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The transformative power of
cooperation between social
movements
Squatting and tenants’ movements
in Poland

Dominika V. Polanska and Grzegorz Piotrowski

Squatting, or the use of property without the owners’ permission, and tenants’ activism are
under-researched areas, in particular, in the post-socialist context. Poland is pointed out as
extraordinary on the map of squatting in post-socialist Europe and a considerable number of
tenants’ organizations are active in the country. What is most interesting is that squatters
and tenants’ activists are forming alliances, despite obvious differences in their organiz-
ational models, social composition, along with the specific motives and goals of their acti-
vism. The objective of this paper is to examine the relations between the tenants’ and
squatting movements in Poland by studying two cities where both movements are estab-
lished and cooperating closely. In particular, we are interested in the transformative
power of such cooperation, assuming that cooperation between social movements results
in negotiations and transformations of the involved social movement actors. The empirical
foundations for this paper are 50 interviews, of which 30 were conducted in Warsaw with
squatters and tenants’ movement activists and the remaining 20 with activists in Poznań.
Warsaw and Poznań are, moreover, two Polish cities where the squatting movement is
most vibrant and where squatters and tenants have achieved some considerable successes
in their activities. The paper argues against previous studies emphasizing access to abundant
resources and identity alignment as crucial for the mobilization of collective and collabora-
tive action. Instead, it argues that the lack of resources might equally be driving social
movements towards cooperation, as a kind of compensation. Further, our cases demonstrate
that ideology and identity alignment in social movements create stagnation in regard to
openness towards new allies. We therefore argue that a high degree of identity alignment
and ideological consistency might discourage the formation of new alliances.

Key words: social movement, alliance building, cooperation, squatting, tenants, Poland

Introduction

S
quatting—or living in or use of prop-
erty without the consent of the
owner (Mayer 2013)—has a long

history as being the background for

autonomous social movements in Western
Europe or the USA. However, in
Poland—similarly to the rest of Central
and Eastern Europe—the emergence of
squatting coincided with the post-socialist
transformation. Because of these different
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circumstances, squatting in Poland is a
relatively new and under-explored
phenomenon, but has, despite its temporal
character and the growing numbers of
right-wing movements and right-wing
rhetoric in the country (Ekiert and Kubik
2014), managed to spread to most large
cities in the country (Poznań, Warsaw,
Wrocław, Opole, Gdynia, Lublin, Łódź,
Gdańsk, Gliwice, Biała Podlaska, Często-
chowa, Kraków, Grudziądz, Ruda Śląska,
Białystok and Sosnowiec) and intensified
somewhat in the last 10 years. Recently, a
number of Polish squats have broadened
their activities to tenants’ rights, offering
shelter (when possible), opening up of
vacant dwellings for individuals and
families in need of housing, providing
legal counseling to tenants and getting
involved in issues concerning housing poli-
tics on the national and local level. This
recent turn stands at the center of atten-
tion of this analysis, as we interpret it as
an expansion of the activities of squatters,
previously focused on the internal develop-
ment of the squatting movement, expressed
in the concept of Temporary Autonomous
Zones (Bey 1991) to include tenants’
issues that do not necessarily share the
subcultural background of squatters and
some of their most important ideological
convictions.

Tenants’ activism in Poland dates back to
the beginning of the transformation in 1989
when the first tenants’ organization was
founded (Polskie Zrzeszenie Lokatorów/
Polish Association of Tenants, hence PZL).
For a long time, a limited number of organiz-
ations were working with tenants’ issues in
the country (PZL, Polska Unia Lokatorów/
Polish Union of Tenants (1994), Ogólnopolski
Ruch Ochrony Interesów Lokatorów/All-
Poland Movement for the Protection of
Tenants’ Interests (1995), Krajowy Związek
Lokatorow i Spółdzielców/National Associ-
ation for Tenants and Residents of Coopera-
tives). In mid-2000, tenants’ rights became
highly relevant as the Act on the protection
of tenants’ rights was amended in 2001

(resulting in reduced rights of tenants), a 10-
year-old rent-freeze that protected tenants
from rent increases ended in 2004 (although
it was regulated later), and re-privatization
processes of formerly nationalized buildings
and land gained new speed in the country.
Similarly to the case of squatters, tenants’
activism intensified in the last 10 years and
there are more than 40 formal tenants’ organ-
izations registered in Poland today.

We consider squatters as a movement of a
more radical nature, usually organizing hori-
zontally and preferring direct methods of
action, including civil disobedience and at
times law-breaking (March and Mudde
2005). Squatters’ activism is striving to be
independent of existing institutions, organiz-
ations or other formal actors, and often chal-
lenges them. Squatting is motivated by
ideological reasons and is seen as a goal in
itself and at times could be understood as a
politicized lifestyle (Portwood-Stacer 2013).
Because of squatters’ preference for direct
action and squatting’s illegality, such activism
is often interpreted as ‘uncivil’ (Kopecky and
Mudde 2003) and has difficulties in finding
broader support in Poland as other radical
social movements (cf. Cisař 2013). The
Polish tenants represent a more moderate
social movement in its claims that it is func-
tioning within the politico-institutional
system and is being organized formally in
non-governmental organizations. Tenants’
activism is a hybrid of transactional type of
activism (Petrova and Tarrow 2007; Cisař
2013) and self-help activism. However, it
does not show organizational or material
support from abroad and is driven by a
small group of dedicated members, who are
motivated by pragmatic reasons like their
housing and socioeconomic situation.

What is most interesting is that squatters
and tenants’ activists are forming alliances,
despite their obvious differences like the
differences in their organizational models
(formal vs. informal and horizontal), the
social composition (‘pensioners’ vs. young
adults), along with the specific motives and
goals of their activism (self-help vs. creation
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of alternative space for socio-cultural pur-
poses). The intersections and cooperation
between these two movements are therefore
the main focus of this paper. The objective
is to examine the relations between the
tenants’ movement and the squatting move-
ment in Poland by studying two cities
where both movements are established and
cooperating closely. In particular, we are
interested in the transformative power of
such cooperation, assuming that cooperation
between social movements results in nego-
tiations and transformations of the involved
social movement actors. The research ques-
tions guiding our analysis are: (1) How and
under what conditions are alliances formed
between squatters and tenants’ movements?
(2) What strategies characterize the alliances?
And (3) What differences are there between
the two studied cities in cooperation and its
effects on the movements?

The empirical foundations for this paper
are 50 interviews, of which 30 semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted in Warsaw
in 2013 with squatters and tenants’ movement
activists, and 20 interviews were conducted
with squatting activists in the years 2008–13
in Poznań. Warsaw and Poznań are two
Polish cities where the squatting movement
is most vibrant and were squatters and
tenants have achieved some considerable suc-
cesses in their activity (more on that later on
in the analysis). Interviews were held either at
squats or in neutral locations and lasted
between 45 minutes and over two hours. All
interviewees’ names were anonymized and
we use a numbering system in the quotations
of the interviews. All interviews have been
transcribed and coded systematically;
however, the analysis of the empirical
material for Warsaw and Poznań has been
divided between the authors because of anon-
ymity and consent-agreements with the
interviewees. The information collected was
cross-referenced with publications released
by and about the activists, in official docu-
ments, newspapers and mass media, social
media and on the Internet in the last five
years.

Nearly all of the squatters we interviewed
were young people, in their 20s and 30s,
and many of them had a rather long story
of squatting (also abroad). Many of them
were university students, and made their
living from part-time jobs, sometimes being
entrepreneurs (owning their own, small and
project-based businesses), and often being in
temporary employment arrangements by
choice. Their squatting activism intersected
with other issues such as participation in
anarchist/autonomist groups, anti-fascist
initiatives, Food Not Bombs and so on. As
most Polish squatters organize horizontally,
without formal leaders, we tried to cover
different perspectives on squatting in each
city by choosing respondents with different
experience in squatting (different squats, dur-
ation and so on). Interestingly not all squat-
ting activists were living in the squatted
buildings; many of them had other living
arrangements and were involved in the squat-
ting movement for ideological reasons.

The majority of the tenants’ activists inter-
viewed for this study were in their 50s and
60s and had been renting their apartments
(public, social housing, formerly company
managed) for most of their lives. Their occu-
pational and educational background varied,
nevertheless they all experienced financial
difficulties related to their housing situation.
All stated that they could not afford to
become homeowners due to their economic
situation (pensioners, presence of income-
less persons in the household, low wages,
temporal employment and so on). The
respondents were chosen according to their
position in the tenants’ organizations active
in each city, and we covered leaders,
members and loosely connected activists
working with these organizations.

The paper begins with a description of pre-
vious studies of squatting and tenants’ acti-
vism and their connections. The following
section presents the theoretical framework
of the study by concentrating on alliance-for-
mation and relation-building aspects of
squatters and tenants’ activity. Then the two
cities are presented, beginning with Poznań
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and then Warsaw, and an analysis of the
cooperation and its conditions is provided.
The last section of the paper presents our
main findings on the transformative power
of cooperation between the squatting and
the tenants’ movement and the differences
between the two local contexts studied.

Conceptual and empirical gaps in the field
and the theoretical framework

The origin of the term ‘squatting’ comes from
19th-century America and the taking over of
unused property by the Settlers (which also
meant taking the land from Native American
people), regulated in 1862 by the Homestead
Act. The second wave of squatting that gave
its present-day meaning took place in the
1970s, when it moved to the arena of big
cities and became a political statement as
well as an imminent part of the countercul-
ture (Katsiaficas 1997; Van der Steen,
Katzeff, and van Hoogenhuijze 2014). Since
then squatting movements have been
observed in the West in Europe: Italy,
Germany, Spain, Great Britain, Switzerland,
the Netherlands, Denmark, France and in
the USA, mostly in large cities (Bieri 2002;
Martinez-Lopez 2007; Pruijt 2003; Mudu
2013; Thörn, Wasshede, and Nilson 2011;
Owens 2013; Corr 1999). Most of the writ-
ings on squatting either focused on historical
analysis (describing the development of the
phenomenon in particular cities) or were
characterized by an activist orientation with
academic reflection. The understanding of
squatters as a social movement has not been
as common. The explanations for why squat-
ting occurs vary from: an example of middle-
class counterculture (Clarke et al. 1976, 58); a
manifestation of DIY1 culture (McKay 1998);
an ‘important facet of the decentralized yet
worldwide struggle to redistribute economic
resources according to a more egalitarian
and efficient pattern’ (Corr 1999, 3); a post-
modern, post-ideological, mass-media-
influenced movement (Adilkno 1994); an
utopian struggle (Kallenberg 2001); a self-

help movement (Katz and Mayer 1985); pro-
genitors to, and later a wing of, the ‘inter-
national Autonomen’ (Katsiaficas 1997); to
squatting as both a result of housing shortage
and search for ideological alternatives (Kar-
pantschof 2011). One more recent collection
of essays on squatting, Squatting in Europe
(Squatting Europe Kollective 2013), con-
cluded that squatting, although not always
sharing the same goals, resources or back-
grounds, was a reaction to housing crises,
homelessness and lack of social space in con-
temporary cities. Nevertheless, similar to
other studies in this field, squatting’s emer-
gence and development in the post-socialist
part of Europe is missing in this collection.
There are few published works on squatting
in Central and Eastern Europe after 1989
and we would like to suggest that this gap,
that is both of conceptual and empirical
nature, is a consequence of the conventional
view of post-socialist civil society and politi-
cal activism as ‘weak’ and lacking grassroots
connections (Howard 2003; Kotkin 2010;
Sztompka 2004). Our contribution is there-
fore twofold, firstly, we aim to question the
‘weak’ nature of post-socialist collective
action and civil society by demonstrating
the vibrant activity of squatters and tenants
in our case studies and secondly, we aim to
contribute to the field of literature on squat-
ting in this under-researched part of Europe.

Squatting in post-socialist societies has,
although indirectly, been presented in
studies on the alter-globalist movement or
alternative cultures (Piotrowski 2011a;
Gagyi 2013). Among the studies directly
focusing on squatting there is the comparison
of Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic
by Piotrowski (2011b) concluding on squat-
ting’s difficulties in finding broader support,
due to the smaller size of left-wing move-
ments and the phenomenon’s novelty in the
area. However, Poland is in previous studies
pointed out as exceptional in its development
of squatting among the post-socialist
countries as it hosts one of the most stable
and durable squatted social centers,
Rozbrat, founded in 1994 (Piotrowski
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2011b, 2014; Staniewicz 2011). The very
beginning of the squatting movement in
Poland is described in Żuk’s (2001) study of
new social movements in Poland in the
1990s. Żuk argues that squatting is a new
phenomenon in Poland that can be dated to
the post-1989 period, at the same time as it
holds some connections with the develop-
ment of alternative culture in the country in
the 1980s. The author argues that squatting
in Poland in the 1990s drew its inspiration
mainly from Western examples. Squatting in
Poland is also described as caused by the sys-
temic changes in the 1990s and the rise of
capitalism, along with socioeconomic
changes and the very existence of vacant
buildings. We would like to argue, moreover,
that squatting is a response to the housing
situation in the country, the lack of social
space for the development of alternative
culture and the strengthened neoliberal
rhetoric in urban governance throughout
the country (and in particular in large cities)
since the accession to the European Union
and the financial crisis of 2008 (Shields
2011). With this in mind, we analyze how
the squatting movement forms alliances
with other social movement actors, and in
the Polish case these are most often the
tenants.

Similarly to the case of squatting, the body
of literature on what might be defined as
tenants’ activism in post-socialist societies is
limited. Some of the few studies on post-
socialist societies and housing protests were
the studies of Hungary, Estonia and Russia
by Pickvance (1996, 2001). Pickvance, Pick-
vance-Lang, and Manning (1997) show that
higher levels of housing activism corre-
sponded with high levels of housing shortage
in post-socialist countries. The authors claim
that a prevalent political structure has a major
effect on movements, but is not the only
factor behind collective action in these cases
(Pickvance, Pickvance-Lang, and Manning
1997, 16). When studying responses to
housing dissatisfaction in Budapest and
Moscow at the beginning of the 1990s, Pick-
vance (2001) argues that collective action in

the housing sphere is an unusual phenom-
enon in the studied cases and the study’s
results show that the respondents preferred
individual action before collective action in
overcoming housing difficulties, with those
in the weakest social positions most likely
to stay inactive. The activism of tenants in
post-socialist settings has been addressed in
the work of Polanska (2015) who emphasizes
the role of alliance formations and the attrac-
tion of influential brokers in the explanation
of the outcomes of the Polish tenants’ move-
ment. The internal and external relationships
of tenants’ associations and their members are
in focus, demonstrating that tenants despite
their weak social positions and lack of
resources have succeeded in their activity
due to their relationships to others.
Audycka-Zandberg (2014) studied the
Polish tenants’ movement and concluded
that participation in the movement does not
follow conventional models of political par-
ticipation, as the majority of activists within
the Polish tenants’ movement are women
and of relatively mature age. This conclusion
goes against the conventional view of politi-
cal participation in post-socialist societies
and is another nuance of the post-socialist
civil society that we interpret as hidden
behind the labels of ‘weakness’ and
‘passiveness’.

In the literature on squatting in contexts
other than post-socialist Europe, activism
among tenants is often mentioned and separ-
ated from the very definition of squatting.
The development of the movements has
been intertwined and is often mentioned in
the literature on squatting in the West. Corr
(1999) has described the development of a
squatter organization closely connected to
organizations of homeless people and
tenants in the USA in the 1990s and con-
cluded ‘squatters and rent strikers have
often supported each other because both
resist eviction and because many of their
arguments, tactics, and movement trajectories
have similarities’ (9). Katz and Mayer (1985)
have studied the development of the tenant
self-management movement in New York
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City in the 1960s and 1970s and illustrate how
this movement is intertwined with the squat-
ters’ tactics and repertoires of action.
However, the connection between squatters
and tenants is not exclusive to the North
American context. Katz and Mayer (1985)
analyze also the ‘rehab-squatting’ in West
Berlin in the 1970s and describe squatting as
a tactic for the tenants and community acti-
vists ‘to stop the deterioration, forced
vacancies and speculation carried on by
private landlords and developers’ (33). Also
in Amsterdam the history of squatting was
interwoven with the history of tenants’ com-
mittees fighting for affordable housing
already in the 1930s (Owens 2009). Owens
(2009) emphasizes however, that the identi-
ties of tenants and squatters were separated
as ‘tenants used squatting as a tactic,
however, they did not think of themselves
as squatters, let alone as squatters’ movement’
(47). The clear division between the squatters
and the tenants, and at the same time their
interconnectedness throughout the history
raises some interesting questions on the
relationship of the two movements and the
nature of their cooperation. The ambition of
this study is to explore this interesting
relationship, but in a different context that
hitherto has been explored in previous
studies.

We are interested in alliance formation
between squatters and the tenants’ move-
ments in the post-socialist context, and
define alliance formation as collaboration
between two or more social movement
organizations on the same task. It can take a
variety of forms and be more or less long-
lasting, however, the partners always main-
tain separate organizational structures (Van
Dyke and McCammon 2010). In the social
movement literature there are several studies
covering the factors facilitating cooperation
and alliance building (Polletta 2002; Rochon
and Meyer 1997; Lichterman 1995; Obach
2004; Rose 2000). For example, Van Dyke
(2003) has found that heightened levels of
threat or opportunity, the access to abundant
resources and high levels of identity

alignment among the actors are influential
factors to the probability of alliance building.
In other words, social movement actors tend
to build alliances and cooperate with others
when they feel threatened, when they recog-
nize an opportunity for reaching some of
their goals, when the resources are plentiful
and accessible, and when their identities are
similar to the potential allies. In our examin-
ation of the conditions under which alliances
were formed between squatters and tenants in
the two cases, we particularly focus on
the factors facilitating cooperation and alli-
ance building between and within social
movements.

Theoretically, we want to ground our
study of alliance formation between social
movements and what facilitates them, on Pol-
itical Opportunity Structures (POS). The
openness or closure of political systems
(Tarrow 1998; Kitschfeld 1986) and the avail-
able opportunities or threats (Tarrow 2012)
to activists might have facilitated the alliances
between squatters and tenants. The openness
and vulnerability of the political system, frag-
mentation of the elites and contingent oppor-
tunity structures are key factors shaping the
movements, leading to their emergence and
openness to cooperation (Passotti 2013).
These opportunities often lead to different
outcomes as rigid political systems might dis-
courage activists from engagement but also
might radicalize opposition and so forth.
We want to stress the fact that the interpret-
ation of POS should take local context into
account: differences in city sizes, their
location, political cultures, closeness to influ-
ential allies or position in the country that are
undoubtedly important in understanding of
the grievances in question.

Moreover, in previous works on social
movements, access to abundant resources is
considered crucial for the probability of
cooperation between social movements
(McCarthy and Zald 1987). Resources such
as money, people, skills and technologies
available to social movements in their organ-
ization and mobilization (Chesters and
Welsh 2011) should help establishing
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cooperation. We argue, contrary to resource
mobilization theorists, that the lack of
resources (economic resources in particular)
might equally be driving social movements
towards cooperation, compensating in other
forms of capital (social, symbolic). When
there are no financial resources to access for
social movement actors, then the capital gen-
erated by individuals in connection with
others becomes crucial for the survival and
development of resource-less, in economic
terms, social movements.

Furthermore, in understanding what
inspires and facilitates cooperation and alli-
ances across and within social movements,
researchers have emphasized the role of
movement structure, ideology and culture
(Polletta 2002; Staggenborg 1986; Van Dyke
2003; Beamish and Luebbers 2009). The role
of ideology and identity alignment is in
focus in our analysis of the alliances formed
between squatters and tenants in both cities.
We will argue further on that our cases
demonstrate that ideology and identity align-
ment create stagnation in regard to openness
towards new allies. Of course, we are not
opposing that alliances require some degree
of identity alignment or ideological simi-
larities between the allies. However, we
argue that a high degree of identity alignment
and ideological consistency discourages for-
mation of new alliances. In this line of
thought, we discuss the role of instability
along with the differentiation of interests
and identities as facilitators of alliance build-
ing and cooperation.

We also want to argue that the formation of
alliances and cooperation is not always
grounded on rational decisions. Instead, in
many cases already existent social relations
play a decisive role in individuals and organ-
izations’ choices of partners to cooperate or
build alliances with. This could be explained
by the (inter-personal and inter-organiz-
ational) trust built in already existing
relations and the formation of strong social
ties. New relations require investments on
both parts in trust building, while it can be
(to a great extent) avoided in already existent

relations. Corrigall-Brown and Meyer (2010)
argue that personal networks of friends and
acquaintances encourage participation and
collaboration, and could make non-partici-
pation costly to the individual or the organiz-
ation. Our ambition is to focus on the
relationships between squatters and tenants
and study the formation of alliances in two
local contexts.

National and local housing and legal
conditions

In order to understand the conditions of
squatting and the claims put forward by
squatters and tenants in Poland, one needs
to consider the situation in the housing
sphere, as it constitutes these movements’
activism. According to an official report gen-
erated by the Supreme Audit Office, as many
as 6.5 million Poles lived in substandard con-
ditions in 2012, and there was a shortage of
1.5 million dwellings in the country and
200,000 dwellings would within a few years
be classified as out of use (NIK 2012). Muni-
cipalities hold the responsibility for the man-
agement and supply of public housing in
Poland but strapped budgets and withdrawal
from the field of housing construction have
resulted in an even greater shortage of
municipal (and affordable) dwellings for
rent. There is also another difficulty in the
field of housing, the re-privatization of build-
ings and land nationalized during commun-
ism. After 1945, the communist authorities
nationalized some of the remaining houses
and land, and allocated new tenants in the
remaining buildings. In many cases previous
owners of buildings and land lost their lives
during the war. These houses were until
recent times under municipal management,
however, re-privatization claims by former
owners, their heirs and the buyers of these
claims started to re-shape the situation.
Because of lack of coherent legal regulations
and lengthy legal procedures, lawyers or
banks that employ lawyers skilled in prop-
erty law, often buy these re-privatization
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claims (making a profitable business out of
it), subsequently resulting in rent increases,
causing the old tenants to move out and sub-
sequent gentrification. Sometimes the unclear
ownership status of a building leads to it
standing vacant for a long time, slowly
falling apart. Often the value of the land
plot is higher than the value of the building
or the costs of its renovation, leading to
deterioration. Squatters and tenants in
Polish cities oppose these processes, given
the housing shortage in the country and the
fact that residential buildings are left to
decline. They also oppose the gentrification
processes, resulting from the business of re-
privatization claims, and the shrinkage of
affordable housing stock.

Structurally, squatting is not only con-
ditioned by the availability of vacant houses
in a useable condition, but also by the legal fra-
mework. On most occasions, Polish auth-
orities are evicting squatters using regulations
on trespassing that makes it a felony according
to Polish law (article 193 of the penal code, up
to one year in prison). In order to evict the
squatters, a legal owner of the building must
request it from the police, while in some
cases the ownership of squatted buildings is
not clear which is used as an opportunity to
squat. In the last few years, the squatters
have become rather effective in using legal
procedures to defend their rights and avoid
evictions. There are also some examples
where squatters have used litigation and have
taken legal actions beyond the Polish national
framework (as in the case of Wrocław-based
squatters who took their case to the European
Court of Human Rights).

Poznań has a population of around 700,000
people with around 130,000 students (around
half of them are estimated as coming to
Poznań to study). Located in western
Poland (until 1918 being a Prussian city),
Poznań survived World War II in a rather
good condition, with numerous old buildings
in the city center and the districts surround-
ing it. In many cases, owners of these
houses lost their lives during the war or
fled, and since the mid-1990s the number of

re-privatization claims has been on the rise.
In some cases, the new owners preferred
not to wait for the three-year eviction
notice for the tenants and tried to renovate
the houses and sell the apartments earlier.
The situation escalated when NeoBank, for-
merly the Cooperative Bank of Wielko-
polska, began to set up and finance
companies that were buying houses and re-
privatization claims in the city. Some of
these companies hired an external contrac-
tor—the Factory of Apartments and Land
(hence FAL)—to ‘clear’ the newly bought
houses of tenants. This company soon
became notorious for their use of illegal
methods in order to clear the houses from
their current tenants, such as cutting off
water supplies, demolishing common areas
or roofs in the houses and using intimidation
towards tenants. At the same time, according
to the Central Statistical Office, no social
housing was produced in Poznań in 2010–
13, and the completed municipal dwellings
amount to 0.7–7.6% of the total housing pro-
duction in the same years, pointing towards
the municipalities’ withdrawal from being
active players in the housing market (CSO
2014). The Board of Municipal Stock of
Units estimates that around 10% of their
dwellings are vacant (around 1500, mostly
due to their condition as it was stated by
the director of the Public Housing Manage-
ment Agency in a personal communication),
however, the squatters estimated the
number to 30,000, privately owned dwellings
included (however, they refused to reveal
their data sources or methodology used to
estimate that number).

Warsaw has a population of 1.7 million
residents and is the capital city of Poland.
Warsaw has been destroyed and rebuilt
throughout history and is today described
as an ‘extraordinarily modern city’ (Grub-
bauer and Kusiak 2012, 11). Warsaw’s pos-
ition as the capital city, with its relatively
higher housing prices (rents and real estate),
its position as a political center with high
concentration of national decision-makers
and media hub with high concentration of
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national media, but also its position as a
model city for the rest of the country, is mir-
rored in the housing politics and housing
conflicts taking place in the city. Housing
policies and conflicts regarding housing are
specific in Warsaw as a result of a Decree
issued in 1945 which let the municipality
take over land and buildings in the city’s
central parts. After 1989, the former owners
of buildings and land gained the right to get
back their property or compensation from
the municipality. This process involved
tenants, as many of the city’s tenants are
living in the municipal housing stock and
‘around a quarter of the city housing
resources are located in buildings that may
be subject to reprivatisation’ (Evers, Ewert,
and Brandsen 2014, 244). Additionally, as
many of these buildings are located in attrac-
tive areas in the city center, the pressure from
different interest groups (real estate owners,
investors vs. tenants) is great and highly con-
flictual. Complicated ownership issues in the
housing field and protracted legal processes
have moreover left buildings empty and dete-
riorating in the city center, causing dissatis-
faction among residents, tenants and
activists, being interpreted as inefficient man-
agement of the housing stock in the light of
lack of affordable public housing and the
continually shrinking municipal housing
stock in the city (according to the Central
Statistical Office no social housing was
produced in Warsaw in 2008–13, and the
completed municipal dwellings amount to
1–2.8% of the total housing production in
the same years [CSO 2014]).

Activist environment dominated by one
squatting center: the case of Poznań

Poznań is home of one of the best-known
squatted social centers in Poland—Rozbrat.
The name in Polish means ‘to come in peace
with something or someone and carry on’
and in the first squatters’ assumptions, it
reflected their attitude towards the newly
developed capitalist reality in Poland.

Initially (since autumn 1994) serving as a
home to a few activists, it opened to a
broader public in 1995. Over the years,
Rozbrat has evolved into a stable element in
the city’s landscape, both socially and (coun-
ter)culturally. As the authors of Rozbrat’s
website claim:

‘The original idea of Rozbrat was to set up a
commune composed of the people who did
not approve of the world based on “the rat
race”. Then it has evolved and developed: the
place itself was changing, different people got
involved in the formation. The goal has
broadened from residing to carrying on
cultural, social and political work.’2

When in 2009 a threat appeared that the
grounds on which Rozbrat is located could
be auctioned, a massive counter-campaign
was launched that peaked during two demon-
strations in March and May 2009, that gath-
ered around 1500 and 900 participants,
respectively (numbers rarely seen on the
streets of Poznań). The aftermath of this cam-
paign was the strengthening of the position of
Rozbrat in the city’s power structures and
coining of the slogan ‘city is not a
company’, commonly used by squatters and
housing activists.

What is evident in the case of Poznań is that
for a long time since the opening of Rozbrat in
the mid-1990s, the squatting and anarchist/
alternative culture environment in the city
has been dominated by the collective active
at Rozbrat. Only in recent years have there
occurred some fractions of squatters that
have looked for other spaces to occupy/other
types of activities in the city (the punk-
oriented Magadan in 2009, Warsztat in
2012). One of these has existed since April
2013 and called Od:zysk (Odzysk means
‘recycle’, zysk stands for ‘profit’ in Polish)
and is located on the Old Town Market
since its crew was evicted from another
location (Warsztat) (see Figures 1 and 2).

Now Od:zysk occupies an old shop that
was abandoned by its owners after mortga-
ging the building. Recently the building was
sold to a newly established company,

282 CITY VOL. 19, NOS. 2–3



however, the case seems to be open. Resi-
dents of Od:zysk have staged several protests
against the plans to sell the building and a
demonstration that ended up in occupying a
bank and a police station. The group that
squatted Od:zysk was not only younger,
but also more focused on art and queer
issues and are much more conflict-oriented
than the residents of Rozbrat. Although
they heavily criticize the housing policies of
the municipality, they rarely cooperate with
the tenants’ organizations, although they
use the notion of public housing in their criti-
cisms of local authorities. As one of the
‘older’ squatters characterized:

‘The last actions were a result of several
things: on one hand that the crew has squatted
the house. They were a movement so they
were capable of squatting a house in the city

center. This house gave space to exhibit
something; it is a very clear sign.’ (10)

The majority of squatters in Poznań are
either punk rockers or anarchists and many
of the squatting activists are in fact not resi-
dents of squatted centers but they do get
involved in squatting activities for ideological
purposes (for more, see Piotrowski 2014).
The membership in various groups connected
to squatting (such as the Anarchist Federa-
tion) is to a large extent overlapping. Also
other squatting attempts in Poznań
(Magadan, Warsztat and Od:zysk) were
done by people who were either involved in
the Rozbrat collective or in the Anarchist
Federation. Within the public discourse, the
whole environment (of fewer than 100
people altogether) is considered as one (‘anar-
chists from Rozbrat’). Because of this,

Figure 1 Squats in Poznań (August 2014)
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squatting and connected initiatives are highly
politicized and ideologized in Poznań, with a
heavy influence of anarchism.

Regarding the tenants’ movement in
Poznań, one can observe its rapid develop-
ment in the late 2000s. It was connected
with the increasing number of re-privatiza-
tion cases concerning old buildings, mostly
in the city center and the actions of the ‘clea-
ners’. Following these changes in December
2011, a tenants’ association was estab-
lished—Wielkopolskie Stowarzyszenie Loka-
torów (Tenants’ Association of Great
Poland, hence WSL)—that gathered not
only the tenants, but also numerous other
activists with the core group being squat-
ters/anarchists. The legal framework of an
association was used in order to gain legal
rights (in particular when it comes to
demanding public information) and
occasionally to open up the opportunity of
collecting material resources. Despite having
a legal structure, the cooperation between

the tenants and the squatters remained infor-
mal and unstructured. In addition, a broader
coalition was simultaneously established to
support the evicted and harassed tenants
and put pressure on the media and public
opinion. The coalition was joined by local
artists (from Otwarte Forum Kultury), aca-
demics (public BA thesis defenses were held
in front of the building) and activists from
My Poznaniacy (We the Poznań-residents),
a local political and activist movement.
Later the group got involved in and initiated
more politicized campaigns for revitalization
of public spaces and against gentrification.

The involvement of the groups in the
tenants’ issues—squatters and anarchists in
particular—has led to politicization of the
claims and the conflict. This seems to be in
line with the Polish anarchists’ strategy
characterized by one of the activists as
‘getting involved into local conflicts, amplify-
ing them and using them to show broader,
more ideological conflicts and issues’ (5).
Therefore, the squatters used the conflict
between the tenants and the house owners
to involve city authorities and in particular
the city’s Public Housing Management
Agency and protests were staged in front of
its office (Rozbrat Raport 2014). The struggle
was a continuation of a previous conflict with
the agency blamed for promoting neoliberal
policies in Poznań. Illegal practices con-
nected with the privatization of municipal
housing stock became the reason for shifting
the criticisms from private owners to local
and municipal policies and the lack of social
housing. These issues were often brought up
by the activists during public debates with
the authorities, in public places, on television
or in the press and the activists often used the
example of the profitable business of claim-
buyers of housing property when discussing
the municipal housing policies. As one of
the activists said:

‘Interpreting the housing and municipal
relations in Poznań is not so fucking easy
because suddenly it turns out, no one has
interpreted, the journalist did not sit down

Figure 2 Squat Od:zysk in Poznań with banners stating
‘We are taking back 30,000 vacant buildings’ and ‘Vacant
buildings in the hands of imagination’ (Photo: Author)
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and say this guy is part of the system with this
guy [ . . . ] and that he cleans these buildings
and that they’re renovating the buildings, and
this one has 10 of these houses, the other one
20. This is a gigantic farce of what has been
done in the context of housing.’ (7)

Both squatters and tenants’ activists could
unite in the shift in the critique of owners’
and private interests to the critique of munici-
pal housing policies. The focus of both was at
the same time broadened, for tenants the
owners were no longer the only adversaries
and for the squatters the local conflict was
turned into an ideological one. What was
also often criticized was the lack of response
of the authorities (both city representatives
and the police) to the actions of the ‘cleaners’
as they were interpreted as ‘private issues’
between the landlords and the tenants. Here,
the squatters’ radicalism has proved to be an
input for the cooperation: squatters helped
the residents of Stolarska St. 15 to barricade
themselves inside their house and prevented
the ‘cleaners’ from entering and also blocked
with physical force an attempt to seal the
entrance of another building. Besides provid-
ing logistic support for the tenants (for
instance, connecting an electric generator
after the ‘cleaners’ cut off the electricity
supply), the main input of the squatters was
making the conflict public. The ‘cleaning’
practices became a widely known and criti-
cized issue and the whole media campaign
was launched and, due to squatters’ activities,
local authorities and NeoBank became
involved in the discourse and—partially—
blamed for the situation. The bank had to
change its strategy, withdrew from financing
re-privatization of houses with municipal
tenants and—what was crucial for the
tenants—began to pay settlements to the pre-
viously evicted residents. As the tenants’ acti-
vists mention in the report summarizing 2013:

‘thanks to publicizing violations of the rights
of tenants, a large part of public opinion
already perceives today’s tenants’ issues
differently, especially in terms of forced

displacement and “cleaning” of houses. This
practice is now massively condemned and
rarely justification of the right to freely
dispose of property is sought.’ (Rozbrat
Raport 2014)

The cooperation allowed the squatters to link
their difficult position (threat of the sale the
property they occupy and eviction) with the
illegal activities of the ‘cleaners’ that
sparked outrage in public opinion.

The case of Poznań demonstrates how an
established squatting environment dominates
the activities undertaken by local squatters
and activists and also the willingness to
form alliances with other groups not directly
connected to the squatting environment, such
as tenants. For a long time, there was no
cooperation with tenants’ activists as the
squatters were in a safe position, being recog-
nized as an established part of the city’s social
and cultural scene. The tenants’ organization
founded in 2011 in Poznań is, likewise, an
initiative of the squatting environment and
although the link between squatters and
tenants is not revealed in the beginning, it
becomes clear when a more formal coalition
is announced. It seems that the skills of the
squatters in organizing protests, but also
their legal knowledge, are used to mobilize
tenants and found an organization. At the
same time the squatters get to push forward
their critique of municipal housing policies
and privatization processes going on in the
city, threatening the squatters’ existence
(since the eviction threat in 2009). In
addition, the Poznań squatters get to influ-
ence the action repertoires of the tenants, in
actively taking part in the foundation of the
very first tenants’ organization in the city.

Moreover, the alliance formation with the
tenants and broadening the scope of actions
allowed the squatters (at least some of them)
to overcome the limitations of squatting
understood as a prefigurative politics per-
formed in the frame of Temporary Auton-
omous Zones. This concept, developed by an
anarchist poet Hakim Bey (1991) suggests
that the best way to create a non-hierarchical
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system of social relationships is to concentrate
on the present and on releasing one’s own
mind from the controlling mechanisms that
have been imposed on it. This sort of prefi-
gurative politics has educational as well as pol-
itical consequences for its participants and
observers. In the case of the opening towards
tenants’ claims and issues, the squatting move-
ment seems not only to push their political
agenda onto new territories, but moves itself
as an actor from its countercultural ‘comfort
zone’ towards a civil society actor.

Dynamic activist environment: the case of
Warsaw

The first squatting attempts occurred in the
capital city in the second half of the 1990s
(Żuk 2001). The number of squatters was
limited at the end of the 1990s and the begin-
ning of the 2000s, but over time it increased. In
the first years after transformation, there were
several squatting attempts in Warsaw, ranging
from a few days to one or two years (Smycz-
kowa 1996, Twierdza 1998, Czarna Żaba
2002, Furmania 2003, Okopowa 2002, Spo-
kojna 2002, Spółdzielnia 2005, Czarna
Śmierć 2011). At the beginning of the 2000s,
Fabryka was opened and the squat lasted
until 2011. It was, together with Elba
(founded in 2004 and closed in 2012), the
longest lasting squatting attempt in the city.
Both squats were influenced by anti-fascist,
alter-globalist and anarchist (and sometimes
feminist) ideologies and their main focus was
on organizing cultural activities.

The squatting scene in Warsaw is more
diverse than the one in Poznań. At the time
of writing (August 2014), there are three
squats known to the public existing in
Warsaw and one social centre (see Figure 3).
Among the known squats there are different
teams of squatters and the squats have differ-
ent ‘profiles’. There is Syrena (‘Mermaid’, the
symbol of Warsaw), active since 2010 and
working with housing and tenants’ issues,
workers’ rights, food cooperatives and the
Street university: workshops covering

teaching of foreign languages, bowling,
singing, yoga classes, bicycle reparations,
massage instructions and so on. There is
also Przychodnia (‘Clinic’, located in a
former medical clinic), opened in 2012,
mainly focused on cultural activities, but
also on right-to-the-city activism. Wagen-
burg (‘Trailer Camp’ consisting of a camp
of trailers) is a residential squat, existing
since 2007–2008, mainly working with sus-
tainable and ecological living. The fourth
place is the newly opened social centre
ADA (‘Aktywny Dom Alternatywny/
Active Alternative House’) (April 2014), con-
centrating on alternative social and cultural
activities. The interviewed squatters per-
ceived the different profiles of squats in the
city as dynamic and complementary:

‘For many years now I’ve been noticing
such tendencies that people . . . and it’s
great, that is when there are many places
like it’s been in Warsaw for a while, that
everything is profiled, and some will feel
better in Syrena, others in Elbląska, yet
others in Czarna Śmierć [existent until
December 2013] or Przychodnia, and so on.
And it’s not that these places are in conflict,
we’ve always been visiting each other, we
could count on each other, which was
showcased by the eviction and other
matters, there is a flow of information
between these places, everyone is open to
one another, and that’s that. [ . . . ] And
everything complemented each other, this is
how I see it.’ (3)

In addition, the tenants’ activist scene in
Warsaw seems bigger and more diversified
than the one in Poznań. There are four large
and most active tenants’ associations in
Warsaw: Polska Unia Lokatorów (Polish
Union of Tenants, hence PUL), Kancelaria
Sprawiedliwości Społecznej (Social Justice
Office, hence KSS), Warszawskie Stowarzys-
zenie Lokatorów (Warsaw Tenants Associ-
ation, hence WSL) and Komitet Obrony
Lokatorów (Committee for the Defense of
Tenants, hence KOL). Squatters in the city
cooperate closely with all of these associations;
Syrena and Przychodnia are especially focused
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on tenants’ and housing issues in their every-
day activity. Cooperation between squatters
and tenants was initiated rather recently
when squat Syrena (Figure 4) was founded in
2010, and later also Przychodnia, as their
activities concentrated on housing policies
and the housing situation in the city. Earlier,
common interests of squatters and tenants
were articulated but the cooperation was
more informal and based on personal net-
works of acquaintances, where some individ-
uals within the squatting movement were
occasionally in contact with the leaders of
tenants’ organizations (for instance, in the
case of emergencies like evictions, direct
actions or other activities in need of support
by both squatters and tenants). However,
these contacts between the groups were only
mediated through some specific individuals,

before more formal cooperation was initiated.
To begin with, WSL was invited to hold its
weekly legal counseling sessions at Syrena
and then different campaigns, demonstrations,
celebration of the International Tenants’ Day
and eviction blockades were coordinated and
supported by both squatters and tenants.
Among the successes of alliances built
between squatters and tenants’ organizations
in Warsaw there are: the initiation of the
Tenants’ Round Table in 2012, the opening
of a dialogue with the minister on housing pol-
icies in 2013 (September, November) and the
initiation of change in the public discourse
on the phenomenon of squatting along with
the initiation of the debate on the right to
the city, according to which tenants and squat-
ters’ claims are portrayed as related and legit-
imate (Polanska 2015).

Figure 3 Squats in Warsaw (August 2014)
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Squatters and tenants initiated the Tenants’
Round Table in 2012 following the eviction
of a squat (Elba) in the city in March 2012
that was perceived by the activists as a threat
and a pursuit of the authorities to extinguish
the alternative scene in the city. Two factors
put pressure on the local authorities to start a
dialogue with squatters: the first was the gath-
ering of a large number of supporters (2000
participants, quite a remarkable number for
this kind of protest) at the demonstration fol-
lowing the closing down of Elba squat, and
the second, the squatting of a municipal build-
ing (Przychodnia) (Figure 5), shortly after the
closing down of Elba. For the first time since
the first squat was opened in the city, local
authorities were willing to start a dialogue/
negotiation with squatters. The squatters’ strat-
egy, at the point of time when they perceived
their position as favorable (an opportunity),
was to form a formal alliance with tenants’
organizations and represent both squatters
and tenants’ interests at the meetings with
city authorities. Their claims covered specific

claims of squatters to keep or receive new pre-
mises, where they could continue their activity.
Another claim was the initiation of the
Tenants’ Round Tables, where tenants would
get influence over decisions taken in the
sphere of housing in the city, that two years
earlier were fought for by the tenants alone
and resulted in the criticized Warsaw
Housing meetings in 2011. As put by one of
the squatters involved in the negotiations:

‘However, the greatest close-up between the
two [the tenants’ movement and the
squatters’ movement] took place when
Przychodnia [squat] emerged. Suddenly we
began to have common purposes, as
Przychodnia stated its postulates: that we
will move out when there will be another
place to move to provided by the city, and
that there will be a Tenants’ Round Table.
And as the Round Table was our demand,
our and tenants’ needs met even though these
environments, I think, have different needs
and understandings of the city and what they
require from the city.’ (2)

The alliance between squatters and tenants
has recently, September and November
2013, had some more successes, as there
were meetings set up with the Ministry of
Transport, Construction and Maritime
Economy, where representatives of WSL,
KSS, KOL and Syrena squat discussed
housing politics and tenants’ rights in
Poland with the minister responsible for
the housing in the country (Piotr Styczeń).
The consequences of these meetings for the
housing sphere and tenants’ situation
remain to be seen. These meetings demon-
strate the reaction to the pressures put by
the common struggles of squatters and
tenants and slowly changing local political
culture. They recognize both squatters and
tenants as worthy discussion opponents
when it comes to issues on policies at the
national level. The interviewed tenants
agreed that their struggles would not have
the same effect without squatters on their
side:

Figure 4 Syrena squat in Warsaw (Photo: Author)
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‘Warsaw Tenants’ Association owes the
squatters for these talks. It is true, because
when the squat on Elblaska, Elba, was totally
unrightfully terminated there was a
manifestation in Warsaw. It was quite big and
I think that the authorities are afraid of
exactly that. And I think that there was none
like that before. Indeed it was quite numerous
and I even saw some social workers joining it.
On this big square with good location. To do
a demonstration over there that would be
visible is quite hard, but a lot of people came
actually. I think this was the reason why
Warsaw authorities decided to have these
talks. Because squatters gave a postulate on
this round table and it is why it is taking place,
it is why it exists, you know.’ (1)

In the case of Warsaw, squatters’ involvement
in tenants’ issues came first around 2010, after
the formation of the most active tenants’
associations in 2006–2008. In the interviews
both squatters and tenants stress the simi-
larity of claims posed by both movements,
however, their emergence and structure is
described as separate and independent of

each other. There are also significant differ-
ences between these environments that are
recognized in the interviews such as the age
of the participants, what triggers their acti-
vism, how committed they are and their ideo-
logical bases.

The different starting points of squatters
and tenants’ activism imply different empha-
sis on ideological convictions and different
types of commitment among the two
groups. In the case of alliances between
tenants and squatters in Warsaw there are
different kinds of advantages that the two
groups gain from working together. Squatters
gain the influence over tenants’ ideological
formation and get to sneak in issues close to
the heart that radicalize tenants’ repertoires
of action and self-understanding. Tenants
gain—apart from material/physical help (pre-
mises, participation in blockades and demon-
strations)—also emotional support in their
fight for better living conditions. In a way,
both squatters and tenants’ environments
are influencing each other’s activism; at the
same time strengthening both groups’

Figure 5 Przychodnia squat in Warsaw (Photo: Author)
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positions vis-à-vis local authorities. As put by
one of the squatters:

‘It seems to me, that it was quite
uncomfortable for them [local authorities]
that we stood up together with tenants about
the same issue and insistently connect these
matters as pointing out flawed legal solutions,
while they wanted to talk separately about
culture and separately about dwellings, which
they gave us to understand very clearly. So
from the city’s perspective it is probably
uncomfortable, and for us it’s cool because it
is an alliance in which we can support each
other.’ (15)

Another successful strategy of the alliance
between the squatters and the tenants in the
city was the common framing of claims. A
common iconic figure of both movements
has become the founder of WSL Jolanta
Brzeska, who was found dead (burned to
death) in 2011. The death of Brzeska has

been interpreted by the tenants and squatters’
activists as murder after a psychological
profile of Brzeska was published, excluding
suicidal behavior from her case. Since then
Brzeska has become the symbol of a
common struggle of the weak against an
unjust system portrayed with slogans such
as ‘You will not burn us all’ or ‘She died
fighting for the right to housing. The fight
continues’ (Figure 6).

The different nature of alliances in both
cities

A brief overview of the two cases shows
increase in vibrancy of tenants’ movements
and squatters in recent years and the alli-
ances formed rather recently. The cam-
paigns to defend Elba and Rozbrat squats
and the campaigns against the practices of
the ‘cleaners’ of the evicted houses in
Warsaw and Poznań resonated strongly
within public opinion in the two cities and
also nationwide. In particular, in the case
of Warsaw, the cooperation between squat-
ters and tenants and their sustained inde-
pendence in that cooperation opened up a
bargaining position vis-à-vis the authorities
and allowed the movements to use an
opening in the emerging political opportu-
nity structures. The most fruitful opening
was the recent shift of municipal authorities
towards more bottom-up forms of local
governance in both cities (for instance, by
introduction of participatory budgets). In
Warsaw the authorities tried to settle with
the squatters by pushing them into more
formalized initiatives (semi-legal, also the
squatters established an association—Skłot-
Pol—in order to have legal foundation for
cooperation with the municipality). The
alliance formed resulted in pressures put
on the authorities that heavily relied on
mass media and the Internet, but also on
demonstrations, campaigns and other forms
of direct action, such as eviction blockades
or meeting interruptions. The diversity in
the movement scene in both cities has

Figure 6 Jolanta Brzeska as a mural on one of War-
saw’s squats with the text ‘To the memory of Jola Brzeska,
You will not burn us all’ (Photo: Author)
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varied and so has the openness towards alli-
ance formation by the movements and ulti-
mately in their political outcomes. In
Warsaw the success was to organize the
Round Table and the creation of a platform
for a dialogue between squatters, tenants
and the authorities (on local, but also
national level); in Poznań the local auth-
orities claimed the conflict between the
tenants and the new house owners was of
a private nature and withdrew their partici-
pation from it.

The alliances formed between squatters and
tenants in both cities were not entirely free of
frictions, and these were particularly evident
in the case of Warsaw, as the tenants’ organiz-
ations were more independent from squatters’
support there, than in the case of Poznań. In
the interviews we were told that many of the
Warsaw squatters considered squatting as
purely a cultural and social activity and made
their voices heard when the tenants’ rights
were discussed among the squatters in the
beginning. However, the difference of
opinion was solved in the city in the creation
of the Syrena squat (and later on Przychodnia)

(Figure 7) that focused mainly on housing
activism, and where squatters interested in
housing/tenants’ activism could join in.
Warsaw squatters saw this solution as a
process of ‘profiling’ and solving the tensions
between different interests among squatters’
activists in the city. In the case of Poznań,
the cooperation with tenants was initiated
quite recently and by securing the dominant
position of squatters in the tenants’ association
founded, and thus avoiding internal conflict.
When understanding the role of personal net-
works in the alliance formation between
squatters and tenants’ activists in both cities,
it is evident that these networks of acquain-
tances were important in the very beginning
of the contacts between these environments,
and were over time broadened to more
general trust shared by both groups. In this
way inter-personal trust generated inter-
organizational trust among the squatters and
tenants in both cities, however, earlier and
for a longer period of time in the case of
Warsaw.

In terms of resource mobilization the
tenants—usually older and with lower

Figure 7 Mural on Przychodnia squat in Warsaw depicting the founder of WSL Jolanta Brzeska (Photo: Author)
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economic capital—have successfully
cooperated with the mostly younger and
willing to help squatters. The latter used
the conflicts to push forward their agenda
and politicize the claims and conflicts but
also possessed the know-how in terms of
campaign organization, media contacts and
organization of demonstrations or simple
logistics. For the squatter activists the
cooperation has given them a new tool and
dimension for their conflict with the auth-
orities by providing them with arguments
for criticizing local housing and develop-
ment policies. It also opened up the squat-
ters to new tactics, in particular concerning
legal tools: for instance, in Poznań new regu-
lations about stalking were used against the
‘cleaners’. Tenants have gained a new,
radical, skilled and experienced ally, which
for instance helped to win compensations
for illegal evictions in the courts (Rozbrat
Raport 2014). Most importantly, tenants
have gained a demanding partner that has
broadened tenants’ claims (from affordable
housing to right to the city) and encouraged
tenants towards a more demanding and
worthy attitude.

The main differences in the ways that
cooperation between squatters and tenants
have functioned in the two cities are to be
looked for in the position and stability of
the squatters in each city, the independence
and influence of the tenants’ organizations,
their diversity, but also in the internal
dynamics and divergence/convergence of
interests and ideologies of the squatters in
the two cities. In Poznań, since the squat
Rozbrat was established in 1994, its position
as an independent and stable squatted center
has become indisputable within the city. Its
position has heavily affected the interactions
with other social actors and the authorities.
We would like to argue that ideological/iden-
tity alignment among the squatters and other
social actors in the city affected the need of
such interactions and the openness towards
new allies. In Warsaw, on the other hand,
the diversity and instability in the activists’
environment resulted in greater ideological

and tactical flexibility in coalitions with
other social movement actors. Therefore, we
would like to argue that a high degree of iden-
tity alignment and ideological consistency
discourages formation of new alliances. Our
cases show that the role of instability and
differentiation of interests and identities
among the actors involved facilitates the cre-
ation of alliances and willingness to
cooperate. However, some degree of identity
alignment must be kept as a common plat-
form to build the alliances on.

In addition, the size of the two compared
cities might play a role in the complexity of
the activist scene prevalent. Warsaw is a far
bigger city than Poznań and has, as we have
argued here, a more dynamic, but also
unstable and changeable, activist scene. In
Poznań the number of potential allies for
the tenants’ movement is limited. There is
one squatting and one anarchist environ-
ment (that despite internal tensions and dis-
cussions is rather homogeneous), in Warsaw
the picture is far more complex and
dynamic. Not only are some squats not
anarchist but there are also other radical
leftist groups present in the environment
that are potential allies. In Poznań activists
from the anarchist environment are often
the only group with the know-how and
experience in organizing protests and cam-
paigns, in the Warsaw case the already exist-
ing tenants’ organizations hold some
experience in this regard.

Conclusions

The objective of this paper has been to answer
the questions on how and under what con-
ditions alliances are formed between squat-
ters and tenants’ movements in two
different Polish cities, Warsaw and Poznań,
and what differences are to be observed in
such alliances in these two local contexts. In
both cases we argue that the squatters and
the tenants’ activists have employed strategies
to broaden their coalitions and have formed
alliances with each other. In the alliances
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formed with tenants, squatters have used and
exacerbated already existing conflicts and
drawn the attention of the public to their
existence. These alliances have resulted in
spill-over effects on behalf of the squatters,
allowing them to link their claims and argu-
ments to broader issues such as: anti-capital-
ism, critique of (local) authorities, defense
of civil rights and liberties, criticisms of con-
cepts of property, promotion of DIY culture,
critique of gentrification and references to the
‘right to the city’. Tenants on the other hand,
have gained new allies who are dedicated,
radical and demanding in their attitude
towards the authorities. As a result of the alli-
ance, tenants’ claims have been sharpened and
broadened into claims of a more general
nature related to the right to housing of
each individual and the collective claim of
the right to the city. Together the squatters
and the tenants have succeeded in putting
pressure on the local authorities, even if the
outcomes of this cooperation have varied in
the two studied cities.

One of our most important conclusions is
that the diversity of groups involved and
instability of squatting, along with the inde-
pendent functioning of the allied groups,
result in an environment more prone to
cooperate and form alliances. We would like
to argue that our cases show that when the
groups are too homogenous and enjoy stab-
ility in their local environments they might
not be motivated towards alliance formation
outside of the group. In the case of Poznań,
the convergence of political ideologies and
ambitions of a more traditional anarchist/
autonomous group has hindered alliance
building with groups and individuals of differ-
ent ideological views. The convergence in
ideology in the squatting environment has
therefore paralyzed the attempts to reach out
and form alliances with influential individuals
and groups outside of the environment. In the
case of alliances with tenants these have also
been obstructed by the lack of formal
tenants’ organizations in the city.

In the case of Warsaw, the diversification
in the field of ideologies, the existence of

shorter lived and more ‘profiled’ forms of
squatting and the more independent exist-
ence of tenants’ organizations have resulted
in a dynamic in the environment/scene
(including squatters and tenants but also
other left-wing activist groups) that has
pushed the activists towards an openness to
alliances and cooperation with other actors
outside of the movement and also towards
more demanding political attitudes. We
would furthermore like to argue that the
temporality of squatting and its insecurity
in the city has fostered a more determined
and energetic form of political activism,
more open to allies.

Moreover, we would like to stress that the
rather successful alliances in Warsaw might
also be an outcome of higher responsiveness
of local authorities when compared to
Poznań. When the political opportunity
structures, and especially those on the local
level, open up towards the claims of the
social movements, the movements might
build alliances with similar movements in
order to create additional pressure on the
authorities and strengthen their position vis-
à-vis the authorities. The greater responsive-
ness of the Warsaw authorities (that was
surely affected by their position as political
models for the rest of the country and the clo-
seness to the media channels in the city) and
the invitation to a dialogue with the activists
pushed the squatters and the tenants
towards a formal alliance and negotiation of
common claims. We would furthermore like
to claim that the lack of economic support
from outside in both squatters and tenants’
movements and the nature of their claims,
has guided them towards an alliance with
each other, where people, skills and technol-
ogies are shared (Chesters and Welsh 2011)
in order to maximize the organizational func-
tioning of the two movements. However, we
tend to believe that the divergence/conver-
gence in the interests, identities and ideol-
ogies of the activists, along with the
dynamics in the local movement environment
played the decisive role for the alliance build-
ing in our cases and can explain the
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differences in how the alliances unfolded (and
put pressure on the authorities) in the two
cities.

The contribution of this paper lies first and
foremost in the analysis of two social move-
ments and how they cooperate, in the light
of their position as ‘uncivil’ and unconven-
tional forms of action. The comparison of
two local contexts contributes further to the
under-explored field of housing movements
in the post-socialist context that is not favor-
able to radical activism but is to protection of
private ownership. Our overall ambition has
been to fill the empirical and theoretical gap
in the exclusionary and narrow definition of
post-socialist civil society by studying two
specific movements that in the last decade
have been intensifying their activities in
Poland, and have achieved some considerable
successes by cooperating with each other. We
see the development, functioning and
cooperation of these two movements as con-
tradictory to the picture of a civil society that
is passive and paralyzed by the state’s social-
ist past. We are in this sense going against the
assumption of post-socialist civil society as
‘weak’ (Howard 2003), ‘poor functioning’
(Mendelson and Glenn 2002) or even
‘uncivil’ (Kotkin 2010). Scholars have
pointed out foreign interests and dependency
of foreign support as dominating in the cre-
ation of local democracies and the lack of
grassroots connections (Mendelson and
Glenn 2002) as well as increasing professiona-
lization of organizations and social move-
ments (Howard 2003). Our cases show that
the movements are deeply connected to
grassroots and lack foreign financial
support. Moreover, many of these previous
studies are suggesting that the legacies of
the state socialist system are still characteriz-
ing collective activities of post-socialist citi-
zens stating that family and friendship
networks are preferred before collective
action with other ‘unknown’ individuals
(Sztompka 2004). Our cases demonstrate
that grassroots mobilization among
‘unknown’ individuals and cooperation
occurs, and is more conditioned by the

ideological and homogenous/heterogeneous
character of the social movements, than the
legacies of the past. Additionally, we would
like to argue that this kind of cross-move-
ment alliance bears a promise about a promi-
nent future of post-socialist civil societies and
contentious urban politics and their capacity
for social change in the times of austerity
measures and financial crises. The joining of
hands of social movements, despite their dif-
fering interests and identities, is an important
step towards a more equal urban coexistence.
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Notes

1 DIY—Do It Yourself—culture is linked to punk rock
and hardcore scenes and the squatting movement. It
is more than a fashion, trend or aesthetic orientation,
the ‘true and pure’ underground has to rely on DIY
ethics in terms of organization, publishing, record
labels and so forth. The DIY culture is most visible in
squatted social centers and their activities, but its
impact can be observed all over the scene.

2 http://www.rozbrat.org/rozbrat (accessed 5
February 2014).
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i jednostki samorządu terytorialnego [Realisation of
Research on Governmental Administrative Organs
and Territorial Self-Governing Units in the Sphere of
Housing]. Warszawa.

Obach, B. K. 2004. Labor and the Environmental Move-
ment: The Quest for Common Ground. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

Owens, L. 2009. Cracking under Pressure. Narrating the
Decline of the Amsterdam Squatters’ Movement.
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.

Owens, L. 2013. “Have Squat, Will Travel.” In Squatting in
Europe: Radical Spaces, Urban Struggles, edited by

POLANSKA AND PIOTROWSKI: THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF COOPERATION BETWEEN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 295

http://www.stat.gov.pl
http://www.stat.gov.pl


Squatting Europe Kollective. New York: Minor
Compositions.

Passotti, E. 2013. “Urban Movements.” In Encyclopedia of
Social and Political Movements, edited by D. Snow,
1–4. London: Blackwell.

Petrova, T., and S. Tarrow. 2007. Transactional and Par-
ticipatory Activism in the Emerging European Polity:
The Puzzle of East-Central Europe. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University.

Pickvance, C. 1996. “Local Government and Social
Movements in Moscow and Budapest.” Home Rule
and Civil Society 7: 81–100.

Pickvance, C. 2001. “Inaction, Individual Action and
Collective Action Responses to Housing Dissatisfac-
tion: A Comparative Study of Budapest and Moscow.”
Political Opportunities, Social Movements and
Democratization 23: 179–206.

Pickvance, C., K. Pickvance-Lang, and N. Manning. 1997.
Environmental and Housing Movements. Grassroots
Experience in Hungary, Russia and Estonia. Avebury:
Aldershot.

Piotrowski, G. 2011a. Alterglobalism in Postsocialism. A
Study of Central and Eastern European Activists.
European University Institute. Florence: Department of
Political and Social Sciences.

Piotrowski, G. 2011b. “Squatted Social Centers in Central
and Eastern Europe.” International Center for
Research and Analysis, Working Paper.

Piotrowski, G. 2014. “Squatting in the East—Rozbrat in
Poland.” In The City Is Ours: Squatting and Auton-
omous Movements in Europe from the 1970s to the
Present, edited by B. van der Steen, A. Katzeff and L.
van Hoogenhuijze, 233–254. Oakland, CA: PM Press.

Polanska, D. V. 2015. “Alliance-building and Brokerage in
Contentious Politics: A Case–Study of the Polish
Tenants’ Movement.” In Grassroots in the City: Urban
Movements in Central and Eastern Europe, edited by
K. Jacobsson, chapter 8. Franham: Ashgate.

Polletta, F. 2002. Freedom is an Endless Meeting:
Democracy in American Social Movements. Chicago,
IL: Chicago University Press.

Portwood-Stacer, L. 2013. Lifestyle Politics and Radical
Activism. London: Bloomsbury.

Pruijt, H. 2003. “Is the Institutionalization of Urban
Movements Inevitable?. A Comparison of the
Opportunities for Sustained Squatting in New York
City and Amsterdam.” International Journal of Urban
and Regional Research 27 (1): 133–157.

Rochon, T. R., and D. S. Meyer. 1997. Coalitions and
Political Movements: The Lessons of the Nuclear
Freeze. Boulder, CO: L. Rienner.

Rose, F. 2000. Coalitions Across the Class Divide: Lessons
from the Labor, Peace, and Environmental Move-
ments. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Rozbrat Raport. 2014. Działania lokatorskie w 2013 r
[Tenant Activities in 2013. Report]. Accessed April
14, 2014. http://m.rozbrat.org/publicystyka/

kontrola-spoeczna/4082-raport-dziaania-
lokatorskie-w-2013-roku

Shields, S. 2011. “From the Washington Consensus to
Brussels Consensus: Neoliberalisation by Depolitisa-
tion in Post-Communist Poland.” Socialism and
Democracy 25 (2): 81–103.

Squatting Europe Kollective. 2013. Squatting in Europe:
Radical Spaces, Urban Struggles. New York: Minor
Compositions.

Staggenborg, S. 1986. “Coalition Work in the Pro-Choice
Movement: Organizational and Environmental
Opportunities and Obstacles.” Social Problems 33:
374–390.

Staniewicz, M. 2011. “El movimiento okupa como un
actor polı́tico, social y cultural en una ciudad post-
comunista. El caso del Centro Social-Casa Okupa
Rozbrat en Poznan, Polonia.” Revista de Studios de
Juventud 95: 123–144.

Sztompka, P. 2004. “The Trauma of Social Change: A Case
of Postcommunist Societies.” In Cultural Trauma and
Collective Identity, edited by C. J. Alexander, 155–
195. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Tarrow, S. G. 1998. Power in Movement: Social Move-
ments and Contentious Politics. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Tarrow, S. 2012. Strangers at the Gates: Movements and
States in Contentious Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Thörn, H., C. Wasshede, and T. Nilson. 2011. Space for
Urban Alternatives?. Christiania 1971–2011. Vil-
nius: Gidlunds Förlag.

Van der Steen, B., A. Katzeff and L. van Hoogenhuijze,
eds. 2014. The City Is Ours: Squatting and Auton-
omous Movements in Europe from the 1970s to the
Present. Oakland, CA: PM Press.

Van Dyke, N. 2003. “Crossing Movement Boundaries:
Factors That Facilitate Coalition Protest by American
College Students, 1930–1990.” Social Problems 50:
226–250.

Van Dyke, N., and H. McCammon. 2010. Strategic Alli-
ances. Coalition Building and Social Movements.
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
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