


Chicago continues to draw Polish immigrants. In adapting fo
life in America, they have also had to adjust to Polonia. The concerns
of the newcomers are rarely those of the descendants of immigrants
who arrived at the turn of the 20th Century. Each group, as the
author demonstrates, expects the other to embrace its priorities.
Even when agreeing on goals, they can split the community by
adopting different strategies to achieve them.

A good example of this appears in the response of Chicago’s
Polonia to the rise of Solidarity in 1980. Its suppression the follow-
ing year led to an exodus of labor activists from Poland. Once in the
United States, they began to lobby on behalf of their colleagues in
Poland. The new immigrants stressed the right to organize an inde-
pendent workers’ movement. The demand resonated in the United
States where society accepts this as a basic right. In the Polish con-
text, however, the assertion of this right entailed a revolutionary
political agenda. The newcomers were disappointed in the response
of Polonia to the struggle of workers in Poland. Polish Americans
sympathized with the Polish labor movement, yet they were not as
emotionally involved in the struggle as were the Solidarity immi-
grants, who had left Poland under pressure from the Communist
regime. The displaced activists saw Polonia as too absorbed in its
image in the United States.

In short, each group failed to comprehend the other’s attitude
to its foremost concern. Older immigrants tried to bridge the gap,
counseling patience to the newcomers, and urging them to work
through existing Polish American organizations, such as the Polish
American Congress. The most recent immigrants resented climbing
the organizational ladder to gain influence, while the leaders of
Polonia suspected them of a desire to capture their organizations and
displace the current officers.

The crux of the differences that interfered with the unanimity
that Polonia wished to present to America rested on differing con-
cepts of identity. The most recent arrivals for the most part regarded
themselves as Poles. This emerged clearly from the number of peo-
ple who voted in the election of 1989 at the Polish Consulate. (This
election began the breakdown of Communist rule in Poland.} Polish
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Americans, though supporting the demand for change in Poland,
regarded the election as a matter for the Poles to settle for themselves.
Polonia thought of itself as American, with an ethnic link to Poland.
It might urge Polish citizens to opt for democracy and even provide
the kinds of support that American political campaigns use, but the
ultimate decision rested with the Poles themselves.

This study of conflict within Chicago’s Polonia rests upon a
series of investigations conducted by the author between 1986 and
1992. An appendix provides details and explains methodology. The
book presents an informative picture of recent disputes which preoc-
cupied a major ethnic group in Chicago, providing a framework that
appears applicable to earlier periods in Polonia’s history. Erdmans’
study will remain a useful source for scholars seeking to understand
the Polish experience in the United States.
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