective and the factory. The
title of the publication was called characteristically ‘Du und dein Werk’
(You and your Plant). The most important aspects of the concept for the
publication were the following:

It should be, above all, introduced how under socialist conditions people — in
particular the members of the leading working class — are trained to be socialist
personalities with the help of their collective in the workplace. It is a process
that cannot take place without conflicts because we have to overcome the bi-
ases and influences of bourgeois ideologies. In this respect you should describe
the relevant, purposeful activities of the socialist brigades (the work pledges
of the collectives) and the results of the socialist work contest. You should
represent how the workers in partnership with the intelligentsia — under the
leadership of the party — manifest themselves as socialist proprietors, producers
and the possessors of power. The idea is not to give a historical outline of the
past 25 years of the VEB Carl Zeiss Jena but to show that — as a result of a his-
torically determined process — a landmark event took place 25 years ago that
decisively determined the future of the Zeiss factory. In order to have an emo-
tional effect, you should use the Du-form,** so you will directly address the
reader and immediately engage him in the narrative so that he can commit to
memory that his work serves the strengthening of the GDR and of the socialist
world system, and thereby the defence of peace. And he is part of all of these

with his work, with his initiative, with his collective, with his personality.?*

The above text, albeit it was prepared for propagandistic purposes, ex-

pressed the main message of the community policy of VEB Carl Zeiss
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Jena. The German language distinguishes between the formal (‘Sie’) and
informal (‘du’) ways of addressing people. The use of ‘du’ shows that the
party sought to eliminate the social distance between workers and man-
agers, at least in interpersonal communication; hierarchical relations were
supposed to be replaced with a homogenous working community. The
state strongly supported working-class communities and community life.
The German system was traditionally characterized by solid hierarchies
and the separation of social classes. The party made great efforts to de-
mocratize the relationship between workers and managers. This was part-
ly achieved through a levelling wage policy (it was a frequent complaint
that foremen earned nearly the same money as skilled workers, especially
if they were shift workers) and partly through a conscious decrease of so-
cial distance (workers lived in the same quarters as managers, they ate in
the same canteens, there were common state festivals and equality was an
important social message of the party). Workers gave credit to the eman-
cipating policy of the party: the greater social equality of the old system
was recalled in the interviews with a sense of loss.

In spite of the apt title of the chapter, the intensive community life
of the factory that workers reported in the interviews has little archival
documentation. The materials of the factory party organization are very
scattered for this period so it is difficult to reconstruct the community life
of the factory. A report of 1973 gave the following account of voluntary
social work that was undertaken by the factory collective:

Since the beginning of the year the number of brigades has increased from 598
to 664 in the plants of Jena (including Saalfeld). Out of them, 401 brigades
participate now in the contest for the title of the ‘Collective of Socialist Work’
(Kollektiv der sozinlistischen Arbeit) while at the beginning of the year there
were only 389 participants. At the same time the number of brigades that won
the title increased from 219 to 229. Currently, there are twenty schools with
around 11,650 children who are patronized by our factory. Within the frame-
work of this program 6,779 pupils participate in the training programmes of
comprehensive schools and 445 pupils who are in the 11" and 12 classes are
engaged in the scientific-political programmes of our institutions. More than
2,000 employees work in the eighty-two cultural groups of the factory. The
political and cultural activities of our youth manifested itself particularly in
preparation for the tenth world festival: there were 480 youth programmes
with more than 20,000 participants. The high proportion of our youth who
participated in ‘Messe der Meister von Morgen™* (88 per cent), the socialist
work contest and the discussion of the youth act show that young people are
actively engaged in the solution of the problems. It expresses the increasing
consciousness of responsibility that there were 2,100 meetings that discussed
the plan of 1974 with the participation of 80 per cent of the members of the
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brigades. Out of the 7,300 contributions there were 3,309 proposals for the
improvement of working conditions, work culture and labour protection.

The report, however, concluded that despite these results, the tempo and
the results of the process of socialist rationalization were still inadequate and
more ideological work was needed to increase the number of shift workers.?¥”

The cited documents suggest that memory of the special nature of
Zeiss’s history — that is the form of ownership and the generous social
policy of the factory before the Second World War — survived as late as
the beginning of the 1970s, and the functionaries considered it neces-
sary to underline that the new, socialist system had established strong-
er bonds between the workers and the factory than did the capitalist
system. Given the oppressive ideological climate and the lack of survey
evidence it is difficult to determine to what extent this project was suc-
cessful. The cited documents of the investigation of 1969 in the instru-
ment plant, at any rate, suggest that the majority of the old guard of
the factory kept a distance from the party and politics. With respect to
the politics of factory identity and especially working-class engagement
with official ideologies of socialist proprietary consciousness, it is worth
recalling the comment of one of the managers that people work consci-
entiously because of their old loyalty to the factory, rather than because
of their political commitment.?*® Beyond militant party language it is
possible to detect the signs of the conflicts and attitudes of previous
eras, for instance the admission that the nationalization of the enterprise
was a contested process and that socialist rationalization did not have
tangible results. Such comments reveal that despite the over-ideologized
language, scepticism towards the campaigns of the party manifested itself
among the employees.

The leadership of the district was also discontented with the political
work of the party organization of the factory; at least at a meeting in 1978
the work with workers to improve socialist rationalization was met with a
sharply hostile response:

Certainly we all share the opinion that the concrete organization of the daily
offensive work with the masses is of a remarkably low standard in the Zeiss
factory. The much debated problems of the supply of consumer goods and
the wide range of questions concerning foreign and domestic policies require
that all of the employees should get a clear picture and they should be fully
conscious of their personal responsibility for the ongoing development of the
whole republic. You should explain to them that the increasing needs of the
population that, as we all know, increases at a higher rate than our production,
demand a high level of achievement from everybody.
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The following contribution suggests that the whole town was regarded to
be ideologically ‘unreliable’ — or more liberal — in the district: “The IKL
should pay more attention to concrete political work with the masses in
the future. The criticism that this work needs to be more comprehen-
sive and diverse concerns not only IKL but also the town of Jena, where
there is much to be done in this respect because some problems cannot
be solved through better economic propaganda alone.” The report of the
IKL, not surprisingly, stressed the results of political work, amongst others
the increase in the number of young workers who received awards for their
quality work, the results of the innovation movement ( Neuererbewegung)
and the mass movement entitled ‘Initiativpal 30” in the optical instrument
plant. Within the framework of the latter the employees undertook the task
of sparing thirty working hours with the help of socialist rationalization.>*

Although political campaigns (including the socialist brigade move-
ment) were expected to lead to increases in production, even the above
cited documents suggest that the campaigns mainly aimed to improve
the relations between the party and the people.?*® This, at least, explains
that the work with the masses — on the basis of the account — had few, if
any, concrete results and neither were the methods of socialist rationaliza-
tion more closely determined. Unfortunately, there are no overall figures
regarding activity of socialist brigades in the factory. The ‘Salvador Al-
lende’ brigade was the only brigade whose diary survived in the factory
archive. It reinforces the argument that the brigades were more important
for community building than for production. Amongst its work pledges
there were general objectives listed such as fulfilment of the plan targets
and the undertaking of special control tasks.?*! The brigade’s cultural and
social activities were very similar to those of their Hungarian counterparts:
participation in adult education, movie programmes (visits to the Soviet
film festival), bowling, the celebration of the International Women’s Day,
common excursions with the families of the members of the brigade, bri-
gade evenings and the patronage of schoolchildren. The members of the
‘Salvador Allende’ brigade also committed themselves to studying the So-
viet media, which suggests that more political work was expected from the
socialist brigades in the GDR than in Hungary.?*? The accounts in the bri-
gade diary recorded various aspects of community life: tours, excursions,
nights at the cinema, visit to libraries, wine tasting, walking in the forest,
a reading group, and the celebration of International Women’s Day. The
accompanying photographs showed that brigade life did not exist merely
on paper, but that people did indeed participate in the common activities.

On the basis of contemporary sources it is very difficult to see to what
extent the socialist project of community building was successful and how it
shaped popular consciousness. Even though there is some evidence that the
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party could not win over the majority of the factory’s old guard to its cause,
this probably did not influence their attitude to the factory itself. In addi-
tion, with the rapid increase of the workforce from the late 1960s, the social
composition of its personnel changed too: many young people came from
distant towns and villages to be trained in Jena, and those who settled in the
town grew up practically together with this new collective. The dormitories,
the common training and the community life of the AWU inevitably estab-
lished closer contacts among young people, and reinforced feelings of soli-
darity. Even though there is no documentation of their integration into the
factory collective, the common fétes, sporting events and socialist brigades
undoubtedly played a role in the process. This type of socialization rendered
people more responsive to the values of the community they had joined.

On the basis of life-history interviews, community building could be
regarded as successful because the overwhelming majority of my inter-
view partners stressed that there was a higher level of communality among
colleagues and their neighbours during the Honecker era than under the
capitalist system post-unification. In this context the positive values of
the socialist brigades (solidarity and communality) were frequently con-
trasted with the individualism and egoism of the new system:

This collective spirit that existed at the time of the GDR had a very different
background. People helped each other because they had common problems
to be solved. Today one speaks of team spirit but this team spirit is actually
needed to achieve a goal. Not to solve problems but to achieve a goal. In the
brigades it was not the goal that was important but collective social work, to
have good results as a collective, for instance if someone did not have enough
points, the others helped them and together they could achieve a good result.
Today the system does not work like that. This is a pity because people had a
greater sense of togetherness, in order to help each other. Today this help is
not wanted. People are required to work together for the same goal but they
are expected to work on their own and to achieve the maximum output.*?

The majority of my interview partners felt a change in people’s relation
to their workplace and consequently that solidarity and human contacts
among workmates declined.?** They maintained that the communities that
were built in the GDR had disappeared together with the socialist system:

The collective was much better united in the time of the GDR. We went on
excursions, held common festivals to celebrate Christmas in the workplace and
other celebrations that we had at the time; we did many things together, we
had many common trips and we had a rest. After work we always had a rest.
But it is not the same now as it used to be. The collective is not what it used
to be. I have work, I do my work — and the others? Earlier it was not like that.
You can try but it no longer works. ‘I work here, and what I do afterwards —
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that’s my business, that’s my private life’ — that’s what many would tell you
now. It hurts a bit, really. People need time to relax — it would be good if we
had a little time for each other!**

In this context the socialist brigades were linked with a higher level of
solidarity that was held to be a positive feature of the previous system:

Today people are occupied with themselves. In the period of the GDR we
had a community. Neighbours helped each other, we had common excursions
with colleagues in the workplace, there were common activities ... There was a
good climate in our plant, we regularly held brigade evenings, brigade parties.
There were very many events organized amongst brigade members, among
workmates, in the workshop, in the plant and in the whole factory — regular
events. Workmates met privately, they mutually helped each other with various
household jobs, for instance, repairing things or decorating the flat — that was
totally normal. It was totally normal we helped each other. It is not like that
today. It has been lost.#¢

Interview partners also told about cases when the brigades gave psycho-
logical support to their members:

Earlier there was a totally different feeling of solidarity between colleagues.
Today it is more like a fight because people think that they cannot keep their
jobs otherwise. It was different in the GDR era ... We had a colleague who
had an alcohol problem and it was precisely this environment, her socialist
brigade, that helped her to lead a normal life. After the Wende she became a
real alcoholic.?*

Like in the Hungarian case, community building in the GDR was a part of
the labour policy of the regime that received strong institutional support.
While the mutual assistance of workmates had its spontaneous aspects, the
role of the brigade movement — organized from above — was recognized:

One has to admit that carlier everything was a bit more organized. Fétes in
the workshop, brigade parties ... such things ... and then everybody was
there, and there were groups formed that understood each other well. And
the framework was also very different then, there were 250 people in the
workshop; when there was an excursion, they sometimes hired a whole ship.
Workmates meet much less frequently now.?*8

There were interview partners who reported of a kind of nostalgia for the
organizational framework of the brigade movement:

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781782380252. Not for resale.



Workers in the Welfure Dictatorships 185

We made work pledges, newspapers for the walls, sometimes it was a bit child-
ish but ... we wrote in the brigade diary to record what we did together, there
were reports, photos ... they have been all thrown away, these diaries; it is a
pity — for instance, our boss whom we have now, he would be very happy if he
could write such a diary now.>*

In the light of my life-history interviews, the brigade movement left
mainly positive memories behind. It is, however, questionable as to the
extent the communities of the factory and the neighbourhood influenced
working-class political opinions and strengthened their loyalty to the re-
gime. While many interview partners linked these communities with so-
cialist values (solidarity, unselfishness, equality), they did not hold the
system itselt to be socialist (none of the cited interview partners were
members of the party, and many had a negative opinion of the party and
the ‘comrades’). As the following citation shows, community work and
participation in common activities had no relationship to the political
opinions of people:

I was not a member of the party. I was pressured many times because my
husband was a member, and they told me that if my husband is a member, I
should be a candidate, too. Then I said to the woman, okay, convince your
husband first that he should join and then I will join, too. I knew that he
was not a member of the party. No one forced me. I know this is how they
would tell it now — but it is not true. Neither were people forced to celebrate
1 May. Allegedly they checked the names of those who were not there but I
have never seen any such lists ... At that time there was practical training for
schoolchildren, one day a week, and I was persuaded to become a teaching
assistant. I liked it very much, to organize the children, to find relevant tasks
for them and to evaluate their work ... I enjoyed it very much. But I would
not have gone to party meetings on every Monday.?*

Surely there were people who could take advantage of their community
work, but for the majority these collectives offered no material advantages
and they were primarily appreciated as social spheres which were relative-
ly independent of state control. Brigades were not, of course, organized
from below since the socialist brigade movement received strong sup-
port from the factory party organization. Independently of state support,
though, people could participate in the community life of the brigades
without identitying themselves with the party or the state ideology. In the
light of the interviews workers held the work and housing communities
to be social spaces free of state control. Private contacts formed on this
basis reinforced a common working-class consciousness in opposition to
the privileged cadres of the regime. Solidarity among workers was also
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nourished by the oppressive ideological climate, omnipotent state control
and the interdependence of people within the shadow economy of favours
necessitated by goods’ shortages. This kind of solidarity, however, helped
to reinforce a critical attitude towards the regime and its privileged cadres.

Emancipated? Labour Policy for Women

Labour policy for women was a distinguished area of Honecker’s welfare
policy and the image of the emancipated, working East German women
frequently appeared in the propaganda of the state as opposed to West
German women, who were held to be confined to the household and the
private sphere. Women’s entrance to the labour market did not, however,
mean full-scale emancipation; studies showed that household duties re-
mained to be mainly the women’s chore. In her book, where she analysed
the women’s policy of the East German state, Harsch shows how work-
ing women could exert pressure on the party to secure concessions in
the sphere of private life and family.?*! The goal of this chapter is much
more limited. In the light of the surviving documents from the women’s
commission in Zeiss, I seek to offer a case study of how women’s policy
tunctioned in a large factory such as Zeiss, and how far the party suc-
ceeded in emancipating women at the workplace. Since the sources do
not enable the study of family life, statistical analysis will be limited to
productive work.

Helping working women was a central aspect of the labour policy of
the regime; it was so for two reasons.?? First, the government sought
to solve the problem of labour shortage by ensuring that women were
integrated fully into the labour market. In addition to propaganda, this
was encouraged by an extensive programme of state provision of child
care: nurseries, kindergartens and afternoon schools. Places in these in-
stitutions were in principle offered to every family at highly subsidized
prices. This kind of state support was meant not only to encourage female
employment, but also to enable women to complete houschold chores.
The second aim was to level the differences between the sexes in income,
education and career opportunities (in fact, full female employment was
an important element of the state’s general egalitarianism). Thanks to the
work of women’s commissions,?*® whose task was to assist and control
the realization of these goals in the enterprises, the situation of women
workers in the Zeiss factory is better documented than that of their male
counterparts (for instance, with respect to education).

Between 1960 and 1980 the proportion of women among the em-
ployees of the factory showed a slight increase: it was 37.8 per cent in
1960, increasing to 39.4 per cent in 1970, up again to 40.3 per cent in
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1975, and then 43.5 per cent by 1980. The Zeiss plants located in Jena
had a workforce that was 42 per cent female, and in some plants such as
the optical plant women constituted a majority (60 per cent).”** In the
district the percentage of women of working age employed was 82.5 per
cent in 1972,%% and it increased to 90 per cent in 1975.%5¢ The town of
Jena had a similarly high proportion of working women: 93 per cent of
women were employed in 1976.27 In the light of these figures we can
speak of almost full female employment in the district and the town.

The factory made considerable efforts to provide conditions for full fe-
male employment. In 1976 in the town of Jena it maintained eight nurser-
ies with 407 places, nine kindergartens with 856 places and two afternoon
schools with 172 places.?®® The town could offer proportionally more
places in nurseries than in the GDR as a whole (number of places per num-
ber of children) while the proportion of the kindergarten places lay a bit
below the national average. Reports critically commented that there were
not enough afternoon schools in the town. There are general figures with
respect to the whole of the factory including plants outside Jena that show
a slight growth in the capacity of the institutions for delivering child care
in the second half of the 1970s: in 1976 the factory had 1,749 nursery and
2,762 kindergarten places, while in 1980 these numbers were 2,206 and
2,859 respectively. This improvement was demonstrated by the fact that,
in 1980, only 141 women out of the employees of the factory (including
all plants outside Jena) could not work because they could not get nursery
or kindergarten places for their children,” whereas in 1970 nearly 500
women were in this situation in Jena alone.?*® It can be correctly claimed
that the demand for child-care places could be almost fully satisfied. This
was reflected also in the development of female employment.

Full female employment had, however, a negative side, too. Even
though one cannot make general statements about how household work
was divided within the family, the surviving documents suggest that shop-
ping and provisioning were largely the task of women (for instance, in
the information reports it was usually women who criticized the sup-
ply of consumer goods). This explains the high proportion of women
among part-time workers: according to a 1973 report, out of the 2,347
part-time workers at the Zeiss factory 2,234 (95 per cent) were women.
Around one-fifth of the female employees of the factory were part-time
workers: their proportion was 19.5 per cent in 1973 and 20.8 per cent
in 1980.2°! The proportion of part-time workers in 1973 was almost the
same among the women workers: it was 18.1 per cent in 1980 (a slight
decrease in comparison with the previous year, when it was 19.3 per cent
as the report commented). During this period it was the task of the wom-
en’s commissions to win over women for full-time employment:?%? even

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781782380252. Not for resale.



188 Alienating Labour

though the proportion of part-timers among female workers was lower
than the national industrial average (25.8 per cent) in the Zeiss, they had
regular discussions with part-time workers to this end. The report under-
lined that new part-time contracts could be given for a determined period
of time only, and they had to be very well grounded. The following ‘ideo-
logical obstacles’ to full-time jobs came up from the women during the
discussions: insufficient places in the afternoon schools, the issues around
the supervision of children; an inadequate supply of consumer goods;
household chores; the negative attitude of husbands; and financial calcu-
lations (the money was enough for the family budget).?¢® This shows that
in this case the interest of the state as an employer preceded the interests
of working mothers, since many women would have preferred working
part-time for as long as they had small children.

The political goal of fully integrating women into the workforce was
high on the agenda of the women’s commission, but improvement of the
conditions of working women was also an integral part of this policy. In
the optical plant of the Zeiss factory, 15 per cent of the women workers
undertook shift work in 1976; the report of the commission added that
the plant had one of the youngest staffs in the factory, with an average
age of 23 (because of the mass recruitment of young skilled workers) and
the mothers who had small children were not willing to work in shifts.
The report also mentioned that the shift nursery had to be closed because
mothers refused to leave their children there.?* The women’s commis-
sion paid special attention to the full use of working hours:

Many women leave their workplace earlier reasoning that ‘I have to pick up
my children from the kindergarten or nursery on time because they are always
the last’. An inquiry found that all of these institutions were open until 17.30
but parents usually picked up their children at 17.00. In the meantime we have
arranged that all of the child care centres in Jena should be open until 18.00.
Thus, women can spend more time in their workplace, they can participate
in social life better than earlier, and they can also go shopping without being
worried about their children.?®®

Despite their political commitment, the women’s commissions did, how-
ever, represent the interests of working women sometimes even against
management:

We can conclude from our work with big families that therve ave o number of
ideological problems in the attitude of the managers and state leaders?®® In many
cases the managers refused to recognize that working mothers carried the bulk
of the responsibility for household chores and for homemaking beyond their
work in the plant. These tasks were only rarely recognized and appreciated.
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Concerning the extension of shift work, it should be taken into consideration
that it is not primarily mothers with small children who should be convinced

to work in shifts.?¢”

This comment shows that the commissions also acted as mediators be-
tween working women and the party and state leaders.

Even though, as the above comment also suggests, housework re-
mained mainly the responsibility of women, in the life-history interviews
the state network of child-care institutions and the extension of female
employment were unambiguously positively evaluated. Most people re-
garded child care, the education system, health care, and full employment
among the positive features of the socialist system. Full female employ-
ment was stressed among the differences between East and West Ger-
many: many women interview partners mentioned that it was natural for
them to work as opposed to the more traditional family model in West
Germany: ‘It was different here than in West Germany where so many
women who are below fifty stay at home or they have other interests. No
one wants to sit at home here. Those who grew up in work and have al-
ways worked as young people want to be active again, not to sit at home
and play dominoes. I think that it is depressing to live like that.” In this
context some interview partners consciously contrasted the family policy
of East Germany with that of West Germany: ‘In the old West Germany
there were fixed gender roles. In our country never. I have never had any
problems with housework. Equal rights — the whole marriage developed
like that.”?®8 In many life-history interviews, work was an integral part of
women’s lives; this was why the loss of a job was a particularly painful
experience of the new system:

When the children were small, I would have liked to work part-time, six hours
in a day, but at that time it was not possible. I would have liked to spend more
time with the children, I have had a bad conscience because I was too tired
in the evening, I could not always pay attention ... The right to work, this is
what I would like. I was unemployed for one and half years, I did not like it.
That was not something for me. I was bored, one needs the stress of work
somehow, the children have grown up, in the afternoon one can only wait for
my husband to come home ... that was not self-realization. I wanted to do
something on my own. I always went to the Office of Labour, I was looking
for jobs, I wrote applications that were sent back in two weeks with a refusal
and I was sometimes invited to interviews, three or four times. Once I received
an interview for a date when I was on holiday, so my son went there, and they
said that they want to see me because if the son is so attractive then the mother
should be as well [laughs] — this rarely happens but this is how it was.?®®
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The role of state-provided child care was a hotly debated issue in the two
Germanies; many interview partners felt the need to defend socialist child
care against the charge that they would be harmful to the education of
their children:

In my opinion our daughter only benefited from the nursery. My acquaintanc-
es from West Germany, well, they would say that in the socialist kindergartners
children were educated collectively. But my daughter has become a more indi-
vidual person who knows her strengths and weaknesses, and she learnt to live
in a community, to adapt herself to other people. I think that child care did
her only good, as it had a positive effect on the development of her personal-
ity. It is totally wrong to believe that mothers have to stay at home with their
children for three years in the family home. Child care teaches the children
how to live and behave themselves in a community, which is important for
the co-existence of people and their social relations. My grandson also goes to
nursery. I see no harm in it.27

Some interview partners consciously contrasted the Western image of so-
cialist child-care institutions with their own experience:

First we should get to know each other better. The West Germans likewise
don’t know much about us. Take childcare. Beautiful kindergartens, children
played and they learnt nice songs, and they [the Western relatives of the speak-
er] thought that the children learnt communist songs only! They also exagger-
ated things the same way as it was done here.?”!

Child care was evaluated positively even by those who would have pre-
terred working part-time when their children were small:

Work was from 7.00 to 16.45. It was a long day, mainly for the children. I had
to take them early to the nursery, to the city by tram, undress them, run to
the workplace, work until the last minute, then back to the nursery, dress the
children, pick them up, catch the tram — it was a long day. But I believe even
now that the nursery and kindergarten did no harm to the children. In West
Germany they believe that these institutions are bad for the children. I don’t
think so; they don’t cause any harm whatsoever. But I think it would have
been better if the mothers could have worked part-time.?”?

Others thought that they were in a better situation than young mothers
are today:

I have always worked full-time. I left at 6 in the morning, I took my son to the
school, kindergarten or nursery and I picked him up at 5 in the evening. In the
meantime I was working. But it was nice. There was stress but it was nice. Today
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I can’t imagine this stress and after all ... many young people who today have
children say ‘why should I have all that stress?” At that time I paid 20 Marks
(Ostmark?”?) for the nursery and kindergarten places, today one pays 200-300
Euros. These are not comparable. Many would say: ‘I rather stay at home, I
don’t do anything. I have enough money, I need ... yes, many think like that.?”*

Apart from promoting full female employment, the party also sought to
improve the career opportunities of women, the main means of which
was through subsidizing education. This was of course linked with the
egalitarian policies towards gender relations, as women belonged dispro-
portionately to low-skilled groups. With respect to the training of women
there was a clear improvement during the period immediately after the
opening of the factory’s comprehensive school. In 1966, of the female
workforce of the VEB Carl Zeiss Jena, 31 per cent were unskilled, 45 per
cent were semi-skilled, and 24 per cent were skilled workers.?”> By 1974,
now 22 per cent of the women workers were unskilled, 22 per cent learnt
other professions (dressmaker, etc.) and 49 per cent were skilled work-
ers.?’® In the optical plant in 1976, skilled workers were 51.7 per cent
of all female workers, university or college graduates 3.7 per cent, and
semi-skilled and unskilled workforce 44.6 per cent.?”” Despite the marked
improvement, the proportion of unskilled workers was still much high-
er among women than among men (in VEB Carl Zeiss Jena it was 6.4
per cent in 1974).278 The proportion of skilled workers was also higher
among male workers of the factory: it was 81 per cent in 1974.27° Ac-
cording to the general figures of the factory (including the plants outside
Jena) the proportion of unskilled workers among women was 17.2 per
cent in 1980, which shows a slight decrease in comparison with previ-
ous years. The proportion of skilled women workers, however, increased
to 68.6 per cent, which shows that the qualification level of the female
workforce started to be comparable with that of their male counterparts.

The further education of women was supported by several means.
Apart from the free education of selected candidates and paid study leave,
in 1966 the factory organized special women’s classes (Frauensonderk-
lasse) in which working women could study during the regular working
hours. These classes were very positively remembered by their partici-
pants (two of the interview partners attended classes of engineering eco-
nomics and two of them trained to be designers):?%

In 1979 I took up an engineering course, I trained to be an engineer-econ-
omist for four years. It was a special women’s class, I don’t know if you have
heard of it. We were only women, we had class two days a week ... I liked it
very much at that time, there were many of us in a similar situation, with small
children, it was casier to help each other.?®!
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Special women’s classes were also organized to improve the quali-
fications of women: 511 women finished their vocational training in
these classes between 1966 and 1974.2% There are no overall figures for
students in higher education but we know, for instance, that in 1976
ninety-nine women attended Frauensonderkiasse in engineering eco-
nomics.?® In 1984, twenty women employees of the factory’s research
centre?® studied in classes specially laid on for women, and nine partici-
pated in adult education. In that year six other women started studying
in Frauensonderklasse and three in adult education.?®® These numbers
show that women’s classes significantly helped the higher education
of women.

While with respect to vocational training the differences between the
men and women workers were significantly reduced, differences at the
top of the hierarchy proved more persistent. In 1972 only 16 per cent
of the employees of VEB Carl Zeiss Jena who had university or college
degrees were women, and their proportion was likewise low; 18 per cent
among those who finished comprehensive school and had a high-school
leaving certificate (Fachschulkader?®®).? According to the overall figures
of the factory, 6 per cent of the female workforce in 1976 had only the
Fachschulkader and 3.5 per cent were university or college graduates. In
1980 the proportions were 8.1 per cent and 5.2 per cent respectively,
which shows that the proportions of university or college graduates
among women workers nearly doubled over this period.?®® In 1984, of
the women employees of the research centre, 37 per cent belonged to the
above two groups and the figures show that the proportion of educated
women increased in the younger cohorts: of those between 40 and 60
years of age, the proportion of women was 13 per cent among those who
finished Fachschule, college or university, while in the age group between
25 and 45 it was 40 per cent.?®?

Table 2.8 gives an overall view of the development of the education of
women in the second half of the 1970s.

On the basis of the statistical evidence, the education of women im-
proved much faster than the appointment of female managers. In 1972,
of the direct production managers of the VEB Carl Zeiss Jena, 7.1 per
cent were women,?*? and according to factory statistics the proportion
of direct production managers was still very low among women in 1976
(0.6 per cent) and in 1980 (0.9 per cent).?! The proportion of women
was not much higher either among the managers or leading functionaries:
2,041 people had leading positions in the factory in 1976, and 10.6 per
cent were women, while in 1980 out of the 2,376 leaders and managers
12 per cent were women.?? The critical comments of the reports suggest
that this was the field where it was the most difficult to implement the
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Table 2.8 Development of the education and qualification of female employees
in the Zeiss factory (in number and %)

1976 1980
Number % Number %

University, college 639 35 949 52
Fachshulkader 1,096 6 1,478 8.1
Direct production 110 0.6 164 0.9
managers

Skilled workers 12,137 66.5 12,514 68.6
(1+2 years)

Without qualification 4,270 234 3,138 17.2
Total 18,251 100 18,243 100

Source: UACZ, WB Nr. 487, Abrechnung der Frauenarbeit 1980 nach Schwerpunkten, Qualifi-
kationsstruktur.

policy of equal rights and that misogynist attitudes continued to influ-
ence the selection of cadres: ‘It contradicts the above development [the
improvement of the education of women| that out of the 89 graduates
of Frauensonderklasse (from 1970) only 12 (13.5 per cent) received mid-
level or leading positions.’*® But even a report in 1981 complained that
there was not much progress with respect to the promotion of women
leaders and managers in the factory:

We cannot be satisfied at all with the rate of promotion of qualified women
from the lowest to the highest levels. On the contrary, we have to say that
there are huge shortcomings in this respect. The proportion of female briga-
diers and direct production managers has almost totally stagnated for the past
four years and the proportion of women among managers and leading cadres
has even declined.?*

It seems that of all the gender differences, career opportunities were the
most difficult to level.?%®

The levelling policy was more successful with respect to the differential
between male and female workers. The factory conducted several surveys
to show that the principle of equal pay for equal work was realized in each
individual plant. With respect to the overall figures, no abuses were re-
ported in this respect: a detailed analysis of the wages of men and women
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in 1978 found that there were very small differentials between men and
women workers who belonged to the same wage groups (see Table 2.9).

A report of 1979 found that the average monthly wages of male work-
ers were higher than those ofwomen, but the principle of equal pay for
equal work was not violated. The reason for the higher average wages
of male workers was that their proportion was higher in the high wage
groups while the majority of women belonged to the lower wage groups
Of the employees in the lowest wage group 84 per cent were women,

while in the highest wage groups their proportion was 5-10 per cent (see
Table 2.10).2¢

Table 2.10 The distribution of men and women workers among the various
wage groups in VEB Carl Zeiss Jena in 1978

o <+ |To) ) ~ )
£y Y = Y £y £y
s | & | & | & | & | g
&h En &0 En &0 &h
= B B = = =

Number of female 99 2062 4571 1375 289 46

employees in the wage
group

% of female employees 79.8 73.4 59.7 26.5 8.2 2.2
within the wage group

Number of male 25 747 | 3,082 | 3,803 | 3,232 | 1,334
employees in the wage

group

% of male employees 20.2 26.4 40.3 73.4 91.8 96.7
within the wage group

Source: UACZ, VA Nr. 03740, Analyse zur Entlohnung und Eingruppierung werktitiger Frauen
im Vergleich zu werktitiger Minnern, 12. Oktober 1978.

There were other factors that negatively influenced the development
of the average wages of women workers: the overwhelming majority of
part-time workers were women, and the proportion of shift workers was
higher among men (shift bonuses counted towards average wages). Be-
sides, the report observed that there were ‘typical’ women’s jobs that
were badly paid such as secretaries and wages clerks (even though there
was a handwritten comment asking ‘Does it have to be like that? Are these
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jobs inferior?”’) The analysis of the wages therefore concluded that the
higher average wages of men workers could be explained through their
position in production and the women’s greater responsibility for the
household and the family.?*”

The above information, however fragmentary, reveals that the system
did indeed do much to level the differences between the sexes in employ-
ment, education and income, partly for ideological reasons (competition
with West Germany) and partly for economic reasons (labour shortage),
but it also points out the contradictions that it could not solve, most
notably the problem of how to reconcile the professional life of women
with the family and household duties. The comments of the cited docu-
ments clearly show that in this respect, emancipation was a slow pro-
cess, and in most cases women were expected to undertake the bulk of
the housework. The state greatly facilitated full female employment both
through propaganda and the provision of institutions of child care (nurs-
eries, kindergartens, afternoon schools) at highly subsidized prices (which
can be considered symbolic). True, shopping itself was a difficult task
in an economy which continued to suffer from a shortage of consumer
goods, in spite of all the heroic efforts of party functionaries. Zeiss was
in this respect in a privileged position: when women workers complained
about the shortage of women’s underwear, the chief manager Biermann
ordered a truck of the missing product, which could be purchased only
by the Zeiss employees. The slow progress of the promotion of women
leaders and managers likewise shows that misogynist biases were not easy
to overcome.

While recognizing the failures of this policy, it should, however, also be
emphasized that the majority of the interview partners thought that the
socialist system did a lot for working mothers. All interviewees told me
that work was an integral part of their life, and those who lost their jobs
in the new system did everything that they could to find new employ-
ment, even if their husbands could support them. Men likewise said that
it was ‘natural’ for them that their wives worked and the partners shared
household duties. In this respect, the labour policy towards women was
one of the few things that was unambiguously positively remembered
and appreciated. In the light of the interviews, the GDR was indeed ‘ad-
vanced’ in this respect. Labour policy for women was also facilitated by
the more advanced German industrial society — in the Hungarian case,
the emancipating goals of the party were contradicted by the traditional
gender roles characteristic of rural societies. As we have seen in the ex-
ample of commuters, in Hungary large groups of workers preserved their
rural residence, culture and mentality.
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Comparing Welfare Dictatorships

With the end of the reform era of the 1960s a ‘tacit’ compromise was
concluded between the party and the working class. The party in both
countries concentrated on the increase of the standard of living of the
people and the satisfaction of consumer needs in exchange for the politi-
cal support — or at least quiescence — of the working class. State-driven
technical development and an export-oriented economy were expected to
provide for the material basis of the continuous increase of the consump-
tion levels of the people. Ulbricht had a similar vision, but the politics of
austerity that he employed and the decrease of consumer goods in favour
of huge state investments in the so-called strategic sectors led to an eco-
nomic and a political crisis. Frightened of the mounting discontent of the
population, the party leadership decided to increase the plan targets for
consumer goods while they lowered investment. Even though Honecker
called this policy the “unity of economic and social policy’, in essence it
was the same as Kadar’s standard-of-living policy.

This second part of the book introduced and analysed the local func-
tioning and reception of this policy in the two countries. In Hungary
there was indeed a significant increase of the standard of living in the
1970s. Even in the 1960s, however, Hungary’s reform policy relied more
heavily on the private initiative than the East German reform. The exam-
ple of commuters nicely demonstrates how workers participated in both
the state and the private sectors (through baztigi) to increase their family
income. Private initiative also played a more important role in the solu-
tion of housing in Hungary than in East Germany where the state could
finance a grand-scale housing programme. The increase of the standard of
living was therefore based on people drawing income both from the state
and private sectors rather than pay increases in the state sector alone. The
survey of 1976, which gave a picture of the conditions and opinions of
the most privileged group of the working class in the county (concerning
wages, housing conditions and education) highlighted some important
relationships in this respect. Firstly, nearly half of the respondents said
that they worked in their free time, which means that in order to live bet-
ter, people had to work more. Secondly, the survey concluded that people
were not ‘fully’ contented with the increase of the standard of living, even
at a time when real wages increased at the highest rate in the examined
period. This criticism could have been a warning for the party that legiti-
macy based on the satisfaction of consumer needs was essentially fragile.
Thirdly, one-fifth of the respondents said the achievement rarely or never
determined the wages (in Raba MVG, 25 per cent gave this answer) and
only another one-fifth thought that people were paid according to their
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work.?® This, in general, shows the declining social prestige of work in
the ‘workers’ state’ — even in the eyes of the working class.

After the failure of the East German reform and the mounting dis-
content of the population, which was documented in the first chapter of
the book, the ‘unity of economic and social policy’ in the GDR aimed
to increase the appeal of the party for the people. The satisfaction of
consumer needs became the most important task of party functionaries
— or if we want to keep to the language of the party, consumption policy
became the main ‘battlefield’. The party leadership of the district sent
regular reports to the high party leadership in which they meticulously
listed how they won the ‘struggle’ for the continuous and satisfactory
supply of the people with consumer goods. At the beginning of the
1970s the struggle had uneven results, judged from the long list of
products which could not be purchased in the local shops. Later there
were shortages, mainly of such ‘luxury’ goods as coffee, bananas and
women’s underwear. The deepening crisis of the late 1980s was indi-
cated by the expanding lists of shortage goods: judged from the party
materials, there was a shortage of paper and indigo, but in the light of
the life-history interviews even the purchase of nails met ‘objective ob-
stacles’ in the language of the party.

The shortage of consumer goods was, however, not the only Achil-
les” heel of the Honcker regime. It was namely an important difference
between the GDR and Hungary that while Hungarian reformers experi-
mented with the expansion of the private sector, Honecker, on the con-
trary, sought to nationalize the (still) existing small private companies,
and he wanted to satisty consumer needs through a centralized system of
state redistribution. The section entitled ‘From Hostels to Flats showed
that this system created much unnecessary frustration, discontent and
grievances and many felt that their social rights were violated. Even less
successful was the ‘struggle’ to provide for the continuous and satisfac-
tory supply of the population with consumer goods. The information
reports regularly listed — along with the compulsory, triumphant produc-
tion records — that there was a shortage of x or y consumer goods, and
even party members complained of the shortage of certain products — for
example building materials or parts for cars. In addition, the GDR had
to compete with one of the most advanced market economies of Europe,
which widely advertised its ‘consumption paradise’. Even though the
GDR could boast of important results within the socialist camp (the East
German working-class wages and housing conditions were significantly
good, and the results of the social political programme, education and
women’s policy have been discussed above), the East German citizens
compared their situation with the West German people, who did not have
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to wait for years for a car or use informal contacts to purchase 1 kg of
bananas. This designated the limits of the standard-of-living policy.

In Hungary the failure of this consumption-oriented policy became vis-
ible earlier than in the GDR, where the repressive political climate con-
cealed the true opinion of the people from the party. This was documented
in the section entitled ‘Opposing the Management’ where we could observe
that with the failure of the standard-of-living policy informants started to
openly criticize the programme of the government and the party. Canteen
food, bad roads and overcrowded buses all provided topics for political
jokes, which indicated the deterioration of the political mood of the people.
The information reports of the 1970s can be characterized by an overall
optimistic tone: people expect the party to correct the mistakes but they do
not question the legitimacy of the ruling regime. The reports of the 1980s
are abundant in negative criticisms, which reflect a general loss in the cred-
ibility of the party line and an increasing mistrust of the political power.

The party paid a heavy price for the ‘tacit” compromise with the work-
ing class in both countries. The working class was integrated into the
regime, which provided for political stability. However, despite the revival
of elements of the old social democratic programme, the main social mes-
sage of the party became the standard-of-living policy, which constructed
workers as ‘consumers’ and reinforced material values and an essentially
petit-bourgeois mentality.

This was reflected not only in the policy but also in the language of the
party. In Hungary working-class topics were struck from the agenda of
the party meetings. The information reports of the 1980s are abundant
in criticisms that people who have access to the private sector have higher
incomes than the workers of the state sector. Money became more im-
portant than class position. It is at best doubtful to what extent commut-
ers possessed a working-class consciousness. The expansion of the private
sector in the 1980s led to further divisions within the working class and
a weakening of class consciousness. Although the East German collectiv-
ist model of the welfare dictatorships was more resistant to concessions
to the market, the orientation towards consumption likewise led to the
downgrading of the working class. From the second half of the 1970s, the
party materials of the district essentially inform us only about the fulfil-
ment of plan targets, production results and the celebration of the topical
state holidays. Even though the speeches of the party leaders abounded in
quotations from Marxist classics, the ‘working class’ was increasingly used
as an abstract category; real workers disappeared not only from the party
documents but also from the rhetoric of the party. It seems that with the
new, consumption-oriented policy the working class lost its social real-
ity even from the perspective of the party, and the idea of emancipating
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them received an ever-decreasing emphasis in the official ideology. The
dogmatic speeches of the party leaders suggest that they did not even feel
a need to address the workers as a class.

Interestingly, even though the party had a pronounced social policy to-
wards labour, labour-related issues were discussed much less in the meet-
ings of the party leadership of the East German district than that of the
Hungarian county (if we disregard the continuous reports of the provi-
sion of the people with consumer goods). There was more scattered in-
formation about the working class of the former than about that of the
latter. While in 1972 it could have happened that when the members of the
old factory guard of a Silbitz plant did not get the premium, the workers
threatened with a strike and even referred to 17 June®” in front of the party
members,** in later times the local party leaders saw no reason to disturb
the peace of mind of their superiors. Judged from the sources, it seems that
they themselves believed their own propaganda that the satisfaction of con-
sumer needs rendered the people satisfied with the system. There is some
sad irony in the fact that the most numerous sources of working-class lives
are the surviving letters of complaint, which mainly addressed the accom-
modation problems of the writers (even though the housing conditions in
the GDR were not at all bad when placed in comparative perspective); but
it seems that despite its pronounced policy to labour, the regime preferred
to communicate with the workers in the form of applications only.

Despite the egalitarian socialist rhetoric of the party, the standard-of-
living policy in effect created new social inequalities and reinforced ma-
terialist values. In the Hungarian case already in the reform era working-
class criticism was targeted at the increasing material inequalities, the gap
between managerial and working-class wages and the prosperity of the
‘peasantry’. The expansion of the private sector reinforced material in-
equalities between workers and entrepreneurs. In the light of contem-
porary surveys and literature, materialist values became more important
than community life: the social rank of the people was increasingly deter-
mined by the quality of consumption.

The standard-of-living policy had contradictory results for the party
even in the more egalitarian East German society. In spite of the results of
the generous social policy, the visible gap between the full supermarkets
of West Germany (which were widely advertised in the Western media)
and the supply of the East German shops, where bananas and coffee were
held to be ‘luxury’ products, failed to convince the East Germans of the
superiority of socialism. It is unlikely that apart from the party functionar-
ies anybody would have read the information reports, written in a heavily
bureaucratic and clumsy language, with interest; but if a capitalist spy had
done so, he would have surely been content to read that in the ‘work-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781782380252. Not for resale.



Workers in the Welfure Dictatorships 201

ers’ state’ people thought that those who had Western currency preceded
‘normal’ consumers, who stood at the bottom of the imagined social
hierarchy.*! The opening of Intershops and Exquisit shops rendered the
differences among the consumers all the more visible. The new inequali-
ties nourished social criticism and they did not help much to render the
socialist ideology more appealing for the people.

An even more important consequence of the tacit compromise was the
party’s consistent refusal to tolerate any leftism other than the official le-
gitimizing ideology. This in effect meant the persecution of any left-wing
subcultures and communities which did not fit in with the socialist com-
munities of the regime. In Jena the associations and housing communities
of dissident young people were ruthlessly persecuted. One member of the
Jenaer Friedengemeinsheaft, Matthias Domaschk, was arrested and com-
mitted suicide in custody. Other members of the group were forced to
leave the GDR. In Hungary leftist critics of the regime also met harsh re-
taliations: there was a show trial against Haraszti because he painted a too-
critical picture of the relationship between the workers and the state in his
ethnographic study, and members of the so-called Budapest school, who
had contacts with the New Left, were persecuted and forced into exile.

The tacit compromise therefore preserved an essentially patriarchal re-
lationship between the party and the working class. The ‘workerist’ ideol-
ogy of the party was not merely propaganda because the standard-of-liv-
ing policy, the support of working-class housing, culture and education,
the socialist brigade movement and the party’s policy towards women
that were discussed above did in fact serve the interests of the working
class. And it cannot be denied that this was the field where the ‘workers’
state” had real emancipating achievements. In spite of the complaints,
there were not really great differences between the working-class and
managerial wages. In the GDR a shift worker earned more money than a
young engineer or researcher, and the party committees of both factories
held long debates about how to motivate skilled workers to become fore-
men, because the greater responsibility was not rewarded materially. Even
though the expansion of the private sector in Hungary decreased the
opportunity for the party to influence directly the incomes of the popula-
tion, the large industrial working class remained a privileged group until
the collapse of the Kadar regime.

Community-building and the support of working-class culture and
education were elements of the progressive tradition of the old social
democratic movement. However, while the original aim was to strength-
en working-class consciousness and increase the political participation
of people, the socialist brigade movement essentially depoliticized the
workers in both countries. While people were encouraged to build com-
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munities and spend their leisure time together, there was no political will
to involve these working-class communities in managerial decisions or
any other grass-roots political activity, as is documented by the conflicts
between the brigadiers and the managers. The socialist brigades had no
political role, and that is why people could regard them as communities
relatively free of state control.

Albeit working-class education continued a progressive tradition, we
have evidence from both countries that, with the expansion of higher ed-
ucation, workers’ universities and adult learning lost their former signifi-
cance. In Hungary, Ferge’s studies showed that educational inequalities
increased in the 1960s and later when working-class quotas were abol-
ished, the ratio of working-class children in higher education further de-
clined.? But even the East German data show that educational mobility
declined in the Honecker regime and the children of the cadre elite were
positively discriminated in admission to higher education.?*® The support
of working-class culture therefore played a diminishing role in the social
mobility of the working class.

The emancipating programme of the party should not, however, be
altogether dismissed. The East German—-Hungarian comparison well il-
lustrates the relative educational backwardness of the Hungarian work-
force. In the mid-1970s, a quarter of the Raba workers did not finish the
primary school — and Riba was a model factory in one of the most devel-
oped regions of the country and manufacturing industry received gener-
ous state support. At the same time only 6 per cent of the male workers
of Zeiss did not have a training certificate, and 80 per cent were skilled
workers. In Raba 65 per cent of the male workers were skilled workers
and 16 per cent did not finish primary school. Among the unskilled work-
ers of the county this ratio was significantly higher: two-thirds of them
did not finish primary school. The library movement must be mentioned
as a positive initiative; this should, however, be evaluated along with the
information that the cultural committees found ‘striking deficiencies’ in
the linguistic competence of the population. It can, however, be listed
among the achievements of the library movement that 65-70 per cent of
the population of the county sometimes or often read books.

This chapter has introduced detailed statistics of the improvement of
education and community life. Even though community life was sup-
ported and organized from above, this social experience was uniformly
recalled with a sense of loss, both in the East German and Hungarian
interviews. The East German interview partners all said that solidarity was
stronger in the old regime than in the new one, and that colleagues could
expect more support from each other than under capitalism which was
characterized by fierce competition and more egoism.
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The balance of the welfare dictatorships is therefore ambiguous. The
skilled, large industrial working class became part of the socialist middle
class. This was mainly reflected in the standard of living: we have seen
that working-class wages were relatively high in comparison to other so-
cial strata in the examined period. Even though educational inequalities
increased in the period, the state programme of ‘educating the masses’
sought to level cultural differences through cheap tickets to theatres and
concerts, the popularization of libraries and free scientific lectures. Even if
part of the cultural undertakings of the brigades remained on paper, many
workers had positive memories of the subsidized forms of ‘high culture’.
The greater equality of the old regime was also positively recalled in the
interviews. Postsocialist surveys likewise support the thesis that the welfare
dictatorships had certain emancipating achievements: in both the GR and
Hungary there was a relatively high ratio of people who identified them-
selves with the working class, while in West Germany the majority said that
they belonged to the middle class.?* It can therefore be argued that the
socialist regime attempted to ‘speed up’ certain emancipating processes
but the outcome of these efforts was contingent on the existing social
structure. A good example of this is the party’s policy towards women.
Although the party sought to emancipate women in both countries, this
policy was more successful in the industrially more developed GDR than
in Hungary where the emancipating goals of the party were hindered by a
more conservative attitude to gender roles.
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