
Institute of National
Remembrance
https://eng.ipn.gov.pl/en/news/11979
08.06.2026, 15:06
28.08.2025

The Anniversary of Solidarity: A Legacy of Freedom

Each year, the Institute of National Remembrance (IPN) joins Poles at
home and abroad in commemorating the birth of “Solidarność”
(Solidarity) — the great social movement that changed the history of
Poland and Europe. On 31 August 1980, the signing of the Gdańsk
Agreements marked the beginning of the first independent trade union
in the communist bloc, an unprecedented act of courage that gave
millions of Poles hope for dignity, justice, and freedom.
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The Historical Context

In the late 1970s, Poland faced deep economic crisis, censorship, and
state repression. Workers’ protests had already erupted in 1970 and
1976, but were brutally crushed. What made the events of August
1980 unique was the unity of workers, intellectuals, and the Catholic
Church under the banner of non-violent resistance. The strike at the
Gdańsk Shipyard, led by Lech Wałęsa, soon evolved into a nationwide
movement, supported by more than 10 million members within just a
year.

Solidarity as a National Phenomenon

Solidarity was more than a trade union — it became a broad civic
movement representing the Polish nation’s yearning for self-
determination. It restored the idea of civil society, where ordinary
people could speak with their own voice against authoritarian power.
The principles of solidarity, truth, and respect for human rights became
the foundation of the Polish struggle against communism.

IPN’s Role in Preserving Memory

The Institute of National Remembrance is dedicated to documenting
and sharing the truth about this pivotal moment in history. Through
archival research, oral history projects, exhibitions, and educational
programs, IPN highlights both the heroism of ordinary citizens and the
repression they endured. The Institute ensures that the sacrifices of
those who faced censorship, imprisonment, and persecution are not



forgotten.

Among our initiatives:

Archival exhibitions presenting original strike documents,
underground press, and photographs from the 1980s.

Educational workshops for students, teaching the values of freedom
and responsibility through the legacy of Solidarity.

International partnerships, reminding the world that Solidarity was
not only a Polish achievement but also a milestone in the fall of
communism across Central and Eastern Europe.

Legacy and Contemporary Meaning

The anniversary of Solidarity is not only a remembrance of the past. It
is a call to reflect on the enduring values of courage, unity, and social
responsibility. For the Institute of National Remembrance, it is an
opportunity to remind future generations that freedom is never given
once and for all — it must be nurtured, defended, and cherished.

As we honor the anniversary, IPN reaffirms its mission: to preserve
memory, to uphold truth, and to ensure that the story of Solidarity
continues to inspire both Poles and the international community.

 

Before “Solidarity”



Although the independent opposition groups were small (they
associated a few dozen people each), the group of activists of the Free
Trade Unions of the Coast who initiated the strike at the Gdańsk
Shipyard was of key importance for the strikes in the summer of 1980.

The emergence of “Solidarity” — the largest social movement in Polish
history — was influenced by many factors, the decisive one being the
worsening economic situation in the country. John Paul II’s first pastoral
visit to his homeland in June 1979, when millions of people
enthusiastically reacted to his words, made Poles realize that there is
strength in numbers. The existence of small opposition groups, which
issued uncensored, illegal publications (bibuła), caused an ‘awakening’
and facilitated the self-organization of workers in factories, which
became the main protest centers.

John Paul II’s appeal “Let your Spirit descend and renew the face of the
earth…” flared up Poles’ hopes for changing the fate of their country.

Poles against the regime

The increase in food prices introduced by the communist authorities on
1 July 1980 triggered a wave of short, spontaneous strikes, some of
which lasted only a few hours. In July they were concentrated in the
Lublin region. The authorities met the local workers’ demands, but the
protests spread onto other centers. The Gdańsk Shipyard workers went
on strike in mid-August. The Inter-Enterprise Strike Committee,
established on 16 August 1980, announced 21 demands, including the
right to form free trade unions, which were supported by hundreds of



enterprises across Poland.

The number of enterprises in Poland which went on strike between July
and September 1980 exceeded 700.

The strikes in Gdańsk, Gdynia, Sopot, Szczecin and Upper Silesia,
where four agreements were signed, have remained vivid in social
memory.

Solidarity” means acting together

Apart from the Coast, the largest wave of protests in August 1980
swept across Lower and Upper Silesia. The demands put forward at
that time constitute the Polish heritage of freedom.

The phenomenon of August 1980 was based on joint action. Universal
solidarity enabled the exertion of effective pressure on the communist
authorities. The strikers moved on from economic to social and political
demands, the most important being the establishment of free trade
unions, respect for basic civil rights such as freedom of association and
freedom of speech, and the discontinuation of political repressions. In
the summer of 1980 Poles asserted their right to freedom.

In 2003, the Inter-Enterprise Strike Committee’s demands, announced
in Gdańsk on 17 August 1980, were entered into the UNESCO Memory
of the World Register, which lists documentary heritage of world
significance and outstanding universal value.



Accords

The agreement signed on 11 September with the Inter-Enterprise
Strike Committee at the Katowice Steelworks in Dąbrowa Górnicza
(known as the Katowice agreement) guaranteed the realization of the
Gdańsk accord and contributed to the emergence of a free trade union
movement across Poland.

The workers’ protests were supported by members of the intelligentsia,
who later became the backbone of the emerging movement.
“Solidarity”’s strength consisted in cooperation between workers,
farmers, and intellectuals. The scale and scope of the social protest in
the summer of 1980 forced the communist authorities to make
concessions. 30 August saw the signing of the agreement in Szczecin,
31 August in Gdańsk, 3 September in Jastrzębie-Zdrój, and 11
September in Dąbrowa Górnicza. Seeing the scale of the strikes, the
communists seemed to have succumbed, at the same time preparing
to quash social resistance.

The Gdańsk agreement contributed to the establishment of truly free
trade unions, independent of the communist authorities.

Freedom in the enslaved country

With the communist authorities trying to block the implementation of
the Accords, representatives of strike centers from across Poland
established the Independent Self-governing Trade Union “Solidarity” on
17 September 1980 in Gdańsk. Nearly 10 million people joined the



movement. The 16 months of its legal operation were the harbinger of
freedom for Poles. It was the only movement of this kind in the entire
Eastern Bloc. It issued its own press and organized educational,
academic and cultural projects. Unable to control the movement, the
communists imposed Martial Law on 13 December 1981.

The “Solidarity” Trade Union was registered on 10 November 1980. A
day later, on 11 November, for the first time in a few dozen years,
Poles could freely celebrate the anniversary of the reinstatement of
Polish independence in 1918, which was previously banned by the
communists.

The establishment of “Solidarity” gave rise to the creation of the
Independent Students’ Association and the Independent Self-governing
Trade Union of Individual Farmers “Solidarity” (Rural Solidarity).

See also: COLLECTED CONTENT: SOLIDARITY
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