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Crisis and Renewal
in the Socialist Homeland

o interrelated processes appear to be
at work today in Eastern Europe, the
Soviet Union, and China. The first is politi-
cal, the other economic. Together they
have plunged the socialist homeland into
a deep crisis which threatens to nullity
their socialist characteristics, and cast
doubt on the viabitty of soclalism as an
alternative to capitalism.

On the political front, the total control
and supervision of the State by the com-
munist party has been decisively chal-
lenged by citizens movements demanding
greater freedoms previously associated
only with bourgeois democracies.
Freedom of the press, right to free as-
sociation, right to travel and to change
residence, freedom of speech and expres-
sion, etc., have become the bywords of the
democracy movement In these places.
The first casualty In the struggle is often
the very existence of the communist party,
and not just its political dominance.

Also threatened are the socialist State’s
control of the economy, and the wisdom
of centralized planning itself. Here, the
pressure for change has resulted from the
stagnation of the State-run economy, and
the restiveness of the population who have
had enough of chronic long gueues for
scarce consumplion goods. Centralized
planning, together with all the rigidities as-
sociated with it, has produced a phleg-
matic ecanamy. Excessive bureaucratization
of the production system has encouraged

the manipulation of the quata system,
and provided fertle breeding ground for
graft and corruption. Under a commandist
system, economic rationality and efficiency
have been sacrificed at the atar of party
prerogatives.

When Mikhall Gorbachey came [0 power
in the Soviet Union, he attempted to
defuse the incipient crisis by introducing
glasnost (openness) as a new political at-
titude, and perestroika (restructuring) as a
solution to the persistent problems of stag-
nation and underproduction. Glasnost was
meant to accommodate dissenting voices,
while perestroika was intended to inject
life into the ossified structures created by
over-centralized State planning.

The need to free certain areas of the
economy from central State regulation had
been recognized in China much earier. Its
apen-door policy enabled foreign multina-
tional companies to gainaccess to both s
labor force, and, to a limited extent, its
market. The introduction of  special
economic zones, the encouragement of in-
dividual enterprise In certain economic
spheres, as well as the aggressive promo-
tion of tourism as a source of foreign cur-
rency, were key elements in the
modernization of the Chinese economy
over the last decade.

innovations  in  the economic sphere
were not. however, accompanied by any
loosening of the political system. The grip
on the State by the Communist Party
remained tight And while liberal ideas




from the West sntered Chinese society via
tourism and the program of sending
Chinese students to universities . abroad,
the State remained staunchly authoritarian
angd reprassive.

While changes were being slowly intro-
duced in China and the Soviet Union, the
situation in Eastern Europe was deceptive-
ly quiet. Timidity, rather than inventiveness,
characterized the political style of the com-
munist leaderships in these countries.  In
the main, they embraced their role as politi-
cal appendages of the Party in the Soviel
Uniar,

But outside the Party and State circuit,
there was already audible  grumbling  from
below, Poland was first to make this dis-
content heard. Under the |eadership of
Solidarity, Polish workers openly defied the
leadership of the communist party, firmly
challenging the latter's claims to represent
the Polish working class. Citizens mave-
ments had also begun to form In the rest
of Eastern Europe; impelled basically by
the crisis that was destroylng the State-run
seonomy, and eroding the credibility and
legitimacy of the Party leadership.

Dissident voices, however, were kept in
check by fear: fear of the secret police and
of the Soviet tanks that were known his-
tarically to intervene in Eastern Europe
whenever the local communist leaderships
were under siege, Owvercoming this fear
became possible when Gorbachey
declared that the Soviet Unicn shall never
again interfere In the political affairs of fis
Eastern European allies. Fiom Poland 1o
East Germany to Romania, he had seaon
the growing resemtment of ordinary peoplo
against the privileged State and Pany
autocrats who maintained a firm grip on all
aspects of everyday existence in the name
of socialism.

Gorbachev's pranouncements were vilal
lo the legitimation and expansion of the
peoples’ movements. They opened the
possibility for critics to attack the inefficien-
cy of the State bureaucracy and the cor-
ruption and tyranny within the Party, while
professing loyalty to the ideoclagical
frarmework  of socialism. The enemy was
declared to be Stalinism, a set of practices
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and Institutions which developec aud ac-
quired some rationale within the cuitext of
economic underdevelopment and a hostile
global environment, but which has since
hecome anachronistic,

The encouragement from the. Soviet
side, though essentially more passive than
active, was enough 1o release a torrent of
frustrations which had become sharper and
more powarlul through the years primarily
because of the influsnce of global
glectronic media. East German cilizens
openly mocked their State-run television
station, buying themselves special anten-
naes that allowed them to tunein on the
far more attractive and  superior
programs  shown on West  German ™
channels, In the process, they became
spectators to, and later participants in, a
global democratic movement that chal-
lenged and swept dictatorlal regimes out
of power by sheer demonstration of the
people's will on the streets and plazas.

They saw ordinary people from Mania
to Bejjing, from Pakistan to Chile, pour
their hearts out before TV cameras. In an
instant, these struggles became their own.
Truly, the world has never been smaller,

Even the US was caught flal-footed by
these rapid developments. America con-
tinued to read world events from the out-
dated perspective of a bipolar world - a
world permanently divided by superpower
rivalry,  Accordingly, it made feehle at-
tempts to undermine Soviet Influence in
Poland by promising akd to the latier In
exchange for a firm commitment to  en-
courage the growih of the private sector.
It wat farthest from s expectations 1hat
the more powerful momantum for change
wiould be generated lrom the very center
of the Saviet Union itself, and under the
leadership of a man It had earier dis-
missed as just another Party bureaucral,

Perhaps it is just as well that the United
States could hardly claim any credit for the
changes now sweeping Eastern Europe
For, while the US media attempt to portray
these changes as testimony to the trivmph
of capitalism, it is quite clear that the im-
pulse for renewal comes from the socialist
community itseil,
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It is important to bear this in mind as
American, West European, and Japanese
investors start to assess the prospects of
penetrating key sectors of the Eastern bloc
economies. The pressure is towards the
large-scale privatization of State-run
enterprises. These potential fareign inves-
tors know that there are no domestic
private entrepreneurs in these countries
who have enough capital to take over
State companies. Therefore, privatization
can only mean transnationalization.

Today, almost everybody concedes the
inevitability of the spread of individual
enterprises and private ownership of the
means of production in many areas of the
economy. Privately-run and owned small
and medium-sized enterprises have be-
come, in the words of Czech Marxist
Peter Uhl, "almost a technical necessity".
But the privatization of giant State
enterprises is a totally differemt matter.
Even the most democratically—inclineg
workers are asking whether the only alter-"
native to State control is foreign contral
and ownership. This is uppermost in the
minds of workers who jealously guard their
gains in terms of improved working con-
ditions and living standards. They axpect
their situation to become better, not worse.
And it is difficult to imagine how they
could effectively safeguard their interest
when the big enterprises become
privatized under foreign hands.
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The debate has often been represented
as a choice between private ownership
and social ownership, betwesen private
enterprise and State enterprise, or batween
the market and central planning. Perhaps
these are simplistic choices, Even before
the collapse of Stalinist regimes in East-
ern Europe, there has been a growing ac-
ceptance of the necessity of allowing the
market to expand, and of encouraging
family initiatives and medium-scale private
enterprises. The question is whether the
ideals of free choice and consumer power
must be won at the expense of social
BejUiLy.

It would be suicidal for the warking
classes of Eastern Europe if, in the name
of democracy, they should allow market
demands to completely dictate production
and djstribution, The superiority of
socialism over capitalism has always been
premised on its recognition of the primacy
of human needs over purchasing power.
The moment there is capitulation on this,
then we can truly say that capitalism has,
indeed, triumphed.

The challenge to sociallsts in these
societies that are breaking free from the
Stalinist mold is clearly to evolve models
of workers self-management suitable for
the big Stale-run enterprises, if they wish
to arrest the decline of the democracy
moverment into a capitalist venture,
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