After Castro, why Cuba may turn to capitalism
By M. Abul Fazl
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FIDEL CASTRO prepares to take his rightful place in the pantheon of great revolutionaries. What his place was in the Cuban revolution and in his country’s successful effort to hold off US hegemony may, for long, be the subject of discussion among the students of history. But, for the masses, it has already been determined. It was decisive.

Indeed, the will has a role in history. But the individual will is effective only when backed by the will of a class or the masses. Churchill’s name will always shine in the history of the resistance to Nazism; but it was effective because it was backed by determination of the British people. The same is true of Fidel. His will projected the will of the Cuban masses, workers and peasants.However, with the departure of Fidel, Cuba’s creeping slide towards capitalism may be accelerated because the will of the masses, unlike that of the individual which may project it, needs to be mobilised by someone thrown up by the masses themselves or borrowed from some other stratum. The feudal or capitalist managerial strata, which exercise power on behalf of their parent classes, remain part of the parent class and accept its hegemony.

But a similar stratum of the working class, its outgrowth, tends to break with the class. Hence, one sees the phenomenon of one socialist state after another going over to capitalism after a certain degree of development. It is not due to betrayal by any leader or to a counter-revolution, in the sense of an antagonistic class, representing another mode of production, confronting and over-throwing the working class.

The trend (or is it a law of history?) started with the first socialist state itself, with the Soviet Union. And there is no point laying the blame for it on Stalin. The Soviet Union was the first socialist state, groping its way under conditions of siege, to what was construed to be socialism. Lenin and Trotsky had expected Germany to make a socialist revolution and then to help the Soviet Union lay the material basis for its own socialist system. But every working class acts on its own account and the German social-democracy had no reason to make a revolution in order to aid Russia. The Soviets then decided to industrialise the country exclusively with their own resources and efforts.

In their super-human enterprise, the Soviet leadership lost sight of the relations of production, devoting themselves entirely to building up the productive forces. The socialist nature of these relations, according to them, was assured by the Communist Party’s hold on state power. The main job now was to develop the productive forces in order to reach socialism. The class struggle henceforth consisted of killing or imprisoning anyone disagreeing with the party leadership.This policy had three far-reaching effects: (a) engineers and managers acquired exclusive control of the process of production, expelling the workers from the sphere of management and reducing the labour to wage-labour, (b) wage-difference between the workers and the managers, or the bourgeois-rights, increased ceaselessly, (c) contradictions between socialist theory and actual practice necessitated the continuation of the dictatorship which became a permanent feature of the regime, a screen behind which the party changed its class nature.

All pre-socialist societies, from slavery on, have been based upon exploitation, made possible by the turning of the means of production into private property by a minority. These property-owners give the workers access to the means of production –– land, cattle, machinery, etc. –– only on the condition that they yield all the product of their labour, except their own basic requirements, to the property-owners.

In the Soviet Union, workers’ councils originally controlled the industry and Lenin had asked them to go on from control to management. However the sharp division of labour between the mental and physical workers made this management only notional. Management required knowledge and control of the labour process as a whole. Thus the workers’ productive experience had to be abstracted and concentrated in the management. This stratum, though drawn increasingly from the working class, was equally increasingly alienated from the workers, whom it confronted with their own abstracted experience as an antagonistic force.

The antagonism increased as the pace of forced industrialisation accelerated, finally ending all pretence of any share of the workers in the management or in the control of production. The managerial stratum thus drew further away from the workers and closer to the bureaucratic stratum, following the same path. It was the beginning of the formation of a new exploiting class.

Under capitalism, the worker is subject to a double alienation; not only is the product of his labour taken away from him, his very capacity to work, his labour power, becomes the property of the capitalist class. The worker is in the very depths of his being alienated from his own essence. He not only produces for others, he exists for others.

This relationship may have been altered subjectively for a while in the Soviet Union and other countries moving towards socialism, in the immediate period after the revolution.

Lenin had laid down that the highest salary in the country would be equal to that of a skilled worker i.e. the maximum difference in wages would be one to two. At that time, the communist managers were paid this salary, while non-party managers and engineers, who were needed in large numbers, enjoyed the same salaries as in bourgeois countries.

Marx says the distribution of the means of consumption is determined by the distribution of the means of production. This is true. But the latter distribution can be juridical without being real. The access of the workers to the means of production in the socialist states was as effectively controlled by the managerial stratum, or the state bourgeoisie, as it is by the capitalist class in the countries ruled by them. This state-bourgeoisie later seized state-assets, which it, till then, controlled collectively, and turned itself into private bourgeoisie.

True, every revolution involves a period of dictatorship during which the members of the over-thrown class are suppressed without considerations of law. Such measures lasted about two decades in the case of the French Revolution. But, in the case of the Russian Revolution, the lawlessness ended only with the end of the Soviet state itself. The violence of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” continued to be required as long as the state-bourgeoisie was consolidating itself behind its screen.

Various communist parties, which had seized power or had been brought to it by the Soviet army, were aware of the problem. It was the objection of Trotsky and, later, by a large a number of other communist leaders to the rise and the strengthening of the bureaucracy in the Soviet Union, which touched off the annihilation of the almost entire leading party cadre of the time of Lenin, by the bureaucratic state led by Stalin, in the nineteen thirties.

Same thing but on a smaller scale happened in the Soviet-controlled eastern Europe. Yugoslavia tried to avoid the rise of a new bureaucratic class by handing over the industries to the workers. However, this led to the commoditisation of production and to a peaceful transition to capitalism.

Mao launched a ten-year cultural revolution, not to overthrow the managerial stratum but to bring it under the control of the party. It failed because the party leadership itself concluded that China could not be pulled out of backwardness without fast industrialisation, which perforce required the “capitalist management” and control of work-places.

In Cuba, Che Guevara was the most ardent among the leadership in opposing the process of embourgeoisement of the party and the economic and political leadership. Thus the replacement of the material incentives by moral ones and the introduction of compulsory physical labour for all non-physical workers in order to prevent the new intelligentsia from breaking away from the working class.

He also reduced the financial autonomy of the industrial production units in order to curtail their tendency to commoditisation. The Soviets did not like any socialist country, dependent on them for aid, to deviate from their industrial methods. Thus these innovations of Che Guevara were some of the important reasons for his being forced out of the Cuban leadership under Soviet pressure.

The problem of the restoration of capitalism in the societies trying to develop through collectivist methods, under the control of one party’s dictatorship, is not one of deviation of some members of the party. It is basically that of the inability of the working class to maintain its ideological hegemony over its stratum which is engaged in mental work. This stratum insists upon the bourgeois ideology of a disproportionately higher remuneration for mental work as compared to productive labour. The greater the distance, the greater the disproportion.

Marx had described this disproportionate payment as “bourgeois rights”, which, in his opinion, would prevail until society attained communism. But he was talking of a socialist revolution in the most advanced capitalist societies, where this period would be relatively short. Where it is long, as in the backward societies, the bourgeois rights become the norm.

Cuba’s revolution, with its freshness and Latin flamboyance, came when these shortcomings of the Soviet Union and other socialist countries had become obvious. It, therefore, evoked more romantic hopes than many other revolutions. It was specially attractive as it stood defiant against US wrath.

But the general trend of Cuba’s developments is the same, as that of the other socialist revolutions. Although poor, it provides free housing, education and health-care to the people. And there is full employment. But many, mostly those having risen from the ranks of the poor, thanks to the revolution, want inequality. They want to live better than others: they want vacations in Europe. If this means more poverty for most, so be it.

If they are better educated and in more responsible positions, it is entirely the gift of the revolution, which they now want to reform — a euphemism for capitalism.

These revisionist pressures in the society were kept in check largely by Fidel Castro. Now “reforms” are likely to accelerate. Inequality will grow and the new freedom to be unequal will be praised not only by the US but also by the European social-democracy for whom the right to speak is a “fundamental” human right but the right to eat is not.

Fidel’s memory will be untainted by these developments. He will join the long line of individuals in history, who defied superior force, the might of tyranny to bring the fire of freedom, equality and dignity to mankind. Each of them left this world a slightly better place than he found it.

