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IN THE 1980's, East European dissidents have had to adapt to a major
setback—the defeat of Poland's
Solidarity as a legal mass organization—and devise postures that take
advantage of a potential opportunity—the accession of Mikhail Gorbachev with his program of "restructuring" aimed at improving economic
performance in the Soviet Union.
During this period of flux, several
books have appeared in English
about the plight of East Europe's op-

position movements. Polish dissident Adam Michnik's Letters from
Prison focuses largely on the social
and political traumas resulting from
the imposition of martial law. Charter
77 activists, most notably Vaclav
Havel in The Power of the Powerless, reflectthe Czechoslovak experience of restricted but persistent
dissent during the past decade. Poland After Solidarity, edited by
Polish sociologist Bronistaw Misztal,
explores the phenomenon of independent social movements since
the emergence of Solidarity (Solidarnosc) in 1980. And From Below,
published by the New York-based
Helsinki Watch Committee, traces
the evolution of peace and environmental activism throughout the East
bloc during the 1980's. Each of
these volumes spotlights the urgency and sharpness of dissident criticisms of the communist regimes; a
reader is also struck by the variety of
the strategies proposed for transforming the regimes.
MICHNIK has been a prominent political tactician and activist since his
student days in the turbulent 1960's.
Together with peers of various political persuasions, he helped to develop a gradualist approach to loosening the communist stranglehold on
power in Poland in the late 1970's.
The resulting campaign for "social
self-defense" in effect was to con-

sist of a revolution by osmosis,
whereby the public would defend its
basic interests and gradually reclaim various spheres of civil life appropriated by the Leninist state. The
successes and shortcomings of the
"new evolutionist" program for rebuilding a "civil society" outside
party-state control is deftly captured
by Michnik's Letters From Prison
and Other Essays.
The birth and rapid growth of Solidarity surprised the intellectual opposition, but most dissidents quickly joined, finding in the movement an
unprecedented vehicle for testing
theirtheories and pushing for lasting
change. Though various pressure
groups contributed to shaping the
union's objectives, Solidarity had
a momentum of its own, fueled by
years of repression, frustration,
and dissatisfaction with official
mismanagement. When the union
eventually proved grossly unprepared for the party-army backlash
against independent public life,
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egists were forced to rethink their
positions. Though highly critical
of government policy, a majority of
them have continued calling for an
authentic "national dialogue," in
the apparent conviction that General Wojciech Jaruzelski will eventually have to engage in constructive
talks with independent public representatives out of sheer economic
necessity.
The nagging contradiction between the theory of compromise
with communism and the stark reality of party policy since 1981 is
reflected in Michnik's writings. For
much of the Polish population
and numerous Solidarity activists,
hopes of constructive dialogue
with the authorities were effectively
dashed by martial law. Nevertheless, despite the prevalent pessimism and cynicism over the country's political
and
economic
prospects, Poles continue to support the multi-faceted opposition
movement and show undiminished
hostility toward the regime.
THE ESSAYS compiled by Misztal
in Poland After Solidarity attempt to
interpret the nature of social resistance and state control in the communist bloc, with Poland as the case
study. Much of the volume deals at a
theoretical level with the issues of
power, governmental legitimacy,
social movements, and state-society conflict, using Solidarity as a reference point. Despite the authors'
often unnecessary and repetitive
sociological jargon, and the uneven
quality of the contributions, there is
consensus on two key elements.
First, the absence of meaningful
public participation in national decision-making is consistently pointed
to as the cause of periodic socioeconomic crises and outbursts of
workers' protest in Eastern Europe.
In the case of Poland in 1980, it led to
a concerted mass movement pressing for institutionalized pluralism

and systemic change. Second, the
authors agree that an independent
mass working-class movement ultimately cannot be integrated into the
political structures of state socialism. As evidence, they point out that
the political "self-limitations" imposed by Solidarity's "peaceful revolution" were not reciprocated by
any meaningful communist self-limitations in reestablishing full control
over public life. Poland's burgeoning "civil society," while it was
not explicitly politicized or grasping
for power, nevertheless became a
threat to the interests of the party,
which sought to contain and control
all meaningful social initiatives.
But certain important questions
remain unanswered in the Misztal
collection. For example, at what
point is the confrontation between
a Leninist state and an independently organizing society likely to
take place, and what form will it
assume? Will any current or future
social movement be able to avoid intimidation, cooptation, or comprehensive eradication? The tug-of-war
between party and people in Poland
reflects these uncertainties; it was
resolved neither by Solidarity nor
by Jaruzelski's "normalization."
The communist establishment, using the strong arms of its military and
police, may have gained the upper
hand through martial law, but the
struggle continues at a more dispersed and less noticeable level.
A new round of open conflict cannot
be discounted—as the strikes in
May 1988 have shown.
THOUGH the Havel collection was
written in the late 1970's, its appraisal of political conditions and the role
of the opposition still remains pertinent. The 11 articles by some of
Czechoslovakia's most eminent dissident thinkers cover a diversity of
political positions that coexist within the Charter 77 movement. They
range from Petr UN's "neo-Trots60
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kyism" and Jifi Hajek's "reform
communism," to Rudolf Battek's
"independent socialism," Ladislav
Hejdanek's "democratic liberalism," and Vaclav Benda's Catholicbased "radical conservatism." But
what unites these activists is apparently greater than what divides
them, as evidenced by the Charter's
consistent crusade for civil liberties,
respect for the rule of law, and the
promotion of various citizens' initiatives to limit the suffocating power of
the state.
Charter 77 has not mushroomed
into a mass Solidarity-type movement, but neither has it suffered any
debilitating reversals. Its level of opposition has become stabilized in a
particularly repressive political climate, and it has served as a source
of inspiration forthe plethora of independent cultural, educational, political, and religious initiatives that the
Prague regime seems unablefully to
stamp out. In some respects, Charter 77 has set the groundwork for
any subsequent movement of public opposition; the quality of its political analysis is probably unsurpassed in the Soviet bloc.
Havel pays particular attention
to the role each "demoralized" individual plays in the self-perpetuating system of "social automatism."
In The Power of the Powerless, he argues that practically any person
can escape the stranglehold of the
system by simply "stepping out of
the lie"—a principle upon which
the Charter was first established.
"Living within the truth" and
"supporting the independent life
of society" therefore have political
as well as practical and moral dimensions because a fundamental
pillar of the system is the constant
manipulation of truth and reality.
In Havel's estimation, myriad varieties of "pre-political activity,"
such as the writing of protest letters,
student demonstrations, work stoppages, election boycotts, and hun-
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ger strikes, can eventually germinate into more substantial social
movements not only in the form of
social "self-defense" but also in
more assertive forms of social "offense" on behalf of critical causes.
ONE OF the most provocative developments in Eastern Europe
during the 1980's has been the
emergence of autonomous peace
and ecology movements. This development has been coupled with
a widening public discussion about
disarmament, militarism, nuclear
power, and the crisis of the environment that was initiated in the civil
rights campaigns launched in the
1970's. From Below, the final book
to be discussed, thoroughly and
competently explores a multitude
of activities on these fronts in
the Chernobyl' era.
East Germany's independent
peace movement is the oldest and
perhaps the most established in
Eastern Europe, and enjoys effective protection from the country's
Evangelical Church. The movement
also takes an interest in environmental issues. Hungary's smaller peace
movement is comprised mainly of
student activists and the intellectual democratic opposition, but
some pacifist religious sects also
participate. Though no distinctive
peace movement exists in Czechoslovakia, a variety of debates and
policy statements on peace issues
have been aired under the auspices
of Charter 77. The Chartists have
been eloquent in articulating the
contention that peace and human
rights are inextricably intertwined;
hence by campaigning for any "single issue," one inevitably extends
the horizon of civil liberties and
social liberation.
From Below also looks closely at
Polish social activism in the peace
and ecology arenas in the "post-Solidarity" era. The group at the forefront of this movement is Freedom

and Peace (Wolnosc i Poko]—W\P).
Founded in April 1985, WiP is a
loose federation of groups in 11 Polish cities; it claims a core of 100
to 200 activists, though hundreds
more support and participate in its
initiatives. The group has undertaken numerous actions on behalf of
conscientious objection, ecological
preservation, and human rights,
and it has involved a wide spectrum
of young people with divergent political views. It has been subject to a
government campaign of intimidation and repression.
THE FOUR books reviewed here are
predominantly concerned with developments before Gorbachev
started to influence international
public opinion, and before the
thrust of his policies became apparent. Nevertheless, they provide
a valuable insight into oppositionist currents, in Poland and Czechoslovakia in particular, during the
twilight of Brezhnevism. The reformist moves "from above" initiated
by the new Soviet leader since
he was elevated to the position
of CPSU general secretary in
March 1985 have generated various
responses in East Europe's dissident circles. Significant patterns
of reaction to Soviet developments
can be discerned by surveying recent samizdat material, published
interviews with oppositionist figures, and reports by Western journalists.
Seasoned Soviet-bloc dissidents
have grown accustomed to periodic
government relaxations and officially sponsored reforms. As a result,
many remain understandably suspicious of Gorbachev's glasnost'
and perestroyka campaigns and
their repercussions on conditions
within the bloc. Indeed, two main
areas of concern seem to have
materialized. First, there is some
apprehension that any reforms initiated by the ruling party elites

could prove cosmetic, ineffectual,
or a cunning substitute for authentic
and far-reaching economic and political concessions. Second, dissidents have pointed out that without
safeguarded and institutionalized
changes, in which the governments
concerned surrender some of their
powers and privileges, the current
thaw could eventually turn into another freeze. They are clearly fearful that glasnost' may be merely a
temporary respite preceding another repressive clampdown on independent social activism.
In general, three broad interpretations among East Europe's political
opposition regarding Gorbachev's
impact in the bloc have emerged.
They can be characterized in turn as
"positivist," "negativist," and "potentialist." The differences between
these positions can be partially accounted for by national peculiarities, specific historical experiences
with reform, particular dissident
programs and political orientations,
and more personalized individual
inclinations. Nevertheless, each
strand of opinion is present in at
least several Soviet-bloc states, and
all three can be found to varying
degrees in most. Though such responses and expectations may
overlap and shift over time, in relation to positive or negative developments in one or more states, they
could increasingly set the tempo for
the policies and strategies adopted
by dissident groups in any future
confrontations with the authorities.
Positivists. A renewed optimism—with variable degrees of
prudence—is evident among East
Europe's "positivists," particularly
those who were former Communists, Marxist revisionists, reformers, ex-reformers, and assorted
"democratic socialists." "Positivists" believe Gorbachev provides
an important opportunity for resurrecting aborted or stalled economic
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and political reforms within and
outside the ruling parties. Such reformist-oriented oppositionists believe that Moscow should be given
more sympathy and active support
by all East-bloc dissenters. In their
view, Gorbachev's possible defeat
by anti-reformist elements within
the Soviet bureaucracy would presage a severe setback for all democratic forces and reformist currents
in Eastern Europe.
A number of "ex-Communist"
Charter 77 signatories in Czechoslovakia who were active in the
"Prague Spring" reform movement—such as the former Minister
for Foreign Affairs Jifi Hajek—consider Gorbachev's current course
to be a vindication of their own attempts at democratic restructuring
during the late 1960's.1 Czechoslovakia may be unique in this respect,
in that reformist currents are still in
evidence among sectors of the halfmillion strong "party of the expelled"
20 years after the 1968 Soviet invasion. For many, the "Prague Spring"
remains a cogent symbol of the potential of "democratic communism."
In January 1988, 43 ex-members of
the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia who had been expelled in the
aftermath of the invasion issued an
appeal to their countrymen. In it they
asked that activists more forcefully
demand political rehabilitation for all
purged Communists.2 They also
called for sweeping political and
economic reforms instead of the
"half-hearted steps" undertaken by
the Husak and Jakes regimes. Communism, they argued, can and must
be democratized in order to end 20
years of "bureaucratic stagnation."
As former Communist cadres, they
have dispatched letters to the official party daily, Rude Pravo, assert-

'According to an interview during
Gorbachev's visit to Prague, published in The New
York Times, Apr. 10, 1987.
2
AP, Jan. 14, 1988.

ing that what they had hoped to accomplish during the "Prague
Spring" was basically identical to
what Gorbachev is now attempting
in the USSR.3 A number of reform
communists who have been politically inactive during the past two decades and who eschewed involvement in Charter 77's human rights
campaigns, may now increasingly
look toward Moscow to rejuvenate
their reformist platform both within
and outside the CPCz.
Several Charter 77 signatories—
particularly the "ex-Communists"
and socialists, but also some of
the "independents" and Christians
within the movement—have directed messages to the Soviet leader
and have publicly endorsed his policies. However, their support has
contained some notable provisos
and reservations. Charter statements have repeatedly called for the
removal of Red Army troops and Soviet nuclear missiles from Czechoslovakia as a "positive symbol"
of Soviet intentions to restore
"normality" between the two
states.4 The withdrawal of Soviet
forces, they contend, would "constitute a practical step towards convincing the Czechs and Slovaks that
glasnost', democracy, respect for
human rights, and the desire for
peace, are not mere slogans."
Charter 77 spokespersons Jan Litomisky, Libuse Silhanova, and
Josef Vohryzek, addressed Gorbachev as follows:
Freedom, democracy, and the universal values you spoke of recently
are indivisible and therefore cannot

3
Their letters have reportedly not been
published by the Czechoslovak party daily; see
The New York Times, Apr. 5, 1987
"See Charter 77 Document No. 20/87
(Prague), Mar. 23, 1987. Letters have also been
sent by dissidents to the Prague regime to
encourage it to initiate genuine reforms, to restore
government respect for human rights, and to
"develop democracy."
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be fully and lastingly enjoyed by
those who deny them to others.
Were the Soviet Union to lift the main
barrier which it itself once placed in
the way of progress towards democracy in Czechoslovakia, it
would give impetus to its own process of democratization, while at the
same time strengthening the trust
among nations and states without
which even the best-intentioned
peace initiatives must founder5
Some Charter 77 representatives
have reported that since Gorbachev's consolidation of power, more
Czechoslovak citizens have taken
an active interest in politics, in
the hope that Moscow's policies
may produce some beneficial
changes throughout the bloc.6
However, the majority of human
rights activists also concur that
East European populations are fully
cognizant that they cannot simply
depend on outside factors to introduce reforms. The Czechoslovak
opposition therefore continues to
underscore the role of independent
social forces in various public
arenas as a crucial source of pressure on the party leadership to institute reform.
In Poland, by contrast, reliance on
inner-party liberalization has few
supporters and many critics. Most
Polish dissident work since the
late 1970's has focused on extending the parameters of independent
social action outside party supervision. Since Gorbachev's rise to
power, the voluminous underground press in Poland has, however, increasingly covered Soviet
events. It now regularly engages in
debates over the significance of
glasnost', perestroyka, and novoye
myshleniye for Eastern Europe in

6

lbid.
" Based on comments offered by Charier 77
signatory Jifi Dienstbierto The Christian Science
Monitor (Boston), Apr. 9, 1987.
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general and Poland in particular.7
Public reactions have ranged from
approval of Gorbachev's measures
as a genuine attempt to democratize the Soviet system, to intense
suspicion of Moscow's ulterior motives and maneuvers.
The prominent Solidarity adviser
Adam Michnik, who is not easy to pigeonhole in any single category and
who is consistently critical of Soviet
behavior, nevertheless thinks that
evolving Kremlin policies may open
up new possibilities by creating
opportunities for political compromises that would lessen domestic
social conflicts.8 For example,
Moscow may give East European
states a freer hand to introduce
much needed economic and political reforms, including those initially
proposed by the Solidarity movement—such as workers' self-management, local self-government,
labor union pluralism, and more tolerance for political diversity.
Attempts at economic restructuring
to enhance output and performance
may indeed produce irresistible
internal pressures for politically
oriented reforms.
Michnik and other like-minded
dissidents consider it essential that
any economic reform or "streamlining" be accompanied by full-scale
"political reconstruction." They feel
that continuing progress in the
USSR may indeed provide such opportunities, but remain concerned
that the present leadership clique
in Poland will try to contain reforms
within the framework of the system

'For a useful compilation of such debates in
Poland consult Radio Free Europe-Radio Liberty
(hereafter RFE-RL), Radio Free Europe
Research (Munich), Polish Independent Press
Review, 4/87, May 29, 1987.
e
ln an interview for Der Spiegel (Hamburg),
May 11, 1987. Michnik has also suggested that
Gorbachev may directly help to improve
Polish-Soviet relations by more openly discussing
burning historical controversies, such as the
Katyri forest massacre, about which the two ruling
parties have remained silent or evasive.

without significantly remodeling
political relations. Poland's cautious "positivists" contend that public pressures should be stepped
up on each regime to encourage
it to transcend "bureaucratic constraints" and neutralize or remove
all "regressive" elements from the
administration.
Inner-party reformism has some
backers among Hungary's intellectual "semi-legal" opposition, but
their numbers are generally small,
their proposals enjoy little public
resonance, and they have not
spawned any wider social movements.9 A section of Hungary's dissident intelligentsia has, however,
recently issued tentatively positive
evaluations of East European prospects under Gorbachev. In June
1987, the leading samizdat journal
Beszelo published detailed "prerequisites for resolving the political
crisis" which were evidently agreed
upon by different groupings in the
self-professed "Democratic Opposition."10 Individuals, groups, and
publications which are part of the urban-based "democratic opposition" helped to form the "Network of
Free Initiatives" together with various ecological and peace groupings in May 1988. The network is
supposed to function as an umbrella
organization to coordinate all independent initiatives. In addition to
specific reform proposals in the
economic, cultural, legal, and political spheres, one section of the document notes that Moscow has become more tolerant of East
European reforms, thereby presenting "an opportunity for the satellite
countries to increase their relative
independence of the Soviet Union."
According to the document, Gorba-

9
See in particular George Konrad,
Antipolitics, New York, Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1984.
10
See the "Social Contract" in Beszelo
(Budapest), No. 20, June 1987

chev has purportedly recognized
the need for "changes in mutual relations" and is more amenable to local political reform; external conditions have "never before been so
favorable as now." Beszelo calls
upon Magyar dissidents and all proreform forces within the ruling party
to avail themselves of current opportunities to push for major changes,
including the gradual separation of
party from government:
The more we are able to get the Soviet leadership to accept today, the
more we would be able to defend
later, during a possible backlash.
And when we are weighing the force
of the possible backlash, we have to
take into account the long-term
trends of the changes that are weakening Soviet control over the region.
Two hundred Hungarian journalists recently applied to the government to establish a "glasnosf
club." 11 Their aim is to provide the
public with information about important issues in the reform movement
which are sorely neglected by the
official media, and to "follow up
injustices against citizens." In the
words of one signatory: "We feel it is
ridiculous in the late 1980's for the
entire Hungarian media to be statecontrolled." The journalists' application has been carefully worded
to stress the authors' positive
evaluation of Gorbachev's pronouncements and the club's intention to work alongside rather than
against the official Journalists' Association. Budapest's response to
the glasnosf initiative has not been
sympathetic. Erno Lakatos, head of
the Central Committee's propaganda department, has put pressure
on state media editors to impose
sanctions against any staff member
signing the "glasnosf club" appli-

" Reuters, Mar. 4, 1988.
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cation. The regime clearly intends to
introduce reforms at its own pace
and discretion.
Degrees of optimism over Gorbachev's reform initiatives may also
be found among the small dissident
communities in particularly repressive states, such as Romania and
East Germany. These individuals
may not necessarily view the Kremlin leader as a uniquely democratic force, but they perceive that his
programs compare favorably with
those of their own regimes, and they
thereby aspire to a modicum of Soviet-type liberalization. Some may indeed see Gorbachev as a potential
"ally" in their struggles with the entrenched domestic communist apparat, and an important external lever for internal change.
About the time of Gorbachev's
visit to Bucharest in May 1987, dissident Romanian intellectuals sent
two letters to the Soviet embassy
proposing various political reforms
in the country, in the hope of
obtaining Moscow's support and
protection against Ceausescu's
unbending dogmatism.12 Rather
than propounding a comprehensive
program of democratization in their
documents, Romanian dissidents
petitioned for a resuscitation of
"socialism" and the termination of
Ceau§escu's "cult of personality,"
which they consider to be a throwback to the worst features of Stalinism, including the widespread
abuse of power.
A prominent opposition figure
and former high-ranking economic
adviser, Mihai Botez, has reported
that a growing number of Romanian
intellectuals, both within and outside the party, are hoping that Moscow will apply pressure on Bucharest to ease its repressions and
introduce a "technocratic and ra12
For details about the letters, see RFE-RL,
Radio Free Europe Research, Romanian Situation
Report, 11/87, Oct. 15, 1987.

tional approach to policy."13 Botez
believes that mounting public discontent in the country could assist
Moscow in pushing for appropriate
adjustments in the Romanian Communist Party. But despite occasional spontaneous public protests,
such as in Brasov in November
1987, opposition in Romania remains embryonic. It is limited to
a modest pro-reformist platform,
which is not tied to any wider social
movement and does not appear to
bridge the interests of the intelligentsia and the working class.
Dissidents in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) have initiated
campaigns for glasnost in that
country, but have tended to avoid
calls for perestroyka, partly because of the relative success of
the GDR economy by East European standards. For instance, members of the group Frieden und Menschenrechte (Peace and Human
Rights) have issued statements demanding greater openness in the
mass media. In their estimation,
ah independent press is "an essential prerequisite forthe development
of a country's democracy."14 They
have complained that even in other
communist countries, journalists
experience more opportunity to engage in factual commentary, whereas in East Germany "mendacious
reporting" and "linguistic barbarism" are still prevalent.
More broadly-based expressions
of protest against the government's
restrictive cultural and information policies were displayed in
June 1987 by crowds of East German youth. They reportedly chanted
Gorbachev's name when police

13
See the interview in L'Express (Paris),
May 28, 1987. Another prominent Romanian
dissident, the veteran National Peasant leader
loan Puiu, was detained by the security police
when found in possession of a memorandum
intended for Gorbachev during the latter's visit
to Bucharest.
14
DPA (West Berlin), Aug. 28, 1987.
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tried to keep them out of hearing
range of a rock concert on the other
side of the Berlin Wall.15 Subsequent youthful pro-g/asnosf protests have also been staged in East
Berlin. The most recent demonstrations were dispersed by security forces in mid-January 1988, and
several dozen dissidents were
jailed or speedily exiled across
the Wall, including the popular singer Stefan Krawczyk.16 Ironically,
but quite clearly some East German
dissidents are using Gorbachev's
rhetoric as a weapon against their
own intransigent regime, in the
hope of spurring wider demands for
human rights, especially over the
issue of travel to West Germany.
Negativists. A sizable body of independently monitored public opinion about Gorbachev can best be
described as "negativist." This term
encompasses the majority of "nonengaged" or "apolitical" people
who do not actively participate either in government-directed or dissident-sponsored activities. It also
includes former reformers now disillusioned about the prospects for democracy in Leninist systems, as well
as potential revolutionists who believe that only a full-scale armed insurrection will dislodge or transform
the system. (The latter group concedes that the prospects for violent
revolution seem extremely remote at
the present time.)
The ideas expressed in one Polish
samizdat publication, Tygodnik Mazowsze, early in 1987 may be more
widely echoed in East European
societies. According to the underground political commentator Karol
Grodkowski many, if not most, Poles
believe that "everything Gorbachev

15

See The New York Times, June 10, 1987.
For fuller reports on the protests and
subsequent repressions, see Reuters,
Feb. 1, 1988; and The Washington Times,
Feb. 8, 1988.
16
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says and does is mere propaganda
directed primarily at the West," in
order to gain credits, markets, and
technology, and to throw Western
powers "off their guard." 17
The
underlying
assumption
among "negativists" is that "the
nature of communism will never
change; the only thing that does
change is its tactics." 18 Such critics
do not envisage any meaningful reforms under Gorbachev's rule, irrespective of Moscow's actual intentions. Economic and social problems are so deeply rooted, they feel,
that only radical measures by noncommunists with no ultimate stake in
the system could prove decisive. In
the existing state of "lawlessness"
and political arbitrariness, any reforms or innovations introduced in
economic, cultural, or political life
can be swiftly revoked if it suits the
whims and goals of the party leadership. In the final reckoning, "negativists" contend, democratic pluralism and the rule of law can only be
institutionalized and protected by
independent checks and balances
fully outside communist control.
Several Polish oppositionists
have cautioned against invoking
Gorbachev's policies to buttress
their own demands for domestic reform. During a recent discussion
between leading dissidents under
the auspices of Solidarity's Temporary Council (the independent
union's aboveground national leadership between September 1986
and October 1987 when the underground and aboveground Solidarity
leadership was unified in the National Executive Commission), Konrad
Bielinski and Andrzej Celinski
stressed that positive evaluations of
Gorbachev by the political opposition could result in their "loss of

17
See the article by Karol Grodkowski
in Tygodnik Mazowsze (Warsaw), No. 202,
Mar. 11, 1987.
18
lbid.

credibility and social authority"
among wide sectors of the Polish
public.19 In the opinion of the respected dissident intellectual Jacek
Kuroh, "such misgivings cannot be
underestimated" as Poles apparently harbor little faith or trust in
Kremlin policies, whatever the
avowed goals.20 The depth of popular suspicion was echoed by Celinski, who opined that:

all party supervision—they are not
viewed as promoting the development of a "post-totalitarian" society.
In fact, some "potentialists" see in
the attempted rejuvenation of communism an inherent danger. During
the process of creating a more efficient and stable economy, repression may be eased, criticism may be
tolerated, and some tentative gestures may be made toward organizational pluralism, but they see
The question of whether anything is these measures as deceptive and
to be gained from changes in the So- primarily as the means to an end—
viet Union is based on an illusion, they are subject to sharp reversal
[as] any Communist cadre will think once the state's economic base
entirely in terms of hanging on to is consolidated and some political
power for another six months or a momentum is regained. The ruling
21
party, once strengthened by a
year.
streamlined economy, can then
Potentialists. The third broad cat- bring dissenting elements under
egory of dissident opinion concern- tighter rein and outlaw or forcefully
ing Gorbachev may be termed "po- co-opt genuine pluralism. Tadeusz
tentialist." Independent worker Jedynak, the former Solidarity unactivists, self-proclaimed national- derground leader in Upper Silesia,
ists, and anti-communist democrats has warned that "at a certain point it
of various political persuasions may turn out that perestroyka is just
most often fall into this category. a maneuver which will turn against
22
"Potentialists" perceive the Gor- us." In his view, nothing has yet
bachev phenomenon as a possibly happened in the USSR that cannot
important—though unintentional— be undone practically overnight.
spark for far-reaching political
Despite their pronounced skeptichange that could ultimately elude cism, "potentialists" believe that
party control. Glasnost' and peres- in the process of "restructuring,"
troyka are not viewed as instruments Gorbachev's policies could well
for bringing about genuine democ- provoke political instability in the Soratization. Indeed, the Soviet gener- viet Union by energizing nationalist
al secretary and his "faction" are forces and democratic movements
seen principally as communist "rea- that Moscow may find increasingly
lists" or "problem solvers" who are difficult to contain. This scenario
attempting to salvage and strength- in turn could help rekindle and reen the Leninist system by boosting ignite popular pressure, manifested
economic performance under over- in mass antigovernment campaigns
throughout Eastern Europe. At the
very least, political confusion and a
19
For a summary of the views expressed
loosening of central controls could
during the discussion, refer to Tygodnik
Mazowsze, No. 218, translated and reprinted
stimulate the emergence of rival poin Uncensored Poland (London), No. 18,
litical groupings in the party and
Sept. 11, 1987.
20
so allow for more independent soLech Walesa's former adviser Bronistaw
cial organizations. The "potentiaGeremek has complained about the "widespread
attitude of ignoring events in the USSR in the
lists" are evidently calculating
belief that nothing good can come out of them for
Poland." Ibid.
21
lbid.

22

lbid.
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Book Reviews
that the unintended consequences
of glasnost' will sooner or later surface, setting loose latent pressures
within each oppressed society.
According to Vaclav Havel, the
key to change in the Soviet bloc
does not rest exclusively with Gorbachev or any other communist
leaders. Much depends on social
dynamics and the mood of the
masses in interpreting and acting
upon their perceptions of political
change. Havel seems to adopt a
"potentialist" stance vis-a-vis Moscow; he neither dismisses the Gorbachev phenomenon outright as a
mere tactical ploy nor concurs with
the more positive reformist assessments of some of his dissident colleagues. He believes in testing the
system by expanding public initiatives, not simply relying on the power apparatus to introduce democratic measures. He concedes that:
Gorbachev is a more enlightened
ruler than his predecessors, and
Jakes imitates Gorbachev verbally
when he goes on about purported
restructuring and democratization
in our country; but both of these
facts have so far had precious little
influence in our lives. If they have an
influence at all, then it is perhaps
mainly in the way and the degree to
which society accepts them as
terms of reference ...to the extent
that they can be played back into
their originators' court23
Though "potentialists" can be
found within most of the major dissident movements, their standpoint
has perhaps crystallized most
forcefully in the Polish opposition,
particularly among the non-Soli23
For the translated text of Havel's interview
with a Czechoslovak samizdat publication, entitled
"Reasons for Doubt and Sources of Hope,"
see Vladimir Kusin, "Vaclav Havel on Doubt and
Hope," RFE-RL, Radio Free Europe Research,
RAD Background Report (Eastern Europe), 33/88,
Mar. 1, 1988.

darity political groupings that
have sprouted since the imposition
of martial law. For instance, the
clandestine organization "Fighting
Solidarity" (Solidarnosc Walczaca)
campaigns for a complete political
transformation, rejects "illusory
compromises" with the regime, and
dismisses reformism in all its guises
as a cosmetic exercise that simply
helps to preserve communist party
rule. Founded in Wroctaw soon after
the imposition of martial law, Fighting Solidarity operates outside the
mainstream Solidarity structures
and regularly criticizes the moderation of leaders like Lech Walesa and
Zbigniew Bujak. It advocates farreaching political changes based
on "solidarism"—a combination of
a multi-party parliamentary system,
strong local democracy, and workers' syndicalism alongside a market economy. Since 1982 the organization has spread to half a dozen
cities; it publishes about 18 periodicals, runs an underground news
agency and several clandestine radio stations, promotes a program of
self-education, and has even smuggled translations of its material into
the Soviet Union.24
Despite their pronounced skepticism about any communist party initiatives, Fighting Solidarity spokesmen have recently stressed the
potentially opportune side effects of
Gorbachev's search for economic
improvement throughout the Soviet
bloc, including the unwitting motivation of more autonomous movements "from below" that the party
24
Useful summaries of Poland's
independent political movements can be found in
Teresa Hanicka, "Political Groups in the Polish
Underground," RFE-RL, Radio Free Europe
Research, RAD Background Report (Poland),
118/85, Oct. 14, 1985, and in Francis Michalski,
"The Rise of Political Opposition in Poland,"
Poland Watch (Washington, DC), No. 8, 1986,
pp. 87-107. For some evidence of contacts
with "Soviet sympathizers of Fighting Solidarity,"
see Solidarnosc Walczaca (Wroctaw), No. 13
(157). June 21-July 5, 1987.
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apparatchiki might eventually be
unable to keep at bay.25 According
to such "potentialist" observers
in Poland:
We should not invest too much hope
in the Kremlin's new course. . . .
Our efforts ought to concentrate on
sustaining the advantage in the field
of democratization and liberalization that we have achieved in the forty years of our resistance and
struggle . ... We see our greatest
hopes not in Gorbachev's intentions
but in the process that his actions
may set in motion26
In "potentialist" estimations, the
East European public should prepare itself by all possible means
to exploit fully any emerging opportunities presented by Gorbachev's
policies or encouraged by any easing of repression in the bloc. Pressures should be exerted on the party
authorities in the respective countries by purposively increasing the
scope of autonomous private and
public initiatives, particularly in the
political and economic realms.
SEVERAL statements have been issued by dissident groups in Poland,
Czechoslovakia, and Hungary in an
attempt to formulate some common
stance toward Gorbachev's reforms. Following a meeting on the
Polish-Czechoslovak border in August 1987, 21 opposition activists
distributed a. communique stressing that it still remained to be seen
whether Moscow's program would
create more favorable conditions for
"self-liberation" in the bloc. Though
their assessment was cautiously
optimistic, they concluded that
the Kremlin's officially proclaimed
policy of democratization "cannot

25
Refer for instance to Solidarnosc
Walczaca, No. 13 (157), June 21-July 5, 1987.
26
Quoted in Tygodnik Mazowsze, No. 201,
Mar. 4, 1987.
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evoke credibility if it is not translated
into concrete actions" including "a
more intense and deeper respect
for the independent interests, traditions, and hopes of other countries."27 Participants at the CzechPolish meeting stated their intention
to launch a more comprehensive
debate about the effects of Gorbachev's policies and objectives
among several independent groupings in Eastern Europe. In order to
improve coordination and help
forge a coherent joint response to
Gorbachev's policies among Soviet
bloc dissidents, Michnik and others
have called for a "common platform" reflecting the position of Polish, Czechoslovak, and Hungarian
oppositionist strands.28 The precise
contours of this venture have still to
be specified.
Over the past few years, a number of dissidents have contended
that a more consistent "internationalist" approach is essential to
initiate changes in each state and to
present a "united front" vis-a-vis the
Kremlin. In practice, this generally
has amounted to little more than
sporadic exchanges of documents,
joint letters of protest, statements
of intent, a degree of mutual support, and occasional secret meetings. However, a joint communique,
27
The full text of the joint communique,
issued on Aug. 21, 1987, is available from the
Committee for the Support of Human Rights in
Czechoslovakia, Washington DC.
?a
AFP (Paris), Aug. 5, 1987.
29
For details, see news agency reports on
Feb. 2 and Feb. 3, 1988. For a useful summary of
recent developments, see Jackson Diehl,
"East Bloc Dissidents Coordinate Protest," The
Washington Post, Feb. 2, 1988, and Vladimir
Socor, "Independent Groups in Eastern Europe
Urge Support for People of Romania," RFE-RL,
Radio Free Europe Research, RAD Background
Report (Eastern Europe), 30/88, Feb. 25, 1988.

which was something of a landmark
in East European dissident solidarity, was issued on the 30th anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution. It
was dated October 23, 1986, released simultaneously in Budapest,
East Berlin, Prague, and Warsaw,
and contained the signatures of
120 prominent opposition activists
from Hungary, the GDR, Czechoslovakia, and Poland. Several Romanian dissidents later appended their
names to the document. Subsequent statements have also been issued in support of East German dissidents jailed or expelled to the
West, and in recognition of the right
of conscientious objection to military service. On February 1, 1988,
another display of inter-dissident
solidarity took place when simultaneous demonstrations against severe repression in Romania were
held in Prague, Warsaw, Budapest,
and Moscow at the request of Charter 77. They included hunger strikes,
vigils outside Romanian embassies,
and other symbolic protests, in addition to messages of support for
any emergent "social resistance" in
Romania.29 Such displays may be
repeated if a sufficient degree of
international planning, coordination, publicity, and participation can
be garnered despite government
dissuasion. But consistent contacts
have proved difficult to maintain
even between individuals in neighboring countries. Each regime has
made strenuous efforts to seal off its
population from "dangerous" political ideas: the hermetic isolation of
Poland during the legal Solidarity
period is an extreme example of this
policy.
Available evidence indicates
that most East European dissidents

maintain a reasonably sober and realistic assessment of Gorbachev's
tenure and the possibilities for
lasting improvements. Their opinions are likely to alter or further
crystallize as developments unfold
in Moscow and elsewhere in the
bloc. The majority seem to consider
it premature to draw any final conclusions, whatever their individual
aspirations and approaches. Not
surprisingly, some have voiced dismay that Western observers may be
allured by the symbols rather than
the substance of Soviet policy.30 In
the words of Vaclav Havel:
As far as Gorbachev is concerned,
I am neither an optimist nor a pessimist . . . . Concerning his popularity in the West I am rather shocked
to find that the "realist" politicians
who mock us for our lack of realism
allow themselves to be charmed by
a few seductive glances in their direction . . . . The fact that all those
worldly-wise, long-serving "realist"
politicians, who mock us naive
dreamers fighting for human rights
in Eastern Europe, are unable to
see through it is something I find
alarming3'1

30
Ccntrary to many Western leftist circles,
East bloc democratic socialists "appear more
critical about Gorbachev's objectives and
skeptical about his prospects." This contrast was
evident during an unofficial meeting between
Western socialists and "peace campaigners," on
the one hand, and a number of Hungarian
dissident intellectuals and other Soviet bloc
oppositionists, on the other, held in Budapest
in late November 1987. For details, see the
Hungarian October Information Centre
(London), No. 135, Nov. 23, 1987.
31
From an interview for the British Labour
Party monthly, New Socialist, in London in
February 1987.
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Looking Back on the
Chinese Cultural Revolution
Anita Chan

GAO YUAN. Born Red: A
Chronicle of the Cultural
Revolution. Stanford, CA,
Stanford University Press, 1987.
YANG JIANG. Six Chapters from
My Life "Downunder." Translated
by Howard Goldblatt. Hong
Kong, The Chinese University
Press, 1983, and Seattle and
London, University of Washington
Press, 1984.
JUDITH SHAPIRO and LIANG
HENG. Cold Winds, Warm Winds:
Intellectual Life in China Today.
Middletown, CT, Wesleyan
University Press, 1986.

/ was imprisoned for eight years
and forced to write nearly a thousand confessions. I need not mention the beatings and personal insults I suffered. A foreign friend
suggested that I should describe
these experiences.1
THE THREE BOOKS to be reviewed
here, each covering a "different
span of years in a very different
way, deal with repression in China.
The first, Born Red, is an autobiographical account penned in the
Berkeley hills in the mid-1980's by a
graduate student from China. It recounts his experiences of violence
and repression as a high-school

Red Guard from 1966 to 1969. The
second book, Six Chapters from My
Life "Downunder," a slim translated
volume, also autobiographical, tells
of an elderly Chinese writer's life
from 1969 to 1972 in one of the thousands of so-called "May Seventh
Cadre Schools," a euphemism for
the make-shift labor camps set up
to "re-educate" urban white-collar
personnel. The third book, Cold
Winds, Warm Winds, in which the
above quote appears, outlines the
social and political climate of the
1980's, as China moves fitfully but
progressively away from the politics
of repression. The first and third
books are directed to the general
Western readership, though the
China specialist may also find them
quite useful. The second book, Six
Chapters from My Life "Downunder," was written for a Chinese
readership that had shared or had
an intimate knowledge of the author's experiences.

Anita Chan is a Research Associate
at the Contemporary China Centre,
The Australian National University,
Canberra. She is a co-author of
Chen Village: The Recent History of
a Peasant Community in Mao's China (1984) and author of Children of
Mao: Personality Development and
Political Activism in the Red Guard
Generation (1985).
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GAO YUAN'S Born Red is the best
Red Guard autobiography published in English to date.2 Since
non-fictional depiction of the Cultural Revolution is still largely a taboo
subject for Chinese publications,
Born Red, published twenty years
after the turmoil of 1966-69, is not
born too late. It bears important new
testimony to the havoc that wracked
China. In writing it, Gao was able to
cast himself back into the frame of
mind of a fourteen-year-old. Untempered by hindsight or self justification, his book allows readers to "get
inside" the mentality that caused
young people to rise up against authority, to battle each other, and ultimately to kill each other.
Gao Yuan was "born red" in two
senses. Traditionally, the color red
symbolized good fortune or good
luck; in the new Chinese communist vocabulary it additionally has

'The elderly dramatist Xia Yan (1979),
quoted in Judith Shapiro and Liang Heng, Cold
Winds, Warm Winds: Intellectual Life in China
Today, Middletown. CT. Wesleyan University
Press, 1986, p. 23.
Another recently published autobiography
of the same genre, Hua Linshan's Les Annees
Rouges (The Red Years), Paris, Editions du
Seuil, 1987, is as good, if not better. Other Red
Guard autobiographies are: Gordon Bennett
and Ronald Montaperto, Red Guard: The Political
Biography of Dai Hsiao-ai, London, George
Allen & Unwin, 1971; Ken Ling, The Revenge of
Heaven, New York, Putnam, 1972; and Liang
Heng and Judith Shapiro, Son of the Revolution,
New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1983.

