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Political Effects of the Economic Failures of Polish Communism, 1976-1989


The collapse of communism in Poland in 1989 is described by some as a miracle: an oppressive, Soviet-backed regime was overthrown without massive bloodshed or a civil war. In fact, the transformation of the Polish government proceeded smoothly as the first secretary of the communist Polish People’s Republic (PRL) became the temporary president of a new democracy before elections took place. This astounding series of events could not have taken place without years of political and economic failure on the part of the communist Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR), as well as increasing Soviet weakness. Economic failure was especially important in dismantling the government. The decline of the PRL was correlated with increasing economic problems from the year 1976 onwards. There was a persistent pattern. The PZPR tried to impose price increases in order to revive a faltering economy and pay off debts, and these increases were met with strikes and other shows of opposition that forced the party to relent. The PZPR was forced to make concessions while the state of the economy worsened. Events came to a head in 1981, with a change in leadership in the party and the imposition of martial law. At this point, although economic problems persisted, economics no longer played the central role in determining the course of events. The opposition movement was well organized and had already built up the momentum necessary to dismantle communism. Economic failure was therefore responsible to a high extent for political change only in the period 1976-1981. Afterwards, economic issues became a secondary force as opposition gained increased power.


The strikes of 1976 have to be understood in the context of longstanding government policies that thwarted economic progress. In the early 1970s, the population was hopeful because improvement finally seemed to be in order. The PZPR’s first secretary Gierek came into power after his predecessor Gomulka had fallen out of favor because of economic failure. Gierek saw the need for change and began to launch impressive reforms. Efficiency replaced self-sufficiency as a goal in agriculture. More grain was imported in order to increase the supply of livestock. Gierek further attempted to increase agricultural productivity by giving farmers incentives that are normally absent from communist regimes. Ownership of land was confirmed for over a million farmers whose claims to land had been ambiguous. Limitations on sales and inheritance were removed. Private farmers, who greatly outnumbered workers on state farms, were included in the state health plans. They were also given higher prices for their produce. A pension scheme was introduced that encouraged older farmers to sell their land in order to create larger, more efficient farms. Overall, the position of the farmers in society was improved. 

As for industry, Gierek did not attempt to decentralize. While he admitted the usefulness of letting the market set prices and the level of output, he was bound to a centralized economy because of his heavy reliance on economic assistance from the USSR. Determined to stimulate lagging industrial production, the PZPR took out huge foreign loans. At that time, Western nations as well as communist allies, were willing to invest in Poland. The share of Polish trade with capitalist countries rose from 27 percent to 44.3 percent over a few years. The PRL acquired new, Western machinery, and productivity rose. Income levels and living standards improved.

The initial successes of the early 1970s made Gierek a popular figure to many. However, the pattern of growth could not continue because it was driven by loans that would eventually need to be repaid. In the words of Biskupski, “communism … mortgage[d] itself to capitalism” (154). The worldwide oil crisis and recession dried up investment and foreign nations demanded that their loans be repaid. Debt in 1975 totaled over $6,000 million, and a quarter of Poland’s exports were used for debt repayment. Poland’s trade balance went into deficit. On June 24,1976, the government announced huge price increases, including increases of up to 100% on food. Protest was widespread and workers all over the country went on strike. The government quickly rescinded the price increases, and moved to control damage. Strikes and protests were violently reigned in, and many participating workers were dismissed or jailed.

At the same time, Gierek made efforts to reign in intellectual dissent. Ideological training was required for government officials and others. In December 1973, an ‘ideological offensive’ was launched in Poland. The party stressed the lasting ties to the Soviet Union and the importance of adhering to the tenets of socialism.. A new constitution, which put in writing these views, was announced. Censorship was increased, and the Church was labeled as “interfering” and detrimental to society. 

Discontented intellectuals came together. The prominent Cardinal Wyszyński attacked the government in his sermons for failing to allow the establishment of new churches, for its restricting of religious instruction after school hours, and for its creation of a single youth movement. He also emphasized the importance of civil and political liberties. A large group of intellectuals, headed by the respected writer Jerzy Andrzejewski founded the Workers’ Defense Committee (KOR) to help the workers affected by the strikes of 1976. KOR made it a point to stay within legal limits. It worked by providing financial and legal support to the workers and their families, and by publishing accounts of relevant trials. Soon, it spread to working for the defense of all of those wronged by the government. This relationship between intellectuals and workers strengthened and united the opposition. Now, if the government wanted to institute the necessary price increases, it would have to deal with more than discontent workers.

Western pressure led the PRL to declare amnesty for the demonstrators in July 1977. These released prisoners added to the ranks of the opposition, which was better organized than before. It had a new approach to political reform: While it did not believe change could come from within the PZPR, it knew that an outright disposal of the party would lead to painful Soviet retribution. Its goal was to establish a more politically diverse society and to put pressure on the PZPR to that society. The opposition published works that the mainstream press would censor in order to spread ideas. One of the main points of these works was the reality that official labor unions did not represent the workers’ needs. The conclusion was that autonomous unions with the right to strike were needed. This belief further cemented the relationship between intellectuals and workers.

The PRL tried to fix the economic mess it had created without raising prices. The situation worsened quickly. The investments of the early 1970s were not wisely chosen and did not increase productivity significantly in the long run. An example of mismanagement was the huge Massey-Ferguson tractor factory built outside of Warsaw. The machines bought for the plant were based imperial measurements, and they could not be used in the metric-based plant. As a result, the useless machinery was placed outside to rust. Moreover, even if the tractors had been built efficiently, the type of tractor was not what Polish farmers needed. They required small tractors suited for the typical small farms, not the massive machines being built. Another glaringly obvious problem was food shortages. Gierek’s agricultural policy increased farm production, but much of it was exported, and at the same time the population grew. The centralization of the economy skewed incentives. By 1976 the state was spending 12 percent of the country’s gross domestic product just to keep prices stable. 70 percent of the cost of food was being subsidized. The artificially low price of food, the low domestic supply, a growing population, and rising wages combined to create severe food shortages. Stores were empty and people wasted hours queued at storefronts waiting for shipments. Similarly, a lack of housing frustrated people as several generations of a family had to be squeezed into a small flat. The black market and corruption grew. Memories of the early, fleeting successes of Gierek’s regime only highlighted the problems of the middle and late 1970s:

The Polish economy soon sank under the weight of the same rigid practices that had doomed it earlier: bureaucratization, irrational pricing and resource allocation, low productivity, and inefficient use of capital. The visible collapse of the economy again demonstrated the incapacity of the Communists to act as wise stewards of the nation’s welfare. Failure here left them without any justification for power for they certainly had done nothing to legitimate their authority which rested ultimately on coercion and inertia rather than on popular support. Having long ago exhausted its collection of new ideas, the regime had nothing to offer but the repetition of failed programs launched with the same windy exhortations (Biskupski 151).


The PZPR had no choice but to raise prices once again on June 1, 1980. As before, strikes broke out everywhere. However, this time around, the opposition was much better organized. The strikes took on a political character, and on August 14th, the strikers presented the government with a list of 21 demands. Most notable of the demands was the establishment of independent trade unions, the broadcasting of Mass on radio and television, less censorship, and the  “the expression of a heterogeneity of ideas, views and opinions” on national media. The demands also included a provision for economic reform, and for merit-based appointments. Lech Wałęsa, one of the strike leaders, was to negotiate with the government. By August 31st, the PRL gave in to all of the demands, and the strike came to an end. Gierek was a casualty of these events. He was dismissed from his position by communist authorities in September for allowing the crisis to occur.


What started out as another protest against the economic situation turned into a powerful political force. Unions all over the country formed. They came together under the name Solidarity, along with KOR, intellectuals, Catholics, nationalists, disillusioned communists, and a shocking one-third of the PZPR. Solidarity was around 10 million individuals of all different political persuasions looking for change. Some moderates were willing to work with the PZPR, but most had an intense hatred of the USSR and wanted national independence and complete political freedom.


In the background, the economy continued to collapse. Before giving in to the demands of the strikers, the PZPR granted many economic concessions, hoping it would be sufficient to get the strikers back to work without their political demands being met. The government raised wages, ended Saturday working, and improved services. As a result, national income fell 6 percent in 1980 and 12.1 per cent in 1981. The situation was worse than ever:

The foreign debt reached giddy heights while the machinery bought with borrowed currency either fell to pieces or ground to a halt for lack of spare parts. What trimming Gierek had attempted in the late 1970s had resulted in skimping at the last moment, so that many projects suffered in the finishing stages, while a scale of pollution unknown elsewhere in Europe added to the misery of the population. A freeze on foreign spending applied without sensitivity ruined what little chance there was of muddling through, and there were widespread shortages of drugs, and no syringes to administer them with. Malnutrition and diseases connected with dirt and deprivation reached epidemic proportions, and while foreign charities went into action on a gigantic scale, the government ignored the issue entirely (Zamoyski 391).

Many members of the PZPR realized the need for reform, and to avoid Soviet suspicion, a “horizontal” movement spread. Different branches of the party compromised in order to achieve a more democratic and honest government. Soviet authorities protested, and the party shaped up by putting hardliners into position of power. Dialogue and compromise soon started to break down. The party wanted Solidarity to concede on economic points in exchange for further political reform, but Solidarity did not accept. Strikes became a political weapon whenever the opposition felt the government was unwilling to make concessions. The PRL seemed to be on the brink of civil war; the situation was spinning out of control. 

In 1981, martial law was proclaimed, thousands were arrested, and Solidarity was outlawed. The PRL’s first secretary, General Jaruzelski, tried to get the USSR to finance the revival of Poland’s broken economy. At this point, the USSR was having many difficulties of its own, and the answer was that Poland would have to save itself. Leaving Poland on its own meant the end of communism. Jaruzelski’s government was bankrupt and had no popular support. It faced a suppressed but well-organized opposition. After the passing of several years, it became obvious to even the most dedicated communist that the PRL would not survive. Jaruzelski negotiated with Solidarity and brought about a peaceful ending to over 40 years of the PRL in 1989.

It is apparent how economic failure led to political change in the period 1976-1989. Consistent mismanagement of the economy caused debt and deprivation. In the years 1976-1981, price increases, which would have facilitated some economic recovery, were met with widespread strikes. These strikes brought together a powerful opposition and allowed for dialogue. After the crackdown in 1981, economics no longer played a central role in political action, but the foundations for reform were already formed.
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