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Revolution in the Cross’s Shadow: Solidarity as Performance

Prayer at August strikes, Gdańsk Shipyard, 1980. Photographer unknown / collection of the 
European Solidarity Centre. 

Is a different Republic possible?

In his book Liberalizm po komunizmie [Liberalism after Communism], Jerzy Szacki recalls a 
dispute between supporters of the ‘conviction of the socialist character of the Solidarity movement’ 
and the view that Solidarity stood against true socialism by displaying Christian and national 
slogans.1 At the same time, as referred to by Paweł Rojek in Semiotyka Solidarności [The 
Semiotics of Solidarity], the dispute takes place between supporters of the narrative of Solidarity as 
a pluralist and democratic movement and those who view the Solidarity movement as ‘illiberal and 
contrary to European values’.2‘Some statements pertaining to this movement are so divergent that it
is hard to believe their authors speak about the same phenomenon’,3 writes Rojek.

The dispute has recently been resumed by Jan Sowa in his interesting book Inna Rzeczpospolita jest
możliwa! [A Different Republic Is Possible!]. He writes of Solidarity as a socialist movement of a 
‘syncretic nature.’4 ‘The world for which Solidarity fought at the beginning of the 1980s was not at 
all built on the principles of a religious state, and drew primarily from the idea of an autonomous 
labour movement’, whereas ‘militant nationalism and religious fundamentalism were relegated to 
the absolute margins’,5 writes Sowa. ‘Right are those who think that for several months between 
August 1980 and December 1981, Poland was the most democratic place in the world’,6 he claims, 
espousing the still popular and definitely dominant community-founding myth of Solidarity. Sowa 
makes his narrative a part of the political project of ‘a different Republic’, which is close to me in 



many ways and this precisely why I enter into polemics with it. I shall follow the lead of those 
voices that pointed out to a diametrically different character of Solidarity. ‘Within 500 days the 
analysed movement evolved towards the slogan […]: Under the sign of Solidarity, Poland is Poland 
and a Pole is a Pole’, Marcin Kula wrote in 1988, pointing out that ‘national content and slogans 
have been present in this movement from the very beginning. They were present in the fundamental
bywords of August [1980], such as dignity, freedom, truth, human rights, subjectivity, justice, 
common sense and, last but not least, solidarity’.7 ‘Revolution in the cross’s shadow’, ‘a moral 
crusade’, ‘a great national church gathering’, a movement born ‘kneeling with rosary in hand’8 – 
these are the directions I will follow.

The links between Solidarity and the Catholic Church were obviously not formalized – not in the 
sense that the representative of the Mazovia Regional Solidarity leadership had in mind in 1980 
when he asserted that ‘the Episcopate does not strive to create Christian trade unions’. Although, he 
added, ‘it would be relatively easy to do so’. After all, he pointed out, there is ‘a danger, and there 
are facts testifying to how real it is, that the regeneration of the union movement would then be 
limited to certain symbols (“Christian” in name, portraits of the pope, etc.)’.9 This is precisely the 
dimension in Solidarity discourse that interests me. I am also interested in the immanent and intense
presence of religious symbols and the church in the Solidarity movement, as well as the practice of 
continuous reference – institutionalised and spontaneous – to Christian-national values […]. My 
intention is not a panoramic or conclusive approach, but rather to indicate several places in which 
the merging of political and religious discourse is revealed as key for understanding Solidarity’s 
identity. At the same time, by narrowing the perspective in this way, I want to move beyond 
thinking in binary terms. The point is not whether Solidarity was totalitarian or democratic, 
national-democratic or liberal. The point is to show that widely accepted limitations were written 
into Solidarity’s ideology and its practice of pluralism – making it, one might say, a limited 
pluralism – and to show that even today’s thesis about Solidarity’s pluralism is often formulated at 
the level of a symbolic universe whose invisible limits determine the existence of a common ground
for each individuality. My aim is to attempt to indicate these limits.

The limits of debate

‘Where else but in communist Poland would a strike be launched with Holy Mass and lines from 
Byron’,10 wrote Timothy Garton Ash, recalling that after the mass celebrated by Father Jankowski 
on 17 August [1980], a cross was erected in front of the shipyard gate, decorated with the image of 
the Virgin Mary and a sheet of paper with an excerpt from [Byron’s] The Giaourtranslated by the 
Polish Romantic poet Adam Mickiewicz. From among many extant images and reports from the 
strike that might be recalled here, I will quote a large excerpt from Kto tu wpuścił 
dziennikarzy [Who Let the Press in Here] that includes journalists’ reports written on the spot:

W[ojciech]. Giełżyński: The role of the church in the strike was evident right from the 
moment you entered through the shipyard gate, decorated with portraits of the pope and 
images of the Virgin Mary, dressed with flowers. […] A cross hung on the wall behind the 
presidium. In a word, religious accents were visible at every step. Masses took place every 
day in the morning and in the afternoon. The priests came from a nearby parish. 
A[ndrzej]. Zajączkowski: Confessions made a particularly shocking impression. A car would
simply pull up with a sign saying Pastoral help – priests would come out of it, sit on small 
folding chairs and hear confessions.

P[iotr]. Halbersztat: I have a picture in which one of the shipyard workers literally cuddles 
up to the confessor’s shoulder. There is no confessional, and the confession – after all, an 
intimate matter – takes place amongst the crowd and in front of its eyes.



Giełżyński: They confessed, they gave communion, and in the moments of greatest tension –
even performed the last anointing.

Z[bigniew]. Trybek: The masses were amazing. The greatest impression was made when 
they were all kneeling as they sang ‘Rota’[‘The Oath’] and ‘Boże coś Polskę’ [‘God Save 
Poland’]. When you looked at the workers, how they cried singing ‘God Save Poland’, it 
really tugged at your heartstrings. 

Giełżyński: There was one mass when the priest was chanting the confession of faith, and at 
the same time the speaker through which messages were broadcast was switched on. It 
looked more or less like this: ‘I believe in God, the Almighty Father’… ‘Ostrów 
Wielkopolski is with us’, ‘Creator of Heaven and Earth…’, ‘We have placed 80,315 Polish 
złotys in your account…’ […]. It was affecting.

N[ina]. Rasz: The prayer of the crowd. It has always been a moving experience for me. 
Young girls from the pastoral ministry would say a litany and the crowd would repeat it.

Zajączkowski: Every day something along the lines of a political rosary took place. Without 
the presence of priests, the workers gathered and recited a litany to Virgin Mary in some 
current intention. [...] A prayer for the homeland was always said as well. This Christian 
atmosphere persisted throughout the strike.

J[anina]. Słuszniak: How to understand this explosion of religious sentiment, this virtually 
religious demonstration? All historical events require a framework, a ceremony. And 
suddenly it turned out that the moral protest of the society does not find any official form that
would not have been discredited. Only the church turned out to be an institution that did not 
betray the national interest.11

Decorated gate at August strikes, Gdańsk Shipyard, 1980. Photographer unknown / collection of the
European Solidarity Centre.



The symbolic closure to the shipyard performance was the fact that the August accords were signed 
by Lech Wałęsa (wearing a rosary around his neck) with a soon-to-be famous pen bearing Polish 
national colours and an image of Pope John Paul II. ‘The Gdańsk strike became  [...] an extension of
this holiday, which began in the days of the papal pilgrimage: the atmosphere was the same, as were
the ritual and the signs’,12 writes Andrzej Kijowski in an essay from 1982.

‘This nation that wants to stand on its own feet can also fall on its knees’, as France catholique, 
Ecclesia commented at the time on role of the church and religious symbols in the strike.13 The 
calendar of 500 days of the Solidarity carnival is filled to the brim with official meetings of union 
delegates with church hierarchs: Primate Stefan Wyszyński, Primate Józef Glemp, John Paul II, the 
bishops. The rite of Catholic mass became an inseparable element of both union and national 
anniversaries and ceremonies: remembrance of the December 1970 victims in Gdańsk,14 Gdynia 
and Szczecin, unveiling the monument to 1956 [protest] events in Poznań, the registration of Rural 
Solidarity, celebrations of the anniversary of the 31 August accords, the anniversary of the Warsaw 
Uprising of 1944, annual national commemorations on 11 November, as well as 1 May and 3 
May.15

Regional trade-union bulletins as well as the Pismo Okólne [Circular Diary] of the Polish 
Episcopate report almost every week of the ‘carnival’ period some ecclesiastical celebration 
connected to Solidarity: masses to the intentions of Solidarity ordered by trade unionists, masses 
celebrated in workplaces, acts of devotion to Our Lady of Częstochowa16, consecration of portraits 
of St. Barbara in Silesian mines, consecration of crosses, banners and Solidarity offices in various 
places in Poland. The banner of the Inter-trade Strike Committee, consecrated by Archbishop 
Franciszek Macharski during the unveiling of the Monument to the Fallen Shipyard Workers in 
Gdańsk, represented a typical combination for many regional banners and is symbolic of Solidarity 
itself: ‘on one side, an image of Our Lady of Częstochowa against a white-blue background, on the 
other, the Polish national eagle against a white-and-red background’.17

First National Congress of Solidarity, September-October 1981. Photo: Giedymin Jabłoński / 
collection of the European Solidarity Centre. 



First National Congress of Solidarity, September-October 1981. Photo: Giedymin Jabłoński / collection of 
the European Solidarity Centre. 

It is hard to deny the religious face of Solidarity18 – it is therefore essential to understand it. ‘[The 
r]eligious face of the Tri-City strike must have been visible to every observer. It actually took place 
in the cross’s shadow’, wrote the editors of the national-independence magazine Bratniak in 1980, 
stating with satisfaction: ‘Once again it was confirmed that the Polish nation is a Catholic nation 
and such is the very nature of its working class’.19 The ‘left’ wing argued that the Polish Church 
was not a spokesperson for Catholicism as a set of national values, but rather of Christianity as a set
of universal values which do not clash with the pluralistic face of the union. ‘The cross cannot 
become a symbol of difference’ but of ‘reconciliation’, stated an article printed in 1981 by the 
Solidarity Press Agency bulletin, in which the author was assuring that ‘people thinking differently 
than Christians’ can remain ‘Marxists, communists and atheists’, because the cross ‘encompasses 
everyone’.20 These statements mark the limits of debate on the presence of the church and of 
religious discourse in Solidarity. These limits are seen most clearly when quoting the leftist Workers
Vanguard: ‘only a blind man could fail to see the gross influence of the Catholic Church and also 
pro-Western sentiments among the striking workers’, states the magazine in its first account of 1980
events in Poland, then continues to decree: ‘If the settlement strengthens the working-class 
organisationally, it also strengthens the forces of reaction. Poland stands today on a razor’s 
edge’.21 As shall be indicated further on, any similar voice in Poland, if another was ever uttered, 
did so only with a series of reservations and justifications, on the principle of an exception 
confirming the rule. Of course, this does not apply to the Communist press – which is an important 
context, but certainly not enough to understand the nature of the Polish democratic agora at the 
time. 

The limits of syncretism

Speaking on 11 December 1981 at the Congress of Polish Culture22 about the ‘surprising update’ of
Romantic-era culture traits in August and post-August culture, the Polish professor of literary 
history Maria Janion pointed to its religious wing. Noting the remarkable ‘major spiritual focus, 



even taking the form of religious exaltation’ among the strikers, as well as ‘the working-class 
community in the grips of a religious and patriotic rapture’, Janion juxtaposed it with the 
‘stereotype’ testifying to the fact that ‘religion belongs organically to the apparatus of the 
ideological oppression of the masses’.23 ‘Communists, socialists or Christian Democrats in Italy, or
even France, cannot get their heads around the fact that workers pray while they strike. They listen 
to the Holy Mass, beat their breasts, strengthen themselves with the Body of Christ? But these are 
irreconcilable things! – It turns out that they are in fact compatible’,24 stated Primate Stefan 
Wyszyński at the end of 1980.

Jan Sowa, like many other researchers, writes about the syncretism of Solidarity. Sowa also puts 
forward a thesis on its socialist origin, which he proves mainly on the basis of the program 
resolution of the First National Congress of Delegates of the Solidarity Independent Self-governing 
Labour Union25 from 7 October 1981, including the document ‘Self-governing Republic’. I do not 
argue with this thesis – postulates of the union’s social origins were a part of Solidarity discourse 
(the banner hung above the Lenin Shipyard gate, ‘Workers of the factories, unite!’, was not 
necessarily ironic, as claimed by the creators of the permanent exhibition of the European Solidarity
Centre in Gdańsk), while democratic demands constituted its core. I merely want to point out that in
the very first point of its program (‘Who are we and where are we going’), along with declarations 
that ‘the “Solidarity” Independent Self-governing Labour Union unites many social movements and
connects people with different worldviews, different political and religious beliefs, regardless of 
nationality’, the following note appears:

Solidarity, by defining its aspirations, draws from the values of Christian ethics, from our 
national tradition, as well as the working-class and democratic tradition of the world of 
labour. John Paul II’s new encyclical about human work constitutes a fresh impetus for us. 
Solidarity as a mass organisation of working people is also a movement of moral revival of 
the nation.26

We find similar logic in, for example, the ‘Program Declaration on National Culture’ from October 
7, where the proclamation of neutrality as a safeguard for tolerance is accompanied by another 
argument:

Bearing in mind that we have been introduced to our wider motherland – Europe – by 
Christianity, and that Christianity has determined to a large extent the shape and content of 
Polish national culture, and that in its most tragic moments the nation could find support in 
the Catholic Church, that our ethics is first and foremost determined by Christianity, and 
finally that Catholicism is the living faith of the majority of Poles – we believe that in the 
process of national education it is necessary to honour and properly acknowledge the place 
and role of Christianity and the church in the history of Poland and the world.27

We find the same logic in the ‘Union Directions’ that had been announced in April, where the 
proclamation of the pluralist and open nature of the union is accompanied by the following 
declaration: ‘Christian inspiration was one of the fundamental ideological values that we include in 
our program. The crucifix hanging next to the Eagle, hanging in many union premises, is supposed 
to remind our members of their moral origin and to fill them with faith in the righteousness of our 
cause’.28 A certain rule can be gleaned here: submitting a postulate for pluralism was only possible 
after a prior recognition of the Christian foundations of the nation – and in this no contradiction was
noticed. Behind it was the argument of the Catholic majority in Poland, as estimated both 
numerically and culturally, functioning as an omnipotent performative.



Mass during August strikes, Gdańsk Shipyard, 1980. Photographer unknown / collection of the 
European Solidarity Centre. 

In this context, it is worth pointing out characteristic accents arising during the congress. It was 
preceded by a ‘Holy Mass to the intention of Solidarity celebrated by the new Primate of Poland, 
Archbishop Józef Glemp, in the Oliwa Cathedral in Gdańsk’.29 The first round of proceedings in 
the Olivia Hall was inaugurated by Lech Wałęsa with the Polish national anthem and Boże, coś 
Polskę [God Save Poland].30 ‘The second round of the congress began with Holy Mass, the singing
of the anthem and of Boże, coś Polskę’.31 Masses accompanied each day of the 
proceedings.32 ‘The following days were opened by the subsequent homilies of Father Józef 
Tischner’,33 while sermons delivered on 6 and 27 September and on 5 October were included in 
official documents of the Congress.34 Here, the words of Bogdan Borusewicz recorded 
in Konspira [Conspiracy], published in 1984, sound credible.

I cannot imagine a situation in which a man would stand up during the elections for a Solidarity 
government and say: I am a non-believer. Among the candidates there were, after all, different 
people, Catholics and atheists, still everyone raised their crucifix up. There was no one who would 
say: I will not pledge this oath, because I am simply a non-believer – if you want, choose me, if not,
don’t choose me.35

From the end of 1980, Father Tischner published essays in the magazine Tygodnik 
Powszechny36 which would then contribute to the volume Etyka solidarności [The Ethics of 
Solidarity]. That book opens and closes with homily texts37 from masses celebrated at Wawel 
Cathedral in Kraków. Tischner delivered the first to leading movement activists visiting Kraków 
(headed by Lech Wałęsa and Anna Walentynowicz), about which Jarosław Gowin succinctly 
commented: ‘It is difficult to give a more symbolic confirmation of the church’s influence on 
Solidarity’.38 Gowin emphasises that no one proposed a different code, nor did anyone question the



description of the ethical experience of Solidarity that ‘was penned by a Catholic priest’.39 ‘If it 
was necessary to somehow define the meaning of the word “solidarity”, one would probably have to
reach for the Gospel and look for its genealogy there’, wrote Tischner, the Solidarity chaplain, while
emphasising that ‘The key to our cause is faith’.40 Sergiusz Kowalski sounds convincing while 
commenting on an argument for the syncretic character of Solidarity, namely that it was about a 
particular way of ‘reconciling matters’ based on the absorbing by the Catholic discourse of elements
of the socialist one, as well as about accepting that which could be reconciled with the religious 
discourse – it was about an appropriate ‘preparation of threads’ and inscribing them into ‘the 
framework of the national-Catholic heritage’.41

The limits of pluralism
Sergiusz Kowalski, quoted above, is author of Krytyka solidarnościowego rozumu [A Critique of 
the Solidarity Mind-set], published in 1988. Its starting point is the colloquial opinion on Solidarity 
as a melting pot of various ideas, positions and beliefs, and its goal is to ‘detect a certain community
of conceptual structures, a unity veiled by a multi-coloured curtain of union pluralism’.42

‘A Solidarity “we”, even though institutionalised, was [...] an area distinguished on the basis of 
axiological criteria with a moral aftertaste’,43wrote Kowalski, thus stating the national character of 
the community shaped at the time and its ‘conservative traditionalism’.44 The content of the 
Solidarity utopia was drawn from history, while ‘building a new society is not an act of creation, but
of reconstruction’, he wrote, emphasising the very frequent declaration of fidelity to tradition on the
trade unionists’ part, which ‘conveys the timeless essence of the national community’.45 Asking 
about Solidarity as a ‘practical manifestation of ideology’, a locus of ‘hidden archetypes of 
collective thinking’,46 the author concluded that the first element of the collective bond (‘we’) was 
‘the Catholic faith of the overwhelming majority of Polish society’,47 recognised as an immanent 
and essential component of the natural order and national tradition. This reasoning results from the 
adopted division into ‘us’ and ‘them’, where the Catholic identity ‘us’ becomes determined in 
opposition to the atheistic ‘they’, and the Catholic faith ‘following the example of the ancestors [is] 
nurtured in spite of the repressions on the part of the government favouring the alien (at one time 
Orthodox, today a Marxist-Leninist rite)’.48 Kowalski did not directly connect these two themes, 
but in this context it is a striking thesis that thinking about democracy as the will of the majority 
was characteristic for Solidarity, wherein the majority was granted ‘absolute authority’, ‘a 
practically sacred dimension that the views of minorities seem to be deprived of’: on this principle, 
‘the rule of majority over minority constitutes an alternative to the former rule of minority over 
majority’.49

Kowalski’s diagnosis is particularly validated by the fact that he formulated it as early as in 1981 
in Tygodnik Solidarność50 [Solidarity Weekly, 10 July issue]. Recalling the figure of a Catholic 
Pole in his text ‘Polski syndrom’ [‘The Polish Syndrome’] and mentioning ‘the dark pages of Polish
Catholicism of the interwar period’, Kowalski wrote: ‘Today, old fears are coming back, as in front 
of our very eyes a new synthesis of the Catholic faith with the Polish cause is being made’. 
Solidarity is ‘a great national confederation, inevitably gravitating towards unity’, he wrote. 
Contrary to opinions about ‘the ecumenical spirit of dialogue and tolerance’ pervading the nation, 
he stated:

On the contrary, the general public seems to strive to eliminate all diversity, and instead of 
developing pluralism, it is ready to feed on the patriotic and Catholic symbol. Each idea and 
value, in order to gain recognition, must first receive the stamp of the church’s imprimatur. 
The lack of independent thinking, today ever more necessary, and of independent ideological
search, and in particular the lack of courage to question the monopoly of faith and the church
on the matter of Poland.[…] Therefore, I repeat: let’s defend ourselves and defend others 



against the new ideological totalism, against the return of the peremptory synthesis of ‘God’ 
and ‘Fatherland’, which shuts all intellectual horizons.51

Kowalski’s article was directly countered by a much longer text by Maciej Zięba, printed below it 
and opening with the statement: ‘Does the church endanger Solidarity? Contrary to journalistic 
principles, I will answer at the outset that I do not think so. I also think that millions of Poles share 
my opinion’.52 The discussion was cut short – and it was not continued in the magazine’s 
subsequent issues. Over its thirty-seven issues, there appeared not a single additional voice of this 
type, but in almost every one of those issues members of the church were provided space, through 
the reprinting of documents from the episcopate, sermons of Józef Tischner, letters of John Paul II 
and an interview with Józef Glemp. In the issue published after the death of Primate Wyszyński, 
Tadeusz Mazowiecki, the editor, wrote on the first page in the first paragraph: ‘We have lost 
someone who was a  g e n e r a l l y  recognised authority, whose voice was a measure to which  e v 
e r y o n e  had to respond; someone who more than anyone else personified the nation, its 
durability and dignity’.53 Dozens of regional committees, boards and Solidarity committees joined 
in the mourning on the magazine’s pages. Solidarity applied to have Wyszyński buried at Wawel 
Cathedral in Kraków, then came up with the initiative to erect a monument to the primate. In this 
context, Kowalski’s concerns that his text may violate ‘good tone’ sound meaningful – after all, he 
addresses issues that ‘cannot be written about’, and his words might be perceived as an 
‘inappropriate flourish of militant atheism’.54

A similar example is provided by the Szczecin magazine Jedność [Unity], which appeared in 
official circulation in 1981 (as did Solidarity Weekly). In June 1981, Unity published in the Letters 
section a statement by Ryszard Kaszubowski, a ‘rank and file’ activist who criticised the ‘excessive 
religiousness’ of the trade union. While commenting on the 3 May ceremony and Solidarity’s 
banner with an image of the Virgin Mary and the inscription ‘God’, Kaszubowski asked:

Is the Solidarity union of [the district] West Pomerania a union for Catholics only? Do other 
union members feel well under this banner – non-believers, non-Catholics, Marxists? Would 
the Catholics gathered in Solidarity feel comfortable if their union banner included 
inscriptions and symbols of Lutherans, the Orthodox Church, Muhammad or Party symbols? 
What say you, decision-makers of our union? Have you by any chance accidently taken bad 
example from the people who imposed their ideas upon us and forced unanimity until 
August? Does it not sound like a lack of democracy?55

In response to Kaszubowski’s request for an answer, Unity reacted by printing two other letters, 
including one by Przemysław Fenrych and Jan Tarnowski, members of the Regional Board 
Presidium. The authors wrote, first, that ‘the cross is not a symbol of oppression for anyone’ and 
‘can connect all people’; second, that ‘in our after all democratic union the decisive majority 
considers themselves Catholic and this majority decided […] that the banner should look like it 
does’. [Finally, the authors referred to the famous words of John Paul II, spoken during the mass 
inaugurating his first pilgrimage to Poland, celebrated in Warsaw’s Zbawiciela Square, in which the 
pope in turn referred to the millennium jubilee of Poland’s baptism exuberantly celebrated in 1966: 
‘It is impossible to understand the history of the Polish nation – this great thousand-year-old 
community, which so profoundly represents me, each one of us – without Christ’.56 […] ‘A 
thousand years of the Polish nation is a thousand years of a Christian nation’, Fenrych and 
Tarnowski then wrote, ‘as John Paul II reminded us, and to which the strikers attested by hanging 
the image of Our Lady Queen of Poland on the gates of the industrial factories’.

Can one have a grudge against this belief? Can one deny the right to these symbols? Solidarity is 
not a Catholic union. But the majority of it is constituted by Catholics. And the values it wants to 
pursue derive from our old Polish culture and tradition. Let us not impoverish this tradition with ill-
conceived tolerance and ‘consideration’ for our unbelieving brothers. After all, this ‘consideration’ 



cannot lead to the renunciation of one’s own convictions. Especially if these do not threaten anyone.
‘Leave your people alone’ and allow for not seeing a lack of democracy where there is no such 
thing.57

Characteristic of the rhetoric employed here is calling upon a representative of a minority to respect 
the rights of the majority, which is understood to be the principle of democracy. ‘[Y]ou could 
respect our feelings a little’, exhorted Karol Długosz, the author of the second letter, in the name of 
‘ninety percent of the nation’.58 ‘We have received more letters presenting a similar 
position’, Unity declared, thereby cutting the discussion short.

‘The [P]roblem of the relationship between Solidarity and the church was not at all a subject of 
deeper reflection on the part of trade-union ideologues’,59Antoni Dudek has argued. The voices just
presented prove that such reflection was in fact present, however marginal. Both in the case 
of Solidarity Weeklyand that of Unity, the admission of a dissenting voice was not made in the 
name of true pluralism, but rather as an alibi for pluralism as a postulate and declaration.[…]

Sergiusz Kowalski expanded his analysis from 1988 with an important argument. ‘Let us note, in 
the margins’, he wrote on Solidarity, ‘that pluralism is not created [here] out of love for pluralism’, 
and the manifestation of tolerance for minorities is something ‘safe and cost-free’, since ‘minorities 
are few in numbers (where they occur in larger communities, there has been, as we know, trouble)’. 
Kowalski recalls Leszek Kołakowski’s opinion on the Rijnsburg movement as a ‘certain analogy’ 
for the Solidarity movement: ‘they simply do not have the opportunity to practice tolerance, 
understood as refraining from repression of views contrary to their own’.60 It must borne in mind 
that Poland after the Second World War, then again later, after 1968, became largely a cultural and 
ethnic monolith – against which Aleksander Hertz wanted to caution at the Congress of Polish 
Culture in 1981. ‘Today’s Poland is ethnically uniform. It is far from the national or ethnically 
cultural pluralism of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. So-called minorities are 
preserved in rudimentary forms and are disappearing. I am anxiously thinking that this purity; this 
monolith carries a great danger for the future’.61 Pluralism, as evidenced, can have different 
horizons, and the Polish one is extremely limited.62

The logic of performance
Jan Sowa does not completely pass over the Catholic character of Solidarity (‘symbols and religious
rituals are an important element of its functioning’63); however, he does state that the strikers had 
an ‘instrumental’ and ‘pragmatic’ attitude towards Christian symbolism: ‘what counted for them 
was the use they could make of the elements of the symbolic landscape surrounding them’.64 Faced
with the sight of thousands of praying and confessing workers, it is difficult to defend this thesis – it
can actually be easily overturned by recalling the history of the construction of the monument 
commemorating the events of December 1970, called for from the very first days of the strike. The 
Monument to the Fallen Shipyard Workers of 1970, near Gate No. 2 of the Gdańsk Shipyard, was 
unveiled on 16 December 1980. The ceremony was accompanied by a mass that was watched by all
of Poland. The monument can be regarded as a symbolic culmination of the connection between the
Romantic-era element65 and the Christian and national ones: it depicts three crosses topped with 
anchors (‘In Polish national symbolism for thousands of years, the cross has always been a symbol 
of faith and martyrdom, with the anchor as a symbol of hope’,66 we read in one of the first news 
items about the monument), that according to the final project were to be forty-four metres67high 
(in the end, they measure forty-two meters, as this was the reach of the available crane68). The 
historical order was superseded by the mythical (Christian) order, best illustrated by the fact that, 
according to the initial design of Bohdan Pietruszka, the monument was to consist not of three but 
of four crosses, where the ‘number four symbolises the first fallen shipyard workers in December 
1970’.69 The Christian order, in turn, was fixed in the institutional one: representatives of the 
church, headed by Primate Wyszyński, insisted on ‘abandoning the idea of the four crosses, as the 



Christian tradition suggests three’.70 It was not people who used symbols, one might say, but 
symbols (in the hands of an institution) that made use of people.

Unveiling of the Monument to the Fallen Shipyard Workers by Gate No 2, Gdańsk Shipyard. Photo:
Zenon Mirota / collection of the European Solidarity Centre. 

‘The claim that John Paul II overthrew communism is [...] untrue’, writes Sowa, while 
‘interpretations regarding the causative role of the Catholic Church are definitely exaggerated’.71 I 
will pass over the controversial nature of this thesis. The simplification made here is based on 
limiting the understanding of the dynamics of social life to the order of historical facts, while at the 
same time neglecting the phantasmatic reality.72 As it would be naive to say that the use of Catholic
symbols was only an act of political calculation, it is impossible to accept that it was an innocent 
practise. The point is that, as Bronisław Baczko wrote, presenting an extensive catalogue of national
and religious celebrations between August 1980 and December 1981, ‘the updating of the past 
through images and symbols that refer to it allows us to confirm the values considered to be the 
most important for national identity and culture’, and in this case, ‘above all, Christian and Catholic
values’.73 The question is therefore about the performative sense of those practices, of Solidarity as
a cultural identity performance.

One must bear in mind that the perception of the past and the symbols used in Solidarity discourse 
were of fundamental importance in the struggle for the shape of collective memory, alternative to its
institutional version promoted by the institutions of Communist-era Poland. The discourses of the 
church and the broadly understood opposition intersect here in common recognition of the role of 
religion in this counter-history (and even in religion itself as counter-history), conceptualised as a 
‘mythic-religious’ history, the history of ‘hidden knowledge that must be discovered and 
deciphered’,74 and at the same time – contrary to Michel Foucault’s original definition – as a 
history of continuity (‘It is impossible to understand the history of the Polish nation […] without 



Christ’), legitimated in the social and cultural majority (‘ninety per cent’). The nation was 
constituted here as an imaginary community, with Christianity as a foundation – understood as a 
legitimation for the nation (‘us’) and used as a tool for delegitimising the power of Communists 
(‘them’). In the emotionally marked discourse of collective memory, the question of whether 
religion was understood as an inseparable component of Polish identity or as a set of universal 
values was ultimately of secondary importance. One could risk the claim that the differences indeed
reported had no right to exist: for collective memory it is characteristic, after all, ‘to remove from it 
everything that disturbs the clarity of the black and white image’. The social bond, understood as a 
‘psychic bond’ based on the ‘worship of shared values’, works as a result ‘in favour of giving the 
community the character of an ideological group’.75 This process became extremely intense after 
the imposition of martial law on 13 December 1981, yet grew in the field of previously shaped 
national phantasms and notions of the community about itself.

The order of real politics thus found legitimation in the alternative (to the Communist), national-
Catholic symbolic universe – this is important for understanding Solidarity as a cultural 
performance. As Krzysztof Nowak argued in 1988, civil-society institutions germinating in 
Solidarity soon turned out to be ‘dramatically’ weak in confrontation with the overwhelming force 
of tradition and national and religious symbolism which provide ready patterns of behaviour and 
their legitimacy’.76 After all, it cannot be forgotten, as Ewa Domańska wrote, that counter-history 
is usually authoritarian: it contains an option of identity and politics, and at a convenient time can 
become official history.77 I will show this process in two examples.

Tygodnik Mazowsze [Mazovia Weekly], a semi-official publication of the Temporary Coordination 
Committee of the SolidarityIndependent Self-governing Labour Union78 – ‘the most serious 
magazine of underground Solidarity’79 – as part of a broad campaign to boycott Poland-wide 
elections to national councils in 1984, recalled, along with appeals of Solidarity and opposition 
leaders [...],‘Orędzie Episkopatu Polski w sprawie wyborów do sejmu’ [‘Address of the Polish 
Episcopate Regarding Elections to the Sejm’] from 1946: ‘Catholics can only vote for such persons,
letters and electoral programs that do not contradict Catholic science and morality’.80 When before 
the 1991 elections the Episcopate argued that only those political groups that ‘show in their 
activities a concern for Poland and respect for its traditions stemming from its Christian roots 
should receive a mandate to legislate from believers’,81 it happened to the indignation of a part of 
the opposition. Meanwhile, after 1989, Christian values had been for the church a battlefield for the 
shape of the Third Polish Republic to a similar extent that those values – and the church itself – had 
been a locus of Solidarity’s struggle for its own legitimisation before 1989. The church used the 
historical card at least in the respect (and certainly in the same sense) in which the opposition had 
previously done so. What of it that the 1991 elections, contrary to those in 1984, were free and 
democratic. The understanding of democracy and the sense of historical order was tertiary to the 
understanding and feeling of the sense of the phantasmic order.

The second example is the fight for the presence of crucifixes in public places, workplaces and 
especially in schools – initiated by the hanging of a crucifix next to the Polish coat of arms at the 
conference room of the Gdańsk Shipyard during the August strikes, and later in the Olivia Hall 
during the programme conference. As Goniec Małopolski [The Małopolski Messenger] reported in 
May 1981:

Recently, crucifixes appeared in our schools – big and small, finely sculpted and crude, 
sometimes simply drawn in chalk on the wall. They appeared in various ways – officially, 
solemnly brought by parents and pupils, as if ‘introduced’ to school or – suddenly – 
unexpectedly hung in the afternoon and accepted the next day with silence, embarrassment 
or even disapproval. The fact is, however, that in the vast majority of schools there hang 
crucifixes, in auditoriums and classrooms, next to the national coat of arms.82



Hanging crucifixes in public places was, in the times of the first Solidarity movement, an element of
(counter)historical policy, legitimising the new (national-Catholic) order. After 13 December 1981, 
the now-underground Solidarity made the struggle for crucifixes a part of a broad anti-Communist 
resistance movement. Mazovia Weekly, while reporting on its course,83 did not hesitate to quote a 
priest from Garwolin, who defended the presence of crucifixes in school classrooms with these 
words: ‘Poland has never been without a cross and it will stay with it forever’.84 The argument 
regarding the Catholic majority was used in this context by the bishops.85 It would be facetious to 
ignore the historical context of these events – the point is that a phantasm does not care for 
historical logic, always subject to interpretation. The boundary between history and myth, the law 
negotiated in the social order and the law grounded in the phantasmatic order, is blurred especially 
strongly in narratives anchored in national affect, in which collective memory and the legitimation 
of collective identity are at stake. An example of this is the fight over crucifixes, which was 
juxtaposed with the practice of Prussian Kulturkampf86 in the discourse of the opposition. Only a 
few years later, in 1991, the bishops reminded us of ‘the role that religion played in defending the 
rights of the nation, even in the time of the partitions or in the years of both world wars, and finally 
in the years of struggle against a totalitarian system that in principle negated God’ – thus arguing the
need for the return of religious education to schools.87 ‘As a nation brought together by the 
baptism, as a nation with more than a thousand years of Christian culture, finally as a state that the 
church has served for centuries, we cannot relegate [...] this crucial matter to the margins’, wrote the
bishops and, quoting John Paul II’s words uttered at the Zwycięstwa Square during his first 
pilgrimage and binding the history of man and nation with Christ, they decreed:

Many years ago a crowd of several thousand took up this call, answering with a song: We 
want God. In this song, as in organised life, there is a place for Christ ‘in the book, at 
school’. It corresponds with the spirit of the nation and therefore becomes our task.88

On 26 August 1993, on the day of the liturgical holiday of Our Lady of Czestochowa, during 
services at the Jasna Góra Monastery, a ‘Nowy Akt Zawierzenia Maryi Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej’ 
[‘New Act of Dedicating the Republic of Poland to the Virgin Mary’] was read, referring to the 
millennial ‘Akt Oddania Polski w macierzystą niewolę Maryi’ [‘Act of Dedication of Poland to the 
Maternal Captivity of the Virgin Mary’] from 1966. It was signed – at the altar – by Cardinals Józef 
Glemp, Franciszek Macharski and Henryk Gulbinowicz, President Lech Wałęsa, Prime Minister 
Hanna Suchocka and the Speakers of the Sejm, Wiesław Chrzanowski, and Senate, August 
Chełkowski.89

I propose to take a look at the thesis of Solidarity as ‘the most democratic place in the world’ from 
this perspective. Jan Sowa quotes it after Lawrence Goodwyn, who wanted to understand the logic 
of the cultural performance of Solidarity in a completely different way. In the 1980s, ‘the church 
became a refuge of Polishness and was to perform this role until an indefinite moment, so long 
awaited, when Poles would feel that they have regained control over their own fate’, wrote 
Goodwyn in 1991. ‘Presently it seems that the church can return to performing religious 
functions’.90

This article is excerpted from Marcin Kościelniak’s Egoiści. Trzecia droga w kulturze polskiej lat 
80. [Egoists: A Third Way in Polish Culture of the 1980s] published in 2018 by the Zbigniew 
Raszewski Theatre Institute in Warsaw in the Nowa Biblioteka series.

Translated by Karolina Sofulak 
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