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1. The giant nail

• Professor Judy Thornton of the University of Washington reports 
that when she was a student in Moscow, “…the small, blue metal 
lamp on my dormitory desk was so heavy it took two people to lift 
it. The lamp base had been filled with lead …”

• The problem of grossly heavy products was not limited to the lamp 
industry, however. Professor Thornton tells of a cartoon that 
appeared in Krokodil, a popular weekly magazine, in which the 
entire staff of a plant is shown carrying a single giant nail out of 
the factory.

Task:

1. Predict the basis on which the quota of the lamp factory was set
2. Try to complete the caption
3. Predict the change in the cartoon picture if the caption read, 

“Well comrade, I see that our quota is measured in finished 
units this month”
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“Well, comrade, I see that our quota 

is measured in _________ this 

month.”
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2. The unfinished apartments

• It was common in the Soviet Union for very showy dedication ceremonies 
to mark the opening of new buildings, housing, and other major 
constructions. Consider the following description of what went on behind 
the scenes as the official acceptance committee came to celebrate the 
completion of a new apartment building in which some of the bathtubs had 
been stolen.

• “‘…the construction superintendent …was triumphantly showing the 
official acceptance committee around the first stair landing … and he did 
not omit to take them into every bathroom, too, and show them each tub. 
And then he took the committee to the second-floor landing, and the 
third, not hurrying there either, and kept going into all the bathrooms –
and meanwhile the adroit and experienced [laborers], under the leadership 
of an experienced foreman plumber, broke bathtubs out of the apartments 
on the first landing, hauled them upstairs on tiptoe to the fourth floor and 
hurriedly installed and puttied them in before the committee’s arrival.'” 
(11-12)

Task:
1. Why are building officials willing to go along with the scam?
2. Why were the workers?
3. Why are apartment owners still willing to move into them?
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3. The broken light bulbs

• The following anecdote circulated in the United States in the late 1980s 
and seems to have come from the experiences of Americans traveling in 
the Soviet Union.

• In the streets and informal markets of the city, there were vendors of light 
bulbs and they often had significant numbers of buyers. At first glance, this 
wasn’t surprising, as any visitor who had entered a Soviet building could 
easily see that light bulbs were apparently in short supply. Entryways and 
stairwells were often quite dark, and when light fixtures were in evidence, 
they almost never had bulbs. So, it didn’t seem strange to see people 
buying light bulbs – until, that is, the observer discovered that the people 
were buying light bulbs that didn’t work. The bulbs often looked normal 
enough, but usually the filament was broken and the bulb had burned out. 
Even more amazing is that the customers seemed to know and accept that 
the bulbs wouldn’t work. When asked why he was purchasing broken light 
bulbs, one Soviet citizen seemed puzzled that the American observer 
would ask, and responded, “Well, to take them to work, of course.”

Task:
1. Why are people buying broken light bulbs?
2. What are the differences between how Soviet workers “pay” for working 

lightbulbs and how American workers pay for them?
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