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BEYOND THE IRON CURTAIN

EXPERTS, CONSUMER RIGHTS AND THE CHALLENGE
OF THE POLITICAL IN POLAND (1980–89)

In the transatlantic American and Western European history of the twenti-
eth century, the expert consumer was one of the most characteristic figures
associated with a shift from the era of necessity to the postwar era of
affluence.1 With the emergence of nutrition science and large-scale health
and social policies, and thanks to the postwar boom of mass consumption,
experts in the sphere of consumption operating through organized activism
for and in the name of consumers significantly gained in importance. At the
beginning, the development of consumer expertise was linked with work-
ing-class and cooperative movements. In the aftermath of World War I, the
state entered the scene of consumer activism. Within the next decades,
marked consecutively by the economic crisis of the 1930s and politics of
food rationing in World War II, consumers became an object of the broader
process of the professionalization of social and economic policies.

In the era of post-1945 state interventionism, the idea of organized
consumer representation came to span the entire globe.2 However, not only
mass consumption and comparative testing were prominent issues for
consumer expertise at that time, which was marked by the Cold War and
decolonization. Expanding internationalism defined issues of necessity such
as hunger, nutrition standards and access to basic goods as a social prob-
lem, or, even more broadly, as a global concern. Characteristically, recent
contributions on the humanitarian discovery of hunger place the expert
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consumer at the centre of modern politics leading towards the recognition
of consumer rights.3 

But how does this narrative fit into the history of the Communist re-
gimes in East Central Europe? Was the expert consumer, like in Western
European countries, an intermediary between the state and the ordinary
buyer? Taking into account three decisive features of the region after 1945,
namely Soviet influence, dictatorship and shortage economy, one should
first ask whether consumerism, defined as the institutionalized activism of
consumers and their representatives, emerged on the eastern side of the
Iron Curtain at all. And if so, what sorts of forms did it assume in terms of
political language and action? 

The historiography of Communist Poland, which serves as a case study
here, has so far not delivered exhaustive answers to these questions.4 The
very notion of the expert consumer does not relate to any established narra-
tives of contemporary Polish history: In the last two decades, historians
have talked about the ‘intelligentsia’ and the ‘workers’ without introducing
further distinctions between ‘intelligentsia’ and ‘experts’ or between ‘work-
ers/citizens’ and ‘consumers’.5 Similar problems become apparent when
reviewing the current literature on human rights, which is only beginning
to historicize economic and social rights.6 

This article aims to integrate a history of experts and consumers in the
Soviet bloc, embedded in recent accounts of transnational and international
politics of the social after World War II. There are at least two ways to
approach this topic: The first one narrates the politicization of consumption
through the lenses of the shortage economy and the Cold War,7 the second
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one treats Poland in the context of a common European postwar challenge
– as one among the many European regimes influenced by state interven-
tionism and international norms of consumer protection. The question of
approach becomes even more interesting if we consider the perspective of
the historical actors: While the experts referred openly to the international
debates on social policy and consumption, at least after 1956 consumers
were concerned with the very fact of shortages, bad quality of production,
and eventually with the inefficiency of the one-party state in fulfilling its
promises. An independent consumerism in late Communist Poland, which
emerged from the revival of the public sphere in 1980–81, tried to recon-
cile expert knowledge with popular expectations vis-à-vis the politics of
consumption. The juxtaposition, harmonization and confrontation of expert
conceptions of consumer rights as well as the popular collective imagina-
tion constituted a major challenge of the political after 1956 in Poland.
With this last point I am referring to a notion of agonistic and collective
political expression8 which came to full fruition at the turning points of
postwar Polish history: 1956, 1980 and 1989.

The political use of consumer rights, as two stories elaborated below
will demonstrate, exposed the limits of communication between the experts
and society as well as between the experts and the state. Federacja
Konsumentów (FK), an expert association founded in 1981, incorporated
the diction of international consumer rights into its programme in order to
discuss the issue of consumer protection within the party-state bodies. The
expert consumers of the Solidarność movement, in turn, employed the
concept of rights to pursue alternative and dissident ideas of self-govern-
ment and, later on, their notion of a civil society based on market econ-
omy. In conclusion, I will attempt to convey how these contradictory
approaches to consumer rights contributed to the political transition of 1989
and the transformation of consumerism during the shift from state socialism
to capitalism.

1. Polish Expert Consumerism in the Post-Stalinist Period

Polish postwar discourse on consumer rights and the emergence of an
expert consumer went hand in hand with the post-Stalinist liberalization of
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the socialist political regimes and economies (1956–58). Following the
revival of the public sphere and the self-management movement in the
factories, experts from the Institute for Domestic Trade (Instytut Handlu
Wewnętrznego, IHW) introduced the language of rights and individual
consumer protection. In 1958, the new pressure group, consisting of ex-
perts from government institutions like IHW and academics from economy
departments,9 launched a pro-consumer campaign in the expert periodical
Handel Wewnętrzny (Domestic Trade). Its authors believed that economic
liberalization would lead to the development of a state-controlled and, at
the same time, consumer-friendly market.10 The answer of Handel Wew-
nętrzny to a question from one consumer, namely whether ‘we, rank-and-
file citizens-purchasers, have any rights vis-à-vis state-run trade, and any
legal sanctions at our disposal in case a seller breaks the law’, reflected this
critical, but optimistic attitude:

‘You bring up a problem that is closely linked with the issue of the “buyers
market”. The state of chronic shortages has contributed to the development of
a wrong buyer-seller relationship. The buyer makes advances to the seller, who
puts on the attitude of a ruler willing to be asked but not ready to accept any
demands. It is connected with the quite incorrect, but widespread assumption
that if the shop belongs to the state, it is a kind of office. Therefore, the pur-
chaser is a kind of petitioner.’11 

The late 1950s in Poland thus constituted a short revival of consumer rights
discourse that pointed out the pathologies of the socialist petitioning sys-
tem. However, the post-Thaw debate on pro-consumer politics had a
strictly expert character and did not succeed in attaining significance in the
popular media, e.g. radio or newspapers. 

In expectation of the democratization and liberalization of the socialist
command economy, Polish experts derived most of their ideas and inspira-
tions from contemporary Western literature on consumer protection, which
at first glance seemed to be applicable. Indeed, postwar consumer move-
ments in Europe and the U.S.A. opted for state-interventionist and regula-
tory solutions in the politics of consumption while at the same time criticiz-
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ing the shortcomings of laissez-faire capitalism. Therefore, this kind of
critical approach, though conceptualized by Western experts, could have
been transferred to Poland without the need for much censorship. More-
over, European consumerist institutions, especially French and Scandina-
vian ones, demonstrated ready ways of organizing state-sponsored consum-
erism, which inscribed rights and regulations favourable for consumers in
the state legal framework.12 

Such a model seemed to be particularly interesting and fitting for post-
Stalinist Eastern European countries in their transition to planned, indus-
trial, but also consumption-oriented economies. What also attracted the
attention of the Polish consumer pressure group was a general and broad
definition of consumer protection in the Western countries. As opposed to
the socialist system, not only did it embrace the position of the consumer
vis-à-vis trade, it also paid attention to broader economic concerns impor-
tant to the average citizen such as purchasing power or social rights and
social protection.13 

The first programmatic call for a consumer movement in Poland was
announced in 1958 in the economic weekly Życie Gospodarcze by the then
vice director of the Institute for Domestic Trade:14 

‘The emergence of a buyers market entails that the consumer plays a central
role. To make it happen, a consumer protection system is needed. The sheer
possibility of making a free choice is not enough. For example, in capitalist
countries, where a bigger supply does not always mean a better choice, monop-
olistic tendencies are commonplace. We need some reflection on the protection
of consumers in the capitalist countries to comprehend our problems. It seems
that such an international comparison will help us consider whether in our
regime the problem of consumer protection will change with the emergence of
a buyers market. Will our current institutional system be sufficient? […] How-
ever, in my opinion, the best solution would be to entrust consumers both with
organization and realization of control over trade. There is no need to addition-
ally engage state administration. Let the active and independent consumers set
up their own association.’15
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This appeal remained on paper. In fact, while the consumer pressure
group was formulating and specifying its programme, step by step the state
was regaining control over the fledgling civil society. At the end of 1958,
the Polish United Workers’ Party managed to suppress the self-manage-
ment movement in the factories. The resolution on democratization and
liberalization of the trade economy, passed in April 1958,16 also lost its
practical meaning. The formal existence of pro-consumer legislation was
not enough to put it into effect because in the reality of the reconsolidation
of party-state power, the law was nothing more than an arbitrary fiat.
Moreover, the sustainable liberalization of the socialist economic system
turned out to be an illusionary hope, as a number of plan directives started
to take shape again already at the end of the 1950s. 

The rationale of administrative management, creating pressure to apply
direct commands and restrictions as well as restoring the superiority of
industry over the ‘non-productive sectors’, made economic reforms in the
politics of consumption rather transient and extremely difficult to put into
practice. As a result, the early post-Stalinist criticism expressed by the
experts from the Institute for Domestic Trade towards the trade and ser-
vices apparatus remained justified, while the reasons for optimism dwin-
dled.

2. The Origins of the Federacja Konsumentów

The very same milieu of experts renewed its attempts to relaunch consum-
erism in the 1970s, though with no clear and positive outcome. In the
1960s and 70s, the expert economists developed a set of notions diagnosing
the consumer situation under the command economy. According to them,
the shortage economy resulted from over-bureaucratized central planning.
At that time, it became clear that the ‘regime of the producer and the
seller’ would not be replaced by the ‘regime of the buyer’ until the econ-
omy underwent profound pro-market reforms.17 Indeed, at the eve of the
1980s, twenty years following the Thaw, the consumer pressure group
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stemming from the expert circles became one of the most critical opponents
of the party-state economic policy.

The political impulse to translate the theoretical framework of expert
consumerism into a grass-roots organization came with the emergence of
the Solidarność mass movement in the summer of 1980. The government
and academic experts, who relied on the concepts of Western state consum-
erism, did not join the new independent trade union. However, they de-
cided to set up their own organization that would focus primarily on ad-
dressing consumer issues in the public sphere. In January 1981, more than
twenty years after the first programmatic proclamation of Polish consumer-
ism, the experts from Institute for Domestic Trade, together with economic
publicists from Życie Gospodarcze launched an appeal to join an ‘independ-
ent and uncompromising’ association of consumers.18 The action, supported
by the majority of Polish official media, aimed to unite under one roof
everyone who wanted to act in the interest of consumers.19 

However, Andrzej Nałęcz-Jawecki, a charismatic leader of the journalist
group and shortly afterwards the first chairman of the Federacja Konsu-
mentów (FK), appealed in his initiation article in Życie Gospodarcze above
all to the economists, lawyers, journalists, commodity specialists and other
professionals in the area of consumption and home economics.20 Character-
istically, in the central council of the FK, the most numerous group by
profession was composed of academics with a Ph.D. in economics.21 In
consequence, the specialists with professional expertise who joined the FK
nationwide set the tone of the whole initiative and gave the movement its
internationally comprehensible name.
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3. Expert Consumers Association, Solidarność
and the International Impact

In the first months of its existence, the FK did not manage to appeal to the
mass membership of Solidarność. The FK opted for an apolitical identity of
consumers and, more generally, for the depoliticization of the consumer
rights agenda. This moderate attitude enabled it to introduce important
consumer concerns such as the inefficiency of the socialist petitioning
system to the mainstream of Polish media and to enter the international
stage of consumer organizations. In the long run, however, the FK tended
to retreat into its specialized circle of experts. At the central level, the FK
chair council controlled the work of local chapters, but rarely engaged in or
initiated activities on the ground. The experts preferred cabinet discussions
and willingly took part in the top official bodies. Some of the top-rank
activists established close ties with the central party-state establishment or
even became part of it: The chairwoman of the FK, Małgorzata Niepo-
kulczycka, was a member of the Polish parliament, Anna Kędzierska
briefly held the position of minister for the domestic market and consump-
tion, and Ewa Łętowska, an FK expert for consumer jurisdiction, in 1987
became the first ombudswoman (and ombudsman, for that matter) in Po-
land.22 The FK was represented in such government bodies as the socio-
economic council at the Polish parliament, the housing and domestic trade
council and the family council at the council of ministers, as well as the
central extraordinary board for the fight against speculation, the prices
affairs council and many others.23 

At the end of the 1980s, the FK had approximately ten thousand mem-
bers organized in one hundred local chapters. This, compared to the mass
membership of Solidarność, is not a very large number. However, it would
be overly simplifying to reduce its impact to national and local statistics:
Due to its legal status and reliable moderate image, the Polish consumer
movement was given credit by an international audience. In 1987, the FK
became a member of the International Organization of Consumer Unions
(IOCU) as the first consumer organization from a Communist country.24
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From the larger perspective of the Soviet bloc, the FK functioned as a
strong, experienced and expansive association that was able to spread
consumerist knowhow among the other socialist countries. Eventually, in
the wake of perestroika, the Polish consumer organization was designated
by the IOCU as an intermediary between Western and Eastern European
consumerist institutions. The integration of the Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries under the umbrella of international consumerism one year
before the collapse of the Soviet bloc was one of the numerous ironies of
the postwar European consumer movement. However, this story was
eclipsed by a much more powerful historical change in that part of Europe:
the birth and repression of the consumer movement within Solidarność. 

4. Experts from the Democratic Opposition 

In the late 1970s, a programme of politically engaged consumerism started
to emerge also within the dissident milieu.25 In the reports issued by the
democratic opposition in samizdat publications, the consumer was not just
an economic, but also a socio-political category.26 According to economists
from dissident circles, postwar Polish society had been excluded from the
economic decision-making processes und thus politically disempowered.
Consumers suffered from the misappropriation of the economy by the
party-state apparatus: from a lack of transparency and reliable information,
from informal trade-offs between strong industrial lobbies and party-state
bureaucrats, and from falsified statistics concerning issues such as the real
cost of living.27 In order to overcome party-state arbitrariness and lawless-
ness, the dissident economists appealed, consumers had to regain a voice
and an impact on social and economic policies. An ultimate goal of con-
sumer empowerment, according to the dissidents, was a democratic
planned economy, a system in which consumers would have their say on an
equal level with the industrial interest groups, the government administra-
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tion and, last but not least, with the party-state leaders. At stake was not
just the legal protection of buyers, but also a politically more radical idea
of ‘consumer defence’. An employee self-administration in the enterprises
as well as ‘an independent consumer movement equipped with the right of
pro-consumer intervention’28 were thus important facets of the future demo-
cratic and consumer-friendly economic order that would replace the dis-
credited command economy as imagined by Polish dissident economic
experts in 1978. 

Unlike the expert milieu at the Institute for Domestic Trade, the demo-
cratic opposition did not refer to the international agenda of Western con-
sumerism as promoted by organizations associated with the United Nations
such as the IOCU. Rather, they envisioned the defence of consumers along
the lines of the European traditions of nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century syndicalism and cooperative movements.29 In one of his first arti-
cles for the samizdat press, Krzysztof Hagemejer, a major pro-consumer
expert from the democratic opposition, wrote: 

‘The consumer movement – a defence of consumers’ interests – originates from
trade unions and the cooperative movement. It should and can be its inseparable
part. […] The consumer movement, alongside the cooperative, trade union and
self-government movements, is a school of democracy, and therefore of demo-
cratic planning.’30 

According to Hagemejer, consumer movement activities and institutions
were to embrace all realms of social life. In socialist enterprises, consumer
councils would decide on the product line as well as on the quality of the
manufactured goods. In shops, consumer committees would control com-
modity deliveries and appropriate provisioning. Even in the local communi-
ties, the consumer voice would be institutionalized in the self-governing
councils monitoring the erection and distribution of apartments. Therefore,
the empowerment (upodmiotowienie) of buyers, as outlined in Hagemejer’s
proposals, reached far beyond the actual experience of shopping and con-
suming. Moreover, it referred to a notion of civil society by stressing the
importance of grass-roots actions as opposed to the expert-centred idea of
an association ‘speaking in the name of consumers’. Hagemejer had no
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doubts that consumer self-organization in Poland was already a fact, be it
in spontaneously created queuing committees or ad hoc consumer boycotts
like the one in Silesia in 1979, when mining workers refused to pay in
dollars in the foreign currency shop Pewex. They protested against dividing
society into the dollar haves and have-nots.31 

It seems that other dissident economists projected the idea of consumer
defence along the lines of a democratically planned economy as described
by Hagemejer only as a temporary solution. Solving buyers’ concerns by
means of self-governed and grass-roots control over enterprises and shops
was regarded as a first step towards winning people’s confidence in the
democratic opposition. As a second step, however, these experts called for
the abolition of the fixed-price system and for more liberal workforce
management so that a market economy could be introduced. From the
consumers’ and employees’ point of view, this would mean inflation and a
consequent worsening of living standards, not to mention the spectre of
unemployment. Since the Polish democratic opposition represented a wide
range of economic views,32 consumer-oriented projects competed with
visions of a free market economy as proposed by Leszek Balcerowicz and
Janusz Beksiak, the future masterminds of the post-1989 ‘shock therapy’.33

Still, the notion of consumer rights remained a common denominator for all
experts who joined Solidarność in 1980–81.34 During the first Domestic
Reunion of Solidarność Delegates in September 1981, the concept of the
‘institutionalization of consumer rights’ was included into the programme
of Solidarność, which also comprised projects on anti-monopoly law and
consumer organizations.35 

Notwithstanding divergent programmatic and political affiliations, the
experts from Solidarność had a lot in common with their colleagues from
Federacja Konsumentów, and even with the party-state and government
economic representatives. Actually, the borders between the three networks
were fluid, the biographies connected and the world-views overlapped. At
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the turn of the 1980s, the dissident as well as FK experts were part of the
‘revolt of experts’ (bunt ekspertów), to use the expression of contemporary
sociologist Jolanta Supińska.36 For example, Janusz Beksiak, before becom-
ing one of the top economic advisers of Solidarność and immediately
before joining the independent trade unions movement, had been in charge
of the economic committee assigned by the first party secretary, Edward
Gierek, in the years 1977-79. Ten years later, at the 1989 Round Table
negotiations (rozmowy Okrągłego Stołu) which paved the way for political
transformation, Beksiak recalled his pre-Solidarność career as Gierek’s
adviser:

‘At the end of the 1970s we tried to change the economic thinking of the con-
temporary party-state officials. However, after one and a half years I found it
an idle discussion. Regardless of the intellectual level of the party-state politi-
cians, they pursued completely different goals and adhered to completely
different decision-making criteria than the academics. That is why experts and
party officials did not communicate well. My sparse contacts with Edward
Gierek taught me that despite his sympathetic attitude towards us, he did not
draw any conclusions from our expertise.’37 

The informal connection between dissident and non-dissident experts is also
reflected in the common language and sense of cultural and social back-
ground they shared. This was particularly the case in August 1980, when
Solidarność was born and dissident experts came to the striking workers at
the Gdańsk Lenin Shipyard to help Lech Wałęsa and his colleagues negoti-
ate their protest demands vis-à-vis the government. Jadwiga Staniszkis, a
renowned sociologist and one of the key dissident advisers of the fledgling
social movement, reported on the atmosphere among the experts during the
strike at the shipyard: 

‘During the first meeting of the working group, a peculiar atmosphere and
gentle, ironic tones predominated. One of the reasons was that experts on both
sides were more or less members of the same Warsaw society: government
experts as somewhat critical but still loyal professionals, we as perhaps more
openly critical of Gierek’s “window dressing” liberalization pattern. We could
very easily have changed places (if only our political attitudes were taken into
account). This atmosphere made the negotiations easier: elements of truth
existed already; leaks from both sides helped us work more smoothly. There
was, in addition, a surreal atmosphere of familiarity that facilitated bargaining;
it created a peculiar detachment from the context of our talks and overshadowed
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such facts as the crude blackmail of the telephone blockade, in which our
interlocutors were involved […]. On the other hand, this atmosphere danger-
ously increased internal loyalty within the bargaining group: it was one of the
main reasons why, for the sake of the talks, the workers were not informed
about the crucial details and changes made in the working group. We ended the
first meeting in an optimistic mood.’38

5. Institutions and Ideas of the Solidarność
Consumer Movement

The close and connecting interactions between the experts from the demo-
cratic opposition and the government professionals, described by Jadwiga
Staniszkis in her analysis of Solidarność, contributed to the success of the
Gdańsk agreements from 31 August 1980. Apart from Staniszkis, however,
nobody at the time was eager to mention the sense of familiarity between
the two negotiating sides. In the popular narrative, experts did not play a
prominent role in the success of the shipyard strike and hence in the emer-
gence of Solidarność: First and foremost, the new independent trade unions
succeeded thanks to the determination of the protesting workers and the ties
of solidarity which had brought together so many people from all over the
country in a wave of mass strikes.39 It was a mode of resistance and mass
movement dynamics that became a symbol of Solidarność rather than a
mode of negotiations and compromise as embodied by the expert advisers.

Still, from the point of view of the experts who were actively involved
in Solidarność, a readiness to cooperate with workers in developing their
programmes and institutions distinguished them from their more party-
state-conform colleagues. After all, the opposition experts were thrilled by
the emergence of a mass social movement, which brought the realm of the
political back into social life. At stake was a clear distinction between the
official and the Solidarność style of the expert consultancy. 

While organizing academic seminars or creating a myriad of advisory
bodies within the Solidarność structures, they were searching for their own
political language. A tradition to which they referred quite instinctively was
an intelligentsia ethos of civic duty and responsibility for the fate of soci-
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ety.40 And the cultural code of intelligentsia civility moreover served as a
way to establish a dialogue with the workers, whom, in fact, the experts
did not know well. 

The dissident experts hoped that the times when their reports were
simply stored in the desks of the party-state officials were over. Since the
birth of Solidarność, they envisioned that a new style of expertise would
emerge, namely one free of the ‘deformations that “official social sciences”
had often produced’.41 For example, the task of the Centre for Social
Research (Ośrodek Badań Społecznych – OBS), established in 1980 within
the regional Solidarność chapter in Lublin, ‘was to fulfil service functions
vis-à-vis the syndicalists and to address their real needs’. It also expressed
the following hope:

‘Close relations between the OBS and the [Solidarność] Union and the presenta-
tion of alternative strategies in specific areas of workers’ interests may guaran-
tee that we will not share the destiny of all that expertise kept in the ministries
and party committees, which, as a matter of fact, remains “socially dead”.’42 

Social utility, communicative language and authenticity, as opposed to
bureaucratized and politically isolated knowledge, was thus a major motto
of the Solidarność generation of experts.

As already mentioned, since the late 1970s dissident experts dealt with
employee and consumer issues in their diagnoses and memoranda. Not
surprisingly, the famous Gdańsk agreements from August 1980 already
contained some of their ideas. Not only did they create favourable condi-
tions both for better protection and recognition of consumer rights, they
also ensured formal collaboration between experts and the new independent
trade unions. The August 1980 agreements included precise notations about
the trade unions’ impact on consumer issues and the state-run distribution
system.43 It has often been forgotten that strike demands, apart from the
widely known claims for political freedom,44 contained a number of issues
which we could today define as consumer rights claims. For example, a
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demand for a more transparent information policy on the socio-economic
situation in the country may be interpreted as a consumer’s right to infor-
mation; the claim for the defence of workers’ purchasing power was visible
in point no. 9 about the indexation of wages and salaries proportionally to
the rate of inflation. Other demands referring to the distribution of necessi-
ties, like the demand for meat rationing (point no. 13), or, more generally,
the call for ‘a real improvement in provisioning policy’ (point no. 6),
represented a typical consumer-oriented agenda. Having emerged from the
workers’ protest, however, Solidarność tackled a number of consumer
issues that turned out to be crucial in the following months of deepening
economic crisis. Thus it was consumption, not production, which became
the main issue of popular concern: The economic experts were to assist and
advise their fellow trade unionists as they evolved from protesting workers
to even more frustrated consumers. 

The institutional background of the trade union expertise was meticu-
lously defined in the founding document of August 1980.45 This document
contained many references to expert knowledge, e.g. the ‘necessity to
conduct regular research on the employees’ needs’ or ‘a right to real and
public evaluation of key government decisions determining the living
standard of working people’. Most importantly, the negotiators had agreed
upon the creation of an independent trade unionist research centre dedicated
to the issues labour and quality of life. The Solidarność experts also
achieved that academic and trade union institutions would conduct regular
research on living conditions based on the notion of a ‘minimum standard
of living’ – a concept previously censured by the Communist officials. At
last in 1980–81, poverty and the low quality of life could be openly dis-
cussed. Undoubtedly, the experts contributed to the redefinition of social
policy in Communist Poland, this time in accordance with international
norms regarding living standards.46 

The new syndicalist consumerism took roots on every level of the trade
union structures. It is difficult to list all of Solidarność’s consumer-oriented
institutions in which experts had their say or to analyse the courses of the
various negotiations on provision, the rationing system and the economic
crisis in which academic advisers represented the trade union side vis-à-vis
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the government.47 In 1981, when the shortage of basic consumer goods
became a crucial social concern, a chain of Intervention Bureaus emerged
as the most impressive institutional network of Solidarność consumerism.
One of their tasks was to collect data about the waste or hidden storage of
foodstuffs (‘the conscious creation of shortages’), which would otherwise
immediately be sold on the market.48 Intervention Bureaus were also able
to set up an alternative network of informants who would monitor country-
wide deliveries and the unofficial export of basic consumer goods49: a
network of dockers, railwaymen and customs officers who communicated
through the Intervention Bureaus.50 

Trade union consumerism had only one, but a very powerful weapon:
the right to strike. This entitlement determined, in fact, whether the oppos-
ing side would take consumer rights, such as the right to information or the
right to basic necessities, seriously. Moreover, members of Solidarność –
nearly ten million people producing food in the agriculture sector, manu-
facturing goods in the state-run enterprises, transporting them to the retail
units and finally selling them in the shops – could follow and observe the
entire food chain from production site to shop counter.51 And finally, as
trade unionists, the members of Solidarność were entitled by civil law to
inspect retail units independently from the regular state inspection. All in
all, the number of consumer concerns and interventions addressed by the
social movement turned out to be so vast that in May 1981 the Solidarność
press agency created a separate column in its daily magazine under the title
‘defence of consumers’. 

While the Federacja Konsumentów looked to the International Organiza-
tion of Consumer Unions and the UN agencies, the new trade union con-
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sumer movement developed predominantly in domestic milieus and became
an equal and politically dangerous opponent for the party-state apparatus.
However, the Solidarność experts were right to note that none of the food
control actions undertaken by the syndicalists could improved the crisis
mode of the Polish economy. Consumer rights thus constituted a temporary
form of collective empowerment which in the short term served as an
efficient remedy against the widespread sense of humiliation. The social
appropriation of consumer rights, especially the right to control a distribu-
tion and retail system independently from state inspection (or concurrently
with the party-state-conform trade unions), restored people’s sense of
dignity, subjectivity and participation in political life.52 For all these rea-
sons, the dissident experts supported the consumerist form of the political,
despite their reservations towards the populist drive to tighten food controls
and despite their belief that the main national task for the following months
was the project of economic reform rather than the pro-consumerist assis-
tance.53 

6. Solidarność Experts and the Challenge
of the Political in the 1980s

To navigate between the trade union structures and the dynamics of the
social movement, to moderate the seething social rage and anger – these
were the main challenges the Solidarność advisers were confronted with.
Facing the slump, the experts referred to their knowledge about economic
mechanisms, be it shortage economy theories developed in Eastern Europe
in the 1970s54 or current empirical data about the state of the Polish econ-
omy. On the one hand, they supported the consumer movement with their
expertise and sympathized with the popular sense of exhaustion and humili-
ation that resulted from the ubiquitous shortages and never-ending queues.
On the other, by virtue of their expert knowledge they struggled against
rumours and conspiracy theories such as the alleged export of Polish ham
to the Soviet Union. 
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Still, the experts had to keep a critical distance towards the statements
and data provided by the party and government institutions. As a result,
they entered into the equation as intermediaries who translated the concerns
and failures of the government into the language of popular imagination.
During the bilateral negotiations, in turn, they alerted party-state officials
to the importance of emotions, such as a collective sense of humiliation, for
the relations between state and society. 

Hagemejer, for example, while describing the dramatic provisioning
situation in his article ‘Queueing Society’, did not confirm popular beliefs
about intentional party-state politics of humiliation towards the rebellious
society. Rather, he looked for the sources of the crisis in ‘the scandalous
helplessness of the administration’ and its ‘striking incompetence in eco-
nomic planning’.55 His anti-populist attitude was courageous because most
Solidarność members believed in the bad will of the party-state functionar-
ies. In the popular imagination, queues symbolized a perverse form of
intentional pacification or even a kind of punishment executed by the Com-
munist regime over society.

The language of Catholic masses, celebrated on behalf of ‘the starving
Polish nation’, may exemplify how distant expert intellectualism was from
the rhetoric of popular unrest. In summer 1981, when numerous industrial
enterprises went on strike against the government’s provisioning and ration-
ing policies, textile plants in Łódź were covered with posters entitled ‘Our
Pope, please do not let us die of hunger’.56 The search for a common
denominator between the expert discourse and the symbolic expression of
the national-religious community constituted a real challenge for the dissi-
dent advisers. Although the expert language was critical towards the offi-
cial Communist discourse and at the same time open to popular claim
making, which Jadwiga Staniszkis has called ‘political moralism’ (as op-
posed to the political pragmatism dominating the adviser circles),57 Solidar-
ność activists perceived the experts as not sufficiently radical, politicized
and moralistic. 

All these tensions often focused on the Solidarność experts who negoti-
ated consumer issues with the government and had to communicate the
even more radical demands of the striking workers.58 Shortly before the
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introduction of Martial Law,59 during the last months of legal Solidarność
activity (September–December 1981), a discord between the moderate
attitudes of the experts and the popular movement, which did not want to
follow the rationale of the self-limiting revolution anymore, increasingly
became apparent. The diverging visions of the political, as well as growing
conflicts within Solidarność, demonstrated the limits of the experts’ attach-
ment to popular political action. From the perspective of the following
decade, this was an important experience for the dissident advisers.

In the second half of the 1980s, such promoters of syndicalist consumer-
ism as Lesław Paga, who had introduced consumer issues into Solidar-
ność’s political programme, abandoned the project of a mass social move-
ment and turned instead to the ideas of individual entrepreneurship and
social resourcefulness.60 There were good reasons for such a change. While
the independent trade unions had to operate in conspiracy as a result of the
Martial Law restrictions61 and the party-state officials made fruitless efforts
to revive the crippling economy, individual wit and creativity became a
landmark of that transitory decade – the 1980s.62 Self-help and grass-roots
distribution of the Western packages sent to Poland by organizations and
individuals from the other side of the Iron Curtain determined, to a great
extent, the daily lives of Polish consumers. Lesław Paga saw in these
activities another form of fledgling civil society, existing in complete
separation from the party-state structures. Employing the American term of
‘grass-roots reform’, he believed that the rise of mutual aid associations
and the development of small-scale private business would lead to a general
change in politics and society. According to Paga, consumer self-help
would not only constitute an adaptation to the economic crisis, it would
also define the very origins of the new socio-economic system. 

At the end of the 1980s, the view became more common – but was still
quite disputed – among the dissident and non-dissident experts that civil
society and democracy fit well with a liberal market economy. Or rather,
this was still a very vague concept propagated by a few leading economists.
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And yet, it was precisely at this time that the experts came to the forefront
and organized an influential milieu under the auspices of Lech Wałęsa.
More concretely, while Solidarność was kept illegal by the Jaruzelski
regime, the future economic and political reforms were heatedly discussed
in the isolated circles of the intellectual elite such as the Lech Wałęsa
Citizens Committee, in which several dozens of dissident academics were
organized.63 Paradoxically, in the conspiracy period of Solidarność, the
more its advisers stressed the issue of civil society and the concerns of
everyday consumers, the less, in fact, they were able to communicate with
the rank-and-file members of the trade union. Between 1986 and 1988, as
the dissident expert groups rebuilt a well-functioning nationwide network,
its social basis narrowed to the members of intelligentsia. 

As some of the advisers noticed self-critically at the end of the 1980s,
their debates on politics, economy and society represented voices of expert
consumers, but hardly referred to ‘what society actually thought’.64 They
stressed Poland’s position ‘between East and West’ as well as the ‘energy,
creativity and resourcefulness of the Poles’ that should ‘translate into a new
understanding of state and economic organization’65 that would replace the
fading political system. However, during this crucial moment, everyday
consumer concerns did not matter as much as in 1980-81 because the
experts already shifted their attention to more general divagations on the
future economic regime.

The Round Table talks in early 1989, led by Solidarność and party-state
experts and politicians66 – a political symbol of the peaceful demise of the
Communism – decided on the fundamental economic issues, including the
protection of consumers against inflation and unemployment.67 However,
the language of consumerism propagated by the FK and some of the dissi-
dent economists in the 1980s no longer shaped the main economic ideas of
the Round Table. It was not a debate about economic rights, but rather an
expert discussion about the ways in which a ‘social market economy’ was
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to be introduced. Therefore, the last Communist68 as well as the first non-
Communist government69 was to a great extent composed of publicly un-
known experts who focused on the very notion of pro-market reforms.
While human rights talk became a political language of the 1989 transition
in Eastern Europe,70 Polish experts abandoned the rhetoric of consumer
entitlement in favour of the much more radical idea of ‘shock therapy’,
which revoked both the original Solidarność pro-consumer agenda and the
resolutions of the Round Table that were officially announced only a few
months earlier. The pro-human rights and pro-market discourses appeared
to the majority of economic experts as two coherent and intertwined intel-
lectual projects. At the beginning of the 1990s, the concepts of economic
liberalization (or deregulation, to use the modern term) and consumer
rights went hand in hand. Actually, very few of the former leaders of the
democratic opposition or FK activists perceived this shift as a ‘crisis of
Solidarność identity’ or as a symptom of the ‘chasm between the trade
union’s elite and its rank-and-file members’, as the eminent oppositionist
Karol Modzelewski indicated bitterly in his writings in the early 1990s.71 

7. Conclusion

In sum, in 1989 and shortly afterwards, for the experts of both the demo-
cratic opposition and party-state circles, including Federacja Konsumen-
tów, the connection between pro-market reforms and the creation of civil
society (the latter would then automatically represent the consumers’ point
of view) eventually turned into a public confession of faith.72 The fact that
the working class, as a consequence of the post-1989 transformation, got
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excluded from the fruits of affluence was perceived and represented as ‘the
necessary cost of the systems transition’.73 This may explain why the early
1980s consumer movement, based on the trade unionist structures and
referring to the spirit of collective, syndicalist action, was not revived at
the end of the decade. 

Why did consumer rights get depoliticized so fast in the beginning of the
1990s? My thesis is that the Solidarność advisers who turned into govern-
ment officials or became captains of economic liberalism, like Lesław
Paga, the president of the first stock exchange in Eastern Europe after the
fall of Communism, had always treated consumer protection as a temporary
issue. And they imagined that once the planned economy came to an end,
all consumer nightmares would simply disappear of their own accord. 

In the 1990s, formerly dissident experts did not stress consumer rights
as part of the politically and symbolically powerful set of human rights.
They preferred to equate consumer issues with the questions of choice, full
shop shelves and material abundance, but not necessarily with the questions
of living standards, purchasing power, poverty and access to material and
cultural goods. However, one cannot regard the shift of the consumerism
agenda towards the satisfaction of the individual consumer as an Eastern
European particularity. All around the globe, as Matthew Hilton has ob-
served, consumer movements felt the pressure of global neo-liberalism,
which came to fruition through the proliferation of multi-national compa-
nies and the crisis of the United Nations idea of development.74 In Poland
as well as in other European economies after 1989, the challenge of the
political in the sphere of consumption focused on the issues of deregulation,
privatization of the economy and the legal protection of individual consum-
ers (the latter strongly supported by the European Union): Regulatory,
collective and state-interventionist institutions were labelled as ideologically
bankrupt. For the FK, this meant the triumph of the consumerist agenda as
a consensual, non-political activity within the domestic NGO sector and the
responsible UN or EU agencies. The formerly dissident experts pursued a
similar path: They removed collective action from the political repertoire of
post-1989 consumerism.

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/978-3-88640-421-6.2010.241 | Generated on 2025-10-28 03:43:16


	Małgorzata Mazurek: Beyond the Iron Curtain. Experts, Consumer Rights and the Challenge of the Political in Poland (1980–89)
	1. Polish Expert Consumerism in the Post-Stalinist Period
	2. The Origins of the Federacja Konsumentów
	3. Expert Consumers Association, Solidarność and the International Impact
	4. Experts from the Democratic Opposition
	5. Institutions and Ideas of the Solidarność Consumer Movement
	6. Solidarność Experts and the Challenge of the Political in the 1980s
	7. Conclusion


