Introduction

The 1970s in Poland started and ended on a similar note. In both December 1970
and August 1980, protests erupted in reaction to rising prices, sweeping away the
socialist leadership and resulting in a reversal of national strategy. However, the
character of these protests, the manner in which they were handled, and the poli-
tical choices which followed differed profoundly from one decade to the next.
While the upheavals in 1970 were carried out by workers calling for the cancellation
of price reform, the 1980 strikes were transformed into the Solidarnosc¢ (Solidarity)
movement, supported by influential dissident organisations. This time, protesters
demanded not only an improvement in economic and labour conditions, but also
called for respect for human rights, to which European socialist regimes had com-
mitted by signing the Helsinki Final Act in August 1975. Unlike in December 1970,
when Wladystaw Gomulka’s leadership initially responded to protests with vio-
lence, in August 1980, the Edward Gierek-led Polish United Workers’ Party (PUWP)
sat down at the negotiating table with demonstrators, agreeing to accommodate
their requests. Although these concessions facilitated a change in the PUWP
leadership, Gierek’s successors stood little chance of launching a substantially
different strategy. While in December 1970 Poland had foreign currency savings, its
net foreign debt amounted to US$24 billion by August 1980." In striking contrast to
a decade before, the later crisis could not be explained without taking into con-
sideration Western influence, nor could it be handled independently of Western
actors. This entanglement was the most critical and irreversible outcome of the
1970s in Poland.

This book covers the period between the two upheavals, reconstructs the
formation and practices of Poland’s national strategy, and explains why
Poland’s entanglement with the West occurred. It shows that this entanglement
was the outcome of conscious and confident choices made by Polish socialist
elites, who believed that Poland could open up towards the West without
endangering socialism.

Socialist Elites

Placing the Polish socialist elites and their goals and expectations at the centre
of analysis may appear of little relevance. Despite having a monopoly of power
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for over 40 years, the ideas of this group are rarely perceived as worthy of
attention. The origins of this phenomenon are twofold. First, the positions of
national socialist elites are usually considered to be determined either by the
Soviet Union or, in the case of Poland, domestic factors such as the fear of
popular protests. Second, socialist elites are often judged as incompetent. In
Poland, the 1970s leadership is considered in this way more than any other.
However, looking at the socialist elites from these perspectives is not only
intellectually limiting but also often empirically incorrect.

Assessing the degree to which Moscow influenced policymaking in the Eur-
opean socialist regimes is a difficult task. The bulk of Soviet influence derived
from informal conversations and the self-limitation of national leaders, rather
than official policies. Following de-Stalinisation, the choices made by the Eur-
opean socialist regimes were largely determined by their national interests as
represented by national socialist elites.” The variety of national strategies, from
Western-oriented and liberal Poland and Hungary and the restrictive but eco-
nomically superior German Democratic Republic (GDR) to the authoritarian
and sovereignty-seeking Romania, best demonstrate that after 1956 there was
no universal recipe for European socialism.’

These differences in strategies and national interests, defined by socialist elites
in their respective countries, regularly clashed in the multilateral forums, which
according to popular perception were only tools of Soviet military and eco-
nomic domination. In fact, the Warsaw Pact and the Council for Mutual Eco-
nomic Assistance (CMEA, commonly known as Comecon), cornerstones of the
socialist bloc in Europe, offered smaller socialist states room for independent
manoeuvre and a space where they could elude Moscow’s policy line. These
often-successful attempts reveal that the socialist regimes differed not only in
terms of domestic strategies but also foreign policy.”

Moscow’s changing attitude to its European allies enabled them to gradually
increase their room for independent manoeuvre. After the 1968 Warsaw Pact
intervention in Czechoslovakia and the proclamation of the Brezhnev doctrine,
the limits of divergence were re-established. However, the threat of intervention
became an essential tool of Soviet control as other incentives for the alliance
with Moscow gradually waned. Throughout the 1970s socialist regimes
increasingly became an economic burden for the Soviet Union. As a con-
sequence, its readiness to use all possible means to maintain control over Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe also declined.’

Poland’s relationship with Moscow in the period since the 1960s can be
characterised in terms of clientelism, rather than dominance or subordination.
Although the strategy for dealing with the Soviet Union changed, all Polish
socialist leaderships continuously sought ways to expand the country’s margin
of independence. Gomulka’s defence of Poland’s national interests famously led
to clashes with Moscow. In turn, Gierek aimed to build trust and avoid con-
flict. The particularly amicable relationship between Poland and the Soviet
Union in the 1970s became essential for an independent domestic policy and,
crucially, expanding the relationship with the West.®
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Apart from the influence of the Soviet Union, the choices of the Polish
socialist elites have typically been attributed to domestic factors. According to
the master narrative of Poland’s history of socialism, the chain of domestic
upheavals — including 1956, 1968, 1970, 1976, and 1980 — constrained the room
for manoeuvre of the socialist elites, making them largely subject to the
demands expressed on the streets. This emphasis on the revolts against social-
ism were essential for cementing the post-Cold War world order. Inter-
nationally, they are reminders that socialism failed to fulfil consumption needs
and never garnered popular support. Locally, they served as a foundation myth
for post-1989 Poland. In this depiction, society is equated with freedom-seeking
dissident groups, while the socialist elites are monolithic and interested exclu-
sively in maintaining power. While the critique of post-1989 Polish historio-
graphy, which for years evolved around the five aforementioned dates, has
resulted in an outflow of new social history studies on socialism, it has not
brought about a radical revision in the approach to the socialist elites.”

The argument about the importance of the socialist elites has been famously
made by Stephen Kotkin. Discussing the debate on the fall of socialist regimes,
he criticised the over-appreciation of the role of ‘civil society’, proposing
instead a turn towards ‘uncivil society’. However, his focus on the socialist
establishment in Poland, the GDR, and Romania led him to the conclusion that
the Polish decision to democratise political life emerged from incompetence
and, more specifically, the establishment’s inability to rule its country in con-
ditions of social and economic crisis.® While this argument demonstrates the
logic which led Polish socialist elites to the Round Table negotiations in 1989, it
also reinforces a perception of them as vulnerable and incompetent.” This view
usually underlines the studies on the socialist elites and is particularly present in
the studies on Poland in the 1970s.

Such a depiction of Gierek’s leadership extends to the early 1980s with the
first attempts to evaluate his legacy. Studies on the 1970s flourished against the
backdrop of the broader margins of freedom of speech available in 1981, the
period referred to as ‘the carnival of Solidarnosc’; economic crisis, as well as
the official campaign against Gierek and his allies launched by their succes-
sors.'” As a polemic against the official line of defence taken by policymakers in
the 1970s, who claimed that their strategy failed as a consequence of external
factors, the country’s political scientists and economists identified many critical
trends and pathologies that caused the domestic crisis, which were crucially
mistaken and incompetent decisions.'’ This assumption was confirmed by the
first studies on Solidarnos¢, which were also produced in the 1980s, following a
wave of international enthusiasm for the workers’ movement. Timothy Garton
Ash, who investigated the origins of this phenomenon, pointed to Gierek’s
strategy and ‘the breathtaking incompetence with which it was executed’ as one
of the factors distinguishing Poland from other socialist regimes and enabling
mass mobilisation.'?

This debate resurfaced in the early 1990s with the outpouring of the testi-
monies of policymakers from the 1970s. For instance, in a long interview with
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Gierek published as Przerwana dekada (Interrupted Decade), the former first
secretary also claimed that the economic decline was caused by external factors
and suggested that Poland’s situation suddenly worsened in the early 1980s
because of his dismissal and the revision of his strategy."

However, this defence of the economic policy of the 1970s stood little chance
of resonating with post-socialist Poland. In 1989, foreign net debt amounted to
US$44 billion and was considered the main obstacle to the country’s develop-
ment.'* Mainstream economic thought after the fall of the socialist regime
univocally advocated for austerity, which confirmed the depiction of the 1970s
as a ‘wasted decade’.” Still today, Polish historians assume the decisions made
by Gierek’s leadership were ill-judged and determined by a need to secure
domestic stability and maintain power.'®

In this book I do not provide a judgement on whether the decline of Poland’s
strategy of the 1970s was caused by extraneous forces or if the leadership was
to blame. However, I offer a more nuanced approach to this polarised debate.
First, I take the Polish socialist elites seriously. I do not consider this group as
monolith and inherently incompetent and I do not see its choices as pre-determined
by the Soviet Union or the demands expressed by protesters. Instead, I show that
the socialist elites” ideas evolved, clashed with each other and that they matter."”
Second, I establish a closer connection between the socialist elites and external
factors. The changes in the international and economic situation in the 1970s
influenced policymaking in Poland, just as Polish policymaking influenced these
developments.

Détente, European Integration, and Globalisation

The 1970s were marked by three processes of critical importance for Poland’s
opening towards the West: a détente in Cold War relations, Western European
integration, and globalisation. In recent years, all three areas have seen a his-
toriographical boom. This new scholarship has produced a firm picture of the
1970s as a transformative decade that was of central importance for the end of
the Cold War and the emergence of a new world order."® However, the Eur-
opean socialist regimes remain underrepresented in this research.

The first and most evident of these processes was a détente in Cold War
relations. Traditionally, this refers to the period of the relaxation of tensions
between the superpowers which followed the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 and
ended with the USSR’s invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 and the introduction of
martial law in Poland in 1981. However, the substantial broadening of the field
of Cold War studies has challenged the understanding of the détente as exclu-
sively a foreign policy status quo designed by the US and USSR." Authors
applying a European lens have revealed that in Europe the traditionally defined
détente does not correspond either in terms of chronology and themes, or in
terms of objectives.

From the perspective of foreign policy, the European détente relates to the
Ostpolitik agenda, which originated in Western Europe in the 1960s. While the
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French president Charles de Gaulle was the first to talk openly about extending
cooperation to the socialist part of Europe in 1966, it was only after Willy
Brandt and the Social Democratic Party of Germany came to power in the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in 1969, that this policy became prevalent
in Western capitals. The subsequent political choices made by the new leader-
ship in West Germany — most importantly including the Treaty of Moscow
with the Soviet Union and the Treaty of Warsaw with Poland in 1970, as well
as the Basic Treaty with the GDR in 1972 — resulted in an increase in political
and economic contacts on the continent, unprecedented in post-war European
history. This period is sometimes referred to as the ‘high détente’. It peaked in
1975 with the Helsinki Accords, when the European territorial status quo was
confirmed, and the participating states agreed to broaden and solidify cooperation
on the continent.”” In striking contrast to the superpower détente, the European
process did not end with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Although the Polish
crisis of 1981 brought more damage to the relations between European states,
Western Europe opposed the headstrong foreign policy line developed by the US
president Ronald Reagan and became a frontrunner in rebuilding East-West con-
tacts. As suggested by Csaba Békés, the détente in Europe continued until the end
of the Cold War.*!

The open-ended chronology of the European détente results from the fact
that it cannot be reduced to a foreign policy phenomenon. In contrast to the
superpower détente, the European détente was as much about economic, cul-
tural, and ideological exchanges as it was about international affairs. In recent
years, scholars have brought to light numerous spheres of interaction and
cooperation, which took place in Europe under the umbrella of détente.”

However, the perspective of the socialist regimes remains marginalised in this
flourishing scholarship. In the case of Poland, with a few notable exceptions,”
research on the détente focuses only on its foreign policy dimension and, being
largely produced in Polish, functions independently of the international scho-
larship.®* The underrepresentation of socialist regimes in the rising interna-
tional history of détente carries consequences for the overall depiction of this
period. Inevitably, the socialist part of the continent emerges as a passive actor,
which merely responded to initiatives coming from Western Europe. The voca-
bulary often applied in such détente studies, including phrases such as ‘Helsinki
trap’,” only reinforces this effect, implying that Ostpolitik was a long-term
masterplan. Such an idea would be historically mistaken. Studies on Western
European détente have shown that even the most ambitious architects of this
policy did not expect that the socialist regimes would collapse by the 1990s.
Instead, they hoped to improve international security, challenge bipolarity,
establish closer economic cooperation, and open up the possibility of a gradual
convergence between the socialist regimes and the social democratic model
developed in Western Europe. While these goals were more ambitious than
those of the superpowers, which were interested in maintaining the status quo,
they were still conservative.”® As I show in this book, the Polish socialist elites
deserve to be recognised as equally important for shaping the European détente
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as their Western counterparts; their goals and expectations largely mirrored
those of the Ostpolitik actors.

The second, critical development of the 1970s is Western European integra-
tion. According to the traditional narrative of its history, the European Eco-
nomic Community (EEC), following its 1957 establishment with the Treaty of
Rome, saw the successful integration of the six original members throughout
the first eight years. The empty chair crisis of 1965 marked the beginning of the
European integration crisis, which ended only in the mid-1980s with the European
Single Act negotiations. As a result, the period in between has been referred to as
one of ‘eurosclerosis’.

However, in recent years, this picture has been almost completely reversed.
New studies have not only revealed that the 1970s brought about many critical
changes, but also that the crisis expedited them. These changes included
monetary cooperation, improvement of the Common Agricultural Policy and
the implementation of the Common Commercial Policy in 1975 as well as the
first enlargement in 1973. Moreover, during the 1970s, the EEC expanded its
institutional apparatus. In 1974 it created the European Council and in 1979 it
held the first elections to the European Parliament. Finally, as early as 1969 the
EEC introduced the European Political Cooperation tool, which was intended
to increase political cohesion. In summary, in the 1970s, the EEC became more
economically integrated, grew in size, and began to aspire to a more significant
political role.”’

These aspirations proved largely successful. A volume on external EEC rela-
tions during the Cold War identified the 1970s as the critical decade for the
transformation of the organisation’s geopolitical role. As Piers Ludlow writes:
‘Europe seemed to have discovered a collective Cold War role during the era of
high détente that they had struggled to achieve at any earlier point’.?® The
stronger cooperation took place not only in the context of an economic crisis,
but also of an increasing divergence between the US and EEC members. The
1970s were particularly difficult years for the Cold War transatlantic relation-
ship. Disagreements centred around economic and monetary matters, as well as
foreign policy questions such as the war in Vietnam, the relationship with
China, and European détente.” According to Angela Romano, it is the last of
these that became a key foreign policy priority for the EEC and the testing ground
for its new policy cohesion mechanism. Romano shows that EEC members suc-
cessfully coordinated and pushed through their vision for the Conference on
Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), promoted pan-European coopera-
tion, and deliberately challenged the bipolar Cold War division of the continent.*

This new framing of the role of the EEC, which emerged from the intersec-
tion of scholarship on Western European integration and the détente, brought a
response from scholars investigating socialist regimes.*’ While the relationship
between the EEC and the CMEA has long been observed by political scientists
and historians,*? specific national cases, however, have only recently attracted
the attention of scholars. These studies have shown that the goals of the Eur-
opean socialist regimes were not fully grasped by the line represented by the
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CMEA and that the creation of the Common Market posed a significant eco-
nomic challenge to the European socialist regimes.”

In this book, I build on this research and further emphasise the importance of
Western European integration for socialist Europe. However, I depict the EEC
not only as a central economic actor but also a political one, something that
scholars recognise only for the post-1989 period. I show that the increasing
integration of Western Europe and its divergence from the US contributed to
reorganising the international imagination of the Polish socialist elites and thus
to shaping Poland’s national strategy in the 1970s.

The third critical process for the Polish socialist elites is globalisation. The
1970s brought an end to the steady and harmonious post-1945 economic growth
of the West, often considered a golden age of capitalism. The collapse of the
Bretton Woods financial system, the backbone of the post-war economic archi-
tecture, and the oil shocks of 1973 and 1979 marked the birth of a new global
financial capitalism characterised by a rapid increase in cross-border capital
flows, the deterritorialisation of production, and the rise of multinationals.>*
Taken together with the beginning of computerisation and the emergence of
new transnational actors this economic process created the ‘shock of the global’
in the 1970s.

The socialist regimes were not absent from this rising interconnectedness.
While political scientists have tended to recognise their increased integration
with the global economy in the 1970s,%® this phenomenon started to be explored
by historians only recently. Successfully linking the history of globalisation with
that of the Cold War, these new studies evidenced the central importance of
phenomena such as oil shocks and the sovereign debt crisis of the 1980s for the
decline of European socialist regimes.””

This extension of the history of globalisation to include socialist regimes
required the definition of their role in the process. In recent years, the idea that
globalisation victimised the socialist regimes — popular in the 1990s — under-
went a drastic revision.”® Scholars began to study the system of global connec-
tions created by the Soviet Union and other socialist regimes, especially in the
1950s and 1960s, often recognising this ‘alternative globalisation’ as a challenge
posed by socialist regimes and the Global South to the developed capitalist
countries.” However, they agree that in the 1970s, attempts at creating a dif-
ferent model of globalisation diminished and all its actors gradually turned
towards the West.*

As a result, roughly 20 years before their collapse, socialist regimes became
part of an unfolding globalisation, defined by capitalism, alongside Western
countries and institutions. Nevertheless, taking a political economy perspective,
Besnik Pula makes a point about the agency of socialist regimes in this capitalist
globalisation. Specifically, he argues that although Western actors were more
influential in this process, as regards the socialist regimes ‘by navigating at the
margins and helping shape the articulations of globalisation in both pre-and
post-1989 East Europe, local elites and other actors played their role in molding
globalisation in forms amenable to local conditions and harnessing its forces in
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the service of domestic goals’.*' T share this interpretation and historicise it by
showing the motivations of socialist elites for engaging with the global econ-
omy and the manner in which ‘molding globalisation’ took place. Given the
importance of détente and the rise of the EEC, the Polish socialist elites con-
sciously built connections with the capitalist side of the continent. As a result,
the Polish experience of the 1970s can be framed not only as ‘globalisation’, but
also as ‘Europeanisation’.

Methodology and book structure

Although Poland’s path to globalisation led through Western Europe, in this
book I often use the terms ‘West’ or ‘capitalist countries’. This terminology
follows the language used by the Polish socialist elites in the 1970s. By the same
token, 1 use the term ‘socialism’ instead of ‘communism’. The socialist regimes
referred to themselves as ‘socialist’ rather than ‘communist’ as the latter term
was reserved for socialism’s final stage and its ultimate goal. However, leaving
aside the term communism is also an interpretative choice. By the 1970s, the
socialist elites aimed at maintaining socialist principles that were already in
place rather than advancing them further towards communism.

The focus on the socialist elites requires the conceptualisation of this group. |
define socialist elites as all actors who participated in the process of policy-
making and the debates leading to it. Such an approach differs from the one
usually applied in socialist regimes research, which remains focused on the
centre of power, namely the Politburo and its first secretary. By way of con-
trast, much less attention has been received by other groups of socialist elites,
including representatives of the state apparatus, experts and industrial elites.

Broadening the understanding of socialist elites and the policymaking process
has had consequences for the scope of research. Apart from the archival col-
lections of two critical institutions — namely the Central Committee of the
PUWP and the government — I also rely on sources from other state institutions
such as ministries, commissions, banks, and foreign trade enterprises. In order
to reconstruct the views present among socialist elites, the sources also encompass
broad research into publications from the 1970s. Poland distinguished itself from
other socialist regimes with its more permissive approach to freedom of speech,
something that makes these sources particularly relevant. Except for Trybuna
Ludu (The Peoples’ Tribune), a PUWP propaganda daily, I approach these printed
sources as not only an attempt to rationalise the political choices of socialist elites
but also a reflection of their actual debates as such. In reconstructing these debates,
I also rely on the testimonies of members of the 1970s socialist elites. These include
both published memoirs and interviews conducted as part of this study. Finally,
given this book’s focus on Poland’s opening towards the West, I also use sources
collected in Western European states and corporate archives. Bringing in sources
from outside Poland serves two goals: not only do they reveal how Poland’s
national strategy in the 1970s resonated abroad, but they also helped me to identify
the puzzles behind the stories which I tell in this book.
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This book is divided into two parts. In the first part, it examines Poland’s
national strategy starting from the late Gomulka period to the end of Gierek’s
leadership of the PUWP in September 1980. The second part zooms in on the
implementation of this strategy in Polish-Western European relations by con-
sidering case studies on the licence agreements Poland concluded in the 1970s.

The first chapter engages with the origins of the new economic and foreign
policy agenda implemented when Gierek came to power. By examining the
attitude of socialist elites to the chief aspects of this strategy — namely opening
towards the West, consumption, and accelerated economic growth in the late
1960s — it shows that the shift in economic and foreign policy had its structural
and intellectual origins in this very period. To that end, it challenges the
assumption that the new strategy was determined solely by the domestic events
of December 1970 in Poland.

The second chapter turns to personnel, institutional, and political changes,
which took place after Gierek’s rise to power. Examining and contextualising
the details of decisions made in this period, it reveals that the new strategy was
a confident project based on a strong consensus between different groups of
socialist elites. It further argues that this bold policymaking was enabled by two
widespread assumptions: that the socialist regime was capable of experiencing
an economic revival and that détente would remain a permanent feature of
European international relations.

The third chapter looks at three critical developments that transpired in the
early 1970s: the economic crisis in the West, Western European integration, and
the Helsinki process. It focuses in particular on the perspective of their recep-
tion in Poland. Although today all three are recognised as factors that led to the
weakening of the socialist regimes, the chapter shows that, at the time, socialist
elites interpreted them as the perfect conditions to expand economic and poli-
tical contacts with the West. By these means, the international situation accel-
erated and cemented Poland’s national strategy and allowed its flaws to remain
overlooked, if not neglected.

The fourth chapter, the final chapter in the first part, examines the second
half of the 1970s, when Poland’s situation drastically deteriorated on all fronts.
It hones in on the domestic political and economic situation and Poland’s rela-
tionship with the Soviet Union, as well as with other socialist regimes and the
West. It argues that Poland’s national strategy in all these fields aimed essen-
tially to preserve the status quo and save the gains made in the early 1970s.
Furthermore, it shows that the scale of the turmoil in Poland in the 1980s had
its origins in this very status quo strategy.

The second part of the book begins with the fifth chapter, on the goals of
licence policy as defined in the early 1970s. It serves as an introduction to the
case studies, while explaining the logic underlying the choice of policymakers to
explore the practices of opening towards the West. It argues that the licence
policy illuminates all the principal objectives of the 1970s national strategy,
namely the improvement of the quality of life, technological modernisation,
expanding foreign trade, and strengthening détente in Europe.
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The following sixth, seventh and eighth chapters are case studies on the
production of manufactured goods based on technology from Western Europe:
cars, buses, and audio equipment. The choice of these three was not accidental.
First, they each represent relationships with different Western European states
and other actors representing them. While the production of cars was based on
cooperation with Fiat and Italy, the bus industry relied on a relationship with
Berliet and France. The case of audio equipment is the most international of
the three and involves various companies and countries, though Grundig
and the FRG remained the principal source of technology for this industry.
Second, the transactions were among the most expensive and ambitious
throughout the decade. As such, they not only represented trends in Poland’s
economy but even went so far as to shape them. Third, Fiat cars, Berliet buses,
and audio equipment produced on Grundig licences can be viewed as symbols
of the 1970s in Poland. They thus illuminate consumption policy under Gierek
and its symbolic dimension.

What follows the three case studies is a summary that takes stock of the
gains and losses of the licence policy. This final chapter compares its practices
and outcomes with the objectives characterised in the fifth chapter. It suggests
that the licence policy cannot be considered a total failure, as many of its goals
were indeed reached. At the same time, it shows the degree to which it became
a vehicle for Polish-Western entanglement.

The conclusion, which also plays the role of an epilogue, shows how the
national strategy of the 1970s provided Western actors with leverage over the
situation in Poland and profoundly changed the Polish socialist regimes.
The ties with the West consciously constructed by the Polish socialist elites
played a capital role for Poland’s political and economic future as well as the
global transformations of the 1980s and 1990s.
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