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PREFACE

n The Lexus and the Olive Tree (Farrar, Straus, and

Giroux, 1999) and Longitudes and Attitudes (Farrar,

Straus, and Giroux, 2002), the award-winning re-

porter for the New York Times Thomas L. Friedman

observed that the world has made a remarkable tran-
sition during the past quarter century from division to in-
tegration. What was once a world of separation, symbolized
by the Cold War and “the Wall,” evolved, especially with the
collapse of the Soviet Union, into a world of globalization
and global interconnectedness, symbolized by “the Net.”
That new reality has led to remarkable changes. Moreover,
it is not merely a passing trend; it is a reality that affects
every facet of human existence.

Regrettably, however, not everyone has become part of
what amounts to a revolution; in some cases, an antimod-
ernism has caused a lag in the developments of the critical
trends of democratization and economic change. That gap,
epitomized by the difterence between the world of the
Lexus and that of the olive tree, forms the core of Fried-
man’s analysis of the Middle East, for example. As perceptive
as he is of this clash in that region, in many ways Friedman’s
observations regarding the necessity of seeing the world in
a more global and integrated manner are prophetic for
many in the West as well. Although Friedman’s emphasis is
on an antimodernism that creates a gap between the world
of the olive tree and the world of the Lexus, preventing in-
terconnectedness from being fully realized, there are other
barriers, more subtle perhaps, but no less real, that create
gaps in the knowledge of so many areas of the world with
which we are so closely linked.

Certainly in the United States, knowledge of other parts
of the world is at times regrettably and, some might argue,
even dangerously lacking. The events of September 2001 and
the actions of a handful of al-Qaeda fanatics are but one ex-
ample of an inattention to the realities of the post—Cold War
world. Despite the fact that the organization of Osama Bin-
Laden had long been a sworn enemy of the United States
(and others) and his followers had already launched attacks
on targets around the globe (including an earlier attempt on
New York’s World Trade Center), many, if not most, Ameri-
cans knew very little (if anything) about al-Qaeda, its mo-
tives, or its objectives. What is troubling about that limited
knowledge is the simple fact that if an organization with
such hostile designs on those it opposed could be so over-
looked or ignored, what does that say about knowledge of
other momentous movements that are not so overtly hostile?
In a world that is increasingly global and integrated, such a
parochialism is a luxury that one cannot afford.

Although educators have at times been unduly criti-
cized for problems and deficiencies that may be beyond
their control, it is legitimate to argue that there are occa-
sions when teaching fails to keep pace with new realities.
Language training, for example, hasn’t changed much in
the United States for decades, even though one can argue
that languages critical to the future of commerce and so-
ciety, such as Japanese, Chinese, or Arabic, are less often
taught than other “traditional” languages. Thus the force of
tradition outweighs new realities and needs. Such myopia
is born out of a curricular process that almost views
change as an enemy. Similarly, “Western Civilization”
courses, on both the high school and college level, for the
most part remain rooted in English and French history, a
tunnel-vision approach that not only avoids the develop-
ments of globalization or even a global outlook, but also
ignores key changes in other parts of Europe as well.
Provincialism in a rapidly changing world should only be
a style of design or furniture; it cannot afford to be an out-
look. In a world of rapid change, curriculum cannot afford
to be stagnant.

Such a curriculum, however, especially on the high
school level, is often the inevitable by-product of the mate-
rials available. When I was asked to direct the Public Edu-
cation Project for the American Association for the
Advancement of Slavic Studies in the early 1990s, I had the
opportunity to review countless textbooks, and the regional
imbalance (overwhelmingly Eurocentric in presentation,
with a continued focus on England and France) present in
these books was such that it could lead to a global short-
sightedness on the part of students. Despite the fall of the
Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the books
usually contained more on obscure French kings that on
Kosovo. Educators recognized that, and from their input it
was clear that they needed, more than anything else, re-
sources to provide background material so that they could
bring to their students some knowledge of changes that
only a few years earlier had seemed unimaginable.

This need for general resource works led to the publication
of The Encyclopedia of Eastern Europe: From the Congress of Vi-
enna to the Fall of Communism (Garland, 2000). Its goal was to
provide information on the rich histories of Albania, Bulgaria,
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and Yugoslavia.
The reception the book received was gratifying, and it has led
to this work, which is designed to act in tandem with the in-
formation in the Encyclopedia of Eastern Europe to ofter the
general reader a broad-based overview of the entire region
running from the Baltic to the Mediterranean. In addition, this
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book expands the coverage to other areas in the region not
addressed in the encyclopedia.

The three volumes of this work cover three groups of
countries, each marked by geographical proximity and a
general commonality in historical development. The first
volume covers the northern tier of states, including Poland
and the Baltic states of Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia. The
second volume looks at lands that were once part of the
Habsburg Empire: Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Hungary,
Slovenia, and Croatia. The third volume examines the
Balkan states of Serbia and Montenegro, Bulgaria, Albania,
Romania, Macedonia, Bosnia-Hercegovina, and Greece,
lands all once dominated by the Ottoman Empire. Each
chapter looks at a single country in terms of its geography
and people, history, political development, economy, and
culture, as well as the challenges it now faces; each also con-
tains short vignettes that bring out the uniqueness of each
country specifically and of the area in general. This structure
will allow the reader not only to look at the rich develop-
ments in each individual nation, but also to compare those
developments to others in the region.

As technology makes the world smaller, and as globaliza-
tion brings humankind closer together, it is critical that re-
gions once overlooked be not only seen but viewed in a
difterent light. The nations of East Central and Southeastern
Europe, that 15, “Eastern” Europe, are increasingly a vital part
of a new Europe and a new world. What during the Cold
War seemed incomprehensible to many, namely, the collapse
of totalitarianism and the rise of democracy in these coun-
tries, is now a reality all should cherish and help nurture;
first, though, it has to be understood. It is the hope that this
series may bring that understanding to the general reader.

Putting together this work would have been impossible
without the scholarship, dedication, professionalism, and pa-
tience of the authors. The words are theirs, but the gratitude
is all mine. In addition, I would like to thank a number of
students and staff at Northwest Missouri State University
who helped with the mountain of work (often computer-
related) that a project of this size entails. Chief among them
is Patricia Headley, the department secretary, who was not
only my computer guru but also someone whose consistent
good cheer always kept me going. I would also like to thank
Laura Pearl, a talented graduate student in English who
filled the role of the “general reader” by pointing out what
might make sense to a historian but would not make sense
to someone without some background in the region. Other
students, including Precious Sanders, Jeft Easton, Mitchell
Kline, and Krista Kupfer, provided the legwork that is es-
sential to all such projects. And finally, I would like to thank
the staff at ABC-CLIO, especially Alicia Merritt, for keep-
ing faith in the project even when delivery of the manu-
script did not match initial projections; Anna Kaltenbach,
the production editor, for navigating the manuscript
through the various stages; the copy editors, Silvine Farnell
and Chrisona Schmidt, for their thoughtful and often
painstaking work; Bill Nelson, the cartographer; and the
photo editor, Giulia Rossi, for creating such a diverse yet
balanced presentation.

And finally there are Sue, my wife, and Kristin, my
daughter. Words can never express how important they are,
but they know.

Richard Frucht
September 2004



INTRODUCTION

he use of the term “Eastern Europe” to de-

scribe the geographical region covered here

is standard, but it is nevertheless something

of a misnomer. The problem is that it not

only makes a geographical distinction be-
tween this area and “Western Europe”; it also implies a
distinction in development, one that ignores the similari-
ties between Western and Eastern Europe and instead sep-
arates the continent into two distinct entities. It even
suggests that Eastern Europe is a monolithic entity, failing
to distinguish the states of the Balkans from those of the
Baltic region. In short, it is an artificial construct that pro-
vides a simplistic division in a continent that is far more
diverse, yet at the same time more closely linked together,
than such a division implies.

Western Europe evokes images of Big Ben and Parlia-
ment in London, the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre in Paris,
the Coliseum and the Vatican in Rome, the bulls of Pam-
plona in Spain. Eastern Europe on the other hand brings to
mind little more than the “Iron Curtain,” war in Kosovo,
ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, orphanages in Romania, and the
gray, bleak images of the Cold War and the Soviet Bloc. Just
as colors convey certain connotations to people, so too do
the concepts of “Western” and “Eastern” Europe convey
very different impressions and mental images. The former is
viewed as enlightened, cultured, and progressive; the latter is
seen as dark, uncivilized, and static. Western Europe is dem-
ocratic; Eastern Europe is backward and totalitarian,
plagued by the kind of lack of fundamental humanity that
leads inevitably to the horrors of Srebrenica.

Some of these stereotypes are not without some degree
of justification. Foreign domination—whether German,
Habsburg, Ottoman, or Russian (later Soviet)—has left parts
of the region in an arrested state of development. All the
peoples of the region were for much of the last half~millen-
nium the focus and subjects of others rather than masters of
their own destinies. Accordingly, trends found in more fa-
vored areas were either delayed or stunted. Albanian nation-
alism, for example, did not take root until a century after the
French Revolution. The economic trends of the West as
well as the post-1945 democracy movements (notably cap-
italism and democracy) are still in their infancy.

But labels are often superficial, and they can blind indi-
viduals to reality. Certainly, Tirana would never be confused
with Paris. Estonia is not England. At the same time, the
Polish-Lithuanian state was at its height the largest empire
in Europe. Prague stuns visitors with its beauty no less than
Paris; in fact, many remark that Prague is their favorite city

in Europe. Budapest strikes people in the same way that Vi-
enna does. The Danube may not be blue, but it does run
through four European capitals, not just Vienna (Bratislava,
Budapest, and Belgrade being the other three). The painted
monasteries in Romania are no less intriguing in their de-
sign and use of color than some of the grandiose cathedrals
in “the West.” The Bulgarian Women’s Chorus produces a
sound no less stunning than that of the Vienna Boys’ Choir.
In short, to judge by labels and stereotypes in the end pro-
duces little more than myopia.

To dismiss Eastern Europe as backward (or worse, bar-
baric) is to forget that many of the Jews of Europe were
saved during the Inquisition by emigrating to Poland or the
lands of the Ottoman Empire. To cite the Magna Carta as
the foundation of democracy in England, even though in
reality it meant little more than protection for the rights of
the nobility, is to ignore the fact that first written constitu-
tion in Europe was not found in the “West” but rather in
the “East” (Poland). And although backwardness and even
barbarity certainly can be found in the recent past in the re-
gion, no country in Europe is immune from a past that most
would rather forget (the Crusades, the Inquisition, religious
wars, the gas chambers of World War I1, to name but a few).
Myths are comfortable, but they can also be destructive.
They can ennoble a people to be sure, but they can also
blind them to reality and lead to a lack of understanding.

Eastern Europe is not exotic, and an understanding of it
is not an exercise in esoterica. Rather the region has been
and will continue to be an integral part of Europe. In one
sense Europe became a distinct entity when Christianity,
the cultural unifier, spread through the last outposts of the
continent. In another sense, it has again become a unified
continent with the demise of the last great empire that held
SWay over so many.

When former president Ronald Reagan passed away in
June 2004, the media repeatedly recalled perhaps his most
memorable line: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall,” a re-
mark made in 1984 as the American president stood in front
of the Berlin Wall. In this case the American leader was re-
ferring to the concrete and barbed wire barrier behind him
erected in the 1960s by the former Soviet Union to seal off
its empire from the West. Yet, in many respects, the modern
history of Eastern Europe was one of a series of walls, some
physical (as in the case of the Iron Curtain), others geo-
graphical (all of the nations in the region were under the
domination of regional great powers), and, one could argue,
even psychological (the at times destructive influence of na-
tionalism that created disruption and violence and has been
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a plague in the lands of the former Yugoslavia on numerous
occasions in the past century). These walls have often deter-
mined not only the fate of the nations of the region but the
lives of the inhabitants as well.

The past is the DNA that tells us who we are and who
we can be. It is the owners’ manual for every country and
every people. Without that past there would be no nation
and no nationalism. It is that past that provides the markers
and lessons for nations and peoples. It gives direction to the
present. It provides a bedrock upon which we build our so-
cieties. Whether it leads to myths that embody virtues or
myths that cover up what we don’t wish to acknowledge, it
is the shadow that we can never lose. Thus, when each of
the nations of East Central and Southeastern Europe was
reborn in the nineteenth or twentieth centuries (in some
cases twice reborn), the past was the compass directing them
to the future.

Nations are a modern concept, but peoples are not.
Poland, for example, once a great and influential European
state in the Middle Ages, was partitioned in the late eigh-
teenth century, only to rise again, like a phoenix, in 1918.
And even when it again fell prey to the domination of out-
side influences following World War II, it was the people,
embodied in Solidarity, the workers’ union, who toppled
the communist regime. Despite the fact that at one time or
another all of the peoples and nations addressed in these
volumes were under the rule or direction of a neighboring
great power, the force of nationalism never abated.

Nothing is more powerful than an idea. It can inspire,
unify, give direction and purpose; it can almost take on a life
of its own, even though it may lie dormant for centuries. In
his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Ideas
on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind), the eigh-
teenth-century German philosopher Johann Herder cap-
tured the essence of nationalism in his analysis of the Tolk
(the people). Herder emphasized that a spirit of the nation
(which Georg Hegel, the nineteenth-century German
philosopher most noted for his development of the concept
of the dialectic of history, later termed the Volkgeist, or
“spirit of the people”) existed that transcended politics.
From the point of view of Herder and the other German
idealist philosophers, peoples developed distinct characteris-
tics based upon time and place (reflecting the Zeitgeist, the
“spirit of the time”). Societies were therefore organic, and
thus each had to be viewed in terms of its own culture and
development. Accordingly, each culture not only was dis-
tinct but should recognize the distinctiveness of others, as
characteristics of one culture would not necessarily be
found in another. To ignore that uniqueness, which gives to
each Volk a sense of nobility, would be to ignore reality.

For the peoples of Eastern Europe, language, culture, and
a shared past (even if that past was mythologized, or in some

cases even fabricated), exactly that spirit of the Volk that
Herder, Hegel, and others saw as the essence of society,
proved to be more powerful and more lasting than any oc-
cupying army or dynastic overlordship. And when modern
nationalism spread throughout Europe and for that matter
the world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, culture
became the genesis of national revivals.

For centuries, Eastern Europe served as a crossroads, both
in terms of trade and in the migrations (and in some cases
invasions) of peoples. The former brought prosperity to
some parts of the region, notably the northern and central
parts of the belt between the Baltic and Mediterranean seas,
while the latter left many areas a mosaic of peoples, who in
the age of nationalism came to struggle as much with each
other for national dominance as they did with their neigh-
bors who dominated them politically. As the great medieval
states in the region, from the Serbian Empire of Stefan
Dusan to the First and Second Bulgarian Empires, to the
Hungarian and Polish-Lithuanian states, fell to stronger
neighbors or to internal difficulties, no peoples were left
untouched by outsiders. Greece may have been able to re-
main outside the Soviet orbit in the 1940s, but for centuries
it was a key possession of the Ottoman Empire. Poland may
have been the largest state of its time, but it fell prey to its
avaricious neighbors, the Russians, Prussians, and Austrians.
Yet, despite centuries of occupation, in each case the Volk
remained.

One of the dominant elements in modernization has
been the establishment of modern nations. While the rise of’
the modern nation-state was late arriving in Eastern Eu-
rope, and some in Eastern Europe had failed to experience
in the same manner some of the movements, such as the
Renaissance or the rise of capitalism, that shaped Western
Europe, it was no less affected by the rise of modern na-
tionalism than its Western neighbors. Despite the divergent
and, in some cases, the retarded development of the region
in regard to many of the trends in the West, the nations of
Eastern Europe in the early twenty-first century are again
independent members of a suddenly larger Europe.

The story of Eastern Europe, while often written or at
least directed by outsiders, is more than a mere tale of strug-
gle. It is also a story of enormous human complexity, one of
great achievement as well as great sorrow, one in which the
spirit of the Volk has triumphed (even though, admittedly, it
has at times, as in the former Yugoslavia, failed to respect the
uniqueness of other peoples and cultures). It is a rich story,
which will continue to unfold as Eastern Europe becomes
more and more an integral part of Europe as a whole (a fact
evident in the expansion of the European Union and
NATO into areas of the former Soviet Empire). And in
order to understand the story of that whole, one must begin
with the parts.
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LAND AND PEOPLE
Poland (Polish: Polska), the ninth biggest state of Europe
(after Russia, Ukraine, France, Germany, Spain, Sweden,
Finland, and Norway), is located in the center of the conti-
nent on the North European Plain, approximately between
forty degrees and fifty-five degrees north latitude and four-
teen and twenty-four degrees east longitude (the geometri-
cal middle point of Europe is near Warsaw). The territory of
Poland (of a roughly circular shape) extends 649 kilometers
from south to north and 689 kilometers from west to east
and comprises a total of 311,904 square kilometers (includ-
ing inland waters but excluding the 8,682 square kilometers
of Poland’s territorial sea).

The frontiers of Poland measure 3,495 kilometers. In the
north, the frontier runs along the Baltic Sea coast (1,281
kilometers) and further eastwards across the flat Baltic Sea

littoral along the border with Russia’s Kaliningrad District
(210 kilometers). The frontier then turns to the south and
runs along the borders with Lithuania (for a distance of 103
kilometers), with Belarus (416 kilometers), and, partially
along the Bug River, with Ukraine (for 529 kilometers).
From Poland’s southernmost point by Mount Opotonek in
the Bieszczady Mountains, the frontier of Poland moves to
the northwest along the borders with Slovakia (541 kilo-
meters), following the watershed of the Carpathian Moun-
tains, and with the Czech Republic (790 kilometers),
following the watershed of the Sudety Mountains. When
the border reaches the Neisse River (Polish: Nysa), it turns
to the north and runs along this river and the Oder (Odra)
River to the Baltic Sea, bordering Germany (a distance of
467 kilometers).
Poland is a mostly lowland country, open to the east, but
in its landscape more akin to
Western Europe. More than 70
percent of Poland’s territory lies
below 200 meters above sea level,
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The Podhale region in the Carpathian Mountains. (Courtesy of Piotr Wrébel)

stretch from the Oder to Poland’s eastern border. Ice Age
glaciers flattened this part of the country completely, and
the elevation rarely exceeds 45 meters above sea level.
This zone is the Polish heartland and the principal site of
agriculture.

The three belts—the Coastal Lowlands, the Lakelands,
and the Central Lowlands—belong to the Great European
Plain. South of the Great European Plain, the terrain as-
cends, forming a strip of old mountains and plateaus (or up-
lands) cut by the Oder and Vistula Rivers into three
sections: ranges of mountains called the Sudety, together
with their foothills, located west of the Oder; the Silesian,
Cracow-Czgstochowa, and Little Poland Uplands, situated
between the Oder and the Vistula; and the Lublin Plateau
and Roztocze Hills, between the Vistula and the River Bug.
The Sudety, a part of the larger Bohemian Massif, rise
steeply from the foothills and stretches from the western
border of Poland to the Moravian Gate in the east. The
Sudety are diversified and divided into smaller ridges. The
highest of them, the Karkonosze (German: Riesengebirge),
rises to 1,602 meters at Mount Sniezka. The plateaus situ-
ated between the Oder and the Vistula form several separate
units framed to the north by the slightly higher but old and
eroded Gory Swigtokrzyskie (Holy Cross Mountains),
reaching 612 meters at Lysica Mountain. The Lublin

Plateau, limited by the Bug River to the east and the steep
Roztocze escarpment to the south, forms a tableland cut by
numerous deep ravines.

The next geomorphic region, situated south from the
uplands, is called the Subcarpathian Basin. Located between
the old mountains and plateaus and the Carpathian Moun-
tains, like a large valley, it stretches from the eastern border
of Poland to its southern border in the region of the Mora-
vian Gate. These fertile basins, divided by higher terrain but
connected by gates, are linked to the Coastal Lowlands
through the outlet of the Vistula valley. To the south, the
basins are framed by the arch of the Carpathian Mountains
and their foothills. These rugged young mountains rise to an
elevation of 2,499 meters at Mount Rysy (the highest point
of Poland); they are difticult to cross, and they form the nat-
ural southern border of Poland.

In general, Poland’s relief, shaped by the actions of Ice
Age glaciers, is divided into several parallel east-west zones.
The average elevation of the whole country is 173 meters.
Located in the middle of the Great North European Plain,
Poland is thus widely open to both the east and the west, a
fact that has aftected her entire history.

Geologically speaking, Poland is located on an important
tectonic border dividing Europe into two halves. The bor-
der runs diagonally from the northwestern to the south-
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eastern corners of Poland. The country’s northeastern part
lies on the East European (or Russian) platform, built from
old rocks with a thin cover of later sedimentary rocks. The
western and southern parts of Poland belong to West Euro-
pean geological formations, with young Alpine folds, in-
cluding the Carpathians and the Subcarpathian region.
These geological conditions are barely visible in the relief of
Poland; nevertheless, it is due to them that the more valu-
able mineral resources lie very deep in the north, whereas
in the Sudety and the Uplands these resources are more ac-
cessible and have been exploited since the early Middle
Ages. Most Polish mineral deposits are located in three re-
gions: Upper Silesia, the southern part of Lower Silesia, and
the Swigtokrzyskie Mountains area.

For a long time, Poland’s most important mineral was
black coal of high quality. The Upper Silesian Coal Basin,
the Central Sudety region near the town of Watbrzych, and
coal beds on the River Wieprz in Eastern Poland (discov-
ered in 1955) were among the richest black coal deposits in
the world. In 1980 Poland was the fourth biggest world
black coal producer, with 172 million tons of coal mined in
that year alone. Later, black coal mining became less prof-
itable, and now some of the Polish deposits are exhausted.
In addition, Poland has less important deposits of brown
coal, exploited mostly in the central and the southwestern
parts of the country near the towns of Konin and Turoszow,
respectively. Poland also has major reserves of peat.

Poland’s oil resources are small. Exploited for over a hun-
dred years in the Krosno-Jasto fields in the Carpathians, they
are now almost exhausted. New pools have been found on
the Baltic coast and in western Poland, but their exploita-
tion is still of a limited and experimental character. The nat-
ural gas deposits, mostly in the Subcarpathian Basin, are
only slightly richer than the Polish oil fields.

Poland has rich deposits of metal ores, particularly cop-
per (in the Legnica-Glogdéw Basin) and zinc (in the neigh-
borhood of Bytom, Chrzanéw, and Olkusz). Also, lead and
nickel are mined in Silesia. [ron ore, exploited chiefly in the
regions of Czestochowa and Leczyca, is inadequate and of
poor quality. Sources of other metals offer only insignificant
amounts. Poland has large quantities of sulfur, in the region
of Tarnobrzeg and Staszéw, and of rock salt, mined since the
Middle Ages near the towns of Bochnia and Wieliczka and
in new centers located in Pomerania and Central Poland.
Also, potassium, phosphate rock, and barite are mined in
several locations. The Lower Silesian low-grade uranium
pitchblende deposits were of great importance during the
Cold War in the production of munitions. Large amounts of
granite are quarried for the needs of the building industry,
mostly in the Sudety Foothills, and smaller amounts of
basalt, porphyry, limestone, sandstone, cretaceous marls, hard
quartzite, gypsum, magnesite, kaolin, gravel, sand, and clay
are obtained in many locations. Several Polish spas offer
mineral springs and warm medicinal waters.

Polish soils form a mosaic without clearly marked dis-
tinct zones. Over 70 percent of Poland’s surface is covered
by light-colored, relatively infertile podzol and pseudopod-
zol, typical of colder climates, and by light sandy glacial
soils. Richer brown earth soils and rendzina are concen-

trated primarily in southern Poland and in the eastern part
of the Coastal Lowlands. The fertile loess is located on the
banks of most rivers and in the Vistula Delta. The best soils,
the chernozems, are to be found only in upland regions in
southern and southeastern Poland. Yet, with good manage-
ment, even the mediocre Polish soils give good yields.

Poland lies nearer to the North Pole than to the Equa-
tor, within the cool temperature zone of southern Canada,
southern England, Belgium, and Holland. Due to the lack
of sizable landform barriers, various masses of air meet over
the Polish territories during different seasons: oceanic polar
air from the North Atlantic, subtropical air from the Azores
area, polar-continental air from Eastern Europe, and warm
and dry subtropical continental air from the southeast. As a
consequence, Polish weather varies greatly, sometimes from
day to day, and the climate ranges from oceanic to conti-
nental. Polish winters are either humid and warm, especially
in the western part of the country, or clear and frosty, espe-
cially in the east. There are six seasons in Poland: snowy
winter (one to three months); early spring, alternating win-
try and spring weather (one to two months); sunny spring
(one to two months); warm summer (two to three months);
sunny and dry fall (one to two months); and misty and
humid late fall or early winter (one to two months). Mean
annual temperatures vary between 6 degrees and 8.5 de-
grees Celsius. Mean monthly temperatures range from 16.5
degrees and 19 degrees Celsius in July and from O degrees
to minus 4.5 degrees Celsius in January:.

The warmest part of Poland is in its southwestern cor-
ner, the coldest, in the region of Suwatki in the northeast.
Days with frost range from about 30 in the western low-
lands to over 100 in the mountains; snow cover lasts from
40 to 90 days, depending on the region. Recently, however,
there have been several winters with barely any snow. The
growing period varies from 160 to 220 days per year. The
Polish climate is becoming dryer, and the mean precipita-
tion is about 600 millimeters. Climatologists distinguish
twenty-one agricultural-climatic regions in Poland; how-
ever, it is easier to notice seven climatic belts: Baltic, Lake-
land, Central Lowlands, Central Uplands, Carpathian
foothills, mountains, and the continental climate along the
eastern border of the country.

About 99.7 percent of Poland’s territory lies in the
catchment basin of the Baltic Sea (53.9 percent of this area
belongs to the Vistula drainage basin, 34 percent to the
Oder, 11 percent to the direct Baltic basin, and 11 percent
to the Niemen River basin). The Vistula and the Oder are
the two largest and longest rivers of Poland (1,047 kilome-
ters and 854 kilometers respectively) and, like most other
important Polish rivers, rise in the southern mountains.
Polish rivers usually have two high waters during the year:
in the spring, when the snow melts, and in late June or
early July, when it rains in the mountains. Since most Pol-
ish rivers are not regulated, catastrophic floods are not un-
common. In the fall, waters are low and, in the winter, they
usually freeze. In the Oder drainage basin, the ice lasts usu-
ally about one month, in the Bug (a right tributary of the
Vistula) drainage area—between sixty and eighty days
(from mid-December to mid-March). Rivers in Poland are
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swollen with storm floods or blocked by ice dams relatively
frequently.

There are 9,300 lakes (larger than 2.5 acres, or one
hectare) in Poland. They cover about 3,200 square kilome-
ters, which constitutes 1 percent of the total area of the
country. Peat bogs cover an additional 13,000 square kilo-
meters, or about 4 percent of Poland. Most Polish lakes are
located in the Pomeranian and Masurian Lakelands. At no
great distance beneath the plains there are layers of under-
ground water, which can be reached easily by dug wells.
Polish territorial sea amounts to 8,682 square kilometers
and includes two big bays: the Pomeranian and the Gdansk.

Poland’s organic world belongs to the temperate belt of
the northern hemisphere and is not very rich in species. The
northeastern limits of the European beech, the silver fir, and
the brown oak run across Poland. Pine, oak, beech, and fir
are the most common trees in Poland. During the Middle
Ages, Poland was a country of forests and swamps, but now
woodlands cover only about 27 percent of the country’s
area. Most Polish forests are divided into four kinds: conif-
erous, mixed deciduous, alder swamps, and humid woods in
river valleys. Mountain, steppe, rock, high-mountain, marsh,
and water forests form only small islands. There are twenty-
three national parks in Poland with an overall surface of
305,675.5 hectares, almost 1 percent of the country’s terri-
tory, and 1,354 reserves, covering 141,225 hectares.In zoo-

geographic terms, Poland belongs to the European—West
Siberian province, with 83 species of mammals, 211 of nest-
ing birds, 55 of fish, 17 of amphibians, and 8 species of rep-
tiles. Roe deer, stags, and wild pigs still live in most Polish
forests. In the north, some elk can be found, and in the
mountain forests of the Tatra and Bieszczady Mountains,
brown bears, lynx, and wildcats still appear occasionally. The
European bison, wolves, otters, beavers, and other rare ani-
mals live mostly in the reserves and national parks. Alto-
gether about 390 species are protected.

Human economic activities have changed the physical
characteristics of Poland. Industrialization has threatened
the Polish natural environment, and there is severe pollution
in several regions, especially in the densely populated Upper
Silesian, £6dz, Warsaw, and (to some extent) Mielec-
Sandomierz and Sudety areas. These areas constitute an ad-
vanced and long-established industrial part of Poland. The
regions of Cracow, Czgstochowa, Opole, Gdansk, Szczecin,
and Wroctaw belong to the newly developed zone, which is
seriously polluted because of sulfur dioxide emissions from
the coal-fired power plants. Kujavia, Bialystok, Lublin, and
the Swigtokrzyskie Mountains region offer some tradition
and potential for industrial growth. The rest of the country,
especially the northeastern Biatystok and Olsztyn provinces,
the central part of the Pomeranian Lakeland, and the dis-
tricts located along the Belarusian and Ukrainian borders

Pollution in Warsaw. (PhotoDisc)
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belong to what is called Poland B, an underdeveloped, back-
ward, and poor region with no prospects for quick im-
provement. Since the 1999 administrative reform, Poland
has been divided into sixteen provinces (wojewddztwa),
which consist of counties (powiaty), which in turn are di-
vided into urban and rural districts (gminy). There are 308
counties and 2,489 districts in Poland.

In 2003 Poland had 38,622,000 citizens and was the
eighth most populous nation in Europe. Poles constitute 5.3
percent of all Europeans and 0.65 percent of the world’s
population. In the year 2001 the official estimates of
Poland’s population numbered 38,634,000 people (broken
down by age: 0—14 years, 18.39 percent; between 15 and 64
years, 69.17 percent; and over 65 years, 12.44 percent). Fe-
males made up 51.4 percent of Poland’s population, males,
48.6 percent. In 1995 Poland had 38,620,000 citizens. If the
demographic trends and the population growth rate (—=0.02
percent in 2002) do not change, Poland will have 33 mil-
lion citizens in 2050.

During the twentieth century, the population of Poland
underwent major changes. According to the 1931 census,
Poland’s population in its prewar borders numbered
32,107,000.The 1938 estimates gave a figure of 34,849,000,
and the estimates of mid-1939 a total of 35,100,000. In ad-
dition, about 1.5 million ethnic Poles lived in the states bor-
dering on Poland. During World War II, Poland suffered the
largest relative casualties in Europe. The census of 1946
showed 23,930,000 people living within the new borders of
Poland. This difference of almost eleven million included
the killed, the deported, and those who found themselves
beyond the new borders of the state. The official death toll
was 6,028,000, which included 644,000 killed during mili-
tary operations (123,000 soldiers and 521,000 civilians) and
5,384,000 people who lost their lives as a result of the Nazi
terror. The data, announced by the communist Polish au-
thorities, did not include the people who died under the
Soviets and applied only to the territories within the new
Polish borders. The density of population diminished from
83 per square kilometer in 1931 to 77 in 1946. In addition,
the territories gained by Poland from Germany in 1945
were inhabited by about 8,900,000 people in 1939. Most of
them fled or were killed by the end of the war; about two
million were expelled by the Polish communist authorities
between 1945 and 1948, and about 1.5 million were classi-
fied as autochthonous Poles. Also about 500,000 Ukrainians
and Belarusians were transferred to the Soviet Union.

In the late 1940s about two million people were repatri-
ated from the Soviet Union to Poland, mostly from prewar
Polish territories and from Germany. The second wave of
repatriation took place in 1957-1958, when about 200,000
Poles arrived from the Soviet Union. After the war, the Pol-
ish birthrate started growing rapidly and reached 1.9 per-
cent in 1953. Later, the birthrate averaged 1.7 percent from
1955 to 1960, but diminished to 0.9 percent in 1965. In the
early 1980s Poland’s birthrate of 1.0 percent put Poland be-
hind only Albania, Ireland, and Iceland among European
countries. In the late 1990s the birthrate declined again. In
2001 it was estimated to reach 10.2 births per 1,000 popu-
lation and, with a relatively high death rate, the population

Polonia

bout one third of the Polish nation lives out-
Aside Poland. This phenomenon, known as

Polonia, or the Polish Diaspora, appeared as a
consequence of emigration and changes to the coun-
try’s borders. Polonia includes all the people who
consider themselves Polish, regardless of their place of
birth and language.

Emigration from Poland started as early as the sev-
enteenth century. After the partitions of Poland in the
late 1700s, a large part of the nation’s territory was in-
corporated into Russia. Most of these lands were
never returned to Poland, and the Polish population
was forced to live in Russia. A similar situation ap-
peared after 1939 and 1945, when the Soviet Union
annexed almost one-half of the prewar Polish state.
Economic emigrants, mostly peasants and workers,
constantly flowed to both Americas and Western Eu-
rope. They were followed by political refugees. The
United States attracted the largest group of Poles. The
first of them landed in Jamestown in 1608. By the end
of World War II, about 6 million Polish people lived
in America.

Presently, between 14 and 17 million Poles live
outside Poland, in over two dozen countries. The
largest Polish population outside of the nation itself
resides in the United States and is concentrated in
major metropolitan areas such as New York, Detroit,
and Chicago. Nearly a million Poles reside in France
and Brazil, while Germany is home to 1.5 million.
Canada, Belarus, Ukraine, Lithuania, Great Britain,
Australia, and Argentina also boast sizable Polish pop-
ulations. Usually, they establish various Polonia orga-
nizations and contribute greatly to the development
of their new countries. Frequently, they stay in touch
with Polish economic, political, and cultural life.
Sometimes, they re-emigrate back to Poland.

growth rate became negative (—0.03 percent). This, in turn,
was caused by a relatively low life expectancy (69.26 years
for men and 77.82 for women), by a relatively high infant
mortality rate (9.39 deaths for 1,000 live births), and by a
low total fertility rate (1.37 children born per woman). In
1950 Poland’s population reached 25,008,000 (80 persons
per square kilometer), in 1960, 29,776,000 (95 per square
kilometer), and, in 1970, 32,642,000 (104 per square kilo-
meter). Only in 1978 did Poland return to its prewar pop-
ulation level.

In 1995 the density of population in Poland reached 124
persons per one square kilometer, still lower than in the
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most developed Western European countries (Belgium,
334; France, 107; Holland, 378; Germany, 230). Some 61.6
percent of all inhabitants of Poland (23,777,000) lived in
towns and cities, and 38.4 percent (14.843,000) in the
countryside. In 1931 about 72.6 percent of Poland’s popu-
lation was classified as rural. This shows that the most im-
portant postwar demographic change was intense
urbanization, prompted by central economic planning and
the modernization of Poland. In the early 1950s about
250,000 persons were migrating from rural communities to
cities and towns every year. Many cities extended their ad-
ministrative borders and included suburban communities. In
the 1970s about 2 million people moved from the country-
side to the towns and, in the 1980s about 1.3 million. In
2002 about 61.8 percent of Poles lived in urban areas and
38.2 percent in the countryside.

Most Polish towns are small or medium-sized. Forty-
three cities have populations of more than 100,000 people.
Warsaw, the capital and the largest city of Poland, has about
1.7 million inhabitants. The other big cities are Lo6dz
(790,197), Cracow (741,841), Wroclaw (633,887), Poznan
(573,814), and Gdansk (456,284).

The catastrophe of World War II changed the social
structure of Poland. The Nazis and the Soviets killed or
eliminated several ethnic and social groups, such as Jews,
landowners, and bourgeoisie. In addition, the occupiers

tried to annihilate the Polish elites and decimated the intel-
ligentsia, a class of people with higher education, retaining
the ethos of the Polish nobility and a belief in their special
responsibility towards Poland, which constituted the core of
the most important professions. Those who survived emi-
grated or lost their social status under the communist au-
thorities, which had two priorities: to create a big working
class and to recruit a new intelligentsia from among the
peasants and workers that would be obedient to the ruling
party. A “new class” of loyal government functionaries was
built. The civic society and the autonomy of political and
social organizations were destroyed. This social engineering
did not bring the expected results. Most members of the
new classes rejected the communist ideology. Extended
families, circles of friends, and independent networks helped
individuals to survive everyday difficulties and to outma-
neuver the state apparatus. Many Poles assumed a cynical at-
titude toward the state, viewed direct and indirect stealing
from it as an acceptable behavior, separated “us” (the peo-
ple) from “them” (the authorities), and, eventually, forced
the corrupt and hypocritical communist establishment to
abdicate. Nevertheless, a big working class, over two times
larger than before World War II, has been formed. Most
workers of communist Poland were employed in large state
enterprises, heavy industry and mining, usually inefficient
and heavily subsidized. Around 1980, about 40 percent of

Gdansk, Poland. (PhotoDisc)
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Poland’s working people were employed in industry, 30 per-
cent in agriculture, and 39 percent in the service sector.
Most younger workers had some education, and the phe-
nomenon of illiteracy disappeared. Still, after the fall of
communism, many Poles did not abandon their pre-1989
skepticism of the elite and their pretensions.

During the communist period, many peasants and work-
ers were recruited into managerial posts, into the state and
party apparatus, the army, and the professions. The wartime
losses of the intelligentsia were made up, but the intelli-
gentsia partially changed its character. Before 1945, the Pol-
ish intelligentsia played a leading role in Poland’s fight for
independence and for preserving national consciousness.
Many members of the intelligentsia maintained the aristo-
cratic values of their ancestors, but at the same time intro-
duced new and progressive ideas to Polish society. After
1945, the communists diversified the class basis of the intel-
ligentsia, promoting peasants and workers and creating for
them special preferences in education. In the 1970s and the
1980s the educational preferences became less efficient, and
the mobility from the working classes to the intelligentsia
slowed. The intelligentsia returned to the traditional pre-
1945 values and resumed the role of protector of Polish na-
tional identity and sovereignty. In 2000 the labor force in
Poland amounted to 17.6 million people, 22.1 percent of
them in industry, 27.5 percent in agriculture, and 50.4 per-
cent in services.

Poland is one of the most homogenous countries in Eu-
rope, even though before World War I Poland was a typical
Central European multinational state and the nation’s na-
tional minorities constituted about 31 percent of the entire
population. The Nazi and Soviet extermination policies and
the moving of Polish borders in 1945 changed this com-
pletely. Moreover, the Polish communist authorities tried to
Polonize the minorities. Today about 97 percent of Polish
citizens are ethnically Polish; however, there are still sizable
non-Polish ethnic communities in the country. Some Ger-
man sources estimate the non-Polish population at 2.5 mil-
lion, or 8 percent of the population.

The largest national minority is probably (Polish national
censuses do not ask about nationality) constituted by the
Germans. Many people in the former German territories
hid their German identity to avoid deportation to destroyed
Germany in the late 1940s. Later, however, many Silesians
and autochthonous inhabitants of the Masurian Lakeland
were bitter over communist policies and changed their na-
tional identity. Others declared themselves German to re-
ceive help and preferential treatment from the German
government. Before 1989, the communist authorities
claimed that there were only about 4,000 Germans in
Poland. Today, estimates reach 500,000 people, with most
living in the Opole region, Upper Silesia, and the northern
provinces of the country. After 1989, numerous German
organizations, schools, libraries, and political parties ap-
peared in these regions. Special ties with Germany made the
Opole region one of the most prosperous areas in Poland.
The lifestyle of some Silesian communities is closer to that
of Germany than to that of Poland. The German minority
has representation in the Polish parliament (the Sejm).

The Polish Language

olish is the official language of Poland and a

vernacular of most citizens. Together with

Czech and Slovak, it belongs to the West Slavic
subgroup of the Slavonic languages, which in turn be-
longs to the Indo-European languages. Polish began
to form in the tenth century, when its development
was stimulated by the establishment of the Polish
state. The first documents written in Polish come
from the fourteenth century, even though Latin re-
mained the language of the state chancery for the
next several centuries. In the twentieth century the
migrations, moving borders, state-controlled educa-
tion and mass media homogenized the language, but
several local dialects still survive, and some of them,
like Kashubian, for example, are sometimes classified
as separate languages. Most members of the national
minorities in Poland have been bilingual. Polish is an
inflected language with seven cases, two numbers,
three genders in the singular and two in the plural.
Verbs are conjugated by person, tense, mood, voice,
and aspect. Unlike other Slavonic languages, Polish
has nasal vowels. Polish grammar abounds in rules,
and the rules have numerous exceptions. The lan-

guage is considered difticult to learn.

The Ukrainians, the second largest minority, made up
about 14 percent of Poland’s population (about 5.5 million
people) before World War II, but most of them found them-
selves in the territories taken by the Soviets in 1945. In ad-
dition, thousands of Ukrainians living within the new Polish
borders were deported to the Soviet Union in 1945 and
1946, and in 1947 the Polish communist authorities de-
ported most of the remaining Ukrainians from their native
Rzeszo6w and Lublin regions to the former German terri-
tories in the north and in the west. Many deportees were
widely dispersed and assimilated. After 1989, the Ukrainian
minority began rebuilding its social organizations, political
parties, schools, and cultural institutions. It received parlia-
mentary representation, recovered a part of the former
property of the Ukrainian Catholic Church, and revived its
activities in the southeastern corner of Poland. Contempo-
rary estimates of the Ukrainian population range from
200,000 to 700,000. Most probably, this community is not
larger than 400,000.

Belorussians were also numerous in Poland before the
war (about three million in 1939), but most of them lived
in the territories taken by the Soviets in 1945. Less assertive
of their national identity than the Ukrainians, the Belaru-
sians, to use the current spelling, now mostly live in the
eastern part of the Bialystok region on the Belarusian bor-
der, one of the poorest Polish areas and sparsely populated
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by peasants. After 1989, the Belarusians also revived their
national and political activities. Their community is proba-
bly made up of about 300,000 members, but their
spokespersons claim as many as 500,000.

The Jewish minority, 3.3 million before 1939, was exter-
minated during World War II. Only about 300,000 Polish
Jews survived the war, mostly in the Soviet Union, but al-
most all of them left Poland, tormented by memories of the
Holocaust and persecuted or harassed by anti-Semites and
the communist authorities. About 3,000 people belong to
the Jewish religious communities now, and about 30,000
claim Jewish ancestry. In the early 1980s interest in and even
fascination with Jewish history and culture appeared among
some educated Poles. On the other hand, according to sev-
eral surveys, many Poles believe that the Jews constitute a
threat to Poland and exert too much influence. The Jews
have contributed greatly to Polish cultural and political life.

In addition to these four groups, there are several smaller
national minorities in Poland: Slovaks (about 25,000),
Roma (Gypsies, between 15,000 and 50,000), Lithuanians
(about 30,000), Russians (about 10,000), Greeks and Mace-
donians (about 10,000), and other small communities. In
the 1980s Poland became a transit route for illegal migra-
tion from the former Soviet Union and Southeastern Eu-
rope to the west.

For centuries, Poland has been a predominantly Roman
Catholic country, and for most Poles identity is a unique
combination of national and religious beliefs. During the
era of foreign oppression, the Catholic Church remained for
the Poles the primary source of moral values and the last
bulwark in the fight for independence and national survival.
The establishment of communist power had little effect on
the religious practices and feelings of most Poles. The com-
munist authorities did not manage to subjugate the
Catholic Church, which preserved its autonomy, became
the most powerful independent Polish national organiza-
tion, and in the 1970s assumed the role of mediator be-
tween the regime and the rebellious population. The 1978
election of Cardinal Karol Wojtyta as Pope John Paul II
contributed greatly to the fall of communism in Poland and
all over the world.

According to official Polish statistics, 34,609,000 persons,
about 96 percent of the entire population of Poland, be-
longed to the Roman Catholic Church in 2000. Over 80
percent of them declare that they attend mass regularly.
Over 5 million people listen to and support an ultranation-
alist and conservative radio broadcasting station and propa-
ganda institution called Radio Maryja. The remaining 4
million non—-Roman Catholic Poles profess no religion or
belong to over forty denominations. The largest among
them are the Orthodox Church (numbering about 554,000
people), the Jehovah’s Witnesses (123,000), the Ukrainian
Catholic Church (110,000), the Evangelical Church of the
Augsburg Confession (87,000), and the Old Catholic
Churches (50,000). The other Protestant, Muslim, Judaic,
and Far Eastern religions have far fewer members. The
Christian Churches of Poland cooperate through the Polish
Ecumenical Council, founded in 1946 and extended in the
late 1970s.

Interior of a church in Lublin, Poland. (Corel Corporation)

HISTORY

Situated on Europe’s major east-west passageway, Poland has
had a stormy history, and its borders have repeatedly
changed. In the mid-sixteenth century the Polish-Lithuan-
ian Commonwealth (a federation with neighboring Lithua-
nia) was the largest state of Europe. In the nineteenth and
the early twentieth centuries Poland did not exist at all; be-
tween 1939 and 1989, the country was occupied or con-
trolled by the Third Reich and the Soviet Union; and after
1989, Poland became completely free again. The partitions
of Poland (1772—1795) constitute the most important turn-
ing point in Polish history: a change from a mostly success-
ful state to foreign occupation and fighting for survival.

PREHISTORY

The Polish state was established gradually in the ninth and
tenth centuries, but the prehistory of Poland began when
the first human beings appeared between the Vistula and the
Oder Rivers about 100,000 years ago. A permanent settle-
ment started there between 8000 and 5500 years B.C.E. The
corridor between the Carpathians and the Baltic Sea, a part
of an open plain stretching from Central Asia to the North-
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ern Sea, served as a passage through which numerous tribes
went west and east. The local people defended themselves,
building strongholds surrounded by palisades and earth
walls. The best preserved of these was constructed by a tribe
belonging to the Lusatian Culture near Biskupin in Greater
Poland (the traditional name of an area in west-central
Poland). Around 400 B.C.E., Scythians and Sarmatians, com-
ing from Asia, destroyed the culture. Simultaneously, Celts
were attacking from the west and, at the beginning of our
era, Germanic tribes migrated from Scandinavia through
today’s Poland to the southeastern European steppes. In the
fifth century C.E. the Germanic tribes were pushed back
across the borders of the Roman Empire by the Huns, who
established a state in Central Europe.

The state of the Huns, however, disintegrated quickly, and
Central Europe became dominated by the Slavic people.
From their original habitat in today’s eastern Poland, the
Slavs started an unprecedented expansion. Around 500 C.E.,
they crossed the Danube. In contrast to their Asian enemies,
they were not nomads but agrarian people, permanently set-
tling in the newly colonized regions. By the seventh century,
the area between todays eastern Germany and Russia
proper, and between the Baltic, Black, and Adriatic Seas was
Slavicized. Initially, all the Slavs shared the same language and
culture, but later local differences developed. In the mid-
sixth century, the Slavs were conquered by Asian Avars, who
created an Avaro-Slavic empire so powerful that it almost
took Constantinople. A Slavic rebellion against the Avars de-
stroyed their empire in the mid-seventh century. A mysteri-
ous individual named Samo established the first, short-lived
Slavic state, with its center in today’s Bohemia. Samo con-
trolled some regions north of the Carpathians. At the begin-
ning of the ninth century, the Greater Moravian Reich was
formed. It included today’s Bohemia, Moravia, Slovakia,
Hungary, Silesia, Little Poland (one of the historical regions
of Poland, located in the south around the city of Cracow),
and possibly western Ukraine. All these invasions brought to
Central Europe new cultural influences and political stimuli.

Numerous Slavic tribes lived north of Greater Moravia.
Less influenced by western and southern European cultures
and attacked by the Vikings, they developed slowly, were still
pagan, and lived in small tribal semi-state organizations.
One such organization was established by the Polanie tribe
in the Poznan region (Polanie means, in Polish, people liv-
ing on fields or in wood clearings). In the ninth century the
Polanie were checked by Greater Moravia, and their state
expanded slowly. About 900, however, the Moravian Reich
was destroyed by Hungarian forces coming from the south-
east. During the resulting short period in which a power
vacuum existed north of the Carpathians, better conditions
for expansion appeared for the Polanie. Their state started
growing faster, even though the Czechs reintegrated most
of the former Moravian lands.

PIAST POLAND: TENTH TO FOURTEENTH
CENTURY

The first major written source about Poland was recorded
in 965 by a Jewish merchant from Spain, Ibrahim-ibn-

Jaqub. He visited Central Europe and wrote about a pow-
erful state, ruled by a man called Mieszko. Mieszko’s name
appeared later in many documents, but all that is known
about his predecessors comes from oral tradition. Some leg-
ends indicate that Mieszko’s ancestors took over power in
the mid-ninth century. Later, Poland’s ruling family was
called the Piast dynasty. The Polish verb piastowaé means “to
cradle in one’s arms,” and scholars suspect that, as in the
Frankish empire, Mieszko’s great-grandfather was a court
official who rebelled against a tribal chieftain.

Born around 922, Mieszko came to power in 960. Op-
erating from his domain, Wielkopolska (Greater Poland), he
conquered Kujavia, Mazovia, and Pomerania. Flanked by
Kievan Rus in the east and by the Czech kingdom in the
south, he tried to expand westwards, planning to subjugate
the territories of the Obodrites, the Slavic tribes living be-
tween the Oder and the Elbe Rivers. Both the Holy
Roman Empire of the German Nation and the Czechs
shared the same plan. In 937 the Saxons crossed the Elbe
and founded the city of Magdeburg. In 961 Emperor Otto
I obtained papal support for raising the see of Magdeburg as
a missionary bishopric throughout the Slavic lands, includ-
ing Poland. Christianization from the Holy Roman Empire
would mean German political domination and possibly ex-
tinction, the eventual fate of the Obodrites and the Baltic
Prussians.

Mieszko broke the link between Christianization and
Germanization. He forged a political alliance with the
Czech king Boleslav and married his daughter Dobrava. She
came to Poland with a Christian mission, and in 966
Mieszko accepted Christianity from Bohemia, which had
been baptized over a century earlier. The bishopric of Poz-
nan was established directly from Rome and placed outside
the Magdeburg jurisdiction. Poland’s decision to accept
baptism became one of the most important decisions in the
nation’s entire history.

Poland now joined the family of Latin Christian nations,
and accepted their legal, administrative, and cultural pat-
terns. A group of educated foreigners came to Poland. The
acceptance of one God eliminated various tribal gods and
integrated the country. The new religion was much more
sophisticated than the old one; it opened new intellectual
horizons to the Poles, offered an ideological support derived
from God to the power of princes, and sanctioned a new so-
cial structure and a new ruling class. Christianity also of-
fered a more rational view of the world, deeper religious
experience, international prestige, and a religious sanction
for the conquest of pagan lands.

Mieszko changed his policies by the end of his reign. He
took Silesia and Malopolska (Little Poland) from the
Czechs. After his death in 992, his son, Bolestaw the Brave
(Chrobry), was considered a powerful ruler and a major
partner of Emperor Otto III, who wanted to unite Europe.
Yet after Otto’s death, a new German dynasty started a war
against Poland. Between 1002 and 1018, Bolestaw defended
his country and conquered new provinces. In 1018 he in-
vaded Kiev and put his man on its throne. In 1025, shortly
before his death, Bolestaw was crowned the first king of
Poland.
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However, Poland was not yet fully integrated. Bolestaw’s
successor, King Mieszko II, was overthrown by a rebellion
of the “aborted” tribal chieftains and an anti-Christian
pagan reaction. Poland was attacked by its neighbors, di-
vided, and devastated. A German emperor, fearful that chaos
could destabilize the entire region, helped to rebuild order
and put his vassal, a Piast prince, Casimir the Restorer
(Odnowiciel), on the throne of the shrunken state. Casimir
moved the capital of Poland from the ruined city of Poznan
to Cracow and reunited most of the lost provinces. When
he died in 1058, his successor, Bolestaw the Bold (Smialy),
threw off German control and crowned himself king. How-
ever, his bold policies provoked an opposition. When he ac-
cused the bishop of Cracow, Stanistaw, of treason and killed
him, an antiroyal rebellion forced Bolestaw to leave Poland
in 1079. He was replaced by his brother Widystaw Her-
man. Constantly challenged by the magnates, Wldystaw
had to divide the state between himself and his two sons.
One of them, Bolestaw the Wrymouthed (Krzywousty),
proved to be an outstanding and ruthless ruler. He killed his
stepbrother Zbigniew after their father’s death in 1102, re-
gained Pomerania and Christianized it in 1124-1128, and
secured peace along the borders of Poland.

In 1138 Bolestaw died, leaving a testament that divided
the state between his five sons. The oldest of them received,
in addition to his principality, a large territory stretching
across Poland and including Cracow. This “seniorial”
province was supposed to go to the senior princes in the fu-
ture and to support their authority over junior rulers.
Bolestaw tried to prevent civil wars among his heirs, but he
turned Poland from a relatively strong state into a con-
glomeration of weak principalities. The seniorial province
was soon divided, and the principle of seniorat was aban-
doned; the number of principalities was growing, their
rulers were involved in fraternal wars, and Poland’s neigh-
bors seized some provinces.

Competition between the princes, while politically un-
fortunate, stimulated the economy. Under Bolestaw the
Wrymouthed, Poland was about 225,000 square kilometers
in size and had about one million subjects, almost five per-
sons per square kilometer. In comparison to Germany (with
ten inhabitants per square kilometer) and France (fifteen in-
habitants), Poland was an underpopulated and underdevel-
oped country. Substantial demographic growth and
stagnating food production in Western Europe triggered
mass migration to the east. Polish princes welcomed new
settlers, who brought with them new technology and
modes of life, reorganized and developed Polish towns and
a market economy, and established new branches of manu-
facturing. Jewish immigrants especially revitalized trade
with foreign countries. Colonization on the basis of Ger-
man law changed Poland. After 966, individual immi-
grants—clerics, knights, and merchants—reshaped Polish
elites. The German colonization, about 250,000 people
strong, brought to Poland large groups of peasants and arti-
sans and changed the entire society.

A strong market, developing culture, growing Polish iden-
tity, and one ecclesiastical organization helped to reunite
Poland. At the same time, outside threats from the Mongols,

the Czechs, the Brandenburgians, and the Teutonic Order
(which settled in Prussia in 1226), pushed Poland toward
unification. Several local and foreign rulers tried to unite the
Polish lands, but Wiadystaw the Elbow-Short (Lokietek) suc-
ceeded in doing so. Operating from his tiny principality in
Southern Kujavia, Wladystaw reunited the two principal
Polish provinces—Greater and Little Poland—and was
crowned king of Poland in 1320. When he died in 1333, no-
body questioned the integrity of Poland and the right of
Whadystaw’s son, Casimir, to the Polish crown.

Casimir, later called the Great (Wielki), established good
relations with several neighbors of Poland, and under his
rule Cracow became an important diplomatic center.
Casimir won a case against the Teutonic Order at a papal
court, recovered some provinces, and signed a peace treaty
with the German knights. Cooperating with his cousin, the
king of Hungary, Casimir captured the Ruthenian princi-
palities of Galicia and Volhynia. He also codified the law,
modernized the administration, built numerous fortifica-
tions, and established the University of Cracow in 1364.
There was a popular saying that Casimir inherited a Poland
made out of wood and bequeathed a nation made of stone.
At the same time, when Western Europe was decimated by
the Black Death, Poland developed quickly and reached
Western levels in its economy and culture.

JAGIELLONIAN POLAND: FOURTEENTH TO
SIXTEENTH CENTURY
Casimir had no acceptable heir, and due to a dynastic agree-
ment, following his death the crown of Poland went to
Louis d’Anjou, the king of Hungary. Louis rarely visited
Poland and neglected it. Moreover, it appeared that Louis
would not have a male successor either. To placate the Pol-
ish opposition and to assure the Polish throne for one of his
daughters, Louis gave the gentry privileges, issued in Kosice
in 1374. The nobles had to keep their castles in repair and
were required to perform unpaid military service for de-
fense within the frontiers of Poland, but the land tax was re-
duced to a symbolic sum of two pence per acre, and only
locals could receive official posts in their provinces. The
Polish lords fulfilled their part of the deal. After Louis’s
death in 1382, his daughter Jadwiga was crowned the king
(sic) of Poland in 1384. Intelligent, well educated, and beau-
tiful, she became very popular. The lords, however, did not
accept Jadwiga’s flancé, Wilhelm von Habsburg, as their fu-
ture comonarch. Neither did they intend to continue the
Polish-Hungarian personal union. Instead, they planned a
union with Lithuania, which would terminate Lithuanian
raids against Poland and would create a power able to stop
the expansion of the Teutonic Order. The Poles also hoped
that by Christianizing Lithuania, the last pagan state in Eu-
rope, they would dominate this large country politically.
The ruler of Lithuania, Jogaila, accepted the Polish offer.
He expected the Poles to support him against the Teutonic
Knights, Muscovy, and his cousin Vytautas (Witold), who
wanted the Lithuanian throne for himself. In 1385 the Pol-
ish-Lithuanian personal union was signed. Lithuania ac-
cepted Christianity from Poland, and the Lithuanian gentry
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received Polish coats of arms and the privileges of the Pol-
ish nobility. Jogaila was baptized, received a Christian name,
and became known as Wiadystaw Jagielto. In 1386 he mar-
ried Jadwiga and was crowned king of Poland.

Poland-Lithuania became a great power. In 1410 its
armies annihilated the forces of the Teutonic Order at the
battle of Griinwald. Jagielto’s son and successor, Wiadystaw of
Varna (Warnenczyk, 1434-1444), was also elected king of
Hungary, but he was subsequently killed during a war against
the Ottoman Empire. His brother and heir, Casimir Jagiellon
(Kazimierz Jagiellonczyk, 1447-1492), incorporated
Gdansk, Pomerania, and the bishopric of Warmia into Poland
after a great victory in the Thirteen Years’ War (1454—1466)
against the Teutonic Knights. The remaining lands of the
Teutonic Order, later called Ducal Prussia, became a vassal
state of Poland. Casimir’s eldest son, Wiadystaw, became king
of Bohemia in 1471 and later of Hungary (in 1490). His
brothers, John Albert (Jan Olbracht), Alexander Jagiellon
(Jagiellonczyk), and Sigismund the Old (Zygmunt Stary),
were Casimir’s successors on the Polish throne (1492-1501,
1501-1506, and 1506—1548, respectively).

Poland-Lithuania was a loose federation. Not only did the
two partner states have different official languages and sepa-
rate armies, laws, and judicial and administrative systems, but
the Lithuanian nobles strongly protected their separateness.
They did not accept automatically new Polish kings as their
grand dukes but elected their own monarchs within the
Jagiellonian family. In 1434, when Wiadystaw of Varna suc-
ceeded to the Polish throne, the Lithuanians put his brother
Casimir Jagiellon on the throne in their capital, Wilno (Vil-
nius in Lithuanian). Finally, in 1447, after the death of
Wihadystaw and a long interregnum, Casimir became the
ruler of both federated entities. A similar situation happened
in 1492. John Albert became king of Poland, but Alexander
took the Lithuanian crown. The latter acquired the Polish
throne after the death of his older brother in 1501.

The Polish-Lithuanian state was a complex phenome-
non. Polonization of Lithuania progressed slowly, contrary
to the belief of most Poles, and in fact was never complete.
Populated by many ethnic groups and by adherents of sev-
eral religions, and located between three growing powers
(the Habsburg Empire, Muscovy, and the Ottoman Empire),
Poland-Lithuania had to form its own original and efficient
political system. It emerged gradually. The Polish nobles re-
ceived privileges that made their status attractive and al-
lowed them to dominate their state. In the fourteenth
century a territorial self-government appeared in Poland.
Noblemen established a provincial Council of Landlords,
transformed later into dietines (sejmiki), to decide about
local matters. Beginning in the early fifteenth century,
King’s Councils met to consult representatives of the di-
etines. In 1463 a two-chamber parliament was formed,
composed of the Senate (upper chamber) and the Sejm
(lower chamber), whose deputies represented the dietines.
The senators were appointed by the monarch from among
the highest state officers. They expressed opinions on legis-
lation 1in the Sejm and discussed foreign policy. The consti-
tution of 1505, known as Nihil novi (Nothing new),
guaranteed the chamber of deputies that “no new laws shall

be made by us [the king] or our successors, without the
consent of the councilors and territorial deputies” (Jedruch
391). This law, stipulating that the king had no right to leg-
islate without the approval of the Sejm and the Senate, for-
mally recognized the existence of the two-chamber
parliament.

The nobility, which constituted about 8 percent of the
entire Polish-Lithuanian population, was the only estate that
fully participated in politics. Representatives of towns lost
their right to representation in the Sejm in 1505. From that
time, only Vilna and Cracow were represented; even they,
however, did not have voting rights. Only the upper eche-
lons of the clergy participated in politics. The peasants were
degraded to the status of slaves. Poland developed mass pro-
duction and export of grain and became the breadbasket of
Western Europe. The landowners needed cheap labor and
reversed a progressing emancipation of peasantry. Most peas-
ants became the property of feudal lords. In the sixteenth
century the corvée rose to six or more days a week, and the
peasants were subjected to the landowners’ jurisdiction.

The power of the gentry was not absolute, however.
Kings still preserved significant powers, and the nobility was
divided. During the Reformation, many nobles left the
Catholic Church and joined Protestant denominations. In
the sixteenth century rich nobles grew into an oligarchy,
and the middle nobility initiated a political campaign
against it, known as the “execution-of-the-law” movement.
It asked for equality among the nobles and demanded that
the state take back the estates illegally held by magnates
whose ancestors had received land in exchange for services
that were no longer performed. The nobility also demanded
more privileges and insisted on the free election of the king.
The execution movement did not, however, reach its goals.
The magnates saved their position. Sigismund the Old
(1506—1548) was alive when he crowned his son Sigismund
II Augustus (Zygmunt August, 1548—1572) king of Poland.

After succeeding to the throne following his father’s
death, Sigismund II Augustus cautiously supported the “ex-
ecution movement” and favored religious tolerance. Simul-
taneously, he was strengthening the state. In 1569 he
managed to arrange the Union of Lublin, which replaced a
personal union between Poland and Lithuania with a real
interstate federal union, the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth, based on common institutions. Even though the
legal systems and administrations remained separate, kings
were supposed to be elected jointly, the parliaments were
held jointly on Polish territory, and the Commonwealth
acted as a single entity in external affairs.

A part of Lithuanian gentry opposed the new union. To
break their resistance, the King transterred the Ukrainian
provinces from the Grand Duchy of Lithuania to Poland,
accelerating the process of closer integration of these states.
Three years later, Sigismund Augustus died.

THE FIRST ROYAL ELECTIONS: THE
SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES
After the death of Sigismund Augustus, the Commonwealth
faced a challenge. The Jagiellonian dynasty was extinct. The
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nobility had to elect a monarch for the first time in com-
pletely free elections. This required new procedures, which
were now formed ad hoc. The power was taken by an in-
terrex, as the person who took the place of the ruler after
the death of the ruler was called. After a short disagreement
with Protestant magnates, the archbishop of Gniezno and
the primate of Poland took the office. This became a fixed
political custom: a primate always performed the function
of interrex. The next steps also became a part of the Com-
monwealth’s political system. In the provinces, power was
taken by special dietines. In January 1573 the Convocation
Sejm gathered to prepare the elections. The deputies de-
cided that every noble would have the right to participate
in the elections and would have one vote. Among several
candidates to the Polish throne, Henri de Valois (Henryk
Walezy), a brother of the King of France, was the most pop-
ular. Unfortunately, he had been involved in the massacre of
French Protestants on Saint Bartholomew’s Day in 1572. As
a result, Polish Protestants objected and arranged the so-
called Warsaw Confederation to protest. Their objections
were overcome when the Catholic deputies agreed to adopt
a charter that guaranteed absolute religious freedom.
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Jan II Kazimierz. (Historical Picture Archive/Corbis)

In April 1573 about 50,000 noblemen gathered near
Warsaw and elected Henri king of Poland. Before the
coronation, he had to sign two sets of documents; these
were later endorsed by everyone who came to the throne.
The first set, which were accepted every time without al-
teration and called the Henrician Articles, summarized all
the gentry’s privileges and stipulated that the king would
convene the Sejm every two years, would not name a suc-
cessor nor marry without Parliament’s consent, and would
have limited legislative powers and limited authority over
levée-en-masse (the organization of armed forces based on
the principle that each nobleman was obliged to participate
in his monarch’s war operations), and that sixteen senators
would accompany him as permanent advisers. The second
set, called Pacta Conventa, contained specific conditions for
each king who signed them. Henri promised the nobility
an alliance with France and a trade agreement advanta-
geous to Poland. He pledged to build a fleet to stop Rus-
sian navigation on the Baltic Sea, to send the Gascon
infantry to Poland in a case of war, to pay the debts of
Sigismund Augustus, to refill the treasury, and to finance
the education of one hundred Polish noblemen in France
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and the invitation of foreign scholars to Poland. Henri ac-
cepted the conditions in Paris, arrived in Poland, and was
crowned in Cracow. A Coronation Sejm closed all the
electoral procedures.

Henri spent only four months in Poland, leaving the
country secretly to claim the throne of his deceased brother;
he did not return. After some confusion, the electoral pro-
cedure was repeated in 1575; the nobility split and elected
two kings: Stephen Batory, the prince of Transylvania, and
Maximilian Habsburg, the German emperor. Eventually
Batory, whose party proved to be stronger, won the compe-
tition. He had a master plan. In order to liberate his Hun-
garian fatherland from the Turkish yoke, he intended to
establish a great coalition, including the Commonwealth
and Muscovy. Polish-Russian relations were poor, though.
Moscow wanted to gather all the lands of Kievan Rus, and
a state of almost perpetual war was waged on the Lithuan-
ian-Muscovite border for centuries. Batory decided to force
Moscow to cooperate. He reformed the Commonwealth
army, settled internal problems such as the rebellious poli-
cies of Gdansk, and led three victorious expeditions against
Muscovy. The borders of the Commonwealth were pushed
to the east, but Batory died in 1586.

After a stormy interregnum and a short civil war (a part
of the gentry elected Archduke Maximilian Habsburg),
Sigismund Vasa, a son of King John III of Sweden, became
king of Poland in 1587. A pious Catholic educated in Ger-
many, Sigismund met with opposition from Polish dissidents
(non-Catholic Christians). Moreover, he was pressed by his
father to return to Sweden to fight against the Reformation
and to take the Swedish throne. Sigismund considered this
option and secretly negotiated with the Habsburgs, who
were supposed to receive some Polish lands in exchange for
their support against the Swedish Lutherans. The scheme
failed, and Sigismund faced a humiliating Inquisition Sejm,
which exposed the secret negotiations and forbade the king
to leave Poland without the permission of Parliament. In
1594 Sigismund was crowned king of Sweden, but he re-
fused to guarantee religious freedom to the Lutheran ma-
jority, which then elevated its own leader to the throne in
Stockholm. Sigismund tried to recover the throne and, dur-
ing a civil war, to intimidate the opposition in Sweden into
aiding him, ceded some Swedish possessions to Poland. This
initiated a long series of Polish-Swedish conflicts in the sev-
enteenth century.

Sigismund’s uncompromising Catholicism shaped his
policies. Most people in the eastern parts of the Common-
wealth were of the Orthodox faith and considered the pa-
triarch of Moscow to be their spiritual leader. Sigismund
wanted to change this unfortunate situation. He was per-
sonally interested in the reunification of Christianity. Ac-
cordingly, the 1596 Union of Brest-Litovsk liquidated the
Orthodox Church in Poland. Its leaders, the metropolitan of
Kiev and several bishops from the eastern provinces, peti-
tioned Rome for reunion. It was agreed that the Uniates,
later called Greek Catholics, could preserve their old
Slavonic rites and ceremonies, being obliged only to ac-
knowledge dogmas from Rome and the supremacy of the
pope. The union, which was supposed to spread into Rus-

sia and the Balkans, took as its pattern the decisions of the
Council of Florence, which, for some time, settled the dif-
ferences between Eastern and Western Christians in 1493.
Not all the Orthodox Christians of the Commonwealth ac-
cepted the Union, and soon the Orthodox Church reor-
ganized itself.

Regardless of the unhappy commencement of Sigis-
mund’s reign, the Commonwealth was still a great power. At
the beginning of the seventeenth century, Polish grain ex-
ports to to Western Europe reached their peak. Central
Poland did not witness a war for almost three centuries.
Culture and scholarship thrived. The Commonwealth be-
came a refuge for political and religious exiles from other
countries. The Poles placed a friendly hospodar (prince) on
the Moldavian throne in 1595, stopped a Swedish invasion
with a sensational victory at Kircholm in 1605, and inter-
vened several times in Muscovy. After the extinction of the
Rurikid dynasty, the Poles put two usurpers on the throne
in Moscow and occupied it for some time. In 1610 Sigis-
mund rejected a compromise Muscovite offer that his son
Wihadystaw should convert to Orthodoxy and take the
throne in Moscow. After several years of wars in which
Muscovy defended itself and its new dynasty, the Ro-
manovs, it signed a truce with the Commonwealth, which
was now involved in wars against Sweden.

When Sigismund died in 1632, the nobility unanimously
elected his son Wiadystaw. The new king wanted to recover
the crown of Sweden as well as reclaim the throne of Mus-
covy, and fought with both of them with varying degrees of
success. His favorite project, however, was a great war with
the Turks and the recovery of Southeastern Europe. He
began military preparations and reached an agreement with
the Cossacks. These rebellious and warrior-like free settlers
established a form of self-government on the depopulated
steppe between Muscovy, the Commonwealth, and the
Turkish possessions north of the Black Sea. Polish nobility,
colonizing these areas, tried to abolish Cossack semiauton-
omy. The Commonwealth registered a small and changing
number of Cossacks and paid them for the defense of the
southern borders. This attempt to tame the Cossacks led to
conflict, and Cossack uprisings broke out every several
years. Wiadystaw promised the Cossacks privileges and new
lands after a victorious war against the Ottoman Empire.
The enthusiasm first felt among the Cossacks at this offer
soon turned, however, to disappointment and anger, when
the king became ill; the Sejm opposed the war, and various
concessions given to the Cossacks were reversed. A personal
conflict between a Polish official and one of the Cossack
leaders, Bohdan Khmelnytsky, triggered the outbreak of a
new uprising in 1648.

The beginning of the Khmelnytsky uprising coincided
with the next royal election in Poland. In 1648 Wladystaw
died, and the nobles elected his brother, John Casimir (Jan
Kazimierz) king of Poland and grand duke of Lithuania. The
new monarch tried to reach an agreement with Khmelnyt-
sky, who won several battles against the Poles and estab-
lished a large Cossack state. When the negotiations failed,
John Casimir organized two successful campaigns against
the Cossacks.
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The king also tried to strengthen royal power, but he
faced new challenges. In 1652 a Sejm deputy used the
power known as the liberum vefo for the first time. Accord-
ing to Polish tradition, all nobles were politically equal, and
every parliamentary bill had to be passed unanimously. Ini-
tially, however, the liberum veto right had been understood
differently; after 1652, used more and more frequently, it
paralyzed the Polish political system. In 1654 the Cossacks
turned to Muscovy for help and signed the Pereiaslav Treaty,
which created an autonomous Cossack state as a protec-
torate of the Muscovite tsar. This, in turn, provoked a new
Polish-Russian war. While the Polish army was fighting in
the east, the Swedes invaded Poland, starting what was
called the Swedish Deluge in 1655.The king, abandoned by
most magnates (who now switched their allegiance to Swe-
den), fled abroad, and the Swedes occupied most of Poland
and Lithuania proper.

The abusive Swedish attitude toward the Polish Catholic
tradition provoked spontaneous popular resistance. The
Swedes were ejected from Poland, and the war was con-
cluded with the Treaty of Oliva in 1660, when John Casimir
renounced his rights to the Swedish throne and Northern
Livonia (today’s Latvia). In the meantime, Poland had to
force back a Transylvanian aggression and recognized the
full sovereignty of Ducal Prussia in return for its support
against Sweden. The long Russian war was concluded in
1667. To accelerate the recovery of the country, the king
tried to introduce reforms, but his efforts met with opposi-
tion from the magnates. One of them started a mutiny,
which defeated the royal army. The king, tired and depressed
after the death of the queen, abdicated in 1668 and left for
France, where he served as a titular abbot of a monastery
until his death.

DECLINE AND PARTITION IN THE
SEVENTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH
CENTURIES

After the wars of the mid-seventeenth century, the Com-
monwealth was exhausted. Its population had fallen from 10
million in 1648 to 6 million in 1668. Its economy and
towns were in ruin. People did not migrate to the Com-
monwealth any longer. Groups such as the Jews and several
non-Catholic denominations in fact began to leave. The
brutalities of the wars and the fact that the aggressors were
not Catholic destroyed the previous sense of religious toler-
ance. The Commonwealth became a confederation of terri-
tories controlled by the magnates. In the xenophobic
atmosphere dominating the Commonwealth, the nobility
did not want to have another foreigner on the throne, and
they elected Michal Korybut Wisniowiecki in 1669. The
nobles hoped that the new king, a son of a famous con-
queror of the Cossacks, Jarema Wisniowiecki, would be as
brave as his father. Unfortunately, Michat Korybut proved to
be completely incompetent. In 1672 the Commonwealth
was defeated by the Turks, lost three provinces, and had to
pay the sultan a yearly tribute. If the king had not died in
1673, the humiliated nobility would probably have forced
him to abdicate.

Portrait of Tadeusz Kosciuszko, veteran of the America Revolution
and leader of the Polish National Insurrection in 1794. (National
Archives)

In 1674, after a divided election, one of the best Polish
military commanders, Jan Sobieski, was elevated to the
throne. He rebuilt the army, signed a treaty with France, and
planned to subjugate Prussia and to strengthen the Polish
position in the Baltic region. The magnates, however, were
more interested in Ukraine. The Commonwealth returned
to an anti-Turkish alliance with the Habsburgs. In 1683 a
military expedition led by Jan III Sobieski saved Vienna,
which had been besieged by the Ottomans. As a result of
this new war with the Turks, Poland recovered its three lost
southern provinces in 1699. The king, however, died in
1696, disliked by the nobles, who opposed the royal family’s
plans to introduce a hereditary monarchy in Poland.

Not only was the 1697 royal election divided, but for the
first time a candidate from a clear minority became king.
Most nobles voted for Prince Conti of France, but the Elec-
tor of Saxony, Augustus II Friedrich Wettin, supported by a
smaller group of nobility, came to Poland with his army and
took power. Saxony was blossoming under his government,
and he impressed the Polish nobles by converting from
Lutheranism to Catholicism. He had ambitious plans and
intended to realize them using Poland as a springboard. Au-
gustus wanted to strengthen royal power in the Common-
wealth and to gain Livonia and Courland for his family as a
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hereditary property. He promised several monarchs various
Polish territories in exchange for their support. In 1700
Saxony joined a Russian-Danish anti-Swedish coalition to
recover Livonia, taken from Poland by Sweden in the sev-
enteenth century. Formally, the Commonwealth did not
participate in the Great Northern War of 1700-1721, but
most of its operations took place on Polish territories and
devastated them. In 1704 Charles XII of Sweden ejected
Augustus from Poland and put the palatine of Poznan, Sta-
nistaw Leszczynski, on the Polish throne. In 1706 Augustus,
defeated in Saxony, renounced all claims to the throne, but
his supporters in the Commonwealth fought together with
Russian armies against the Polish supporters of the Swedes
and Leszczynski. In 1709 Charles XII suffered a major de-
feat at Poltava in Ukraine. The Swedes were subsequently
driven from the Commonwealth, controlled now by the
Russians.

Augustus returned to Poland and tried to ensure his ab-
solute power, which led to a conflict with the nobility. Rus-
sia’s tsar, Peter the Great, mediated the dispute, dictated a
settlement, and forced both sides to accept it in 1717 dur-
ing the so-called Silence Sejm, when none of its members
dared to utter a word. Augustus renounced his absolutist as-
pirations and sent his Saxon troops back to Saxony; the
army of Lithuania was reduced to 6,000 men and that of
Poland to 18,000. The nobility was guaranteed its former
privileges, including the liberum veto. Although Russia took
Livonia, its troops stayed in the Commonwealth, which
now became a Russian protectorate.

During the Great Northern War, Poland’s territories
were devastated by the Russian, Swedish, and Saxon
armies, which lived off the land. Poor harvests in 1706—
1708 and the Great Plague, which raged until 1711, com-
pleted the destruction. Lithuania alone lost about one-third
of its population.

In 1733 Augustus II was succeeded on the Polish throne
by his son, Augustus III. Russian armies intervened against
the candidacies of Portuguese Prince Emanuel and
Stanistaw Leszczynski, and won the War of Polish Succes-
sion. The new king rarely visited the Commonwealth, left it
in the hands of his favorites, and subordinated Polish inter-
ests to the Wettin dynastic interests. Russia, supported by
Prussia, in turn guaranteed what was called the Golden
Freedom of the Polish nobility.

Growing anarchy and decline marked the Saxon times.
The first signs of economic and cultural recovery, however,
emerged by the end of this era. After the death of Augustus
III in 1763, Tsarina Catherine the Great put Stanistaw Au-
gust Poniatowski on the throne of Poland in 1764.The new
king, linked to a powerful Familia (magnate faction) gath-
ered around the enlightened and patriotic Czartoryski fam-
ily, initiated new reforms. These reforms, however, were
perceived by the nobility as an attack on its liberties exe-
cuted by a Russian puppet. After the Russian ambassador to
Warsaw kidnapped Polish senators opposing Russian con-
trol, conservative and patriotic nobility started an uprising
in 1768. Known as the Bar Confederation, since it origi-
nated in the small town of Bar in Podolia, it fought against
the reforms and foreign interference in Polish internal af-

fairs. At the same time, a popular uprising, the so-called
Koliivshchyna rebellion, took place in Polish Ukraine. Tak-
ing advantage of the chaos caused by the Bar Confedera-
tion, the Ukrainian revolt, and the Turkish-Russian war,
Austria incorporated some Polish territories in 1770, a har-
binger of what was to follow.

Two years later, on the initiative of Frederick the Great,
Prussia, Russia, and Austria organized the first partition of
Poland. According to the anti-Polish coalition, the partition
was necessary to save the international balance of power,
order, and the harmony threatened by “Polish anarchy”
Russia annexed poor eastern provinces beyond the Rivers
Dvina and Dnepr, altogether comprising 92,000 square
kilometers, inhabited by 1.3 million Belarusians. Austria’s
share was more valuable: a territory known later as Galicia
(83,000 square kilometers, populated by 2.65 million peo-
ple, mostly Poles and Ukrainians). The most precious was
the Prussian acquisition: West Prussia (Gdansk Pomerania),
with the Bishopric of Warmia (Ermland). Even though the
region was only 36,500 square kilometers and had only
580,000 inhabitants, and the Prussians did not receive the
city of Gdansk, their gain constituted one of the most de-
veloped regions of Poland, and its occupation united the
two biggest but previously isolated provinces of Prussia:
Brandenburg and East Prussia. As a result of the partition,
the Commonwealth lost 30 percent of its territory, 37 per-
cent of its population, many important resources, access to
the Baltic, and its natural southern border, the Carpathians.

The exhausted Commonwealth could not resist. Most of
its inhabitants passively accepted the catastrophe. The polit-
ical elites, however, saw the partition as a humiliation and a
warning. The king and his collaborators managed to trans-
form the Permanent Council, forced upon the monarch by
the Russians to limit his power, into an eftective and stable
government. Slowly and patiently, the government intro-
duced positive changes. In 1773 the Commission of Na-
tional Education, the first European education ministry, was
established, and the entire school system was reformed and
modernized. Thanks to royal support, an unprecedented
cultural revival took place in the 1770s. All the cautious
preparations of the postpartition era bore fruit after 1787,
when Russia became involved in another war with Turkey
and Poland regained her sovereignty for a short time. The
Sejm that gathered in Warsaw in 1788 constituted itself into
a Confederation, which eliminated the threat of liberum
veto and initiated a period of unprecedented rule by parlia-
ment. In 1789 the French Revolution, which stimulated
political activities, especially among the Polish burghers, in-
spired the Sejm. In 1790, in order to complete unfinished
legislative projects, the Sejm doubled the number of the
deputies after an additional election. On 3 May 1791, after
long and meticulous preparations, in a legitimist coup d’é-
tat, the Sejm accepted a new constitution, widely regarded
as a symbol of hope and an effort to preserve the existence
of the Commonwealth.

This first modern European constitution (and the second
one in the world, preceded only by the document drawn up
in 1787 in the United States) reflected the lessons of the
Enlightenment and the French and American Revolutions.
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It replaced the elective monarchy with a hereditary consti-
tutional one and oftfered the throne, surprisingly, to the Wet-
tin dynasty. It eliminated the liberum veto; checked the
liberties of the nobility; recognized the sovereignty of the
people as the source of all law; guaranteed religious free-
dom; divided the government into three distinct branches,
legislative, executive, and judicial; established a modern gov-
ernment responsible before Parliament; and decided to re-
build the army. This constitution completed the union with
Lithuania, creating one government, one administration sys-
tem, one army, and one treasury for the two parts of the
Commonwealth. The townsmen received a number of
rights that previously had been enjoyed only by the nobil-
ity, such as (limited) rights of participation in the Sejm. On
the other hand, the constitution did not give a proper con-
sideration to the Jews and peasants, who were offered only
vague promises of the state’s legal protection.

The constitution was received enthusiastically in Western
Europe, but it alarmed Poland’s neighbors. Russia signed a
peace treaty with Turkey in May 1792 and sent over 90,000
troops to punish its disobedient vassal. Prussia broke its de-
fensive alliance with Poland and joined the Russian aggres-
sion. In a Ukrainian border village of Targowica, a group of
Polish conservative pro-Russian magnates organized a con-
federacy in defense of the Golden Freedom. The untrained
Polish army could not stop the Russian troops, which gave
the power in Poland to the Targowica people. Those mag-
nates reversed all the changes initiated by the 3 May consti-
tution but were unable to establish a functioning
government, and the monarchs of Russia and Prussia de-
cided to partition the Commonwealth again, using as a pre-
text the theory that the “deadly Revolution that has
occurred in France” (Israel 415) had spread into Poland and
threatened their countries.

The second partition in 1793 left only a little Polish
buffer state of 215,000 square kilometers and 4 million in-
habitants. Russia took a huge territory of 250,000 square
kilometers and 3 million people. Prussia’s acquisition had
only 58,000 square kilometers and 1.1 million people, but
it linked Prussian Silesia with previously occupied Western
Prussia. Poland was in turmoil, ruled by the Targowica mag-
nates, who concentrated on self-enrichment and settling
scores with their enemies. Many political refugees escaped
abroad, mainly to Saxony and France.The rump Common-
wealth remained under the occupation of the Russians,
who arrested Polish patriots and started demobilizing the
Polish army. In March 1794 one of the regiments resisted.
The news about the rebellion triggered successtul uprisings
in Cracow, Warsaw, and Vilna. General Tadeusz Kosciuszko,
a celebrated veteran of the American Revolution, was cho-
sen the chief (Naczelnik) of the insurrection and defeated a
Russian army unit at Raclawice on 4 April 1794.
Kosciuszko tried to start an American style national upris-
ing, but the nobility was against the social changes that
would follow it and especially opposed liberation of the
peasants. In October 1794, Kosciuszko was defeated and
imprisoned. In November the Russians took Warsaw, killing
about 10,000 civilians during the siege of the city. In Janu-
ary 1795, Prussia, Russia, and Austria, which also sent troops

across the Polish border, signed the treaty that decreed the
third partition of Poland. Russia again took the largest share,
but Prussia occupied central Poland, including Warsaw,
which became a dilapidated border town. In November
1795, Stanistaw August Poniatowski, who desperately had
tried to save his country, abdicated, and in 1798 he died in
St. Petersburg. The partitioning powers signed an agreement
about “the need to abolish everything, which can recall the
memory of the existence of the kingdom of Poland”
(Lukowski and Zawadzki 105).

As a consequence of the partitions, the fourth most pop-
ulous country of Europe (after France, the Holy Roman
Empire of the German Nation, and Russia) disappeared
from the map. For the first time since the fall of Byzantium,
a major European state was annihilated completely. Russia
took 62 percent of its area and 45 percent of the popula-
tion, Prussia 20 percent of the land and 23 percent of the
people, and Austria 18 percent of the land and 32 percent
of the population. The newly drawn borders did not corre-
spond to any old divisions and divided a mostly agricultural
country. Only about 17 percent of its population lived in
towns, and there was only one city there: Warsaw, with al-
most 200,000 inhabitants in 1795. Most peasants were serfs
owned by their landlords. The former Commonwealth was
a home to the largest Jewish community in the world.
About 750,000 Jews constituted almost 10 percent of the
entire society and over 75 percent of European Jewry. The
most important part of the Polish heritage, however, was the
nobility. It also made up about 10 percent of the population
and was uniquely diversified: from peasant-like petty noble-
men, who owned small farms or had virtually nothing, to
powerful magnates, whose estates were larger than some
European states. Of different ethnic and religious back-
grounds, they were united by a common identity as Polish
noblemen who looked down on those primitive Mus-
covites, greedy Prussian nouveaux riches, and treacherous
Austrians.

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

While the partitioning powers were dividing the Com-
monwealth, Polish émigrés in Western Europe started build-
ing organizations that were supposed to represent Poland
and to prepare the groundwork for its revival. Despite quar-
reling and fighting each other, they established a network of
conspiracies in the country and asked the Western powers,
especially revolutionary France, for help.

In 1796 French authorities established a Polish legion to
fight against Austria. The march of the legion began with
the words “Poland is not yet lost as long as we live”; it later
became the Polish national anthem. In 1799 two Polish le-
gions were formed. Altogether, over 25,000 soldiers, mostly
peasants and townsmen, served in the legions, which be-
came venues for political education.

At the same time, many Polish nobles had a vision of a
reconstructed Polish state in union with Russia. Prince
Adam Czartoryski, a personal friend of Tsar Alexander I and
the Russian minister of foreign affairs, best represented this
orientation.
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In 1806 a successful Polish uprising in western Poland
tfollowed a spectacular French victory over Prussia, which
was forced to sue for peace. Napoleon came to Warsaw and,
in 1807, defeated the Russians, who were trying to defend
the old international system in Europe. In July 1807 Napo-
leon met Alexander I and the King of Prussia at Tilsit (on
the Niemen River). They established a new order in East-
ern Europe. The lands taken by Prussia in the second and
the third partitions were now transformed into the Duchy
of Warsaw, a small state of 102,000 square kilometers and 2.6
million people. In 1809, after a French victory over Austria,
the duchy received the territories grabbed by the Habsburgs
during the third partition as well, growing to 155,000
square kilometers and 4.3 million inhabitants. The throne of
the duchy was given to King Frederick August of Saxony,
who was instated as a hereditary prince. The state received
a constitution written by Napoleon, which stipulated that
“all citizens are equal before the law.”” The constitution lib-
erated the peasants but did not give them the right to their
land, which, de facto, preserved serfdom. Although Jews re-
ceived full rights, those guarantees were soon suspended for
ten years. In addition, the Napoleonic Civic Code was in-
troduced in the duchy.

In practice, however, the old socioeconomic order was
preserved; the duchy was little more than a French vassal
state and a military bridgehead in Eastern Europe. Con-
trolled by French generals and residents, the duchy spent
two-thirds of its budget on the army, which fought for Na-
poleon on many fronts, not necessarily “For Your and Our
Freedom,” as a nineteenth-century slogan of Polish revolu-
tionaries announced. About 100,000 Polish soldiers partici-
pated in Napoleon’s Russian invasion in 1812. Most of
them perished together with the French army. In February
1813 the Russians took Warsaw and established a provi-
sional regime headed by a Russian senator. Polish dreams of
a revived Commonwealth disappeared.

The fate of Poland was decided during the Congress of
Vienna in 1814-1815. After some disagreement within the
victorious anti-Napoleonic coalition, the Duchy of Warsaw
was divided into three parts. A tiny strip of land near Cra-
cow (1,164 square kilometers) populated by 140,000 in-
habitants was transformed into the Republic of Cracow.
Supposedly “free, independent, and neutral” but “under the
protection” of the partitioning powers, it survived until
1846, when it was incorporated into Austria. The western
part of the Duchy of Warsaw (29,000 square kilometers
with 1.3 million people) went to Prussia as an autonomous
Grand Duchy of Poznan (Posen). It had its own currency
and parliament; Polish was an official language in adminis-
tration and schools. The king of Prussia took the title of
Grand Duke of Poznan and was represented there by a Pol-
ish vice-regent, Prince Antoni Radziwill. The duchy be-
came the breadbasket of Prussia and started developing
quickly. Its peasantry was included in the land reforms that
had been initiated in Prussia in 1808; the peasants were lib-
erated, but they had to pay for the land given to them dur-
ing the reform. Consequently, only the richest farmers
survived and formed a strong Polish-speaking class. The
poor had to migrate to urban centers, which also strength-

ened the future Polish national movement in the eastern
provinces of Prussia.

Most territories of the Duchy of Warsaw were reorgan-
ized as the Congress Kingdom of Poland, a small state of
128,000 square kilometers and 3.3 million inhabitants. The
kingdom, theoretically independent, was linked by personal
union with Russia. Alexander I became its first king, and its
constitution was one of the most liberal in Europe, even
though serfdom was not abolished. Polish was the only of-
ficial language. Alexander’s brother, Grand Duke Constan-
tine, became the commander in chief of the kingdom’s
army and the troops in Lithuania. This joint appointment
was considered the first step toward the reunification of the
Commonwealth under Russian rule. In 1816 Warsaw Uni-
versity was opened, and a modern educational system con-
tinued the work of the Commission of National
Education. After an initial economic crisis, the authorities
in Warsaw started a relatively successful industrialization of
the kingdom.

On the other hand, Grand Duke Constantine dominated
the imperial lieutenant governor, General Jozef Zajaczek,
and governed the kingdom as a despot. Censorship was in-
troduced, people were imprisoned without trial, the sessions
of the Sejm were “delayed,” the constitution was disre-
garded, and a secret police was organized. The Poles argued
that the Congress of Vienna gave them certain freedoms
that the partitioning powers were not observing and that
other states that had signed the Vienna agreements should
intervene on behalf of Poland. When this did not happen
and a legal opposition was paralyzed, clandestine organiza-
tions appeared. One of them, the Cadet Corps in Warsaw,
initiated a revolt in November 1830, alarmed by a rumor
that Polish troops would be sent to suppress the revolution
in Belgium and would be replaced in Poland by the Rus-
sian Army. The political establishment of the kingdom was
completely surprised by (and unprepared for) the uprising.
Moderate leaders, who assumed power, started negotiating
with the tsar instead of organizing an offensive against the
Russians. The divided national government did not pass re-
forms to win the support of the peasantry and did not gain
any foreign aid. This allowed the Russian army to gain
needed time to regroup and crush the insurrection, even
though the Poles oftered strong resistance at several battles.

The defeat of the November Insurrection of 1830-1831
was followed by severe reprisals. The Polish army, the Sejm
and Senate, the University of Warsaw, and many other na-
tional institutions were dissolved. Russification began, and
the Polish administration came to be controlled centrally
from St. Petersburg. Thousands of Polish soldiers were con-
scripted into the Russian Army, and thousands of people
were deported to Siberia. About ten thousand officers,
politicians, artists, and professionals, in a movement called
the Great Emigration, left Poland for the West, mostly end-
ing up in France, and continued intensive political and cul-
tural activities there. The kingdom was ruled, and
terrorized, until 1856 by the man called the prince of Ere-
van and Warsaw, the commander in chief of the Russian oc-
cupying forces, General Ivan Paskevich. His government
was so oppressive that even the events of the 1848-1849
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Springtime of Nations (commonly known as the revolu-
tions of 1848) did not spread to Russian Poland.

The first positive changes appeared in the Congress
Kingdom after Russia lost the Crimean War of 1853-1856
and the “policeman of Europe,” Nicholas I, died and was re-
placed by a new “tsar-reformer,” Alexander II, in 1855. Fac-
ing numerous international challenges and starting an
ambitious reform program, Russian authorities wanted to
pacity Poland and sought a modus vivendi with the Poles.
After the death of Paskevich, a new plenipotentiary of the
tsar, Prince Mikhail Gorchakov, introduced a new, milder
government in Poland. Political amnesty was decreed, cen-
sorship was relaxed, the archepiscopal seat in Warsaw, vacant
for years, was filled, Poles were readmitted to the adminis-
tration in the western Russian provinces, and a Medical-
Surgical Academy and a School of Fine Arts were
established in Warsaw.

In 1857 an Agricultural Society was created in Warsaw. It
gathered about four thousand members—rich landowners
and the heads of the most prominent Polish gentry families.
Soon, it became a substitute diet. Chaired by popular aris-
tocrat Andrzej Zamoyski, it debated on the issues most im-
portant for the Congress Kingdom, which had changed
tremendously by the mid-nineteenth century.

A slow process of industrialization and recovery after the
disaster of partitions and the Napoleonic era had already
started in the 1820s. In 1851 the Russian-Polish tariff bor-
der was abolished. This led to new opportunities for Polish
industry, which recaptured the Russian markets. The rail-
road network was developed, the textile and light industries
were modernized, and new iron works and mines were
opened. The Crimean War had created a demand for grain,
and mass sugar production began. The kingdom’s popula-
tion grew from 4.1 million in 1830 to 4.8 million people in
1860. Warsaw, with 180,000 inhabitants in 1830, grew to a
size of 230,000 in 1860. Emancipation and assimilation of
the Jews started. Over 50 percent of peasants paid rents and
were free of serfdom.

In 1859 the Russians asked the Agricultural Society to
prepare a land reform project for the Congress Kingdom.
This initiative helped to revive political life in Poland. Pub-
lic opinion was electrified with the news of the outbreak of
war in 1859 between France and Austria and of the unifi-
cation of Italy. Beginning in 1858, a series of patriotic
demonstrations took place in Warsaw. Polish political émi-
grés abroad intensified their activities and sent their envoys
to Poland, where underground organizations appeared. In
early 1861, when a plan of agricultural reform in Russia
proper was already known, meetings of the Agricultural So-
ciety were backed up by huge demonstrations demanding
more autonomy for Poland. On 27 February 1861, Russian
troops opened fire on the crowds and killed several people,
including two members of the Agricultural Society. Its lead-
ers called upon the people to start “moral resistance” and
“moral revolution.”

In response, the Russians opened negotiations with
Count Alexander Wielopolski. A conservative and concilia-
tory aristocrat who opposed conspiracy and resistance,
Wielopolski competed politically with the popular

Zamoyski, believing that loyalty toward Russia would be re-
warded with autonomy and cultural freedom for the Con-
gress Kingdom. He was appointed a member and later the
head of the reestablished Administrative Council of the
kingdom. He dissolved the Agricultural Society, tried to di-
minish the growing tension between Polish society and the
Russian occupational apparatus (during a demonstration in
April 1862 the Russian troops killed approximately one
hundred civilians in Warsaw), and continued his reforms,
aimed at the emancipation of the Jews, Polonization of the
kingdom’s administration, and modernization of its educa-
tional system. When the Russians once again introduced
military conscription in Congress Poland, he decided to use
the draft to smash the conspiracy, especially in Warsaw.

Yet, a day before the levy was to take place, young men
escaped from the city to the surrounding woods, and a week
later, on 22 January 1863, an underground National Central
Committee issued a manifesto. It called the people of
Poland, Lithuania, and Ruthenia to arms, announced the es-
tablishment of a national government, promised freedom
and equality to all the citizens irrespective of religion, pro-
claimed the peasants to be full owners of the land they cul-
tivated, and offered indemnities to the landlords. During the
night of 22/23 January, 6,000 badly armed insurgents at-
tacked eighteen Russian garrisons (holding nearly 100,000
troops). Intensive guerrilla fighting started in the entire
kingdom and in the formerly Polish “western gubernias” of
Russia (Lithuania, Belorussia, and Ukraine). An under-
ground state was created with its own postal services, fi-
nances, secret police, and diplomatic representatives.

France, Austria, and Great Britain sent diplomatic notes
to St. Petersburg regarding the situation in Poland. A “Pol-
ish Meeting,” a large demonstration of support for Poland
in July 1863 in London, became a starting point for the or-
ganization of the First Working Men International. Unfor-
tunately, the Western powers limited themselves to written
protests. The insurgents took no major town, and the Na-
tional Government could not act openly. The Russians,
pressed by the Prussians to crush the uprising as quickly as
possible, sent a regular army of 300,000 men to Poland and
began a brutal crackdown on the insurgents and the popu-
lation in general.

The Polish underground was divided; the “Reds” and the
“Whites” competed politically and had different plans for
the uprising. Initially, there was no supreme command and
no coordinated strategy. In the fall of 1863 the Lithuanian
insurrection was crushed by the “hangman of Vilna,” the
governor Mikhail Muravyov. Russian-introduced emanci-
pation of the peasants prompted them to abandon the
rebels. In October 1863 a retired professional officer of the
Russian Army, Romuald Traugutt, took over the national
government as a dictator and revived the uprising, but he
was arrested in April 1864 and executed in Warsaw. In May
1864 General Fedor Berg, the commander in chief of the
Russian army in Poland and the newly appointed viceroy,
announced the end of the campaign, even though the last
skirmishes continued until the spring of 1865.

The failure of the January Uprising was followed by
harsh retributions. About four hundred insurgents were ex-
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ecuted after trials; an unknown number were shot or
hanged by the Russian army, and thousands were deported
to Siberia. About 1,600 estates in the Congress Poland and
1,800 estates in the western gubernias were confiscated and
given to tsarist officials. A contribution of 20 million rubles
was forced upon the landowners of the Congress Kingdom
of Poland. The name of the kingdom was changed to Vis-
tula Land, which was reduced to a tsarist province; it lost all
autonomy and separate administrative institutions. Even the
Bank of Poland was transformed into a subsidiary branch of’
the Imperial Bank. No municipal government existed, no
justices were elected, and trials by jury were not permitted.
Intensive Russification began. The Warsaw Main School
was reshaped into a Russian university. The Uniate Church
was abolished completely, the Catholic clergy was harassed,
and by 1870 not a single Polish bishopric had a bishop.
Anti-Polish feelings were fostered in Russia; Lithuanian and
Ukrainian nationalism in turn awakened on the territories
of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

The land reform of 19 February (2 March) 1864 was
supposed to widen an abyss between the gentry and the
peasants. The latter received the land they used. All their ob-
ligations toward the landlords were liquidated. The villagers
enjoyed self-government and were allowed to gather wood
for burning from landlords’ forests and to use manorial pas-
tures. Landlords were paid compensation in the form of
forty-two year amortization bonds, which quickly depreci-
ated. To pay the compensation, the Russian authorities in-
troduced a new land tax on farmers.

The reform was very profitable to the regime, but it si-
multaneously triggered significant social changes. In the
countryside, the peasants, formerly exploited by the gentry,
came to be oppressed by the Russian state apparatus. The
great latifundia (landed estates) were virtually unaftected,
but the middle and petty gentry were ruined. Thousands of’
noblemen moved to the towns and cities, but there their
opportunities were limited. Administrative positions were
reserved for Russians, and trade and industry were in the
hands of the Jews and Christian bourgeoisie. In addition, a
mass of landless peasants moved to the cities, becoming part
of a growing proletariat. A new class of intelligentsia also
formed, hostile toward the magnates, the peasants, the bour-
geoisie, the Jews, and the Russians.

The changes triggered by the land reform contributed
to the rapid industrialization that took place in the former
Congress Kingdom in the 1870s and 1880s. Russian pro-
tectionist policies stimulated the development of textile
and metallurgical industries. Railroad construction created
a new demand for iron and coal. The value of production
grew from 30 million rubles in 1864 to 190 million in
1885, while the number of workers expanded from 80,000
to 150,000. The output of coal grew from 312,000 tons in
1870 to over 3 million tons in 1890. By 1890, industrial
production exceeded agricultural production, and foreign
investments reached about 39 percent of capital. Warsaw,
with 600,000 people in 1890, became one of the largest
cities of the empire, and Vistula Land its most advanced
part. Its socioeconomic conditions, however, still did not
meet Western standards and, in 1897, over 68 percent of the

people in the former Congress Kingdom still lived in the
countryside.

The failure of the January Uprising and its socioeco-
nomic consequences strongly affected public life. Political
pessimism prevailed in Poland. Conspiracy and armed
struggle were considered suicidal folly. Positivism became
the leading political trend. A reaction against romanticism in
literature and politics, it propagated the “heroism of a rea-
sonable life” and a program of “organic work” that was sup-
posed to preserve cultural and material aspects of Polish life
through universal education, technological progress, indus-
trial development, and modernization. Positivists fought
against the remaining elements of feudalism and supported
the emancipation of women, Jews, burghers, and peasants.
They praised economic entrepreneurship and emphasized
that every citizen of Poland, regardless of his or her national,
religious, or social background, could contribute to the de-
velopment of the country.

Positivists assumed a critical, realistic, practical, and “apo-
litical” attitude. This stance was exploited by the supporters
of Triple Loyalism, a collaboration program with the author-
ities of Russia, Prussia, and Austria. After a quarter of a cen-
tury, however, positivism lost its popularity. It did not bring
any political results and was rejected by many political émi-
grés still active in the West and by the young people who had
not experienced the January Uprising. In the late 1880s a se-
cret Association of Polish Youth, Zet, was established. Both
socialist and nationalist, Zet returned to the idea of freedom
fighting, rejected positivism, and maintained that ordinary
people better preserved the national tradition than did the
upper classes. In 1887 one of the organizers of Zet, Zygmunt
Mitkowski, published a booklet “About Active Defense and
National Treasury,” which argued against passive resistance
and supported preparation for active struggle against the oc-
cupiers of Poland. That same year, he established the Polish
League in Switzerland. The league anticipated a conflict be-
tween the great powers, formulated a program of recon-
struction for a Polish state within the prepartition borders,
stood against social revolution and international socialism,
and condemned positivists and conservatives for their loyalty
to the powers occupying Poland.

In 1893 the Polish League was transformed into a more
active National League, a clandestine organization, led by
Roman Dmowski, that penetrated various Polish political
camps. The National League also criticized the loyalists,
condemned tsarist oppression, called for pressure on Rus-
sian authorities, and organized political demonstrations in
Warsaw. Dmowski, who had just graduated from the Biol-
ogy Department of the Russian Warsaw University, pub-
lished several political writings and soon became an
intellectual leader of the Polish nationalistic movement. In
1897 the league was reorganized as the National Demo-
cratic Party (Endecja, or Endeks). It established branches in
Prussian Poland in 1904 and, in 1905, in Galicia. It pub-
lished several periodicals, and its program, based on social
solidarity, anti-Semitism, and hostility to socialism, was in-
creasingly popular.

At the same time, modern political parties were also estab-
lished on the political left in the former Congress Kingdom
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of Poland. In 1881 a young member of the intelligentsia, Lud-
wik Warynski, organized the first Polish workers’ party, Prole-
tariat. Destroyed by the tsarist police two years later, it was
succeeded by the Second Proletariat in 1888. Some of its
members joined the Polish Socialist Party (PPS) in 1892.
Founded in Paris by the Congress of Polish Socialists, it called
for Polish independence and establishment of a democratic re-
public. In 1893 the first PPS groups were organized in Russia
and Prussia. A former political deportee to Siberia, Jozef
Pilsudski, became one of the most important PPS leaders. In
the same year, Marxist radical activists, who opposed the pro-
independence stand of the PPS program, formed a party
known later as the Social Democracy of the Kingdom of
Poland and Lithuania. Other ethnic groups of Russian-occu-
pied Poland also created their first parties by the end of the
nineteenth century. Bund, the General Jewish Workers’ Union
in Lithuania, Poland, and Russia, was established in 1897 and
propagated a radical Marxist and anti-Zionist program.

The development of the Polish nation followed different
lines in the Prussian- and Austrian-occupied territories of
the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the nine-
teenth century. The king of Prussia, Frederick William III,
kept in mind the two Polish uprisings of 1794 and 1806 and
guaranteed Poles the maintenance of the Catholic religion
and the Polish national character of the Grand Duchy of
Poznan (Posen), which had been attached to his state dur-
ing the Congress of Vienna. A Polish aristocrat, Prince An-
toni Radziwilt, represented the king in the duchy as its
viceroy. The duchy minted its own small coins, and Polish
was its official language. In 1823 an agrarian reform was im-
plemented, but only big holdings were enfranchised. Small-
holders commonly moved to the towns, strengthening their
Polish character. The well-organized, relatively wealthy Pol-
ish peasantry became a strong supporter of Polish national
ideas. The Prussian bureaucracy, at the same time, opposed
the king’s Polish policy of compromise and planned to Ger-
manize the duchy.

In 1830 Polish public opinion in the duchy enthusiasti-
cally welcomed the outbreak of the November Insurrec-
tion, and contingents of Poznan volunteers participated in
the uprising. After the revolt, however, Radziwilt was re-
moved from his position, and a new program of German-
ization began. A local insurrection, begun in 1846, failed.
The outbreak of the revolutions of 1848 brought a plan for
national reorganization of the duchy, but it failed too. More-
over, the 1863 January Insurrection in the Congress King-
dom resulted in close Russian-Prussian cooperation against
the Poles. Prussian authorities changed the name of the
duchy to the Posen Provinz and incorporated it into the
general Prussian administrative system. In 1871 the Poles
protested against the incorporation of their lands into
united Germany. Bismarck’s anti-Polish policy became a
part of the Kulturkampf (the struggle to subject the Roman
Catholic Church, national minorities, and
autonomous provinces to strict state control). As a result, the
Polish language was gradually withdrawn from schools and
administration, and the Polish press and Polish organizations
in general were harassed. In 1886 a colonization commis-
sion was created to buy Polish lands for German settlers, and

semi-

several German private and governmental organizations
tried to Germanize the Polish provinces completely. The
Poles, however, reacted with well-organized economic and
cultural activities, which slowly started to turn the tide,
shaping the future national character of the Prussian-occu-
pied Polish territories. In this struggle, the National Demo-
cratic Party became a dominating Polish political force in
Prussian-occupied Poland.

In Austria, the modernization of Polish society pro-
gressed at a much slower pace. In 1815 the Habsburgs did
not recover all the Polish territories they had taken during
the partitions of Poland. They kept the lands incorporated
into their empire after the first partition of 1772 and offi-
cially called them the Kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria.
Cut off from its Polish hinterland by an artificial border and
isolated from the old Habsburg lands by the Carpathian
Mountains, Galicia stagnated economically, becoming one
of the poorest regions in Europe. The monarchs of Austria
exploited Galicia economically and treated it as a reservoir
of manpower for their army. In 1846, after a failed uprising
and a peasant antigentry jacquerie, the Republic of Cracow
was incorporated into Galicia. Two years later, during the
revolutions of 1848, serfdom was abolished in Galicia, but
its semifeudal social structure did not change quickly. To
overcome a deep crisis in the Habsburg monarchy in the
mid-nineteenth century,Vienna made a Compromise (Aus-
gleich) with the Hungarians that reshaped the structure of
the empire in 1867. Under its provisions, Galicia received a
broad autonomy. Polish became its ofticial language, and the
Polish gentry controlled its government. The province now
became a center of Polish culture. The Galician population
was about 8 million people at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century and consisted mostly of Poles (45 percent),
Ukrainians (45 percent), and Jews (6 percent).

Autonomy led to the creation of a thriving political life
in Galicia. Initially, the most influential people were conser-
vative loyalists, but by the end of the nineteenth century,
they were losing ground to the Polish Peasant Party (estab-
lished in 1895), the Polish Social Democratic Party (formed
in 1892), and numerous other national minorities’ parties. In
1905 a Galician branch of the National Democratic Party
was also established in the province and soon dominated
local political life.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, therefore, the
Poles had no state and were second-class citizens in Ger-
many and Russia. They populated mostly underdeveloped,
poor, agrarian territories. The illiteracy rate was high and
the countryside overpopulated. The Poles were divided into
several antagonistic social classes and were burdened with
the memory of the collapse of the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth at the end of the eighteenth century as well as
the failed national uprisings of the nineteenth century. Nev-
ertheless, the Poles constituted a relatively large nation of
over 30 million people spread across the former Congress
Kingdom (12 million), Galicia (8 million), the former
Grand Duchy of Poznan (8 million), Pomerania (almost 2
million), Upper Silesia (almost 2 million), East Prussia,
Lithuania, Belorussia, and Ukraine (several million). Their
demographic growth, 1.3 percent a year, was among the
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Jozef Pilsudski

C

Commonwealth. In 1887 he was arrested by the tsarist police for his contacts with Russian Narodniks (Populists) and
sent to Siberia. In 1892 he returned to Vilna and joined the newly established Polish Socialist Party (PPS). Soon, he
became one of its most important leaders and the editor-in-chief of the party organ Robotnik (The Worker). He com-

onsidered by many historians to be the most outstanding Polish politician of the twentieth century, Pitsud-
ski was one of the most important contributors to the reestablishment of the Polish state in 1918. Born in
1867 in a noble family northeast of Vilna, he was raised in the patriotic tradition of the Polish-Lithuanian

manded the party underground activities during the 1905 revolution in Russia, and after the end of the revolution,
in 1908, he moved to Austrian-controlled Galicia. Anticipating the outbreak of World War I, he created there, first
secretly and then legally with the support of the Austrian authorities, several paramilitary organizations. After the be-
ginning of the war, they took part in the anti-Russian offensive and were reformed into the Polish Legions.

In 1916, when Germany and Austria established a Polish puppet state, Pilsudski joined its government, but after
the March 1917 revolution in Russia, he reversed his strategy, opposed any cooperation with Berlin and Vienna, and
was imprisoned by the Germans in the fortress of Magdeburg. Released after the outbreak of the German revolu-
tion in early November 1918, he returned to Warsaw, accepted the position of chief of state and commander in chief
of the Polish Army, and managed to build a compromise between various political forces fighting for power in
Poland.

In 1918-1921 he led the Polish Army during several border wars and managed to finish them in a manner fa-
vorable to Poland. In March 1920, during the war against Soviet Russia, Pilsudski became the marshal of Poland. In
late 1922 he transmitted his power to the newly elected president, Gabriel Narutowicz. In 1923 he resigned from
his last official position of chief of the Polish General Staft and retired from politics.

Soon, however, he gathered around him many political and military leaders who opposed the excesses of the “Par-
liamentocracy” and criticized chaos and corruption in Poland. On 12 May 1926, Pitsudski started a military coup
d’état and after several days of bloody struggle, he established a dictatorship known as Sanacja. Initially, the marshal
tolerated the opposition, but in 1930 its leadership was arrested, and the regime slid into an unscrupulous authori-
tarianism. Pilsudski decided personally about all the most important governmental decisions. Disillusioned with the
policies of the Western powers towards Germany and East Central Europe, he accepted a principle of equilibrium
in the foreign strategy of Poland. It should engage on neither the German nor the Soviet side but should balance
between those two powers.

In April 1935 the Sejm, controlled by Sanacja, accepted a new constitution that sanctioned a strong presidential
system, de facto a dictatorial political system, in Poland. A month later, Pilsudski died. His political camp partially
disintegrated and moved to the right. Despite all his mistakes and shortcomings, Marshal Pilsudski was one of the
most charismatic leaders in the entire history of Poland, and his positive contribution to its liberation and develop-
ment cannot be denied.

highest in Europe. They had developed a sophisticated na-
tional elite and a fascinating culture. Several modern politi-
cal parties mobilized thousands of Poles and coordinated
their activities. Polish national consciousness was relatively
strong. At the beginning of the twentieth century, it was al-
ready obvious that German and Russian attempts to de-
nationalize and assimilate the Poles had failed. Several
countries in the West, particularly France and the United
States, hosted large groups of immigrants from Poland and
active Polish political centers that influenced the situation in
the country.

Moreover, the Poles had their national Piedmont in au-
tonomous Galicia. Not only did Polish political and cultural
life flourish there, but Galicia also became a refuge for Poles
escaping from Germany and Russia as well as the center of

the Polish national freedom movement. Stimulated by in-
ternational events, the movement was growing faster at the
beginning of the twentieth century than before.

Russia’s defeat in the 1904 war with Japan triggered a
revolution in the tsarist empire in January 1905. The for-
mer Congress Kingdom, one of the most industrialized
parts of Russia, became an important center of that revo-
lution. The Polish Socialist Party (PPS), an important co-
organizer of the antitsarist resistance, transformed it partly
into a national uprising. After the collapse of the revolution
and the restoration of tsarist control, thousands of its veter-
ans escaped to Galicia. Pilsudski was one of the most stub-
born fighters, but in 1908 he also followed them.
Anticipating the outbreak of World War I, he helped to es-
tablish in Galicia the nucleus of a future Polish army, the
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Rifleman Association and the Union of Armed Struggle. In
1912 the Pilsudskiite wing of the PPS helped to form, and
became an activating force in, the Temporary Committee
of [Polish| Confederated Independence Parties.

Despite their dreams of a future independent state, most
Poles of Russia, Austria, and Germany did not expect to re-
cover their state soon and did not participate in the freedom
movement. Of the many nations living within the borders
of these three empires, however, Poles were among the best
prepared to create and rebuild their state.

WORLD WAR I
The outbreak of World War I brought both misfortune and
hope to the Poles. In 1914 and 1915 heavy fighting took
place on the Polish territories. The Russians occupied most
of Galicia and defended the former Congress Kingdom.
Hundreds of thousands of Poles were mobilized into the
Austrian, Russian, and German armies. The Polish economy
was paralyzed, and Polish territories were devastated and
exploited economically. As part of their own war eftorts, the
partitioning powers tried to gain Polish support. Many
Poles realized that the situation, one in which Berlin, Vi-
enna, and St. Petersburg were engaged on opposite sides of’
the front, created new opportunities for the Polish national
cause. In August 1914 Polish politicians active in Austria
formed the Supreme National Committee. It continued
Galician prewar paramilitary preparations and formed the
Polish Legions that fought on the side of the Austrian army.
In addition, Pilsudski created an underground Polish Mili-
tary Organization, which fought for an independent
Poland. Another group of Polish politicians in Russia be-
lieved that only this power would be able to unite all the
Polish territories into one autonomous unit. Led by Roman
Dmowski, this pro-Russian orientation established the Pol-
ish National Committee in November 1914 and tried to
form Polish military units within the tsarist army. Only in
Germany were there no significant signs of Polish support.
In mid-1915 the Germans and the Austrians pushed the
Russians from the Polish territories. The tsarist armies evac-
uated the most important industrial facilities and a part of
the population, which added to the wartime destruction.
The German-occupied region was now reorganized as the
General Government Warsaw. The Austrians established the
General Government Lublin in the southern part of the
tormer Congress Kingdom. Both occupiers mercilessly ex-
ploited their territories, removing from Poland everything
useful for their own war industries. Poland was supposed to
be a part of Mitteleuropa (Central Europe), a German-
controlled agricultural semi-colony, buying the products of
German industry and delivering cheap labor and food. The
Germans, however, overestimated their military potential
and started experiencing serious problems in 1916. A short-
age of “cannon fodder” (troops) was especially pressing, and
the Berlin leadership began looking for new soldiers in
their occupied territories. German intelligence discovered
quickly that the Russian mobilization in the Polish
provinces was shallow and that approximately one million
soldiers could be taken from these territories. International
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Portrait of Jozef Pitsudski, one of the most outstanding Polish political
leaders. (Library of Congress)

law, however, prohibited conscription in occupied lands. It
was also obvious that men enlisted by force would not be
good soldiers. The German and the Austrian authorities
nevertheless decided to encourage the Poles to volunteer.

On 5 November 1916, the emperors of Germany and
Austria proclaimed the establishment of a Kingdom of
Poland. It was to be formed on the territories of the former
Congress Kingdom; its exact borders were to be deter-
mined in the future. An army of this “hereditary and con-
stitutional Monarchy” was to be organized under the joint
control of the German and Austrian governors-general of
occupied Poland. A Polish Provisional Council of State was
formed to help the German and Austrian authorities form
the Polnische Wehrmacht (Polish Armed Forces).

The concept of the kingdom was so vague and the Ger-
man-Austrian intentions were so clear that a large section of’
the Polish public opinion ignored the Declaration of 5 No-
vember. Yet the so-called activists, coming mainly from
Pitsudski’s wing of the PPS, the National Union of Workers,
the National Union of Peasants, and the landowners’ milieus,
decided to use this opportunity to start building a Polish
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state apparatus under Austro-German supervision. The Uni-
versity of Warsaw reopened, and Polish educational network
and central state institutions were formed. Pilsudski worked
at the Military Department, and his Legionnaires were to be
reorganized into new units. The Declaration of 5 November
thus destroyed the past solidarity of the partitioning powers
with regard to the Polish question. In December 1916 the
tsar himself mentioned the idea of a future free Poland in his
order to the army.

In the spring of 1917 the Pilsudski political camp started
redesigning its strategy. The February Revolution in Russia,
which toppled the Romanov dynasty, had changed the in-
ternational situation. The Provisional Government in St. Pe-
tersburg now supported a plan for a sovereign Polish state
allied with Russia. The Petrograd Soviet also recognized
Poland’s right to independence. Poles in Russia started or-
ganizing themselves. A Polish Liquidation Committee
began to reshape the old tsarist occupational apparatus for
Poland into the nucleus of a new administration. A newly
established Supreme Polish Military Committee helped to
form the First Polish Corps, with over 30 thousand soldiers.
Later, the Second and the Third Corps were formed. After
the Russian declarations, the Western powers were not
bound by any commitments, thus freeing them to form
their own Polish policies. The Polish National Committee,
which organized in 1914 in Warsaw and moved to St. Pe-
tersburg in 1915, was reestablished in Lausanne, Switzer-
land, after the February Revolution and, in the fall of 1917,
it settled in Paris. It was recognized by the Western powers
as an official representation of Poland, a de facto Polish gov-
ernment, and political leaders of the Polish Army in France
(a force composed of volunteers from America as well as
Polish POWs from the German and Austrian armies; it
reached about seventy thousand soldiers in 1919).

The Russian Revolution soon turned into a civil war.
Pilsudski realized that Russia had ceased to be Poland’s main
enemy and that there was no need anymore to concentrate
on fighting against it. In addition, the United States joined
the Entente in April 1917. Collaboration with Germany
and Austria became needless and awkward, especially since
the Central Powers were implementing the stipulations of
the 5 November Declaration very slowly. Pilsudski now
convinced the Legionnaires to reject the oath of allegiance
to the two emperors. This boycott of the Polnische
Wehrmacht irritated the Germans, who interned most
Pilsudskiite soldiers. Those who were Austrian citizens were
incorporated into the Austrian army. Pilsudski, imprisoned
by the Germans, thus became the first Polish leader who
fought against all the three partitioning powers during
World War I. As a consequence, his legend grew quickly,
while his men concentrated on the development of the Pol-
ish Military Organization.

The Germans tried to stop the disintegration of the pro—
Central Powers political “orientation,” and in September 1917
they appointed a Regency Council. It was supposed to exer-
cise power in the half-fictitious Kingdom of Poland and con-
sisted of three conservative politicians: Prince Zdzistaw
Lubomirski, a philanthropic mayor of Warsaw, Aleksander
Kakowski, the archbishop of Warsaw, and Count Jozef Os-

trowski, a rich landowner. Accompanied by a new Council of
State as a semi-parliament and controlled by the German gov-
ernor-general of Warsaw, Hans von Beseler, the regents limited
their activities to education, administration, and justice.

In early 1918 the German Reich signed a peace treaty
with Bolshevik Russia and Ukraine (the Treaty of Brest-
Litovsk). Ukraine, a German puppet state occupied by the
German army, became the breadbasket of the Reich. To
strengthen the German-Ukrainian “friendship,” Berlin gave
Kiev the Chelm Region, a part of the former Congress
Kingdom of Poland located on the western side of the
River Bug. This triggered a storm among the Poles. The
pro-Austrian “orientation” disintegrated, and the Council
of State of the Kingdom of Poland proclaimed on 5 No-
vember 1916 resigned. A Polish Auxiliary Corps, which had
still remained on the Austrian side, mutinied, crossed the
front, joined the Polish Second Corps in Russia, and now
fought against the Germans. The Polish Military Organiza-
tion also intensified its activities.

Meanwhile, Poles were encouraged by a series of pro-
nouncements issued by the Entente states declaring an inde-
pendent Poland to be a part of their wartime goals. In January
1918 President Woodrow Wilson of America devoted to
Poland the thirteenth of his famous Fourteen Points: “An in-
dependent Polish state should be erected which should in-
clude the territories inhabited by indisputably Polish
populations, which should be assured a free and secure access
to the sea, and whose political and economic independence
and territorial integrity should be guaranteed by interna-
tional covenant” (cited Macmillan 496).

After the last unsuccessful German military offensive in
the west in the summer of 1918, the Central Powers asked
President Wilson for peace on 5 October 1918. Several
weeks later, the Habsburg monarchy disintegrated, and a
revolution erupted in Germany and within the ranks of its
armies in the east. German soldiers did not want to fight for
the empire any longer and started returning home. In sev-
eral Polish towns and cities, including Warsaw, local popula-
tions disarmed the German units. On 11 November 1918,
a delegation of the new republican German government
signed the armistice in Compiegne, northeast of Paris.

INTERWAR POLAND

The rebuilding of the Polish state after World War I was a
complicated process. For over 120 years, the Polish lands
had been divided into several units with different adminis-
trative, judicial, and economic systems. Some parts of Poland
had developed considerably, while others were among the
most backward regions of Europe. In November 1918 only
a small fragment of Polish lands was controlled by the Poles,
who themselves were deeply divided. Moreover, there were
several centers of Polish authorities in different places com-
peting against each other for power in the still-to-be-
organized state.

The Warsaw-based Regency Council, the provisional
supreme authority of the German-established Kingdom of
Poland, proclaimed the independence of Poland on 7 Octo-
ber 1918. Even though Warsaw was still in the hands of a
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German garrison, the regents took over control of the Pol-
nische Wehrmacht, organized a government, and by the be-
ginning of November tried to extend their power outside
Warsaw and its region. A National Democratic prime min-
ister, appointed by the regents, established contact with
Dmowski’s National Committee in Paris, intending to be a
diplomatic representative of the Kingdom of Poland. The
committee, however, did not recognize the regents and con-
sidered itself a Polish government-in-exile.

In Cracow, the Polish members of the Austrian parlia-
ment formed a Polish Liquidation Committee. Supported
by most Polish parties in Galicia, it became a local govern-
ment, took over the power from the Habsburg administra-
tion, and sent back to Warsaw an official delegated by the
regents to govern in Galicia. Yet the Liquidation Commit-
tee controlled only the western part of this region. On 1
November 1918, representatives of the Ukrainian parties
proclaimed the establishment of the Western Ukrainian
Peoples’ Republic with a capital in Lvov. Ukrainian soldiers
from the Austrian army and from local paramilitary organi-
zations took over the city as well as most towns in eastern
Galicia. This triggered a Polish uprising in Lvov, where
Ukrainians constituted only about 20 percent of the entire
population, an action that led to the 1918-1919 Polish-
Ukrainian War. In addition, radical Polish peasants in north-
ern Galicia did not recognize the Liquidation Committee
and briefly established the Tarnobrzeg Republic in early
November.

In Poznan, which was still a part of the German Reich,
the Polish members of the Reichstag and the Prussian Diet
met in mid-November. They formed a Supreme Popular
Council, which was elected in December. The council es-
tablished its agencies in Silesia and Gdansk (Danzig), also
held by the Germans. In the mining regions of the former
Congress Kingdom, across the border from Silesia, commu-
nists attempted to initiate a Bolshevik-like revolution. In the
Cieszyn (Teschen) region, the Polish National Council took
over power. During the night of 6 November 1918, sup-
porters of Pitsudski and several left-wing parties established
a Provisional People’s Government of the Republic of
Poland in Lublin. Led by an experienced Galician politi-
cian, Ignacy Daszynski, it did not recognize other Polish
governments and issued a radical manifesto presenting its
socialist program. The population of Poland, an impover-
ished and ruined country, plagued by speculation, disorder,
and inflation, was confused and divided.

Many people believe that the situation was saved by
Pitsudski. Released from a German prison, he came to War-
saw on November 10.The Lublin Government and the Re-
gency Council subordinated themselves to him. Pitsudski
appointed a new central government and declared himself
chief of state. He was recognized by the Entente and
reached a compromise with the political Right and
Dmowski’s Committee in Paris. In January 1919 a new
compromise government was established, headed by Ignacy
Paderewski, a famous musician and a friend of President
Wilson. In the same month, a Constituent Assembly was
elected through a democratic election organized in all the
territories held by the Poles. In February, the assembly ac-

cepted a “Small Constitution” that defined the Polish polit-
ical system and kept Pilsudski as chief of state.

The basic elements of the new state structure were es-
tablished. Now, Poland had to settle her borders, a difficult
task. During the Paris peace conference that began in Janu-
ary 1919, only France supported Poland’s territorial claims.
To establish those claims, Poland went through a series of
devastating wars with most of her neighbors. These local
conflicts and a war for survival against Soviet Russia domi-
nated the period from 1918 to 1921. Between November
1918 and July 1919, Poland fought against the Western
Ukrainian Peoples’ Republic, defeated it, and took over the
ethnically mixed territories of Eastern Galicia. On 28 De-
cember 1918, a Polish uprising erupted in the German-held
but predominantly Polish Poznan region. Within several
weeks, the insurgents pushed out the Germans, who con-
tinued to resist until February 1919, when, under pressure
from the Entente, an armistice was signed. As a result, the re-
gion of Poznan remained in Polish hands, even though
legally it still belonged to Germany until the Treaty of Ver-
sailles of 28 June 1919 handed it officially to Poland. In Jan-
uary 1919 Czechoslovak forces attacked the Cieszyn region
and took its western part. In August 1919 an unsuccesstul
Polish rising started in Silesia.

The most dangerous threat, however, came from the east.
The Bolshevik leadership in Russia dreamed of a world rev-
olution and intended to export their revolution to Western
Europe. When the Germans started evacuating their armies
from the east in November 1918, the Bolsheviks declared
the Brest-Litovsk Treaty null and void, and the Red Army
followed the Germans in their march westward. In early Jan-
uary 1919 the Soviets took Vilna and declared the establish-
ment of a Soviet Socialist Lithuanian-Belorussian Republic.
At the same time, the Poles started their march eastward, tak-
ing over the eastern territories of the former Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth that had been evacuated by the
Germans. As a result of these two opposing movements, the
Polish and Soviet units met south of Vilna in February 1919.
Initially, both the Soviets and the Poles concentrated on their
other wars, but soon these first skirmishes evolved into a
major confrontation. In April 1919 Pilsudski organized a
military expedition and removed the Red Army from his na-
tive Vilna. In the summer of 1919 the Poles took most of Be-
lorussia, and in May 1920 the Polish army entered Kiev.

It appeared that Marshal Pilsudski had realized his great
plan. He believed that small national states had no chance of
survival sandwiched between Russia and Germany. Raised
in the tradition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
he wanted to form a similar federation, which would be
able to resist foreign pressure. Yet such a federation program
had many opponents. Polish landlords from the eastern bor-
derlands rejected any idea of Belorussian, Lithuanian, and
Ukrainian autonomy and wanted their estates, which had
been divided by local peasants during the revolution, re-
turned to them.To most Poles, the capturing of a territory
by the Polish army meant an automatic incorporation of
this territory into the Polish state. A majority of Lithuanian
and Ukrainian politicians were also against the idea of any
ties with Poland.
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In June 1920 the Red Army regrouped and started a
major offensive. In early August 1920, the Soviet forces ap-
peared at the gates of Warsaw, formed a Provisional Revo-
lutionary Committee of Poland, and pronounced the
establishment of the Polish Socialist Soviet Republic. The
Poles answered with a total mobilization of all forces. A
coalition Government of National Unity was formed in
‘Warsaw. Volunteers rushed to the army, which grew to al-
most one million soldiers. France delivered significant mili-
tary help. During the crucial battle of Warsaw in
mid-August 1920, the Soviet front was broken and pushed
back. In September the Poles won another major battle on
the River Niemen. On 12 October 1920, both sides ac-
cepted a cease-fire, and on 18 March 1921 the Riga Peace
Treaty was signed in the capital of Latvia. The longest bor-
der of interwar Poland was settled by a compromise: signif-
icant Polish ethnic islands remained on the non-Polish side
of the frontier, and significant non-Polish ethnic islands on
the Polish side.

The “Bolshevik War” (also known as the Polish-Soviet
War) had several negative international repercussions. The
Soviets handed Vilna to Lithuania in the summer of 1920,
and a long and bitter conflict between Poland and Lithua-
nia began when the Poles seized the city in October. The
near catastrophe of Polish forces in the summer of 1920 en-
couraged the Germans to initiate strong anti-Polish tactics
in Silesia. The Poles answered with a second uprising in Au-
gust 1920. An Inter-Allied Commission and Western mili-
tary units were sent to Silesia to maintain order and to
prepare a plebiscite (which took place in March 1921). The
Germans brought between 100,000 and 200,000 voters by
special trains from the interior of Germany, won the
plebiscite, and refused to divide Upper Silesia. The Poles an-
swered with the Third Silesian Uprising in May 1921. Even-
tually, the province was divided between Poland and
Germany. Another plebiscite, held in Polish-speaking terri-
tories in East Prussia, was lost by the Poles in 1920, and only
several small communities were transferred to Poland. The
last contestable fragments of the nation’s borders were fi-
nally accepted by an Ambassadors’ Conference arranged by
the League of Nations in March 1923.

Poland, with an area of 388,600 square kilometers, be-
came the sixth largest country of Europe. According to the
1921 census, it was populated by 27.2 million people. As in
most East Central European states, sizable national minori-
ties lived in Poland. Poles constituted about 69.2 percent of
the entire population, “Ruthenians” (mostly Ukrainians)
14.3 percent, Jews 7.8 percent, Belorussians 3.9 percent,
Germans 3.9 percent, and “others” 0.8 percent. Most in-
habitants of Poland were Roman Catholics (63.8 percent).
Greek Catholics constituted 11.2 percent, Orthodox Chris-
tians 10.5 percent, Protestant 3.7 percent, Jewish 10.5 per-
cent, and “others” 0.3 percent. Most Polish citizens, over 63
percent, worked in agriculture. Only six cities had more
than 100,000 inhabitants: Warsaw 937,000, L.6dz 452,000,
Lvov 219,000, Cracow 184,000, Poznan 169,000, and Vilna
129,000.

Like most European states, Poland accepted a democratic
political system after 1918. The Constitution of 17 March

1921, one of the most democratic supreme laws at the time,
proclaimed a republic with a parliamentary-cabinet system
of government. A bicameral parliament, elected in universal,
secret, direct, equal, and proportional elections, represented
the people and dominated the political scene.

Nevertheless, there were problems. The political Right,
afraid that Pilsudski would be elected president, managed to
limit the powers of this office. Critics of the constitution
claimed that it gave too much power to the legislature and
too little to the executive. In addition, most citizens of
Poland did not have any political experience, and over 33
percent of them were illiterate. Political parties were nu-
merous, small, and not ready to compromise. Badly treated
national minorities strengthened the opposition; and the
economy was in a bad shape.

Subsequent governments introduced several reforms.
They established a strong Polish currency, balanced the
budget, prepared an agricultural reform, and started devel-
oping an industrial infrastructure. In the mid-1920s, the
economy recovered, but the overall situation was still diffi-
cult. Strikes and even local worker rebellions destabilized
political life, and governments changed frequently. Interna-
tionally, the situation worsened. In 1922 the Soviets and the
Germans signed a Cooperation Treaty; in 1925 the Western
powers guaranteed the western borders of Germany but
neglected to issue any such guarantees for its eastern fron-
tier. Also in 1925, Germany started a tarift war with Poland.

Initially, the Polish political scene was balanced be-
tween the Right (the National Democracy), the Center
(the Polish Peasant Party Piast, the Christian Democracy,
and the National Workers’ Party), the Left (the Polish So-
cialist Party, the Polish Peasant Party Liberation), and the
national minorities’ parties. Gradually, however, the polit-
ical Right grew stronger. In 1922 radical National Dem-
ocratic propaganda led to the assassination of the first
elected president, Gabriel Narutowicz. The land reform,
although accepted by the parliament, was not fully intro-
duced. People became tired of the chaos in administration
and corruption in politics. During 1924-1925, the dem-
ocratic system was becoming increasingly unpopular
among a majority of Poles. A popular conviction held that
the chaotic situation in Poland needed a strong leader to
run the show.

On 12 May 1926, several army regiments, led by gener-
als sympathizing with Pilsudski, entered Warsaw and took
control of the city after two days of fighting (in which over
three hundred people were killed) with government units.
The coup enjoyed strong support from the political Left.
On 14 May, the president and the government resigned. The
presidency, according to the constitution, passed to the
speaker of the parliament, who appointed a temporary pre-
mier. New presidential elections were scheduled. Even
though the National Assembly did not change after the
coup, Pilsudski was elected president. He recognized this as
a legal consecration of his intervention, but, to the public’s
general astonishment, he did not accept the presidency but
recommended his friend, a former socialist and a prominent
scientist, Ignacy Moscicki, for the post. The National As-
sembly elected Moscicki.
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The Pilsudski coup ended the conflicts that had existed
between the Left and the Right and eased the social ten-
sions that had marked the first years of the Second Repub-
lic. Similar phenomena were seen in other interwar
European states, but in Poland authoritarian goals and tac-
tics were put into effect by the Left rather than the Right.
Pilsudski did not intend to become a Polish Mussolini. He
meant to tolerate the Sejm, considered himself a democrat,
and wanted to return to the chief of state formula of 1918.
With his modesty, martial appearance, and ability to com-
bine political realism with dedication to a romantically con-
ceived cause, Pilsudski remained very popular. Some
historians call the political system of 19261930 a “guided
democracy” From 1926 to 1930, the Sejm continued its
work, even though Pilsudski himself appointed all the cab-
inets. They had no majority in the parliament, and the lat-
ter, at least initially, did not try to abolish them.The marshal
emphasized that he did not plan any revolutionary changes.
He intended to strengthen the executive, restore Poland’s
“moral health,” and eliminate corruption, incompetence,
administrative disorder, and partisan greed. His regime now
took the name of Sanacja (moral sanitation).

The first Sanacja governments eliminated much of the
chaos of the previous administrations and achieved some
continuity and stability. Also, a large part of the national mi-
norities accepted the coup, hoping that the new authorities
would change their attitude toward the non-Polish popula-
tion. Yet Sanacja did not manage to ease ethnic tensions.
Moreover, even though the economy improved, Pitsudski
abandoned social reforms, arguing that Poland could not af-
ford them. As a consequence, he lost the support of the Left.
Constitutional amendments that eased legislative action and
increased the authority of the executive were supported by
the Right. In November 1926 a decree was issued restricting
the liberty of the press. Brought to power by the Left, Pilsud-
ski was now building support on the Right. He did not have
a clear program, and the concept of Sanagia had no real con-
tent. Overwhelmed by too many assignments, Pilsudski did
not have time to attend to several important matters, such as
the economy and the army. He regarded military discipline
and order as the highest civic virtues and approached politics
from the point of view of military tactics and strategy.

After the coup, the Pilsudskiites began assuming leading
positions in Poland’s governmental system. Frequently, they
lacked administrative competence, had no experience run-
ning a complex state mechanism, and suffered from many
other shortcomings. Imbued with a conspiracy mentality
and accustomed to approaching problems from a military
point of view, the Pilsudskiite veterans formed an informal
and closed ruling group, which initiated a process of milita-
rizing the state.

Pilsudski formally respected the prerogatives of the Sejm,
but he planned to reshape the Polish political system and to
change the constitution. He intended to do this in a semi-
democratic way, and thus needed a majority in the parlia-
ment. Pilsudski needed a new political party, one that would
unite all his supporters and would win the parliamentary
elections. In 1927 several small parties, professional, social,
and cultural associations, and numerous opportunists were

merged into an umbrella organization called the Non-Party
Bloc of Cooperation with the Government (BBWR). The
Bloc propagated the slogan of Sanacja and emphasized the
“interests of the state” but, in the 1928 elections, it garnered
only 28 percent of votes, and thus was unable to achieve a
majority in the parliament and to control the legislative
process. This failure made the political atmosphere even
tenser. The conflict between the Sejm and the marshal
worsened. The opposition grew. In December 1926, in an
effort to revitalize the Right, Dmowski established a radical
Camp for a Greater Poland (OWP). It organized fighting
squads and propagandized with authoritarian slogans, bor-
rowing frequently from the Italian fascists’ model. In 1928
the OWP helped to reshape the National Democracy into
the National Party (SN).

In the fall of 1929 a powerful left-of-center coalition was
formed. Called Centrolew, it intended to replace the Pitsud-
ski regime with a democratic government. It capitalized on
the growing frustration of the working classes, struggling
under the eftects of the Great Depression, particularly severe
and long lasting in Poland. In 1930 Centrolew organized a
Congress for the Defense of the Law and the Freedom of
the People and issued an appeal to organize similar demon-
strations. They were dispersed by the police. About ninety
Centrolew leaders and approximately five thousand people
from various parties and opposition organizations were ar-
rested and detained in the fortress of Brest-Litovsk. In the
atmosphere of intimidation, parliamentary elections were
organized, and the BBWR gained 56 percent of votes.
Sanacja was able to implement its laws but could not change
the constitution.

The Brest-Litovsk action, the elections of 1930, and the
trial of the arrested opposition leaders brought a definitive
end to democracy in interwar Poland. A large part of Polish
public opinion was outraged by police terror and electoral
forgeries, and the support for Sanacja diminished visibly.
The opposition, paralyzed in the Sejm, continued its activ-
ities elsewhere. Pilsudski abandoned “guided democracy”
and ruled in a ruthless way, brutally imposing his will on the
nation. In the Sejm, the BBWR passed a far-reaching En-
abling Act, making it possible for the government to rule by
decree. Limitations of basic freedoms were implemented,
and citizens felt more like subjects than partners of the au-
thorities. For his part, Pilsudski focused on the preparation
of a new constitution. It went into effect on 23 April 1935.
Its introduction violated some provisions of the 1921 con-
stitution, as well as procedural regulations. The new consti-
tution abandoned the liberalism of the Polish constitutional
tradition and assumed an elitist, antidemocratic, antiparlia-
mentarian, and authoritarian character.

The new constitution was tailor-made for Pilsudski.
However, he died on 12 May 1935, and his premature death
constituted another turning point in interwar Polish history.
The Pilsudski charisma, which had veiled a hardened and ar-
bitrary authoritarian regime, as well as corruption and gov-
ernmental malpractice, was gone. The Pilsudski camp now
disintegrated into several ambitious cliques, each competing
against the other and all moving toward stricter autocracy.
Some historians believe that political life in post-1935
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Poland occasionally resembled practices to be found in con-
temporary totalitarian societies.In May 1936 the last inter-
war Polish government was appointed. Headed by General
Felicjan Stawoj-Sktadkowski, a blind follower of Pitsudski
and his minister of the interior from 1926 to 1931, it in-
cluded two generals and three colonels, and in many ways
resembled an army junta. In February 1937 the regime tried
to rebuild a government party, the Camp of National Unity
(OZN). It was intended to be a hierarchically organized to-
talitarian movement. OZN stressed the importance of the
army and military-like discipline, used Italian fascist slogans
and elements of National Democratic programs. Propagating
a vision of Poland as a state of Polish Catholics who would
“defend their culture,” it also emphasized “economic self~
sufficiency,” excluding Jews and other national minorities.

The continuing economic crisis made the general situa-
tion in Poland even worse. The regime met with growing
opposition from the Left and the Center. The Peasant Party
introduced a new political weapon—the peasant strike. The
PPS increased its activities. In 1936 General Widystaw
Sikorski and Ignacy Paderewski initiated a new movement,
the Front Morges, named after Paderewski’s Swiss residence.
The Front Morges attempted to consolidate the opposition
by voicing harsh criticism of Sanacja’s authoritarian regime
and its risky foreign policy of nonalignment and attempted
balance between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. In
1932 a Polish-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact was signed. In
1934 a Polish-German Declaration on the Non-Use of Vi-
olence followed and, in the same year, the Polish-Soviet
Pact was extended for another ten years. In 1934 Poland re-
jected a French project of an Eastern Pact, in which France,
Germany, the USSR, Poland, and Czechoslovakia would
guarantee East European borders.

The “balanced policy” pursued by Poland worked in the
early 1930s, when Soviet-German relations were poor, but
collapsed by the end of the decade, when Berlin and
Moscow started cooperating. In addition, Polish neutrality
was perceived in Europe as a pro-German position, espe-
cially in 1938 when Poland participated in the partition of
Czechoslovakia (after the Munich conference).

The reign of Sanacja was not, however, entirely negative.
It realized several useful goals, especially in terms of eco-
nomic development. After 1936, a brilliant deputy premier
responsible for the economy, Eugeniusz Kwiatkowski, intro-
duced some elements of American, German, and Italian eco-
nomic policies and managed to start an economic boom.
Sanacja helped to integrate the country and to strengthen
Polish identity. Poland’s population grew from 27.2 million
in 1921 to 35.1 million in 1939, a growth rate much faster
than the European average. During the interwar period, a
new generation of young Poles appeared. Educated in Polish
schools and highly patriotic, they considered the existence of
a Polish state playing an important part in the European in-
ternational system as an indisputable fact.

WORLD WAR II
By the late 1930s, Germany and Russia had recovered their
strength and began to reconstruct their empires. On 23 Au-

gust 1939, their foreign ministers, Joachim von Ribbentrop
and Vyacheslav Molotov, signed a pact that divided East
Central Europe and Poland into two spheres of influence.
Stalin and Hitler decided that Poland should cease to exist
once and for all. Thus, on 1 September 1939, Germany in-
vaded Poland, and seventeen days later the Soviet Union
followed suit. Unfortunately, a shortsighted selfishness pre-
vailed in France and Great Britain. They accepted Poland’s
deadly struggle as a “useful diversion providing breathing
space” (Bethell 117) and failed to deliver promised help. The
Polish army surrendered after thirty-five days of bloody
fighting.

Poland was now partitioned again. Almost 50 percent of
its territory was taken by the Soviet Union, 48.4 percent by
Nazi Germany, and 1.6 percent by Lithuania. The occupa-
tion of Poland by the Germans lasted longer than in any
other country (leaving aside a milder occupation of Bo-
hemia) and was the most severe. The Poles were ranked by
the Nazis as the second lowest racial group in Europe next
to the Jews and the Gypsies. Over 6 million Polish citizens,
3 million Christians and 3 million Jews, were killed during
the war, which constituted the largest casualty rate among
European states. Millions more were deported to Germany
and Russia or left in the territories taken by the Soviet
Union after the war. In 1939 Poland had 35.1 million in-
habitants; by 1945 only about 23 million remained.

It was not only the Germans who killed Poland’s citi-
zens. In fact, the Soviet occupation in 1939 resembled Ger-
man rule in many respects. The Soviets and the Germans
cooperated against the Poles and followed the rule of divide
et impera (divide and conquer). The first element of this di-
vision was the territorial fragmentation of Poland.The Ger-
mans partitioned their booty into two segments. The entire

..

German troops parade through Warsaw, Poland, in September 1939.
(National Archives)
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northwestern part of Poland (as well as a portion of central
Poland) was incorporated directly into the Third Reich, be-
coming an integral part of it. The rest of central and south-
ern Poland was transformed into a colony-like General
Government (Generalgouvernement; GG). The Soviets di-
vided their spoils between Soviet Belorussia and Ukraine. A
region of Vilna was given to Lithuania, free in 1939 but oc-
cupied by the Soviets in 1940.

The population of Poland was divided into several cate-
gories on both sides of the Molotov-Ribbentrop line. Both
the Soviets and the Germans did their best to deepen the eth-
nic conflicts in the former Polish territories. The most savage
and devastating attack was organized by the invaders against
the elite of Polish society. Both the Germans and the Soviets
were determined to kill the best and the brightest, and, to a
large extent, they succeeded. During World War I, the Polish
nation was decapitated: the most promising youth, the most
patriotic intelligentsia, and the most outstanding intellectuals
perished. During the Katyn massacre in April and May 1940,
the Soviets killed 21 university professors, 300 physicians, and
hundreds of lawyers, teachers, and engineers. Altogether, dur-
ing World War II, Poland lost 45 percent of its physicians and
dentists (both Christian and Jewish), 57 percent of its lawyers,
over 15 percent of its teachers, 40 percent of its university
professors, and over 18 percent of its clergy.

e

Entrance to the Nazi Auschwitz camp. (Corel Corporation)

The occupiers waged war on Polish culture and did their
best to lower the intellectual and moral level of Polish soci-
ety, to corrupt and demoralize it, and to promote drunken-
ness and collaboration. Mass deportations were the most
efficient Soviet method of de-Polonizing the territories in-
corporated into the USSR. The deportations started imme-
diately after September 1939 and lasted until the very day of
the German attack on the Soviet Union (22 June 1941). Al-
together, the Soviets deported over 300,000 people to remote
Soviet provinces. Probably about 30 percent of the deportees
died in the Soviet Union. A portion of those who survived
did not manage to return to Poland or to escape abroad.

A similar deportation and de-Polonization plan was im-
plemented by the Germans. In the winter of 1939-1940
about one million Poles were deported from the territories
incorporated into the Reich to the General Government.
Thousands of the deportees died during the transportation
or immediately after they arrived in the GG. Moreover, the
Nazi authorities deported local populations from several at-
tractive regions in the GG, such as the Zamos¢ region, and
tried to colonize them with German settlers. More than
200,000 Polish children were kidnapped and taken to the
Reich for Germanization.

Both the Germans and the Soviets terrorized Polish so-
ciety. Prior to 25 October 1939, when the Polish territories
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were still under the administration of the German Army, the
Wehrmacht executed over 16,000 Poles. The German air-
force, participating in the September campaign, deliberately
bombed civilian targets and civilians escaping from the
burning towns and cities. As early as November 1939, street
roundups started in Poland. During the next years, the Ger-
mans established in Poland over three hundred labor, con-
centration, and extermination camps. In April 1940
Heinrich Himmler ordered the establishment of a large
concentration camp near Oswigcim, which had been previ-
ously incorporated into the Reich and renamed Auschwitz.
In June 1940 the first transport of Polish political prisoners
was brought to the camp. Soon, Auschwitz acquired its rep-
utation as the harshest camp, where tortures and executions
of prisoners defined daily routine. In August 1942 a system-
atic killing of the Jews began in the gas chambers of the
Birkenau section of Auschwitz, making it the main Nazi
center of mass extermination of the Jews.

The Soviets also initiated a policy of terror. Frequently,
the Red Army shot prisoners of war on the spot. People’s
militias, established by the new authorities, initiated random
retribution against Polish officers, policemen, local officials,
judges, and any other employees of the Polish state appara-
tus. In October 1939 the NKVD forced the local popula-
tion to “elect” “People’s Assemblies” in Western Ukraine
and Western Belorussia. Their representatives were sent to
Moscow, where they asked the Supreme Soviet to incorpo-
rate the eastern Polish provinces into the Soviet Union.
From over 6 million Polish citizens (both Jews and Chris-
tians) killed during the war, almost 5.4 million died as a di-
rect result of German and Soviet mass terror.

Both the Germans and the Soviets started systematic eco-
nomic exploitation of the conquered Polish territories. Be-
tween 1939 and 1944, the Germans deported about 2 million
Poles to the Reich to work in agriculture and industry.

There was one striking difference between the Soviet
and the German occupation in Poland: different policies to-
ward the Jews. From the beginning of the war, the Germans
started an extermination campaign against the Jews. The
first ghettos were organized in October 1939. In November
1940 the large ghetto of Warsaw was sealed. The Jews were
tortured, robbed, and starved to death. The Germans en-
couraged Polish anti-Semites, who participated in various
activities directed against the Jews.

In June 1941 the Germans invaded the Soviet Union and
occupied all the territories of the prewar Polish state. Now,
Poland was divided between the Reich (30.8 percent), the
General Government (38.8 percent), and the so-called
Reichskommissariats (30.3 percent). After their initial victory
in Russia, the Germans undertook even crueler policies to-
ward the population of Poland. In 1942 and 1943 most Pol-
ish Jews were killed, mostly in Auschwitz, Treblinka,
Majdanek, Chetmno, Sobibér, Belzec, and other extermina-
tion camps. Altogether, the Germans exterminated approx-
imately 3 million Jewish citizens of Poland and 3 million
Jews brought to occupied Poland from abroad.

In September 1939 most Poles believed that the war was
not yet finished, that only the first campaign had been lost.
A Polish government in exile was established abroad. Thou-

sands of Polish soldiers escaped from occupied Poland. Pol-
ish army units were organized in France and in the Middle
East. In 1940 Polish soldiers fought the Germans in Nor-
way, France, and in the skies over England. In 1944 Polish
troops took part in the Allied invasion of France. The Sec-
ond Polish Corps took the German stronghold on Monte
Cassino that opened the way to Rome in May 1944. The
First Polish Army, organized by the Soviets in 1943, went
with the Red Army to Berlin. The Second Polish Army, es-
tablished by the communists in 1944, stopped the relief of
Berlin during the Battle of Bautzen in April 1945. By the
end of World War II, the Polish Armed Forces were the
fourth largest among the Allies, following the armies of the
Soviet Union, America, and the British Commonwealth.

As early as September 1939, the Poles started organizing
their underground state and anti-German resistance. Com-
munication between the Polish government in exile and the
underground in Poland was established. Polish clandestine
political parties, operating under the German occupation,
began a process of uniting the armed underground. In 1943
most of it merged into the Home Army (AK). Only a few
clandestine military organizations boycotted the unifica-
tion: National Armed Forces (NSZ) on the radical Right
and the People’s Guard (GL, later People’s Army—AL), rep-
resenting the Polish Workers’ Party (PPR) established un-
derground by communist messengers sent from Moscow.
The Home Army numbered 380,000 organized and sworn
resistance fighters, the largest anti-German underground
army in occupied Europe. The Polish underground state
also included a clandestine civilian administration, secret ed-
ucational institutions, and a justice system. Some of the ac-
complishments of the Polish resistance made, as General
Dwight Eisenhower, the supreme Allied commander in the
west, said, a “decisive contribution to the Allied war efforts”
(Keegan 111).

After the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union in June
1941, the Polish government in exile and the Soviets signed
a mutual assistance and nonaggression pact on 30 July 1941.
Despite this outward show of unity, establishing cordial Pol-
ish-Soviet relations was not possible. Even though an
“amnesty”” was oftered to the Polish people in the Gulag
(the Soviet prison system) and a Polish army was organized
in Russia, not all the Polish prisoners were released, and not
all of those who were released could join the army. The
treaty did result in saving tens of thousands of Polish lives,
however, and Poland maintained its status as an ally, allow-
ing the government in exile to continue its activities. Nev-
ertheless, Stalin’s government announced with increasing
frequency that it was going to deal with “ethnic Poland”
only. The Curzon Line, practically identical to the Molotov-
Ribbentrop line, appeared more and more often in official
Soviet statements as the legal western border of the USSR.
A conflict over the Polish army in Russia ended with the
evacuation of the Polish troops to Persia, and Soviet-Polish
relations deteriorated even further.

On 13 April 1943, Berlin radio announced the discovery
of mass graves at Katyn. Moscow called the report a “fabri-
cation by Goebbels’ slanderers” (Wrdbel 24), but there were
so many indications that the officers were indeed executed
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The Warsaw Ghetto
hettoization of the Jews constituted one of the crucial phases of the Nazi policy aimed at the extermina-
‘ tion of European Jewry. Most Jewish ghettos established by the Germans during World War IT were located
in Polish, Ukrainian, Belorussian, and Lithuanian territories occupied by the Third Reich. The largest Eu-
ropean ghetto was formed in Warsaw, where over 370,000 Jews lived before the war (nearly 30 percent of the city’s
population).

The Germans occupied Warsaw in September 1939, immediately initiated anti-Jewish persecutions, and, in early
1940, began to organize a ghetto in the city. Between April and August 1940, a 3.5 meter wall was built around the
so-called Jiidische Wohnbezirk (Jewish residential quarter), the northeastern district of Warsaw where much of the pre-
war Jewish population resided. In November 1940, after an exchange of population between the “Jewish” and “non-
Jewish” parts of Warsaw, the ghetto was sealed off. This small area of 73 streets (out of a total of 1,800 streets in the
city) became a home to 396,000 Jews, over 30 percent of the city’s population. Soon, the Germans started moving
Jews from Western Europe to Poland and from the smaller ghettos to the larger ones. In March 1941 over 445,000
Jews lived in the Warsaw Ghetto. The conditions in this densely crowded district worsened. In October 1941 Hans
Frank, the German governor general of occupied Poland, decreed that every Jew found outside the ghetto without
permission would be executed. The Germans exploited the ghetto population economically and established a daily
caloric quota that led to starvation. By mid-1942, over 100,000 people had died in the ghettos of Warsaw and £.6dz
alone, even though numerous members of the Judenrite (Jewish Councils), established by the Germans to adminis-
ter the ghettos, tried to make ghetto life bearable. In the summer of 1942 most residents of the Warsaw Ghetto were
sent to the Treblinka extermination camp and gassed to death.

The Jews answered the Nazi oppression with organized resistance. Among the approximately 60,000 Jews who
remained in the ghetto, several underground organizations sprang up. When the Germans attempted to kill the rest
of the ghetto’s population in January 1943, the Jewish Fighting Organization (ZOB) and the Jewish Military Union
(ZZW) answered with armed resistance and stopped the German operation. The Germans prepared a new offensive
and entered the ghetto on 19 April 1943. The Jewish fighters, some 500 strong, started an insurrection. Street fight-
ing lasted until 24 April. The Germans then withdrew from the Warsaw Ghetto, regrouped, and began to burn and
systematically demolish one city block after another. On 8 May, the Germans took the bunker that served as the
Z0OB headquarters. Eight days later, SS Major General Jiirgen Stroop dynamited the Great Synagogue of Warsaw and
declared an end to the uprising. However, small Jewish groups continued to fight in the ruins of the ghetto until
mid-August 1943. The last of the groups survived in the ruins until the 1944 Warsaw Uprising.

by the NKVD that the Polish government in exile asked
the International Red Cross to investigate. Moscow used
this move by the London exiles as a pretext to break its re-
lations with the Polish government. Relations were never
resumed. In January 1944 the Red Army crossed the Pol-
ish interwar borders and in July 1944 entered Polish ethnic
territories west of the Curzon Line. Along with the Soviet
military, a Soviet-controlled Polish Committee of National
Liberation (PKWN) was established as a de facto govern-
ment and started administering the Polish communist
Piedmont, the Lublin area taken by the Soviets in the sum-
mer of 1944.

By the end of 1943, the Polish government in exile and
the leaders of the Polish underground state in occupied
Poland realized that the question of Poland’s eastern borders
was beyond their control. They also understood that
Poland’s postwar independence was in jeopardy. Every-
where in the Soviet-controlled “liberated” territories, Soviet
authorities used methods and implemented policies well

known to the Polish people from the period 1939-1941.

Polish leaders desperately sought a solution and decided
to organize a local uprising behind the German front in
order to assist the Soviet offensives. Polish resistance soldiers
were to cooperate with the Red Army, help it to break the
German lines, and establish a Polish temporary administra-
tion. This operation received the cryptonym Tempest; it
began in March and April 1944 in former eastern Poland.
In July the Polish underground armed forces attacked Vilna,
and participated in the capture of Lvov and Lublin. In all
these cases, the Soviets cooperated with the Home Army
during the fighting. Immediately after the fighting, how-
ever, NKVD units disarmed the Poles, merged the soldiers
into the Polish communist army or into the Red Army, and
arrested the officers. Many of them were executed, and the
majority were deported to the Gulag. A Polish underground
administration simply could not be tolerated by the Soviets
anywhere.

The original plan of Tempest did not foresee any fight-
ing in large cities. It was feared that casualties would be too
large. On 29 July 1944, however, Soviet units appeared in
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Warsaw’s eastern suburbs. The Germans panicked and
started evacuating their governing apparatus in Warsaw. The
Home Army Command knew about the attempt on Hitler’s
life earlier that month. The Soviet-sponsored Polish Radio
in Moscow constantly called upon the population of War-
saw to fight the Germans alongside the Red Army. The cap-
ture of the Polish capital seemed imminent, even though
the Germans had managed to recover from the panic and
ordered the mobilization of 100,000 young people for work
on Warsaw’s fortifications. The Wehrmacht was going to re-
shape the city into a stronghold, which was to stop the So-
viet oftensive. Therefore, the Home Army commanders
believed it was necessary to take Warsaw before a siege
could commence. At the same time, the Polish government
in exile believed that it was the last opportunity to establish
Polish independent authorities in Warsaw.

On 1 August 1944, Warsaw’s units of the Home Army
attacked the Germans and gained control of most of the
city within three days. Only 10 percent of the Polish fight-
ers were armed. The Red Army deliberately stopped its of-
fensive and remained idle. The Soviet Air Force, so active
over Warsaw before, disappeared, allowing the Germans to
bomb the city without restraint. The Red Army also
stopped and disarmed detachments of the Home Army
marching to Warsaw, and the Soviet government refused to
allow the Western Allies to use Soviet air bases to airlift
supplies for the fighting Poles. For their part, the Germans
sent fresh units to Warsaw, swelling their forces to 17,000
well-armed men plus artillery, tanks, and planes. On Octo-
ber 2, after sixty-three days of desperate fighting, the Poles
surrendered.

The Home Army Command and about 12,000 insur-
gents were taken as prisoners of war. The Germans deported
the remainder of the city’s population to various camps and
almost completely gutted the city. Over 200,000 civilians
died; about 18,000 Home Army soldiers were killed, and
another 7,000 were wounded. The main body of the Home
Army was eliminated. The best representatives of the Polish
youth of Warsaw, almost the entire generation, perished.
When the Red Army took the Polish capital in January
1945, it was a gigantic ruin. Over 80 percent of the city’s
buildings were destroyed. The defeat of the uprising weak-
ened organized resistance in Poland and helped the Soviets
establish their political domination over the country.

The disastrous fate of Poland was confirmed during the
Yalta conference in February 1945.The conference was the
culmination and a catastrophic consummation of wartime
strategic decisions of American and British leaders and their
policies toward Moscow. In the Polish political vocabulary,
the name of Yalta became a symbol of treason and betrayal,
and the Yalta conference is considered to be a close copy of
the Munich conference. The American president, Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, accepted the loss of East Central Europe
in exchange for a Soviet agreement on his United Nations
plan and a Soviet promise to participate in the final stage of
anti-Japanese operations. The Western Allies lost Poland and
the entire region of East Central Europe—the key to the
western parts of the Old Continent and to international sta-
bilization during the postwar era.

The Nazi totalitarian occupation of Poland was now re-
placed by Soviet totalitarian control. After 1945, the Polish
people continued to be deported to the Soviet camps and
exterminated. The new oppressors drastically changed the
borders of Poland, which lost 20 percent of its prewar area
and two major centers of Polish national culture, Vilna and
Lvov. The Soviets continued the economic exploitation of
Poland and the extermination of the Polish elites.

COMMUNIST PERIOD

According to the official Marxist historiography of the for-
mer People’s Republic of Poland (PRL), this state was es-
tablished on 22 July 1944 in Lublin, which had been
recently liberated by the Soviets. On that day, the Polish
Committee of National Liberation (PKWN), formed on 20
July in the nearby town of Chelm, issued a manifesto an-
nouncing that the Polish government in exile was illegal
and promising social reforms. In fact, however, the PKWN
was organized earlier in Moscow, where the manifesto had
already been prepared. The PKWN, frequently called the
Lublin Committee, was the de facto government of Poland
established by the Soviets to counterbalance the émigré
“London government.” Most members of the committee
had belonged earlier to the Union of Polish Patriots in the
USSR and the Central Bureau of the Polish Communists in
the USSR. Some came from the Homeland National
Council (KRN), a semi-parliament formed by the Polish
Workers’ Party (PPR) underground in occupied Poland.
The PKWN administered the provinces of Rzeszow,
Bialystok, Lublin, and parts of Warsaw and Kielce, where it
introduced land reform and the first communist changes.

The Western powers did not recognize the Lublin Com-
mittee and asked the Soviets specifically not to proclaim it
the government of Poland.Yet, on 1 January 1945, the com-
mittee was transformed into the Provisional Government of
the Republic of Poland. Beginning in February 1945, it
resided in Warsaw and took over administration of the
provinces liberated by the Red Army after January 1945. On
28 June 1945, on the basis of the Yalta agreement, the Provi-
sional Government accepted several Polish émigré politi-
cians from London and the London-oriented underground
and was reorganized into the Provisional Government of
National Unity (TRJN). It consisted of twenty-one persons,
eighteen of whom belonged to communist or communist-
controlled organizations. Stanistaw Mikotajczyk, the prime
minister of the Polish government in exile in the years
1943-1944, was appointed deputy premier of the TRJN.
The Western powers recognized the new government and,
simultaneously, withdrew their recognition of the govern-
ment in exile. The latter protested to the Allied governments
and continued its activities.

The TRJN, supported by the Soviets, following the de-
cisions of the Potsdam Conference of July—August 1945,
took over the former German territories east of the Oder
and Neisse (Nysa) Rivers. About four million German in-
habitants of these regions were deported to Germany be-
tween 1945 and 1947. The Provisional Government of
National Unity continued land reform and nationalization
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Portrait of Whadyslaw Gomuika, 20th century Polish communist
leader. (Library of Congress)

of economic enterprises in Poland. Over one million estate
workers and peasants received 6 million hectares of arable
land. In 1949 peasants owned 86 percent of it, and the state
farms used 9 percent. Large private agricultural enterprises,
held before the war mostly by former gentry, disappeared,
later causing problems with the food supply. Even though
the PKWN manifesto did not mention nationalization, the
authorities, through a series of decrees, administrative proce-
dures, and the Industry Nationalization Act of 3 January
1946, took over an absolute majority of all the industrial en-
terprises. In 1947 most cooperatives were closed, and the
government became virtually the only employer outside the
agricultural sector. The new authorities were aiming at the
elimination of the free market and the introduction of a cen-
trally planned economy. The noncommunist members of the
government were increasingly marginalized and intimidated.

The Sovietization of Poland provoked resistance. Many
guerrilla units remained in the woods and continued mili-
tary operations against the new occupation. Out of about
80,000 former Home Army soldiers who continued fight-
ing, about 30,000 belonged to the Freedom and Indepen-
dence (WiN) organization established in September 1945
in Warsaw. In 1946 guerrilla activities intensified, and many
Polish provinces plunged back into war. Simultaneously,
noncommunist politicians tried to reestablish their political
parties. The largest of them, the Polish Peasant Party (PSL),
reached a2 membership of 800,000 in May 1946. It received

only three portfolios in the provisional government but
aimed at quick elections, hoping to gain a majority vote.

The communist-controlled authorities and their Soviet
supervisors answered these challenges with terror. Between
1945 and 1947, about half a million Soviet troops were sta-
tioned in Poland (later about 150,000 and, after 1955, about
80,000). They helped the NKVD, the Polish communist-
controlled armed forces, the newly organized Citizens’
Militia (MO), and the Ministry of Public Security (MBP) to
introduce mass repression. Before December 1945, the
regime organized 1,576 punitive operations and killed
about 3,000 people. Thousands were put into prisons and
concentration camps or deported to Siberia. Many veterans
of the Home Army and returnees from the West were im-
prisoned or executed. Already in June 1945, concurrently
with the Moscow Conference that established the TRJN,
the Soviets arranged a show trial of sixteen leaders of the
Polish World War II underground state, kidnapped from
Poland to Moscow. Altogether, during the period from
1945 to 1948, about 150,000 Poles were imprisoned by the
Soviet authorities.

The communists knew that they would not win the
democratic and free parliamentary elections that, according
to the Yalta Agreement, were supposed to take place in
Poland as soon as possible after the war. Therefore, the
regime harassed the opposition, postponed the elections,
and staged their rehearsal. On 30 June 1946, a referendum
was held. People answered three questions concerning the
abolition of the Senate, changes in the economic system,
and the new western border of Poland. The regime an-
nounced that the referendum results confirmed popular
support for the new government. The real outcome, how-
ever, validated the worst worries of the regime; it could
count on less than one-third of Poland’s population. Con-
sequently, the authorities intensified the repression; the elec-
tions of 19 January 1946 were held in an atmosphere of
terror, and their results were completely falsified. The com-
munist-controlled parties received a great majority of the
seats in the new Sejm; the PSL was removed from the gov-
ernment and destroyed. Mikotajezyk and a group of non-
communist leaders escaped abroad, but the underground
was exhausted, and the communists achieved hegemony.

The Sovietization of Poland was further accelerated by
the development of the Cold War. In 1948 the Three-Year
Reconstruction Plan was reformulated, and investments
were reallocated to heavy industry. Warsaw was not allowed
to participate in the Marshall Plan, which provided Ameri-
can assistance to rebuild Europe.

Poland became a one-party state, and almost all aspects of
its life were controlled by the ruling Polish United Workers’
Party (PZPR; often referred to as “the Party”), which was
purged of what were described as right-wing nationalistic
tendencies. Its membership amounted to nearly 10 percent
of the entire adult population. Intimidation of the Catholic
Church intensified. In 1950 the nomenklatura system was in-
troduced—only PZPR members could occupy important
administration positions. The Polish Army ofticer corps was
purged and stafted with Soviet citizens. Konstantin R okos-
sowski, a Soviet marshal, became the marshal of Poland, a
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Polish minister of defense, the PZPR Politburo member,
and later a deputy premier of Poland. Close economic ties
were established between the USSR and Poland, which
joined the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance
(COMECON) in 1949. In 1954 one-third of the Polish
adult population was registered on special secret police lists
as “criminals and suspects.” In 1952 a new constitution, a
copy of the 1936 Soviet constitution, was adopted. Poland
became a totalitarian state controlled by Moscow.

At the same time, however, the Stalinist system started
eroding. The regime did not manage to collectivize agricul-
ture. The Catholic Church survived police pressure. After
the death of Stalin in March 1953, a crisis appeared within
the leadership of PZPR. A large working class, created by
economic changes, was frustrated by its falling standard of
living. Inflation and permanent shortages of goods were
eliminated by such tricks as an unexpected change of mon-
etary system or the drastic increase of prices. A walkout of
the workers of Poznan on 28 June 1956 turned into a mass
armed revolt crushed only by a military operation.
Whadystaw Gomutka, the secretary general of the Polish
Worker’s Party in 1943—1948, arrested for “nationalist devi-
ations,” was rehabilitated and appointed first secretary of the
Party. Approved by the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, he
restored stability in Poland. To achieve this, he approved the
dissolution of most collective farms, reached a modus
vivendi with the Catholic Church, tolerated more freedom
in culture and private life, and made several compromises
with Poland’s traditions (which seemed antithetical to the
communist doctrine of internationalism). Most Soviet “ad-
visers,” including Marshal Rokossowski, were sent back to
their country, and the economic ties to the Soviet Union
were made less unfair to Poland. Many Poles were enthusi-
astic about the new leader and believed that a new, happier
era had begun.

Initial enthusiasm was soon replaced with disappoint-
ment. Gomutka, an unsophisticated, ascetic, and traditional
communist, did not change essential elements of the system
and suppressed “revisionists.” No major economic and po-
litical reforms were undertaken. Censorship and total police
control were quickly rebuilt. The conflict with the Catholic
Church returned. The standard of living fell once again, and
prospects for the people were grim.

Members of the intelligentsia and professionals began to
voice complaints. At the same time, Party factions fought for
power and plotted against Gomulka. A nationalistic-
communist group within the authorities provoked the
March events of 1968—student demonstrations followed by
a major crackdown on intellectual opposition and vitriolic
anti-Semitic campaigns and purges. Gomutka nevertheless
held on to his position. He joined the Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia in August 1968 to put down the liberal
“Prague Spring” that so frightened the Party hierarchy, and
in 1970 normalized relations with the West German gov-
ernment, which accepted the post-1945 Oder-Neisse bor-
der. Gomulka considered this his life achievement, but at
home he continued to lose credibility, by virtue of his in-
ability to halt the decline of Poland’s economy. Shortly be-
fore Christmas 1970, his government announced drastic

increases in food prices. This announcement triggered riots
in the Baltic ports, which were crushed by police and the
army. In an atmosphere of a near civil war, Gomutka had a
heart attack and was replaced by Edward Gierek, a Party
secretary of Silesia and the leader of a “technocratic” Party
faction.

Gierek, who had spent his youth in France and Belgium
as an immigrant miner from Polish Silesia, represented a dif-
ferent kind of personality than Gomutka had. The first sec-
retary of the Katowice provincial Party organization after
1957, he was considered one of the most powerful and most
popular politicians in the country. He believed that Poland
needed a Western-oriented modernization program, and he
promised to improve the material situation of the people
and to reevaluate governmental economic policies. His
regime received large loans from the West, and the first years
of his decade in power became the most successful period
in the entire history of communist Poland. Gierek liberal-
ized cultural policies and opened the borders for most peo-
ple who wanted to travel or to work abroad. To many of
these “tourists,” these months or years abroad proved to be
very educational, as it opened their eyes to the reality of the
world outside the propaganda of the authorities.

Gierek did not change the essential elements of the com-
munist system. As had happened under Gomutka, resources
allocated initially to the light and food industries to appease
the population returned to heavy industry when the regime
felt safe again (thus continuing to adhere to the ideological
line). The government tried to regain control over the
economy and introduced painful price increases. The work-
ers answered with the rebellion of 1976, suppressed quickly
by the regime.The 1975 administrative reform that replaced
sixteen big provinces with forty-nine small units weakened
the state apparatus. The 1976 amendments to the constitu-
tion that defined Poland as a socialist state and the Party as
the leading political and social force responsible for the
strengthening of Poland’s friendship with the USSR proved
to be highly unpopular. The intelligentsia, outraged by the
regime’s incompetence and by brutalities directed against
innocent people, began to form various organizations in
order to help the persecuted workers and defend Polish cul-
tural achievements. Some of them, such as the Workers’ De-
fense Committee (KOR), became very active and
influential. A secret publishing and cultural “second circula-
tion” appeared. In 1978 Cardinal Karol Wojtyla was elected
pope and became unquestionably the highest spiritual au-
thority for most Poles. The Gierek government wasted the
foreign loans received from the West, and debts began to in-
crease dramatically. The regime was unable to change the
course of the economy and was soon almost crushed by the
Solidarity revolt of 1980.

Like previous revolts, the national uprising of 1980 was
triggered by a rise in the price of food. In August about
80,000 workers were on strike. At the Gdansk Shipyard, a
long time center of antiregime opposition, the striking em-
ployees, led by Lech Walgsa, formulated economic and po-
litical demands, and together with representatives from
other enterprises, established the Inter-Factory Striking
Committee. Advised by a group of intellectuals who came
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Lech Walesa carried on shoulders by a crowd in front of the Supreme Court after the “yes” sentence in the registration of Peasant Solidarity was
declared, ca. 1980. (Bettmann/Corbis)

primarily from Warsaw, it coordinated protests in northeast-
ern Poland. Similar committees appeared in Szczecin and in
Silesian Jestrzgbie Zdrdj. They demanded the legitimization
of independent trade unions, the lifting of censorship, the
release of political prisoners, the strengthening of the posi-
tion of the Catholic Church, and changes in government
priorities in social welfare.

The regime, going through a crisis after the fall of
Gierek, could not resist, and it accepted most of the strikers’
demands. On 31 August 1980, the Gdansk Agreements were
signed. They sanctioned the right to strike and to form free
trade unions, and several other freedoms previously limited
by the regime. Similar agreements were signed in Szczecin
and Silesia. In September the Independent Self~-Governing
Trade Union, Solidarity, the first free labor organization in
any communist state, was formed and named Walgsa as its
chairperson. In December a separate union, called Rural
Solidarity, was established. By the spring of 1981, Solidarity
had 10 million members, most adult citizens of Poland, and
was the largest trade union in Europe. Soon, it was radical-
ized and became a national antitotalitarian independence

movement, attracting all Poles who held to a noncommu-
nist worldview. Yet, in contrast to all the previous revolts in
communist Poland, Solidarity strictly adhered to a nonvio-
lent strategy, making the situation of the regime even more
difficult.

From the start, the government did not have a sincere at-
titude toward Solidarity; it harassed Solidarity, sought con-
flicts with it, and tried to stop its development. In the fall of
1980, Soviet troops massed on the border with Poland, and
Moscow sent several warning letters to Warsaw embodying
the basic principle of the Brezhnev Doctrine (which stated
that the Soviet Union had the right to intervene in any state
in which “socialism” seemed to be threatened). In 1981 the
conflict intensified, even though Solidarity tried to restrain
itself. In February 1981 General Wojciech Jaruzelski became
the premier, and, in October, he replaced Stanistaw Kania as
the first secretary of the PZPR Central Committee.

Jaruzelski, a professional military man who had joined
the communist-controlled Polish Army in the USSR in
1943 and who had served as the minister of defense after
1968, became the most powerful person in Poland. An am-
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bitious, strong follower of the communist regime (but also
an intelligent person), he was not able to ease the con-
frontation with Solidarity, and he began losing control over
radical factions in the Party hostile to the democratic op-
position. The political conflict faced by Warsaw was paral-
leled by a deepening economic crisis that made everyday
life difticult, a situation that only radicalized the masses even
further.

Solidarity aroused enormous enthusiasm among the
Poles. They believed that it was a real turning point, that this
time, without a war or a bloody uprising, Poland would be
able to change at least partially the inflexible, dilapidated,
and corrupt system imposed on the country by Stalinist
Russia. However, their enthusiasm, hopes, and overwhelm-
ing dedication were soon defeated. On 13 December 1981,
Jaruzelski announced the imposition of martial law. Normal
life was paralyzed, and democratic freedoms were sus-
pended; the army patrolled the streets of Polish towns and
cities. About ten thousand people linked to the opposition
or simply disliked by local Party leaders were imprisoned or
interned in special camps. Universities, schools, live theaters,
and movie theaters were temporarily closed. Polish tele-
vision discontinued its normal programming, and even the
telephones ceased to function. People were not allowed to
travel freely, and a curfew was introduced. In many factories,
workers tried to start occupational strikes, but the army
broke their resistance. At the Wujek coal mine in Katowice,
the riot police (ZOMO) shot to death nine miners. Jaruzel-
ski became the chief of the junta-like Military Council of
National Salvation (WRON). Solidarity, first suspended and
then declared illegal, went underground and formed secret
structures, headed by the leaders who managed to escape
the police.

The regime believed that it had reintroduced “normal-
ization.” As a result, martial law was suspended on 13 De-
cember 1982 and lifted on 22 July 1983. In November 1982
Walesa was released from prison. The underground Solidar-
ity was divided and lost strength during the following years.

In 1985 the coming to power of Mikhail Gorbachev in
the USSR widened the Polish regime’s margin of maneu-
ver, since the hard-line faction within the Party lost Soviet
support. In September 1986 almost all the political prison-
ers were freed. In December 1986 the Prime Minister’s
Consultation Council, including non-communist experts,
intellectuals, and public figures, was formed.

Normal life in the country was, however, still frozen, and
the Jaruzelski regime, like its predecessors, was unable to
solve the economic problems. The standard of living in
Poland deteriorated visibly; food stores were getting emp-
tier, and the lines in front of them much longer. In March
1987 the authorities raised food prices by 10 percent and
fuel prices by 40 percent. During the 1 May celebrations,
antigovernment demonstrations and clashes with the police
took place in many places in Poland. In November 1987 a
regime-organized referendum on “Further Reformation of
the State and National Economy” failed as a result of a Sol-
idarity-led boycott.

In 1988 price increases caused a new wave of strikes.
Some members of the opposition and the authorities came

to the conclusion that neither side would be able to win
and that their conflict might destroy Poland. The Catholic
Church also urged a compromise. On 31 August 1988,
Lech Walgsa met the communist minister of interior, Gen-
eral Czestaw Kiszczak. They initiated talks that led to the
Round Table Negotiations. Opposed by radical members
of the opposition and hard-line communists, the negotia-
tions commenced in February 1989. On April 5, an
agreement was signed. It provided for the relegalization of
Solidarity and freedom of association. It also stipulated
that partially free parliamentary elections would be orga-
nized in June 1989.

The communists did not intend to give up power. They
hoped that the opposition would not be able to organize
an effective electoral campaign during the two months
that were left before the elections. The Party further
hoped that Solidarity would assume much of the respon-
sibility for the situation in Poland without significant par-
ticipation in the government. The communists, however,
miscalculated. According to the Round Table Agreement,
only 35 percent of seats in the Sejm were to be contested
during the elections. The Polish United Workers’ Party and
its allies, the United Peasant Party and the Democratic
Party, were to take 65 percent of the uncontested seats,
plus whatever portion they won of the contested 35 per-
cent. In addition, the names of thirty-five politicians
backed by the communists were placed on an uncontested
national list. Finally, a hundred-member Senate was to be
established in completely free elections.

The elections of 4 and 18 June 1989 dealt a mortal
blow to communist power in Poland. Solidarity took all
the contested seats in the Sejm and ninety-nine seats in
the Senate, leaving one seat to a rich businessman with a
fancy to start a political career who bought most of the
votes in his electoral district. Out of the thirty-five candi-
dates on the uncontested national list, thirty-three failed to
gain the required 50 percent of the votes and were re-
placed ad hoc by less well-known candidates. In the after-
shock caused by this landslide, Walesa managed to
convince the Peasant and the Democratic Parties that they
should abandon the defeated communist party. As a result
of their shift in allegiance, the Party unexpectedly became
a minority in the parliament, holding only 38 percent of
the seats.

POSTCOMMUNIST POLAND

Since Mikhail Gorbachev had no intention of intervening,
the communists could not threaten Polish society with So-
viet aggression, and the electoral victory was spectacular.
Nevertheless, the democratic opposition played it safe. In
August 1989 a Catholic journalist, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, be-
came the first noncommunist prime minister since 1945,
but his government included three communists. Moreover,
General Jaruzelski was accepted by Solidarity as the presi-
dent of Poland. In June 1990, when the situation had stabi-
lized, the communist ministers were replaced by Solidarity
politicians, and in the fall of 1990 General Jaruzelski re-
signed under public pressure.
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Portrait of Aleksander Kwasniewski, president of Poland (1995-).
(Embassy of the Republic of Poland)

Initially, the Mazowiecki government enjoyed over-
whelming support. Soon, however, serious problems arose.
The new government inherited an economic catastrophe.
Politicians and economists disagreed about the direction of
economic transformation. It was not clear whether the new
authorities should reform the economy slowly, supporting
the poorest sectors of society and subsidizing some branches
of industry and agriculture, or whether they should move
quickly, changing as much as possible during the initial pe-
riod of broad social support. Some politicians began to talk
about a “third way” between communism and capitalism.
Mazowiecki’s deputy prime minister and finance minister,
Leszek Balcerowicz, wanted to move quickly.

No communist economic system had ever been disman-
tled before, and Balcerowicz’s “shock therapy” included a
series of high-risk changes. The population began to feel
their effects, as the recession in Poland became even worse.
The inflation rate became staggering, and massive unem-
ployment appeared. Mazowiecki’s policies were quickly
criticized. Especially controversial was his “thick line” pol-
icy, which suggested that an individual’s communist in-
volvement should be disregarded in the new Poland and
that everybody, no matter what his or her position in the
communist apparatus had been, should be allowed to par-
ticipate in political and public life.

In 1990 Mazowiecki decided to participate in the presi-
dential election. His decision contributed to the so-called
war at the top, which divided Solidarity. Already in the
spring of 1990, a center-right political party, the Center Al-
liance (Porozumienie Centrum) was formed. It supported
Walgsa against the allegedly too liberal Mazowiecki, whose
supporters established the Citizens’ Movement for Demo-
cratic Action (ROAD) and the Forum of Democratic Right
(FPD). During the presidential elections held in November
1990, Mazowiecki came in third, with 18 percent of the
vote. An émigré entrepreneur, Stanistaw Tyminski, took sec-
ond with 23 percent. Walgsa received 40 percent of the vote
and a week later gained a landslide victory of 74 percent in
the second round of elections. Humiliated, Mazowiecki re-
signed as premier and was replaced by a liberal economist,
Jan Krzysztof Bielecki. Solidarity, which had largely been
responsible for the victory over communism not only in
Poland but (as a symbol) throughout East Central Europe as
well, was now divided. Mazowiecki’s supporters united and
formed the Democratic Union. By January 1991, about
forty political parties were registered in Poland.

Bielecki continued Mazowiecki’s policies and held the
office of premier until December 1991, when he resigned
after the first truly democratic and completely free parlia-
mentary elections in October of that year. The elections
were necessary. The Polish United Workers” Party had
ceased to exist in 1990, and most Poles believed that the
Sejm elected in June 1989 was not representative and that
the Round Table compromise was no longer binding. The
October 1991 elections produced a severely fragmented
Sejm comprising twenty-nine parties, including the Dem-
ocratic Left Alliance (Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej—
SLD), a successor of the communist party. No single party
received more than 13 percent of the total vote. A shaky
coalition of several center and rightist parties formed the
next government under Jan Olszewski, a former opposition
activist. The government collapsed after five months of
chaotic performance.

The next premier, Hanna Suchocka, a member of Soli-
darity, after a conflict with a Solidarity trade union, was
overthrown by a no-confidence vote in May 1993. Presi-
dent Walesa, hoping to save the government, dissolved the
parliament, and called for new elections. Held in September
1993, they brought the Solidarity era to an end. Most Pol-
ish voters were frustrated with the hardships of the post-
communist transition. As a result, the newly elected
parliament was dominated by the political Left (the Demo-
cratic Left Alliance and the Polish Peasant Party). They
formed the first non-Solidarity government since 1989, led
by peasant leader Waldemar Pawlak, and later succeeded by
postcommunist politicians Jozef Oleksy and Wlodziemierz
Cimoszewicz. The divided political Right lost its parlia-
mentary representation. In addition, a postcommunist can-
didate and a former minister in the last pre-1989
government, Aleksander Kwasniewski, won the presidential
elections in November 1995, defeating Walgsa by a narrow
margin (51.7 percent to 48.3 percent).

Poland was ruled once again by the people who had lost
power in 1989. They had returned to government legally
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and democratically, but they neither were able nor wanted
to restore the pre-1989 system.The Soviet Union no longer
existed, Poland was independent, and there was no outside
pressure. Polish hard-line communists, disappointed and
confused, retired and did not participate in the new admin-
istration. The ruling postcommunists styled themselves Eu-
ropean social democrats, and true supporters of pluralism
and democracy. They had an efficient party apparatus, in-
herited from the PZPR, and a political team better prepared
for political life than the amateurs who had come to power
in 1989.They subsidized agriculture and heavy industry and
initially enjoyed widespread social support.

Nevertheless, the postcommunists had no new economic
program and became hostage to the same problems that had
plagued the country since the collapse of the Soviet empire.
They did not deliver on their electoral promises and were
unable to make the transition any less painful. They slowed
down privatization and reforms, which only served to make
the situation worse. The Polish Peasant Party was unable to
solve the problems of Polish agriculture. Social polarization
continued to grow. The old Party apparatus, working now
for the postcommunist governments, included thousands of
cynical apparatchiks who used old ruling methods and, at
the same time, had no sense of measure and displayed no
shame in enriching themselves.

In 1996 one of the postcommunist premiers, Oleksy, was
accused of being a Russian intelligence agent. The charge
was difficult to prove, but a large segment of Polish public
opinion was alarmed. The political pendulum swung back.
Solidarity overcame its internal crisis and became the nu-
cleus of a right-center coalition—the Solidarity Electoral
Alliance (AWS). It included about thirty political parties
and cooperated with the Catholic Church. The Democratic
Union, renamed the Freedom Union, also gathered some
small political groups; it was strengthened and redirected to-
ward a more conservative path by its new leader Balcerow-
icz. The AWS won the 1997 parliamentary elections,
formed a coalition with the Freedom Union, and estab-
lished a new government led by a Solidarity activist, Profes-
sor Jerzy Buzek.

The elections stabilized the political situation in Poland.
A new constitution was adopted in 1997. More importantly,
the economic situation improved. The shock therapy so
hated and derided earlier in the decade had eventually cre-
ated a basis for steady economic development. Poland’s
trade had reoriented itself toward the West. Foreign debts
were mostly cancelled. The communist economy was dis-
mantled, and the vigorous private sector became the engine
of economic expansion.

Encouraged by this success, the new government initi-
ated several reforms. They introduced a new administrative
division of the country and new systems of health insur-
ance, old age pensions, and education. Implementation of all
these reforms, however, proved to be much more difficult
than the government expected. It was also difticult to keep
together the forty political parties constituting the Solidar-
ity Electoral Alliance. Some of these parties had mixed feel-
ings about plans to enter into the European Union (EU).
Most of the Polish clergy was afraid that integration with

Western Europe would threaten the Christian character of
Polish society. A radical and xenophobic anti-European and
antimodernization Catholic broadcasting station, Radio
Maryja, with about 5 million listeners, propagated a theory
of an anti-Polish world conspiracy, and created an atmo-
sphere of threat and insecurity.

The conservative and populist leaders in and out of the
Solidarity Electoral Alliance frequently attacked Balcerow-
icz, now the deputy premier and the finance minister. They
claimed that he dominated the cabinet and controlled the
economy. The opposition charged that the government had
been taken over by the Freedom Union in spite of the fact
that it was the Solidarity Electoral Alliance that had won
significantly more parliamentary seats than the Union. Bal-
cerowicz’s economic policy was too radical for the main
component of the coalition, the trade union Solidarity.
Some of its Sejm representatives voted against governmen-
tal reforms. After months of quarreling, the ruling coalition
came apart in June 2000. Balcerowicz, the brilliant minis-
ter of foreign atfairs Bronistaw Geremek, and several other
Freedom Union ministers left the cabinet. With 186
deputies in the 460-seat Sejm, the Buzek cabinet now be-
came a minority government. It was badly hurt by grow-
ing unemployment, other economic problems, and charges
of corruption.

The parliamentary elections of September 2001 created
a new political situation. The postcommunist Democratic
Left Alliance, the Polish Peasant Party, and the Labor Party
formed a majority coalition of 256 seats, and Leszek Miller
established a new government. The AWS, with only 5.6 per-
cent of the vote, failed to win any seats in the Sejm. Since
Aleksander Kwasniewski was reelected president of Poland
in 2000, the Left had returned to power once again.

When Miller became the new premier, Poland’s overall
situation was complex. On the one hand, in March 1999
Poland had joined NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization), considerably improving the country’s interna-
tional situation. Germany, which had already recognized the
western borders of Poland in 1990, became the principal
sponsor of Poland’s entry into European Union. In 1992
Poland applied for full membership of the EU. In 1996 it
was admitted to the Organization for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development. In 1998 negotiations with the EU
commenced. Poland had dramatically transformed its econ-
omy since the fall of communism and after 1994 was among
the fastest growing countries in Europe. A new positive
image of Poland appeared in the West. In December 2002
Poland concluded the “accession” negotiations regarding its
entry into the EU during a conference in Copenhagen. In
April 2003 Poland, together with fourteen other candidates,
signed the Accession Treaty in Athens. The president of
Poland ratified the treaty, after, in June 2003, over 77 per-
cent of Poles said yes to joining the EU in a referendum
(with a 59 percent turnout). Poland joined the European
Union on 1 May 2004, a symbol of its reincorporation into
the mainstream of Europe.

On the other hand, there are still serious problems, espe-
cially in the areas of subsidized agriculture, coal mining, and
heavy industry. The differences between the private and
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state sectors contribute to the fact that Poland’s trade bal-
ance is negative. To some extent, this situation is caused by
continued chilly relations with Russia. The political atmo-
sphere in Poland has been additionally poisoned by the
screening of the most important politicians and state offi-
cials in order to verify whether they cooperated with the
secret police before the fall of communism. In addition,
economic conditions continued to worsen after 2001, with
unemployment reaching 18 percent in 2003. By the end of
2002, the Polish economy was in its worst shape since the
early 1990s. In January 2003 Poland was confronted with
the “Rywingate,” a corruption scandal (so named after the
main suspect, a film producer, Lew Rywin) that tainted the
premier. In March 2003 disagreements over governmental
policies prompted the Peasant Party to leave the coalition.
As a result, the Miller cabinet became a minority govern-
ment, and public opinion polls showed that the government
had the support of less than one-quarter of the people.

In the wake of the turmoil of the decade following the
collapse of communism, political life has become increas-
ingly less relevant to Polish citizens. Some who have be-
come very rich and many who live better now than before
1989 do not care about elections and the parliament. The
poorest have lost any hope they had for the future. Intellec-
tuals and the intelligentsia, disgusted with political scandals
and corruption, have withdrawn from politics. Without out-
standing leaders and moral role models, most Poles are con-
fused. To many, capitalism—with its eternal fight for a
paycheck—is simply boring. Some former pre-1989 oppo-
sition activists are bitter; the new Poland is not only differ-
ent from the communist Polish People’s Republic, but also
very different from the Poland of their old dreams.

POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS
Poland is a democratic multiparty republic with a bicameral
parliament. The Constitution of the Republic of Poland of
2 April 1997, ratified in a popular referendum on 25 May
1997, forms the legal foundation of the Polish political
order and defines its basic rules. The nation is the supreme
authority in Poland, which is a sovereign and independent
state. Its citizens, who must be eighteen years of age or
older, elect their representatives to the Sejm and Senate (the
two houses of the parliament) during free and universal
elections. Parliament makes decisions for the people, who
also elect local governments and participate in a public life
based on the principle of political pluralism and freedom of
association of social organizations. State power is divided
between the legislative, the executive, and the judiciary.
The power of legislation is exercised by the bicameral
parliament. Its lower chamber, the Sejm, consists of 460
members chosen in universal, equal, secret, and direct ballot
for four years (two seats are assigned to ethnic minority par-
ties). The 1997 constitution and the reformed administrative
division of 1999 required a revision of the electoral law.
Passed in April 2001, the revised electoral law replaced a
system in which some deputies were elected nationally with
one in which all deputies are elected by voters in their con-
stituencies, and it changed the method of proportional rep-

resentation used to determine how many deputies would be
elected from each party, eliminating the premium for the
largest parties.

The new electoral ordinance also stipulated that with
the exception of small ethnic parties, only parties receiv-
ing at least 5 percent of the total votes and political coali-
tions receiving at least 8 percent of the total votes can
enter the parliament. The Sejm adopts bills, inspects activ-
ities of governmental organizations, appoints members of’
several constitutional bodies, helps to create the govern-
ment, and can take votes of no confidence in the cabinet
or its individual ministers. The Sejm is independent of the
Senate and acts in a transparent and permanent way. There
is no break between the terms of the out-going and the
new Sejm; however, the latter is not obliged to continue
the legislative initiatives of its predecessor. The Sejm can
introduce martial law.

The upper chamber, the Senate, consists of one hundred
senators elected for four years by universal, direct, and secret
ballot. The Senate can review, correct, or reject bills adopted
by the Sejm. Such bills return to the Sejm and are accepted
if an outright majority does not reject them.The Senate ap-
proves the appointment or dismissal of several important
state officials.

Executive power is carried out by the Council of Minis-
ters, which thus constitutes what is traditionally called the
Government, and the president. The latter is the highest
representative of the Republic of Poland and the supreme
commander of its armed forces, and sustains the observance
of the constitution and the security and sovereignty of the
state. The president can initiate legislation, issue regulations
and orders, dissolve the Sejm, and veto a bill. Elected for five
years by universal, equal, direct, and secret ballot, the presi-
dent can serve a maximum of two terms and is answerable
only to the State Tribunal. The office of the president, recre-
ated in 1989, has been occupied by Wojciech Jaruzelski (19
July 1989-22 December 1990), Lech Walgsa (22 December
1990-22 December 1995), and Aleksander Kwasniewski
(since 22 December 1995).

The Government, formed and headed by the prime
minister and endorsed by the president and the Sejm, con-
ducts domestic and foreign policies. The Council of Minis-
ters can initiate legislation and can issue regulations. It is
obliged to ensure the implementation of the laws, to pre-
pare the state budget, and to execute it. The Government
leads and controls the activities of all administrative institu-
tions and is responsible before the Sejm. Individual minis-
ters and the premier are answerable to the State Tribunal.
After 1989, the post of the prime minister was occupied by
the following politicians: Tadeusz Mazowiecki (24 August
1989-14 December 1990), Jan Krzysztof Bielecki (1 Janu-
ary 1991-5 December 1991), Jan Olszewski (6 December
1991—4 June 1992), Waldemar Pawlak (5 June 1992-8 July
1992), Hanna Suchocka (10 July 1992—18 October 1993),
Waldemar Pawlak (18 October 1993-21 March 1995), J6zet
Oleksy (25 March 1995—1 February 1996), Wtodzimierz
Cimoszewicz (16 February 1996-17 October 1997), Jerzy
Buzek (17 October 1997-19 October 2001), and Leszek
Miller (since 19 October 2001).
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Judicial authority is executed by the courts (district,
provincial, military, administrative, and appeal courts), su-
pervised by the Supreme Court, as well as by the Consti-
tutional Tribunal and the State Tribunal. The Supreme
Court, the last resort of appeal, clarifies legal provisions and
resolves disputable legal questions. The president of Poland
appoints the judges and the first president of the Supreme
Court. They are previously selected by the National Judi-
cial Council and the Supreme Court Justice General As-
sembly. The Constitutional Tribunal, a fully independent
body of fifteen judges chosen by the Sejm for nine years,
supervises the compatibility of governmental activities and
newly accepted laws, decrees, and regulations with the
Constitution and international agreements. The State Tri-
bunal examines constitutional liability and criminal cases
involving the holders of the highest state offices, such as
president of the republic, Government members, the pres-
ident of the Supreme Court, and heads of central adminis-
trative offices. In addition to the Supreme Court and the
two tribunals, the rights and freedoms of citizens are pro-
tected by the Commissioner for Civil Rights Protection,
an office established in 1987. The Supreme Chamber of
Control (NIK) audits the activities of governmental insti-
tutions. All the court decisions can be appealed to the Eu-
ropean Court of Justice in Strasbourg.

In 1990 local self-governments were revived, and the
1997 constitution endorsed them as one of the most im-
portant principles of the Polish political system. Adult citi-
zens elect these local governments in universal, equal,
secret, and direct ballot on all the three levels of the ad-
ministrative structure: councils in urban municipalities and
rural communes, sejmiki (little parliaments) in districts and
provinces. These assemblies set local by-laws, pass budgets
and inspect their execution, set local taxes and fees, and ap-
point local officials.

Poland has been governed by a coalition cabinet headed
by Leszek Miller, the leader of the center-left Democratic
Left Alliance (SLD) since the election of September 2001,
when a block of the SLD and the Labor Party (UP) received
216 of 460 seats in the Sejm. Led by younger leadership
members of the former Polish United Workers’ Party
(PZPR) and consisting mostly of the former PZPR mem-
bers, the SLD is seen by many people as a postcommunist
organization partially responsible for the activities of the
1945-1989 communist regime. In 2001 the SLD-UP coali-
tion was 15 parliamentary seats short of having a majority
in the Sejm.Therefore, to strengthen their position, the SLD
and the UP, led by Marek Pol (the infrastructure minister),
formed a coalition with the Polish Peasant Party (PSL),
headed by Jarostaw Kalinowski (the deputy premier and
agriculture minister) and controlling 42 seats. After the Oc-
tober 2001 elections (with a turnout of 46.3 percent), the
opposition was divided into several parliamentary clubs. The
Citizens’ Platform (PO) had 65 MPs, Self-Defense (Samoo-
brona) 53 MPs, Law and Justice (PiS) 44 MPs, the League
of Polish Families (LPR) 38 MPs, and the German minor-
ity 2 MPs.

In March 2003 the Peasant Party (PSL) left the governing
coalition, and Poland was led by a minority cabinet. Also, most

parties lost some MPs and the (December 2003) division of
the Sejm members into parliamentary clubs and groups was
slightly different than in 2001: the Democratic Left Alliance
(SLD) had 191 MPs, the Citizens’ Platform (PO) 56, Law and
Justice (PiS) 43, the Polish Peasant Party (PSL) 37, Self-
Defense 31, the League of Polish Families (LPR) 29, the Labor
Party (UP) 16, the Democratic People’s Party (PLD) 10, the
Conservative-Popular Party (SKL) 8, the Polish People’s Bloc
(PBL) 6, the Polish Reasons of State (PRS) 5, the Catholic
National Movement (RKN) 5, the Polish Alliance (PP) 3, and
the Movement for the Reconstruction of Poland (ROP) 3;
seventeen are unaffiliated deputies.

Poland maintains an army of about 175,000 troops. The
government intends to limit these forces to 150,000 in
2006. The army relies on general conscription. All adult
men are subject to a twelve-month long service. The prior-
ities of the military authorities are modernization of equip-
ment and a further integration with NATO, which plans to
move some of its bases to Poland. The Polish Army has par-
ticipated in several peacekeeping operations, most recently
in Iraq, Kosovo, and Lebanon.

Church and state are separate in Poland. The Catholic
Church’s role in politics is modest, even though, in the first
years after the fall of communism, the church was quite vis-
ible in public life. This engagement caused some problems,
and after the experiences of the 1993 and 1997 electoral
campaigns, when the clergy was really involved in political
struggle, the church no longer interferes directly in politics.

The establishment of the current political system in
Poland followed the fall of communism and the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet Union. The Round Table Agreement of
1989 started systemic changes in Poland. The oftice of pres-
ident was reintroduced. Since, as a part of the compromise
between the regime and the democratic opposition, Gen-
eral Wojciech Jaruzelski became the head of state, the pres-
idential power came to be limited and curbed by the
parliament. The Senate was restored, and the idea of partially
free elections was accepted by the regime. After the electoral
victory of Solidarity in June 1989, the complete transfor-
mation of the system began. The Little Constitution, ac-
cepted by the Sejm on 1 August 1991 and ratified in
October 1992, defined new roles for the president, the pre-
mier, and the parliament.

Lech Walgsa, a dominating personality and the dynamic
leader of Solidarity, elected president by direct elections in
1990, did not want to accept the 1989 presidential limita-
tions. In addition, a strong president was necessary to push
reforms through the parliament. The Little Constitution in-
creased the authority of the president to such an extent that
some deputies were afraid that the head of state would be
able to dominate the government. According to the new
principles, the president could submit a candidate for pre-
mier to the Sejm, and he approved the premier’s choice of
ministers, approved all the important military and national
security appointments, and helped to select the ministers of
defense, foreign affairs, and internal affairs. To accelerate the
reforms, the Little Constitution gave special powers to the
government, which could issue decrees with the force of
law if the cabinet had the support of an absolute majority
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Lech Walgsa

ne of the most important founders of Solidarity and the president of Poland from 1990 to 1995, Walgsa
O became a symbol of the changes that started in 1980 and led to the redemocratization of Poland after 1989.

Born to a poor peasant family in north central Poland in 1943, he graduated from a secondary vocational
school and worked as an electrician for a state agriculture machinery center. In 1967 he moved to Gdansk and was
hired at the Lenin Shipyard. He participated in the December 1970 uprising of the Gdansk and Gdynia workers and
was elected chairman of a workshop strike committee. Dismissed from work in 1976 and involved in an under-
ground free trade movement, he changed jobs frequently or was unemployed and harassed by the police.

In early August 1980 the workers striking in the Gdansk Shipyard demanded the reinstatement of Walesa. He
joined the strike and became its leader. He managed to convince his colleagues to form the Inter-Factory Strike
Committee and to fight for trade union pluralism and the political rights of the workers. On 31 August 1980, after
several days of negotiations between the communist authorities and the Strike Committee led by Walesa, the latter
signed the Gdansk Agreement with the government. The workers received the right to strike and to form indepen-
dent trade unions. Watesa became the hero of the hour and was elected chairman of the National Coordinating
Commission of the newly founded Solidarity trade union.

Watlesa developed Solidarity’s national organization, which soon gathered 10 million members, and his prestige as
a symbolic leader of the democratic opposition grew. After the imposition of martial law in December 1981, Walgsa
was interned and remained imprisoned until November 1982. In October 1983 he received the Nobel Peace Prize.
He maintained contacts with the underground Solidarity and in 1988 reemerged as one of the most important
politicians in Poland. In 1989 he was a dominating figure during the Round Table Negotiations and formed a non-
communist majority in the Sejm after the June 1989 elections. Walgsa’s closest adviser, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, became
the first noncommunist prime minister in Poland since 1945. However, a disagreement between Walgsa and Ma-
zowiecki triggered a war at the top and the disintegration of Solidarity. In 1990 Walesa won the presidential elec-
tions in Poland against Mazowiecki and a maverick candidate, Stanistaw Tyminski.

Watesa’s presidency was not perfect. He became involved in several conflicts with the Sejm and the leading politi-
cians. Before the 1993 parliamentary elections, Walgsa established a new party, the Non-Party Bloc for Supporting
the Reforms (BBWR). The Bloc received only sixteen seats in the Sejm and two seats in the Senate. The elections
were won by a postcommunist coalition. During the 1995 presidential elections, Walesa was defeated by a former
communist minister, Aleksander Kwasniewski. In 1997 Walesa established the Christian Democratic Party of the
Third Republic, which did not manage to play an important role in Polish politics. In the 2000 presidential elec-
tions, Watesa won only about 1 percent of the popular vote. Although he had become politically marginalized, his
previous contribution to the redemocratization of Poland is undeniable, and Walgsa remains a historical and politi-
cal figure of the highest importance.

of the Sejm. Only elections, constitutional amendments, the
state budget, and civil and political liberties were protected
from the force of decree.

The Little Constitution was a step forward, but the func-
tions of the president and the premier were still not com-
pletely clear, and both of them tried to extend their power.
The president especially argued that the Sejm held too
much power and dominated the political system. In fact, the
parliament was rather slow, devoting much time to second-
ary matters, while urgent and fundamental issues, such as
privatization, electoral law, the role of the prosecutor gen-
eral, and financial and penal law were still unsolved. This was
caused, among other things, by the limited political qualifi-
cations of the deputies, most of whom did not have any
political experience; out of 460 MPs, only 16 were econ-
omists, and only 22 were lawyers. In addition, the Sejm was

divided into many parliamentary clubs, and Polish party ge-
ography was changing quickly.

Between 1989 and 2001, three parliamentary and three
presidential elections took place in Poland. The Poles
elected their presidents in 1990 (Lech Walgsa), 1995 (Alek-
sander Kwasniewski), and 2000 (Aleksander Kwasniewski),
and the Sejms in 1991, 1993, and 1997. Among the 29 par-
ties that entered the Sejm after the elections of 1991 (with
a 43 percent turnout), the following parties had the largest
representations: the Democratic Union (UD) 62 MPs, the
Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) 60, the Confederation of
Independent Poland (KPN) 51, the Catholic Electoral Ac-
tion (KAW) 50, the Polish Peasant Party (PSL) 50, the Cen-
ter Alliance (PC) 44, the People’s Democratic Congress
(KLD) 37, the Peasant Movement 28, Solidarity 27, and the
Polish Party of Beer Lovers 16. Before the 1993 parliamen-
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tary elections (which had a 51 percent turnout), a new elec-
toral law introduced a 5 percent threshold for the partici-
pating parties. As a consequence, only six of them received
parliamentary seats: the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) 171
seats, the Peasant Party (PSL) 132, the Democratic Union
(UD) 74, the Labor Party (UP) 41, the Confederation of In-
dependent Poland (KPN) 22, and the Non-Party Block for
Support of the Reforms (BBWR) 16.Two seats went to the
German minority, and four to independent politicians. This
division facilitated the comeback of the postcommunist
government that ruled until 1997.

The parliamentary elections of 1997 brought dramatic
changes, even though the turnout was again low (48 per-
cent). Solidarity Electoral Action (AWS) received 201 seats,
the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) 164, the Polish Peasant
Party (PSL) 27, the Freedom Union (UW) 60, the Move-
ment for the Reconstruction of Poland (ROP) 6, and the
German minority 2.

The electoral results reflected a pendulum eftect in Pol-
ish politics after 1989: the Solidarity era of 1989—1993 was
followed by the return of the postcommunist Democratic
Left Alliance (SLD) to power in 1993, followed by a Soli-
darity period of 1997-2001 and then another SLD come-
back in 2001. It is also striking that the role of the
intelligentsia and intellectuals in politics and in public life
has been gradually diminishing. Some sociologists claim
that the Polish intelligentsia is disappearing. The powerful
Democratic Union (later, after mergers with other similar
but smaller parties, renamed the Union of Freedom and
supported primarily by the intelligentsia) dominated the
political scene in the early 1990s but did not manage to
enter parliament in 2001. Also Solidarity, divided and com-
promised, ceased to be an important political factor, and
several representatives of political “folklore,” such as the Pol-
ish Party of Beer Lovers, disappeared completely in the new
environment of a stabilized democratic system.

POLITICAL SYSTEMS IN POLAND BEFORE 1989

Before the fall of communism, Poland was a Soviet satellite,
and the country’s political system reflected this situation. In
theory, the 1952 constitution, patterned directly on the So-
viet constitution and amended in 1976, guaranteed demo-
cratic freedoms, named the people of Poland the sovereign
source of power, and established a system that, allegedly, ex-
pressed “the interests and the will of the working people.”
The Polish People’s Republic (Polska Rzeczpospolita Lu-
dowa—PRL), according to the 1952 constitution, was a
“People’s Democracy,” a transition form from “bourgeois
democracy” to the Soviet form of communism. In practice,
however, the Polish United Workers” Party (Polska Zjed-
noczona Partia Robotnicza—PZPR) acted as the directing
force, and its leadership, supervised by the Soviet govern-
ment, constituted the policy-making center of the state. The
parliament was arranged in such a way that it had to rub-
ber-stamp PZPR decisions and to give ex post facto ap-
proval of governmental measures. The goal of these
measures was to build a new social system and to eliminate
those classes of society that were seen as living by exploit-

ing workers and peasants. During some periods, the Sejm
was allowed a greater scope for debate and activity, but it
never received power to make policy.

The Polish governmental structure was also modeled on
the Soviet system. The structure was highly centralized and
controlled by the PZPR Politburo. Its decisions were exe-
cuted by the Council of State and the Council of Ministers.
The Council of State (a collective head of state) was elected
by the Sejm from among its members and included not
only Party functionaries but also the highest governmental
ofticers who did not belong to the PZPR. The council is-
sued decrees during the intervals between the sessions of
the Sejm and controlled local provincial, city, district, and
communal councils. The council called elections to the
Sejm and convoked it, appointed several civilian and mili-
tary officials, ratified international treaties, could declare war
or martial law, and performed other functions of a head of
state. Frequently, especially in the 1950s and 1960s, Sejm
sessions were very brief; the Council acted as the main leg-
islative body, and its decrees were automatically approved by
the parliament.

The Council of Ministers, subordinated to and con-
trolled by the Party leadership, was the decision-making and
ruling center of the administration. It coordinated the ac-
tivities of particular ministries and state institutions, pre-
pared economic plans, and supervised local people’s
councils. According to the constitution, the government was
elected by the Sejm, or by the Council of State when the
parliament was not in session. In practice, however, the min-
isters and the premier were appointed by the Party leader-
ship, which had special organs duplicating and paralleling
the state institutions. The 1976 constitution amendments
stipulated that Poland was a socialist state and that the
PZPR was the leading political force in the construction of
socialism. Another amendment declared a perpetual Polish-
Soviet alliance, which made any action to abandon the al-
liance illegal and any Soviet intervention to preserve the
alliance constitutional.

The PZPR structure was highly centralized and undem-
ocratic; the Party leadership was formed not during free
elections by Party members, even though this was the offi-
cial theory, but by appointments and selections. This led to
serious succession problems when particular First or Gen-
eral Secretaries died or were unable to work.The central or-
gans of the Party—the Political Bureau, the Party
Secretariat, and the Central Committee—supervised the
work of provincial, city, and local PZPR committees. The
nomenklatura system, which, as described above, meant that
only PZPR members could occupy important administra-
tion positions, guaranteed PZPR control over all important
offices and appointments, establishing a list of positions that
could be occupied only by trusted PZPRmembers. Also the
entire judicial system, the Central Planning Commission,
the regional administration, and the command of the armed
forces were parts of the nomenklatura.

Strict censorship, various other forms of diftusion and con-
trol of public information, and extensive security services—
the secret political police, the so-called Citizens’ Militia
(Milicja Obywatelska—MO), the Motorized Detachments of
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the Citizens’ Militia (ZOMO), and several other organs of the
Ministry of Interior—assured the internal security of the Pol-
ish one-party state.

POLITICAL SYSTEMS IN POLAND BEFORE 1945
During World War II, Poland was occupied by Nazi Ger-
many and the Soviet Union. The occupiers destroyed most
of the prewar political institutions. Some of them were re-
constructed underground. The legal continuation of the in-
terwar Polish Second Republic was executed by the
government in exile and the National Council (Rada Nar-
odowa) established in 1939 in France (and later re-formed
in London after the fall of France in 1940) and recognized
by most states of the anti-Nazi coalition.

Before World War II, Poland was formally a parliamen-
tary democracy. The Constitution of March 1921, one of
the most progressive constitutions of the interwar period,
gave Poland a democratic representative government. Ac-
cording to the 1922 electoral law, members of the Sejm
were elected by universal franchise on the basis of propor-
tional representation. In addition, a special national list guar-
anteed parliamentary representation to small parties.
Nevertheless, the reality of the situation after World War I
was that the newly rebuilt Polish state consisted of several
regions that had belonged to three difterent empires before
1918, and the political scene was fragmented and chaotic. It
was difficult to form a ruling majority; and the governments
changed frequently. With no political experience among
most citizens, a weak president, and a stalemate in the Sejm,
the political system did not function properly. The 1926
military coup d’état of Marshal Jézef Pitsudski introduced
an authoritarian dictatorship in Poland. Initially, the dictator
tolerated the parliament and tried to preserve a facade of
democracy, but after 1930 even the so-called controlled
democracy disappeared, and the entire power was solely in
the hands of Pilsudski and his assistants. They imposed a
new constitution in 1935, which guaranteed an authoritar-
ian system. After the death of Pilsudski in 1935, his succes-
sors went even further to the right and experimented with
elements of totalitarianism.

CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

Poland is located in the heart of Europe, and as a conse-
quence Polish culture has been nurtured by many different
traditions. German, French, and Italian influences have been
particularly strong and Poland, unlike its eastern neighbors,
was deeply immersed in the most important European spir-
itual movements, such as Renaissance humanism, the Re-
formation, the Counter-Reformation, the Enlightenment,
and romanticism. Therefore, even before the partitions of
Poland at the end of the eighteenth century, Polish cultural
identity had been strong, and in the nineteenth century it
helped the Poles to survive an era of foreign occupation and
denationalization. Moreover, even though Poland is located
on the periphery of European Latin culture, Polish contri-
butions to Western civilization have been significant. Poland
has been a home to many artists, scholars, writers, musicians,

and entertainers of the highest international caliber. Some
of them initiated new artistic trends and schools of thought,
or created patterns exported to other countries; some even
became so well known around the world (for example,
Nicolaus Copernicus, the opera singer Ada Sari, Artur Ru-
binstein, and Fryderyk Chopin) that many people do not
identify them as Polish—and indeed Chopin is usually re-
ferred to by the French version of his first name (Frédéric)
and even called a French composer, though at his death Pol-
ish soil was strewn on his grave.

Long before the establishment of the Polish state in the
tenth century, the territories of the future Poland were pop-
ulated by innovative and creative people. It appears that
eastern Poland constituted the cradle of the Slavic ethnic
group, a place where it was formed and started developing
an original Slavic culture of earth and timber strongholds
and a distinctive religion. Nevertheless, the common Slavic
elements, existing mostly in language, literature, and folk-
lore, are rather weak in Polish culture, which was trans-
formed by the adoption of Roman Catholic Christianity. As
early as the tenth and the eleventh centuries, after the bap-
tism of Poland in 966, the first Romanesque buildings were
erected there. Beginning in the twelfth century, palatia and
churches were decorated with stone sculptures in Poland.
Two columns in the monastic church of the Norbertine
nuns in Strzelno, covered with rich relief, and the cast
bronze door from the Gniezno Cathedral are outstanding
examples of Romanesque art.

After Poland became a part of Western civilization, Latin
was accepted as the language of state administration and was
used in Polish literature until the sixteenth century. In the
early Middle Ages, when Latin was the only Polish literary
language, monks and priests produced a number of saint’s
lives, annals, and chronicles. Chronicon, written in about
1115 by a Benedictine monk known only as Gallus Anony-
mous, and the Annales seu cronicae inclyti Regni Poloniae
(Yearbooks of the Famous Kingdom of Poland), finished in
1480 by Bishop Jan Dlugosz, introduced Polish history to
Europe. The earliest example of Polish prose was Kazania
swigtokrzyskie (Sermons of the Holy Cross), written at the
end of the thirteenth century. The oldest surviving Polish
text of poetry is a song called “Bogurodzica” (Mother of
God), composed in the fourteenth century and accepted as
a medieval equivalent of a national anthem.

In the thirteenth century Gothic became the dominant
artistic style in Poland, and the face of Polish towns was al-
tered by the influx of settlers coming from Western Europe.
One of them, Veit Stoss from Nuremberg, known in Poland
as Wit Stwosz (1447-1533), spent about twenty years in
Cracow and created there many sculptures. His wooden
altar in the spectacular Gothic Church of Holy Mary ranks
as one of the most outstanding objects of that kind in Eu-
rope. Between the thirteenth and the sixteenth centuries,
thousands of Gothic buildings were constructed in Poland
(and many of them have survived). Most of them were
churches, but some, such as Collegium Maius in Cracow,
tenement houses in the “old towns” of Poland, and military
structures of the Teutonic Order in Pomerania and former
East Prussia, are reminders of the atmosphere of medieval
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Redbrick walls of Malbork Castle. (Corel Corporation)

lay life. The redbrick castle of Malbork, the former head-
quarters of the Teutonic Knights, is one of the most im-
pressive objects of its kind in Europe. Many Gothic
buildings were decorated with stone and wooden sculptures
as well as paintings. The union with the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania in turn brought eastern influences into Poland.
Gothic chapels with Byzantine decoration inside in Cracow
and Lublin belong to the most unusual masterpieces of me-
dieval art.

By the end of the Gothic era, the first works of secular lit-
erature appeared in Poland. In 1551 Marcin Bielski com-
pleted the first general history in Polish, Kronika wszystkiego
swiata (Chronicle of the Whole World). Jedrzej Gatka (fl. ca.
1449), a tollower of Jan Hus and John Wycliffe, wrote a song
called Piesn o Wiklefie (Wycliffe Song) and Rozmowa mistrza
Polikarpa ze smiercia (Dialogue between Master Polycarp and
Death), a poem criticizing the papacy. Students of the Uni-
versity of Cracow, established in 1364 and later called the
Jagiellonian University, wrote love letters and fictional sto-
ries, such as Powiastki polsko-wloskie (Polish-Italian Stories).
Also, poems depicting customs, such as Piesn o chlebowym stole
(Song about a Plentiful Table), recording political events,
such as Wiersz o zabiciu Andrzeja Teczynskiego (A Poem on
the Assassination of Andrzej Teczynski), or satirical pieces,
such as Satyra na leniwych chiopéw (Satire on the Lazy Peas-
ants), appeared. A growing number of religious writings were

published, including Raj duszny (Paradise of the Soul) writ-
ten in Polish by Biernat of Lublin (1465-1530), one of the
founding fathers of literature in the Polish language.

In the first years of the sixteenth century the Renaissance
in its Tuscan Italian form appeared in Poland. The arcaded
galleries of the Royal Wawel Castle and the Sigismund
Chapel in Cracow, built for Sigismund the OId
(1467-1548), belong to the most outstanding masterpieces
of Renaissance art north of the Alps. Also Cracow’s Sukien-
nice (Cloth Hall), burghers’ houses in Gdansk and Kaz-
imierz on the Vistula, and many tombs, town halls, and other
objects represent the Renaissance style, frequently overlap-
ping with Gothic. In the 1580s Jan Zamoyski, the chancel-
lor of Poland and one of the richest men in Europe, built
for himself the entire town of Zamos¢, an exquisite Italian
masterpiece of urban planning.

The Renaissance also initiated the golden age of Polish
literature. New literary trends were brought to Poland by
diplomats representing foreign courts, Poles who studied
abroad, and Western humanists, such as Fillipo Buonaccorsi,
known in Poland as Kallimach (1437-1496), and Conrad
Celtis (1459-1508), who settled in Poland. Initially, the new
tendencies and the medieval literary tradition overlapped,
and the resulting cultural heterogeneity was accepted as one
of the characteristic features of the Renaissance. The fast de-
velopment of printing made books popular and accessible.
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Wawel Castle
his large conglomeration of historical build-
I ings, located on a hill overlooking the Vistula
River, is considered by most Poles their na-
tional shrine and a symbol of the Polish statehood. The
first stronghold on the Wawel Hill was built in the
ninth century by the Vistulians (Wislanie) tribe. The
fort became a capital of their state, which was incorpo-
rated into the Greater Moravian Reich, the Czech
Kingdom, and, in the 990s, into Poland. In 1000 Wawel,
together with the borough that rose around it, was
called Krakéw (Cracow) and became the see of a bish-
opric. In the 1040s the capital of Poland was moved to
Cracow, and Wawel was developed as the residence and
the coronation place of the Polish monarchs.

Cracow became the most important cultural cen-
ter in Poland, and Wawel was extended and rebuilt
many times. It is the largest and oldest conglomera-
tion of pre-Romanesque and Romanesque stone
structures in Poland. King Casimir the Great (Kaz-
imierz Wielki) erected several new Gothic structures
and strong fortifications on the hill in the fourteenth
century, and King Sigismund the Old (Zygmunt
Stary) rearranged his royal residence in the Renais-
sance style at the beginning of the sixteenth century.
Starting with the early seventeenth century, when the
capital of Poland was moved to Warsaw, Wawel began
to decline. It was partially destroyed and looted dur-
ing the Swedish invasion of 1655 and the 1700-1721
Great Northern War. After the third partition of
Poland, Cracow was occupied by the Austrians, who
looted Wawel and turned it into military barracks.
Reconstructed after World War I, Wawel became a
residence of the Nazi governor general of occupied
Poland, Hans Frank, during World War II. The Ger-
mans looted a large part of Wawel’s treasures.

After 1945, Wawel was restored again and belongs
now among the most impressive European historical
objects north of the Carpathians. For centuries, the old
Wawel Cathedral has been a burial place of Polish kings
and outstanding leaders such as Tadeusz Kosciuszko,
Adam Mickiewicz, and Marshal J6zef Pitsudski.

Several Poles participated in the Renaissance cult of ancient
Roman poetry. Others started translating and adapting for-
eign works. Some authors took part in the intellectual
debate triggered by the Reformation and the Counter-
Reformation. But the most important phenomenon for the
development of Polish literature was the appearance of a

group of poets writing in Polish. The most outstanding rep-
resentative of their first generation was Mikotaj Rej
(1505-1569), a courtier, a politician, and a Protestant ac-
tivist. He wrote light verse and little jokes, but also serious
works. His satirical Krdtka rozprawa migdzy Panem, Wijtem a
Plebanem (Short Conversation between a Squire, a Bailift,
and a Parson) included a critique of the king and supported
the political demands of the middle gentry. Rej adapted The
Psalms of David and wrote dramas, philosophical treaties,
epigrams, polemics, and didactic works in rich Polish.

Jan Kochanowski (1530-1584), probably the most out-
standing Polish poet of the pre-Partition period, represented
the second generation of Polish Renaissance humanists. Ex-
tensively educated in Poland and Italy, he served as one of
the royal secretaries in Cracow and then became a wealthy
landowner. Although he started by writing Latin poetry in
[taly, he became a master of the Polish language. He was also
active as a translator and playwright and influenced genera-
tions of Polish writers and poets. After Rej and Kochanow-
ski, Polish literature became a national literature, reflecting
all aspects of Polish life.

The cultural interchange between Poland and Italy re-
sulted in the appearance of the greatest of Polish scholars:
Mikotaj Kopernik (Nicolaus Copernicus). Educated in Cra-
cow, Bologna, and Padua, Kopernik returned to Poland in
1503 and was active as a physician, administrator, economist,
and translator of the Greek Byzantine poetry. His real pas-

Portrait of sixteenth-century Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus.
(Library of Congress)
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sion, however, was astronomy, and his discoveries in this
field became a watershed in our knowledge of the universe.
His De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (On the Revolutions
of the Celestial Spheres) challenged the entire medieval
worldview. No longer could the Earth be considered the
center of the universe; together with other planets, it moves
around the sun.

The Renaissance triggered an unprecedented develop-
ment in Polish music. Like other segments of Polish culture,
the original Slavic tunes were transformed by the arrival of
Christianity. By the end of the fourteenth century, music
was taught at the Cracow Academy, and Poles were used to
organ music played in churches; however, there are few
traces of original music written in Poland in the Middle
Ages. During the sixteenth century, several outstanding Pol-
ish musicians appeared, such as Marcin Leopolita, a court
composer of Sigismund the Old, and Mikotaj Gomulka.
Polish composers, influenced primarily by Italian music,
wrote both sacral and secular music, introduced new instru-
ments, and achieved renown throughout Europe.

In the last years of the sixteenth century, the baroque
style appeared in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.
Soon baroque became so popular that it was considered a
Polish national style, neatly fitting in the gentry’s Sarmatian
(so-called) culture (Polish nobles believed that, unlike the
Slavic peasants, they were of Iranian Sarmatian origin, and
their ancestors had come from Asia and subjugated the local
population). Sarmatian culture borrowed many elements
from Turkey and the Orthodox East. Many older objects
were rebuilt in the baroque style, which was sponsored by
the new Counter-R eformation order, the Jesuits.

The construction of the first Polish baroque church, the
Church of Saints Peter and Paul in Cracow, started in 1597,
only fourteen years after the completion of the first baroque
building, the Il Gesu Church in Rome, which served as a
prototype for further baroque ecclesiastical projects through-
out Europe. This fact reflects the position Poland occupied
on the cultural map of Europe in the early modern era. A
number of Polish magnates constructed spectacular baroque
residences, such as the buildings of the same type as the
Lubomirskis’ palazzo in fortezza found in Ftahcut and
Wisnicz, the Koniecpolski Palace in Warsaw, or the palace of
the Cracow bishop in Kielce. Tylman of Gameren
(1632—-1706), one of the most outstanding architects of his
era, although originally from Holland, built late-baroque
palaces for the Lubomirskis and the Krasinskis, important
noble families, in Warsaw. Also, middle and petty gentry built
their manors in the baroque style. All these residences and
churches were richly decorated. Several uniquely Polish
types of baroque art were developed, such as the coffin por-
trait used to represent the dead person during the funeral.

The baroque, so congenial to the Polish gentry’s spirit,
also influenced the development of Polish literature. The
metaphysical religious poetry of Mikotaj Sep Szarzynski
(1550-1581) expressed the search for the meaning of the
human existence. Jan Andrzej Morsztyn (1621-1693), the
greatest representative of baroque poetry in Poland and an
outstanding translator from French and Latin, wrote about
the richness and beauty of the world and praised love as the

Copernicus

ikofaj Kopernik, known in the West as
MNicolaus Copernicus, the most outstand-
ing Polish astronomer, was born in 1473 in

the town of Frombork (in German, Frauenburg), east
of Gdansk. Educated in Cracow, Bologna, Padua, and
Ferrara, he returned to Poland in 1503 and served his
uncle, the bishop of Warmia, Lucas Watzenrode, as
secretary and physician. In 1510 Kopernik settled as a
canon in Frombork. During the 1520-1521 wars
with the Teutonic Order, Kopernik led a defense of
the Polish-held Olsztyn castle.

In Frombork, where he spent most of his life,
Kopernik conducted his astronomical observations
and wrote his main works, including a summary of his
theory that the earth revolved around its axis and, to-
gether with the other planets, around the sun. Due to
the revolutionary character of this theory, which con-
flicted with the official teaching of the Catholic
Church, Kopernik, a priest, did not dare to publish his
work, and it circulated in a manuscript. Kopernik also
translated Greek poetry and studied economics, au-
thored a currency reform, and formulated an eco-
nomic law, later known as Gresham’s law, based on the
observation that coins of less intrinsic value will dis-
place coins of greater intrinsic value.

Eventually, encouraged by other scholars, he pub-
lished an extract of his work on astronomy. The com-
plete version was published in 1543 by a German
scholar, Georg Joachim von Lauchen, in Nuremberg,
as De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (On the Revolu-
tions of the Celestial Spheres). Kopernik’ heliocentric
theory caused a revolution in human thought, mark-
ing a major step in human knowledge of the universe.
The earth ceased to be considered the center of the
universe and the focal point of creation. It is believed
that, under attack by other scholars and church au-
thorities, Kopernik was presented with the Nurem-
berg edition of his work on the last day of his life.

highest value. Krzysztof Opalinski (1609-1655) composed
political satires, and Wespazjan Kochowski (1633—-1700)
wrote about the wars with the Turks. Other poets specialized
in pastorals, romances, love songs, and above all, religious po-
etry. Many noblemen, among them Jan Chryzostom Pasek
(1636—-1701), wrote diaries and memoirs. Anonymous play-
wrights authored numerous satiric comedies, commenting
on contemporary events and popular cultural trends.
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Polish music also achieved the highest level of mastery
during the baroque era, participating in and reflecting the
changes in European music. Moreover, beginning in the
seventeenth century, Poland was invaded by English travel-
ing theaters, playing mostly Shakespeare, and by Italian
commedia dell’arte companies. Both invasions strongly in-
fluenced the development of the Polish theater, which pre-
viously had been limited mostly to religious performances.
In the 1630s the first permanent theaters appeared in
Poland and became an important component of Polish cul-
ture. Even toward the end of the seventeenth century and at
the beginning of the eighteenth century, when literary pro-
duction declined, the theater still developed, sponsored by
the new Saxon dynasty and the rich magnates.

The first Saxon monarch on the Polish throne, Augustus
I1, tried to reform the Polish political system in the spirit of
enlightened absolutism, following the examples set by other
great monarchs of Europe. Groups of Italian and Saxon ar-
chitects and artists now became active in Poland. They
erected a spectacular Saxon Palace and the Saxon Axis in
Warsaw. During the reign of Augustus III in the mid-eigh-
teenth century, architects and artists moved into a rococo
phase. Many residences and churches were rebuilt and re-
ceived new French rococo decoration after 1730. Several
huge axial park-and-palace complexes were built for the
magnates. These rich patrons also supported a number of
painters, who produced mostly portraits and religious
scenes. Some of them specialized in church interiors. The
late baroque and rococo eras also saw a blossoming of tim-
ber architecture. Many wooden churches, imitating earlier
brick structures, were built in Poland, and wooden syna-
gogues and mosques became a uniquely Polish-Lithuanian
phenomenon.

The fine arts and culture in general revived in Poland
after 1764 under the patronage of a new king, Stanistaw Au-
gust Poniatowski. He invited artists from abroad and began
organizing such modern institutions as the National Mu-
seum and the Academy of Art. The baroque style was grad-
ually replaced by classical tendencies. The king rebuilt his
residences in Warsaw, the Royal Castle and the Lazienki
Palace. “Picturesque” landscape parks, a style adopted from
England, became popular in Poland. Among several out-
standing painters active in the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth at that time, there were three special artists. Marcello
Bacciarelli (1731-1818), an Italian who had become a Pol-
ish citizen, who painted many portraits of the king and
prominent Poles, became the director of royal buildings and,
after the opening of Warsaw University in 1816, the first
dean of the Fine Arts Department. Bernardo Bellotto, called
Canaletto (1721-1780), another Italian sponsored by the
king, painted numerous Warsaw landscapes and scenes of
everyday life; his paintings are an excellent source of histor-
ical information, and they made possible the reconstruction
of the Old Town in Warsaw after 1945 as it was in the eigh-
teenth century. Thirdly, Jean-Pierre Norblin (1745-1830), a
French painter, draftsman, engraver, and a court artist of the
Czartoryski family, depicted the world of the Polish gentry.

The results of the royal sponsorship and encouragement
were especially visible in literature and related branches of

culture. In 1765 the National Theater was founded in War-
saw. This stimulated further development of drama. Several
playwrights, such as Franciszek Bohomolec (1720-1784),
Wojciech Bogustawski (1757—-1829), and Franciszek Zablocki
(1752—-1821), wrote comic operas, political dramas, and adap-
tations of Western plays. These theatrical performances con-
stituted a part of the royal program of “Enlightenment of
Sarmatians” and reflected political life in the country, espe-
cially during the Great Sejm of 1788-1792 (which attempted
to deal with the disintegration of the Polish state). A genera-
tion of outstanding actors appeared in Poland. Many mag-
nates’ theaters were active in this movement, and the first
public theaters were established in Lublin (1778), Lvov
(1780), Cracow (1781), Poznan (1783), and Vilna (1785).

The royal cultural campaign was supported by a number
of outstanding writers. Bishop Adam Naruszewicz
(1733-1796), a personal friend of King Stanistaw August,
helped him to organize the so-called Thursday dinners,
which gathered the top intellectuals at the royal court.
Naruszewicz published articles in the newly established and
numerous Polish periodicals and taught in the newly or-
ganized schools, such as the Collegium Nobilium and the
Knights School. He wrote poetry, translated foreign and
classical authors and, encouraged by the king, authored a
monumental History of the Polish Nation from the Times of Its
Conversion to Christianity. Bishop Ignacy Krasicki (1735—
1801), another associate of the monarch, established an of-
ficial press organ called Monitor, wrote satirical poems com-
menting on contemporary political life, edited an
encyclopedia, and published the first Polish modern novel,
Przypadki Mikofaja Doswiadczynskiego (The Adventures of
Nicholas Tryall).

The 1780s brought the European fashion of sentimental-
ism to Poland and saw the blossoming of political writing.
Journalism became a separate profession. Poets devoted
their works to revolutionary ideas. A Commission of Na-
tional Education, the first European ministry of education,
established in 1773, founded a network of modern schools
with a new educational program. Graduates of these schools
participated in the rapidly growing and modernizing public
and cultural life.

The loss of Polish independence at the end of the eigh-
teenth century brought a halt to this impressive growth of
Polish culture and introduced important changes into it.
The sponsorship previously offered by Polish state institu-
tions disappeared. The territories occupied by Russia, Prus-
sia, and Austria were exposed to the artistic tendencies of
these powers (which tried to change the cultural profiles of
their newly acquired territories). In response, Polish artists
were obliged by Polish society to sustain a patriotic aware-
ness and, if possible, resistance against foreign domination.
Before the 1863 January Uprising, Polish cultural life was
dominated by romanticism, even though in the visual arts
classical forms survived until the mid-nineteenth century,
when, in architecture, they were gradually replaced by his-
torical styles (neo-Renaissance, neo-Gothic, and neo-
baroque). Around the year 1900, Polish architecture
developed under the influence of technical inventions, such
as steel constructions and prefabricated elements, even
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though numerous artists tried to create a national style. Si-
multaneously, Secession, also known as Art Nouveau or Ju-
gendstil, became very popular, especially in Cracow and
Lvov, which became the main centers of Polish cultural and
artistic life.

The romantic period is considered the greatest in Polish
literature. Romanticism replaced Polish late classicism,
which lacked freshness and authenticity. The “youngs” (ro-
mantics) opposed the “olds” (classicists) and rejected the
spirit of conciliation, post-Enlightenment conformism, and
rationalism. Instead, the romantics propagated exaltation,
patriotism, unconstrained creative imagination, heroism,
and a return to old traditions. Their works, frequently pes-
simistic and bitter, were saturated with tragedy, mystical
faith, symbols, hidden truths, and references to ancient be-
liefs, spirits, and superstitions. They were strongly influenced
by Western romanticism, but they added the strength of
their faith in the possibility of restoring Poland and contin-
ued the patriotic trend initiated by émigré soldier-poets in
the Polish Legions of the Napoleonic army. One of them,
Jozet Wybicki (1747-1822), a politician, publicist, and play-
wright, wrote the famous ‘“Dabrowskis Mazurka”
(“Mazurek Dabrowskiego™), which later became the Polish
national anthem.

Romanticism produced a galaxy of Polish poets and
writers, but the most outstanding of them was Adam Mick-

iewicz (1798-1855), considered by most Poles their national
prophet. His Ballady i romance (Ballads and Romances), pub-
lished in 1822, heralded the era of romanticism in Poland by
drawing on Polish and Lithuanian folklore and history. His
greatest achievement, Pan Tadeusz (1834), is revered as a na-
tional epic; it became a bible for Polish émigrés.

After the defeat of the 1830-1831 November Uprising,
the most outstanding Polish poets and writers were active
in exile. Three of them especially inspired the next several
generations of Polish poets. Juliusz Stowacki (1809-1849),
a playwright and symbolist poet, reached beyond the bor-
ders of romanticism, developing his own mystical doctrine,
a visionary interpretation of history, and technical virtuos-
ity especially visible in his lyrical poems, considered by
many the finest Polish lyrical poetry. His plays, still staged
in Poland, laid the foundations of the Polish tragic drama.
They deal with Polish history and contemporary discus-
sions led by the members of the Great Emigration, dis-
cussed above. Zygmunt Krasinski (1812-1859) wrote
novels modeled on those of Walter Scott and influenced by
George Gordon Byron’s narrative poems, as well as dramas.
One of his works, Nieboska Komedia (Undivine Comedy),
presented a dark, gloomy picture of the future European
revolution, a conflict between the aristocracy and the dis-
inherited masses. Cyprian Kamil Norwid (1821-1883),
who was a poet, painter, and sculptor, wrote lyrical and epic

Adam Mickiewicz

ne of the most outstanding Polish poets and the founder of Polish romanticism, Mickiewicz is considered
O by most Poles their national prophet and sage. He made major contributions to the development of Pol-

ish language, culture, and national consciousness. Born in 1798 into an impoverished Polish noble family
in the eastern part of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, he studied at the University of Vilna, the most
important Polish institution of higher learning at his time. After 1819, he taught in a high school in Kaunas (Kowno).
Arrested in 1823 for a participation in a secret student organization, he was deported to Russia. He lived in Moscow,
St. Petersburg, and Odessa, and befriended the most outstanding Russian writers and intellectuals.

In 1829 he left Russia and, after an unsuccessful attempt to join the 1830—1831 uprising in Poland against the
Russians, he settled in Paris, the main center of Polish political life in the mid-nineteenth century. He taught Latin
literature at the College of Lausanne and held the first chair of Slavic literatures at the College de France. In 1848
he organized a Polish Legion in Italy to fight against Austria. Later, he edited an international socialist paper, La Tri-
bune des Peuples. He died in 1855 in Constantinople, where he was trying to establish Polish and Jewish Legions to
fight against Russia during the Crimean War. He was buried in Paris, but in 1890 his body was transferred to the
Royal Crypt of the Wawel Castle in Cracow, the Polish national shrine.

Mickiewicz opened the era of romanticism in Poland with his first book of poetry, Ballads and Romances, in 1822.
A vyear later, this debut was followed by the second volume, which contained a historical poem Grazyna: A Lithuan-
ian lale and two parts of Forefathers’ Eve (Dziady), a drama based on Lithuanian folklore. Mickiewicz continued pub-
lishing in Russia and in Paris, where he wrote numerous political articles and a mystical interpretation of Polish
history in Biblical prose, Books of the Polish Nation and of the Polish Pilgrims. His greatest achievement, however, was
a sentimental novel in verse, Master Thaddeus (Pan Tadeusz). Completed in 1834, it recalled historical events in Lithua-
nia in 1811-1812 and portrayed the unique culture of Polish gentry society. Pan Tadeusz became a bible of all Pol-
ish émigrés and is revered as the Polish national epic. Other works of Mickiewicz as well constitute a source of artistic
and spiritual inspiration for Polish writers, politicians, and intellectuals.
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poetry, politically involved, deeply philosophical, and prob-
ably the most original among the romantic poets.

The torch of national spirit was also carried by romantic
prose writers. Zygmunt Mitkowski (1824-1915), also
known as Teodor Tomasz Jez, and Jozef Kraszewski
(1812-1887) wrote historical novels, Maurycy Mochnacki
(1803—-1834) specialized in literary criticism and political
pamphlets, and Joachim Lelewel (1786—1861) became one
of the fathers of modern Polish historiography. Some ro-
mantics used Belorussian and Ukrainian folklore motifs and
contributed to the development of literatures of these na-
tions. Others concentrated on radical revolutionary ideas.
Aleksander Fredro (1793-1876), one of the most outstand-
ing Polish comic playwrights and author of over thirty
comedies, rejected romanticism even though he was active
during the romantic era. He reached back to the eigh-
teenth-century Enlightenment tradition, and the Nobel
Prize—winning poet Czestaw Mitosz in his History of Polish
Literature called him “the last writer of the old Respublica”
(Mitosz 250).

The classicists also lost the war against the romantics in
painting. The new artistic current concentrated on the
country’s past and nature, monuments, and folklore. Inspired
by the French romantics, Polish painters gave an unprece-
dented prominence to national and historic themes and ap-
pealed to national consciousness; Artur Grottger (1837—
1867), for example, painted two great series, Polonia (1863)
and Lithuania (1865), devoted to the 1863 January Insurrec-
tion and depicting the fight for Polish freedom and its mar-
tyrs. Later, this trend reached its zenith in the painting of
Cracow’s artist Jan Matejko (1838-1893), whose realistic
historical iconography presented an interpretation of the
entire history of Poland. The revolutionary and national
tones also sounded in Polish romantic music. Stanistaw Mo-
niuszko (1819-1872), the most representative opera and
song composer of the Polish nineteenth-century national
school, composed several operas devoted to popular roman-
tic subjects.

Yet nothing that Polish composers produced in this pe-
riod could compare to the unique work and genius of Fry-
deryk Chopin (1810-1849). Involved with the avant-garde
of European romanticism, he represented the clearest exam-
ple of this trend in music. Polish folk music belonged
among the most important sources of his inspiration.
Chopin was the greatest composer that Poland ever pro-
duced and, together with Beethoven, revolutionized West-
ern music.

The defeat of the 1863 January Uprising, the last out-
burst of political romanticism in Poland, triggered profound
changes in Polish culture. Positivism, one of the main Euro-
pean philosophical currents initiated in the 1840s, played a
role in Poland rather in literary and sociopolitical move-
ments than in scholarly and philosophical activities. It took
shape as a reaction against romanticism, emphasizing the
cultivation of a critical, realistic, and practical attitude, and
on the economic and educational foundations of political
programs. Positivists rejected the ideology of national upris-
ings and advocated the development of economic, educa-
tional, and cultural activities, similar to the “organic work”

Portrait of nineteenth-century Polish composer Fryderyk Chopin.
(Library of Congress)

initiated in Prussian-occupied Poland that had already taken
place in the first half of the nineteenth century. Positivism
fought against the remaining elements of feudalism, propa-
gating activities that would help to overcome the back-
wardness of the Polish nation, and supporting the
emancipation of women, Jews, burghers, and peasants. Thus
positivist literature, realistic and at the same time tenden-
tious, created a new kind of protagonist, a bearer of the ban-
ner of civilization and a social worker.

The best representative of this program was Eliza
Orzeszkowa (1841-1910), a publisher, bookseller, publicist,
and writer. Most of her novels, devoted to women’s eman-
cipation, the peasant question, and the Jewish problem, had
a strongly didactic character. Bolestaw Prus (1847-1912)
represented a more sophisticated version of positivism, and
his Lalka (A Doll) is frequently considered one of the best
Polish novels. Also his Faraon (The Pharaoh), based on an-
cient Egyptian history and discussing timeless problems of
political power, belongs among the most interesting prod-
ucts of the Polish literature. For twenty years, Prus wrote
regular essays for the Warsaw newspapers and periodicals.
Other writers also worked as journalists, and periodicals be-
came a popular and important means of disseminating and
discussing new ideas. Some of the most famous Polish nov-
els were printed in installments in the press. The Trilogy of
Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846—1916), one of the most popular
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Fryderyk Chopin
he most outstanding Polish composer and a
I renowned pianist, Fryderyk Chopin has be-
come a symbol of Polish music. Born in 1810
in Zelazowa Wola near Warsaw in the family of a
French tutor who settled in Poland during the
Napoleonic period and married a Polish wife,
Chopin was a child prodigy, composing and perform-
ing from his early childhood. He studied music in the
Warsaw Main School of Music. In 1830 he left War-
saw and settled in Paris a year later. In 1837 he be-
came the friend and lover of the French writer and
feminist George Sand and produced his best works at
her residence in Nohant. From his early years Chopin
suffered from the tuberculosis that led to his death in
1849 in Paris. He is buried in the Pere Lachaise
Cemetery in Paris, but his heart is enshrined in the
Holy Cross Church in Warsaw.

As a young man, Chopin became familiar with the
folk music in his native region of Mazovia in Central
Poland, an influence that was reflected later in his
music. Before 1830, he composed under the influence
of early romantic music. In Western Europe, Chopin
kept in touch with the most outstanding musicians,
writers, and artists and became involved with the
avant-garde of romanticism. His works, composed
mostly for the piano, displayed national and romantic
characteristics. After, 1839, in his late period, Chopin
introduced elements of the postromantic style to his
music, which was emotional and pure in form, and
combined the tradition of European piano music
with Polish folk and national music. Chopin’s genius
greatly influenced the further development of music.

Polish writers, was first published as a newspaper series. In
1905 Sienkiewicz received the Nobel Prize for literature for
his Quo TVadis? a novel on early Christianity under Nero; it
was his most popular work abroad. Positivism also produced
two important poets: a reflective lyricist, Adam Asnyk
(1838-1897), and Maria Konopnicka (1842—-1910), an au-
thor of lyric poems and short stories devoted to the life of
the poor and oppressed people.

Many Polish writers of the second half of the nineteenth
century wrote for theaters. The Warsaw National Theater
played an important political role after the partitions of
Poland. After the failure of the 1830-1831 November Up-
rising, the word “National” was removed from its name and,
in the 1850s, it was merged with other theaters active in the
capital of Poland into a state-controlled institution called

the Warsaw Governmental Theaters (WGT). Its president,

nominated by the tsar, censored its repertoire, and many
Western authors, including Shakespeare, were banned.

The situation improved in the late 1860s, and several
great stars, such as Helena Modrzejewska (1840-1909), ap-
peared on the stages of the WGT. Still, its repertoire and the
quality of production did not match the artistic level of the
actors. Permanent theaters were also active in other cities,
and, particularly in autonomous Austrian-controlled Gali-
cia, in Lvov and Cracow, the theatrical life was much more
interesting than in Russian-occupied Poland.

Tsarist oppression also slowed the development of Polish
academic life in Russian-occupied Poland. Many scholars
moved to Galicia or to Western Europe. Some of them, such
as Maria Curie-Sklodowska (1867—1934), a physicist and
the 1911 recipient of the Nobel Prize for Chemistry, made
spectacular careers there.

Galicia, administered by Poles and enjoying many free-
doms, including the right to use Polish as the official lan-
guage, became a source of a new trend in Polish culture.
Sometimes called Young Poland, it was a form of mod-
ernism, or neoromanticism, and it transformed all branches
of Polish culture. The adherents of the new trend wanted to
liberate art and literature from the constraints of social and
national service, defended the independence of art, and
propagated the idea of art for art’s sake. Like other cultural
movements of this era, such as Young Germany, Young Scan-
dinavia, or Young Belgium, Young Poland reached back to
romanticism, rejected positivism and realism, despised bour-
geois values and the bourgeois way of life, and moved to-
ward aestheticism and decadentism, emphasizing intuition
and the vital forces of life. Polish writers and artists were
particularly influenced by German culture. The works of
Arthur Schopenhauer, Frederick Nietzsche, Gerhart Haupt-
mann, and others were translated into Polish and published
in many copies. Some Polish writers, such as Stanistaw Przy-
byszewski (1868—1927), were popular both in Poland and
Germany.

Polish music also caught up with Europe in the first
decade of the twentieth century, when the Young Polish
Composers Publishing Company was established in Berlin
and the Warsaw Philharmonic Orchestra was organized. Eu-
rope venerated the great pianist Ignacy Paderewski (1860—
1941) and the greatest harpsichordist of her time, Wanda
Landowska (1879-1959). Several outstanding composers,
such as Karol Szymanowski (1882-1937), Mieczystaw
Kartowicz (1876-1909), Ludomir Roézycki (1884-1935),
and Grzegorz Fitelberg (1879-1953), who were active at
that time made important contributions to the history of
Polish and European music.

In the arts, the Young Poles developed new techniques,
such as lithography or typography. It was in literature, how-
ever, that the new trend was most successful. Kazimierz Tet-
majer (1865—1940) wrote nostalgic poems and other works
devoted to his native Tatra Mountains region. Jan Kasprow-
icz (1860-1926) authored religious works and composed
poetry depicting the world of Polish peasants. Tadeusz Mi-
cinski (1873-1918) became a forerunner of expressionism
and surrealism. Wiadystaw R eymont (1867-1925) published
essays, short stories, and historical novels. In 1924 he re-



50 POLAND

)

Portrait of Maria Curie-Sklodowska, Polish physicist who discovered
radioactivity around the turn of the twentieth century. (Library of
Congress)

ceived a Nobel Prize in literature for his huge novel Chiopi
(The Peasants), written in 1904—1908. Stefan Zeromski
(1864—1925) became one of the most popular Polish writ-
ers; Stanistaw Brzozowski (1878-1911) distinguished him-
self as a literary critic, and Stanistaw Wyspianski
(1869-1907) was a great visionary playwright, a gifted poet,
and an outstanding painter.

In 1914 the development of Polish culture was inter-
rupted again. World War I is remembered in Poland with
mixed feelings. On the one hand, it brought unprecedented
destruction, suffering, and casualties. In four years, hundreds
of thousands of Poles fought in the armies of Austria, Ger-
many, and Russia, and the Muses were mostly silent. On the
other hand, however, the war resulted in the restoration of an
independent Polish state. After a long foreign domination,
the regained freedom stimulated an eruption of cultural life.
In literature, the first postwar decade was dominated by lyric
poetry. The tone was set by the young group of “Skaman-
der” poets, such as Jarostaw Iwaszkiewicz (1894—1980), Julian
Lechon (1899-1956), Antoni Stonimski (1895-1976), Julian

Tuwin (1894-1953), and Kazimierz Wierzynski (1894—
1969). They published their own monthly and contributed
to numerous periodicals, but they did not have a common
theoretical program beyond the desire to reflect contempo-
rary life and to emphasize its fullness and vitality. They aban-
doned national “martyrology” and combined lyrical
expression with satire, irony, and absurd humor. Other inter-
war poets represented a variety of trends. The so-called
avant-garde group, including Tadeusz Peiper (1891-1969),
Czestaw Milosz (b. 1911), Julian Przybos (1901-1970), and
Jalu Kurek (1904—1983), was influenced by such movements
as futurism, expressionism, and surrealism.

In the second decade of the interwar period, the novel
and other prose forms moved to the foreground, with such
outstanding authors as Zofia Natkowska (1884-1954), Ju-
lian Kaden-Bandrowski (1885—-1944), Zofia Kossak-
Szczucka (1890-1968), Maria Dabrowska (1889-1965),
Teodor Parnicki (1908-1988), Stanistaw Witkiewicz
(1885-1939), and Bruno Szulz (1892-1942). Their rich
work represented a galaxy of motifs and genres, from the
historical novel, through drama, literary criticism, realistic
tendencies, modernism and anti-modernism, to experi-
ments and multiform vanguard trends. They belonged to
various literary groups and writers’ professional organiza-
tions and contributed to numerous periodicals.

Interwar Polish musical, theatrical, and artistic activities
were equally extensive. National artistic institutions were
revived and supported by the state. National minorities
contributed widely to Poland’s cultural life. Close contacts
with foreign writers and artists were established. The most
current French influences were felt, especially in painting
and architecture. Polish universities developed the arts and
sciences. A cinema industry appeared in Poland and devel-
oped quickly; cabaret theaters and operettas became very
popular; Polish bookstores were full of books translated
from foreign languages. It seemed that Polish culture was
trying to make full use of the opportunities created by
freedom.

Unfortunately, this creative period lasted barely twenty
years. World War II surpassed all the tragic experiences of
the Poles and was not just a simple interruption in the cul-
tural development of the country. According to the Bureau
of War Reparations, Poland lost 38 percent of its assets, as
compared with the 1.5 percent and 0.8 percent lost by
France and Great Britain respectively. Two great cultural
centers, Lvov and Vilna, were incorporated into the Soviet
Union and de-Polonized. The Soviets and the Nazis tried to
exterminate the elites of the Polish nation, and indeed the
casualties of Polish culture were enormous. The Grand The-
ater in Warsaw, for example, destroyed during the war, was
not reopened until 1965.

After 1945, gradually but quickly, the cultural profile of
the country was changed by the communists and their So-
viet sponsors. In 1948 the Communist Party introduced the
new literature and art of socialist realism. Many writers and
artists accepted Marxist-Leninist theories; however, some
ceased writing and painting altogether or emigrated, like
Milosz, who won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1980.
Even musicians had to abandon their artistic integrity and
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visions, labeled now by the authorities as formalistic, deca-
dent, and alien to the great socialist era.

After 1956, thanks to the thaw that followed the death of
Stalin, cultural life started to recover. Writers began to settle
accounts with Stalinism and, frequently, their own fascina-
tion with communism. Some émigré writers, such as Witold
Gombrowicz (1904-1969), were allowed to publish in
Poland or, like Melchior Wankowicz (1892—1974) and Sta-
nistaw Cat-Mackiewicz (1896-1966), returned to Poland.
Censorship was relaxed, and new literary forms appeared at
the hand of writers such as Stanistaw Lem (b. 1921), an out-
standing science fiction writer, and Leszek Kotakowski (b.
1927), a master of philosophical essays. Poetry blossomed
with such poets as Zbigniew Herbert (1924-1998) and
Wistawa Szymborska (b. 1923), the winner of the 1996
Nobel Prize in Literature. The early 1960s brought the
golden age of Polish drama, developed by Stawomir Mrozek
(b. 1930), Stanistaw Grochowiak (1939-1976), and Tadeusz
Roézewicz (b. 1921), among others. The late 1960s and the
1970s, however, were not good to the literature. Censorship
once again became oppressive. The crackdown that fol-
lowed the student demonstrations of 1968 decimated the
literary milieu, and afterwards many authors published their
works through underground publications. The imposition
of martial law divided literary society; it started recovering
in the late 1980s, but faced new challenges after the fall of
communism. During the economic transformation there
was no money to subsidize the writers, and most citizens of’
Poland could not afford to buy books.

The post-Stalinist relaxation and the collapse of the Stal-
inist system of artistic control brought a dramatic change in
music and the fine arts as well. Outstanding new composers,
such as Krzysztof Penderecki (b. 1933) and Henryk Gorecki
(1933-2003), appeared and soon gained worldwide fame.
Visual artists, who had found a narrow margin of freedom
under Stalin initiating the Polish school of poster art, broke
their isolation from the West and caught up with its con-
temporary artistic tendencies. Wiladystaw Hasior (b. 1928)
formed his first provocative and poetic assemblages in 1957.
Tadeusz Kantor (1915-1990) arranged his first exhibition in
1965.

Today, Polish artists are still shaking oft the legacy of
communism and are looking for a new place in a free mar-
ket democracy. Yet, with two laureates of the Nobel Prize
for Literature, many outstanding artists active in the coun-
try and abroad, and with a vibrant artistic life in Poland,
contemporary Polish culture is certainly an interesting
phenomenon.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

In 2000, Poland’s economic transformation after the end of
communism seemed an unqualified success, earning it only
praise for its thorough reforms. The Economist, for example,
usually moderate and cautious in its approach, spoke glow-

ingly in its 29 April 2000 issue:

The Chicago-sized skyscrapers punching skyward
along John Paul Avenue confirm Warsaw’s place as the

undisputed business capital of Central and Eastern
Europe.This city is now the continent’s second-largest
building site after Berlin, yet, back in 1990, its domi-
nance seemed unlikely. . . . Foreign and local bankers
say that investors in Warsaw can get their money back,
and more, in seven years or so. Put it into Paris or
Berlin and it could take 20 years. The Poles’ rollicking
economy, which has grown by nearly a third in the
past five years, is now almost four times as big as
Ukraine’s, over three times Hungary’s and nearly three
times the Czech Republic’s. And the prospect of early
entry into the European Union should tempt more
foreign businessmen to set up shop in Poland—with
the advantage of much lower costs, especially of labor,
than elsewhere in the Union. According to a poll of
international businessmen conducted by A.T. Kearney,
an American consulting company, Poland may, in the
next three years, become the world’s fifth largest re-
cipient of foreign direct investment—aftter the United
States, Britain, China, and Brazil. Poland’s foreign in-
vestment agency says it expects some $12 billion to
flow in this year, compared with last year’s estimated
record of $8 billion. That, according to UN figures,
would give Poland roughly 40 percent of last year’s
total foreign direct investment in the entire swathe of
Europe, including Russia itself, that was once con-
trolled by the Soviet Union. More buildings seem des-
tined to sweep the sky in Warsaw. (49)

Unfortunately, in 2000, the Polish economy began to
regress. The growth in GDP (gross domestic product), still
high in 1998 and 1999 (over 6 percent), fell to 4.1 percent
in 2000, 1.1 percent in 2001, and 1.5 percent in 2002.
Poland’s agriculture remains inefficient. It is handicapped by
structural problems, lack of investments, and a surplus of
labor. The government is closing subsidized state-owned
enterprises, such as coal mines and steel mills. In the over-
populated industrial regions, where these companies are lo-
cated, there are no new jobs for heavy industry workers, and
in January 2003 the unemployment rate in Poland reached
18.7 percent. Foreign investments are concentrated in the
richest parts of Poland, while underdeveloped provinces
have stagnated. Mass social protests and the policies of the
ruling Democratic Left Alliance, dominated by the post-
communist Social Democratic Party, have slowed down the
privatization and restructuring process of Polish industry. In
2001, the private sector produced over 75 percent of the
GDP and employed over 70 percent of working Poles. It is
expected that by 2005 the ownership structure of the Pol-
ish economy will resemble the Economic Union structure,
with public ownership limited to about 15 percent.

Bottlenecks also exist in fiscal and monetary policies. The
budget deficit, at 2 percent in 1999, amounted to about 4.1
percent of the GDP in 2002 and is expected to rise to over
5 percent in 2004. There has been a tension between the
government, which has demanded that the interest rates be
cut sharply, and the Monetary Policy Council, which resists
pressures for a relaxation in the monetary policy. Reforms
in health care, education, the pension system, and the state
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administration, initiated in 1999, proved to be very expen-
sive and caused serious fiscal pressures.

The overall picture is not, however, entirely dark. The
weakening of the Polish economy has been part of a world
trend: the average world GDP growth sank to 3.4 percent
in 2000, 1.5 percent in 2001, and 1.5 percent in 2002. In
Germany, one of the strongest economies of the world, the
GDP growth is even slower: 3 percent in 2000, 0.6 percent
in 2001, and 1.2 percent in 2002. Despite these facts, con-
sumer spending in Poland was still growing by over 2 per-
cent in 2001. The Polish currency—the zloty—has been
relatively strong (3.8 zloty per U.S. dollar in December
2003, 3.98 in December 2002, 4.01 in December 2001, and
3.47 in 1998), and net exports have been rising. Consumer
price inflation has fallen faster than expected, to 1.6 percent
in July 2002 and below 1 percent four months later.

Poland is an attractive country for foreign investment. By
the end of 2000, over 850 companies from 35 countries had
started activities in Poland. In 2000 the value of investments
from the European Union reached 67 percent of the
Union’s total investments in the former communist bloc
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The Handlowy Bank in Warsaw. (Frank Ossenbrink/Corbis Sygma)

(compared with 47 percent in 1993). Between 1990 and
2000, foreign investments in Poland increased from 100
million to almost 40 billion dollars, which represents about
a third of the total for Central and Eastern Europe. Among
the investors are such well-known companies as Isuzu, Toy-
ota, Estée Lauder, and Flextronics. Moreover, entry into the
European Union constitutes a stimulating economic factor
and a great opportunity for Poland. The country has ad-
justed its laws and institutions to the European Union reg-
ulations, and the EU is the main trade partner of Poland (70
percent of its exports and 60 percent of its imports in 2002).
Poland has become the largest eastern trade partner of Ger-
many and managed to escape the consequences of the col-
lapse of the Russian economy in 1998, mostly due to the
fact that Polish exchange with the countries of the former
Soviet Union had been reduced to only about 7 percent of
Poland’s international trade.

The Polish government plans to return to 5 percent an-
nual GDP growth in 2004, to activate the labor market, and
to increase employment. Using European funds, the author-
ities are developing and modernizing infrastructure, espe-
cially communication, roads, and the rail network.
Investments in the construction industry should ease hous-
ing problems. The government continues to work on the re-
structuring of brown coal mining, as well as the energy, steel,
chemical, and defense sectors. Radical reforms are necessary
in agriculture to improve its profitability, to strengthen its
competitiveness, to energize economic activities in rural
areas, and to adapt Polish agriculture to EU standards. The
government’s positive expectations are based, among other
things, on the fact that Polish firms and managers now have
the skills and instincts of their Western counterparts. The
Polish sense of strong individualism and respect for entre-
preneurship, the spirit of free enterprise and private initia-
tive, subdued under the communist system, survived, and
thus it could be reactivated under better conditions.

THE POLISH ECONOMY BEFORE

WORLD WAR I1I

The economic strategy imposed on Poland by the Soviets
failed for numerous reasons, such as the destruction of
World War II and the fact that Poland was a relatively poor
and mostly underdeveloped country before 1939. This, in
turn, was a legacy of the nineteenth century, when Polish
territories were divided among Russia, Austria, and Prussia
and belonged to several administrative units. While most
European countries were building modern economies and
infrastructures, the Polish provinces were integrated into
several different political and economic systems, exploited,
and deliberately kept underdeveloped, or were destroyed
during national uprisings.

Galicia, Austrian-occupied southern Poland, was in the
worst shape. It stagnated long before the partitions. Initially,
after the partitions, the Austrian authorities did not intend
to keep Galicia and wanted to exchange it for another ter-
ritory somewhere in Central Europe. Therefore, Vienna did
not invest in Galicia but overtaxed it, exploiting it and over-
burdening it with a monstrous bureaucracy and large bor-
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der garrisons. Cut oft from its hinterland in central Poland,
this poverty-stricken region was isolated from other Habs-
burg lands by the Carpathian Mountains. As late as 1890,
over 77 percent of the Galician population worked in agri-
culture and only 9 percent in industry. In 1867-1871 Gali-
cia enjoyed autonomy, but power remained in the hands of
the gentry, who owned over 42 percent of the arable land
and 90.5 percent of the forests.

In 1880 about 77 percent of the Galician population
were illiterate. The province constituted 26.1 percent of the
entire territory of the Austrian part of the Habsburg Empire
and was inhabited by 26.9 percent of its population. Simul-
taneously, however, Galicia had only 9.2 percent of Austrian
industrial enterprises. According to the famous book Gali-
cian Misery in Numbers, published by Stanistaw Szcze-
panowski in 1888, the food consumption of an average
Galicianer constituted about 50 percent of an average Eu-
ropean’s diet, and his work capacity about 25 percent. Ap-
proximately 50,000 people died annually of starvation in
Galicia. At the beginning of the twentieth century, poverty
in Galicia became less severe, primarily due to the exploita-
tion of coal, salt, and oil. Coal mining also developed in the
Grand Duchy of Cieszyn Silesia, which constituted a sepa-
rate province, smaller but much richer than Galicia.

The economic situation in Russian Poland was even
more complex. Initially, the Congress Kingdom of Poland
was underdeveloped and predominantly agricultural. The
army took 50 percent of its revenue, and the kingdom al-
most went bankrupt when its grain market collapsed after
1815. In the 1820s new taxes, monopolies, and economic
institutions, such as the Bank of Poland and the Land Credit
Society, were introduced. The government sold state estates
and received foreign loans. A slow process of industrializa-
tion began, and the kingdom recovered from the disasters of
the partitions and the Napoleonic period. The 1830-1831
uprising stopped these changes and brought negative eco-
nomic consequences. Recovery returned in the 1850s,
when Poland recaptured Russian markets, started develop-
ing railroads, opened new iron works and coal mines, mod-
ernized the textile and light industries, and initiated mass
sugar production.

In the 1860s there were 75,000 industrial workers
among the 4.8 million inhabitants of the kingdom. Urban-
ization and industrialization accelerated after 1863, even
though the failure of the January Uprising was followed by
severe anti-Polish persecutions, and the kingdom was abol-
ished and the area incorporated directly into Russia. After
the emancipation of the peasants in 1864, a significant por-
tion of the population moved to the towns and cities of
Poland. In the 1870s and the 1880s an industrial revolution
took place there. Between 1882 and 1914, Warsaw, the third
biggest city of the Russian Empire, grew from 382,000 to
884,000 inhabitants. New industrial centers appeared, such
as the £6dz textile region, the metallurgical center in War-
saw, and the Dabrowa coal basin. The value of production
grew from 30 million rubles in 1864 to 228 million in
1890. Investments from Western Europe grew rapidly, and
the former Congress Kingdom became the most advanced
part of the Russian Empire.

This picture contrasted sharply with the situation in
what were called the western gubernias, the eastern
provinces of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
which were incorporated directly into Russia after the par-
titions of Poland in the late eighteenth century. They re-
mained almost exclusively agricultural. Industry existed
only in Bialystok and Vilna. In some parts of the western
gubernias, poverty and backwardness were worse than in
Galicia.

Prussian-occupied Poland developed more evenly.
Greater Poland (Wielkopolska) became the breadbasket of
Northern Prussia and Berlin. In contrast with the situation
in the areas controlled by Russia and Austria, emancipation
of the peasants in Prussia did not create small inefficient
farms. The land ownership structure was optimal: medium-
sized gentry estates and relatively large and economically
strong peasant holdings. Smallholders commonly moved to
the towns, where small local industry developed. A similar
situation was found in Gdansk Pomerania, while Silesia
(which did not belong to the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth but was predominantly Polish) became one of the
most industrialized regions of Europe.

After 1918, the government of the reborn Polish state
taced the enormous task of integrating all of these regions
into one economy. New currency, banking, communica-
tion, and transportation systems had to be established. The
damages of World War I and the 1919-1921 Polish-Soviet
‘War had to be repaired. In 1919 Poland’s industrial produc-
tion reached 30 percent of the 1913 level. Over 65 percent
of Poland’s citizens still worked in agriculture. Most farms
in the south and the east were unproductive dwarf holdings.
Industry was poorly distributed, private investment capital
was small, the level of literacy low, and the demographic
growth high.

In spite of all these handicaps, the government succeeded
in several fields. The Baltic port and city of Gdynia was
built; the Central Industrial Region, involving a fifth of Pol-
ish area and population, was created; a modern armament
industry was built from scratch; and Warsaw became a cen-
ter of new high-technology production. At the same time,
however, agriculture still lagged behind. The Polish econ-
omy was hard hit by the Great Depression, and several
branches of the industry had not achieved the 1913 level of
production by 1939.

THE COMMUNIST ECONOMY

The post-1989 economic situation of Poland is difficult to
understand without basic information about the communist
era. As Jerzy Lukowski and Hubert Zawadzki put it in their
Concise History of Poland, “The forty-five-year period of
communist rule in Poland cannot be simply dismissed as
one in which nothing constructive or beneficial was
achieved” (280). Most scholars agree, however, that the Pol-
ish economy was mismanaged and misdeveloped by the
communist regime. It imposed on Poland a utopian eco-
nomic strategy in a time of deep postwar crisis. During
World War II, most Polish towns were damaged or de-
stroyed, with destruction reaching over 80 percent. About
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42 percent of all Polish farms were also destroyed, and most
farmers lost at least part of their livestock. Banks and fi-
nances did not exist. The Polish population was reduced
from 35 to 24 million and did not return to prewar levels
until 1975. Both the Germans and the Soviets deliberately
exterminated Polish elites and professional classes. The
newly acquired western territories were initially treated by
the Red Army as occupied areas and were heavily looted.
Poland was among the most damaged territories of postwar
Europe. In addition, unlike the Western countries, the na-
tion received only very limited help, and that was far out-
weighed by the Soviet exploitation of the country after
1945.

The Polish economic system during the communist
seizure of power in 1945-1948 resembled the Soviet New
Economic Policy of 1921-1928. In January 1946 a radical
nationalization bill was passed. In 1947 the private sector of
industry was reduced to 20 percent of production and 10
percent of labor, and a Three-Year Plan for postwar recon-
struction was introduced. Within a year, industrial produc-
tion reached 70 percent of the prewar level. In 1944 and
1945 land reform was introduced. Large farms and land es-
tates were divided into small lots and redistributed among
masses of peasants. Agriculture recovered quickly, and by
1948 Poland was able to export foodstufts. In 1949 agricul-
tural production reached 91 percent of prewar levels.

However, these more benign economic policies were
changed during the Stalinist period after 1948. Collec-
tivization of agriculture was initiated. As a result, serious
problems with food supplies started, and Poland ceased to
export foodstuffs. In addition, Warsaw was forced by
Moscow to reject Western aid and to join the Council of
Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon) in 1949.The Pol-
ish economy became tied to the Soviet one and suftered
substantial losses by selling commodities to the USSR
below market prices. During the Six-Year Plan of
1950-1955, Poland adopted the Soviet model of industrial-
ization, and introduced both the command economy and
extensive bureaucratization. Private industry and trade were
virtually liquidated. Most investments were allocated to
heavy industry and armaments production. The consumer
goods industry and services were neglected, and living con-
ditions deteriorated. The Six-Year Plan, which resembled
the Soviet Five-Year Plan of 1928-1932, increased several
times under the pressure of the Cold War. The planning
process, however, was never based on adequate statistics.

The growing burden imposed on the people led to the
rebellion of 1956, which brought economic changes. Col-
lectivization of agriculture was abandoned, and the peasants
reverted to individual farming. Compulsory foodstufts de-
liveries were reduced, and agricultural production begun to
grow. The 1956—1960 Five-Year Plan transterred more in-
vestments to consumer goods, services, and construction.
The state administration of industry was simplified and de-
centralized, workers’ councils were established as a form of
self~-management, and planning and management reforms
were initiated. After a couple of years, however, when the
Gomutka regime had secured its control over society, the
so-called Polish economic model was abandoned; manage-

ment experiments were given up; workers’ self~-manage-
ment was reduced to a minimum, and only some changes
introduced after 1956 survived. Investments in heavy indus-
try started growing again. Serious new problems were
caused by a demographic explosion, a growing technologi-
cal gap between the Western and the Communist camps,
low labor productivity, insufticient reserves, supply short-
ages, mismanagement, insufficient investment and financial
control, and a lack of a long-term economic strategy. Social
frustration also grew, and the government’s “retail price re-
form” triggered a rebellion in December 1970.

In response to the frustration, the new Gierek regime
withdrew price increases and promised new reforms. The
Five-Year Plan of 1971-1975 reallocated significant re-
sources to the consumer goods industry and housing. Stan-
dards of living improved, and real wages increased. At the
same time, several spectacular projects, such as the new coal-
mining Lublin region, the Gdansk Northern Port, the huge
Huta Katowice steel plant, and the development of the car
industry, were completed. Gierek’s success, however, was
based on large-scale borrowing from the West. New invest-
ments extended the previously planned investments by 31
percent. In 1971-1980 Poland bought 452 licenses. Even
though most of them were imported from the West, some
of them were of no economic importance or were even
useless. The government planned to discharge the debt to
the West by selling the licensed products, but Polish indus-
tries produced commodities that were worse than their
Western equivalents and could not compete in the interna-
tional marketplace. These problems were worsened by the
recession in the West.

Gierek responded by borrowing more money. Invest-
ments and wages were growing much faster than industrial
output. In 1976 the regime tried to restore market equilib-
rium by raising food prices, which triggered a new rebel-
lion. The authorities curbed imports and the rate of
investments. The economy began to decline, raw materials
and food shortages appeared, and a black market thrived.
Deteriorating living standards led to strikes and the estab-
lishment of Solidarity, the workers’ trade union, in 1980.
During the political crisis of 1980-1981, industrial stop-
pages, rising wages, and a shortened working week con-
tributed to Poland’s accelerating economic deterioration.
Martial law and the economic modifications introduced by
the Jaruzelski regime met with stift social resistance. In 1988
both the authorities and the democratic opposition realized
that Poland was sliding down toward a social catastrophe
and that a political compromise was necessary.

CHANGES AFTER 1989

The economic problems faced by Poland after the fall of
communism were unavoidable. In 1989 the first post-1945
sovereign Polish government inherited a very difficult situ-
ation characterized by hyperinflation (over 500 percent in
1990), an enormous foreign debt, hidden unemployment,
inefticient industries, and a backward agricultural sector. To
improve this situation, Poland moved from the command
economy to the free market. In January 1990 the Bal-
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cerowicz Plan, also known as “shock therapy,” was intro-
duced. The government ended strict price controls, intro-
duced tight monetary policies, started privatization,
incorporated Poland into the global economy, and gained
the support of the Western powers and the International
Monetary Fund, which led to a debt restructuring advanta-
geous to Poland.

The transition from the communist economy to a free
market one was implemented harshly and rapidly without
any educational or propaganda campaign. Initially, Western
powers invested little in Poland. The strategy, designed by
then finance minister Leszek Balcerowicz, included several
new elements, such as the liberalization of domestic prices,
rising imports, a tightening of enterprises’ pay structures and
of financial policy, the introduction of interest rates above
the rate of inflation, the stabilization of the zloty against the
dollar, and the introduction of zloty exchangeability. The
banking and credit systems were reformed, and new capital
and labor markets were created. In July 1990 the Sejm ac-
cepted privatization laws. In July 1991 the parliament intro-
duced the income tax for private persons and, in 1992, the
value added tax (VAT). Initially, the sudden introduction of
free market principles generated a recession, but the reces-
sion was followed by an accelerating recovery. The shock
therapy stimulated domestic competition. The private sector

became the principal agent of economic growth. The
budget deficit was drastically reduced; perhaps more impor-
tantly, inflation dropped to 43 percent in 1992 and contin-
ued to fall. Foreign creditors reduced Poland’s debt by 50
percent; the Warsaw Stock Exchange was opened in 1991,
and the fully convertible zloty was denominated in 1995.
The Polish economy stabilized, opened to the world, and in
a relatively short time became one of the most dynamically
developing economies of Europe. Between 1990 and 1998,
average annual real growth in Polish gross domestic product
amounted to 4.4 percent, which was the best result in Cen-
tral Europe.

CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES

Despite the heady days that followed the collapse of the So-
viet empire and the return of true independence to Poland,
over a decade later, even given the tremendous progress in
many areas of society, Poland’s transition from a Soviet bloc
state to a European one continues to confront numerous
challenges.

Poland’s entry into the European Union (EU) in 2004
constitutes the most serious challenge to the entire Polish
society. Poland has to adjust her laws and political and eco-
nomic realities to Western European standards. In many
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fields, this adjustment will be a difficult operation. Some
parts of Poland will be the poorest regions in the EU, and
Poland’s eastern border will be the eastern border of the
united Europe.

Poland’s agriculture is the most challenging issue, one
that constituted a particularly difficult topic in the EU talks.
About 27 percent of the Polish population works in or is
maintained by agriculture (and contributes only 3.4 percent
to the GDP), as compared with between 2 and 4 percent of
the population in the most developed countries. Most Pol-
ish farms are small, lack modern equipment, and are barely
able to produce for the market. They are destined to lose the
competition against Western producers. Numerous Polish
peasants will have to abandon their farms and join the army
of unemployed. It appears that nobody in Poland has a so-
lution to this problem. Populist and peasant politicians try
to defend the traditional agriculture or manipulate this issue
to win the votes of the threatened and immobile Polish
peasants. Supporters of the free market economy and Euro-
pean integration are often accused of killing the Polish peas-
antry. A terrible choice has appeared: to modernize and
quickly develop the country or to defend and maintain un-
productive peasants.

Frequently, people do not realize that the situation in the
agriculture is another burden inherited from years of com-
munism. Immediately after World War II, in 1944 and 1945,
the Communists, backed by the Red Army, introduced a
radical land reform in Poland. The reform was motivated by
political rather than economic reasons. The newly estab-
lished communist authorities badly needed popular sup-
port. They did not have it in the Polish cities. Therefore,
they were looking for this support in the countryside. The
communists bribed the peasantry, dividing the estates of the
landed gentry and the big farms of the so-called kulaks, the
wealthy peasant farmers, and giving the land to the poor
peasants. The communists did not worry about the eco-
nomic consequences of this reform, because they intended
to collectivize Polish agriculture anyway. In fact, however,
they did not manage to collectivize agriculture, and Poland
was left with antiquated, inefficient, nonmechanized small
farms. In some parts of Poland, especially in former German
territory in the west and in the north, where the Polish
peasantry did not live before the war, the communist au-
thorities established large state agricultural farms. Today,
these regions constitute an area of economic and social dis-
aster. The state agricultural farms went bankrupt, leaving
their employees without work and on welfare. In some re-
gions unemployment reaches thirty percent.

At the same time, the state will not be able to subsidize
heavy industry and coal mining in the long run. Poland still
remains one of the world’s largest coal producers, but the
coal sector provides only 3.7 percent of total industry sales.
A similar situation exists in the steel industry, and in 1992
government consultants recommended the closure of half
of the country’s twenty-five steelworks by 2002. This has
not happened, since, as in the agriculture, there are no new
jobs for coal miners and steel mills workers. Therefore, the
state is forced to subsidize these unproductive enterprises,
which makes the state budget even tighter.

An extremely tight budget has painful consequences. The
economy in Poland is divided into two parts: the private
sector and the state sector. The private sector thrives: its em-
ployees earn good wages and live better every day. Simulta-
neously, however, the people who receive their salaries from
the state budget are frequently grossly underpaid. Physi-
cians, nurses, teachers, policemen, and clerks earn less in a
month than a relatively modest businessman earns in one
day. Sometimes, a university professor receives a paycheck
several times smaller than his wife, who might work as a
secretary in a private enterprise. As a consequence of all
these problems, there is a great deal of frustration in Poland.
Strikes, protest demonstrations, and blockades of railways
and roads are almost an everyday occurrence.

The Polish health service is also going through a crisis,
and the major healthcare reform initiated in 1999 has been
unpopular. Hospitals, like schools, universities, theaters, pub-
lic transportation, police, and other institutions maintained
by the state budget, work poorly and are in bad shape.

Some Polish cities have changed so much that they are
unrecognizable to someone who left them ten years ago. At
the same time, however, little provincial towns and workers’
districts in large cities have not changed at all; Polish stan-
dards of living are low, and life expectancy at birth in 2001
was 70.2 years for males and 78.4 years for females, com-
pared with an EU average of 75.3 and 81.4 years, respec-
tively. The birthrate fell sharply in the 1990s, and the fertility
rate is continuing to decline.

Poland’s economic situation is also affected by bad rela-
tions with Russia. In January 2002 the Polish government
expelled nine Russian diplomats for spying. In February,
young Polish anarchists, protesting against the war in
Chechnya, broke into the Russian consulate in Poznan, tore
up a Russian flag, and covered the walls of the building with
swastikas. The Russians recalled their ambassador from
Poland and commented on the incident in Poznan in a
manner that recalled the Soviet phraseology of the Brezh-
nev era. Poles are also afraid that the union of Russia and
Belarus might have negative consequences for them. How-
ever, the biggest Polish fear is that Russia will “unite” with
Ukraine too. Poland considers this country a strategic part-
ner, but Polish businessmen are afraid to invest there be-
cause, exactly as is the case with Russia, they think it is too
risky. Both Russia and Ukraine are afraid that with Poland
entering the European Union the eastern border of Poland
will become the “Belgian curtain,” leaving them out of Eu-
rope. Poland has already introduced a visa regime for trav-
elers from its non-EU neighbors. The Kaliningrad region
constitutes a problem, since after the EU enlargement (in-
cluding the Baltic states), the area will be a Russian enclave
within the EU. The Russian authorities have asked Poland
and Lithuania for special transit rights to access Kaliningrad,
but the request has been rejected.

In addition to the challenges facing the overall economy,
Poland faces numerous other problems. Violent crime has
risen sharply since the fall of communism, and organized
crime has appeared. Unemployment is especially prevalent
among young people who, because of lack of housing as
well as unemployment, find it difficult to start families. Fi-
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nally, the infrastructure (from railroads to the road network)
continues to impede economic development; most of the
nation’s transportation needs a major upgrade, which would
require both time and the allocation of scarce resources.
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CHRONOLOGY

180,000 B.C.E.

4000-1800 B.C.E.
2500 B.C.E.

earliest traces of men on the territories
of future Poland.

Neolithic cultures.

Beginnings of agriculture.

1800400 B.C.E. Bronze Age.

600 First Iron Age cultures appear.

ca. 550 B.C.E. Construction of the Biskupin
stronghold.

ca. 500 B.C.E. Invasion of Asian Scythians.

ca. 400 B.C.E. Celtic tribes appear north of the
Carpathians.

100-200 C.E. Migration of Germanic tribes.
400-460 Rise and fall of the empire of the Huns
in Central Europe.

550-750 C.E. Asian Avars control Central Europe.

ca. 820 C.E. Establishment of the Greater Moravian
Reich (which included a part of Polish
lands).

ca. 830-1370 Piast dynasty in Poland.

ca. 830 Piast dynasty takes power in the tribal
state of Polanie in the region of Poznan.

966 Prince Mieszko I accepts baptism and
introduces Christianity to his state.

990s Silesia and the region of Cracow are
incorporated into Poland.

1025 Bolestaw the Brave (Chrobry) becomes

the first king of Poland.

1138
1100-1400
1226

1241
1306-1333
1340s
1370

1370-1385

1385-1572
1385

1410

1454-1466

1493

1500s

1525

1529

1561

1564

1569

1572

1573-1795
1573

1596
1605
1617
1620
1648-1657

1652
1655-1660

1665-1667

1683
1700-1721

Bolestaw the Wrymouthed (Krzywousty)
divides Poland among his sons.

The so-called German colonization in
Poland.

Teutonic Order is settled in Prussia.
Mongols invade Poland.

Reign of Whadystaw the Elbow-Short
(Lokietek) and reunification of Poland.
Polish conquest of Red Ruthenia
(Halych Principality).

Death of Casimir the Great (Kazimierz
Wielki), the last Piast king of Poland.
Reign of Louis d’Anjou of Hungary and
his daughter Jadwiga.

The Jagiellonian dynasty in Poland.
Union of Krevo: personal union between
Poland and Lithuania.

King Wladystaw Jagielto defeats the
Teutonic Order at the Battle of
Griinwald.

Thirteen Years’ War and incorporation of
Royal Prussia (the Gdansk region),
formerly controlled by the Teutonic
Order, into Poland.

Establishment of a bicameral parliament
(Sejm and Senate).

Renaissance and Reformation in
Poland.

Secularization of the Teutonic Order
state and its homage to Poland.
Incorporation of Mazovia into the Polish
kingdom.

Incorporation of Livonia (today’s Latvia)
into Poland.

Jesuits arrive in Poland; beginning of
Counter-R eformation.

Union of Lublin: closer union between
Poland and Lithuania and transfer of
Ukraine from the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania to the Polish kingdom.

Death of Sigismund II Augustus, the last
Jagiellonian on the Polish throne.

The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.
First royal election; Henri de Valois
elected.

Union of Brest and the establishment of’
the Uniate Church.

Polish intervention in Moscow.
Beginning of Swedish wars.

Beginning of Turkish wars.

Chmielnicki (Khmelnytskyi) uprising in
Ukraine.

Liberum veto used for the first time.
“The Deluge”: Swedish invasion of
Poland.

Civil war is triggered by the rebellion of
Jerzy Lubomirski.

Siege and Battle of Vienna.

Great Northern War.
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1704-1710
1717

1733-1735
17681772

1772
1788-1792
1791
1793
1794
1795
1795-1918
1797
1807
1815
1830-1831
1846

1848

1863-1864
1864

1867
1905
1914
1915
1916

1917
1918

1918-1939
1918-1921
1920
1921

1919, 1920, 1921
1926

1932

Stanistaw Leszczynski put on the Polish
throne by the Swedes.

Silent Parliament; beginning of the
Russian protectorate over Poland.

War of Polish Succession.

Bar Confederation: the first anti-Russian
uprising.

First partition of Poland.

Four Years’ Parliament (Sejm).
Constitution of 3 May, the first European
constitution.

Second partition of Poland.
Kosciuszko’s Uprising.

Third partition of Poland.

The Period of Partitions.

Establishment of the Polish Legion in
French Service.

Establishment of the Duchy of Warsaw.
Congress of Vienna: Congress Kingdom
of Poland, Grand Duchy of Poznan, and
Republic of Cracow are formed.
November Uprising against Russia.
Anti-Austrian uprising in Cracow and
jacquerie in Austrian-occupied Galicia.
Anti-Prussian uprising in the Poznan
region, the end of the Grand Duchy of
Poznan, and the emancipation of the
peasants in Galicia.

Anti-Russian January Uprising.
Emancipation of the peasants in Russian-
occupied Poland.

Broad political and cultural autonomy is
established in Galicia.

Outbreak of revolution in Russia and the
former Congress Kingdom.

Beginning of World War I and the
establishment of the “Pilsudski Legions.”
German-Austrian occupation of the
former Russian Poland.
German-Austrian restoration of a puppet
Polish kingdom.

Revolutions in and collapse of Russia.
Western powers recognize Poland as an
independent state; the collapse of
Germany and Austria and the end of
World War I.

The Second Polish Republic.

Border wars against Ukraine, Germany,
Soviet Russia, Lithuania, and
Czechoslovakia.

Battle of Warsaw and the expulsion of
the Red Army from Poland.

Peace treaty with Soviet Russia and the
March Constitution.

Anti-German Silesian uprisings.

Coup d’état of Joseph Pilsudski and the
beginning of his dictatorship.
Non-aggression pact with the Soviet
Union.

1934

1935

1939

1939-1945

1939

1940

1941

1942

1943

1944

1945-1989
1945

1947

1948

1949

1952

1953

1955
1956

1964

1966

1968

1970

Non-aggression pact with Nazi
Germany.

Acceptance of the authoritarian April
Constitution and the death of Pilsudski.
British Guarantee for Poland, the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, and the Nazi-
Soviet invasion of Poland.

‘World War II.

German and Soviet occupations of
Poland.

Closing of the ghetto of Warsaw and
most other ghettos in Poland; the Soviets
execute almost thirty thousand Polish
officers at Katyn and other locations.
Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union; the
establishment of diplomatic relations
between Moscow and the Polish
government in exile in London.
Systematic killing of the Jews starts in
Auschwitz.

Soviet Union breaks diplomatic relations
with the Polish government in exile; the
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.

Warsaw Uprising; the Soviets eject the
Germans from eastern Poland and
establish a communist puppet state.
Polish People’s Republic.

Western powers recognize the
Provisional Government of National
Unity in Soviet-occupied Poland.

First postwar parliamentary elections and
the establishment of a communist-
dominated Sejm.

Forced unification of the Polish political
left by the communists; beginning of
the collectivization and the Stalinist
period.

Poland becomes a member of the
Council of Mutual Economic Assistance
(Comecon); Stalinist purges in the Polish
United Workers’ Party (PZPR).

Stalinist constitution accepted by the
Sejm.

Stefan Wyszynski, the primate of the
Roman Catholic Church in Poland, is
arrested.

Warsaw Treaty is signed.

Workers uprising in Poznan and the
beginning of de-Stalinization in Poland,;
Wiadystaw Gomutka becomes the first
secretary of the PZPR.

Intellectuals protest against the cultural
policies of the regime.

Celebrations of the millennium of
Christianity in Poland.

“March events”: students’ riots and anti-
Semitic campaign.

“December events”: workers’” uprising in
Gdansk and Gdynia; Gomutka is replaced
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1976
1978
1980
1981

1984
1988

1989
post-1989

1989

1990

by Edward Gierek as first secretary of the
PZPR.

“June events”: workers’ riots in Radom,
Ursus, and elsewhere.

Cardinal Karol Wojtyta is elected as Pope
John Paul II.

Establishment of Solidarity and the
beginning of the Solidarity period.
Martial law is implemented; the
beginning of the Jaruzelski regime.
Secret police murders Fr. Jerzy Popietuszko.
New wave of strikes forces the regime to
talk to the opposition.

Round Table Negotiations.
Redemocratization and the Third
Republic.

Solidarity wins the first postwar partially
free parliamentary elections and the first
noncommunist government, headed by
Tadeusz Mazowiecki, is formed.

Lech Walgsa wins the presidential
elections.

1990

1993

1995

1997

1999

2000

2001

2004

First fully free parliamentary elections;
twenty-nine parties enter the Sejm. The
Balcerowicz Plan, also known as shock
therapy, is introduced in Polish
economy.

Postcommunist Left wins the
parliamentary elections.

Aleksander Kwasniewski, a former
communist minister, defeats Lech Walgsa
in the presidential elections.

Solidarity Electoral Alliance (AWS) wins
the parliamentary elections and
establishes new government.

Poland enters NATO.

Solidarity-led governing coalition
collapses, and the AWS cabinet becomes
a minority government; Aleksander
Kwasniewski is reelected president of
Poland.

Postcommunist Left wins parliamentary
elections and returns to power.

Poland joins the European Union.
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Estonia is one of the most fascinating countries in Europe
for many different reasons. Populated by a population not
speaking an Indo-European language, advantageously lo-
cated at the center of a busy trading Baltic Sea, disadvanta-
geously located at a point coveted by regional powers, the
small nation has been a significant—though underexam-
ined—tfocal point of the continent’s history.

Lying at an attractive location on the northeastern coast
of the Baltic Sea, Estonia rests at a spot naturally fitting a
role as a conduit of land-based and sea-based trade in the re-
gion. The country is surrounded by the Baltic Sea to its
north and west, while the Russian Federation lies to the east

across a population border remarkably stable over the cen-
turies, and Latvia lies to the south.

Directly across the Gulf of Finland to the country’s north
is Finland, the Finno-Ugric kin of Estonia. The short dis-
tance between Estonia and Finland, in both geographical
and kinship terms, proved to be a vital link throughout the
centuries of the chaotic and often unpleasant history of the
region. The capitals of the two countries—Tallinn, in Esto-
nia, and Helsinki, in Finland—are in fact separated by only
85 kilometers, one of the closest pairs of capitals anywhere
in the world. Numerous ferries and hydrofoils travel the
short distance, as well as scheduled flights on airplanes and
helicopters for the over 3 million individuals that travel be-

tween the two cities annually.
From Tallinn, Latvia’s capital
Riga is 307 kilometers away, while
Ruussia’s St. Petersburg is 395 kilo-
meters away, all linked by major
air, road, and rail networks. Swe-
den’s capital Stockholm, 405 kilo-
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A view of Tallinn’s Old Town from Toompea. (Courtesy of Rein Linask)

as the southern tip of Greenland. This northern location
brings significant difterences in day lengths; for example in
the summer, sunlight in the north lasts over eighteen hours
a day and in the winter about six hours. However, despite
its northern location, its coastal location keeps temperatures
mild, and most of its ports do not fully freeze in the winter.
The average temperature in 1999 was minus 1.9 degrees
Celsius (28.5 degrees Fahrenheit) in January and plus 18.8
degrees Celsius (66 degrees Fahrenheit) in July, while the
precipitation in 1999 was 640 millimeters.

The territory of Estonia is rather flat. In fact the highest
point in the country is Suur Munamigi (The Great Egg
Hill), which only rises 318 meters above sea level—the
highest hill in the entire Baltic region. Over 60 percent of
Estonia is at an elevation of 0—50 meters above sea level.
Earth movements also mean that the northwestern part of
the country is rising by about 2.5 millimeters annually.

Inland water accounts for about 6 percent of Estonia’s in-
land territory, or about 2,830 square kilometers. Though
many rivers flow through Estonia, most are small in size.
The longest rivers are the Pirnu, at 144 kilometers, the
Kasari, at 112 kilometers, and the Emajogi (literally
“Mother River”) at 101 kilometers. Estonia also features
many pockets of inland water, including about 1,500 natu-
ral, meteor-created, and man-made lakes. The largest are the

Vortsjarv at 270 square kilometers, in the south of the
country, and Lake Peipsi at 3,555 square kilometers (the
fifth largest freshwater lake in Europe), on the border with
the Russian Federation (only about half the lake is in Esto-
nian territory). Lake Peipsi has formed a natural boundary
between the Estonians and the Russians for centuries,
which can be seen in the Russian name for the lake: Chud-
skoye ozero (Lake Chudski, the term chud being an ancient
Russian term for Estonians).

One of Estonia’s most fascinating features is its many is-
lands, mostly on its western coast. Numbering over 1,500
and accounting for about 10 percent of the country’s terri-
tory, the different-sized islands hold many difterent treas-
ures. The two largest islands, Saaremaa at 2,673 square
kilometers and Hiiumaa at 980 square kilometers are also
popular holiday resorts and retreats, boasting the famous
fourteenth-century Bishop’s Castle in Kuressaare (the main
city on Saaremaa) and the Képu Lighthouse (at the north-
ern tip of Hitumaa), the third oldest continuously function-
ing lighthouse in the world. Many of the islands also
preserve strong local traditions, especially the two most dis-
tant and least inhabited islands, the 11.54 square kilometers
Ruhnu (population 60) and the 16.4 square kilometers
Kihnu (population 513), which even have their own Web
sites. Some of the 1slands also boast strong ties to Sweden, as
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A field of Lupine in southeastern Estonia, with a traditional Estonian farmhouse in the background. (Courtesy of Rein Linask)

Swedes have inhabited them for many centuries. Some of
the smaller, uninhabited islands serve as nature reserves and
have restricted public access for that purpose.

Estonians identify closely with the land; they show the
closeness of their relationship with nature in the way they
care for the land. Over 80 percent of Estonia’s territory is
rural or natural territory, ranging from grasslands to farm-
land and from forests to inland water.

Forests make up some 45 percent of Estonian territory,
or just over 20,000 square kilometers. Ironically, due to So-
viet agriculture policy, many people abandoned farming,
and forests reclaimed the land, more than doubling the
forested areas since 1940. There are records of 87 native and
about 500 introduced species in the forests. The most com-
mon trees found in forests include Scots pine (41 percent),
silver and downy birch (28 percent), and Norwegian spruce
(23 percent). About a third of the large forested areas are
under protection, giving naturalists some of the best exam-
ples of primeval forests anywhere in Europe. Forests play a
major role in the economy as well, as wood and wood prod-
ucts accounted for 14.5 percent of exports in 1999.

Other natural areas in Estonia include meadowlands,
marshes, and bogs. In the meadowlands there exist a wide
variety of flora, while in some bog areas the peat thickness
reaches seven meters. Peat is also used widely as an energy

source, especially in rural areas. The Soomaa (literally Bog-
land) National Park in the western part of the country has
some of the most fascinating examples of bog and peat in
Europe. Some 20 percent of Estonian territory can be con-
sidered marshland and swamp forests.

Estonia has a rich variety of fauna, totaling over 12,000
different species. Over 11,500 species of invertebrates—in-
cluding 10,000 documented insects—and 488 vertebrate
creatures exist in Estonia today. For example, there are
eleven species of amphibians, with some, such as the green
toad and crested newt, under protection.

In different bodies of water around Estonia live different
types of aquatic creatures, and these bodies of water are usu-
ally rich in fish stock. There are some 65 species of fresh and
saltwater fish in Estonian waters. Lake Peipsi on the eastern
border boasts large numbers of whitefish and a local spe-
cialty, the Peipsi smelt, a favorite delicacy when dried and
salted. In the southern Vortsjarv there are large numbers of
pike perch and eels, both local delicacies. In the Baltic Sea
there are large populations of herring, sprats, and flounder,
as well as various shellfish and other aquatic treasures. Esto-
nian waters actually account for 1 percent of the world’s fish
catch.

There are also a great variety of birds in Estonia, both in-
digenous and migratory. There are 333 difterent bird species



64 ESTONIA

recorded, and two-thirds of them breed in Estonia.Various
resident species include the magpie, black grouse, seagulls,
and, of course, the ever present pigeon. Some of the swamp-
lands and isolated islands serve as home for many species, in-
cluding the golden eagle and the osprey, as well as various
ducks and owls. The national bird is the barn swallow, which
is depicted on the back of the 500-kroon banknote.

There are 64 species of mammals recorded in Estonia, in-
cluding the reintroduced red deer and European beaver.
Some, however, such as the flying squirrel and European
mink, are in danger of extinction. Many of the mammals
live in the forests, such as elk (nearly 10,000), deer (30,000),
wild boar (11,000), beaver (10,000), lynxes (1000), bears
(600), and wolves (200). It is quite common to hear on the
news of wildlife, such as a giant elk, wandering into town—
sometimes into apartment buildings!

With the wide diversity of species, conservation has been
a major part of Estonian thinking for decades. The first na-
ture conservation zone was created on the island of Saare-
maa in 1910, and in 1938 the Estonian parliament passed a
landmark nature protection law (although it was never put
tully into force due to the 1940 Soviet invasion). Today
more than 10 percent of Estonia is under some form of pro-
tection.

Though not blessed with abundant resources, Estonia
does boast large amounts of rocks and minerals, which have
played a role in the architecture and economy of the peo-
ple for centuries. The most common stone found in Esto-
nia is limestone, the national stone. Much of the coastal cliffs
are of limestone, with some of the most picturesque cliffs
(especially at Ontika) dropping sharply down fifty meters to
the Gulf of Finland. There is also a large supply of dolomite,
with the best supplies found on the island of Saaremaa.

Estonia does boast a large quantity of oil shale in its
northeast. Though burning at a relatively low caloric value
(compared to coal or other fossil fuels), the large oil shale
supply in Estonia keeps the country self-sufficient in gener-
ating electricity. There is also a significant supply of phos-
phorite and other minerals.

With the urbanization of society in the past century, the
size of the agricultural sector has declined. For instance, in
2000 the share of agriculture in Estonia’s gross domestic
product (GDP) was only 3.3 percent, compared with about
15 percent a decade ago.

In Estonia there are about 12,000 square kilometers of
arable land, alongside nearly 3,000 square kilometers of nat-
ural grassland, making agricultural land total about 14,300
square kilometers. There are also approximately 12,000
farms in production, with about 6 percent of the population
employed in the agriculture sector.

Some of the most important crops are cereals and
legumes (over 700,000 tons), potatoes (over 470,000 tons),
and vegetables (about 53,000 tons). Other major agricul-
tural products include milk (almost 630,000 tons), meat
(about 52,000 tons), eggs (over 250 million), wool (71 tons),
and honey (334 tons). There is also a healthy number of
livestock: cattle (over 250,000), pigs (over 300,000), sheep
and goats (over 32,000), and various poultry (almost 2.4
million).

Generally, Estonia’s agricultural sector sustains the coun-
try, but trade in agricultural products also account for a part
of consumed goods. Only about 7.4 percent of exports and
9.2 percent of imports (in January—August 2001) involved
the agriculture sector. The main export items in that period
include canned fish (22.7 percent), condensed milk (12.7
percent), fish fillet (11.4 percent), and frozen fish (11.4 per-
cent), while the main imported agricultural goods include
tobacco products (5 percent), poultry (4.5 percent), pork
(4.1 percent), and sugar (4.1 percent).

Due to high competition in the agricultural sector, as
well as the growing European integration process, there has
been much encouragement for less traditional farming, such
as organic farming, apiculture, and fish farming.

The population of the country, due to various figures
such as emigration and a low birthrate, continues to fall.
From data taken in the 2000 national census, the total pop-
ulation of Estonia is only 1,356,931. This is a considerable
drop from the previous census, taken in 1989, which
showed a population of 1,565,622.The 2000 census showed
that the birthrate was 9.56 per 1000 inhabitants, compared
to a mortality rate of 13.46 per 1000 inhabitants.

Estonia is increasingly becoming an urban society, as the
population balance between urban and rural continues to
swing further in favor of the former. In 2000 some 69.12
percent of inhabitants lived in urban areas. The capital city
of Tallinn, on the northern coast, is the largest city, with
399,850 residents, or 29.25 percent of the national popula-
tion. This is followed by the southeastern university city of
Tartu at 101,240, the northeastern industrial city Narva at
68,538, another northeastern industrial town, Kohtla-Jarve,
at 47,484 and the southwestern resort town of Parnu at
44,978 inhabitants. The population density as a whole is
about 30 inhabitants per square kilometer. The country is
divided into fifteen counties, as well as seven cities.

As for the ethnic breakdown, ethnic Estonians comprise
67.9 percent of the population, followed by Russians at 25.6
percent, Ukrainians at 2.1 percent, Belarusians at 1.2 per-
cent, and Finns at 0.9 percent. The demographic balance
between the indigenous and nonindigenous population was
at one time a threat to the survival of the Estonian nation.
The chart of population balance over the years indicates the
massive change caused by Soviet policy of importing Rus-
sian-speaking workers following World War II.

Estonia is also a relatively young country, with just over
a third of the population 25 or under. The life expectancy
of children born in 1999 is 70.82 (65.35 for males, 76.09 for
temales). The gender balance favors females by about a
54-46 ratio.

One of the most unusual things about Estonians is their
language, a member of the Finno-Ugric family. Estonian,
like Finnish, sits on the Finnic side of the branch, and Hun-
garian lies on the Ugric side, the two branches being dis-
tantly related. The Finno-Ugric languages are not related to
Indo-European languages, though centuries of coexistence
have allowed for many loan words and structures to be in-
terchanged between the two families.

Among the various Finno-Ugric speaking peoples, only
Estonians, Finns, and Hungarians have reached statehood.
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Table 1

Censuses 1922 1934 1959 1970 1979 1989 2000
Total 1,107 million 1,126 million 1,197 million 1,356 million 1,466 million 1,566 million 1,357 million
Ethnic Estonians 970 million 993 million 893 million 925 million 948 million 963 million 921 million
Percentage 87.7% 87.7% 74.6% 68.2% 64.7% 61.5% 67.9%

Other large Finno-Ugric peoples generally live in northern
Scandinavia (such as the Sami), or in the Russian Federation
(including the Komi, Udmurt, and Mari, among others).
Many of them are dying out due to assimilation—very
much the problem in Finno-Ugric areas in the Russian
Federation due to linguistic Russification.

One of the smallest remaining Finno-Ugric groups is the
Livonians, once a dominant group in present-day Latvia.
Only a handful of people speak Livonian today, though Es-
tonia has made efforts to help keep the kindred language
alive.

The few thousand Setu people, living on both sides of
the Estonian-Russian border around the Russian border
town of Pechory (Petseri in Estonian, formerly a part of
Estonia), are closely related to the Estonians. Most lin-
guists consider the Setu language a distinct language,
though it is related to the Voru dialect of Estonian. The
Setu people are of Orthodox background, since for most
of their history—unlike the Estonians—they have been
under Russian rule.

As members of a small nation, Estonians have always ex-
celled at languages. Most Estonians speak several foreign
languages. Estonians can understand Finnish due to its
closeness to Estonian, and Russian was a mandatory subject
at school during the Soviet years. With most of today’s tele-
vision programs coming from Hollywood, most Estoni-
ans—especially the younger generation—speak English as
well. One advantage for modern Estonians in learning lan-
guages is that most foreign-language programs are not
voice-dubbed into Estonian; rather, Estonia follows the
Nordic practice of subtitling the programs and keeping all
the voices in the programs’ original language. This is drasti-
cally different from other nearby countries such as Latvia,
Russia, and Germany, which still overdub the voices into
the local language.

Religion still plays a significant role in the life of Esto-
nia, though as in the rest of Northern Europe, its role is di-
minishing. During the five-decade Soviet occupation,
religion was severely discouraged by the occupying powers.
Many of the most beautiful churches in Estonia, some over
600 years old, were turned into museums, storage units, or
even “museums’ celebrating atheism. However, since the
restoration of independence in 1991, the faithful have once
again been allowed to actively practice religion with no fear
of government retribution.

The Roman Catholic Church gained its major
footholds at the start of the thirteenth century in the Baltic
lands, as both clerics and warriors forced the natives to
convert by the sword. Since the Reformation in the six-
teenth century, however, the Lutheran Church has played

the most important role in the country’s spiritual life. In
2000 there were about 180,000 official members of the
Estonian Lutheran Church. Some other Protestant denom-
inations have also grown, including Baptists and
Methodists, and a small number of Catholic believers have
remained. These denominations boast official membership
of between 1,000 and 5,000.

There is also a community of so-called Old Believers,
those who fled Russia in the seventeenth century following
reforms to the Russian Orthodox Church; these Old Be-
lievers numbered about 5,000 in the year 2000. In fact, the
Baltic lands served as a sanctuary for the Old Believers for
centuries, with the strongest communities existing in Esto-
nia and neighboring Latvia.

There are also many followers of Orthodoxy in Estonia
not limited to particular ethnic groups. Like the Finns,
many Estonians converted to Russian Orthodoxy in the
nineteenth century after promises of preferential treatment
by their Russian rulers. In 1920 the Estonian Apostolic Or-
thodox Church (EAOK) was established and recognized by
the Russian Orthodox Church. Three years later the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate in Constantinople issued a fomos (an
ecclesiastical edict) bringing the EAOK under Constan-
tinople, but with extensive autonomy. About 20 percent of
the population in 1941 identified themselves with the Or-
thodox faith, including Estonia’s first president, Konstantin
Pits (1938-1940).

When the Soviet Union invaded and took control of all
aspects of daily life in 1944, the EAOK leadership fled to
Sweden and set up the church in exile. The following year
officials from the Moscow-based church dismissed those
EAOK officials who had remained in Estonia and placed
Estonia’s Orthodox followers under Moscow’s authority.

Following the 1991 restoration of independence, the
EAOK returned and reregistered itself in 1993 as the legal
successor of the Interwar EAOK; in 1996 the Ecumenical
Patriarch Bartholomeos I restored the 1923 tomos, bringing
the Estonian church back under the authority of officials in
Constantinople. Patriarch Aleksius II of the Russian
(Moscow) Orthodox Church, himself originally from Esto-
nia, issued a tomos in 1993 placing the Estonian Orthodox
Church under Moscow. This caused a split in the church,
even though in 1996 Moscow and Constantinople agreed
that each parish in Estonia could choose which church to
follow. About 18,000 followers chose the EAOK (under
Constantinople), and the rest stayed with the Estonian Or-
thodox Church (under Moscow).

Islam has also grown in recent years to become one of the
largest religions in Estonia. An estimated 10,000 in Estonia
are believers in Islam at some level; most having come from
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The Estonian Language
here are just over one million Estonian speakers around the world. Outside the country, Estonian speakers

I live in especially large numbers in Sweden, Canada, the United States, and Australia, most of them having

fled the Soviet takeover in the 1940s.

Estonian is rich in vowels, with a limited number of consonant phonemes in use. The vowels are the standard 4,
e, i, 0, u, as well as four others: d, ¢, 7i, and 6. Most words are stressed on the first syllable, except a few rare cases of
commonly used words (such as aitih, “thanks,” where the stress is on the second syllable) or borrowed words (such
as probleem, “problem”). Lengthening of both vowels and consonants is a major aspect of the language; compare kus
(where) to kuus (six), or even maja (house) to majja (into the house).

Like all Finno-Ugric languages, Estonian is a highly inflected language. Instead of the reliance on prepositions
seen in most modern Indo-European languages, Estonian relies on case endings, fourteen of them to be precise (for
example: “church” (kirik), “of the church” (kiriku), “in the church” (kirikus), “into the church” (kirikusse), and “from
the church” (kirikust). Thus the fourteen case endings are not as intimidating as they might sound, since they simply
replace prepositions.Verb forms are also much simpler than most other languages, and there is actually no proper fu-
ture tense in the language.

A common book of prayers with explanatory texts in Estonian, Latvian, and Livonian, published in Liibeck in 1525,
is believed to be the first printed matter in Estonian. The first true Estonian book was a compilation of Lutheran cate-
chisms with parallel texts in the south Estonian dialect and Low German printed in 1535. Only fragments of this his-
toric text, compiled by Pastor Simon Wanradt and translator Johann Koell, remain. The first print shops opened in Tartu
in 1631 and in Tallinn in 1635, and the number of books published in Estonian reached about forty during the century.

Ironically, the southern dialect is closer to Finnish than the northern. However, the north Estonian dialect was es-
tablished as the standardized version of the language. Many regional dialects are still spoken today, the most distinct
being that of the people of the southeastern Voru region.

Estonian and Finnish are very closely related and are to some extent mutually intelligible. However, due to both
sound and grammatical changes, it is much easier for Estonians to understand Finnish than vice versa. Look, for ex-
ample, at the numbers one through ten in the following table. They are given in Estonian, Finnish, and Hungarian
to show the family likeness in the Finno-Ugrian languages, in English and German to show the contrast with the
Germanic Indo-European languages, in Lithuanian as an example of a Baltic Indo-European language, and in Pol-

ish as an example of a Slavic Indo-European language:

(continues)

Muslim parts of the former Soviet Union, such as Azerbaijan
and Central Asia, during the period of Soviet occupation.

With total freedom of religion, other groups have since
become active. There are growing numbers of other Chris-
tian denominations, such as the Mormons and Jehovah’s
Witnesses, and Buddhism is also attracting new believers.
The Dalai Lama makes frequent visits to Estonia, citing
Pihajirv (Holy Lake) in the southern resort town of
Otepid as an inspirational site.

The Jewish community in Estonia was small (about
3,000) but very active during the 1920s and 1930s, and in-
ternational Jewish leaders praised Estonia’s policy toward its
Jewish community during this period. Unfortunately, dur-
ing the Nazi occupation of 1941-1944, the small Jewish
community was essentially wiped out. Today, the Jewish
community is back up to about 3,000, including some of
the best-known individuals in the country, such as the
highly respected semiotics professor Yuri Lotman, the
world-famous conductor Eri Klas, and the media professor
and former broadcasting chief Hagi Shein.

Under Soviet occupation, even the displaying of the Esto-
nian flag or the singing of the Estonian national anthem re-
sulted in arrest or even deportation to Siberia. Therefore
Estonians feel very passionately about their national symbols.
Many are depicted on Estonia’s currency, the kroon (crown).

The national flag is a tricolor of even horizontal stripes
of blue, black, and white. The flag originated actually as the
symbol of a university student fraternity, the Estonian Stu-
dents Union (EUS), which was consecrated in Otepii on 4
July 1884. It was adopted as the national flag on 21 No-
vember 1918, nine months after the country’s declaration of
independence.

The country’s coat of arms is a golden shield background
with three blue lions, flanked by golden oak branches. The
coat of arms, adopted on 25 June 1925, was actually derived
from the old city coat of arms for the capital, Tallinn. The
oldest imprint of this coat of arms dates back to 1294, when
it was given to Tallinn by the Danish king, Valdemar II. The
lion design resembles that on the coat of arms of the En-
glish national football squad.
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The Estonian Language (continued)

English Estonian Finnish German Hungarian Lithuanian Polish
one tiks yksi eins egy vienas jeden
two kaks kaksi zwel kettd du dwa
three kolm kolme drei harom trys trzy
four neli nelji vier négy keturi cztery
five Vviis Viisi funf’ ot penki pigc

SIX kuus kuusi sechs hat sesi szese
seven seitse seitseman sieben hét septyni siedem
eight kaheksa kahdeksan acht nyolc astuoni osiem
nine tiheksa yhdeksin neun kilenc devyni dziewigc
ten kiimme kymmenen zehn tiz desimt dziesigc

English Estonian Finnish
day paev paivi
island saar saari
land maa maa

man mees mies
port sadam satama
sauna saun sauna

sea meri meri
telephone telefon puhelin

The similarities between Estonian and Finnish are clearly visible, and the difference between them and the Indo-
European languages is easily noticeable. But what happens commonly is that Estonian words tend to have one syl-
lable less, since Finnish words generally need to end in vowels (or n or s). The following may serve as examples:

The last example also shows how Estonian tends to borrow more words than the ultra-conservative Finnish. En-
glish words like “show” have penetrated the language despite breaking numerous Estonian spelling rules; some tried
to make that word fit with the alternate spelling sou, but this looks quite odd even in Estonian.

One other peculiarity that Estonia and Finland share
(aside from their unique languages and cultures) is the same
melody for their national anthems. The melody was written
by Finnish-German Fredrik Pacius in 1843, and became the
Estonian anthem following the 1918 declaration of inde-
pendence. The words to “Mu isamaa, mu onn ja rodm” (My
Native Land, My Joy and Delight) were written by beloved
Estonian poet Johann Voldemar Jannsen and put into the
song for the first of the celebrated Estonian song festivals in
1869.

Other unofticial symbols of the country, aside from those
mentioned above, include the national bird (the barn swal-
low), the national flower (the purple-blue cornflower), the
national tree (the oak), the national rock (limestone), and
others.

HISTORY

The history of Estonia is long and complicated, and the un-
derstanding of it is key to understanding the Estonian peo-
ple. For centuries the Estonians languished under foreign

domination, ranging from Germanic crusaders to expan-
sionist Sweden, from Russia (trying to transform the coun-
try into Russia’s “window to the West” to the Nazis (who
saw it as Lebensraum), from resurgent Poland-Lithuania to
the Soviet empire. During only about 4 percent of the past
800 years have Estonians enjoyed their independence.

The continuing saga of foreign domination shaped the
Estonian nation through the centuries, both positively and
negatively. The remarkable thing is that despite over 700
years of foreign domination (and, at times, active suppres-
sion), the Estonians kept their national identity alive and
well. It is with this baggage, however, that Estonians today
remain fiercely independent-minded and proud of their
achievements.

This history of foreign domination is perhaps why Esto-
nia’s return to Europe is so remarkable. In 2004 Estonia re-
joined the Western world fully by joining NATO and
becoming a full member of the European Union. Locked
into a secure Europe, Estonia can now place its full atten-
tion on exploring the future—something it has never had
the luxury of doing in the last eight centuries.
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The Cornflower—Estonia’s national flower. (Courtesy of Rein
Linask)

THE ANCIENT ERA (PRE-HISTORY TO 1200)

Most experts believe that the regional thaw in the ninth
millennium B.C.E. created hospitable conditions for human
settlements in the territory of modern-day Estonia. The
warmer climate allowed forests to appear and wildlife to in-
habit the region, which eventually led to human settle-
ments. Archaeological discoveries place the earliest
settlements at about 7500 B.C.E.

Several sites belonging to the so-called Kunda culture,
named after the town near which a major discovery was
made, have been discovered, including the earliest find in
Pulli. There is no consensus regarding the exact origins of
the Paleolithic (ca. 7500—4000) inhabitants of Estonia,
though most believe they originated from somewhere in
the south.

Closer in origin to modern-day Estonians were the in-
habitants in the Neolithic period (ca. 4000-2500). The
people of this era are classified in two separate groups,
which most experts believe combined to form modern-
day Estonians. The first group, believed to be from the east,
is classified as the comb-pottery culture, named for the dis-

tinctive décor on earthenware discovered from excavations.
These settlers are also thought to have brought with them
among other things the Finno-Ugric language, the precur-
sor of languages like Estonian and Finnish. The second
group, arriving in the late Neolithic period, is called the
boat-ax people, from the shape of the ax-heads discovered
from archeological digs. Items related to the boat-ax peo-
ple are found further south, and they are believed to be the
primary ancestors of modern-day Balts, the Latvians and
Lithuanians.

The absence of tin and copper (components of bronze)
makes it difficult to distinguish the Bronze Age (ca.
2500-500 B.C.E.) when considering Estonia; rather, many
ancient historians and archaeologists examine the period as
one of transition from hunting and gathering and fishing to
agriculture. The bronze items originating in this period that
have been found were imported, though most items from
this era remain stone-based. Despite that, this era remains
important, as the transition to agriculture also saw the con-
struction of fortified settlements. That also meant a sharper
settlement pattern, which split the forefathers of the Esto-
nians, north of the Daugava River (bisecting modern-day
Latvia), and the ancestors of the Latvians and Lithuanians in
the south. The so-called Pre-Roman Iron Age (ca. 500
B.C.E. to 1) saw some importing of crude iron tools, but
there was no sharp change in society.

Though evidence hints at an earlier modest start to iron
smelting, the Roman Iron Age (ca. 1 to 400 C.E.) saw the
gradual replacement of stone with iron in Estonia. Though
the supply was limited, iron ore was found in bogs, and
smelting and forging activities increased. This activity also
increased foreign contacts and trade, as indicated by Roman
and other ancient coins found in archaeological digs. Even
the Roman historian Tacitus spoke of the people living on
the Baltic coast as “Aestii” (probably based on the Estonian
name for Estonia,“Eesti,” though experts remain uncertain).

The Middle Iron Age (ca. 400-800) represented a more
chaotic era, with mass movements of peoples throughout
the region, upsetting trade patterns established in the previ-
ous era. A large number of fortresses were built during this
era to deal with land invasions from Slavs and maritime
raids from Scandinavian Vikings.Viking chroniclers depicted
major confrontations in Estonia, where even some Scandi-
navian kings fell in battle.

The Late Iron Age (ca. 800-1200) saw the continuation
of armed conflicts, but also the revitalization of commerce.
Slavic forces increased their raids into Estonia starting in the
second millennium, and the area around Tartu fell several
times to invading armies. These raids forced Estonians into
building some larger fortifications, and some of their ruins
remain standing today. Chroniclers also noted the activities
of raids into Scandinavia by Estonian Vikings; one signifi-
cant attack by Estonians (and likely other inhabitants of the
eastern Baltic coast) sacked the key Swedish town of Sig-
tuna in 1187.

Prior to the medieval period, there was no centralized
administration in Estonia. The main unit of administration
was the kihelkond (parish), a loose grouping of villages led by
an elder. Increasingly, loose groupings of parishes formed a
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maakond (region), though their consolidation was frag-
mented and haphazard. Though some of the regions coop-
erated with each other, the lack of a unified organization
hindered joint resistance to attack, thus leading to the cen-
turies of foreign occupation.

FOREIGN POWERS TAKE HOLD (1201-1238)
Increasing trade activities with German merchants during
the Late Iron Age also brought pagan Estonians to the at-
tention of Christian preachers. The first serious attempt to
preach to the inhabitants of the eastern Baltic coast came
around 1184, with the arrival of the Augustinian monk
Meinhard, who was also ordained the Bishop of Livonia
two years later. Meinhard was successful in baptizing Livo-
nians (Finno-Ugric kin of the Estonians) and Lettgallians (a
Baltic tribe that later formed the core of the Latvian peo-
ple). However, attempts to baptize Estonians failed during
that period. Meinhard’s successor Berthold attempted a cru-
sade in 1198 but was killed in the early campaign.

In many respects therefore, the real beginning of the pe-
riod did not come until the arrival of the canon of Bre-
men, Albert, who was named as the third bishop of Livonia.
Albert, along with a powerful army of crusaders, founded
the city of Riga in 1201 on the site of a small Livonian
fishing village. A crusading order, the Order of the Brethren
of the Sword, was created the year after with the goal of
forcibly converting the pagans. In 1204 Pope Innocent III
confirmed the order in its crusading mission and the first
serious invasion into Estonian lands happened in 1208.
Much of what we know from this era comes from Henry
of Livonia, whose chronicles are the best-known records
from this era.

The order, along with their Livonian and Lettgallian al-
lies, launched a series of attacks into southern Estonian re-
gions. Slavic raids from the east exacerbated the situation in
Estonian lands, especially when the Slavs cooperated with
the order. The Estonians, for their part, counterattacked into
both Slavic and order territory, which led to a three-year
armistice with the order in 1211. However, as the armistice
ended, the order (as well as their allies) resumed their attacks
on the ground and by sea.

By 1215 some southern regions had fallen to the order,
and people were forced to undergo baptism. Although Es-
tonians continued to fight back, partly by working with
their own Slavic allies, the Battle of St. Matthew’s Day on
21 September 1217 saw the biggest setback for Estonian
forces. The large army, led by a southern parish leader, Lem-
bitu, the same inspirational leader who had succeeded in
several victories against both the order and Slavs, failed in
this crucial battle. Lembitu and thousands fell in the battle,
and it marked a major turning point in the period.

Though victorious in the battle, Bishop Albert turned to
the Danish kingdom for assistance in 1218, an appeal to
which Pope Honorius III gave his blessing. The Danish
king, Valdemar II, led the attack on northern Estonia, de-
feating the Estonian forces in June 1219 at the northern fort
of Lindanise. Danish folklore tells of how the failing Danish
forces were inspired by a red banner with a white cross

falling from Heaven, which rallied them to victory; the
symbol, the Dannebrog, later became Denmark’s flag. The
Danes built a fortress in Lindanise, which later became
known in Estonian as Tallinn (Taani means “Danish” and
linn means “fortress”).

By 1220, mainland Estonia was effectively conquered, as
the Danes held the northern part of Estonia and the Ger-
mans held the southern half. However, seeing the opportu-
nity, Sweden, under youthful King Johan (Sverkersson),
launched an attack on the western part of Estonia. His ini-
tial victory was, however, short-lived, as a military contin-
gent from the island of Saaremaa decimated the Swedish
invading force soon after.

The same Saaremaa force, encouraged by their victory in
repelling Danish intentions on their island, led a major re-
volt across mainland Estonia. Beginning in 1222, the vari-
ous Estonian regions pooled their military strength, and the
counterrevolt began to reap results. By 1223, their com-
bined forces, led by the islanders, had liberated most of Es-
tonia. Only Tallinn remained fully under foreign control,
and conquest of that key fortress remained elusive.

With the momentum of the revolt lost, foreign reinforce-
ments began to take back lands liberated. By 1224, the last
part of the mainland still under Estonian control, the fortress
at Tartu, fell after the third siege undertaken by the order.
And, in the winter of 1227, a huge army from the order in-
vaded Saaremaa, successfully taking the island. All Estonian
lands fell under foreign rule.

Freeing up its forces in the north, the order pursued fur-
ther attacks in the south. However, the 1236 Battle of Saule
(near modern-day Siauliai in Lithuania) against the Lithua-
nians and their allies dealt the Order of the Brethren of the
Sword a mortal blow. The weakened order was forced to
seek help from the Teutonic Order based in Prussia, be-
coming in the end simply the Livonian branch of the entire
Teutonic Order (and better known from this point onward
as the Livonian Order).

Despite its weakened status, the order, now the Livonian
Order, continued its aggressive activities. Even before this
time, conflict between the order and the ecclesiastic power,
which was divided into two bishoprics (with the order’s ter-
ritory bisecting them), had been common. Conflicts also
erupted between the order and Danish holdings, a quarrel
that even papal envoys failed to help mediate. In the end, the
Treaty of Stensby, signed in 1238, ended the disputes, setting
the border between the two foreign powers. The lands held
by Denmark became known as Estland (Estonia) and the
lands held by Germans—both religious and military—be-
came known as Livland (Livonia). Though this one conflict
was resolved, the coming era brought continual conflicts
that plagued the Estonian territories for centuries.

OLD LIVONIA (1238-1561)

Conflicts were common in the Middle Ages. Uprisings by
Estonians against their overlords happened often, and the
Livonian Order and their religious counterparts also fought
over control of territory. In the meantime, feudalism came
to Estonia, as German landowners acquired lands that
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evolved into manor estates. Urban centers also developed
with the immigration of German merchants and the grant-
ing of city rights to Tallinn (1248) and Tartu (1262), among
others. Some of the architectural gems of both cities origi-
nate from this period.

One important development of this period was the
growth of trade within the Hanseatic League, an innovative
grouping promoting trade in the Baltic Sea region. Tallinn
joined the Hanseatic League in the late thirteenth century,
becoming one of the most important Hansa towns over the
centuries; later Tallinn served as a major point in the trade
route from London to Liibeck and Novgorod. Tartu played
a major role in the trade route to Pskov, and Viljandi and
Pirnu also joined the trading league. The league declined in
influence in the sixteenth century, but the trade routes con-
tinued despite the league’s slump. Many guilds also devel-
oped, especially in Tallinn, where some twenty maintained
their trade beyond this period.

The Livonian Order, however, faced a continual decline
in its power, with some spectacular defeats. The defeat in
1242 on the ice of Lake Peipsi by Alexander Nevsky did es-
tablish the lake and the Narva River as the effective border
between the Western powers and the Slavs. The order also
suffered badly at the 1260 Battle of Durbe. Despite these
major defeats, the order also picked on their ecclesiastic
partners in conquest, which led to several civil wars be-
tween the Germans that lasted into the fourteenth century.

The most significant event of the period came on 23
April 1343, St. George’s Day, when a spontaneous revolt
began near Tallinn and spread throughout the region. The
Estonians manage to win control over most of the region
around Tallinn, and then the revolt spread to other regions.
Success was fleeting. The order retaliated and eventually
won back all the lost territories, even in formerly Danish-
held lands. The last of the lost territories—the island of
Saaremaa—was retaken in 1345.

Though the St. George’s Day Uprising failed, it did leave
a lasting mark on Estonia. The Danish crown felt the cost of
holding onto this territory to be too great; therefore, in
1346 Denmark sold its Estonian holdings to the Teutonic
Order for a reported 19,000 silver Cologne marks. In the
following year the master of the Livonian Order was put in
control. The entire German-controlled territory was known
as Old Livonia.

The Livonian Order suddenly became the ruler of most
of Estonian lands, and it thus grew much more powerful
than the two bishoprics. The order naturally took advantage
of this situation and frequently attacked the bishoprics. Al-
though a conference in Danzig (Gdansk) in 1397 helped
mediate the situation between the order and the ecclesias-
tic powers in the region, the balance established there held
for only a short time, as the historic 1410 Battle of Griin-
wald saw the combined Lithuanian-Polish army decimate
the Teutonic Order, neutralizing the Teutonic Knights as a
regional power. The Livonian Order, as a branch of the Teu-
tonic Order, suffered similarly, and the religious powers re-
gained much of their power in the region.

Rapid expansionism all but ended for the order, not just
from its weakened status but also from the final conversion

of Lithuania and Samogitia (the Lithuanian highlands) in
the early fifteenth century. Some normalcy developed in the
region, as administrative units were organized. In the 1420s
regional assemblies (Landtage in German) began meeting, as
an early provincial government began to develop.

However, peace did not last, especially with occasional
skirmishes with the Slavs from the east. The conflicts inten-
sified with the rise of Muscovy, which began uniting the
Slavic lands into what was to become the Russian Empire.
The raids increased in frequency, but Moscow could not
hold onto its territorial gains for any real length of time. The
order, on the other hand, also claimed a few victories of its
own, including the 1502 victory at the Battle of Lake
Smolina. This battle resulted in a tense peace in the region
for a short time, before Moscow’s ambitions again led to
full-scale war.

Shortly thereafter, another challenge to the power of the
rulers of Estonia appeared, this time in the form of the Re-
formation, which reached the Estonian lands soon after it
began in the West (arriving via Riga in 1523). While both
the order and the ecclesiastical powers in the Baltic states
remained steadfastly loyal to the Roman Church, urban
centers increasingly shifted toward Protestantism. This split
led to violence against Catholics and the Catholic Church.
(Ironically, as religious violence spread, so too did culture, as
this era also saw the first known printed text in Estonian, a
book of Lutheran catechisms printed in 1535. There may
have been earlier works in the early part of the sixteenth
century, but no proof survives.)

At the same time, Moscow’s territorial aspirations led to
a new set of conflicts. Moscow’s ruler, Ivan IV (Ivan the Ter-
rible) looked at expansion toward the Baltic Sea, where his
empire already bordered Estonia and other German terri-
tory in the Baltics; the Livonian Wars (1558—1583) began on
22 January 1558, as Russian forces invaded and crippled the
already weak defenses of the order. The attack led to a full
invasion campaign in the spring, with the key trading town
and fortress of Narva falling in May. Tartu fell in July, mark-
ing the total collapse of the bishopric based in the southern
Estonian city. A counter-campaign in 1559 by the order
failed to push the Russians out of Tartu. Sensing the worst,
the bishop based in Haapsalu chose to sell his bishopric to
King Frederik II of Denmark for 30,000 thalers. Frederik I1
gave the territory to his young brother Duke Magnus, who
landed with an army on Saaremaa in 1560.

The order’s army attempted to attack the invading Rus-
sian forces, but was summarily defeated. The order’s tenuous
hold on power slipped further as Estonians revolted
throughout the country. Despite reinforcements from
Poland-Lithuania in 1560—effectively the overlords over
the order since their collapse a century ago—the order life
span was limited. A devastating defeat near Hirgmie in
1560 marked the order’s swan song.

Meanwhile, another power, the Swedish kingdom under
King Erik XIV, entered the fray in 1561. Supported by
many nobles in Tallinn, the Swedish army landed and took
the city. By the summer, Sweden gained control over all of
the northern part of the Estonian lands. The withered order
now collapsed completely, as the master of the Livonian
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Order and the archbishop of Riga both swore full allegiance
to the Polish-Lithuanian crown, an action that marked the
end of Old Livonia after more than three centuries of Ger-
man control.

THE RISE OF SWEDEN (1561-1699)

Old Livonia was gone, but the wars continued. The Esto-
nian lands were still divided between Denmark, Sweden,
Russia, and Poland-Lithuania, and the four states continued
to war over the ruins of Old Livonia. The Nordic War
(1563—-1570) erupted between Sweden and Denmark, and
the conflict extended into their Baltic holdings. Poland-
Lithuania had allied itself with Denmark, thus adding an
extra dimension to the conflict. In 1568 a revolt in Sweden
saw the installment of Johan III, the brother-in-law of the
Polish king, Sigismund II Augustus, as king. Poland-Lithua-
nia in 1569 also restructured and formed a commonwealth,
replacing the dynastic union that had ruled both countries
for almost two hundred years. With this change in regional
dynamics, a peace was concluded in 1570 between Sweden
and Denmark. However, this peace did not mark the end of
the conflicts. Duke Magnus, who had a falling out with his
brother, King Frederik II of Denmark, continued to assert
his powers by attempting to form alliances with other pow-
ers, including Ivan the Terrible of Russia. Though Magnus
failed in his earlier attempts to form an alliance, which an-
gered his Russian overlord, by 1576 he (along with his Rus-
sian and Tatar allies) had taken control of a vast majority of
Estonian lands. Poland-Lithuania was driven out of the re-
gion, while Swedish forces were confined to the area
around Tallinn. Although some peasant attacks on Russian
forces, especially one led by Estonian peasant Ivo Schenken-
berg, succeeded in slowing the Russians, Russia had be-
come the most significant power in the land.

Once Duke Magnus outlived his usefulness, Ivan the Ter-
rible removed him from the picture. However, this change
also coincided with the rise of Stephen Batory as the new
king of Poland-Lithuania in the late 1570s, and the new
king attacked the Russian forces, inaugurating a new phase
of the war and adding a dimension to it. Sweden took ad-
vantage of Russia’s second front by pushing out from
Tallinn. By 1581, Sweden had recovered all of its lost north-
ern Estonian lands, and carried the fighting into Russian
territory. The two-front fighting cost Ivan the Terrible his
conquests, and he concluded a truce with Poland in 1582,
ceding the southern part of Old Livonia (including south-
ern Estonian lands) to Poland-Lithuania. A year later the
Livonian Wars formally ended with a peace treaty between
Russia and Sweden, a treaty by which Sweden made sub-
stantial gains in Russian territory.

Although the Estonian lands were divided into three em-
pires at the Livonian Wars’ conclusion, stability was short-
lived. Sweden controlled the north, Poland-Lithuania the
south, and Denmark the island of Saaremaa. The inevitable
conflict among the three broke out in 1600, as the Swedish
king, Karl IX, advanced to take territory from Poland-
Lithuania. War raged on and off well into the reign of the
new Swedish King Gustav II Adolf (Gustavus Adolphus,

crowned in 1611), as the new king took Riga in 1621 and
Tartu in 1625. Poland-Lithuania sued for peace, and the
Treaty of Altmark handed all territories north of the Dau-
gava River to Sweden.

Sweden and Denmark, the competing Nordic powers,
also went to war in 1643. After two years of fighting, the
Bromsebro Treaty was signed, in which Denmark ceded
Saaremaa to Sweden. The year 1645 thus saw Estonian ter-
ritories reunited under a single ruler, the crown of Sweden.
Peace did not last long; Russia invaded in 1656 to try to re-
claim lands lost during the Livonian Wars. Although the
forces of T'sar Alexei I managed to take Tartu, they could not
hold their initial gains, and the previous status quo was reaf-
firmed by a 1661 armistice. For the moment, Sweden con-
trolled a land that had known little but struggle and war for
decades.

Swedish rule came to be known as the “good old
Swedish days” for many Estonians, as it represented some
relaxation of the powers of the local nobility, even if the sta-
tus of the peasants (as serfs) was not equal with that of their
counterparts in Sweden proper (as freed peasants). Though
later the Swedish crown moved to nationalize lands given
earlier to Swedish nobles in order to refill the emptied royal
cofters, they also began taking estates away from the Ger-
man nobles. This policy led to one major factor in the
Swedish Empire’s later downfall in the Baltics, as the landed
nobility resented the seizures and excessive taxation policy.

The Baltics became a major part of the Swedish Empire,
as Riga became the largest city in the Empire. Narva was to
become a “second capital” for the empire as well. Swedish
rule also firmly established the Lutheran Church as the
dominant religion. A gymnasium, or institution of second-
ary education, was founded in Tartu in 1630 by the Swedish
governor-general, Johan Skytte; two years later it was trans-
formed into Academia Gustaviana (Gustav Academy), a full-
fledged university named for King Gustav II Adolf. This
university, later known as Tartu University, became the sec-
ond institution of higher education in the Swedish Empire.
The same decade also saw an increase in number of books,
as printing presses began working in Tallinn and Tartu.

RUSSIA’S WINDOW TO THE WEST (1699-1869)

In 1689 Peter the Great came to the throne of Russia. Un-
like many of his predecessors, Peter looked to be an active
part of Europe. However, Russia had little direct access to
Western Europe, and Peter now sought to open a window
to the West along the Baltic coast. The Great Northern War
ensued.

The 1699 signing of an anti-Swedish pact by Peter the
Great, Denmark’s Frederik IV, and Poland’s Augustus II led
to the roots of a series of regional conflicts, better known as
the Great Northern War. The war broke out on 12 Febru-
ary 1700, when troops from Saxony, the home of Poland’s
Augustus II, attacked Riga. The Saxon-Polish force pushed
from the south, and the Russians attacked from the east,
though Denmark sued for peace after Sweden placed
Copenhagen under siege early in the conflict. The Swedish
king, Karl (Charles) XII, brought his army to Estonia and
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met the Russian army at the Battle of Narva in November
1700. Despite being severely outnumbered, the Swedish
army routed the Russians. However, the Russians were not
completely defeated; a major victory at Erastvere in the
same winter severely damaged Swedish defenses.

Swedish defeats mounted into 1702, as the Russians
mercilessly plundered Estonian lands and boasted about it,
as seen in letters from commanders at the front. A large
Swedish fleet went down in May 1704, unable to control
the waterway blocking Russia’s renewed attempts to take
Narva. By late summer, both Narva and Tartu were under
Peter the Great’s control. This line held for a few years, as
the war quieted on Estonian territory. But by 1708 warfare
flared up again, and the Swedes suffered another defeat at
Vinni, the last large battle on Estonian soil. The rest of the
Swedish army was decimated at the Battle of Poltava in June
1709, giving Peter domination of the region.

City after city continued to surrender to the Russian
army, with Tallinn’s capitulation on 29 September 1710 sig-
naling the end of the campaign. The nobility in Estonia
happily recognized Russian domination according to terms
of the surrender, as they hoped to regain the powers they
had lost under Swedish rule. The war however had proved
to be costly. Plague had devastated Estonia, and there had
also been a prewar famine; it is estimated that over 100,000
people died on Estonian soil during the period. The 1721
Treaty of Nystadt (Uusikaupunki) brought an end to the
Great Northern War, giving Russia control of Sweden’s
Baltic lands. Warfare continued to flare up, including failed
Swedish campaigns in 1741-1743 and in 1788-1790, but
that did not change the Estonian situation. Russia now con-
trolled Estonia as its window to the west.

The former domination of the German landlords re-
turned with Russian control, as the wealthy German barons
had openly supported Russia’s Baltic aims in response to
Sweden’s attempt to curb their influence. The seizure of
manorial property by the Swedish crown had come back to
haunt them during the Baltic conflict, and Russia began re-
turning lands to manor estates. The rights given to peasants
were also curbed, much to the nobility’s delight.

With Germans in control of the region, the manorial es-
tates expanded their activities throughout the Russian pe-
riod. Small industries even began to develop on some
estates, including a large paper mill in Ripina, which started
up in 1734.Though at times St. Petersburg challenged their
powers, the German nobility increased their influence dur-
ing this period.

At the same time, however, education for the masses did
improve. Though the first printed text in Estonia had ap-
peared two centuries earlier, the 1739 publication of the
first full translation of the Bible into Estonian helped in-
crease literacy. The first Estonian newspaper, Tarto maa rahwa
Nadddali-Leht (Tartu County People’s Weekly Paper [in the
southern dialect]), was published in 1806, though it was the
appearance of Eesti Postimees (The Estonian Courier) in
1864 that really launched the Estonian media. In the early
1800s educational reform also took place, creating a basic
framework for primary education. The first compulsory
schooling system was launched in 1854, and became uni-

versal in Estonian lands within twenty-five years. Education
was extended to girls in the 1850s.

Many Germans, imbued with the belief in nationalism of
the German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder and the
ideals of German romanticism, also took up the cause of the
Estonians, forming groups to study everything Estonian.
The entrance of some Estonians into higher education also
enlarged the body of material devoted to Estonia. In 1838
the Estonian Learned Society was founded at Tartu Univer-
sity by Friedrich Robert Fachlmann, who devoted himself
to collecting folktales. This foundation also led to the for-
mation of the Estonian Literary Society in 1842, to foster
Estonian literature. A colleague of Faehlmann, Friedrich
Reinhold Kreutzwald, helped turn the collected tales into
what became Estonia’s national epic, Kalevipoeg (Son of
Kalev), which was published in full in 1863. Even in other
fields Tartu University excelled, boasting world-renowned
scientists such as the astronomer Wilhelm Struve (who pio-
neered the study of binary star systems) and biologist Ernst
von Baer (the founder of embryology).

The condition of the peasants improved a little as time
went on. St. Petersburg viewed the Baltic lands as an exper-
imental territory, and actually abolished serfdom in 1816 in
Estonia and 1819 in Livonia. Though officially freed from
serfdom, the peasants were still restricted by the estate own-
ers over arable land. Sometimes this led to peasant uprisings,
including a major insurrection in Otepid in September
1841. Some peasants also converted to Orthodoxy, believ-
ing they would gain advantage from the tsar, but that was
wishful thinking.

However, Tsar Alexander II, who freed all the serfs in
Russia and is remembered as a liberal, also allowed for local
administrative control to be enacted in Russia’s Baltic hold-
ings. In 1866 permission was granted to create a parish
council system—much like the rural self-governing idea of
centuries ago—giving power to the people and not just es-
tate owners.

NATIONAL AWAKENING (1869-1917)
There are many symbols that can be used to mark the be-
ginning of Estonia’s national awakening, but none better than
the first National Song Festival, held in Tartu in 1869. The
hundreds that participated (with an audience of over 10,000)
sang many foreign songs, but also began the trend of singing
patriotic Estonian songs. One of the songs performed that
day was “Mu isamaa, mu 6nn ja rd6m” (My Fatherland, My
Joy and Delight), written by Johann Voldemar Jannsen to
music by German-Finnish composer Fredrik Pacius; this song
later became Estonia’s national anthem (and, it should be
noted, the tune is ironically also the Finnish national anthem).
Many speeches were made that day, turning the festival into
an early national rally, introducing many faces that were to
lead Estonia’s national awakening in the direction of a move-
ment for national independence in the decades to come. The
song festival began a tradition in Estonia, and they have been
held regularly ever since.

Johann Voldemar Jannsen became one of the first leaders
of the national movement for his role in organizing the first
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The Song Festivals

1

been the national song festival. Throughout their history the song festivals have given Estonians a venue to celebrate

hroughout history Estonian culture has been under threat by foreign invaders and occupiers, but Estonians
have managed to retain and even strengthen their culture despite pressures against it. One of the key insti-
tutions in the retention of Estonian culture since the national awakening in the latter part of the 1800s has

their culture, especially their language and songs, even during the darkest periods of tsarist or Soviet repression.

The first National Song Festival was organized by the Vanemuine Cultural Society, the brainchild of the prominent
Jannsen family (led by patriarch Johann Voldemar Jannsen and his daughter Lydia Koidula), and took several years of
planning. The Jannsens also fought against opposition among other Estonian activists, who argued that the song festi-
val tradition was too German in style. Nevertheless, the very first song festival was held 1820 June 1869 in Tartu. An
estimated 15,000—20,000 people attended this groundbreaking event to sing the few Estonian patriotic songs already
composed and to hear passionate speeches on the state and future of Estonian culture. This event proved to be a major
turning point in Estonia’s history, as the celebration of Estonian culture evolved into a political struggle.

The song festivals were held on several more occasions in the nineteenth century: in 1879, 1880, 1891, 1894, and
1896. Tallinn hosted its first national song festival in 1880 and took over as the regular site by 1896, symbolizing the
gradual shift of the country’s focal point from education-centered Tartu to politically centered Tallinn. The 1910 song
festival also featured an entire Estonian program, marking the maturity of the national movement in just a few
decades.

Interrupted by war and the establishment of national independence, the song festival tradition was revived in in-
dependent Estonia in 1923 and scheduled to take place every five years. The popularity of the festivals continued to
grow as the nation prospered under independence; an estimated 100,000 attended in 1938.

Soviet occupation in 1940 disrupted the tradition for a short period, but the tradition returned in 1947, albeit
under the careful and watchful eyes of the Soviets. Soviet officials attempted to turn the events into propaganda ses-
sions, but the collective emotions of the gatherings, often numbering more than 100,000 individuals, kept the pas-
sion of Estonian culture alive. Composer Gustav Ernesaks, for the 1947 festival, premiered his version of the Lydia
Koidula poem “Mu isamaa on minu arm” (My Homeland is My Love), which has become an unofficial anthem
since that day. The song festivals from 1950 to 1980 were held every five years, in addition to a special 1969 cen-
tennial festival.

The singing tradition of Estonians played a major part in the restoration of independence in the process so aptly
called the Singing Revolution. Many of the mass gatherings and protests featured song, many of them sung for
decades in the song festivals. The September 1988 “Eestimaa laul” (Song of Estonia) gathering was the focal point of
the entire revolution, as hundreds of thousands of Estonians took part in the collective song for freedom. The na-
tional song festival in the summer of 1990 finally allowed its organizers and participants to express a half-century of
pent-up emotions on the eve of the restoration of freedom.

Even after the restoration of Estonian independence the song festival tradition has continued, just as it did dur-
ing the period of independence during the interwar years. Though the numbers in attendance have dropped some-
what since the heyday of the Singing Revolution, nevertheless a substantial percentage of the Estonian nation (about
one out of every ten Estonians in the world) attends the festivals. Clearly, the national song festivals symbolize the
continuity and the resilience of Estonian culture despite the centuries of foreign assault and occupation, and it con-
tinues to serve as the protector of this much cherished part of every Estonian’s life.

song festival and his founding of newspapers, including Eesti
Postimees in 1864. The entire Jannsen family played a major
role in organizing cultural events, with the daughter of the
patriarch, Lydia Koidula, becoming the most loved woman
poet in Estonia.

The increase in interest in and output of Estonian litera-
ture also led to the founding of the Estonian Society of
Literati in 1872.This group helped to craft a compromise

spelling system that has remained much the same to this day,
and continued to promote Estonian literature.

Meanwhile, the manorial estates continued to increase
their role in industry, especially in the latter part of the
nineteenth century. The largest company of the time (also
the largest cotton works in Europe), the Krenholm textiles
factory, was launched in Narva in 1858. Other large indus-
tries included the Dvigatel wagon carriage factory in
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Tallinn and the Waldhof cellulose factory in Parnu. This in-
crease in trade and manufacturing accelerated the process of
urbanization, as city dwellers tripled from the 1860s to the
1890s. The first railway, linking the port of Paldiski to St. Pe-
tersburg (via both Tallinn and Narva), was completed in
1870, and the network soon expanded to other cities.

However, the assassination of Tsar Alexander II and rise
of his son, Alexander III, in 1881 marked a major change in
policy toward the Baltics. A period of Russification ensued,
with the imposition of Russian as the language of education
in 1887. Despite this language regulation, many private
academies, such as the Hugo Treffner Gymnasium, became
preparatory schools for Tartu University. Eventually the
Russification efforts eased (especially after the death of
Alexander III in 1894), and the first Estonian daily, Postimees
(The Courier) hit the streets in 1891.

Newspapers also provided voices for nationalism. Jaan
Tonisson made his earliest marks as Postimees editor. The na-
tionalist paper, based in Tartu, pursued a more anti-German
line than others. Tonisson also founded the first local Esto-
nian banking institution, the Estonian Loan and Savings
Cooperative. His rival at this point, destined to remain a
rival for the next half-century, was the Tallinn-based lawyer
Konstantin Pits, who launched a rival paper, Teataja (The
Herald) in 1901.

The turn of the century witnessed remarkable accom-
plishments politically, as Estonian and Latvian deputies in
the Valga town council in 1901 took power for the first
time; Valga became the first Baltic town to gain local con-
trol. This step was followed in 1904 by an Estonian-Russian
coalition in Tallinn, making Jaan Poska the first Estonian
mayor of Tallinn.

The social democracy movement also grew in Estonia in
the very early years of the twentieth century, fueled by rapid
urbanization. The 9 January 1905 massacre of peaceful
demonstrators in St. Petersburg, which touched off the Rev-
olution of 1905 throughout Russian territory, saw major
strikes in Estonian cities. The protests continued, and blood-
shed soon followed. On 16 October, the military killed 94
protestors and injured over 200 more. Similar events
throughout the empire pushed Tsar Nicholas II to issue a de-
cree (the October Manifesto) aimed at creating a constitu-
tional monarchy and establishing a parliament, the Duma.
Five deputies from Estonia (four Estonian, one Russian)
were elected to the body in 1906. However, the parliament
proved to have little power and subsequent Dumas were ma-
nipulated by the crown so that the national groups lost seats.

Nevertheless, Estonian political movements continued to
develop. Jaan Tdnisson founded the Estonian National Pro-
gressive Party, while the social democrats founded the Esto-
nian Social Democratic Workers Community (apart from
the main Russian party). At the same time, various uprisings
also occurred, though they were put down. The tsar’s gov-
ernment reacted by declaring martial law and executing
many protestors. Many political leaders also faced execu-
tion, and many fled, among them Konstantin Pits. Martial
law remained in force until 1908.

The years before the outbreak of World War I therefore
remained tense, as the Dumas had little power, and the sit-

uation in Europe deteriorated. It was the changing situation
in Europe that finally brought the Estonians the chance to
win their independence.

WINNING INDEPENDENCE (1917-1920)

World War I and the ensuing collapse of the tsarist regime
proved pivotal in the history of Estonia. The unpopular war
played a major role in the downfall of Tsar Nicholas II, and
many of his radical rivals campaigned on a slogan of peace.
The Baltic region became a major battleground during the
Great War and the ensuing conflicts, which led to the
(re)creation of five states on Russia’s west—Estonia, Fin-
land, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland.

The February 1917 Revolution in Russia soon spread
into the Baltics, and by early March, protests and strikes par-
alyzed Estonian cities, especially Tallinn. However, calm re-
turned soon after, as the Russian provisional government on
6 March appointed Jaan Poska, the mayor of Tallinn, as the
commissar of the Estonian province. With an Estonian ap-
pointed to govern Estonian lands, nationalists began to ask
for more autonomy from Petrograd (formerly St. Peters-
burg). It worked to a point, as the provisional government
on 30 March allowed for the merger of the northern part
of the Livonian province into Estonia, uniting all of Esto-
nian lands (except for some border areas, such as Narva)
under one administration.

Poska’s provincial government allowed many Estonians
political power for the first time, and Estonian was estab-
lished as the official language of the province. The commis-
sar also called for elections to the Maapiev (Landtag, or
diet). This first election to an Estonian body was held in
May despite left wing agitation, which forced Poska to flee
Tallinn at one point. The Maapiev, which convened in July,
became Estonia’s first national assembly.

As Russia’s war against the Germans collapsed, Russian
soldiers continued their retreat through Estonia. However,
Estonia escaped much of the fighting early on due to its ge-
ographic position. It was not until September 1917 that Ger-
man forces reached Estonian lands, taking the islands first.
The Bolshevik October Revolution added to the chaos, as
communist agents attempted to take power from the
Maapiev. Though the Bolsheviks ordered the dissolution of
the assembly and government, the Maapiev asserted itself as
the official power in Estonia and declared sovereignty.

By February 1918, German forces decided to take Esto-
nia once and for all, assuming control of most of the terri-
tory within weeks. During the German campaign, the
leaders of the Maapiev-mandated provisional government
on 19 February formed the Piistekomitee (Salvation Com-
mittee), composed of Konstantin Konik, Konstantin Pits,
and Jiiri Vilms, to officially express Estonia’s independence.
In the period between the Russian retreat and the German
advance, many of the towns were taken over by voluntary
military groups called Omakaitse (Self-Defense), and the
Tallinn Omakaitse gained control from the Bolsheviks on
23 February. On 24 February 1918, the Piistekomitee offi-
cially proclaimed independence, forming a provisional gov-
ernment headed by Konstantin Pits. Though German forces
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Konstantin Pits
mong the myriad of Estonian historical figures, the one individual who stands out is Konstantin Pits, con-
Asidered to be the “grand old man” of Estonian independence. The controversial first president of Estonia
played the most influential role in Estonian society in the first half of the twentieth century, ranging from
his leadership in declaring independence in February 1918 to his acquiescence to Soviet military basing demands in
1939.

Pits was born in 1874 near Pirnu and later studied law at Tartu University. The young lawyer soon played an ac-
tive role in the political scene of what was then the Estonian province of the Russian Empire. Advocating economic
and political empowerment for Estonians, Pits founded the Tallinn newspaper Teataja (The Herald) in 1901 as a po-
litical vehicle. Postitions taken by the paper during the 1905 Russian Revolution turned Pits into a revolutionary
in the eyes of the tsarist government, and Pits fled abroad for some time to escape a death sentence. When Pits re-
turned in the latter days of the Russian Empire, he was jailed.

Pits was appointed as the chairman of the clandestine Paastekomitee (Salvation Committee), as the Bolsheviks at-
tempted to curtail Estonia’s hard-won autonomy. This committee on 24 February 1918 declared Estonian indepen-
dence, and this act became the basis of the Estonian state. Subsequently, Pits was interned in a German prison camp
until the opportunity opened to properly exercise the declaration of independence, following the collapse of the
German Second Reich in November 1918.

Though Pits lost the early battles on forging the constitution and land reform laws, the creation of a landown-
ing class by the latter in fact made his Farmers Assembly the most prominent during the era of parliamentary democ-
racy. The Farmers Assembly played a major role in most of the era’s ruling coalitions, and Pits served as Riigivanem
(“State Elder,” or de facto prime minister) seven times between 1918 and 1934.

On the other hand, Pits is also remembered for engineering a palace coup, on 12 March 1934, that ended lib-
eral democracy in Estonia. For the remaining six years of Estonia’s de facto independence Pits served as the coun-
try’s authoritarian leader, albeit a mild one. There were no major repression campaigns, though Pits did for a period
imprison or silence his opponents and critics. In 1938 Pits created the post of president, and he became the first
officeholder. Though he is praised for uniting the country after several years of divisive politics and helping to re-
store Estonia’s economic health, he is also blamed for giving in to Soviet demands for military bases and eventual
occupation.

With the occupation of Estonia by the Soviet Union in June 1940, a rump parliament dismissed Pits. Although
technically still president, he was arrested by the Soviets and deported at the end of July to Ufa in the Urals; he died
in a psychiatric hospital in Tver in 1956.

The return and reburial of his remains in Tallinn in 1990 served as a symbolic moment on the eve of the restora-
tion of Estonia’s independence, though his role during the years before occupation, especially his giving in to Soviet
demands, have remained sources of contention. Nevertheless, Konstantin Pits symbolizes the Estonian state during
the interwar period, making him easily the most significant historical figure in the country.

moved into Tallinn that same day, independence had never-
theless officially been declared.

By 3 March 1918, German forces took all of Estonian
territory; on the same day war-weary Russia signed the
Brest-Litovsk Treaty with Germany ending its involvement
in World War I. Now with the Germans in control, the pro-
visional government was crushed. Most of Estonia’s leaders
were arrested and imprisoned, while the deputy head of the
provisional government, Jiiri Vilms, was shot near Helsinki.

The Allies naturally opposed the events in the Baltics,
and on 3 May 1918 Estonia’s lobbying efforts paid oft with
de facto recognition of its independence by France, Italy,
and the United Kingdom. The Germans, however, went
ahead with trying to create a Baltic Duchy of Estonian and

Latvian lands, and the German nobility elected a Landesrat
(state council); Kaiser Wilhelm II recognized the duchy in
September. This new entity was short-lived, as the kaiser
was deposed in November; the provisional government re-
assembled in Tallinn on 11 November.

Unfortunately, trouble came from another direction, as
the Bolsheviks chose to abrogate their treaty obligations
with Germany and invade the Baltics. The Bolsheviks in-
vaded from the northeast and southeast, beginning the
Estonian War of Independence on 28 November 1918.The
German forces were retreating, and the Kaitseliit (Defense
League), created from the various regional groupings of
Omakaitse, was ill equipped to defend Estonia; Narva fell
quickly. The volunteers could not hold off the Russians, so
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the provisional government ordered full mobilization in De-
cember. However, by 21 December, the Bolsheviks took
Tartu, holding half the country and threatening the rest. They
also formed a Soviet authority based in Narva and caused
widespread terror; the most infamous of their acts was the
brutal murder of eighteen innocent prisoners, including the
Orthodox Bishop Platon (who was later canonized).

However, the tide began to turn at the end of the year.
Mobilization proceeded, and the Estonian army by January
reached an estimated 13,000. Guerrilla warfare now shifted
to a centralized command with the establishment of Johan
Laidoner, a former tsarist officer, as commander-in-chief.
The Estonian navy was established, and its leader, Johan
Pitka, successfully attacked the Bolsheviks from the rear.
Finnish volunteers also arrived at the end of the year, joined
by other Scandinavians in the early part of 1919.

The Estonian counterattack began on 6 January 1919
with resounding success, taking Tartu on 14 January and
Narva on 19 January. The Bolsheviks continued to retreat
into Russia and Latvia, and the southern towns of Valga and
Voru were liberated on 1 February. Though in the follow-
ing few months Bolshevik forces broke through the line a
few times, they were unable to occupy and hold Estonian
territory. Estonian forces actually took the Russian city of
Pskov in May and transferred it to their temporary allies in
the White Russian monarchist forces.

With most of the country liberated and the battle lines
stable, the provisional government called for the election to
the Asutav Kogu (Constituent Assembly) on 5—7 April. The
body met for the first time on 23 April 1919, with the dem-
ocratic left wing taking a 65 percent majority of the 120 as-
sembly seats. Socialist Party leader August Rei was elected
the assembly’s chairman, and his victory led to some key
early legislation and to the constitution itself.

Unfortunately, warfare was far from over, and trouble
came this time from the south, as German adventurers,
called the Baltische Landeswehr (“Baltic Brigade”) over-
threw the Latvian provisional government of Karlis Ulma-
nis in April. The plans of the Landeswehr leaders were to
rebuild German control of the Baltic, and Estonian leaders
decided to act preemptively. Clashes between the Lan-
deswehr and Estonian forces began in early June (Latvian
forces also played a role in the offensive, but it was Estonian-
led). The decisive battle took place in Cesis (Wenden in
German,Vonnu in Estonian), and the Estonian military, led
by Ernst Podder, defeated the Germans on 23 June, the day
still celebrated today as Estonia’s Victory Day. The Estonians
pursued the Germans all the way to the edge of Riga, help-
ing to restore the Ulmanis government to power.

The White Russian forces meanwhile continued their
war against the Bolsheviks, dragging the Estonians into the
unwanted conflict. In October the White forces reached the
outskirts of Petrograd, but failed to take the imperial capital
and were eventually forced back to Estonia. The Allies fi-
nally gave up in December and withdrew their support for
the Russian White forces, relieving Estonia of the major
burden of aiding the anti-Bolshevik forces.

By this point, the Constituent Assembly had made sig-
nificant strides in its work, including the passage of a radi-

cal land reform bill on 10 October. Over a thousand manor
estates covering over 2 million hectares (over 96 percent of
all estate lands), mostly owned by German nobles, were na-
tionalized and redistributed to applicants. Over fifty thou-
sand new homestead farms were created from this
ambitious but controversial (especially when examining the
minute level of compensation for the owners) program. A
new currency, the mark, was also introduced in 1919,
though it proved less than stable.

While the assembly was making progress in creating a
new Estonian state, warfare continued to rage, as German
and Russian adventurers once again occupied parts of
Latvia, causing Estonian forces to help once again. Bolshe-
viks also pushed toward Narva again, and some of the
bloodiest battles of the War of Independence were fought in
defense of Narva. The Bolsheviks could not take Narva, and
after a year of fighting the two sides signed an armistice at
the end of 1919.

Negotiations for a permanent peace commenced fully in
Tartu, headed by former provincial governor Jaan Poska.
The lengthy talks resulted in a full annulment of Estonian
debts to Russia and the awarding of 15 million gold rubles,
as well as small strips of territory in the northeast and south-
east. In the Tartu Peace Treaty, signed on 2 February 1920,
Russia pledged to “give up forever” all sovereign rights
Russia had in Estonia. The document has been called Esto-
nia’s birth certificate, as it was the first de jure recognition
of the new state. The signing of the Tartu Peace Treaty
marked the end of the War of Independence; the process of
state building could thus commence fully.

ERA OF LIBERAL DEMOCRACY (1920-1934)

Finally in 1920 Estonia enjoyed the fruits of its struggle, as
conflicts with all other combatants came to an end. Though
the process of state building had begun earlier, Estonian of-
ficials could now move to create the structures of an inde-
pendent state.

The Constituent Assembly adopted a new constitution
on 15 June 1920, and it went into eftect on 21 December
1920.The left-wing majority in the assembly helped to draft
a very liberal constitution, one that kept most of the power
in the hands of the 100-seat Riigikogu (State Assembly) and
away from any one individual. In fact, there was no head of
state per se; that role was held by the Riigivanem (State
Elder), who also led the cabinet. While that might sound
quite powerful, the Riigivanem in fact had very little power
and acted at the whim of the parliament. The Left wanted
to prevent the possibility of the rise of a strongman (but
ironically it caused that exact outcome fourteen years later).
Suftrage was granted to all men and women over the age of
twenty.

Elections to the First Riigikogu were held in November
1920, and their results differed significantly from that of the
Constituent Assembly. With many former left-leaning peas-
ants now landowners and smallholders, radicalism had suc-
ceeded and so had lost its raison d’étre. The right wing,
embodied in the Farmers Assembly, gained 21 seats in the
new assembly. The large Labor Party also shifted notably to-
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ward the center, leaving the left wing with just 29 out of
100 seats (a communist front organization won five seats).
Konstantin Pits, the hero of the independence declaration
and leader of the Farmers Assembly, thus became the first
prime minister of a parliamentary Estonia on 25 January
1921.

On the foreign front, the Allied Supreme Council even-
tually offered de jure recognition of Estonia and Latvia on
21 January 1921, and Estonia joined the League of Nations
on 22 September 1922.The United States was the last of the
major powers to recognize Estonia, doing so in July 1922,
marking the full international acceptance of an independent
Estonia.

Relations with the other Baltic states were lukewarm, as
each faced their own problems. Lithuania and Poland re-
mained on the brink of war over the Polish seizure of Vil-
nius, and Finland sought to distance itself from its southern
neighbors. The most important diplomatic accomplishment
of this period was the conclusion of a major bilateral treaty
with Latvia, including a defensive alliance, concluded on 1
November 1923. A mild trilateral cooperation agreement
was also made with Latvia and Lithuania in 1934, but the
agreement turned out to be weak.

Early on, the building of the national economy proved
difficult, exacerbated by the Soviet Union closing its mar-
kets to Estonian goods at the end of 1922 (partly in re-
sponse to crackdowns against communist agitators).
Insolvency spread across the country by 1923, pushing the
central bank to continue to print money, which in turn
caused major inflation. By early 1924, most of the 15 mil-
lion gold rubles paid by Russia was gone. In the spring,
however, austerity measures and trade control helped stabi-
lize the situation, and the economy finally began to grow.

There was little stability on the political front as well. The
small National Christian Party was incensed at the parlia-
ment’s plan to remove religious teaching from schools and
managed to put the issue to a public referendum.The 1923
referendum dealt a defeat to the parliament, thus causing
early elections. Elections to the Second Riigikogu were
held in May 1923, marking a further shift to the right. The
Farmers, alongside the Homesteaders, won 27 seats, while
the socialist groups dropped to a total of 20 (though 10 seats
were taken by communist front members).

Despite peace with the Soviets, there was always fear of
subversive activities by Bolsheviks. These activities by agita-
tors led to crackdowns, including the execution of the com-
munist Viktor Kingissepp on 3 May 1922; the Soviets
responded angrily, renaming a border town after the “mar-
tyr.” However, Estonian fears came true on 1 December
1924, when an estimated three hundred communists at-
tempted a coup d’état. About two dozen people were killed
by the communists, including Transport Minister Karl Kark,
but the revolt was quickly put down in hours by General
Laidoner. The role of Moscow was apparent, with a massing
of troops at the border and the approach of a naval fleet, but
the failure of the coup prevented any escalation. However,
the psyche of Estonia was shaken. Many communists were
jailed or executed for their roles in the coup attempt, while
the Kaitseliit (Defense League) was recreated as an armed

civilian national guard force. A “rainbow coalition” of the
Right, Center, and Left was formed under Jiiri Jaakson of
the National Center Party, a coalition that lasted for nearly
a year.

The mid-1920s was an otherwise productive period.The
ambitious cultural self~-governing law for minorities gave
minority groups extensive autonomy in education and or-
ganizational matters, a program that earned Estonia wide-
spread praise and honor in the 1927 Jerusalem Golden
Book for its progressiveness. And in 1925 the Kultuurkapital
(the Cultural Endowment Fund) was introduced to offer
state funding to expanding culture.

Elections to the Third Riigikogu were held in May 1926,
which featured a mild continuation of the left-to-right
trend. The socialist groups consolidated into a Socialist
Workers Party, winning 24 seats, one less than in the former
parliament. The center lost more ground to the two right-
wing parties, which took 37 total seats.

One of the problems in the early years was the unstable
currency, the mark. In 1927, as a result of the initiative of fi-
nance minister Leo Sepp, Estonia gained a substantial loan
from Britain (mediated by the League of Nations) and re-
structured the monetary system. A new currency, the kroon
(crown), was introduced on 1 January 1928, exchanged for
100 marks and pegged to the Swedish krona (crown).

The elections to the Fourth Riigikogu were held in May
1929, which saw very little change from the previous par-
liament. Both the left and the right gained only one extra
seat from the center, but this meant that the body remained
rather fractured and unable to deal with the increasing
problems faced by the country.

The looming global economic depression also struck in
1929, and Estonia’s economy teetered. The tremendous po-
litical disputes in the Riigikogu in dealing with the crisis
did little to solve the problems, and the public came to see
the parliament as hopelessly ineffective. Radicalism grew in
many circles, especially among veterans of the War of Inde-
pendence. The Central League of Veterans of the Estonian
War of Independence (Eesti vabadussojalaste keskliit) was
formed in 1929 as an umbrella organization for veterans,
and it expressed concern that Estonia’s hard-won indepen-
dence was being squandered by senseless bickering between
political parties. Over time, the group radicalized, becoming
known as the League of Veterans of the Estonian War of In-
dependence (Eesti vabadussojalaste liif), and became overtly
political—though not necessarily within the system. The
league did not run for offices; instead it pushed for a new
constitution that would create a powerful chiet executive
and diminish the power of the parliament and the political
parties.

At first, the effect of the league’s campaign caused smaller
political groupings to consolidate. In 1931 the two right-
wing parties merged into the Agrarian Union, while vari-
ous centrist forces merged into the National Center Party.
However, the party mergers did little to improve the situa-
tion in the May 1932 elections to the Fifth Riigikogu, as
the divisions among the three groupings increased. The
government did, however, heed the warnings from the
League of Veterans and drafted a new constitution that took
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into account some of the veterans’ ideas. However, the vet-
erans saw it as a watered-down version of what they
wanted, and campaigned against it alongside the Socialists.
The draft constitution was put to a referendum on 13-15
August 1932, and failed by a slim margin; only 49.2 percent
of voters supported the draft.

The League of Veterans attempted to introduce their
own draft constitution, but the parliamentarians beat them
to it. The second draft constitution faced a referendum, and
with loud campaigning by the League of Veterans against it,
in the referendum of 10-12 June 1933 the second draft
constitution was soundly defeated, with only 32.7 percent
of voters in support. The league’s protests increased, includ-
ing one incident in Tartu that caused Riigivanem Jaan
Tdnisson to declare martial law, curbing political activities.
The popularity of Tonisson also diminished, as his govern-
ment in June devalued the kroon by 35 percent, a necessary
but wildly unpopular move. The League of Veterans’ draft
constitution did face a referendum on 14—16 October 1933,
and it won by a large margin (72.7 percent in support).
Tonisson lifted the state of emergency and resigned, and
Konstantin Pits on 21 October 1933 became the caretaker
leader until the new presidential elections mandated by the
new constitution could be held.

The transition period saw the arrangement for elections
under the new League of Veterans’ constitution, with the
focus on the race for the position of all-powerful president.
The path to power for the League of Veterans seemed cer-
tain, as it scored major victories in local elections in most
cities in January 1934.The titular leader of the veterans, re-
tired general Andres Larka, was seen as the clear front-
runner of the race. Caretaker premier Pits and former
commander in chief retired general Johan Laidoner were
both put forward by the Right, while Socialist leader Au-
gust Rei led the Left. There was little possibility, however, of
the League of Veterans not winning the scheduled April
1934 elections, an outcome that was expected to lead to the
end of parliamentary democracy in Estonia.

THE ERA OF SILENCE (1934-1939)

The last years of the independent Estonian republic became
known as the era of silence, as parliamentary democracy was
replaced by mild authoritarianism. Though many, especially
the left wing, had feared that the League of Veterans would
pursue just such a move, it turned out to be someone else
who actually ended parliamentary democracy, someone
who had been the living symbol of the independence dec-
laration—Konstantin Pits.

The League of Veterans’ constitution included a provi-
sion on transition, which essentially gave the caretaker pre-
mier the powers allotted to the powerful president. Using
this provision, Pits acted, on 12 March 1934. Having already
ascertained the support of the military, Pits named his close
colleague General Johan Laidoner as commander in chief
for a third time. Quickly members of the Kaitseliit national
guards and cadets from the military academy took control
of central Tallinn and apprehended members of the League
of Veterans. Pits then suspended the elections and dis-

banded the league, arresting several hundred of its members.
The civil service was purged of elements sympathetic to the
League of Veterans as well. Karl Einbund, also of the Farm-
ers Union, became the third member of the “triumvirate”
after being named deputy premier.

The original six-month state of emergency was extended
in September by a year, thus postponing all elections. The
Riigikogu reconvened in the autumn and began criticizing
the extended state of emergency. Einbund reacted by can-
celing the 2 October 1934 session of parliament, and it was
never recalled again.

Though the Pits regime did not prove to be a harsh
dictatorship, it did exhibit mild authoritarian characteris-
tics. A tinge of nationalism also became evident, with the
formation in 1935 of a national patriotic organization,
[samaaliit (Fatherland Union). A campaign was launched
also to “Estonianize” German-sounding surnames, with
deputy premier Karl Einbund taking the lead; he changed
his name to Kaarel Eenpalu. By the summer of 1935, Pits
gained control over all aspects of society, and felt safe
enough to start releasing members of the League of Veter-
ans from jail.

However, increasing agitation by the league and other
opposition caused another crackdown in December, as al-
leged coup plotters were arrested at a meeting. A wave of
arrests followed, which sent 133 people to jail, further con-
solidating the position of Pits. In that same year former Ri-
igivanem Jaan T'énisson, the main political rival of Pits since
the turn of the century, had his beloved newspaper Postimees
taken from him for statements against the regime.

Wanting to give some legitimacy to his regime, Pits an-
nounced that a new constitution was needed to bring the
country back to a state of normalcy. A February 1936 refer-
endum called on the people to give Pits the power to as-
semble a new constituent assembly aimed at drafting a new
constitution. The referendum was successful (with 75.4 per-
cent of voters in support), and Pits called for elections to
the assembly in December 1936.The opposition boycotted
the elections, as fair campaigning was not allowed; thus
[samaaliit candidates took complete control of the assembly.
It began meeting in February 1937, drafting a constitution
giving significant powers to a newly created president and
limited power to a new bicameral legislature (an eighty-seat
lower house elected by direct mandate and a forty-seat ap-
pointed upper house).

The 1938 Constitution went into force on 1 January
1938, and elections to the lower house were held in Febru-
ary 1938.The opposition won a significant number of votes
even without campaigning, but took only sixteen seats.
There was no election for the president, as Pits was the only
candidate, making him the first president of Estonia in April
1938. Kaarel Eenpalu became prime minister.

Little changed following this period, as the state remained
effectively an authoritarian one. However, Pits felt comfort-
able enough with the situation to grant wide-ranging
amnesty to political prisoners from both the left and right.
The opposition to Pits remained weak, as the country stood
united, entering a period of deep anxiety and eventually fac-
ing the loss of its much cherished independence.
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THE LOSS OF INDEPENDENCE (1939-1944)

The international situation in the late 1930s caused Estonians
to fear the worst. Relations with both regional powers—the
Soviet Union and Nazi Germany—deteriorated as the rhet-
oric of both sides intensified. Ominous signs affecting
Lithuania signaled an international catastrophe: Poland forced
Lithuania to restore diplomatic relations upon the threat of
war on 17 March 1938, and Germany forced the transfer of
the Klaipéda region (Memelland in German) on 20 March
1938 (just days after marching into Czechoslovakia).

Nevertheless, the signing of the Soviet-German nonag-
gression treaty on 23 August 1939 stunned Estonia as much
as it did the rest of the world. The two ideological and ge-
ographic enemies sealed the agreement (known popularly
as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, after the two foreign min-
isters), creating fear in the other states of the region. Their
fear was justified, as secret protocols in the pact divided the
region between Germany and the Soviet Union, creating
spheres of conquest; Estonia ended up in the Soviet sphere
under the secret protocol. Though this fact was never con-
firmed at the time, Estonian and other Baltic officials feared
the worst, especially as German forces rolled into Poland on
1 September 1939.

During the middle of September, a Polish submarine, the
Orzet (Eagle), drifted into Tallinn. Estonia, which had be-
forehand declared itself neutral, was obliged to quarantine
the submarine. However, as the Soviet Union itself invaded
Poland on 17 September, the sympathies of Estonians were
clearly evident as the Orzel““escaped” the following day. This
incident gave Moscow a basis for charging Estonia with vi-
olating its neutrality.

Soviet Commissar for Foreign Affairs Vyacheslav Molo-
tov proposed a mutual assistance pact with Estonia on 24
September. The pact involved the basing of Soviet naval
forces in Estonia. Molotov hinted that if the deal were re-
fused, force would be used. Using false propaganda about
the attack of a Soviet ship in Estonian waters, Moscow
further demanded the basing of 35,000 troops—more than
twice the number in the Estonian military—to support
the naval units. The deal was signed on 28 September after
Estonian officials painfully agreed to the ultimatum (though
the number of Soviet troops was limited to 25,000 under
a supplementary protocol), attempting to avert a destruc-
tive war.

Though the Soviets guaranteed observation of the coun-
try’s territorial integrity and respect for the sovereignty of
Estonia, the influx of Red Army troops on 18 October
1939 painted a difterent picture, one that became even more
clear as Hitler called all ethnic Germans back to the Reich
on 7 October. Many then suspected the truth, that the So-
viets and Nazis had colluded to divide the countries of the
area between them.

Lithuania and Latvia also acquiesced to the Soviet de-
mands for bases, but Finland did not. Therefore Moscow
began its war against Finland, the so-called Winter War, in
November 1940. Soviet forces violated the agreement with
Estonia by launching attacks from its Estonian bases, which
was most painful for Estonians, as they saw their ethnic kin
bombed from their bases.

Soviet foreign commissar Vyacheslav Molotov signs the German-Soviet
nonaggression pact in Moscow on 23 August 1939. (National
Technical Information Service)

As the Nazis rolled through Europe, international atten-
tion focused away from the Baltics. Using this opportunity,
Molotov and other Soviet officials intensified their anti-
Baltic rhetoric and laid unfounded accusations of violations
of the basing agreements. Lithuania was the first to get the
final ultimatum from Moscow to form a sympathetic gov-
ernment on 14 June 1940; Estonia got theirs two days later.
The government had no choice but to acquiesce without
firing a shot, since the occupation was already a fait accom-
pli, with 25,000 Soviet troops in the country. On 17 June,
more Soviet forces crossed into Estonia, raising the number
of occupying forces to about 80,000. The same day, General
Laidoner signed a decree passing control of Estonia’s com-
munications to Moscow, and ordering the disarming of the
people, including the national guards, the Kaitseliit.

Soviet officials and troops took part in public protests in
Tallinn and other towns, attempting to suggest a home-
grown revolution; however, there was little local support for
the Soviets. Nevertheless, a “friendly” government headed
by the left-wing academic Johannes Vares, known by his
pseudonym “Barbarus,” was installed on 21 June 1940 by
the Soviet envoy, Andrei Zhdanov. Rigged one-candidate
elections were called for early July, with the communist-
front Estonian Working People’s Union winning 92.9 per-
cent of the votes. The rump parliament subsequently met
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on 21 July to ask to join the USSR, presenting the decision
two days later; Moscow “accepted” the “application” on 6
August, finalizing the incorporation.

The governing system was changed to fit the Soviet
model, and the people endured the painful collectivization
and nationalization of private property. Moscow also im-
posed an unfair exchange rate in abolishing the kroon, and
mass censorship began. Moscow also began deporting high-
ranking civil and military officials, as well as the intelli-
gentsia, most of whom were shot within a short time. The
entire military leadership was essentially sent to their deaths,
while President Pits was put into a mental institution in
Russia.

In 1941, the level of repression by the NKVD, the pred-
ecessor of the KGB, increased sharply. With a looming con-
flict with Germany, the Soviets stepped up the “ethnic
cleansing” of Estonia and the other Baltic countries. The
focal point of the major deportations of innocents—many
of them women, children, and the elderly—was 14 June
1941, when at least 10,000 Estonians were deported to the
USSR. Within a year, the Soviets had been responsible for
tens of thousands of deaths, executions, deportations, and
incarcerations. Therefore when Germany attacked the
USSR in 1941, many Estonians and other victim nations of
Moscow (ranging from Ukrainians to Chechens) saw Ger-
many as an agent of liberation that could drive out the mur-
derous Red Army and NKVD.

On 7 July 1941, the German military reached the Esto-
nian border from the south as Operation Barbarossa struck
the Soviet Union. The Germans did not at first pursue full
occupation, as they saw Leningrad as their target; however,
that did not prevent Soviet agents from pursuing a
scorched-earth policy throughout Estonia, leading to thou-
sands more deaths. Many Estonians also took to the forest
to fight the Soviets, calling themselves metsavennad (forest
brothers).

The failure of the German Wehrmacht to take Leningrad
caused the Germans to turn their attention to Estonia. By
late August, Tallinn fell, and the Germans took the Estonian
islands in September and October. The Nazi occupation pe-
riod had begun, and for most Estonians, having seen the
brutality of the Soviet occupation, the Germans were a wel-
come sight.

However, that feeling was short-lived, as the Germans
gave little indication of supporting the restoration of Esto-
nian independence. Estonia effectively became another
province of Nazi Germany, a part of their Lebensraum (liv-
ing space). Repression continued for Estonians and non-
Estonians alike, including the opening of several
concentration camps. An estimated 125,000 people died in
the camps, including thousands of Estonians; however, most
were Soviet prisoners of war and Jews from occupied lands.
The only things the occupying Germans restored were
military units they could use, such as the Omakaitse. How-
ever, many Estonians continued to fight as guerrillas against
all occupation forces, and others chose to go to Finland to
fight the Soviets.

At the same time, on the Soviet side, thousands of Esto-
nians chose also to fight against the Germans. And with

Germany forcibly mobilizing Estonian men, the horrific
scenario of Estonians fighting Estonians occurred. By 1944,
the German attack stalled, and the Soviets pushed back into
Estonia. The Soviet Air Force bombed historic Narva in
early March, followed by other cities throughout Estonia,
including Tallinn and Tartu. The Germans were unable to
stem the tide of the Soviets, though many Estonians con-
tinued to fight on against the Red Army. By the summer,
the Soviets were certain to take control of Estonia.

During this period, some of the political leaders of the
country who had evaded deportation and remained in the
country formed a National Committee of the Republic of
Estonia. The last prime minister of the country, Jiiri Uluots,
acted as president and appointed Otto Tief as acting prime
minister; they declared the restoration of independence on
18 September 1944.That lasted only a few days, however, as
the Soviets took Tallinn. Uluots escaped to Sweden, but
most other leaders of the interim national government fell
into Soviet hands and were executed. The Soviets soon took
over the entire country, sealing the country’s fate for a half
century.

SOVIET OCCUPATION (1944-1985)

When the Soviet army returned in the late summer of
1944, Estonians had no illusions about what would happen,
remembering the brutality during the first yearlong occu-
pation. Estonia received very little help from overseas, as the
occupation became de facto for most countries. Though
most of the world, including great powers like the United
States and Great Britain, did not recognize the Soviet an-
nexation and continued to recognize the independence of
Estonia and the other Baltic countries, it was clear that the
occupation was not going to end by international pressure.
Certainly the de jure recognition of Estonia’s independence
had limited meaning, as most of Estonia’s diplomatic repre-
sentatives were denied access to the Allied meetings. The
perceived sellout of Central and Eastern Europe at Yalta
ended most hopes for international support.

Many Estonians took to the forests and waged a guerrilla
campaign against Soviet interests. Many well-known parti-
sans became heroes, sabotaging Soviet equipment and rob-
bing Soviet treasuries. The battles by the forest brothers, as
they were known, continued into the 1950s, despite a
crackdown by Soviet authorities and infiltration by agents.
Foreign intelligence services, such as Britain’s SIS, played a
role in supporting the forest brothers, but they were infil-
trated as well. Some estimate the number of fighters in the
forests at over 10,000, usually working in small bands of 50
men.

The Soviets resumed the repression of 1940-1941, de-
porting tens of thousands more people to Russia. Forced
collectivization of rural lands also proved to be most diffi-
cult for Estonian farmers, and their resistance led to the
shocking deportation of over 20,000 people—mostly chil-
dren and women—on the evening of 26 March 1949 to
Siberia as retribution. The private sector disappeared in
1947 with the final nationalization programs, and the 26
March deportations broke the opposition to completing
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Estonian Population Percentage

Ethnicity 1922 1934 1959 1970 1979 1989 2000
Estonians 87.7 88.7 74.6 68.2 64.7 61.5 67.9
Russians 8.2 8.2 20.1 24.6 27.9 30.3 25.6

collectivization of agricultural land. By late 1951, about 95
percent of farms were collectivized, and production fell to
lows that were worse than those of wartime.

In the 1940s and 1950s policies of mass industrialization
were pursued by Moscow. This had the added effect of di-
luting Estonia’s population, thanks to the importation of
workers from other parts of the USSR. As these newcom-
ers spoke no Estonian and were not encouraged to learn the
language, a major national divide began to occur.

Moreover, the governing system was formed much like
those in other Soviet lands, with a Supreme Soviet as a
pseudo legislature and the chairman of the Presidium of the
Supreme Soviet as a pseudo head of republic. A committee
of ministers acted as a republican government, with its
chairman serving as the governmental leader. Most of the
leaders were “Yestonians”—Estonians who had grown up in
Russia (Russians tend to pronounce an initial letter e with
a palatal y sound, leading to the nickname).

The repression continued until the death of Stalin in
1953; his passing helped to bring a thaw in the situation in
Estonia, allowing, for example, the return of deportees to
Estonia and an attempt to give an amnesty to the remaining
forest brothers. Some 30,000 deportees returned to Estonia
following the thaw, and most forest brothers gave up their
struggle when they saw the lack of international reaction to
the Budapest uprising of 1956. A few forest brothers,
though, managed to hide out into the 1970s; the last of
them, August Sabe, killed himself in 1978 after failing to
evade his pursuers.

The thaw lasted into the 1970s, when Brezhnev
launched further new programs of Russification and Sovi-
etization. The use of Russian was promoted, while that of
Estonian was discouraged; education, especially higher edu-
cation, insisted on the use of the Russian language.

The Helsinki process, begun in 1975, was formulated to
reduce tension between the West and the Soviet bloc by
promoting dialogue aimed at reducing potential conflicts.
The forum created, the Conference for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (CSCE, later the OSCE), became a
turning point in the history of the region. Spurred by the
protest of various groups in the United States, Washington
refused to yield to Soviet insistence on recognizing the in-
corporation of the Baltic states into the USSR. The
Helsinki process also allowed for “Helsinki groups” to start
up throughout the Soviet bloc, including Estonia. Later a
group of forty-five dissidents from the three Baltic coun-
tries sent a letter to various governments such as the Soviet
Union, the two Germanies, and the United Nations, calling
for international recognition of the nature of the secret pro-
tocol of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact on the fate of the

Baltic states and condemnation of its impact on the region.
This action, known as the Baltic Appeal, led to a 1983 de-
cision by the European Parliament to adopt a resolution
calling for the restoration of Baltic independence. These
kinds of appeals, as well as the hosting in Tallinn of yachting
events in the 1980 Summer Olympics, alerted a number of
foreigners as to Estonia’s situation.

Estonians also could watch Finnish TV and listen to
Finnish radio, thus making them more open to the world
than many within the USSR itself, a critical factor as the
Soviet empire imploded during the 1980s. Former president
Lennart Meri used to joke that only in Estonia did people
know that Lech Walgsa (leader of Poland’s Solidarity move-
ment) had a moustache.

The first real protests in Estonia came from the genera-
tion born after the start of the thaw. Reacting to heavy-
handed police actions after a September 1980 concert by
the legendary punk group Propeller, the youth took to the
streets on 1 October. Though this protest was put down
quickly, it indicated the discontent among Estonia’s youth.
It also resulted in the so-called letter of forty—signed by
forty well-known intellectuals—to the Soviet media high-
lighting social problems. Although the authorities cracked
down on the forty, the letter was circulated widely under-
ground.

THE SINGING REVOLUTION (1985-1991)
The entire process of restoring Estonia’s independence has
been dubbed the Singing Revolution, from the role singing
played in demonstrating the will of the Estonian nation to
become free again. The rise to power of Mikhail Gorbachev
in Moscow began the restructuring of Soviet power
throughout the USSR, allowing for the first time real dia-
logue. His glasnost (openness) and perestroika (restructuring)
gave Estonians tools to begin the process of independence.
Before this period, many of the public protests or cam-
paigns had been met by brutal suppression by the security
services. However, the catalyst for what turned into national
protests came in late 1986, when plans were unveiled to ex-
tensively mine phosphates in Kabala-Toolse. By the start of
1987, campaigners began organizing protests against what
was seen as an environmental disaster. This first public ex-
pression of anger over Soviet policy evolved into a more
political protest, as the number of public gatherings quickly
expanded. In August 1987 a small group of activists formed
the Estonian Group for Publicizing the Molotov-Ribben-
trop Pact, which organized a political gathering at Tallinn’s
Hirvepark on 23 August 1987—the forty-eighth anniver-
sary of the infamous deal.
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The public gathers in the streets of Tallinn to commemorate Independence Day, 24 February 1990. (Bernard Bisson/Corbis Sygma)

By this time, talk of some form of economic sovereignty
had begun. The breakthrough came in an article published
in September 1987, calling for an independent economy for
Estonia, written by Siim Kallas, Tiit Made, Mikk Titma, and
Edgar Savisaar. The plan was called Isemajandav Eesti (Self-
Management Estonia), or IME (which in Estonian means
“miracle”).

An increasing number of public expressions of anger
over Estonia’s hijacked history led to the formation of the
Estonian Heritage Society in late 1987. Many of the 1988
public gatherings were scheduled to mark important dates:
the Tartu Peace Treaty anniversary (2 February), Indepen-
dence Day (24 February), the anniversary of the 1949 de-
portations (26 March), among others. It was at one of these
gatherings that the banned blue-black-white national flag
was used for the first time since the occupation began. The
authorities attempted to confront the public at times, but
they failed to deter public gatherings. A popular television
program introduced the entire idea of forming an organiza-
tion to support Soviet reforms, and in a short period the
Estonian Popular Front for the Support of Perestroika be-
came one of the largest public groups in the country.

By June, the Popular Front had organized large-scale ral-
lies, putting significant pressure on the government.
Moscow noticed the situation as well, and on 16 June

sacked Karl Vaino as the first secretary of the Estonian Com-
munist Party and replaced him with a moderate, Vaino Vil-
jas. The Popular Front celebrated this success with a major
rally attended by some 150,000 people in Tallinn, with the
national flag waving unrestricted. By August, the Estonian
National Independence Party was founded, with the goal of
restoring Estonia’s independence.

The singing aspect of the Singing Revolution took off
with the rally Eestimaa Laul (Estonian Song) on 11 Sep-
tember, with over 300,000 in attendance. Many of the songs
sung evoked national passions, some from the large reper-
toire of the various song festivals and others written by pop
and rock stars using the poetry of Estonia’s best-known his-
toric poets.

Opposition to the Estonian movement gathered in the
form of the International Movement of the Workers of the
Estonian SSR and the Joint Soviet of Workers Collectives,
both in mid-1988. These groups, mostly composed of So-
viet-era immigrants and Russian speakers, protested to keep
Estonia part of the Soviet empire.

As the Popular Front continued to grow, it absorbed
many communists as well. This caused many other groups
to push further, calling for the restoration of independence,
though the Popular Front remained the largest public
group.The Popular Front at first pushed only for autonomy,
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but eventually warmed to the idea of a restoration of inde-
pendence after autonomy was rejected outright by an in-
creasingly alarmed Moscow.

Moscow’s attempts to calm the waters angered Estonians,
and on 16 November 1988, the Supreme Soviet in Tallinn
voted for a declaration of sovereignty (258 for, 1 against, 5
abstained), asserting that Estonian laws superseded Soviet
all-union laws. Moscow responded with harsh warnings and
verbal rebukes for Estonia’s leaders. The Supreme Soviet fol-
lowed up by passing on 18 January 1989 a language law
making Estonian the official language, and marked Inde-
pendence Day on 24 February by raising the national flag
on the Pikk Hermann tower, something not seen since
1940. The most dramatic moment in the protests came on
23 August 1989, the fiftieth anniversary of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact, when about two million people joined
hands from Tallinn to Riga to Vilnius, forming the Baltic
human chain. Though at first Soviet officials denounced the
protest chain, by the end of 1989 officials yielded to pres-
sure and admitted to the secret pact for the first time.

Not willing to take things slowly, activists from various
groups calling for restoration of independence formed the
Committee of Citizens in 1989.The group began register-
ing those people who were citizens of the Republic of Es-
tonia (before the occupation began in 1940) and their
descendants. Nearly 900,000 citizens were registered during
a short period. Then a second parliamentary body in Esto-
nia, the Congress of Estonia, was elected, this one by only
registered citizens (with a turnout of about 590,000 citi-
zens, or about 98 percent) of Estonia, in February 1990.The
leadership of the Congress of Estonia, the Estonian Com-
mittee, was chaired by long-time dissident Tunne Kelam.

Even before that election took place, the Estonian Com-
munist Party was splitting into two, with one side pro-
Estonia, the other pro-Moscow. In the March 1990
elections to the Supreme Soviet, the pro-Estonia side won
clearly in the first even partially free elections in decades.
The Popular Front’s Edgar Savisaar was elected head of the
government, while Arnold Ruiiitel remained chairman of
the legislative body. On 30 March, the government quickly
proclaimed a period of transition to independence and re-
stored all the symbols of the Republic of Estonia. Moscow
reacted angrily to this, with Gorbachev “rescinding” the
order from Moscow. Anti-independence protestors tried to
storm the parliament in May, but Popular Front supporters
defended the building and prevented a bloody confronta-
tion. (Russian-speaking workers, however, embarked on a
series of strikes that damaged the economy:.)

Seeing the imminent collapse of the USSR, Moscow
called for a referendum on the future of the USSR. How-
ever, the Baltic countries instead held a preemptive referen-
dum on the question, “do you want the restoration of the
independence of the Republic of Estonia?” Over 77 per-
cent voted in favor. The Moscow-backed referendum was
boycotted by most of the Estonian public, with turnout of
less than a quarter of eligible voters.

The restoration of independence finally came as chaos
descended upon Moscow itself. The coup by hard-liners on
19 August (which eventually led to the fall of Gorbachev)

gave the Supreme Council the opportunity to declare im-
mediate restoration of independence on 20 August. Estonia
was once again free.

INDEPENDENCE

As the coup collapsed in Moscow, the issue of the indepen-
dence of the Baltic states was firmly outside of Moscow’s
control. The Estonian government received its first de jure
recognition of the restoration of independence on 22 Au-
gust from Iceland, followed within days by a host of coun-
tries, including the European Community and most of
Europe; surprisingly the United States was again late in rec-
ognizing the independence of Estonia, only doing so on 2
September. Sweden opened the first embassy in Tallinn on
29 August. The USSR itself recognized the Baltic countries
on 6 September, and the three countries joined the UN on
17 September.

A constituent assembly composed of thirty elected mem-
bers of the Supreme Council and thirty from the Congress
of Estonia met for the first time on 13 September. A draft
constitution was completed by the end of 1991, and after
some polishing, the constitution passed a national referen-
dum on 28 June 1992.The 1992 Constitution, which came
into force on 3 July, stipulated that the country should be a
parliamentary republic.

Elections to the Sixth Riigikogu were held on 20 Sep-
tember, at which the center-right won 51 of the 101 seats.
On the same day, the first round of the presidential election
was also held, with Supreme Council Chairman Arnold
Ruiiitel taking the most votes, though he failed to gain a
majority, receiving only 41.8 percent of the vote. Riititel
thus entered a parliamentary runoff with the ambassador to
Finland, Lennart Meri, the previous foreign minister and
well-respected documentary filmmaker. The parliament’s
center-right orientation facilitated the election of Meri
over the left-wing Riiiitel by a 59 to 31 vote. The young
32-year-old center-right historian Mart Laar became prime
minister.

The governing system was solidified after the Riigikogu
elections by the dissolution of both the Congress of Estonia
and the government in exile. The third branch of govern-
ment was complete with the first session of the Supreme
Court in Tartu in May 1993, with Rait Maruste presiding as
its chief justice.

The central bank, re-created on 1 January 1990, bene-
fited from the return of Estonia’s gold from safekeeping
abroad. The central bank’s governor, Siim Kallas (of IME
fame) turned the gold into a large foreign currency reserve
and reintroduced the kroon on 20 June 1992. The cur-
rency, introduced despite warnings from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), was more than fully backed by the
foreign currency reserve and pegged strictly to the Ger-
man mark, at a ratio of one mark to eight kroon. This
monetary stability became the backbone of Estonia’s eco-
nomic development.

The main problem of the newly restored state was the
presence of a large contingent of the Red Army. Tens of
thousands of Russian troops remained after the restoration
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Lennart Meri, former president (1992—2001). (Patrick Robert/Corbis
Sygma)

of independence, despite international organizations and var-
ious countries calling for their withdrawal as soon as possible.
Continuous international pressure, especially by the U.S.
Congress, eventually led to an agreement, signed by Lennart
Meri and his Russian counterpart, Boris Yeltsin, in July 1994.
The last Russian troops left Estonia on 31 August 1994.

A series of scandals over arms acquisitions from Israel and
the sale of Soviet rubles led to the resignation of Prime
Minister Laar, and a minority government, led by Andres
Tarand, held power until the next scheduled elections in
March 1995. The Seventh Riigikogu elections gave the
center a significant victory, with a coalition comprised of
centrist and rural forces winning 41 seats. Most of Estonia’s
foundational policies, however, were not changed, despite
the change in political orientation of the government.
Lennart Meri won reelection on 20 September 1996 in a
special Electoral College, as no candidate received sufficient
votes in the parliament. Arnold Ruiiitel again lost in the
runoft to the now-popular Meri.

The government pushed hard for Estonia’s membership
in international organizations, especially NATO (the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization) and the EU (European
Union). Estonia first joined the Council of Europe, the
continent-wide human rights body, taking the organiza-
tion’s chair in 1996 for a six-month period. Estonia also
joined the World Trade Organization in late 1999. Estonia’s
reforms were finally rewarded in 1997 when Estonia was
named among the leading contenders for EU membership.

In 2002 Estonia received invitations from both the Euro-
pean Union and NATO to become an official member.

The Sinking of the Ferry Estonia

stonian history has been plagued by various

tragic events, most notably the mass deporta-

tions of thousands of Estonians to Siberia in
the 1940s. The most tragic of those events not linked
to foreign occupation or war occurred on the stormy
evening of 28 September 1994, when the ferry Esfo-
nia sank en route between Tallinn and Stockholm.
The accident claimed the lives of 851 individuals.

In a country of approximately 1.5 million people,
nearly everyone knew someone who died on the
ferry. Some towns were hit especially hard. The coun-
try lost its most beloved rock singer. But everyone in
Estonia has a personal tragic story connected to this
accident. Every year the anniversary date of 28 Sep-
tember has become a tragic reminder of one of the
worst maritime disasters in history.

The tragedy has been shrouded in controversy, as
rumors and conspiracy theories continue to spread
regarding the cause of the ferry’s sinking. The many
half~baked theories about explosions aboard the ferry
fail to disappear, despite an international commission’s
findings that the bow door caused the sinking of the
roll-on, roll-off ferry. Some adherents of the theories
have gone so far as to make an illegal diving expedi-
tion to the wreck, an act considered a violation of
sepulcher by nearly all regional countries, which have
jointly declared the wreck a mass grave.

Though at the time the sinking affected the nu-
merous shipping lanes in the Baltic Sea between the
Nordic countries and Estonia, the route has since re-
covered and gained in strength. Tallinn has become
one of the busiest ports in Europe, especially for
tourism. After all, it was Ernest Hemingway who
wrote that you could find at least one Estonian at
every port in the world. The memories of the ferry’s
sinking remain and still evoke deep sadness among
Estonians (and of course Swedes, who lost the most
people in that tragedy); however, the love of the sea
and maritime navigation continues to characterize

Estonia and its people.

NATO membership is seen as the culmination of a long
search for real security, and the raising of Estonia’s tricolor at
NATO Headquarters in 2004 means the end of the security
vacuum in the region. However, membership in NATO also
means additional responsibilities placed on Estonia, and the
country has made significant contributions to peacekeeping
efforts in various hotspots, ranging from the Balkans to Iraq.
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Estonia’s joining of the European Union in mid-2004 is
perhaps more important in many respects, as it impacts
nearly everything from agriculture to travel. With a strong
66.83 percent majority in the referendum on joining the
EU in September 2003, Estonians said a loud “jah!” to re-
turning fully to the Western world and becoming part of
Europe and its governing machinery.

Politically, the country has remained on the center-right
in recent years. The country swung back to the right for the
Eighth Riigikogu elections on 7 March 1999, when a three-
party center-right coalition won just over a majority of seats.
Mart Laar returned to the post of prime minister, holding it
for nearly three years before resigning in January 2002 after
the coalition collapsed. Siim Kallas, the “father of the kroon,”
became prime minister in late January, working in a coalition
with his former IME partner Edgar Savisaar. Part of the pres-
sure on the coalition came with the August-September 2001
presidential election, as the coalition failed to elect one of
their candidates. In a runoft at the Electoral College, three-
time candidate Arnold Rdititel, in a shocking surprise, won
his job back as head of state after a decade. The Ninth Ri-
igikogu elections in 2003 returned a slightly more centrist
three-party coalition, with Juhan Parts becoming prime
minister but continuing a similar liberal policy.

Though the history of Estonia is quite complicated and
often difficult to follow, the basic aspects are clear—cen-
turies of foreign domination and an independence that is
highly cherished and treasured. The understanding of the
difficult history faced by this small nation helps to explain
many modern issues there, ranging from the search for
“hard” security guarantees to the stringent application of
the language law (designed to ensure that Estonian remains
the only official language of the country, and to ensure that
Soviet-era immigrants learn the language). Nevertheless, the
important thing for Estonians is simple: the fate of the na-
tion again rests in the hands of the Estonian people.

POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

The history of Estonia places a heavy burden on its polit-
ical system today, the task of relegating the problems of the
past, both homegrown and foreign-imposed, definitively
to history. The modern Estonian political system evolved
from the collective experience of its people through hun-
dreds of years of occupation, as well as from lessons
learned around the world. What has developed is a mod-
ern parliamentary democracy capable of addressing the
problems of the legacies of history and the challenges of
the future, especially those presented by the ongoing
process of European integration.

The maturing of the political system in Estonia is much
more impressive when one considers its history, especially
the absence of self-determination through the last eight
centuries. In fact, only about 5 percent of the time since the
first foreign conquests in the thirteenth century has the in-
digenous population been in charge of its own develop-
ment. The modern version of Estonian democracy began to
develop only in 1990-1991, during the last part of the
process of restoring independence.

For centuries following the arrival of the German in-
vaders in the thirteenth century, Estonians lived under for-
eign systems of government in which most (if not all)
Estonians were excluded from the process. Estonians lived
under the brutal regime of the Livonian Order and the
Roman Catholic Church, as well as the crowns of Sweden,
Denmark, Poland-Lithuania, and Russia.

The early political evolution of Estonia is most dramatic
during the Russian tsarist period. Though the German no-
bility retained control over the Baltic region, Russia used
the territories as a laboratory for social reform. This came
most notably in the abolition of serfdom in Estonia in 1816
(for Livonia, 1819), which freed Estonians legally from sub-
jugation. The nineteenth century in Estonia showed a dra-
matic change among the indigenous population, as
increased educational opportunities created not just an in-
telligentsia, but also visionaries and leaders. Estonians in-
creasingly shifted their discussion from culture to politics
and reform, alongside those Germans sympathetic to the
changes taking place in Europe and in Estonia.

Though political control was still far removed from Es-
tonians, the 1866 decision by St. Petersburg to create local
parish councils paved the way for the development of a
modern local governmental system. As a consequence of
modernization and education, Estonians began to play a
larger role in local politics. In 1901, for the first time, the in-
digenous population—a coalition of Estonians and Lat-
vians—took over the town council of the town of Valga.
The most spectacular triumph came in 1904, as Estonian
deputies in Tallinn, having gained Russian support, took
control of the city council, making Jaan Poska the first Esto-
nian mayor of Tallinn.

The real catalyst for change came with the 1905 Revo-
lution in Russia and the resulting bloodshed throughout the
Russian Empire, including Estonia. The creation of a Rus-
sian parliament, the Duma, in the long run did little to pro-
mote the democratization of Russia or to improve the
situation in Estonia; the election of several Estonian
deputies, however, did bring political experience to a group
of statesmen who went on to become the leaders of the
Estonian political movement in the ensuing decades. It was
also during this period that the first true Estonian political
parties, such as the National Progressive Party, were founded
to safeguard Estonian interests.

The 1917 February Revolution in Russia, which toppled
the tsar, brought the best opportunity for Estonia to gain
political power, as local activists convinced the Russian pro-
visional government to merge Estonian lands (the Estonian
province and the northern part of the Livonian province)
into one administrative unit and for that unit to be led by a
native. Tallinn mayor Jaan Poska was eventually named as
commissar, and he soon called for elections to the first Esto-
nian national assembly. The elections to the Maapiev (an
Estonian translation of the German “Landtag”) occurred,
and the first sitting was held in the summer of 1917.

The development of the first indigenous legislative as-
sembly came to a halt, however, with the Bolshevik Octo-
ber Revolution, which spilled into Estonia as Bolsheviks
attempted to seize power. The Bolsheviks prevented the
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Prime Minister Mart Laar (1992—1994, 1999-2002), one of the
young leaders who forged the country’s ambitious reforms. (Sean
Gallup/ Getty Images)

Maapiev from meeting, though the body managed to ap-
point a three-man National Salvation Committee, the
Piiastekomitee. The committee worked clandestinely during
the Bolshevik terror and the German invasion of Estonia
during the worst part of World War I. During an interreg-
num between the retreat of the Bolsheviks and the invasion
of the Germans, the committee, on 24 February 1918, de-
clared independence.

The political system could not develop for months due to
German occupation; with the collapse of the German mili-
tary in the autumn of 1918, however, the provisional Esto-
nian government regained power. Successtul in repelling
foreign occupation during the War of Independence, the
provisional government organized elections to the Con-
stituent Assembly in April 1919.The body, dominated by the
democratic left wing, structured the draft constitution and
key pieces of early legislation in accordance with their ide-
ology. The 1920 constitution sought protection against a
concentration of power, thus the severely weakened execu-
tive. Most of the power rested in the parliament, the Ri-

igikogu, which could appoint and dismiss cabinet ministers
at will. The head of the cabinet, the weak State Elder, served
also as the ceremonial head of state but did not proclaim
laws; that prerogative remained with the Riigikogu speaker.

The electoral system of the era also featured an idealistic
vision of equality, based on a purely proportional system of
representation. The lack of a minimum threshold meant that
parliament was composed of many small parties who proved
unable to make stable coalitions, thus paralyzing the govern-
ment frequently, most notably during the crises around the
global Depression of the late 1920s.This lack of ability to act
angered the right wing and organizations representing vet-
erans of the War of Independence, who lobbied for the cre-
ation of a strong presidency. Two attempts at a referendum
for a new constitution (with a somewhat stronger executive
power) failed due to lack of support from the veterans; the
third referendum on a draft constitution by the veterans suc-
ceeded. This 1934 constitution focused power on an elected
president and away from the fractious parliament.

The political freedom of Estonia fell for once to a do-
mestic force, when caretaker prime minister Konstantin
Pits, the hero of the declaration of independence, under-
took a palace coup.The country moved into a mild form of
authoritarianism, as the parliament was not recalled; corpo-
ratism and nationalism were both employed to jumpstart
the economy and society. Though an attempt at re-democ-
ratization happened later in the 1930s, with the creation of
a new bicameral parliament, it was nothing more than win-
dow-dressing, as the opposition was not allowed to function
openly. Though the Pits regime did not prove to be un-
popular, it did stymie the country’s political development.

In 1939 the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was concluded
between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union; shortly
thereafter Estonia fell under Soviet occupation. Sham elec-
tions were held, and the rump parliament voted to join the
USSR.Though local conspirators held many leadership po-
sitions, Moscow and its local representative, Andrei Zh-
danov, directed their actions. Attempts to Sovietize the
political system occurred, but were halted by the Nazi inva-
sion of the USSR in June 1941.The three-year Nazi occu-
pation saw Estonia run as a territory for future colonization
in Germany’s Lebensraum (living space). When the Soviets
retook Estonia in 1944, the Sovietization of the political
system continued. The legislature was renamed the Supreme
Soviet, while the republic’s government became the coun-
cil of ministers. The de facto head of republic became the
chairman of the presidium of the Supreme Soviet, or sim-
ply the legislature’s speaker. Many of the leaders were so-
called Yestonians, ethnic Estonians who had grown up in
Russia and did not speak Estonian.

The Soviet system did not allow for any true political de-
velopment, as the system and its management remained for-
eign-imposed and foreign-controlled. The “elections” to the
local and all-Union supreme soviets were single-candidate
ballots, and always featured nearly 100 percent turnout and
nearly 100 percent support for the Communist Party can-
didate. Many Estonians eventually joined the Communist
Party following the end of the brutal Stalinist period, using
membership as a method of career advancement.
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By the mid-1980s, leadership positions in Estonia were
primarily in the hands of Estonian-born Estonians (not
Yestonians), and they took advantage of the Soviet programs
of glasnost and perestroika (openness and restructuring).
Public protests occurred with greater frequency, evolving
from environmental concerns to more national issues. Non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) were formed to ad-
dress historical issues and to commemorate historical
events, such as the mass deportations of the 1940s and Es-
tonia’s Independence Day. Eventually political organizations
began to form, first to support perestroika, later to advocate
full independence. Thus, the political development of Esto-
nians happened via NGOs campaigning both within and
outside the system, and the political leadership began to
shift toward the nation’s point-of-view.

By the end of the 1980s, Estonians of all beliefs were
fully engaged in political activities. Independence activists
continued to campaign, registering the citizens of Estonia
for a parallel political body, the Congress of Estonia. The
Popular Front, which chose to work within the system in
the Supreme Soviet, asserted the republic’s superiority in
legislation, superseding all-Union laws. The election to the
Supreme Soviet in 1990 was nearly free and fair, and pro-
Estonia delegates held the majority, making the Popular
Front the leader of the republic’s government. A republic-
wide referendum in early 1991 showed overwhelming sup-
port for Estonian independence.

Though this chain of events resulted in two parallel bod-
ies of power, the (renamed) Popular Front in the Supreme
Council and the Estonian Council in the Congress of Esto-
nia, both worked to achieve independence. With the even-
tual restoration of independence in August 1991, the two
bodies came together and formed equal parts of the new
Constituent Assembly. This Constituent Assembly drafted
the basic document that created the foundations for the
modern Estonian political system.

The modern Estonian political system reflects many
qualities of its counterpart between the world wars, but
heavily tempered by the collective experience of the people
of the perils of both ultraliberal parliamentary democracy
and authoritarianism. The product created and enshrined in
the 1992 constitution by the Constituent Assembly is a
modern parliamentary democracy, built with integral safe-
guards and expressly stipulated checks and balances. The key
was to create a Rechtstaat, a state based on the rule of law.

Unlike its 1920 counterpart, the 1992 Constitution
places a significant amount of power in the executive, per-
sonified by the head of government, the prime minister. The
cabinet, made up of the prime minister and the ministers
who head the various ministries, is entrusted with the day-
to-day governing and administration of the state. Various
departments, bureaus, inspectorates, and offices are under
the government or one of the ministries; for example, the
European Integration Office is part of the cabinet office,
while the Border Guards are under the Interior Ministry.
Government decisions are made democratically by the cab-
inet, needing majority support for their enactment. For the
most part the civil service remains depoliticized, with only
the ministers being purely political posts; the permanent

undersecretaries remain civil servants, as do department and
inspectorate directors (despite temptations to politicize the
posts). The government and ministries also introduce a sig-
nificant amount of legislation, including the annual budget.

Also, unlike the 1920 constitution, the position of head
of state, the president, was created by the 1992 constitution.
The president serves as the ceremonial head of state, as well
as the supreme commander of the country’s national de-
fense. The president also promulgates laws and has the abil-
ity to challenge legislation by veto; if the parliament returns
a vetoed law unchanged, the matter goes to the Supreme
Court for a decision. The president also officially nominates
ministers and other key positions, though all nominations
require parliamentary confirmation.

Though the executive holds significant power, the par-
liament, or Riigikogu, remains the support base for the ex-
ecutive. All major government posts, ranging from ministers
down, hold their posts at the confirmation and with the
confidence of the parliament. The legislature is responsible
for introducing, amending, and passing legislation. The po-
litical parties establish factions within the 101-member par-
liament. The parliament is also divided into ten permanent
committees, such as the Foreign Affairs Committee, the Na-
tional Defense Committee, and the Legal Committee. The
management of the parliaments affairs comes from the
elected chairman and two deputy chairs; one of the deputy
chairs usually goes to an opposition MP.

The judiciary plays an independent and major role in
maintaining the court system, and also serves as an inde-
pendent arbiter between the legislative and executive
branches. The Supreme Court is responsible for ruling on
the constitutionality of legislation during a presidential-
parliamentary disagreement over legislation passed but not
promulgated by the president. The chiet justice of the
Supreme Court, who is first nominated by the president
and later confirmed by parliament, nominates the other jus-
tices, who require parliamentary confirmation. Justices at all
levels are appointed by the president, on the recommenda-
tion of the chief justice of the Supreme Court, and serve for
life terms.

The State Audit Office remains an independent state
body responsible for overseeing the use of state funds, while
the Legal Chancellor’s Office serves as an independent an-
alyst considering the constitutionality and legality of pend-
ing legislation.

Parliamentary elections are held every fourth year under
a modified proportional representation system.The country
is divided into eleven electoral districts based on geograph-
ical boundaries, with the total mandate divided by popula-
tion numbers. Suffrage is universal for all Estonian citizens
over the age of 18, and candidates must be citizens over the
age of 21.The voters technically vote for an individual, but
the vote counts also in the party count. Certain candidates
who reach a specific vote level are automatically elected
within their party lists, though the slots within each elec-
toral district are divided by proportional representation
within the district. Those slots not filled by the automati-
cally elected candidates are filled in numerical order in the
district party list. Parties, however, need to gain at least 5
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percent of all votes throughout the country to be consid-
ered for the seat distribution, a much needed safeguard to
prevent extremely small or localized movements from frac-
turing the parliament’s composition.

Estonia is not a very centralized country, as many re-
sponsibilities, ranging from municipal utilities to public
transportation, lie at the local level. The country is divided
into 15 counties, which in turn are split in many local au-
thorities with their own local councils and governments;
despite the ongoing process of merging small local admin-
istrative units, there remain nearly 250 in 2001. Local elec-
tions are held every three years, also under a proportional
representation system.

Presidential elections are held once every five years, with
the responsibility first resting in the parliament. Candidates
are nominated by at least one-fifth of MPs (members of
parliament) from among its 101 members, and winning
candidates require a supermajority of at least 68 MPs in
support. The parliament is given three chances—with the
final round being a runoft of the top two vote getters—to
achieve that supermajority. In case the parliament fails, a
special Electoral College is convened. The Electoral Col-
lege is composed of the 101 parliament members as well as
representatives from all the local councils (for the 2001
presidential elections there were 266 local council repre-
sentatives). A minimum of 21 Electoral College members
can nominate a candidate, and a simple majority elects a
new president. If the Electoral College fails to elect a pres-
ident in two rounds, the second being a runoff of the top
two vote-getters, the process returns to the parliament and
repeats. Candidates for the presidency must be native-born
Estonian citizens at least forty years of age; there is also a
two-term limit.

The 1992 Constitution achieved a good balance of
power among the three branches of government, creating
safeguards against the overextending of power by the gov-
ernment, the president, or the parliament. Though Euro-
pean integration, as well as the surprise opposition victory
in the 2001 presidential election, has provoked debate about
amending the Constitution, for the most part the political
system created in the early 1990s has functioned well as the
foundation for the country’s continual development.

Despite its lack of a continuous democratic tradition, Es-
tonia has managed to build a relatively stable party system
since the restoration of independence. Unlike many other
countries in Central and Eastern Europe, Estonia has not
suffered from a large amount of party fracturing; instead, the
party system has actually seen consolidation over the years,
creating more stable parties, parties based on philosophy
rather than on personality.

Ironically, one of the cleavages created before the restora-
tion of independence remains, the split between the Esto-
nian Popular Front, those who worked within the Soviet
system toward freedom, and the Estonian Citizens Com-
mittee, those who created a parallel structure outside of the
Soviet system as a continuation of the state occupied in
1940. For the most part, the Citizens Committee established
itself on the center-right, while the Popular Front held the
center and the center-left. Many of the figures who played

major roles in the two organizations remain in the political
fray, split along similar lines, though on much more con-
temporary problems than the method of achieving freedom
for the country.

Since the first post-Soviet general elections in 1992, the
center-right has held the most influence, whether in the
government or in opposition, in large measure due to the
foundations the center-right governments of 1992-1995
built for Estonia’s future development. A strong left-wing
force never developed during this period (as happened in
other states in the region), leaving the political battleground
in the right and center.

The main right-wing conservative force in Estonia grew
from the Estonian Citizens Committee, which has mani-
fested itself today as the Pro Patria Union. This party was
formed by a merger of its conservative predecessor Pro Pa-
tria with the nationalist Estonian National Independence
Party. In the 1992 general elections these groups won
twenty-nine and ten seats respectively; the leader of the
merged parties, the then—thirty-two-year-old Mart Laar,
served as prime minister until scandals forced him out of
power in late 1994.The two groups ran as a coalition in the
1995 general coalitions but faced public backlash for the
difficult economic reforms that affected many in Estonian
society, earning only eight seats. By the 1999 elections,
however, the parties had merged and stormed back to vic-
tory with eighteen seats, returning Laar to the prime min-
ister’s office. Though it has evolved, the party aligns itself
with the Christian Democratic and conservative move-
ments in Europe, boasting a pro-family and national-
minded platform. The party also continues to support the
liberal economic policies it created in the early 1990s,
which have received some support from the liberal wing.

Several other right-wing movements also played minor
roles during this period, but they have not lasted over
time. A small right-wing breakaway of Pro Patria, the
Right-Wingers, won five seats in 1995, but the group
merged into other parties by the 1999 elections. The
right-wing nationalist Estonian Citizens, led by a retired
U.S. military officer, campaigned on an exclusionary pol-
icy toward Estonia’s Russian speakers; the party fared well
in 1992 with eight seats, but failed to win any seats by
1995 and has since disappeared. Even a semiserious pro-
monarchy group gained eight seats in the 1992 elections
but has since disappeared.

With the probusiness environment created in the early
years of Estonian independence, it was not surprising to see
a liberal movement become one of the strongest political
orientations by the mid-1990s. The Reform Party, led by
the father of the kroon and former central bank president,
Siim Kallas, pursued ultraliberal laissez-faire policies and
gained the support of the growing number of entrepre-
neurs. The party campaigned on further reduction of the tax
burden of both the public and businesses, the preservation
of liberal trade policies, and strict fiscal and monetary poli-
cies. This probusiness and tax-cutting platform earned the
Reform Party nineteen seats in the 1995 elections, as the
party worked in coalition with centrists for a part of the
election cycle. The party remained successful in the 1999
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elections, winning eighteen seats. Kallas became prime min-
ister in early 2002 in a caretaker coalition with centrists.

Since 2001 the political movement Res Publica has
turned its attention to elected office. One of the oldest po-
litical movements in Estonia, Res Publica for years resisted
transforming itself into a party; instead its members usually
ran with the like-minded Reform Party, and sometimes the
Pro Patria Union. However, the group has since risen to
challenge the established center-right with substantial
membership and funding. This “new” party managed to
craft a three-party coalition after the 2003 general elections,
making its leader, Juhan Parts, prime minister.

The evolution of the party known as the Moderates is
among the most complex and convoluted of all of the Esto-
nian political movements. The party has its roots in the
Moderates coalition from the 1992 and 1995 elections,
which linked the Estonian Social Democratic Party and the
Rural Center Party with a centrist platform; the Moderates
won twelve seats. Despite its Social Democratic back-
ground, the party remained centrist and worked closely
with the center-right; its leader, Andres Tarand, served as a
caretaker prime minister in 1994-1995 up to the general
elections. The 1995 elections also saw the Moderates lose
out due to the unpopularity of difficult reforms; they won
only six seats. In the run-up to the 1999 general elections,
the Moderates joined a coalition with the right-wing Peo-
ple’s Party, a relationship that was formalized soon after the
coalition won seventeen seats. The merger looked odd from
an ideological point of view, as the People’s Party was actu-
ally a merger of right-wing nationalist and agrarian parties,
whereas the Moderates had Social Democratic back-
grounds; the merged party remained technically loyal to the
Social Democratic banner, but worked closely with the cen-
ter-right.

The Pro Patria Union, Reform Party, and Moderates
signed a cooperation agreement before the 1999 general
elections, proposing to work together in a postelection gov-
ernment. The three lists won 53 of 101 seats, and they gave
the prime ministerial job to the Pro Patria Union leader
Mart Laar. This government, which lasted from March 1999
until January 2002, broke apart due to personality differ-
ences; however, the curious aspect was that it represented
the three major political aftiliations of Europe: conser-
vatism, liberalism, and social democracy.

The political center in Estonia has become the major
battleground, as there are no truly left-wing parties with any
amount of substantial support. The populist Center Party, a
descendant of the Popular Front, leads the centrist move-
ments. Though often employing populist left-leaning ideas,
such as the abolition of the flat tax system, the party is far
from being truly left wing; however, the lack of a true left
wing gives the Center Party much of the natural left-wing
voter support.

Having led the independence process from within, the
Popular Front began collapsing at the restoration of inde-
pendence; it won only fifteen seats in 1992. Reconfigured
into the Center Party, the group won sixteen seats in 1995
and worked in a centrist coalition, until a scandal involving
party leader and then—interior minister Edgar Savisaar tap-

ing private conversations of his political opponents forced
them out. The party remains the main beneficiary of a lack
of left-wing parties, winning twenty-eight seats in 1999, the
largest share, but it was kept out of the government for an-
other three years until the previously mentioned center-
right coalition collapsed in early 2002.

Rural centrist groups, especially the Estonian People’s
Union, represent another strong centrist movement. Origi-
nally called the Rural People’s Union, the group continued
to gain strength with the uneven economic development
throughout the country. Despite the small share of agricul-
ture in the overall economy, there remains a significant voter
base for the rural-based party. As urban development out-
paced rural development, the party scored well in 1995 by
running with the centrist Coalition Party and other groups
(see below), winning in total forty-one seats. The Rural
People’s Union, before the 1999 elections, decided to move
beyond simply rural interests by inviting the smaller Rural
League and the Families and Pensioners Party to merge into
the new movement, to be named the People’s Union. The
party fared less well in 1999, winning just seven seats, but
managed to score an upset victory in 2001 with the elec-
tion of its founder and honorary chairman Arnold Riititel
as president. Despite modest numbers in the 2003 elections,
the People’s Union managed a place in the center-right rul-
ing coalition.

One of the most interesting cases in the center can be
seen in the rise and collapse of the Coalition Party. Origi-
nally designed as a probusiness centrist party, this “party of
power” brought together many rich businessmen to create
a stable business environment. Running in the 1992 elec-
tions as the “Safe Home” coalition, the group gained sev-
enteen seats. Rising before the 1995 elections, it teamed
together with several small parties, as well as the Rural Peo-
ple’s Union, to take a dramatic victory with forty-one
votes. The party’s Tiit Vihi and Mart Siimann held the
prime minister’s job through the entire parliamentary
cycle, but its uninspiring platform and lack of solid ideol-
ogy left the party decimated by the 1999 elections, in
which it and coalition partners won only seven seats; with
further defections of both party members and coalition
partners, the party maintained only one seat by 2001 and
formally dissolved.

Several parties have also risen as self-designated represen-
tatives of the large Russian-speaking communities in Esto-
nia, the largest being the United People’s Party. Often
several parties run in a coalition to maximize their chances
to break the 5 percent minimum barrier, a challenging task,
as many Russian-speakers choose to vote for mainstream
parties. These parties failed to gain representation in the
1992 elections, but managed to win six seats in 1995. The
same result was achieved in 1999, but with the help of the
solidly left-wing Estonian Democratic Labor Party, the re-
named Communist Party. None of the parties, including the
Democratic Labor Party and the United People’s Party, can
achieve the 5 percent minimum themselves, and their
strength remains weak. Most of these parties campaign for
the easing of citizenship and language laws, as well as in-
creased social spending. These parties, not surprisingly, do
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much better in local elections, in which non-citizens are al-
lowed to vote. However, as a sign of the maturation of pol-
itics away from ethnocentric voting, even in such local
elections the Russocentric parties have recently been
sharply down in number of seats won.

Among new Central and Eastern European democracies,
Estonia has demonstrated a relatively stable party system,
with many of the same political forces active throughout the
post-Soviet period. Considering the political evolution of
Estonia over the centuries, and especially its history in the
twentieth century, the achievements of recent years are even
more impressive. This stability of political parties has helped
to preserve a stable political system, allowing for reforms to
be pursued and maintained. This stability demonstrates the
maturity of the political system despite its youth, a very
Estonian characteristic in general.

CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

Among the small nations of the world, Estonia has one of
the most developed and diverse cultural environments.
Though “high culture,” such as literature and art, only de-
veloped in the nineteenth century, when both education
and opportunities finally opened up to Estonians, the
strength and breadth of cultural achievements for a nation
just over one million strong is enormous. Estonian cultural
figures rank among the best known, even if their Estonian
links are less frequently known.

Nothing brings out more strongly the importance of
culture in Estonia than the fact that the national awakening
of the late nineteenth century was first a cultural awaken-
ing. That awakening was, however, only the beginning; the
period of independence between the world wars was the
catalyst for a newly found creativity throughout the entire
population. The 1925 establishment of the Kultuurkapital
(Cultural Endowment Fund) helped to fund a new genera-
tion in all areas of culture, ranging from the already strong
field of literature to the developing genre of cinematogra-
phy. Various professional associations, such as the Estonian
Writers Association and the Estonian Academic Society of
Composers, also formed to increase activity in the individ-
ual genres.

The invasion of the Soviet Red Army in 1940 decimated
Estonian culture; many figures were imprisoned or killed.
Many of the most prominent figures were denied permis-
sion to work. Others also fled overseas, a large number con-
gregating in the capital of Estonian culture in exile,
Stockholm. Although these émigrés continued the tradition
of Estonian culture, the predominant theme of many of
these works had to do with the ordeal of exile, the longing
to return home, and opposition to the Soviet occupation
and its installed regime.

Though the Soviets attempted to halt cultural develop-
ment for a significant period of time through censorship
and repression of creativity among Estonians, the cultural
achievements of the nation continued. Many ingenious, cre-
ative minds worked around the censors in imaginative ways,
and audiences became used to reading between the lines,
focusing on the imagery. It is of little surprise that the

restoration of independence process was led by cultural fig-
ures who attempted to create a second national awakening.
The role of culture in the fight for freedom cannot be un-
derestimated.

Today Estonian culture is enjoying a renaissance, and at
the same time it is facing a crossroads. The country’s restored
freedom, which has also meant the reinstatement of the
Kultuurkapital, has led to a new generation of cultural fig-
ures finding ways to express themselves. The continuing in-
ternationalization of pop culture, however, especially in the
form of the influence of Hollywood and other forms of
American culture, has presented a major challenge to this
new generation. They face a hard choice: they can remain
true to their roots, they can enter this international culture,
or, the biggest challenge, they can attempt to bring the two
together. In any case, the success of Estonian culture in the
first decade of restored independence has given this new
generation the energy and determination to bring Estonia
fully back into the mainstream of the Western world.

LITERATURE

Of the various forms of culture in Estonia, literature has
perhaps the most fascinating development, and the develop-
ment that can be described in most detail. The growth of
literature has paralleled the country’s development in many
ways, ranging from the national awakening movement to
the various ups and downs the country faced over the years.

Though the first printed text in the Estonian language—
translated catechisms—appeared in the early 1500s, it took
several more centuries for Estonian literature to develop
fully. One of the best early pieces of literature came as a
1708 poem by a poet named Kisu Hans, lamenting the
sacking of Tartu in the Great Northern War, but it was only
in the 1800s that the expansion of education opportunities
for the indigenous population fostered the rapid growth of
Estonian literature. The earliest of the pioneers was Kristjan
Jaak Peterson (1801-1822), who wrote some of the earliest
Estonian poems before his untimely death; however, his
work was only revealed decades after his passing.

The Estonian Learned Society was founded in 1838 to
promote knowledge of Estonia in various areas, including
language and literature. The society helped to coordinate
activities by Estonian scholars of both native and foreign
origin, including the increasing study of Estonian folk cul-
ture. Though most of the learned societies of the time were
German, and the Estonian Learned Society membership
was composed chiefly of German so-called Estophiles, there
were several Estonians among the group. Among them were
two Estonian doctors who changed the course of Estonian
literature: Friedrich Robert Fachlmann (1798-1850) and
Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald (1803—1882).

Through the society, the two doctors began collecting
folklore from around Estonia and the Estonian parts of
Livonia. Oral literature had been an important part of folk
culture, and this compilation was the first effort aimed at its
recording. When Faehlmann died, Kreutzwald took over the
task and began compiling the material into the national
epic, Kalevipoeg (Son of Kalev). With creative additions and



CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 91

influence from the Finnish national epic, Kalevala,
Kreutzwald completed the epic—the first major piece of
literature in Estonian. Due to censorship issues, the compi-
lation was published only in 1862 in Finland.

Kalevipoeg is a tale of the complex character from whom
the epic takes its name, a character who symbolizes Estonia
in all its aspects—its triumpbhs, struggles, laments, and joys.
The lengthy epic, written in a poetic form using an old
Estonian folk poetry meter, focuses on both the national
struggle, chiefly against enemies symbolizing the German
crusaders, and also the personal struggle within the complex
title character. Reflecting the situation of the age, the story
ends with Kalevipoeg stuck, guarding the world from the
gates of hell, ready to return to the world some day to lib-
erate Estonia. The political symbolism used in the epic has
made it a rallying point for the various freedom movements
over the years.

The next major figure in the world of Estonian literature
is beloved poet and drama pioneer Lydia Koidula
(1843—-1886). At this point all areas of Estonian literature
began developing, leading to the creation of the Estonian
Society of Literati in 1872. The number of works in Esto-
nian increased dramatically, as the society promoted the use
of Estonian in all aspects of life. The society also played a

significant role in standardizing the spelling system for the
language, something to which both Kreutzwald and
Koidula left lasting contributions.

Much of the early literature was romantic in nature, es-
pecially in its dramatization of Estonian folk culture and tra-
ditions. The collection of folklore continued, spearheaded
by cultural leaders like Jakob Hurt (1839-1906), whose
portrait is on the ten-kroon note. However, as the political
situation of the country changed, so too did its literature.
Increasingly in subsequent years literature focused on real-
ism—often critical—and played a major role, alongside the
song festivals, in the national awakening movement.

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, a fresh crop
of Estonian literary talent had entered the scene, taking full
advantage of the opportunities created by trailblazers like
Koidula and Kreutzwald. Many poets emerged, such as
Juhan Liiv (1864—1913), who could create beautiful passages
about nature and with equal ease craft the most intense
symbolism in his patriotic poems, despite the massive op-
pression of the Russification years in the 1880s. Another
genre in which major progress was made was historical nov-
els, such as the 1880 book Tasuja (The Avenger) by Eduard
Bornhdhe (1862-1932), depicting the (much romanticized)
1343 St. George’s Day uprising. The 1902 story based on

Lydia Koidula

ater), which Koidula and her family also founded.

by Koidula’s portrait.

ne of the most fascinating cultural figures in Estonia is the beloved poet Lydia Koidula, whose beautiful po-
Oetry remains as popular and relevant as ever nearly 150 years after its writing.

Rarely can a nation claim a nineteenth-century female poet as its most beloved national poet. Born in 1843 in
the town of Vindra, Koidula received an enlightened upbringing from her well-known father, the pioneering news-
paper founder and author of the national anthem, Johann Voldemar Jannsen. Koidula took advantage of the pio-
neering secondary girls’ school founded in Pirnu in the 1850s and trained to be a teacher.

Though busy with work at her father’s newspaper, Koidula began serious creative writing in the 1860s, ranging
from short stories to poems. One collection of her early poems, Emajoe 66bik (The Nightingale of the Emajogi),
showed both the lyrical quality of her prose and the passionate patriotism she could invoke through words. Koidula
became known as the premiere national poet, overcoming most gender barriers that hindered her work.

Many of her poems were set to music during the national song festivals, which she and her family helped to or-
ganize. “Mu isamaa on minu arm’” (My Homeland is My Love), accompanied by various tunes over the decades, re-
mains an unofficial anthem for the Estonian nation, and even became the emotional focal point of the Singing
Revolution more than a century later, as Estonia moved to regain independence.

Koidula also established Estonian drama, writing the first original staged play in Estonian: Saaremaa onupoeg (The
Saaremaa Cousin). The play was first performed in 1870 at the pioneering Vanemuine Cultural Society (later The-

Koidula left Estonia after marrying a military physician in the mid-1870s, moving to Kronstadt, near St. Peters-
burg. She continued her writing until her premature death in 1886. Later her remains were returned to Estonia to
be buried among the nation’s most prominent figures in the Forest Cemetery in Tallinn.

Reverence for Koidula among the Estonian nation is clearly noticeable, nor is it limited to their love for “Mu
isamaa on minu arm.” Her poetry remains popular, and her role in the history of Estonian literature—establishing
the long tradition of Estonian drama and national poetry—makes her among the most important figures in the evo-
lution of Estonian culture. This public reverence is also clearly evident on the 100-kroon banknote, which is graced
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the 1858 Mabhtra uprising, Mahtra séda (The Mahtra War) was
among the most important works of writer Eduard Vilde
(1865—-1933), the first truly successful Estonian novelist.

At the start of the twentieth century, with the harshest
Russification campaigns ending and social turmoil appear-
ing, a new generation of literary figures emerged to con-
tinue the national movement. In 1905 the Noor-Eesti
(Young Estonia) movement was formed, bringing together
the efforts of some of the most gifted writers of the new
century. The main principle Noor-Eesti followed was “Let
us be Estonians, but also become Europeans,” emphasizing
that Estonian culture had to take its rightful place among
other high European cultures. One of the leading figures of
Noor-Eesti was the poet Gustav Suits (1883—1956), best
known for his 1905 volume Elu tuli (Life’s Fire), which
played a major role in modernizing Estonian poetry. An-
other of the movements leaders was master storyteller
Friedebert Tuglas (1886—1971), who produced popular
short stories one after another, as well as becoming one of
the leading literary critics of the land. The contributions of
the Noor-Eesti to the literary world were major, including
the works of linguist Johannes Aavik (1880-1973), who
modernized the Estonian language. The 1905 Russian Rev-
olution drove many members of the socially conscious
Noor-Eesti out of the country, and their travels around the
world expanded their horizons even further. The Estonian
Literary Society was created in 1907, and the publication of
the first Estonian literary journal, Eesti kirjandus (Estonian
literature) had begun a year earlier.

The quality of Estonian literature continued to improve
in the early years of the twentieth century. Oskar Luts
(1887—-1953) created one of the lasting classics of Estonian
literature in 1912, with his tale of school life, Kevade
(Spring), and poet Ernst Enno (1875-1934) expanded the
scope of Estonian poetry into more exotic themes. Drama
also became even more popular, with the growth of theater
companies around the country, and August Kitzberg
(1855—1927) became one of the leading playwrights, espe-
cially with his 1912 tragedy, Libahunt (The Werewolf).

The establishment of independent Estonia gave Estonian
literature the further ability to develop without the threat of
censorship, and the plethora of authors created a rich array
of works in all disciplines and topics during the two decades
of independence between the world wars. One of the ear-
liest movements of this period was Siuru (Wonderbird),
formed already in 1917, which included the poet and
Nobel Literature Prize nominee Marie Under (1883—
1980), who experimented controversially with eroticism, as
well as Henrik Visnapuu (1890-1951), who possessed a gift
for constructing lyrical verse as well as potent imagery. The
establishment of the Estonian Writers Union in 1922, as
well as the Kultuurkapital (Cultural Endowment Fund),
helped to develop literature even further.

The indisputably most excellent literary work of the in-
dependence period is the five-part epic Téde ja oigus (Truth
and Justice) by Anton-Hansen Tammsaare (1878-1940), de-
picting the conflict between truth and justice experienced
by a family over the years of the national awakening. Tamm-
saare contributed several other major novels in this era, such

as the fantastic but fun Porgupdhja uus Vanapagan (The New
Devil of Porgupdhja) and the relationship-focused Elu ja
armastus (Life and Love), making him the best-known nov-
elist in Estonian literature and winning him the honor of
appearing on the twenty-five-kroon note. Another giant
among the large number of gifted novelists was August
Gailit (1891-1960), with his grotesque fantasy Purpurne
surm (The Purple Death) and his international hit Toomas
Nipernaadi. Many others left major works during this pe-
riod, including the so-called Tallinn trilogy by Karl Ristikivi
(1912-1977), the opposing rural trilogy by Albert Kivikas
(1898-1978), the psychological work Armukadedus (Jeal-
ousy) by Johannes Semper (1892—1970), and the coastal
folktale Oitsev meri (The Blossoming Sea) by August Milk
(1900-1987).

All aspects of literature flourished in this period, especially
poetry. Alongside the old masters from the Noor-Eesti pe-
riod and the younger generation of Siuru, other poets like
the left-wing thinker Johannes Vares (1890-1946; known as
Barbarus) and Betty Alver (1906—1989) also emerged. Un-
fortunately, Vares was used as a puppet for the Soviet occu-
pation authorities and committed suicide in 1946, after
seeing the true nature of Soviet communism. Drama also
continued to grow in popularity, with the satirical plays of
Hugo Raudsepp (1883—1952) playing a major role.

The Soviet occupation and World War II wreaked havoc
on the Estonian literary world. Several of the authors men-
tioned above, Raudsepp, for example, among them, died
after being deported to Siberia, and others were prohibited
from publishing or placed in some form of internal exile
(Tuglas and Alver among others). A great number, however,
fled overseas (Suits, Under, Gailit, Milk, Ristikivi, Visnapuu,
and more), many finding a base in Stockholm. They con-
tinued to publish overseas, though the focus had now
shifted to issues relating to their exile, and their works were
not available back in Estonia. The few works that emerged
in Estonia in the following years were tainted heavily by
dogma and imposed communist sympathies.

Only the death of Stalin and the coming of the thaw pe-
riod made it possible for Estonian literature to be revived. A
new generation of writers and poets took advantage of this
opportunity. Poetry saw a major revival with the coming of
this new group, including Nobel Literature Prize nominee
Jaan Kaplinski (b. 1941), who experimented with exotic
oriental concepts, Paul-Eerik Rummo (b. 1942), Hando
Runnel (b. 1936), a master at patriotic works in an era of
harsh censorship, and Juhan Viiding (1948-1995; also
known as Jiiri Udi), the most playful and darkly symbolic of
the group. The latter two have become even more popular
over the years, as many of their poems have been turned
into pop and rock songs. Drama also regained its popular-
ity, with one of the best known being Nimetu saar (The
Nameless Island) by playwright and poet Artur Alliksaar
(1923-1966). Many of the poets faced repression and cen-
sorship throughout the Soviet occupation, especially in the
stagnant 1970s, when Russification intensified.

However, the most celebrated writer of that time and up
to the present day is Jaan Kross (b. 1920), a perennial nom-
inee for the Nobel Prize in Literature. A victim of both So-
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viet and Nazi captivity, Kross has been a prolific poet, nov-
elist, and short story writer for a half century. He is best
known for his historical novels, especially the internation-
ally acclaimed 1978 Keisri hull (The Tsar’s Madman), about
a German baron and his “madness” in pushing the Russian
tsar toward reform. Kross is the only Estonian author with
several novels and short stories in English translation, and his
work has earned him critical praise in many of the world’s
most prominent literary reviews.

With independence regained, Estonian literature is again
experiencing a renaissance. The old masters, such as Kross,
continue to produce masterpieces, and the work of the exile
community has been discovered and merged into the over-
all literature pool. At the same time, a new generation of
writers is again emerging, including the brilliant young
writer Andrus Kivirdhk (b. 1970), giving literature an infu-
sion of fresh blood. If the quality of the literature of the pre-
vious independence period is any indication, then the
future of Estonian literature is indeed bright.

ART

Many forms of culture flourished in Estonia during periods
when native Estonians were given no opportunity to take
part, art being a prime example. Some of the masters of the
European art world left exquisite examples of their work in
Estonia, especially the most famous Tallinn churches. For
example, the paintings by Bernd Notke (1436-1509) and
Hermen Rode (1430-1504) at the Niguliste (St. Nicholas)
Church are among the most memorable pieces in the coun-
try today. Tallinn-born Michel Sittow (1468—1525) became
a well-known Renaissance painter and served in the Dan-
ish royal court, with his pieces exhibited in major museums
around the world.

Only in the nineteenth century, when Estonians were
encouraged to dabble in the arts, did Estonian artists begin
to make their mark. One of the most prominent Estonian
artists of the century was Johann Koler (1826—1899), best
known for his portraits and landscape paintings. Koler
worked in the Russian imperial court in St. Petersburg, and
also played a significant role in the national awakening
movement.

With the growing national movement, Estonian art
gained in prominence, and art schools sprung up in Tallinn
and Tartu. One of the most revered artists of the period was
Kristjan Raud (1865-1943), a master of romantic imagery.
Raud is best known for his powerful illustrations in the
1935 printing of the national epic Kalevipoeg,; he is honored
on the one-kroon note. His twin brother Paul Raud (1865—
1930) was also a prominent portrait painter of the period.
Eduard Wiiralt (1898—1954) became the best-known Esto-
nian graphic artist, winning acclaim throughout Europe
with his illustrations.

Estonian sculpting was founded by August Weizenberg
(1837-1921), who created some of the most stunning fig-
ures of history and legend. Amandus Adamson (1855—
1954), famous for the Russalka memorial in Tallinn, is best
known for his patriotic monuments; unfortunately most were
destroyed by the Soviet authorities after the occupation.

The painting Joonas (Jonah) by Jiiri Arrak, which depicts the biblical
story, has become a symbol of Estonia’s escape from Russia. (Juri
Arrak/Artists Rights Society, New York/EAU, Tallinn)

The occupation crippled the art world for a period until
a new generation appeared. Among the rich and diverse
group of artists in Estonia today, one of the best known and
most memorable is Juri Arrak (b. 1936), who boasts one of
the most instantaneously recognizable styles in the world
today. Blending myth and fantasy, Arrak has created scores of
powerful images, ranging from the thought-provoking to
the fear-evoking; he conjures up powerful emotions in his
works. His works have been exhibited all around the world
to major acclaim. Another of the most well-known and tal-
ented artists is Mark Kalev Kostabi (b. 1960), born to Esto-
nian exiles in California and now one of the leading figures
of the New York contemporary art scene. His works are ex-
hibited in world-famous galleries such as the Metropolitan
Museum of Art and the Guggenheim Museum, and is for-
ever linked to the hard rock world with the cover of the
popular “Use Your Illusion” album by rockers Guns n’
Roses.

MUSIC

Of all the arts, Estonians have experienced the most inter-
national success in music, especially in recent times. The
importance of music, especially the song festivals, in the
lives of Estonians cannot be overestimated, and the pride
the nation takes in its musical achievements is major, rang-
ing from the work of Estonia’s many world-famous figures
in classical music to the victory of Tanel Padar (b. 1980) and
Dave Benton (b. 1951) in the 2001 Eurovision Song Con-
test—the first person of African descent to have won the
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European pop contest in its forty-six-year history. (Given
that Estonia has no significant black population, for the
Caribbean-born Benton to have won the contest is testi-
mony to the openness of Estonian society.)

At the first national song festival in 1869, there was not
much Estonian-originated music. A few of the pieces, how-
ever, including settings of the poems of Lydia Koidula, were
composed by the festival’s conductor, the Estonian Alek-
sander Saebelmann-Kunileid (1845-1875). But by the turn
of the century, many of the foundations of Estonia’s musical
development, such as the first symphony orchestra in 1900,
had been laid.

Many of the early pioneers of Estonian composition
were educated in Russia by some of the biggest Russian
names in classical music. Rudolf Tobias (1873—-1918) was a
pivotal figure in Estonian music, composing some of the
earliest major Estonian pieces, including the mammoth
1909 oratorio Des Jonah Sendung (Jonah’s mission), based on
the Biblical story of Jonah and the whale. Tobias is honored
on the fifty-kroon banknote. His contemporary, another pi-
oneer in developing the oratorio tradition, was Artur Kapp
(1878-1952), especially with his 1931 Hiiob, based on the
Biblical story of Job. Also from the St. Petersburg school was
the grand old lady of Estonian music, Miina Hirma (1864—
1941), best known for organ works and choral pieces, as
well as her conducting.

The early twentieth century saw Estonian composers
achieving firsts for their nation. Artur Lemba (1885-1963)
created some of the earliest and most lasting operatic and
symphonic works, while Cyrillus Kreek (1889-1962) fo-
cused on folk motifs, an approach that also brought success
to future generations of Estonian composers. Eugen Kapp
(1908-1996), son of pioneering composer and music pro-
fessor Artur Kapp, also created some of the best-known bal-
lets and operas of the era, and Gustav Ernesaks (1908—1993)
created some of the most memorable patriotic choral
pieces, which played a major role in the Singing Revolution
decades later. Heino Eller (1887—1970) was a prominent
composer and teacher, responsible for producing the next
generation of composers that put Estonia on the world’s
musical map.

The best known of Eller’s students is Arvo Pirt (b. 1935),
one of the most famous figures in today’s classical music
scene. His passion for religious choral music, seen in such
works as the 1994 Litany and the 1982 St. John’s Passion, has
made his pieces some of the most sought-after in the world
today.

Another of Eller’s students is Eduard Tubin (1905-1982),
the best-known traditional symphonist from Estonia. His
ten (plus one unfinished) symphonies have been frequently
performed in Northern Europe, and his pieces have contin-
ued to gain popularity years after his death. Tubin fled Es-

Dancers take part in a traditional folk dance festival. (Courtesy of Rein Linask)
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tonia at the onset of the Soviet occupation, producing many
of his finest works in exile in Stockholm.

Two of Eller’s other students who played major roles in
perpetuating the teaching tradition are Lepo Sumera
(1950-2000), an excellent symphonist who also pioneered
the use of electronics in classical music, and Jaan Riits (b.
1932), whose flexibility and ingenuity has made his mate-
rial, including his works for piano, popular among musi-
cians. These two figures played a major role in the
development of the next generation of Estonian composers.

Another of Estonia’s best-known contemporary com-
posers is Veljo Tormis (b. 1930), a pioneer in Estonian choral
music, especially in his inclusion of ancient themes and mo-
tifs, as well as the folk traditions of various Finno-Ugric
peoples. His 1972 Curse upon Iron conjures up feelings of the
supernatural, while his six-part cycle Forgotten Peoples, writ-
ten over two decades starting in the early 1970s, is based on
the motifs of folk melodies from the smallest Finno-Ugric
nations, such as the Livonians and Vepsians.

The new generation of composers, such as the rhythmic
Raimo Kangro (b. 1949) and the exotic Peeter Vihi (b.
1955), have also made significant breakthroughs in bringing
Estonian music to the rest of the world. The most promi-
nent of the new generation, however, is Erkki-Sven Ttiiir (b.
1959), who is today one of the most sought-after composers
all over the world. His flexibility in style and ingenuity in
approach made his pieces, especially the experimental Ar-
chitectonics chamber cycle, among the most popular through-
out the classical music world. He has also composed various
symphonies and in 2001 premiered an opera based on the
life of Raoul Wallenberg, the heroic Swedish diplomat who
saved the lives of Jews during the Holocaust. Titir’s origin
as a symphonic rock musician in the band In Spe gives his
music a further experimental, and thus exciting, aspect.

Alongside the many famous Estonian composers in
today’s musical world, Estonia has also produced many of
the most active and recorded conductors. The most fa-
mous among this group is Neeme Jirvi (b. 1937), who is
among the most prolific conductors in major classical
recordings today, taking the baton for hundreds of record-
ings in the past two decades. He has led some of the most
famous orchestras in the world, such as the Royal Scottish
Orchestra, the Gothenburg Symphony Orchestra, and,
since 1990, the Detroit Symphony Orchestra. His children
have also followed in his footsteps and become interna-
tional stars in the music world: Paavo (b. 1962) is the music
director at the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra and one
of the most in-demand guest conductors in the world;
daughter Maarika (b. 1964) is one of the top flautists in
Europe today; and Kristjan (b. 1972) is another in-demand
conductor and music director of the adventurous Absolute
Ensemble.

Another of Estonia’s best-known conductors 1s Eri Klas
(b. 1939), principal conductor and music director of a series
of top European orchestras and operas, popular for his en-
ergetic and animated style. And continuing the tradition of
choral music, Estonia’s Ténu Kaljuste (b. 1953) is among the
worldwide leaders in this field, responsible for many of the
top choral recordings over the past two decades.

Estonia has also produced successful musicians in other
genres, ranging from folk to rock, from pop to jazz. The rock
music scene in Estonia was seen as the strongest within the
Soviet empire, experimenting with a combination of West-
ern influences and homegrown ideas. The rock band Ruja,
formed in 1971, helped to create a truly Estonian rock scene.
Rock singers Ivo Linna, with his band Rock Hotel, and
Tonis Migi, both with unique and powerful voices, have
been on the forefront of Estonian popular music for several
decades, while blues rock group Ultima Thule have been the
best-known live act for many years. Even the experimental
and provocative punk band Propeller had an effect on the
beginnings of the Singing Revolution during its brief exis-
tence. Estonia also pioneered progressive rock in the former
Soviet world with the aforementioned Ruja, as well as the
groundbreaking symphonic rock of Mess and In Spe, the lat-
ter mentioned above as the brainchild of today’s classical
music genius, Erkki-Sven Tiiir.

Estonian pop music has increasingly taken on foreign in-
fluences, especially in recent years. Europop and techno, as
well as rap and grunge, are all popular styles. Alongside
many of the crooners of the older generation, the symbol of
modern Estonian pop music is Maarja-Liis Ilus (b. 1980),
boasting a voice of power and emotion and bringing her
two entries to the Eurovision Song Contest to among the
top. Many of Estonia’s pop and rock acts are crossing bor-
ders to play in nearby countries.

Overall, Estonian music can be considered the nation’s
best export. For such a small nation, Estonia has produced
scores of world-famous musicians, composers, and conduc-
tors, and international interest in Estonia has grown expo-
nentially because of its proud musical tradition.

FILM

Cinematography in Estonia has a surprisingly long history
and has compiled a rich and diverse collection of works
over the past century. Since the first folk documentary made
at the end of the nineteenth century by Johannes Piisuke
(1892—-1918) and the first short feature film, Karujaht Pir-
numaal (A Bear Hunt in Pirnu County) in 1916, the genre
has developed into a small but strong means of expression
for Estonia’s cinematographers.

The costs involved in filmmaking, however, kept the
genre rather limited during the interwar independence pe-
riod, with only a limited number surviving from that period.
Even back then, foreign films made the most impact on the
public; nevertheless, Estonia did contribute actress Miliza
Korjus (1909-1980) to the booming Hollywood film indus-
try. Many budding film studios disappeared due to financial
problems, and the creation of a national film institution came
only in the 1930s authoritarian period. The first major fig-
ure of Estonian cinematography was Theodor Luts
(1896—1980), though the nature of the Estonian market took
Luts to a successful career across the Gulf in Helsinki. Still,
he was responsible for major Estonian works such as the
1927 patriotic feature film Noored kotkad (Young Eagles).

Ironically, the cinema industry in Estonia took oft only
during the Soviet period. With the state film studio becoming
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Ruja: Estonia’s Rock Band
hough rather underexamined, the rock music scene has played a significant role in the social evolution of
I Estonia, especially during the latter half of the Soviet occupation. With the slow permeation of rock music
from the West (such as the Beatles), a small rock scene began to develop in the 1960s. However, the first true
Estonian rock band came into being in 1971, in the form of Ruja. For nearly two decades after their founding, Ruja
reigned as the most influential rock band in the country, in both musical and social terms.

Started in 1971 with the goal of creating a specifically Estonian rock band, Ruja focused on strong music and
strong lyrics in Estonian. Poems written by some of the country’s top poets of the past and present were skillfully
woven into increasingly complex musical compositions by bandleader and keyboardist Rein Rannap. The band rap-
idly gained popularity over the 1970s, even as Margus Kappel replaced Rannap, while the band’s music evolved and
joined the complex world of progressive rock. Some of the material of this era rivaled the work of famous contem-
poraries in the genre like Yes and Emerson, Lake and Palmer. The unique guitar work of Jaanus Nogisto and the
emotional but powerful vocals of Urmas Alender created the trademark Ruja sound.

The band faced various forms of official repression, ranging from banning their activities to arrest. Periodically,
their pieces were banned, and, though recorded, were not released. It was not until 1980 that officials allowed the
release of a four-track EP (a short album), now a major collector’s item. The Ruja of the 1970s most prominently
used the lyrics of controversial poet Juhan Viiding (who also used the pseudonym Jiiri Udi) to express some of the
pent-up anger among the nation’s youth.

That anger spilled over at the beginning of the 1980s as Russification campaigns, aimed at fostering Russian culture
at the expense of Estonian, increased. Ruja transformed its sound, with Rannap back in the band, for a more simplis-
tic style that quickly propelled them back to the top.Taking advantage of the growing public discontent, Ruja used var-
ious styles of music, including pop, rock, folk, and reggae, among others, to bring the words of beat poet Ott Arder to
the yearning public. Tens of thousands of Estonians went to Ruja concerts as they performed their anthem, “Eile nigin
ma Eestimaad!” (“Yesterday I saw Estonia!”), a sharply written song with heavy critical overtones directed against the
Soviet system. Many of the seeds of the Singing Revolution of the latter half of the 1980s were planted during this
short period, with Ruja becoming the focal point of youth discontent and collective emotional expression.

The frequent member changes led to further problems within the band in the mid-1980s. Though new key-
boardist Igor Garsnek brought a new and complex flavor to the music, to the delight of its legion of fans, the band
began to fall apart from within. Tension was exacerbated by a KGB-trained provocateur who served as the band’s
manager, and the band loss much of its Estonian appeal by trying to crack the Russian market, even singing in Rus-
sian. Ironically the founding principle of the band, its opposition to the Soviet system, led to its collapse in 1988.
Though Ruja played a major role in sowing the seeds of the Singing Revolution, it had self-destructed by the time
of the protests. Some of the band’s members fled overseas to escape increased repression during the last years of So-
viet rule.

A decade after the band’s collapse, Ruja again made history by releasing the first boxed set in Estonian music his-
tory, a five-CD compendium of their entire career. This is the lasting legacy of the band, as reunion would be im-
possible. Urmas Alender, the voice and soul of the band for its entire history, was among the 851 killed in the tragic
sinking of the ferry Estonia in September 1994. However, Ruja lives on in the hearts of hundreds of thousands of
Estonians, young and old, who remember the impact this ambitious rock band had on their lives and their country.

known as Tallinnfilm, the studio produced many memorable
local classics, as well as developing the overall quality and
professionalism of the industry. Some of the features in the
1960s and 1970s adapted well-known pieces of literature,
though many are original and even quietly challenging to
the ideas of Soviet domination. Some of the best known
from this period are the 1969 Viimane reliikvia (The Last
Relic) and 1983 cult favorite Hukkunud alpinisti hotell
(Hotel of the Perished Alpinist), directed by Grigori Kro-

manov (1926—1984), as well as adaptations of literary pieces
by Kaljo Kiisk (b. 1925).

However, the field of documentary filmmaking was the
area in which Estonian artists found the most success dur-
ing the Soviet period. Mark Soosaar (b. 1946) became the
most celebrated among the documentary filmmakers, with
an intense and fascinating focus on individuals. His 1973
Kihnu naine (The Woman from Kihnu) won the top award
in Italy, while his 1997 Isa, poeg ja piiha toorum (Father, Son,
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and Holy Torum) took honors in Paris and San Francisco.
Another well-loved documentary maker is Lennart Meri (b.
1929), the first president of Estonia after the restoration of
independence (1992-2001), who made fascinating films
about the cultures of small ethnic groups. His Linnutee tu-
uled (Winds of the Milky Way) was critically acclaimed
around the world, even winning an award in New York.

Perhaps the best-known area of Estonian cinematogra-
phy is animation, in which Estonians have won various in-
ternational awards and critical acclaim. The person who
personifies this success is Priit Pirn (b. 1946), responsible for
many of the country’s top animation films since the 1970s.
His first film, the 1977 Kas maakera on iimmargune? (Is the
Earth Round?) brought him into the genre; he also worked
as a graphic artist and caricaturist. His subsequent films
earned international praise, including the 1984 Aeg maha
(Time Out), which earned top awards at film and animation
festivals in Bulgaria, Portugal, and Spain. His 1987 Eine
murul (Luncheon on the Grass) drew even greater acclaim,
winning top recognition in various film festivals in Aus-
tralia, Portugal, and elsewhere. His 1995 film 1895 won still
more acclaim in far-flung festivals in Korea and Canada. But
his masterpiece must be the 1998 Porgandite 66 (Night of the
Carrots), which won animation awards in Canada and the
United States and 1s recognized as one of the top animation
films of the decade.

The Estonian film industry faced difficult financial times
with the restoration of independence, but the innovations,
such as the interesting 1993 black-and-white-turned-color
Tallinn pimeduses (Darkness in Tallinn), have continued. The
Black Nights film festival, held since 1997, has also helped
budding filmmakers expose their material to the interna-
tional film world. Hollywood films dominate the market
today, and those in the local cinematography industry are
learning to find a niche for their material.

SPORTS

The achievements of Estonian athletes through the years
have been tremendous for such a small country. Though its
climate would obviously favor winter sports, success has
been achieved in all areas, ranging from cross-country ski-
ing to track and field, from cycling to wrestling.

One excellent indication of Estonian sporting success
can be seen by its number of medals in the Olympic games
through the vyears: twenty-eight (including nine gold
medals). This count is only indicative of Estonia’s success as
an independent competitor; it does not include the numer-
ous medals won during both the late tsarist era and the half-
century of Soviet occupation.

Early Estonian success came in strength-related events,
such as wrestling and weightlifting. The first ever medal by
an Estonian came at the 1912 Stockholm summer games, as
Greco-Roman wrestler Martin Klein (1886—1947) won a
silver medal after a nearly twelve-hour match against his
Finnish semifinal competitor left him too exhausted for the
final. It was in the 1920 Antwerp summer games that Esto-
nians competed under their own flag for the first time, with
resounding success, bringing home three medals. Alfred

Neuland (1895-1966) brought back Estonia’s first gold
medal, in weightlifting, while silvers were won in the
marathon and in weightlifting.

Olympic success continued at the 1924 Paris summer
games, bringing back six medals. Eduard Plitsep
(1898-1960) brought home a gold for Greco-Roman
wrestling, while Neuland this time brought home a silver
for weightlifting. Four bronze medals—two for weightlift-
ing, one for wrestling, and one for decathlon—were also
won. The Estonian soccer team also took part, losing to the
United States 0—1. The 1928 Amsterdam summer games
also brought success with five medals. Freestyle wrestler and
later two-time U.S. champion Osvald Kipp (1905-1995)
and Greco-Roman wrestler Voldemar Vali (1903—-1997)
brought home golds, alongside one silver for weightlifting,
and bronzes won for Greco-Roman wrestling and sailing.
The worldwide economic depression made Estonian par-
ticipation in the 1932 Los Angeles games limited, and no
medals were won there.

However, it was at the controversial 1936 Munich sum-
mer games that Estonia found its most successful games,
winning five medals, including two golds by master wrestler
Kristjan Palusalu (1908-1987). Palusalu thus became the first
and only wrestler in Olympic history to win the heavy-
weight wrestling events in both Greco-Roman and freestyle,
going down in the record books. (He also managed to escape
Soviet captivity twice, escaping from Russia back to Esto-
nia.) Silvers were won in freestyle wrestling and boxing,
while bronzes were won in wrestling and weightlifting.

During the half-century Soviet occupation, Estonian
athletes competed with the Soviet team and won various
medals. The sailing events of the controversial 1980
Moscow summer games, boycotted by the West, were held
at the Pirita suburb of Tallinn. It was only in the 1992
Barcelona summer games that Estonian athletes were al-
lowed to compete under their own flag, bringing home one
gold in cycling and a bronze in sailing. The gold medal win-
ner, cyclist Erika Salumie (b. 1962), had been the dominant
track cyclist in the world in the 1980s, winning several
world championships and the gold (as part of the Soviet
team) in the 1988 Seoul summer games. Estonia had its
worst showing ever at the 1996 Atlanta summer games, with
no medals at all. The 2000 Sydney summer games brought
home three medals, including two bronze medals in the un-
likely event of judo. Decathlete Erki Nool (b. 1970) won a
gold medal and took his place among the best athletes of
the world.

Ironically Estonia found much less success in the winter
games, winning no medals during the interwar period. There
were some wins during the Soviet occupation, and then Es-
tonia won its first three winter medals at the 2002 Salt Lake
City winter games. One of the top cross-country skiers in
the world, Andrus Veerpalu (b. 1971), brought home a gold
and a silver, while his countryman Jaak Mae (b. 1972)
brought home a bronze, also in cross-country skiing.

Outside of the Olympics, some Estonian athletes are
world-famous in their sports. Cross-country skier Kristina
Smigun (b. 1977) is among the top competitors, winning
various events in the international circuit. Jane Salumie (b.
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Estonia’s Erki Nool carries his nation’s flag after winning the gold
medal in the men’s decathlon at the Sydney Olympic Games, 28
September 2000. (Reuters/Corbis)

1968) has won various marathons around the world, in-
cluding the 2000 Los Angeles Marathon. Budding tennis
star Kaia Kanepi (b. 1985) is one of the highest-ranking jun-
ior players, winning the junior French Open in 2001. Bas-
ketball player Martin Miitirsepp (b. 1974) was surprisingly
picked in the first round of the 1996 NBA draft by Utah,
while World Rally driver Markko Mirtin (b. 1975) is one of
the sport’s rising stars. Cyclist Jaan Kirsipuu (b. 1969) has
won several stages of the Tour de France in recent years. Es-
tonia’s soccer players have also found success in some of the
top leagues around the world; of these, the most prominent
is goalkeeper Mart Poom (b. 1972), who played with Derby
County of the English Premiere League and is often called
the best technical goalkeeper in England.

One of the most celebrated of all sporting figures in Es-
tonia is chess master Paul Keres (1916—1975). Keres became
one of the top players in the world for a remarkably long
time, from the 1930s up to his death in 1975. Though he
never achieved the title of world champion, partially be-
cause of the disruption caused by World War II, Keres re-
mained one of the most feared challengers for the title for
nearly four decades. He was recognized through his play

and the books he wrote as one of the top chess strategists in
the world, and he is honored by a tournament named for
him in Vancouver and by his portrait on the Estonian five-
kroon note—probably the only chess master on any bank-
note in the world.

Sports remain one of the most important aspects of the
lives of Estonians, as its athletes join the most competitive
circuits around the world. With regained freedom, the abil-
ity for Estonian athletes to compete with the best around
the world, under their own flag, keeps the flame of athletic
excellence alive in the country.

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

The world of science and technology has played an impor-
tant role in developments in Estonia, as the small northern
European nation has sought to carve itself a niche. Ever
since the creation of Tartu University in 1632, Estonia has
contributed to the understanding of our natural world in
various areas.

Due to the social situation in Estonia over the centuries,
many of the most renowned figures to emerge from Tartu
University were of Baltic German extraction, mostly from
the nobility. Higher education opportunities were for the
most part unavailable to Estonians until the nineteenth cen-
tury. Nevertheless, Estonians today still take pride in the
many German scientists who called Estonia home over the
years. Tartu University and its research institutions have
been outstanding centers of research for centuries. For ex-
ample, the founding of the Tdravere Observatory in 1824
saw the installation of the largest telescope in the world, and
the Tartu University Clinics, founded in 1802, became a re-
gional center for medical innovations.

One of the most famous scientific figures in Estonian his-
tory 1s Karl Ernst von Baer (1792-1876), who pioneered the
science of modern embryology. Born into a noble family in
Jarva region, Baer became one of the most renowned re-
searchers in the biological sciences in the German academic
world. Many of his greatest accomplishments came at the
University of Konigsberg, during his appointment as profes-
sor of both zoology (1821) and of anatomy (1826). Baer also
founded the zoological museum in the Prussian imperial
city. However, Baer is best known for his 1826 discovery of
the mammal ovum (which of course includes the human
ovum), a discovery that, along with his subsequent research
and publications, created the foundations of modern embry-
ology. Baer is remembered fondly in Estonian scientific his-
tory, and his portrait graces the two-kroon note.

Another of Estonia’s most renowned scientific figures is
the surgeon Werner Zoege von Manteuftel (1857-1920),
who brought hygiene into surgery by pioneering the use of
rubber gloves. Earlier surgeons generally used bare hands to
perform operations. This change in practice by the Esto-
nian-born German noble, working at the prestigious Tartu
University Clinics, helped to modernize surgical medicine.
Another famous medical name from Estonia was Alexander
Schmidt (1831-1894), who formulated theories on blood
coagulation and transfusion, becoming one of the pioneers
of hematology.
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Tartu University was a center of excellence in chemistry
during the nineteenth century. One of its most prominent
students was the Riga-born Wilhelm Ostwald (1853—1932),
winner of the 1909 Nobel Prize in Chemistry. Ostwald
played a major part in the development of both physical
chemistry and electrochemistry, and formulated a well-
known law on diffusion. Physicist Moritz Hermann Jacobi
(1801-1874) discovered electroforming and the subfield of
galvanoplastics with his experiments, and Ivan Kondakov
(1857-1931) made one of the first major advancements in
1901 in polymerization, a step toward the invention of syn-
thetic rubber.

The strength of the astronomy program at Tartu, with the
installment of the largest telescope in the world at the time,
brought many high-quality researchers. The director of the
Toravere Observatory, Friedrich Georg Wilhelm Struve
(1793—-1864), made a pioneering study of the stars by mea-
suring the distance to the star Vega. Struve also made signif-
icant advances in the study of double stars and contributed
greatly to their cataloguing. The binary pair Struve 2398
was named after the pioneering astronomer.

With the gradual availability of higher education oppor-
tunities for Estonians starting in the nineteenth century, Es-
tonians themselves soon became world renowned in various
scientific disciplines. Independence finally turned Tartu
University into an Estonian institution, but its high quality
and rigorous standards of scientific research continued.

One of the best-known Estonian scientists is the as-
tronomer Ernst Julius Opik (1893-1985), who pioneered
many different areas within his discipline. Researching at
Tartu’s famous Toravere Observatory, Opik furthered the
research of his predecessor Struve by discovering a method-
ology to accurately estimate nebulae distance, a method that
was proven accurate later by Edwin Hubble. Both Struve
and Opik helped the astronomy world rethink the size of
the universe by their breakthroughs. Opik, during his long
career, also discovered White Dwarves in 1915, as well as
making a series of surprisingly accurate measurements of
distances and densities of heavenly bodies. Tragically, like
many other top Estonian scientists, when the Soviet occu-
pation came, Opik fled Estonia for the West. Nevertheless,
Opik continued his research at the Armagh Observatory in
Northern Ireland for the remainder of his life. A minor
planet is named after him. Members of his family also con-
tributed both to the sciences and to their adopted country,
with his nephew Lembit becoming a member of the British
Parliament in the 1990s. Another pioneer in astrophysics
from Tartu University was Jaan Einasto (b. 1929), who con-
tinued the work of his predecessors in studying the evolu-
tion of the universe. His research on gravitational pull in
turn developed one of the first sets of evidence for the ex-
istence of dark matter, which remains one of the most in-
triguing areas of research today. Einasto remains at the
forefront of astrophysics research in areas such as red shifts
and galaxy clusters.

Continuing with the strong traditions of chemistry ad-
vances, the independence era also featured many break-
throughs in the field. One prominent chemist was Paul
Kogerman (1891-1951), who pioneered the chemical study

The German chemist Wilhelm Ostwald (1853—1932). He was
awarded a Nobel Prize in 1909 for his work on chemical equilibrivm.
(Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis)

of oil shale, a vital resource in Estonia, and served as the last
education minister of the country before occupation (for
which he was deported to a prison camp).

Again following tradition, Tartu became a center of in-
novation in the medical field from its famous clinics. One
of the most prominent figures was Ludvig Puusepp
(1875-1942), who made some early major breakthroughs in
the delicate field of neurosurgery. Tartu-trained surgeons
have gone on and made significant advances in the treat-
ment of various diseases, including Parkinson’s Disease.

The field of linguistics also saw many specialists working
in Tartu. Many of the aforementioned literary and linguistic
figures worked at Tartu to further standardize the language.
One of the most important steps in the development of
Estonian was the compilation of the massive 1200-page
Estonian-English dictionary by Paul Saagpakk (1910—
1996), exiled from Estonia during World War II and work-
ing in a series of American universities. That dictionary is an
invaluable resource for translators today. And Russian-born
Yuri Lotman (1922—-1993) was among many Jewish aca-
demics who fled the anti-Semitism throughout the Soviet
Union to Tartu, where many gathered during the Soviet pe-
riod as refugees. Lotman founded the study of cultural
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structural semiotics, playing a major part in the advance-
ment of Russian language studies.

The most exciting development of recent years is the
founding of the Estonian Genome Foundation, which in
2001 began the process of cataloguing the genome of the
Estonian population. This massive database would be the
most thorough and largest database for one single population,
which would be of invaluable help to genetic researchers in
further developing advances in genetic engineering.

The University of Tartu has been a continually active
center of research excellence over the centuries, and is con-
tinuing its high quality work in the twenty-first century.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The economic development of Estonia, especially in the
past century, has been nothing less than a roller-coaster
ride, a direct consequence of the chaotic and harsh history
the country has faced. Some of the worst aspects of Soviet-
imposed centrally planned socialism devastated the econ-
omy that had developed during the more prosperous
interwar years, leaving the economy in ruins after decades
of occupation.

During the period in which Estonia regained its inde-
pendence, the country moved to abandon the failed
planned economic system and crafted an alternative system
more closely akin to that of its Nordic neighbors. Sticking
by an ambitiously liberal economic plan, this small northern
European country turned things around, becoming one of’
the most dynamic economies in Europe in less than a
decade after being freed from its Soviet shackles. The mem-
ories of the past, of a dreadful and dull economic develop-
ment, continues to fuel the dynamism of the modern liberal
economy created by Estonian policymakers, an economic
model that has even attracted the praise and attention of the
most laissez-faire figures around the world.

Few would have imagined in 1991 that in just a decade,
the country would boast one of the freest economies in the
world, according to the U.S.-based think tank the Heritage
Foundation. Estonia is recognized as being among the most
successful reformers of the former communist bloc, and it
has earned the nickname of the “Baltic tiger” for its rapid
economic growth.

ESTONIA AS A TRADING POST
The Hanseatic League was among the most important me-
dieval organizations, controlling the prosperous trading
routes in the Baltic Sea. The league linked dozens of cities
on the Baltic coast and beyond, ranging from its primary
cities of Hamburg and Liibeck to famous trading towns like
Gdansk (Danzig), Riga, Bruges, Bergen, Stockholm, and
even London. Estonian towns also played a major role in
this early pan-European trading bloc, becoming a vital part
of the league in the latter part of the thirteenth century.
Four of Estonia’s biggest towns—Tallinn, Tartu, Pirnu,
and Viljandi—became part of the Hanseatic League. Tallinn
was a bridgehead for trade linking Novgorod to other
towns like Liibeck and London, while Tartu played a signif-

icant role in trade with Pskov. The Estonian Hanseatic
towns became prosperous from trade during the medieval
period, as did Narva, which remained formally outside of
the league due to trade disputes with other Hanseatic
towns. Estonian grain, as well as fish, furs, and stone, found
a large market in Flanders and Russia. Estonian towns acted
as a conduit for trade between the Russian principalities
and towns and Western Hanseatic cities, with salt imports to
Russia serving as a major part of Tallinn’s trade activities.

Many guilds developed during this period, gathering
merchants, tradesmen, craftsmen, and others into organized
institutions to promote and perpetuate their specialty. By
the late medieval period, nearly two dozen guilds operated
in Tallinn, though only a very few allowed native Estonians
to take part.

But as the Hanseatic League lost its influence starting in
the sixteenth century, Estonian cities also faced major eco-
nomic problems.The opening of other trading routes in and
out of Russia devastated some of the cities, especially inland
towns such as Tartu and Viljandi. Under Swedish rule, how-
ever, the cities of Tallinn and Narva continued to prosper;
salt destined for Russia continued to be stored in Tallinn,
while Estonia’s grain export trade to Sweden thrived. Lux-
ury items such as spices, metals, tobacco, alcohol, and fruits
also played a larger role in trade.

During the Swedish period, larger enterprises also came
into being, such as brickyards and lime kilns, as well as
sawmills; the Hiiti glass factory opened in the seventeenth
century as a new type of enterprise. However, the Great
Northern War of the early eighteenth century devastated
the economy, as people were killed, fields burned, and fac-
tories destroyed. By the time Estonia formally passed into
the hands of the Russian Empire, there was little left of the
old economy.

Under the Russian Empire, trade routes were reestab-
lished. Grain remained the main export item, though the
felling of the vast forests increased with