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ABSTRACT

This project analyzes the ‘Solidarity’ movement in Poland, its relationship to workers’ struggles during state socialism and its role in Poland’s transition to a market economy. I pose the following questions: (1) What was the nature of workers’ struggles during state socialism?  (2) What was the role of ‘Solidarity’ in determining the nature of these struggles? (3) What effect has Solidarity had on workers’ ability to determine the process of privatization since the collapse of state socialism?

My analysis reveals two significant developments in the Polish case. First, at the onset of the transition, Polish workers gained substantial shareholding rights and in a significant number of privatization proceedings ended up as employee-owners. I explain this outcome as a result of the historical origins of ‘Solidarity’ as a workers’ movement and workers’ struggles for ‘self-management’ during the communist period.

Second, over the time, the process of privatization shifted toward managerial ownership at the cost of workers’ powers. I explain this outcome as a result of the fact that ‘Solidarity‘ in its decisive attempts to undermine the legitimacy of the Communist Party state abandoned the principle of workers’ ‘self-management.’ The abandonment of this principle was firmly expressed in their acceptance of privatization procedures, which increasingly favored managerial as well as external foreign and domestic ownership of capital at the cost of worker’s governance rights and ownership participation. Ten years after the collapse of state socialism, workers do not appear to have institutionalized their gains into any meaningful and enduring source of political and economic power since.

My argument is based on empirical data that include: 1) historical documents and secondary research that chronicles the history of workers’ struggles for increased authority over the sphere of production and the emergence of the Solidarity trade union in the course of these struggles, 2) survey research on employee-led privatization, 3) official privatization statistics and reports of the Polish government, including the Statistical Office and the Ministry of Treasury and 4) most recent social indicators of inequality in Poland.

