Solidarity and the systemic transformations 

in Central-Eastern Europe

A quarter of a century ago, on  August 31 1980, Solidarity  was born. Attempts to define its phenomenon have show that it is not susceptible to  traditional classifications. For, it was simultaneously  a revolution, a great social  movement, a national uprising, and – quite simply – a trade union. And it may well  have been the world’s only trade union with a peak membership of 9.5 million,  representing a cross-section of society and accounting for one-third of the whole 38-million population (not including children and the elderly). Solidarity was also assuming the role of guarantor of  renewal in Poland of many spheres of life, of economic reforms, eradication of injustice, curbing of lawlessness and abuses by the communist apparatus of power, and of restoration of the truth in the mass media and schools. It became a movement for the reclaiming of civic rights and national traditions. 

Solidarity was pacifist movement, whose program rejected violence as a means of resolving collective disputes. It operated on a national scale, invoking the principles of social solidarity and moral values in public life. By its very nature it contradicted  the rules of the communist system – thus eroding the foundations of communism in Poland, and later – throughout the entire Soviet bloc. 

“The light of Solidarity illuminates all of us,” French researchers of the movement said in 1981.
 

●

In August  2003, the original text of the 21 Gdańsk Postulates of August 1980, together with the archive collection  Solidarity – Birth of the Movement compiled by the KARTA Center in Warsaw (original materials dating back to the period between August 1980 and December 1981), was entered in the UNESCO  Memory of the World International Register – comprising documents and archives of particular value to all mankind.  

Today Solidarity is a trade union representing the economic and employee rights of its members.

Poland  is a democratic  state which on  May 1 2004 joined the European Union, along with six other post-communist states. Earlier, on  January 1 1999, the country’s name was changed from the Polish People’s Republic to the Republic of Poland. 

●

The birth of Solidarity was preceded by a long history of resistance of the Polish society against the communist system, forced on Poland and other countries of Central-Eastern Europe after World War II. 

After Yalta

In February 1945, the leaders of the anti-Nazi coalition – Premier Winston Churchill, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Soviet dictator  Joseph Stalin – met in Yalta to divide the spheres on influence in Europe. The Poles, who had fought alongside the allies on all the fronts of the war  (in September 1939 Poland fell victim to  two aggressors – the Third Reich and Soviet Russia), were not consulted when Polish borders were being moved and the country’s post-war fate decided. 

Yalta robbed the nations of Central-Eastern Europe  for almost half a century  of freedom and a chance of democracy, when they were assigned to the Soviet bloc. 

Communist rule was imposed in Poland by Soviet tanks. Later “legitimized” in the forged referendum of 1946 and elections of 1947, it introduced a Stalinist system – with its terror and hypocrisy. During the first post-war years the independence underground was crushed and thousands of “enemies of the people “ were executed or given long prison sentences. Any manifestation of independence was ruthlessly suppressed. The society was divided, intimidated and almost pacified. 

After Stalin’s death in 1953, the system gradually became less brutal. 1956 brought Poland the “October thaw” – which meant, inter alia,  a degree of independence of the Catholic Church that was unique in the bloc, a semblance of autonomy for the  intellectual community and toleration of private farming. Yet there remained memories of the Poznań June, when strikes by workers demanding “bread and freedom” evolved into street fighting in which both sides used firearms. (It is estimated that the death toll included at least 63 civilians and 10 members of the military and  security forces, with several hundred wounded, almost 700 arrested and dozens imprisoned). The official “thaw” turned out to be extremely superficial. Still, an undercurrent of public activity independent of the authorities survived and grew in strength.  

Another public revolt, this time involving the intelligentsia, took place in 1968. The authorities brutally suppressed a movement for democracy by university students. At the same time, an official anti-Semitic campaign was conducted in the course of which some 20 thousand Jews or persons or Jewish descent were pressured to leave Poland. However, those events led to the emergence in Poland of “the generation of ‘68”, which in later years was active within the political opposition.

Striving for political change was also manifested through revolts and mass protests in other countries of the region. Alas, such attempts invariably ended in defeat following  interventions by Soviet troops – in Berlin (June 1953), Budapest (November 1956), and  Czechoslovakia (August 1968). The participation of Polish units in the Warsaw Pact intervention launched to stifle the Dubcek revolution of 1968 remains a painful sore in Polish-Czech-Slovak relations. 

1970

On December 12 1970 the Polish authorities announced massive increases in the  prices of food. The Gdańsk Shipyard went on strike the next day, followed by other enterprises in the city. When the authorities failed to respond, a huge street demonstration took place in Gdańsk on December 15. The protesters set fire to the local headquarters of the Polish United Workers’ Party (PUWP).The First Secretary of the Party,   Władysław Gomułka, ordered  police to shoot and sent troops into the streets. The victims of the troops and police included both the revolting workers and chance passers-by. On December 16, the troops opened fire on workers leaving Gate 2 of the Gdańsk Shipyard, on December 17 – they shot workers of the morning shift going to  the Gdynia Shipyard, on December 18 – firearms were used  in Elbląg and Szczecin. According to official data, 45 persons were killed in the towns along the Baltic Coast, 1165 were wounded and some 3 thousand arrested. 

The real number of casualties is unknown; the funerals took place in secret, the tombs disappeared, the families of the victims were intimidated. Attempts were made to eradicate all evidence of the crime, though it did leave a lasting imprint in people’s memory: a popular ballad that was clandestinely circulated at the time left no doubt as to who was responsible  - “it was the party that shot the workers….”.  And it was a party that had the word “worker” in its name. After the “December events”, the government and party leadership changed. Edward Gierek became the first secretary of the PUWP. 

The tragedy proved traumatic for both sides. The memory of the killings had an impact on all subsequent confrontations between the society and the authorities. It doubtless prevented the use of force in August 1980. 

Open opposition

In June 1976 the authorities again attempted to raise food prices by an average of 70 per cent. Strikes broke out in several towns, with particularly violent demonstrations at factories in Radom and Ursus. They were brutally suppressed by riot police. Many persons – often unconnected with the protests -   were arrested. Detainees were beaten (they were forced to make “health runs” between two lines of truncheon-wielding policemen), then tried and sentenced to prison or high fines. Many were dismissed from their jobs – without the possibility of other employment. The victims received legal and material aid from representatives of opposition intellectuals, who also organized a protest campaign. 

On September 23 1976, fourteen oppositionists published their Appeal to the people and the authorities of the PPR, which became the founding declaration of the Workers’ Defense Committee  (Polish acronym – KOR) – transformed 
a year later into the Committee for Social Self-Defense KOR (KSS KOR). It included words of key importance for the future: “the victims of the present repressions cannot count on any assistance and defense by the institutions meant to provide this, e.g. the trade unions, whose role is pathetic. Social aid agencies are also refusing assistance. In this situation that role must be assumed by the society, in whose interest those who are now being  persecuted were acting. The society has no other method of defense against lawlessness but solidarity and mutual aid.”

KOR was the first overt – though still illegal -  democratic opposition group (the names, addresses and phone numbers of its members had been published) campaigning for human rights. It started issuing its own bulletins. Thanks to contacts with foreign journalists, émigré communities -  and also through Radio Free Europe - it reached a broad audience with information about its activity . Gradually, a number of opposition initiates sprung up around KOR, involving hundreds of people. An underground publishing movement developed, issuing a growing number of papers, magazines and ultimately – books. The self-education Society of Academic Courses was launched. KOR was also the inspiration behind the establishment of  founding committees of Free Trade Unions in Katowice  and  on the Baltic  Coast, and of  Student Solidarity Committees. 

KOR was one of the opposition movements that invoked the results of the Helsinki Conference, at which the Soviet Union had committed itself to respect human rights. In May 1976 Russian dissident Andrei Sakharov  founded the Moscow Helsinki Group , in July 1976 KOR began its activity, and in January 1977 - Charter 77 was proclaimed in Czechoslovakia. 

The groups sporadically managed to establish contact. In the summer of 1978, the leaders of KSS KOR and Charter 77 (including Jacek Kuroń and Vaclav Havel) met on the Polish-Czechoslovak border. 1977 also saw the founding in Poland of the Movement for Defense of Human and Civil Rights (ROPCiO)  and other opposition groupings – often engaged in political disputes among themselves. 

The number of people actively engaged in opposition activity in the late Seventies is estimated at about 500, with another 1000  sporadically involved in such work. But as the illegal underground publications reached thousands of readers – they changed  the attitudes of numerous social groups. 

Polish Pope

The election of Cardinal Karol Wojtyła as pope and the subsequent visit of John Paul II to Poland in June 1979 gave a powerful sense of community  to a society that had been atomized and  preoccupied with daily concerns. Suddenly, the people felt a spiritual strength, a collective awareness of identity and freedom that flows from unrestrained expression of collective will. The papal masses brought together calm, disciplined  yet highly elated crowds – in defiance of the ideologically foreign state authorities. 

The pope’s visit made both the people and the communist authorities aware that Poles had gained a mainstay beyond the structures of the imposed system. The pope’s words spoken in Warsaw’s Victory Square on June 2 turned out to be prophetic: “ Let Thy spirit descend and renew the face of the land, this land!”

Wave of Strikes

The country continued to descend into economic chaos.  By early 1980 concealed price increases,  and rising inflation resulted in shortages of most consumer goods. Social tensions were rising. The proverbial last straw came on July 1 when the authorities raised the prices of meat in factory canteens. 

A general strike in Lublin that month proved to be of pivotal importance. Fifty thousand workers in 150 plants joined the action. City transport and trains also stopped. The government started negotiating with the strikers and on July 11 signed an agreement with the “stoppage” committees (they were officially described with that adjective   to avoid using the politically sensitive word “strike”). The strikers were promised social benefits and got guarantees of personal security. The authorities also pledged to hold new elections to worker councils. For the first time in Poland’s post-war history, the authorities had signed an accord with striking workers. 

The authorities tried to defuse the situation by rescinding the price increases and promising small wage hikes. And indeed, the  Gdańsk strike initially had such “local” goals, even though the political concessions extricated in Lublin offered the prospect of further gains in the opposition struggle. 

The strike at the Lenin Shipyard in Gdańsk started on August 14 1980 . It was called in defense of Anna Walentynowicz – a dismissed worker, who was a co-organizer of the Free Trade Unions (FTU) established in 1978. The strike initiators included Bogdan Borusewicz – member of KOR and the FTU, three young shipyard workers, and Lech Wałęsa – 1970 strike organizer and member of the illegal FTU, who had also lost his job. The next day other shipyards, ports and plants in the city joined the action. 

On August 16 compromise was reached over the  wage issue. At that point most of the strike committee members  felt that their goals had been attained and called on the workers to leave the Shipyard. The strike was on the verge of collapse without the authorities having made any concessions of a more general political nature that would have given guarantees to other striking plants. However, in the face of demands by delegates of the smaller plants who had come to the Shipyard in an expression of support – it was decided to remain at the yard and proclaim a solidarity strike.

Strike for the benefit of all 

Fewer than a thousand strikers stayed overnight at the huge Shipyard on August 16. They would have been easy to pacify, but the authorities did not dare to use force. 

That night the workers established the Inter-Enterprise Strike Committee (ISC) which drew up a list of 21 postulates, seven of them of a political character. The first postulate was the most important: the strikers demanded the right to have independent trade unions. Further postulates envisaged the right to strike, freedom of speech, release of political prisoners and reforms to overcome the crisis in the country. Soon, the 21 Gdańsk postulates were embraced by the whole rebellious, strike-infected country. 

A general strike broke out in Szczecin on August 18. There, too, an Inter-Enterprise Strike Committee was created, advancing similar postulates. 

New plants were joining the Gdańsk ISC every day. By August 21, there were 350 of them.  In late August the strike wave reached Upper Silesia. By the end of the month 700 thousand workers were striking at 700 plants in more than half of Poland’s 49 provinces. 

Journalists and artists (some from abroad)  came to the Shipyard to express their support for the protest. Opposition intellectuals(including Tadeusz Mazowiecki and Bronisław Geremek) – many associated with the Society of Academic Courses, arrived to offer advice as members of an experts’ commission. 

There was a growing sense of power and community. Never before had post-war Poland witnessed demonstrations on such a scale, conducted with such a degree of solidarity. Throughout the strike, the Shipyard was surrounded by crowds, providing additional security for those inside. The people went to the shipyard just as a year earlier they had gone to meet the pope – manifesting their membership in a community. 

That collective unity inspired artist Jerzy Janiszewski – designer of the  Solidarity logo that became familiar across the world. Janiszewski recalled: “The idea sprung from a certain similarity: just as people in a dense crowd solidarily support one another …so the letters of that word should also support one another. Then I added the flag, because I was aware that this wasn’t a local matter but a universal one.”

On August 23  workers and representatives of the authorities came face to face at the Gdańsk Shipyard. The talks were a shock for the officials. Workers, who had been treated with disdain by the communist “worker government”, now became its adversaries. 

Confronted with the prospect of the strikes continuing to spread, the authorities decided to bow to the demands of the workers: an agreement in Szczecin was signed on August 30, in Gdańsk – on August 31, and with the miners of Jastrzębie – three days later. The Gdańsk accord was pivotal because of the significance of the decisions reached and the subsequent role of Gdańsk.

At the moment of triumph, on August 31 1980, Lech Wałęsa said: “Have we achieved everything that we wanted, that we desired, that we dreamed about? Not everything, but we all know that we  have obtained very much. We’ll get the rest, too, because we have the most important thing: our independent, self-governing trade unions”.

This was the first institutional breach in the communist bloc. A system that appeared invincible had been challenged. The magnitude of the protests surprised Poland’s rulers and it also surprised the  communists in the Kremlin. They refrained from an armed intervention, deciding the risk was too great. Social solidarity had demonstrated its great power. 

All-national trade union

Beginning in early September 1980 the respective Inter-Enterprise Strike Committees (ISCs) started transforming themselves into Inter-Enterprise Founding Committees of the free trade unions. Later, such committees were also   established in places where no accords had been signed, even though the authorities attempted to impede that process. After September 11, the August accords were treated as the basis for founding new trade unions across the country. 

On September 17 representatives of over 20 Inter-Enterprise Committees decided in Gdańsk to establish a single national organization called the Independent Self-Governing Trade Union Solidarity. At that point it affiliated some three million members. They included blue- and white-collar workers of practically all professions. Later, organizational structures of the movement were established for college students and farmers. 

A National Coordinating Commission was established, with Lech Wałęsa in the chair. Its members included, among others,  Andrzej Gwiazda, Marian Jurczyk, Bogdan Lis, Andrzej Słowik, Zbigniew Bujak, Patrycjusz Kosmowski, Antoni Kopaczewski and Andrzej Rozpłochowski. 

The initial period of Solidarity’s legal activity has been  described as “a carnival of freedom”. The media monopoly of the authorities was successfully challenged by several hundred union bulletins distributed across the country, Solidarity information agencies and Tygodnik Solidarność (Solidarity Weekly),  officially published in 1981 with a circulation of 500 thousand (Tadeusz Mazowiecki was it editor-in-chief). Television remained the last unbreached propaganda stronghold of the  authorities. 

But such organizing or reorganizing of social life -  with its  festive atmosphere -  was overshadowed by rising tensions, growing economic problems and shortages. After the spontaneous initial period of the Union’s formation and registration, and the  tensions connected with  the government’s attempt to meddle in the Solidarity statute – there came a sudden crisis in the relations between the society and the authorities, which were seeking to halt the democratic changes. Numerous strikes broke out, some on a national scale, in protest against the authorities’ failure to respect the August accords, and their refusal to register the farmers’ Solidarity and the Independent Students’ Association. 

The public mood was becoming  radicalized. The authorities kept provoking new conflicts. One of the most ominous provocations occurred in March 1981 when police beat several union activists (including Jan Rulewski)  in Bydgoszcz.  In response, the Union held a four-hour national warning strike. The whole country was brought to a standstill , demonstrating the enormous influence of Solidarity. Poland was on the brink of a general strike, which – it was feared – might provoke an armed intervention by the USSR. However, the compromise reached at that time with the authorities, including revocation of the strike, deprived Solidarity and the society of their momentum in the stand-off with the authorities. 

Message to the working People of Eastern Europe

The first congress of Solidarity took place in September 1981. It was preceded by post-war Poland’s  first democratic election of delegates. One of the principal documents adopted by the congress was its Message to the Working People of Eastern Europe:

“The delegates gathered in Gdańsk for the 1st Congress of Solidarity send their greetings and expressions of support to the workers of Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, the GDR, Hungary, Romania, and all the peoples of the USSR. As the first independent trade union in our post-war history – we have a deep sense of the community of our fates. We assure you that contrary to the lies being disseminated in your countries we are an authentic, ten-million organization of employees, established as a result of worker strikes.  It is our goal to fight for improved living conditions for all working people. We support those among you who have decided to enter the difficult path of struggle for a free trade union movement…”.

The document caused controversy: it was seen as  ”politically irresponsible”, instigating revolt throughout the communist bloc – and thus dangerous. But in reality,  the Message was a symbolic opening to the other nations of the Soviet sphere of influence, a gesture of sharing freedom and proclaiming a common road ahead. The document caused fury in the Kremlin;  Soviet Communist Party leader Leonid Brezhniev phoned PUWP first secretary Stanisław Kania and used the Message as an excuse to demand the introduction of martial law in Poland. Worker meetings were staged in major Soviet factories to denounce Solidarity. 

Throughout the 16-month “carnival” of Solidarity, the communist parties in the other countries of the Soviet bloc sought to protect themselves against its influence, considering it a mortal threat to their rule. The East German communists, fearing the spread of the Solidarity “disease”, unilaterally  stopped visa-free traffic across the border between the two states in October 1980  . 

Counter-revolution – the authorities against the people

The rise of a great, independent social organization like Solidarity totally contradicted the very essence of communism. Most members of the PUWP leadership wanted to restore the party’s former monopoly on power; they were reinforced in this by the regimes of the neighboring communist states and by the threat of Soviet intervention.

The plans to weaken or divide Solidarity in 1980-1981 proved unfeasible. Their alternative was martial law, preparations for which began  in September 1980 -  soon after the signing of the August accords 

Even before the strike was over, a group of officials at  the Ministry of Internal Affairs had prepared a plan to pacify the Shipyard by force. However, the party leadership decided to avoid bloodshed; the memories of December 1970 were still too vivid. 

A special Soviet commission on Poland, known as the Suslov Commission, also drafted plans for an armed intervention: four  Soviet divisions were to be in combat readiness by August 29. In the event, the Soviet leaders refrained from opening a second front: they were already bogged down in Afghanistan, the reaction of the Polish army was uncertain, and there was no doubt about stiff resistance by the Polish society and Western condemnation of any armed action. 

On December 18 1980 the armies of the Warsaw Pact were also ready for intervention in Poland – 18 divisions from the USSR, the GDR and Czechoslovakia were massed on the Polish border. The operation was called off at the last moment after it was decided that the timing was not right (a firm warning by US President Jimmy Carter was one reason). After that the Russians repeatedly raised the threat of intervention, which was taken seriously in Poland – and used as an argument against the advancement of radical demands by Solidarity (hence the term  “self-limiting revolution”). 

In the course of 1981 the Soviets grew increasingly convinced that it would  be ill-advised for them to send their troops into Poland, and that the Polish comrades should put their country in order themselves. 

The Polish communists had no way of knowing that on December 10 1981, three days before martial was introduced, Yuri Andropov told a meeting of the Soviet Politburo in Moscow: “…We do not intend to introduce troops into Poland. That is the proper position and we must adhere to it until the end. I don’t know how things will turn out in Poland, but even if Poland falls under the control of Solidarity, that’s the way it will be […] We must be concerned above all with our own country…”
.

By allowing the existence of a “Solidarity Poland”, the Soviet Union was losing its clout as a world empire. But in Poland that was known neither to the people, nor to the authorities acting in the name of that empire. 

Martial law

On December 13 1981 General Wojciech Jaruzelski proclaimed the introduction of martial law in Poland. Armored personnel carriers rolled out into the streets, troops and riot police took control, telephones were not working. State structures were militarized, organizations and trade unions were suspended, the courts introduced summary procedures and a curfew was in force. 

On the night of December 12 most Solidarity leaders were interned, along with other union activists at major plants and pro-Solidarity intellectuals (according to official data some 5 thousand people were interned that night and further detentions followed; by December 1982 – despite some releases in the meantime – the number of internees topped 10 thousand). 

Solidarity  allowed itself to be surprised. In any case, it had not conducted any preparations for physical, armed  resistance; it was helpless in the face of military force used by the state. 

Still, resistance – in the form of sit-in strikes -  appeared from the very first moments of martial law. However, the combined forces of the police and army brutally pacified one striking plant after another. At the Wujek colliery in Katowice (where 3 thousand were of strike) the police shot dead nine miners . They were the first casualties of the military order (115 deaths have been documented as directly resulting from martial law). 

Attempts to hold street protests against martial law were brutally suppressed by police using tear gas, water cannon and truncheons. 

The decree on martial law was invoked as the legal basis for arresting and imprisoning thousands of people. Almost 12 thousand people had been sentenced by June 22 1983 , when martial law formally ended. However, detentions continued until the autumn of 1986. 

Solidarity was banned, but it survived the seven-year period of its abolition.

Underground freedom

In the early stages of martial law, the authorities attempted to restrict communications between people (telephones were disconnected, travel out of town required special passes, the press was not published with the exception of two propaganda papers). That made the free word a much sought-after commodity. Clandestine networks for collecting and disseminating information were springing up almost everywhere. They became the nucleus of “the underground society”, as one leader of the re-emerging Solidarity described the phenomenon.

A clandestine national leadership of Solidarity, the Provisional Coordinating Commission, was established in April 1982. It comprised the leaders  of the best-organized underground regional organizations of Solidarity who had evaded arrest: Władysław Frasyniuk, Zbigniew Bujak, Władysław Hradek and Bogdan Lis. Their goals included the  lifting of martial law, release of all detainees and restoration of Solidarity. 

One of their first major undertakings was preparation of a confrontation with the authorities on August 31 1982 –  second anniversary of the Gdańsk Accords (rumors appeared that Solidarity was arming itself). Protests were held in 66 Polish towns, supported by tens of thousands of people. Numerous street clashes took place, with hundreds of people injured. In Lubin,  police shot dead five protesters. That demonstrated the ruthlessness of the communist authorities on the one hand, and the determination of the people on the other. There seemed to be little prospect of  change for the better.  The  leaders of Solidarity  were preparing for a protracted campaign.

Underground Solidarity  was not  only involved in  political activity, but also in independent culture and education, and importantly – in clandestine, uncensored publishing (known as “the second circuit”). It developed on an unprecedented scale, despite long prison sentences being meted out to publishers, printers and distributors. The largest underground paper published under martial law, Tygodnik Mazowsze, had a circulation of up to 80 thousand. Throughout the whole period of organized opposition – from 1976 until the abolition of censorship in 1990 – almost 5000 regular publications (papers and periodicals) were  issued in Poland, with another 7 thousand books and brochures. It is estimated that about 100 thousand people had regular contact with these publications, while another 250 thousand read them sporadically. 

During that period, independent exhibitions, lectures, concerts and even theatre productions were arranged – usually in church halls, but on occasion also in private apartments. The activity was coordinated to some extent and financially supported by various social committees, and subsequently – by an “underground ministry” established in 1983, known as OKNo (Polish acronym for “education, culture, science”). 

Assistance from the West

World reactions to the imposition of martial law testified to the pivotal role of Poland during the Solidarity period  as an island of freedom in the Soviet bloc. The international solidarity of democratic countries with Poland , which had been robbed of its freedom, penetrated the borders put up by the communists. 

France, Germany, Sweden, Great Britain, Austria, the United States and many other countries reacted to  martial law and the  repressions against Solidarity by granting the people of Poland unprecedented moral and material aid. Immediately after the imposition of martial law, trade unions in France and other countries organized public collections of money and parcel-sending drives for Poland. Later, the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions and the World Labor Confederation joined the campaign. 

Humanitarian aid from the West, mostly food and medicines, was arriving in Poland, sometimes in convoys of several dozen trucks. Technical aid for the opposition (paint, matrixes, duplicators, even printing machines) was also smuggled in. 

The extent of the support given to Solidarity meant that Poland’s communist rulers count not count on any international endorsement of their actions. It signaled their almost complete isolation by the West. 

The last attack of the system

The Polish functionaries of communism had attacked the society on behalf of the Soviet empire. They did not win. Even though the attack was successful in the military sense, it augured a definitive political and economic defeat of the system. The years 1981-1988 brought paralysis to Poland; the authorities failed to regain  momentum. Meanwhile, their repressive inclinations were kept in check by memories of the ten-million-strong Solidarity. 

In Russia, the Solidarity experience doubtless served as an impulse for perestroika,  which recognized that intimidation of the people was no longer effective. A hard line against the growing numbers of opponents of the system  in the USSR and other countries of the bloc could do nothing to salvage the failing economies and it only worsened the international situation. Another solution had to be found. 

Reconstruction of the system became the slogan of the day after Mikhail Gorbatchov assumed power in the Kremlin. The crisis-ridden Soviet empire was to be resuscitated by economic reforms and a semblance of political liberalization. However, perestroika did not help  and in 1988 the empire started disintegrating, with the Baltic States openly fighting for independence. The leaders of  the other bloc countries could no longer count on Soviet support in confronting their societies. 

Solidarity returns

The first sign of change in the relations between the authorities and the opposition in Poland came with the release of all political prisoners in mid September 1986. In response, Lech Wałęsa and a group of intellectuals called on Washington to lift the economic sanctions against Poland (October 1986). Thus, the opposition was indicating its readiness to negotiate with the authorities. 

The Provisional Council of Solidarity, headed by Lech Wałęsa, was openly established on September 29 1986 as the governing body of the still-illegal Union. That led to the coming out of other structures of the underground Solidarity in different regions of the country. A process of re-legalization of Solidarity – slow, painstaking and controversial even to union activists – had begun. 

A wave of strikes suddenly returned in 1988. It began with scattered stoppages in May, which – despite the trend toward reconciliation – were quickly and rapidly pacified (several dozen people were beaten at Nowa Huta and the strike leaders were arrested). In August, the protests spread to Silesia, the Gdańsk Shipyard and numerous other plants in several provinces. August 1980 seemed to have returned.  

The authorities expressed their readiness for talks; on August 31 there was a meeting with Wałęsa. Preparations had begun for “round table” talks between the authorities and the opposition.

Negotiated change of the system  

The “round table” lasted from February 6 till April 5 1989. The  opposition side was represented by 230 persons – mostly affiliated with Solidarity – who had been selected by Lech Wałęsa. It was agreed that Solidarity would again be registered. A package of political reforms was hammered out, the most important of which was a free election to one-third of the seats in the Sejm (lower house of parliament) and all the seats in the newly established Senate.  The opposition candidates were guaranteed the possibility of conducting a campaign and of launching a daily newspaper linked to Solidarity (Gazeta Wyborcza). 

The parliamentary election in June 1989 brought a crushing defeat to the communists. For the first time since the war, the people of Poland had been allowed to freely choose their representatives. Solidarity candidates won 160 seats in the Sejm (practically all the seats they were allowed to contest)  and all but one of the 100 seats in the Senate. 

That election result meant the end of communism in Poland: the first non-communist government in the Soviet bloc was formed, censorship was abolished and the country entered a path to democracy. 

The end of Yalta

In 1989, after it became obvious that the far-reaching changes negotiated at the “round table” in Poland had been cleared by the Soviets, it was the turn of Hungary, where the authorities and the opposition also held  talks. Next,  a succession of societies in Central-Eastern Europe – in the GDR, Czechoslovakia, and the Baltic States – rejected communist rule. 

During the Velvet Revolution in Prague, historian Timothy Garton Ash told Vaclav Havel: “ In Poland it took ten years, in Hungary ten months, in the GDR ten weeks, maybe it will take just ten days in Czechoslovakia?”

Between August 1980 and November 1989 Europe, experienced its greatest peaceful revolution  since the war,  which unfolded between the gate of the Gdańsk Shipyard and the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin. The process put in motion by Solidarity overturned the symbol of the  division of Europe endorsed in Yalta - the Berlin Wall. Social solidarity was the driving force of those changes. 

The events of the Autumn of the Peoples in 1989 hardly resembled the time of negotiations in Poland at the turn of 1988; they were more akin to the explosion of August 1980, though in all cases (except Romania) these were peaceful upheavals. 

The turn of the 1980s in the Soviet bloc demonstrated the pivotal importance of  Polish August 1980 for the history of Europe. On the one hand, it blunted the aggressiveness of the communist system, on the other – it stimulated social creativeness and fortified courage. And though army divisions were only on one side, it was   two forces that  came face to face. The longer there was no attack - the greater was the significance of the steadfastness of the unarmed masses. 

The Soviet Union disintegrated. One after another, independent states came into being: Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Ukraine. 

In October 1992, the last units of the Soviet Army, stationed at Świnoujście, left the territory of the Republic of Poland.

Though the Soviet system survived in different parts of the old empire, there, too, the waves of freedom have appeared. Even in Russia they have risen – and  receded. In Belarus they were exceptionally weak, though nowhere have they completely subsided.  

The victory of the Orange Revolution  - with the determination of thousands in the streets,  the support  of other countries and particularly strong and numerous backing from Poland – resembled  the atmosphere of Polish solidarity in 1980. It marked yet another victory of peaceful, collective protest, proving that the love of freedom cannot be snuffed out in any society. 

Alicja Wancerz-Gluza

(KARTA)
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