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Twenty years after the events, it is hard to "re-imagine" a different historical outcome. Most people considered the victories of 1989 to be part of an immutable revolutionary process, a movement towards democracy and away from communist totalitarianism. In Poland and in most academic considerations of Poland, there is an unbreakable series of historical events: the Rise of Solidarity, the State of War, Underground Resistance, the Strikes of ‘88, Roundtable Talks,   Elections, Solidarity Government, downfall of communism in the Soviet bloc.

Each of these events are considered as historically necessary as The Paris Commune was to Marx. To ask if things might have happened differently is to challenge history itself. So what I am asked to do here --- re-imagine decommunization --- is usually thought of as heretical. I shall be so.

The Achievement

What, first, was the achievement of Solidarity? In my view, the main achievement of Solidarity in Poland was not decommunization --- in any strict definition, it really hardly occurred --- but in establishing a model of successful peaceful resistance to communism. Whatever Solidarity is today, it remains an enormously powerful symbol of citizens mobilizing for their own sovereignty and human rights under dictatorial conditions, a symbol that remains powerful in Poland itself and throughout the world. Peaceful Assembly, Free Speech, Free Association, ILO Conventions No. 87 and 98: The Polish workers knew the specific international laws that guaranteed their rights. They maintained their knowledge and resistance over 7 years of repression to bravely re-assert their demands for Solidarity’s re-legalization in the strikes of 1988.

The model of Peaceful Resistance --- even in this age --- remains. We might forget that coming out of the 1960s and 1970s, there were very few such models and certainly fewer successful models of peaceful resistance to tyranny. F. Fannon’s hagiography of Algerian terrorists was the standard textbook in international affairs. But Timothy Garton Ash's observation that Solidarity transformed the world's model of political struggle from the pattern violence of the French Revolution to the peaceful transformation of Polish workers --- a true anti-communism, a true anti-Bolshevism --- is apt and profound. 

Reimagining

What is usually proffered as Solidarity's signal achievements are much more problematic: the Roundtable Accords, partially free elections, and the "soft landing" for the communists. Most, as I say, consider these historically necessary and even wise. But really they led to some of the gross failures of Poland's postcommunist period and remain today as dark clouds over Poland's politics. 

In theory, there was nothing wrong with the Roundtable: it was a forum for negotiations. What was wrong was the idea that these were negotiations for sharing equal and legitimate power between Solidarity and the communists. 

The regime declared war on Solidarity in 1981. Solidarity's members had shown they could outlast their opponent with their ongoing and nationwide social resistance and a remarkable resurgence of occupation strikes in 1988. At the time, however, Solidarity's leadership believed that the best it could do was pseudo-elections for empty power. Indeed, if you read what the participants in the Roundtable were saying, they had given up on the idea of victory despite Solidarity’s members having forced the regime into negotiations. This negotiating strategy was a gross betrayal of the workers who had brought Poland to the edge of freedom.

What can be reimagined? The times themselves offer the alternative. One year before the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia, Vaclav Havel expressed to Uncaptive Minds, a profound depression and pessimism about the possibility of Czechoslovak citizens rising up as in Poland. But in November 1989, he understood immediately that he was leading negotiations for the end of the regime. The masses on Wenceslas Square demanded no less and he knew that he had no right to betray those wishes. Even in Hungary, the so-called soft opposition insisted on a new Constitution and free elections that provided Hungary with a clean start. Whatever each of these country's problems they had much clearer democratization and decommunization processes. 

What Poland and Solidarity’s leadership offered was a form of pseudo victory, a clear compromise of democracy. Even when those inevitable forces of history --- the people --- propelled Solidarity to overwhelming victory in the elections, the essential part of the Roundtable Agreement was immutable. Wojciech Jaruzelski had to be elected President regardless of the people’s wishes. At the time, one could argue that this was necessary to ensure a peaceful transition. But twenty years later, the issues should emerge with some greater clarity. Let me posit: How do you teach Polish students today that the first president of newly free Poland was Wojciech Jaruzelski? It lays bare the issue of what is the consequence to unnecessary compromise: a compromised history. I am glad that I do not have to explain to my son that the American Revolutionary heroes tired, that their fear forced them into negotiations with the British, and that King George had to be accepted as the first anointed president of “independent” America.

The Other Mistake: Idolatry of the Free Market and Abandonment of Free Institutions 

One might recover from such mistakes if one preserved the free institutions that brought your country freedom. But when one adopts a pseudo-democratic approach to transition, it is unlikely that free institutions are valued. And so the worst mistake of Poland's transition was the adoption --- beyond anything adopted in any other country --- of a free market idolatry that insisted not just on the destruction of social safety nets but also the destruction of the only democratic representative of workers’ interests, the Solidarity trade union. 

When former AFL-CIO president Lane Kirkland used the phrase “free market idolatry” to warn policy makers on both sides of the Atlantic about the dangers of replacing one economic orthodoxy with another, he was believed to have become a newfound leftist --- just as communism, which he had done so much to resist, was collapsing. But he was no Marxist. As we know today, he turned out to be a prophet and his phrase is now routinely used to describe not just early 1990s Eastern Europe but the last thirty years of conservative economic policies throughout the West.

What Kirkland saw was that the institutions of the free market were being put into place without concern for their social cost and without any idea of preserving the institutions necessary for ensuring a democratic society, most importantly free trade unions. When we speak about the great victory of Solidarity in 1989, the great irony is that the movement’s leadership, the leaders of the Roundtable, did everything to destroy Solidarity as a trade union and Solidarity as a value once that victory was achieved. Everyone who took leadership in the so-called Solidarity government spoke about the importance of civil society but in fact they decided that transforming Poland’s economy into a free market was the most important priority and value. They lost sight of the fact that civil society is not an abstract concept but a real construct made up of real people and that there is no more important institution of civil society than free trade unions --- what Polish workers had understood in August 1980.

In the end, the Solidarity government did everything to undermine and destroy Solidarity the trade union, that is the most important element of Solidarity the movement. Solidarity the trade union was shut out of any decision making in economic policy, including the shutting down of enterprises throughout the country and the privatization of others to the communist nomenklatura. Worst of all, the government insisted on treating the communist trade unions as equal partners with Solidarity, a model that had profound consequences for all of Eastern Europe. Today, every country has two trade union movements, one based on a history of manipulating workers and one based on free trade unionism --- and the former is more important. 

Today, Solidarity has at most one million members, a shell of its former self.

If one thinks that I am overstating or exaggerating the case, let me quote Lech Walesa himself. At a 25th anniversary celebration in New York, he told the audience, “When we came to power we had to destroy Solidarity otherwise we would be Maoists.” The second part of the sentence is the usual Walesa obfuscation of the important and quite remarkable first part: the leader of Solidarity believed it necessary to destroy the movement he led --- arbitrarily. Today, the Solidarity trade union is an afterthought to any consideration of Poland’s heroic existence. At a 25th anniversary celebration of Solidarity’s founding, the role of the heroic workers who brought the victories of 1989 was ignored in favor of the great contributions of intellectuals.

To my view, the struggle of Solidarity is the great model for democratic resistance to tyranny, a towering triumph of the spirit of freedom in history. But twenty years later, the Polish events of 1989 represent in many ways the anti-model for the region, a wholesale obliteration of actual memory of worker resistance. I do not have time here to truly re-imagine a different outcome. But it is enough to state that there could have been a much more successful and more democratic transition, a much less painful economic transformation without permanently high levels of unemployment, and a much less compromised history had anti-democratic ideas not taken hold of the leaders of the Roundtable. Other movements for democracy can learn from this profound mistake.

