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FOREWORD

About Michnik

This piece was originally written for Elzbieta Matynia’s book
Michnik-Havel and appears here with her permission.

I have known the name of Adam Michnik since 1968. I remember vividly how back then, listening to the news from Radio Free Europe about the events in Poland, I heard about the crackdown at Warsaw University—and the names Jacek Kuroń and Adam Michnik. In Prague at that time, the “Prague Spring” was at its height, and I was worried that we only cared about ourselves and were not interested in what was going on in neighboring Poland. I tried a bit to raise awareness about the Polish events. I think by then it was becoming clear that to disengage from the Soviet grip and get rid of their totalitarian rule would be extremely hard to do on our own, and that something of that kind could not become a real hope until we put our efforts together and made it clear that the motto “divide and rule” would have no effect on our countries.

Later on, Adam and I became friends, and now—for years already—I have been reading his articles with great zest. Whenever I find myself unable to follow Polish affairs, I look up what Michnik is writing. In short, for me he is the intellectual conscience of the Polish nation, a conscience, however—and this is important—that does not have a gloomy face but is characterized by a capacity for impartiality, irony, and playfully witty turns of phrase.

Adam and I first got to know each other personally at those secret—and now rather historic—meetings in 1978 along the Czechoslovak–Polish border. Since that time, many dramatic events have unfolded; one day he’d go to prison, another time it would be me. But always—if I may say it this way—we were both tugging at the same end of the rope. Adam, furthermore, founded Gazeta Wyborcza, which is most likely the one genuinely independent media organization in post-Communist Europe. If he had done nothing else besides all of that, it would already have been a great accomplishment.

But from the standpoint of history, even more important than his roles as editor in chief or member of parliament is the fact that Michnik continues to be a most insightful and astute commentator on current affairs, an embodiment of free reflection, a man who observes politics not just from some highly placed vantage point but—so to speak—from within.

I am very happy to hear that his third book is being published by the University of California Press, as I am certain that it will help many in the West better understand what happened and what is happening now in our part of the world.

Václav Havel


EDITOR’S NOTE

The book now before you pertains to the astonishing post-cold war transformation that Eastern Europe has been undergoing for the last twenty years. That transformation is shown here from an especially illuminating vantage point. The author, Adam Michnik, is one of the best-known East European dissidents. But the 1989 revolutions did not spell the end of his political activities. He became very influential as a politician, journalist, writer, and historian. The changes in his role as well as the political changes in East Central Europe are reflected in successive books by Michnik that have been published by the University of California Press. The first one (Letters from Prison, 1985) was an in-depth, combative analysis of what later turned out to be the last years of the Communist regime in Eastern Europe and of the Soviet Union. The second (Letters from Freedom, 1998) dealt with the next stage, which Michnik called “the velvet transformation,” that is, the installation of the new democracies in the region. It now seems that the transformation was not very velvety after all, and the present book deals with the remarkable defeat of the elites that led the peaceful handing over of power of 1989. So while Michnik’s first book was written from the point of view of an oppositionist to the Communist regime and the second from that of an implementer of the new order, the third finds him again in the opposition, this time against the groups in Polish political life that are most radically anti-Communist. The book’s author is an active participant who gradually becomes more of an observer and who searches to understand what mistakes were made, what we can learn from historical and political analogies and from Poland’s past and literature. It is a very personal volume, very sober, and sometimes bitter, and, as usual with Michnik, extremely intelligent and interesting. We know what 1989 tore down; we are learning here what was built in its stead.

The book has three distinct parts. The first part, Anniversaries, offers a double perspective: it invokes the main events of the anti-Soviet and anti-Communist rebellion as seen contemporaneously and compares this picture to the way the society thinks about those events today; in other words, it looks at how the politics of today changes the perception of the past. The scope of this analysis reaches beyond Poland, as Michnik discusses as well the fiftieth anniversary of the 1956 revolt in Hungary and the shift in the entire East European region away from the Left toward the New Right. The author ponders the appeal of the East European parties and groups openly proclaiming the need to break with the “velvety” nature of the transformation. The second part, The Work of Hatred, is an analysis of the new political climate that these parties and groups imposed upon the Polish social scene. It describes the rise of the conviction that Poland and Poles fell victim to exploitation by post-Communist elites, left-wing European Union bureaucrats, and immoral political and economic dealers. In the last chapter in this part, Michnik looks to the period when Poland lacked national independence in order to find the sources of the vitality of this climate of victimhood. The chapter is an original interpretation of Romantic national myths and their revival in the situation of national sovereignty. The third part, The Complex Polish-Jewish Matters, is devoted to issues of memory of Polish–Jewish relations: the debates about the 1941 massacre of the Jewish inhabitants of Jedwabne by their Polish neighbors and the continuous conflicts about the 1946 Kielce pogrom.

The book is thus a profoundly personal and often melancholy inquiry into the mechanisms of change and transformation whose final shape is still open, and still fascinating. It throws light not only on the events in question but also on the thinking of one of their most important protagonists. In fact, all of the chapters have been written “in the moment,” having first appeared in Gazeta Wyborcza, the newspaper of which Michnik is editor in chief. It is history in the making.

Because the book is immersed in contemporary politics and recent history, Michnik gives a hearing to many voices and liberally quotes from many sources. As a historian, he invokes documents and declarations of political and religious leaders, often printed in hard to find volumes. His authors range from Józef Piłsudski, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Hannah Arendt, to Władysław Pobóg-Malinowski, Tomáš Masaryk, and Václav Havel. Most of the purely political quotations come from newspapers, especially from Gazeta Wyborcza, Rzeczpospolita, and, for older quotations, from Trybuna Ludu. He is also steeped in literature, quoting and referring to the poetry of Shakespeare, Stanisław Barańczak, Gyula Illyés, Adam Mickiewicz, Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz, Czesław Miłosz, and others. The novels of Stendhal, Stefan Żeromski, and Wojciech Kuczok are referred to, as is the Dictionary of the Polish Language by S. B. Linde. And this is only a partial list. Not all of the quotations have been found by the editor, but all of the authors and titles are clearly identified. I include a partial list here.

In Chapter 5, quotations from the following texts were used: Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, New York, 1951; Janusz Stanisław Gruchała, Tomasz G. Masaryk, Wrocław 1996; Gustav Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, 1896; Claude Lévi-Strauss, Tristes Tropiques, Paris, 1955; Daria Nałęcz, Sen o władzy. Inteligencja wobec niepodległości [Dreaming about Power. Intelligentsia and Independence], Warsaw, 1994; Józef Piłsudski, Pisma - mowy - rozkazy [Writings, Speeches, Declarations], vols. 1–8, Warsaw, 1930–1931; Władysław Pobóg-Malinowski, Najnowsza historia polityczna Polski [Recent History of Poland], vols. 1–3, Warsaw 1990; Adam Pragier, Czas przeszły dokonany [Past Perfect], London 1966; Paweł Zaremba, Historia dwudziestolecia 1918–1939 [History of the two decades 1918–1939], Paris, 1981; Emil Zola, “J’Accuse”, L’Aurore, January 13, 1898; and Stefan Żeromski, Przedwiośnie, Warsaw, 1925.

In Chapters 6 and 7, quotations come from the following texts: John Paul II, Pamięć i tożsamość [Memory and Identity], Kraków 2005; Karol Wojtyła, Poezje, dramaty, szkice [Poetry, Plays, Essays], Kraków 2004; Adam Boniecki, The Life of Karol Wojtyła, Kraków 2000; Jakub Andrzejewski (Andrzej Paczkowski), biographies of Czesław Miłosz, Juliusz Mieroszewski, Sergiusz Piasecki, Antoni Słonimski, Krytyka, 13/14, Warsaw 1983; Jerzy Giedroyc - Juliusz Mieroszewski, Listy 1949–1956 [Letters],Warsaw 1999; Michał Głowiński, Mowa w stanie oblężenia [Speech under Siege], Warsaw, 1996; Czesław Miłosz, Przygody młodego umysłu [Adventures of a Young Mind], ed. A. Stawiarska, Kraków 2003; Cyprian Norwid, Pisma wszystkie [Collected Works], Warsaw, 1968; Joanna Pyszny, Boje na łamach [Fights on Newspaper Pages], Wrocław 2002; Peter Raina (ed.), Kościół w PRL: Kościół katolicki a państwo w świetle dokumentów 1945–1989 [Church in People’s Poland. Catholic Church and the State in Documents 1945–1989], Poznan, 1994; and Marek Skwarnicki, Mój Miłosz [My Miłosz], Kraków 2004.

Quotations in Chapter 9 come from the following sources: A deposition of Jechiel Alpert, Halama, August 4, 1967, edited by Ida Fink, manuscript; Ryszard Gryz, “Attitude of the Catholic Church in the Case of the Pogrom of Jews in Kielce” in Nasza Przeszłość, Studia z dziejów Kościoła i kultury katolickiej w Polsce [Our Past: Studies in the History of the Church and Catholic Culture in Poland], Kraków, vol. 93, 2000; John Micgiel, “Kościół katolicki i pogrom kielecki” [Catholic Church and Kielce Pogrom], in Niepodległość [Independence], New York, vol. 25, 1992; Ronald Modras, The Catholic Church and Antisemtism, Poland 1933–1939, London, 1994; Bożena Szaynok: Pogrom Żydów kieleckich 4 lipca 1946 [The Pogrom of Kielce Jews], Intr. Krystyna Kersten, Warsaw, 1992; and Rev. Jan Związek, “Biskup Teodor Kubina” [Bishop Teodor Kubina] in Wiadomości Diecezjalne Archidiecezji Katowickiej [News from the Katowice Church District], 2001.

The author of the book and its editor would like to thank Stanley Holwitz for his exceptional, long-standing editorial leadership, John Darnton for his introduction, Roman Czarny for the translation, and Jolanta Benal for her exemplary editing of the text of the book. Information about events and people mentioned in the chapters may be found in the Glossary.

Irena Grudzińska Gross
Princeton, May 2010


INTRODUCTION

Michnik

“Twenty-five years ago, in August 1980, Poland changed the face of the world,” Adam Michnik writes in his chapter “In Search of Lost Meaning”: “I close my eyes and see it—it was a beautiful time with beautiful people. I was thirty-four years old and convinced that my generation was writing an important chapter in history.”

Now I close my eyes and see the Michnik of those days. He has curly brown hair, a rumpled look, a bit of stubble that suggests he’s been up all night, the pallor of someone who’s spent a lot of time behind bars. His eyes dart around, half nervous, half mischievous. His words pour out quickly, trying to keep up with his thoughts. He has a rat-a-tat stutter that, paradoxically, lends his words more urgency and more power. His cigarette ash falls over his brown jacket, which was once perhaps fashionable, and a cloud of smoke encircles his head. He exudes energy and a sense that anything is possible.

Our first, hurried meeting takes place on a street corner in 1979. We talk in French about the dissidents in Prague and the Czech movement Charter 77. He looks at me, suspiciously, I think. I’m a Western correspondent based in Poland. Who ever heard of such a thing? How could I be here without being compromised? I ask: Could the movement spread to Poland? He shrugs and grins for the first time. Anything’s possible.

September 1, 1980. The Gdańsk accord establishing Solidarity has just been signed, and as part of the agreement political dissidents are released. It’s drizzling and the blue-and-white gates of Rakowiecka prison open to release them in twos and threes. Suddenly, there he is! A huge smile across his broad face. Hugs and shouts. Prisoners only minutes before, they are pinching themselves. Later, Solidarity T-shirts are passed around.

Three months afterward, workers have gone on strike at the giant Ursus tractor factory outside of Warsaw. It’s a complicated dispute pitting Solidarity against the core power of the Communist Party—the prosecutor’s office and the secret police—and tempers run high. Thousands of workers crowd a meeting hall. Everyone wants to speak. It’s decided each person will be allotted two minutes. Michnik bounds up. “I n-n-n-need four m-m-minutes!” he shouts. Everyone laughs.

Later he takes the floor. The workers’ speeches have been spiraling to ever-larger demands. One worker has just said that if the Russians don’t like the way things are going, that’s too bad. Maybe the Russian troops should be tossed out of the country. Michnik explains the facts of life. “We don’t live on the moon,” he says. Slowly, bit by bit, with doses of history, appeals to common sense and the authority of “a known anti-socialist element,” he calms down the crowd. Eventually the crisis is resolved.

June 1993, in the newly independent, democratic Poland. Michnik is running Gazeta Wyborcza, the most important paper in the country. He writes editorials, attends conferences, and travels east and west meeting political leaders, activists, and philosophers. He’s older, a bit heavier. In his office, he uncorks a bottle of cognac, pours out two glasses, puts his feet up on his messy desk, and looks like a man who never doubted he’d end up on top but who is still somewhat amazed that it’s all happened so fast. “When I was growing up,” he says, “I learned that we were surrounded by three countries—the German Democratic Republic, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union. Now look, they’ve all disappeared!”

Adam Michnik is one of a number of people—along with Václav Havel in Czechoslovakia and Janos Kiš in Hungary—who changed the ideological map of Europe. They brought democracy to what used to be called the Eastern Bloc. But the case could be argued that Michnik and a dozen or so of his compatriots, including Lech Wałęsa, stand alone, because Poland was the most audacious. It was the first country to pull the brick out of the monolithic wall of Communism.

Solidarity did not spring up by itself. It grew from the theoretical framework that they laid down—most notably an alliance between workers and intellectuals. Under the careful guidance of a “self-limiting revolution,” it turned from a free trade union into a mass movement for liberalization that offended, but managed to fend off, the Soviet Union. It survived for sixteen months before being repressed by martial law in December 1981, and then it continued through a process of continual dialogue between the people and “the power,” moving from underground to aboveground and eventually taking over the government.

Michnik was involved in every step of that delicate dismantling and reconstruction. He helped plant the seed of freedom with his ideas, he helped nurture it with his protests, and then, once successful, he helped harvest it—by serving in the parliament in a democratic Poland and using the forum of the newspaper to argue for morality and dignity and against mindless, self-defeating vengeance and retaliation. Amazingly, but characteristically, he established a working relationship with General Wojciech Jaruzelski, the dictator who imposed martial law.

Michnik, born in 1946, seemed to turn into the enfant terrible of Poland through a combination of background and temperament. He is Jewish—his grandparents on his father’s side were killed by the Nazis—and, with a father who was politically active and a half brother who was a military judge during the postwar Stalinist period, he had a Communist legacy. As a child, he was active in the “red” scouts, a Communist youth group, and he took the slogans of justice and truth literally; these experiences and habits of mind served to deepen his disillusionment when he began to encounter contradictions and learn the true history of Poland’s past and her relationship to the Soviet Union, taught in the streets and homes, as opposed to the official history taught in schools. At age fifteen, he founded a discussion club called “Seekers of Contradiction” to bat around big ideas such as humanism, but it was branded subversive and was disbanded. At age eighteen, he was arrested for the first time, serving two months in detention, for disseminating a document, “An Open Letter to the Party,” critical of the authorities. Two older men, Jacek Kuroń and Karol Modzelewski—who would also later play a role in founding Solidarity—were sentenced to prison in the same episode. As for many people, 1968 was a pivotal year. It brought both the Warsaw Pact invasion that snuffed out the Prague Spring, thereby showing the iron fist of international Communism, and a homegrown protest that led to Michnik’s expulsion from Warsaw University in the midst of an ugly, officially sponsored, anti-Semitic campaign.

This was the beginning of his life as an open dissident. As he told Michael Kaufman, a New York Times reporter, years later: “This is the point where I said to myself, ‘Halt, stop. I do not want to have anything to do with the system. I am no longer the heretic. I cut my umbilical cord to communism. What they are for, I am against.’ ” It was also, not coincidentally, the start of a long-running cat-and-mouse game with the rulers. For two years Michnik was given menial work as a welder in the Rosa Luxemburg lightbulb factory, a job that gave him experience and confidence in dealing with workers. Altogether he would end up spending more than six years in prison. But he profited handsomely from the time, using the quiet of detention to compose his political works. For the authorities, it was a losing proposition either way—outside of jail, he was a tireless agitator; inside, he was a dangerous political theorist. Meanwhile, he continued his studies. In 1975 he earned an MA in history as an extension student at Poznań University.

In 1976, together with Mr. Kuroń and a handful of others, Michnik founded the most important dissident organization in the Eastern Bloc. It was called the Workers’ Defense Committee (KOR) and it was intended to provide food and help for the families of the workers who had been brutally suppressed during protests. In reality, it was something much more important—it was the beginning of a bridge between intellectuals and workers, who would eventually join forces to bring the regime to its knees.

This notion of inclusiveness, the idea of seeking out common ground and forging alliances, is central to Michnik’s political thought. It was sounded eloquently in one of his most important books, The Church, the Left, and Dialogue, which was smuggled to Paris for publication in 1977. In a nutshell, he perceived the Catholic Church to be a protector of Polish sovereignty and a fount of dignity and so proposed that political activists, who were largely atheistic workers for human rights, join forces with it to confront the regime. These ideas laid the groundwork for the spirit of Solidarity three years later.

Michnik’s writings, including those penned in prison, are noteworthy for their clear thinking, their passion, their thoughtful resort to historical analogies, and their pragmatism. He is not one to see the world in unyielding blacks and whites, villains and heroes, bad people and good people. It is in the way he detects all the shades in between—and yet still holds fast to the eternals of truth and justice—that his humanism comes through. Perhaps more than anything, his philosophy of achieving “normality”—his belief that one can be free if one simply acts free—was the guiding spirit of Solidarity. The workers who went on strike in the Gdańsk shipyard in the summer of 1980 were able to take on the armed power of the state because they all did it together and because they were soon supported by factory workers and miners throughout the country. They became free men and women by following the simple, yet exceedingly brave, injunction to act like free men and women.

No person embodies this principle—that one can become what one wants to be by being it, and that one can become free by being free—more than Adam Michnik. It was indeed a beautiful time and he, in the full bloom of his youthful optimism, like all of the other Poles who made it happen, was indeed a beautiful person.

John Darnton


PART I

Anniversaries


CHAPTER ONE

Poland at the Turning Point

Fifteen Years of Transformation, Fifteen Years
of Gazeta Wyborcza

We are the witnesses of a miracle. Let us consider what the Polish prayer sounded like twenty years ago.

Dear Lord, make Poland have freedom instead of dictatorship; dear Lord, make Poland have a democratically elected parliament; make television and radio, the press and publishing houses free of censorship; open our borders and give us a free market economy; dear Lord, make Poland stop being a satellite country, make the Soviet army leave Poland, and allow Poles to become members of NATO and the European Union by their own choice.

We, however, when we were penniless and starting to publish Gazeta Wyborcza, could only pray that our attempt did not end in complete humiliation. And that our paper—the first daily published by the people of the democratic opposition and by those who traced their roots to the Solidarity underground, who had come back from banishment or simply from prison—would win the struggle for readers’ hearts and manage to survive at least those most difficult years of transformation.

And the good Lord granted us those unrealistic wishes. He gave Poles what they dreamed of.

Then why, after fifteen years of freedom, are we Poles so furious? And why are we, the staff of Gazeta Wyborcza, who registered such an unbelievable success, we, the beneficiaries of the Polish transformation, the darlings of fortune, also so furious?

This will be a personal account, as I feel partially responsible for the fury of my compatriots as well as that of my friends from Gazeta.

I

As early as 1980, at the time of the first Solidarity, when Providence seemed to start smoothing out Poland’s rocky destiny, we were asking ourselves, following the lead of the poet Juliusz Słowacki: “Poland, but what sort of Poland?” And we answered, full of uncertainty: a self-governing Poland, a multicolored one, grounded in Christian tradition, socially just; a Poland friendly to her neighbors; a Poland able to accept compromise and moderation, realism and loyal partnership, but unwilling to accept slavery or to be spiritually tamed; a Poland with the conflicts that are normal in a modern society but permeated with the spirit of solidarity; a Poland where intellectuals defend persecuted workers, and workers’ strikes demand cultural freedom; a Poland that treats herself with pathos and irony, so often attacked, but never subjugated, so many times crushed but never defeated; a Poland that has now regained her identity, her language, and her face.

Today we ask ourselves the very same question: What is left of that dream of Poland? We are still asking, and that is why we are so furious.

II

We believed in the myth of the emancipation of labor, and we believed that those who worked in the big factories would take them over. That dream proved to be an illusion. The logic of emancipation was simply replaced with the hard laws of the free market. The strikers who brought us freedom—the workers in the mines and the steel industry and in the shipyards and the refineries—were the first victims. It was not their fault, but they have paid the biggest price. Their work was as good as before, but still they faced the specter of unemployment. We had no idea how to reconcile the pursuit of real economy with care for the people who, through no fault of their own, fell victim to that market.

It is not a situation specific to Poland, but nowhere was the opposition so deeply rooted in big factories as in Solidarity. Those people have every right to feel they were betrayed, even though the major “shock therapy” economic reform under Leszek Balcerowicz was the only way to break the cursed chain of backwardness.

III

We believed in Solidarity. It was the only instrument able to force the Communist authorities to negotiate Poland’s way out of dictatorship. But Solidarity, this wonderful federation of people united in opposition to the Communist regime, was not able to come into its own in the new reality. What was worse, it vacillated between replicating the behaviors learned in the years of dictatorship and taking the place of the former leading power. Strikes and demonstrations clashed with the demands to take over the workplace. At one time it was the Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR) that decided who would enter the power structure. Then Solidarity wished to do exactly that. It wanted to decide who was going to be the governor, the director, the head of the post office or registry, the president of a university, or the administrator of a hospital. At the same time, Solidarity did not have a clue about how to be a trade union in a country that had just undergone such a great democratic transformation. These sorts of difficulties are understandable—such a transformation had no precedent whatsoever.

In free Poland, Solidarity was gradually more and more marginalized, and many Solidarity supporters felt cheated.

IV

Solidarity had a wonderful asset: Lech Wałęsa, who personified the dreams of millions about freedom, justice, and solidarity. This electrician with the Virgin Mary lapel pin was able to fascinate great crowds and make them enthusiastic about him, but the very same Wałęsa destroyed his own heroic and grand image by his ruthless and relentless pursuit of the presidency, in which he destroyed the government of Tadeusz Mazowiecki and publicly offended Jerzy Turowicz. It was Wałęsa, the national hero of our history, who first employed the rhetoric of boorishness that found so many followers later on.

Wałęsa was an unpredictable and incompetent president, although we will always remember that he consistently stood for the free market economy and for a Polish orientation to the West. And nothing will ever erase the fact that Wałęsa changed the history of Poland from worse to better.

V

For many years we believed in the Catholic Church as a great protector of freedom. We shall never forget the wise heroism of the primate Stefan Cardinal Wyszyński, who was able to combine Christian witness with the sense of the common good. In those years, to us, Tygodnik Powszechny, edited by Jerzy Turowicz, the monthly Znak, edited by Hanna Malewska, and the monthly Więź, edited by Tadeusz Mazowiecki, were the faces of the Church. The elevation of Karol Wojtyła to the papal throne solidified our conviction that the Catholic Church, which always has been a symbol of protest, would never become a symbol of compulsion. The martyrdom of the priest Jerzy Popiełuszko solidified our feelings that the Church represented everything that was best in Polish spirituality.

And that was a mistake. After 1989, it became apparent that the Catholic Church represents both what is best and what is worst in Poland. The ghosts of triumphalism, intolerance, and xenophobia once again raised their ugly heads. A substantial part of the Church chose to use the language of contempt and hatred toward dissenting thinkers. From the pulpits came calls to vote for the extremist parties that advocated destruction. True, this period lasted only a short time, but it was long enough to plant the seed of fear of what the clergy is capable of.

Today, thank God, the Church speaks in a different voice. Today, the Church talks about pluralism, dialogue, and tolerance. It declares openly that the European Union (EU) is not a disaster for Poland but a great opportunity. And that is very good. But do not be surprised that we still remember that the Polish bishops once took a different tone.

VI

Solidarity was formed in August 1980, when a great wave of strikes ended in an agreement. The idea of a compromise and the idea of a “common Poland” became a fundamental component of the Solidarity ethos. We said at that time that this conflict would not produce winners or losers; that August, we claimed that Poland was the winner. And in spite of what followed—martial law, the tragedy at the Wujek mine, and the casualties of Lubin—this ethos of a Poland constituted by a grand historic compromise was retained as we entered the new epoch in 1989. Our banners bore statements of honesty, courage, and work for Poland rather than for entrenched interests. We believed we would build a magnificent, just Poland.

Soon enough, a different language surfaced among us. There came a time of demands for reckoning, although there was more talk about settling accounts, more fear of settling accounts, than there was any real reckoning.

Questions about historical justice are always sensible. Those victimized and degraded by dictatorship have a right to be angry, especially when people who were part of the overthrown dictatorship splendidly arranged their lives in the new reality. Such is the natural law of every revolution. And it applies both to the people of the democratic opposition and to Solidarity, as well as to the people of the Catholic Church. The former had a moral right to declare after years of oppression “It’s our fucking turn now!” while the latter could declare “Until now it was the Communists, set in place by Moscow, who ruled; now Catholic Poland will be ruled by Catholics.” I understood and shared that emotion, and I was also among those who believed that the former dictators should be punished while the victimized and degraded should somehow be rewarded, and that the latter deserved to feel that justice had been done and their virtue rewarded. If I took a stand against lustration and decommunization, I did it in spite of my own feelings and sentiments. I was fully convinced that a revolution that seeks historical justice consistently and wishes to execute it properly nevertheless ends up with the execution of a monarch, as in Britain; with the guillotine, as under the Jacobins; or with simple terror, as under the Bolsheviks. In a nutshell, begotten of freedom, it ends in dictatorship.

I can understand the psychological need for revenge on the participants in the former regime. However, I am not capable of understanding the politicians who exploited that need and started a cold civil war that only resulted in pathetic accusations against two former presidents as well as against others who served Poland well and now stood accused of having been agents of secret police.

I have opposed these ideas many times, often going far overboard. I regret the overkill of some of my gestures and statements. Many of my friends hold it against me. Many others never understood it, and many simply condemn it. I will try to explain now, because I feel guilty.

Let us take the example of General Czesław Kiszczak, who was chief of the security apparatus at the time of martial law and is humanly and morally responsible for the excesses wrought by the functionaries of his department. And we know that they did terrible things: they shot workers, fomented plots, broke people’s characters (and forced them to violate their principles), and trod on their consciences. I tried to include all of that in the open letter I wrote to General Kiszczak from Warsaw prison in December 1983. But this is not the end of General Kiszczak’s biography. Later on, he became one of the architects of the Round Table agreements and was loyal to the Polish democracy as minister of internal affairs in the government of Tadeusz Mazowiecki. Since he was the head of the security apparatus, he could have caused the Round Table talks to devolve into a fiasco by ordering any provocation by his agents at any given time. But he did not, and he saved the compromise struck at the Round Table. I think we should not forget that. That is exactly why, when asked by two excellent journalists during an interview with General Kiszczak and me if he was a man of honor, I said yes.

That answer was nonsense. It is not up to me to judge who is and who is not a man of honor. I should have said: “General Kiszczak played a negative role at the time of martial law, but his role at the time of the Round Table negotiations was very positive.” After all, it must be easier to be the head of a repressive agency in a Communist country than to transcend the horizon of one’s own biography and cooperate at the disassembly of a dictatorship.

I also should have added that the people who ruled Poland in 1981 (and who introduced martial law) had a right to make their own decisions based on the fear of Soviet intervention. They were even obligated to remember the burning of Budapest in 1956, the occupation of Prague of 1968, and, finally, Afghanistan.

Had I said that, perhaps I could have avoided much criticism, for which my friends and colleagues from Gazeta Wyborcza paid dearly. Today I am saying I am sorry.

VII

Many of my friends reproach me for my overly kindhearted attitude toward post-Communists, that is, to the Social Democracy of the Republic of Poland (SdRP), led by Aleksander Kwaśniewski, and the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD), led by Leszek Miller. I would like to explain my point of view.

Alexis de Tocqueville wrote about the France of a hundred and fifty years ago that both conservatives and their opponents have a predilection for public office because they desire to live off taxes, and that this hidden illness undermines all governments. I maintained that if the philosophy of opportunity for everyone were the principle governing a free Poland, then that opportunity should also be available to post-Communists. After all, ordinary opportunists were members of the Communist Party, but the party also had members who wanted to change things for the better. I did not think the proper attitude toward people who wanted to participate in and build a democratic Poland should be a total boycott and ostracism. On the contrary, I perceived many SLD politicians as sometimes inconsistent allies of the process of modernization. I thought that the post-Communist formation should be treated just like all the others, and that we should remember what divides us but also seek that which unites us.

Where the SLD had once been invested in a reasonable post-Communism that aimed toward Western social democracy, it finally became just another party in power, distributing privileges and benefits. Today, the SLD leaves the public sphere in a welter of infamy, corruption scandals, and ineffective unnecessary reforms (and the lack of necessary ones). Leszek Miller himself admitted that he dismissed Ewa Milewicz’s warning that the SLD was “the party with less leeway.” The SLD was a party of people who thought they were allowed to do anything, and it was a party open to “capable people; regrettably, capable of anything.”

The SLD revived the Polish People’s Republic’s greed and its custom of contempt for the law, as well as its corrupt cronyism. Established in the climate of the PZPR’s defeat and uniting many valuable people from the previous regime, the SLD was taken over by the immortal Comrade Weasel, who is cowardly toward the powerful and arrogant toward the weak and who is merciless and cynical.

Many people today criticize me for liking President Aleksander Kwaśniewski. And I want to say to them, I do not regret my gestures; I have no doubt that he was a very good president. Kwaśniewski kept Poland on the road to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the EU; he consistently protected the principles of parliamentary democracy and, simultaneously, tried to stitch together post-Communist Poland with post-Solidarity Poland.

Many people hold it against me that I publicly declared my liking of Leszek Miller and my conviction of his honesty. Miller himself defined our relations as “close familiarity.” He spoke the truth; such was the case. I have never lobbied on his behalf at Gazeta Wyborcza or with Agora (the publisher of Gazeta Wyborcza), and he never pressed me to gain media support for his government. I have never tried to “go easy” on Miller, although I have often been accused of it, even at editorial meetings. I treated him just as I did other prime ministers—with respect but also with criticism. We at Gazeta Wyborcza criticized harshly anything he did that we saw as a mistake. We criticized the dismal reform of the national health care system; we criticized the senseless conflict with the National Bank of Poland and the Monetary Policy Council; we criticized his government’s incomprehensible personnel decisions, and, finally, we criticized the draft of the bill on mass media. In the end, we supported every single government whenever it was doing something good for the Polish state.

I have always maintained, with certainty, that Leszek Miller had nothing to do with the corrupt offer made by Lew Rywin (see the Rywin entry in the Glossary); I reiterate that, in my opinion, Miller is an honest politician. It is also my opinion that he applies in daily life the legal principle of presumption of innocence, which would be an asset for every man, or for a lawyer, but is disastrous for a prime minister. Miller defends his political friends with die-hard loyalty, on the ground that they are innocent until found guilty in a court of law. And that is his mistake. A politician is guilty as soon as he becomes involved in an ethically ambiguous situation. Therefore, his defense of both Aleksandra Jakubowska and Mariusz Łapiński, his political friends who were involved in the case, was inherently wrong.

I confess I have trouble evaluating Leszek Miller. I admire him because he grew up poor and worked his way to the top. And I also remember his stand on Kosovo. When the majority of the SLD party opposed the intervention there, Miller, with utter determination, forced a resolution supporting it. I also remember the matter of Jedwabne. Apart from the members of the Freedom Union, Miller was the only party leader who actually came to Jedwabne to acknowledge the truth. His principled attitude toward anti-Semitism must not be forgotten.

Heads of state leave in a variety of ways. Leszek Miller left as a head of state who tolerated scandalous corruption. But it must be emphasized that, owing to his determination, the post-Communist electorate voted for Poland’s entry into the EU. Under his rule, Poland returned to economic growth, and he had the courage to subject the flat tax to public debate. We should not forget all of that.

VIII

I am fully aware that Gazeta Wyborcza paid a higher price for its publication in the case of the Rywin scandal than it ever had before. The whole matter came as a complete surprise to us. We had never expected to be approached with a corrupt proposal; we had never expected that anyone would suspect us of being able to solve our (as well as others’) problems through a bribe. Apparently Lew Rywin and his principals were not the only ones who assumed that we were capable of unprincipled behavior, as that opinion was shared by a substantial portion of the public in our country.

I neither envisioned it for myself or for any one of us. For that lack of imagination, for that cocky certainty that the Gazeta had a positive image, I have paid a high price, and so has the Gazeta. We had our hides whipped. I regret the mistakes made, which might have misled a large portion of the public, but I do not regret the principal decision—we documented the attempt to buy us, and, by publishing the whole truth, we subjected it to open judgment. Yes, the corruption had to be documented and exposed. Yes, it had to be fought, and fight it we did. The work of an investigative commission, brought into being because of our articles, allowed for the identification of the “power yielding group” behind the corruption offer. The investigation succeeded mainly due to a few members of the commission and particularly as a result of the courage and extraordinary honesty of one of the members of the commission, Tomasz Nałęcz, to whom I bow my head in admiration today.

Initially we did not connect the demand for a bribe with the conflict surrounding the proposed media bill (which would ban Agora from buying certain media outlets); we just did not understand the nature of the “power yielding group.” The “power yielding group,” after all, was not synonymous with the SLD, although it is true that without the acquiescence of SLD leaders in the corrupt actions of their colleagues, the “power yielding group” would never have had the nerve to send Rywin to convey their scandalous, foolish proposal. Through the publicly broadcast sessions of the parliamentary commission, everyone who wanted to could see how cynical they were, how dangerous for Polish democracy.

IX

Polish democracy found itself facing a great opportunity but also a great danger. The opportunity is, obviously, provided by the EU. The spectacular growth in enthusiasm for populist parties is the danger. Populism feeds on fear. This fear is born of unemployment and the fear of unemployment; populism preys on frustration and disillusionment. Democracy is perceived as senseless chatter in the parliament. The market is associated with exorbitant profits made by some and the poverty of others, as well as with corruption or acquiescence in corruption. The conviction that everything is ruled by thieves is a dangerous one, but nothing justifies that view more effectively than tolerance of corruption.

Populism feeds on the dream of security, while democracy and the market economy offer freedom and responsibility for one’s own life.

X

Stefan Niesiołowski, a politician of the Polish Right, known for his sharp tongue, wrote not long ago: “Various suspect types, former Moczar followers, communist collaborators, people who at the time of the People’s Republic were quiet as a mouse, people of whom nobody knew where they were and what they were doing, today speak like heroes of the struggle for independence, like great patriots, and announce that they are the only true Poles, true Catholics and steadfast anti-communists. They brutally and mercilessly attack all those who for various reasons do not share their views. They reveal their opponents’ shady histories and unclear (that is, Muscovite) origins.” Therefore, we are angered to see the ethos of a democratic and honest Poland going to pieces.

It is difficult not to note the overall disappearance of belief in honesty and disinterestedness in public life, difficult not to notice the general view that everything is just a dirty game of self-interest and a Gombrowicz-like war of masks. One of the leaders of the Civic Platform Party (PO) asked at the hearings regarding the Rywin scandal: “Why are we talking about democratic values and not about the Agora business?” I replied that I believed in democratic values but that I had only limited knowledge of the Agora business. My interrogator just smiled knowingly. I realized then that, to him, base or material motives could be the only possible explanation for anybody’s behavior.

Nobody believes in anybody or anything anymore. We observe the dramatic fall of all moral authority, a fall to which the politicians of all stripes have worked together to harmoniously contribute. It is impossible today to speak about a political opponent with respect; it is impossible to seek a compromise that would lead to the common good; it is even impossible to converse without an internal conviction that our adversary is but a cynical cheat.

I watch it with despair. There is an increasing lack of clarity and more and more obliteration of the border between truth and lies. The effort of trying to understand the adversary is sometimes replaced with the effort of trying to destroy the adversary. The Round Table, the instrument of disassembling dictatorship by way of negotiations, is called treason; fifteen years of transformation, which in spite of many mistakes and failures ultimately brought great success to a free and democratic Poland, are presented as a series of national disasters after the pastoral of Soviet domination and Communist dictatorship. So what should the average person, fearing the specter of unemployment and the actions of local power brokers, believe in?

Stendhal’s character, Lucien Leuwen, a banker by profession and an MP by chance, has just brought about the fall of a government that he earlier helped form. In a conversation with his wife, he deliberates over the situation, analyzing his own options and the chances of making his son a prefect. The banker’s wife asks innocently: “Wouldn’t it be beautiful to do much good and not take anything in exchange?” “No one is going to believe that,” replies the banker. “Monsieur de Lafayette played that role for forty years and he was always just a step shy of the ridiculous. Our society is too morally putrefied to appreciate such things. Three fourths of Paris would have loved Monsieur de Lafayette, had he stolen some four million” (Stendhal, Lucien Leuwen, 1834).

Sometimes I cannot help thinking that Stendhal’s picture of the French restoration describes our Polish reality to a tee. And that picture explains so well why we are furious.

XI

However, we are not furious alone. All of the post-Communist countries are going through similar disillusionments and frustrations—the whole democratic world keeps talking about an institutional crisis, democratic deficits, and the growing dangers.

Twelve years ago I attended an international conference in Kyoto. Alexander Yakovlev, one of the godfathers of perestroika, also was a participant. One day, having observed closely our Japanese hosts, I said to Yakovlev: “Look, they have democracy but they are so disciplined that they don’t have any freedom. In our countries, it is just the opposite.” I gave Russia as an example. And yet I happen to be a true anti-Soviet Russophile. I do like Russians and I am at ease in their company. I love Russian literature, which often in life has served as a source of strength and hope for me.

Today, I am afraid of Russia. I am afraid of a Russia that leans dangerously toward autocracy. Obviously I do not share the opinion of many of my Russian friends, that Putin is as autocratic as Brezhnev was. In my opinion, that is absurd, like saying that Chirac is as bad as Pétain. Still, it is with apprehension that I observe how the Putin administration, under the lofty banner of fighting corruption, destroys oligarch after oligarch, simultaneously eliminating pluralism in the media and wrecking the institutions of civic society. It is with anxiety that I watch the Russian parliament become merely ornamental and political parties turn into pure fiction.

Obviously the process of stabilizing the country after the shock of the collapse of the Soviet Empire must be complex and full of traps. Nobody has ever learned how to swim without actually entering the water, but it is nevertheless disquieting when the pro-Western language of official Russian discourse hides an autocratic and imperialist message.

I wish Russia to follow a pro-Western path, because the institutions and customs of a democratic state wait at the end of that road. However, like nearly every Pole, I fear the return of the imperialist way of thinking in Russia. Therefore, I have always maintained that Polish membership in NATO and the EU should be an overriding priority.

We at Gazeta Wyborcza supported a pro-Western orientation in Polish foreign policy, but we also took great care to ensure that Poland’s eastern border did not become another iron curtain. Therefore, we were open to the changes happening in Russia, Ukraine, Byelorussia, and Lithuania.

XII

Today few people are enthusiastic about the condition of democracy in the Euro-Atlantic world. We constantly hear that American democracy is endangered by the peculiar Judeo-Christian fundamentalism of the Bush administration, and we keep hearing about the danger posed to European democracy by the spirit of Berlusconi.

The epoch of globalization brings with it the crisis of the welfare state, the spectacle of politics transformed into a media beauty contest, and the specter of structural unemployment and corruption. The rise of populist rhetoric has been observed. In the opinion of Edward Luttwak, no party in the West, whatever its political program, can face the challenge of turbocapitalism. The people of those countries are unwilling to pay taxes to support those who do not work, and to feed the crowds of bureaucrats who serve as intermediaries in this assistance. Daniel Bell notes a resurgence of new populist parties in Europe; when traditional institutions and democratic procedures fail, irrationalism grows. And Zbigniew Brzezinski maintains that today the greatest danger to stability is posed by the conflict between the insolubility of social problems and the cult of material affluence and consumption, a conflict heightened by the main providers of mass culture and by the promulgation of self-indulgence as our chief ideal. As we can see, nobody in the world has found a cure for today’s crisis of democracy.

The observer from Central Europe seeks a prescription in his own experience. In the face of the growing totalitarian danger of the 1930s, Karel Čapek noted that in facing the contemporary world, the intelligentsia had three options: shared guilt, cowardice, or martyrdom. As a possible fourth way he added not to betray one’s own spiritual discipline even in the most trying circumstances. Could we help the world in any way?—he asked. He believed there was still a chance to win or lose.

Perhaps that is the best recipe for the imperfect world in which we must live. A world of imperfect democracy is still much better than a world of imperfect dictatorship. A dictatorship, regardless of what it might call itself and what ideas it might claim, is no answer to a threat. The liquidation of democratic institutions and customs cannot make it possible to prevail over the terrorist, fundamentalist Islam that has declared war on the values of our world. A tenacious defense of pluralism and tolerance is the only way.

XIII

Freedom brought us the necessity of settling our historical accounts. Therefore, we at Gazeta Wyborcza wrote about the difficult Polish–Lithuanian, Polish–Ukrainian, Polish–German, and Polish–Jewish conflicts. We were often accused of slandering Polish history. We have never accepted that. We have always been of the opinion that through sorting out our history, Poland, one of the few nations of our region, has passed on the test of our democracy’s maturity.

When we ponder the condition of our democracy today, it is good to reflect on Polish vicissitudes in the twentieth century. Such reflection is a cause for both pride and bitterness. Let us be reminded of the euphoria after Poland regained its independence in 1918; of the unity we mustered in the 1920 war with the Bolsheviks; of the magnificent resistance of the Armia Krajowa (AK), or Home Army, and the underground state during the Nazi occupation; of the magnificent resistance of Stefan Cardinal Wyszyński and the Church to Communist oppression; of the great success of October 1956, when Poland managed to throw off its Stalinist shackles but, owing to wise, self-imposed restraint, avoided the fate of the Hungarian Revolution; of August 1980 and our collective revolt in the name of freedom and self-determination; and of the Round Table. We can be proud of all of these.

But there have also been quite a few dark chapters in our history: factiousness and depravity; the assassination of President Gabriel Narutowicz and Piłsudski’s May Coup of 1926; the Brest trial and the Kartuz–Bereza detention camps; the “bench ghetto” for Jews at universities and the “pacification” of Ukrainian villages; the corruption and egotism of a substantial part of the political class—these vices found expression even at times of grave danger.

Years ago, Professor Stanisław Pigoń, the eminent scholar and great patriot, recalled in the book of his reminiscences a certain incident typical of this dismal tradition: the tradition of arrogance and impudence of the rulers. He described a summer 1939 visit by a group of Jagiellonian University professors with President Ignacy Mościcki. At that time, “The danger of a German invasion loomed distinctly on the horizon. Among others, Professors Bujak, Lasocki, Glaser, Pigoń, and Stanisław Estreicher were in the group. . . . Bujak and Lasocki talked about the unsettling situation in the countryside. Farmers . . . did not trust the government led by the prime minister, whose hands were stained with the blood of strikers. . . . Witos, so necessary for the country at the moment, was not allowed to return. . . . Glaser interjected a similar point regarding Korfanty. . . . Estreicher made things absolutely clear . . . we can be saved only through uniting the whole nation and thereby exerting maximum resistance . . . the regime should be changed immediately in order to prepare for an all-out effort under the leadership of a national defense government. “The president,” continued Pigoń, “sat there looking glum and angry. . . . He complained of how badly he was mistreated in Poland as a president. He was bound by the Constitution to be responsible to God and history. And he felt responsible only to his own conscience.” He dismissed our objections brusquely. Witos could return if he wanted to but nobody was going to change the system of law just for him. There was a court verdict against him and if he returned, he would have to report to the prosecutor to serve his sentence. . . . The president was particularly passionate about Korfanty. He held quite a grudge against him: Korfanty was a trickster, an adventurer whose own interests were his only guide. . . . He rejected Estreicher’s reasoning totally. All of that was nonsense. Polish politics, both external and internal, were in perfect condition. . . . The defensive capability of Poland had been placed in utterly reliable hands: if any aggression came, we would fight it and win. As for bitterness and internal disturbance—it was a misunderstanding. There was no such thing, and the nation was united behind the government.”

Pigoń continued: “We listened to him, downcast; no one tried to stop that flood of cynical euphoria. . . . Finally, completely resigned, we stood up ready to leave. The short-tempered Estreicher alone could not bear it and said in a raised voice: ‘Mr. President! Allow me to point out to you that your eyes see badly and your ears hear badly.’ ”

Later on, Pigoń said of President Mościcki: “History made a giant leap forward. Our eminent leader was forced to take to the Zaleszczyki road [that is, escape into exile] in a magnificent limousine. He was in a hurry but had judiciously managed to find in a drawer an old document certifying his Swiss citizenship. In the secluded land of Tell he was able to peacefully confront the highest tribunal of his own conscience. He cannot have been too worried about the verdict” (Stanisław Pigoń, Fragments of Memory, 1968).

I dedicate this story, told by a Polish scholar about the Polish president of prewar Poland, to all Polish politicians.

XIV

We at Gazeta Wyborcza have written about all of these things over the last fifteen years, the lifetime of our existence. We are as old as Polish democracy. We have tried to cocreate it, to support it, protect it, and accompany it from a critical distance. We have checked up on Polish democracy. It must be admitted, however, that with our criticism went a peculiar self-imposed restraint. We have been of the opinion that Poland faces a historic opportunity in joining NATO and the EU, and for the sake of that opportunity we were more cautious in our statements regarding prime ministers Jerzy Buzek and Leszek Miller and the president Aleksander Kwaśniewski than normal journalistic practice would require. Often we whispered, alluded to, and understated what should have been shouted out loud. We thought that matters divide into important, most important, and—finally—fundamental. In the name of the fundamental we were more cautious when writing about the important and most important. Thus the moment Poland joined the EU was also a key one for us, as we no longer had to restrict ourselves.

Today, I can clearly state that the fundamental goals of my political formation and my generation have been accomplished. We have a free Poland, well anchored in international democratic structures. Now the main task should be to address the primary matter: saving Poland from the rule of a coalition composed of populists, post-Communists, and post-nationalist pseudo Catholics. The specter of a coalition between the Self-Defense Party and the League of Polish Families Party, which under the banner of Catholicism—and contrary to the frank opinion of John Paul II and the episcopate—rejects the EU, may be disturbing but cannot be paralyzing.

We shall do whatever is necessary to block the boorishness and demagogy that may end in dictatorship and plain stupidity. However, we fully realize that Poland is not an exception here; these phenomena are common to all of European democracy.

We shall wrestle with them, just as other countries do.

And, for the time being, we are still furious.
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