CHAPTER 3

From Soviet to a Western-
dominated political scene

The geopolitical context of politics in Poland

Tomasz Zarycki

The main thesis of the present chapter is that the political and
cultural transformation that has taken place in Poland over the
past decade can be explained in terms of the geopolitically induced
evolution of the main political cleavage in the country. As will be
argued here, Poland can be seen as a peripheral state with a typical
center—periphery cleavage dominating its political scene, one which
also reflects deeper social and cultural divisions in Polish society.
While the nature of this cleavage in the second part of the twentieth
century was formed by the Soviet domination, the situation started to
change, albeit slowly, after 1989. The collapse of the Soviet Bloc and
gradual re-integration of Poland, and other countries of the region,
into the Western system of institutions, political and economic space,
made the West the main point of reference for political, academic
and cultural debates. In effect, the attitude toward the West, as I will
argue, became the main factor defining the fundamental cleavage
of Polish politics. ;

The first decade of post-Communist Poland saw its political
scene divided according to the old cleavage, often called the “anti
vs. post-Communist” axis, which formed in the late Communist
period. As I have argued elsewhere (Zarycki 2000), it could be
interpreted as a center—periphery cleavage, where Moscow played
the role of the center, and Poland acted as a periphery divided by
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its reaction to the Soviet domination. Thus, during the Communist
period the main issue defining that cleavage was the attitude toward
the Kremlin’s domination, ranging from collaborative, for example
in the form of Communist Party membership, to openly hostile,
for instance in the form of active involvement in the opposition.
After the fall of Communism, when the Kremlin’s actual influence
on Poland’s political life diminished drastically, that split has been
redefined into a conflict over the interpretation of the Communist
period. On one side, a critical view has been promoted first and
foremost by the former elites of the anti-Communist opposition,
which enjoyed almost universal support in the more conservative
regions of southern and eastern Poland. On the other side, a rela-
tively optimistic image of that period has been promoted primarily
by former members of the Communist Party who continued their
political activities in the framework of its new, social-democratic
incarnation known as the Union of the Democratic Left (SLD). Its
most consistent support came from the north-western regions of
Poland. Several analysts expected that the post-Communist cleav-
age would form a stable backbone of the Polish political scene for
years to come (e.g. Grabowska 2004). They speculated that a process
similar to that described by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) in the mid-
dle of the twentieth century in Western Europe would take place in
Poland. It was namely suggested that the “post-Communist” cleav-
age would be “frozen”, meaning that even if the original political
conflict on which it was based had disappeared, it would continue
its existence in the symbolic sphere, as the crucial point of reference
for the organization of Poland’s political scene in the same way as
had happened with Western European cleavages in several coun-
tries. For several years these predictions seemed to be correct, and
the post-Communist cleavage managed to define the meanings of
the “Left” and “Right” in Poland of the first decade after the fall of
Communism. Thus “Left” in that context was largely identified with
the heirs of the Communist Party and their supporters. This was
the secular option, with an electorate united by a common view of
Communist Poland and its leadership as a rational, realistic choice
for Poles in the given geopolitical circumstances. On the other hand,
“Right” became tantamount to the anti-Communist option, first of
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all the famous “Solidarity” trade union and later its numerous heirs.
This camp was always supported by the Catholic Church, and in
its interpretation of the past the leadership of Communist Poland
deserved condemnation for being Moscow’s agents. The Communist
period was considered one of the darkest periods in the country’s
history. One can note that in the first stage of the post-Communist
transformation, the mainstream academic discourse was usually
strongly embedded in the Right’s version of recent Polish history
and nature of the post-Communist transformation.

Let me point to some of the key assumptions of that view of
the transformation period. It was firmly based on the rejection of
the Communist heritage as a vestige of the past, and of most ideas
identified with Communism, including Marxism, or even the Left
as such, irrespectively of the way it had been defined. This stage was
also characterized by an idealization of the West and its identification
with capitalism as a superior form of social organization. A vision of
modernization centered on the Western generalized pattern, perceived
as a unique source of rationality providing a clear, coherent path
of development, prevailed. This period could be thus seen as based
on a belief in simple solutions to problems of the post-Communist
world and the existence of universal mechanisms of development. In
the social sciences this period has been characterized by a rejection
of classic critical tools of analysis. Social critique was largely focused
on condemnation of the “remnants” of Communist thinking, old
habits, mental frames or myths. Homo sovieticus was the emblematic
figure for academic discourse of that period; “Soviet man” became
one of the key public enemies, the main obstacle to social and
economic progress. Homo sovieticus was supposedly hidden in the
souls of all citizens of post-Communist countries, and they were
all called upon to fight him. Alleged traces of the Soviet man in the
minds of the inhabitants of post-Communist countries were seen as
signs of their weakness, imperfection; something which should be
challenged as a way of self-improvement. In these images, problems
stemming from the pre-Communist past were hardly present. The
post-Communist societies were usually seen as products of Com-
munism, and key problems for their development were identified
with the “deformed” personalities or mentalities of their members.
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Another characteristic notion of the academic discourse of that
period was “civilizational (in)competence” (e.g. Sztompka 1993).
It was widely assumed that the populations of the post-Communist
countries were “civilizationally incompetent” after the period of their
relative isolation from Western influences and what they needed was
(re)training, its effects allowing them to join the European com-
munity of nations again. Liberal intellectual and academic elites,
usually identified with the intelligentsia, often presented themselves
as the only social group free of the post-Communist “deformations”
of mentality and personality; the only competent guide for society
and the sole intermediary between the West and an incompetent
domestic population. One could conclude that this period was best
characterized by slogans of “Return to Europe!”, often perceived in
terms of a race between the countries and regions of Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE).

Interestingly, even if the countries of CEE were perceived as
inferior “pupils” in relation to their Western “teachers”, the notion
of “periphery” was usually absent from the political as well as the
academic discourse in the first stage of the transformation. CEE could
be seen as underdeveloped, but its inferiority was supposedly caused
by its Communist, Soviet past, not so much by its relations with the
West. The “bad” Communist heritage was at the same time seen as
possible to overcome, so the peripheral status of the region was not
considered as an aspect of permanent dependence on the West or
defined as Western domination. Transformation was also perceived
as an aspect of the political strategy of CEE countries of joining
the European core or the center. The use of the word “periphery”
was considered inappropriate; among other reasons due to a fear of
“self-peripheralization”, or the fear of being perceived as inferior.
Criticism of the West was also almost absent at this time, as it was
difficult to criticize the ideal society. The West become synonymous
with model social organization; one which was widely considered to
be opposed in all possible dimensions to the Communist or social-
ist model, both considered to be totally compromised. Moreover,
critical thinking about the Western world was difficult to imagine
because of the risk of being perceived as anti-Western; equating to
non-Western “Communist” and “backward”. This rule of the simple
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opposition between “bad” Soviet Communism/Socialism and “good”
Western capitalism, associated with modernity, justice and afluence,
defined not only the perception of the West in the first stage of the
transformation, but also the way CEE perceived itself. One of its
aspects was avoidance of concepts implying notions of domination,
inequality, hegemony, etc. These were exclusively reserved for analy-
sis of the historical realities of the Communist societies and power
relations inside the Soviet Bloc, usually considered an oppressive,
pre-modern empire.

Interestingly, the domination of such an ideological outlook did not
lead to an absolute disappearance of the former Communist parties.
In most of CEE they have been transformed into pragmatic organi-
zations declaring a non-Communist, Left identity (Grzymata-Busse
2002). In Poland the main organization of the post-Communist left,
the “Social Democratic” SLD, after a short period of low standing
following the fall of Communism, managed as early as 1993 to win
the parliamentary elections. Two years later its leader Aleksander
Kwasniewski, earlier a young Communist apparatchik, was elected
Poland’s president. One has to point out, however, that the former
Communists avoided any ideological references to Communism
or even socialism. They fully endorsed the slogans calling for Euro-
pean integration, modernization, and Westernization. Their main
conflict with the former anti-Communists, or the so-called “Right”,
concerned the interpretation of the Communist past. The newly
reborn “Social Democrats” were not defending the old regime or
“socialism” as ideologies for the future. Rather, they were fighting
for a re-interpretation of their former political lives; one that would
affirm them as having done their best under the conditions of Soviet
domination and, taking into account the geopolitical circumstances,
having served Poland’s interests quite well. They could not usually
claim moral superiority for their — pragmatic — choice of joining the
Communist Party over the choice of the former opposition members
who actively fought the system and suffered from oppression by the
Communist state. However, the Social Democrats compensated for
their weakness in this moral dimension with the promises of increas-
ing social justice and alleviation of the hardship brought about by
the radical reforms. In practice, however, the post-Communists did
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not try to challenge the neo-liberal consensus which emerged after
1989. They have embraced the major part of the ideological package
of the anti-Communist opposition, both in the economic and politi-
cal dimension, sharing a belief in the liberal, free-market, Western
style, capitalist democracy as the optimal model of development for
Poland. Thus one could argue that the post-Communists remained
largely dependent on the liberal faction of the former anti-Communist
opposition, at least in the period until 2005. As early as the middle
of the 1990s, liberal intellectuals — first of all those related to the
Freedom Union party (UW) — declared that former Communists
were absolved of their “sins”. As was argued, for example by Adam
Michnik, they have redeemed their wrongdoings by their positive
role in the process of restoring democratic order and by recognizing
their own past errors. Such a quasi-religious manner of dealing with
the Communist past as manifested in this approach was typical for
many countries of the region, as has been documented by Gil Eyal
(2003). In effect, the Social Democrats managed to gain the status
of an almost equal partner to other parties on Poland’s political
scene. During the 1990s liberal intellectuals continued their mis-
sion of “civilizing” and “Europeanizing” the post-Communist elite
(Smolar 2007). An unsuccessful attempt by the Social Democrats at
breaking with the dependence on the liberal milieu in the symbolic
dimension was made in 2003. It was based on a plan to acquire a
private television station, “Polsat”, but ended with a political crisis
known as the Rywin Affair (Zarycki 2009). It did not allow the
post-Communists to regain their full ideological autonomy and
resulted in a relative weakening of both the post-Communist and
liberal Left in Poland.

To sum up, the main tenets of the first phase of transformation,
in the form presented by the liberal elites of the former anti-Com-
munist opposition, included economic liberalization, an assumption
of the rationality of the market, as opposed to the backwardness
of state planning; pluralism as opposed to the homogenization of
the Communist welfare and nation state; and integration with the
Western institutions defined as the main carriers of modernization.
At the same time the liberal camp promoted reconciliation with
former Communists and their integration into the political system,
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originally considering them, however, to be morally deficient and
not fully modern because of their “Eastern connection”. Another
of the assumptions of the liberal camp in this period was that the
national-Catholic right, as the most anti-modern, should not be
allowed to gain domination in the political scene. However, the
perception of that group by the liberal elites as the key threat to
Polish democracy was only slowly emerging to become dominant
in what I call the second phase of the transformation.

One can also note that because of the nature of the above-
mentioned dominating interpretations, the former Communists
often had a poor image in the fields of social sciences in the first
period of the transformation. Mainstream scholarship was based on
liberal elements of the ideological outlook of the anti-Communist
camp. This was also the perspective from which the “transforma-
tion” has been described by both Polish and foreign social scientists.
Even scholars previously affiliated with Communist institutions, the
Party, or its academic organizations, usually adopted a clearly pro-
European and often radically pro-market orientation, and relied on
the narratives of the “transition”, understood as a move from “bad”
Soviet Communism to “good” Western capitalism. Moreover, the
former Communist Party leadership was often presented as a leading
faction of the pro-European political elite, particularly competent
in Western “civilizational” standards, already acquired during the
Communist period, when its ideological affiliations were supposedly
only superficial declarations forced by the geopolitical circumstances.
Besides, Poland in the early 1990s saw the fall of Communism and
a wholesale rejection of Marxist theory and language in the social
sciences. Marxist ideology was seen as a vestige of the Communist
era, and Marxist teachings were thought to be incompatible with the
new ambitions of the state to modernize Polish society. As such, most
of the traditions of critical social theory were abandoned. With the
revival of the modernization theory in the post-Communist period,
scholarship concerned with issues of social inequality was no longer
seen as a key concern of the social sciences. The studies concerning
inequality carried out during this period were narrowly focused, and
measured poverty or the strength of nationalistic stereotypes. Polish
society was now assumed to be on its way to becoming “modern”,
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“Western”, and “capitalist”, and its “Europeanization” became a
priority for both the government and for academics. Michael Ken-
nedy (2002) even coined a term to describe how the new society
in Poland and its neighboring countries now came to be perceived,
calling it a “transition culture”.

The end of the first period of the post-Communist transformation
can be perceived as a result of disappointment with the idealistic
assumptions of the anti-Communist opposition which provided
ideological legitimization for the reforms. Most of them brought
disillusion of varying degrees to different segments of society. Thus,
for example, the majority of the CEE countries did not reach the
levels of Western affluence which were often expected to result from
the introduction of “capitalism” in 1989. On the contrary, neo-
liberal economic reforms brought about a rise in inequalities and
the dismantling of many public services. These negative outcomes
were not so extreme in Poland as in many other former Communist
states such as Russia or Ukraine; nevertheless some segments of the
population were badly hit. These disappointments prompted several
complex processes at the political level as well as in the world of
culture, the media and social sciences. They included an evolution
of perception of the relations between CEE countries and the West,
first of all a realization of the complexity of dependencies between
the Western European countries, or the West in general, and the
CEE periphery.

In a geopolitical dimension this transformation can also be seen
as a phase in the process of negotiation of the symbolic status of
the CEE countries within an enlarged Europe. As it transpired, the
formal act of joining the EU by several of the former Communist
states, while formally confirming their “European-ness”, did not
necessarily determine once and for all a good position in the inter-
national and inter-regional hierarchy. Although many of the states
and regions of the “New Europe” are catching up fast with the “Old
Europe”, their rather weak position in relation to the continental core
has been exposed. The process of application for EU membership,
including negotiations of treaties and the adoption of EU norms and
legislation, was often considered as a particularly clear manifestation
of the weakness of CEE in relation to its Western members. Some
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saw it as a humiliating act of the imposition of Western norms.
Orientalist images were also identified in the discourse of the EU
institutions directed toward the applying countries (Kuus 2004). In
Poland’s case, key moments of realization of the country’s relative
weakness, besides the final conditions for EU accession, included,
inter alia, the failure of Polish ambitions to play a larger role in the
post-Soviet region, in particular in Belarus, Ukraine and Georgia.
Another often quoted example of the weakness of Poland and other
countries of the region was the decision by major EU countries
to support the construction of the trans-Baltic “Nord-Stream” oil
pipeline from Russia to Germany, bypassing former Communist
states of the region. Western indifference to concerns of the CEE
countries — because of their relations with Russia — is often perceived
as a manifestation of their political and economic weakness in the
enlarged Europe.

Thus, I would argue, many of the internal political and cultural
processes we are observing in countries such as Poland may be seen
as the effects of difficulties they have with acceptance of their newly
rediscovered peripheral status within an enlarged Europe. As Barbara
Térnquist-Plewa has pointed out, “the idea of Poland’s peripheral
position permeated Polish thinking about Europe” (Trnquist-Plewa
2002: 215) during the entire history of the country. However, for
several decades of the Communist period Poles perceived their
relations with the West mostly in the cultural, idealistic dimension,
rather than in pragmatic, economic terms. Therefore, the second
stage of the transformation can be seen as a process of coming to
terms with the newly rediscovered, persistent peripheral position
in relation to the West. It seems to be a major challenge for several
countries of Europe, in particular those like Hungary, Poland or
Russia which used to play a much greater international role. What
we could observe in their political scenes was in effect an emerging
split between those considering the newly realized position of the
country as largely justified, and those more or less disappointed or
even frustrated. This seems to be one of the main characteristics
of the emerging dominant political cleavage of that second phase.

For several countries, especially those which joined the EU, that
moment could be seen as a paradoxical one. On one hand they
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have regained their self-confidence, based first of all on a feeling of
growing economic and political power. The economic and politi-
cal integration of the Continent was also an important factor, as
membership of Western international organizations gave, at leastin
theory, equal status to the post-Communist states. Their economies
gradually improved and political elites evolved, which was chang-
ing the way they were looking at their Western partners. On the
other hand, these processes stimulated aspirations. And this was
the moment which allowed them to look at their own weaknesses
in a completely new light. It appeared to many that the problems
of their countries were not merely vestiges of the Communist past
which could soon be overcome, if only if these countries followed
the path toward modernization. The realities in many cases were
much more complex. For example, foreign capital slowly began to
dominate several sectors of the CEE countries’ economies, while
weaker local businesses started to lose their position in the late
1990s. As several analysts gradually came to conclude, the weak-
ness of the countries of the region was to a large extent caused by
long-term processes (e.g. Majmurek 2010). Their peripheral status
in relation to the West, even if considerably increased during Soviet
dependence, was seen by more and more analysts as the main factor
behind their backwardness. Such perspectives, defining CEE states
and economies as peripheral and shaped by their dependence on
Western capital and culture, had been present in Western academic
literature for a long time already (e.g. Berend 1996). In fact they
were also known and discussed in the Communist period, in par-
ticular the 1960s and 1970s, especially the Polish case (Sosnowska
2005). But they regained wider currency only with the advent of
what I call the second stage of the transformation. The realization
of that meant that solutions for “catching up” with the West could
not be easy or simple.

Let me now point to some of the interesting traits of the second
phase of the ideological and intellectual evolution of the region. First
one could mention the effect of an accumulation of knowledge of
the West at all levels of society. In many cases, thanks to numer-
ous migrant workers, it was based on direct contact with Western
countries and institutions. This accumulated knowledge accelerated
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the melting of the mythical ideal image of the West. It must be seen
not only as pure disappointment but also as a more neutral process
of (re)discovery of the West, including rediscovery of its complex-
ity. It included an increased awareness of the diversity of models of
capitalism, of paths of modernization, and of Western culture. In
particular it included the (re)discovery of the US—Western European
difference, and the differentiation in their perception of Russia and
CEE countries in the West. One can also talk about a (re)discovery
of complex patterns of interests and historical alliances in the West,
or in more general terms, the political history of the West. Another
aspect of that process were changing views on the Communist heritage
due to a less emotional attitude to the Communist past. It allowed
a gradual process of the (re)discovery of critical (including Marxist)
thought, Western as well as native. In Poland a good example of
an intellectual milieu involved in the process of the (re)discovery
of critical traditions is Krytyka Polityczna, a new, non-Communist,
left-wing circle under the leadership of Stawomir Sierakowski. On
the conservative side, institutions such as Osrodek Mysli Politycznej
or Fronda can be mentioned as actively involved in the rediscovery
of previously forgotten Polish and foreign political thinkers and
intellectuals, including those concerned with Poland’s dependence
on the West. These processes were conducive to the emergence
of new interpretations of the recent past, as well as of the current
state of the societies of the region, which started to multiply in the
political and academic fields.

There can also be another reading of that moment— that is, the
transition to the “second” phase of the transformation — namely its
perception as an effect of exhaustion of the assets on which the first
phase was based: first of all emotional (enthusiastic embrace of the
new order) assets, but also cultural and political as well. It took place
carlier in some countries, like for example Russia, where it can be
chronologically pinpointed at the end of Yeltsin’s rule, and later in
others, like Poland, where the turning point, the final end of the first
stage of the transformation, was probably located at the time of the
2005 parliamentary and presidential elections. Until that moment,
when two right-wing parties — the liberal Civic Platform (PO) and
the conservative Law and Justice (PiS) — dominated, the pendulum
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of Poland’s political scene had been moving between governments
formed by the heirs of the former anti-Communist opposition and
parties with roots in the Communist-era organizations. The anti-
Communists were coming to power on promises of “more reforms”
to make the country more “capitalist” and clear it of the remnants of
the Communist heritage. On the other hand, there were the former
Communists promising to ease the pain of reform and revive at least
some of the elements in the social safety network of the old system.
The “third” force gaining some support from time to time in that
period were the so-called populists, from Stanistaw Tyminski, who
gained second place in the 1990 presidential elections, to Andrzej
Lepper with his Samoobrona or Self-Defense party. The force of
classic populist slogans or anti-Communist rhetoric was decreasing
however. The attitudes toward the West and national traditions seen
as modernization assets become the main divisive issues. In effect,
the old fundamental post vs. anti-Communist cleavage has been
gradually replaced by the new one: the conservative vs. liberal axis.
After the emergence of the new cleavage in 2005, the much weakened
Social Democrats appeared on the liberal, Euro-enthusiastic side of
the reconfigured political scene. The former anti-Communist block
split. Its more religious and conservative factions formed the Euro-
skeptical and, as some call it, nationalist camp led by the Law and
Justice Party (PiS). The heritage of the Communist period faded
away as a point of reference for political conflict, while the attitude
toward the West, and in particular the EU, became the major issue
in political debate.

The liberal, or Euro-enthusiastic, camp retained much of the ideal-
ism of the earlier period of the transformation. While its approach
toward the West also became more pragmatic, it still saw its ideal-
ized model as the “final destination” for the Polish reforms, and
remained faithful to a continuation of the free-market reforms. At
the same time the conservative camp, reconfigured now around the
Law and Justice Party, embarked upon criticism of policies of the
first stage of the transformation. It declared its ideology exhausted,
in particular what was called the “imitative model of development”,
with its uncritical focus on the idealized West as the model to follow.
The development of new perspectives on Poland’s place in Europe,
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which took place first of all at the more conservative end of the
Polish political spectrum, included a (re)discovery of native cultural
traditions and the historical past as a political resource. History, as it
was now used by the conservatives, could be seen on the one hand
critically as a symbolic, compensatory resource used in defensive way,
or, in a more positive light, as a pragmatic point of reference for the
cultural adaptation of Western-originating modernization programs.
In any case, specific regional history and culture were gradually seen
in much more diverse ways: for some still as a as source of backward-
ness, which was common in the first stage of transformation; for
others as a useful resource, or at least an important local context to
be taken into consideration. At the same time the West had begun to
be seen in a much more nuanced way, and its critical images started
to appear in particular in the conservative camp. Anti-Europeans
were always present in the region, but up to then they were rather
marginal and their voices not present in the mainstream discourses.
Now, critical voices stared to appear in all parts of the political field.
We can observe, for example, the (re)discovery of theories regarding
post-colonialism; a growing popularity of notions like Orientalism,
which were increasingly considered as useful sources of inspiration
for analysis of the CEE. Interestingly, Edward Said’s famous book
(1978) was translated and published in Poland in 1991, but even
in the Communist period, when anti-Westernism was an element
of the mainstream state propaganda, his writings were not directly
related to the CEE context. This began only in the late 1990s, with
the advent of the second phase of the transformation. One of the
pioneers was Ewa Thompson (2000), who was later followed by a
number of other authors (Bolecki 2007; Cavanagh 2004; Korek
2007; Skbrczewski 2006).

Thus the second stage of transformation is characterized by the
development of a new conservative ideology which could be seen as
a “rediscovery of the self” by CEE countries. It included such trends
as a (re)discovery of the historical uniqueness of the countries and
regions of the CEE. In the Polish case, for example, such motives
were gradually gaining attention as specific, ambiguous attitudes to
the Enlightenment in Polish intellectual history — a lack of revolu-
tionary heritage, the heritage of the Noble Republic (Rzeczposolita
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Szlachecka). Interestingly, while in the conservative milieu they have
been seen as “resources” from which Polish modernization programs
could draw (e.g. Stanitko 2008), for the new Left these specific traits
of Poland’s history were, rather, seen as obstacles to modernization
(e.g. Beauvois 1994; Kochan 2008). In both cases, however, previously
unseen attention has been directed toward these historical contexts,
seen as vital issues in the current modernization debates. One can
also mention here a revival of interest in ambiguous attitudes to
centralization and homogenization, in ambiguous attitudes to the
modern nation state idea, and the importance of the religiosity and
religious values in Polish history (e.g. Staniszkis 2005). One of the
most visible, material manifestations of these ideological develop-
ments was the establishment of the Warsaw Uprising Museum in
2004. It not only played an important role in the mobilization of
support for the Law and Justice Party and helped its main politi-
cal patron, Lech Kaczyniski, who was the mayor of Warsaw at that
time, to win the presidential election of 2005. The museum was also
instrumental in promoting a wider legitimization of the ideology of
the new conservative Right, above all its vision of national history
as modernization resource; in particular it redefined the way the
Warsaw Uprising of 1944 was now seen in the mainstream political
and academic discourse. The revival of interest in the historic past
induced by these processes was almost universal. Several other politi-
cal milieus besides the conservative one rediscovered native sources
of inspiration in the national heritage. They included the Kryzyka
Polityczna circle, which tried to relate to such historical figures of
the Polish left as Stanistaw Brzozowski or Ludwik Krzywicki. It
was, however, the conservative Right which became most attached
to the national historical heritage as a source of Polish pride and
self-confidence, and resource for creating endogenous models of
modernization. Intellectuals related to this political camp appeared
to be among those most engaged in the critique of what they called
“imitative development”, supposedly followed blindly in the 1990s,
and advocated the idea of adaptive, contextualized development
(Krasnodebski 2004).

As has been noted by Marek Ziétkowski, the new fundamental
axis of the Polish politics emerging out of the split between liberals
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and conservatives in the second stage of the transformation could
be related to the debate between proponents of the modernization
theory, on the one hand, and those (re)discovering dependence
theories or alluding to world system theory (Ziétkowski 2009).
Among the latter, Zbigniew Krasnodebski and Jadwiga Staniszkis
were the most prominent personalities, both of them linked to the
Law and Justice Party. A particularly interesting debate in this respect
developed around the question of modernization. Krasnodebski,
who become one of the most visible intellectual figures of the con-
servative camp, criticized his liberal opponents for their attempts to
monopolize the interpretation of the notion of modernization and
imposing a very narrow definition onto the Polish political scene
(Krasnodebski 2006). He repeatedly referred to Shmuel Eisenstadt
and his famous “multiple modernities” thesis (Fisenstadt 2002),
which emphasizes the need to recognize the diversity of paths to
modernization, as well as the role of tradition, especially for the
modernization of more peripheral states. In Krasnodebski’s view,
not all modernization programs can be considered positive, as
both National Socialism as well as Communism can be seen as
modernization efforts. The liberal vision of the modernization of
Poland was, according to him, a neo-liberal orthodox variant of
modernization, with an emphasis on economic reform and ignoring
the local traditions as well as the role of the state. These arguments
have been partly shared by the new Left movements, although not
so much by the old post-Communist Social Democrats. Neither
of the factions of the Left, however, agreed with Krasnodebski
when he argued characteristically that the widely criticized actions
of the conservative government under the leadership of Law and
Justice were in fact conducive to modernization and Westerniza-
tion of the country. The projects in question included vetting
procedures for state employees, who were expected to declare if
they had collaborated with the Communist security services, the
dismantling of the Military Information Services (WSI), and other
“de-communization” actions. They also encompassed the weaken-
ing of the role of “professional corporations” controlling access to
several professions including lawyers and academics, which was
termed by the liberal critics of the government as the “attacks on
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different groups of society” and in particular the intelligentsia
(Smolar 2006). Similar arguments were used by critics of the con-
servative government on both sides in reference to the attempts at
strengthening the state by the Law and Justice government. While
the conservative supporters saw this as an element in the moderni-
zation of the country, its critics accused it of building a totalitarian
nation-state obsessed with the idea of de-communization. In any
case, Krasnodebski presented the conservative program as an alter-
native vision of Poland’s modernization, emphasizing in particular
the need for a stronger role for the national cultural and political
traditions. Thus his proposal was to move from modernization
based on what he considered non-reflexive imitation of the West
to modernization based on traditional and indigenous resources
and a reflexive, critical use of the Western experiences. Stawomir
Sierakowski agreed that that interpretation of the above discussed
split as a division between “modernizers” and “traditionalists”
was not justified (Sierakowski 2006). As he argued, there was no
debate on modernization after 1989, and the post-Communist
Left, because of its “moral deficiency”, had been forced to accept
the neo-liberal canon of modernization. Such adherence to the
tenets of neo-liberalism allowed it to gradually purify its identity
from the stereotype of the anti-democratic and anti-Western “Com-
munists”. Returning to the conservative program of moderniza-
tion, its emphasis on the national, endogenous cultural resources,
from the point of view of the “pro-European” side could be seen
as a compensatory strategy. It was often presented from this point
of view as “artificial”, grotesque or even a dangerous tendency to
strengthen national pride, revive outdated messianic discourse,
and in this way divert social energy from the constructive efforts
at modernizing the country by the means of its Westernization, to
some lunatic vision of reviving Poland’s past glory from the Midd-
le Ages (Smolar 2006). On the other hand, the conservative side
was criticizing the liberals for forcing Poles to concentrate on the
weaknesses of their national traditions, and constantly inducing
the feeling of shame and an inferiority complex from not being
“as perfect as the West”. In the conservative view this strategy was
leading not only to a compromising of Polish national interests,
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but also to a general mental disintegration, a weakening of national
agency (e.g. Cichocki 2009; Rymkiewicz 2009).

One can note that while the conservative ideologies, both in
Russia and Poland, could be considered nationalist in many of their
manifestations, the liberals could be accused of Orientalism toward
the conservatives in many of their statements (Brocz 2006). This
would be in line with the observation that the general cleavages of
the second stage of the transformation could be seen as emerging in
reaction to the rise of the West as a new central point of reference for
Central and Eastern Europe. The conservativestatist option could
be perceived as a peripheral, anti-central camp. The liberal option
could be perceived as a pro-central camp. We can note that in both
cases what is at stake is gaining recognition from the West. On the
one hand the liberal strategy is one of “learning” or “imitating”,
and in effect gaining the reputation of a “good pupil”, recognition
for being “almost like the West”, or at least sharing Western values
and aspirations. The opposite, conservative strategy is one of an
obstreperous but independent individualist searching for its own
special way. In other words, the conservatives of the peripheral states
are expecting to be respected for their individualism and bravery.

Continuing the Polish—Russian comparison, we can note that
Adam Michnik draws a direct analogy between the figures of Jarostaw
Kaczynski and Vladimir Putin (Michnik 2007; Schneider 2010). It
may seem politically provocative, and be interpreted as an unjust
linkage, but it seems to have analytical value. What I would con-
sider as common in the nature of support for Kaczytiski’s Law and
Justice and Putin’s United Russia is the similar sense of disappoint-
ment with the West. In both countries these disappointments led
to a rise of nationalistic feelings among some of the electorate and
support for politicians promising to defend the national interest,
and pride against the West and its liberal allies at home. Both Polish
conservatives and Russian Putinists act or are willing to act more
assertively toward the West than was the case in the first years after
the fall of Communism. Both forces promised reinforcement of the
state, as well as a revival of social protection networks. While this
list of similarities between Polish conservatives and Putin’s camp
could be extended, the number of differences is no shorter, however.
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Thus, one has to emphasize that all major political forces in Poland
saw their country as a member of the European family of nations,
and most of them supported Poland’s membership of the EU and
NATO, even if they viewed the desired conditions of membership
and the nature of the EU differently. The situation in Russia, where
European identification is much weaker, is considerably different
in this respect. At the same time the Putin camp’s ideology relied
strongly on the myth of the idealized Communist past, the mighty
Soviet state which had been insidiously undermined by the West.
This was quite the opposite to the Polish conservatives’ version of
history, in which Communism was presented in almost entirely black
colors and most of the proposed political actions were aimed directly
or indirectly at the eradication of its heritage. Another important
difference is that in the Russian case the ideology in question has
been used by a ruling elite controlling a powerful state apparatus
in an almost autocratic style. In the Polish case the access to power
of the conservatives was relatively short-lived and always restricted
by the necessity of entering into coalitions, as well as limited by
the considerable weakness of the Polish state and its dependence
on international institutions like the EU. While in Russia the pro-
Western liberals are part of a very weak opposition devoid of any
stronger institutional structures, in Poland they not only have a
strong presence in the current and many former governments, but
also exert crucial influence on the mainstream discourse of the media,
academic and economic fields.

Hence, at the end of the first stage of the transition, Communism
and the question of interpretation of the Communist past was gradu-
ally replaced by the question of interpretation of the role of Poland in
the European Union and other Western institutions. Thus one could
say that the key change of that period was the change of the main
point of reference. Symbolic Brussels was replacing symbolic Moscow,
as one could say, alluding to a slogan of the League of Polish Families
(LPR), “Brussels is now Moscow”, used during the referendum on
Polish accession to the European Union in 2003 (Zarycki 2004).
This reconfiguration has also considerably altered the mainstream,
and in particular liberal, discourse in Poland. While earlier the main
threat to the transformation process was usually seen in the post-
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Communist and populist electorate, now the conservative Right,
with its moral and cultural traditionalism, its reluctance to accept
the liberal modernization program, has become the key concern for
the liberals. One can note that while the former post-Communist
and populist trouble-makers were characterized by their “claimant
attitude”, usually expressed by a characteristic word in the Polish
liberal vocabulary — roszczeniowosé — the dominant trouble-makers
of the second stage of the transformation were primarily depicted as
nationalistic, “ultra-conservative” and authoritarian. One of the key
symbols of the conservative threat was for a long time the Catholic
radio station Radio Maryja, with its radical director Father Tadeusz
Rydzyk, which has for a long time been known for its anti-Semitic
undertones and distrust towards the West. However only after 2005
— that is, when Lech Kaczyriski won the presidential election and
Law and Justice formed its first government — could the consolida-
tion of the conservative camp finally be pronounced, and it clearly
became the main opponent of the liberal camp, united this time
around the Civic Platform party. The former Communists lost the
2005 elections and become relatively marginalized on the political
scene. Meanwhile the process of their “civilization” by the liberals
could be considered complete. By 2010 even Jarostaw Kaczyriski
declared the term “post-Communist” to be inappropriate in refer-
ence to the SLD party. What had been inherited from the previous
period, however, was a negative connotation of all labels related to
Communism, Marxism, the Soviet Union and even socialism. Thus
the Homo sovieticus label remained useful; however, it was now also
used in reference to the conservatives, who because, among other
reasons, of their reliance on the slogan of the strong state, or distrust
towards the West, were sometimes compared in the liberal discourse
to “Communists” or “orphans of Communism”.

It is also interesting to look at how the transition from the first
to second phase of the post-Communist period changed the sym-
bolic political geography of the country. The post-Communist and
“populist” electorate, which was considered the main threat to the
“reforms” in the early years of post-Communist era, had its main
concentrations in western Poland, in particular the north-western
regions, mostly the former German territories resettled by the Poles
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after 1945. These were the regions where both Self-Defense as well
as Stanistaw Tyminiski enjoyed their strongest support in the 1990s.
The symbolic voter of the post-Communist (SLD) and populists
(Self-Defense, Tyminski) parties was an unemployed former state
farm (PGR) worker (Zarycki 2007). He was seen as the classic
“loser of the transformation” and considered the main threat to its
successful implementation. Michal Buchowski analyzed the liberal
discourse concerning that social group and considered it a specific
form of internal Orientalist discourse. This is how he summarized
the image of the post-Communist Other developed in the 1990s.

Workers, agricultural workers and peasants are classified as not
normal and are described in derogatory terms of populist lumpen-
proletariat lacking morality. Members of these groups have to be
disciplined and remade as persons in order to fit ‘capitalist normal-
ity’, an obvious and unmarked category.

They have proven to be ‘civilizationally incompetent’ (Sztompka
1993), show a ‘general lack of discipline and diligence’ (Sztompka
1996) and obstruct the efforts of those who are accomplished and
the progress of whole societies in the region on its way to becoming
‘normal’. The incapacity to reject old mental habits forms a com-
plex of the legendary homo sovieticus (Sztompka 2000, p. 55) (cf.
also Sztompka 2004) which is characterized by such phenomena
as egalitarian and demanding attitudes, ‘disinterested envy,’ anti-
intellectualism and aversion toward the elite, double standards for
public and private life and the acceptance of meager performance.
These people do not know how to make sense of the new symbolic
order and cannot fit into the new institutional design in which
‘civilizational competence’ is king! Some are civilized, while the
others are uncivilized, ergo primitive. This division into a civilized
‘us’” and primitive ‘them’ reaches back to the Enlightenment and
the post-Enlightenment scientific division of the world (Buchowski
2006: 469—70).

One can note that after 2005, with the change of the main political
cleavage, the regions of concentration of the anti-liberal electorate
moved from north-eastern Poland to eastern Poland, in particular
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to the former Russian part of the country (Zarycki 2010). The new
significant Other of the liberal discourse was now a conservative
peasant, a Radio Maryja listener, equally distrustful, suspicious of
the liberal economic reforms as the former state farm worker, but
much more traditionalist. Aleksander Smolar saw the Law and Justice
government as “a reflection of social and mental province, of Poland
which lost in the transformation times” (Smolar 2007). So the new
Other appears equally provincial and “civilizationally incompetent”
as the old one. He is also characterized by the same post-Commu-
nist mentality as the inhabitant of Western Pomerania, even if his
region has always been a stronghold of all radical anti-Communist
movements, as for example is the case in the Podlasie region. This
is because, for example according to Gorzelak and Jatowiecki, it is
in particular in eastern Poland where “views characteristic of the
former Communist-period elites are still present — [people are]
conservative and closed to new development trends and the outside
world” (Gorzelak and Jatowiecki 2010: 521). Thus, in any case, the
new underdog of the second phase of the transformation is truly
“Eastern” — both literally and figuratively. At the same time most
former voters of post-Communist and the so-called populist par-
ties from the first stage of the transformation managed to largely
clear themselves from their symbolic “Easter-ness”. By opting for
pro-Western, usually clearly liberal parties and candidates, they
manifested their “Western-ness”, that is, “civilizational” superiority,
both in a geographical and symbolic sense over the “Eastern-ness”
of the conservative Poland. One could note that manifestations
of the desired “Western” identity were also present, although not
recognized and even mocked, at that time, in the previous politi-
cal choices of the north-western Poland. In fact the support for
Stanistaw Tyminski was first of all motivated by a fascination with
his “Western-ness” based on his Canadian credentials and promises
of bringing to Poland a “true” capitalism (Markowski 1991). When
we look back at Tymiriski’s speeches of his 1990 electoral campaign,
there is another interesting element. He has not only presented
himself as more “Western” than other candidates; that is, “more
competent” regarding how capitalism “really works”. He has also
advanced a relatively eloquent critique of the radical market reforms
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of the so-called “Balcerowicz program”. His critique may be seen as
similar to voices we can hear today from the new Left movements
like Krytyka Polityczna. Tymifiski has being pointing out in particular
the negative consequences of the earlier attempts at implementing
the similar World Bank and IMF programs, in particular those in
South America. As we know, the Law and Justice politicians were
also often appealed, in particular in electoral campaigns, to social
slogans, for example by contrasting their vision, presented as “Poland
of Solidarnos?”, to the demonized project of “Liberal Poland”, identi-
fied with the Civic Platform. At the same time, however, they never
framed the social problems they criticized in terms of the critical
Western discourse, for example presenting them as the effects of
global, neo-liberal tendencies. Moreover, when in power, the con-
servatives’ social and economic policies did not differ at all from
those of liberal and post-Communist governments. In fact all those
political camps usually shared their main experts in economic policy,
many of whom served consecutive governments irrespective of their
ideological outlook. Thus, despite some differences in rhetoric, in
particular during electoral campaign periods, the economic issues
were never a truly divisive factor between the liberals and the con-
servatives. David Ost, intrigued by this absence of economic issues
in Poland’s political debates, argued that “the weakness of class
cleavages has pushed political life in a decidedly illiberal direction,
yielding a democracy in which socioeconomic conflicts have been
mobilized around identities rather than interests, with others defined
as aliens rather than opponents” (Ost 2005: 186). One could ask,
however, who could be considered responsible for such an outcome
of the evolution of Poland’s political scene? Both post-Communist
Social Democrats, as well as conservatives or Euro-skeptics, decided
not to challenge the liberals on the grounds of economics, and they
rarely referred to Western critics of global neo-liberalism. It seems,
however, very difficult to answer the question of the extent to which
such electoral programs were a result of political calculations based
on an analysis of voters” preferences, or rather had their roots in an
intellectual and institutional inability to challenge the neo-liberal
orthodoxy in the field of economic policy. This can be explained for
example by the scarcity of Western-trained economists in CEE who
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