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A Lesson of History

Things that are happening
before our very eyes will
change forever the shape
of the world we know.
Everyday life of the West-
ern people, which is orga-
nized around conquering,
maintaining and expand-
ing the sphere of prosper-
ity, has been unexpected-
ly and brutally invaded by
History.

A global pandemic has
torn the veil, behind
which the horror of the
world has appeared. We
do not see it every day
because we live with
a strong conviction that
the fundamental problems
of life and death, health
and safety as well as
the survival and develop-
ment of our political com-
munities have been solved
once and for all.

Economy. Politics. Civ-
ilization. The three di-
mensions of the global
plague.

1.
We live in times of uncer-
tainty and turmoil. The in-
fectious disease which is
sweeping across the world,
sparing no one, besides
extremely dramatic and
devastating implications
for health, is also causing
enormous turbulence in
the global economy.

First, it breaks the global
networks of connections
and supply chains that un-
derpin global trade. Then it
leads to social distancing
and, in the next step, to
a complete lockdown.

We are in the middle of
the next phase of the cri-
sis, in which the econo-
my has been quenched to
a degree comparable only
to a war-like situation. Only
those sectors of the econ-
omy that Paul Krugman
described as essential for

survival (essential services
vs. nonessential services)
are functioning.

Bringing our economy into
a state of “forced coma” is
unprecedented in modern
history. No previous eco-
nomic crises of the twenti-
eth and twenty-first centu-
ry can provide a reference
point here. We are facing
something completely new
- the paralysis of the econ-
omy in all its most import-
ant areas: supply, demand,
labor market, financial sys-
tem, world trade, almost
all sectors of the econo-
my, whether related to ser-
vices or manufacturing are
infected, paralysed, or at
least suppressed.
A comparison of the eco-
nomic forecasts of the In-
ternational Monetary Fund
from January and April
this year demonstrates
the scale of helplessness
of economists in the face
of the phenomenon we are
dealing with. Within a few
months it turned out that
the forecasts for the glob-
al economic situation must
be radically revised. And
today’s extremely cautious
comparison of the level of
recession to that of 2007-
2009 or even to the period
of the great economic de-
pressionbetween1929and
1933 will soon cease to be
valid.
As I am writing this text,
the U.S. Department of La-
bor has just released data
on 22 million people who
applied for unemployment
benefits between March 14
and April 11 alone. This is
13% of the entire U.S. labor
force of 162 million people.
The latest forecasts of the
20% unemployment rate
are, in the light of these
data, quite conservative. In
the USA there was no situ-
ation like this on the labor
market even in the 1930s.

2.
Despite the uncertainty re-

garding the contours of the
future emerging from be-
hind the horizon, politicians
must, using, obviously,
fragmented knowledge and
often unreliable forecasts,
make difficult decisions.
And this is tobedonebefore
a full picture of the devas-
tation emerges, the eval-
uation and assessment
of which would create the
ground for the right course
of action.

The exit scenarios from
the phase of the crisis we
are currently in, consti-
tute the most important
task that governments of
countries affected by the
global pandemic, are fac-
ing now, alongside sav-
ing lives and health. Slow
and careful waking up
a patient from a coma is al-
ways a high risk endeavor.

In this particular case,
the dilemma that pol-
iticians face today is
a choice between sav-
ing the economy from
a long-term recession or
protecting their citizens
from death. In the com-
ing years there will be
no return to the pre-pan-
demic situation. What
lies ahead is, at best,
a “new normal” in which,
simultaneously protect-
ing the most vulnerable
groups of citizens and
returning to the path of
economic growth, will
require the dexterity of
a high-wire acrobat.
Today, by taking action,
politicians not only take re-
sponsibility for the future
state of their countries’
economies, but also face
the most important and
fundamental challenge of
modern politics in gener-
al: providing security for
their citizens. This is no
longer an empty phrase, it
is a prerequisite for surviv-
al. Not only physical, but
also survival of the com-
munity. In this context, the

protection of freedom and
the right to privacy must
not be forgotten, which is
extremely difficult at a time
when modern monitoring
technologies are used by
governments to support
the fight against the pan-
demic.

Remaining in a situation
of absence of the econ-
omy costs our states 2
percentage points of GDP
each month. Aid packag-
es prepared by G20 coun-
tries and Poland amount
to USD 4800 billion (as of
April 2020). This is much
more than during the finan-
cial crisis ten years ago.

Is it a high price to pay for
health care, which is the
first and the most import-
ant army deployed in this
war? Is it a high price for
saving another life, the life
of a person who no longer
contributes to our pension
system, but benefits from
it? These are the ques-
tions that lead us to the
next one that we cannot
escape from: What makes
our community? What dis-
tinguishes us from the rest
of the world? In one word,
do we live only for our-
selves or for the others?

3.
These are the questions
from the field of morality,
without which good and
effective policies cannot
be pursued. And we have
known this, or at least
those of us who still re-
member it, since Socra-
tes and his student Plato
were strolling through the
Acropolis in Athens 2,500
years ago.

The issues of life and
death have become the
center of politics. For one
moment they put aside the
discussion on how best to
achieve economic growth,
maintain healthy public fi-
nances, or the survival
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Poland. A Gate Between the East and the West

of the welfare state. For
one moment the pan-
demic revealed the true
stakes of politics. Its eter-
nal nature and purpose.

Will it affect the commer-
cial clashes between ma-
jor global powers, the
fight for access to trade
routes, strategic resourc-
es, including space control
and the undisputed right to
set the rules of the game
in world politics? Yes, ab-
solutely so. But that’s the
only thing you can say with
certainty. The rest is diffi-
cult to predict.
Civilisational consequenc-
es of the global pandemic
will be as severe as the
economic and political
ones.
The awakening has
a double meaning for
us, the people of Cen-
tral Europe. It concerns
above all the desire to
return to our way of life,
a world of prosperity
and uninterrupted de-
velopment without wars.
But this awakening from
a coma has also a differ-
ent meaning for us. It is
the realization that after
five centuries of success
and imperial power, we are,
as Niall Ferguson wrote,
one step from collapse.
In this sense, the global
pandemic can be a cata-
lyst for awakening or yet
another strong chord of the
decline of our civilization’s
domination.

The Western civilization
has already fallen once.
Not as a result of a sin-
gle spectacular event, al-
though for educational
purposes such caesuras
are attempted. The Roman
Empire collapsed not only
as the result of a barbarian
invasion, but also because
it lost self-confidence.
Today we are facing the
same threat.
The Western world, re-

duced to the Western life-
style, has a chance to think
what else it has to offer to
the world.

Realizing where we
are now as a civiliza-
tion-cultural area is
a good starting point.
Reaching into our past,
learning lessons from
the lives of our ancestors
and unearthing our vital
springs are essential
means for our survival and
development. Then we will
have no dilemmas about
whether to choose the
quality of life and the lev-
el of development of our
GDP or solidarity with the
most deprived in our com-
munities. And this is what
distinguishes the West
from the rest of the world.
Poland is located, as geo-
politicians call it, in the
crush zone between the
great powers, also referred
to more neutrally as the
“Baltic-Black Sea Bridge”.
In other words: between
the West and the East.

Bojan Pancevski and
Drew Hinshaw in their
article entitled “Poor-
er Nations in Europe’s
East Could Teach the
West a Lesson on Coro-
navirus.” published in
The Wall Street Jour-
nal (April 12th 2020)
stated that Poland and
other Central European
countries could teach
the West a lesson
on how to properly
respond in an emergen-
cy. I am far from teaching
lessons, but I would like to
point out a few things.

Fortunately, the Polish
economy was in a very
good condition when
the first wave of the cri-
sis hit. Good labor mar-
ket situation, record low
unemployment, balanced
public finances, record
low deficit, controlled

public debt, reduced for-
eign debt and high eco-
nomic growth, despite
a slight downturn, give
the authorities today
a large financial cushion
for fiscal stimuli.
Poland now has the sixth
largest stimulus package
in the G20 plus Poland
in terms of GDP ratio.
And this is just the
beginning. Experts advis-
ing the government pre-
sented conclusions from
dealing with the effects
of previous crises: the
Spanish flu, SARS, the
financial crisis 2007-2009,
the eurozone crisis 2009-
2012 and Fukushima.
Without going into too
many details, there is one
conclusion: the state must
be active. But it must act
wisely.

The preparation of com-
prehensive multidimen-
sional crisis tools includ-
ing monetary and fiscal
policy (stimuli packages,
public finance consolida-
tions), bailouts where nec-
essary, and well thought-
out development policy
is one thing. The second
thing is to prepare for
subsequent crises, i.e.
referring to Mariane Maz-
zucato’s words “recon-
struction of capitalism”
consisting not only in ad-
aptation to new conditions
imposed by the global pan-
demic.

According to the Pol-
ish Institute of Eco-
nomics, this should be
a multi-annual program
of economic transforma-
tion, assuming a new ap-
proach to strategic re-
serves, strengthening the
potential of domestic in-
dustry, investments in pub-
lic services, including first
and foremost health care.
It should be a new open-
ing in international trade,
a fiscal stimulus even at

the cost of public finance
consolidation, tax simpli-
fication, labor law reform.
Finally, it should stimulate
public investments in stra-
tegic areas: essential infra-
structure, modernization
of schools and hospitals,
energy transformation,
investments in the bio-
technology and phar-
maceutical sectors and
increased spending on
research and develop-
ment.

All the issues above are
crucial in situations of real
threat for our communities.
And we are acutely experi-
encing it today.

Coming back to the above
mentioned article by
Pancevski and Hinshaw,
one important lesson can
be drawn from the Polish
experience. In the histori-
cal and existential sense,
Poles live in a country
that has been repeatedly
threatened with complete
annihilation, wiping out
of the world maps, which,
by the way, did occur for
123 years during the cru-
cial time of the industrial
revolution and progress of
the Western world. There
are people among us who
remember the destroyed
Warsaw and the deaths of
millions of people in Ger-
man Nazi concentration
and extermination camps
and in Russian gulags and
prisons.

For us, therefore, political
decisions related to infec-
tious disease COVID-19
and its devastating con-
sequences are always
made with awareness and
memory of the past be-
ing the source not of off-
the-shelf solutions, but of
a more reflective search
for solutions for the new
reality. And this may be
a Polish lesson for the
West.
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