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Gorbachev through Polish eyes
Zbigniew M Kowalewski, a
former leader of the left
wing ol Solidarnosc now
living in France, talked to
Martin Thomas about
Gorbachev's reforms in the
light of Polish experience,
and about the basic
problems of the Stalinist
societies.

Before 1980 you saw the bureaucracy in
Poland as a nev) exploiting clnss, but then
you became convinced that Trotsky's
theory of the bureaucracy ds an unstable
group, with the vices of a ruling class but
without its historic role, was more ac-
curate. LVhy?

Before my activity in Solidarnosc I had
little contact with the working class and
with social relations in industry. I had a

rather ideological approach to the pro-
blem of the social relations in Poland and
the other countries of Eastern Europe.

What struck me when I went into the
factories, as part of the Process ol
building Solidarnosc in which I par-
ticipated, was a very strong impression
that the bureaucracy was external to the
'immediate process of production', to use

the classical term of Marx. The
bureaucracy was a social entity very alien
to the process of production; it tried to
control this process but achieved only a

feeble control.
The workers themselves had quite a

high degree of control over the labour
process, even though their control is com-
pletely atomised. It is obviously not con-
trol by the working c/ass, but control by
individual workers or small groups of
workers.

The other thing that struck me was that
the labour process was different from
what I knew of capitalist society. Work
did not proceed in a continuous, regular,
almost automatic way, but discontinuous-
ly, and extremely irregularly. Production
did not proceed with a more or less

automatic rhythm, but was constantly in-
terrupted and had ups and downs. The
workers had to work very hard at the end
of the plan periods - the month, the
quarter, the year, the five years - and
work was slower at other times.

That was the second aspect which raised
the question for me: what is the
bureaucracy? It confirmed the impression
that the bureaucracy was something exter-
nal, that it had no proper socio-economic
base. It was not an agent of the process of

production. Under capitalism, the
representatives of capital and the workers
are agents of production, but in Poland
there was only one agent of production,
the rvorkers.

Nevertheless Poland has industrialised
quite rapidly since the Second World
Il ar. I|'ho has organised this in-
dustrialisation, if not the bureaucracy?

That's a very complicated question' But
I think that industrialisation is possible
without a real ruling class in power. Dur-
ing that industrialiation you may have the
impression that there is a new ruling class
and the bureaucracy plays a necessary
social and economic role.

But it's important to look at what hap-
pens after this initial period of in-
dustrialisation - which maY be im-
pressive - as regards the role and the
social position of the bureaucracy. Then
you see all the negative effects of
bureaucratic management ' The
bureaucracy is a social group which acts as

a brake on social and economic develop-
ment and on increasing the productivity
of labour, i.e. the systematic introduction
of the material means necessary for higher
productivity, modern technology and so

on,
The great irregularity of the work in the

factories - and in the whole economy -
is an obstacle to the modernisation of in-
dustrial piant.

These facts make it clear that the
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bureaucracy is something external. It is

because it has no proper base in the rela-
tions of production that it is incapable of
managing economic development iii a

more or less rational manner. And if you
start off frorn ihis point where the
negative role c,f tlre bureaucracy is visible,
and then study the proiess of in-
dustrialisation, you can see that the
negative role is also present there, in the
process of industrialisation - the process
which gives an image of the bureaucracy
as a new class which is even progressive in
a certain sense in countries which have
been underdeveloped under capitalism.

The huge wastage, the irrationality, the
bureaucracy's inability to master the pro-
cess of production, are also present during
the period of industrialisat ion.

In your book 'Rendez-nous nos usines'
you write about a tendency to over-
exploitation of the working class in
Poland and Eastern Europe. How does
the bureaucracy impose this over-
exploitation?

With every tendency there are also
counter-tendencies. In Eastern Europe
there are two great contradictorY
phenomena at the level of the process of
production. The tendencY to over-
exploitation is very much linked to the lact
there is no progress in the organisation of
the labour process and there are big
obstacles to the introduction of new
technology - the bureaucracy tries to
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raise productivity by extracting more ef-
fort from the workers, by administrative
increases in labour norms. These increases
in labour norms may be linked to a sup-
posed improvement in the organisation of
work, or introduction of new technology,
but the modernisation has often been par-
tial or largely lictitious. The increases
come down to pressure to increase work-
ing hours, to do overtime, or to work on
two or three machines simultaneously in
place of one.

This pressure for over-exploitation cor-
responds to the mechanism of absolute
surplus-value under capitalism. It is
stronger in Eastern Europe than under
capitalism.

The other phenomenon is the capacity
of the workers to defend themselves
against the over-exploitation, through the
individual workers' control over their im-
mediate conditions of work.

It is difficult to have an overall picture
because lots of contradictory tendencies
operate. But you can see the results in the
long-term. For example, in my town,
Lodz, which is dominated by textile fac-
tories with women workers, you can see
the tendency to over-exploitation in the
streets. It is a town of women workers
who are exhausted, prematurely aged, and
sick.

It is often thought in the West that
work rates in Eastern Europe are more
moderate than in the West. It is true, on
average. But work rates in Eastern Europe
are irregular. Sometimes they are very
high, sometimes very 1ow.

Workers who systematically work at a
high rate adapt to it, or at least, most of
them do, and the rest are rejected by
capitalist production. But in a country
like Poland workers never get used to high
rates of work, so the effects of the high
rates ol work on their health, on their ner-
vous system and so on, are disastrous.

ll'hy couldn't the bureaucracy tolerate a
trade union organisation in the factories?

The bureaucracy is a group whose
social power is so brittle and whose roots
are so weak that it is impossible for it to
accept any sort of independent organisa-
tion of the working class.

The workers individually have a degree
of control over the means of production
rvhich they use. so il the working class is
not kept atomised - excluding even the
most elementary forms of organisation -collective control by the workers over the
means of production emerges very easily,
at least at the level of the factory.

The bureaucracy does not have a proper
social base for its power, and is obliged to
govern through the atomisation of the
working class.

Gorbachev's new measures obviously aim
to overcome the situation you describe, of
economic stagnation. Vlhat is your assess-
ment of these measures?

Gorbachev wants to modernise the

economy, and to eliminate blockages to
the application of science and technology
to production.

So a liberalisation for the scientific and
technological sectors is very important.
You can't modernise the economy
without freeing the circulation of infor-
mation and of new scientific ideas, and
allowing freer exchange of ideas, in-
cluding internationally. Gorbachev also
wanis to win over sections of intellectuals
to the regime.

But at the same time Gorbachev is pur-
suing a very traditional and Stalinist
policy towards the working class itself --taking administrative measures to
discipline the working class and make it
rvork harder.

It seems that the Brezhnev regime,
which was very conservative, adapted

'Gorbachev is pursuing a

very traditional and
Stalinist policy towards
the working class itself

- taking administrative
measures to discipline
the working class and
make it work harder... '
itself to the situation in the factories,
where work was done badly and a lot of
time was lost. Gorbachev's team wants to
change things.

On this level, I don't think Gorbachev
will succeed. I have read accounts of what
goes on in Soviet factories. In one factory,
for example, a very modern machine was
put in to monitor production. The
workers turned it round so that it was
bombarded by iterns coming olf the pro-
duction line. The bureaucrats responded
by building a wall to protect the machine.
They ended up by employing an old
woman to sit in the lactory and note down
the number of items produced. Sornething
very sophisticated was brought in to con-
trol the workers, but the whole thing end-
ed in the traditional way, with an old
woman keeping tally in a notebook.

You can't really modernise the
economy without completely changing the
method of control.

Many of Gorbachev's measures have been
in effect for a long time in Poland.

Yes. Many people in the West tend to
think too schematically that the Soviet
Union is the centre ol the Eastern bloc,
and that everything must go from the cen-
tre to the periphery.

But Poland in 1956 was the first coun-
try to enter the phase ol anti-bureaucratic
revolution, and after 1956 the
bureaucracy was forced to make various
efforts at reform. For example, all that is
being discussed in the Soviet Union about
economic reforms a degree of

autonomy for individual enterprises,
autonomy for managers, a bigger role for
market mechanisms - all these relorms
have been in operation in Poland for 30
years. And nothing has really been
reformed except that the bureaucracy ex-
ercises power in a diflerent manner.

In Poland we have seen that if you have
economic reforms combined with social
pressure it leads to a process of disintegra-
tion of the bureaucracy. The Polish
bureaucracy is much more disunited today
than in the past.

In the Brezhnev period in the Soviet
Union (1964-82), and the Gomulka period
in Poland (1956-70), you had a
bureaucratic centre which was capable up
to a point of maintaining a balance bet-
rveen the various bureaucratic interests. It
was a very conservative model of
bureaucratic rule, producing stagnation.

In the Gierek period (1970-80), one
bureaucratic interest group made itsell the
centre of the bureaucracy in Poland - it
was a group linked to certain sectors of
heavy industry. That provoked a terrible
struggle between the diflerent interest
groups inside the bureaucracy around the
sharing-out of investment funds, and ter-
rible imbalances in economic deveiop-
ment. Bureaucratic planning
disintegrated.

Jaruzelski's team wants to re-establish a
balance between the different
bureaucratic groups linked to diflerent
sectors of economic management, and an
autonomous political centre to control
this balance. But it is a very interesting
lact that this centre comes from other
sources than the traditional one. Essen-
tially, it does no' come from the party ap-
paratus. And the new centre has not
managed to control the different interest
groups. The process of disintegration of
the economy continues.

The Polish bureaucracy has already
tried different methods of constituting a
political centre. And each time, in the
long term if not in the short term, it has
failed. I think that Gorbachev's team will
not be able to achieve what it wants either.
It may unleash a struggle between factions
of the bureaucracy which is much more
open than today and thus open breaches
in society which let mass struggle develop.

At present I don't think the Corbachev
group is allied to a special interest group
in the bureaucracy. It is a group which has
a more intellegent, lucid vision of the
bureaucracy's overall interests. But one of
the possible dynamics for its developrnent
is for it to base itself on certain groups of
the bureaucracy linked to specific
economic interests. If that happened, it
would unleash a dynamic similar to what
happened under Gierek.

The bureaucrats linked to the Urals in-
dustrial sector seem to have acquired a lot
ol weight in Gorbachev's apparatus.

Workers' Liberty no.8 will include a translation ol the ac-
count o{ the struggle lor workers' control over food
distribution in Lodz from Kwalewski's recent book on
Poland ard Solidarnosc.'Rendez-nous nos usines'.


