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Polish W o rk e rs  F ig h t R evis ion ist L ine Part 1

Which Way Out for Polan
This is an edited version o f a major article that appears 

in the forthcoming issue o f The 80s, theoretical journal 
o f the Communist Workers Party. Part 2 will follow in
the next issue o f Workers Viewpoint.

Dennis T. Torigoe

T he thousands of workers who downed tools and 
took over the Lenin Shipyard in Gdansk last July 
began a workers’ movement that has reverberated 

far beyond Poland’s borders. Workers and bourgeoisie, 
communists andcapitalists pondered what it meant for 
workers to rebel against a government run supposedly for 
the workers. In many ways, it echoed the debate at the 
beginning of the Cultural Revolution in China over a 
decade ago.

Were the workers in Poland going berserk, threatening 
anarchy and the overthrow of the system (and thus mak
ing Soviet invasion “ necessary” ) as some opportunists 
say? Or was it a result of the accumulated revisionist lines 
and policies of the leadership of the Polish United 
Workers Party (PUWP)? And most important of all, 
how to begin resolving the serious problems of Poland?

Polish Workers Strike to Protest Food 
Prices—The Fourth Time Around

The recent strike wave is the fourth major workers’ 
protest in Poland’s postwar history. Previous strikes oc
curred in 1956, in 1970 and again in 1976. Never before, 
however, has the strike wave swept so many workers into 
the movement as in this past year. And never before have 
the workers been able to form and maintain as powerful a 
workers’ organization as Solidarity, the independent 
union born out of the struggle.

Marxists around the world are asking: “ Is it terrible or 
is it fine?” Some revisionists, like those in Line of March, 
a sect divorced from class struggle, call the Polish 
workers “ reactionary,” demanding that the Soviet Union 
militarily intervene and “ save socialism.”

But Marxist-Leninists don’t sidestep the truth. The 
roots of the Polish workers’ revolt are deeper than a few 
“ hooligans” or “ anti-socialist” elements. The real basis 
lies in the revisionist lines and policies of the leaders of 
the PUWP and the Polish government it leads, par
ticularly the lines they followed in handling the relation
ship between the party, government and the masses after 
World War II. This profoundly affected how the PUWP 
reacted to the economic dislocations of the country.

As Lenin said, “ A political party’s attitude towards its 
own mistakes is one of the most important and surest 
ways of judging how earnest the party is and how it 
fulfills in practice its obligations towards its class and the 
working people. Frankly acknowledging a mistake, ascer
taining the reasons for it, analyzing the conditions that 
have led up to it and thrashing out the means of its rec
tification—-that is the hallmark of a^serious party.” 1 

As we will show through examining the history of the 
PUWP, it is just this refusal to make thorough-going

self-criticism and rectification that has deepened their op
portunism and forced the workers to rebel. Instead of 
correcting wrong lines, especially weak mass line, party 
leaders have tried to protect their positions, breeding 
careerism and giving rise to a stratum of bureaucrats. 
And as they tried to justify their opportunist positions, 
the situation got worse and worse. This vicious cycle has 
backed the PUWP into the corner it’s in today.

The workers had no alternative but to rise up. There 
was absolutely no other way to turn the situation around. 
And clearly if the workers had not risen up, the future 
would have been literally out of control, giving the im
perialists an opening to step in and take over. As the for 
the present, we think that as long as the Soviet Union 
does not intervene, the future for the Polish workers is 
definitely bright and will strengthen the socialist system 
in Poland.

The Vicious Cycle of 
PUWP’s Revisionist Line

The problems facing the PUWP stem in part from the 
way it came to power in Poland. Before World War II, 
the Polish communist movement was very weak and in 
1938 the Polish Communist Party was dissolved. 
Reconstituted during the war, it was part of the overall 
resistance movement but was one of the smallest parties 
in Poland.

The key to the communists’ coming to power was the 
Red Army’s liberation of Poland from the Nazi oc
cupiers. Aided by the Comintern, the Polish communists, 
then called the Polish Workers Party, began extensive 
work among the masses. Party membership grew rapidly 
as area after area was liberated.

But the road to power for the Polish Communist Party 
was not easy. Though backed by the Red Army and the 
Soviet Union, its standing among the Polish masses was 
far from consolidated. It still faced much larger anti
communist forces in the country, including the Home Ar
my, the largest of the anti-Nazi armed forces directed by 
London exiles. It was only after a bloody civil war lasting 
over three years that the armed resistance of the Home 
Army and other anti-communist guerrillas was smashed. 
The war cost thousands of lives on both sides.

The history of the PUWP’s taking state power brings 
into sharp relief the fallacy of “ exporting revolution,” a 
line held by the Soviet revisionists today. Because it had 
not been necessary to establish the party’s moral authori
ty among the masses prior to the seizure of state power, 
this problematic task existed in the period after. Most of 
all, the PUWP had not had to deal seriously with winning 
over and keeping the majority of the masses on its side. 
That is the problem of a deep and thorough-going 
understanding of, and ability to implement, the mass 
line. Even now, the PUWP still has not been able, or 
refuses, to deal with the question seriously.

To see the effects of this revisionist line in the PUWP, 
we must begin with events in 1956. At the Stalin factory

in Poznan, workers walked off the job demanding higher 
wages, setting off a chain of events which led to the rise 
of Gomulka four months later.

Right after the Poznan walkout, the party leadership 
opportunistically blamed an imperialist plot. However, 
as Gomulka himself summed up, “ The workers of Poz
nan were not protesting against people’s Poland, against 
socialism, when they came out into their city streets. They 
were protesting against the evil that has become so 
widespread in our social system and which touched them 
so painfully, against distortions of the basic rules of 
socialism, which is their ideal... .The clumsy attempt to 
present the Poznan tragedy as the work of imperialist 
agents and agents provocateurs was politically very 
naive.”

With these lessons in mind, Gomulka set out to find a 
“ Polish road to socialism.” Two important measures 
stand out from that period—the establishment of 
workers’ councils and the decollectivization of 
agriculture. Both of these highlight the fundamental 
problems of Poland in the 1980’s, some 25 years after 
Poznan.

The Rise and Fall of Workers’ Councils

T here was a spontaneous demand of the masses for 
more opportunities to supervise the leadership of 
the management and the party. Trade unions 

under PUWP leadership did exist but the demand for 
workers’ councils showed clearly the masses did not see 
them as representing the workers’ interests. Nor did they 
serve as the “ schools of communism” Lenin described.

Whether the workers’ councils were a correct form or 
not is not the question here. In any case, the PUWP 
began to oppose them and then took administrative 
measures against the workers’ councils. The first step 
curbing the power of the workers’ councils was the in
struction to the trade union organizations to fight them. 
By the spring of 1958, Gomulka had announced plans for 
legislation to reduce the status of workers’ councils and 
the plans were enacted into law in December. Thus by 
1958, Gomulka himself had forgotten what he had called 
“ the painful lessons” of the Poznan.

As Lenin through bitter experience of the early years of 
Soviet power learned, “ .. .One of the greatest and most 
serious dangers that confront the numerically small Com
munist Party which, as the vanguard of the working 
class, is guiding a vast country in the process of transition 
to socialism (for the time being without the direct support 
of the more advanced countries), is isolation from the 
masses, the danger that the vanguard may run too far 
ahead and fail to “ straighten out the line,” fail to main
tain firm contact with the whole army of labour, i.e., 
with the overwhelming majority of workers and peasants. 
Just as the best factory, with the very best motors and 
first class machines, will be forced to remain idle if the 
transmission belts from the motors to the machines are 
damaged, so our work of socialist construction must
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The Polish workers had no choice but to  rise up. The into lerable situation was the ac
cum ulated result of the revisionist lines and policies of the leadership of the Polish 
United W orkers Party.

meet with inevitable disaster if the trade unions—the 
transmission belts from the Communist Party to the 
masses—are badly fitted or function badly. It is not suffi
cient to explain, to reiterate and corroborate this truth; it 
must be backed up organizationally by the whole struc
ture of the trade unions and by their everyday 
activities.”

This extremely important truth returned to haunt the 
PUWP again and again in the decades following Poznan.

Faced with this crisis, the PUWP removed Gomulka 
from the position of First Secretary and replaced him 
with Edward Gierek, a coal miner’s son elected to the 
party’s Political Bureau in 1959.

Gierek’s Opportunist Policies 
— From Bad to Worse

The strikes of 1970 also brought home with a 
vengeance the fact that Poland’s economy had a massive 
contradiction. Throughout the 60’s the economy as a 
whole grew at a brisk 6% pace based on the development 
of a number of industries. But the peasant-dominated 
agricultural sector based on small private plots was clear
ly beginning to drag the economy back. The attempted 
price adjustments of 1970 indicated that.

The choices open to Gierek upon his rise to the first 
position of First Secretary were clear—either deal with 
the agricultural problem head-on and start taking the 
necessary steps, painful as they were, to rectify the situa
tion; or sidestep it and take the path of least resistance.

At that point, it was clear that the worse sin the PUWP 
could commit would have been to do nothing at all on the 
agricultural question—which is essentially a peasant 
question. Collectivization seems to be seen as a deadly 
threat by the Polish peasants and the government. If in 
fact there was widespead collectivization, there probably 
would be massive distress that would mean greater food 
shortages and more workers’ revolts.

But the PUWP had to act, whether it instituted a step- 
by-step cooperative and commune movement based on 
concrete local conditions—as China did in the 50’s and 
60’s or another version of the NEP under Lenin, with 
further unleashing of market forces and the polarization 
of the peasantry, including the expansion of the kulak 
class. It was clear, that the condition of Polish agriculture 
was creating both economic and political dislocations on 
a massive scale. No long-run solution was possible 
without solving this problem. And half-steps 
only made it worse.

Under Gierek’s leadership, the PUWP committed the 
opportunist sin—it sidestepped the question. After the 
1970 strikes, Gierek was forced to rescind the price in
creases and lower them to the pre-1968 level. He removed 
a few top level leaders of the PUWP, including a number 
of Political Bureau members, and replaced 12 out of 18 
provincial party secretaries. The replacement of people, 
however, was incidental. The main thing was that the line 
remained revisionist.

Without dealing with the fundamental underlying pro
blem of agriculture, Gierek tried to cool out the workers’ 
resistance by creating more consumer goods. This treated 
the symptoms of the problem without getting to its basis. 
It only put off the problem to the point where it exploded 
with ever greater ferocity.

Basically, Gierek gambled with the Polish economy. 
Fearing them he failed to explain clearly to the workers 
and the masses the scope and extent of the problems the 
country faced. Instead of mobilizing the masses to deal 
with the problems, he lied to them and tried to cover up 
he contradictions.

1976 — Revisionists Do It Again
The economic problems, especially the crisis in 

igriculture, forced the government again to try to raise 
food prices in 1976, They raised meat prices 60% and 
sugar 100%. On June 28, 1976 workers in the cities of 
Ursus and Radom went on strike, occupying party offices 
tnd paralyzing the railroads. In the end, the government 
escinded the price increases but 20 people lay dead and 
nany were arrested.

removal of the leadership that occured in 1956 and 1970. In
stead, the revisionist PUWP leadership tried harder to cover 
its tracks. This represented the growth of opportunism.

At the Dec. 1976 Central Committee meeting the 
PUWP decided to put more funds into subsidizing the 
low prices of agricultural products and into the produc
tion of consumer goods in general. In the long run it 
amounted to doing nothing; in the short run it meant dry
ing up investment and running the economy into the 
ground.

Most important, however, was the line basis of the 
Polish revisionists’ actions. They were treating the Polish 
working class essentially like a bunch of animals. The 
revisionists refused to explain to them the economic and 
political dislocations the country faced, deeper than even 
five years before, repudiating the incorrect line and 
policies they held and removing those responsible 
—primarily Gierek himself. Nor did they have the guts to 
call on the Party and advanced w-orkers to lead the strug
gle for the purging of the revisionist line and make the 
sacrifices necessary to turn the country around. Instead 
of a vitally necessary concentric attack in all 
spheres—political, organizational, ideological and 
economic—to deal with the problems, the revisionists 
took short-sighted pragmatic measures to cool the 
workers off. Some of this was necessary. But it did not 
deal with fundamental problems.

The Severe Economic Dislocation 
in Poland Today

Because of these problems, since 1975 the Polish 
economic picture is one of steady deterioration. 
Agricultural production shrank every year except 

1977. National income, industrial production and invest
ment have all declined. In 1979, for the first time since 
the formation of the People’s Republic of Poland, na
tional income actually dropped, with industrial produc
tion growing only 2.8%. Investment in the economy 
dropped 8.2% from the previous year (which dropped 
.2%) and agricultural production dropped 1.4%

Agriculture in Poland is now clearly a disaster area. In 
1980 food production fell an estimated 300 million tons. 
Trying to make up for it, the Polish government had to 
import 1,000 million tons of grain, some 400 million tons 
over the previous year. One observer noted that Poland, 
now the largest food importer in Europe, ‘‘is never more 
than a shipload away from agricultural crisis.”

Because Poland is not self-sufficient in feed grain, 
there will be distress slaughter of livestock if the govern
ment cannot raise the necessary foreign exchange to buy 
feed. Lack of foreign exchange—caused the Poland’s 
tremendous debt and interest payments on Western 
loans—has already caused massive cutbacks in Common 
Market butter imports and led to shortages.

Tightness in the meat supply sparked the strike waves 
in 1970, 1976 and this past year. One of the reasons why 
the government has to raise meat prices last year was the 
tremendous expense of subsidizing food costs. These 
have averaged $2.12 billion annually, a full 20% of the 
government’s budget. In an attempt to cut these costs, 
the government kept prices stable in state-owned store^ 
while reducing quantities of meat available. At the sam^ 
time, they allowed the prices in the commericial markets 
to rise. Since July, prices for the best meats have doubled 
Beef went from $1.15 to $2.27 a pound, smoked ham 
from $1.30 to $2.50 a pound. These price rises, on top of 
shortages, fueled the latest storm of resistance from the 
Polish workers.

Why the Brezhnev Doctrine 
Would Bring Disaster

There are two Soviet divisions stationed inside Poland 
and today tens of thousands of Warsaw Pact troops are 
at Poland’s borders. As everyone knows, they are poised 
to invade Poland if in the eyes of the CPSU leadership 
things get out of hand.

The precedent for violation of Poland’s sovereignty is 
the Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia in 1968. At that 
time the infamous ‘‘Brezhnev Doctrine” was coined. 
This according to the Soviet revisionists, gave them the 
right to intervene at will anywhere socialism is ‘‘threaten
ed.” According to this line, which represents a social- 
imperialist policy, socialist nations have only a “ limited 
sovereignty.”

It is under this concept of “ limited sovereignty” that 
the Soviet revisionists justify invading other countries in 
Eastern Europe. Not only is it another example of the 
revisionists’ great-nation chauvinism, it is a concept in 
fundamental opposition to the interests of socialism in 
the era of imperialism.

In essence, the Brezhnev doctrine represents a revi
sionist programmatic cover-up of the source of the pro
blem—all in the name of “ imperialist plots.” It 
sidetracks attention from the internal basis of the pro
blem—the revisionist line inside the PUWP and in fact 
justifies the lack of thorough-going self-criticism and rec
tification in practice.

The line of “ limited sovereignty” also represents out- 
and-out opportunism in the relations between socialist 
states.

Just as important, in the era of imperialism, the fight 
against imperialism is tightly linked to a socialist state’s 
foreign policy. This includes relations between socialist 
states based on mutual assistance and proletarian interna
tionalism, the support of national liberation struggles 
and countries’ independence and the policy of peaceful 
coexistence. The imperialists are driven by their economic 
systems to constantly violate the sovereignty of other 
countries in order to export their capital and find new 
markets and sources of raw materials. The socialist policy 
of peaceful coexistence between countries with different 
social systems exposes the imperialists who can never 
follow this policy. The imperialists are the ones who 
never uphold the principle of sovereignty of all countries 
and look for any excuses to violate countries’ in
dependence.

The concept of “ limited soverignty” in fact undercut 
the socialist foreign policy of peaceful coexistence and 
the Soviet revisionists have in fact helped the imperialists 
off the hook.

Line of March has stated that to oppose the right of the 
Soviet Union to intervene in Poland is to negate the 
liberation of Eastern Europe from the Nazis by the Red 
Army and the People’s Volunteers from China in the 
Korean War. This is shameless sophistry. Where are the 
fascist armies in Poland? Where are the U.S imperialist 
troops invading the country? This is nothing but another 
attempt to prove themselves better flunkies to the revi
sionists of the CPSU than the CPUSA—over the bodies 
of Polish workers.

If the Soviet Union did invade Poland—under 
whatever pretext—it would utterly destroy the PUWP’s 
chances to regain its moral authority. It would play right 
into the hands of the reactionaries and imperialist agents

continued on page 13
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The Mean Decade
Beginning with this issue, we welcome David 

Armstrong as a regular contributor to the Workers 
Viewpoint. His column, American Journal, is run in 
a diverse group o f 30 alternative and college papers 
around the country.

David Armstrong

I f the 1970’s, with its preoccupation with self, 
was the Me Decade, the 1980s, following the con
servative obsession with reversing the gains of the 

past 50 years for the disenfranchised, may go down 
in history as the Mean Decade. Both impulses — get
ting yours, and keeping others from getting theirs — 
are selfish. But* while the fashionable selfishness of 
the seventies took the form of apolitical withdrawal, 
the eighties are shaping up as a time to lash out.

With Ronald Reagan’s punitive budget, mean
ness is being written into law. The natural world is to 
be cut and burned for profit, food stamps denied to

hungry people, affirmative action stalled, public 
legal services dismantled, funding for the arts 
squashed, Social Security wounded, perhaps fatally. 
Reagan’s attack on Social Security is a direct viola
tion of his campaign pledge to maintain the system as 
a “ safety net” for the elderly poor. That promise, it 
turns out, is worth about as much as a 1981 dollar.

Why, even corporate executives claim they are 
being squeezed by inflation. According to a survey by 
Ernst & Whinney, a New York accounting firm, over 
half of a group of execs with average yearly incomes 
of $88,000 complain that their standard of living is 
declining. Twenty-three percent say they are tighten
ing their belts at home and on the job. You do 
wonder how they get by.

In reality, the Reagan administration is a 
government of the rich, by the rich and for the rich, 
and has been so since day one, when the mink coats 
and top hats crowded Washington for the Inaugura

tion. Not since the mean-spiritied Republican trium
virate of Harding, Coolidge and Hoover has privilege 
been so nakedly enshrined in the White House.

No one who has truly followed Reagan’s career 
as governor of California and stump speaker for 
General Electric should be surprised at the swiftness 
and thoroughness with which he has turned the ship 
of state to the right. Post-election assurances by 
myopic seers like James Reston of the New York 
Times and the Washington Post’s David Broder that 
Reagan would prove to be a moderate compromiser 
once he reached Washington have been shown to be 
transparently false. The president is as he has long 
been: an ideologue of the far right.

In theory, conservatives such as Reagan oppose 
high government spending and extensive government 
regulation. In practice, as the early months of the 
Reagan administration have demonstrated, conser
vatives oppose only certain kinds of government 
spending and regulation. Military spending — let’s 
not call it defense, no one is attacking us — is at an 
all-time high. Budget cutter David Stockman has ask-

continued on page 14

...F ren ch  E le c tio n
continued from page 16

mulated and the masses pick them up, 
they will learn through their own ex
periences that if they want a better life 
they must get rid of the old order.

This is the lesson of the Russian 
Revolution. The Russian workers and 
peasants did not consciously fight for 
socialism. They fought for peace (and 
end of World War I), bread and land 
to the tiller. After advancing these 
demands and being disappointed by a 
succession of reformist governments, 
they revolted under the leadership of 
Lenin and the Bolsheviks. Through

their quest for their demands they 
learned that only a government headed 
by the Bolsheviks could satisfy them.

Unite to Hang

Communists can draw many lessons 
from the French presidential race. Mit- 
terand’s election shows the importance 
of finding the transition or approach to 
socialist revolution, as Lenin said. The 
vote for Mitterand and his program is 
one indication of the masses’ ferment 
and is one indication of what they de
mand. He must put up or shut up, so to

speak. It matters not that Mitterand is 
a reformist and that in all likelihood he 
has no intention of carrying out his 
promises. The election results are a 
stop on the French masses’ leftward 
course and is part of their political 
schooling.

Genuine communists must assist this 
political awakening in every way possi
ble. Communists must support these 
demands, explaining all the while that 
they are unachievable under capita
lism. And communists must support 
whoever articulates these demands.

In this case it means supporting Mit
terand. But it must be done in such a 
way that the workers and oppressed 
become clearer about the extreme 
limitations of capitalism and the 
sellout nature of the reformists. With 
each and every demand, Mitterand 
must be held accountable for his ac
tions. In short, he must be supported 
as a noose supports a hanged man, as 
Lenin said. This way the workers and 
oppressed get drawn into the fight and 
become clearer on what they want and 
how to get it. □

NOW AVAILABLE
A documentary film on 

the Greensboro Massacre

RED NOVEMBER. 
BLACK NOVEMBER

"Finally, after all the months of distortions, after seeing Jim and my other friends fumed into faceless ideologues and ter
rorists, and so many things they weren't, finally there is something that begins to tell the story. I hope everyone sees this film. It's 
all there: it's angry, it's thoughtful, it's beautiful, it's tragic and ugly; it's hopeful, it's even funny. But most of all, it's about real 
human beings fighting and dying for something they believed in. And it's about what those deaths mean for all of us.''

Signe Waller, 
widow of Jim Waller, 
killed Nov. 3, 1979

"The government always wants its victims to remain faceless, nameless. That way, it's easier for people to write off the years 
of unjust imprisonment, the shattered families, the ruined lives, even the murder of innocent people. RED NOVEMBER, 
BLACK NOVEMBER makes sure those people who were killed on Nov. 3, 1979 will be remembered as husbands, friends, 
fathers, brothers and sister. The American people must see that this tragedy belongs to all of us, not just those who lost someone 
they love. As long as we don't speak out and fight against this kind of thing, who knows who will be next?

I expected to be depressed by RED NOVEMBER, BLACK NOVEMBER. I expected it to be a eulogy for the dead. But it's 
really a film for and about the living. It's very hopeful. I hope everyone who feels 'overwhelmed' or confused or depressed 
sometimes about where this country is heading has a chance to see this film. It has a lot to say that we need to hear."

Anne Sheppard, Wilmington 10 Defendant,
Present Co-convenor of the Triangle 
Area Greensboro Justice Fund Committee

For rental information write: REELWORKS, INC., 39 Bowery, Box 568, New York, N.Y. 10002
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... P o la n d
continued from page 8
inside Poland. The Line of March revisionists blast the 
PUWP and the Polish masses for “ nationalism.” They 
resort to national nihilism to cover their support for the 
social-imperialist policy of the Soviet Union. The utter 
stupidity of this line is clear: in fact a Soviet invasion 
would arouse anti-Soviet nationalism to levels unseen in 
Poland’s history.

One argument the Line of March makes for saying that 
the Polish workers’ movement is reactionary concerns the 
role of the Catholic Church in Poland. An estimated 80% 
of Poles consider themselves Catholic and the Church has 
extensive organization in the country. Lech Walesa, the 
recognized leader of Solidarity, considers himself 
Catholic.

The truth is that the Catholic heirarchy, including Car
dinal Wysznski, has been calling on the workers for 
“ moderation.” In early December, according to Time, 
the Church called for “ internal peace,” citing a “ threat 
to the freedom and statehood of the Fatherland.” A 
Church spokesman, the Rev. Alojzy Orszulik, later 
criticized the “ noisy and irresponsible statements which 
have been made against our eastern neighbor,” and singl
ed out Jacek Kuron, a leading dissident, for censure.

The Church knows very well that whatever its 
ideological influence, it is weak politically. Government 
control over the church is extensive, with the power of 
veto over church appointments to key posts. Though the 
government refrains from attacking it openly—which 
would be politically incorrect as well as fuel the fire of 
resistance at this point—the government control of 
resources and the threat of repression keeps the church in 
check.

Lech Walesa and other leaders of Solidarity have been 
using the contradiction between the church and the 
government as a bargaining chip. As Solidarity is barely 
beginning to get organized, this is definitely correct. 
Solidarity has to use everthing it can to protect its own ex
istence.

A Soviet invasion, as called for by the Line of March, 
would prevent any real rectification of the revisionist line 
of the PUWP leadership. As one PUWP member said, 
“ There are a lot of people who are going to lose their fur 
coats and Mercedes cars. They will do anything to restore 
the status quo—even welcome the Russians.” If the 
Soviet Union in league with the revisionists do succeed in 
crushing the workers’ movement, what would make the 
revisionist leadership change their line? Why would they 
even have to bother? □
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