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On December 13th, 1981 General Wojciech Jaruzelski 
declared martial law in Poland in a bid to crush the mili- 
tant movement of the Polish working class. The facts of 
the imposition of military rule and the resistance of the 
workers are’ fairly well known, so perhaps it would be 
beneficial to see how this state of affairs came about. 
Coming some 16 months after the historic mess strikes 

~ of August 1980, which ushered in a veritable revolution- 
ary situation, the General’s move was in direct response 

to a growing mood on the part of Solidarnosc militants 
for a final showdown, and increasing pressure from the 
Soviet Union to put an end to the “Polish disease’ once 
and for all. 

HOW IT ALL BEGAN 

In July and August of 1980 Polish workers met Gov- 

ernment-decreed price hikes on basic foodstuffs with a 
massive strike wave which culminated in the occupation 
of the Lenin Shipyards in Gdansk. That strike electrified 
the entire country, and soon strikers were sending their 
delegates to sit on the Interfactory Strike Committee 
(MKS) and broadcasting negotiations over loudspeakers 
to the workers assembled in the Shipyards. It was an un~ 
precedented exercise in workers’ democracy that inspired 
workers throughout the world and shook the bureaucratic 
rulers of the Eastern Bloc to their shoetops. 

But the signing of the Gdansk accords, which allowed 
for the formation of unions independent of government 
and party among other important reforms, did not end 
the struggle. During the next 16 months confrontations, 
strikes, and demonstrations were the order of the day as 

Polisk workers sought a way out of the economic crisis 
brought on by a combination of bureaucratic misman- 
agement and the crisis of world capitalism. The Polish © 

Government was in debt to Western banks and govern- 
ments to the tune of 21 billion dollars (now around 30 
billion), inflation was running at 16%, and production 
was down nearly 25%. In order to get out of the crisis 
the Government hoped to get the working class to shoul- 
der the burden by paying higher prices for consumer 

goods, particularly food, and by increasing productivity. 

But the Government and the party that ran it, the Polish 

United Workers Party (PUWP), had been so discredited by 
their association with Russia and their own past brutality 
in putting down strikes and demonstrations (1970-71, 
1976) that they were incapable of enlisting the workers 
in their austerity schemes. 

The Party then turned toward Solidarnosc, the inde- 
pendent union formed out of the strikes in August, to 

pull its cookies out of the fire. As early as October 1980 
PUWP Central Committee member Mieczyslaw Rakowski 
was advocating that the Government try to isolate Soli- 
darnosc militants by offering the union “co-responsibil- 
ity in the exercise of power” if it accepted the leading 

role in the Party. (Le Monde, October 8th, 1980) In addi- 

tion, Warsaw Party leader Henryk Szablak called on Party 
members to join the new unions and work to ensure their 
loyalty to the Government. (The Economist, November 
Ist, 1980) 

Of course this strategy of integration was greatly de- 

pendent on the ability of the moderate wing of Solidarity, 
led by Lech Walesa, to control the rank and file and keep 
the militants in check. Walesa and the Catholic Church 
were more than willing to go’along. The October 23rd 
London Times reported on a meeting between Party chief 

Kania and Cardinal Wyszynski, then Primate of the Polish 

Catholic Church, at which the Cardinal pledged to co- 
operate with the Government in the interests of security 
and peace. Also, a group of Solidarity advisers from the 

Club of Catholic Intellectuals (KIK) advised the union 
to co-operate with the Government and plant managers 
in the formation of joint worker-management commit- 
tees. (Wall Street Journal, September 22nd, 1980) 

For his part, Walesa, who is hailed in the Western press 
as a great labor statesman, agreed with the Government 
that sacrifices would have to be made for the good of the 
Polish economy. As reported in the AFL-C/O News of 
July 11th, 1981: “We are conscious of the fact that to 
find a way out of the present difficulties will require sac- 
rifices and self-denial on the part of every Pole, even 
though he bears no responsibility for our economic col- 
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lapse.’ Walesa could not see that there is no solution to 

this crisis within capitalism, and that only a revolutionary 
solution will work. 

WHAT WENT WRONG? 

What went wrong with the Government's strategy ? As 
a mass movement of nearly 10 million members which 

remembered its origins in the great strikes of August, 
Solidarnosc proved to be less tractable than expected. 

A significant section of the union was extremely jealous 
of the self-managed nature of the union and the auton- 

omy of its regional sections, and opposed the efforts on 

the part of the Walesa wing to increase centralization and 
discipline wildcat actions. Over the summer, strikes and 

demonstrations broke out in many areas over food short- 
ages and Government decisions to increase prices on some 

items as much as 110%. Wildcat strikes erupted in Lodz, 

Warsaw, Kutko, Sczcecin, Katowice, and Czestochowa 
under banners bearing legends like ‘’ The Hungry Will Eat 
the Authorities” and ‘Hungry of the World, Unite”. 
At the first Solidarnosc Congress at the end of September, 
large numbers of delegates denounced Walesa for the un- 

democratic way in which he had reached a compromise 

with the Government over the self-management issue and 
his opposition to strikes. In the end Walesa barely retained 
the chairmanship of Solidarity, with 45% of the delegates 

voting for his more-militant rivals., 

Following the Congress, another strike wave erupted 

in response to the deteriorating economic situation and 
reports that the Government was tonsidering issuing a , 
temporary ban on strikes and demonstrations. Twelve 
thousand women textile workers in Zyrardow occupied 
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The working class and the employing class have 
nothing in common. There can be no peace so long as 
hunger and want are found among millions of work- 
ing people, and the few who make up the employing 
class have all the good things of life. 

Between these two classes a struggle must go on 
until the workers of the world organize as a class, 
take possession of the earth and the machinery of 
production, and abolish the wage system. 

We find that the centering of the management of 
industries in fewer and fewer hands makes the trade 
unions unable to cope with the ever growing power 
of the employing class. The trade unions foster a state 
of affairs which allows one set of workers to be pitted 
against another set of workers in the same industry, 
thereby helping defeat one another in wage wars. 
Moreover, the trade unions aid the employing class to 
mislead the workers into the belief that the working 
class have interests in common with their employers. 

These conditions can be changed and the interests 
of the working class upheld only by an organization 
formed in such a way that all its members in any one 
industry, or in all industries if necessary, cease work 
whenever there is a strike or a lockout in any depart- 
ment thereof, thus making an injury to one an injury 
toall. — 

Instead of the conservative motto “A fair day’s 
wage for a fair day’s work,” we must inscribe on our 
banner the revolutionary watchword “Abolition of 
the wage system.” 

It is the historic mission of the working class to do 
away with capitalism. The army of production must 
be organized, not only for the everyday fight with 
capitalists, but also to carry on production once capi- 
talism shall have been overthrown. By organizing in- 
dustrially we are forming the structure of the new 
society within the shell of the old. 

DEESCEOCOOOOLODOOSOOOOLEOOGOOGOOOON. 

In Poland 
the works and declared that they felt that Solidarity lead- 
ers were not interested in solving the food crisis. (New 
York Times,-October 21st, 1981) Mgre'than 150,000 
workers in 400 factories in the province of Zielona Gora 
near the East German border struck to remove oppressive 
provincial-government officials, saying that the national 
leaders’ call for an end to the strikes was “‘stupid’’ and 

that they would “carry on no matter what they order’. 
(New York Times, October 25th, 1981) The wildcat move- 
ment forced the leadership of Solidarity to call for a one- 
hour general strike-for October 28th, but this failed to 
defuse the movement. By the end of October more than 
400,000 workers were on strike, 

The Government's response to the latest crisis was to 
dismiss Kania and replace him with General Jaruzelski, 
who was also Prime Minister and Defense Minister. The 
appointment of Jaruzelski to the post of First Secretary 
of the PUWP was designed both to reassure the moder- 
ates in Solidarnosc that the Government was still commit- 
ted to sharing responsibility, and to warn them that if 
they did not regain control of the situation, the use of 
force was also a possibility, 

By December the point had been reached where the 
Party was prepared to adopt an anti-strike law, However 

they were unable to assure a majority in the Sejm, so they 

abandoned the idea and opted for a military take-over, 
fearing direct Russian intervention if they did not act. 

Things were also coming to a head in Solidarity. A 
meeting of Solidarity’s national commission in Gdansk 

December 12th called for mass demonstrations to be held 
the following Thursday in defiancé of the Government's 
warnings against such actions. They also called for a ref- 
erendum to decide what type of economic and political 

system Poland should adopt. 33 
Early on Sunday morning, December 13th, the Army 

struck. In raids on Solidarity offices nationwide, thou- 
sands of union members were rounded up. By Wednes- 
day the number reported interned varied from 5,000 to _ 
45,000, depending on the source of information. Strikes 
and occupations greeted the declaration of martial law in- 
eight provinces. The Lenin Shipyards were occupied, as 
were steel mills in Katowice; 16 mines in Silesia were 
closed by strikes, and six were occupied; factories in Zie- 
lona Gora, Poznan, Wroclaw, and Krakow, and the Ursus 
Tractor Factory near Warsaw, the scene of violent clashes 

in 1976, were struck or occupied, “We are workers, not 
slaves’ declared the bulletin of strikers at Warsaw's Hutta 
steelworks. 

By the 20th most of these acts of resistance had been 
smashed by troops, with some dead and many injured. 
Under the threat of imprisonment or death, the workers 
took the strike on to the job. Reports are that very little 
is being produced. 

How long will martial law last? At this point it is hard 
jto say. A number of restrictions have been lifted and con- 
cessions have been made, in the form of special privileges 
and pay hikes for workers in particularly dangerous or 

unhealthy occupations, in the hope of buying off a sub- 
stantial number of workers. However it is quite possible 
that, if the passive resistance continues, the military rul- 
ere may have to restore trade-union rights and release 

some of those detained as part of the price of getting the 

factories back in production. 
The restoration of Solidarity's freedom of action may 

be that unlikely, since from the imposition of martial law, 
Jaruzelski pledged that the process of “socialist renewal” 
and democratic reform that was begun in August 1980 
would go on. If the Government has succeeded in de- 
stroying the militant wing of Solidarity, it is possible that 
the Government and the union could still do business. 

WHAT WAS IT ALL ABOUT? 

At base the struggle that emerged in the summer of 
1980 was a fight over who was to decide what was to be 
produced, how it was to be produced, and how it was to 
be distributed—the bureaucratic state or the working © 
class. The bureaucratic planning of the unpopular PUWP 
deprived the workers of any sense that what they were 

doing at work was in any way benefiting them. In fact 
there were plenty of proofs that their labor was merely 
benefiting the Party and Western bankers. 

This alienation exacerbated the economic crisis as 

workers sought to do as little work as possible, contrib- 

uting to the decline in productivity. They built Solidarity 

as a way of finding a solution to the crisis, but the nation- 

alism of Solidarity’s leadership and rank and file prevent- 

ed them from seeing the solution in international terms. 

They wanted to save Poland, and did not believe that the 

Polish army would move against them. (This illusion still 

persists, particularly among Polish-Americans, who are 

certain that the coup was pulled off by Russian soldiers 

in Polish uniforms.) 
The only hope for the success of the Polish workers’ 

movement was, and remains, that a similar movement 

will emerge in other countries—not only in the Eastern 

Bloc, but in the West as well. This inability to break free 

of nationalism and internationalize their struggle lay at 

the bottom of this latest—let’s hope temporary—defeat 

for the Polish workers. 
Mike Hargis








