
CHAPTER 3 

Modernisation based on the Soviet model (1945–1989) 

 
In post-war Poland, the project of communist modernisation was “total” and 

aimed at a top-down transformation of all spheres of social life. That is why, based on 

the available documentation, it is difficult to make a clear analytical distinction 

between political, social and economic modernisation. The communists did not treat 

different spheres of social life separately, but rather envisioned it as a complete 

framework. In Western Europe or the United States modernisation also led to changes 

of a similar range and depth. It is important to emphasise, however, that in the West, 

modernisation took place much more spontaneously. Even a preliminary glance at the 

Constitution of the People’s Republic of Poland reveals that the architects of the 

communist system perceived it as a whole – a revolutionary mobilisation subordinate 

to party interests. Thus, the organisation which built its image as an avant-garde of 

the working class used modernisation as a means to build first a socialist and later a 

communist society.  

 
Introduction – Soviet model as an alternative modernisation model 

 

For over half a century, the Soviet model was regarded as a real alternative to 

“Western-style” modernisation. In fact, it was a communist version of an 

enlightenment utopia; an expression of the Soviet leaders’ fascination with the social 

and economic modernisation of Western states. With all certainty, it should be 

regarded as a certain “ideal type” useful in the analysis of social-realist societies. This 

chapter analyses its most important features and presents the implementation of this 

modernisation model in the People’s Republic of Poland (the so-called Polish road to 

socialism).  

Undoubtedly, the Soviet model was a variation of Western modernity. Polish 

communists distanced themselves from any forms of borrowings arguing, after Marx, 

that socialism was the most developed socio-economic formation and believing that 

capitalism was only one of the stages of social development which preceded socialism 

and communism. While this stage was perceived as necessary, it was also envisioned 

that there could be a “leap” to modernity from the level of a primary community, 

slavery or feudalism. It was also thanks to the latter that the communist modernisation 



was presented as able to constitute a competitive, completely different and more 

efficient, intensified variation of development based on the implementation of the 

scientific model. One that was of a mimetic nature. Hence, it is important to note a 

particular feature which characterised the way the communists were copying Western 

patterns, namely selectiveness. For Soviet communists, implementing modernity 

meant an arbitrary selection of some Western achievements and an introduction in the 

countries of the Soviet bloc of their communist equivalents1. The best illustration of 

this selectiveness were: the propaganda-created images of social and economic 

progress, privileged economic sectors (forced industrialisation), some areas of 

technology (as “catching up” or “overtaking” Western achievements), social life 

(planned transfer of social structure based on some doctrinal assumptions) and their 

speedy introduction into force – first in the Soviet Union, then throughout the Soviet 

bloc. The attempt to implement the communist modernisation process was an 

essential feature which made it distinctively different from the Western experience. 

This model was based on a completely top-down approach – mainly by actions aimed 

at reaching Western-like standards of economic development with a simultaneous 

application of different political and social solutions2. 

The Soviet model was rooted in the doctrine of revolution. Based on this 

doctrine, the shape of modernisation was determined by the communist party which 

officially constituted the avant-garde of the working class and on whose behalf it was 

holding power. Soviet modernisation was characterised by a superior – in comparison 

to other spheres of life – position of politics; namely it was the political system that 

would determine the economic and social systems. This feature of the Soviet system 

differentiated it from the “Western modernisation” in which the economic system 

played the most important role. The model of an omnipresent state, trying to control 

all spheres of social life, was characterised by an official ideology encompassing all 

fundamental spheres of citizens’ lives, one political party (a mono-party), usually led 

by one leader or a narrow group of leaders, a system of terror and police oversight, an 

almost complete subordination of the means of communication to the control 

                                                 
1 S. Gavrov, Modernization of the Russian Empire. Social and cultural aspects of modernization 
processes in Russia, URSS, Moscow 2004, p. 8. 
2 J. Kochanowicz, Modernization from Above: the End of the Road?, in Studia Historiae Oeconomica, 
Poznań 1998, no. 23, p. 60. 



apparatus and a monopoly of the state on weaponry and bureaucratic tutelage of 

centralised economy3.  

Additionally, characteristic for the economic component of the Soviet model 

were the doctrinal assumptions that were at its core. Firstly, they included an 

elimination of private property. As the communists argued this would preordain the 

contradiction of the capitalist method of production. Its functioning was envisioned to 

lead to market competition, meaning the “anarchy of production” which would 

constitute a barrier to an introduction of scientific (central) planning in the entire 

society. Secondly, without private property, production could not serve the purpose of 

generating profits. Its elimination would automatically allow a fulfilment of social 

needs. This was regarded as the superior goal of a planned economy and socialist 

division of labour.  

The domination of a political system was also seen in the strategic decisions 

made by a narrow group of political decision-makers; their directives were then 

passed for implementation to lower organisational levels accompanied by a one-way 

flow of information. Market mechanisms were completely eliminated and replaced 

with a system of administrative coercion. Economic entities became strongly 

politicised and the political apparatus overlooking the directives coming from the 

centre had its own cells in all enterprises. Based on Lenin’s vision, the economic 

system turned into “one office and one factory”4. As a result, all initiatives that 

couldn’t be controlled by the bureaucratic apparatus were eliminated from 

participation in the modernisation processes.  

Overall, two aspects of the communist economic system can be distinguished:  

1) Institutional, which included: a system of central planning, nationalisation of  

enterprises, collective agriculture, administrative and subordinate to political criteria 

management of enterprises, price control, administratively centralised distribution of 

goods, state monopoly over trade exchange with foreign countries, complete control 

over the labour market and the labour force5; 

    2) Development strategy, which was implemented by: extensive economy, forced 

industrialisation (mainly aimed at the development of heavy industry), large 

                                                 
3 C. Friedrich, Z. Brzezinski, Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy, Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge 1956, p. 9–10. 
4 V. I. Lenin, The State and Revolution. Kessinger Publishing, Whitefish, MT 2004, p. 86 
5 Cf.: R. Kiely, Industrialization and Development: A Comparative Analysis, UCL Press, London 1998, 
p. 38. 



investments in selected but narrow branches of the economy mainly aimed at 

producing basic goods (with a simultaneous underinvestment in the remaining sectors 

– especially consumption)6. 

In addition, the Soviet model revealed certain features of the war-time 

economy (it was accompanied by rhetoric and propaganda, which was dominated by a 

“militarised language”). All resources were subordinate to one main goal. Economic 

criteria were of secondary importance and whole sectors of the economy, mainly 

consumption, were either marginalised or ignored. This, in turn, led to wastefulness, 

excessive usage of resources and a chronic lack of goods on the market.  

Shortage economy constituted an immanent feature of the Soviet model. In 

reaction to chronic shortages in a centrally-managed economy, a specific kind of 

“economic rationality” emerged. It remained in contradiction to the official economic 

policy and in reality was its crucial element appearing in practice in each variation of 

the Soviet model. This emergence of a parallel, also known as unofficial or second, 

economy meant not only the existence of the black market, corruption and the private 

sector but also pointed to the activity of state-owned enterprises which would put 

current affairs first, before any long-term strategy, and ignore the directives of the 

command system. This “parallel economy” allowed, in fact, for the functioning of the 

Soviet model mainly because it was the only bottom-up form of commercial activity 

within an otherwise extremely inefficient framework of planned economy, which at 

the same time, complemented it.   

 In addition to the above-presented aspects, the main reasons for the 

inefficiency of the centrally-planned economy were to be found in the flow of 

information within it. And although scientific socialism treated “the society’s ability 

to plan its own structure and change as well as subjecting the overall of the social life 

to control of a “hyperrational pathos”, in reality the system was not capable of “self-

monitoring”7.  

The restricted flow of information was mainly a result of the state’s monopoly 

over the information flow and limitations of the freedom of speech, the lack of 

                                                 
6 C. K. Wilber, The Soviet Model and Underdeveloped Countries, University of North Carolina Press, 
Chapel Hill, NC 1969, p. 13 and 76–77. 
7 This rule was created in the Soviet Union by the end of the 1920s: ”In 1928-30 Stalin closed down 
almost all economic and statistical journals, and most statisticians of importance, including N. D. 
Kondratyev, were executed or thrown into goal. […] How far Stalin or the other leaders were aware of 
the true state of the economy is not clear.” L. Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism. Its Rise Growth 
and Dissolution. vol. three: The Breakdown, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1978, p. 77-78. 



rational calculation of capital resources at each level, lack of an independent 

judiciary, and the lack of a rational and competent bureaucracy keeping control over 

the stream of data.  

The above-mentioned features are the main ones that describe the “ideal type” 

of the Soviet model, developed mainly during Stalin’s rule. International expansion of 

the Soviet Union led to many modifications over half a century, usually described as 

the “national roads to socialism”. However, its main essence was maintained. An 

application of the Soviet model in different countries such as North Korea, the 

German Democratic Republic, Cuba, Romania or Poland meant its implementation 

had to be selective and take into account local conditions. And yet there were also 

countries (for instance Albania from 1944 to 1961) which in a consistent and 

orthodox way applied the Stalinist model even after the USSR had already departed 

from it. There were also some local “mutations” which would break away from the 

metropolis and/or created their own (different from the Soviet) models. This included: 

the Juche Idea in North Korea, Titoism in Yugoslavia, and Maoism in the People’s 

Republic of China. 

 

Political modernisation 
 

The Manifesto of the Polish Committee of National Liberation proclaimed on 

July 22nd 1944 and personally amended by Joseph Stalin, asserted that the London-

based Polish government in exile was not the legal government and asserted the 

legitimacy to the self-proclaimed communist State National Council. The supposed 

continuity of the Polish statehood was maintained by formal, although selective, 

reference to pre-war institutions. On February 19th 1947 the Polish Parliament, elected 

in falsified elections, passed constitutional law on the system and framework of 

activity of the highest offices in the Polish Republic. This was mainly done for 

propaganda purposes and to create some semblance of legitimacy of a new 

government8. The novelty of this law, also known as the Small Constitution, was the 

institution which by means of the law broke the rule of the separation of powers. The 

                                                 
8 On February 22nd Polish Parliament passed a supposedly complementing the provisions of a Small 
Constitution Declaration on the implementation of the civil rights and liberties which was regarded as 
a statutory norm and was binding. In this way, in Poland civil rights and liberties were formally 
eliminated.  



proclamation of the Small Constitution started the process of the Sovietisation of 

Poland.  

Nonetheless, limiting the analysis to legal acts which were formulated in a 

very general and superficial way would not get us any closer to getting to know the 

real functioning of the system. While based on the language of these acts we can say 

that legal institutions resembled their counterparts in parliamentary democracies. In 

reality, however, they were subordinate to party rule. That is why, rather than looking 

at the formal system of the main agencies and offices, it is worth looking at the 

implementation of the political ideology which constituted the overall modernisation 

project.  

The model of social and political modernisation of the People’s Republic of 

Poland was officially based on the principle of including broad social masses into the 

political sphere. These classes were previously subordinate to the interests of the 

“exploiting class”. To compensate for “history’s injustice”, the communist authorities 

turned these masses into the main political actors (the “people’s rule”). To expand the 

social basis, formally legitimising the system, this rule was complemented with 

another assumption – an alliance between workers and peasants with the leading role 

assigned to the working class9 . The main and ideology-motivated goal of the 

communists was to create a classless society. The process of reaching it was meant to 

“flatten” (with some socio-technical procedures and real political and economic 

activities) the social structure by eliminating those of the social strata which were 

traditionally situated on the top of the social hierarchy.  

A parallel, although initially not revealed, system assumption, which had been 

consistently implemented by the Polish communists since 1944, was that of the 

hegemony of the communist party in determining the directives of the political, social 

and economic development. Characteristically, in the first period the party would aim 

at a complete takeover of power, while in the later years of the People’ Republic of 

Poland it concentrated on maintaining it.  

“Establishing directives”, that is a modernisation programme, was also a 

phrase that was included in the language of Poland’s constitution. Provisions of 

Articles three and seven stipulated the form and method of its implementation:  “The 

People’s Republic of Poland […] organises a planned economy, relying on enterprises 

                                                 
9 What was written in the preamble to the 1952 Constitution.  



which constitute social property” and “secures a constant increase in prosperity, 

continual growth of the country’s productive forces by its industrialisation, state’s 

economic and cultural life based on the national economic plan, and in particular by 

developing the state-owned socialist industry, a decisive factor in the transformation 

of the socio-economic relations”. In addition, Articles nine and ten stipulated 

directives in regards to the agricultural economy: “The People’s Republic of Poland 

enforces, in a planned manner, an economic cohesion between urban and rural areas 

of individual farms of working peasants and provides them with assistance – in order 

to protect them from capitalist exploitation”. It also “provides special support and 

comprehensive assistance to the developing of volunteer-based farmer cooperatives as 

a form of collective economy. Thanks to the application of the methods of the most 

efficient cultivation and mechanisation of the collective economy, the working 

peasants are able to achieve breakthroughs in production.” In this way, the 

constitution pointed to the most effective management forms and obliged the state to 

provide support, and in reality complete, implementation of this project, all without 

consideration of the “social matter”.    

 

Building of a new society – Social modernisation  

 

The already described assumption of the top-down management change aimed 

at building the communist society had a large impact on the nature of the changes of 

the social structure in the People’s Republic of Poland. The “building of a socialist 

society” required a very deep and sudden intervention by the government in the 

existing structures “inherited” from the interwar period and the Second World War. 

Edmund Mokrzycki suggested distinguishing two kinds of changes in the social 

structure which took place during the period of communist Poland: 1) revolutionary 

changes which took place in the years 1944–1955, and 2) organic changes which took 

place in the remaining period of the People’s Republic of Poland10.  The first period 

was characterised by the elimination of the exploiting class, meaning the land owners 

and the bourgeois, as well as the social and political degradation of the intelligentsia. 

The process of the implementation of the three-year plan, and even more intensively 

during the implementation of the six-year plan, was accompanied by a very large 

                                                 
10 E. Mokrzycki, Od protokapitalizmu do posocjalizmu: makrostrukturalny wymiar dwukrotnej zmiany 
ustroju, in: Elementy nowego ładu, H. Domański, A. Rychard (eds.), IFiS PAN, Warszawa 1997, p. 33. 



inflow of people to non-agricultural activities, mainly in industry. This in turn 

generated another phenomenon, an accelerated social advancement of wide masses, 

especially people migrating from rural areas to cities. It also meant a quantitative 

increase in the “new working class” and the emergence of a “people’s intelligentsia”.  

The second period was characterised by the slow shaping of a new mechanism 

of social differentiation, a derivative of revolutionary changes. The “autonomisation” 

of political tutelage in regards to the economy was an institutional basis for the 

transformation of the social structure11  – the existing mechanisms of social 

differentiation, based on market mechanisms were replaced with mechanisms 

“mediated by central planning”12 . The relation between wealth, education, 

entrepreneurship and social position became loose. In parallel, there was an 

ideological glorification of physical work and a belittling of the importance of the so-

called non-material production and specialist knowledge, which led to the elimination 

of differences in salaries.  

What should be mentioned here, however, is a specific pattern of social 

mobility, typical for the socialist system, in which a special role was played by a 

political carrier. There were two, parallel hierarchies: a class-based and a bureaucratic 

one. As an aim of the transformation implemented by the state, the officially 

propagated “classfree society” turned into a class society of the socialist type. It was 

distinguished by the replacement of the existing forms of social differentiation by a 

“functional equivalent of the pre-capitalist forms, based on the political rule and 

violence” 13 . Hence, also new social and professional categories emerged: 

nomenclature, peasant-workers, agricultural workers employed in farming 

cooperatives and collective farms. 

The analysis of the transformation of social structures in communist Poland 

should begin with a discussion on changes within the largest category of people in the 

post-war period, namely the rural population (according to the 1946 census out of 

23.9 million Polish citizens, 16.1 million [68.2 per cent] were a part of the rural 

population − table 8). 

 

                                                 
11 B. W. Mach, Przemiany w strukturze i stratyfikacji społecznej, w: Pierwsza dekada niepodległości. 
Próba socjologicznej syntezy, E. Wnuk-Lipiński, M. Ziółkowski (eds.), ISP PAN, Warszawa 2001, p. 
121. 
12 E. Mokrzycki, op. cit., p. 34. 
13 E. Mokrzycki, op. cit., p. 37. 



Table 8. Population distribution between urban and rural (in millions) 

 1946 1950 1960 1970 1978 1988 Changes in the 
years 1946–1988 

Poland – total 23.9 25 29.8 32.6 35 37.9 +14 

Urban population 7.5 9.6 14.2 17.1 20.1 23.2 +15.7 

Rural population 16.1 15 15.2 15.6 14.9 14.7 -1.4 

 
Source: Author’s own analysis based on Ludność wg spisów 1946–2002 
(www.stat.gov.pl/gus/7855_PLK_HTML.htm; February, 18th 2010). 

 

As mentioned earlier, the main factor of the post-war transformation in the 

social structure of the Polish population was the state’s policy motivated by 

communist ideology. Land reform and an unsuccessful collectivisation blocked the 

processes of transformation in the area of rural economy which took place in 

modernised Western countries, in other words land concentration and intensification 

of agricultural production. On the other hand, the policy of forced industrialisation, as 

in the 19th century, led (in economically developed countries) to a relatively large, 

although spread throughout time, drain of the rural population to other sectors of the 

economy, mainly connected with “urban civilisation”.  

This, however, did not change the situation of Polish agriculture, which, just 

as before the Second World War, was characterised as obsolete, fragmented and 

employing primitive methods of production. Therefore the rural population stayed in 

structures which were typical for the peasant economy14. Additionally, rural areas 

were burdened with the costs of industrialisation by a contingent system, which was 

abandoned in 1972. Hence, we can talk about state policy which was characterised by 

exploitation and draining of rural areas. Periodically, there was some support towards 

individual farms, but this kind of policy was more interim and aimed at increasing 

agricultural production.   

The Communist Party’s policy led to the cementing of the obsolete structure 

of rural areas. Fifteen years after the war and five years after completing the stage of 

basic industralisation (as part of the six-year plan) participation of the peasant 

population in the overall number of the rural population was still very high (table 9). 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 J. Wilkin, Polska wieś i rolnictwo w obliczu wielkiej zmiany, in: Wymiary życia społecznego, p. 163. 



Table 9. Rural population: Share of peasants and non-peasants in the years 1960–1986 
 

Year 

Number of rural population (in thousands) Share of peasant 

population  (per 

cent) 
total peasants Non-peasants 

1960 15200 12276 2924 80.8 

1970 15578 11356 4222 72.9 

1978 14911 9073 5838 60.8 

1982 14734 9327 5407 63.3 

1984 14818 9103 5405 63.5 

1986 14847 9152 5395 63.7 

 
Source: Author’s own analysis based on I. Frenkiel, A. Rosner, Kształtowanie się struktur 
demograficznych ludności wiejskiej w podziale na chłopską i pozachłopską, in: Migracje ze wsi do 
miast ze szczególnym uwzględnieniem lat 1979–1985, A. Stasiak (ed.) PWE, Warszawa 1990, p. 56. 
 

There is no doubt that the policy of forced industrialisation in the second 

period led to a change of the proportion between urban and rural population. In 

communist Poland, the size of the latter remained at the level of about 15 million, 

while the share of the former was constantly increasing. In 1966, the size of the urban 

population became the same as the size of the rural population. In the early 1970s, the 

Polish society started to become an urban society, while in the last period of the 

People’s Republic of Poland, the urban population reached over sixty per cent (table 

8). 

The political doctrine, officially binding and stipulated in the 1952 

Constitution, assigned the working class with the lead role in the state. The objective 

of the communist party was to “expand the social basis of the new system by an 

increase in the size of the working class”15, which was meant to take place by means 

of a forced indusrialisation. Probably because of the lack of a “class playing a historic 

role” the official propaganda created its “alliance” with a much larger group (in terms 

of numbers) of peasants. Hence, we can talk about an emergence of a new, recruited 

mainly among peasants, working class, its development and the position it had in the 

People’s Republic of Poland.  

It is difficult to present a detailed development of this class in the early period 

of the People’s Republic of Poland, mainly because there either was no data or it was 

covered up in some way.  In this situation we can use indirect data, which certainly is 
                                                 
15 W. Wesołowski, Przemiany społeczne w Polsce Ludowej, Książka i Wiedza, Warszawa 1965, p. 76. 



less precise, but nonetheless gives us a picture of the transformation of the social 

structure in the early years of the People’s Republic of Poland. A significant indicator 

here is the change in the share of the urban population in the overall number of the 

population and the increase in employment outside agriculture. In the years 1950-

1960, employment outside agriculture increased from 4.72 to 7.03 million (around 50 

per cent) and in the next decade from 7.03 to 8.23 million (around 17 per cent). In 

1950, people living off non-agricultural income constituted 42.9 per cent, while in 

1960 their share was equal to 61.6 per cent of the overall population16.  

Hence, the largest growth of the working class in the early years of communist 

Poland was the period of the six-year plan and the first five-year plan. What should be 

taken into consideration here is that the above-mentioned data do not reflect the 

characteristic for the transformation in the professional structure in communist 

Poland, namely the phenomenon of the so-called peasant-workers. Peasant-workers 

were members of the labour force who lived outside urban areas and commuted to 

work in the cities. The emergence of this social class is related to a low urbanisation 

level as the priority of the communist authorities was industrialisation over 

urbanisation17. Consequently, the development of the industry was accompanied by a 

non-definitive migration; in other words professional and not spatial migration18.  

Peasant-workers would make their living both from agriculture and non-

agricultural activities, especially construction work and employment in industry. 

Depending on the main source of income from either of these sources they were 

qualified either as people making a living of agriculture or non-agricultural activity 

(in 1960 their number was estimated at 824 000; 670 000 were the so-called peasant-

workers whose income, outside agriculture, was higher, while 150 000 peasant-

farmers who would get a higher income from agriculture)19. 

 

Table 10. Socio-professional structure of the Polish society in 1987.  

Socio-professional categories:  % 

Higher-level managerial Staff in state administration and directors of state-
owned enterprises 

1.8 

                                                 
16 Data from: Polska w liczbach: 1944–1964, GUS, Warszawa 1964, p. 12. 
17 B. Jałowiecki, Przemiany miast i zbiorowości miejskich, in: Współczesne społeczeństwo polskie, p. 
177. 
18 J. Wilkin, op. cit., p. 163. 
19 J. Szczepański, Zmiany w strukturze klasowej społeczeństwa polskiego, in: Przemiany społeczne w 
Polsce Ludowej: studia, A. Sarapata (ed.), PWN, Warszawa 1965, p. 62. 



Non-technical intelligentsia  3.3 

Technical intelligentsia (engineers)  2.6 

Technicians (middle-level technical staff)  6.2 

Administrative staff and middle-level specialists (ex. Accountants, nurses, 
elementary school teachers, middle-level managers)  

10.7 

Office workers (performing routing office work, ex. secretaries, cashiers, supply 
staff)  

4.6 

Company owners 3.6 

Employees in retail and service sector 7.7 

Foremen 2.3 

Qualified blue-collar workers 26.3 

Non-qualified production workers 5.7 

Blue-collar service workers 3.9 

Agricultural workers  1.5 

Farm owners  19.8 

Total 100.0 
 

Source: H. Domański, Mechanizmy stratyfikacji i hierarchie społeczne, in: Wymiary życia społecznego. 
Polska na przełomie XX i XXI wieku, M. Marody (ed.), Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar, Warszawa 
2007, p. 68. 
 

The period of “organic changes” was distinguished by a continued, although 

slower, increase in the share of the working class as well as the gradual increase of 

employment in the service sector (table 10). What should also be noted is that by the 

end of the People’s Republic of Poland, the share of workers in the social-

professional structure was equal to almost 40 per cent, which, when compared to the 

interwar period, is not an impressive number, especially when we take into account 

the fact that the main constitutional principle of the state was industrialisation and the 

increase of the working class was the government’s priority. However, closer 

attention should be paid to the structure of the working class before and after the war.  

In the interwar period, around one-third of the working class was made up of 

agricultural workers (table 7, chapter 2), while in post-war Poland, this group made 

up quite a small percentage (table 10); a decisive majority were industrial workers 

(and here we can see the greatest influence of the policy of forced industrialisation). 

The social promotion of this class was very strongly supported by the state with the 

best example being the system of awarding extra points to children of industrial 

workers and peasants in different exams and competitions, salary privileges or 

privileges in the system of distribution of the most desired, yet difficult to obtain, 



consumer goods. Undoubtedly, next to the nomenclature, this class became one of the 

main beneficiaries of the socialist system.  

The earlier-mentioned communist creation of the “people’s intelligentsia” 

requires a broader analysis. Next to an objective need to build cadres almost from 

scratch (soon after the war as little as 1.5 per cent of the population had a secondary 

or higher education), the most important goals, almost resulting from the doctrine, 

were a revolutionary transformation of the society and a stable elimination of the 

“exploiting” class. The “vacuum” that emerged was supposed to be filled with people 

who identified themselves with the goals of the party and who owed to it their social 

position. In the period of the first three-year plan and the six-year plan there was a 

sudden increase in the category of educated employees. This, however, should not be 

associated with a rebirth of the intelligentsia in a traditional meaning. A large demand 

for educated employees was met by quick promotion unrelated to formal education 

and owned qualifications. The basis of the promotion was mainly the political factor. 

As a result in the final period of the six-year-plan, out of the around two million 

educated employees, over a half had a secondary and basic education (what should be 

pointed out here is that the criteria for the division was imprecise as in the category of 

white-collar workers included were also those who, in fact, were doing blue-collar 

work for example retail workers) and its prevailing part was recruited from among 

workers and peasants20.  

Such a rapid vertical mobility was based on a direct promotion to managerial 

positions of those who had the right political views or had undergone accelerated 

training: professional, technical and higher21. In the late 1950s, the internally diverse 

intelligentsia amounted to 2.1 million people (including 50 000 artists, 650 000 

experts and managers and 1.3 million administrative and office employees)22. Despite 

progress in the education system, towards the end of the 1960s as many as 42 per cent 

of the white-collar workers did not even have secondary education. A large share of 

the managerial personnel, with higher positions than those traditionally understood as 

intelligentsia as well as low levels of competence and education, are proof of an 

incredibly fast developing bureaucratic apparatus (the so-called nomenclature) which 

is an instrument for the implementation of the goals of the communist party. At the 

                                                 
20 W. Wesołowski, op. cit., p. 108. 
21 Ibidem, p. 110. 
22 J. Szczepański, Zmiany w strukturze, p. 33. 



same time, as Edmund Mokrzycki pointed out: “should exploitation be understood as 

contradictory to the principles of a free exchange benefiting from the work of 

somebody else, then we should say that it is the intelligentsia (and not peasants as 

some of the critics of the communism suggest) which was the subject of the greatest 

and most systematic exploitation in communist Poland”23. Since the mid-1960s a 

tendency can be observed towards a disappearance of income diversity based on 

education – in 1968 over 80 per cent of people with the higher education had income 

higher than the national average, while 13 years later, 60 per cent of them received 

remuneration which was below that average.  

 
Table 11.  Population professionally active according to sectors of the economy 1970–1988 
 

 % of total number of professionally active population 

in the first sector in the second 

sector 

in the third sector 

1970 38.6 34.2 27.1 

1978 30.2 38.0 31.8 

1988 27.8 36.1 36.0 

 
Source: Author’s own analysis based on A. Gawryszewski, Ludność Polski w XX w., PAN. IGiPZ, 
Warszawa 2005, p. 364. 
 
Centrally planned economy – economic modernisation  

 

In Poland, economic transformation in the first years of the communist Poland did not 

resemble the arrangements of the Soviet model created under Stalin’s rule. At that 

time the postulates which the Polish communist had proclaimed during the Second 

World War, which included land reform, private trade and artisanship, were 

implemented. Discussions were also carried out over the shape of the country’s future 

economic system. After the forged parliamentary elections in 1948 a meek political 

programme, meant to get social support of the party, lost its raison d’etre, while the 

group supporting the concept of a “national path to socialism”, relatively autonomous 

from the Soviet Union, was pushed aside. At that time the communists – openly 

supporting the introduction of Soviet patterns – started to fully control the Central 

Planning Office. Soon, a complete reorientation of the state’s economic policy 

followed.  

                                                 
23 E. Mokrzycki, op. cit., p. 40. 



 In addition, Poland withdrew from economic cooperation with the West. 

Admittedly, a symbolic act of Poland’s breaking relations with capitalist countries 

was the rejection of the Marshall Plan in August 1947. Soon after this event, the 

Soviet Union initiated its own economic and political integration of the socialist 

countries – first coordinated the Information Bureau of the Communist and Workers’ 

Parties, popularly known as Cominform, later by the Council for Mutual Economic 

Assistance (Comecon) established in 1949.  These processes led to the consolidation 

of the Eastern bloc, which meant economic and political centralisation and an 

international socialist division of labour coordinated from Moscow. This “division of 

labour” was subordinate to the goals of the Soviet Union and wasn’t beneficial from 

the perspective of national economies. Within the Comecon there were no clear 

criteria of mutual economic exchange, while the accounting system based on the ruble 

was non-transparent and allowed the USSR to drain its member economies. In this 

way, Poland became completely economically and politically dependent on the 

“metropolis” which, finally, decided on the implementation of the Soviet model in 

Poland.   

The first most important economic move of the new government was the 

implementation of land reform proclaimed in the 1944 Manifesto of the Polish 

Committee of National Liberation. Together with “assigning” land to peasants, the 

state started to also possess parcelled lots. Once the communists started to have full 

control over the country, the slogans of the superiority of the socialist over individual 

households were more and more articulated.  

In the early 1950s the first attempts were made to force peasants to join 

farmers’ cooperatives. In addition to the administrative forms of repression, different 

forms of economic incentives (socialised agriculture based on the Soviet model would 

use the system of privileges, credit and access to machines) were also applied.  

On January 1st 1949, the first State Agricultural Farms were formed. Within six 

years, almost 6 200 collective farms were created. At that time they made up 12 per 

cent of farm land, generating 11 per cent of agricultural production. Attempts 

undertaken by the state to nationalise agriculture did not lead – as was the case in 

other countries of the Eastern bloc – to the nationalisation of the agricultural 

economy. In Poland, social resistance towards collectivisation was so strong that the 

state never made an attempt to massively dispose farmers and to create the 

equivalents of Soviet kolkhozes. The Polish collective farms resembled more 



sovkhozes which were created in the USSR from state-owned lands. In 1950, 81.3 per 

cent of all lots were private farms, while collective farms made up only 16.4 per cent. 

Production cooperatives (established mainly as a part of the unsuccessful 

collectivisation) were a mere 2.3 per cent24. Despite an insignificant share of the 

nationalised agriculture in the economy this was the area in which the authorities of 

the communist Poland allocated large investments.  

The collectivisation experiment in communist Poland ended with a complete 

failure, while its remains in the form of “nationalised agriculture” were dramatically 

ineffective, something which the authorities became fully aware of in the 1970s. This 

awareness – and more than anything economic needs – caused a reorientation in the 

area of land economy. Attempts were made to include the farmers who were outside 

the nationalised economy into the command-distribution system.   

The state monopolised the area of activity of agriculture through a system of 

administrative supply and purchase. This, in effect, led to a final detachment of 

peasants from management based on economic calculation and “freeing” it from 

market stimuli (ex. changes in the economic situation) by an unconditional provision 

of demand for agricultural goods.  

The deepest changes in the post-war Polish economy took place as a result of 

the passing of the law of the state’s takeover of the main branches of national 

economy. Officially, nationalisation was carried out in order to “implement a 

reconstruction of the national economy to ensure the state with economic sovereignty 

and increasing its overall prosperity”25. The state took over enterprises employing 

more than 50 people in 17 sectors of the economy. Overall, the more control the 

communists took in the state, the more activities were directed at the private sector. 

Since 1948, the Polish Workers’ Party, through harassing methods, began to introduce 

taxes and bans on ownership and exchanges of foreign currency and precious metals 

as well as financial punishments to destroy private enterprises, small artisanship and 

private trade. In October 1950, a currency exchange was announced, looting the 

highly dependent on the political sphere private sector.    

The process of the economic modernisation based on the system of central 

planning should be divided into time periods based on the noticeable changes of 

                                                 
24 J. Skodlarski, op. cit., p. 373. 
25 Ustawa z dnia 3 stycznia 1946 r. o przejęciu na własność Państwa podstawowych gałęzi gospodarki 
narodowej, Journal of the Laws of the Republic of Poland, No. 3, point 17. 



priorities in the economic policy of the People’s Republic of Poland (conditioned by 

the rivalry with capitalist countries, needs of the USSR-led Comicon, current 

economic needs and social pressures). The main characteristic of the socialist 

modernisation was development of heavy industry, however, with time, as a result of 

social pressures the authorities started to aim at – as it was called in the 1970s – a 

change in strategy based on the quantitative economic growth towards “harmonised 

development26, meaning one that would fulfil consumption needs and try to follow the 

post-industrialisation processes taking place in a global capitalist system.  

  

The post-war reconstruction – The Plan of Economic Reconstruction (1947–1949) 

 

The first economic plan in post-war Poland was passed in the form of law, 

called the Plan of Economic Reconstruction, on July 2nd 1947. This plan should not be 

seen as an element of communist modernisation as it was never created for this 

purpose – the communists did not then take over the institutions which would allow 

them to implement their project.  

The main objective of the Plan of Economic Reconstruction was “to increase 

the standard of living of the working class to exceed the pre-Second World War 

level”. Reaching this goal was to take place by means of increasing the share of 

industry and services in the general production, […] expanding the country’s share in 

global economy” and “increase in the effectiveness of the production factors”27. The 

law also predicted, in three years, a surpassing of the pre-war industrial production 

level and reaching 110 per cent (in comparison to pre-war production) of the average 

farm production per capita. A reconstruction of the economy in the first stage of the 

plan’s implementation was to take the form of renovation of the “existing production 

apparatus” without the investment plans which were meant to be undertaken as late as 

1949 as part of the early period of the next national economic plan.  

As at the time of the early stages of the implementation of the “three-year 

plan” the state did not have complete control over the economy, meaning a three-

sector economy still functioned then. The plan covered solely the state sector and 

(more narrowly) the socialised sector. The three-year-plan was regarded as the best 

                                                 
26 Por. J. Górski, Polityka gospodarcza PRL: wybrane problemy, Książka i Wiedza, Warszawa 1975, p. 
183. 
27 Ustawa z dnia 2 lipca 1947 r. o Planie Odbudowy Gospodarczej, Journal of the Laws of the 
Republic of Poland, No. 53, point 285, art. 4. 



prepared and implemented from all the economic plans in the history of the socialist 

bloc28 . And while indeed it was impossible to reach the envisioned goals in 

agriculture, the industrial production and national income per capita exceeded the pre-

war period, with the former increasing by 15 per cent per year (meaning in three years 

it increased by almost a half).  

 

Forced industrialisation – Six-year-plan (1950–1955) 

 

After neutralising the political opponents and the creation of the Polish United 

Workers’ Party there were no obstacles on the road for the Sovietisation of the 

country, which meant also the implementation of the “imposed modernisation”. The 

six-year plan29 passed by the Polish Parliament was based on the first five-year plan 

implemented in the Soviet Union back in 1928. Importantly, the development strategy 

which had been imposed by the USSR on Poland not only was over twenty years old, 

but also its point of reference were the 19th century industrialisation processes taking 

place in Western countries. It turned out that while according to the official doctrine, 

the “evolutionary development road” propagated by the communists could not include 

the capitalist phase and every country accepting Soviet arrangements had to go 

through all, one after another, “stages of development” of the communist prototype. 

For Poland and other Eastern countries it meant an “imitation of imitative 

modernisation” copying the organisational patterns of the Soviet social and economic 

patterns which had been created in different social, historic and economic contexts. 

And it was these patterns that had been selectively adopted from the most 

industrialised Western countries.  

The six-year-plan was the first plan implemented solely within the centrally-

planned economy. Economic and social reconstruction, as established within it, were 

dictated by the doctrine, and both components were engaged inextricably – the social 

revolution was written into industrialisation. In other words, the state industry became 

the basis of social and political transformation. A superior goal, established by the 

law, was to “build the foundation of socialism” by 1) “increasing the level of the 

                                                 
28 Cf. for example.: J. G. Zieliński, Polskie reformy gospodarcze: trzy wykłady, Odnowa, Londyn 1974, 
p. 30; T. Kowalik, Spory o ustrój społeczno-gospodarczy w Polsce. Lata 1944–1948, Wydawnictwo 
Key Text, Warszawa 2006, p. 90. 
29 Ustawa z dnia 21 lipca 1950 r. o 6-letnim planie rozwoju gospodarczego i budowy podstaw 
socjalizmu na lata 1950–1955 (Journal of the Laws of the Republic of Poland 1950, No. 37, point 344). 



productive forces with particular consideration to the means of production”, 2) 

“curbing and limiting capitalist elements” in the economy and “their further gradual 

transformation of a serious share of small- and medium-size farms into collective 

farms”, 4) “deepening and tightening mutual economic relations  [...] between Poland, 

the USSR and other people’s republics”, 5) “a significant increase in material 

prosperity”30. 

The assumptions of the plan were very optimistic. It was believed that, when 

compared to 1949, growth will be reached in national revenue by 112 per cent, 

industrial production by 158 per cent and agricultural production by 30 per cent31. 

Hence, despite the assurances about an increase in the “material prosperity” and 

development of the industry producing consumer goods, large investment funds were 

put, first of all, into “fast development of metallurgical, machine and chemical 

industries”, which took place at the cost of limiting consumption.  

A significant element of the analysed modernisation plan were some problems 

that had not been solved in interwar Poland. This included primarily: eliminating the 

differences between more developed regions of Poland (“Polska A”) and less 

developed areas (“Polska B”); the elimination of rural unemployment; and decreasing 

agricultural overpopulation. Just like in the interwar four-year-plan, it was decided 

that investments should be made in the poorer areas in order to revitalise them 

economically and absorb the excess rural working force. The need for 

industrialisation in these poorer areas, also proclaimed by the communists, constituted 

an important element in the interwar modernisation concept, however undoubtedly, 

these two visions were very different from one another.  

While both projects shared assumptions and features such as eliminating 

regional differences, an absorption of the workforce as a remedy for agricultural 

overpopulation and an increase in the defence potential, their goals were different. 

First of all, the communist modernisation plan combined economic with social and 

ideological goals. A development of the working class and an elimination of the 

“capitalist” classes was one of the priorities of the six-year-plan. What should also be 

noted here is that during its implementation, an amendment was made in regards to 

defence issue. In 1951, Moscow, due to the ongoing war with Korea, demanded an 
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increase in investments for military production and Poland accepted the demands of 

the metropolis.  

The planned implementation of the six-year-plan took place solely in the 

industrial sector, as favoured by the communist party. At the same time, other 

indicators had not been reached (national revenue reached 73 per cent as compared to 

the planned 112 per cent, an increase in real salaries did not reach the planned 40 per 

cent, agricultural production increased, although not by 50 but only 13 per cent)32. 

Weaknesses of the centrally-planned system became noticeable already in the first 

period of communist industrialisation. The political pressure put on the 

industrialisation led to the implementation of stated goals without taking into 

consideration the real costs of investments. In addition, because of the acceptance of 

the development strategy imposed by the USSR, the structure of the newly created 

industry was obsolete as compared to highly developed countries. A structure that was 

built resembled the one that existed in Western European countries in the late 19th 

century. The successful element of the plan included decreasing the farmers’ 

overpopulation in rural areas, since the forced industrialisation led to a greater 

demand for workers. Nonetheless, within a short period of time these ideologically 

motivated transformations led to the overemployment in industry – later becoming a 

permanent feature of the socialist economy. As part of the six-year-plan attempts were 

made for a “voluntary” transformation of family farms into collective farms. These 

activities – as it was mentioned earlier – were unsuccessful.  

 

“Complementary” plans (1956–1960 and 1961–1965) 

 

The atmosphere of the ”October thaw” and the changes at the top of the power 

structure in the USSR that followed, as well as the workers revolt in Poznań in 1956, 

all had an impact on the shape of the first five-year-plan. In July 1957, after over a 

year delay, the first five-year-plan for the years 1956-196033 was approved. It was 

stipulated in the introduction of the law that because “one of the main goals of the six-

year-plan, namely increasing the population’s standard of living, had not been 

reached”, the main objective of the new plan was stated as the “development in 

                                                 
32 Data from: M. Bałtowski, op. cit., p. 179. 
33 Uchwała Sejmu Polskiej Rzeczypospolitej Ludowej z dnia 12 lipca 1957 r. o Planie Rozwoju 
Gospodarczego w latach 1956–1960 (Journal of the Laws of the Republic of Poland 1957, No. 040, 
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production and services and as a result reaching the maximum possible improvement 

in the society’s material and cultural life”34. The five-year-plan was based on the 

“new agricultural policy and a principle of a wide support for the reconstruction of 

cooperatives, both in rural and urban areas as well as the reconstruction of artisanship 

and the cottage industry”35 . In practice, this meant giving up the orthodox 

implementation of the Soviet model and a return to the “national road to socialism”. 

The state withdrew from the policy of collectivisation of rural areas, although in its 

place attempts were made to partially put agriculture into the system of central 

planning. Accusations were made of discrimination against the private sector. Hence, 

the authorities allowed for small artisanship (described in party documents as “side 

production”) complementing the system of planned economy in fulfilling the 

society’s consumption needs. This “parallel economy”, although still periodically 

combatted, became an inherent element of Communist Poland, not an exception but 

its system feature.  

 As a result of the implementation of the first five-year-plan a real re-

orientation in economic policy began to take place. An increase in consumer industry 

production in the second half of the 1950s took place faster than in heavy industry. 

Consumer goods were beginning to be available on the market including: Polish-

produced washing machines and refrigerators, radio receivers, motorcycles, 

automobiles, etc. There were also increases in spending on constructions of residential 

flats and agriculture. Relinquishing the economic priorities dictated by the Soviet 

model lasted for only five years.  

The February 17th 1961 Law on the Five-Year-Plan on Economic 

Development of the National Economy for the years 1961-1965 called for one more 

expansion of investments in the national economy, especially in the area of fuel and 

resource industries. Again, this took place at the cost of reducing spending on 

production aimed at meeting the consumer needs of the society. The most important 

task was a “balanced economic development” which, in practice, meant self-

sufficiency. In other words, it was the implementation of a model of universal 

economic structure and the rejection of specialisation within the global economy. 

Poland, despite its membership in Comecon (the so-called principle of the socialist 

division of labour) embarked on down the road towards autocracy. A seemingly 
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important feature, which fully emerged in the 1960s, was the permanent corrections 

of plans which are an expression of the communist party being torn between the order 

to implement the Soviet model based on the imposed industrialisation and the 

consumerist needs of the society.  

 

Building the “technical civilisation” through “selective”development” (1965–1970) 

 

By the mid-1960s, criticism towards imposed industrialisation were already 

visible in the countries of the Eastern bloc. Local communist parties “inspired” by the 

attempts initiated in the USSR since 1965 to “master planning and stimulating 

industrial production”36 were trying to depart from the existing development strategy. 

These transformations were to take the form of relaxing the mechanisms of central 

planning and giving wider autonomy to state enterprises – in Hungary the first 

attempts at implementing reform were described as the New Economic Mechanism, 

similar attempts were also undertaken in Czechoslovakia. In Communist Poland, there 

were no deep changes and only suggestions were made for a few corrections within 

the existing model. As one of the main recommendations of the third five-year-plan, 

the communist party regarded limiting the tendency towards an excessive and 

unjustified “investment”. Two years later, during the Fifth Congress of the Polish 

United Workers’ Party the concept of “selective development”37  which meant 

supporting modern branches of industry, especially machine, electronic and chemical 

industry, was formulated. In addition, there was a project meant to link salaries with 

work efficiency. Ad hoc attempts to “master planning” had, nonetheless, not brought 

expected results.  

 

Consumption stage – “socio-economic development” (1970–1976) 

 

Social discontent and the events which took place in December 1970 led to the 

removal of Władysław Gomułka. The position of the first secretary of the communist 

party was then taken up by Edward Gierek. During the 8th Plenum of the Central 
                                                 
36  The resolution of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union O 
doskonaleniu planowania i ekonomicznego stymulowaniu produkcji przemysłowej − excerpts of the 
document and its analysis in: R. Sakwa, The rise and fall of the Soviet Union, 1917–1991, Routledge, 
London 1999, p. 340–341. 
37 I. Kostrowicka, Z. Landau, J. Tomaszewski, Historia gospodarcza Polski XIX i XX wieku, Książka 
i Wiedza, Warszawa 1984, p. 522. 



Committee in February 1971 Gierek criticised the economic policy of the previous 

decade and presented a framework of the state’s new general development strategy 

based on accelerating economic growth, modernising the state and the economy with 

a simultaneous increase in the standard of living. The purpose of this “leap” was – 

once again in the history of Communist Poland – to “catch up” with highly developed 

countries. In reality, this concept was another attempt to imitate the developed 

economies which, for over a decade, had been entering the “information age” and in 

many cases had already had experiences with transformation related to post-

industrialisation processes.  

The main goals of Gierek’s programme (included in the catchy slogan “so that 

Poland grows in strength and people live more prosperously”) were included in the 

law which, after a two-year delay, was passed by the Polish Parliament on June 8th 

1972; as the act on the five-year socio-economic plan of the state’s development for 

the years 1971–197538. This act stressed the “socio-economic development of the 

country” and the “new socio-economic policy” and emphasised an increase in salaries 

and an increase in the supply of the internal market. Economic plans became known 

as “socio-economic plans” in order to underline that they were also meant to serve 

social development and increase the citizens’ standard of living39. Among the most 

important objectives of this plan were, in addition to improvement in supply financed 

with the loans made for the consumer goods import, an increased spending on 

housing construction and relinquishing the “rural drain”. In addition, a decision was 

made within the plan to break away from the self-sufficiency and allow for “Poland’s 

opening to the world” which included “expanding favourable international divisions 

of labour” and an implementation of “technical progress” as well as an “inflow of 

new machines, equipment and licences to the country”. Within this policy, in the 

years 1971–1973, over 150 licenses were purchased mainly for the purposes of the 

machine industry, heavy industry and construction (contrary to the announcements 

made in the economic plan only three licences were purchased for the consumer 

industry and light industry)40 and attempts to develop infrastructure were made. 
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 In the 1970s Poland became, according the so-called propaganda success, the 

tenth economy of the world41. However, these successes, so highly praised by the 

official media, were in fact possible thanks to the loans that had been obtained from 

Western European countries. The level of financing investments with foreign credit 

exceeded all of the so-far existing, as well as future, economic plans. During the 

Gierek decade debt constantly grew. In the first years it was equal to 1.1 billion US 

dollars, in 1976 it amounted to 11 billion and by the end of the 1970s it was around 24 

billion dollars. At the same time, the debt level exceeded the export value which, 

assumedly, was to pay off the loans already in 1973 (it should be added that around 

half of them was designed for consumption import). In time, the situation became 

worse. In 1979 the annual export constituted merely 28 per cent of the debt. Its 

servicing took, in 1979, 90 per cent of the foreign currency revenue of the economy, 

while in 1980 it exceeded 100 per cent. The authorities began to take subsequent 

loans not in order to awaken the economy, but to pay off the previous ones42. 

 By the mid-1970s, the strategy adopted in the early 70s revealed its 

weaknesses such as overinvestment, an imitative and unskilful implementation of 

licenced technologies which were already becoming obsolete in the world and based 

on them production which could not have been competitive on international markets, 

negative foreign trade balance and a decrease in work performance. The “investment 

harvest”, most anticipated by the government, did not come. By June 1976, increases 

in food prices were announced, leading to a negative social reaction such as protests 

in Radom and Ursus. The crushing of the protests, brought about an opposite effect; 

there was open disapproval of the system and in September 1976 the Workers’ 

Defence Committee was established.   

 

Departing from central planning in the context of permanent crisis (1976–1989) 

 

In the second half of the 1970s it became very clear that the inefficiency of the 

socialist economy was of a structural nature and no reforms or ”corrections” of the 

plans would bring about satisfactory results. Another “modernisation leap” showed 

the weaknesses of the communist modernisation – an import of modern technologies 
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and management methods as well as an attempt to include them in the mechanisms of 

the planned economy revealed their permanent inability not only for the assimilation 

of ready solutions, but more than anything else, for “its own innovation”. In August 

1976, the poor performance of the economy caused a return to the post-war system of 

rationing of goods.   

In December 1976, during the fifth plenum of the Central Committee of the 

Polish United Workers’ Party, the concept of the “economic manoeuvre” was 

announced. Again, in the history of the Communist Poland, the production of 

consumer goods was chosen over industrial investments. In reality, the share of 

investments did not get any smaller. 

The economic condition of the state was worsening. It was affected by the 

unfavourable international situation such as the 1970s energy crisis and the worsening 

of relations between the East and West. In the middle of the 1980s there was another 

social and political crisis in Poland, this time caused by the increase of meat prices. 

As a result, large industrial enterprises throughout the country announced a strike. In 

the middle of August of 1980 they were joined by the Gdańsk Shipyard. The Inter-

Enterprise Strike Committee, set up within the shipyard, forced the authorities to start 

negotiations. On August 31st 1980 an agreement was reached between the 

Government Commission and the Strike Committee. As a result of the agreement the 

trade unions were legally recognised. From that moment on, the workers were 

allowed to associated within the Independent Self-Governing Trade Union 

“Solidarność” 43.  An important element of the Gdańsk Accords was the reform in the 

public sphere. However, economic demands did not refer to a practical 

implementation of socialist promises which the inefficient economy could not meet 

since the beginning of its existence. In addition, the 1980 events led to a political 

crisis. As a result there was a change in the position of the first secretary; Edward 

Gierek was replaced by Stanisław Kania. One year later, Kania was replaced by 

General Wojciech Jaruzelski, who gradually concentrated state power in his hands. As 

a reaction to the “counterrevolution”, on December 13th 1981, Jaruselski speaking as 

the head of the Military Council of National Salvation announced the state of martial 

law in Poland.  
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In July 1981, during the Ninth Extraordinary Congress of the Polish United 

Workers’ Party an element of the reform of the economic system was announced 

which was later described as the “Three S’s”: self-reliance, self-governance and self-

financing of state-owned enterprises44. A document entitled Directions of Economic 

Reform, prepared in the years 1980–1982 by the Commission for Economic Reform, 

presented a plan for an increase in the effectiveness of the economy to reach a market 

balance and included proposals for a gradual (with a two or three-year perspective) 

liberalisation of state enterprises from the implementation of tasks within the 

framework of planned economy. What was actually proposed was the elimination of 

the system of central planning; despite its euphemistic designation as the functioning 

of the economy “based on central planning with the adoption of market 

mechanisms”45. 

The first stage of the reform, despite the introduction of the martial law, was 

implemented on January 1st 1982. The implementation, however, was far from what 

had been originally assumed. The failure of the implementation was probably a result 

of the government’s frequently repeated mistake which was a withdrawal – upon 

encountering first serious obstacles – from the implementation of reform programs 

and then switching to “manual steering”.  After five years, as a result of the 

liberalisation related to the introduction of perestroika in the Soviet Union, Polish 

authorities announced the second stage of the reform.  The Parliament passed a law on 

the liberalisation of economic activity which was to take place on an unprecedented 

scale, with the rules for conducting economic activity to include the functioning of the 

private sector and freedom in setting up new enterprises (also with the share of 

foreign capital). The Planning Commission at the Council of Ministers was replaced 

with the Central Planning Office with a limited role, as compared to the Commission, 

mainly of an advisory nature. Some sector ministries were also eliminated and in their 

place the Ministry of Industry was created. Banking reform was also carried out. 

Activity aimed at the de-monopolisation of the economy and the central distribution 

system were also initiated. The second stage of the reform was the last attempt to 

“improve” socialist economy.  
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Summary 
 

Poland’s second “modernisation leap” of the 20th Century, which took place 

within the framework of the “real socialism”, was characterised by some features 

which can be observed to different degrees throughout the entire Eastern bloc and not 

taking place in states which were seen as modernity’s frontrunners.  

 Without a doubt, the imitative nature of Polish modernisation, which also had 

aspects of dependency-development, should be regarded as the most important 

feature. Characteristic for this imitation was also the parallel existence of two 

“reference societies”, that is the Soviet model and the “Western” modernisation, with 

the “Western model” being here the basis for the Soviet model, and this was, in turn, 

coercively introduced to countries subordinate to the USSR.    

What also needs to be recognised is the meaning behind the imposed, imitated 

and top-down modernisation in the Polish context. First of all, due to ideologically 

motivated nationalisation and politicisation of the economy, it excluded all bottom-up 

initiatives. Any attempt of such activity was qualified, especially in the post-war 

period, as a “reaction”, “sabotage”, “exploitation”, “speculation” or more widely: 

anti-state activity. Those attempts were administratively harassed with different 

intensity, depending on the current political and economic context. Only periodically, 

and as a result of permanent shortages, were authorities tolerant to the sphere of a 

“parallel economy” or certain mechanisms of free-market economies (for example 

New Economic Policy in the USSR, the New Economic Mechanism in Hungary46 or a 

Polish “stimulus system”). 

Because of the mimetic nature of the “socialist modernisation”, the authorities 

were aiming at a reconstruction of the social structure, trying, in a selective way, to 

lead to some transformations characteristic for some Western European societies of 

the 19th century. This took place for different doctrinal, but not economic, reasons as 

the basis of the system constituted the alliance of the “working class with the working 

peasantry” and the leading role was given here to a small number, especially in the 

early period of the “socialist modernisation” and “leading working class”. At the same 

time, higher segments of the social structure were eliminated and replaced by lower 

segments. These activities should be regarded as modernising the social structure, in a 

                                                 
46 R. F. Staar, Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, Hoover Press, Stanford, CA 1982, p. 147–148. 



sense that partially would resemble the phase of an earlier modernity of the societies 

of developed capitalism. This reconstruction of social structure was also, in parallel, 

“completed” with the elements typical for the Soviet model (vertical mobility basing 

on the political carrier, parallel bureaucratic hierarchy and creation of the 

nomenclature whose members owed their social position mainly to political factors).  

The economic system in socialist modernisation was connected to the 

transformation of the social structure. A development of the working class was based 

on the imposed industrialisation claiming the need for a labour force. At the same 

time, this “imposed” development strategy was subordinate to the interest of the 

metropolis (and in this dimension it was characterised by a development dependency) 

and caught in the “doctrinal orthodoxy” disallowing a further, at least imitative, 

development which would allow the economy become similar to the post-industrial 

stage.  

During the period of the “Gierek leap” attempts were made to “move” some 

elements of this strategy to Poland. In the social sphere this meant a temporary, 

lasting until the early 1980s, increase in the meaning of the meritocratic criteria 

deciding on social position. While in the economy, this was an attempt to move from 

the industrial revolution to industrial production of consumer goods and the 

development of the service sector (the former turned out to be a delayed and primitive 

imitation of the material consumption of rich Western societies, while the latter just a 

postulate).  

Only the first three-year reconstruction plan should be regarded unequivocally 

as positive – at that time a post-war reconstruction of the country and economic 

integration within new borders were taking place. The industrialisation was carried 

out based on the Soviet model and was only partially playing its role, however almost 

solely in the first phase of its execution. The continuation of this policy did not meet 

the material needs of the society and did not bring any benefits to the Polish economy 

in regards to international exchange. For a long time, trade exchange with countries 

abroad, excluding the economic contacts as part of the Comincon, resembled autarkic 

solutions. An attempt to accelerate development by imports was later proposed, 

among others by the dependency theorists.  

Hence, economic policy was characterised by cyclical, quite regular changes, 

of development priorities. It oscillated between investment stages and stages of 

flawed consumption. Any imbalance or social tensions caused by attempts to 



introduce reforms would cause a return to centralisation practices, although the 

authorities, at each time, would regard it as tendencies or problems “of a transitory 

nature” or signs of “perfecting management mechanisms”. Such modernisation was 

different from the ongoing processes of post-industrialisation in the highly developed, 

capitalist countries.  

For ideological reasons (physical work was glorified and material production 

favoured) the third sector (the service sector), which decides on the power of the 

economy did not emerge nor develop. Gierek’s “modernisation leap” which was an 

attempt to imitate these processes within the framework of the socialist economy led 

to short-term economic growth and an increase in the citizens’ standard of living. 

After five years, however, it revealed the structural limitations of a centrally planned 

system, leading to a slow-down in economic growth and then a crisis which lasted 

until the end of Communist Poland. At the end, the costs of such an economic policy 

should be mentioned. Since “Gierek’s leap” an increase in debt owed to some 

capitalist countries47 saw an avalanche-like increase (in 1971 it was 1.3 billion US 

dollars; in 1973, 3.1 billion US dollars; in 1975, 8.4 billion US dollars; in 1977, 15.4 

billion US dollars; in 1979, 21.9 billion US dollars; in 1981, 25.5 billion US dollars; 

in 1983, 26.4 billion US dollars; in 1985, 29.3 billion US dollars; in 1987, 39.2 billion 

US dollars; while in 1989 it reached 42.1 billion US dollars)48. All in all, the 

communist project turned out to be an attempt of a selective, unsuccessful and 

extremely costly modernisation.  

Translated by Iwona Reichardt 

                                                 
47 The main creditors of the People’s Republic of Poland were: Federal Republic of Germany (20 per 
cent of entire debt), USA (13 per cent), France (11per cent), Great Britain (9 per cent), Austria (7 per 
cent) − J. Kaliński, Z. Landau, op. cit., p. 232. 
48 Data from: ibidem; and Rocznik Statystyczny GUS 1991, GUS, Warszawa 1991, p. 522. 


