Soviets

INERS 1n the Ukraine and in Siberia
returned to work, but not before
winning major concessions. It was not
just more money and better conditions they
demanded, or even more control over their
industry, but complete and direct control. It is a
sign of the times that workers in the Soviet Union
are now saying, as in the days of the revolution,
that central power must go. The miners in their
demonstrations vocally pronounced that they
wanted nothing less than “All power to the
Soviets . There are now reports that they seem to
be achieving just that and that the strikes have
unleashed a new wave of syndicalism and a
desire for revolution.

The strikes that began 1n the Kuzbass coalfield
of Siberia, with 79 mines closing down, involved
over 140,000 miners. Within days of the strike 1n
Siberia miners struck in the Donbass coalfield in
the Ukraine and 50,000 miners walked out
closing down 30 mines. Significantly the
Siberian strike saw workers in 17 regional
factories coming out in solidarity and railworkers
in the regions threatened to close the rail
network. The main city of the region,
Prokopyersk, was occupied by over 50,000
miners and in the city of Mezhdurechersk a
further 20,000 took occupation of the centre. The
Siberian strikes amounted to nothing less than a

regional general strike and 1n due course it
became apparent that the action had become the

biggest and most widespread strike in the history
of the Soviet Union.

Naturally the Politburo was extremely
worried. Gorbachev tried at first to turn the
strikes ‘on their head’ by claiming they were a
‘test of perestroika’, not against it but a necessary
part of the reform process. He wanted the miners
to go back and in return ‘they would be granted
their demands’ . He said he was reluctant to use
force but preferred persuasion. Gorbachev knew
that if they didn’t return the hardliners might use
it against him and the reform precess, but he also
knew that to give 1n to the miners would be a
mistake too. Promises had to be made to win the
miners’ support. But Gorbachev could not atford
to give them what they really wanted. The miners
were naturally cynical about any promises.
They’d heard it all before and so they held on
until they were certain that concessions were
sufficient and binding. Gorbachev also knew that
if sufficient concessions were not implemented
soon then the miners would strike again with the
action escalating to other industries throughout
the country. This is the political scenario that
Gorbachev feared the most—a workers rebellion
demanding far in excess of presetroika or
glasnost. Gorbachev recognised, therefore, that
the workers have to be contained if the process of
transition from state capitalism to a more
westernised version is to be acheived. The
workers certainly want the benefits of
change—more goods, a better life style, etc in
preference to the repression of past decades—but
they also recognise that perestroika 1s a
codeword for austerity and 1n some cases
widespread unemployment as the economy 1s
restructured. Perestroika means higher
productivity and lower wages. This is not a price
the workers are prepared to pay, even for
‘freedom .

The initial response of the Politburo to the
strikes in Siberia was to offer immediately
supplies of sugar, washing powder, soap, meat,
milk, tea. coffee and cocoa. This was an
indication of how far downhill the miners living
conditions had sunk. They are spending their
lives working flat out without reward; their
working conditions are atrocious; safety 1s
non-existent—over the last ten years alone more
10,000 miners in the Soviet Union have lost their
lives because of accidents at work. Pay 1s
abysmal and many miners are forced to live in

cold hostels with no facilities. Yet they are
perceived by the urbanites as being ‘well oft”.
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The strikes sent shock waves throughout the
Soviet Union. The support for the strikes by
workers 1n other industries provided visions of
perhaps another Solidarnosc, Soviet-style. The
Supreme Soviet in an emergency debate on the
strikes heard from a deputy, representing one of
the areas 1n Siberia where the miners live, that
the miners were demanding a complete overhaul
of the Soviet system and not just better pay and
conditions. The deputy, from the Komo
Autonomous Republic, told the body that the
miners were demanding direct control by the
soviets, the direct election of workers delegates,
and the abolition of the Communist Party
monopoly. In other words the miners were
advocating real communism, or communism
without the state. At the same time striking
miners in the Donetsk Basin, in the Ukraine, put
forward a list of thirty six demands; these
included wage increases of up to 20 %, annual
leave of 45 days, better health care and
recognition of certain work-related 1llnesses,
retirement after 20 years work, improvement of
housing, three year maternity leave for women
miners, compensation for miners killed at work,
etc. As if that wasn’t enough it has been reported
that miners from Chervongrad in the Ukraine are
trying to set up an independent trade union,
which they wish to call Solidarity.

This 1s the reality of the situation which the
Politburo faced. It was not just a strike but a
possible rebellion.

With the ending of the strike big changes were
initiated by the workers. The strike committees

formed themselves into permanent organisations,

called workers syndicates (the official unions
were totally discredited—during the strike they
represented management!). The syndicates,
according to some accounts, have begun to take
over the running of the region, making the
official government agencies and the party
apparatchiks redundant. The workers, via the
syndicates, have literally taken over!

In essence the miners and their communities
have gone back to the basic principles of
communism before it was corrupted by the
Bolshevik counter-revolution. Their demands
and their action are the same as those of the
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anarchists who fought for the Revolution but who
lost to the tyrants of State Communism. The big
question now 1s whether the miners will be able
to hold to their gains—a 24 hour stoppage at 13
pits in the Vorkuta region came two weeks after
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the main strike action to force the pace of the
concessions—and whether their example will be
taken up by workers in other industries and
communities 1n other regions. They have started
the ball rolling...the times ahead could be heady.

Black Cross Returns To Roots

HE ANARCHIST Black Cross, an

international defence network for

anarchist prisoners and revolutionaries,
has after a seventy year gap returned to its
origins. We have received news that preparations
are being made to set up a section of the ABC 1n
the Soviet Union. A comrade from Moscow
informed us, via a contact, that it 1s hoped the
Black Cross will be reactivated in the USSR
some time in the Autumn, adding that a section 1n
Poland 1s also being organised.

The Black Cross was first set up in Russia
under Tsarist rule to assist and support
anti-Statist revolutionaries; the October
Revolution was soon followed by the Bolshevik
counter- revolution and thousands of
revolutionaries were imprisoned in concentration
camps or executed in the resultant terror, while
others were sent into forced exile or subjected to
blacklisting and repression. The Black Cross was
outlawed, its members jailed and all avenues of
support closed off. Under Stalinism the 1solation
of anarchists and other anti-statist revolutionaries
intensified. One anarchist activist, Aaron Baron,
was kept in confinement for over 20 years, then
‘disappeared’, despite many attempts by
comrades in exile to get through to him.
Revolutionaries associated with the Black Cross
moved to Germany and Italy and then on to
North America, where some helped found the
Alexander Berkman Fund (ABF), which
performed many of the tasks of the ABC,
particularly in respect in providing aid to the
anarchists and anarcho-syndicalists in Italy and
Germany, finally Spain, in their war against
Fascism. The ABF worked alongside the

Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) to
publish the plight of comrades trapped by the
Bolshevik tyranny, but with the outbreak of
World War II and the victory of Franco, the
emphasis changed and it was the anarchist
Resistance in the post-Franco era that came to the
fore.

The underground resistance against the forces
of Franco kept the spirit of revolutionary
anarchism alive and the struggle spread outwards
across Spain’s borders to inspire revolutionary
activity that eventually saw the setting up of the
[nternational Revolutionary Solidarity
Movement and simultaneous attacks and
guerrilla-style actions against the capitalist
establishment in many parts of Europe. In the
middle of all this the Black Cross was once again
revived, to provide aid to comrades in Spain but
also to assist the IRSM. Over the next two
decades the ABC saw sections arising in different
countries around the world, intervening to assist
and liberate comrades imprisoned for their fight
against injustice. More recently the Black Cross
held its first international conference in twenty
years and agreed to organise a emergency
response network to provide solidarity in times
of great need.

It is momentous, and historic, that the Black
Cross has returned to the Soviet Union. There it
suffered its greatest repression. We are excited
by the prospects of its revival in that country and
later in the year will make direct contact, out of
which we hope to establish a permanent channel

of communication.
Long live Anarchy! Long live the free soviets!
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