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more benefits, and better working conditions because industrial enterprises
desperately tried to fill vacancies or add surplus labor.

The difficulties in recruiting workers prevented a tougher factory re-
gime: on the one hand, strict enforcement of labor discipline would have
alienated workers and pushed them to look for a job somewhere else. Ex-
perienced workers also developed routines for how to maintain as much
control as possible over their own work time and, thus, the production pro-
cess. On the other hand, the constant recruitment of new workers from the
countryside resulted in low average skill levels. These factors constitute one
reason for frequent disruptions of production and posed structural limits
to efforts at increasing efficiency. Hence, the specific recruitment practices
in Bulgaria and Albania contributed to the very conditions which allowed
industrial workers to gain a relatively high level of agency. The difficulties
in finding new workers also stimulated factories to provide various benefits
to workers. Recruitment and a sort of mundane, real-life workers’ socialism
went hand in hand. Full employment paid off—for the workers.

Recruitment also created the peculiarly socialist form of industrial so-
ciety in another way: it was at the heart of geographic and social mobility
which merged people from different backgrounds into new social milieus.
This is not a unique phenomenon at all but resembles industrialization
processes in other countries at different periods and under various political
systems. Apart from its speed, especially in the Bulgarian case, what really
stands out is the situation after recruitment: state-socialist institutions pro-
vided a different pathway to industrial socialization, which is why social-
ist factory life looked so different to its capitalist equivalent. The political
cconomy and institutional setup of a society, therefore, are of great signifi-
cance to the course of proletarianization.

“Inappropriate Behavior”: Labor Control
and the Polish, Cuban, and Vietnamese
Workers in Czechoslovakia

Alena K. Alamgir

o:n of the legacies of the Cold War is the conceptualization of the state-
socialist era as a time of immobility characterized by “isolation and the
reduction of cross-border contact to a minimum,” since “movement across
state borders was very carefully controlled.”” This portrayal ignores a robust
and “oft-overlooked circulation of people, goods, knowledge, and capiral™
that existed between the state-socialist states, circulations that Christina
Schwenkel calls “socialist mobilities.” Drawing on archival documents, Jerzy
Kochanowski® reports that, in the mid-1970s, some 25 percent of Poles
travelled outside the country.® In fact, he continues, when cross-border
travel reached a mass scale, it was not unusual for 2,000 people to board
a train bound for Budapest, several times more than the regulations permit-
ted, which “rendered any effective control impossible.”

David Turnock, “Cross-Border Cooperation: A Major Element in Regional Policy in East
Central Europe,” Scottish Geographical Journal 118, no. 1 (2002): 20, 19.

Christina Schwenkel, “Rethinking Asian Mobilities: Socialist Migration and Post-Social-
ist Repatriation of Vietnamese Contract Workers in East Germany,” Critical Asian Studies
46, no. 2 (2014): 236.

Jerzy Kochanowski, “Pioneers of the Free Market Economy? Unofficial Commercial Ex-
change berween People from the Socialist Bloc Countries (1970s and 1980s),” Journal of
Modern Euvopean History 8, no. 2 (2010): 196.

We must take into account the pitfalls of cross-time comparisons, as well as the radical
differences in country sizes and their geographical locations. However, given the vehe-
mence of the claim that state-socialist governments immobilized their citizens, it is none-
theless instructive to note the fact that, in 2014, only about 21 percent of US cirizens, or
68,303,358 people, traveled abroad, and in 2000, the number was only 35,717,731, not
even 13 percent of the (then) population of the United States. See US Office of Travel
and Tourism, hrep://travel.trade.gov/view/m-2014-0-001/index.heml and heep://travel.
trade.gov/view/m-2000-0-001/index.heml, accessed July 29, 2015.

Kochanowski, “Pioneers of the Free Market Economy,” 198.
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In addition to tourism, which often included not just shopping but also
informal trading, there was another robust form of cross-border travel:
namely, that for educational and employment purposes. Far from being im-
mobile, the socialist world was, as Susan Bayly put it, “crosscut and inter-
connected by agreements under which scientific and technical specialists in!
their thousands were continually on the move to distant places.”” And so
were tens of thousands of blue-collar workers, whose travel took two basie
forms. The first consisted of the daily or weekly cross-border commute for
jobs. This form of employment abroad was primarily the result of initiatives
taken by companies on one side of the border, and workers on the oth
side. The states were involved in it by regulating the basic conditions of em=
ployment, such as the issues of welfare provisions and benefits.* An exam-
ple of this type of cross-border employment was, for instance, the emplo
ment of some 600 Hungarian citizens in Slovak companies located near chy
'Czechoslovak-Hungarian border in 1974.” The second form of employment
abroad consisted of labor exchanges that were sponsored and organized by
Ithe states (although in the late 1980s, companies started playing a greaer
role in these as well). We can distinguish between two types of such labor
|jexchanges: (1) mutual exchanges between European state-socialist countries,
\and (2) exchanges between these countries and non-European socialist, o

/mcnmm:mlnm:m:m. countries.

6 On tourism combined with shopping and various forms of informal trading, see, .
Alenka Svab, “Consuming Western Image of Well-Being: Shopping Tourism in Socialist
Slovenia” Cultural Studies 16, no. 1 (2002): 63-79; Ferenc Hammer, “"A Gasoline Scented
Sinbad: The Truck Driver as a Popular Hero in Socialist Hungary,” Cultural Studies 16, no,
1 (2002): 80-120; Michelle Standley, “‘Here Beats the Heart of the Young Socialist State's
1970s East Berlin as Socialist Bloc Tourist Destination,” The Journal of Architecture 18, no,
5 (2013): 683-98; or Anne E. Gorsuch, All This is Your Warld: Sovier Tourism at Home
and Abroad after Stalin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 201 1).

7 Susan Bayly, “Vietnamese Intellectuals in Revolutionary and Postcolonial Times,” Critique

of Anthrapology 24, no. 3 (2004): 336.

Czechoslovakia and Poland signed such an agreement with regard to welfare provisions for

Polish cross-border workers in 1948. See Ondtej Klipa, “Politi pracovnici v CSSR: nevitand.

druzba. Specifika docasné zahraniéni pracovni migrace v socialistickém systému” (Ph.D,

dissertation, Charles University, Prague, 2013), 23.

Nirodni archiv (hercafter NA), Prague, “Zpriva o sou¢asné problematice pfi zaméstnivin|

zahraniénich pracovnikii v CSSR a ndvrh zdsad daliho postupu,’ material presented at the

meeting of the presidium of the government of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic on

October 11, 1974 (I hereby thank Dr. Ondej Klipa for making the document availabl

to me).

o

o
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State-Socialist Labor Migrations

[ntra-European state-socialist labor migration often grew out of cross-bor-
der employment. Thus, in the early post—~World War I1 years, Polish citizens
zn»qﬁna..wmm.uwn.mwnm in Czechoslovakia as individual commuters. By 1961,
some 4,000 Polish citizens worked in Czechoslovakia as a result of an agree-
ment signed between the regional governments (the districts of Eastern and
Northern Bohemia on the Czechoslovak side, and the Wroclaw voivode-
ship [county] on the Polish side).'” In 1964, a government-level Protocol
and Agreement were signed, and some six years later, the number of Pol-
ish workers in Czechoslovakia climbed to 15,000. The program peaked in
1974, when almost 21,000 Polish citizens were permanently employed by
Czechoslovak enterprises;'! furthermore, some 45,000 Polish youth traveled
to Czechoslovakia annually for seasonal agricultural work.'> Czechoslova-
kia was also a destination for Bulgarian workers. First, in 1946, agricultural
workers arrived, and, after the signing of an intergovernmental treaty in
1957, industrial workers started arriving as well."* The German Democratic
Republic (GDR) was also a significant destination for intra-bloc labor mi-
gration, employing, in the late 1970s, between 60,000 and 70,000 Poles,
Hungarians, Bulgarians, and Yugoslavs.'* The third largest destination for
intra-bloc labor migration was the Soviet Union."

The other type of labor mobility that existed among the state-socialist
countries involved workers from socialist or socialist-leaning countries out-
side Europe coming to Europe for training and work. The main destina-
tion countries were the Soviet Union, the GDR, Czechoslovakia, and Bul-
garia, and to a lesser extent later on also Hungary and Poland. In the case
of Czechoslovakia, the vast majority of overseas foreign workers came from
Vietnam and Cuba. Based on various partial statistics compiled from archival
documents of the Czechoslovak Labor Ministries, I estimate the total num-
ber of Vietnamese workers employed in Czechoslovakia between 1967 and
1989 at about 60,000. Additionally, some 23,160 Cubans worked in Czecho-

Petra Bouskovd, “Pracovni migrace cizincii v Ceské republice v 70. az 90. letech)” in
Nirodni diskuse u kulatého stolu na téma vatabu mezi komunitami 19. iova 1998, shornik
dokumentic (Prague: MPSV, 2005), 34. _
I Ibid., 34, 35.
1 Ibid., 35.
1" Klipa, “Politi pracovnici v CSSR," 74.
Friedrich Levcik and Sue Halsey Westphal, “Migration and Employment of Forei

- . . " - mu
H_Mn._”.”"._..q_. N_.h wmwuv?ﬂ_wﬂOZ Countries and Their Problems,” Eastern European Economics
' Ibid., 14.
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slovakia between 1978 (when the first worker-exchange treaty with Cuba
signed) and 1989.'¢ The GDR'’s overseas foreign worker schemes were more
extensive: “In 1988 alone more than 78,000 [workers] from Vietnam, Mo
zambique, Angola, and Cuba” were employed in GDR enterprises.”

One factor that significantly shaped the overseas labor migratioj
schemes was the fact that at the time, many of the non-European sendir
countries had only just embarked on wide-scale industrialization projeel
and/or had their economies in ruins as a consequence of anti-colonial ¢
other wars. As a result, labor migrations took place within the context @
comprehensive development aid, or “socialist economic assistance;” pr¢
vided to these countries by the state-socialist European countries and th
Soviet Union. In the overseas workers’ training and labor programs, comn
mitments to socialist modernization and economic development co
verged: since (socialist) modernity, which was ideologically desirable, coul
not happen without economic progress, these programs were conceived ¢
as projects that were simultaneously uscful in a pragmatic sense and in
perative in an ethical sense. These programs, then, were not conceived of
“mere” labor migration schemes, but incorporated elements of professior
training as well. In some cases—those in which training was to take pla
exchusively on-the-job, not in educational settings—the training compe
nent may have sometimes fallen by the wayside (in the Czechoslovak ¢
this happened to the Cubans). In other cases—prominently in the case:
Vietnamese migration, not just to Czechoslovakia but also to the GI)
Bulgaria, and the Soviet Union—the “training leading to productive @
seas labor” model became well developed and was quite successful, at le

through the end of the 1970s, as [ have described and argued elsewhere.'"

Scholarly literature on these blue-collar labor migrants working in st
socialist European countries remains rather modest, perhaps with the excel
tion of Mozambican and Vietnamese laborers in the GDR."” This literatus

16 Boutkova, “Pracovni migrace cizineit v Ceské republice.” 36.

7 Jude Howell, “The End of an Era: The Rise and Fall of GDR Aid,” The Journal of Model
African Studies 32, no. 2 (1994): 310.

18 Alena Alamgir, “Socialist Internationalism at Work: Changes in the Czechoslovak-Vietni
ese Labor Exchange Program, 1967-1989” (Ph.D. dissertation, Rutgers University, 2014

19 Jochen Oppenheimer, “Mozambican Worker Migration to the Former German Del
cratic Republic: Serving Socialism and Struggling Under Democracy.” Portuguese Stuuell
Review 12, no. 1 (2004): 163-87; Jonathan R. Zatlin, “Scarcity and Resentments 1§
nomic Sources of Xenophobia in the GDR, 1971-1989." Central European History
(2007): 683-720; Damian Mac Con Uladh, Guests of the Socialist Nation?: Foveign
dents and Workers in the GDR, 1949-1990 (Ph.D. dissertation, University College
don, 2005); Mike Dennis, “ Working under Hammer and Sickle: Vietnamese Work
the German Democratic Republic, 1980-89." German Politics 16, no. 3 (2007): 339

]
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tends to portray the schemes as primarily expedient propaganda tools, while
the workers are typically seen as victims of exploitation and oppression per-
petuated by both the home and the receiving states. The programs were, no
doubt, embedded within a larger framework of European state-socialist gov-
ernments’ Cold War geopolitical concerns and foreign relations.®” It is also
undeniable that migrant workers, especially in the 1980s, were often short-
thanged in terms of both wages and the professional development they had
been promised. However, as [ show elsewhere, the assertions of blanket ex-
loitation are incorrect.”! In this chapter, I discuss a matter that has thus far
yeen absent from existing literature: the issue of foreign workers’ resistance
and protests against working conditions they found unfair. If migrant blue-
vollar workers in state-socialist societies were mistreated, or even exploited,
they also challenged and resisted this mistreatment, often effecrively.
Besides correcting the historical record, this issue is also of theorerical
Interest. In their astute sociological analysis of the state-socialist workplace,
Burawoy and Lukacs*® only discuss the so-called “key workers” as capable of
tesisting “managerial dictatorship.” Key workers were those who possessed
ypecial skills and firm-specific experience making them indispensable to the
foremen for meeting the production goals. Consequently, “management
|was] forced to rely on such workers, who [were] then able to extract con-
cessions in defense of their interests.”>* However, the state-socialist migrant
workers, especially the non-European ones, were rarely if ever key workers.
IF anything, they were in fact marginalized in ways that were strikingly simi-
lar to the way women, for instance, were marginalized in state-socialist fac-

Felicitas Hillmann, “Riders on the Storm: Vietnamese in Germany’s Two Migration Sys-
tems,” in Asian Migrants and European Labour Markets: Patterns and Processes of Immi-
grant Labour Market Insertion in Europe, ed. Ernst Spaan, Felicitas Hillmann, and Ton
van Naerssen (London, Routledge, 2005); Pipo Bui, Envisioning Vietnamese Migrants in
Germany: Ethnic Stigma, Immigrant Origin Narratives and Partial Masking (Piscataway,
NJ: Transaction Publishers, Rutgers University, 2003); Jude Howell, “The End of an Era:
“_“M Rise and Fall of GDR Aid.” The Journal of Modern African Studies 32, no. 2 Cmoﬁm
306,

Michael Radu, “East vs. South: The Neglected Side of the International System,” in East-
ern Europe and the Third World, ed. Michael Radu (New York: Praeger, 1981 ); Bartlomiej
Kaminski and Robert W. Janes, “Economic Rationale for Eastern Europe’s Third World
Policy Problems of Communism 37 (1988): 15-27; Marie Lavigne, “East-South Trade:
Trends, Partners, Commodity Composition, Balances,” in East-South Relations in the
World Economy, ed. Marie Lavigne (London: Westview Press, 1988).

Alamgir, “Socialist Internationalism at Work.”

' Michael Burawoy and Jinos Lukacs, “Mythologies of Work: A Comparison of Firms in

State Socialism and Advanced Capitalism,” American Sociological Review 50, no. 6 (1985):
723-37; mnm_ Michael Burawoy and Jinos Lukacs, The Radiant Past: Ideology and Reality
in Hungarys Road to Capitalism (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992). '

"' Burawoy and Lukacs, “Mythologies of Work,” 733.
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rories.2* Yet, as I will show in this chapter, these migrant workers also pro-
tested against their working conditions and wages and challenged the man-
agement of the enterprises they worked for. Thus, the analysis of foreign

workers’ protests can reveal other avenues for pushing for workers’ interests

and rights within the state-socialist context.?®

Polish Workers in Czechoslovakia

In Czechoslovakia, the Polish constituted the biggest group of forcign

workers until the 1980s. Figure 4.1, taken from Ondtej Klipa, is telling:
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Figure 4.1: Polish and foreign workers in Czechoslovakia, 1970-1989

Source: Ondej Klipa, "Polstt pracovnici v CSSR: nevitand drutba; Specifika doiasné zah-

ranitni pracovnt migrace v socialistickém systému” (Ph.D. dissertation, Faculty of Social Sciences,
Charles University, Prague, 2013), 108.

% See Joanna Goven, “The Gendered Foundations of Hungarian Socialism: State, Socicty,

and the Anti-Politics of Anti-Feminism, 1948-1990" (Ph.D. dissertation, UC Berkeley, §

1993}, 254.

3 Qn working class resistance in state socialism, see, e.g,, Pecer Heumos, “State Socialism, Egali- §
tarianism, Collectivism: On the Social Contexr of Socialist Work Movements in Czechoslovak §

Industrial and Mining Enterprises, 1945-1965," International Labor and Working-Class Histo-
ry 68 (2005): 47-74; Kevin McDermort, “Popular Resistance in Communist Czechoslovakia:

The Plze Uprising, June 19537 Contemporary European History 19, no. 4 (2010): 287-307; Jo- |

hann Smula, “The Party and the Proletariar: Skoda 1948-53," Cald War History 6, no. 2 (2006):

153-75; Mark Picraway, “The Reproduction of Hierarchy: Skill, Working-Class Culrure, and |

the State in Early Socialise Hungary, The Journal of Modern History 74, no, 4 (2002): 73769
Jeffrey Kopstein, “Chipping Away at the State: Workers’ Resistance and the Demise of East

Germany, World Politscs 48, no. 3 {1996): 391-423; Robert K. Evanson, “Regime and Working |

Class in Czechoslovakia, 19481968, Sovier Studies 37, no. 2 (1985); 148-68.
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The line with squares represents all foreign workers in the Czechoslovak
cconomy, while the line with diamonds represents Polish workers. Through-
out the 1970s, the lines barely diverge from each other; sometimes, espe-
cially early on, they actually overlap. In other words, until abour 1980,
the two categories were almost identical: to have been a forcign worker in
Czechoslovakia for a long rime almost certainly meant to be a Pole. In the
1980s, the two lines depart sharply from each other, as the Poles were being
replaced by other foreign workers. Based on my archival sources,? it is clear
that these other workers were almost entirely Vietnamese and, to a signifi-
cantly lesser extent, Cubans (see Table 4.1).

Table 4.1: Vietnamese and Cuban workers in Czechoslovakia, 1980-1289

Year Number of Number of
Vietnamese workers Cuban workers

1980 3,529 4726
1981 1,543 3,972
1982 21,314 4,241
1983 22446 3737
1984 * 5,352
1985 15,300 *

1986 11,4C0** *

1987 18,900 10,600
1988 28,955 8,031
1989 35,609 *

* missing data
*expected nurmbers (actual numbers unknown)

# Data compiled from various reports prepared by the Czech (ie., republic-level, not the
federal Czechoslovak) Labor Ministry, usually titled “Pehled o poétech zahraniénich
pracovntkd k 31. prosinci [rok] podle resortd a jednotivych zahranitnich partnert”
[Summary of numbers of foreign workers as of December 31, according to (industrial)
departments and individual foreign partners], with the exception of data for years 1985
and 1986, which come from “Navrh do VSR: Providéci protokol o spoluprici mezi
Ceskoslovenskou socialistickou republikou 2 Viernamskou socialistickou republikou v
oblasti do¢asného zaméstndvani kvalifikovanych pracovnik Vietnamské socialistické
republiky spojeného s dalél edbormou piipravou v Zeskoslovenskych organizacich v roce
1987" [Proposal for the VSR: Implementation protocol on (sic) the cooperation between
the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam in the area of
temporary employment and further technical craining of skilled workers from the Social-
ist Republic of Vietnam), undared draft.
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The operation of the logic of substitution is apparent from the num-
bers: for instance, between 1985 and 1986, when the number of Polish
workers in companies managed by the Industry Ministry was expected to
decrease from 3,663 to 2,845, the number of Cuban workers was expected
to rise from 3,619 to 4,033.> By the very late 1980, this logic was clearly
the guiding principle of foreign workers” employment in Czechoslovakia.
As a matter of fact, a report on the current sitiation and expected devel-
opments regarding training and employment of foreign workers explicitly
used the language of replacement when it stated that the Vietnamese state
“puts practically no limits on the numbers of it citizens who could work
in the CSSR [Czechoslovak Socialist Republic]” The two sides agreed that
15,000 Vietnamese workers would arrive in 1988, with the expectation that
“in future years new Victnamese workers would replace the departing Cuban
and Polish workers.”**

While Polish workers played an important role in the Czechoslovak
economy overall, their presence and labor was particularly crucial to certain
industries, such as the textile industry. In 1974, for instance, Polish work-
ers comprised 10.4 percent of all workforce in the cotton industry and 7.4
percent in the flax industry. Even these numbers, however, do not capture
their importance adequately because, in addition, individual plants had
units—and, as a ministerial memo put it, “quite a few of them” (nejson
vyjimkou)—in which Polish workers constituted more than 40 percent of the
factory’s overall workforce.2? It is then fair to say thar, in such cases, the for-
tunes of the companies heavily depended on the Polish workers they were
employing.

Yet, as a whole, Polish workers scemed not to have been an easy work-
force to manage. For one thing, they had stunningly high turnover levels.
In 1976, for example, some 32,000 Polish workers joined Czechoslovak en-
terprises, while “roughly the same number of Polish workers left” the coun-
try. 0 Table 4.2, originally compiled by the Czechoslovak Federal Labor

27 NA, Table “Ministerstvo pramyslu CSR: Ptedpoklidany stav zahrani¢nich pracov-
nikil v letech 1985 a 1986 podle nirodnosti a VH] (fyzické stavy dle uzavienych, resp.
pripravenych protokolit).”

% NA, “Zpriva o souéasném stavu odborné piipravy a do¢asného zaméstnavini zah-
raniénich obéant v éeskoslovenskych organizacich a o vyhledu této spoluprice do roku
1990, emphasis mine.

2 NA via Klipa, “Zpréva o soucasné problematice pfi zaméstndvini zahranié¢nich pracov-
nikiiv CSSR a navrh zasad dalitho postupu,” report presented by the minister of labor and
social affairs of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, Michal Stancel, to the presidium of
the Government of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, on October 11, 1974,

0 Ihid.
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Ministry, details the reasons for departures of Polish workers from compa-

nies under the purview of three different ministries.*

Table 4.2: Reasons for departures of Polish workers from companies under the
purview of three different Czechoslovak ministries, April 1973-January 1974

Reason for Industry Ministry of Federal Ministry of Federal Ministrv of
departure the Czech Socialist | Metallurgy and Heavy G ( Enai v o
Republic Engineering eneral.cngingering
Apr1973 | Jan 1974 | Apr1973 | Jan 1974 | Apr1973 | Jan 1974
End of contract 6.5% 5% i 20.9% 15.3% 12.3%
' available ' . '
Health and family i Not %
e 31.7% 30.1% available 28.9% 17.3% 19.5%
Request of Polish - Not o o
authorities 1% 1% available | 3% /6% -
Absenteeism 14.3% 12% Not 3.9% 24.5% 24.2%
: available ) e R
Gratuitous desertion 9 o Not o a N
(svévolny odchod) 17.8% 204% available 15.2% 9.7% B.8%
Not
0, O, 0, 0
Other reasons 28.7% 31.5% availabie 27.6% 25.5% 30.8%

If we combine the “absenteeism” and “gratuitous desertion” cells, we arrive
at the figures of 19-34 percent of Polish workers employed in the three .
industrial areas in 1973-1974 who refused to submit to the will of their
Czechoslovak employers. And, concomitantly, less than 21 percent in the
best case, and a mere S percent in the worst case, of the Polish workers in
these industries fulfilled their original contractual obligations. Moreover,
this fluctuation was happening in the context of plans, agreed upon by the
governments of both countries, according to which the number of Polish
workers in Czechoslovakia was supposed to gradually increase, with the goal
of reaching 50,000.%* This goal never materialized, however, and the highest
number of Polish workers employed in Czechoslovakia was less than half of
that—20,825—in 1974.%

' Ibid.

"2 NA via Klipa, “Zpriva o zaméstndvini zahrani¢nich pracovnikii v CSSR.” document
prepared by the federal Czechoslovak Labor Ministry for the meeting of the Economic
Section of the Central Committee of the Czechoslovak Communist Party on February
27, 1978.

" Bouskovd, “Pracovni migrace cizincii v Ceské republice,” 35.
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However, individual workers” insubordination was not the only rea-
son behind high turnover rates; so were the decisions by Polish authoriries,
which canceled work contracts or withdrew their workers from Czechoslo-
vak companies, sometimes at short notice. For instance, in 1979, the Polish
side gradually reduced the number of its female workers in a textile factory
that was Czechoslovakia’s sole producer of damask and terry cloth from 829
to 460, with the plan of eventually withdrawing “all female workers under
the age of forty-five, which [amounted to] 193 persons.”™ This was a cause
of great concern to the company, as the withdrawal of so many workers was
likely to have serious adverse effects on production, alongside concomitant
losses of revenue from both domestic and export trade.

Czechoslovak officials speculated that the representatives of the Pol-
ish government used workers’ withdrawals, or the threats of withdrawals, as
a method to push through their workers” demands. For example, a 1984 re-
port noted: “In an effort to secure more advantageous conditions than the
treaty mandates, the Polish side pretended (predstirala) already in 1983 thac
it was having difficulties with securing workers [for work in Czechoslovakia],
and it fell 2,000 workers short. . . . Given the decision of the Czechoslovak
side not to give in to the demands, in the best possible case, we can expect ap-
proximately the same decrease in 1984 as we experienced in 1983.* First of
all, this quote shows that, at least by the early 1980s, the relationship berween
the Czechoslovak and Polish officials involved in the worker exchanges was
frayed, conceptualized as something of a tug-of-war, and filled with suspicion.
More important for the argument pursued in this chapter, however, is that
it also indicates that Polish officials were actively promoting the interests of
their workers. If this involvement by the sending state’s officials is only hinted
at in this report, it is documented explicitly elsewhere. For instance, in Febru-
ary 1983, the deputy director of the Czechoslovak textile factory Jitka per-
sonally visited employment offices in the Polish towns of Brzeg and Opole
in order to negotiate the recruitment of female Polish workers for his compa-
ny.*® He succeeded, but by August, the recruited Polish workers were already
complaining about their working conditions, even asserting that the company

»37

was “bullying them.””” The company, for its part, described the Polish em-

% Archiv bezpeénostnich slozck [Archive of the Security Forces, hereafter ABS], Kanice.
“Informace o operativni situaci ve VEK pro vedouciho tajemnika KV KSC” written by KS
SNB—Sprava Statni bezpeénosti, Hradec Kralové, October 25, 1979.

3 NA, “Informace o predpoklidanych odjezdech zahraniénich pracovniki v roce 1984,
February 14, 1984.

36 ABS, OB 332 CB, “Délnici,” “Nistup dalsich PLR délnic do n.p. Jitka Jindf. Hradec,"

March 3, 1983.

ABS, OB 332 CB “Délnici,” “Characteristika pracovni morilky mezi polskymi délnicemi

pracujicimi v n.p. JITKA Jindfichiv Hradec,” August 25, 1983.
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ployees’ work performance as “bad” and noted that “it has been pointed out
to the Polish workers that they were paid for the work that they actually per-
formed, not merely for being present during the shift;” with the lacter remark
meant as a response to workers’ complaints about low wages. The company
further told the workers that it “would not yield to any sort of pressure.”**
However, the workers responded by informing the management that the
head of the regional (voivodeship) employment office in Opole would travel
from Poland to the Czechoslovak factory to help resolve the conflict. This
happened, and the Polish representatives were able to successfully apply pres-
sure on their Czechoslovak counterparts: a report from a meeting between
the company’s-management and “the representatives of the Polish People’s
Republic” stated that “the company’s leadership promised to replace part
of the hostel furnishings, and to equip the rooms with cooking stoves and
refrigerators,” thus presumably addressing at least some of workers’ com-
plaints. It seems, however, that the Czechoslovak company may have failed to
deliver on (all) its promises, as some three months later the Polish authorities
announced that they planned to withdraw their workers from the plant one
year before the end of the contract, in July 1984. A company insider ascribed
the decision to withdraw the workers to “the efforts of the Polish side . .. to
put pressure on the management of the JITKA Company in order to obtain
further working and material advantages for its workers, which the Polish side
had already requested in the past, but the JITKA leadership rejected.”®” As it
turned out, the withdrawal was not an empty threat on the part of the Polish
authorities, and the Polish workers did indeed leave. The company decided
to resolve its labor shortage problem by securing fifty Cuban female workers
to replace the outgoing Polish workers,* exemplifying the shift in the overall
employment of foreign workers in Czechoslovakia.

Cuban Workers in Czechoslovakia

However, the Cubans did not turn out to be the best replacement for Polish
workers. There were frequent complaints about them as well. Although the
Czechoslovak sources discussed all the complaints as disciplinary transgres-

* Ihid.

Y ABS, OB 332 CB “Délnici,” “Jedndni zdstupcti z PLR v n.p. Jitka Jindfichiv Hradec,”
November 23, 1983.

0 ABS, OB 332 CB “Délnici,” “Prodlouzen{ pracovni smlouvy s PLR stitnimi pfislu$nicemi
zaméstnanymi v n.p. Jitka Jindf. Hradec,” February 16, 1984.

il ABS, OB 332 CB “Délnici,” “Ukonéeni pobytu délnic z PLR, keeré pracuji v n.p. Jitka
Jindtichiiv Hradee” July 4, 1984.
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sions, only a few of the reported incidents—such as the complaint by a com-
pany that it had outfitted its hostel with brand new furnishings, which the
Cubans “have already managed to completely wreck™*—would seem to
belong in that category. Other complaints betray intercultural misunder-
standing, or even confrontation with undertones of civilizational scorn and
racializing discourses. Typical examples include the complaint that the Cu-
bans were “expressing their temperament, especially in the evening hours, by
playing various musical inscruments, drums, et cetera,™* complaints about
Cuban workers’ behavior in pubs and restaurants, the judgment that con-
flicts between the Czechs and the Cubans were caused by the latter’s “ex-
cessive temperament,”** and that these behaviors were sufficient to explain
“Czechoslovak citizens starting to express an aversion” to the Cubans.*
[ analyze racialized discourses deployed against foreign workers in Czecho-
slovakia elsewhere.*® In this chapter, I want to draw attention instead to the
last type of complaints that appeared in the archival documents: those that
directly concerned the Cubans’ participation and incorporation in the pro-
duction process in Czechoslovakia. A 1979 report, for instance, complained
about Cubans refusing to work overtime and on Saturdays."” Similarly,
a report from 1982 stated thatr Cuban workers were “refusing to perform
jobs for which financial remuneration is low,** a concern that was reiter-
ated in a follow-up report six months later.*” Or again, a quarterly report
of the economic section of the Czechoslovak counter-intelligence service
from 1985 reported a “mass refusal to work by Cuban citizens” in an auto-

42 ABS, OB 332 CB, “Zahrani¢ni délnici” “Zapojeni zahrani¢nich délnikii v ekonomice
CSSR—zprava,” report by Jindfichiv Hradec district police for state police authority,
dated June 15, 1981.

43 ABS, OB 332 CB, “Delegiti,” “Zapojeni zahraniénich délniki v ekonomice CSSR—od-
povéd na dozdddni,” written by Sprava Stdtni bezpeénosti, 3. odbor, Ceské Budjovice,
November 30, 1978.

44 ABS, OB 332 CB, “Zahraniéni délnici,” “Zapojeni zahrani¢nich délniki v ekonomice
CSSR—zpriva,” report by Jindtichiv Hradec district police for state police authority,
June 15, 1981.

45 ABS, OB 332 CB, “Zahrani¢ni délnici)” “Zahraniéni pracovnici z Kuby—zadost o oper-
ativni kontrolu,” Krajski spréva ndrodni bezpeenosti, Ceské Budéjovice, September 21,
1981.

4 Alena Alamgir, “Race Is Elsewhere: State-Socialist Ideology and the Racialisation of Viet-
namese Workers in Czechoslovakia,” Race ¢ Class, 54, no. 4 (2013): 67-85.

47 ABS, “Zapojeni zahrani¢nich délniki v ekonomice CSSR—vyhodnoceni” written by OS
SNB, Jind#ichiiv Hradec, June 18, 1979.

4 ABS, OS 412 CB “Cizina,” “Zapojeni zahrani¢nich délnikii v ekonomice CSSR—
sdéleni,” July 7, 1982.

49 ABS, OB 412 CB “Cizina, “Zapojeni zahrani¢nich délnikii v ckonomice CSSR—
sdéleni)” report from district police (SNB) to regional police administration (Krajskd
sprava SNB), December 10, 1982.

“Inappropriate Behavior” 111

motive parts manufacturing company, motivated by “a protest against work
assignments.” Sometimes concerns about Polish and Cuban workers con-
verged, such as when, in July 1981, it was discovered that:

Male Cuban workers employed by the power plant and the Energostroj
company in Chvaletice travel to meet female Cuban workers in Cernozice,
in the vicinity of Hradec Kréilové, where they come into contact with Pol-
ish workers, from whom they gain information about the situation in the
Polish People’s Republic. Subsequently, they show dissatisfaction in the
workplace and make statements to the effect that they will go on strike, as
is happening in Poland.”’

Whether or not Cuban workers’ expressions of dissatisfaction with their
wages and working conditions were fueled by the actions of the Polish
Solidarnos¢ movement, as this report suggests, is up for debate. More impor-
tant to the argument pursued in this chapter is the fact that such expres-
sions of dissatisfaction were made possible by the way the foreign worker
programs were structured. Notably, representatives of the sending coun-
tries’ governments (usually embassy staff bur also officials and administra-
tors back home) retained—in a striking contrast to most labor migration
schemes, including guest-worker programs, in non-state-socialist con-
texts—a great degree of control over their workers. We have already seen
this in the case of Polish workers, and we see it in the case of the Cubans
as well. A 1979 report, for instance, described a group of Cuban workers
in a Czechoslovak company as “an independent structure of sorts that re-
fuses to submit, even in basic matters, to any instructions from anyone ex-
cept those coming from the Cuban Embassy.”>* This was possible due to
a structural atcribute of these labor migration schemes, which we could call
split authority. Split authority meant that in the workplace, foreign workers
fell under the jurisdiction of the Czechoslovak companies for which they
worked. However, the final say on all other matters, and to some extent
even on labor-related matters, belonged to their respective embassies: that
is to say, to the workers" home governments. This meant, for instance, that
no matter how much a company, or the Czech (or Slovak) Labor Ministry,
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ABS, Na Struze, 1/5/e-59A/1985, “Ctvrtletni informace X1. § SNB: Hodnoceni bez-
peénostni situace a dosazenych vysledkit ve sluzebni ¢innosti po problematice XI. spravy
SNB za IIL éevre. 1985.°

ABS, Kanice, addition from Hradec Krilove, package 11, “Informace o operativni situaci
ve VEK pro vedouciho tajemnika KV KSC, July 15, 1981.

2 ABS, Kanice, “Informace o operativni situaci ve VEK pro vedouciho tajemnika KV KSC.
written by KS SNB—Spriva Stitni bezpeénosti, Hradec Kralové, June 15, 1979.
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wanted to fire a worker (or extend her contract or move it to another com=
pany), it could not do so until and unless the embassy issued an approval,
This structural feature was crucial to the ability of foreign workers to chals
lenge their working conditions. The Vietnamese case exemplifies this in
a particularly salient manner.

Vietnamese Workers in Czechoslovakia

In both oral histories and archival documents, the Vietnamese are often
described as almost fabulously docile, diligent, and disciplined workers:
As a former Labor Ministry clerk said: “No, there were no really signifis
cant problems . . . the Vietnamese, they are hardworking™* A former HR
manager in one of the largest Czech industrial conglomerates of the

riod echoed the ministerial clerk in his assessment: “The Vietnamese, they
had a more pronounced tendency to apply themselves at work [in contr
to the Cubans] . . . the first groups [that arrived to the factory] were abs
solutely ideal.” Furthermore, he claimed that “the Vietnamese, they work
relentlessly, they are very diligent.” His effusiveness continued throughout
the interview: “The Vietnamese, more so than the Cubans, the Vietnam
ese were better liked [by the Czechs], they were more industrious and kind
of [hesirates, looking for the right word] more disciplined and calmer™
Similarly, a report that criticized the Cubans contained glowing reviews @
the Vietnamese workers.”® Another report based on information obrained
from various enterprises employing Vietnamese workers described chem a8
“disciplined, hardworking, modest, well-behaved both in the workplace and
in public, and therefore well liked.” as well as having an “interest in work
and making an effort to earn as much money as possible.” These quali

stated the report, meant that the Vietnamese were “gladly [ochorné] workin
night shifts and accepting overtime work and weekend work.”* Or againi
“The management of Texlen [a spinning mill company] notes that the Views
namese workers' work ethic is incomparably better than that of the [female

»57

workers from Cuba.

53 Interview, April 20, 2010.

54 Interviews, March 18 and 25, 2010.

55 ABS, OB 332 CB, “Zahranié¢ni délnici” “Zapojeni zahraniénich délniki v ekonom
CSSR—zpréva,” report by Jindfichtv Hradec district police for state police authority
June 15, 1981.

s ABS, “Komentaf k vyvoji stavu a pohybu victnamskych pracovniki v L. pololeri r. 1981
October 20, 1981.

57 ABS, Kanice, addition from Hradec Kralove, package 11, “Informace o operativni si
ve VK pro vedouciho tajemnika KV KSC." July 15, 1981.
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Yet this is not the whole story, not by a long shot. An undated (bur
likely written in the fall of 1982) Labor Ministry report states that, accord-
ing to information obrained from the companies, “Vietnamese workers ex-
press their dissatisfaction with strikes.”* According to another report, most
strikes—56.5 percent—rtook place in agriculture, the construction indus-
try, and forestry, although only 30 percent of Vietnamese workers worked
in these sectors.”” Another report® contains a list of sixteen strikes carried
out by Vietnamese workers in late summer 1982, pracrically all of them over
low wages. Yet another document mentions a strike by forty-eight work-
ers in a Prague construction firm (Prazsky stavebni podnik) in the fall of
1982.°! The strike was preceded by the workers’ refusal to show up for final
exams that were to conclude a three-month training period. But “the entire
group of fifty workers announced [to the management of the company] that
they did not intend to take part in any further training, neither language
[acquisition] nor professional.” During the strike, the Vietnamese workers
explained that they were refusing to work in protest against their wages,
which they considered too low, and demanded that they all be paid 12 Kés
per hour. Other sources report yet more strikes taking place at around the
same time. In mid-August 1982, some female Vietnamese workers employed
in a spinning mill (Jitka Otin) refused to work in protest against the com-
pulsory “transfer.”®* The women further complained that the machines on
which they worked were technologically inferior to the machines used by
their Czechoslovak coworkers. Their wages also became an issue, although
one which transpired only indirectly, when a source apprising the secret po-
lice of the situation mentioned that “the lower wages earned by the Viet-
namese workers are caused by the fact that they are not fully trained yer."¢?
Vietnamese women in another branch of the same textile factory (Jitka

L1

NA, “Informace o nékeerych incidentech vieenamskych pracujicich v CSSR,” undated.
NA, “Informace o soucasnych problémech spojenych se zaméstnavinim vietnamskych
pracovnikil v &. organizacich,” September 1982.

NA, “Piehled o stavkich a dalsi ziviiné protispolecenské cinnosti vietnamskych pracov-
nikii v &. Organizacich.”

NA, Letter from the director of Prazsky stavebni podnik to the Vietnamese Embassy in
Prague, September 23, 1982.

“Transfer” was a tax of sorts introduced at the request of the Vietnamese government,
which asked that 15 percent (later reduced to 10 percent) of workers’ basic wages (zdklad-
ni plat) be collecred by companies and transferred into a bank account owned by the Viet-
namese government. In the treaties, the payment was described as going toward “the costs
of workers’ recruitment, preparations for their trip to Czechoslovakia, and a contribution
to the fund for the defense and [re]construction of the homeland.” Transfer was highly
unpopular among Vietnamese workers as it lowered their wages.

ABS, OB 332 CB, “Délnici," “Nenastoupeni pracovnic VSR na odpoledni sménu,” Au-
gust 18, 1982,
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Jindfichiiv Hradec) went on strike in protest against the transfer at aroun
the same time,** as did thirty women workers in yet another spinning mi
(Ptadelny cesané ptize Nejdek)®® about a month later. There was also a lg
endary two-week-long strike carried out by some 100 women working f¢
a plant cultivation company; this strike remains immortalized in a myt
that still circulates in the Czech Vietnamese community today, which I di
cuss in detail elsewhere.®

The strikes were certainly a vexing issue for both the Czechoslovak @
terprises and the Czech Labor Ministry. But the Vietnamese Embassy’s i
sponse to the strikes possibly aggravated them even more. The progra
administrators at the Czech Labor Ministry believed that “the indecisi
stance of the Vietnamese Embassy contributes to the wave of strikes.
embassy conducts protracted investigations, and wavers [vidhd] over pu
ishing the strikes” organizers and sending them back to the SRV [Social
Republic of Vietnam . To illustrate this, the report recounted the
following a weeklong strike of cleven workers that took place in the midd
of August 1982 in a plant cultivation company. At first, the representatiy
of the embassy and the Czech ministry representatives agreed to send tf
five “most active organizers of the strike” back to Vietnam. However, th
ambassador then expressed dissatisfaction with the proposed solution,
ing that all eleven workers should be sent back. In the end, however, t
embassy only sent two persons back in late October. From the Czech Lab
Ministry’s point of view, “the embassy’s approach makes the organizers
strikes think that they may not be punished at all. During their week
trips to other places in the CSSR, they boast of the successes that th
achieved by going on strike, and in that way they contribute to the strik
spreading further.” Sometimes, the ministry even asserted that the emb
was directly to blame for Vietnamese workers disciplinary transgressio
as at the Zivanice agricultural cooperative, where there were “rwenty-fo
unexcused absences, which were caused by inappropriate behavior of t
staff of the [Embassy’s] Department for Workers' Care.”®® (Alas, the de

6 ABS. OB 332 CB, “Délnici,’ “VSR stétni pHslusnici,” around October 14, 1982 (st
took place on August 13, 1982). f

65 ABS, Kanice & pt. 1756/1988, balik & 6 “Pobyt a Cinnost obéanti Vietnamské socii
tické republiky v Zapadoceském kraji—zaslni podkladi” October 20, 1982. :

6 Alena Alamgir, “They Knit Sweaters and Refuse to Follow Foreman’s Orders’

ese Female Workers in State-Socialist Czechoslovakia,” unpublished.

Archive, Ministerstvo prace a socidlnich véci [Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs,

after MPSV], “Informace o souéasnych problémech spojenych se zaméstndvinim

namskych pracovnikil v és. Organizacich’ uncatalogued, end of 1982.

NA, “Odborné tkoleni vietnamskych pracovnikii v MZVi [Ministerstvo zeméd

a vytivy] (vynatky z komentdti podniki ke statistice).”
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ments do not specify what that “inappropriate behavior” by embassy staff
entailed.) The Czechoslovak administrators also complained that the Viet-
namese group leaders,*” who were nominated for their positions by the
Viemamese side, “often work for the [embassy] even though they are sta-
tioned in the company.” In other words, the Czechoslovak clerks objected
to the group leaders being the instruments of the embassy, as it were, rather
than implementing the companies’ policies, and thus contributing to the
disciplining of workers.

Besides the support that the Vietnamese officials (sometimes) lent to
their workers who protested against their working conditions, they also in-
tervened on the workers' behalf directly. For instance, in late 1984, the head
of the Department for Workers’ Care at the Vietnamese Embassy in Prague
informed the Czech Labor Minisery that the embassy staff made trips to
two enterprises from which Vietnamese workers had repeatedly asked to be
moved elsewhere. The embassy officials reported that

unskilled work. Their
main job is to liquidate and clean up an old power plant and

a majority of workers there only engage in arduous,

a chemical
workshop ([in the case of the company located in the town of ] Most), or
clse arduous and unskilled labor with low wages ([in the case of the com-
pany located in the town of] Vlagim). In addition, housing conditions are

not good or comfortable either.”

To bolster their case, the embassy staff added that “the workers of the two
groups are, for the most part, former soldiers, who fought for peace and so-
cialism on the front lines. They came to the CSSR with the greatest goal:
(0 acquire skills for their future during their four-year stay. That is why
we ask you, comrade department head, to transfer these workers [to other
companies].””" Judging by handwritten comments on the margins of the let-
ter, this appeal seems to have been successful. A Czech Labor Ministry clerk
wrote: “Please, discuss with comrade Pospichalové, and make transfer pos-

# With the exception of cross-border employment, blue-collar labor migration in the so-
cialist world did not occur at the individual level, but was organized in groups. These
groups, as a rule, had group leaders, whose activities were manifold and included acting
as interpreters, both in the linguistic and cultural sense, as liaisons between the company
management and the workers, and first-level disciplining agents, among other things.
MPSV, Letter from Dr. Nguyen Phuc Loc, CSc., the head of the Department for Workers'
Care at the Vietnamese Embassy in Praguc, to Ing. Karel Kozelka, the head of the Foreign
Workers Secretariat at the Czech Labor Ministry, November 12, 1984 (uncatalogued).

! Ibid.
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sible: the reasons are skill-related. . . . they are n_m&:m ::mw:._n&_”mmu_.r. and
risky work at that; we have to accommodate the /.\_nm:mgawn m“_n_n. i
Significantly, the embassy staff would sometimes go mrnm. and do w h

they thought was right for their Squnn.m. even if it meant mc_smm mmﬂpzmn the
express wishes of Czechoslovak enterprises or administrators. n the mvmsm
of 1986, for instance, the Vietnamese embassy requested that _G~ workers
nnﬁ_ownm in a construction company be ﬂwmummnﬁnm n._m..us._unqn. n an MM
tempt to accommodate them, the Labor Ministry mm:::._mﬂmnoa w:n:m 1
for the group to be moved to a glassworks company. ,E._,_m move, oim.n ;
was met with a sharp negative reaction by the Construction chmﬂ«m in-
istry, which wanted to retain the Vietnamese io._.ra; in the mmam_vpm«. nm_“s
the correspondence it transpires _.”_Eﬁ. after vn_:.m .m_.mn notifie Qu o_Mn e
mavn:%:m transfer, the Oo:mn_.:nn_o:.Hsmcme Ministry proteste ,an per-
suaded the Labor Ministry to rescind its n_nn_m_n.v:. .Ios.nﬁn. the <_nn_=m§mmn
Embassy would not accept the _.nmnmmmw:_ and insisted on the m_.o:ﬂ s trans-
fer out of the construction industry.” The nE,c”&.mw E”m:aa nrn.: t n_n. Mo:..-
pany used the workers only in unskilled or auxiliary jobs, E_.:nr. m_ _=o.n
provide them with qualifications. Furthermore, .Rmﬁn:nnm to the _rno ogi-
cal underpinnings of the program were once again used to _uo_mnnm., ”..r ¢ Mw..mﬁ.
ment: “Most of the transferred workers were former Bmavna o e _mﬂ_
namese Army whom the Vietnamese side wants to acquire qualifications.
These are only two of the numerous cases in E?nr <_nn:mh.:nmn mo<a§EM.:-
wal officials (mainly at the embassy but also back in .Eu:o& went to m.un_. W_..
their workers. The fact that they were able to do this was made possible M
the structure of the program, which preserved a great degree of control an
Jecision-making power for the sending government.

Conclusion

What do we learn from these windows into the programs that ‘Uuozmrh_n n._._o
three largest groups of migrant workers into state-socialist Omn.nrom_o,._ m».".
First of all, that the workers were active agents who mzm@nn_ vigorous Mn_m:.
their interests, and resisted workplace unfairness irnj nrn%. n:nOM:ﬂMnn __uﬂn
They used various means to do this. One method consisted in a refusal o

w ww__.w_.m/\ Letter from Viclay Karas, the deputy labor minister of the O.Nnnr Socialist Re-
v:Emn. to Pavel Méchura, deputy construction industry minister, April 18, 1986 (uncat-

d). u
L& “o_umwﬁ. NEQ& vietnamskych pracovnikii z rezortu MSv CSR." July 17, 1986 (uncata-

logued).
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a disciplined workforce, most evident in the case of the Polish workers and
their astoundingly high turnover rates, absenteeism, and willful quitting.
Other methods consisted in bona fide industrial action; in all three groups,
this ranged from a refusal to perform low-paying jobs all the way to strikes,
documented particularly in the case of the Vietnamese workers. There is an
odd contradiction in the conceprualization of Vietnamese workers—both
in oral histories and in archival documents (primarily the reports of the
Czech Labor Ministry)—as almost fabulously diligent laborers on the one
hand, and rabblerousing agitators on the other. From this, we could con-
clude that they actually were a paragon, or an ideal type (in the Weberian
sense), of socialist worker: they applied themselves in their jobs and pushed
for their rights as industrial workers.

The second important thing that each of the three case studies makes
apparent is the crucial role played by officials from the sending states. This
role was dual. On the one hand, some, if nort all, of the workers’ activism
and resistance was made possible by, at the very least, tolerance, and pos-
sibly overt encouragement for their actions by the home officials and ad-
ministrators. No less importantly, these administrators were able to supply
such encouragement, or shield the workers from the suppression of their
budding activities, due to the way these schemes were structured: namely,
thanks to the fact that the sending governments retained a large degree of
control over their workers. Certainly, sending states involved in the arrang-
ing of work contracts for their nationals as part of Western European guest
worker schemes pushed for their workers interests as well. For instance, in
1964, the Turkish government was able to get the West German state to dis-
burse child allowance to Turkish workers for their children living in Tur-
key.” It is also worth noting, however, that when the workers first raised
this demand two years earlier, they received no assistance from the Turkish
consulate in West Germany.”® The Italian government was able to “achieve
various improvements in recruitment procedures, housing, leisure activi-
ries, and training” for its workers in Germany. Importantly, however, “Iraly,
as an EEC member, enjoyed a decided political advantage for advancing its
interests . . . [while] by contrast, the efforts of the Turkish government to
make sure its citizens were properly taken care of in Germany were more

" Ulrich Herbert and Karin Hunn, “Guest Workers and Policy on Guest Workers in the
Federal Republic,” in The Mivacle Years: A Cultural History of West Germany, 1949-1968,
ed. Hanna Schissler (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 194.

"¢ Jennifer Miller, “Her Fight Is Your Fight: ‘Guest Worker’ Labor Activism in the Early

1970s West Germany,” International Labor and Woarking-Class History 84 (Fall 2013):
229,
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limited and generally came too late””” In other words, the efficacy of the
Italian government’s advocacy was rooted in its shared membership in an
economic-political alliance, which provided both the incentives and the
mechanisms making possible, even urgent, the accountability of the receiv-
ing government to the sending government. Therein lies the parallel with
the state-socialist labor exchanges, in which the power of the sending gov-
ernments also rested to an important degree in membership in the same
economic-political alliance and the attendant ideological commitments chat
could be (and were, as we saw above) mobilized to buttress the sending gov-
ernments’ claims and demands. By contrast, as Jennifer Miller™ shows for
the Turkish workers in the Federal Republic of Germany, their best hope
of defending their rights and interests lay in their ability to bring German
labor unions and native workers to their side and ensure their participation
in industrial actions organized by migrant labor. While this tactic was some-
times successful, and arguably came with the significant added benefit of
fostering workers’ solidarity across national and ethnic lines (something that
vigorous action by sending governments on behalf of their workers abroad
may have had a hard time accomplishing), it goes withour saying that the
presence of (robust) unions in the recciving country is a prerequisite for this
ractic to be viable even as a theoretical option. In the absence of those, mi-
grant labor worldwide finds itself in the situation thar the Turkish workers
did when they could not recruit their German counterparts to join their ef-
forts: “[N]cither the West German unions nor the Turkish consulate would
represent these workers, placing them in a no-man’s-land that mirrored their
lived reality: not truly welcome in West Germany and yet no longer under
Turkish protection.””

Returning to the Czechoslovak case, one more element made it pos-
sible for the foreign workers to push for their demands: the fact that the
Czechoslovak state was increasingly channeling them into companies and
industrial sectors experiencing the greatest labor shortages. As we have seen,
this meant that in some companies these workers came to comprise a siz-
able portion of the overall workforce, and as such, though they were not key
workers individually, they became a vital workforce collectively. Somewhat
ironically, therefore, as the Czechoslovak state graduaily began to retreat
from its socialist and internationalist commitments in favor of focusing on
its own economic dilemmas and pressures while, in the process, commodi-
fying foreign workers and using them to plug the holes in its labor market,

77 Herbert and Hunn, “Guest Workers and Policy.” 201.
78 Miller, “Her Fight Is Your Fight”
™ Ibid., 229.
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it also simultaneously bestowed new power on the foreign workers, whose
disciplined labor became crucial to the success of Czechoslovak n.:nn._.wlmnm
By the same token, the enterprises became more vulnerable to the forei :
workers’ refusal to provide their labor. Structurally, then, it was chis now-
bination of increased commodification of foreign workers, a harbinger of
things to come, and the structure of the labor migration schemes that pre-
served the sending government’s control over the workforce it sent abroad

a remnant of things past, that empowered the workers. ,




