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SELF-MANAGEMENT PROPOSALS IN POLAND: 1981*

Howard M. WACHTEL**

The Solidarity anovement, that emerged in Poland between the
summers of 1980 and 1981, was in the long tradition of spontaneous
worker movements towards more control over the fruits of produc-
tion efforts. The statement of this Polish labor movement fis mot ter-
ribly dififerent from those that preceded #t, dmrespective of whether
the movement ocoured in capfitalist Unfited States, state socialiist Cze-
choslovakia, or demoaratic socialist Chile. The essence of this state-
ment is that labor seeks influence over the production amd distribu-
tion of the surplus produced in the ecomomy. The problem in achfe-
ving this objective amises finst in the process of transition — the way
in which a sodiety can or cannot move from one set of institutional
arrangements that govern the production and distifibution of sunplus
to another.

This problem of tramsition is complicated in a coumtry like Po-
land because there are mo legitimately constituted means for moving
from here to there. The problem, of iramsition is mever am easy one’
but the Polish political-economic $ystem makes this evolution so diffi- -
ault that one wonders whether it can occur at all,

In this paper I will first sketch an amalysis of socialist econo-
mies that avill enable us to undewstand better ithe issues that arose
in Poland. Following ¢his I will present some proposals that were cir-
oulating in Poland in late summer of 1981 about a selfmanaged Polish
€Conomy.

L

At.a general level, we can envision all econmomiic systems produ-
cing both necessary things for subsistence for the reproduction of
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their laborers and a surplus. The easiest way to understand the con-
cept of surplus is to vWew it as the production of goods and services
in excess of the reproduction cost of labor (necessary subsistence),
modifiied to take account of some notion of sodial subsistence or cus-
tomary standard of living. Social systems can then be differentiated
on the basis of the human organization of production (work relations)
and the physical orgamization of produoction (i. e., the techniical rela-
tions of production). Property law defines the legal rights of diffe-
remt groups to the surplus.

The central mathodological problem is to analyze the relationship
between the production and use of the sunplus. The welationships sur-
rounding the production amd appropriation of surplus define both the
relations among classes and the distnibutional aspeots of the economy.
For example, in slave societies, slaves produce both their necessary
subsistence and a sunplus, but the sunplus is appropriated in a slave
sodiety by the slave-owner. The particular form of dncome distribu-
tion im a slave sodiety also derives from that social orgamization of
production in that the slave typically turns all of his product over
lo the slave-master. The slaveanaster then returns a portion of the
product to the slave as tthe slave's necessary subsistence and retains
the surplus for his own consumption and for other uses. Marx’s deve-
lopment of the labor theory of value and its attendamt theory of sur-
plus value wvas designed to expose the way in which surplus value is
produced and appropriated in a capitalist system, forming the class
relations between capitalist and worker. Marx formulated the cemtral
impontance of production and appropriation of surplus in this way:
(Capital, Volume I, p. 217).

The essential difference between the vanious economic forms of
sodiety, between, for instance, a society based on slavelabor,
and one based on wagedabor, lies only in the mode in which
this sunplusdabor is in each case extracted from the actual
producer, the laborer. (Bmphasis added.)

The question now aiises: Can this methodology and these analytical
categories of production amd use of surplus be applied to sodialism?

In every socialist country there remains the problem of produc-
tion and use of surplus. The process of socialist acumulation plays
a prominent role in ‘the development of sodialist economies since fits
material abundance can only result from acoumulation. And where is
the source of acoumudation if not from sumplus? Like any other sur-
plus, this socialist surplus derives from the faot that the production
process yields ouwtpufls in excess of the oustomary standand of living
needed to reproduce the population amd provide for a moderate rate
of growth in population. Sociallism, therefore, does not imply the eli-
mination of the production amd use of surplus for accumulation. That
being the case we can then begin to analyze socialism and its diffe-
rent fonmls as a system in much the same general methodological
tenns that other societies have been analyzed. Hence, thie focus of
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attention in this dissection of a sodalist system ds the study of the
produotion and use of surplus.

In socialist countmies there ds still a surplus which must be mobi-
lized for socialist constmiotion, How that socialist construction pro-
ceeds, what formys it assumes, and who benefits firom that construc-
tion depends mpon the way in which the sumphus is used and who de-
tenmines how the sumplus is to be mobilized. In pxindiple, as a so-
cialfist society matures, the comnirol over both the production and use
of sumplus resides in the vast numerical majority of the population
who establish genuine socialist democratic control over the comman-
ding heights of soatety.

Bvery socialist counfry has its ideology rooted in this important
principle — namely that the control over the production process and
control over the sumplus generated in that production process resides
with the divect producers of that surplus. Whether the ideology con-
formis to reality ds, of course, doubtful. But at this stage of the ana-
lysis such amomalies are not of central concem. Virtually every so-
cialist country has established its own umnique institutional apparatus
to implement #ts own fonm of control and distribution of the surplus.

IL

Tradittonal economics assert that people behave as atomized dndi-
viduals, optimizing their ecomomic position. Yet somehow society evol-
ves institutiional orgamizations in which collective dnteraction is the
norm rather than individual maximization. It ds this process that
formss the basis for the human organization of soclety and is the
foundation for am understanding of the process of smplus creation and
distnibution. Here neoclassical economics has a problem: Thalt theory po-
sits technical inputs into production organized by a fiom and out
pops outputs. The only institutional apparatus for collective lnter-
action in this model s the »finm« — an amorphous black box. No-
thing of great comsequence takes place there according to the neo-
classical model except for some definition of decision rules that enab-
les the finm to maximiize profits.

By way of comtrast the issues raised by Solidarity, issues that
are the core of amy movement for worker. selfmanagement, reside
preoisely #n the way in which production is onganized im the entenprise
and the structure of amles for distributing the sumplus produced. The
reasons for this should be obvious: the individual kmows tlrat his or
her economic potential is realized through collective interaction with
others in the production process; not by residing figuratively on an
individual island in which isolated maximization ocours.

It ds ouriouws how often this essential insight appeays and how
resistant neoclassical economists are to incorporating it énto their
models. Richard E. Leakey, the famous anthropologist and analyst of
human prehistory speaking about the eanliest fonms of gathering-

- huntimg societies, observes:
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With a division of responsibilities between people, and with
each person depending on every other for survival, then an
ability and a motivatiion to work toward the same objective
would have been an evolutionary dmperative. It would simply

be impossible to exploit successfully the wide range of
resources available to gathererhunters unless they

cooperated olosely together. Cooperation must be a very

basic motivation in human nature.}

When we turn to the Polish Solidarity movement these same
fundamenial human drives come to the fore. Centrally planmed state
sodiafist societies impose their own form of indiwidual jsolation, as do
market-capitalist sodieties. Individuals are divided from each other;
suspicion forms am artificial barrier to collective interaction. Frank
Tannenbaum, an analyst of Western trade union movements, has
wnitten:

In terms of the individual, the union returns to the worker
his ’society’. It gives him a fellowship, a part in a drama
that he can undersiand, and life takes on meaning once

again because he shares a value system comimon to others.

Solidarity can be wviewed as providing both that opportunity for
each Polish citizen to have a part in the drama and providing a means
by which workers can collectively have some dnfluence over the way
in which the surplus is produced and distributed. This is the back-
drop for mmdenstanding the specific proposals for self“management put
forward by Solidarity.

I11.

The collapse of the Polish ecomomy in the late 1970s is beyond
dispute. Its causes, also, generate little controversy. What to do to
restore the Polish economy, does however, generate heated debate.
Economists are like gemerals — always fighting the present baltles
with stiraftegies firom the previous war. Hindsight produces clear ans-
wers; the present is what causes us problems. Once Solidarily emer-
ged in August 1980, it could not evade its share of the responsibility
for economic performance and economic restoration.

Between August 1930 and August 1981, Solidarity amassed enor-
mous informal power with the Polish population. At the same time,
the formal levers of power remained with the government and the
Commumiist Party. The government had all the formal means of power
but none of the imformal levers of power which would enable it to

' Richards E. Leakey and Roger Lewin, People of the Lake (New York:
Avon Boois, 1979), pp. 110—111.

Bdwin 0. Wilson, The Sociobiologist, calls this "reciprocal altruism.”

. ? Frank Tamnenbaum, A Philosophy of Labor (New York: Alfred A.
Kmopf, 1951), pp. 10. ,
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move the economy forward. Solidarity, on the other hand, had all
the snformal levers of power, which it acquired through its mass popu-
lar support, but mone of the formal means of power. Thus avas born
the tragic stalamate that ended in martial law. The central point here
is legitimacy and power. Solidarity had the fommer and the govern-
ment the latter. The drama that unfolded in the late summer of 1981
revolved around whether the two combatants could merge their res-
pective strengths through negotiations.

The centerpiece of the Solidamity effort to bridge this contradic-
tion im Polish society was their proposal for self-managemient in the
enterprise. While not all of Solidarity’s leaders supp9rted this strate-
gy, over time it came io represent the majority sentiment within So-
lidadity. A selfmamnaged, deceniralized economy, it was 1101?6(.1, could
provide the incentive for labor to participate productively }n'the Po-
lish economy and restore production. In return for Solidarity's legiti-
macy, selfmanagement would confer a genuine sharing of fog'mal Po
wer witth the govermment and the Party in the economy. ]'3y so doing,
the proposal was seen as a bnidge between Solidarity’s informal po-
wer of legitimacy and the government's formal levers of power which
it exercised through the Polish state. Standing in the wings was the
Polish Communist Party which at this time appeared to be divided as
to which way it would go.

Although selfmanagement has been oritized from the night
and the left in academic circles, these cniticisms were really not rele-
vant to the Polish economy between August 1980 and 1981. Poland
was not dissimilar from an economy heavily reduced by war — only
jn this case there was no war. With production having fallen 20 to
25 percent in real terms, with paper cumrency debased to the point
where cigarettes were more valuable to have, and where hzflf—'d,ay
queues to purchase essenffials were becoming the morm, the ‘miceties
of academic debate about the effidiency (from the right) and the equi-
ty (from the left) of self-management were not terxibly interesting.
There was one amd only one clear objective: to restore the Polish
economy amnd its productive base. And this could only have been ac-
complished, I would contend, through some fonm of selfsmamaged eco-
nomy which would offer the incentlive for Solidarity members to roll
Up their sleeves and get back to work by institutionalizing shaﬂr‘ed
power. Moreover, it potentially could have demooratized’ the Polish

* economy amd society.

On this last poimt, Branko Horvat has wuritten eloquently about
the importance of selfananagement:

If univensal self-management ... is introduced to either
capitalist or statist socleties, it will gradually resoh:e. )
the old production relations and evenfually the disintegrating
system will have to be replaced by something more compatible
with the imstitution. By parficipating in management...
worlkers leamn in their daily Hves how to control their
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destliny, how to overcome fragmentation, how to destroy
anfiiquated hievarchies.? .

This is precisely what fightened the government and Party leaders
in Poland and the Soviet Unfion.

Iv.

Sell-management as a transitional strategy operates on {wo levels:
the economic and political. In Poland the process of economiic restora-
tion was fied to selfamamagement. By providing the missing political
legitimacy and the incentive for labor to contnibute productively, self-

managenment was seen as 'the critical measure among the majority of.

Solidarity. Other types of reform, it should be moted, involved impro-
vements in -the planming process along the lines of successful changes
that were imade in the Hungarian econony in the past two decades.
These reform proposals also had their adherents both awvithin Solidarity
and outside Solidarity. Many were serious proponents of reforms and
liberalization in Poland. They just happened 1o disagree with Soli-
darity’s proposals and tactics.*

Setting this set of reform proposals aside, self“management found
its support among those who wanted to see both an economic resto-
ration amd a political liberalization. Both results would flow from a
successful selfananagement system, its advocates claimed, as dnstitu-
tional change slowly eroded old ways of conducting economic and po-
Iitical affalrs dn Poland. .

In January of 1981, about six months after the August Gdansk
strikes, an Economic Refonm Comimission was constituted in Poland.
The preface to that document allided to the problemys of legitimacy
in Poland: ""The economiic [situation] is being aggravated by perma-
nent political conflicts between reform forces amd the old bureaucra-
cy...” (emphasis in onfginal)’.The essence of the Polish Reform Dranft,
as it was called, relied on the "Hungarian” solution — new forms of
decentralized planming, with greater use of marvket signals, with enter-
prises placed on a profiit<incentive structure, and with workers palid
parfly in relation to the economic success of their entemprise. Self-
management was alluded to but only with rather substantial amibi-
guiity. In principle, the reform proposals included commitments to
selfimanagement but how the entenprise direotor was to be appointed
and to whom the director ceported, avhat the role of self-management
was fin the enterprise, and how the decision-making procees would be

3 Branko Horvai, "Strategy of Transition"”, Economic Analysis and
Workers' Management, 14, 3 (1980), p. 321.

* The "Hunganian” model need nmot be seen as incompatible with de-
centralized selfmanagement.

5 Jimi Kosta, "Decentral Planning and Workens' Participation in Deci-
sioniMakiing: The Polish and the Czechoslovak Experience”, Economic Ana-
lysis and Workers' Managentent, 3, XV (1981), p. 389.
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integrated with the new system of decentralized planning was left
uite vague.t
: The ambiguity of the reform proposals gf J anuary 198_}dgr?dtxzrmvll\iy.
over the motls, produced enonmous frustration within Sol fn'ﬁcll'ty./i he
economy worsened. Reforms were not or could no{. be s-tai1 ed, I\ a.n}_l,
enterprises were spontaneously re‘org_?:nhzed as seK-man?gemSlr}¢1mesi
On July 13, 1981, a national meefing was coqvened in Lublin, caE
ling itself the Working Group for the I-rﬂtenrf:gmna"l Coo.pemhoxt‘ o
Worikers' Self-Mamagement. This was a meeting 'of reyresq?tat1ves
from Polish enterprises that had con_sﬁwwtec_l them;elves asd sse fq&mm:‘x—
ged bodies. It also had the panticipation of mft}el‘lecmlals and Soli amly
\members who were interested in pu'shm"g selfamanagemen-t prqpoga s
forward., Recall at this time that Solidarity as a n_zumo_na'l or—g.amza ion
~vas still divided between those who supported Solidarity ta};llxclg z; N;nlc;
re active leadership role in reform process azngl thosg (%1- e z;n
sa) who sought to distance themselves firom this dePaLe l-ﬁyrtz.ngunogt
that management of the economy was the government’s obligation,
a trade mnion’s. i
The Lublin meeting adopted a very militant set of proposals
which were aimed at pushing Solidarity’s leadership imnto a more ac-
tive posture in preparation for the Parliament’s del?mte over seLf‘-IAna- ,
nagement. The Lublin meeting advocated tlhe_. fo'nma:uon of a Congf.ess
of selfimanagement represemtatives. It took issue with the pace of re-
fonmn disoussions when it remarked that »the lﬁ'fg span of a whole ge-
neration will not suffice to complete the leglslam_ve Process.« In p‘la.ce.
of the stow pace of reform discussions, the Lublin meeting avr.gu'ed for
a »non-stop type of Parliament« and a process by which »self-mana-
gement reforms« would be incorporated into everyday life.
Instouctions were dssued to individual workers as to how .and
how not to conduct themselves within the selfmanaged entenprises.
»Don’t take upon yourself any direct form of mamagement/administra-
tion« without the full introduction of self-management. »]?emand a re-
pornt on the state of a given enterprise ... go over it with your ow:.rl
expents, If the management boycotts your demands, prepare a report
on your owm.« - o
The Lubin document blends Polish romanticism with syndicalism.
It sketohed tactical moves towards a self-managed z}nd 'self-go\:er?mg;
Polish society. As such it might be easy to dismiss — I.m',rm.cu?f}
among westenn academic econor\nﬁi‘sts. 'l\hat. wm_ﬂd ?e a mxslal\e., 10:
wever, since economic transformations of histoniical import alnxrajift_ lal
ve their roots in poltical consciousness. In the midst of politica

*Tbi 90—393. . L

111')131(111'5 pﬁﬁaiggmon frequently occurs in transitional srmamons.. lgorr:i
discussion. of how sponteneous self-management declarations ?cogrlc 'I\)n ’
or to and duning Allende's Presidency in Chile, see: Juan G. Ds‘pmoi';t E,‘hi-
Andrew S. Zimbalist, Economic Democracy. Workers Participation 1
lean Industry, 1970—1973 (New York: Academic Puess, Inc,, l97§.) don are

+ These quotalions and other information contained in this :se& loIﬂlLOl‘—
taken from the report and resolutions of the Working Group for t' 66 )
regional Cooperation of Worker Self-Management (Lublin, August 6, .
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upheaval, which would not exist without heightened consciousness, re-
form doocuments always produce a tenuous alliance between human
idealism and political-economic reality.

\%

- The evolving consensus towards some form of selfmanagement
duning the »year of Solidarity« culminated with the formation of the
Commission for Economic Reform organized by the Politburo of the
Goverment Presidium in July 1981 and the subsequent legislation adop-
ted by the Polish Parliament shontly thereafter. The Reform Commis-
sion affitmed the puinciples of selfsmanagement for realizing the par-
ticipatiion of workers in government. It declared that »selfgovernment
bodies are an essential element of socialist democracy.« Belween Ja-
nuary and July of 1981, when the first and second seform commissi-
ons produced reports, selfmanagement gained support.

The primciples adopted by the Reform Commission became embo-
died into legislation adopted by the Pamliament in the Fall of 1981.
With rather substanbtial detail, this legislation outlined how selfma-
nagement was to proceed in the workplace. The workers' councils we-
re to have jumisdiction over the implementation of economiic plans in
the enterprise, appointment and wecall of directors (aithough this pro-
vision provoked perhaps the most controversy and confusion sub-
sequent to its legislative enactment), relations with other enterprises,
and so on. Left unanswered was the issue of the role of planning ver-
sus markets in a selfmamaged Polish economy.

Sheduled to go imto effedt in October of 1981, the law mever did
— herdin lies the climax of the Polish tragedy. On paper, the legisla-
tion appears to give Solidarity what it needed to proceed with econo-
mic reforms. However, lacking imternal cohesion and distrustful of
the authorities, Solidanity could never agree to move from its con-
firontational mode of behavior to one of implementing what appeared
to be meamfingful political and economic reforms. On the other side,
the government and the Party were equally divided over whether it
really wanted to move forward with these economic reforms. With
Solidanfity continuing to confront the authorfities, the faction that wan-
tedd to sauttle the reforms and deal swmmanily with Solidarity was
provided a golden opportunity. Lurking in the background, of course
was the Soviet Umion whose 1ole in this stalemate can only be sur-
mised.

VI

Whether there could ever have been.a meanimgful process of eco-
nomic reform dn Poland, in light of the coumtry's Mistonical and geo-
graphical ciroumstances, is itself an open question. However, failing

to develop unity around these legislated reforms, Solidarity coniribu-

ted to its owm suppression by granting credemce to the hard-line view
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within the Party and government that Solidarity was more a ;ull)mi;
of trouble-makers than reformers. When this stalemate ap‘p‘earen eorc‘
within Solidarity, and between Solidarnity and the authorities, ti
form movement's fate was sealed.

Received: 31, 1, 1984
Revised: 6. 2. 1984




