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Why Perestroika?

By Sunil*

Perestroika and glasnost have be-
come favourite topics of discussion
in even the most fashionable bour-
geois circles. It is reported that Am-
bani, the upcoming comprador
tycoon, is even planning to ‘‘sell”’
Gorbachev on Indian TV! Bour-
geois analysts have triumphantly
seen the ‘‘historic defeat’ of com-
munism and the victory of capitalist
profit-seeking competition and the
democracy which goes with it in
Gorbachev’s rise to power. At the
other end of the spectrum, neorevi-
sionists like Deng’s chelas [disciples
— AWTW] have been enthused by
the return of a ‘““human look social-
ism”’ and ‘‘Leninist’’ norms. As for
the old-time revisionists like the
CPM and the CPI, they are once
again in a fix. As usual they are
faced with the nasty task of
fabricating explanations which
justify both Gorbachev and their
own positions of the past. And as
usual the bourgeois politicians have
found it a good weapon to ridicule
them.

In this whole debate, all the par-
ticipants have been very careful to
avoid any mention of the critique
and exposure of the capitalist nature
of the Soviet Union made by Mao
Tsetung more than two decades
ago. Obviously, even mentioning

* From the Indian Marxist-Leninist
newspaper Mass Line, September
1988 - January 1989

this is risky for them because peres-
troika is no longer just an internal
development in the Soviet Union —
today it has been elevated, along
with all its other features, into a
weapon of the bourgeoisie through-
out the world to attack and discredit
revolution and communism. Hence
it is in their interest to cover up the
nature of the development which
had already taken place in the
Soviet Union since Khrushchev
seized power. It is in their interest
to present the recent developments
in the Soviet Union as a break with
socialism initiated by Gorbachev
alone.

But this is far from true. Apart
from the unbroken continuity of the
capitalist content of Gorbachev’s
reforms from Khrushchev’s time
onwards, even the measures he is
proposing, such as the maximisa-
tion of profit as the central goal of
economic activity, giving free play
to market forces to ensure this and
using capitalist cost accounting
methods and reforming the price
structure to support this measure,
all date back to the 1960s. Hungary,
in the Soviet bloc, has already im-
plemented such measures long ago
and has ““progressed’’ to such an ex-
tent that income tax laws have also
been implemented — both to siphon
off a larger share of private profits
to the state and as a matter of po-
litical expediency. So Gorbachev’s
perestroika is not something entirely

new. It is a further unfolding of a
development process, a capitalist
process, fully inaugurated and
legitimised by Khrushchev. Yet it is
not just an extension of that process
and contains (or reveals) some new
aspects related to the internal struc-
ture of the Soviet economy and its
position in the global imperialist
system. Thus it is necessary to exa-
mine the question of why perestroi-
ka now, to fully grasp the internal
and external implications of Gor-
bachev’s restructuring programme.

The Crisis in Soviet Society

Over recent years the Soviet ideo-
logues have been very obliging in ex-
posing the crisis affecting all spheres
of their society. The rosy propagan-
da on ceaseless growth and develop-
ment has been sharply exposed as a
pack of lies. Gorbachev and his
coterie inform us now that growth
rates had declined by the eighties.
Scientific/technological develop-
ment had stagnated. The financial
situation had become tense with ex-
penditures overshooting revenues
regularly. The state had started rely-
ing more and more on boosting its
revenues through such means as li-
quor taxes which went up from 67
billion rubles in the eighth plan peri-
od to 169 billion roubles in the
eleventh plan! (These figures sym-
bolise not only lopsided revenue
raising methods but also the de-
generation of Soviet society over-
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all.) Gorbachev goes on and on but
we need not recount all he says. Ac-
cepting the crisis in Soviet society as
he states it, let us see the reasons he
advances for this. In the sphere of
economy, Gorbachev’s argument is
that ‘‘extensive’’ methods of de-
velopment have been the root cause.
By this, he means that instead of
trying to continuously improve the
technological level of industrialisa-
tion, Soviet planners have been
focusing on tapping more and more
of the abundant national resources
of the Russian empire and building
up more and more factories. He
counterposes this to his “‘intensive”’
method which emphasises growth
through upgrading technological
levels. Gorbachev targets centralisa-
tion of an omnipotent bureaucracy
as the chief culprit for this state of
affairs. It has stifled all enthusiasm
and initiative and has also become
a major drain on resources; the 18
million strong bureaucracy — one
official for every six people — ac-
counts for 40,000 million rubles per
year, whereas its ‘‘contribution’’ to
the national income is only 20,000
million rubles per year. Gorbachev
is concerned over the fact that the
enterprise managers are blocked
from maximising profits, as a result
of bureaucratic norms controlling
production. Along with this, the
bureaucracy also breeds and shelters
an all pervasive growth of corrup-
tion and black marketing.

Gorbachev does touch on some
of the factors underlying the crisis
in Soviet society, its lagging behind
the West bloc in science and tech-
nological development and its
failure to resolve its longstanding
agricultural stagnation. But he stops
short of examining why these fac-
tors have come to dominate. After
all, one cannot say that there has
been no ‘‘intensive’’ development
of the sort Gorbachev wants in the
Soviet Union. For example, the
U.S. bloc technologists generally ac-
cept that Soviet space technology is
a world leader. It has also built up
an efficient defence industry.

So the problem is not really one
of a lack of ““intensive’’ develop-
ment, as Gorbachev claims, but of
lopsided development. Then the
question of the bureaucracy is not
a new one. In the 1960s itself, a

number of measures had been im-
plemented by Kosygin as part of es-
tablishing the supremacy of profit.
The role of the plan had been cur-
tailed and its content had been
transformed into that of making
profit the main criterion of plan ful-
fillment. Why does Gorbachev have
to repeatedly stress all this even 20
years later? To understand the root
causes of the crisis in Soviet society
we must try to analyse the particu-
lar factors which have obstructed
the free development or implemen-
tation of the capitalist reforms of
the mid-1960s. The Soviet ideo-
logues have a ready answer: inertia
and lack of political will. But these
answers only expose the bankrupt-
cy of their outlook which forces
them to cover up material causes.
The bureaucratic structure and lop-
sided development continued to ex-
ist in the Soviet Union for so long
because it served the needs of the
new Soviet military class. These
needs were not simply related to
their position within the Soviet Un-
ion, but were given by the imperi-
alist role of the new Soviet
bourgeoisie. Hence to understand
both the failures of the capitalist re-
forms of the past and the accep-
tance of Gorbachev’s reform
package today, we must look at the
changes in the opportunities and
limitations faced by the Soviet bour-
geoisie in relation to the global im-
perialist system.

The Wolf at the Back Door

Gorbachev quite openly accepts
that the decisions of the 20th Con-
gress of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union (CPSU) held under
Khrushchev’s leadership had paved
the way for a ‘“‘new awakening’’ of
Soviet society. As we noted earlier,
Gorbachev’s reform packages and
his political views on international
and Soviet development are very
similar to those of Khrushchev. But
Khrushchev was quite unceremoni-
ously thrown out by the Soviet
leadership in the early 1960s. The
usual reasons given for this, even to-
day, are Khrushchev’s haphazard
methods of dealing with the
problems of Soviet society and his
‘‘adventurism”’ in international re-
lations. But apart from individual

characteristics, some deeper ques-
tions were involved.

When the new Soviet bourgeoisie
seized power in the late 1950s, it was
faced with a world situation where
U.S. imperialism dominated all the
lifelines of the imperialist system.
The Soviet bourgeoisie was too
weak to challenge this outright and
faced the task of building up its
strength without openly confronting
the U.S. This was the essence of
Khrushchev’s policy of ‘‘three
peacefuls’> — peaceful coexistence,
peaceful competition and peaceful
transition. In return for ensuring
that revolution was removed from
the agenda in the oppressed nations
and imperialist countries (ie, peace-
ful transition), the Soviet bour-
geoisie wanted an opportunity to
participate in the imperialist plun-
der along with the other predators.
But like all other capitalist powers,
it aspired to gain hegemony and also
had the task of seizing on the weak-
nesses of its rivals to penetrate the
neocolonies of the third world.
Hence within the ambit of collusion
with the U.S. bloc imperialists, the
Soviet Union used all opportunities
to widen its sphere of domination
and tried to assert its power vis-a-
vis the U.S. bloc. Within the neo-
colonies, it gave unabashed support
to the local reactionary regimes and
opposed revolutionary forces be-
cause the growth of revolutionary
national liberation movements
threatened to blow up its scheme of
“‘peaceful competition’’ to plunder
the oppressed nations. But this
phase of “‘three peacefuls’’ could
not last long. The appetite of the
Soviet bourgeoisie was growing.
Moreover, the heavy blows inflict-
ed on the U.S. imperialists by the
high tide of national liberation
struggles, with Vietnam in the fore-
front, created a new opportunity for
the Soviet ruling class to initiate the
change in its role from that of a
tame partner to that of an aggres-
sive contender. A new leadership
capable of projecting this role was
called for and Khrushchev had to go
as part of this shift.

The invasion of Czechoslovakia
in 1968 was the first open declara-
tion by the new Soviet bourgeoisie
of its imperialist plans. Simultane-
ously, the Soviet Union now came



out as a resolute friend of the op-
pressed peoples. As Mao put it
metaphorically, it was the wolf at
the back door trying to utilise the
struggle of the oppressed people
against U.S. imperialism and its al-
lies to penetrate and subvert the
liberation movements for its imperi-
alist ends. Along with this, more
and more emphasis was laid on
achieving parity with the U.S. in the
nuclear arms race, since this above
all determines imperialist penetra-
tions in the contemporary world.
This was the period of Brezhnev’s
doctrine of ““limited sovereignty’’,
when the East bloc countries were
firmly controlled as the support
base of social-imperialism and at-
tempts were made to incorporate
more countries through treaties (like
the Indo-Soviet treaty) and other
means into this bloc. The rapid
decline of U.S. imperialism, start-
ing from the late 1960s, as a result
of advances made by the revolution-
ary struggles in the oppressed na-
tions and the growing economic
crisis of the neocolonial structure
built up in the post-World War 2
period, gave abundant opportuni-
ties for the Soviet bourgeoisie to
make significant advances in its ag-
gressive designs.

The 1970s produced ‘‘detente’’,
an acceptance of peaceful coexis-
tence between the two blocs. But
this was qualitatively different from
the peaceful coexistence of Khrush-
chev’s time. Now it was a reflection
of the parity in nuclear weapons be-
tween the chieftains of the two blocs
and of the weakened state of the
U.S. imperialists. And the Soviets
were seeing this as a temporary
stage preceding their taking over the
position of the most powerful im-
perialist predator. In the 25th Con-
gress of the CPSU held in 1976,
Brezhnev arrogantly declared that
“life has refuted all inventions
about the freezing of the status
quo’’. Using the double speak of
““class struggle’’ for Soviet social-
imperialist contention and aggres-
sion, he stated that detente ‘‘does
not in the slightest abolish and can-
not abolish or alter the laws of class
struggle’’.

The Soviet bourgeoisie was riding
high in its wild ambitions. But
meanwhile the very measures it had
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adopted to take up its aggressive
stance had started to push it into a
deep structural crisis threatening to
subvert its capacity to realise its am-
bitions of conquering world hegem-
ony. Within the Soviet Union, the
striving to compete on equal terms
with the U.S. in the nuclear arms
race and build up a military strike
capacity laid a strong basis for the
growth and overriding role of the
bureaucratic-military combine, a
development which checked the
possibility of the free unfolding of
capitalist growth desired by the
Soviet bourgeoisie.

Consolidation of the
Bureaucratic Class

Gorbachev’s consolidation of
power has also seen a torrent of at-
tacks on Stalin. As a rule they are
far more obnoxious than those of
Khrushchev’s times and centre on
characterising Stalin as a blood-
thirsty, insane despot. But even in
the midst of the hate campaign the
Soviet ideologues steadfastly main-
tain the role Stalin played in de-
veloping the Soviet Union as an
industrial power. This contradiction
has nothing to do with a so-called
impartial, objective analysis. Rather
it is related to the fact that the very
way in which this industrialisation
took place prepared the breeding
ground for the growth of the Soviet
bureaucratic class. Even while Gor-
bachev loses no opportunity to at-
tack ‘‘command methods of
economic management”’ to which
the bureaucracy is accustomed, he
is careful to assert that at that time
“‘no other course could have been
taken’’.

The development strategy adopt-
ed under Stalin centred on a one-
sided emphasis on centralisation,
one-man management and a great
degree of dependence on material
incentives, The relations between
heavy and light industry and indus-
try and agriculture were not handled
properly, The tendency of equating
development in a backward econo-
my to rapid growth of heavy indus-
try led to a lopsidedness in which
agriculture lagged behind and was
squeezed to serve as a centre of ac-
cumulation for industrialisation.
These errors in economic affairs

were accompanied by political
shortcomings also. On the one hand
Stalin minimised and even denied
the continuing class struggle in a so-
cialist society. On the other hand,
this objective reality, which assert-
ed itself throughout the struggle to
transform Soviet society, could not
be ignored and was dealt with by
relying more and more on the state
apparatus. While the task of con-
tinuously raising the political cons-
ciousness of the masses was
sidetracked, the role of the state ap-
paratus and the bureaucracy kept
on growing. (Stalin later on admit-
ted the existence of class struggle.
But this realisation was not based
on an overall evaluation of the past
errors.) Without denying the isola-
tion of the world’s first socialist
state, without denying historical
limitations and the tremendous
achievements of the Soviet Union
under Stalin’s leadership, it is neces-
sary to recognise that the path of de-
velopment followed by him was not
“‘the only possible one’’ and that it
reflected serious errors in outlook
and method. The fact that Mao had
to settle accounts with this path as
part of his struggle against the
capitalist roaders in China is
notable.

The bureaucratic class which
emerged in the Soviet Union during
the pre-Second World War period
consolidated its grip in the war peri-
od. As soon as Stalin died it
emerged into the open and usurped
power. As a class it was faced with
a contradictory situation. The exist-
ing state-economic structure, rid of
its proletarian content, suited the
bureaucratic class because it en-
sured its prime position and domi-
nation. But the need to develop the
economy on capitalist lines, firmly
establishing profit in command, in-
evitably called for reforms. This
contradiction has been a main topic
of debate within the Soviet ruling
class since Khrushchev’s time. The
immediate need of this class to es-
tablish its hegemony on a world
scale ultimately decided the out-
come of this debate.

Though from concerns totally
contradictory to those faced by the
Soviet leadership under Stalin, the
new Soviet ruling class was faced
with a situation where it too had to
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catch up with the Western imperi-
alist bloc, and particularly with the
U.S., in the shortest time possible.
Since its concern was that of becom-
ing capable of imperialist conten-
tion and domination, this urgent
task was primarily concentrated in
the military field. Material and hu-
man resources were concentrated
for a rapid build-up of the military.
This situation was only outwardly
similar to the one faced by the new
Soviet state under Stalin in condi-
tions of imperialist encirclement.
Now, the re-establishment of an ex-
ploitative system meant that a weak
economy had to support not only
the need to boost up a specific sec-
tor but also generate surplus to sup-
port the parasitic needs of the new
ruling class. The particular position
of the Soviet Union exacerbated this
situation even more. Unlike imperi-
alist powers like Japan or Germa-
ny, it could not benefit from any
large influx of foreign capital. The
nature of the bloc it controlled
made a high degree of centralisation
inevitable. To be a superpower it
had to be the sole power within its
bloc. The contradiction between
satisfying the demands of a rapid
pace of militarisation mainly on its
own and the comparatively weak
economic base ultimately meant a
continuation of forced accumula-
tion and check over the necessities
of the other sections and the mass-
es. The bureaucratic structure had
to be maintained and even strength-
ened further. The reversal of the
1965 Kosygin reforms, which to a
large extent resembled Gorbachev’s
plans, was determined by this.

Inner Barriers to Growth

The Soviet ruling class could suc-
ceed in its ambitions to achieve su-
perpower status, but at a heavy cost
which intensified the contradictions
in Soviet society. (Incidentally, in
evaluating this period Gorbachev
once again reveals the continuity of
interests of the bureaucratic class.
He is all praise for the achievement
of nuclear parity which symbolised
the emergence of the Soviet Union
as a superpower, though he is criti-
cal of the very command methods
of economic management that
made it possible!) The growth of the

bureaucratic class and its parasitic
feeding on the surplus of society en-
gendered the widespread growth of
corruption and black marketing.
Since property is public in the for-
mal sense, private appropriation in
the normal capitalist form is also le-
gally impossible. Corruption and
the utilisation of state property for
private gain was the only form in
which this problem could be
resolved. The extent of this specific
form of surplus appropriation, in-
evitable in a bureaucratised state
which maintains a socialist facade,
is enormous. According to recent
estimates of a leading Soviet
economist, Tatyana Koryagin, the
illegal economy in the Soviet Union
is worth nearly U.S.$ 145 billion.
Fifteen to 20 years ago it was esti-
mated to be around U.S.$ 8 billion.
(Times of India, 15 August 1988)
The unavoidable growth of corrup-
tion perpetually affected the capac-
ity of the Soviet rulers to direct the
economy as they wished. The un-
derstatement of production capaci-
ty and exaggerated demands for raw
materials by Soviet factory
managers has often been noted by
critics of the Soviet system.
Bureaucratic and unscientific
methods of planning and fixing
production targets and the effort of
factory managers to play safe by en-
suring plan implementation through
reporting lower capacities is no
doubt an important reason under-
lying this state of affairs. Since the
management bonus was linked to
fulfillment and overfulfillment of
targets given from above, the
managers had all the more reason
to resort to this practice. But apart
from this, understatement of
production capacities is also linked
to the utilisation of unstated capac-
ity and excess raw materials for
production and marketing in the
black economy. In other words, the
specific form of private appropria-
tion possible in Soviet society laid
its stamp here also.

The growth of a parasitic class
and the generalisation of corrup-
tion, or the appropriation of legal-
ly social property for private gain,
as the specific form of private ex-
ploitation, found its reflection in a
collapse of moral standards, the
growth of a cynical rob-as-you-can

attitude and degeneration of the rul-
ing class itself. The mode of surplus
appropriation of its individual
agents was increasingly coming into
conflict with the capacity of the
class as a whole to manage and de-
velop the economy to suit its imperi-
alist ambitions.

In a capitalist society the
capitalist’s ceaseless drive to in-
crease his profit drives him to ac-
cumulate, invest and continuously
develop the productive forces. This
is given by capital’s ‘“...necessary
tendency, since it strives limitlessly
for surplus labour, surplus produc-
tivity, surplus consumption, etc.”’,
as Marx put it. (Grundrisse, p. 413)
(This essential characteristic of cap-
ital appears as the competition of
many capitals in a capitalist socie-
ty, forcefully reminding the
capitalist of the needs of capital as
an exploitative relation.) Thus his
private appropriation and the cons-
tant drive to increase it is also at the
same time a spur to expand the
economy. The transformation of
the Soviet economy into a state
monopolist one has brought in its
wake capitalist values of personal
aggrandisement and competition.
This competition is manifested at
the level of production associations
and departments in the form of con-
flicting demands on a greater share
and control of state resources. But
while increased exploitation and ap-
propriation by various sections of
the bureaucratic class, as each tries
to be more capable of competing
with the others, will be a spur to ex-
pand production, private appropri-
ation, which is basic to every agent
of an exploiting class, does not have
any such role in Soviet society. It is
solely oriented to consumption. One
may point out that the production
bonuses of the factory managers
and so on form precisely such a link
between personal gain and the ex-
pansion of production. But this
state-legitimised form of appropri-
ation can hardly compete with the
best possibilities for ‘‘illegal’’ gain.
And once individual gain is sancti-
fied and profit is put in command,
one cannot expect an agent of ex-
ploitation to make a moral distinc-
tion between the different forms of
appropriation open to him.

While the heavily bureaucratised



state monopolist structure damp-
ened the dynamic of economic de-
velopment and induced the growth
of trends which constantly upset its
planned expansion, the rapid build-
up of the defence and related sec-
tors intensified the lopsidedness in
the economy. Gorbachev admits
this in one of his speeches: ‘... what
I saw (at Baikonour Soviet space
launch centre) offered a striking
contrast that had grown acute in the
past few years, between develop-
ment levels in different branches of
the Soviet economy... the gap origi-
nated for objective reasons. The
state had to concentrate its
resources in particular fields so as
to resolve the most crucial tasks at
once. These included development
of heavy industry, consolidation of
the defence capabilities of the coun-
try and attainment of military pari-
ty with the United States....”’
(Soviet Review No. 23, 1987, p. 24)
This lopsided fixing of priorities in-
tensified the existing problems of
stagnant agricuitural growth. While
there was a spurt in grain produc-
tion in the 1960s, it has remained
stagnant ever since. The demands
for grain had to be met by imports
entailing an outflux of foreign ex-
change. Constraints on the
resources position, in a context of
overall decline of economic growth,
were sought to be overcome by ex-
porting the rich natural resources of
the Soviet Union on a larger and
larger scale. (Even now oil, gas and
electricity account for 46.5% of
Soviet exports.) This in turn
brought about exorbitant outlays
for building up the fuel and energy
branches, thus introducing new
aspects of lopsidedness.

The lopsidedness in the economy
as a whole was also reflected in the
growing unevenness and division of
labour between the different nation-
al republics in the Soviet Union.
While modern industry was concen-
trated in the European nationalities,
the Asian ones have mainly re-
mained as producers of raw materi-
al. The growing conflicts this gave
rise to were papered over during the
Brezhnev period by giving a free
hand to the bureaucratic class in
these nationalities to enrich them-
selves by all means and heavily sub-
sidizing consumption needs.
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These internal barriers to growth
were manifested in the stagnation
and decline of the Soviet economy.
In the 1960s there was a spurt in
growth induced by some of the par-
tial reforms and the concentration
of capital in the form of production
associations which dominated
different industrial sectors. But
from the 1970s the barriers to
growth started to make their
presence clearly felt. According to
the estimates of a Soviet economist,
Aganbegyan, the growth of national
income between 1978-1980 was just
2% and during 1981-1985 the na-
tional income did not grow at all.
(Hindu, 6 September 1988) The
decline of the Soviet economy was
seriously coming into conflict with
its capacity to expand its global
domination.

External barriers

By the late 1960s, the Soviet Un-
ion had started to push out aggres-
sively, utilising the decline of U.S.
imperialism. It heightened its polit-
ical and economic grip over the East
European countries and made sig-
nificant headway in penetrating and
consolidating its position in some
crucial Third World neocolonies
like India. Using the banner of sup-
porting national liberation strug-
gles, it penetrated and subverted
them to achieve domination in An-
gola and Mozambique. By the late
1970s, the social-imperialists had
started dropping such indirect
methods. They resorted to open ag-
gression and intervention, either
directly or through proxies. The sta-
tioning of Cuban and East German
troops in Angola and Ethiopia, the
Vietnamese aggression in Kam-
puchea and finally the Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan were examples
of this. This was a time when the
weaknesses of social- imperialism
were also being revealed, even while
this aggressive thrust was growing.
For example, despite gaining domi-
nation in a country like Angola,
previously under Portuguese con-
trol, the Soviet imperialists were
forced to accept the continuation of
a significant role for the U.S. bloc
in the exploitation of its natural
resources. The economic crisis hit-
ting its satellites in East Europe

forced them (and also the Soviet
Union) to go in for larger and larg-
er doses of loans from the U.S.-bloc
controlled International Monetary
Fund (IMF)/World Bank (WB) as
well as private bankers. Yet the
rapid advance of Soviet hegemony
served to play down the implica-
tions of such developments. The
contradictions of social-imperialism
burst out with full force following
its invasion of Afghanistan.
Afghanistan became a vicious
trap for the social-imperialists just
as much as Vietnam had been one
for the U.S. For the first time, they
were meeting head on with the fierce
resistance of an oppressed people.
Crushing this resistance became a
key question for the social-
imperialists because the capacity to
enforce their writ in the oppressed
nations ultimately determined
whether the ambition of gaining
world hegemony could be realised
or not. In the process, the lopsid-
edness within the Soviet economy
further intensified, as seen in
Poland where the capacity of the
social-imperialists to throw in their
armed force to crush rebellion with-
in the satellite countries of East Eu-
rope was itself seriously hampered
and the *‘socialist ally’’ mask which
they had successfully exploited till
then was severely damaged. At the
same time, for the U.S., the Afghan
developments established the effica-
cy of hitting back at their rival by
using its own tactics of penetrating
and subverting the liberation move-
ments of the oppressed people.
While the Soviet bourgeoisie tried to
face up to this serious challenge, its
positions in the third world at large,
even in countries like India, were
being eroded by the growing crisis
of neocolonialism as a whole.
Neocolonial relations which de-
termine the shape of the world
economy at present came into being
at a time when the U.S. was the sole
hegemonic imperialist power. Dur-
ing the past decades this position of
the U.S. has deteriorated to a great
extent, but present-day neocoloni-
al relations and key institutions such
as the IMF and the WB which regu-
late them still bear the stamp of the
past. The social-imperialists’ lack of
access to such institutions forced
them to direct their penetration via
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bilateral state-to-state relations and
special treaties. The Soviet bour-
geoisie had established the IBEC in
the 1960s and the IIB in the 1970s,
with the ambition of promoting
them as key institutions of its
finance capital in contention with
the IMF and WB. But they re-
mained limited to the Soviet bloc
countries and also proved to be in-
effective in replacing the role of the
IMF/WB within this bloc itself. The
limitations of the neocolonial rela-
tions which the Soviet bourgeoisie
tried to build up under its exclusive
control were fully revealed with the
crisis it faced. It was still out-
matched by the U.S. bloc. When the
global neocolonial crisis hit the
Third World in all its severity, neo-
colonies which were mainly within
the Soviet orbit were forced to
gravitate towards closer economic
ties with the U.S. bloc, via the
IMF/WB restructuring programme.
This shift necessarily led to a
weakening of the political influence
of the Soviet imperialists. The eco-
nomic crisis within the Soviet Un-
ion itself prevented it from stepping
up with its finance capital and keep-
ing such countries firmly within its
fold.

The Response

The internal and external barriers
to the realisation of the Soviet bour-
geoisie’s hegemonistic ambitions
had started to express themselves
with all force by the 1980s. From a
position of unchecked advance it
had now reverted to a position of
desperately struggling to retain the
foothold it had secured in the neo-
colonial system. And it was becom-
ing quite clear to the Soviet rulers
that the defensive struggle could
only weaken its position. Decisive
action was called for. Thus the
1980s saw the rapid growth of im-
perialist rivalry even while the con-
tradiction of the imperialists as a
whole with the oppressed people in-
tensified ever more and expressed it-
self in numerous revolts and
upsurges. The crisis of the social-
imperialist system could not (and
cannot) be resolved through inter-
nal measures limited to the Soviet
Union alone, since this crisis was the
result of its transformation into an

imperialist power. It was a crisis of
the state monopoly capitalist system
there. But due to the external fac-
tors we have already mentioned, the
social-imperialists also could not
fully draw on the hegemonic bloc
they had already built up to even
mitigate this crisis, The question of
hegemony had to be settled at a
global level. The national resistance
of the oppressed peoples directly
challenging Soviet imperialism had
to be crushed and the rival super-
power had to be defeated. A world
war was the apparent solution. The
heightening imperialist rivalry and
war preparations seemed to show
that both the blocs had come to this
conclusion, since both were equal-
ly faced with the vital need of res-
tructuring. The logic of the
imperialist system, as understood by
the orthodox theory, also seemed to
confirm that this was inevitable, not
merely as a possibility but as an im-
minent event,

Yet the recent turn in inter-
imperialist relations reveals that
reality was quite at variance with
this image. Instead of the logically
expected war, or a more rapid drive
towards it, inter-imperialist conten-
tion has eased up in a significant
manner and collusion is becoming
more marked. Leaving aside Gor-
bachev’s hollow claim of being
THE saviour of world peace, we
must still accept the undeniable fact
that perestroika has played a crucial
role in this turn of events. Why did
the Soviet ruling class adopt peres-
troika and consequently an easing
of contention as its immediate
response to the grave situation it
faced instead of intensifying conten-
tion and going for a world war?
Among Marxist-Leninists, answers
to this question raised by the logic
of events have been quite varied.'
Some have preferred to dismiss it as
deception, a tactic meant to throw
the rival bloc into confusion and
gain the sympathy of world public
opinion. Some others have pre-
ferred to evade the question by
pointing out that perestroika has
not changed the imperialist nature
of the Soviet Union or that its war
machinery is still being perfected
and strengthened. As a corollary to
this, the turn to perestroika is seen
as a short term measure to tackle the

Soviet Union’s socio-economic cri-
sis, because this had become an ob-
stacle to its war plans. But this is a
self-defeating argument. The neces-
sity of war as an imminent step was
originally seen to be caused precise-
ly by this crisis and was seen as the
only way out of it. Obviously, cri-
sis cannot then be seen as an obsta-
cle to war and there can be no room
for developments like Gorbachev’s
perestroika. The problem involved
is actually one of grasping the rela-
tion between imperialist crisis and
war in the concrete conditions of ne-
ocolonialism.

Perestroika is possible because of
the particularity of neocolonialism,
because territorial redivision of the
world is not a pressing necessity be-
fore the imperialist powers and they
can penetrate each other’s sphere of
influence through economic means
and local or proxy wars. In this sit-
uation, Gorbachev can conceive of
advancing social-imperialist in-
terests precisely by integrating the
Soviet Union fully with the existing
neocolonial relations which still
bear the stamp of U.S. hegemony,
instead of pressing for an immedi-
ate challenge to this hegemony and
an immediate restructuring of these
relations. It is wrong to think that
the Soviet rulers’ new stance in in-
ternational relations, particularly its
initiative to ease its contention with
the U.S. bloc, is just meant to gain
time and favourable conditions for
internal restructuring. Perestroika is
a global response of the Soviet rul-
ing class and this international
stance is an essential part of it. In
this sense, though Gorbachev’s the-
ories on peaceful coexistence and
the ‘‘interrelated, interdependent
and integral’’ nature of the contem-
porary world are quite similar to
Khrushchev’s ‘‘three peacefuls’’,
they represent a basic shift in Soviet
ruling class perceptions of the op-
portunities for expression present-
ed by the neocolonial system. This
is why Gorbachev commented that,
‘... while concentrating enormous
funds and attention on the military
aspect of countering imperialism...
(the Soviet Union)... did not always
make use of the political opportu-
nities opened up by the fundamen-
tal changes in the world...”
(Documents and Materials of the



19th Conference, Novosti Press, p.
31)

While neocolonialism holds out
the possibility of a response like
perestroika, its viability is assessed
by the Soviet ruling class on the ba-
sis of the configuration of forces in
the world today. The growing dis-
parity between the military might of
the U.S. and its economic decline,
the growth of Japan as the leading
economic power, the explosive sit-
uation created by the debt crisis and
the overall financial crisis of the im-
perialist system, the growing pres-
sure of Third World comprador
regimes for relief and a better deal
— all these factors are pressing in-
exorably towards a recasting of ex-
isting neocolonial relations shaped
by the post-World War 2 global sit-
uation. By fully integrating the
Soviet bloc within the existing
framework, the social-imperialists
hope to utilise this situation of flux.
Despite being in a weak economic
position, it still has the capacity to
assert itself and influence the out-
come, without necessarily resorting
to its military. By pledging to play
the neocolonial game, according to
mutually accepted rules, above all
by willingly cooperating with the
other imperialist powers to tackle
the powerful challenge of the grow-
ing tide of rebellion in the oppressed
nations, it is offering a bargain
which is acceptable to the others in
the present situation. It is not the
case that the imperialist powers
have suddenly woken up to the hor-
rors of war and have turned into
pacifists. Contention remains, be-
cause ultimately the question of he-
gemony has to be settled. But, for
the present, the damage of the re-
bellion of the oppressed exploding
with all its force compels the imperi-
alist powers to carry out this con-
tention within the growing ambit of
collusion. This is not a static situa-
tion. Neither the social- imperialists
nor the other imperialist powers can
remain happy with their given po-
sitions. The very nature of capital
forces them to expand their zones
of plunder and hence to expand
their zones of domination. Since the
interests (or appetite for plunder) of
imperialist powers keep growing
and are realistically determined at
each period by the power it can
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muster, Gorbachev’s call for
rebuilding of the international cur-
rency and financial systems under
the supervision of the United Na-
tions so as to take into ‘‘due ac-
count the interests of all states’’
meets both the immediate as well as
long term needs of social-
imperialism.

Perestroika in Practice

Perestroika in international issues
is based on the approach outlined
by Gorbachev in his report on the
70th anniversary of the October
Revolution: ¢...developed capital-
ism... will be unable to do without
these countries’ [ie, Third World
countries — ML] national
resources. That is an objective fact.
The calls for severing the historical-
ly shaped world economic ties are
dangerous and offer no solution.”’
(The October Revolution and Peres-
troika, Novosti Press, 1987, p. 66)
This outlook is expressed even more
precisely in the following words:
‘““We do not want to undermine the
interests of the Americans in the
world or to disrupt the existing
world economic ties.”” (Soviet
Review, No. 33, 1987, p. 8) The on-
going efforts to settle the conflicts
in Afghanistan, Kampuchea, Ango-
la and Palestine, the joint efforts
with the U.S. bloc during the crisis
in the Persian Gulf, the attempts to
recast policy on the Azanian (South
Africa) question so that ‘‘the most
successful economy [in Africa —
ML}, which is in South Africa’’, is
not destroyed, the proposal for an
Asia-Pacific Conference launched
through Gorbachev’s Vladivostock
speech, the efforts to join the Asi-
an Development Bank (ADB),
IMF/WB and the General Agree-
ment on Trade and Tariffs (GATT),
and the Warsaw treaty proposals on
tackling the debt crisis, are all part
of this basic outlook. They do not
merely reflect a desire on the part
of the Soviet bourgeoisie to disen-
gage itself from external conflicts in
order to concentrate on internal res-
tructuring. More important than
this is the active effort to get in-
tegrated as a ‘‘responsible’’ partner
in the existing neocolonial frame-
work. Among the numerous initia-
tives and proposals of Gorbacheyv,
his plans for the Asia-Pacific rim

region hold a special place. This is
the area which is fast developing as
a critical hub of imperialist trade
and manufacturing. It is estimated
that two-thirds of today’s world
gross national product exists within
the Asia-Pacific rim. The leading
imperialist economic power, Japan;
the fast growing neocolonies —
South Korea, Hong Kong, Singa-
pore and Taiwan; the major Asian
power, China; and the U.S. and the
Soviet Union are ringed around this
zone. The possibilities of manoeu-
vering and advancing Soviet in-
terests by utilising the
contradictions between the different
imperialist powers of the U.S. bloc
is presented fully in this zone and
Gorbachev is eager to exploit it.
Over the past years, the Soviet Un-
ion has significantly advanced its
political, economic and military in-
terests in this region. It has estab-
lished ties with most of the South
Pacific island republics and entered
into long term fishing rights agree-
ments with some of them. Its naval
presence has also multiplied from a
fleet of 200 ships in the 1960s to
500, containing the best of its naval
warships and submarines. But this
military build-up is not the major
weapon it plans to use immediate-
ly, though it is essential to back up
its claim to be a Pacific power.
Rather, the vast resources of Siber-
ia are being held out as a bargain-
ing chip to make the Asia-Pacific
zone truly ‘“‘inter-related’’. Mending
relations with Japan and China has
a special place in this scheme. The
eagerness of the Soviets to establish
closer ties with Japan can be gauged
from a recent article on Soviet-
Japanese relations in New Times
(No. 45), which openly calls for a
public debate on the benefits of re-
taining the Sakhalin Islands at the
cost of a deadlock in relations be-
tween the two countries. In his
Vladivostock speech, Gorbachev
made a revealing observation on the
Asia-Pacific zone: ‘‘Everything is in
motion here, far from everything
has settled.”

At the other end, the Soviet Un-
ion is keenly pursuing a closer rela-
tion with the West European
powers, mainly West Germany and
France. Gorbachey has tried to pro-
mote the Soviet scheme under the
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slogan of a ‘““Common European
Home.”” The Eurocentrism of the
Soviet rulers and their cynical, in-
human outlook towards the op-
pressed nations is revealed most fully
in their arguments to realise their
plans for a closer relation with the
West European imperialist powers.
Since Europe has been a key arena
of inter-bloc military postures and
threats, the Soviets have made dis-
armament or at least a large scaling-
down of forces their bargaining
chip. They point out that, ‘““Even a
conventional war would be fatal’’ in
Europe with its high density of
nuclear and chemical industries and
would destroy the ‘‘common
home”’ of the social-imperialists
and other powers. So war as a con-
tinuation of politics ‘‘has become
obsolete for Europe”’, though it is
still quite active in the oppressed na-
tions! The message is quite clear —
let us keep peace in our ‘‘common
home’’ and, if necessary, fight out
our battles in the oppressed nations,
preferably at their own expense.

In the economic sphere, peres-
troika amounts to a full-fledged
turn to capitalist profit-seeking on
the basis of a greater concentration
of finance capital. This concentra-
tion is sought to be achieved
through two means. On the one
hand, the enterprises directly con-
trolled by the centre are to be drasti-
cally reduced from 37,000 to
‘‘several’’ thousands, and they are
going to be reorganised as ‘‘sector-
al, inter-branch and territorial-
branch and amalgamations capable
of implementing the entire cycle of
work — research, investments,
production, marketing and main-
tenance.”” The remaining enter-
prises, medium and small enter-
prises including cooperatives, will
have the role of serving the needs of
these large amalgamations as well as
catering to the local market. (Soviet
Land Documents, p. 52) Simultane-
ously, the central bank has been
divided and attached to the con-
cerned industrial, agricultural and
service sectors. It is on the basis of
this qualitative leap in the centrali-
sation of finance capital that the
legalisation of the hitherto illegal
service trade and manufacturing is
being carried out.

It can easily be seen that this plan

of reorganisation does not indicate
any abdication of control by the
Soviet ruling class. This control is
going to be more polished and effi-
cient and its social base is going to
be enlarged by leaving room for pri-
vate enterprise in industry, agricul-
ture and service. Price reforms and
giving free play to market forces to
determine prices through competi-
tion does not contradict this because
the state will still be retaining con-
trol over decisive assets and instru-
ments to influence the economy.
The conversion of not only con-
sumer goods but also capital goods
(means of production) into com-
modities, directing trading between
enterprises, instead of routing it
through the planning bodies, full
scope for profit, price reforms,
reducing the role of the plan to
defining long-term objectives and
priorities, enlarging the scope of the
market and accepting it as a form
of ‘‘democratic supervision’’ of the
plan, utilising the New Economic
Policy (NEP) to camouflage all
these steps as a ‘‘return to
Leninism’’ — there is nothing origi-
nal in any of these measures. All of
them were already debated and
some partially adopted during the
mid-1960s reform. What is new is
the leap in the level of centralisation
of finance capital (modelled on ex-
isting multinationals) and granting
a large scope for private or local en-
terprise within the limits of this cen-
tralisation and serving its needs.
The dismantling of the state mo-
nopoly in foreign trade/investment
and giving the large amalgamations
the right to directly enter into col-
laborations with other imperialist
multinationals is in keeping with
this plan. This decision does not just
reflect the desire to attract capital
and technology from the other im-
perialist powers in order to raise the
efficiency of Soviet enterprises,
though this is an important objec-
tive. It has the larger aim of achiev-
ing integration within the existing
neocolonial framework. Meanwhile
the Soviet bourgeoisie is pressing
for shifting the focus of the eco-
nomic relations between it and the
COMECON countries from trade
to joint enterprises so as to strength-
en the base of the multinational
concerns it is aiming at establishing.

The new economic restructuring
programme also tackles the existing
division of labour between the var-
ious national republics. So far,
manufacturing industries have been
concentrated in the European
republics, principally Russia, and
the extractive industries have been
centred in the Asian republics,
which have mainly served the role
of an industrial and agricultural
materials producer. This arrange-
ment has so far been favourable to
the Soviet bourgeoisie centred in the
dominant Russian nation. Now it is
to be reorganised so that while the
industrial sector in Russia will be
renovated at a higher level of tech-
nology, the backward republics will
undergo a new round of industriali-
sation so as to make them more
capable of meeting the local needs.

The political reforms being im-
plemented, ie, the shift to a
presidential system, which will enor-
mously raise the powers of the
centre, and glasnost, mirror the
thrust in the economic restructur-
ing. As Gorbachev has frankly com-
mented, glasnost is meant to make
cost-accounting a success. These re-
forms have certainly given more
room for dissent to come out into
the open. But as soon as the ruling
class saw the direction it was taking,
they have enacted new plans which
strictly control all public activity.
Naturally, this control is selective.
While groups protesting against var-
ious state policies have been
harassed, notorious anti-Semitic,
Russian chauvinist groupings like
Pamyat have been treated with kid
gloves. The democracy of the bour-
geoisie cannot be anything else.

Prospects of Perestroika

Gorbachev and other representa-
tives of the Soviet bourgeoisie have
grand dreams about their future.
All of them hinge on the belief that
the oppressed people of the world
and the proletariat and oppressed
nations within the Soviet Union will
somehow remain passive while they
build up their integrated world in
company with their new-found im-
perialist friends. Afghanistan is al-
ready giving them a taste of what is
really going to happen. The situa-
tion in the Soviet Union is not much



different. It cannot be, because
while perestroika holds out a glow-
ing future to the upper strata of the
middle class and new-born small
capitalists, the prospect for the
working class is large-scale retrench-
ment and erosion of its standard of
living, due to price rises. The extent
of retrenchment in production sec-
tors alone is estimated to affect
three million workers during the
current plan period itself. (Soviet
Review, No. 7, 1988, p. 20) While
Gorbachev is eloquent about the
rich quality of life perestroika will
offer, his prescription for the wor-
ker is quite different. It is to ...
resolutely establish order, improve
organisation, tighten discipline and
boost the working people’s initiative
[ie, production — ML].” (Soviet
Review, No. 42, 1987, p. 9)

While order and discipline is be-
ing dinned into the workers’ ears,
the ‘“... egalitarian justice that has
taken root in mass consciousness’’
(one more of Stalin’s crimes in the
eyes of the Soviet bourgeoisie) is
targeted as a major ‘‘stumbling
block for perestroika.’’

The Soviet bourgeoisie is aware
of the sharpening contradictions in
society. Thus their ideologues note
that the new economic management
system is making the difference be-
tween managers and workers more
visible and state that, ‘“The division
into ‘we’ and ‘they’ leads to serious
consequences.” (Moscow News,
No. 25, 1987) Some of these conse-
quences have already made them-
selves felt through workers’ strikes
and attacks on exploiters. As peres-
troika unfolds, such ‘‘conse-
quences’’ are also bound to
multiply.

The division into ‘‘we’” and
“‘they’’ is not limited to the classes
in contemporary Soviet society. It
is present in full force among the
national republics which make it up.
As reports indicate, the national
contradictions in the Soviet Union,
basically determined by the con-
tradiction between the dominant
Russian bourgeoisie and the op-
pressed peoples, are getting intensi-
fied with perestroika. The specific
demands and contradictions propel-
ling the national movements vary,
but common to all of them is a
recognition that perestroika means

greater centralisation and further
loss of autonomy. The first steps in
this centralisation had been carried
out with the removal of leading
party functionaries from the con-
cerned nationalities under an anti-
corruption drive and their replace-
ment with trusted Russians. Now
the new constitutional reforms,
reportedly removing the formal
right of secession and giving sweep-
ing powers to the president, seek to
institutionalise it. The Baltic repub-
lics and Georgia have already raised
the banner of opposition to the re-
forms and quite certainly this con-
tradiction will heat up in the future.
Gorbachev has repeatedly
declared that the Soviet bourgeoisie
will play the neocolonial game of
plunder strictly abiding by the rules.
But this is itself a slippery field. The
rules of inter-imperialist relations
are quite elastic because each one of
them is out to gain the most. The
global crisis forces them to be even
more reckless and disregard conse-
quences. While the U.S. bloc pow-
ers have generally welcomed
perestroika, they are also pushing to
gain maximum advantage. Besides,
conflicts in the Third World are not
totally under their control so that
they can stop them at will. On the
other hand, the Soviet bourgeoisie
itself cannot remain passive and sur-
render its hard- won gains unilater-
ally. A failure to make the Afghan
accord stick, or a move by one of
the COMECON countries to make
the most of glasnost and move
closer to the U.S. bloc — any such
development will have tremendous
repercussions within the Soviet Un-
ion. It is not just that Gorbachev
might be pushed out. The defeat
will be one affecting the Soviet rul-
ing class as a whole, exposing all its
weaknesses and encouraging more
determined struggles against it, be-
cause a return to the old style social-
fascism will not be easy now.

Footnote

1. Incidentally, the question of why the
new born imperialist power faced with a grea-
ter necessity of waging a world war for redi-
vision has itself taken the initiative to
de-escalate the war drive demands an answer
from those who still maintain the correctness
of the concepts underlying the Three Worlds
Theory.

u



