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THE CHALLENGE OF SOCIAL SECURITY IN THE CONTEXT OF AN AGEING
EUROPEAN UNION - FORECASTS AND IMPLICATIONS

ABSTRACT: According to the latest research on socio-demographic trends, global demographics will continue to change in the
period to 2030, influenced by increasing life expectancy, declining fertility and rising levels of education. These changes will alter the
structural foundations of the global economy: the ageing of the world's population could have a major impact on both developed and
emerging economies. The current demographic situation also has important implications for the social, economic and territorial
cohesion of the European Union. It is therefore important for the EU to take demographic aspects into account in all its actions and
policies, bearing in mind that the working-age population (people aged 15-64) is expected to decrease significantly, from 333 million
in 2016 to 292 million in 2070, while the number of people aged 80 and over is projected to rise to 14.6 %. In an era of ageing societies
in the European Union, the analysis of the impact of this process should coincide with the implementation of activities aimed at
developing a model of social security in which individual and social needs are compatible with the socio-economic development of
these societies. The authors of the article will focus on several issues. Firstly, the analysis of existing data and key indicators illustrat-
ing the process and evolution of demographic change in Europe; secondly, the embedding of the issue in the socio-demographic
determinants of ageing processes in the context of social security. Thirdly, the coordination of social security in the European Union.

Finally, the projections and implications of ageing for the European Union.

KEYWORDS: social security; social protection; sustainable development; ageing society; European Union.

1. Introduction

The ageing process has not included within its reach only the populations of the societies in the
European Union but those of such societies as China or Japan. The number of elderly people is constantly

growing not only in the EU but all over the world. Coping effectively with the consequences of demographic
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changes in ageing societies is nowadays more important than ever. The events of recent years such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, the migration crisis or the war in Ukraine test and change the priorities not only of
individuals but also whole societies. In the case of demographic changes occurring due to ageing and
depopulation of societies gradual implementation of the strategy of fighting the demographic crisis and the
resulting social consequences should take place. Speaking for the implementation of such strategies and the
resulting constant changes in the world are connected with the introduction of changes in defining the issue of
social security.

Following longer life expectancy, progressing process of double ageing as well as changes in the
models of fertility rate accompanied by intensive migrations, not only external but also internal ones, an
increase in the age dependency ratio occurs. Results of mutual interactions between these phenomena and the
popularization of new lifestyles based on individualism enforce re-orientation of the understanding of social
security in the ageing society. A long-term demographic transformation inevitably leads to key social and
economic changes. Public mechanisms do not seem to be prepared for new economic and social burdens which
create a serious risk of destabilization of the social order and the appearance of new social crises even in
seemingly stabilized economic systems of countries such as Germany, France or Italy. The consequences of
population ageing have been for many years masked by short-term solutions which did not take into
consideration the orientation towards understanding the ongoing demographic changes. Desk research will
enable noticing new areas of social protection requiring intervention aimed to ensure social security. The
perspective of such analyses seems to provide interesting solutions whose application will facilitate better
identification of problems of both people experiencing their own old age and the future generations which will
gradually enter this stage of life.

This, however, requires departing from the established stereotypes where the senior citizens are
presented as those who occupy the peripheral social positions. Each person has the right to a broadly
understood social security. The development and establishment of formal systems of social security aimed at
ensuring the support of incomes and medical care have always been considered to be a significant step in
social development. The appearance of different forms of formal social protection and different mechanisms
of social protection (obligatory contributory and non-contributory public plans of social security) were
examples of institutional responses to the escalation of various social problems.

The understanding of ageing was for a long time concentrated on the medical and biological
perspective (Vaillant 2002; MacDonald, DeCarlo, Dixon 2011; Schaie 2013). The most recent studies show
that ensuring good quality of life in this phase is also connected with such factors as social relations and bonds,
which — besides the institutional support — build the feeling of security (Mitchell, 2004; Waldinger, Schulz,

2016). The ageing process was mainly related to the progressing decline of social abilities as a consequence
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of irreversible changes of the human body potential. Results of the present studies point to a different
dependence. A good level of wellbeing and satisfaction with life are also achieved by people classified as old
(Costa, McCrae 1986; Costa, McCrae, Zonderman, Barbano, Lebowitz, Larson 1986). The adoption of a more
global perspective in the understanding of this problem is obvious and necessary. This follows from the fact
that the problems of the ageing society have become the key object of sociological and economic analyses.
The theoretical and research frameworks of studies on ageing are of multi-dimensional and interdisciplinary
character (Ferring 2018). In this context the category of social security is a crucial matter requiring
implementation of an integrated strategy of problem solving on the international, national and local levels and
the involvement of both societies and individuals in the process of perspective planning of the future. The
activities aimed at establishing an effective social system which ensures safety on the micro- as well as macro-
social levels are considered a part of the strategy of sustainable social development (Dale Avers 2020; Aspalter
2020; Ribeiro, da Silva Borges, Cavalcanti Ferreira de Araujo, dos Santos Souza 2017).

Intending to explain the aforementioned processes and their consequences, the present study aims to
provide a review of selected theories in the field of social security and the socio-demographic issues
determining this problem, to analyze the existing data and the most important indicators illustrating the process
and the course of demographic changes in Europe, to point to the mechanisms of coordinating social security
within the European Union and, finally, to present the prognoses and effects of population ageing in the

European Union.

2. Demographic processes and prognoses referring to the European Union societies

The process of increased participation of the elderly in the total population of the European Union
countries has been observed for decades (Eurostat 2015). This happens as a result of longer life expectancy,
civilization progress and better quality of life. In the 20™ century ageing became a common phenomenon, and
the societies of the European Union countries and other highly developed countries passed from the stage of
ageing to the stage of old societies. This process consists in an increase in the percentage of people aged 65
plus within the total population. According to the most popular scale of demographic old age established by
UNO:

1. The population with less than 4% of people aged 65 and more is considered young;

2. Adult population is the population where the persons aged 65 and more constitute from 4 to 7%

of the total population;
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3. Old population is the population where the persons aged 65 and more constitute more than 7% of
the total population (UN 1956).
Basing on the statistical data presented by Statistics Poland (Statistics Poland) it can be stated that

the population of Poland entered the stage of late old age as early as in 2004. The ratio exceeded 13% then,
whereas in 2016 it reached the value of 16.4% (Statistics Poland 2017). At present one third of the world
countries have the population in the phase of demographic old age (while nearly one fourth — in the phase of
markedly advanced state of old age), and the next 19% are in the transitory phase. Importantly, these results
clearly show that population ageing is of global character since increasingly more countries of the world are
in the phase of demographic old age. It can be expected that in 2050, 80% of countries will reach this phase,
65% of which will be in a considerably advanced state of old age (UN 2009: 12).

Independently of the method of description or measurement, the ageing process is reflected in a deci-
sive majority of population in the productive and post-productive age and a small percentage of people in the
pre-productive age. The United Nations Organization considers the old age threshold to be 65 (World Popu-
lation Prospects 2006); however, this threshold might be shifted as a consequence of changes in the course of
ageing, i.e. not only longer life expectancy of an average inhabitant of the European Union, but — what is
important — owing to longer life expectancy in good health and relative functional fitness. According to Euro-
stat data from 2023, life expectancy at birth in EU was 81.5, which means an increase by 0.9 compared to
2022, and by 0.2 compared to the level before the pandemic in 2019. In 15 countries life expectancy exceeded
the EU means, with the highest in Spain (84.0 years), Italy (83.8) and Malta (83.6). The lowest life expectancy,
on the other hand, was observed in Bulgaria (75.8), Latvia (75.9) and Romania (76.6) (Eurostat 2024 a).

Eurostat prognoses show that by 2080 the population of 28 EU countries aged 65 and more will have
increased and will make up 30% of the whole population of European Union, while the percentage of the
oldest population (80+) will then reach the level 12.3% (Eurostat 2023 a). The progressing process of double
ageing, which means a fast rise of the percentage of people aged 75 and an increased age median of Europeans,
will have significant consequences for the social security system, and thus for the level of social security of
the EU inhabitants. Eurostat data from 2022 show that the age median of the European union population was
44 .4, which is by 0.3 year more than in 2021 (Eurostat 2024 b). During the last decade the median rose from
41.9 by 0.25 yearly, on average. This means that half of the population of the European community was more
than 44.4 years old. It is not only an increase in the age median of Europeans but also a number of other factors
such as the aforementioned increased life expectancy, decreased birth rate, and migrations that contribute to
the ageing of Europe’s population and an increase in the age dependency ratio in particular countries of the
EU. This ratio — which is the proportion between the number of children (aged 0-14) and elderly people (aged

65 and more) on the one hand, and the number of people aged 15-64, on the other — can also be calculated in
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reference to the economic age groups and it is the proportion between the number of people in the non-pro-
ductive age and the number of people in the productive age. This is significant because an important conse-
quence of demographic changes taking place in Europe in recent decades is a constantly decreasing percentage
of the productive age population, with a simultaneous increase in the number of retired people. It was estimated
in 2022 that within the EU population of 446.7 million, young people in the pre-productive age, which means
aged from 0 to 14, constitute 15.0%. In the same period the production age population (15-64) made up 63.9%.
The percentage of elderly people (aged 65 or older) was 21.1 %. As a comparison, in 2021 those three groups
of people constituted, respectively, 15.1 %, 64.1 % and 20.8 % of the EU population, which clearly indicates
the ongoing changes (Eurostat 2024 a).

In 2022 the highest percentage of young people in the total population in the EU member states was
found for Ireland (19.7 %), Sweden (17.6 %) and in France (17.5 %). The lowest percentage was observed in
Italy (12.7 %), Portugal (12.8 %) and in Malta (13.4 %). Concerning the percentage of people aged 65 or older
in the total population, the highest ones were for Italy (23.8 %), Portugal (23.7 %), Finland (23.1 %), Greece
(23.7 %) and Croatia (22.5 %), while the lowest for Luxemburg (14.8 %) and Ireland (15.0 %). In 2022, as
compared to 2021, the percentage of people aged 65 and older grew in all member states, except Bulgaria,
where it remained unchanged (Eurostat 2024 b).

It is expected that in the decades to come the share of elderly people in the total population will in-
crease considerably. This may lead to a greater burden for people in the productive age aimed to ensure social
spending on a lot of associated services required by the ageing population. However, this is only one of the
consequences of demographic changes. A constantly growing group of elderly people is a group of consumers

of social services within the areas of care, medicine, education and technology (Adamczyk 2021).

4. Social security in the integrated order

The process of ageing of the EU societies is strongly connected with the issue of social security, which
should be viewed as the state’s ability to ensure the social order which — based on a coherent system of laws
in case of the citizens’ difficult life situation and in case of a threat to their lives — will guarantee care to them
(Marczuk 2012; Goryn 2020).

Viewing the category of the concept of social security in the context of demographic processes going
on in Europe, one should start with precisely defining its importance. A constitutive element of social security
are the institutions ensuring security, and the system of law. These two elements are necessary in the situation

of social threat which triggers the social system (these threats include, for example, old age, disease, disability,

10
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poverty etc.). Ensuring the security is one of the most important spheres of the state’s activity and one of the
fundamental guarantees to maintain the socio-economic order. The definition of social security can be found
for instance in the documents of the International Labour Organization, which places emphasis on the preven-
tion of economic and social poverty. According to I[LO, social security is the protection ensured by the society
for individuals and households with the aim of securing access to health care and guaranteeing the security of
incomes, especially in case of old age, unemployment, illness, disability, accident at work, maternity, loss of
work or loss of the breadwinner. (ILO 2016: 2).

While analyzing social security, two principal perspectives can be adopted, namely macro social or
micro social ones. The macro social perspective refers to a broader, systemic approach which encompasses
the whole society or its big segments. In this view the issues related to the functioning of institutions, social
policies, economy or social processes affecting security, stability and welfare of the whole population are
considered (Scherer, Palazzo 2011; Standing 2011). The elements studied from the macro social perspective
include:

e social policies — e.g. systems of social insurances, pensions, health care, education:

e social institutions — such as governments, non-governmental organizations, international
organizations, which have influence on social life and security of the citizens;

e social problems — such as poverty, inequalities, unemployment, migrations, population ageing, which
can affect social stability and security;

e labour market — stability and level of employment, working conditions, which affect the feeling of
financial and social security of the citizens (Gough 2003; Golinowska 2009; Barr 2012)
Therefore, the macro social perspective analyzes social security in the context of whole societies,

without focusing on individuals but concentrating on the systems, processes and structures which shape the
social life and security conditions.

In the case of the other perspective, social security should be analyzed in the light of unsatisfied needs.
This approach follows from the assumption that unsatisfied needs cause the state of lack/threat, which may
become a factor in the accumulation of difficult situations in the lives of individuals and their families (Gerber,
et al. 2017; Adamczyk, Betlej 2021; Adamczyk, Majewicz, Wolny 2023).

The diagram below presents the spheres susceptible to a threatened sense of social security resulting

from unsatisfied needs in reference to the hierarchy of needs as proposed by A. Maslow (Maslow 1954).

11
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Diagram 1: Matching the needs (in accordance with Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs) with spe-
cific threats to social security

Threat to realization of economic and educational needs, difficult access

ds of self to schools, individual development, lack of access to institutions of
Needs of self- culture, etc.

actualization

Threat with loneliness understood as a lack of close persons, a h
The need of respect and lack of relations with others, no support in the family and local
recognition environment in case of difficult situations, lonely
o motherhood/fatherhood, lonely old age -
The need of love and belonging — bonds,
affirmation, being loved N
Threats to meeting the needs of dependent and reliant people
including children, the disabled, the elderly.
The need of safety— care, support, peace, y
freedom from fear

Threat to realization of the need of necessities connected with nﬁ
access to drinkable water, food, medicines.

Physiological needs: air, water and food.
Clothing and shelter secure the necessary
protection from atmospheric factors.

Threat to realization of the need of safety as a result of
homelessness, bad living conditions.

Threat to realization of the need of safety due to unemployment,
including long-term unemployment, a risk of work loss, work in
the grey zone.

Source: Author’s own study.

As follows from the diagram presented above, threats to realization of individual needs from the area
of social security are directly related to a lack of satisfaction of a person’s basic needs. From the perspective
of sustainable social development and the corresponding social order, a lack of satisfaction of individual needs
and thus a shaken sense of security of an individual — if it is due to the system defects such as lack of health
infrastructure, inequalities in the access to goods and information, purposeful disregard or exclusion from
financial transfers — may lead to social destabilization. That is why, in accordance with The ILO Social Pro-
tection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (ILO 2012), social security understood as the right to social protection
is a human right and all people, irrespective of the place of residence, should have the guarantee of at least
minimum basic social protection. Ensuring social security is a social and economic necessity aimed at com-
bating poverty and social exclusion (ILO 2008). In order to guarantee the minimum level of social security,
the level of social protection should be composed of at least four basic guarantees of social protection: basic

health care; basic income security in childhood, adulthood and old age for all inhabitants and all children (ILO

12
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2012: 4). This is why permanent social protection in old age should be one of the priority activities both in the
social and individual dimensions.

Permanent social protection in old age is the foundation of public programs in a number of European
countries which include the whole range of variables considered significant for social integration on the gen-
eral level (Adamczyk, Betlej 2021; Cox 2020) . Social protection is an interdisciplinary category. The theo-
retical approaches are divided into three groups: political, effectiveness-oriented and narrative ones. Political
theories view the models of the relation of power towards what is considered to be the social resources of
elderly people on the market. The effectiveness-oriented approach discusses the function of social protection
in building the welfare of the elderly on the basis of increased productivity of managing their social capital.
The considerations can also include the theories of chain and capitalism (Stopka 2020; Angresano 2007)).
The theory of the ageing society highlights the aspect of social and environmental conditions in reference to
the whole system of social organization. A stable development of social systems is possible only in the situa-
tion when a relative balance is maintained on the level of different social forces. The analysis of this concept
directs our attention to the issues of common accessibility, normative level of social protection of elderly
people and its individual, social and axiological conditions. The term “social” refers to the basic existential
needs of each individual. This concept can also be viewed in a broader perspective as a versatile physical and
spiritual development of a person (Marczuk 2012; Kwan, Walsh 2018).

Independently of the adopted definitions, the major goals of social protection are considered to be,
among other things:

- decreasing the instability of incomes, including elimination of poverty and improvement of access to health
services for all people with the aim of ensuring decent work and life to them;

- decreasing inequalities and injustice;

-ensuring adequate benefits as a right guaranteed by law. (Zielinski 2008; International Labour Office 2011)

Social security is defined as the state of freedom from threats the effect of which is a lack or insuffi-
ciency of the means of support. Insufficiency of the means of support is understood in this context both as an
insufficient level of financial means or goods at the disposal of a given individual or family and a lack of
proper care when the health condition or the situation in which a given person found themselves require
providing help in such a form. These threats are above all social risks such as illness, accident at work, disa-
bility or old age, the latter interesting from the point of view of the problems studied here. (Rysz-Kowalczyk
2001). A study of social security, including its narrower range of social security in ageing societies, should

definitely consider the social context of changes.

13
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5. Coordination of social protection of the European Union citizens

The primacy of social security is emphasized in a lot of documents of the European Union, whose role
consists in taking care of its member states’ common interests. The law of coordination of social security has
been the fundamental pillar of free movement of residents since the European process of integration began.
The corresponding entries were already found in the Treaty establishing the European Coal and Steel Com-
munity signed in Paris in 1951. A complex system of coordination of the national systems of social protection
was established as early as in 1958 on the basis of the fundamental regulations of the European Economic
Community. Since then, the law on coordination of social protection in the EU has been developing in agree-
ment with the deepening of the integration process as well as with its extension and gradual accession of new
member states until its enlargement in the years 2004-2007.

An instrument of the EU social policy are the regulations concerning the social security coordination
referring to the employees and their families moving within the EU (EC) 883/2004 (Regulation (EC) 2004)
together with its implementing regulation (Regulations (EC) 2009). They are derived from the principles of
economic freedoms: the movement of capital, goods, services and labour force aimed to guarantee economic
integration. While facilitating realization of one of the economic freedoms, coordination regulations have so-
cial consequences. They ensure employee benefits in the state and they protect the benefits acquired earlier,
for example in the sphere of retirement benefits.

Thanks to social security coordination, elderly people who worked in different member states and now
retire have guaranteed benefits in the amount corresponding to those in particular countries. Thus, elderly
people who left the labour market obtain special social protection thanks to coordination regulations. Coordi-
nation of social protection systems is the law binding in all member states by virtue of the EU law which has
priority over national law. In practice, the regulations led to the corrections of the national systems of social
security (Regulation (EC) 2004).

The principles of social policy coordination in the EU underwent evolution as early as in the 1990’s
towards a greater range of systems under coordination. The Union used a new approach to social policy, in
the field of employment policy, by introducing the so-called Employment Strategy in 1997. Then, together
with the Lisbon Strategy, the European Social Model appeared as a category the aim of which was not only to
introduce economic goals but also a new participation method of management such as the Open Method of
Coordination (Czapulis-Rutkowska 2013). Initially, it was used for the policy of combating poverty, then
protecting the elderly and then in 2004 — of health protection and long-term care — Open Coordination in the

Field of Protection of Older People (European Commission 2004).
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In successive years the promotion and protection of social security by the EU were reflected, for ex-
ample, by the establishment of an instrument called the European Pillar of Social Rights from 2017. Coordi-
nation of the systems of social protection in EU is aimed to ensure that each citizen of the EU and of another
country but residing in the territory of the former has equal access to social protection, regardless of the state
where they are staying.

This pillar plays the role of frameworks used to monitor the effectiveness of the employment policy
and the social policies of the EU member states. It also considers a new approach to the inclusion of social
priorities within all areas of the EU policy. With the aim of realizing this assumption, in 2021 the Commission
adopted a plant of activities for the European pillar of social rights (European Commission 2021). The plan
comprises three major goals, which are supposed to be realized by 2030.

e atleast 78% of the population aged from 20 to 64 should find employment;

e atleast 60% of all adults should participate in trainings every year;

e the number of people threatened with poverty or social exclusion should undergo a decrease by at

least 15 million.

The European Pillar of Social Rights is a part of the EU’s efforts for the process of convergence within
the Economic and Monetary Union. Its basis is the conviction that convergence towards better social and
economic results, social resilience and justice are a necessary foundation of more integrated and stable Europe,
and that this is an urgent need for sustainable development of the Economic and Monetary Union. Looking
into the future, the success of the Euro zone largely depends on the efficiency of the national labour markets
and systems of health care as well as on the ability of the economy to absorb and adjust itself to the upheavals
and to effectively cope with their social consequences. This also depends on the ability of national economies
to improve life standards and growth potential. Some of the rules and laws established in the Pillar can serve
to be more binding standards in accordance with the process of the deepening of EMU (European Commission
2017).

The Union ensures financial support to implement the European pillar of social rights by allocating
the EU funds, especially the European Social Fund. In particular, those were operation programs for the years
2014-2020 within the European structural and investment funds as well as other key financial programs, but
the European Social Fund was also the reference point to plan the period of the EU financial programming
after 2020 (European Commission 2017).

The principles of coordination do not remove significant differences between the national systems,
for example the possible negative effects of crossing the borders, due to different levels and standards of social
protection in each country. They do not compensate for such effects, either. The EU ensures common rules of

protection of its laws of social security when people move around Europe (EU 27 + Island, Liechtenstein,
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Norway and Switzerland). Special rules of coordination occur in reference to Great Britain. It needs to be
emphasized that the rules of coordination of social protection do not replace the national systems with one
European one. All countries can decide who is to be insured by virtue of their regulations, which benefits are
awarded and on what conditions (European Commission 2016).

According to the report European Commission Report on Impact of Demographic Change, Europeans
generally live longer and more safely, and the European systems of social protection and health care are the
most advanced in the whole world (European Commission, 2020a). However, Europe’s population is getting
older, and the age median (12) of the EU population EU-27 has been growing for years. It is predicted that it
will continue to grow at a similar pace throughout the next two decades. The age median might reach 49 in
2070, which is about 5 years more than at present.

The increase of the median is accompanied by a growing number and proportion of people in older
age groups. It is estimated that by 2070, 30% of the population in Europe will have reached the age of 65 and
more as compared to about 20% now. It is predicted that in the period between 2019 and 2070 the proportion
of people aged 80 or more will increase more than twice and reach 13%. At the same time, a decrease of the
population in the working age (20-64) is anticipated (14). In 2019 it was 59% of the whole population. It is
predicted that by 2070 this percentage will have dropped to 51% while at the same time the number of children
and youth (aged 0-19) will have decreased by 12.6 million (European Commission 2020a). During the World
Health Assembly in May 2016 the majority of countries in the world recognized the need of a national system
of long-term care. On the sub-regional level this function is performed by the European Union, which is mon-
itoring ageing in its member states and supervising the budgetary differences in this area (European Commis-
sion 2020). In 2021 the European Commission, or more exactly the European Commission’s Directorate Gen-
eral for Economic and Financial Affairs - DG ECOFIN, was authorized to accept the report “The 2021 Ageing
Report Economic and Budgetary Projections For The EU Member States (2019-2070)” aimed to prepare a
new set of long-term prognoses of expenditures connected with the population ageing by 2021 on the basis of
the new demographic prognoses provided by Eurostat. Long-term prognoses show where (in which countries),
when and to what extent the pressure connected with the population ageing will accelerate since the genera-
tions of the population boom is retiring and it is expected that the EU population will live longer in the future.

Therefore, prognoses are helpful in emphasizing the direct and future political challenges for the gov-
ernments following from the anticipated demographic trends. The report ensures a very rich set of information
on the level of particular countries covering a long period (up to 2070) prepared in a comparable and clear
way. Prognoses of the Ageing Report are a contribution to a number of debates and political processes on the
level of the EU. In particular, they are used in the context of coordination of economic and social policies.

Social issues are taken into consideration and strengthened in the European Semester for coordination
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of economic policy in the term-of-office of the previous Commission. The comparative analysis and the ex-
change of the best practices were conducted in a number of areas such as the regulations concerning employ-
ment protection, unemployment benefits, minimum salaries, minimum income and skills. Monitoring the pro-
gress will be supported by the new table of social outcomes, which is composed of a limited number of existing
indicators significant for the estimation of employment and social tendencies, which might become a reference

point of the efforts undertaken in the field of the social dimension of the Euro zone and Europe in general.

6. Consequences of population ageing for the European Union

The ageing of the European Union societies is the phenomenon with far-reaching consequences, not
only of socio-economic but also political character. As was described above, this process is related to a grow-
ing percentage of elderly people in the population, which follows from two main trends, namely lengthening
of life expectancy and decrease of birth rates (e.g. lifetime fertility, live births, total fertility rate). The key
fertility rate is defined as the mean number of children that a woman would give birth to on average throughout
her reproductive years (15-49 years of age) with the assumption that in particular phases she would give birth
with the intensity observed in a given year. It is assumed that only the fertility rate above 2.10 is the value
ensuring simple generation replacement (Statistics Poland 2024a).

Increasingly fewer children have been born in the European Union for years. The lasting low levels
of the fertility rate over the years contributed to the ageing of the society while a lower number of births led
to a decreased share of young people in the total number of population. The level of the fertility rate in Europe
has been decreasing for decades and at present it is twice as low as six decades ago. According to Eurostat,
6.8 million children were born in Europe in 1964, while in 2019 — 4.17 million and in 2022 — 3.88 million.
These data show the continuation of a decreasing trend started after 2008, when 4.68 children were born in
the EU. The total fertility rate was then 1.46 live births for one woman, while in 2019 it was 1.53 (Eurostat
2024 b).

The second key element, besides the fertility rate, which has influence on the process of population
ageing in the European Union is increasingly longer life expectancy of an average inhabitant of Europe. In
2020 the means for the whole European Union was 80.4 years of age. An average male citizen of the EU lives
77.5 years, and a female citizen 83.2 years, with the difference between men and women being 5.7 years. The
consequences of a drop in the number of births are felt on the market with an obvious delay (about 18-25
years), whereas the consequences of the record speed of the population ageing strike the European economies

much earlier (Eurostat 2023 b).
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Diagram 2: Consequences of the ageing of the European Union societies
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Ageing of the society in the countries of the European Union brings far-reaching changes both on the
labour market, in social structures and in the sphere of political and infrastructural policies. An increase in the
number of elderly people in the population requires adequate reactions on the level of public policies as well
as a change in the functioning of different sectors of economy. The list presented above and concerning the
consequences of the ageing process in European societies is not finished or exhausted; however, it refers to
the basic problems that the Union has to face already now.

One of the most direct effects of the population ageing is a shortage of workforce, especially in the
sectors requiring physical work. A shortage of young workers places challenges before employees, who will
be forced to adjust the structures of employment. Responding to these changes, companies will have to in-
crease work efficiency through automation and robotization of the production processes, which will decrease
dependence on physical labour (Statistics Poland 2024b). In order to supplement staff shortages, the European
Union may intensify migration policies by opening itself up to a greater number of younger immigrants. The
EU countries will be forced to pursue a more liberal policy towards migration, will make it possible to fill the
gap of the labour market. However, this can lead to challenges connected with the integration of migrants. At

the same time, a lot of countries are considering lengthening the retirement age with the aim to decrease the
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pressure on the retirement systems and keep a greater number of people in the working age on the labour
market. Thanks to this, the problem of a lack of the workforce might be alleviated (OECD 2021).

Population ageing also affects demographic changes such as increase in the average age of the popu-
lation and a greater share of older people. This changes social priorities by increasing the demand for services
aimed at the elderly such as health care and social care (Adamczyk 2021). A rise of the number of elderly
people can also lead to intergenerational polarization. Tensions might follow from an unequal division of
public resources, especially retirement benefits and health benefits, which might give rise to frustration of
younger generations, which will feel greater burdens because of the necessity to support older people (Henry
et al. 2024).

The ageing of societies does not only influence their economies. By increasing the share of people
older than 65 in the total population, this process will also affect electoral preferences. Older voters might
have other political priorities compared to the younger generations, which will result in shifting the political
agenda towards the issues connected with health care, pensions and financial stability. Political parties will
have to adjust their programs to meet the expectations of the growing electorate in retirement age. Addition-
ally, decisions concerning migration policy will increase in importance. The EU countries can be more willing
to accept immigrants in order to mitigate the consequences of the population ageing. However, such activities
might lead to political controversies, especially in the context of the growing fears concerning integration of
migrants (Adamczyk, Sakson, Trosiak (2019).

In the face of the ageing of society it will be necessary to adjust the infrastructure of cities and smaller
localities to the needs of elderly people (Szatur-Jaworska, Btedowski 2017). Adaptation of infrastructure
means, among other things, the development of solutions adjusted to people with limited mobility, such as
installation of lifts, widening of pavements or improvement of public transport. Investment in health infra-
structure and social infrastructure will also be necessary to satisfy the growing needs connected with caring
for elderly people. Demographic changes will also enforce the development of new models of housing which
will be adapted to the needs of the elderly. Protected apartments, senior housing estates and nursing homes,
which will enable good and comfortable life in old age, will enjoy increasing interest (Jarzebski, Elmqvist,

Gasparatos et al. 2021).

19



Online Journal Modelling the New Europe
No. 47 / April 2025
https://neweurope.centre.ubbcluj.ro/

7. Conclusions — Europe’s demographic challenges

1. The Dynamics of Population Ageing

Population ageing is one of the key demographic challenges of the European Union. In 2020,
individuals aged 65 and over will account for 20.6% of the EU population, and 18.2% in Poland. Over the
decade, Poland saw a 4.6 percentage point increase in this age group, making it one of the fastest ageing
societies in the Union (Eurostat, 2025). The highest proportion of seniors in 2020 is recorded in Italy (23.2%),
Greece and Finland (22.3% each), and the lowest in Ireland (14.4%) and Luxembourg (14.5%). Demographic
projections show a further increase in this process. It is estimated that by 2080, people aged 65+ will account
for 32.3% of the population in Poland and seniors aged 80+ will account for 14.9%. Similar trends are observed

across the EU, with an increased burden on pension, health and social care systems (Eurostat, 2023).
2. The Challenges of Long-Term Care

The increasing proportion of seniors is exerting pressure on the long-term care system, the funding of
which remains inadequate in many countries. Poland allocates less than 0.5 per cent of GDP for this purpose,
one of the lowest rates among OECD countries (OECD, 2023). In 2019, 37.2% of the elderly received cash
benefits and 431 thousand people received institutional residential care. Home-based care services were
provided to 572 thousand seniors (Statistics Poland, 2021). The European Commission forecasts that, by 2070,
total public spending on health care, long-term care and the pension system could rise to 26.7% of GDP,
posing a major fiscal challenge for Member States (European Commission, 2018). In response to these
changes, comprehensive reforms need to be implemented, including the development of care services, support

for family carers and the digitalisation and automation of health services.
3. Declining Fertility Rates and Their Consequences

Europe is experiencing record-low birth rates. In 2023, 3.67 million children were born in the EU —
the fewest since comparable statistics began in 1961. The average fertility rate was 1.38, with a replacement
level of 2.1 (Eurostat, 2025). In Poland, the fertility rate increased from 1.29 to 1.419 between 2015 and 2019,
but began to decline again in 2020, reaching 1.38 in 2023 (Statistics Poland). In response to these trends,
European countries are implementing pronatalist policies including tax credits, cash benefits and the
development of childcare facilities. France, thanks to its extensive family support system, has achieved one of

the highest fertility rates in Europe (OECD, 2023).
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4. Social Policy: Family Support vs. Integration of Migrants

European countries face a dilemma regarding the priority direction of demographic policy —
increasing fertility rates or integrating migrants as a response to ageing populations. The average expenditure
of EU countries on family benefits is 8.3% of the total expenditure on social protection, while in Poland this
figure is 15%, which ranks first in the EU (Eurostat, 2024). At the same time, EU countries incur significant
expenditure on the integration of migrants, covering education, labour market and social support. Germany
allocates significant resources to this purpose — for example through the Hertie Foundation, which has an
annual budget of €800 million for migrant integration (European Commission, 2023). In Poland, integration
activities include language courses, vocational training and assistance in social adaptation, but their scale is
smaller than in Western European countries. An optimal demographic strategy requires a balanced approach
— both intensification of family-friendly policies and effective integration of migrants, which can contribute

to mitigating deficits in the labour market and support the sustainability of the social security system.
5. Social Policy Divergences — Ethical and Legal Issues

Differences in social policies between the EU countries result, among other things, from different
regulations on assisted dying and abortion. Euthanasia and assisted suicide are legal in Austria, Belgium,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Spain and Switzerland. In countries that have legalised these procedures, the
number of people opting for this solution is increasing. Similar disparities exist regarding access to abortion,
which is legal in Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain and Sweden, among others. In Poland,
the right to abortion was significantly curtailed following a Constitutional Court ruling in 2020, and work is
currently underway to liberalise the law (Amnesty International, 2024). At the EU level, the European
Parliament in 2024 adopted a resolution calling for the right to abortion to be enshrined in the EU Charter of
Fundamental Rights (European Parliament, 2024).
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Figure: EU demographic challenges: key dilemmas and strategies
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The strategic decisions taken in the coming decades will determine Europe’s social and economic

stability. In order to meet the demographic challenges, new legal and policy instruments need to be developed

at national and EU level. Key areas for reform are:

e Labour market — extending the working age and liberalising migration policies in response

labour shortages.

e Pension systems and healthcare — adapting financing structures and the organisation of long-term

care to the growing number of seniors.

e Social policy — promoting active ageing and integrating seniors into social and economic life.

Demographic pressures will increase as the baby boom generation retires and lives continue to

lengthen. Demographic projections highlight the need for long-term planning and better coordination of social

and economic policies in the EU. Responding appropriately to these changes requires both national reforms

and the strengthening of EU cooperation in social security, employment and the sustainability of public

finances.
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ABSTRACT: The importance of "virtual” publics is growing in the age of the ubiquitous Internet. This is a new space for
democratic debate, and it provides new channels for content dissemination for all actors. It also applies to the "average citizen,"”
who, regardless of time or place, has the ability to influence public opinion formation at the micro level through social networks
and the personal public sphere. As a result, social networks create a virtual space in which individuals can grow socially and
communicatively, as well as participate in democratic opinion formation. However, there are risks associated with such a broad
range of potential. In addition to government intervention, measures taken by social network providers ("platform operators") can
limit an individual's freedom of communication. The following article is intended to provide a look on the Internet's new structural
change in the public sphere and social networks. Therefore, the issue of whether and to what extent a platform operator may
enforce communication standards in "his" social network in a democratic social order is addressed. The article concludes with a
summary of the viewpoints supported by the arguments presented in the previous parts of the paper.
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1. Introduction

In a digital society, social networks are among the most important communication channels. Every
day, over a billion people exchange information through platforms like Facebook, Google and X/Twitter
(Funta, 2019). Communication is becoming more prevalent within the (partially) public spheres of social
networks. Social networks create a virtual space in which individuals can grow socially and communicatively,
as well as participate in democratic opinion formation. As a result, it is easy to view the platforms as one of
the many advantages of digitization. However, the diverse potential also carries concerns. In addition to
government interference, such as the temporary blockage of platforms in Turkey (restriction of X/Twitter after
the prime minister slams the social media site) or Iraq (restriction of Facebook and X/Twitter in an effort to
contain Isis), measures imposed by social network providers ("platform operators") can limit users' freedom
of communication. In view of the importance of social networks in the digitalised world, this practice appears

questionable and inevitably raises the question of whether, in a democratic society, a private, mostly profit-
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oriented operator of social networks can act as a guardian of the limits of freedom of expression on its platform.
On the other hand, the operator does not see himself as a "censor" who watches over the "proper" exercise of
freedom of expression of his users, but as a provider of a platform that is intended to serve the individual for
free social and communicative development (Sfetcu, 2024). A closer look reveals a differentiated picture.
From the perspective of a platform operator, the establishment of communication rules (“communication
standards”) is by no means an end in itself, but rather an attempt to balance the diverse interests of different
stakeholders by establishing certain rules and thereby ensure a certain degree of coexistence within the
respective social network. In doing so, the platform operator is faced with the task to balance the interests of
different stakeholders from different cultures in an offer that is mostly aimed at a global market. Until CJEU
joined decision in the LF v Google LLC, YouTube & Ors (C-682/18) and Elsevier v Cyando (C-683/18) it has
not been clear whether and to what extent the platform operator can be held liable for the content of its users.
Here, the CJEU decided that an online platform cannot rely on the e-Commerce Directive's article 14
exemption from liability if it sends a "communication to the public." Online platforms can only be held liable
if they act with "full knowledge" that their services are being used to distribute illegal content. When a platform
legitimately and successfully takes action to prevent such violations, such putting in place the proper

technological safeguards, it does not have "full knowledge."

2. Objective and methodology

The ongoing process of democratic opinion formation is a critical component of democracy (Ondria,
Simotidk, 2011). Thus, our article is structured around the hypothesis that platform operators have the capacity
to standardize and enforce communication standards, within the constraints of democratic legitimacy and
commercial interests. We attempted to investigate whether the platform operator - the democratically
legitimate state or the primarily commercially focused platform operator - is allowed to self-standardize and
enforce communication rules, as well as how much of the user's guaranteed freedom of communication can
be taken away, and how may these guarantees be revoked in a way that still serves the platform operator's
interests? The research is exploratory and analytical in nature, seeking to understand the dynamics between
freedom of communication, platform regulations, and democratic principles. We conducted an extensive
review of scientific literature, focusing on existing theories and studies related to platform regulation,
democratic communication standards, and the role of social media in the public sphere. We used an analytical
approach to investigate the structural changes brought about by the internet and social networks in the public

sphere. The synthesis method allowed us to combine information from various sources into a cohesive
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understanding. By integrating data from literature amd case law we created a comprehensive view of the
regulatory landscape and its implications for platform operators. We applied critical analysis to review the
legal and regulatory situation, identifying gaps and inconsistencies in the current frameworks. This helped us
understand the challenges faced by platform operators and the potential impact on user communication
freedoms. The comparative method was used to analyze different perspectives on the role of social networks
in shaping democratic opinion. These methods enabled us to thoroughly explore the research questions and

provide a detailed examination of the hypothesis.

3. Social networks in the process of democratic opinion formation

The constant intellectual confrontation between encountering social forces, interests, and ideas
clarifies and transforms political goals that shape public opinion and form political will (Bakkar, Ogcem 2019).
The formation of opinion that is free, open, and unregulated is a direct expression of sovereignty and gives
every citizen a permanent influence on democratic decision-making even when elections are not held. Freedom
of speech or expression, as well as the right to information, are fundamental political rights and an important
pillar of a democratic society. They are the expression of the right to freely express and disseminate one's own
opinion in a variety of ways (i.e. the right to freedom of expression), as well as the right to freely seek, receive
and disseminate information regardless of national borders (i.e. the right to information) (Kovacova, 2018).
The primary source of democratic opinion formation is the public spheres, which have various contours. This
is where the various social elements collide, exchange positions, and compete for common ground. The
importance of "virtual" publics is growing in the age of the ubiquitous Internet. They are a new space for
democratic debate and provide new channels for the dissemination of content to all actors in the opinion
market. This also applies to the average citizen, who, regardless of time or place, has the ability to influence
public opinion formation at the micro level via social networks and the personal public sphere that exists

within them.

4. New public-sector structural changes
In addition to being tools, new technologies are a topic of political discussion. A cultural-historical

new structural change in the public sphere began with the spread of the Internet and its further development

into Web 2.0, against the backdrop of a democratic public sphere shaped by mass media (Berg, Hofmann,
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2021). A network publicity emerged, which has provided new opportunities for every citizen to participate in
the democratic decision-making process. This shift in the public sphere will be outlined below, along with any
side effects such as the digital divide and any signs of convergence.

The democratic public sphere is a complex structure comprised of various interconnected public
sphere components (Machowicz, 2022). The mass media public, in addition to presence publics created by
parties and social interest groups, is particularly important. Media in democratic societies always possess
sufficient capacity to persuade the public about priorities and to focus attention on selected issues, phenomena,
and events. In doing so, they at least guide public policy actors, individuals, and groups toward what is
considered socially important ( Kovacova, N., Kralik, 2017). Overall, few have the privilege and capacity to
influence the public realm via the mass media. The freedom of the press is the freedom of several wealthy
people to express themselves (Kovacik, 2012). The "average" citizen, on the other hand, is largely excluded
from active participation and is limited to a passive consumer attitude. To participate in the process of
democratic opinion formation, it is necessary to organize in parties and interest groups, as well as shape public
opinion about actions in public space, particularly through meetings, information stands, and leaflet
distribution (Hale, John, Margetts, Yasseri, 2018). The Internet and its transformation into Web 2.0 have
caused yet another noticeable structural change in the democratic public (Buttler, Schultz. 2023). Since then,
a new public sphere has been formed on the "virtual" Internet platform, which allows any Internet user to post
their own topics, content, and opinions, regardless of time, place, national borders, educational level, or
ownership, to spread to a large audience in order to influence the democratic opinion (Fedushko, Mastykash,
Syerov, Peracek, 2020). This is accompanied by a softening of the long-held mass media information and
opinion-forming monopoly, as well as a widening of the mass media information and opinion-forming
monopoly (Saliu, 2022). This groundbreaking development, associated with the emergence of the “www
public”, was once again spurred on by the participatory, cooperative and interactive elements of Web 2.0. The
introduction of Web 2.0 formats triggered a kind of journalistic unleashing, particularly among a broadcast-
conscious group of Internet users. In addition to the rapid growth of media content on platforms such as
YouTube, a diverse range of blogs emerged in a short period of time, which increasingly addressed current
events in society, politics, business, science, sport, and culture. A new type of amateur or citizen journalism
emerged, resulting in timely and high-quality offers. In terms of content, many of the new "amateur
journalists" focused their blogs on personal experiences or niche topics. Overall, the online public is extremely
diverse in terms of the actors involved, the topics addressed, and the variety of offers. To some extent, the
flood of information that has come on the Internet, which individual Internet users find difficult to penetrate,
is the other side of the coin of the wide range of information offers (Gregusova, Dulak, Chlipala, Susko, 2005).

Aside from professional journalistic offerings, only a few contents reach a large audience. On the other hand,
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a large portion of the offers are only seen by a small group of people. However, because of the Internet's
extraordinary permeability, certain content can quickly reach a large audience. If, for example, content is
"clicked" by a large number of Internet users and shared via social networks, the content in question can spread
like a highly infectious virus due to the Internet's network-like linked structure and reach a large network
public in an instant. The algorithms of information intermediaries such as search engines and social networks
amplify this effect. Because these give priority to frequently clicked content, so that other groups are primarily
informed of this content and can in turn act as a multiplier. If the level of interest exceeds a critical mass, the
content may even reach the general public through the mass media. As "gate watchers," the news media
monitors the topics and developments on the internet (Jakab, Konczol, Menyhard, Sulyok, 2021). They then
select relevant content and streams of opinion from this and prepare them for the general public in the mass
media public. Following a media report about an allegedly sexist statement made by a top politician, the topic
of "sexism in society" made its way into the mass media public through the active participation of the network
community, resulting in a public debate about sexism. This example is one of many that demonstrate how
quickly and decisively opinions and topics spread through social networks can influence public opinion
formation. Individuals will not be able to set the agenda of the (network) public or even the mass media public
on a permanent basis due to the vast number of websites and the limited capacity to receive information from
the (network) public. Rather, every content provider is constantly competing for perception and resonance.
Despite all of the criticism leveled at the debate culture in social networks, it should be emphasized that the
opportunities for participation made available by the Internet and social media represent a tremendous benefit
to the democratic social order. Every citizen has the opportunity to express his or her opinion unfiltered to a
large number of people, thereby influencing the democratic opinion-forming process in his or her favor (Gayo-
Avello, 2015).

The online public is by no means purely made up of users influenced by content generated by
individual users or even a public that crowds out the mass media public, but a product of professional-
journalistic and user-generated content, which are connected to each other on different communication levels.
In addition, it should be considered that the traditional media companies have a certain “perception or
reputation advantage” that is also transferred to their broad-based network formats. This is precisely what
strengthens their key position as gatekeepers and agenda-setters, since both blogs and other media formats use
the content of traditional media providers as a source or starting point for their content. The same can also be
stated for the discussions in social networks, which are often based on the content prepared by the mass media.
Unlike before, however, users do not remain in their passive-consuming attitude but can actively deal with the

content and enter into an open discourse with the author or with other Internet users.
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5. The public internet as a result of the digital divide

The Internet and the various Web 2.0 offerings are technologies whose functions and potential have
not yet penetrated society as a whole. The democratic formation of opinion in the Internet public is also
influenced by society's shared participation on the Internet in general, and in social networks in particular. For
the time being, large parts of society are avoiding online advertising. In this regard, online publicity, including
social media, has so far only represented a subset of the population. This not only jeopardizes the plurality of
topics, ideas and opinions brought forward, but can also lead to a distorted focus, a narrowing of the range of
opinions or a disproportionate perception of certain content, including extremist content. All of the potential
dangers arising from this should not be overestimated, however, since the broad impact of professional
journalistic offers on the Internet in particular should counteract a narrowing of the view. One of the most
visible structural changes associated with the Internet is described with the term of “convergence”. This
involves several, quite complex phenomena, which are presented below as convergence of technology (a),
convergence of offers (b) and convergence in user behavior (¢), in line with the differentiation that is common
in scientific discourse. In addition, the convergence in social networks is examined as well (d).

a) technology convergence

The phenomenon of "technology convergence" is rooted in the information technology process of
digitization. Data, whether image, sound, text, or video, is transmitted as a uniform binary code and
transformed into the appropriate output format. As a result, regardless of the hosting service, all content can
be transmitted using the same transmission networks (radio, television, telephone, Internet). Unlike in the past,
radio, television, and telephone cannot be distinguished based on transmission infrastructure because all
services can be delivered via the same digital networks. In addition to this "convergence of transmission
paths," there is also a "convergence of end devices." (Sramel, Horvéath, 2021) Smartphones and tablets, which
easily enable telephone, television, radio, and the consumption of press-like Internet offerings via an output
device, can be used to illustrate this point.

b) convergence of offers

The "technology convergence" encouraged the "convergence of offers." Because a large portion of
the content is processed in a combination of texts, images, videos, or audios, the exact contours between
traditional print providers' and broadcasters' offers are becoming increasingly blurred, particularly on the
Internet as a multimedia platform (Funta, 2019).

¢) convergence of use

The convergence of use considers the effects of convergence from the user's point of view and
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describes a development that works in tandem with the convergence of end devices and the convergence of
offers, allowing the consuming Internet user to query all multimedia services without having to choose or
switch between media. Given the recent but very successful history of smartphones and tablets, as well as the
widespread use of converged services, the previously only assumed convergence of use now appears to be
increasingly coming true.

d) convergence and social networks

Social networks are convergent services that can be used on a number of devices from a technology
standpoint (PC, tablet, smartphone). Social networks also serve as a platform for convergent services that
enable the interchange of any type of content, including text, images, and videos. Additionally, the example
of social networks can be used to illustrate the convergence, or to put it more figuratively, the blurring of the
precise contours of individual and mass communication. Users within social networks can also transmit
information, which is different from the previously known modes of individual and mass communication.
Until recently, these new modes of communication were virtually impossible, but they are now causing more

and more difficulties for the conventional categorisation.

6. Social networks in the changing public sphere

Social networks play an important role in today's changing public. They are havens for newly formed
"personal publics" and, not least, a centre for virtual gatherings due to their widespread use. The various
functions of social networks provide users with a variety of communication channels and spaces for discourse,
which can eventually be significant as a site for virtual protest marches. However, as with any innovation,
social networks can be abused to cause harm to others (Benton, Schmidt, 2024). The platforms are not only a
place for critical discursive debate, but also a platform for spreading false reports and hatred, as well as

extremist and terrorist content.

7. "Personal public'" as a new element of the democratic public

Social networks are communication platforms that allow users to communicate not only privately via
chat, but also within a personal public. This qualitatively new (partial) public is primarily composed of the

user's circle of contacts, but it varies depending on a variety of factors, including the user's contact management

(contact policy, list grouping, etc.), the adjustment of privacy settings (public access), the communication
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function used (commenting, sharing), the platform algorithm, or the settings of potential addressees (blocking
of certain contacts). (Smejkal, 2019) In a nutshell, the "personal public" is a (partially) public sphere that has
been pre-contoured by the user's contact management and fine-tuned by the platform operator's "code." The
exchange via the news feed is an example of communication in a "personal public." In contrast,
communication via chats and within closed or secret groups, where the communicated content is only
accessible to the members of the respective group, is usually just private communication. Within the personal
public, users can communicate by, among other things, writing posts or commenting, sharing, and liking third-
party actions. Every action taken by a user is linked to his profile and displayed in the news feed of the
confirmed contacts based on the (privacy) settings. They can then comment, share, or like the action again.
Because this action is linked to the respondent's profile, content rarely remains in the communicator's personal
public sphere, but rather spreads out into different personal public spheres. This functional link is the reason
why content spreads "virally" on social networks: if user A comments on a post, the post is no longer only in
A's personal public, but also visible to B. If C likes this post, the range expands to C's personal public, and so
on. With each action, another member of the general public is "infected." Because of this functional link, a
post within social networks that is promoted by the algorithm can reach a large number of addressees in a very
short period of time. A constant role change of the user between communicator and recipient, similar to other
Internet formats, is also typical for communication in the personal public sphere. When communicating in the
personal public sphere, the traditionally drawn boundaries between individual and mass communication are
blurred even more than with other Internet offerings. It appears as if a new, hybrid form of communication
has crystallized, containing elements of both individual and mass communication but differing from
communication in the purely private environment and communication in the mass media public. Users
typically address their more or less large social environment, rather than a small, selected private circle or a
completely anonymous and unspecific audience. The possibilities for communication in the "personal public"
expand every citizen's ability to participate in the process of democratic opinion formation (Sitek, 2017). Away
from the constraints of space, time, and personnel, each individual can now sensitize their personal public to
specific topics, promote their positions, or simply question other content, regardless of time, place, education,
or economic prosperity. The range of individual content can be far greater through the network-like linking of
countless personal public spheres and the associated exchange between the personal public spheres, even to
the point of viral infection of the network and reception by the mass media. A look at the numerous freedom
movements in recent years in the world demonstrates the potential to promote or preserve democracy inherent
in these seemingly banal statements (Smuk, 2014). Every citizen can use social media to publish content that
expresses freedom or to spread images of allegedly disproportionate state power. It is no longer necessary to

rely on the mass media, which is frequently easier for the government to monitor (Tucker, Theocharis, Roberts,
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Barbera, 2017). Rather, every citizen is free to report on demonstrations, reveal their own ideas, or act as a

filter and multiplier.

8. Social networks as a center of communicative gathering

Social networks serve as a digital meeting place. The importance of platforms is demonstrated not
least by the increased activity of all players in the opinion market over the years. Governments, mass media,
associations, and businesses have long been active in social networks because a large portion of the population
communicates there (Klein, Sebesta, 2024). Thus, in the digital age, social networks have evolved into an
important communication forum where citizens and social interest groups can meet and communicate with
one another. They play an important role not only in the individual's communicative development, but also in
democratic opinion formation. The central position of social networks is further strengthened by versatile
interlocking between the platforms and the other offers on the web. Because social networks are not only the
central platform for the exchange of web content, but also — beyond their own platform — a large number of
components of third-party websites. Examples of this are the "Like" and "Share" buttons or the "Comment
field", which are already widespread on the web. Such "social plugins" are regularly provided free of charge
by the platform operators and can be easily integrated into their own websites and thus linked to the social
network. For example, if a user clicks on the "Like" button embedded in a third-party website, the third-party
website and the "Like" action are displayed as a new status message in the news feed of the confirmed contacts.
Opinion formation within social network (sub-)publics is not isolated or even limited to the platform. Rather,
the topics, content, and positions discussed find their way into the next stage of democratic opinion formation
through the users. Politicians, for example, use social media to not only express their views on specific issues,
but also to solicit feedback from interested citizens. The media not only distributes their own content through
social networks, but they also act as gatekeepers, observing dynamic discussion processes and drawing
conclusions about the relevance of topics. How lively the exchange between the (partial) publics of social
networks and the other (partial) publics of the democratic public is also shown by the use of social networks
at meetings. The enormous importance of social networks in democratic public and opinion formation is also

reflected in the way restrictive states treat their operators (Kovalenko, 2022).
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9. Communication channels and discourse spaces in social networks

Social networks serve as central information intermediaries for the internet public, connecting
information supply and demand through a variety of mechanisms. The news feed, the (fan) profile, and social
search are the primary intermediary functions. These provide users with important distribution and information
channels to the online public, as well as versatile "virtual" spaces for discourse, which is why social networks

can be viewed as a type of "communication apparatus".

a) The news feed

In the centre of the home page of many social networks, the user is presented with a backwards
chronological "news overview". This "news feed" is a summary of the most recent events from the personal
public, which is increasingly peppered with advertising. However, due to the large amount of information this
news overview also necessitates a decision. Depending on the platform, the user is given "manual” selection
options (e.g. blocking or highlighting certain profiles). Furthermore, the platform's algorithm performs a
significant portion of the selection automatically. On Facebook, this is done by the so-called EdgeRank
algorithm, which selects based on the factors of topicality, affinity, and weighting (Peracek, 2022). Individual
criteria and their relationships to one another, on the other hand, are largely hidden and differ from other social
networks. The newsfeed, from the standpoint of a communicator, is an important distribution channel through
which the one can convey his own content, opinions, or offers to the public. To achieve the best possible
perception, the time and duration of the display, as well as the placement within the news feed, are all
important, in addition to reaching as many users as possible. Because the display is controlled centrally by the
platform operator's algorithm, the communicator can usually only have a minor influence on all of this. The
news feed, on the other hand, is a new type of information channel that provides the receiving user with an
up-to-date overview of the events, topics, and opinions that are considered relevant in their personal public.
In addition to this intermediary service, interactive elements such as the comment field or the share and like
button encourage users in the personal public to engage in direct follow-up communication (Sararu, 2019). In
this regard, the news overview creates a virtual discourse space in which users can exchange information about

their topics and points of view.

b) Profile or fan page
Every user has its own profile page where it can present themselves to the personal public or the entire
online public. Platform providers provide a variety of versatile functions for the individual design of your own

profile page for this purpose. In addition to personal profiles reserved for non-commercial natural persons,
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companies, organizations, or public figures can maintain a "fan page." Away from their own website, this user
group has a channel within social networks through which they can present themselves to their own target
group in a "more personal" setting. The supposedly familiar environment in particular makes it possible to
address the addressees directly, far removed from the anonymity of the Internet. However, the personal profile
and the fan page are much more than a simple platform for self-portrayal. They enable the interested public to
access an information page that is maintained by the respective user himself and is therefore authentic. In
addition, by "following" a profile or a fan page, users can be continuously informed about current
developments and activities of the profile owner on their news overview. Depending on the perspective, the
profile or the fan page is an important distribution channel or a meaningful source of information. Depending
on the (privacy) settings of the profile owner, users can make a (partially) public statement in the form of

posts, likes or comments on the fan page.

¢) Social Search

"Social Search" is a search function. Unlike the previously established search engines, the search
algorithm when answering the search query is not based on a presumed relevance based on general or user-
specific criteria, but also includes the content, recommendations and ratings of network contacts in addition

to user interests. The hit list is thus significantly influenced by the social environment of the user.

10. Social networks as a platform for virtual protest marches and socially harmful statements

Social networks have established themselves as a significant communicative center in the changed
democratic public. Given the widespread usage, particularly among the younger generation, and the growing
familiarity with the various functions, this position is likely to become more permanent in the future. However,
the opportunities for greater individual participation in the process of democratic opinion formation are
accompanied by risks. The following sections will concentrate on addressing the risks to a more open and
undistorted democratic opinion-forming process that can arise from the establishment of communication
standards, the design of codes, and the ubiquitous data collection.

The phenomenon of the so-called "private-public space" is a problem area that has been known to
legal science and practice for decades and is highly controversial in terms of legal policy. This means cases in
which a private legal entity is the owner of a space that has been opened up to the general public and is
therefore “public”. In this respect, private shopping centers or marketplaces are prime examples. These are

basically freely accessible to everyone and therefore sometimes develop into the central meeting place.
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Individuals meet so that an open network of communication similar to the public street space is created. As a
place of general communication, they can also gain importance as centers for democratic opinion-forming.
This has the potential for conflict, as evidenced by the legal-historical case Marsh v. Alabama (Marsh v.
Alabama - 1946) decided by the United States Supreme Court. In this instance, the private owner of a business
settlement prohibited an activist from distributing religious literature in "his" public street space. This
implicitly raised the question of whether and to what extent the private owner of a generally accessible space
may restrict the exercise of freedom of communication in these "private-public spheres". Far away from the
physical space, a large number of private-public spaces have also developed in the virtual spheres of the World
Wide Web, albeit still largely unnoticed by jurisprudence ("asleep"). This means all those privately operated
web offerings that are basically made available to every internet user and enable them to engage in a (partially)
public exchange. In addition to internet forums and media share platforms such as YouTube, social networks
can also be cited as examples of this. However, the latter should be of particular importance due to the high
level of user activity and the opportunity for social development. Although the "virtual" private-public spaces
that comprise a social network differ from the physical public spaces, certain similarities can be identified.
For example, on the "virtual" meeting place "Newsfeed," different users and user groups can meet at random

and publicly discuss (partially) the content of a "shared" (media) post or the photo of one mutual friend.

11. Potential risks in the changing public sphere

In the changing democratic public sphere, social networks have established themselves as an
important communicative center. Given their high prevalence, especially among the younger generation, and
increasing habituation with their diverse functions, this position is likely to continue to consolidate in the
future. However, the opportunities this offers, including greater participation by individuals in the process of
democratic opinion-forming, are associated with risks. In practice we no longer only identifies the state or
content providers as a source of danger for a free market of opinion, but also the operators of search engines
and other "gatekeepers" such as social networks. The latter in particular are increasingly under observation.
Aside from the debates about how to deal with hate speech and fake news, the most popular platform operator
Facebook, for example, was confronted with the suspicion that some Facebook editors on the "Trending Topic
Team" deliberately influenced the "Trending Topics" to the detriment of conservatives - during the US primary
campaign (Vaidhyanathan, 2018). Although Facebook founder Marc Zuckerberg immediately rejected this
accusation and Facebook later changed its practice, this example clearly shows the way in which social

networks can influence democratic opinion-forming.
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In practice, all operators of major social networks have codified communication standards for their
platform. The "private-public space" of social networks is therefore by no means a "lawless" space in which
information and opinions can be exchanged without restrictions. However, the establishment of
communication standards takes place in a conflict-prone area of tension in which the sometimes conflicting
interests of platform operators, users and nation states come together (Woosub, Seong-Gyu, Beom Jun, 2022).
Here are some examples. First, after a critical, or at least insensitive, comment by the US film critic Roger
Ebert on the occasion of Ryan Dunn's death, Facebook temporarily blocked his profile due to numerous
negative feedback on the alleged misconduct. In 2011, a post by Ebert was also blocked due to alleged "abusive
content", although the post only contained information and pictures after his thyroid surgery. Second, the
organizers of a meeting against the US surveillance program "PRISM" created a Facebook event page to draw
the attention of broad population to the event and thus achieve the greatest possible mobilization. A few days
before the planned meeting, the organizer had to identify himself separately on Facebook. He then received a
notice that the page in question had been deleted for violating Facebook's principles. Third, in the run-up to
the Turkish local elections in 2014, a number of government-critical profiles published telephone recordings
of Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, which were intended to expose him to accusations of
corruption. After the platform operator X/Twitter had previously refused to "cooperate" with the Turkish
authorities, the Turkish government blocked the service in the middle of the election campaign. This was later
overturned by the Turkish Constitutional Court. X/Twitter later blocked government-critical profiles within
Turkey, including that of RedHack with more than 750.000 followers. Because the blocking was only carried
out as a "local take down", it can be assumed that X/Twitter did not view this as a violation of its own terms
of use, as otherwise they would have removed the content or profile entirely. In this respect, it can be assumed

that the blocking was carried out on the instructions of Turkish government authorities.

12. Public internet communication channels managed by private providers

The Internet offers every Internet user free access to information of any interest and opens up various
publication channels. The resulting dependency can endanger the free communicative development of the
individual and his or her participation in the process of democratic opinion-forming (Sawicka, 2019). The
flood of information is not only problematic for the publishing internet user. From the point of view of the
recipients, too, the benefit of the mass of offers can at best be assessed as ambivalent. The flood of information,
which is difficult to cope with, promotes the feeling of being overwhelmed and at the same time increases

dependence on information intermediaries. These services have a key position in the online public sphere by
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combining the enormous information supply with the corresponding information demand. Depending on the
respective service, the core activity is the independent or user-based finding, selecting, structuring and/or
presenting of Internet offers. A wide range of intermediary services can be found on the Internet. In addition
to search engines (Google, Bing, Yahoo), social networks in particular are becoming increasingly important
as social filters. Media portals (YouTube), micro-blogging services (X/Twitter) and common web catalogues
should also be mentioned. In addition, topic-specific discussion and evaluation portals can become very
important in the long tail of the internet public.

However, the lack of state influence should not lead to the conclusion that freedom on the Internet is
not guaranteed without limits. On closer inspection, one can see that the freedom on the Internet is most likely
a borrowed one. Private organizations decide to a large extent on the architecture of the “space of freedom”
of the Internet. They determine the existence, structure, and opportunities for participation in the public and
private realms. The web stream recording can help the user or customer understand how data anonymization
and non-collection can both ensure privacy on the Internet. The type and scope of freedom that can be
exercised are thus largely determined by the design of the specific offer and, as a result, by the will of the
respective provider. However, unlike a law, its code operates on a "can" rather than a "should" basis. As a
result, individuals have no choice but to comply with the regulations or even to oppose them. Rather, the
"code" establishes factual boundaries that individuals cannot overcome. The "freedom" of the Internet is
largely defined by the software of the providers, which is built on the physical foundation of the hardware.
Computer knowledge is thus required to help shape the Internet by programming own functions on the one
hand, and to understand and control the operation of the programs used on the other. However, in a highly
specialized society, only a few have these skills, while large part of the population have only rudimentary
computer skills. As a result, the average Internet user and citizen is limited to the formats available. From a
global standpoint, this "master knowledge" is primarily in the hands of various private companies. Some
players are particularly significant due to the breadth of their product offering and the market position they
have attained. This is especially true for the five largest US corporations: Apple, Facebook, Google, Amazon,
and Microsoft. These characterize elementary computer and internet offers in many segments, sometimes
across several levels (server, end device, operating system, browser, website). In many respects, computer
science “master knowledge” is concentrated in these companies. This power structure is manifested by the
fact that the corresponding source codes are protected as business and trade secrets and, as a result, are largely

removed from public control. With regard to social networks, the problem of the "code is law" can be
illustrated using the example of the "dislike button" on Facebook, which has not been implemented to date.
Because although many users have been calling for the introduction of a “dislike button” for a long time, the

only option on the Facebook platform is to position yourself favorably by clicking the “like button” or by
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selecting a specific emoticon to express emotion. However, there is no “dislike button to express a negative
attitude. This example illustrates the problem of the "code is law" in social networks in miniature format: the
platform operator decides on the options for action available to the user through the design of the "code".
The broad impact of information in social networks, like the search engine hit list, is primarily
dependent on the placement of the post inside the news feed. In addition, other factors such as the number of
users to whom the content is displayed, the length of time or the point in time are important. All of these
variables, as previously stated, are influenced by Facebook's algorithm. The social relevance of the post is
decisive for the listing within the news feed, which depends, among other things, on the topicality of the
content, the affinity of the user to the communicating profile and the weighting of the post. However, the
relationship between these factors and the further functioning of the algorithm are largely secret. The
individual factors could certainly be subjected to detailed criticism. For example, the "weight" factor seems to
give an advantage to content from already known profile owners, such as members of the public or traditional
media outlets. This is precisely how the dominance of some players is strengthened, instead of breaking up
the opinion-forming process in favor of smaller providers (Smejkal, 2021). Since neither the individual user
nor the democratic public are aware of "filtered out" content, it is not even possible to estimate the extent of
the problem. Although the “accusation of censorship” sometimes brought forward in this respect seems
premature, especially if it is raised without further evidence. With the increased importance of the newsfeed
as an information and distribution channel, the interest of all those involved in democratic opinion-forming to
be represented with their content in a central position in the newsfeed has also grown. In order to guarantee
this, there is the possibility on almost all platforms to place advertising in a central place in the newsfeed
(Funta, Horvath, 2024). Their effectiveness can be increased by target group-specific advertising. Aside from
this fee-based variant, the profile owner can also design content in such a way that the Facebook algorithm
displays it in a privileged manner. In this way, the profile owner can generate a high level of affinity through
targeted interaction with many different users. In addition, a higher weighting of the post can be achieved, for
example, by clicking or liking certain content in a targeted manner. The algorithm-based information filtering
of social networks also harbors the risk that individuals through abusive behavior — such as buying clicks and
likes or using social bots — will have a broader impact in order to influence or manipulate the democratic

opinion-forming process in their favor.

13. Conclusions

In a constantly digitizing society, social networks are critical communication platforms. Thus, social
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networks serve as a central location for virtual gatherings, where individuals can develop socially and
communicatively and influence the democratic opinion-forming process in their own unique way. Unlike in
the early days of the Internet, when content distribution was limited to privileged circles with (access to) basic
IT knowledge, anyone can now communicate with an almost infinite number of addressees, regardless of
education, financial strength, or social background. The media, which has traditionally served as "gatekeepers"
to the public, is no longer required. Rather, any actor in the opinion market, whether a party, a government, or
an individual citizen, can communicate content to an unfiltered and borderless audience. As a result, social
networks create a virtual sphere that provides new opportunities for personal development and participation
in the democratic opinion-formation process. The change in communication culture within society that comes
with the use of social networks creates both opportunities and risks for the individual and the democratic social
order. In addition to individual users disseminating so-called hate speech or fake news, the algorithm-based
information section can, for example, encourage fragmentation of personal perception and the democratic
public sphere (Zakharchenko, Perac¢ek, Fedushko, Syerov, Trach, 2021). The question is whether and to what
extent a social network operator could infringe on the user's constitutionally guaranteed freedom of
communication through self-determined standardized communication standards. Or in another words, can a
private, mostly profit-driven operator of a central (opinion) forum regulate the content discussed? In essence,
this revealed a fundamental rights conflict between the user's right to free communicative development and
participation in the process of democratic opinion formation and the platform operator's right to design "its"
social network. Because fundamental rights have an indirect third-party effect and the state has an obligation
to protect fundamental rights, resolving the conflict of fundamental rights situation is also relevant in the
private-law relationship between platform operator and user. Platform operator must always give the user the
opportunity to comment when examining a possible violation. Platform operator is constrained in enforcing
communication standards by the requirement to be considerate, the prohibition on contradictory behavior, and
the prohibition on discrimination under civil law. An arbitrary and disproportionate enforcement of
communication standards is thwarted by the commandment of consideration that flows from the special
relationship of loyalty. In addition to providing factual justification for any measures, the platform operator
must, in general, choose the means that have the least impact on the user, provided that this is reasonable and
sufficient to protect his own interests. As a result, removing a user profile for a single minor violation is not
permissible if the platform operator can simply remove the problematic content. Termination may also occur
only as a last resort and, in general, only after prior notice. If only a suspicion of a violation exists, the platform
operator is generally limited to taking temporary measures such as blocking the user content or profile. After
considering the above interim results, it can be stated that the area of tension can be appropriately resolved by

applying the applicable law. If the preceding considerations are followed, there is no risk of an excessive
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restriction of free expression or even a "power" of the democratic opinion-forming process, neither in the

context of contract formation nor during contract implementation or termination. This results in new

possibilities for the free communicative development of the individual as well as its participation in the process

of democratic opinion-forming. The change in the public sphere not only harbors opportunities, but also

dangers. With a focus on social networks, the enforcement of communication standards and the filtering of

content by the "code" of the platform operators can be identified as sources of danger. Furthermore, the

ubiquitous data processing of the operators of social networks can impair the uninhibited and thus free

communicative development of the individual. Aside from that, it's critical to keep in mind that platform

operators are working in a highly contentious area of tension when it comes to maintaining communication

standards, which requires challenging, perhaps hardly universally acceptable, individual decisions.
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ABSTRACT: The aim of this article is to compare the socio-political upheavals that occurred in the People’s Republic of Poland
and the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in the late 1960s and early 1970s. This period witnessed events that were to some
extent part of the general social unrest which also affected capitalist countries (the student protests of 1968), as well as events that
were entirely specific to the countries included in this analysis, such as the post-March anti-intellectual and anti-Semitic campaign in
the People’s Republic of Poland, the December 1970 workers’ protests on the Polish coast, and the so-called ‘Croatian Spring’ in
Yugoslavia. Relying primarily on the comparative method, the authors analyse the influence of systemic factors (the system of govern-
ment, the ruling elites, reform attempts or failures), social factors (the social structure, the sense of national distinctiveness), and
cultural factors (efforts to preserve national culture and language, opposition to actions of the censorship apparatus) on the emergence
and progress of events that took place in both countries in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The article also looks at how the governments

reacted during these ‘upheavals’, what methods they adopted to end/suppress them and what political consequences followed.

KEYWORDS: Croatian spring; students; 1968; workers’ protests; mass movement; comparison.

1. Introduction

Scientific publications on the socio-political unrest of the late 1960s and early 1970s typically adopt
one of two perspectives. The first approach, grounded in national historiography, examines these events within
the context of a single country (e.g., Eisler, 2006; Friszke, 2011; Fichter, 2016; Cuvalo, 2019). The second
perspective, comparative in nature, analyzes simultaneous upheavals across different nations, highlighting
similarities, differences, and interwoven causes and consequences (e.g., Pittaway, 2005, on specific social
groups). Within Cold War studies, however, such comparative analyses often reinforce a simplified division

between socio-political developments in capitalist and socialist states.
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This study aims to compare the socio-political upheavals that took place in the People's Republic of
Poland (PRL) and the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY)) during the late 1960s and early 1970s.
It adopts a historical-comparative perspective to examine the political and systemic forces shaping these
events. While acknowledging protest dynamics, it does not engage deeply with social movement theory. Alt-
hough frameworks such as resource mobilization (McCarthy & Zald, 1977), political process theory (Tilly,
1978; McAdam, 1982), and framing theory (Snow & Benford, 1988) provide valuable insights into collective
action, they fall beyond this study’s primary focus. Instead, this research explores the structural, political, and
ideological factors that influenced state responses to unrest in socialist regimes.

This article contributes to existing literature by offering a comparative perspective on social unrest in
socialist states—an area often overlooked in social movement studies. While much research focuses on oppo-
sition within the Soviet bloc or Western student movements, this study highlights the nuances of dissent in
Poland and Yugoslavia. By integrating Polish and Balkan historiography, it provides a deeper understanding
of how different socialist regimes navigated political crises, emphasizing systemic and geopolitical factors
that shaped their responses.

Both Poland and Yugoslavia operated under socialist political systems—authoritarian, non-market
economies—giving them certain structural similarities. However, significant differences also defined their
political and social landscapes. The functioning of the Yugoslav federation contrasted with the centralized
governance model of the PRL. Geopolitically, Poland was entirely dependent on the Soviet Union, while
Yugoslavia maintained a more autonomous position. Socially, Poland’s largely homogeneous population, in
terms of ethnicity and religion (despite state opposition to religious influences), stood in contrast to Yugosla-
via’s diverse and multi-ethnic society. Additionally, the SFRY implemented economic reforms toward “self-
governing socialism,” a model that diverged sharply from Poland’s centralized economy. Unlike Poland, Yu-
goslavia also permitted large-scale economic emigration to capitalist countries, a trend that began in the 1960s.

Taking these similarities and differences into account, the authors compare key episodes of unrest: the
Polish student protests of March and June 1968, the so-called “Croatian Spring” (which followed the Polish
protests), and the December 1970 demonstrations on the Polish coast. These events led to significant political
shifts, including the removal of a new generation of Croatian politicians in Yugoslavia and the downfall of
Wiadystaw Gomutka in Poland. While these protests were part of the broader global phenomenon of the 1968
student movement, they were also shaped by specific regional developments, such as the crisis in Czechoslo-
vakia and the aftermath of the Six-Day War. However, as this article primarily focuses on Poland and Yugo-

slavia, these broader influences are only briefly addressed.
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Given the substantial progress made by Polish and Balkan historians in studying these events, this article does
not engage in additional archival research. Instead, it draws on existing monographs, scholarly articles, statis-
tical yearbooks, and press materials. The study employs historical-descriptive analysis, decision-making anal-
ysis, and comparative methods to examine the political and systemic factors shaping social unrest in both

states.

2. The system of power

After World War II, Poland and Yugoslavia found themselves in the so-called Soviet sphere of influ-
ence. This geopolitical and strategic fact determined the formation of a new socio-economic and political
system. Political power in both countries was seized by communist parties (the Polish Workers' Party, in
Polish: PPR'; the Communist Party of Yugoslavia), which marginalized and gradually eliminated other parties
from legal political life (Wiatr, 1970: 1239-1240). . The system was based on the police and security services,
which targeted both real and imagined enemies of the system in both countries (Tomaszewski, 1992: 40-64;
Brzezinski, 1964: 3-51; Fejto, 1979: 5-20)

A significant difference occurred after 1948, when the Yugoslav leaders gathered around Josip Broz
Tito decided to break free from Joseph Stalin and other Soviet politicians. Consequently, they opted for an
independent way of shaping the system of people's democracy, which, however, retained the core elements of
the previous system - it was based on the domination of the communist faction. Some systemic corrections
began to be gradually introduced, initially in the social and economic spheres (the creation of the so-called
self-governing socialism). Another important factor differentiating the Polish and Yugoslavian cases was the
issue of an ethnic mosaic in the South Slavic country, which resulted in the formation of a federal state model
with six union republics (Croatia was one of them from 1945 to 1991 with a considerable social and economic
potential). (Bilandzi¢, 1985: 150-210; Zacharias, 2004: 105-156; Walkiewicz, 2000: 201-216; Wilson, 1979:
60-72)

Although Poland remained under the dominant geopolitical influence of the Soviet Union after 1948,
the idea of the so-called ,,Polish road to socialism” championed by the long-time communist leader Wtadystaw
Gomutka (called also Comrade Wiestaw) should not be forgotten. In many respects, this brought the search
for a new model of a socialist state closer in both the Polish and Yugoslavian cases. It should also be mentioned

that after the Tito-Stalin conflict broke out, the Polish communist leader acted as an arbitrator, attempting to

! Polish Workers' Party was a communist party in Poland from 1942 to 1948. In December 1948 the Polish United Work-
ers’ Party (Polish: PZPR) was founded through “unification of the Polish Workers™ Party and the Polish Socialist Party”.
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engage in reconciliation efforts. After Gomutka was ousted from power by the pro-Soviet faction in the PPR
centred around Bierut, one of the most serious accusations against the ousted leader was that he was following
the Yugoslavian path and exhibited a rightwing nationalist deviation (Paczkowski, 1995: 213-223; Friszke,
2003: 152-162; Werblan, 2009: 53-63; Kemp-Welch, 2008: 35-42).

By the mid-1960s, both the Central and Eastern European countries had experienced more than twenty
years of communist rule. In the case of Yugoslavia, it was symbolised by the leadership of Marshal Josip Broz
Tito and his closest camarilla. In Poland, in turn, the era of communist leadership was bisected by the period
of Stalinism, symbolised to a great extent by the Bierut-Berman-Minc faction (1948-1956), while in the pre-
ceding and following periods (after 1956) the party was headed by Comrade Wiestaw, as Zenon Kliszko (his
closest associate from the period of the German occupation, who did not renounce Gomulka after 1948)
emerged as the number two person in the system of power. (Cavoski, 1990: 13-30; Eisler, 2014: 215-227;
Prazmowska, 2016: 198-220; Bethell, 1969: 225-252; Lipinski, 2019: 129-149).

3. The first unrest

The main problems of the Yugoslav system stemmed from the prerequisites of failure of the (con-
stantly reformed) economic system and growing ethnic conflicts (among which the Serbo-Croatian disputes,
dating back to the Kingdom period, should be considered as pre-eminent). In Poland, in turn, the mid-1960s
were symbolised by dashed public hopes related to the reformist programme of October 1956 defined as the
Polish way out of Stalinism, offered by Gomutka as he returned to power after eight years. The agenda of the
Polish October included the issues of greater internal autonomy from the Kremlin, regulating the stationing of
the Soviet Army in Poland, accepting the dominant model of individual ownership in agriculture, services and
crafts, developing a model for the presence of the Roman Catholic Church in social life, a certain degree of
autonomy in the areas of culture and science. At the same time, Gomulka remained reluctant to carry out
bolder economic reforms, even ones comparable to Hungarian managerialism or the Yugoslav self-govern-
ment model. Hence, the 1960s were regarded as a period of ,little stabilisation” in Poland's recent socio-
economic history. Against this background, the solutions for economic reforms adopted in Yugoslavia in 1965
appeared to be more far-reaching and heading towards quasi-market solutions. (Jelavich, 2005: 397-413;
Tanty, 2003: 315-316; Wilson, 1979: 107-117; Piasecki, Michalak, 2003: 45-51; Persak, Machcewicz, 2010).

The first signs of public discontent in Poland were symbolised by a letter from 34 writers addressed
to Prime Minister Jozef Cyrankiewicz, which raised the issue of paper supply for books and censorship. What
outraged the communist authorities the most was not even the prominent names of the writers who signed the

letter, but the fact that information about its submission to the Office of the Council of Ministers was quickly
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made public by Western broadcasters, including Radio Free Europe. The response of the authorities to the
Letter was rather disorderly. On the one hand, the Prime Minister received a delegation of literati and writers,
promising to respond to the postulates submitted. On the other hand, however, a campaign was organised to
promote the so-called Anti-Letter by a part of the literary community that was more favourably inclined to-
wards the existing political system and the ruling elite. The inspirers of the letter, alleged or real, were put
under pressure to withdraw their signatures, the circulation of their books was reduced and they were excluded
from the state media (there were no private media then). And Melchior Wankowicz, a pre-war writer and
politician who decided to return to Poland in 1956, was even sentenced in court to several years in prison
(although he was later pardoned due to his old age and poor health). The case was the first significant sign of
a growing rift between the society and the ruling camp. (Eisler, 1993; Zidtkowska 1990; Kemp-Welch, 2008:
156-162).

The year 1966 symbolised the millennium of statehood, counted from the baptism of Mieszko I and
his Czech wife Dobrawa. The solemn celebrations radically divided the communist authorities and the lead-
ership of the Polish Episcopate with Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski as the then Primate?. The ruling camp em-
phasized a special place of the People's Republic of Poland (PRL) in the 1,000 years of statechood and a cere-
monial session of parliament with a commemorative address by Gomutka was scheduled for 22 July — the Day
of the Rebirth, the main holiday of the Polish People’s Republic (Polish: PRL). Official propaganda empha-
sized Poland's socio-economic successes, contrasting them with the Nobles’ Republic and interwar Poland
symbolised by Marshal Jozef Pitsudski. Moreover, the geopolitical achievements associated with Poland's
westward shift and its 500-kilometre-long access to the Baltic Sea were highlighted. The representatives of
the clergy, on the other hand, placed a special emphasis on strengthening the Catholic faith in the nation
through the nine-year Novena programme (1957-66) as a special period of spiritual preparation for the cele-
brations. Another serious point of contention was a planned visit of Pope Paul VI to Cz¢stochowa, which the
state authorities decided not to allow. (Dudek, 1995: 149-180; Zielinski, 2003; Zaryn, 2004; Micewski, 1994;
Raina, 2000; Dudek, 1998).

4. The ruling elite

Political power in both countries formally belonged to parties (PZPR and SKJ respectively) as well as

state authorities — the parliament and the government. The dominant position, however, was held by party

2 In the background, there was also the issue of the November 1965 letter from the Polish Episcopate to the German
Episcopate with its message of mutual forgiveness, which was severely criticised by the state authorities as interference
in foreign policy matters.

50



Online Journal Modelling the New Europe
No. 47 / April 2025
https://neweurope.centre.ubbcluj.ro/

institutions — central and voivodeship ones in Poland, federal and republican ones in Yugoslavia. Real power
remained in the hands of the 100-plus-member Central Committee, which met several times a year and con-
stituted the ,,party” equivalent of a legislative body. The day-to-day executive body, which took the most
important decisions in th