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INTRODUCTION   

The global situation that has emerged since the crisis of Keynesianism and the 

implosion of the embedded liberal compromise in the 1970s was consummated 

in the collapse of the former Soviet Union (FSU).  This has obliged scholars of 

International Relations/International Political Economy (IR/IPE) to rethink the 

spread of the capitalist mode of production as it has come to be understood in 

recent years under the ambiguous rubric of globalisation.  The issue of 

globalisation and its impact in post-communist transition has been dealt with, at 

best parsimoniously, and at worst long ignored, in both the IR/IPE and area 

studies literatures.1  Much of this literature refers to the post-communist 

transition as a simple journey along a path leading straight from a command to a 

market economy.  This paper’s central concern is with the implications of the 

impact of globalisation in post-communist Central Eastern Europe (CEE) in 

general, but Poland in particular, as Poland continues to be the paradigmatic 

application of a particularly aggressive set of socio-economic reforms intrinsic to 

neoliberalism.2  The paper proposes a Gramscian account of Poland’s experiences 

of transition to a market economy, a form of social modification analogous to 

what Gramsci termed passive revolution, whereby accumulation strategies 

remain elite-engineered, failing to garner or form hegemonic consensus from 

wider society.  It is a “revolution without a revolution”,3 and a type of “socio-

economic modernisation [occurring] so that changes in production relations are 

accommodated within existing social and institutional forms but without 

fundamentally challenging the established political order”.4  This has sought to 

co-opt and assimilate post-communist elites into a broader neoliberal historical 

bloc sharing assumptions and class interests of dominant fractions of capital in 

the global political economy to the detriment of those who struggled most to 

establish freedom and democracy.  The irony is almost tangible.  Contemporary 

post-communist politics based on the birth of freely elected democratic 

governments in the region is simultaneously consolidating the subordination of 

these societies to the pernicious discipline of capitalism. 

  To address this, the paper contrasts two waves of post-communist 

reform contributing to the reconfiguration of the CEE political economy in the 

current epoch of global restructuring:  first, the early 1990s period of transition 

with a relative absence of consensus in wider society concerning development 

strategies; and second, the later impact of European Union (EU) membership, 

designed and propagated in progressive terms.  Both demonstrate the 

implications of integration into an emergent global political economy, vital when 

we consider the potency of the political and economic principles associated with 

neoliberalism.  Among particular US and European elites these ideas have 

gained hegemonic status as the best way to restructure the global political 
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economy and configure neoliberal economic regimes which mirror their own.5  

Such ideas build support for a particular institutional configuration of classes 

obscuring class consciousness.  Legitimisation extends to other social, economic 

and political norms, collective and private institutions and shared values, 

crucially exceeding the scope of formal political society (the state) to encompass 

institutions and practices within civil society.6  In Poland the transition from state 

socialism to neoliberalism would, according to the neoliberal ideal, entail the de-

linking of formal political and economic spheres and the axiomatic construction 

of a new society built on the ruins of state socialism.  However, beneath the 

rhetoric of Poland as the tiger economy success story of CEE there is growing 

social polarisation, as the pursuit of neoliberal policies has led to deep-seated 

disillusionment.   

  This paper examines how the hegemonic position of neoliberal 

ideas and the development of a particular class project were responsible for 

economic transition in Poland.  The paper argues that transition is embedded in 

structural and historical conditions as equally generated by external, 

transnational forces and trends as national and domestic.  However, national 

trends cannot be understood without exploring their linkages to global 

restructuring.  Rather than the withdrawal of, or the hollowing out of the state, 

as if by some mystical transmission belt operating at the global level, the paper 

draws attention to national state projects which drive and respond to 

restructuring, rejecting notions of a mysterious invisible explanatory mechanism 

operating at the global level.  Instead the paper proposes an approach that 

integrates material as well as social dimensions of global structural change; an 

approach that neither under-socialises nor over-socialises developments in the 

global political economy, but that is simultaneously aware of the pitfalls of 

conceptual methodological nationalism and the problematic binaries of global-

domestic and political-economic.  This may be an incomplete and uneven set of 

processes but in order to capture the structural connections between domestic 

and global, the paper aims to uncover those forces at work below the surface of 

transition, reinserting that most unfashionable concept in contemporary CEE 

back into the study of post-communism: class.7   

  To achieve this, the paper proceeds as follows.  First it proposes a 

truncated Gramscian account of the context for post-communist transition, 

making a series of initial claims about how this approach might be fruitfully 

deployed in the context of Poland.  Section two takes up the Gramscian approach 

and explores post-communist class configuration since 1989, focusing in 

particular on the centrepiece of neoliberal efforts to constitute hegemony in the 

shape of the Shock Therapy reform programme.  Although more usually called 

the Balcerowicz Plan, I use the term Sachs-Balcerowicz Plan to specify the degree 
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of consistency with, and the extent to which, Polish neoliberalism is embedded, 

through Jeffrey Sachs, into the neoliberal line.  Investigating the links between 

Sachs and Balcerowicz confirms the ideological link between an emerging Polish 

neoliberalism and their transnational counterparts.8  Section three addresses the 

later implications of these changes recognising that post-communist states 

remain committed to a neoliberal agenda but with less input from the IMF or 

World Bank.  Instead the concrete form of EU integration has reconfigured social 

forces rooted in the process of globalisation.9  Such changes in the European 

constellation are articulating a radical variant of neoliberalism that consists of the 

core EU market order, but without the inclusionist features of the EU project.10  

However, this section stresses the evident asymmetric power relations between 

the EU and the CEE candidates, in effect a selective form of Europeanisation 

rejecting the assumption that theoretical and practical lessons from previous 

enlargements can aid in understanding the impact of post communist 

enlargement of the EU without due foregrounding of changes in the global 

political economy.  The fourth section of the paper then considers responses to 

neoliberalism and the resistance strategies associated with organised forms of 

labour.  Given the failure of post-communist unions to resist the worst excesses 

of neoliberalism, the final substantive section of the paper explores how 

opposition has coagulated around a set of nationalist, populist social forces and 

queries how successful such resistance has been.    

 

THEORISING POST-COMMUNIST TRANSITIONS   

On the whole, transitological studies of CEE have tended to acknowledge the 

significance of the global context in which capitalism was reconfigured in the 

region only incidentally.  When global or more accurately international factors 

have been acknowledged, this has focused on international economic pressures,11 

and the effect on the democratisation process,12 or individual national 

experiences of EU integration.13  Others contend that globalisation has unleashed 

primordial cultural identities and conflicts as CEE (re)turns to the past to 

cultivate exclusive ethnic identities and discriminatory myths of cultural origin 

or value, as a defence mechanism against perceived cultural penetration of 

western values into previously autarchic societies.14  Martin neatly sums up the 

“transitological” standpoint on matters global when he asserts the minimal 

impact of global factors on CEE, “globalization theories have only limited 

relevance for understanding current development in [CEE]”, because relations 

between the incoming multinationals and national governments in CEE have 

“often been problematic” due to Western capital’s tentative approach to the 

region, and preference for low commitment strategies – although the 

tentativeness varies between countries”, claiming “internal” aspects account for 
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shaping transition.15  Thus a fundamental shortcoming of the literature to date 

lies in its incomplete analysis of the state and particularly state restructuring 

under globalisation as the account revolves primarily around the imperatives 

generated by economic restructuring.  This focus means a stunted assessment of 

overtly political logics and imperatives that affect the state.  Put bluntly, all CEE 

apparently needs is to be incorporated into the international trading system and 

multinational world production system.   

  Mainstream Western social scientists offered a compelling series of 

blueprints that instructed CEE in the technique of transition from the Soviet 

model of central planning and the one-party-state, to liberal-democratic 

capitalism.16  These blueprints centre on the construction of a market economy 

based primarily on private ownership, the rolling-back of the state as collective 

owner and provider, and in the political sphere free elections, democratic 

constitutions and the rule of law.  While at a more concrete level the transition 

project entailed the liberalisation of foreign trade and capital movements, and 

potentially accession to a range of Western intergovernmental bodies, these were 

treated as natural components of a programme of national economic, political 

and social change.  The basic expectation was that the newly-freed citizens of the 

CEE states would take the advice of their mentors, and elaborate national 

policies which would allow them successfully to rejoin the European 

mainstream.17   

  These assessments principally document institutional change and 

policy adjustment, are unable to proceed beyond the form of change in CEE to 

uncover the social content connected to a specific political economic order.  The 

question of the relationship between transition and globalisation is of deeper 

theoretical significance with palpable implications for the theory and praxis of 

social change globally.  What remains absent from such characterisations of CEE 

is that since the 1970s the key change in the global political economy has been the 

successful mobilisation of neoliberal social forces.18  The attainment of a degree of 

hegemony and establishment of a  neoliberal concept of control across a number 

of institutions, broadly understood, but including agencies of elite fora, social 

movements, political parties and governments, has been augmented by changing 

structures of capital, states and international relations.19  The neoliberal 

revolution that has since spanned the globe was not simply an unfortunate 

outcome of global restructuring but an integral moment of it.  This suggests need 

of an interpretative framework which can take sufficient account of the role of 

external actors in transition without falling into the trap whereby domestic 

participants are treated as passive puppets.  A satisfactory framework must also 

be able to locate the democratic struggle in the material interests of both internal 

and external forces, without reducing the political to the economic.  The 
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outcomes of neoliberalisation at the national level are a complex series of 

negotiations reconciling neoliberalism-in-general with institutional hybridity, 

path specificity and uneven development in, but not exclusive to, the national 

social formation.20  All neoliberal transitions are thus distinctive, but each 

example negotiates its own re-authoring of the relationship between the national 

and the international: in the Polish case the transition from so-called “actually 

existing” socialism to so-called “actually existing” neoliberalism.  Instead of a 

nation-state driven process, these changes constitute an important break with the 

immediate past and signal in a crude interpretation the subordination of the 

interests of national social forces to the requirements of globally mobile capital.21  

It is this subordination that has configured neoliberal forms of state based on the 

now well known blueprint of sound money and open markets.  The ideas 

associated with this are transmitted through a range of formal and informal 

national, international, regional and transnational agencies.  This historically 

novel form of predominantly economic constitutionalism is more than just a set 

of substantive rules.22   

  In IR/IPE a number of scholars inspired by the work of the Italian 

Marxist Antonio Gramsci have offered a conducive lexicon to productively frame 

questions concerning neoliberalism.  This approach offers significant 

methodological and substantive reorientation for “transitological” studies.23  For 

those interested in the relationship between national and global facets of 

transition, Gramscian-inflected IPE has provided a “number of innovative 

concepts that promise to illuminate the mechanisms of hegemony at the 

international level”,24 despite some penetrating criticisms.25  The paper is 

therefore an attempt to examine the complexity of historical development in 

which the political conditions of economic change, social structures and relations 

of force within a particular national state are clearly at the forefront.  In particular 

the richness of Gramsci’s notion of hegemony has enabled the Gramscians to 

analyse the institutions and social practices in which certain class achieve 

embedded authority over subordinate classes.   

  For Gramsci, hegemony was not just material dominance but 

linked to “intellectual and moral leadership”, with the “same energy as a 

material force”;26 a complex dynamic process of incorporating other classes 

through a combination of coercion and the ‘manufacturing of consent’ through 

moral leadership.27  Subordinate classes and groups are persuaded to suppress 

aspects of their class (especially relative) interest through the operation of 

hegemonic ideologies and granting of material concessions.  Rupert for example 

has identified the extent to which hegemony is consciously produced and 

reproduced thereby drawing attention to the agency of particular classes and 

class factions in this process.28  Thus it is essential to start to identify the agents of 
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neoliberalism: those individuals and groups that benefit from constructing and 

then maintaining a particular formulation of what counts as common-sense.29  

Universalisation of a partial knowledge is a crucial factor in the construction of 

class hegemony to formulate an integral mode of accumulation, an international 

division of labour, and a legitimate political order.  Additionally it is ideology 

conditioning historical consciousness to allow accumulation, and social order to 

occur in a specific historical form.  As Augelli and Murphy continue, “ideologies 

are always instruments of power, because it is only with a merging of thought 

and action that the historical role of humanity… can be regained”.30  For Cox 

then, 

hegemony derives from the ways of doing and thinking of the dominant 

strata of the dominant state or states insofar as these ways of doing and 

thinking have acquired the acquiescence of the dominant social strata of 

other states. These social practices and the ideologies that explain and 

legitimize them constitute the foundation of hegemonic order.31  

 

A Gramscian perspective reaffirms the centrality of class struggle in explaining 

transition.  Fundamental to the ascent of neoliberalism has been the 

intensification of commodification of social relations since the late 1970s.32  

Through increasingly transnational forms of ownership, finance and production, 

capital has configured a material base for the emergence of are transnational 

structures that reproduce and increase the inequitable distribution of income and 

resources, further embedding neoliberal restructuring through an assortment of 

often competing social levels and scales.  There is therefore a move from abstract 

commodification and exploitation to concrete agenda setting and policy 

planning.33 

  In providing an alternative framework for transition the paper also 

contests an economic methodological nationalism contending that economic 

interests and ideas are formulated more comprehensively than traditional issue-

specific approaches to transition hold.  Economic ideas and interests are not 

confined to nation states – with the emergence of transnational capital, social 

space and concepts of control.  Similarly the role of the state cannot be confined 

to an exclusively national locus in the emerging multi-scalar global economy.  

With the transnationalisation of capital there is the “realisation of the political 

articulation of transnational concepts of control at the national level”.34  The 

internalisation and internationalisation of these concepts of control is dependent 

on the pre-existence of historically determined national, socio-economic and 

political structures.35  As McMichael has persuasively argued,  

The world economy is not a complex of forces outside of its constituent 

states. States in turn are more than just economic actors in the world 
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market. … In short, states both constitute and in turn are constituted by 

the social relations of production and circulation that may be particular to 

a national economy but simultaneously defines its world-historical 

context.36   

 

Thinking in a Gramscian way can contribute to a critical interrogation of the 

“dialectic of global/local”, and the importance of understanding the combination 

of domestic and international factors that combine to create “new, unique and 

historically concrete combinations”.37  Bieler and Morton explain the interaction 

between ostensibly global processes and domestic adjustment by identifying the 

transnationalisation of financial and production capital as processes by which 

states internalise transnational capital, produce complex social relations and 

“new configurations of social forces expressed by class struggle between 

different (national and transnational) fractions of capital and labour”.38  The 

process of internalising these new configurations involves the restructuring of the 

state rather than its retreat from the advancing power of global markets.39  

Economic and material interests become a comprehensive worldview in the 

moment of class formation, where the economic, social and political join as an 

organic whole there is “the decisive passage from the structure to the sphere of 

complex superstructures” whereby the formulation of the best economic policy is 

most concretely linked to social, educational and foreign policy.40   

  Attempts to apply this perspective to CEE have remained wedded 

to examining the efforts of predominantly external agents like the European 

Round Table of Industrialists,41 or comparing CEE to earlier enlargements 

wherein the EU propelled CEE to adopt neoliberal policies,42 , rather than 

extracting the pre-existing, historically determined national, socio-economic and 

political structures of the region.  While clearly valuable in illustrating the 

specific cases, such top-down approaches remain problematic failing to 

historicise the social relations of production in CEE, or address the problem of 

the differences in the trajectory of class relations and struggle emerging from 

communism, as well as the distinctive absentee bourgeoisie characteristic of the 

new CEE capitalism.43  In what follows, I explore these concerns in relation to the 

Polish transition and focus on three main questions.  First, what has generated, 

sustained, and legitimated neoliberal hegemony in Poland?  Second, where are 

the agents of this process visible?  And third, which social forces have offered the 

most effective resistance to neoliberalism? The paper now turns to the integral 

form of accumulation.   
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A FIRST WAVE OF NEOLIBERALISM: THE SACHS-BALCEROWICZ PLAN 

Having offered a brief account of the utility of a Gramscian perspective in 

contextualising post-communist transition in the previous section I now turn to 

an exploration of the centrepiece of neoliberal social forces’ efforts to build 

neoliberal hegemony in Poland: the implementation of the Sachs-Balcerowicz 

Plan.  Prior to the collapse of state socialism the Solidarity leadership had 

instigated a number of alliances with responsive Western powers, and 

simultaneously reached an intellectual accommodation with core sections of the 

existing Polish regime that accepted the unleashing of untrammelled market 

forces as the only way to restructure the Polish economy.44  The negotiations, 

termed the Round Table agreements, reaffirmed support for the previous 

regime’s reconcilement with the IMF following application for membership in 

1987.  This rapprochement with its echo of Gramsci’s passive revolution 

permitted the Round Table negotiations to produce free elections but economic 

power remained in the same hands as before.   

  The public launch of the project came in January 1990 in an article 

by Jeffrey Sachs.45  The Economist paper, with its presumably calculated echo of 

Lenin, maps out the parameters of the reform debate: how CEE and the FSU 

could reshape its states and markets (sic).  Furthermore, it reveals the degree to 

which the neoliberal context for Polish domestic action has been configured as 

the only rational course of action.  Once elected, Solidarity wholeheartedly 

embraced this with the Sachs-Balcerowicz Plan: draconian cuts in government 

spending, immediate liberalisation of trade and privatisation implemented to 

restore macroeconomic stability to create a market system in Poland.  It was 

adopted with little significant input from non-neoliberal components of 

Solidarity whose gradualist programme was decisively rejected as the “traditions 

and expectations of the Solidarity movement” were incompatible with the 

economic rationality behind the “decisive break in continuity” of the Balcerowicz 

Plan.46  Alternative strategies like an Employee Stock Ownership Plan were 

omitted as supposedly regressive community-based notions of property rights, 

an omission rapidly reinforced by Western advice,  

Significantly less than 2 percent of the industrial work force in the United 

States is employed in enterprises where workers own even 29 percent of 

the shares of the firm, and almost no major industrial firm is majority 

owned by the workers.47 

 

The Sachs-Balcerowicz Plan aimed to foster private economic activity to enhance 

the productive capacity of the emergent economic order in Poland.48  

Reaganomics and Thatcherism were taken as the only canon of a market 

economy; alternatives like the German, Japanese or Scandinavian models were 
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taken to be deviations from the accepted rules of the game.49  It was assumed that 

allegiance to neoliberal rules would be rewarded by a dramatic improvement in 

general efficiency in the economy and sustainable growth, the “invisible hand 

produces a particular set of results which are outside the control of human 

agency and is, therefore, impartial in its operation”.50  Under these circumstances 

active industrial, commercial, employment and foreign trade policies are merely 

redundant, an impediment to the actions of the invisible hand.  Instead, it is the 

far more visible hands of the Balcerowicz team that assume control of the reform 

process.  The Polish government was convinced that he stabilisation programme 

suggested and supported by the IMF would be taken as a necessary and 

sufficient condition for a shortcut to full membership of the EU.51  

  Balcerowicz and Sachs rejected any third way option between 

communism and neoliberalism, as Poland (and for that matter the rest of CEE) 

“must reject … ideas about a third way … and go straight for a western-style 

market economy”.52  Reforms attempted before 1989 were averred to be “self-

limiting and thereby self-defeating … a failed ‘market socialism’”.53  Sachs 

argued that the basis of the transition rests with the notion that “the post-

communist world [has] the potential to grow more rapidly than the developed 

world and thereby to narrow the gap in living standards,” with the crucial 

corollary that “if they harmonize their economic institutions and join their economies to 

the global economic system”.54  The aim of Shock Therapy according to Sachs was 

the foundation of greater living standards and freedom. The process for 

achieving this is through what Sachs calls a market economy or capitalism. There 

were four simultaneous components to the plan:  

First, let prices find market-clearing levels, in part based on free trade with 

the West. Second, set the private sector free by removing bureaucratic 

restrictions. Third, bring the state sector under control, by privatisation 

and by imposing tougher disciplines on such state firms as remain. 

Fourth, maintain overall macroeconomic stability through restrictive 

credit and balanced budgets.55  

 

However, the state institution reforms that Sachs proposes are not generically 

capitalist, but related to a particular neoliberal understanding of both a type of 

capitalism and the global economy that economic activity takes place in. By 

embedding transition within an uncompromising anti-communist and pro-

Western normative framework the neoliberal blueprint for rapid transition 

supplies a clear set of definitions and uncontroversial set of goals while 

simultaneously offering expertise for means of implementation.56  The outcome 

was that it was considered better to undertake all the changes concurrently and 

as rapidly as possible because of the threat that the “losers” would feel the social 



 11 

costs and uncertainties pushed through by the shocks of institutional change a 

lot quicker than the “winners” would experience success - a message that 

persists to this day.57   

  With the collapse of the first post-communist government in the 

autumn of 1990, a new government under Jan Bielecki formed in early 1991.  

Balcerowicz remained as deputy prime minister and finance minister, his 

position strengthened, primarily because no one else had Balcerowicz’s 

reputation with the IMF and Western states.58  The pace of reform was renewed.  

In March 1991 the comprehensiveness of the Sachs-Balcerowicz line had become 

evident in this policy memorandum: 

At the beginning of 1990, the Government of Poland launched a far-

reaching program to stabilize the economy and transform it progressively 

to a market system. The underlying aim is to improve efficiency … to raise 

living standards on a sustainable basis, and to restore external credit-

worthiness. During 1990, the principal focus of policy was directed 

toward stabilization objectives and, in particular, to achieving a sharp 

drop in the underlying rate of inflation. At the same time, however, 

important steps were taken toward reducing structural rigidities and 

developing the legal, institutional, and regulatory framework for further 

systemic reform. The Government of Poland is determined to build on this 

progress and, in particular, to accelerate the implementation of structural 

and systemic change. This memorandum outlines our objectives and 

policies for the period 1991-1993.59 

 

By December of the same year, in the midst of a severe economic downturn 

associated with the Shock Therapy austerity measures, Bielecki resigned to be 

replaced by Jan Olszewski who had been elected on an anti-neoliberal vote 

associated with an election campaign that promised a przelom (breakthrough) 

against Balcerowicz, Shock Therapy and neoliberalism.  A plunge in demand in 

1991 and 1992 triggered by price liberalisation; a simultaneous, almost total 

freeze on wages and other incomes; and the sudden opening of the Polish 

economy caused unemployment to swell.  Advocates of Shock Therapy assumed 

that rapid restructuring, the dynamics of a free market economy, and a huge 

inflow of foreign capital would contribute to the rapid absorption of the 

temporarily unemployed.  However, unemployment turned out to be not only 

massive but sustained.  As a consequence of the “shock”, 5 million Poles, 26 

percent of the labour force, exited from the production sphere and many chose 

early retirement, paradoxically the neoliberal attempt to correct the “over 

socialisation” of the economy created a gigantic welfare state.60   
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  Once in power Olszewski’s przelom campaign was quietly 

abandoned in the face of a lack of budgetary resources and the necessity to 

maintain macroeconomic stability and credibility to ensure IMF funding.61  

Olszewski was forced to reconcile the rhetoric of a sharp break with the 

immediate past with the material and ideological constraints of neoliberalism. 

Economic policy maintained a high degree of continuity with the Balcerowicz era 

than might have been expected from the election campaign. On January 1st 1992 

electricity, hot water and energy prices were raised, initially proposed by 

Balcerowicz during the Bielecki government.  Further continuity was maintained 

in economic planning with two government white papers that introduced 

Olszewski’s aim to hold the budget deficit at 5 percent of GNP in 1992 and 

eliminate it by 1994.62 The tax reform plans were in fact those suggested by 

Balcerowicz.63 Despite the rhetorical departure from neoliberalism under 

Olszewski’s tenure there was no major retreat from the changes engineered in 

1990 and 1991.  For example, when one government minister introduced a note 

of uncertainty to the neoliberal project by stating “Just because you privatize 10% 

[of state owned enterprises] a year does not mean that the other 90% should not 

be looked after”, and another architect of the alternative przelom project, Jerzy 

Eysymontt, claimed Balcerowicz did not pay sufficient attention to the social and 

economic consequences of the stabilisation programme, Finance Minister Karol 

Lutkowski resigned  and Olszewski was proclaiming “We will try to ensure the 

swiftest possible establishment of free-market principles”.64  The need for the 

imprimatur of neoliberal social forces remained.  In June 1992 when the 

Olszewski government collapsed after attempts to reveal former communist 

regime secret agents in current state institutions, a new government was formed 

under Hanna Suchocka. The new government based on a coalition of two liberal 

reform parties, a Catholic fundamentalist party and two smaller peasants parties, 

enabled Balcerowicz to continue with his work as finance minister.65   

  As Gramsci recognised “the capitalist entrepreneur creates 

alongside himself the industrial technician, the specialist in political economy, 

the organisers of a new culture, of a new legal system, etc”.66  In Sachs and 

Balcerowicz we have the specialists in political economy and the organisers of 

the new culture.  As this section shows, the Sachs-Balcerowicz Plan was the 

decisive moment for the installation of neoliberal hegemony in Poland.  

However, we should not consider this as a predetermined teleological process 

but the dominant structures of socialisation articulating the contradictions 

between capital and labour, concretising class configuration with interests 

aggregated around consolidating a general social system in Poland in the 

reproduction of capitalist relations of production.  In the following section a 

second articulation of this emerging social system is assessed, EU accession.  



 13 

 

DEPOLITICISED NEOLIBERALISM: ‘EUROPEANISATION’ AND 

POLAND’S POST-COMMUNIST TRANSITION  

Having explored the social formation associated with the first wave of transition 

this section focuses attention on the impact of neoliberalism correlated to the EU.  

Following the promises of membership made in 1993 the 2002 Copenhagen 

summit represented a fundamental breakthrough concerning the irreversibility 

of enlargement.  Following a decade of flirtation the EU finally reconciled itself 

to the collapse of communism.  EU accession negotiations have not embedded 

the socially inclusionist features of the EU social model; instead this round of 

expansion reinforced the original first wave transition process by embedding a 

radical variant of neoliberalism.  There has been little choice whether to accept or 

reject the EU requirements and accession is characterised by the conditionality 

the EU imposes on the applicants.  The EU has consistently used the asymmetry 

of power to either impose its will or encourage applicants to discipline 

themselves.  The EU insisted on bilateral treatment of each applicant; clearly 

designed to foster a level of competition between the applicants and weaken any 

thoughts of collective bargaining.67  Transition and enlargement are both part of 

the same pathology of intensified neoliberal restructuring of the European social 

relations of production.68   

  Central to neoliberal restructuring during the 1990s was the 

primacy accorded to an idealised set of market relations, in contrast, the reality of 

neoliberalism, particularly in the new capitalisms being constructed in CEE is 

that markets do not operate according to any such immutable set of laws.  

Instead, it is imperative to rearticulate the politics of post-communism and 

challenge a process that is depoliticised by design to engender a process of 

neoliberalisation by depoliticisation.69  This stifled domestic debate with regards 

to the pathway of reforms and in Poland the perception was that this 

undermined the democratic process.70  On the whole, analysis of the integration 

of post communism has been unable to accommodate the enlargement process in 

its theoretical ambit.  While the structure of the accession process has been the 

central focus in the mainstream literature on Europeanisation, the neoliberal 

content of enlargement has been largely ignored.  The approach here provides a 

starting point for understanding the influence of the EU on the development of 

political economy in CEE as part of a class project aimed at exporting the EU’s 

neoliberal agenda into CEE.  The influence in restructuring is evident in the 

“process whereby the EU exports models of market regulation to CEE, [affecting] 

the relations between firms, the state, and trade unions”,71 as the EU matures into 

“the conduit through which the neoliberal social and economic model is being 

institutionalised” in CEE.72  In the countervailing tendencies and tensions the 
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contradiction between historically socialised production and the capitalist system 

of private appropriation remains the basic contradiction of today’s capitalism in 

CEE.  

  The dominance of the EU in CEE exports and inward investment,73 

as well as the EU’s role as actor in the construction of post-communist politics, 

clearly underscores the significance of the role played by the EU in the region 

since the mid 1990s.  Through conditionality, the EU acted as “institutional 

tutor” for the accession candidates, “providing templates, establishing thresholds 

for membership, and suggesting subsequent adjustments that increase the appeal 

of policy learning”, which established institutional isomorphism and limited the 

policy menu available.74  The 1998 Accession Partnerships were even more 

specific as conditionality for aid and other benefits has been related to meeting 

the criteria set out in them.  Conditionality patently extended EU influence 

considerably further into domestic policy-making in Poland.  As Schimmelfennig 

and Sedelmeier accurately indicate, “the massive benefits of EU membership 

being within close reach, the fulfilment of EU acquis conditions became the 

highest priority in CEE policy-making, crowding out alternative pathways and 

domestic obstacles”.75  The extension of neoliberalisation into CEE through 

accession negotiations inculcated a particular type of second wave of reforms as 

the EU had embarked on its own widening and deepening of economic 

integration.76  Enlargement and transition coincided with a period of 

unprecedented liberalisation and deregulation a development synonymous with 

the optimisation of the macroeconomic environment for transnational capital.  

The explicit aim was to extend the impact of neoliberal reforms and the influence 

of European transnational capital.  In the EU the “internationalisation of 

austerity”,77 resulted in a systematic if incomplete dismantling of the social 

model while in the accession states, the outcome has been ongoing social crisis 

brought about by reconciling neoliberalisation with the necessity for some form 

of social safety net.78 

  How might we characterise the inequity of the return to Europe?  

The negotiation process of accession to the EU provides little scope for an 

approach that is, to put it bluntly, a one-way street, whereby the candidates have 

to adjust their legislation, institutions, and policy to that of the EU.79  This is 

based on three inter-related processes: first, the EU wishes to see the market 

reform process advanced to the point of completion in CEE; second, enlargement 

discourses reify capitalist institutions - and especially the market - so as to close 

down  the categories of political economy and deny their contradictory social 

constitution, whilst neglecting due consideration of the historicity and 

contingency of market reform processes; and, third, the EU is engaged in shoring 

up the hegemony of neoliberal common sense amongst powerful transnational 
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epistemic communities of experts, policymakers and capitalists, thereby 

delimiting the space for counter-hegemonic ideologies and limiting the debate on 

possible alternatives to the market.  Examples abound, but the Accession 

Partnerships changed the European political economy with their threat of 

conditionality linked to financial aid.  More recently Agenda 2000 attempted to 

ready Poland for membership, but again within the broader context of a 

hegemonic neoliberalism:  

Successive Polish governments have made serious attempts to improve 

competitiveness by framing policy in a comprehensive medium-term 

context, integrating macroeconomic and structural policies as well as 

preparations for EU accession ... an ambitious medium-term programme 

aiming at export- and investment-led growth, continued disinflation and 

sound public finance. … a comprehensive reform … which focuses on the 

requirements of EU accession, and more specifically on the need for 

greater fiscal discipline and the channelling of national savings into 

investment.80 

 

The differences between Poland and the EU remain colossal and the region as a 

whole is stuck playing catch up with the west.  By fetishising the technocratic, 

incremental and fundamentally depoliticised processes of institutional change 

and concealing just as much it enlightens, the orthodox literature focused on the 

application of the acquis communutaire, by definition prohibits and evades 

meaningful debate, discussion and the political content of enlargement.81  Of 

course, the process is anything but depoliticised, as “neoliberal strategy is 

centrally concerned with depoliticising economy and society by weakening or 

removing historically accumulated forms of socialisation”.82  

  The EU has not been tardy in transferring economic and other 

important issues outside of democratic accountability and promoting the 

interests of capitalist fractions in Poland.  Though democracy and neopopulist 

responses constrain a neoliberal agenda, the balance is shifted away from the 

non-capitalist fraction in the negotiation process. The range of actions where CEE 

states are required to balance promoting capitalist reproduction and 

guaranteeing social integration is thus narrowed as governments can claim that 

certain tasks are being performed by technocratic administrative experts beyond 

their control not subject to arbitrary political whim.  Accession has 

predominantly involved the assimilation of states such as Poland shedding their 

not-yet-fully-EU status in favour of Europeanness, but Europeanness defined in 

neoliberal terms.83  While the applicants deserved membership in principle, 

actual negotiations were based on a historical and political obligation that could 

generate benefits for old and new members if organised appropriately.84  As 
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Burnham explains, depoliticisation is a strategy shaped by governments 

designed to place “at one remove the political character of decision making”, 

aiming to simultaneously distance governments from the unpopular 

consequences of decisions, while retaining arms length control.85  As such, it is a 

powerful part of neoliberal ideology aimed at building credibility and 

consistency with international financial markets, boosting the potential for policy 

autonomy in line with broader neoliberal trends in the global political economy.  

The explicitly political content of EU integration has therefore been substituted 

for technocratic evaluations which have in practice frustrated membership 

aspirations other than in accordance with the neoliberal blueprint to drive 

through a similar transformation, albeit sensitive to the combined and uneven 

nature of development, on a global scale, through reform and expansion of the 

EU and through engagement with key international development agencies.  It is 

thus more appropriate to see it as a strategic initiative aimed at securing the 

social relations of capitalist accumulation, ensuring competitiveness not just for 

Poland, but for capital on a global scale.  Development in CEE is characterised by 

an unevenness not necessarily ameliorated by EU accession.  It is the response to 

these problems the paper now turns to consider.   

 

RESISTING NEOLIBERALISM? POLAND’S DISAPPEARING LEFT 

In the first part of this paper I noted a number of problems associated with some 

recent Gramscian contributions to the analysis of post-communist transition, in 

particular the western Eurocentrism and elite-driven, top-down nature of some 

analyses.  While admittedly the rest of the paper has to some extent replicated 

such a top-down focus given its concentration on state, (transnational) capital 

and EU issues, in this section I want to address this imbalance by exploring the 

responses of labour to neoliberal hegemony.  The section achieves this by looking 

at the responses of organised labour in Poland.  

  The position of labour in Poland  remains highly contested, split 

roughly along the following axes: first, labour weakening primarily as an 

outcome of changed domestic state –labour relations;86 second the formal and 

informal influence of the EU in the emergence of a post-communist industrial;87 

and third, the influence of comparative reintegration into the global economy.88  

However, the danger in such assessments is the sense that labour is an agency-

free, acted upon, category of analysis.  Instead the emphasis continues to be on 

the notion of a bourgeois revolution without a bourgeoisie and an absentee 

capitalist class in Poland before 1990.  Yet, a ruling class did exist in the 

communist period, who, “even though not having formal ownership of assets 

had control over them and reaped the benefits of their privileged position in 
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accessing wide ranging advantages from housing, education to the consumption 

of material goods.89 

  Under communism unions played a fundamental role in organising 

society.  Social security and the provisions of the welfare state were all filtered 

through the lens of state socialism with leisure and medical provision, for 

example, all associated to single enterprise towns and villages.  Along with 

differing degrees of urbanisation and agricultural collectivisation these issues 

configure a complex set of post-communist social, political and economic 

arrangements after 1989 that interact with the imperatives of global 

restructuring. While the interaction is mediated through the domestic institutions 

of state and labour this mediation is not necessarily symmetrical as organised 

labour has suffered from intense disorientation and weakening and the 

reshaping of employment relations in CEE has on the whole been undertaken by 

unorganised labour to escape the European periphery and transnational social 

forces continue to intensify implementation of neoliberalisation.90  

  In 1990 the Solidarity leadership saw its role as providing a 

protective umbrella for “its” government, necessary because of the potential 

backlash of the effects of Shock Therapy.  The initial quiescence of workers can 

be seen from looking at strike statistics, which fell from 900 in 1989 to 250 

recorded in 1990 (half of which were accounted for by strikes on the railway).91  

The restructuring of the economy took a toll on membership as workers were 

laid off or retired, and the new workplaces based on foreign investments were 

often aggressive and hostile to workers’ organisations.  There were numerous 

cases of workers being sacked simply for joining a union.  As the reality of 

neoliberalism set in, during the first wave of transition there were strikes in 

transport and coal and copper mining.  In 1991 education workers took industrial 

action as their wages were held down by an incomes policy which particularly 

punished public sector workers.  There continue to be a large number of protests 

in education and health care as teachers and nurses demanded better funding 

and higher pay.92   

  There was a degree of opposition from labour.  A series of labour 

protests in 1991 centred around two major issues: abolition of the wage tax 

(popiwek) and the rise in blue-collar unemployment.  Solidarity failed to prevent 

unemployment but gained some meaningful concessions on the popiwek.  

Balcerowicz admitted the government was fully aware that “the union had to 

‘get something’ so they wouldn’t return to their members empty-handed”.93  The 

formation of class hegemony remains a struggle between competing social forces 

to make their specific interests the general interest.  There was a struggle 

between competing formulations of reform in the Solidarity opposition.  After 

1989 at the national level, although there was little consideration of a third way 
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between capitalism and communism, there were advocates of an increased role 

for labour and the state in the transition.  Competing social forces do not 

necessarily indicate that there has been a significant break over the question of 

transition in Poland.  It does however indicate the fault lines for potential 

divisions.  The Balcerowicz Plan was opposed by a number of economists and 

even certain ministers who called for an active state industrial policy.94  Similarly, 

to have identified a single ideological position does not mean that internal splits 

were impossible.  What is revealed though, is the range of potential collective 

social forces and alliances.  

  Perhaps a more sanguine note of the current state of Polish labour 

is struck in Hardy’s recent analysis.  She claims that old communist era unions 

have been reinvigorated as well as new formed.  Solidarity has realigned its 

strategy from revisiting privatisation and parliamentary activities, instead 

rebuilding itself as a workplace organisation.95  Deeply entrenched hostilities 

between Solidarity and the communist era official trade union OPZZ (considered 

to be regime collaborators by many) have also been ameliorated.  The impact of 

the neoliberal assault on labour has been substantial and labour’s capacity for 

mobilisation has been substantially diluted at both national and individual 

enterprise levels.  The pattern of social responses has been “massive exit from the 

formal economy” and the most frequent rejoinder has been “not strikes but a 

shift to the informal economy”, as labour increasingly embraces the neoliberal 

project.96   

  The question that this begs is what has happened to the once-

dissident class in Poland?97  It is now overwhelmingly conformist and imbricated 

into the neoliberal mainstream.  The beginning of the problem materialised 

during opposition which naively focused on an idealised set of values in 

distinction to communism.  This emphasised Western-style political institutions, 

freedoms and standards of living without consciously promulgating notions of 

the market or neoliberalism (Zubek, 1997).   Demands for democracy were 

miraculously luxurious, skimming it like cream from the Western economic 

system (Szacki, 1995: 122).  This feature of opposition was replicated after 1989 

when the main actors involved had little idea of what they were doing 

(Staniszkis, 1991).  Instead the reform process was hijacked when  apart from 

Balcerowicz’s neoliberals, the Polish intellectual and political elite lacked a clear 

programme or vision for reform (Shields, 2003).  The turbulence and instability 

this lack of knowledge inculcated into the postcommunist period can be clearly 

seen in the changes fortunes of the postcommunist centre-left and rural social 

forces in particular the communist party successor the Democratic Left Alliance 

(Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej, SLD) and their interminable implication in 



 19 

corruption allegations which has invoked widespread popular dissatisfaction 

with electoral politics.   

  Prior to 2004 the Polish political system was characterised by 

electoral competition between the left, derived from the former communist party, 

and the right, descendants of the former opposition.  A model of reasonable 

stability and efficiency in governing as well as in a peaceful alternation in power, 

Poland, and SLD in particular, have been frequently held up as the paradigmatic 

cases of transforming a former regime party into a modern, electorally successful 

social democratic party (Grzymala-Busse, 2002; Orenstein, 2001; Grzymala-Busse 

and Innes, 2003). The astonishing neopopulist surge and growing apathy and 

alienation from the political system would appear to illustrate the obverse.  To 

briefly sketch the SLD success since 1989, it is worth looking back to 1993 when 

they returned to power, benefiting from popular disillusionment with the post-

transition recession, though they were unconcerned with articulating a genuine 

alternative to the neoliberal norm, relying on stressing the importance of correct 

macroeconomic environment.  SLD won the 2001 election in coalition with the 

smaller Unia Pracy, the Labour Union, defeating the incompetent Jerzy Buzek-led 

Solidarity successor party Solidarity Electoral Action (Akcja Wyborcza Solidarnosc, 

AWS).   Following that success, despite economic recovery, unemployment 

remained high and a widespread sense of social and individual dislocation 

spread throughout Poland.  Despite this the two centre-right parties, the 

neoliberal Civic Platform (Platforma Obywatelska, PO) and Law and Justice Party 

(Prawo i Sprawiedliwosc, PiS), failed to offer any serious credible alternative.  

  Substantial changes began to occur as the ‘Rywingate affair’ broke 

on Boxing Day 2002.  Prominent Polish film producer Lew Rywin98 was alleged 

to have offered Adam Michnik (editor of Gazeta Wyborcza, Poland’s first and 

largest post-communist daily newspaper) modifications to a draft law that 

would have severely curtailed print media access to buying radio and television 

firms for an appropriate enticement.   Throughout Rywin alleged he was acting 

for a group holding power.  From the New Year, televised hearings of the Polish 

Parliament’s Rywin investigation commission opened up ‘the murky nexus 

between business and politics, between legality, sharp practice and corruption’, 

to public examination (Blazyca, 2003: 229).99  The corruption allegations failed to 

stop there.  SLD and PSL MPs were accused of accepting bribes relating to a new 

gaming law, in connection to allegations concerning organised crime, money 

laundering, and corruption in the health service and local government.  Further 

investigative commissions and criminal proceedings corroborated these claims 

(Szczerbiak, 2007).  In May 2004 the second commission investigated 

circumstances surrounding government interference in the security services to 

arrest the president of PKN Orlen, Poland’s largest energy company.  This 
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extended to include wider government misuse of the security services and 

matters of Finance Ministry economic supervision and energy security.  A third 

commission commenced in January 2005 examined alleged irregularities in the 

1999 privatisation of the insurance giant PZU (Millard, 2006: 1012).  

  Further neoliberal austerity measures introduced towards the end 

of 2003 further aggravated the impact of the scandals.  Attempts at forming a 

right wing electoral coalition were abandoned in favour of consolidation around 

the three main existing parliamentary parties PO, PiS, and the clerical-nationalist 

League of Polish Families (Liga Polskich Rodzin LPR).  Of the other main left 

parties the Polish Peasant Party (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, PSL), which, 

alongside SLD, was often asseverated as a characteristic point of stability in the 

post-1989 party system (Bakke and Sitter, 2005: 247), was probably the most 

significant.  Despite the EU presenting a major source of hardship for most 

peasants, from the deregulation and competition of the 1991 European 

Agreement to subsidised EU food imports, PSL was subject to an abject slide in 

support.  Too closely associated with its coalition partner SLD government, PSL 

was increasingly marginalised from 2001 and eventually forced out of the 

coalition.  PSL has struggled to maintain a discrete articulation in opposition 

despite its traditional representation of agricultural interests in Poland as the 

emergence of Samoobrona (Self-defence), questions the very survival of PSL.  

  The rural party that has proliferated in the postcommunist period is 

Samoobrona with its iconoclastic leader Andrzej Lepper.  Formed in 1992 as a 

trade union to protect heavily indebted farmers Samoobrona has directed its ire 

equally towards other peasant organisations as it has the EU.   Lepper accuses all 

of participating in a state authorised network of rural movements or the 

tarnished nomenklatura-run postcommunist political system.  Samoobrona, as a 

rural anti-EU party received a surge in support capitalising on the waning SLD 

and PSL.  Samoobrona is uniformly anti-Communist and anti-Solidarity and a 

major discontinuity with what it considers to be a Warsaw-Brussels status quo.  

The party only had one per cent of the vote and no seats in the 1997 election but 

by 2001 won 53 seats.  Lepper and his colleagues did even better in the following 

year’s local elections.  It not only draws from its own peasant constituency but 

increasingly, it correlates with opposition against privatisation, the EU and 

foreign capital.  Samoobrona expresses the fears of a petty bourgeois class whose 

experience of capitalism has been negative:  market stall holders, debt ridden 

farmers, small businesses, office workers and the former worker aristocracy from 

the sunset sectors threatened by mass unemployment (McManus-Czubinska et 

al., 2003; Krok-Paszkowska, 2003).  Given the failure of post-communist unions 

to resist the worst excesses of neoliberalism, the next section explores how 

resistance has coagulated around a set of nationalist, populist social forces.  
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RESISTING NEOLIBERALISM? HOW THE “TROUBLEMAKERS” CAME TO 

POWER  

During the immediate transition from state socialism to capitalism, one of the 

most conspicuous characteristics of postcommunist Poland was the paradox of a 

radical, intransigent anti-communist ideology and the principle of compromise 

that empowered the peaceful transfer of political power at the Round Table talks 

in 1988-89.  The left oriented position was common in Solidarity during 1980-81, 

but the postcommunist successor regimes have been neoliberal and elitist. 100  All 

of this also happened out of contact from the main population, insulated away 

from the main population in Round Table discussions where the dissidents were 

co-opted (Kaminski and Soltan, 1989).  What has changed is that those not co-

opted, the troublemakers, are now in power.   

  Resistance to neoliberalism in Poland has been centred on a set of 

anti-political, populist gestures associated with the emergence of a new right and 

the steady disappearance of the old left since 1989.  However, the populist turn 

embraces a range of diverse and often contradictory political beliefs.  As Colas 

warns, it is  

at once a derivative and self-sustaining category; a social movement and 

an expression of state authority; a revolutionary and conservative form of 

politics; at times marginal, on other occasions a determining historical 

phenomenon, the term ‘populism’ can mean different things to different 

people in different contexts.101   

 

Poland’s neopopulists have divided and simplified the social world into two 

distinct camps by championing the people over what Laclau termed ‘the 

dominant ideology’ (Laclau, 1977: 173).  The disparate and heterogeneous 

demands that constitute the movement have been unified and stabilised under 

the simplifying logic of exorcising the past to defend the future.   The Kaczynskis 

pledged to end corruption and focus on restoring the moral integrity of Poland 

that was discarded under communist rule and ignored subsequently during the 

transition.   

  On the whole the social forces that offer effective resistance to the 

current neoliberal variant of EU enlargement are nationalist and xenophobic.  

The September 2001 elections in Poland introduced two outspoken nationalist, 

xenophobic and anti EU-parties, the League of Polish Families (LPR) and 

Samoobrona (Self Defence) with its iconoclastic leader Andrzej Lepper, into the 

Polish Parliament whose constituency is predominantly those who have lost 

most in the transition.  The strength of nationalism and xenophobia reflects a 

broader weakness of technocratic elite social forces to offer effective solutions to 
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the key problematic social issues of high unemployment and social polarisation 

in an ever widening gap between the winners and losers of transition societies.102  

Recession is often wittingly brought about by governments wishing to 

decompose labour into a more readily exploitable source of labour power 

through the imposition of scarcity through austerity – decomposition also having 

the effect of undermining class consciousness and solidarity.  Mechanisms within 

the EU (such as the ERM) help national states to discipline workers and a large 

pool of cheap, educated labour in the new members further disciplines western 

EU workers.  Recession is not simply an unfortunate outcome of neoliberal 

restructuring in transition and enlargement but an integral part of the strategy.  

Politically, as Mudde claims,  

It is only a matter of time before political entrepreneurs in the region will 

put two and two together, and try to politicize the center-periphery divide 

by pointing to larger socio-economic and cultural differences. The EU 

could provide the perfect external enemy to give this argumentation a 

classic populist spin.103 

 

  For many, these problems have exacerbated class tensions in 

Poland and fostered the populist “syndrome of an abandoned society” that prior 

to the 2005 elections has been addressed principally within a discourse of the 

stolen revolution.104  The surprise election in 2005 of the ultra-conservative Prawo 

i Sprawiedliwosc, (PiS) (Law and Justice Party), has signalled the collapse of 

former left parties as the obvious party of choice for the malcontent losers of 

transition.  SLD, in government since 2001, had its image irretrievably tarnished 

by a succession of high-profile corruption scandals and achieved a mere 11% of 

the vote.  The Polish Social Democrats (Socjaldemokracja Polska, SdPL), a new 

party established by dissenting SLD members, failed to clear the 5% hurdle and 

did not qualify for Parliament.  Instead, this former constituency turned to the 

populist Samoobrona, the League of Polish Families (Liga Polskich Rodzin, LPR) 

known for its high profile attacks on gay rights, favours reintroducing the death 

penalty, and demands a complete ban on abortion, and the Polish Peasants’ Party 

(Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, PSL).  

  The populists pledged to end corruption and focus on restoring the 

moral integrity of Poland that had been discarded communist rule and ignored 

in the early transition.  The populist coalition of PiS, Samoobrona and LPR 

promised a moral revolution adopting an anti-EU position that resonates deeply 

with long held Polish fears over sovereignty from the 1920s and 1930s.  As Janos 

relates, a hegemonic process of “imperative coordination” has emerged in which 

liberalisation and democratisation are joined by populist historically generated 

security objectives exacerbated by divisions between a national rural people and 
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an urban, cosmopolitan elite; all posited within the contemporary context of 

national anti-EU sentiment set in contradistinction to an international pro-EU 

elite who failed so conspicuously in reconstructing Poland’s economy and 

ridding the “nation” of the remnants of communism.105  The “paranoid style” 

also rejected the economic problems associated with Shock Therapy and 

neoliberalism.106  Oft-repeated historical parallels drawn on today include the 

May 1926 coup in Poland which inaugurated what has become known as the 

period of sanacja or ‘cleansing’ and moral action (Plach, 2006: 2).  Currently 

emblematic of the sovereignty paranoia is Polish attitudes to foreign (i.e. EU and 

German) land ownership (Tesser, 2004), and the government’s more recent 

support for deployment of US missile defence bases in eastern Poland (to 

guarantee security from Russia).  As Smolar relates it, ‘their identity, in a 

political, economic, and social sense, has been moulded around the rejection of 

this model”.107  What are the wider political economy implications of this?  Did 

the Kaczynski government signal a clear and decisive resistance to 

neoliberalism?  Smolar, continues,  

The defining characteristics of this government are its verbal radicalism, 

its untiring attacks on various different groups of society, and the 

announcement of all−decisive changes at the same time as inaction in the 

economic and social sectors.108  

 

The suspicion must be that the nascent Polish middle class is polymorphous and 

gains expression through a variety of hybrid forms that do not conform to 

neoliberal ideal types, and some reconciliation between Poland’s middle class 

and the populist rejection of neoliberalism seems plausible in a way as it is in 

Latin America.  As illustration of the strength of the emerging neopopulist 

discourse even PO, direct descendants of the neoliberal line attempted to realign 

along more socially conservative lines altering the party’s approach to the EU, in 

particular opposing the new voting provisions contained in the EU constitutional 

treaty, which would have been less favourable to Poland. 109  This rearticulation 

of neoliberalism benefited PO in the short run when it emerged as the most 

popular party in opinion polls at the beginning of 2004 and won the largest share 

of the vote in the June 2004 European Parliament election and the subsequent 

2007 general election.  The outcomes of neoliberalism at the national level are a 

complex series of negotiations reconciling neoliberalism-in-general with 

institutional hybridity, path specificity and uneven development in, but not 

exclusive to, the national social formation.  All neoliberal transitions are thus 

distinctive and may walk hand in hand with populist forces, but each case 

negotiates its own re-authoring of the relationship between the national and the 

global.   
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CONCLUSIONS   

This paper has explored the implications for Poland given the contemporary 

hegemony of neoliberalism.  It argued that the first generation of orthodox 

transitological studies of CEE, the off the peg application of the Washington 

Consensus previously applied in the Third World and Latin America, had four 

components: liberalisation, stabilisation, privatisation and internationalisation.  

This constituted a stylised form of transition treating it as an axiomatically linear 

process offering a pragmatic, one-dimensional toolkit to solve the problems of 

the sclerotic Polish economy.  At best this provided a set of misguided signposts 

to follow and, at worse, contributed to the sobering wholesale impoverishment 

of large proportions of the population as illustrated in the Sachs-Balcerowicz 

Plan.  Despite the mistakes made, this orthodox continued to hold sway in 

crucial areas like the EU and the finance ministries of the region.  Second the 

paper argued that the changes invoked during transition are also part of a wider 

series of neoliberal reforms being implemented around the world.  EU 

membership with its prospective application of the European social model failed 

to ameliorate the present disparities in development as the ideological and policy 

environment for all transition states, not just Poland, remains profoundly 

embedded in the technical application of neoliberalism.  In the Polish case, EU 

accession, rather like the initial transition process, is strengthening the neoliberal 

historical bloc but simultaneously engendering resistance to the hardships 

spawned by Warsaw, or Brussels-directed reforms.  In a more abstract sense the 

paper begins to develop a theoretical critique of the post-communist state and 

interrogate its role in the contestation of neoliberalism.  Poland provides an 

excellent contemporary example of a post-communist transition state in the 

global political economy having pursued fundamental changes within national 

economic, political, and social spheres of life.  At a time when the post-

communist state has been comprehensively rolled back; and economic 

management depoliticised – recent events have challenged this.  Therefore 

discussion of where the transition states fit in the global political economy 

remains vital as the experience of transition and EU enlargement in Poland and 

CEE might help consolidate our understandings of other recent transformations 

of the state in an epoch of neoliberal globalisation and possible progressive 

alternatives.   

  Finally, I want to suggest three possible future scenarios generated 

by this discussion.  First, further Europeanisation along the lines of the European 

social model, however, as the paper shows, Europeanisation is configuring 

intensified inter and intra class tensions.  Second, re-nationalisation, as currently 

implied by the surfacing of disparate alliances between labour, capital and 



 25 

governments at the national level in the name of national competitiveness and 

the importance of national sovereignty.  This is however, a destructive rather 

than a progressive response.  This leaves a third option of deeper and wider 

neoliberalisation, as enlargement does not foster neo-corporatist practices, but 

instead emphasises divergences between social forces on the future of European 

integration.  The fragmentation of the European neoliberal political economy 

enhances neither national nor European-level alliances and is instead consistent 

with the latter neoliberal scenario.    In strategic terms the additional 

disadvantage is the danger that by postponing political debate until it is too late, 

the default option will be the neoliberal model even further entrenched in both 

east and west.    
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