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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?

I argue that the historical origins of ‘Solidarity’ as a workers’ movement and its decisive role in undermining the legitimacy of the Communist Party state do not appear to have translated into any meaningful and enduring source of worker control since the market transition. Despite the formation of Workers’ Councils in state enterprises in the 1970s, and the rise of the Solidarity trade union in 1980s--both expressions of the achievements of workers in their fight against the Communist Party--workers have become politically and economically marginalized in the transition from state socialism. 

I explain this outcome as a result of the fact that ‘Solidarity‘ abandoned the principle of workers’ ‘self-management’ in its struggles against authoritarian rule. 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. 

I rely primarily on the results of survey research done by a team of Polish labor specialists during the late 1990s, on statistics compiled by the Polish Statistical Office. I supplement the data on privatization with secondary literature, newspaper accounts and interviews conducted with researchers and policy makers. The results will provide an empirical basis for testing and reconstructing existing theories of market transition and engage questions about the nature of democratization and capitalist development and the role of labor and labor organizations in this process.

