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Introduction 
In response to the most important worker uprising of the Twentieth Century —  the rise of the Solidarity trade union movement in Poland — America’s labor movement, the AFL-CIO, carried out an unparalleled and comprehensive campaign of international solidarity and assistance that was essential to the survival and ultimate victory of the Solidarity movement over communism.  This is not a controversial thesis. Many Solidarity leaders, including Lech Walesa, have said the same thing: without the AFL-CIO and its president, Lane Kirkland, Solidarity would not have survived martial law.
  Others can make a similar claim on a more global scale about the ICFTU, which coordinated key help to the union. But the ICFTU’s campaign relied heavily on the AFL-CIO and certainly no other national trade union federation compares in scale to its campaign.
  Even today’s AFL-CIO leadership, which otherwise shies from the federation’s past internationalism, cites Poland as a positive example of past AFL-CIO international activity.

Yet, the full  scope and meaning of the AFL-CIO’s campaign of support has been lost over the past 20 years, not just within labor ranks in the U.S. but also within Poland, where economic policies have deliberately diminished  trade unions. There is hardly anyone in Poland’s political class today who knows the importance of the AFL-CIO’s or the ICFTU’s efforts in helping to re-establish Poland’s freedom.
 The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to describe the scope and diversity of the AFL-CIO’s help, the breadth that this support had within AFL-CIO ranks, the extent of international cooperation, and the extent of the AFL-CIO’s political efforts to maintain international pressure on the Polish regime to re-legalize the Solidarity trade union.

The Foundations of AFL-CIO Policy
The AFL-CIO campaign for Solidarity was rooted in the federation’s history, principles, and its long-time support for free trade unions throughout the world, beginning from AFL founder Samuel Gompers (1886–1924).  Richard Wilson, former Director of Organizing for the AFL-CIO and Director of Special Projects for Eastern Europe and the (former) Soviet Union at the Free Trade Union Institute from 1989 to 1994, described labor’s international mission as “the ideology of free trade unionism,” meaning “unions independent and free of government control, independent and free of political control, independent and free.”
 This mission included an absolute antipathy to communism and communist- and especially Soviet-influenced or dominated trade unions, which American labor viewed as anathema to free trade unions and a tangible threat to the international free trade union movement.

The first two presidents of the merged AFL-CIO, George Meany (1955-79) and Lane Kirkland (1979–1995), were both clearly identified politically for their anti-communism. But they made clear that their international policies were based not just on a “negative” struggle against communism but on a “positive fight for democracy” and for free labor.
  Lane Kirkland, while not differing significantly from Meany, formulated labor’s foreign policy slightly differently than his predecessor. Influenced by events in Poland, he constructed a universal framework around the concept of freedom of association that encompassed all of labor’s interests. He explained his approach in a speech in 1982:

While rejecting  isolationism, we also reject the unprincipled pursuit of something variously described as “the national interest,” or “pragmatism.”  It was the arguments of “national interest” or “pragmatism” that sped Chamberlain on his flight to Munich; that bred the plot to overthrow Mossadegh in Iran for the sake of big oil; and that inspired other excesses and adventures by the best and the brightest. We argue rather for a doctrine rooted in a universal and enduring proposition—the service of the aspirations of plain working people for freedom, a better life, and a fair share in the fruits of their labor.

Tom Kahn, Kirkland’s assistant and later his Director of International Affairs, put it this way: 

Freedom of association is, in our view, the bedrock human right on which all the others depend for their defense and protection. Without it there is no check on the power of the unelected few to wage war on the many, both within and beyond their borders.
 

Kirkland insisted that the principle of freedom of association should not just determine labor’s foreign policy but also American foreign policy; it was the Excalibur that could cut through the impenetrable rock of national interest and trade policy and of the false choice between “authoritarian” vs. “totalitarian” regimes. In all his speeches on international affairs from this period on, Kirkland argued that a single standard for U.S. conduct in the world be established based on the degree to which governments respected free trade unions.

In a video message to the First Congress of Solidarity in September 1981 (he was denied a visa to attend in person), he takes  “labor’s gospel” of freedom of association to an even higher level:

For all who believe in peaceful relations among states, there is no task more urgent than unlinking human rights and freedom from the question of who owns the means of production. Freedom of association, of assembly, and of expression are the indispensable means by which the people of each nation can decide for themselves which forms of social and economic organization are most appropriate to their needs, their traditions, and their aspirations. To the extent that this principle is reflected in the conduct of government, doors will open on broader avenues to peace, to normal intercourse among nations, and to a more just allocation of resources.”

This comprehensive philosophy drove AFL-CIO policy towards Poland in the 1980s.

The Rise of Solidarity and the AFL-CIO Response
When workers organized scattered strikes in Poland in July 1980, there was very little notice in the Western press or by Western embassies. But the interest of the AFL-CIO’s Tom Kahn was piqued immediately. Since 1974, he had been an assistant to the president for international affairs and editor of the International Affairs Department’s Free Trade Union News. He had also become the AFL-CIO’s go-to man in Washington, D.C. for anti-communist causes and to get support for worker-related and dissident groups in the Soviet bloc.
 

For Kahn, as well as the AFL-CIO’s European Representative, Irving Brown, these early strikes in Poland were an important signal that the workers had not given up despite three failed uprisings (in 1956, 1970, and 1976). Their personal contacts with Eastern Europeans had led them to the belief that the Soviet bloc, far from being stable, was a powder keg of worker discontent.
 Kahn devoted the July issue of the  Free Trade Union News, which he edited, to the subject of the strikes and also on the history of opposition and workers’ protests in Poland. He rushed the issue to print for an increased distribution.

Lane Kirkland  also sensed that a major development was occurring. When a second wave of strikes broke out, including at the Gdansk Shipyards, he did not hesitate. On August 20, he held a major press conference — before any outcome could be predicted but early enough to try to influence things positively. He pledged the AFL-CIO’s full support for the strike movement and he criticized the Carter administration for its silence in the face of a truly momentous event.
 On August 23, he telegraphed Otto Kersten, General Secretary of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions, as well as the General Secretary of the International Transport Federation, to encourage participation in a boycott action against all Polish ships, already undertaken by the International Longshoreman Association, until the Polish government accepted the demand for free trade unions. (The ITF responded positively, a key external pressure on the Polish government during this time.)

On August 31, the Gdansk Accords were signed agreeing to the 21 Demands of the Interfactory Strike Committees, including most spectacularly that Polish workers would have the right to form independent unions. Just five days later, on September 4, a specially convened General Board meeting of all AFL-CIO affiliates — the federation’s highest elected authority — to approve the establishment of a Polish Workers Aid Fund and gave it an initial contribution from the AFL-CIO of $25,000.
 Lane Kirkland appealed to union leaders not just to contribute but also “to undertake a campaign to raise funds within your organizations.” 

Prior to the action, President Carter and Secretary of State Edmund Muskie asked Kirkland not to establish the fund for fear it would provoke the Soviet Union or the Polish authorities. At a press conference to announce the fund, Kirkland responded publicly to the U.S. government’s attempt at behind-the-scenes pressure:

We are not concerned about governmental policy or government discretion. That is a matter for governments. Our independent policies, positions, and practices are the essence of free trade unionism. . . .  In my view, the establishment of a free trade union movement in the state of Poland — far from representing a threat to peace or a threat to the stability of the world or of Europe — ought to serve the cause of peace.

The Solidarity movement carried out the fastest trade union organizing drive in history, reaching ten million members by the end of September. By that time it knew it had a strong ally in the AFL-CIO that would support it in all important ways — moral, financial, and political. While there were significant messages of solidarity and pledges of support to the Polish workers from the international trade union movement, especially the ICFTU, the AFL-CIO’s immediate willingness to raise funds on Solidarity’s behalf and its rejection of the timid policy of the Carter administration was a particularly important signal.

Tom Kahn was given the assignment of coordinating the Polish Workers Aid Fund (PWAF) and of coordinating the AFL-CIO’s overall campaign to support Solidarity. During Solidarity’s legal existence, between $250,000 and $300,000 was raised for the PWAF.
 Contributions ranged from $10,000 (from a number of affiliates) to $1 (from a retired union worker). The campaign reached millions of trade union members through publications and fundraising events. There were approximately twenty thousand individual and bundled contributions. Many union federations organized events that yielded several hundred to several thousand dollars, while union stewards raised money at plant gates. Frontlash, the youth arm of the AFL-CIO, organized tables at all regional AFL-CIO events to sell items and solicit donations and, in coordination with the Young Social Democrats had student groups at more than 100 campuses raising funds (together the two groups sold more than $50,000 in t-shirts, buttons, and bumper stickers).

To send assistance to Solidarity, the AFL-CIO used direct and indirect means. In all cases Solidarity’s elected officials and representatives directed where the assistance would go, often in exacting detail (types of ink, volumes of paper, types of reproduction machines, models of camera, etc.) conveyed in direct meetings with Kahn in Europe and the U.S. or through other AFL-CIO officials. At least half of the funds, $100,000, was sent through the ICFTU  (in April and July 1981), which it recently rejoined. Most of the support was given to Solidarity in the form of equipment and supplies — including a printing press for producing Solidarity’s national publications, and smaller printing presses, duplicators, telexes, cameras and other supplies for most of the regional offices. The ICFTU made specific transport arrangements in Sweden with the Swedish labor federation’s support. The AFL-CIO’s direct support was also sent through similar channels. In many regions where the equipment was delivered, it was safeguarded in expectation of a crackdown.

It should be noted that at no time did the AFL-CIO or ICFTU attempt to influence the type or form of Solidarity’s trade union organization, which several other writers have noted was a negative aspect of AFL-CIO policy in some other countries, especially where there was a high degree of communist influence. The reason for the lack of interference, perhaps, lies in the inherent independence of Solidarity from any political party or government control or influence, given its origins. There was thus never any issue. Solidarity’s regional structure was not questioned. 

Kirkland and Kahn took an avid interest in the course of events in Poland and in strategies to help it, including through affecting U.S. policy.
 The AFL-CIO sought to increase pressure on the Soviet Union and the Polish regime in order to forestall a crackdown by announcing in advance of such an event that comprehensive sanctions would be imposed, including calling in the Polish debt, instituting a grain embargo on the Soviet Union, and imposing a trade and credit embargo with all of the Soviet bloc. In their view, if Soviet and Polish officials did not believe strong action would be taken they would not be deterred in the least from cracking down on Solidarity. But both the Carter and Reagan Administrations were not interested in a comprehensive policy and only expressed strong (but unspecified) warnings only against a Soviet invasion in December 1980 and then in April 1981.

Following those early crises, Kirkland and Kahn came to the conclusion together that the Soviet Union was not likely to intervene directly and that it would rather rely on the Polish communist government to impose a crackdown. This view was based on several considerations: the drain on the Soviet Union of its invasion of Afghanistan, its weakening economic conditions, and, most importantly, the unique mass nature of the Solidarity movement. Indeed, in Kirkland’s and Kahn’s view, the lack of a crackdown over time held a real significance: clearly the Soviet and Polish regimes understood the many problems in organizing a crackdown on a ten-million member trade union and a national political movement encompassing the vast majority of the population, including one-third of the communist party. They came to the conclusion that not only should there be clearly articulated disincentives to a crackdown on Solidarity, but also that incentives should be offered the Polish government not to crack down on Solidarity in an attempt to extend as long as possible its legal existence. While this view was supported by Solidarity leaders, it put them at odds with anti-communist allies like the neoconservatives, who believed a crackdown was inevitable and anything given to the Polish government before a crackdown would simply provide fuel for the crackdown.
 

Kirkland and Kahn believed Solidarity had changed the anti-communist equation of the Cold War fundamentally and institutionally, requiring a rethinking of traditional foreign policy stances. In their view, what was happening in Poland was no less than the rise of a revolutionary mass movement — with ten million trade union members and the backing of nearly the entire population — offering hope for peacefully changing the communist system in Poland and potentially the entire Soviet bloc. The longer Solidarity was kept alive, the greater the possibility of achieving that end.
 In December 1980, Tom Kahn elaborated on this view:

. . . serious American efforts should be directed not merely to frustrating Soviet expansionism but at attacking its roots in the totalitarian structure.... I believe our ultimate objective must be the dismantling, by non-nuclear means, of the Communist system. Others may disagree but they are then obliged to describe their own view of the end for which unborn generations are asked to sacrifice. . . It is one thing to tell young people that the road to peace and freedom is arduous and long; it is quite another to suggest that it stretches to nowhere.

Oddly, even within the new hard-line anti-communist Reagan Administration, Kahn found surprisingly weak support for  his and Kirkland’s views. Indeed, despite being provided plans and a timetable for an internal crackdown by a mole in the high command of the Polish military staff, there was never any policy developed to try to deter it or even to warn Solidarity activists. There was only a policy to deter a Soviet invasion, which, after December 1980, and the growing concentration of power in the hands of General Wojciech Jaruzelski, became much less likely.

In Poland, Solidarity and its leadership faced repeated public attacks, attempts at subversion, provocations and organized violence, a constantly rising increase of political tensions aimed at undermining worker morale in the union. Despite the AFL-CIO’s and others’ many efforts to strengthen Solidarity, its legal existence was ended after sixteen months with the imposition of martial law by General Wojciech Jaruzelski on the night of December 12-13, 1981.
 

The Imposition of Martial Law and the Underground Period
Following the imposition of martial law, the AFL-CIO never lost faith in the union and maintained, even redoubled, its efforts in support of Solidarity.  Immediately, individual unions and AFL-CIO structures at the local, state, and national levels organized or participated in dozens of demonstrations around the U.S. involving hundreds of thousands of workers, politicians, and public personalities. On January 30, 1982, in response to the ICFTU’s call for a day of international solidarity, demonstrations were held in more than 30 cities with a similar number of people overall and featuring widely bi-partisan speakers (e.g. Secretary of State Alexander Haig and Lane Kirkland appeared together in Chicago). Affiliates gathered hundreds of thousands of signatures on petitions demanding the release of Lech Walesa and all Solidarity prisoners, which Kirkland delivered personally to the Polish embassy.
 

Kirkland quickly made a renewed call for the Polish Workers Aid Fund and an additional $250,000 was raised among AFL-CIO affiliates and members as well as through individual contributions and renewed t-shirt and button sales by Frontlash and the Polish Workers Task Force involving thousands of trade unionists and students. 

Kahn also encouraged affiliates and outside foundations to provide continuing support to the Committee in Support of Solidarity, a group established in New York on December 14 that quickly became an indispensable means for informing the American public of events in Poland, documenting human rights violations, keeping Solidarity in the public eye, and raising funds for Solidarity underground. Over the period of martial law, unions were the most steadfast supporters of the Committee, including its fund to aid political prisoners and their families.

Over time, maintaining public attention on Solidarity became harder and harder. The media lost interest. So, the AFL-CIO would organize innovative events — in 1983, an exhibition of underground Solidarity books and publications and in 1984, a special showing of the television production of “Squaring the Circle,” playwright Tom Stoppard’s account of the rise of Solidarity, with Stoppard in attendance  —  in order to keep the Washington public, including major politicians (Speaker of the House Tip O’Neil, Senator Ted Kennedy, and other elected officials attended), focused on the continuing existence of Solidarity underground and the need for continued support.

Starting in late 1982, the AFL-CIO began lobbying for the creation and continuing funding of the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), an idea of President Reagan’s administration whose many Democratic  skeptics required assuaging by a trusted ally. The AFL-CIO’s efforts  convinced many lawmakers of the need for the NED, especially the crucial need to continue support for Solidarity, providing enough votes to pass. Throughout its early years, one of the NED’s main tasks was to administer a Congressional earmark for Solidarity to be given to the AFL-CIO’s Free Trade Union Institute, beginning at $250,000 and growing to $1 million.

Mostly, the aid was used to help the Solidarity movement reorganize and stabilize itself underground. Again, $100,000 of it was sent to the ICFTU’s Solidarity fund (in July 1982) at the request of John Vanderveken. The first priority was humanitarian aid for political prisoners and their families and Solidarity activists underground; later aid also went for equipment and financial support.
 As a result of the increased funds available through the NED, the AFL-CIO was able to step up its financial and material support for Solidarity underground to ensure its continuation and active resistance to martial law.  

The Coordinating Office Abroad of NSZZ Solidarnosc was designated to represent Solidarity outside of Poland by both Lech Walesa and the Temporary Coordinating Commission (TKK) of Solidarity underground, which was made up of elected Solidarity representatives of regions who had escaped arrest. Aid was determined by Solidarity’s underground structures as communicated to the Office Abroad. The centralization of aid through the office, which coordinated all assistance with the ICFTU, posed several problems, one being that too much went through one channel. The Office Abroad lacked competence in the field of smuggling and it experienced a number of confiscations of transports. Printing presses often had tracking devices. In one instance, a three-truck convoy was seized at the Swedish border. The conspicuous transport was immediately seized at the border and the authorities organized a spectacle for TV, filling an entire Warsaw football stadium with the contents.

Tom Kahn used this episode as an instance for redoubling support. “If they seize one transport, we will organize another one, and another one, and another one.”
 But he did not ignore the several incidents of seizures. While continuing to recognize the authority of the Coordinating Office Abroad as the legitimate representative of Solidarity  — an absolute requirement of democratic trade union protocol — the AFL–CIO also quietly opened additional channels to Solidarity, including through Miroslaw Dominczyk, the former chairman of the Kielce Region of Solidarity, and Irena Lasota, president of the Committee in Support of Solidarity and designated as the representative of the Mazowsze Region of Solidarity, among others. The AFL-CIO also encouraged the NED to support humanitarian aid to families of political prisoners as well as various structures and activities of “independent society” — non-trade union initiatives that were part of the overall Solidarity movement.

Altogether, the AFL-CIO distributed approximately $4 million in assistance to Solidarity structures.
 Even considering the seizures and idiosyncratically driven nature of the aid program, the large scale of this support and the multiple channels that were developed overcame such deficiencies and, by all accounts, played a crucial role, together with other trade union assistance, in helping Solidarity survive the repressive years of 1982-89 and to regain its strength in 1988-89. The aid had an important effect. As Kulerski noted, it provided not just concrete material and financial assistance, it provided an essential morale boost — the knowledge that “we are not alone” — to a society in deep depression from years of martial law.

International Actions
The AFL-CIO maintained a constant vigil in Washington and worked closely with the ICFTU, not just in distributing aid to Solidarity but also in coordinating efforts in international fora to pressure the Polish government, especially the International Labor Organization, and in organizing common worldwide demonstrations on significant Solidarity anniversaries, such as August 31 and December 13. 

In 1982 and 1983, Irving Brown, a worker delegate for the U.S. to the International Labor Organization, worked with the ICFTU to press its complaint to the ILO, which resulted in an unprecedented Commission of Inquiry against the Polish People’s Republic (PRL) for its violations of  Conventions No. 87 and 98. When the Polish government refused to allow the Commission into Poland, it issues a scathing report in 1983. It was the first such successful action against a communist government within the ILO and it further isolated the regime in the international community. More importantly, it forced U.S. and European governments to maintain Solidarity’s demand for relegalization as a principal demand for lifting sanctions.
 

At the U.N. Commission on Human Rights,  the Bureau of Human Rights, Democracy and Labor worked with the ICFTU office in Geneva and the Committee in Support of Solidarity to publicize  evidence of human rights abuses and to keep in place critical resolutions against the PRL, also a precedent within the human rights body.

All of these efforts to assist Solidarity were brought to the attention of a large proportion of Polish society through RFE/RL (and to a lesser extent other international radios), one of whose chief backers in the U.S. was the AFL-CIO and in particular Lane Kirkland, who believed strongly in the  importance of a communications lifeline to people in communist countries.  
The AFL-CIO, the U.S. Government, and Sanctions
One of the most significant roles that the AFL-CIO played following the imposition of martial law was in effecting the Reagan Administration’s policy towards Poland and the Soviet Union.

As noted above, the AFL-CIO failed in getting the Carter and Reagan Administrations to adopt its  policies — incentives not to crack down on Solidarity and clearly articulated disincentives to forestall one. Indeed Secretary of State Haig said his Department was “caught off guard,” despite having had the plans for the crackdown delivered to the CIA by a high-placed mole. “The confusion” caused by the “sudden” imposition of martial law, he said, resulted in the State Department’s initial reaction to encourage the “restoration of law and order” and warn “both sides to refrain from violence.”

Kirkland believed strongly that the measures that might have been threatened beforehand should be now immediately implemented. In sharp contrast to the wait-and-see approach of the State Department, he called for swift and severe sanctions in response to “the state of war” in Poland with the aim of putting maximum economic pressure on the Polish regime and the Soviet Union to end martial law and relegalize Solidarity.
  The sanctions that were advocated included a trade embargo to the Soviet bloc, suspension of aid and credit to the Soviet Union, a transportation boycott on Poland, and calling in the Polish debt, which was already in default (then estimated at more than $25 billion).
  By tradition, the AFL-CIO — and Kirkland believed in the coercive power of economic and political isolation of a country violating basic international rights or threatening its neighbors. This position was consistent with the anti-Nazi Boycott of the 1930s,
 among other historical examples and it had been advocated in such diverse cases as South Africa, Chile, Iran, and the Soviet Union, among others.
 

Kirkland’s view combined moral and economic positions: namely a belief that economic sanctions were the only non-military means of influencing regimes that had become dependent on the U.S. for trade, aid , and loans. Seeking trade and other advantages with communist dictatorships through credits and loans, which was advocated by American businessmen and some social democratic and trade union leaders in Europe, rarely softened the behavior of dictatorships and generally allowed the regimes to purchase more and more sophisticated weapons to use against democratic movements of citizens. In the circumstances of martial law, Kirkland thought that not introducing severe sanctions on both Polish People’s Republic and the Soviet Union, as the instigator of the crackdown and its ultimate guarantee of success, was tantamount to appeasement and, worse, actively helped the dictatorship in its repression of Solidarity — the equivalent of funding the PRL’s Ministry of Internal Affairs. Kirkland often called American capitalism “the soft-underbelly of freedom.” His favorite example of business’s moral neutralism was Walter Theobold, president of Citibank, who famously remarked before martial law, “Who knows which system works best? All we ask is ‘Can they pay their bills?’” (Of course, they didn’t even require that basic business practice as can be seen below.) Kirkland cited many other examples of amoralism within the business class, but he could find no example in which a business was willing to take a loss in profit in order to advance freedom. 
 

Oddly, President Reagan was not in synch with the strong anti-communism of the AFL-CIO. His first response was to send a letter to Leonid Brezhnev asking him “to permit” a restoration of human rights in Poland, which Kirkland pointed out “was the first time an American President had accepted the premise of Soviet control over Eastern Europe.”
 On December 18, 1981, four days after the “state of war” was launched, Reagan invited Kirkland to meet at the White House. Reagan, thinking this was an issue he and the AFL-CIO could agree on was unprepared when Kirkland voiced his criticism of the Administration’s “unacceptably weak.” He lobbied for the three actions he believed the Administration should take: a blockade on trade to the Soviet bloc, a cut-off of credit, especially for grain sales to the Soviet Union, and recalling the Polish debt. Surprisingly, President Reagan stated repeatedly that the possible range of actions was limited by the weakness of the NATO alliance.

On December 23, ten days after the fact, the Administration announced mild sanctions towards Poland (the most important of which was cancellation of a $100 million credit given earlier that year, a suspension on negotiations of the debt in the Paris Club, and also a ban on air and fishing rights). On December 29, under continuing pressure from the AFL-CIO and others, the Reagan Administration announced some mild trade sanctions on the Soviet Union. In October 1982, with the formal and definitive act of Parliament delegalizing Solidarity, stronger action was taken: rescinding Poland’s Most Favored Nation (MFN).

Kirkland was not surprised by at the Administration’s weak response. He knew that the banking industry had lobbied hard against calling in the Polish debt — the action that Kirkland and Kahn thought might have the most effect in pressuring the regime to restore the status quo ante. Instead, in January 1982, less than a month after the imposition of martial law, Reagan ordered that $71 million in losses on already defaulted loans to private banks be covered, thereby absolving the PRL from “paying its bills” or of ever having to repay this amount. In Kirkland’s view this was allowing the PRL to stay solvent. Even while suspending MFN, Reagan repeated this action in October 1982,.

Kirkland and Kahn believed that what was happening in Poland was a clear matter for international intervention based on the violation of internationally accepted human and worker rights. They argued that only by imposing outside — and serious — economic pressure on Poland and the Soviet Union in response to the imposition of martial law would there be any possibility for changing the treatment of Solidarity. The soft sanctions policy, on the other hand, including letting the Soviet Union off the hook for its responsibility, would only convince the regimes that even President Reagan didn’t allow anti-communism in the way of business. 

Kirkland argued that an immediate “reset” in policy was in order:

If our bankers and farmers have become hostages of the Soviet bloc — the reverse of what detente was supposed to accomplish — should we not move urgently to extricate ourselves from this situation, or should we go down the road to increasing dependence?
 

President Reagan never fulfilled his promise to impose stronger sanctions if the Polish regime did not ease up in its repression and release all political prisoners, which repeated on January 30 in a speech to the nation during the “Let Poland Be Poland” spectacle that he had directed Charles Wick, the entertainment mogul in charge of the United States Information Agency, to put on. In speeches and statements, Kirkland constantly asked “where are the stronger sanctions?” He dogged Reagan for reneging on his promise, stating that “bankers and businessmen” were driving American foreign policy, not anti-communist principles or commitment to human rights.  

One basis for the AFL-CIO’s position was the understanding that Solidarity, a mass workers’ movement, would be difficult to destroy. This went contrary to most predictions. Most policy makers and observers expected a restoration of order and stability as a result of Jaruzelski’s military “coup” — i.e. social submission. Some, including Secretary of State Haig, even gave a sigh of relief that Solidarity had been crushed by an internal crackdown as opposed to Soviet invasion.
 But all information that came into the federation’s headquarters seemed to confirm the opposite, namely that the regime had failed fundamentally in eradicating the union, that workers’ allegiance remained strong, and that underground Solidarity structures were being formed throughout the country including with prominent leaders who had escaped arrest. Kirkland  rallied the troops in his speeches with the assertion that “Solidarity Lives.” This wasi all the more reason that serious sanctions might have a possibility of succeeding.

For the AFL-CIO, the task ahead was to mount sufficient long-term pressure on the Polish government and mobilize as much support as possible to achieve Solidarity’s relegalization. Although the AFL-CIO thought the existing regime of sanctions were weak, they needed at the least to be kept in place, until the conditions set for them to be lifted —  the release of political prisoners, the relegalization of Solidarity, and a restoration of dialogue with Polish society — were met. In this view, the more that the Jaruzelski regime (and the Soviet Union) believed the sanctions were temporary and the more additional credits were considered a real possibility, the less likely they were to negotiate with an unbowed Solidarity. There were annual battles over sanctions in which the State Department argued for easing sanctions before the conditions were met and the AFL-CIO arguing to keep them in tact. This occurred first in July 1982, when a partial amnesty of internees was declared; then, in July 1983 when General Jaruzelski formally lifted the state of war (“a meaningless gesture” according to Solidarity’s TKK); and in 1984, 1985, and 1986, when the regime engaged in a cat and mouse game of prisoner releases and new arrests and trials. Throughout, there was stifling repression. Kirkland and his allies successfully pressed the Administration to keep some of the sanctions in place until all political prisoners were released and Solidarity was relegalized. This policy was supported by underground Solidarity structures such as the Temporary Coordinating Commission and, until 1986, by Lech Walesa. During this time, Poland was allowed entry into the IMF, the Paris Club renegotiated Poland’s debt, and some other minor sanctions (fishing and transportation rights) were removed, but the most important restrictions on trade and credits remained in place as a result of the ongoing external pressure by the AFL-CIO and other organizations.

Kirkland was very clear in his speeches that he considered the weakening of sanctions by certain European countries and the U.S. Administration to be counterproductive so long as conditions for lifting them were not met, especially relegalization of Solidarity.  Kirkland considered the idea that additional credits to the Polish regime by European governments somehow convinced the Polish government to act nicely after seven years of brutality to be at best misguided.  In the end, the ultimate pressure came from inside Poland, with the massive re-occurence of worker strikes in 1988 with massive strikes. But Kirkland believed that the combination of ongoing material and financial support for Solidarity with the maintenance of a basic U.S. sanctions regime that prevented Poland’s full reincorporation into the trade and credit world helped in pressing the government towards the release of political prisoners and negotiations.

The End Game
The strikes of 1988 showed Solidarity’s strength after seven years of harsh repression and led directly to the government’s negotiation of the Roundtable Agreement with in 1989. The most fundamental demand remained relegalization of Solidarity. The Roundtable also contained an agreement for partially contested elections. While the structures became fuzzy (candidates could run only under the formal name of  “Citizens Committees of Lech Walesa”), the stakes were clear. The AFL-CIO immediately provided $100,000 from its general dues for the election campaign. After winning overwhelmingly all contested seats, a Solidarity-led government was created that effectively toppled the communist regime, 

Lane Kirkland  expressed vindication at the AFL-CIO’s policies and also pressed on to meet the tasks ahead, including getting much greater assistance to Poland than proposed by the Bush Administration
 and providing direct union-to-union and technical assistance to Solidarity. Following 1989, Kirkland fostered free trade unions in the newly free Eastern bloc countries and contended with doctrinaire free marketeers from imposing a new dogma on Eastern Europe.

Conclusion
The federation’s campaign to support Solidarity was a unique example of international solidarity in American and even international labor history. There was no other issue in the post-war periods that united and activated members and elected leaders on a similar scale. 

The impact of the AFL-CIO’s campaign of moral, political, and financial support to Solidarity is evident from the testimony of Solidarity leaders as well as the diverse commentary on the Left and the Right of the American spectrum. At a time when “left” political opinion had a growing antipathy to AFL-CIO  policies in Central America, its combined campaigns in support of Solidarity and the black free trade union movement in South Africa created a counterbalance allowing for greater unity and coalescing of views. This was due in part to the AFL-CIO’s action to rejoin the ICFTU after Lane Kirkland became President (he also pressed affiliates to play a greater role in their trade secretariats). It was aided by ICFTU General Secretary John Vandervecken, who took office around the same time as Kirkland, and welcomed the AFL-CIO’s return and encouraged its full participation in  ICFTU activities.

This author’s view is not unbiased. While being outside the labor movement, my organization had a strong involvement in the AFL-CIO campaign and received funding from a number of AFL-CIO affiliates (although only support for minor expenses from the AFL-CIO itself). However, this paper has been based on an extensive examination of original sources for the first time, as well as a reexamination of my own organization’s archives and a review of the previous and new literature that has emerged on this topic. The conclusion remains the same: the campaign to support Solidarity — financially, morally, and politically — was the most significant of many notable post-war AFL-CIO achievements in its international work.

What motivated the AFL-CIO’s campaign was as simple and solemn as trade union solidarity. Lane Kirkland said often, “they are our brothers and we must help them.” But the motivation was also as complicated as geopolitics: the AFL-CIO leadership believed that the power of freedom of association could undermine “the totalitarian structure of the communist system itself” and that, consequently, by weakening the communist system, Solidarity was “a force for world peace.” This became universally clear in 1989, but it wasn’t evident to many policy makers, intellectuals, or opinion makers beforehand. In this regard, the actions of the AFL-CIO required courage, character, and great principle against an establishment committed to stability and diplomacy. The AFL-CIO’s understanding, its diverse action, and its principled persistence in helping Solidarity from the very beginning should have a prominent place in the annals of Solidarity and the histories of both Poland and the U.S. 
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