
Through mid-August, government officials and spokesmen remained 
generally adamant in their position on the increases; as the regime had al­
ready backed down in 1976 on the same issue, it could not politically af­
ford to do so again. It was not until an August 12 news conference (for 
Western journalists only) that Politburo propaganda chief Jerzy Lukas­
zewicz for the first time used the word "strike" to refer to the work stop­
pages. 82 After the Gdansk workers struck on August 14, Babiuch, while 
apologizing for inadequately informing the public about the changes, 
stated that the increases would remain in effect until autumn 1981 and 
that additional pay raises would not be possible within the current budget. 
He concluded with a call to return to work to meet production 
schedules.83 This speech, poorly received by the workers, was followed by 
additional exhortations in the media to return to work. Interpress, in­
cidentally, announced on August 16 that the strikes were over but was 
forced to recant this statement several hours later.84 

By the time the Gdansk Interfactory Strike Committee (MKS) was es­
tablished on August 16, the number of striking workers in that city alone 
had grown to 50,000. Given the growth in the size and frequency of the 
job actions from early July through mid-August, the increasingly political 
nature of the strikers' demands, and the government's policy statements in 
response to these developments, it is clear that the all-too-familiar gap 
had developed between the perception of the problem held by the 
populace and the perception held by the government. Until Gierek's 
speech on the 18th, government officials and the official media had clear­
ly done little more than belatedly acknowledge the existence of the strikes 
and admonish workers to return to work.85 

Modifying the Perception Gap 

With Gierek's speech on August 18, the government began indicating 
its attempts to narrow slightly this gap in perceptions, offering the 
populace a broader share in political decisionmaking and admitting that 
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the official unions should be more responsive to the workers.86 Address­
ing economic and political problems, Gierek offered to stabilize prices for 
staples and utility rates and to raise wages and family allowances. While 
stating that force would not be used to break the strikes, he enjoined 
workers to return to their jobs, warning that challen¥es to the foundations 
of Poland's socialist system would not be tolerated.8 Although more con­
ciliatory than previous remarks by government officials, Gierek's speech 
failed to address the objectives of the Gdansk MKS, which included 
genuinely representative trade unions and loosening of controls on 
freedom of speech and information. 

On August 21, Gierek replaced the ineffective negotiator Deputy 
Premier Tadesz Pyka with Deputy Premier and Politburo member Miec­
zyslaw Jagielski as head of the government's team meeting with the 
Gdansk strikers. During the ten days following this move, the government 
modified its intransigent position in order to bring popular discontent 
under control. Jagielski agreed to negotiate with the Gdansk MKS, 
Gierek admitted on the 24th the need for a radical change in the policies 
of the PZPR and the State, and a number of Politburo and government 
hardliners were replaced by more moderate politicians. Additionally, the 
Church was permitted greater access to the media, and official media 
published several commentaries and editorials presenting the MKS' ob­
jectives in a more favorable light.88 Finally, the government agreed on 
August 30 and 31 to the primary demands of the Szczecin and Gdansk 
MKSs. 

In spite of this more tolerant trend and the eventual settlements with 
the workers, the government had maintained basically the same unsym­
pathetic position toward the work stoppages for a full month and a half, 
even though, as Lech Walesa commented on the 25th, the populace 
anxiously sought major policy changes regardless of who was in power. 
Relating these developments to Gierek's tenure, it follows that his 
popular support had rapidly diminished from early July through late 
August. While some may have been willing to give him a second chance 
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after the June 1976 price increases, he had become too closely identified 
with the government's unyielding position to maintain a strong base of 
support among the populace. 

Many events during July and August manifested Gierek's dwindling 
support. By August 30 his government had acquiesced to a political move­
ment he had earlier characterized as "anti-socialist"; he eventually had to 
bring into the government people whom less than a year before he had ex­
pelled and whose views he admitted he had not heeded (notably those of 
former Central Committee members Tadeusz Grabski and Stefan 
Olszowski); and he had to dismiss several of his associates (among the 
more important were Premier Babiuch and Radio and TV Committee 
Chairman Maciej Szczepanski). Adding to this erosion, particularly in the 
party sphere, were the criticism he undoubtedly received in the "sharp and 
painful" (Gierek's description) Central Committee meeting on August 24, 
during the presentation of grievances by the party rank and file in Gdansk 
and Szczecin on August 26, and during the work sto~~ages beginning in 
his home base of Katowice Voivodship on August 30. 

If the political climate was ripe for Gierek to lose his position as First 
Secretary, what timetable for his removal could be constructed? As ear~ 

as August 21, Gierek began encountering suggestions that he step down. 
One party official on August 29 suggested that Gierek would likely leave 
in four to five months, and another official indicated to a Western jour­
nalist that Gierek would retire "soon but 'with honor' and at a suitable 

imoment when things were calmer.,,9 Knowledgeable government offi­
cials in both West and East European capitals reportedly viewed Gierek's 
departure as inevitable as well.92 

Gierek, too, apparently saw the handwriting on the wall. After his 
speech on the 18th, he was reported as being surprised that workers failed 
to heed his advice to return to work. Subsequent to his speech on the 
24th, he allegedly commented that Poland's workers did not trust him and 
that their refusal to follow his advice was particularly disconcerting.Y 
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Although the suggestions that he step down continued after the 21st, 
interest in his removal very likely gained significant momentum after the 
strike settlements on the 30th (Szczecin) and 31st (Gdansk).94 The party 
considered the agreements at Gdansk and Szczecin to be the best they 
could obtain under the conditions, but Gierek's short-sighted approach to 
the events of the previous two months, as well as his unpopular manage­
ment of the economy, made his continuing in office increasingly unlikely. 
His policies apparently encountered significant criticism in the September 
5 meetings of the Sejm and Central Committee. It probably did not take 
very long for the Central Committee to vote on the 5th to dismiss him, 
especially if a consensus for this move had previously developed among 
the members of that body and the Politburo, as may well have been the 
case. In fact, a Polish journalist with reputedly close party contacts was 
quoted on September 5 prior to the Central Committee meeting as saying 

.that Gierek "is totally isolated in the Politburo. He has no support left at 
a11.,,95 . 

It appears, then, that Gierek's slide in popularity during the last part of 
the 1970s because of the country's economic problems took a precipitous 
tum for the worse from mid-August to early September. While some 
Polish officials projected he would leave in late fall or early winter, others 
thought his departure would be much sooner. If the Polish journalist's 
comment that Gierek had little Politburo support left by the 5th can be 
taken at close to face value, it is likely that the majority of the Central 
Committee also envisioned his departure shortly after the announcement 
of the strike settlements. If this timetable is generally accurate, we can 
then assess the impact of the Polish-Soviet relationship on these events. 

The Soviet Factor 

Even though the Poles may have decided Gierek's fate during the 
week of September 1, what impact on this issue did the Soviets have? Did 
the Soviets want him out before the 5th? Did they want him out at all? If 
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they did want him dismissed, how might they have communicated this 
preference? The question of Soviet support for Gierek, or conversely, 
their interest in having him removed, is an issue closely tied with their in­
terest in a conservative settlement of the strikes. Since the latter issue is 
treated in a subsequent section of the analysis, I will focus here on the 
former issue. 

Clearly, labor unrest in an East European country is always 
problematic for the Soviet Union, but the July and August work stoppages 
in Poland were particularly so. Not only was the unrest taking place in a 
country where workers on other occasions had tasted their political poten­
tial, this unrest was also developing less than three months after the 
Soviets reportedly had their own bout with this problem on a much 
smaller scale in Togliatti and Gorky. Prior to their August 19 reporting of 
Gierek's August 18 speech, Soviet media had not mentioned the strikes 
for either foreign or domestic consumption. The Soviets did, however, 
publicly imply their disapproval of the unrest in Poland on several oc­
casions. On July 21, the Soviets downgraded their representation to 
Poland's National Day ceremonies at the Moscow embassy. Instead of 
sending at least one person from the Politburo, which had been the prac­
tice for several years, they sent a deputy chairman of the Supreme Soviet 
and a deputy premier.96 

Additionally on July 31 after Gierek's conference with Brezhnev in the 
Crimea, the TASS report from the meeting stated that the talks had been 
characterized by "cordiality and complete mutual understanding" instead 
of "cordiality and complete unity of views," the phrase used to describe 
both the talks between the two the year previous and the 1980 talks be­
tween Brezhnev and most of the other Communist party leaders. 97 While 
the TASS report of the Brezhnev-Gierek meeting commented only that 
the two had exchanged information about the "state of affairs in their 
respective countries," Brezhnev almost certainly discussed his apprehen­
sion about the Polish unrest with Gierek. Babiuch implied this topic was 
discussed when, during his speech on August 15 - the eve of Gierek's 
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return from the Soviet Union - he referred to Poland's "allies, who also 
worry about our troubles....1198 

Continuing from August 19, though, the Soviets followed basically a 
two-track policy in their media coverage of the developments. On the one 
hand, they called attention to the "irresponsible," "anti-socialist" elements 
operating in Poland and the need for strong action against the "work stop­
pages" which had been taking place. Most of the remarks which appeared 
during the rest of the week of the 18th were selectively emphasized com­
mentaries taken from speeches by Gierek and from Polish media 
editorials.99 

Beginning on the 25th with a harsh commentary on Western subver­
sion in Poland by Yuriy Kornilov, followed by similarly critical articles by 
IIA Petrov" on September 1 and Viktor Glazunov on September 2, Soviet 
media intensified its coverage with analyses by its own commentators. l OO 

Furthermore, virtually all the reporting in the Soviet press was shorter and 
less explicit in the versions for domestic than for international audiences. 
When Soviet media reprinted speeches of the Polish leadership and Polish 
media commentaries that explicitly mentioned the strikes or measures 
suggested to resolve them, these references were generally attenuated or 
dropped.1Ol The Soviets additionally emphasized their view that these 
events were unpalatable for domestic audiences (and therefore a potential 
security threat) when they renewed their jamming of VOA, BBC, and 
Deutsche Welle on the 20th.102 As part of their detente policy, the 
Soviets had not jammed these stations since 1973. 

The second track consisted of Soviet attempts to indicate that the 
Poles' problems were their own to handle. On August 22, two Soviet of­
ficials told a Western journalist that the Soviet leadership was taking a 
calm approach toward events in Poland and was relying on Gierek to 
manage the crisis. On August 26, a spokesman of the USSR's Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs stated that the Polish unrest was "completely the internal 
affair of that state" and that Soviet-Polish relations remained charac­
terized by "full mutual cooperation in all spheres.,,103 There were also 
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