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Abstract: The issue of culture, while present in the Polish scholarship on the Solidarity movement, remains untheorized. Explorations of culture in the literature are largely descriptive rather than explanatory in nature. In this
article, I examine the opportunities that arise when we assume a cultural theoretical perspective in the sociological
study of social movements. I focus primarily on the available definitions of culture and their relevance to the problem. I consider the role of culture from three perspectives: first, as the cause of the social movement’s emergence;
second, as the movement’s internal organizing structure; and third, as a consequence of the movement. The issues
discussed in this essay will be related both to the current state of the theory as well as the ongoing and potential
studies of the Solidarity movement, thus providing an illustration to the subject at hand and paving the way for
research on other Polish movements. The article concludes with a discussion of the benefits and drawbacks of
the cultural approach in the sociology of social movements and considers its place within the scope of the Polish
research on the subject.
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Introduction:
The Cultural Perspective in the Study of Social Movements
The cultural perspective is becoming increasingly popular in the sociology of social movements. Considered a revolutionary approach not too long ago, and now ubiquitous and
even taken for granted, this perspective assumes that economic and political structural conditions are not the only factors behind the emergence and dynamic of social movements.
The list of crucial determinants also includes common shared values, ideologies, lifestyles,
laws, organizational models, webs of meaning, collective identities, rituals, and beliefs. The
first challenges to the structural paradigm occurred in the early 1980s with the appearance
of studies in the field of cultural analysis, initially loosely associated with social movements (Swidler 1986), and with growing interest in the social constructionist perspective
(Klandermans and Tarrow 1988; Morris and Mueller 1992). While it would be incorrect to
describe the cultural perspective as completely absent from the sociology of social movements prior to this period, it is only henceforth that it is more systematically encapsulated
in a theoretical framework and spreads into fields of study other than those bordering on
ethnography. This was undoubtedly prompted by the appearance of the theory of new social movements (e.g., Touraine 1989), master frames (e.g., Snow et al. 1986; Benford and
Snow 2000), and collective identities (e.g., Melucci 1989). Authors who have observed the
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evolution of the theory towards a more serious consideration of cultural factors include
Francesca Polletta (2008), Jennifer Earl (2004), and Jan Kubik (2007–2008), while others
(including Johnston and Klandermans 1995; Goodwin and Jasper 2004; della Porta and
Diani 2006; Baumgarten, Daphi and Ulrich 2014) have gone further, engaging in an interesting discussion on the strong and weak points as well as the prospects of the cultural
perspective in the study of social movements. With the exception of one article by Jan Kubik (2007–2008), Polish studies of social movement theory devote little if any attention
to the approach, often due to their date of publication (cf. Gliński 1996; Kuczyński 1994;
Sztompka 2005; Żuk 2001). The occasional early mentions of the cultural perspective were
warranted by the need to explain that which could not be explained by referencing structural
conditions, that is, in order to fill in gaps in older theories (Polletta 2008: 78–79); it has
since become a truism to say that social movements strive not only to effect economic and
political change, but also pursue cultural goals of their own: being themselves a product of
a particular culture by which they are defined, enabled, and limited, they create their own
more or less open culture, which then facilitates the reproduction—and the challenging—of
existing structures.
Definitions of Culture
There exist many definitions of culture and choosing among them is not always an arbitrary
matter (Sewell 1999). In this paper I employ a broad understanding of the term, not limiting
it to artifacts and the social movements activities directly associated with the field of culture.
The definitions of culture used in the study of social movements typically revolve around
a Weberian sociology—emphasizing the agency and initiative of social actors (leaders and
participants of a social movement)—or, alternatively, around Durkheimian sociology, now
supplanted by Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault, emphasizing the power and influence
of the cultural context over the actions of the individual (Swidler 1995; Williams 2004).
Here, I apply definitions associated with both Weber and French sociologists. I take as
my point of departure the categorization proposed by Stephen Hart (1996; cf. Earl 2004),
which is only one possible division (cf. Johnston 2009), but has the advantage of presenting
the broadest range of uses of the term culture. Building on a body of several works that
attempt to overcome the structural paradigm, Hart lists three concepts of culture employed
by social movement scholars (1996: 88–89):
• The social-psychological approach, which defines culture as a set of values, beliefs, and motivations characterizing individuals. This understanding neglects the collective dimension of culture found in codes and structures.
A contemporary example of this approach is the position espoused by James Jasper, who defines culture through
“shared thoughts, feelings, and morals” (2014: 7–12). Contrary to Hart’s intentions, this approach is now sometimes expanded to include the meaning individuals bestow on their actions (cf. Earl 2004).
• The diffuse approach, in which culture is defined as the lifestyle of the entire community of people.
• The analytical approach, in which culture is treated as one of many dimensions of action, a web of signs,
symbols, and codes accompanying social structures, institutions and practices, often independently of an individual’s choices, e.g., religion, economics, politics, fashion, science, law, public discourse, etc. This approach is
particularly promising in that it enables the evaluation, in retrospect, of the mutual influence of culture and other
dimensions of action, and requires analytical differentiation between cultural factors and socio-structural determinants. In this perspective, culture leaves its mark on social movements while also being transformed by them;
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it facilitates certain actions while limiting others. Rather than occurring solely in the minds of people, as is the
case in the social-psychological theory, culture accompanies objective institutions (Polletta 2004, cf. Earl 2004).

Each of the above approaches concentrates on only one of many dimension of culture,
thus presenting a narrow understanding of it and sometimes wrongly juxtaposing culture
and structure. Each definition also allows us to treat culture as a feature of a given movement’s strategy—an approach that may be a cognitive bias when we overlook the non-instrumental functions of culture (cf. Baumgarten et al. 2014). On the other hand, a broad
definition can be unwieldy and imprecise, which is why Hart omits diffuse definitions of
culture in favor of analytical approaches. He discusses them using the example of religion as
a cultural code. Following Hart’s line of reasoning, I also adopt the social-psychological and
analytical approaches in this article. In a separate subsection, I discuss issues surrounding
collective identity, providing examples of studies and discussions of the Solidarity movement that employ each of these definitions of culture. It should be noted, however, that the
scholarship cited varies in relevance: some works are based on empirical studies, others
propose interpretations, while others take the form of sociological essays. Not all of them
are strictly sociological in nature, but all are concerned with social matters. I reference them
in order to illustrate the point I make in this article, as well as to demonstrate the potential
offered by the cultural perspective. Most of the literature cited here employs concepts of
culture that are implied and not expressed directly. The assumption of a particular definition
of culture is crucial in later determining a social movement’s causes and consequences, and
also becomes relevant when describing a movement’s actions. This problem is described
in greater detail below.
Culture and the Emergence of Social Movements
When we assume a social-psychological approach to culture, we concentrate on the values,
beliefs, and motivations of individuals while also focusing on the emotions that drive them
to act. In the view of some scholars, the cognitive element is accentuated more strongly
than the emotional one (Baumgarten et al. 2014: 3). A theoretical elaboration of this viewpoint can often be found in the literature devoted to new social movements (Touraine 1989)
and, outside Europe, in the work of James Jasper, James Goodwin, and Francesca Polletta
(2001). The social-psychological approach in the study of the causes behind the emergence
of Solidarity and its dynamics is represented by such authors as Colin Barker (2001) and
David Ost (2005), who have written about the role of emotions (fear, joy, and anger), and,
indirectly, Gadomska (1984), who has discussed the research on the social processes observed immediately prior to the formation of Solidarity, which may be of interest to scholars
of the movement.
The analytical approach—in which culture is treated as one of many dimensions of action, as a web of signs, symbols, and codes accompanying social structures, institutions
and practices—requires a more thorough discussion. This perspective is frequently—if not
most commonly—encountered in the sociology of social movements. Recent scholarship
typical of this approach emphasizes, however, that culture is more than merely an accessory
to structure (the economy, demographics, the political system, etc.), and therefore cannot
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be examined solely as a means of explaining that which cannot be elucidated by reference
to structure; rather, culture is regarded here as an inextricable dimension of every structure,
and even as a significant determinant of its form (Polletta 2008). The strategies and interests of social movements are determined by structure and culture in at least equal degrees,
which is why Polletta proposes that culture be defined as institutional schemas, “the models
underpinning sets of routinized practices around a culturally defined purpose” (2008: 85;
Jepperson 1991), which allows us to to explain how prevailing cultural beliefs limit action,
while also helping us identify the conditions under which culture challenges the status quo
instead of reproducing it.
Earlier scholarship reveals an analytical approach in its use of the “tool kit” definition
of culture. Ann Swidler, who coined the phrase, writes: “Culture influences action not by
providing the ultimate values toward which action is oriented, but by shaping a repertoire
or ‘tool kit’ of habits, skills, and styles from which people construct ‘strategies of action.’”
(Swidler 1986: 273). While her understanding of culture is instrumental to some extent, it
does not necessarily follow that cultural elements (tools) are selected deliberately or on an
ad-hoc basis, depending on the interests at hand. Her view downplays culture’s affective,
moral, and other (conscious and unconscious) meanings. Another metaphor of culture, one
sometimes used in the analytical approach, is the theatrical metaphor of the script, which
ascribes great power to the cultural side of the equation, and lesser to the actors and their
actions: culture is perceived as a system which imposes certain action schemas, leaving
less room for innovation and agency on the part of the actors (Swidler 1986, 1995).
The analytical approach is also partially present in Charles Tilly’s writings on social
movement repertoires (1995). A repertoire is set of methods of action available within
a society and which a given movement can use. The metaphor of the repertoire combines
the structural approach (the cultural and historical context, which limits the number of
“plays” that can be staged, even encouraging actors to choose some at the cost of others)
with the free choice of strategy on the part of the actors, who select the play, the method of
expression, the props, and the order in which the scenes are acted out. In the context of the
Solidarity movement, examples of this tool kit or repertoire could include the experience
of earlier protests in the Polish People’s Republic (PPR) and clandestine activity during
World War II, which was mined for lessons during the establishment of the underground
press (Fałkowski 2011). Another example of this approach can be found in the study of
cultural codes, that is, the discursive context of social movements (Koopmans and Statham
1999). Studies of this type involve analyzing the written and spoken language that facilitates
or hinders the emergence of a social movement; by the same token, this perspective places
less emphasis on action and non-verbal symbols (attire, drawings, photographs).
All of the above definitions share a certain metaphorical quality and cannot be regarded
as fully distinct from each other (Williams 2004). I mention them here because they have
become a permanent part of the body of social movement theory and can be used to explain
the reasons for a particular movement’s appearance, the mechanisms driving its operation,
and its consequences. They will not be explored in this article, however, due to limited
space. Their application to the case of the Solidarity movement would involve posing questions regarding the symbolic dimension of religion, the economic system of the PPR, its
politics, education system, media, law, and public discourse, to list but a few key institu-
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tions and practices that shaped the movement, the nature and language of its demands, and
its chosen methods of action (marches, meetings, strikes, masses, underground publishing,
etc.): which of these cultural tools proved effective, and which did not? What did the participants of the movement learn from previous protests? What slogans did they write on their
placards, and why? What themes did they refer to (romantic, republican, national, socialist,
Christian, etc.) and what guided their choices? What did they sing about and what language
did they employ? How did these tools steer the movement? What laws were invoked? These
questions have been addressed in varying degrees by Kubik (1994), Osa (1997), Morawska
(1984), and Jawłowska (1986).
How does culture create favorable conditions for the emergence of a social movement?
How do scholars explain its influence? Naturally, there are many possible ways to account
for this phenomenon. Some theoreticians will emphasize, in a Weberian manner, the agency
of the individual in his or her choice of values and strategies, its role in imbuing action with
meaning, and will see the appearance of a social movement as the cumulative change of
individual stances. Others, à la Foucault, will underscore the mysterious and overpowering
influence of context, where the individual can do little more than modify, to a lesser or
greater extent, the script which has been imposed on them. There are two concepts that are
frequently mentioned in the course of explaining the influence of culture: that of master
frames (cf. Gamson 1992; Benford and Snow 2000), which owes more to the Weberian
approach to culture, and the concept of the cultural opportunity structure (cf. Kriesi et al.
1995), which is closer to the approach informed by Foucault, but stops short of ruling out
the active role of the individual. Social movements appear when changes occur either in the
dominant interpretations of situations or in the cultural environment of the conflict. Both
concepts rely in various degrees on the social-psychological and analytical understanding
of culture. The first is concerned primarily with shifts in the definition of the problem
(injustice), its causes, and ways in which it can be resolved, and falls largely under the
analytical approach to culture, but nevertheless hinges on individual convictions and not
collective cultural structures (Hart 1996: 95). 1 The second is concerned with the cultural
conditions that encourage the appearance of social movements and decide their success or
failure, all other factors remaining constant and unchanged. The research method that is
characteristic of this concept is qualitative and quantitative analysis. While the theory of
master frames may be used at the micro scale to describe cognitive shifts within the group,
and at the macro scale to examine interactions between the movement and its social milieu,
the theory of cultural opportunity structures is applied mainly at the macro level: that of
society-wide changes. Below I give but three examples of the possible routes through which
culture affects social movements, after Doug McAdam (1994: 37–45), who writes about the
frame alignment process, expanding cultural opportunities, and the role of long-standing
activist subcultures.

1 It is precisely because the concept of master frames relies on values, beliefs, and the formation of convictions
that some scholars associate it with both the social-psychological and analytical understanding of culture (cf. the
overview article by Jennifer Earl (2004) on the cultural consequences of social movements. The author refers to
the analytical approach to culture as “cultural production and practices”).
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The Frame Alignment Process

The frame alignment process involves the cultural appropriation of content present in the
movement’s environment and combining it with the goals of the movement. Master frames
legitimize and encourage action. The success of a given frame hinges on its cultural resonance, that is, on the degree in which the proposed definition of the situation (statement of
injustices, naming those responsible for them, and providing potential solutions to the problem) matches the feelings and convictions of the message’s intended audience and can be
understood by them. McAdam mentions the example of how Martin Luther King, Jr.’s combining of biblical rhetoric and American patriotic songs proved far more relevant than his
interest in the tenets of Mahatma Gandhi’s non-violence movement. Dr. King succeeded
in framing “civil rights activity in a way that resonated not only with the culture of the
oppressed but with the culture of oppressor as well” (McAdam 1994: 38). The aspect of
framing has been examined in the context of Solidarity chiefly by foreign scholars, who
have used the concept to examine the existing movement rather than its causes. For this
reason, we will later return to the subject of master frames, which remain unexplored by
Polish scholars.
Expanding Cultural Opportunities

Structural changes and new political circumstances bring about new cultural opportunities, possibly providing favorable conditions for the emergence of social movements. New
cultural opportunities include such events and processes that may lead to the formation of
new master frames (McAdam 1994: 39); therefore, when we refer to new cultural opportunities, we are in fact referring to new cognitive opportunities. McAdam lists four such
types of events and processes (1994: 39–43): 1) the newfound visibility of ideological or
cultural contradictions between widely held or professed values and conventional social
practices. In the case of the Solidarity movement, a cultural opportunity of this type accompanied the increasingly visible contradiction between the ideals of socialism and the
position of workers in the PPR; 2) suddenly imposed grievances (human-made disasters,
court rulings, acts of violence) that increase public awareness of a problem and public opposition to previously tolerated conditions. In the case of Solidarity, the price hike of July
1980 was an example of such a “suddenly imposed grievance”; 3) dramatization of system vulnerability, highlighting the vulnerability of one’s political opponents, exemplified
by the political and economic situation in Poland and the USSR during the 1980s (cf. Tarrow 1991); 4) the availability of master frames developed by previous social movements
(cf. Benford and Snow 2000). This type of cultural opportunity emphasizes the continuity
between earlier protests and the ideals they produced, and new protests, even if they do
not have shared goals. The master frames of the previous movement provides ideological
resources for subsequent protests. A classic example is the transfer of frames from Martin
Luther King, Jr.’s civil rights movement to later protest movements by Native Americans,
sexual minorities, women, and others. The formation of Solidarity can be seen as a consequence of definitions of situations formulated in earlier protest waves in 1956, 1968, 1970,
and 1976 (Goodwyn 1991) and the ideological activities of the opposition (Gawin 2013).
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The success of the movement also encouraged dissidents in other Central European states
to undertake pro-democratic actions (McAdam 1994: 42).
Long-standing Activist Subcultures

Groups and activist organizations that existed before the appearance of a given movement
can provide a source of members, leaders, communications networks, material resources,
and venues, etc., but they are also repositories of ideas and other cultural content that can be
used by the new generation of activists when formulating the goals and ideals of subsequent
movements, in time augmenting and transcending them. The subculture developed by earlier activists then provides a tool kit to be used by new movements (cf. Swidler 1986). In the
case of Solidarity, the list of such subcultures would include members of previous protests,
KOR and ROPCiO, and the network of Catholic organizations (Osa 1997; Gawin 2013).
The following table lists the social-psychological and analytical approaches outlined
above along with examples of research concerning the cultural causes that led to the formation of the Solidarity movement. Their authors often employ several definitions of culture in parallel, thus the texts have been classified according to the prevailing approach
used in the research. This scholarship differs in terms of rigidity and discipline: some of
the texts cited constitute empirical research, while others are merely hypothetical considerations and intellectual exercises. Texts that refer directly to social movement theory have
been emphasized.
Table 1
Cultural Causes Underlying the Emergence of Solidarity as Identified Through Particular Definitions
of Culture in Social Movement Sociology
How culture is defined
Causes
Social-psychological approach values, beliefs, and opinions held by
individuals
Analytical approach
cultural production and practices; cultural codes; webs of signs and symbols
accompanying social structures, institutions and practices: religion, economics, the education system, media,
art, fashion, science, law, public discourse

Studies
Gadomska 1984, Giza 2004, Nowak
2004
2010; Gawin 2006; Goodwyn 1991;
Jawłowska 1986; Laba 1991; Morawska 1984; Osa 1997; Świderski 1996

Culture in Social Movements
Social movements are not only shaped by their cultural context: they also create a unique
culture of their own, one that can in turn significantly influence the culture of society at
large, countering or strengthening the traditions present within it.
The social-psychological approach to studying the culture of a given movement mainly
involves relating actions to values and convictions, as well as describing the process of
understanding one’s own experiences—the creation of master frames—as previously discussed. In this case, however, what matters is not how the previously existing master frames
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(statement of injustices, naming those responsible for them, and providing potential solutions to the problem) led to the emergence of a movement, but how they operated and
changed throughout the movement’s period of activity. In the context relevant to our discussion, Payerhin and Zirkakzadeh (2006) describe how this process played out at the First Solidarity Congress, while Maria Ivancheva (2007) employs the concept of discursive frames
to examine the dissident philosophy of Václav Havel (who is portrayed in his role as an
opinion leader who influences the beliefs of others). The aforementioned Barker (2001)
and Ost (2005) present a somewhat dissenting view of the dynamics of the cognitive and
emotional processes in Solidarity. In their opinion, the reason for involvement in the movement and its subsequent sustainment can be found not in the intellectual definition of the
situation, but rather in the experience of powerful group emotions (cf. Goodwin, Jasper,
Polleta 2001). The social-psychological approach is also characteristic of the scholarship
on new social movements, which are perceived on the one hand as a result of the popularization of post-material values (cf. Inglehart 1977), and on the other as propagating
and advocating for these values. The seminal work in regard to Solidarity is the research
conducted by Alain Touraine, who employed the method of sociological intervention to
describe and elicit cognitive changes among the members of the movement, allowing them
to become aware of the values and goals espoused by the movement and to subsequently
determine their hierarchy.
The analytical perspective is used, for instance, to study the trends that exist within
a given movement and allow its members to differentiate themselves from, and identify
each other in, their surroundings (one example in the context of Solidarity was the custom
of wearing resistors as lapel pins): the manner in which members addressed each other
(rejecting the term comrade [towarzysz], in favor of the third-person pronouns [pan, pani,
and państwo], cf. Świderski 1996; Ciżewska 2010), important individuals (John Paul II,
Lech Wałęsa, Jerzy Popiełuszko), books and press, spatial organization customs, collective
rituals that fostered a sense of community (speech delivery style, customs associated with
rallies, strikes, prayers, marches, holidays, and anniversaries), and initiation rites. Studies
of the internal organization of the organization constitute a separate trend (cf. McCarthy
and Zald 1977) and are not conducted from the cultural perspective, strictly speaking, but
can be interpreted as such if we approach the organizational models, including the division
of work and responsibilities, as manifestations of the movement’s internal culture. While
it has been discussed by historians, the internal organization of Solidarity has only rarely
been analyzed by sociologists; one exception that can more properly be regarded as an
example of the combination of these two perspectives is Mateusz Fałkowski’s book on the
organization of the underground publisher CDN and the fostering of entrepreneurship under
an authoritarian regime (Fałkowski 2011). Examples of the analytical approach to culture
in Solidarity scholarship include discussions of how symbols functioned and were used in
the movement (Kubik 1994; Smoleń 2000; Laba 1991), the role of history (Baczko 1986;
Meller 2000), written poetry (Błaszkiewicz 1987), the role of religion and the church (Osa
1997; Krzemiński 1987; Morawska 1984), as well as discourse studies (Rojek 2009). The
following table enumerates the two approaches to defining culture discussed above as well
as research concerning the cultural aspects of the operations of the Solidarity movement.
Texts that refer directly to social movement theory have been emphasized.
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Table 2
Cultural Dimension of the Actions of the Solidarity Movement as Identified Through
Particular Definitions of Culture in Social Movement Sociology
How culture is defined
Actions
Social-psychological approach values, beliefs, and opinions held by
individuals
Analytical approach
cultural production and practices; cultural codes; webs of signs and symbols
accompanying social structures, institutions and practices: religion, economics, the education system, media,
art, fashion, science, law, public discourse

Studies
Marody 2004, Barker 2001
Ciżewska 2010; Bakuniak 1987; Baczko 1986; Błaszkiewicz 1987; Kaliski 2003; Kowalski 1990; Krzemiński 1987; Kuczyński and Nowak
1988; Kubik 1994; Latoszek 2006;
Leszczyński 2006; Malinowska 2005;
Meller 2000; Morawska 1984; Payerhin and Zirkakzadeh 2006; Rojek 2009; Skłodkowska 2006; Smoleń
2000; Świderski 1996; Touraine 1989

Culture as a Consequence
Beyond their cultural and economic effects, social movements produce cultural consequences that may prove more significant in the long run. It should be observed, however,
that unambiguous definitions of the outcome of a given social movement, be they political
or economic, are difficult and methodologically laborious, while attempts to determine the
cultural consequences appear even more challenging (cf. Bosi, Giugni, and Uba 2016; Johnston 2009). Furthermore, the cultural consequence are often (incorrectly) regarded as less
important than the political (Polleta 2008: 82). This subject has rarely been addressed by
theoreticians or field researchers (Earl 2004). Until recently, the scope of social movement
research was mostly limited to the political and economic dimensions, and rarely ventured
into cultural aspects (cf. Giugni 1998, Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly 1999). Yet social movements are sources of new ideologies and belief systems; they modify and augment existing
ideologies (e.g., national versions of communism), they create master frames that can subsequently serve as foundations for new movements, as discussed above. They encourage
the creation of new identities and institutions: for example, it was thanks to Solidarity that
the strike, once an illegal form of protest, became a legal political institution. They produce
a material culture, a good example of which is the popular Solidarity logo, now used by
a number of protest movements, including pro-democracy protests (the Free Belarus campaign, the Orange Revolution, the 2014 Euromaidan), migrant support campaigns (2015),
and in feminist movements (Manifa). Setting aside the considerable significance of social
movements to a given society’s culture in general, the movement itself serves as a resource
for future movements, providing a repertoire, tools, scripts, and institutional schemas. The
consequences of the movement are often easier to determine and explain at the individual
level than on the societal plane, as is the case with biographical research of former activists
(Bosi et al. 2016).
Below I discuss the possible consequences of the emergence and operations of the
Solidarity movement by referring to the social-psychological and analytical approaches
to defining culture. I mention these inspirations explicitly in some places and leave them
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implicit in others, which is not to imply that they are absent. It should be noted that there
exists a rich body of literature on the various aspects of the heritage of Solidarity and other
East European dissident movements (cf. Grabowska 2004; Rychard and Motzkin 2015), but
these texts rarely approach their subjects from the perspective of social movement theory.
Furthermore, I avoid discerning between intended and unintended changes, even in cases
where doing so would broaden our understanding of Solidarity as well as contemporary
Polish society. Barring further analyses that exceed the scope of this article, it is impossible to determine unambiguously the extent to which these cultural changes can in fact
be attributed to Solidarity, therefore I will present effects that have been discussed in the
literature and possible consequences that have yet to be studied.
In using the social-psychological understanding of culture, I focus my attention on the
observed changes in professed values and attitudes. These are studied at the macro scale
through public opinion polls and at the micro scale through interviews, questionnaires,
and other tools. Elements of this approach are apparent in studies conducted by Adam
Mielczarek (2006, 2011a, 2011b) on the personal consequences of and attitudes toward
activism, as well people’s assessments of political and economic transformations in the
research of Mirosława Grabowska (2004). Interesting data can be found in cyclical public
opinion polls concerning democratic attitudes, the ideals of Solidarity, and the memory
of the movement conducted regularly by institutions such as CBOS (cf. Krzemiński 2010).
Jack Bielasiak (2015) discusses contested values during the period of social transformation.
These are merely a few examples of the abundant research on the topic. The data amassed
are rich but have not yet been analyzed from the perspective of social movement theory—
one exception is the book by Glenn (2001), who employs master frames in his analysis.
The conclusions stemming from the above are far too abundant to enumerate, however
there undoubtedly is an observable tendency to assess current affairs from the perspective
of the ideals and demands put forth by Solidarity.
The analytical approach—which emphasizes the significance of the cultural codes and
the webs of meaning and symbols that accompany structures, institutions, and social practices—enables us to perceive the social movement’s effects, for example, in law, beginning with the constitution (Skąpska 2011; Blokker 2011), and in public discourse (Dryzek
2004). The matter of discourse is also raised by Robert Brier (2009), who uses semiotic
cultural theory to explain why Polish public discourse centers on conflicts over identity and
to elucidate the role of religion in public life. The depiction, within Solidarity, of democracy as the reconstruction of society—that is, the return to pre-PPR political traditions
as an expression of justice and righteousness—clashes following 1989 with more pluralistic political visions. Discussions of other aspects of Solidarity’s heritage can be found
in the volume edited by Karolina Ciechorska-Kulesza, Radosław Kossakowski, and Paweł
Łuczeczko (2011), the contents of which include studies of the movement’s influence on
non-governmental organizations (Rymsza 2011) and analyses of the extent to which the
proposals of the Samorządna Rzeczpospolita program were implemented (Gliński 2011).
Assuming the analytical approach to culture also involves examining the emergence
of new subcultures, including “mobilization cultures.” These are cultures that “endure for
periods after significant structural change and can continue to influence contention despite
radically changed political opportunity structures. These cultures typically result from long

THE CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE IN SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORIES

37

term mobilization, such as that of the U.S. civil rights movement and the Solidarity movement in Poland, and create patterns of organization and interaction that exert influence
several years after demobilization” (Johnston & Klandermans 1995: 9). Examples of such
“mobilization cultures” include groups, protest or social movements formed by former Solidarity activists—a network of non-governmental organizations, associations of former activists that emphasize their community of experience (e.g. Stowarzyszenie Pokolenie [Generation Association], Stowarzyszenie Wolnego Słowa [Free Speech Association]), part of
the feminist movement, part of the environmental movement—and the very appearance of
protest culture (cf. Ekiert & Kubik 2001). Contemporary social movements and protest
movements are said to have inherited from Solidarity their non-hierarchical structures and
reliance on grassroots participation (Meardi 2005).
Biographical studies of former activists (Mielczarek 2006) also reveal both a socialpsychological understanding of culture and an analytical one that emphasizes the impact
on their identities. Guglielmo Meardi (2005) considers the aftermath of three popular interpretations of Solidarity as a class, democracy, and nation, and eschews the cultural interpretation (nation) and the political interpretation (democracy) in favor of class—albeit from
a non-Marxist perspective—as the most productive contemporary approach to discussing
the Polish social movement. Meardi hypothesized that modern-day social mobilization in
Poland would be grounded in labor activism and marginal culture movements, which turned
out not to be the case. On the other hand, not unlike descriptions of the cultural dynamics
of the movement itself, discussions of its cultural consequences sometimes fail to express
identity, or do so rarely, as some authors observe with regard to the working-class identity
(Ost 2005). Opinions thus differ on the productivity of class-based approaches, which often
reveal more about a scholar’s views than they do about the social reality in question. The
problem of constructing a national identity in the debate preceding the enactment of the
1997 constitution is raised by Elżbieta Hałas (2005), who nevertheless does not examine
the issue through the lens of social movement theory.
How do social movements influence culture? McAdam lists four factors which he believes may have an effect on the cultural consequences of social movements: the breadth of
the movement’s goals (the broader it is, the greater the likelihood of it leaving a mark on
the culture at large), the degree of success achieved by the movement (the greater the political and economic success, the greater the cultural change), contact between previously
segregated groups (the more groups are linked by the movement, the greater the likelihood
of effecting significant change in mainstream culture), and ties to established cultural elites
(the greater the ties, the greater the cultural change) (McAdam 1994: 52–54). All of these
factors explain macro-level changes and can be explained through master frames and their
social resonance as well as though the development of social contact networks. McAdam,
above all else a theoretician of the political opportunity process, combines the political,
economic, and cultural consequences in a manner characteristic of his chosen approach,
making the cultural ones practically contingent on the political and economical. Theoretical foundations can also be found in scholarship devoted to new social movements, which
are described as operating primarily in the cultural field in the broad sense. Cultural change,
according to this logic, is the main goal of such movements. While these shifts may entail
changes in other areas, they need not be the stated aims of the movement.
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Table 3
Cultural Consequences of the Actions of the Solidarity Movement as Identified Through Particular
Definitions of Culture in Social Movement Sociology

How culture is defined
Consequences
Social-psychological approach values, beliefs, and opinions held by
individuals
Analytical approach
cultural production and practices; cultural codes; webs of signs and symbols accompanying social structures,
institutions and practices: religion,
economics, the education system, media, art, fashion, science, law, public
discourse

Studies and research projects
Bäcker 2001; Glenn III 2001; Krzemiński 2010; Mielczarek 2006, 2011b
Bielasiak 2015; Blokker 2011; Brier
2009; Dryzek 2004; Grabowska 2004;
Kurczewski 2009; Meardi 2005; Ost
2005; Skąpska 2011; Szacki 1995

The following table lists the aforementioned approaches to defining culture along with
scholarship that discusses the cultural consequences of the Solidarity movement. Texts that
refer to social movement theory have been emphasized.
Discussion and Conclusions
The causes, dynamics, and consequences of social movements as seen from the cultural
perspective have been defined and explained in myriad ways. This article uses just one of
several possible typologies—though undoubtedly useful, it is still far from perfect. In illustrating the consequences of assuming a particular definition, I have attempted to consider its
benefits and drawbacks: the issues and phenomena that appear in greater relief or disappear
from the scholar’s field of view. Definitions of culture can also be discussed in reference to
the agency of social actors (à la Weber) and the power of the context in which the movement
appears (à la Foucault and Bourdieu), as mentioned in the introduction above, as well as
other models (cf. Williams 2004). However, social movement scholars are far from reaching a consensus on the best way to define culture and relate it to structure. This should not
come as a surprise: separating out cultural elements is to some extent an arbitrary endeavor.
It is apparent that in theoretical discussions, culture cannot replace structure (Johnston &
Klandermans 1985: 21), while the problem of the ratio between the two is yet to be settled, making this area of social movement sociology particularly interesting, if fraught with
methodological difficulty. It is already apparent that the increased focus on the role of culture has produced better theories on the mobilization, dynamics, and organization of social
movements themselves. On the other hand, the increased attention placed on the cultural dimension of a given movement’s actions cannot result in the rejection of the hypothesis about
its structural determinants. As I have attempted to demonstrate, oppositions such as culture–
structure, culture–strategy, culture–economy, and others are largely meaningless. Ideally,
all available theories would be used as broadly as possible in order to explain the emergence,
actions, and consequences of a given social movement. This is not always possible, however.
What does seem possible is to perceive cultural phenomena within the structure itself
and in its influence on the actions of social actors, at least to some extent. In this spirit,
after Polletta, we can call: firstly, for greater emphasis on cultural traditions in the sense of
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the ideological principles, institutional memory, and political taboos that shape the actions
of political elites and protesters; secondly, for greater criticism with regard to models of
resource mobilization and political processes, in which the government and protesters are
treated as permanent, pre-existing groups, while protest groups in fact sometimes coalesce
on an ad hoc basis as an expression of moral indignation or opposition to government policy (2003: 102–103). Approaching structure itself as a cultural phenomenon may also help
explain the resonance of certain master frames and ideologies as well as a given organization’s choice of organizational structure, if we consider the cultural roots of these aspects
(cf. Polletta 2003: 103). It is the view of some scholars that engaging with the anthropological and broad cultural perspectives could help perfect cultural social movement theories
and overcome their prejudices (Baumgarten et al. 2016: 3).
The Problem of Collective Identities
Cultural studies of social movements sometimes focus on collective identities, subcultures,
mentality, and worldview, which are subjects of study typical of analytical approaches to
culture and of analyses carried out in the spirit of cultural codes, but can also be studied
through the social–psychological approach, provided that changes in attitudes are considered. However, identities can sometimes be defined so broadly and in a sense inclusively
that their boundaries become difficult to delineate. Referencing them essentially serves no
analytical purpose. Such is the case with the frequently-encountered division between “us”
and “them” in the context of the Solidarity movement. The term “them” was used to denote
representative of the regime, while “us” was used to mean everyone else.
It appears that in the creation of collective identities, a crucial role is played by shared
action and conflict, meaning, firstly, the demarcation of boundaries between the individual sides of the conflict (the aforementioned division between “us” and “them” widely
discussed in the context of Solidarity) and the uninvolved public; secondly, the formation
of new relations among participants of the movement (e.g. bonds of solidarity and trust);
and thirdly, the ascription of common meaning to events separated by time and space (the
protests of 1956, 1968, 1970, 1976, and even the 1944 uprising), the attribution of fundamental significance to certain generational and biographical experiences (participation
in earlier protests, the election of Karol Wojtyła as pope), and the abandonment of certain
previously held convictions (widespread religious conversions). These result in the reinforcement or weakening of a person’s sense of belonging to given groups (cf. Della Porta
and Diani 2006).
A majority of the studies that address the issue of identity should be placed in the
category of the analytical perspective. The concept of new social movements has played
a significant role here. Scholarship representative of this approach to culture includes research by Grzegorz Bakuniak and Krzysztof Nowak on the shaping of the participants’
identities in connection with their religious experiences (1987), as well as other discussions of the dominant identities within the Solidarity movement, which their authors believe played a decisive role in shaping the dynamic of the movement. The main identities
considered in this context include the working class, intellectual, and national identities,
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and less frequently the peasant and religious ones, a fact that resonates in interpretations
of Solidarity as a workers’ revolution (Goodwyn 1992) or the emergence of a middle class
(Kurczewski 1980), a civil society (Skłodkowska 2006), a national uprising (Kula 1991),
and the church (Karłowicz 2002). This approach is characterized by the use of a single term
to define the entire movement in an attempt to convey the nature of the movement and explain its workings. This goal is not always achieved, however, most often in cases when the
supposed identity is defined imprecisely. Sometimes the explanation process involves considering several potential coexistent identities among participants of the movement (Kubik
1994; Ost 2005) or—in a sense à rebours—observing the absence or insufficient articulation of a certain identity. This applies to the female identity in particular (Malinowska
2005). Examples of the analytical approach to culture also include work that references
an insurrectional cultural code, for example Marcin Kula’s Narodowe i rewolucyjne [National and Revolutionary, 1991] and research by Elżbieta Ciżewska (2010), which examine
the presence of the republican cultural code and the attendant republican identity of the
movement. Studies of the cultural causes of Solidarity and the sources of its identity conducted in the spirit of the analytical perspective may also benefit from work published
before 1980, for example Aldona Jawłowska’s Drogi kontrkultury [Countercultural Paths,
1975], which describes youth opposition to the authoritarian system. To sum up, matters
of collective identity are typical of the analytical approach to culture, but, in practice, their
raising does not always serve an analytical purpose; as an imprecisely defined category,
collective identity may produce the same problems that are commonly encountered in the
diffuse approach.
Culture in Studies of the Solidarity Movement
The cultural perspective in social movement sociology only developed after the emergence
of Solidarity, by which time many of the canonical studies of the Polish social movement
had already been written, thus it comes as no surprise that this approach is absent from the
research on the Solidarity movement. This is not to say that other theoretical frameworks
were not employed. New social movement theory (Touraine 1989; Mason 1989; Misztal
& Misztal 1988) was applied most frequently, while other models remained less popular
among scholars (Crighton 1985; Osa 1997; Barker 2001). Years later, as part of an intellectual experiment and debate with the extant literature, attempts were made to describe
Solidarity through the lens of several other theories (Ciżewska 2010b; Latoszek 2006; Mielczarek 2011a), all of which were nevertheless distant from the cultural perspective. 2 It is
worth emphasizing that in Polish studies of the subject, the topic of culture is addressed
frequently and with extraordinary sensitivity. As early as the 1980s, the problem of culture
was recognized more often in Polish research than in contemporaneous foreign studies, in
which the dominant perspectives were those of the political and economic processes; on
the other hand, the overwhelming majority of Polish sociologists neither created their own
theories nor used the theories that were being developed at the time and later by their foreign colleagues in order to describe and explain the observed phenomenon. Though their
2

These included resource mobilization theory, new social movement theory, and relative deprivation theory.
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research was concerned with similar problems and phenomena, they rarely employed the
terms and theories used in other countries. Their acute cultural sensibilities have yet to
produce any significant contributions to the international study of sociology (largely due to
their use of hermetic language, their political isolation, as well as the lack of precise definitions), a consequence of which is, for instance, the relatively small number of comparative
studies of Solidarity and civil rights movements. When Polish studies of Solidarity address
cultural concerns, they are often burdened by a lack of precision in defining culture itself
and a lack of awareness of the theoretical significance of the problems being discussed. Sociologists wrote as events unfolded; their goal was not to create or test theories, and there is
often a noticeably emotional, personal element to their analyses. These writings can even
be considered sources in their own right, but they are not accompanied by an awareness
of their own discoveries. Thus, for example, foreign scholars failed to understand the extraordinarily important religious dimension of the movement, a theme often addressed in
Polish studies but rarely discussed—and often misunderstood—in foreign studies. Notable
exceptions include the work of Kubik (1994) and Osa (1997). Is this absence of references
to social movement theory detrimental to the Polish studies of the Solidarity movement?
There can be no unambiguous answer: the significance of a given study does not hinge
on its use of a particular theoretical perspective, and the body of literature contains many
valuable works that rely on other theoretical traditions. On the other hand, the culture of
Solidarity had been studied enough that we can now attempt detailed analyses using the
tools and language provided by modern theories—analyses that would engage with, and
perhaps even challenge, studies that rely on alternative perspectives, which would serve
to popularize the substantial achievements of Polish sociology in this field and, more importantly, would expand our understanding of Solidarity: a phenomenon that continues to
wield considerable influence over contemporary Polish politics and society.
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