
European Journal of Cultural Studies
2014, Vol. 17(2) 187–208

© The Author(s) 2013
Reprints and permissions:  

sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/1367549413508100

ecs.sagepub.com

e u r o p e a n  j o u r n a l  o f

In pursuit of pop culture: 
Reception of pop culture in  
the People’s Republic of  
Poland as opposition to the 
political system – Example of 
the science fiction fandom

Piotr Siuda
Kazimierz Wielki University, Poland

Abstract
Researching the fans of pop culture texts, it is worth considering a direction that 
has been neglected in fan studies: the treatment of fan practices as opposition to 
the polity of a country. Such considerations are particularly crucial in the context 
of fan communities functioning in non-democratic countries. The author describes 
the conditions of reception of pop culture texts in Poland under communism. It was 
in this era that access to such transmissions was restricted, and since fans sought 
to get access to those rationed cultural assets, their reception ought to be viewed 
as a symbolic opposition to the politics of the country. The article illustrates this 
using the example of science fiction fans functioning in the 1980s. The mechanism 
that governs their community is discussed as exemplified by issues of the literary 
magazine Fantastyka between 1982 and 1989. The fans’ opposition to the political 
system has been presented as an escape from the everyday difficulties connected with 
functioning in a communist polity. The fans facing the conditions of the time strived 
to get their favourite texts and overcame some institutional obstacles connected 
with organising their activities.
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Fans – between reception, community and re-production

In this article, the term fan is used as developed in literatures on fandom, especially in the 
works of authors such as John Fiske (1992), Henry Jenkins (1992a, 1992b, 2006a, 2006b) 
or Matt Hills (2006). According to these and many other researchers, conspicuous con-
sumption fans constitute a specific group of pop culture recipients; however, there are 
additional other features that distinguish them from the average acquirer of popular 
culture.

These differences were shown by Henry Jenkins (1992a) in one of his articles in 
which he discussed fans’ features. First, fans are always selective in determining their 
passion, which means that they consciously define what interests them and what does 
not, choosing only certain things out of a large number of cultural products available on 
the market. Moreover, a fan aims at being in contact with other fans and together they 
form communities whose members discuss pop culture texts incessantly negotiating the 
meanings they apply to them. Participating in the interactions within the community is a 
crucial part of fans’ lives. Jenkins considered this issue as exemplified by fans of science 
fiction TV productions:

[…] [F]ans are motivated not simply to absorb the text but to translate it into other types of 
cultural and social activity. Fan reception goes beyond transient comprehension of a viewed 
episode toward some more permanent and material form of meaning-production. Minimally, fans 
feel compelled to talk about viewed programs with other fans. Often, fans join fan organizations 
or attend conventions which allow for more sustained discussions. […] It is this social and cultural 
dimension which distinguishes the fannish mode of reception from other viewing styles which 
depend upon selective and regular media consumption. Fan reception cannot and does not exist in 
isolation, but is always shaped through input from other fans. […] Given the highly social 
orientation of fan reading practices, fan interpretation need to be understood in institutional rather 
than personal terms. Fan club meetings, newsletters, and letterzines provide a space where textual 
interpretations get negotiated […]. (Jenkins, 1992a: 210)

According to Jenkins, another feature of fans is that they build the so-called Art World, 
creating new amateur works based on what the fans are fascinated with. Fans may cre-
ate fan films (Brooker, 2002: 129–171), fan fiction (Pugh, 2005) or fan art, to name a 
few of their works. All these help fans create their own rich and vibrant culture and are 
a manifestation of manipulating and remixing the original narratives. However, the Art 
World consists not only of cultural texts, but also of a system of values and norms, 
including those which regulate the evaluation of amateur works and their circulation 
within the community. In short, fans are extremely involved and productive consumers 
may fully enjoy their fan lives only within an active community of people similar to 
them.

Fans’ opposition to political systems – need for research

In his other text, Jenkins (1988) notes that being a member of a fandom may serve many, 
seemingly unnoticeable, functions for its members. Based on the ethnographic analysis 
of the Star Trek series fans’ community, the researcher concluded that
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For some women, trapped within low paying jobs or within the socially isolated sphere of the 
homemaker, participation within the national, or international, network of fans grants a degree 
of dignity and respect otherwise lacking. For others, fandom offers a training ground for the 
development of professional skills and an outlet for creative impulses constrained by their 
workday lives. Fan slang draws a sharp contrast between the mundane, the realm of everyday 
experience and those who dwell exclusively within that space, and fandom, an alternative 
sphere of cultural experience that restores the excitement and freedom that must be repressed 
to function in ordinary life (Jenkins, 1988: 474).

Fans’ activity may therefore be perceived as a specific gate that allows one to 
express himself or herself in a multitude of ways, and in a sense, oppose the everyday 
ordinary life. What is important is that depending on who the fan is, participation in a 
fandom allows for one’s distancing himself or herself from those elements of everyday 
life that are most worrying. Thanks to being involved in pop culture reception and 
thanks to other fans, one may minimise the impact of those elements so that life 
becomes more bearable.

Although Jenkins discussed Star Trek fans, there are more examples of ethnographic 
analyses of the escape from what annoys us and what we dislike in everyday life. There 
are many analyses on women who, thanks to their involvement in popular culture recep-
tion, may ‘free themselves’ from the patriarchal nature of contemporary society. They do 
it frequently through the already mentioned process of negotiating the meanings offered 
by the producers of popular culture, as well as through various forms of meaning produc-
tion, including the creation of amateur texts such as fan fiction (Baker, 2004; Fiske, 
1989a: 98–99, 1989b: 149; Garratt, 2002; Harrington and Bielby, 1995: 137).

As was shown by Bacon-Smith (1992), who investigated female Star Trek fans, the 
non-professional works shift the point of interest from the elements of the original pro-
ductions, which are of the adventurous nature, onto those focused on interpersonal rela-
tions. The official text can be altered in a way that the marginalised characters play the 
leading roles – the weak, lost, vulnerable women in the men’s world are now presented 
as powerful, independent and successful in their professional and sexual lives. Many 
researchers note that a particularly evident example of ‘grabbing’ pop culture products 
for female use are stories under the genre of slash fiction, in which the characters known 
from the screen or books are presented as entangled in homosexual relationships. 
According to research, the women writing slash fiction long for a change to question the 
previous perceptions of femininity and masculinity (Kustriz, 2003). Mirna Cicioni 
(1998) explained that by creating, female fans participate in a worthwhile and liberating 
process, and identify and verbalise their own – sometimes problematic and contradictory 
– needs and desires (p. 175).

Setting aside the analyses on female fans practices, without questioning their signifi-
cance, it is worth paying attention to the often ignored notion that fan activity may also 
pertain to political systems. Fans are able to symbolically oppose state authorities or 
political systems of their country. Such opposition ought to be understood in the same 
categories as discussed above, namely, in the categories of distancing oneself from the 
conditions of everyday life. Therefore, if subversiveness to the state is referred to later on 
in the article, what is meant is not opposing the authorities in an overt way but ‘escaping’ 
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from the burden of everyday life, which is the consequence of the political system of the 
country.

Unfortunately, fans are very rarely perceived in this way, which is easy to explain 
given that fans have been and typically are described by researchers from the United 
States and Great Britain. They publish their findings in English, and moreover, their 
reference point is the escape from the burdens of their own socio-cultural milieu. These 
reflect the ‘use’ of pop culture that occurs in democratic countries where the political 
fight against the authority is public and expressed mainly by means of citizen society 
institutions.

Under certain conditions, mostly connected with restricted economic and political 
freedom, fans’ need to escape from everyday life may have the features of opposition to 
a non-democratic polity. This happens when the fans’ distancing from conditions in 
which they have to function is at the same time an escape from the conditions of life 
resulting from the totalitarian nature of the political system. In this sense, a fans’ activity 
may be perceived as opposing the political authorities. This form of subversiveness defi-
nitely ought to receive more attention, since in totalitarian regimes where people are 
deprived of the ability to form legal political opposition, fan subversiveness may be the 
only form of opposition directed at the authorities of a country.

Fans’ opposition to political systems – example of Poland

To illustrate what subversiveness directed at the state and polity may look like, this arti-
cle analyses science fiction fan activity during the era of the People’s Republic of Poland 
(PRP) during the communist period. The analysis pertains to science fiction fans operat-
ing in the 1980s.

In the PRP, there was little research on fan communities, although such groups func-
tioned quite dynamically. Significantly, there were analyses focused on young people 
who were strongly involved in the reception of music (for example, rock), but they were 
not treated as fans in the sense defined at the beginning of this article. The youth fasci-
nated with music were referred to as a subculture, and if they were characterised, the 
focus was primarily on the members’ dress and on the superficial description of 
the group’s culture (Gwozda and Krawczak, 1996). To state that in communist Poland 
there was no research on fans at all would be an overstatement; however, the fact is that 
there were few analyses that described them. Moreover, those analyses cannot be used 
because of their approach to the subject which is completely different from the one taken 
in this article (Kowalski, 1988). Additionally, the topic of science fiction fans has been 
totally marginalised in Polish scientific literature.

The situation has not improved since the fall of communism in 1989; the issue of fans 
has long been ignored and has only been considered in recent years. However, these stud-
ies are of contemporary fans functioning in a democratic country. There are no fandom 
analyses of communist times for two main possible reasons. First, Polish academics wish 
to keep up with the times; in their research, they refer to the latest trends in fan studies, 
that is, recognising fans as part of the transnational community made of similar mem-
bers. It is ignored that describing fans as they used to function may cast some light on the 
current condition of the phenomenon and its local colour. Second, there are almost no 
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empirical data available. Finding fans of the PRP era, constructing a comprehensive and 
representative sample or interviewing the so-called veteran fans of the PRP era is 
extremely difficult, if even possible. Another method is needed to discover the mecha-
nisms governing the pop culture participation of sci-fi fans under communism.

An analysis of the content of media in the PRP era proves to be relevant. The quasi-
governmental documents, which are manifestations of the official attitude of the com-
munist party towards the phenomenon of fans, may be studied. Such materials, although 
not numerous, exist in various magazines and newspapers; radio and television pro-
grammes also reported on fans. However, the analysis of such transmissions would not 
be advisable, and their inadequacy is best explained in an example.

In Nowe Drogi [New Ways], an ideological monthly magazine, which was a ‘theoreti-
cal and political organ’ of the Central Committee of the Polish United Workers’ Party and 
obligatory reading for party activists, there is an article on the ‘social movement’ con-
nected with science fiction literature:

There are several active centres that function in the PRP: the All-Polish Fantasy and Science 
Fiction Lovers Club in Warsaw, SF clubs in Poznań, Toruń, Lublin. The SF clubs in Gliwice, 
Koszalin, Przemyśl and other cities are under construction. The Socialist Union of Polish 
Students and the voivodship branches of the Polish Writers’ Association are patrons of these 
activities by science fiction works fans. The SF clubs programmes include seminars, meeting 
with writers and scientists, events aimed at popularising literary, artistic and film works, and 
international cooperation. (Chruszczewski, 1976: 8)

Chruszczewski (1976) presents a mawkish picture; he dwells on the advantages of the 
genre as well as on its capabilities connected with shaping adequate social attitudes. 
However, Chruszczewski’s article is not reliable due to the kind of periodical in which 
it was published. Nowe Drogi was one of those social and cultural magazines in the 
PRP era which were meant to be a source of information on plans and intentions of the 
authorities, but which failed to present the full picture of their realisation, and most of 
all, they did not mention the lack of social acceptance for their policy. The institution 
of censorship that was completely dependent on the authorities watched to ensure that 
proper things got through to the social consciousness (Jakubowska, 2012). The descrip-
tions of many phenomena were distorted in an attempt to show how much those phe-
nomena would contribute to strengthen the polity. These characteristics of the Nowe 
Drogi magazine make one doubt the comprehensiveness and reliability of their fan 
descriptions.

Many scientific or journalistic articles on Polish pop culture published in the era of 
communism ought to be taken with a pinch of salt, bearing in mind that they were sup-
posed to serve the propaganda of success. The articles presented Polish pop culture as 
one which fulfils pro-social functions, as a ‘bridge’ for workers giving them a sense of 
social advancement (Idzikowska-Czubaj, 2006). More interestingly, such a picture was 
built in spite of pop culture shortages (which are discussed later on). The PRP’s positive 
policy was contrasted with the activities of the Western cultural industry which was por-
trayed as oppressive and exploitive, and based on imposing pop culture onto the passive 
consumer masses (Kowalski, 1988: 1–52).
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In search of a reliable report, it is worth considering the materials that were not under the 
direct control of the state authorities (although, they had certainly gone through censorship). 
One of them is Fantastyka (Fantastic), a currently legendary literary monthly magazine, 
issued since 1982. The magazine continues to be published (since 1990 functioning under 
the title Nowa Fantastyka (New Fantastic)), although its contemporary profile is largely dif-
ferent from that of the 1980s. Fantastyka was the first periodical in Poland devoted to the 
popularisation of the science fiction genre. It published short stories and novels of Polish, 
and most often, Western writers, film or book reviews, as well as articles and columns on 
popular science. The magazine may shed some light on the sci-fi fans as it published reliable 
information on conventions and important events within the fandom. This is the only maga-
zine of the communist era which pertains to the issue of fans in an independent manner.

It is worth noting that building a picture of fans of the PRP era using Fantastyka 
entails a research difficulty, namely, the limitation of the material under analysis. The 
monthly magazine was exclusively concerned with science fiction fans and was pub-
lished since 1982, as mentioned previously. It is reasonable to predict that the available 
material allows one to draw conclusions pertaining exclusively to sci-fi fans functioning 
in the 1980s, rather than in the previous decades. Polish communism did evolve, with its 
various periods starting with the most repressive, Stalinist times (the 1950s). Poland of 
the 1960s experienced the so-called little stabilisation when public life was liberalised, 
amnesty for political prisoners was announced, public feeling improved and dependence 
on the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) decreased. The 1970s was the time 
of relative auspiciousness and technocracy of Edward Gierek’s era, which was followed 
by the crisis of the 1980s. It was in this period that the country experienced dramatic 
economic deterioration, which resulted in mass strikes and the emergence of the 
Solidarność (Solidarity) trade union, as well as caused the introduction of martial law. 
Poland of the 1980s was a country of permanent shortages where the access to basic 
goods and services, such as food and petrol, was rationed.

In accordance with its methodology, this article pertains exclusively to science fiction 
fans functioning in the 1980s. However, as indicated below, it is reasonable to consider 
to what extent the conclusions may be applied with regard to fans operating earlier and 
those interested in other media genres.

In subsequent sections of this article, the analysis of the Fantastyka magazine will be sup-
plemented by several figures showing the cover pages and other selected pages from various 
issues of the magazine (Figures 1–4). It is worth noticing the graphic designs of the magazine, 
most of all its covers, which reveal their independent nature. In the PRP era, Western graph-
ics, for example, those promoting films, were ridiculed by the authorities and the critics who 
served them not only for their politically incorrect origins but primarily for their artistic medi-
ocrity and triviality (Dydo, 1993). The editorial staff of the Fantastyka magazine had no 
qualms about printing Western graphics, including posters from the United States or western 
Europe and thereby promoting the works of those cinematographies.

Fans in Fantastyka monthly, 1982–1989

The magazine was divided into several thematic sections; however, it seems purposeless 
to name them all or precisely describe their content. Every issue was devoted to foreign 
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Figure 1.  The cover of Fantastyka monthly, October 1984.



194	 European Journal of Cultural Studies 17(2)

and sometimes Polish fantasy literature, and comics were published as a supplement. 
Every issue always contained several short stories, as well as instalments of 

Figure 2.  The cover of Fantastyka monthly, November 1989.
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a novel published in several parts. In addition to these, there were announcements on 
competitions and award winners, reprints of scientific articles on science fiction as a 
literary genre, letters from readers and popular science articles (Figure 3).

This article analyses one of the most important features of the magazine – the Wśród 
fanów (Among Fans) section (in issues of 1982 and 1983, the section was entitled Fan 
Movement). It is considered crucial in the context of discussing the fandom of the 1980s; 
however, it is essential to note that the section did not appear in every issue. The situation 
was different in subsequent years – at the beginning, little attention was paid to fans; this 
changed significantly in the mid-1980s to their advantage, however, closer to 1989 fans 
fell into disgrace again. Generally, the section appeared in 38 issues (it was longer than 
one page only twice), which is presented in Table 1 (in 1982 there were only three issues 
published; the magazine has been published since October 1982).

The section Among Fans was written by both the editorial staff, whose members were 
fans themselves, and by decision-makers of the Polish Association of Science Fiction 
(SF) Lovers (PASFL), the organisation grouping clubs from the whole country, called 
Voivodship Branches. Within the PASFL, there were also tens of clubs established at the 
so-called Cultural Centres and various student or youth organisations, such as the Polish 
Students’ Association, the Polish Socialist Youth Association or the Rural Youth 
Association. The PASFL has been disbanded since 1989, as have its many branches.

Despite the fact that under the auspices of PASFL Among Fans considered the general 
issues of fans, not favouring any clubs within the Association, and the presented infor-
mation was usually in the form of short articles, with one exception being the listing of 
club details presented in a frame that clearly stood out from the main body of the text – 
each club was listed in a separate line (see Figure 4). The section had the form of a longer 
essay four times. To organise the themes discussed in the section, several categories have 
to be identified, and Table 2 presents a brief description of each. Also, the table shows the 
number of issues of Fantastyka in 1982–1989 in which these categories appeared (when-
ever clubs are mentioned, they are both the ones within the PASFL and those beyond).

To establish that in the 1980s in the PRP, the science fiction genre fans distanced 
themselves from the difficulties of everyday life, and by doing so, symbolically opposed 
the communist regime, the conditions in which they functioned will be described. The 
conditions are to be observed by analysing the Among Fans section which seems useful 
as it frequently mentions that there were shortages significant for fans, and the shortages 
may be understood in many ways. The hardships of a fan’s everyday life ought to be 
identified with the very shortages, which will be described below, the greatest of which 
being the restricted access to popular culture.

Indeed, accessing Polish or Western texts on the market was the major problem for 
fans, although in the reading of the magazine one may also point out some other issues, 
which are presented in Table 3. It is worth noting that as a result of the censorship which 
Fantastyka had to undergo, the editors probably could not write about everything over 
which the fans were losing sleep. For example, only occasionally one may find refer-
ences to institutional difficulties connected with functioning in the context of highly 
politicised organisations, even the mentioned socialist youth associations or Cultural 
Centres. These were state institutions which were to promote the development of culture 
and art and they were subordinate to the Party.
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Figure 3.  The table of contents of Fantastyka – issue of September 1986.
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Fantastyka almost never overtly considered the political events which had an impact 
on fans, and there were many such events. No article contains a note that shortages on the 
market increased as a consequence of introducing martial law in Poland in December 
1981 – only once was there a note on the ‘activity stagnation’ experienced by fans at that 
time. Certainly, the picture of difficulties experienced by fans was misrepresented due to 
the censorship – one may only guess that institutional and political adversity occurred 
more often than was mentioned in the magazine. However, there is no doubt that fans 
often complained about not having access to pop culture texts; the reports included in 
Fantastyka on this aspect of shortages were not ‘hushed up’ by the censors.

In order to illustrate the types of shortages in a more detailed manner, it is worth quot-
ing several examples from published articles. At the end of each quote, there is the title 
of the article (if available) and the issue number where it is to be found. The page, the 
author and the category (according to Tables 2 and 3) to which it can be assigned are also 
provided. The examples were selected so that they can be assigned to different catego-
ries, which are meant to show the varied content of the Among Fans section.

To start with, it is worth looking at an example of a report published in one of the 1984 
issues which presents the activities of a science fiction club in Poznań. The cited article 
is full of complaints about the hardships which the fans (not only from Poznań) were 
facing, as well as descriptions of attempts to overcome those difficulties. Those include 
shortages of publications, problems with access to premises (lack of space for the club to 
function) and problems connected with gaining permission to operate:

In accordance with the announcement of issue 3/83, today we are going to shoot up into Orbit. 
In the beginning, we had some difficulties localising the target, but with the help of our friend 
Paweł Porwitow we received the proper address: the Poznań Branch of the Polish Association 
of SF Lovers Orbit, address: os. Kosmonautów number 118 in Poznań. Along with geographic-
administrative coordinates, the editorial staff received an invitation to take part in the seminar: 
The Position of Fantasy in Contemporary Literature and Film. […]

Table 1.  Frequency of the Among Fans section occurrences in Fantastyka issues, 
1982–1989.

Year Number of issues in which the Among Fans section occurred and 
months of their publication

1982 3 (October, November, December)
1983 5 (February, March, May, June, August)
1984 4 (February, June, September, October)
1985 10 (February, March, May, June, July, August, September, October, 

November, December)
1986 9 (January, March, April, May, July, August, September, October, 

December)
1987 4 (January, March, June, December)
1988 2 (March, September)
1989 1 (April)

Source: Author’s own study.
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Figure 4.  The section Among Fans, September 1984.
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The ambitions of the Poznań movement leaders were satisfied only by the biggest exhibition of 
books and science fiction periodicals in Poland organised by them in May 1978. The exhibition 
attracted not only fans. It was also popular even with foreign visitors who happened to attend 
the International Fairs. A side effect of the exhibition was the disappearance of several of the 
most interesting SF books and … the Club’s Visitors’ Book. This was both another proof that 

Table 2.  Contents of the Among Fans section in Fantastyka issues, 1982–1989.

Category of the 
contents

Example content of articles in the 
category

Number of Fantastyka 
issues (1982–1989) in 
which the category 
appeared

Fanzines Information on new fanzines, 
profiles of editorial staff or 
description of fanzine content

9

Information on 
clubs

Addresses, quantitative data 
connected with activity, history, 
number of members, names and 
surnames of members, planned 
future activity and objectives, and 
news on newly established clubs

19

Information 
on the Polish 
Association of 
Science Fiction 
Lovers

Information on the regulations 
of the Main Board (the legislative 
body), other communication 
on the Association, praise of 
particular Voivodship Branches, 
reprimand of Voivodship 
Branches, planned activity and 
objectives

12

Awards Announcements on the PASFL 
competitions and prizes awarded 
by fans

4

Reports on club 
events

Video shows, club meetings, 
meetings with scientists, meetings 
with writers and seminars

13

Reports on 
conventions

For example, Banachalia 
fantastyczne, Nordcon and Polcon

23

State of fan 
movement

Articles summarising overall 
activity and relating to problems 
and successes of the community, 
and overall evaluation of the 
state of the fandom

4

Club events 
announcements

Information on the forthcoming 
events organised by the club

6

Conventions 
announcements

Information on the forthcoming 
conventions

5

Source: Author’s own study.
PASFL: Polish Association of Science Fiction Lovers.
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the passions of real collectors had no barriers or limits, and a confirmation of the chronic lack 
of SF books in our country. Our friends from Poznań decided to do their best to fill this gap, but 
this aspect of their activity deserves a separate note. […]

In the meantime, to make things worse, the year 1979 began with misunderstandings 
between the Club and its previous patron – the Municipal Public Library in Poznań. Finally, 
the Orbit Local Community Cultural Centre became the Club’s new patron (and sponsor) 
whose managers kindly allowed the Club to use not only its name, but also its hall where 
book exchanges, readings and lectures, films shows, as well as meetings with writers were 
held. […]

The period 1980–1982 was the time of a relative stagnation in the activities connected typically 
with events. The only significant event seems to have been the seminar in Wągrowiec organised 
in May 1980 and devoted to the developing trends in contemporary science fiction. Apart from 

Table 3.  Analysis of the contents of articles of the Among Fans section with regard 
to shortages.

Category of 
shortages

Example type of shortage in the 
category

Number of articles 
pertaining to the shortages

Lack of texts Lack of books and periodicals in 
the Polish market, lack of films at 
the cinema or on video cassette

15

Fantastyka Problems connected with 
publication of the Fantastyka 
magazine and poor quality of what 
the readers are presented with (for 
example, small number of pages of 
the magazine and low quality of 
paper)

3

Institutions Public institutions’ reluctance 
to support fan movement – 
exemplified by negative attitude 
of Cultural Centres or offices 
which hindered the establishment 
of a fanzine or organisation of 
conventions

5

Quality Poor quality of texts which appear 
on the (official and grass-roots) 
market – for example, books 
printed on bad paper and video 
tapes with illegally recorded films 
are of poor quality

10

Politics Difficulties in organising fan 
movement caused by events of a 
political nature, for example the 
martial law of 1981 – 1982

3

Source: Author’s own study.
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that, there was only the monotonous and tiresome visiting of all possible offices fighting for the 
permission to publish their own fanzine. […]

Perhaps this description of activities by our friends from Poznań sounds a bit like a puff; 
however, it is difficult not to agree about facts. Certainly, as in any other fan club there occur 
violent arguments, hard discussions, or even quarrels due to organisational problems or purely 
personal issues. However, this does not disturb the Orbit’s operations in accordance with its 
guidelines, which has resulted not only in the mentioned countrywide events. The other areas 
include systematic publishing activities, monthly book exchanges and the Branch’s book 
auctions announced twice a year, cooperation both with the Nostromo club and with other clubs 
[…] from all around the country […] and systematic purchases of books for Branch members. 
All these take massive amounts of time and energy, and it must be stressed that the Orbit is not 
at all the biggest club. It has 34 staff members being involved activists, 8 correspondents and 
… very many supporters; that is, people who participate in the events at least passively. […] 
[title: Dwa dni ‘Orbitowania’ {Two Days of ‘Orbiting’}; issue and page number: Fantastyka 
2(17), February 1984, page 59; author: (ARK); contents categories: information on clubs, 
reports on club events, announcements on club events; shortage categories: lack of texts, 
institutions, politics].

The next example shows the difficulties referring to publishing the Fantastyka, which 
were most of all connected with the availability of the magazine and its quality. These 
kind of accounts by editors appeared in three issues of Fantastyka:

The representatives of our editorial staff participated in an interesting meeting at the Silesian 
Fantasy Club in Katowice. At the beginning, as is usually the case, the fans attacked the 
magazine’s editor-in-chief for autographs. Then, for long hours, they launched an assault 
against Fantastyka. They mainly criticised the unbalanced level of the layout. They did not 
like the selected poetic works (they were surprised that we publish contemporary ones 
alternately with works from our country’s tradition). They were interested in technical issues 
of publishing a periodical, as the majority of Readers, complaining about a small number of 
pages, the paper quality, a small number of editions in relation to the market demand, and 
delays in publishing. Additionally, the criticism was not only directed at us, but also at some 
publishing houses and the books they presented [issue and page number: Fantastyka 6(21), 
June 1984, page 2; author: (alk); contents categories: reports on club events; shortage 
categories: Fantastyka, quality].

The third example comes from an account on fan parties. The article pertains to 
the difficulties in the access to science fiction films which the fans tried to overcome 
by getting Video Home System (VHS) video players and cassettes. Many well-
known titles were available only at conventions where video shows were 
organised:

The period between the end of April and the beginning of July this year was abounding in 
interesting events within the Polish fandom. In the June issue of Fantastyka we already wrote 
about the previous events. […] film shows are absolutely in the lead. The reason for that is the 
growing availability of video which guarantees the most important thing for the fans – current 
films in a great variety, although the comfort of watching is lower. […]
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Films, films, films – this is perhaps the best title for the event organised in Stara Miłosna near 
Warsaw on 25–27 May 1984 by the Warsaw Branch of the Polish Association of Science 
Fiction Lovers. […]

Apart from films which are a standard during such events, like The Return of the Jedi, TRON, 
Conan, or The Dark Crystal, the participants could also see the less popularised pictures: Blade 
Runner, The Lord of the Rings by Tolkien, Rolerball and The Thing [issue and page number: 
Fantastyka 9(24), September 1984, page 61; author: Maciej Makowski; contents categories: 
reports on club events; shortage categories: lack of texts].

The last example comes from an article by Rafał A. Ziemkiewicz on Polish science 
fiction fanzines. The author evaluates both the existing and the already out of print peri-
odicals, focusing on various difficulties connected with their publication (low quality of 
fanzines). Also, Ziemkiewicz discusses the general content of fanzines and mentions the 
incessant attempts to start new ones:

Publishing their own fanzine has always been the ambition of any club almost since the very 
beginning of the SF lovers movement. Thus, also in Poland the non-professional SF magazines 
have their own history. […]

The fourth fanzine that started to be published in 1980 was the Poznań quarterly – KWAZAR. It 
was worse than SFANZIN as regards the texts attractiveness, and also compared to RADIANT 
as regards the level of debuts, but it was much better than any fanzine as regards the size (100 
A4 pages, hardback), price and the editorial staff’s determination. The fans received the 
periodical cautiously, they pointed out editorial drawbacks, terrible print technology, poor 
layout and unfair practices such as the habitual publishing of American and English short 
stories translated from Russian. […]

In 1981, the WIZJE fanzine (which was supposed to be a quarterly), issued in Białystok, 
joined the group of the mentioned periodicals. I am inclined to argue that WIZJE has been 
the best Polish non-professional SF magazine. It specialised in American literature […]. 
Unfortunately, after the second issue, the release of the fanzine was stopped for unknown 
reasons. […]

The boom has not come until 1983. Since January, the Silesian club has been publishing the 
ŚKF FIKCJE monthly. The publication of the A5 format hardback, precisely designed, with a 
poster included in each issue, has probably reached the largest circulation among fanzines – of 
3000 copies. In spite of imperfect graphics, too great tolerance for debutantes who have terribly 
lowered the level of the fanzine, as well as frequent publications on ufology and demonology 
(of a rather gutter press nature), the monthly has been successful and gained a lot of popularity. 
[…]

The currently published fanzines include: KWAZAR, FIKCJE, KURIER FANTASTYCZNY and 
XYX. Is this many or few for the seven-year-long history of the Polish fanzines? [issue and page 
number: Fantastyka 10(25), October 1984, page 2; author: Rafał A. Ziemkiewicz; contents 
categories: fanzines; shortage categories: quality].



Siuda	 203

Discussion

What is the picture of sci-fi fans presented in the Among fans section of the Fantastyka 
magazine? The type of events organised by them was no different from those today, 
although certainly the biggest events had to be approved by the authorities. Nowadays, 
in the era of the Internet, many restrictions of an organisational nature obviously have 
been eliminated. However, it is not essential to focus on differences in the event agendas 
or to compare previous fanzines with those currently distributed via the Internet. What is 
more important is that they were functioning under the conditions of permanent com-
munist shortages. Factors such as too little scope, meagre availability, little access to 
books, bad paper quality, other printing deficiencies, difficulty in getting films on video 
and problems with obtaining permission for club operation highly influenced the climate 
of the fandom and fan activity.

The American fans opposed the imposition of patriarchy, for example, writing slash 
(Bacon-Smith, 2000; Tulloch and Jenkins, 1995: 195–212). In Poland, being a fan was 
an escape from the hardships of everyday life and at the same time an escape from the 
political system that caused those hardships. In the articles of the Among Fans section, 
one may find complaints about shortages, as well as a description of repeated attempts to 
overcome them, for example the attempts to get the unattainable popular culture texts or 
to improve the quality of available ones. The quotes also referred to the necessity to 
overcome some institutional restrictions (for example in obtaining permission to publish 
a fanzine, or finding a place where a club could function).

What is worth noting is that in the fragments of the Fantastyka magazine under analy-
sis, it is useless to look for any indication of feminist subversion manifested in changing 
the favourite universes so that they could serve the needs of women. In no issue of 
Fantastyka under study was there even the smallest note on erotic stories or such fan-
zines. Furthermore, in the articles of the Among Fans section, one may sense a general 
reluctance to hear from amateur producers. In the cited article, Rafał A. Ziemkiewicz 
argues that fanzines contained rather professional stories, most frequently translations of 
Western writers. From this angle, publishing those fanzines appears to be an attempt to 
overcome the shortage of texts, since the novels and short stories found in fanzines were 
not available on the official market.

The activity of the sci-fi fans of the 1980s may be considered as symbolic opposition 
to communism which ‘prohibited’ gaining access to both Polish and Western pop culture. 
It is important to note that while there was no official prohibition of anything in the sense 
that there was no legal ban on the access to the Western popular culture, the unavailabil-
ity ensured that there was a covert restriction. It has to be noted that the situation in 
Poland was still better than in other countries of the region. People from other commu-
nist countries looked to Poland for access to Western pop culture since access there was 
relatively easy. Yes, the access was restricted, but mildly given the context of the Soviet 
umbrella (Kenez, 2008).

Is this analysis of the Fantastyka magazine sufficient to establish that fans tried to 
overcome the hardships of living in a communist country? The articles of the Among 
Fans section demonstrate that well as they were written by editors who actively 
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participated in the fandom life; they were not only journalists who would report certain 
facts in a dry and unemotional way. The editors were at the same time fans, and that is 
why the articles they wrote are their individual diaries.

Additionally, the thesis that science fiction fans opposed the political system that 
caused permanent popular culture shortages is established by the literature on general 
patterns of popular culture consumption in communist Poland. As Adam Komorowski 
rightly pointed out in his text O popkulturze i humanistach (On Pop Culture and 
Humanists),

[…] the access to rationed products of the pop culture, rather than exploring the works of the 
highbrow culture, has become the criterion for the elites self-definition. To put it simply, it can 
be said that the one who watched films on James Bond in those times, could assign oneself 
higher cultural competences than a reader of poems by Tadeusz Różewicz (a well-known Polish 
writer and poet – P.S.). That was also the way that the person was treated by their environment. 
Thus, this was a situation contrary to the one described by José Ortega y Gasset: art for masses 
(rather than the elitist one) created the mechanism of elites emergence. (Komorowski, 2006)

Looking at science fiction fan activities in the 1980s, described in Fantastyka, one 
may in fact treat them as a manifestation of evading the political control of the media. 
Some examples of activities which made Poland’s borders more open to pop culture by 
challenging the entertainment monopoly of the state authorities include politically incor-
rect lectures during conventions, the circulation of one’s own translations of foreign 
books publications or organising video sessions showing pictures not available in the 
official circulation.

The conclusions drawn from the analysis of the Fantastyka magazine may only be 
generalised as regards the fans described in this periodical, namely the science fiction 
fans functioning in the 1980s. However, apart from the main considerations, it is worth 
considering how this analysis could inspire the research on fans operating in other dec-
ades or fans of other genres. If one wished to treat the presented analyses as their starting 
point for investigating other Polish fan communities of the communist period, they could 
base their research on the hypothesis of the popular culture shortages. It is only this 
hypothesis that allows one to extend the conclusions from investigating science fiction 
fans of the 1980s, so that they would refer to all fans of the communist era. In the PRP, 
access to popular culture was always restricted and that very shortage can be assumed to 
be the fundamental factor in determining the picture of pop culture consumption (includ-
ing fan purchasing). This can be exemplified by pop and rock music, which people lis-
tened to using illegal copies of the originals brought unofficially from western Europe or 
‘picking up’ foreign radio stations, barely audible in Poland. It is worth mentioning that 
the most active fandom in the communist period was the science fiction one (Rychlewski, 
2005).

Conclusion

Describing the social situation in contemporary democratic Poland, Katarzyna Marciniak 
(2009) proposed the concept of post-socialist hybrids, according to which many 
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socio-cultural phenomena have resulted from the communist history mixed with the 
impact of globalisation processes that intensified after the fall of the Iron Curtain. She 
provided some specific examples, one of them being Radio Maryja (Radio Mary), a 
Catholic broadcasting station owned by Tadeusz Rydzyk, a priest of radical right-wing 
political convictions. Another exemplification refers to post-communist tourism, includ-
ing tours of the former workers’ district of Nowa Huta by Trabant (a car popular in the 
PRP era). The examples are numerous and the conclusion is that the spirit of the former 
system is perceptible and it influences the overall shape of public life.

Considering the presented fans’ ‘fight’ with communism, one may pose the question: 
Does the spirit of the previous era also influence today’s Polish fan communities, includ-
ing the science fiction fandom? The answer is positive – the historical context determines 
the shape of contemporary fandoms (Siuda, 2014). Obviously, their present state differs 
from what there was once, and it is often difficult to find automatic references. Searching 
for post-socialist hybrids (using Marciniak’s term), it is worth paying attention to ama-
teur works by contemporary Polish fans. If compared to American fans, there are defi-
nitely fewer works by Polish authors that may fall within the category of the feminist use 
of a popular culture text (Siuda, 2012). The fact that the communist legacy may result in 
a lack of feminist popular culture interpretations was proved by Ksenija Vidmar-Horvat 
(2005) in her article where she discussed the Ally McBeal series’ reception by female 
teenagers in post-communist Slovenia. Conditioned by a history devoid of any feminist 
subversiveness of the Western type, the girls relate to what they watch in a different way 
than their counterparts in the United States do. To determine whether the same applies to 
science fiction fans in Poland has not been the objective of this article; however, it is 
worth noting that such a research question would prove worthwhile.

The description of sci-fi fans functioning in the 1980s in the PRP, using the analysis 
of the Fantastyka content, is to suggest that fans are able to manifest their opposition in 
a completely different manner than is typically shown in the literature. The pop culture 
fans’ consumption is most frequently presented as part of the general efforts by groups 
escaping from some depriving aspects of social reality. They may be groups deprived of 
influence and power, and of a worse position with regard to their members’ socio-
demographic features. Fan practices connected with popular culture are presented as a 
specific form of creativity of ‘the weak’. Fan culture is described by means of meta-
phors: of struggle and antagonism, hegemony faced with opposition, of power rising 
from the bottom against the power of the top, of social discipline and of control con-
fronted with insubordination. This is all true, but what about when fans live under a pol-
ity that hinders their access to their object of admiration? As shown in the Polish example, 
the activity of fans seeking maximised contact with their favourite texts must then be 
treated as symbolic opposition to the political system.

It is clear that the picture of fans presented in this article ought to be treated as entering 
a broader research field connected with the analysis of media consumption that promotes 
the erosion of autocratic rule. Consumer opposition to non-democratic polities does not 
always occur in the conditions of permanent pop culture shortages. Certainly, in other 
autocratic countries, many different elements of such insubordination may be identifiable. 
Some publications, for example, show that video recorders were instruments of opposi-
tion in the Arabic world. Douglas Boyd (1982) indicated how this technology enabled one 
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to evade the state transmissions in the countries of the Persian Gulf in the 1970s. In Saudi 
Arabia, where public cinemas were illegal, the informal video industry was functioning in 
the underworld, and to a certain extent was accepted by the authorities. This industry 
popularised the American pop culture which was ignored by the official media. The situ-
ation was similar in other countries, for example, in Pakistan or Iran (Sreberny-
Mohammadi and Mohammadi, 1994). In both these countries, and in communist regimes, 
video recorders were a source of the influx of content which did not necessarily match the 
official ideology, showing another, ‘better’ Western world. This content as such might 
have contributed to inspiring actual political activism (Mattelart, 2009).

The subversive use of popular culture and technology that popularised it in the auto-
cratic countries has already been stated. However, analyses of the subversive fan activity 
in the Arabic or communist world are a rarity, and consideration on this issue ought to be 
systematically extended. Investigations pertaining to the past are non-existent, and ones 
indicating present fan opposition to non-democratic polities are few and far between.

An indication of such opposition may be the activities by fans in the People’s Republic 
of China, although their situation is different from that of the fans of the PRP era pre-
sented in this article. In the case of the Chinese, it is hard to refer to any kind of specific 
shortages, and the opposition pertains to the official ideology of the Party propagating 
collectivism and criticising the Western lifestyle. Interestingly, as was pointed out by 
Anthony Fung (2009), the party line is not threatened by fan involvement in consump-
tion or their textual productivity that is in accordance with the economic policy of the 
state. What would turn out to be dangerous is the creativity that relies on generating new 
meanings that reject the assumptions of communism or question the authorities’ deci-
sions. A good example of such subversiveness was given by Lifang He (2010) in his 
article where he described fan fiction by the Chinese fans of the film Avatar by James 
Cameron, which, for them, contained an oblique criticism of demolishing Beijing’s 
housing estates and the consequent population resettlement for the sake of organising the 
Olympic Games in 2008.

As is evident, fan opposition may be directed at the political system. The case of sci-
ence fiction fandom discussed in this article proves this clearly, and at the same time, it 
is a type of opposition to communism which received little attention. Contemporary 
academics are most willing to focus on the analysis of direct protests, that is, the opposi-
tional operations by activists from the intellectual and workers’ circles. The 1980s were 
the time of operations of Solidarność (Solidarity) – the social movement which was 
fundamental for fighting the system. It constituted the most serious impulse of protest in 
the PRP; it was a manifestation of hope for society’s revival, for winning subjectivity, for 
openness and freedom (Bendyk, 2012: 193). As it turned out, Solidarność led to the col-
lapse of the communist system not only in Poland, but in the whole soviet bloc. Therefore, 
it is not surprising that investigations on opposing communism are most frequently con-
nected with the actual political activities which were embodied, for example, by 
Solidarność. This does not mean that one should forget about the ‘everyday’, indirect 
opposition, the one which refers to the symbolic use of cultural resources. Within the 
very framework of such subversiveness is where the fans activity in the PRP era lies as 
their opposition relied on the pursuit of maximising the contact with the objects of admi-
ration which was what the political system had refused them.
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