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Democracy in Poland is a book that every scholar writing on the development of 
democracy in Poland should have and use. It provides one of the, if not the, most 
exhaustive collections of empirical data from Polish sources for what now seems to be 
the “golden” period of post-communist democracy in Poland, 1989 to 2011. In doing 
this, it provides the election results for national elections in terms not only of the lev-
els of participation but also the representation of various socio-economic groups and 
women in individual elections, parties, and parliaments. In addition, there is data on 
citizens’ engagement in civil society and legislative initiatives as well as the shifts in 
politicians’ affiliations with individual parties and coalitions. Finally, unlike many of 
the studies of Poland’s post-communist democratization, this volume also details the 
triggers for and changes in the laws regulating the various branches of government 
and their interactions, as well as empirical data on how these branches of govern-
ment interacted with each other and what shifts were made in the process. All of this 
empirical data is critical not only for Gwiazda’s argument in this study of the positive 
development of Polish democracy but also as an empirical resource for new research 
on democratic development elsewhere in central and eastern Europe and, sadly, for 
a rethinking of Polish politics since the victory of the Law and Justice Party (Prawo I 
Sprawiedliwosc) in 2015 and the rapid decline of Poland’s democracy.

The book is far more than a compendium of facts and statistics. It is a model 
of focused scholarship detailing how democracy developed and responded to chal-
lenges between the Roundtable Accords and first semi-free election in 1989 and the 
2011 parliamentary election. Gwiazda used a different and more empirical measure 
of democracy that does not simply focus on the standard qualities of free and fair 
elections, civil rights, and the rule of law. Instead, she focused on whether and how 
Polish democracy achieved what she posits as the standard democratic goals of being 
representative, participatory, competitive, and accountable.

This approach provides a more robust analysis of the development and quality 
of Polish democracy than have historical approaches or those focused simply on the 
existence of elections, rights, and the rule of law. In the process, she presents new 
data on elements like party switching by deputies and the significant and innovative, 
if limited, citizens’ initiatives in legislation that are seldom considered in analyses of 
the Polish case.

Her study of Polish democratic development, though, ended in 2011 when Polish 
democracy, viewed from the perspective of 2017, was in its “golden moment.” Like 
virtually every other study of the first quarter century of democracy in Poland done 
to date, it does not really prepare us to explain the sharp turn away from democracy 
(and citizens’ support for this retreat) since the 2015 victory of the Law and Justice 
Party (Prawo I Sprawiedliwosc) in both the presidential and parliamentary elections. 
In part, its power has come from the electoral law, designed to prevent tiny parties 
from splintering the parliament, as they did after Poland’s first fully free election in 
1991, by requiring a party or coalition to get a minimum percentage of the vote in 
order to get seats in parliament. This magnified Law and Justice’s power in the Sejm, 
as it magnified the left’s power in 1993.

This time, however, what looked like a stable party system, albeit with some shift-
ing from one party to another by deputies, with well-established rules that insured 
no single institution or party could control everything, failed dramatically to protect 
the Constitutional Court’s rights and even the democratic procedures in the Polish 
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parliament. This does not make the empirical data and analysis in this volume any less 
valuable both as a resource for scholars and as a new model for evaluating democratic 
development. What it does demand is that we look at this data and the four goals of 
democracy in light of the apparent vulnerability of Polish democracy and that of oth-
ers to see what we all missed or how what looked like achievements in democratic 
development and consolidation could so easily be manipulated and even cast aside.

Jane Leftwich Curry
Santa Clara University
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Ethnography, to this reviewer’s abiding delight, can see the universe in a grain of 
sand—it finds answers to big questions in small, obscure, out-of-the-way places. Thus 
in this insightful study of religious difference in Europe, Agnieszka Pasieka looks not 
to London or Paris or Berlin but instead to Poland, the most ethnically and religiously 
homogenous large country in Europe: 97% ethnically Polish, 95% Roman Catholic 
(56). Within Poland, she neglects the burgeoning Vietnamese Buddhist community 
of Warsaw or the Chechen and Tatar Muslims in Gdańsk, seeking diversity instead in 
Rozstaje, a collection of tiny villages in the country’s southeastern corner. And she 
finds it: the region features at least two ethnolinguistic groups and Christianity in 
six flavors: Roman Catholic, Greek Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Pentecostal, Seventh 
Day Adventist, and Jehovah’s Witness. There is also a handful of cosmopolitan 
Buddhists (refugees from the big city, sometimes mistaken for Hindus or Muslims by 
their perplexed neighbors), and a single lonely atheist. Pasieka’s study is not perfect—
she all but ignores the Jews whose absence haunts the religious landscape, and we 
learn too little about some of the Protestant minorities (especially the Sabbatarian, 
pork-eschewing Adventists who partly fill the Jewish niche in local imaginaries). 
Nevertheless, she admirably succeeds in her intent to query the ways in which cel-
ebrations of multiculturalism can both allow for diversity and uphold the dominance 
of a majority religion.

After a theory-laden Introduction, Part I maps out the practice of “hierarchi-
cal pluralism” in time and space. A chapter tracing Poland’s “History of Pluralism” 
reminds readers that the region has always been multi-religious, its recent Catholic 
dominance a historical anomaly brought about by a “homogenizing rather than 
homogenous state” (35). Chapter 2, “Making Pluralism,” emphasizes the active pro-
motion of inter-religious conviviality. Neighbors actively engage in a “discourse of 
ecumenism” (69) and happily celebrate Christmas twice: according to the Gregorian 
(Roman Catholic and Protestant) and Julian (Orthodox and Greek Catholic) calendars.

Part II focuses on collective memory. Chapter 3, “Caroling History,” uses the 
framework of a wassailing party to uncover a heteroglossic oral history. Elderly 
inhabitants recall the first appearance of Pentecostals in the region, or the bad blood 
between Greek Catholics (often identifying with Ukrainian ethnicity) and Orthodox 
(identifying with Lemko ethnicity) in the interwar years. But most focus on the trau-
mas of forced deportation, first to Soviet Ukraine in 1944, then to the “recovered terri-
tories” of recently German Silesia in 1947. Chapter 4 explores an ambivalent nostalgia 
for the socialist period, remembered as a time of repression and hardship but also 
neighborliness, family devotion, and mutual aid.
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