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On September 25, 1930, Vasilii FedorovichGrachevwas relieved ofhispost 
as directorofLeningrad'sfamous "Red Putilov"factory. He had assumed controlof 
the plant in early 1926,when his predecessor was removed for participating in the 
Leningrad Opposition movement. Four and a halfyearslaterhe, too, facedignominy, 
in his case for falling short in hisefforts to meet the challengeofproducing 12,000 
tractors in a single year. Things could have been worse for Grachev. In June his 
technical director, V.L. Sablin, inwhosehandstheday-to-day operationofthe factory 
hadbeenentrusted since 1923, wasarrestedalong withthedirectorofPutilov's tractor 
department and several engineers on chargesof"wrecking" andsent, rumorhadit, to 
theSolovki penal colonyinthenorth. Grachevundoubtedly suspectedthathistenure 
at Putilov was nearingits end by the time OGPU agents seized Sablin. The tractor 
program had failed to reach its quota for the past seven months straight, and the 
qualityof the tractors that rolledoff the linewas notoriouslybad. Collectivefarms 
awaited thearrival ofmechanized agriculture, only to find thatPutilov's tractors frequently 
broke down on theirmaiden voyages.I 

Grachevknewperfectly well that Sablin and the otherswere not to blame for 
thefailures ofthe tractorprogram-the paceofproduction waspushing machinery far 
beyond its reasonablecapacity, worker absenteeism was highin spite ofstrict labor 
laws,and factories that supplied parts for Putilovtractors themselvesfell behind on 
theirorders. But Sablin was an easytarget. Despite hisyears ofexcellent serviceto 
thefactory, hehadcomefroma noble family, andthetimes werenotgoodformembers 
ofthe former elites.' Ever sincethe trial ofengineers and foreign specialistsat the 
Shakhty mines intheDonbass inmid-1928, technical specialists everywhere, especially 
the majoritywho had received their training before 1917, had been on edge.' Not 
onlydid teamsof"inspectors"constantlymonitortheir performancebut shop-level 
organizations ofCommunist party and Communist youth (komsomol) members harassed 
managerial staffandbroughtevenminorshortcomings to theattentionofhigher party 
authorities. 

UnlikeSablin, Grachev's political credentials were impeccable, as was to be 
expectedofthe "red director"of a factorywiththe revolutionary pedigreeofPutilov. 
Only thirty-seven yearsoldat thetimeofhispromotion to director, Grachevhadcome 
from a working-classfamily inTula, where he had worked as a childina bakery. At 
fifteen hefound employment at a machine-construction plant inMoscow butwas later 
fired for participating ina strike. Bythe timeWorld WarI broke out,Vasilii Fedorovich 
hadmovedto Petrograd, already aBolshevik. His loyaltypaidoff in 1917, whenthe 
newgovernment named himchairman ofthe soviet ofthe Petrograd district, andfinally, 
in 1926,as Putilovfactorydirector," 

In the eyes ofthe OGPU, Grachev was not guilty ofwrecking the tractor 
program. But threemonthsafter Sablin's arrest,Grachevandthe new directorofthe 



tractor department, Plekhanov, were still unableto sort out the factory's problems. 
Accordingto official explanations, the downfall ofthe Putilovadministration was not 
deliberate sabotage but the director's failure to implement one-man management 
(edinonachalie), the policy thatconcentrated powerinthehandsof individual managers 
at the sametimethat it madethemindividually responsible for the success ofthe plan. 
This is the story ofwhyGrachevfailed to implement that policyas wellas a story of 
why he could not have succeeded. 

Few topics inRussianhistoryhaveundergone more thorough scrutinyinthe 
last two decades than the First Five-Year Plan and the creation of the Stalinist state. 
To past generations ofanalysts, the FirstFive-Year Plan turned the SovietUnioninto 
an economicgiant at the same time that it created a submissivepopulation through 
terror and indoctrination. In recent years, a dramatic increase in availablesource 
materials hasallowed historians to questionthe successof the plan, the orderliness of 
its implementation, and the extentto whichcontrolofthe populationwasachieved. 
Since Naum Jasny coined the phrase "bacchanalian planning" in 1961, studies of 
Soviet industrializationhave devoted considerable attention to the chaos that the 
excesssivezealof party leaderscreatedfor the Soviet economy.5 Studiesofworkers 
inindustrialization haveemphasized theimpact of class warfare andeconomic upheaval 
on worker identities, social mobility, and labor migration." E. A. Rees and David 
Shearerhave called intoquestionthe unity ofthe Sovietstate initspreparations for the 
First Five-Year Plan, pointing out that the years 1928 to 1930 witnessed intense 
institutional rivalry, especially-among local economic agencies, the Supreme Economic 
Council (VSNKh), and the Workers' and Peasants' Inspectorate (Rabkrin).? This 
articleoffersan examination ofthe connection between the conflicts at the top ofthe 
state hierarchyand the tumult on the factory shop floor. It uses as a case study the 
attempt to introduceone-manmanagement duringthe Putilovfactory's effort to push 
tractor output to extraordinary newlevels. 

For some historians of Soviet industrialization, the decree on one-man 
management of September 1929wasa clearindication ofthemoveto authoritarianism 
and increased exploitation and controloflabor.8 Passed bythe CentralCommitteeat 
the outsetoftheproduction year, thedecreeinitslanguagesuggested an intensification 
of control andhierarchical authority. It spokeof"strict order andsounddiscipline in 
production." It announced that "all of [thedirector's] operative-managerial decisions 
are unconditionally obligatory, both for subordinate administrators andfor workers, 
whatever positions they may hold in party,union, or other organizations." And it 
intended"to establish an order in the direction ofproduetion that will guarantee the 
subordinationand responsibility ofeveryperson engaged in production-from the 
director to the rank-and-fileworker."? Neither party members nor unions, whose 
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maintask was to inculcateproductivistvalues inworkers, were to interfere in the 
decision-making processes ofadministrators. Inreturn, factory managers wereobliged 
to payattentionto workerinitiatives, especially asconcerned machine modifications 
or rationalization measures, butthedecree seemed to weigh thebalance ofintrafactory 
relations heavily infavor of management. 10 

A closeexamination of the implementation of thedecree on edinonachalie, 
however, suggests thatemployees ofindustry, managers aswell asworkers, interpreted 
it differently. HiroakiKuromiyahas pointed out that the decree foresaw as much 
managerial responsibility to initiatives frombelow as itdidenhancement ofauthority 
from above. Turning our attention from the language ofthe decree to the motives for 
its introduction, Kuromiya argues thatone-man management wasa response to years 
of chaotic administration of the shop floor, inwhichparty and trade union leaders 
interfered with managerial authority and, in response, managers shrugged off 
responsibilityfor production failures to them. The decree's authors did not see a 
conflict betweenedinonachalie andworkers' control; indeed, the decreewas meant 
to enhance worker control bymaking managers responsive to worker criticisms. 11 

Kuromiya's interpretation hasprovided a much needed correctiveto earlier 
views ofone-man management. But eventhoughcontrol frombelowmight not have 
contradicted the enhancement of managerial authority, successful implementation of 
sucha policy required a careful balance betweenthe two, andKuromiya downplays 
the extent to whichthe Sovietgovernment itselfupset this balanceduringthe First 
Five-YearPlan. I argue that the varyingwaysof viewingthe decree on one-man 
management reflect the inconsistencies in the Soviet government'sown approach to 
the plan. On the onehand, since theso-called regime ofeconomy in 1926, thestate's 
policy aimed at improving theefficiency ofoperation inindustrial enterprises. Withthe 
start ofthe Five-YearPlan and the projectionof ambitious production targets, the 
needto improve efficiency acquired evengreaterurgency. Ontheother hand, Soviet 
leaders wanted to prove that traditional approaches to productionwere inadequate 
for the challenges of socialist construction. With the properzealand discipline, they 
believed, the working classwas capableof achieving unheard ofimprovements in 
productive output. It wastherefore inthe government's interest to prove specialists 
wrong intheirestimates of whatwas possible for Soviet industry. This fundamental 
contradiction-between the desireto improveefficiency by enhancing managerial 
authorityandthe needto provethat political motivation was sufficient to overcome 
perceived limits to productive capacity-was only enhanced when theconflicting parties 
offactory politics got holdofthe decreeon edinonachalie. 
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standardsoflivingandtheviolentconfrontations with peasants that accompanied the 
First Five-YearPlan, the party was inno positionto dispensewith workers' control, 
evenifonlythroughpartyand unionorganizations for exclusively productivist aims. 136 

Thedecree on edinonachalie appeared to combine allthe Sovietgovernment's 
aspirations for thefunctioning ofindustry: accountability; cleardefinition of rightsand 
responsibilities for unions, party organizations, and administrativepersonnel; strict 
hierarchical lines ofauthority; andavenues for inputfrombelowto encourageworker 
initiative. Ideally, managers and specialistswho were both knowledgeable in their 
positions and sensitiveto the insightsofthose immediatelyinvolved in production 
would cooperate to see that all aspectsof productionfit neatlytogether. The union's 
rolewas to clearupdisagreements withmanagement andtry to encouragea disciplined 
work ethic. The partywould rallyallthe factory's employeesbehindthe government 
program andweed out hostileor uncooperative elements. 

But how was edinonachalie to work properly ifthe party organizationfelt it 
wasthe managers themselves who werehostile anduncooperative? Who would uphold 
the authority ofmanagers? Rabkrin's victory over Gosplan and VSNKh and the 
disregard for specialists' economic advice in those bodies was the signal that the 
expertise of engineers and managers no longer extended to advice on what was 
possible. Inevitably, that same principle extended to the factory shop floor as well. 
Thefunctioning ofthe industrial economy underNEP hadneverbeenideal, butGrachev 
had always been able to rely on cooperation from VSNKh when he encountered 
problemsin production. Now he and hisstaffhad no one to whom to appeal, while 
the party organization and worker correspondents, who were not only free but 
encouraged to criticize management, hada receptive audience inthe partyandRabkrin 
hierarchies. The decree made clear distinctions between productive and political 
functions, but (although Sovietleaders neverfailed to emphasize the point)itsauthors 
seemed to forget that factory production was political in the Soviet system and, as 
such, political authoritywould ultimately reignsupreme over economic authority in 
disagreements betweenparty and management. 

The CentralCommittee had everyintentionofimprovingefficiency, but the 
political demands of the FirstFive-YearPlanquickly overrode the economic rationale 
of the edinonachalie decree . Once the objections of the specialists had been 
discredited, the partywas free to set outrageous production targets. That managers 
did not act to put one-man management into effect demonstrates a recognition by 
themthat production was profoundly political andthat edinonachalie meant primarily 
that theywouldbe held accountable for failures in the plan. The outcome of the 1929/ 
30 tractor planat Putilov suggests theywerecorrect. 
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