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Introduction

It has been argued that the cause of the total collapse of East European
Communism was not only the political structure, but also and mainly the eco-
nomic model on which communist governments had been built.! It comes,
therefore, as no surprise that the new “democratic” governments of Eastern
Europe are seeking especially in the Western free-market economies an ade-
quate economic model to follow in the process of social reconstruction.

In this respect, the post-communist Czechoslovakia could serve as a
‘representative case in point. Yet, due to the high level of industrial develop-
ment and to the prosperity which the Czech lands had experienced especially
in the period between the two World Wars, it seems natural for the Czech
economic pundits to search for new idéas and inspiration in their domestic
economic models which had proved rather successful in the pre-war years.
One of the economic models discussed frequently in recent Czech newspapers
is that of Tomas Bat’a (1876-1932). It was he who had introduced the idea
of welfare capitalism to Czechoslovakia in the twenties.

The so-called “Velvet Revolution (néZnd revoluce)” of 1989 has been in-
itially interpreted by the Czech people as a sort of “return” to the moral and
spiritual values advocated by the pre-war political leaders of the country.
Among these, Czechoslovakia’s first president, Toma§ G. Masaryk, and
Tomads Bat’a, have assumed a very special position of influence on the further
course of political and economic development in post-communist Czecho-
slovakia.

It is understandable that, in spite of good intentions, the process of
reforming the entire social and economic system of each East European coun-
try will require a specific and concrete approach which is best suited to the
historical conditions of each respective nation. In case of the Czech people,
the democratic traditions of the pre-war republic offer many examples to fol-
low. There is no doubt that Bat’a’s ideas concerning welfare capitalism have
been recognized by the present Czech leaders of the reform movement as a
viable model to study and emulate. That is why it is so important to examine
basic concepts of Bat’a’s paternalism, the task of which I propose to under-
take in this paper.
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Czech Welfare Capitalism in Bat’a’s Thought

Bat’a, a shoemaker by profession, managed through perseverance and
self-education to expand his business to such an extent that by 1928 he be-
came the leading shoe manufacturer in the world. The turning point in
Bat’a’s philosophical outlook was his first visit to the United States in 1904.
He became, as expressed by his contemporaries, “the classic example of a
pragmatist.””2

Bat’a founded his own shoe company in 1894, at the age of 18, and turned
it to a vertically organized production. He could only accomplish this by the
implementation of technological innovations and mass production. Although
‘the first attempt at mass production was occasioned by the onset of the First
World War, the actual realization of mass production took place in the Bat’a
Company after Bat’a’s last visit to the United States in 1919. It was the Ford
Motor Company which functioned as Bat’a’s model of technological advance-

‘ment, especially as to the application of conveyor system. Between 1923 and
1924, Bat’a carried out experimental studies based on Taylorite hypotheses3
and also installed the first conveyors in his company. The gradual intensifi-
cation of production was accompanied by the gradual reduction of shoe prices.

"In 1924 the workshop-autonomy system was put into effect, which resulted
in the decentralization of Bat’a’s management. The profit-sharing incentive
was also introduced to improve every employee’s work performance. A team
of experts headed by Bat’a tackled problems of standardization, especially
the interchangeability of machine parts.

The international expansion of the Bat’a Company was too rapid, as a
result, many countries erected tariff walls in order to protect their shoe in-
dustries against Bat’a’s competition. The mounting criticism of Bat’a’s produc-
tion methods and management, as voiced by international labor unions,
compelled the International Labor Office under the auspices of the League
of Nations to undertake in 1929 an objective investigation of the Bat’a Com-
pany. The analysis was to determine the reason for the prosperity achieved
in Zlin and the social consequences of the production method employed by
Bat’a. The investigation was conducted by Paul Ernest Devinat, who sum-
marized his observations in the 1930 study analyzing the Bat’a system of
management.* Although Devinat’s objective was to criticize Bat’a’s mis-
management, his actual report came out as a kind of propagation of Bat’a’s
management policy. Devinat’s argument proceeded along the lines of welfare
capitalist philosophy. It was not only the technological aspect of the Bat’a
production method that he described, but also the ideals which-made the sys-
tem functional. Very much like other representatives of industrial paternal-
ism, Bat’a subsidized a wide range of social services so as to attract a stable
and efficient labor force to his firm in Zlin. Accordingly, the role the compa-
ny management was supposed to assume was “to create a symbolic universe
in which management was not the oppressor of the workers but the workers’
natural intermediary in dealing with capital.””>
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In Pursuit of the American Model

Bat’a had seen the practical effect of the welfare capitalist ideology in
1919 at the Endicott Johnson Company, in the Susquehanna Valley, New
York, before he began to implement some of its principles in his own facto-
ries. The welfare advocates’ idea that “labor was not a mere commodity but
a partner”6 found full support with Bat’a. The worker, as a partner, was said
to be immanently interested in increasing production and sharing profit.” Con-
sequently, the position of workers, as viewed from the standpoint of capital,
had to be improved in order to guarantee the optimal conditions for labor
productivity; hence investment in health, education, and housing.8 Bat’a ex-
pressed his concern for labor’s welfare in the following simile: “To make ev-
ery employee of our company constantly wealthier is as important for the
prosperity of the firm as the lubricating of our machines.”? Although this
view appears to be rather mechanical, it does capture the nature of paternal-
ism. The welfare program for the workers and their families was extended
from fringe benefits and low-cost homes to recreation facilities.!0 In the
Susquehanna Valley, Bat’a found the paternalistic model of the Endicott John-
son Company as the one most efficient and flexible enough to be emulated
in Zlin.!! Like the Endicott Johnson Management, Bat’a showed a special
interest in cultivating the social function of the family, which helped preserve
the socio-political status quo. ““The family connoted harmony, security,
authority, and stability—all values the corporation sought to develop and ex--
ploit,”12 hence the corporation’s desire was to reconcile its social function
with that of the family. The Endicott Johnson Company succeeded in foster-
ing the bond between the individual self-interest of the worker. and the collec-
tive interest, by means of instituting the profit-sharing system in 1919.13 Bat’a
followed a very similar idea of financial incentives in Zlin, once the problem
of technological innovations had been satisfactorily solved in his company.

The improvement of human relationships was not one of the strong points
of the Ford Motor Company.!4 In Bat’a’s opinion, Ford actually failed to
understand the importance of paternalism for mass production.!> A case in
point was Ford’s anti-Semitic bias which sharply contrasted with his idea con-
cerning technological and social progress.!6 On the contrary, Bat’a could see
in Jewish business 4 number of positive features which he would consider even
exemplary: “The Jews are much better. . . . Every minute in their company
brings some benefit to one or.the other, because they talk mostly about busi-
ness . . .”’17 On the whole, whatever Bat’a could learn from Ford had some-
thing to do with the centralization of production and the decentralization of
marketing. However, there was nothing impressive in the Ford Motor Com-
pany when it came to the question of human resources.!8 From this point
of view, it appears as a mere exaggeration to refer to Bat’a as to Europe’s
Henry Ford, for it is precisely the attitude toward labor which markedly
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Czech Welfare Capitalism in Bat’a’s Thought

differentiates Bat’a’s management system from that of Ford. It would there-
fore be more appropriate to talk about certain affinities with the welfare sys-
tem as developed at the Endicott Johnson Company. For the same reason,
Bat’a’s social background should also be considered as a valid stimulus for
the creation of the paternalistic model followed in Zlin. The fact that he had
grown up in the conservative atmosphere of the region known as Moravian
Wallachia (Valassko) could explain, to a certain degree, his proclivity to think
in paternalistic terms. That is why Bat’a’s thought could best be described
as an amalgamation of various influences. There is, in fact, no single influence
that could be pinpointed as dominant in Bat’a’s approach to thé problem of
welfare.

In several respects, Bat’a was far from being merely a follower of the
American concept of welfare. His ideas were formulated gradually and at
different stages of his development. Perhaps the earliest evidence concerning
Bat’a’s thought on labor welfare is the note written at the now-gone Bueck-
er’s Hotel in London. Cekota dated it approximately within the span of
Bat’a’s three-year “isolation” following the death of his brother in 1908.1%
The content of the note explains the motive behind the growth of the Bat’a’s
Company: “While expanding our firm, we had in mind the development and
prosperity of the whole region.”20 Through the system of fringe benefits, the
company offered its employees certain advantages which were to improve the
general standard of living in the region. Bat’a considered it the company’s
duty ““to free all fellow workers from economic dependence and suppres-
sion.”2! This approach toward fundamental social issues had also been reflect-
ed in Bat’a’s initial support of the Social Democratic labor union founded
in Zlin in 1903.22 Although Bat’a’s relationship with labor went through a
series of qualitative adjustments, it remained essentially unchanged. For one
reason, it was based on the set of moral principles Bat’a adhered to through-
out his life. These were the “orientation points” on the way to perfection which
he never ceased advocating. Some of them appeared in an abbreviated form
as slogans which used to be posted all over the company grounds. They read
like proverbs or mottoes containing the seed of truth tested through time and
experience. For example, “He who finishes not, should not have begun,” or
“Brains for people, labor for machines.”23 These are some of the ideas that
were supposed to make the worker think and act in a more effective way.

Inasmuch as Bat’a was opposed to the formation of trade unionist cells
in his company, the 1922 law on factory committees compelled him to allow
the first election to the factory workers’ committee, held on May 4. Despite
some sporadic demonstrations organized by more radical labor forces out-
side Bat’a’s factories,24 the “chief” kept working on the promotion of good
relations with “fellow-workers”, as he liked to call his employees. Nothing
could hinder Bat’a’s resolve to cultivate friendship with workers, because he
considered it the highest personal reward.2 And yet, the friendship he
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dreamed of was more idealistic than real. The periodic reports of the trade
inspector in Karomé&¥iZ, Moravia, addressed to the Provincial Political Depart-
ment in Brno, indicate that labor conditions in the Bat’a Company were oc-
casionally strained, and far from being ideal. A case in point is the report,
dated March 6, 1922, which says among other things: “Although the system
of ‘daily plans’ offers indubitable advantages to the owner of the company,
it is disadvantageous for labor. . . . The introduction of this kind of produc-
tion method causes extreme exploitation of labor.””26 Complaints against Ba-
t’a’s treatment of workers also formed the content of the first Czech novel
about the Bat’a Company.2” It was written by Svatopluk Turek, one of the
employees from the Bat’a advertising department in Zlin. The publication of
the book in 1933 caused almost as much commotion at the company as did
Rudolph Philipp’s criticism of 1928.28 After official intervention from Zlin,
the distribution of Botostroj, as the title went, was halted. Since Turek was
a member of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, his book was pub-
lished in several editions after the Communist coup d’état of 1948, for
propagandistic purposes.

Bat’a’s mayoral victory of 1923 marked the beginning of the fundamen-
tal changes that would take place both in the Bat’a company and in the ad-
ministration of Zlin. The symbiosis of the two heterogeneous interests
produced a new unity called Greater Zlin. Industrial and urban life was to
be complemented by the country spirit. This new unity was also demonstrat-
ed in 1924 when Bat’a organized and sponsored the May Day celebration,
the first of its kind in the country.2® He wished to present his role as one of
the workers of the company. Like everybody else, he also punched the clock
when he returned from his one-hour lunch break.30 As one of his critics put
it, “There is nothing he asks his workpeople to do that he cannot do him-
self.””31 Indeed, Bat’a attended to all his responsibilities with a diligence that
became both exemplary as well as legendary. In every respect, he tried to
present himself as the prototype of the worker who could lead because he
was aware of his goal, and mission.

The immediate goal Bat’a wanted to reach in 1924 was the complete re-
structuring of shoe production, which was based on the principles of indus-
trial rationalization. In July of the same year, the first International
Management Congress took place in Prague. It was expected to inaugurate
the new era of “Scientific Management” in Europe.32 Bat’a realized that he
had to discard the obsolete system of production in order to get ahead of
-others. He came up with the idea of workshop autonomy. The whole theory
of this unique approach to production management was based on the con-
cept of “spiritual rebirth.” The worker’s consciousness was seen as a sort of
pliable matter that could be molded into a more profitable formation. The
worker was supposed to assume the new role of the would-be owner. Bat’a
did not tire of stressing the primary importance of moral value over com-
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modity value. As he remarked: “Only a perfect man can produce a perfect
machine.”33 In Bat’a’s opinion, perfection was related to more specific moral
issues. Therefore, the above statement could be paraphrased as saying that
only a moral man could produce a perfect machine.34

Bat’a’s belief in the spiritual change of every human being can be viewed
as an integral part of the philosophy underlying the movement of mass produc-
tion. Among the advocates of the new manufacturing method, Edward Al-
bert Filene (1860-1937) of Boston, Massachusetts, expressed it in the most
characteristic way:

But mass production means more than security and more than material
abundance. It means, first, freedom from the sordid struggle for mere
existence. It means security in human life, and a security founded not
upon individual thrift nor individual excellence, but upon the co-
operation of the whole human family in the ways of truth.3’

The cooperation which Filene talks about would be impossible to achieve
without going first through “the inner reform of every individual,” as Bat’a
argued.36 The change was the real prerequisite of development. That is why
Bat’a considered it essential to teach his employees not only how to work in
a more efficient way but also how to live a meaningful life. Some of his ideas
were presented in the form of an essay entitled “Teaching Prosperity’’. The
basic tenet of Bat’a’s thesis is the idea of mutual cooperation and self-
discipline.37 The moral implications of self-discipline were especially promi-
nent with regard to workshop autonomy, introduced in the Bat’a Company
in 1924, Bat’a maintained that the members of the same workshop ought to
live near one another “in order to help one another not only in the work-
shop, but also in everyday life.””38 In other words, Bat’a suggested that a cer-
tain degree of communal coexistence would be beneficial both to each member
of the workshop as well as to company production. The thought of communal
living and sharing profit curiously resembles the concept of the communal
peasant life as it had been mentioned in Tolstoy’s teachings.3? In view of the
fact that Bat’a strove to abrogate the differences between urban and country
ways of living, blending them in one idea of the garden city, it may be possi-
ble to consider at least some aspects of the workshop-autonomy idea as the
remnants of Bat’a’s past preoccupation with Tolstoy’s philosophy.40

The Practical Example of the Ideal

Bat’a seems to have shared with Filene more than the mere interest in
mass production. Both businessmen were also self-educated, which might ex-
plain the reason why they were so much preoccupied with the problem of edu-
cation.#! In his memoirs, Bat’a referred to the initial embarrassment he had
felt when confronted for the first time with the world of the educated business-
man.4? This is why he believed in education as an essential tool of business.
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He demanded practical instruction and preferred facts to theorizing and specu-
lation.43 This was a radical departure from the traditional school syllabus,
as hitherto used. Bat’a as well as Filene had in mind a substantially different
kind of education, namely the one based on empirical knowledge. “The in-
dustrialism that production and mass distribution will give us will march down
the road hand in hand with the new education,” proclaimed Filene:4

In Czechoslovakia, the new trend in education was setin Zlin. At first,
the Bat’a’s School of Work (Bat’ova §kola prace) was founded on the premises
of the company. It had the same function basically as any vocational school.
Apprentices, age fourteen or older, were required to attend classes of
mathematics, foreign languages, economics, and other subjects.45 Although
the school was established in 1925, it was not without precedence in the busi-
ness world. Already in 1912, William S. Clark had opened the so-called Strode
Day Continuation School where both boys and girls could improve their
knowledge.46 Yet there was a fundamental difference between the Bat’a’s
School of Work and other institutions of its kind. As Bat’a saw it, the pur-
pose of his school was not only to provide instruction but also to search for
talented young people who would be further trained and assigned some of
the leading positions in management.

Following his second election as mayor in 1927, Bat’a put through his
proposal to build a new experimental school in Zlin. The official opening took
place in 1928 in the presence of President Masaryk, after whom the school
was named. Stanislav Vrana became the director of the school. He had stayed
in the United States for one year and a half studying different educational
methods. It was Bat’a’s intention ‘““to create the first and finest example of
American school methods in Czechoslovakia.”47 In the annual report of Zlin’s
Masaryk Experimental School (Masarykova zvlastni $kola),? issued in 1932,
Bat’a said about the teaching method: “Let us get rid of all the negative
notions! . . . Let us speak about things in a positive way!”’4? Consequently,
he demanded that teachers educate their students according to positive prin-
ciples, as he delineated them. Some of them included such advice as, “Praise
publicly. Criticize privately. Be calm. Do not jump into conclusions. Pay no
attention to flattery. Try to distinguish it [flattery] from a sincere opinion.
Learn about people; what they want, what they know, what they can do, and
what they are fit to do.”50

Complementary to spiritual growth was physical education, in Bat’a’s
opinion. By extension that meant taking care of one’s health. Every new em-
ployee was required to take a medical examination in the company. Bat’a also
believed that people should be able to avoid becoming ill, provided they took
preventive measures and lived in moderation.5! Bat’a’s concept of modera-
tion excluded in principle the consuming of alcohol not only in the company
but also in the worker’s home. Like Ford, Bat’a thought of alcohol as of “one
of the chief foes of industrial efficiency.”>2
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As for apprentices, their daily routine began with gymnastic exercises
at 5:30 in the morning. In addition to general and technical education, every-.
body was urged to take part in various sport activities and competitions.33
Bat’a’s emphasis on physical fitness notwithstanding, the company also em-
ployed more than 200 disabled people.5* Bat’a believed that the handicapped
needed work, and not charity. In his opinion, they should be told that “they
are useful to the world and that they will get nothing free of charge.”>5

The notion of usefulness, as Bat’a understood it, applied not only to the
product of physical labor but also to the arts. Among them, literature oc-
cupied a special position, in Bat’a’s view, because it could influence thought.
He therefore expected of literature to be functional, to be socially commit-
ted. Otherwise, from Bat’a’s practical standpoint, it had no value. As a rule,
Bat’a preferred literary works ‘“written in lucid style, expressed in an eco-
nomical manner, and abounding in facts and information.”56 The arts were
to serve as a positive example. Drawing upon his own experiences, Bat’a sub-
scribed especially to the educational function of the arts. His progressive out-
look concerning technological innovations sharply contrasted with his
conservative attitude toward the arts. This was also apparent in the design
of Zlin as a garden city.

The modernistic preference of the straight line, as opposed to the sinu-
ous and undulating line of Art Nouveau, was in essence characteristic of
Bat’a’s creative imagination.? It reflected above all the linear flow of mass
production and the speed accelerated by assembly lines. From the factory,
the linear movement of mechanical production was extended to roads and
highways, as Bat’a had seen them in America. He revered the straight line,
and believed that “he who shortened roads, prolonged life.”58 Bat’a was there-
fore much interested in developing the modern road network in Zlin, and in
Moravia as a whole. He argued that one of the urgent issues to take care of-
in the country was “the straightening of our roads.”’® This would save the
country the most precious resource: time. The idea of the straight line, as real-
ized in the form of the highway, and the concept of time related to speed were.
all seen by Bat’a as causal relationships. These were ultimately symbolized
by the image of the car. Bat’a advocated the use of all modern means of trans-
portation for business, including airplanes. The car was an important vehicle
of the marketing process, inasmuch as the train played the leading role in the
system of distribution of the Bat’a shoes. In 1930, he went so far as to “foot
the bill” for all the automobile road signs in Czechoslovakia.60 His desire
to bring the rule of law into automobile traffic merely reinforced the image
of Bat’a as the creator. He himself talked about his work in terms of crea-
tion. “I created men, more productive and better able to serve the customers,”
said Bat’a of his life activities.5!

There is a clear consensus among all the critics of Bat’a that it is espe-
cially greater Zlin which symbolizes the monumental achievement of Bat’a’s
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zeal to create. The prototype of this Moravian garden city originated in the
English garden-city movement at the end of the nineteenth century. Such En-
glish cities as Letchworth (founded in 1903), and Welwyn Garden City (found-
ed in 1920) might have been the models followed by Zlin. It should come as
no surprise that Bat’a’s design of his native town could stir Europe’s imagi-
nation. President Masaryk called it the “realization of the ideal.””62 In the
. opinion of Charles Edouard Jeanneret Le Corbusier (1887-1965), who ar-
rived in Zlin in 1930 to see for himself the Garden City of Zlin, ‘“this was
‘the most interesting construction of an industrial city in Europe.”®3 Indeed,
by 1930 Zlin was called “the greatest shoe-manufacturing town to be found
in all Europe.”%4 Even if a bit monotonous because of its predominant red-
brick look, Zlin was located amidst fields and woods and hardly resembled
the traditional industrial environment stripped of greenery. The Bat’a Com-
pany provided the town both with work and entertainment. It also built up
the town, of which it had been at first only a small part. Bat’a had his own
construction company that did all the work in the area.6> He also owned brick-
works, and construction machines imported from the United States.66 As in
the case of shoe production, Bat’a searched for simplicity of design while con-
structing Zlin. This was yet another example of the practical application of
standardization to which Bat’a devoted so much time and effort.

The Bat’a Company together with the entire city of Zlin represented
in effect one single idea of business, as conceived by Bat’a in the years fol-
lowing the 1924 introduction of workshop autonomy. One of the salient fea-
tures of Bat’a’s business idea was honesty. He refused “to work in business
with people who looked on business as a means of robbing.”6” The profes-
sion of the businessman had to remain impeccable. Only then it would be
possible to refer to the businessman in the Biblical terms, as to “the salt of
the earth,” as Bat’a did.58 Indeed, one of Bat’a’s main concerns appears to
have been the new function that the businessman would be expected to as-
sume in modern society. According to Filene, ‘“the real revolutionists of the
next twenty-five years will not be Bolsheviks, but the business men [sic].”6?
That Bat’a shared Filene’s faith in the progressive role of business became
apparent from the interview published in the Prague German daily, Prager
Tagblatt, in 1931. Bat’a was asked to comment on economic and political
development in the Soviet Union. His answer showed to what extent he be-
lieved in the supremacy of business as practised in a democratic society as
represented by Zlin:

Both our systems strive for the welfare of the community in its widest
sense. . . . Moscow seeks to eradicate human envy; Zlin turns it to
useful purpose as motive force in the achievement of greater prosperi-
ty. In Russia nobody may be a “gentleman”; at Zlin everyone ought
to be. . . . I think Zlin will reach its goal sooner than Moscow.”0
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In other words, the competition between welfare capitalism and Soviet so-
cialism had been decided at the moment of its conception, as far as Bat’a
was concerned. What the Soviet system lacked was the spirit of democracy
which would allow personal initiative to develop and function. On the whole,
Bat’a had no use for Communism.”! And yet, he maintained that one of the
-great advantages of the Soviet system was the immense market integration.
This was not true of Europe, divided up into dozens of economic units, each
of them being protected by tariff walls.” In Bat’a’s opinion, Europe still had
much to learn.

At the International Congress for Scientific Management held in Prague
on August 2, 1924, Bat’a delivered a speech in which he said, among other
things: “The progress in production has no direct enemies, but has many im-
pediments. The biggest obstacles are discord and individualism.”73 Through
his management of workshop autonomy, Bat’a tried to curb the negative in-
fluence of individualism and replace it with the idea of cooperation. The spirit
of cooperation permeated every level of production as well as the private lives
of many employees. There were only few exemptions to the system of work--
shop autonomy. By and large, every department was obliged to participate
in it and earn its own profit.’4 Despite the limit imposed on the number of
workers taking part in the sharing of the profits, the whole system.was by
its nature open. This meant that there was not only a real possibility of a con-
stant growth in the share, but also a free access to information. As noticed
by occasional visitors to the company: “Each one knows how much his or
her neighbor earns—fixed salary as well as his or her share in the general
profit-sharing plan of the company.”’ All agreements and accounts ought
to be clearly expressed so as to be easily understood by everybody. This was
one of the principles which Bat’a included in his essay, “Prosperity for All.”76
Secrecy was seen as contradictory to the ideal of cooperation and personal
closeness. Bat’a tried to formulate his attitude toward labor in a number of
speeches and articles in which he never addressed his workers in any other
way than “fellow-workers.”7” He wanted to indicate in this way how much
he cared about keeping the good relationship between the employer and the
employed. Needless to say, Bat’a’s approach to the labor-management
problems had some features common to other paternalistic firms. For instance,
the mere fact that thie worker’s status as employee was placed above that of
citizen indicated the degree of dependence of labor on the benefactor. The
emerging political implication was then that “by controlling the local govern-
ment, paternalist companies tried to present politics as subsidiary to compa-
ny life.”78

Bat’a’s policy of protecting his workers against the influence of organized
labor was successful in that it supplanted the idea of political activism by the
more attractive idea of economic prosperity. In the letter dated October 12,
1931, to Véaclav Johanis, the President of the Leather Worker’s Union in
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Table 1 Weekly Wate and Selling Price between 1922 and 1928

Average weekly wage Average selling price
Year of adult workers per pair
+ profit share (koruna) (koruna)
1922 166 ’ 220
1923 180 119
1924 205 + 50 99
1925 220 + 60 79
1926 240 + 80 69
1927 380 + 90 59
1928 480 + 90 55

Source: Paul Ernest Devinaf, “Working Conditions in a Rationalised
Undertaking: The Bata System and its Social Consequences,” Infernational
Labor Review 21 (January and February, 1930): 175.

Prague, Bat’a pointed out that he was familiar with the ramifications of the
ideological plot the trade union tried to implant in the Bat’a factories: “You
still seem to support the idea that the most important object of Worker’s Or-
ganization or Union is to create bad feeling between employees and employ-
er, to make each disbelieve the other.””® Bat’a’s response to unionist agitation
was the policy of increasing wages and decreasing prices. The table 1 shows
the gradual rise of the average weekly wage of adult workers from 1922 until
1928. Since 1924, the ratio of profit sharing is also included. At the same time,
the average selling price per pair of shoes is presented in a chronological fashion
to indicate its declining trend. How high the salary at the Bat’a Company
really was in comparison with the average salary paid elsewhere in the coun-
try could be rather instructive. In 1927, the average daily salary amounted
to 28.10 K¢ in Bohemia, 26.50 K¢ in Moravia and Silesia, and 24.30 K¢ in
Slovakia and Ruthenia, whereas at the Bat’a Company, the salary was 39
K¢&.80 Filene clearly defined the causal agent of the wage rise: “Mass produc-
tion is doing more than making prices low. It is making wages high.”8!
Before Bat’a definitely embarked on the profit-sharing system, he had
experimented, among other things, with the Ford system of minimum basic
wage. In Bat’a’s opinion, the Detroit system did not work in Zlin and was
consequently abandoned.82 Bat’a wanted a more differentiated scale of wages
than that of the Ford Company. Finally, the labor in the Bat’a Company was
divided into five classes according to gender, skill, and marital status. To the
first class belonged skilled adult men. Their minimum weekly wage stood at
450 K&. Next came adult male helpers with the weekly wage of 360 K&. The
third class was formed by skilled adult women and young men 18-20 years;
their weekly wage reached 280 K¢&. Adult female helpers and young men, age
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16-18, made 180 K& a week. The lowest class consisted of other young peo-
ple and girls under 20; their weekly wage was 150 K&.83 Bat’a defended his
wage system by pointing to the fact that the company would always pay the
highest wage affordable at the given moment, and that was why a certain
degree of fluctuation could occur.84

Although the Bat’a wage scale could appear low in comparison with
American standards at that time, the earnings at the Bat’a Company were
“very high one from the standpoint of a Moravian peasant.”’85 Moreover,
since all the workers of the company were protected against accidents and
illness by insurance provided by the Bat’a firm, the expenses were limited to
daily necessities, housing, entertainment, and schooling. In this case too, the
company provided low-rent housing, subsidized food, and entertainment af-
fordable by all workers.86 The major financial source of all the welfare
projects carried out at the Bat’a Company was the so-called Bat’a Relief Fund.
It was supported primarily by donations, membership fees, disciplinary fines,
and by a variety of gifts.8” The use of the Relief Fund was rather manifold.
It could be applied to the purchase of real estate that was supposed to bring
further benefits to the employees in the form of foodstuffs, recreation facili-
ties, or family housing.88 It also covered expenses related to child delivery
in the Bat’a hospital, illness and the period of recuperation, death in the
family, rent exemptions for widows and widowers, and for disabled people,
child care, education, and unemployment.8 On the whole, Bat’a’s employees
enjoyed more existential security than workers of other firms.
~ One of the main issues of controversy between Bat’a and the trade
unions was the violation of the eight-hour working day. The labor law of 1919
clearly specified that, in Czechoslovakia, the working day would not exceed
eight hours.%0 However, Bat’a was in principle opposed to the law because,
as he put it, “after the war much work was needed for the restoration of de-
stroyed values, and for the increase of wages.”9! For the same reason, he
insisted on working even on some holidays, arguing: ‘“With honest work, no
saint’s or revered man’s memory could be profaned or abused.”%2 Bat’a’s
violations of the eight-hour working day were periodically criticized both by
the office of the trade inspector in KroméfizZ and by the Provincial Labor Office
in Brno. On September 6, 1922, the Bat’a Company was exemplarily fined
by the Provincial Political Department because of the constant disobedience
of official warnings not to violate the labor law. According to various com-
plaints, 30 to 40 percent of the employees of the Bat’a Company had to work
two or more hours overtime without official permission in order to fulfill the
quota set by the daily plan. As a result, Bat’a asked the Provincial Labor
Office in Brno to grant him one-hour-overtime permission for the period be-
tween February 9 and April 6, 1925. The one-hour overtime was allowed.®?
Yet another permission to work overtime for two hours was given to Bat’a
in 1925. However, after September of the same year, all further requests Bat’a
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made were denied.%* .

Beginning in 1929, the calendar of the Bat’a Company had 301 working
days, for which there were 300 daily plans prepared. Sixty-five days were free,
including a one-week paid vacation.?> On October 13, 1930, the Bat’a Com-
pany instituted a five-day week of forty-five hours for all employees. According
to the Business Week, this was “the first example of a large European indus-
try reducing hours of labor on its own initiative.”% Although it was report-
ed in the United States that no change would be made in wages or in shoe
price,”” the data cited in Lehdr’s study would indicate that wages had in fact
been lowered in some instances.?8 Nonethgless, in the business world, Bat’a’s
five-day working week was heralded as a great achievement.®® And a great
achievement it was, regardless of the fact that it might have been conditioned
to a considerable extent by the worsening economic situation in the world.
What the five-day week brought to the worker was more leisure. As far as
the wage reduction was concerned, it did not exceed the ten-percent mark.10¢
What the worker ultimately gained was more free time which, in many cases,
could be translated as more freedom.

As remarked in the September, 1932 issue of Current History, Bat’a was
“one of the most enlightened and influential industrial leaders of his time.”

Conclusion

The second half of the nineteenth century was marked not only by the
rapid acceleration of European industrialization, but also by its concomitant
factor of pauperism, which is acknowledged by historians as the “social dis-
ease of the century.”!0! The circumstances in the Czech lands (Bohemia and
Moravia) were not significantly different. The upper classes mostly benefited
from the introduction of revolutionary technological innovations whereas the
working masses continued to live in poverty. No sooner had Bat’a started
his own shoe workshop than he realized the social and economic implications
of the harmful conditions under which his countrymen had lived. The gradu-
ally expanding production motivated Bat’a to seek a more effective manage-
ment system as well as an ideational basis on which he could place his business
activities. At first, Bat’a turned to a non-radical version of socialism by
means of which he hoped to elevate the social injustice of his time. At the
later stage of his “philosophical” development, Bat’a embraced the idea of
a more pragmatic approach to life, as symbolized by the United States.

It is characteristic of Bat’a that whenever he encountered major techno-
logical and production obstacles, he would as a rule travel to the United States
in order to discover a solution to his problem. From his own practical ex-
periences in America, Bat’a could soon discern the two models of the typical
American management. On the one hand, it was the Ford system which was
based on the latest technology of mass production and which provided a lucra-
tive salary to the worker. However, Bat’a was reluctant to accept Fordism
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as a practicable alternative to the human relations he wished to promote in
his shoe company. According to Bat’a’s idea, the famous “five-dollar day”102
scheme of Ford—introduced in 1914 in order to keep skilled workers who
had wanted to leave the company because of the difficulties in coping with
the very fast assembly speed—was just to provide a lucrative salary to the
worker without bothering about comprehensive welfare. On the other hand
it was the Endicott Johnson Shoe Corporation whose welfare model Bat’a
regarded as effective and exemplary. He noticed especially the company’s well-
known “labor loyalty.”103 Yet, he also realized that the Endicott Johnson
company did not pay enough attention to the latest innovations in the produc-
tion technique.

Upon returning to Europe, Bat’a was in principle against following the
two American management models. Instead, he carefully selected from both
Ford’s mass production and Endicott Johnson’s welfare system the features
most appropriate to his own conception of management. Bat’a thus became
one of the few European industrialists who introduced to Europe not only
the American way of mass production, but also and chiefly the American way
of welfare.

It would be erroneous to consider Bat’a’s welfare policy as a mere syno-
nym for philanthropy. Similarly, the derogatory reference to Bat’a as a “dic-
tator” could distort the very nature of Bat’a’s success in promoting welfare
capitalism in Czechoslovakia. As to philanthropy, Bat’a did support a num-
ber of welfare programs such as monthly financial assistance for elderly shoe-
makers and the comprehensive Bat’a Relief Fund. However, he did not fail
to repudiate the idea of charity.

In Bat’a’s thought, anybody who can work should earn his or her own
living; as he put it, “We must teach them [people] to depend only upon them-
selves and to help themselves.”!04 In practical terms this meant that, by 1924,
the Bat’a Company also employed 206 handicapped workers representing
S percent of the entire work force. Their weekly wages varied from 130 K
(koruna) to 500 K, while the average salary of adult was 205 K.105 Measured
by the wage standard of the time, this was no small amount. _

In spite of the fact that Bat’a in his youth pondered the idea of social-
ism, he was in later years much opposed to the socialist-oriented labor move-
ment. In Bat’a’s opinion, the socialist politicians desired only to promote
hatred between the worker and the industrialist. As a result, he introduced
some preventive measures in his factories aimed against socialist agitation and
labor strikes. For Bat’a, industrial harmony, i.e., the paternalistic relation-
ship between the factory management and the labor, was of utmost impor-
tance. In many of his frequent speeches, Bat’a encouraged individual initiative,
but not extreme individualism; he did not tire of pointing out that the team
work was the surest way to the company’s success.
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