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Foreword

A Message from President Lech Wałęsa for the Special Issue of Humanities 
Research published by The Australian National University, Canberra.1

Thirty years ago Solidarity was born—the movement that changed the face of 
Poland and Europe. It was a mass, multi-generational and peaceful movement 
that challenged the communist system in many ways and many places. The 
echoes of our struggle, and the emissaries of Solidarity with their message of 
freedom and democracy, were reaching all corners of the world.

Thirty years ago in the Gdańsk Shipyard we sensed the support coming from 
abroad, from all generations and social circles. This supra-national solidarity was 
giving us hope that the values we were fighting for would triumph not only in 
Poland, but would also dominate in other captive countries. I am confident that 
this wide support and pressure from abroad prevented communist authorities 
from immediate suppression of our movement. International assistance—
material, moral and political—enabled the survival of Solidarity also during the 
dark days of martial law, and it accompanied the movement during the bloodless 
collapse of the totalitarian system in Poland in 1989.

After thirty years, on the occasion of this important publication that reflects 
on the times of struggle and the difficult period of successful transformation 
in Poland, I would like to thank all friends of Solidarity in Australia for their 
unwavering trust and support. Celebrations of this important anniversary—the 
thirtieth anniversary of the formation of the Solidarity movement—should also 
give us an opportunity for celebrating international friendship and solidarity in 
supporting the ideals of freedom, democracy and justice.

I am very glad that The Australian National University and a group of prominent 
scholars from Australia and overseas are issuing a publication that testifies to 
solidarity without borders.

Lech Wałęsa 

1 The original message in Polish is reproduced below.
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Lech Wałęsa celebrating victory in August 1980.
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Posłanie Prezydenta Lecha Wałęsy

Do specjalnego numeru Humanities Research opublikowanego przez The Australian 
National University, Canberra.

Trzydzieści lat temu narodziła się Solidarność, która odmieniła oblicze Polski i Europy. 
Był to ruch masowy, wielopokoleniowy i pokojowy, który zmagał się z systemem 
komunistycznym na wiele sposobów i wielu miejscach. Echa naszej walki i emisariusze 
Solidarności docierali z posłaniem wolności i demokracji do wszystkich zakątków 
świata.

Trzydzieści lat temu w Stoczni Gdańskiej czuliśmy pochodzące z różnych pokoleń i 
środowisk wsparcie nadchodzące z zagranicy. Ta ponadnarodowa solidarność dawała 
nam nadzieję, że wartości, o które walczymy zwyciężą nie tylko w Polsce, ale zapanują 
także w innych krajach zniewolonych. Jestem przekonany, że to szerokie wsparcie i 
zagraniczna presja uniemożliwiły władzom natychmiastowe zdławienie naszego ruchu. 
Międzynarodowa pomoc, materialna, moralna i polityczna umożliwiła także przetrwanie 
Solidarności podczas ciemnych dni stanu wojennego i towarzyszyła jej w czasie 
bezkrwawego upadku systemu totalitarnego w Polsce.

Po trzydziestu latach, z okazji tej ważnej publikacji będącej refleksją nad minionymi 
latami zmagań i trudnym okresem udanej transformacji w Polsce, pragnę podziękować 
wszystkim przyjaciołom Solidarności w Australii za ich niezachwiane zaufanie oraz 
wsparcie. Świętowanie doniosłej rocznicy—30 rocznicy powstania ruchu Solidarności—
powinno być także okazją do uczczenia międzynarodowej przyjaźni i solidarności we 
wspieraniu ideałów wolności, demokracji i sprawiedliwości.

Pragnę wyrazić radość, że Australian National University i grono wybitnych naukowców 
z Australii i zagranicy wydaje publikację, która jest świadectwem pamięci i solidarności 
bez granic.

Lech Wałęsa 
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The Solidarity Decade in Eastern 
Europe, 1980–1989: An Australian 

perspective

JAN.PAKULSKI.AND.STEFAN.MARKOWSKI

One seldom finds a consensual view among historians of recent events, but 
very few would object to calling the 10 years that preceded the collapse of 
communism in Eastern Europe the ‘Solidarity Decade’. It is spanned by two 
crucial events, both related to the Polish Solidarity movement but also, and 
indirectly, sharing wider international importance. The first was the formal 
recognition by the communist regime of the first ‘free and independent’ trade 
union and, in reality, a powerful social reform movement in Poland in late 
August to early September 1980. The second event was the swearing in of 
the ‘Solidarity government’ in Poland on 12 September 1989—the first non-
communist government since the consolidation of communist rule in 1948. The 
first date marks the beginning of a mass, organised social dissent that not only 
fatally undermined communist legitimacy in Eastern Europe, but also created a 
powerful collective social force capable of directing change beyond the confines 
of ‘reformed communism’ and into ‘post-communism’.1 The second date marks 
what we call the ‘Breakthrough’—a shift of emphasis from reforming to 
transforming the communist system, from the monopoly of power vested de jure 
in the Soviet-style Communist Party to the first freely elected non-communist 
government in the Soviet Bloc. It was a tipping point initiating the processes of 
the domino-like collapse of the Eastern European communist regimes. 

What was remarkable about this decade—and what is worth returning to on 
its anniversary—was its regional and worldwide impact, which was largely 
unanticipated by the major actors, including Gorbachev, Wałęsa, Reagan, Bush, 
Kohl, Jaruzelski and Havel. We are armed now with a better historical hindsight2 

1 This was acknowledged even by General Jaruzelski—for example, in an interview with Codogni 
(2009:301). The concept of ‘post-communism’ has been elaborated by Holmes (1997).
2 One should mention here recent general historical analyses and comments by Ash (2009a, 2009b); Beres 
and Burnetko (2009); Engel (2009); Judt (2005); Karatnycky and Ackerman (2005); Kramer (2003, 2004, 
2007); Lawson (2005); Meyer (2009); and Sebestyen (2009); specific historical analyses by Codogni (2009) and 
Skorzyński (2009); and in memoirs by Gorbachev, Wałęsa, Jaruzelski and Geremek.
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that allows us to trace both the origins of the momentous year 1989—declared 
by Ash (2009a) ‘the best year of European history’—and its impact on the 
subsequent chain of events, ranging from the collapse of the Soviet Union in 
December 1991, through socio-political emancipation of 15 new post-Soviet 
republics in 1991–93, to a series of political ‘aftershocks’ in the Philippines, 
South Africa, Chile, Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine, Lebanon, Kyrgyzstan, Burma and, 
more recently, Iran.3 While the causal connections between these ‘aftershocks’ 
and the ‘negotiated regime change’—which we claim was successfully tested 
during the ‘Solidarity Decade’—are highly diverse and complex, they are, 
nevertheless, quite apparent. All of these political aftershocks bore clear marks 
of the original Solidarity ‘refolution’ (Ash’s term aptly describing a mixture of 
reform and revolution). All shared the basic ‘political DNA’ that can be traced 
to the original Solidarity model of 1980–89: a combination of massopposition 
carrying strong moral overtones (against injustice, lies, deceptions); wide 
solidary mobilisations that transcend boundaries of class, region and faith; 
rejection of ideological utopias—so prevalent in previous violent revolutions and 
radical political movements; and—perhaps most characteristically—the non-
violent forms of action backed by the principles of negotiation and compromise 
with political opponents.4 In spite of the divergent labels attached to these 
recognisable and converging paths to negotiated regime change—such as 
‘movement of moral renewal’, ‘refolution’, ‘velvet revolution’, ‘self-limiting 
revolution’, ‘peaceful revolution’, ‘negotiated revolution’, ‘coloured revolution’ 
(orange, saffron), ‘flower revolution’ (tulip, rose), and so on—all of them carried 
a clear imprint of the successful template for non-violent transition developed 
and tested in Poland during the Solidarity Decade: 1980–89.

This template itself, as stressed below, has been a product of complex political 
evolution that occurred in Poland and in other communist countries since World 
War II. It included the long legacy of contestation of communist domination: 
the 1945–47 opposition in Poland; the 1953 revolt in East Germany; the 1956 
uprisings in Poland and Hungary; protests during the Warsaw March and the 
Prague Spring of 1968; and, most importantly, the series of mass protests in 
Poland in 1970 and 1976. All these failed attempts to challenge communist 
domination represented a historical ‘learning curve’ for all those determined to 
contest the legitimacy of Soviet-style communism in Eastern Europe. But it was 
the Polish Solidarity movement in the 1980s that made it apparent that

• only the mass, solidary and coordinated protests have a chance of success

3 As pointed out by Ash (2009b), the Iranian authorities accuse the protesters against the rigged presidential 
election there of fomenting ‘enghelab-e-makhmali’, which translates as ‘velvet revolution’.
4 Ash (2009b) treats these distinctive features as components of his ideal type of ‘velvet revolutions of 
1989’ (the term applied first to the Czechoslovakian change), though he also acknowledges (1983) that the key 
elements of the type were articulated in Poland during the formation of Solidarity. 
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• organised opposition is more likely to succeed than spontaneous and 
fragmented dissent

• radical regime change can be sustained only if sheltered from external (in the 
Polish case, Soviet) intervention

• violence is counterproductive as it only breeds more violence and favours 
those who command the guns (Ash 1983, 2009a, 2009b; Ascherson 1981).

As argued below, this ‘transformational compound’ was first synthesised in 
Poland in 1980 to provide philosophical direction and practical implementation 
tactics for a novel ‘change model’ exemplified by the Solidarity movement. The 
model was based on lessons drawn from the brutally suppressed protests in 
1968, 1970 and 1976, and thus incorporated the core idea of negotiated change 
and political compromise, which was first articulated by Solidarity advisers in 
August–September 1980, and subsequently refined in the mid-1980s, mainly in 
underground publications by Adam Michnik (1985). The 1988 concept of the 
‘round table’ evolved from these ideas, even though it was formally proposed 
by the then communist strongman General Jaruzelski. The programmatic non-
violence—a key aspect of the Solidarity ‘refolution’—had largely (though 
probably not solely) been inspired by the powerful message of Pope John Paul 
II, who appealed during his first pilgrimage to Poland in June 1979 for ‘defeating 
evil with good’. Similarly, the importance of organisation and the centrality of 
solidary action can be traced to the activities of the Polish ‘KOR’ (the Committee 
for the Defence of Workers) in the 1970s. 

The label ‘Solidarity Decade’ competes with some alternative ‘synthetic’ 
descriptions of chains of events that occurred in the Soviet Bloc in the late 1980s, 
such as the ‘Fall of the Wall’, ‘Collapse of Communism’ and the ‘Gorbachev Era’. 
The first two are rather bland. They suggest—misleadingly, in our view—that 
the key events of 1989 occurred in Germany during the famous dismantling of 
the Berlin Wall in November 1989, and that the main problem faced by Eastern 
Europe in the late 1980s was the ideological dominance of communism. Instead, 
we suggest that the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, while of enormous 
symbolic value, was largely a consequence of the earlier Breakthrough in Poland 
(accompanied by the opening of its borders by Hungary). For all the media 
attention lavished on the fall of the Wall, East Germany was not the first, but the 
third ‘domino piece’; it was tipped by the peaceful and negotiated dismantling 
of communist regimes in Poland and by the widely publicised mass exodus of 
East Germans through Hungary (and the ‘freedom trains’ negotiated by Poland). 
Without these ‘tipping points’—and without the ‘amber light’ to reforms given 
by Gorbachev—the Wall would have not fallen in November 1989. 

Similarly, we argue that communist ideology had lost its legitimacy in Eastern 
Europe long before 1989—most apparently in Poland, as demonstrated during 
the 15 months of freedom in 1980–81. The socio-political liberation of 1989 
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concluded the long process of ideological disenchantment with communism in 
general and, in particular, with its various Soviet-inspired derivatives that were 
often commonly and formally referred to by most Eastern European regimes 
as ‘real socialism’. What collapsed in 1989 were the ideologically exhausted 
and politically discredited—and no longer Soviet-protected—‘shells’ of 
communist regimes, all commanding formidable apparatus of repression, but 
little or no ideological legitimacy and popular support. That collapse started 
in Poland in the 1970s and spread via ‘political contagion’ to Hungary, East 
Germany, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and beyond. By the 1980s, events in Poland 
triggered the most difficult and the most crucial phase of this collapse—creating 
a socio-political template for mass-supported but negotiated and (mostly) 
bloodless dismantling of ‘real socialism’. As famously noted by Ash (1990), the 
accelerating impact of the Polish Breakthrough was geometric: ‘what took ten 
years in Poland, took ten months in Hungary, ten weeks in East Germany, and 
ten days in Czechoslovakia.’ 

Finally, the label ‘Gorbachev Era’, while more specific in identifying a crucial 
actor, is also rather misleading. As stressed by most observers, Gorbachev 
contributed to the 1989 ‘refolutions’ more by omission than by commission—
by what he had not done (for example, sanction Soviet military interventions in 
Poland or East Germany), rather than by his actions. Solidarity reforms preceded 
Gorbachev, and subsequently radicalised his perestroika. It set the scene for 
changes that Gorbachev had neither intended nor anticipated.5 Moreover, the 
label Gorbachev era misleadingly suggests that the transformations were due 
to the reformist pressures ‘from Moscow’, which is not accurate. While the 
importance of Gorbachev can hardly be overestimated—and his role is given 
due recognition below—he was an ‘unintentional leading man’ in the drama of 
communist implosion. In other words, the dismantling of communist regimes 
in 1989 was an unanticipated consequence of glasnost and perestroika, both 
spiralling beyond the intentions of their creator. More precisely, it was the 
result of a fortuitous combination of a new political climate created by the 
Soviet leader’s permissive liberalisation ‘from above’ (aptly described by Ash as 
an ‘amber light’ for change). It was the political Breakthrough in Poland that 
paved the way for post-communism in the crumbling Soviet Bloc. 

The key events of the Solidarity Decade are partially depicted in this volume 
from the Australian perspective. This is a distinctive—and, we believe, quite 

5 He was not alone; President Bush, President Mitterrand and Prime Minister Thatcher did not anticipate 
the radical dismantling of communist regimes, opposed the fall of the Berlin Wall, and were very apprehensive 
about the prospect of liberalising fragmentation of the Soviet Union. As pointed out by Ash (2009b), 
Gorbachev ‘mistakenly believed such changes would stop at the frontier of the Soviet Union, which he saw 
as a country, not an internal empire’. Instead, as Kramer (2003, 2004, 2007) shows, the revolutionary changes 
in Eastern–Central Europe contributed directly to the dissolution of the Soviet Union itself. Robert Conquest 
asked Gorbachev many years later whether, if he had known where it would all lead, he would have done the 
same again. He replied: “Probably not.”’ 
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revealing—vantage point. From the distance of more than 20 000 km, from a 
society with a strong and old liberal-democratic tradition largely unaffected by 
the ideological perspectives of the Cold War, and from a continent populated by 
predominantly British–European migrants, the Solidarity Decade looked quite 
different than from adjacent and highly concerned Europe, or from the equally 
distant but Cold War-fixated United States. This Australian perspective is 
treated here as insightful rather than distortional, as a cognitive asset reflecting 
the advantage of refracting momentous events through the lens of a distant but 
interested and alert observer rather than a blurred and distorted vision imposed 
by the ‘tyranny of geographic separation’ (with apologies to Geoffrey Blainey). 

This reflexive perspective combines three elements. For a start, the enormous 
geographic distance between Eastern Europe and Australia had muffled the 
noise, so to speak. From far away, one could see more clearly the main contours 
of events, without distracting details. The Australian commentators—both 
academics, such as Jan Pakulski and Martin Krygier (see below), and reflexive 
journalists, such as Nicolas Rothwell and Roger Boyes—provide a remarkably 
clear synthetic picture of developments in Poland. While acknowledging their 
puzzlement, they recognise the distinctive moral overtones of Solidarity’s self-
limiting rise and its potential implications, especially after 1985, when Solidarity 
pressures coincided with Gorbachev’s ‘amber light’. 

Second, the Australian perspective appears more detached, relatively free from 
distortions caused by ideological clichés and rancour, as well as vested political 
interests, both of which tend to colour the European and American accounts. 
The European and American commentators, in particular, could not resist seeing 
the Solidarity Decade from the highly ideologised Cold War and Europe-centric 
perspectives—hence their frequent tendency to ‘frame’ it as either an episode 
in superpower confrontation or just ‘another Polish uprising’. Similarly, many 
Western European commentators could not resist placing Solidarity within the 
old ideological pigeonholes (‘trade union movement’, ‘reformed socialism’)—
thus missing its distinctive and novel features. 

Such ideological clichés and the accompanying political rancour—both 
afflicting Australian politics and public debates in the 1950s, 1960s and even 
1970s—were largely gone by the early 1980s. Soviet-type socialism—an 
object of uncritical adulation by the Australian communists and left-leaning 
intellectuals during the postwar decades—was losing its lustre, especially after 
the invasion of Czechoslovakia and wide publicity given to the persecution of 
dissidents. Therefore, a few attempts to portray Solidarity as a ‘rebellion against 
a progressive socialist regime’, and the accompanying apologies for a brutal 
suppression of the movement in 1981 as a ‘patriotic act’ and a ‘restoration of 
order’, were restricted to the extremes of left and right. Most Australian analyses 
and commentaries in the mainstream media tended to be sober, balanced and 
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detached, both politically and ideologically. They proved more sensitive to the 
new and original developments, such as the moral inspiration and the non-
violent character of protests—both pregnant in political consequences. This 
was striking in the academic analyses of Solidarity’s rise (see, for example, Jan 
Pakulski in Part 2 of this volume), as well as in the well-informed journalistic 
commentaries (for example, see the reminiscences by Nicolas Rothwell, Jan 
Zubrzycki and Martin Krygier in Part 1 of this volume).

Finally, the Australian perspective had carried an imprint of the Polish and 
the Eastern European refugees. The Solidarity Decade was closely watched—
and commented upon—by thousands of Polish and other Eastern European 
immigrants in Australia, including about 17 000 new ‘Solidarity refugees’ who 
had arrived in Australia in the early 1980s.6 The impact of these ‘witnesses-
participants’ has infused the Australian perspective with both idealistic passion 
and sceptical caution. The passion reflected, above all, moral commitment 
typical of political refugees; the caution was a result of disappointments 
experienced by these refugees, especially the Solidarity émigrés (for example, 
see the reminiscence by Andrzej Snarski in Part 1 of this volume).

The idea for this Special Issue of Humanities Research focused on the 
Solidarity Decade, 1980–89, was born during the symposium The Democratic 
Breakthrough—20 Years after the June 1989 Elections in Poland, which was 
hosted by His Excellency Andrzej Jaroszyński, the Ambassador of the Republic 
of Poland, and the National Europe Centre at The Australian National University 
(ANU) in July 2009. This Special Issue was to make several excellent papers 
presented at the symposium available in print. Some of these presentations 
were, however, personal and largely informal while others were scholarly and 
well researched. To capture the spontaneity and freshness of the symposium, 
we have decided to combine both types of presentations in a single volume. 
Accordingly, this Special Issue is divided into two parts. Part 1 is a collection 
of personal reflections and reminiscences about the Solidarity Decade by John 
Burgess, the Australian Ambassador to Poland from 1980 to 1984; eminent 
journalists Nicolas Rothwell and Jan Zubrzycki; Martin Krygier, the Gordon 
Samuels Professor of Law and Social Theory at the University of New South 
Wales, who reflects on his visits to Poland over the past 25 years; and Dr Andrzej 
Snarski, a direct witness of tragic events in Gdańsk in 1970 and Solidarity’s 15 
months of freedom in 1980–81, and, since 1983, a ‘Solidarity refugee’ and a 
prominent member of the Polish community in Australia. All these contributors 
illustrate the Australian perspective on the Solidarity Decade, 1980–89.

Part 2 consists of six academic contributions that provide the scholarly, 
substantive and refereed core of this volume. This part also covers the key 

6 This was the second-largest wave of Poland-born migrants to Australia (Markowski 2009).
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aspects of the Solidarity Decade written from a scholarly perspective and 
grounded in academic literature. The first essay, ‘The Solidarity Decade, 
1980–1989’, written by Polish-Australian scholar Professor Jan Pakulski of the 
University of Tasmania, analyses the mechanics and dynamics of the contagious 
systemic transformation that produced the domino-like fall of communist 
regimes in Eastern Europe, and that subsequently spread to some other parts 
of the world. The second essay, ‘One Summer in Gdańsk: Poland’s leadership 
in transition from the socialist legal model’, written by Professor Murray Raft 
of the University of Canberra, traces the evolution of civil law and property 
rights in postwar Poland to infer that ‘the strength of civil law institutions in 
transition is an important factor in the re-establishment of a liberal legal system, 
which contributes to the success of the transition more broadly’. The third 
paper, ‘The Contribution of the Polish Intelligentsia to the Breakthrough of 
1989’, written by Dr Tracey Rowland, the Dean of the John Paul II Institute in 
Melbourne, focuses ‘on the humanist values of the Polish intelligentsia, which 
were not only significant for the third miracle of 1980 but greatly contributed 
to the final breakthrough of the summer of 1989’. In the fourth essay,  ‘The 
Breakthrough: Polish elections in June 1989’,  Professor Pakulski analyses key 
events in Poland that directly linked with and led to the Solidarity-engineered 
systemic Breakthrough, and its impact on subsequent developments in the 
region. The fifth essay, ‘The “Cooperative” Mode of Dismantling Communism: 
From groundbreaking to ordinary’, contributed by Professors Bartłomiej 
Kamiński of the University of Maryland and Antoni Kamiński of the Institute 
of Political Science, Polish Academy of Sciences, examines why Poland’s early 
lead in political transformation ‘quickly evaporated as other post-communist 
countries held free elections and subsequently moved faster to dismantle vestiges 
of communism in both polity and economy’. In the final essay, ‘The European 
Union’s Politics of Identity and the Legacy of 1989’, Dr Stefan Auer of La Trobe 
University discusses ‘the limits of EU identity politics, with a particular focus 
on the legacy of 1989 in Poland, Germany and Europe at large’.  

We are grateful to the former Solidarity leader and President of the Republic 
of Poland, Lech Wałęsa, for his generous Foreword to this volume and to all 
the authors who contributed scholarly articles and personal reflections to this 
special edition of Humanities Research. We also wish to express our gratitude to 
His Excellency Andrzej Jaroszyński, the Ambassador of the Republic of Poland, 
and Professor Simon Bronitt, the then Director of the National Europe Centre at 
the ANU, for organising the 2009 Solidarity symposium and their subsequent 
support for this publication. Further, we wish to acknowledge the generous 
support of Witold Krzesiński, the Deputy Head of Mission, the Embassy of the 
Republic of Poland, who arranged for all the images reproduced in this volume 
to be provided courtesy of the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Warsaw; 
Professor Paul Pickering, Chair of the Editorial Board, and Karen Westmacott, 
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Managing Editor of Humanities Research, for their support and patience; and 
Jan Borrie for copyediting this publication, Ursula Frederick for formatting the 
images, and Nausica Garcia Pinar for designing the cover.
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Poland, 1980–1984: A witness to 
history

JOHN.BURGESS

The late Francis Stuart, the first Australian Ambassador to be resident in Poland, 
wrote an interesting book about his long career in the Foreign Service. Towards 
Coming of Age was published in 1989 and Stuart’s reflections on his last post 
abroad, to Poland, included the following:

It is fanciful to believe that the Soviet leadership would ever question 
the infallibility of their official doctrine or relinquish the glacis of 
subordinate states protecting the Soviet borders…Sadly then, Poland 
and like countries can expect no more freedom in the future than the 
circumscribed autonomy they have now.

Many would have agreed with him in the late 1980s, but that which he considered 
fanciful was actually to happen within a few short years. I was fortunate to be a 
witness to part of this historic transition. 

***

I arrived in Poland as Australian Ambassador on 30 September 1980, about 
three months after the first strikes and just a month after the signing of the 
Gdańsk Agreements between Solidarity and the Polish government. I stayed on 
until the end of 1984. 

A previous posting in Moscow had not prepared me for what I found in Poland. 
The country was in ferment. In Moscow under Brezhnev, the foreign community 
had been effectively kept in isolation from the local society. Kremlinology had 
consisted largely of reading between the lines of the tightly controlled Soviet 
media. In Poland in 1980–81, the local society was not only accessible but 
positively welcoming and disarmingly outspoken. The Polish media was lifting 
the lid on what had actually been going on in the country. The inner workings 
and manifold failings of what professed to be a workers’ state were revealed for 
all to see. 
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As a general rule, diplomats study their host country as detached outsiders 
from a privileged and protected position. Sometimes, however, they will 
encounter situations where they will feel drawn to take sides. In my case, Poland 
in 1980–81 was such a situation. A great majority of Poles, whether farmers, 
workers or university-educated people, were plainly deeply dissatisfied with 
their party-dominated governments and their Soviet overlords and had come 
together determined to insist upon a better future. This was not an overnight 
development but one born out of a very bitter and troubled history as a Soviet 
satellite since World War II. Just about everyone I met seemed to know their 
Polish history intimately and to be guided and inspired by it. This was a nation 
rebelling against the state, and it was hard not to be drawn to a people so 
dismissive of the odds stacked against them.

I recall no controversy during those years over what Australian policy towards 
the situation in Poland should be, either within Canberra or between Canberra 
and the Embassy. Nor do I recall that the Embassy received any strong policy 
directions from Canberra under the Fraser government. The Embassy’s reporting 
and analysis—generally sympathetic to Solidarity’s cause—seemed to be 
accepted. By and large, Australians in general seemed instinctively sympathetic 
towards Solidarity’s struggle. One unexpected exception that comes to mind was 
an Australian shipping magnate visiting Poland—much bruised over the years 
by encounters with Australian unions—who felt sympathy for a government 
being challenged by a trade union.

It is perhaps worth recording here that in the early 1980s there was little 
institutional expertise in the Department of Foreign Affairs on Eastern Europe 
as we then called it. Few resources were devoted to it. Our embassies there 
were small, including the one in Moscow. The Soviet Union—superpower 
though it then was—did not loom large in the department’s priorities. Junior 
diplomats might think of carving out a career path in South-East Asia or East 
Asia, but not in Eastern Europe. I sometimes reflected on the oddness of this 
low priority. There was the fact of the Soviet Union’s superpower status, and 
there was the further fact that Australia hosted significant minorities from 
the region—regularly augmented by the periodic eruptions there. These facts 
argued for more attention on Australia’s part. Against this there was of course 
the perception then, reflected in Francis Stuart’s comment above, that the future 
of this part of the world was fixed and not much could be done about it. None of 
us knew then that we were witnessing the early stages of one of the key turning 
points of the twentieth century.

It should be noted at the same time that Australia did not loom large in Poland’s 
thinking, either at government level or in popular estimation. Australia 
was seen as a friendly place, attractively far away from Poland’s geopolitical 
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circumstances, a place in which part of the Polish diaspora had been successful 
in making new lives. While Australia’s support was welcome, it was not seen as 
a country likely to be able to exert much influence on Poland’s struggle.

The Australian Embassy was among the more active embassies in Warsaw in 
seeking out contacts with Solidarity. Some cautious souls in Canberra might have 
felt the Embassy was going a bit far in this respect, but I recall no reprimands. 
There was one official complaint lodged by the Polish Ambassador in Canberra, 
no doubt on instructions from his government. This was after the introduction 
of martial law, as I recall, and along lines that I was paying inappropriate 
attention to ‘figures in Poland who held no official positions’, or words to that 
effect. Happily, the Ambassador was given short shrift by the department. 

Contact with Solidarity was established early. We were fortunate in having 
a capable and loyal locally engaged staff in the Embassy, a number of whom 
had useful connections, and some of our early contacts were made with their 
assistance. Quite a few of those staff now live in Australia. In the period before 
martial law, we had an enterprising Third Secretary in the Embassy—Kate 
McGovern, now sadly deceased. She linked up with a friend in the Canadian 
Embassy, Lillian Thomsen, and the two young women travelled together 
throughout Poland meeting a wide range of Poles, including many Solidarity 
activists but also party and government officials and prominent figures in the 
church. I recall that many of their gallant Polish contacts would not allow 
them to pay for meals, coffees, and so on, and that their small representation 
allowances went a very long way. 

I believe I first met Lech Wałęsa in February 1981. We had arranged to meet 
him through Father Henryk Jankowski, a Catholic priest close to Wałęsa at the 
time and known as the ‘rhinestone priest’ by the foreign press in Warsaw as 
he appeared to enjoy living well. I have a strong memory of that first meeting 
with Wałęsa in a two or three-storey building in Gdańsk—then Solidarity’s 
office. Burly workers were running up and down the narrow stairs and several 
times our conversation was interrupted as his people burst into our small room 
to pass on some news to Wałęsa, or seek his approval for something. I do not 
recall much that was said but I have a memory of a relatively diminutive figure 
looking like the worker he was, with a poor complexion and wearing a rather 
greasy brown roll-neck pullover—nothing like the President of 1990. While 
serious in seeking to respond to questions, he was also given to witty asides that 
amused his associates. It was clear that his people there hung on his every word. 
While it was an odd comparison, I remember thinking that if one had been with 
Lenin in the Smolny Institute in Petrograd in October 1917, the atmosphere 
might have had something in common with the atmosphere in Gdańsk that day.



Humanities.Research.Vol.XVI ..No.3 ..2010.

16

As events in 1981 moved steadily towards a point where something had to 
give, I spoke with no-one who could confidently foresee how it would end. 
Certainly, if anyone had then suggested that in 10 years after free elections 
Wałęsa would be President of Poland, they would have been dismissed with a 
laugh. It is probably fair to say that the majority opinion among close observers 
was that the Soviet Union or Warsaw Pact would send forces into Poland to 
put Solidarity down. While quite unable to foresee the end myself, I did spend 
some time putting on paper why I thought this was unlikely. It seemed to me 
that the Soviets would be well aware that in Poland’s present aroused mood 
an intervention along these lines could prove a difficult and bloody business. 
My reading of the situation—informed partly by the bitter history Poland and 
Russia shared—was that many Poles, unlike the Czechs in 1968, would fight in 
this event. This was one occasion when disagreement with my assessment came 
back from Canberra. It was along the lines that, with the benefit of its greater 
access to information (read US and British material), Canberra’s assessment was 
that it was very likely that Soviet or Warsaw Pact forces would enter Poland to 
put down the insurrection.

Regardless of my contrary assessment, there was nothing for it but to be 
prepared for the worst. We in the Embassy spent a good deal of time planning 
for the contingency of being caught in Warsaw during a prolonged period of 
civil strife and a breakdown of services. I had authority to evacuate the Embassy 
if I thought that should be done but never had occasion to contemplate this 
seriously. The homes of our 13 or so Australia-based staff (Departments of 
Foreign Affairs, Trade, Immigration, and Australian Federal Police) and their 
families were scattered throughout the city and on both sides of the Vistula 
River, which complicated planning. We set up three rally points our people 
could try to get to if things became difficult for them: the embassy chancery 
and my residence, both in Saska Kępa on the eastern side of the river, and the 
immigration officer’s house on the other side of the river. We tested hand-held 
radio communication between each of them (in the days before mobile phones) 
and stocked them with supplies from West Berlin, which we thought we might 
need, including provision for independent means of heating in Warsaw’s strong 
winter. We also embarked on a program of shredding any material that could be a 
source of embarrassment to us or others. In the event, none of these contingency 
plans was needed.

In November 1981, not long before martial law was declared, the very first visit 
of an Australian Foreign Minister to Poland took place. This late timing of a first 
visit is an indication of the relatively low priority Poland had had for Australian 
governments until then. Foreign Minister, Tony Street, and accompanying party 
came on an official visit for a few days. Because of the fortuitous timing, Street 
was able to meet with Prime Minister Jaruzelski, Primate Glemp and Wałęsa—
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the last meeting arranged privately at the Australian residence but with the 
knowledge of the Polish government. These were the key figures inside Poland 
who held the future of the country in their hands at the time. Of course, no 
indication was given in any of these meetings that in a few short weeks Poland 
would be under martial law.

Martial law was declared on 13 December 1981 and was very effectively executed 
by Polish forces under Jaruzelski. One of the surprising things about it was 
that while it must have required detailed planning over a considerable time, 
it managed to achieve near total surprise. Thousands of Solidarity activists, 
including most of the top leadership, were taken into custody overnight. With 
people stunned by the unexpected action by forces in Polish uniforms, little 
bloodshed occurred.

I was in Sosnowiec, not far from Poland’s southern border, on the night of 12/13 
December 1981. I was as surprised as anyone by the declaration and I recall 
that the US Ambassador happened to be outside Poland at the time. My wife, 
our four young children and I had stayed the night in a hotel on our way to a 
much anticipated skiing holiday in Austria. We heard the news on the BBC at 
six o’clock in the morning while still in bed. When I went down to the lobby of 
the hotel, Jaruzelski’s declaration of martial law was being broadcast over and 
over again. There were quite a lot of people in the lobby but, in my memory, 
they were all very still, stunned, listening to the broadcast. Some were weeping. 
I remember it as a tableau vivant. We drove back to Warsaw that morning 
thinking we might encounter some difficulties along the way but went straight 
through without incident. There were no roadblocks, just a few tanks parked 
here and there.

Being in Warsaw during martial law was a strange experience. The city was in 
the grip of a hard winter. I recall heavy hoarfrost on the bare trees, and braziers 
at snowy crossroads to warm the soldiers on duty there. A curfew was in place 
between 10 pm and 6 am. The plug had been pulled on the city’s telephone 
system in a time before mobile telephones. Appointments could not be made 
without difficulty and it was often necessary to go in search of those you wanted 
to see in the hope of finding them in. News of what was happening outside 
Warsaw was scarce.

Fortunately, in the months before martial law, Canberra had provided the 
Embassy with independent communications allowing us to send and receive 
short messages to and from the department. The first need in a situation like 
the one we faced was to be able to let those at home know that their Australian 
relatives in Poland were safe. 
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I stayed on in Poland for a full three years after martial law was declared, fully 
expecting that I might witness the next social explosion, which then seemed 
only a matter of time. It was a time marked by sizeable anti-government 
demonstrations on significant Polish anniversaries, which brought inevitable 
clashes with the security forces. A detailed account of these developments has 
been well told by others and is beyond the scope of this memoir. 

It is perhaps worth reflecting though, in the light of almost 30 years of 
developments in Poland since, whether Jaruzelski’s declaration of martial law 
can be seen as having in fact been in Poland’s interest at the time. Clearly, he had 
a need to save his own authority, but I would think Jaruzelski also saw himself 
as acting in Poland’s interest. Unpalatable as this thought would have been to 
me in 1981, I can now see that a case can be made that the General saw nothing 
but worse alternatives for Poland than his ‘self-invasion’. The case for Jaruzelski 
has been greatly aided of course by the then unforeseen collapse of the Soviet 
Union within the decade and the favourable developments in Poland since. The 
fanciful thought of Francis Stuart, noted in the opening paragraph, had come to 
pass. In retrospect, we might even see the Soviet Union’s apparent reluctance to 
act decisively to put down the challenge in Poland as an early sign that it had 
lost the will to defend its empire.

***

In conclusion, I record a few other memories that have stayed with me from 
those years in Poland.

A note on a scrap of paper received in early 1982 after I had got a message to 
the imprisoned Janusz Onyszkiewicz, former spokesman for Solidarity, asking 
if there was anything he needed. In my memory, his response read: ‘a tin of 
Three Nuns pipe tobacco, a bottle of Johnny Walker and a war game’—all duly 
delivered. On a visit to Poland years later, I called on him as Poland’s Vice-
Minister of Defence.

The outspoken young priest Jerzy Popiełuszko, leaning against a sunlit wall and 
holding court at a gathering in the Australian residence. He was to be brutally 
murdered by security policemen in October 1984. 

A drive south-east to Przemyśl through snow-covered countryside to meet with 
the then Bishop Tokarczuk, who proudly showed us his photograph albums 
filled with pictures of the many churches he had built and who talked of his 
concern for Poles on the other side of the border, in the Ukraine. 

The priest of the huge modern church at Nowa Huta, near Kraków, mischievously 
describing his church as ‘an Ark in a red sea’.
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A Polish neighbour arriving late one evening to pass over documents relating 
to the academic qualifications of his daughter. She was visiting China when 
martial law was declared, had made contact with the Australian Embassy in 
Beijing and was heading to Australia to live.

And not least among many contacts with many remarkable people, the always 
fruitful meetings, in Canberra and in Poland, with the late Jerzy Zubrzycki. He 
would have been the first person I asked to look over this memoir.
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My Solidarity Memories from Gdańsk

ANDRZEJ.SNARSKI

Like most members of my generation, I grew up with vivid memories of the 
brutal suppression of workers’ protests in Gdańsk in December 1970. At that 
time, the communist authorities ordered the army and the police to open fire on 
the protesters. About 45 people were killed—most of them secretly buried by 
the security forces—and about 1200 were injured. It was an entirely avoidable 
national tragedy and the source of national trauma, leading to the formation 
of organised opposition and the creation of an underground free trade union 
movement in Poland. 

I witnessed this tragedy—the most important formative experience for my 
generation—while serving in the Polish Navy. During a purge of Polish 
universities in May 1969, I was conscripted to the navy for two years from the 
post of medical registrar, while finishing my PhD in the Nephrology Department, 
Medical School of Gdańsk, under a prominent medical scholar, Professor Jakub 
Penson, who was himself suspended from the position of Vice-Chancellor. 
Nevertheless, when I was conscripted, Penson found for me through his friends 
in the army a position in a small navy garrison on the Westerplatte Peninsula in 
Gdańsk and helped me to finish my doctorate while I was serving in the navy.

On Westerplatte, I was in charge of a clinic and a small hospital. Some of my 
patients were university students conscripted for three years’ military service 
as punishment for activity in democratic opposition. I also had under my care 
soldier-conscripts from Catholic seminaries who were forced to take three 
years of military service in the Navy Artillery. They were subject to intense 
‘re-education’, which was shorthand for brainwashing, involving lectures and 
parties with local prostitutes, all aimed at ‘ideological conversion’ of the young 
clerics.

On 15 December 1970, when the clashes between the police and the protesters 
started in Gdańsk, I was on duty at the Nowy Port Garrison, charged with 
attending the injured policemen. Fighting in the city was very intense, and there 
were more than 400 injured policemen brought in for emergency treatment. 
Almost all of them were under the influence of alcohol and drugs given to 
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them by officers before their deployment. While putting them in plaster (to 
immobilise them temporarily), I could not stop thinking about the carnage they 
might have inflicted on the protesters. 

Two days later, army helicopters fired at the workers arriving by trains at 
Gdynia Shipyard and more people were killed. The navy was not involved in 
the clashes, and it was a great relief when, after a few more days and a change 
in communist leadership, there was a political ‘thaw’. But there was also a 
growing concern about the ‘re-educated’ soldiers. When a few warships entered 
Westerplatte and I had an opportunity to chat with navy crews, I discovered 
that they were thoroughly brainwashed. Political officers convinced the soldiers 
that the protests were provoked by German ‘revanchists’, and that the police 
and the army defended the ‘Polish Gdańsk’. 

Ten years later, I was a university lecturer and director of the Nuclear Medicine 
Department at the Medical School of Gdańsk, busy completing my habilitation 
(advanced research degree). I had a new boss, a member of the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party, who was reorganising the Medical School on the Soviet 
model. In spite of political pressures, we had at the university a small but active 
group of oppositional critics, mostly young doctors and students, who called 
themselves ‘Young Poland’. They were unofficially allied with underground free 
trade unions that formed in the late 1970s. 

When protest started to spread again in spring 1980, this was a sign of forthcoming 
upheavals. Indeed, the spring wave of strikes was followed in July–August by 
a new wave that spread to the Gdańsk Shipyard. This time there were no street 
marches like those that had triggered violence 10 years earlier—only strikes 
in the factories. The strikers demanded not only better working conditions, 
but also the commemoration of colleagues killed in 1970 and, importantly, the 
legalisation of the free trade union Solidarność. 

These were days of anxiety and excitement. Hundreds of strikers locked 
themselves in the shipyard. Thousands of their supporters gathered daily in 
front of the shipyard gates, bringing food and information. In spite of the 
information blockade, millions of sympathisers around the country turned their 
eyes on the coast. The police and the security forces desperately tried to isolate 
the strikers by cutting telephone lines and stopping the mail. Interestingly, they 
were unable to block the telex network between large industrial plants and 
universities. Thus, while the official news services were blocked and censored, 
the strikers could use telexes—soon supplemented by underground leaflets—to 
communicate with the outside world. 

Who were the strikers and first members of Solidarity? My observation was 
that these were mainly highly skilled and educated young people, typically 



My.Solidarity.Memories.from.Gdańsk

23

tradesmen and young engineers produced en masse by Polish polytechnic 
universities and trade schools. Most were ‘underemployed’ as skilled workers 
in industrial plants, such as the Gdańsk Shipyard, mainly because such plants 
offered better wages, as well as good chances of promotion. They were young, 
ambitious and frustrated by poor organisation, inefficiency and regular shortages 
of goods. Like all of us, they also shared memories of the massacre in 1970 and 
harboured deep anger at police brutality. 

From day one, the people of Gdańsk supported the striking workers by gathering 
around the shipyard walls, praying with the workers, and bringing food and 
money collected by sympathisers. Soon, the ranks of the supporters started 
to grow, swelled by the families, friends, local sympathisers, and a growing 
number of intellectuals coming from Warsaw to offer support and advice. The 
shipyard gates turned into a place of heated discussions—a free public agora in 
the midst of the authoritarian order. 

After a few weeks, Solidarity Strike Committees unofficially ruled the entire 
city of Gdańsk, while police disappeared from the streets and moved into the 
peripheries. Around the city, we could also see massive concentrations of Polish 
security forces, while in the Bay of Gdańsk, several Soviet warships were waiting 
ready to offer ‘fraternal help’. 

For Solidarity, the most immediate task was to prevent street riots that could 
be used as an excuse for violent suppression of protests. They formed citizen 
patrols that maintained order and prevented provocations. It was an incredible 
time in Gdańsk’s history. The streets were in perfect order: people were cheerful 
and polite, crime virtually disappeared, and there were no drunks because 
alcohol was banned by the Strike Committee. The security forces tried to break 
this order by smuggling into the supermarkets lemonade mixed with vodka, but 
the transport was stopped and the drink discharged into the sewerage system.

Another public response was massive attendance of church services. People 
were scared, and they sought hope and encouragement in their faith and the 
Catholic Church. They understood how fragile and dangerous the political 
situation was, and were uniting in prayers, appeals to the church authorities for 
mediation, and calls for support to the newly elevated Polish Pope, John Paul 
II. It was a deeply moving experience: hundreds of people gathering daily in 
open-air masses in front of the shipyard gate, under pictures of the Pope and 
the Black Madonna. 

And it looked like these prayers were answered. At the end of August 1980, 
the strikers announced that the negotiations were successful and that the 
authorities accepted the famous ‘21 demands’ formulated by the strikers. This 
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included the formation of the free and self-governing trade union ‘Solidarity’, 
and commemoration of the 1970 massacre. Perhaps it was not a real miracle, but 
many people did believe that it was.

The victory of the Gdańsk Great Strike opened the way for the registration 
of free trade unions in all factories and institutions, as well as the relaxation 
of censorship and loosening of political control. I had the honour of chairing 
the first ‘free and democratic’ general meeting of Solidarity at the Gdańsk 
Medical School. The atmosphere at the meeting was amazing: highly charged 
yet dignified. It was the first normal democratic meeting and election in all our 
lives, and everyone felt that there was suddenly a new Poland, a new democratic 
society emerging in front of us.

Solidarity was open to everyone, regardless of previous political affiliations. It 
was also operating openly, partly out of enthusiastic commitment to democratic 
transparency and partly to avoid accusations of anti-communist subversion. 
Inevitably, secret agents infiltrated the union, making provocative statements 
and causing conflicts. There was also a massive anti-Solidarity propaganda 
campaign accusing the free union of fomenting anarchy and undermining the 
‘socialist order’. There were also the first thinly veiled threats of Soviet ‘fraternal 
help’. In the heady days of September and October 1980, though, few people 
were concerned about these threats and about the official propaganda.

Public attention turned elsewhere. On 16 December 1980, 10 years after the 
massacre of workers in 1970, the commemorative monument was unveiled: three 
massive crosses erected in front of the Gdańsk Shipyard gates. I was a doctor 
on duty at the ceremony. It was attended by hundreds of thousands of people. 
The atmosphere was very tense, as news circulated of a possible Soviet invasion 
that night. That proved to be a lie, but many people were genuinely scared. The 
tension was palpable and emotions were high. When the Polish Army battalion 
fired the honour salvoes and the names of the killed workers—now declared 
national heroes—were called, there was no single dry eye in the crowd. People 
experienced the great feeling of catharsis, a sense of justice finally delivered, 
though only in a symbolic way. That was one of the most memorable experiences 
of Solidarity’s 15 months of freedom.

In September 1981, I took part in negotiations between the Solidarity Union 
of all Polish medical schools and the Health Ministry in Warsaw. After difficult 
discussions, the Solidarity draft rules for the elections of officials governing 
medical schools were accepted and, in September, we started election meetings. 
This was the only way to get rid of the communist nomenklatura (nomenclature) 
and elect honest people to run the medical universities. I was chairman of an 
election meeting at the Gdańsk Medical School that was attended by academics, 
doctors, nurses, medical students and administrative staff. Students from 
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the Independent Students’ Association were very helpful with questioning 
Communist Party activists and corrupt clinicians. After a few embarrassing 
questions, discredited candidates gave up and left the hall. Consequently, 
we managed to elect an excellent team consisting mostly of academics from 
non-clinical departments. They proved not only excellent managers, but also 
good colleagues and devoted friends, protecting staff members from political 
repression. They were all removed from their positions in early 1982.

In October 1981, my wife, Joanna, got her first overseas scholarship and left for 
Paris. In November, I started getting ominous warnings from the nomenklatura 
people that the days of Solidarity were numbered. The ‘sources’ were confident 
that they would be back in power soon. On 6 December, I submitted my Doctor 
Habilitatus paper and started thinking about joining my wife in France for 
skiing holidays. Seven days later, on Sunday 13 December, martial law was 
proclaimed. It was a shock and a terrible humiliation. Although everybody was 
tired of chaos and daily conflicts—in most cases, provoked by the authorities—
few expected such a brutal response. Suddenly, we woke up to a South American 
golpede estado and a party–military dictatorship. 

I remember my first encounter with military rulers. My elderly parents were 
confronted by a militia patrol marching straight on them with their batons 
ready for use. My parents had to give way to them and step into deep snow to 
avoid being pushed. Their comment was: ‘It is like Gestapo during the war!’

Many friends were arrested. One of the first was Professor Joanna Muszkowska-
Penson, wife of the late Jakub Panson, and ex-prisoner of Ravensbruck. As I 
subsequently learned from Wałęsa’s memoirs, she was a secret personal physician 
for the imprisoned Solidarity leader. 

The new military authorities demanded discipline, obedience and collaboration. 
Refusal to cooperate inevitably attracted sanctions: firing, blacklisting, fines, 
and daily bureaucratic harassment. Life became bleak, full of uncertainties, 
daily humiliations and constant irritations.

In March 1982, I sent a message to my wife that I had had enough, and was 
planning to defect. I applied for a passport to attend a medical conference, 
which I miraculously received with minimal delays, and, in May 1982, I was 
finally reunited with my wife in Paris. It was a bittersweet reunion: we were 
together, free, but with the way back closed—as we then thought, for ever. In 
June 1983, we arrived in Melbourne, joining thousands of Polish ‘Solidarity 
refugees’.
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1989–2009: ‘In Poland everything is 
possible, even changes for the better’

MARTIN.KRYGIER

I came across my title in a book prepared for Adam Michnik’s sixtieth birthday 
by some of his close friends and admirers. The book included many reminders 
of an earlier Poland, including a transcript of a telephone conversation of 1986. 
Michnik was in Poland, recently released from yet another stint in jail. On the 
other end of the line was a group in New York, celebrating the publication of 
the English version of his Letters from Prison. Holding the phone and relaying 
questions from the group in New York was Czesław Miłosz. My title comes 
from the answer Michnik gave to the question how are things in Poland at the 
moment? ‘As my master, Antoni Słonimski used to say, “Poland is a weird place 
where inexplicable things can happen: in Poland everything is possible, even 
changes for the better”.’

I begin with this line for two reasons: one, because I am struck by how easy it is 
to forget what life in Poland (and throughout the Communist Bloc) was like, and 
what was imaginable, only 20-odd years ago. The other is to remind those who 
have forgotten, or who never knew, how much has changed in this relatively 
brief period.

I first visited Poland in 1985. It was a deep experience for me, personally, 
morally, politically. I had followed the fortunes of Solidarność very closely, read 
everything I could, and knew a lot about communism; I was a long-time anti-
communist, indeed congenitally so since I had inherited it from my parents, 
who were refugees from Nazism, exiles from communist Poland. I even spoke 
a version of Polish, albeit nurtured on Bondi Beach. I cared about what was 
happening in Poland, and I thought that I knew, more or less, what was going 
on there. I had no expectations, however, of some of the most striking things—
as striking indeed as many of them were banal—that I found there. I was so 
affected by them that I started to write a kind of intellectual journalism—quite 
un-academic, baring my soul—for the first time in my life.

My first article—which appeared in Australia, the United States, Italy and, I 
believe, in Poland in 1986—was called ‘Stalemated in Poland. Life as if’. The 
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title comes from the discordant combination that Poland presented of, on the 
one hand, almost total stalemate between what it became conventional to divide 
as ‘społeczeństwo’ (society) and ‘władza’ (the power), and on the other, of what 
Timothy Garton Ash called ‘the principle of as if’: try to live as if you live in a 
free country. Garton Ash captured well the extent to which Solidarity had made 
that principle flesh in the lives not merely of the Polish inteligencja, but of pretty 
well everyone. As he wrote: 

The Solidarity revolution was a revolution of consciousness. What it 
changed, lastingly, was not institutions or property relations or material 
circumstances, but people’s minds and attitudes…millions of people 
across the country…suddenly found that they no longer needed to 
live the double life, that they could say in public what they thought in 
private…For a few months it really was as if they lived in a free country. 

And even when, after martial law was imposed, it no longer was possible to 
believe they were in such a country, people spoke without restraint even to 
foreigners like me.

That was all exhilarating and exciting, but it was also what I had been led to 
expect by my reading. What I had not expected was much more mundane. It was 
the unrelieved pallor, the greyness of everyday life in Poland; pallid and grey 
and sad and hard. The greyness was real and inescapable but it was also a kind 
of representation, a metaphor, for the pervasive tone and texture of everyday 
life. I wrote at the time: 

The image that kept recurring to me was of a curtain, not iron any more, 
too full of holes; but thick, drab, shabbily patched, unrelievedly grey 
and draped over nearly everything one saw; everything that didn’t 
move…it is not simply to do with specific material things. It pervades 
all public space: the identical half-empty shops with identical and 
identically drab signs; the weary shoppers standing in the omni-present 
queues; the dilapidated but not old buildings; the uneven pot-holed 
roads; the shoddiness of cars and other finished goods; the drabness of 
clothes.

Anyone who was there then will know what I am talking about. 

It was hard to find optimists at the time, but there was one. It was Adam 
Michnik. He argued, in one of those letters smuggled out of prison: 

They [the rulers] are much too confident. They forget that the sociology 
of surprise is hidden in the nature of the Leading System [communism]. 
Here, on a spring morning, one may wake up in a totally changed country. 
Here, and not once, Party buildings burned while the commissars 
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escaped clad only in their underwear. Edward Gierek, so beloved by 
Brezhnev and Helmut Schmidt, so respected by Giscard d’Estaing and 
Carter, within a week travelled from the heights of power into oblivion. 
Sic transit gloria mundi. 

I admired Michnik greatly; still do. But though I wanted to, I did not believe 
him; certainly did not imagine he would get even the season right. Not many 
other people did either, at the time. I remain grateful that it never occurred to 
people like him to listen to people like me.

I returned to Poland in 1989, a month after the 4 June elections, which we now 
know to be the beginning of the end. But did we know it then? I wrote a piece 
for The National Interest in Washington, DC: ‘Life in an abnormal country.’ It 
started thus: 

Poland, as any Pole will tell you, is not a normal country. The Polish 
economy is a surreal shambles; everyday life is hard, drab, and 
exhausting; queues are everywhere for everything; wages are low, 
prices high, and inflation galloping. Not only is life nasty, horrible, and 
brutish, but everything takes such a long time. And the whole country 
needs a coat of paint.

To those adjectives that came to me in 1985—grey, drab, sad, hard—I had added 
another: surreal. The texture of everyday life had not changed, or if it had it 
was for the worse. There was runaway inflation, so that taxi drivers had given 
up altering their meters. They just changed the piece of cardboard with which 
they covered them pretty well daily: x 12; x 14; x 16. Queues were everywhere 
for everything; pensioners were rented to stay in queues while others worked; 
Polish currency, for which you could buy virtually nothing, was legal; foreign, 
‘hard’ currency, for which you could buy most anything, in government hard-
currency (Pewex) shops, was illegal; the dumpiest hotel in the world was 
Warsaw’s ‘Hotel Grand’. This was no way to live a life; it was laughable, except 
it was not funny.

Those elections paved the way for the collapse of European communism. But 
was that what people thought? Solidarity had not planned to win the game, 
only to be allowed to play in it. And the communists had certainly not planned 
to lose. Both had difficulties coping with the results. What did they mean? What 
would they evoke? What tricks were Oni (they) playing? On my last night in 
Warsaw, in August, Jacek Fedorowicz, that admirable satirist, cartoonist, comic, 
brave and intelligent man, told me with concern that General Kiszczak, head 
of the secret police, had conceded that he could not form a government, and 
invited Lech Wałęsa to do so. What was he up to? Are they just out to tar us 
with the brush with which they had so comprehensively smeared themselves? 
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And so many other questions that everyone was asking: what would the 
Russians do? And what about the neighbours? I left Warsaw the next day for 
London to stay with an Australian friend, the eminent philosopher and friend 
of Poles and Poland David Armstrong. He said he thought something might be 
changing in East Germany. In my wisdom, I looked condescendingly at him. 
These philosophers: so clever, so naive. I went to Edinburgh for a conference 
where there were young Solidarity Poles and old regime time-servers. The 
former were nervous and suspicious; the latter seemed confident.

Last year I was in Warsaw, where I teach for a few weeks each year. I have 
become used to it. Though it is special to me, it is basically just another European 
capital; a bit shabbier than many, but also with some lovely renovations and 
innovations. It all seemed pretty normal to me. 

Because I was there during the twentieth anniversary of those first Polish (semi-)
free elections, however, I tried to work out just what had been achieved. Among 
other things, I re-read my old articles. I discovered how much I had forgotten. In 
particular, what I had to make some effort to recall was just how much had had 
to change to seem so ordinary. No queues; food and goods of all sorts, colours, 
shapes, sizes; restaurants in every nationality and every quality, rather than 
one nationality and no quality; more than two sorts of car—in fact, every sort; 
radio taxis (!), and ones you could hail rather than seek out the stops where 
they stood unmoving until you found and came to them; more toilet paper than 
you could dream of; bookstores in which you could actually touch and choose, 
rather than point and plead with surly intermediaries—and so many books and 
magazines from all over the world; huge shopping malls; advertisements—some 
gaudy, some classy; all this jostling for your attention. Bustling energy; taut not 
slack. If you do not like it, leave. If you miss it, return. Pretty simple, really. 

Leszek Balcerowicz, the architect of Poland’s economic transformation, tells me 
that systemic indicators pretty well all now point in the right direction. He 
would say that, a critic might say, and I would not know, but Poland has so 
far managed to weather the global financial crisis (GFC) better than most of its 
neighbours, and indeed most of Europe—no small feat. 

So ordinary had all this seemed that I failed to register the historical novelty of 
it all, until I went to visit Michnik and asked him how he summed up Poland’s 
past 20 years: ‘a miracle’, he said. Independent for 20 years, no war looming, 
free, democratic, unprecedentedly prosperous, in NATO, in Europe, comings, 
goings, open to everyone, to everywhere. Who could have imagined any of this 
20 years before, indeed two hundred years before? I had to admit: only one 
person I could think of.
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***

Other things are normal, too, and they are not all nice. Though there are still 
villains, there are no heroes any more. Michnik is still a hero of mine, but you 
do not find many people saying that. I guess it is hard to be a hero in a normal 
country, and that is perhaps a good thing. But those of us who remember the 
heroes of the past might feel some nostalgia for the recognition that some Poles 
really were outstanding then. 

Indeed, I am struck by the rhetorical nastiness and brutality of Polish politics, 
the apparent polarisation, suspicion, the accusations, complaints, angry 
resentments that animate so much of the noise and bluster of Polish public 
debate. It is mainly bluster, it appears, since no-one seems endangered; but it is 
ugly bluster. Particularly when one sees former allies dividing into bitter and 
hostile camps, as much or more than do former foes. It is not hard to explain 
this sociologically, and it is probably true, as Balcerowicz said to me, that Italian 
politics are worse. But that is not complete consolation, and I cannot help but 
regret the passing of some of that perhaps illusory moral clarity that seemed 
once so readily available.

And though many of these resentments are fomented and manipulated by little 
men who, in the words of a taxi driver, ‘since they are too small to be seen are 
determined to be heard’, there are reasons for many of them. 

Many were unavoidable. Some hopes were unreasonable. Some disappointments 
were inevitable. No political order can deliver on the former or guarantee against 
the latter. Moreover, when something such as freedom becomes normal, it seems 
altogether less precious than it did when it seemed an impossible dream. 

And not everything about post-communism is normal, not everything is nice 
and not every vice was inevitable. Some people believe—with reason—that 
they have been dealt out of the successes that others have achieved. More to the 
point, some blame the tribunes of transformation for siding with their former 
enemies against their former friends, and for conspiring with the former against 
the interests of the latter. There is a great deal of corruption, there are ‘hidden 
structures’, ‘networks of dirty togetherness’, as the sociologist Adam Podgórecki 
used to call them; winners who do not deserve to win, losers who do not 
obviously deserve to lose, crimes that go unpunished, sacrifices that have gone 
without reward. There is a lot that is specific to post-communist transformation 
that is already built into economic, social and political structures, is not pretty, 
and is not what people had in mind when they dreamt of living in a normal 
society.

And yet one still needs to ask, when assessing unprecedented social experiments 
such as the aftermath of communism: compared to what? That question can be 
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further broken down into three alternative versions, which lead in potentially 
different directions: one—compared with where we were. Another: compared 
with where others in comparable circumstances are. A third: compared with 
our ideals. On the first comparison—the past—the answer seems to me obvious: 
at least in the past few hundred years, Poland has never had it so good. On 
the second—others—Poles have it better than almost all their neighbours. On 
the third—ideals—there is room for argument. Certainly, baseline values—
freedom, democracy, development—appear secure, though this is a part of 
the world where such security is always relative. Higher aspirations are more 
complex, and there can be debate about how closely they have been approached 
or whether there were better ways to approach them. My own impression, 
for what it is worth, is that the balance is overall very positive. And even if I 
exaggerate here, let me conclude with the title and refrain of one of my favourite 
rock songs. It is by a singer—Meatloaf—who is not Polish, so far as I know, but 
has a lesson to teach: ‘two out of three ain’t bad.’ 

Note: The Polish version of this article was published in Gazeta Wyborcza (17 July 2009).
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The Solidarity Days: A short 
reminiscence

NICOLAS.ROTHWELL

With the retrospect of two decades, the denouement of the Solidarity saga 
and the revolutionary tide that swept across the face of Central Europe now 
seem dusted by a deceptive sheen of inevitability. But for those plunged in the 
hurtling cascade of events that made up 1989, the memory is rather different. 
The participants, the witnesses and the manipulators behind the scenes did not 
know where history was going, or how the river flow of events would spill across 
the terrain of social life, until the landscape reached, at last, a new conformation 
of stability. How hard it is, in the early years of the twenty-first century, with 
our present knowledge of the vast consequences born of the slight shifts in the 
political balance at the outset of 1989, to recall the specific tone and quality of 
those days. They were uncertain, they were drenched in uncertainty; in the 
cities of the Warsaw Pact, mantled by their constant coat of brown coal fumes 
and industrial smog, slender hopes and fine ideals were all that kept the heart 
alive.

What did we who were visitors from outside the system see? Can we recapture 
our feelings and convictions then? We did not know what was going to happen, 
or how, or how far things would go; but there was a sense in the air, at the 
outset of the year of transformations, that history, after a long slumber, was 
starting up again. This resumption had been prepared by the preceding decade: 
the Solidarity years in Poland, above all, which was a period of moral rebirth. 
My own experience of Poland in the late 1980s left me greatly changed; I had 
a sense, for the first time in my life, of the power of ideas and the reality of 
national convictions. I also had a new sense of the way different factors, even 
conflicting factors, fit together in the march of history, and produce, by their 
clash and by the negotiation of their various intertwining influences, outcomes 
quite distinct from those intended by the principals in the drama.

If we glance back now at a thematic x-ray of 1989, it is plain that four central 
figures helped shape the climate. First was Ronald Reagan, a president with very 
clear-cut ideas about communism; his actions while in office brought the Soviet 
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Union to the negotiating table; his military build-up precipitated the Moscow 
regime’s financial crisis. Reagan’s Vice-President and successor, the cautious, 
quietist George Bush, then through masterful inaction allowed the cavalcade of 
change in Europe’s heart to rush ahead in its natural rhythm. The second key 
actor onstage was the Polish Pope, John Paul II, whose insistent message to his 
people, and to the people of all the shadowed half of Europe, led them to lift 
up their eyes and to preserve a small flame of hope in their hearts. Lech Wałęsa, 
who by this stage had come to incarnate Poland’s demands for profound reform, 
was the natural counter to the Warsaw government. But by sublime paradox, 
the worst enemy of the European status quo was the leader of the Eastern Bloc, 
Mikhail Gorbachev, who, at every key turn in the course of 1989, was on hand, 
insisting that the time for force and constraint to hold the Soviet satellite empire 
intact was gone. All of these actors were necessary figures in the transformation. 
None of them expected the year of revolutions to end as it did; all of them, in 
their respective ways, exerted their will to break the system. Each one of the 
four was a man on a grander scale than the times; their mutual interaction in 
the course of the whole decade leading up to 1989 did much to ensure that 
confrontation found release, and that a dark interval of stagnation in European 
history came to a startling end.

It is this quality of surprise that seems most worth dwelling on today. Not one 
correspondent predicted in serious fashion the outcome of the chain of events 
we all witnessed. Not one politician knew the script. Not one commentator 
or pundit, with the exception, oddly, of Polish émigré Zbigniew Brzezinski, 
dared envision the collapse in that year of the Berlin Wall. But there was a 
strong consciousness that something new was alive in Central European affairs. 
It had been inaugurated by the initial surge of defiance in Poland in the early 
1980s, and distilled further by the bitter disappointment of the martial law 
era and the regime of compromise put in place under Jaruzelski. I remember 
with great clarity the sense I had, moving across Poland in the late 1980s, that 
almost everyone, from whatever region or age or class, shared the same broad 
aspiration: for a normal country, for freedom—a concept understood without 
any postmodern ironies in those days. I could describe in detail the chain of 
chance experiences that left me with this impression—an impression as strong 
and all-suffusing as the gleam of anticipatory light that comes as harbinger long 
before the dawn breaks across the sky. That gathering sense of revival itself did 
much to shape the course of events. It was Poland—the European nation-state 
with the most protracted history of suffering—that provided the potentiating 
example for the region; similar currents of moral and cultural revival gained 
strength throughout the bloc. But this renaissance of spirit was a humble, 
tentative thing; it was expressed in dingy cafes and student rooms, in meetings 
and rallies under pressure, in the columns of leaflets and grainy unofficial 
publications. In its Polish avatar, it was very strongly connected with a sense of 
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the nation as a hearth of culture; indeed, of Poland not just in its familiar role 
as Christian martyr country, but as an outpost of Western rights and values, 
as a banner carrier of civilisation, contending against the oppressive, sombre 
forces of the Soviet system—opposed forces that were seen as the epitome of 
the rough, the barbaric and the uncivilised. Everyday life was itself a key stage 
for this drama, a part of the battlefield. Thus, in the early months of 1989, there 
was a distinct return to old-fashioned ways of being. ‘Comrade’ was out; the 
Polish equivalents of sir and madam were in. Churches were full; museums and 
concert houses and contemporary art spaces, too. The words of the dissident 
intellectual were as greatly prized as the acts of the dissident worker. The 
slogans of Solidarity seemed to transmute into an extended demand for dignity 
and truth. The overviews of Polish life and consciousness I had in those days—
plunged into reformist circles linked to the Jagiellonian University in Kraków—
were naturally somewhat removed from the social norm in other parts of the 
country, but I travelled sufficiently widely to catch the atmosphere. When 
courtly, serious figures such as Bronisław Geremek or Tadeusz Mazowiecki came 
onto the national stage, the pride Polish men and women from factory towns 
and peasant villages felt in them was palpable. One had the extraordinary sense 
of moving across the face of the country and seeing its old core and essence 
come back to life. Those experiences were enough to make clear that the stream 
of national culture the communist regime had sought to destroy had not even 
been successfully interrupted; it had merely been submerged, and now it was 
resurfacing, and shaping the present day.

The transformation in Poland had its political stages, of course: the round table, 
the elections, the coalition-making process. But the political dimension was 
secondary; the moral climate had been transformed by the four factors that the 
radical figures of the 1980s drama incarnated: national will, which Lech Wałęsa 
brought with him to the table; Western determination, as represented by the 
American administration of the era; an awareness of spiritual belief, which 
was the gift of the Polish Pope; and the arrival of an idealist at the pinnacle 
of the Kremlin. This constellation of circumstances made possible the carnival 
of liberation that played out before the eyes of bemused witnesses that year. 
Everyone who saw these things knew it was a golden time. No-one dared believe 
how far the change would go. It is a measure of the period’s extraordinary 
intensity that it cannot be easily recaptured or conveyed in words today. An 
air of natural progression seems part of the tale of 1989 now: month following 
smoothly after month in the hazy glow of retrospect. But the experience was 
different; each day, we watched, and saw the best outcomes, schooled though 
we were to detect the worst.
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The Solidarity Decade

JAN.ZUBRZYCKI

The Solidarity Decade began for me when, as a backpacker barely out of his teens, 
I visited Gdańsk in the summer of 1980. Too young to sense the undercurrents 
of unrest that were simmering in the working-class areas of that port city, I was 
content to confine myself to the main tourist sites. I vaguely remember one of 
my distant aunts with whom I was staying grumble around the shortages of 
everything, the crumbling infrastructure and the many broken promises of the 
puffy-faced party apparatchiks who were running the country. But wasn’t that 
what the Poles were best at? Always complaining, always pessimistic, always 
bitter about how they were betrayed at Yalta and ended up on the wrong side 
of history.

I left Poland before the shipyard strikes began—something I would regret deeply 
when I began my career as a journalist several years later. Yet who in their right 
mind could have predicted that the political landscape of Poland was to change 
so quickly and so fundamentally? The Polish people in those tumultuous days 
of the Solidarity movement, martial law and beyond would prove my negative 
perceptions wrong. They would turn out to be brave, well organised and sure 
of their convictions—both political and religious. They were not about to be 
taken for fools by their communist masters and thankfully they were not going 
to listen to some of the advice coming from their so-called supporters in the 
West, concerned more about what an angry Soviet bear might do to teach those 
hot-blooded Poles a lesson than the fundamental human and civil rights that the 
workers, intellectuals and farmers were fighting for.

From an Australian perspective, the events in Poland took on a surreal edge. 
Here was a workers’ movement revolting against a workers’ state. Here was Lech 
Wałęsa, the Solidarity leader, signing the Gdańsk agreement granting workers 
the right to form a free trade union using a giant pen bearing the likeness of the 
Polish Pope, John Paul II. The incongruities kept coming. The Catholic Church 
never reneged on its central role in pushing for political freedom—something 
that hardened labour leaders in the West, schooled in Marxist theory, took 
time to digest. Some 700 000 members of the Polish United Workers’ Party—
almost one-quarter of the total membership—joined Solidarity. Just prior to the 
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introduction of marital law, even peasants were demanding the right to form 
their own free trade union. The Soviets, it turned out, were just as unprepared 
for responding to the events in Poland as were many Western leaders. 

Malcolm Fraser, the Australian Prime Minister at the time, responded to the 
deteriorating economic crisis in 1981 by supporting the collection of food and 
other essentials to be sent to Poland. And when martial law was declared, he 
opened the door to Polish refugees. To his credit, he did not follow the line 
of appeasement taken by then Canadian Prime Minister, Pierre Trudeau, who 
stated that martial law ‘isn’t bad’ if it prevents civil war. 

My first personal encounter with Solidarity was to come in the Polish summer 
of 1984. Martial law was no longer in force but the apparatus of repression was 
stronger than ever. I remember being chased down side streets in the old city of 
Warsaw by baton-wielding militia breaking up anti-government demonstrations 
and spontaneous street marches. I joined the thousands of people who attended 
church services led by the charismatic Polish priest Father Jerzy Popiełuszko, 
who would shortly afterwards be murdered by the secret police, his body 
dumped in the Vistula River. 

Those were the days of samizdat and underground music tapes. As a foreigner 
who spoke Polish, I was expected to do my bit helping to distribute crudely 
printed copies of Gazeta and cassette tapes by singers such as Jan Kelus. It was 
clear, even to an outsider like me, that the 16 months of the Solidarity period had 
had a profound psychological effect. All layers of society—workers, intellectuals 
and farmers—had been touched by that momentous period. All age groups—
from schoolchildren to the elderly—felt compelled to organise themselves in 
opposition to the failed party-state. Those Poles who found themselves abroad 
when martial law was declared or chose to emigrate after being released from 
detention did what they could, sending money and food parcels, helping 
smuggle parts for underground printing presses, putting pressure on their host 
governments not to let the Polish regime off lightly. Once it had been declared 
bankrupt by the strikes of August 1980 and then by its resort to martial law, 
the party-state had lost all legitimacy. Its days were well and truly numbered.

These days, repressive regimes are rarely taken by surprise, as testified by the 
recent popular uprisings in Burma, Tibet and Iran. If the Solidarity movement 
can be credited with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of Soviet-
style communism then the successful uprisings of the 1980s have also taught 
repressive regimes that the overwhelming use of state-sponsored repression 
can keep a regime in power almost indefinitely. Another legacy, however, of 
the Solidarity decade endures: the knowledge that civil society rooted in the 
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defence of fundamental human rights and what Hannah Arendt identified as the 
original grace of revolution—the human capacity for beginning new things—
will never be completely erased. 
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Figure 1 Solidarity—striking shipyard workers 1980 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw

Figure 2 Strikers’ 21 demands 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw
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Figure 3 Striking workers on the shipyard wall 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw

Figure 4 Families and well-wishers at the shipyard gate 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw
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Figure 5 Solidarity print room 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw

Figure 6 Strikers’ families at the shipyard’s fence 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw
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Figure 7 Striking shipyard workers 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw

Figure 8 Anna Walentynowicz, one of the strike leaders 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw
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Figure 9 Signing the Gdańsk Agreement in August 1980 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw

Figure 10 Lech Wałęsa celebrating victory in August 1980 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw
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Figure 11 General Jaruzelski: The mastermind of marshal law 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw

Figure 12 Army tanks sent to enforce marshal law in December 1981

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw
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Figure 13 The iconic ‘High Noon’ Solidarity poster: The Breakthrough 
elections in June 1989 

Provided by MSZ, Warsaw
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Part 2: Analysis
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The Solidarity Decade: 1980–1989

JAN.PAKULSKI

What is called here the ‘Solidarity Decade’ covers the developments between 
September 1980, the beginning of the mass, organised, peaceful and negotiated 
dismantling of communist domination in the Soviet Bloc, and September 1989, 
the formation of the first non-communist government in Eastern Europe, and 
the beginning of the ‘contagious’ systemic transformation that initiated the 
domino-like fall of communist regimes in the region and the gradual transition 
to what Holmes1 labelled ‘post-communism’. 

While the Polish Solidarity was not the first mass protest against communist 
domination—it was preceded by mass anti-communist opposition in 1945–47 
in Poland, in 1953 in East Germany, in 1956 in Poland and Hungary, in 1968 
in Poland and Czechoslovakia and, again, in 1970 and 1976 in Poland—it was 
unique in many ways. The Hungarian uprising and the Prague Spring apart, the 
pre-1980 mass protests could be accurately described as spontaneous eruptions 
of public anger and frustration; they were poorly organised and politically 
ineffective—and were promptly suppressed or defused by the authorities. 
While they resulted in leadership changes, their impact was more cultural than 
political; they left behind important political memories, legends and traditions, 
but no political-organisational legacies. 

Solidarity was different. It was a mass movement of unprecedented strength, 
political restraint and—at least initially—social discipline. At the peak of 
its popularity in mid-1981, Solidarity boasted about 10 million members/
supporters—more than half the adult population of Poland. Moreover, this 
mobilisation was well coordinated, and it adopted the novel, yet familiar, form 
of a ‘free trade union’. In turn, the free union provided a protective political 
umbrella to scores of independent (though often ‘affiliated’) oppositional groups 
and initiatives. Also, unlike the former mass opposition, Solidarity was ‘anti-
utopian’. Its initial ‘21 demands’ were sober and practical, and the reform 
programs that gradually emerged during the 1981 debates promoted the ‘well-
tried’ Western liberal-democratic institutional solutions: trade union formation, 

1 Holmes (1997).
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civil liberties, citizen and employee rights, democratic procedures and, in the 
later stages of discussions, political pluralism and respect for private property. 
Above all, Solidarity stressed freedom of thought, expression and association, 
and non-violent, conciliatory strategies for action. All these elements proved 
successful in 1980–81 in breaking—albeit for only 15 months—the communist 
monopoly on political organisation, information and free expression. These 
15 months of freedom, as argued here, were sufficient to start the irreversible 
political change.

The closing date of the Solidarity Decade—September 1989—was no less 
consequential. As argued by this author elsewhere in this volume (Chapter 9), 
it was the final stage of the historic ‘Breakthrough’ that initiated a new phase of 
change—a systemic transformation—accompanied by a largely unanticipated 
domino-like collapse of the Eastern European communist regimes. This was 
the proverbial ‘beginning of the end’: the end of ‘reforming socialism’ and 
the beginning of a ‘systemic transformation’ described by the leaders of the 
Solidarity government as ‘a return to Europe’. 

One should also highlight the ‘external’ conditions of success. By far the most 
important was the political ascendancy of Mikhail Gorbachev and his reformist 
campaign of perestroika (rebuilding, re-formation) and glasnost (transparency, 
openness). While these permissive and liberalising policies were essential 
conditions of Solidarity’s Breakthrough, the dismantling of communism 
was never Gorbachev’s intention. Perestroika aimed at reforming, and thus 
strengthening, communism, rather than its abolition. The second factor was 
a parallel reformist drive in Hungary. The Hungarian reforms, however, were 
almost completely confined to the Communist Party apparatus and were initially 
directed primarily towards economic modernisation (introduction of market 
mechanisms). But precisely because of these differences, the reformist drive in 
Hungary proved both effective and complementary. It did not raise Moscow’s 
suspicion of Polish–Hungarian collusion, and it provided a good model of intra-
party reformism.2

The Background 

Why was Poland so central in building effective strategies of political dissent 
and, ultimately, systemic change? Almost all political commentators3 agree 

2 As Ash (2009a, 2009b), Geremek and żakowski (1990) and Wałęsa (2008) remind us that, even in late 
1989, there was no certainty that liberal reforms would succeed. As late as August 1989, Polish communists 
were considering ‘a new variant of martial law’. While the German protesters gathered in early November in 
Leipzig and Berlin, the authorities had plans ready for violent suppression of protests.
3 Ash (1983, 1990); Ascherson (1981); Engel (2009); Lawson (2005).
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that Poland was ‘the weak link in the socialist chain’ and that Poles have never 
felt at home in Moscow’s ‘camp’.4 Unlike the neighbouring societies, Germany 
and Czechoslovakia, Poland had not developed an indigenous communist 
movement that would provide a social embedding to communist regimes. Polish 
socialists, who formed the dominant political force in the inter-war period, 
were predominantly anti-Bolshevik—an attitude reflecting a long tradition 
of struggle for independence against Russia. This struggle was reinforced by 
painful memories of the Polish–Soviet war of 1919–21, the joint German–
Soviet invasion of Poland in September 1939, and the resulting partition of the 
country. Although throughout World War II Germany was considered the main 
enemy, Poles never forgot that more than one million of their compatriots were 
deported by the Soviets to Siberia, and that about 20 000 Polish prisoners-of-
war (POWs)—mostly army officers and civil servants—were murdered on the 
explicit orders of Stalin in 1940–41. When Red Army troops entered Poland in 
1944 in pursuit of the withdrawing Germans, most Poles treated them as both 
liberators and new occupants. These suspicions were again confirmed by the 
installation in Poland of the Soviet-sponsored communist government following 
the postwar contestation (1945–47), rigging of elections, suppression of the 
opposition, and the imposition after 1948 of the Stalinist system of a command 
economy and mono-party rule. 

Poles had never reconciled themselves with this ‘Yalta order’, and the entire 
postwar period was punctuated by anti-Soviet rebellions: in 1945–47, 1956, 
1968, 1970 and 1976.5 All were bloody and unsuccessful, bringing only short 
‘thaws’. The eruption of the Solidarity movement in the summer of 1980 was 
seen as a culmination of protests, and as the final episode in this long ‘learning 
process’. It was the first attempt at mass, coordinated (solidary), organised, 
non-ideological and peaceful contestation—a ‘refolution’ (Ash’s term) or ‘self-
limiting revolution’ (Staniszkis’s term).

While triggered by an economic collapse that broke the morale of the party 
apparatus, the Solidarity mobilisation in 1980 was facilitated by long-term 
transformations in Polish society. In the postwar decades, Poland experienced 
rapid industrialisation, urbanisation, social mobility, and general socio-
cultural upgrading resulting in high literacy, widened access to education and 
saturation by the mass media. These transformations—designed as boosters of 
social support for the new socialist order—backfired badly on their communist 
instigators. The young, skilled industrial workers turned into the harshest critics 
of the inept regime, while the peasant farmers, strengthened and rejuvenated 
by land reform, turned to traditional Catholicism. Perhaps most importantly, the 

4 Stalin used to joke that socialism suits Poland like a saddle suits a cow—a condemnatory phrase repeated 
by most Poles with pride.
5 See, for example, Ash (1983).
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communist authorities failed to gain support from the urban intelligentsia—the 
traditional ‘educated class’—whose important Catholic section spawned most 
important Solidarity advisers. After some initial successes (especially in 1956–
57), the communists also failed to harness patriotic sentiments, particularly 
strong among Poles. Patriotism and Catholicism thus formed an ideological 
levy against the encroachments of the communist outlook, and the growing 
base for political opposition. This became apparent when the new post-Stalinist 
generation of well-educated, skilled and well-informed people started to 
come of age in the 1970s. This new generation—frustrated by shortages and 
inequities in distribution, irritated by the empty propaganda, and radicalised 
by the past failures at reforming the system—was less fearful and less politically 
complacent than their parents. 

Unlike in neighbouring societies, Polish dissenters could also count on the 
protection and covert support of the Catholic Church. The influence of the 
church in Poland was founded on numbers—about 90 per cent of Poles have 
always declared themselves Catholics—and on the prestige of church leaders. 
The church emerged morally unscathed from the war and the Stalinist terror, 
and, from the late 1950s, it was allowed to shelter critics of the communist regime 
and protect oppositional initiatives. In fact, Polish churches were the only public 
spaces throughout the entire Communist Bloc where relatively unconstrained 
and critical public debates could take place. Even non-believers—members of 
the so-called ‘secular left’—enjoyed this protection. Consequently, the Catholic 
Church became a symbol and the main repository of democratic and patriotic 
aspirations. The election of the Polish Pope in 1978, and his strong stance on 
the issue of human rights powerfully articulated during his 1979 pilgrimage to 
Poland, had strengthened this identification even further. Popular aspirations 
for political freedoms and human rights combined with economic frustrations 
and demands for reforms, and with the commitment to solidaristic, non-violent 
action promoted by the Pope. The three fused into a new oppositional idiom 
that emerged with the Solidarity movement.

The Prelude 

After steady economic growth in the 1950s and 1960s, the Polish economy started 
to falter in the 1970s, mainly as a result of the inertia of the centrally managed 
economy, inept leadership, and mounting foreign debt. The communist ruling 
elite—the party-controlled nomenklatura6—started to show signs of political 
and intellectual degeneration: closure, corruption and ineptitude. When 

6 The term ‘nomenklatura’ refers to the system of party-ideological patronage typical of communist regimes, 
and to the beneficiaries of this system: the party-administrative officials. It is used here in the latter meaning.
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the communist authorities attempted to pass the costs of poor policies on to 
consumers through drastic price increases—especially on the eve of Christmas 
1970—Poland exploded. Strikes and protests erupted, mainly on the coast, 
among the shipyard workers of Gdańsk and Gdynia, extending to the entire 
coastal region. The reaction of the authorities was brutal: they ordered police 
and the army to use live ammunition against strikers and peaceful protesters. 
Between 18 and 24 persons were killed. Hundreds were wounded, arrested and 
persecuted—especially after the outraged protesters started to burn Communist 
Party buildings. 

This was the symbolic beginning of Solidarity. Police and army brutality, the 
lies of the propaganda, and the vicious persecution of protesters—all portrayed 
in Andrzej Wajda’s epic film The Man of Iron—gave rise to the oppositional 
legend that bonded together diverse groups of protesters. It should not be 
surprising that the first demand of striking workers (in the same shipyard in 
Gdańsk—ironically named after Lenin) 10 years later, in August 1980, was the 
commemoration of their comrades killed and secretly buried in December 1970.

There was another important development. The strikers and protesters in 
1970 realised that they were easy pray if they were isolated, unorganised and 
provoked to ‘go onto the streets’. The 1970 protests did not spread to the other 
industrial centres, and were not supported by the urban intelligentsia (who 
were still traumatised by the anti-intellectual and anti-Semitic campaigns by 
the authorities in 1968). Moreover, the protests lacked coordination and their 
participants could easily be persecuted and intimidated. That provoked some 
famous advice given by a veteran dissenter, Jacek Kuroń: ‘you should not burn 
party committees, but establish your own.’ This advice was taken seriously 
and future protests—especially the wave of strikes in the industrial centres 
of Radom and Ursus in 1976—were confined to the factories and were much 
better organised. While they also fizzled out, the 1976 protests triggered a ‘great 
convergence’ of the oppositional forces, especially young industrial workers and 
the urban oppositional intelligentsia, as exemplified by the formation in 1976 of 
the Committee for the Support of Workers (KOR), and led to the formation of a 
nationwide free trade union. Both proved strategically successful. KOR turned 
into a wide social alliance spawning many future advisors to Solidarity. It also 
galvanised social support for persecuted dissenters, prompted the explosion 
of ‘unofficial’ (uncensored) publications and civic initiatives (including the 
underground ‘Flying University’) and—most importantly—propagated the 
‘free and independent’ unions in major industrial centres.

Thus, while all neighbouring countries were in the grip of a ‘political freeze’, 
Poland was experiencing in the 1970s a wave of dissent and ‘liberalisation from 
below’, albeit tempered by the fear of Soviet intervention. Political groups such 
as KOR, the Movement for the Defense of Human and Civil Rights (ROBCiO), 



Humanities.Research.Vol.XVI ..No.3 ..2010

56

and the budding and still clandestine independent unions printed leaflets, 
brochures, posters and manifestos. They publicised violations of human rights 
using as a protective shield the articles of the Helsinki Agreement, officially 
signed by Poland in spring 1975. Other groups started to follow their example. 
Discrimination against believers triggered the formation of the Believers’ Self-
Defense committees, mainly in the small towns and villages. Students’ Solidarity 
committees emerged in almost all the major academic centres of Poland, 
especially following the murder by the secret police of a student activist and 
KOR supporter. The free trade unions led by charismatic worker-activists such 
as Lech Wałęsa and Andrzej Gwiazda formulated a Charter of Workers’ Rights, 
publicised violations of civil rights, and criticised the complacent government-
controlled unions.

All these initiatives were reinforced by economic frustrations. By the late 1970s, 
the Polish economy was being crushed under the weight of mismanagement 
and massive debt. It shrank by 2 per cent in 1979, 4 per cent in 1980, and by a 
staggering 13 per cent in 1981. Foreign debt skyrocketed from US$1.2 billion in 
1971 to US$23 billion in 1980.7 Instead of becoming a ‘second Japan’—as was 
famously promised by its communist leader—Poland entered a downward spiral 
of economic crisis and social chaos. Shortages of goods, including foodstuffs, 
became acute and chronic. Price rises, which traditionally provoked mass 
protests, were introduced surreptitiously, thus provoking public anger and 
suspicion. It was one such provocative ‘price adjustment’ announced on 1 June 
1980 that triggered a wave of protest strikes—this time coordinated, confined 
to factories (thus difficult to quash by force) and directed by charismatic free 
union leaders.

As mentioned before, the main causes and circumstances of the Solidarity 
‘refolution’ were either unique to Poland or at least more intense in Poland than 
in neighbouring countries. Yet the circumstances were not conducive to change. 
The Soviet Union was in the grip of a deepening social crisis and political 
‘freeze’ symbolised by the infamous ‘Brezhnev Doctrine’. In 1979, Soviet troops 
invaded Afghanistan, and, in the late 1980s, they organised manoeuvres on the 
Polish boarder (ominously named ‘Friendship 1980’). Both the East German and 
Czechoslovak societies remained quiet—browbeaten and bribed into submission 
during the ‘normalisation’. There was practically no opposition in East Germany 
and only a handful of dissidents in Czechoslovakia—most notably, members of 
Chart 77, a tiny movement that attracted less than 2000 supporters. Fear of losing 
their jobs, blacklisting, demotion and police harassment paralysed dissenters. 
Moreover, the economic situation in both East Germany and Czechoslovakia was 
always better than in Poland, with a particularly good supply of food—a point 
of envy among Poles. Hungary was in-between the Polish rumbling volcano 

7 Beres and Burnetko (2009).
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and the frosty political desert of East Germany and post-1968 Czechoslovakia. 
The Hungarian economy, directed after 1956 by Kadar’s reformists, proved more 
successful than Poland’s. Consequently, the Hungarian ‘goulash communism’ 
proved relatively popular, and political dissent there was weak and isolated, with 
dissenters promptly either expelled or intimidated. Thus, while the reformist 
factions inside the Hungarian Communist Party apparatus grew in strength, 
the independent opposition was weak, centred on a handful of intellectuals. 
Conditions in other Eastern European societies were even less propitious to mass 
protest mobilisation. In this situation, the eyes of the Western media turned to 
Poland—with rising curiosity, hope and anticipation.

What was Solidarity?

To most Western observers, Solidarity was like a psychological ‘blot drawing’. 
The socialists and left-oriented commentators greeted it as an ‘authentic working-
class movement’, perhaps even a harbinger of a long-awaited proletarian 
revolution; the labourites welcomed it as an embryonic ‘free trade union 
movement’, a vindication of a social-democratic strategy; the liberals admired it 
as a mass campaign for human rights; the worldwide Catholic community saw 
it as a Christian-inspired ‘movement of moral renewal’ inspired by the Polish 
Pope; peace activists hailed its programmatically non-violent movement; Prime 
Minister Thatcher and President Reagan saw in it a mass rebellion for liberty 
and against the ‘evil empire’. Who was right?

Remarkably, all these interpretations contained a grain of truth, yet also some 
distortions. Solidarity was not just a ‘free trade union movement’. Although 
originally coordinated by an independent trade union (labeled ‘Solidarity’), 
it quickly escalated into a vast and diverse social protest movement that 
encompassed a wide array of civil groups, political bodies and social initiatives, 
all independent of the communist authorities. The free union became a 
protective political umbrella for these diverse groups and initiatives, ranging in 
orientation from left-socialists and liberals to conservative-nationalists. Because 
the union leaders (and their advisers) conducted the initial negotiations with 
the communist authorities, most protesters were treated as supporters of the 
‘trade union movement’ and ‘Solidarity’ became a generic name for the entire 
mass movement and the related political activities. 

Some oppositional groups were formally affiliated with independent (and 
multiplying) trade unions; some were linked by bonds of friendship, trust, 
mutual knowledge and occasional communication; some simply identified 
themselves with the general orientation of the movement, without any formal 
links with trade unions. All these connections were localised and rather 
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weak. While at the end of 1980 there was an informal consensus among most 
supporters and sympathisers about the ‘21 demands’ articulated by the striking 
shipyard workers, there was no political strategy or even a common set of 
political principles shared by all Solidarity affiliates. Moreover, neither the 
union executive nor any single group controlled the direction or activities of the 
whole movement, though the authority of Lech Wałęsa was widely respected 
and (initially) seldom challenged. 

As noted by many Australian observers, Solidarity was a typical mass protest 
movement unified by opposition (against), rather than affirmation (for), and 
this opposition had strong moral overtones. The protests were directed against 
social injustice, inequity, lies and oppression—all attributed vaguely to ‘the 
authorities’. Thus, while it is true that the union leadership had acquired 
considerable political strength, this strength was difficult to transform into 
political influence, mainly because most of the political groups in the movement 
either lacked political aspirations or focused on a general moral critique of the 
authorities. There was also a political-pragmatic consideration. It was widely 
understood that the label ‘political’ was potentially dangerous, because it could 
attract sanctions. The communists were quite clear that they were ready to 
defend their monopoly on power by force, if necessary, even by encouraging 
a Soviet invasion. Therefore the adjective ‘political’ was avoided, and moral 
critique of the authorities dominated in public debates.8

Solidarity could hardly be described as a ‘working-class movement’, despite 
some sympathy for this label—used mainly as a camouflage and an attempt to 
embarrass the communist authorities claiming to ‘represent’ the working class. 
In reality, Solidarity was a wide and inclusive social movement. Statistically, the 
strongest support for Solidarity came from highly skilled urban professionals 
(teachers, engineers and doctors), as well as young industrial workers in large 
factories. The most statistically under-represented occupational categories were 
unskilled manual workers and routine white-collar workers, especially in small 
towns. In political-organisational terms, the strongest backing for Solidarity 
came from people who were believers and non-party members, while the 
strongest opposition to the movement came from the communist nomenklatura—
party officials, top state administrators, as well as directors and managers of 
state enterprises. The ethos of Solidarity was predominantly national, moral and 
solidaristic. The very name clearly signalled commitment to social solidarism, 
rather than class struggle.9

8 Pakulski (1991).
9 For similar reasons, the adjectives ‘national’ and ‘religious’ also do not fit well the general ideological vector 
of the movement, though they do capture some of the aspects of dominant orientations among Solidarity 
supporters. It is true that the centrality of moral values and firm opposition to the communist regime made 
religion an important element of the Solidarity ethos. This is because Poles have always regarded national 
pride and religious faith as the antitheses of Soviet Communism, and because the Catholic Church has been 
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Some parallels can be drawn between Solidarity and the civil rights movement 
in the United States. Both opposed violations of justice, human dignity and 
democracy. Both also stressed religious values, evolved initially in churches, 
and involved charismatic priest-activists. Moreover, both movements endorsed 
the principle of non-violence and focused on the struggle against political 
domination and systematic violations of civil liberties. Perhaps because of these 
parallels, and the proximity between the ideals of Solidarity and the traditions 
derived from the American Revolution, the Polish movement was supported 
more strongly in the United States than in Western Europe.10 But there were also 
significant differences between the two. For obvious reasons, the civil rights 
movement in the United States was less inclusive, and it did not stress the issue 
of national autonomy, while these were central issues and preoccupations for 
Solidarity. 

Was it, then, a protest movement of the young post-Stalinist generation rebelling 
against the discredited ideological shibboleths and the collapsing moral and 
political order? There is considerable support for this view. The activists 
represented overwhelmingly the generation brought up under the conditions 
of relative stability and security of the post-Stalinist era (1956–70). They were 
young—the average age oscillated between twenty-five and thirty-five. The 
initial push came, almost without exception, from the young and skilled urban 
workers in key industrial centres. The leading industries of the coastal region, 
with their advanced technology, large-scale organisation and regular contacts 
with the West, became a hatchery for free union activists and supporters. 
These young, skilled workers were also in a better position to observe the 
destructive consequences of the communist political patronage and inept 
central management. This new generation—more frustrated, less fearful and 
less tolerant of communist deceptions—was also less likely than their parents to 
tolerate political disenfranchisement. 

closely linked with struggles for national independence. These connections gave a strong ‘critical potential’ to 
religious symbols and made the church a natural ally of the movement. Solidarity had also, however, appealed 
to, and was strongly supported by, the secular left, including old socialists and young secular critics, such as 
Adam Michnik and Jacek Kuroń. 
10 The emphasis placed on moral unity, brotherhood and the dignity of man both reflected and further 
reinforced this affinity. Much of the Solidarity ethos was formulated and elaborated on in the writings and 
sermons of Father Józef Tischner, the author of the popular brochure The Ethos of Solidarity. Priests were 
central figures and religious communities were important elements of the movement. The principles of 
tolerance and non-violence, peaceful means of protest and resolution of conflict by negotiation—all of which 
became the core elements of the movement’s ethos—were introduced largely via these religious channels. 
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From Registration to Confrontation 

Under the pressure of spreading strikes and social unrest, the communist 
authorities agreed, first, to negotiate with the Solidarity representatives and 
advisors, and then to formally recognise and register the ‘independent and 
self-governing trade union’—the first in the communist world. This success 
immediately boosted the movement in other regions. On 17 September 1980, 
35 independent trade unions applied for registration under the umbrella of 
‘Solidarity’. They were followed by dozens of branch unions and scores of 
independent civil groups. In January 1981, the movement spread into the 
country. Occupational strikes organised by farmers ended with the successfully 
negotiated Rzeszow Agreement, which gave private farmers the right to strike 
and form their own free unions. In February 1981, following academic strikes, 
the Independent Student Union was registered in Warsaw. ‘Solidarity’ created 
a protective umbrella for all these affiliated and allied bodies. A high degree 
of overlap in the organisational membership makes it difficult to assess their 
numerical strength, but it has been estimated that in early 1981 Solidarity had 
about 10 million members. 

At the same time, the Communist Party—still three million strong in autumn 
1980—was dissipating. The leadership was fractured between hardliners 
and reformists, and the rank-and-file members started to desert en masse. 
This dissipation was arrested in winter–spring 1981 when General Wojciech 
Jaruzelski, the then army chief, was appointed Prime Minister. This signaled 
the toughening of party strategy and the beginning of a steady influx of 
military officials into the party-state elite. The process of elite disintegration 
was arrested, though the members were still leaving the party ranks. When 
in autumn 1981 General Jaruzelski also took over the leadership of the Polish 
Communist Party (PZPR)—in addition to his position as head of state and of the 
government—it was clear that the authorities were getting ready for a violent 
confrontation with Solidarity.

In the meantime, Solidarity expanded horizontally by encompassing increasingly 
diverse civic initiatives, but the overall organisation and coordination was 
weakening. Widening regional autonomy and the weakening executive powers, 
made it virtually impossible for the union to make quick decisions about matters 
of national importance. The strong charismatic leadership of Lech Wałęsa still 
assured a degree of central coordination. The very personal nature of charisma, 
however, made the delegation of authority difficult. Moreover, by mid-May 
1981, the movement started to expand beyond the bounds of the trade union 
formula. Demands for national autonomy—previously kept under wraps—were 
now voiced openly. Political groups formed under the protective umbrella of 
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the union started to call openly for political freedom and pluralism. Radical 
demands for self-management started to be voiced within central union bodies 
(the networks), backed by calls for privatisation of property. 

These developments did not look radical to external observers, but on the 
ground in Poland they were considered an open challenge to the communist 
nomenklatura, especially since they coincided with radical grassroots pressures 
within the Communist Party itself. Pro-Solidarity ‘horizontal structures’ started 
to grow within the Communist Party organisations, thus increasing panic among 
the party bosses. The scared communist elite started to pressure Jaruzelski to 
act swiftly.11

Meanwhile, the movement’s disintegration continued. The National Congress 
in autumn 1981 turned into a celebration of local autonomy and participatory 
democracy, whereby each delegate spoke on any point, every regional group 
had access to a microphone, and all debates were broadcast to the crowds 
outside the meeting hall. It was an intoxicating novelty to people who until 
then had operated within a censored partocratic culture. It also revealed, 
however, the precarious nature of the movement’s unity. Moralistic rhetoric 
dominated the speeches, while constructive analysis was rare. Above all, the 
congress revealed growing grassroots radicalism, political pluralism and ‘the 
proliferating profusion of all possible political permutations’.12 The authority 
of Wałęsa was increasingly challenged by wildcat actions of local union bodies. 
Solidarity’s ability to forge a consistent program of reforms, and to implement 
it, was seriously impaired. 

Thus, the power balance in autumn 1981 was almost the reverse of the spring 
configuration. The huge but fractious mass movement faced a scared regime 
that consolidated its ranks under the new military–party leadership that had 
been planning a violent suppression since spring. The fragmentation and 
radicalisation of the movement played into the hands of party-state leaders. And 
it was encouraged by party provocations: assaults on union leaders, propaganda 
lies, reneging on negotiated deals, blocking supplies and spreading rumours of 
imminent Soviet intervention. The communists rightly counted on exhaustion 
and fear—two powerful allies of authoritarian rulers. 

At the beginning of winter, the stage was set for confrontation. It came in the 
early morning of 13 December 1981 in the form of a sudden imposition of martial 
law. A swift blitzkrieg by the army and police—portrayed as arresting anarchy 
and preventing/pre-empting Soviet intervention (‘the lesser evil’)—proved 

11 As revealed by IPN in December 2009: in 1981 Soviet General Kulikov received a request from General 
Jaruzelski for Soviet intervention, but the request was refused. Predictably, Jaruzelski denied making such 
a request.
12 Davies (1982:75).
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effective in the short run. Within days, the majority of movement leaders were 
arrested and detained, union offices were plundered, and a few resisting groups 
viciously attacked. About 30 people were killed. The free union was banned. 
The movement went underground for almost seven years.

The Legacy 

Was Solidarity defeated, or was it a temporary setback? Most commentators 
were uncertain. Polish migrants and academics took an optimistic view. They 
acknowledged the effectiveness of martial law in suppressing the movement, 
but saw Solidarity’s legacy as permanent. Solidarity could be suppressed, but 
not defeated, because it was too deeply embedded in Polish society. Moreover, 
reforms of the terminally ill centralist system were inevitable, with or without the 
free trade union. While for some Jaruzelski did what he (or any other communist 
dictator in his place) was expected to do—that is, obey Moscow’s instructions 
and defend the communist nomenklatura—for others, he was an opportunistic 
loser, choosing confrontation where there was scope for partnership. 

It soon became obvious that martial law was a political flop. Initially, the 
brutal suppression of dissent—especially the attacks by the notorious special 
police detachment, ZOMO—intimidated many Solidarity supporters. But 
the opposition survived. By May 1982, more than 6000 people were arrested 
and more than 130 000 were fined for political offences. In spite of the ban 
on free unions, imprisonment of activists, assassinations of dissenters (such 
as the famous Father Popiełuszko), harsh penalties for opposition, and despite 
massive propaganda campaigns aimed at discrediting Solidarity, the movement 
was alive. Overtly, it was dormant, visible only in some spectacular publicity 
stunts, such as distribution of underground literature, poster campaigns and 
oppositional graffiti, and illegal radio and television broadcasts. Covertly, it 
was spreading the oppositional culture. Solidarity jokes, graffiti, songs, poems 
and artistic creations entered the cultural mainstream. There was an element 
of subterfuge; because the overt political activism was dangerous—it attracted 
harsh penalties—cultural contestation turned into the main expression of 
discontent. It was, in Freudian terms, a ‘sublimated politics’. 

The ban on free unions and political persecution of open dissenters had also 
initiated the process of serious reorganisation and revision of strategies within 
the movement leadership, and drew into Solidarity’s orbit an increasing number 
of critical intellectuals, academics and experts in various fields of social science. 
While underground, Solidarity bifurcated into a small but lively underground 
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organisation and a growing though informal intellectual protest movement—the 
latter seeking political compromise and increasingly preoccupied with social 
and economic reforms. 

This was hardly surprising. Mass social movements, such as Solidarity, tend 
to be politically fragile but culturally irrepressible. If suppressed politically, 
they form a strong cultural undercurrent, a powerful intellectual stream that 
inevitably erodes the political authority and legitimacy of suppressors. Good 
politicians know that—and Jaruzelski must have suspected that. He was scared 
(of Soviet invasion, he claims), and he was pushed to crush the movement by 
his comrades in Moscow (as well as in Berlin, Prague, Budapest, Sofia, and so 
on) and by the local communist nomenklatura. But he was incapable of charting 
an alternative, socially acceptable and credible course of reforms. It gradually 
became clear that the military suppression was unlikely to ‘work’, and that 
the party nomenklatura had no capacity to rule, let alone undertake serious 
systemic reform. Without a social compact that only Solidarity could deliver, no 
social stabilisation and no reforms were possible in Poland. 

This realisation had come slowly and gradually. It started to dawn on the 
communist leaders after the ascendancy of Gorbachev. Ironically, many 
elements of Gorbachev’s policies followed the Solidarity postulates—a point 
not lost among the reformist communists. In the meantime, Poland was sinking 
into economic crisis. Solidarity continued its oppositional activities, mainly of 
a symbolic nature, while party leadership split into a pro-reformist camp, led 
reluctantly by Jaruzelski and Kiszczak, and the hardline (beton) faction capable 
of neutralising serious reformist attempts. The lesson learned from this gridlock 
(gradually undermined by Gorbachev’s reformist drive) could be summarised in 
three points.13

• The centrally planned economy, monopolistic party rule, and the heavily 
censored and administered culture are incompatible with the modern 
economy and society. The whole system needs to be radically overhauled—
but without provoking a civil war and without undermining Gorbachev.

• Radical change cannot be accomplished ‘from above’ without a wide social 
compact, including Solidarity, and without a partnership between political 
leaders and the major oppositional forces. It also relies on Western support 
and assistance.

• While the authorities failed to form a reformist partnership with society, 
Solidarity failed to spawn a coherent and safe program of reforms. There was 

13 The key elements were contained in the 1988 ‘Statement about the Dialogue’ prepared by the key 
Solidarity advisors, in the memorandum to Jaruzelski prepared in mid-1988 by the ‘team of three’ (Urban, 
Ciosek and Pożoga) and in the discussions of the party plenum in January 1989 (Codogni 2009:136–64).



Humanities.Research.Vol.XVI ..No.3 ..2010

64

too much protest and not enough affirmation. Solidarity should transform 
from a protest movement into a social reform movement.

This reflection, combined with Gorbachev’s declaration cancelling the 
‘Brezhnev Doctrine’ at the UN session in December 1988, created a new political 
climate—a combination of hope and social frustration, the latter aggravated by 
the deepening economic crisis.14 Social frustrations reached breaking point in 
1988. The country became again a ‘rumbling volcano’, while the danger of Soviet 
intervention—the key political support and political alibi of the communist 
authorities—gradually evaporated.15

The eruption occurred in the form of two powerful waves of strikes, first in 
April–May and then in June–August 1988 (predictably, following arbitrary 
price hikes). Both waves included demands to restore free trade unions, with the 
most popular slogan ‘No freedom without Solidarity’. Attempts to intimidate 
the strikers and/or bribe them into submission with pay increases had failed. At 
the same time, both Wałęsa and the church, buoyed by Gorbachev’s supportive 
comments, repeated their appeals for ‘compromise’ on the three main issues: 
‘union pluralism’ (code for legalising Solidarity), sociopolitical pluralism (free 
association and a multi-party system), and the joint anti-crisis (com)pact.16 This 
forced the authorities to agree to ‘round table talks’—an initially vague term 
for broadly based negotiations with all opposition forces, including (the still 
banned) Solidarity. Wałęsa’s continuous campaign to re-legalise Solidarity, and 
his brilliant performance in the televised debate with a leader of communist-
controlled unions, helped to break the political stalemate reached in autumn 
1988. The round table finally started in February 1989, led to the victorious 
elections in June, and resulted in the formation of the first non-communist 
government in September.

14 With inflation approaching 100 per cent and mass shortages of almost all goods forcing desperate 
shoppers, mainly women, to spend on average more than 1.5 hours a day ‘hunting’ for essentials (Codogni 
2009).
15 Compare the thinly veiled threats issued by Soviet authorities in 1980 and 1981 (Wałęsa 2008:138–40) 
with Gorbachev’s account of his triumphant visit to Poland during the ‘hot’ summer of 1988 (quoted in 
Wałęsa 2008:250): ‘Unforgettable impression was made on me by talks with the Polish authorities, warm 
meetings with the shipyard workers of Szczecin, with farmers, with prominent intellectuals, members of the 
Church hierarchy, with young people…with enthusiasm welcoming the guest from Moscow. One can say that 
at this time a specific consensus was reached among all strata of the Polish society in regards of the Soviet 
Union. There is a base in treating this visit also as a beginning of a dialogue between me and Lech Wałęsa; as 
we learned then, Solidarity leaders appealed to their supporters to greet me as a [welcomed] Soviet guest…I 
listened carefully [to] the arguments for starting the Round Table, and I immediately felt how important, 
indeed path-breaking for the Polish society, this decision could be…and I wished my Polish friends success 
in this undertaking.’
16 As explicitly stated in the 1988 ‘Statement on the Dialogue’, these three points became an informal 
program for Solidarity in 1988–89 (Codogni 2009:136).
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Postscript

The rest is, as they say, history. The political trifecta of successful round-
table negotiations, victorious elections and the formation of the Solidarity 
government amounted to a major ‘Breakthrough’ that not only initiated 
systemic transformations in Poland, but also promoted the Polish model of 
negotiated change and triggered the domino-like collapse of communist regimes 
in neighbouring countries. Within weeks, Solidarity-like protest and reform 
movements—combining demands for democratisation with pressure for 
national sovereignty—erupted all over the region. Thanks to the existence of 
the Solidarity ‘template’, they were remarkably swift: ‘what took ten years in 
Poland, took ten months in Hungary, ten weeks in East Germany, and in ten 
days in Czechoslovakia.’17

Paradoxically, the victory spelled the end of Solidarity in Poland, at least in its 
old social movement form. As anticipated, Solidarity lasted only as long as its 
main rival: the partocratic regime. Following the dismantling of the communist 
partocracy, the movement fragmented, spawned diverse political parties and 
faded into insignificance. The name remained immensely popular, and the 
claims of ‘continuity’ are ubiquitous. Soon after 1990, about a dozen political 
groups emerged claiming Solidarity’s ‘legacy’. There was a ‘reformed socialist’ 
Solidarity that favoured the ‘third way’ economic model, a centrist and secular 
Solidarity dedicated to parliamentary democracy and European unification, 
as well as a nationalist Solidarity-anchored party of Euro-sceptics. There was 
also a ‘Fighting Solidarity’ claiming the radical legacy of strikes, and a liberal 
Solidarity, pushing for a radical and rapid transformation of the economy. There 
was, finally, also a Christian Democratic Solidarity that promoted traditional 
Catholic values. Thirty years after its dramatic birth, Solidarity continues to 
inspire both the ruling Civic Platform (Platforma Obywatelska), as well as its 
oppositional rival, the Law and Justice Party. Both the current (2010) Polish 
President and Prime Minister proudly recall their involvement in the Solidarity 
movement.

Remarkably, the impact of Solidarity extended beyond Europe. In 1986, the 
anti-Marcos Laban movement in the Philippines followed the Solidarity model 
of negotiated peaceful change. In 1994, following a mass mobilisation by the 
African National Congress (ANC) and a round table, South Africa’s leaders ended 
Apartheid and paved the way for democratisation. The mobilisations in Central 
Asia, especially the ‘tulip’ KelKel in Kyrgyzstan, also emulated the Solidarity 
model, including the negotiated changes of regimes. The ‘cedar revolution’ in 
Lebanon, the ‘orange revolution’ in Ukraine, the ‘rose revolution’ in Georgia, 

17 Ash (1990:28).
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and the more recent attempts at a ‘saffron revolution’ in Burma and a ‘velvet 
revolution’ in Iran, all show remarkable similarities with the original Solidarity 
template. Obviously, this does not mean that all contemporary national and 
liberal-democratic movements are copies of Solidarity. Each of them has its 
unique features, emphases and preoccupations, reflecting the distinctive 
political environments and historical legacies. But at the same time, they follow 
the familiar Solidarity ‘template’ that, as noted by Ash,18 is dramatically different 
from the ‘vanguard’ party-directed, ideological cum utopian and violent model 
of the ‘old’ French, Russian and Chinese revolutions. This commonality is 
no doubt due to both conscious emulation—all successful strategies become 
popular models—and unintentional repetitions of action that fit well the new 
global socio-political circumstances. 
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One Summer in Gdańsk: Poland’s 
leadership in transition from the 

socialist legal model

MURRAY.RAFF

One Summer in Gdańsk

In 1989 I was undertaking research at the University of Bremen into what 
became my PhD topic.1 I had involved myself in peace and environmental issues 
in Melbourne2 and took great interest in the events taking place in Eastern and 
Central Europe.

I was invited to join the peace mission ‘Sailing for Peace’, organised under 
the UN Peace Council, involving 37 yachts from all around the Baltic Sea, and 
even from Moscow, in a ‘peace flotilla’, which met at Copenhagen and sailed to 
Lübeck (Federal Republic of Germany), Rostock (German Democratic Republic), 
Kołobrzeg, Gdynia, Gdańsk (Poland) and Klaipeda (Lithuania, USSR).

In each port, crew members engaged in discussions with local and regional 
political bodies and community groups, held public seminars on peace and 
environmental issues and even performed street theatre. It was a lovely summer 
and a perfect time to visit the beautiful city of Gdańsk, where our fleet docked in 
the old Hanseatic harbour just by the main town square. The level of excitement 
in Gdańsk was amazing and large crowds, as well as the Polish media, were very 
interested in our visit.

It is difficult to believe this was 20 years ago. Reading issues of the German 
news magazine Der Spiegel from that time reminds one of the state of excitement 
that East–West issues had reached in May, June and July 1989, with crucial 
events balanced on the edge of contention across the globe from Nicaragua 
to China. My involvement in Sailing for Peace and interest in the events that 

1 Published as Raff (2003).
2 Raff (1985, 1987, 1989).
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unfolded continue to stimulate my academic interest in issues arising in states 
in transition—the basis of my present project on rebuilding the civil law in 
states in transition with Dr Anna Taitslin,3 in which we have enjoyed generous 
cooperation with the National Europe Centre at The Australian National 
University and its Director, Professor Simon Bronitt.

The Polish election of 4 June 1989 for the popular chamber, the Sejm, and 
the new Senate was a leading experiment in the democratisation of socialist 
governmental structures. Poland had for many years been a centre of energy 
in demands for greater democracy—probably unrivalled in the socialist world. 
The world had observed martial law and the growth of the Solidarity movement 
around the trade unions and particularly the workers at the Lenin Shipyard in 
Gdańsk. The juxtaposition of the maturity and relative peacefulness of the Polish 
election with the violent tragedy of the Tiananmen Square massacre4—both on 
4 June 1989—highlights Polish leadership in dealing with democratisation and 
transition. In this chapter, I wish to trace Poland’s leadership back to earlier 
points, particularly in the advancement of civil law and property rights under 
socialism.

Poland’s Leadership in Transition from the 
Socialist Legal Model

This chapter is an early exploration of the transition of Poland’s legal system 
within a wider project that examines the legal systems of a number of formerly 
socialist states in Europe and Asia with the objectives of examining: i) the status 
and operation of the civil law and the property model adopted in socialist states; 
ii) steps taken to rebuild civil law and settle post-socialist property issues; and 
forming a view on iii) desirable policy and strategy with respect to, and the 
priority of, rebuilding the capacity of civil law institutions and restructuring 
property holdings in states in transition. On the basis of research to date, a 
hypothesis is emerging that the strength of civil law institutions in transition 
is an important factor in the re-establishment of a liberal legal system, which 
contributes to success of the transition more broadly. The experience of Poland 
has contributed to the formation of this hypothesis.

The importance of the civil law in a Western legal system is widely underestimated. 
The civil law is the means by which citizens are able to challenge the legality of 
each others’ actions horizontally within society, without recourse to top-down 

3 Raff (2008) and Raff and Taitslin (2006–07).
4 In the issue of Der Spiegel (12 June 1989), report of the latter (pp. 142–54) greatly overshadows the former 
(p. 155). See also the pre-election interview with a philosophical Prime Minister, Mieczysław Rakowski (Der 
Spiegel, 29 May 1989:165–76), and post-election interview with Lech Wałęsa (Der Spiegel, 19 June 1989:124–5).
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regulatory agencies in the public law sphere, which might be unreliable, under-
resourced or pursuing other priorities. Even citizens who hold public offices are 
generally amenable to civil litigation. The risk of civil law liability is a significant 
disincentive to antisocial behaviour,5 and thus the civil law constitutes a very 
important pillar of the rule of law. Its effectiveness risks being undermined by 
inaccessibility, removal of its key institutions or compromise of the independence 
of the judiciary. Historically, the civil law has not fared well under socialism. 
Complete abolition of civil law was an ideal of the revolutionary Bolsheviks in 
1917. It was at best incompletely regained in the Soviet era.6 The restoration 
of citizens’ access to civil justice and its effectiveness are thus priorities in the 
transition from socialism, especially while the state remains unreliable, under-
resourced or pursuing other priorities.

That the apparent duality of de jure and de facto exercises of power is in reality 
a spectrum—and probably multidimensional at that—is a widely debated issue 
in postmodern legal thought.7 Although de facto exercise of political power 
through a one-party state has been the dominant factor in the lives of millions 
of people over decades, a lawyer will not neglect consideration of the de jure 
structures of the state in constitutions, assemblies, presidential powers and 
guarantees of freedom from persecution. This is not simply empty legal facadism. 
It is important in legal analysis that mob violence against Polish citizens in areas 
of Poland occupied by the Soviet Union in 1939–41 was a gross violation of 
Soviet law,8 for example. For the lawyer, one very important question arising 
from these incidents is why in this case the civil law institutions of the time 
were so weak that Polish tenants of properties in those areas were not able to 
regain possession of their tenancies by ordinary process in the civil courts. 

In the 1980s, ‘taking the law at its word’ became an important element of 
Gorbachev’s tactics in regaining constitutional authority for constituent 
assemblies in the USSR.

A more recent example—relevant to the themes of this chapter—is the 
conversion in the course of transition of socialist property use rights into the 
liberal proprietary interests, catalogued in the numerus clausus or restricted list 
of civil proprietary interests found in Western legal systems.9 This process—

5 See, generally, Calabresi and Melamed (1972:1089).
6 See, generally, Reich (1972) and Szawłowski (1988). See also Raff and Taitslin (2009).
7 In political science, the poles of de jure and de facto generally involve the question of the legitimacy of 
a particular government, such as the status accorded by Australia to the People’s Republic of China between 
1948 and 1972. In law, many issues with far lower profile revolve around the oppositions of de jure and de 
facto, such as de jure and de facto marriage.
8 Szawłowski (1988:379n.54).
9 The closed list of legal proprietary rights is found also in the common law system (Hill v Tupper [1861–73] 
All ER Rep 696). The apparent flexibility of property concepts in the common law is due to the area of the 
system known as Equity.
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approached differently in various states in transition—has seen de jure rights 
accorded ongoing meaning but de facto possession acquired or retained under 
socialism, wrongly or rightly, given a lesser status. The approaches taken to this 
question in different states in transition lead to different balances between the 
interests of major stakeholders in the post-socialist settlement of property issues. 
In this chapter, consequently, the formal legal status of power and property 
arrangements is treated as a serious concern, but not without awareness of 
issues of party control and Realpolitik in the affairs of the Eastern Bloc.

The Postwar Socialist Legal System

When discussing the postwar Polish socialist legal system, it is important to 
keep in mind Poland’s own heritage of left-wing parties. The Polish Socialist 
Party formed in 1892. Social-Democracy in the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania 
(SDKPiL), which was ideologically close to Russian social democracy, split from 
the Polish Socialist Party in 1893. The Communist Party of Poland was formed 
in 1918 as an amalgamation of SDKPiL and the Polish Socialist Party Left, who 
were most likely in communication with the left wing of social democrats in 
Russia and Weimar Germany.

The Polish Workers’ Party (Polska Partia Robotnicza) was formed in January 
1942 by pro-Soviet Polish communists within Poland and was the heir to 
the heritage of the Communist Party of Poland, which had been purged and 
dissolved by pro-Stalinist influences in 1938. In view of the Soviet annexation 
of large parts of Poland pursuant to the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact10 of August 
1939, it is likely that pro-Soviet parties decided strategically to operate behind 
a facade of more moderate socialism.

Following the Soviet defeat of German forces in Poland in 1945, a provisional 
government of national unity was formed, which implemented accords achieved 
at the Yalta Conference. The 1946 referendum incorporated the western provinces 
into Poland and instituted land reforms and the nationalisation of industry.

In the 1946 election—widely acknowledged to have been rigged11—the pro-
communist electoral block surrounding the Polish Workers’ Party defeated the 
major Peasant Party (PSL) led by Mikołajczyk, a member of the government-in-
exile. This would not have been achieved in truly free elections.12 In 1947, the 
PSL was taken over by pro-communist elements when Mikołajczyk left for the 

10 Treaty of Non-Aggression between Germany and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. In Russian: 
Договор о ненападении между Германией и Советским Союзом. In German: Nichtangriffsvertrag zwischen 
Deutschland und der Union der sozialistischen Sowjetrepubliken.
11 Taubman (2003:330). 
12 Ibid., p. 289.
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West. At this point, nationalisation of industry affected industrial enterprises 
with more than 50 workers but private enterprise remained in the areas of 
trades, handicrafts and services.13 In December 1948, the Polish Workers’ Party 
and the Polish Socialist Party (Polska Socjalistyczna Partia) united to form the 
Polish United Workers’ Party (Polska Zjednoczona Partia Rabotnicza; PUWP). A 
political party claiming the title Communist Party of Poland did not re-emerge 
until 2002. In 1950 the reform of local government saw the introduction of a 
Soviet-style three-level system: 1) province (województwo); 2) district (powiat) 
or town (miasto); and 3) village commune (gmina or gromada).14

The Communist-led electoral bloc won the 1952 election under the slogan 
‘National Front for Peace and the Six Year Plan’.15 The 1952 Constitution, 
modelled on the Soviet Constitution of 1936, defined the Polish political 
system as a ‘people’s democracy’ and declared Poland to be a country building 
socialism. The official name of the state became the Polish People’s Republic 
(Polska Rzeczypospolita Ludowa). Article 1 of the new Constitution declared 
all law to be expression of the interests and will of the working people. The 
ultimate power of legislation and appointment was vested formally in the Sejm 
and while the Sejm was not in session its powers were to be exercised by a small 
Council of Ministers (Rada Ministrów). The post of President was abolished and 
replaced by that of Chairman of the Council. The Council of Ministers received 
wide powers to issue orders with the force of law.16 Behind a facade of liberal 
plurality, real power was exercised by the PWUP, the de facto Communist Party, 
which used the principle of ‘democratic centralism’, implying that the Politburo 
of the party really ran things in the name of the broader party membership. The 
overriding principle of the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ justified communist 
monopoly of power. Ministers, unless high-ranking members of the Politburo, 
were ‘administrative implementers’ of decisions taken by the party. A regional 
party secretary had more effective power than a minister. The system of party 
command ran from the top down within the party along functional and regional 
lines and from the Politburo into the administrative facade through the relevant 
ministry.17

Following reform of the judicial system in 1952, the courts were presided over by 
professional judges and lay assessors nominally elected by the People’s Councils. 
A two-level system of Supreme Court supervision of the lower courts was put 
in place. The judicial system, however, remained under indirect and even direct 

13 Leslie and Polonsky (1983:298).
14 Ibid., p. 309.
15 Ibid., p. 312.
16 Ibid., p. 310.
17 I am grateful to Associate Professor Stefan Markowski (above) for this account of party domination of 
the exercise of state power.
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party control, as experienced elsewhere in socialist countries.18 Ever-present 
party control, and state excesses ranging from corruption of decision making 
to extrajudicial killing, compromised even the concept of rule of law under 
which socialist legal systems purported to operate. The role of State Procurator 
was enlarged in line with the Soviet legal system. The office of the Procurator-
General (Prokuratura) was first introduced in the Soviet Union in 1922 and in 
other socialist countries after World War II, although a similar organisation had 
already existed under Peter the Great, known as ‘the eye of the monarch’.19 
Although the State Procurator had criminal prosecution powers, including 
internal security matters, and was also subject to party influence, the office was 
also conceived as an ombudsman-type role. It emphasises the high level to which 
the Soviet legal model was imbued with a public law-orientated legal ideology 
that the State Procurator could also pursue citizen–citizen complaints.20

In the aftermath of the death of Stalin in 1953, the regime liberalised. In 1956 mass 
protests took place in Poznań. At the Seventh Plenum of the PUWP, Gomułka—
for the purging and physical ‘liquidation’ of whom Stalin had pressed21—was 
elected General Secretary. Although it was clear that the Soviet Union retained 
influence, even the pro-communist government of Poland managed to frustrate 
Soviet power at many points. A Soviet agricultural policy was resisted although 
personally advocated by Khrushchev.22 Following Poznań and the nomination of 
Gomułka, tensions had reached the point where both sides mobilised troops.23 
With Soviet influence challenged in many parts of Eastern Europe in 1956, 
the Soviet Union appears to have recognised limitations to its involvement in 
the internal affairs of other socialist countries and perhaps reprioritised its 
objectives. The outcome might have been different had Khrushchev not believed 
the United States was behind the Polish troubles,24 especially in view of the 
preparedness of major powers over the preceding 200 years to shed blood and 
cause bloodshed on Polish soil.25

In this period a new course towards decentralisation of industry was announced 
and Workers’ Councils were introduced. Collectivisation was removed from 
the agenda. The number of collective farms fell from 10 500 in 1956 to 1300 
(occupying nearly 212 000 ha of land or a little more than 1 per cent of agricultural 

18 In December 1981, when martial law was proclaimed in Poland, 40 judges were dismissed without 
process, apparently under the hand of the Chairman of the State Council acting alone, contrary to provisions 
governing the dismissal of judges (Szawłowski 1988:383n.73).
19 Zweigert and Kötz (1977:324–5).
20 Hazard et al. (1969:132–4, 535–6).
21 Taubman (2003:289).
22 Ibid., pp. 289–90.
23 Ibid., p. 293.
24 Ibid., p. 358.
25 See, generally, Clark (2007) and Zamoyski (2007).
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land) in 1964.26 Polish agriculture was the least collectivised among the socialist 
countries. How Poland escaped collectivisation is a topic of ongoing research, 
however, internally, the relative weakness of the PUWP, and, externally, 
weakening of will on the part of the Soviet Union are viable starting points. 
Nevertheless, the practical result was that in the sphere of land management, 
relations of private property remained ‘facts of life’ that had to be addressed by 
civil law, ensuring recognition of the need for civil law within the legal system. 
In relation to industrial property, enterprises with less than 50 workers were not 
nationalised legally but even when not taken over by local authorities anyway, 
they were subject to special taxation and general discriminatory treatment.27 So 
again, in contrast with the Soviet Union, for example, in Poland, small private 
ownership survived beyond mere cooperative or ‘individual’ forms.

Socialist Civil Law in Poland

The heritage of civil law in Poland is complex owing to the turbulence of Polish 
history. Central Poland received the French Civil Code in 1808. The western 
provinces were governed by the Prussian Civil Code of 1794 and by the German 
Bürgerlichen Gesetzbuch (BGB) from 1900. Southern Poland was subject to the 
Austrian Allgemeinen Bürgerlichen Gezetzbuch of 1811. The Eastern provinces 
were under Russian law, specifically the Zvod Prav (Svod Zakonov).28

Fusion of these sources was achieved in the Second Polish Republic. Enactment 
of a Code of Obligations in 1933 was followed by enactment of a Commercial 
Code in 1934, influenced by the French tradition of codification. In 1946 a 
number of laws, including the Law of Property and a Land Registration Law, 
were enacted in place of the prewar laws, followed by new General Principles 
of Civil Law in 1950 and, as in the Soviet legal system, a separate codification of 
Family Law, which resulted in the Family Law Code of 1964.29

The strength of the civil law tradition in Poland contrasted with that of pre-
revolutionary Russia and is barely comparable at all with what remained of civil 
law in post-revolutionary Russia. While socialist Poland shared the heritage and 
retained the features of the major European codifications, in 1918, revolutionary 
Russia had by decree abolished all 48 volumes of the Laws of the Russian Empire 
and sought to replace civil law with central-planning instruments, top-down 

26 Lasok (1973:114).
27 Watkins (n.d.:1–2).
28 Lasok (1973:12).
29 Ibid., p. 4.
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regulatory methods and socialist economic forces.30 In Poland, postwar legal 
development continued prewar processes of rationalisation and codification, 
probably helped by the Polish tradition of legal pluralism.

The Polish Civil Code of 1964 (Kodeks Cywilny) introduced a distinction between 
‘socialist’ and ‘non-socialist’ legal persons (§ 33). When interpreting and 
applying the code, it was necessary to bear in mind that the holding of property 
by the state was the basis of the political system of the Polish People’s Republic 
and it remained under special protection of the law (§ 129). The principle of 
unity of state ownership was expressed by § 128, which stated that socialist 
national property was owned indivisibly by the state. This principle, reflecting 
state control of the means of production, facilitated a planned distribution of 
resources among state enterprises. It also marked cautious adoption of the Soviet 
approach to the conceptualisation of state property; however, inclusion in a 
Civil Code suggested that it was to be a civil law institution, although this did 
not extend to recognition of state enterprises as de jure owners of their assets.31

Following the mode of conventional European civil law, the Polish Civil 
Code of 1964 was divided into four separate books: 1) General Provisions; 2) 
Ownership and Other Rights in Property; 3) Obligations; and 4) Succession. 
As noted above, in departure from the traditional mould, family law was the 
subject of the dedicated Family Law Code of 1964. In view of this format, it 
could be said that the Civil Code owed much to the German Pandect tradition, 
though in content or spirit it leaned towards the Napoleonic Code Civile of 1804. 
The unique status of the Polish socialist Civil Code was, however, particularly 
apparent in its rendering of property law.

Polish property law maintained essentially a Roman law concept of ownership,32 
however, some new property concepts were developed to reflect socialist 
conditions. Thus, a perpetual-use right was incorporated in the Civil Code. 
This right mainly concerned state-owned urban land and was conceived as a 
special right in rem—a new alienable right that was distinct from ownership 
yet reconcilable with state ownership of real property.33 Another example of 
the conventional civil law being adapted to state socialist infrastructure is 
in the area of the Law of Obligations. The delivery of produce and goods to 

30 See Raff and Taitslin (2009) and Reich (1972).
31 Lasok (1973:7).
32 For an insightful account of the diffusion of Roman law concepts and approaches in Eastern Europe, 
through the Holy Roman Empire, Byzantine influences, the ius commune, and the influence of the German 
Pandectist tradition, see Sacco (1988).
33 The Polish Civil Code (§§ 232–43); Rudziński (1973:70). The perpetual-use right was limited in time 
to 99 years. Rudziński suggests that this right was similar to, although narrower than, the late Roman law 
institution of emphyteusis (narrower in the sense that the perpetual-use right was limited in time) and thus 
close to the original emphyteusis before it merged with the jus perpetium in agro vectigali. In the Polish case, 
the holder of the use right was not obliged to give notice to the owner of the land (the state) of intention to 
alienate the right and the state had no right of pre-emption (jus promitimiseous) (Rudziński 1973:72).
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other enterprises within a socialist economy, according to production plans, 
was generally arranged in a transaction usually described as a ‘contract’ but 
which resembled only vaguely a contract on a Western civil law model.34 The 
Polish Civil Code of 1964 made contracts for the acquisition of future goods 
enforceable between agricultural producers and state secondary industries (§ 
613). Other provisions expressly accommodating state enterprises included § 
535, contemplating that there would be no transfer of ownership in transactions 
between state organisations; § 540, allowing the state to specify how prices were 
to be calculated; and § 550, allowing contracts between state entities to provide 
a monopoly of supply or distribution. 

Title to immovable property was to be transferred by notarial act according to 
§ 155 and § 158 of the 1964 Code, in line with § 1583 of the French Civil Code, 
and, unlike the German system, which requires in addition entry in the Land 
Title Register to achieve transfer of title.35

Similar to Article 131 of the Soviet Constitution of 1936, in Arts 8 and 77 of 
the Polish Constitution of 1950, state property was described as the unshakable 
foundation of the development of the state, the source of wealth and power of the 
Fatherland and an object of special protection. State property was defined in §§ 
126–9 of the 1964 Civil Code as the highest form of socialist property.36 Poland’s 
counterpart to the rules of socialist society provided for in Art. 130 of Stalin’s 
Soviet Constitution of 1936 and the rules of socialist intercourse provided for 
in § 5 of the Civil Code of the Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic (RSFSR) 
of 1964 was to be found in § 5 of the Polish Civil Code of 1964.37 A duty to use 
objects of state property according to their assigned purpose was provided in 
§ 141.38

State-owned land could not be acquired by usucapion (§ 177). State-owned 
movable property that formed a component part of permanent equipment 
could be recovered even from a bona fide purchaser and there was no period of 
limitation on recovery of state-owned movables.39

34 See generally, Zweigert and Kötz (1977:337–52).
35 Rudziński (1973:74); however, also similar to § 187 of the RSFSR Civil Code of 1922. The Polish system 
of land title registration was introduced by decree in 1946 but only mortgages and perpetual usufructs were 
required to be registered in the Land Title Register (Koziebrodzki 1973:127–9). New land cadastres were 
introduced by decree in 1955 setting out a classification of land into six classes. They served as the basis 
for assessment of land taxes and ‘compulsory deliveries’, among other things (Koziebrodzki 1973:123–4). 
‘Compulsory deliveries’ were more analogous to an enforceable state quota for and exaction of specified 
agricultural goods, such as the deliveries required of Soviet Kolkhozes, than a form of agricultural land tax. 
Farmers might have gained an enlarged perception of their autonomy when they were characterised as a tax-
in-kind rather than concede their quasi-participation in a state that required its entities to deliver on quotas.
36 Rudziński (1973:75).
37 Ibid., p. 83.
38 Ibid., p. 86.
39 §§ 171 and 223(2).
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In contrast with Soviet law, according to which unoccupied things fell under 
state ownership,40 the Polish Civil Code retained Roman law principles on 
the acquisition of res nullius by occupation (§ 181). The provision in § 182 
for ownership of migrant swarms of bees41 could well have derived from the 
Prussian Civil Code of 179442 and § 964 of the German BGB.

A further contrast with the Soviet property model, which provided one category 
of personal property as a form of private property,43 was § 44 of the General 
Part of the Polish Civil Code, which distinguished two categories of personal 
property: 1) individual property of natural persons or of legal persons that 
was not part of the socialised economy; and 2) personal property of the natural 
person. Szawłowski agrees that this was a very significant distinction between 
Polish and Soviet socialist civil law.44

In § 140 of the Polish Civil Code, ownership was defined through: 1) the right of 
use, according to the socioeconomic purpose of the thing;45 and 2) the right of 
disposition. Although the right of possession was omitted from the definition 
of ownership,46 the Polish Civil Code retained provisions recognising rights 
of possession and provided special court proceedings to regain those rights. 
Wilful violation of possession was forbidden by § 342, and § 343 allowed 
the possessor a right of self-help in addition to the remedy of suing against 
violation of possession to restore the status quo ante.47 In contrast, the Civil 
Code of the RSFSR of 1964 did not provide court proceedings for the protection 
of possession; § 157 protected only rights of possession by virtue of law or 
contract. As Rudziński rightly observed, the difference could be explained by 
the preservation of private property in land in rural Poland.48

Under Title III, entitled Limited Proprietary Rights, the Polish Civil Code of 
196449 recognised the usufruct as a limited alienable proprietary right, alongside 

40 § 143 of the Civil Code of the RSFSR of 1964.
41 Rudziński (1973:91).
42 Allgemeines Landrecht für die Preußischen Staaten von 1794 [‘ALR’], Title 9, §§ 118–26. § 124 provides for 
change of rights over escaped swarms. See, generally, Hattenhauer and Bernert (1994).
43 ‘Personal property’ in the sense of personal belongings, rather than movable property, though they were 
that as well.
44 Szawłowski (1988:380–1).
45 Also found in § 1 of the Civil Code of the RSFSR of 1922.
46 In contrast with § 544 of the French Civil Code, §§ 354 and 362 of the Austrian Civil Code of 1811, and § 
262 of the Svod Zakonov of 1832 (§ 420 of the 1914 revision).
47 Polish Civil Code, §§ 59–60.
48 Rudziński (1973:98–9). One point of similarity between socialist systems of civil law was the limit on 
residential space allotted to a cohabiting married couple and their minor children. In the Soviet Union, it was 
restricted to 60 sq m (§ 106[iv] of the RSFSR Civil Code of 1964). In Poland, the upper limit was 110–40 sq m 
until the 1980s, when it was increased to 200–20 sq m (Szawłowski 1988:380n.60).
49 Following the French Civil Code (§§ 578–624).
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the servitude, the pledge, and the mortgage (§§ 244–51).50 Thus, the Polish civil 
law continued to recognise the main conventional limited proprietary rights—a 
point of sophistication that was not regained in Russia under socialism.

Although—or perhaps because—the Polish civil law remained sophisticated on 
these points, in respect of state-owned property the Polish Civil Code did not 
fully absorb Venediktov’s concept of a ‘right of operative management’, which 
recognised that state property designated for use by a state enterprise was the 
object of its operative management, with accompanying rights of possession, 
use and disposition pertaining to it, within the limits established by law and in 
accordance with the plan and the purpose of the property. The right of operative 
management can be regarded as a de facto limited proprietary right that emerged 
in the Soviet system.51 Similar to the formal provisions establishing the Soviet 
property model,52 the postulate of unity of state ownership required that all 
socialist property must belong indivisibly to the state, thus the Polish Civil Code 
provided that within the limits of their legal capacity state legal persons had to 
exercise in their own names the rights arising from state ownership with regard 
to the parts of the state-owned property managed by them.53 Thus, the Code 
appears to exclude any special proprietary rights vested in state enterprises. 
There was a paradox in asserting indivisible unity of socialist ownership in 
the hands of the state while granting legal personality to state enterprises and 
requiring them to transact in property between themselves.54

Similarly, the Polish civil law appears not to have recognised as proprietary in 
nature the use rights enjoyed over state land by a state organ within the socialist 
property model. Again, to do so would have acknowledged that the state organ 
had rights as against the state and thus contradicted the dogma of unity of 
state property.55 Nevertheless, as noted above,56 the Polish Civil Code of 1964 
explicitly recognised the Roman law institutions of real and personal servitudes, 
though with novel conditions in §§ 287 and 298 requiring accord with the 
principles of social cooperation and regard to local custom.57 In contrast, the 
Civil Code of the RSFSR of 1964 did not mention servitudes. Again, the legal 
provision for servitudes could be explained by preservation of private property 
in rural land.58 The same reasoning could explain retention of the mortgage, 

50 Negru (1975:45) and Rudziński (1973:100–1). A right to housing construction with respect to cooperative 
apartment buildings was also recognised.
51 See Raff and Taitslin (2009). ‘Rights of operative management’ were eventually incorporated into § 94 of 
the Civil Code of the RSFSR of 1964.
52 For example, § 94 of the Civil Code of the RSFSR of 1964.
53 § 128(1). Negru (1975:24).
54 Ibid., p. 95. See also Raff and Taitslin (2009).
55 Negru (1975:102). One might draw comparison with the use rights over state land held by an agricultural 
cooperative (§§ 271–82).
56 See Note 49.
57 Rudziński (1973:102).
58 Ibid., p. 103.
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although § 244(2) left the regulation of mortgages and the cooperative right to 
apartment buildings to provisions outside the Civil Code, just as § 46 did with 
respect to the Land Title Register.

Private property in rural land was retained in Poland but there was a limit with 
respect to the size of holdings. The upper limit for peasant farms was fixed 
by § 161 of the Civil Code at 15 ha or 20 ha under intensive cultivation. An 
amendment in 1971 to §§ 161(1) and 165 allowed for the limit to be raised by 
a permit of the relevant administrative authority.59 Beside this, limits did not 
apply to land title transfers by inheritance.60

With respect to comparison of Polish and Soviet property law as well, we might 
adopt Bernard Rudden’s insight, developed in relation to a connected field, that 
‘Soviet law…only partially profited from…Roman insights’,61 whereas judged 
by legal principle at least, Polish civil law remained within the European–
Roman tradition.

Worker Participation and Industry Reforms

There were several attempts at reform in postwar socialist Poland: in the aftermath 
of the October 1956 Poznan protests during the Gomułka reign, following the 
December 1970 Gdansk riots under Gierek’s leadership, and after the Solidarity 
trade union strikes in the summer of 1980 under Jaruzelski. Kamiński described 
the trend of Polish development as ‘centrally planned anarchy’.62 In light of 
unfulfilled promises of industrial democracy in the 1950s, demands for worker 
self-management resurfaced in the 1970s and again in the 1980s. Already under 
Gierek, significant relaxation of control over the economy had taken place.63 
Even more decentralisation of decision making came to life in the 1980s.

In 1983, the Constitution was amended to include Art. 15(3), guaranteeing the 
continued existence of family farms. Partial legalisation in 1980 of black-market 
activities, which had long been part of the domestic economy, contributed to 
building up the private sector.64 During 1980–89, it grew from 6 per cent to 9 
per cent of the economy.65

59 Ibid., p. 77.
60 Ibid., p. 78. §§ 163, 1061, 1062, 1067.
61 Rudden (1989).
62 Kamiński (1991:103).
63 Ibid. ‘Late’ socialism attempted to support artificially high levels of consumption and production (and 
thus full employment) only to accelerate the debt spiral.
64 Pchalska (1999).
65 Kamiński (1991:179). The ‘second economy’ grew from 5 per cent to 15 per cent (Adam 1996:174).
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Following the inroads of the Solidarity movement, the State Enterprise Act of 
1981 decentralised ownership of productive resources. The assets of enterprises 
were divided into

• enterprise capital, accumulated by the enterprise through its operations

• founding capital, provided by the state, with the enterprise paying to the 
state a dividend proportional to the amount of state-owned assets. If there 
was a failure to pay the dividend, the enterprise was reorganised by the 
ministry or relevant local authority, which served as its founding organ.66 The 
‘enterprise organ’ was introduced, consisting of the enterprise management 
and Workers’ Council, which had power alongside the founding organ in the 
appointment and dismissal of enterprise management, to oversee enterprise 
operations.67

Self-managed bodies received extended decision-making powers, though 
the founders of them had the right to appoint the top managers in ‘strategic’ 
enterprises.68 The reforms transferred the rights of appointment from ministries 
to self-governing bodies.69 Enterprises received certain use rights.70 The idea 
behind the Kierunki reforms of the 1980s had been to establish direct industrial 
democracy. Enterprises were to become profit-maximising participants in a 
regulated market.71 Although neither the reforms of the late 1950s nor these 
later attempts allowed workers’ self-management to become the ‘magic bullet’ to 
save the socialist economy, it did encourage a multi-polarity of powers in Polish 
society, which, indirectly at least, contributed to the rise of Solidarity, and the 
eventual demise of socialism in Poland.

Reforms Post-1989

Reform.of.the.Civil.Law

In the 1990s and 2000s, the Polish Civil Code was repeatedly amended to remove 
legal concepts associated with socialism, commencing with the duty to protect 
social property in § 127(1) and the classification of property and privileging of 
state property in § 126. The Land and Mortgage Register Act, the Civil Procedure 
Code, the Cooperative Act and the Housing Act were all introduced in 1991. The 
Commercial Code, rehabilitated in the 1980s, was further reformed in the 1990s. 

66 Watkins (n.d.:1–2).
67 Ibid.
68 Adam (1996:173).
69 Ibid., p. 171.
70 Ibid. Adam doubts that managers received title to future benefits from the resources, or ‘vested’ rights.
71 Kamiński (1991:51).
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The new Constitution was enacted in 1997, providing constitutional protection 
to private property (Art. 64). Interestingly, the notions of socioeconomic 
purpose and the principle of social coexistence (Art. 140) did survive the demise 
of socialism.72

The Polish Civil Code of 1964, in contrast with the state of the civil law in the 
Soviet Union, even considering the Civil Code of the RSFSR of 1964, retained 
a high level of sophistication for Poland’s civil law, particularly in relation to 
private property and specifically in the sphere of property in land. The quality 
of the 1964 Polish Civil Code is affirmed by the fact that the Civil Code survived 
the collapse of Polish socialism with relatively few changes. At a more general 
level, the strong pre-socialist Polish civil law tradition and the retention of civil 
law institutions at least de jure through the socialist era placed Poland in a 
position of advantage as she emerged from socialism and a position of leadership 
among the legal systems of Eastern Europe.

In 2004, Poland entered the European Union, and momentum appears to 
be building to develop a new Polish Civil Code, perhaps to better integrate 
provisions required by the European Union as a precondition of accession, such 
as paragraphs concerning consumer protection.73 It will be interesting to see 
whether a new Civil Code of Poland emerges before the project is overtaken by 
that to develop a Civil Code of Europe.74

Privatisation

Poland’s privatisation program was very heterogeneous in comparison with 
many other states in Eastern Europe. A decree of 1982 already allowed for the 
sale of small businesses and service outlets to private persons.75

Following perestroika in the USSR, and disintegration of socialist regimes, an 
initial wave of so-called ‘spontaneous privatisation’ took place in the late 1980s. 
One dubious practice in this phase was for a state enterprise to be merged with 
a poorly performing private firm—preferably controlled by the managers of the 
state enterprise—in order to reduce the value of state assets through the merger 
and, thus, the overall price of the enterprise in subsequent privatisation.76 In 
the 1990s, a phase of privatisation through ‘legal liquidation’ also took place. 
An enterprise’s assets could be sold, leased or invested in a new company, of 
which a majority of the employees of the enterprise became proprietors.77

72 Brzozowski (2005).
73 See, for example, Zoll (2009).
74 See, generally, Hartkamp and Hondius (2004).
75 Adam (1996:170).
76 Watkins (n.d.:1–2).
77 Ibid., pp. 3–4.
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The Privatisation Act of 1990 envisioned the conversion of state enterprises into 
state-owned corporations, which later would be privatised. Once the enterprise 
was corporatised, the Workers’ Council was dissolved. Employees were, 
however, able to elect one-third of the board of directors, with the remaining 
two-thirds appointed by the state.78

Large-Scale.Privatisation.in.Poland

The privatisation legislation of 1990 was to govern the transfer of state property 
into private interests, providing a framework for the public offering of shares and 
the creation of a stock exchange in Warsaw (WSE). The legislation established 
the Ministry of Property Change. In November 1990, shares in the first five 
state enterprises were offered for sale, with the state treasury retaining from 
17.5 per cent to 30 per cent of shares in three of the enterprises. Between 25 per 
cent and 40 per cent of the shares of any single enterprise were open to foreign 
investment.79 By mid-1992, however, only 14 companies were trading on the 
Warsaw Stock Exchange.

In 1991, a scheme was announced to privatise 400 of the largest Polish state 
enterprises through the establishment of National Investment Funds (NIFs).80 The 
creation of private investment funds was prohibited. The scheme was delayed 
until 1995 to permit the drafting of disclosure rules and fiduciary standards 
for directors.81 At least 15 NIFs were created. The NIFs were to accept vouchers 
distributed to the population because initially vouchers could not be invested 
directly in privatised stock. The NIFs were to retain a 33.33 per cent stake in 
each of the privatised enterprises.82 Until late 1998, the Polish government held 
majority voting powers in the NIFs, providing some reassurance for minority 
shareholders against mistreatment by controlling shareholders.

For the first post-communist government, privatisation was not a priority, 
due partly to pressure from the supporters of employee self-government.83 A 
peculiarity of the Polish experience was to rely in the early days of transition on 
privatisation by means of ‘lease-purchase’ agreements when a state enterprise 
was being liquidated. The assets of the enterprise were ‘leased’ to a new 
company, generally controlled by the former employees and management of 
the enterprise.84 The employee-owned enterprises later became targets in the 
phase of so-called ‘secondary privatisation’, when a dominant shareholder 

78 Ibid., p. 3.
79 Ibid.
80 Rondinelli (1995).
81 Coffee (1999).
82 Ibid., p. 22. In Coffee’s view, the NIFs essentially resembled closed-end mutual funds (p. 35).
83 Baltowski and Mickewicz (2000).
84 Bornstein (1998).



Humanities.Research.Vol.XVI ..No.3 ..2010

84

would emerge within the company or an outsider would acquire control.85 The 
program of ‘mass privatisation’ of traditional industries started later in Poland 
than in other Eastern European countries, such as the Czech Republic.

In relation to privatisation, Poland’s experience was not extraordinary but it 
was certainly very sound. Poland has performed very well in setting up new 
businesses outside the state-owned sector. Here again, the retention of a private 
sector under socialism was probably an advantage, as was the reinvigoration 
and reform of the legal framework for the protection of private property, 
particularly in the corporate sector, such as establishing transparent records 
of title to property and other interests in it, as well as action against predatory 
practices, such as ‘creeping control’ acquisitions in which a shareholder is able 
to assemble a controlling shareholding without tendering for all shares.86

Restitution

In 1990, a scheme was put in place to make restitution for expropriation of assets 
by the Polish government between 1944 and 1962. Restitution could take the 
form of capital bonds, cash or return of the expropriated asset. The restitution 
was subject to limitations. It was not to

• obstruct the overall privatisation process

• become a burden for a large part of society

• violate existing laws and social norms.87

As experienced generally in Eastern Europe, restitution in Poland has been 
selective. The restitution of church property began even before Solidarity 
gained power.88 A more difficult question has concerned property that changed 
hands due to events in World War II. In Poland, as in the Czech Republic, there 
is resistance to establishment of restitutionary processes with respect to private 
property formerly held by the German ethnic minority. This objection, as well 
as reluctance to establish restitutionary processes with respect to formerly 
Ukrainian private property, could well be explained by the historical cataclysms 
in which the shift of relevant borders and the emigration of affected groups took 
place.89 Similar lack of will is apparent with respect to restitution of formerly 
Jewish property—again, as in many other Eastern European countries.

85 Baltowski and Mickewicz (2000:434).
86 Coffee (1999:69).
87 Rondinelli (1995).
88 Appel (2005).
89 Ibid., pp. 393–4.
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Conclusion

Poland took leadership through democratisation of her Constitution, represented 
pre-eminently by the elections for the Sejm and new Senate held on 4 June 1989, 
and also through her rebuilding of the civil law and her privatisation initiatives. 
This was assisted by retention of her strong European civil law tradition, which 
she indeed consolidated during the socialist era.

The strength of Poland’s civil law and institutions contrasts with that of the 
former Soviet Union, where the civil law system had been levelled in the 
revolutionary phase and did not regain effective strength during the socialist 
era, even considering the Civil Code of the RSFSR of 1964. Although earlier 
than the Polish Code, the Hungarian Civil Code of 1959 is grouped more closely 
with Soviet civil law. Poland’s socialist Civil Code of 1964 provided leadership to 
other states within the socialist world in the development of their own socialist 
civil codes, such as the Czechoslovakian Civil Code of 1964 and the East German 
Civil Code of 1975.90 With more significance from an ideological point of view, 
Poland retained the concept of private ownership, even if limited in practice, 
but also allowed small businesses, family farms and peasant holdings to remain 
in private hands. The USSR had, in the early years following the revolution of 
October 1917, conflated civil law with bourgeois law and sought to abolish it in 
favour of central planning and other top-down public law systems. Within her 
civil law system, Poland retained the conventional limited proprietary rights, 
and with them a higher level of legal sophistication.

The wider research project underlying this chapter is inquiring more deeply 
into the causes and consequences of these variations in socialist civil law 
frameworks. At this point, and in celebration of Poland’s leadership in her 
breakthrough to democracy 20 years ago, we advance our hypothesis that 
retention of a strong civil law, or priority in rebuilding it, is an advantage in 
processes of transition from socialism. Poland’s success in the development of a 
market economy also followed from the establishment of favourable conditions 
for new business. Crucial steps in this included the legal protection of private 
property, including transparent records of ownership and other interests, high 
disclosure standards and restrictions on predatory practices. In Poland, these 
steps could well have been more important for development of her social market 
economy than privatisation of state-owned industry.91 Nevertheless, there 
is a strong case that Poland’s transition from socialism was advanced by her 
more sophisticated civil law structures in which she had already shown strong 
leadership in socialist Eastern Europe.

90 Petev (1975:22–31). There were also deviations between these Codes, such as the treatment of state 
enterprises (see Kiralfy 1979).
91 Coffee (1999:69).
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Note: This chapter was presented as a paper at the symposium The Democratic Breakthrough—20 Years 
after the June 1989 Elections in Poland, hosted by the Ambassador of the Republic of Poland and the 
National Europe Centre, APCD Lecture Theatre, Hedley Bull Building, The Australian National University, 
Canberra, 7 July 2009. I wish to express my gratitude to His Excellency the Ambassador, Andrzej 
Jaroszyski, and the Director of the National Europe Centre, ANU, Professor Simon Bronitt, for their 
kind invitation to speak at this celebration. I also wish to express my gratitude to my colleague Dr Anna 
Taitslin for her generous contribution to this paper and to Associate Professor Stefan Markowski, School 
of Business, University of New South Wales, for his insightful comments. Participants were requested to 
relate their personal experiences of Poland in 1989 and mine form the introductory paragraphs of this 
chapter.
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The Contribution of the Polish 
Intelligentsia to the Breakthrough 

of 1989

TRACEY.ROWLAND

In his recollections of the events of June 1979, the former Solidarity advisor 
Adam Michnik has described this moment in history as a time of three Polish 
miracles. First, John Paul II returns triumphantly to Poland as the Pope, making 
a mockery of Stalin’s jibe about the Pope having no divisions; then the second 
miracle occurs a little more than a year later in August 1980, when Lech Wałęsa 
leads the shipyard strike and the first non-communist trade union is formed 
within the Soviet Bloc. The third miracle occurred some two months later when 
the exiled poet Czesław Miłosz was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. 
Michnik wrote: 

John Paul II became the emblem of Poland’s Catholic Church at its best. 
The Gdansk strike and Lech Wałęsa became symbols and the crowning 
point of the Polish workers’ rebellion and Czesław Miłosz symbolized 
the defiance of Poland’s intelligentsia. Those three symbols marked the 
three trends within Solidarity. One of them stressed the movement’s 
national and Catholic character, another followed the working class 
vindication line, another still concentrated on democratic and humanist 
values. These tendencies were neither inconsistent nor conflicting; for 
us they were complementary.1

This chapter will focus on the humanist values of the Polish intelligentsia, which 
were not only significant for the third miracle of 1980 but greatly contributed 
to the final breakthrough of the summer of 1989. For a whole decade, they 
offered sustained intellectual critiques of existing Marxism and reflections on 
the alternatives available in Western political thought. Included within this 
body of work were the contributions of Karol Wojtyła (Pope John Paul II), who 
was both a Polish intellectual and a powerful world figure. 

1 Michnik (2005).
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While members of the Polish intelligentsia were offering critiques of various 
forms of totalitarian government from the 1930s onwards, the work of anti-
communist scholars and writers became more organised in the 1970s with the 
formation of the Workers’ Defence Committee (Komitet Obrony Robotników), 
known by its initials KOR. KOR was distinctive in that it was an initiative of 
intellectuals to assist workers and their families, particularly those prisoners 
detained after labour strikes in 1976. It raised money through the sale of its 
underground publications, through fundraising groups in Paris and London, 
and grants from Western institutions. KOR sent open letters of protest to 
the communist government as well as organising legal and financial support 
for the families of detainees. The group also smuggled in printing machines 
to produce its underground publications such as Robotnik, a biweekly that 
had a circulation of about 20 000 by 1978, and to publish books under the 
banner of its own publishing house called NOWA.2 The latter were often Polish 
translations of works published in Western countries that were regarded as 
politically dangerous by the communist authorities. George Orwell’s Nineteen 
Eighty-Four, with its esoteric critique of the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, and 
Günter Grass’s The Tin Drum were prominent in this category. Jan Józef Lipski 
concluded that the achievement of NOWA was ‘truly impressive’, with more 
than 100 publications including political and economic works, which were 
‘indispensable to an understanding of intellectual and political culture’.3

In 1977, KOR leaders collaborated with intellectuals in the Warsaw community 
to establish the ‘Flying University’ (Uniwersytet Latający), a series of lectures 
organised by unofficial student groups to discuss political topics that could 
not be debated in public. The concept was revived from a similar organisation 
that had operated between 1885 and 1905 in the context of Imperial Russian 
domination of the Polish capital.4 As a consequence of their collaboration with 
the organisers of the Flying University, KOR members were harassed by the 
secret police, beaten up and in some cases jailed. KOR, however, became an 
inspiration for the nation when the Polish government declared amnesty for 
jailed workers in the spring of 1977. The work of KOR was thus a precursor to 
the formation of Solidarity. Its leading members included Jacek Kuroń, Jan Józef 
Lipski and Adam Michnik.

In addition to the political agitation and publication work undertaken by 
KOR members, there was a significant body of scholarship being published by 
intellectuals not formally associated with KOR in the field of political theory. 
Far from having uncritically accepted the tendency of many Western scholars 
to reduce the study of politics to issues in public administration, Polish scholars 

2 Lipski (1985:179).
3 Ibid., p. 179.
4 Ibid., pp. 208–10.
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throughout the 1980s published essays on the entire tradition of Western 
political philosophy in the journals Res Publica, Kontakt, Libertas, Arka, Więz, 
Znak, Christianitas, Gazeta Wyborcza and the newspaper Tygodnik Powszechny. 
Many of these essays sought to uncover the foundations of the totalitarian 
mind-set in the fact–value dichotomy.

In 1980, Pawel Śpiewak published as essay in the journal Więz, then under the 
editorial guidance of Tadeusz Mazowiecki, who was to become in the summer 
of 1989 the first Solidarity Prime Minister. The article endorsed the argument of 
Robert Nisbet that the fundamental cleavage in modern political discourse is not 
between the left and the right but between those who want to separate politics 
from the domain of values and those who do not.5 Those who argue that politics 
and values should be kept chastely separate speak of the moral neutrality of 
the state as a new kind of civic virtue. They reject the idea that there is a list of 
goods of human flourishing whose promotion and defence by the state fosters 
the common good. 

Two of the leading Western political theorists of the twentieth century who 
wanted to distill the ether of values from the political process were professors 
at Harvard University. One of them, Robert Nozick, was of the view that no 
political action on the part of the state can be undertaken or justified on the 
ground that it promotes an ideal of the good or on the ground that it enables 
individuals to pursue an ideal of the good; while his colleague John Rawls 
thought that those who believe in concepts such as the common good were 
‘irrational’ and ‘mad’, and to underscore this principle he said that if a human 
being wants to spend his life counting blades of grass then that is his good, and 
the rest of us have no grounds upon which to judge otherwise.6

While the idea that moral neutrality is a virtue was one of the dominant themes 
in late twentieth-century Western political theory, it did not sit well with many 
of the Polish anti-communist dissident intellectuals. With reference to such 
currents of thought in Western countries, Zdzisław Krasnodębski observed 
that for neutrality theorists it is wrong to assume that the distinction between 
good and evil can be clearly discerned, that we could have any claim to know 
the whole, to be the advocate for the universal subject—and since nothing is 
morally certain we are all simultaneously victims and executioners. All that 
Poland could expect from a Western culture penetrated by such ideas was 
something as mundane as a supermarket. He lamented that the lost paradise 
of Europe could not be rejoined because pre-modern Europe no longer exists; 
the Western Europeans had sold their souls to utilitarian and other materialist 

5 Śpiewak (1980:117).
6 Nozick (1984:312) and Rawls (1972:554).
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currents of philosophy, no less than the communists. There was no archaic 
Ithaca to which Poland might return, because Penelope did not wait faithfully; 
she had submitted to some rather low-minded suitors.7

While Krasnodębski identified the problem of the moral equivocation of the 
West, Marcin Król, who was then the editor of the Warsaw-based journal Res 
Publica, argued that Nazism was possible in the Weimar Republic precisely 
because many citizens of that republic no longer aspired to ideals and values 
that formed a bridge between politics and ethics. The sense of aimlessness, or 
what Weber described as ‘disenchantment’, had created a moral vacuum in the 
political realm such that it was difficult for the opinion makers to make moral 
judgments. Król refers to the condition generated by the fact/value dichotomy as 
the ‘terrorism of the lack of ideals’. He argued that the idea that we can make no 
rational judgments about values, only about facts, imported the Machiavellian 
separation of politics from morality and the separation of descriptions of reality 
from considerations of how societies ought to be.8

In his article ‘The problems with Machiavelli’ (Kłopoty z Machiavellim), he 
further argued that the Machiavellian error can in modern political life take 
three forms. First, there is the attitude that politics is always immoral so the 
moral citizen should avoid the political sphere altogether. Second, there is the 
attitude that politics is the realm of pure tactics, and thus those operating within 
it are free from the operation of moral imperatives. Third, there is the attitude 
that moral behaviour is always determined by politics—in other words, that 
there are always political explanations for whatever it is that we believe about 
values. It was this third version that was at the basis of the Marxist idea that 
what humans believed to be right or wrong could always be explained by their 
class status. According to the communists, bourgeois morality was one thing 
and proletarian morality something else. Having set out the three different 
forms that the separation of politics from values had taken in the twentieth 
century, Król noted that common to all three was a denial of the human capacity 
for the exercise of free will.

Król concluded that if ideas such as justice, goodness and human rights are not 
related to any objective reality then one can use them at will; there is nothing 
to stand in opposition to their arbitrary use because there is no external and 
transcendental perspective. Principles of justice must not be dependent upon 
the state for their definition. If they are then the state can acknowledge as law 
whatever it will and the state might very well become not merely the executive 
committee of the ruling class, but even worse: the executive committee of the 
ruling party. Król suggested that there is much to fear from conceptions of the 

7 Krasnodębski (1991:74).
8 Król (1984).
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state whose functions obey a rationality divorced from conscience. The moment 
that legitimacy is founded on or confused with rational bureaucratic legality, 
there is a risk that legitimacy and conscience will be absorbed by the state and 
ordinary citizens will exit themselves from the scene of the crime.9

These ideas resonated strongly with those of the Czech dissident intellectual 
Václav Havel, who coined the expression ‘the power of the powerless’. In his 
essay ‘Anti-political politics’, Havel argued that for all the complex historical 
detours, the origin of the modern state and of political power could be sought in 
the moment when human reason broke free of humanity, of personal experience, 
personal conscience and personal responsibility and also from the framework of 
the natural world. Havel observed that in contemporary politics, ‘good and evil, 
categories of the natural world, are obsolete remnants of the past which have 
lost all meaning and that the sole method of politics is quantifiable success, that 
is, the teaching of Machiavelli’.10

Therefore, Havel did not equate his rejection of Soviet-style communism with 
an embrace of the political styles of the West. To the extent that they are based 
on the rational technology of power, they were rejected by him. In an interview 
with the Times Literary Supplement, he described Soviet totalitarianism as an 
‘extreme manifestation of a deep-seated problem which equally finds expression 
in advanced Western society. Both systems, Soviet and Western liberal-
democratic, have in common Belohradsky’s “eschatology of the impersonal”, 
the trend toward mega-machines that escape human control.’11 When asked for 
his analysis of the causes of the problem, Havel replied:

It has something to do with the fact that we live in the first atheistic 
civilization in human history. People have ceased to respect any so-
called higher metaphysical values…I am not talking about a personal 
God necessarily, I’m referring to whatever is absolute, transcendental, 
supra-human. These fundamental considerations once represented a 
support, a horizon for people, but now they are lost.12

Adam Michnik also addressed the subject of the Machiavellian foundations of 
much contemporary political theory. In 1990, one year after the breakthrough of 
the summer of 1989, he began an article, ‘After the revolution: the new dangers 
to the new democracies’, with the observation that many think of politics as 
the art of achieving what is possible in a given situation. In this respect, the 
consideration of what is good and what is bad, what is fair and what is unfair, 
what is honest and what is dishonest, is external to politics and in this way it 

9 Król (1983:34–6).
10 Havel (1988:387–8).
11 Havel (1987).
12 Ibid., p. 81.



Humanities.Research.Vol.XVI ..No.3 ..2010

94

can be said that politics and ethics belong to different worlds. With reference to 
Havel’s concept of the power of the powerless, however, he then moved on from 
this commonplace observation to assert that the men and women of the anti-
totalitarian opposition movements had a different view of politics:

We are engaged in a great experiment of confrontation between the idea 
of politics based on the power of the powerless and a social reality that 
was shaped when politics was based on the power of the powerful…
We are children of a certain tradition. And we know that this tradition 
does not permit us to renounce the truth with impunity. We are the 
children of our Judeo-Christian culture, and we know that this culture, 
which recommends loyalty to the state, commands us to bend our knees 
only before God. We know therefore, that we should put faithfulness to 
truth above participation in power. We know, by reaching for our roots, 
that the truth of politics resides, in the end, in the politics of truth…
We reject the belief in political utopia. We know that our future is an 
imperfect society, a society of ordinary people and ordinary conflicts—
but, precisely for this reason, a society that must not renounce its ethical 
norms in the name of political illusions.13

Many of the above criticisms of the quest to sever the connection between the 
political and the moral can be found in a more synthesised form in the works of 
John Paul II. For the young Karol Wojtyła, a major problem facing the church in 
Poland was the persuasive influence of visions of the human person that denied 
the human capacity for free will. For the Marxists, human beings were products 
of their class, driven by economic interests. In the words of the Bolshevik 
theoretician Nikolai Bukharin, human beings are ‘concentrated collections of 
social influences united in a small unit as the skin of a sausage is filled with 
sausage meat’.14 After World War II, Wojtyła, along with the Dominican scholar 
M. Albert Krąpiec, set about developing a philosophical anthropology that would 
defend the dignity of the human person by focusing on the human capacity 
to rise above all manner of social, economic and psychological conditioning 
through the exercise of a free will. This anthropology took its final academic 
form in the publication of his work The Acting Person in 1969.15 One of the 
most famous axioms presented in this work is that ‘action reveals the person’. 
Having been influenced by currents in mid-twentieth-century personalism 
and phenomenology, Wojtyła was interested in the relationship between truth, 
freedom and human authenticity, and he set out to offer a sustained intellectual 
analysis of the inadequacies of the Marxist treatment of these themes. In 
particular, Wojtyła was critical of two types of inauthenticity he believed 

13 Michnik (1990).
14 Bukharin (2008:98).
15 Wojtyła (1979).
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fostered the success of totalitarian ideologies in the twentieth century. These 
are similar to the Sartrean notion of bad faith. The first he described as servile 
conformism; the second as non-involvement.

Wojtyła acknowledged that the term ‘conformism’ denotes a tendency to 
comply with the accepted custom and to resemble others—a tendency that in 
itself is neutral, in many respects positive and constructive or even creative, 
and indeed, this constructive and creative assimilation in the community is a 
confirmation and also a manifestation of human solidarity. Nonetheless, he also 
observed that when this normal and healthy social tendency to ‘fit in’ begins 
to sway towards servility, it becomes highly negative.16 Conformism ‘consists 
primarily in an attitude of compliance or resignation, in a specific form of 
passivity that makes the person to be but the subject of what happens instead 
of being the actor or agent responsible for building his own attitudes and his 
own commitment to the community’.17 The servile conformist ‘fails to accept his 
share in constructing the community and allows himself to be carried with and 
by the anonymous majority’.18 Inauthenticity, which takes the form of a servile 
conformism, equals ‘a weakness of personal transcendence and a weakness of 
the capacity for self-determination and of choice’.19

This pathology was well illustrated by Eugène Ionescu in his play The Rhinoceros 
written in 1959. The play belongs to the school of drama known as the Theatre 
of the Absurd. Over the course of three acts, all except one of the inhabitants 
of a provincial French town believe that they are rhinoceroses and behave 
accordingly. At first, the majority regard those who are walking about on all 
four limbs and trying to make the sounds of a rhinoceros a joke, but by the third 
act almost the entire town is behaving in this manner, because this is what other 
people are doing.

While Ionescu’s play made fun of the totalitarian mentality by imagining a 
village in which people think of themselves as rhinos just because this is what 
other people are doing, a similar artistic device was employed throughout the 
1980s by the leaders of the Orange Alternative Movement.20 Their aim was also 
to point out the absurdity of the totalitarian mentality through recourse to 
comedy. The movement started in Wroclaw and was led by Waldemar Fydrych, 
commonly known as the Major. Its main purpose was to offer a broader range 
of social groups an alternative way of opposing the communist regime by means 
of a peaceful protest that used absurd and comic elements. By doing this, 
Orange Alternative participants could not be arrested by the police without the 

16 Ibid., p. 289.
17 Ibid., p. 289.
18 Ibid., p. 289.
19 Ibid., p. 346.
20 See: <www.pomaranczowa-alternatywa.org/iindex-eng.html>
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authorities becoming a laughing stock. For example, students were encouraged 
to celebrate secret policeman’s day by wearing red socks; people were encouraged 
to take their dogs for a walk exclusively on the left side of pavements during 
propaganda broadcasts; and, most effective of all, people dressed as dwarfs. On 
1 June 1988, in an event known as the revolution of dwarfs, more than 10 000 
persons marched through the centre of Wroclaw wearing orange dwarf hats. 
The police were aware that if they asked the participants the question ‘Why 
did you participate in an illegal meeting of dwarfs?’, they would look utterly 
ridiculous. The Orange Alternative Movement had its intellectual origins in 
Dadaism and surrealism but it illustrated in a politically powerful way Wojtyła’s 
more densely philosophical criticisms of the capacity of ‘servile conformism’ to 
undermine human freedom and dignity.

The second form of inauthenticity identified by Wojtyła—that of ‘non-
involvement’—is defined as a stoic egocentrism according to which the person 
deliberately withdraws from making decisions and taking social actions. 
Whereas servile conformists tend not to question or judge, those who take a 
stance of non-involvement are fully conscious of the wrong that is being done, 
but they lack the courage to intervene on the side of those being oppressed. 
Much of what happened in the mid-twentieth century could have been avoided 
if these two forms of inauthenticity were not common dispositions. 

Where did these social pathologies come from? Wojtyła argued that in a sense 
they have been around since the time when things went wrong in the Garden 
of Eden. He believed, however, that the intellectual history of post-eighteenth-
century Europe fostered the tendencies by promoting a false notion of freedom. 
In a speech he delivered to the scholars of Lublin University (KUL) in 1987, he 
expressed the idea in the following terms:

The human person must in the name of the truth about himself starve 
off a double temptation: the temptation to make the truth about 
himself subordinate to his freedom and the temptation to make himself 
subordinate to the world of objects; he has to refuse to succumb to the 
temptation of both self-idolatry and of self-subjectification: Positus est 
in medio homo: nec bestia—nec deus.21

In his 1985 essay ‘Communism as a cultural foundation’, Leszek Kołakowski 
offered a similar reading to that of Wojtyła. Communism, he said, emerged from 
the tradition of the Enlightenment, and, in conditions where traditional beliefs 
had been abandoned by educated elites, it took the form of a secular religion. 
He observed, however, that as a religion it suffered from an internal dialectic; 
it simultaneously demanded blind obedience or faith and acceptance of it as a 

21 Wojtyła (1987).
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rational interpretation of the world. According to Kołakowski, ‘communism’s 
hovering between the two irreconcilable concepts led in time to a collapse within 
its empire of both rationalism and religion; and its ideological bankruptcy was at 
the same time a defeat for the Enlightenment, of which it was the ultimate, most 
consistent, and thus most self-destructive expression’.22 This general critique 
was expressed somewhat more poetically by Professor Krasnodębski, who said 
that Marxism was not an exotic venereal disease brought into Europe by those 
whose natural habitat can be found in the seedier quarters of Asia; it resulted 
not from the betrayal of the values of modern (Enlightenment) humanism, but 
from the radical and consequential realisation of them.23

These various contradictions within the political culture of the West led Wojtyła 
to argue that the Western world is currently at a crossroads between what he 
termed ‘a culture of death’ that acknowledges no absolute truth or goodness and 
for which in such circumstances power is the only legitimate political currency 
and a civilisation of love built upon notions of the sanctity of human life and 
culture-transcendent truth and goodness. In poetic form, he expressed the price 
of this choice in the following words:

Freedom—a continuing conquest
It cannot simply be possessed!
It comes as a gift, but keeping it is a struggle
Gift and struggle are inscribed on pages, hidden yet open.
For freedom you pay with all your being, therefore call that your freedom
Which allows you, in paying the price,
To possess yourself anew.
At such a price do we enter history and touch her epochs.
Where is the dividing-line between those generations who paid too little
And those who paid too much?
On which side of that line are we?24

In 1979, in the first year of his pontificate, Wojtyła returned to Poland for a 
nine-day visit that had a dramatic impact upon Polish morale. His message, at 
its most simple, was ‘be not afraid’. The then US National Security Advisor, 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, was later to say that the Polish people ‘all of a sudden 
discovered that they all shared the same aspiration and the same resentments, 
and the regime discovered that it was weak and isolated’.25 In an interview 
given at the time of Wojtyła’s death, Brzezinski explained Wojtyła’s strength in 
the following terms:

22 Kołakowski (1985).
23 Krasnodębski (1991).
24 Wojtyła (2005:84).
25 Warner (2005).
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He grew up as a young adolescent under the Nazi occupation. Then 
he lived under Stalinism. I think that taught him what happens when 
violence is institutionalized and tramples the human being. And then 
that became deepened with a philosophy, a theology in which he really 
placed fundamental and central emphasis on the sanctity of the human 
being and on the mysterious divinity within each human being.26

Throughout the 1980s, the treatment of such themes as freedom, courage, 
human authenticity and human dignity in Wojtyła’s literary and philosophical 
works was popularised by the chaplains of Solidarity, foremost among whom 
were the philosopher Jozef Tischner, author of The Spirit of Solidarity, and 
Jerzy Popiełuszko, whose speeches were broadcast over Radio Free Europe.27 
The following passage is typical of Popiełuszko’s eloquence and his faith in what 
Havel called ‘the power of the powerless’:

Do not struggle with violence. Violence is a sign of weakness. All those 
who cannot win through the heart try to conquer through violence. 
The most wonderful and durable struggles in history have been carried 
on by human thought. The most ignoble fights and most ephemeral 
successes are those of violence. An idea which needs rifles to survive 
dies of its own accord. An idea which is imposed by violence collapses 
under it. An idea capable of life wins without effort and is then followed 
by millions of people.28

Such was Popiełuszko’s influence that in October 1984 he was murdered by 
agents of the Służba Bezpieczeństwa (Security Service of the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs). Some 250 000 people attended his funeral and news of this tragedy 
heightened Western awareness of the brutality of the communist regime. In 
1997, the Catholic Church started the process of Popiełuszko’s beatification; in 
2008, he was declared to be a Servant of God and, in June 2010, he was beatified. 

At the same time, throughout the 1980s, Wojtyła used the papacy as a platform 
from which to heighten world interest in the problems of countries caught 
within the Soviet zone of influence, and the Vatican diplomatic service was 
kept well informed of US intelligence on Soviet strategy vis-a-vis Poland.29 On 
13 May 1981, Wojtyła survived an assassination attempt by a Turkish gunman 
who had links to the Bulgarian secret police. Although the KGB denied any 
involvement, it is broadly believed that the Soviet government was using one 

26 Ibid.
27 Tischner (1984). 
28 Popiełuszko cited in Royal (2000a). See also Royal (2000b).
29 Weigel (1999:406–11).
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of its surrogates to rid itself of the problem of an anti-communist Polish pope. 
Mikhail Gorbachev was later to say that ‘the collapse of the Iron Curtain would 
have been impossible without John Paul II’.30

The Polish intelligentsia (including Wojtyła) offered an intellectual critique 
of the social pathology that was communism; and, united with the workers 
through the agencies of KOR and Solidarity, and under the patronage of the 
Catholic Church led by Wojtyła, it was able to change perceptions of what was 
politically possible and desirable. Communism as a twentieth-century form of 
the applications of the principles of Machiavelli was ultimately defeated by 
a set of contrary principles, which included the notions of the power of the 
powerless, living in truth, and solidarity between the social classes. It was also 
defeated by the spiritual strength of characters such as Michnik, Wałęsa and 
Wojtyła. One might conclude that the moment the image of a newly elected 
Wojtyła kneeling in front of the throne of St Peter with his arms around the 
Cardinal Archbishop of Warsaw was beamed into Polish living rooms, no amount 
of Soviet propaganda could contend with it. 

Poles as a national group have a reputation for being romantics, for putting 
principles above pragmatics. In many moments of history, this does not seem to 
have helped them, but in the summer of 1989 truth and courage and romantic 
ideals triumphed over lies and thuggery. A coalition of intellectuals, workers, 
students and the Catholic hierarchy asserted sufficient moral and professional 
authority for the communists to have no choice but to peacefully surrender 
their power to a new generation of Polish leaders. This particular chapter in 
Polish history has become the model for students of political theory of how to 
transform a totalitarian society without recourse to violence.
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The Breakthrough: Polish elections in 
June 1989 

JAN.PAKULSKI

History needs a broad perspective and it is most clear when aided by hindsight 
and long distance. The 20 years that have just passed since the memorable June 
of 1989 provide a most useful platform for assessing the historical importance 
of the three events in Poland that constituted the political ‘Breakthrough’: the 
round table negotiations in February–April 1989, the ‘contract’ parliamentary 
elections in June, and the formation of the Solidarity government in September 
1989—the first non-communist government in the Soviet Bloc. Together, in a 
spiralling and self-reinforcing political sequence, they formed a ‘Breakthrough’, 
that is, a threefold shift: for Solidarity, a shift from (predominantly moral) 
opposition to (politically constructive) affirmation; for Polish political leaders, 
a shift from reforms of the communist system to systemic transformation 
‘out of the system’; and for Eastern Europe, a shift from dissent to a phase of 
institutional change into ‘post-communism’. In other words, the three events, as 
claimed here, played a crucial role in accelerating and radicalising the ‘internal’ 
socio-political developments in Poland—transforming Solidarity opposition 
into Solidarity government—and ‘externally’, in the entire region, by starting 
a political ‘contagion’ that led to the domino-like collapse of communist regimes 
all over Eastern Europe. 

The Breakthrough itself, as argued in the Introduction and by this author 
elsewhere in this volume (Chapter 6), has to be historically ‘embedded’. For a 
start, it has to be seen within the historical sequence of events that generated 
the annus mirabilis in Europe: the economic crisis of Soviet-type socialism 
as reflected in deepening economic woes and widening political dissent; the 
evolution of social protests and upheavals, especially under the impact of 
‘cumulative learning’ and influential appeals of the Polish Pope, both pushing 
the communist authorities to negotiations with the democratic opposition; 
Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost, which gave an ‘amber light’ of cautious 
approval to all Eastern European reformists; the accompanying climate of West–
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East détente that enabled the largely peaceful transformations; and, last but not 
least, the mass media revolution and the ‘global village’ effect that facilitated the 
political contagion.

This broader historical framework is outlined in more detail in Chapter 6 of this 
volume. Here, we look only at key events in Poland most directly linked with, 
and leading to, the Solidarity-engineered Breakthrough, as well as the impact of 
this Breakthrough on developments in the region.

The Background

The round table has a relatively short history. While the very idea of negotiated 
conflict resolution and political compromise was popular in opposition circles 
in the 1970s and 1980s, and had already been applied during the negotiations 
in August–September 1980 that led to the formation of Solidarity, the label 
itself was popularised by General Jaruzelski in mid-1988, when he proposed 
reconciliation talks aimed at defusing the mounting social unrest caused by the 
failure of martial law to ‘close the Solidarity chapter’. Attempts at reforming the 
ailing Polish economy ‘from above’, without a broader social compact, proved 
unsuccessful, and, by the late 1980s, the communist authorities started to realise 
that negotiations with the opposition were unavoidable. 

This realisation was also prompted by a new political climate created by 
Gorbachev’s reforms and the accompanying climate of détente with the West. 
The unexpected developments in Moscow were initially treated with suspicion. 
But the sceptics were proven wrong, in particular after Gorbachev’s tolerant 
treatment of Soviet dissenters, especially Sakharov; his unexpected renunciation 
of ‘Brezhnev’s Doctrine’ at the UN forum in 1988; and his friendly gestures 
towards the West. Even the harshest sceptics in Poland changed their views 
after Gorbachev’s friendly meetings with opposition intellectuals during his 
visit to Poland in summer 1988, in the midst of the second strike wave that 
prompted General Jaruzelski to offer round table talks. The Soviet leader made 
it clear to the Polish authorities that any form of violent suppression of the 
opposition would not be approved in Moscow. This message was reinforced 
by the Catholic Church hierarchy and the Pope, both of whom stressed the 
need for ‘social dialogue’. Similarly, Western leaders, especially George Bush, 
Margaret Thatcher and François Mitterrand, made peaceful negotiations with 
the opposition the first condition of granting Poland the desperately needed 
economic aid. 

Thus, in mid-1988, after eight years of stubborn resistance to any idea of 
negotiating with Solidarity, the communist authorities in Poland started to 
budge. The push came mainly from the deepening economic crisis. By the 
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end of 1988, the Polish economy was again in freefall, and the reforms of the 
old centrally managed system of government did not progress beyond some 
superficial ‘public–private’ ventures—widely seen as transfers of profitable 
public property into the hands of the party nomenklatura. In a then popular 
phrase, the 1980s had proven to be a ‘lost decade’—a prolonged political 
stalemate amidst growing social frustration and helplessness. Faced also with 
the winds of change blowing through Moscow and widening social unrest, 
General Jaruzelski, and his closest advisors, including the Security Chief, 
General Czesław Kiszczak, decided to offer an olive branch to the opposition by 
agreeing to open round table talks with leaders of all political forces, including 
Solidarity.1 They also enrolled the assistance of the Catholic Church, whose 
Episcopate provided observers during the negotiations. After some hitches and 
delays, the keenly awaited round table negotiations started in February 1989. 

They started in an atmosphere of suspicion and panic. Poland was, again, a 
rumbling social volcano ready to erupt. The Polish economy was grinding to a 
halt under the burden of mismanagement, mounting debt, galloping inflation, 
and multiplying strikes. Inflation was approaching 100 per cent. In January 
1989, there were 49 strikes with an estimated 15 000 participants; in February, 
there were 67 strikes involving more than 60 000 workers; in March, the 
authorities registered 260 strikes—most of them spontaneous and only 3 per 
cent of them organised by Solidarity.2 The crisis was exacerbated by political 
divisions within the communist camp. While Jaruzelski, Kiszczak and a handful 
of their backers saw the proverbial ‘writing on the wall’, the majority of the 
communist nomenklatura, as well as the leaders of the government-controlled 
unions (OPZZ), were suspicious of negotiations and opposed lifting the ban 
on Solidarity. Their fear of the free unions combined with loathing for Lech 
Wałęsa—who became the most media-vilified person in Poland in the 1980s—
were as strong as their fear of social unrest. There was a good chance that these 
political tensions would derail the round table and lead to another violent 
confrontation.

The situation changed gradually in early 1989 due to the pressures from the 
Solidarity leadership and the church—both pointing to the looming disaster—
and the strengthening position of reformists within the party. The Polish Army 
and the security forces, controlled by Jaruzelski and Kiszczak, had gradually 
moved from their position as ‘the faithful arm of the Communist Party’ to 
something approximating a ‘third party’—doubtless a response to the mounting 

1 Not before trying (unsuccessfully) to ‘circumvent the Solidarity issue’ in negotiations with Western 
creditors, and organising a showdown with the party hardliners during the stormy Plenum in January 1989, 
when the entire reformist party leadership, criticised for its conciliatory gestures towards the opposition, 
offered to resign.
2 Codogni (2009:254).
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political woes at home, liberal changes in Moscow and the climate of détente that 
made the prospects of a military solution unrealistic. Even the old hardliners 
started to realise that there were no alternatives to widely based negotiations.

The round table negotiations were conducted between the ‘party-government 
side’, representing both the ruling party-state apparatus and its military arm 
headed by General Jaruzelski (and represented by General Kiszczak), and the 
‘Solidarity-opposition side’ that represented both the still illegal Solidarity, led by 
Lech Wałęsa, and dozens of oppositional political groups that formed during the 
‘lost decade’. Altogether 452 negotiators took part in the discussions conducted 
in the Viceroy Palace in Warsaw and 42 of the most senior representatives of both 
sides took part in more exclusive meetings conducted away from the limelight 
in Magdalenka, a small government resort near Warsaw.3

The main hope and expectation of the party-government side were defusing the 
growing social unrest (and, indeed, the protests subsided in April to the pre-
1989 levels) and gaining the support of the opposition for reforms of the Polish 
economy—a necessary condition for securing political stabilisation. The hope 
and major demand of the opposition were the re-legalisation of Solidarity and 
the recognition of all formerly banned oppositional groups. Solidarity leaders 
also hoped that the agreements would start a process of democratisation, and 
that this process would gradually erode authoritarian rule. Both sides agreed that 
the communist system needed to be overhauled, but while the party apparatus 
hoped for minor reforms that would not undermine the communist domination, 
the oppositional camp insisted on radical changes to the entire system. The price 
they were ready to pay was Solidarity’s involvement in such painful changes 
(thus providing the necessary legitimacy and public support), and accepting 
gradualism, with some initial restrictions placed on the democratic process and 
full sovereignty aspirations vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. 

After prolonged and stormy negotiations, an agreement was forged in early 
April 1989. Solidarity was formally recognised, together with its numerous 
organisational ‘extensions’ (rural, student, and so on). Moreover, the reforms 
were to take a clearly liberal-democratic direction, though with some temporary 
limitations. There were to be free and competitive parliamentary elections in 
June, but only to the upper house (Senate) and about one-third of the lower 
house (Sejm), with 65 per cent of seats in the Sejm to be initially (for the 
duration of the first Parliament) reserved for the party-government candidates. 
Moreover, the powers of the presidency, assumed to be in communist hands, 
were significantly strengthened—another safeguard for the nomenklatura. 
While the communist parliamentary majority was thus assured during the 
transition phase, the agreement included significant bonuses for the opposition: 

3 Ibid.; Skórzyński  (2009).
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elections to the upper house were completely free, thus allowing for the free 
articulation of democratic public opinion, and the introductory paragraph of 
the agreement stated that this was ‘the beginning of the path to parliamentary 
democracy’—a politically pregnant phrase that proved prophetic. 

Such an outcome was acceptable to both the Solidarity negotiators and the 
party-government team. The Solidarity side hoped to initiate the ‘democratic 
dynamics’ and gain some footing in the ‘contract’ parliament. The party leaders 
hoped to quell the unrest and involve the opposition in sharing responsibilities 
for the management of the collapsing Polish economy. Perhaps most importantly, 
the agreement gave the party apparatus a temporary assurance of tenure, even if 
they lost the electoral contest, and this reduced the unease of the nomenklatura. 

But the agreement was a compromise, and compromises are seldom happy. 
The party leaders took the risk of legalising Solidarity and losing the electoral 
contest—the possibility they failed to anticipate—and Solidarity accepted 
the risk of losing their public support by collaborating with the discredited 
communists.4 Mindful of those risks, the participants in the round table 
adopted the strategy of ‘openness without fanfare’; they invited the media to 
plenary debates, publicised the agreements, but kept the details of haggling 
and disagreements confidential, though not secret; the detailed minutes of 
negotiations were subsequently published. While many discussions occurred 
away from the media, mainly in order to protect the negotiators and increase 
their capacity to make compromises, all the important agreements—as well as 
disagreements—were summarised at open plenary sessions and ratified by the 
opposition leaders, including Lech Wałęsa and Solidarity’s National Executive 
Commission (KKW). Most importantly, both sides also relied on the church’s 
observers, who became both the guardians of integrity and arbiters in resolving 
disagreements. This informal sponsorship by the church, and warm support for 
the round table given by the Pope, reduced criticism and increased public trust.

Rather than an elite conspiracy—as some critics, such as the Kaczyński brothers, 
later alleged—the round table constituted a wise application of perhaps the 
most important social invention of the twentieth century: a negotiated elite 
pact paving the way for gradual and peaceful regime change. Such pacts were 
successfully forged in almost all reformed democracies: in Spain and Greece 
in the 1970s, in the Philippines in 1986, and in South Korea and Taiwan in 
the late 1980s. The Polish round table was an important variation of the elite-

4 In fact, the round table marked a deep split within Solidarity. The more radical factions—the ‘Fighting 
Solidarity’ of Kornel Morawiecki and the ‘Working Group’ of Andrzej Gwiazda and Anna Walentynowicz—
refused to participate in the negotiations and condemned the round table as a ‘pact with the devil’. The 
criticisms gained momentum with the installation (followed by the prompt demise) of the Olszewski 
government, and the ascendancy of the Kaczyński twins (the late Lech and Jarosław), first to the leadership 
positions in PiS, and subsequently to the presidency and premiership of Poland (Codogni 2009:Ch. 6; 
Skórzyński 2009:221–4).
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negotiated ‘pacted transition’ model5 that was subsequently applied—in a 
compacted form and on a much smaller scale—in Hungary (June–September 
1989), Czechoslovakia (November 1989 and January 1990), Bulgaria (January–
April 1990) and Romania (January–February 1990). Even when it was more a 
symbolic gesture than a real negotiation, as in the last two cases, the agreements 
underscored the willingness of the leaders to follow some restrained, orderly 
political competition—the essential precondition of democracy—and, perhaps 
most importantly, accept a peaceful and negotiated change of political regimes.6

The first, immediate outcome of the round table was the ‘contract’ elections in 
early June. The Solidarity camp started the campaign completely unprepared—
inexperienced in conducting campaigns, under-resourced, relying on voluntary 
work and with only limited access to the mass media. Solidarity itself, although 
re-legalised, was weak, with only about one million members—a mere shadow 
of the 10 million-strong movement in 1981. The opposition was divided, with 
some dissenters criticising Wałęsa for his conciliatory strategy. The mass media 
was in communist hands, attacking ‘Solidarity extremists’. Censorship was rife, 
using all pretexts to limit and distort the voice of the opposition. Intimidation of 
Solidarity campaigners and activists was widespread. Above all, Polish society 
was exhausted by the economic crisis and the daily struggle for survival in the 
climate of uncertainty and with empty shelves in the shops and hyper-inflation 
(more than 500 per cent in mid-1989). In the final days of the campaign, as 
Wałęsa recalls in his memoirs, the major challenge was just to convince people 
to vote.7

High Noon8

The Solidarity campaign was a grassroots improvisation. It involved 100 000 
activists, as well as prominent celebrities—Stevie Wonder, Jane Fonda, Yves 
Montand—and dozens of less-known supporters. The Citizens’ Electoral 
Committee ‘Solidarity’ (formed in 1988 to coordinate the oppositional strategy) 
had little time—and no material means—for an elaborate strategy. It utilised 
volunteers to collect funds, print posters, distribute leaflets and, above all, paint 
the ubiquitous electoral graffiti, always in a recognisable ‘Solidarity script’. On 
8 May, the first issue of Gazeta Wyborcza (Election Gazette) appeared, edited 

5 Linz and Stepan (1996:356).
6 As mentioned in Chapter 6, five years later, the round table model was applied in South Africa, and 
more recently in Georgia and Ukraine. It has been estimated that at the turn of the century more than one 
billion people around the world benefited from the successful application of the round table model, and from 
peaceful ‘refolutions’ that followed these applications. 
7 Wałęsa (2008).
8 Reference to the most popular Solidarity electoral poster referring to the famous film High Noon, with 
Gary Cooper sporting the Solidarity badge.
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by a prominent dissident intellectual and Solidarity advisor, Adam Michnik. It 
was an instant hit and remains today the daily with the highest circulation in 
Poland. On the eve of the poll, the first issue of the Solidarity Weekly reappeared 
after seven years of suppression, edited by a leading Catholic intellectual and 
Solidarity advisor, Tadeusz Mazowiecki. The key element in the campaign, 
however, was Wałęsa’s personal appeal. The charismatic Solidarity leader—the 
1983 Nobel Peace Laureate and the most iconic opposition figure—proved the 
best electoral asset. The Solidarity candidates, invariably photographed with 
Lech Wałęsa, campaigned under the Obama-esque slogan ‘We must win’. The 
communists and their supporters chose the slogan ‘It is safer with us’—borrowed 
from an ad for condoms, according to the local joke.

The results of the election caught everyone by surprise. Ninety-nine of 100 
Senate seats and all 161 contested lower house seats were taken by Solidarity 
candidates. Moreover, to the great embarrassment of the communist rulers, only 
two of the 35 communist officials on the ‘reserved’ (that is, uncontested) national 
list, who were running unopposed, received the required minimum 50 per cent 
of votes. Most of these seats had to be filled in the second round of elections 
(on 18 June). The turnout was relatively modest (63 per cent) in the first round, 
and very low in the second round (25 per cent)—doubtless a reflection of the 
widespread view that the second round aimed mainly to reduce the communists’ 
embarrassment. The joy in the Solidarity camp was only temporarily dampened 
by the reports of the Tiananmen Square massacre on the very day of the poll—a 
dramatic reminder of the communist parties’ political toolbox.

The public enthusiasm was tempered by two questions: ‘Will the communists 
respect the results?’ and ‘Was the election sufficiently democratic to give 
Solidarity a mandate to rule?’ As to the former, the doubts were lifted when 
Jaruzelski acknowledged the results as ‘the undeniable fact’. The communist 
leaders did not do it immediately, though, and this hesitation caused much 
concern and prompted Solidarity to make a number of concessions, including 
the quick filling of the ‘national list’ (seats reserved for the party officials) and 
publicly supporting Jaruzelski’s candidacy for presidency. These conciliatory 
gestures, plus the firm position of the Catholic Church Episcopate, whose leaders 
reminded Jaruzelski that pacta sunt servanda, helped in the official ‘recognition’ 
of the election results.

As to the latter question, the doubts about Solidarity’s mandate disappeared 
gradually. Although there were no doubts as to who had won the poll, party 
critics started to voice some procedural objections. But these were dismissed. 
To all observers, including the communist commentators, the June poll had 
provided a free and fair articulation of public preferences. The ‘contract’ 
restrictions, as it turned out, did not matter. Polish society spoke freely for the 
first time since 1947, and its voice was strong and clear. Thus, the elections 
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turned free and democratic in their function and outcomes; they accurately 
reflected public opinion, and they effectively put an end to the communist myth 
of wide public support. Solidarity got a mandate to rule. 

The Aftermath

The commentators of the time talked about three political miracles: the 
communists lost, Solidarity won, and—most miraculously—the communists 
openly acknowledged their loss and Solidarity’s victory. It was the Communist 
Party’s acceptance of defeat that was most unexpected and miraculous. 

Why did the party leaders agree to honour the deal? There were four good 
reasons. First and foremost, Solidarity’s electoral victory was undeniable—
stark and crushing, leaving no doubt as to the underlying public sentiment. 
Second, there was the ‘Gorbachev factor’ and the ‘new climate of détente’—
both conducive to democratic reforms. The Soviet liberal permissiveness made 
democratic reforms acceptable among many apparatchiks used to following the 
directives from Moscow. Third, the Polish party leadership was desperate to 
avoid social unrest. They needed social stability, wider public consent and, 
above all, a credible political partner to share responsibilities for governing. 
Only the negotiated democratic path could provide those. Fourth, by mid-1989, 
Solidarity had two important partners-supporters who strengthened its hand: 
internally it was the Catholic Church (backed by the immensely influential voice 
of the Pope); externally, it was Hungary, which followed the reformist path with 
new vigour. 

For Solidarity and the opposition, the election outcome was a dream victory, 
but also a source of considerable problems. The unanticipated strength of public 
backing, while greeted with relief by Solidarity supporters, generated some 
anxiety among the leaders, who became aware of escalating public expectations, 
new responsibilities, unpredictable communist reactions at home and, last but 
not least, responses in Moscow (which, it must be remembered, still kept more 
than 60 000 Soviet troops in Poland). It must also be remembered that the 
elections happened in the shadow of the Tiananmen Square massacre and daily 
reminders that communists still controlled the government, the army and the 
police. The caution with which Wałęsa and Mazowiecki acted in June–August 
reflected these genuine concerns.

In the Communist Party headquarters, the election results were received with 
shock. It was a complete rout that left the apparatchiks shell-shocked, but not 
humbled. The opposition ‘does not know what to do’, commented Kiszczak. ‘This 
will have serious repercussion[s] in the entire [communist] bloc’, threatened the 
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new party First Secretary, Mieczysław Rakowski.9 They desperately tried to save 
face and influence by prolonging the negotiations on the formation of the new 
government. Initially, the communists insisted on filling both the president and 
the prime minister positions (with Jaruzelski and Kiszczak respectively), and 
claimed all the strategic ministries: defence, security and foreign affairs. When 
politely refused, they attempted to renege on the round table agreement—only 
to be reminded by Solidarity and the Catholic Church Episcopate that pacta sunt 
servanda. Finally, they also considered ‘a new variant of martial law’, but were 
discouraged by Gorbachev.10

Reactions outside Poland were muted. As Bronisław Geremek recalls, Western 
governments worried about the impact of the electoral victory on Gorbachev, 
and warned Solidarity against ‘triumphalism’.11 But their concerns diminished 
when the Soviet leadership endorsed both the election results and the prospect 
of a Solidarity-led government, floated by Michnik in early July.12 In contrast, 
the hardline Communist Party establishment howled. Erich Honecker banned 
Polish newspapers and started a hostile campaign against Polish guest workers 
in East Germany. The Romanian Communist Party sent an open letter to Polish 
comrades warning them against ‘capitulation’. The Czechoslovak communists 
warned darkly about ‘destabilisation’ of the bloc. 

Solidarity’s response was cautious. They confirmed their respect for ‘Poland’s 
international obligations’ (read: the Warsaw Pact), and promptly engineered 
the reassuring presidential appointment of General Jaruzelski (by one vote 
only). But they refused to form a ‘grand coalition’ government under the 
communist leadership. Wałęsa insisted that Solidarity either formed its own 
government, with communists holding a handful of strategic posts, or it went 
into opposition.13 Following further negotiations, the first non-communist 
Polish government since 1947 was formed, headed by a Catholic intellectual and 
Solidarity advisor, Tadeusz Mazowiecki. The slogan popularised in early July 
by Solidarity’s Gazeta Wyborcza—‘Your president, our premier’—had proven 
prophetic.

This started mass defections from the Communist Party. While the party was 
melting, their complacent ‘partners’—the Peasant Party and the Democratic 

9 Skórzyński (2009:357).
10 According to Ash (2009b), the last Communist Party boss in Poland, Mieczysław Rakowski, sounded out 
Gorbachev on the possibility of ‘a new variant of martial law’ in August 1989. Needless to say, Gorbachev 
responded that it was impossible. 
11 Geremek and Żakowski (1990:190–4).
12 In early July 1989, after Michnik published an article titled ‘Your president, our premier’, proposing a 
Solidarity-led government, one of Gorbachev’s advisors, Vadim Zagladin, stated in Paris: ‘This decision [of 
forming a Solidarity government] is the internal issue of our friends. We shall maintain relations with any 
government elected in Poland. We are happy with the course of the process of democratisation in this country 
[Poland], and I would not call the situation in Poland “critical”’ (quoted in Codogni 2009:274).
13 Skórzyński (2009:374) and Wałęsa (1991:151, 2008:298).
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Party—started to talk about a new partnership with the victors. This opened 
the way for a new Solidarity–Peasant Party–Democratic Party alliance in the 
Parliament, and the formation of the Solidarity-led government of Tadeusz 
Mazowiecki.

By the time the Mazowiecki government was sworn in on 12 September, 
Solidarity was formulating the core of its program. It included constitutional 
reforms ending the communist monopolies, strengthening civil liberties, 
widening democratisation to local government, and strengthening the divisions 
of power, as well as a plan of economic stabilisation, privatisation and market 
reforms (known as the ‘Balcerowicz Plan’) constructed since 1986 by a group 
of young economists from the Warsaw SGPiS, led by Leszek Balcerowicz, who 
become Deputy Premier and Minister of Finance. Moreover, this program—
and the mode of its implementation through the negotiated change of regime—
became a model embraced by the oppositional forces all over Eastern Europe. 
This was the essence of the Breakthrough.

The Burden of Transition

The Breakthrough achieved much more than democratisation. It also created a 
strong agent of reform: the oppositional government protected by the ‘political 
umbrella’ extended by Solidarity. Such a government—capable not only 
of reforms, but also of systemic transition—was possible only because of the 
profound changes that occurred in the Solidarity camp. Under the electoral 
imperative, Solidarity improved its organisation and discipline. Moreover, 
the unexpected victory prompted the leadership to clarify its structure and 
crystallise its program. While at the beginning of 1989 Solidarity still formed 
an amorphous protest movement, by the time Mazowiecki formed the first 
opposition-led government, Solidarity also spawned a strong pro-reformist 
parliamentary organisation, as well as a disciplined central union. The 
government proved not only coherent and competent, but also determined to 
start an immediate systemic transition. The organised union movement, in turn, 
extended a ‘protective umbrella’ over the painful process of transformation. The 
radicalism of Polish transition—the fact that they embarked on the process of 
systemic transformations almost immediately after forming a government—was 
due largely to this profound organisational change in the reformist camp. This 
was an essential aspect of the Breakthrough. 

To become an effective transformative force—the first such force in Eastern 
Europe—Solidarity also had to change the sentiments of its supporters. It 
had to evolve from a mass movement unified by shared moral opposition to 
communist rule into a trade union cum quasi-political party, unified by the 
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vision of change.14 It had to forge a program of transformation that could change 
the party-state into a nation-state, build democratic institutions and stabilise 
the economy. In short, it had to move from opposition to affirmation, from value 
declarations to programmatic statements, from moral ‘anti-politics’ to sober 
and responsible transformative politics—and gain public approval for these 
dramatic changes. It succeeded, and most of the shift in popular orientations 
occurred between February and September 1989. At the time the first Solidarity 
government was formulating the plan of transition, the majority of supporters 
stood behind it.15 Poland was entering the stage of transformation into post-
communism.16

Perhaps the least appreciated, yet most crucial achievement of the Breakthrough 
was the successful engagement of pro-reformist communists in the democratic 
process. Transforming them from enemies into rivals, drawing them into the 
‘democratic tent’, and obliging them to play the democratic political game—
which they did, reluctantly—was a major success of the Breakthrough 
period. And this also proved the key condition of democratic consolidation. 
Without this engagement of ex-communists at the elite level, the process of 
democratisation would not continue—as amply demonstrated in Bulgaria, 
Romania and Yugoslavia.

As anticipated by opposition leaders, the democratic game initiated during 
the Breakthrough proved self-perpetuating, robust and dynamic. The political 
spectrum was widened, civic activism extended to all organisations, and 
demands for civil and political rights gradually morphed into expectations of full 
democracy and sovereignty. All of these changes—largely unanticipated even by 
the most optimistic forecasters—justify our label ‘Breakthrough’. It highlights 
not only an objective transition from reform to systemic transformation, but 
also a widespread subjective sense of a break with the past, a new beginning 
that started to dawn on the mass public only when the new government started 
to outline plans for market, legal-constitutional and administrative changes. In 

14 In order to do that, Solidarity also had to overcome its internal divisions. Forming a single electoral list 
of Civic Electoral Committee Solidarność was a good starting point. Presenting a common front was, however, 
a big challenge, especially when one of the promoted goals was political pluralism. In that respect, Lech 
Wałęsa proved a great asset—as well as a liability. He campaigned tirelessly during the election campaign 
using his charisma and oratory skills. But he also endlessly irritated his advisers by playing solo and making 
arbitrary decisions. Exasperated colleagues in the Civic Committee saw him as a political maverick, incapable 
of disciplined teamwork. In the end, however, his political instincts proved stronger than his narcissistic 
streak. But he refused to run for presidency, turned down the offer to head the Solidarity government, and, 
towards the end of 1989, started a drive towards ‘pluralism’ by distancing the Solidarity trade union from the 
government and criticising Mazowiecki.
15 Mazowiecki’s government initially enjoyed very high public support of more than 70 per cent. This 
support dwindled in 1990, due partly to painful economic reforms, and partly as a result of growing criticism 
by Lech Wałęsa, who started, at the end of 1989, an infamous ‘war at the top’.
16 Holmes (1997:141–69) and Linz and Stepan (1996:270–2).
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early October, a popular Polish actress, Joanna Szczepkowska, could announce 
on a Polish TV news program: ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, communism ended in 
Poland on 4 June 1989.’17 If she erred, it was only by less than four months.

The External Impact

The events in Poland had an immediate ‘refolutionary’ impact on her neighbours. 
Hungary hardly needed any prompting; the party reformists there were 
already dismantling the partocratic system. The closest neighbours, however, 
Czechoslovakia and East Germany, remained frozen, though already infected 
by the virus of freedom spreading from Poland and Hungary. In August 1989, 
on the anniversary of the Warsaw Pact suppression of the Prague Spring, there 
were demonstrations in Poland in solidarity with a handful of Czechoslovak 
dissidents who publicly condemned the 1968 invasion. In summer 1989, the 
newly elected Solidarity parliamentarians used their diplomatic immunity to 
visit Václav Havel, recently released from jail. Havel himself acknowledged the 
great impact of Solidarity’s victory in creating a new political ‘thaw’.18

The response in East Germany was less direct. Erik Honecker, scared by the 
spread of what he called a ‘Polish disease’, virtually sealed the Polish–German 
border in summer 1989. He also started an anti-Polish campaign in the press 
accompanied by expulsions of Polish workers. This did not stem the flow of 
East German refugees escaping en masse through Poland and Czechoslovakia to 
Hungary, where they were allowed (from mid-September) to cross the border 
to Austria. Polish authorities, in turn, helped them to reach the West German 
Embassy and negotiated their transfer to West Germany by the sealed ‘freedom 
trains’.

All these developments, and the subsequent governmental reforms proposed 
by the Solidarity government, became, almost overnight, headline news. When 
suppressed by censorship in neighbouring countries, they spread through 
the press, on radio and television. Many Czechs could listen to Polish, West 
German and Austrian broadcasts. Most Slovaks, who could understand Polish 
and Russian, listened to radio programs transmitted from Warsaw and Moscow. 
Most East Germans had no difficulties in accessing the news broadcast from 

17 Geremek and Żakowski (1990:268).
18 ‘“Solidarity” met with a response in Czechoslovakia, though the change here had many causes…When 
the Round Table talks started [in Poland], and some of our friends became MPs, while at our place nothing 
was changing yet, the Polish example was naturally a support for us. I remember when Adam Michnik with 
two friends visited me at Hradeczek [Havel’s flat in Prague] and our police could not stop them, because 
they had the diplomatic status. When I was jailed again in 1989, my plays were already staged in Warsaw…I 
also remember that I wrote to then Polish Prime Minister, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, about political prisoners in 
Czechoslovakia, and I got a reply! This was the first Prime Minister who replied to my letter.’ Quoted in Wałęsa 
(2008:326).
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West Germany. They monitored the developments in Poland with growing hope 
and anticipation. It became clear to them that the Mazowiecki government was 
starting a bold systemic transition to liberal-democratic law, polity and a market 
economy. This was a radical transcendence of perestroika and glasnost, which 
were now superseded by demokratizacya and svoboda. 

Mazowiecki’s program impressed (and scared!) Poland’s communist neighbours 
because it was both radical and comprehensive. It covered the entire spectrum 
of legal-constitutional, economic, social and political-administrative reforms, 
all backed by Solidarity and unopposed by the communists. This endorsement 
of the systemic change by the communists—the development that the Polish 
government shared with the reformist Hungarian regime—was most surprising 
and demoralising to the Eastern European hardliners. As expected, the program—
and the accompanying strategy of gradual, negotiated, peaceful and consensual 
implementation—soon became the guiding model for all oppositional programs 
throughout the region. 

The Polish model was ‘safe’ in many ways. First, it helped in avoiding the 
conflict and bloodshed that often accompanies changes of regime. Second, the 
sequencing of Polish reforms—democratisation first, full sovereignty later—
helped in avoiding violence and nationalistic pathologies that could lead 
Eastern Europe into the ‘Serbian trap’, whereby the energy of the reformers 
was channeled into the ‘national liberation’ path that frequently degenerated 
into violent and illiberal nationalism involving ethnic cleansing and territorial 
vindications. The nationalistic movements that erupted in southern regions of 
Eastern Europe did not follow the Polish path, and they resulted in frequent 
reinstallment in power of communist nationalists, such as Milosevic. The Polish 
model, in contrast, pre-empted the mobilisation of nationalistic movements by 
insisting on the priority of liberal democratic reforms. Third, the Polish model 
proved effective and popular because it did not undermine Gorbachev and had 
not closed the window of opportunity for further liberalising changes in the 
Soviet Union. Concerns about ‘keeping the Soviet window of opportunity open’ 
were behind the Solidarity leaders’ strategic decision to keep General Jaruzelski, 
a self-declared Gorbachevite, in the presidential position. Anti-Soviet sentiments 
were tempered, and both Mazowiecki and Wałęsa maintained constant contacts 
with Moscow (as well as with Washington, Bonn, Paris and London).19 Fourth, 
the Polish path proved effective by combining an elite-negotiated political pact 
with a grassroots mobilisation of support. It was a fortuitous political novum 
heralding prompt and safe democratisation. Mazowiecki’s program of change 
was firmly backed by Solidarity as well as being endorsed by the majority of the 
population, including reformist communists. This guaranteed the continuity 
and therefore the ultimate success of the transformation.

19 Beres and Burnetko (2009).
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Conclusion

The Polish Breakthrough had changed not only the pace, but also the 
general direction of Eastern European changes. Glasnost was radicalised into 
democratisation; perestroika turned into transformation. Moreover, from 
September 1989, both the socio-political and the socioeconomic reforms started 
to evolve in the liberal-democratic direction—and beyond the boundaries of the 
communist system. They led in the Western European direction. The Solidarity 
government insisted on liberal parliamentary democratisation, emulating the 
familiar Western European models. The importance of this insistence might not 
be obvious today, but at that time, it was crucial in directing the transformations 
on the civic and liberal-democratic track, or, as Geremek put it, the track ‘back 
to Europe’. But it was by no means the only program, the only choice for the 
reformers. From the very start, the Polish model competed with a less radical 
program of limited reforms aimed at ‘democratising the existing socialism’—
particularly popular in Czechoslovakia and among left-leaning dissenters 
in East Germany.20 Various versions of this largely utopian ‘socialism with a 
human face’ and the accompanying versions of ‘socialist’, ‘worker’, ‘Christian’ 
and ‘third way’ democracy were floated by dissident intellectuals, especially in 
East Germany, Hungary and Czechoslovakia.21 The Polish opposition leaders, in 
contrast, insisted from the start that the reforms had to go ‘back to Europe’—that 
is, in a liberal-democratic direction. Where this path of liberal democratisation 
was adopted, the transformations progressed smoothly and resulted in a swift 
European unification.

It is also worth pointing out that the Breakthrough benefited from, and 
reinforced, the process of globalisation. Eastern Europe in 1989 was already 
a ‘global village’ where ideas started to circulate relatively freely. They spread 
through the mass media, as well as personal contacts among opposition 
activists. Informational isolation and censorship—the key tools of authoritarian 
and totalitarian regimes—were already crumbling. East Germans could listen 
to West German radio and television; Czechs and Slovaks had access to Polish 
(which they could understand) and Austrian broadcasts; Romanians could 
watch Moldovan programs (in Romanian), and those in Transylvania could 
listen to Hungarian radio; most of Bulgaria was covered by Soviet broadcasts—
increasingly popular at the time of glasnost. The channels of information easily 
transformed into the channels of institutional diffusion, especially when this 
diffusion was intentional.

20 It should also be remembered that it was the reformist-socialists, such as Pozsgay in Hungary and Dubcek 
in Czechoslovakia, who directed the first wave of reforms, and they were not keen on the emulation of Western 
parliamentary democracy. There were also political opportunists, such as Adamec, Krentz and Modrow, who 
were cheered at public meetings in Prague and Berlin in November–December 1989.
21 Judt (2005:615–16).
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This is why the ‘Polish disease’ could spread fast, prompting the acceleration of 
change in the region. The Hungarian round table—more symbolic than real in 
the absence of intransigent communists—came later, but it led to very prompt 
democratisation and liberalisation. The hardliners Erich Honecker and Gustav 
Husak managed to stem the spread of the ‘Polish disease’ until late 1989. In 
spite of Gorbachev’s warning, Honecker resisted reforms to the bitter end, 
and he contemplated a Tiananmen-like suppression of dissent, as advised by 
the Chinese delegation that visited Berlin on 10 October. But he was promptly 
deposed by the party reformists, who, in turn, were swept away by mass public 
demonstrations triggered mainly by the opening of the Hungarian and Polish 
borders. In early November, the Berlin Wall collapsed, and, in December, the 
East German Communist Party was dissolved—reborn as Democratic Socialists. 
A year later, East Germany was absorbed by her West German neighbour—with 
the strong support of the public and reluctant approval of Moscow (prompted 
by a massive $71 billion in aid). In late October, the mass protests spilled into 
Prague, which had remained politically ‘frozen’ since the 1968 ‘normalisation’. 
After a short—and largely symbolic—round table in late November (and slightly 
longer negotiations in January), an unstable ‘coalition government’ was formed, 
and, in December, Václav Havel was sworn in as President. By the end of the 
year, even the longest-serving and the most entrenched communist regimes, in 
Bulgaria and Romania, collapsed. Todor Zhivkov was deposed a day after the 
breaching of the Berlin Wall (10 November), and the Ceausescus were arrested 
and hastily executed on Christmas Day. In January 1990, both countries started 
their—again, largely symbolic—round tables.22

This acceleration of change was remarkable. There were, no doubt, some 
internal and nation-specific causes that energised the opposition in each of 
the countries, but even if this was the case, the Polish Breakthrough was the 
starter’s signal. It turned a march into a sprint and triggered a sort of national 
competition; who would be first to shed the communist monopolies? Who would 
lead the constitutional reforms; who would first declare full independence? 
This competition and acceleration were reflected not only in the pent-up public 
frustrations, but also in the availability of the successfully tested ‘Polish track’. 
As Timothy G. Ash noted, ‘what took ten years in Poland, took ten months in 
Hungary, ten weeks in East Germany, and ten days in Czechoslovakia’.23

22 Ibid., pp. 607–33.
23 Ash (1990:54).
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ANTONI.Z ..KAMIŃSKI.AND.BARTŁOMIEJ.KAMIŃSKI

Introduction

Developments in Poland in January–June 1989 set the stage for the final 
breakdown of the Soviet hegemony in Europe, whereas the launching of the 
Balcerowicz stabilisation-cum-transformation program paved the way for 
establishing foundations for competitive markets in Poland and other post-
communist countries. Three historic events, each overshadowing the earlier 
one, heralded the change: 1) the decision of the Polish Communist Party in 
January to start round table negotiations with Solidarity, which amounted to 
formal recognition of the opposition by the communist government; 2) signing 
of the round table agreements on 5 April that outlined a series of measures to 
assure an orderly transition to democracy; and 3) limited free elections held on 
4 June. Their combined outcome was the emergence of the first government 
with a non-communist prime minister in Central Europe since the communist 
takeovers in 1948–49. 

Yet, Poland’s lead in political change quickly evaporated as other post-communist 
countries held free elections and subsequently moved faster to dismantle vestiges 
of communism in both polity and economy. Twenty years after the demise of 
communism, Poland lags behind some of its Central European counterparts. The 
quality of democracy in Poland leaves much to be desired when assessed against 
states such as the Czech Republic, Estonia and Slovenia, hereafter referred to as 
the Luxembourg group (which also includes Hungary).1 In the 2000s, various 
international rankings of the quality of democracy rather consistently placed 
Poland at the bottom of the Luxembourg group as well as behind Latvia, Lithuania 

1 These countries were invited at the Luxembourg EU Council meeting held in 1996 to begin accession 
negotiations. The invitation recognised the progress they had achieved in establishing democracy and a 
market economy by 1995.
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and Slovakia but still above Bulgaria and Romania. In 2009, the ranking of 
Poland improved to the level of Hungary—above Latvia and Slovakia—but was 
still below the Czech Republic and Slovenia.2 Simultaneously, Poland’s initially 
rapid economic growth performance ceased to shine; an impressive resistance to 
the world economic slowdown in 2008–09 appears to be the result of the failure 
to fully take advantage of the unprecedented world economic boom in 2000–07 
rather than the quality of its institutions and policies.

While we do not offer an unambiguous answer as to why Poland ceased to be 
a leader in political transition, a plausible explanation is likely to be associated 
with the uniqueness of Poland’s mode of dismantling communism leading to 
a ‘pacted’ transition of the type described by O’Donnell and Schmitter.3 In 
contrast with other Central European post-communist countries, in Poland, 
gradualism—then justified in terms of dealing with uncertainty concerning 
Soviet reaction as well as in terms of buying the support of communists opposed 
to negotiations with Solidarity—characterised the political transition.

The arrangements that allowed the communist establishment to stay in power, 
combined with divisions and fratricidal struggles within Solidarity, have 
crowded out from the political agenda the much more important issue of 
designing the constitutional underpinnings for a democratic society and state. 
Narrow interest groups championed procedural designs that could give them an 
upper hand in political struggles but had no interest in a serious constitutional 
debate. Similarly, the pacted transition with safeguards for the communist 
establishment impeded the emergence of high-quality democratic institutions.

This political gradualism has contrasted rather sharply with Poland’s radical 
approach to the dismantling of central planning and its rapid transition to an 
open market economy. Thus, as we show in this chapter, Poland’s economic 
performance appears to have been superior to its political one, although it was 
inferior in the 2000s to most of other new 2004 EU members despite the world 
economic slowdown in 2008.

Quality of Democracy and Institutional Design 
in Comparative Perspective

Since the collapse of communism, which has highlighted the importance of 
institutions and political arrangements for economic growth and prosperity, the 
‘quality of democracy’ has regularly been the subject of international surveys. 
We use two sets of measures to capture changes in the quality of democracy 

2 See <http://www.democracyranking.org/en/ranking.htm> (viewed March 2010).
3 O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986:37–9).
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in Poland and the other four members of the Luxembourg group. The first set, 
based on data from the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD), assesses the pace of building a market-based economy, while the second, 
derived from the World Bank’s data on governance, measures the change in the 
quality of political institutions.

Dismantling.of.Central.Planning:.The.pace.of.moving.
to.competitive.markets

The ‘economic assessment’ data, derived from the estimates reported annually 
by the EBRD, seek to capture changes in two types of economic reforms: economic 
liberalisation and the emergence of institutions supporting competitive markets. 
The first—also labelled the ‘first-generation reform’—entails the removal of 
central controls over prices and the state monopoly over foreign trade, the 
introduction of a convertible domestic currency for current account transactions, 
and small-scale privatisation. The second type—labelled the ‘second-generation 
reform’—involves government and enterprise restructuring, competition policy, 
banking reform and interest rate liberalisation, the creation of security markets 
and non-bank financial institutions, and large-scale privatisation. 

Critical differences between these two types of reforms pertain to the pace and 
scope of changes. Technically, economic liberalisation can be implemented 
quickly. It reflects the extent to which direct state controls over prices, foreign 
trade and exchange rates have been removed and the progress of small-scale 
privatisation.4 The pace of removal of these controls tends to be directly correlated 
with the quality of democracy but inversely correlated with the incidence of 
corruption.5 Although without some degree of economic liberalisation no market 
economy can emerge, the second-generation institutional reforms consolidate 
the transition to a market economy. These institutional arrangements can vary, 
however, reflecting differences in the attained level of economic development.6 
In contrast with the first-generation reforms, the sequencing of institutional 
reforms and especially the choice of the mode of privatisation have tended to be 
determined by politics rather than the other way around.

Overall, Poland has stayed the course of economic reforms and established a 
sophisticated market economy, although its initial lead quickly evaporated (see 
Table 10.1). In 1990–91, Poland scored highest in economic liberalisation and 
institutional maturity. The Balcerowicz program, launched in January 1990, 
with the stroke of a pen introduced a convertible domestic currency for current 
account transactions, removed government controls on prices of most tradable 

4 These are captured in EBRD indicators of progress in transition (see Table 10.1).
5 See Hellman (1998) and Kamiński and Kamiński (2001).
6 Sala-I-Martin et al. (2009).
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goods, drastically reduced subsidies to state-owned enterprises and exposed 
them to competition from imports through the final abolition of residual state 
controls over foreign trade transactions and the suspension of import duties. 
Considering that it took 12 years after World War II for Western European 
countries to restore the convertibility of their domestic currencies, this was a 
remarkably bold program. With Poland’s economic growth rebounding in 1992, 
other ex-communist countries were encouraged to adopt similar measures. 
By 1995, the year preceding the EU Council’s decision to begin accession 
negotiations, all Luxemburg group members achieved the same liberalisation 
score of 76 per cent (see Table 10.1). By 2008, only Slovenia lagged behind other 
members of the Luxemburg group in the market liberalisation score.

Poland embarked on second-generation (institutional) reforms in 1990 with the 
most developed institutional base. Other Luxembourg group countries, with the 
exception of Slovenia, have quickly caught up and overtaken Poland in second-
generation reforms (see Table 10.2), although the differences have been rather 
negligible. In terms of progress in the 2000s, Estonia, together with other 2004 
new EU members—Latvia, Lithuania and Slovakia—made the largest strides in 
establishing competition-supporting institutions.

They also recorded the strongest growth rates in the 2000s. While in 1993–99 
Poland had the highest cumulative gross domestic product (GDP) growth, she 
had the second-lowest increase over the 2000–08 period, with only Hungary 
ranked below. In terms of GDP per capita relative to the richest Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, Poland recorded the 
strongest increase, of 24 per cent, amongst the Luxembourg group countries in 
1993–2000. But the increase of 25 per cent in 2000–08—albeit impressive—put 
Poland roughly on a par with the Czech Republic and Slovenia. It was, however, 
well below the spectacular increases of Estonia and other Baltic states as well as 
Slovakia. It appears that Poland failed to take advantage of opportunities offered 
by unprecedented strong growth of the world economy in 2001–07.7 While the 
links between institutions and economic growth performance are difficult to 
quantify, it is rather striking that Poland’s inability to tap fully the benefits of 
strong growth worldwide during this period coincided with a slowdown in 
structural second-generation reforms and contraction in the observed quality 
of democracy (see below).

7 Although this might have made Poland less vulnerable to a global slowdown in 2008–09, as its GDP 
increased 5 per cent; the contraction in GDP in Estonia of 4 per cent in 2008 has to be assessed by its cumulative 
increase in 2000–07 of 66 compared with Poland’s cumulative increase of 33. This increases Poland’s number 
to 38 and lowers Estonia’s to 62.
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The.Pace.of.Transitioning.to.Liberal.Democracy

Political performance sets Poland apart from other Luxembourg group countries 
in one important aspect. In spite of being the only country with a huge civil 
society on the eve of transition—which is widely regarded to be a critical 
condition for high-quality democracy—it lagged behind other Luxembourg 
group countries over the past decade in terms of two indicators that we find 
useful to catch the depth of democracy and the quality of political governance: 
‘voice and accountability’ and the ‘rule of law’. These are two of seven dimensions 
addressed in the World Bank’s annual surveys of the quality of democracy in 
more than 200 countries across the world. ‘Voice and accountability’ covers 
freedom of expression and its effectiveness in making the political class 
accountable, whereas the ‘rule of law’ provides assessments of the judiciary and 
its capacity to enforce the law. The average of percentile rankings for these two 
dimensions—hereafter referred to as the Quality of Democracy (QoD) index—
measures the quality of political arrangements, with its higher values pointing 
to a ‘better’ political regime. The values of the QoD for Poland exceeded by a 
small margin, of 3–7 per cent, those of the worst performer in 1996–2003, and 
then stabilised at the bottom of the group (see Table 10.3).

Table 10.3 Change in the quality of democracy in the Luxembourg group 
countries and other 2004 new EU members in selected years between 
1996 and 2008 

1996 1998 2000 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Czech.Republic 78 75 74 71 72 75 74 76 75 80

Estonia 71 68 72 75 75 82 80 82 83 84

Hungary 80 78 80 80 80 81 77 79 78 77

Poland 74 72 77 75 74 74 72 65 66 69

Slovenia 80 75 76 83 83 81 79 79 80 82

Memorandum:

Latvia 63 63 64 69 70 70 67 69 70 72

Lithuania 59 59 66 68 70 73 72 71 68 71

Slovakia 59 59 66 68 70 73 72 71 68 71

Source: Authors’ own calculations derived from data in Kaufmann et al. (2009). 

Although Poland’s political arrangements were friendlier to democracy than in 
two-thirds of about 250 countries surveyed by the World Bank, the decline in 
the QoD environment between 2000 and 2008 relative to other countries in the 
Luxemburg group is shown in Table 10.3. The QoD for Poland fell from 77 to 
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69 per cent, with the largest contraction occurring in 2006.8 In comparison, 
the QoD increased between 2000 and 2008 in the Czech Republic, Estonia and 
Slovenia, but decreased in Hungary. This should not suggest that Poland has 
been moving away from democracy. Rather, other ex-communist countries have 
been making stronger progress. Considering the ‘pro-democracy’ assets that 
Poland seemed to have at the outset of the transition away from communism, 
this begs an explanation. 

The most visible difference in terms of the institutional design of political 
governance is that Poland has opted for a mixed presidential/parliamentary 
system and a proportional representation (PR) electoral system.9 Amongst new 
EU members from Central and South-Eastern Europe, only Poland, Bulgaria and 
Romania have this type of government; all other countries have parliamentary 
democracy. In other words, the country that initiated the democratic transition 
from communism is the only fully fledged democracy among post-communist 
countries with a mixed presidential/parliamentary system.10

As all post-communist countries scoring higher than Poland on the QoD 
scale are parliamentary democracies, it would be tempting to conclude that 
the parliamentary system is better for democracy. This is not necessarily so. 
While Poland’s QoD scores are significantly higher than those for many other 
countries with a mixed type of government, there are also countries with 
mixed parliamentary–presidential systems that achieve higher QoD scores than 
Poland. For example, the QoD for Poland was 10 percentage points higher in 
2008 than the QoD for Bulgaria—the highest-scoring post-communist country 
with the mixed system of government. Among EU members, however, there 
are five countries—Austria, Finland, France, Ireland and Portugal—with mixed 
presidential and parliamentary systems that have achieved higher values of QoD 
than new EU members with parliamentary systems.11 Clearly, the QoD scores are 
not necessarily determined by the type of government system per se.

8 Furthermore, the QoD for Poland in 2008 was lower than for Latvia and Lithuania but still higher than 
that for Bulgaria and Romania.
9 Among Luxembourg group countries, Estonia, Lithuania and the Czech Republic have presidents elected 
in direct elections. Except for Lithuania, the powers of president, however, are more limited and clearly 
delineated, so they do not meet the criteria of a mixed type of government. 
10 It is interesting to note that all Balkan countries—signatories of stabilisation and association agreements 
with the European Union—also have mixed systems of government. Among former Soviet republics, only 
Ukraine had a mixed system of government in 2008. For a comparative assessment of the quality of political 
environment and type of government across all post-communist countries, see Kamiński and Kamiński (2009).
11 Yesilada and Wood (2010).
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‘Pacted’ Transition and Institutional Design

Why has Poland chosen the semi-presidential type of government while other 
post-communist countries that experienced transition to liberal democracy 
without significant bumps and deviations have chosen parliamentary 
democracy? And, why was this arrangement—designed to guide Poland 
through a gradual transition to democracy before the collapse of communism in 
1989—incorporated in the Constitution adopted eight years later in 1997? Also, 
if the choice of a semi-presidential government does not necessarily weaken 
democracy—as was argued earlier—what other factors related to Poland’s 
transition from communism can explain its weaker political performance? 

With regard to the choice of the type of government, the transition literature 
merely suggests that specific constellations of interests and expectations 
concerning the payoffs determine outcomes.12 Although this observation 
provides clues as to where to look for answers, it is fairly general and fails to 
account for country-specific factors associated with the collapse of communism 
in each ex-communist country. The uniqueness of Poland stems from the fact 
that it was the first country to terminate the Communist Party’s monopoly 
of political power, thus setting an example for other Soviet Bloc countries to 
follow. As a pace setter, Poland—once communist and opposition leaders began 
their historic project of peaceful transitioning from leaky totalitarianism to 
democracy in January 1989—had to manage two sources of uncertainty and, 
thus, its departure from communism made two previous unknowns known. 

First—Gorbachev’s reforms notwithstanding—there was considerable 
uncertainty about the Soviet response to a possible loss of power by the 
communists. Despite Gorbachev’s official rejection of the Brezhnev Doctrine in 
1988, there remained considerable uncertainty about Moscow’s zone of tolerance 
as well as about the stability of Gorbachev’s position in 1989–91. Soviet apathy to 
Solidarity’s electoral triumph signalled that Moscow recognised if not accepted 
the right of Soviet Bloc countries to self-determination.13

Second, since the communist establishment was not united in its desire to 
negotiate and possibly share power with Solidarity, the peaceful response of 
domestic communist authorities could not be taken for granted. Hardline local 
communists still hoped that Moscow’s stand would change and that they could 
rely on their control of various levers of power. Bronisław Geremek, one of 
the chief personalities of the Solidarity camp, explained the lack of response 

12 See, for instance, Bunce (2003:170–4) and O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986:4–7).
13 Ash (2009) quotes Rakowski’s conversation in August 1989 (recorded in Rakowski’s diary) with 
Gorbachev, who suggested that a new variant of martial law would be ‘impossible…and…however wearisome 
it would be, we would have to get out of this situation without resorting to such means’.
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from Solidarity to frequent violations by communists in April and May 1989 
of agreements reached during the round table negotiations by stressing that 
the communists still controlled the means of oppression and there was no 
certainty that they would not use them. The Solidarity side had to stick to the 
letter of the agreements simply because an open rebellion might have led not 
only to bloodshed but also to the communists’ refutation of the agreements.14 
On the communist side, General Jaruzelski together with his Prime Minister, 
Mieczysław Rakowski, had a hard time prevailing over strong internal 
opposition to negotiations and subsequent agreements. The split within the 
communist establishment shaped the dynamics and content of negotiations. 
Peaceful acceptance by the communist establishment of the outcome of the first, 
limited, free elections in June 1989 decreased, if not completely removed, this 
source of uncertainty.

In consequence, Poland’s transition had to be ‘pacted’—that is, it had to 
contain safeguards against both domestic and external threats to the process. 
While the demise of communism in Hungary is also referred to as a ‘pacted’ 
or ‘cooperative’ transition,15 the similarity is superficial. Although in both 
countries negotiations between the ruling Communist Party and the opposition 
preceded elections, there were important differences between them. In contrast 
with Poland, in Hungary, no opposition group could claim representation of a 
large portion of society.16 Free elections were a foregone conclusion in Hungary 
as there were no threats of domestic or external interventions in the aftermath 
of Solidarity’s success in Poland’s 1989 elections. And, most importantly, the 
Hungarian ‘pact’ contained no institutional safeguards that would assure the 
continuation of the communist establishment’s hold on power, as was the case 
with Poland’s round table agreements. The Hungarian transition did not need 
safeguards as Poland’s pact and its outcomes effectively reduced unknowns that 
followers had to deal with. 

The decision of the Polish communist establishment to launch negotiations with 
Solidarity in January 1989 was primarily a response to domestic developments 
throughout 1988 rather than a reaction to external shocks, although Gorbachev’s 
policy of glasnost and perestroika as well as his new foreign policy must have 
also played a role. The need to deal with the wave of strikes in 1988 presented the 
government with a dilemma of where to look for a go-between. The mediation 
by the Catholic Church was not sufficient. Faced with the prospect of further 
unrest and the radicalisation of Solidarity, the authorities turned to Lech Wałęsa 
and other Solidarity leaders to help contain the growing labour unrest.17 Thus, 

14 See Geremek and Żakowski (1990:145).
15 McFaul (2002).
16 Stokes (1993).
17 Kamiński and Kurczewska (1994).
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Solidarity was finally recognised as the ‘official opposition’—seven years after 
it was declared illegal on 13 December 1981. An invitation to round table talks 
followed. Not unlike the communist establishment, Solidarity members were 
also not unanimous in their support for negotiations with those responsible for 
the imposition of martial law in 1981. 

Hence, participants in the round table negotiations faced uncertainty about 
not only Moscow’s zone of tolerance and the strength of Gorbachev’s position 
within the Soviet communist establishment, but also expectations of their own 
constituencies. Thus, both sides were uncertain about their own strength. 
Solidarity was uncertain about its ability to gain wider social support and the 
communist establishment was uncertain about the extent of its support and its 
capacity to control the state’s apparatus of repression. Both sides had to assess 
their potential payoffs—that is, economic and political changes that could be 
negotiated. But, both sides shared a common goal: to suppress those segments of 
society that wished to disrupt negotiations. Solidarity had to demobilise its most 
radical members whereas the communist establishment had to keep in check its 
members most ardently opposed to the loss of its monopoly of political power.

While both sides sought to find ways to set in motion a gradual transition to 
liberal democracy that would bring about social stability, they differed as to 
the measures to be taken, their timing and the overall length of the transition 
process. There was consensus that change was to be incremental rather than 
radical as the loss of control by either the communist establishment or Solidarity 
could trigger social unrest. To retain public support, Solidarity aimed to extract 
concessions involving political rights such as freedom of speech and association, 
liberalisation of censorship, and acceptance of partly free elections that 
would guarantee Solidarity a place in parliamentary politics. The communist 
establishment wanted to keep control of the government and guarantee for itself 
and its allies a constitutional majority in the Parliament.

The result was a pact: the round table agreements, which not only set out a 
framework for an orderly and gradual transition to liberal democracy controlled 
by the communist establishment, it also made a critical constitutional choice of 
the type of government and electoral system. It established a semi-presidential 
system of government with electoral law based on single-member electoral 
districts each allotted to a different party. The choice was not the product of 
grand debate as to which of many possible systems of government and electoral 
arrangements would best ensure that the ‘public voice’ was heard and politicians 
were held accountable—variables critical for the quality of democracy. The 
political expediency of assuring the communist establishment’s political 
control of the transition during a five-year period was the major consideration 
determining this critical constitutional choice. For the communist establishment, 
two safety measures had to be inserted into the agreements to accomplish this 
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goal. The first was the electoral arrangement that provided for only 35 per cent 
of the parliamentary seats to be freely elected, with the remaining 65 per cent 
allocated to communists and their various allies.18 Elections were scheduled 
for 4 June 1989—less than two months after the round table agreements were 
signed. This short lead-time was supposed to prevent Solidarity from launching 
an effective electoral campaign. 

The other safety measure had two components. First, the 1952 Constitution was 
amended to extend the powers of the President over national defence, internal 
affairs and foreign policy, with the office implicitly reserved for the first five-
year term for a nominee of the communist establishment to be endorsed by a 
new bicameral National Assembly consisting of the Sejm (the lower house of 
Parliament) and the Senate.19 The office of President was effectively reserved for 
the communist establishment strongman, General Wojciech Jaruzelski. Second, 
as an extra precaution, the presidential term was set for six years so that the 
communist establishment could retain some additional control in case the first 
genuinely free elections—to be held in one year—triggered social unrest, 
endangering members of the communist establishment.20

These safety measures failed to guarantee the ‘desired’ outcome for the 
communist establishment, as it suffered a disastrous electoral defeat on 4 June 
1989. The scope of the defeat was enormous, changing completely the political 
landscape and the calculations of all political actors involved. Despite a very 
short electoral campaign, the network of Civic Committees—sparked by the 
establishment of the ‘Civic Committee to Lech Wałęsa’ and organised around 
the then legally existing Clubs of Catholic Intelligentsia and the underground 
Solidarity chapters—launched an impressive campaign that brought the stunning 
electoral victory.21 Following the elections, the communist establishment’s allied 
parties—the parties that in the People’s Poland were completely subordinated 
to the communist establishment, although not formally part of it—were ready to 
switch sides, thus undermining the 65 per cent electoral safeguard. Eventually, 
this facilitated the formation of a coalition government with the post of prime 
minister to be held by Solidarity. As a result, a government led by a non-
communist emerged in Central Europe for the first time since the imposition of 
communism in the aftermath of World War II. As this was achieved by peaceful 
means, a path was cleared for other communist countries to follow.

18 The provision assigning guaranteed seats to the communist establishment was not to apply in the 
following elections to be held four years later.
19 The President has also obtained the power to veto acts of the Sejm with two-thirds of votes, to overhaul 
the presidential veto and to dissolve Parliament if it takes steps undermining the President’s discretion over 
national defence and observing existing military alliances. Wojciech Jaruzelski, leader of the communist 
establishment, was elected by the National Assembly by one vote.
20 Kamiński (1992).
21 Słodkowska (2001).
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Further, political developments in Poland also demonstrated that self-imposed 
constraints intended to mitigate the risks of external and internal intervention 
lost their relevance, as there was neither a Soviet intervention nor a domestic 
backlash from hardline communists and their apparatus of repression. And, 
following the collapse of the Communist Party, a completely new political 
situation emerged, making the round table agreements completely out of sync 
with societal aspirations and freedoms enjoyed in countries that got rid of 
communist rule after Poland. There was growing political momentum in favour 
of scrapping the anachronistic ‘pact’ and accelerating political change. Society 
demonstrated a surprising degree of self-organising capacity during and after 
the electoral campaign, threatening the negotiated pact. 

With the disappearance of the Communist Party, however, the cohesion of 
Solidarity also disappeared. The so-called ‘war at the top’ pitched Prime 
Minister, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, and several other Solidarity participants in 
the round table negotiations against Lech Wałęsa, who was highly critical of 
Mazowiecki’s commitment to stick to the letter and spirit of the ‘pact’. Although 
Wałęsa eventually prevailed, this not only marked the end of Solidarity as a 
national movement, it also deflated pressures for institutional change in society 
at large. As Ekiert and Kubik show,22 an informal agreement among forces of 
the new pro-democratic establishment, including reformist former communist 
establishment members, and some former Solidarity leaders, emerged with an 
explicit goal to demobilise society.

Whether there actually was such an agreement is not critical. The delays in 
holding genuinely free elections and prevarications about the choice of electoral 
system have effectively suppressed the political momentum and energy released 
by the 1989 election. Although free elections were held in September 1991—
two years earlier than envisaged by the round table agreements—this was more 
than a year after such elections were held in most other ex-Soviet Bloc countries. 
Political participation was further weakened by tinkering with the electoral 
system.23 The proportional representation (PR) system that was adopted had no 
threshold and the Hare-Niemeyer method of transferring votes into mandates 
favoured small parties. Twenty-eight parties won seats in the Sejm and eight 
formed the governing coalition. Both the delay and the PR system saved the 
former Communist Party from total political annihilation. Paradoxically, while 
the idea of adopting PR came out of the already deeply divided post-Solidarity 
camp, it was eagerly supported by the reformed communist establishment.24

22 Ekiert and Kubik (1999).
23 Kamiński et al. (1998).
24 See Kaminski (2002); Słodkowska (2001:21–2); and Zakrzewska (1993:135–6).
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While one can ponder endlessly over the underlying political calculations of 
the various political factions involved in making this critical constitutional 
decision, the bottom line is that short-term political expediency prevailed over 
the more ambitious task of building long-term institutional foundations for a 
competitive and transparent political system. Entrenched interests derailed any 
political debate on broader constitutional issues. The loss of the constitutional 
momentum was bitterly noted by Zakrzewska, a respected constitutional lawyer 
who participated as an expert in the parliamentary deliberations on the new 
constitutional order.25 Among foreign observers, Ackermann and Dahrendorf 
made similar observations, with the latter explaining to ‘his Polish friend’—
to borrow a subtitle of his book—the importance of designing constitutional 
arrangements and strengthening civil society.26

The long-term impact of these poorly designed political institutions has been 
increasingly apparent in the lack of cooperation between political parties 
and their inability to compromise and reach agreements. Having examined 
parliamentary politics in Poland in the 1990s, Kamiński27 concludes that political 
instability, social inefficiencies and economic underperformance during this 
period can be attributed to the institutional vacuum resulting from the lack 
of cooperation among political actors. It is likely that had Solidarity leaders 
spent more time debating institutional design and the Constitution during the 
initial stages of transition, instead of attacking each other and jockeying for 
position, the quality of democracy would have been vastly improved. Instead, 
the constitutional moment for liberal revolution—to borrow an apt phrase from 
Ackerman28—or a window of opportunity was missed.29 Ackerman also notes 
that the choice of the type of government and organisation of the state rather 
than the transfer of property rights to the private sector should have been the 
priority. But continuing institutional reform has not been the priority for any 
post-communist government.

Concluding Observation

Some two decades after the demise of communism, Poland lags behind other 
members of the Luxemburg group in the quality of democracy. Had Poland not 
been best endowed to handle transition on the eve of the collapse of communism 
and paved the way for dismantling communism in other Soviet Bloc countries, 

25 Zakrzewska (1993).
26 Ackermann (1992) and Dahrendorf (1990).
27 Kamiński (2003).
28 Ackerman (1992).
29 It is worth noting that it was not missed as far as economic reforms were concerned. Balcerowicz (1994) 
has also referred to this moment as the ‘honeymoon’ or ‘period of extraordinary politics’.
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this state of affairs would not have been of interest. The developments in 
1980–89 led to the emergence of a well-developed civil society with self-
organising capacities that were tested on many occasions, including during the 
hastily organised elections in June 1989. Ironically, Poland had already lost its 
leading position in political transformation in 1990 when most other former 
Soviet satellites freely elected their post-communist governments, while Poland 
persisted with its ‘pacted’ arrangements and with the former First Secretary of 
the Communist Party—responsible for the imposition of martial law in 1981—as 
its president.

Subsequent developments have demonstrated that the huge civil society 
embodied in Solidarity—which had no equivalent in any other post-communist 
country—was also a source of weakness. The disappearance of external and 
internal threats that bonded Solidarity together led to its fragmentation and 
fratricidal struggles. As a result, a much more important issue of establishing 
the constitutional underpinnings for a democratic society and state has been 
crowded out by politicking narrow interest groups. The ‘pacted’ transition with 
built-in safeguards for the communist establishment thus erected barriers to 
the emergence of high-quality political institutions. But its legacy—the mixed 
presidential–parliamentary system of government—is not wholly responsible 
for subsequent poor political performance. The struggle for power within the 
increasingly fragmented Solidarity appears to have also been responsible for 
disappointing political performance. 

Polish economic transformation, however, which symptomatically was not a 
part of the round table agreements and for which gradualism as an approach 
to first-generation reforms was rejected, was initially not adversely affected 
by Poland’s poor political performance. The country quickly embarked on the 
path of sustainable long-term economic growth while economic institutions and 
policies introduced under the Balcerowicz transformation-cum-stabilisation 
program have been sufficiently resilient to cope with the ill-designed political 
system, albeit with an important qualification. The deterioration in the values 
of the QoD index in 2000–06, however, coincided with sub-par economic 
growth performance relative to other new 2004 EU member states except for 
Hungary. Although Poland’s performance was exceptionally good in 2008, it has 
to be assessed against relatively modest growth gains in the years preceding the 
current economic bust and marked improvement in the QoD index. Perhaps it 
should be seen as an illustration of the ‘disadvantage of an early lead’ as well as 
evidence that bold reforms bring fruits later, rather than earlier.

Note: The authors are grateful to Marek Kamiński, Stefan Markowski and two anonymous referees for their 
comments on earlier versions of this paper. The usual caveats apply.
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The European Union’s Politics of 
Identity and the Legacy of 1989

STEFAN.AUER

The European Union loves anniversaries. To the extent that the European Union 
seeks to foster European identity, it is not surprising that it is increasingly 
deploying tools and methods that states use to create nations: commemoration 
of key moments in the nation’s history serve as rallying points for national 
attachments, creating, or strengthening, a sense of national identity. 

Europe is different to nations. The European Union is not a state and Europe 
struggles to turn its history, or, to be more precise, its many histories, into 
one unifying narrative. From the outset, the European project was based on 
a somewhat paradoxical relationship with the past. Europeans were initially 
united more by that which they rejected than that to which they aspired. In 
1945, the great French poet Paul Valéry described the European predicament: 
‘We hope vaguely, we dread precisely.’1 What people vaguely hoped for was 
peace; what they dreaded was the devastation of past wars. To find more positive 
sources of identification in their past, Europeans had to reach back further, to 
the Enlightenment period and its cosmopolitan ideals,2 which found expression 
in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony with Schiller’s Ode to Joy. It is thus fitting that 
the European Union adopted the tune of the symphony’s finale as its anthem in 
1986.3

As successful as the project of Europe’s unity has been in securing peace and 
prosperity underpinned by a strong commitment to liberal democracy, the 
European project was initially limited to Western Europe. The collapse of 
communism enabled Europe to reach beyond these limitations. For the first time 
in their turbulent histories, the nations of Europe in the West and in the East 
could pursue unity together. The peaceful revolutions in Central and Eastern 
Europe gave the European Union a new set of images and a date to remember: 
9 November 1989—the day on which the Berlin Wall lost its purpose.

1 Leonard (2005:9).
2 Darnton (2002).
3 Clark (1997:800).
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One of the first public celebrations of this event was the performance in the 
Schauspielhaus Berlin (East Germany) of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony by a 
multinational orchestra with musicians from Germany, Russia, the United 
Kingdom, the United States and France, and conducted by Leonard Bernstein. 
Responding to the spirit of the time—the concert took place only a few weeks 
after the demise of the wall—Bernstein felt justified in making a small but 
significant change to Schiller’s lyric, substituting the word ‘Freiheit’ (freedom) 
for ‘Freude’ (joy). Ever since, the liberation of 1989 and Beethoven’s famous 
finale seem to have gone hand in hand as two positive symbols of European 
unity. The same music accompanied celebrations of the ‘big-bang’ enlargement 
in May 2004, which brought eight countries from the former Eastern Bloc into 
the European Union, followed by the admission of Bulgaria and Romania in 
January 2007.4

Twenty years after the demise of communism, the European Union has 
succeeded in revamping its institutional architecture through the adoption of 
the Lisbon Treaty. The new Europe of 27 member states needs more, however, 
than new institutions; it requires a new self-understanding. Judging from 
a number of recent attempts by key EU actors, achieving a basic agreement 
about the ‘meaning’ of decisive events in Europe’s recent past, including 
9 November 1989, might prove at least as troublesome as the protracted process 
of institutional reform. 

The main aim of this chapter is to show the limits of EU identity politics, with a 
particular focus on the legacy of 1989 in Poland, Germany and Europe at large. 
The first section of the chapter presents the traditional Western narrative of 
European unification from the Schuman declaration of 9 May 1950, which is 
celebrated officially as Europe’s birthday, to the Treaty of Maastricht of 1993, 
which strengthened Europe’s unity practically and symbolically through the 
creation of the European Union. The second section focuses on one recent EU 
attempt to assimilate 1989 into this preconceived narrative. The third section 
analyses the pitfalls of this attempt from a Polish perspective, contrasting official 
EU accounts with the nuances and historical sensitivities surrounding the 
demise of communism. The fourth, and last, section will show that even a more 
sensitive commemoration of the fall of the wall in Berlin on 9 November 2009 
was not free of dissonance. This leads to the concluding remarks, which bring 
together the various strands of the key argument of the article, highlighting 
that the instrumentalisation of the legacy of 1989 could damage the European 
Union’s credibility rather than enhance its legitimacy.

4 One of the best videos about EU enlargement is devoted to Bulgaria’s accession: ‘Bulgaria in EU: Ode 
to Joy’ (<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5YRATI__jKU>, viewed 28 December 2009). Not surprisingly, 
the video produced by the EC audiovisual services to celebrate the 2004 enlargement is also underlined by 
Beethoven’s Ode to Joy.
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From Schuman to Maastricht: Europe Day and 
the European anthem

The Schuman Declaration harks back to the legacy of World War II. The French 
Foreign Minister, Robert Schuman, was fully aware of the significance of its 
timing, ‘almost five years to the day since Germany’s unconditional surrender’,5 
even though the actual release date of his plan was contingent on a series of 
negotiations between French, American and British partners. The declaration 
was aimed at the preservation of peace in Europe by elevating West Germany 
into an equal partner in pursuit of a European federation, which was to be 
accomplished by means of piecemeal economic cooperation. As Jean Monnet, 
the architect of the Schuman Plan, later recalled, in order to overcome traditional 
enmities between France and Germany, ‘the Franco-German problem’ had to be 
turned into ‘a European problem’.6 From the very beginning, the project was 
open to other European nations, with the notable exception of the countries 
under the Soviet sphere of influence. France and Germany were soon joined by 
Italy and the Benelux countries (Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg). 

According to Fabrice Larat, one of the key aims of Europe Day was to reaffirm7

the continuity between the objectives introduced at that time in the 
Schuman Declaration (Franco-German reconciliation, peace, stability, 
economical growth) and the basic principles of the European Union 
(willingness of the participating countries to restrict their own power, 
the abandoning of sovereign rights, and the rejection of nationalism). 

It is worthwhile remembering that many contemporaries did not perceive the 
Schuman Declaration as a major event with far-reaching consequences. The fact 
that it is considered a milestone in Europe’s integration nowadays is largely a 
testimony to the success of the European Commission and other EU institutions 
in making it so. Europe Day has been officially celebrated since 1985. 

Yet, there are limitations to Europe Day as a symbol that unites all the peoples 
of Europe. Unwittingly, it is also a reminder of the elitist and secretive nature 
of the project, at least originally. It remains one of the paradoxes of postwar 
European history that ‘the western part of Europe gained an institutional 
dimension through the European Coal and Steel Community in 1952 and the 
European Economic Community (EEC) in 1958 at precisely the time when a 
popular European feeling of community was at a low ebb’.8 To protect peace 

5 Schuman cited in Fontaine (2000:6).
6 Monnet (1978:294).
7 Larat (2005:276).
8 Mayer and Palmowski (2004:580).
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in Europe, the peoples of Europe had to be protected from themselves—from 
their fear and distrust of their neighbours, and their desire for revenge. Owing 
to such sentiments, a people’s Europe had to be built largely without the 
people’s involvement. Indeed, in the early stages of European integration, the 
project was shaped by ‘Monnet’s vision of the EEC as a technocratic creation 
that would bring about a thoroughly “modernized” Europe created by an 
enlightened bureaucracy’.9 This did not pose any significant problems as long 
as the European project did not have much effect on the daily lives of citizens. 

The postwar transformation of Western Europe amounted to a ‘quiet revolution’ 
of a peculiar kind.10 This top-down revolution radically changed the relationship 
between nation-states by subordinating them to a supranational legal order, 
which was, however, created by distinctly moderate means. The key instrument 
in this transformation from the 1960s through to the 1980s was the European 
Court of Justice.11 It was only in the 1980s and the 1990s that European elites 
recognised and consolidated these revolutionary changes by undertaking 
ambitious institutional reforms that culminated in the creation of the European 
Union. With the increased push towards closer integration through the Single 
European Act in 1986 and the Treaty of Maastricht in 1993, questions of 
legitimacy and popular consent gained importance, leading to a concerted effort 
to foster European identity.

Radical institutional changes in the 1980s and 1990s were thus accompanied by 
an increased focus on the politics of identity, with the introduction of a number 
of official symbols of European unification. As noted above, these included 
Europe Day, the European anthem and European citizenship. If the Schuman 
Declaration, celebrated on Europe Day, can be seen as a practical answer to the 
prevalent negative sentiment in Europe immediately after World War II (‘never 
again war’),12 the European anthem is the expression of the positive eighteenth-
century ideal of the universal brotherhood of man. While the former seeks 
to foster European unity on the shared sense of revulsion at Europe’s history 
marred by excessive violence, the latter seeks to achieve this by reminding 
Europeans of their Enlightenment heritage, embodied in the ideals of the 

9 Ibid., p. 580.
10 Weiler (1994).
11 As Eric Stein observed in a classic study (1981:1), ‘tucked away in the fairyland Duchy of Luxembourg 
and blessed, until recently, with benign neglect by the powers that be and the mass media, the Court of 
Justice of the European Communities has fashioned a constitutional framework for a federal-type structure 
in Europe’.
12 This slogan usually entails, particularly in Germany, the rejection of the ultimate crime of World War II: 
‘never again Auschwitz.’ In line with this, Helmut Dubiel (2003:68) described ‘the Holocaust as a foundational 
myth for the European Union’. The nations in Central and Eastern Europe have sought to expand on this myth 
by including the rejection of Stalinism alongside Nazism in the European self-understanding. This cause has 
been advanced particularly in the European Parliament, which in September 2008 designated 23 August, 
the anniversary of the Nazi–Soviet non-aggression pact of 1939, as the ‘European Day of Remembrance for 
Victims of Stalinism and Nazism’. 
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French Revolution of 1789 (if not in its practice, which was also not free of 
violence). European citizenship combines the pragmatic spirit of the Schuman 
Declaration with the cosmopolitan ideal expressed in the European anthem.13 It 
is pragmatic in that it merely supplements, rather than substitutes, the existing 
national citizenship. Yet, by reminding Europe’s citizens of rights they have as 
Europeans—particularly freedom of movement—European citizenship arguably 
enhances a sense of European identity.14

Almost at the same time as Western Europe accelerated its ‘quiet revolution’ from 
above, a bottom-up revolution was taking place in Central and Eastern Europe. 
This took political elites in the West by surprise. The European Economic 
Community and the European Union took a long time to develop an adequate 
response to a dramatically changed geopolitical situation. Twenty years later, 
however, insofar as the European Union wants to be seen as a ‘people’s Europe’, 
it seems to make sense for it to claim ownership of the ‘people’s revolutions’ of 
1989.15

9 November 1989 from an EU Perspective 
(Commemorated in May–June 2009)

What better symbol could be found for a new Europe—one without borders 
and past enmities—than 9 November 1989, when the demise of the Berlin 
Wall marked the end of the postwar division of Europe? It appears that the 
European Union, having established an anthem and a Europe Day, seeks to 
appropriate a new symbol capable of eliciting true affection: the fall of the wall, 
with emotional images of people suddenly experiencing freedom. It was not just 
freedom of movement between one part of the city and another, but freedom 
from communist dictatorship that people celebrated on the streets of a reunited 
city, which was to lead to the reunification of Germany, and, eventually, the 
unification of the whole continent. 

13 It is worthwhile noting that the anthem does this implicitly, for it has no lyrics. According to Caryl Clark 
(1997:801), the anthem is ‘truly a bastard child of the Enlightenment: a song without words; hope without a 
text’. Yet, Clark’s detailed study also shows why this was politically necessary: ‘to sanction a German-language 
text would risk disturbing the ghost that still haunts the European Union—the ghost of Germany ascendant’ 
(p. 803). Moreover, the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty in November 2009 further reduced the official status 
of the anthem, as there is no explicit reference to it in the way envisaged by the failed Constitutional Treaty. 
The European Union has thus an anthem without words that dares not speak its name. 
14 Bruter (2005:156–8).
15 Very few serious commentators could be as blinded by their enthusiasm for the European Union as to 
consider it the main reason for the demise of communism. William Pfaff (2007), for one, celebrated the fiftieth 
anniversary of the Treaty of Rome by proclaiming: ‘Fundamentally, the EU did it…The European Union, more 
than any other single factor, was responsible for the defeat of the Soviet Union in the cold war.’ 
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In May 2009, the audiovisual services of the European Commission released a 
three-minute-long video to mark the ‘20th Anniversary of democratic change 
in Central and Eastern Europe’ (its official title). Its story is as simple as it is 
captivating. Against the background of an extremely brief recapitulation of key 
moments in the struggle against communism (Hungary 1956; Czechoslovakia 
1968; Poland 1981; Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia 1989; Romania 1989), the short 
movie depicts a Europe without borders through the personal experience of 
someone born on that memorable day: 9 November 1989. 

Here is the storyline in more detail. A baby boy was born at the very time 
when liberty was born in Berlin—liberty for Germany and the whole of Europe. 
Uplifting music underlines the young parents’ joy over the newborn, reinforced 
through public joy over the fall of the wall (as can be seen on a television screen 
in the maternity ward). As the boy learns to walk, the countries of the former 
Eastern Bloc take their first steps towards national independence and freedom 
(Soviet troop withdrawal from Hungary in June 1991; independence of Lithuania 
in November 1991). When the boy turns six, the small German family drives for 
a holiday to France, experiencing the newly established Europe without borders 
(‘Open borders’, 1995). A fifteen-year-old boy celebrates the enlargement of the 
European Union (‘Europe reunited’, 2004). Finally, the twenty-year-old young 
man, taking a photograph of the Brandenburg Gate, is ambushed by his friends, 
who join him to celebrate his twentieth birthday. 

Although this sanitised, politically correct depiction of birthday celebrations 
aimed to please everyone (somewhat implausibly, twenty-year-olds chose to 
celebrate with a strawberry cake and soft drinks!), it triggered a minor upheaval 
in the Polish media and on the pages of YouTube. From an EU perspective, 
the storyline made perfect sense. A lively and visually engaging production 
effectively assimilated the revolutions of 1989 into the established narrative of 
Western European integration. It is surely not accidental, for example, that the 
German family chose France as its holiday destination. The choice reinforced 
the common understanding that at the centre of the European project was the 
process of Franco-German reconciliation, which turned both countries into 
reliable partners for each other and Europe at large. For a long time, France and 
Germany have indeed been seen as the engine of European integration. After 
the demise of communism in Central and Eastern Europe, it was expected that 
this model of reconciliation could be extended to the whole continent.

Yet, even as the movie celebrated a Europe without borders—which became 
a reality through the Schengen Treaty in 1995—citizens from Poland and 
other countries of Central and Eastern Europe had to accept limitations on 
their freedom of movement. They could not work in Germany before 2011, 
for example, owing to a transitional measure that the old member states were 
allowed to apply to people from the new members states. France lifted its 
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restrictions in July 2008, four years after the enlargement, having recovered 
from the somewhat paranoid fear of the ‘Polish plumber’, which contributed to 
the defeat of the Constitutional Treaty in the 2005 referendum in France.16

Polish Responses: ‘Nie ma wolności bez 
Solidarności’17

From the Polish perspective, the timing of the video release could not have been 
worse. While the audiovisual services of the European Commission might have 
conceived it as a timely reminder of the fifth anniversary of enlargement (1 May 
2004), Poles were about to celebrate the twenty-year anniversary of the first 
semi-free elections on 4 June 1989. Just as that key Polish event was at the time 
largely overshadowed by more tragic and dramatic developments in China—
the violent suppression of the pro-democracy movement in Tiananmen Square 
provided far more exciting media images—the EU video prefigured that in 2009 
Poland’s peaceful revolution was going to be overshadowed by the celebrations 
of the fall of the Berlin Wall. As a number of Polish commentators and politicians 
observed, Poland’s contribution was reduced, in the EU video, to a few seconds 
of footage of General Jaruzelski reading the martial law proclamation on 14 
December 1981. There was no mention of Solidarność, or key personalities in 
the Polish struggle for liberty, such as John Paul II and Lech Wałęsa, and no 
reference to the round table discussions.18

Not surprisingly, then, Polish political elites across ideological divides, 
journalists and the people were united in their rejection of the EU video. Roza 
Thun, the then head of the EC Representation in Poland, denounced it as an 
‘idiotic error’ (idiotyczny bląd);19 Bogdan Zdrojewski, Minister of Culture, called 
it a ‘serious error’ (poważny błąd);20 and Donald Tusk, the Prime Minister, called 
it a ‘stupid blunder’ (głupia wpadka).21 Poland’s Ambassador to the European 
Union, Jan Tombiński, wrote a letter of complaint to Margot Wallström, the 
commissioner in charge of communication strategy, demanding alteration of the 

16 Hainsworth (2006:108–9).
17 ‘There is no freedom without Solidarity’ was a popular slogan in Poland in the 1980s. In allusion to 
this, Gazeta Wyborcza published a critical article about the EU video entitled ‘Bruksela o wolności bez 
“Solidarności”’ (‘Brussels on freedom without “Solidarity”’) (Uhlig 2009).
18 Jan Tombiński, Poland’s Ambassador to the European Union, was right to point out that the Polish round 
table resonated with ‘the archetype of the EU ideal’ (Guzik 2009). Just as political negotiations were at the 
heart of the ‘quiet revolution’ (Weiler 1994) that radically transformed postwar Europe, the Polish round table 
discussions pioneered a model for the negotiated revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe.
19 TVN24.pl, 17 May 2009 (<http://www.tvn24.pl/-1,1600629,0,1,idiotyczny-blad-komisji-
europejskiej,wiadomosc.html>, viewed 5 January 2010).
20 Ibid.
21 Uhlig and Pszczółkowska (2009).
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video.22 In a similar vein, Bogusław Sonik, member of the European Parliament 
for Civic Platform (Platforma Europejska), wrote to the EC President, José 
Manuel Barroso, that ‘artistic licence cannot be more important than historical 
facts’.23

Confronted with such a hostile reaction, the European Commission felt the need 
to respond, and released an amended version, which expanded on the footage of 
the Polish contribution, though it failed to satisfy most Polish commentators. In 
addition, the EC Representation in Poland in collaboration with the Office of the 
Committee for European Integration (UKIE) created a new video modelled on 
the original production but with a distinctly different focus. It was centred on a 
real person, Marta Włóka, a Polish student of Lódz University who was born on 
4 June 1989. It presented a day in the life of Włóka alongside key moments in 
Polish post-communist history, including the country’s entry into the European 
Union. The final scene shows Włóka saying a simple ‘Dziękuję’ (‘thank you’)—
directed presumably to all those who brought about a free Poland in a free 
Europe.24

The controversy about the EU representation of 1989 is not a trivial matter; from 
a Polish perspective, the depiction of freedom without Solidarity is not just 
incomplete; it is offensive. Unwittingly, it also revives old traumas. It reminds 
Poles that when it mattered, the rise and fall of the Solidarity movement was 
not met with sufficient solidarity by leading politicians in Western Europe, 
particularly in Germany. Helmut Schmidt, the then West German Chancellor, 
was visiting East Germany on 13 December 1981, the day on which General 
Jaruzelski proclaimed martial law. Schmidt was unwilling to jeopardise the 
progress made in the German–German relationship under the social democratic 
strategy of Ostpolitik, even if this required a more muted response to events in 
Poland. Queried by West German journalists about the martial law declaration, 
Schmidt ended up agreeing with his host, the leader of the East German state, 
Erich Honecker, that Jaruzelski’s radical step was necessary to preserve peace 
and political stability in Europe. Schmidt continued praising the visit as a sign 
of a ‘good neighbourly relationship’, which attracted fierce criticisms from the 
right-of-centre media.25 The editorials in the major left-wing weekly Der Spiegel 
shared Schmidt’s concern with political instability,26 dismissing ‘Polish romantic 

22 Guzik (2009).
23 Sonik (2009).
24 This production could have satisfied most Polish viewers (as can be seen from their responses on the 
YouTube web site), but it found generally far less viewers than the original video to which it responded. The 
fact that Włóka is real makes her look less real; the artistic imagination that gave rise to the original video 
led to the creation of a story that appears far more authentic than a somewhat pedestrian depiction of a real 
person! For more information about the video and a web link, see: <http://wyborcza.pl/1,76842,6688700,UE_
poprawila_spot_i_dodala_Bono__zobacz_film_.html> (accessed 5 January 2010).
25 FAZ (1981) and Reißmüller (1981).
26 Augstein (1981).
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dreams of greatness’ and blaming the Solidarity movement for endangering 
peace in Europe.27 Similar arguments were also advanced by Willy Brandt in his 
new role as the leader of the Socialist International.28

Poles’ perceptions of indifference to their plight extend to the immediate 
aftermath of the demise of communism in Central and Eastern Europe, when 
Western Europeans were preoccupied with Western European integration and 
the unification of Germany, rather than the enlargement of the European Union. 
Furthermore, Polish citizens were not able to take full advantage of European 
citizenship even years after their accession to the European Union, owing to the 
transitional measures described earlier, which restrict freedom of movement in 
a number of Western European countries. 

To understand the intensity of Polish responses to the twentieth anniversary 
video, it is important to bear in mind that this was not just an isolated case of 
misunderstanding. Two more recent examples will show that there is a broader 
pattern of biased representation of history that offends Polish sensitivities, with 
similar misconceptions about European history identified in school textbooks in 
France and Germany, and an EU museum concept. 

The first is the publication of a Franco-German history textbook for secondary 
schools, Histoire/Geschichte: L’Europe et le monde depuis 1945/Europa und die 
Welt seit 1945, which might contribute to the reconciliation between France and 
Germany, but at the expense of serious distortions of other European countries, 
including Poland. As a Polish historian and MEP (PiS), Wojciech Roszkowski, 
argued in a detailed study, amongst the major omissions in the book is its failure 
to mention the Soviet invasion of Poland on 17 September 1939 and, once again, 
the contribution of Solidarność. One does not need to accept all of Roszkowski’s 
harsh criticisms29 to see the shortcomings of an account of European history 
that—as a more sympathetic book reviewer put it—has a ‘scent of the core 
European stable’ (in a clear allusion to the excessive focus on the French and 
German contribution to European integration).30

27 In a similar way, Theo Sommer, wrote in the weekly Die Zeit, ‘it is not necessary to approve of the perfect 
military putsch of General Jaruzelski…Yet, we must wish it to be successful. The next act in this Polish drama 
would have been otherwise a massive military intervention’ (Sommer 1981).
28 FAZ, 22 December 1981.
29 He proclaimed the publication ‘a failure’, concluding: ‘The intention of creating common French-German 
memory in the young generation has become all the world to the authors. Since…European integration takes 
so much space then why is there no information about problems of Ireland, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Italy, 
Portugal, Greece or Cyprus, not to mention Eastern and Central Europe[an] countries? The knowledge from 
the textbook will shape the student’s incorrect belief that overcoming German and French nationalisms has 
enabled Europe to solve its main problems and that these two countries are supposed to play a special role in 
Europe and their mission is to manage the affairs of the European Union and European historical memory’ (see 
<http://www.euroclio.eu/download/2009/Wojciech%20Roszkowski%20-%20Criticism%20of%20New%20
History%20Textbook.pdf>, viewed 5 May 2010).
30 Hanimann (2006).
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Alongside schools, museums play a crucial role in shaping public perceptions 
of history and its meaning. This underlines the importance of the second, 
similar controversy triggered by the proposed design of the ‘House of European 
Memory’, which was initiated by the then President of the European Parliament, 
Dr Hans-Gert Pöttering. The proposal for the museum was drafted by a select 
group of experts drawn from across political and national divides, and was 
carefully framed in language that aimed to present a neutral view. Yet, the 
agreed ‘conceptual basis for a House of European History’ still prompted official 
protests from numerous MEPs, mainly from the new member states, who were 
concerned about ‘a number of serious omissions and misinterpretations’.31

9 November 1989, Commemorated in Berlin 
on 9 November 2009

It appears that the West learned a lesson from the embarrassment and discord 
caused by the ill-conceived EU video production commemorating the 1989 
revolutions. By the time of the actual celebrations of the fall of the wall, there 
was a clear sense that this was a truly European, or indeed a world, event that 
should not be considered in isolation. The city of Berlin, with the participation 
of the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Communication and the 
EC Representation in Berlin, organised the ‘Festival of Freedom’. In an elaborate 
installation consisting of 1000 giant styrofoam dominoes, a section of the Berlin 
Wall was ‘reconstructed’ in order to invoke the sequence of revolutionary 
events in 1989. Fittingly, the person asked to topple the first of these dominoes 
was none other than Lech Wałęsa. The domino pieces were decorated by school 
children from all around the world, depicting past and present divisions caused 
by political conflicts, with the first one stating simply ‘es began in Polen’ (it 
started in Poland).

The event was attended by world leaders representing the former Allies, each of 
whom addressed a large gathering of the people of Berlin: the French President, 
Nicholas Sarkozy, the Russian President, Dmitry Medvedev, the British Prime 
Minister, Gordon Brown, and the US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton. In the 
spirit of Franco-German friendship, the first guest invited to present a speech 
was Sarkozy. He started by complimenting the people gathered:

31 The letter addressed to the President of the European Parliament, dated 4 December 2008, listed 22 
objections to the ‘Conceptual Basis for a House of European History’ and was signed by 13 MEPs starting 
with Adam Bielan and Wojciech Roszkowski (both from the Polish conservative Law and Justice Party, which 
recently became a crucial partner for the British Conservatives in creating a new anti-federalist group, the 
‘European Conservatives and Reformists’) and finishing with György Schöpflin (a distinguished political 
scientist from the Hungarian Fidesz Party, which is a member of the ‘Group of the European People’s Party’). 
See <http://www.roszkowski.pl/www/media/files/aktualnosci/2008/34/List_ws_Domu_Historii.pdf>
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On 9 November 1989, you, the people of Berlin, changed the world 
by realizing your dream, the dream of freedom. On 9 November 1989, 
the whole world looked at Berlin, as you, the people of Berlin, brought 
down the wall of shame…This was possible because freedom-loving 
men and women dared to dream about [the] European ideal.32

Sarkozy continued by stressing the importance of Franco-German ‘friendship, 
brotherhood and solidarity’ for peace in Europe. He concluded by highlighting 
the message that ‘a reconciled Europe proudly embodies and projects to the 
wider world: “Wir sind Brüder, wir sind Berliner”’.33

Sarkozy’s speech was marred by three gaffes. First, he mispronounced the 
German concluding sentence, causing his attempt to emulate Kennedy’s famous 
‘Ich bin ein Berliner’ to fall flat. Second, Sarkozy’s relentless desire to be at the 
heart, if not the cause, of major events led him to claim that he was in Berlin on 
9 November 1989. His official Facebook page showed a photograph of the then 
young politician chipping off parts of the wall, as so many people of Berlin, 
as well as tourists from all around the world, did at the time. The revelation 
that Sarkozy actually arrived in Berlin only a few weeks later caused major 
embarrassment and was widely covered in the media worldwide. It was the 
third, and least noticed, gaffe, however, that is relevant to this study. As had 
many an EU official account in the past,34 Sarkozy disregarded the sequencing 
of events by saying that ‘you [the people of Berlin] tore down this wall, which 
everyone deemed indestructible, and from this day onwards other nations—
Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland—freed themselves from 
tyranny’ (my italics).35

Sarkozy’s gaffes unwittingly reveal that ‘EU Europe’ still has a long way to go 
in reaching a self-understanding that would be acceptable to all its members, 
old and new. Disregarding Sarkozy’s emphasis on Franco-German perspectives, 
there are other reasons why any celebrations of 9 November in Germany have to 
be approached with the utmost caution. As current German Chancellor, Angela 
Merkel, and most leading German editorials recognised, the day is laden with 
multiple meanings reflecting the contradictory nature of German history. The 
somewhat accidental announcement of the end of the wall by the Politburo 
member Günther Schabowski took place on a day that is relevant to two dark 
aspects of the German political tradition that also shaped European politics in 

32 Sarkozy (2009).
33 Ibid.
34 In line with the commemorative video discussed above, a brochure produced by the EC Directorate-
General for Communication, Europe in 12 Lessons, states: ‘The political shape of Europe was dramatically 
changed when the Berlin Wall fell in 1989. This led to the unification of Germany in October 1990 and the 
coming of democracy to the countries of central and eastern Europe as they broke away from Soviet control’ 
(Fontaine 2006:11; my italics).
35 Sarkozy (2009).
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the twentieth century: communism and Nazism. On 9 November 1918, Karl 
Liebknecht proclaimed the short-lived first German Socialist Republic; twenty 
years later, on 9 November 1938, the infamous Kristallnacht marked a turning 
point in Nazi persecution of the Jews. These are the reasons why the day is 
unlikely to ever be proclaimed in Germany as a national holiday, the repeated 
calls for its recognition notwithstanding.36

Concluding Remarks 

It is clear that any attempt to reach a common understanding about the ‘true 
meaning’ of key moments in history—such as the demise of communism in 
Poland, East Germany, or Europe at large—is fraught with difficulties. Such 
consensus is difficult to achieve at a national level; to aspire to its achievement 
at the EU level is bound to backfire. The juxtaposition of uplifting narratives 
produced by the European Commission with the many messy histories of 
participating nations points towards the limits of the usage of history for 
political aims, however worthy those aims might be. Yet, there are also some 
positive lessons that can be drawn from the dissonance caused by the European 
Union’s attempts to appropriate the legacy of 1989. 

France, Germany and the supranational institutions of the European Union, 
such as the European Commission, will need to learn to accept that they are no 
longer exclusively at the heart of the European project. In line with this, some 
of the key assumptions that drove the European project from its early stages 
are being challenged as a result of the massive political transformation brought 
about by the events of 1989. The postwar project of European unity in the West 
was informed by the rejection of nationalism as a destructive force, whereas 
in the communist part of Europe, nationalism was experienced as a liberating 
force.37 The project in the West was shaped by the experience of Nazism; after 
1989, the notion of ‘never again Nazism’ had to be complemented with ‘never 
again Stalinism’. 

Reflecting on the changed nature of Europe twenty years after the collapse of 
communism, a perceptive British sociologist proclaimed boldly that ‘we are all 
post-communist now’.38 This is to be understood not as a description of political 
reality in contemporary Europe, but rather as a challenge that European nations 
and their elites in both East and West must take seriously, if the European 

36 Kohler (2009).
37 Auer (2004).
38 Admittedly, this notion will sound strange to Polish readers accustomed to using the term ‘post-
communist’ to describe those who were once communist. As Outhwaite (2009:52) explains, the dictum is used 
‘in the sense that Europe as a whole, as well as the European Union, has been radically transformed by what 
happened in and around 1989 in the communist half of the continent’. 
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project is to succeed. In a similar vein, when Jerzy Buzek, upon his election as 
President of the European Parliament, proclaimed in his acceptance speech that 
‘there is now no “you” [in the West] and “us” [in the East]: we live in a shared 
Europe’,39 it was a statement of intent, rather than a statement of fact. Debates 
about key historical events and their meaning serve as a reminder that there 
are still significant divisions between the two parts of Europe that used to be 
divided by the Iron Curtain, just as there are divisions between the nations of 
Europe regardless of their geographic location. Yet, to accept that a Europe of 27 
nation-states must live with discord is true to the legacy of the European Union’s 
founding fathers, such as Jean Monnet and Konrad Adenauer, as much as it is 
to the legacy of the architects of the velvet revolutions of 1989, such as Adam 
Michnik and Václav Havel. With their mixture of idealism and pragmatism, these 
Europeans understood that the true meaning of politics consists of accepting 
dissonance, while not giving up aspirations for more harmony. 

Note: The author would like to gratefully acknowledge financial support from the Australian Research 
Council for the Discovery Grant entitled ‘The Spectre of Velvet Revolution’, and from the Institute of 
European Democrats (IED) in Brussels. The author would also like to thank Robert Horvath, Gosia Klatt, 
Jan Pakulski, Tony Philips, Robert Podbereski, Dougles Webber, and especially Nicole Scicluna, for their 
feedback and help.
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