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In our conversa,on about democracy, there are those who say 
that nobody has ever invented a be6er system capable to 
change itself and rooted in values close to ideal from the 
ci,zens’ perspec,ve. I agree. The situa,on in Poland confirms 
that return to democracy should begin with free, fair, 
democra,c elec,ons, but it confirms also that the ballot paper 
is not enough. Autocra,c populists can convince voters 
awai,ng poli,cians that speak their concerns.  The elec,on is 
neither a guarantee nor a a sole determinant of democracy. 
When the democra,c winners do not have a cons,tu,onal 
majority in the parliament, and cannot form a government, 
democracy becomes vulnerable. And then it becomes clear that 
moving away from democracy is easier than toward democracy.  
 
Poland has a long history of figh,ng for democracy, having first 
free elec,on in 1989, then 15 years of democracy building 
before joining the EU and nearly 12 years of consolida,ng it as 
the EU member state. Then we faced 8 years of the history of 
Polish democracy under destruc,on, that ended with successful 
elec,ons, dominated by women and youth of Poland which 
paved the way toward democracy revival. There are many 
lessons learned during this cycle of construc,on, destruc,on 
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and revival of democracy.  One is clear, mainstream democra,c 
par,es can fail, they can make bad poli,cal calcula,ons, play 
opportunis,c poli,cal games, or just their impotence makes the 
delivery of what people expect from them impossible.  In many 
European countries we see autocra,c or even authoritarian 
poli,cal par,es that are very effec,ve in polarising socie,es. 
They use all available instruments of cyber war to a6ack 
democra,c ins,tu,ons, academic freedom, media, engage in a 
cogni,ve war, flooding public space with fake news and 
influencing people’s mindset. Europe is far behind the point 
when democracy needed protec,on, we are at the stage of the 
fight for democracy.  
 
When Poles have chosen democracy and market economy, we 
also decided to reinforce  this transi,on with  
guarantees of democracy’s irreversibility through anchoring the 
country in the EU and NATO.  Throughout the en,re period of 
prepara,on for accession (15 years), we repeated the mantra 
that this was a guarantee of the irreversibility of the changes, 
and democracy in par,cular.  
 
On the EU side, there are tools to protect democracy through 
monitoring, reports on rule of law, blaming and shaming, 
budgetary instruments, law enforcement mechanisms. In 
reality, however, instruments in place are not effec,ve. In the 
famous for its inefficiency, Ar,cle 7, there is unanimity in 
important places of the procedures.  
Despite the complexity in legisla,on, there are no safeguards 
related to democracy. Polish example 0f 2023 elec,on proves 



 3 

that only ci,zens through electoral process can protect and 
bring back democracy. There is also the social media business 
model which facilitates geXng people engaged, makes them 
angry, then they are welcomed by radical far right ac,vists and 
poli,cal leaders, like Mr Braun or Bąkiewicz in Poland. Post 
populism implies center reaching out to the far right does not 
work as mainstream center poli,cians imagine. Original far 
right is where voters reach out to and there is a risk in 
a6rac,ng the far right for ad hoc targets because it can push 
the center toward a strategic rela,onship.  Post populism or 
displaced populism is in reality a dri\ to the right, adding  
oxygen to the far right narra,ve.  This is a step toward crea,ng 
a space for not being ashamed of the extreme an, democra,c 
views .  
Freedom of speech must be linked to responsibility, and public 
at large must be prepared for this. We see also cases of moral 
blackmail on freedom of speech when the far right converts it 
into freedom of hatred, lies, meanness, dishonesty, corrup,on 
related speech. It is indeed a blackmail of democrats where 
they are told that freedom of speech means that you need to 
shake hands with brothers and sisters who voted against 
democracy. Populists are asser,ve, they are mostly people with 
plenty of exclama,on marks and no ques,on marks in their 
quasi difficult. These were, s,ll are, challenges in Poland for the 
reac,va,on of democracy.  
 
We got involved in a rather small steps strategy, reckoning 
versus democracy consolida,on, I must also say with media 
role not always helpful. The inten,on from day one was to 
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build back a strong democracy so that it will not be destroyed 
again. We used a\er 2023 the no,on of figh,ng democracy 
which was about accelera,ng reforms, reac,va,on of 
ins,tu,ons, reckoning with the past. Whenever feasible we  
tried to use the Cons,tu,on directly, the direct implementa,on 
of the European law, while elimina,ng  non cons,tu,onal 
ins,tu,ons and rules. There were choices to make whether 
reckoning was more important than moving forward on 
democra,c consolida,on. This is a big challenge for those 
democracies that recover from the democra,c collapse that 
lasts for a while.   
The rebuilt democra,c ins,tu,ons must be strong enough to 
withstand the future a6acks. That is a lesson learnt. Also, it was 
painful to see that Levitzky and Zibla6 are right saying  that 
democracies die through being undermined  from within. In the 
unforgivable 8 years a lot of democracy was silently being 
undone.  
 
The destroyers were damaging the rue of law and related 
ins,tu,ons on the basis of populist argument about the will of 
the people, the sovereign. This implied giving themselves the 
right to upset Cons,tu,onal balance of powers.  
The same applied to the EU, and interference of European 
ins,tu,ons  into our life.  
 
It turned out that the black swans that did not support Poland’s 
accession had hidden deep in the forest and returned with their 
an,-democra,c and an,-European narra,ve, winning the 2015 
elec,ons. The period of building democracy came to an end.  
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But the eight years of damaging assault on democracy, and of 
fortifying  a deep polarisa,on of society and poli,cs, were also 
the ,me when founda,ons of an authoritarian system were 
laid. The killing of democracy began with the judiciary and the 
takeover of the public media. The conflict in the area of rule of 
law took on the dimension of a religious dispute. The state 
inscribed the arbitrariness of power into the new order of 
limited rule of law. Laws were adopted at night, without public 
consulta,ons, signed in the morning by the president, then sent 
to the corrupted Cons,tu,onal Tribunal. Still, the case of 
Poland was different than that of Hungary. There was s,ll  the 
Ombudsman, there were local governments uni,ng in defence 
of democracy, there was a rise of civil society, showing its 
strength and unprecedented mobiliza,on, women under black 
umbrellas, pro climate young ac,vists. For years we had street 
walkers, singing the anthems of the EU and of Poland, for two 
years we had crowds gathering every Sunday in front of the 
Presiden,al Palace and reading loudly the preamble to the 
Cons,tu,on of Poland.  
We had crowds in front of the Cons,tu,onal Tribunal and 
Parliament. We had a movement of Grand Mothers for 
democracy, we had judges spending every weekend 
somewhere in a remote Poland deba,ng with ci,zens about 
our Cons,tu,on. This network democracy, based on solidarity 
of different groups became a canvass and harbinger of a new 
prac,se of democracy in Poland. I think it was Jacques Derrida 
who once has said that democracy cannot be sta,c. 



 6 

Democracy makes sense if it serves to defend other values and 
plays a crea,ve role in na,onal poli,cs. We actually had it in 
Poland in those dark eight years. I would say that the 
democracy destroyers  did not succeed in breaking up fully 
the liberal democracy, but they entrenched it with deep 
blockades.   
 
The destruc,on lasted long enough to damage the democra,c 
space in the poli,cal system. Poli,cal  centrist par,es which 
tend to be a stabilising factor have been deeply affected during 
the eight years of the authoritarian assault. Then, during two 
years of eyes opening before elec,ons of 15/10/2023, we 
realised that it was fundamental to support people in their 
desire to move away from the aXtude of observer, to offer 
mechanism for dialogue, par,cipa,on. But I dare say that we 
did not deliver on this. Ci,zens trusted us; we saw 
unprecedented voter turnout in the October 15, 2023, 
elec,ons. The presence of women and young people was 
decisive. We made a commitment to revive democracy. Maybe 
I should say to recreate it.  
 
In 2023, we were aware that the country’s poli,cal system was 
mired in cons,tu,onal chaos. Those who undermined the 
cons,tu,on from 2015 to 2023 con,nued to be involved in 
ensuring that the Cons,tu,onal Tribunal would not regain its 
status as a trusted ins,tu,on, which allows them to maintain 
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chaos un,l 2027. The goal of cons,tu,onal paralysis might stay 
un,l the 2027 elec,ons.  
 It is fair to say that a struggle for power is underway in Poland, 
in which the current opposi,on con,nues to seek to change the 
state system. The paralysis in the Cons,tu,onal Tribunal gives 
them power. An ac,ve par,cipant in this ins,tu,onal paralysis 
and the selec,ve nature of execu,ve decisions is the President, 
who is loyal to the opposi,on. Through his ac,ons, he 
maintains a state of chaos. He creates a mood of anxiety among 
the people. According to the opposi,on’s strategy, a moment 
will come when public opinion will express their hope that 
someone should  come and restore the order. Anyone would be 
be6er than this disorder. People will expect the current poli,cal 
model—ineffec,ve democracy—to be replaced by a strong 
leadership. Our only chance is to stop leaving the field to 
enemies.  
 
A\er more than two years of restoring democracy, we are in an 
ins,tu,onal stalemate because a number of systemic, 
cons,tu,onal deadlocks were introduced by the 
authoritarianism of the 2015–2023 period. The effec,veness of 
restoring democracy, limited by the scale and depth of 
entrenchment needs more ,me and  leads to social discontent. 
It may limit the chances of victory in the new elec,ons.  
 
Civil society during the authoritarianism provided the strength 
to survive but it could not limit the extent of the destruc,on of 
democracy or the entrenchment of the authoritarian system. 
S,ll, it was the civil society that allowed us to survive eight 
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years of authoritarianism. The only way out seems to start 
visibly caring about sharing the power with ci,zens, make 
Poland both for and by ci,zens. Combine more generously the 
representa,ve democracy with the par,cipatory one.  
 
Start talking about strength of our EU membership, our 
European responsibility, about the importance of being part of 
a greater community. There is I believe in Polish poli,cs a huge 
poten,al in bringing back the construc,ve narra,ve about 
Europe not being just another place, somewhere there and  not 
where we are. It is our place. We are Europe.  
What we do instead is s,cking to a belated narra,ve. The 
narra,ve of an observer and someone who constantly dreams 
of something yet already has it and fails to appreciate it. Start 
apprecia,ng Europe. Stop using the nega,ve narra,ve built on 
expecta,ons of the EU, rather than on responsibility for the EU. 
My unanswered ques,on con,nues to be the one whether we 
failed our ci,zens who in 2023 prevented the Hungarian 
scenario from unfolding in Poland.  
 
I also believe that we must move toward recognising 
democracy as European public good. Democra,c resilience 
must be seen as emergency. Democracy is a strategic common 
cause across EU.  
I think that we clearly see that to save European democracy we 
need to be efficient in addressing risks to democra,c 
governance of Europe. This cannot be done by individual 
governments or ins,tu,on. That is why I insist that the best 
way is seeing democracy as a common European public good in 
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line with the Commission proposal  of the Democra,c Shield 
and the Center for democra,c resilience which give us policy 
instrument to fight for the resilient democracy and make this 
effort comprehensive, well coordinated and with civil society 
on board.  
 
We all know that across Europe we are under moun,ng 
pressure from electoral interference and cogni,ve warfare. 
There is a risk that trust in democra,c ins,tu,ons can erode. 
And we have elec,ons this year and in 2027, some might 
influence strongly the future of Europe. In 2029 we have the 
European elec,ons.  
When I ask myself why populist narra,ve about European 
integra,on is successful, I see the lack of democra,c 
mainstream circles narra,ve. We don’t share with public at 
large our own story about Europe. For poli,cians,  
 the EU is a convenient scape goat, blaming and shaming goes 
for decades. Nobody explains to people that these are member 
states that block decisions, that make legisla,on burdensome, 
restric,ve, prescrip,ve.  
We speak about EU like if it was another place, somewhere 
there and not where we are. This is the reality in Poland.   
 
Our pro-European poli,cians never try to persuade Poles that 
we are part of a greater community which mul,plies our 
sovereignty. And if sovereignty means capacity to take 
effec,vely care of our strategic interests, for us there is no 
place like the EU. We are not building a message that the 
success of Europe is our success. We don’t communicate to 
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people that we are all responsible for Europe. That we can 
influence whatever happens in Europe or is decided. We come 
with some sort of defensive narra,ve in response to an, 
European narra,ve. Our narra,ve about war and security is not 
accompanied by poli,cal narra,ve that would bring Europe 
closer to people. We don’t talk about the role of Europe 
globally. We don’t help people to build their European iden,ty. 
We don’t make it realis,c. Discussions about European 
integra,on are mostly behind the closed doors, in think tanks. 
Democracy and Europe must be talked about.  
 


