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Abstract
Starting from the early 1930s, structural changes in the Bulgarian tobacco industry,
prompted by the advent of the world economic crisis and German economic expansion-
ism into Southeastern Europe, led to a deep restructuring of the labor processes, known in
the terminology of the time as rationalization, in the Bulgarian tobacco industry. The
introduction of the tonga rationalization technology had a deskilling and deeply gendered
effect on the industry, making a significant number of skilled male workers redundant,
disproportionately decreasing average male wages and leading, in turn, to a further fem-
inization of an already majority-female workforce.

The introduction of the new system provoked a strong response from the organized
labor movement, which used a variety of tactics to fight against the new technology:
from strikes to petitions to tripartite negotiations. Organized labor’s reaction was deeply
gendered, an aspect that only becomes truly visible if, in addition to gender and skill,
we employ the analytical lens of scale. By following trade union policies on the local,
national, and international levels, the article goes beyond the carefully crafted gender-
neutral language in official documents to reveal tensions between the conservative
attitudes of rank-and-file activists and the official trade union agenda. This is especially
evident in communist labor politics, where Bulgarian trade union policies on the local
and national levels provoked an intervention on the part of the Profintern between
1930 and 1931. The movement’s internal contradictions resulted in a polyvalent, ambig-
uous, and non-linear trade union policy formed through the clash of and negotiations
between local activists’ conservative notions of gendered work and family roles and the
radical gender program of international communism.
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In her memoirs, Elena Motova—a tobacco worker and labor activist in Plovdiv—
recalled the introduction of a new tobacco-processing technology, called the tonga
system, as follows:

1930 was the hardest year for tobacco workers. The world economic crisis… had
also reached our country.… Tobacco processing was simplified through the
introduction of the tonga, which led to even greater unemployment. Men
were particularly affected, as 80 percent of them were laid off. The cheap female
and youth labor that was underpaid and highly exploited was preferred.1

However, an article in the communist-leaning Eho newspaper from July 1930
explained labor protests against the tonga system by stating there was “the real danger
of permanent unemployment for three-quarters of qualified workers of both sexes,”2

while in December 1930, the agrarian MP Nikola Petkov claimed that the “processing
tobacco with the tonga method reduces production costs by 50 percent or more and
puts more than 80 percent of the workers on the street.”3 As we can see, Motova’s
recollections, the Eho article, and Petkov’s speech give comparable estimates of the
proportion of workers that the tonga rationalization would leave unemployed
(75 to 80 percent), yet they differ in one crucial detail, namely, which group(s) of
workers would be affected by the introduction of the new work process: all workers,
male workers, and/or skilled workers. The three sources are illustrative of the ways in
which labor activists and contemporary discourse addressed the gendered aspect of
rationalization in interwar Europe. Gender and skill often were used as intertwined
and co-constructive bases of work organization,4 but one or both of these categories
were also often disguised, particularly in international and national contexts, behind
generalized, gender-neutral wording implying that the experiences of (skilled) male
workers were representative of the working class as a whole.

This article deals with labor restructuring processes in the Bulgarian tobacco
industry that were aimed at increasing efficiency and cutting costs (known in the ter-
minology of the period as “rationalization”) through the implementation of a new
technological process—the tonga system. The main innovation of the tonga system
was its elimination of some labor-intensive stages of tobacco processing, which
consequently led to significant cuts in labor and production costs. In terms of timing,
the implementation of the tonga system occurred in two waves, which corresponded
closely to the two peaks of labor mobilization around the issue—first in the early
1930s, when the tonga system was first implemented and reached between 30 and
40 percent of the country’s tobacco processing,5 then followed by a much weaker
wave in the late 1930s to early 1940s, when tonga-processed tobacco completely
dominated the industry, with a share of up to 90 percent.6 This article deals only
with the first peak of labor protests, which occurred in the early 1930s.

The tonga system had a highly gendered impact on the tobacco labor force, par-
ticularly on its gender composition, skill structure, and wage levels. The tonga system
had a deskilling effect, which affected men disproportionately. The introduction of
the new technology made a significant number of skilled male workers redundant,
decreased the average male wage, and led to a further feminization of an already
majority-female labor force, as well as to a reduction in the gender wage gap.
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As the Bulgarian tobacco industry employed a large number of workers and had a
strong tradition of militant labor protests, the introduction of the new system pro-
voked a strong response from the organized labor movement on local, national,
and international levels. This article outlines the spectrum of reactions from labor
activists across a range of political affiliations as well as the variety of tactics they
employed: from strikes and other militant forms of activism to petitions and tripartite
negotiations. Bulgarian organized labor had an ambivalent attitude toward the gen-
dered aspects of rationalization, vacillating between a rhetorical defense of all mem-
bers of the working class and a simultaneous defense of the male breadwinner norm.
Socially conservative attitudes of the local rank-and-file activists could and often did
diverge from the official trade union programs. This is especially evident in commu-
nist labor politics, where in the early 1930s national and local trade union campaigns
against the tonga system provoked an intervention by the Profintern in order to bring
local activists in line with the official communist stance on rationalization.7 To
explain the ambivalent and contradictory nature of interwar trade union politics,
this study goes beyond existing research, which has only studied the phenomenon
on an international,8 national,9 or local level.10 It argues that in order to capture
the complexity of trade union politics regarding gender and rationalization, analysis
must include a further axis of differentiation beside gender and skill—that of scale.
Without contradicting existing findings, the present article complicates them by argu-
ing that a multiscale approach allows for a deeper understanding of trade union pol-
itics and helps us see how conflicting gender policies of organized labor were
negotiated on and between different scales. Evidence from the Bulgarian case study
suggests that in the early 1930s compact groups of radical skilled male workers
could exert disproportionate influence at the local level, but that this influence was
partially curtailed by an international (communist) trade union agenda that sought
to appeal to the increasing numbers of gainfully employed women.

The first two sections of the article are based on statistical data and contemporary
descriptions of labor processes in tobacco production. They introduce important
aspects of the social and labor history of the Bulgarian tobacco industry, with a par-
ticular focus on the gendered impact of the tonga system on tobacco labor. The third
and fourth sections of the paper focus on trade union politics and labor activism
around the issue of rationalization. They are based on Bulgarian and international
trade union archival and printed materials, as well as on Bulgarian and international
trade union and left-wing periodicals.

The Tobacco Industry in Interwar Bulgaria: Economic and Social Overview

The Bulgarian tobacco industry witnessed a significant boom in the first decades of
the twentieth century due to the ever-increasing popularity of tobacco products
worldwide. It continued to flourish in the early 1920s and together with cereals,
tobacco became Bulgaria’s most important export commodity in the postwar period.
The share of tobacco in the country’s total export value rose sharply from 1.3 percent
in 1907–1911 to 26.5 percent in 1921–1925 and to 38.5 percent in 1926–1930.11

Tobacco retained its important position throughout the 1930s, accounting in various
years for between one-third and one-half of Bulgaria’s overall exports.12 Tobacco
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export revenues, along with tobacco taxes, were critical to the postwar Bulgarian
economy and to the country’s fiscal solvency. Often called “Bulgarian gold,” tobacco
was one of the country’s best collaterals on the world market.13

Like any agriculture-based sector, tobacco was subject to year-by-year fluctuations
in quantity and quality of output. These fluctuations, however, pale in comparison to
the veritable collapse the industry experienced in the early 1930s, caused by a multi-
tude of factors, the most important of which was the impact of the Great Depression.
Due to its predominantly agrarian economy, Bulgaria was gravely affected by the dra-
matic worldwide decrease in market prices for agricultural and food products.
Tobacco export value decreased to 1,078 billion levs in 1932, reaching its lowest
point (982 billion) in 1934—almost three times lower compared to 1929 (2,896 bil-
lion).14 The onset of the world economic crisis changed the international tobacco
market and put significant pressure on exporters to lower their prices. This provided
the impetus for a thorough restructuring of production and labor processes, which
the Bulgarian tobacco industry underwent in the 1930s, and which will be analyzed
in detail in the following sections of this paper.

Apart from a failed attempt to establish a state monopoly in 1934 and 1935,15 the
Bulgarian tobacco industry in the interwar period was composed mainly of indepen-
dent private companies. A noticeable upsurge of foreign direct investment in the
industry could be observed after the late 1920s and early 1930s, when large
European tobacco enterprises (particularly from Germany, Italy, and Austria) estab-
lished branches or formed mixed partnerships in the country.16 This shift in the orga-
nization of tobacco exports was tightly related to the introduction of the tonga system,
since foreign firms’ direct involvement in the purchase and processing of raw tobacco
mitigated the new technology’s main disadvantages, namely, shorter shelf-life and
limited opportunity to inspect the quality of the tobacco once it was processed.
These disadvantages made the tonga technology suitable only for cigarette manufac-
turers operating through local branches and/or in long-term partnership agreements
with Bulgarian companies. Thus, in 1930, when Balkan Tabak—the first company to
introduce the tonga system in Bulgaria—started implementing the new technology, it
did so in fulfillment of a contract with the German cigarette producer Reemtsma.17

Moreover, the intense competition from the other major exporters of Oriental
tobaccos—Greece and Turkey—put pressure on tobacco manufacturers to cut costs
in order to retain and increase market share, particularly in the highly competitive
German market. By 1930, tobacco manufacturers claimed that Bulgarian companies
were lagging behind international competitors such as those in Greece and Turkey
that had already introduced the tonga system, and were being economically pressured
by the low prices of Soviet tobacco. Furthermore, the technological switch to labor-
saving technologies in tobacco-producing countries was a direct consequence of
changing demand in key export countries such as Germany and Italy and their eco-
nomic expansion into Southeastern Europe.18 Tobacco exported to countries lacking
a foothold in the Bulgarian tobacco industry, such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the
United States, continued to be processed using traditional methods and sold at
significantly higher prices until the beginning of World War II.19

In terms of export destinations, Bulgarian foreign trade was heavily concentrated
in a small number of countries. The relative importance of the German market
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increased progressively throughout the 1930s,20 and by 1936 it accounted for 72 per-
cent of all tobacco exports.21 The adoption of the tonga system in Bulgaria, similar to
what Juan Zabala’s research has established in the case of Greece,22 was tightly linked
to the rise of large German cigarette manufacturers such as Reemtstma, to Germany’s
general economic expansion into Southeastern Europe, and to the Rationalisierung
drive in the German cigarette factories.

Bulgarian Tobacco Labor before and after the Tonga Rationalization

Tobacco labor can be divided into three main categories according to the stage of pro-
duction: tobacco growing, tobacco processing (sorting, packing, drying, and fermen-
tation of leaves), and production of tobacco-based products (e.g., cigarettes). The
rationalization discussed in this article affected tobacco processing, which in interwar
Bulgaria was classified as an industrial sector. Until the early 1930s, tobacco had been
commercially processed in several ways, depending on the sort and the quality of the
leaves. A fraction of the agricultural production, particularly low-grade leaves and
tobacco intended for the domestic market, was processed using simple, labor-saving
technologies. The bulk of export tobacco was processed using various “detailed” pro-
cessing methods, depending on the variety and quality of the tobacco leaves, with the
two most widespread methods being shirok pastal and basma. The shirok pastal
method was used for the main type of tobacco produced in Bulgaria, was moderately
labor-intensive, and mainly employed women workers. The basma technology was
used for a high-quality tobacco of the same name, which could only be grown in
some southern regions of Bulgaria due to the specific soil and climate conditions it
required. Thus, basma processing was concentrated in the south and southeast of
the country, with the city of Haskovo as its most important center.23

In addition to technological and geographical factors, the structure of the
Bulgarian tobacco labor force was also shaped by the co-constructive hierarchies of
gender and skill. The tobacco labor market was gender-segregated, with positions des-
ignated as either women’s or men’s work.24 Positions held by men were traditionally
considered skilled labor and received correspondingly higher wages (see Table 1).

Table 1. Men’s and women’s wages in tobacco processing in the early 1930s.25

Men Women

Position
Average daily
wage (levs) Position

Average daily
wage (levs)

Stacker
(Istifchiya)

95 Sorter (Chistachka) 63

Baler (Denkchiya) 85–95 “Sweeper” (Metachka) (also
called first apprentice)

60

Trasferer
(Aktarmadziya)

70–75 Right, left, and top bundlers
(Pastaldzhiiki) (also called
second, third, and fourth
apprentices)

35–57
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The basma technology was particularly labor-intensive, as it required separate
handling of each leaf and employed a significant number of skilled male tobacco
workers (particularly balers). The high price of raw tobacco combined with the
high processing costs made basma-processed tobacco an expensive and luxurious
commodity. After the onset of the world economic crisis, its market shrank dramat-
ically, making most of the output practically unsellable due to its prohibitively high
price.26 Consequently, tobacco manufacturers turned to new labor-saving technolo-
gies, the tonga system being the most important and widely used of these. The
main innovation of the tonga system was placing tobacco leaves of different grades
in the same bale, thus eliminating the labor-intensive stages of quality sorting and
subsequent separate handling of different grades of leaves. This resulted in a signifi-
cant cost and labor reduction, as producing a bale of tonga-processed tobacco
required a full day of labor by only two to three women sorters, in addition to
some part-day work by other workers.27 Shifting to the tonga system was in effect
a replacement of skilled, artisanal labor with a system of standardized operations
and, similar to other processes of industrial restructuring in the interwar period,28

it was a highly gendered one.
The shift from detailed to simplified processing that the Bulgarian tobacco indus-

try underwent in the 1930s had a substantial impact on the quantitative and qualita-
tive characteristics of the labor force. The tonga rationalization was particularly
catastrophic to workers in the basma sector, since it swiftly took over the processing
of the lion’s share of this expensive and luxurious variety of tobacco, making the
overwhelming majority of skilled male workers, especially balers, redundant. The
newly opened positions created by the tonga system (e.g., sorters) were designated
as women’s work, with correspondingly lower wage levels (see Table 1), making
them unsuitable for the laid-off skilled men. Women workers employed in the shirok
pastal system were also affected by this same rationalization, although less severely.
First, while the use of basma technology was significantly and abruptly reduced in
the early 1930s, the shift in the shirok pastal sector was more gradual, as the latter
technology had some competitive advantages over the tonga rationalization, such
as a longer shelf life and the possibility to conduct quality inspections of baled
tobacco, which partly compensated for its higher cost. Furthermore, while the
implementation of the tonga system made a significant proportion of women
bundlers redundant, this was partly offset by the increased demand for the
better-remunerated sorter positions and led to a concentration of women workers
in the highest paying occupation for women.29

The restructuring of the tobacco industry in the 1930s had a significant impact on
wages. In 1926, the average male wage in the tobacco industry was slightly lower but
comparable to the average male industrial wage. In the early 1930s, following the
introduction of the tonga system on a larger scale and the subsequent layoff of a con-
siderable number of skilled men tobacco workers, men’s wages dropped significantly
and fell below the average industrial wage. The trend was reversed only in the second
half of the decade, especially after 1937, when the first nationwide collective agree-
ment in the tobacco industry was concluded. By contrast, the wages of women
tobacco workers continued to be comparable to the average industrial wage for
women from the mid-1920s to the mid-1930s. After 1937, women’s wages rose as
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a consequence of the collective agreements, but to a lesser extent than men’s wages
(see Graph 2). Thus, following the introduction of the tonga system in the early
1930s, the gender pay gap in the Bulgarian tobacco industry narrowed significantly:
In 1926, women tobacco workers earned, on average, 57.33 percent of a man’s wage,
while in 1932 it was 68.48 percent. The gender pay gap was smallest just before the
introduction of the industry-wide collective agreements in 1935, when women earned
an average of 81.25 percent of men’s wages. After 1937, the gender pay gap increased
to around 74–77 percent (see Graphs 1 and 2).

The implementation of the tonga system affected the absolute numbers as well
as the gender composition of the tobacco labor force. Unfortunately, data from the
1930s are scarce. Due to budget cuts, there was a fifteen-year gap (1926–1941) in
comprehensive general censuses. In 1926 there were 34,992 workers in tobacco
processing and factories producing tobacco-based products, of whom 22,092, or
63.13 percent, were women while 12,900, or 36.87 percent, were men. From
1937 onward, when the tonga system had become the main tobacco processing
technology in Bulgaria, the proportion of men in the tobacco industry fell to
approximately a quarter of the labor force.32 In 1941 the number of workers in
the tobacco processing sector was 30,916 (22,967 women and 7,949 men).
Comparing the two datasets, it is clear that the drop in the total number of tobacco

Graph 1. Average wages in the Bulgarian tobacco industry (mid-1920s to mid-1930s, levs per day).30

Graph 2. Men’s and women’s wages in the Bulgarian tobacco industry in comparison with the average
industrial wage (levs per day).31
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workers between 1926 and 1941 correlates almost perfectly with the drop in the
number of men, some five thousand of whom were being driven out of the indus-
try. Some categories of skilled workers such as balers were disproportionally
affected.33 In contrast, the absolute number of women rose slightly, and their rel-
ative share of the workforce increased from 63 to 75 percent between the
mid-1920s and early 1940s.

Tobacco processing is closely tied to the agricultural cycle of tobacco growing.
Consequently, it has always provided seasonal employment that can often leave the
vast majority of tobacco workers unemployed for several months per year, during
the so-called “dead season.” The restructuring of the labor processes in the 1930s
and mass implementation of the tonga rationalization made the already precarious
nature of tobacco labor even more acute, as it led to a later start to the working season
and thus to increased periods of seasonal unemployment. Initial fears that the work-
ing season would be shortened to a mere third or fourth of what it had been, from
eight-to-ten months to just two-to-three months, turned out to be exaggerated.34

Nevertheless, the tonga system did indeed reduce the tobacco working season, short-
ening it to between five and seven months.35 This, in turn, aggravated the already
existing problems of precarity and high (seasonal) unemployment and put
unemployment-related demands at the top of tobacco workers’ agenda.

Last but not least, tobacco was a sector with strong traditions in labor organizing,
where communists in particular had a strong influence, but with social democrats and
later nationalist corporatist trade unions competing with them for tobacco workers’
loyalties. The first communist tobacco trade union was established in 1908 with sev-
enty members, but its influence grew significantly after World War I, reaching 7,166
members in 1922, 61.91 percent (4,437) of whom were women.36 That trade union
was disbanded in 1924 by the Law on the Protection of the State that made the com-
munist party and its affiliated organizations illegal, but the union was restored under
the name Nezavisim tyutyunorabotnicheski suyuz (NTS [Independent Tobacco Trade
Union]) in 1926. In 1927, the NTS had 1,231 members (967 men and 264 women),
while in 1931 it grew to 1,750 members, including 978 women (55.89 percent).37 On
the international level, it was affiliated with the Red International of Labor Unions
(RILU or Profintern).

Social democrats’ influence among tobacco workers was weaker. Although data on
their trade union membership and activity is not as abundant or detailed as that on
communist trade unions, we know that the Svoboden tyutyunorabotnicheski Suyuz
(STS [Free Tobacco Trade Union]) had three sections and a total of 241 members
in 1926, two sections and 121 members in 1927, and 106 members in 1931. There
is no data on women’s unionization rates in the tobacco industry, but the STS’s
umbrella organization—Svoboden obsht rabotnicheski sindikalen suyuz (Free
General Trade Union Federation)38—had 153 women members (out of 2,074) in
1926 and 171 women members (out of 2,485) in 1927.39 In some areas, such as
the region around Haskovo, there were active anarchist organizations whose members
took part in tobacco workers’ struggles.40 Following a coup d’état in 1934, a third type
of union, namely, a corporatist trade union—Bulgarski rabotnicheski suyuz (BRS
[Bulgarian Labor Union])—was established, based on the trade union models of fas-
cist Italy and national socialist Germany. Additionally, some center-right political
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parties such as the Demokraticheska partiya (Democratic Party) tried to establish
affiliated trade unions, but their influence among tobacco workers was limited.41

The political influence of tobacco workers varied with different currents in the
labor movement. They held a strong position in the communist labor movement—
in 1927, the NTS constituted approximately 18 percent of the communist trade
union membership base (growing to 20 percent in 1931).42 By comparison, tobacco
workers were just under 5 percent of the social democratic trade union membership
base in 1927.43 Finally, tobacco workers were among the most militant members of
the labor movement, and throughout the interwar period the industry experienced
frequent strikes, with the two largest (in 1929 and 1940) reportedly having up to
twenty-five thousand participants.44

Labor Activism around Rationalization in the Bulgarian Tobacco Industry: A
Spectrum of Repertoires and Agendas

The spread of the tonga technology was a major issue for tobacco workers in the
1930s. When it was first introduced in the early 1920s, the technology was not con-
troversial, since its application was limited to low-quality tobacco that otherwise
would have been wasted.45 The tonga system was first used to process regular-grade
tobacco in the Kutsoglu warehouse in Plovdiv in the mid-1920s.46 Tobacco workers
reacted immediately: In September 1926, the communist-affiliated NTS held a meet-
ing in Plovdiv to discuss the most pressing problems facing tobacco workers in
Bulgaria. These included unemployment, violations of labor laws, limitations on
the right to unionize, and the introduction of the tonga machines. The workers
attending the meeting called for a ban on the new technology.47

While the 1926 protest was more or less an isolated incident, in the early 1930s the
tonga system became a major concern for Bulgarian tobacco workers. This was trig-
gered by the decision of several large tobacco firms to implement the technology in
1930. The reaction of organized labor was multifaceted and varied according to political
affiliation. Social democratic trade unions held a moderate and nuanced position. Social
democrats acknowledged tobacco workers’ dire situation if the tonga system were to
completely replace other processing methods; however, they focused their agenda on
alleviating potential consequences rather than trying to stop the process altogether.
In their view, banning the new technology was neither realistic nor desirable, especially
in the long term. Thus, they accepted the economic arguments of the tobacco industry
that rationalization was the only way to stay competitive in the international market but
argued that workers should not solely bear all the costs of the process.

The STS agenda regarding rationalization in the tobacco industry included four
major points, two addressed to the state and two to the “masters,” i.e., the owners
and management of the companies. Its demands on employers included pressure
to invest part of the additional profits in their workers by raising wages, decreasing
working hours, granting paid leave, etc. Moreover, workers’ commissions were to
be involved in company management and decision-making processes. Demands on
the state concerned social policies in case of mass unemployment: Socialist trade
unionists insisted that the state had an obligation to assist workers in finding new
occupations and, in the meantime, to also pay sufficient unemployment benefits.48
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On August 15, 1930, the Ministry of Trade, Industry, and Labor organized a
Conference on Tonga, attended by representatives of tobacco companies, tobacco
cooperatives, tobacco technicians, tobacco workers, the Ministry of Agriculture, the
Bulgarian Agricultural Bank, and the Labor Directorate. The communists claimed
they were not invited, but that even if they had been, they would not have attended.49

For unknown reasons, the social democratic trade unions also didn’t participate.
While the conference was purely consultative and no decisions were made, the pro-
ceedings made visible the divergent views of the different political camps regarding
the implementation of the new technology. The tobacco companies insisted once
again on the inevitability of the rationalization process and its vital importance for
Bulgaria’s competitiveness in the international market. In contrast, the representative
of the tobacco cooperatives insisted on changes in social policy to mitigate the neg-
ative consequences felt by tobacco workers by introducing shorter working hours,
raising the wages of workers in the tonga system, and imposing additional taxes on
tonga-processed tobacco in order to fund unemployment benefits for affected work-
ers, etc.50 The latter idea was copied from Greece and Turkey, where similar new taxes
were reportedly introduced in order to mitigate the effects of the tonga system.51

The social democratic trade unions convened their own Conference on Tongas in
Haskovo on August 25, 1930, with workers’ representatives from all major tobacco
centers in Bulgaria (Plovdiv, Dupnitsa, Haskovo, Sofia, etc.). The conference passed
a Resolution on the Tonga, outlining the STS’s agenda with regard to rationalization
in the tobacco industry: respecting the right to unionize and to strike; expanding
social legislation and enhancing access to social security rights, especially with regard
to unemployment benefits and health insurance; better working conditions for
tobacco workers, including a reduction in work hours to seven hours per day and
a free Saturday afternoon; three weeks of paid leave per working season; and a pro-
hibition on downgrading a worker’s (wage) category.52 STS publications on the tonga
system were completely in line with analogous IFTU resolutions and were similarly
drafted with a gender-neutral wording, without directly addressing the gendered
aspects of rationalization and the substitution of men’s with women’s labor.53 As a
follow-up to this program, in 1931, the STS started pressuring the government to
develop special schemes for unemployed tobacco workers, many of whom were inel-
igible for existing benefit schemes due to the seasonal nature of the work.54 In 1933,
the government did indeed adopt a one-time special unemployment benefit program
for laid-off seasonal workers.55

By contrast, the communist trade union’s stance on the tonga issue in the early
1930s was much more radical, centering its demands on a complete ban on the
new technology. In March and April of 1930, anticipating the rationalization mea-
sures, tobacco workers in Haskovo and Plovdiv formed an anti-tonga organization,
including a central committee and a network of activist groups in each warehouse.56

The first firm to introduce the tonga system in Haskovo—Balkan Tabak—was
instantly boycotted, with workers refusing to work until the technology was aban-
doned. Attempts to implement the technology by a second and third company
both failed under threats of boycott. On July 2, 1930, all tobacco workers in the
city of Haskovo (around 6,500 to 7,000 people) went on a one-day strike. They assem-
bled in front of the labor inspectorate, demanding not only a ban on the new
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technology but also a job placement system, unemployment benefits, higher wages (as
negotiated during the 1929 strike), the right to unionize without state repression,
etc.57 Communists were supported in their struggle by a parallel anarchist campaign
demanding a ban on the new technology. Anarchist labor activists in Haskovo pub-
lished leaflets and organized a series of factory meetings dedicated to the tonga sys-
tem’s disastrous consequences, especially the mass unemployment it would bring.58

Thus, the local Committee against Tonga was able to boast in August 1930 that,
thanks to their resistance, no tobacco company in Haskovo had managed to imple-
ment the tonga system. In October 1930, tobacco workers in the city were still keeping
a united front and successfully boycotting all companies attempting to introduce the
new system. However, police surveillance reports reveal that by that time, tobacco
companies in Haskovo were already closing their local sites for the year and moving
the unprocessed tobacco to sites where workers had agreed to work under the tonga
system.59

The anti-tonga reaction in Haskovo was particularly strong, but there were labor
conflicts in other industrial centers as well. Tobacco workers in Plovdiv held a series
of meetings on the factory level as well as a general meeting on June 26, 1930, in order
to discuss “the introduction of the tonga machines which make many workers, espe-
cially men, redundant.”60 As a result of these meetings, coordinated by the NTS, a
protest resolution was adopted and subsequently sent to various authorities and orga-
nizations, including the prime minister, the Ministry of Commerce, Industry, and
Labor, and left-wing journals. In Plovdiv alone, the resolution was signed by more
than 3,700 workers (roughly one-third of all tobacco workers in the city). Later,
the text of this resolution was adopted in similar workers’ assemblies in other cities
and towns as well as by the “Central Committee against Tonga.” While a ban on the
tonga system was by far the most important demand, the resolution contained a far
broader labor agenda, including unemployment benefits, shorter working hours
(seven hours for men and six hours for women and youths,) strict application of
labor laws, the abolition of internal rules that allowed arbitrary fines and dismissal
without notice, and higher wages, as according to the agreement that ended the
1929 strike.61

The seemingly unanimous anti-tonga reaction in the first weeks of the campaign
soon broke down as the workers’ diverging interests gave way to disunity and con-
flicts. Gender was one of the major lines of division, as a group of workers (mostly
women) accepted positions in the new rationalized production in Haskovo. Those
workers’ decision was sharply criticized by the Haskovo branch of the NTS, which,
in a leaflet, accused them of “two great sins,” namely, causing the layoff of some
six hundred male basma workers and, by accepting lower wages, reducing remuner-
ations across the whole industry. The leaflet also displayed some degree of bias toward
the men in the basma sector, praising them for being “the most conscious workers in
the industry.”62 The strong influence male workers in the basma sector had at the
local level and the existing gender-based tensions among tobacco workers in
Haskovo are corroborated by events around the 1929 strike, when the Haskovo
branch of the NTS was criticized by the trade union’s headquarters for failing to
involve women workers in the preparation of the strike. The strike was started by
two thousand male workers in the basma sector. It took an intervention by the

International Labor and Working‐Class History 223

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

23
00

03
03

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547923000303


trade union headquarters, as well as self-organizing on the part of women workers
themselves, who threatened to go on their own separate strike, before a general strike
of all seven thousand tobacco workers in the city was declared.63

The special characteristics of the Haskovo basma workers—a compact, homoge-
neous group of skilled workers with strong traditions of labor organizing—gave
them disproportionate influence in the local trade union branch. This influence car-
ried over nationwide, as evidenced by the following NTS leaflet text, which paints a
dark picture of tobacco workers’ post-tonga situation:

Today, when the worker is oppressed by unbearable misery, high prices, unem-
ployment, inhuman capitalist exploitation, he is forced to sell the labor of his
whole family, wife and children, and again he lives in misery, and now when
only the wife, daughter, mother or sister of the male worker will be preferred,
a family of four or five could not survive in today’s dearth on a forty-to-fifty-lev
daily wage.…

Working mothers will go to work in the warehouse for a miserable wage to
feed an unemployed husband and children, abused intolerably by masters and
various clerks, pressed by thoughts of their children abandoned on the street,
the arbitrariness of fate, housework (cooking, laundry, cleaning), they often
fall unconscious during work due to exhaustion, thoughts, and hunger. This
hard life creates domestic quarrels, family tragedies, and the women workers,
unable to bear this hard life, often end their lives by poisoning themselves or
committing suicide.64

The leaflet’s position was not an isolated example, and the NTS publications routinely
bemoaned the tonga-induced “lamentable situation in which wives provide for their
husbands and children for their fathers” and in which “children send off their moth-
ers in the morning and welcome them in the evening with bitter tears in their eyes.
Other [children] are left on the sidewalks outside the warehouses, unattended and
unprotected.”65 From the NTS point of view, one of the most undesirable effects of
the rationalization process was the substitution of men’s with women’s labor and
the threat this posed to men’s position as (main) breadwinners. Trade union publi-
cations highlighted the social tensions between women’s gainful employment and
their domestic and care responsibilities while at the same time depicting in vividly
dark imagery any real or hypothetical changes in family breadwinner models.
Nevertheless, NTS publications did not explicitly question women’s right to work
and contained no clear-cut calls for their exclusion from the labor market.

The restructuring of production processes related to the introduction of the tonga
system evidently destabilized the gender-based segmentation of the tobacco labor
market. Men’s exclusive right to the highest-paying occupations began to be chal-
lenged as a limited number of women were hired as balers. Men tobacco workers
called for a formal ban on women’s access to the position, making this one of
their major demands during the 1936 tobacco strike. The right-wing press was
quick to point out the discrepancy between this demand and organized labor’s official
declarations in support of gender equality and women workers’ rights.66
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Gender and Rationalization on a Different Scale: The Politics of the Communist
Labor Movement from the Local to the International

Basma processing was heavily concentrated in a few tobacco centers in the south and
southeast of the country, with Haskovo as the most important center. Regional spec-
ificities soon resulted in divergent reactions toward the implementation of the tonga
system. When a group of workers in Plovdiv agreed to work under the new system,
this provoked a regional conflict with the militant anti-tonga faction in Haskovo.67

By December 1930, the issue of the tonga system and the resulting conflicts within
the Bulgarian “revolutionary” labor movement had reached Moscow. This escalation
of the conflict into the international sphere was facilitated by tensions between the
Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP) organs in exile and the party structures on the
ground. Moscow-based Bulgarian communists accused their comrades in Bulgaria
of both left-wing and right-wing deviation, and they used their influence and posi-
tions within the Comintern and the Profintern to bring local and national organs
in line. Internal party politics aside, the Profintern’s criticism of the NTS’s position
on the tonga rationalization appears to be part of a general shift in the communist
labor movement during the so-called Third Period, adopted in 1928–1929 and
marked by an “ultra-left” policy and pronounced hostility to political reformism
under the slogan “class against class.”68 In light of this new approach, the NTS cam-
paign “Down with the Tonga” was deemed a deviation from the official communist
stance on rationalization. In December 1930, the BCP’s organs in exile brought the
issue to the Profintern’s Balkan Section and its Union of Food Workers, as well as
to the Comintern. The BCP’s organs in exile, the Profintern, and the Comintern’s
bodies all agreed that the position and course of action of the NTS were in need of
correction. Their criticism centered on two points. First, they argued that focusing
solely on the tonga system left out important aspects of the communist policy toward
rationalization. The tonga system was just one of many rationalization methods, and
the NTS should form “committees against capitalist rationalization” instead of “com-
mittees against tonga.” Second, only some Bulgarian tobacco workers would be deeply
affected by the tonga system, and the NTS’s partisanship was already leading to dis-
unity and internal conflicts between workers affected by the tonga system and those
who weren’t. This, the resolution claimed, would weaken communist influence
among tobacco workers.69

In January 1931, an article titled “Mistakes and Lessons of the Fight
against the Tonga” appeared in the Profintern’s official journal, Die Rote
Gewerkschaftsinternationale (The Red International of Labor Unions). The article out-
lined the essence of the problem, namely, that simplification and standardization of
production processes had made many skilled workers redundant, particularly in the
basma sector, and replaced them with the cheaper labor of women and youths. The
author then proceeded to explain how the misguided and divisive policies of the NTS
had alienated large groups of workers, thus damaging and weakening the Bulgarian
communist labor movement. Finally, the article gave instructions as to how commu-
nist trade unions should address rationalization in an inclusive manner that would
preserve and strengthen the unity of the working class. The article insisted that, in
addition to fighting against the tonga system, communists should also fight against
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other forms of rationalization, including the introduction of piecework payment sys-
tems, internal regulations that strengthened employers’ control and supervision,
increased output standards, and other forms of rationalization that affected women
workers particularly hard. None of the Profintern documents mentioned above
explicitly addressed the gendered implications of the issue, preferring to couch ten-
sions within the working class in gender-neutral wording. Yet, the Profintern’s
instructions on how to address rationalization in an inclusive manner targeted
women workers specifically by emphasizing the need to include gender-specific
demands such as equal pay for equal work and paid maternity leave.70

Communist policy on gender and rationalization in the so-called Third Period is
clearly outlined in a letter from the RILU’s Balkan Section to “the Profintern’s sup-
porters in Bulgaria,” dated October 1, 1931. The letter offered guidance and critique
on how to align Bulgarian communist trade unions’ policies with the decisions taken
at the 1930 Profintern Congress. The “struggle against the tonga” was singled out as
an example of a wrong policy and contrasted with the “right” demands that trade
unions should be fighting for, such as a seven-hour working day without wage
cuts, an expansion of social security, a fight against piece work and against restrictions
on unionization, etc. The letter also stressed the need for work among women work-
ers and again recommended targeting women through gender-specific demands such
as equal pay for equal work, paid maternity leave, socialized childcare, and improved
working conditions.71 These documents echo other Profintern publications from this
period, in which skilled male workers were labeled “working-class aristocracy” and
accused of “alignment with the bourgeoisie.” In the same 1930 publication, the
Soviet trade unionist Grigoriy Smolianskiy also stressed the need to address the struc-
tural shifts taking place as a result of “capitalist rationalization,” such as the need to
involve the increased numbers of women and young workers into the labor
movement.72

The Profintern’s critique targeted the Haskovo communists in particular, who, due
to their large share of the local basma sector, were the most radical and vocal support-
ers of the Down with the Tonga policy. This conflict probably contributed to BCP
Central Committee’s decision to conduct a purge (chistka) among Haskovo commu-
nists in November 1931, following accusations of Trotskyism and insubordination.73

If we take a look at Bulgarian women workers’ protests around rationalization, it
becomes clear that the Profintern’s insistence on an inclusive approach was, to a large
extent, aimed at incorporating the forms of rationalization that were relevant to tra-
ditionally marginalized groups, such as women and youths. The reorganization of
wage policies through the (re)introduction of piecemeal schemes, minimum daily
quotas, time-motion measurement technics, etc. constituted one group of popular
rationalization practices in the tobacco industry that women workers fought particu-
larly hard against. The strike in the tobacco warehouse Orienttabako in Haskovo in
1931, for example, was triggered by the imposition of minimum daily production
quotas, which, according to the striking workers, were not achievable within normal
working hours but were instead used to extract unpaid overtime.74

Women workers also protested new factory regulations that standardized and rou-
tinized production steps by introducing various forms of scientific management. In
November 1932, the women’s communist newspaper Rabotnichka (Woman
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Worker) published an article on the organization of labor in the Balkan Tabak ware-
house in Haskovo. In addition to the tonga system, the company had also recently
implemented Taylorism. Women workers complained that the new systems intensi-
fied labor and reduced their freedom to a minimum.75 A leaflet from the Sofia NTS
branch similarly claimed that in addition to the tonga system, employers now kept
productivity records that “doubled the exploitation of women workers.”76 In another
example, a 1940 report on women tobacco workers in the village of Maglizh lamented
the consequences of the new rationalization methods that the German company
Hansa had recently implemented. These included timing workers’ movements and
requiring a sustained rate of thirty-two tobacco bundles every seventy seconds for
the whole fourteen-hour shift.77 These practices were, of course, not limited to the
tobacco industry but were also widespread in other sectors.

Conclusion

Starting from the early 1930s, structural changes in the tobacco industry, prompted
by the advent of the world economic crisis and German economic expansionism
into Southeastern Europe, led to a deep restructuring of labor processes, known in
the terminology of the time as rationalization, in the Bulgarian tobacco industry.
The introduction of the new tonga system—the most impactful of a variety of ratio-
nalization technologies—had a profoundly gendered effect on the industry, making a
significant number of skilled male tobacco workers redundant and disproportionately
decreasing average male wages, which, in turn, led to a further feminization of an
already majority-female workforce.

The issue of the tonga rationalization galvanized an already militant and well-
organized labor force. In the early 1930s, it featured very prominently in the agenda
of trade unions across the political spectrum. Depending on their political and ideo-
logical affiliations, trade unions employed a wide repertoire of actions, including
strikes, public demonstrations, lobbying the state, and collective bargaining. Their
agenda ranged from the radical Left’s demand for a complete ban of the tonga system
to the social democrats’ call to limit the scope of rationalization and mitigate its neg-
ative impact on workers.

Organized labor’s reaction to and struggle against this particular rationalization
process was deeply gendered, an aspect that only becomes truly visible if, in addition
to gender and skill, we employ the analytical lens of scale. The carefully crafted
gender-neutral language in official trade union documents often subsumed women
workers under references to a gender-neutral yet ontologically male working class.
However, when we examine the local level, the gender-based tensions generated by
the substitution of skilled (men’s) with unskilled (women’s and/or youths) labor
become clearly visible. A closer look at the communist tobacco trade union politics
reveals the disproportionate influence of skilled men tobacco workers and their strug-
gle to retain gender-based privileges in the workplace and the family. At the same
time, the subsequent conflict with the Profintern shows limitations to this influence,
which were imposed by international affiliations and official ideological stances.
Consequently, the movement’s internal contradictions—unfolding in the context of
a particular political constellation and an ongoing economic crisis—resulted in a
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polyvalent, ambiguous, and nonlinear trade union policy formed through the clash of
activists’ conservative notions of gendered work and family roles against internation-
ally adopted progressive programs.
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