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Abstract

This paper investigates the role of opposition legacies in shaping democratic norms. In-
tuitively, people with experiences of anti-authoritarian resistance should be well-positioned
to resist the undermining of liberal democracy and the rule of law in backsliding contexts.
We hypothesize that values and ideas developed during earlier anti-authoritarian resistance
episodes may persist over time and manifest themselves in expressions of support for democ-
racy in electoral behavior. We test this hypothesis with historical observational data from
Poland, a country that is simultaneously rich in opposition legacies to communist author-
itarianism and that, as of late, has offered citizens opportunities to put democratic ideas
and values to the test. We take advantage of a newly assembled biographical database of
ten thousand anti-authoritarian leaders. We find that areas with a history of opposition to
autocratic rule are indeed more resilient to democratic backsliding. Our results are robust to
accounting for population density, economic development and religious participation.
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1 Introduction

The recent decade has renewed scholarly interest in democratic backsliding (Chiopris et al., 2023;
Svolik, 2020; Luo and Przeworski, 2019; Lust and Waldner, 2015; Grillo and Prato, 2023; Luo and
Przeworski, 2019) and, more recently, in what can be done to make a polity resistant to democratic
backsliding. In this article, we ask if episodes of past anti-authoritarian resistance can produce
lasting legacies that become bulwarks of resilience to backsliding.

Scholarship on the long-term effects of repression on political behavior (Lupu and Peisakhin,
2017; Charnysh and Peisakhin, 2022; Grosfeld and Zhuravskaya, 2015; Rozenas et al., 2017; Bal-
cells, 2012; Blackman et al., 2021) has identified remarkable relationships, sometimes spanning
decades between the harm inflicted on victims and how their descendants vote and lean ideo-
logically. Many of these contributions have advanced methods to control for various sources of
spuriousness and establish the existence of a mechanism linking events separated in time. It also
laid the foundation for a brand new subfield of political science, Historical Political Economy.

Yet, these studies link the passive experience of some traumatic event (for instance, a forced
march, as in Lupu and Peisakhin (2017)) to political behavior (such as voting in a certain way
or leaning ideologically in a certain direction). If linkages can be established between being
on the receiving end of repression and contemporary political behavior, would not connections
between past acts of resistance and current political actions be even more apparent? Costalli and
Ruggeri (2019) illustrate this more natural association connecting politically motivated behavior
(resistance to an autocrat) with another, similarly politically motivated behavior in a nascent
democracy. Using the context of post-Mussolini Italy, these authors use a finely disaggregated
geographical analysis to show that places with more antifascist resistance were also those where
communist parties created their electoral strongholds after the war. Ruggeri’s article posits a
mechanism through which capacity for armed resistance translates into political mobilization in
elections. Such studies of legacies of resistance are extremely rare, however.

Responsibility for the near-absence of studies involving legacies of resistance could rest with

the problem of measuring the phenomenon. If the public learns about mass events of political



violence at all, it is because such events occurred during a relatively brief time period and have
become well-documented. This is rarely the case with dissidents or regime resistance, however.
Dissidents do not keep records of their resistance for security reasons (Scott, 2020; Fitzpatrick,
2000; Zhou et al., 2019). Hence, scholars must rely on records produced by the regime itself to
study resistance (Thomson, 2024). Researchers can only retrieve them once the regime has fallen,
assuming that records were not destroyed in the process (Koz®owski, 2019). But these data are
also not as tidy as data on repression. Dissidents are taken into custody at di erent times,
and are more or less likely to stay imprisoned depending on the autocrat's strength. In addition,
the authoritarian state's quality of record-keeping may not be constant across its tenure, and the
documentation of arrests of more prominent political prisoners may be more thorough than others.

Compared to data on repression, data on those who resisted authoritarian regimes is harder
to obtain, often incomplete, and sometimes biased. In this paper, we take advantage of the recent
release of systematic, disaggregated data documenting anti-authoritarian mobilization by Europe's
largest anti-communist movement of the 20th century: the trade union Solidarity in Poland. The
data come from a mass arrest in response to mass mobilization in 1981, allowing us to construct
a unigue dataset of around 10,000 arrested resistance leaders.

We use these data to answer our central question: how do legacies of anti-authoritarian re-
sistance shape citizens' willingness to defend democracy decades later? Between 2015 and 2023
(and so four decades after the pivotal anti-communist resistance event), Poland experienced a
major episode of democratic backsliding under the incumbency of the Law and Justidergwo
i Sprawiedliwos¢ PiS) party (Bernhard, 2021; Jasiewicz and Jasiewicz-Betkiewitz, 2022). We
combine our dataset of resisters with detailed voting records to examine the long-term e ects of
anti-authoritarian resistance on resilience to democratic backsliding today.

Our data allows us to observe whether, following the transition to democracy, areas experienc-
ing more anti-authoritarian resistance were also more resilient to democratic backsliding. Citizens
with connections to anti-authoritarian resistance might be well-positioned to resist the undermin-

ing of liberal democracy and the rule of law in backsliding contexts. Values acquired through

1We note that many acts of political violence are not well-known.
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anti-authoritarian resistance can be passed on across communities and generations to later man-
ifest themselves in expressions of democratic values and genuine pro-democratic behavior. To
measure such pro-democratic behavior, we look at voting patterns in a country that experienced
a backsliding episode, and we use it to track readiness to vote backsliders out of o ce. In short,
we take advantage of an unusual constellation of historical and contemporary events in Poland.
Our study goes beyond merely showing a cross-sectional correlation between anti-authoritarian
resistance and backsliding resilience. We incorporate electoral data spanning pre and post
backsliding electoral terms into a shift-share research design (Bartik, 1991; Autor et al., 2020;
Charnysh and Ziblatt, 2025). We consider the end of the rst electoral term following the onset of
backsliding as the treatment in such a design, as it allows us to determine if voters respond dif-
ferently to backsliding in municipalities with and without anti-authoritarian resistance. Two-way
xed e ects (another feature of the shift-share design) allow us to control for unobserved features
of municipalities on the one hand and country-wide trends over time on the other. Including
in the panel electoral data from electoral cycles prior to the backsliding episode enables us to
contrast vote shares at the municipality level in periods before and after backsliding onset. Us-
ing this method, we can answer whether municipalities with more anti-authoritarian resisters are
also more likely to vote out backsliding incumbents when given an opportunity to do so. Thanks
to the shift-share design, the actual comparisons are carried out within the same municipalities.
This helps us eliminate the possibility that some exogenous factor predisposes municipalities to
both have more anti-authoritarian resistance and be more resilient to backsliding incumbents. [
Hanna: do we do this? | We uncover a patterned decrease in PiS support in 2019 and 2023: areas
with greater opposition legacies have exhibited greater declines in support for PiS after its au-
thoritarian turn. Beyond demonstrating a connection between resistance in the 1980s and voting
in 2015-2023, we establish a transmission mechanism with results linking internment levels during
Martial Law to voting patterns in the rst fully free parliamentary elections of 1991. We also col-
lect 1978 (pre-treatment) census and parish-level data on religious participation. Using this, we

rule out potential endogenous explanations associated with urbanization, economic development,



and religiosity that could account for the link between internment and the backsliding reversal.

Our results are consistent with two channels linking the earlier resistance episode to the lat-
ter. The rst operates through the population at large. Dissident activity inspires or nurtures
pro-democratic norms in communities, and these democratic values are transmitted from gener-
ations of dissidents to their o spring. Using observational survey data, we nd evidence of such
inter-generational transmission of democratic norms. The second operates at the level of elites.
Organizing strikes and protests increases organizational capacity. Municipalities that saw vibrant
collective action under authoritarianism can draw on those reservoirs later in democratic condi-
tions. We nd empirical evidence in support of both transmission channels. For instance, we
show that formerly arrested Solidarity leaders were likely to run in democratic elections after the
transition.

This paper proceeds as follows. The next section introduces our case study and data source. We
argue that, for all the reasons outlined above, Poland is a perfect case for studying our relationship
of interest: resistance to authoritarianism in the past and present-day resilience to backsliding.
Four decades ago, it experienced one of the most dramatic moments of anticommunist resistance,
and as recently as 2023, it recovered from a backsliding episode. This section is followed by a
detailed presentation of the theory connecting resistance in the past to contemporary resilience.
Section 4 implements the shift-share design to uncover that municipalities with more arrests of
anti-communist resisters were more likely to withdraw their support for the backsliding PiS. The
following section is devoted to ruling out alternative explanations and establishing how legacies of

resistance are transmitted across time.

2 A case to study anti-authoritarian resistance and demo-
cratic resilience

In this section, we argue why the combination of events in Poland anti-communist resistance un-

der Martial Law and contemporary backsliding episode makes it an ideal candidate for studying



the relationship between resistance and democratic norms.

Since the establishment of communist rule resulting from the Yalta Peace agreements (Kersten,
1991), Poland has boasted a rich tradition of opposition movements (Majchrzak and Narodowej,
2016). In Soviet-controlled Poland, it very quickly became apparent that the PZPRRplska Zjed-
noczona Partia RobotniczaPolish United Workers' Party was the name of the Polish communist
party) only nominally represented the interests of blue-collar workers. Hence, the communist
party's dominance was periodically and systematically challenged by workers (Granville, 2001),
students and elites (Bielasiak, 1988), and eventually students and workers together (Ost, 2010;
Ekiert, 1996).

This resistance culminated in 1980 with the creation of Solidarity, the largest social movement
in the Soviet Bloc in opposition to the PZPR. Ostensibly, Solidarity was an independent trade
union, but in reality, it was much more: it challenged the authoritarian communist regime through
strikes, protests, underground education, and other illegal and subversive actions. Eventually, in
the summer of 1980, it organized an inter-factory nationwide strike (with 700,000 protesters) that
brought Poland's economy to a halt and forced the government to the negotiating table with leaders
of the striking workers. In Communist Europe, this was unprecedented because Solidarity was an
illegal organization according to Poland's Stalin-approved constitution. Solidarity's opposition to
communist rule went beyond localized strikes and protests against price hikes. The organization
succeeded in focusing and uniting anticommunists across the country and mounting a political
challenge in response to which the regime had to negotiate with striking workers and eventually
surrender to its demands. Brought to the brink, with more than half of the country on strike,
the Communists were forced to legalize Solidarity as a trade union. Solidarity began to enroll
members and grew in strength exponentially.

Solidarity was not simply a workers' union but rather an anti-communist resistance with mem-
bers across di erent strata of society. For infrastructure and outreach, Solidarity relied on a tight
alliance with the Catholic Church, which o ered access to physical space, platforms, and networks

with the West. Masses and sermons often punctuated some of the key moments of resistance. It



is very plausible that Solidarity owed the spike in its membership to signaling that, in contrast
to the PZP,R it wanted to work with the Catholic Church and not against it (Grzyma®a-Busse,
2015). At its peak, Solidarity had nearly 10 million memberg, roughly a third of the working-
age population in Poland. Solidarity's membership tripled the membership of the PZPR, the
Polish Communist Party, within months of its establishment. Solidarity was more than just a
trade union : its membership included many intellectuals and artists who do not conventionally
require a trade union. After 18 months, Solidarity chapters were emerging even in core communist
institutions, such as the Citizens' Militia (MO, the communist police force).

The unexpected and threatening growth of the movement, coupled with pressure from the So-
viet Union's communist regime (Kozlowski, 2024), resulted in a drastic measure to solve Solidarity's
mounting challenge to their monopoly on power. On December 13, 1981, the PZPR-dominated
Sejm passed Martial Law decrees. The real ruling body of the Martial Law regime, constituted
one day earlier, was the Military Council of National Salvation (WRONWojskowa Rada Ocalenia
Narodowegowith Wojciech Jaruzelski at its helm. WRON immediately ordered the arrests of
Solidarity leaders (beginning the night preceding Martial Law's o cial start date) and outlawed
Solidarity. Upon the advice of its secret police, the KGB and Soviet leadership, Polish communists
arrested almost ten thousand Solidarity leaders. Their lists had been drawn up systematically and
meticulously by the secret police for months preceding the imposition of Martial Law. The close
to 10,000 solidarity leaders were placed in so-called internment camps, which essentially were
places of isolatior?.

Studies of repression often exploit an instance of widespread political violence that was not
targeted at speci c citizens for anti-regime behaviors. A typical example of this approach is the
work of Rozenas et al. (2017) on mass deportations in Ukraine. This was not the case with the
interned Solidarity members. In contrast to the Ukrainian case or the internment of Americans

of Japanese descent in the wake of Pearl Harbor (Komisarchik et al., 2022), Polish internees

2Although a registry of Solidarity members does not independently exist, based on our own archival investigations
with data on le with the authors, we have placed the number at 9,629,296

3An additional two thousand dissidents were subsequently placed in isolation over the course of the next year
under the pretext of military conscription (Majchrzak and Narodowej, 2016)



were not randomly selected. They were typically mid- to high-level organizers of strikes who had
been methodically chosen for the greatest e ectiveness to cripple Solidarity. For the purposes
of this study, we should not think of internees primarily as victims of repression (although they
clearly su ered hardship and punitive measures), but as organizers of resistance (Majchrzak and
Narodowej, 2016; Walichnowski, 2001).

Despite extensive arrests, Solidarity continued to function illegally, attracting a wide member-
ship. By 1988, it had grown into a powerful underground movement, which forced the Communists,
once more, to the negotiating table. This time, the Communists ended up agreeing to extend the
right to contest elections to Solidarity candidates. The concession became the rst in a succession
of steps culminating in a full-blown transition to democracy in Poland.

The Institute of National Remembrance published extensive data on all these interned Soli-
darity leaders, including their original internment documents. In this, we recovered their place
of residence, and data on the internees' age, gender, and profession. Among the precisely 9736
Solidarity leaders placed in internment camps, only 1,008 were women. More than half of the
internees were between 26 and 40. Critically, the internees were not limited to striking blue-collar
workers. The combined number of white-collar workers, students, and scholars placed in intern-
ment camps was higher than that of blue-collar workers.As we show in the section below, these
data almost completely re ect who the authorities interned.

In this paper, we make use of the unique fact that the full documentation of orders of internment
for each individual Solidarity leader has been preserved. This allows us to trace each person to
where he or she lived and worked as well as where (and for how long) he or she was interned. The
results of this tracing within Poland are presented in Figure 1. The data shows that, internees
were distributed relatively evenly across Poland, much like the Solidarity movement spanned
across Poland. This indicates that their identi cation and arrest were the result of a concerted
and carefully planned operation.

This data allows us to match places of internees’ residence with municipalities (gminas) in

democratic Poland and compare voting behavior in municipalities with various levels of internment

4Among the internees were 4,162 blue-collar workers, 3,814 white collar workers, 463 students, and 361 scholars.
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Figure 1: Municipalities with (dark) and without (light) dissidents interned in December 1981

following the transition to democracy. Although for the most part democratic, between 2015 and
2023, Poland experienced a backsliding episode under PiS. This brings us to the second event that
elevates Poland to be the perfect case for examining how anti-authoritarian resistance in uences
resilience to authoritarian spells.

Among countries with backsliding episodes, what makes Poland unique is that after the ruling
Law and Justice (PiS) party won two consecutive national elections (in 2015 and 2019), it lost a
third national election in 2023. According to Adam Przeworski (2019), this would make Poland
the rst backsliding democracy to reverse course after the incumbent had been in o ce for two
consecutive terms. Political scientists have theorized (Grillo and Prato, 2023; Luo and Przeworski,
2019) and empirically demonstrated (Wunsch and Blanchard, 2023; Waldner and Lust, 2018)
that once backsliders begin to dismantle lateral institutions that constrain executives, such as

judiciaries, or tinker with media freedoms or the way elections are organized, the backsliding

SFor explanations of how backsliders stay in power, see research by Cinar (2023) and Szilagyi and Bozoki (2015).



progresses.

In 2015, after eight years in opposition benches, PiS won 51%, of seats in the Sejm, the Lower
House of the Polish legislature, securing enough support to create a majority cabinet. While in
power, PiS remolded many formerly democratic institutions into extensions of its dominance. Ex-
amples ranged from the judiciary to the security apparatus to public media. While implementing
these reforms, the ruling party undercut countless norms of fair play and reciprocity in politics
(Sadurski, 2018). Despite these questionable reforms, in the 2019 election, its vote share rose from
37.6% to 43.6% and it retained absolute majority status. Upon that victory, it continued to ght
sanctions the EU was attempting to impose on Poland for violating its chartéy put new restric-
tions on judges and journalists, particularly those who did not relentlessly criticize the opposition,
and criminalized abortion. PiS would refer to the opposition using the term total opposition to
characterize it as anti-systemic. Hanna: this last sentence needs a bit more context to me? |

The outcome of the 2023 election begs the question: When can a backsliding course be reversed?
While such democratic reversals demand explanation in their own right, the reason we focus on
Poland is di erent: it is the presence of large-scale defections from the backslider PiS throughout
the backsliding episodé€. We know from the literature on democratic backsliding and common
sense that in order to vote out of power backsliding incumbents, some of their former supporters
have to switch allegiances and start backing the opposition. Across all three elections, PiS support
has varied so widely across the country. Poland therefore presents a large population of defectors
from PiS, allowing us to help understand some reasons why voters defect from a backslider.
Scholars of backsliding are still far from agreement what characteristics of defectors akéajhna:
add refs . We investigate the role of past anti-authoritarian resistance in explaining defection
patterns. [ Hanna: i added this. Given that some of this e ect may come from turnout, should
we de-emphasize defectors a bit? Another option is to address this more openly here and also in

the empirics. |

6Speci cally, the EU froze funds for to Poland after it violated point VII of the EU Charter in a decision to
forcefully retire a large number of Supreme Court justices

"We note the fact that Poland's end to its backsliding episode is unique because, in 2023, the incumbent PiS
did win the 2023 election. Fortunately for Polish democracy, however, it failed to secure even with coalition
partners an absolute majority, so the plurality of support was insu cient to create a cabinet.
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Figure 2: PiS's voteshare gains/losses 2015-2019 (left) & 2019-2023 (right)

PiS support also appears, at rst glance, to be poorly explained by obvious factors such as
urban-rural divides and economic development. Consider the two maps below showing changes in
PiS support in 2015-2019 (left) and 2019-2023 (right) (Figure 2. The gures on the left and right
are in contrasting tones to highlight that PiS's support increased in 2019 but decreased in 2023.
At the same time, areas with the greatest losses in 2023 were not the areas with the smallest gains
in 2019. Moreover, neither the gains nor the losses are concentrated in one geographic region. In
particular, in 2023, PiS support weakened considerably in many previous strongholds, such as the
rural Southeast, for no obvious reason.

These voting patterns are only partially accounted for by urban-rural, religious-secular, or
economic development cleavages in Poland (See Appendix XXX)Hanna: Hanna: to include
this analysis | While every regression analysis leaves some variation in the outcome variable un-
explained, there are good theoretical reasons to suspect that democratic values associated with
legacies of anti-communist resistance play a role in explaining why some voters but not others
withdraw their support for PiS. After discussing these theoretical reasons in the next section, we

turn to the granular evidence from Poland's 2,477 municipalities.
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