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In 2005, after the historic expansion of the European Union on 1 May
2004, and amidst debates on its further enlargement, Europe is more
than ever before seeking to define its identity. This question of iden-
tity cannot be answered simply in terms of geographical borders; that
would mean referring to quite arbitrary judgements.

In the eighteenth century, the tsar commanded Vasily Nikitich
Tatishchev (1686–1750), his court geographer, to map the boundary
between the European and Asian parts of the Russian empire.
Tatishchev drew the demarcation line in the Urals, establishing that
natural barrier as Europe’s eastern border. What Tatishchev of our
times could rise to the task of defining today’s boundaries? The maps
spread out on tables that were a staple feature of great international
conferences and the decisive role of geographical consultations are a
thing of the past (the Dayton Peace Conference of 2000 relating to
Bosnia and Herzegovina is the exception that proves the rule). The
European Commission in Brussels does not, as far as I know, have its
court geographer, and therefore it is obvious that Europe can be
defined much more in terms of axiology than geography. This
European axiology seems to concern first and foremost our vision of
the future, but it is also inseparably linked with the history of
European civilization in the course of which a core of shared values
and a shared collective European memory were formed. I see this
‘shared European memory’—a concept which I consider to be of
great significance—more as an objective to be achieved than as the
description of a current reality. For the terms ‘Europeans’ and
‘European citizenship’ to become meaningful, it is not enough to
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refer only to ethnic issues or legal conditions. It is also necessary to
become aware of the processes and events that have shaped Europe.
The story of Europe must be told, the story of its creative spirit, its
idea of the rule of law, its dedication to values, and especially of the
European affirmation of liberty. It is a long story, which began in the
Middle Ages with the abolition of serfdom and the establishment of
cities, and which continues, with its ups and downs, until the present
day. In this history 1989, the year which brought the end of the divi-
sion of Europe, of the Cold War, and of the Berlin Wall, has a special
place. It was Poland that launched that wonderful awakening of lib-
erty. That is what I would like to speak of here, in the firm belief that
remembrance of that annus mirabilis should constitute a key compo-
nent of a shared European memory.

During Prague’s Velvet Revolution in the autumn of 1989, a slo-
gan that was meant to hearten the people appeared on posters and
walls. It said: ‘Poland—ten years, Hungary—ten months, German
Democratic Republic—ten weeks, Czechoslovakia—ten days.’ I fully
understand the pride that my friends in Prague conveyed with that
slogan, but I would like to point out that Central Europe’s road to
freedom, what we like to call our return to Europe, was actually a
long march, punctuated by the Berlin events of 1953, the revolts in
Poznan in June 1956 and in Budapest in October of that same year,
the quashed hopes of the Prague Spring in 1968, and the mass strikes
in Poland in 1970, 1976, and 1980. These historical episodes and this
movement cannot be spoken of as merely ‘dissident’ activity, which
in the mighty Soviet empire expressed a desperate opposition to the
Communist regime, because both the Budapest uprising, and the
Prague struggle for ‘socialism with a human face’ were backed by
political plans and designs. But the series of revolts in Poland in par-
ticular was marked by that distinct striving for the self-organization
of a civic society, if not in opposition to the Communist regime, then
at any rate outside its framework and its structures. The Gdansk
strikes and the birth of Solidarity a quarter of a century ago fully
expressed this non-violent struggle for bread and freedom.

Yet again, it was the workers who rose up against a regime that
supposedly represented the working class, and against the country’s
ruling party, which called itself a workers’ party. On 14 August 1980,
the Lenin Shipyard in Gdansk went on strike, soon followed by
Poland’s other shipyards. Lech Walesa, a young worker who had
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been involved with the illegal opposition movement for several
years, became the leader of the strike. The direct reasons for the work
stoppage were economic, but the Twenty-One Demands presented
by the Inter-Factory Strike Committee to the Polish government
included legalization of trade unions, the right to strike, freedom of
speech, and the introduction of economic reforms. This movement of
solidarity initially spread along the Baltic coast, and then throughout
the entire country. Farmers provided the workers locked up in the
shipyards with food; the intelligentsia offered moral support. The
workers, whom Marx had described as having no fatherland, became
the advocates of the national cause, taking up the then-popular song,
‘Let Poland be Poland’. The call for solidarity was not a call to arms,
proposing, in place of the class struggle promoted by official ideolo-
gy, the solidarity of a nation thirsting for freedom, the solidarity of
men and women of all classes, and the solidarity of the defenceless
against the power of the police, the army, and the Soviet forces sta-
tioned in Poland. On the huge front gate of the striking Gdansk ship-
yard, directly above the sign that said Lenin Shipyard, the workers
hung a picture of Pope John Paul II. One year earlier, at a huge mass
rally in the centre of Warsaw, the Polish Pope had spoken the famous
words ‘Be not afraid’, which resonated so strongly with his country-
men.

I will not recount the entire epic of the Polish August of 1980 here.
The films of Andrzej Wajda, books like Timothy Garton Ash’s The
Polish Revolution,1 leaflets, and song lyrics tell the story better than I
ever could. But I would like to share my memories of those ten days
I spent in the Gdansk shipyard, of the unforgettable atmosphere of
freedom, and the joy of regained liberty. Twenty-five years later I
found the same moral climate, the same spontaneity, courage, and
determination in Kiev, among the Ukrainians gathered in the now
famous Independence Square. Perhaps the answer to the question
about the boundaries of Europe is that they are demarcated by this
love of freedom and respect for human dignity.

On 31 August 1980, in Gdansk, an agreement was signed between
the workers and the government. This was an unprecedented pact
between the Communist regime and the people that made it possible
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to establish a trade union with 10 million members. As a result, for
500 days, Poland was the only country in the Soviet bloc in which pri-
vate ownership of land was restored and the Catholic Church was
the dominant spiritual authority, and which also had an organized
civil society. On 13 December 1981 the government imposed martial
law—aimed against its own citizens. The Soviet plan to suppress the
movement for freedom was thus implemented by Polish hands, at
the cost of tens of people killed and tens of thousands interned, jailed,
and persecuted.

Encoded within that movement born in Poland was information
about the true nature of the Communist system, and about the
strength of the resistance to it. Since the August strikes Western jour-
nalists had remained in Poland, informing not just the public of their
own countries, but also Poles—through Radio Free Europe (‘Who let
in the journalists?!’ party dignitaries famously asked). Some Euro-
pean politicians accepted the imposition of martial law as unavoid-
able, a solution that made it possible to avoid open conflict between
East and West. The reaction of a certain minister of foreign affairs—
‘we shall, of course, do nothing’—reflected the attitude of many
European governments. European public opinion, however, was
affected by events in Poland and expressed support for the Poles: the
distinctive Solidarity badge created a truly European public space.
And it was the same throughout the ‘other Europe’, from the Urals to
the shores of the Baltic Sea. Only recently, a letter written by a
Romanian worker to the first Solidarity congress in 1981 was discov-
ered. Juliusz Filip paid a high price for this letter—in his country he
was sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment for ‘anti-socialist activi-
ties’. The Gdansk congress, answering this letter, issued a message to
the workers of Eastern Europe, calling upon them to reclaim their
right to liberty. At the time this was a dangerous move, one that
crossed the thin red line of safety, but today, a quarter of a century
later, it can be deemed one of the founding acts of European solidar-
ity.

The de-legalization of the mass movement of Solidarity was fol-
lowed by a period of underground operations and resistance to
repression. For a time, the military dictatorship was able to improve
economic conditions and temporarily placate the people by exploit-
ing feelings of powerlessness, discouragement, and resignation. The
government tried to prop up its position by arguing that there was no
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domestic political alternative and hinting at the danger of foreign
intervention, citing the examples of Budapest and Prague, but reality
showed the falsehood of those arguments. The Soviet Union, militar-
ily and morally exhausted by the war in Afghanistan, was absorbed
with its own internal problems. After Gorbachev came to power, it
undertook internal reforms (perestroika and glasnost); intervention in
Poland therefore seemed improbable. On the other hand, the activi-
ties of the underground Solidarity, and the creation of a ‘parallel cir-
culation’ of ideas and information, organized through a widespread
network of illegal print shops, made people believe that a political
alternative was available after all. In 1976, Jacek Kuron, one of the
greatest opposition leaders, famously said after protesters in Radom
set fire to the local party committee: ‘Don’t burn the committees, set
up your own instead.’ In the 1980s these words became reality.

Public opinion polls conducted by state institutions showed soci-
ety’s growing dissatisfaction with the planned economy: in 1988 sup-
port for the market economy and a private sector reached 73 per cent.
Almost half of the respondents favoured legalizing the political
opposition movement. The fact that the Communist regime lacked
democratic legitimacy was obvious, and a political alternative was
coming within reach.

Let us pause here for a moment to recall a very simple truth: we
sometimes see history as predetermined, simply because we know
the eventual outcome of events. We know now that 1989 brought the
fall of Communism in Europe and shook the foundations of the
Soviet empire. One could be excused for thinking that this was his-
torical justice, a result of the logic of history, but even the most incor-
rigible optimists, the staunchest adherents of Master Pangloss, would
have to admit that it did not necessarily have to come to pass in 1989,
but could have happened perhaps five, fifteen, or even thirty years
later. The legacy of the Bolshevik Revolution, which today nobody
wants to claim, could have survived until its centenary. If we were to
indulge in guesswork, in ‘what if’ historiography, we could safely
state that if that revolution of liberty had not espoused a total rejec-
tion of the violence and confrontation that could have led to a conflict
between East and West, history might have been quite different. It
was not the diplomats’ caution but the self-limiting wisdom of
nations that led to the miracle of 1989.

Let us now return to our story without, however, completely
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abandoning the digression about the nature of history. In 1988, after
a series of strikes, Poland’s Communist government realized that it
would be unable to control the situation without resorting to vio-
lence. The regime had certainly been weakened, partly by its
attempts at liberalization: de Tocqueville rightly noted that when
authoritarian regimes try to improve themselves, they prepare their
own demise. The regime could always have turned its back on liber-
alization; it could have attempted to introduce a market economy
without democratization, to expand economic freedom while sup-
pressing political liberty. On 13 December 1981, Polish Communists
made a choice, resorting to armed violence against the people and
rejecting political dialogue with Solidarity. They did this in order to
retain full power and to be able to realize the interests and implement
the plans of the Soviet union. In 1989 they made a different choice:
they understood that there was another way to safeguard some of
their interests and that it was no longer enough to offer short-term
concessions which did not change the nature of the system and could
later be withdrawn, as had happened in Soviet Russia in 1921 with
the New Economic Policy (NEP). I am willing to acknowledge that in
1989 the Polish Communist leaders served their country well; per-
haps it was even their conscious choice. At the end of 1989 one of
them told me that his world had just crumbled into ruins: the Soviet
Union, which he saw as his second motherland, was falling apart;
Marxism–Leninism, which was his religion, had become outdated
and discredited; and the working class, whose representative he had
thought he was, had turned its back on him and his party, giving its
allegiance to Solidarity and the Catholic Church. I do not subscribe to
the belief that the imposition of martial law in December 1981 saved
Poland from Soviet military intervention, or that it was a lesser evil,
because evil is what it was. In 1989 the Communists co-operated in
creating conditions necessary to enable a peaceful transition to
democracy and supported a negotiated revolution in the national
interest. For that, they deserve at least the benefit of the doubt.

At the beginning of the 1980s, in a poll conducted among univer-
sity students in Poland under martial law, only 4 per cent replied
‘yes’ to the question: ‘Would you like the whole world to have social-
ism like in Poland?’ Sociologists who analysed Poland’s situation at
that time believe that the social conflict had become a conflict of val-
ues rather than a conflict of interests, to quote Edmund Wnuk-
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Lipinski.2 In that conflict, Solidarity stood for a programme of nation-
al independence, democracy, and freedom, diametrically opposed to
the Communist system. With such polarization, it was difficult to
imagine any political process that would make it possible to avoid
confrontation, and that could be implemented by way of negotiation,
curbing radical attitudes.

The Communist government wanted at all costs to avoid award-
ing Solidarity the status of partner, since this would mean admitting
the failure of the military operation of 13 December. They also reject-
ed the idea of trade union pluralism, and thus of legalizing
Solidarity, while at the same time agreeing to a certain type of polit-
ical pluralism. First and foremost, attempts were made to convince
the Catholic Church to create a kind of Christian labour union and
take responsibility for it, or at the very least, to accept co-responsibil-
ity for the country’s political situation, either directly or through lay
political representation. The church categorically rejected these sug-
gestions and stood by its position that the only significant negotiat-
ing partner was Solidarity. The government responded by suggest-
ing that a national compromise be found in round-table negotiations
with the participation of non-governmental organizations, but
excluding Solidarity. Finally, however, the regime had to agree to
negotiate with the people, on the condition that the regime designat-
ed the people’s representatives. This programme was sometimes
called ‘battle and agreement’—battle against the democratic opposi-
tion and every manifestation of social or political pluralism, and
agreement with the regime’s appointees. This was a sign not only of
hostility toward Solidarity, but also that the government was shut-
ting itself within the philosophy of a Communist monopoly of
power. As late as the autumn of 1988, the ‘workers’ party’ plenum
rejected any possibility of pluralism, and General Jaruzelski spoke
against initiating dialogue with anybody who questioned the legal
and constitutional order. Finally, it was the state of the national econ-
omy that forced the regime to make the necessary concessions.

For its part, Solidarity was developing various strategies for
action, ranging from radical plans to overthrow the regime to sce-
narios, based on realpolitik, of co-operation with the reforming wing
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of the ruling party. The unassailable position and moral authority of
Lech Walesa guaranteed the movement’s cohesion, the unity of its
underground and semi-legal structures and, most importantly, its
representative character as the only organization that had the right to
speak for the people. The amnesty of 1986, which freed political pris-
oners, made it possible to seek a political solution. The reinstatement
of trade union pluralism, and thus the re-legalization of Solidarity,
was considered a fundamental prerequisite for any negotiations. The
slogan of the day was: ‘There is no freedom without solidarity.’
Determination on this point was unshakeable and not unlike that
shown by the Communists who, although they accepted a certain
political liberalization, steadfastly refused to concede trade union
pluralism. Since 1987, Solidarity had been preparing an anti-crisis
programme intended to ensure popular support for economic
reforms to be introduced jointly by the government and the trade
union. This can be considered the starting point of an organic and
evolutionary transformation in which the public sphere controlled by
the Communist Party was to be limited to defence and foreign poli-
cy, while freedom would become the dominant principle of econom-
ic and social life. The key to this vision of the future was the creation
of a civil society. This was less utopian than it seems at first glance,
since it was predicated on the belief that freedom is infectious, and
that once shown, it creates its own mechanisms of expansion.
However, in order to avoid any threat of brutal confrontation
between the two opposing blocs, a certain self-limitation of ambitions
was necessary. The need for structural change, both in the economy
and in politics, was becoming imperative, but it was even more
important first to ensure agreement between the people and the gov-
ernment so that the revolution could be non-revolutionary, and so
that democracy, introduced by non-democratic means, could become
legitimated and secure. To refer to The Hedgehog and the Fox, Sir Isaiah
Berlin’s interpretation of Archilochus,3 I would say that they were
like the fox who knows many things, and we were like the hedgehog
who knows one big thing. That one thing was freedom.

The televised debate between Alfred Miodowicz, head of the offi-
cial trade union federation and member of the Politburo, and Lech
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Walesa, which took place on 30 November 1988, was supposed to
achieve what Communist propaganda had never managed, namely,
to destroy the Walesa myth and make the Solidarity leader look
ridiculous. The scheme backfired: it was Walesa who emerged as the
hands-down victor of that duel. He triumphantly re-entered Poland’s
political scene, garnering the support of 64 per cent of Poles, while 73
per cent agreed that Solidarity should be legalized. Several days
later, Walesa’s visit to Paris on the invitation of François Mitterand
confirmed the stature he had achieved in Europe and gave him an
opportunity to present his political programme.

On 6 February 1989, fifty-six people—representatives of the
regime, the democratic opposition, two trade union federations, and
several independent intellectuals—faced each other around the
Round Table. Both during the preparations for the Round Table and
during the negotiations themselves, representatives of the Catholic
Church played a fundamental role as observers, mediators, and wit-
nesses. In reality, the Round Table gathering brought together two
opposing camps, hostile and distrustful towards each other. The min-
imum level of mutual trust necessary for the negotiations to take
place, and all the more so for them to be concluded successfully,
could be guaranteed only by the Church.

The two months of Round Table negotiations, up to the very last
moment when the final agreement was signed on 5 April 1989, were
a time of unceasing confrontation between two extreme and fre-
quently diametrically opposed positions. It was a situation without
precedent. Facing each other were the ancien régime and the advo-
cates of change; the representatives of an authoritarian regime and of
a civil society; a regime aware of the fact that it was a usurper and a
society aware of its legitimacy. This momentous confrontation did
not take place in the streets or on the barricades, but at a negotiating
table, and involved those who not so long ago had left prison cells,
and those who had put them there. Under such conditions, the search
for compromise was obviously not an easy task. At times it seemed
impossible. On both sides, the idea of compromise evoked fierce
opposition. None the less, in the course of negotiations, the argument
of national interest came to the fore, and this is what made a com-
promise agreement possible.

At the beginning, the key issue was recognition of the principle of
trade union pluralism and the legalization of Solidarity. To every-
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body’s surprise, the moment the decision was made, the intensity of
the issue all but disappeared. The main concessions negotiated at the
Round Table were political in nature. When the Communists agreed
to hold parliamentary elections, which were scheduled for 4 June
1989, they intended to retain if not a monopoly of power, then at least
political dominance. The agreement stated that only 35 per cent of the
seats in the Sejm—the lower house of parliament—would be award-
ed on the basis of a free vote, the rest being reserved for the
Communists and their satellite parties. Only the composition of the
Senate was to be decided entirely in free elections, but at that time,
that chamber had no real political power. The short time left for the
election campaign seemed to offer an advantage to the ruling regime,
which had at its disposal a disciplined nation-wide party structure, a
compliant media, and unlimited financial resources. However, the
government’s calculations proved to be entirely false. Solidarity’s
election campaign concentrated on the symbolic figure of Lech
Walesa, the undisputed national leader, and was conducted by ‘civic
committees’ which sprang up spontaneously in cities, towns, and
even villages. The people were united in their opposition to the gov-
ernment, which allowed them to make a simple choice between ‘Us’
and ‘Them’, eliminating the need to resort to political parties.

The success of the opposition and the defeat of the Communists
was overwhelming. The entire 35 per cent of the seats in the Sejm to
be awarded by free vote went to Solidarity. The Communists did not
manage to win a single seat in the Senate, while in the Sejm their
dominance proved illusory, since their satellite parties abandoned
ship immediately. The first government did include some Commu-
nist ministers, in particular, of defence and the interior—Poland re-
mained a member of the Warsaw Pact—but it was headed by
Tadeusz Mazowiecki, a Catholic intellectual and a representative of
Solidarity. The die had been cast.

The Communist regime in Poland fell without a single shot being
fired, without a single shop window being broken, without any acts
of violence, without bloodshed. Peaceful transformation snowballed
across the region: in Budapest a Round Table modelled on Poland’s
was organized; the Velvet Revolution overthrew the government in
Czechoslovakia; and the Berlin Wall finally came down. For a time,
the corpse of Communism continued to poison the political climate.
The new government made every conceivable type of mistake; the
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people began to feel disappointed; the transformation brought many
painful experiences. But the changes were definitive and irreversible.

As it happened, the events of 1989 took place 200 years after the
French Revolution, concurrently with a wave of intense debates on
the phenomenon of revolution. This gives rise to a question: should
the events that took place in Central Europe be called a revolution?
François Furet decided against such a description.4 Not so Ralf
Dahrendorf who did not hesitate to entitle his essay on Poland in
1989 Reflections on the Revolution in Europe,5 following Edmund Burke.
He very rightly noted that it was a revolution against the existing sys-
tem and a starting point for a new one. It was not, however, a move-
ment focusing exclusively on the past; in other words, it was not an
attempt at restoration. It was, instead, an anti-totalitarian revolution,
able to rally the people to its cause; a revolution in the name of shared
values rooted in religious heritage; a revolution of liberty which
brought back freedom of expression and association. It had a vision
of the future, and this vision was the creation of a civil society which
was able to organize itself outside the structures of the state. Today,
when Europe is preparing to adopt its constitution, it is extremely
important to remember that freedom revolution which, in the name
of human dignity, dealt a death blow to Communism.

4 François Furet, The Passing of an Illusion: The Idea of Communism in the
Twentieth Century (London, 1999).
5 Ralf Dahrendorf, Reflections on the Revolution in Europe: In a Letter Intended to
Have Been Sent to a Gentleman in Warsaw (New York, 1990).
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