Dr. Valentina Fava

Czech Academy of Sciences
Technical University of Berlin
v.fava@tu-berlin.de

A Tale of Two Enterprises: Production and Decision-making at Skoda Auto\[DPl]and AvtoVAZ, 1960 -71

Abstract: In 1965, when the first Czechoslovak people’s car came of the assembly line at the
Skoda plant in Mladd Boleslav, the Soviets signed a contract with the Italian automobile firm Fiat to

build the giant VAZ (Volga Automobile Factory) in holyatti‘[Dpz], on the Volga River. The two factories

represented two radically opposed approaches to using foreign technology and technical assistance in
automotive production (Zhuravlev et al., 2006; Siegelbaum, 2008, 2011; Fava, 2004, 2014, 2018;
Vilimek, 2012, 2017). After the collapse of the Communist regimes, the trajectories of the two
manufacturers diverged further. Skoda-Auto was quickly integrated into the Volkswagen production
networks, becoming a key brand of the German group (Rugraff, 2008; Pavlinek, 2008, 2011, 2012).

Avto’VAZ‘[ng], by contrast, followed a more tortuous route, the result of strong organizational
dependency and ’in‘[Dp4]stitutionaI inertia, which trapped the industry in its “exaggerated Fordism”

(Zhuravlev et al, 2006, Richet and Bourassa, 2000; Chanaron, 1998).

The paper demonstrates that the trajectories of the two manufacturers were already divergent
under the socialist regimes, despite the similarities in their macroeconomic and political systems
(planned economy, state socialism) and the structural homogeneity of the socialist enterprises. The
roots of these differences can be traced back to the different interpretations that experts have since
the 1920s given to foreign technology and managerial knowledge in motor vechile manufacturing, an
industry that had a highly symbolic significance for both socialist modernization and national identity
(Czarniawska and Sevon, 1996, Czarniawska, 2005, p. 10). In order to do so, the paper reconstructs the
organizational and technical narratives that accompanied the key strategic steps — the implementation
of new product and process technologies — in the history of the Skoda Auto Plant (AZNP) in Mlada
Boleslav and the Volga Automobile Factory (VAZ) in Tolyatti in the years between the construction and
modernization of their plants in the 1960s and the fall of the Communist regimes. Organizational

narratives have become a quite popular topic in business history research (Kipping, Bucheli, Wadhwani,



2014; White, 1987): the paper shows that they might provide a fruitful instrument to look at the
socialist enterprise and at its transformation.
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