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State Terror as a Management 
Practice

NATALYA VINOKUROVA

This comment, in response to Phil Scranton’s article, suggests 
that communist business practices differ from those adopted in 
the West along three dimensions: (1) the locus and degree of cen-
tralization of production decisions, (2) the mechanism for coor-
dinating the producers’ actions, and (3) the use of state terror in 
shaping the workers’ and the managers’ incentives. My analysis 
focuses on the third dimension—state terror, which I define as  
workers and managers experiencing extreme penalties for failing 
to meet the state’s goals. I argue that business history and allied 
disciplines of management and economics would benefit from 
studying state terror as a management practice and outline several 
avenues for pursuing such research.

Philip Scranton’s article in this issue, “Managing Communist Enter-
prises: Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, 1945–1970,” represents 
the best of history writing. It succeeds in simultaneously satisfying 
the reader’s appetite with a tasting menu of narrative vignettes about 
an important facet of the past and leaving the reader hungry for more. 
In so doing, this work offers historians not just a glimpse of a period 
in history but also an opening of a number of exciting directions for 
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future scholarship. In what follows, I will outline one of these direc-
tions, specifically, the conceptualization of state terror as a manage-
ment practice and point to questions future scholars can pursue to 
build on this work.

One way of contextualizing Scranton’s contribution is to view  
it as an invitation to develop a more nuanced understanding of the 
antecedents and consequences of totalitarian regimes. The extent to 
which managerial practices constitute the infrastructure of any eco-
nomic system, investigating such managerial practices is essential 
to understanding how these regimes work. In the aftermath of World 
War II and during the Cold War, social scientists investigated the 
underpinnings of totalitarian regimes.1 The investigations, engaged 
with the questions of totalitarianism, subsided in part due to public 
outrage at the unethical treatment of the research subjects.2

The public outrage at the social psychologists’ investigations 
reflects, in part, a temptation to turn away in horror from experiments 
revealing undesirable qualities of human nature. Indeed, the study 
of totalitarian regimes requires a willingness to fight the temptation 
to turn away. The communist experience was framed as an experi-
ment, most famously in Professor Pavlov’s (of Pavlovian conditioning 
fame) remark that if what the Bolsheviks were doing with Russia were 
an experiment, for that experiment he would not give them a frog.3 
Scranton’s work reminds scholars of what could be learned from not 
turning away from and instead carefully unpacking the nature of the 
experiment.

Totalitarian regimes have played an important role in shaping the 
course of the twentieth century (among others), and business histo-
rians have an opportunity and, indeed, a responsibility to unpack 
how these regimes shaped business practices. Scholars of business 
bear a responsibility to the victims of these management practices 
to preserve the memory of what transpired for the generations that 
follow. In addition to this moral responsibility to these individuals’ 

	 1.  Hannah Arendt’s Eichman in Jerusalem and Origins of Totalitarianism 
are among the most notable works on the subject. Other less famous studies in 
this vein considered the factors that determined individuals’ willingness or lack 
thereof to get involved in preventing harm to others. See, for example, Latané and 
Darley, Unresponsive Bystander.
	 2.  The most famous of these are Stanley Milgram’s experiments at Yale, and 
Philip Zimbarado’s Stanford Prison experiment. The public outrage at these 
studies helped lay the foundations for the development of the research subjects’ 
rights in social psychology and allied fields. These focused on obedience to 
authority and willingness to impose harm on strangers. For a review, see Blass, 
Obedience to Authority.
	 3.  Samoilov, “Ivan Petrovich Pavlov,” 86.
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research into these practices also offers the opportunity to distill and 
preserve the lessons of the collective experience of these practices.

Stepping back from Scranton’s manuscript, how do business histo-
rians approach the opportunity to investigate communist management 
practices? One challenge of this investigation is to conceptualize how 
the communist regime translated into managerial practices. Arguably, 
communist management practices differed from their capitalist 
(Western) counterparts along three dimensions. The first is the locus 
and the degree of centralization of the production decisions. The second 
is the mechanism for coordinating the producers’ actions. The third is 
the role of state terror in shaping workers’ and managers’ incentives.

My comment will focus on the last of these three dimensions. 
Understanding state terror as a management practice is important 
because this practice affected the lives of millions of people over 
decades. Indeed, the use of state terror as a management practice 
in communist countries persisted long after its initiators were gone.  
In the comparatively mild Brezhnev era, city workers who arrived 
late to work could be fined or dismissed, even if such lateness had to 
do with circumstances outside the workers’ control, such as a break-
down of the state-run public transit. (The state security apparatus was  
responsible for administering such penalties.) For the rural popula-
tion, failure to meet overly aggressive production quotas meant losing 
already meager wages. Moreover, the stories of workers executed for 
minor infractions such as gleaning the wheat left over after official 
harvest to stave off hunger persisted for decades after these workers 
were gone—retold across generations both as cautionary tales and  
myths of the terror’s efficacy in instilling order. The challenge for 
business historians is to deconstruct not just the workings of terror 
per se but also the mythology of its effectiveness.

In this comment, I will discuss a range of options business histori-
ans have in documenting the terror practiced by the regime. I begin 
by defining terror as a management practice and consider the impli-
cations of this practice for individuals’ career choices, on-the-job 
coping mechanisms, and the development of mythology of terror.

State Terror as a Management Practice

For the purposes of this comment, I define state terror as the possi-
bility of individual workers and managers in the communist system 
incurring extreme penalties for failure to meet the Communist Party’s 
goals. As Scranton vividly documents, these penalties ranged from  
fines and losses of employment to jail sentences and death. State 
terror worked on several levels. At the system level, the application 
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of terror allowed for scapegoating the problems of the economy 
on a select few individuals, thus holding them responsible for the 
system’s failures. Scranton alludes to the production of scapegoats 
or counterrevolutionaries in his footnotes. The extent to which such 
scapegoating was effective in directing the popular anger away from 
the systematic causes of the failures promoted the longevity of the 
regime.

Implications for Career Choices

Presumably, one goal of applying terror as a management practice 
is to scare the fellow citizens of the executed or the disciplined into 
working harder. However, a necessary corollary of this approach 
is turning managerial positions in communist economies into high-
stake gambles. Specifically, signing up for a management or Party 
leadership job meant accepting a position in which one could be held 
responsible for a range of circumstances outside of one’s control. 
Survival on the job depended on either the luck of the stars aligning 
in a way that allowed one to fulfill the Party’s objectives or skill at 
convincing one’s superiors that the stars aligned properly, no matter 
the stars’ actual alignment.

One fruitful venue for investigating management by terror is to 
consider how being held responsible for events outside of one’s con-
trol, embedded in this management practice, affected individuals’ 
career choices. The high-stakes nature of the bets entailed in manage-
ment careers—one was betting that he or she would come out alive—
shaped self-selection processes into and out of managerial jobs. These 
processes not only had implications for performance at the individual 
level but also for the performance at the level of enterprises as well 
as society at large.

Some researchers have suggested that the desire to avoid facing 
the high-stakes gamble of the management track motivated people to 
opt out of participation in the communist management hierarchy and 
state employment altogether. In an environment in which salaries 
were only loosely associated with work stress levels, such opting out 
could take the form of taking a low-paying menial job, such as a janitor, 
which allowed ample free time that could be used for leisure or to run 
a small artisan business, such as hat making.4 Future research should 
consider the pursuits of the people who opted out of state employ-
ment and how they directed their creative energies.

	 4.  Yurchak discusses several ways of opting out of state employment in favor 
of free time. See Yurchak, “Cynical Reason of Late Socialism.”
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While the availability of sources is likely to direct scholars to 
study large enterprises, it is important not to ignore smaller entrepre-
neurial ventures. One potential source for investigating the activities 
of such ventures is the documentation of their encounters with law 
enforcement. Such sources are especially important in light of the 
insights of entrepreneurship scholars who have argued that from a 
societal perspective, entrepreneurship can take unproductive as well 
as destructive directions.5 Investigating these less obvious directions 
could yield important insights into communist management prac-
tices and the sorting of managerial talents toward or away from large 
state-owned enterprises.

At the enterprise level, the application of state terror with the goal 
of perpetuating the existence of the state drove the selection of indi-
viduals for management positions who were neither activists (overly 
committed to the communist ideals) nor dissidents (openly question-
ing the communist ideals). This process also weeded out individu-
als who were overly ambitious (careerist).6 Scranton, in his article, 
describes the managerial selection pressures as driven by factors other 
than on-the-job competence. The resultant quality of enterprise man-
agers made it less likely that communist enterprises could generate 
the products necessary to sustain the regime, thus eventually under-
mining the perpetuation of the regime.

Coping with Terror

For the large number of individuals who did not have the luxury to 
opt out of state employment, a critical question of interest is how 
people held responsible for outcomes outside their control reconciled 
the arbitrary relationship between terror and their work performance. 
One way to think about this connection of rewards to arbitrary events 
is as an extreme case of incentive misalignment. Research in psy-
chology has found that being punished for circumstances outside of 
one’s control can lead to the development of learned helplessness—a 
condition in which an individual does not believe there is anything 
he or she can do to affect the situation.7

	 5.  For a discussion of different types of entrepreneurial activity, see Baumol, 
“Productive, Unproductive, and Destructive.”
	 6.  Hooper offers one example of such weeding out in her description of the 
selection process for replacement of the Kremlin librarians; see Hooper, “Trust in 
Terror?” Yurchak, in “Cynical Reason of Late Socialism,” categorized the three 
types as activists, dissidents, and normal.
	 7.  For a review of the literature, see Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale, 
“Learned Helplessness in Humans.”
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If every system is perfectly designed to produce the outcomes that 
it produces, what were the outcomes this system was designed to 
produce? In analyzing the individuals’ responses to terror as a man-
agement practice, it is useful to consider three alternatives: silence 
and apathy, active efforts at managing appearances (impression 
management), as well as resilience and resistance.

Silence and Apathy

One outcome of management by terror is the production of a silent 
majority whose members neither opted into managerial ranks nor opted 
out of the system altogether.8 The motto of “Maul halten und weiter 
dienen” (Keep your mouth shut and serve) was originally articulated 
by Jaroslav Hašek as the modus operandi of soldiers conscripted into 
service of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.9 Any managers implementing 
Hašek’s approach could display apathy or decision-making paralysis—
the refusal to make decisions out of fear that any decision they make 
could be held against them. Existent management studies on silence  
as enabling or creating space for conformance could inform inves-
tigations of the role of apathy in communist management practices. 
While Western management scholars have dedicated much research 
to the alternative roles of voice and silence,10 an examination of com-
munist management practices suggests that the studies of apathy in 
response to Western management practices may prove fruitful.

Impression Management

In addition to silence and apathy, management by terror cultivated 
the appearance of compliance with Party plans and production quo-
tas even in the absence of such compliance. This was achieved either 
through negotiations of the expectations with Party leadership and 
planners or through perception management of the outcomes. Scranton 
documents several instances of such compliance that entailed follow-
ing the letter rather than the spirit of the Party plan, including outright 
fraud, in both nail and light bulb manufacturing. Note that this pro-
duction of the appearance of success is not unique to the totalitarian 
setting: scholars of Western management practices have documented 
firms’ adjusting their aspirations to the firms’ actual performance.11 

	 8.  Chukovskaya describes the production of such silent majority in Sofia 
Petrovna.
	 9.  Hašek, Good Soldier Švejk, 19.
	 10.  Morrison, “Employee Voice Behavior”; Morrison and Milliken, “Organiza-
tional Silence.”
	 11.  See, for example, Milliken and Lant, “Organization’s Recent Performance 
History”; Lant, Milliken, and Batra, “Role of Managerial Learning.”
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The specific practices of impression management—including earn-
ings smoothing,12 emotional labor,13 and flexible self-presentation14—
have been theorized to contribute to one’s ability to build a career in 
the Western system.

Resilience and Resistance

Perhaps the most interesting unintended effect of communist man-
agement practices that Scranton documents is resilience. Digging into 
histories of communist management outcomes, both individual and 
collective, can yield important insights on how organizations func-
tion in times of terror. Indeed, studying communist management 
practices can shed light on the psychological mechanisms involved 
in overcoming the trauma of terror, whether such trauma engendered 
learned helplessness, social identity threat,15 or other issues.

Indeed, Scranton’s story in many ways is a story of both individual 
and collective resilience. To build on his work, it might be useful to 
conceptualize the histories of communist management practices as his-
tories of not just terror but also of resilience. Biographies of communist 
managers could prove important in understanding the antecedents of 
different responses to terror. They could help answer questions such as: 
What enabled people to keep trying in these extreme circumstances? 
What it is that these people were trying to do? Helpful here would be 
a comparison of the biographies of communist managers and the his-
tories of their organizations to individuals and organizations that sur-
vived other extreme settings, including, for instance, World War II.16

These narratives of resilience open the possibility of investigat-
ing what pockets of freedom the totalitarian regime left open within 

	 12.  Bartov, for instance, documents the use of asset sales to create the appear-
ance of smoother earnings. Bartov, “Timing of Asset Sales.”
	 13.  The concept of emotional labor—the idea that workers need to engage in 
efforts in order to present an even, unemotional comportment at work—dates back 
at least to Erving Goffman, and was further developed by Arlie Hochshild. For 
a comprehensive review of the idea’s antecedents, see Ashforth and Humphrey, 
“Emotional Labor in Service Roles.”
	 14.  Hewlin describes the necessity for U.S. managers to engage in the prac-
tice of building facades of conformity in order to achieve career success. Hewlin, 
“Award for Best Actor.” Kilduff and Day describe successful managers as chame-
leons, able to adjust to different institutional environments. Kilduff and Day, “Do 
Chameleons Get Ahead?”
	 15.  For a review, see Steele, Spencer, and Aronson, “Contending with Group 
Image.”
	 16.  Biographies of the survivors of WWII could be a helpful source of such 
information, whether they include survival of individuals (Levi, Survival in 
Auschwitz) or larger organizational units, such as Timofeev-Ressovsky’s laboratory 
at the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute (Granin, Zubr).
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state-owned enterprises.17 These questions of surveillance versus 
individual initiative and operating outside of official decrees are not 
unique to studies of communist firms. Scholars of Western manage-
ment practices have documented challenges of overcoming corporate 
obstacles in pursuing innovative ideas (including ideas in the com-
pany’s best interest).18 Scholars have also documented the practice of 
pursuing activities that fall outside the boundaries of work on com-
pany time in capitalist economies.19

In investigating the efficacy of terror as a management practice, it 
is important to understand not just the different coping mechanisms 
employed by individuals subjected to these practices but also the lim-
its of these practices. Important sources of information about such 
limits are the cultural productions of these coping mechanisms. One 
unofficial outcome of the disconnect between the regime’s goals and 
the means for achieving them available to the workers was the pro-
duction of humor—an art form that requires a contradiction to exist. 
While scholars have argued that the Brezhnev era was the golden age 
of anekdoty (jokes), joke telling also formed an important part of the  
social fabric of those living under the Stalin regime.20 Attempts to 
disentangle culture from business practices are notoriously thorny 
tasks.21 One possibility for such disentanglement is to investigate 
whether the spread of terror as a management practice resulted in the 
importation of a culture that prioritized martyrdom, typically associ-
ated with Russian kenoticism,22 to other countries.

Mythology of Management by Terror

In addition to implications for the output of state enterprises, terror as an 
approach to management also spilled over into cultural productions. 

	 17.  My usage of the term “pockets of freedom” is an allusion to Jachimowicz, 
Pockets of Freedom, a biographical narrative of Adela Guterman, a young Jewish 
woman in Poland who persevered in saving her own life and the life of her young 
niece while participating in the resistance during the Holocaust. The notion of 
pockets of freedom as conceptualized by the book’s protagonist is the idea that no 
totalitarian regime can control all aspects of society, and that such lapses of control 
offer opportunities for individuals to exercise freedom.
	 18.  See, for example, Dougherty, “Interpretive Barriers.”
	 19.  See, for example, Anteby, “Identity Incentives.”
	 20.  See, for instance, the anthology of humor put together by Brandenberger, 
Political Humor under Stalin. This book attests to the prevalence of such practices.
	 21.  For an attempt at such disentanglement, see Manz, Sapienza, and Zingales, 
“Does Culture Affect Economic Outcomes?”
	 22.  For a review of the cultural antecedents of kenoticism, see Fedotov, “Reli-
gious Sources of Russian Populism.” I am grateful to Leah Glickman for bringing 
this phenomenon to my attention.
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The productions took the form of official cultural narratives that 
included not just the demonization of enemies and saboteurs held 
responsible for the system’s failures but also the deification of 
mythical individuals enthusiastically complying with the impos-
sible demands for productivity.23 Such cultural productions had 
to account directly or indirectly for the system’s failures by pro-
viding a set of direct or indirect explanations. Questions of inter-
est in understanding such cultural productions are: What cultural 
tropes did such productions involve? How was the news created in 
communist society? What management techniques were associated 
with such productions?

One of the issues the cultural productions had to account for were the 
self-destructive elements associated with state terror as a management 
practice. One of these elements was mechanical. A society that pursues 
state terror on a long-term basis runs the risk of eventually running out 
of scapegoats or people willing to take jobs that make them scapegoat 
candidates.24 The other self-destructive element of state terror as a man-
agement practice lies in scapegoating undermining the populace’s faith 
in the system. Indeed, if a society repeatedly finds high-ranking man-
agers acting as saboteurs, this raises questions about the reliability of 
the vetting processes in their selection and about the competence of the 
appointment process.25 How can a system that cannot protect itself from 
internal enemies at the highest levels aspire to protect its citizens?

Thus, an important cultural production associated with management 
by terror is the mythology of terror’s effectiveness. This cultural produc-
tion persisted after the worst manifestations of terror had passed—laid 
to rest in part by the mechanisms that rendered terror ineffective as 
a long-term approach, described in the previous paragraph. After 
Stalin’s death, the efforts at perpetuating this myth translated into 
whitewashing the terror’s legacy, leading to a confusion of the terror’s 
aspirational goals and actual accomplishments. The terror worked in 
part through the mythology of its effectiveness. Long after the terror 
was gone, the notion that during the Stalin era there was order (and 
egalitarianism) produced a nostalgic longing for the Stalin era.26

	 23.  Again, these narratives are not unique to communist productions—consider 
how many willing emulators the feat if not the fate of the first marathon runner 
generated.
	 24.  Hosking makes the argument that a shortage of scapegoats was one reason 
why Stalin wound down the Great Terror in 1938. Hosking, “Trust and Distrust in 
the USSR.”
	 25.  Hooper articulates the organizational difficulties inherent in simultaneous 
use of terror to remove individuals holding important positions in an organization 
and ongoing recruitment of their replacements. Hooper, “Trust in Terror?”
	 26.  For a rich representation of such nostalgic longing for terror, see Alexiyevich, 
Vremya Sekond Khend.
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For social scientists, seeking to understand the workings of the 
communist economic system, the mythology of terror’s effectiveness 
translated into a war of ideologies—an important aspect of the Cold 
War reflected in Scranton’s work. The writings of socialist economists 
cited by Scranton capture the perception of capitalism from the other 
side of the Iron Curtain. These writings represent a treasure trove for 
researching the socialist economists’ views on the Western manage-
rial practices. A fascinating area of comparison would be to consider 
the writings of Western academics and their perceptions of commu-
nism. How do the beliefs about the ideal ways to do business shape 
managerial practices?

Implications and Opportunities for Further Research

An important lesson that emerges from Scranton’s work is the need to 
push forward comparative scholarship. Comparative histories of com-
munist and Western management practices can make important con-
tributions to understanding business history as well as allied fields 
such as management, economics, and economic sociology. These 
histories could shed light on the commonalities in the coordination  
problems, price-setting mechanisms, and failures of foresight or 
incentives. The quest for a universal science of management may be 
elusive, but understanding not just differences but also similarities 
between communist and Western management practices will prove  
informative to understanding how, why, and under what circumstances 
businesses do what they do. Such comparisons can prove instructive 
in helping revisit and redefine the constructs of communist and cap-
italist economies.

What can we learn from further research of communist management 
practices and, more specifically, terror as a management practice? 
As I suggest in this comment, one way to interpret management by 
terror is as a case of extreme incentive misalignment. Comparison of  
different incentive schemes across communist and capitalist manage-
ment practices can improve scholars’ understanding of how workers 
respond to incentives, thus contributing to an improved understand-
ing of human motivation. Studies in applied economics have con-
sidered, for instance, the differential effects of individual versus 
collective incentives, with collectives being defined at the level of 
workplace teams.27

Communist societies are societies of collective responsibility or 
blame. A fruitful area of inquiry would be to ask how communist 

	 27.  See Chan, Li, and Pierce, “Compensation and Peer Effects.”
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human resource screening practices that held individuals responsible 
not just for the outcomes outside their control in work settings but 
also for the actions of their family members affected individuals’ 
career choices. Comparative studies of management by terror can 
consider the implications of applying such practices to different 
levels of collectives, including family groups, ethnic communities, 
and even countries.

Moreover, the consequences of terror reverberated beyond a sin-
gle infraction and the individuals immediately affected. In Western 
society, careers can be nearly random.28 In the communist setting, 
an individual’s work history was ensconced in a single state-issued 
document. This system ensured that the worker’s disciplinary record 
followed him or her from the first job to retirement. Investigating 
the effects of this practice would allow scholars to observe the 
effects of penalties that follow an individual for the rest of his or 
her career.

Business historians are in a unique position to contribute to 
studies of workplace incentives because the long-term effects of 
different incentive practices cannot be tested in a laboratory or 
even in field experiment settings. While the comparison of state 
terror under communist regimes to the incentives implemented in 
capitalist countries may seem extreme, comparative studies could 
help outline the boundary or scope conditions in the tendency 
to view incentives as a panacea in modern economics. How does 
homo economicus behave differently when the downside of one’s 
actions is unlimited?

Framing the communist management experience as a case of 
extreme incentives is of interest to Western scholars, inasmuch as in 
the aftermath of the 2008 mortgage crisis the absence of Wall Street 
bankers’ “skin in the game” was a metaphor used to describe a pre-
condition for the crisis. The context of Scranton’s article offers a case 
that is the opposite of such lack of shared fates. Indeed, in Scranton’s 
vivid depiction of communist management practices, “skin in the 
game” ceases to be a metaphor because managers’ success or failure at 
meeting the stated objectives was a matter of life and death.

The communist experience provides a counter-example of an 
assumption seemingly implicit in modern economics that stronger 
incentives are better at achieving socially desirable outcomes. The 
idea that terror can produce multiple outcomes beyond making peo-
ple work harder is worth investigating. What questions should busi-
ness historians explore with respect to the role of terror in shaping 

	 28.  March and March, “Almost Random Careers.”

https://doi.org/10.1017/eso.2018.15 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/eso.2018.15


557State Terror

communist management practices? How did the role of terror in 
management practices evolve over time? What role did the fear of 
the state play in managerial decision making? How did terror translate 
into incentives?

In taking this lens on the fundamental difference between the com-
munist and Western approaches to management, one cannot help but 
question if communist is the right word. Is the phenomenon of inter-
est a set of management practices common to totalitarian regimes? As 
Scranton points out, the countries on which these management prac-
tices were imposed already were used to versions of these practices 
as implemented by the National Socialists. Answering this question 
would require comparisons of business practices across totalitarian 
regimes with different ideologies. Perhaps, more importantly, reframing 
the comparison of communist and capitalist in terms of totalitarian 
and democratic, respectively, can help business historians more fully 
appreciate the spectrum on which the different countries’ manage-
ment practices are located.

Comparative research is necessary to shed light on these important 
questions. The comparisons of management practices can operate at 
country, industry, enterprise, and individual levels, and these com-
parisons can take several paths. One path is a comparison of cases 
that share a common history but are treated with different levels of 
exposure to communist management practices. Scranton alludes to 
the comparison of Czechoslovakia and Austria, countries that shared 
a common past but were subject to different management practices 
after World War II: Czechoslovakia was placed in the Eastern bloc, 
thus, receiving the communist treatment, while Austria continued on 
a capitalist path.

One promising study in this vein is Kogut and Zander’s study 
of Zeiss’s split between East and West Germany in the aftermath 
of World War II.29 The study analyzes the patenting outcomes of the 
two resultant firms. A worthwhile follow-up study could consider 
the managerial practices that led to the firms’ performance differ-
ences. The focus on managerial practices can help disentangle the 
differences in problems and responses between communist and 
Western managers. Comparative case analysis could prove valu-
able in understanding how similar coordination problems were 
resolved in the different managerial contexts. Digging into the 
history of communist management practices will yield no short-
ages of communist equivalents of the coordination problems of the 
kind encountered by the Boeing Dreamliner—a project that faced 

	 29.  Kogut and Zander, “Did Socialism Fail to Innovate?”
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numerous delays due to outsourcing different components to dif-
ferent suppliers.30

An important comparison implicit in Scranton’s work is the com-
parison of countries that follow different paths in the aftermath of a 
disaster. Europe offers an interesting starting point in the comparative 
analysis not just because of the variation in post-WWII managerial prac-
tices but also in the degree of the destruction wrought by WWII. Explicit 
comparisons of countries that were exposed to the Soviet rebuilding 
efforts versus the Marshall Plan would be informative—both Western 
and Eastern Europe had the luxury of outsourcing military expenses—
however, this luxury had different implications for the countries of the 
Soviet bloc. While Europe offers a great context for understanding how 
communist management practices develop in a post-disaster context, 
considering communist management practices in countries untouched 
by WWII could prove instructive. These countries, not geographically 
contiguous with the Soviet bloc, thus far outside the reach of Soviet 
tanks (such as Cuba and North Korea), could provide interesting cases 
for distinguishing among the antecedents of business practices.

In drawing enterprise-level comparisons, it is useful to ask: What 
Western organizational forms would make for appropriate reference 
points for comparing large state-owned enterprises under communist 
regime? A natural comparison point could be large Western enter-
prises. It is not clear whether the fear of losing a well-paying job in the 
capitalist West is comparable to the terror experienced by the workers 
in a totalitarian regime. However, as late as the beginning of the twenty- 
first century, a loss of a job in the United States could translate into the 
loss of health insurance, becoming a meaningful threat to a family’s 
livelihood. Alternatively, one could compare state-owned-enterprises 
to the units of a large criminal enterprise in which justice in the form of 
life and death is doled out based on perceptions of loyalty to the cause.

Arguably, the management problems in communist countries are not 
substantially different from the management problems incurred in the 
West. The differences appear to be more matters of degree than matters 
of kind. However, these different degrees of problems and approaches 
to solving them can inform scholars’ understanding of both the nature 
of the problems in question and the assumptions that underlie differ-
ent approaches to their solutions. By offering a glimpse of what can 
be learned from the communist experiment, Scranton’s work provides 
business historians with an opportunity to engage in scholarship that  
would also enrich the study of management and allied disciplines.

	 30.  Dominic Rushe, “Why Boeing’s 787 Dreamliner Was a Nightmare Waiting to 
Happen,” The Guardian, January 18, 2013, https://www.theguardian.com/business/ 
2013/jan/18/boeing-787-dreamliner-grounded.
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