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Social Europe concepts in contemporary Polish political 
thought

Abstract

Social Europe, understood as a desirable political project, has 
been reflected in contemporary Polish political thought, espe-
cially after 2004. This paper explores the accounts of political 
thought of three political parties: the Democratic Left Alliance 
(SLD), the Polish People’s Party (PSL), and the Self-Defence 
of the Republic of Poland (Samoobrona RP). Their political 
thoughts shared emphasis on the social aspects of EU integra-
tion. According to the assumptions propagated by these par-
ties, a social Europe would be built by incorporating the welfare-
state principles to the European level, becoming a response to 
the multifaceted and excessive globalisation process, and offer-
ing resistance to the neoliberal agenda. All the political parties 
discussed here focused on the social nature of a unified Europe, 
and on promoting the values of solidarity, equality, freedom, jus-
tice and democracy.
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Background

At the 2017 Gothenburg Summit, the European Parliament, 
the Council of Europe and the European Commission an-
nounced the establishment of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights. It expresses 20 principles and rights essential for fair 
and well-functioning labour markets and welfare systems 
in the 21st century Europe. The Pillar comprises three chap-
ters: “Equal opportunities and access to the labour market”, 
“Fair working conditions”, and “Social protection and inclu-
sion”. The European Pillar of Social Rights has become a tem-
plate for building a Social Europe.

The concept of Social Europe goes back to the doctrine 
called Delorsism (derived from Jacque Delors, President 
of the European Commission between 1985–1994), whose 
underlying aim was to finalise building of a single market 
while ensuring greater appreciation for the social aspect of in-
tegration. Delors postulated liberalisation of the European 
economic space and, at the same time, creation of a Euro-
pean social space (l’espace sociale), in which values such 
as solidarity, social rights, social dialogue, etc. would be fully 
respected. According to some interpretations his concept was 
meant as a kind of recompense for economic liberalisation, 
which would legitimise the single-market project among 
the public.1 It should be emphasised that there were three 
notions of Social Europe circulating in public consciousness. 
First, as a normative category, or a de facto political project, 
representing the opposite of the neoliberal vision of the Com-
munity (liberal Europe, monetary Europe). Second, as a strate-
gic vision, a kind of “ideological incantation” of the European 

1	 Anioł (2011): 20; Rinaldi (2016); Dekker (2006).
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left (the Party of European Socialists), which was demanding 
that social issues become a more prominent feature of the in-
tegration process. Third, as a descriptive category relating 
to social trends and processes in the European Union.2 Social 
Europe, understood as a desirable political project, has been 
reflected in contemporary Polish political thought, especially 
after 2004. The subject of research was the political thought 
of contemporary Polish political parties. Contemporary Pol-
ish political thought was analysed in its three dimensions: 
ideological, conceptual, and programmatic. This paper ex-
plores the accounts of political thought of three political par-
ties: The Democratic Left Alliance (SLD), the Polish People’s 
Party (PSL), and the Self-Defence of the Republic of Poland 
(Samoobrona RP). Their political thought shared emphasis on 
the social aspects of EU integration.

The research goal of the article was to establish the content 
and meaning of “social Europe” in contemporary political 
thought of selected parties. A methodology specific to political 
science was applied, i.e. a middle-order system analysis and 
comparative analysis. Taking into account the research tech-
niques, the basis of the article is the analysis of the sources 
of political thought.

The Democratic Left Alliance (SLD)

Cooperation between states in international organisations 
was an important subject in social democratic political 
thought. European integration was set in the broad context 
of global interdependence between states. For SLD the mul-
tifaceted interdependence between states and the blurring 

2	 Anioł (2011a): 1–8.
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of the lines between national and supranational spheres 
meant that the state had gained new opportunities to pursue 
its raison d’état. The empowerment and potential of the state 
in diverse forms of integration were also a precondition for 
maintaining sovereignty. Social democrats were proponents 
of Poland’s entry into the EU, taking pride in the fact that a so-
cial democratic formation had “led Poland into the Union”. 
They regarded this momentous act as overthrowing the post-
Yalta order, “the ultimate fall of the Iron Curtain”, a fact with 
critical bearing for Poland’s future and a part of Poles’ com-
mon good. Poland’s entry into the EU was seen as “a historic 
and strategic” choice for Poland rather than a decision driv-
en by short-term interest, and it was the government’s task 
to “find the right place in the European family” – as an influ-
ential state with actual impact on the EU’s reality, as opposed 
to a mere recipient of the EU’s decision-making processes.3

A particularly accentuated subject was the concept of So-
cial Europe, seen as another stage of European integration, 
following its political and economic phases. The Social Eu-
rope project was meant to bring into reality the social model 
so cherished by social democrats, one founded upon solidar-
ity, social justice, protection of labour, the poor and the unem-
ployed, and the concept of a welfare state. Social democrats 
believed that the objectives of a Social Europe were to be met 
by developing European standards in social policy and align-
ing healthcare, welfare, and education systems, while respect-
ing the specific national needs of individual Member States.

A Social Europe was meant to be an area of common 
social standards and a space for achieving a social market 
economy, full employment, social progress and sustainable 

3	 Miller (2004).
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development – in fact a single European “modern welfare 
state”. Economic and social goals of the EU’s policy were to be 
balanced against each other to ensure the social aspect of in-
tegration and promote greater co-responsibility of the states 
for solving social problems.4

In order for a Social Europe to materialise, Europe had 
to undergo the federalisation process, producing a “strong 
transnational European organism”. Deep integration was 
meant to include “all possible options”, the constitution and 
expansion of federal institutions. A federation of nation states 
with strong Community institutions and cultural diversity was 
to act as a recipe for a range of threats to the EU’s stability 
such as: the economic crisis, integration slowdown, inequali-
ties between Member States, the building of multi-speed Eu-
rope, the weakening of European cohesion policy, and a rise 
in national egoism. Poland’s entry into the Eurozone, consid-
ered to have been “a re-entry into the European Union” was 
to deepen the integration, as well as to help Poland avoid 
marginalisation. Different “speeds” of European integration 
were thought to be an unavoidable, logical and objective phe-
nomenon. Accordingly, it seemed reasonable to join the EU’s 
centre, focused around the monetary union member states. 
Community federalisation was seen as the EU’s global power, 
with “a strong European Union” making it possible to build 
“a strong Poland”.

Notably, social democratic views on European integra-
tion and the resulting concept of a Social Europe originated 
from the preferred model of the state which accentuated 
the welfare component. There were two reasons for which 
the welfare role of the state was essential. The first one, 

4	 Słodkowska, Dołbakowska (2010): 71–73.
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attributable to the state’s thinking being based on human-
istic values, aimed to ensure the well-being of people and 
bridge the social gaps and disproportions between the poor 
and the rich. The other reason was related to the important 
social democratic principle of justice. It was meant to mate-
rialise in relations between

employers and employees, the centre and the periphery, 
the majority and any minority, and between the better 
and the worse off.

The welfare state was regarded as the highest achievement 
of the left in post-war Western Europe. In SLD’s view man 
created and improved the state to defend and protect against 
external threats and prevent strong social groups from domi-
nating the vulnerable. The welfare state’s aim was to create 
conditions for citizens to be active and to shift from giving 
state handouts to multiplying common resources.

It is worth emphasizing that the SLD was one of the few 
parties that, from the beginning of Polish integration with 
the EU, identified themselves directly with the assumptions 
of the European Parliament faction - the Party of European 
Socialists (PES), and from 2009 - the Progressive Alliance 
of Socialists and Democrats (S&D). The PES’s program docu-
ment was recognized by the SLD/UP coalition as the politi-
cal program concerning the elections to the EP in 2004. For 
both the faction and the Democratic Left Alliance, the Euro-
pean Union was an important player in the era of globaliza-
tion, because only a united Europe could overcome global 
crises and improve the quality of life of its citizens. It was 
postulated to create a social, democratic and active Europe 
within the framework of international socialism, in which 
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the economy would revive and citizens would live in more 
just and safer societies than ever before. Both the SLD and 
the S&D advocated a social market economy model that nur-
tures the values of social solidarity rather than right-wing 
individualism.5

The Polish People’s Party (PSL)

The PSL took a more Euro-realistic approach, which was 
clearly due to the party’s actual involvement in the negotia-
tion process. They demonstrated a positive attitude towards 
European integration, with the caveat that due regard would 
be given to Poland’s national interests, including in particular 
the well-being of Polish agriculture.6 The study of accounts 
of the PSL’s political thought led to the conclusion that Po-
land’s membership in the EU was the party’s main point 
of reference in Polish foreign policy and a decisive factor 
for the range of Poland’s links with the world. PSL’s politi-
cians saw the EU as evidence of the continent’s unification 
based on a shared Christian, Greek and Roman heritage, 
as well as a common culture and economic model, regardless 
of the specific nature of each Member State and the diversity 
of their interests. The only alternative for Poland was to be-
come part of the “Commonwealth of Independent States” and 
de facto fall within the Russian sphere of influence.7

PSL’s politicians claimed that by accepting Christianity 
in the 10th century, Poland became part of Latin Europe, 
to which it, in a way, returned after the fall of Communism. 
This return meant that Poland would re-adopt democratic 

5	 Pienias (2016): 290, 294; Master (2014): 65.
6	 Zuba (2006): 307–308.
7	 Grzyb (2006); Miller (2004).
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standards and re-empower its citizens by making them 
the central point of reference for any actions taken by political 
authorities. The European Union was regarded as the source 
of potential economic and social successes, as well as a chal-
lenge for the government, especially in relation to creating 
an integration model in line with the country’s interests and 
ambitions, and to having an impact on EU legislation and EU 
policy towards third states and international organisations. 
Hence Poland’s presence in the EU was, on the one hand, 
an obvious and irreversible historic step, dictated by raison 
d’état, and, on the other, a means to help the country develop 
its economy, improve the financial situation of its citizens and 
build a welfare state.8

And it is for this reason that PSL’s politicians advocated 
the idea of a social Europe, in which priority would be giv-
en to: solidarity, social rights, the principle of the priority 
of labour over capital, social justice and social security. This 
project was meant as a synthesis of free-market and social 
aspects of integration, and a starting point for creating a uni-
form European “social space”.

For PSL’s politicians the social Europe project could only be 
implemented in the integration model of a Europe of home-
lands, “a Union, as opposed to a strictly federal entity”, work-
ing for the benefit of Member States. European states could 
only integrate on equal partnership terms and based on mu-
tual respect. This ran contrary to the federalist idea, which, 
in PSL’s view, would lead to the shrivelling of Member States’ 
sovereignty and the formation of a European superstate, one 
the one hand, and pose a threat of two powerful states – 
France and Germany – claiming domination, on the other. 

8	 Kuźmiuk (2003): 5.
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PSL consistently reiterated that the Union should not become 
a federation, as

shown by the case of the Soviet Union, which fell be-
cause it was too centralised, overtightened, without 
having regard to cultural differences and the specific 
nature of individual nations.9

Moreover, a two-speed Union would cause the fragmentation 
of the Community and prevent it from building a common, 
uniform social space of Member States.

The Self-Defence of the Republic of Poland (Samoobrona RP)

European integration was an important subject for Samoobro-
na RP. Its politicians participated in the debates on EU-related 
subjects, both before and after Poland’s entry to the EU, but 
had no impact on the negotiation process and its results, nor 
had they any influence on shaping EU policy after 2004.

The party declared its support for European integration 
and wished that it had a positive influence “on the lives and 
pockets of each citizen of our homeland”, since – as Samo-
obrona RP argued – Poland was and is in Europe”, and given 
the growing international connections in the contemporary 
world, it was unacceptable for states to remain politically and 
economically isolated. At the same time, the party warned 
that interdependence between states should not mean subor-
dination and domination, which was in the interest of strong 
states. For Samoobrona RP European integration meant coop-
eration rather than “consolidation at all costs”, and its aim was 

9	 Pawlak (2011).
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to help “overcome historical political divides” and “to chase 
out ‘Cold War’ demons once and for all”. Party members 
claimed that the 2004 EU enlargement changed the balance 
of power in the Union and strengthened the international 
position of the entire region.

After Poland joined the Community, the party opined that 
with the negotiations having an unfavourable outcome for Po-
land, the country would be unable to benefit from EU mem-
bership, have an inferior status, be an underdog, have the “hu-
miliating” position of a second-rate state, “a poor relation”. 
And the most painful cost of this “moving with the crowd” to-
wards the Union would involve throwing away economic re-
lations with the East, from which Poland had been “squeezed 
out” of by Western countries. Samoobrona RP blamed this 
on the political elites of the Third Polish Republic, which 
substituted loyalty to Poland with servility towards “foreign, 
anti-Polish European interests”, implementing a plan of “co-
lonial-style subjugation of Poland to international economic 
and political organisations”.

Like PSL and SLD, Samoobrona RP promoted the concept 
of a social (solidary) Europe, understood as a commonwealth 
of states in which human dignity was a supreme value en-
shrined in EU legislation. For Samoobrona RP the idea of a so-
cial Europe represented a constitutive value which cemented 
European integration by respecting human rights, including, 
above all, economic, social and cultural rights, as opposed 
to the “destructive” neoliberal model, associated with income 
inequality and poverty.

Running counter to the “neoliberal version of a globalising 
world”, the EU model was based on five principles: (1) sub-
sidiarity, which set the boundaries of Community law and 
drew the lines of responsibility between EU institutions and 
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Member State governments, ensuring that decisions could 
be taken at the lowest possible level – that of the nation 
states’ administrations; (2) solidarity between nations, help-
ing to bridge developmental gaps and balance economic and 
social potentials between Member States “subject to the con-
sent, and at the cost” of affluent states; (3) balance between 
protection of interests and the ability to reach compro-
mises and build coalitions with states which have similar 
problems and negotiation interests; (4) partnership based 
on the empowerment of Member States, respect for their 
raison d’état and right to follow their own path of social, 
economic and cultural development; and (5) “unity in diver-
sity”, running counter to Europe’s cultural homogenisation 
and uniformisation.

Similarly to PSL, Samoobrona RP was consistent in its 
view that the concept of a social Europe could be brought 
into being by implementing the integration model of a Europe 
of homelands – “Charles de Gaulle’s, Margaret Thatcher’s 
and John Paul II’s idea”, aimed at the integration of nation 
states, as opposed to regions and “blurred state and nation-
al identities”. Such an integration model, promoting unity 
without eradicating differences, was in line with Poland’s 
national interest as it gave freedom to the nation state, con-
sidered by the party’s politicians as “an independent and last-
ing entity, cherished for generations”. The Europe-of-home-
lands model was to be reinforced by sanctioning Europe’s 
Christian roots and protecting the family and human life. 
Samoobrona opposed solutions which stood in opposition 
to the idea of nation states, such as granting legal personality 
to the EU, leading to the emergence of a European superstate, 
or the prevalence of EU law over Member States’ legislation. 
The party believed that a transnational federation, coupled 
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with a departure from the idea of a nation and sovereignty, 
would serve the interests of the “leading group” – the nar-
row club of founding Member States – marginalising other 
Member States, downgrading them and effectively leading 
to a “double-standard” Union, banishing any chance of build-
ing a welfare state.

The concept of a social Europe had its analogy in the state 
model preferred by Samoobrona. Samoobrona’s desirable 
state model was a social liberal state, understood as a mod-
ern social state in which people would be the most impor-
tant agents. Resting on the premise, typical for the advocates 
of social liberalism, that the state should be free from poverty, 
the party claimed that the state’s task was to bridge social 
gaps, promote prosperity and ensure access to basic goods. 
They ascribed a broad catalogue of functions to the social 
liberal state, in accordance with the principle stating that

the state’s obligations towards citizens should have pri-
ority, followed by citizens’ obligations towards the state.

The state was to give its citizens guarantees at least in three ar-
eas: the first one was national security, understood as the “bi-
ological, economic and political” existence of the nation, 
by defending the life, property and social interests of citi-
zens. Another area was social development in undisturbed 
conditions of state identity and sovereignty. The rule of law 
represented the third aspect. For Samoobrona’s politicians, 
the primary role of the state was to create social morality 
and guarantee the economic rights of its citizens. The new 
state philosophy would be based on the idea of respecting 
civil rights, meaning in practice social security (“supporting 
its citizens in both their professional and economic pursuits”). 
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All these elements would be incorporated in the European 
integration model.10

Final remarks

The concepts of a social (solidary) Europe expressed in the po-
litical thought of the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD), the Pol-
ish People’s Party (PSL) and the Self-Defence of the Repub-
lic of Poland (Samoobrona RP) showed many similarities. 
According to the assumptions propagated by these parties, 
a social Europe would be built by incorporating the welfare-
state principles to the European level, becoming a response 
to the multifaceted and extensive globalisation process, and 
offering resistance to the neoliberal agenda. All the political 
parties discussed here focused on the social nature of a unified 
Europe, and on promoting the values of solidarity, equality, 
freedom, justice and democracy. More specifically, the con-
cept of a social Europe proposed that EU institutions imple-
ment social policies and have the obligation to meet the so-
cial needs of Member State’s citizens. In reality, this would 
involve taking social rights of citizens to the European level, 
top-down and organised social policy regulations, promot-
ing sustainable development, making active efforts to reduce 
unemployment, promoting a fair distribution of wealth and 
redistribution of goods on a European scale, establishing 
a uniform and harmonised tax system, improving the overall 
quality of life, introducing the European minimum wage and 
the guarantee of a minimum social income.

10	 Piskorski (2007); Krajewski (2007).



58 Joanna Sanecka-Tyczyńska

Bibliography

Anioł W. (2011), Europa Socjalna in statu nascendi, [in:] Europa socjalna. 
Iluzja czy rzeczywistość?, eds. W. Anioł, P. Zawadzki, M. Duszczyk, War-
szawa.

Anioł W. (2011a), Transnarodowa polityka społeczna w Europie, “Polityka 
Społeczna” 2011, vol. 8.

Dekker P. (2016), Social Europe, URL= file:///C:/Users/HP/AppData/Local/
Temp/Dekkeretal.-SocialEurope.pdf, [accessed: 12 June 2020].

Grzyb A. (2006), Wypowiedź sejmowa z 15.02.2006 w debacie po informacji 
ministra spraw zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicz-
nej w 2006 r., URL= http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/Debata5.nsf/main/0F3EAE0E 
[accessed: 10 March 2020].

Krajewski M. (2007), Wypowiedź z 06.07.2007 w debacie po informacji rzą-
du o przebiegu i wynikach posiedzenia Rady Europejskiej w Brukseli, 
URL= https://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/Debata5.nsf/851e81387c160e4fc125745f00
379393/866dfad1ba8552dec12574660040419d?OpenDocument [accessed: 
10 July 2020].

Kuźmiuk Z. (2003), Unijne tak czy nie?, “Zielony Sztandar” 2003, vol. 1.
Master B. (2014), Unia Europejska w programach głównych polskich ugrupo-

wań politycznych po 2004 roku, “Studia Politicae Universitatis Silesiensis” 
2014, vol. 12.

Miller L. (2004), Wypowiedź sejmowa z 02.04.2004 w debacie po informacji 
rządu w sprawie polskiej polityki wobec Unii Europejskiej, URL= http://
orka2.sejm.gov.pl/Debata4.nsf/main/4C86664E [accessed: 12 June 2020].

Pawlak W. (2011), Wypowiedź Waldemara Pawlaka z 15.12.2011 po infor-
macji prezesa Rady Ministrów w sprawie przyszłości Unii Europejskiej, 
URL= http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter7.nsf/0/B5BC8CC970FA8E58C125
796800473F23/%24File/3_b_ksiazka.pdf [accessed: 12 June 2020].

Pienias M. (2016), Przemiany tożsamości programowej Sojuszu Lewicy De-
mokratycznej w latach 1997–2015 w kontekście poparcia społecznego, 
Warszawa.



5959In search of the European welfare state.…

Piskorski M. (2007), Wypowiedź z 11.05.2007 w debacie po informacji mi-
nistra spraw zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej 
w 2007 roku, URL= http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/Debata5.nsf/main/4D9F8794 
[accessed: 12 June 2020].

Rinaldi D. (2016), A New Start For Social Europe, URL= https://institutdelors.
eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/newstartsocialeurope-rinaldi-jdi-feb16.
pdf?pdf=ok [accessed: 02 October 2020].

Słodkowska I., Dołbakowska M. (2009), Eurowybory 2009. Kandydaci i pro-
gramy, Warszawa.

Zuba K. (2006), Polski eurosceptycyzm i eurorealizm, Opole.

Websites

URL= http://www.samoobrona.org.pl
URL= https://ec.europa.eu
URL= https://lewica.org.pl/
URL= https://www.europarl.europa.eu/portal/pl
URL= https://www.psl.pl/
URL= https://www.socialistsanddemocrats.eu


	Joanna Sanecka-Tyczyńska
	In search of the European welfare state. Social Europe concepts in contemporary Polish political...


