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Abstract 

 

By examining the role of the Roman Catholic Church during SolidarnoŜĺ, the Polish 

Solidarity movement of the 1980s, this paper seeks to demonstrate how religion may act as a tool 

of collective healing and as a means for the peaceful reclamation of identity, thus challenging the 

reductive view of religion as a means for justifying political violence. The first half of this essay 

provides a description of the Solidarity movement, focusing specifically on the contributions of 

the Church, as well as the role that Pope John Paul II and other religious leaders played in de-

atomizing Polish society and in inspiring motivation for the movement. This examination serves 

to highlight the inextricable link between Solidarity, religious identity, and memory. The second 
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Solidarity 

Poland was not the only country that was subject to the hardships imposed by the 

Stalinist and later the Leninist regimes in the twentieth century, and yet it has been characterized 

by many contemporary Central and Eastern European scholars as a ‘peculiar’ case. As Maryjane 

Osa (1989) points out in her comparison of Poland and Hungary, although the countries of the 

Soviet Bloc were similar in many ways, especially in the nature of their religious beliefs and 

traditions, the distinct separation between the nation (led by the Roman Catholic Church) and the 

state (led by the communist regime) was unique to Poland. So what exactly is it about this 

separation of nation versus state that made Poland such an exceptional case? What is it that 

inspired ten million Poles (approximately a third of the total population) to band together in 

opposition to one of the most totalitarian regimes in all of history? This section seeks to address 

these questions by examining the immense influence that the Roman Catholic Church had in 

shaping citizens’ attitudes and in providing them with both a physical and a psychological space 

within which they could identify their needs and desires, and within which they could enact their 

resistance to the government’s oppressive measures. 

There are many detailed accounts of the Solidarity movement in Poland, each focusing on 

different aspects of its revolutionary nature. Many Polish scholars have published their own 

interpretations of the causes, meaning, and impact of Solidarity, whose non-violent nature has 

been of interest not only within Poland itself, but throughout the world as well. It is not only 

those who were directly impacted by these protests who see the value of understanding this 

multi-faceted rebellion and how it set the stage for the revolutions of 1989 and the ultimate 

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Foreign historians and journalists such as Timothy Garton 

Ash (1983) have written book-length accounts filled with anecdotes of the emotionally charged 









7 

 

Solidarity in Poland 

In discussing the Solidarity movement in Poland, it is not possible to reduce the 

movement as embodying any single form of solidarity. In their quest for “Bread and Freedom,” 

Polish workers, intellectuals, and clergy came together in order to fight against unjust political 

and economic conditions, to protest human rights violations perpetrated by the State, and to 

display a religious commitment to the ‘common good’, a
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number of youths, with approximately one-third of workers under the age of twenty-five 

(Pełczyński, 1980, p. 450). These youth had only heard of the Hitlerite or Stalinist experiences of 

terror from their parents and elders. While members of this younger demographic were well-

aware of the kind of terror that previous generations had experienced and were aware of its 

impact on the nation’s morale, they refused to settle for such meager standards of living. For the 

youth of Poland, the lies perpetuated by communist propaganda were transparent and laughable. 

The time had come, many felt, not only to raise material expectations, but also to demand 

freedom from these lies and to show their loyalty to what Wałęsa described as “the family which 

is called Poland” (Garton Ash, 1983, p.28). 

There is a great deal of debate regarding the emergence of Solidarity and its links of 

causality, that is, which historical events in particular may be said to have played a causal role in 

the emergence of Solidarity. It would be overly simplistic, however, to assert any single event as 

being determinative for this emergence, and equally narrow-minded to discredit seemingly 

unrelated occurrences as irrelevant. For instance, while some have pointed to the weakening of 

the State as a major incentive for revolution, this does not explain why there was nothing that 

resembled Solidarity in other countries belonging to the Soviet Bloc. 

There is little doubt that the strikes of December 1970 were one motivating factor in the 

uprisings that took place ten years later. The protesters of 1980 explicitly sought to honor the 

memory of their comrades, who had also been fighting for freedom and dignity. However, the 

memory of this violence was also still fresh enough to constitute an important source of anxiety 

for Solidarity’s participants. Although the goal was not to employ violent means as a way of 

making their demands heard, the shootings in 1970, as well as violent uprisings in neighboring 

countries, served as an important reminder that there was no guarantee of opposition without 
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human person, and the reality of human freedom,” which was characterized by a “mass 

conversion” amongst Poles, not necessarily in an explicitly religious sense, but rather “in the 

sense that they decided to live according to their conscience, as opposed to the dictates of 

communism” (Beyer, 2007, p. 211). 

As the first independent union to emerge within the communist bloc, Solidarity brought 

together a vast diversity of Poles. Although it is easy to conclude in hindsight from the 1989 

revolutions that Solidarity’s aim was to bring an end to the communist regime, such a goal was 

unimaginable for Solidarity’s leaders and participants. According to Beyer (2007), one of the 

primary motivations of Solidarity was the recognition of the equality and dignity of all human 

beings. Although Solidarity was universalistic in its scope, the diversity of the individuals 

involved in the movement was not ignored; many participants adopted a phenomenological 

perspective that highlighted the value of each narrative and point of view. Intellectuals and 

workers were having serious conversations in the shipyards, and the Church and the laity were 

collaborating in an entirely new way. Their approach was not to overthrow the communist 

regime; the spirit of the movement was rather one which valued forgiveness, compromise, and 

respect for all people, even those who had committed evils. 

Because the strong influence of the Church prevailed in the atheistic state, the Party 

permitted certain concessions with regards to religious activities, not realizing the extent to 

which the Church would emerge as a political force in and of itself. Furthermore, because 

millions of Poles could not relate to the ideals propagated by the government, they were united in 

their support for the Church, which in turn supported the continuity of Polish identity. 

Oppressive governments are largely successful in atomizing the societies over which they hold 

power. In an atomized society, citizens are often reluctant in sharing their anxieties and anger 
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with others, for fear of being found out. Pope John Paul II’s 1979 visit and his powerful “be not 

afraid” speech (which affirmed him as a true enemy of communism) played a major role in de-

atomizing Polish society (Stony Brook University, 2011). The Party attempted to re-atomize 

society by imposing martial law in December 1981, cutting off communication and re-instilling 

fear in the participants of Solidarity by making random selective arrests. However, although 

Solidarity was suppressed, its ethic of hope and its quest for truth did not die along with it. As 

had been the case with other historical events in Poland, the inherent cohesiveness of the nation 

was not destroyed, and the Church played an important role in maintaining this cohesiveness, 

both at a symbolic and at a practical level, despite the ‘state of war’ that the government had 

declared upon its own people.  
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veritable revolution had taken place. This was not a revolution in the traditional sense of the 

term, in that Solidarity “neither took over nor destroyed the existing state apparatus” (Garton 

Ash, 1983, p. 275). Rather, it has been variously characterized by participants and scholars alike 

as a revolution of conscience, or as a revolution of the Polish soul (Garton Ash, 1983; Weigel, 

2013). It was also a revolution of memory, in that Polish citizens now insisted upon the 

importance of acknowledging the true history of their country, and not the lies and distortions 

propagated by communist historiography. Under the communist regime, Poles had been forced to 

live a double life. With the advent of Solidarity, however, citizens had expressed their desire to 

restore authenticity, and in doing so, to reclaim ‘true’ Polish identity. And while the State 

succeeded in imposing order through the decrees of martial law, the ideology of Solidarity had 
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often touted as one of the most factually accurate and authoritative historiographies of the 

country, the date of its completion—1979—leaves us in a difficult predicament when it comes to 

gaining a better understanding of the events of the early 1980s. It is clear from the literature that 

relates the events of this decade in Poland that there is no clear consensus as to the exact causes 

or meaning of Solidarity and the role that Solidarity played in the revolutions of 1989, which 

resulted in the collapse of communism, both in Poland and elsewhere. Furthermore, the 

significance of Solidarity has been somewhat eclipsed by the tensions and anxieties that have 

arisen in the post-communist state, which has led some to mistakenly conclude that Solidarity 

was in some sense a ‘failure’.  

While the Roman Catholic Church played a significant political role in the events of the 

1980s, and evidence of a religious revival in the post-communist state has led many sociologists 

of religion to reevaluate the secularization thesis, it may be argued that Church itself has taken a 

more passive symbolic role in the relatively new democratic state, in contrast to the more active 

role that it played when millions of Poles heard and responded to its plea for an ethic of 

solidarity in the 1980s, banding together in their quest for a “life in truth” (Beyer, 2007). Despite 

the turbulence of the post-communist state of affairs, however, it would be a mistake to overlook 
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thinking about the world from the beliefs and structures of the Communist Party. According to 

this argument, Solidarity, like communism, was characterized by an a priori, utopian vision of 

ideal society, a certainty about its righteousness, and a dichotomous view of social reality based 

on moral categories. Moreover, Solidarity emphasized social consensus, suppressed differences 

of opinion, and assumed a positive concept of freedom, which is a foundation of totalitarianism. 

According to this argument, Solidarity—which many believe to have valued human dignity, 

civic society, and democracy—in fact posed a threat to these values (Rojek, 2009, pp.11-13). 

Like Rojek, this paper questions the merit of the “thesis of reflection” and its essentialist 

evaluation of Solidarity. 

While Rojek compares the documents of Solidarity with those of the Communist Party, 

seeking to demonstrate the existence of significant structural differences between the discourses 

of the Party and those of Solidarity, it is equally important to highlight the unique relational and 

psychological dynamics that were at work in the Solidarity movement, and which served to 

differentiate its ideology from the ideology of the communist regime. First, rather than 

suppressing differences, as the “thesis of reflection” suggests, the Roman Catholic Church in fact 

encouraged Solidarity’s participants—which included workers, intellectuals, and clergy—to 

embrace and transcend differences of opinion. Furthermore, contrary to the “thesis of reflection,” 

Solidarity’s quest was not for a utopian society, as can be seen with the participants’ willingness 

to compromise with the Party and in their reluctance to resort to extremist measures and violent 

revolts. If Solidarity had indeed been rooted in a certainty about its righteousness and had been 

based on a dichotomous view of social reality, as the thesis of reflection proposes, the peaceful 

Round Table talks of 1989 would never have been possible.  
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demonstrates the extent to which psychodynamics play a role in determining the motivation of a 

nation to come together in the face of a common enemy. In Poland, rather than the repression of 

memory (which had long been the tendency), Solidarity generated a conscious movement to 

bring collective memories back into awareness, and to challenge the lies and propaganda that had 

been distorted by communist historiography, which had denied, ignored, or exaggerated the 

events of the past according to its own convenience. So long as the Party had been successful in 

atomizing Polish society, this historiography was sure to be engrained into the minds of Poles by 

various means, such as the media, school books, and educational curricula. However, with the 

help of the Church, members of Polish society recognized the deceptions inherent in the Party’s 

version of events, and sought to insist upon a history based in truth. 

Poland constitutes an exceptional case in that, despite wars, raids, and periods of 

intermittent existence, the lack of continuity in its geographical presence as a nation did not 

compromise the continuity of Polish national identity. Paweł Rojek (2013) and Ryszard Legutko 

(2008) suggest that the continuity of identity is due to the fact that ‘Poland’ is, in itself, more of 

an ‘idea’ than a geographical territory. Both authors emphasize the interdependence of identity 

and memory, and often refer to Poland not just as an idea that has survived in the minds of many 

generations of Poles, but also as a person, as a ‘she’. Despite the manipulation of memory by 

oppressive governments, the existence of many alternative historiographies, as well as the 

disruptions in Poland’s geographical continuity, Rojek (2013) argues that the essential Polish 

identity has remained remarkably intact. But what is this essential Polish identity? 

Some scholars (e.g. Garton Ash, 1983; Morawska, 1984; Osa, 1989) have pointed to the 

fact that, from an early time, there has been a clear separation between Church and State in 

Poland, whereby the Church is equated with the Polish ‘nation’, while the State is seen as 
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something that exists separately. The Church and the ‘national identity’ of Poland have thus been 

historically inextricable, which, as Osa (1989) points out, has not been the same case for other 

countries of the Soviet Bloc, such as Hungary. Ewa Morawska (1984) agrees that Poland’s 

exceptionalism is in large degree due to the blending of religion and nationalism, which resulted 

in a “Polish civil religion” that delegitimized the State “by rallying Polish society around a 

counterview of a past and future free, independent Poland” (p. 29). This argument, Osa (1989) 

reasons, relies on Poland’s loss of independence “as a ‘traumatic event’” (p. 277).  
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which, due to the restrictions of State censorship, resulted in the development of a dynamic and 

industrious underground press. 

Although the concept of collective memory has been questioned by some historians, 
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Analysis 

Although there have been many interpretations of the symbolic significance of Solidarity 

on the part of philosophers, sociologists, and historians, there has been little elaboration with 
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Winnicott 

In recent years, the revival of psychoanalytic interest in religion has given rise to a wealth  

of scholarly discussion. This renewed interest has resulted in a view of religion that differs 

greatly from the traditional (i.e. Freudian) position, which reduces religion to the status of 

infantile illusion. This alternative understanding of religion was largely made possible as a result 

of a major shift in psychoanalytic thinking, often referred to as the ‘relational turn’, which placed 

greater emphasis on interpersonal interactions, and which inspired newer generations of analytic 

scholars to search for a non-reductive theoretical framework that would allow for a more positive 

evaluation of religion and religious phenomena. Donald W. Winnicott, with his development of 

such concepts as the ‘transitional object’ and ‘transitional phenomena’, played an important role 

in providing such a framework and, as a result, his work has been of great influence to the 

contemporary psychoanalytic study of religion in life and in culture.  

 Winnicott’s writings suggest that the human capacity for cultural or religious experience 

is highly dependent on the capacity for creative living that is usually developed in early infancy, 

which in turn is contingent upon the infant’s interaction with specific objects (e.g., the mother). 

In healthy development, this capacity for creative living is gradually generalized as the ability to 

interact with the broader cultural field, which allows the adult to ‘create’ and ‘discover’ art, 

science, and religion. Despite Winnicott’s own reticence in theorizing specifically about religion, 

his theoretical concepts have been highly influential among analytic scholars who seek to 

understand and explain how the attribution of religious meaning, or ‘sacredness’, takes place 

within a relational context, and how religion confers meaning within a particular context. This 

paper seeks to do the same, by demonstrating how Winnicott’s theoretical concepts have laid the 

foundation necessary for a relational understanding of religion that is at the core of Polish 
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Solidarity. More specifically, the goals here will be: (1) to explicate those theoretical concepts 

that are of greatest relevance to a psychological understanding of the causes and meanings of 

Solidarity; (2) to examine how these concepts have allowed for a more positive and non-

reductive understanding of religion; and (3) to address some of the limitations and criticisms that 

may be leveled against Winnicott and to propose further avenues of studying the psychological 
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to this approach we are “relationally oriented, from the beginning” (Jones, 1991, p. 14). While 

Freud viewed the phenomenon of transference within religion as a linear projection, 

contemporary psychoanalysts who share Winnicott’s understanding of human nature tend to 

view transference as a more complex network of reciprocal interactions. Such an understanding 

allows for a different treatment of religion. The relational turn in psychoanalysis challenges the 

traditional tendency towards dichotomization (subjective/objective, fantasy/reality). And it is 

Winnicott’s concept of the intermediate realm (i.e., transitional space) that has largely served to 

bridge the gap between the subjective and the objective, demonstrating how these two separate 

realms overlap and interact to form a third realm of experience, that is, a third ‘way of knowing’ 

that is not either/or, but rather both/and. 

 In “A Critique of Relational Psychoanalysis,” Jon Mills (2005) offers an insider’s view of 

what the relational turn has contributed to the field of psychoanalysis. By engaging in a self-

reflective critique of his own area of expertise, Mills underscores the need for self-evaluation by 

analytic scholars. Without such self-evaluation, the concepts and ideas put forth by the newer 

approaches risk becoming as dogmatic and unyielding as some of the classical psychoanalytic 

ideas are now perceived to be. 

 In Mills’ (2005) view, one of the major advantages of the relational model is that it has 

given analysts “a permissible space for comparative psychoanalysis by challenging fortified 

traditions ossified in dogma” (p. 156) which include not only the more orthodox ideas about 

transference described above, but also conceptions about the analyst’s role as a neutral and non-

self-disclosing agent of the therapeutic process, as well as the traditional reduction of religion to 

a state of ‘fantasy’. The second advantage that Mills identifies has to do with the impact that the 

relational turn has had on the therapeutic encounter itself, in that it encourages a more holistic 
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process in which the analyst engages the patient in a “natural, humane, and genuine manner,” 

and in which the importance of interpretation and analytic insights is deemphasized (p. 156). As 

Winnicott (1971) himself explains, it is not the analyst’s job to “give this link” of interpretation 

to the patient; “premature interpretation” carried out by the analyst is to be avoided, as it 

“annihilates the creativity of the patient and is traumatic in the sense of being against the 

maturational process” (p. 117). Finally, the third advantage identified by Mills is that the 

relational turn has permitted contemporary analysts to adapt classical theory to changing times, 

which includes embracing a postmodern tradition of questioning the validity of truth-claims, 

objectivity, and positivism. 

The relational model of psychoanalysis provides an alternative perspective to the 

traditional model by giving primacy to our interactions with others, and by rejecting the notion 

that the internal drives constitute “the basic stuff of mental life” (Mitchell, 1988, p. 2). As further 

examination of Winnicott’s transitional paradigm should demonstrate, the relational school 

places far more importance on intersubjectivity than it does on subjectivity alone or objectivity 

alone. The concept of intersubjectivity has been integrated by relational psychoanalysts “as the 

ideal striving for mutual recognition,” which corresponds to the stage of development in which 

the individual succeeds in acknowledging “the existence and value of the internalized other” 

(Mills, 2005, p. 159).  

Despite the usefulness of the relational model, it is also necessary to acknowledge some 

of its limitations. According to Mills, one of the dangers inherent to relational psychoanalysis 

lies in the fact that the emphasis on intersubjectivity may lead to the absolutist misinterpretation 

that everything is determined by one’s interpersonal experiences. By centering the focus entirely 

on the interpersonal aspects of psychic experience, overstatements regarding the importance of 
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In combination with his many years of experience as a pediatrician, Winnicott’s 

psychoanalytic training led him to apprehend a major lack in psychoanalytic theory. In his 

writings, he remarks on the absence of any sufficient psychoanalytic explanation which might 

serve to consolidate the gap which exists between the individual’s experience of inner reality and 

the external reality shared with others. Although recognized in works of philosophy and 

theology, Winnicott argues that the significance of the ‘transitional realm’—the term he uses to 

describe the intermediate area of experience located between the subjective and objective 

spheres—has been overlooked by psychoanalysis, which has focused mainly on inner psychic 

reality and its relation to external reality. Winnicott argues that there must be some kind of 

continuity that accounts for the individual’s ability to successfully transition from his or her inner 

subjective world to the outer world of shared reality, and vice versa. Winnicott’s perspective thus 

places him in opposition to Freud, who maintains a strict dichotomy between the realms of 

fantasy and reason. Winnicott (1971) challenges this dichotomy in the following way: “If we 

look at our lives we shall probably find that we spend most of our time neither in behavior nor in 

contemplation, but somewhere else. I ask: where?” (p. 105) 

In an attempt to answer this question, Winnicott develops the notion of ‘transitional 

phenomena’. In the early stages of life, transitional phenomena constitute those experiences that 

allow the infant who is still incapable of distinguishing him- or herself from other objects to 

transition into a state where differentiation or individuation is possible. These experiences take 

place in a psychological space that Winnicott usually refers to as the ‘transitional realm’, but 

which is also sometimes called ‘potential space’, or the ‘intermediate area of experience’. 

The transitional realm constitutes a major part of early experience, and the quality of the 
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1971, p. 235). So, while the transitional object is usually something that is seemingly of little or 

no value to the observing outsider, it holds tremendous power for the child, to the extent that it 

appears to have a life of its own. 

Despite the enormous significance that the transitional object holds for the child, it is not 

the nature of the transitional object that should be of central concern to the psychoanalyst (or 

parent), but rather the manner in which the object is used. By itself, the object merely serves “to 

sustain a growing and evolving inner reality and helps to differentiate it from the not-self world” 

(Winnicott, 1971, p. xx). It is the individual’s experience of relating to the object that is 

significant, not the object itself. These individual experiences of relating are limitless in their 

variety. For Winnicott (1971), any attempt to describe the experiences that take place within the 

transitional realm may be likened “to the description of the human face when we describe one in 

terms of shape and eyes and nose and mouth and ears…the fact remains that no two faces are 

exactly alike and very few are even similar” (p. xii). 

The transitional object is neither wholly imaginary nor is it entirely real; rather it 

occupies an intermediate position, where the internal and external worlds are intertwined. The 

transitional object is a tangible object that is infused with subjective meaning. In the case of 
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his or her development that will allow him or her to engage in the activities of creative living 

(e.g., religion) that constitute an important element of maturity and overall psychic health.  

 Developing a capacity for object usage does not occur in isolation. The process of 

disillusionment that accompanies the transition from object relating to object usage requires the 

presence of a figure that Winnicott refers to as the ‘good-enough 
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began to produce not just pamphlets, but major volumes concerning a wide variety of subjects, 

from philosophy to economics. The Church, of course, played an important role in providing 

physical space and resources for the creation of this underground movement, but what emerged 

was something that had arisen from the ‘transitional space’ of Solidarity, which was the outcome 

of the intersubjective encounter between the Church, the workers, intellectuals, as well as figures 

from the past. Although Winnicott emphasizes the importance of the intersubjective encounter 

that takes place in the here and now, Solidarity was also an encounter of the present with the 

past.  

This is the natural course of events if all goes well. If, however, there is some disruption 

or obstacle that impedes the process of gradual disillusionment, the child may be left without the 

reassurance of the continued felt presence. This may occur, for example, if the ‘good-enough 

mother’ is in absentia, if there is a prolonged separation from the mother figure, or if the task of 

gradual disillusionment is not upheld by parents and teachers at later stages of development. In a 

similar way, it can be said that Solidarity would not have been possible in the other countries of 

the Soviet Bloc due to the existence of such obstacles. Because the Church did not play the role 

of the ‘good-enough mother’ in other countries in the same way that it did in Poland, there was 

no ‘holding environment’ in which these citizens could enact their unconscious needs and 

desires.  

It may be argued that, in the Polish example, the fear, anxiety, and tensions that arose in 

the post-communist era following Solidarity were also a result of a disruption in this process of 

gradual disillusionment. The collapse of communism came quickly—Poles were suddenly faced 

with the challenge of affirming their place as a not yet well-established democracy. The 

ambiguous slogans of Solidarity—for example, to live a “life in truth”—began to lose their 
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as Solidarity did, requires a common meeting place for the intersubjective encounter that does 

not intrude upon or consume the space of the Other and that does not permit the Other to intrude 

or consume the space that is relegated to the self. This is precisely what the Church, and 

especially John Paul II, encouraged Solidarity’s participants to embrace in their quest for the 

“common good.” Solidarity was not a commitment to absolute victory over the “enemy” (i.e. the 
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Church’s messages against the Party were subtle, full of subtext, but restricted in the sense that 

they did not constitute a full-frontal attack. Andrzej Micewski (1987) writes that the leaders of 

the Polish Church recognized the potential dangers that existed for Solidarity and its participants, 

and the necessity of co-existence with the regime. Without this recognition of the need for 

compromise and peaceful resistance, the Round Table talks of 1989 would never have been able 

to take place. The Church’s mediation and influence allowed the Solidarity counter-movement to 

achieve a level of political sophistication that was unique to Poland and that made it a ‘peculiar’ 

case in comparison to other countries belonging to the Soviet Bloc. 

Within psychoanalysis, the reductive view is described by Jung (1976) as a “method of 

psychological interpretation which regards the unconscious product not as a symbol” (p. 459) but 

rather as a pathological symptom. The term “reductive” means “leading back” and, as such, 

psychoanalytic interpretation that employs a reductive method is viewed by Jung (1976) to be 

“oriented backwards” (p. 459).  

The appeal of the non-reductive framework intrinsic to Winnicottian theory is evident in 

the contemporary psychoanalytic literature, which tends to favour pluralistic, exploratory 

approaches over the reductionist attitudes that have been perpetuated by the Freudian camp. In 

recent years, for instance, there has been increased emphasis on the ‘constructions’ that are co-

created between the patient and the analyst in the therapeutic encounter, that is, the shared 

realities that emerge out of the interaction of two individuals. There has also been greater 

emphasis placed on “the importance of mutuality” (Siegelman, 1994, p. 481) and of recognizing 

the genuine validity of individual experiences and perceptions. In her critique of reductive 

analysis, Siegelman (1994) explains how Winnicottian theory has contributed to a more open and 

process-oriented view of symbolization that focuses less on “the polymorphous perversity of the 
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Much of Winnicott’s observations and ideas about the development of transitional space 

emerged from his investigation of the mother-infant relationship. While some argue that this 

investigation constitutes one of the major strengths of his theory, others question the role that he 

assigns to the mother, who appears to be entirely responsible for the success of the infant’s 

development. More specifically, the latter group is critical of Winnicott’s (1953) assumption that 

the ‘good enough mother’ must indulge the infant’s illusion of magical control over the 

transitional object “by almost 100 percent adaptation” (p. 94) in order for healthy development to 

take place. Brody assesses this feat of complete adaptation on the part of mother as something 

that is nearly, if not totally, impossible. She contends that it is unrealistic to expect a mother to 

adapt herself completely to her infant’s needs, and yet Winnicott considers this level of 

adaptation to be necessary for a childhood experience that he assumes to be universal. 

However, while it is true that Winnicott places primacy on the mother-infant relationship, 

Jacobs (1995) posits that Brody’s interpretation of Winnicott’s ‘good-enough’ mother “has 
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With respect to issues relating to religion, the importance of the ‘good-enough’ mother 
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Winnicott, although there is no evidence that their paths ever crossed. Whereas Winnicott 
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The Intergenerational Transmission of Trauma 

While a Winnicottian analysis provides some useful theoretical concepts to understand 

the unconscious motivations at the heart of Polish Solidarity, and the strong ties that these 

motivations have in religious sentiment, Winnicott’s work is clearly limited in its consideration 

of historical and cultural context. As such, I would like to propose that, in addition to the analysis 

carried out above, which considers the importance of the ‘third’, the ‘good-enough mother’, the 

‘holding environment’, and the ‘transitional space’, an examination of the psychodynamics 
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leave an indelible “imprint” on the psyche of survivors. If there is no intervention or treatment, 
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authoritarian beliefs, rigid practices, and strict disciplinary codes often have difficult histories. It 

is thus important to not only examine contemporary socioeconomic factors that contribute to the 

development  of pathological religious belief systems, but also the historical events that inform 

ideologies that allow for the perpetuation of potentially harmful religious attitudes and practices. 

On the other hand, religion may also serve as an important tool for collective healing without 

resorting to violence or hostility. The case of Polish Solidarity may provide one such example, in 

that the Roman Catholic Church played a central role in the non-violent reclamation of national 





50 

 

country, has seen a great deal of political tensions and corruption over the past several decades. 

In the past twenty years, national identity in Poland, as well as the important relationship 

between the Roman Catholic Church and the concept of ‘Polishness’, has also been further 

challenged by the fact that many families are now beginning to discover Jewish origins that were 

previously covered up. As Vera Muller-Paisner (2012) writes: 

After the Second World War, many Holocaust survivors who stayed in Poland replaced 

their Jewish identity with the safety of a national identity as a Pole and Christian. Today, 

after more than sixty years, in a society that was Communist and anti-Semitic, Christian 

families have been discovering the secret of Jewish roots. Many elder family members, 

on their deathbeds, alter family history by declaring that they are Jews, and often ask to 

be buried in Jewish cemeteries. Poles, raised to find their place in society as Catholics, 

are suddenly facing the dilemma of discovering parents who are Jews. Educated as 

Christians, they are trying to redefine religious identity. They are left with the task of 

trying to grasp the fear and horror of their family’s Holocaust narrative, to understand 

their relationship to it, and to attempt to form a new identification that would integrate 

and include this experience. (p. 21) 

 

We are hearing of such stories more and more frequently. These discoveries have once 

again challenged the concept of national identity, which has so long been linked to the Roman 

Catholic Church and its symbols. After living in what has been perceived to be one of the most 

ethnically and religiously homogenous countries in Europe, Poles are now faced with a new 

possibility of heterogeneity that will force them to integrate and adapt these experiences into 

their definition of nationhood. Such issues further complicate the ‘transmission of trauma’ thesis, 

in that they highlight the ways in which the Roman Catholic Church has not only served as a 

vehicle of collective memory for Poland, but also how the Church may have obscured other 

important aspects of that memory. Despite the movement’s peaceful nature, it is important not to 

consider the ideology of Polish Solidarity in a utopian light. While the Church’s support was 

essential to the mobilization and the cooperation of millions of Poles, it must be noted that the 

Church has historically constituted an imposing authority in itself. This raises questions as to 
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what role the Church has played in the psychic survival of certain groups and individuals.  It may 

be argued that, by promoting unity and uniformity of belief among Polish citizens, the Church 

provided the illusion of a climate of tolerance and equality, when in fact it was promoting a 

certain ‘sameness’ in order to protect the integrity of the collective memory that had been shaped 

by its traditions and institutions. As such, it is worth exploring the precise mechanisms and 

institutional structures that play a part in the development of collective memory. In comparing 

Poland to other countries that belonged to the Soviet Bloc, it is evident that Solidarity’s 

emergence and unique character owed a great deal to the distinct separation that had historically 

been made between nation and state, as well as the close identification of Polish nationhood with 

the Roman Catholic Church. 

Following the collapse of the communist regime, the historical distinction between nation 

and state was lost as the Church merged with the state. This merger constitutes one possible 

reason why it was not feasible for Poland to uphold the ethic of solidarity, as Pope John Paul II 

and other leaders of Solidarity had hoped. With all of the events that have taken place since 

1980, however, there is no reason to view Solidarity as being obsolete in its significance. While 

some may argue that freedom and solidarity cannot co-exist, and as such, solidarity is irrelevant 

to a modern democratic society, it is important to note that, without Polish Solidarity, such a 

society may well not have come into existence at all. Furthermore, the movement itself provides 

a unique and valuable example of how religious institutions and leaders play a crucial role in 

upholding collective memory, which is inextricable from group identity. Solidarity also 

constitutes a potentially valuable example for the future understanding of the intergenerational 

transmission of trauma on a large scale, and how religion may in fact encourage the healing of 

societies that have experienced mass trauma or periods of traumatic stress. 
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