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Challenging traditional, nationalistic accounts of heroism and tragedy, the author sets the 
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and focuses on the experience of individuals’ daily lives. For instance, readers learn of the 
day-to-day relations between people of differing religion and language between the two 
world wars, the realities of life in the Warsaw ghetto, what Stalin’s industrial expansion 
meant for the peasants who took up factory jobs in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and 
the effects of changing concepts of masculinity and femininity over time. The result is 
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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

Polish names are notoriously difficult for English-speakers, but the 
 pronunciation is not as hard as it might seem once you learn a few  simple 
rules. To compensate (at least partially) for the unfamiliar  letters, the 
stress of every word is on the second-to-the-last syllable. The following 
chart is not intended to be a precise guide, but only a rough approxima-
tion of equivalent sounds in each language. For example, there is an 
important difference between s ́and sz, but an Anglophone can say “sh” 
for both and get away with it. Just don’t tell any native Polish speakers 
that I said so. Study this chart, and before long you’ll be reciting the infa-
mous  tongue-twister, “W Szczebrzeszynie chrzas̨zcz brzmi w trzcinie ….”

Polish English

a a as in “father”
a ̨ nasalized a
c ts
c ́ ch
cz ch
ę nasalized e
i i as in “ski”
j y as in “yet”
ł w
ń n as in “onion” (like ñ in Spanish)
o o as in “go”
ó oo as in “boot”
rz zh
s ́ sh
sz sh
u oo as in “boot”
w v
y i as in “it”
z ́ zh
z ̇ zh
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INTRODUCTION

This is a book about a vaguely defined space in northeastern Europe 
and the people who have lived there during the past two hundred 
years. Most of them have usually (but not always) called themselves 
“Poles,” and the country they live in has usually (but not always) been 
called “Poland.” Neither the place nor the people are all that notewor-
thy in the grand scheme of things. Nowadays about two thirds of the 
population live in towns and cities, but a century ago the area was 
mostly agricultural. It isn’t a particularly prosperous region, but by 
world standards it isn’t particularly poor either. The United Nations 
Human Development Index, which combines measures of health, 
 education, and wealth, places Poland at 39th out of 187 countries. 
Actually, if income inequality (or the comparative lack thereof) is taken 
into account, Poland jumps to number 30. Polish life expectancy at 
birth is just over 76 years, above the global average of 69.8 but below 
the 80+ years enjoyed by the earth’s most long-lived peoples. With a 
gross national income per capita of US$17,451 per year, the people we’ll 
be discussing in this book are placed 41st in the world, quite distant 
from the rarified wealth of the Qataris, Singaporeans, or Norwegians, 
but also well above the global average of $10,082.1

As we move back into the past, we can’t be quite so precise about 
the comparative standing of the people calling themselves Polish, 
but in very rough terms the picture looks about the same: most of 
them were more prosperous than most people in the world, but less 
so than their contemporaries in North America and Western Europe. 
For example, in 1925 the average income per person in Poland was 
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the equivalent of US$3,221 per year, adjusting for inflation. That 
compared badly to $9,582 for the United States, $5,542 for Germany, 
and $5,578 for France, but it compared very well to $960 for Brazil, 
$918 for Nigeria, or $954 for China.2 Industrialization and urbaniza-
tion arrived about a half- century later in northeastern Europe than it 
did in Britain or the United States, but in the region stretching from 
Warsaw southwest towards Silesia there were sizable islands of 
development that were truly booming by the 1880s and 1890s, not far 
behind the production centers of Germany or the Czech lands. The 
Poles reached that tipping point when more people worked in 
 industry than in agriculture shortly after World War II, a century 
later than England but decades ahead of the world outside the North 
Atlantic region.

Poles had little or no say in how they were governed for most of 
the 19th century. In fact, no Polish state existed between 1795 and 
1918, unless one counts a few small puppet states with limited 
autonomy set up by one or another of the neighboring powers. But 
without down playing this lack of independence, it is worth noting 
that not very many people anywhere had a meaningful role in 
political life in the 19th century. Only about 20 percent of the world’s 
population in 1914 lived in  countries that could claim to be inde-
pendent – the rest lived in outright colonies or in countries with only 
nominal sovereignty.3 Perhaps even more important, the overwhelm-
ing majority of the citizens (if we can even use that word) of the 
imperial powers were every bit as deprived of genuine self-rule as 
were their Polish contemporaries. Nowhere could women vote or 
otherwise  participate in politics, and even giving the vote to all 
adult males regardless of wealth or education was still considered 
radical almost everywhere.

Things improved only marginally in the 20th century. Between 
World Wars I and II there was an independent Polish republic with 
an elected government and a vibrant (though censored) press, but 
widespread corruption and a military coup in 1926 limited the 
effectiveness of democracy. After World War II Poland was part of 
the Soviet bloc, with a one-party state and a tightly controlled pub-
lic sphere. But again, in global terms this was hardly unusual. The 
 government of the Polish People’s Republic was oppressive and 
violent, but most governments in Africa, Asia, and Latin America in 
those days were much worse. Even Western Europe and the United 
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States were hardly pristine democracies in the Cold War years. 
After the fall of communism in 1989 the Polish state matched the demo-
cratic norms of their Western European neighbors, and whatever 
problems remained were those faced by all capitalist systems with 
representative governments. Tracking the expansion of meaningful 
civil rights, Poles would follow a winding path of accomplishments 
and setbacks (some severe), but most of the time they were neither 
significantly more nor significantly less empowered than most of 
their fellow humans.

It might seem odd to start a book on the history of Poland by acknowl-
edging that the country is rather ordinary, but I would argue that it is 
worth studying not because it is exceptional, but precisely because it is 
not. Although the Poles live in Europe, in some ways their experiences 
have been closer to those outside that fortunate continent. Whether we 
look at economic prosperity, cultural development, or political liberty, 
the people of northeastern Europe consistently fall below the ranks of 
the privileged, but well above the global norm. They are not part of the 
club of imperial powers that have dominated the world during the past 
few centuries, but they don’t quite fit into the category of colonized 
subjects either. They are among the weakest of the mighty and the 
mightiest of the weak, among the poorest of the rich and the richest of 
the poor. This in-between status makes Poland a useful portal for any-
one hoping to view the broad tendencies and characteristics of the 
modern world.

This way of describing Poland provides an alternative to two  familiar 
depictions of the country’s past and present. On the one hand, in 
Western Europe and the United States it is common to depict Poland 
as  a land of backward peasants, either beloved for their homespun 
 simplicity or denigrated for their violent xenophobia and their primi-
tive superstitions. These portrayals are at best exaggerations, and at 
worst arrogant slurs. For a long time Poles have resented being called 
East Europeans, not merely because it is geographically wrong (using 
the conventional boundaries of Europe, Poland sits almost exactly in 
the center) but because of the old habit of using the adjective “Western” 
with the noun “civilization,” and assuming that life becomes more 
 barbaric the further east one goes.4 Instead of playing word games 
with  Poland’s geographical description, I’d rather set aside the 
whole idea that Europe is divided between a “progressive” West and 
an “ uncivilized” East. Making Poland seem more normal will help us 
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see that Poles are actually quite similar to the rest of us. In fact, for most 
practical purposes they are us.

The second corrective that comes from normalizing Poland is to burst 
the balloons of Polish nationalism. All too many historians of Poland 
have represented the country as unique because of its tragic suffering. 
We often get a story that marches from battlefield to battlefield, from 
oppression to oppression, from massacre to massacre, with Poland 
standing as an inevitable collective victim. This produces a national 
martyrology – an elevation of the entire collectivity to the status of 
sanctified victim. Within this lachrymose worldview, to impugn any 
Pole is to impugn Poland as such, because only the virtuous victims are 
allowed to represent the whole. When faced with stories about Poles 
who have done bad things, proponents of this view either insist that the 
evildoer was not a true Pole, or that the historian is lying. Even worse, 
there is no room in this approach for stories of everyday life that do not 
involve oppression or resistance. The only genuine Pole in such stories 
is either a hero or a victim (or both).

In no way would I belittle the pain and anguish that people in Poland 
have experienced in the modern era, and I would be the first to empha-
size that at certain points (particularly during World War II) they’ve 
 suffered more than most. But I also want to emphasize that nations don’t 
suffer – people do. Although this book is titled Poland in the Modern World, 
readers should not expect a story in which some collective historical 
actor named “Poland” plays a starring role. This will not be a tale of how 
Poland accomplished this or that, how Poland endured this or that injus-
tice, how Poland navigated the turbulent seas of the 20th  century. Instead, 
this is a story of actual human beings – some good and some bad; some 
prosperous and some poor; some happy and some  miserable; some suc-
cessful and some not. Poland is neither a collective national martyr nor a 
collective national villain. Poland is a group of people who have had to 
make sense of a changing world over the past two centuries, and their 
effort to do so will be the topic of this book.

Notes

1 All these statistics are from the Human Development Report 2011 (New York: 
United Nations Development Programme, 2011). The report can be obtained 
from http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports (accessed August 29, 2013).

http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports
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2 Mattias Lindgren, Gapminder, at www.gapminder.org/data/documen-
tation/gd001 (accessed August 29, 2013). These figures are based in per 
capita GDP and are expressed in “purchasing price parity,” inflation 
adjusted to 2005.

3 The Anchor Atlas of World History (New York: Anchor Press, 1966), 2, 98.
4 On the origins of this idea, see Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map 

of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1994).

http://www.gapminder.org/data/documentation/gd001
http://www.gapminder.org/data/documentation/gd001
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  1  

POLES WITHOUT POLAND, 
1795–1918

There was no Poland on the map between 1795 and 1918. That sentence 
might seem like a simple historical fact, but it actually raises a whole 
series of problems that make it really hard to tell the story of 19th century 
northeastern Europe.

The first date – 1795 – was when Russia, Prussia, and Austria signed 
a treaty that destroyed the Polish–Lithuanian Republic.1 That was the 
culmination of a long process of decline, but it was nonetheless a shock-
ing event at the time. In the 18th century it was routine for the elites of 
one country to meddle in the internal affairs of another. For example, in 
1740–48 the European powers fought a major war over the succession 
to the throne in the Austrian Empire, and it seemed self-evident to most 
diplomats at the time that the warring parties had been justified in 
 getting involved. The Polish–Lithuanian Republic had been the object 
of that sort of interference for a long time. In 1733–38 the so-called War 
of Polish Succession pit France and Spain against Russia, Austria, 
Saxony, and Prussia, with each coalition fighting to place a different 
candidate on the Polish throne. So the principle of non-interference was 
non-existent. Nonetheless, that sort of intrusion was taken to a whole 
new level in 1772, when Poland’s three neighbors simply annexed wide 
swaths of the country in what came to be known as the First Partition 
(Figure 1.1a, Figure 1.1.b). The background to that startling act of plunder 
need not detain us here; suffice it to say that it was primarily the result 
of maneuvering by diplomats in Petersburg, Berlin, and Vienna. Poland 
itself was merely the board on which they were playing their game of 
Great Power politics.
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Figure 1.1 Partitions of Poland, 1772–1795: (a) The Polish–Lithuanian Republic 
in 1772; (b) The Polish–Lithuanian Republic after the First Partition (1772); (c) The 
Polish–Lithuanian Republic after the Second Partition (1793); (d) The Polish–
Lithuanian Republic after the Third Partition (1795).
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(a) (b)
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Responding to this humiliation, a reform movement in Poland began 
pushing for political changes that would strengthen the country against 
further aggression. Their efforts culminated in a new constitution on 
May 3, 1791 – a date that is a major national holiday today. The specific 
provisions of this document were less important in the long run than 
the rhetoric used to explain and justify them. Slogans like “justice,” 
“independence,” “fatherland,” “nation,” and above all “freedom” 
evoked the ideals of the Enlightenment. The very act of writing a bind-
ing constitution implied that the law stood above any particular ruler, 
and not vice versa. Such liberal democratic theories were abhorrent to 
much of the political elite in Europe at the time, particularly in Russia 
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and Prussia. After the American Revolution of 1776 and the French 
Revolution of 1789, conservatives were committed to stopping the 
virus of revolt wherever it appeared. The May 3 Constitution was a 
provocation to them, and they responded accordingly: in 1793 Poland 
was partitioned a second time (Figure 1.1c), leaving only a small rump 
of a country. In response, a reform-minded military hero named 
Tadeusz Kosćiuszko (who had earlier fought in the American 
Revolution, earning the rank of general in Washington’s army) launched 
a desperate rebellion. The unsurprising retribution was the Third 
Partition, in 1795 (Figure 1.1d). Poland–Lithuania was no more.

Without an independent state, what is “Polish history” supposed to 
describe? Many authors have focused on the political and military 
struggle to regain independence, on the assumption that with the 
Republic gone, the fight to get it back must necessarily be the main 
topic of Polish history. That effort was ultimately successful, but there 
were lots of defeats along the way. There were two major rebellions in 
the Russian-occupied territories in 1830 and 1863, each leading to crack-
downs that only made the situation worse. There were also several 
smaller armed revolts and countless aborted conspiracies in all three 
partitions, none of which brought independence any nearer but all of 
which created heroes and legends that could serve as inspirations for 
later generations of national activists. An archetype emerged: the val-
iant freedom-fighter who would risk anything, even death (particularly 
death), for the sake of the nation. This figure was a tragic hero in the 
classic sense: a person whose virtue was tied up with a fatal flaw that 
would always lead to defeat. Poland itself became such a hero, with 
novelists, poets, and historians telling the story of the nation as if it 
were a collective agent fighting for its existence, only to fail, inevitably 
but gallantly, each time. Its virtue was a love of freedom and a coura-
geous willingness to fight for it; its fatal flaw was the tendency to do so 
regardless of the chance of success.

Corresponding to the heroic but tragic freedom-fighter was another 
model that resonates to this day in Poland, the so-called Matka-Polka 
(Mother-Pole). This figure provided a model of national femininity to 
support the masculine ideal of the insurgent. The Matka-Polka was also 
defined by sacrifice: that of the wife who willingly accepts her  husband’s 
departure and death for the national cause, and who raises children 
who are prepared to give their lives in the same way. She is stoic and 
rather joyless, a beacon of moral rectitude for her warrior-husband. 
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In many ways the Matka-Polka is a variation on familiar 19th century 
bourgeois norms of femininity (see Figure 1.2). Throughout Europe at 
the time women of means were told that their purpose was twofold: to 
raise children and to embody morality for their husbands. As industrial 
capitalism was replacing older ethical values with norms better suited 
to a cut-throat business world, women were often held up as the only 
thing standing between modernity and perdition. In Poland as in 
France or Britain, this ideal of femininity was narrowly limited to 
those  wealthy enough to sustain a family on just a man’s income 
(an   unattainable luxury for industrial laborers). In Poland this eco-
nomic stratum was, until the very end of the 19th century, limited to the 
hereditary nobility – precisely those who were most likely to be drawn 
to the national movement. Thus the Matka-Polka offered a local twist on 
the familiar elite feminine norm by giving her the added duty of 
 sustaining not just morality and social order, but the nation as well.

The problem with these archetypes was that many (perhaps even 
most) people in the lands of the former Polish–Lithuanian Republic 
refused to take part in this fight. It wasn’t really Poland (in the abstract) 
that fought for independence, but a specific subset of the population. 
This brings us to one of the most important but most challenging aspects 
of Polish history: the meaning and scope of the very word “Poland.” 
Not all the people living in the lands of the Polish–Lithuanian Republic 
always called themselves Polish or were recognized as Polish by others, 
but exactly how that adjective should be defined has been a topic of 
heated debate for more than two centuries. One approach has been to 
focus on those who spoke Polish and/or self-identified as Poles. That 
seems appealing at first glance, but in fact it leads to a lot of problems. 
For example, during the 19th and early 20th century around a third of 
the people living in Warsaw spoke Yiddish as their primary language, 
and this figure was even higher in many smaller towns and cities. In the 
eastern parts of the former Republic only a small minority spoke Polish, 
with Ukrainian, Belarusian, and Lithuanian dominating. The largest 
and richest city of the Republic was known by its German-speaking 
majority as Danzig, though many of the peasants living outside the city 
spoke Polish (or a closely related language called Kashubian) and called 
it Gdańsk. Should we relegate all these non-Polish speakers to the 
 tangential category of “ethnic minorities,” best discussed in separate 
books? That would be misleading, because we can’t make any sense of 
Polish history unless we place diversity front-and-center. A history of 



Figure 1.2 Portrayals of 19th century ideals of masculinity and femininity. (a) Artur 
Grottger, Bitwa (The Battle), 1863, reproduced by permission of the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Budapest; (b) Pożegnanie i powitanie (Farewell and Welcome), 1865–66, 
 courtesy of the Polish National Museum in Kraków.

(a)

(b)
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Poland that failed to fully consider Jews and Ukrainians would be as 
flawed as a history of the United States that dealt exclusively with white 
English-speaking Protestants.

We must never forget that the country destroyed by the partitions 
had been called the Polish–Lithuanian Republic, not simply Poland. In 
other words, it was an amalgamation of two separate polities, not a 
homogeneous nation-state. In 1386 Queen Jadwiga of Poland married 
Grand Duke Jogaila (Jagiełło) of Lithuania, and their heirs ruled both 
countries for almost two centuries. During that time the elites of 
Lithuania gradually drew closer to their Polish counterparts, and by 
1569 the bonds were close enough to enable the transformation of this 
dynastic alliance into a united Polish–Lithuanian state. Cultural homog-
enization, however, came very slowly: Polish was made the official 
 language of governance for the whole Republic only in 1699, and 
although Roman Catholicism was dominant by the late 17th century, 
many Eastern Rite Catholic (and some Protestant) nobles remained. In 
this context “Lithuania” was the name of a large administrative region 
with its own separate laws and customs, but the landowning nobles 
who lived there participated fully in Polish politics and culture. The 
word “Poland” was therefore used to refer to a specific territory within 
the Republic (the part that had been the medieval Kingdom of Poland), 
but people often casually used the term to describe the entire country 
(thus “the War for Polish Succession” or “The Partitions of Poland”).

This slippery nomenclature allows us to make sense of Adam 
Mickiewicz (1798–1855), who is to Poles what William Shakespeare is 
to Anglophones. Schoolchildren still have to memorize his poems, and 
his plays have been made into countless films – most recently in 1999, 
when the famous director Andrzej Wajda released a much-praised 
 rendition of Mickiewicz’s masterpiece, Pan Tadeusz. That particular 
Polish-language work is noteworthy because of its opening lines:

Lithuania, my Fatherland
You are like health.
Only those who have lost you
can fully appreciate you.”2

In other words, the most famous Polish poet began his most famous 
work with a homage to his homeland: Lithuania. There is, appropri-
ately enough, a statue to Adomas Mickevic ̌ius in Vilnius, the capital of 
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Lithuania. But that’s not all: Mickiewicz’s birthplace was in the village 
of Zaosie, which is located in what is today Belarus. That country put 
the image of a young Адам Міцкевіч on a national stamp in 1998 to 
commemorate the bicentenary of his birth. So is Mickiewicz Polish, 
Lithuanian, or Belarusian? Well, he was all of the above and none of the 
above. All of the above, insofar as Mickiewicz did not see these labels 
as mutually exclusive. None of the above, insofar as those terms meant 
something for him that bears little relation to what they mean to us.

Sometimes the Polish–Lithuanian Republic is characterized as a 
haven of ethnic tolerance and cohabitation, and while that claim is not 
necessarily false, it can be misleading. On the one hand, the Republic 
was probably the most religiously and linguistically diverse place in 
Europe. We don’t have exact numbers, but best estimates are that by the 
18th century about half the population was Western Rite (Roman) 
Catholic, and another third was Eastern Rite Catholic. The latter group 
was created in the late 16th century in a failed attempt to reunite the 
Eastern (Orthodox) and Western (Catholic) branches of Christianity. On 
matters of ritual and tradition the Eastern Rite Catholics retain Orthodox 
practices, but they acknowledge the authority of the pope in Rome. Just 
to make matters more confusing, they are sometimes called “Uniates” 
or “Greek Catholics.” About 7 percent of the population of the Polish–
Lithuanian Republic was Jewish, and the Protestants and Eastern 
Orthodox were at about 5 percent each.3 Language and religion did not 
precisely overlap, but in very broad terms the Roman Catholics mostly 
spoke Polish or Lithuanian, the Eastern Rite Catholics mostly spoke 
Ukrainian, the Eastern Orthodox mostly spoke Russian or Belarusian, 
the Protestants mostly spoke German, and the Jews mostly spoke a 
 language that would later come to be known as Yiddish. That said, it 
would be a huge mistake to transpose our modern ethno-national 
 categories (Pole, Ukrainian, Russian, Belarusian, Jew, German), back 
onto the inhabitants of the Republic. If we want to understand those 
people in their own terms, we have to accept that in their world, social 
status and function mattered more than language or even religion.

At the top of that social world was the szlachta (nobility), which made 
up around 8–9 percent of the population in the late 18th century. The 
adult males among them had a virtual lock on political and economic 
power. The right to own land was limited to the szlachta and the Church, 
and the military was dominated by men of noble birth. Nearly all the 
members of this caste spoke Polish as their primary language, and 
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nearly all were Roman Catholics – but their family lineage, rather than 
language or religion, constituted the focal point of their identity. Moving 
down the social hierarchy, about 6 percent of the population were 
townsmen, and another 0.5 percent were members of the clergy. Each of 
these groups had its own internal self-governance, its own system of 
courts, and its own distinct laws. The 6–9 percent of the population that 
was Jewish was also set apart, and their autonomy was in accordance 
with the overall decentralized structure of the state. For the most part, 
as long as the Jewish communities of Poland paid their taxes they could 
manage their own internal affairs, just as the nobles, the townsmen, and 
the clergy could. There were other (much smaller) groups as well: 
Armenians, Muslim Tatars, Dutch and Scottish religious dissidents, 
and more.

Finally there were the peasants, making up almost three quarters of 
the population. Unlike the nobles, the townsmen, the clergy, or the 
Jews, the peasants had virtually no self-governance. They were serfs, 
subject to the will of the landowners. Serfdom was not quite the same 
thing as slavery, because they could not be bought or sold like the 
Africans deported to the chattel markets of the United States or 
Caribbean. But serfs were not free: they had virtually no civil or legal 
liberties, and they were subordinate to their lords in all matters. They 
were tied to the estates on which they lived, and had to provide their 
lords with dues (either in the form of their own produce or labor on the 
noble’s land). It would have been meaningless to speak about a “Polish 
nation” that encompassed both the landowners and the serfs; in fact, 
some 17th and 18th century texts even referred to a separate “noble 
nation” that ruled over a “plebian nation.” The serfs were subjects of 
the Polish-Lithuanian Republic, while the nobles were citizens. 
Revealingly, as late as the early 20th century the Polish word obywatel 
could be translated as both “citizen” and “noble landowner.”

The nobles spoke of privileges (przywileje, from the Latin privus 
[ private] and lex, [law]) rather than rights, and these existed at least in 
part to sustain control over the peasantry, free from interference from 
any central royal authority. The country was called a republic because 
the monarchy was tightly constrained by an elected assembly of the 
noblemen (the Sejm). The crown could not arrest or punish a nobleman 
without a trial, and could not raise revenue, declare war, or enact laws 
without the consent of the Sejm. Many monarchies in early modern 
Europe had noble assemblies that placed some checks on royal 
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power  – in fact, nowadays historians recognize that 17th and 18th 
 century absolutism was never as absolute as was once imagined. But 
the power of the Sejm was extraordinary: according to a constitutional 
document from 1505, the basic governing principle of the Republic 
was nihil novi nisi commune consensu (nothing new without general 
consent), which was more commonly rendered in Polish with the 
rhyming phrase nic o nas bez nas (nothing about us without us). 
The “us” in that slogan were the nobles, not the population more gen-
erally; in other words, this was a statement of noble privilege rather 
than an affirmation of general  liberty. And what, precisely, was the 
nobility protecting with this  privilege? Four years prior to that 1505 
constitution the Sejm forced the king to agree to a law that banned all 
peasant mobility  without the permission of the landowner, and in 1519 
the monarchy renounced all authority over how the landowners 
treated their  peasants. In other words, peasants could no longer appeal 
to a royal court over the heads of their masters, and members of the 
nobility were free to run their estates as they saw fit. The liberty of 
the nobles was therefore inex tricably linked to a loss of liberty for the 
peasants.

The system of serfdom would change a lot between the early 16th 
and the late 18th centuries, but the one constant was a social structure 
that established almost impenetrable barriers between nobles and 
 peasants (and Jews, clergy, and townsmen). Each group was a world 
unto itself, with its own laws and its own forms of governance. The 
resulting decentralization meant that the Republic was ill fitted to 
stand up against the growing strength of the more centralized monar-
chies of Prussia, Austria, and Russia. Perhaps more important, the 
 disempowerment of the peasantry led to their impoverishment, which 
in turn meant that there was only a tiny domestic market for any goods 
that were not necessary for basic subsistence. The Republic had very 
little of what we would today call “consumer demand,” which served 
as a  crucial impetus for the early commercial revolution (and later the 
industrial revolution) in northwestern Europe. This meant that by the 
18th century Poland-Lithuania occupied a large space on the map, but 
was falling far behind its immediate neighbors in terms of political 
might and its northwest European contemporaries in terms of 
 economic might.

In the midst of that decline, however, the linguistic and religious 
diversity of the country survived (in practice if not always in law and 
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ideology). The nobility was mostly Roman Catholic, and by the early 
18th century this was reflected in the official Catholicism of the state 
institutions and high culture. But even that degree of homogeneity had 
not always existed. In 1573, in the midst of the wars of the Protestant 
reformation, the members of the Sejm signed the following affirmation: 
“We promise together, on our own behalf and in the name of our heirs 
for all time, on our faith, honor, and conscience, that though we are of 
different religions, we will maintain peace among ourselves, and not 
shed blood because of differences of faith or church.”4 Significantly, this 
was not a claim that “we” Catholics will tolerate “you” Protestants: it 
was an assertion that “we” could be from either religion. This broad-
mindedness would erode over the coming decades, but that’s beside 
the point. Since those outside the szlachta did not count for anything 
politically, it simply didn’t matter if they worshiped differently or 
spoke different languages. Diversity could flourish among the 
 commoners, because it was (mostly) irrelevant for public life. This was 
not merely a case of a Polish majority tolerating non-Polish minorities, 
because there was no sense that the Polish-speaking Roman Catholics 
(both nobles and peasants) belonged to a common community that 
excluded those other languages and faiths. The 750,000 or so nobles 
were indeed such a community, and they frequently expressed their 
patriotism. But that patriotism was emphatically not something 
that  encompassed those of different social status – and the apathy 
was mutual.

Because of serfdom and the ensuing cultural barriers, expecting 
 peasants to fight for Poland in the late 18th or early 19th centuries 
was akin to asking slaves to fight for the Confederacy in the US Civil 
War. Today we might take it for granted that any Pole ought to be 
opposed to foreign occupation, but from a peasant’s point of view it 
was not obvious why this should be so. To be more precise, it was not 
obvious who counted as “foreign.” Just because a noble lord spoke 
the same language as an enserfed peasant (approximately the same, 
because class differences were marked by differences in dialect), it 
didn’t mean that the latter would see the former as “one of us.” Even 
before the  partitions some national activists were concerned about 
this, and the controversial idea of emancipation was already being 
discussed. That debate intensified after 1795, with more and more 
nationalists arguing that only if the cause of Poland came to be iden-
tified with the cause of radical social reform did they stand any 
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chance of success. Increasingly the idea of Polish restoration was 
packaged with the idea of liberation for the poor and oppressed, and 
the so-called “Polish question” was seen throughout Europe as 
 primarily the concern of the left. No less a luminary than Karl Marx 
declared that “[Poland’s] liberation has become a matter of honor for 
all the democrats of Europe.”5

The dilemma, though, was that the more Polish patriotism radical-
ized, the less popular it became among its original base, the nobles. 
Most members of the nobility longed for a restoration of their state; 
after all, for them the old Republic had been a magnificent place. 
In the more centralized monarchies of Russia, Prussia, and Austria, 
those nobles had lost much of their political authority, but they had 
not lost their economic power. Most did not want to surrender this 
final component of their former status, so they faced a difficult prob-
lem: accept radical land reform so as to win the peasants over to the 
cause of national  restoration, or maintain their wealth and power 
within the context of a Russian, Austrian, or Prussian state. Different 
nobles would make different decisions at different times, but in no 
case was that choice an easy one. Broadly speaking (and with many 
prominent exceptions), the national movement was made up of the 
lesser nobility: those with close enough ties to the old Republic to 
desire its restoration, but without quite as much economic stake in 
the status quo.

A growing number of peasants were in fact drawn into this national 
movement, but never enough to generate the sort of uncontainable 
revolt that might have really shaken the authority of the partitioning 
powers. During the Kosćiuszko revolt of 1794, only a handful of peas-
ants took part (though they attained a huge symbolic role in later 
retellings of the uprising). When another rebellion came in 1830 there 
was more plebian support, and during the last major uprising in 1863 
(the so-called January Uprising) there was even more. Never, though, 
were these numbers anywhere near enough to spark the sort of truly 
universal insurrection that could succeed against the partitioning 
powers. In fact, peasant activism could go in the other direction. After 
a violent peasant uprising in the region of western Galicia (what is 
today southern Poland) in 1846, many of the participants referred to 
their enemies in the manor houses as “Poles,” as if that label could 
only be applied to a member of the nobility. The fact that both master 
and peasant spoke Polish was not relevant in that context.
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Languages and Labels

If it took time for Polish-speaking peasants to accept the label “Polish,” 
it was even harder for those who spoke other languages. Today we take 
it for granted that someone speaking Ukrainian is a Ukrainian, some-
one speaking Belarusian is a Belarusian, and someone speaking 
Lithuanian is a Lithuanian. We shouldn’t. For most of the 19th century 
Russian mapmakers used the expression “Little Russia” (Mалopоccия) 
for the region that we call Ukraine, while their Polish counterparts and 
most locals preferred the term “Ruthenia” (Rus)́. The name “Ukraine” 
had been used by some cartographers in the middle ages, but not much 
since then. For several centuries this region was part of Poland, until 
Russia conquered the eastern part in the 17th century. During the 
19th century it was almost entirely in the Russian Empire, except for a 
bit in  the west that was part of Austria. Prior to the modern era the 
 self- identity of the peasants living in these territories simply wasn’t 
 important. They were serfs, and that was all that mattered. However, 
with the Polish national movement (and counterparts in Germany, 
Hungary, Italy, and many other places) spreading the idea that each 
ethno- linguistic group constituted a separate community, some writers 
and political activists began demanding recognition for the Ukrainians. 
Since both the terms “Little Russians” and “Ruthenians” had somewhat 
pejorative undertones when used by Russians or Poles, the older term 
was brought out and dusted off. But picking a label is one thing; incul-
cating an identity is another. It would take many decades to convince 
people in that region to think of themselves as part of a single Ukrainian 
nation, and even at the start of the 20th century that process was far 
from complete.

What was true for the Ukrainians was doubly so for the Lithuanians, 
and triply so for the Belarusians. The Grand Duchy of Lithuania had 
been a constituent part of the old Republic, but that was a territorial 
and political expression rather than an ethno-linguistic one. In fact, the 
language of state for the Grand Duchy prior to the union with Poland 
was a now-extinct Slavic language; what we call Lithuanian was used 
only in a small region in the north of the country, along the Baltic Sea. 
Nonetheless, the popularity of ethno-national mobilizing eventually 
came to the area around Vilnius and Kaunas, and by the start of the 20th 
century there was a small group of activists pressing for the creation of 
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a totally separate Lithuanian state. The inhabitants of the old Grand 
Duchy who spoke neither Lithuanian, Polish, nor Ukrainian were 
called Belarusians by ethnographers. They were almost entirely 
 illiterate and very poor, living in a region with few good roads or large 
towns. While a handful of ambitious intellectuals were talking about 
a Belarusian national movement, there really wasn’t much of one prior 
to World War I. But the lack of a firm Belarusian identity did not imply 
that those peasants thought of themselves as Polish, or Lithuanian, or 
Ukrainian, or anything else. They had a strong sense of local belonging, 
but that didn’t map well onto the grand categories of identity that 
national activists preferred.

Since these ethno-linguistic labels were all in flux during the 19th 
 century, many Polish national activists nurtured hopes that the territo-
ries of the old Polish-Lithuanian Republic would all become part of a 
future Poland. With each passing decade this sort of multicultural 
vision became less and less plausible, as ethno-linguistic nationalism 
took root throughout the region. That said, it wasn’t that these peasants 
had once been Polish but then were “lost” to Lithuanian, Belarusian, 
and Ukrainian separatists. Instead, prior to the partitions they had been 
enserfed peasants with no political rights, no stake in the success or 
failure of the Republic, and little sense of national identity at all. In 
the 19th century a number of national activists began vying for their 
loyalty, but it was by no means certain which group would win. What 
was clear, however, was that peasants who didn’t speak Polish were 
even less likely than their polonophone peers to join the Polish cause.

Faith and Fatherland

In the 19th century the Roman Catholic Church was ambivalent about 
the struggle for Polish political restoration. Around the time of the 
 partitions the Church was locked in a fierce battle with the propo-
nents of democratic change all across Europe, and this would shape 
papal attitudes towards the Polish cause. In 1790 the revolutionary 
French national assembly confiscated the vast wealth of the Church, 
abolished all contemplative religious orders, established elections for 
priests and bishops, and forced the clergy to take an oath that placed 
the authority of the French nation above that of the pope. Eight years 
later, French-backed revolutionaries in Rome deposed Pope Pius VI 
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and forced him into exile, where he died a year later. Not long after 
those traumatic events, a small but growing Italian national move-
ment began  calling for the unification of the peninsula under a 
 single democratic  government. To accomplish that agenda they had 
to abolish the various  principalities and kingdoms that kept Italy 
divided, including the Papal States, a region stretching from Rome to 
Bologna where the pope enjoyed absolute authority. So when the 
Italian nationalists won their struggle for unification, the Papal States 
ceased to exist and Pope Pius IX retreated to the Vatican palace in 
protest (he and his successors did not even recognize the existence of 
the state of Italy until 1929). Given this background, it is no surprise 
that the 19th century Church was staunchly opposed to any hint of 
revolution. Obedience to “legitimate” monarchs was promoted as a 
religious virtue to Catholics everywhere – even if the monarch in 
question was not Catholic.

All that helps us understand why, when the Third Partition was 
signed in 1795, Pope Pius VI urged Poles to accept their fate and show 
fidelity and love to their new rulers. Later, when Polish nationalists 
rose up against the authority of the Russian Tsar in 1830, Pope Gregory 
XVI issued an encyclical that denounced the rebels in no uncertain 
terms. “Under the pretext of religion,” he wrote, “and revolting against 
the legitimate authority of the princes, they filled their fatherland, 
which they loosed from due obedience to authority, with mourning.” 
He reminded his flock that “the obedience which men are obliged to 
render to the authorities established by God is an absolute precept 
which no one can violate.”6 This document set the tone for the official 
stance of the Roman Catholic hierarchy for the remainder of the 19th 
century. To be sure, the Church tried to protect Catholics as Catholics 
under the Eastern Orthodox Tsar of Russia and the Protestant Kaiser of 
Germany. Polish restoration, however, was a non-starter in Rome.

This placed Polish priests in a tight spot. They were bound by oaths 
of obedience to their bishops, so even when they did sympathize with 
the national cause it was extraordinarily difficult to support any actions 
to advance that cause. Some did so anyway, but most satisfied their 
sense of patriotism by quietly ministering to their flocks in Polish (and 
Latin, of course). There were several episodes of tension between the 
Catholic clergy and the Russian or German governments during the 
19th century, but these came only when the secular authorities 
attempted to infringe upon the institutional autonomy of the Church. 
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The bishops drew a firm line when it came to their authority to appoint 
priests or to control their education, but on the issue of Polish national 
restoration they preached patience. God worked through history, 
priests told their parishioners, so the partitions must have been His 
will. If the Poles were sufficiently virtuous and if they repented for their 
past sins, then God would return their country to them.

If it was difficult for priests to support the Polish cause, it was even 
more so for Jews. There had been Jews living in Poland for centuries, 
and by the time of the partitions they made up about 6 percent of 
the population. This rose to about 10 percent by the start of the 20th 
 century, when more Jews lived in the lands of old Poland than in any 
other country. Warsaw was the largest Jewish city in the world until 
shortly after 1900, when New York edged ahead (mostly thanks to 
immigra tion  from Eastern Europe). The boundary of the infamous 
“Pale of Settlement” established by the Russian Empire to contain the 
Jewish population roughly overlapped the line that had once separated 
Russia from the Polish–Lithuanian Republic. In other words, even most 
of the so-called Russian Jews were descended from Jews from the 
Republic who had assimilated to Russian culture over the course of the 
19th century.

In the Polish–Lithuanian Republic the Jews had been one of many 
distinct castes, with their own forms of self-governance, their own reli-
gious practices, their own customs, and their own economic niche. Like 
nearly everyone else outside the nobility, they would have been unlikely 
to claim Polishness as a national identity. They were Jews and they 
were subjects of the King of Poland-Lithuania; no further labeling was 
needed. Relations between Jews and nobles tended to be good. The 
wealthy landowners often used Jews as estate managers or tavern 
keepers, and in towns and villages the Jews worked as craftsmen and 
merchants. They played a vital role in the rural economy, and as a result 
they enjoyed the protection of both the nobles and the state authorities. 
The clergy were never happy about this arrangement, but complaints 
from the pulpit usually fell on deaf ears. The Jews were simply too 
important to the social and economic order.

The peasants had a more ambivalent attitude towards the Jews. On 
the one hand, peasants and Jews were neighbors, and their lives were 
intimately intertwined. They saw each other regularly in the market-
place, knew each other on a first-name basis, and sometimes they 
attended each other’s family festivities. While intermarriage was 
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impossible without conversion to Christianity (and rare even then), 
accounts of rural life are replete with stories of forbidden romance. 
In fact, this was a trope in folklore: according to legend, the medieval 
king Kazimierz the Great was said to have a Jewish mistress. The degree 
of cultural borrowing is perhaps most evident in culinary traditions. 
Borsht and barszcz are the same soup, challah and chałka are identical, 
and I would challenge anyone to distinguish between latkes and placki 
ziemniaczane. Even gefilte fish could be found on Polish tables under the 
name “carp Jewish style” – in fact, in many parts of Poland this remains 
on the menu of the traditional Christmas Eve dinner.

While recognizing all this, the cultural walls between the peasants 
and the Jews were nevertheless very high. Religious leaders among 
both groups wanted to keep them as separate as possible, and their 
tightly constrained social and economic positions made that relatively 
easy. To simplify only a little, the peasant economy was based on land 
while the Jewish economy was based on currency. In rural parts of 
Poland coins were in very short supply prior to the late 19th century. 
Enserfed peasants paid their feudal dues in either produce or direct 
labor for the noble, and even after emancipation they remained very 
poor in cash terms. Currency would have been needed only for a  limited 
range of goods and services, and almost all of those were provided by 
Jews. For their part the Jews relied upon the peasants as clients and 
customers. The relationship between the two communities was mutu-
ally dependent; neither could get by without the other. Dependency 
leads to both familiarity and resentment, and seemingly paradoxical 
emotional bonds. When we add to this the fact that both Jews and peas-
ants were economically vulnerable and usually quite poor, we can 
understand the mutual mistrust. The two groups remained at arm’s 
length but locked in an awkward embrace – an impossible metaphor 
that captures quite well this tense symbiotic relationship.

Since the Polish–Lithuanian Republic was based on caste privileges 
as well as restrictions, most Jews were (on balance) sorry to see it fall. 
The state played a limited role in Jewish life prior to the partitions; 
afterwards the centralizing and modernizing bureaucracies of Berlin, 
Petersburg, and Vienna began to intrude on local life. Not only did 
state regulations challenge traditional economic practices, but the 
armies of each empire began drafting Jewish boys. The autonomy once 
enjoyed by the local Jewish councils evaporated, and Jewish law was 
subordinated to universalistic legal codes. But resentment over these 
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changes did not necessarily lead to an embrace of the cause of Polish 
independence, because there was every reason to suspect that a future 
Polish state would be just as modernizing as the partitioning powers 
were. Evidence of this came during the Polish rebellions of 1830 and 
1863, when both the Russian authorities and the insurgents pressured 
the Jews to take sides. In earlier times the loyalties of non-combatants 
were not all that important to the belligerent armies. Wars were 
between states, not nations – that is, they were fought over issues that 
mattered a great deal to diplomats, politicians, and nobles, but those 
lower on the social hierarchy mainly tried to keep out of the way. This 
would change in the modern world, as wars increasingly engaged 
entire populations in existential struggles in which the lines separating 
soldiers and civilians were permeable. During the Polish uprisings 
against Russian rule, both sides demanded of Jews and peasants 
alike  that they provide supplies and information about the enemy’s 
 movements. Most of all, they demanded professions of loyalty. Some 
Jews did in fact come out enthusiastically in support of the Polish 
cause, particularly in the larger cities. But in the smaller towns and the 
countryside the situation was more complex. Some Jews openly 
pledged loyalty to the Tsar, but the overwhelming majority tried des-
perately to avoid taking sides. If a Jewish shopkeeper sold supplies to 
the insurgents, the Russians could arrest him for treason. If, on the 
other hand, that same shopkeeper offered provisions to the tsarist 
army, the local Polish forces might lynch him in retribution. Making 
matters worse, neither the Russian nor the Polish officers trusted the 
Jews, and whenever there was a leak of information about troop move-
ments the first (usually innocent) suspects were invariably Jewish.

The bottom line is that rallying people to the Polish cause was hard. 
The peasants were reluctant to join a movement that was associated 
with the  nobility, and when the nationalists tried to address this by 
promising social liberation, the wealthier landowners drifted away. The 
Catholic  hierarchy preached loyalism towards the “legitimate” rulers of 
Russia, Germany, and Austria, and the bulk of the clergy (with promi-
nent  exceptions) obeyed orders to do the same. The speakers of 
Ukrainian, Belarusian, and Lithuanian were disengaged altogether for 
most of the 19th century, then courted by proponents of nationalism 
from their own communities. The Jews were caught between a rock and 
a hard place, and mostly tried to  lie low until the storms passed. 
It   certainly didn’t seem like a propitious set  of circumstances for the 
growth of a successful national movement.
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Nation Building and the National Struggle

The boundaries established after the Third Partition in 1795 didn’t 
last long, because only a few years later Napoleon began to turn the 
entire European order upside down. His military successes led in 
1807 to the  creation of a French-backed state called the Duchy of 
Warsaw,  complete with its own liberal constitution, its own sejm, 
and its own army. While constrained in matters of foreign policy by 
Napoleon’s sponsorship, the Duchy was for all practical purposes 
an autonomous Polish state. With a territory of only 155,000 sq km 
(59,850 square miles) and a  population of 4.3 million, it was a shadow 
of the old Republic. Still, it included the key cities of Warsaw, 
Kraków, Poznan ́, and Lublin, and many Polish politicians held out 
hope that it would be upgraded to a kingdom once Napoleon 
defeated Russia and allowed the Duchy to annex lands to the east. 
Napoleon himself sometimes called his war with the Tsar the 
“Polish War,” and the Grande Armée that marched on Moscow in 
1812 included about 100,000 Polish  soldiers (alongside 300,000 
Frenchmen and about 200,000 from various other European 
countries).

That invasion was a spectacular failure, but when European diplo-
mats tried to pick up the pieces after Napoleon’s final defeat in 1815, 
they weren’t able to just brush Poland back under the rug. At least on 
paper, the Congress of Vienna (where the post-Napoleonic peace 
 treaties were negotiated) went one better than the French by creating 
a  Kingdom of Poland (see Figure 1.3). Like the Duchy of Warsaw, this 
state had a constitution, a sejm, an army, a separate legal system, and 
an autonomous administration. It was smaller (128,500 sq km [49,600 
square miles] and 3.3 million people), because the western part of 
the  Duchy was shaved off and given to Prussia in the form of the 
Grand Duchy of Poznań. A tiny bit around Kraków was established as 
a nominally independent city-state under the patronage of Austria, 
which continued to control the region of southern Poland known as 
Galicia. After an uprising in Kraków in 1846, the city was fully incor-
porated into Galicia. For Polish nationalists, the biggest problem with 
this situation was that the new Polish Kingdom’s king was Alexander 
Romanov, better known for his day-job as Tsar Alexander I of Russia. 
Linking a constitutional  monarchy to an autocratic empire created 
predictable tensions, particular after Alexander died in 1825 and his 
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more conservative younger brother Nicholas took over as both king 
and tsar. When Nicholas tried to rule Poland in the same way he ruled 
Russia, the Sejm resisted and a constitutional crisis arose. The Sejm 
deposed Nicholas in 1830, leading to a brief war known as the 
November Uprising which ended with the formal annexation of the 
Kingdom of Poland into the Russian Empire.

The Duchy of Warsaw’s constitution of 1807 proclaimed an end to 
legal serfdom, and the Kingdom of Poland reaffirmed the peasants’ 
emancipation. A similar measure was carried out in the Austrian 
 partition. It soon became obvious, however, that a formal declaration 
of freedom meant very little unless it was accompanied by land reform. 
If the nobles continued to own all the land, emancipation alone didn’t 
create modern citizens who could determine their own fate, but only 
impoverished landless sharecroppers who were just as dependent 
upon the nobility as before. Sharecropping was the system used by 
large landowners to shift the risk of farming away from themselves. 

Prussia

Poznań

Gdańsk/Danzig

Łódź

Kraków

Lwów/Lviv

Warsaw

Lublin

Wilno/Vilnius

The Russian Empire
The Vistula River

The Grand Duchy

of Poznań

The Kingdom of Poland

Galicia

Figure 1.3 The Polish lands after 1815. The Kingdom of Poland was part of the 
Russian Empire, the Grand Duchy of Poznan ́was part of Prussia, and Galicia 
was part of Austria Hungary. The Free City of Kraków was annexed to Galicia 
in 1846.
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A peasant would be provided with land in exchange for rents; if the 
crop was good the owner could always raise the rent, but if the crop 
was bad the peasant would still have to pay. Predictably, this led to 
an  endemic spiral of debt that eroded what little independence the 
 peasantry had gained through emancipation. Only in the Prussian 
 partition was some land reform attempted in 1811, but even there the 
plots given to the peasants were too small to make much difference. 
Under these circumstances most peasants remained uninterested in the 
politics of the national struggle. To be sure, a sense of Polishness had 
started to germinate. The government of the Kingdom of Poland tried 
to use its meager educational, informational, and cultural resources to 
promote patriotism, just as states all over Europe were doing at that 
time. Recruitment into the Polish army further inculcated hundreds of 
 thousands of young men with a sense of national identity. Perhaps 
most important was the publishing industry, which produced cheap 
picture books and almanacs that propagated stories from Polish  history, 
suitably tweaked in order to emphasize any peasant involvement and 
to downplay the Republic’s caste system. Despite all this, when the 
uprising was launched in 1830 most peasants stayed on the sidelines. 
The issues involved just didn’t seem relevant to most people, and 
this stance was reinforced by a strong message from church pulpits to 
 demonstrate loyalty to the “legitimate” ruler, the Tsar.

Moreover, throughout the period from 1807 (the creation of the 
Duchy of Warsaw) to 1830 (the outbreak of the November Uprising) 
the political and governmental affairs of Poland were mostly in Polish 
hands – albeit hands that were tied by the country’s status as a client 
state. If you wanted a building permit or a tavern license, you went to 
a Polish bureaucrat. If you wanted to make a new law, you wrote it in 
Polish and debated it in the Polish Sejm. If you wanted to get an educa-
tion (and could afford the tuition), you went to a Polish-language 
school. And if you wanted to read about any of these matters, you 
could buy a Polish-language newspaper or magazine. Even for the 
people of the former eastern, southern, or western parts of the Polish–
Lithuanian Republic who were outside the boundaries of the Duchy or 
the Kingdom, there was little ethno-national repression in the first half 
of the 19th century. For the authorities in Petersburg, Berlin, and 
Vienna, the only concern was political loyalty and obedience (or the 
lack thereof). Which language a person spoke simply didn’t matter 
much in the imperial context. The uprising of 1830 was not a reaction 
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to ethnic oppression; it was caused by Nicholas I’s refusal to abide 
by the rules of a constitutional monarchy. The Polish soldiers in that 
 conflict used a battle flag with the slogan “For Our Freedom and 
Yours” (printed in Polish on one side, and in Russian on the other) 
to demonstrate they were fighting for a general political principle, not 
(or at least not only) for their particularistic national rights.

After 1830 the centralizing tendencies common to all modern states 
became more pronounced in the three partitioning powers. The Russian 
authorities cracked down hard on anyone remotely implicated in the 
uprising, and thousands of nobles went into exile (either forcibly to Siberia 
or voluntarily to France). The Prussian and Austrian authorities were less 
heavy-handed, but they too stood vigilant against subversion by Polish 
national activists. The Kingdom still existed, but only as an administrative 
unit within the Russian Empire with slightly different civil and criminal 
laws, and a slightly different form of administration. Nonetheless, for 
the first two thirds of the 19th century the partitioning powers left the 
day- to-day management of the Polish lands in the hands of Poles, mostly 
landless nobles who needed a job to make ends meet.

All this changed dramatically by century’s end. When Polish national 
activists launched another uprising in 1863, the response from the 
Russian government was even harsher than it had been after 1830. The 
later revolt had been characterized by partisan warfare that was extraor-
dinarily difficult for the Russian army to root out. Once it was over, 
tsarist authorities decided that the problem was more than just a politi-
cal matter: they came to believe that the issue was the very existence of 
Poles within the Empire. Meanwhile, in the Prussian partition the con-
text shifted radically when the various central European principalities 
and kingdoms joined together in 1871 to create the German Empire. 
The first chancellor of this new state, Otto von Bismarck, was convinced 
that only firm cultural unity and cohesion would ensure Germany’s 
long-term survival.

Thus began, first in the German and then the Russian partitions, a 
process of de-polonization. The school systems were required to teach 
in Russian or German, and all state institutions and courts had to use 
the official language. Even commercial signage in Warsaw had to be 
bilingual, despite the fact that only a handful of Russians lived there. In 
the German lands an attempt to integrate the Roman Catholic Church 
into the new German state dovetailed with an effort to enforce the use 
of the German language in public life. The strictly religious aspects of 
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this so-called Kulturkampf (cultural struggle) dominated at first, but the 
battle for linguistic germanization persisted much longer. In 1874 Polish 
was banned in all German secondary schools, and in 1886 this prohibi-
tion was extended to elementary schools. Russian authorities pursued 
similar measures. The effort was a total failure in both Empires. All 
that these laws accomplished was to irritate a lot of Poles who might 
 otherwise have not much cared about politics, thereby boosting sup-
port for the national movement. Even the children were mobilized 
when the students in the town of Wrzesńia (in the German partition) 
launched a school strike in 1901 after a student was beaten for speaking 
Polish during a religion class. The case attracted international attention 
and set a model that would become increasingly widespread. By 1906 
more than a thousand schools in the German partition went out on 
strike to protest against restrictions on the use of Polish.

As consequential as these denationalization campaigns were, it is 
important not to overstate them. They didn’t really get going until the 
1870s and 1880s, and eventually even most German and Russian 
authorities recognized how futile they were. The campaign of russifi-
cation was abandoned almost entirely after 1905. Moreover, even 
 during the worst oppression of the 1880s there were plenty of places to 
use Polish in public and private life. Newspapers, magazines, and 
books continued to be published in Polish, and though they were con-
strained by censorship, that was also true for publications in Russian 
or German. Plays and other forms of public entertainment were in 
Polish, and  virtually all economic and business life in the Polish cities 
and towns was carried out in Polish or Yiddish. Church sermons were 
in Polish, though the mass itself was in Latin. Only when dealing with 
the state (and thus with the schools) did Russian or German become 
obligatory – but that was enough to make this a big issue. Although 
those state structures were still weakly developed by our standards, 
they were enough of a presence in people’s lives to ensure that the 
linguistic restrictions were noticeable, and often downright discrimi-
natory and oppressive. The backlash to those policies was intense, so 
ironically the denationalization efforts served mainly to politicize 
Polish identity and advance the cause of nationalism.

Things developed a bit differently in the province of Galicia, in the 
Austrian partition. Faced with the ongoing problem of Polish separa-
tism (and Hungarian separatism further to the south), the Habsburgs 
eventually abandoned any attempt at centralizing their empire. German 
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speakers constituted only about a quarter of the population of the 
Habsburg lands, and the remainder were divided up between at least 
nine other major ethno-national categories and even more smaller 
groupings. Enforcing homogeneity in this context was quixotic, to put 
it mildly, so the authorities in Vienna decided to coopt the elites from 
two of the largest communities, the Hungarians and the Poles. In 1867 
Hungary was given the status of a separate kingdom, sharing a  monarch 
(and foreign policy) with Austria. Galicia didn’t get quite the same 
deal, but for all practical purposes it became an autonomous province. 
The regional sejm was restored, and the language of governance, 
 education, and administration in Galicia was Polish. Though there was 
still no Poland on the map of Europe, those in Kraków, Lwów (Lviv in 
Ukrainian), or the many small towns and villages of the region could 
live almost as if they were in an independent Polish state.

But in Galicia as well, nationalism got a boost in the last decades of the 
19th century. Here the issue was actually reversed: once the Polish 
nobles were given autonomy there, they proceeded to strive for the 
same sort of cultural unity that the German and Russian authorities 
longed to create for their own empires. The resources of the state in 
Galicia were used to promote the Polish language and Polish patriotism, 
and many writers and artists joined the bandwagon. Peasants were 
encouraged to take part in public commemorations of anniversaries of 
major events from Poland’s past, such as the signing of the May 3 
Constitution or the birth of famous historical figures. Patriotic art, such 
as the monumental historical paintings of Jan Matejko, were reproduced 
endlessly in inexpensive prints that ended up decorating many peasant 
huts. Probably no one did more to serve this cause than Henryk 
Sienkiewicz, arguably Poland’s most famous novelist and the winner of 
the Nobel Prize for literature in 1905. Sienkiewicz was originally from 
Warsaw, and his impact extended across all three partitions thanks to his 
enormously popular historical novels. He was able to publish freely 
both because of his conservative politics and because he set most of his 
works in the distant past, with allusions to the present veiled enough to 
elude the censors. His most famous works were a trilogy of novels set in 
the Polish–Lithuanian Republic in the 17th century. These stories were 
exciting, highly romanticized renditions of the national past designed to 
advance the image of Poland as a heroic nation fighting righteously 
against its many enemies. To this day it is impossible to go through the 
Polish school system without reading at least some Sienkiewicz.
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So whether as a reaction to policies in the German and Russian 
 partitions, or as a consequence of the polonizing efforts in Galicia, the 
dawn of the 20th century saw a Polish national movement that was 
stronger than it had ever been. By that time we can say that nearly every 
Polish-speaking inhabitant of the Vistula basin had some sense of 
belonging to something they called “Poland.” Further east things 
became more complicated, as bilingual families were forced to decide 
where to place their loyalties, but for the most part there was a close 
overlap between language and ethno-national labels. The picture 
becomes extremely hazy, however, when we consider the consequences 
that might flow from calling oneself Polish. National activists believed 
that every true Pole should be committed to fighting to restore national 
independence, but that didn’t necessarily follow. There were as many 
opinions on the issue as there were Poles. Some dreamed of yet another 
uprising; others advocated lobbying diplomats and politicians in 
Western Europe; still others would have been satisfied with more local 
autonomy, along the lines of the deal given to Galicia. A great many, 
perhaps a majority, didn’t really give the matter much thought, because 
all of those scenarios seemed unrealistic.

More important than those differences of opinion was the ambiva-
lence that comes with the term “national identity” itself. We tend to 
imagine identity as something static, a set of characteristics that define 
who and how we are. In actual practice, however, we all have a great 
many identities, and we assume them and tuck them away depending 
on the circumstances. If a Jewish shopkeeper in Kraków in 1900 had a 
conversation with a Catholic neighbor he would call the latter “Polish” 
and himself “Jewish.” But if that same shopkeeper traveled to 
Budapest to visit his cousin, he would find that his “Polishness” 
 distinguished him in many ways from his “Hungarian” relatives. 
To really  complicate matters, our shopkeeper would often deal with 
the city government in the role of “merchant,” with interests and 
needs that might sometimes clash with suppliers and customers 
regardless of faith or language. Once home he might have to settle a 
dispute between his children, at  which point his role as “father” 
would be primary. Nationalist  activists wanted (and still want) to put 
everyone into nice neat boxes, with each person getting one and only 
one identity, and with that  identity serving as the primary means of 
self-definition under all  circumstances. Real life doesn’t work that 
way. One might say that identity is something we do, not something 
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we are. And it isn’t something we do all the time, or even most of the 
time. This would become particularly evident as economic changes at 
the end of the 19th  century introduced yet more competing forms of 
identity, and unsettled the ones that already existed.

Industry, Cities, and Modernity

Industrialization first took root in the Polish lands in a region stretch-
ing southwest from Warsaw through Łódz ́ into Silesia (with some 
gaps along the way), but the reverberations from this development 
would hit even the most remote villages, and almost everything that 
everyone had once taken for granted was transformed. It probably 
wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that the generation born in the 
1860s witnessed more profound changes than any other in European 
history. There was a widespread atmosphere of uncertainty and con-
fusion at the time, as people in all walks of life tried to come to terms 
with what was happening all around them. We use some big words to 
help us describe these developments: modernization, urbanization, 
industrialization, commodification, and so on. But most people didn’t 
know these words at the time. We can best understand that era if we 
remember that those who experienced it didn’t understand it. It was a 
time of searching for ideas and concepts that could bring meaning to 
a  tumultuous and scary world.

In the middle of the 19th century there was only one place on earth – 
England – where a majority of the population lived in towns and worked 
in industrial production. Agriculture dominated everywhere else, and 
the Polish lands were no exception. We have a tendency to imagine that 
peasant farmers lived according to ancient traditions in a world that 
never changed, but that’s not quite correct. Developments in agricul-
tural markets were constantly giving peasants more or less bargaining 
power vis-à-vis their lords, even under conditions of serfdom. Wars, 
 epidemics, and natural disasters could dramatically change the way 
people lived. Even in the most out-of-the-way places, people encoun-
tered travelers, merchants, and other outsiders, and such encounters left 
a mark. So what we think of as “rural tradition” was always shifting 
and  adapting. Recognizing that, it is still true that the tremors of 
change reached a new magnitude with the demographic earthquake of 
the 19th century.
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Overpopulation can be just as serious a problem in a farming village 
as it can in a teeming industrial city. Whenever the number of people 
gets higher than the land can sustain given the agricultural techno-
logies and soil conditions, overpopulation can become fatal. And that’s 
what happened in the middle of the 19th century in the Polish lands. 
There was no single cause, but broadly speaking the problem arose 
when conditions improved just enough to reduce infant mortality 
and lengthen life-spans, but not enough to ensure that the extra popu-
lation could find steady work. There was a flurry of discoveries in 
 medicine and crop science in the 19th century. In 1862 Louis Pasteur 
discovered that boiling water could kill microbes; in 1876 Robert 
Koch discovered that those same microbes caused human diseases, and 
in 1909 Paul  Ehrlich invented Salvarsan, the world’s first effective 
 antibiotic. Meanwhile, in the 1850s and 1860s John Fowler was working 
on  various prototypes for a mechanized plow that eventually became 
the first tractor, and in 1865 Grigor Mendel published his Experiments in 
Plant Hybridization that explained how heredity works, thus inspiring a 
wave of improvements in crops and livestock. Prices for farm commod-
ities declined because of the ensuing gains in productivity, then fell off 
a cliff when new transportation technologies (the railroad and the 
steamship) allowed distant producers to flood European markets with 
produce. The Polish noble landowners were a step behind producers in 
America and Western Europe in embracing these new technologies and 
methods, and the rail network in the Kingdom of Poland, Galicia, and 
the Russian Empire was woefully inadequate, so these market changes 
led to a wave of bankruptcies that ruined many once distinguished 
families. The peasants were able to buy up some of this land, but their 
own poverty made it hard to do so. So we have two simultaneous and 
mutually reinforcing trends: a growing population on the one hand, 
and a collapse in agrarian markets on the other.

The population explosion was enough of an issue all on its own. By 
one historian’s estimate, the number of Polish speakers in the world 
grew from around 10 million in 1870 to more than 22 million in 1910.7 
By another account, the overall population of the Kingdom of Poland 
increased by 40 percent during the first half of the century and 170 
 percent during the second.8 Since the old agricultural economy was 
 collapsing, what could all these people do? A great many crossed the 
Atlantic. From the 1870s until World War I millions of people came 
from the poorer regions of southern and eastern Europe to the United 
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States. It’s hard to say for certain how many of them were Polish, 
because for all the reasons mentioned above it isn’t entirely clear what 
Polish might have meant at the time. Census-takers in America prior to 
World War I were unsure what to do when people identified them-
selves as “Polish,” because the US government did not recognize a 
country called Poland. The instructions given to the census-takers in 
1910 singled out the Polish American population for special treatment, 
noting that “in the case of persons who report that they were born in 
Poland, which is no longer an independent country, inquire whether 
the birthplace was in what is now known as German Poland, or Austrian 
Poland, or Russian Poland.”9 About 3.5 million people in that 1910 
 census came from the lands of the former Polish-Lithuanian Republic.10 
About 2 million of them were Polish speakers, and nearly all would 
have been citizens of the restored Poland after 1918 had they not 
 relocated to Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, or the 
other American boomtowns of that era. In fact, a significant number of 
immigrants to the United States at the time did eventually return home, 
sometimes making the transatlantic journey several times before 
 settling on one side or the other. When asked by the US census bureau 
to identify the national origin of their parents, only 326,764 people in 
1900 chose “Polish.” That figure increased to 725,924 in 1910, 1,303,351 
in 1920, and 2,073,615 in 1930.11

As significant as that migration was, even more people (around 
4 million) migrated within Eastern Europe, from the countryside to 
the cities, between the 1870s and the 1910s. Warsaw may have been 
the fastest-growing city in Europe at the time (though there are  several 
 contenders for this distinction). Right after the 1863 insurrection it 
was hardly a city at all by today’s standards, with fewer than 150,000 
residents. Already by 1882 half the population had been born 
 elsewhere, and by World War I Warsaw was a metropolis of nearly 
750,000. By 1930 the population exceeded one million.12 About 130 km 
(81 miles) to the southwest was a tiny village called Łódz ́where a few 
entrepreneurs had set up some textile mills in the early 19th century. 
The area had a number of quickly flowing small rivers (great for gen-
erating power), and lots of forests that could be cut down for building 
supplies. From 4,909 residents in 1829 the town grew to 40,000 in 1865, 
and then exploded to 300,000 in 1900 and almost half a million by the 
start of World War I.13 By then it was one of the leading centers of tex-
tile  production in the Russian Empire. Moving another few hundred 



 POLES WITHOUT POLAND, 1795–1918 33

 kilometers to the southwest we come to Silesia, where the Russian, 
German, and Austrian empires met. This was one of the most valua-
ble regions in all of Europe thanks to its coal mines, and its population 
density was higher than anywhere else in the Polish lands.

Although westerners think of Poland as poor and underdeveloped, if 
you lived in late 19th century Warsaw, Łódz,́ or Silesia you were as 
much a part of the modern industrializing world as someone living in 
Berlin or Paris. Even towns like Kraków, which remained a small city of 
around 200,000 people during this period, participated in these changes. 
In 1901 the city got indoor plumbing and electric streetcars, electricity 
arrived in 1905, and in 1911 the city’s soccer team, Wisła, joined the 
International Alliance of Football Amateurs.14 That last factoid might 
seem trivial, but it is an eloquent symbol of the sorts of changes that 
were going on at the time. This new world of the dawning 20th century 
was one in which people were plugged into international networks to a 
vastly greater degree than ever before, and one in which entirely new 
ways of spending one’s leisure time were emerging. Entertainment was 
becoming an international mass commodity. Throughout all of human 
history prior to the late 19th century, the overwhelming majority of 
 leisure activities were participatory and local. To be sure, professional 
musicians and actors served royalty and the high aristocracy, and the 
tiny upper stratum of society that was literate could enjoy books that 
circulated over great distances. But the songs, dances, stories, and 
games that lightened the lives of most people were performed by 
 neighbors for neighbors.

All that would change with urbanization and the new technologies 
of communication and transportation that accompanied it. The rapidity 
with which soccer became a spectator sport illustrates how fast the 
world of a century ago was changing. The origins of football in Poland 
are obscure, but we know that in the 1890s a few school teachers 
in Galicia were experimenting with the game. A short book called Gry 
piłka ̨ (Ball games) came out in 1896, providing instructions for (among 
other things) a sport that was growing increasingly popular in Britain 
called “football.”15 The first two Polish teams, Lechia and Czarni, were 
founded in Lwów in August 1903, and by 1906 the sport was being 
played by dozens of teams all over Galicia. In 1906 came the first inter-
national game, when a team from a Kraków school played a match 
against the American and British members of the Buffalo Bill Wild West 
Show, which was then performing in the city’s Błonia park. In 1912 the 
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first stadium was built, a 300-seat facility for the Cracovia club that was 
inaugurated with a match against Pogoń Lwów that ended in a 2:2 
draw. A year earlier the Zwiaz̨ek Footbalistów Polskich (Union of Polish 
Footballers) was formed, and in 1913 the first Galician Championship 
tournament was held (Cracovia won at its home stadium). Almost 
every aspect of that story would have been unimaginable a generation 
earlier. The tale includes schools with organized sports teams that 
traveled hundreds of kilometers for a game, cities large enough to 
sponsor multiple squads, the standardization of a game based on rules 
borrowed from a country over a thousand kilometers away, and the 
construction of a stadium just to watch the game.

The story of Polish football also illustrates the new power of the 
printed word to spread not merely lofty ideas and high literature, but 
news about mass popular entertainment. The origins of the press in 
Poland go back at least to the 18th century, when many short-lived, 
small-circulation gazettes were published. Throughout the 19th  century 
there were a number of magazines and newspapers published in the 
lands of the former Polish–Lithuanian Republic, but even the most 
important had only a couple thousand readers. For example, Kurjer 
Warszawski was founded as a daily paper in 1821, but only in the 1870s 
did it begin to gain a substantial readership. From 5000 subscribers in 
1872 it jumped to 12,000 in 1878, and nearly 20,000 by the turn of the 
century (with two editions a day). Shortly afterwards (in 1903) the 
mass-circulation Goniec was founded, and its tabloid style quickly 
earned it around 60,000 readers. The total circulation figures for all the 
Warsaw papers tripled from 55,730 in 1896 to 151,230 a mere eight years 
later. By that point there were 12 dailies competing for readers in 
Warsaw, and two more in Łódz.́ Moving south into Galicia we find 107 
periodicals (newspapers and magazines) in 1881, expanding to 382 in 
1910. Of these, 312 were in Polish, 42 in Ukrainian, 15 in Hebrew, and 13 
in Yiddish.16 By that time anyone living along a rail line could expect 
same-day delivery of newspapers, while those further afield had to 
wait one more day.

The importance of the mass media cannot be overstated. We often 
think of our own time as one of incomparable change, but in a sense the 
development of the internet is just an elaboration on a theme that 
appeared a century ago, when people first encountered the idea that 
information could travel almost instantaneously across long distances, 
and that new technologies could even allow people to traverse those 
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distances faster than ever before. Imagine growing up in a community 
where almost everything was arranged face-to-face, where everyone 
knew everyone else, where the vast majority of people died within a 
few dozen kilometers of their birthplace, and where daily life was 
structured around the rhythms of nature. Now imagine all of that 
changing in the course of a single lifetime. That’s what people experi-
enced in the last years of the 19th century. The widespread mood of 
discontent and restlessness of that era can be traced to horrible living 
conditions and economic hardship, but that is only part of the story. 
Just as important is the fact that virtually everyone alive at the time, 
particularly (but not only) those in the new cities, saw their world 
turned upside down. What had been distant became near; what had 
been gradual became instantaneous; what had been predictable became 
uncertain; what had seemed eternal became ephemeral.

Historians have long argued whether these changes were accom-
panied by an improvement or a decline in living standards. Employed 
factory workers in Warsaw and Łódz ́ did consume more meat 
(for example) than their rural contemporaries, but statistics like that 
miss the point. First, at the time of the urban migrations the people 
in the countryside were enduring a severe crisis of overpopulation; 
that’s why people left for the cities in the first place. More important 
is the fact that new urban lifestyles were at best disorienting, with 
unfamiliar rules and norms, and at worse abusive and oppressive in 
unfamiliar ways. Serfdom was part of the living past in many peas-
ant families, and even among those who were emancipated, the 
power of the noble landowner was extraordinarily hard to challenge. 
So everyone was familiar with imbalances in wealth and authority, 
and everyone knew what it was like to perform backbreaking labor 
for someone else’s profit. Those who moved to the cities, however, 
faced forms of exploitation that were both new and unsettling. Even 
if migrants saw improved living standards as measured by food 
 consumption or life expectancy, it was hard to perceive improvement 
subjectively when confronted with the tenuous unpredictability and 
the daily abuse that characterized the sweat-shops of early industrial 
capitalism.

We have been conditioned to assume that people leave the  countryside 
and move to the city, or leave an impoverished region and migrate 
overseas, because they are seeking a better life. That’s true in a way, 
but it implies a positive motivation, an ambition to get ahead. Just as 
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 common was a negative motivation: the desperate need to find some 
way to get food on the table. Early industrialization was not a pretty 
sight. It created a Dickensian landscape (literally!) of sweat-shops and 
slums, with horrific safety conditions, long hours, abusive child labor, 
massive unemployment or underemployment, frequent outbreaks of 
deadly infectious diseases, and poisonous environmental pollution. 
Some people – a minority – did indeed rise up through this cesspool to 
achieve a lifestyle that was more secure and prosperous than previous 
generations had enjoyed in the countryside, but in the best cases these 
were protracted stories of accomplishments and setbacks. And those 
stories were rare. Success depended mostly on good luck; although 
hard work and frugality were necessary conditions for prosperity, 
such traits mattered little if market contractions or management mistakes 
led to the closure of one’s workplace.

Perhaps the worst part was the mystery of it all. In the countryside a 
peasant might struggle with malnutrition after a bad harvest, but in 
those cases it wasn’t hard to understand the reasons for one’s  misfortune. 
For the workers in the new urban industries, catastrophe might come 
with no advance notice when a factory closed or laid off employees. 
To say that this was because of “market forces” or because the owner 
had made a bad investment would not have been very satisfying or 
comforting. At least a drought or a flood could be understood as an act 
of God; these new explanations were truly mystifying. Moreover, in the 
countryside every catastrophe was mitigated by well-established 
 networks of social support, few of which existed in the anonymous, 
fragmented cities where entire districts were built from nothing in a 
matter of a few years. The perception that one’s livelihood was sus-
pended by a thread, that one could work hard during 12-hour days, six 
days a week, for minimal pay, and still lose everything with little or no 
notice: this, more than anything, created the volatile tinderbox that was 
Poland at the start of the 20th century.
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politycznej czasów porozbiorowych (Ideas and concepts of the nation in Polish 
political thought during the time of the partitions). Warsaw: Państwowe 
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Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1962.



42 POLES WITHOUT POLAND, 1795–1918 

Szwarc, Andrzej. Pod obca ̨władza:̨ 1795–1864 (Under foreign rule: 1795–1864). 
Warsaw: Bellona, 1997.

Tazbir, Janusz. Reformacja w Polsce: Szkice o ludziach i doktrynie (The Reformation 
in Poland: Sketches about people and doctrine). Warsaw: Ksiaż̨ka i 
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  2  

THE POLITICAL LANDSCAPE 
AT THE START OF THE 

20TH CENTURY

The tinderbox described in the last chapter did indeed explode, first 
in 1905 and then again in 1918. When it was all over, the map of Europe 
had been redrawn and there was once again an independent Poland. 
In hindsight this almost seems a foregone conclusion. Historians have 
tended to emphasize the national movement when telling the history 
of the 19th century, so the achievement of independence appears as 
the culmination of decades of uprisings and political agitation. That’s 
not altogether inappropriate. The Polish political and cultural elites 
were undeniably preoccupied with the existence or non-existence 
of an  independent Polish state. Polish literature, art, music, philosophy, 
politics, and economics were all inflected by the “national question,” 
and activists ensured that this issue would remain on the agenda of 
European and American diplomats. Since World War I ended with 
the defeat and collapse of all three partitioning powers, it is easy to 
assume that the emergence of an independent Poland from the ruins 
was virtually inevitable. Maybe it was, but this approach obscures the 
uncertainty and confusion that characterized those chaotic months 
after the end of the war. In fact people were not at all sure what 
was going to happen, because a wide variety of political forces were 
trying to define the future in starkly different ways. In addition to the 
nationalists there were many advocates of social revolution, and at the 
time few could predict which group would be victorious.

Historians often speak of the Russian Revolution of 1905, but a 
 disproportionate amount of that year’s drama took place in Warsaw 
and Łódz.́ While about 20 percent of the industrial workforce in Russia 
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proper went out on strike in 1905, 90 percent of their peers in the 
Kingdom of Poland participated in the work stoppages of that year. 
Approximately 30–40 percent of the strikes throughout the Empire in 
1905–6 happened in the Polish lands. Whereas 5 percent of the workers 
in the Empire overall joined a union by 1906, 20 percent of the Kingdom’s 
workers had done so – a figure higher than in Austria, Belgium, or 
France at the time. The reaction of the authorities corresponded to this 
intense level of activism. One of the bloodiest events of the entire 
Revolution came in the city of Łódz ́on June 20–21, 1905, when Russian 
troops intervened to break up a worker demonstration, leading to at 
least 400 deaths. Perhaps most noteworthy of all was the fact that the 
1905 Revolution in Poland was not limited to the cities: strikes by farm 
workers hit 41 of the 84 administrative districts in the Kingdom.1

Political activists from a variety of ideological perspectives had 
been trying to mobilize the workers and peasants for quite some time, 
but for the most part these efforts had been on a small scale and had 
enjoyed limited success. None of the political parties that would later 
claim to have organized or initiated the events of 1905 really deserve 
the credit (or blame) for doing so. It would be better to say that they 
were poised to take advantage of events that they could neither fully 
predict nor control. We can begin to understand those confusing 
years if we focus on emotions rather than the ideologies. The people 
who had migrated to the cities around the turn of the century felt a lot 
of  confusion, frustration, fear, and anger. Dislocation and migration are 
as old as humanity itself, but what these people experienced was 
 something new: in addition to new jobs and new homes, they were 
being plunged into social positions that didn’t come with established 
norms and expectations. The old cycles of life, centered on the rhythms 
of nature and the collective rituals of small communities, had little rel-
evance in the cities. This was particularly true for the hundreds of 
 thousands of unskilled laborers (the vast majority of migrants) who 
typically had to live in overcrowded single-sex factory barracks for 
many years until they could establish themselves in their new homes. 
Of course these people were angered by their low wages, their danger-
ous and unhealthy work environment, and their squalid housing. But 
just as important was their sense that they were going through life 
without a roadmap, without any framework for making sense of their 
suffering. The political struggles of the first years of the 20th century 
can be understood as a competition between a variety of such maps, 
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each of which purported to show where the dissatisfaction and 
uncertainty came from, and how to navigate to a better place.

Those growing up at the end of the 19th century would have heard 
stories about what conditions had been like under serfdom, which was 
still a part of living memory in most parts of northeastern Europe. At the 
start of that century the nobles had owned almost 80 percent of the land, 
with the rest divided between the Church and the Crown. The peasants 
owned nothing, and had no legal rights. By 1870 this had changed, but 
even then the peasants had acquired less than half the  arable land, 
 usually the worst bits, divided up into tiny plots.2 The acquisition of 
land was more than an economic accomplishment; it was a means to 
obtain respect and status, to ensure that one would not be viewed as the 
property of someone else. In this context, success meant escaping 
dependence, and failure meant sliding back into sharecropping, which 
was little better than serfdom. Those who migrated to the cities were for 
the most part those who had not succeeded in obtaining enough land to 
sustain a family and establish personal independence. They were 
 desperate to avoid the denigrated position of sharecropper, so it was 
particularly galling for them to end up in a sweat-shop where they were 
treated as disposable labor power. Significantly, a common demand in 
the strikes of 1905–6 (alongside calls for higher pay and  better working 
conditions) was that supervisors speak to workers using the formal 
 register. All the Slavic languages have two ways of addressing someone: 
the informal (ty in Polish) and the formal (pan for men, pani for women). 
The first is used with close friends and family members, and the second 
with strangers. At the start of the 20th century workers had to use pan 
when speaking to their employer or supervisor (who were almost 
always male), even though the latter used ty in response. That was how 
children spoke to adults, and it was how serfs spoke to their lords. It was 
akin to the old American practice of masters calling their slaves “boy,” 
even when speaking to an adult male – something that is viewed today 
as an unforgivable insult. Those protesting in 1905 saw it as an insult, 
too – and they weren’t going to take it anymore.

If the workers wanted respect and individual autonomy, along 
with better working and living conditions, the political activists had 
more elaborate but less visceral goals. In much of Eastern Europe we 
find the concept of the inteligencja (intelligentsia), which has a connota-
tion that is difficult to render in English. A member of the intelligentsia 
is more than just an intellectual, more than someone who earns a living 
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from writing, scholarship, or art. In fact, the intelligentsia can also 
include engineers, teachers, or doctors. What defines an inteligent in 
Polish is as much a moral stance as a profession. This is a person who 
embraces a mission to serve society and who devotes his (a century 
ago it was almost always a male, though that was starting to change) 
life to a higher cause. He is usually politically active, but rarely as a 
politician per se, and often produces literature or art aimed at expos-
ing the Truth (always with an initial capital) and serving the commu-
nity. But he might also decide to build bridges, create a rural clinic, or 
teach literacy in an elementary school – as long as these things are 
understood as a vocation, not a mere job.

The history of the intelligentsia is rich and colorful, and we know a 
great deal about them because they left lots of documents for historians 
to study (both their own writings, and the inevitable police reports). 
They were also irrelevant to most of the people most of the time. But 
not always: on occasions they escaped from their altruistic narcissism 
(no, that is not a contradiction in terms) and actually had an impact 
on the world around them. The early years of the 20th century was one 
such time, because the pervasive disorientation created an opportunity 
for ideological entrepreneurs to spread their message and actually get 
some attention on a mass scale.

So what ideas were they selling? To oversimplify a lot, we could say 
that some were offering “revolution,” others were pitching “the nation,” 
and still others promised both. Though not everyone realized it at the 
time, the failure to make that sale would lead to political invisibility. 
The era of mass politics had arrived.

Varieties of Socialism

In the last chapter I described the national movement that the 19th 
 century bequeathed to the 20th. What had been limited to the nobility 
at the time of the partitions had become a concern of the intelligentsia a 
century later. The failure of the 1863 rebellion had been the last straw 
for many of the wealthier nobles. Not only had the revolt been horrifi-
cally destructive, but it had resulted in arrest or exile for anyone who 
was even suspected of playing some sort of leadership role. Those 
who remained tended to be the sorts who tried to keep a low profile 
and find a way to get along in whatever circumstances they found 
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themselves. The denationalization campaigns of the 1870 s and 1880 s 
were virtually guaranteed to rekindle nationalist resistance, but the 
context had changed. Instead of agitation in the manor houses of 
Poland’s ennobled families, the stage shifted to the rapidly growing 
towns and cities, and specifically to the schools. Thus was born the 
 distinctive turn-of-the-century iteration of the Polish intelligentsia.

For most of these young men (and increasingly women as well), there 
seemed to be no tension at all between the goals of national liberation 
and social revolution. These were people with few ties to the status 
quo but with a strong sense of Polish patriotism: the perfect recipe for 
an ideology of radical national and social liberation. They wanted to 
create an independent Poland that would be totally different than the 
one that had been destroyed in 1795. Their Poland would be a glorious 
land of equality, justice, and democracy, with openness towards people 
of any linguistic or religious heritage. One member of that generation 
would describe his cohort as “that section of the intellectual proletar-
iat which, having an acute national sense and socialist sympathies, 
searched for national rebirth along the road to the peasantry…. [They 
had] an almost religious faith that a social revolution, a universal 
social transformation would at once solve all problems, remove in one 
blow all exploitation and all oppression.”3

This jumbling of such slogans as “nation” and “proletariat” was 
quite extraordinary in the late 19th century. Some of the earliest social-
ists had been vehemently opposed to any sort of national restoration, 
because they viewed patriotism as a means of distracting the workers 
from their real problems. They reasoned that if the nation consisted 
of everyone who could claim some form of Polishness, then it would 
 necessarily include both nobles and peasants, both factory owners and 
workers. Within such an amalgamation there would invariably be 
competing goals, making it nonsensical to imagine that some sort of 
common national interest could encompass them all. Most funda-
mentally, they argued, the objective of the workers had to be libera-
tion from capitalist oppression, while the goal of the capitalists had 
to be the maintenance of a docile and disposable labor force. As one 
 underground socialist periodical put it in 1880, “The independence 
of the fatherland will not remove the slavery of labor …. The com-
mon people do not have a fatherland, because Poland has expelled 
it.  Our  common people have another fatherland: the international 
 solidarity of the laboring masses.”4
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These ideas bubbled through the Polish intelligentsia throughout 
the last few decades before World War I, ultimately being articulated 
most forcefully by a charismatic activist and writer named Rosa 
Luxemburg (Róża Luksemburg). She creates a dilemma for anyone 
who wants to assign people one and only one identity; in fact, she 
could serve as the poster child for the claim that ethnicity is some-
thing that people do, not something they have. Her parents were Jewish 
merchants who moved to Warsaw in 1874, when Rosa was three years 
old. There she attended Polish schools and, when she was fifteen 
years old, got involved in an early socialist organization. In 1889 (two 
years after she graduated) she had to flee the country to avoid arrest, 
and she ended up enrolling in the University of Zurich, one of the 
few  European universities at the time that admitted women. Upon 
 completion of her doctoral dissertation in 1898 she went to Germany, 
where she obtained citizenship by arranging a marriage of convenience 
with a local radical activist. She was one of the founders of a political 
party in 1893 with the somewhat awkward name of Social Democracy 
of the Kingdom of Poland (SDKP, later expanded to SDKPiL by adding 
Lithuania). She died in 1919, murdered during the German revolution. 
Luxemburg had no tolerance for any form of nationalism, be it Polish, 
German, Russian, or Zionist. The only goal that mattered, in her 
 opinion, was the international socialist revolution, and she resisted 
anything that risked fragmenting the struggle to achieve that goal. The 
SDKPiL maintained close ties to both Russian and German socialist 
parties in the hope that they would all rise up together to throw off the 
chains of capitalism. She had particular contempt for a competing 
organization called the Polska Partia Socjalistyczna (Polish Socialist 
Party, or PPS), the goal of which, as Luxemburg described it, “is to 
usurp the past of the Polish labor movement for the use of today’s 
nationalism in the guise of socialism.”5

Certainly no member of the PPS would have accepted Luxemburg’s 
characterization of their party. They represented a view that was much 
more typical among the Polish intelligentsia, a view that traced its 
 origins back to early 19th century revolutionary nationalism. The PPS 
was not merely a socialist party for Polish-speaking workers, or a 
socialist party for the Polish lands; it was emphatically a Polish Socialist 
Party. Their party platform declared, “As the political organization of 
the Polish labor class, struggling for liberation from the yoke of capital-
ism, [the PPS] strives above all to overthrow the present political  slavery 
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and to obtain power for the proletariat. In this striving its aim is an 
Independent Democratic Republic.”6 That last phrase, emphasized in the 
original, would appear at the end of virtually every PPS document as 
a  means of underlining the commitment to both national and social 
liberation. Just as the PPS argued that independence could only be 
obtained with popular support, so did they insist that social revolution 
had to include national liberation.

A man named Józef Piłsudski was among the early members of the 
PPS, and his story is typical for his generation of the intelligentsia. 
He was the second son in an impoverished family of nobles that had 
to sell its estate when Józef was seven years old, relocating to Wilno 
(Vilnius). Piłsudski was a devoted Polish patriot from a very young 
age, with highly romanticized ideas about the heroic uprisings of 
the 19th century (his father had fought in the 1863 revolt). But he was 
born and raised in Lithuania, which he considered his homeland – yet 
another contradiction to those who think that ethno-national identity 
is a clear and coherent category. Like so many of his peers, he got 
involved in radical student activism even while in secondary school, 
and was eventually arrested and exiled to Siberia. He joined the 
socialists as soon as he returned home in 1893, quickly becoming one 
of the party’s leaders. Piłsudski edited the party newspaper Robotnik 
(The Worker) and was able to build a solid network of supporters to 
help distribute it.

Similar in many ways to the PPS was the Bund (short for the 
General Jewish Labor Federation [Bund] in Lithuania, Poland, and 
Russia). Shortly after the PPS was formed, it created a Sekcja Żydowska 
(Jewish Section) to address the special needs of the Yiddish-speaking 
proletariat, but the party leaders didn’t really consider those needs to 
be  particularly distinctive. The PPS advocated full civil rights for every-
one regardless of faith or cultural heritage, but at the same time they 
took it for granted that Jewish workers would increasingly use Polish 
rather than Yiddish in their everyday lives, becoming in effect Poles 
who just happened to be of Jewish heritage. A number of prominent 
Jewish socialists were unhappy with this stance, not because they 
 considered Yiddish important for its own sake, and certainly not 
because they valued the Jewish religion (most socialists were atheists). 
Rather, they argued that antisemitism created special problems for 
Jewish workers that their non-Jewish counterparts didn’t fully grasp. 
Tensions over these issues grew, until in 1897 the Bund was formed as 
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a separate organization. A lot of Jews remained with the PPS (about 
10 percent of that party’s membership belonged to its Jewish Section), 
but most Jewish socialists were in the Bund. From a distance we can 
see that the Bund and the PPS were actually quite similar, insofar as 
both tried to combine national identity with socialist activism. 
From  the polemics of those early days, one could be forgiving for 
not realizing this.

No political party caused the Revolution of 1905: the sources of 
unrest went far too deep for any single group of activists to take the 
credit. The PPS, the SDKPiL, and the Bund were, however, ready for 
the moment. They had been preaching the need for resistance (of one 
sort or another) for a long time, and they each had a well-developed 
 network of party cells in the factories. Socialist activism, the old tradi-
tion of the national uprising, and worker discontent all came together 
on November 13, 1904. The mood in Warsaw had gone from unsettled 
to downright angry earlier that year, when Russia began drafting soldiers 
for a war that had recently broken out with Japan. Taking advantage 
of this atmosphere, Piłsudski organized an anti-war demonstration 
on Grzybowski Square in downtown Warsaw. He came prepared: a 
few months earlier he had traveled to Japan to lobby for support, and 
had received a cache of weapons for his efforts. When police moved 
in to break up the demonstration, about 50 PPS activists opened fire, 
leading to a chaotic battle that lasted a few hours. By the time it was 
over six people were dead, 27 were wounded, and more than 600 were 
under arrest.

Piłsudski’s goal on that November day in 1904 was to provoke the 
police, on the assumption that they, not the PPS, would be blamed by 
the general public in Warsaw for the violence. His hopes were real-
ized: in the coming weeks and months additional demonstrations 
 followed, and these soon escalated into highly politicized strikes. The 
PPS was transformed from a conspiratorial organization into a mass 
party with 55,000 members, and an additional 37,000 in unions under 
party control. Meanwhile, the SDKPiL was not far behind with 40,000 
members. The Bund had around 35,000 members, but some of these 
were in Petersburg, Odessa, Moscow, and other cities in the Empire.7

Ultimately the Revolution of 1905 didn’t amount to much. The 
Tsar  made some important concessions with the so-called October 
Manifesto, which in theory established an elected assembly and some 
basic civil rights. For the first time it became legal to organize a trade 
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union in the Russian Empire, though there were so many restrictions 
that this didn’t mean much in practice. The Tsar also accepted that 
 non-Russians should have the right to be educated in their own 
 languages and to worship in whatever faith they preferred. Within a 
couple years, however, much of the old repressive apparatus was back 
in place. Russian historians have long debated whether 1905 was just a 
blip on the path of the Empire’s decline towards its destruction in 1917, 
or whether the October Manifesto set the foundation for a state that 
could have liberalized had it not been for the catastrophe of World War 
I. That argument needn’t detain us here, because from the perspective 
of the Polish lands the main issues were unchanged. Some urban intel-
lectuals were happy to enjoy a bit more political and cultural liberty, 
but most of the people in the still-growing cities had to cope with the 
same disorientation and frustration as before. Moreover, the activists 
in the PPS, the SDKPiL, and the Bund weren’t about to stop their agita-
tion for socialist revolution. Here our metaphor from the start of this 
chapter breaks down, because when a tinderbox explodes it shouldn’t 
remain volatile afterwards. Maybe a better analogy, one in keeping 
with the geology of the Polish lands, would be that of a burning coal 
seam. Those are almost impossible to extinguish.

National Democracy

1905 marked the birth of mass politics in the Polish lands, but not all 
those who joined a political organization in that year sided with the 
socialists. While the various leftist parties were the strongest and 
the most active, about 50,000 people joined one of the several rightist 
organizations that assumed fluency in Polish and baptism into the 
Roman Catholic Church. The largest of these was known as the National 
Democratic movement, or the Endecja for short (after the initials ND). 
This group represented a totally new political tradition in the Polish 
lands, but one that had counterparts in almost every European country 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Many labels have been used for 
these groups, but it is probably simplest to call them the radical right. 
If  the tradition of the Polish national movement in the 19th century 
had been to link social revolution and national independence, then we 
can understand why Luxemburg’s SDKPiL faced an uphill battle, 
at  least among the intelligentsia. But the Endecja also went against 
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the  grain, albeit from the other direction. The National Democrats 
renounced what they called “dreams” and “illusions” about social jus-
tice and equality, and insisted that every social group had to subordinate 
its needs to those of the nation.8

At the foundation of National Democracy was an understanding of 
the world that is sometimes called Social Darwinism (which is unfair to 
Darwin, but that’s another matter). This view posited that human soci-
eties advance through history towards higher and higher forms of 
development, and that we could measure this development by  watching 
which group emerged victorious in the “struggle for survival.”9 Among 
those captivated by these ideas was Roman Dmowski, in the late 1880s 
a young biology student at Warsaw University. He was outraged that 
some of his classmates considered it appropriate to work together with 
Russian university students in protesting against tsarist restrictions of 
free speech and assembly. The issue for him wasn’t that the tsarist gov-
ernment was oppressive; rather, the problem was that it was Russian. 
As he put it later,

While [my opponents] consider it possible to occupy an impartial 
 position “in accordance with justice” in all conflicts between our nation 
and foreigners, we recognize an extensive sphere of matters in interna-
tional relations in which there is neither right nor wrong, only competi-
tion between irreconcilable interests, in which one stands on one or the 
other side not from a feeling of justice, but from a feeling of solidarity 
with one of the combating sides. They want always and everywhere to be 
only people, standing on guard for nonexistent or ridiculed laws, [but] 
we demand of everyone that in relations between their nation and 
 foreign [nations] they feel above all that they are Poles.10

Later that same year he wrote, “In relations with other nations there is 
neither right nor wrong, there is only strength and weakness.”11 This 
explicit renunciation of any universal morality was at the foundation 
of a doctrine that the Endecja called “national egoism.”

The key to national success, the Endecja preached, was cultural unity. 
In their view the diversity of the Polish-Lithuanian Republic had been 
one of its greatest failings. As Dmowski wrote in 1905, “the state, if it 
is  healthy and based on a strong foundation, will always assimilate 
 foreign tribes politically and culturally, whether through violence or 
not .... The state will always and everywhere, more or less consciously, 
aspire to create cultural unity.”12 That challenge would never end, 
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because a “healthy” nation would constantly grow. The National 
Democratic party platform of 1903 affirmed that

The national interest demands … not only holding steady in the 
 boundaries of today‘s possessions and influence, but expanding these 
as  far as possible …. A nation that does not want to acquire anything, 
does not want to create anything new in the future, that has no demands, 
but is satisfied with what it has, must shrivel and ultimately die.”13

The Endecja played the leading role in bringing antisemitism into Polish 
public life. As I explained in the last chapter, relations between Poles and 
Jews had long been grounded in a mutual dependency. There was a clear 
recognition of cultural difference and there were plenty of stereotypes on 
both sides, but at the same time there was an intricate and inseparable 
entanglement. Prejudices were common, but so were cordial relations 
and even friendships. As long as both peasants and Jews were roughly 
comparable in their poverty and lack of power, these prejudices helped 
keep the groups apart but did not necessarily generate hatred. They 
certainly could – for example, in the 1880s there was a wave of anti-
Jewish violence in the Ukraine – but usually they didn’t. Stories of con-
flict and violence are recorded in the archives and described in the history 
books; stories about quotidian affability or at least apathy will always 
escape our attention. The latter, however, were the day-to-day norm.

To change this dynamic, antisemites had to shift the perceived 
dichotomy from Jews/peasants to Jews/Poles, with the latter group 
understood to include all Roman Catholic speakers of Polish,  regardless 
of power or status. The process of spreading an economically inclusive 
(but culturally exclusive) understanding of Polish national identity 
necessarily entailed the identification of a new “other,” an opponent 
against which rich and poor Poles alike must unite. This new world-
view didn’t just emerge from the experiences of daily life: there was 
an  identifiable core of antisemitic ideologues and activists who 
 propagated an elaborate theory of how the world really worked (a 
 theory that was not merely wrong, but maliciously false). According to 
that theory, the Jews were not defined by a religion or by a set of 
 customs, but rather by an unquenchable desire to destroy Christian 
society and rule the world. This desire, according to the antisemites, 
was hereditary, so it didn’t matter if a Jew converted to Christianity or 
assimilated into Polish culture. In fact, Jews who abandoned Yiddish and 
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the other external markers of their culture were the most threatening, 
because they were harder to spot.

As part of this plot, according to the antisemites, the Jews developed 
political and economic systems aimed at weakening the moral glue that 
held Christian society together and collecting all the wealth into their 
own hands. The Jews supposedly deployed two weapons against 
Christianity: liberal capitalist democracy on the one hand, and social-
ism on the other. The former fragmented communities into atomized, 
rootless individuals, and set up an economic system that bred inequality 
and poverty. The latter pretended to offer a solution to those problems, 
but the antisemites were convinced that this was just a ruse. The real 
goal of socialism, they argued, was to dupe the ignorant masses into 
blindly following leaders who rejected Christian morality and therefore 
removed all constraints on human brutality. With all the bonds of 
 society thus undermined, the antisemites predicted, the stage would be 
set for the ultimate victory of the International Jewish Conspiracy.

It is no coincidence that this ideology was developed initially in France 
and Germany, where there were very few Jews, because it is easier to 
believe a paranoid fantasy when one has no contact with the supposed 
masterminds of the plot. Every modern ideology, of both the right and 
the left, requires that people accept things they cannot directly see, be it 
“the market” or “the proletariat” or “the nation.” That’s not a huge 
problem in itself, but antisemitism required people in the Polish lands 
to believe in the evil plots of a group they could see. When antisemitic 
activists went into the countryside to propagate their gospel of hatred, 
they were initially met with incomprehension and apathy. Jacek the 
peasant was willing to believe that Yitzhak the shopkeeper unfairly 
manipulated his prices, and even that he performed bizarre rituals during 
religious services; but a story proposing that Yitzhak was involved in a 
scheme to take over the world and destroy Christianity would have 
seemed a bit far-fetched. Those stories took root in the Polish countryside 
eventually, but they spread more slowly than in other parts of Europe.14

The early antisemitic ideologues were not likely to be from con-
servative circles, where unruliness was the biggest fear. Like the 
 peasants, most of the landed nobility were quite happy to have Jews 
living amongst them, even as they looked down upon the Jewish reli-
gion and on Jewish lifestyles. The conservative upper-crust considered 
the unruly “mob” to be a vastly greater danger than the Jews would 
ever be. Similarly, members of the business elite of factory owners and 
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financiers were also unlikely to be drawn to antisemitism, which 
included a biting critique of capitalism. The third pillar of conserva-
tism, the Catholic clergy, would eventually join the antisemitic coalition, 
but initially they also tended to find appeals to the “mob” to be unset-
tling. So antisemitism would not be promoted by what we might call 
the “old right” of wealth, power, and social status. Instead, propagating 
antisemitism would become one of the leading causes of the “new 
right”: the National Democrats.

Antisemitism was at the very center of the Endecja’s message from 
the earliest days of the movement’s history. To be sure, the intensity of 
the rhetoric was ratcheted up after 1905, but all the pieces were in place 
well before that. Dmowski had trouble making sense of the Jews within 
his vision of international struggle, because the Jews did not have 
an  obvious homeland. A new movement known as Zionism was 
 proposing that Jews move back to their ancient homeland in the Middle 
East, but Dmowski considered this fantastical. As he wrote in 1903, 
“The truly realistic, sober people among the Zionists must turn their 
 attention in a different direction, namely in the direction of the territory 
that today constitutes the main seat of the Jews. That country is of 
course Poland …. Polish territory will become a settlement for the 
Jewish nation.15 Dmowski thus took the general framework of the 
International Jewish Conspiracy and refined it to make the threat 
 specific to Poland. His image of a struggle against the Jews differed 
significantly from his portrayal of the struggle against the nation’s 
other supposed foes. The Endecja insisted that Poland would have to 
fight endlessly against Germany and Russia, because such was the 
nature of international relations. Dmowski even argued that hatred 
was counterproductive, because emotions would stand in the way of 
rational strategizing in this war for survival. The Jews, on the other 
hand, were an even deeper existential threat in the National Democratic 
imagination, because they were supposedly trying to destroy Poland 
from within. Dmowski used one of his favorite metaphors when he 
wrote in 1895 that “the Jewish population is undeniably a parasite on 
the social body of whichever country it inhabits.”16

Dmowski believed that a “healthy” nation would never permit the 
continued existence of such an alien element within its ranks, but 
because the old traditions of Polish patriotism were so tied up with slo-
gans of universal rights, justice, and international harmony, the nation 
had been left defenseless against Jewish machinations. If only Poland 
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could rid itself of socialism, liberalism, humanitarianism, and other such 
ideals, then it could deal with its most fundamental problem. “The 
healthy, strong body,” Dmowski wrote, “for which all functions occur 
normally according to the order determined by the laws of nature, is the 
least suitable foundation for the development of parasites.”17

The National Democratic movement spread this message in a number 
of effective ways. Above all they used education, sponsoring rural 
 literacy campaigns in which the teachers were charged with inculcating 
“true patriotism” along with the alphabet. They also published a maga-
zine for the peasants, complete with inspiring stories from Polish 
 history and accounts of assaults by the nation’s many enemies. Still, 
prior to 1905 the Endecja was a small conspiratorial organization that 
barely extended outside the intelligentsia. That would change almost 
overnight, just as it did for the leftist parties described earlier. While 
the leadership of the Endecja would have preferred carefully planned 
political action rather than mass protests, they had to respond some-
how to the primal scream that 1905 represented. Thus was launched 
their campaign in the countryside to get local county assemblies to pass 
resolutions demanding the use of Polish in all administrative, educa-
tional, and judicial institutions. Insofar as the October Manifesto of 1905 
re-established the use of Polish in public institutions in the Kingdom, 
this campaign could be considered a success. However, it left Dmowski 
and his colleagues uneasy, because both this undertaking and the edu-
cational projects started before 1905 entailed a great deal of local initia-
tive. The Endecja was simply too small to exert tight central control of 
the “army” that Dmowski wanted to create. As National Democratic 
rhetoric became increasingly anti-democratic (an irony not lost on its 
opponents), the group began to gain a constituency of supporters from 
those who had the most to lose from any sort of social revolution: not 
only landowners and factory owners (members of the “old right” who 
began drifting towards the “new right”), but middle-class professionals, 
merchants, independent craftsmen, bureaucrats, and priests.

Agrarians

Most readers will be familiar with the ideological groupings discussed 
so far. Socialists and nationalists would be the key players in 20th 
 century political life just about everywhere. But in Poland there was an 
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important third force that was less common in Europe, though often 
found in the postcolonial world: the agrarian movement. Perhaps the 
comparative lack of academic interest in this political orientation stems 
from our grossly oversimplified (but nonetheless widespread) idea that 
political orientations can be positioned along a one-directional—(left–
right) spectrum. The agrarians just don’t fit in that schema. There was 
one thing that all the variants of socialism, nationalism, and liberalism 
could agree on in the early 20th century: the future was going to be 
characterized by more and more industrialization and urbanization. 
The agrarians rejected this, and tried to stand up for the independent 
family farmer.

In early 20th century Poland this rural population was represented 
politically by a small but growing movement called the Polish People’s 
Party (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, or PSL). Because the Endecja was 
also competing for support among the peasantry, and because a great 
number of peasants would eventually be drawn to Ukrainian or 
Belarusian organizations, the PSL would never become as large as one 
might have expected. Nonetheless, it has always been a key player on 
the political scene, forming coalitions with both the right and the left 
because of its ambiguous ideological position. The PSL traces its origin 
to the founding of a group called the Populist Party (Stronnictwo 
Ludowe) in Galicia in 1895; the “P” for Polska was added in 1903. While 
a large number of people played an important role in the party’s 
 development, the most prominent leader was Wincenty Witos. In 
sharp contrast to all the political figures I’ve mentioned so far, Witos 
was born very poor: his parents lived in a one-room hut and tried to 
scrape a living out of less than three acres of land. Witos himself only 
received four years of formal education before going to work as a 
 lumberjack at age 14. He got interested in politics as a teenager, and at 
age 19 he published his first article in a peasant magazine. When the 
People’s Party was founded in 1895 he was among its first members. 
He joined the PSL’s governing council in 1903, and represented the 
party in the Galician sejm from 1908 to 1914.

We can’t really speak of an agrarian ideology in the formal sense, 
because there was a great deal of internal squabbling in the peasant 
movement from the very beginning. Witos himself would eventually 
play a key part in the division of the PSL into two separate factions in 
1913: his more conservative and patriotic wing called PSL-Piast 
(named  after a medieval Polish dynasty) and a radical wing called 



58 THE START OF THE 20TH CENTURY 

PSL-Wyzwolenie (Emancipation). One thing all agrarians had in 
 common, though, was a desire to maintain the world of the independent 
peasant farmer in the face of enormous economic and social pressures. 
The memory of serfdom was fresh enough to make personal indepen-
dence a powerful objective for any peasant. Leaving the countryside for 
the city erased that independence, but an even more immediate threat 
was that poverty could force a family into sharecropping. Only land-
ownership could save a peasant from either fate, but that was hard 
when the nobles (less than 10 percent of the population) owned nearly 
half the land, leaving millions of peasants to divvy up the remainder.

Agrarian activists had many ideas about how to make life better 
for the impoverished peasants, but land reform was the key: that is, 
they wanted the state to seize land from the largest landowners so as 
to achieve a more equitable division of property. Such a plan was 
actually enacted in the Russian Empire in the aftermath of the 1863 
rebellion, when the tsarist state wanted to punish the Polish nobles 
and hoped to gain the allegiance of the peasantry. That didn’t work 
out so well, because even then the nobles were compensated for the 
land they lost, and the money to pay them came from high taxes 
 levied on the  peasants, who in turn often had to go into debt to get 
the necessary funds. Still, the idea of land reform was extremely 
 popular in the  countryside. An economist might point out that even 
the most  generous reform couldn’t have helped much, because there 
were so many landless peasants that any redistribution would have 
still left everyone with tiny plots, which couldn’t hope to produce 
enough to generate adequate income for a successful market farm. 
But that misses the point: peasants were not interested in becoming 
rural  capitalists, farming in order to earn enough to participate in 
the  modern economy. The goal for most of them was to get enough 
land to sustain their families so that they could avoid the twin night-
mares of sharecropping or migration to the cities.

Many things prevented the agrarian movement from producing a 
single large political organization that corresponded to their share of 
the overall population, but first among these divisive problems was 
the growing force of nationalism. National activists had been hard at 
work  throughout the last third of the 19th century (even longer in 
some regions) spreading the idea that everyone had one and only one 
national identity. By 1900 this effort had largely succeeded, at least on 
the most basic level. While only a minority would ever be drawn to 
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the  extreme ideology of the Endecja, an overwhelming majority had 
learned to label themselves with the “correct” ethno-national category. 
So when the People’s Party was formed in Galicia in 1895 it focused 
mainly on Polish-speaking peasants, so much so that it changed its 
name to the Polish People’s Party in 1903. This seems like an obvious 
development to us, but it wasn’t. Among the early contributors to 
agrarianism in Galicia were several people who would later end up as 
prominent figures in the Ukrainian national movement. By the first 
years of the 20th century it was harder and harder to sustain that 
degree of expansiveness. Witos himself was strongly committed to the 
adjective “Polish,” and he considered mobilizing the peasants around 
patriotism and the cause of independence as important as any economic 
agenda. He also drew closer to the antisemitic movement, though not 
in its most outlandish conspiracy-theory form.

Meanwhile, the Ukrainian peasants in eastern Galicia and in the 
Russian Empire went their own way. Already in the early 19th century 
a few ethnographers and linguists were insisting that there was a sepa-
rate culture and language in the lands that had been the southeastern 
part of the Polish–Lithuanian Republic. It was obvious that the people 
of that region weren’t speaking “proper” Russian or Polish, but just 
what they were speaking was much debated in the 19th century, and it 
took a long time before that “dialect” was recognized as a “language.” 
In actuality there wasn’t a single way of speaking this language, because 
it was used in a region stretching across nearly a thousand kilometers 
of rural land with poor transportation and very limited mobility. But 
scholars set to work, and a formal grammar was published in 1818, 
 followed by a dictionary in 1823. Languages like English, French, and 
Polish had developed with the help of state institutions and a formal 
literary culture, but Ukrainian never had the benefit of that. There were 
no schools to teach children how to speak “proper” Ukrainian prior to 
the 20th century, so the language sustained a huge amount of internal 
differentiation. Writing a grammar or a dictionary for Ukrainian was 
a big project, because it entailed so much more than just the codifying 
of existing linguistic practices. It had to involve the selection of terms 
and even structures that would get established as “correct,” relegating 
all other variations to the realm of “dialects” and “local slang.” It was, 
in other words, a highly creative process.

Once those rules had been set, a few adventurous writers tried to 
compose some stories and poems in this new language, but very few 
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people could read what they wrote. Those who were literate knew 
either Russian, Polish, or German; those who spoke Ukrainian were 
overwhelmingly illiterate, and even if they could read there was no 
guarantee that their version of the language corresponded to the 
newly established literary forms. Among the earliest groups to pro-
mote Ukrainian ethno-linguistic identity were Eastern Orthodox and 
Greek Catholic priests, who were often among the few inhabitants of 
the  villages who could read. Their role as intermediaries between the 
peasants and the national activists was crucial. The Russian authori-
ties viewed these developments first with suspicion, and then  outright 
 hostility. After the 1863 Polish rebellion they wanted to crack down 
on  any hints of nationalist separatism, so all publications in what 
they called “Little Russian” were banned – a fate far worse than Polish 
ever  had to endure. But fortunately for the Ukrainian movement, 
there were plenty of people speaking that same language living out-
side the  Russian Empire, in Habsburg Galicia. The censorship laws 
there were much more relaxed, and efforts to polonize the people of 
eastern Galicia were never as intense as the efforts across the border 
to russify them.

The Polish authorities did crack down hard, however, when this cul-
tural movement developed a political component. Since the speakers of 
Ukrainian were almost all peasants, in an area where almost all the 
noble landowners were Polish, the rise of an agrarian movement gained 
a specific coloration in eastern Galicia. The patriotism of Wincenty 
Witos made it possible for at least some Polish-speaking agrarians to 
get a foothold in politics; Witos himself was even elected to the Galician 
parliament. Agrarians further east had no such opportunity, and they 
became steadily more radical and more nationalistic. A turning point 
came in 1900 when for the first time a small group of Ukrainian activists 
in Kharkiv (in the Russian Empire) issued a proclamation demanding 
“one single, indivisible, free, independent Ukraine.” That further 
pushed the downward spiral of response and counter-response, with 
both Russian authorities and Polish Galician authorities outlawing any 
hint of Ukrainian political organizing, and the Ukrainian activists 
responding by embracing more and more extreme tactics. The depth of 
the problem was revealed in 1908, when the Polish governor of Galicia 
was assassinated by a Ukrainian nationalist. The rise of Ukrainian 
nationalism made the development of any sort of pan-national agrarian 
movement virtually impossible.
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So now we have all the players on stage, and with the 1905 Revolution 
the first act had begun. The dislocation and confusion (not to mention the 
actual suffering) of industrialization had created a volatile situation 
throughout northeastern Europe, and intellectuals and political  activists 
had developed a wide variety of ways to give meaning to those senti-
ments, and to propose ways of making things better. By the first years of 
the 20th century an overwhelming majority would claim some kind of 
national identity, but whether that had any political significance was still 
a very open question. It was entirely possible to consider oneself Polish 
but still emphasize the class concerns of workers over any ethno-national 
agenda. The violence and strikes of 1905 had made it clear to everyone 
that those class concerns were very widespread and deeply felt in the 
Kingdom, but this too had ambiguous political implications. The PPS 
and the Bund showed that a majority of those drawn to socialism pre-
ferred to pursue that objective within a national framework, not outside 
of it. There had been no revolution in the German or Habsburg parti-
tions, but there too the disruption of the era made its mark. The growth 
of the agrarian movement in Galicia showed that even the peasants who 
did not migrate to the cities had to cope with the pressures of modernity, 
albeit in different ways. And the success of that movement illustrated 
that the days when the nobility could control political life had passed 
forever. Finally, the westernmost Polish speakers in the German lands 
ended up providing some of the best recruits for the National Democrats, 
perhaps because the intense germanization  campaigns made them 
 particularly susceptible to a “struggle for survival” mentality, and the 
 scarcity of Jews in that part of the Polish lands made it easier to spread 
the Endecja’s conspiracy fantasies. The bottom line was that northeastern 
Europe during the first decade of the 20th century was a hotbed of both 
social unrest and political activism that tried to give form and structure 
to that unrest. The revolution of 1905 didn’t resolve anything; it just laid 
all the cards on the table. Everything depended on how those cards were 
played over the next few years.
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NATION AND/OR REVOLUTION, 
1914–22

In the last chapter we saw how the confusing changes at the dawn of 
the 20th century were interpreted by politicians, activists, and intellec-
tuals, and how those various worldviews were tested during the social 
unrest of the 1905 Revolution. Perhaps only one thing was clear after 
the dust settled: politics would never be the same again, because the 
elites were stripped of any illusions that they could control the course 
of events entirely on their own. The millions of workers and peasants 
who went out on strike or protested were not directed by any centers of 
authority, be they socialist or nationalist or agrarian. To be sure, plenty 
of opposition activists claimed to speak on behalf of the masses, pro-
voking or restraining particular demonstrations, but all of them were 
self-appointed spokespeople with (at best) only partial legitimacy. 
There just hadn’t been time yet for anyone to build the sorts of political 
institutions that could issue orders and expect them to be consistently 
followed. That said, 1905 provided the stimulus to get to work on those 
institutions, and the coming years would see exponential growth in the 
size and number of political parties, labor unions, rural cooperative 
networks, even social and cultural clubs.

All of these new institutions, not to mention the governments of the 
partitioning powers, faced an existential question: what did the people 
want – or at least, what would convince the people to stay quiet? Why 
had so many people risked their lives and livelihoods to demonstrate 
their anger in 1905? Were people demanding socialist revolution, agrar-
ian reform, or national independence? Or were they just upset about 
their own living conditions, in ways that could be satisfied by moderate 
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changes within existing political and economic structures? Obviously 
there was no way to answer these questions, because “the people” 
 contained an irreducible diversity of views, desires, and complaints. 
Recognizing heterogeneity, however, was something that none of the 
activists of the day were particularly good at.

No one had time to dwell on any of these issues for very long after 
1905, because in less than a decade the old order would come crashing 
down, leaving in its wake an unprecedented social, political, economic, 
and cultural vacuum. World War I was the worst conflict in European 
history to that point, with more than 10 million deaths in less than four 
years. The atrocities that came later in the 20th century make it hard for 
us to appreciate how traumatic that first world war was. We westerners 
also tend to forget that in Eastern Europe the violence didn’t end with 
the armistice of November, 1918: real peace would not come to the 
 eastern front for another three years, after several million more deaths. 
In the midst of all that bloodshed and tragedy, the old political, social, 
and economic norms were discredited and destroyed. Today we call the 
events of 1917 “the Russian Revolution,” but at the time there seemed 
to be a genuine possibility that it would turn out to be the revolution, 
the moment of creative destruction that would topple all the old centers 
of power and introduce a totally new world order. For some this was an 
exhilarating prospect that inspired hope for the future; for others it 
seemed that the apocalypse had arrived and that civilization itself was 
about to crumble. Regardless, a great many people in 1917 and 1918 felt 
that they were living in a moment of global rupture, in which titanic 
forces of good and evil were fighting to control the future. This is why 
Britain, France, and the United States sent military aid to Russia and 
Eastern Europe following the war: the leaders of the capitalist powers 
considered affairs in Russia to be part of a much bigger picture that had 
immediate ramifications for their own countries.

The end of the story brought neither utopia nor apocalypse, but that 
doesn’t detract from the magnitude of the changes that ensued, nor the 
weight of the decisions made during those few seminal years. That some 
sort of Poland would emerge as a consequence of the war seemed likely 
very early on, but what sort of Poland it would be, where it would be 
located, and who would lead it were all up for grabs. Perhaps the most 
important unsettled question was whether the collapse of the  partitioning 
powers would lead to a social revolution or the creation of separate 
nation-states. As we have seen, some political activists (both the SDKPiL 



 NATION AND/OR REVOLUTION, 1914–22 67

on the left and the Endecja on the right) saw these as  incompatible 
 outcomes, but the real winners of the postwar years were those who saw 
independence and revolution as mutually reinforcing. The events of 
1918 were both the culmination of decades of nation-building and a 
moment in which the frustration and anger over modernity’s disloca-
tions and suffering boiled over. As it turned out, there was a strong 
desire to have one’s cake and eat it too: to achieve both national restora-
tion and social revolution.

The PPS and the Endecja

The personal decisions of Józef Piłsudski and Roman Dmowski after the 
1905 Revolution provide us with good examples of the alternatives that 
those years presented. In 1906 it seemed that Piłsudski’s Polish Socialist 
Party (PPS) was in a strong position. Not only had the PPS gained the 
most members during the Revolution itself, but it had established a solid 
beach-head within the labor unions, which were at last legalized (though 
handcuffed by impossible restrictions). The SDKPiL played a much 
smaller role in the unions, because the core activists in that party believed 
that unionism served only to improve working conditions in the short 
term, not advance the long-term objective of socialist revolution. The 
Endecja did create its own “national” unions, with membership limited 
to Polish-speaking Roman Catholics, but Dmowski’s preoccupation 
with organizational discipline and his aversion to socially divisive labor 
activism ensured that these unions would remain smaller than their 
more militant PPS counterparts. The rural unrest of 1905 allowed the 
agrarian movement to establish a foothold in the Kingdom, but the PSL 
remained predominantly a Galician party for the time being. Finally, the 
Bund remained strong among Jewish workers, working parallel to (and 
sometimes in competition with) the PPS.

Even though the PPS seemed to be in a strong position, the party was 
riven by internal disputes. Piłsudski and many of the older activists 
saw the events of 1905 as an opportunity to launch a national insurrec-
tion, whereas others wanted to work together with socialists from all 
over the Russian Empire in order to achieve a general revolution. The 
latter faction, which called itself the PPS-Left, declared its own separate 
program in 1908 calling for Polish autonomy rather than independence. 
For the short term they decided to focus on union activism, which was 
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of little interest to those like Piłsudski who were steeped in tales about 
the national struggle for justice and independence. He wanted to act 
out the script that he had been taught as a boy, in which Poles (and 
Poland, in the abstract) always fought for what was right, even in the 
face of certain defeat, even if alone. And so he did, at the head of the 
“Fighting Organization” (Organizacja Bojowa), the paramilitary auxil-
iary of the PPS. Discussing this group today is a delicate matter, because 
we cannot help but see their tactics through the prism of our own 21st 
century world, and doing so evokes some unfavorable comparisons. 
For several years Piłsudski’s organization carried out a campaign of 
political killings, targeting both Russian officials and Poles who were 
deemed to be collaborators. They robbed trains to raise funds, which 
they used to purchase both guns and explosives. Even at the time, set-
ting off bombs to kill one’s opponents was controversial (to put it 
mildly), but as Piłsudski put it in 1910, “Terror seemed to most people 
to be the only imaginable system for physically fighting the enemy …. 
True, it was understood that this would not bring victory, but no other 
form of struggle could be imagined.”1 During one particular operation, 
the so-called Bloody Wednesday on August 15, 1906, the Fighting 
Organization carried out 77 separate shootings of Russian policemen, 
of whom 29 died and 43 were severely wounded. By 1907 there were 
about 3000 members in the PPS Fighting Organization, and in that year 
alone they carried out 142 murders (with an additional 39 injured 
 victims) and 92 robberies (netting almost 70,000 rubles).2

In 1908 Piłsudski took his plans to the next level, transforming his 
conspiratorial band into a full-fledged paramilitary force which wel-
comed members from any political party. He relocated to Galicia to 
carry out his plans, because the authorities in Vienna were happy to 
look the other way as long as Piłsudski’s ambitions were focused on the 
Russian empire. In Galicia Piłsudski’s fame grew, and he turned away 
from train robberies towards more respectable forms of fund raising. An 
auxiliary group called the Women’s League held events across Galicia to 
collect donations, but also to spread the growing legend of Piłsudski 
himself. Already the man was turning into a myth, one that was very 
effective in inspiring people to open their wallets. He certainly had ene-
mies: the Russian authorities considered him a terrorist and the PPS-
Left believed that he had betrayed the socialist cause. It is unclear when 
precisely Piłsudski stopped considering himself to be a member of the 
PPS, but he came to view social reform in a highly  instrumental way, as 
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a means to obtain independence rather than a goal in its own right. He 
would later say to some former comrades, “we travelled together in the 
red tram, but I got off at the stop marked ‘Independence.’”3 When World 
War I broke out in 1914, Piłsudski was able to transform his paramilitary 
group into an official force called the Polish Legions, which soon grew 
to more than 16,000 soldiers. Though technically tied to the Austrian 
army, this was a completely Polish operation. The legionnaires would 
be Piłsudski’s most fervent supporters for years to come.

While Piłsudski was building a military force and cultivating his leg-
end, Roman Dmowski was pursuing tactics more in keeping with the 
Endecja’s ideological framework. Horrified by the disunity and disor-
der of 1905, Dmowski turned afterwards to legal politics. He was elected 
as a delegate from Warsaw to the Imperial Duma, a sort of parliament 
which was established in 1906. Throughout these years Dmowski 
assembled two very different constituencies. On the one hand, from his 
new position in Petersburg he made important contacts both among the 
Russian elites and (more importantly) among the international diplo-
mats stationed there. To this audience Dmowski presented the face of 
a  well-educated, cultured gentleman who diplomatically if forcefully 
pursued Polish interests. On the other hand, he was building an elec-
toral constituency back home with his antisemitic vitriol. The Endecja 
lost about a third of its members after Dmowski ran for the Duma, 
because a great many nationalists considered such engagement with the 
Russian Empire to be a betrayal. Those defections, however, were more 
than compensated by the support the movement gained through 
exploiting and exacerbating hostility towards the Jews.

The Endecja’s campaign against the Jews was ratcheted to an even 
greater level in 1912 when Dmowski lost his parliamentary seat to a 
leftist opponent. His defeat should hardly have been a surprise: about 
38 percent of Warsaw’s inhabitants at the time were Jewish, and in an 
open election that should have ended Dmowski’s chances. Only the 
rigged voting laws of the Russian Empire had allowed him to win in 
1906 and 1907, but even that couldn’t save him in 1912. The fact that 
Dmowski’s opponent had been a socialist with a Christian family back-
ground did not stop the Endecja from labeling the defeat the result of 
Jewish machinations. In response the Endecja launched a campaign to 
boycott Jewish businesses, a key moment in the degradation of inter-
ethnic relations in the city. The economic effects of the boycott were 
minimal because, as usual, most of the peasants and industrial workers 
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refused to follow the exhortations of the National Democrats. But 
 antisemitic rhetoric did strike a nerve among a significant minority of the 
population, ranging from the unemployed to small craftsmen and shop-
keepers to educated professionals and priests – in other words, just about 
everyone outside the socialist constituency in the factories. The primary 
mouthpiece for the Endecja’s campaign was a tabloid launched in 1912, 
Gazeta Poranna Dwa Grosze (The Two Penny Morning Gazette). It succeeded 
beyond the founders’ wildest dreams, selling 45,000 copies of each issue 
after only two months in existence. The antisemitic venom of this paper 
was such that even the Russian censorship office was appalled, and they 
confiscated several issues on the charge of inciting violence. While 
expressing reservations about the language and the methods of the anti-
semites, the Catholic clergy preached that good Christians should indeed 
refuse to buy from Jewish shops. Even Warsaw’s liberal papers expressed 
sympathy with the concern that Warsaw was no longer properly “Polish” 
because of the growing Jewish presence in the city.4 The Endecja had 
found an issue that it could use to build some popular support in the 
 cities – a discovery that was vital to the movement’s future.

War and Revolution

It is almost impossible to estimate how many Poles died during World War 
I, because the figures depend on how one defines “Polish.” Every conceiv-
able measure, however, leaves us with a picture of inconceivable loss. The 
population of the territory that would become the Second Polish Republic 
declined by almost 12 percent, or 3.7 million people, between 1914 and 
1918.5 Unlike in Western Europe, where trench warfare was mostly 
 confined to an almost static front line, in Eastern Europe the war was 
highly mobile, and wherever it passed the death toll mounted. When a 
population weakened by malnutrition was hit by the flu epidemic of 1918, 
the result was catastrophic, with casualty figures in the millions. A single 
death is a tragedy, a dozen shocks us, a hundred leaves us speechless 
with horror, but eventually the figures begin to seem like abstractions 
that our minds cannot process. So perhaps the best way to think about 
World War I in Poland is to note that virtually everyone knew someone 
who perished. Everyone experienced intimate loss; we  don’t need to 
resort to fuzzy concepts like “collective trauma” because the psychologi-
cal burden was carried individually by nearly everyone.
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World War I swallowed the productive resources of the entire 
 industrialized world, consuming more than an earlier generation could 
have even imagined producing, let alone destroying. If countries like 
England or France found it hard to recover, then just imagine the pain 
endured by the poorer eastern part of the continent. The Polish lands 
did not even enjoy the poisoned luxury of an economic boom due to 
armaments productions. The Kingdom was the main industrial center 
of the Russian Empire, but because it was right on the front line it could 
never become the Empire’s arsenal. Łódz ́ and Warsaw fell to the 
Germans during the first year of the fighting, and deprived of their vast 
Russian markets, the Kingdom’s industries were temporarily crippled. 
Poverty and malnutrition had been a problem before the war, but once 
the fighting started they became truly rampant.

In Western Europe, World War I played – and continues to play – an 
enormous role in cultural life and popular historical memory. Images of 
murderous trench warfare have remained salient long after the genera-
tion that witnessed those horrors has passed on. This is not the case in 
Poland, where the topic of World War I has been much less studied by 
historians and is much more thinly represented in commemorations 
and popular culture. In part this is because British, French, German, 
and Italian soldiers experienced the war as a galvanizing moment of 
unity, providing a common touchstone for those who later appropri-
ated the conflict for a whole range of political, ideological, and cultural 
purposes. In Poland the memory of World War I would always be more 
troublesome because Poles were distributed in equal measure on both 
sides of the conflict. Millions of young men were drafted into the armies 
of the partitioning powers, and for them the intense bonding of  common 
military service cut against the ideologies of national unity that would 
be so heavily promoted after the war. Thus Polish stories of World War 
I tend to focus almost exclusively on the activities of those who fought 
in explicitly Polish units – a small minority of the Poles who saw com-
bat between 1914 and 1918. If World War I could become a universal 
point of reference in Western Europe, it would always be much more 
volatile in Eastern Europe.

Even more important, the way the war ended overshadowed in popu-
lar memory the actual experience of the conflict. Poland’s re-establishment 
as an independent state in 1918 was such a huge event that it distracted 
somewhat from the pain that came before. This may have been little con-
solation to those who mourned the deaths of their loved ones, but the 
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celebrations surrounding the restoration pushed most forms of public 
lamentation to the sidelines, into the private sphere and out of the public 
view. In stories that cast the Polish nation in the starring role, World War 
I is told as a tale of birth rather than death. In comparison, World War II is 
remembered in strikingly different ways. That conflict would bring to 
Poland even greater loss of life and property, but the difference is less than 
one might expect. About 16 percent of the population died (if we include 
both Jewish and Christian citizens of Poland) between 1939 and 1945, only 
four percentage points higher than the World War I statistic. To be sure, 
World War II brought new forms of catastrophe to Poland, with vastly 
more material destruction thanks to the technological developments in 
the intervening two decades. Also, the deliberate targeting of civilians in 
World War II generates more revulsion in us than is evoked by the 
“ collateral damage” wrought by starvation and disease during World War 
I. But the real reason Poles remember World War II differently is that the 
fate of their collective hero afterwards is usually depicted as a tragedy, 
ending not in liberation but in a new form of occupation. This, in turn, 
helps sustain a culture of mourning and commemoration, even as those 
who perished during World War I become forgotten statistics with only a 
handful of neglected monuments in their honor.

Although the uprisings, conspiracies, educational campaigns, and 
organizational work of the Polish national movement in the 19th cen-
tury did not appear at the time to have brought independence any 
closer, in fact they kept the Polish Question (as diplomats called it) on 
the agenda. As a result, once World War I broke out all the belligerents 
scrambled to make promises in the hope of winning Polish loyalty. 
While none of them really accomplished that goal, all of them gained at 
least some Polish cooperation, ensuring that some sort of Polish state 
would be established regardless of the war’s outcome. Less than two 
weeks after the start of the fighting in 1914, the Russian authorities 
promised that if they won, the Poles would regain their independence. 
Those nice words may or may not have been believed, but they became 
moot when Germany pushed Russian forces eastward, seizing the 
entirety of Polish territory. In November of 1916 the German and 
Austro-Hungarian governments jointly sponsored the creation of 
their own Kingdom of Poland to be governed by a Provisional Council 
of State, which included none other than Józef Piłsudski as 
 minister for military affairs. Countering this, in the summer of 1917 the 
French  assembled a Polish unit that would fight on the Western 
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Front, recruiting largely from Polish émigrés (including many Polish 
Americans). Some additional promises of a Polish resurrection fol-
lowed, although all of them were more theoretical than real. After the 
Tsar was overthrown in February 1917, the new revolutionary govern-
ment declared Poland to be independent, and when Lenin seized power 
later that same year he reaffirmed this position. Finally, in January of 
1918 US President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed his war aims in a 
speech before a joint session of Congress. The 13th of his famous 
Fourteen Points stated that “an independent Polish state should be 
erected which should include the territories inhabited by indisputably 
Polish populations, which should be assured a free and secure access to 
the sea, and whose political and economic independence and territorial 
integrity should be guaranteed by international covenant.”6

If Polish independence was looking more and more certain on the 
diplomatic stage, there remained one huge wild card in the deck: the 
Revolution. The Russian Revolution of 1917 was not intended to be a 
local event: it was supposed to be the spark that ignited the entire con-
tinent, if not the world. And for a while it seemed that it might do just 
that. In late October 1918, the Habsburgs were forced into exile by a 
revolution in Vienna, and their empire completely disintegrated. The 
Hungarian part of the monarchy would eventually lose 72 percent of its 
territory and 64 percent of its population to independence movements 
in Romania, Serbia, Croatia, and Slovakia. The Austrian part ceded ter-
ritory to Italy, Poland (Galicia), and the newly created country of 
Czechoslovakia. Just as important, new democratic republics were pro-
claimed in the former empire’s two capitals, Vienna and Budapest. The 
Hungarian chapter of the Revolution took an additional turn when, 
from March to August 1919, radicals modeling themselves after Lenin’s 
Bolsheviks briefly seized power. In Germany, a revolution toppled the 
Kaiser in November of 1918, just days before the armistice was 
announced. Worker and soldier councils seized authority in many 
towns and cities, and in Berlin a socialist government announced the 
creation of a German Republic.

In all those central European capitals one could hear praise for the 
Russian Revolution, not so much because people were well informed 
about events to the east (reliable information was hard to come by) but 
because the fall of the Tsar had provided inspiration to everyone who had 
suffered, for whatever reason, under the old order. Among intellectuals 
there was vigorous debate about the relative merits of Bolshevism versus 
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more moderate forms of social democracy, but for those unsettled months 
in late 1918 and early 1919 those differences didn’t really matter. What 
counted was the sense of possibility that had been awakened by the polit-
ical chaos. Some of the most powerful rulers in Europe, along with the 
institutions that supported them, had crumbled like giants with feet of 
clay. If that could happen, then what might come next? The limits of 
imagination and the power of routine normally sustain the status quo 
more powerfully than any police force ever could. In late 1918 the imagi-
nations of people all over Europe had been set free. In hindsight we know 
that many of those old institutions and customs were stronger than they 
appeared, but for the moment anything seemed possible.

The Polish Revolution

In the Polish lands there was also a sort of revolution, though it is hard 
to perceive from today’s vantage point because the story of independ-
ence has pushed everything else into the background. If we move away 
from Warsaw and away from the halls of diplomacy and power in the 
other European capitals, we see that the story of 1918–19 is even more 
complicated that it appears at first (and it is pretty confusing in even 
the most straightforward retelling). With the Revolution appearing to 
shatter the authority of the police, army, and administrative apparatus 
all over central Europe, there was a power vacuum. Austrian and 
German soldiers wanted to go home now that the war had ended, and 
many simply did so without waiting for any official demobilization. 
For Polish peasants this may not have meant very much, because there 
had never been an extensive occupation apparatus in the countryside 
anyway, but in the cities there was a massive hole where state power 
used to be. The Polish factory workers knew very well what they could 
accomplish – the memory of 1905 was still fresh – and they were ready 
for another chance at radical change. Moreover, by this time the various 
factions of the Polish socialist movement had developed organizational 
infrastructures capable of channeling those desires into specific (though 
often competing) demands.

The SDKPiL saw 1918 as a global event. They had never been con-
cerned about independence anyway, viewing the nation as little more 
than a smokescreen designed to lure the workers into a false sense of 
community with their own oppressors. So with the near simultaneous 
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revolutions in Berlin, Petersburg, and Vienna, the leaders of the SDKPiL 
wanted to harness the energy of revolution towards the construction of 
a completely new world order in which national boundaries would 
become meaningless. Rosa Luxemburg herself spent these years in 
Berlin, not because she had lost interest in the workers of the Polish 
Kingdom but because she viewed their cause as part of a much bigger 
battle. The front line of that fight was where capitalism was strongest, 
so that’s where she went. Not only was the former Russian Empire a 
sideshow in her opinion, but she strongly opposed Lenin’s authoritar-
ian tendencies. In her opinion, his idea of a “vanguard party” would 
inevitably degenerate into the control of any genuine workers’ move-
ment by a self-appointed leadership from the intelligentsia. As early as 
1904 she had written, “Historically, the errors committed by a truly 
revolutionary movement are infinitely more fruitful than the infallibil-
ity of the cleverest Central Committee.”7

The PPS-Left, which had already downgraded its national goals to 
“autonomy” in 1908, grew closer and closer to the SDKPiL, eventually 
merging with them in late 1918 to form the Communist Party of Poland. 
Most socialists, however, were far more guarded about the idea of a 
universal revolution, so a separate PPS continued to exist. While excited 
about the apparent victories of socialism to the east, west, and south, 
the PPS leadership continued to advocate a Polish revolution that would 
include an independent state as one of its main goals. They opposed 
Lenin’s authoritarian streak much as Luxemburg did, though for some-
what different reasons. Taking a more gradualist approach, those who 
remained in the PPS argued that socialism couldn’t be built overnight, 
nor could it emanate from the desires of the masses in an unmediated 
form (a caricature of Luxemburg’s position, but such were the nasty 
polemics of those days). The PPS offered a dream of socialism that 
would grow within the political norms of liberal democracy, control-
ling the excesses of capitalism even while working for an eventual tran-
scendence to socialism.

One of the leading socialist at the time was Ignacy Daszyński, who had 
been among the founders of the movement in Galicia. During the first 
days of November 1918, Daszyński assembled a group of socialist and 
agrarian politicians in Lublin, which was under Austrian military author-
ity and thus more accessible to him than Warsaw (in the German zone). 
On the night of November 6–7 this group proclaimed the establishment 
of the “Provisional People’s Government of the Polish Republic,” with 
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Daszyński as the premier. He is thus counted as the first premier of inde-
pendent Poland – at least on paper. This ephemeral People’s Republic 
captured the revolutionary ambitions of the left in 1918. In a manifesto 
outlining their goals, they promised:

a) universal and equal democratic rights regardless of ethnicity,  religion, 
or class;

b) the nationalization of heavy industry, mining, and transportation;
c) the establishment of democratically elected workers’ councils to run 

those firms;
d) the confiscation of the estates of the large landowners in order to redis-

tribute land to the poor peasants;
e) an immediate election for a constitutional convention to establish 

the framework for the new Polish state;
f) a maximum workday of eight hours;
g) unemployment insurance and health insurance;
h) old-age pensions for all;
i) free, universal, secular education.8

For decades to come the PPS would celebrate November 7 as Polish 
Independence Day, but this date was not established as the official state 
holiday. Instead that honor went to November 11, which brings us to 
another strand in our story. As we saw, back in 1916 the German and 
Austro-Hungarian authorities had established the Provisional Council 
of State for the Kingdom of Poland. If this body was intended to serve 
as a puppet for the occupation authorities, it was a disappointment. In 
fact, it had probably been unwise to expect subservience from any 
organization that placed Józef Piłsudski in charge of military affairs. 
His unconcealed commitment to Polish independence rather than to 
the success of the Central Powers made the German authorities particu-
larly nervous, so they demanded that the Polish soldiers swear an oath 
of loyalty to the Kaiser. Several thousand of them refused and were 
interned at a prisoner of war camp. Piłsudski, who had recommended 
this act of disobedience, was also imprisoned (but separately from his 
men). The Provisional Council was then disbanded and replaced in late 
October 1917 by a more pliant “Regency Council,” led by a triumvirate 
consisting of archbishop, a count, and a prince. Considering that the 
October Revolution in Russia was only days away, three men perched 
so high in the social hierarchy might not have been the ideal picks. 
A  year later, when the monarchies in Berlin, Vienna, and Budapest 
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 collapsed and when Daszyński proclaimed the independence of the 
People’s Republic of Poland in Lublin, the members of the Council had 
the good grace to realize their own irrelevance. After Piłsudski was 
released by the Germans and returned to Warsaw on November 10, 
1918, the Council quietly surrendered all power to him.

Piłsudski had already cultivated quite a legend for himself during 
the early years of the war. He was depicted by his followers as a stal-
wart freedom-fighter, a long-time independence activist who had been 
willing to endure imprisonment rather than compromise his loyalties. 
To be sure, he had a lot of enemies too. Those who had once labeled him 
a terrorist didn’t simply change their minds overnight, and many in the 
business or landowning elites were worried about his past affiliations 
with the left. Most vehemently of all, the National Democrats refused to 
accept Piłsudski’s leadership. Nonetheless, when he proclaimed Polish 
independence to a crowd of supporters in Warsaw on November 11, he 
was able to assume the mantle of the great leader, the hero returning on 
his (metaphorical) white horse to save the nation.

So by the second week of November 1918, there had been two declara-
tions of Polish independence: Daszyński’s in Lublin on Thursday the 7th, 
and Piłsudski’s in Warsaw the following Monday. Fortunately, the two 
men were eager to cooperate. Both had been among the founders of the 
socialist movement in Poland, and while Piłsudski had drifted away 
from the PPS he still had friends in the party – including some of those 
who had participated in the Lublin declaration. Piłsudski did ask 
Daszyński to step aside on behalf of a more moderate colleague, Jędrzej 
Moraczewski, and he insisted that the socialists refrain from launching an 
all-out revolution, but he otherwise accepted the Lublin group as the pro-
visional Polish government, with himself as the “commander-in-chief” 
(Naczelny Wódz) overseeing matters until a constitutional assembly 
could be called. Moraczewski’s manifesto was a bit less radical in tone 
than the November 7 declaration, but the new premier pushed ahead 
with the general outlines of the PPS platform.

Within three days the new government prepared an electoral law for 
the new state, establishing universal franchise for everyone – men and 
women – over 21 years of age. They legalized labor unions, established 
the eight-hour workday, promised universal health insurance, blocked 
evictions unless owners could get a court order, and set up a labor 
inspection board that would guarantee safe workplace conditions. This 
may not have been a revolution on a par with events in Russia, but it 
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was a far-reaching set of reforms by any standard. With these moves 
the revolutionary atmosphere in the Polish lands was effectively 
defused, and those further on the left were no longer able to rally large 
crowds. It was hard to argue that Polish national sentiment was a bour-
geois trap when the new government was run by socialists.

Roman Dmowski and the National Democrats could take little joy in 
the restoration of Polish statehood under the auspices of people like 
Piłsudski, Daszyński, and Moraczewski. The Endecja valued order and 
discipline, and opposed both individual liberty and universal values. 
They believed that liberal individualism corroded national cohesion, 
and that appeals to transnational principles like “justice” or “rights” 
undermined national commitment. For most National Democrats it 
was inconceivable that a socialist – or a liberal, for that matter – could 
be a genuine Pole. Since 1905 (or even earlier, in fact) they had been 
arguing that socialism was just an attempt to weaken the nation from 
within, part of a nefarious Jewish plot to destroy Poland. In the Endecja’s 
worldview, November 1918 had not brought liberation at all, but merely 
a transition from Russian and German rule to Jewish rule. The fact that 
Moraczewski’s government consisted of men who had devoted their 
lives to Polish independence only inspired antisemites to search for the 
secret power behind the scenes.

Dmowski himself had spent the last part of the war lobbying French, 
British, and American diplomats on behalf of Polish independence, and 
was in Paris during the crucial months of late 1918. The Western Powers 
had already recognized Dmowski as the spokesman for the Polish 
cause, and they were concerned by both Piłsudski’s socialist past and 
his history of involvement with the German and Austrian militaries. 
But Paris was far away, and in Warsaw Piłsudski held all the cards. He 
enjoyed almost unquestioned devotion among the soldiers from the 
Polish Legions who were then forming the core of the new Polish army. 
The Endecja’s military power base, on the other hand, was a volunteer 
force on the western front in France that was much too distant to play 
any immediate role. Even some moderate liberals and conservatives 
accepted the Moraczewski government as an effective means of hold-
ing back the revolutionary tide.

The Endecja staged demonstrations against Piłsudski in mid- November, 
and even tried to mount a coup in January, 1919. Piłsudski attempted to 
defuse this danger much as he had neutralized any potential challenge 
from the left in early November – through cooptation rather than 
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 confrontation. Saying publicly that a government of national unity was 
necessary to avoid further unrest, he asked for Moraczewski’s resigna-
tion and replaced him with a widely popular figure of the center-right, 
Ignacy Paderewski. At the time Paderewski was probably the most 
famous Pole in the world: he was a beloved concert pianist who had for 
years played to sold-out houses around Europe and North America. 
During World War I he used his fame to promote the Polish cause 
among his audiences and among politicians in the West, and in late 
1918 he decided that he might be useful as a mediator between Dmowski 
and Piłsudski. In January 1919, this go-between became Poland’s next 
premier, seemingly putting to an end a three-month socialist episode.

But if the victory of the left in November turned out to be incomplete, 
so did the right’s comeback in January. Alongside a majority of 
 non-partisan politicians (most of whom were sympathetic to the 
Endecja) were several socialists and left-wing agrarians who remained 
in office from the Moraczewski government. Crucial to Paderewski’s 
success was the fact that throughout his year in office (January 16–
December 9, 1919), he maintained the important social reforms insti-
tuted by Moraczewski. This was not a government of counter-revolution, 
and that was good enough under the circumstances. It provided time 
for the idea to sink in among the population that this new Polish 
Republic represented enough social change to defuse any lingering 
revolutionary desires. The revolution had been tamed – but only 
because deep social and political changes had taken place. This wasn’t 
a victory for nationalism or for revolution, but for the much more 
 popular idea that the two should go together.

The Polish–Bolshevik War

Getting people off the streets and providing breathing room for setting 
up the new state was important, but no one could be sure at the time 
whether this delicate balance between patriotism and revolution could 
be sustained. For all the radicalism of the reforms of late 1918, the 
underlying fundamentals of the old social order were still intact. The 
rich were still rich and the poor were still poor, even though the latter 
now enjoyed more political power and a somewhat improved material 
condition (though times were still very hard because of the enduring 
damage caused by the war). Moreover, it didn’t take long before the new 
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Polish state took its first action against organized labor: in April, 1920, 
the government deployed armed force to break up a rail workers’ strike, 
killing seven protesters. And that was only the first of many such violent 
confrontations between the labor movement and the government.

Elections to the Constitutional Sejm were scheduled for the end of 
January 1919, but they had to be supplemented by several additional 
votes in the months to follow as the borders of the new Polish state 
were established. To say that the vote was chaotic would be an under-
statement. This was the first time that most Poles had an opportunity to 
cast a ballot, and they were faced with a bewildering list of political 
parties, most of which had been created in the preceding few months. 
Making matters even more confusing, the electoral coalitions differed 
slightly from district to district, and the various options were not 
always labeled clearly. In the districts that had been the Kingdom of 
Poland, the Endecja formed a grand coalition of right-wing parties with 
the unhelpful name the National Electoral Committee of Democratic 
Parties. Under this neutral banner they won 41 percent of the votes. In 
Poznań, where the Endecja had always been very strong, they ran as 
the Union of National Parties, and got a whopping 97 percent. We can’t 
know what portion of that electorate fully understood who they were 
voting for. Perhaps it is revealing that in Galicia the party ran openly 
under its own name, and its share of the vote plummeted to a mere 
6 percent. Once the delegates actually reached the Sejm they coalesced 
into 10 different blocks, but that number expanded to 17 as various 
 supplemental elections were held in newly established territories over 
the coming two years. In other words, the Sejm that was sworn in (with 
338 delegates) in January of 1919 looked quite different from the one 
that left office in November of 1922 (with 442 delegates). At the start a 
right-wing coalition of parties led by the Endecja had 34 percent of the 
seats, but by the end they only had 19 percent. Conversely, the agrarian 
PSL-Piast, led by Wincenty Witos, had only 13 percent initially but 
22 percent later. A left-wing peasant party called the PSL-Emancipation 
seemed very strong at first, with 17 percent of the delegates, but after all 
the supplemental elections they fell to less than 6 percent. The PPS 
remained steady at around 10 percent (though strong in the cities, the 
socialists had virtually no support among Poland’s rural majority).

In this context came the ultimate test of Poland’s distinctive blend 
of  patriotism and revolution. As mentioned earlier, the SDKPiL was 
opposed to the declaration of Polish independence on the grounds that 
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it fragmented the international working class. The leaders of that party 
were not entirely convinced of Lenin’s “vanguard” theory of central-
ized leadership, but with the Revolution under siege by such a huge 
range of enemies, that issue could be set aside. When Lenin changed his 
organization’s name to the Communist Party of Russia, the SDKPiL 
joined with the left faction of the PPS to create the Communist Party of 
Poland, which took no part in the elections to the constitutional Sejm. 
In their eyes there was only one relevant struggle: that between the 
workers and the owners. Since a revolutionary army existed in Russia, 
the use of that force to assist the Polish Revolution would merely be an 
example of proletarian solidarity. To describe such an intervention as a 
“Russian” intervention in “Polish” domestic affairs was, to the com-
munists, yet another example of how capitalists used national distinc-
tions to stifle the forces of revolution. In 1919 the help the Polish 
Communists were seeking arrived, in the form of a war between the 
still-unformed Polish state and its still-unformed neighbor to the east.

The Polish–Bolshevik war was an extraordinary conflict, because 
 neither of the combatants were fully realized states at the time. The 
fighting began in the territories that had once made up the eastern part 
of the Polish–Lithuanian Republic, and that today constitute Lithuania, 
Belarus, and Ukraine. In Polish these lands are called the kresy (border-
lands, frontier). Russian imperial authorities had called them the 
 western gubernias (districts). This was a region of bad roads, limited rail 
connections, minimal urban development, and an irreducible ethnic, 
religious, and linguistic complexity. To say merely that the population 
was diverse misses the point, because in large parts of the region the 
very concept of ethno-national identity was new. Different dialects of 
Polish, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, German, and Belarusian overlapped 
and blended together even within single villages, and every town had 
a large contingent of Yiddish speakers. With the collapse of all the impe-
rial powers, the kresy had almost no state infrastructure at all. Into that 
cultural stew and political vacuum came Polish, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, 
and even some Belarusian national activists, along with revolutionaries 
representing every variety of socialism and agrarianism. Once the 
Russian Civil War got started, the so-called Whites (a catch-all term for 
all those opposed to the Bolsheviks) arrived as well. The eastern front 
of World War I had stretched through this region, and when the impe-
rial armies disintegrated they left a lot of weapons behind them. It was 
a volatile mix, made infinitely worse in late 1918 and early 1919 when 
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Bolshevik and Polish armed forces moved into the region to stake 
their claims.

The symbolic importance of the kresy to people like Piłsudski can’t be 
overstated. He dreamed of re-creating the old Polish–Lithuanian 
Republic, and would never have been satisfied with a small state 
 limited to Polish-speaking Roman Catholics along the Vistula. This is 
not to say that Piłsudski was some sort of imperialist; rather, he held to 
a romanticized view of a past in which people of different languages 
and religions coexisted harmoniously within a state that could become 
large and powerful enough to counter the might of Russia and Germany. 
Lenin’s motivations were equally lofty: he didn’t want to conquer 
Poland or re-establish the Russian Empire under new socialist auspices, 
but rather to facilitate the spread of the Revolution. After revolutions 
broke out in Germany, Austria, and Hungary in late 1918, Lenin saw 
developments in Poland as a huge setback. If the major centers of revolt 
could link up, he felt, then it really might be possible to bring about the 
downfall of the whole capitalist edifice in Europe.

It is tempting to describe the Polish–Bolshevik War as a clash between 
two larger-than-life individuals – Lenin and Piłsudski – and their mutu-
ally incompatible visions for the future. In reality those two men had 
less control over events than their reputations would suggest. All wars 
are more muddled than they appear in conventional history books, but 
this conflict was even more bewildering than most. While historians 
can draw precise maps showing the movements of the front line, those 
visualizations don’t capture the improvisation, uncertainty, miscom-
munication, and general chaos that characterized the Polish–Bolshevik 
War. Neither combatant had solid administrative institutions, and 
 neither could yet claim secure legitimacy. Neither even had any set bor-
ders. Both armies were cobbled together from a mish-mash of World 
War I veterans and new recruits with little training. In the Polish case, 
there were former soldiers of Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia, and 
even France (the Polish units that had fought on the western front), so 
officers had to cope with conflicting tactical methods and organiza-
tional norms.

As if all that wasn’t enough, this was as much a political as a military 
confrontation. Rather than a straightforward conflict between two 
nation-states, this was a battle between the principle of the nation-state 
and the principle of revolution. On one side were those who believed 
that politics and identity should be focused on the nation. Some wanted 
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to pursue a program of economic justice within the nation-state; others 
considered the nation to be a value in and of itself. All of them, though, 
wanted to defend Poland. Standing against all these varieties of patri-
ots were those who thought of liberty as a universalistic objective rather 
than a national one. They saw this new Polish state as a tool of the 
 landowners and factory owners, and a hindrance to the goal of global 
revolution. There were people whom we would identify as Poles among 
this latter group, but they considered their ethnic or linguistic identity 
to be of secondary importance.

The territories covered by the fighting were truly vast, and the armies 
were stretched impossibly thin. One historian has calculated that if the 
troops had been evenly distributed across the entirety of the front line 
(which of course they weren’t), there would have been one soldier for 
every 45 meters (50 yards).9 Because of this, it was possible for both 
sides to penetrate deeply into enemy territory with relative ease, only 
to be pushed back once the opposing forces rallied. At one point in June 
1920, Piłsudski’s army got as far as Minsk and Kiev, but only two 
months later the Bolsheviks were only a few miles from the Polish capi-
tal. The ensuing fight was known as the Battle of Warsaw by Piłsudski’s 
supporters, and the Miracle on the Vistula by his opponents (who pre-
ferred to give credit for the victory to the Virgin Mary rather than to the 
commander-in-chief). Whatever we call it, it marked the point when 
both sides realized that they couldn’t win a decisive victory over the 
other. The fighting went on for a few more months, eventually ending 
with the Treaty of Riga in March 1921. That document set the eastern 
boundary for the new Polish state, and it was a disappointment for 
both sides. For the Bolsheviks, it marked the end of any realistic chance 
that their revolution might be part of a European-wide (not to mention 
global) event. Piłsudski was also frustrated by the outcome, because the 
new boundary went right through Belarus and Ukraine, quashing any 
hope of rebuilding the old Republic of Poland-Lithuania.

In hindsight, the Polish–Bolshevik war was in fact a victory for the 
idea of Poland. Very few had rallied to the communist calls for Polish 
workers and peasants to rise up against their lords and join the 
Revolution. Moreover, recruitment to the Polish army was effective, 
and civilians were mobilized to support the war effort. In other 
words, by 1919 and 1920 the overwhelming majority of people in 
Poland  recognized that they had a stake in this new country. Why join 
the Bolsheviks when the Polish government was instituting such 
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 far-reaching social, political, and economic reforms? Significantly, 
during the worst part of the fighting from July 1 to October 1, 1920, 
a Government of National Unity was formed that included repre-
sentatives from every major political party, including the Endecja, 
the PPS, the PSL. There seemed to be no contradiction at all for a 
socialist to fight against the Bolsheviks on behalf of Poland. Today 
we take such allegiances for granted, but they were by no means 
guaranteed. One could never be certain during those tumultuous 
early years how loyalties and identities would solidify. Just because 
someone spoke Polish did not mean that he or she would automati-
cally cast their lot with a Polish state, and just because someone 
spoke some other language did not mean that his or her allegiances 
belonged elsewhere.

While the Polish–Bolshevik War was determining the country’s east-
ern boundary, the western border with Germany was being debated at 
the peace talks in Paris. Roman Dmowski was Poland’s representative 
there, and he faced a difficult task. While the Allies were certainly eager 
to blame the Germans for the war and punish them accordingly, there 
was a lot of skepticism regarding Poland. There was still hope among 
politicians in the West that Lenin would be defeated and the Russian 
Empire (a wartime ally of France and Britain) would return. The diplo-
matic maneuverings were complicated and ultimately not all that 
important; suffice it to say that none of the Western European leaders 
were in a hurry to settle matters along the Polish–German frontier.

There were several points of contention. The city of Danzig (Gdańsk) 
was at the mouth of the Vistula River and thus vital to Poland’s econ-
omy, but the population was mostly German. In the end the diplomats 
created a “free city” belonging to neither country, leaving Poland with 
only a little strip of land to the west of the Vistula delta, the so-called 
Polish Corridor. On the other side of Danzig was a region known as 
East Prussia, which was considered indisputably German. How big 
East Prussia would be, however, was a matter of dispute, because on its 
southern edge were the districts of Warmia and Mazuria, inhabited by 
people speaking a dialect of Polish. Unable to determine the precise 
ethno-linguistic boundaries (as always those lines were permeable and 
fluid, and hotly contested by ethnographers), the negotiators at the 
Peace Conference in France decided to settle the matter by holding a 
plebiscite – a sort of referendum in which people could vote for which 
country they wanted to join. It seemed like a nice idea, but elections 
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turned out to be a highly imperfect measure of identity. The vote was 
held precisely as the Bolshevik army was marching on Warsaw, which 
made it seem risky – or at least pointless – to cast a ballot for Poland. 
Germany won in a landslide.

The diplomats had little input on the boundary around the city of 
Poznań (Posen). Wielkopolska, as this region is known, has enormous 
symbolic significance because it had been the site of the first Polish 
state almost one thousand years earlier. More recently, the battle against 
the germanization campaigns of the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
made this area a key battleground for the Polish national movement. 
The National Democrats were particularly eager to ensure that Poznań 
would be in Poland, because they were stronger there than in any other 
part of the country. On the other hand, there was a significant German 
minority in this province, particularly in the city of Poznań itself, and 
the working-class population (regardless of nationality) was mobilized 
by the German Revolution of October and November 1918. Before the 
diplomats in the West could make any decisions regarding Wielkopolska, 
the local Polish activists took matters into their own hands, staging an 
uprising in December. Within two months all the German forces had 
been pushed out, and the Paris Peace Conference was presented with 
a fait accompli.

A much more protracted and thornier issue was Upper Silesia, an 
extremely valuable region of coal mines and heavy industry. A total of 
2,824 people lost their lives to political violence in Silesia between 1918 
and 1922, as Polish and German nationalists fought for control. Ironically, 
this bloodshed came not because the inter-ethnic relations there were so 
bitter, but precisely because they were not.10 Activists on both sides faced 
a difficult challenge because most of the people in Silesia at the time had 
a very malleable approach to ethnic identity. Nearly everyone was 
 bilingual to some extent, nearly everyone was Roman Catholic, and the 
idea that one had to declare oneself “German” or “Polish” was still quite 
new. Actually, most of the people spoke what is now recognized as a 
distinct Silesian language (or as some would have it, dialect), which is 
similar to Polish but with a very heavy admixture of German vocabulary. 
Already in late 1918 activists on both sides began targeting represen-
tatives of the rival state, and eventually those they deemed to be traitors 
in their own ranks. Unfortunately, what looked like treason to a nationalist 
was usually just an ambivalence towards the very idea of dichotomous 
national identities. But violence has a way of polarizing communities, 
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both because cycles of revenge set in and because people come to realize 
that they need to declare themselves in order to gain protection.

In the midst of all this fighting came a plebiscite organized by the 
Western powers. Once again, this seemingly democratic approach turned 
into a fiasco. The scheduled vote even intensified the violence, because 
activists on both sides needed to solidify their position. But the publicity 
campaign in the lead-up to the referendum demonstrated that the fight-
ing had not entirely achieved its desired effect, because both sides 
appealed to voters in both languages (see Figure 3.1) – in other words, the 
campaingers recognized that just because a person spoke German didn’t 
mean they would necessarily cast their vote for Germany, and vice versa. 

Figure 3.1 Posters from the Silesian plebiscite, demonstrating that  appeals to 
vote for Germany or Poland crossed linguistic lines. The text in poster (a) reads, in 
both German and Polish: “Free yourself from your oppressors! Vote for Poland.” 
The text in poster (b) reads: “Upper Silesia in union with Germany will attain a 
high level of well-being. In union with Poland, Upper Silesia will fall into desper-
ate poverty.” This poster also appeared in a German-language version. Courtesy of 
The Library of Silesia.

(a) (b)
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Many of the appeals concerned social issues as much as national ones. 
Pro-German posters emphasized that their side was a lot wealthier, with 
a large economy that would provide more jobs. Pro-Polish publicity 
appealed to the anger of the workers, drawing an equation between the 
wealthy factory owners and the Germans. In the end the balloting was 
very close, but irrelevant. When the results came in, the Polish nationalists 
launched an all-out military campaign in the hope of repeating the suc-
cess enjoyed to the north in Wielkopolska. This came to be known as the 
Third Silesian Uprising (two smaller revolts in 1919 and 1920  constituting 
numbers 1 and 2). After several months of fighting the diplomats in Paris 
drew a line somewhat  arbitrarily down the middle of the contested areas. 
The idea that a plebiscite would clearly identify which counties were 
Polish and which were German was revealed to be a fantasy.

With the final resolution of the Polish–Bolshevik war in 1921 and the 
Silesian dispute in 1922, the new Poland had a space on the map. It 
wasn’t the grand multinational re-creation of the Polish–Lithuanian 
Republic that Piłsudski had dreamed of, nor was it the homogenous 
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Figure 3.2 The Polish–Lithuanian Republic (light grey) and the Second Polish 
Republic (dark grey).
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nation-state that Dmowski preferred. But it existed, and that was quite 
an accomplishment. An even greater achievement, however, was the 
fact that a large majority of those inside this new country were happy 
to be Polish citizens. The events of 1918 and 1919 had been enough of 
a  social revolution to satisfy most workers and peasants, at least for 
the time being. But some crippling problems remained, some of which 
threatened to tear the new country apart even before it got started.
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Jankowski, Stanisław. Dziewczęta w maciejówkach (The girls in the Maciejówka 

caps). Warsaw: Trio, 2012.
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THE AMBIVALENCE OF 
DEMOCRACY AND AUTHORITY, 

1922–39

Poland was back, 123 years after the partitions had destroyed it. This 
wasn’t really a return, however, because the Second Polish Republic of 
the interwar years bore only a limited resemblance to the old Polish–
Lithuanian Republic. Most obviously, its borders were different, with a 
large swath to the east now part of the USSR, an independent Lithuania 
to the northeast, and the “free city” of Danzig/Gdańsk at the mouth of 
the Vistula. An even more profound change, however, was concealed 
by a superficial similarity: both states were called republics, but their 
politics were vastly different. The common label is justified insofar as 
both were constitutional states in which the law was placed above the 
will of the ruler (at least in theory), and in which an elected assembly 
was responsible for legislation. But whereas in the First Republic the 
power of the monarch had been constrained in order to secure the dom-
inance of the nobility over an enserfed population, the new state was a 
modern parliamentary democracy founded in large part by socialists 
and agrarians. This had many consequences, but perhaps the most 
important was that the “will of the people” was sovereign in a way it 
never had been before. Once the people (lud – a singular noun in Polish) 
gained this vital symbolic role, the diversity of the actual people (ludzie – 
a plural noun) came to the fore. In the old Republic the concept of 
 ethnicity had not even existed, and for the most part the multicultural-
ism of the population didn’t matter. Now it did. Moreover, the Polish–
Lithuanian Republic had existed in an era before all the “isms” that we 
know so well today had come into being. With those ideologies in play, 
politics would be very different – and at times very ugly.
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The Nation-State versus the Civic-State

On March 17, 1921, the Constitutional Sejm finished its primary task, 
producing a document that was more conservative than the socialists 
and left-wing agrarians would have liked, but more pluralistic and 
democratic than the National Democrats or conservatives would have 
liked. It set up a bicameral legislature with a lower house (the Sejm) 
elected by everyone over 21 years of age, and an upper house (the 
Senate) elected by those over 30 years of age. The Senate could not initi-
ate legislation, but it could veto bills passed by the Sejm. However, it 
only took a 55 percent majority in the lower house to overturn those 
vetoes, so they didn’t have much in the way of teeth. Any party that 
could get a majority of the votes in the Sejm could name a prime 
 minister and form a government, but since no party would ever win 
anywhere near 51 percent electoral support, coalitions were always 
necessary. The constitution established a president as head of state, to 
be elected by the National Assembly (a joint session of the Sejm and the 
Senate). His duties were mostly symbolic.

The March Constitution, as it was called, guaranteed freedom of speech, 
assembly, and conscience, and ensured every citizen equality before 
the law regardless of “heritage [pochodzenie], nationality [narodowosć]́, lan-
guage, race, or religion.” There was a privileged reference to Catholicism 
in Article 114, but the awkward wording hints at the compromises 
involved: “The Roman Catholic denomination [wyznanie], since it is the 
religion of the overwhelming majority of the nation, occupies in the State 
a leading position among the denominations, which enjoy equal rights.” 
To the frustration of the nationalists, the concept of “citizen” rather than 
“nation” was placed at the core of the document. Symbolically, through-
out the text the word state (Państwo) was capitalized, but nation (naród) 
was not. The right was deeply disappointed that the constitution failed to 
enshrine their understanding of the nation as a cohesive and homogene-
ous cultural community, with its own distinct interests and needs that 
stood above those of individual citizens. In such a scheme, those not 
belonging to the nation (those deemed to be “minorities”) would have 
been tolerated under most circumstances, but they would not be full-
fledged members of the polity in the same way that “true Poles” were. 
Readers today, accustomed to a strict separation of church and state, might 
consider Article 114 to be an unacceptable violation of that principle, but 
at the time it was the Church and the right that most vehemently opposed 
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the clause. One leading Polish bishop wrote an open letter of protest, 
denouncing the constitution for making Catholicism “a denomination 
equal to Judaism and the non-Catholic sects,” which amounted, in his 
view, to a “dechristianization of society.” He considered Poland to be a 
“Catholic nation,” and rejected the idea of religious equality as an expres-
sion of corrosive liberal individualism.1

Meanwhile, the left was unhappy because of the lack of constitu-
tional guarantees for the accomplishments of the revolutionary months 
of 1918. They were pleased with the affirmations of universal civil 
rights, and with the establishment of constitutional clauses promising 
free education and state support in times of unemployment, sickness, 
or injury. But these were features of what later came to be called wel-
fare-state capitalism, not socialism. Article 99 declared property to be 
“one of the most important foundations of the social system and the 
legal order,” and prohibited its confiscation or redistribution without 
appropriate compensation. At a time when land reform was a major 
concern for the agrarians, and when socialists elsewhere were setting 
up worker self-management in confiscated factories, the left considered 
the March Constitution to be a let-down.

Although both left and right had reasons to be dissatisfied, the com-
plaints of the right turned out to be far more deeply rooted. Most of 
those on the left accepted the philosophical underpinnings of the Second 
Republic; most of those on the right did not. This would become evident 
after the elections of November 1922, which produced a hopelessly frag-
mented Sejm. As in most European systems, voters in Poland cast ballots 
for parties rather than for individual candidates. Out of the 29 parties 
that contested the election, 14 won seats in the Sejm. About 28 percent of 
the votes went to various parties of the left (the PPS and its allies), about 
31 percent to those of the right (the Endecja and its allies), and about 14 
percent to the centrist agrarian party, the PSL-Piast. The remaining votes 
were cast for parties representing Jews, Ukrainians, Germans, or 
Belarusians, and a few small centrist parties. Despite this rough balance 
between left and right, the Sejm itself was more lopsided because of a 
complicated electoral formula that rewarded large parties and penalized 
smaller ones. Since the right had organized into a single strong coalition 
while the left remained fragmented, the Endecja was rewarded with 39 
percent of the parliamentary seats, compared to 22 percent for the left.2

The first task for the new Sejm and Senate was to meet in joint session 
(thus forming a National Assembly) and elect a president, which they 
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did during the first week of December, 1922. That vote would bring all 
the ideological and cultural tensions of Polish political life to the sur-
face in ways that would permanently scar the country. Piłsudski could 
have won an easy majority despite opposition from the Endecja and the 
Church, but he decided not to run. Since the March Constitution had 
given the president little real power, the post was of no interest to a man 
who had already gained the status of legend and was hailed as the 
father of his country. That left a wide-open race, and after two rounds 
of voting a stalemate seemed to have been reached, with the Endecja’s 
candidate getting 41 percent, a candidate supported by the left winning 
32 percent, and a centrist agrarian following close behind with 27 
 percent. After several hours of dramatic negotiations, the PSL-Piast 
candidate withdrew and threw the party’s support to the left, electing 
Gabriel Narutowicz on a vote of 289–227.

Narutowicz was not well known prior to this moment. He had been 
an engineering professor in Switzerland through the end of World 
War I, without ties to any of the political movements back in Poland. 
When offered a position as minister for public works in 1920 he returned 
home, serving with distinction in a position that was particularly 
important because of all the postwar reconstruction. He was put 
 forward as president precisely because he had such a limited political 
background, and could therefore (it was hoped) serve as a consensus 
leader. Unfortunately this was not to be, because the National Democrats 
were unwilling to accept their defeat. The press and the politicians 
 affiliated with the right declared that Narutowicz was an illegitimate 
president because he did not represent a “Polish majority,” but had 
instead been elected with votes from parties representing Jews and 
other “foreign” elements. Here was the basic conflict of the Second 
Republic laid bare – a dispute not between “Poles” and “minorities,” 
but between two different ideas about what it meant to be Polish. 
Among Polish citizens Narutowicz’s majority was quite decisive, but 
the problem for the National Democrats was that the very concept of 
“citizen” was based on the idea that free individuals were endowed 
with equal rights regardless of their national heritage. The Endecja 
wanted a state that served the interests of the “Polish Nation,” which 
they believed consisted of those who worshiped in a Roman Catholic 
Church and spoke Polish at home. A coalition of right-wing parties 
passed a resolution stating that they could not “assume responsibility 
for the course of state affairs,” and that they renounced “all support for 
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a government called by a president forced upon us by foreign nationali-
ties: Jews, Germans, and Ukrainians.” They promised that they would 
“carry out a determined struggle for the national character of the Polish 
State, which is threatened by this election.”3 In the days that followed, 
right-wing activists rioted in the streets of Warsaw to protest against 
Narutowicz’s election. Their main targets were Jews, but also socialists, 
liberals, or anyone else who got in their way. They even attacked a 
Catholic priest who, in the opinion of the rioters, looked Jewish. Two 
people were killed during the rioting, and countless were injured.4

The inauguration of Gabriel Narutowicz took place as scheduled on 
December 11, 1922, albeit in the midst of continuing violence. The mili-
tary was prepared to stop a rumored coup attempt, and PPS activists 
were mobilizing to defend the elected government, but that turned out 
to be unnecessary when Dmowski and his colleagues opted to retreat 
and regroup. Tragically, not everyone was willing to back down. Five 
days after the inauguration Narutowicz was scheduled to participate in 
the opening of an art exhibit at a gallery in central Warsaw, and while 
there he was assassinated. The killer acted alone, but at his trial he 
repeated the Endecja’s rhetoric about saving Poland from “foreigners” 
and “minorities.” The right-wing press praised the assassin as a true 
patriot who merely took his convictions one step too far. His grave soon 
became a shrine for the National Democrats, and to this day supporters 
keep it decorated with flowers. Soon after the murder the National 
Assembly met once again, and with the same two-thirds majority they 
elected Stanisław Wojciechowski, a former PPS activist, as Poland’s 
 second president.

The events of late 1922 had irretrievably poisoned the political atmos-
phere of the Second Republic. The National Democrats would never 
again achieve the electoral success that they had enjoyed in 1922, but 
the party’s militancy solidified its support among a hard core, and 
these people remained alienated from a state that they believed to be 
dominated by Jews and other elements hostile to the Polish nation. It 
would be a grave mistake to see this as a battle between Poles and 
 non-Poles, because that would just recapitulate the Endecja’s own 
worldview. The fault lines of the conflict went right through the Polish-
speaking population, a great many of whom refused to view their state 
in exclusively ethnic terms. Many continued to nurture the dream of a 
multicultural state in which people counted as citizens in the political 
realm, and members of particular religious or linguistic communities in 
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the cultural realm. Without agreement regarding the very nature of 
the Polish state or the Polish nation, political compromises were almost 
impossible.

The May Coup

In the wake of Narutowicz’s assassination, Polish politics was about as 
dysfunctional as politics can get. With the Sejm fragmented between so 
many competing parties, forming a coalition would have been chal-
lenging under any circumstances, but it became truly impossible in the 
absence of any consensus regarding the philosophical foundations of 
the state. It shouldn’t be surprising, then, that between 1919 and 1926 
there were 15 prime ministers, holding office for an average of less than 
six months. This divisiveness was not just a Polish problem, but a 
European one. France and Germany during that same period each had 
nine different prime ministers, Austria and Sweden had eight, and 
Greece matched Poland with 15. We think of Czechoslovakia as an 
island of relative stability, and indeed it was: Prague saw only (sic!) six 
prime ministers between 1919 and 1926. So Poland’s 15 was definitely 
on the high end, but not too far outside the boundaries of normality for 
the time. Those were tumultuous years everywhere in Europe, because 
the threat or promise (depending on one’s perspective) of revolution 
had left such stark choices in its wake, and because the economic hard-
ship of the postwar years created enough desperation to make people 
willing to consider a wide range of radical alternatives. This led to the 
proliferation of smaller parties, which made it impossible for any single 
grouping to gain an absolute majority, which in turn led to govern-
ments based on shifting coalitions, culminating in ministerial offices 
with (metaphorical) revolving doors. Poland’s simply spun a bit more 
quickly than the rest.

The major political groupings of the interwar years had approximate 
corollaries in other European countries. The PPS was similar to the 
Social Democrats in Germany or the Labor Party in Britain, the Endecja 
was roughly comparable to the Fascists in Italy or the Falange in Spain, 
both factions of the PSL had peers in the Bulgarian Agrarian National 
Union or the Irish Farmers’ Party. Two remaining political groupings 
in  Poland were somewhat less common. The first was the “minori-
ties bloc,” a coalition of diverse organizations united by a distinctive 
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constituency: those who were Polish citizens, but whose first language 
was not Polish. I will discuss them in chapter 6. The other unusual 
political grouping went by several different names, but the most 
 common was their nickname, Piłsudczycy (“Piłsudskiites”).

The Marshal (as Piłsudski was often called, because of his last  military 
rank) left Warsaw after 1923, allegedly to retire to a manor house he had 
purchased in Sulejówek, just outside the capital. Films and photographs 
of him playing with his two young daughters or relaxing in his garden 
were meant to give the impression that he had indeed  abandoned the 
vitriolic, impotent politics of the country he had helped create. But he 
was neither gone nor forgotten. He had a large core of devoted follow-
ers made up mostly of those who had fought with him against the 
Russians prior to World War I, or in the Polish Legions during the war. 
The ideological profile of the Piłsudczycy was fuzzy, and they were rep-
resented in nearly every political party except the Endecja. Aside from 
devotion to Piłsudski and hostility towards the National Democrats, it 
wasn’t clear what the Marshal’s followers actually stood for. Their 
formative crucible was the struggle for Polish independence and the 
Polish–Bolshevik War, extraordinary moments when it was possible to 
believe that all of Poland was united behind a common goal, regardless 
of ideology, religion, language, or heritage. Compared to those brief 
patriotic interludes, daily life in the Second Republic was a disappoint-
ment. The Piłsudczycy were unwilling to accept the conflicts of interest 
and the ideological squabbling that came with parliamentary life, and 
they derided all politicians as “egoists” who placed their party above 
their country. As the Marshal himself put it,

In Poland the interests of individuals and parties reigns supreme, and all 
sorts of crime goes unpunished. In the reborn state there has been no 
rebirth of the national spirit. … Rats and scoundrels appeared every-
where. … Degraded people multiplied in Poland. Democratic freedoms 
were abused so that it became possible to hate democracy altogether. 
Partisan interests reigned above everything else. Parties in Poland 
became so numerous that it became incomprehensible for the masses.5

Actually, the Piłsudczycy were not opposed to democracy as a mat-
ter of principle. They weren’t conservatives, insofar as they were 
equally contemptuous of the landowning nobility, the business and 
political elite, the clergy, union leaders, and just about everyone 
who had any sort of public role. In fact, the real problem for the 



 AMBIVALENCE OF DEMOCRACY AND AUTHORITY 97

Piłsudczycy was that they idealized democracy so much that they 
were unable to accept that real world democratic systems could be 
(in fact, always were) riven with strife and bitter debates. Piłsudski 
likened  parliamentarians to children, when he wasn’t comparing 
them to prostitutes and thieves. His supporters represented a sort of 
anti-politics, an opposition to partisanship as such. They favored 
democracy insofar as it could give voice to the will of the people, but 
they couldn’t deal with the fact that there was no singular voice and 
no singular will. Ironically, the Piłsudczycy shared this quality with 
their archrivals in the Endecja – the only difference was that the 
 latter imagined a cohesive nation, while the former wanted to incor-
porate all the citizens of the state.

National Democrats served in key government posts on several occa-
sions in the early 1920s, which infuriated Piłsudski. In 1923, when a 
governing coalition was formed between the Endecja, the Christian 
Democrats, and the PSL-Piast, the Marshal ostentatiously resigned his 
military commission, declaring in a speech that he could not defend 
those who were responsible for “so much filth, so many atrocities, so 
much petty hatred.” He accused the Endecja of moral responsibility for 
the death of President Narutowicz, for “murder punishable by the 
law.”6 That 1923 coalition was particularly fragile, and it became even 
more so because of its deeply unpopular economic policies (which I’ll 
discuss in the next chapter). So it didn’t last long – but then again, nei-
ther did any other coalitions of that period. A few years later, in 1926, 
the same cluster of parties tried again to form a government, and 
Piłsudski decided that he could no longer sit on the sidelines. On May 
12 his supporters in the army marched on Warsaw, launching what 
came to be known as the “May Coup.”

Within two days it was over. The Piłsudczycy forces took all the key 
government buildings without much difficulty, both because the 
Marshal enjoyed so much support in the army and because troops that 
were loyal to the right were unable to get to Warsaw. The PPS organ-
ized a rail strike in support of the coup, locking in place the numerical 
advantage that Piłsudski had in the immediate vicinity of the capital. 
A  statement issued by the PPS Central Committee labeled the PSL-
Endecja coalition “fascist” and proclaimed that

Further continuation of this government is a constant provocation for 
honest people, an insult thrown in the face of everyone who longs for the 
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rebirth and salvation of the country. This government must go. The will 
of the broad masses of the people of the cities and the countryside must 
gain a voice, as they fight for their rights, for work, and for social 
justice.7

Later the socialists would regret their decision to back the coup, but at 
the time the dangers posed by the right seemed to outweigh those of a 
military coup. After all, Dmowski was an implacable foe, and Piłsudski 
was an old comrade (or so they believed).

Just because Piłsudski’s victory was relatively easy does not mean it 
was without cost: 215 soldiers and 379 civilians were killed in the fight-
ing, and about 1500 people were injured. With the distance of time it is 
easy to gloss over how many people lost their lives on May 12–14, 1926, 
and the trauma of the military takeover is obscured when viewed 
through the prism of all the horrible events of World War II. But the 
magnitude of the coup for Polish political life cannot be overstated, 
because it effectively brought to an end the country’s experiment with 
liberal democracy. The next free and fair elections would not come for 
almost 70 years.

The Sanacja

The immediate aftermath of the coup was surprisingly restrained. 
President Wojciechowski resigned, and the Sejm and Senate met to pick 
a successor. They elected Piłsudski on the first ballot, but the Marshal 
declined the office. He preferred to influence events from behind the 
scenes, even though everyone knew that he was in charge. In fact, he 
personally designated the next president: Ignacy Mosćicki, a chemistry 
professor at Warsaw Polytechnic who had known the Marshal decades 
earlier when they had both been members of the PPS. Mosćicki was 
typical of those who occupied leadership positions after the coup. Most 
had distant ties to the left, had served in the military during World War 
I and the Polish–Bolshevik War, and had later become respected profes-
sionals in law, business, or academics. They were at first vaguely 
center-left in their policy preferences, but they vehemently eschewed 
any ideological pigeon-holes and would grow more conservative over 
time. The regime came to be known by the seemingly benign moniker, 
the Sanacja (sanitation, or clean-up), which captured their modest 
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 rhetoric. They promised that they weren’t going to bring any kind of 
sweeping political transformations – they were just cleaning up the 
mess of the early 1920s. The Sanacja did not outlaw the opposition par-
ties, close hostile newspapers, or disband the Sejm. They followed all 
the proper procedures to elect President Mosćicki and to form succes-
sive governments. By all outward appearances, the Second Republic 
continued as before.

Nonetheless, Poland was no longer a fully functioning democracy. 
The Sanacja employed fraud and intimidation to ensure that Piłsudski 
always got his way, and with each passing year the regime grew more 
heavy-handed. They had seized power with bloodshed, and the threat 
of violence was ever-present even if rarely used. Initially only those 
on the radical fringes were targeted. The Communist Party had been 
illegal since 1919, and was pushed even further underground by the 
Sanacja. On the right, the Endecja remained a legal opposition party, 
but its leaders were harassed and a few were even arrested. In 1934 a 
younger generation of radical right activists formed a group called 
Obóz Narodowo-Radykalny (the National-Radical Camp) to serve as 
the movement’s more militant wing. This group was promptly 
declared illegal and many of its members were arrested. Eventually 
the Sanacja’s repressive policies turned against the moderate left as 
well. Criticism of Piłsudski was just as unwelcome from liberals and 
socialists as it was from National Democrats, and the censorship office 
was even-handed in blocking the publication of articles it deemed 
subversive.

The depths to which the Sanacja would descend were revealed in 
1934, when a prison camp for the regime’s opponents was opened in 
the eastern town of Bereza Kartuska. About 3000 people spent some 
time in this facility for political crimes, and they were subjected to tor-
ture and inhumane living conditions. Most of the prisoners were com-
munists or Ukrainian separatists (more on them in chapter 6), but no 
political orientation was without at least some representation at Bereza 
Kartuska. It is difficult to determine how many people were killed at 
the camp, because the authorities tried to escape blame by releasing 
prisoners as they approached death’s door. The highest estimates are 
that nearly 300 died as a result of their treatment at the camp, though 
that might be an exaggeration. Certainly Bereza Kartuska was minor in 
comparison to the facilities then operating in Hitler’s Germany or 
Stalin’s USSR, but those perverse standards hardly exonerate the 
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Sanacja. Similarly, the fact that just about every country in the 1930s 
held at least some political prisoners does not make the existence of this 
camp any less troubling. It isn’t anachronistic to criticize the Piłsudczycy 
for their oppressive policies; there were plenty of contemporaries across 
the political spectrum who denounced these violations of democratic 
principles. In fact, already in 1929 many of those who had once backed 
Piłsudski organized a grand coalition that they called the Centrolew 
(center-left), with the goal of ending what they labeled the “dictator-
ship of Józef Piłsudski.” Most of the leaders of the Centrolew were 
eventually arrested or forced into exile.

There were parliamentary elections in 1928, 1930, 1935, and 1938, but 
each one was more tainted by fraud and manipulation than the last. The 
need to participate in these elections posed a problem for the Sanacja, 
because aside from devotion to Piłsudski and antipathy towards the 
Endecja there wasn’t much that held them together. Nothing symbolizes 
this better than the convoluted name they chose for their new political 
party in 1927: the Bezpartyjny Blok Współpracy z Rzad̨em (Nonpartisan 
Bloc for Cooperation with the Government, or BBWR). Aside from some 
platitudes about “social solidarity” and a call for a new constitution that 
shifted power from the Sejm to the president, the BBWR didn’t really 
have a coherent agenda. The moderately progressive centrists who set 
policy immediately following the coup were soon pushed aside by more 
authoritarian elements. This shift culminated in the adoption of a new 
constitution in April, 1935, which drastically curtailed the remnants of 
parliamentary democracy. Although an elected Sejm continued to exist, 
the process of nominating candidates was tightly controlled and nearly 
all meaningful authority was placed in the hands of the president (a 
position that Mosćicki  continued to hold).

After Piłsudski’s death, on May 12, 1935, the Sanacja leaders replaced 
the BBWR with the Obóz Zjednoczenia Narodowego (Camp of National 
Unity, or OZON). During the last few years before World War II the 
OZON shifted further and further towards the right, even recruiting 
some dissident members of the Endecja while losing support from the 
center and the left. They went so far as to flirt with some antisemitic 
rhetoric, though their only legislative move in this direction was a 1936 
law that restricted shekhita (the ritual slaughter of animals according to 
Jewish dietary laws). When Dmowski died in 1939 he was a defeated, 
marginalized man, but his ideas were gaining more and more  acceptance 
both among the general public and in the halls of government. This was 
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the ultimate tragedy of the Piłsudczycy regime. It began as a moderate, 
non-partisan effort to guide democracy away from the extremes and 
closer to an idealized political order of pragmatic centrism, and ended 
by cozying up with the nationalist right.

Piłsudski had lived just long enough to see the adoption of the April 
Constitution, but he died a month later. Despite everything, his passing 
was met with sincere national mourning. Of course the official state 
propaganda had been lionizing Piłsudski since 1926, and he had been 
constructing his own mythology since before World War I. But there 
were plenty of reasons for people to admire Piłsudski regardless of the 
public relations campaigns. As awful as Bereza Kartuska was, and as 
restrictive as the regime’s censorship might have been, that sort of 
repression was felt only by those directly engaged in public life. For 
most people, Piłsudski symbolized Polish independence and protected 
the country from extremes on the left and the right. Everything we 
might say about Piłsudski is qualified by “yes, but….” He played an 
enormous role in fighting for Polish independence prior to World 
War I, but his methods drifted disturbingly close to terrorism. In 1918 
he ensured that the new Polish state would bring significant improve-
ments to the lives of the poor, but backed away from their cause in 1919 
in order to compromise with the conservatives. He kept both the com-
munists and the radical right at bay – a major accomplishment for any 
leader in the 1920s and 1930s – but only by establishing a military 
regime that undermined democracy. Some called him affectionately 
“Grandpa,” others referred to him as “Marshal” or “Wódz” (Leader), 
and still others labeled him “Tyrant.” He was all of these things. His 
monument in the center of Warsaw – on Piłsudski Square, of course – is 
inscribed with his proclamation that “a democratic Polish state must 
guard the cultural rights of all its citizens.” He never quite lived up to 
that maxim, but he was far more respectful of cultural pluralism than 
most interwar European leaders. Ultimately, Piłsudski doesn’t make a 
straightforward hero or a straightforward villain, because he was both.

Notes

1 Józef Pelczar, List otwarty do posłów diecezji przemyskiej, a posŕednio do wszyst-
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Przemysĺ diocese, and indirectly to all the delegates of the Constitutional 
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  5  

HYPERINFLATION 
AND DEPRESSION: 

THE INTERWAR PERIOD

Interwar Poland was a poor country, and for the majority of its 
 population life was hard. Of course there were places in Europe (not to 
 mention the rest of the world) where levels of impoverishment were 
higher, but that does not diminish the suffering in Poland. Taking a 
bird’s-eye view by measuring per capita GDP in 1928 (the Second 
Republic’s best year), we see that Poland looks poor when compared to 
the United States or the United Kingdom, but fortunate when  compared 
to most of the  non-European world. In this regard Poland in the 1920s 
was a typical country of the eastern and southern parts of Europe, a bit 
richer than Romania or Bulgaria and a bit poorer than Italy or Spain 
(see Figure 5.1 for some comparisons).

But GDP only provides an abstract and overgeneralized picture of a 
country’s economy. This metric can’t give us much sense of what it was 
like to live there, nor can it measure internal variations (which were 
vast in Poland’s case). One way of bringing things down to the human 
scale is to consider a typical household budget. A working-class family 
in Warsaw in 1927 spent almost two thirds of their income on food 
(see Figure 5.2). This rose to three quarters among the unemployed. To 
put this into perspective, white collar workers and professionals in 
Warsaw at the same time spent less than one third of their budget on 
food, and most readers of this book in North America and Europe today 
probably spend less than 15 percent.2 As a general rule, the poor must 
devote a greater share of their income on basic necessities, and the 
Polish figures from the interwar years suggest household budgets with 
very little cushion for hard times. These working-class families also had 
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Figure 5.1 Per capita GDP for 1928 (selected countries), in PPP dollars.1
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Figure 5.2 Typical household budget for a working-class family in Warsaw 
in  1927. Compiled from data in Mały rocznik statystyczny Polski (Warsaw: 
Główny Urzad̨ Statystyczny 1934), 142–143.
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to cope with atrocious housing. At the time of the 1931 census 69  percent 
of all the urban dwellings in Poland had only one or two rooms, in 
which an average of 4.4 people lived. Only 16 percent of those homes 
had  running water, 13 percent had indoor plumbing, and 38 percent 
had electricity. A full third of the urban population had to live in homes 
that had no utility services whatsoever.3 At the same time in the United 
States 85 percent of all urban homes had electricity, and within a decade 
one third of rural homes were connected to the power grid.4

If things were hard in the cities and towns, they were even worse for 
peasants, who still constituted over 60 percent of the population (com-
pared to around 20 percent in industry and mining). Although big 
promises were made in 1918 about land redistribution, very little was 
actually carried out. The rapid turnover of governments in the early 
years of the Second Republic would have made it hard to implement 
such complicated legislation even had those in power wanted to do so, 
and most of them didn’t. After 1926 Piłsudski had to convince the 
 country’s wealthiest and most powerful citizens to accept his coup, 
and since many of them remembered his socialist past he had to bend 
over backwards to guarantee that no revolution was forthcoming. 
Countervailing pressure from the peasants could not overcome this 
political resistance. Given Poland’s poor infrastructure and still wide-
spread rural illiteracy, mobilizing peasants for any sort of collective 
action was extraordinarily difficult. The agrarian movement tried to 
push land reform, but their political clout was weakened by the split 
between PSL-Piast and PSL-Emancipation. Moreover, a significant 
share of the rural vote went to the National Democrats, and they had no 
interest in land reform. As a result of all this, only a weak voluntary 
redistribution plan was enacted, in which the state facilitated but did 
not mandate the break-up of large estates.

Very few large landowners were inclined to volunteer for such a 
 program, so rural property remained concentrated in the hands of a 
few families. A mere 500 estates controlled 42 percent of the country’s 
arable land, while a quarter of the peasants had less than a hectare (just 
under 2.5 acres) of land.5 This doesn’t even take into account the 
 millions of landless peasants trapped between rural overpopulation 
and urban unemployment. Hundreds of thousands continued to emi-
grate each year, but American legislation from 1924 established a quota 
system that strictly limited immigrants from eastern and southern 
Europe (and almost completely closed off migration from Asia and 
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Latin America). This immediately cut the number of Poles moving to 
the United States, from 28,806 the year the law was passed to 5,341 the 
following year.6 With few outlets for the excess population available, 
the housing crisis in the countryside was worse than it was in the cities: 
an average of 5.2 people lived in each rural home, and half of those 
houses had only one room.7

With nowhere else to turn, many peasants had to work as landless 
farmhands or sharecroppers. Given the near impossibility of enforcing 
labor regulations in the countryside, their fate would depend on the 
kindness or cruelty of the landlord. It would be an exaggeration to 
equate the lot of interwar peasants with that of their grandparents 
under serfdom, but to a certain degree poverty took over the function 
once performed by law, subordinating the peasants to a narrow elite of 
noble landowners – de facto if no longer de jure. Technically the Polish 
nobility no longer had any legal existence – the constitution did not 
recognize inherited titles or privileges – but local practices sustained 
the old hierarchies. The nobles wore 20th century clothing, probably 
owned a radio and maybe even a car, and followed world events in 
newspapers and magazines. Even the peasants usually had clothing 
sewn from factory-made textiles, and their homes were adorned with 
items that were manufactured in far-off industrial centers. At least a 
few residents of each village subscribed to a newspaper or magazine. In 
other words, they were hardly the insects trapped in amber that one 
reads about in romanticized travel accounts. They had been changed by 
modernity too, albeit in different and less dramatic ways than their 
urban cousins. Nonetheless, the imbalances of power and wealth in the 
countryside were such that many traditions from the time of serfdom 
were carried over into the 20th century.

To make matters worse, few Polish peasants had access to machinery, 
artificial fertilizer, high-yield seeds, and other technological develop-
ments that were helping farmers in wealthier countries become more 
productive. Today we value “organic” produce and lament the spread 
of homogenized, mechanized agribusiness, but there were definite 
downsides to the “traditional” agriculture of the 1920s and 1930s. Poles 
produced about 25 percent fewer calories per hectare than the European 
average at the time, and less than half that in neighboring Germany.8 
Lower yields meant less surplus, which meant fewer resources for the 
rural poor, which in turn meant fewer viable family farms. In 1928 the 
average net income (i.e., the money left over after all the bills were 
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paid) from one hectare of land was only 214 złoty. Two thirds of all 
farms had less than 5 hectares, and even an unskilled agricultural 
worker could sometimes earn more money than a smallholder with 
such a tiny plot.9

While poverty and hardship shaped the lives of everyone in Poland 
(even, indirectly, the rich), different people experienced these condi-
tions in different ways, based on factors like gender, age, and region. To 
understand these variations we must start by abandoning the stereo-
type of traditional Polish family life in which men worked and women 
kept house and raised children. That division of labor is only possible 
when wages are high enough to support a family with one paycheck, 
and in a poor country like Poland that was not often the case. In fact, 
prior to the mid-20th century it was impossible for most women to 
remain solely within the domestic sphere, regardless of where they 
lived – Poland was no exception in this regard. In peasant families there 
were indeed tasks that were considered masculine and others that were 
seen as feminine, but rarely was a distinction drawn between mascu-
line income-producing labor on the one hand and feminine household 
chores on the other. For much of the rural population, mere survival 
depended on the joint efforts of everyone in the family, regardless of 
age or gender. Of all those employed as farmhands in 1931, 65 percent 
were men and 35 percent were women, which suggests that most fami-
lies were supported by income from both. That said, those contribu-
tions were rewarded very differently: the going rate for male farmhands 
during the summer in 1928 was 5.60 złoty per day, while women only 
received 3.50 złoty, and children 2.90.10 So while gender inequality was 
firmly rooted in rural life, the housewife (i.e., a woman with no employ-
ment outside the home) was still unusual among peasants.

In the cities the dichotomy of breadwinner/homemaker was begin-
ning to take hold, but even there the model was far from universal. In 
1938 the industrial workforce was 73 percent adult male, 23 percent 
female, and 4 percent children. In some industries the female labor 
force even predominated: for example, 53 percent of those in textile fac-
tories and 63 percent of those in clothing manufacturing were women. 
Female workers were also overrepresented (in relation to their share of 
the overall workforce) in chemical, electronics, food-processing, and 
printing firms. As in the countryside, there was a sharp pay differential 
based on gender: in 1935 male workers brought home an average of 
23.90 złoty per week, while women only earned 12.40.11



110 HYPERINFLATION AND DEPRESSION 

Possibly the greatest change in Polish working-class culture (rural 
and urban alike) in the 1920s and 1930s was the emergence of the con-
cept of “youth” as an intermediate stage between childhood and 
adulthood. The creation of the Second Republic brought with it the 
introduction of (inconsistently enforced) child labor prohibitions, as 
well as regulations (also inconsistently enforced) mandating that chil-
dren stay in school for at least seven grades, usually until age 13. Prior 
to World War I there were very limited opportunities for poor Poles 
to  obtain even a basic education, but by the late 1930s more than 
90 percent of all children stayed in school until at least age 11, and 
more than 70 percent continued their studies all the way through age 
13. Only a minority went on to secondary schools, but this figure was 
increasing steadily.12 When this development is combined with the 
spread of radios, cinemas, and other forms of mass popular culture, 
we get the emergence for the first time of a new cultural category: the 
teenager. Although that particular term (nastolatek) would not be 
coined in Polish until around 1960 (and then as an explicit translation 
from English), the phenomenon was gradually coming into existence 
in the 1930s.

Regional Differences

Foreigners (particularly Americans) tend to imagine Poland as a small 
country, and therefore to assume that it doesn’t differ all that much from 
one area to another. One often hears of “Polish traditions” or “Polish 
cuisine” as if there was only one way of being Polish. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. The partitions had pulled the Polish economy 
and society in three different directions, exacerbating perennial distinc-
tions between (for example) the thinly populated and impoverished 
wetlands of Polesie in the east and the wealthier, more productive farms 
of the Poznań region. The Habsburg part of Poland had been viewed by 
Austrian authorities as a border zone that was too close to Russia and 
too far from Vienna to merit much investment. Prior to World War I it 
was one of the most destitute regions in all of Europe, despite a short-
lived boom in oil drilling around the turn of the century. Moving to the 
northwest, Poznania and Pomerania were among the least developed 
parts of pre-World War I Germany, but they nonetheless benefited from 
that country’s economic expansion. To this day farmers in those areas 
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are still using the excellent irrigation systems installed a century ago.13 
Within the old Russian partition, the area around Warsaw and Łódz ́ 
was the Empire’s industrial heartland, constituting one of the fastest-
growing regional economies in all of Europe prior to World War I. 
Further to the east, however, was an area that Poles called the kresy (bor-
derlands). This stretch of land from Wilno (Vilnius) in the north to 
Tarnopol and Lwów (Lviv) in the south had bad roads, few towns, and 
a rural economy that produced distressingly little.

Another way of grasping the regional variations in the economy is to 
consider that farmhands in the western part of the country earned 
almost a third more than those in the eastern or southern regions.14 Pay 
was even more variable for industrial workers. In eastern Poland a 
quarter of all workers earned less than 10 złoty a week in 1938, whereas 
in Silesia only 8 percent fell below that miserly figure. Conversely, 
fewer than 7 percent of the workers in the east exceeded 40 złoty per 
week, while 33 percent of those in Silesia did so. In Warsaw itself only 
5 percent fell below 10 złoty per week, and 41 percent topped 40 złoty 
per week. White collar workers were much better off than their blue 
collar compatriots, but the regional differential was the same. About a 
third of all the male office workers in Silesia earned more than 120 
złoty/week, whereas a mere 4 percent of their peers in eastern Poland 
were as fortunate.15

These variations of wealth were readily visible to anyone visiting 
homes in the different towns of Poland. In Warsaw or Kraków in 1931 
about 60 percent of the houses had running water and electricity, and in 
the Silesian towns of Katowice and Chorzów this increased to around 
90 percent. Meanwhile, in the eastern cities of Lwów and Wilno less 
than half the homes had such luxuries. In Lublin, which had once been 
one of the most important cities of the Polish-Lithuanian Republic, only 
18 percent of the homes had running water, 8 percent had indoor 
plumbing, and 36 percent had electricity. In the eastern and southern 
towns about a fifth of all homes still had thatched roofs, which had 
nearly disappeared in the towns of western and central Poland. Even 
peasant cottages in the west had largely done away with thatched roofs 
(only 26 percent still had them), whereas in the east the figure was still 
at 82 percent. Over 90 percent of the houses in the west were built of 
fire-resistant materials (brick or stone), while in the east 85 percent were 
highly flammable. In the lands of the former Austrian partition, almost 
10 percent of the homes were still built out of clay or mud.16
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These economic variations had ramifications in other areas of life. 
The 1931 Polish census measured literacy at age 10, by which time 
 children were supposed to have learned basic reading and writing 
skills. In western Poland it was evident that the educational system was 
working reasonably well, and illiteracy rates were in the single digits. 
As usual, the further east one went the worst things got, culminating in 
illiteracy rates in Polesie and Wołyń (Volhynia) of almost half the popu-
lation. Part of this was a reflection of the fact that people in towns at the 
time were twice as likely to be literate than people in the countryside, 
and the eastern and southeastern provinces were overwhelmingly 
rural. But even if we factor out all those living in towns and cities, the 
differences remain: 45.5 percent of the rural inhabitants of the eastern 
provinces were illiterate, whereas 3.2 percent of those in the west were.17

Perhaps in no area of life were the regional differences more glaring 
than in medical care. Of the 12,917 registered doctors in Poland in 1938, 
only 1466 (just over 1 percent) worked in the countryside (though to be 
fair, many more were in small towns that were accessible to peasants). 
There were more than 30 doctors per 10,000 residents in Kraków (a fig-
ure higher than the US average at the time), but less than 2 per 10,000 in 
Polesie and Wołyń.18 This was a key factor in lowering the life expec-
tancy for the entire population to just under 50 years, a decade less than 
contemporaries in the United States and Britain, and almost 15 years 
less than in Norway and the Netherlands.19

During the interwar years economists and policy-makers took to 
referring to “Poland A” and “Poland B”, divided roughly by the Vistula 
river. Poland A did not look all that different from Germany, Bohemia, 
Austria, or other parts of central Europe. Even the architecture resem-
bled that of Poland’s neighbors to the west. When in Poland A, one 
was surrounded by the marvels of the early 20th century. Warsaw had 
an airport as early as 1910, and the national airline LOT was founded 
in 1929. For those with the money to afford the tickets, the exclusive 
gasoline-powered Luxtorpeda train traveled at speeds of up to 100 km 
per hour between Warsaw, Kraków, Katowice, and several mountain 
resorts. In 1936 this train made it from Kraków to the ski resort of 
Zakopane in 2 hours 18 minutes, faster than most of the runs along that 
line today. Middle-class and even some working-class homes in Poland 
A were adorned with radios, gas ovens, indoor baths, and modernist 
furniture, and the people residing in these homes had lives that were 
not that different than their contemporaries in Berlin, Vienna, Paris, 
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London, or New York. By 1939 there were 29 radios for every 1000 
Poles, a figure higher than in Italy (23) but much lower than in France 
(112) or the United States (215). But that number is misleading, because 
nearly all the radios were in Poland A. There were 104 per 1000 people 
in Warsaw, but only 9 per 1000 in the province of Tarnopol, in the south-
east.20 Some of the more prosperous farmers in Poland A already had 
tractors by the 1930s, and for them the label chłop (“peasant”) was 
anachronistic and more than a little offensive.

In contrast, Poland B was characterized by the lingering stains of 
serfdom, with an overwhelmingly rural society, poor education and 
healthcare, and few signs of 20th century industry and transportation. 
Politicians across the political spectrum identified this divide as one of 
the most pressing problems facing the Second Republic, and all of them 
offered proposals to narrow the gap. In the late 1930s, however, Poland 
B wasn’t much closer to Poland A than it had been in 1918. The prob-
lems were so deeply rooted that no short-term fixes were available – in 
fact, many of these gaps still exist today. But even had solutions been 
possible, it is unlikely that the policy-makers of the Second Republic 
could have done much in the face of the seemingly unending economic 
crises that confronted them.

The Great Inflation

Everyone has heard of the Great Depression, but the Great Inflation of 
a few years earlier is somewhat less well known. Both were catastrophic 
for Poland, though in different ways to different segments of society. To 
oversimplify somewhat, we could say that the hyperinflation of the 
early 1920s was the result of the poorly managed use of economic pol-
icy to pacify the poor at a time of revolutionary ferment, whereas the 
depression of the 1930s was the result of the poorly managed use of 
economic policy to meet the demands of businessmen, investors, and 
large landowners. In both cases, however, the consequences were so 
awful that everyone ended up paying a huge price.

The Polish currency immediately after the state was formed in 1918 
was called the mark (a bequest from the German occupation), and it 
never gained a stable value. Using the exchange rate to the US dollar as 
a rough index of inflation, we see a 92 percent fall in the value of 
the mark from 1918 to 1919, a decline of about 80 percent for each of the 



114 HYPERINFLATION AND DEPRESSION 

next three years, and a 99 percent downward spiral in 1923. By the end 
of 1924 the exchange rate exceeded 10 million Polish marks to the  dollar. 
This wasn’t a uniquely Polish problem; even those countries that did 
not experience hyperinflation in the early 1920s were confronted by the 
same economic forces and the same difficult choices. World War I had 
been enormously destructive, not only in human and material terms, 
but economically as well. The combatants had to mobilize their entire 
economies for war, and the costs far exceeded the resources available. 
Even if we set aside the lost productivity that comes from killing a huge 
swath of Europe’s young men, the massive sums that paid for weap-
onry and supplies were essentially dumped into a black hole. Other 
than some infrastructure projects aimed at facilitating troop mobility, 
most of the spending had little or no impact on subsequent productiv-
ity and growth.

The wealth needed to pay for the slaughter of World War I was 
raised by draining away resources from every other sector of the econ-
omy, most notably the savings of the middle class. To be sure, their 
money was not actually confiscated, only borrowed in the form of war 
bonds. The problem in 1918 was that none of the combatant govern-
ments had the reserves needed to repay those bonds. One way out of 
this dilemma was to cut back on postwar state spending while simul-
taneously  raising taxes, thus (in theory) providing the state with the 
budgetary surplus needed to pay back the debt. With variations and 
some inconsistencies, this was the path followed by the United States, 
France, and Britain. The result was predictable: these countries fell 
into a deep recession as consumer spending dried up and production 
ground to a halt. Since wealth was being extracted from the economy 
in order to balance budgets and pay off state debt, ordinary people 
had fewer resources to buy stuff. As people stopped buying, factories 
had to stop producing; as factories scaled back, more people were 
unemployed; as people lost their jobs, they had less disposable income 
– and the cycle continued downwards. In the United Kingdom, GDP 
per capita  contracted by 9 percent in 1919 and 11 percent in 1920, 
which led to a deflation of the British pound by 10–14 percent each 
year. Though unemployment was higher during the Great Depression 
(22 percent versus 16 percent), the production slowdown was almost 
twice as deep during the 1919–1921 recession.21 Along similar lines, the 
US Federal Reserve raised interest rates and the government switched 
abruptly from a budget deficit to a surplus. As a result, GNP  contracted 
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by 18  percent between 1920 and 1921 and unemployment reached 
12  percent. Though relatively short-lived, the deflationary collapse of 
that year was the greatest in US history. The repayments of wartime 
bonds worked as a slight stimulus in the United States, compounded 
by a stock market bubble and some gains due to new technologies and 
higher productivity. These were the “roaring 20s,” but they only roared 
for the wealthier segments of the US population. Although unemploy-
ment rates fell back into the single digits for the rest of the decade, 
employers were able to keep wages low thanks mainly to a concerted 
campaign to reduce union membership. This meant that consumer 
spending was severely limited.22 On both sides of the Atlantic, in other 
words, wartime debt and budget deficits were resolved, but at the cost 
of a massive recession followed by an unsteady recovery that left 
wages for most people very low.

Some economic historians have argued that the policies pursued in 
the United States, Britain, and other countries in the West would 
have  been disastrous for the global economy, bringing on the Great 
Depression in 1920 rather than 1929, had it not been for the very differ-
ent approach taken by the postwar governments in central and eastern 
Europe.23 Faced with a radicalized public mood and pressure from 
 revolutionary groups, the governments of Germany, Austria, Hungary, 
and Poland could not follow the path taken by their counterparts in 
London, Paris, and Washington. Any policy that led to increased unem-
ployment and lower wages would only pour oil on the revolutionary 
fire, so they had little choice but to encourage growth in a way that 
would improve the lives of their citizens. Whether because they feared 
socialism or because they were themselves socialists, leaders in the 
 central European capitals embraced a strategy aimed at increasing 
wages and lowering unemployment, with the hope of stimulating 
enough consumer demand to sustain economic growth. It worked for a 
while, and the resulting expansion may have helped sustain export 
production in countries like Britain and France, where local demand 
was  drying up. Whether that’s true or not, central Europe did witness a 
consumer-led boom immediately following World War I.

Unfortunately, this sort of stimulus approach depends upon careful 
fiscal management, because it carries an inherent risk of inflation. It’s a 
basic supply-and-demand issue: when wages go up and workers are 
able to buy more things, the prices they pay for them will rise in turn. 
Increased prices will lead to demands for higher wages, leading to 
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another of those self-sustaining spirals (this one going up rather than 
down). We know now that there are ways to manage such a situation, 
controlling the money supply in order to ensure that the inflationary 
process doesn’t get out of hand. But those techniques hadn’t yet been 
developed in the early 1920s. Even if they had, the political situation in 
central and eastern Europe was far too chaotic for any sort of cautious 
and consistent policy-making.

We have already seen how that chaos played out in Poland. Not only 
was it impossible to form a stable coalition government, but those 
responsible for the Second Republic’s economic policy had to cope with 
the demands of continued warfare (until 1921) and the monumental 
challenge of stitching together a taxation and administration system 
from the tattered remnants of three different institutional legacies. 
Imagine trying to develop tax and budgetary policy while simultane-
ously creating a new tax collecting agency and a new network of offices 
to manage the state’s regulatory and welfare services. That’s what the 
finance ministers of Poland in the early 1920s had to do. Not surpris-
ingly, for the first five years of the Second Republic tax revenues barely 
covered half of the state’s expenditures.

The simulative effects of that level of deficit spending, combined 
with the construction boom that came from repairing wartime damage, 
further combined with the new laws and regulations that empowered 
labor unions, and topped off by the general atmosphere of chaos and 
uncertainty – all this together created an inflationary spiral that got 
completely out of control. Initially the impact of the hyperinflation was 
concentrated among those who got most of their income from invest-
ments and savings. Hundreds of thousands of middle- and upper-class 
families were completely wiped out when the value of their bonds and 
bank accounts vanished into thin air. For a while this wasn’t a concern 
for peasants or industrial workers, because their wages were going up 
alongside prices. In fact, initially the inflation was beneficial for mil-
lions of lower-class families, as their debts were effectively erased. After 
the harsh years of wartime privation, living standards rapidly returned 
to pre-1914 levels for most people. But after a few years the pain of 
hyperinflation spread more broadly. Production could not be sustained 
as the unpredictable prices made it nightmarishly hard to organize 
 supply and distribution chains. Even small merchants were finding it 
 difficult to set prices for their products. This transformed the political 
calculus, and led to the creation of the one (comparatively) stable 
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 government prior to Piłsudski’s coup: the administration of prime 
minister Władysław Grabski from December 1923 to November 1925.

Grabski was an economist and had previously served as finance 
minister and (briefly) as prime minister. He was affiliated with the 
National Democrats, but the government formed at the end of 1923 
consisted of technocrats rather than first-tier politicians. Moreover, he 
was able to form an emergency coalition that stretched beyond the 
right; he even persuaded the PPS (though not the minorities bloc, for 
obvious reasons) to abstain rather than vote against him when he pre-
sented his cabinet to the Sejm. As his first act he pushed through legis-
lation granting him emergency powers to implement fiscal and 
budgetary reforms. He used that authority to enact a sweeping pack-
age of measures that slammed on the brakes for the Polish economy. 
He cut state spending across the board, fired government employees, 
and raised taxes, thus bringing the budget into balance. Meanwhile, he 
scrapped the Polish mark and replaced it with a new currency, the 
złoty. That had been the basic coin of the Polish-Lithuanian Republic, 
and it remains the Polish currency to this day. With these reforms he 
brought the hyperinflation to an end. The złoty fluctuated a bit, but the 
exchange rate with the dollar remained at 10:1 or below. Instead of 
inflation, a period of deflation began.24

As is usually the case with any economic reform, how one assessed 
Grabski’s work depended on where one stood in Polish society. 
Investment and planning became possible once again, and people 
could save for the future. But we must remember that in a poor country 
like Poland, the bulk of the population never had much money to put 
aside. Most people survived month to month in the best of times, and 
their biggest fear was not inflation but unemployment. Without dis-
missing in any way the deleterious consequences of the collapsing 
Polish currency prior to 1924, when Grabski introduced his reforms he 
pulled so much money out of the economy that consumer spending 
(and thus domestic production) slammed into a wall. Non-agricultural 
unemployment (see Figure 5.3) jumped from its interwar low of 61,000 
in 1923 to 252,000 after the implementation of Grabski’s “belt tighten-
ing” – a deeply flawed metaphor because it conceals the fact that some 
people’s belts were squeezed to the point of strangulation while others 
were merely pulled in a notch. Unemployment fell a bit at the end of 
1925, but only because the PPS pushed through a package of unem-
ployment benefits that started the economy moving again, albeit at a 
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much slower pace than prior to 1924. Grabski, infuriated by this breach 
of “fiscal discipline,” resigned.25

Even after Grabski’s departure the złoty remained stable and the 
budget deficit never again returned to the size it had been prior to 1924. 
Throughout Europe and the United States every country was now 
 following roughly the same economic strategy. Budgets were kept in 
balance (or nearly so), the money supply was tightly constrained, 
spending on social services was limited, and taxes were relatively high. 
Inflation would never return as long as these policies were in place, but 
neither would there be much growth. High unemployment kept wages 
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low, which kept production costs down and thus pleased factory own-
ers and investors. Thanks to the huge reserve of unemployed workers 
who could replace anyone who dared raise a voice in protest, the num-
ber of workdays lost to strikes fell by 80 percent in the year after the 
Grabski reforms went into effect.26 Afterwards both the state and indi-
vidual owners had greater latitude to pursue an economic strategy 
based on low labor costs and high profits. Unfortunately, they failed to 
understand that without consumers they would not be able to sell what 
they made, regardless of how low the prices. The export market offered 
no solution: similar austerity policies were being followed all across 
Europe. Anyway, a trade war with Germany between 1925 and 1934 
limited the possibility of exporting anything to the west, and the autar-
chic policies of the Soviet Union ensured that almost no trade would 
flow eastwards. It wouldn’t take long for the combination of anemic 
domestic demand and constrained international trade to lead Poland – 
and the world – to the brink of disaster.

The Great Depression

Stock prices in both Europe and North America were booming in the 
late 1920s, because profits were high and optimism infectious. But those 
successes were built on sand, with backlogs in distribution and sales 
growing larger and larger. Bankruptcies were increasingly common 
during the second half of the 1920s, as small firms served as the prover-
bial canaries in the coal mine, but for several years the financial elites 
failed to notice what was happening. The bubble burst on October 24, 
1929, when the New York Stock Exchange fell nearly 13 percent in one 
day. Between October 15 and November 15 the Dow Jones Industrial 
Average plummeted from 350 to 200. The Great Depression was far 
more than just a banking and investment crisis, so using October 1929 
as a starting point is somewhat arbitrary, but the Wall Street Crash was 
indeed the event that forced everyone to realize that something very, 
very bad was happening.

Even had the Polish government been following the smartest possi-
ble policies, and even had the country’s financial and industrial elite 
behaved with flawless wisdom, the Great Depression would have hit 
hard. Poland was far too embedded in the broader European economy 
to escape. Unemployment skyrocketed to over 1 million people in 1935, 
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and wages for industrial workers fell by almost a third between 1928 
and 1932. Prices for consumer goods also fell as deflation set in, but 
while that blunted the pain for those who retained industrial jobs, it did 
little to help the unemployed or those who worked as farmhands. The 
latter saw their daily wages cut nearly in half. Small landowners suf-
fered as well, with their net income per hectare plummeting from 214 
złoty in 1928 to an astonishing 8 złoty in 1932. With their produce sell-
ing at rates that barely covered their costs, many peasant families 
reverted to subsistence farming. The trauma of those years defies our 
imagination. As bad as the Great Depression was for the United States, 
Britain, or France, in Poland living standards started at a lower level 
and fell further. By 1932 there were 36 percent fewer jobs in Poland than 
there had been in 1929 (as shown in Figure  5.3). During that same 
period employment rates fell by 6 percent in the United Kingdom, 
18  percent in Japan, 22 percent in Italy, 28 percent in Germany, and 
35  percent in the United States.

If Poland followed the world in its downward plunge in the early 
1930s, it also benefited from the upturn in the second half of the decade. 
Actually, there were some tentative signs of recovery as early as 1932, 
but only in 1935 did wages begin to rise and unemployment fall. By 
1937 overall industrial production in Poland was back where it had 
been prior to the Crash, and both real income and unemployment were 
edging in the right direction. It was hardly a boom, but at least the main 
economic indicators were pointing in the right direction for a change 
(see Figure 5.4 for wages and prices in this period).

To this day economists debate the causes of both the collapse and the 
recovery. The main problem is that in the messy realm of economic his-
tory one cannot isolate particular variables as easily as one can in the 
statistical models of economic theory, and it is extraordinarily difficult 
to distinguish with certainty between coincidence and cause. What is 
clear is that the 1930s saw the emergence of a new style of fiscal policy, 
one based on the conviction that it was possible to use state resources to 
encourage economic growth without falling back into the hyperinfla-
tion of the early 1920s. This new approach could be seen around the 
world and across the political spectrum, from the center-left Roosevelt 
administration to the radical right regimes of Mussolini and Hitler. 
Though these leaders had dramatically different goals and worked 
within irreconcilable moral frameworks, they shared a willingness to 
harness the powers of the state to combat the harsh vicissitudes of 
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 capitalism. In Poland this approach was represented by an economist 
affiliated with the Sanacja regime: Eugeniusz Kwiatkowski.

Kwiatkowski was finance minister from 1935 until 1939, at a time 
when Poles began to recover from the devastation of the Depression. 
Unlike some of the more aggressive economic policy-makers of those 
years, he was not able to mobilize resources on a large scale to encour-
age growth. The Polish economy was still far too poor to generate the 
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122 HYPERINFLATION AND DEPRESSION 

sorts of massive programs that typified Roosevelt’s New Deal legisla-
tion, and the hyperinflation of the early 1920s was still too recent to 
allow any Polish politician to accept significant budget deficits or large-
scale borrowing. Moreover, the international credit markets were still 
recovering from the wounds of 1929, so the Poles didn’t have the option 
of borrowing to finance many construction projects. Kwiatkowski him-
self was temperamentally conservative on fiscal matters, and suspi-
cious of the experimentation of some of his contemporaries. He even 
balanced the budget in 1937, which is more in line with austerity eco-
nomics than the stimulus measures followed elsewhere. Nonetheless, 
Kwiatkowski was pragmatic enough to recognize that Poland was in 
desperate need of economic growth, both because of the high rate of 
unemployment and because of the danger posed by the rise of Nazi 
Germany. Thus he poured as much money as he could into two massive 
construction and development projects: the so-called Central Industrial 
Region and the expansion of Poland’s Baltic Sea port, Gdynia.

The Central Industrial Region was a 60,000 sq km (23,000 sq mile) 
zone starting just south of Warsaw and stretching to the Czechoslovak 
border, encompassing 5.6 million people. It was chosen because it was 
far from both the Soviet and German borders, and because the region 
included a large population of unemployed or underemployed people 
who could serve as an inexpensive labor force for new industries. For 
the last four years of the Second Republic, 60 percent of all state infra-
structure spending, about 2.4 billion złoty, was poured into this rela-
tively small area. Among the construction projects were a 300 km (186 
mile) gas pipeline, a massive steel mill in Stalowa Wola, an airplane 
manufacturing facility in Mielec, a truck construction plant licensed by 
Chevrolet in Lublin, and several chemical and munitions factories. The 
Central Industrial Region brought employment to about 100,000 work-
ers, a full quarter of the total number of unemployed.

Equally impressive was Kwiatkowski’s other big project, the port of 
Gdynia. Back in 1917 President Wilson had listed as one of his war aims 
the re-creation of a Polish state with access to the sea, but this ran into a 
major complication when the German-speaking residents of Danzig 
(Gdańsk) vehemently resisted inclusion in the Second Republic. The 
awkward compromise proposed by the West European leaders was to 
make Danzig a “free city” and give Poland some coastal land further to 
the west. This was a bad resolution for Poland, because it meant that 
the Vistula river, the country’s primary waterway, entered the Baltic 
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Sea through foreign territory while Poland got stuck with the so-called 
Polish Corridor, which contained nothing but a few villages and some 
beaches. But they made the best of a bad situation, creating a port city 
out of almost nothing. Gdynia had been a tiny fishing village with 
about 1000 inhabitants, but by 1939 it had been transformed into a city 
of 120,000 people, with a port that grew from 10,000 tons of business in 
1924 to 8.7 million tons in 1939. By the late 1930s Gdynia was the tenth 
largest port in Europe, measured by quantity of shipments. Today 
Gdynia even has a spot on the world edition of Monopoly (albeit the 
one replacing Mediterranean Avenue on the original board).

In 1939 the Polish government released an ambitious Fifteen Year 
Plan for Rebuilding Poland. This document envisioned a series of three-
year projects that would culminate in 1954 with the elimination of the 
differences between Poland A and Poland B. We can only guess what 
might have come of this plan had it ever been implemented, but while 
the alternative future envisioned by the plan is in the realm of specula-
tion, the mindset behind the plan was very real. The Poland imagined 
there was an industrialized, fully modern country that could face its 
neighbors on equal terms. Like all propaganda, we need to take this 
vision with a grain of salt, but we also have to recognize that the ideal 
Poland of 1939’s future did already exist within the actual Poland of 
1939. The Second Republic was a part of the industrializing world of 
the early 20th century, and while it was worse off than some of its 
neighbors, it was richer than others. Poland was not a land that time 
forgot, not a primitive backwater cut off from the developed world. The 
aggregate poverty and underdevelopment of the Second Republic must 
not be allowed to conceal from our view the significant industrialized 
and modernized pockets, just as life in Warsaw should not be extrapo-
lated to the small towns and villages of Volhynia. Many politicians 
dreamed of a Poland that was unified and homogeneous, but the 
 economic and social reality defied most generalizations.
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Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 2008.

Roszkowski, Wojciech. Land Reform in East Central Europe after WWI. Warsaw: 
ISP PAN, 1995.

Tomaszewski, Jerzy and Zbigniew Landau. Polska w Europie i sẃiecie w latach 
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Żarnowska, Anna and Andrzej Szwarc, eds. Równe prawa i nierówne szanse: 
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Żarnowski, Janusz. State, Society and Intelligentsia: Modern Poland and its Regional 
Context. Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2003.



Poland in the Modern World: Beyond Martyrdom, First Edition. Brian Porter-Szűcs. 
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JEWS, UKRAINIANS, AND OTHER 
POLES IN THE INTERWAR 

PERIOD

The Second Republic’s first census in 1921 asked respondents to declare 
their nationality (narodowosć)́, and 69 percent said that they were Polish. 
Ten years later the authorities rephrased the question to focus on 
 language (język ojczysty, literally “paternal tongue”), and 63.8 percent 
identified themselves as polonophones (see Figure 6.1). Both censuses 
asked about religion, and once again just under two thirds reported 
that they were Latin Rite Roman Catholics. So no matter how you slice 
it, the Second Republic was far from a homogeneous nation-state. 
Alongside Poles there were large communities of Ukrainians, 
Belarusians, Germans, and Jews (see Figure 6.2), and alongside Roman 
Catholics there were Eastern Rite Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Jews, 
and Protestants. Within Europe, the only countries in which the largest 
ethnic group had a smaller share of the overall population were 
Switzerland, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, USSR, and Belgium – each an 
explicitly multinational confederation.

This hodgepodge is difficult to talk about because the adjective 
“Polish” was used to describe the state and its citizens, even though 
only about two thirds of the population used the term to designate their 
own ethnic and national identity. Depending on the context and the 
speaker, one could be both Polish (a citizen of the Second Republic) and 
not Polish (in the ethno-national sense – a Jew, Ukrainian, etc.). The 
National Democrats and their allies wanted to emphasize this distinc-
tion. They believed that the state should be the political embodiment of 
the nation, and they considered those who weren’t Roman Catholic 
polonophones to be “minorities” whose interests were subordinate to 
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those of “true Poles.” Ironically, the most die-hard Ukrainian nation-
alists and the Zionists agreed with the Endecja on this point: in their 
view, a state could and should have only one titular nationality, so they 
considered it necessary to establish their own independent country. The 
Piłsudczycy and the socialists, in contrast, wanted to build a multicul-
tural state in which everyone could be equal regardless of language, 
religion, or ethnic identity. Some of the most idealistic had once dreamed 
of redefining the very concept of “Polish” so that the word would 
refer not to an ethnicity at all, but to an expansive identity that incorpo-
rated cultural diversity. For example, in some circles it was popular 
to talk about “Poles of the Faith of Moses” rather than “Jews,” although 
that  appellation never really caught on among the general public. 
Nonetheless, the aspiration to a culturally inclusive understanding of 
citizenship survived even as it was besieged on one side by nationalist 
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Figure 6.1 Census data from the Second Republic. Compiled from data in 
Historia Polski w liczbach (Warsaw: Główny Urzad̨ Statystyczny, 2003), 382–383, 
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separatism (from within the “minority” communities) and on the other 
by demands for nationalist homogenization (from the Endecja). This 
tension between the culturally unified national state and the diverse 
civic state was one of the central points of ideological and cultural con-
flict throughout the history of the Second Republic.

Some trends during the 1920s and 1930s seemed to be moving 
towards greater separation and conflict. Nationalist activists worked 
hard to convince people that they should prioritize their linguistic and 
cultural community in all aspects of their lives, and view those out-
side their group not only as different, but as hostile. Magazines, news-
papers, plays, sermons, and even sports clubs were used to promote 
such messages. We must never forget that nationalism was an ideol-
ogy with a specific history, not some sort of inevitable and eternal way 
of seeing the world. That said, by the 1920s this worldview was so 
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firmly ensconced in Poland that few could imagine any other means 
of making sense of public life. In hindsight it is easy to depict these 
developments as foreshadowing the senseless mass murders of World 
War II. But historians must always be on guard against teleologies – 
stories that focus on antecedents to such an extent that the results 
appear inevitable. There were, in fact, trends moving in the opposite 
direction as well, towards more integration. For example, despite laws 
that permitted schools to be established in any language, more and 
more young people were opting for (or being pushed into) Polish-
language schools. By the time of the 1937–38 school year, 86 percent of 
all students were being educated entirely in Polish, and another 11 
percent were in bilingual schools. Only 3 percent of the young people 
were taught entirely in some other language.1 The generation born 
after 1918 grew up speaking many different languages at home, while 
using Polish in the public sphere. But linguistic fluency does not imply 
any sense of collective identity, and cultural assimilation can coexist 
with ideologies of difference. If we imagine a history in which the 
Second Republic had not been destroyed, it’s probably safe to predict 
that this cultural convergence would have progressed very slowly and 
the divisiveness of nationalism would have been an issue in Polish 
politics for a long time to come. But it is equally likely that common 
education, an increasingly shared economic life, and eventually even 
secularization and intermarriage would have blunted the edges of 
identity politics.

Any discussion of identity (be it linguistic, religious, class, gender, 
or whatever) must take into account that most people, most of the 
time, were not thinking about their ethnicity. Where discrimination is 
widespread it is harder to ignore the labels used to separate and cat-
egorize people, but even Jews confronting pervasive antisemitism 
were able to spend most of their time thinking about their jobs, their 
studies, their friends and family, the newest local scandal, the weather, 
or any of a thousand other mundane concerns. In the villages and 
towns of Poland people had been living with diversity for centuries, 
and they knew how to manage it without disrupting the flow of eve-
ryday life. Every so often conflicts would arise, but those tense 
moments were not the norm. They only fill up our vision retrospec-
tively because exceptional events stand out, while boring everyday 
coexistence is invisible. Memoirs and diaries from the interwar years 
report that people with different languages and religions got along 
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pretty well most of the time. Far too many accounts of the Second 
Republic point to ethnic diversity as an inevitable problem, as if 
 heterogeneity in and of itself was dangerous, as if cultural pluralism 
must always lead to conflict. That sort of simplistic fatalism is belied 
by the long history of multiculturalism all over the world. Linguistic 
and ethnic pluralism did not doom the Second Republic; heterogene-
ity only became a problem because of the ideological and political 
pathologies of early 20th century Europe, from which Poland was 
sadly not immune.

Jewish Poles and Polish Jews

In the 1930s there were more Jews living in Poland than any country 
aside from the United States, and a large segment of those American 
Jews had only recently migrated from the Polish lands. Although the 
roughly 3 million Jews of Poland made up only 10 percent of the popu-
lation, their presence was disproportionately important because they 
were concentrated in the cities and towns. Around a third of the inhab-
itants of Warsaw, Łódz,́ and Lwów were Jewish, as were around a quar-
ter of the people living in Kraków and Wilno. In the smaller towns in 
the eastern borderlands like Grodno or Brzesć,́ Jews often exceeded 40 
percent of the population. Although it is quite common to consider 
Jewish history and Polish history to be two separate topics, they are in 
fact tightly intertwined. Many cultural barriers separated Jews and 
Christians in the Second Republic, but anyone living in a city or town 
(and a great many in the countryside as well) could hardly have gone a 
day without at least some casual interaction with someone from the 
other community.

When thinking about Jewish life in interwar Poland we need to avoid 
two related oversimplifications. Some have depicted Jewish–Christian 
relations as harmonious, characterized by mutual tolerance and friendly 
coexistence, while others have described the Second Republic as a land 
of unrelenting conflict and violence. Each story is misleading, even 
though both contain grains of truth. The best approach is to think of 
two communities locked in a symbiotic relationship, with each depend-
ent upon the other.2 That relationship was sometimes tense and some-
times friendly, and it ensured an ongoing separation between the two 
groups even as it kept them inextricably tied together.
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Although there were aborted attempts in the late 19th century to 
introduce the concept of “Poles of the Faith of Moses,” the Jews were 
much more than just a religious group. Most obviously, about 80  percent 
spoke Yiddish at home rather than Polish. Those who grew up before 
World War I would have learned some Polish if their livelihood required 
it (for example, tavern-keepers or merchants), and Jews in Galicia 
would have used Polish to deal with state officials since the 1860s. But 
for those who lived in small towns or worked in trades where most 
of their clients were other Jews, there had been no particular reason to 
learn Polish. This was rapidly changing after 1918. Not only was Polish 
now the language of the state, but the spread of mass popular culture 
and near-universal education elevated Polish to a new importance. 
A  majority of Jewish children in the 1920s went to  integrated Polish 
schools, which infuriated both the antisemites and more traditional 
Jews. Yiddish still flourished, but by the late 1930s it did so alongside 
Polish, not instead of Polish.

Even as fluency in Polish spread, there were still plenty of other fac-
tors that distinguished the Jews from their neighbors. For example, 
Jews retained a concentration in certain lines of work. According to the 
1921 census only about 6 percent of Jews were engaged in agriculture, 
compared to 60 percent of the overall population of the Second Republic. 
Conversely, whereas only 6 percent of the general population worked 
in trade and commerce, over 40 percent of Jews did: 63 percent of all 
shopkeepers were Jewish (88 percent in the eastern borderland regions), 
even though Jews made up about 10 percent of the total population. 
Only a tiny percentage of Jews worked in the professions, but they 
dominated in a few areas: 56 percent of all doctors, 33 percent of 
 lawyers, and 22 percent of journalists were Jewish. On the other hand, 
Jews were locked out of most government jobs (by informal discrimina-
tion, not by law). Only about 3 percent of the teachers in the public 
schools were Jewish, and virtually no Jews worked in the civil adminis-
tration.3 In assessing these numbers we need to recall that around a 
third of the urban population of the Second Republic was Jewish, so if 
we didn’t know the context we would expect them to represent about a 
third of those engaged in urban jobs. In other words, Jews were 
 overrepresented among doctors, slightly underrepresented among 
journalists, and invisible in the state sector. The Jewish participation in 
the industrial workforce was approximately proportionate to their 
share of the urban population.
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In the villages the division of labor was quite sharp: Christian 
 peasants worked the land, and Jews worked in the marketplace and 
the trades. Since at least the 1890 s there had been campaigns by 
 antisemites to open alternative Christian shops, but outside of the big 
cities this rarely succeeded. There was simply no incentive for anyone, 
in either community, to change. A move from peasant farming to 
 working as a shopkeeper entailed much more than just a new job; it 
was an abandonment of a way of life. In peasant culture those who 
dealt with  money rather than land were seen as morally suspect, 
whereas  cultivating one’s own plot brought the highest status. For 
their part, the Jews (like town-dwellers everywhere) tended to look 
down on the peasants and consider farming to be drudgery. But even 
as both tradition and prejudice kept Poles and Jews apart, these same 
forces linked  them closely together in mutual dependency. After all, 
Jewish  merchants and tradesmen could only survive thanks to their 
Christian customers, and vice versa.

Figure 6.3 A village market in interwar Poland (location unknown). Courtesy of 
Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe (National Digital Archive), Poland.
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There is one area in which Jews and Christians did not differ at all: 
poverty. Whether measuring hourly wages or white collar salaries, 
non-Jews come out slightly ahead, but not enough so as to matter. In 
some central European countries (for example, Hungary, Austria, and 
Germany) the small Jewish population was almost entirely urban and 
comparatively well educated and wealthy. The Polish Jewish commu-
nity was quite different. Despite the presence of a handful of promi-
nent Jewish families among the Republic’s elite, the majority of the 
Jewish population remained rural and poor. The antisemitic myth that 
Jews were getting rich by bleeding the peasants was not merely perni-
cious, but factually incorrect. Jewish emigrants from Poland would 
often speak of their “oppression” in the Old Country, and because 
their lives were so hard we can sympathize with this characterization. 
Nonetheless, the causes of their poverty were mostly rooted in the 
 general economic problems described in the last chapter, and to a 
deeply engrained division of labor in the economy that didn’t benefit 
anyone. Because the Jews were concentrated in just a few lines of work, 
they ended up competing with each other in Poland’s feeble consumer 
market, thus driving down prices to the level of bare subsistence.

For their part, the peasants tended to be mistrustful towards those 
who bought their produce and sold manufactured goods in return, 
because the pricing at both ends seemed arbitrary and mysterious. 
Today we are so embedded in capitalist market relations that we accept 
supply-and-demand variations as natural, but in early 20th century 
Eastern Europe many peasants didn’t perceive value to be so unstable. 
We can therefore understand why the peasants suspected that the Jews 
were enriching themselves through unfair commercial schemes, but 
this suspicion was ungrounded. Neither peasants nor Jews were 
exploiting the other. Both were sitting near the bottom of the social 
 ladder, often getting stepped on by those higher up.

Just as the Jews of Poland differed from their central European 
 co-religionists in terms of language and wealth, so did they differ 
 religiously and culturally. Jews in Berlin, Vienna, and Budapest referred 
contemptuously to “Eastern Jews,” whom they considered unenlight-
ened and backward. Some of this went on within the Jewish  community 
of Poland, too. Jews who had lived in Warsaw or Kraków for centuries 
were resentful of the so-called Litvaks (literally, Lithuanians – a deroga-
tory term for Jews from the eastern part of the old Polish–Lithuanian 
Republic), who had migrated westward starting in the late 19th  century. 
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As recently as the 1860s there were only about 73,000 Jews in Warsaw, 
but by World War I there were 337,000, almost all of whom had moved 
there to escape the poverty of the borderlands.4 These eastern Jews 
were often Hassidic, and their mannerisms and lifestyles made them 
stand out in the larger cities of central Poland. The Hassidic move-
ment had emerged in the 18th century in what was then the south-
eastern part of the Polish-Lithuanian Republic (and is now Ukraine). 
It emphasized a more experiential and mystical religiosity, in contrast 
to the intellectual approach favored by the Jewish establishment of 
their day. Whether Hassidic or not, the eastern Jews dressed differ-
ently, talked differently, and worshiped differently, all of which set 
them apart both from their fellow Jews and even more dramatically 
from the Christians.

It is difficult to make any generalizations about the political or ideo-
logical orientation of the Jewish population in Poland, because a dizzy-
ing array of parties competed for their support. In chapter 2 I introduced 
the Bund, the Jewish socialist organization that mobilized Yiddish-
speaking industrial workers. They grew in electoral strength through-
out the interwar years, and their unionization efforts were particularly 
successful. By the late 1930s the Bund even enjoyed majority support 
among the Jews in some of Poland’s larger cities. In most smaller 
 communities the Agudat Israel (Union of Israel), which defended con-
servative traditions and mores, was the largest political force. This 
group tried to counter trends towards assimilation and secularization, 
and focused on the preservation of distinct Jewish customs. And then 
there were the Zionists, who were committed to the eventual migration 
of the Jews out of Europe and back to the biblical lands of Israel. The 
leaders of Agudat Israel considered Zionist ambitions to be a form of 
blasphemy and hubris, on the grounds that only God had the power to 
bring the Jews back to their ancient homeland. Significantly, this was 
precisely the argument that the Catholic hierarchy made in the 19th 
century in response to the insurrections of the Polish nationalists. 
In both cases a desire to take matters into one’s own hands was juxta-
posed against a pious acceptance of the fate that God ordained. And 
just as a long line of Polish rebels ignored their priests, so did the 
Zionists dismiss the opinions of the more conservative rabbis. Aside 
from this religious argument, conservatives and Zionists offered differ-
ing assessments of the status quo in Poland. Zionists believed that life 
for the Jews was ultimately impossible in Europe, because antisemitism 
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had become so virulent that the only option was migration to the 
Middle East. Also a factor was the conviction (as we have seen, broadly 
popular in early 20th century Europe) that the ideal polity was a 
homogenous nation-state. The Agudat Israel, on the other hand, was 
more comfortable with life in the Second Republic, particularly while 
Piłsudski was in power. Zionism remained the weaker of these forces 
throughout the interwar years, but as antisemitism became a greater 
threat, and as those born after World War I drifted away from the con-
servative traditions of their parents, the balance began to shift in the 
other direction.

It was possible to mix and match the various issues confronting the 
Jews. There were socialists who favored the use of Yiddish and others 
who encouraged assimilation; there were Zionists who wanted to res-
urrect the ancient language of Hebrew and others who considered 
Yiddish to be more practical; there were religious Jews who were also 
Zionists, and others who followed the Agudat Israel. Basically there 
were three major issues: 1) whether to modernize or preserve tradi-
tions; 2) whether to speak Polish, Yiddish, or Hebrew; 3) whether to 
cultivate Jewish life in Poland or to emigrate. One could assemble these 
options in many ways, and just about all the combinations were repre-
sented by competing organizations within the Jewish communities of 
the Second Republic.

Notice that I have not mentioned communism. In the interwar years 
an ugly vulgarity came into the Polish language: żydokomuna, which 
combines the words “Jew” and “Commie.” The paranoid imagination 
of the antisemites invented a vast Jewish conspiracy to destroy Christian 
civilization, and communism was depicted as a central component of 
this plot. The fairy tales of the antisemites were so impervious to reason 
that it may seem pointless to debunk them, but maybe it is nevertheless 
worth noting that the Communist Party had almost no support among 
the Jews before World War II, never winning more than 7 percent of the 
vote in the electoral districts populated mostly by Jews. People of 
Jewish origin made up about 20 percent of the membership of the tiny 
Polish Communist Party, but considering that this party recruited 
exclusively from the urban population, this figure is well below the 
Jewish share of that particular constituency.5 Of course, reality did not 
stop the żydokomuna legend from spreading. Even as distinguished a 
figure as August Cardinal Hlond, the Primate of the Catholic Church in 
Poland, wrote in a pastoral letter from 1936:
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It is a fact that the Jews are fighting with the Catholic Church, that they 
are embedded in freethinking, that they constitute the avant-garde of 
godlessness, the Bolshevik movement, and revolutionary activities. It is a 
fact that Jewish influence on morality is pernicious, and that their 
 publishing houses spread pornography. It is true that the Jews permit 
fraud and usury, and that they carry out trade in live merchandise [a 
euphemism for prostitution]. It is true that in the schools the influence of 
the Jewish youth on the Catholic [youth] is, in general, negative from the 
religious and ethical point of view.

Hlond did tag on a disclaimer: “But let us be fair. Not all Jews are like 
that. A great many Jews are people of faith, honest, just, merciful, chari-
table. In a great many Jewish families the sense of family is healthy and 
edifying. We know people in the Jewish world who are, in an ethical 
sense, talented, noble, honorable.” He also emphasized that violence 
against the Jews was never justified, and that hatred was a corrosive 
sin. But nonetheless he took it as a given that the Jews were a mortal 
danger for Poland.6 It is frustrating to recognize that interwar antisemi-
tism rested on such a thin tissue of misrepresentation, but such is often 
the case with racist ideologies. We want to believe that underneath such 
beliefs there must be some sort of experiential foundation, even if exag-
gerated or distorted, but often we dig down to find nothing at all. There 
were many cultural differences between Jews and Christians in Poland, 
and some of those led to communal tensions. Moreover, those tensions 
could generate deep animosities on both sides. But the ideology of 
 antisemitism, with its conspiracy theories and struggle-for-survival 
rhetoric, was a different beast altogether. It is no coincidence that the 
Endecja’s primary electoral base was in western Poland, the region 
with the smallest number of actual Jews. As noted in Chapter 2, 
more elaborate forms of paranoia flourish best when contact with the 
imaginary conspirators is kept to a minimum.

Antisemites were unable to exert much influence over government 
policy under the Sanacja regime, but they were able to maintain a steady 
pattern of harassment, discrimination, and occasionally violence. On 
several occasions the National Democrats tried to organize boycotts of 
Jewish businesses, and although these efforts failed to gain mass sup-
port they did succeed in spreading fear. During the final years of the 
Second Republic the increasingly radicalized nationalist youth began 
to organize more systematic assaults against the Jews. Precise numbers 
are unknown because not all crimes were reported, but one scholar 
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has  counted 97 violent antisemitic attacks between 1934 and 1939, 
 leading to 14 deaths.7 There had also been a number of brutal pogroms 
earlier, during the Polish–Bolshevik War, when the żydokomuna myth 
inspired some Polish units to attack the Jews, imagining them to be prox-
ies for Lenin’s forces. Just because this violence was less pervasive and 
systematic than in other central European countries does not make it any 
less dangerous, and just because the Polish government refrained from 
instituting formal antisemitic laws did not prevent specific institutions 
from adopting their own discriminatory policies. For example, some 
universities capped the number of Jewish students and even forced Jews 
to sit in separate benches at the back of the lecture halls.

At the heart of the Second Republic’s history is a seeming contradic-
tion. Most first-hand recollections of day-to-day interactions between 
Jews and non-Jews report cordial relations, but when commenting on 
the overall situation the same sources relate a sense of fear and hostility. 
The fear came from the heightened activism of a core of antisemitic 
extremists; the cordiality reflected the fact that most Christians had not 
applied the broad fantasies about “Jewry” to their interactions with 
actual Jews. Even as the żydokomuna mythology spread, an overwhelm-
ing majority would have echoed Cardinal Hlond’s view that “not all 
Jews are like that.” This is hardly a ringing endorsement of interwar 
multiculturalism, but it carried enough ambivalence to prevent Poland 
from descending into the systematic, state-sponsored antisemitism 
seen elsewhere in Europe at the time.

Ukrainians

At more than 3.25 million people and about 14 percent of the total popu-
lation, Ukrainian-speakers constituted the second largest ethnic group in 
the Second Republic (after the polonophones). Prior to World War I most 
people living in the lands we now call Ukraine did not think of them-
selves in national terms, so it was possible for a wide variety of political 
activists to imagine different (and competing) futures for the region. 
These lands had once been part of the Polish–Lithuanian Republic, and 
Piłsudski had dreamed of re-establishing those old boundaries by unit-
ing the Polish and Ukrainian national movements. A few Ukrainian poli-
ticians shared that vision, but a larger group wanted independence, and 
yet others were drawn to the revolutionary project of the Bolsheviks. 
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Immediately after World War I most people were less concerned with 
those disputes, and more worried about staying alive in the midst of war 
and the protracted collapse of nearly all state institutions. The goal of 
Ukrainian independence was eventually swallowed up by the compet-
ing claims of Warsaw and Moscow. The 1921 treaty that ended the 
Polish–Bolshevik War left a Ukrainian Republic within the USSR, and 
several districts with Ukrainian majorities in southeastern Poland.

Although the Ukrainian language is related to Polish, it is written in the 
Cyrillic alphabet and is different enough to limit mutual intelligibility. In 
the Second Republic 11 percent of the elementary school students were 
taught either partially or entirely in Ukrainian, which was about propor-
tionate to the demographic balance. In reality, however, the theory of 
bilingual education was often converted by teachers and school adminis-
trators into a program for assimilating Ukrainian children. Secondary 
school students, moreover, were taught almost entirely in Polish, with 
only about 3 percent of the Republic’s teenagers having access to 
Ukrainian language education.8 A non-governmental organization called 
the Prosvita Society had been active since 1868 promoting Ukrainian lan-
guage and culture, and despite some harassment from the Polish authori-
ties this group thrived in the 1920s. They set up thousands of reading 
rooms, theater clubs, and musical groups, bringing the idea of Ukrainian 
national identity to peasants in some of the most remote villages. Even 
with all this effort, however, most of the rural population in the Ukrainian 
regions of the Second Republic was still illiterate in the late 1930s.

By religion Ukrainian-speakers were most likely to be either Eastern 
Orthodox or Eastern Rite Catholics. For most of the 19th century the 
Russian imperial authorities tried to forcibly convert the Eastern Rite 
Catholics to Orthodoxy, and their partial success led to divisions within 
the Ukrainian community. The affiliation of Orthodoxy with Russia 
was formally broken in 1921 with the creation of the Polish 
Autocephalous Orthodox Church, but distrust remained on both sides. 
Ironically, the Eastern Rite Catholics continued to face discrimination 
during the interwar years, this time from the Latin Rite clergy. Although 
the Vatican insisted that all Catholics were the same, the Uniates strug-
gled against not-too-subtle attempts by Polish priests to pressure 
believers to adhere to the Latin Rite.9

Alongside language and religion, the Ukrainian population in the 
Second Republic was distinguished by class and status. In the south-
eastern parts of the country nearly all the large landowners were Polish, 
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and most of the peasants were Ukrainian. Of course there were plenty 
of very poor Polish peasants as well, but there were very few wealthy 
Ukrainians. This made it easy for Ukrainian activists to promote their 
cause both as a national struggle against the Poles and as a social strug-
gle against the landowning nobility.

The reality on the ground in the southeast bore little resemblance to the 
high-minded rhetoric of the Piłsudczycy about Ukrainian–Polish brother-
hood. First of all, Polish advocates of multiculturalism were balanced by 
National Democrats demanding forced assimilation into a homogeneous 
nation-state. Prime minister Władysław Grabski, whose hardline austerity 
measures were discussed in the last chapter, also pushed through a law 
mandating the use of Polish in all government offices, whether or not 
any Polish-speakers lived nearby. He even tried to eliminate Ukrainian-
only elementary schools. But even when proponents of diversity had the 
upper hand in Warsaw, local administrators tended to push an assimilation 
agenda. Attempts by Prosvita to spread Ukrainian culture were hampered 
by bureaucratic intransigence, and in 1938 the organization was banned.

Meanwhile, Ukrainian activists turned increasingly to extreme meas-
ures. Even prior to World War I some Ukrainians had used violence as 
a political tool (much as Piłsudski himself had). The most famous 
instance was the assassination in 1908 of the Polish governor of Galicia, 
an event which poisoned Polish–Ukrainian relations even before all the 
bitter fighting of World War I and the Polish–Bolshevik War. By the 
1920s a whole generation of Ukrainian nationalists had come of age 
knowing only the politics of violence, and they carried these strategies 
over to their dealings with the authorities of the Second Republic. This 
trend  culminated in 1929 with the formation of the Organization of 
Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN), which declared at its first congress, 
“Only the complete removal of all occupiers from Ukrainian lands will 
allow for the general development of the Ukrainian Nation within its 
own state”10 To achieve these objectives the OUN employed terror, 
 targeting not only Polish officials but also moderate Ukrainians who 
advocated cooperation with Warsaw.

Typically the use of political terror intensifies a conflict, provoking 
harsh responses that in turn bring the terrorists more supporters. This 
was a deliberate strategy of the OUN, and it worked. Piłsudski reacted to 
the violence in the southeast with a crackdown on Ukrainian nationalists 
that extended far beyond the violent OUN core. The situation  deteriorated 
until, in 1930, he ordered the military to launch a  “pacification”  campaign 
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that involved public beatings, the burning down of Orthodox and Uniate 
churches, and the arrest of more than a thousand Ukrainians. Most were 
eventually released, but many ended up in the Bereza Kartuska intern-
ment camp, where they constituted the second largest segment of the 
prison population (after the communists). To be sure, the Polish authori-
ties did uncover stocks of weapons and explosives, but in the process 
they intensified Ukrainian ill-will toward Poland. With each passing 
year the violence got worse and worse, as Ukrainian–Polish relations 
spiraled into the abyss.

Although the Jews and the Ukrainians were the largest ethnic minorities 
in the Second Republic, they weren’t the only ones. A few hundred 
 kilometers east of Warsaw one could find about a million people whom 
ethnographers called Belarusians. They spoke a language related to both 
Ukrainian and Polish, but distinct from each. Most were members of the 
Eastern Orthodox church. Unlike the Ukrainians, however, there was only 
a small movement working towards the creation of a Belarusian national 
identity. In 1921 about 700,000 people from this region, when asked what 
their nationality was, responded “tutejsi,” which translates roughly as 
“local” or “from here.” They are typically labeled Belarusians, but some of 
them were unfamiliar with the term (and a great many others were pres-
sured to use “tutejsi” by census-takers who wanted to downplay the size 
of the Belarusian minority). There was a Belarusian Club in the Polish 
parliament, with 11 representatives in the Sejm and three senators. 
In 1925 an organization called the Hromada (meaning “Union” – short for 
Belarusian Peasants’ and Workers’ Union) was formed to promote the 
interest of the peasants in that part of the country. It called for greater local 
self-government, expanded linguistic and cultural rights, and radical land 
reform. With that agenda the Hromada gained over 100,000 members, but 
in 1927 the authorities banned the organization on charges of communist 
infiltration. The Belarusians had an even harder time than the Ukrainians 
in setting up schools in their language. In the 1934–35 school year there 
were only 16 elementary schools in the Belarusian language; by 1936 there 
were eight; and by 1937 there were none.

Among those who usually get lumped together as “others” on 
charts of the Second Republic’s diversity, there were about 80,000 
Lithuanians, 140,000 Russians, and a few thousand Roma (Gypsies), 
Tatars, and Armenians. There were also nearly 750,000 Germans, 
whose fate I will describe in the next chapter. As I argued earlier, there 
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was nothing intrinsically problematic about all this diversity, but it 
became a problem thanks to the rise of exclusionary nationalism as an 
ideological force. In this regard, Poland offered a microcosm of a much 
broader issue. All over the European continent – in the Basque region 
of Spain, in Northern Ireland, in Silesia, in Volhynia, in the Balkans, 
and in dozens of other areas large and small – the concept of the 
nation-state was spreading into areas where it simply could not be 
applied. To remake the world in the nationalist image, the first step 
was to transform coexistence into conflict, with the hope that if things 
got bad enough all the “foreigners” would leave. The greatest enemies 
of any nationalist were not really the members of an opposing nation, 
but the people who couldn’t understand why they were supposed to 
hate those who were different than themselves. Tragically, as the kill-
ings and reprisals mounted people had little choice but to declare 
themselves for one side or the other. Though the Poles and the 
Ukrainians would fight on, the real winner was nationalism as such.
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WORLD WAR II, 1939–45

When Hitler ordered the invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, he 
triggered a chain of events that sparked a global conflagration worse 
than anything humanity had ever experienced. It’s hard to come up 
with a figure for the casualties caused by World War II, but estimates 
range between 62 million and 78 million deaths worldwide. Civilians 
account for about two thirds of this figure, and about 20 percent came 
from starvation or disease directly caused by the war. The Soviet 
Union suffered the highest absolute number of casualties (at least 
23 million), with China not far behind. It was Poland, though, that had 
the highest percentage of human losses: according to the best data 
available, somewhere between 5.6 and 5.8 million Polish citizens 
 perished during World War II, which was more than 16 percent of the 
prewar population (see Figure 7.1).1 To put all this in perspective, for 
Great Britain today to lose a share of its inhabitants comparable to 
Poland’s losses between 1939 and 1945, everyone in both the greater 
London and greater Manchester metropolitan areas would perish. 
A comparable percentage loss in the United States would entail the 
death of everyone on the west coast – the states of California, Oregon, 
and Washington combined.

The war did not fall evenly on the various communities within pre-
war Poland (see Figure  7.2). This makes it hard to calculate Polish 
deaths, because it all depends on how one defines “Polish.” We could 
count losses among those who were Polish citizens before 1939, but 
this was not the category employed during the Occupation, nor would 
it line up with the contours of Poland after the war. In the twisted 
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 universe of Nazi Europe, one’s “race” counted more than anything else, 
and this heavily determined one’s chances of survival. Needless to say, 
the Jews of Poland suffered vastly more than anyone else, with just 
under 3 million dying in the Holocaust – around 92 percent of the total 
number of Jews in pre-war Poland. Among non-Jews, military deaths 
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constituted a relatively small portion of the total casualty figures, though 
as raw numbers they are huge: about 97,000 Polish soldiers died in 1939 
alone – a figure nearly as large as the total number of  battlefield deaths 
suffered by the United States in the Pacific theater during the entirety of 
World War II. At least another 51,000 soldiers in the underground resist-
ance died before the war was over. Civilian casualties among the Polish-
speaking, non- Jewish population were between 1.8 million and 2 
 million, with an additional half million Ukrainian- or Belarusian-
speaking  citizens of the Second Republic dying as well. As we will see 
below, the Soviet Union occupied a large portion of eastern Poland 
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Figure 7.2 Cause of death of citizens of the Second Republic killed during WWII. 
Compiled from Wojciech Materski and Tomasz Szarota, Polska 1939–1945: Straty 
osobowe i ofiary represji pod dwiema okupacjami (Poland, 1939–45: Human 
casualties and victims of repression under two occupations) (Warsaw: Instytut 
Pamięci Narodowej, 2009). All these figures are estimates based on incomplete 
data, so they should not be taken as definitive. 
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between 1939 and 1941, and then annexed those territories after the war. 
But while the citizens of the Second Republic thus suffered under 
two murderous occupations, there was no comparison in the level of 
 violence: the Soviets were responsible for at least 150,000 deaths (some 
estimates are higher), while the Nazis killed at least 5.7 million. These 
numbers have been studied and disputed for decades, and all of them 
should be taken as approximations. Many deaths were never recorded, 
and not all the administrative records have survived. But one basic fact 
is clear: nearly every survivor knew someone who died, and a large 
majority witnessed the violence first-hand. This is a story of trauma on 
a scale that few today can even imagine.

Too much focus on the numbers can obscure an important point: for 
those who died it mattered little whether they were one of a thousand 
or one of a million. Each death was an individual tragedy; each horror 
was no less or more horrifying because of the scale of the crime. A mur-
derer who killed ten people is not exonerated by the fact that another 
murderer killed hundreds. To say that Jews suffered vastly more than 
Christians is undeniably true, just as it is true to say that the German 
occupation was more deadly than the Soviet one. But there is some-
thing vulgar about such comparisons, because they make us forget that 
a child whose mother was murdered felt the same agony regardless of 
the killer’s motives or the mother’s identity. We must always take great 
care to avoid the trap of remembering World War II using the Nazis’ 
own methods: allowing “race” (or ethnicity or nationality) to filter our 
empathy, or permitting dry statistics to distract us from the unspeaka-
ble acts that we must remember.

The September Campaign

After the fall of Czechoslovakia to the Nazis in 1938, it was painfully 
obvious that Poland was the next target in the Nazi crosshairs. There 
were several long-standing points of contention between the two coun-
tries, but all these pale in importance next to the most basic cause of the 
war: Hitler’s expansionist, racist dreams. Three major issues were 
emphasized by the diplomats in the 1930s:

1. Danzig (Gdańsk), the “free city” set up after World War I at the 
mouth of the Vistula river;
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2. the so-called Polish Corridor, which gave the Second Republic a 
thin strip of land providing access to the sea, while cutting East 
Prussia off from the rest of Germany;

3. the German-speaking minority in Poland.

The first two problems were indeed difficult to solve, because both 
sides had reasons to be resentful about the way the boundary lines had 
been drawn after World War I. The third problem was even worse, 
because no matter what the Polish government did, the German-
speaking population of the Second Republic was unlikely to be satis-
fied. This group (just under 4 percent of the total population) had been 
members of a privileged majority prior to World War I, at a time when 
Germans tended to look upon Poles as inferior. Suddenly after 1918 
they found themselves within a Polish state, and their bitterness was as 
predictable as it was lamentable. It is hardly surprising that the Nazi 
party was significantly stronger among the Germans in Poland than it 
was in Germany itself, though of course we must not overgeneralize – 
there were many German-speaking citizens of the Second Republic 
who weren’t interested in politics, and didn’t much care whether they 
sent their taxes to Warsaw or Berlin. In fact, the Republic didn’t give 
them much reason to care: German-language schools, newspapers, 
churches, and political parties could all function and even thrive.

German diplomats exploited all these issues, but for Hitler they were 
secondary concerns. He made no secret of his desire to establish what 
he called lebensraum (living space) in the east, in Poland, Ukraine, 
Belarus, and Russia. The Nazis shared the worldview so common on 
the European right in the early 20th century that nations needed to 
expand in order to survive, and German nationalists had long believed 
that the “natural” outlet for their expansion was eastern Europe. Nazi 
racism added to these aggressive ambitions a stark hierarchy that rele-
gated the Poles, Ukrainians, Russians, and other Slavs to subservience 
and treated the very existence of the Jews as a “problem” that needed 
to be “solved.” Hatred of the Jews was not some sort of appendage onto 
Nazism, not merely an uncomfortable feature of a worldview that 
might otherwise be redeemable. Antisemitism was the glue that held 
the various strands of Nazism together, fusing an opposition to social-
ism with a hatred of big business (the two primary components of the 
imaginary international Jewish conspiracy). For Hitler, the invasion of 
1939 was not only an attack on Poland; it was also part of his broader 
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war against the Jews. He had already pushed most of Germany’s Jewish 
community into exile, and only about 200,000 marginalized, besieged 
individuals remained at the start of the war. That was a tiny figure in 
comparison with the nearly 3 million Jews who lived in the Second 
Republic. If Hitler was to truly carry out a war against the Jews, he had 
to go where they lived: Poland.

This doesn’t mean that all the Nazi leaders, much less the rank-and-
file German soldiers, marched into Poland with a carefully prepared 
roadmap for the subjugation of the Poles and the annihilation of the 
Jews. Obviously there were no reliable public opinion surveys in Nazi 
Germany, but it does not seem that there was much enthusiasm for 
going to war in 1939. Among those who did support Hitler’s acts of 
aggression, most just wanted to restore what Germany had lost after 
World War I. Even among the Nazi leadership there was a variety of 
competing priorities and ambitions. Acknowledging all that, it is none-
theless incontestable that ideology played a crucial role in the start of 
World War II, and that antisemitism was at the very core of Nazi 
ideology.2

Once Hitler had his mind set on war, there wasn’t much that could 
have stopped him. A resolute stand by Britain or France might have 
made a difference, but they had shown their hand in 1938 when they 
permitted Hitler to annex Austria and destroy Czechoslovakia. The 
consensus among the French authorities was that their army was not 
ready for a war against Germany unless they could count on British 
support. While the French government at the time was a center-left coa-
lition whose opposition to Hitler was firm enough, the French military 
command and the right-wing political opposition were less resolute. 
Most French conservatives considered Hitler to be vulgar and extrem-
ist, but they also found him to be useful. After all, he had destroyed the 
German left and was constantly making belligerent noises about the 
Soviet Union. For the West European right, no danger was greater than 
the USSR, and many were ready to turn a blind eye to Hitler’s “excesses” 
if he served the goal of containing communism. The same attitude 
could be found in Britain, where many in the governing Conservative 
Party were tolerant of the Nazis, or even (in a few cases) sympathetic. 
Winston Churchill’s wing of the party did not share that view, but in 
the late 1930s he was still outside the Tory mainstream. People often 
remember the British policy of appeasement as if it stemmed from paci-
fism or even (in more judgmental accounts) cowardice. To be sure, there 
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was a reluctance among the general public in both Britain and France to 
go to war again so soon after the bloodbath of World War I, but this 
sentiment was not the main issue for those making the diplomatic and 
military decisions. More important in the late 1930s was an ambiva-
lence among many (though by no means all) Western statesmen about 
whether Hitler was a menace or an asset in international affairs.

That brings us to the real indeterminacy in 1939: the position of the 
USSR. Hitler was not worried that Stalin might actually support the Poles 
if Germany invaded. The Polish–Bolshevik war was still fresh enough in 
everyone’s memory to ensure that neither Warsaw nor Moscow would be 
inclined to cooperate. Poland and the USSR did sign a treaty of non-
aggression in 1932, but that hardly softened the ill will between the two 
governments. In any case, Stalin was far too distrustful to pursue sincerely 
a policy of collective security, particularly in alliance with capitalist coun-
tries. Nonetheless, Hitler had reason to worry about the USSR. If Stalin 
saw German expansion into Poland as a threat to his country (which it 
was), he might intervene to pre-empt the possibility of the Germans con-
tinuing eastward once Poland fell. Even Hitler understood that the 
German army was not ready yet for that sort of war. Fortunately for him 
(and unfortunately for the rest of humanity), Stalin wasn’t prepared either.

Secret negotiations between the USSR and Germany throughout the 
summer of 1939 were based on the Machiavellian conclusion that nei-
ther power had the resources just then to fight the other, and facilitated 
by the fact that both Hitler and Stalin had contempt for the Polish 
Republic. Therefore it wasn’t hard for them to come to an agreement, 
which was announced to a stunned world on August 23. On the surface 
it was amazing enough: a declaration of non-aggression between the 
two powers that everyone (including their own populations) had 
assumed to be irreconcilable enemies. Just as many on the right in 
Western Europe and the United States tolerated Hitler as a useful 
weapon in the fight against communism, so did many on the left accept 
Stalin as the only consistent antifascist on the world stage. Many social-
ists and even liberals in the West refused to believe the early reports 
about Stalin’s crimes, and many others argued that whatever the Soviet 
leader had done, he was still a useful counterweight to the Nazi threat. 
Both sides of the mid-20th century ideological confrontation had 
embraced that most pernicious of political aphorisms: “the enemy of my 
enemy is my friend.” The Nazi–Soviet Pact was a punch in the gut to all 
those who had followed that flawed reasoning. The disillusionment 
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would have been even greater had people at the time known about the 
secret protocols of the Nazi–Soviet Pact (also known as the Molotov–
Ribbentrop Pact, after the two foreign ministers who negotiated it). 
An  undisclosed appendix to the treaty confirmed Hitler’s plans to 
invade Poland, and drew a line through the Second Republic to separate 
German and Soviet zones of occupation. Poland had been partitioned 
once again (as shown in Figure 7.3).

It didn’t take Hitler long after that. Just a week later, on September 1, 
1939, German forces flooded into Poland. The Führer gave a speech to 
his generals a week earlier, in which he was reported to have said:

“The destruction of Poland shall be the primary objective …. I shall give 
a propagandistic cause for starting the war, never mind whether it be 

Figure 7.3 The Nazi and Soviet partition of Poland.
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plausible or not. The victor shall not be asked, later on, whether we told 
the truth or not. In starting and making a war, it is not right that matters, 
but victory. Have no pity.”3

The Poles were hopelessly outmatched by the German army, with less 
than a third of the number of tanks and airplanes, and half as many 
soldiers. The Nazi propaganda apparatus later circulated a story that 
the Polish army was so primitive that they deployed cavalry in a foolish 
attempt to stop the German tanks. Some anecdotes can be false but 
nonetheless illustrative of a deeper truth. Others can be true but mis-
leading. This one is both false and misleading. The Polish cavalry was 
widely used during the campaign (mostly against infantry), but never 
was a suicidal charge ordered against oncoming tanks. Even more 
important, although cavalry doesn’t fit within popular images of mod-
ern warfare, horses still had an important role to play in the 1940s 
because of their mobility and low cost (compared to motorized vehicles). 
The Germans and the Soviets also made extensive use of horses in 
logistics, reconnaissance, flanking maneuvers, and hit-and-run attacks – 
precisely the way cavalry was used by the Poles. In fact, more than 
2.5 million horses served in the German army during World War II.4

Even worse than the inaccuracy of the horse-on-tank legend is the 
picture it gives of the Polish military in 1939. The Poles were out-
matched by the much larger enemy force, but this was hardly a battle 
between a 20th century German juggernaut and a Polish military fossil. 
The Second Republic was plagued by poverty and underdevelopment, 
but it was nonetheless a country in which a third of the population was 
employed in industrial production, and in which all the features of the 
modern world had taken root. The Polish air force and anti-aircraft 
artillery succeeded in shooting down 564 German planes – contrary to 
another myth, the Germans did not completely destroy the Polish 
air force in the first days of the assault. The Poles may have only had 
880 tanks, but they managed to take out 993 German tanks – nearly a 
third of the armored units deployed in the campaign. This was in part 
due to the innovative UR rifle, a weapon developed in 1938 that could 
penetrate the armor of any German tank from 100 meters away. No 
other military at the time had a rifle that could match that. Significantly, 
the gun was issued primarily to cavalry units, which would use their 
horses to move quickly to strategic positions, dismount, and fire the UR 
while prone on the ground, using a tripod. More than 16,000 German 
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soldiers lost their lives in 1939, so this was hardly a cost-free victory for 
the Third Reich. The invasion of Poland can be seen from a better 
 perspective if we recall that in 1940 a larger and much wealthier France 
held out against the German assault for 43 days, only a week longer 
than the 35 days it had taken to conquer Poland.

While it is unrealistic to imagine that the Polish military could have 
stopped the Nazi onslaught, it might (at least in theory) have been able 
to slow it down long enough for Polish diplomats to persuade the 
French and British to take action in the West. But another factor turned 
the Polish defeat into a rout: on September 17 Stalin ordered the Red 
Army to invade from the east. The Soviets claimed that they were pro-
tecting the Belarusians and Ukrainians who lived in eastern Poland, but 
of course Stalin was really just fulfilling his part of the Nazi–Soviet 
Pact. The end came quickly after that. The Polish government fled into 
exile, and Warsaw fell to the Nazis on September 28. Fighting  continued 
sporadically until October 6, after which the Nazis and Soviets were 
able to divide the spoils of their joint conquest. In a mere five weeks 
nearly 100,000 soldiers had been killed, with many more wounded or 
taken into captivity. The magnitude of those casualty figures should 
dispel any doubts about the fierceness of Polish resistance. They were 
simply overpowered by the extraordinary size of the invasion force: 
1.8  million Germans, 617,000 Soviets, and 50,000 Slovaks confronted 
just under a million Polish soldiers. Poland’s supposed allies, Britain 
and France, had more than five million soldiers poised on the Third 
Reich’s western border, where they outnumbered the Germans by more 
than 4:1. They passively watched as the Second Republic fell.

I have given no date for the formal surrender of Poland, because it 
never happened. The Western allies continued to recognize the Polish 
government-in-exile, which was quickly reconstituted as a broad coali-
tion. They were initially based in France, but after that country fell the 
Poles retreated to Britain, thus becoming known as the “London 
Government” (not to be confused with that other London government – 
the one led by Winston Churchill). The new prime minister was 
Władysław Sikorski, a general whose determined opposition to the 
Sanacja gave him solid democratic bona fides and ensured that he bore 
no taint from the defeat of 1939. A Rada Narodowa (National Council) 
was also formed as a sort of parliament-in-exile, with representatives 
from nearly all the prewar parties, ranging from the Endecja to the 
socialists and including the Zionists and the Bund. Many Polish  soldiers 
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also escaped, eventually forming an army-in-exile that made important 
contributions to the war. The London Government even had financial 
resources, because the country’s gold supplies had been smuggled out 
in 1939 in an adventure of cinematic improbability.5 So both in a strictly 
legal sense and in a practical sense, the Polish state survived even 
though the country was occupied.

Occupation and Terror

Many people in 1939 could remember clearly what it was like to live 
under German or Russian rule – it hadn’t been that long since the 
Second Republic had been created. Nothing, however, could have pre-
pared them for what was to come.

Those in the Soviet sphere of control had to cope with a world 
turned upside down, in which old social and ethnic hierarchies were 
inverted from one day to the next. Hitler broke the Nazi–Soviet Pact 
in June 1941 with an invasion of the USSR, but those 23 months under 
Stalin’s control gave the citizens of the Second Republic east of the 
Bug river a distinctive experience of World War II. The first problem 
the Soviets faced was how to actually extend their administrative 
authority into these new territories. Thanks to Stalin’s deadly purges 
of the 1930s, which hit white collar employees and Communist Party 
members particularly hard, the lack of qualified officials was even 
more acute than usual. There was hardly anyone in Poland with ade-
quate communist ideological credentials, so the Soviets recruited 
anyone who seemed likely to resent the elites of the Second Republic, 
for whatever reason. In eastern Poland there was a pronounced over-
lap between ethnicity and class, with a large percentage of the poor 
peasants speaking Belarusian or Ukrainian, nearly all the poor mer-
chants speaking Yiddish, and the bulk of the teachers, policemen, 
state officials, wealthier peasants, and gentry landowners speaking 
Polish. Thus when the Soviets looked to the poor and disenfranchised 
to assume new positions of authority, this had the (not entirely unin-
tended) consequence of exposing the polonophones to the worst that 
Stalin’s USSR had to offer.

For about 320,000 people, that meant forced deportation to Central 
Asia or Siberia.6 The new state authorities wanted to remove from the 
border region anyone who might become an enemy, particularly 
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 considering the instability of the non-aggression pact with Nazi 
Germany. Even though the operative category in identifying enemies 
was supposed to be class rather than ethnicity, the way these categories 
overlapped in the borderlands made this distinction irrelevant. It is not 
entirely clear how the Soviets defined “Polish” in their records, but 
over 80 percent of the deportees were listed as such (the others would 
have been Ukrainians, Belarusians, or Jews from the Second Republic). 
Between a quarter and a third were children, because families were 
usually sent away together. Their new homes were in thinly populated 
regions to the east, bleak lands with inadequate housing and suste-
nance. Estimates of the casualties among the deportees vary, but most 
scholars place the losses from disease, malnutrition, and overwork at 
around 60,000 people.

As bad as the deportations were, some endured an even worse fate. 
Approximately 110,000 citizens of the Second Republic were arrested 
under a variety of trumped-up charges, many of whom entered the 
infamous Gulag system – the network of forced labor camps that swal-
lowed millions of Soviet citizens in the Stalinist years. In addition, 
about 45,000 military officers captured during the 1939 campaign 
remained in detention. Protracted interrogations ensued, aimed at 
determining which of the captives were likely to accept the communist 
system. Those who were deemed to be incorrigible were detained until 
March 5, 1940, when Soviet authorities ordered that 14,552 prisoners of 
war and 7305 other captives be shot in the back of the head and buried 
in mass graves. Those figures include all the known victims, but there 
may be a few hundred more. The most infamous of these crime scenes 
was located in the Katyń forest near Smolensk, and it will return to our 
story later. Several thousand additional prisoners were killed by the 
Soviets in other incidents, with some murdered as late as the summer 
of 1941, in the midst of the Nazi invasion of the USSR.

Those left behind had to deal with the forced collectivization of agri-
cultural land, the confiscation of nearly all forms of private stores and 
workshops, the closure or tight control of all forms of religious life, and 
compulsory “re-education” campaigns. We will deal with all these 
issues later when we discuss the postwar construction of the Polish 
People’s Republic, but for now suffice it to say that the process of com-
munist “liberation” was experienced by most ethnic Poles in these ter-
ritories as oppression. The nobility fell the farthest, and peasants 
(regardless of their ethnicity) were unlikely to shed too many tears 
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when the landowners lost their privileges and power. The communists, 
however, looked far beyond the rich in the quest for potential enemies. 
They also targeted schoolteachers, priests, low-level state officials, 
policemen, prosperous peasants, and anyone else who might have had 
a stake in the old order.

Attitudes towards the new regime among Jews, Belarusians, and 
Ukrainians varied. While a certain number of Belarusians and 
Ukrainians obtained positions of authority, most were peasants who 
were forced to join collective farms. Very few would have seen this as 
an improvement. There might have been some modest material gains 
for the very poorest peasants, but the dream of autonomy that came 
from owning even a small private plot had been taken away. What we 
know about peasant culture in Eastern Europe suggests that this loss 
would have been keenly felt. For their part, most Jews were relieved to 
be in the Soviet rather than the Nazi zone of occupation. Because so 
many of them were independent shopkeepers and craftsmen, the col-
lectivism of the Soviet system held little appeal. Only a tiny percentage 
of the Polish Jews had supported the communists prior to World War II, 
and the rest weren’t suddenly converted to the cause in 1939. 
Nonetheless, they knew what was happening to their co-religionists in 
the Nazi occupation zone, and were willing to accept a lot of social 
 dislocation in exchange for survival. Some Jewish communities even 
welcomed Soviet troops in 1939, but such displays did not stem from 
either ideological affinity or anti-Polish resentment; instead, the partici-
pants simply recognized that the arrival of the Soviets meant that the 
Nazis weren’t coming. These conflicting emotions ensured that some 
Jews could be recruited by the Soviet state, though most tried as best 
they could to keep out of trouble and endure whatever might come.

Jewish responses to the Soviet occupation were often viewed by their 
non-Jewish neighbors as unseemly at best, traitorous at worst. The 
żydokomuna mythology only intensified that reaction. Seen from the 
distance of more than six decades, we can understand both the Jews 
who were relieved to see the Soviet troops and the Catholics who con-
sidered the Nazis and Soviets to be equally repugnant. On the ground, 
at the time, it was much harder to see beyond the preconceptions and 
pressing concerns of one’s own family and community. We should also 
remember that while many Jews looked upon the Soviets as the lesser 
evil, there were members of the gentry who greeted the Nazis in a simi-
lar manner, particularly Polish landowners who had been in the Soviet 
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sphere and who saw the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union in 1941 as a 
sort of liberation from communist rule. One Polish noblewoman 
described her feelings at that moment: “We thought of the coming of 
the Germans as a salvation. We looked with delight at the  bombardment. 
So happy were we. For us, it was the Bolsheviks who were absolutely 
the worst. During the time of the Germans the gentry had a good life.”7 
These words did not make this woman a Nazi sympathizer; in fact, she 
helped hide Jews during the war. She was simply reflecting an honest 
assessment of the comparative dangers that she and her family faced 
during the war. The same can be said for Jews who were saved from the 
Nazis in 1939 because they happened to live in the territories conquered 
by the USSR.

By any measure the Soviet occupation of the Second Republic’s east-
ern territories was mercilessly harsh. Only the perverse standards of 
World War II would allow it to be overshadowed by the murderous 
regime imposed upon Polish lands by Nazi Germany. After the fighting 
ended in 1939 the Nazis carved up their partition into two parts. The 
western and northern parts of the Second Republic were simply 
annexed into Germany proper. A total of 450,000 Poles and 300,000 Jews 
were deported from this region, and several hundred thousand German 
settlers were shipped in to take their place. Before the end of 1939 all 
Polish newspapers, libraries, theaters, cinemas, schools, and museums 
were closed. The Catholic Church in these territories was completely 
Germanized, with virtually all the Polish-speaking parishes disbanded 
and their priests arrested; 752 of them were eventually killed. No Polish 
institutions survived, and the Poles who remained were reduced to 
 virtual slavery.

The situation was different (though by no means better) in an area 
around Warsaw, Kraków, and Lublin that was given a nondescript 
name: the General Government. Although the Nazis had long-term 
plans to import German settlers into this area too, for the time being it 
was used primarily as a place to dump all the unwanted Poles and 
Jews from elsewhere in their realm. Here some low-level Polish institu-
tions were allowed to survive and the Catholic Church was left in 
place, but Germans seized all other positions of authority, particularly 
in the  cities. The General Government was where most of the largest 
ghettos and death camps were constructed (see Figure 7.3), and even 
for the non-Jews it become one of the deepest pits in the hell that was 
Nazi-occupied Europe.
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Hitler explained the principle behind his policies towards the Poles 
in 1940, reminding one of his subordinates that “that there should be 
one master only for the Poles – the German; two masters, side by side, 
cannot and must not exist; therefore, all representatives of the Polish 
intelligentsia are to be exterminated. This sounds cruel, but such is the 
law of life.”8 This helps explain why nearly one third of all Poles with 
university degrees died during the war. Emblematic of Nazi occupation 
policy was an incident at Jagiellonian University in Kraków on 
November 6, 1939. The local Nazi commander ordered the faculty to 
attend a mandatory meeting at which the plans for higher education 
under German rule would be explained, but when the professors 
arrived they were all placed under arrest and sent to the Sachsenhausen 
concentration camp. Seventeen of them died before intervention from 
Mussolini and the Vatican secured the release of most of the professors 
the following February. The remainder were set free a year later. 
Jagiellonian University itself, along with all other institutions of higher 
learning in Poland, remained closed for the entire war.

That story is exemplary for two reasons. First, it illustrates the Nazi 
effort to decapitate Polish society, suppressing and even murdering 
intellectuals, artists, doctors, lawyers, politicians, or anyone who might 
assume a leadership role in the opposition, or who contradicted the 
Nazi claim that Poles were inferior brutes, suitable only for slavery. Not 
only did the Nazis stage mass public executions of randomly selected 
prisoners in ruthless acts of collective punishment; they specifically tar-
geted entire segments of the Polish population for complete destruc-
tion. However, the fact that many of the Kraków professors were 
eventually released also exemplifies the gaps and inconsistencies that 
Poles could exploit in order to survive. The popular image of the Nazi 
state as efficient and orderly is misleading. It was certainly murderous 
and despotic, but it was also corrupt and chaotic. German authorities 
could be bribed and factions could be played off one another, creating 
openings for life-saving interventions. Thus Poles were arrested and 
taken to concentration camps but some (albeit a minority) were later set 
free. Thus rationing regimes were established but the black market was 
able to flourish. Thus the Church was allowed to function normally in 
some places while elsewhere parishes were Germanized and priests 
arrested. Thus state officials from the Second Republic were rounded 
up to be shot or imprisoned even as the Germans commanded, in the 
very first general order issued after Warsaw was occupied, that “all 
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Polish state officials are obliged to continue carrying out their service. 
All resignations or refusals to work will be considered sabotage.”9

These inefficiencies and contradictions did not in any way soften the 
occupation. In fact, it made it even more terrifying because it intro-
duced an element of unpredictability. We tend to imagine Nazi rule as 
a system of harsh regulations and consistently brutal policies, but that 
would imply that if people just followed the rules and kept their heads 
down, they could survive. The reality was more disorienting, because 
the chaos of the German administration meant that it was hard to guess 
which rules would be enforced and which ignored, or to know when 
one might get detained or even killed for no reason at all. There were 
two main factors. First, there simply weren’t enough Germans to 
administer the occupied territories, particularly after Hitler ordered the 
invasion of the USSR in the summer of 1941. Finding volunteers to 
work in the General Government was very difficult. The local popula-
tion was unrelentingly hostile, the region was starved of almost all 
resources, and jobs there were considered career dead ends. The only 
advantage was the possibility of enriching oneself through corruption, 
and that motive hardly attracted the most competent administrators. 
The need for skilled military officers further depleted the pool of poten-
tial administrators. As a result of all this, the staff of the General 
Government consisted of a small handful of committed Nazi die-hards, 
supported mostly by those incapable of fighting on the front lines, but 
too incompetent or insufficiently savvy to arrange a post within 
Germany itself.

Even if they had been qualified, there were never enough of them to 
do the job. In Warsaw in the summer of 1940 there were only 2500 offi-
cials from Germany and another 5500 local ethnic Germans to rule over 
a population of 895,000 Poles and 393,500 Jews. After the invasion of 
the Soviet Union there was an influx of German troops and civilian 
Nazi officials, but even at its high point the entire German governing 
apparatus in Warsaw never exceeded 2 percent of the local population. 
There were more Germans in the smaller city of Kraków, which was 
made the capital of the General Government, but in the countryside the 
German presence was extremely thin. About three quarters of the gminy 
(the smallest territorial unit) continued to have local administrators – 
though not usually the same ones as before the war.10

The numbers given in the last paragraph are a bit misleading, because 
in occupied Poland there was a great deal of ambiguity regarding who 
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counted as German. In late 1940 the Nazis established the so-called 
Volksliste, a registry of all the Germans in their newly conquered territo-
ries. There were four categories:

1. Those who had demonstrated their German identity prior to 1939, 
mostly by actively supporting the Nazi cause;

2. Those who were ethnically and linguistically German but who had 
not been politically engaged before the war;

3. Those whom the Nazis designated “partially polonized,” a cate-
gory that included those speaking dialects like Silesian or 
Kashubian;

4. Those deemed to be “polonized Germans,” including anyone with 
a German-sounding surname who did not speak the language, or 
had actively participated in any Polish organizations before the war.

Categories 1 and 2 automatically earned citizenship in the Third Reich, 
and category 3 gained special privileges and a sort of provisional citi-
zenship. Those in the last category were designated as “renegades” and 
treated accordingly.

As with so many aspects of the Nazi regime, this all seemed effi-
ciently bureaucratic on the surface, but concealed chaos underneath. In 
the General Government it was generally considered treasonous to 
sign up for any of the Volksliste categories, and almost no one did. In 
the areas directly annexed to the Third Reich, however, both the 
London Government and the Catholic bishops urged anyone who 
could  possibly qualify to sign up, because doing so would at least pre-
vent deportation. By 1942 more than 3 million people had joined the 
list, with most of them ending up in the third category. While this 
allowed them to avoid the persecution that many of their neighbors 
endured, it also subjected the young men among them to the draft. As 
a result, as many citizens of the Second Republic ended up serving in 
the German army as in the Polish resistance forces, but this didn’t 
mean that they were loyal to the German cause. Wehrmacht command-
ers repeatedly complained that these draftees were prone to desertion, 
and that when they did fight they were more concerned with staying 
alive than with engaging the enemy. Those on the Volksliste could take 
jobs in the civil service or state administration, but those who did so 
were as likely to be secretly loyal to the Polish government as they 
were to the Nazi regime.
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The combination of Nazi racism and administrative disarray led to a 
regime of unprecedented cruelty and arbitrary violence. The default 
punishment for just about any transgression was death, largely because 
more subtle measures were beyond the ability of the Nazis. Capital 
crimes include everything from trivialities like listening to the radio, 
dealing in the black market, or breaking the dusk-to-dawn curfew, to 
major acts of courage like sheltering a Jew or joining the resistance. For 
Jews, merely venturing outside the ghettos could lead to execution. 
The list of banned activities was as endless as it was absurd. The resi-
dents of Warsaw were even forbidden from playing dance music or 
swimming in the Vistula, though those particular rules were eventual 
lifted. Punishments for such transgressions, however, were inconsist-
ently applied. In fact, almost no laws were regularly enforced, and 
 conventional criminality skyrocketed. The Nazis did employ a Polish 
police force, but it was only trusted with the most mundane tasks. The 
Gestapo, meanwhile, was stretched so thin that it could do little more 
than (ineffectively) pursue the members of the resistance. Crimes 
 committed among Poles or Jews were of little concern to the occupa-
tion authorities.

The regulations regarding commerce were flouted with particular 
regularity, because it was impossible to survive without buying and 
selling on the black market. The ration system was so severe that it 
would have been laughable had it not led to so much suffering. Until 
the spring of 1940 Poles and Jews had similar ration cards, with 609 
calories per day allotted to the former and 503 to the latter. The Polish fig-
ure, however, rose over the course of the year, reaching 938 calories by 
December only to fall off again during the following winter and spring. 
Meanwhile the Jewish cards fell steadily to a low point of 198 calories in 
the summer of 1941. To put this into context, studies of unemployed 
males in Poland during the depths of the Great Depression (1932) 
revealed a (perfectly adequate) daily consumption of 2600 calories.11 
Clearly no one could survive on the official wartime allocations, so the 
black market flourished. To be more precise, it flourished outside the 
ghettos and functioned just well enough inside the ghettos to keep some 
people alive. Even before the death camps began operation, starvation 
was steadily reducing the size of the Jewish population. The actual 
average caloric intake in the ghettos was about 1100 per day, and even 
members of the Judenrat (Jewish Council – an institution set up to medi-
ate between the Nazis and the Jews) only got about 1600 calories a day. 
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(These figures are averages, and as such they conceal significant varia-
tions and inequalities.) Among Poles the situation was better, but still 
very bad. The average height and weight of Polish teenage boys were 
roughly the same in 1930, 1943, and 1947, suggesting that they main-
tained a basic level of subsistence. But hiding behind this statistic is the 
fact that both Nazi regulations and Polish family priorities ensured that 
young men were fed at the expense of everyone else, leading to malnu-
trition and often death among the elderly, the injured, or the sick.

The Nazis decreed maximum wage laws to ensure that Poles would 
earn more than Jews and no one would earn more than any German. 
The salaries were so low, and off-the-books employment was so essen-
tial, that the situation spawned the following joke:

– How are you doing? Do you have a job?
– Yes, I got a position.
– And your wife?
– Yes, she works too.
– And your daughter?
– She got an office job.
– Then how do you survive?
– Thank God our son is still unemployed.12

Humor aside, unemployment was not in fact a viable option, because 
those who lacked the essential Arbeitskarte (work card) risked deporta-
tion as slave labor to Germany. In October, 1943, the lack of such a card 
was deemed a capital offense.

Although it was possible to evade and even flout the outrageously 
draconian Nazi laws, one could never be sure whether or when a par-
ticular official might decide to enforce the rules. When that happened, 
Jews were almost always murdered, and Poles often were as well. 
Sometimes Poles could bribe their way out of jail or even escape, but 
more often they could not. The bottom line was that everyone was 
always in violation of some law, and when caught the Nazis could arbi-
trarily decide to enrich themselves with a bribe, order an arrest, or just 
shoot the offender on the spot. People also faced the ever-present dan-
ger of being captured for slave labor in Germany proper. Initially there 
was an attempt to recruit volunteers for such service, with promises of 
food and shelter dangled before desperate Poles, but it didn’t take long 
for tales about the harsh conditions of service to circulate. Then 
the Germans began carrying out raids in search of able-bodied Poles 
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(men, women, and even children). In one round-up alone in the sum-
mer of 1940, 10,000 people were pulled off the streets and deported. At 
least 2,478,000 Poles were sent to work as slaves in the factories and 
farms of Germany.13

The Jews confronted an incomparably greater danger than did 
the other citizens of the Second Republic. Arriving on the heels of the 
German army in 1939 were special units called Einsatzgruppen, under 
the authority of the Schutzstaffel (SS). Their task was twofold: to seek 
out any real or potential sources of opposition among the Polish civil-
ian population, and to force the Jews into specially designated neigh-
borhoods. The crimes of the Einsatzgruppen ranged from the 
dehumanizing (shaving off the beards of orthodox Jews, defaming 
sacred objects, etc.) to the barbaric (mass rape and murder). Once again 
our image of the orderly Nazi machine needs to be revised, because the 
process of confining the Jews into ghettos and arresting the Polish elite 
was frequently accompanied by undisciplined (but sanctioned) hooli-
ganism and violence.

Also typical of Nazi inefficiency were the contradictory policies of 
concentration and clearance. On the one hand, the Einsatzgruppen 
were instructed to gather the Jews from the thousands of towns and 
villages in which they lived into a few more manageable ghettos; on the 
other hand, some Nazi administrators tried to disperse the Jews in an 
attempt to make the major towns Judenfrei (free of Jews). Establishing 
and administering the ghettos was left up to local officials, so there was 
a great deal of variation. Around Radom, for example, there were more 
than 100 small ghettos. Meanwhile, other ghettos grew to a massive 
scale, particularly those in Łódz ́ (about 164,000 people) and Warsaw 
(about 460,000). Sometimes these ghettos were formed out of the exist-
ing Jewish neighborhoods, but not always. In Kraków the district 
known as Kazimierz had the highest prewar concentration of Jews, but 
because it was located in a desirable area near the city center, the Nazis 
ordered all the Jews to move to another neighborhood, the Polish resi-
dents of which were forcibly moved to yet a third part of the city. In 
Warsaw the area designated for the ghetto included 290,000 Jews and 
140,000 Christians; meanwhile, about 110,000 Jews lived elsewhere. The 
relocations, therefore, flowed in many directions.

An often overlooked part of this story was the fact that each city actu-
ally had three districts: Jewish, Polish, and German. The latter was by 
far the smallest, but it invariably included the nicest neighborhoods 
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and parks. Signs reading “Nur für Deutsche” (Germans only) were 
common in every city and town. The Jewish districts were sharply 
 distinguished from the other two, though they were never as hermeti-
cally sealed as the Nazis would have liked. While there were well-
guarded ghetto walls in the major cities, in smaller towns there were 
often just fences, or even a mere sign ordering that Jews were not 
allowed beyond a certain line. Even where the ghettos were walled in, 
escape was sometimes possible through the sewers. In Warsaw until 
1941 there was a court building on Leszno street that had two entrances, 
one for Poles and another for Jews, and this provided a vital point of 
communication.

The ghettos were unbearably bleak. I have already noted the disparity 
between the Polish and Jewish ration cards, and the exacerbation of that 
difference by the limited access Jews had to black-market food. Medical 
supplies were also scarce, so the death rates in the ghettos skyrocketed. 
From November 1939 – November 1940 the population of the Warsaw 
ghetto fell by 15 percent, and during 1941 5000 people were dying every 
month (the majority from starvation).14 To say that the ghettos were 
overcrowded does not begin to capture the living conditions. For exam-
ple, in the small ghetto in the village of Odrzywół, 692 Jews were 
crammed into an area that had previously been owned by five families.15 
In Warsaw the entire Jewish population was forced into 3.4 sq km 
(1.3 square miles), with an average of 7.2 people for each room.16

Things got even worse – a lot worse – in 1942, when the Nazis began 
liquidating the ghettos. Just under half of all those who died in the 
Holocaust were killed in or near the towns where they had lived. The 
standard method was to force the victims to dig a pit, then line up at its 
edge before being shot by a firing squad. Sometimes a few locals would 
be hired to assist in rounding up or guarding the Jews, but the actual 
killing was mostly carried out by Germans. Afterwards, the murderers 
would divvy up whatever valuables the Jews had possessed, shipping 
the best loot back to the Reich and allowing local non-Jews to share the 
rest. The remaining half of the Jewish population was transported to 
the recently constructed death camps. These were not like the slave 
labor camps that the Nazis had been using since they rose to power in 
1933; the new facilities were built solely to kill. Everyone knows about 
Auschwitz, the largest of the camps. It was actually a complex of  several 
facilities, including a slave labor camp, prison facilities, and the infa-
mous death camp of Birkenau. But several other camps were  established 
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with the sole purpose of murder. The selection process at Auschwitz that 
sent some arrivals to their immediate deaths and others to slavery was 
absent at these other facilities, where everyone went to the gas cham-
bers. Treblinka, located not far from Warsaw, killed nearly 800,000 men, 
women, and children in this manner, and Bełżec, about 130 km southeast 
of Lublin, murdered 500,000. Auschwitz is infamous not only because of 
its size, but because it has been evocatively described in the memoirs of 
those who survived. We know of only two survivors from Bełżec.

By mid-1943 most of the ghettos had been cleared, and for the first 
time in more than five centuries no Jewish communities could be found 
in the cities, towns, or villages of Poland. Among the roughly 300,000 
Jews who managed to escape into hiding, fewer than 50,000 survived to 
the end of the war.17 Only the ghetto in Łódz ́held out past 1943, thanks 
mainly to its authoritarian Jewish leader, Chaim Rumkowski, who used 
ruthless methods to ensure that the Jews would produce effectively for 
the Nazi war effort. But even Łódz ́was finally emptied in the summer 
of 1944. The deaths continued right up to the last days of the war. This 
operation was so important to Hitler that transportation resources vital 
to the war effort were diverted to the task of feeding the gas chambers. 
Slightly more than half of all the murders of the Holocaust (3.3 million) 
took place in the camps. Another 2 million people were killed by the 
Einsatzgruppen, and about 500,000 died in the ghettos. A majority of 
the Jews who died had Polish citizenship prior to World War II, which 
is why the Nazis built the ghettos and camps there. But victims were 
shipped to the General Government from all over Europe. At least a 
million were from the Soviet Union, 550,000 from Hungary, 270,000 
from Romania, 140,000 each from Germany, Czechoslovakia, and 
Lithuania, 100,000 from the Netherlands, and 350,000 from more than a 
dozen other countries.18 The camps were at the epicenter of a far-flung 
network of terror.

The non-Jewish citizens of the Second Republic did not face anything 
comparable to the death camps, but they also suffered from unimagina-
ble Nazi violence. Just to give one example: in Warsaw on October 15, 
1943, a street was blocked off, people living there rounded up, and eve-
ryone shot in collective retribution for the activities of the Polish resist-
ance. Over the following three months about 2000 people were 
murdered in a series of similar massacres.19 If one visits any Polish city 
today one cannot help but notice the countless small monuments mark-
ing where such mass executions took place. In addition, hundreds of 
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thousands of Poles were sent to the prison camps. Most were slave 
laborers or political detainees, so they did not face the indiscriminate 
mass murder that confronted their Jewish compatriots. But death came 
eventually to most of them, too. About half a million non-Jewish Polish 
civilians died as a direct result of military operations, and an equal 
number lost their lives in mass executions (both inside and outside the 
camps). Over a million more died in Nazi prisons or camps as a result 
of abuse, malnutrition, or starvation. Adding all the casualties from the 
Second Republic together, about 3 million Jews and at least 2.5 million 
non-Jews were killed.

Resistance

Given the savagery of Nazi rule, it is no surprise that Poland had one of 
the largest resistance movements in Europe (much larger than France, 
and comparable to Yugoslavia). There were several underground 
organizations during World War II: the Bataliony Chłopskie (Peasant 
battalions), with around 160,000 members; the Narodowe Siły Zbrojne 
(National Armed Forces), a far-right group with 80,000 to 100,000 mem-
bers, and the Armia Ludowa (People’s Army), a Soviet-backed partisan 
force with somewhere between 10,000 and 30,000 members. By far the 
largest resistance group, however, was the Armia Krajowa (Home 
Army, or AK), a coalition force of those loyal to General Sikorski and the 
London Government, including approximately 350,000 members.20 All 
of these figures are rough estimates based on incomplete records, but 
they accurately reflect the relative magnitude of these various groups.

The importance of the AK was even greater than its size would sug-
gest, because it was far more than just a military organization: it was 
the representation of the émigré government in Poland. It served to 
keep Poles informed about how the war was going, to convey messages 
from Sikorski’s government, and to get valuable intelligence about 
Nazi activities back to the West. The AK’s main press organ, Biuletyn 
Informacyjny (Information Bulletin), printed tens of thousands of copies 
of each issue – and that was only one of hundreds of underground peri-
odicals. The AK even operated a court system, used to judge those 
accused of collaboration. This was vital, because it established a line 
between what was acceptable and what was treasonous at a time when 
this distinction was by no means obvious. For example, the Germans 
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demanded that all those working in administrative positions in the 
General Government sign a loyalty oath to the Third Reich. On the one 
hand, holding such a job could be considered collaboration, insofar as 
the Nazis could never have maintained control without Poles manag-
ing mundane institutions like the postal service and public utilities. On 
the other hand, hundreds of thousands of Polish families relied upon 
such jobs for their sustenance. When the loyalty oath was introduced 
the AK leadership decided that it was okay to sign, both because the 
jobs themselves were needed and because (in the words of the AK proc-
lamation) “a declaration signed under moral or physical compulsion is 
not valid or binding from either a religious or legal point of view. In 
such compulsory situations, signing the required declaration will not 
be considered a violation of the duties of a Pole.”21 The point here is not 
whether this decision was right or wrong, just that a ruling from a rec-
ognized authority existed. At a time of agonizing moral uncertainty, 
having a resource for adjudicating these matters was hugely important. 
With services like these the AK helped hold Polish society together at a 
time of unprecedented strain.

In addition to all the Polish resistance forces, there was also the 
Żydowska Organizacja Bojowa (Jewish Combat Organization, or ŻOB), 
which was created on July 28, 1942, by a group of left-wing and Zionist 
activists. The Jewish partisans were largely on their own both because 
of their relative isolation in the ghettos and because the AK leadership 
did not consider supporting Jewish military activities to be a priority. 
The ŻOB was also hindered by the reluctance of many Jews to support 
armed resistance. In the eyes of many, the danger of collective retribu-
tion was just too great and the chance of meaningful victory too small. 
Religious leaders were particularly hesitant to support activities that 
might make the situation even worse than it already was.

The Nazi practice of collective punishment hindered all these parti-
sans. The occupation authorities didn’t have the police needed to track 
down individual members of the resistance effectively, so it was easier 
to round up and kill random civilians in retaliation for each attack. As 
Frank related in his diary in 1944, “I did not hesitate to say that for 
every German killed, up to a hundred Poles would be shot.”22 The 
Gestapo did capture several important AK leaders, but luck played as 
much of a role as detective work. Moreover, Nazi ideology grouped 
Poles and Jews into “racial” categories apart from the Germans, and 
each was imagined as a homogeneous community with more or less 
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exchangeable parts. Faced with such massacres, the resistance had to 
make the impossible moral calculus of balancing each Nazi target 
against scores of civilian lives.

By 1943 that equation had changed for the Jews, though not yet for 
their Christian neighbors. Reports about what was happening in the 
death camps had been spreading, including a number of confirmed 
first-hand accounts. The leader of the Judenrat in Warsaw, Adam 
Czerniaków, knew precisely what it meant in the spring of that year 
when the Germans ordered him to turn over detailed population sta-
tistics and maps of the ghetto, and when 40 empty rail cars were 
parked nearby. On July 21 he got the order to organize 6000 people a 
day for “relocation.” When Czerniaków failed in an attempt to have 
some orphans exempted from the deportation, he wrote to his fellow 
members of the Judenrat: “I am powerless. My heart trembles in sor-
row and compassion. I can no longer bear all this. My act will prove to 
everyone what is the right thing to do.”23 The “act” referred to in that 
letter was suicide.

Czerniaków was not alone in believing that suicide was the only 
remaining option. The leaders of the ŻOB decided that it was time for 
armed resistance, even if doing so would almost inevitably lead to 
defeat and death. The ŻOB sent a message to the AK saying: “We are 
organizing a defense of the ghetto, not because we think it can be 
defended, but to let the world see the hopelessness of our battle – as a 
demonstration and a reproach.”24 The rebellion was launched on 
April 19, 1943, when about 2000 German soldiers were expelled from 
the ghetto by ŻOB forces. Thanks to an elaborate system of under-
ground bunkers, and to the befuddlement of the Nazis in the face of 
determined and tactically sophisticated resistance, the Jews maintained 
the fight for almost a month. Only on May 16 did the Germans finish 
the deadly house-to-house assault, and the last surviving Jews were 
marched away to be executed. To make sure the job was finished, 
almost every building in the ghetto was then demolished, leaving a 
landscape of apocalyptic devastation.

The ŻOB leaders had opted for rebellion because they believed that 
there was no hope for survival, and that dying in battle was preferable 
to the gas chambers. Such a stark choice never confronted the Poles, but 
in 1944 the AK also decided to launch an uprising. Their plans were not 
suicidal, but they were buttressed by the conviction that it was better to 
die fighting than to simply surrender. To understand the atmosphere 
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out of which this decision emerged, we have to rewind our story to 
1941. When Hitler voided his pact with Stalin and invaded the USSR in 
June of that year, Prime Minister Sikorski was confronted with an awk-
ward dilemma. The Poles considered both the Nazis and the Soviets to 
be aggressors, but now one was fighting the other, and Britain and the 
United States had joined with Stalin in a grand alliance against Hitler. 
The situation became a bit less complicated as Nazi forces penetrated 
deep into the USSR, making any questions about Poland’s future east-
ern boundary moot and paving the way for the establishment of a 
Polish–Soviet alliance in July, 1941. Few treaties in history were as filled 
with mistrust as that one.

The Soviet leader promised to free all Polish prisoners of war and to 
grant an amnesty to any additional Poles still in detention. This resulted 
in the formation of an army 40,000 strong, which eventually made its 
way to Western Europe in time to participate in the invasion of Italy. 
Thousands of the civilian deportees were also able to leave the USSR 
and resettle in Britain. It soon became evident, however, that several 
thousand prisoners of war were unaccounted for. Though Polish 
authorities feared the worst, they didn’t know for sure what had hap-
pened until April, 1943, when the German occupation authorities (of all 
people) announced the discovery of the mass graves at Katyń. This was 
a great opportunity for the Nazis to publicize Soviet barbarity, but it 
put Sikorski in a no-win situation. The German claim that Stalin was to 
blame seemed plausible, but if Sikorski accepted that story it would 
seem as if he was echoing Nazi propaganda. He decided to call for an 
impartial investigation by the International Red Cross, but that was 
enough to give Stalin an excuse to break off ties with the London 
Government. The Soviet leader was already maneuvering to install a 
Polish government more to his liking after the war ended, and the first 
step was to push Sikorski aside.

In January 1944, Soviet forces crossed the prewar Polish border, and 
in July of that year they arrived in territories that even Stalin accepted 
as Polish. The first major city they reached was Lublin, where they 
promptly sponsored the formation of the “Polish Committee for 
National Liberation.” Despite the name, this was little more than a 
Soviet puppet government. When the advancing Red Army encoun-
tered Polish partisans the latter were disarmed, arrested, and some-
times executed. Moreover, deportations like those of 1939–41 were 
renewed in 1944. It was clear that Stalin did not intend to let the AK or 
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the London Government – or any independent authority – play a role 
in postwar Poland. Germany was losing the war decisively by this time, 
but that did not mean that Poland was winning.

Meanwhile, the Poles east of the Bug river were facing yet another 
catastrophe, this time at the hands of the Ukrainians. For all the reasons 
discussed in the last chapter, a lot of Ukrainians were bitter about their 
experiences in the Second Republic, but they were equally hostile 
towards the USSR because of an event known by Ukrainians as the 
Голодомор (Holodomor – literally “Execution by starvation”). Back in 
1932, Stalin’s program of forced collectivization and his general 
 mismanagement of the rural economy led to a serious shortfall in agri-
cultural production. He tended to view every problem in terms of a 
battle between the forces of socialism and an array of ill-defined 
 “enemies,” and this was no exception. Convinced that the peasants 
were trying to undermine the Soviet project by resisting collectivization 
and by hoarding grain for sale on the black market, he ordered soldiers 
into the countryside to confiscate whatever they could find. They even 
took the seed grain that the peasants had reserved for the next year’s 
planting, and as a result there was virtually no crop in 1933. The starva-
tion that ensued was of monumental proportions, with deaths reaching 
almost 4 million (or perhaps more – estimates vary).25 Since the grain-
producing heartland of the USSR was inhabited mostly by Ukrainians, 
they suffered the most from this man-made disaster.

So while few Ukrainians mourned the fall of the Second Republic, 
the Soviet Union was viewed as an mortal enemy. In yet another 
 misguided example of seeking friends among the enemies of one’s ene-
mies, the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (the OUN, described 
in the last chapter) turned to Nazi Germany for both material support 
and ideological inspiration. In 1941, when Hitler launched the invasion 
of the USSR, a young OUN leader named Stepan Bandera formed a 
Ukrainian legion that fought alongside the German army. It might seem 
odd that Nazism could gain any support among a Slavic nationalist 
group, given that Hitler repeatedly described all the Slavs as lesser 
forms of humanity – in fact, it was odd, and it didn’t take long for that 
contradiction to become obvious. When Bandera proclaimed the crea-
tion of an independent Ukraine, the Nazis promptly arrested him 
(along with about 1500 of his supporters). He spent the rest of the war 
in the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, albeit in a special facility 
designed for VIP prisoners. Meanwhile, the Nazis expanded the 
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General Government to the southeast to incorporate most of western 
Ukraine (eastern Galicia), and in order to govern these lands they 
employed local Ukrainian supporters. Bandera by then opposed such 
cooperation, so the OUN began assassinating those who joined the 
Nazi administration. Disillusioned Nazi sympathizers were therefore 
killing ongoing Nazi sympathizers. There are no heroes in this story.

The Ukrainian nationalists learned one important lesson from the 
Nazis: how to deal with their enemies. In May of 1941 the OUN 
issued a statement summarizing its goals vis-à-vis the Russians, 
Poles, and Jews:

Exterminate through combat those in particular who would resist our 
regime: deport them to their own territories; exterminate their core intel-
ligentsia …. The so-called Polish peasants must be assimilated …. Isolate 
the Jews and remove them from government to prevent sabotage, all the 
more so in the cases of the Muscovites and the Poles. When there is an 
unavoidable need to let a Jew, for example, into the administrative appa-
ratus, place him in the charge of one of our officers and liquidate him for 
the slightest transgression. Supervisors in each distinct area of life must 
be Ukrainian, not foreigners who are our enemies. Jewish assimilation is 
impossible.26

By no means all Ukrainians accepted this agenda – the overwhelming 
majority were just struggling to survive. Moreover, the OUN’s violent 
methods and blood-drenched rhetoric were hardly unique at the time. 
But the fact remains that the largest Ukrainian nationalist organization 
had cast its lot with the very worst tendencies of mid-century Europe.

In the province of Volhynia just under 17 percent of the population 
had been counted as Polish in the prewar census, and most of 
them were still there in 1943. As the German army went into retreat, 
the OUN leaders decided to take matters into their own hands and 
resolve this “problem.” To do so they created a paramilitary branch, 
the  Ukrainian Uprising Army (Уkpaїнcьka Поbctahcьka Apmія 
[Ukrayins’ka Povstans’ka Armiya], or UPA), whose methods were 
recounted in a field report dated August 29, 1943:

The village was surrounded at night; at dawn, all the residents were gath-
ered in the center of the village. The elderly, the children, and the ill who 
could not walk on their own – these they killed on the spot and threw 
them into a well. Those gathered in the center of the village were made to 
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dig their own graves. They killed them by hitting them in the head with 
an axe. Those who attempted to flee were shot. All the residents of 
Ziemlica were liquidated, their possessions were taken for the needs of 
the UPA; the buildings were burnt.27

This was not an isolated incident, but part of a coordinated campaign of 
murder modeled after what the Nazis had done to the Jews. Precise 
statistics are unavailable, but the best estimate is that the UPA killed 
around 100,000 Poles. The AK tried to retaliate, but in those districts 
they did not have enough forces to match the UPA, so they only man-
aged to kill 10,000 to 15,000 Ukrainians.28 Ponder for a moment the use 
of the word “only” in that last sentence, and you will begin to grasp the 
horrors of those times.

So by the last year of the war, Poles were being massacred by the UPA 
in the southeast, killed in even larger numbers in the General 
Government by the Nazis, deported in the millions by both the Nazis 
and the Soviets, and facing a future in which Stalin’s puppets were 
poised to push aside the London Government and take over the  country. 
To be sure, Poles were not confronting the same sort of utter annihila-
tion that the Jews had faced in 1943, but AK leaders could foresee the 
complete defeat of their cause and their own likely arrest and execution. 
Like their Jewish counterparts, they opted for an act of demonstrative 
defiance: Akcja Burza (Operation Storm). This consisted of a wave of 
uprisings against the Germans, to be launched just in advance of the 
oncoming Red Army. The goal was to demonstrate the existence of an 
autonomous force on the ground in Poland, loyal to the émigré govern-
ment and independent of the Soviet Union. The AK leaders hoped that 
this would make it harder for Stalin to simply impose his own people – a 
thin reed to cling to, but it was all they had. Just as with the ŻOB before 
the Ghetto Uprising, the desperation of a hopeless situation set the con-
text for decisions that would seem hard to justify if considered in 
isolation.

Operation Storm involved several attacks throughout 1944, but by 
far the largest and most important was the Warsaw Uprising. The AK 
had very limited supplies of weapons and ammunition and they knew 
they could not hold out long even against a severely weakened German 
army, so they had to time their revolt with precision. By mid-summer 
the Red Army was rapidly approaching the Polish capital, and on 
August 1 the uprising was launched. The rebels liberated much of the 
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city center, but their success depended on the expectation that most 
German troops would be pinned down by fighting on the front lines 
against the Soviets. Stalin, however, responded to the Warsaw Uprising 
by ordering a halt to all military operations. He claimed that he needed 
time to regroup after recent advances, but it is more likely that he 
wanted to give the Germans the opportunity to suppress the revolt in 
Warsaw, thus paving the way for his own entry into the city. Whatever 
Stalin’s motives, his passivity doomed the uprising. Without the need 
to worry about Soviet attacks, the Germans could concentrate their lim-
ited remaining strength on the Polish rebels. It still required weeks of 
bitter house-to-house fighting to retake the city, but a Nazi victory was 
a foregone conclusion. On October 2 the rebels surrendered. Warsaw 
had resisted for longer than the entire country had back in 1939, but the 
end result was the same.

In fact, the end result was worse. Hitler was furious at the Poles for 
their show of defiance, so he ordered that Warsaw be razed to the 
ground in retribution. During the remaining months of 1944 German 
soldiers systematically blew up the buildings that hadn’t been 
destroyed in the fighting (see Figure 7.4). By the time it was all over, 

Figure 7.4 Castle Square in Warsaw, 1947. Photo by Henry Cobb, reproduced 
by permission of Emma Cobb. 
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87 percent of the buildings in downtown Warsaw were demolished, 
at least 150,000 civilians (not counting the AK soldiers) had been 
killed, and nearly all of the remaining population deported out of the 
ruins. Counting all the fatalities during World War II, the city of 
Warsaw lost 720,000 people: 98 percent of the Jews and 25 percent 
of  the non-Jewish population. There had been about 1.2 million 
Varsovians before the war, so this amounted to a 60 percent casualty 
rate. As a point of comparison, upper estimates of the number of 
deaths after the atomic bombing of Hiroshima are around 160,000, 
or 45 percent of the population of that city. The infamous firebombing 
of Dresden killed about 25,000 people out of a total population of 
642,000. So although Warsaw’s destruction was not entirely unique, 
no other major urban center matched the level of devastation visited 
upon the Polish capital.

Contested Memories

The two Warsaw Uprisings of 1943 and 1944 have become iconic for 
Jews and Poles (respectively), though few have noticed the striking 
similarities between the two events – both how they transpired and 
how they have been commemorated. In Israel and Poland today those 
insurrections are revered as sacred moments of national sacrifice, and 
presented to young people to teach the message that the highest virtue 
is to die for one’s nation. Every year at precisely 5 p.m. on August 1, a 
million or so Varsovians drop what they are doing for a moment of 
silence to reflect on the heroic martyrdom of their forbearers. A large 
and well-funded Museum of the Warsaw Uprising was established in 
2004, and schoolchildren make pilgrimages there from all over the 
country. At the museum one can buy graphic novels, coloring books, 
and even a children’s board game that teach the glory of risking one’s 
life for the fatherland.

This form of historical memory is not without critics. In 1983 a statue 
was unveiled in Warsaw to honor the children who fought in the 1944 
Uprising, depicting a young boy with an oversized military helmet and 
a rifle. For many, this represented the ultimate form of patriotic martyr-
dom: the courageous innocence of the child soldier. In recent years, 
however, the statue has drawn some criticism, most pointedly expressed 
on Children’s Day (June 1), 2011. To mark that occasion protesters 
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 decorated the statue with toys (see Figure  7.5), announcing their 
 “opposition to holding up armed struggle by children as a model worth 
imitating.”29 This episode was just part of a much broader debate over 
how August 1944 is remembered: as a great moment of national sacrifice 
or as a pointless suicidal gesture that led to the destruction of the city 
and the loss of hundreds of thousands of lives. Even while the revolt 
was underway it was controversial. The commander of the Polish armed 
forces in Western Europe wrote in the midst of the fighting, “we con-
sider launching the uprising to be a grave crime, and we ask who will 
bear responsibility for it.”30 More than six decades later, in 2010, that 
question was answered by the leader of the uprising’s veterans organi-
zation, when he said in an interview, “as a soldier I felt differently then, 
but today, after so many years, I can finally say out loud how it was, and 
apologize to the Varsovians.”31

These debates over historical memory tell us a great deal about the 
prisms through which we view the past, and illuminate things that might 

Figure 7.5 Decoration of the “Little Rebel” monument on June 1, 2011. Photograph 
by Tomasz Kaczor, reproduced by permission of Jan Mencwel. 
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otherwise go unconsidered. For Poles and Jews alike, the suffering of 
World War II remains visceral even today. Moreover, in both cases stories 
of martyrdom and sacrifice are still used to define “national character” 
and to stir up patriotic emotions. For such tales people want clear-cut 
heroes and villains, not muddy accounts in which perpetrators are 
 victimized, in which heroes are driven by base motives, or in which 
good people make terrible decisions. People want to be able to say that 
“we” suffered because of “their” actions, and few want to consider all 
the intertwined layers of suffering that characterized Eastern Europe 
during the war.

The ghetto revolt offers a valuable example of how a seemingly une-
quivocal story can become more complicated in hindsight. The ŻOB 
based the decision to rebel on the conviction that the Jews of Warsaw 
were doomed, which made a suicidal gesture seem like an honorable 
option. Their hopelessness came in turn from the belief that escape was 
not an option, in part because they considered the surrounding Polish 
population to be so hostile that hiding was impossible. Given the out-
breaks of anti-Jewish violence and the deluge of antisemitic writing 
in the 1930s, we can certainly understand their concern. Moreover, it 
is  true that Jews who tried to find refuge in the countryside were 
unlikely to survive. The intimacy of village life made it extraordinarily 
difficult to keep secrets, and hiding a Jewish refugee was the most dan-
gerous secret of all.32 But the odds were considerably better in the large 
cities, where clandestine activities of every sort were facilitated by the 
anonymity of crowds. About 28,000 Jews from Warsaw did escape and 
hide in the “Aryan” side of the city, and about 40 percent of them 
 survived the war. Digging into the numbers more deeply, we find that 
a large share of the Jews of Warsaw outside the ghetto died in two epi-
sodes: during one infamous Nazi trap in 1942 that lured more than 
2500 out of hiding, and during the uprising of 1944 when the whole 
city was wiped out. If we factor out these two incidents, the survival 
rate increases to 60 percent, which made the odds in Warsaw at least as 
good as in West European cities.33

In theory, the punishment for assisting or hiding a Jew was death, but 
as we have seen the list of capital crimes in the General Government 
was absurdly long, including many commonplace black-market activi-
ties. About 700 Poles were killed for sheltering Jews – a surprisingly 
small figure against the backdrop of mass murder in the General 
Government and the number of escaped Jews who were discovered 
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and captured (around 250,000). Of course, Poles could never be sure 
what would happen in any particular case, and Jews could never be 
sure what fate awaited them if they sought help among their former 
Polish neighbors. This uncertainty was deadly. Based on records of 
denunciations, we know that between 3000 and 4000 people in Warsaw 
located hidden Jews and delivered them (and often their protectors 
as  well) to the Gestapo. Extrapolating from accounts of those who 
 survived, we can further estimate (very, very approximately) that 
around 70,000 Christian Varsovians gave aid to the Jews in some form, 
at some point during the war, whether for profit or out of altruism. The 
remaining 835,000 non-Jews in the city were just trying to stay alive, 
averting their eyes from the tragedy of the ghetto.34 The bottom line is 
that more Jews could probably have survived had they opted for escape 
rather than a hopeless insurrection – a 60 percent chance of survival in 
hiding certainly beat the 2 percent rate for those who stayed inside the 
ghetto – but such a conclusion is based on facts not known to the Jews 
at the time. It was impossible to see through the fog of distrust built up 
by the Second Republic’s domestic antisemites and nurtured by the 
Nazi’s propaganda of fear and hatred.

This brings us to the broader question of Polish–Jewish relations dur-
ing World War II, one of the most sensitive topics that any historian can 
broach. Many accounts of the Holocaust paint the Poles in a very nega-
tive light. For example, one Jewish survivor recalled the fate of a parti-
san unit that he had joined:

Caught between the Germans and the Poles as if in a nutcracker, it fol-
lowed that sooner or later we would all be crushed …. Our group that 
once numbered 125 was now reduced to six. Most had been killed, not by 
our sworn enemies, the Germans, but by the treacherous Poles, among 
whom we had lived for centuries .... Clearly, the AK was intent on com-
pleting what the Germans had started.”35

Although this account probably confused the AK with the National 
Armed Forces, a much smaller far-right partisan group that stood 
 outside the mainstream of the resistance, there are indeed well- 
documented accounts of atrocities carried out by Poles during World 
War II. The most infamous example occurred in Jedwabne, a small 
 village a few hours to the northeast of Warsaw where several hundred 
Jews were herded into a barn and burned alive by a mob.36 Such 
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 episodes were rare, and Jedwabne was probably the worst, but there 
was enough hostility towards the Jews in occupied Poland to generate 
an enduring bitterness in Jewish memory.

Poles, who are taught at length about the suffering of their forefa-
thers and about AK heroism, are bewildered and outraged by such 
accusations, and assume they must be based on mistaken information 
or even malicious lies. They are quick to point out that General Sikorski 
issued orders to extend all possible aid to the Jews, and that the under-
ground leadership labeled anyone who betrayed a Jew to be a traitor to 
Poland, to be dealt with accordingly (that is, executed). Poles today will 
note that the recognition given by the state of Israel to “the Righteous 
among the Nations” who risked their lives to protect Jews has been 
awarded to more Poles than to members of any other national group.37 
The public discussion within Poland about these issues has moved for-
ward at a surprising pace over the last decade or so, and there has been 
an admirable degree of reflection about the darker pages of the coun-
try’s past. Nonetheless, antisemitic violence and betrayal are usually 
depicted as exceptions, as the actions of marginal social outcasts who 
cannot be allowed to tarnish the heroism of the AK or the tragedy of 
Poland’s own victimization. A survey taken in 2009 showed that 81 per-
cent of Poles today believe that their forbearers “often” helped Jews 
survive the war, while only 11 percent say that they “often” turned Jews 
over to the occupier.38

The problem with the politics of memory is that it necessarily involves 
collective historical agents, not actual human beings. “The Poles” must 
be depicted either as heroes or villains, but such sweeping labels cannot 
be used to encompass tens of millions of people, each of whom 
responded to extraordinarily difficult circumstances in idiosyncratic 
ways. Hitler’s greatest lie (among so very many) was that people can 
and should be judged according to their nationality, and that adjectives 
like “glorious” or “depraved” can be applied to entire communities. 
The absurdity of this idea is revealed when we try to evaluate a claim 
like “the Poles behaved honorably during World War II.” How would 
we determine whether this assertion is true or false? Would it be neces-
sary to insist that absolutely no Poles committed any injustices? No 
group could pass that standard. Would there be some percentage that 
could be used to define the whole? Would we need evidence that a 
majority engaged in acts of heroism or (conversely) that a majority 
approved of Nazi antisemitism? Even if such an assessment were 
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 possible (and it isn’t), that leaves us unable to adequately describe the 
minority. Counting a majority might be a good way to set up a govern-
ment, but it is a lousy way to make sense of the past. The more we think 
about the problem, the clearer it becomes that both positive and nega-
tive generalizations about how “the Poles” behaved are virtually 
meaningless.

A more useful way to think about this problem is to begin with the 
acknowledgement that the public sphere in Poland was indeed per-
vaded by antisemitism in the interwar years. Whether people agreed or 
disagreed with such views, they heard them all the time. This led to a 
situation in which it was taken for granted that the Jews were an alien 
community living within Poland. Even in the writings of those who 
favored the most far-reaching cultural tolerance, Jews were referred to 
as “them.” Of course, this apparent consensus did not imply that one 
had to accept conspiracy theories about nefarious Jewish behavior. 
Many did; many did not. “The Poles” did not have a singular view-
point, but it was entirely within the bounds of polite discussion to say 
things that would be repulsive today.

This made it hard for Poles to cope with the onslaught of Nazi 
 genocidal antisemitism. Consider the story of Zofia Kossak, a genuine 
hero who has been recognized as one of the “Righteous” by Yad Vashem. 
She was co-founder of an underground resistance unit called the 
Council for Aid to the Jews, or more commonly Żegota (its  cryptonym). 
This organization saved thousands of lives by distributing food, money, 
and fake papers to Jews, at great risk to activists like Kossak. In fact, she 
was caught and imprisoned for a time at Auschwitz, and was extremely 
fortunate to survive the war. Her life would make an uplifting movie, 
were it not for the fact that prior to World War II Kossak had been a 
renowned author of antisemitic, nationalistic novels and essays. And 
the experiences of the war did not change her attitudes towards the 
Jews. A manifesto that she published in an underground periodical in 
1942 captures her complexity. She began by itemizing Nazi crimes, 
 concluding that “the world looks on at these atrocities, more horrible 
than anything history has seen, and is silent … . Whoever is silent in the 
face of murder becomes a partner of the murderer. Whoever does not 
condemn, approves.” But in the very next  paragraph Kossak reassured 
her readers that “our feelings toward the Jews have not changed. We do 
not stop thinking of them as the political,  economic, and ideological 
enemies of Poland.”39 Kossak  carried a worldview that was common 
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among many Catholics in Poland: a conviction that the Jews were 
engaged in malicious activities aimed at undermining both the nation 
and Christianity, but that the proper response to this danger must never 
involve violence. We misunderstand the cultural framework for Poles 
during World War II if we overlook either side of this worldview. The 
stereotypes and conspiracy theories made it difficult for Polish Catholics 
to sympathize with the Jews or to take risks on their behalf; the moral 
claims about non-violence made it difficult to take an active part in the 
Holocaust. Many, like Kossak, overcame those hindrances and saved 
thousands of lives. A smaller number ignored the bit about refraining 
from violence, and they are the true criminals. The overwhelming 
majority were unsure what to do, so they did nothing.

When the Ghetto Uprising of 1943 began, the ŻOB fighters sent a 
communique to their AK counterparts. The text was poignant: “There 
is a struggle underway for your freedom and ours. For human, social, 
and national honor and dignity – yours and ours. Let us avenge the 
crimes of Auschwitz, Treblinka, Bełżec, Majdanek. Long live the broth-
erhood of arms and blood of fighting Poland.”40 The problem was that 
a Poland encompassing both Christians and Jews was hard to perceive 
by 1943. Today Poles and Jews have their own separate memories of 
World War II, and even as some of the bitterness begins to wear down 
in the face of dialogue and empathy, it is still uncommon to speak of 
the Warsaw Uprisings (plural) as parallel events. Few are able to 
remember the bloodshed and hardship of those years without reca-
pitulating the very categories of exclusionary identity that caused so 
much agony.
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  8  

CONQUEST OR REVOLUTION? 
1945–56

How shall we describe what happened in Poland after World War II? 
In  many older surveys of Polish history you will read about the 
“communist takeover” or the “Soviet conquest,” but more recently 
some scholars have urged us to talk about a “revolution” instead.1 The 
former options underline the role of the USSR in imposing upon Poland 
the political and economic system that would dominate the country 
for  the next forty years; the latter emphasizes that the far-reaching 
transformations of the late 1940s had domestic as well as international 
causes. Although these competing interpretations have provoked bitter 
debates, they do not need to be placed in opposition. The revolution 
was real enough: the late 1940s brought fundamental changes in every 
country of Europe, and the devastation in Poland left people particularly 
amenable to radical ideas. Regardless of the Soviet presence, the world 
of 1939 was gone forever. But if the USSR did not cause the postwar 
revolution, Stalin most definitely channeled it along paths that few 
Poles would have chosen on their own.

There is a tendency among some Poles to depict the four decades 
between 1945 and 1989 as a time of foreign occupation, dominated by 
an illegitimate puppet government that ruled Poland but was not 
genuinely Polish. If we take this approach, the main storyline becomes 
the struggle for liberation. Insofar as we talk about daily life under this 
evil regime, we do so in order to expose the pervasive totalitarian 
oppression. Politics is described as an epic confrontation between the 
state (Them) and society (Us).2 This understanding of the past is 
captured by the curious nomenclature used to describe the Polish state. 
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Interwar Poland was known as the Second Republic, and today’s 
country is called the Third Republic. In between was the Polish People’s 
Republic (Polska Rzeczpospolita Ludowa, or PRL), which is not even 
deemed worthy of a number. It becomes a rupture in Polish history, not 
part of that history.

It should go without saying that the PRL was an oppressive state, 
and I have no desire to rehabilitate its memory or defend its leaders. 
They were dictators, violent and cruel at their worst, petty and corrupt 
even at their best. They censored the press, criminalized dissent, and 
constrained cultural life. They often imprisoned their opponents, and 
on several occasions they used lethal force to maintain power. They 
were not admirable people. Nor is it my objective to defend the 
ideology of the PRL. As I will explain below, the lofty goals of some of 
the system’s founders were undermined by a willingness to pursue 
those goals using the most vile methods. Worse, their ideals were 
compro mised as the years went on, leaving little more than cynicism 
in their wake.

But even in oppressive states not everyone is oppressed, and even 
those who are cannot be reduced to their suffering alone. If we move 
beyond the charged rhetoric of historical politics we see a reality that 
was a lot more nuanced and complex, with space for lives that 
transcended the sharp divides of good versus evil, Us and Them. We 
see actual people rather than ideological metaphors. Even more 
important, we see how the PRL fits within a broader context – not just 
Eastern Europe or the Soviet Bloc, but the 20th century world in general. 
All too often, accounts of postwar Poland evoke the communists to 
explain virtually everything that took place between 1945 and 1989, 
or  at least everything bad. That’s an oversimplification. We need to 
disentangle three strands of recent Polish history: that which ha pened 
because the PRL was a poor country undergoing a process of modern-
ization; that which happened because the PRL was caught up in the 
Cold War; and that which happened because of the ideological 
preconceptions and the day-to-day misrule of the communists. The 
Manichean dualities used by politicians on both sides of the Cold War 
are inadequate to explain the experiences of actual Poles. In the 
following pages I will try to demystify and normalize the PRL, pulling 
it down to earth and away from the high drama of epochal struggles for 
truth, justice, and freedom. Authors understandably want to make their 
subjects as dramatic as possible, but in this case we need to turn down 
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the temperature a bit in order to understand what it was really like to 
live in the Poland during the communist years.

The Ideological Stakes

One of the great tragedies of the Cold War was that it sucked everything 
into its reductionist binaries. If we look past those oversimplifications, 
we can see a dizzying arrangement of overlapping struggles: capitalism 
versus socialism; liberalism versus socialism; democratic socialism 
versus authoritarian socialism (i.e., communism); agrarianism versus 
Marxist (urban, industrial) socialism; religious tradition versus secular 
modernity; nationalism versus internationalism; and of course the USA 
versus the USSR. These categories combined in just about every way 
imaginable during the Cold War, both in Poland and around the world. 
Although the Catholic Church was generally hostile towards both 
liberalism and capitalism, it ended up in a tacit alliance with the United 
States. In some countries social democrats became militantly anticom-
munist, while others supported the USSR. Agrarians in Eastern Europe 
became the standard bearers of the anticommunist struggle, while 
their counterparts elsewhere in the world joined hands with Marxists. 
The American government provided support to social democrats 
and  agrarians in Eastern Europe while backing coups to overthrow 
and  suppress those same groups in Latin America. I could go on: 
the Cold War was an ideological muddle. But to recognize that these 
battle lines were shifting and unclear is not to imply that they were 
unimportant. Plenty of people took these worldviews very seriously 
indeed, and were willing to kill and die for them.

Socialism of one variety or another was in a strong position every-
where in Europe after World War II. The most fundamental goal of the 
socialists was to establish as much liberty as possible for as many 
people as possible. They shared this objective with liberals, but whereas 
the latter focused on freeing people from government oppression, 
socialists contended that private wealth could restrict liberty just as 
much as state authority could. Someone working 14 hours a day for 
subsistence wages was not, the socialists argued, free in any meaningful 
sense. The most influential socialist theorist was undeniably the mid-
19th century writer Karl Marx, and perhaps his most important 
contribution was the concept of “exploitation,” a term that has a more 
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precise meaning for socialists than it does in common parlance. Marx 
believed that humans added value to material goods through their 
labor, but that the workers in a capitalist factory did not receive the full 
value of that labor in their wages. A certain excess value was kept by 
the employer, on a scale that far exceeded whatever contribution he or 
she made to the production process. Marx recognized that organizing 
and administering was also a form of labor that deserved compensation, 
and he acknowledged that some funds in every firm had to be withheld 
in order to build up investment capital for the future. But he argued 
that even when these factors were taken into account, the owners took 
out of the process more than they put in, whereas the workers got less 
than they put in. Marx used the word “bourgeoisie” to describe those 
who owned the “means of production” (the factories, the machines, the 
land, etc.) and engaged in exploitation, and the word “proletariat” for 
those who owned so little that they had to sell their labor power – in a 
sense, sell themselves – in order to survive. Marxists believed that a 
person subjected to such a system could never be truly free.

The most fundamental goal of Marxist socialism was to end exploi-
tation, an objective captured by the slogan “from each according to 
his abilities, to each according to his work.” Put differently, socialists 
wanted a world in which no one got more than he or she earned through 
labor (be it physical, intellectual, organizational, administrative, or 
whatever). They also dreamed of a distant future in which humanity 
would move on to an even higher stage of historical development. In 
that far-off world people would produce enough to eliminate all 
shortages, and social justice would be so ingrained that an even loftier 
slogan could be used: “from each according to his abilities, to each 
according to his needs.” These two phrases are often mixed up, but to 
understand both the politics and the daily life of the PRL we need to 
remember that the second would always remain a dream, and 
increasingly an empty slogan that no one was seriously trying to bring 
to life. The first slogan was an actual policy objective, at least in theory, 
at least in the early years.

The socialist approach to property is often misunderstood. Private 
ownership as such wasn’t necessarily the problem for Marxists; instead, 
the root of evil was the use of property to control other people. Private 
property in a socialist world would no longer be treated as sacred, but 
neither would it be banned altogether. People could own stuff; the 
socialists merely argued that they shouldn’t be able to own the sort of 
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stuff or the amount of stuff needed to restrict anyone else’s liberty. The 
point was to turn workers into the real owners of their firms, so that 
the value they created could not be controlled or confiscated by anyone 
else. That could be accomplished in two ways. First, worker councils 
could be established, turning the firm into a sort of cooperative. The 
Russian word for such a council was “soviet,” so the country that Lenin 
established could be translated more fully as the Union of Republics 
that are Governed by Socialist Worker Councils (though admittedly 
URGSWC doesn’t flow quite as well as USSR). The second method – 
the one that ultimately dominated throughout Eastern Europe – was 
based on the assumption that the post-revolutionary state would 
genuinely represent the interests of the workers. If that was so, then 
state ownership would effectively, though indirectly, become self-
ownership. The “if” in the last sentence was crucial, because the efficacy 
and legitimacy of the whole socialist edifice depended upon the 
establishment of a genuine democracy – that is, a state that all citizens 
identified with, and one which was perceived as a representation of 
their interests and needs. If the state was seen by workers as “them” 
rather than “us,” then socialism would be doomed.

Things got contentious when socialists discussed how to get from our 
existing world to their projected future. Social democrats, like the PPS 
in interwar Poland, believed that the path from here to there was very, 
very long. First capitalism had to develop to its fullest extent, spreading 
its efficiency and its economies of scale by concentrating wealth in the 
hands of a smaller and smaller elite. The resulting injustice and 
inequality, social democrats believed, would lead to an inevitable crisis. 
Only then could the revolution come, and in the meantime the social 
democrats urged patience. They were convinced that any attempt to 
rush the process would inevitably involve anti-democratic means, and 
this would undermine the values that socialism was supposed to 
defend. Therefore it was best to work within the institutions of liberal 
capitalist democracy, alleviating the suffering of the poor as much as 
possible until the moment of revolution arrived.

After a lot of terminological messiness during the first two decades 
of the 20th century, Lenin’s version of socialism came to be called 
communism (or sometimes bolshevism). A more descriptive label 
might be “impatient socialism.” Lenin did not want to wait indefinitely 
for History to bring the Revolution to him; he was going to make the 
Revolution happen now. He was contemptuous of the moral constraints 
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of those he called “bourgeois socialists,” and of their willingness to 
play by the rules of liberal capitalist democracy. The status quo could 
never evolve towards socialism, he argued, because in a society where 
money bought power, the rich would always manipulate politics to get 
their way and use their control of the media and cultural institutions in 
order to cloud everyone’s understanding of how real power worked. 
Only if one was ready to use extreme measures to break down this 
omnipresent hegemony could a new social order be created. Lenin said 
that a “vanguard party” of activists was necessary, because only such a 
group could see through the propaganda and overthrow the capitalist 
edifice in its entirety. Such a vanguard could not be constrained by 
ethical qualms or cowardly hesitation. The omelet of socialism, he 
contended, would never get cooked if a few eggs weren’t broken first. 
If some of those eggs were in fact human lives, then (as far as Lenin was 
concerned) so be it.

The authoritarian potential of this “vanguard” theory was criticized 
by many of Lenin’s contemporaries. Countless gallons of ink have been 
spilled in the debate between those who think that his ideas inevitably 
led towards violence and oppression, and those who insist that Lenin’s 
vision was perverted after his death. Either way, by the 1930s the USSR 
under the leadership of Joseph Stalin had little in common with a 
socialist utopia. Stalinism represented yet another iteration of socialism, 
one based on the belief that as the revolution proceeded its capitalist 
enemies would become more desperate and ruthless. Eventually, Stalin 
warned, they would use espionage, conspiracy, and sabotage as a last 
line of defense, so every victory in the march towards the final esta-
blishment of a communist society would demand an intensified 
vigilance. Stalinism’s personal paranoia eventually engulfed the 
Communist Party itself, and ensured that every mistake or failure in 
the Soviet Union tended to get interpreted as a conspiratorial attack. 
This was a recipe for a cascading cycle of terror that ultimately engulfed 
millions of victims.

Confronting all these varieties of socialism in post-World War II 
Europe was a movement that I have only mentioned in passing so far in 
this book: Christian Democracy. Since at least the time of the French 
Revolution, the Roman Catholic Church had been the leading defender 
in Europe of what we might call classical conservatism. This was a 
worldview based on the conviction that humans were prone to sin by 
their very nature, and that only strong institutions and norms rooted in 
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lasting traditions could hold society together. Catholic thinkers argued 
that God Himself had established the basic units of the social order – 
particularly the family – and that it was a grave transgression for 
humans in their willfulness to undermine such things. It took a very 
long time for Church leaders to accept parliamentary democracy, 
though eventually they did so with the proviso that God’s law (not 
majority rule or a man-made social contract) be recognized as the basis 
of governing legitimacy.

Building on Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum, a seminal encyclical 
from 1891, the Catholic Church had developed a clear position on the 
question of social injustice. In language strikingly similar to that of the 
socialists, Catholics argued that capitalism enslaved humans by reduc-
ing them to cogs in a process of production, by treating human beings 
as mere labor power, and by reducing their worth to the market value 
of their wages. Catholicism differed from socialism in its explanation of 
where these evils came from, and how to fix them. When the socialists 
pointed to historical processes and systemic injustices, Catholics 
pointed to sin. When the socialists described alternative means of social 
organization, Catholics tried to build upon what they considered the 
divinely inspired social building blocks of family and community life. 
And where the socialists predicted a future in which human reason 
would triumph over religion, Catholics insisted that faith remained 
constant even as history progressed. This worldview became quite 
prominent in Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, soon 
spreading beyond the confines of Catholicism to encompass anyone 
who wanted to combine cultural conservatism with a critique of social 
injustice. Thus was the Christian Democratic movement created. There 
was a small party by this name in Poland in the interwar years, though 
it was never able to find a large enough space between Endecja on the 
right and the PPS on the left. A new Christian Democratic group was 
created in 1937 called (misleadingly for English-speakers) the Labor 
Party (Stronnictwo Pracy or SP). They tried to assert a political role 
after World War II, but infiltration and intimidation by the communist 
security services prompted the party leadership to escape abroad in 
1946. Nonetheless, their distinctive Catholic critique of both capitalism 
and socialism continued to shape Polish intellectual life.

As should be clear from this summary of the main ideological cur-
rents of the 1940s, it would be reductive to characterize the conflicts of 
that era as a binary, with democracy, liberalism, and capitalism on one 
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side and socialism on the other. Many of the most bitter and violent 
struggles of the immediate postwar years pit different varieties of 
socialists against each other, with all of them sincerely believing that 
their ultimate goal was to advance the cause of freedom and democracy 
(ideals which liberals also valued). In Poland in particular, the extent of 
ideological consensus was strikingly broad. A document issued by the 
AK in March 1944 entitled What the Polish Nation is Fighting for is par-
ticularly revealing, because it represented the consensus views of the 
social democrats (the PPS), the agrarians (the PSL), the nationalist right 
(the Endecja), and the Christian Democrats (the SP). In the section on 
economic policy, the AK document stated:

Striving to raise Poland’s economic potential and to remove injurious 
social inequalities, the reborn Polish state will embark upon a funda-
mental rebuilding of the structure of economic life which would satisfy 
the interests of the broad masses of rural and urban people … . The state’s 
task will be to raise national revenue and ensure its just distribution. The 
state will assume the management functions in the economy, in order to 
assure the realization of Poland’s economic plan. The state will have the 
right to acquire or nationalize [uspołecznianie, literally “socialize”] firms 
that are useful to the public, as well as key industries, transportation, and 
financial institutions whenever the general welfare demands it …. Private 
property shall be treated not as an unlimited personal privilege, but as the 
basis for fulfilling delegated social and state functions …. The goal of 
social policy will be the complete liberation of working people …. Labor 
itself will not be a commodity; the working person will receive the dignity 
s/he deserves and be freed from the yoke of hired labor [najemnictwo]. 
The subordination of the worker will only be an organizational matter 
stemming from the division of labor; it will cease to be an expression of 
the power of one person over another.3

None of these ideas was unique to the socialists, much less the 
communists. Nor was this a distinctly Polish consensus: across Europe 
the desire for radical change was greater than it had ever been. Because of 
World War II the old order had already been destroyed, providing an 
unprecedented opportunity to build something new. All the combatants 
had experienced an unprecedented level of social solidarity during the 
war, and that led to an equally unprecedented belief in the effectiveness 
of collective solutions to social problems. This was doubly so in Poland, 
where the Nazis had murdered a huge portion of the prewar elite and 
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wiped out the bulk of the country’s commercial stratum (by killing nearly 
all the Jews). In Poland as elsewhere in Europe, implementing radical 
reform would never be easier than it was in 1945.

Power Politics and the Start of the Cold War, 1944–48

When seen from Warsaw, the start of the Cold War looks like a story of 
unrelenting Soviet aggression countered by a weak American response 
that stemmed from either naiveté or irresolution. For many Poles, anger 
over Stalin’s conquest is almost matched by disgust at Roosevelt’s 
foolishness and weakness. If we take a step back, however, we see that 
the story is not quite so clear-cut. At the beginning of the Cold War both 
the Americans and the Soviets were using the schoolyard defense of 
“he started it,” but both sides bore some of the blame for the collapse of 
their wartime alliance. For a while it seemed that the two superpowers 
had reached an arrangement that would mitigate conflict between 
themselves, even as they divided up major parts of the world into 
“spheres of influence.” Both behaved aggressively and accepted each 
other’s aggression (though not without loud complaining) as long as 
the victims were smaller countries within the appropriate sphere. 
Confining the story to Europe presents a somewhat clearer picture, in 
which the Soviets and their allies behaved far worse than the Americans 
and their allies. But if we move to a global scale and take into account 
US policies in Latin America and Southeast Asia, the Cold War is harder 
to cast as a morality tale. There were no good guys in this story, though 
that doesn’t make the bad guys any less culpable. Nor does it mean that 
some weren’t worse than others: Stalin was in a category all his own.4

Neither Roosevelt nor his successor, Harry Truman, wanted a 
US–USSR confrontation after World War II. There were some in the US 
military who urged them to push their advantage in 1945 by continuing 
the march eastward after the fall of Berlin, but this was a non-starter for 
Roosevelt, who was hopeful that the wartime alliance could provide a 
foundation for long-term peace. Truman was less idealistic, but he 
understood the limits of US military capacity and (more important) 
public opinion. It had been difficult to rally Americans behind the effort 
against Hitler, and it was unlikely that there would be support for a 
bloody, costly anticommunist war. Moreover, American power and 
influence had expanded beyond anyone’s prewar imagining, at a cost 
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of only a tiny fraction of the lives and resources spent by the other 
combatants. It was time to consolidate the fruits of that triumph, not 
risk it with the sort of massive escalation that a full-scale armed conflict 
with the Soviet Union would entail.

For their part, the Soviet Union’s resources were depleted. We often 
forget how catastrophic World War II had been for the USSR. With at 
least 23 million deaths, that single country accounted for more than a 
third of the war’s total casualties. This corresponds to 14 percent of the 
prewar population, placing the USSR third behind only Poland and 
Lithuania in that particular ranking of misery. Stalin was (to say the 
least) inclined to paranoia and aggression, but he was also a canny 
political operator who knew when not to force his hand. Moreover, he 
was less interested in the worldwide spread of communism than many 
at the time assumed. Obviously he imagined a day when the revolution 
would triumph across the globe, but that sort of idealism had long since 
taken a back seat to hard-headed political machination. For example, 
immediately after World War II he prevented the Italian communists 
from attempting to seize power because he considered that country 
to  be in the US sphere of influence, and he didn’t want to push his 
luck with a provocation.5 He acted similarly in Greece, and even for 
several years within his own sphere of influence, in Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia. In all of these cases the goal of revolution was 
subordinated to the foreign policy requirements of the USSR (though 
many in Moscow considered these to be the same thing).

What happened in Poland after World War II must be seen in light of 
the superpowers’ desire to avoid a future conflict by delineating spheres 
of influence. This doesn’t make Soviet policy look any better from the 
Polish perspective, but it shifts somewhat the understanding of the 
American and British role. It wasn’t that the West failed to stand up to 
Stalin; rather, prior to 1948 the Soviet leader had not extended beyond 
the parts of the world recognized as “his.” For those first few years 
Stalin was consolidating control over Eastern Europe, much as the 
British would by backing a violent military coup in Greece or by trying 
to quash independence movements across their empire. Over the 
coming decades there was an unstated rule for small countries 
everywhere: don’t make any moves that might upset your superpower 
patron. Thus when the Guatemalan government attempted to introduce 
radical land reform in 1954 (which hurt American agribusiness), the 
CIA engineered a coup that led to more than three decades of civil war 
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and about a quarter of a million deaths. When, two years later, the 
Hungarian government attempted to develop a more independent and 
democratic form of socialism, a full-scale military invasion from the 
USSR put a stop to their reforms. In both of these cases, and in many 
that followed, the opposing superpower made noises of protest and 
covertly stirred up trouble behind the scenes, but always stopped short 
of interventions that might lead to World War III. It would be imprecise 
to suggest an absolute equivalence between the two superpowers, but 
it is impossible to deny that a brutal logic of realpolitik led both sides to 
sacrifice ideals on the altar of national interest.

Poland’s postwar fate set many of the standards for this ruthless 
Cold War playbook. As German armies began to retreat in 1943 and it 
became obvious that the Nazis would lose World War II, Stalin had two 
demands that were not open to compromise. First, he insisted on a 
secure western frontier, with a friendly Polish buffer state protecting 
the USSR from any future German aggression. Second, he intended to 
keep the land he had taken from Poland in 1939. Much of what followed 
resulted from the irreconcilability of these two goals. As a leading 
Polish communist put it in 1943:

After the war, the Soviet Union cannot permit the reconstruction of a 
Polish state hostile to the Soviet Union. Even though the Soviet Union 
would willingly accept a Poland with a different form of government that 
was positively disposed toward the USSR, historical reality does not 
permit the reconstruction of a Poland of radically changed external 
orientation without deep internal transformations. With the exception of 
the communists, all the traditional Polish orientations were anti-Soviet: 
the Piłsudczycy in all their variants, the Endecja, and the socialists.6

This was probably an accurate assessment. A combination of ideologi-
cal differences, the legacy of the partitions, the memories of the Polish–
Bolshevik War, and the seizure of the eastern third of Poland’s territory 
had left bitter resentments that would sooner or later have emerged 
had there been truly open elections. It was Stalin’s desire for territorial 
expansion and a friendly buffer state to the west that drove his  policies 
in Poland, not (at least not only) an ideological commitment to spread 
the Revolution. If he wanted both a friendly Poland and a truncated 
Poland, he would have to ensure that the Polish government was 
directly under his thumb. A socialist Poland that was not also a sub-
servient Soviet puppet was never a realistic possibility.
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This background helps us understand the deals made between the 
Big Three – Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin – during the last two years 
of the war. When they met in Tehran in November 1944 to discuss 
(among other things) the Polish–Soviet border, Stalin would not relent 
in his demand to keep his conquests from 1939. But he did offer one of 
the oddest pieces of diplomatic compensation in history: Poland, he 
proposed, should be shifted a few hundred kilometers to the west, 
taking land from Germany to make up for what it had lost to the Soviet 
Union. In coldly rational terms it might seem a good deal: the Poles 
were losing most of the impoverished east that had once been 
characterized as “Poland B” (see chapter 5), while getting prosperous 
agricultural and industrial territories in the west. More of the coal 
mines and steel mills of Silesia would become Polish, as would a large 
stretch of the Baltic coastline (see Figure 8.1). But however we might 
assess this exchange of territory in the abstract, one would have been 
hard pressed to find any Pole who would have approved of such a 
deal  except under duress. Poland was not merely a collection of 
interchangeable strategic resources; it was a political community of 
actual human beings with homes, families, friendships, and deep local 
roots. These were shattered by Stalin’s creative cartography.

By 1945 it was widely recognized by European diplomats that their 
predecessors had done a poor job drawing boundaries after World War I. 
In trying to carve nation-states out of regions with blended populations, 
they had left irredentist sentiments simmering. They tried to remedy 
these mistakes after World War II, but in doing so they demonstrated 
that the ideal of the nation-state was stronger than ever. This time 
they  would combat irredentism not by struggling to make the maps 
correspond with demography, but by imposing their ideals of cultural 
homogeneity and national identity onto recalcitrant populations. If the 
presumptions of nationalism did not match reality, then reality had to be 
changed. The term “ethnic cleansing” had not yet been coined, but that’s 
what happened in the late 1940s. About 2 million people from east of the 
Bug river who considered themselves (or were deemed by the authorities) 
to be Polish were resettled within the new boundaries. It was taken for 
granted that their proper loyalties should be with their figurative 
homeland (the nation-state), wherever it might be (re)located, and not 
with their literal homeland (the land where their homes were). Between 
8 and 11 million ethnic Germans (the numbers are disputed) either fled 
by their own volition or were forcibly transported to the west. About 



198 CONQUEST OR REVOLUTION? 1945–56 

480,000 people identified as Ukrainians were expelled from Poland in 
1945–46, and another 140,000 were forcibly resettled in 1947 from their 
homes in the southeast to the newly acquired territories in the west. In 
that last operation, code-named Operation Vistula, the Polish army 
dispersed Ukrainian-speaking families among (often hostile) neighbors, 
so as to forestall the consolidation of a Ukrainian ethnic community.

The result was a Poland that was almost homogenous in terms of 
language and religion for the first time in its history. Even regional 
distinctions within the Polish-speaking population were weakened, as 
people moved around in search of new housing and job opportunities. 
Only a minority of Varsovians in the 1950s had been born in the city, 
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Figure 8.1 Poland after World War II.



 CONQUEST OR REVOLUTION? 1945–56 199

and almost no one who settled in Wrocław or Gdańsk had lived there 
when these cities had been called Breslau and Danzig. The farms in 
what was now western Poland were often settled by people who had 
lived in the far eastern part of the country before World War II. A joke 
from those years went like this:

– You have an accent. Where are you from?
– I live in Wrocław.
– What a coincidence! I’m also from Lwów.

The expelled Germans, along with the Jews who had been murdered in 
the Holocaust, left behind homes and shops that were now occupied by 
the new Polish migrants. Old understandings of both property and 
propriety had been shattered by the war and the ethnic cleansing 
campaigns. To grasp the atmosphere during those years, we need to 
picture a world in which the cities had been mostly destroyed, in which 
much of the economic infrastructure was gone, in which millions of 
people were either dead or deported, and in which millions more were 
moving from one part of the country to the other. Under these 
circumstances people had few qualms about seizing whatever empty 
property they might find. Desperation made “squatter’s rights” the rule 
of the day.

Those who settled into new homes would be haunted by insecurity 
for many years to come. It only requires a basic sense of empathy to 
comprehend why someone who had endured the Nazi occupation 
would consider it acceptable to move into a home or business left 
vacant by a Jewish Holocaust victim or a German expellee. 
Nonetheless, such an appropriation would leave a strong residue of 
conflicted emotions: satisfaction from coming out of the horrors of 
war with some compensation, and discomfort from the knowledge 
that someone else had suffered horribly in order to make that 
acquisition possible. This could be a toxic combination, particularly 
in those instances where the squatters later discovered that the 
original owners (or their heirs) were not in fact dead. For decades 
to  follow, those residing in confiscated property were reluctant to 
invest in improvements to their homes or farms out of fear that 
the  old owners might still come back. Even today the adjectives 
poniemiecki (“post-German”) and pożydowski ( “post-Jewish”) are used 
to describe homes and even entire towns. There were complex layers 
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of ambivalence behind the hurtful question heard by some Jewish 
survivors from their former neighbors: “Why are you still alive?”

It is hard to imagine stories more painful than those of Holocaust 
survivors who tried to return to their old homes, only to be met by 
hostility and even violence. On a few occasions the resentment 
escalated, and mobs attacked Jews in full-fledged pogroms. The worst 
of these occurred in Kielce in 1946, when 42 Jews were murdered. 
Although we lack solid data about the scale of this problem across the 
country, the best estimates are that between 300 and 350 people died in 
anti-Jewish attacks in 1945–46.7 Some of these murders were carried out 
by those trying to protect property they had seized during the war; 
others were driven by old stereotypes and fears. As described in 
Chapter 6, before the war antisemites had spread conspiracy theories 
about the so-called żydokomuna (“Jew-Commie”), which characterized 
communism as part of a Jewish plot. During the Occupation the Nazis 
had reinforced that message with five years of unrelenting propaganda. 
Moreover, the Soviet Union had indeed become more popular among 
the Jewish survivors in Poland than it had been before the war. Many of 
them had made it through the Holocaust by taking refuge in the USSR, 
and those who had hidden successfully within Poland tended to be 
assimilated, with few ties to Jewish traditions and thus relatively open 
to the secular internationalism of the communists. Finally, antisemitic 
violence could become a self-fulfilling prophecy, insofar as it pushed 
many Jews towards the communist authorities, who seemed the only 
source of protection (a grave misjudgment, as it turned out). The 
overwhelming majority of the communists in Poland after World War II 
were Polish, but Jews were indeed overrepresented relative to their tiny 
share of the population, particularly in the higher levels of the 
leadership. While no more than 5500 Jews belonged to the Polish 
Workers Party (less than 3 percent of the total membership), they 
constituted about 10 percent of the officials in the judiciary, the security 
services, and the propaganda apparatus; 167 out of 450 people in the 
security services with the rank of department director or higher had 
Jewish origins.8 Thanks to the żydokomuna mythology, people were 
primed to misperceive this overrepresentation as domination. The fact 
that Poles had large majorities in every institution at every level was 
rendered invisible by this antisemitic worldview. Many who lived 
through those years in Poland could never abandon their conviction 
that the Jews brought communism to Poland.
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A different sort of mythology was developed to justify the seizure of 
the western territories from Germany. The eastern borderlands lost to 
the USSR had been connected to Poland for centuries, just as those 
western lands had been part of one or another Germanic principality or 
kingdom since the middle ages. But if one dug deep enough it was 
possible to find a medieval Polish kingdom with boundaries that did 
roughly correspond to the Polish People’s Republic. State formation 
was only just getting started in 11th century northeastern Europe, so 
the maps we draw of that era impose modern cartographical categories 
onto societies that had very different approaches to territory. But such 
complexities could not be allowed to get in the way of myth-making: by 
pointing to approximate boundaries from the year 1000 one could 
argue that the PRL was merely regaining that which had been lost (a 
long, long time ago). To this day many people refer to the territories 
taken after World War II as the Ziemie Odzyskane (Recovered Territories).

Setting the territorial boundaries of the PRL was hard enough, but 
establishing Soviet hegemony over this new Poland would be even 
harder. As the Red Army fought its way towards Germany in the last year 
of the war, Lublin was the first liberated city that even Stalin recognized 
as Polish, so it became the site for the creation of the Soviet-backed Polski 
Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego (Polish Committee of National 
Liberation, or PKWN) in July 1944. Significantly, the founding manifesto 
of the PKWN did not mention the word communism, or even socialism. 
Stalin’s primary goal at that moment was to force Polish acquiescence to 
the massive territorial shifts he envisioned, and to guarantee a pro-Soviet 
Polish foreign policy into the future. Socialism could come later.

As discussed in the last chapter, the AK’s Operation Storm (and its 
most notable component, the Warsaw Uprising) was aimed at esta-
blishing an independent authority in Poland before the Soviets could 
install the PKWN. The Red Army slowed its advance just long enough 
to allow the Nazis to defeat the Polish resistance, then moved in to mop 
up whatever fragments remained. Some units eluded capture and 
continued to fight; from their perspective the retreat of the Germans 
just meant that one occupying force had been replaced by another. 
Their ongoing campaign would cost thousands of lives, but they had 
no realistic chance of success because of forces both domestic and 
international. This was made clear when the Big Three met again in 
February 1945 in the Black Sea resort town of Yalta. While the very 
word Yalta has become synonymous in Poland with American and 
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British betrayal, in fact the conference merely formalized what was 
already implied by the Tehran agreement in late 1943 (and established 
de facto by the presence of Soviet troops throughout east-central Europe). 
The division of the continent into spheres of influence was reiterated, as 
was Poland’s position within the Soviet zone. The Yalta Conference 
should really be remembered for Churchill’s and Roosevelt’s attempt to 
rescue some role for the Polish government-in-exile in London – at least 
enough for Roosevelt to save face in front of Polish American voters. 
The Yalta deal promised “a strong, free, independent and democratic 
Poland,” and called for a postwar government that included 
representatives from both the PKWN and the London Poles. The 
superpowers agreed that Poland should schedule elections for a new 
parliament that would include “all democratic and anti-Nazi parties” 
(a fuzzy expression if there ever was one).

For a while it seemed that the postwar Polish government might 
indeed be a coalition between the PKWN and the government-in-exile. 
Most members of the latter refused to recognize the Yalta deal, but the 
prime minister, Stanisław Mikołajczyk, decided to see what could be 
salvaged within Poland.9 He resigned his émigré position and returned 
to Warsaw in order to join a newly constituted “Government of National 
Unity.” This body was dominated by Mikołajczyk’s Polskie Stronnictwo 
Ludowe (Polish People’s Party, or PSL), the Polska Partia Socjalistyczna 
(Polish Socialist Party, PPS), and the Stalin-backed Polska Partia 
Robotnicza (Polish Workers Party, PPR). In other words, this was a 
coalition of agrarians, social democrats, and communists, which on the 
surface seemed to capture the radical popular mood of 1945. But only 
on the surface, because the Government of National Unity was a coali-
tion in name only. The PPR controlled 17 out of the 21 ministerial posts, 
including the vital offices of state security, defense, foreign affairs, 
information (propaganda and censorship), and justice. The leader of 
the PPR, Władysław Gomułka, said to his notional coalition partners in 
June 1945, “Do not be offended, gentlemen, that we only offer you 
space in the government on our terms. Because we are master of the 
house. … We will never hand over power once it has been taken.”10

The free and fair elections promised by the Yalta Accords never 
took place, but thanks to a cynical maneuver by the communists we 
have a glimpse (albeit a hazy one) into public opinion at the time. The 
communists were well aware of the baggage they carried because of 
their affiliation with the USSR, not to mention the enduring żydokomuna 
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mythology, so they bent over backwards to establish their national 
bona fides. They also positioned themselves as the sponsors of the most 
popular social reforms. To facilitate their patriotic rebranding, the PPR 
identified three issues that seemed to enjoy widespread support, and 
proposed that they be put to a vote in a referendum. The opposition 
would then be forced to either back the communists or try to block 
popular reforms. The three issues were these:

1. “Do you favor the abolition of the Senate?” This was meant to 
symbolize the democratization of the Polish political system, because 
the upper house had long represented the interests of the wealthy and 
powerful. In the Second Republic the Senate had included many ex officio 
members and others subject to only indirect election. Moving to a 
unicameral legislature was presented as a means of making the Sejm 
more democratic. Significantly, this had long been a demand of the PSL.

2. “Do you want the new constitution to safeguard the economic system 
introduced by the land reform and by the nationalization of the basic branches 
of the national economy while preserving the rights of private initiative?” 
These ideas were widely (though of course not universally) popular 
across the ideological spectrum. The nod to “private initiative” was 
enough to satisfy moderates without making any real commitments.

3. “Do you want to keep the western boundary of the Polish state on the 
Baltic, the Oder River, and the Lusatian-Neisse River?” Very few people in 
Poland would say no to this. Needless to say, there was no ballot 
question about the loss of the eastern borderlands to the Soviet Union.

The PPR launched a propaganda campaign so massive that it caused a 
paper shortage. Their slogan was a simple “Three Times Yes,” and their 
publicity focused on effective appeals to patriotism and fear. Posters 
and leaflets bore lines like these:

Three Times Yes does not appeal to the Germans.
Yes is the mark of your Polishness.
You are a Pole, say yes.
Peasant, remember, your enemy is not asleep; your enemy wants to 

take your land.
The earth is yours, the factory yours, the army is setting border posts; 

forge a future for the peasant and the worker.
Three times Yes means a Poland that is law-observing, rich, just, and 

sovereign.11
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The remaining underground resistance, which consisted mostly of 
right-wing groups that would oppose anything proposed by the new 
regime, called on people to vote No on all three questions. The merits 
of the ballot questions were beside the point – their main goal was to 
demonstrate the unpopularity of the PPR. The Polish Socialist Party 
remained quiescent in their alliance with the communists, endorsing 
the Three-Times-Yes campaign. The PSL was in a bind, because they 
had no principled reason to oppose any of the three questions. 
Moreover, they were still members of the Government of National 
Unity, so technically they were still trying to cooperate with the 
communists. But the PPR was already pursuing a campaign of violence 
and intimidation against the agrarians, and Mikołajczyk had to do 
something to stake out a position of opposition before his party was 
completely subsumed. The strategy he chose was frankly a weak one, 
but he didn’t have many options. Against the slogan of “Three Times 
Yes,” the PSL countered with “Once No, Twice Yes.” They called on 
their supporters to vote No on the question about the Senate as a 
symbolic way to demonstrate the unpopularity of the communists. 
Mikołajczyk was still playing politics by the old rules, which dictated 
that an unpopular party would be a weaker party. It wasn’t yet clear to 
him that the nature of the game had changed.

The referendum was held on June 30, 1946. According to the official 
results, the question about the western territories received 91.4 percent 
support, the one about nationalization and land reform 77.2 percent, 
and the one calling for the elimination of the Senate 68 percent. 
Mikołajczyk had tried to use this as a test of communist strength, and 
the plan had backfired miserably – but not because of the actual 
outcome of the voting. Historians have recently been able to re-tally 
the results, and it turns out that the communists had simply invented 
the numbers that they presented to the public in 1946. In reality the 
borders question got 66.9 percent support, the nationalization question 
42 percent, and the Senate question 26.9 percent.12 The referendum 
was not so much a commentary on any of the issues involved as it was 
a full-throated repudiation of the communists. Even voters who liked 
the idea of nationalization, territorial expansion to the west, and a 
unicameral legislature didn’t want the communists to be the ones to 
introduce these things.

But it didn’t matter because the results were falsified, and that was 
the real lesson of the whole exercise. Henceforth voting would be 
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treated as an important symbol of civic engagement but not as a means 
of expressing public opinion. Having made that point, the PPR was 
ready to schedule the parliamentary elections promised by the Yalta 
Agreement. Superficially it looked like a real election campaign, with 
posters and rallies for the various parties. In reality the intimidation, 
blackmail, and violence grew worse, and more and more opposition 
politicians either dropped out of public life or fled abroad. About 200 
members of the PSL were killed while trying to campaign for office, and 
the PPR spread slanderous lies about the PSL while using censorship to 
block Mikołajczyk’s replies. The PPS, meanwhile, meekly joined an 
electoral alliance with the communists, and the two of them appeared 
on the ballot along with a few other smaller left-wing groups as the 
Democratic Bloc. The official election results gave the Democratic Bloc 
80.1 percent of the vote, with the PSL preposterously allocated a mere 
10.3 percent. In reality the PSL won with a decisive 84 percent, but that 
figure was kept secret.13 Mikołajczyk tried to hold out a few more 
months after the election, but the security services used targeted vio-
lence against PSL members to send a clear message. In October 1947 he 
fled the country, never to return.

That left the PPS as the only significant non-communist party in 
Poland, but by then their room for independent action had dwindled to 
nothing. Throughout these difficult years the social democrats were in 
an awkward position, because on a fundamental level they shared the 
same goals as the communists – they merely differed about the methods. 
This was particularly true now that the PPR was draping itself in the 
Polish flag with such fervor. The PPS had been emphasizing Polish 
patriotism since the party’s founding in at the end of the 19th century, 
and it had always been vastly more popular than the communists. 
But  rank-and-file strength was meaningless under the postwar 
circumstances, because Stalin would never tolerate the existence of an 
independent socialist party. Already during the war the Soviet secret 
services had been infiltrating the PPS with their own agents, and using 
blackmail and threats to gain influence among the existing cadres. 
Moreover, the PPS had played a key role within the AK, which meant 
that a disproportionate number of party activists had fallen victim to 
the Nazis. For all these reasons, the social democrats were unable to put 
up much of a fight. At the end of 1948 they agreed to a merger with the 
PPR, but no one had any illusions about what that really meant. 
On  December 15, at the so-called Unification Congress, the Polska 
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Zjednoczona Partia Robotnicza (Polish United Workers Party, or PZPR) 
was born. It would govern Poland for the next four decades.

So by 1948 the communists had conquered or co-opted their 
opponents. Attacks by the surviving partisan units continued into the 
early 1950s, leaving a steadily dwindling number of casualties on both 
sides, but such violence was never a real threat to the durability of the 
new state. There was, however, one final opponent that remained intact: 
the Catholic Church. On specific matters of social and economic policy, 
Church leaders were often surprisingly close to the secular left. Most 
importantly, both treated private property as a means to an end, not as 
an end unto itself. But that didn’t mean much, because Catholics and 
socialists had been demonizing each other (sometimes literally) for 
decades, making dialogue almost impossible. Social democrats and 
communists alike foresaw the eventual disappearance of religion; they 
differed only insofar as the latter wanted to actively destroy the Church 
while the former thought “progress” would do the job naturally and 
inexorably. For their part, Catholics considered atheism to be a form of 
degeneracy that would inevitably lead to barbarism. Even those in the 
Church who were willing to accept denominational diversity (and that 
was still controversial) considered it appropriate to establish legal 
sanctions against atheism. In 1947 the episcopate submitted to the 
government a formal set of postulates that they hoped would be 
included in the new constitution. They expressed their wish that “the 
Republic, as a social and political collectivity of the Catholic Polish 
nation, ought to be described in the Constitution as a Christian state 
that accepts God as the authority over all creation, participates in acts 
honoring God, and respects the Catholic conscience of the citizens.”14 
Needless to say, that proposal was a lead balloon.

For all their ideological hostility, however, both the communists and 
the Catholics exercised caution for several years after the war. Up until 
1948 the security services did little to hinder the Church – it was enough 
of a challenge at the time to defeat the remaining armed resistance, 
crush the PSL, and absorb the PPS. When the communist leader 
Bolesław Bierut was sworn in as president in 1947 he even used 
the  conventional oath “so help me God” (tak mi dopomóż Bóg). The 
episcopate, in turn, used its influence to get the remaining partisans to 
lay down their arms. In an important joint pastoral letter from 1948 the 
bishops wrote: “Let the reconstruction of Polish life, of the capital, 
cities, farms, and churches, grow from month to month. Let no one be 
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provoked to dissolute steps by unenlightened elements. Polish life 
should be dear and holy to us. One must not imperil it needlessly. 
Polish blood must not be squandered in any ill-advised pastime.”15 In 
1950 the two sides even agreed to a truce, in the form of a formal pact 
between the bishops and the government establishing the Church’s 
place in the new state.

Few were surprised when that deal turned out to be a dead letter. In 
February 1953, a decree required all priests to take an oath of loyalty to 
the Polish People’s Republic – something Church authorities would 
never accept. The bishops responded with a joint pastoral letter that 
labeled Marxism “a doctrine that propagates hatred” and threatened 
excommunication for any priests who took the loyalty pledge.16 The 
state reacted with equal vehemence. In March the communists ordered 
the closure of Tygodnik Powszechny (The Universal Weekly), the last 
remaining independent Catholic magazine (in fact, the last independent 
magazine of any sort). In September the primate, Stefan Wyszyński, 
was placed under house arrest in an austere monastery. Six other 
bishops and hundreds of priests suffered an even worse fate in the 
regime’s notoriously brutal prisons.

With the suppression of the Church, the last of the external opponents 
of the PZPR was out of the way. Moreover, by that point all internal 
dissenting voices had been silenced as well. So far I’ve been presenting 
the communists as if they were a homogenous force, but in fact they 
were divided in the late 1940s between at least two factions. The first 
was led by Władysław Gomułka, who had remained in occupied 
Poland during World War II to lead a communist partisan organization, 
the People’s Army. The other centered around Bolesław Bierut, who 
spent the war years in the USSR and even accepted Soviet citizenship. 
These alternative paths were reflected in their political ideas: Bierut 
was an unqualified and unhesitant follower of Stalin, while Gomułka 
had a pronounced independent streak. The latter believed that the 
communists should move carefully, building their popularity before 
plunging forward with the most radical social and economic changes. 
He even proposed that the PPS and the PPR remain separate parties, 
giving the Polish People’s Republic a limited but still real multi-party 
system. On a yet deeper level, Gomułka had developed a sense of 
Polish patriotism during the Nazi occupation, while Bierut’s primary 
loyalties were with the international revolutionary cause. After much 
internal maneuvering, the PZPR leadership (and Stalin, no doubt) 
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decided that Gomułka was guilty of “rightist and nationalist deviation” 
(to use the jargon of the day), which resulted in his expulsion from the 
Party’s Central Committee in August 1948. A series of additional 
demotions followed, and three years later he was arrested and his 
writings were banned.

Up to 1948 the communists concentrated on the struggle for political 
control, and didn’t put as much effort into the project of building a 
socialist Poland. In fact, they reined in their more radical ambitions in 
an attempt to win support. Some would characterize this as a mere 
tactical pause, but that interpretation ignores the fact that there were 
still hard-fought internal debates within the Party about how to 
proceed. With Bierut’s victory over Gomułka, however, the die was cast 
and the PZPR was ready to launch a massive program to replicate the 
Soviet system. Their copy was imperfect and incomplete, but it would 
change Poland forever.

The Experience of Stalinism

In the popular imagination, the word Stalinism evokes images of secret 
police bursting into a home in the middle of the night, arresting people 
for even the most trivial act of dissent or doubt. The Soviet Gulag 
system of prison camps has become iconic, much as the death camps 
have become a metonym for Nazism. There is some justification for 
this, but even at its worst the PRL was never as bad as the Soviet Union. 
The system of surveillance was massive and widespread, and 
thousands of people endured inhuman conditions in jails and labor 
camps. That said, the casualty figures were lower than elsewhere in the 
Soviet bloc, as was the overall rate of imprisonment. Coming up with 
solid statistics about the terror is difficult.17 A lot depends on who gets 
classified as a victim of Stalinist repression. Ideally we would want to 
differentiate between Nazi collaborators and war criminals, common 
criminals, those imprisoned just because of their opposition to 
Stalinism, and (worst of all) those detained for no good reason at all. 
Unfortunately, it isn’t always possible a half-century later to make 
these distinctions with certainty, because a lot of people were convicted 
of crimes based on trumped-up charges. An internal report prepared 
later by the ministry of the interior concluded that 243,065 people were 
imprisoned (for all causes) between 1944 and 1956, among whom 
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39,603 were classified as war criminals (some appropriately, some not). 
Another internal government study showed that in 1952 nearly 50,000 
people were convicted of “anti-state” actions (we would probably 
classify them as political prisoners). These figures only include those 
who were given prison sentences; if we also include those who were 
detained and then released (a frightening enough experience), the total 
rises to 400,000. In addition to the Polish security services, during the 
first two years after the war the Soviet army captured about 100,000 
people (some actual enemies, some merely suspected of resistance). 
Regardless of who arrested them, nearly all of the prisoners were 
eventually set free, but most endured torture while in captivity and all 
were subjected to inhuman conditions. Around 20,000 people died as a 
result of this abuse.

Judicial murder (using capital punishment against political enemies), 
was less common in Poland than in the Soviet Union, but the PRL’s 
courts nonetheless had plenty of blood on their hands. There were at 
least 3615 executions for the period between 1944 and 1956, but that 
lumps together actual criminals and political opponents. Moreover, 
almost all of those killings occurred in the first few years; by the 1950s 
the number of executions plummeted to an average of 18 per year. In 
addition to these executions, there were more than 4000 additional 
sentences of death that were later commuted. Sources vary on how 
many people died in the armed resistance of the late 1940s, but best 
estimates are that around 9000 anti-communists and 7000 communists 
lost their lives. We can thus distinguish between three periods:

1. From 1944 to 1946, a civil war was underway in which both sides 
used violence.

2. From 1946 to 1948, the communists used targeted but still extensive 
violence to solidify power.

3. From 1948 to 1956, the state continued to hold political prisoners 
but carried out fewer politically motivated killings.

If we accept the aforementioned statistics, we get an incarceration rate 
for Poland in the Stalinist years of 250 prisoners per 100,000 citizens. To 
put this into perspective, the American rate for those same dozen years 
averaged only 106 per 100,000. Comparative figures for today are 753 
for the United States, 153 for England and Wales, and 218 for Poland. 
For the decade of the 1950s, when the PRL averaged 18 executions 
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per  year, the State of California (which was about the same size as 
Poland) averaged 37.18 These figures gloss over the absolutely vital 
question of why people were imprisoned, and we should never 
downplay the fact that the PRL included political prisoners alongside 
common criminals. A straight statistical comparison also ignores the 
conditions of the communist prisons, which were appalling. 
Nonetheless, if we are trying to assess the impact that Stalinist terror 
had on everyday life after 1948, we can say that Poles were about twice 
as likely as Americans at the same time to know someone who had 
been imprisoned, but less than a third as likely as Americans today. 
And just as today’s US prison population is drawn mainly from specific 
demographic categories, so was Stalinist incarceration focused on 
particular groups (the intelligentsia, former business owners, the 
landed gentry). One reason the threat of arrest looms so large in the 
accounts we have of the Stalinist years is that the people most likely to 
write about their experiences were also the most likely to face arrest. 
A  damoclean sword may have been suspended over those in the 
political, intellectual, and cultural elite, but outside those circles the 
dangers were somewhat less imminent.

The risk of imprisonment might have been low for the average Polish 
worker or peasant, but that hardly means that the citizens of the PRL 
had no reason to fear the state, or at least to feel its presence in daily life. 
The security services had files on more than 5.2 million people – a 
full  third of the adult population of the country. At its largest point 
(1953) the ministry of public security employed 33,000 people to 
administer these records, and the network of secret informants included 
85,000 individuals. Taken together, the various police units of the PRL 
during the Stalinist era employed around 200,000 people, who were 
assisted by 125,000 volunteer reserves. Today, with a Polish population 
that’s almost 60 percent larger than it was in 1950, the Polish police 
forces are about a third that size. The United States, the United Kingdom, 
and Poland today all have one police officer for every 370–390 people; 
in the early 1950s the PRL had one for every 77 people.19 Not only was 
the police force huge, but there was a similar expansion in a wide range 
of other state bodies that measured, classified, and monitored the 
population. It was not uncommon to be visited by someone who was 
checking on one’s living conditions, sanitary standards, childrearing 
practices, and so on. Privacy did not mean much in those years. Often 
such visits were based on complaints submitted by neighbors, which 
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created a general atmosphere of mistrust. Such conversations rarely led 
to anything more than the generation of a report, but even this had a 
chilling effect.

A good example of how the security services penetrated into daily 
life can be found in the countryside. As I will explain later, Polish 
agriculture was never collectivized as it was elsewhere in the Soviet 
bloc, but the state was the only sanctioned buyer of produce. When 
deliveries fell short of expectations, the default assumption among 
state officials was that the peasants were hiding their produce in order 
to sell it on the black market. Such suspicion was in keeping with the 
conspiratorial mindset of the Stalinists, and in the Soviet Union itself 
the next step was often forced confiscation and arrest. Not only were 
millions of Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian peasants imprisoned for 
the “crime” of having a poor harvest, but millions more died in the 
famines that followed. In Poland about half a million peasants were 
charged with insufficient deliveries, but that is where the comparison 
breaks down. Although the security services took action, the result was 
usually a fine, and perhaps a couple days of detention and questioning. 
This was certainly frightening, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as the 
situation elsewhere in the communist bloc.

There were also new surveillance systems in the factories. Millions of 
people flooded into industrial and construction jobs after World War II, 
to be confronted by controls over their work lives that most had never 
encountered before – and they didn’t like it at all. Factory managers 
monitored closely how the workers were operating the equipment, 
verifying their productivity and efficiency. Pay was dependent upon 
measurable results, and tight controls were set up to enable proper 
accounting. Peasants who joined the industrial workforce after the war 
experienced such oversight as a new form of oppression, and assumed 
that the communists were to blame. However, older workers who had 
been employed in factories prior to 1930s had a different complaint: 
they charged that the communists were just as bad as the prewar 
capitalists. In other words, the surveillance and micromanagement had 
little to do with communism as such. Rather, these were the measures 
used by factory managers all over the industrialized world in order to 
make production more efficient, not the product of any particular 
ideology. Even the intrusive home visits to check on sanitary conditions 
or lifestyle choices were not unique to Eastern Europe: in the early 
stages of industrialization in many countries, workers were (and in 
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some parts of the world still are) housed in barracks where their lives 
could be supervised and managed.

Moreover, not all aspects of this intrusiveness were unambiguously 
negative. Those who were marginalized in prewar Poland because of 
gender, wealth, education, or social status enjoyed some undeniable 
gains. I certainly don’t want to overstate the degree to which the 
Stalinists advanced women’s emancipation and equality, but there 
were real advances in this area. Contrary to a common misperception, 
neither the Soviet Union nor the PRL opened all fields of work equally 
to men and women: there was still a pervasive assumption that some 
jobs were more suited to one gender or the other. Moreover, the 
members of the PZPR leadership were overwhelmingly male, and 
although the balance improved a little over time, there was an 
unbreakable glass ceiling. The men at the top carried a distinctly 
socialist form of masculine prejudice: the assumption that male workers 
had a higher level of class consciousness. Ironically, this allowed women 
workers to get away with transgressions that would have been punished 
if committed by men. The security services operated in the belief that 
the women didn’t know any better, and thus deserved more leniency 
(though when women did get imprisoned, their treatment was as 
horrific as anyone else’s). Further complicating the linkage between 
women’s emancipation and communism was the issue of abortion, 
which was tightly restricted after 1949 as part of a campaign to increase 
the birth rate and restore the size of the Polish population.20

Nonetheless, women did enjoy some advances in the immediate 
postwar years. For example, a law went into effect on January 1, 1946, 
that legalized divorce and established equality before the law for 
children born to single mothers (though cultural acceptance would lag 
considerably behind legal standards). Already in 1945 the All Poland 
Education Conference declared that free daycare would be one of the 
objectives of the new state, as part of a broader communist goal of 
increasing women’s participation in the labor force. That goal was not 
met, but there was a major expansion of childcare facilities, often 
connected directly to factories with large female workforces. The state 
also showed a willingness to intervene in family life in new ways, 
believing that women needed protection from men who demonstrated 
insufficient commitment to socialist progress. Laws against domestic 
abuse were seen as problematic in Western Europe and the United 
States at the time because they violated the “sanctity of the home,” and 
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it took the emergence of a powerful feminist movement in the 1960s to 
bring about reforms in these areas. The Stalinists, on the other hand, 
did not treat the private realm as sacred, so at least in theory they were 
willing to intervene on virtually any issue. The men who ran the Party 
did not show much interest in women’s issues, but some progress was 
made nonetheless. Much of the initiative came from the Liga Kobiet 
(Women’s League ), a prewar organization that was resurrected in 1945 
under communist auspices. In addition to serving as a conduit for a 
variety of top–down ideological efforts, the League also campaigned 
against alcoholism and spousal abuse. By linking violence with alcohol 
abuse, it was possible to attract the attention of the authorities, who 
fought a never-ending battle against this plague. Public shaming was a 
common tool. The practice of “self-criticism” (a forced public confession 
of wrongdoing) had sinister overtones when used to quash dissent or 
political opposition. The same methods, however, were also used 
against run-of-the-mill miscreants, and this proved to be an effective 
tool in the re-establishment of social norms after the nihilism of the 
Nazi Occupation. These procedures certainly didn’t conform to today’s 
standards of due process, and they were based on an explicit repudiation 
of the right to privacy, but they could sometimes be used to attain 
justice for those who would have had little recourse within the prewar 
legal framework.21

To summarize, the whole question of Stalinist oppression is more 
complicated than it seems at first glance. On the one hand, political 
opponents were subjected to arrest, torture, and sometimes death. 
Censorship closed down all independent voices, and elections were a 
sham. The constitution itself was filled with phrases promising 
democracy, but in practice it was an empty document. But unlike other 
countries in the Eastern bloc, the extreme forms of state-sponsored 
violence (murder and imprisonment) in Poland did not extend very far 
beyond the political elites and the intelligentsia. Ordinary people might 
encounter harassment from the security services, and the sense of 
surveillance and control was bothersome, but even here it is not always 
obvious whether people were experiencing the generic losses of liberty 
that come with industrialization and modernity, or a specific form 
of  Stalinist tyranny. Finally, the state’s new interventionist stance 
could  even have a positive impact for some people under specific 
circumstances. Let me emphasize once again that none of this should be 
read as an attempt to rehabilitate the Stalinists. The ruthlessness with 
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which they treated their opponents made them the worst sorts of 
political criminals. But if our goal is to understand everyday life for 
most Poles in the late 1940s and 1950s, the prism of oppression is 
probably not the most useful starting point.

It should go without saying that the PRL was subordinate to the 
USSR on all matters of international policy, and most domestic ques-
tions as well. Stalin himself edited the text of the PRL’s constitution 
(his handwriting is visible on the margins of the draft), which 
indicates how little autonomy Polish politicians enjoyed during those 
years. That said, those who focus exclusively on Poland’s lack of 
independence miss an important point. The Soviet Union was a 
strange empire, because standards of living in the metropol were 
actually lower than in many parts of the periphery. The 19th century 
empires of Britain, France, and Germany (and the corporations based 
there) extracted resources from their spheres of interest in order to 
sustain economic development and enrichment at home. In the 
second half of the 20th century the United States and its corporations 
did this as well, albeit in different ways. The Soviets were not entirely 
averse to old-fashioned imperialist extraction, particularly on their 
southern frontier, but the inhabitants of Warsaw, Prague, Budapest, 
and East Berlin all enjoyed more prosperity and wealth than their 
supposed comrades in Moscow or Leningrad. Insofar as there was 
some transfer of resources eastward, it wasn’t nearly enough to alter 
this imbalance.

Earlier I mentioned that Stalin’s goals vis-à-vis Eastern Europe were 
strategic rather than ideological. This would remain true throughout 
the four decades to follow. The Soviets would intervene militarily (for 
example, Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968) or threaten to 
intervene (Poland in 1956 and 1981) not primarily to defend socialism, 
but to secure their sphere of influence and maintain the strategic balance 
of power with the United States. Many in the Soviet leadership came to 
think of these two causes – socialism and the USSR – as identical, but 
that equation was hotly contested by socialists all over the world. The 
biggest threat to Soviet authority would always be democracy, because 
an open public sphere would bring forth voices calling for less 
subservience to Moscow. As long as such dissent was squashed, the 
client states were able to experiment broadly with economic and social 
policies (within limits, of course). While Stalin was alive those 
experiments were constrained by the overall atmosphere of paranoia, 
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but even in the early 1950s there were significant differences between 
the systems being constructed in the various Eastern bloc countries.

Moreover, whatever dictates might emanate from Moscow, the local 
communists were not mere stooges. History has been unkind to 
Bolesław Bierut and the cadre of political operatives who introduced 
Stalinism to Poland – for the most part deservedly so. Their servile 
stance towards the Soviets and their brutality towards their opponents 
in Poland make it impossible to portray them as decent people, let 
alone respected leaders. But one thing must be conceded: they believed 
that what they were doing would ultimately lead to a better future for 
Poland, and for the world. However cynically the Soviets might have 
viewed their East European satellites, we have no reason to question 
the ideological commitment of Bierut and his comrades. They had an 
opportunity to utterly transform Poland, and they would do just that. 
This meant that they needed more than the raw power that came from 
violence and terror: they actually had to generate some enthusiasm 
among the local population, particularly the industrial working class. 
At the very least, they needed acquiescence to the social transformations 
that they planned to introduce. This explains why the use of overt 
violence declined so markedly after 1948 – the communists had no 
qualms about deploying the full might of the state against their enemies 
in the quest for power, but once their authority was secured it was time 
to use different methods. Intellectuals and anyone who might pose a 
political threat to the state would continue to face censorship and risk 
arrest, but things began to settle down a bit for everyone else.

If we look beyond the authoritarianism and terror, Stalinist 
communism (in Poland and elsewhere) was distinguished from other 
forms of socialism by its unbounded ambition. Social democrats were 
attentive to what they considered to be the limits of the possible, and 
even many communists (Gomułka, for example) urged tactical caution 
at times. The Stalinists, however, would not allow anything to get in the 
way of their goals. Bierut’s objective was nothing less than the total 
transformation of Poland from a mostly rural, impoverished, war-torn 
country into one that was prosperous, industrial, equitable, and modern. 
In 1950 he announced the Six Year Plan, which set targets for every 
sector of the economy and the society. The plan promised to remove the 
ruins of war, rebuild the cities, develop the country’s transportation 
infrastructure, and above all construct an economy based on the most 
up-to-date heavy industry. The PZPR also set goals for the elimination 
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of illiteracy, the expansion of the health care system, the mobilization of 
women into the workforce, and the elimination of religious “super-
stition.” Perhaps Stalinism’s most distinguishing feature, there fore, was 
its almost freakish optimism. The men and women who ran Poland up 
to 1956 were not only trying to revolutionize their country; they were 
trying to complete the task with superhuman speed.

As mentioned above, in theory communists facing different circum-
stances in different countries were open to multiple forms of collective 
ownership, ranging from employee self-management (the path taken 
by the communist leadership in Yugoslavia, for example) to firms 
owned directly by the state. In practice the Stalinists mostly opted for 
the latter. This had been the model developed in the Soviet Union prior 
to World War II, and it was exported to Poland in the late 1940s. The 
rhetoric of war and struggle was carried over into economic life, so that 
(for example) a plan to coordinate the distribution of consumer goods 
became the Battle for Trade, and resulted in the near complete absorption 
of small shopkeepers into large networks of department stores and 
grocery stores. This “battle” was launched in 1947, over the opposition 
of the PPS (which favored independent cooperatives), and within two 
years the number of private shops in Poland had been cut in half.

But the drive towards state ownership had deeper foundations. 
Socialism was at its core a program of modernization, a means of 
moving society forward into a future characterized by industrial 
production, highly organized networks of distribution, and a mobile 
and educated workforce. The socialist form of modernization was 
distinctive in many ways, but in the broadest sense, mid-20th century 
capitalism and socialism shared more features than proponents of 
either cared to admit. Both tended to push out small-scale producers on 
behalf of massive industrial enterprises. Both replaced local markets 
with homogenized goods distributed nationally and internationally. 
Both undermined small family farms so as to achieve efficiencies of 
scale. Both shattered personal, contextual networks of authority and 
community in an attempt to rationalize management and control. It is 
no coincidence that Vladimir Lenin and Henry Ford both formulated 
their production and management strategies from the same seminal 
guidebook, Frederick Taylor’s Scientific Management (1911). From the 
perspective of the line worker there were many similarities between 
Taylorism, Fordism, and Leninism: all were based on the conviction 
that production should be broken down into a collection of distinct 
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procedures that could be organized, monitored, and managed for 
maximum efficiency. Thus the assembly line became the quintessential 
feature of mid-20th century life across the globe, in Pittsburgh as much 
as in Poznań.

Earlier I explained that the theoretical goal of socialism was to 
eliminate “exploitation,” understood as the practice of factory owners 
skimming off more than their share of the value generated by the 
production process, while the workers received less than their share. 
Lenin, Stalin, and their East European followers wanted to address that 
inequity while still taking advantages of the benefits of the Taylorist 
assembly line. Thus the tendency towards large-scale industrial enter-
prises, with a great deal of micromanagement and surveillance. The 
difference was supposed to be that the workers in socialist firms would 
(indirectly) own what they produced. While in theory this could be 
achieved by worker-owned cooperatives, the communists were 
convinced that the exigencies of modern factory production made that 
kind of direct democracy too cumbersome. It would be more efficient, 
they claimed, to copy the capitalist techniques of management but 
eliminate the private ownership that led to exploitation. They believed 
they could attain both socialist justice and capitalist productivity if the 
state owned all the factories, and if the state was genuinely of, by, and 
for the workers. Later I’ll deal with the tricky problem of why this 
didn’t work out as planned. For now suffice it to say that the goal was 
for the workers’ state (with a heavy emphasis on the word “workers’”) 
to take over as much of the economy as possible. This wasn’t about 
state control as an end unto itself, but as a means to combine Taylorist 
efficiency with socialist equity.

The decree nationalizing Polish industry was issued on January 3, 
1946. In other words, it emerged from the period when there was still 
nominally a coalition government in Poland. All three major coalition 
partners – the PPR, the PPS, and the PSL – supported the general idea 
of nationalization, though each offered a different vision of how to 
carry it out. The PPR wanted full state control, the PPS favored worker 
self-management, and the PSL advocated a mixed economy with the 
state controlling large industry while smaller firms (and farms) were 
regulated but privately owned. The final version of the decree 
confiscated all enterprises employing more than 50 workers, and was 
widely (though by no means universally) popular. Once the Stalinists 
solidified their control they used administrative pressures and the 
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competitive advantage of the larger state firms to push nearly all the 
remaining small companies out of business. While state firms never 
controlled 100 percent of economic life, the private sector was miniscule 
(with the exception of agriculture, which I’ll discuss in the next chapter).

The best example of the Stalinists’ love for speed and coordination 
was the town of Nowa Huta, which translates as New Foundry. The 
city of Kraków had long been a relatively small urban center, with a 
mere 260,000 inhabitants in the 1930s. For the most part it was a 
un versity town, famous because of its past as Poland’s medieval capital. 
With a disproportionate number of intellectuals, it was also the source 
of a lot of anticommunist sentiment. To rectify that, the authorities 
decided to build a model socialist town right on the edge of the city, 
drowning the recalcitrant Krakovians in a proletarian sea. They used 
the most modern theories of urban development in order to design a 
city that would meet the needs of the new Poland. Nowa Huta thus 
sprang up out of the fields. The population of the city reached 100,000 
by 1956, and continued to expand to nearly a quarter of a million by 
the 1980s. Even twenty years after the start of construction, more than 
74 percent of the population consisted of peasant migrants. To this day 
Nowa Huta stands as a model of Stalinist urban planning, with broad 
boulevards and vaguely neoclassical apartment blocks adorned with 
figures of heroic workers. For decades it was a city without a church, 
and only intense local pressure led to the eventual consecration of one 
in 1977. On the other hand, the city was equipped (after many years of 
hardship and hard work) with ample green space, libraries, schools, 
hospitals, and cultural centers.22

Nowa Huta was only one example of the construction boom of the 
Stalinist years. All the major cities of Poland (except Kraków) were 
heavily damaged during the war, allowing urban planners a unique 
opportunity to realize their grandest ambitions. Today the Polish 
landscape is blotted with countless drab, decaying apartment blocks, 
but those generally come from the 1960s and 1970s, under circumstances 
I will describe later. During the 1950s the typical building was 
characterized by high ceilings and monumental façades. There was a 
genuine idealism behind the architecture, though the aesthetics of the 
era were, to put it mildly, an acquired taste. The main imperative of 
those years was to provide housing for the hundreds of thousands of 
new urban residents who were pouring in from the countryside in 
search of construction jobs or employment in the new factories that 
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were going up at breakneck speed. That particular goal was unmet, 
because the influx of people was so overwhelming. Nonetheless, even 
the harshest critics of the communist government had to concede that 
the accomplishments were considerable.

Warsaw’s return was particularly phenomenal. The war had leveled 
the city, but within twenty years it was almost entirely reconstructed. 
The historic center was restored with meticulous care to replicate its 
18th century appearance; in other words, it wasn’t just a reconstruction, 
but a (partly mythologized) reclamation of a lost time. Visitors today 
are still met by a plaque that reads: “The market square of Old Town, a 
monument to national culture and to the revolutionary struggle of the 
people of Warsaw, reduced to debris by the fascist occupiers in 1944. 
The government of people’s Poland raised it from the ruins and 
returned it to the nation in 1951–1953.” Another “gift to the Polish 
nation” was a skyscraper known as the Palace of Culture and Science, 
which was not only financed by the Soviet Union but constructed 
largely by imported Soviet labor. An old joke asked, “Where can you 
find the best view in Warsaw? From the top of the Palace of Culture – 
because that’s the only place where you can’t see the Palace of Culture.” 
Just a few blocks to the south is the MDM, short for Marszałkowska 
Dzielnica Mieszkaniowa (Marszałkowska Residential District). This 
was intended to be a model of socialist construction, providing homes 
for 45,000 people, integrated with 65 shops, 10 restaurants, two clinics, 
a hospital, a school, and numerous clubs and theaters – all right in the 
center of the city along the fashionable Marszałkowska Street. 
Constitution Square in the middle of the MDM (shown in Figure 8.2) 
was to serve as a site for civic events, inspiring people with its statues 
representing strong, triumphant workers and peasants.

The state’s public relations apparatus touted how the workers banded 
together in socialist solidarity to finish these herculean projects, and 
beneath the hype there really was a sense of common accomplishment 
and optimism as Poland’s cities rose up from the ruins of war. Those 
accustomed to a capitalist economy often ask where the money for all 
this building came from, but that misses the genuinely revolutionary 
aspect of the Stalinist years. If we accept the Marxist claim that value is 
created by human labor, then we could say that the workers of Poland 
financed the reconstruction themselves, by working harder than ever 
before or since, with modest compensation. The standard of living 
increased substantially in the 1950s, but productivity increased even 
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more. That difference, that “surplus value” (to use Marxist terms) 
constituted the investment capital that rebuilt Poland. Beyond that, 
students were recruited to work on construction sites or on farms 
during school vacations, and whole neighborhoods were mobilized to 
build parks and other public facilities. I recall once driving through a 
Polish city with a woman who remembered the 1950s with all the 
bitterness of a lifelong anticommunist. She interrupted her laments, 
however, when we drove past an amusement park. “We built that!” she 
cried, explaining how she and her neighbors had spent every Saturday 
for several years transforming empty fields into a recreation center that 
local residents treasure to this day.

Against the backdrop of this unprecedented construction and 
reconstruction, unemployment was eliminated. The new constitution 
of the PRL affirmed that every citizen had a right to a job, but also a 
duty to work. In other words, unemployment ceased to be a problem, 
but it also ceased to be an option. The guiding principle was Marx’s 
old line, “from each according to his abilities, to each according to his 
work.” Slackers would be identified and publicly shamed, then given 

Figure 8.2 Constitution Square and the MDM in Warsaw. Photograph by Zbyszek 
Siemaszek, reproduced by permission of The National Digital Archive, Poland.
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an undesirable low-end job. Conversely, those who worked particularly 
well were rewarded with higher pay and public praise. The best of the 
best were singled out for official recognition, touted in the media as 
“heroes of labor.” The goal was to create a new kind of celebrity to 
contrast with the decadent stars of the capitalist world – a socialist 
rather than a socialite. Those who distinguished themselves in this 
way would be given choice apartments, access to scarce goods, and 
rapid promotions. They would also frequently bring upon themselves 
the wrath of their fellow workers. We tend to imagine that communism 
promoted absolute equality, but that was not the case. The communal 
traditions of the workers themselves were far more egalitarian, 
because when one person exceeded production norms it made 
everyone else look bad, and often inspired management to push for 
higher norms. For many “heroes of labor,” social sanctions and 
ostracizing made the temporary fame and the extra wages seem like 
hollow rewards.

This points to an important aspect of Stalinism: the tensions between 
the workers and the state. The labor unions had been dominated by the 
PPS prior to that party’s destruction, and the communist authorities 
never entirely brought them to heel. The PZPR absorbed the unions 
and appointed their leaders from above, but those union officials could 
not entirely ignore the concerns and demands their notional constituents, 
because the economic expansion led to a massive labor shortage that 
gave skilled workers a strong bargaining position. Though the censored 
media never allowed this to become common knowledge, strikes and 
protests continued to take place throughout the 1950s. There was an 
unending push and pull between workers demanding higher pay and 
better conditions, and management trying to meet the ambitious goals 
of the Six Year Plan. The state employed surveillance and intimidation, 
but they only resorted to violence reluctantly. The overarching project 
of the Stalinist era was to win over the loyalty of the industrial working 
class, not subdue it by force. Every time the security services intervened 
in a labor dispute (which they did from time to time), it was a defeat for 
the PZPR.23

The propaganda apparatus of the Polish People’s Republic was a 
prominent feature of the Stalinist years. Aside from one independent 
Catholic magazine (which was closed between 1953 and 1956), there 
were no independent media outlets after 1948. The censorship was 
preventative rather than merely punitive – that is, everything had to 
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be submitted to the censor’s office for approval before publication. 
The media, art, journalism, and literature of the Stalinist years was 
charac terized by a style known as socialist realism. The main goal was 
to appeal to the broadest possible audience, with none of the 
sophisticated obscurity that characterized avant-garde novels, art, 
or film in the capitalist world. Culture was supposed to be mobi-
lized for  the project of building the new Poland, and anything that 
did  not  serve this end was treated as superfluous, possibly even 
subversive. It’s easy to make fun of socialist realism. It featured clearly 
drawn  heroic  figures, unambiguous and pedantic moral messages, 
and an unwavering focus on the “common people.” The simplicity – 
even naiveté – of the books, paintings, and films of those years would 
make any educated observer (then or now) cringe. But the educated 
observers were irrelevant; indeed, their scorn was a mark of honor for 
a committed socialist realist. In fairness, what we might call with a 
wink the “capitalist realism” of painters like Norman Rockwell, not to 
mention the patriotic comic books and films of the 1950s in the United 
States or Britain, had much in common with socialist realism. The 
difference was that the creative people in the West had opportunities 
to create dissident art, and some could even gain fame while doing so. 
To appreciate the situation in the Stalinist countries, we would have to 
imagine a world in which Norman Rockwell provided the model for 
all artistic production.

But even the worst constraints of socialist realism had cracks. The 
Stalinists never fully succeeded in their attempt to reshape Polish 
culture, and what successes they did enjoy proved to be ephemeral. 
The educational system provides a good example of this. The children 
of peasants and workers flooded into the universities, and the old cadre 
of faculty (those who survived World War II) were swamped by an 
influx of hastily trained new professors. Courses were monitored to 
ensure that they adhered to Marxist orthodoxy, and whole topics were 
placed out of bounds. But as anyone who has ever tried to enact reforms 
in an educational institution knows, few people are more resistant to 
change than professors. Even the formidable weapons of the Stalinist 
state were ultimately stymied in their effort to turn the Polish 
universities into centers of indoctrination. In 1948 fewer than 4 percent 
of the professors were communists, and despite intense pressure the 
figure was still below 11 percent in 1953. Elsewhere in the Soviet bloc 
higher education (not to mention secondary and primary schooling) 
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succumbed more thoroughly to state pressure, but not in Poland. One 
reason for this recalcitrance was the fact that the professoriate had long 
been a tightly networked group, with high rates of intermarriage and 
mutual support. Moreover, professors in Poland had long ascribed to 
themselves a lofty role as members of a national intelligentsia, enjoying 
a great deal of cultural prestige as a result. They had taught classes 
illegally during the Nazi Occupation, working from partition-era 
examples conveyed to them by their mentors and (in many cases) 
parents. This was not a group that would be easily cowed. In fact, the 
new working-class professors were more likely to become assimilated 
into the old academic culture than the other way around. So while open 
expressions of opposition were suppressed, the ethos of the Polish 
intelligentsia was preserved.24

No one in their right mind would try to rehabilitate Stalin or Bierut, 
or explain away the atrocities carried out by their minions. But the 
reconstruction of Poland after World War II really was an impressive 
accomplishment, and the tangible results were there for everyone to 
see. Workers and peasants were publicly honored, and they experienced 
real improvements in their lives. Education and health care spread to 
the small towns and villages, and jobs were readily available for the 
first time in anyone’s memory. For young people (and there were lots 
of them, thanks to a postwar baby boom) the years of Stalinism were 
the years of youth, the backdrop for their first romances and their 
teenage adventures. The hopes and dreams of youth were mirrored in 
the reckless optimism of the Six Year Plan. None of this is to suggest 
that Poles would have voted for the communists had there been free 
and fair elections in the 1940s or 1950s. Hostility towards the Soviet 
Union was too strong in the wake of the land grab of 1939, the Katyń 
massacre, and the behavior of the Soviet army on Polish territory in 
1944 and 1945. But politics isn’t everything, even under a system that 
tries to define everything as political. Stalinism was indeed a totalitarian 
ideology in the sense that it broke down the barrier between public and 
private life. But the actual PRL never even came close to embodying 
totalitarianism on the level of daily life. People continued to make 
friends, go to church, stroll in the parks, get drunk, fall in love, read 
books, watch movies, dance, pray, work, and live. If asked, most of 
them would likely have said that they hated the Soviets and resented 
their puppets in the halls of power in Warsaw. But life went on, and it 
wasn’t all bad.
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Fatherland: Catholicism, Modernity, and Poland (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 188–189.

15 “List pasterski Episkopatu Polski na uroczystosć ́ Chrystusa Króla 
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zmarłych w więzieniach w Polsce w latach 1944–1956” (The results of 
work on establishing a list of people missing and killed in the prisons of 



226 CONQUEST OR REVOLUTION? 1945–56 

Poland in the years 1944–56), Przeglad̨ Więziennictwa Polskiego, 14 (1997): 
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Klich-Kluczewska, Barbara. Przez dziurkę od klucza. Życie prywatne w Krakowie 
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rzeczywistosći (The Union of Polish Youth in the field: The Stalinist effort to 
modernize a stubborn reality). Warsaw: Trio, 2000.
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(The generations mourning in black: Those condemned to death and their 
judges) London: Aneks, 1989.



230 CONQUEST OR REVOLUTION? 1945–56 

Wierzbicki, Marek. Zwiaz̨ek Młodziezẏ Polskiej i jego członkowie (The Union of 
Polish Youth and its members). Warsaw: Trio, 2006.
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  9  

THE YEAR 1956 AND THE RISE 
OF NATIONAL COMMUNISM

In their battle for power in the PZPR in the late 1940s, Bolesław Bierut 
accused Władysław Gomułka of “right-wing and nationalist devia-
tion.” It pains me to resuscitate the vocabulary of the Stalinists, but 
there was actually some merit to Bierut’s charge. Gomułka was a loyal 
and devoted communist, but his communism differed markedly from 
Bierut’s. He was, in fact, a national communist, with a distinctive blend 
of the ideas borrowed from both the left and the right. The policies and 
institutions he created after 1956 in Poland were similarly an amalga-
mation. Gomułka’s roots in the tradition of the European left are 
 obvious and undeniable, but it is rarely acknowledged how deeply he 
was grounded in the nationalist right as well. Early 20th century activ-
ists from both the Endecja and the socialists would have found the PRL 
of the 1960s to be abhorrent (for very different reasons), but Gomułka 
 borrowed from each of them. This is an important point, because the 
system he built ultimately failed, and afterwards many argued that 
socialism had been discredited in the process. Perhaps it was, but if you 
want to blame socialism for the inadequacies of the Polish People’s 
Republic, you have to blame nationalism in equal measure. I would 
argue that it is more accurate to acknowledge that Gomułka spawned a 
different beast altogether: national communism.

On March 5, 1953, Joseph Stalin died. Even the most tyrannical regime 
can never be reduced to one individual, and Stalinism was sustained by 
a lot more than the will of Stalin alone. That said, his towering impor-
tance was revealed by the tremors that shook the Soviet empire after his 
passing. Within months there was civil unrest in Czechoslovakia and 
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East Germany, and though quickly and violent suppressed, those dem-
onstrations illustrated an undercurrent of discontent. Throughout the 
Eastern bloc party leaders began maneuvering for power on the assump-
tion that those placed in authority by Stalin were no longer invincible. It 
was as if Stalin’s absence suddenly made it possible to imagine alterna-
tives that had seemed unattainable before. In fact nothing substantial in 
the mechanisms of authority had changed, but the symbolism of Stalin’s 
cult of leadership was so central that the man’s death had broad institu-
tional and political consequences.

In Poland everything seemed quiet at first, but behind the scenes a 
dissident faction within the PZPR was coalescing. To understand the 
forthcoming events we need a quick briefing on the structures of power 
in the Polish People’s Republic. The PZPR held a national convention 
(the zjazd) about once every five years, at which time a “central commit-
tee” would be elected. The exact size of the committee was not prede-
termined, but was generally around 125 people. This was the ultimate 
source of authority and power within the Party, and for all practical 
purposes within the state. The central committee, in turn, would hold a 
meeting called a plenum every four months or so (the schedule was 
flexible), at which time major policy or personnel initiatives would be 
discussed and a 15–20 member “political bureau” would be appointed 
to manage affairs on a day-to-day basis. The leader of the political 
bureau was given the title of First Secretary, and this man (always a 
man) was the de facto head of state. The de jure head of state was the 
prime minister, and the PRL also had a parliament (the Sejm), but real 
decisions were made by the central committee of the PZPR, under the 
leadership of the First Secretary. Since the founding of the Party in 1948 
that position had been held by Bolesław Bierut, and to symbolize the 
fusion of Party and state he also served as the country’s president (until 
that office was disbanded in 1952) and then the prime minister.

That sort of unitary consolidation of power was the first thing to dis-
appear after Stalin’s death, as party leaders criticized what they called 
“the cult of personality.” Bierut kept his position as First Secretary, and 
thus held on to real power, but he surrendered his official government 
post. That was only the beginning. By the time of the central committee 
plenum of November 1954 the dissenting voices had grown confident 
enough to voice their concerns openly, and they were able to force 
through some far-reaching reforms. The security services were attacked 
for making false arrests and using torture to extract confessions, and 
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the entire apparatus was disbanded and reorganized with a staff purged 
of the worst offenders. Tens of thousands of prisoners were set free and 
officially “rehabilitated,” including Bierut’s old nemesis Władysław 
Gomułka. The wave of samokrytyka (self-criticism) even overcame 
Bierut himself, who denounced his own “lack of collegiality.”

So changes were well underway in Poland when events in the USSR 
blew the whole thing wide open. In February 1956 the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union held its 20th congress, during which the new 
First Secretary, Nikita Khrushchev, gave a speech that openly attacked 
Stalin for his crimes. Khrushchev thus joined the bandwagon that was 
already rolling through Poland, and in doing so he made the reforms 
unstoppable. Bierut knew how to take a hint: a few days after the speech 
he fell ill and died. There have always been rumors that he was poi-
soned, but that would hardly have been necessary: throughout the 
Eastern bloc his fellow Stalinists were removed from power in rapid 
succession. The PZPR replaced Bierut with Edward Ochab, a figure 
without a strong profile as either a reformer or a hardliner.

This wasn’t just a matter of elite politics, particularly after the text of 
Khrushchev’s speech was translated into Polish and widely distrib-
uted. The Soviet leader’s words were supposed to have been for inter-
nal party consumption only (even now it is referred to as the Secret 
Speech), but it was impossible to contain. The Polish press took up 
Khrushchev’s refrain and began publishing exposés and calls for fur-
ther reforms. Emboldened by all this noise at the top, a group of factory 
workers in Poznań staged a public demonstration in June 1956. They 
were angry over a recent increase of their production quota, but quickly 
they were joined by tens of thousands of supporters in the city’s central 
square. Among the chants and hand-made signs, the most common 
were concrete appeals like “Freedom and bread,” “Give us lower 
prices – we want to live,” “We demand lower prices and higher wages,” 
and “Down with production norms.” There were also some explicitly 
anticommunist appeals: “Long live Mikołajczyk,” “Down with the 
Russians,” “We want a free Poland,” and “We want God.” Even more 
pointed were some signs that read “Down with the exploitation of the 
workers” and “Down with the red bourgeoisie,” implying a critique of 
the system from within the rhetorical framework of socialism itself. The 
range of ideological positions represented on the Poznań central square 
on those June days of 1956 was vast, so we can’t provide a simple sum-
mary of what the protesters wanted. A Pandora’s box of dissatisfaction 
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had been opened, and shutting it would have required a great deal of 
skill and tact. The PZPR never had much of either.

That discordant harmony of voices (an oxymoron is precisely what 
we need here) was what made the Poznań events so dangerous to the 
authorities. Earlier strikes and protests had been dealt with quickly by 
granting wage increases or by adjusting production norms. Then, 
when things calmed down, the security services could identify the 
ringleaders and intimidate or arrest them. That couldn’t work in 1956, 
because neither were the demands concrete enough to be met, nor 
were there identifiable leaders who could be targeted. By late morning 
on the first day of the unrest a rumor began circulating that some pro-
testors had been arrested, and in response the crowd stormed the 
nearby prison, releasing the inmates and confiscating all the weapons 
they could find. Shortly afterwards the PZPR offices were ransacked, 
and the courthouse, prosecutor’s office, and military training school 
soon followed. At this point the government panicked and the military 
intervened, sending in about 10,000 soldiers and more than 300 tanks. 
The inexorable tragic script played out over the next few days, with 
most people fleeing the scene while a furious and determined minority 
responded to violence with violence. By the time it was all over 57 
people were dead (49 civilians and eight soldiers), and about 600 peo-
ple were wounded.1

The prime minister, Józef Cyrankiewicz, claimed in a radio address 
that the unrest in Poznań had been directed by “imperialist agents” 
who wanted to undermine the accomplishments of the Polish working 
class. “Every provocateur or madman who dares to raise his hand 
against the people’s authority,” he said, “can be certain that the peo-
ple’s government will cut that hand off.”2 Cyrankiewicz’s tone was 
familiar; the surprise came a month later, in July, when the central com-
mittee met for its regular plenum. Present at the gathering was the 
Soviet prime minister, who launched into a familiar tirade: “the recent 
events in Poznań, provoked by enemy agents, are a new confirmation 
that the international reaction still has not abandoned its absurd plans 
to reintroduce capitalism into the socialist countries.” There was visible 
discomfort and annoyance among his audience, which proceeded 
to  ignore their Russian comrade’s tendentious arguments. The cen-
tral  committee was more inclined to place blame on the Stalinists. 
Even Cyrankiewicz did an about-face (a particular talent of his), com-
plaining that “the conservatism of a segment of our party and the state 
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apparatus delays the process of democratization. … A large effort and 
the political reeducation of many party activists will be required before 
the party can fully switch to political methods that are perhaps more 
difficult, but certainly much more effective.”3 After nine days of delib-
eration (a record), the central committee voted for resolutions calling 
for more worker democracy in the factories, more autonomy for local 
governments, a stronger role for the parliament, more open political life 
with plenty of criticism from below, and tighter compliance with the 
law by the authorities.

Historians often treat those summer events as a prelude to the so-
called Polish October of 1956. The fall was indeed filled with drama 
and tension, with plenty of media-friendly images and inspiring 
speeches, but most of the substantive changes had already happened 
by then. If we judge by the consequences rather than the excitement of 
the moment, October looks less like the triumph of post-Stalinist reform 
and more like its closure. The system that emerged after 1956 differed 
profoundly from the one the Stalinists had tried to build, but that 
doesn’t mean that it met the hopes that had been let loose between 1953 
and 1956. The Polish October, in reality, brought the victory of national 
communism.

On October 19, 1956, the central committee met for its regular ple-
num, and the plan was to elect Władysław Gomułka to the position of 
First Secretary (replacing Edward Ochab, who had held the position for 
less than a year). The Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, interpreted this 
as a challenge, and he flew unannounced to Warsaw just as the PZPR 
leadership was gathering. Even more ominous, Soviet troops stationed 
in Poland began to advance towards the capital. Ever since the previous 
plenum in July, the gap between the Soviet and Polish communists had 
grown deeper and deeper. As the latter pushed for more political open-
ness, the former was still using the old rhetoric blaming “enemy agents” 
for all dissent. Even before Gomułka’s return, Ochab had taken dra-
matic steps to demonstrate the independence of the Polish party. During 
the July plenum the First Secretary had said pointedly that “our Chinese 
comrades have a great deal of understanding for our situation,” and 
shortly thereafter Ochab flew to Beijing for a state visit. He later said 
that Chinese intercession held Khrushchev back from using military 
force against the Poles. While we don’t know for sure that this is 
true,  there’s no doubt that the symbolism of that well-timed friendly 
meeting in Beijing was noticed in Moscow.4
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With the Soviet army marching on Warsaw and the PZPR central 
committee preparing to gather, both Ochab and Gomułka met with 
their uninvited Soviet guest. Some Polish military units were already 
preparing to resist a Soviet attack. There are several accounts of exactly 
what happened next, but the end result was that Khrushchev was per-
suaded to return to Moscow and allow the PZPR to go about its busi-
ness. The Soviet troops returned peacefully to their bases, and Gomułka 
was voted into office as the new First Secretary. The mood was euphoric 
the next day, when Gomułka addressed a massive crowd of hundreds 
of thousands of ecstatic supporters in Warsaw. His opening words 
would have been unspeakable even a few months earlier.

A great deal of evil, injustice, and many painful disappointments have 
accumulated in the life of Poland during these past years. The ideas of 
socialism, imbued with the spirit of the freedom of man and respect for 
the rights of a citizen, have been greatly distorted in practice. The words 
were not borne out by reality. The heavy toil of the working class and of 
the entire nation did not yield the expected fruits. I deeply believe that 
these years belong to an irrevocable past. The Eighth Plenum of the 
Central Committee of our Party executed a historic turn. It created a new 
period in our work, a new period in the history of socialist construction 
in Poland, in the history of the nation.

He went on to call for greater “democratization” and “the creation of 
the best model of socialism corresponding to the needs of our nation.” 
Above all, he told his audience that “every country should have full 
independence and sovereignty, and each nation’s right to sovereign 
government in an independent country should be fully and mutually 
respected. . . . All questions concerning our internal affairs will be 
decided by our party and government.”5 That last line would never 
entirely be true. It is most likely that a Soviet invasion was avoided only 
because Khrushchev was convinced that Gomułka would do nothing 
that might weaken Poland’s ties to the USSR. Like Stalin before him, the 
Soviet First Secretary was committed to maintaining the Soviet sphere 
of influence. Compromises could be made on many other issues, includ-
ing the precise domestic contours of the communist system in each 
country. The only thing that had to be prevented was the sort of open 
public sphere that could generate opposition to a Soviet alliance, so 
whatever Gomułka had meant by “democratization,” it didn’t include 
a system in which that sort of policy question could be discussed.
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Only a few days later the limits of Khrushchev’s tolerance would be 
tested, when protests broke out in Hungary. Significantly, the first dem-
onstration began at a statue in Budapest to Józef Bem, a 19th century 
Polish activist who had fought with the Hungarians during their 1848 
rebellion against the Habsburgs. Bem symbolized Polish–Hungarian 
friendship, so his monument was an appropriate place to shout slogans 
like Lengyelország példát mutat, kövessük a magyar utat! (Poland gives us 
the example, let us follow the Hungarian road!). Unfortunately for the 
Hungarians, they didn’t look closely enough at that example. When 
Imre Nagy (the Hungarian counterpart to Gomułka) announced his 
intention to break from the Soviet sphere and declare neutrality in the 
Cold War, Soviet troops invaded Hungary and crushed the uprising 
with brute force. Nagy would be executed after a show trial. Gomułka 
would rule Poland for the next 14 years.

Gomułka’s “Thaw”

The foundational slogan of Gomułka’s Poland was one that he had 
coined early in his career: Polska droga do socjalizmu (the Polish road to 
socialism). When he came to power in 1956 he was propelled by two 
powerful currents that had momentarily come together because of their 
shared opposition to Stalinism: democratic socialists opposed to the 
postwar system because of its disregard for human and civil rights; and 
nationalists whose opposition stemmed from the PZPR’s rhetorical cos-
mopolitanism and ties to the Soviet Union. Both momentarily saw 
Gomułka as their savior, and both were ultimately disappointed. 
Nonetheless, this temporary coalition of unlikely allies set the founda-
tion for the system that Gomułka was to build.

One thing was certain: the Stalinists were soundly defeated and 
key aspects of their system would never return. Historians often 
refer to this as the “thaw” that followed the “deep freeze” of 
Stalinism, though that characterization can be misleading. Political 
opponents were henceforth targeted with more sophistication, and 
there were no more mass arrests and show trials. There would be 
several explosions of violent repression in the decades to come, but 
these were noteworthy precisely because such extreme measures 
were no longer part of the day-to-day functioning of the PRL. Vocal 
opponents of the PZPR would typically be warned of unspecified 
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consequences if they persisted in their activities, then (if this didn’t 
work) they might lose their job or find themselves unable to obtain 
a desired apartment. Only if all else failed would an arrest follow, 
and the use of this sanction became relatively rare. We use the term 
“dissidents” to refer to those who pushed their criticism far enough 
to provoke imprisonment, a label that evokes a courageous but iso-
lated voice of opposition. The dissidents were indeed brave, and 
their sacrifices deserve our admiration. For nearly all Poles, how-
ever, such protests were invisible, as were the state’s highly indi-
vidualized responses. The pervasive and systematic surveillance 
that made East Germany so infamous was much less developed in 
Poland, and the vast majority of people outside the cultural and 
intellectual elite could go about their lives without encountering a 
member of the security services.

Although the PZPR would continue to promote atheism, the Catholic 
Church would henceforth be allowed to function, albeit with some con-
straints. Within days after assuming power Gomułka arranged for the 
release of Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński, the Primate of the Roman 
Catholic Church in Poland, along with the other bishops and priests 
who had been imprisoned by the Stalinists. Despite occasional confron-
tations with the state, after 1956 the Church enjoyed one of its most 
vibrant periods of expansion ever. The leaders of the PZPR never 
accepted religious liberty as a fundamental right, and harassment of 
the clergy was common. Someone who was openly devout could never 
rise to any leadership position in either government or industry. 
Nonetheless, the Catholic University of Lublin was allowed to operate 
as the only independent (but tightly regulated and monitored) institu-
tion of higher learning in the entire communist bloc. Its graduates had 
difficulty getting their credentials recognized by the state, but its very 
existence was extraordinary. Tygodnik Powszechny, the Catholic weekly, 
was once again allowed to publish after Gomułka took power. It was 
still subjected to censorship, but the publication of an independently 
owned and edited magazine was unique in Eastern Europe. The Church 
and the Party would always be opponents, and many clashes were yet 
to come, but after 1956 both sides tacitly accepted that the other would 
continue to exist.

Censorship persisted, but it was far less intrusive than before. A 
range of topics remained off limits and direct criticism of the PZPR 
or of communism in general was not allowed, but after Gomułka’s 
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rise to power the media had more latitude in Poland than anywhere 
else in the communist world. In fact, some Polish periodicals were 
actually banned in the Soviet Union, and in neighboring countries 
people considered Poland to be a window onto cultural and intel-
lectual developments that their own media would not discuss. 
Scholars could go even further than journalists as long as their work 
was confined to small print-runs. The censors after 1956 were mostly 
concerned with keeping certain sensitive topics quiet. Authors rarely 
had to write something that they didn’t wish to write, though what 
was written was still subjected to deletions and revisions by the 
censors.

The new liberties were particularly important in the arts. No longer 
would the state impose the stylistic requirements of socialist realism, 
and painters, poets, film-makers, and composers enjoyed vastly more 
creative freedom. Polish cinema entered a golden age, graphic arts 
earned global renown, and musicians could explore styles and genres 
that were banned elsewhere in the Soviet bloc. Film directors like 
Andrzej Wajda and Krzysztof Kiesĺowski were only the most famous 
of a whole wave of artists who drew the attention of cinephiles 
around the world, and Polish audiences could enjoy subtitled ver-
sions of everything from art-house films to (some) Hollywood block-
busters. Works that criticized the Soviet Union or praised American 
capitalism were banned, but there was a lot of latitude beyond that. 
As television ownership spread, this too provided access to shows 
produced in the West.

The music world also opened up dramatically after 1956. The state-
sponsored “Warsaw Autumn,” a festival of contemporary music, fea-
tured current works by world-famous composers and performers, and 
was first held the very month that Gomułka rose to power. It quickly 
grew to become one of the premier venues in the world for cutting-
edge music, and remains so to this day. Jazz also flourished during the 
PRL, with the international Jazz Jamboree launched in 1958. After 1965 
this event would take place in Congress Hall at the Palace of Culture in 
Warsaw, the same site where the PZPR held its conventions. Over the 
years virtually every jazz musician of any significance has appeared at 
this festival, including Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, 
Dizzy Gillespie, Ray Charles, and many more. Rock and pop music 
never enjoyed the official sanction that classical or jazz received, but 
nor were there any moves to repress them. The Beatles’ film Hard Day’s 
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Night appeared in Polish cinemas in 1965, and (as shown in Figure 9.1) 
the Rolling Stones did two shows in Congress Hall in 1967 (after being 
refused permission to play in Moscow).6 More important than these 
headline events was the accessibility to ordinary Poles of new popular 
music of all varieties through the radio and TV. At a time when other 
communist regimes tried to suppress “decadent Western music,” young 
Poles could listen to most of the same hit songs as their peers in Britain 
or the United States. To be sure, rock and pop did not appear on the 
radio in proportion to their popularity, largely because broadcasters 
saw themselves as curators of good taste more than facilitators of popu-
lar desires. In the 1960s international Top 40 songs could still be some-
what hard to find on the radio, but by the 1970s they were readily 
available. Even more significant, a number of excellent Polish bands 
were producing their own versions of rock, rhythm and blues, jazz, 
even (later) punk.7 The singer Czesław Niemen, for example, occasion-
ally toured in the West to great acclaim. Actually buying an album by 
any of these artists, Polish or foreign, was always a challenge, for 
 reasons I’ll get to later, but bootleg cassettes were ubiquitous.

Figure 9.1 The Rolling Stones in Warsaw, 1967. Photograph by permission of 
the Polish Press Agency.
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Those of us growing up in the United States during the Cold War 
were taught to imagine a drab communist world deprived of popular 
culture and fashion. Nothing could have been further from the truth. 
Illustrated magazines from the 1960s and 1970s carried news of the 
most up-to-date lifestyle trends, and young people in particular looked 
very similar to their Western peers (as seen in Figure 9.2). The only dif-
ference – and this mattered – was that brand-name merchandise was 
rarely available, so Poles had to settle for knock-offs or home-made 
copies. There were exceptions. Coca-Cola was allowed to open a bot-
tling plant in Poland in 1972, followed a year later by Pepsi, but avail-
ability of these expensive imports was always limited. The Fiat 125p 
was produced in Poland under a licensing arrangement in 1967, and in 
1973 a factory in Bielsko-Biała rolled out the first 126p. The latter model, 
affectionately nicknamed the Maluch (baby) because of its tiny dimen-
sions, was far and away the best-selling car in Poland. Both of these 
vehicles were derived from nearly identical Italian models, but the 

Figure 9.2 Fashion and ice cream in 1960s Poland. Photograph by Jarosław 
Tarań, reproduced by permission of Osŕodek Karta, Warsaw.
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originals ceased production in the 1970s. Their long afterlife in Poland 
lasted until 1991 (for the 125p) and 2000 (the 126p). Such Western brand 
names were the exceptions in a marketplace of goods produced either 
in Poland or elsewhere in the communist bloc. But thanks to the rela-
tively unhindered news about style and pop culture in the Polish media 
(and in letters from family members living abroad), Poles remained 
surprisingly well plugged-in to current marketing trends.

In addition to the lower levels of police violence and increased cul-
tural openness, Gomułka also broke with his predecessors’ agrarian 
policies. As I mentioned in the last chapter, the Soviet Union collectiv-
ized every sector of the economy, from the factories to the farms. The 
Polish People’s Republic matched that process in the cities, but the 
countryside was a much harder nut to crack. In the lands taken from 
Germany – the so-called Recovered Territories – it was possible to set 
up collectives or state farms because the expulsion of the previous resi-
dents had left a clean slate. That wasn’t the case in the rest of Poland, 
where peasants showed no inclination to voluntarily join any variety of 
state-sponsored cooperative. Faced with similar recalcitrance, Stalin 
had resorted to a monstrous campaign of forced collectivization. Bierut 
and his comrades were not averse to such methods, but in the five years 
between their consolidation of power in 1948 and the death of Stalin 
in  1953, they didn’t have enough time to set up the necessary infra-
structure, let alone deploy the force needed to compel peasants to 
 participate. So when Gomułka took power more than 90 percent of the 
farms in Poland were still privately owned. In fact, more land was in 
peasant hands than before World War II, thanks to the confiscation 
and redistribution of the estates of the landed nobility. And that’s where 
everything stayed, because Gomułka suspended the program of col-
lectivization. He didn’t technically abandon it, but he concluded that he 
didn’t have the means or the mandate to force it through.

The end of collectivization left the Polish countryside in an awkward 
position, unique in the communist bloc – in fact, unique in the entire 
industrialized world. In the West the market logic of consolidation grad-
ually absorbed family farms into massive agribusiness firms; in the 
remainder of the Soviet bloc collectivization did essentially the same 
thing with different methods. Even the generous subsidies for small-
scale farming in some West European countries could not sustain the 
sort of agrarian landscape one found in Poland, with its tiny peasant 
plots. The communists stopped pushing collectivization, but that didn’t 
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mean that they accepted the existence of a rural market economy. They 
starved the peasants of investment and never managed to come up with 
a coherent strategy to modernize the countryside. That was particularly 
unfortunate because state-owned firms provided the only sources of 
seeds, fertilizer, and farm equipment, and state-owned food processing 
plants were the only bulk buyers of produce. Farmers could sell their 
goods directly to consumers at produce stands in towns, but those could 
not begin to meet all the needs of the rapidly growing urban population. 
Nor was the black market of much value to farmers growing sugar 
beets, grains, or other bulk goods. With neither the financial means to 
invest in improved production nor the incentive to do so, the peasants 
were stuck. It would be an exaggeration to say that the countryside stag-
nated, because tractors, harvesters, artificial fertilizers, and other 20th 
century technologies spread to even the most “backward” parts of 
Poland – slowly and incompletely, but inexorably. Farming in the late 
1970s was not the same as it had been in the 1930s. But those develop-
ments fell far short of what was needed to create a prosperous rural 
economy, or to keep up with expanding urban demand.

In general, the austere world of Stalinism was gone after 1956, along 
with its culture of sacrifice and over-achievement. The propaganda cam-
paigns surrounding worker heroes, the massive collective projects with 
volunteer labor, the impossibly grandiose construction campaigns – all 
this would fade away quickly. One would still find news articles about 
particularly effective workers, and young people were often required to 
devote some time to unpaid labor (for example, spending a Saturday at 
a farm during harvest time), but the scale and bombast of such undertak-
ings would never return to the levels seen during Stalinism. Above all, 
the idea that Poles needed to endure hardship in order to rebuild their 
country was evaporating as more and more of the visible reminders of 
World War II’s devastation were repaired or replaced.

All of these changes were evident after Gomułka rose to power, mak-
ing his break with Stalinism undeniable. But an even deeper change 
was less visible on the surface: after 1956, the leaders of the PRL tacitly 
recognized a degree of (limited) separation between the public and 
 private realms, in contrast to the earlier effort to erase that line entirely. 
There was never a right to privacy in the PRL, but the shift in govern-
mental practice was profound. Earlier the goal had been to remake 
social institutions at the most granular level, even to change how  people 
thought about themselves in relation to society. Henceforth the goal 
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would be to build socialism out of Polish society as it actually existed. 
Some of the old rhetoric would linger, but it became increasingly vacu-
ous. Eventually Party leaders and dissidents alike would complain that 
Poles had retreated into their private lives, opting for what some called 
“internal emigration.” This retreat was only possible because the 
Gomułka administration had so utterly transformed the very nature of 
communism. During Bierut’s day people wouldn’t have had anywhere 
to retreat to; Gomułka allowed them some private space, and once that 
concession was made there was no going back.

One of the most lasting consequences of this partial acceptance of 
the private realm was the abandonment of any meaningful attempt to 
change Polish gender relations. Earlier campaigns for women’s eman-
cipation had been incomplete and half-hearted, but they had created 
openings that some women were able to take advantage of. Not only 
were women in the late 1940s and early 1950s able to enter a wide 
range of careers that would have been unimaginable before, but they 
could sometimes even draw upon the resources of a highly intrusive 
state to deal with some domestic problems. That became harder after 
1956, as attempts to change ideas about gender were effectively ended. 
Even some of the gains in employment were rolled back – for exam-
ple, women were allowed to be tram drivers but not bus drivers, 
based on the belief that the latter job required too much physical 
strength and that a vibrating bus would harm a women’s reproduc-
tive system. With the role of the security services reined in and the 
aggressive Stalinist operatives purged, the police were no longer will-
ing to intervene in household conflicts except under the most egre-
gious circumstances. Few attempts were made to bring more women 
into the higher ranks of management or government, and it would be 
rare to find a woman with administrative authority over a group of 
men. Women in the PRL were expected to shop, cook, and care for 
children, and very few public voices ever spoke out against these 
norms. They were also expected to hold full-time jobs, so the infa-
mous “double burden” was at least as bad – if not worse – under com-
munism as it was for women under capitalism.

With the state effectively pulling back from the realms of the family 
and the personal, and with Gomułka’s new openness allowing the 
Polish press to discuss Western style and popular culture, the “sexual 
revolution” came to Poland just as it did to the rest of Europe and North 
America. Conservatives in the West often lumped together communists 
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and hippies, which would have amused anyone in Poland familiar 
with the stodgy, conventional men and women of the PZPR. Insofar as 
the state propaganda machine had anything to say about sex, it was to 
urge families to have more children. Many young Poles from the late 
1950s onward rebelled against the norms of propriety preached by their 
parents, much to the consternation of authority figures in both the 
Church and the PZPR – on that matter, at least, those two enemies could 
agree. Two of the key elements of late 20th century youth culture in the 
West, illicit drugs and birth control pills, were more difficult to obtain 
in Poland, but that didn’t stop the emergence of a Polish countercul-
ture. Gomułka and his comrades certainly never envisioned, much less 
approved of, these developments. But this was no longer the sort of 
thing that the state was either willing or able to prevent.

Gomułka’s “Polish Road”

The charge that Gomułka was a hypocrite who never intended to 
democratize Poland was widespread among the intelligentsia at the 
time. Many depicted his approach as nothing more than a haphazard 
collection of half-measures, surrendering on issues when he couldn’t 
win (as with collectivization, religion, and popular culture) but other-
wise sustaining the old system. I think this interpretation misses the 
mark. All the issues on which Gomułka made substantial reforms were 
tied up with his old slogan, “The Polish road to socialism.” He believed 
in taking society as he found it, and building socialism within those 
parameters. In the Polish case, this meant accepting (with reluctance) 
the existence of the Catholic Church and peasant agriculture. It also 
implied an apathy towards most cultural issues. He was still a commu-
nist insofar as he was willing to use all means at his disposal to accom-
plish the goals that he considered important, but he had reformulated 
those goals. Stalin and his followers had seen communism as an inte-
grated package, with equally important consequences for culture and 
society as for politics and the economy. Gomułka had a narrower vision: 
efficiency, productivity, and modernity were his keywords. Moreover, 
his acceptance of the contours of Polish society as the framework for his 
project stemmed from more than just an resigned recognition of the 
failures of Stalinist ambitions. For him, Polishness (polskosć)́ was also an 
important value for its own sake. Insofar as he had anything to say 
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about culture, it was to defend his rather old-fashioned tastes. He was 
the quintessential national communist.8

The Polish communists had been appealing to nationalism ever since 
World War II, in a sharp break with their ideological forebears from 
the early 20th century. The Soviet-sponsored provisional authority set 
up in Lublin in 1944, the PKWN, issued a founding manifesto that 
made no references to socialism or communism, but used the word 
“nation” or “national” 62 times. It concluded with the cry “Long live a 
Poland that is free, strong, independent, sovereign, and democratic!”9 
The communists had realized that they had a reputation for being 
“ un- Polish.” Their party had not even declared support for the exist-
ence of an independent Poland until 1935, and it certainly didn’t help 
that they only came to power thanks to Soviet support. Thus the PPR, 
and later the PZPR, emphasized its Polish bona fides at every opportu-
nity. Policies were more likely to be justified by “the will of the nation” 
than by “social justice,” and the red and white Polish flag was far more 
common than the solid red banner of communism. For some Stalinists 
this was probably little more than a tactical maneuver. For those like 
Gomułka, who had grown deeply patriotic during his fight against the 
Nazis, the commitment seemed quite sincere.

One easy way to establish patriotic credentials was to focus on hostil-
ity towards the Germans. The fact that the Soviet Union was the de facto 
guarantor of the seizure of the Recovered Territories cemented this 
strategy. Not only did the communists draw upon fear of and anger at 
Germany in their rhetoric, but they embraced truly vicious tactics 
against anyone with any German heritage. The ethnic cleansing of the 
western lands enjoyed nearly unanimous support in Poland in the late 
1940s, and the massive project of resettling those regions with Poles 
transcended partisan divides. In particular, it created an opening to 
reach out to an unlikely source of cooperation: former members of the 
National Democratic movement. Although the Endecja no longer 
existed in Poland as an organized political force, its electoral base had 
numbered in the millions prior to World War II, and the vast majority of 
them were still around. In the quest for low-level administrators for the 
new western territories (an urgent problem, given the need to build 
state institutions there from scratch), these nationalists constituted a 
useful population to recruit from.10

The communists even sponsored an organization called PAX for 
Catholic nationalists who were willing to accept the new state. It was 
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the brainchild of Bolesław Piasecki, who had been a prominent figure 
in an ultranationalist, authoritarian, antisemitic group in the 1930s 
called Obóz Narodowo-Radykalny (the National-Radical Camp, or 
ONR). After World War II Piasecki switched sides, recognizing that the 
communists were now pursuing several of the goals he had long fought 
for: they were uniting the nation under an authoritarian regime, they 
were expanding the country westward (never mind the eastern border-
lands), and above all they were purging the country of all “non-Poles.” 
Their atheism still irked him, but he felt that he could be a bridge 
between the Church and the Party, bringing them together in their com-
mon goals. PAX was never a large organization because Primate 
Wyszyński did not feel that he needed to use an intermediary to negoti-
ate with the government, and he certainly didn’t trust Piasecki. It was, 
however, symbolic of the Party’s willingness to reach out to former 
members of the radical right.11

Nationalism was just under the surface during the Stalinist years, 
and its tactical use in PZPR rhetoric was balanced by equally fervent 
appeals to international class solidarity. The power struggles of the 
mid-1950s, however, brought forth a resurgence of national appeals, 
including some that were shockingly ugly. Among the attacks on the 
Stalinists from within the PZPR was the accusation that too many of 
them had been of Jewish heritage, and some of those pushing for 
Gomułka’s return in 1956 had demanded a reduction in the number of 
Jews in the Party leadership. Even aside from the antisemitism, it is 
noteworthy that high-level Party officials were seeing the world 
through the prism of ethnicity – not the sort of perspective we expect 
from communists.

Just weeks after Gomułka took the reins of power, in the midst of the 
Soviet invasion of Hungary, a confidential memo was circulated to local 
Party leaders stating that “the primary and overriding duty of the gov-
ernment of Poland and our Party, the sacred duty of every Pole and the 
entire society is to care for our state, our nation.”12 Not the proletariat or 
the poor, but the nation. In the following years Gomułka would occa-
sionally insist that he was not a “national communist” (still considered 
a term of invective in party circles), but both his words and actions cast 
doubt upon his protestations. His communist credentials could hardly 
be challenged, but his nationalism was equally obvious. Both seem to 
have been driven by a hostility towards elites in general, be they 
 capitalist financiers, leftist intellectuals, or Catholic priests. The PZPR 
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leadership after 1956 held all of them in contempt because of their 
 cosmopolitanism and privilege, and their supposed lack of understand-
ing for the distinctive concerns of the Polish working people. In other 
words, the Party took to blending class resentment with identity poli-
tics. It was common to see banners with slogans like “The Party with 
the nation, the nation with the Party,” or “Long live the Party, the 
builder of a better life for our nation.” And if the Party and the nation 
were one, then the nation’s enemies were equally bound together with 
class enemies. Antisemitism, after all, had long rested on two phan-
tasms: the Jewish communist and the Jewish capitalist. All Gomułka 
had to do was resuscitate the latter.

Nothing illustrates the PZPR’s swing towards nationalism better 
than the events of 1966–68. A thousand years earlier, in ad 966, a tribal 
leader named Mieszko from the region we now call Wielkopolska was 
baptized, thus marking the first entry of Christianity to the land that 
would later become Poland. Throughout the early 1960s the Church 
was gearing up for a major commemoration of that millennial anniver-
sary, and Gomułka was determined not to let Wyszyński propagate 
such a tight bond between national and Catholic history. He thus 
planned a series of events marking the millennium of Polish statehood, 
since Mieszko was also the first ruler from the Polish lands who left any 
written evidence of his existence. In a particularly stunning rhetorical 
move, Gomułka declared the Party to be the heir to the Polish kings and 
nobles, and listed among the PRL’s greatest accomplishments the estab-
lishment of a Polish state that was culturally, religiously, and linguisti-
cally homogeneous for the first time in history. He was also fond of 
emphasizing the similarities between the boundaries of the PRL and 
those at the end of Mieszko’s reign.

The nature of the PZPR was revealed eloquently during one episode 
in the lead-up to those dueling commemorations. Fresh from the heady 
atmosphere at the Second Vatican Council, the Polish episcopate issued 
a series of invitations to bishops all over the world to come to Poland 
for the celebrations of the 1966 millennium. Most of these letters were 
formulaic, but the one written to the bishops of Germany included a 
jaw-dropping paragraph:

Despite everything, despite a situation burdened with an almost hopeless 
past – or precisely because of this situation – we appeal to you, our hon-
ored brothers: let us try to forget. No polemics, no more cold war, but the 
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start of a dialogue …. In a most Christian, but also a very human spirit, 
we reach out to you … and we give our forgiveness and ask for yours.13

A subsequent pastoral letter later justified this appeal by noting, “Every 
hatred gives birth most often to a new hatred, and every retaliation – a 
new retaliation. So that hatred and evil will not perpetually increase, 
someone must be the first to break that tragic chain of mutual offense 
and insult.”14

As the saying goes, no good deed goes unpunished. The PZPR 
jumped on the chance to accuse the bishops of dishonoring the nation’s 
suffering and failing to understand the sentiments of true Poles. As one 
article put it at the time,

We are not even asking whether [the bishops have] forgotten about 
Auschwitz, where thousands of Polish priests – among others – died at the 
hands of the German executioners … It is impossible to forget. Therefore 
we say that this letter … is offensive to our national identity. The Germans 
have nothing to forgive us for, as the direct blame for starting the Second 
World War and for the savage course it took lies exclusively with German 
imperialism and fascism.15

Since only 20 years had passed since World War II, it wasn’t hard for 
Gomułka and his colleagues to stir up nationalist anger against the 
bishops. Tragically, that letter was probably the most eloquent state-
ment of universalism ever issued by the Polish Catholic episcopate, and 
it turned into their biggest public relations disaster, at least in the short 
run. Respect for the bishops’ gesture has grown with time, and today 
there is even a monument commemorating the letter in Wrocław, but 
in the 1960s it met with a mostly negative response. Above all, though, 
it  revealed what the PZPR had become: the voice of nationalist 
resentment.

Things got even nastier two years later. Over the course of the 1960s 
hostility towards the Jews became increasingly common within the 
PZPR. The carefully worded criticisms of a decade earlier gradually but 
inexorably descended into a familiar pit of prejudices and conspiracy 
theories. By 1967 the ministry of the interior was convinced that 
“Zionists” were engaged in “organized, synchronized” efforts within 
Poland, pretending to be supportive while in reality undermining the 
Party’s program. Gomułka himself spoke out openly against “Zionism” 
at a 1967 trade union congress. I place that term in scare-quotes because 
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these attacks had little to do with the ideals or goals of the actual 
Zionists. A joke at the time had a son asking his father, “Daddy, how do 
you spell Zionism”? The man replies “I’m not really sure, but I know 
that when I was a boy it started with J.” The Soviet bloc was allied with 
the Arab nations during the Six-Day War of 1967, so there was in fact a 
great deal of criticism of Israeli policies in the press, but the issue in 
Poland went much deeper. Of most concern to the PZPR leadership 
were the supposedly “divided loyalties” of Poles of Jewish ancestry.

I use that last phrase advisedly, because by this time the old 
Yiddish-speaking, culturally distinct Jewish communities of Poland 
were gone. There were a few officially recognized Jewish institutions 
left (such as Warsaw’s Yiddish Theater), but these were sustained 
mainly as cultural artifacts of a lost world. Of the Jews who had sur-
vived World War II, the actual Zionists had left to help with the crea-
tion of Israel, and the devout religious Jews had left in the face of the 
PRL’s state-sponsored atheism. The ones most likely to remain were 
those who were assimilated and enthusiastic about the project of 
building socialism in Poland. Few of them had any desire to sustain 
any kind of Jewish community, because they considered themselves 
to be Poles who happened to have Jewish ancestry, not a separate 
“minority” living alongside “real Poles.”

Nonetheless, the national communists surrounding Gomułka became 
convinced that these people were Jews first and foremost, and as such 
could not possibly be loyal to Poland. The antisemitism of the PZPR 
had been accumulating for at least a decade, but it was put on full dis-
play in the spring of 1968, following some student demonstrations in 
Warsaw. Just like their peers all over the world, the university students 
of Poland were restless and defiant. The year 1968 is famous for large-
scale protests in Paris, London, Chicago, Mexico City, and Prague, but 
less well known are the similar shows of defiance in several Polish cit-
ies. Demonstrations calling for free speech and free assembly occurred 
at many universities during the spring, with the largest taking place at 
the University of Warsaw. As was typical for the Gomułka administra-
tion, these gatherings were met by both police and by mobs of thugs 
(sometimes plainclothes cops, sometimes hoodlums recruited just for 
this purpose) who beat up the demonstrators and ensured that the 
event would look more like a riot than a protest. In March there were 
2724 arrests after a march in Warsaw, and 1616 students were subse-
quently expelled from Warsaw University. Nearly as many were kicked 



 1956 AND THE RISE OF NATIONAL COMMUNISM 251

out of the Wrocław Technical Institute that same month. Ironically, 
nearly all these young people came from good communist families, 
because you usually needed either personal connections or strong 
working-class credentials to get admitted to the most prestigious insti-
tutions of higher learning.

The response from the PZPR was appalling. The party newspaper 
Trybuna Ludu declared that “among the instigators of recent events, 
young people with Zionist connections played an essential role.” A few 
days later a party leader from Lublin declared, “Our youth must not be 
led astray by … the young Zionist organizers and participants of the 
unrest in Warsaw and other academic centers … . We have the right to 
demand a clear self-declaration from those Jews, citizens of our state, 
who have not self-declared themselves yet.” Gomułka himself said, 
in a speech from June 19, “Every citizen of Poland must have only 
one fatherland: People’s Poland.” He proclaimed that “Zionists” had 
formed a “fifth column” in Poland, and he urged them to leave the 
country. In addition, he attacked “those who feel neither Poles nor Jews,” 
saying that such cosmopolitans should “avoid fields of employment 
in which national affirmation is an essential thing.” Over the months 
to come the PZPR organized meetings for factory workers, soldiers, 
and rank-and-file Party activists in which one could see banners with 
slogans such as “Purge the Party of Zionists!” or “We’ll cut off the head 
of the anti-Polish Hydra.” A rising star in the Party from Silesia named 
Edward Gierek (who will return to our story later) said in a speech at 
one such meeting, “It’s not difficult to figure out who’s behind the 
organization of the brawls in Warsaw and elsewhere in our country. It’s 
the same frustrated and disappointed enemies of People’s Poland … 
revisionists, Zionists, servants of imperialism.” In the wake of the 1968 
anti-Zionist campaign, Poland’s remaining Jews were fired from their 
jobs, denounced at Party meetings, and subjected to anonymous threats. 
Between March and May alone, 483 senior government officials were 
fired because of alleged Zionist sympathies. Over the following three 
years almost 13,000 Jews emigrated to either Israel or the United States.16

Outraged by what had happened, Edward Ochab quit his govern-
ment positions, stating in his letter of resignation, “As a Pole and a 
Communist I protest with the deepest outrage against the antisemitic 
turmoil [heca] organized in Poland by various dark forces.” He charged 
the Party with falling under the sway of former National Democrats, 
abandoning the tradition of socialism in favor of a vulgar nationalism.17 
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Ochab was implicated in many of the abuses of the Stalinist era so we 
shouldn’t portray him as a hero, but he did represent the views of the 
sincere communists from the 1940s and 1950s who could not abide the 
turn towards national communism under Gomułka. Equally disgusted 
were those who sympathized with the student protesters and longed 
for a more democratic form of socialism. Henceforth they would see the 
Party not as a flawed instrument working towards admirable goals, but 
as a refuge for petty authoritarians peddling racism and resentment. 
This mood of revulsion and despair grew only deeper in August of that 
year, when Polish troops participated in the Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia. The First Secretary of the Czechoslovak Communist 
Party, Alexander Dubc ̌ek, had attempted to replace the lingering rem-
nants of Stalinism with what he called “socialism with a human face” 
(that is, democratic socialism), but the USSR put a stop to that project. 
And Gomułka helped.

It would be an oversimplification to treat the events of 1968 just as a 
cynical manipulation of popular fears by Gomułka and his comrades. 
To be sure, an element of calculation was undoubtedly present, but this 
was more than just a tactical move aimed at distracting Poles from the 
complaints of the student protesters. Documents now available show 
that the “anti-Zionist” rhetoric was spreading within Party circles well 
before 1968. The student protests were merely a catalyst for bringing 
those sentiments out into the open. It would also be a mistake to focus 
exclusively on the antisemitism, because that was merely one particu-
larly ugly piece of the larger puzzle that was national communism.

Notes

1 Earlier estimates were a bit higher. For the most recent analysis of the casu-
alty figures, see Jastrzab̨ Łukasz, Rozstrzelano moje serce w Poznaniu: Poznański 
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Upheavals of 1956, 1968, 1970, 1976, 1980, trans. Olga Amsterdamska and 
Gene M. Moore (New York: Karz-Cohl, 1982), 53–55.

http://www.poznan.pl/multimedia/czerwiec56/cyrankiewicz_calosc.mp3
http://www.poznan.pl/multimedia/czerwiec56/cyrankiewicz_calosc.mp3


 1956 AND THE RISE OF NATIONAL COMMUNISM 253

4 For more details on this fascinating side-story, see Jan Rowiński, Polski 
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Brzostek, Błazėj. Za progiem: Codziennosć ́w przestrzeni publicznej Warszawy lat 
1955–1970 (On the threshold: Everyday life in the public sphere of Warsaw 
in the years 1955–70). Warsaw: Trio, 2009.

Chłopek, Maciej. Bikiniarze: Pierwsza polska subkultura (The Beatniks: The first 
Polish subculture). Warsaw: Żak, 2005.
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1945–1989 (Through the keyhole: Private life in Kraków, 1945–89). Warsaw: 
Trio, 2005.

Kott, Sandrine, Marcin Kula, and Thomas Lindenberger, eds. Socjalizm w zẏciu 
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(The Union of Fighters for Freedom and Democracy and the memory of 
the Second World War, 1949–69). Warsaw: Trio, 2009.

Zaremba, Marcin. Komunizm, legitymizacja, nacjonalizm: Nacjonalistyczna 
 legitymizacja władzy komunistycznej w Polsce (Communism, legitimation, 
nationalism: The nationalist legitimization of communist authority in 
Poland). Warsaw: Trio, 2001.
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  10  

COMMUNISM AND 
CONSUMERISM

The economy of the PRL was quite different from anything we know 
today, but not in the ways that most people think. As with so many 
other topics related to the communist era, it can be hard to see the 
contours of economic life through the dense fog of Cold War mythology 
and propaganda (from both sides). In fact, it is misleading to speak 
about a singular communist economy, because the variations over time 
and from one Eastern bloc country to another were considerable. Many 
key elements of the Stalinist economy were abandoned after 1956, and 
a great deal changed later as the global context slid from the relatively 
prosperous postwar boom to the recessionary era of the late 1970s and 
1980s. Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia took very different paths, 
and they differed in turn from Bulgaria or Romania (not to mention the 
Asian, African, and Latin American communist states). Things that 
were impossible in the Soviet Union were commonplace in the PRL, 
and vice versa. There is certainly value to studying communism and 
capitalism as abstractions (in fact, I’m going to do a bit of that in this 
chapter), but just as we would immediately recognize a difference 
between the welfare-state capitalism of Western Europe and the 
kleptocratic capitalism of some less successful countries, so should we 
be attentive to the huge variations among different communist 
countries, and over time within each of them.1

Another problem we face as we try to understand economic life in 
the PRL is figuring out what exactly we can blame on (or credit to) 
communism. Many things that happened during the communist era 
didn’t have much to do with communism at all, but were tied to 
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Poland’s specific level of wealth and development on the one hand, or 
to global economic trends on the other. The PRL was a comparatively 
poor country compared to the United States or countries in Western 
Europe, but a relatively industrialized and prosperous place compared 
to most of Asia, Africa, or Latin America. This in-between status 
explains a lot.

In assessing the accomplishments and failures of the PRL, let’s start 
at the most general level. The growth in both overall economic output 
and personal income during the communist era was actually quite 
impressive, until a deep recession hit in the late 1970s (see Figure 10.1). 
In addition to aggregate growth, the communist era brought Poland 
fully into the world of urban, industrialized Europe. By 1967 two thirds 
of the population lived in cities, and the agricultural sector declined 
from 47 percent of the workforce in 1950 to a mere 19 percent in 1984. 
Even those who remained in rural areas were no longer the “backward” 
peasants of the prewar years. By the 1970s more than 90 percent of the 
country’s wheat crop and 70 percent of the beet crop (a key segment of 
Polish agriculture) were harvested by machines. To be sure, one could 
still find tiny plots using only manual labor or perhaps a horse – 
particularly in the southern and eastern parts of the country – but these 
were becoming less common with each passing year. The old interwar 
distinction between “Poland A” and “Poland B” never disappeared, 
but most of “B” had been annexed by the USSR while “A” expanded 
after the addition of the formerly German territories.

The social and cultural changes that tended to accompany 
modernization in the capitalist West could be seen in Poland as well. 
The illiteracy rate fell to nearly zero, and the aggregate print run for 
newspapers and magazines increased five-fold from the 1940s to the 
1980s. Elementary education was almost universal: the percentage of 
the population failing to finish primary school fell from 45 percent in 
1960 to 12.5 percent in 1980. Secondary education advanced at a similar 
rate but from a lower starting point, increasing during those decades 
from just under 14 percent to over 37 percent. The population also 
became a lot healthier, with average life expectancy matching the 
United States by 1967 (though stagnating and even declining a bit after 
that). So-called First World illnesses became a serious problem, with 
coronary heart disease and cancer increasing steadily even as deaths 
from infectious diseases fell dramatically. Consumption rates of sugar, 
alcohol, and cigarettes all skyrocketed. The improvements in living 
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standards are captured by the distribution of household expenditures. 
The interwar Second Republic was a country where most people had to 
spend most of their resources on food, and hunger was always just one 
crisis away. The PRL created a situation in which the basics needed for 
survival absorbed less than 40 percent of the average household income 
(see Figure 10.2).

It is undeniable that productivity, income, and standard of living 
improved considerably during the period of the PRL, but the real 
issue is a comparative one: how did Poland do relative to its 
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neighbors and to the rest of the world? Did communism help them 
catch up or hold them back? The answer is not as clear as the 
ideological partisans on either side might like. If we think of Poland 
as an underdeveloped country, we must conclude that it did quite 
well compared to its peers during the postwar years. The average 
per capita GDP in Latin America, for example, was at 72 percent of 
Poland’s in 1950, but only 59 percent in 1980. Africa also fell steadily 
further behind, while Asia grew at about the same rate (see 
Figure 10.3a). To take a specific case of a country of comparable size 
and development: in 1950 Poland’s GDP per capita was only at two 
thirds the level of Chile, but that gap narrowed to 75 percent in 1960 
and 84 percent in 1970. In the PRL’s most prosperous year, 1978, their 
GDP was 21 percent larger than Chile’s.

Few Poles, however, were worried about how they stood vis-à-vis 
the Third World; they thought of themselves as Europeans, and they 
longed for the luxuries enjoyed by people in Germany, France, and 
Britain. This was bound to be a source of frustration, because through-
out the entire 20th century Poland was far behind those countries 
economically. The PRL did get a bit closer to the United States than 
the Second Republic had, but what we might call “wealthy Europe” 
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United 
Kingdom) increased their lead over Poland, except for a brief 
convergence in the 1970s (Figure 10.3b). In all these cases, the trends 
were clear but the overall gap remained roughly the same, with 
variations in the single digits. Perhaps the most appropriate points of 
comparison would be other peripheral European countries, which 
shared with Poland an intermediate position in the global economy. 
While Ireland, Greece, and Portugal were all catching up to their rich 
European neighbors after World War II, Poland fell a bit further 
behind (Figure 10.3c).

What can we conclude from all these statistics? Nothing conclusive, 
I’m afraid. Those who want to depict the PRL as a success will focus on 
the country’s ever-larger advantage over underdeveloped countries, 
and the huge strides made in comparison to the Second Republic. 
Those who want to write off communism as a failure will concentrate 
instead on the inability to sustain growth past the 1970s and the fact 
that Poland couldn’t replicate the postwar successes of Europe’s 
southern and northwestern peripheries. In fact, in all these cases there 



Figure 10.3 GDP per capita comparisons: (a) Poland and the World: GDP per 
capita (global average = 100); (b) Polish GDP per capita as a percentage of GDP per 
capita in “wealthy” Europe and the United States; (c) GDP per capita in “poor 
Europe” as a percentage of the GDP per capita in “wealthy Europe.” Compiled from 
Maddison, “Statistics on World Population, GDP, and Per Capita GDP, 1-2008,” 
and Rosling’s work at Gapminder. Latin American figure not available for 1938.
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are dozens of contingent, complicating factors at work. For example, 
capitalist Europe was moving towards greater integration in the midst 
of a massive economic expansion, and the poorer parts of the West 
could take advantage of this. The influx of American aid right after 
World War II played a significant role in jump-starting that process, but 
it quickly developed a momentum of its own. The Eastern bloc countries 
were cut off from this assistance, and the Soviet Union was hardly in a 
position to match US largess. That factor alone explains a great deal 
of  the differential, even before we get into any discussion of the 
comparative economic systems. So we are left quibbling over a few 
percentage points one way or the other. This isn’t a very satisfying 
conclusion, but that’s what we’ve got.

There are many myths about communism that need to be 
dispelled. The most important involves the concept of a “planned 
economy,” which is misleading if taken to imply a contrast with an 
unplanned economy, because no such thing existed. Planning was a 
general feature of industrial modernity more broadly, and in the 
West it usually took the form of “vertical integration,” which 
brought everything from the extraction of raw materials through 
manufacturing to sales into one massive firm. The purpose of such 
aggregations was precisely to facilitate planning, so as to eliminate 
supply back-ups and better manage distribution. The pioneer in 
this regard was Carnegie Steel, which in the 19th century assembled 
coal and iron ore mines, steel mills, ships and rail lines into one 
massive company. The auto industry in the early 20th century was 
similarly structured, with companies like Ford and Chrysler owning 
everything from tire, glass, and metal works on the supply side, to 
car dealerships on the distribution side. Personnel within these 
firms could be moved from one branch to another, permanent 
employment was the norm, and loyalty to the parent company was 
expected. Some companies (often working with or through labor 
unions) had their own medical clinics, educational institutions, 
daycare centers, and vacation facilities. Above all, at the summit of 
the corporation was a team of professional managers and economists 
who planned and controlled every aspect of this integrated 
universe.

All of this existed in the Polish People’s Republic as well. Of 
course, there would only be one such “firm” in each branch of the 
communist economy, and obviously that’s an important difference. 
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There was also a great deal more micromanagement in Polish 
planning, and more rigidity when plans turned out to be poorly 
designed. On the other hand, the PRL didn’t really have one planned 
economy: rather, many different economic ministries functioned on 
parallel tracks and competed with each other for resources. Anyone 
who thinks planning in communist Poland eliminated competition 
should have seen the battles for allocations or raw materials and 
financial resources that the managers of every firm had to constantly 
fight. This wasn’t capitalist competition, but it was competition 
nonetheless. I don’t want to suggest that vertically integrated 
corporations in the capitalist world were the same as the state-run 
giants in Poland. The differences, however, are best understood in 
terms of a continuum of planned industrial production that was 
characteristic of modernity as such. The 20th century was dominated 
by huge firms that provided long-term employment and predictable 
products but were not optimized for innovation. Critics claimed that 
such corporate giants were not as efficient as smaller companies, but 
those complaints could be (and were) directed at firms located in 
Silesia, Stuttgart, and Seattle.

Within those enormous firms, whether in the capitalist West or the 
communist East, employees enjoyed predictable careers but had to 
accept a range of limitations on which jobs they could do, how they 
did those jobs, and even what lifestyle choices they could make. 
Another myth in the West during the Cold War was that people in the 
Soviet sphere had no choices, but were instead funneled into career 
paths based on talent assessments carried out in childhood. This was 
certainly not the case in the Polish People’s Republic. To be sure, 
there  was a degree of educational “fast-tracking,” to use today’s 
terminology. Some teenagers were steered towards a trade, others 
towards engineering or some other high-level technical profession, 
and still others towards universities. But one could still choose 
between a variety of options, depending on one’s abilities and 
interests. High-stakes exams were required to advance at each level, 
and demanding standards blocked entry to the most prestigious 
schools and universities. A certain amount of corruption allowed 
well-connected people to tweak the system to their advantage, but 
graft was certainly not unique to any particular political or economic 
system. The ability to jump from one track to another was more 
limited than in the fluid educational system of the United States, but 
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similar to West European practices. Even in America some young 
people were channeled into “vo-tech” (vocational-technical) schools, 
from which it was very hard to advance to a selective university. 
Getting into either Harvard, the Sorbonne, Oxford, or Warsaw 
University required a combination of talent, resources, and a good 
social network. The bureaucratization and structural integration of 
education and training was yet another feature of modernity in 
general, and not distinctive to the communist bloc.

Those who are nostalgic for the PRL remember fondly the free 
daycare, free health care, free university tuition, and other generous 
social services. Undeniably, Poland spent a greater share of its 
resources on social spending than did countries in the capitalist 
world, but the differences are not as stark as one might expect, 
particularly if our points of comparison are the welfare-state capitalist 
systems of Western Europe. For example, in 1970 the public 
educational system received 9.6 percent of the Polish GDP, at a time 
when that figure was 4.6 percent in France, 5.3 percent in Britain, and 
7.4 percent in the United States. Education was free through the 
university level (for those who qualified), but the same was true in 
much of Western Europe and even some US states at the time. In fact, 
it was only in 1970 that tuition fees were introduced for the first time 
in the University of California system, and public colleges and 
universities everywhere in the United States at the time were 
affordable even for most working-class families. In Britain and most 
of Western Europe the idea of paying for tuition in post-secondary 
education remains controversial to this day.

The differences in health care spending were a bit greater. In 1970 
publicly funded medical services absorbed 8.2 percent of the Polish 
GDP, as against 3.6 percent in Britain, 3.9 percent in France, and 2.4 
percent in the United States. The British National Health Service, 
created in 1948, was actually more generous (and a great deal more 
effective) than the system in the Polish People’s Republic. Its lower 
costs in percentage terms simply reflected the United Kingdom’s 
greater wealth overall. To make a comparison across time instead of 
space, today’s Polish government spends 4.7 percent of GDP on health 
care, but France’s expenditure is now up to 8.7 percent and even the 
United States’ is up to 8.3 percent.2 Of course there are many factors 
that go into these statistics – for example, the US figure is so high not 
because the federal health care system has expanded much, but 
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because Americans now spend 16 percent of their GDP overall in this 
sector. Moreover, the PRL’s percentages would have been higher than 
those in the West forty years ago even if exactly the same services had 
been provided, because rich countries could rely on existing 
infrastructure while in postwar Poland (particularly in the countryside) 
clinics, schools, and other social service centers had to be constructed 
for the very first time. The general point here is that the PRL spent 
more on social welfare than the West European and North American 
countries, but not as much more as we might expect, and less than 
those same countries spend today. In these areas the communists 
actually fit within a broad European pattern that extended across the 
“Iron Curtain,” and most of their social programs would seem quite 
familiar to German, French, or British contemporaries. Americans 
would have viewed such extensive state-run solutions as radical, but 
that says more about the distinctive history of the United States than it 
does about communism.

The final myth that I need to debunk will probably be the most sur-
prising: the assumption that under communism everyone was equal, 
so  there were no incentives for hard work, punishments for bad 
performance, or rewards for special talents. There was a popular rhyme 
in the PRL that captured this idea: Czy się stoi, czy się leży, dwa tysiac̨e się 
należy (Whether you stand up or lie down, you’ll still earn 2000 złoty). 
The first thing to recall is that 2000 złoty a month wasn’t much money. 
The catchphrase was coined in the late 1960s, when this sum was 
already below average, and although the idiom responded to inflation 
(later it promised 5000 złoty) it never described a decent income. It was 
certainly true that everyone in Poland was guaranteed employment 
under nearly all circumstances, so even the laziest and most incompetent 
worker got some sort of job. But there was no guarantee of a good job 
with a high salary, and there were differences between various sectors 
of the economy and various ranks. The differences were not as extreme 
as in the capitalist world, but they were nonetheless meaningful. White 
collar workers earned on average about 30 percent more than blue 
collar workers, and people in some fields (for example, mining or 
construction) could earn significantly more than in other fields (for 
example, agriculture or retail trade). Men in all fields earned consi-
derably more than women.

The standard measure of inequality used by economists is called the 
Gini coefficient, which establishes a scale on which zero signifies total 
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equality, while 100 signifies an imaginary situation in which one person 
owns absolutely everything and everyone else owns nothing. This 
statistic is only available for the last decade of the PRL, when the figure 
stood at 25. That certainly compared favorably to countries like Brazil 
(59) or Malaysia (49), but it is only a bit lower than the average of 29 for 
developed capitalist countries at the time. In 1985 the Gini coefficient 
for the United States was 34, for France 30, while Germany tied the PRL 
at 25, and Sweden’s score of 21 was even lower than Poland’s.3 
Inequality was growing in Poland over time, so the Gini coefficient for 
the 1960s and 1970s would have been lower. On the other hand, 
members of the elite in the PRL received significant non-monetary 
benefits (such as access to scarce goods or services), which don’t get 
calculated into income inequality statistics. Even in the Stalinist era 
those identified as “hero workers” got higher salaries and better 
apartments. Those who ran factories or workplaces had all sorts of 
incentives to maximize production, and their bonuses would rise or 
fall based on how successful they were. It wasn’t possible to get truly 
rich (at least not in the capitalist sense of that word), but it was certainly 
possible for some to get a good deal richer than others. In fact, one of 
the more consistent complaints heard from workers was that the PRL 
was not egalitarian enough.

Based on what I have written in this chapter so far, it might seem that 
communism was just another form of modernity, comparable in most 
respects with capitalism (particularly the welfare-state capitalism 
of  Western Europe). But that’s not the case, because there was one 
enormous difference that had ramifications on every level, from day- to-
day life to macroeconomic organization. In short, the communist 
system was focused on production and producers, while the capitalist 
system was aimed at consumption and consumers. This might not be 
as  provocative or inspiring as slogans about “free markets” versus 
“economic justice,” but it is a much more revealing entry point into the 
economy of the PRL.

To understand communism, we have to think of it alongside its 
alternative: capitalism. The basic logic of capitalism is to sell, either by 
meeting existing consumer desires or by using advertising and 
marketing to create new desires. The latter is particularly important, 
because growth depends on an ever-expanding wish list of manufactured 
goods. People in capitalist societies are catered to as consumers. We get 
lots of choices regarding where we shop and what we buy, and we 
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expect to be treated well while we are making our purchases. We even 
build our identities around what we obtain in the process. Brand names 
become status symbols, advertising is everywhere, and the salesman 
becomes the ultimate icon of the economy. All this is true even for those 
who try to rebel against it: just notice how particular brands or stores 
become associated with counterculture styling. In other words, 
consumer society is not something we can escape, unless we want to 
abandon society and live in self-sustaining isolation. As with any 
hegemonic cultural formation, capitalism makes it hard to even imagine 
that things could be different. We come to believe that our acquisitiveness 
is natural and inevitable.

The flip side of being prized as consumers is that we are 
comparatively weak in our roles as producers. The slogan “the 
customer comes first” is much more than an admonition for sales 
clerks in retail shops: it is the driving logic of all economic activity. The 
capitalist firm faces two overpowering agendas: selling things at 
prices that will keep the firm’s merchandise competitive, while paying 
as little as possible to produce those things. Since labor costs usually 
take up the lion’s share of any company’s expenses, there’s a lot of 
pressure to reduce wages. Contrary to what many 19th century 
economists believed, this situation does not always lead to a down-
ward spiral of wages towards subsistence levels. There are many 
contingencies (labor shortages, unions, legis lation) that can lead to 
better conditions of employment. Nonetheless, the inexorable logic of 
capitalism favors lower manufacturing costs, so the pressure to reduce 
wages never goes away. Technology in such systems will usually be 
used to replaced expensive skilled labor with cheaper unskilled labor, 
or a large workforce with a much smaller workforce. Developments in 
transportation and communication will be used to shift work to 
regions or countries with lower labor costs. This is the basic weakness 
at the heart of capitalism, because if the push towards lower wages is 
not somehow checked, demand will dry up and markets will crash. 
After all, someone earning barely enough to make ends meet won’t be 
able to buy very much. The major blind spot of capitalism is that 
consumers and producers are the same people.

Even our understanding of values like “freedom” are shaped by this 
emphasis on consumption rather than production. It is taken for 
granted that employees in capitalist firms can have their liberties 
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restricted in myriad ways. They can be told what clothes to wear at 
work, when they can and cannot return home to deal with a personal 
emergency, even when they can use the toilet. Surveillance of 
employees by employers is common, because efficiency requires that 
time not be wasted. The oft-repeated expression, “You’ll have to wait 
to do that on your own time,” reflects the fact that when at work, the 
employee’s time is not his or her own, and cannot be freely “spent” (an 
apt commercial metaphor). Once again, political activism or union 
organizing can mitigate and regulate these things, but few would 
question the employers’ basic right to “manage” workers while they 
are on the job. Infringing upon an employee’s personal liberty is rarely 
perceived as such – that’s just how the (capitalist) world works.

On the other hand, people in capitalist societies come to expect choice 
and solicitous service when they are acting as consumers. Arbitrarily 
limiting a shopper’s alternatives is perceived as scandalous – just try to 
picture a town that would permit the existence of only one shoe store, 
one clothing store, one car dealership, and so on. Politics can sometimes 
intervene when a higher rationale is invoked – for example, some 
dangerous products can be banned and false advertising can be 
regulated. Capitalism is never all-encompassing or unrestrained; it can 
be softened around the edges and limited by politics. The point is that 
underneath these variations is a fundamental logic that places producers 
within a system of constraints that are barely perceived, but that makes 
any restriction on free consumer choice appear as a violation of the 
social contract.

To understand communism, just invert everything in the last three 
paragraphs. If capitalism prioritizes sales and consumption, com-
munism emphasized production and labor. The entire system was 
designed around maximizing productivity and (in theory though not 
always in practice) the well-being of the producers as producers, with 
very little concern for those same people when they assumed their roles 
as consumers. Stores tended to be plain and unappealing, goods were 
notoriously shoddy, and packaging was simple and utilitarian. Few 
attempts were made to encourage sales, and virtually none to build up 
desires for new products. Quite the contrary: product design changed 
at a snail’s pace and resources were rarely devoted to innovation. Most 
notoriously, “customer service” was non-existent. Those hoping to 
obtain goods were supplicants, and the job of a sales clerk was to 
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manage distribution, not to encourage anyone to buy anything. 
Whereas in capitalist societies clerks are expected to be kind and 
helpful, if not downright servile, in communist societies it was the 
buyer who had to be patient and submissive. In the PRL people did not 
speak of shopping, but of the need to “make arrangements for” or 
“facilitate” (załatwic)́ a particular acquisition.

The managers of firms did not need to concern themselves with 
 selling what they produced; instead, they had to worry about obtain-
ing the resources needed to maintain production. Thus my reference 
earlier to the fierce competition for supplies, raw materials, and 
budgetary allocations. Managers were rewarded for meeting their 
production  targets, but those targets were set without much attention 
to what anyone wanted to buy. So there were incentives and competi-
tion, but none of it was directed at the consumer. For example, a shoe-
making firm might have a quota to produce a certain number of pairs 
each month. The manager and the workers would get bonuses if that 
quota was surpassed, and they would work hard to ensure that it 
was. But if they could do so more easily by making nothing but 
orange shoes in size 4, then that is what they would do. It didn’t mat-
ter if the shoes spent the rest of their existence sitting on a store shelf. 
The clerk at the shoe store didn’t mind either, since there were no 
bonuses for higher sales.

Shortages were endemic but not universal. Some parts of the country 
and some specific stores were better supplied than others, and certain 
products were plentiful while others were scarce. For example, people 
had to get on a waiting list to purchase a car, and nearly all home 
appliances (washing machines, televisions, even telephones) were hard 
to find. For some reason, toilet paper was infamously scarce. On the 
other hand, most basic necessities were available, if not always of 
particularly high quality. The much-photographed bread lines and 
empty store shelves of the early 1980s were the result of a specific and 
relatively short-term crisis that I will describe later, but they were not 
typical of most of the history of the PRL. Prior to the deep crash of that 
final decade, the PRL had an economy of shortages but not absolute 
scarcity. There were simply no good mechanisms for matching demand 
(much less desire) with production, and this led to unpredictable 
supplies on the one hand, and overproduction and waste on the other. 
Production goals were set with a variety of considerations in mind, 
some more arbitrary than others. Researchers attempted to assess the 
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population’s needs (not to be confused with their wishes), and to meet 
those needs as best they could. In some sectors, firms were directed to 
produce items deemed socially valuable. For example, the masterpieces 
of 19th century Polish literature were readily available in book stores, 
whether or not anyone wanted to read them. One could easily obtain 
recordings of the works of Chopin, but had to search long and hard to 
get an LP by a popular rock band. Most production decisions, however, 
were not ideologically motivated, and sometimes the planners even 
lined up demand and supply reasonably well. But they failed often – 
sometimes spectacularly so – and those failures stand out in popular 
memory.

The flip side of the disregard for the consumer was a prioritization of 
production and labor. Even though the appeal and sincerity of slogans 
and symbolic gestures (the banners proclaiming the glories of the 
working class, the lavish commemorations of May Day) hollowed out 
over time, there was something real underneath all that. There wasn’t 
an empowerment of labor in the sense that workers had the right to 
organize independent trade unions – they did not, which was a source 
of frustration and anger. They also had to endure measures of labor 
discipline familiar to those in capitalist contexts, and in the Stalinist era 
these could be particularly harsh. But workers did enjoy a wide range 
of rights and privileges. There were no lay-offs, few disruptive plant 
closings, no outsourcing. Problems in the production process were 
endured by consumers (in the form of waste or scarcity), but jobs were 
virtually guaranteed. These benefits came to be seen as natural and 
were taken for granted, much as consumer choice and acquisitiveness 
are taken for granted under capitalism.

In fact, precisely because there was were so many problems with 
distribution and supply, workers enjoyed some autonomy and space 
for initiative that employees of more efficient firms in the West did not 
have. There was no alternative, because improvisation was often 
necessary to ensure that production targets were met. If a machine 
broke down there was no guarantee that a replacement would be 
available, and there was no recourse if an expected procurement of 
raw  materials failed to arrive. In such cases local managers or even 
individual workers would have to scramble to find a workaround. 
Their bonuses were at risk if they didn’t. For example, a food processing 
plant might have unofficial arrangements with local farmers, mitigating 
the need to depend on the intrinsically unreliable supplies from a 
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national distributor. Individual workers might come up with a way to 
jerry-rig a machine even when spare parts were unobtainable. Work 
schedules had to be somewhat flexible, because the production lines 
would frequently stall while awaiting a particular supply, then run 
overtime when it finally arrived. While flexibility of this sort was as 
likely to lead to inconvenience as independence, the broader point is 
that employees had to be provided somewhat more latitude to 
improvise in order to solve problems.

I don’t mean to imply that workers always got the compensation and 
working conditions that they wanted. In fact, the pace of work could be 
even more frenetic under communism than under capitalism. Workers 
would often be assigned piece-rate production targets, with bonuses 
dependent upon fulfilling seemingly impossible norms. Collective 
protests (on a small scale) occurred with some regularity and individual 
complaining was constant, but managers were usually authorized to 
make concessions to quiet things down. There were a few occasions 
when this didn’t work, leading to strikes and even violent confrontations, 
but management’s default position was that material demands should 
be met whenever possible. In other words, conflicts between labor and 
management took place under both communism and capitalism, but 
under the former system the workers had a slightly stronger bargaining 
position as long as they confined themselves to immediate local issues. 
Only when their challenges had larger political implications did things 
get dicey. Each factory boss had two constituencies: the relevant 
ministry and planning officials in Warsaw, and the workers of his (and 
it was almost always his) plant. The system was clientelist throughout, 
with patronage dispensed below and loyalty given above. Career 
success was dependent on the ability to keep all the links in the chain 
happy, or at least docile.

Just as the incentives for managers did not require much skill in 
marketing, neither did they reward good book-keeping. The system 
was characterized by what economists laconically called “soft budget 
constraints.”4 In other words, factory managers were expected to use 
all means at their disposal to procure the supplies they needed to 
meet their production targets, and any debts incurred along the way 
were ultimately backed by state coffers. In capitalist countries we say 
that something is “run like a business” to imply a rigid adherence to 
the balance between expenses and income, but this wasn’t how 
businesses in communism were run. Quite the contrary: the essence 
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of communist clientelism was that those higher up the chain would 
act as guarantors for those lower down, who in turn would provide 
their patrons with the goods or services they demanded. Seen from 
the outside it was a system riddled with unsustainable debt, but in a 
sense that was the whole point: debts and favors were the currency of 
the realm.

The upshot was an economy that was highly contextual and personal, 
sustained by networks of trust, kinship, and friendship. Formal 
contracts were less secure than family bonds, and promises of payment 
were less reliable than barter. Of course personal relationships are vital 
in a capitalist economy as well, but they were vastly more important 
under communism. Much of what we today label “corruption” was in 
fact a necessary component of economic and social life. Those who 
remember the PRL will often lament that family bonds were tighter and 
friendships were both deeper and more numerous than they are in 
today’s Poland. This isn’t just romanticized nostalgia. Cultivating social 
connections was not just a private activity, but an economic necessity. 
This was true on every level. Shop clerks would hold back prized goods 
for friends and family, and a factory manager could keep production 
running if he had cousins and drinking buddies well positioned along 
his supply network. Behavior that might look like bribery or nepotism 
to us was not generally perceived as any sort of moral transgression. 
Rather, the bestowal of a gift (even if only symbolic) was a means of 
personalizing a relationship, and failing to do so could be seen as a 
serious lapse in good manners. There were occasional efforts by the 
upper leadership of the PZPR to crack down on graft, but these were 
half-hearted and ineffectual.

Capitalism is very efficient in producing goods that will be desired 
and purchased, but very inefficient in producing and reproducing 
stable social bonds. The fluidity and flexibility that makes it such a 
responsive economic system mean that individuals within it are 
routinely asked to relocate and retrain, and those who place their 
families above their work rarely advance very far in any corporation. 
Similarly, capitalism has reliable intrinsic mechanisms that limit 
overproduction and fill shortages, but only in terms of marketable 
goods. The relentless push to generate new desires leads to planned 
obsolescence and massive amounts of material waste, but that is not 
deemed an inefficiency because it happens after the point of sale. That 
same attention to marketing and sales ensures that customers are very 
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well treated, but it also requires that they rapidly become disillusioned 
with their purchases so that they will buy something new.

Communism was the mirror image of this. A worker might request a 
raise because of a family crisis, and the boss, acting as patron, might 
well grant the increase. The “bottom line” for the firm was not terribly 
important, but sustaining social relationships was. On the other hand, 
it was extraordinarily difficult to accomplish anything when one had to 
rely on impersonal institutions. Moving to a new town was challeng-
ing, because there was a very poor infrastructure in place for those who 
lacked personal or family bonds. Unmoored individuals were no better 
than anonymous consumers, and no one cared about such creatures.

The Emergence of the Communist Consumer

The basic weakness of both capitalism and communism is the failure to 
recognize that producers and consumers are ultimately the same people, 
and any system catering exclusively to one facet of our existence will 
invariably generate problems. When capitalism is left unchecked, wages 
tend to decline so far that demand evaporates; when communism is left 
unchecked, demand can’t function as a stimulus for growth. These 
imbalances are endemic, but they are also historically specific to our 
times because consumer demand is neither inevitable nor omnipresent. 
It is culturally constructed, and for most of human history it didn’t even 
exist in anything like the form we know it today. Until the last few 
centuries, most people did not have the resources to buy much more 
than basic necessities, and those were almost always produced within 
the family or by someone in the same town. Even families that did have 
excess spending capacity did not spend it in the same way we do today. 
Above all, the use of advertising to generate desires – the very mechanism 
on which economic growth under capitalism depends – is quite new. 
The consumer that we know today, whose unquenchable appetites are 
so vital to our economy, is a product of a specific conjuncture of social, 
cultural, and economic factors. There weren’t very many such consumers 
in Poland at the start of the communist era, and that allowed the system 
to get off to a strong start. But in the 1960s the communist consumer was 
born – and that was the beginning of the end.

Under both capitalism and communism, firms must generate income 
that exceeds the cost of production. Capitalists call this “profit,” and it 
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is used both to enrich investors and provide funds for future growth. 
Communism didn’t have any private investors, but that didn’t elimi-
nate the need for excess value. If the wealth produced was merely 
equal to the cost of production there would be nothing left over to sup-
port future growth. The PRL’s “soft budget constraints” came about 
because the ultimate owner of almost every firm (the state) was simul-
taneously the ultimate lender. It was impossible to foreclose on loans 
because the National Bank of Poland provided financing to the Polish 
Widget Corporation, both of which were state owned. But not even 
communist states could print money willy-nilly. A firm that sucked in 
more value than it generated could stay afloat for a while, but in the 
end it would constitute a drain on the economy no matter how crea-
tive the accounting. For a long time this wasn’t a problem. The PRL 
even benefited from the fact that almost nothing was being siphoned 
away for the personal enrichment of private investors. The state could 
plow nearly all the extra value that was produced right back into the 
economy.

But when things did go wrong for some reason – when a firm was no 
longer generating enough value to cover its costs – serious problems 
would arise. This is where capitalism has a significant advantage (as a 
system, though not necessarily for individuals), because it provides 
firms with ways to solve such problems: they can reduce wages, find 
savings by outsourcing some aspects of production, or lay off a portion 
of the workforce. It is theoretically possible to raise prices, fixing the 
equation on the other end, but competition from other firms limits the 
viability of this option. In the PRL, in contrast, all these cost-cutting 
measures were off the table. Unemployment was precluded as a matter 
of principle, and clientelist political pressures made wages inflexible. 
Neither could prices be increased, because workers were smart enough 
to understand that higher prices and lower wages amounted to the 
same thing. Even during the Stalinist era worker activism could 
influence economic policies (albeit only on the local level), despite the 
state’s considerable power to enforce its will. After Stalin’s death the 
state was even less able to deal with worker demands. Every so often 
managers would try to reduce wages, but worker outrage could often 
squash such efforts. In fact, the riots in Poznań in 1956 were sparked 
initially by an attempt to reduce production costs. On the few occasions 
when cost-cutting measures were attempted on a country-wide scale, 
the resistance was fierce.
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Those who were old enough to remember the privations of the Great 
Depression or the Nazi Occupation could be satisfied with wages that 
covered all the basics. For those from the prewar working class, it was a 
major accomplishment to have an apartment, adequate food, and a bit 
extra for some leisure. The communists had even introduced luxuries like 
paid vacations. But the postwar generation was not as easy to satisfy – 
and this was an increasingly large group: in 1960 a third of the Polish 
population was under the age of 14.5 Gomułka’s cultural opening-up 
allowed images from the West to penetrate into Poland, and these 
included depictions of the culture of consumption. In 1960 there were 
fewer than 500,000 television sets in Poland, but this figure doubled in 
two years and reached 4,215,000 by 1970.6 By that point about half of all 
the homes and apartments in Poland were equipped with TVs, and within 
another decade nearly everyone had access to one. The foreign (particularly 
American) serials broadcast on Polish TV provided a window into an 
idealized, hyper-consumerist lifestyle. Polish illustrated magazines were 
also carrying news about international fashions and technology. In larger 
cities there were some small private shops where one could buy second-
hand (and even, for astronomical prices, new) consumer items from the 
West. Both Catholic and PZPR leaders were frustrated by the spread of 
consumerism, and the former repeatedly called on the latter to do 
something to stem the tide of Western decadence. Gomułka had 
concluded, however, that he lacked the political capital or the repressive 
apparatus necessary to seal Poland off from external influences.

So in the 1960s young Poles were striving for a lifestyle that was 
significantly better – and more costly – than the one enjoyed by their 
parents. This not only created demands for new consumer goods, but it 
also intensified pressures to raise wages. By the end of the 1960s an 
impasse had been reached: many firms were simply not producing 
enough value to both finance higher pay and generate the surplus 
needed for both investing in future growth. Communism had proven 
itself good at solving society’s basic problems, but it worked best when 
those problems remained static. Once the term “problem” came to 
mean the lack of a TV, or a car, or the newest Western fashions, the 
communist authorities were stymied.

In a liberal capitalist economy, increasing wages and increasing 
consumer demand can spark an upward spiral that leads to growth, 
thanks to the system’s consumerist orientation. When people have 
rising incomes, firms will try to cater to their desires by expanding 
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production or by inventing new products to meet (or create) new 
demands. This leads to more employment, which further improves pay, 
which generates yet more demand, which sparks more growth. This is 
the fundamental insight of what is known as Keynesian economics, 
named after the early 20th century British economist Maynard Keynes. 
His “demand side” ideas about economic policy focused on ways to get 
more money in the hands of more people, so as to initiate and sustain a 
growth cycle. But such an approach only works if there are mechanisms 
that allow firms to cultivate and respond to consumer desires. Firms in 
the PRL got no rewards for sales, only for production. Communism 
was, in a sense, the ultimate “supply side” economy: all that mattered 
were the quotas, and policy-making was geared towards ensuring that 
there were adequate resources for investment and continued production. 
Expanding and changing consumer desires were a problem in this 
context, because they made planning more difficult and led to social 
unrest when those yearnings were not satisfied. Meanwhile, communist 
clientelism kept worker compensation relatively high (though it didn’t 
seem that way to most workers), and this meant that production costs 
stayed high as well, which made it tough for firms or the state to 
accumulate funds for more investment.

Gomułka dealt with the lack of investment resources in a way that 
revealed the challenge of coping with increasing expectations while 
simultaneously accumulating resources for further growth. In late 
1970 he tried to improve the national balance sheet by increasing 
prices while keeping wages the same. Gomułka was particularly 
clumsy in his decision to announce this reform package on December 
12, just as people were getting ready for Christmas, but the plan would 
have been explosive regardless of the timing. It only took two days for 
the strikes to begin, first in Gdańsk and then in shipyards all along the 
Baltic coast. Soon factories elsewhere in Poland joined in, bringing 
the  total number of striking workers to around 20,000. The normal 
practice in such situations had been to quiet down worker unrest with 
material concessions, but doing so would undermine the whole point 
of the price increases. So Gomułka made a fateful choice: he sent in 
police to break up the core strikes at the shipyards. Riots ensued, and 
the PZPR headquarters in Gdańsk was sacked and burned. The First 
Secretary responded by deploying 27,000 soldiers and 550 tanks, 
essentially conducting a military pacification campaign against one of 
Poland’s own cities. A total of 41 people were killed, over 1000 were 
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injured, and about 3000 were arrested. During the unrest about 220 
shops were looted, dozens of cars were destroyed, and 17 buildings 
were set on fire.

Revulsion over the violence reached to the very top of the PZPR 
itself, and Gomułka was forced to resign. It is always a scandal when 
force is used against striking workers, but in capitalist countries such 
moves are rarely perceived as a challenge to the foundations of the 
economic and political system. For example, the prewar Second 
Republic used force against worker activists on several occasions, most 
infamously in 1923 during the so-called Kraków Uprising, which left 32 
dead (18 workers and 14 soldiers). But whereas that earlier event has 
become a historical footnote that few today even remember, the killings 
of 1970 are highlighted in school textbooks and commemorated with 
several large monuments. In the context of the PRL, calling out the 
army against strikers was more than a misjudgment, more even than a 
crime: it was a violation of the most essential aspect of the social 
contract. The PZPR was supposed to protect workers, not kill them. 
That’s why Gomułka had to go.

His replacement as First Secretary of the PZPR, Edward Gierek, 
rescinded most of the economic reform package. Gierek was from 
Silesia and had a reputation for effective technocratic management 
with minimal ideological posturing. In most regards he perpetuated 
the “national communism” introduced by Gomułka, and (after a brief 
ideological campaign in the early 1970s) he withdrew even further from 
the attempt to transform Polish culture and society towards any sort of 
socialist ideal. He was first and foremost a manager, and his highest 
ambition was to make the Polish economy efficient and prosperous. 
Throughout the 1970s the leftist slogans of the regime became 
increasingly vacuous, and the PZPR lost whatever remnants of 
revolutionary fervor that it had left. But national communism was still 
a long way from capitalism, and the PRL remained a country where 
producers and production were valued more highly than consumers or 
consumption – even as the latter continued to sneak in through the 
back door.

Gierek faced the same problems that had driven Gomułka’s 
administration off the cliff. The majority of firms in the PRL were still 
barely producing enough value to cover the costs of production, but 
both price increases and wage cuts now seemed off the table. This was 
a recipe for stagnation because over the long term it left nothing for 
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investment and growth, and in the absence of loftier socialist goals 
about the only thing Gierek had left to offer was the promise of 
economic prosperity. Then his deus ex machina arrived – or at least 
seemed to – in an unexpected incarnation: the multinational banks of 
the capitalist world. By the late 1960s the financial sector in the West 
was confronted with a problem that periodically arises in capitalist 
systems: where to find investments that would generate significant 
returns. With the mid-20th century model of industrial capitalism 
reaching its apex in North America and Western Europe, most large 
firms were providing returns that were reliable but small. The Dow 
Jones Average of industrial stocks had increased in value nearly nine-
fold from the end of World War II to 1966, but during the next two 
decades it seemed stuck within a relatively narrow band, offering 
plenty of ups and downs but little overall growth. There seemed, at 
least momentarily, to be few opportunities for the sorts of double-digit 
returns that more adventuresome investors sought. Banking was 
becoming boring, so the financial gurus of Wall Street looked to the 
developing world. That seemed promising because of the abundance 
of potential consumers who had yet to be introduced to the glories of 
modern appliances, cars, home improvements, personal grooming 
products, and the like. It wasn’t hard to find both private and state 
firms in Latin America, Africa, and Asia that were desperate for cash, 
and for several years in the 1970s the loans flowed like water.

One particularly thirsty recipient was the Polish People’s Republic. 
For the Western investors Poland seemed full of potential. The 
workforce was by then well educated and stable, and the unsatisfied 
domestic consumer market seemed vast. As I mentioned in the last 
chapter, a few firms even tried to enter the Polish market directly, but 
most of the investments were loans to state-owned companies. This 
was precisely what Gierek needed: funds to continue the growth of the 
Polish economy without making the Polish workers pay for it through 
lower wages or higher prices. It wasn’t unheard of for the PRL to take 
out loans from Western banks, but up to this point the figures had been 
very small. Under Gierek it exploded from a mere US$200 per capita 
(adjusted for inflation to today’s dollars) to $938.81 in 1976, $1,510.23 in 
1978, and $1,881.45 in 1980.7

Those were astronomical figures at a time when hard-currency 
exports (which would allow repayment of those loans) were negligible. 
Yet Gierek’s plan was not as crazy as it might seem at first glance. 
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He devoted about one third of the money to the purchase of imported 
consumer goods, and two thirds to upgrading facilities in the sectors of 
the economy that produced goods for export.8 The imports were aimed 
at ensuring that living standards continued to improve, and for a few 
years it worked. Most Poles today who were alive at the time remem-
ber  the early 1970s as a time of optimism and relative abundance. 
Meanwhile, the industrial investments were channeled mostly into 
steel mills, tractor and truck manufacturing, ship building, and coal 
mining. There are typically two ways to achieve economic growth: 1) a 
demand-side Keynesian approach that uses domestic consumer 
spending to spur entrepreneurial activity; 2) a supply-side approach 
that suppresses wages in order to create cheap exports which in turn 
generate profits that can be recycled to finance more expansion. Neither 
of these alternatives were possible in the PRL, for the reasons outlined 
above, so Gierek was trying to use foreign loans to maintain both decent 
wages and supply-side investment. He hoped to build an export-based 
economy, and use the profits from those industries to satiate the new 
consumer demands that couldn’t be accommodated within the 
communist system. Everything depended on Poland’s ability to sell its 
industrial goods for good prices abroad – and that’s where the whole 
plan collapsed.

First of all, it was hard to get decent prices for Polish goods because 
of all the disincentives against rigorous quality control in the 
communist system. Industrial managers in the PRL had not previously 
needed to worry much about pleasing customers, and almost no one 
in Poland had any experience in marketing or sales. Polish products 
that were sold abroad had a notorious reputation for shoddy 
workmanship, and an unsustainably high percentage were returned 
because of defects. This wasn’t because Polish workers were 
incompetent, but because they lived within an economic order that 
systematically de-emphasized consumer satisfaction. This became a 
major problem when the “consumer” was a foreign firm buying 
industrial goods.

As serious as those problems were, they turned out to be of little 
relevance after 1973. when the global economy sank into a swamp of 
stagnation or recession, and few firms were buying the expensive 
capital goods that Poland was trying to sell. The dynamism of the 
postwar economy had been slowing anyway, but the Arab–Israeli war 
of 1973 made matters incomparably worse. In response to Washington’s 
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support for Israel, the Arab states set up an embargo on sales of oil to 
the United States, which led to a doubling in the price of crude oil and 
fuel shortages in the United States and parts of Europe. This sent the 
global economy into a recession that lasted for more than two years, 
and even the recovery afterwards didn’t re-ignite global trade to the 
degree needed for Gierek’s plan to succeed.

So Gierek was right back where Gomułka had been, and eventually 
he had to attempt similar measures. Expectations might be rising, but 
in the face of a global recession and ever-increasing interest payments 
those expectations could not be met. The only way to balance the 
books was to somehow tighten the belt, and in 1976 Gierek tried to do 
so by announcing a price increase on a range of staple goods. The 
result could have been predicted: strikes broke out immediately. In the 
city of Radom the protests turned violent, and rioters burned down 
the local PZPR headquarters just as they had done in Gdanśk in 1970. 
The police response was much more restrained this time, but there 
were still a number of arrests and even more administrative punish-
ments. And once again the government withdrew the proposed price 
increases.

Without any prospects for significant earnings from export sales, 
Gierek had reached a dead end. Price increases or wage cuts (not to 
mention lay-offs and unemployment) were impossible because they 
violated the fundamental social contract of the PRL and would lead to 
unrest. But if austerity measures weren’t an option, neither were 
demand-side stimulus alternatives. Those require a flexible, consumer-
oriented, entrepreneurial economy, which was precisely the opposite 
of  what the communists had constructed. Meanwhile, additional 
borrowing was closed off because the interest payments alone were 
already consuming a huge share of the country’s resources. There was 
no escape, and it was all downhill for the PZPR from here on.

Notes

1 I am using the term “communism” here, but at this point I don’t want to get 
hung up on terminology. When talking about the 1970s and 1980s some pre-
fer “socialism,” “actually-existing socialism,” or even “state capitalism,” but 
I’m just trying to describe the economic framework that shaped life in the 
PRL, without passing judgment on whether that system was or was not 
“genuinely” socialist or communist.
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2 The American, French, and British educational statistics are from the 
World  Bank Database, http://databank.worldbank.org/Data/Views/
VariableSelection/SelectVariables.aspx?source=Education%20Statistics 
(accessed September 12, 2013). The health care statistics are from OECD 
(Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development) Stat Extracts, 
http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DatasetCode=HEALTH_STAT# (accessed 
September 12, 2013). The Polish figures are from Stanisław Paradysz, 
“Rozwój społeczny i gospodarczy PRL (1946–1989)” (The economic and 
social development of the PRL), in Wiesław Żółtkowski (ed.) Zrozumiec ́PRL 
(Warsaw: Muza, 2012), 235.

3 In this case the phrase “developed capitalist countries” signifies the mem-
bers of the OECD. The Polish figures are available at Index Mundi, http://
www.indexmundi.com/facts/poland/gini-index (accessed September 12, 
2013). Comparative figures are from Divided We Stand: Why Inequality Keeps 
Rising (OECD, 2011), 24.

4 The phrase is from János Kornai, “The Soft Budget Constraint,” Kyklos: 
International Review for Social Sciences, 39, 1 (February 1986): 3–30.

5 Historia Polski w liczbach, 374. To put this figure in perspective, today only 19 
percent of the Polish population is under 14.

6 These statistics are from Patryk Pleskot, Wielki mały ekran: telewizja a 
codziennosć ́Polaków w latach szesćd́ziesiat̨ych (Warsaw: Trio, 2007).

7 Polish debt figures are from Grzegorz Kołodko, Kryzys, dostosowanie, rozwój 
(Crisis, Adjustment, Development) (Warsaw: Państwowe Wydawnictwo 
Ekonomiczne, 1989), 86. Inflation adjustment based on the CPI Inflation 
Calculator at the US Bureau of Labor Statistics website, http://www.bls.
gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm (accessed September 12, 2013).

8 On the structure of Poland’s debt in the 1970s, see Zbigniew Karcz, 
Zadłuzėnie zagraniczne Polski (The foreign debt of Poland) (Warsaw: Difin, 
2006), 13–20.
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THE END OF THE PRL, 1976–89

By any measure, the Solidarity movement of 1980–81 was astonishing. 
More than half of the adult population of Poland participated in peace-
ful protests that encompassed every imaginable worldview and ideol-
ogy. Rarely has a historical phenomenon carried a more appropriate 
name. For more than a year the PZPR was in chaos as it flailed around 
for the best response to this most massive of mass movements. The 
army was eventually used to crush the challenge, but the trauma of 
martial law left both the opposition and the communists demoralized. 
Less than a decade later both the PZPR and the PRL itself were gone, 
and although it seemed obvious that Solidarity had caused its collapse, 
the story was a bit more complicated than that. The fall of communism 
in 1989 did not come about because opposition forces removed a hated 
regime from power. Instead, it was the result of a negotiated settlement 
between a weak communist party and an equally weak group of pro-
democracy activists. Both sides were trying to escape from an economic 
and political crisis that had left them with few options, and the deal 
they worked out was met with uncertainty and ambivalence within 
Poland. Even though the Polish population was more politically mobi-
lized than any of their contemporaries in the Soviet bloc, there was 
much less celebration in the streets of Warsaw or Kraków than there 
was in Berlin or Prague. It wasn’t at all obvious what the future would 
bring, nor was it evident which aspects of the past would (or even 
should) be rejected. Though 1989 is indeed a date to remember and to 
celebrate, at the time no one was sure exactly what had happened, or 
who had won. It’s still not entirely clear.
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Dissent and Opposition

It was popular in the 1980s in Poland to make a sharp contrast between 
“the state” and “society,” as if the country was a battlefield between 
two titanic forces of evil and good. That depiction, however morally 
satisfying it might be, is a misleading oversimplification. The mass 
demonstrations of discontent at the start of the decade and the decisive 
elections at the end made it clear that a majority of the Polish population 
was deeply dissatisfied, though precisely what all those people were 
angry about, whom they blamed, and what they wanted to do about it 
varied enormously. Moreover, despite the huge number of protesters, 
there were more Poles who chose not to get involved, whether because 
they actually supported the PZPR, because they feared the consequences 
of open opposition, or because they just didn’t care. The anticommunist 
opposition did not represent the totality of “society” any more than the 
communists represented the totality of “the working people.” 
Predictably, both sides claimed to speak for “the nation,” as if a single 
voice could ever bundle all that diversity into a single set of goals and 
demands.

To simplify that heterogeneity (just for the purpose of making some 
sense of what happened), we can bunch the various groups that 
constituted “the opposition” into three very rough and highly 
permeable categories: the dissidents, the labor activists, and the Church. 
The first group consisted mostly of intellectuals, and they were most 
famous in the West. Almost all of them were well educated, charismatic, 
and articulate. Many were poets, artists, scholars, or essayists, and they 
typically spoke at least one foreign language. Although they could be 
considered members of an elite in a certain sense, their outspoken 
hostility to the PZPR usually prevented them from getting decent jobs, 
and many lived in near poverty. They were frequently arrested, 
sometimes for protracted periods, and several were sent into forced 
exile. Most of the dissidents had once been supporters of the PZPR and 
believers in the cause of social revolution. Their disillusionment with 
the Party came at various points: some were quickly frustrated by the 
failure of Gomułka to democratize the PRL after 1956; others were 
disgusted by the Party’s vulgar appeals to antisemitism in 1968; for 
still  others the final straw was the use of military force to crush the 
strikes of 1970. Most dissidents continued to profess a commitment to 
some sort of socialism, but they came to see the PZPR as a corrupt, 
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authoritarian institution that was hindering rather than advancing the 
cause of social justice and democracy. Precisely because their critique 
came from the left, they were viewed as a particular danger by the state 
authorities.

Jacek Kuroń, for example, had been a leading figure in the commu-
nist youth organization in the 1950s, but he was pushed into opposi-
tion by Gomułka’s anti-democratic policies. In 1965 Kuroń co-authored 
an open letter of protest that denounced the rise of a bureaucratized 
ruling elite, and called for the establishment of a radical participatory 
democracy. This act of dissent earned him a two-year prison sen-
tence, then after a few years of freedom he was re-arrested and given 
an additional three and a half years. His political views would con-
tinue to evolve in the years ahead, but he never gave up his egalitar-
ian and democratic ideals. One of Kuroń’s protégés was a student at 
Warsaw University named Adam Michnik, whose father had been a 
member of the communist party. Michnik was suspended for dissem-
inating that 1965 open letter of protest, then expelled altogether and 
arrested for joining the 1968 protests. Kuroń and Michnik were the 
most famous of the Polish dissidents internationally, but they were 
hardly alone. By the 1970s a diverse cluster of writers, artists, and 
scholars had severed their ties with the PZPR on the conviction that 
there was no chance of reform within that decrepit, ossified 
organization.

These dissidents were responsible for creating the largest independent 
publishing operation in the entire Soviet bloc. They distributed their 
own critiques of communism, translations of foreign political com-
mentary and literature, and eventually even regular news and opinion 
periodicals. Independent publishing was illegal in the PRL, so the 
dissidents had to develop a clandestine network of printers and 
distributors. At first this was a small operation with print runs only in 
the hundreds, but by the 1980s there were multiple publishing houses 
able to produce as many as 15,000 copies of some books. The largest 
such organization was NOWa (an acronym for Niezależna Oficyna 
Wydawnicza – Independent Publishing Office – but also the Polish word 
for “new”), founded in 1977. This single operation released 294 books 
and 144 periodicals, and later branched out into video and audio 
cassettes. These were always low-quality productions, with onion-thin 
paper and tiny typeface, but they were treasured objects for members 
of the Polish intelligentsia. The activists responsible for their creation 
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and distribution played a cat-and-mouse game with the authorities, 
who never managed to put an end to this major irritant.

For all the impressive accomplishments of organizations like NOWa, 
we need to remember that these texts reached an infinitesimally small 
minority of the population. In fact, a large number of the underground 
books were works of political philosophy, history, or literature, written 
by and for an limited audience – perhaps not always high-brow, but at 
least middle-brow. The dissidents exemplified the best and worst 
aspects of the Polish intelligentsia: committed to social service and 
unwavering in their democratic convictions, but more than a little 
snobbish when it came to culture and education. They usually eschewed 
nationalism, and many were anticlerical if not downright anti-religious. 
The very same characteristics that gave these men and women (mostly 
men) access to international audiences – their sophistication and 
eloquence, their ability to speak foreign languages – made it a challenge 
for them to reach the broader working-class population within their 
own country.

Those workers, however, had their own opposition activists, albeit 
ones who had to operate deeper in the shadows. The state authorities 
harassed and often arrested the dissidents, but the persecution was 
kept somewhat in check by fear of international scandal. In contrast, 
from the earliest days of the PRL the possibility of independent trade 
union activism caused Party officials to lose many nights of sleep. As 
I’ve already noted, the usual strategy was to surrender on the material 
demands of striking workers, then to seek out the organizers later for 
retribution. Typically those engaged in such efforts would be demoted 
or fired, and in extreme cases some might be arrested. Those with 
black marks in their files would find themselves restricted to low-
paying menial labor and unable to get decent housing. Even their 
children might find their educational or employment ambitions 
blocked.

The PZPR’s strategy in this regard was counterproductive. Many 
workers were intimidated when they saw what happened to those who 
got labeled “troublemakers,” but they also learned that strikes could 
bring concrete results. Moreover, many of the blacklisted workers 
were embittered and more determined than ever in their opposition. 
The best example here was Lech Wałęsa. As a 27-year-old electrician 
from Gdańsk, he was one of the organizers of the strikes that led to 
the  military intervention of 1970. Afterwards he was arrested and 
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questioned by the security services on many occasions, but never 
subjected to long-term imprisonment. He was able to hold on to his job 
for several years because of the support he enjoyed among his fellow 
workers, but in 1976 his outspokenness finally got him fired. He found 
work at another firm but was soon fired from there as well. In 1979 he 
found a third place of employment, and this too ended in termination 
after just a few months (with enormous consequences, as we’ll see in 
moment).

This story nicely illustrates the dynamics of labor activism in the 
PRL. The state was dictatorial enough to ban independent trade unions, 
stalk activists with surveillance and interrogations, and pressure firms 
to fire disobedient workers. But by the 1970s it was no longer willing to 
simply lock up someone like Wałęsa, much less resort to the fatal 
“disappearances” used by other authoritarian regimes at the time. 
Certainly there were voices in the Party calling for harsher measures, 
but there were also those who still wanted to win over the support of 
the workers, not suppress them. Moreover, Gierek’s opening up to 
Western markets and his massive borrowing spree meant that he had to 
be careful to avoid both social unrest and violent repression. Poland 
had to look like a stable and prosperous country, lest the interest rates 
on its loans skyrocket as investors fled the uncertainty of political 
turmoil.

The two strands of anticommunist opposition mentioned so far – the 
intelligentsia dissidents and the labor activists – rarely intersected prior 
to the late 1970s. Part of this was an after-effect of the cavernous social 
divide that had once separated the gentry and the commoners. The 
former cultivated a sense of social superiority even as their economic 
position collapsed under the weight of industrialization in the interwar 
years and land seizures in the 1940s. Without land or much money, the 
gentry turned to a variety of white collar jobs (administration, law, 
medicine, academia, etc.). Many members of the intelligentsia could 
trace their heritage back to an ennobled line, and many more identified 
culturally with that stratum. Those without ties to the gentry had 
ancestors among the pre-industrial urban population, with its 
distinctive mix of Poles, Jews, and other ethnic groups. It was rare for 
intellectuals to descend from peasants or factory workers. The Stalinists 
had instituted affirmative action programs to increase the number of 
workers and peasants with university degrees, but their efforts were 
scaled back considerably by Gomułka. Already by the 1958/59 
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academic year, a majority of university students were again  from 
intelligentsia and noble families – a substantial majority at prestigi-
ous  institutions like Warsaw University or Jagiellonian University in 
Kraków.1 So even in the late 20th century, with all traces of the manor 
economy long gone, the cultural dividing line between the former 
gentry and their former peasants continued to structure social life. 
That  barrier was sustained by countless small cultural practices: 
entertainment, fashion, diet, speech patterns, and more. Those with 
noble lineage (or even more commonly, those who identified culturally 
with the nobility) could tell very quickly whether someone was from a 
“good family.”

Culturally, workers had more in common with the Party bosses than 
with the dissidents, because the former tended to come from proletarian 
families (particularly in the early decades of the PRL). They told similar 
jokes, used the same vulgarities, and demonstrated a similar lack of 
(and contempt for) the social graces of their more refined compatriots. 
However, as the 1970s wore on the country’s growing economic 
problems and the Party’s ongoing resistance to independent labor 
activism took its toll. The old rhetoric of the regime fell increasingly 
flat, and it became more and more difficult for Party leaders to speak to 
workers with a common language. The spread of consumerism and 
political disillusionment made it more likely that Marxist slogans 
would be greeted with groans and eye-rolling rather than inspired 
applause. When the police in Radom used violent force against strikers 
in 1976, the dissidents saw a perfect opportunity to reach out beyond 
the confines of the urban intelligentsia. To do so they created Komitet 
Obrony Robotników (the Committee for the Defense of the Workers, 
or KOR).

KOR was just what its name suggested. It provided lawyers to 
represent those arrested after the Radom demonstrations, collected 
funds to help their families, and obtained apartments and jobs for those 
who were discriminated against because of their activism. More 
broadly, the members of KOR used their contacts to give the burgeon-
ing  labor movement some much-needed publicity. The service they 
provided the workers was concrete, and it went a long way towards 
bridging the cultural divide. At the same time, the dissidents used KOR 
to channel worker discontent towards a more systemic challenge of 
PZPR rule, integrating quotidian economic concerns with philosophical 
and ideological critique in an unprecedented way. A manifesto released 
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by the KOR in 1978 exemplified their rhetorical cocktail. The first half 
of the text complained about price increases, inadequate health care, 
insufficient housing, growing inequality, and the “exploitation of the 
workers.” The document’s defense of the underprivileged could have 
been lifted from any socialist or labor movement text from the 20th 
century, which gave it a particular sting when aimed at a supposedly 
socialist government. Just as interesting is the second half of the text, 
which veered towards political and cultural concerns. Point 8 
condemned the state for imposing “drastic limitations on the extent 
and freedom of scholarly research and the publication of results, 
especially in the humanities and social sciences.” KOR even complained 
that “multifaceted entertainments and numerous pop song festivals 
are shabby substitutes for culture. This constitutes in fact the main 
object of such popularization and fulfills its role by blocking the deeper 
cultural aspirations of society and by systematically debasing its 
spiritual needs.” The authors singled out for particular condemnation 
the fact that “more ambitious films are not allowed to be shown.”2 
Here, set out with unusual clarity, are both the great accomplishments 
and the enduring limitations of the tentative rapprochement between 
the intelligentsia and the workers. The former had little sympathy for 
or appreciation of mass consumer culture, and this would always 
make it hard for them to establish common cause with those who 
actually preferred pop songs to “ambitious” films or classical music. 
Despite that cultural divide, activists on both sides were coming 
to  recognize that there were pressing, immediate, concrete issues at 
stake, and on this ground an awkward anticommunist alliance could 
take shape.

Significantly, that same KOR document evoked the authority 
of  the Polish episcopate in its condemnation of popular culture. 
The Church was in a difficult position during the 1960s and 1970s. 
On the one hand, communism and Catholicism were fundament -
ally irrecon cilable. Both were universalistic faiths that drew sharp 
lines between truth and falsehood, and both considered long-term 
coexistence to be  impossible. Nonetheless, since 1956 they had 
worked out a tacit understanding: as long as the clergy stayed out of 
politics, the state would refrain from the sort of anticlerical 
aggression that had  typi fied the Stalinist years. Neither side adhered 
consistently to that agreement, but it did set the general pattern for 
Church–state relations.
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To a degree unimaginable elsewhere in the Soviet bloc, the Catholic 
Church enjoyed broad autonomy in its internal affairs. Poland had the 
region’s only independent (albeit closely monitored) institution of 
higher education, the Catholic University of Lublin, and the only 
independent magazine, Tygodnik Powszechny (The Universal Weekly). If 
one hoped to have a career in the upper reaches of the state 
administration it was best not to show too much devotion; otherwise 
there were few barriers to religious practice. Nearly every child in 
Poland was baptized (including most of those in the PZPR) and the 
overwhelming majority of weddings and funerals were held in 
churches. Attendance at mass remained very high by European 
standards, and the seminaries had few problems with recruiting new 
priests. Whether measured by the number of churches, parishes, or 
priests, the Church enjoyed more institutional strength and cultural 
influence during the late communist era than ever before, or since (see 
Figure 11.1).

All this success placed the clergy in a difficult position. Primate 
Stefan Wyszyński was one of the most prominent men in Poland, but 
his counterparts in every other East European country had been 
imprisoned, exiled, or cowed into passivity. Church leaders had good 
reason to fear that the PZPR might return to those sorts of heavy-
handed anticlerical policies, so they proceeded cautiously. The 
episcopate did occasionally issue open letters of protest about specific 
state policies, and there were many examples of individual priests 
who gave outspoken anticommunist sermons, but the clergy mostly 
avoided direct political engagement. For their part, the state-
controlled media continued to depict the Church in a bad light and 
the security services continued to spy upon and hassle the clergy, but 
the open repression that was common elsewhere in the region was 
rare in Poland.

Moreover, most of the Church leaders were suspicious of the 
intelligentsia dissidents – a feeling that was fully reciprocated. The 
memory of the interwar years was still fresh, and that had been a time 
of bitter conflict between a secularizing cultural elite and an increasingly 
nationalistic Church. Back then Catholicism had been closely identified 
with the Endecja, and a disproportionate share of the intelligentsia had 
sympathized with the left. Some intellectuals were actually glad to see 
the Church marginalized after World War II, perceiving in organized 
religion a danger similar to that presented by the PZPR. Meanwhile, 
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members of the clergy would often refer to the dissidents and the 
communists as “the pinks and the reds,” with the former not much 
better than the latter.

There were, however, a few individuals trying to bridge this divide. 
In 1977 Adam Michnik published a much-discussed appeal for 
dialogue between Catholics and the left, arguing that they should band 
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Figure 11.1 Growth in the Catholic Church 1946–91 (1946=100), based on 
data from Zbigniew Adamowicz and Alicja Wójcik, “Ludnosć́ ́ Polski według 
wyznań” (Polish populations by religion), in Jan Jachmyk (ed.), Religia i kosćiół 
rzymskokatolicki w polskiej mysĺi politycznej, 1919–1993  (Religion and the 
Roman Catholic Church in Polish political thought, 1919–93) (Lublin: 
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Marii Curie-Skłodowskiej, 1995), 25–26.
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together against their common enemy, communism. To his colleagues 
in the intelligentsia Michnik presented the Church of the 1970s as a 
transformed institution, no longer mired in the nationalism of the 
1930s.3 He based his optimism on the writings of a new generation of 
priests and lay Catholic activists who came of age in the era of the 
Second Vatican Council, and who seemed committed to the promotion 
of human and civil rights. He was referring mainly to the circle that 
had assembled around the magazine Tygodnik Powszechny, which had 
been a longtime advocate of a reconciliation between faith and 
modernity. The patron of that periodical was the Archbishop of 
Kraków, and from 1963 to 1978 that position was held by a man named 
Karol Wojtyła.

To fully grasp Wojtyła’s impact we need to remember the context out 
of which he emerged. The reforms within the Catholic Church during 
the 1960s had a profound impact in Poland, but the episcopate and 
most of the clergy remained highly conservative. Liberalism – not to 
mention socialism – was still considered by many priests to be the great 
enemy, and modernity itself tended to be viewed as irredeemably evil. 
For example, the Auxiliary Bishop of Lublin once said in a sermon that 
liberty was dangerously distorted by both sides in the Cold War. In the 
communist world, he complained, the media was allowed to broadcast 
“atheist” messages while the Word of God was silenced, whereas “in 
the West people have too much freedom.” On another occasion he 
argued that:

we are in a slightly better situation than those in the West. In the West the 
problem of freedom is taken to absurd lengths. In many places, for exam-
ple, in London, in Hyde Park, anyone can come, stand on a sort of stool, 
and swear at the Queen of England and the Prime Minister, and say that 
all the policies of England are idiotic.4

Meanwhile, most of the intelligentsia dissidents – most young Poles, 
for that matter – were longing for precisely the right to stand in a park 
and swear at the country’s leaders.

Against this backdrop, the sermons and writings of Karol Wojtyła 
were a breath of fresh air. Not only was his oratorical style 
more down-to-earth and intimate than the clerical declamations that 
people were accustomed to, but he expressed new ideas as well. He 
was one of the first prominent clerics in Poland to integrate the 
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phrase “human rights” into his vocabulary, and he fervently 
endorsed “progress” in social, cultural, intellectual, and economic 
life. In a 1974 sermon he said:

we understood well that the act of human emancipation is multifaceted. 
It involves not only emancipating man from material misery, from the 
unjust social, political, and economic structures that cause such misery, 
but it also involves the emancipation of man in the spiritual sense, from 
all forms of limitation, from all forms of spiritual slavery. It also involves 
matters like the freedom of conscience and the freedom of religion. The 
Church places and must place these matters, these great struggles for 
emancipating man, on equal footing with the struggle for social justice in 
the area of earthly, economic welfare. For man is a cohesive whole, of soul 
and of body, and one cannot emancipate his body while enslaving his 
soul.5

With dissidents like Michnik calling for dialogue and with priests like 
Wojtyła promoting freedom of conscience, the stage was set for 
an alliance that would have been inconceivable a generation earlier 
(or later, as it turned out). Already in the middle of the 1970s we see 
some early signs of this cooperation, albeit mostly only on the local 
level. The real turning point came in 1978, thanks to a decision made 
far away in Rome. When the College of Cardinals met that year to 
pick a new pope, they shocked everyone by looking beyond Italy for 
the first time in five centuries. Their choice was none other than 
Cardinal Wojtyła, who took the papal name John Paul II. The 
excitement in Poland was so universal that even many communist 
party members were proud that their country had been singled out 
for this honor. The PZPR leadership sent their congratulations, and 
the three-hour papal coronation was broadcast live on state TV (the 
first time a mass had been televised in Poland). The state authorities 
came to regret this initial enthusiasm when the Pope returned to his 
homeland for an official “pilgrimage” in 1979. No other Soviet bloc 
government would ever permit him to visit, but the authority of the 
PZPR had grown so weak that Gierek felt unable to deny John Paul 
II’s request to come back.

The papal pilgrimage of 1979 was unlike any event in modern Polish 
history. By some (perhaps exaggerated) estimates, 13 million people – 
almost one third of the country’s population – turned out to see the 
Pope during his eight-day trip. That included open-air masses in 
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Warsaw and Kraków that were attended by millions. Adam Michnik, 
himself an atheist with a Jewish family background, said later, “in June, 
1979, I lived through one of those moments in my life which gave me a 
sense that I was alive for a reason. … I felt absolutely no sense of 
separation. Alongside me kneeled a Catholic priest, and no one on that 
square had any intention to divide people. It was natural that we were 
together.”6 That sentiment goes to the heart of why John Paul II was so 
important to late 20th century history – not just in Poland, but globally. 
The specific content of his sermons and encyclicals had less of an 
impact than the immense symbolism of his presence. Those who 
remember attending papal masses are far more likely to recall a 
profound sense of social solidarity or spiritual unity than to recite the 
words said during the ceremony. The pope mattered so much because 
of his experiential impact, the way in which his proximity created an 
atmosphere that drew people together in profound moments of 
community. John Paul II recognized this, and traveled far more than 
any other pope in history – 104 journeys outside of Italy covering a 
total of 725,000 miles.

The Pope’s visit to Poland in 1979 filled a void that had been created 
by the atomizing, alienating urbanization of late 20th century Poland, 
allowing people to feel a sense of commonality that the PZPR could 
never provide. John Paul II did not directly cause what happened in 
1980, but he was essential in producing a life-altering experience for 
millions of Poles that enabled the events to come. Above all, he allowed 
people to perceive a bond that went deeper than the divisiveness of 
ideology, religiosity, educational status, occupation, or region. It gener-
ated a feeling of solidarity, which paved the way for the creation of 
Solidarity.

Solidarity

By the late 1970s Edward Gierek was confronted by the same problems 
that had caused the demise of Władysław Gomułka a decade earlier. 
He was finding it impossible to meet growing expectations for 
improved living standards while simultaneously reserving the 
resources needed to invest in continued growth. Actually, his situation 
was worse than Gomułka’s, because of the enormous foreign debts he 
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had amassed. His advisors were telling him that he had to force Poles 
to cut back on their standard of living, so that more resources could be 
devoted to paying off those loans. In a communist economy this sort 
of austerity plan could be accomplished either through decreased 
wages or increased consumer prices, since the state controlled both. 
As many Latin American governments would learn in the 1980s, or as 
many European countries would learn in the 2010s, it isn’t very 
popular to force individuals to endure economic hardship so that the 
state can pay off foreign loans. So Gierek could – and did – expect 
trouble.

Prices started to go up gradually from 1976 onward. Real wages 
(adjusted for inflation) had increased an average of 6.8 percent per 
year between 1971 and 1975, but this growth slowed to 1.3 percent 
from 1976 to 1977. But still the problems (from Gierek’s perspective) 
mounted, because consumption continued to grow.7 This was 
possible because many Poles were working “off the books” to 
supplement their incomes, which wouldn’t show up on the official 
figures. Worse, they often embezzled scarce goods from state firms in 
order to sell on the black market. Plumbers, carpenters, and other 
tradesmen were helped enormously in building thriving private 
businesses because “arranging” supplies from their official 
workplaces was relatively easy and carried little moral stigma. 
Gierek had succeeded in pushing down notional incomes by raising 
prices, but he wasn’t accumulating any more resources because Poles 
were finding ways to beat the system and continue to improve their 
lifestyles. Thus the state’s debt payments became harder and harder 
to meet, while less and less was left over to invest in ongoing 
development. Finally, in the summer of 1980 Gierek tightened the 
screws even more drastically with the largest price increase yet – and 
everything blew up in his face.

On August 14, 1980, an occupation strike was declared by the work-
ers at a firm with one of the most ironic names ever: the Lenin Shipyards 
of Gdańsk. That city probably had the most militant workforce in 
Poland, thanks to the bitter memories of 1970 and a decade’s worth of 
hard organizational work by people like Lech Wałęsa and another lead-
ing activist, Anna Walentynowicz. Both of these “troublemakers” had 
been fired just before the price increases were announced, but that only 
served to make their co-workers angry, and readier than ever to protest. 
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Thus the employees of the shipyards had three primary demands: wage 
increases to match the recent price increases, the return of Wałęsa and 
Walentynowicz, and the construction of a monument to the strikers 
killed in 1970. That final demand was aimed at ensuring that the anti-
union violence of a decade earlier would never be forgotten, and never 
repeated.

Gierek thought he was prepared for this. The strategy, as usual, was 
to surrender immediately whenever strikes broke out, granting wage 
increases while trying to ensure that each protest remained localized. 
The Party leadership hoped that a handful of concessions in firms with 
the most restless workforces would allow the authorities to get past 
those dangerous few weeks while people were adjusting to their 
decreased standard of living. There had already been a major walk-out 
in Lublin a month earlier which was quickly settled with concessions, 
and at first it seemed that the Gdańsk strike could be resolved in a 
similar way. The shipyard manager was instructed to grant the workers 
whatever pay increases were necessary to get them back to work, and 
Wałęsa, Walentynowicz, and their colleagues seemed ready to declare 
victory and return to their jobs.

But events were moving much faster than anyone inside the 
negotiating room realized, because within days parallel strikes were 
breaking out elsewhere in Gdańsk, and eventually all over Poland. 
On August 15 a tram driver named Henryka Krzywonos parked her 
vehicle at a key intersection in the middle of the city, blocking traffic 
and sparking a transportation strike. It is no coincidence that women 
were often among the central instigators in these events. Gender 
roles in Poland at the time assigned women the job of maintaining 
the home and family, which meant that they did the shopping and 
cooking, and were therefore the first to feel the price increases.8 
Krzywonos proceeded to the shipyards after her act of protest, along 
with delegates from several other firms that had just gone out 
on strike. They called upon the shipyard workers to maintain their 
work stoppage until their gains were extended to everyone in 
Poland.

Thus was formed the Inter-Factory Strike Committee, which 
gathered delegates from factories all around the coastal region at the 
shipyards. By August 18 (four days after the strike began) there were 
156 firms represented; five days later there were 388. A member of 
KOR, Bogdan Borusewicz, had been involved with the workers’ 
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movement in Gdańsk from the start, and on August 24 the strikers 
invited several additional intelligentsia dissidents to constitute a 
Committee of Experts to help in the negotiations with the government. 
The head of that group was a Catholic activist named Tadeusz 
Mazowiecki, who will play a key role later in our story. In addition to 
the dissidents, a local priest named Henryk Jankowski (who will also 
return later) went to the shipyards to hear confessions and say mass, 
and the episcopate sent some of their own advisors as well. The 
recently established linkages between all these various sources of 
anticommunist opposition were manifesting themselves poignantly 
on those summer days of 1980.

The strike committee drew up a list of demands on August 18, 
and talks with a high-ranking delegation from the central govern-
ment started three days later. These demands were those of a 
particularly radical labor movement – in fact, most of them would 
have surpassed the wildest dreams of workers anywhere in the 
world. They included legal protection for independent trade unions; 
a guaranteed right to strike; the indexing of future pay to inflation; 
a lower retirement age (50  for women and 55 for men); three-year 
paid maternity leave; a strengthened national health care system; 
more preschool slots for working families; improved provision of 
housing; and a maximum five-day work week. The Strike Committee 
even demanded the establishment of a system of ration cards for all 
goods that were in short supply (meat, butter, flour, grits, soap, 
toilet paper, and laundry powder), so that everyone would endure 
the hardships of the economic crisis equally. The ration cards would 
later be remembered as a particularly burdensome aspect of late 
communism, and it is often forgotten that the strikers themselves 
had insisted upon them as an expression of social solidarity and 
equality.

The PZPR leadership had only two choices. They could return to the 
methods used in 1970 and call out the military, or they could surren-
der. Naval forces were in fact poised to reopen the port by force and 
armed riot police had surrounded the shipyards, but Gierek chose the 
more peaceful path. Every one of the 21 demands was accepted, with 
only minor clarifications and qualifications. A note confirming the 
alliance with the USSR and the “leading role of the PZPR” was added 
out of concern for how the deal would be interpreted in Moscow.9 The 
deal was signed on August 31, and the new independent trade union 
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took the name Solidarity, which captured perfectly the ethos of the 
moment. To be more precise, the full name of the union was (and is 
to  this day) NSZZ Solidarnosć.́ The initials stand for Niezależny 
Samorzad̨ny Zwiaz̨ek Zawodowy (independent self-governing trade 
union). Those four words summarized the accomplishments of August 
1980 in a nutshell.

It was obvious that a new chapter in the PRL’s history was opened 
in September, 1980, but no one had any idea what story that chapter 
would, could, or should tell. The PZPR had agreed to share power 
with a massive grassroots movement, even while asserting that the 
Party’s “leading role” would remain unchallenged. That fundamental 
contradiction would have to be resolved somehow. For the moment 
the state apparatus was reeling, unsure of what to do or where to turn. 
Even many within the PZPR were excited by all these developments, 
with about a million Party members joining Solidarity. The censorship 
offices withdrew so far that Solidarity was able to launch its own 
newspaper, and a flurry of books and magazine exposés were quickly 
published while the window was still open. Gierek was removed from 
his position as First Secretary, with some attacking him for allowing 
Solidarity to emerge and others for creating the conditions that made 
Solidarity necessary. His replacement was a little-known bureaucrat 
named Stanisław Kania, who hoped to find a way to integrate 
Solidarity into the structures of the PRL so as to avoid the sort of 
confrontation that might inspire Soviet intervention. The mood all 
over the country was characterized by equal parts of fear, euphoria, 
and confusion.

Within Solidarity there were ongoing debates about the role the 
union should play going forward. Some argued that the Soviets would 
never permit a direct challenge to the PZPR, so the new union should 
embrace the idea of a “self-limiting revolution.”10 In other words, they 
should stop agitating for further changes, consolidate the gains of 1980, 
and allow the Party to stay in power. The alternative, they feared, was 
a Soviet invasion akin to the one in Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia 
in 1968. But not all Solidarity activists were so cautious. Others insisted 
that the victories of August would prove temporary unless the union 
pushed forward, because without genuine democratic reform the 
security services could clamp down at any moment. In a sense, both 
sides of this argument were somewhat naïve. It was unrealistic to 
imagine that the enthusiasm generated by the events of August could 
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be turned off like a light switch. The workers of Poland were mobilized 
and politicized to an extraordinary degree, and they couldn’t be 
expected to listen to orders that they settle down and get back to their 
jobs, whether those orders came from Wałęsa or Kania. On the other 
hand, the more radical members of the union seemed equally unrealistic 
in their willingness to test the resolve of the Soviet Union. We now 
know that there was furious debate within the Party leadership in 
Moscow about how to respond to events in Poland, but at the time the 
Solidarity leadership could only extrapolate from what the USSR had 
done in the past whenever a client communist party was threatened 
with losing power: invade. So considering all the forces in play, it was 
impossible for the Solidarity movement to push ahead and equally 
impossible for it to hold back.

Throughout the coming winter and spring the leadership of the 
PZPR and Solidarity were locked in an awkward dance, as each tried to 
find an escape from that untenable situation. There were multiple 
confrontations over a variety of issues, but ultimately everything came 
down to the same fundamental dilemma: the Party and the union could 
not coexist, but neither of them would or could go away. The first sign 
of how the winds were blowing came in February, when General 
Wojciech Jaruzelski was named to the office of prime minister. Kania 
retained his position as First Secretary for a while, but in October 
Jaruzelski took that position as well. This was the first time since the 
early 1950s that one person had served as both head of state and head 
of the Party. Moreover, all that power was now in the hands of a military 
officer. Never in the history of the Soviet bloc had a soldier played such 
a role. As if that wasn’t threatening enough, Jaruzelski had been the 
minister of defense since 1968. In other words, he was directly associated 
with the military operation that suppressed the Gdańsk protests of 
1970. The symbolism of his rise to power could not have been lost on 
anyone.

As the PZPR moved towards a hard line against Solidarity, the 
more strident activists within the union gained strength. The culmi-
nation of this process came between September 26 and October 7, 
1981, when Solidarity held its first national convention in Gdańsk. 
Inside the hall one could hear speeches representing the whole range 
of views that constituted this increasingly inchoate movement, and 
nearly all of that got poured into the resolutions approved by the 
 delegates. There seemed to be no restraints on what the delegates 
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could say, no limit to the optimism that allowed them to believe in 
what they could accomplish. There was no limit to the squabbling 
either. The thinly patched-over divisions between the intelligentsia 
dissidents, the Church, and the workers emerged when the delegates 
considered a proclamation thanking KOR for all the assistance it 
had  provided over recent years. A counter-proposal was quickly 
put forth that deleted any reference to KOR, but affirmed instead that 
Poland was a “Catholic country with a Christian tradition.” The ugly 
implication – that KOR was not really Polish because some of its 
activists weren’t Christian – was not lost on anyone. The original 
 gesture of gratitude was eventually passed, but an unpleasant under-
current within Solidarity was exposed.

The mood at the 1981 convention was best captured by a resolution 
addressed to “the working people of Eastern Europe” and “all the 
nations of the Soviet Union.” The delegates expressed “support for all 
of those among you who have decided to start along the long road of 
struggle for a free trade union. We believe that it won’t be long until 
your representatives and ours will be able to meet with the goal of shar-
ing our experiences of unionization.”11 Had someone been trying to 
compose a statement that would provoke a harsh reaction from Moscow, 
it would have been difficult to come up with anything more explosive 
than that. Almost as incendiary was the Solidarity program itself, which 
proclaimed: “We are an organization combining the features of a trade 
union and a great social movement.” With these words any hope that 
Solidarity might be confined to a modest role – one that could be accom-
modated within the existing political system – were dashed once and 
for all. Topping it all off, the program stated that “society must be able 
to speak with its full voice, to express various social and political 
 opinions . . . . For this reason our objective is a self-governing Poland.”12 
That last phrase was loaded, because it implied that the PZPR was not 
only authoritarian, but also not entirely Polish, not a proper representa-
tion of the nation. Such a charge struck at the very core of the ideology 
of national communism.

After that convention, and after the consolidation of power in the 
hands of General Jaruzelski, the story was sure to end badly. On 
December 13, 1981, Poles woke to the site of tanks patrolling the streets 
of every major city. About 5000 Solidarity activists were arrested, army 
checkpoints were established on all major roads, schools were closed, 
phone service was shut down, all international travel was blocked, and 
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a strict curfew from 7 p.m. to 6 a.m. was set. The TV and radio repeatedly 
broadcast a message from Jaruzelski declaring that a “state of war” 
now existed in Poland. That phrase, stan wojenny, is conventionally 
translated as “martial law,” but the English does not capture the full 
emotional force of the original, nor its quite literal implications: 70,000 
soldiers, 30,000 policemen, 1750 tanks, and 1400 other armored units 
were deployed in order to put the whole country into lockdown. In the 
coming weeks an additional 5000 arrests were made, and 49 internment 
camps were set up to hold all the prisoners. The government itself was 
replaced by the “Military Council for National Salvation,” and the 
civilian leadership of the PZPR was momentarily pushed aside. There 
were no constitutional provisions for anything like this, nor did it enjoy 
consensus support among the rank and file of the Party: 850,000 people 
resigned their PZPR membership in protest. The Central Committee, 
however, had authorized Jaruzelski to make his move, so even though 
this was a military coup it had the explicit backing of the leadership of 
the ruling party.

The operation went smoothly and met with only limited resistance. 
There was a large public demonstration in Gdańsk three days after 
Jaruzelski’s declaration, including (by some estimates) 100,000 people, 
but the riot police moved in quickly and violently. One person was 
killed, and four were injured. An even bloodier confrontation came in 
Silesia, where some miners staged an occupation strike and the security 
services attacked, murdering nine people and wounding 21. Count-
ing all the public confrontations during the two years of martial law 
(1981–83), 56 people died. Another 40 people with ties to Solidarity 
died under mysterious circumstances during those years, and we will 
never know for sure whether or not they were assassinated. Every one 
of those deaths was a crime and a tragedy, though by contemporary 
standards the operation was surprisingly restrained. Just considering 
contemporary military takeovers, the astonishingly bloody 1979 coup 
in El Salvador led to 35,000 deaths, and the 1979–80 coup in South 
Korea resulted in 60,000 arrests and at least 340 deaths. Poland’s other 
20th century coup, the 1926 seizure of power by Józef Piłsudski, left 594 
people dead.

One reason for the relatively limited bloodshed was that the com-
manders of the military and the security services had learned a lot over 
the years, and had developed more sophisticated crowd control tactics. 
They moved quickly and decisively, with the goal of containment 
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rather than confrontation. Most of the credit for the low death toll, 
however, belongs to Solidarity, because Wałęsa and his colleagues had 
explicitly and vehemently renounced the possibility of armed resist-
ance. They had no contingency plans for resisting martial law – not 
because they lacked foresight, but because they were committed to 
avoiding a civil war. The Church also played an important role in pre-
venting violence. From the earliest days of the strikes in 1980 the bish-
ops were uneasy. On August 26, while negotiations in Gdańsk were still 
ongoing, Cardinal Wyszyński gave a sermon calling on the protestors 
to go back to their jobs. He acknowledged that the workers had legiti-
mate demands and he blamed the government for its “propagation of 
atheism,” but he also said that “if responsibility for the Nation is awak-
ening in us, then it must be tied to a sense of responsibility for the life 
of every one of us, for the lives of our families, of the entire Nation and 
State . . . . Responsibility is shared. Why? Because the guilt is also 
shared.”13 Wyszyński did come to support the Solidarity movement, 
but he repeatedly urged caution and restraint. The same was true for 
Primate Józef Glemp, who took office after Wyszyński’s death in May 
1981. When martial law was declared Glemp gave a sermon in which 
he described Jaruzelski’s move as “a choice of a lesser over a greater 
evil,” and called on Poles to “subordinate themselves to the new situa-
tion … [since] there is nothing of greater value than human life … . I 
shall plead, even if I have to plead on my knees, do not start a fight of 
Pole against Pole.”14

From 1981 until today a debate has raged in Poland over the decision 
to declare martial law. Jaruzelski himself has always maintained that he 
took this step because the alternative was an invasion by the USSR. 
Had that happened, the aftermath would have been unimaginably 
bloody – and not only for Poland. An escalation of Cold War tensions 
globally would have been inevitable, with consequences beyond imag-
ining. Significantly, in his speech on December 13, Jaruzelski argued 
that martial law was necessary to save the nation, not communism.

I come to you today as a soldier and as the head of the Polish government. 
I come to you with matters of the gravest importance. Our fatherland has 
found itself before a precipice. The achievements of many generations, 
the resurrection of our Polish home from the ashes, stands in ruins. The 
state structures have ceased to function. The dying economy is sustaining 
new blows every day. Living conditions are overwhelming people with 
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ever greater burdens. Through every workplace, through many Polish 
homes, run painful dividing lines. There is an atmosphere of endless 
conflict, misunderstanding, hatred – psychological havoc is sown, the 
tradition of tolerance is crippled. Strikes, the preparation for strikes, 
protest actions have become the norm.15

After earlier crackdowns in Poland (just as after the Soviet intervention 
in Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968) the official rhetoric had 
focused on “counterrevolutionaries” who supposedly wanted to roll 
back the accomplishments of socialism. Jaruzelski didn’t use those 
arguments. Under his rule, national communism was reduced to little 
more than nationalism.

The most important rebuttal to Jaruzelski’s justification is the conten-
tion that the Soviet Union was not in fact prepared to invade. If that is true, 
this argument goes, then martial law looks like a naked power grab rather 
than a means to stave off foreign intervention. We now have access to the 
transcripts of the debates among the Soviet leaders, and they do indeed 
reveal a great deal of hesitation. During a meeting in early December, 
1981, Yuri Andropov (who would become General Secretary himself a few 
years later) responded to a proposal for military intervention by arguing:

We cannot take the risk. We do not want to send the army into Poland. 
This is the right position and we have to hold to it to the end. I don’t 
know how the situation will develop in Poland, but even if Poland will be 
under the rule of Solidarity, then so be it . . . . We should worry about our 
country, about strengthening the Soviet Union. That is our main task.16

This reluctance to get involved makes sense. The Soviet army was 
bogged down in Afghanistan, which it had invaded in 1979 in order to 
prop up communist rule there. A full-scale occupation of Poland would 
have been extraordinarily difficult, and possibly beyond the capacity 
of the Soviet military. Jaruzelski’s defenders counter that the Soviet 
leadership was divided, with some calling for calm while others advo-
cated more decisive steps. In every previous instance when communist 
rule was challenged in Eastern Europe, the hawks of the Kremlin won 
out in the end. This is a debate that documentary evidence will never 
resolve, because it hinges on what Jaruzelski believed the Soviets would 
do. The coup of 1981 was either a self-interested seizure of power or an 
attempt to save Poland from invasion (or perhaps both). We’ll never 
know for sure.
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Over the years, attitudes towards the declaration of martial law have 
fluctuated. In opinion surveys, the percentage of Poles who deem 
Jaruzelski’s move justified has wavered between 43 percent and 54 per-
cent, whereas opposition to the decision has ranged from 19 percent to 
33 percent. The remainder have declined to offer an opinion.17 So what-
ever the actual merits of the debate might be, it would be misleading to 
depict martial law as a conflict between Jaruzelski’s isolated and ille-
gitimate regime on one side, and “Polish society” on the other. Poles 
were divided in their opinions at the time, and they still are today. The 
only thing certain is that Poland entered 1982 with a deeply demoral-
ized population, frustrated by the present and pessimistic about the 
future.

1989

The next few years were extraordinarily tense. In comparison to earlier 
communist rhetoric, or to the lofty idealism of Solidarity, Jaruzelski’s 
ambition appeared modest: he just wanted to restore social order and 
gradually pull the country out of the economic morass into which it 
had sunk. He did not want to be perceived – or to perceive himself – as 
a tyrant, and he seemed to care about his international reputation. But 
he also insisted that Poland’s security depended on the PZPR, insofar 
as the Soviet Union would never tolerate (he believed) the Party’s over-
throw. He wanted desperately for Solidarity to just go away, and while 
he was willing to use repression to achieve this, he wasn’t willing 
employ the full range of violent measures that characterized so many 
other 20th century military dictatorships. Most of those interned in 
1981 were released, and martial law itself was lifted in 1983. Jaruzelski 
retained his position as First Secretary, but the state administration 
returned to civilian control. This may have been a distinction without a 
difference since the PZPR remained in power, but at least the soldiers 
were sent back to their barracks and the curfew was lifted. Solidarity 
remained illegal, and even the word “solidarity” could not be used in 
print, radio, or TV.

Wałęsa himself was freed, but kept under tight surveillance. In 1983 
he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize as a mark of international 
respect for Solidarity’s commitment to non-violence even in the face of 
Jaruzelski’s coup. Unfortunately, Wałęsa knew that if he left Poland to 
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accept it he would never have been allowed back in, so his wife went in 
his place. This was a dilemma faced by many Solidarity activists and 
dissidents. Popular culture in the West during the Cold War often 
featured the figure of “the defector”: an artist, athlete, scholar, or 
politician who engineered a daring escape from the Soviet bloc in 
search of “freedom” in the West. In Poland, however, the authorities 
actually wanted such people to go, because harassing and arresting 
them gave the PRL a bad image. Many thousands did in fact take the 
opportunity to resettle abroad, though eventually the embassies of the 
United States and Western Europe began routinely denying visas to 
Poles, viewing them just like immigration applicants from anywhere 
else in the world.

Despite being outlawed, Solidarity continued to exist – sort of. An 
electrician from a Warsaw tractor factory named Zbigniew Bujak was 
one of the only union leaders to avoid internment in 1981, and he 
became a folk hero by evading the police for nearly five years. He was 
the most prominent of a handful of labor activists who tried to keep 
the movement alive. They organized a few small protests, issued 
press  releases to condemn PZPR misrule, distributed uncensored 
newspapers and books, and most of all kept the movement in the 
public eye during those difficult years. One of the most important 
accomplishments of underground Solidarity was something that did 
not happen. Whenever Bujak or any of the other remaining movement 
leaders learned about local initiatives that might lead to violence, they 
reacted swiftly and decisively to quash such ideas – even confiscating 
and destroying weapons on a few occasions. Just as Jaruzelski tried to 
maintain a “soft” dictatorship, so did Solidarity remain a non-violent 
opposition.

There was one episode that put this moderation to the test. An 
outspoken priest named Jerzy Popiełuszko had been delivering fiery 
sermons at his Warsaw church, and his monthly “Mass for the 
Fatherland” was often picked up by Radio Free Europe (an American-
run short-wave radio station with Polish-language broadcasts). 
Primate Glemp tried to get Popiełuszko to tone down his homilies or 
even to leave Poland altogether, both because the young cleric was 
putting himself at risk and because his incendiary messages threatened 
the country’s uneasy balance. In October 1984, Popiełuszko was 
kidnapped and brutally murdered by operatives of the security 
services. The official government line was that these were rogue agents 
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acting on their own initiative; in fact, they were subsequently put on 
trial and convicted for the murder. Jaruzelski insists to this day that he 
never wanted Popiełuszko killed, though there are reports that he 
instructed subordinates to find a way to stop the priest from making so 
much trouble (whatever that might have meant). It is even more likely 
that hardliners in the PZPR wanted to provoke a violent response from 
the opposition, which could then be used as an excuse for a more 
vigorous crackdown. If so, they failed: Solidarity responded to the 
murder with a massive but peaceful public demonstration at 
Popiełuszko’s funeral.

If both sides succeeded in avoiding a catastrophic, bloody 
confrontation, neither of them could accomplish much beyond that. 
Jaruzelski had pushed Solidarity underground, but he wasn’t able to 
address the deeper roots of the crisis. In fact, Poland was in a more 
desperate situation than ever. After 1980 the shortages of basic goods 
became acute, partially because the strikes had disrupted production 
but mostly just because the whole country was in chaos. Poland’s GNP 
fell 6 percent in 1980 and 12 percent in 1981. The coal sector alone lost 
US$1.8 billion in export revenue in those years, which equated to 
almost 20 percent of the country’s annual debt servicing costs. Martial 
law only deepened the recession further, with average real incomes 
falling by 25 percent in 1982. Wages only began trending upwards 
again in 1987.18 While the worst supply shortages took place early in 
the decade, rationing was maintained for some basic products like 
meat and gasoline, and the availability of many other items were 
erratic. One often sees pictures from the 1980s showing stores nearly 
empty, with long shelves devoid of everything but a handful of forlorn 
bottles of vinegar. Those scenes were extreme examples and we 
shouldn’t exaggerate the hardship, but standing in line for scarce goods 
did become a common experience. There was no starvation nor even 
serious malnutrition, and thanks to the much-maligned rationing 
program nearly everyone was able to maintain an adequate diet. But 
adequacy had been a goal in the 1940s and 1950s, when Poles were 
struggling to recover from World War II and pull the country up from 
abject poverty. By the 1980s it was hardly good enough to say that no 
one was starving.

Those who had enough money could find goods on the black market 
or in special state-run stores that accepted only hard currency. Even the 
price tags in these places were marked in US dollars. These shops had 
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the Orwellian name of Pewex, short for Przedsiębiorstwo Eksportu 
Wewnętrznego (Internal Export Company). They were stocked with 
both imported goods and Polish products that would have otherwise 
been designated for export, but were released onto the domestic 
 market for those who could pay with the same deutschmarks, pounds, 
franks or dollars that the items would have fetched if sold abroad. That 
money could then be used to help repay Poland’s foreign debts, since 
the creditors wouldn’t accept złoty. These stores faced an unexpected 
logistical challenge: many customers did not have exact change, and it 
wasn’t possible to go to a local bank to obtain US pennies, nickels, 
dimes, and quarters. The solution was to use a special currency denom-
inated in US cents, which could only be spent in the Pewex stores. 
These notes were also used to compensate workers carrying out  foreign 
contracts, with the state-owned firms pocketing the actual hard cur-
rency received from the clients. In effect, the Polish authorities were 
printing American money. On the black market these notes were never 
valued as highly as real dollars, but they were considered much more 
valuable than the złoty.

The Polish złoty was not traded on international currency markets. 
Although the government tried to enforce a stable exchange rate, deep 
pessimism within Poland (along with the bizarre distortions of the 
Pewex system) created an insatiable demand for hard currency. The 
official rate used by the banks fell precipitously, while the unofficial 
rate used by everyone else collapsed entirely. In fact, the exchange 
value of the złoty fell faster than its actual purchasing power. In 1985 
one dollar spent in the United States could buy goods that would cost 
80 złoty in Poland, but the unofficial exchange rate at the time was over 
600 złoty to the dollar. At such a distorted rate the average monthly 
income in Poland would only come out to $33, but a glance at consumer 
prices shows how absurd this was: a new car (albeit a Fiat 126p, the 
smallest of subcompacts) could be purchased for about $2000; monthly 
rents in downtown Warsaw rarely exceeded $10; a liter of vodka cost 
about $1.50; a loaf of bread sold for less than a dime; and a copy of a 
magazine was less than a nickel. In other words, the exchange rate 
didn’t reflect the comparative purchasing power of the złoty and the 
dollar, but the well-grounded fears that the future would bring only 
further disasters, and that hard currency was needed as insurance.

But what, precisely, was wrong? A key concern was the PRL’s 
indebtedness, which was larger than ever. Interest payments alone 
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consumed about 40 percent of Poland’s hard-currency exports, which 
didn’t leave much for repaying the principal or making the sorts of 
investments that might lead to economic growth. At a more 
fundamental level, Jaruzelski’s problems were the same as Gierek’s a 
decade earlier, or Gomułka’s a decade before that. In the absence of 
consumer-oriented capitalism, rising wages could not spark the 
growth that comes when firms respond flexibly to new desires. In 
other words, demand-driven growth was impossible. But a supply-
side approach, focused on increased investment and production for 
export, was equally impossible because communism itself (tattered 
though that ideology already was) made it hard to push wages low 
enough to generate the high profit margins that an export-driven 
strategy requires.

A supply-side approach enjoyed a broad consensus in the 1980s that 
extended from the economics departments of American universities, 
through the international banking sector, all the way to the planning 
offices of the PRL. This ideological framework goes by many names, 
including Neoliberalism, Reaganism, Thatcherism, the Chicago School 
(after the economist Milton Friedman and his colleagues at the 
University of Chicago) and the Washington Consensus (after the 
location of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund). 
These labels are not exactly synonymous, but they all point to a set of 
shared convictions that shaped the decisions of most major financial 
institutions, central banks, and fiscal policy-makers during the last two 
decades of the 20th century. The starting point for this worldview is the 
idea that economic success depends on maximizing resources available 
for investment. That in turn necessitates the accumulation of wealth so 
that it can be allocated “efficiently” and “rationally” – code words for 
prioritizing saving over consumption. Supporters of this strategy 
believe that when wealth is too broadly distributed it will be spent 
carelessly by individuals and thus become unavailable for investment. 
By these standards, an effective economic policy must ensure that 
improvements in productivity outpace labor costs, because that gap is 
the main source for the accumulated wealth that can be used for 
development.

From World War II until the 1970s a Keynesian, demand-oriented 
approach dominated in the capitalist world, leading to greater equality 
and very dynamic consumer-driven growth. The unprecedented 
combination of recession and inflation that hit in the middle of the 
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1970s led to a shift among economic policy-makers, who were drawn 
by the supply-side promise of stable currencies and the accumulation 
of resources for future investment. These same ideas caught on in 
Eastern Europe as well, which might seem ironic if we consider the 
ultra-capitalist inclinations of Friedman, Reagan, Thatcher, and the 
other leading advocates of neoliberal economics. But the irony is only 
superficial. After all, communism was already a sort of supply-side 
system, insofar as it was designed to concentrate resources that could 
be “rationally” allocated in order to foster growth. A prominent 
Hungarian economist coined the seemingly oxymoronic phrase 
“socialist Friedmanism,” which could apply to Poland as well.19 But 
both Hungary and Poland were feeble supply-side states, because their 
leaders could never push wages down far enough to actually accumulate 
the resources they wanted.

We often use the terms “pragmatists” and “technocrats” to refer to 
those without strong ideological leanings, but it would be more 
appropriate to say that these are people who are so fully in line with 
conventional wisdom that their ideological views seem like common 
sense and thus become invisible. That is a good characterization of 
those whom Jaruzelski charged with fixing Poland’s economy – people 
like Zbigniew Messner, who was prime minister from 1985 to 1988. 
Messner was an economist from Silesia who left academia for national 
politics in 1981, when he was made a member of the political bureau of 
the Central Committee. His vision of reform consisted of closing down 
firms that were not making adequate profits and introducing market 
mechanisms to set prices, thus allowing them to rise without as much 
political fallout. Both moves were aimed at the same linked goals: 
reducing living standards and increasing profits. Those profits were 
still accruing to the state, but even in this regard Messner was chipping 
away at the old order. Individual firms were granted greater autonomy 
from central planners so that they could operate like private firms, and 
more foreign corporations were allowed to open branches in Poland.

The managers of these increasingly autonomous state-owned firms 
were an important constituency for Messner’s reforms. By the last 
decade of its existence, the PRL’s elite was growing ever more distant 
from the workers and peasants. Even in 1980 only 46 percent of the 
members of the PZPR had an actual working-class background, a figure 
that fell to 38 percent after the massive resignations that followed the 
declaration of martial law. Meanwhile, the percentage categorized as 
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“intelligentsia” (professionals, academics, politicians, administrators, 
etc.) increased to 52 percent.20 With Poland’s economy now plugged 
into international markets more than ever before, these officials could 
not help but perceive the gap between their lives and those of their 
peers in Western Europe and the United States. A factory manager in 
Poland had many privileges, including access to goods that were out of 
reach for most Poles, but his pride in obtaining a Polish Fiat would 
diminish when he met with a West German counterpart driving a 
BMW. The sense of accomplishment in securing a three-room apartment 
faded when he saw the huge suburban homes of his American peers. 
Perhaps worst of all, he could not fail to realize that his Italian and 
French customers were laughing behind his back at his unfashionable 
cheap suits. The activists in the Solidarity movement were furious at 
the special privileges that managers and Party members received, but 
the income of the Polish elite wasn’t really that far above the national 
average. In 1985 the richest 20 percent of the population earned 35 
percent of the income, and Poland’s Gini coefficient (the measure of 
inequality discussed earlier) stood at 25. For comparison’s sake, in the 
United States at the same time the top 20 percent earned 46 percent of 
the income (and controlled 81 percent of the wealth), and the Gini 
coefficient was 43.21 So while Polish workers were complaining about 
inequality, the elites were chafing at their inability to lead a lifestyle that 
they deemed appropriate to their station. This was an audience that 
would be open to new ideas about the virtues of aggregating wealth. 
The theoretical goal of supply-side economics might be to gather wealth 
for investment, but someone had to carry out the gathering and 
investment – and they stood to make a fortune.

Messner and Jaruzelski realized that they had no more latitude to 
reduce wages or increase prices than did their predecessors. Nothing 
had really changed: if Messner’s plans were adopted in full there would 
be protests and strikes, and Poland would be back where it had been in 
1980 (or 1970, for that matter). Assuming that Jaruzelski didn’t want to 
return to martial law – and he didn’t – then he had to do something to 
gain support for the reforms that all the economists were telling him 
were necessary. The first idea was to call a referendum on Messner’s 
plans. That move surprised everyone: the countries of the Soviet bloc 
were not known for basing their policies on popular votes. The last time 
the PRL had held a referendum was in 1946, and that had been a 
fraudulent ploy aimed at delegitimizing the anticommunist opposition. 
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This time a rigged victory would be counterproductive, because the 
whole point was to create sincere buy-in among the Polish citizenry for 
a plan that would cause a lot of people a lot of suffering. For all his sins, 
Jaruzelski was smart enough to know that he did not have the legitimacy 
needed to implement by force a plan that would lower wages, increase 
prices, and aggregate more wealth for debt repayment and (eventually) 
for investment. He hoped that by winning popular endorsement for the 
plan, he could withstand whatever protests would follow.

A key factor in enabling such a risky undertaking was the attitude 
of the new First Secretary of the Communist Party of the USSR, Mikhail 
Gorbachev, who had taken power in 1985. His slogans of glas nost 
(openness) and perestroika (reform) described a wave of changes that 
would have been unimaginable just a few years earlier. Even his most 
radical policies would fall short of the personal latitude already enjoyed 
by the Poles, so he can’t be said to have inspired any specific changes in 
the PRL. Nonetheless, he did make it clear that the Soviet Union was 
going to focus on its internal problems, and that the satellite countries 
of Eastern Europe were free to diverge from the old models. This gave 
Jaruzelski the room for maneuver that he needed in order to seek an 
actual mandate for his government’s economic reform plan.

The vote took place on November 29, 1987. There were more “yes” 
than “no” votes, but that wasn’t enough: the law stated that for a 
referendum to be valid, a majority of all registered voters had to support 
it, and since a third of the electorate stayed home that day, the level of 
support for Messner’s plan only reached 44 percent of the total 
electorate.22 Under other circumstances this crack in the PZPR’s 
authority would have been big news, but it didn’t generate much 
excitement at the time. The złoty collapsed even faster in 1988 than it 
had earlier in the decade. Alcoholism, petty crime, embezzlement, and 
worker absenteeism were at record highs. Young people were desperate 
to emigrate, and would have done so in much greater numbers had 
they been able to go anywhere. Trust in the PZPR was vanishingly low, 
but that did not translate into political mobilization. Solidarity had 
stirred hope, but after 1981 those dreams appeared to be naïve. There 
was a withdrawal from public life in general, a conviction that politics 
was pointless, community organizing futile, and the future dark.

Most accounts of the 1980s refer to this retreat from public life, but 
there is one sense in which the characterization is misleading. There 
was indeed very little engagement in union organizing or intelligentsia 
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dissent, but that doesn’t mean that people just stayed at home sulking 
all the time. Even as political speech and activism was closed down, 
popular culture was opened up as never before. In the summer of 1980 
the first All Poland Festival of Music of the Young Generation took 
place in the small town of Jarocin, not far from Poznań. This event 
continued even in the midst of martial law, and featured bands that 
captured all the newest trends in rock and punk. In a similar 
development, Polish Radio 3 (nicknamed Trójka) launched an 
unprecedented experiment in 1982 – a show that allowed listeners to 
call in requests. What got aired was definitely not the sort of 
entertainment that the members of the Central Committee – nor the 
Solidarity leadership, for that matter – preferred. A cultural space 
entirely outside the grand political battles of the day was taking shape, 
one in which young people (mostly those born around 1960) were 
expressing their defiance towards (or at least distance from) all the 
institutions built by their elders. They rejected politics, but they were 
no less “public” for that.23

Many of these young people were engaged in their own forms of 
activism, outside the political battlefield set by Solidarity and the PZPR. 
A group called Wolnosć ́ i Pokój (Freedom and Peace, or WiP) was 
created in 1984 to protest the mandatory service in the armed forces. 
Eventually it branched out to champion environmental causes, in 
particular the use of nuclear power. WiP included young people whose 
views ranged across the conventional ideological polarities – or rather, 
stood outside all of them. Another group that defied characterization 
was Pomarańczowa Alternatywa (Orange Alternative). They specialized 
in what they called happeningi (happenings), which were a cross 
between street theater, public protest, and carnival. For example, in 
1987 they celebrated the anniversary of the Russian Revolution by 
re-enacting it on the streets of Wrocław, complete with a cardboard 
Battleship Potemkin and a crowd dressed in red shouting “Revolution, 
revolution!” The PZPR knew how to deal with opposition, but they 
were totally stymied by irony. On another occasion Orange Alternative 
activists dressed up as krasnoludki (Polish fairy-tale characters akin to 
dwarves) and gave out paper hats to passers-by. When a crowd gathered 
the police intervened, but their attempt to break up the event was met 
with more laughter than fear. After all, it was rather absurd to watch the 
police chase down a band of mischievous dwarves. To an older 
generation of dissidents this all seemed like frivolous distractions 
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from  “real” political activism. In fact it was a distraction, and it was 
emphatically apolitical. But it was nonetheless an expression of an 
entirely new sort of public sphere, one which looked upon all the labels 
and polemics of an older generation with detachment and humor.24

In this environment, Jaruzelski had no good options. His problem 
was not a lack of power: his control over the state administration, the 
security services, and the military were solid. Nor was he contending 
with an insurgency that threatened the functioning of the state. The 
underground Solidarity movement was an annoyance, but it wasn’t 
engaging in the kinds of political resistance that would pose a genuine 
challenge. Jaruzelski’s obstacle was not insufficient power, but 
insufficient trust. He was presiding over a country with a collapsed 
economy, but he was unable to fix it because so few people had 
confidence in anything he proposed. He had plenty of police power, 
but what he needed was a very different sort of authority: the kind that 
comes with genuine legitimacy.

With no other options, he decided to turn to the one group in Poland 
that appeared to possess that kind of authority: Solidarity. At first 
glance that might seem like a ludicrous plan: how could Jaruzelski have 
expected a labor union to support an economic austerity package that 
would lead to wage reductions and a lower standard of living? In fact 
it wasn’t as improbable as it sounds, because almost no one in the 
movement’s leadership saw their struggle in terms of economic policy 
or even the material well-being of the workers. The opposition activists 
argued about many things and favored a wide variety of different 
(sometimes mutually exclusive) ideologies, but they all agreed that 
they were engaged in a political battle. They were fighting for slogans 
like “human rights,” “independence,” “democracy,” “justice,” and 
above all “freedom.” The most popular chant of the day was Nie ma 
wolnosći bez Solidarnosći (There is no freedom without Solidarity). 
Macroeconomic policy debates seemed trivial when set alongside 
a cause like “freedom.” Moreover, the Solidarity of 1988 was not the 
same as the organization that had been suppressed in 1981. What had 
been a mass movement of unprecedented scope was now a tight-knit 
conspiracy, and the raucous populism of earlier in the decade had been 
replaced by a tactically sophisticated, well-organized resistance. The 
Solidarity leadership could hardly be expected to maintain a democratic 
mandate while struggling to evade the security services. They still 
believed that they were fighting for “the people” (and/or “the nation”), 
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but their actual ties with their presumed constituency were necessarily 
attenuated and selective. In fact, when a wave of strikes broke out in the 
spring of 1988, it was as much an unexpected annoyance to Wałęsa and 
his colleagues as it was to the government.

Those strikes revealed deep divisions and uncertainty on all sides. 
Some leading figures in the PZPR wanted to crack down hard – in fact, 
in Nowa Huta a strike was broken up violently by the police – while 
others (including Jaruzelski) wanted to negotiate. The strikes themselves 
were carried out by militants who advocated a more confrontational 
strategy than Wałęsa was willing to pursue. At their annual conference 
in May, the episcopate issued an appeal for dialogue rather than 
violence – a message that echoed the hopes of the leadership in both 
Solidarity and the PZPR. Both knew they were sitting on powder kegs, 
and they had to work hard to restrain their own constituencies. Wałęsa 
went to the Gdańsk shipyards, which were once again the symbolic 
center of the strikes, and persuaded the workers to end their protest 
even though they had received no political concessions from the 
government. A month later (on June 13) Jaruzelski gave a speech to a 
plenary meeting of the Central Committee calling for a “round table 
meeting” at which all competing factions within Poland could work 
out their differences.25 After yet another wave of strikes broke out in 
August, PZPR and Solidarity leaders began high-level meetings in 
preparation for formal negotiations.

In August, in another unprecedented move, the Sejm voted no con-
fidence in prime minister Messner and his government was forced to 
resign. The initiative for that vote came from a surprising source: the 
PZPR’s own trade union, which was struggling to prove its working-
class bona fides in the face of competition from Solidarity. Messner was 
replaced by Mieczysław Rakowski, a one-time journalist who had been 
a high-ranking PZPR politician since the early 1970s. Jaruzelski had 
already turned over his position as First Secretary of the PZPR to 
Rakowski two months before, though the General retained his 
leadership role behind the scenes. To the frustration of Messner’s 
opponents, the new prime minister’s views were similar to those of his 
predecessor – in fact, he pushed an even more draconian economic 
agenda that allowed for direct foreign investment in Polish firms 
and  lifted a long list of price controls. All that accomplished was to 
push inflation, which was already eroding personal incomes, towards 
hyperinflation.
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After several months of preparation, the Round Table talks began on 
February 6, 1989. The shape of the table was important, because the 
government wanted to cast the event as a broad national dialogue 
rather than a negotiation between two sides. Jaruzelski’s goal was to 
make just enough compromises to co-opt Solidarity – to bring them 
into the system so as to stabilize the Polish state and allow the austerity 
reforms to go forward. The Church, which sent a bishop and two 
priests to serve as observers and mediators, also approved of the 
“round table” metaphor, because they wanted to maintain some 
distance from the political maneuvering and not be perceived as one 
of the “sides” in the talks. Most of the leading dissidents preferred to 
cast the moment as a confrontation between “society” and “the state,” 
but they eventually came to embrace the more inclusive circular 
imagery too. Only a relatively small minority of right-wing activists 
clung to the symbolism of warfare and resistance, with slogans like 
Z komuna ̨układy/sa ̨dowodem zdrady (Deals with the commies/are proof 
of treason).

The eponymous table itself was used for ceremonial purposes, while 
most of the real work was done by three subcommittees charged with 
specific tasks: 1) political reform; 2) trade union legislation; 3) economic 
and social policy. The most famous opposition activists got themselves 
assigned to those first two subcommittees, viewing the third as 
uninteresting and mostly technical. Solidarity’s main demand was 
re-legalization, but this turned out to be one of the least contentious 
points. By merely sitting down to talk, the government had effectively 
conceded that the union would be resurrected, though even a year 
earlier this would have been heresy within the PZPR. Much more 
surprising were the discussions on political reform. The negotiators 
established that partially open elections would be held later that year, 
and that censorship would end. It was agreed that 65 percent of the 
Sejm delegates would be from the PZPR and its auxiliary organizations, 
but that the remaining 35 percent would be contested by multiple 
candidates. Meanwhile, the Senate (abolished by the infamous 
referendum of 1946) would be resurrected, and all of its 100 members 
would be chosen in competitive elections. That body wouldn’t have 
much power, but it would be democratic. Finally, the presidency (also 
abolished during the Stalinist era) would be re-instituted, and chosen 
by a joint session of the Sejm and Senate just as in the interwar years. 
This job was generally understood to be reserved for Jaruzelski, as a 
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means of reassuring Moscow and PZPR hardliners that there would be 
continuity in leadership.

While all the attention was directed at these political discussions, the 
third subcommittee – the one dealing with economic policy – concluded 
their work with a vague agreement that reform efforts aimed at 
introducing market forces to Poland would be continued. The final deal 
included lots of vague promises to maintain or even enhance a range of 
social and economic benefits, but for the most part those provisions 
were forgotten even before the ink was dry. Solidarity had affiliated 
itself with a process of economic transformation that virtually none of 
the movement’s leadership considered particularly important. Little 
did they know how momentous that decision would turn out to be.

The final deal was signed on April 5, 1989. It was self-evident that 
there had been huge concessions on the part of the government, but no 
one expected that this would lead to the fall of communism altogether. 
Wałęsa cast the agreement as a means to move forward, the start of a 
process and not an end to itself. As he said in a speech at the time,

I have to emphasize that for the first time we have talked to each other 
using the force of arguments, and not arguments of force. It bids well for 
the future, I believe, that the round-table discussions can become the 
beginning of the road for democracy and a free Poland. Either we’ll be 
able to build Poland as a nation in a peaceful way, independent, sovereign 
and safe, with equal alliances, or we’ll sink in the chaos of demagogy, 
which could result in civil war in which there will be no victors.26

For their part, the PZPR negotiators were confident that they had 
ensured their continued rule while allowing just enough involvement 
by the opposition to give desperately needed legitimacy to the state. 
Not only were the upcoming elections only partially contested, but 
they were scheduled for June 4 – only two months away. Solidarity had 
no electoral apparatus, no experience in politics, and almost no money. 
From the PZPR’s perspective, what could go wrong?

The campaign wasn’t really a contest between two alternative 
worldviews, because neither side wanted to fight on ideological 
grounds. The PZPR could hardly run on the austere, supply-side 
economic plans that Jaruzelski’s team wanted to put forward. There 
was no way to spin that kind of plan in a way that would make it 
popular. Nor could they depend upon the old communist slogans about 
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the evils of capitalism. Even if we set aside the fact that their economic 
plan had nothing in common with any variety of socialism, the old 
phraseology had long since become empty and impotent. The 
nationalism that was actually closer to the hearts of people like 
Jaruzelski wasn’t effective either, because Solidarity could easily trump 
the party in that game. The PZPR’s ties to the Soviet Union were too 
obvious, and Solidarity could draw upon powerful “God and 
Fatherland” imagery that predated the PRL. The clergy didn’t even 
pretend to be politically neutral in this fight, and pictures of Father 
Popiełuszko, Pope John Paul II, and the Virgin of Częstochowa were 
omnipresent at Solidarity rallies. Ultimately nationalism did play a role 
in the PZPR campaign, but only in vague allusions to the possibility of 
Soviet intervention. “With us, it’s safer” was one of their slogans – 
hardly a rousing appeal, but it was all they had.

Solidarity couldn’t contest the elections on ideological grounds 
either, because one only had to scratch the surface of the movement to 
find deep divisions and mistrust. It was a grand coalition, not a party, 
including people who in other contexts would be labeled nationalists, 
Christian democrats, liberals, conservatives, and social democrats. 
Intelligentsia dissidents who had once been members of the PZPR 
stood alongside Catholic nationalists. None of that mattered much for 
the moment, because all were united in their desire to overthrow com-
munism. But if anyone had tried to formulate a detailed ideological 
platform, it would have opened up deep wounds that would not easily 
heal. So in the end the opposition used broad slogans about “freedom,” 
“independence,” and “democracy,” and above all the famous logo of 
Solidarity itself. No extra commentary was even needed.

At exactly the same time as all this was going on in Poland, another 
opposition movement half a world away was using similar slogans in a 
parallel fight against an authoritarian communist state. Chinese pro-
democracy activists had been camping out on Tiananmen Square in 
Beijing since April 15, calling for freedom of the press, freedom of 
speech, worker self-management, and a crackdown on corruption 
among state officials. The leadership of the Communist Party of China 
was internally divided about how to respond to this massive display of 
opposition, which at its peak included around 1 million protesters. 
Unlike their Polish counterparts, the Chinese communists opted to use 
violence, and on June 4 – the very day of the elections in Poland – the 
Chinese army launched a full-scale attack on Tiananmen Square. We 
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will probably never know how many people died that day; estimates 
range from several hundred to several thousand. As Poles cast their 
ballots they could not help but be reminded of the path they had not 
taken.

The results of the Polish elections were almost literally unbelievable: 
Solidarity took every single contested seat in the Sejm, and 99 out of 100 
seats in the Senate – and that last seat in the upper house was occupied 
by a unaffiliated delegate. The PZPR did not win a single seat beyond 
those guaranteed to it by the round-table agreement. Words like 
“defeat” or even “humiliation” fail to capture what happened on that 
momentous summer day in Poland.

These results created an unanticipated dilemma. The PZPR had used 
some puppet political organizations to give the PRL a (very thin) veneer 
of pluralism, though these bodies had absolutely no autonomous 
decision-making authority. The United Peasants’ Party and the 
Democratic Party had supported every decision ever made by the 
PZPR, and had played no role whatsoever in formulating policy. They 
appeared on election ballots throughout the history of the PRL as part 
of a notional coalition with the PZPR, and 1989 was no different in this 
regard. The parliamentary seats allocated to these groups were 
considered irrelevant extensions of the PZPR, and ignored by virtually 
everyone. Now suddenly these docile puppets transformed into 
disobedient Pinocchios, coming to life when no one was looking. In a 
desperate attempt to jump off the PZPR’s sinking ship, they announced 
after the elections that they were abandoning the coalition and would 
not support a communist prime minister. That tossed the parliamentary 
arithmetic into chaos, because their votes had been part of the PZPR’s 
two thirds allotment. Now the balance in the lower house (which 
picked the prime minister) was 173 for the communists, and 287 for 
everyone else (161 for Solidarity and 126 for the Pinocchio parties). The 
votes in the joint session of the Sejm and Senate (which picked the 
president) were even worse for the PZPR, since the Party hadn’t won a 
single seat in the upper house.

Under normal parliamentary rules this would lead to an obvious 
conclusion: the appointment of a Solidarity-led coalition government. 
But this was still the summer of 1989: the Soviet Union was intact, and 
no other East European communist party had yet shown any sign of 
losing its grip on power. Memories of Soviet interventions from 
previous years (not to mention the more immediate images from 
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Tiananmen Square) hung heavily over Warsaw, as negotiators from 
Solidarity and the PZPR tried to figure out what to do. Even Gorbachev’s 
ostentatious declaration at the United Nations in December of 1988 that 
the USSR would no longer interfere in the internal affairs of the 
countries of Eastern Europe did little to alleviate fears, because no one 
could be sure that the Soviet leader’s course of reform would be 
continued indefinitely. There were more than enough hardliners in 
Moscow to stir fears of a reversal. A solution to this dilemma eventually 
came from the long-time dissident Adam Michnik, in a newspaper 
article with a title that summed up the proposal: “Your President, Our 
Premier.”27 If Jaruzelski got the presidency as originally planned, the 
reasoning went, the Soviets would be reassured enough to allow 
Solidarity to take the premiership. The PZPR eagerly jumped at this 
opportunity to salvage something from their disastrous collapse, so the 
deal was struck. The Solidarity delegates held their noses and accepted 
a Jaruzelski election to the presidency, while installing one of their own 
as premier: the prominent Catholic intellectual and opposition activist, 
and veteran of the “committee of experts” from the Gdańsk strikes of 
1980, Tadeusz Mazowiecki.

So the impossible happened: on August 19, 1989, a non-communist 
government took office in Poland. And it had all happened without 
violence, through elections and political negotiations. It was a rare 
moment when Poles not only garnered attention and admiration from 
all over the world, but provided a model for others to imitate. Hungarian 
government and opposition leaders soon held their own “Round Table” 
talks (while sitting incongruously at a rectangular table), and peaceful 
anticommunist protests were organized in Czechoslovakia and East 
Germany. The Balkan countries followed soon after that, though in 
Romania the process turned bloody because of a last-ditch effort by the 
security services, long recognized as the region’s most brutal, to hold 
on to power. In October, November, and December the communist 
governments of Eastern Europe fell in rapid succession. The Soviet 
Union itself held on for two more years, but in 1991 a failed coup 
attempt against Gorbachev resulted not only in a decisive defeat for the 
hard-line communists, but the break-up of the USSR itself.

Amidst all the international euphoria in 1989, it is easy to lose sight 
of an important detail: in those June elections, only 62 percent of the 
eligible voters opted to cast a ballot. Millions of Poles were so 
disillusioned and cynical about politics that they considered voting to 
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be a waste of time. Solidarity’s crushing victory represented the views 
of a large majority of those who went to the polls, but not necessarily a 
majority of all Poles. Apathy and disillusionment might have been 
more popular than either Wałęsa or Jaruzelski. This helps explain why 
there were few public celebrations in Poland – nothing to compare to 
the huge and photogenic crowds elsewhere in the region. Today the 
events of 1989 are often called “the velvet revolutions” (a phrase taken 
from Czechoslovakia), and pictures of Germans dancing atop the newly 
opened Berlin Wall remain in the memory of everyone who lived 
through that dramatic year. Few today even remember that it all started 
in Poland, because the Poles themselves failed to provide the 
appropriately memorable pictures of rejoicing over communism’s fall. 
How can we explain such ambivalence? First, there was no mass 
mobilization in 1989 to parallel what happened in 1980. The whole 
thing happened in the hallways of power, with negotiations among a 
small cluster of elites. The lack of a cathartic moment of public action 
made it harder to generate public excitement over the outcome. Second, 
despite being trounced at the polls, the communists still had the 
presidency and 173 Sejm delegates. They still controlled the ministries 
of defense and state security. Because the PZPR lingered on in this way, 
what had looked like a decisive victory in August seemed like a package 
of superfluous compromises by November. The lack of a clean break 
not only fed conspiracy theories on the political fringes, but made it 
harder to identify a specific moment when communist rule ended once 
and for all. Finally, celebrations were muted in 1989 because while the 
loser was obvious (the PZPR), it was unclear precisely what or who had 
won. Very few Poles believed that their lives were suddenly going to 
get better now that the PZPR was defeated – and they were right. 
Uncharted territory lay ahead, and it was not at all clear that there was 
anything worth celebrating quite yet.
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5 Quoted in Porter-Szűcs, Faith and Fatherland, 151.
6 Adam Michnik, Józef Tischner, and Jacek Żakowski, Między panem a plebanem 
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SHOCK THERAPY

In 2012 a survey was conducted among Poles who were born in 1963 or 
earlier – that is, people who were old enough to have adult memories 
of the last decade of communism and the tumult that followed. When 
asked how their family was personally affected by “the changes in our 
country,” 19 percent said that they were better off, 19 percent said that 
they were worse off, and 59 percent said that their situation was about 
the same. Slightly more than half remembered the material conditions 
of their lives as good in 1988, but only 31 percent described their  current 
situation that way. Only half felt that there was “more justice” in today’s 
Poland than in the PRL, and only 40 percent were satisfied with “the 
way democracy functions in our country.” On the other hand, when 
asked directly if they would like to return to “life under socialism, as it 
appeared in the last 10–20 years of the PRL,” only 26 percent said that 
they would. Digging a bit deeper into these numbers, we find little 
 difference in satisfaction or prosperity between former members of 
the  PZPR and former members of Solidarity, though people who 
described themselves as opposition activists (as opposed to rank-and-
file Solidarity members) felt much better about the present. Those with 
 college degrees felt about as well off in 1988 as in 2012. Among those 
with only a primary education, however, 41 percent considered their 
lives 25 years ago to have been good whereas only 20 percent would 
say the same today.1

Those figures reflect subjective feelings, not measurable material 
conditions. Nonetheless, they point us towards an important consider-
ation as we think about the post-communist era: Poles are far from 
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unanimous in how they evaluate the changes they have experienced 
over the past thirty years. We must resist the tendency to draw a sharp 
contrast between a dark past marked by oppression and poverty, and a 
bright present of freedom and prosperity. To be sure, a majority today 
perceives the changes as positive, but not without ambivalence. And 
the minority that would like to return to the PRL is large enough to give 
us pause, and make us wonder what aspect of the past inspires their 
nostalgia. It would be absurd to romanticize the communist era, to 
whitewash its authoritarian government and its infamous inefficien-
cies. But we should be equally careful not to forget that some people are 
quite unhappy with how things turned out.

When Tadeusz Mazowiecki stood before the Sejm on August 25, 
1989, to accept his appointment as prime minister and outline his 
government’s program, he summarized his economic plans with 
these words: “The long-term strategic goal of the government’s 
 activities will be restoring to Poland economic institutions long 
known and tested. I understand by this a return to a market-oriented 
economy and a role for the state similar to that in economically devel-
oped countries. Poland cannot afford ideological experiments any 
longer.”2 This was an ironic way of describing his objectives, because 
he was about to embark on a truly massive “ideological experiment” 
of his own: the sudden transformation of the most basic foundations 
of his country’s economic life. The coming changes would be nearly 
as profound as those carried out in the late 1940s, albeit in the oppo-
site direction. Moreover, his reference to “institutions long known 
and tested” was a bit misleading, because the capitalist economic 
structures that had emerged gradually in specific cultural settings in 
Western Europe and North America were going to work very differ-
ently when inserted into Poland. The architects of reforms of the 
early 1990s often described their goal as the mere restoration of the 
status quo ante, an unraveling of “artificial” communist constraints 
on  “natural” economic life. Poland’s post-1989 government even 
renamed their country the Third Republic, claiming a direct succes-
sion from the Second Republic of 1918–39. It was as if they wanted to 
expunge the four decades of the PRL and pick up where they had left 
off, but that was neither possible nor even truly desirable. Not only 
had the world changed a lot since 1939, but Poland had changed too. 
The communist era could not be treated as if it had been a sort of 
freezer, so that the real Poland could now be thawed out and revived. 
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For better or worse (actually, for better and worse), the PRL had been 
Poland. The post-communist governments had no option but to build 
on what the communist governments had created, and their reluc-
tance to acknowledge this fact didn’t make the task any easier.

The man placed in charge of creating Poland’s new economy was 
Leszek Balcerowicz, whose biography exemplifies the path taken by 
many Polish policy-makers of his generation. He graduated in 1970 
from the School of Central Planning and Statistics in Warsaw, after 
which he was sent to get an MBA from St. John’s University in New 
York. As we have seen, the Gierek administration was thoroughly 
enmeshed with international financial institutions, so it seemed only 
logical to educate a cadre of specialists in the business practices of the 
capitalist world. While in New York Balcerowicz was exposed to the 
new theories of supply-side economics, and he carried those ideas back 
to Poland with him. He wasn’t alone: in fact, almost everyone involved 
with economic or fiscal policy-making in the last decade of the PRL 
shared similar basic assumptions. And however we might label their 
ideological perspective, it had little in common with socialism. This 
was as true of party insiders like Zbigniew Messner (an economics 
 professor who was prime minister from 1985–88) as it was of people 
like Balcerowicz (who quit the PZPR in 1981 to protest the declaration 
of martial law).

Balcerowicz accepted the conventional wisdom among policy-
makers of his day that the main problem in Poland was that saving and 
investment had been sacrificed in order to maintain ever- increasing 
levels of consumption. Shortages, he believed, resulted because prices 
couldn’t increase to hold consumption down, and because inefficient 
state-run enterprises could not adjust to the market. Like Messner or 
Rakowski (but much more so), he wanted to reduce wages, close 
 inefficient factories, eliminate price supports, and cut social welfare 
spending. The most immediate goal was to stop inflation, but this dove-
tailed with the more fundamental ambition of restraining consumption 
so as to focus the country’s resources on debt repayment and invest-
ment. From an  economy based in theory on spreading as much wealth 
as possible to as many people as possible, Balcerowicz’s objective was 
to establish a more disciplined labor force with lower wages in order to 
maximize productivity and efficiency.3

Not all of Balcerowicz’s colleagues in that first post-communist 
 government shared these views, or even fully understood them. Most 
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of them thought that they were just cleaning up the mess left by the 
PZPR, and that once Poland’s fiscal house was in order, “freedom” 
(in economics as in all other spheres) would work its magic. For years 
they had seen the world in terms of a simple dichotomy between 
 dictatorship and democracy, without giving much thought to the rela-
tionship of either of these terms to socialism or capitalism. Insofar as 
economics had been discussed in the underground press in the 1980s, 
the most popular theme was a vague “third way” that would avoid the 
extremes of both the USSR and the USA. The distinction between 
Keynesianism and supply-side economics seemed like an arcane and 
irrelevant abstraction, far too technical and distant to merit discussion 
in the midst of the fight against General Jaruzelski. So when these for-
mer dissidents – now government ministers – suddenly had to decide 
what kind of capitalism they should embrace after the fall of the PZPR, 
they lacked ready access to the conceptual categories to properly 
 consider the issue. Even Jacek Kuroń, the long-time dissident and 
 co-founder of KOR who served as the minister of labor and social  policy 
in that first government, supported Balcerowicz at first. Kuroń was a 
lifelong socialist, and he would later commit himself to working against 
the consequences of the policies introduced in 1990. He would even 
describe his acceptance of those policies as an “undeniable sin.” But at 
the key moment he didn’t know what else to do; he had no alternative 
ideas, nor the expertise or time to develop them. So when Balcerowicz 
put forward his plan, it was the only one on the table.4

Balcerowicz’s ideas were comparable to (though much more extreme 
than) the reforms attempted by the PZPR in the 1980s. But he had one 
enormous asset that the communists had lacked: while Jaruzelski had 
been opposed by a well-organized labor movement, Balcerowicz was 
part of a government representing that movement. The irony was 
extraordinary: the communists had been overthrown by a trade union 
that was about to institute severe neoliberal austerity measures. 
Balcerowicz had a window of opportunity in which he could get away 
with just about anything – even proposals that weakened the very 
unionist tradition out of which Solidarity had emerged. It soon became 
obvious that the Solidarity leaders who were in the process of forming 
a new political elite in Poland were not, in fact, trade union activists at 
all. In the years to come a large number of those former activists would 
quit their union jobs in order to start their own businesses or enter poli-
tics, often expressing disdain for their the lack of “entrepreneurial 
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spirit” and the devotion to “collectivism” prevalent among their former 
co-workers.5 But this divide between the Solidarity elite and the 
 working-class rank and file was still submerged in 1989 and 1990, so 
Mazowiecki and Balcerowicz could advance their reforms without 
fear  of opposition. After all, how could Solidarity oppose the very 
 government that it had created?

The government recognized that this support would erode quickly 
once the changes began, so they moved very fast. The reform proposal 
was presented to the Sejm in late October 1989, passed after only a few 
weeks of debate, and put into effect literally overnight, from December 
31 to January 1, 1990. This is one of the reasons that the Balcerowicz 
plan came to be known as “shock therapy.” While people debate to this 
day the effectiveness of the therapy, no one would deny that it was an 
enormous shock. Price subsidies for food, energy, and housing were 
eliminated. State spending on education, health care, and just about 
every other budgetary category were slashed. The real heart of 
the  reform, though, were new regulations on wages. To ensure that 
the  price hikes were not eroded by wage inflation, the law stipulated 
that wages could not rise faster than 60 percent the rate of inflation. In 
other words, even if workers did strike and demand pay increases, 
their employers would not be able to grant them. With this measure in 
place, wages were guaranteed to fall behind price increases, and the 
standard of living was going to fall far and fast.

The immediate goal was to curtail inflation, but the long-term objective 
was to set up a system that would use market measures to establish “wage 
discipline,” and resolve the problem that the PZPR leaders had been grap-
pling with since at least 1970. In order to establish that discipline, 
Balcerowicz believed, it was necessary to hold a real threat over the heads 
of the workers: unemployment. Therefore a key aspect of the reform was 
the immediate abandonment of the PRL’s guarantee that everyone would 
have a job. Social programs and price supports, the reformers argued, also 
had to be reduced or (better) eliminated, because if unemployment failed 
to bring a certain amount of suffering, people would not work as hard and 
efficiency would suffer. Balcerowicz would later say that his one mistake 
in 1989 was surrendering to political pressures to establish a generous 
unemployment insurance law. In particular, he wishes now that young 
people fresh out of high school or college would have been made ineligi-
ble for support, so as to push them harder to find jobs without being picky 
about wages or working conditions.6
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Judged against these goals, the reforms succeeded. Almost no one of 
working age in Poland had ever experienced unemployment, but 
 suddenly millions had to adjust to the new reality. The size of the 
employed workforce contracted by 4.9 percent in 1990, 8.8 percent 
in 1991, and 8 percent in 1992. By the middle of the decade more than 
2.5 million people had lost work. The official jobless rate, which only 
counts those who register for unemployment benefits, climbed to 16 
percent by late 1993.7 As expected and as intended, the real value of 
everyone’s salaries plummeted. Real wages dropped by 24 percent 
between 1990 and 1991, and continued to erode (albeit less dramati-
cally) for the next three years.8 And that only counts those in the active 
workforce: the number of pensioners increased to one third of the adult 
population, in part because of an aging population and in part because 
older workers simply left the job market rather than fight for employ-
ment in the new environment. Five years after the reforms began, 44 
percent of the population was below the official poverty line (compared 
to 25 percent in 1989).9

The short-term goal of shock therapy – reigning in the hyperinflation – 
was achieved by the mid-1990s. The rate of inflation fell to 70 percent in 
1991, 43 percent in 1992, and 35 percent in 1993.10 By the end of the decade 
these figures were in the single digits, and the złoty was once again a sta-
ble currency that could be traded on international markets. Hyperinflation 
had left its mark: the new 10,000 złoty banknote created in 1987 was 
quickly eclipsed by a 500,000 note created in 1990. By 1992 the National 
Bank had to release a 2,000,000 złoty bill, which was initially worth about 
US $125 (though it would fall to $80 within a year). These obscenely high 
figures could be phased out once the inflation slowed to more normal 
rates, so in January 1995 a currency reform established a new złoty worth 
10,000 old złoty. For a few confusing years both were in circulation, so that 
an old bill marked 50,000 złoty would have the same value as a new 5 
złoty coin. After January 1, 1997, the old money could no longer be used 
in stores, but only exchanged in banks. In 2010, in a move that few people 
even noticed, the National Bank of Poland announced that the huge bills 
of the early 1990s were no longer legal tender.

Multiplying the economic contraction, the government’s first budget 
(passed in February 1990) was extremely austere. Overall state spend-
ing was slashed by 17 percent in order to bring the budget into balance 
in one fell swoop. The biggest savings came from the elimination of 
price subsidies for consumers, but education spending declined by 
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almost a quarter and funds for defense, the courts, culture, and capital 
investments were also hit hard. Tens of thousands of state-run pre-
schools were closed in the early 1990s, and to this day there is a severe 
shortage of childcare services (with consequences for gender equality 
in the labor market). About 20 percent of the country’s elementary 
schools were shut down, mostly in rural areas, as smaller school 
 districts were consolidated. Cuts in higher education spending left 
 university professors with salaries far below the national average, caus-
ing a brain drain that has not yet been entirely reversed. Almost a third 
of the village reading rooms (mini-libraries that had been set up in the 
early communist era) were eliminated, as were more than 1000 rural 
libraries. Support for the arts also dried up. Poland’s internationally 
renowned film-making industry lost so much funding that movie 
 production declined by half. Ticket prices for the fine arts skyrocketed 
after the loss of subsidies, and as a result attendance at plays, operas, 
and symphony concerts all fell by about 20 percent over the course of 
the 1990s. The withdrawal of most government subsidies for the press 
led to a decline from 130 newspapers in 1990 to only 60 ten years later – 
just as the rise of the internet was poised to make their existence even 
more precarious. Amidst this wave of austerity there was at least one 
area that enjoyed increased funding: subsidies to businesses were 
increased 50 percent in 1990.11

Those corporate subsidies bring us to the final key aspect of the 
Balcerowicz plan: privatization. This wasn’t entirely new – throughout 
the 1980s the regulations against the private ownership of  businesses 
had been relaxed – but at the time of the Round Table talks nearly 80 
percent of the Polish workforce was employed in a state firm. By the 
mid-1990s that figure had fallen below half, and today it stands at 
around one quarter.12 To understand privatization we need to break it 
down into two parallel shifts: from state to private ownership, and 
from state to corporate ownership. The former was probably the most 
visible aspect of the reforms in the early years. During the period of 
hyperinflation a segment of the Polish population had been able to 
amass hard-currency savings, usually held in US dollars. For a few 
years the extreme undervaluation of the złoty made it possible for 
such people to buy the property and equipment needed to set up 
small workshops and stores. The proliferation of these small family 
firms made the economic changes evident to everyone, but their fail-
ure rate was frighteningly high. With consumer demand falling and 
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competing shops opening “like mushrooms after rain” (to use a Polish 
 expression), making a profit was difficult. One of the main accom-
plishments of this explosion of entrepreneurial activity was the 
 elimination of shortages and the sudden availability of imported 
goods that were once  unobtainable. One could buy everything from 
bananas and oranges to cars and TVs, if one had the money. But that 
was a big “if” at a time when wages were falling off a cliff, so the 
result was a rapid stratification in Polish society into a minority of 
happy consumers and a large population of frustrated would-be 
consumers.

The popular understanding of the glories of capitalism focused on 
these privately owned shops and small firms. According to the conven-
tional wisdom, people would devote themselves to their work in these 
businesses with far more vigor than they had as employees in state-run 
enterprises. That was undoubtedly the case, but as dynamic as that part 
of the private sector was, it remained a relatively small part of the Polish 
economy. The overwhelming majority would continue to work for 
large firms, and the “privatization” of that sector has to be put in scare 
quotes. In most cases it involved a transfer of ownership from the state 
to a multinational corporation – ironically, the sorts of enterprises 
known as “public companies” in English because they are traded 
 publicly on the stock exchange. Without a doubt the shift from state to 
corporate ownership has radically altered the nature of these institu-
tions, but not quite in the way that the rhetoric of privatization would 
suggest. In state firms the managers of local operations are appointed 
by government officials; in corporations the managers are appointed 
by a board of directors. In both cases this involves complex layers of 
bureaucracy, but the incentive structures are very different. In the first 
case managers must balance the needs a variety of stakeholders, and 
profit is only one of several competing goals. In the second case there is 
only one goal: to maximize returns for investors. Most other concerns 
are (to use an economists’ term) “externalized.” Judged only by return 
on investment, state-owned firms can never be as efficient, because 
they must juggle competing measures of success. Balcerowicz’s goal 
was to eliminate those other measures, be they the well-being of the 
employees, the stability of the communities in which the factories were 
located, the maintenance of the environment, or the concerns of any 
other constituency that might gain a voice through the political process. 
Under both the old and new systems, most employees were embedded 
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in large bureaucratic institutions, albeit of a different nature. This was 
emphatically not a shift from a society full of subordinated drones to 
one made up primarily of independent entrepreneurs.

Because of this shift from state to corporate ownership, a surprising 
percentage of the management personnel remained the same through-
out the transition. The advocates of reform, well trained in “rational 
choice theory” and “game theory,” believed that it was irrelevant 
who occupied such positions; what mattered were the incentives that 
 (allegedly) would govern their behavior. Prior to 1989 most of the larger 
firms were operated like individual fiefdoms for well-positioned party 
officials; after 1989 those men (and they were almost exclusively men) 
were often in the best position to run “their” firms on behalf of new 
corporate owners. The managerial stratum in the PRL tended to be bet-
ter educated, more cosmopolitan, more likely to speak English, French, 
or German, and more likely to have international business contacts. 
In other words, they were precisely the ones who would be deemed 
most qualified in a job search. This led to a lot of bitterness from shop-
floor workers, who often saw privatization as little more than a new 
title for an old boss.

Another source of anger was the haphazard way in which privatiza-
tion was carried out. Some viable enterprises were sold to international 
corporations whose only desire was to eliminate potential competition 
by shutting down the Polish factory. Others were sold after a hasty and 
incomplete assessment of value, resulting in bargain-basement prices. 
And of course there was corruption, though precisely how much will 
probably never be known for sure. The situation was not nearly as bad 
as in some other post-communist countries, where privatization led to 
the emergence of a tiny elite that had more in common with organized 
crime than free-market capitalism. There was no real Polish corollary, 
for example, to the infamous Russian oligarchy, but there were plenty 
of scandals that allowed the new tabloid press to gleefully convey an 
image of rampant bribery and back-room deals. When workers watched 
their factories close for obscure reasons, it was easy to believe that 
some ill-defined malevolent forces were behind the whole process. In 
fact they were just witnessing the amoral (though not necessarily or 
always immoral) market forces that workers in capitalist countries 
knew all too well.

With unemployment growing so fast, these new private emplo yers 
could put pressures on labor unions that would have been impossible 
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in the PRL. Perhaps the greatest irony of that extra ordinarily ironic 
decade was the fact that capitalism hurt Solidarity far worse than 
communism ever could have. By 1993 union membership had been 
cut in half, and it would fall steadily from then on  until leveling 
out  at about 6 percent of the adult population (16  percent of the 
employed workforce) in 2002. Solidarity, which in its heyday 
had  about 10 million members, today has only around 700,000.13 
Particularly poignant was the fate of the Gdańsk shipyards, the 
birthplace of Solidarity and the symbol of the anti communist oppo-
sition. Few international buyers were interested in the firm, in part 
because the local union had such a reputation for militancy. A Polish 
American named Barbara Piasecka-Johnson (the  heiress of the 
Johnson & Johnson fortune) was ready to buy the shipyards in 1990, 
but her condition was that strikes be banned for five years and that 
wages be cut in half. This was too much for even the Mazowiecki/
Balcerowicz government to accept, and no deal was reached.14 
In 1996 the  shipyards were forced into bankruptcy, and taken over 
by the nearby Gdynia yards. Operations continue there to this day, 
but with a  workforce that is a shadow of its former self. Never again 
will the employees on the coast be in a position to bring any Polish 
 government to its knees.

Focusing on the 1990s, it could be argued, gives us an inaccurate 
picture of the consequences of shock therapy. The economic collapse 
of those early years was far deeper than the supporters of shock ther-
apy imagined, but in fairness they had been quite open in predicting 
hard times during the “transition” and “reconstruction” of Poland’s 
economy. If we pull back and look at the country’s fate over the entire 
post-communist era, the picture looks far rosier. An obvious turning 
point would come in 2004, when Poland joined the European Union. 
Although Poles continued to use the złoty rather than the euro, 
 membership in the EU has brought closer integration with the conti-
nent’s wealthy countries. Polish firms can take advantage of the low 
labor costs in their country to undercut the prices of their western 
competitors, and Poland has been the beneficiary of massive amounts 
of EU  aid (providing a Keynesian stimulus that offset the Polish 
 government’s own austerity policies). This has allowed Poland to 
grow steadily over the past decade, and escape altogether the Great 
Recession. Alone among industrialized countries, Poland continued 
to grow each year from 2008 until 2013.
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Survey data from Poland reflects this success. In 2010 a solid 
 majority were “satisfied with life,” a result far higher than elsewhere 
in Eastern Europe. Almost 60 percent expressed optimism about the 
future,  compared to just over 20 percent in the much wealthier West 
European countries (which were mired in recession at the time).15 
A  major annual survey on Polish living standards conducted since 
1993 has demonstrated dramatic improvement over the past decade. 
During this  project’s first year 74 percent of respondents reported that 
their regular income did not cover their basic necessities, requiring 
them to either borrow money or take multiple jobs. That figure 
declined gradually in the 1990s, then fell rapidly in the new millen-
nium to 26 percent by 2011. By that date 70 percent of Polish families 
had satellite or cable TV, 61 percent had internet access at home, and 
52 percent owned a car. Although only a minority of families have 
significant personal savings, even that figure has increased since 2000 
from 24 to 37 percent.16

Turning to the macro-level, we find that Poland’s per capita GDP 
has skyrocketed over the past decade, with a rate of growth even faster 
than the boom years of the early communist era (see Figure 12.1). By 
1996 this figure had recovered to the level prior to 1989 (well before 
any other country in Eastern Europe reached this mark), and today it 
is far higher. Particularly impressive is the relationship between the 
Polish and American GDP. In 1979 GDP in the PRL had climbed up to 
about one third the level of that in the United States, only to collapse 
during the 1980s and early 1990s. Since about 2005 the Poles have been 
rapidly closing the gap, and today their GDP is more than 40 percent 
that of the United States’. Perhaps even more impressive, Poland is 
rapidly closing on the European average in just about every measure, 
reaching 75 percent of the continent’s average per capita GDP in 2012.17 
Rather than occupying the impoverished edge of the continent, Poland 
now sits just below the middle – still quite distant from the wealth of 
Germany or the United Kingdom, but equally far above the poverty of 
Romania or Bulgaria. The days when a journey to Poland was an exotic 
adventure are long gone: a European visitor to a Polish city today will 
feel quite comfortable. In fact, Warsaw in particular is now above the 
European average in almost every measure of quality of life and eco-
nomic success. Setting that sentence alongside  everything else I’ve 
written in this book suggests how astonishing the progress of the last 
decade has been.
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But there are some complications to this happy picture that should 
give us pause. The country is much less egalitarian than it used to be, 
which is to be expected after a transition from communism to capital-
ism. Poland’s level of inequality is still low by global standards, but it 
is higher than most other European countries. The Gini coefficient 
shot up from 25 in 1985 to 32 in 1993, fluctuating around that figure 
from then on. This corresponds to a situation in which the top 10 
 percent of the population receives about 27 percent of the income, 
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while the lowest 10 percent gets only 3 percent. This looks good when 
compared to places like Russia (a Gini of 46), Ukraine (45), or the 
United States (45), but less so when set aside countries like Germany 
(28) or the Czech Republic (25).17 The new inequality has a strong 
regional component, with both the unemployment rate and incomes 
varying widely from one part of Poland to another. If you drive north 
from Warsaw for about two hours, you’ll go from an area with unem-
ployment around 10 percent to one where this figure is more than 20 
percent.18 The inhabitants of the Polish capital live about as well as 
their peers in Berlin or Paris, while rural residents in the eastern or 
northwestern parts of Poland have seen their lives grow more  difficult 
since the fall of communism. Throughout the country there are small 
towns where one factory provided steady employment in the PRL, 
but was closed in the 1990s. With no jobs left, young people have fled 
to a more promising life in the cities, leaving a stark generational 
imbalance behind.

Some of these regional differences are familiar: the poverty of the 
eastern part of Poland is similar to the interwar divide between “Poland 
A” and “Poland B,” which itself dates back to earlier centuries. On the 
other hand, many of the once vital Silesian coal mines and steel mills 
have closed in the face of international competition, leaving post- 
industrial blight in their wake. The misery in the northwestern part of 
the country represents a particular post-communist development. 
Because these were the territories taken from Germany after World War 
II, the communists did not have to confront a recalcitrant local peas-
antry when they tried to set up state farms back in the 1950s. This was 
therefore the one part of the country with large-scale agriculture rather 
than small peasant farms. After 1989 these state-owned enterprises 
were dissolved, leaving much of the local population jobless and adrift. 
While the city of Poznań prospers, one only need travel a short distance 
into the surrounding countryside to find deeply impoverished rural 
communities.

Poles have long been accustomed to gaps in wealth between rural 
and urban areas, and while these have been exacerbated since the 
1990s they are easy enough to make sense of. More troubling has been 
the cultural divide that has emerged in tandem with the growth in 
inequality. In broad terms this gap separates the young, educated and 
urban on one side, and the elderly, uneducated, and rural on the other, 
but it goes beyond simple categories of age, schooling, or residence. 
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It might be described as a split between those who have embraced new 
identities as self-defined, self-motivated, flexible individuals, and 
those who prioritize instead their social bonds and local roots. The for-
mer have transformed themselves into modern consumers, building 
their sense of self around their participation in a 21st century economy 
that rewards personal dynamism and commitment with significant 
financial compensation. These are the people who will happily learn 
new skills when old jobs disappear, and attend workshops or read self-
help books about how to re-present themselves effectively for career 
success. They are the ones who don’t mind relocating to Warsaw – or 
London, for that matter – in search of a better job, and they tend to see 
themselves as Europeans first, Poles second.

For their part, the “losers” in the transformation tend to exist within 
and through their networks of friends, neighbors, and family, and place 
higher value on these communal bonds than on economic success or 
material possessions. They have seen their families torn apart by either 
physical migration or cultural distancing, they complain that their chil-
dren ignore family responsibilities, and they lament the loss of the rich 
social ties that sustained them throughout the communist era. The older 
among them had played by the rules for their entire adult lives, only to 
see the game change abruptly as they entered their fifties or sixties. 
Unable or unwilling to become the self-made individuals of modern 
consumer capitalism, they have grown culturally marginalized and 
economically sidelined. The “winners” tend to look upon the “losers” 
as incompetent, lazy, and psychologically trapped within an antiquated 
mindset still steeped in the world of the PRL. The “losers” look upon 
the “winners” as selfish, greedy, and lacking in basic values like faith, 
patriotism, and commitment to family. In other words, there is much 
more to inequality in Poland than just success and failure based on 
merit or hard work. Instead, there is an ever-widening cultural and 
social chasm that cannot be easily bridged.

This brings us back to the survey with which I began this chapter – 
the one showing that a significant number of people preferred the way 
things were in the PRL. The size of this group has fluctuated over the 
years, and for a time it was even in the majority. As recently as 2001, 55 
percent of those surveyed felt that the post-1989 transformation had 
caused more harm than good, though that figure fell dramatically over 
the ensuing decade to a mere 12 percent in 2009. On the other hand, the 
same survey has found that each year a majority has considered the 
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changes worthwhile, although that majority fell as low as 56 percent 
in 2001 before rising to 82 percent in 2009.19 We could interpret these 
figures to mean that time has solidified the reputation of the new order, 
particularly as a younger generation comes of age with no memory of 
the PRL. A closer look at the numbers, however, suggests that this is 
more than just a generational turnover (though it is certainly that too). 
It turns out that satisfaction with 1989 rises and falls together with 
 several key economic indicators, most notably the unemployment rate.

I have added shading to the unemployment chart (Figure 12.2) to 
show another correlation: the one between politics and economics. My 
point here is not to make a partisan argument for one side of Poland’s 
electoral politics, because unemployment is hardly the only relevant 
measure that might determine one’s voting decision. What this strik-
ing pattern does represent, however, is that the Balcerowicz Plan 
was not the only strategy employed during Poland’s post-communist 
era, and that changes in policy led to different outcomes. Balcerowicz 
 himself was pushed out of his position as minister of finance in 
December of 1991, though he was returned to that post from the end of 
1997 until mid-2000. During the intervening years the dominant eco-
nomic policy-maker was Grzegorz Kołodko, who was minister of 
finance from 1994 to 1997 and again from 2002 to 2003. A prolific author 
and essayist as well as a professor of economics, he has established a 
worldwide  reputation as a critic of supply-side economics. His life 
story is parallel to that of Balcerowicz: a doctorate from the Warsaw 
School of Economics in 1972, a Fulbright Scholarship at the University 
of Illinois from 1985 to 1986, and a seat at the Round Table negotiations 
in 1989 (albeit as a representative of the PZPR rather than Solidarity). 
When Kołodko became finance minister he slowed down the process 
of privatization, made the budget less austere, and expanded some 
social welfare  programs to cushion the landing for those who fell 
through capitalism’s gaps.

The polemic between Balcerowicz and Kołodko has grown quite 
sharp, as suggested by the title of one of the latter’s books, From Shock 
to Therapy.20 A few years ago the University of Szczecin invited both 
men to deliver lectures (though one week apart rather than face to 
face). Balcerowicz complained that the greatest threat to Poland was 
the rise of “Santa Clauses” who would introduce unsustainable social 
welfare programs, and Kołodko described libertarianism as “a devia-
tion of a market economy, a deviation of capitalism.”21 No matter how 
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one assesses the accomplishments of these two men, the swings 
back and forth between them make it difficult to unambiguously 
attribute Poland’s overall successes or failures to either approach. 
The fact that Poland has sustained a robust domestic consumer 
 market is a victory for the demand-side inclinations of Kołodko, 
and probably the single most important reason the country has 
mostly (so far) escaped the Great Recession and austerity crisis that 
has hit the rest of Europe. Meanwhile, the strong złoty and Poland’s 
relatively solid fiscal position owes quite a lot to Balcerowicz’s leg-
acy. Whatever one feels about this policy debate, there is no doubt 
that things are going well at this moment, with most Poles enjoying 
a standard of living far closer to the  European average than ever 
before. I’m  writing these words in the summer of 2013, and there 
are some ominous clouds on the economic horizon as the global 
recession threatens to reach Poland at last. Still, there is little indica-
tion that the country will fall far enough to lose all the gains of 
recent years. Arguing about the reasons for this success certainly 
beats the more familiar squabbling over who deserves the blame 
for failure.
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Wiadomosći24.pl (January 17, 2010), http://www.wiadomosci24.pl/artykul/
kolodko_i_balcerowicz_spotkali_sie_ze_studentami_ze_122853.html 
(accessed September 13, 2013).

Further Reading

Amsden, Alice H., Jacek Kochanowicz, and Lance Taylor. The Market Meets Its 
Match: Restructuring the Economies of Eastern Europe. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1994.

http://www.solidarnosc.org.pl/en/about-us.html
http://www.solidarnosc.org.pl/en/about-us.html
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI
http://www.stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/PW_miesie_inf_o_bezrob_rejestr_w_polsce_12m_2012.pdf
http://www.stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/PW_miesie_inf_o_bezrob_rejestr_w_polsce_12m_2012.pdf
http://www.stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/PW_miesie_inf_o_bezrob_rejestr_w_polsce_12m_2012.pdf
http://www.wiadomosci24.pl/artykul/kolodko_i_balcerowicz_spotkali_sie_ze_studentami_ze_122853.html
http://www.wiadomosci24.pl/artykul/kolodko_i_balcerowicz_spotkali_sie_ze_studentami_ze_122853.html


 SHOCK THERAPY 347
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© 2014 Brian Porter-Szűcs. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

  13  

POLITICS IN THE THIRD 
REPUBLIC

When Poles cast their ballots against the PZPR in the summer of 1989, 
they were participating in the 17th parliamentary election since the 
 restoration of the country’s independence in 1918. Unfortunately, a 
closer look at those earlier votes was not auspicious. Only one (1922) 
could be described as free and fair, and even that one was held under 
impossibly chaotic circumstances. The remainder of the interwar 
 elections were openly contested, but rigged by Józef Piłsudski’s 
Sanacja regime. After one fraudulent but still multi-party vote in 1947, 
all the elections in the PRL had been nothing more than civic rituals, 
with no actual decisions permitted. Because of this background, the 
establishment of electoral institutions and norms was bound to be a 
bumpy road. Outside observers worried about the resurrection of old 
far-right extremist groups, or the rise of demagogues who would 
find   easy support among a population not “ready” for democracy. 
Stereotypes were trotted out that depicted Poles (and other East 
Europeans) as too politically “immature” to cope with open elections, 
but in the end it turned out that Poland wasn’t that different from its 
European neighbors after all. Aside from some structural problems 
that were solved easily enough, Polish politics has been no less 
(or more) stable, no more (or less) prone to extremism than anywhere 
else on the continent. The political problems that Poles are  confronting 
today would be familiar to anyone in Europe or North America – 
sometimes distressingly familiar.

A new law mandating direct elections for the presidency was passed 
in 1990, and most outside observers simply assumed that the position 
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would go to Lech Wałęsa. He had been the symbol of Solidarity 
throughout the 1980s, and the second most famous Pole alive (after 
Pope John Paul II). But fractures had always been just below the sur-
face in the Solidarity movement, and with shock therapy plunging the 
country into a massive recession, the old alliances collapsed. Wałęsa, 
who came from the working class and had risen to prominence through 
union activism, was publicly critical of the Balcerowicz plan. In addi-
tion to the obvious complaints about the suffering the recession was 
causing, Wałęsa mounted a nationalist and Catholic attack on the lib-
eralism of the government. Mazowiecki had little option but to rise to 
the defense of his reform agenda, running against his former ally for 
the presidency. He was widely perceived to be a representative of the 
intelligentsia, and his campaign emphasized the old dissident slogans 
of civil rights and democracy (along with the new cause of free-market 
economics).

Predictably, Wałęsa came in first with 40 percent of the vote, but 
the new electoral law required an absolute majority, so a second 
round between the two top vote-winners was scheduled. Not so 
 predictably, the other run-off candidate was not Mazowiecki, but a 
previously unknown character named Stanisław Tymiński, who had 
garnered 23 percent of the votes. Here was evidence for those who 
worried that the legacy of communism had deprived Poles of the 
moderation and wisdom needed to resist the siren call of demagogy. 
Tymiński had not even lived in Poland for decades. He had emigrated 
in 1969 and eventually settled in Canada, where he amassed a for-
tune as the founder of a computer firm. He had already dabbled in 
politics as a member of the miniscule Libertarian Party of Canada, 
and in 1990 he saw his chance to escape from obscurity by running 
for president of Poland. He offered a vaguely articulated policy 
agenda filled with impossible promises, and cast himself as a symbol 
of the wealth that awaited Poles in the glorious capitalist future. He 
even went by the name “Stan,” the Anglicized nickname for Stanisław 
(as opposed to the Polish nickname, Staszek), in order to underline 
his association with an imaginary North American el dorado. He 
gained attention by always carrying a black briefcase which 
he claimed contained secret documents that would discredit Wałęsa, 
but he refused to ever disclose any details about these supposed 
 revelations. During the second round Tymiński was trounced, with 
Wałęsa winning 74 percent of the vote.
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Many Poles were embarrassed by this episode, but in fact it revealed 
not the weakness, but the strength of the country’s new democracy. 
It isn’t that hard for a fringe candidate to win enough votes to unsettle 
the status quo, even in well-established democracies. The real test for a 
political system is what happens next. In states with a weak political 
culture, where personal rivalries or ideological polarization override 
any commitment to the broader norms of democratic public life, an 
extremist with 25 percent or 30 percent support can rise to power by 
exploiting existing fractures. In Poland in 1990, every other issue got set 
aside in the face of Tymiński’s challenge: 74 percent of the population 
did not support Wałęsa (in fact, his popularity shortly after the election 
was at 49 percent, and it fell steadily to the single digits by the end of 
his term), but 74 percent did support the implicit boundaries of what 
was and was not acceptable in modern European politics.1 This is not to 
say that all those norms were good – sometimes the establishment 
deserves to be shaken – but the elections of 1990 proved that Polish 
 voters and the political elites shared the sort of consensus that makes 
stability possible (for both better and worse).

More fodder for those who doubted the viability of parliamentary 
democracy in Poland would come the next year (1991), with the first 
completely open elections for the Sejm. The results demonstrated that 
Solidarity had no solidarity left: the political scene fragmented into 
dozens of tiny parties representing every imaginable ideological 
 variation. The ballot offered a choice between 111 party lists, though 
only (!) 29 of them got enough votes to win any seats. The Sejm that 
emerged from this mess was even less coherent than the infamously 
divided  parliaments of the interwar years. Maintaining a stable govern-
ment would prove impossible in this environment, and only two years 
later, in 1993, new elections had to be called. This time the electoral law 
was changed to establish a 5 percent minimum, with parties falling 
below that figure disqualified and their votes distributed among their 
larger competitors. The result was a Sejm that looked a lot more stable 
and was able to form a solid two-party coalition government, but seri-
ous problems remained. Prior to the elections the politicians of the 
center and the left had  succeeded in forming a few large political blocs, 
while the right remained fractured among many tiny parties. Most of 
those failed to get any representation because they couldn’t reach the 
5  percent  threshold. Although about a third of the electorate voted for 
one of the  conservative or far-right parties, they only got 8 percent of 
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the Sejm delegates. Meanwhile, the left got slightly fewer votes but 
ended up with 46 percent of the delegates.

Once again the press was filled with anxious hand-wringing about 
the foundations of Poland’s democracy, but once again the concerns 
were exaggerated. After the debacle of 1993 the leaders of the right 
negotiated the formation of their own large coalition so that they could 
compete effectively in the next round of elections, and their efforts 
paid off: in 1997 a conservative alliance called Solidarity Electoral 
Action got 34 percent of the vote. This translated to 44 percent of the 
delegates, because this time it was the left that was underrepresented – 
a problem they would solve by strengthening their own coalition for 
the next round of elections in 2001. At the time it was easy to focus on 
the messiness and confusion of coalition politics and the imperma-
nence of some of the political parties created in the 1990s. In hindsight, 
however, what did not happen is just as significant as what did  happen: 
the major political players responded to defeats by reorganizing and 
by  campaigning, not by resorting to extra-parliamentary tactics (civil 
disobedience, riots, general strikes, political violence). Establishing 
enduring political parties is hard work, particularly under conditions 
of economic crisis such as those described in the last  chapter. What 
matters over the long term is whether the cultural foundations for 
 partisan politics are strong enough to ensure that everyone plays by 
the agreed rules of the game. Throughout the difficult 1990s, that 
 foundation held firm in Poland. That in turn enabled the formal struc-
tural rules – above all, the 5 percent minimum for Sejm elections – to 
do their work, creating the incentives needed to nudge recalcitrant 
 politicians towards uncomfortable compromises and alliances.

The fate of the PZPR is an example of the strength of Poland’s emerg-
ing political culture. By the 1980s the staid bureaucrats who ran that 
party had nothing in common with the revolutionaries of an earlier 
generation, and they wanted little more than to become accepted play-
ers on the European political stage. In 1990 the PZPR dissolved itself 
out of existence, which was both a necessary public relations move and 
a genuine repudiation of their Leninist past. At the very same meeting 
a new party was created: the Social Democrats, renamed a few years 
later the Union of the Democratic Left (Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej, 
or SLD). Its leader was Aleksander Kwasńiewski, a 36-year-old who 
had served in the 1980s as the government minister in charge of youth 
and sport. Almost the entire party membership was initially drawn 
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from the ranks of the PZPR, but the SLD was more than just a bunch of 
communists with new stationary. Kwasńiewski was a flexible and 
 pragmatic politician who was hard to pin down on major ideological 
principles. This skill made him a masterful negotiator and coalition 
builder, and an appealing candidate for elected office. He was often 
compared to Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, part of a cohort of leaders who 
steered leftist parties towards the center. Under Kwasńiewski’s man-
agement, the SLD was able to come back into power in 1993, only four 
years after the seemingly irrevocable repudiation of the PZPR. They 
lost the subsequent elections, but came back once again in 2001 with 
41 percent of the vote (an impressive figure in a country with so many 
 parties). Meanwhile, Kwasńiewski himself ran for president against 
Lech Wałęsa in 1995, unseating the former Solidarity leader 52 percent 
to 48 percent. When he ran for reelection in 2000 he won handily in 
the first round, finishing more than 36 percentage points ahead of his 
 nearest challenger. From that point the SLD’s fortunes started to fall. 
For all the dynamism and flexibility of younger politicians like 
Kwasńiewski, the party still carried one important legacy from the 
PZPR: the careerists who had joined the party in the 1970s or 1980s 
simply as a means of getting ahead. These old functionaries viewed 
politics primarily as a tool for personal gain, and they ensured that the 
SLD would be plagued by frequent corruption scandals. In the 2005 
elections the party was decimated almost as badly as the PZPR had 
been in 1989, and it has still not recovered.

One might (indeed, some did) interpret the success of the SLD in the 
1990s as a sign that the Polish electorate had not yet abandoned 
 communism, that they wanted to return to the PRL instead of embrac-
ing “freedom.” Nothing could be further from the truth. The SLD did 
so well precisely because the party was able to skillfully jettison any 
remnant of communism from its rhetoric and its platform. In fact, under 
Kwasńiewski’s leadership the party became one of the most enthusias-
tic proponents for European integration, if only as a way of establishing 
their bona fides in a post-communist world. It was the SLD government 
that oversaw Poland’s accession to the European Union in 2004, and 
that party played a large role in the “yes” campaign during the subse-
quent referendum ratifying Poland’s membership (which passed with 
77.6 percent support). The consensus surrounding rhetorical keywords 
like “democracy” and “Europe” have become so integral to Poland’s 
political culture that the only way the old communists could remain 
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politically relevant was to position these terms firmly in the center of 
their message. Their success in rebranding themselves is an interesting 
story, but even more important is the fact that they needed to do so in 
the first place. There was and is no place for a Leninist party in post-
communist Poland.

The optimism reflected in this chapter cannot, unfortunately, pass 
without some qualification. Although the norms of liberal parliamen-
tary democracy seem to be well established, Poland’s growing  economic 
inequalities and the lingering underdevelopment of some regions of 
the country have allowed challenges to those norms to emerge. One 
source of concern stems, ironically, from the very consensus that has 
been such a source of stability. In the immediate wake of the collapse of 
communism, no Polish political figure wanted to evoke the slogans 
of the old regime. To even speak of “the working class” or “exploita-
tion” in the 1990s was to risk being labeled a retrograde apologist for 
 communism. Alongside the legacy of authoritarianism and violence 
embodied by the PZPR, the entire repertoire of concepts and values 
associated with the trade union and socialist movements were cast 
aside. Because of this, those who faced unemployment, declining 
wages, worsening job conditions, or fewer social benefits found 
 themselves cut adrift politically and ideologically, without a way to 
articulate their frustration and anger. This helps explain the wild elec-
toral swings, as large numbers of voters moved from left to right and 
back again, in search of someone who would address – or even just 
sympathize with – their concerns. With unemployment remaining in 
the double digits, and with large swaths of the countryside seemingly 
abandoned by the urban focus of Poland’s economic winners, there 
was definitely a lot of anger to go around.2 When people did protest 
in the 1990s and early 2000s, their placards and chants almost entir-
ely focused on terms like “jobs,” “pay,” or even just “food” – all very 
important matters to be sure, but lacking the rhetorical power of the old 
denunciations of exploitation or oppression, or the demands for 
 freedom and human rights. It is therefore no surprise that increasing 
numbers of Poles have turned away from politics altogether. Voter 
turnout has been particularly anemic in Poland – the lowest in any 
European country, East or West (see Figure 13.1).

One of the few political groups willing to speak out in defense of 
the  dispossessed has been a radical-right party called Prawo i 
Sprawiedliwosć ́(Law and Justice, or PiS), created in 2001 by the twin 
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Figure 13.1 Voter turnout in parliamentary elections 1989–2011, compared 
with turnout in Western Europe 1945–2003 and Eastern Europe 1989–2009. 
The West European figure is from Voter Turnout in Western Europe (Stockholm: 
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2004), 90. The 
Polish and East European numbers are from Mikołaj Czesńik, Partycypacja 
wyborcza Polaków (Warsaw: Instytut Spraw Publicznych, 2009), and the 
 website of the Państwowa Komisja Wyborcza, http://pkw.gov.pl (accessed 
September 16, 2013).
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brothers Lech and Jarosław Kaczyński. They spoke of the need to create 
a Fourth Republic, replacing a Third Republic that they considered 
 irredeemably compromised by corruption and misguided liberal 
 policies. Though the Kaczyńskis had participated in the Round Table 
talks themselves, they later denounced that agreement as a mechanism 
for allowing ex-communists to retain power and influence under new 
guises. PiS is committed to defeating mysterious układy (pacts or plots), 
which they believe link former members of the PZPR and former dis-
sidents. According to PiS, the układy are the enemies of the true Poland, 
beholden to foreign powers and loyal to nothing but material gain. In 
place of this corrupt state, PiS promises to create a republic that is truly 
independent, based on traditional Catholic values and devoted to the 
defense of the nation. As one of the party’s programmatic statements of 
2005 put it: “Ensuring that Christian principles have a proper place in 
social life is a necessary component of the moral reform of the state.”3

PiS is closely allied with a faction within the Catholic Church led by 
Father Tadeusz Rydzyk, the director of the Radio Maryja broadcast 
 network. Rydzyk’s worldview is exemplified by his insistence that 
“in the Gospels the word ‘tolerance’ does not appear.” He advocates 
a  strict interpretation of Church teachings that draws a clear line 
between truth and heresy, and he strives to block the onslaught of 
European liberalism and the erosion of what he sees as genuine Polish 
values. He warns his followers that with the rise of liberal capitalism 
“there awaits us a monstrous totalitarianism, probably worse than the 
last one, worse than communism.”4 The listeners to Radio Maryja are 
presented with a world in which a conspiracy of elites deliberately 
manipulate political institutions and the mainstream media in order 
to undermine the Church and enslave the nation. Among those who 
spread this worldview was another priest, Father Henryk Jankowski 
of Gdańsk, whom we met in chapter 11 when he reached out to the 
striking workers in 1980, saying mass and hearing confessions at the 
shipyards. Afterwards his parish was part of a vital support network 
for Solidarity, helping to sustain the movement during martial law. 
In  the post-communist era, however, another side to Jankowski’s 
 personality was revealed when he started delivering antisemitic dia-
tribes that gained worldwide attention. He warned his parishioners 
about the supposed presence of Jews in the Polish government and 
accused his critics of serving “Jews and Jew-Commies.” The bishop of 
Gdańsk prohibited Jankowski from delivering sermons for one year 
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in 1997, but afterwards the irrepressible priest simply returned to his 
old form until his final suspension from parish work in 2004. Neither 
Rydzyk nor Jankowski became members of PiS officially, but they and 
their supporters among the clergy provided the Kaczyńskis with vital 
support.

PiS also advocates polityka historyczna, an expression that can be 
translated either as “historical politics” or “historical policy.” Both 
senses are relevant. The Kaczyński brothers utilized historical imagery 
extensively in their campaigns, fought hard to defend their particular 
view of Poland’s past, and advocated educational and cultural policies 
that would inculcate Poles with patriotism. The Kaczyński’s history 
revolves around moments of heroic sacrifice, in which Poles fought 
doomed battles against implacable foes. Events such as the Warsaw 
Uprising or the Katyń massacre have been particularly important, 
because they depict Poland as caught between mighty enemies and 
recall the need for Poles to be ever vigilant and suspicious, always pre-
pared to sacrifice for the nation. In contrast to all the other leading 
political parties, PiS has been skeptical about European unification. 
With Pope John Paul II enthusiastically supporting the referendum for 
EU accession in 2003, the Kaczyńskis could not openly call for a No 
vote. They could, however, argue that the EU should be more like an 
alliance of independent states rather than an actual political union. The 
rhetoric of PiS depicts Brussels (the EU capital) as the equivalent of 
Moscow: just as the latter symbolized the imposition of communism on 
Poland, so does the former represent alien values like women’s rights, 
gay rights, and unconstrained capitalism. The nationalism of the 
Kaczyńskis is distinctive in one important way: they personally repudi-
ated the antisemitism that had once been characteristic of the Polish 
right. They have tolerated antisemitic proxies on Radio Maryja and 
other media outlets so as to stir up a key portion of their electoral base, 
but by all accounts the brothers eschewed such views themselves. In 
place of the Jews, this new Polish right has identified Poland’s primary 
enemies as gays, liberals, Germans, Russians, and EU bureaucrats. The 
patterns of vilification and the conspiracy theories are still there, but 
displaced onto new groups.

PiS would be familiar to Europeans (though exotic to Americans), 
because their mix of cultural conservatism and statist opposition to 
 laissez-faire economics is typical of the far right on the Continent. The 
party advocates increased spending on social welfare, and characterizes 
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the privatization measures of the 1990s as a corrupt fire-sale that only 
benefited greedy (usually foreign) private investors. PiS does not 
 actually endorse re-nationalization, but the party argues that the inter-
ests of private businesses should come second to the needs of the nation. 
The state, in their view, must intervene in the economy to promote 
the  well-being of the Polish people, and ensure that Poland remains 
free  from economic ties that would subordinate the nation to foreign 
interests. One of PiS’s most important constituencies is the Solidarity 
labor union, which can be counted on to rally workers for party demon-
strations. Poland might be unique insofar as one of its largest unions is 
allied with a right-wing political party. This peculiarity has ensured that 
the country has two national labor organizations: alongside Solidarity is 
the Ogólnopolskie Porozumienie Zwiaz̨ków Zawodowych (All Poland 
Alliance of Trade Unions, or OPZZ), which had once been the officially 
sanctioned labor association in the PRL, and is now affiliated with the 
SLD. The two competing unions are roughly the same size.

Given the mix of right-wing nationalism and economic populism in 
the Law and Justice movement, nearly the entire political, business, and 
cultural elite of Poland viewed the Kaczyński brothers with both 
 disdain and dread. Nonetheless, their message resonated among a 
 significant minority of the electorate. In the 2005 elections the party 
won 27 percent of the votes, making them the largest out of the six 
groups that passed the 5 percent limit and won seats in the Sejm. When 
 presidential elections were held a few weeks later (a very unusual con-
vergence of the electoral calendar) Lech Kaczyński won in the second 
round, in a surprise upset over Donald Tusk, the leader of a center-right 
(moderately conservative, but pro-capitalist) party called Platforma 
Obywatelska (Civic Platform, or PO). PiS turned to two small parties to 
form a coalition government with a very thin majority: Samoobrona 
(Self Defense), a populist organization with a mostly rural constituency, 
and the League of Polish Families, a party even more extremist than 
PiS, with ties to a youth movement known for its antisemitism and its 
inclination towards violence.

Thus began a two-year interlude to the optimistic story I’ve been 
relating in this chapter. Because the Kaczyńskis lacked the two-thirds 
support in the Sejm required to change the constitution, they could not 
construct their dreamed-of Fourth Republic. They could, however, pass 
a range of laws that advanced their agenda. For example, they created 
a new police force known as the Central Anti-Corruption Office, which 
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targeted opponents of the government and wire-tapped opposition 
journalists. They passed a law criminalizing “slander against the 
Polish nation,” promising to punish anyone who “unjustly accuses the 
Polish nation of participation, organization, and responsibility for 
Communist or Nazi crimes.” The ministry of education issued a ruling 
that homosexuality could only be discussed in the schools in the con-
text of denouncing it as an unnatural perversion. PiS took control of 
the public media and fired those critical of their policies, and they 
did  their best to purge the state administration of opponents. They 
were most successful at the Institute for National Memory, the body 
that controls access to sensitive state records from the PRL. Selective 
and decontextualized leaks from those records were used to discredit 
the Kaczyńskis’ enemies, most notably Lech Wałęsa, who was por-
trayed as a communist agent in PiS-backed publications. While such 
accusations may seem absurd to outside observers (and to most Poles, 
for that matter), they reinforced PiS interpretation of history as a grand 
conspiracy. They also allowed the Kaczyńskis to get personal revenge 
against Wałęsa, who had cut ties with them during a squabble in the 
early 1990s.

Internationally PiS government was ostracized, particularly within 
the European Union, and their popularity at home fell steadily. 
Ultimately, however, the Kaczyńskis were undone by their own para-
noia, and particularly by Jarosław’s insistence that he maintain full 
and unquestioned control of the party. Anyone who challenged the 
leader in any way was vilified and expelled from PiS, and the turno-
ver in government posts was dizzying. A mere list of all those 
appointed and dismissed at the level of minister, secretary of state, 
or  under- secretary of state goes on for more than a dozen pages. 
Largely because of this administrative chaos, very few of the party’s 
goals  could ever be accomplished. Even more troublesome for the 
Kaczyńskis were the allies they had made in order to construct a 
 parliamentary majority. Both of those smaller parties were even more 
radical than PiS, and neither was interested in subordinating their 
ambitions to the twins’. In 2007 Jarosław Kaczyński finally had 
enough, and he publicly revealed that one of his coalition partners 
had been implicated in a bribery investigation. That caused the 
 government to collapse, and required that a new election be called. 
Lech Kaczyński (who remained on as president after his brother’s 
government fell) saw his favorability rating fall below 20 percent.5



 POLITICS IN THE THIRD REPUBLIC 359

The rise of PiS would seem to contradict the optimism I expressed 
earlier about Poland’s political culture, but the short duration and 
 general impotence of their rule ultimately demonstrated just how firm 
those foundations were. The results of the 2007 elections were decisive. 
Turnout increased significantly, as a diverse range of voters lined up 
behind Donald Tusk and Platforma Obywatelska, identifying that party 
as the best chance of deposing PiS. Tusk was pushed into power with 
41.5 percent of the vote, including almost 7 million voters ranging from 
moderate Catholics to secular liberals. The smaller groups that had 
hitched their stars to PiS were eliminated from the Sejm altogether. 
Surveys showed very little actual enthusiasm for PO, but intense 
 opposition to PiS. The policies pursued by the Kaczyńskis had made 
Poland seem, particularly to younger and more urban voters, less 
European, less modern, and less democratic. Those words had all 
become sacred, so PiS had to go.

After losing power PiS took an even darker turn. On April 10, 2010, 
Poles were shocked by news of a horrible tragedy: an airplane  carrying 
president Lech Kaczyński and 95 other high-ranking Polish  officials 
crashed, killing all aboard. The plane had been on route to Smolensk, 
Russia, where a ceremony was to be held at the nearby Katyń forest 
on the anniversary of the infamous World War II massacre. Among 
those killed were people from every political party, but most were 
members of PiS. There was an outpouring of mourning, but partisan 
politics soon intervened. Church leaders decided to inter president 
Kaczyński under the royal castle in Kraków, in a national pantheon of 
crypts next to Józef Piłsudski and the kings of the First Republic. This 
struck most Poles as inappropriate given the president’s extraordinar-
ily low popularity, though opposition was muted because of the prin-
ciple that one should not speak ill of the dead. Snap elections were 
held for the presidency, though Lech Kaczyński’s term had almost 
ended anyway and regular elections were only a few months away. 
Jarosław ran against a representative of PO, Bronisław Komorowski. 
After several minor candidates were eliminated in the first round of 
voting, Kaczyński came surprisingly close to victory in the second 
round, losing by only 6 percentage points. PiS leader had moderated 
his tone considerably during the campaign, striving to appeal to mod-
erates and capitalize on a sympathy vote.

When the results came in Jarosław Kaczyński took off his mask, say-
ing openly that he regretted listening to advisors who had told him to 
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avoid expressing his true views. His campaign manager has since been 
pushed out of PiS, along with anyone who might advocate presenting 
the public with a face that is more acceptable to mainstream voters. 
Kaczyński has gone on to reject the legitimacy of the election of 2010, 
and explicitly charge the Polish government with complicity in the 
plane crash that had killed his brother. PiS politicians and Father 
Rydzyk’s Radio Maryja network launched a campaign to convince 
 people that there had been no mere crash in Smolensk, but in fact a 
murder. Prime Minister Tusk and President Komorowski, in this 
view, had seized power in a coup, and were sponsored by Russia and 
Germany, which were continuing their age-old assault on Polish 
 independence. The fact that it had happened near Katyń was both a 
 symbolic and a direct link to past national struggles. Over the following 
years this rhetoric only intensified. Kaczyński will not attend state 
functions with other leading politicians, and his party has constructed 
an entire alternative reality in which they constitute a besieged resist-
ance force against a powerful foreign occupation. His goal is not to 
merely replace Tusk, but to overthrow what he sees as an illegitimate 
occupation regime and bring its leaders to account.

Clearly, the PiS worldview does not fit within the picture of political 
stability and cultural consensus I described earlier. On the other hand, 
Jarosław Kaczyński has the dubious honor of being the least trusted 
politician in Poland, with a negative rating stuck above 50 percent and 
a favorability rating in the low 20s.6 Tadeusz Rydzyk shares a similar 
fate: Radio Maryja has established a fanatical band of supporters but 
is  viewed negatively by nearly everyone else. For all the attention 
it receives, only 15 percent of the population ever listens to the station 
(and only 7 percent listen more than once a week). Moreover, half the 
audience is over age 65, and less than 3 percent of those under age 34 
listen.7 The existence of this kind of minority does not negate the claim 
that Poland is a stable parliamentary democracy. Again, even the most 
prosperous, most settled countries have alienated segments of their 
population willing to vote for someone who repudiates “the system.” 
What matters is how the political elites deal with such phenomena. 
To  neutralize the danger of extremism more moderate figures must 
typically do two things: 1) remain united in the commitment to never 
make common cause with the fringes in an effort to defeat a more 
 centrist opponent; 2) pursue policies that will decrease the size of the 
disgruntled, dispossessed electorate. So far the first requirement has 
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been fulfilled: even though PiS’s popularity has occasionally topped 
30  percent, no other political party (so far) is willing to consider a 
 coalition that would bring Kaczyński back to power.

The second requirement needed to quarantine PiS, however, is still 
unrealized. If we combine the far-right’s electorate with the half of the 
population that simply doesn’t vote, we do indeed see a problem. 
Most Poles seem dissatisfied with the political options that have been 
placed before them. Although they are not flocking to PiS, they are also 
turning away from PO, SLD, and the array of smaller political parties 
that have tried to establish themselves. A significant percentage have 
simply left the country. Membership in the EU grants Poles the right to 
work anywhere on the continent, and millions have sought higher 
salaries elsewhere. It is difficult to precisely measure the scale of this 
migration, but most estimates place the number of Poles working 
abroad at around 2 million (though it has been declining in recent 
years because of the recession abroad and economic expansion at 
home). The United Kingdom is by far the most popular destination – 
so much so that Polish has now become the second most common 
 language spoken in England and Wales, after English itself.8 With 
about 5 percent of the Polish population spending at least some time 
working abroad, political engagement at home is bound to fall. 
Moreover, it will fall in particular ways, because the Polish community 
in the United Kingdom today tends to be young and politically centrist 
(in marked contrast to the more established and much more conserva-
tive Polish American community). Whatever the short-term political 
 consequences, however, this is unlikely to be a long-term issue. Most 
of those who work abroad expect to return home after a few years, and 
in fact the flow has already started to reverse itself. Many of those who 
stay in Poland have simply turned their attention to private concerns, 
viewing politics with detachment and apathy rather than outright 
opposition. In a sense that’s an encouraging sign, insofar as it reflects 
Poland’s stability. Most people simply don’t need to worry much about 
what happens in Warsaw.

But that still leaves a significant number of Poles who have with-
drawn from politics because of frustration, hopelessness, or anger. We 
can even specify who these people are and where they live. Voter turn-
out in urban areas in the 2011 elections was 12 percent higher than in 
the countryside. Although Warsaw, Gdańsk, Poznań, and Wrocław 
saw turnout of 60 percent or more, that in many rural  districts was in 
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the 20s and 30s.9 Among those who do vote, there is a stark regional 
cluster of support for PiS in the southern and eastern parts of the coun-
try – the areas once labeled “Poland B.” For all the accomplishments of 
the last decades, the country faces today the same regional imbalances 
that it faced a hundred years ago, and this is reflected in political 
behavior. In fact, in the presidential elections of 2010 the districts that 
voted for Kaczyński almost exactly matched the boundaries of the 19th 
century partitions of Poland, with the lands once occupied by Russia 
and Austria-Hungary siding with the PiS leader. Perhaps the greatest 
challenge for the 21st century is to provide the inhabitants of south-
eastern Poland – and the countryside more generally – with a sense 
that they are participating in the success that seems so evident in places 
like Warsaw, Poznań, Kraków, Gdańsk, or Wrocław. Just as important, 
it is vital that the residents of those  cities come to understand the real 
hardship and alienation that exists outside of their urban enclaves, and 
recognize that the people there are not necessarily to blame for their 
own plight. If Poles can recapture even a bit of the solidarity that once 
made the country so famous, then the future is bright.

Trends Towards the Future

The Poland of today bears little resemblance to the rural, “backward,” 
devout, nationalistic country that exists in the stereotypes of many 
West Europeans. Although it remains more religious than its European 
neighbors, this is (for better or worse) no longer the overwhelmingly 
Catholic country that it once was. The percentage of Poles who attend 
mass regularly has been falling steadily, and is now at the lowest point 
ever (around 40 percent).10 Expressions of nationalism no longer gener-
ate the enthusiasm that seemed so evident in the 1980s, and the forms 
of patriotism that are expressed don’t differ much from what one would 
encounter anywhere else in the developed world. Clichés about Poland 
being caught between hostile neighbors seem increasingly outdated 
and irrelevant. In one recent survey, 43 percent of respondents 
expressed fondness for Germans, not far behind the ever-popular 
English (54   percent) and the not-quite-as-popular-as-they-once-were 
Americans (51  percent). Even prejudices against Russians and Jews 
have softened considerably, with more people expressing positive 
feelings than negative feelings towards both groups. This same survey 
has been  carried out since 1993, and when it started seven nationalities 
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were collectively disliked by a majority of the respondents (Germans, 
Russians, Romanians, Serbs, Ukrainians, Roma, and Jews). Today only 
the  prejudice against the Roma continues to infect half the population – 
and even that figure is 25 percentage points lower than it was twenty 
years ago.11 A big majority of Poles today are happy and optimistic; in 
fact, just under 70 percent report that they are “generally content with 
life,” which places them among the most satisfied people in Europe. 
That figure is up nearly 30 percentage points since the fall of commu-
nism.12 When Poles were asked in 1992 about the various stereotypes 
they had about their own compatriots, 40 percent agreed that they were 
lazy and poor workers. Today only 12 percent accept this image, 
whereas 79  percent insist that their fellow Poles are diligent and indus-
trious. Solid majorities also say that a typical Pole is self-assured and 
ambitious, and slightly more characterize their country as prosperous 
than as poor. On virtually every measure of self-representation, most 
Poles today see themselves in a positive light.13 Increasingly their 
European neighbors are coming to agree.

Figure 13.2 Warsaw in the 21st century. Photograph by the author.
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I have been traveling back and forth to Poland for almost three 
 decades. Each time I return it feels as if I am arriving in a different 
country, and adjusting to the changes can be disorienting. When I 
think about differences between my first visit to the PRL and today, 
it is hard not to be optimistic. I’m aware, however, how partial a 
single person’s perspective can be, particularly that of a foreigner. It 
can be deeply  misleading to make broad judgments based on per-
sonal  experiences, and Poles have been victimized all too often by 
such overgeneralizing. My goal in this book has been to get beyond 
the truisms, clichés, and stereotypes, and to make the residents of 
northeastern Europe seem more familiar, more normal. Contrary to 
the popular impression, most Poles are not irredeemably weighed 
down by an oppressive history. To be sure, most of those who lived 
through World War II suffered severe trauma, in the strictest clinical 
sense of that term, and that had an irrefutable impact on the postwar 
years in every sphere of life, from politics to childrearing. But today 
the majority of the population was born after 1972, and the horrible 
events of the 1940s happened to their grandparents. For those who 
do carry memories of the PRL, not all those memories are bad. Polish 
educators,  novelists, film-makers, and museum curators try hard to 
keep the  stories of suffering and martyrdom alive, but these are 
already abstractions for most people. Increasingly younger audi-
ences are eager for stories of success, not heroic defeat, and they are 
more interested in resolving the problems of their compatriots today 
than avenging the wrongs done to their forbearers.

One can certainly say in a very broad sense that “Poland” has endured 
more than its share of hardship in modern times, though even this 
claim rests on a narrow set of comparisons. As we have seen through-
out this book, most of Poland’s trials have been experienced by much of 
the modern world, at one point or another, to one degree or another. 
That didn’t make those misfortunes easier to bear for those who 
 experienced them, but a broader lens does help us see Poland in fuller 
context. Moreover, “Poland” didn’t experience anything – Poles did. 
That collective abstraction exists only through the living, breathing 
people who identify with it, and their experiences are far more diverse 
than any lachrymose clichés can convey. If we narrow our lens from the 
global down to the individual, we can see a population with concerns 
and desires that only occasionally focused on the fate of the nation. 
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A Polish history equipped with both a wide-angle and a telephoto lens, 
therefore, will best capture the complexity and nuance needed to 
understand where the Poles have been, and where they are going.
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Religia a przemiany społeczne w Polsce (From the Church of the people to 
the Church of choice: Religion and social change in Poland). Kraków: 
Nomos, 1996.
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