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ABSTRACT: In communist Poland, while the state 
took care of  the basic needs of  its people, there was a 
_QLM[XZMIL�[WKQIT�Q[[]M�XTIO]QVO�[WKQM\a"�ITKWPWTQ[U��
Alcoholism was an increasing issue from the period of  
destalinization, to the Solidarity movement and over 
time, sobriety became a symbol of  resistance under a 
regime that relied on the vodka industry as the most 
QUXWZ\IV\�[W]ZKM�WN �LWUM[\QK�ZM^MV]M��*a�IVITabQVO�
the high levels of  consumption, the consequences, 
and the response from the state, church, and union, I 
IVITabM�\PM�XWTQ\QKIT�VI\]ZM�WN �ITKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVL��
To highlight the role ideology played, I also compare 
the social responses and methods of  treatment in state 
[WKQITQ[U��\W�\PW[M�QV�?M[\MZV�LMUWKZI\QK�KW]V\ZQM[��
From this, an image begins to emerge of  how alcohol-
ism interacted with the regime and feelings of  mass 
LQ[MVKPIV\UMV\��?PQTM�Q\�Q[�aM\�\W�JM�[MMV�QN �KWUU]VQ[\�
regimes directly impacted people’s drinking habits, 
the Polish communist government certainly allowed 
\PM�PMIT\P�IVL�_MTTVM[[�WN �Q\[�KQ\QbMV[�\W�KWUM�[MKWVL��
Further research into the dynamics of  alcoholism in 
other Eastern European communist countries such as 
Hungary and Czechoslovakia could further develop an 
understanding of  this complicated relationship between 
ITKWPWT�IVL�KWUU]VQ[U��<PQ[�\WXQK�WN �[\]La�ZMUIQV[�
important as the intergenerational dynamics for the 
families who lived under this system remain; looking at 
alcoholism under this regime can help us understand 
\PM[M�WVOWQVO�[WKQIT�ZMTI\QWV[�
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characterized by “irregular binge drinking episodes 
�M�O���L]ZQVO�_MMSMVL[�IVL�I\�NM[\Q^Q\QM[���IVL�\PM�
IKKMX\IVKM�WN�LZ]VSMVVM[[�QV�X]JTQKº��8WXW^I�M\�IT��
������������

The legal consumption statistics clearly do not 
tell the whole story, but nevertheless, they demon-
strate that consumption was on the rise throughout 
\PM�KWUU]VQ[\�Z]TM��<PMZM�_MZM�MٺWZ\[�\W�ZML]KM�
alcohol consumption even during the early commu-
VQ[\�aMIZ[��J]\�\PMa�_MZM�\W�TQ\\TM�I^IQT��*a�\PM�MIZTa�
�! �[��I�TW\�PIL�KPIVOML�¸�\PM�;WTQLIZQ\a�UW^M-
UMV\�_I[�QV�N]TT�[_QVO�¸�J]\�\PM�OZW_QVO�XZWJ-
TMU�WN�ITKWPWTQ[U�ZMUIQVML��1V�UQL[\�WN�XWTQ\QKIT�
turmoil, all of Poland’s major political forces were 
conducting campaigns in an attempt to tackle the 
issue; the Roman Catholic Church, the communist 
government, and the Solidarity trade union each 
knew that alcoholism had become a major social 
XZWJTMU�NWZ�8WTIVL��;UQ\P��! �#�3I]NUIV��! ���

The problem of alcoholism was evident in many 
I[XMK\[�WN�TQNM�¸�NZWU�\PM�JIZ��\W�\PM�_WZSXTIKM��
\W�KZQUM��?PQTM�OWQVO�\W�_WZS�LZ]VS�_I[�IOIQV[\�
\PM�TI_��\PQ[�_I[�VW\�[\ZQK\Ta�MVNWZKML��1V�WZLMZ�\W�
meet quotas and stay on schedule, managers could 
VW\�IٺWZL�\W�LQ[UQ[[�XMWXTM��IVL�WN\MV\QUM[�¹\PM�
foreman himself [drank] with the worker” (as cited 
QV�¹<PM�8ZWJTMU�WN�)TKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVLº��!����
�����<PMZM�_I[�I�\ZILQ\QWV�WN�LZQVSQVO�I\�_WZS�\PI\�
left “hundreds of empty bottles” to be carried away 
Ja�VQOP\�_I\KPUMV�NWZ�I�ZMN]VL�������,M[XQ\M�JMQVO�
so widespread, workplace drinking was a concern; 
JM\_MMV����IVL�� 
�WN�_WZSXTIKM�IKKQLMV\[�QV�
�!�!�_MZM�L]M�\W�LZQVSQVO�IKKWZLQVO�\W�\PM�+PQMN�
Inspectorate for the Protection of Labor of the 
+MV\ZIT�+W]VKQT�WN�\PM�<ZILM�=VQWV[�������)LLQ-
tionally, it was estimated that the same year that 20 
million workdays were lost due to absenteeism as a 
ZM[]T\�WN�M`KM[[Q^M�LZQVSQVO�������,I\I�NZWU�I��!� �
[\]La�NZWU�\PM�5QVQ[\Za�WN�4IJWZ�?IOM[�IVL�;WKQIT�
�]IQZ[�ZMXWZ\ML�\PI\�WVM�QV��!�MUXTWaMM[�_Iٺ(
working drunk and one in 26 public transit workers 
was driving their vehicle drunk (“Situation Report” 
�!� ���#�+PI[M��! ���������

+PI[M���! ���NW]VL�\PI\�QV�\PM�[W]\PMI[\MZV�Z]ZIT�
area of Poland the state-owned restauracja was a 
popular drinking spot not only for factory workers, 
J]\�IT[W�NWZ�\Z]KS�LZQ^MZ[�XI[[QVO�\PZW]OP��<PM[M�
drivers “drank in spite of severe penalties in the 

<PM�\ZMI\UMV\�WN�\PW[M�_PW�IZM�\PM�_WZ[\�Wٺ�QV�I�[W-
KQM\a�KIV�\MTT�][�I�OZMI\�LMIT�IJW]\�\PM�[WKQM\a�Q\[MTN��
?PQTM�[\I\M�[WKQITQ[\�KW]V\ZQM[�QV�-I[\MZV�-]ZWXM�
did not experience social issues like unemploy-
ment or homelessness, there was a social problem 
lurking beneath the surface that was impacting 
\PM�UI[[M[�QV�I�^MZa�ZMIT�_Ia"�ITKWPWTQ[U��.WZ�\PM�
most part, the state took care of the basic needs of 
people through expansive social services, yet heavy 
LZQVSQVO�_I[�IV�QVKZMI[QVOTa�TIZOM�Q[[]M��1\�_I[�LQN-
ferent from the kind of addiction we see in capitalist 
KW]V\ZQM[��_PMZM�\PW[M�_PW�IZM�IټQK\ML�\MVL�\W�JM�
\PW[M�_PW�PI^M�NITTMV�\PZW]OP�\PM�KZIKS[�QV�[WKQM\a��
?I[�ITKWPWTQ[U�QV�\PM[M�[\I\M�[WKQITQ[\�KW]V\ZQM[�
a remnant of the capitalist era, or was it a sign of 
mass disenchantment with state socialism itself ? 
The communist regime stood idly by for decades 
as the problem of alcoholism grew worse, and this 
KWV\ZQJ]\ML�\W�\PM�XWTQ\QKQbI\QWV�WN�\PM�XZWJTMU��
By looking at the dominance of heavy drinking 
in Poland during this period and the responses of 
the Polish communist government and other social 
institutions, we can see the political nature of the 
Q[[]M��<W�PQOPTQOP\�\PM�ZWTM�QLMWTWOa�XTIaML��1�_QTT�
also compare the social responses and methods of 
\ZMI\UMV\�QV�[\I\M�[WKQITQ[U�\W�\PW[M�QV�?M[\MZV�
LMUWKZI\QK�KW]V\ZQM[�

Consumption and Consequences

1\�Q[�LQٻK]T\�\W�OM\�I�KTMIZ�]VLMZ[\IVLQVO�WN�\PM�
scope of alcohol abuse in Eastern European state 
socialism because statistics only account for legal 
consumption (“The Problem of Alcoholism in 
8WTIVLº��!�����1V�8WTIVL��\PM[M�[\I\Q[\QK[�LW�VW\�
include the “large amounts of alcohol systematical-
ly stolen from their factories” nor do they include 
“illicitly distilled moonshine, which [was] produced 
on a larger scale, especially in rural districts” (“The 
8ZWJTMU�WN�)TKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVLº��!��������1V��!����
����TQ\ZM[�WN�X]ZM�ITKWPWT�_MZM�TMOITTa�KWV[]UML�XMZ�
KIXQ\I��Ja�\PW[M�IOML����IVL�WTLMZ��IVL�\PI\�V]UJMZ�
ZW[M�NIQZTa�[\MILQTa��XMISQVO�I\������TQ\ZM[�QV��! ��
�/WZ[Sa�M\�IT���������������?PQTM�\PM[M�V]UJMZ[�ZM-
ÆMK\�\aXQKIT�KWV[]UX\QWV�NWZ�-]ZWXM��\PM�_Ia�8WTM[�
consumed alcohol was heavy drinking in one sitting 
¸�I[�WXXW[ML�\W�\PM�.ZMVKP�\ZILQ\QWV�WN�LZQVSQVO�
wine daily at dinner (“The Problem of Alcoholism 
QV�8WTIVLº��!��������+]T\]ZITTa��8WTIVL�Q[�XIZ\�WN�I�
Northern European drinking tradition that involves 
the consumption of primarily hard spirits and is 
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LZ]VS��)�OZMI\�LMIT�WN�\PM�LQ[K][[ML�LaVIUQK[�
[]ZZW]VLQVO�ITKWPWT�KIV�JM�M`MUXTQÅML�\PZW]OP�\PM�
story of a trip to the bar:

�����?WZSQVO�KTI[[�UMV�IZM�OMVMZITTa�[MZ^ML�QV� 
     a large room of the hotel which they call  
�����\PM�KPI]XI��1\�Q[�][]ITTa�MV^MTWXML�QV�I� 
     screen of smoke, which incidentally, makes  
     it somewhat easier to mask the quick repl- 
     enishing of one’s kieliszek with illicit, home  
     brew or cheaper store-purchased alcohol  
�����PQLLMV�]VLMZ�\PM�\IJTM��.QVM[�QV�\PM�IUW]V\� 
�����WN�������bTW\a[�KW]TL�JM�M`\ZIK\ML�NWZ�[]KP� 
�����IV�WٺMVKM#�\PM�O]QT\a�_MZM�ZIZMTa�ZMXWZ\ML� 
     for in a system where favours are rendered  
     for favours, waitresses were bribed to keep  
�����[QTMV\���� ��

Chase explains that in this town, waitresses and 
innkeepers were motivated to sell as much alcohol 
as possible through receiving commissions, that 
stores often had a greater stock of alcohol than food, 
and that illegal homemade alcohol was widespread 
����������+]T\]ZITTa��\PMZM�_I[�I�JMTQMN�\PI\�[WUM�
degree of alcohol was healthy, but people also 
ZMKWOVQbML�ITKWPWT�_I[�[MZ^QVO�I[�IV�M[KIXM�¸�
particularly for young men who worked in the local 
NIK\WZQM[�WZ�UQVM[��.WZ�UIVa��LZQVSQVO�_I[�\PW]OP\�
to serve as “a cushion not only against the hazards 
of bitter winter weather but also as a palliative for 
XWTQ\QKIT�IVL�MKWVWUQK�WXXZM[[QWVº��������8WTM[�_MZM�
somewhat culturally sympathetic to drinking and 
also lived in a system where alcohol was always 
readily available, even encouraged, and this con-
\ZQJ]\ML�\W�I�K]T\]ZM�WN�LZQVSQVO�I[�IV�M[KIXM�

Alcoholism as an Industry and State Re-
sponses

At the centre of the Polish alcoholism problem was 
a glaring irony: the state’s most important source 
WN�LWUM[\QK�ZM^MV]M�_I[�^WLSI��3I]NUIV��! ����
Vodka was a huge industry in Poland that em-
XTWaML��������XMWXTM�IVL�IKKW]V\ML�NWZ���
�WN�
[\I\M�ZM^MV]M�QV�\PM��!��[��;UQ\P��! ���!!���<PM�
state not only had a monopoly over alcohol pro-
duction but also controlled the anti-drinking lobby 
�/WZ[Sa�M\�IT���������������)[�I�ZM[]T\��\PM�PMIT\P�
of the population was not a strong consideration 
QV�ITKWPWT�XWTQKa��+WUUMZKQIT�QV\MZM[\[�IVL�\PM�
reliance on alcohol for economic stability were what 

NWZU�WN�KI[P�XIaUMV\[������bTW\a[��IVL�QUUMLQ-
I\M�TW[[�WN�TQKMV[Mº��������5IVa�8WTM[�_MZM�KI]OP\�
LZQ^QVO�]VLMZ�\PM�QVÆ]MVKM�IVL�¹UIVa�WN�\PMU�
were drivers of trucks and of public transport buses” 
(as cited in “The Problem of Alcoholism in Poland” 
�!���������)[�WXXW[ML�\W�TWWSQVO�I\�[\I\Q[\QK[�WV�
consumption alone, these examples are perhaps 
more useful for understanding how widespread the 
XZWJTMU�WN�ITKWPWTQ[U�_I[��<PM�XZWJTMU�_I[�ZMIT�
for the people who lived in Poland at this time, and 
while many wanted drastic action to address the 
Q[[]M��\PI\�IK\QWV�VM^MZ�[MMUML�\W�KWUM�

The Social and Cultural Conditions of  
Alcohol Abuse 

3MZZ���!� ��PQOPTQOP\[�\PI\�ITKWPWT�IJ][M�WN\MV�
starts with drinking to “counter depressions” or to 
KWXM�_Q\P�NMIZ�IVL�¹M`Q[\MV\QITQ[\�)VO[\º�¸�UMIV-
QVO�\PI\�WVM¼[�MV^QZWVUMV\�LWM[�XTIa�I�ZWTM��� ����
?WZSQVO�KWVLQ\QWV[�NWZ�UIVa�QV�KWUU]VQ[\�8WTIVL�
_MZM�VW\�KWVL]KQ^M�\W�[WJZQM\a��?PMV�NIKML�_Q\P�I�
bleak or uncertain future, one is more compelled 
\W�LZQVS��0MVZaS�3WZW\aV[SQ�[]OOM[\ML�\PI\�XMWXTM�
had little incentive to get clean because of these 
social conditions:

�����_Pa�[PW]TL�WVM�UISM�IV�MٺWZ\��[QVKM�Q\�Q[� 
     well known that honest work does not pay,  
�����\PI\�UIVIOMZQIT�XW[Q\QWV[�IZM�[\IٺML�_Q\P�
     yes men who have “connections” with the 
     higher authorities, since personal and  
     organizational talent only counts if you have  
     a party membership (as cited in “The Problem  
�����WN�)TKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVLº��!���������

People perceived alcoholism as being directly 
related to their social circumstances and their 
LQ[MVKPIV\UMV\�_Q\P�\PM�[a[\MU�\PMa�_MZM�TQ^QVO�QV��
Of course, the idea that there could be alienation in 
a workers’ state and that it contributed to drinking 
PIJQ\[�_I[�ÅMZKMTa�WXXW[ML�Ja�-I[\MZV�-]ZWXMIV�
ZMOQUM[#�J]\�QV�XZQ^I\M��IٺMK\ML�QVLQ^QL]IT[�_MZM�
UWZM�TQSMTa�\W�[Ia�LQٺMZMV\Ta�����

Cultural drinking practices interacted with the way 
people felt about their own social situation in the 
KWUU]VQ[\�ZMOQUM��1V�+PI[M¼[���! ���M\PVWOZIXPQK�
[\]La��PM�OW\�ÅZ[\�PIVL�IKKW]V\[�WN�\PM�K]T\]ZM�WN�
drinking in rural Poland, during this time, which 
highlights the nature of how and why Poles got 
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O]QLML�\PM�LMKQ[QWV�UISQVO�WN�\PM�[\I\M��/WZ[Sa�M\�
IT���������XWQV\�W]\�\PI\�\PQ[�[Q\]I\QWV�¹MUJWLQML�I�
fundamental contradiction” in that for the regime, 
“[e]xcessive drinking must be curbed because it 
transgressed the ideals of socialist citizenship, yet 
the production and consumption of alcohol must be 
encouraged because it was fundamental to the so-
KQITQ[\�MKWVWUaº���������4Q\\TM�ITKWPWT�_I[�QUXWZ\ML�
WZ�M`XWZ\ML��;QVKM�UW[\�WN�\PM�ITKWPWT�XZWL]KML�QV�
Poland was also consumed there, production and 
consumption were in a direct relationship (Smith 
�! ���!!���<PM�[\I\M�_I[�I�UI[[�MVIJTMZ�NWZ�\PM�IL-
diction of citizens and also responsible for address-
QVO�IVL�\ZMI\QVO�ILLQK\QWV��;UQ\P��! ����<PM�ZM[]T\�
was that for most of the years leading up to the 
Solidarity movement, little action  
_I[�\ISMV�

Before Solidarity, the state was aware of the prob-
lem of alcoholism and did take modest action to 
KWUJI\�Q\��/WZ[Sa�M\�IT������#�;UQ\P��! ����)��!�!�
anti-alcoholic bill gave the people’s councils the re-
sponsibility of managing the funds allocated to ad-
dressing alcoholism, which was raised through sur-
charges on bottles (“The Problem of Alcoholism in 
8WTIVLº��!���������0W_M^MZ��\PM�JQTT�WVTa�ZMY]QZML�
��
�WN�\PM�N]VL[�\W�JM�][ML�WV�ÅOP\QVO�ITKWPWTQ[U�
and the councils failed to meet that number, coming 
QV�I\�KTW[MZ�\W��
�������1\�_I[�WN\MV�Y]Q\M�Ua[\MZQW][�
where the remaining funds ended up, and with little 
accountability, there was paradoxically even a case 
of the funds being used to build a new bar (Kerr 
�!� ���!�#�¹<PM�8ZWJTMU�WN�)TKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVLº�
�!��������
 
<PMZM�_MZM�!�ZM[XMK\Q^M�QVKZMI[M[�QV�\PM�XZQKM�WN�IT-
KWPWT�QV�\PM����aMIZ[�JM\_MMV��!���IVL��!����¹MIKP�
time leading to a temporary moderation in the 
QVKZMI[M�QV�KWV[]UX\QWVº��;UQ\P��! ���!!���)KKWZL-
QVO�\W�\PM�2]VM��!� �8WTQ[P�¹;Q\]I\QWV�:MXWZ\º�NZWU�
:ILQW�.ZMM�-]ZWXM��QV��!����\PM�KW[\�WN�ITKWPWT�
QVKZMI[ML�Ja�IV�I^MZIOM�WN���
�IVL�IOIQV�Ja�\PI\�
V]UJMZ�QV��!� ������<PM�¹;Q\]I\QWV�:MXWZ\º�NZWU�
later that year in October, said that it was “common 
SVW_TMLOMº�\PI\�\PM�XZQKM�QVKZMI[M[�PIL�VW�MٺMK\��
IVL�\PI\�KWV[]UX\QWV�_I[�[\QTT�ZQ[QVO���!� ������)V�
“action program” was created that same year by 
the Sejm deputies as reported by a lawyer’s jour-
nal but there was little attention paid to it, as even 
\PM�M`Q[\QVO�ZMO]TI\QWV[�_MZM�VW\�MVNWZKML������<PM�
October “Situation Report” noted, “as things now 

Student: Cole Stevenson 
Year: 4nd Year



C
rossings Vol. 2 (2022)

49

C
ro

ss
in

gs
 V

ol
. 2

 (2
02

2)

49

Solidarity movement permitted a greater degree of 
liberalization, people were emboldened to point it 
out, as “[p]eople who hadn’t been allowed to speak 
\PMQZ�UQVL[�NWZ�\PQZ\a�Å^M�aMIZ[�PIL�[]LLMVTa�KWUM�
]V[\WXXMLº��I[�KQ\ML�QV�BQUVa������������;WTQLIZ-
ity encouraged Poles to be “Sober, Prudent and 
Strong” and was unafraid to point out this state hy-
XWKZQ[a��3I]NUIV��! ����;\IZ\QVO�QV�\PM�4MVQV�[PQX-
aIZL[�QV�/LIV[S�QV��! ���;WTQLIZQ\a�PIL�I�XWTQKa�WN�
prohibition where the selling of alcohol was banned 
�;UQ\P��! ���! ���<PQ[�XWTQKa�_I[�M`\MVLML�\W�W\PMZ�
strikes that were emerging across the country, and 
campaigning against alcoholism was a recurring 
\PMUM�NWZ�\PM�UW^MUMV\�I[�I�_PWTM��3I]NUIV��! �#�
;UQ\P��! ����

On the surface, this anti-alcohol sentiment was 
about the nation’s health, but it was also a boycott 
of state vodka, recognizing the covert political 
VI\]ZM�WN�ITKWPWT�QV�8WTIVL��;WTQLIZQ\a�WXMVTa�[\I\ML�
what many believed to be true about the state, vod-
SI��IVL�\PM�OZW_QVO�XZWJTMU�WN�ITKWPWTQ[U��<PQ[�Q[�
M`MUXTQÅML�Ja�\PM�NWTTW_QVO�;WTQLIZQ\a�KWUUQ[[QWV�
appeal:

     The totalitarian Government aims at a  
     complete subjugation of all people… 
�����8ZWUW\QWV�WN�ITKWPWTQ[U�Q[�I�^MZa�MٺMK\Q^M� 
�����UM\PWL�_PMZMJa�\PQ[�IQU�KIV�JM�I\\IQVML�� 
�����?M�PI^M�\W�KW]V\MZ�Q\°?M�KIV�KWV\QV]M 
�����ÅOP\QVO�WVTa�QN�_M�IZM�[WJMZ��XZ]LMV\�IVL� 
�����[\ZWVO��3I]NUIV��! ���

;UQ\P���! ���IZO]M[�\PI\�\PM�KWUUWV�JMTQMN�_Q\PQV�
the movement that alcohol was used to suppress the 
XMWXTM�_I[�R][\QÅML�_Q\P�\PZMM�XQMKM[�WN�M^QLMVKM"�
despite shortages of most other consumer goods al-
cohol was always available in the country; Poland’s 
ITKWPWT�XZWJTMU[�_MZM�KMV[WZML�]X�]V\QT��!��#�
and, lastly, the government enabled the operation 
of many more retail outlets than legally allowed 
�������8MWXTM�SVM_�\PI\�^WLSI�_I[�IV�QUXWZ\IV\�
industry for the government and that in addition to 
MKWVWUQK�JMVMÅ\[��\PM�VI\QWV¼[�ITKWPWT�XZWJTMU�PIL�
XWTQ\QKIT�JMVMÅ\[�NWZ�\PM�[\I\M�I[�_MTT�

The church has always played a strong role in 
8WTIVL�I[�\PM�VI\QWV�Q[�W^MZ_PMTUQVOTa�+I\PWTQK�¸�
QV�[XQ\M�WN�\PM�ZQ[M�IVL�NITT�WN�KWUU]VQ[U��,]ZQVO�
\PM�KWUU]VQ[\�aMIZ[��KP]ZKP�WٻKQIT[�KWV[Q[\MV\Ta�
expressed concern about growing alcohol abuse; 

stand, virtually nobody is legally responsible for 
X]\\QVO�M`Q[\QVO�ZMO]TI\QWV[�QV\W�IK\]IT�XZIK\QKMº��
The action taken by the state consisted of empty 
words, stolen funds, and plans that everyone knew 
_W]TL�VM^MZ�KWUM�\W�NZ]Q\QWV�

The communist government in Poland consistently 
used propaganda posters to spread an anti-alcohol 
message to the people, while simultaneously failing 
\W�\ISM�UMIVQVON]T�IK\QWV��/WZ[Sa�M\�IT���������
Anti-alcohol posters changed in style as time went 
Ja���������<PMa�Å\�\PM�[WKQITQ[\�ZMITQ[U�[\aTM�L]ZQVO�
the Stalinist years, then took on more macabre 
styles that rejected realism during de-Stalinization 
��������:MOIZLTM[[�WN�[\aTM��PW_M^MZ��I�KWUUWV�
theme in the posters was labelling alcoholics as 
social deviants and not as people in need of medical 
QV\MZ^MV\QWV��¹/W^MZVUMV\�IV\Q�ITKWPWT�[\ZI\MOQM[�
were geared to containing disorder” and the dis-
course in these posters served the state in that they 
“legitimized a policy with little capacity for medical 
WZ�[MTN�PMTX�ZM[XWV[M[º���������8W[\MZ[�[PW_ML�ITKW-
holics as freeloaders who were not contributing to 
society, as deviants who were eroding traditional in-
[\Q\]\QWV[��WZ�I[�I�LMILTa�ZQ[S�\W�[WKQM\a��7VM�XW[\MZ�
NZWU��!���LMXQK\[�I�LZ]VS�UIV�TaQVO�WV�\PM�[\ZMM\�
as his comrades yell at him “Stop Drinking! Come 
?Q\P�=[�IVL�*]QTL�I�*M\\MZ�<WUWZZW_º���������)V-
W\PMZ�NZWU��! ��PI[�VW�_WZL[��WVTa�I�VWW[M�QV�\PM�
[PIXM�WN�I�JW\\TM�IOIQV[\�I�JTIKS�JIKSOZW]VL���������

Despite these government messages, alcohol was 
always readily available; while the “economy con-
sistently failed to meet the appetite for consumer 
goods, drinking remained comparatively cheap and 
MI[QTa�I^IQTIJTMº���������1\�_I[�\PM�WVTa�KWUUWLQ\a�
which was easily accessible to everyone in society 
IVL�NM_�IT\MZVI\Q^M�Y]ITQ\a�OWWL[�¸�TQSM�KWٺMM��\MI��
KIVLa��IVL�K]T\]ZIT�Q\MU[�¸�KW]TL�JM�X]ZKPI[ML�I[�
inexpensively as a bottle of vodka (“The Problem of 
)TKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVLº��!���������1V�\PM�aMIZ[�JMNWZM�
Solidarity, production was never reduced, and 
KW[\�ZMUIQVML�ZMTI\Q^MTa�TW_��+PI[M��! �#�;UQ\P�
�! ����?PQTM�\PM�KWUU]VQ[\�OW^MZVUMV\�IXXMIZML�
concerned with the issue through the anti-alcohol 
campaign, there was no meaningful action taken 
\PI\�_W]TL�LQ[Z]X\�MKWVWUQK�QV\MZM[\[�

Alternative Responses: Church and Trade 
Union
This contradiction was no secret, and once the 
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Ka�_I[�Y]M[\QWVML�IVL�\PMZM�_I[�I�VMML�NWZ�I�ÅZU�
IXXZWIKP��������)TKWPWTQ[U�[MZ^ML�I[�I�[aUJWT�WN�
societal decay that peaked during this time in what 
was a “struggle for moral superiority between trade 
]VQWV�IVL�[\I\Mº��/WZ[Sa�M\�IT���������������1V�,M-
KMUJMZ�WN��! ��5IZ\QIT�TI_�_I[�QUXW[ML�QV�8WTIVL�
and “[w]ithin 24 hours of taking over Poland…the 
Military Council of National Salvation imposed a 
JIV�WV�\PM�[ITM�WN�ITKWPWTº��;UQ\P��! ���! ���<PM�
Solidarity trade union was forced underground 
where it would operate until the collapse of the 
ZMOQUM��BQUVa�������

Addiction Narratives and Treatment Across 
East and West

4WWSQVO�I\�LQٺMZMVKM[�QV�\ZMI\UMV\�JM\_MMV�\PM�
-I[\MZV�JTWK�KW]V\ZQM[�IVL�\PM�?M[\�KIV�JM�PMTXN]T�
in identifying how ideology underpinned the way 
XMWXTM�\PW]OP\�IJW]\�ILLQK\QWV��:W][M�IVL�=VVQ\P-
IV���!!���IZO]M�\PI\�QV�\PM�=VQ\ML�;\I\M[��ITKWPWTQK[�
IZM�LMÅVML�IOIQV[\�I�8ZW\M[\IV\�_WZS�M\PQK��IVL�QV�
the Soviet Union, against a proletarian ethic; but in 
JW\P�[a[\MU[�¹ITKWPWTQK[�IZM�LMÅVML�I[�]VXZWL]K-
\Q^M�QV�\PM�XWTQ\QKIT�MKWVWUQK�[a[\MUº��������*MQVO�
an alcoholic under a communist regime, one is cast 
as a social deviant whose behaviour is not com-
XI\QJTM�_Q\P�\PM�¹[WKQITQ[\�_Ia�WN�TQNMº����!���=VLMZ�
capitalism, the alcoholic “fails to answer the moral 
KITTQVO�WN�_WZS�IVL�»PWVM[\�MٺWZ\¼º��������

The way that alcoholics were treated in these re-
[XMK\Q^M�[a[\MU[��IT[W�LQ^MZOML��=VLMZ�KWUU]VQ[U��
a more medical, dehumanized approach was taken 
\PI\�NWK][ML�WV�JMPI^QW]Z��������<PM�;W^QM\[�\ZMI\ML�
alcoholics with state-paid doctors and “aversion 
\PMZIXa�ITWVO�_Q\P�\PM�LZ]O�LQ[]TÅZIU��)V\IJ][M��
IVL�UQTL�[PWKS�\ZMI\UMV\[�_MZM�KWUUWVº���� ���
In the United States, treatment for alcoholics has 
been primarily performed through social work and 
Ja�X[aKPWTWOQ[\[����!���=VLMZ�\PQ[�UWLMT��I�UWZM�
moralistic approach is taken where alcoholism 
is seen more as a personal moral failing that one 
U][\�W^MZKWUM��5WZITQ[\QK�IVL�UMLQKIT�IXXZWIKPM[�
were taken in both systems but, generally speaking, 
\PQ[�_I[�I�XWQV\�WN�LQ[\QVK\QWV��<PM�XZM^ITMVKM�WN�
alcoholism was far higher in the Soviet Union than 
it was in Poland and there is no available English 
literature on aversion therapy being used in Poland 
�8WXW^I�M\�IT���������6M^MZ\PMTM[[��\PQ[�KWUXIZQ[WV�
between the United States and the Soviet Union 
says something about how addiction is thought of in 

but, they were limited in that they were “denied the 
right to any form of organized social work” (“Situ-
I\QWV�:MXWZ\º��!� ������0W_M^MZ��\PQ[�XMZQWL�IT[W�
saw the relationship between church and state grow 
more friendly; the church was consulted on “ethical 
and spiritual matters” and was given permission 
\W�M[\IJTQ[P�¹IV\Q�ITKWPWTQK�KQZKTM[º������-^MV\]ITTa��
however, the church sided with Solidarity in the 
�! �[�IVL�[XWV[WZML�\PM�JWaKW\\�WN�^WLSI�QV��! ��
IN\MZ�\PM�QUXW[Q\QWV�WN�UIZ\QIT�TI_��3I]NUIV��! ����
)�TM\\MZ�NZWU�*Q[PWX�2IV�5Ib]Z�WN�;QMLTKM�¸�\PM�
PMIL�WN�WVM�WN�\PM�IV\QTQY]WZ�KWUUQ\\MM[�¸�KITTML�
alcoholism a threat both in moral and biologi-
KIT�\MZU[��3I]NUIV��! ����,]ZQVO�\PQ[�\QUM��\PM�
church took a political stance against the oppressive 
regime and did not look back, as demonstrated by 
another passage of this letter: “[n]o Christian and 
no Pole should drink alcohol this month, buy it or 
[MZ^M�Q\��)VL�TM\�M^MZa�LZ]VS�QV�\PQ[�UWV\P�JM�I�
reminder of the yoke of occupation and a symbol of 
those who oppressed, persecuted and exploited us 
I\�IVa�OQ^MV�\QUMº��3I]NUIV��! ����1V�8WTIVL�[XM-
KQÅKITTa��\PM�ZWTM�WN�\PM�KP]ZKP�KIVVW\�JM�]VLMZM[\Q-
mated: while it lacked power in the political sense, 
Q\�PMTL�[QOVQÅKIV\�[_Ia�W^MZ�\PM�XWX]TI\QWV�IVL�Q\[�
position on alcohol and the Solidarity movement 
_I[�PQOPTa�QVÆ]MV\QIT�

The government responded to this developing 
narrative in Solidarity with a more radical alcohol 
XWTQKa�WN�Q\[�W_V��1V��! ���]VLMZ�/MVMZIT�2IZ]bMT[SQ��
ITKWPWT�W]\TM\[�_MZM�ZML]KML�NZWU�ZW]OPTa���������
\W����������XZWL]K\QWV�_I[�TW_MZML�Ja������
��IVL�
XZQKM[�_MV\�]X�Ja���
�NWZ�^WLSI�QV�5IZKP�WN�\PI\�
aMIZ��;UQ\P��! ���������0W_M^MZ��;UQ\P�XWQV\[�W]\�
that the state was already struggling with produc-
\QWV�L]M�\W�KWVÆQK\�_Q\P�XW\I\W�NIZUMZ[��)LLQ\QWV-
ally, in a state with many alcohol-dependent people, 
ITKWPWT�_I[�PQOPTa�[W]OP\�IN\MZ�¸�VW�UI\\MZ�\PM�
XZQKM��-^MZaWVM�XIVQK�JW]OP\��IVL�ITKWPWT�_I[�[WWV�
ZI\QWVML"�PITN�I�TQ\ZM�WN�^WLSI�UWV\PTa��������

;UQ\P�VW\M[�\PI\�_PQTM�\PMZM�IZM�VW�WٻKQIT�[\I\Q[\QK[��
doctors during this time told him that poison units 
were busy dealing “with alcoholics who had been 
drinking antifreeze or whatever came to hand” 
�������<PM�[\I\M�\ISQVO�LZI[\QK�IK\QWV�PIL�ZMIT�
QUXTQKI\QWV[��5IVa�_MZM�ILLQK\ML�\W�ITKWPWT�IVL�
PI^QVO�\PMQZ�PIJQ\�[M^MZMTa�ZM[\ZQK\ML�NWZ�\PM�ÅZ[\�
\QUM��_Q\PW]\�IVa�[]XXWZ\[��_I[�]V\MVIJTM��1V�TQOP\�
of the accusations of Solidarity, the state’s legitima-
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LQٺMZMV\�_Ia[�]VLMZ�KIXQ\ITQ[U�IVL�KWUU]VQ[U�¸�
J]\�ILLQK\[�IZM�\PW]OP\�WN�QV�JZWILTa�[QUQTIZ�_Ia[�
Poland had its own obstacles to treatment as there 
was a severe shortage of beds in treatment centres 
IVL�IV�QV[]ٻKQMV\�V]UJMZ�WN�KMV\ZM[�QV�OMVMZIT�
�¹<PM�8ZWJTMU�WN�)TKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVLº��!����
�����)KKWZLQVO�\W�\PM�,MXIZ\UMV\�WN�8ZM^MV\I\Q^M�
Medicine and Treatment in habit-breaking centres, 
\PMZM�_MZM�¹WVTa�������JML[�I^IQTIJTM�NWZ�\PM�������
people in need of mandatory treatment” (as cited in 
¹<PM�8ZWJTMU�WN�)TKWPWTQ[U�QV�8WTIVLº��!���������
A problem associated with this shortage was the pe-
ZQWL�WN�\ZMI\UMV\�JMQVO�[PWZ\MVML�������,WK\WZ[�_MZM�
IT[W�QV[]ٻKQMV\Ta�\ZIQVML�WV�PW_�\W�\ZMI\�ITKWPWTQK[��
and there was a need for more social service workers 
\W�ILLZM[[�\PM�[WKQIT�KWVLQ\QWV[�WN�LZQVSQVO�������

There was a large demand for treatment options 
IVL�)TKWPWTQK[�)VWVaUW][��)�)���MUMZOML�QV�
8WTIVL�\W�ÅTT�\PI\�OIX��)�)��\]ZVML�]X�QV�8WTIVL�
QV�8WbIV�QV�\PM��!�����[�IVL�QV�?IZ[I_�QV�\PM�
�! �[��:W][M�IVL�=VVQ\PIV���!!���[]OOM[\�\PI\�
the American addiction treatment system was not 
QVKWUXI\QJTM�WZ�W^MZTa�NWZMQOV��)�)��_WZS[�ZI\PMZ�
well under both capitalism and communism; while 
it is rooted in Protestantism and relies on appeals to 
a higher power, this could instead be the “principles 
WN�[WKQITQ[Uº�I[�)�)��IK\]ITTa�][M[�KIUIZILMZQM�IVL�
KWTTMK\Q^M��U]\]IT�NWZU[�WN�PMTX��������6M^MZ\PMTM[[��
the communist government did not see it this way 
and censored the Polish translation of the 12-step 
program from being published in a magazine in 
�!���� 2IVVI[b���� ��!���.WZ�\PM�[\I\M��)�)��_I[�¹IV�
idea imported from America, which the Communist 
I]\PWZQ\QM[�JMTQM^ML�_I[�PIZL�\W�KWV\ZWTº��!���)�)��
eventually did, however, begin rapid expansion in 
\PM��! �[�I[�¹CME^MZaWVM�_I[�TWWSQVO�NWZ�IV�MٺMK\Q^M�
_Ia�\W�OM\�ZQL�WN�\PM�PIJQ\º������1\�_I[�VW�KWQVKQ-
LMVKM�\PI\�\PM�UIRWZ�\]ZVQVO�XWQV\[�QV�8WTQ[P�)�)��
PQ[\WZa�QV��!���IVL��! ��KWZZM[XWVLML�_Q\P�OMVMZIT�
8WTQ[P�PQ[\WZa"�\PM��!���\PI_�IVL�\PM��! ��^Q[Q\�WN�
2WPV�8I]T�11�IVL�\PM�JMOQVVQVO[�WN�;WTQLIZQ\a�������
People saw these historical political disturbances 
and the repeated failure of the government to ad-
dress the problem of alcoholism and were embold-
MVML�\W�\ISM�\PM�UI\\MZ�QV\W�\PMQZ�W_V�PIVL[�

Conclusion

In Poland during the formative years of commu-
nism, alcoholism steadily rose while little was done 

\W�ILMY]I\MTa�ILLZM[[�Q\��1V�\PQ[�KI[M��\PM�KWUU]VQ[\�
government certainly was complacent and allowed 
\PM�PMIT\P�WN�Q\[�W_V�XMWXTM�\W�KWUM�[MKWVL��.]Z-
\PMZUWZM��\PM�OW^MZVUMV\�XZWÅ\ML�NZWU�MVIJTQVO�
\PQ[�UI[[�ILLQK\QWV��*a�KZMI\QVO�IV�MKWVWUa�ZMTQIV\�
on vodka production for domestic consumption, the 
8WTQ[P�OW^MZVUMV\�_I[�IJTM�\W�OMVMZI\M�[QOVQÅKIV\�
ZM^MV]M�_PQTM�JMVMÅ\QVO�NZWU�P]OM�XWZ\QWV[�WN�\PM�
XWX]TI\QWV�JMQVO�XIKQÅML�IVL�LQ[MVOIOML�\PZW]OP�
ITKWPWT��<PM�[\I\M�XWTQKQM[�NWZ�\ZMI\UMV\�IVL�XZM-
^MV\QWV�_MZM�IT[W�QVMٺMK\Q^M�IVL�QV[]ٻKQMV\��<ISMV�
together, these factors leave the communist regime 
in Poland as not only a bystander of the problem, 
J]\�I�XMZXM\ZI\WZ�IVL�XIZ\�WN�\PM�XZWJTMU�Q\[MTN�

The way communist regimes impacted people’s 
drinking habits, however, remains to be fully 
[MMV��8ZWUQ[QVO�ZM[MIZKP�Q[�JMQVO�LWVM"�I�[\]La�
NZWU�5ITQ[I][SIQ\M�IVL�3TMQV����� ���NWZ�M`IUXTM��
NW]VL�I�[\I\Q[\QKITTa�[QOVQÅKIV\�KWVVMK\QWV�JM\_MMV�
exposure to communism and binge drinking for 
UMV��8W\MV\QIT�\WXQK[�NWZ�N]Z\PMZ�[\]La�KW]TL�[PML�
light on this such as examining if alcoholism shifted 
with the change of regime and how democratization 
QVÆ]MVKML�8WTIVL¼[�ITKWPWT�XZWJTMU��)LLQ\QWVITTa��
further comparative analysis of other Eastern Euro-
pean countries would be of value as many of them 
such as Hungary and Czechoslovakia also had very 
PQOP�ZI\M[�WN�ITKWPWT�KWV[]UX\QWV��8WXW^I�M\�IT��
�������?PQTM�\PM�M^MV\[�WN�\PQ[�[\WZa�PIXXMVML�W^MZ�
���aMIZ[�IOW��\PMa�IZM�[\QTT�ZMTM^IV\�\WLIa��+WUU]-
nism created intergenerational dynamics for the 
families and societies that remain; by studying alco-
holism during the period, we can better understand 
\PM[M�WVOWQVO�[WKQIT�ZMTI\QWV[�
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