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“Give me just one generation of youth, and
I’ll transform the whole world.”

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin
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Introduction
Poland, Students, and Communism

Andrzej Wajda’s 1981 Oscar-nominated film, Człowiek z żelaza [The Man of
Iron], which portrays the story of the foundation of Solidarność (Solidar-
ity), retells some of the pivotal events in Communist Poland’s history
through the eyes of a young student-turned-worker, Maciek Tomczyk. In
March 1968, Maciek and his friend Dzidek, then still students, came run-
ning agitatedly into Maciek’s home to tell his father, a shipyard worker,
that “it’s started.” Around the country, security forces were beating pro-
testing students, and Maciek had come home to urge his father to mobi-
lize the workers in their support. His father instead pushed him into the
next room, locked the door forbidding him to go anywhere while telling
him to calm down for the workers were not going to come to the stu-
dents’ aid. After their attempts to persuade the father otherwise proved
futile, he dismissed the youngsters’ objections by telling them: “don’t mix
the workers in this. They’ll move when the time is right.” Later in the
movie, Dzidek recalls why students did not come to stand in solidarity
with the workers two years later, in 1970, when they in turn rose in
protest against the regime. He stated that “then, we were hard and stayed
away.” These scenes depict part of the foundation myth of Solidarność, the
supposed conflict between students and intelligentsia on the one hand
and the working class on the other hand, symbolized by the crises of
March 1968 and December 1970 which occurred a decade before the first
independent trade union in the Soviet bloc was founded. However, the
above-cited scenes also reverberate a moment of generational strife, the
students with their utopian or unrealistic vision of revolution finding no
ear with the working-class father who disciplines his son for his naiveté
and lack of understanding of the political realities of the time.

Numerous works have been written about the foundation of
Solidarność and how it marked the beginning of the demise of Commu-
nism. These and other historical works concerning Communist Poland do
not mention much about the role of the students in Communist Poland
apart from the 1968 protests. However, the 1968 protests were but an
episode of Polish post-war student politics. Its origins stretch back to the
publication of Jacek Kuroń and Karol Modzelewski’s “Open Letter,” the
authors’ student activity in turn dating back to the 1956 crisis and the
preceding Stalinist era. Neither was 1968 an endpoint—students played

xvii



xviii Introduction

an important role in the later Solidarność era but their contribution is
usually eclipsed in the historical narrative of the period by that of the
working class, the oppositional intelligentsia and the church. However,
in present-day Poland one does not have to look far to find former stu-
dent activists at the forefront of society. Both the current president
Bronisław Komorowski and longtime Prime Minister (and now President
of the European Council) Donald Tusk started their political careers as
students in opposition to the Communist regime. Not only students who
acted in opposition to the regime seem to have benefitted from their
activity during the Communist era. Former president—the longest-serv-
ing in the office since 1989—Aleksander Kwaśniewski laid the ground-
work for his political walk of life as an activist in the official Communist
student union. Komorowski, Tusk, and Kwaśniewski are no exceptions
as the same can be said for many others among Poland’s political elite.
Moreover, many of Poland’s leading figures in the media, academia, and
the business world started their métier as student activists. In fact, student
politics played a far greater role in forging people’s life stories compared
to the relatively minor place it occupies in the hitherto historiography of
Communist Poland.

This book aims to partially rectify this situation by presenting a specif-
ic historical overview of student politics in Communist Poland. In this
sense, it offers an alternative narrative to the commonly accepted histori-
cal account of political events in Poland in the period from 1944 to 1989.
The story that the reader will encounter in this book in fact constitutes in
many aspects a summary of prequels to more known episodes in the
history of Communist Poland, partially because it involves the same pro-
tagonists though at an earlier stage of their life (i.e., during their student
years). While it holds true that student activists would often become
more renowned as individuals for their exploits in the later phases of
their lives—as party activists, state officials, academics, journalists, dissi-
dents, etc., one student activist later became Pope—much of whom they
later became was determined by their youthful activity and choices made
during their student years which in many cases was linked to a specific
generational experience. These generational experiences of students were
also influenced by the broader processes of political, economic, social,
and cultural change that took place in Polish society from the end of
World War II to the demise of Communism in 1989. Above all, students,
due to their higher education, were expected to become members of the
future elite in the political, social, economic, and cultural sphere. Once
they graduated and left the student milieu, these individuals were there-
fore to be perceived as young members of the intelligentsia, a social
group with its own historical traditions and dynamics in Poland.
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STUDENTS AND THE INTELLIGENTSIA

The intelligentsia as it was understood in Poland refers to a somewhat
different category of people than usually associated with the term in the
West. Whereas in the latter context the term denotes people who adhere
within a broad sense to an intellectual and educated elite, the notion of
intelligentsia in Poland implies a certain missionary calling and aspira-
tion towards leadership of the nation—hence, its members are character-
ized by a specific Weltanschauung. The intelligentsia as a specific social
group in Polish society emerged in the early nineteenth century, at a time
when the Polish state had ceased to exist following the final of three
partitions by its neighboring powers, Prussia and the Russian and Habs-
burg Empires. Following the rebirth of an independent Polish state after
World War I, the intelligentsia fulfilled the role of an elite, its members
seeing themselves as the traditional guardians of the Polishness of the
state. When Poland was invaded and occupied by Nazi Germany and the
Soviet Union on the outset of World War II, both occupying powers
immediately enacted policies and undertook measures to physically
eliminate this social group in order to break the backbone of the Polish
nation.1

With the end of World War II and Poland’s re-emergence within new
geographical borders as a Soviet satellite state, the surviving segment of
the Polish intelligentsia posed an immediate problem for the fledgling
Communist regime. The surviving members of the intelligentsia consti-
tuted not only part of the pre-war elite upon which the new regime
would have to rely for the post-war reconstruction, it was also predomi-
nantly anti-Communist, anti-Soviet, and even anti-Russian—an enmity
stemming from the Soviet occupation of Eastern Poland in 1939–1941, the
Polish-Bolshevik war of 1920–1921 to as far back as the era of the parti-
tions. From the outset the Communist regime strived to curb this social
group and former elite while implementing policies and engineering con-
ditions to facilitate the creation of a new and loyal “socialist” intelligent-
sia thereby drawing on the Soviet model. Though this concept of a new
intelligentsia borrowed from a utopian vision of social engineering and
the regime’s policies experienced only limited success, the Communist
years did effect further significant change within this social group. The
main outcome, which was a direct result of the expansion of higher edu-
cation combined with demographic change in the post-war era, was the
growth of a “technical” or “working” intelligentsia consisting mainly of
higher-educated white-collar professionals. This group stood apart from
the so-called “cultural” or “creative” intelligentsia, a division based upon
ideological prerogatives.2

The growth of the intelligentsia in the Communist period was pre-
ceded by a growth in student numbers in the decades after World War II.
There was thus a relation between the student body and the intelligentsia
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that was primarily based upon age differentiation. While membership to
the former was limited to specific age-cohorts, this did not hold true for
the latter which accumulated an increasing influx of age groups. In this
sense students were to be perceived as young prospective members of
the intelligentsia. Moreover, the largest segment of student youth came
from an intelligentsia background, despite the efforts of the Communist
regime to change the “class base” of the student body. However, there
was a significant influx of youth from rural to urban areas during the
early years of the Communist regime, a share of whom would attend
university effectively becoming the first generation with higher educa-
tion in their families. These youths would later in turn form the backbone
of the clientele of the regime for the single fact that they owed their
upward social mobility to it. As these youths entered the institutions of
higher education from social backgrounds that did not hitherto provide a
large amount of members of the student community, their mentality
therefore did not necessarily fit in well with the traditional mores of the
student milieu, which had an impact upon the dynamics therein. The
same was to be said about the faculty at the institutions of higher educa-
tion, a segment of the intelligentsia that traditionally interacted the most
with the student milieu. While according to the regime academics sup-
posedly adhered to the working intelligentsia, another traditional group
that had close affinity with students were writers, who were perceived as
part of the cultural intelligentsia. In the latter case the relation between
intelligentsia and students had some significant age-related qualifications
as different so-called literary generations influenced the thinking of spe-
cific age-groups of students. Such age-related qualifications which
amount to generational differences within the intelligentsia as a group
are even more expounded and evident for the student body.3

Apart from age as a criterion to distinguish between the student body
and the intelligentsia, it is important to point out the impact of the demo-
graphic evolution after World War II on both students and intelligentsia.4

The immediate post-war situation was one of a dramatic cataclysm. Po-
land has lost about 17 percent of its population while the intelligentsia
had been decimated during the war. The constellation of the surviving
populace had also changed significantly which reverberated even more
in light of the changed geographical position of the country after the war.
The Holocaust, the post-war ethnic cleansing, deportation, and resettle-
ment of displaced persons had a tremendous impact on the composition
of the student body which became more ethnically Polish than ever be-
fore. It represented a historical caesura that to a large extent impeded
continuity with the pre-war era. While the surviving members of the
intelligentsia still cultivated pre-war traditions, this could not be ex-
pected among the student body and the consecutive age-cohorts entering
it. In time, this situation would inevitably affect not only the political
values of students, but the intelligentsia as a whole.5 Such changes, how-



Introduction xxi

ever, were initially felt among the young who were also targeted by the
new regime as the pioneers of the new political and social order. In other
words, aside from their youthful age, students and their political activity
differed from the intelligentsia on the one hand by the specific conditions
of the student milieu and on the other hand by the rapid succession of
student generations. Therefore, a history of student politics in Commu-
nist Poland implies an understanding of both the milieu-specific and
generational problems. There exists an abundance of studies on student
organizations and movements in different countries and eras.6 These,
however, consist of a wide spectrum of methodological and conceptual
approaches, necessitating a rethinking of a workable conceptualization of
student politics under Communism in Poland for the period of 1944 to
1989.

STUDENT POLITICS AS A MILIEU-SPECIFIC PHENOMENON

The wide variety of available literature provides an inconsistent use of
terminology and concepts regarding what student politics represents and
therefore an initial definition is warranted. Student politics can be de-
fined as struggles to influence a set of relations in the educational or
broader national sphere.7 These struggles—based on certain ideas and
inspired by local, national, or even international developments—are
moreover carried by students although not necessarily in an exclusive
manner. Students as a social group hold a specific social position in soci-
ety, since being a student is a “total” role which stands in opposition and
can be mutually exclusive to other roles.8 Moreover, students possess an
intellectual disposition that enables to criticize their environment.9 Both
their social and intellectual status as well as their youthful inclination can
provide them with a missionary calling towards society, thereby drawing
on specific historical experiences and traditions.10 The student body be-
ing the total number of students is divided both according to political
affiliation and participation, but can at times be mobilized towards a
specific political goal overcoming these divisions.11 The overall majority
of students as a rule—apart from times of crisis when broad protest
movements can arise—remains aloof from the arena of student politics.
Thus, student politics in general although engaged in collectively as a
group is the activity of a minority of the student body.

This characteristic of collective action based upon a certain set of con-
vergent ideas can imply both a form of social movement as well as a type
of organization. A student organization on the one hand denotes a struc-
tured collective of students based on political, social, religious, or cultural
affiliation. Such an organization can be official and legal, extra-curricular
or unofficial and illegal thereby forced to operate clandestinely. A stu-
dent movement on the other hand is a social movement based on collec-
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tive action under student leadership aimed at influencing societal devel-
opments—be it in the educational or broader political sphere—and can
operate in the framework of a broader social movement as its vanguard
or in a supportive role and as an activist recruiting pool.12 The two con-
cepts are not the same and do not play a role in student politics to the
same degree, but they are connected and it is possible that they can
overlap at times. Only a student movement is inherently linked to stu-
dent politics.

From a historical perspective, the Polish student movement fits the
definition of the so-called “classical student movement” in which stu-
dents saw themselves as having a particular role to play as a group in
society. Such a student movement, be it social or political, was focused on
the wider society. It did not necessarily need a political program, but
could in its orientation be aligned with a broader social or political move-
ment through which it could manifest itself for a longer period of time. Its
national characteristics were in turn determined by the traditions within
the student milieu. These elements—or rather the memory of them—
would in some way or another influence student politics in the post-war
period since students at different times would become inspired by the
historical myth of previous generations of students. As such, the genera-
tional phenomenon of Polish student politics constitutes no less than a
“narrative of consciousness” as the memory of the consecutive move-
ments, conspiracies, and uprisings left their mark not only on the post-
war student movement, but on Polish society at large. 13

This national specificity against the backdrop of the historical context
is not without importance in a society which like the Polish one is imbued
with a strong historical consciousness at the core of its identity. Much of
the characteristics of post-war student politics were influenced by histori-
cal traditions despite a changed political context. This is apparent in stu-
dents’ political actions, the political ideas that permeated the student
milieu, and the way in which students mobilized and organized. Polish
students had been politically active ever since the emergence of modern
student movements in the early nineteenth century. Their actions usually
centered around conspiratorial activity, which at times evolved into full-
scale protest and strike movements and led to active participation in the
insurrections of the era. Initially, a spirit of revolutionary liberalism held
sway in the milieu, though this changed towards the late nineteenth cen-
tury when socialist, anarchist, and nationalist ideas came to the fore. With
the additional influence of Catholicism and the appearance of a specific
ideology of agrarism Poland had an ideologically diverse student milieu
at the dawn of the twentieth century. The early decades of student con-
spiratorial activism necessitated clandestine organization. This began to
change in the latter half of the nineteenth century when students legally
founded mutual-aid societies. This signaled the beginning of a tradition
of student self-government (samorządność) in Polish academic centers.
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With the re-emergence of an independent Polish state after World War I
came the creation of sponsored organizations (i.e., student organizations
that were affiliated and under patronage of political parties or the
church). While student politics was determined by the structural political
circumstances of an era, it was also characterized at times by the dynam-
ics of generational conflict—a rebellion of the young generation of stu-
dents versus the old ruling class. This was especially apparent during the
Romantic period of the early nineteenth century when students filled the
ranks of insurrectionaries, the final years of the nineteenth century with
the coming of age of a generation of so-called niepokorni (defiant ones)
from which the leaders of the Second Republic would emerge, and dur-
ing the 1930s when the student milieu rebelled en masse against the then
authoritarian Sanacja (Overhaul) regime though in the latter case this was
overshadowed by anti-Semitic excesses.14 The above elements and char-
acteristics would reappear and influence student politics during the
Communist era.

STUDENT POLITICS UNDER COMMUNISM

Student politics within the context of a totalitarian or authoritarian re-
gime with totalitarian aspects—as was rather the case in Poland after
1956—is characterized by certain limitations. In Communist Poland, the
top-down centralized monopoly of power implied that the party dictated
higher education policy, engineered a youth policy to serve its interests
and additionally applied various forms and degrees of repression via
bureaucratic measures or, more directly, through the security apparatus.
This ideological imperative of vertical control of the Communist regime
aimed for the atomization of the individual—the Soviet Komsomol as a
mass ideological youth organization served as the guiding example, al-
though it was not exactly replicated in Poland—and conflicted with the
traditions and mores of the student milieu.15 It is this conflict that consti-
tuted the structural setting for student politics under Communism—one
of regime control versus student conformism, pragmatism, and resis-
tance.

The first and foremost way in which the regime strove to exert direct
control over the student milieu was through sponsored organization. Dif-
ferent types of student organizations were set up to serve the regime’s
needs.16 In comparison to the pre-war student organizations under politi-
cal patronage, these organizations exceeded levels of penetration and
control of Communist party activists. In Communist Poland three differ-
ent categories of organization were to be observed, each with a respective
level of regime control and sponsorship. Their common denominator was
that they were legal under the Communist system. The first category was
political organization, which took on various forms and changing roles at
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different times corresponding to the contemporary needs of the regime.
Depending on the situation there was either a degree of organizational
pluralism or a single organizational structure, which had an avant-garde
or mass character and represented an all-encompassing concept of youth
or a milieu-specific student identity.

The second category was social organization, which represented and
dealt with various aspects of student life that had been managed by the
mutual-aid associations in earlier times. Such organization was perceived
as constituting something in the likes of a student trade union.17 Under
the Communist regime these organizations were subjected to the author-
ity of the party albeit to far lesser extent than the political organizations.
Social organization involved a plethora of activities and responsibilities
ranging from student representation at the universities to organizing
purely recreational events. A special case was the Akademicki Związek
Sportowy (AZS—Academic Sports Union) that enjoyed some autonomy
within the social organizational structure.

The third and final category was represented by various institutions
of self-government inasmuch as they did not coincide with or were not
embodied by the social organization. This could entail the running of
dormitories, canteens, clubs, and bars if they were managed to a certain
extent from within the student body. In certain cases student self-govern-
ment even amounted to student representation through a “parliament” at
an institution of higher education.18 Finally, even under Communism,
the Polish academic milieu was still highly attached to the traditional
notion of self-government. In this sense the institutions of higher educa-
tion symbolized self-governing spheres—universities for example en-
joyed extra-territoriality, a similar principle that applied to foreign lega-
tions and embassies—though this naturally varied depending on the pe-
riod. What all these forms of self-government had in common was that
they were legal—tolerated or sanctioned by the authorities. The above
three categories of sponsored organization would in effect constitute the
“official student movement.”

This official student movement was but one side of the coin since
independent and oppositional student activity influenced the character of
and set the scene for student politics in Communist Poland. Similarly,
three distinctive types of activity were to be distinguished. The first was
the political activity of radical students, though the term “radical” de-
notes the oppositional politicization of the students in question rather
than the actual ideology. It epitomizes the contrast with the majority of
the student body which tended to act in a conformist way out of “status
anxiety.”19 In this sense, it also underlines the element of agency and
political action which was conspiratorial or, conversely, public. What stu-
dent radicals had in common was that they acted upon their convictions
and in doing so paved the way for larger movements if and when they
emerged. The second type of activity related to the role of the church
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within the student community. Although this was severely limited dur-
ing Communist times, its most significant and yet tolerated presence was
embodied by the student parishes at the universities and colleges. Fur-
thermore, students were attracted to various church-sponsored extra-cur-
ricular activities through which the latter exerted an influence on the
student milieu. The third area of activity lay within the sphere of youth
counter-culture. Counter-cultural trends fed non-conformist stances and
rebellious inclinations among members of the student body.20 Since they
were often the result of transnational influences emanating from the
West, they were regarded as negative and even hostile by the regime, but
attractive for young people who wished to show their defiance in a less
explicitly political manner.21

It is important to underscore that under the Communist regime all
social activity was interpreted through an ideological prism in which
nothing was void of a political dimension.22 Thus, an apolitical stance
implicitly signified a rejection of the system which paradoxically held a
political connotation. Therefore, student politics under Communism not
only implied the classical political activity of students, but also the apolit-
ical activity that focused on the interests or situation of students as
such.23 Moreover, the degree of state repression to which the student
milieu was subjected at various times throughout the Communist period
played a significant role to curb or encourage certain types of activity.
Another important element that influenced the nature of student politics
under Communism was the effect of the regime’s measures vis-à-vis the
composition of the student body. As Communism in theory constituted a
future utopian social order, in practice the Communists endeavored to
change the structure of society through various forms of social engineer-
ing to which the student milieu was no exception. Students were not only
regarded to represent incipient cohorts of exemplary “new men and
women” but they were designated to become members of the new social-
ist intelligentsia.24 To aid and accelerate this process in the meantime, the
regime contemplated to change the class character of the student milieu
by promoting working-class and rural youth to enroll into higher educa-
tion institutions.25 In its most extreme apparition, Communist policy as-
pired to eliminate the traditional notion of students as a social group by
imposing a uniform youth model. This was apparent among others in
how students were encouraged to spend their free time doing manual
labor. This also meant that the so-called traditional divide between “town
and gown” carried less weight under the Communist regime than it did
in other societies. Student youth therefore had more in common with
their working-class compatriots than elsewhere. In other words, age-
peers among the generations of youth coming of age during Communist
rule were more capable of understanding each other over and despite
differences of milieu.26
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THE PROBLEM OF STUDENT GENERATIONS

Apart from being determined by the contingencies of a specific milieu,
student politics is inherently linked to the problem of youth since stu-
dents as a social group are generally associated with a youthful life
phase.27 This youthfulness is not strictly biological since students as a
rule are already young adults, but rather refers to their social and eco-
nomic status. Due to their studies, students gain their independence as
individuals in society after a more protracted period which has been
prolonged in industrialized societies as training and education take long-
er and general life-expectancy increases. The years of being a student
therefore represent a specific phase in life between adolescence and fully-
fledged adulthood though in some cases there is an increased continuity
when ex-students, part-time students, and young academics remain long-
er attached to the broader student community. Nevertheless, the student
body changes quite rapidly over time as it is depleted and replenished
with frequent regularity by successive age-cohorts, a process which in-
duces the emergence and disappearance of student generations.28

This generational aspect has important implications for the under-
standing and perception of student politics.29 Students as young people
experience historical events differently than their elders thereby develop-
ing their political views in a distinct way. The collective binding customs,
social usages, beliefs, and ideas that students acquire while coming of age
at a certain time in history lead to a generation-specific mentality. A
student generation’s identity is moreover often determined politically by
a decisive event, a “generational event,” that was critical during its mem-
bers’ socialization. The more generational events, the more potential po-
litical student generations there can arise.30 In turn, student movements
and student politics are susceptible to change as a result of changing
political generations within the student body.31

However, political generations are not necessarily composed of like-
minded individuals as different trends can exist within a single genera-
tion. Generations can be divided into subgroups which respective com-
mon experiences differ from one another in specific ways although they
share the same historical experience. Members of such “generational
units” are united by a similar consciousness amounting to a particular
common identity. Thus, differentiated and even antagonistic generation-
al units are oriented toward each other and represent the same genera-
tion exactly because of this mutual orientation. Conversely, a generation
often becomes identified though the values of a single generational unit
because that respective subgroup’s thinking and actions became the most
influential as it appeared to be most in harmony with the prevailing
historical experience of the generation as a whole. When small groups of
students become politically active they can influence the wider student
generation leading to the extent of an ideological convergence which can
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be perceived as a specific “generational style.” Generational styles can be
discerned as intellectual trends that became polarized within a certain
Zeitgeist.32 This amounts to a generational perception of student politics
through the generated political ideas and actions, and the represented
ideology of student movements that arise. In contrast to the intelligentsia
with its wider age group of members, the succession of relatively short
generations of students implies that the latter’s political consciousness
was more directly influenced by processes of societal change as their
political socialization was more prone to differentiation.

When it comes to students’ political consciousness, some qualification
of the milieu component in student politics under Communism in favor
of the generational component is necessary.33 Although political con-
sciousness is often attributed to milieu, status group or class, it is impor-
tant to distinguish between these concepts when referring to students in a
Communist system. Class consciousness relates to an individual’s per-
ception of adherence to a certain social group and the then resulting
identification with its collective values, something that was ironically less
clear under Communism despite its class rhetoric and ideology. Political
consciousness, in contrast, implies an understanding of social issues that
transcends the level of opinion or attitude through which a set of values
is developed for one to act on accordingly.34 In other words, students do
not achieve political consciousness simply by belonging to the student
community. Under Communism, it was primarily their socialization
from a generational point of view that affected their consciousness.
Protest would be incited on generational grounds—young workers and
students—rather than class-specific grounds. At most there was a differ-
ence between urban and rural youth since the latter were less in touch
with their peers in the towns and cities. It was, however, the way in
which young people acted upon their political consciousness that was
determined by the milieu they resided in, because certain options for
action were either available or necessary.

Another important generational aspect of student politics is the ele-
ment of intergenerational conflict which had two manifestations under
Communism. The first and most common was that of a young generation
coming into conflict with a “gerontocracy.”35 Communism generated ge-
rontocracies because of its inherent authoritarian character. When the
policies of the gerontocratic elite were too much out-of-touch with the
aspirations of the younger generations a “generation gap” would present
itself that could prove fertile ground for rebellion.36 The second type of
intergenerational conflict was even more indigenous to the Communist
system and was a direct result of its totalitarian-utopian characteristics.
This type of intergenerational conflict was in fact generated or encour-
aged from above, incited by the regime’s elite in order to use the younger
generation to destroy the old order. Such a conflict of the young Commu-
nist and the reactionary elder during Stalinist times was eagerly por-
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trayed in Soviet propaganda and symbolized by Pavlik Morozov.37 The
mobilization potential of youth and students against “reactionary” elders
was furthermore amply demonstrated by the actions of the Red Guards in
Maoist China.38

Generational conflict was but one of the possible motive forces that
drove student politics. The history of student politics in Communist Po-
land is foremost a story of successive student generations with their own
characteristics coming of age while faced with the changing realities of
life. These generations’ experience of growing up under Communism
significantly influenced their political consciousness. During this period,
from 1944 to 1989, various types of ideas emerged, developed, persisted,
and disappeared that generated political actions by students within dif-
ferent types of organizational structures. Not only the regime’s policies,
but the activity of the church, and the appearance of transnational and
counter-cultural trends also had an impact on the activity of Polish stu-
dents. Polish students were not united in their political outlook, their
choices, or their actions making student politics at times an area of dy-
namic historical interaction.

STRUCTURE AND OUTLINE

This book consists of four successive chronological parts covering the
Communist period from 1944 to 1989, each respectively bundling three
chapters which discuss student politics in Poland through a succession of
generational units and generational events. Part I covers the period from
1944 to 1957 and discusses the situation of the Polish student movement
during the first post-war period generally associated with the Sovietiza-
tion of Poland, the Stalinist terror, and the ensuing destalinization pro-
cess. Chapter 1 covers the post-war period up to 1950 when the Stalinist
Gleichschaltung was completed. This period witnessed a limited form of
enduring pluralism in student organizations as well as student contesta-
tion of the Communists’ policies. Chapter 2 focuses on the high water-
mark of totalitarianism in Communist Poland. It examines the way the
monolithic Stalinist model of higher education and youth organization
was imposed and assesses the degree of its success and failure to pene-
trate the academic milieu. Chapter 3 discusses the end of Stalinism in
Poland. This catharsis was symbolized by the implosion and dissolution
of the Stalinist youth organization. Students played an important role in
the drive for socio-political change that culminated in the “October
Spring” of 1956. The chapter closes with a discussion of how the student
movement’s revolutionary impetus was curbed and brought back under
the Communist leadership’s control by 1957.

Part II examines Polish student politics during the period following
the subduing of the student milieu in 1957 to the outbreak of nationwide
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student protest in 1968. Chapter 4 discusses the years following the “Oc-
tober Spring” of 1956 which are usually referred to as the “small stabil-
ization.” It treats the student organizations that succeeded the imploded
Stalinist youth organization, the Związek Młodzieży Polskiej (ZMP—Union
of Polish Youth). This chapter ventures into the overall function of the
organizations and their impact on the student milieu. Moreover, it also
elaborates on the hearths of student opposition that arose during this
period, the most prominent of which being the circle of Jacek Kuroń and
Karol Modzelewski. Chapter 5 focuses further on the student opposition
as it gained momentum from 1965 onwards. The chapter deals with the
influence of the church, the nationalist conspiratorial organization Ruch
(Movement) and the hippie movement on the student milieu. But the
focal point is on the group of students who came to be called the Koman-
dosi (Commandos), whose activity built upon that of Kuroń and Modze-
lewski’s circle and would provide the impulse to the outbreak of nation-
wide student protest in 1968. This student revolt is the subject of chapter
6. It is regarded as the main political event concerning students in the
history of Communist Poland and it gave rise to a specific “generation of
’68.” As the student protest movement in Poland coincided with student
unrest in other countries, a discussion of the 1968 student revolt and its
characteristics in an international comparative context concludes the
chapter.

Part III explores the political situation in the student milieu and the
evolution of student politics from the post-March period through the
1970s. Chapter 7 deals with the repression against students in the wake of
the 1968 protests. It analyzes the regime’s ideological offensive to bring
the student community under increased control by unifying the official
student organizations into one socialist organization, the Socjalistyczny
Związek Studentów Polskich (SZSP—Socialist Union of Polish Students).
Chapter 8 focuses on this organization, its role and its influence. It dem-
onstrates that contrary to the regime’s aims it produced a generation of
activists whose political consciousness distinguished itself from earlier
pro-regime activists not by its level of conformism or loyalty, but rather
by its mere formal adherence to Marxist ideology. It epitomized a genera-
tion of pragmatic, reform-minded socialists. The chapter also treats the
hearths of student opposition that persisted in the mid-1970s. Chapter 9
then turns to the re-emergence of organized student opposition in the
latter half of the 1970s. Although this activity was limited in scale, it did
represent some new trends, both in ideas and actions, and was influential
in setting the scene for the activity of the subsequent student generations
in the 1980s.

Part IV discusses the political activity of Polish students from the
emergence of Solidarność in 1980 to the demise of the Communist regime
in 1989. Chapter 10 deals with the developments within the student
movement during the Solidarność period of 1980–1981. This crisis was a
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dynamic period for the student movement similar to 1956. Even more so,
as for the first time in the history of Communist Poland student protest
gave rise to the creation and legalization of an independent mass student
organization. Chapter 11 is concerned with the “normalization” period
following the imposition of martial law until the middle of the decade. It
focuses primarily on the consequences of martial law for the evolution of
student politics as such. Chapter 12 discusses the last generation of stu-
dents that became politically active under Communism. This genera-
tion’s activity spearheaded the transformation process and represented
the final act of the classical student movement in Polish history.
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