International Journal of Applied Social Science

Volume 8 (10 - 12), October - December (2021) : 417-422

Received : 28.10.2021; Revised : 12.11.2021; Accepted : 28.11.2021

RESEARCH ARTICLE
ISSN : 2394-1405 (Print)

DOI: 10.36537/1JASS/8.10-12/417-422

Examining the Role of Civil Society in Poland

LYIMEE SAIKIA
Ph.D. Candidate
Centre for European Studies, School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi (India)

ABSTRACT

This paper examines the role of civil society in Poland, emphasing on its function during the communist era and its
subsequent lack of engagement after the transition. The study emphasises Poland’s distinct citizen-state relationship,
where civil society was motivated by both political opposition and the collective aspiration for liberty and self-
determination. However, the paper also takes into account the significant decrease in civic engagement after the shift
to a non-communist democratic regime. This decline is ascribed to a number of factors, such as social trust issues,
economic improvements, and the absence of institutionalised structures to maintain civil engagement. The distinctions
between Eastern and Western civil societies are also covered in the paper, with special attention paid to institutional
roles and ethnic identities. Lastly, the analysis examines attempts at reviving civil society engagement in the post-
transition period. In doing so, it endeavours to add to a larger conversation about the difficulties civil societies

encounter in post-authoritarian governments.
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INTRODUCTION

Western literature has continually discussed the
conceptual framework behind civil societies and their role,
eventually arriving at a common theme of it being an
active space comprising the common public and their
intentions to reform loopholes in state policies that do not
adequately address certain issues. More popularly, this
realm is seen as “social virtue confronting political vice”
(Pavel, 1995).

One of the first and most relevant contributions to
modern-day conceptions of civil society was the idea
propagated by Hegel that civil society is strictly
demarcated by its role and function from the political state.
Understanding the modern period as one that is heavily
ruled by capitalists’ interests, Hegel also accepted that
civil societies could birth contradictions that run on
different ideas and causes. The advantage of the diversity
of such interests within civil societies is that it allows
representation of the different needs and forms pressure
for the state to accommodate all of them. Tocqueville

expanded this idea to further differentiate civil society
from political societies (Kennedy and Stukuls, 1998;
Jowitt, 1991).

The contemporary scenarios do recognise civil
societies as one of the important aspects of a democratic
ecosystem. Civil Societies help play a crucial role in
upholding the accountability of the state when it comes
to matters that affect the citizens. Ideally, civil societies
are expected to take into account diverse political and
economic issues that impact their well-being. However,
the experience of the Central and Eastern European
countries has been a standing example of how, more often
than not, the approach becomes personal and emotional,
especially when opposing authoritarian regimes. This
further explains the inability of countries like Poland to
sustain and evolve their civic participation post-transition.
While the country saw a definite period of contribution
from active public individuals in the making of statehood,
at least till 1993, the period after that saw a surprising
decline in the role of civil societies (Ringdal, 2017; Smolar,
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1996; Misztal, 2016).

Poland’s transition to a non-communist, democratic
regime was based on three promises and challenges: 1)
the full development of its political culture, 2) the self-
regulation of the state, and 3) the development of'its civil
state (Ekiert and Kubik, 1993). A striking feature of their
civil society during the communist regime was its reliance
on universal moral principles—yvirtues that were regarded
as fundamental rights of the people. Most of these
activities were led by Solidarity, an association that began
as a workers’ union and evolved into political activism,
eventually becoming integral members of the state. Yet,
despite the clear and active role of such spaces during
and immediately after the transition, Poland witnessed a
decline in civic participation, with membership in several
organisations decreasing significantly—organisations that
had once attracted a larger public under the communist
regime (Smolar, 1996; Misztal, 2016; Ringdal, 2017).

This paper will explore the literary debates
surrounding the role of civil society in the consolidation
of democracy, with a specific focus on Poland. Here,
the popular uprising of civil society members resulted in
the country’s independence; however, Poland continues
to face a subdued atmosphere of civic activity post-
transition. The paper will analyse the reasons for this
decline, examine the types of groups and associations
that survived the transition, and explore the legacies of
Polish civil society derived from its experience under
socialism. Additionally, it will assess any efforts made to
revive vigour in civil participation within the country.

The Concept of Civil Society in Eastern Europe:
The foundational idea, especially in consolidating a
democratic landscape, has been that there should be a
minimum level of contact between the state and citizens,
allowing for meaningful engagement and the growth of a
harmonious state while also ensuring that rightful liberties
are maintained and ensured, as reflected in writings of
Hegel (1821) and Tocqueville (1835). While modern
forms of governance, typically within a democratic
capitalist framework, provide the foundation for such
dynamics, civil society plays a significant role in facilitating
collective engagement with the state on causes that are
considered important. For the countries of Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE) during the 1970s and 1980s, civil
societies became a pathway to freedom—an alternative
to the rigid control of the communist regime. Citizens’
active participation was, in fact, a strategic move to build
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opposition to the Communist leaders (Kennedy and
Stukuls, 1998; Smolar, 1996).

Civil societies in Eastern Europe were not organic
social phenomena that gradually emerged over time, but
rather a direct response to the communist regime and its
failure to address the interests of the broader society.
The idea of civil society in this context wasn’t just confined
to grand debates and discussions; it also translated into
action. Relevant issues were brought forward in hopes
that the state would take notice. Importantly, civil society
became the only space for opposition, which took two
distinct forms: first, a confrontation of ““us” (the people)
against “them” (the government). This opposition
symbolized the rejection of the state by the public.
Second, and perhaps more importantly, it was a challenge
to the government’s vision of “the nation,” offering an
alternative vision of national or collective identity.

The legacy of the CEE experience demonstrates
how civil societies can expand beyond Western
conceptions, engaging in new forms that reflect the
diversity inherent in the region (Kennedy and Stukuls,
1998). One key difference between Eastern and Western
civil societies is the prominence of ethnic groups in civil
dialogue. In the West, civil society associations and groups
are typically discouraged from forming along ethnic lines.
Jowitt (1991) explains why: first, civic society centers on
individualism and personal growth, while ethnic identity
is inherently collective. Second, civic society tends to be
democratic, offering space for a wide range of views to
challenge state policies, while ethnic groups often push a
more singular agenda that can lean towards
authoritarianism in its pursuit of solidarity. Third, while
civic society aims to be universalistic and inclusive, ethnic
groups, by nature, focus on the interests of one particular
group, which can be exclusionary.

This distinction in how civil societies are structured
and what they should consist of largely arises from
Western scholars who have witnessed the development
of civil societies, particularly in the American context.
These scholars understand civic spaces to be distinct from
platforms that promote ethnic interests. However, the
situation in Central and Eastern Europe is different, with
each country in the region being home to various minority
groups. The existence and protection of these groups
and their rights were often under threat during the
communist era and, in many cases, were incorporated
into opposition protests. This is also why most of these
groups and associations that arose to challenge the
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Communist state were informal. Networks of people and
familiarity were often more important than established
institutional structures in mobilising for change (Gambles,
1995; Howell and Pearce, 2001; Misztal, 2016; Rose and
Mishler, 1997).

Howell and Pearce (2001) identified six key
characteristics that have shaped civil societies since the
twentieth century: First, the importance of the individual’s
role in modern society and their ability to define the bonds
they form within it. Second, the concept of “civility,” which
distinguishes European societies from others, with laws
that protect and define this civility (an important aspect
of personalised struggle). Third, such societies should
focus on societal good rather than individual self-interest.
Fourth, they should provide space for collective debates
and engagement on issues that impact society. Fifth, they
should have the capacity to influence larger-scale societal
changes and reconcile the tensions between particular
and universal interests. Finally, perspectives about the
origins of such spaces—whether mechanical or
organic—help maintain order (Howell and Pearce, 2001).

The Central and Eastern European experience
challenged two of the abovementioned characteristics.
First, the idea of civility was often set aside as these
countries witnessed uprisings led by informal groups
rather than established associations. These uprisings were
rooted in the struggles against a controlling communist
regime, transcending the need to maintain ‘appropriate
behaviour’. These movements were not inherently uncivil
but focused more on survival and resistance than on
maintaining civility. Second, these societies were not
confined to just debates and discussions. While in most
countries, civil society was shaped by intellectuals who
debated the fate of their nations, countries like Poland,
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia saw massive participation
in activism driven by the public’s desire for change
(Smolar, 1996; Kennedy and Stukuls, 1998).

Poland stands out as one of the few countries that
not only experienced mass movements but also showed
promise of a vibrant civil society post-transition, largely
driven by the leadership of Solidarity. However, despite
this early optimism, Poland now ranks among the lowest
in terms of civic dialogue and activities. While the leaders
of the movements in the Communist era transitioned to
building state institutions for a sovereign Poland, there
has been a significant gap in revitalising civil society since
1993, resulting in stagnancy in civic participation.
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Polish Civil Societies: Communism to Transition:

A common consensus across various platforms has
been that Polish civil society is in a state of relative decline.
While this decline is often discussed in relation to Poland’s
history of political activism, especially during the 1980s,
it is important to understand the standards set during that
time and how civil society’s role has evolved. The decline
is not just a comparison to the past, but it also reflects
changes in the broader societal context.

The poor economic conditions of the 1970s fuelled
growing discontent and labour unrest across the country.
Gierek’s policies, which were meant to improve conditions,
actually worsened the situation in factories, with rising
prices and little to no increase in wages. As a result,
strikes and violence broke out in response, though they
were quickly suppressed by the government. However,
it was in the Lenin Shipyard where workers, led by Lech
Wa3ésa—who had also been dismissed from his job—
started a mass strike after a popular crane operator and
activist was fired. Soon, the strike spread to other
shipyards and factories, attracting international attention.
This led to agreements that addressed their work-related
demands and opened up the possibility for citizens to have
avoice in political decisions (Colin, 2005). These incidents
further gained international attention and led to settlements
that met the demands of the labourers and eventually led
to the end of communist era in Poland.

However, despite such a legacy of activism, 1999
to 2004 saw a marked decline in state policy reform,
public participation and union-organised protests. Some
observers explain this fall-off as an increase in overall
societal satisfaction coupled with changing economic
arrangements. One study of post-1989 Poland, for
example, recorded a consistent downturn in public
protests, indicating an alteration in the scale of contention
over these years.

In addition, participation in community work has been
fairly low. According to a 2009 report, in 2007, 13.3% of
men and 13.0% of women in Poland took part in
volunteering activities. Additionally, Poland’s membership
in trade unions saw a faster decline compared to Western
Europe or the U.S. One reason for this could be the shift
in Poland’s economy from manufacturing to the service
sector, which has altered the dynamics of public
engagement (Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, 2010;
Ekiert et al., 2017)

Further elaborating on the lack of trust, Ringdal
(2017) points to a 2008 study that found a low level of
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social trust in post-transition Poland. The results, based
on the European Social Survey from 2002, showed that
Poland ranked second lowest among European countries
in terms of trust. This distrust can partly be attributed to
the strict rules surrounding organisations and associations
and sometimes even the forced participation in public
organisations. Stefan Nowak, a Polish sociologist, has
suggested that the lack of trust in Polish society stems
from a reluctance to form voluntary ties beyond close
family and friendship circles, defining Polish society as a
“federation of families and friendship groups united in a
nation.”

However, Rose and Mishler (1997) argue that this
attitude is more about scepticism than outright distrust.
They suggest that trust is more dependent on the
persistence of economic and political institutions rather
than the legacy of the previous regime. This means that
the situation is fluid; as long as individual rights are secure,
this scepticism is unlikely to turn into distrust in the near
future.

In the Western conception, civil societies are
typically expected to be institutionalised and state-
sponsored. Today, most scholars agree that no single
model of civil society fits all contexts, especially when
considering the historical experiences of Central and
Eastern Europe. One key point of contention has been
the need for institutions. Gambles (1995) argues that
institutionalising civil society is essential in the West for
assessing its efficiency and progress. The lack of
institutional support in CEE countries, however, puzzled
many scholars, with some believing it was a major factor
behind the decline in active civil society roles during the
transition period.

For example, Misztal (2016) attributes the failure to
reinvigorate civil society to the absence of formal
structures supporting civil dialogue. This issue is not
limited to Poland but extends to the entire EU, where the
lack of formal channels between state institutions and
civic organizations has led to stagnation and a dependency
on spontaneous, cause-driven initiatives. This often results
in a lack of accountability and transparency from the
state.

Moreover, the absence of an effective public opinion
space has impeded meaningful civic dialogue.
Organisations in civil society, driven by short-term goals,
tend to focus on specific causes, sidelining broader
discussions or debates on relevant societal issues.

As Smolar (1996) reflects, civil society in Central
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and Eastern Europe often took the form of ““parallel polis,”
“independent culture,” or “independent society,”
remaining largely confined to narrow intellectual circles—
except in Poland. In Poland, committees defending
students, religious believers, and peasants emerged, as
did unofficial “flying universities,” which laid the
groundwork for political parties and, most famously, the
Solidarity trade union, which grew out of the 1980 Lenin
Shipyard strike in Gdafisk.

Conclusion:

The way we think about civil societies and their roles
was deeply challenged in the 1980s by the experiences
of the countries in Central and Eastern Europe. What
made this particularly significant was the ethnic diversity
within these nations and the fact that under an
authoritarian regime, many groups faced severe
restrictions on their freedom and access to various parts
of their own society. This limitation of space fueled a
powerful wave of movements that aimed to create a
space that, in many ways, resembled the kind of society
that thinkers like Hegel and Tocqueville envisioned. The
public’s participation was vivid as people sought to
reclaim their rights and freedom. While there were
disruptions and setbacks in these movements and protests,
in hindsight, they were essential in weakening the
Communist state’s tight grip on power.

The reactions from these countries were not only
expected but also necessary, especially when we consider
what was happening in Moscow and the reforms that
Gorbachev was pushing for. The weakening grip of these
governments and the increasing difficulty of keeping the
region unified played a significant role in what came next.
Ifthe region had chosen compliance, the story could have
taken a very different turn. This explains why, despite
the lack of a clear structure or multiple failures in specific
battles, the disintegration of the old system and the
eventual transition to democracy seemed inevitable.

While civil societies are often seen as being in
constant conflict with the state, it’s important to understand
that the opposition was not about rejecting the state’s
infrastructure in general. In Poland, for instance, the
Solidarity movement, which initially began as a trade
union, was not simply about opposing the state but about
standing against undemocratic forces that were
undermining a cohesive and just society. The Polish
movement targeted a state that was more concerned with
maintaining power than serving the people. The
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Communist government’s inability to address the pressing
issues—economic hardships and societal struggles—
became the catalyst for the growing opposition. What
started as frustration due to government unaccountability
evolved into a mass movement under Solidarity, with the
people ultimately choosing democracy as a more viable
path for their future, vehemently rejecting the regime.

It’s also crucial to remember that democracy was
not just an ideal form of governance—it became
aspirational, especially given the historical context. For
many in this region, the idea of self-governance wasn’t
merely about democratic virtues; it was about the real
possibility of a future where they were no longer subjected
to external domination. Central and Eastern Europe had
endured countless annexations and border shifts
throughout history. For many, the very idea of being able
to govern themselves, free from foreign control, became
a shared goal. The activism in Poland, therefore, was
not just about overthrowing a regime; it was about
consolidating a sovereign nation that would never again
be ruled by a foreign power. Civil society, in this sense,
became an ‘anti-hegemonic project,” to borrow from
Kennedy (1998).

It is possible that the reliance on a rigid and
uncompromising state helped foster the rise of civil society
in the first place. And so, once the need for such
resistance faded post-transition, the drive to form new
organisations and associations diminished. As Smolar
(1996) puts it, “Civil society, it turned out, had been a
historical costume; its usefulness disappeared with the
times that dictated it.” However, it would be unfair to
blame just one factor, especially when so many events
overlapped between 1989 and 1993. In Poland, for
example, there was significant civic dialogue and activity
up until 1993, but after that, participation plummeted to
nearly negligible levels. This decline can likely be
attributed to several factors. After years of mobilisation,
the shift from public to private life seemed necessary—
whether voluntarily or not. There was also widespread
scepticism toward state-sponsored organisations within
civil society due to the bitter experiences of the communist
era, where such organisations often acted as agents of
the state rather than representing the people. Additionally,
the better economic conditions after 1989, compared to
the previous years, led to less urgency to organise. Lastly,
the common criticism from the West—that there was a
lack of effort to institutionalise civil society—also
contributed to the fading vigour.
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In conclusion, the role of civil society in Poland shows
a multifaceted engagement between the legacy of the
political and social transformations that have shaped
present-day circumstances in the country. Despite a
history of strong civic mobilisation that led to the downfall
of the communist regime in the country, the circumstances
post-1989, a period of democratic rule, also reveal how
continuing participation cannot be ensured without the
presence of institutional support. The study also revealed
that civil societies are dynamic in nature, adjusting, re-
aligning and engaging with the changing socio-political
circumstances. As Poland continues to strive to ensure
democratic consolidation, the revival of civil society
participation needs to be emphasised for a well-
functioning democracy to sustain itself.
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