Dear Players,

Allow me to introduce our historical board game "Queue". Unlike many other
games, "Queue" does not reconstruct momentous historical processes or major
battles. This state-of-the-art educational product was designed to reconstruct,
in a vivid manner, the circumstances in which Poles lived for decades under
an externally imposed communist system. While entertaining, "Queue" also
makes apparent the consequences of that system.
The twentieth century was an exceptional period in Poland’s history. On 11th
November 1918, after 123 years of foreign occupation, the dream of many Polish generations came true: an independent Polish state reappeared on the map
of Europe. Yet before the country could be rebuilt and all trace of the partitions
erased, World War II broke out. On 1st September 1939, Poland was attacked
by Germany, and on 17th September by the Soviet Union. Soon the country
was once again partitioned and subjected to a brutal occupation. Millions suffered repressions, while the material losses per citizen were higher than in
any other country involved in the war. After crushing the Warsaw Uprising

in the fall of 1944, the German army systematically razed most of Poland’s

of the communist system that was particularly trying for the society:

capital to the ground.

the centrally planned economy based on unrealistic principles. Chronically

At the end of the war Poles did not regain their freedom. As a result of an arbi-

inefficient, the system based on this economy did not meet the society’s needs.

trary decision made by the global powers, almost half of Poland’s territory went

The economic crisis peaked in the second half of the 1970s and lasted through-

to the Soviet Union. In return, Poland was given some former German territories.

-out the 1980s, causing severe hardships in everyday life. You will find a his-

The country, which stood in ruins, witnessed mass migrations and the ruthless

torical account of these mechanisms below.

imposition of a Soviet-style communist dictatorship. For almost half a century
Poles were deprived of their basic rights.

As you will soon see, this game arouses various emotions, including laughter. But it is also worth taking a moment to consider the fate of those who were

The Polish society, however, would not be reconciled to the communist system.

unable to escape the absurdity of communism, and had to endure the sys-

When the initial armed resistance was suppressed, isolated groups – and then in-

tem for long years. I encourage everyone interested in these and other aspects

dividuals – struggled on, until the last underground partizan was killed in 1963.

of Poland’s recent history to visit our website www.ipn.gov.pl/history.

A legal political opposition functioned briefly in the post-war period, but was
dismantled in 1947. Throughout this time there were spontaneous acts of dissent, such as strikes and demonstrations. The largest mass protests took place

D r. Ł u k a s z K a m i ń s k i

in 1956, 1968, 1970 and 1976. Each time the authorities resorted to brute force

President, Institute of National Remembrance

and repressions.
In the summer of 1980 the situation changed with a wave of strikes that
could not be broken by force. Consequently, the authorities decided to negotiate with the protesters. This led to the rise of the Independent Self-governing
Trade Union "Solidarity" which soon drew close to 10 million members. Since
the communist authorities had no intention of letting the society determine its
own fate, to save the system they introduced martial law on 13th December 1981.
Solidarity and other independent organisations went underground. Their prolonged struggle ended in a victory in 1989, when, aftera series of “round table”
talks, the communist party began to hand over power.
Our game’s action takes place at this very time, in the Solidarity decade,
but it presents neither mass resistance and the opposition’s struggle against
the authorities, nor the ensuing repressions. Instead, it tackles an aspect
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i nt r o du c t i o n

QUEUE
BOARD GAME

Please be aware that upon opening the box
you have entered 1980s Poland. You now
have entirely different goals and ambitions,
and very down-to-earth desires. Unfortunately,
the fulfillment of those desires is tied up with
the delivery of goods to the neighborhood stores.
The good news is that you have some savings
tucked away. The bad news, however, is that
due to shortages, the merchandise
is delivered in very limited quantities. Please
do not panic and quietly take your place
in the queue. A delivery is on the way and
there might actually be enough for everyone.
We wish to remind you that at state retail

establishments only persons with special
rights are served without queuing. Before
embarking on the game, you are advised
to carefully study the instructions below.
Strict observance of rules is crucial when
having fun with family and friends. It is our
unpleasant duty to inform you that the subject
matter at hand may evoke negative emotions
in sensitive individuals. Rare instances
of tears of exasperation, the gnashing of teeth,
as well as manifestations of gratuitous malice
have been observed. The authors take
no responsibility for unwarranted uses
of the game.
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q ueue – b oar d g ame

qu e u e – bo a r d ga m e

INSTRUCTIONS

50 QUEUING CARDS

in 5 colors
(10 of each color)

NUMBER OF PLAYERS: 2–5
PLAYING TIME: 60 minutes
AGE: 12+

ELEMENTS OF THE GAME
GAME BOARD

5 SHOPPING
LIST CARDS

DELIVERY TRUCK BOARD

60 PRODUCT CARDS

in 5 colors
(12 of each color)

15 PRODUCT DELIVERY
CARDS

in 5 colors
(3 of each color)

5 PLAYER
ASSISTANCE CARDS

in 5 colors
(1 of each color)

KOLEJNOŚĆ CZYNNOŚCI
W CIĄGU DNIA

KOLEJNOŚĆ CZYNNOŚCI
W CIĄGU DNIA

FAZY GRY:

FAZA „TePeZet”:

1. Zajmowanie miejsc w kolejkach

1. Odłożenie zużytych kart dostawy

2. Dostawa towaru

2. Zakończenie „Remanentów”

3. Przepychanki kolejkowe

3. Przesunięcie znacznika
przekupki

4. Otwarcie sklepu
5. Wymiana na bazarze
6. „TePeZet” (szczegóły na odwrocie)

4. Dobranie kart kolejki do ręki
5. Zmiana gracza rozpoczynającego

30 PAWNS in 6 colors (5 of each color)
1 GAME
OPENING MARKER

1 MARKET
TRADER MARKER
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e l e m e nt s o f t h e ga m e

THE AIM OF THE GAME

7.

Pick the colors of your respective families and distribute
the pawns, queuing cards, and player assistance cards
among the players. Black is reserved for the speculators.

8.

The aim of each player is to acquire all the items on the shopping list.
The first player to acquire all the listed items wins. In order to win,

and draws the top 3 cards.
9.

you have to use your queuing cards skillfully.

PREPARING TO PLAY
THE GAME

p. 37

Each player shuffles his/her own queuing cards, forms a stack,
Each player draws one shopping list card and places it face
up in front of him/her. The player whose list has the highest number
gets the game opening marker.

10.

Clockwise, star ting with the player who opens the game, the players
take turns placing their pawns, one at a time, in front of the stores
of their choice, until all the pawns are lined up. The first pawn in line
stands on the field marked with the letter K. The pawns should stand
single file, touching one another.

NB: T he i ns t r uc t i o ns below exp lain h ow to set u p th e g a me fo r 5 player s. To set
u p t he g a m e f o r 4, 3 , or 2 p l a yers, p l ease read th e su bsecti o n t i t led “Va ria tion s
f o r a s ma l l e r n umb e r of p l aye rs”.

1.

11.

Once the queues are in place, put a speculator (a black pawn)
at the end of each one. You are now ready for the first merchandise
delivery.

Before the first game begins, take the stickers out of the box
and put them on the queuing cards and the player assistance cards.

2.

Place the game board at the center of the table so that
it is within easy reach of all the players.

3.

Place the truck delivery board next to the game board,
within easy reach of the oldest player who will be the Manager.

4.

Shuffle the product delivery cards and put them face down
on the marked field at the center of the board.

5.

4.

Sort the product cards by color. Put one card of each color

5.

on the outdoor market. The order in which you stack these cards will
remain unchanged until the end of the game. Put the remaining product
cards in the appropriate places on the delivery truck board.
6.

Put the market trader marker in the outdoor market,

6.

in the first field (marked with the letter B).

3.

2.
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DAILY
SEQUENCE
OF ACTIVITIES
The "Queue" game is divided into days (rounds);
each day is divided into 6 activities (phases):
1. Queuing up.
2. Merchandise delivery.
3. Queue jumping.
4. Opening of the stores.
5. Exchanging merchandise at the outdoor market.
6. PCT1.

Phase 1. QUEUING UP
(NB: Since in the first round all the pawns are already lined up,
pass directly to the merchandise delivery phase.)

Star ting with the player who opens the game, the players take turns
placing their pawns, one at a time, at the end of a line in front of a store
of their choice or outside the outdoor market. This phase continues until
the players have no more pawns at home (in hand). When all the players
have positioned their pawns in the queues, the next phase begins.

1. PCT – [Polish: TePeZet] a technical ter m meaning “preparator y-closing time measured on the basis of operations
necessar y for preparing and closing a given operation”.
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da i l y s e qu e nc e o f a c t i v i t i e s

Phase 2. MERCHANDISE DELIVERY

Phase 3. QUEUE JUMPING

The Manager takes the top three cards from the delivery card stack
and puts them face up on designated spots at the center of the board.

This phase consists of 3 turns. At the beginning of the first turn,
the opening player chooses one of the queuing cards in his/her hand,

1.

According to the information on the delivery cards, the Manager

puts it face up on the designated spot in the center of the board,

transfers the appropriate quantity of merchandise from the delivery

and proceeds to carry out the action described on the card. The next

trucks to the stores, as long as supplies last.

player in a clockwise direction plays a queuing card in a similar manner.

2.

The merchandise

should be displayed in the stores so that the printed names are visible.

When all the players have played one card each, the first player opens
another turn of playing the queuing cards. The following (third) turn
ends the queuing card phase.
The cards that have been played remain on the board until the end of the fifth
round of the game (i.e., until Saturday). Consequently, there may not
be enough queuing cards to last the entire five rounds. If a player cannot
or does not wish to play a card held in hand, he/she says “pass” and places
the queuing cards face down on the top of his/her stack. NB: having said
“pass” the player cannot play his/her queuing cards until the end
of the phase. Unused queuing cards can be drawn again during the "PCT"
1.

phase. If all the players have said “pass”, or if all the available cards
have been used up, the “queue jumping” phase is over.

2.

16

17

d ail y seq uence of activ ities

da i l y s e qu e nc e o f a c t i v i t i e s

Phase 4. OPENING OF THE STORES

Phase 5. EXCHANGING MERCHANDISE AT THE OUTDOOR MARKET

When the stores open, the players take all the available merchandise.

The players who in the “queuing up” phase lined up their pawns in front

Since one pawn can only take one item of merchandise, getting a good
place in the queue is crucial. The pawn returns home with the shopping.

p. 28

of the outdoor market can now exchange any number of purchased items
for items available at the market. Merchandise is exchanged at the ratio

Each player displays his/her merchandise cards so that they can easily

of 2:1, i.e. any two items from home are left in the market in exchange

be counted by the other players.

for one item taken from the market. Items on top of which sits the market

If an item of merchandise has been purchased by a speculator,

trader marker can be purchased at the preferential ratio of 1:1. After

it should be displayed on a designated field on the outdoor market,

shopping at the market, the pawn returns home with the purchased

and the speculator should be moved to the end of the same queue.

merchandise cards. NB: there is no rationing at the market so one

If there was more merchandise than pawns in the queue, the surplus

pawn can return from the market with several items of merchandise.

should remain in the store until the next round.

If a player does not wish to shop during this phase, he/she says “pass”
and the pawn can remain in front of the market until the next round
or return home empty-handed. Regardless of the player’s decision,
the right to shop passes on to the next player in the queue.
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Phase 6. PCT

SATURDAY

At the end of every round, the following activities should be carried out:

The end of the fifth round signals the end of the working week.

a.

b.

The Manager turns over the discarded merchandise delivery cards

The board must be tidied up. The “Manager” appoints assistants.

and puts them on the waste bin field in the corner of the board.

The following activities are carried out on Saturday:

The “Closed for stocktaking” cards are moved from the stores

a.

to the discarded card pile.
c.

the product delivery cards should be shuffled and put back

The market trader marker moves to the next field in the outdoor market.

on the merchandise delivery field.

If the market trader was positioned on the last field in the market (marked with

b.

the letter R), move on to the activities listed under subheading “Saturday”.
d.

The waste bin in a corner of the board should be emptied;

The queuing cards discarded in the center of the board should
be sor ted by color and returned to the players. The queuing cards

Each player draws three cards from the top of his/her stack

should be shuffled and stacked, ready for drawing.

of the queuing cards. When the stack runs out, no more cards can

c.

be drawn. A maximum of 3 cards can be held in hand at a time.

The market trader marker should be placed back on the first
field of the outdoor market.

The players may also take home any number of their own pawns.
e.

The next player in a clockwise direction takes the game opening marker
and the next round begins, starting from the queuing up phase.

Remanent

b
Sklep zamknięty z powodu remanentu.
KARTĘ
POŁÓŻ NA WYBRANYM SKLEPIE
„REMANENT”. SKLEP NIE BĘDZIE
SPRZEDAWAŁ TOWARU W TEJ TURZE.

DOSTAWA”,
NIE DZIAŁA NA NIEGO: „ZWIĘKSZONA
SPOD LADY”.
„POMYŁKA W DOSTAWIE” ANI „TOWAR

d
b
a
a

c
c
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sure that all the drawn cards have adjacent numbers (NB: 5 is adjacent

THE END OF THE GAME

to 1). If you draw a shopping list with a “distant” number, put it back

The first player to buy or exchange the final item on his/her shopping
list wins the game. If two players simultaneously end the game (which

into the box and draw one of the two remaining cards. During the delivery
phase, place only two delivery cards face up.

may happen if, being first in their respective queues, they simultaneously
purchased the final items on their lists) the player with the larger number
of surplus items wins the game. If both players have the same number
of surplus items, the game ends in a draw.
The game may also come to an end if during a par ticular round all
the stores and the delivery trucks end up empty. In that case, after the last
exchange in the open market, the player who lacks the fewest items from
the shopping list wins. If the players have the same number of shopping
list items and surplus items, announce a draw.

At the beginning of the game, put five merchandise cards
of each color back into the box, together with all no. 3 delivery cards.
In addition, when drawing the shopping lists the Manager must make
sure that both the drawn cards have adjacent numbers (NB: 5 is adjacent
to 1). If you draw a shopping list with a “distant” number, draw again.
During the delivery phase, place only one delivery card face up. Shuffle
the delivery cards on the second Saturday.

VARIATIONS FOR A SMALLER NUMBER OF PLAYERS

The "Queue" can be played by 2 to 5 players. The lower the number
of players, the less merchandise is delivered to the stores. Information
on the available quantities of merchandise is printed on the board.

At the beginning of the game, put back into the box
two merchandise cards of each color and all no. 1 delivery cards.
In the merchandise delivery phase only place two delivery cards face up.

At the beginning of the game, put three merchandise cards
of each color back into the box, together with all no. 3 delivery cards.
In addition, when drawing the shopping lists the Manager must make
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FREQUENTLY
ASKED
QUESTIONS

p. 37

SMALL CHILD”, “Criticizing the authorities”, and “Lucky strike”)

can be played in any store, even one that is empty or that is closed
for stocktaking.
CAN A QUEUING CARD BE PLAYED SO AS TO REVERSE THE ACTION
OF A PREVIOUSLY PLAYED CARD?
p. 35

Yes, e.g. the “COMMUNITY LIST” card may be played up to five times in one
queue. Similarly, merchandise can be moved from store to store by means

WHICH STORES ARE ADJACENT TO EACH OTHER?

of a “Delivery error” card up to five times.

All the stores are next-door to each other. When playing the "Delivery
error" card and the "Lucky strike" card the player chooses the next-door

CAN YOU USE A “LUCKY STRIKE” CARD TO MOVE A PAWN INTO SECOND

store.

PLACE IN THE QUEUE IN WHICH IT IS ALREADY STANDING?

No, this card can only be used to move a pawn to an adjacent queue.
CAN YOU PLAY A CARD WHEN THE ACTION IT DESCRIBES CANNOT

p. 38

BE CARRIED OUT?

CAN YOU PLAY AN “INCREASED DELIVERY” CARD AT ANY MOMENT?

No, the action described on the card must cause an effect. You cannot play

No, an “Increased delivery” card can only be played at a store which has

the “Closed for stocktaking” card when a store is empty, nor the “FRIEND

had a delivery during the delivery phase of the current round. It cannot be

AT THE POLISH UNITED WORKERS’ PARTY PROVINCIAL COMMITTEE” card when

played when a par ticular kind of merchandise has run out on the delivery

the delivery cards stacked face down have run out. Neither can you play

truck board.

the “Criticizing the authorities” card against a pawn standing in the last
or second-to-last position in the queue, etc.

HOW DOES THE “UNDER-THE-COUNTER MERCHANDISE” CARD WORK?

By using this card you can take your pawn home with the merchandise
CAN THE QUEUING CARDS BE PLAYED AT THE OUTDOOR MARKET?

even during the “Queue jumping” phase. But the card only works when

The queuing cards have no influence at the market. They cannot be used

you are first in line and when there is merchandise in the store.

p. 34

to move merchandise from the market, change a pawn’s position the queue
in front of the market, or move a pawn to the queue in front of the market
using the “Lucky strike” card.

WHICH MERCHANDISE DOES THE SPECULATOR TAKE IF A DELIVERY HAS
ENDED UP IN THE STORE AS A RESULT OF A “DELIVERY ERROR”?

First, the speculator always chooses the merchandise that is regularly
CAN YOU QUEUE JUMP IN FRONT OF A STORE BEFORE IT GETS A DELIVERY?

sold at the store. If all the merchandise ended up at the store as a result

Yes, all five cards that change the pawns' position in the queue

of a “Delivery error”, the speculator chooses the item at the top

(“Community list”, “This was not your place, sir”, “MOTHER CARRYING

of the stack.
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p. 34

CAN ANY NUMBER OF PAWNS LINE UP IN FRONT OF A STORE OR IS THERE
A LIMIT?

Any number of pawns can line up in front of a store.

WHEN BUYING ITEMS FROM MY SHOPPING LIST, DOES IT MATTER
WHICH PRODUCTS I BUY?

No, to fulfill your task you need to buy any items sold at a specific store.

IS A PLAYER ALLOWED TO LOOK THROUGH A STACK OF USED QUEUING
CARDS OR DELIVERY CARDS?

No.

For instance, if your task is to buy two items from the kiosk, you can buy
e.g. “Przemysławka” cologne or “For You” soap.
CAN YOU BARTER WITH THE OTHER PLAYERS?

The players can only bar ter merchandise at the outdoor market.
WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THE SYMBOLS NEXT TO THE QUEUING
CARD TITLES?

Each color has a different symbol to help those who have difficulties
distinguishing colors.
CAN YOU PLAY THE “CRITICIZING THE AUTHORITIES” CARD TO MOVE
BACK YOUR OWN PAWN?

Yes, you can use the “Criticizing the authorities” card to move back both
your own pawns and the speculator.
CAN YOU USE YOUR CARDS TO INTERFERE IN A QUEUE IN WHICH YOU
HAVE NO PAWNS?

Yes.
WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THERE IS NO MORE MERCHANDISE ON A DELIVERY
TRUCK AND A DELIVERY CANNOT BE MADE?

When merchandise cards of a given type have run out on the delivery
trucks, ignore subsequent delivery cards of that type.
26
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A n dr zej Zawi st o wsk i

a decade, this joke exposed the hypocrisy of communist propaganda (which
insisted that were it not for the People's Republic, Poles would be living
in poverty). The joke also offered a clear assessment of the consequences
of a system imposed on Poland by the Soviets. In the entire 45-year history of the People's Poland there was not a single moment when its citizens (particularly women, for they did most of the shopping) could easily
buy everything they needed.
The chronic shortage of supplies was not the result of any deliberate actions directed at the society. No communist government intended
to keep Poles poor, for that would clearly be undesirable from the political and strategic perspective. There was one fundamental problem: What
should come first - "making the people happy" by raising their standard

of living, or expanding the industry, particularly its non-consumer sector? We need to remember that the communist authorities were charged
with the ideological work associated with the implementation of Marxist-Leninist slogans and creating a centrally planned economy. Even more
importantly, the members of the Soviet Bloc had to build up their military potential in case of a confrontation with the West. This strategy required enormous financial investments which were made at the expense
of the consumer sector of the economy. These problems were compounded
by a misguided agricultural policy which caused the farmers to lose interest in growing and selling food. Efforts to establish state farms resulted
in a spectacular failure followed by an economic catastrophe. Thus ideology took precedence over the good of the citizens. Had this happened
in any democratic country, the ruling party would have been eliminated
in the next election. But in the People's Republic this was impossible
so Poles were doomed to a life under a system introduced against their will.
Of course the arms race was not limited to the Soviet Bloc countries.
Even today the Polish state spends a great deal on modernizing the military equipment. Where, then, lies the difference? A market economy relies on the demand and supply principle according to which the demand
for goods is met by enterprises that make a profit through production
and trade. Private entrepreneurs seek market niches and try to fill them
so as to obtain the highest profit margin. This mechanism did not exist in the People's Republic. In 1947 the communists waged a so-called
war on trade by ousting private entrepreneurs from the market. Stateowned stores replaced private ones. What they sold was determined not
by demand but by a state administrator. Strict limitations were imposed
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“The Socialist
Approach
to the Store”:
A Story of Queuing
in the People's
Republic of Poland
“What would there be if there were no the People's Republic of Poland? – Everything!!!”. For over

on the few private businesses that did manage to survive (for instance,
by limiting them to a narrow range of products). Theoretically, one could
go abroad to buy some of the products that were in short supply, yet this
was difficult for three reasons. Like other communists states, the People's Poland did not permit its citizens to travel abroad freely. Every trip
abroad meant a long process of applying for a passport. In the first half
of the 1950s getting permission to leave the country bordered on the miraculous (for example, in 1954 only 1551 people went abroad, including
just 52 people to Western countries). In subsequent years, the restrictions
on foreign travel eased off, but throughout the duration of the People's
Republic employees of the Ministry of Internal Affairs decided who would
be allowed to go abroad. The second problem with buying deficit goods
abroad stemmed from the limited access to foreign currencies. Citizens
could only buy foreign currencies in banks, in very small amounts. There
was the black market, of course, where one could buy foreign currencies. This, however, brings us to the third problem: Polish earnings were
incomparably lower than those in the West. If we take into account working time and prices, in the late 1970s meat in Poland cost twice as much
as in the capitalist Federal Republic of Germany, shoes cost five times
as much, a television set nine times as much, and a car ten times as much.
Consequently, a Pole living in the People's Republic could only rely on local stores and outdoor markets which often sold goods from illegal sources
at far higher prices than in the stores. From the 1970s onwards, Poles
could also shop at “Pewex” stores, but these sold goods in exchange for
US dollars (and other Western currencies) accessible only to citizens who
had relatives abroad or who bought money on the black market. This led

to the absurd situation whereby one could only shop at a “Pewex” store
after committing the crime of illegally acquiring foreign money.
Nonetheless, due to shifts in the policy of certain ruling elites, there
were short periods when supplies were more stable (which did not mean
that all the consumers' needs were met). Several times after 1944 Poland's
economic policy went through the following cycle: a pro-consumer stage
(when the authorities attempted to win popular support by increasing
the supply of consumer goods); a pro-investment stage (when the authorities focused on speeding up industrialization and allowed the material situation of the society to deteriorate); an economic policy correction
stage (when the rulers realized that their economic policy might give rise
to civil unrest); and finally, a political crisis brought on by the failure
of the correction. Such a political crisis would then bring about a change
in the ruling elites, whereupon the new leaders would initiate a pro-consumer policy to appease the protesters and win popular support. For a brief
moment supplies would increase and the cycle would start over again.
This pattern can be used to analyze the economic policies of the Bolesław
Bierut, Władysław Gomułka, and Edward Gierek administrations.
Gierek's economic policy would prove the most risky. His decision
to give workers substantial pay raises was not combined with any other
moves to stabilize the economy. The early years of the Gierek decade
were a time of relative plenty in the history of the People's Poland (partly
as a consequence of foreign bank loans). But more money in a market unable to supply adequate quantities of goods led to inflation. When
this happens in a market economy, the prices automatically go up.
Meanwhile, the economy of the People's Poland was still subordinated
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to an incongruous central distribution system. Since the state was responsible for regulating prices, they did not rise in response to the inflation.
Instead, a specific form of stifled or hidden inflation emerged in Poland.
With more money at their disposal, the people bought more goods fearing
that they would disappear from the stores. The prices, which remained
stable, encouraged such spending. This was the beginning of a process that led to a supply crisis. Incomes increased faster than supplies.
The queues in front of the stores grew longer and people often bought
up whatever was delivered. Although they might not need the merchandise themselves, it could always be bartered for something else, for instance, a carpet for a washing machine or a cake mixer for a bicycle.
People queued up not just in front of grocery stores but at practically
all retail establishments, even bookstores and gas stations.
Eventually, as a result of the irresponsible policy of the Gierek administration, the retail trade collapsed. It was the average citizens standing in the endless queues who bore the brunt of the economic crash.
In the 1980s, the supply of meat and meat products as well as chocolate
and chocolate products met only 75 per cent of the demand; there was only
enough margarine for 79 per cent of potential buyers; only 80 per cent
could buy enough cheese. By the early 1980s, 80 per cent of all consumer
goods were in short supply.
Rationing was introduced to solve this problem. Special ration cards
were required in addition to money when buying certain products. This
was to guarantee a minimal quantity of staple products (particularly
food) for all. In practice, even when equipped with ration cards one could
not buy what one needed. The most elaborate rationing system existed
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in the 1980s, though this was not the only period of rationing. Ration
cards were also used immediately after World War II (when they were also
introduced in Great Britain). They also briefly reappeared in the 1950s as
a method of inducing Poles to take up jobs that guaranteed access to ration cards, for they were only issued by designated employers. The third
period of rationing occurred in 1976, when sugar became scarce. From
1981 meat was rationed, followed by alcohol, gas, shoes, candy, chocolate,
butter, full-cream milk, soap, cigarettes, diapers, washing powder, grain
products, vegetable and animal fats, as well as school notebooks. When

the number of ration cards began getting out of hand, the authorities were
forced to introduce another kind of voucher: a ration card for ration cards
(an ID card insert for keeping track of the issued ration cards). In addition to the above-mentioned cards, throughout the period of socialist rule
in Poland such goods as cars, coal, and cement were purchased on the basis
of special vouchers.
Occasionally, ration cards were used to motivate people to go into designated occupations. The poorly mechanized socialist industrial sector
relied on high employment. Not surprisingly, then, there was virtually
no unemployment. On the contrary, the state enterprises were usually
short-handed. Therefore such workers as miners were issued vouchers that
entitled them to shop in stores that were better supplied and inaccessible
to people from outside the mining industry.
The supply shortages did not affect all Poles equally, for by opening
special stores the authorities made sure that their functionaries would
not want. In the 1950s, these were called “stores behind yellow curtains”.
These owed their name to the fact that, unlike regular stores whose windows are designed to attract customers, the stores for those in power hid
their wares so as not to taunt the average citizen with better quality yet
inaccessible goods. While the “stores behind yellow curtains” disappeared
in subsequent years, they were replaced by other retail establishments
(stores, kiosks, and buffets) located within militia headquarters, military bases, and some Polish United Workers' Party committee buildings.
For instance, in June 1976 a buffet of this sort – far better supplied than
general-access stores – was discovered by demonstrators in the building
of the Polish United Workers' Party Provincial Committee in Radom.
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From the mid-1970s onwards, queues (also known as “tails”) became
a familiar feature of Polish streets. The very fact that a group of people
had gathered around a store entrance signaled that something had been
delivered or, as people would say then, “thrown” in the store. At a time
of chronic shortages of all goods, it was not surprising to see people first
join the queue and only then ask the characteristic questions of the period:
“What's available here?”, “What have they thrown here?”, or “What's
this queue for?” A full selection of goods was never available. Sometimes
a delivery surprised everyone, including the store personnel, as when
a shoe store received a supply of shampoo, cassette tapes, or engine oil.
“Hunting” was another commonly used expression. Instead of buying
the products they needed, people “hunted” for them. One could also buy
goods “under the counter” or “from the back of the store”, meaning that
goods could obtained by circumventing official distribution when one knew
the store personnel.
Whole families used to stand in queues, taking turns every few hours.
Asking for an hour or two off work to stand in a queue was the norm.
When merchandise was delivered to a store, it was usually sold in limited
quantities (even when it was not rationed). Consequently, every family
member was recruited to stand in the queue, not just adults and retired
people but also small children, for every queuer had a chance to buy
the limited quantity of a given product.
In time, the institution of the professional queuer developed. Such people
would stand in line (sometimes at a fee) on behalf of those whose duties
prevented them from queuing up for hours or days at a time. Another kind
of professional queuer was a person who bought goods immediately upon

36
the soc ial ist ap p r oac h to the stor e…

delivery, in order to resell them at a much higher price to people who had
not managed to reach the counter in time.
There were also those who would take advantage of a commotion in order to get ahead in the queue. Consequently, as the shortages got worse,
the organization of queues was perfected. Queuers' committees would
form spontaneously to maintain order and sign people up on waiting lists.
If merchandise deliveries took place every few days, the queuers' committee set up a system of watches. Those interested in buying a product would
have to stand for an assigned period in the queue and report several times
a day for a roll call. An absence meant being struck off the list. Of course
a queuers' list did not guarantee that one would eventually get the desired
product; sometimes strong elbows and legs were a better argument.
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“laughter through tears”. The laughter helped people to persevere and
made their burden seem lighter, if only for a moment. Most of the time,
however, people were in no mood for laughter.
What is this queue waiting for?
Grayness…
What are you in line for?
Old age…
What will you buy when you get there?
Exhaustion…
What will you bring home?
The stone of despair… […]

and accustomed to the daily grind. They learned where and when to buy
certain goods and who to swap them with in exchange for something else.
Acquaintances who had “privileged access” – store personnel, delivery
truck drivers, and state functionaries – were highly valued.
The shortages of goods in Poland made many feel frustrated and powerless. At such moments of frustration the one weapon that allowed people
to briefly forget the difficulties of everyday life was humor. Some historians even claim that the longer the queues in front of the stores, the more
jokes aimed at the communist authorities tended to circulate. The jokes
(like the one evoked in the title: “What is a queue? The socialist approach
to the store”) constituted an apt, if exaggerated, reflection of the reality
Poles had to confront every day. Needless to say, they were a form of

The poem “What Is This Queue Waiting For?” by Ernest Bryll, sung
in a slightly revised form by Krystyna Prońko as “The Queuers' Psalm”,
became a major hit in the early 1980s, sometimes likened to Jan Pietrzak's
“Let Poland be Poland” which served as Solidarity's anthem. Encapsulated in the poem is the bitter truth about the daily experience of the citizens of the People's Poland. We can only hope that henceforth this kind
of existence will be confined to textbooks and our board game.
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