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”In countries where democratic reforms are doing relativ
well, the media are, too”(East European Media, 1996). This
simple journalistic verdict is enlarged upon by Charles G
(1996) who in an overview of the situation in post-Commu
countries, distinguishes three groups of countries in the reg

• the 7 leaders (i.e. the Czech Republic, Poland, Hung
Slovenia, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) where, despite
pular backlash, both political and economic reforms co
nue to be carried out, for now;

• the 12 laggards (i.e. the semi-authoritarian regimes of 
vakia, Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, Serbia, B
nia-Hercegovina, Macedonia, Russia, Ukraine, Moldo
Belarus) where reorganization and retrenchment coe
Leaders reluctantly pursue modest market reforms, tole
a press that is partly free and legitimate their rule in s
mingly fair but manipulated elections;

• the 8 losers (authoritarian, though no longer totalitar
dictatorships of Central Asia and the Transcaucasus)
area that is essentially unreformed and oppressive.

Accordingly, says Gati, at least 20 of the 27 post-commu
states are facing the prospect of neither democracy nor to
tarianism:

The transition to democracy has lost its early popular appeal

and therefore its early momentum. Radicals have yielded to

minimalists, the liberal impuse has yielded to a quest for egali-

tarianism, and demands for freedom have yielded to demands

for order [...] Most people in the post-communist world have

already made a choice between freedom and order and their

preferred choice is order. Though approving a role for market

forces, large majorities are nonetheless so nostalgic for the ben-

efits of the,communist welfare state, however meager,that they
39
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are prepared to do away with what they see as the cumbersome

dissonant, and chaotic features of democratic politics. With rule

by the few the familiar alternative, what they are rejecting is

not merely a leader of a party but the very system and values

of Western-style democracy (Gati, 1996:6).

A similarly gloomy view is advanced by Daniel N. Nelso
(1995) who maintains that since the transformation of polit
life away from one-party authoritarianism toward a plural, p
ticipatory democracy ultimately depends on citizenship, t
transformation is threatened by the feeling of personal ins
rity pervading much of Central and Eastern Europe. T
stems from inequality in benefitting from the gains of ”muta
capitalism” and may have a deletorious effect on citizent p
cipation and commitment to tenets of tolerance, plurali
competition. Democracy cannot exist where the public polit
sphere is weak or collapsing. Without a participatory eth
government is neither responsive nor accountable to citiz
Therefore, the future of the nascent democracies in the re
says Nelson, is ”security dependent”:

Civil society begot an expanded public political realm and the

dawn of public legitimation in Communist-ruled Europe. That

achievement is now endangered by the costs of transition and

external perils – threats that make people feel insecure, thereby

undercutting their commitment to change and their patience

with transition processes. Trying to protect themselves and their

families from increasing insecurity, they withdraw from pub-

lic life. Once that begins to happen, the political sphere is left

to neo-authoritarians or to the people who inhabited prior re-

gimes, reborn with different labels (Nelson, 1995:15).

These appraisals are no doubt premature and refer to the
gards” and the ”losers”, rather than the ”leaders”. Conside
recent developments in Belarus, one of the ”laggards”, wh
the despotic personal rule of President Lukashenko is fin
being opposed by a growing wave of official and popular
sistance, accelerating the development of civil society, they
certainly too hasty in jumping to conclusions. Fundamental
cial and political change does not happen overnight. The
fects of decades of totalitarian/authoritarian rule, precende
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centuries of underdevelopment, foreign rule and a variet
upheavals cannot be undone in a few years.

Still, it is important to bear these views in mind as we c
sider the record and prospects for the future as regard
emergence of civil society and the public sphere in Central
Eastern European countries. We will concentrate on the P
case here which should offer some indication of the situatio
this regard in one of the ”leader” countries.

The aim here is not so much to provide a full factual 
count of the process, but to suggest a possible framewor
its analysis.

Civil Society and Public Sphere:
A Convergence of Problematics?
Consideration of these two closely associated problemati
made difficult by the fact that definitions of these two conce
are becoming blurred, the very existence of aspects of s
reality denoted by them is sometimes questioned, and the
also evidence of a growing overlap between them in the
proach taken by some writers.

To begin with the public sphere, there are those, like G
ham (1993), who point out that the development of an inc
singly integrated global market and centers of private e
nomic power with global reach are steadily undermining 
nation-state, i.e. the framework within which the question
citizenship and of the relationship between communica
and politics has been traditionally posed. Therefore, s
Garnham, the question becomes what new political ins
tions and new public sphere might be necessary for the de
cratic control of a global economy and polity? Others ar
that ”the public sphere is altogether phantom in an electr
environment” (Nerone, 1995:173).

From another angle, Taylor (1996) maintains that in the
terest of the proper functioning of democracy, it is no lon
enough to think of the public sphere as the bulwark which c
tains the expansion of potentially ubiquitous state power. 
public sphere, in his view, should be a crucial element of
process of democratic decision-making, a forum for public
bate central to the process of self-government, serving to
vide a hearing for all groups of society and to promote the
velopment of a common will, subsequently translated i
common decision and action.

In this approach, the notion of the public sphere goes
yond the traditional understanding of the concept, encom
sing civil society and the democratic process in general.

On the other hand, in a reconsideration of the concept o
public sphere, Habermas questions the need for the conce
civil society altogether, preferring in its place that of the ”p
litical public sphere”, or ”public sphere operating in the pol
cal realm” which he describes as:

the quintessential concept denoting all those conditions of

communication under which there can come into being a dis-

cursive formation of opinion and will on the part of a public

composed of the citizens of a state (Habermas, 1993:446).

Seen in terms of the traditional definitions of these conce
Taylor’s view of the public sphere seems to be too all-em
40
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cing, while Habermas’ view of civil society as too constra
ing. Nevertheless, this even stronger coming together of
already related research problematics is very interesting.
velopments in Poland may be seen as providing some evid
that they are sometimes hard to distinguish clearly also in
cial reality

Civil Society in the Ascendant:
the Polish Dissidents
Polish dissidents and other critics of the regime long soug
reason with, and persuade the Communist authoritie
change their way, hoping to promote a gradual evolution of
system. Finally, despairing of chances to change or overthr2

Communist rule, they decided in the mid-1970s to develo
platform of ”new evolutionism”, convinced, in the words 
Adam Michnik (1984:84), that

the real addressee of the evolutionist programme should be not

the totalitarian authorities, but independent public opinion. The

programme should not seek to tell the authorities how to re-

form themselves, but give society an indication of what it should

do. Nothing concentrates the mind of the authorities better than

grassroots pressure. ”New evolutionism” is based on the fun-

damental conviction of the strength of the working class whose

tough and consistent stand has already forced the authorities

to make spectacular concessions.

That approach proved to be a breeding ground for hu
rights movements and organizations serving the defenc
persecuted opponents of the system, for underground pub
ers and periodicals, independent educational and artistic i
tutions, religious and ecological movements as well as fle
ling political parties. This social space was given different 
mes in different countries, such as ”a parallel polis”, ”indep
dent society”, ”independent culture”, ”counter-society”, etc.
short,

these independent movements sought to recreate what might be

called bedrock civil society, i.e. to undertake collective action

capable, with greater or lesser success, of protecting society

against the invasion of arbitrary party and state power. Equally

important was the fact that these movements developed mod-

els of responsible civic attitudes which held attraction for wide

segments of society (Smolar, 1991:18).

Seligman (quoted in Dahlgren, 1995) believes that the t
”civil society” may have been used in Central and Eastern
rope prior to the collapse of Communism largely as a neu
synonym for the general concept of democracy, rather than
resenting a new analytical turn in thinking about ”civil so
ety” as such. However original or derivative the analyti
thinking itself was, this thesis is not really supported by e
dence. Charles Taylor (1994:54) is closer to the mark whe
says that the term, as used in Central and Eastern Europe
meant to describe what those societies had lost and what
were now trying to recreate: ”a network of institutions that 
independent from the state, which unite citizens around is
of common concern and which by their very existence, or
their activities, can bring influence to bear on policy”. Th
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strategy of long-term political change was clearly one of s
organization of society serving the goal of ”build[ing] up a p
ralist structure” within the Communist state (Kuro, 1981:9
As Geremek explains, the prospect of creating democratic
ciety was seen as a remote one:

The civil society project was a form not just of mass resistance

to the Communist system, but also of openly isolating the au-

thorities society was organizing itself to oppose. By opposing

the delegimitated State in this way, we hoped ultimately to en-

close this unwanted creation in a kind cocoon, and promote the

gradual alienation and finally marginalization of state struc-

tures (Geremek, 1994:237)

When ”Solidarity” became a 10-million strong social mov
ment in 1980-1981, the ultimate goal of social and political
form it was planning was the transformation of Poland int
”Self-governing Commonwealth”. This has been described
a ”direct self-managing form of democracy”. Holz
(1984:195) calls it ”one of a long string of freedom-orien
socialist utopias”, but Smolar (1991:22) seems closer to
mark when he calls this ”apotheosis of self-management f
top to bottom” a ”utopia of the third way ... practically spea
ing a civil society liberated from the state” (emphasis added)
When there was no way of telling when the Communist s
would disappear, the goal was clearly, as Arato (1981) po
out, that of gradually reconstituting civil society through 
re-establishment of the rule of law, an independent pu
sphere and freedom of association.

It was thus an effort to reverse the the Communist stra
of remodelling social organization with a view to eliminati
the private sphere and filling the void with the values and 
terns of the public (i.e. government-controlled) sphere. T
strategy had been unsuccessful and was rejected by so
with such vehemence that one of the many concession
system had to make was to respect the relative inviolabilit
a growing expanse of the private sphere. ”Communist auth
ties became reconciled not only to the permanence o
uncontrollable private sphere, but also to the fact that it wo
be the domain of what they considered to be alien values. 
insisted that these values should be held and articulated i
private sphere alone ... while the public one was to remain
rely ’socialist’ in nature” (Szacki, 1994:108). In the final s
ges of the system’s existence, as efforts to create a spac
free self-organization of society (i.e. some forms of civil so
ety) operating within the Communist state gained real mom
tum, the Communist government was concerned solely 
preserving its hold on the shrinking public sphere and pro
ting it from being invaded by the values of the private o
Thus, the thrust of marginalization had been reversed and
sident civil society was in the ascendant at that time.

Over time, the concept of civil society was used by Po
dissidents in a number of meanings (Ogrodzi´nski, 1991):

• the original, classical model as developed in Western so
thought;

• the ”defective model” constituted by the private sphere,
sisting the encroachments of the totalitarian/authorita
public sphere;
41
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• the ”ethical model” developed by the anti-Communist o
position and perceived mostly in abstract, moral terms a
expression of the unity of ”society”;

• and the ”transformative model”, a fairly confused set
ideas emerging after the collapse of Communism, com
ning those features of the idealistic ethical model which
tained their vitality after the rude awakening of post-Co
munist transformation with those of the classical model

Given the origin of the ”ethical model” of civil society and t
authoritarian context in which attempts to create it were un
taken, it is hardly suprising that ideas and values animatin
were antithetical to those of the then prevailing system: jus
equality, solidarity, access, participation. This is very much
line with Ralph Dahrendorf’s definition of the operational co
of civil society, seen as consisting of

a set of legitimate claims which can be described as civic rights.

Civic rights provide the compass which helps us steer the right

course between the Scylla of the state with all its competence

of power, and the Charybdis of the corporate cartel of organi-

zations and institutions which in some circumstances can be

equally dangerous to freedom. As a set of legitimate claims,

civic rights create a certain public situation: the protection the

people’s right to participation against government interference

on the one hand and the variable impact of the market on the

other” (Dahrendorf, 1994:236; emphasis added)

However, can this ”ethical model” be regarded as that of a
and complete model of civil society? That depends on how
define civil society. The answer is positive if we accept Ar
and Cohen’s view that civil society consists of ”the institutio
lized dimension of the lifeworld. composed of family, assoc
tions and the public sphere” (Cohen, 1996:42), and that th
civil society against (i.e. separate from) the state (Arato, 19

Other approaches are possible, however. Seligman (qu
in Dahlgren, 1995) distinguishes two basic ways of perceiv
civil society:

• at an institutional-organizational level, thus encompass
the general institutional and legal requirements for a de
cratic society with full-fledged citizenship;

• at the level of beliefs and value systems, with
Durkheimian stress on universalistic moral bonds a
foundation of solidarity.

There is little doubt that the ”ethical model” of civil society 
developed in Poland represented this second perspec
Dahlgren (1995) argues that both aspects, appropriate in
tional conditions and value systems, are necessary for civi
ciety to exist, and that civil society and the state constitute
conditions for the other’s democratization. What emerges, 
Dahlgren – in line with John Keane’s views – is the need
”double democratization” of a democratic state and civil so
ty. In short, civil society must according to this view exist
the context of a democratic state: separate from it, but als
ganically linked to it.

This view is shared by Dahrendorf who points out that c
society must, in addition to a requisite legal and politi
framework, have a foundation in a mature democracy an
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mature political culture in which ”the legitimate claims whi
can be described as civic rights” will be respected. It can
built only if there is widespread determination on the par
society to demand respect for, and observance of, individua
vic rights, and popular will to hold to account anyone, or a
institution, which violates them. This can hardly be done w
out the support of the institutions of the State.

Since that was impossible in Communist Poland, civil so
ty was seen as a way for the Poles to organize outside the 
tures of the Party-state, with self-organized social groups
movements gradually expanding the areas of negative lib
and self-determination open to citizens (Ash, 1991). Howe
Arato (1981:27) – though enthusiastic about developmen
Poland – doubted that that would lead to the creation of a
civil society, given the need for some compromise with e
ting state power: ”Can a social movement – asked Ara
achieve a workable model of civil society alone, through st
tural reforms from below? And if so, what kind of civil socie
will result, given a formally intact, authoritarian state?”

Very importantly from our point of view, however, Ara
(1981) points out that given the absence of the two pote
agencies for the constitution of civil society (that is the cap
list logic of industrialization and etatist logic of modernizati
from above), the social movement in Poland at the time c
make an emancipated public sphere far more central in
nascent civil society than anywhere before. To all intents 
purposes, the oppositional public sphere was the dissident ci-
vil society.

The public sphere in its proper sense is seen as a ”spac
rational and universalistic politics distinct from both the e
nomy and the state” (Garnham, 1986:41), or as a situatio
which ”all voices hav[e] equal access to a neutral public sp
re, where their unfettered rational discourse ... culminate[s
the articulation of popular will” (Dahlgren, 1987:25). As wi
civil society in general, the public sphere, as projected by
dissidents, was to be based on the principle of inclusion
line with Jean Cohen’s (1996:34) view that

The legitimacy of the public sphere is tied up with its potential

for inclusion, and the existence of the public sphere as the cen-

tral context of democratic access calls for programs of inclu-

sion ... Thus the formal legal guarantees (legal rights) together

with mechanisms for the facilitation of equality of access to the

public sphere ... become all the more important in relationship

to a functioning public sphere.

Again, the question has to be asked whether this was a
and complete public sphere. Dahlgren (1995) distinguis
four analytical dimensions of the public sphere:

• media institutions;

• media representation;

• social structure (one public sphere for all, or a plurality
different public spheres?)

• and socio-cultural interaction.

One could say, without going into too many details, that
oppositional public sphere in Poland (Jakubowicz, 1990)
42
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compassed all of these elements, including underground 
media (periodicals and books), and even underground r
broadcasts. Of course, there was also the official public sph
with a different set of the same elements.

Dahlgren (1995:7) points out that civil society constitu
the sociocultural precondition for a viable public sphere. S
was certainly the case with the dissident civil society and
positional public sphere in Poland, though of course both o
rated within the context of an authoritarian state.

In short, then, the energy and determination in creatin
dissident civil society and an oppositional public sphere w
rooted in resistance to the Communist state and were an
pression of that resistance in the face of a seemingly all-po
ful enemy whom there was no real hope of defeating or o
throwing. It is important to remember that all this happene
the context of an authoritarian state – apart from, but als
some form of dialogue with, that state. The concept of civil 
ciety was based on

a conviction of considerable social import, namely that attitudes

and behaviour patterns leading to significant changes in the so-

cialist State and its economy were to be found in an extra-State

infrastructure of social life ... of its own initiative, this civil

society entered into many qualitatively different types of inte-

raction with the state ... The features of this civil society allo-

wed its individual members and even more so organized col-

lectivities to undertake many different actions (including many

carefully planned and coordinated ones) with a view to the

socialization of the state. These grassroots initiatives, entering

directly into the domain of the state, made a ranking contribu-

tion to deforming the fundamental political goals and economic

structures of the socialist State. It was thanks to them, and not

just to pressure from the West, that governments of socialist

countries superficially accomodated to the organization of

Western parliamentary democracies (Kurczewska, 1995:80).

The features that Kurczewska mentions refer to the conce
civil society not just as a force which merely negated the c
munist state, but one – and this is clear from everything 
has been said about it so far in this paper – which had a 
tive programme of building an ”independent and self-gove
ing Commonwealth” and constituted an internally coordina
societal entity which placed great stock on the ability to org
ize, gain individual and collective subjectivity and freedo
Not just freedom from the Communist state as freedom to or-
ganize and undertake collective action to change that state

In this sense, says Kurczewska, the Polish dissident 
society evolved from an associational to a corporatist mod
somewhat in line with Taylor’s understanding of the pub
sphere. It derived its identity from struggle against the s
(Kurczewska, Staszy´nska and Bajor, 1993).

After the Fall: What Prospects
for Civil Society and the Public Sphere?
We noted above that the energy driving the creation of a d
dent civil society and oppositional public sphere in Poland
rived from anger, resistance and opposition to the commu
regime. But what after the collapse of that regime? Wher
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the energy to create a civil society and a public sphere to c
from in a democratic society, or one in which a democratic 
tem is being created? Exactly this question is asked
Dahrendorf:

How can we guarantee that political institutions which make

possible a change of government without bloodshed will be

rooted in social structures founded upon universal civil rights?

How can democracy and civil society be created together and

combined in such a way that democracy will be something more

than a constitutional promise and civil society something more

than just a resistance movement, even if it is organized resist-

ance? (Dahrendorf, 1994:228).

Dahrendorf offers two types of answers to this question. F
that citizenship – which is the foundation of civil society
must become a reality in the minds and hearts, and above
the habits of individuals. It must, he says, become an ins
tion in the full sense of the word, i.e. a norm observed with
any external sanctions, observed as a component of peo
social behaviour. That, of course, requires time. But, s
Dahrendorf, what it also requires is that citizenship 
introduced by a dual effort: that of the authorities, and that
the people. He sees the need for an active agency on the p
the authorities in introducing and respective civil, political a
at least elementary social rights and the creation of institut
which safeguard exercise of these rights (an indepen
judiciary, political parties and a free press, as well as a lib
economic system). And he, too, sees the need for

many courageous and determined people to create conditions

in which substantive civic rights will be respected and exer-

cised. They must be constantly active in many areas. Some must

be active in trade unions and political parties, others as law-

yers and journalists, others still will set up independent organi-

zations, and many will simply seek to maintain their enterprises,

institutions or associations as autonomous elements of public

life ... Civil society is a complex matter and many helpful hands

are needed to create it (Dahrendorf, 1994:234).

This view is supported by Habermas (1993:453) who po
out that ”a public sphere which functions politically” (his te
for civil society) ”requires more than the institutional guara
tees of the constitutional state; it also needs the suppo
spirit of cultural traditions and patterns of socialization, of 
political culture of a population accustomed to freedom”.

In the conditions of Central and Eastern Europe or ind
any societies in transition, it is very important for this d
agency in favour of civil society to exist and work togeth
with the liberal democratic state playing a crucially import
role in the process. We have already noted Dahlgren’s vie
the need for double democratization of the state and civil s
ety:

Each side [...] is a precondition for the democratization of the

other [...] If the state is too weak, it cannot foster democratiza-

tion of civil society. If it is too strong, it becomes too

inverventionist; without a viable civil society, the state becomes

too all-encompassing. The democratization of civil society has
43
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to do with the development of a democratic culture or mental-

ity within the context of everyday life (Dahlgren, 1995:6).

It seems clear, therefore, that for civil society fully to achie
its aims, it must have the ability not only to resist the sta
expansionist claims, but also successfully to bring pressu
bear on state power to achieve effective democracy. Cruci
this assumes that if civil society is to be able to hold its ow
constant confrontation with an expansionist state, the 
should be relatively evenly matched, even if conceptualiza
of that ”even match” between them might present consider
difficulties. Also, the relationship between the two is of a d
lectical nature in the sense that however much they may co
lement and indeed support each other, there is also a pot
in-built conflict between them, stemming primarily from th
inherent expansionist tendency of any state apparatus.

It is probably with this in mind that both Dahlgren a
Dahrendorf note the great vulnerability of civil socie
Dahlgren (1995:6) notes that ”in the face of the state, civil
ciety remains relatively powerless”. Dahrendorf (1994:2
goes even further and says that ”one determined individu
power can jeopardize the tradition of civil society”.

All this is highly pertinent in the Polish context. There is 
doubt that after the collapse of the communist system t
was a clear clash between the budding civil society and
newly emergent state and in the first few years at least
dual agency was missing.

Leszek Balcerowicz (1995) notes that the sequence
changes taking place in Central and Eastern European c
ries has a number of specific features as compared with o
cases of major societal transition (classical, neoclassical, 
communist economic reform, the Chinese form of post-co
munist transition).

Post-communist transition in Eastern Europe

Scope Both political and economic sys-
tem

Speed Rapid shift from non-democratic
to the pluralist political arrange-
ments, speed of economic re-
form differs

Sequence First mass democracy or at least
political pluralism then � capita-
lism?

Extent of violence Largely peaceful so far

Role of mass media Large increase in the role of all
mass media, especially radio
and TV (visibility effect)

Role of external factors Very important for countries
other than the former USSR; with-
out the collapse of the Soviet
empire, the transition in those
countries would have been im-
possible. In addition: demo-
cratic capitalism as a model
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In view of what has been said of the importance of the
istence of a democratic state for the emergence of civil soc
and the public sphere, it is interesting that Balcerowicz pla
mass democracy at the beginning of the sequence of ch
He explains this as follows:

It is misleading to speak of ”simultaneous transitions” in post-

communist Europe. It takes more time to privatize the bulk of

the state-dominated economy than to organize free elections and

at least some rudiments of political parties. Given the largely

simultaneous beginning of the political and economic transi-

tions, this asymmetry in speed produces a historically new se-

quence: mass democracy (or at least political pluralism, i.e.

some degree of legal political competition) first, and market

capitalism later (Balcerowicz, 1995:146).

On the other hand, Rychard (1993) argues that the actual o
tation of the process of transition in Central and Eastern
rope is often far removed from that normative state of ”tra
tion to market and democracy”. Also Geremek (1994:2
points out that ”the overthrow of Communism and recovery
freedom is not tantamount to the rebirth of a democratic or
Democracy is created in a long process of development”.

There is no real contradition between Balcerowicz and
other two scholars, of course. What he is describing, of cou
is transition to democracy, or indeed just to some degree o
gal political competition, This is only the first stage of the p
cess which must be followed by consolidation of democra
adaptation and reinforcement of democratic structures 
norms. According to Leonardo Morlino (cf. Gruszczak, 199
this process encompasses such areas as structures and
dures of decision-making; structural relations within the 
ganization of the state; parties and party systems; structur
interests; mediation structures in relation to civil society a
gains autonomy, identity and ability to affect the state; me
tion structures in relation to the state, expressed in its legit-
cy and integration, growing social order and consensus. S
features of developed democracy as procedures of conflic
solution, effective representation and realization of intere
civil society and political representation of social intere
must become established. Then political culture will begin
favour respect for democratic institutions and negotiations
ther than conflict. The real trick, therefore, is not just to int
duce conditions of legal political competition, but to ens
consolidation of democracy – a much more difficult propositi

Political, not Civil Society
For the time being, though consolidation of democracy is h
pening in Poland, the country’s political culture prevailing
still closer to that of the conflict-ridden, highly polarized a
ideologized societies it was in the authoritarian era, tha
that of mature democracies. As a result, what emerged wa
civil society but ”a political society” (Korbon´ski, 1994).

Faced with the need to guide the nation through a diffi
period of economic shock therapy and seeking to preven
outbreak of social discontent, the early Polish post-Commu
governments pursued a deliberate policy of discouraging
cial participation in public and political life, i.e. of mobilizin
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the population for the purpose of elections or other short-li
campaigns, and dampening their enthusiasm at other ti
The very same dissident and opposition leaders who ha
sisted that Communist regimes accept, or reconcile themse
to, the development of civil society which ”would populate t
wilderness separating the individual from the [Commun
state” (Smolar, 1991:15), ”now – after they had gained po
– abandoned that language in favour of the classic concern
the state and the market” (Smolar, 1993:40). They argued
the development of a full-fledged party system would be p
mature and that society should remain as united in facing
new challenges as it was in resisting the Communist sys
Therefore, they hoped to maintain Solidarity as a mass so
movement providing a focus for popular backing for the p
cess of transformation and delay as much as possible the e
gence of political parties, with all the political differentiatio
and power struggles that would bring in its wake. That po
involved effectively stifling some of the grassroots moveme
(such as the ”civic committees” created to conduct the elec
campaign of Spring 1989) which could have provided a fo
dation for an active and self-confident civil society (Fra¸czak,
1992).

Grabowska (1995:197) argues that an important facto
this regard was what she calls the authoritarian rule of p
Solidarity governments (caused by the fact that the ”post-S
darity political elites underestimated society and overestim
themselves”). According to Grabowska, this ”authoritaria
style brought about the indifference of society, leading m
people to opt out of public life, discouraged by lack of progr
in solving the particular countries’ problems and by wha
perceived to be the interminable power struggle of politici
concentrating on issues without relevance to the everyday
of the people.

Writing a few years ago, Kurczewska, Staszy´nska and
Bajor (1993) concluded that in Poland the full developmen
civil society had been prevented until then by the fact th
weak society was interacting with a weak state.

Civil society was weak because:

• the number of new organizations and associations was
adequate to social needs;

• many institutions and organizations were relics of the p

• the expectation that ”the State would provide”, i.e. wou
satisfy the needs of society, was still very strong.

Accordingly, society did not take full advantage of existi
possibilities of activity and development.

In turn, the state was weak because:

• government structures remained largely unchanged;

• the legal and regulatory framework also remained larg
unchanged, while at the same time a great many new 
and regulations were issued, sowing confusion and un
tainty;

• excessive segmentation of political parties led both to
instability of successive governments and fragmentatio
civil society, lowering its ability to articulate its interes
and translate them into effective electoral action;
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• it was difficult, for a number of reasons, to create a n
doctrine of a democratic and liberal state which would
spect the independence and autonomy of civil society;

• the democratic system being created involved prima
procedural democracy, without effective channels 
comunication and negotiation between the state and b
interest groups emerging out of civil society.

Kurczewska, Staszy´nska and Bajor (1993) list a number 
barriers to the emergence of civil society that are either e
genous (to do with the relationship between the state an
ciety) or endogenous (stemming from the characteristic
society itself).

The exogenous barriers were as follows:

• Central authorities single-handedly developed a doct
describing the new social order 3, and then proceeded to d
fine ways of putting into effect also at the regional and lo
level, leaving little room for civil society to contribute to th
process;

• Old local government structures blocked new local e
nomic, cultural or political initiatives;

• Legislation dealing with local government did not favo
emergence of civil society

• Political conflicts among political parties at the nation
level were reflected at the local level, leading to politi
zation of many local issues, lack of cooperation even
practical matters of importance to the local community;

• Distribution of competence between national and local
thorities on the one hand and self-governing local ent
on the other was unclear, full of conflicts;

• Social bonds among inhabitants of housing estates and
neighbourhoods had atrophied, undermining prospects
development of communities capable of joining in comm
action.

The endogenous barriers included:

• Survival of the dependent mentality of the socialist welf
state, discouraging local initiative and breeding an expe
tion that the state had the duty to look after the citizens

• Preference for negative rather than positive institutional
tion, i.e. self-organization to fight against something rat
than to strive for something. This leads to short-lived for
of common action, usually quite aggressive, lack of wil
negotiate, and finally the dissipation of social energy o
the cause for common action had disappeared;

• A tendency for civil society groups to coalesce around 
litical, religious or other similar identities, leading to t
emergence of autarchic groups closed to others, claim
unreserved and total support from their members and 
ting other similar groups as potential enemies;

• A process whereby the elites of civil society, both at the
tional and local levels, had been drawn into institutions
power, depriving their communities and associations
leaders;
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• A tendency that is deeply rooted in Polish social life, to p
ceive social values and institutions in macro-soc
collectivistic terms, i.e. in terms of the nation as a who
rather than local or regional communities. Hence ind
duals and collectivities are predisposed either to orga
spontaneously at the level of minimal strategy, aroun
particular issue requiring a burst of energy to deal with
as part of a large community (society or the nation) and
goals, usually divorced from the realities of life arou
them.

This last tendency is the result of a long period of stateless
and foreign rule, when the Poles naturally thought first of a
terms of national liberation and were united in defence of t
national and cultural identity. That promoted a particular t
of approach which put a premium on thinking in terms of 
whole nation. Kurczewska (1995) points out that this tende
is still very strong today. While intellectuals think in terms
civil society, most other people still adopt the national frame
reference and unity around that cause. This discourages t
ing in terms of local communities, associations, inter
groups, etc., i.e. thinking in ”divisive” and potentially conflic
generating terms. Among other reasons for difficulties with
full emergence of civil society are the following:

Polish society in the 1990s is relatively inactive for a number

of different reasons. If there is mass participation by individuals

and larger groups of importance in the process of moderniza-

tion it usually happens in the context of organizations and ini-

tiatives which are directly initiated and promoted by the au-

thorities. The social activities of most people are often confined

to the private sphere, at the level of the family or small group.

Individuals are only infrequently active in the public sphere.

When they are, this usually means participation in protests and

ad hoc drives to obtain immediate impact on state authorities.

It could be said that individuals do not know how to act within

their own institutions oriented to the protection and ameliora-

tion of the everyday life of the citizens. Also larger groups,

whose activity is more important in terms of democracy, are

usually quite passive. Many [sociological] analyses concluded

that civic group identities are not well developed and partici-

pation in various movements and organizations is meagre [...]

The Poles lack preparation for forming and running institutions

placed in social space between the individual and society and

the nation as a whole (Kurczewska, 1995:86-87).

Nevertheless, it is sometimes argued that successful loca
vernment reform and empowerment of local authorities 
created at the grassroots level ”active citizenship neede
civil society ... [citizenship which involves] pride and the co
fort of being in control of one’s home” (Pe¸ dziwol, 1996:86)
and that democracy is strong at two levels in Poland: in pa
ment and in the communities, the lowest administrative le
of the country, where local government has been given con
erable autonomy in political, economic and legal terms. 
problem is the intermediate levels where there has been 
administrative reform and where bureacracy, rather than 
society, is in control.
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After 1989, thousands of voluntary associations and o
NGOs sprang up in Poland. By the end of 1994, the numb
registered organizations stood at over 47 000. That, too,
sign that civil society has a foundation on which to grow. Ho
ever, Jacek Kuro´n, the original ideologue of civil societ
among the dissidents, is probably right in his assessment

In Poland today, we have ”desocialized” politicians, who con-

duct great historical disputes above the heads of society, and

depoliticized social activists who fear becoming involved in

those disputes and fights (Skipietrow, 1996:5).

In different language, much the same point is made by Te
Sasińska-Klas (1996:18):

Society proved sufficiently strong to liberate itself from an au-

thoritarian state and a political party, but not strong enough to

take advantage of new possibilities offered by the process of

political democratization. Post-communist Polish society still

expects politicians to take initiative and introduce regulations,

also as regards change in particular segments and subsystems o

society. Thus, the political system still continues to play – at

least so far as societal expectations are concerned – the role of

the main force of modernization. Contrary to expectations, the

emergence of post-communist societies does not galvanize other

fields of social life to an extent conspicuous at the macro level.

Emergence of the Public Sphere: An
Incomplete Process
The question of the public sphere is made complex by the
that, as Garnham writes, the original public sphere identi
by Habermas

was destroyed historically by the very forces that had brought

it into existence. The development of the capitalist economy in

the direction of monopoly capitalism led to an uneven distri-

bution of wealth, to rising entry costs to the Public Sphere and

thus to unequal access to and control over that sphere ... In

addition, the growth of the state’s role as a co-ordinator and

infrastructural provider for monopoly capitalism led to the

massive development of state power ... Thus the space between

civil society and the state which had been opened up by the crea-

tion of the Public Sphere was squeezed shut between these two

increasingly collaborative behemoths (Garnham, 1986:41).

Accordingly, says Garnham,

the concept of the Public Sphere and the principles it embodies

is an Ideal Type against which we can judge existing social

arrangements and which we can attempt to embody in concrete

situations in the light of the reigning historical circumstances

(Garnham, 1986:43).

In the context of the post-communist period, the issue of so
communication is certainly one of great importance, cons
ring the very recent memory of censorship and information 
nopoly. Of the four dimensions of the public sphere mentio
by Dahlgren (1995) – media institutions; media represe
tion; social structure; and and socio-cultural interaction –
will concentrate here on the first two.
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In general terms, communications and information are c
ral to the exercise of full and effective citizenship. Murdo
and Golding (1989) point out that this adds another dimen
to T.H. Marshall’s classic analysis of the three basic aspec
citizenship – civil, political and social – in that communicati
rights must be seen as an indispensable extension of s
rights. They identify three main kinds of relations betwe
communications and citizenship:

First, people must have access to the information, advice and

analysis that will enable them to know what their rights are in

other spheres and allow them to pursue these rights effectively.

Second, they must have access to the broadest possible range

of information, interpretation, and debate on areas that involve

political choices, and they must be able to use communications

facilities in order to register criticism, mobilize opposition, and

propose alternative courses of action. And third, they must be

able to recognize themselves and their aspirations in the range

of representations offered within the central communications

sectors and be able to contribute to developing their represen-

tations.

Murdock (1996) develops this line of argument in consider
the evolution from ”simple” to ”complex” citizenship, as th
concept of civil rights have been progressively extended 
the nature and distribution of the resources required to re
then substantial rather than nominal have been matters of
tinual argument. Full citizenship, he argues, is now seen a
quiring satisfaction of full cultural rights, i.e.:

• Rights to Information;

• Rights to Experience: rights of access to the greatest 
sible diversity of representations of personal and social
perience in fictional media genres (especially televis
ones), aiding efforts to answer fundamental questi
which invariably spring up in people’s lives;

• Rights to Knowledge: rights to explanations of patter
processes and forces shaping the present and of its 
with the past, helping translate information and experie
into knowledge and develop personal and social strateg

• Rights to Participation.

For these and other rights to be safeguarded, and for full 
zenship to be made possible, public communicative acti
must, argues Murdock, meet the following conditions:

• It must provide a relatively open arena of representation
cluding barriers against cooperation by the two major c
res of discursive power – state and government and the
porate world;

• It must demolish the accepted divisions and develop fo
of representation and participation and scheduling that 
mote encounters and debates between the widest pos
range of identities and positions;

• It must balance the promotion of diversity of informatio
and experience against citizens’ rights of access to fra
works of knowledge and to the principles that allow them
be evaluated and challenged;
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• It must ensure that the full range of its services rem
equally available to all.

Observance of these ”cultural rights” and implementation
the goals of public communicative activity could be seen
criteria for evaluating the contribution of the media to the o
ration of the public sphere and development of civil society

Originally, Polish dissidents advocated the ideal of part
patory communication as a way of dealing with these iss
The solutions they sought were largely in line with Jo
Keane’s views on the role of the media in civil society:

There is need of ... a new constitutional settlement which en-

sures that political power is held permanently accountable to

its citizens... It is also the reason why the undermining of both

state power and market power from below requires the devel-

opment of a dense network or ”heterarchy” of communication

media which are controlled neither by the State nor by com-

mercial markets. Publicly funded, non-profit and legally gua-

ranteed institutions of civil society, some of them run volunta-

rily and held directly accountable to their audiences through

democratic procedures, are an essential ingredient of a revised

public service model (Keane, 1993:10; see also Keane, 1991).

Keane sees a need for a plurality of non-state (and indeed
market) media of communication which serve as the prim
means of communication for citizens situated within a plu
listic civil society and sagefuard both freedom and equalit
communication. This necessitates the regulation and m
mum feasible reduction of private corporate power over
means of communication, the maximum feasible decomm
fication and ”re-embedding” of communication media in t
social life of civil society is a vital condition of freedom fro
state and market censorship.

Keane proposes a system of widespread public inter
tionism in the media market-place which should always
tempt to ”level-up” rather than ”level-down” citizens’ no
market powers of communication. It should, in his view, s
the creation of a genuine variety of media which enable l
people in big societies to send and receive a variety of opin
in a variety of ways. It should aim to break down monopol
lift restrictions upon particular audience choices and to po
larize the view that the media of communication are a pu
good, not a privately appropriable commodity whose prim
function is to produce and circulate corporate speech for pr
It presupposes the establishment of media enterprise boa
fund alternative ownership of divested media, and to sup
and subsidize public access to the media, and media acc
the market, by use of public funds.

If the right to participation is at the core of civil socie
then in the media field it must be understood as the righ
communicate – and this is precisely what Keane insists on
fundamental tenet of the new system of media serving civi
ciety.

Dahlgren (1995) calls this approach romantic radicali
or a Utopian concept of direct participatory democracy in c
munication. Rather, he says, we should have a blend of d
and representational mechanisms. Also in Poland (as we
in other Central and Eastern European countries; 
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Jakubowicz, 1994), the original approach of the dissidents
rejected after 1989.

After the collapse of the Communist system, there wa
first press boom, as political parties obtained existing new
pers (as part of a policy of rearranging the press scene so
major new parties should be allotted or allowed to buy so
newspapers in order to develop a pluralistic press system
founded new ones in order to gain publicity, popularity a
voters. Also many organizations of civil society, long den
access to social communication, seized on new publishing
portunities. Soon, however, most of the new politically or 
cially oriented newspapers went out of business for lack of 
ficient interest on the part of the readers.

The second press boom which followed about a year l
sprang from the introduction of many new titles by comm
cially-oriented publishers, seeking to exploit different mar
niches. This had little to do with creating or enriching the p
lic sphere.

As a result, it was remarked in 1994 that

the media do not reflect or articulate the needs, interests and

opinions of huge segments of society. The dailies in most cases

speak for and are addressed to the intelligentsia. There is real-

ly national newspaper or periodical that the largest social group,

i.e. the workers, could call their own. Even left-wing newspa-

pers are those of the left-wing intelligentsia. Also small busi-

nessmen, regarded as the core of the ’new Polish middle class’,

have no press of their own ... It is debatable whether the farm-

ers have newspapers that really speak for them (Jerschina,

1994:13).

Rather than represent segments of society, newspapers
resent political orientations. Even though many party news
pers properly so called went out of the business, the Po
press system has still been described as a ”pluralistic sy
of party-oriented newspapers”, with particular newspap
committed to promoting a set of political interests or view
That helps air divergent opinions and views, but usually
party elites, rather than their rank-and-file members or so
constituency.

What further reduces the representativity of media con
is the fact that many journalists regard freedom of speec
freedom to express their own views or biases, or continu
define themselves as ”guardians” or ”leaders” of socie
called upon (by virtue of their superior access to informat
and understanding of the situation) to be in the forefront of
litical developments. The journalists’s inability to separ
their political views from their profession is a heritage of 
past both in the ”old guard” of journalists once employed
official media and in the ”new guard”. The view of journalis
as politics conducted by other means dies hard.

In consequence,

Journalists – the great majority of whom were committed po-

litically – have been far from objective. The ”civic attitude”

inherited from the past [when under the Communist system that

one had to take sides in the struggle between communism and

democracy – K.J.] led editors and journalists to do their utmost

to promote the cause of their own political camp and its ver-
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sion of reality, than to inform objectively and provide a cold

and dispassionate (such an attitude was wholly out of the ques-

tion) analysis of the situation. As a result, the Polish press

market has become dominated by politically affiliated journal-

ism masquerading as objective. That was particularly obvious

during election campaigns (Zakowski, 1996:205).

According to some observers, what reduces the ability of
media to ensure adequate representation of society in m
content is the process of their privatization and commercia
tion, leading to the replacement of old party censorship
”media capital censorship” (Becker, 1995:307), with the re
that what prevails in such media is ”corporate speech” (Ke
1991).

All this should not detract from the fact that the media s
tem in Poland today (for a general overview see Kopper, 
kiewicz, Schliep, 1996) does constitute an element of the 
lic sphere, in however imperfect a manner. While failing
provide conditions for the exercise of some of the cultu
rights listed by Murdock, most notably the rights to experie
(neither film nor television have been able to find a way to p
vide an account of the recent past or an adequate fictiona
resentation of contemporary reality) and participation, they
satisfy the right to information and, to some extent, kno
edge, and do serve as a forum for public debate. Epeciall
development of the local press has meant a major chan
the way the media serve society.

Velvet Restoration, or the Morning After?
This discussion of the slow emergence of civil society and p
lic sphere in post-1989 Poland would be incomplete with
some mention of the fact that the general election of 1993
turned to power a coalition of the Democratic Left Alliance
grouping of nearly 30 parties and movements, led by 
Socialdemocratic Party of the Polish Republic, born after
dissolution of the old Communist Party) and the Polish Ag
rian Party, a successor to the United Peasant Party, once
ent of the Communist Party and a part of the system of gov
ment in Communist times. This was followed in 1995 by
even more stunning event: a narrow victory in the preside
election by Mr. Aleksander Kwas´niewski, leader of the Social
democratic Party of the Polish Republic and once a Com
nist official, over Mr. Lech Wale¸sa, the legendary Solidarit
leader and the country’s first popularly elected President.

Interpretations of these developments – seen by some
breakdown of Polish democracy and the first step to the r
statement of some form of authoritarian rule (see Gati’s c
ment at the beginning of this paper) – differ considerably.

Adam Michnik, a leading ideologue of the Solidarity mov
ment and commentator of events after 1989, ascribes the
vet Restoration to, among other things, the weaknesses
failures of post-Solidarity parties (”it is not so much that 
post-Communist parties won, as that the post-Solidarity 
ties lost” – Michnik, 1994:4) and to a ”fear of change” amo
the general population. Marcin Król (1995) lists what he c
the three really important causes 4 for the victory of post-com-
munist parties in the 1993 election:
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1. The post-1989 Solidarity governments proved unable
create an ethos of transformation which would at leas
some extent keep alive and adapt to new conditions the
ethos of Solidarity.

2. In their fascination with liberal economic theory the n
leaders forgot that the working class employed in big
dustrial complexes had been an important partner in o
throwing communism and perceived it as the main prob
to be overcome in promoting restructuring of the econom

3. There was no democratic justification and explanation
unavoidable political decisions: transformation was a t
down operation, with little involvement on the part of t
general population or efforts to win its support.

Jerzy J. Wiatr (1995), a Marxist sociologist, one of the lead
of the Socialist Left Alliance claims that the term ”restoratio
should properly be applied not to the return of former Comm
nists (among others) to power, but to the ”Solidarity” victory
1989 which he sees as the restoration of capitalism afte
hiatus of the Communist period.

This ”restoration”, he says, was bound to be short-lived
the following reasons:

1. At the symbolic level, it aimed at total rejection of the l
50 years and their obliteration from Polish history a
people’s memories. The extreme nature of this undertak
which involved the expectation that individuals would de
their own past and regard their own lives under the C
munist system as worthless provoked opposition and re
tance.

2. At the political level, a strategy of ostracizing left-win
political forces and denying them legitimacy and the mo
right to participate in democratic mechanisms, misfired 
proved unrealistic when those forces proved to enjoy po
lar support and led right-wing forces to propose extre
policies (decommunization) and anti-democratic ways
maintaining power.

3. At the socio-economic level, the monetarist shock thera
oriented towards the reinstatement of the free market w
out consideration for the social costs and inequalities wh
result from it, met with the most vehement rejection of 
population.

Wiatr recalls the Hegelian triad and says that after the ”the
of the Communist state and the ”antithesis” of Solidarity 
vernments with their neoliberal economic and social polic
the time has come for the ”synthesis” – a balanced polit
system.

Some see the victory of left-wing parties as a major setb
in the process of building democracy and civil society. Th
is, however, also another potential way of looking at it. A
other aspect of consolidation of democracy apart from th
mentioned so far is the process of elite settlement and 
convergence. Elite settlement involves the attenuation of 
flicts, acceptance of the rules of the political game, weaken
of the desire to challenge and subvert the system. Elite con
gence happens when an opposition elite assumes power a



pre
un
as

d th
rve
 vi-
ith

ere
89

 lea-
og-

d in
us.

and
ion
 of

ew,
ve
ding to the procedures laid down by that which governed 
viously, and then honours, in the process of running the co
ry, existing political institutions and norms. This is what h
happened in Poland. While the new elites do seek to ben
rules of democratic governance a little, their victory also se
to mobilize their fragmented opponents into creating more
able political alliances and a more effective political force w
a view to doing better in the next general election in 1997.

As we have said, both civil society and the public sph
develop in opposition to, and apart from, the state. After 19
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the fact that the state was personified by former dissident
ders and the Solidarity-led government was generally rec
nized as ”our government” served to deprive forces involve
the creation of civil society and the public sphere of a foc
Now that focus is back, with parts of the public sphere 
many of the elements of civil society united in their opposit
to the governing coalition, with some of the the old energy
resistance is running through them. From this point of vi
the ”Velvet Restoration” (or ”anti-Restoration”) may yet ha
a salutary effect on their development in Poland.
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Notes

1. The present paper is a revised version of a lecture unde
same title presented during the Nordic-Baltic Course
Contemporary Theory and Methods of Communication 
search, July 29-August 8, 1996, Pühajärve, Estonia.

2. As Bronislaw Geremek (1994) puts it, the mindset of 
dissidents involved a sense of the hopelessness of the
deavour. Writing in 1976, Michnik made that very clea
”The 19th-century dilemma of left-wing movements: ’r
form or revolution?’ is not the dilemma of the Polish opp
sition. The idea of a revolutionary overthrown of party d
tatorship and deliberate organization of action to this en
both unrealistic and dangerous. It is unrealistic to hop
overthrow the regime in Poland if the political structure
the USSR remains unchanged. It is dangerous to seek t
gage in underground activities. ...Resolute and uncom
mising efforts to promote reform, an evolutionary extent
of civil liberties and human rights are in my opinion t
only option open to Eastern European dissidents ... this
sumes slow, gradual, partial change” (Michnik 1984:83)

3. Michal Kulesza, a promoter of decentralization of the s
and local government reform in Poland after 1989, has p
ted out that Solidarity governments ”proceeded from the
sumption that the situation was so dramatic that transfor
tion [...] should be carried out on a top-down basis, wit
strong hand. And that only after that was achieved wo
there be progress in establishing local democracy” (Pe
wol, 1996:87)

4. He discounts some of the stock explanations for it. In
opinion they are as follows: ”Society was sick and tired
difficulties caused by the process of economic transfor
tions”; ”Squabbling within the democratic camp underm
ned its legitimacy”; ”The twists and turns of the Church
policies were harmful to the post-Solidarity government
”The policies of post-Solidarity governments were a
dressed to too narrow segments of socie- ty”; ”The auth
ties were arrogant and disregarded public opinion”.
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Pȩdziwól, A.M. (1996): ’Taka gmina. Rozmowa z prof. Mich
lem Kulesza¸’. Przegla̧d polityczny. No. 31, Summer.

Plotke, D. (1994) ’A Resurgent Left in East & Central Europe
The East and Central Europe Program Bulletin. Vol. 4/3,
Issue 14. February.
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