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FOREWARD
by

Prof. Bronislaw Misztal
Executive Director 

Permanent Secretariat of the Community of Democracies

Retrospectively, the Polish case of democratic transformation, or the experience of a complex, co-
temporal and multi-axial reconstruction of a social system is still a mystery and a miracle of history. 
It ran against political and military interests that cumulated on both sides of the Iron Curtain. 
Poland as the Western flank of the Communist territory was an important prong of this system.  
The transformative processes in Poland involved a number of changes in the areas of social and political 
life that were so solidly welded with the global political order of its era, and with the historical heritage 
of the region, that each of those changes alone seemed to be impossible, not to speak about any of them 
occurring concurrently. For those who lived through these changes (and there are still large segments 
of the Polish society that were coming of age in the late 1970s), who worked in Poland, posted there 
by news and media institutions, who observed the events working as diplomats, journalists, scholars 
or experts, the exhilaration of the 1980s sometimes overshadowed the complexity of this historical 
experience. 

In fact, Poland has become a laboratory for a number of processes. Firstly, as part of the East Bloc 
military coalition that had been formed at the end of WWII, it has travelled a long way to join  
the transatlantic international order. Secondly, as a command economy characterized by scarcity  
of goods and redistributive system based on political loyalty, it has become a consumer society 
with the market as its major axis of organization. Thirdly, from being an atomized, amorphous 
and disorganized society subjected to forceful sovietization, it has become a civil society where  
the public and the private spheres enjoy equal freedoms. Fourth, which is probably the most amazing, 
the emergent moral dimension of citizenship has replaced the mechanic, superficial types of social 
organization. To a great extent the Polish society ran in reverse gear for awhile as a vehicle that  
is stalled in a mud does; it went back to the organic forms of solidarity, to ethical values and historical 
components of its identity in order to maneuver away from the stagnation and backwardness  
of the state socialist system. Each of those processes alone, as I have mentioned, constitutes a profound 
and substantial reconstruction of the pattern of social organization. Many societies which undertake 
such challenges suffer from restrictions and limitations imposed by the authorities. The social disorder 
that accompanies such profound restructuring awakens populist calls and authoritarianism is often 
the price that is paid for economic reforms, modernization, or identity formation. 

The exceptionalism of the Polish experience lies in its democratic character, from the beginning  
to the completion of the transformation. It is to this exceptionalism of the Polish democratic transition 
that I want the readers’ attention. For many a society, constructing a new social reality required 
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doing away with its historical past, as it usually happened after major military conflicts. Likewise, 
replacement, quite complete, of political elites seldom happens in a bloodless manner, and even when 
it does, the political consolidation takes long time so the state vehicle, to refer to my earlier metaphor,  
is stalled for a longer period of time and cannot smoothly become functional within a new international 
order. Reconstruction of the social classes is even more dramatic, as the case of the French Revolution 
teaches us. It should be clear that the transformation in Poland of the 1980s has involved as much  
an economic as a socio-political transition; it produced completely new social classes without 
destroying or annihilating the old social structure. While the transformation contributed to  
the idiosyncrasy of the social landscape, with large segments of society receiving social payments  
and enjoying considerable welfare support, the economic productivity of society was growing and,  
to as much amazement of the economists, when the financial crisis stuck the world, Poland was one 
of the few European economies with positive growth. Hence the argument about the exceptionalism 
of this transition is legitimate. 

To many countries that are cautiously weighing their options as to whether democratization  
is going to make the economic order collapse, or the political order to explode, the lesson of Poland 
provides fantastic material. It demonstrates that the impact of profound transformation is overall 
positive, that it unleashes optimism and social energy, stimulating entrepreneurship within two  
or even three generations; it unfreezes social capital vested in individual destinies; it accelerates  
cultural curiosity and openness of the young; it leads to historical reconciliations with immediate  
neighbors and to building new bridges of understanding and responsibility towards those neighbors 
who are still pondering whether it would make sense to enter the path of transition. 

From the politico-historical point of view even more important than internal transformation  
is the regional and global pattern of solidarity resulting from the Polish exceptionalism. Reunification 
of the two Germanies, emergent new states and markets in the Baltics, democratization of inherently 
peasant societies, new democratic architecture of the Balkans, enlargement of the European Union,  
and even more importantly the impact of the so called “new democracies” on the political processes 
within the Union—all those are qualitatively new, collateral changes that resulted from the Polish 
experience. Many other processes that included constructing international political coalitions, 
undertaking peace keeping missions, reevaluating international economic aid policies and even 
including the political discourse of our times have been affected by these exceptional thirty years  
of 1980-2010. 

In the past it was the magnitude of change in big countries with vast territories in superpowers like  
the United States or Russia that attracted historical attention. The Polish case sheds light  
on the travails of smaller societies and demonstrates that they can, and, in fact, do contribute as much 
to the international community as the large societies do. The robustness of middle-size democracies 
can become a pivotal element in rationalisation of the international discourse, eliminating  
it of unnecessary and superficial grandiosity and bringing it closer to the common people. 
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The experience of self-organization of society, its ability to look into its own wisdom and to examine 
its own past has a sobering effect on such large societies. Awakening civil society contributes to  
the increasing role of non-governmental activity. Free media becomes an important fourth power. 
Massive and peaceful social revolution mobilizes young generations that otherwise would have to wait 
long decades for their historical turn. 

There are other aspects of this transformation worth studying. New political elites not only eventually 
consolidate, but they petrify. Population flows resulting from melting national borders take scores  
of people out of the country temporarily depleting intellectual and cultural capital. The past gets 
glorified and the class struggle yields to the struggle over the historical memory of the nation. 

Above all, however, the democratic experience becomes respectable. It guarantees the certainty  
and the honesty of most social transactions, which includes political succession and renegotiation 
of strategic interests. It allows for the flexible allocation of human resources that fuels the national 
economy and makes human life meaningful again. It is, in my opinion, where the gist of the 
Polish exceptionalism lies—its democratic transition has reoriented human destinies, individual  
and collective, away from the meaninglessness of the late state socialism and towards a new form  
of social organization. In a sense Poland, along with a dozen of its Central European neighbors 
which quickly followed suit, has given blood transfusion to the much worn-out capitalism, providing  
the world with nearly 100 million enthusiastic new citizens who treat their hard won liberties  
as an entitlement and as an obligation.

The idea of the Community of Democracies to compile a Diplomat’s Handbook containing a number 
of cases of democratic transition is an excellent way to deepen the knowledge of the international 
community of diplomats and to open new horizons on what can be done to ameliorate the plight  
of societies. The first edition of this Handbook missed the experience of East European countries, 
but focused on most prominent cases from the past. The Permanent Secretariat of the Community  
of Democracies, located in Warsaw, has decided to fill this gap and commissioned a number of studies 
from countries of Central Europe. What we present here is the comprehensive analysis of the Polish 
case. 

Our idea was to complement the historical analysis with the socio-political one. For those who would 
like to learn, and to draw their own conclusions, we provided a historical narrative of the sequence  
of events that led to the democratic transition without the much feared breakdown of the state.  
For those seeking ideas about where the major actors of democratic transition have come from,  
and how have they run their campaigns, aligning the frame of the democracy discourse in such a way 
that it became an all-inclusive social experience, thus preventing production of aggregated historical 
resentment which so often dwarfs even the most successful attempts at social reconstruction, we have 
provided a sociological narrative. It is our intention that this case becomes as well a tool for diplomats 
posted in the most difficult and challenging places, as it becomes an instrument for democracy 
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advocates and activists who still encounter stiffened autocratic systems. We would also like to defuse 
worries about democratic transition. Its benefits are obvious. Its costs are unavoidable, but would 
have to be paid otherwise. Its positive collateral, both regional and trans-regional, is long lasting.   
I hope that this material will also be useful for students of history, sociology and economy. It provides 
rigid analytical standards and is organized along the consistent intellectual framework, resulting from  
the programmatic work that the Permanent Secretariat of the Community of Democracies does.

I would like to acknowledge considerable cooperative attitude from the two Authors from whom 
I have commissioned the studies below. They courteously agreed to the format and scope of this 
work. Kurt Bassuener invested long hours into editing this material into a format compatible with 
the previous editions of the Diplomat’s Handbook. Ambassador Jeremy Kinsman and Robert La 
Gamma with whom we have organized the very first Diplomats’ Democracy Workshop at the Collège 
d’Europe Natolin campus have helped me understand the magnitude of the task that lies ahead of 
us. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Poland through its Public Diplomacy Department provided a 
grant for this project. The entire collective of the Permanent Secretariat in Warsaw should be credited  
for the stimulant atmosphere that enabled us to present this case to the international community.

Prof. Misztal is the Executive Director of the Permanent Secretariat of the Community of Democracies. 
He also serves as Professor and Chair of Sociology at the Catholic University of America in Washington 
DC. Educated at the University of Warsaw and the Polish Academy of Sciences with post-doctoral 
training from the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (Sorbonne), Prof. Misztal was also a Senior 
Fulbright Scholar at the University of Chicago and a DAAD Scholar in Bremen. His research focuses 
on social movements and democratic transformations, specifically on the formation of civil society  
in conditions of little or no social capital.
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The history of the Polish democratic transition is fascinating and inspiring. But it is not just the stuff 
for historians and political scientists to ponder and debate; it offers some lessons for diplomats seeking 
to support democratic movements in their host countries struggling for a democratic breakthrough. 
These lessons can be grouped into three categories:

a. the domestic trends in Poland from the late 1970s through the 1980s which facilitated  
the democratic transformation. Recognition of these trends in other countries can help diplomats 
determine the best time and method for interventions. 

b. the character of the external environment, such as the relationship with neighbors, regional 
powers and the international security situation, which can also facilitate or stall change. As with 
the domestic situation, understanding these factors can help determine timing. To the extent 
that these factors can be influenced by the diplomat’s own country, they can provide a guide  
to development of a foreign policy that is conducive to the development of democracy.

c. Role of outside assistance. Although not highlighted in the two articles, the right foreign assistance 
can be critical, especially in the later years of consolidating democracy.

Internal situation

The single most important factor in the Polish case was the nature and capabilities of the opposition 
movement, encompassing many layers of society and highly qualified to lead change. The reasons 
for this development probably lie deep in Polish culture and history, but can occur in other regions 
and circumstances. The emergence of a trade union movement representing a very broad spectrum 
of Polish society was key to mobilizing the Polish population. Furthermore, this opposition was 
characterized by a high degree of organization, a charismatic leader in the person of Lech Walesa  
and a well articulated program for democratic change. A significant presence of moderates  
in the opposition enabled the movement to capitalize on reform tendencies within the government 
and facilitated a negotiated transition to democracy.

Furthermore, the social and intellectual elite joined forces with the working class opposition movement. 
It demonstrated its support through such actions as the authors’ boycott, creation of an underground 
cultural movement and formation of the committee for Defense of the Workers (KOR). Bronisław 
Geremek’s role as a leading intellectual within the opposition was critical to its success and testament 

THE POLISH CASE COMMENTS FROM  
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by
Constance Phlipot

Senior Diplomatic Advisor
Permanent Secretariat of the Community of Democracies
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to the impact a single, powerful individual can have for democratic change.  His legacy is preserved  
in the Community of Democracies, of which he was a co-founder. 

The strong Catholic church and traditional religious beliefs of the population could be considered  
a third pillar of the opposition. As the treasurer of societal values, the church conferred legitimacy  
on the opposition movement. (We see a similar phenomenon in Buddhist countries, such as Myanmar, 
with the participation of monks in demonstrations.)

Internal developments enhanced the appeal of the opposition movement. In Poland, as elsewhere  
in the former Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact, the ideological draw of communism had faded  
and the authoritarian character of the regimes softened (to some extent), creating more political 
space than would have been possible in earlier years. The economic collapse of the system further 
undermined communism, especially as the authorities responded with limited market reforms. Poles 
were also far more aware of the difference between their living standards and those of their Western 
neighbors due to a more liberal passport and travel policy than was common in the Eastern bloc. (Note: 
the visa policy of the democratic states is the flip side to this. Overly restrictive entrance requirements 
will negate the effect of liberal travel regimes in the target countries.) 

External factors

In the case of Poland, the rise of Mikhail Gorbachev and the perestroika movement was a turning 
point for the Polish opposition. Removal of the threat of Soviet military intervention gave the Polish 
authorities room to maneuver and negotiate with the opposition. Economic difficulties caused  
the Soviets to turn their attention away from Eastern Europe and towards the West in order to increase 
the prospects of good trade relations and to lessen the costly arms race with the United States. 

The response of several Western countries, including the U.S., U.K. and France to the imposition  
of martial law, such as the suspension of most favored nation trading status contributed to the regime’s 
willingness to engage in negotiations with Solidarity. 

The interest of the international Catholic Church, mainly as a result of a Polish-born pope  
in the Vatican, gave the Polish case a voice and champion in the outside world. The seminal visit  
of the Pope to Poland in 1979 was another culminating point in the birth of the Polish opposition 
movement. At the present time with Internet, Twitter, Facebook, etc. it is hard to imagine  
the importance this visit and the continued interest of the Vatican, was to making the Polish story 
known to the rest of the world. Perhaps the modern day equivalent problem for democracy forces  
is being heard above the cacophony of information received by foreign governments and institutions. 

The articles do not mention another external factor favorable to the Polish, as well as to a lesser 
extent, other Central European, movements: the large and politically significant diaspora groups  
in the U.S., Canada and Europe. In the U.S. the lobbying power of these groups was instrumental  
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in focusing the attention of administrations of both parties on Eastern Europe.  And as seen below, 
their influence contributed to robust assistance packages to the fledgling democracies after the collapse 
of communism. 

Role of assistance

As mentioned in the Skórzynski article, Western diplomats provided moral support by meeting 
consistently with the opposition throughout the communist period and giving activists a forum  
for discussing and airing of their ideas (the “salons”). Furthermore, the material and technical support 
provided by the AFL-CIO and others to the independent trade unions was important, not least  
by keeping alive the hopes and dreams of the democratic movement. 

Assistance became even more crucial as the young democracy moved into the phase of democratic 
and market reform consolidation. Poland was the recipient of a relatively large amount of aid,  
in part due to the political pressure of foreign Poles in the U.S. and elsewhere. The large endowment 
of the Polish-American Enterprise Fund certainly facilitated the development of private enterprise, 
especially small and medium-size enterprises, in Poland. Indeed, the fund was so successful that  
by the late 1990s, it had begun transformation into an assistance organization of its own using  
the profits from its earlier investments.

However, the most important outside influence in making the change irreversible arguably was  
the prospect of EU membership. Access to free trade and investment was a great motivation  
for undertaking the difficult and numerous reforms required for adherence to the acquis, which also 
essential for the transition into a solid democracy and market economy.

Can Poland be replicated?

Clearly, the Polish case was unique; there will probably not be a comparable set of factors coming 
together at the right moment in history in the foreseeable future. However, the study of such cases can 
make the diplomat a little smarter and better prepared to offer the right intervention and speed along 
the slow, winding process to democratization. 

Ms. Phlipot is a senior U.S. diplomat on detail to the Permanent Secretariat of the 
Community of Democracies. The views expressed in this article are those of the author and 
do not necessarily reflect those of the U.S. Department of State or the U.S. Government.



12

1980: The Solidarity Revolution

Solidarity, an independent trade union, was established after the workers’ strikes in 1980 disturbed 
the totalitarian structure of the People’s Republic of Poland. Within the monolithic system controlling 
the whole of social life there appeared an organization which, having the form of a trade union, 
represented civil society against the apparatus of the authorities. Solidarity’s self-limiting revolution 
respected geopolitical limits to its aspiration for freedom. The union, however, demanded the right  
to unhindered action and monitoring the actions of the authorities in the socio-economic sphere. 
Bringing together 10 million people, it became a great social movement, challenging by its very 
existence the Polish United Workers’ Party’s (PUWP – the local Communist Party) exercise  
of dictatorial power in the state.

1981: The Generals’ Counter-attack

On the 13th of December 1981, the authorities made an attempt to restore the communist order, 
declaring Martial Law and arresting thousands of activists, including union leader Lech Wałęsa.  
The plan to restore order succeeded only partially: Solidarity was banned and forced underground, 
but it survived. To overcome “anti-socialist forces” with the help of the army and police was easier 
than ruling a country sunk in deep economic crisis. The head of the party and government, General 
Wojciech Jaruzelski, did not gain the necessary minimum social trust without which it was not possible 
to direct human energies in the desired direction. The country could only be pacified. As a result  
of martial law, the system lost its remaining ability to mobilize.  From then on, it was merely a negative 
force, holding back the pursuit of freedom, but unable to implement a positive program.  
In its attempt to liquidate the democratic movement, Jaruzelski’s government (in which  
the key functions were taken over by the military part of the party establishment) wanted to return  
to the status quo ante, the situation before the Solidarity revolution of 1980. The order of real socialism, 
threatened by a society which was emancipating itself, was to be restored and the authorities were  
to regain the helm and the ideological opponent was to be eliminated. The failure of that policy was 
caused as much by factors working inside the system as outside it.  The internal factors included  
the exhaustion of the economic model of socialism, the disappearance of the ideological foundations 
of communist party governments and de-legitimization of the authorities.

FROM SOLIDARITY TO FREEDOM: 
DEMOCRATIC SYSTEMIC  

TRANSFORMATION IN POLAND
by

Jan Skórzyński
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The Economic Crash: the End of Socialism’s Promise 

The collapse of the socialist model of development in Poland began in the 1970s. In the next decade, 
the economic crisis took on a permanent aspect, deepened further by the economic ignorance  
of the military government. In the mid-1980s, it became clear that this was a structural crisis 
affecting all the countries in the Soviet camp. Appearing first in Poland, it engulfed the whole bloc, 
including the Soviet Union itself.  Such was the point of departure of the policy of opening to the West  
and of cautious reform begun by Mikhail Gorbachev, the new head of the Communist Party  
of the Soviet Union (CPSU), in 1985. His policy of perestroika (restructuring) gave the green 
light for policies of top-down reform of socialism throughout the bloc. In Warsaw, after the fiasco  
of the attempt at reviving the economy according to the previous rules of planning and management, 
the government of Mieczysław Rakowski in 1988 took the road of market reform, unfettering private 
enterprise and limiting state social security. These reforms further undercut regime support by shaking 
the foundations of “real socialism”: guaranteed employment, low and stable process, and little material 
inequality among citizens.

In this way, the economic crisis undermined the ideological foundations of the party governments. 
Marxist-Leninist theory, with its promises of equality and social justice, was quietly put aside.  
The party was unable to find another way to validate its power. The governments of the PUWP could 
not point to administrative efficiency or economy success to justify their exclusive rule. Thanks  
to a liberal passport policy, Poles knew perfectly well how great a distance separated their meager 
existence from the standard of living of western societies. The “German card”, always used  
in the propaganda of the People’s Republic, lost its persuasive power as well. Jaruzelski’s government 
tried to revive the specter of “Bonn revanchists” from West Germany allegedly seeking to regain  
the land received by Poland in 1945, but gained no traction. At a time of mass travel to the Federal 
Republic by Poles, and of great charitable aid during martial law, this argument ceased to convince.

Party and Church, without a historical compromise

Another element of Communist identity also had to be curtailed: the hostile relationship  
with religion and the Church. Militant atheism was banished to the margins of PUWP policy.  
The generals acknowledged that the ideological battle between the party and the Church –  
with the decisive of participation of John Paul II – had been lost. They declared peace on the religious 
front, offering privileges to the Church. They counted on help from the hierarchy in calming the mood  
of society and stabilizing the country, or at least neutrality in the conflict with Solidarity, in exchange.  
In the most far reaching conceptions, an “historic compromise” was contemplated, giving  
the Catholic portion of the opposition access to the political system. However, no alliance could be made  
with this former opponent - hesitations and differences between bishops notwithstanding,  
the Church supported the democratic aims of Solidarity. At the same time the anticlerical legitimating  
of the PUWP lost credibility, something important in particular for the party bureaucracy and some 
circles of intellectuals.
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The Formation of Counter-Elite

The majority of the Polish intellectual elite had already deserted the communists by the 1980s.  
In the earliest epoch of the People’s Republic, intellectuals played an important role in legitimating 
of communist power. Writers, scientists and artists – “engineers of the human soul” - constructed 
the authority of the party as a modern progressive force, gathering the best minds around itself.  
The process of rejection of party legitimacy by the intellectual elite began in 1956, but only took  
on a mass scale in the time of Solidarity. During martial law the leading creative minds not only 
distanced themselves from the authorities, but also joined the opposition in significant numbers.  
An actors’ boycott of appearance on television, launched as a protest against anti-Solidarity repression, 
displayed to the public at large an unprecedented loss of party authority. It weakened the party’s 
social position even more than street demonstrations. Another boycott, this time by artists, of state 
galleries, museums and competitions was also organized. After the 13th of December, a large part  
of the opinion-forming intelligentsia rebelled against state sponsors, rejecting their political demands.  
Journalists, scientists and artists progressed from feigned loyalty to open opposition toward the system.   
The repression against them that followed, such as sackings and being forbidden to publish, pushed  
a major portion of this creative milieu out of public life, facilitating their integration around resistance 
and protest. Artists excluded from the cultural life of the People‘s Republic organized alternative artistic 
lives with their own home theatres and galleries, their own critics and prizes, and their own public. 
Alongside an official culture weakened by many desertions, an underground culture was formed,  
and alongside the elite supported by the state, counter-elite was established. This phenomenon 
unknown in any other communist country on such a scale, contributed mightily to both the de-
legitimization of the regime and the validation of the opposition.

The democratic movement: organization and moderation

The formation of counter-elite was external to the system, frustrating the Jaruzelski government’s 
attempt to re-establish communist order and pacify the Solidarity revolution. The authorities did 
not succeed, for in society   they encountered an opponent with the ability to organize, a program  
and moral authority. These three elements – underground organization, a program of democratic 
changes, and authority in the form of the charismatic figure of Lech Wałęsa, were decisive  
for the power of the independent representation that questioned the monopoly of the PUWP

Pushed into clandestine activity after the introduction of martial law, Solidarity changed neither  
its moderate methods – its approach was nonviolent resistance and struggle – nor its moderate program. 
It succeeded in keeping elements of organization, creating and underground leadership structure led 
by activists whom the authorities had not succeeded in arresting on the 13th of December 1981. 
Within the leadership and in underground publications work continued on the program of the union.  
In the mid-1980s, the political thought of the opposition was dominated by the question whether  
it was possible to find a place for the forces of the independent union within the system of real socialism. 
A positive conclusion formed the basis for the movement’s conciliatory strategy.
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The Proposal of a Compromise

The first elaborated plan of a compromise between the authorities and Solidarity appeared in 1985. 
The Polish communists’ room for manoeuvre was significantly increased when Mikhail Gorbachev 
took over the helm of the USSR in the same year. In the time of perestroika, the rulers of the People’s 
Republic had an essentially free hand in the question of internal reform. The most burning problem 
of 1980-81, the immediate threat of Soviet military intervention, disappeared from Polish politics. 
Solidarity activists did not take this into account. The mainstream of the movement, gathered around 
Lech Wałęsa and the leaders of the underground, cautiously held to its principle of self-limitation, 
convinced that reform required cooperation with the reformist wing of the establishment. According  
to this idea of compromise, the opposition would grant the People’s Republic and the PUWP government 
certain legitimacy in exchange for allowing trade union pluralism and space for independent forces 
in society.

According to opposition veteran and Wałęsa advisor Adam Michnik, this partial pluralism could have 
included seats for about 1/3 of independent members in the Sejm. Other Wałęsa advisors, Mazowiecki 
and Geremek, did not conceive such an ambitious – and risky – vision.  Their report, 5 lat po Sierpniu 
(5 years after August), put forward a conciliatory position, based on the Gdańsk agreement of 1980, 
in which the communists agreed to the formation of independent unions. The authorities had  
to recognize social aspirations to subjectivity; society had to understand that it could not gain everything 
to which it had a right.  The formulation from the agreement of 1980, recognition of “the leading 
role of the PUWP in the state”, meant acceptance by Solidarity of communist rule in the political 
sphere.  Poland’s membership of the Soviet bloc was seen as a constant, with the ever-attendant threat 
of Soviet military intervention, so Solidarity was to avoid harming “fundamental Soviet interests”. But 
this cession of the political sphere to the PUWP was to bring allowance for pluralism in other spheres 
of social life, which “could constitute a zone of freedom”. 

The Anti-crisis Pact

According to the strategy, the Church – as the institution with the most popular trust, social capital, 
and credibility with both the people and state – was to mediate the process. Wałęsa and his advisors saw 
compromise with the communists as necessary, because Poland was faced with a societal breakdown, 
given the Polish’ economy’s collapse. According to Solidarity, introduction of reforms was impossible 
without mobilization of the energies of the Poles and the government’s gaining a minimum of trust. 
This would require, at a minimum, the restoration of trade unions and civic pluralism. In exchange, 
the movement offered support for the reforms, so long as these were market oriented and included 
limitations on the power of the party over the economy. The union proposed such an “anti-crisis 
pact” to the authorities in 1987, but was ignored, as in the case with Solidarity’s previous conciliatory 
gestures.

The policy of Jaruzelski’s government vacillated between repression and amnesty. Attempts to ease  
the conflict were followed by new acts of hostility. Refusing dialogue with Solidarity trapped  



16

the authorities.  The communists looked in vain for a way out, building mock institutions  
of “national agreement”. The authorities of the People’s Republic were also isolated in the international 
arena. Western financial aid came with political conditions: unless political prisoners were freed,  
the government could not count on new credits or renegotiation of foreign debt repayment.  
Yet up until 1988, the authorities avoided hard choices and tried to introduce economic reforms  
and to stabilize the socio-political situation on their own.  

The Gospel of Freedom

The government saw the opposition as too weakened to constitute a serious threat. It was therefore seen 
neither as a serious opponent nor as a partner. Instead, the Catholic Church was to be indispensable 
partner.  The papacy of Jean Paul II and his “gospel of freedom” turned the Church into a powerful 
force working on behalf of human and civil rights throughout the world.  However that “revolution 
of the Holy Spirit” had a particularly strong effect in the Pope’s homeland. The third pilgrimage  
of the Pope to Poland in 1987 was the beginning of the revival of Solidarity as a mass movement  
(as the first in 1979 had been a source of the movement’s foundation). John Paul II, who for Poles was 
the supreme authority not only in spiritual but also in public matters, made clear to the authorities 
that any eventual agreement about reform had to include the independent and still illegal Solidarity 
as a partner. This position was also presented by the Polish bishops in public declarations calling  
for dialogue with the opposition, and in action behind the scenes aimed at legalization  
of the democratic movement.  

Equally important was the policy of the West.  The governments of the USA, Great Britain, France 
and other countries held back from resumption of normal trade relations with Poland, demanding 
the start of talks with Solidarity. Western diplomatic posts in Warsaw maintained constant relations 
with leaders of the opposition, ensuring their contact with the world.  Embassy salons were for many 
years the only place where members of the government and of Solidarity politicians, treated in their 
own countries as persona non grata, crossed paths. Diplomats informed their capitals about anti-
democratic actions of the regime and about the condition and views of the opposition. This played  
an important role in forming the West’s policy towards Jaruzelski’s government and its members,  
who as the authors of martial law were refused reception abroad.

Putting pressure on the Polish government to observe human rights according to standards laid 
down after August 1980, Western countries expected more from the Polish communists than from 
their comrades in other countries of the bloc. This was one of the effects of the Solidarity revolution,  
which could not now be expunged. The continued existence of a movement known throughout  
the world and the public activism of its leader put the generals in a situation in which they were forced 
to defend themselves against accusations of infringing union rights. 

When the Rakowski government, which had good contacts with West German Social Democrats  
and was, attempting liberal economic reform in the face of deepening economic failure, came out  
of this defensive position in 1988, it has no choice but to compromise with the opposition.
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The end of the Brezhnev doctrine

General Jaruzelski had room to manoeuvre because Moscow did not oppose liberalization. Western 
researchers even take the view that Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of perestroika gave the basic impulse 
for change in Eastern Europe.  That view is debatable. The chief of the CPSU certainly deserves 
credit for acknowledging the depth of the crisis and undertaking attempts to modernize the system.  
In addition to the economic sclerosis of the Soviet system,  the USSR’s military failure in Afghanistan 
and Ronald Reagan’s policy of ”soft confrontation” aimed at lowering the price of oil and forcing 
Moscow into an arms race which it could not sustain either economically or technologically, were 
parts of the calculus. Gorbachev’s policy was not so much a spontaneous attempt at modernization, 
and even less at democratization, than a reply to the fundamental crisis of communism.  Undertaking 
internal reform required radical limitation of military spending, a brake on external expansion,  
an end to the war in Afghanistan, the repair of relations with the West, and Western financial support.  
This led to abandonment of the doctrine of struggle against imperialism in favor of peaceful  
co-existence and even cooperation between the two systems.

In the view of Jacques Levesque, the head of the CPSU subordinated relations between Moscow  
and other capitals of the Warsaw Pact to this new foreign policy. The opening to the West was 
paramount.  In late 1988/early 1989 he abandoned the Brezhnev doctrine: Gorbachev ruled out the 
possibility of using force against the Soviet Union’s satellites.   The USSR’s relations with the regimes 
of Eastern Europe were from then onwards directed by a rule of non-interference – both military 
and political – applied equally to reformers and to conservative forces. This was not an active role 
but a passive one, although Gorbachev himself sympathized with the reformers, particularly with 
Jaruzelski, and was even ready to accept a political contract with the opposition. 

De-legitimization of the system

In the second half of the 1980s a de-legitimization of the system of power took place, both in the eyes 
of the rulers and the ruled. Throughout the bloc, the economy was experiencing a structural crisis  
and collapse of productivity. Real socialism was being proven unable to even provide basic social 
security, much less fulfill the ideological promises of communism. Permanent market shortages  
(“the economy of scarcity”), price rises, and loss of social security were not compensated by a greater 
dose of freedom. Adam Michnik called this “the radiator rebellion”. 

Popular feeling of being denied human rights was more pronounced in Poland than in other countries 
of the bloc, because the democratic experience of Solidarity in 1980-81 involved a million people.  
The failure of communism in the war of ideas – the paradigm of free-market democracy was victorious 
over Marxism-Leninism – sapped the authorities of legitimacy not only in the eyes of ordinary 
citizens, but increasingly in the minds of a large part of the establishment of the People’s Republic.  Part  
of the ruling camp began to see an opportunity for social legitimization in an agreement  
with the opposition. This would allow the government to initiate radical economic reform while 
gaining acceptance in the country and support in the West.
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The Polish communist attitude toward the opposition shifted decisively in the spring of 1988.  
The immediate cause of this turnaround was the biggest wave of strikes since the time of martial law 
and the threat of an even stronger outburst of social unrest. Although the protests were motivated  
by price rises, they also articulated political demands; namely the legalization of Solidarity. The 
economic situation had deteriorated to the point that even power elites also began to question the 
effectiveness of a system which could not even guarantee the prosperity of its functionaries. The highest 
echelons of the communist establishment began to see a dead end, reckoning with the fundamental 
failure of real socialism in competition with the free-market democracies of the West.  This weakened  
the determination to defend the system and pushed them toward making concessions to the democratic 
opposition. 

The attitude of the societies of Eastern Europe and the activity of the democratic opposition ensured 
that attempts at reform took on a democratic shape, and were not simply limited to liberalization  
of the system. The two countries that first embarked on the path of change, Poland and Hungary, had 
the deepest economic crises, the strongest opposition forces, and the greatest latitude for popular 
initiative in the Soviet bloc. These features, combined with strong reformist tendencies in the power 
apparatus, initiated the process of democratic transformation. In Poland, this led to the Round Table 
talks in February-April 1989. Hungary allowed pluralism of associations in January 1989, and followed 
with its own talks between the government and opposition, the Triangular Table, in June 1989.

There is no freedom without Solidarity

The dialogue was facilitated by Solidarity’s moderate program.  It was not based on the overthrow 
of communism but on its democratic evolution from monopolist dictatorship to partial pluralism 
embracing social, cultural, and economic issues. At the time, gaining complete freedom in the part 
of Europe still under the control of the Soviet Union was not thought possible. It was also feared 
that an attempt at violent overthrow would result in many casualties and in revolutionary violence.  
The opposition did not use slogans of revenge, letting it be understood that it was ready to put to one 
side the reckoning for wrongs suffered. Lech Wałęsa was ready to come to an agreement with General 
Jaruzelski. Yet this came with one immutable condition, on which the leaders of the opposition were 
not willing or able, to bend:  the legalization of Solidarity.  Yet the rulers’ plans at that stage left no 
room for the return of the independent union in the plans of the rulers. The official line in 1988 could 
be summed-up as “Liberalization, yes; Solidarity, no”. Limited political pluralism (with assured control 
for the PUWP) instead of union pluralism, was foreseen. Their first drafts, formulated in May and June 
1988, aimed to accept a moderate opposition instead of Solidarity. 

The proposal to incorporate part of the opposition within the parliament, conveyed by the Church 
as intermediary, was rebuffed. In response, Jaruzelski’s advisors put forward a far-reaching proposal 
in August. In their view it was necessary not only to organize elections with the participation  
of the moderate opposition, after agreeing with it a share of seats, but also to offer its representative 
the office of prime minister. In exchange, General Jaruzelski wanted a presidency exercising supreme 
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power, according to the French model.  Talks with Lech Wałęsa and the legalization of Solidarity were 
still not foreseen.

Only a long wave of strikes in 1988 employing the slogan: “There is no freedom without Solidarity” 
led to this position being abandoned. The breakthrough came with a meeting between the Minster  
of the Interior, General Czesław Kiszczak and Lech Wałęsa on August 31st. For the first time since 1981, 
the authorities accepted the leader of the independent union as a partner in political dialogue. Despite 
the fact that Wałęsa did not obtain a promise from Kiszczak that Solidarity would be recognized, 
he decided to end the strikes and continue talks. The two sides had differing priorities, making  
the dialogue difficult and tenuous.

For the opposition, re-legalization of Solidarity was the overarching priority. The communists were 
aiming at limited liberalization of the system, in which a moderate (but hopefully constrained  
and ineffectual) opposition would have a role - not a great social movement. The elite of the opposition 
nevertheless made recognition of Solidarity a first and necessary condition of agreement. Wałęsa  
and his advisors refused to initiate the Round Table talks without gaining the promise of legalization 
of the union. After four summit meetings, the issue remained unresolved A television debate  
in late November 1988 between Wałęsa and Alfred Miodowicz, the head of the government union 
headquarters, showed the former’s resolution, and social support for his position continued to grow.  
Finally, General Jaruzelski agreed to Solidarity’s re-legalization in January 1989.  

Elections without confrontation

At the same time, the party leadership decided to organize parliamentary elections to lock-in their 
power before the democratic forces could strengthen further. A necessary condition for the success 
of this operation was however the approval of the opposition, which had boycotted all previous votes. 
The opposition was therefore offered – for the first time in the history of the dictatorship of the PUWP 
– participation in elections but on the condition that the distribution of seats be decided in advance, 
guaranteeing the communist camp a majority. The elections were to be “non-confrontational”, 
meaning that candidates from the opposition could not stand for the same seats as government 
candidates. The presence of the independent milieu in the new parliament was to give a veneer  
of democratic legitimacy to the communist party’s continued rule. The party even counted on formation  
of a pro-reformist coalition by Solidarity and the government camp. A joint election declaration was  
to take on the character of a “new social contract” guaranteeing social peace for the period of economic 
and constitutional transformation.

Once legalized at the beginning of 1989, Solidarity, with its evolutionary strategy, could accept these 
terms as the basis for further negotiation. The aim was to democratize by degrees, by liberating 
successive spheres of social life from the monopoly of the PUWP. The party would maintain  
the dominant position in the state for some time. 
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Both the communists and the democratic movement required guarantees of political security.  
For the authorities, inclusion of movement members in state institutions and the opposition’s 
participation in elections to legitimize PUWP governments constituted such a guarantee.  
From society’s side, gaining the right to representation and the legalization of Solidarity, were pivotal.

The generals running the People’s Republic felt forced into talks with the opposition due to the threat 
of impending economic catastrophe. Under the threat of uncontrolled (also by the opposition) social 
unrest, agreement with an ideological opponent was the lesser evil. Compromise with the communists 
as the unavoidable price for democratization of the system had been integral to Solidarity’s strategy 
since 1980.  Some Solidarity radicals accused the moderate leaders of capitulation, because the protests 
had been broken off without a guarantee of union recognition.

Moderates and radicals

The radical fractions of the movement such as Fighting Solidarity (Solidarność Walcząca)  
or the Confederation of Independent Poland (Konfederacja Polski Niepodległej) rejected compromise 
with the communists. The sort of frictions between Polish opposition moderates and radicals  
in the late 1980s were hardly unprecedented. Such conflict over negotiations with the regime  
and plans for its exit also constituted part of the process of democratization of other dictatorships, 
both left- and right-wing. The principal anti-communists in Poland did not believe in agreement  
with the group of generals who had abrogated the 1980 agreement and who were responsible  
for the repression of martial law instituted on December 13, 1981.  They believed the collapse  
of the communist system to be inevitable; in their view, it was simply necessary to wait. The moderates 
did not want to wait, for fear of the price to be paid by the people and the country.  What faced Poland, 
in their view, was not merely a crisis of the economy, but simply of civilization. They also feared 
violent convulsions, and that out of revolutionary chaos a new face of the dictatorship could emerge. 
They were ready to conclude a political contract with the reformers of the PUWP to ensure gentle  
and gradual transition to democracy - without force and violent action, but also without a widespread 
settling of accounts with the totalitarian past. 

The moderate wing had the dominant position. They formed the main leadership of the underground 
and of Solidarity, with Lech Wałęsa at the head. They were supported by members of the former 
Workers’ Defense Committee (Komitet Obrony Robotników) and other groups of dissidents from 
before 1980, such as the Young Poland Movement (Ruch Młodej Polski) and the Society for Educational 
Courses (Towarzystwo Kursów Naukowych). Independent Catholic activists from the Club of Catholic 
Intellectuals (KIK) and Tygodnik Powszechny (the General Weekly newspaper) also belonged  
in the same camp. The moderate line of Wałęsa also enjoyed the strong support of the Church,  
of the Polish bishops who actively supported his steps toward dialogue, and of Pope John Paul II.  
The radicals did not have such strong backing, either in terms of organization or politically. They did 
not therefore play an important role in the transformations of 1989. 



21

Lech Wałęsa and his advisors after martial law continued the line followed by Solidarity  
from the beginning, despite the accusations emanating from the extreme wing of the movement that 
he had abandoned anti-communist principles. The struggle for social representation in the form of an 
independent trade union, for a sphere of freedom in the state of the PUWP, was conducted without 
force. Its aim was not an overthrow, but rather a softening of the system. This consistent, patient policy 
was ultimately successful. Jaruzelski’s government agreed to negotiate, since they were not threatened 
with reprisal. The union’s members who opposed martial law did not retreat from their insistence 
on liberation for seven years, and this proved decisive in the communist decision to negotiate. By 
creating an “underground society” in the form of union structures, networks of underground printing 
and publishing houses, hundreds of independent journals and self-education groups, they questioned 
the post-December 1981 “normalization” and prevented the general from consolidating their power. 
This peaceful Polish resistance movement posed the greatest challenge to the system in the whole 
Soviet bloc. Having at its disposal an organization, a program and a legend of resistance, and having 
well-known leaders, Solidarity established itself as an alternative to real socialism. For this reason, it 
was fiercely fought by the monopolistic regime of the People’s Republic and why it ultimately could 
become a partner in a political contract.  It was broad-based and popular legitimacy.

April 1989: The Round Table Agreement

A sort of preliminary agreement was reached during ten hours of talks in one of the villas of the Ministry 
of the Interior on the eve of the Round Table Talks. The communists guaranteed the legalization 
of Solidarity, while the opposition agreed to participate in early elections to the Sejm (the then-
unicameral legislature), accepting at the same time the project of creating the office of President. The 
principle of guaranteeing a majority to the ruling coalition was also accepted. The remaining portion 
of seats would be subject to free competition.  The details of this political contract were finalized at 
the Round Table. It was most difficult to come to agreement about the electoral law, particularly the 
means of choosing the President and that office’s competences. In order to break the resistance of the 
opposition, the representatives of the PUWP put forward an additional offer: completely free elections 
to the Senate (reviving a prewar institution) in exchange for the Presidency, guaranteeing retention by 
the head of the party of a key, but not controlling, role in the state.

The Round Table Talks, difficult negotiations about the democratization of the system, lasted from 
February 6th until the April 5th, 1989. Solidarity aimed to broaden the scope of systemic changes, 
and the party to limit them. The text of the agreement therefore was to a large extent a protocol of 
disagreement. Yet the opposition succeeded in attaining a system consistent with its vision, and in 
getting government agreement. The final declaration was written in a language which had nothing in 
common with party “newspeak”. The common aim, as it was written, was “an independent, sovereign, 
democratic and economically strong Poland, secure and with equal rights with its allies”. In this 
language it was not possible to repeat the doctrinal formulas of communism about “the leading role 
of the party” and “democratic socialism”. The principles of the future political system came from the 
liberal democratic constitutional playbook: political pluralism, freedom of speech, democratic election 
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to all institutions of state power, independence of the judiciary, and authentic local government. 
However, they were to be implemented gradually. It was emphasized that this was the beginning of the 
road to parliamentary democracy, and that the main task of the Sejm and Senate would be pass a new 
democratic constitution and electoral law.

The guarantee for the PUWP was supposed to be a president with strong powers, chosen by both 
chambers of parliament for six years. In exchange for the post of president, which in accordance with 
an unwritten agreement was to be held by Jaruzelski, a democratic Senate was created with the power 
of initiating legislation, and to veto bills from the Sejm. Free elections to the upper chamber gave 
the opportunity to balance power between a representative opposition and communist camp’s Sejm 
majority and Presidency. After Solidarity’s rejection of the draft common declaration and common 
national electoral list little was left of the original concept of “non-confrontational” elections. Free 
elections applied to almost half of the parliament, and the basic characteristics of democratic elections 
were introduced-competing political forces, people and programs. 

The virus of democracy

The presence of independent forces in the institutions of the People’s Republic was intended by the 
authorities to endow them with legitimacy and so strengthen them, but it went the other way. Once 
introduced into the system, the virus of democracy led with lightning speed to the end of the People’s 
Republic.  This was foreseen neither by the authorities nor by the elite of the opposition, still thinking 
in the terms of 1981.  For them the fundamental success was the legalization of Solidarity. That matter 
was solved in accordance with the union’s wishes by a single decision from the top. Independent 
unions of smallholders and students were also registered. In other spheres the changes were more 
modest: the party defended its dominant position in the economy, but overall society had gained 
significantly more freedom than in the years 1980-81. The Round Table Agreement brought more 
important limitations to the power of the PUWP than the Gdańsk Agreement of 1980. It was the 
biggest step in the direction of democracy in the history of communism. The democratic opposition 
gained a legal place in the political arena, along with its own press and the possibility of development. 
From the point of view of communist orthodoxy, it was a revolution liquidating the foundations of the 
system: the monopoly of organization and representation.

This negotiated revolution was somewhat postponed. The political system planned by the Round Table 
was a mixture of the characteristics of real socialism, classical authoritarianism, and limited pluralism.  
This constitutional hybrid arose as a result of the play of powers, either conservative or aiming at 
changes.   It was a temporary construction, something between the single party model of the People’s 
Republic and a system respecting all the rules of democracy. The clear boundary of this temporary state 
was set by the next elections in four years’ time, which were to be fully democratic. The agreements 
did not foresee the Solidarity camp taking over of the reins of government. They nevertheless allowed 
a mechanism to be included within them introducing real political life into the institutions of the 
People’s Republic. In accordance with the predictions of the Solidarity strategists, once set in motion, 
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the democratic dynamic irrevocably changed real socialism.  The right to representation gained by the 
opposition in the form of Solidarity and the civic movement organized around the elections was only 
the point of departure for further, in essence revolutionary, changes.

June 1989: Landslide victory

The compromise of the Round Table made the transition to democracy possible, but the social 
activism set in motion by the election campaign was decisive in accelerating the process. As late 
as February, Interior Minister General Kiszczak was telling his comrades in the PUWP Central 
Committee “We cannot lose power with the help of voting slips”. He was wrong. The generals’ plan 
of controlled remodeling of the main organs of the state while retaining the dominant position of the 
communist party lay in ruins on election-day, June 4th. The leaders of the opposition, observing the 
line of the compromise, did not use anti-communist slogans. But voters had no understanding for the 
complications of political tactics and rejected real socialism in its entirety, giving a clear majority of 
votes for the opposition and rejecting the party en masse. Solidarity owed its crushing victory to very 
effective organization of its election campaign – a list of 261 candidates was agreed in two weeks, cast-
iron unity – one candidate was put up for each seat so that the vote could not be split,  and last but not 
least, massive social mobilization. More than one hundred thousand people worked on the campaign, 
supported by foreign stars such as Stevie Wonder and Yves Montand. 

The election gave Solidarity 260 out of 560 seats in the two-chamber parliament. This meant that, in 
practice, no president could be chosen and no government formed against its will.  After a few weeks, 
it became clear to the leaders of the opposition that they could not limit themselves to supervision 
of the authorities; they had to go beyond the decisions of the Round Table. Workers’ protests against 
price-rises and the government’s economic policy were increasing, placing pressure on Solidarity to 
deliver. A plan to divide power emerged from among Lech Wałęsa and his advisors. Guaranteeing the 
communists political security by choosing their candidate for president, the opposition announced 
its intention to form a government enjoying social support and capable of introducing necessary 
economic reform. Adam Michnik revealed this conception at the beginning of July in an article whose 
title constituted a political proposal addressed to the communist camp: “Your President, Our Prime 
Minister”. 

On the day Michnik’s proposals were published, Mikhail Gorbachev’s foreign policy advisor Vadim 
Zagladin was asked about the USSR’s attitude toward the possibility of a government led by Solidarity. 
“We will maintain relations with any government chosen in Poland”, he replied. “We are pleased at 
the course of the democratic process in that country, and I would not call the situation in Poland 
critical.” On August 6th at the Council of Europe, Gorbachev himself declared that Moscow would not 
interfere in the affairs of its allies. He told the Council that: “The social and political orders in these and 
other countries have changed in the past and may change again in the future. It is however a matter 
exclusively for the nations themselves, of their choices. Interference of any kind in internal affairs, all 
attempts to limit the sovereignty of states, those of friends and allies or any other, is inadmissible.”  
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This position was confirmed at a meeting of the Warsaw Pact in Bucharest (on July 7th-8th, ruling out 
a resort to force or the threat of it in relations between “fraternal” socialist countries.

August 1989: Your President, Our Prime Minister

The plan of sharing power in Warsaw, then, did not arouse protests in Moscow. However, the Polish 
communists were still not ready to relinquish executive power to the democratic forces, so no 
agreement was reached before the July election of the head of state in the National Assembly. Wojciech 
Jaruzelski won by one vote, since several opposition members abstained from voting. Wałęsa however 
resolutely rejected the offer of joining a government led by the communists. Solidarity blocked the 
formation of a new PUWP cabinet with Kiszczak as premier, and at the beginning of August reversed 
its alliances. To general surprise, it formed a coalition with the puppet, faux opposition parties of 
“democrats” and “peasants”, hitherto allies of the communists. The communist party was not however 
completely excluded from the game. In the Solidarity-led government coalition, “sensitive” ministries 
– bearing in mind the interests of the USSR, those of defense and the interior – would be given to 
people from the PUWP. On August 17th General Jaruzelski agreed to the premiership of Tadeusz 
Mazowiecki – the moderate advisor of Wałęsa from the Catholic movement. Approval of the turn of 
events also came from abroad. A spokesman for the Soviet Foreign Ministry had made known the 
day before that the USSR did not intend to interfere in Poland’s internal affairs:  “The Poles must solve 
their own problems.” US Ambassador to the USSR judged that the Soviets were most concerned about 
stabilization in Poland, and what they most wanted to avoid was an outburst of anti-Soviet emotions. 
“If Solidarity is going to be able to ensure that, Gorbachev, perhaps reluctantly, will come to terms 
with the new order”, he wrote in his cables to Washington. Although the formation of a government 
by Solidarity was perhaps a bitter pill for the Soviets to swallow, they would swallow it although they 
would “gag and choke a great deal”. The fears or the Kremlin were also allayed by Wałęsa’s declaration 
that Solidarity attached importance to the fact of membership in the Warsaw Pact. That statement was 
confirmed by the placement of the PUWP’s people in the Ministries of Defense and the Interior.  

On September 12th, the strategies and efforts of Lech Wałęsa and other leaders of the opposition 
bore fruit: a government was formed based on a coalition of all forces present in parliament. The 
principle of evolutionary change was again victorious implemented in the form of compromise with 
the communists. A politician from the democratic opposition’s taking the post of head of government 
foretold the end of communism in Poland. The new government established a system of democratic 
pluralism and introduced radical market reform of the economy. It also embarked on a sovereign 
foreign policy with the aim of Polish accession to NATO and the European Union.

The domino theory

The success of Poland’s negotiated revolution gave encouragement to liberation activities in other 
countries. For the communist establishment in the whole bloc, it was proof that the commencement of 
democratic change, and even the takeover of government by their declared opponents, need not mean 
repression or even marginalization in public life. The bloodless collapse of the dictatorship inspired 
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democrats already at work in neighboring countries. In autumn 1989, an avalanche effect set in. After 
the events in Warsaw, it was clear that the USSR had dropped its guarantees for the political order in the 
countries of the Soviet bloc and that Moscow would not defend communist governments exercising 
power in Budapest, Berlin or Prague with military force. In a few months the iron curtain had been 
torn apart and the post-Yalta order, the basis of a bi-polar division of Europe had collapsed. Moscow 
lost its zone of domination in Eastern and Central Europe, gained in 1945.  In its place there emerged 
a succession of states building democracy and free-market economies, wanting to join the western 
community. The “domino theory”, put forward in the 1960s to describe the potential ripple effect 
throughout South East Asia of a communist victory in Vietnam, found an ironic reverse confirmation 
years later in Central and Eastern Europe.

Mr. Skórzyński (b. 1954) a journalist and historian, holds a Ph.D. in political science. He was 
deputy editor in chief of the „Rzeczpospolita” newspaper and in charge of its weekly „Plus-
Minus” supplement.  He is the author of several books about the most recent Polish history 
including Kalendarium Solidarności 1980–89 (A Solidarity Almanac, 1980-89); Ugoda  
i rewolucja. Władza i opozycja 1985–1989 (Agreement and Revolution: Power and opposition 1985-
1989); Od Solidarności do wolności (From Solidarity to Freedom); Rewolucja Okrągłego Stołu (The 
Round Table Revolution). 



26

Introduction

It is hot summer 1980 in Poland: more precisely the second part of August. Farmers are busy with their 
harvest, students still enjoy their vacations, white-collar workers do their routine and senseless jobs 
as usual, house wives spend their time queuing for bread, butter and meat, and top party leaders are 
about to finish their vacations in one of Crimean resorts in the Soviet Union. The daily newspapers 
are full of information about the ongoing harvest and ritual complaints on the notorious shortage of 
spare parts for agricultural machinery. There is also a short report about the “temporary absence from 
work” of Gdańsk Shipyard workers. For those who know how to read communist newspapers, it is 
electrifying information. The Baltic coast workers are on strike. Again.

“Again” because 10 years earlier shipyard workers launched a strike that later turned into street riots 
and clashes with militia and army. The workers’ rebellion was violently suppressed at high human 
cost: at least 41 dead, over 1000 wounded and 3200 arrested.  International public opinion paid at the 
time little attention to this violent episode, considering it a meaningless turbulence in a rock-solid 
communist system. But for collective memory of the Polish society it was a traumatic event that was 
well-remembered ten years later. 

Scarred by that experience, this time protesting workers didn’t leave the shipyards, and the strikes 
spilled over the entire country. Instead of burning down the communist party headquarters, workers 
– with the help of intellectuals – set-up committees to negotiate with communist authorities who all of 
a sudden faced a severe legitimacy crisis. By the end of August 1980, officials representing communist 
power signed an agreement with workers represented by an electrician from the Gdańsk Shipyard, 
virtually unknown not only to the world, but also to Poles. His name was Lech Wałęsa.  The most 
important point of the agreement was to allow a nationwide trade union beyond the control of the 
communist party to be established, an unheard of accomplishment in the Soviet Bloc. In the course 
of six weeks, regional and local structures of the new trade union emerged and registered nearly 10 
million members. The name “Solidarity”, chosen by Gdańsk Shipyard workers, was generally accepted 
all over the country.

According to statistics in 1980, there were 12.4 million employees eligible to join the Solidarity trade 
union.  Because it was a command economy, the communist state was the main employer. It is not an 
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exaggeration to say that, generally, state employees withdrew their loyalty from the communist state 
and transferred it to the emerging Solidarity counter-elite. The speed and the scope of Solidarity social 
movement surprised not only communist leaders, but also a number of Western scholars studying 
the communist system. Until now, the phenomenon has remained a puzzle for many, fueling some 
ridiculous conspiracy theories. 

Over the next decade, nobody was aware that the events unfolding would ultimately result in a 
democratic Poland, the disappearance of the Soviet Union, and an end to the bi-polar world order 
set-up in Yalta in 1945 by Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt. It was beyond the horizon of imagination 
that Poland, along with other former communist countries, would become a member of NATO and 
the European Union. Most of the superficial analyses start with the fall of Berlin Wall as the beginning 
of transition to democracy in Eastern Europe. Nothing is more misleading; the fall of Berlin Wall was 
not the beginning of this change process. It was an outcome of events that took place in Poland but 
also in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Soviet Union itself. If one ignores these events, then one cannot 
comprehend the emergence of the Solidarity mass social movement, much less the collapse of the 
Soviet Bloc. 

The Polish road to democracy is the outcome of a complex process that was initiated in the Gdańsk 
Shipyard in August 1980. The causes of success of the Gdańsk strikes that resulted in the emergence of 
Solidarity can be traced back at least to the 1970s, and perhaps even earlier. 

Two transitions

After World War II, Polish society experienced two transitions – two fundamental, radical social 
changes. The first was the installation of the communist system and the second – liberation from the 
communist system. 

The first radical change took place in 1945-1948, and was a top-down operation that was backed 
by Red Army troops occupying Polish soil. Social resistance was crushed by force, although some 
underground armed groups survived until 1952. 

In 1945-47, Poland was a far from peaceful country. There was a de facto civil war, with thousands 
of casualties on both sides of the conflict. In 1947 alone, an estimated 2,000 underground fighters 
were killed and at least 25,000 imprisoned. Large land holdings and industrial properties were either 
confiscated or nationalized, private trade was destroyed, and farms were collectivized. The installation 
of the communist system was painful indeed both in human and economic terms. 

The second transition – from communism and a command economy to liberal democracy and a 
market economy – was initiated by a popular social movement and it was a bottom-up process. Leaving 
the communist system had also a human cost: unemployment, an uncertain future, and rising social 
inequalities generated by a market economy. But this transition was incomparably less painful than 
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the first, even more importantly, it enjoyed the popular support of vast majority of the Polish society. 
Polish society has experienced two radical social changes, cutting in opposite directions, in the span 
of less than half a century. It also lived under the conditions of an “economy of shortage” for decades. 
Therefore, people were ready for radical change. This allowed the introduction of fundamental 
institutional changes, particularly in the economy, without major unrest.

Mature post-totalitarianism

Communism functioned in Poland for nearly half a century. Each social order, even the most rigid, 
changes over time. The communist system was no exception. The system was truly totalitarian for a 
relatively short period of time: roughly from 1948, when the political autonomy of the last independent 
Polish Socialist Party was curtailed, to 1956, when Stalinist leaders were replaced by Władysław 
Gomułka and his clique, released from prisons as a result of workers protests on the streets of Poznań 
in June 1956. The rebellion was crushed by the secret police and Army with over 70 civilians killed and 
hundreds of wounded.  

But while this was the last spasm of the Polish Stalinists, these were far from the last victims of Polish 
communism. Gomułka liberalized some aspects of the system, particularly in the area of culture and 
science, but also in agriculture. Collectivization in the Soviet style was abandoned, and small farmers 
recovered their land. The Catholic Church in Poland regained relative autonomy, and the leader of 
the Church, Cardinal Wyszyński, was released from internment. This liberalization in Poland sparked 
some unrest in Hungary. Hungarian intellectuals, students and workers in Budapest supporting Polish 
reforms were violently attacked by security forces. This  was the immediate cause of the October 1956 
Budapest uprising, soon suppressed by the intervention of the Red Army, with thousands of casualties 
and many more refugees. 

In the 1960s, Gomułka’s rule became progressively less liberal, though it was no longer a totalitarian 
system. It could be described as a post-totalitarian system that remained ideologically rigid in certain 
strategic areas of public life. The economy was centrally planned, with full control over resources and 
their distribution. The communist party firmly held its leading role, maintained full control over the 
public discourse through preventive censorship, and close political control over the whole range of 
social organizations operating in public space. The Catholic Church in Poland preserved its autonomy 
and some areas of cultural and scientific activities enjoyed relative freedom, at least in comparison 
with other communist countries. Ideology still played an important role in public discourse and 
was instrumental to the claims of legitimacy of the communist rule, but its real mobilizing function 
weakened. Fewer and fewer people believed in ideological dogma, and this was marginalized in 
individual and collective public activities manifested. As a result, various niches of social life liberated 
themselves from strict party control. Enclaves of relatively free discourse (universities, students’ 
organizations, Writers Union, theatres etc.) managed to preserve their autonomous voice. This, in 
turn, induced the emergence of party revisionists, mostly intellectuals and university professors, who 
criticized party leaders for abandoning the ideas of “Polish October 1956”. Such views culminated 
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in March 1968, when students, supported by liberal intellectuals, protested on the streets against 
censorship and lack of liberty in public life. Other segments of the society, most notably workers, did 
not join the protests, so they were easily suppressed by the Security Service (Służba Bezpieczeństwa). 
This experience was formative for the young intelligentsia who 12 years later were very active in the 
Solidarity movement. 

Meanwhile, in Czechoslovakia the foundations of rigid communism were being shaken by ideological 
turmoil. Party revisionists, led by Party leader Alexander Dubček, with the support of the general 
population, started to promote what he called “socialism with a human face”. The invasion of Warsaw 
Pact troops in August 1968 aborted the liberalization of the system in the “Prague Spring”. A rigid 
system was restored during the “normalization”, under the leadership of orthodox communist Gustav 
Husak. The Polish intelligentsia received the sad message that the communist system could not be 
reformed, because it could always be restored to its core model by naked force. 

The intelligentsia remained passive during the major workers rebellion in 1970 in Gdańsk and other 
Baltic cities, which was suppressed with considerable bloodshed. Gomułka lost power to Edward 
Gierek, leader of a more pragmatic faction within the communist party. This event had also an 
important formative effect to the whole generation of young workers. Their ideological disillusionment 
led to withdrawal to the private sphere. Under the leadership of Gierek, the evolution of the system 
continued, entering a mature post-totalitarian phase. As two American scholars, Linz and Stepan 
observed: “in mature post-totalitarianism, there is much more important and complex play of 
institutional pluralism within the state than in totalitarianism. Also, in contrast to totalitarianism, 
post-totalitarianism normally has a much more significant degree of social pluralism, and in mature 
post-totalitarian there is often discussion of a “second culture” or a “parallel culture”. 

After the next workers rebellion in Radom and Ursus in 1976, some Warsaw intellectuals set-up the 
Committee for the Defense of Workers (“KOR”), providing legal and material aid to the prosecuted 
workers. In the meantime, other dissident groups like the Free Trade Unions in Gdańsk and the 
Church grew in strength and social influence, often playing a role of the substitute of civil society. The 
prospect of radically changing the system was beyond the dissidents’ imagination at the time. There 
was social potential for change, but there was no nationwide counter-elite that could mobilize mass 
support. Nor was there an obvious alternative to the communication networks controlled by the state. 
The various dissident groups had limited resonance and goals to help those oppressed by the state, to 
inform citizens about events that were not reported in censored mass media, and to form a parallel 
network of self-education outside the official education system. 

The communist party’s power had eroded due to two processes: (1) the decay of communist ideology 
and (2) massive membership in the communist party. The party leadership lost its ability to mobilize 
the masses by ideological plea. The communist ideology became an empty shell, a set of ritual behaviors 
with no real meaning. Increasing the relative level of consumption was meant to fill this gap.  In the 
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1970s, the party had three million members. Most of them considered their party membership as 
a professional career necessity, and not as an ideological choice. This non-ideological membership 
accelerated the process of party erosion.  The communist party of that period was big, but weak. It 
could still run the country because there was no alternative. 

Emergence of an ethical civil society

The 1970s, particularly the latter half of the decade, saw the emergence of dissident groups composed 
of mostly young, educated people who experienced the oppressiveness of the system as early as 1968, 
during the students’ rebellion against censorship and lack of basic human and civil liberties. Dissidents 
were persecuted, but they continued their activities. Persecution was not as brutal as in the Stalinist 
period, but it remained a persistent element of their everyday lives. They were typically subjected to 
surveillance, jailed for 24 or 48 hours at a time, had their homes searched. The impact of their activities 
was limited. They could not hope for significant liberalization of the system in foreseeable future. 
Society became resigned to the prevalence of the system and occupied itself with private daily affairs. 
Although these developments did not necessarily signify the beginning of the process of democratization 
of the Communist system, they certainly marked the discovery of the moral dimension of citizenship. 
Eventually they set the ground for the ethical model of civil society coalescing around the primarily 
moral reaction of intellectual elites to the abuses of the system. “Ethical civil society” describes various 
independent civic initiatives that are undertaken in a non-democratic environment, outside state 
institutions and in opposition to the rules of the system game. The legitimization of such activities 
is grounded in basic moral norms. This concept accurately describes the situations in late 1970s in 
Poland and to some extent in Czechoslovakia, where Charter 77 (with playwright Václav Havel among 
its signatories, and later a leader) also was formed as an institution independent from the communist 
state. 

In October 1978, Polish Cardinal Karol Wojtyła was elected as Pope John Paul II. The outcome of the 
Papal conclave surprised the world, but in Poland it was electrifying. Communist party leaders both 
in Poland and Soviet Union realized that integrity and stability of the system may be jeopardized. A 
visit by the new Pope to Poland seemed inevitable, particularly in the eyes of the Polish party leaders. 
Edward Gierek, then First Secretary of the Polish United Workers Party, wrote in his memoirs that 
he received an urgent phone-call from Leonid Brezhnev, General Secretary of Soviet Communist 
Party after the Papal conclave.  Gierek informed Brezhnev that the Polish authorities decided to invite 
John Paul II to Poland.  Brezhnev replied: “I strongly advise you: don’t invite him, otherwise you’ll 
be in big trouble.”  Brezhnev’s concern was right, although he was not aware that the entire Soviet 
Bloc (including Soviet Union) would be in big trouble, and eventually cease to exist as a result of the 
cascading effects of Pope John Paul II’s visit.

John Paul II arrived in June 1979. This date remains a vivid memory in Poland to the present day, for it 
was moving experience for believers and non-believers alike. For believers, it was encounter with the 
Shepherd, bringing the Gospel message and delivering it in Polish. For the majority of non-believers, 
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it delivered hope for change and a moving sense of community with crowds of compatriots gathering 
around the Pope. 

Setting aside the religious aspects of the Papal visit, it contributed to a kind of cognitive revolution of 
Polish society in at least four ways.  First of all, people realized that they had a unique opportunity to be 
heard by world opinion. Poles knew that John Paul II, leading the global Catholic Church, would not 
forget his national roots and would speak to them, but also to the whole world on their behalf.   There 
were three additional factors that fundamentally changed social consciousness of ordinary Poles. The 
stability of a Soviet-style communist system was based on three mutually reinforcing pillars: (1) social 
isolation; (2) control over the public discourse, and (3) elimination of collective behavior in public 
space that is not organized and controlled by state institutions. Effective social isolation was possible 
because of control over the public discourse (executed by preventive censorship) and persecuting civic 
initiatives that are independent from the state. Undermining any of these pillars exposed to risk the 
stability of the whole system. 

Social isolation was necessary for the system stability because – as in each type of “monocentric” 
social order – it reversed the direction of dependency: in a democratic social order, the legitimacy 
of government power relies on the will of citizens that are organized in autonomous institutions of 
civil society, whereas in monocentric social order individual citizens depend on the will of autocratic 
power. In the public space there is no room for self-organization of citizens. They can either join the 
organizations controlled and often set up by the state or withdraw to the private sphere, in the area of 
microstructures (families and circles of trusted friends), where state control is not effective and is a 
function of level of social trust between the members of primary groups. 

Those individuals who decided to engage actively in public life could communicate with other 
individuals via state-controlled institutions, using the semantic code permitted for public discourse. It 
has, of course, certain impact on the perception of social reality. Under such conditions an individual 
perceived the social environment beyond his immediate primary group as rather hostile and composed 
of “them”. She used social mimicry to be like “them” in order to avoid various sanctions imposed by 
the state (sometimes – imaginary sanctions that are equally effective tool of social control). But as a 
result, all people involved in interactions in public sphere mutually misled themselves, because the 
others were perceived as a part of the system. This – in turn – facilitated effective control of the state 
over the behavior manifested in public life. However, there was a price to be paid by this phenomenon; 
namely social life had a dichotomous nature because of its sharp split into public and private sphere, 
with the behavior of individuals very often in contradiction (for example, a history teacher who taught 
in the classroom that Katyń massacre was done by the Nazis and at home was telling the truth to his 
own children). An “everyman’s” communication with others in the public space was guided by default 
by the official ideology of communist state. Due to social isolation and atomization the private sphere 
was loosely related to the public sphere controlled by the communist state. 
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On the other hand, control over the language of public discourse limited autonomous tools of social 
communication in public life. What is not publicly named cannot exist in public sphere. Such concepts 
like “freedom”, “human and civil rights”, “democracy” without adjectives, either “bourgeois” (negative 
connotation) or “people’s” (positive connotation), “market economy”, “human dignity”, etc., were 
eliminated from the public discourse. In the perception of the isolated individual, “everybody” forgot 
the real meaning of these concepts, only strengthening the clear boundary between the public and 
private domains, with a small number of “us”, and “them”, the rest of the society. 

Finally, all civic organizations required the approval of the state, and the scope of their activities was 
limited by law. Public space was closed to grass-roots civic initiatives. As a consequence, the Poles 
had little experience of self-organization, did not have their own political language to with which to 
communicate in the public sphere, and believed by default that “all others” were a part of the system. 
Pope John Paul II’s first pilgrimage to his homeland in June 1979 shook these pillars of the communist 
system. The concepts of “us” and “them” were fundamentally redefined. Suddenly, the “us” acquired an 
inclusive meaning and was enlarged to the majority of the society, and “them” was reduced to a small 
minority of the society. Social isolation was undermined. Poles assembled in public heard the Pope 
articulate concepts and ideas that were absent in the mass media for decades: human dignity, civic 
rights, and the freedom that is the innate right of every human being. The Papal message was received 
loud and clear by Poles: “You are not slaves. Don’t be afraid.” The conclusion of Pope’s homily, in front 
of a huge crowd, was a thrilling experience for all. 

Finally, the Papal visit was a huge organizational undertaking, which succeeded largely due to the 
effort of thousands of eager volunteers. It was a new and very successful experience in self-organization 
outside the state institutions. The Papal visit proved that it was possible. The pilgrimage contributed in 
a crucial way to the cognitive revolution of Polish society, in both spiritual and pragmatic dimensions. 
In addition, it was a refreshing and strong – although indirect – boost to dissident groups that found 
a powerful ally for their moral rejection of the system. Development of an ethical civil society gained 
a solid ground. 

Revolution of Solidarity

It took a year before the social results of this cognitive revolution from the Pope’s visit to Poland 
become visible in public life. In the process Solidarity’s rapid formation, references to the visit were 
prominent, playing an important role in emerging mass social movement. Religious symbols and 
religious practices in the workplace during the strikes gave moral legitimization to the workers’ protest, 
built on the community spirit experienced during the visit, and also reduced fears about possible 
reaction by the regime. Religious elements, clearly visible in Poland’s 1980 wave of protests, were a 
big surprise for Western observers of Polish scene, especially for members of the New Left, attached 
to the popular idea of secularization of modern societies along with the increase of civil liberties and 
welfare. Secularization, however, did not mean that the influence of the local set of religious beliefs 
weakened. Religion was so deeply embedded in Polish culture, everyday habits of citizens, and their 
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prevailing attitudes toward others that it preserved its influence even among those who did not attend 
religious services. As Inglehart and Baker 2000: 36 noted: “given religious traditions have historically 
shaped the national culture of given societies, but today their impact is transmitted mainly through 
nationwide institutions, to the population of that society as a whole – even to those who have little or 
no contact with religious institutions.” Religion – directly or indirectly, transmitted through the secular 
institutions of culture – was a source of collective identity. This collective identity, in turn, shaped the 
values system that was a normative foundation of a social order. As developments in Poland in 1979-
1980 proved, religion could be a sufficient but not critical factor for the creation of citizenship and 
civic culture. Much more significant was the spiritual message that it sent to the followers, because 
it created a cultural context in which they lived and acted and shaped their attitudes towards public 
issues. As Wood put it: “Religious culture matters because it is taken seriously by large number of 
people – and thus orients their lives either toward or away from political engagement and the habits of 
the heart that can sustain.” The general message of the first Papal visit was taken seriously not only by 
religious people, but also by non-believers. One can read an emergence of Solidarity movement as an 
empirical answer to the question put in 1935 sarcastically by Stalin to Pierre Laval when he suggested 
tolerating Catholicism in the Soviet Union to appease the Pope: “The Pope! How many divisions has 
he got?”

After its rapid formation, Solidarity had to cope with its double identity. It was a trade union: an 
independent, mass organization within a communist system. But it was also a mass, nationwide 
movement, determined to recuperate basic civil rights. Among the historic “21 demands” of Solidarity 
(now on the UNESCO Memory of the World Register), there were obvious demands for civil 
liberties: an independent worker’s trade union, freedom of speech, an end of repression of political 
dissidents, uncensored access to state controlled mass media. Solidarity’s trade union identity limited 
membership in fact to state employees, but because of its second identity, it enjoyed the support of 
the fringe segments of social structure. Solidarity quickly won the hearts of vast majority of the Polish 
population. 

The very existence of an independent movement such as Solidarity was fundamentally incompatible 
with the logic of the communist system. The leaders of the communist party in Poland, as well as other 
leaders of Soviet Bloc countries, were fully aware that Solidarity could not be incorporated into the 
system.  They correctly saw it was a zero-sum game: either Solidarity will be reduced to typical trade 
union under communism (a “transmission belt” of the Party decisions) or it would endanger the very 
existence of the communist system.  Classified documents revealed later show that the agreement 
signed in August 1980 in Gdańsk with Solidarity representatives was meant to give the communist 
party time to prepare retaliation. Party and Army leaders were involved in top secret planning of moves 
against Solidarity. Already in October 1980, the communist party ordered preparation of a decree to 
impose martial law. In March 1981, the military planning of martial law was ready and approved by 
the leadership. A number of secret meetings with the Soviet officials followed. In September that year, 
the First Solidarity Congress adopted by acclamation a message to the workers of Eastern Europe, 
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in which the Union made clear it was an independent, popular movement representing ten million 
workers, and that it supported other actors in the Eastern Bloc who could have wished to do the same. 
Solidarity had by now become a grave problem for the whole communist bloc. Days later, Soviet leaders 
sent an open letter to Polish communists, demanding – in harsh words – effective resistance against 
“counter-revolution in Poland”. Soon thereafter, the Soviet General Staff discussed the scenarios for 
possible military intervention in second part of October. On December 13, 1981, Polish communist 
authorities imposed martial law throughout Poland. The first episode of Solidarity’s legal activity had 
been brought to an end, but emerging civil society’s struggle with the oppressive system was far from 
over.

Stalemate in the 1980s

Despite the bloody repression of martial law, most Solidarity members (and their supporters) remained 
active. Those leaders of the movement who were not in prison or internment reconstructed Solidarity 
in a clandestine form. The Solidarity movement was highly decentralized, with a loose institutional 
structure that facilitated the survival of local structures. Therefore the imprisonment of the top leaders 
didn’t paralyze the movement, as the designers of martial law had expected. 

Martial law reached its goals in strictly military terms: Solidarity was outlawed and eliminated from 
public life, legal structures were crushed, and party control over the public life was formally restored. 
Yet despite these efforts, military rule could not accomplish its political, economic and social goals. 
Politically, Poland was isolated from Europe and the Western world. On the internal scene, the regime 
failed to incorporate into communist power structures prominent leaders of Solidarity or to exile them 
to the West. Politically important leaders of Solidarity preferred to stay in prison or hide and organize 
clandestine activities. The Catholic Church preserved its autonomy. The Church was an umbrella and 
institutional basis for various independent, civic initiatives. 

The economic situation of the country, already extremely difficult, worsened still. There was a 
continuous shortage of basic commodities, and industrial productivity collapsed. In the giant socialist 
industrial plants, the clandestine structures of local Solidarity remained active. 

In social life, the intellectual elite (with a few minor exceptions) did not support the imposition of 
martial law, but rather supported clandestine Solidarity. The most spectacular was probably the boycott 
of state TV by actors, and the boycott of state-controlled media by those prominent journalists who 
could stay on the job; most of them were sacked after imposition of martial law. In the meantime, one 
could observe development of a phenomenon called “parallel society”. A black market had accompanied 
the command economy from the outset, but after the imposition of martial law, it flourished. In 
politics, the counter-elite generated by Solidarity reorganized underground and survived the initial 
impact of martial law. In social life, beside countless cultural, educational and political gatherings 
organized either in churches or private homes, the underground press flourished. In 1982 – 1985 
there were at least 1700 clandestine newspapers of varying type published. The leading “Tygodnik 
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Mazowsze” published nearly 20,000 copies weekly. The Ministry of Internal Affairs estimated that the 
underground could simultaneously print about one million sheets. In the first half of the 1980s, the 
underground press published nearly 2000 books (some of them circulated in 5 - 6 thousand copies), 
mostly political literature, but also prose, poetry, history and sociology. 

By the mid-1980s, it had become quite clear that the restoration of the old regime had failed. In spite 
of the violent measures employed to pacify the outraged society, the regime was too weak to rebuild 
three pillars of the communist system. It failed to restore social isolation, since people had learned 
how to communicate horizontally, beyond the network of institutions controlled by the state. Nor did 
it regain control over the public discourse. While strict preventive censorship worked as before, but it 
covered only the official media, which suffered from abysmal popular credibility. The clandestine press 
served as an important vehicle for free communication beyond state control. Finally, active elements 
of “parallel society” proved that lesson in self-organization had not been forgotten. 

Solidarity, outlawed and wounded by the impact of martial law, was too weak to mobilize society for 
a general rejection of the system, because that would certainly be an invitation to another military 
intervention. The visits of the Pope to Poland gave hope and raised the spirit of the nation, which was 
essential for the continuation of active and passive civil disobedience. But they could not solve the 
problem due to Poland’s geopolitical position. In short, it was a political and social stalemate. 

Impact of Gorbachev’s reforms

The situation in Poland was closely monitored in Kremlin. Poland became the weakest link of the Soviet 
Bloc, beset by economic disaster and a rebellious society. In the meantime, the Reagan administration 
launched the program of so-called “star wars” (“Strategic Defense Initiative”, a proposed space-based 
antiballistic missile system) that would change the global balance of power if it were to succeed. The 
inefficient Soviet economy could not properly respond to this challenge, although the resources used 
for keeping up with global arms race were already enormous. The rigid and stagnating Soviet system 
badly needed reform; otherwise Soviet Union might lose its status of global super-power. In 1985 
Gorbachev became the First Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party. He launched new policies: of 
liberalization of Party control over the public discourse (glasnost’) and of more liberal economic rules 
of the game (perestroika). They were meant to bring more flexibility and efficiency to the system. For 
Poland, this heralded significant changes to the rules of the game between the regime and Solidarity 
counter-elite. In 1985, on the meeting of Party leaders of Soviet Bloc Gorbachev announced that: “Each 
brotherly Party individually set-up its policy and is responsible before its nation.” Polish communists 
realized that the stalemate had to be resolved internally. During his visit to Poland in 1988, Gorbachev 
told Polish leaders not to count on either military or economic help from Soviet Union. Additionally, 
in a meeting with Polish intellectuals he refused to confirm or deny the continuing validity of the  
Brezhnev doctrine.
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The economic decline in Poland deepened. GDP in 1988 was lower than in 1979. Communist 
leaders realized that an exit from the economic, political and social stalemate was impossible without 
cooperating with outlawed Solidarity. Solidarity leaders, in turn, recognized that their movement 
alone was too weak to change the system.  The decay of the system could last for years. Both parties 
to the conflict were compelled to talk. The advent of the Polish “Round Table” was on the horizon, 
though both sides harbored deep mistrust in the intentions of their opponents.  Influential groups 
criticized the very idea of talks. However, the balance of power and influence both in the communist 
elite and the Solidarity counter-elite was such that the moderates prevailed over the radicals.  The 
political situation in both parties therefore fit to the scheme of four players, mentioned by Linz and 
Stepan nearly perfectly: “Much of the transition literature on pacts contains references to “hard-liners” 
and “moderates”.  Transitions are frequently seen as involving a pact between the regime moderates 
and the opposition moderates who are both able to “use” and “contain” their respective hard-liners. 
This is, in essence, a four-player game theory model. This model could first be observed in Spain’s 
transition from the authoritarian regime to democracy. It then could be seen at work in a number of 
South American autocracies that came to an end relatively peacefully (Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, 
and ultimately Chile) and were replaced by democratic governments. The Soviet Bloc, however, 
seemed to be resistant to this trend of negotiated transitions to democracy. The system was much 
more ideological and the economy was fully controlled by the state through central planning and 
redistribution of resources. Poland was about to be first to test the model of four-player game theory in 
the communist bloc. The stakes were high. Failure in Poland would most likely conclude Gorbachev’s 
reforms in Soviet Union and would petrify hard communist regime in the whole Bloc for years.

In the summer of 1988, the Polish economy experienced waves of strikes, but they were not as powerful 
as the strikes at the beginning of the decade. The main goal of the workers was to get Solidarity re-
legalized. There were no prospects for improvement of catastrophic economic situation without radical 
reforms. Such reforms could hardly be successful without cooperation of the Solidarity counter-
elite. Prominent members of the communist elite were increasingly aware that Solidarity would not 
disappear despite protracted repression. At the same time, it became more and more clear that the 
idea of talks with the Solidarity opposition meant acceptance of Solidarity as a legal public institution.  
Engaging with Solidarity as an indispensable interlocutor in crisis resolution would legitimize it. A 
secret document prepared for the Politburo explicitly defined this dilemma: “(The) Round Table – in 
one way or another – will make Solidarity legal. And this is what we fear as blight.”  

In December 1988, the Politburo accepted with some hesitation a public debate between the head of 
official trade unions and Lech Wałęsa, a “private person”. The debate was transmitted live by state-
controlled TV and gathered an audience of several million Poles. Lech Wałęsa undoubtedly won the 
debate. Reports of the secret police were clear: in the eyes of the population, Wałęsa smashed his 
opponent.   The same source quoted what Wałęsa said to his closest collaborators and friends after 
the debate: “Now we got them, they are trapped. Victory is near.” Censorship relaxed and the official 
media, including state TV, were open to the opinions and the necessity to take Solidarity seriously. 
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Communist language was losing its exclusive primacy even in the area that not so long time ago 
was in its full control. The dynamics accelerated. The following month, Solidarity moderates under 
Lech Wałęsa’s leadership and moderates of the communist party under the leadership of Minister of 
Internal Affairs General Czesław Kiszczak met in Magdalenka, near Warsaw, to establish basic ground 
rules for negotiations. The road to Round Table talks was now open.

Polish “Round Table” talks

Round Table talks were launched January 6th 1989, and lasted until April 5th of the same year.  The 
basic agreement resulted in the legalization of Solidarity, semi-free elections to the Parliament (65% of 
seats in Lower House for the candidates of the old elite; 35% for free competition), free elections to the 
restored Senate, restoration of the office of President (with the understanding that General Jaruzelski 
would be the only candidate for the office, elected by National Assembly i.e. members of Lower House 
and Senate). There would also be free access to the public media, including TV. The elections took 
place on June 4th, 1989, and produced an outcome that shocked both sides. 

Semi-free elections and legitimacy shock

Solidarity took 99% of seats in the Senate and all seats that were available for free political competition 
in the Lower House. In addition, many seats reserved for communist elite were taken by Party members 
who were at the same time members of Solidarity or were so liberal that they won support of local 
branches of Solidarity. Solidarity won even in so-called “closed electoral units”: strongholds of the old 
regime such as embassies, army and police bases and facilities. It was a smashing victory for Solidarity, 
and it fundamentally changed the political situation, proving that the old elite enjoyed little social 
support. This put the very legitimacy of further communist rule in Poland in question, despite the 
understandings of the Round Table. The minutes of the Politburo meeting after the elections shows 
disorientation among leaders and the fear that political situation was slipping out of control. 

Wałęsa, on the wave of popular euphoria in his social base and confusion among the communists, then 
offered a coalition to the two pseudo-opposition parties in the Sejm who got their seats as part of the 
set-aside for the old regime - the Polish People’s Party and the Democratic Party. The leaders of those 
parties accepted the offer, and the formation of the first non-communist government after WWII 
was then possible. In September 1989, the first non-communist cabinet, with Solidarity strategist 
and Wałęsa advisor Tadeusz Mazowiecki as a Prime Minister, was approved by the new Parliament. 
He designated as his deputy and Minister of Finance a young economist, Leszek Balcerowicz, as yet 
unknown to the wider public. Krzysztof Skubiszewski, a professor of international law, was named 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. Jacek Kuroń, a legend of democratic opposition, agreed to serve as Minister 
of Labor and Social Affairs, and Krzysztof Kozłowski, journalist from independent, liberal Catholic 
weekly Tygodnik Powszechny, was appointed as deputy Minister of Internal Affairs (the head of this 
crucial Ministry remained General Kiszczak, in conformity with the Round Table deal). 
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Balcerowicz, Skubiszewski, Kuroń and Kozłowski had probably the most difficult tasks in the new 
Government. Balcerowicz was expected to design the transition from command economy to market 
economy (later known as “shock therapy”), and Kuroń was responsible for social peace and effective 
social safety nets, arranged for the losers of Balcerowicz’s institutional reconstruction. Skubiszewski 
was expected to move Poland from the Soviet Bloc into Western institutions along with reorientation of 
international alliances and new security measures. Kozłowski was expected to oversee the disarmament 
of the intact internal security forces that served as a crucial pillar of the former regime and to prevent 
their interference in the fundamental changes to the social order the new democratic government 
had planned. Mazowiecki’s Government had to confront the reality that faced genuine and durable 
social and political revolution could no longer be pursued on the streets, but in the offices of his 
Ministers and through legislation in the Parliament. Paradoxically as it may sound, the appointment 
of Mazowiecki’s government of former bottom-up activists began Poland’s top-down administrative 
revolution.  Social expectations were high, as was the risk of failure. 

Influence on the Soviet Bloc

For the clarity of further narration it is necessary to reconstruct geopolitical situation of Poland after 
the appointment of Mazowiecki’s Government. Poland remained a member of the Warsaw Pact and 
Comecon (the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, the Soviet Bloc’s economic community). 
Without exception, the countries on Poland’s borders were tough communist regimes: the USSR, 
Czechoslovakia and the GDR. Paradoxically, the most liberal neighbor at that time was Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s USSR, because Czechoslovakia was ruled by the iron hand of Gustav Husak, and in the 
GDR political leadership was in hands of the equally dogmatic Erich Honecker. Economic exchange 
was oriented towards Comecon countries, with trade with the US being particularly important. Soviet 
garrisons on Polish soil remained ready for action in 24 hours. 

In July 1989, two months before the formation of Mazowiecki’s Government and a couple of weeks 
after the elections, there was a meeting of Political Advisory Committee of Warsaw Pact, held in 
Bucharest. The Polish delegation, headed by General Jaruzelski and composed of the members of 
communist elite, declared that: “Poland will remain an everlasting link of Warsaw Pact, and member 
of the socialist commonwealth.” According to Skubiszewski, in 1989 the leaders of GDR (Honecker) 
and Romania (Ceausescu) pressed the idea of Warsaw Pact intervention in Poland in order to reverse 
the development of events that from their perspective were a mortal threat to the whole Soviet Bloc. 
But the Kremlin had already its internal problems, and intervention would mean an end of perestroika 
and glasnost, and even more importantly, probably the end of Gorbachev rule, and perhaps Gorbachev 
himself.  Vladimir Zagladin, advisor to Gorbachev, said in July 1989 explicitly that the decision about 
the appointment of Mazowiecki’s Government “is an internal question of our Polish friends”.  The 
lack of internal or international intervention after Poland’s June 1989 elections generated a political 
avalanche in the Soviet Bloc. Hungarian negotiations between democratic opposition and communist 
leaders started on July 13th, and two weeks later, Czechoslovak dissidents published a petition calling 
for talks. In the meantime, the first refugees from the GDR appeared in embassies of the Federal 
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Republic of Germany in Warsaw and Budapest.  The domino-effect of Poland’s “negotiated revolution” 
became visible to even otherwise disinterested external observers. The dismantling of the world 
communist system had begun, and even an attempted coup d’état in Moscow organized by hard-liners 
in August 1991could not reverse the process. 

Institutional revolution as a beginning of transition to democracy

From the beginning of Mazowiecki’s government, it was clear that what counted most was the proper 
planning for fundamental institutional change in politics and economy. In foreign policy, the highest 
priority was to end political dependency on the Soviet Union, to establish new relations with the 
West, and to enter into new institutional arrangements on the European and global scene that would 
secure the peaceful transition to democracy and market economy.  Poland was aiming not to merely 
leave the Warsaw Pact, but rather to dismantle the whole structure that allowed Kremlin control of 
its satellites. The existence of the Warsaw Pact (even without Poland) would pose a constant threat 
to the democratization of Central and Eastern Europe, and for sure would be instrumental for the 
integrity of the Soviet Union. The unification of Germany was soon seen as an inevitable outcome 
of Poland’s democratization of Poland and the resulting and growing unrest in the other Central 
European countries of the Soviet Bloc. For Polish foreign policy the recognition of the western border 
by a united Germany was of crucial importance for the country’s territorial integrity. Fundamental 
amendments to the existing Constitution were another urgent question.  An ongoing process needed 
an institutional base to remain peaceful and regulated.  Otherwise decisions of the new government 
would not have instruments for implementation. 

The institutional revolution started in all strategic areas of the state activity. The elimination of all 
institutional pillars of the former regime, such as Central Bureau of Press and Spectacles Control 
(censorship), secret political police organized in Security Service, Committee of Planning (core 
institution of command economy), conversion of the paramilitary militia into regular state police, 
and creating a legal basis for free institutionalization of political and social forces (including political 
parties) was essential. Another top priority was to provide for as soon as possible free elections to local 
self-government, in order to anchor democratic process on the local level.  Generally speaking, the 
institutional revolution had to address three segments of power: legislative, executive and judiciary, 
and the challenges were enormous.  

However, economic reforms were also crucial to the success or failure of the democratic transition. 
The legal foundation for a market economy in Poland was designed by Balcerowicz and his team and 
accepted by the Parliament in a matter of weeks. The Government launched the famous Balcerowicz 
Plan on January 1st, 1990.

Post-solidarity reconstruction of the liberal democratic order and the question of social justice

The post-solidarity institutional reconstruction of the country had its social cost. The institutions of 
the old regime, along with the previously existing model of public life generated large interest groups. 
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The most obvious example were workers of huge socialist enterprises that were built to political criteria 
as opposed to market criteria, such as the giant Nowa Huta steel outside Kraków in order to change the 
class structure of the conservative area. 

The introduction of new rules to the economic game as well as institutional transformation spurred 
spontaneous adaptive processes, the most spectacular effect of which was the exceptional dynamic 
of private sector that developed between the twilight and legal spheres.  Exposure of the huge state 
enterprises to market rules created serious social tensions, because the enterprises were not accustomed 
to free competition and entrepreneurial management.  Moreover, managers of state enterprises held 
their positions due to loyalty to political patrons, generally because of demonstrated managerial skill. 
The just-legalized chapters of the Solidarity trade union active in these enterprises were very strong and 
buoyed with the élan of their underground activity. All this made the necessary process of privatization 
extremely difficult politically. Market rules opened room for the emergence and development of new, 
private economic initiatives that were free from politics. 

This process shaped the Polish society in the 1990s, but also created structural foundations for the 
future consolidation of the liberal democratic, free market system. All these developments strongly 
contributed to the creation of new social strata and structures, being symptoms of the emergence 
of a nascent middle class. Experiences in achieving interest group objectives and even in defining 
“interests”, at a time of systemic upheaval, are of limited use (or even useless), as the old social and 
institutional structures disintegrate (along with their behavioral norms) and new structures emerge 
in their place, operating according to a different logic. This was the transformation that Polish society 
had to undergo after the collapse of communism. Social and institutional structures shaped by, and 
for, central planning mechanisms gradually yielded to structures emerging from the free market.
This reconstruction threatened interests which linked large segments of the society with the old network 
of institutions. Opening the possibilities for free associations of citizens led to the emergence on the 
public scene of numerous institutions organized around the defense of group interests threatened by 
the Balcerowicz’s reform, especially visible in public sphere in the 1990s, including local chapters of 
Solidarity. These tendencies, observed not only in Poland but also in other societies of former Soviet 
Bloc, show that as reconstruction of the system proceeds, social support was less dictated by the values 
(part of the basis for  rejection of the old system) and increasingly by group interests, most of which 
were formed by the past system and its institutions.

This process led to a paradox in the initial stage of transition to democracy and market economy. 
Group interests were mainly formed by the institutions of the old system, but democratic mechanisms 
gave them ability to influence the decisions of politicians. In order not to lose social support, the 
politicians became advocates of slowing-down the institutional reconstruction. This deceleration was 
observed in Poland as early as the 1990 presidential campaign, particularly in regard to so-called “mass 
privatization”. Privatization of the command economy inherited from the former system remains 
incomplete, facing fierce resistance of trade unions. Another effect visible not only in Poland but also 
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in Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia (which split in 1993), is the reluctance of politicians to 
reform the social security schemes inherited from the former system. 

When the Solidarity camp took power, the social division that generated the initial impetus for 
transition, opposition to the old system, quickly lost its importance due to the introduction of the 
radical changes in economic system of the country, “Balcerowicz’s shock therapy”. These changes 
crystallized the new axis of political divisions: supporters and opponents of this program. Roughly 
speaking, the Balcerowicz’s program revealed three social categories: (1) “winners”, those for whom 
changes made possible to increase the level of consumption (comprising a small minority); (2) those 
who managed to maintain their level of consumption (also a minority); (3) “losers”, those who in the 
first phase of transition were forced to reduce their level of consumption (a sizable majority). One’s 
placement in any of these three categories was not a transcription of social support for Solidarity 
to initiate radical change.  This proved a crucial political factor. A majority of people who had 
declared support for Solidarity in the bad old days, found themselves in the third category, whereas a 
considerable number of persons voting in 1989 for the status quo managed to convert their political 
capital into the financial assets (known in literature as the “enfranchisement of nomenclature”). This 
trend produced considerable frustration and a wide-ranging re-orientation of social attitudes. The 
outcome of the 1993 elections in Poland, won by post-communist forces,  confirmed this political left 
turn.  Poland was far from alone in this trend. 

A non-Solidarity opposition absorbed Solidarity’s disappointed electoral clientele. This was probably 
a natural reaction to the harsh economic measures taken by the Solidarity governments in order to 
implement a genuine market economy and basis for future prosperity. 

Institutional legacy of the communist economy could not just be broken or erased; it had to be gradually 
dismantled according to principles of “social justice” (the popular definition of “social justice” was 
based on the equal distribution of social costs of transformation).  Economic efficiency therefore 
conflicted with the interests of those employed in enterprises inefficient according to market criteria 
- and most inherited economic institutions were inefficient. Unfortunately, the employees of these 
economic enterprises were the social base of Solidarity. Market rules increased social inequalities, and 
many Solidarity supporters experienced social and economic degradation, at least in the initial stage 
of transition. Political leaders with Solidarity roots consequently suffered a hemorrhaging of support. 
Those disappointed by social effect of the reforms generally transferred their support to either post-
communists, radical nationalist and populist political groups, or retreated into the private sphere. 
This widespread disappointment survived until the 2005 parliamentary elections, which brought to 
parliament a relatively strong proportion of populists and nationalists, who then formed a governing 
coalition with Kaczyński’s Law and Justice Party. This government then helped to elevate the Prime 
Minister’s twin brother Lech Kaczynski to the office of the Presidency. This coalition survived for only 
two years, and in the 2007 elections, populist and nationalist parties suffered a spectacular failure, 
falling below the 5 % threshold to enter the parliament.
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Consolidation of Polish democracy

Consolidation of democracy is a process. The beginnings of consolidation of the new system in Poland 
could be seen as early as in 1993, with the alternation of power between the new government and 
the opposition. This was the first evidence that all the main political forces accepted the new rules 
of the game, accepting results of an election that does not result in their favor. Respecting the results 
of the elections, Solidarity handed power over to post-communist forces. A second milestone in the 
consolidation occurred in 1997, when the post-communist elite handed over the power to post-
Solidarity political parties, also respecting the results of the elections. During this time no meaningful 
social force contested the democratic procedure of the legitimization of power. No such political force 
could emerge, for no social base appeared that could generate such force. So by 1997, the democratic 
procedure had become a stable and accountable method to legitimize power. To use Di Palma’s 
definition, popularized later by Linz and Stepan, democratic rules became “the only game in town”.

However, it would be premature to conclude that the process of consolidation of the new regime came 
to an end at that moment. If the core of a democratic regime, as Schumpeter wrote, is competitive 
elections among political parties’ representatives, then we should focus on the formation of the party 
system. Instability or the lack of consolidation of the party system can cause serious political crises, 
thus jeopardizing the stability of the whole system. Universal acceptance of the rules of the game is 
necessary for the consolidation of democracy, but certainly not sufficient.  

The criteria that must be met for a democratic system to be regarded as consolidated should be 
more precise. It is assumed that a necessary condition for consolidation was the substantially 
unquestionable domination of democratic procedure of power legitimization in the three dimensions 
proposed by Linz and Stepan: constitutional – legal, behavioral and attitudinal. Constitutionally, a 
democratic order is consolidated “when governmental and nongovernmental forces alike, throughout 
the territory of the state, become subjected to, and habituated to, the resolution of conflict within 
specific laws, procedures, and institution sanctioned by the new democratic process”. Attitudinally, 
a democratic order is consolidated, “when a strong majority of public opinion holds the belief that 
democratic procedures and institutions are the most appropriate way to govern collective life in a 
society such as theirs and when the support for anti-system alternatives is quite small…” And finally, 
behavioral aspect of consolidation appears “when no significant national, social, economic, political, 
or institutional actors spend significant resources attempting to achieve their objectives by creating a 
nondemocratic regime or turning to violence or foreign intervention to secede from the state”. Using 
these criteria, one may conclude that Polish democracy consolidated in the 1990s. 

Nonetheless, one can talk about a solid consolidation of a democratic regime only when one additional 
condition is fulfilled – the consolidation of the party system. The most straightforward, although not 
the only operational, definition of the consolidation of the party system would be a situation in which 
in two electoral cycles a similar set of main political parties would run for seats in the Parliament. 
By this measure one can state that the consolidation process of the democratic system in Poland was 
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well-advanced in 1997, and it culminated in the immediate-past decade, in which four political parties 
(Civic Platform, Law and Justice, Left Democratic Alliance and Polish People’s Party) were represented 
in Parliament for more than two consecutive elections. This is a relatively strong empirical indicator 
that aggregated interests and values of civil society are represented in their plurality by these four 
major parties.

Conclusions

The Polish road to liberal democracy and the free market was the longest in the whole Soviet Bloc. 
In the Fall of 1989, during the “velvet revolution” in Czechoslovakia the slogan “Poland – 10 years; 
Hungary – 10 months; GDR – 10 weeks and Czechoslovakia – 10 day” was very popular.  The slogan 
tersely shows the acceleration of transitional processes in Central and Eastern Europe. Yes, the Polish 
road was long and winding, but Poland was the trend-setter. The other countries were able to refer to 
the Polish experience to avoid dead-ends and setbacks.  The Polish lesson was absorbed by not only by 
dissidents in Hungary, Czechoslovakia and GDR along with ordinary people, but also by communist 
elites in Soviet Bloc, with Kremlin elite on the top. Poland paid a high price for resilient and massive 
resistance to the communist system:  martial law, mass prosecutions, and casualties during the clashes 
with militia, broken careers and sometimes – lives. But eventually it succeeded. The Cold War is over, 
the world is no longer divided into two competing and hostile alliances, united Europe is larger, and 
the risk of global, nuclear war is considerably reduced. We are living  in a generally better world, and 
the first steps – in defiance of all rational calculations – were taken by a group of workers in the hot, 
sunny August of 1980 in one of the coastal cities in Poland: in Gdańsk.

Mr. Wnuk-Lipiński is professor of Sociology and Rector of the Collegium Civitas. Author of several books, articles 
and op-ed pieces, he is a well regarded scholar.
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Permanent Secretariat of the Community of Democracies in Warsaw

The Permanent Secretariat of the Community of Democracies started operating in January 2009. 
It provides organizational and conceptual support to the Presidency of the Community of Democracies and the Convening 
Group. It initiates programmatic and intellectual efforts, and undertakes administrative, operational and technical tasks 
and maintains contacts with nongovernmental organizations and other partners. As per the Annex to the Bamako 
declaration the headquarters of the Secretariat are in Warsaw. In June 2008 the Convening Group elected Prof. Bronisław 
Misztal for the position of Executive Director of the Permanent Secretariat.

More information is available on the website www.community-democracies.org.
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