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12. Lifting the Lid on Local Politics in
Przemysl, S-E Poland

Chris Hann
I. Intreduction

Ulne useful starting point for an mvestigation of continuities ind diseopn-
Haities ol power rebationships in contemporary. Eastern Europe is the
ol theoretical contrast Botween structure sl cultune, Althowgh this
dpposition now seems rather doted, ot {easi anthrapology, in looking
A post-communist predicaments there may still some mileage in the
dotion thit erltsres tend 1o liug behind st el twansformiations of soei-
Cly. Since miost anthrepologists nowaddys Sive priimicy 10 Some concem
il culdtttre, §1 follows thist they tend o be the scholirs who Ly gredtest
werght on uspeets of cominmty in Ensten Europe’s current fransition
Uther disciplines have documented and analysed the dramatic changes
thant hive oceurred in most conntries in the economic sprhesre, in property
lelutiens, in the educational system, 10 the welfane syslermn amd so on. B
we anihropelagists have tended 1 podnt our that, even when chunges in
lslitutions huve been genwine and rmdical {and this iy by o mcons
alwarys the cose), there is i sense in which they muy reminn Limited and
iperhiennl so long s the attitodes aod mentidines of the PR TOTNS Qe al-
e them remain unmodified.

Tor some extont the methody and scale of mosi anthropolagical
frhinies may predispose the investigator o cophasise continiitioy of
Virllure Thus many anthropeloglsts sill conduet their fieldwork in rela-
fvely somall rural communities where the high degree of face-to-Tace

vnfacts, mowhich they themselves come 1o paLltictpate, has the effegl of
fesdriering the impact of econemic and political changes kg place o
e cammandang helghis of the wider society. Simply put, the anthropo-
el Heldworker sees a first hand thut even the most dransitic sigrals
e lunge ure fittered theough webs of interpersonal relarioms. and no Hv-
gt T commmunity e rework its socil relations, as il WETE, Om |
fridweeler vae. Stolin may hove seught o Nguidae the Lileks ‘overniehi’,
WL enjeyed o high degree of success in one sense: bur there § lle
onbt thit the. Ametioning of Soviet collective farms was profoudy
sl by long term cultural continuities |n the Russin couniryside,
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and that some of these, significantly modificd, of course, by (he Sovial
period. continue to influence rural transformation in the posl-comimunisl
years,

To give an example from my own Geldwork, in the | Livengroriunn SRl g
oF Taakir | have documented o much more gradual feansstion than thil
deseribed by palitieal scieniists Tor the cotlibry s o whole e Hang
1903y, Sipnihonnt changes began in the e socialist vy when o ol
Pl Hmeserving commuttist wis removed from olfice gs Counctl Chaips
mi. He was replaced by o schoolieascher, alsa lomg st i
communisl, but ome who edarned the respecl of the commuity throlgsh
carrying oud his duties inoa thoroughly prolessional and apoliticul winy
This person resigned from the Communist Party shonly before i handeil
over poaner ifter free elections in 1990, In local eloctions later that wel
he did not stand for the new |‘H:-:-ii|||_||'| of Muvor, bui emiily i elecion
as a regular Council member, Another ex-Communist. the former Execu:
tive Secretary of the Council, was elected as Mayaress, easily defeating
N Agnessive young eatrepreneur with no political recond, whise P
sseh b mddical '.'II-IFI-:.__'I.' wire Gither mH believed or not vweeleomed l1lll-' Al
ers. In short, the: major sew parties on the national stige lave Talled @
establish themselves in this community of 2000 (nhabitsnes. Most Gl
those elected to the Council in 1990 had served on it befare Political
behaviour in the olher musgor instiution of the el jahlic sphere, ihie
agricultural cooperalive, nl=o resembled e pafterns of the past — 1his
despite the fact that it was wndergoing maypor economic wpheaval
rearienintion. In both institutions, mosl villagers secmed convinesd ol
thetr essential impelence and dependence an the saodw i amd resoudes
o externil powerholders atcounty and national levels,

Mare recently T hive begun o new rosearch project in Poland, il
dithough this woerk iy far from complete [ have alreddy <eén enough 1
readise that working in b city of some seventy thousand Inlab Hants proses
very differemt problems for the fieldworker, (1) On o othis scule, @
anthropologists might be expeeled o acknowledge majo chamges i
pelitical behaviowe, One might espect. for eximple, that oational poliii
cul parties would be able to orgumse effectively in o elty ol this siee, and
st 1o play the sort of robe in aggregating and articalating interests 1
ofe dskOciales with mass parlies in stable western democeineies. Antheos
podogists o, almost by i, fend Lo poeler 0 see apriions and s
ests articilated “from the Beitom up’, in Somrist 1o the top down’ stle
that so elearly dominmted in eastern Europe under commumistn, Yet s
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Larin the city of Przemysl this has not happened, at least not in ways ol
wiich western liberal theoreticians would approve. While some local
voices have become articulate and made themselves heard in the public
sphere, these have tended to be of a highly illiberal varicly. [n this
Pproject Tam therefore very nterested to explore and (o eall into question
hwo aspects of the traditional bent of the anthropologist: a) in favour of
(roviding cultural continuities in imes of rapid structucal rransition. and
hhn favour of “botiom-up” populist initiatives as against “top-down’ con-
ol and reguladon. T shall return (o these issues in the Conclusion In the
next two sechions I present some delail concerning the city of Przemysl
and recent political developments there,

2. The Transition from Agrarian Society te Modernity

II'is @ commonpluce to note that one ol the most prominent “fault lines’
m Eutopean culwre over the last thousand years is the division between
Fiestern atd Western Chostiamity. On (he pluins of Northern Europe tis
religioans division hms coincided oo very signilicont degree with the lin-
panisbig elivision [ b ihenns v where clour-cul, even m rocenl #e1-
Tations y between Eastden and Western Staive. The principal political onil
v the Bastern side has been Russia, but this polity was once known as
Rus™ and 1t had its capital in Kiey before its Tater consolidation in Mos-
cow, On the Weslern side the principal political unit has been Poland. but
here oo the boundaries of the state and the composition of it peaple
have been subject to changes. sometimes very radical, In between he
ventres of these polities, very extensive lerritories that correspond very
roughly 1o today™s Ukraine. Belarus and Lithuania were not clearly and
exclusively identified with cither East or West, This situution fits well
with Gellners (1983) model of taditional Agrarian Society. according
lo which there is no reason o expect any congruence between Lhe
boundaries of political units (states) and the boundaries of ethnic or
wtinmil griups, This age is charocterszed by Fuzey coliweal anil Tingus-
b Bowimdiries and by great diverssty wathin the polity. This diversdity wis
weell ilbustrited in the compasiion of the medieval Polish stee, parteu-
larly after the territorial expansion of Kuzimierz the Great in the four-
wenth  century  and - the  formation of  the  Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, which brought the cutire zone from the Baltic to the
Black Sea nominally under the control of a single polity. Culiural diver-
Aty persisted alter the dismemberment of the Polish state in the late
ciphiteenth century
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In Cellner's model nationalism. defined as the principle (hat the
politicul unit and the coltural unit should be fully congroent (1983 1o
associnted primarily with the material and  commmiicitiens, negline:
ments of the age of industrislisng The nationalsts extinguish the coltorl
diversity of the agrarian age by crealing clealy bounded political units
monopolized by the “mgh cultue’ of o single ‘nation”. Processes i
stuncrdization and homogenizatiom are prameted tiough o nationi|
fangunge and state-gomtrolled educational imstilulions. The lnerarchucal
divisjons of labowr characteriste of pre-indostfial seciery, m which dis-
tmet cultural groups frequently occupy special niches in the ceonomy.
are swepl aside and replaced by a more cgalitarian society that is more
mobile as well as more literate and “generalist’

Despite the Central European toots of this author, it is difficult o
operationalize this model in the region with which we are concerned
The Polish and Ukrainian natiopal movements cannot be  ditectly
explamed in terms ol material (industiial) transformation. Many Polish
nationalists were profoundly influenced by western ideas of the nation,
particularly those assetted in revolutionary France. Nor can the motivie
tion of the Greek Catholic priests who were among the primcipal disseni:
inators of Ukrainian nationalism be reduced, as Gellner would seen (o
imply, to calculations about their carect prospects in a Habsburg Empites
in which industrial progress was very unevenly dilfused. The fuzzy bors
derlands between Bastern and Western Slavs had to accommodate thems
selves 1o the age of nationalism belore industrialization had significa
impact Like other historians ol natonalism, Gellner associates (hese
parts of Burope primarily with the ‘new’ nations of the nineteenth cens
tury. Although the Polish national movement of this period may [t Ui
image in some ways (e.g, it is at this pertod that a distinction begins 1o
be drawn between the notion ol nationality and the notion ol citize I
ship), in other ways the Polish case falls closer 1o Western Europaily
countrics. The nineteenth century nationalists were able (o draw o uf
long history of statehood and *high culture” associaled with Poland Ik
Ukrainian case, on the other hand, does correspond mote closely Lo fins
features of Gellner’s ‘Ruritania’, Here the new high culture had (o lnff
created on weaker (oundations and the element ol inteBectual “insgig
tion” necessarily played a greater role.

In short, Gellner's abstract model, in contrast (o many umhmpn]n;}'ll
cal approaches, postulates a sharp divide between traditional and s
ert. . between agrarian and indusuial societies, and associalgs
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nattonalism firmly with the latter. The model has relatively [ile (o say
aboul the weents, mechanisms und Gme-scales of e changes with which
he s convermned, I daes not help us o wnderstand the strengih of feehing
R conmmatment that nationalism proved sell 1o he cupahle ol pemeni-
mg i egions such as Eastern Galicis, The city of I’m_un--l I Pererivahl
i L'L'.mll.un hax been o crugibile of cultural .I|1.--._|-.||v. lor mare 1han g
thousalid yewrs. Many Ukrainions pereeive it as o Ukeiinton Cily. Hinvie
thetre 15 some evidenee (o mdicate tha it wias Tounded By an eust S
l_rulllr:n.lll un) Prince. Equully, mamy Poles consider Lwdw, nowad: (i
Loy, om (he Ukruinion side of the: border, 10 be o Polishy citv. on 1he
prouncds that i1 was for many centuries o (louris thing cuntre of Palish ¢yl

e The ethiic cenpisiron of these towns was guite different from thi
I their rural hinterlinds, Boman Calbolics smd Jews were the: miosi
privmiment groups o the city, while Enstern Slavs proctisang h Crtho-
vian and Girepk Ciitholic versions o Chostye AT W |j|n.|-.|.::.|_-34-.| tivrin |_|._|-.|.
stronger in the comntryside, The cities were diccesan cetitres foer b
Lawtern ond Weslern vorianis of Chrstigmry. In b socialist peri od hese
s experienced the full foree of hmogenrzation prossures within
Lzl respmee e iulonal sinies : ’

Alter Poland’s partition. the eastern borderlands with which we are
mm,c.m(,d were divided between Russia and Austria. Eastern Galicia
vofistitiled the eastermimost berritories OF the  Habsbiie Empire. amd
Pracmvsl became an tvpoctant wlrministrative and mlil II:- cenle IL-:r the
cimiran duthoritees, v was perbiops the most important cuty m Cralicin
|I-|:I|I|I-|.III|I|I-IIIIII:L]-II:T;L|II|;::;“ :.-'|I'::II‘-|-I:|:I|I.IE|I:II1 Ol Cracow and Lemberg (in Polish

it o Austriun presence bmd & mjor impac
i Al e peets of e, including relygian, Soonalter partition. the Austrl
Wi requanitioned the furge, jmposing churell of the Carmelite order
Heawman Cathulic ) Liter they rewllocated dt 1o the Creek Cathalics. who
oy giive up their Phins 1o butld separagely nd transtorimed this
fnitsoane hulldang o o Greek Chtholle cutbed b, T the later LT HE
fiiis ol the: Hihsburg Empire the Austrians mode signifivant ednees-
s i the Poles in Galicia, incloding vinuwally complete Trecdom in
et ol culture: Hhe propurtion of Raman Catholics i the: popultion
| IIII cily o Preemys] rose steadily (n this period, At the samie e e
istrans <ought (o balice concessions o an emerging Polish maonl
ey Ly encourigng oew politleal movemenis among (he Essnirn

1
ol the province, nofably e éme FEing nulonil s thad aspired to
TR [rendenin L krine:
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Przemysl wilnessed long sieges. suffering and starvation during the
First World War, when the Russian Czar paid a personal visit in the wika
of his victorious army. The collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empirg
and the re-emergence of a sovereign Polish state did not bring peace,
Nor was there significant progress towards the creation of a culturally
homogenous modern state in Gellner’s sense. On the contrary, in e
wike ol Austrian “divide and rule’ strategies. Ukrainians proclaimed
independent republic of their own and in 1918-9 there was fierce fights
ing between Polish and Ukrainian forces. Attempts by western dipla
mats in Paris to devisc a new border, known as the Curzon tine, which
would have passed quile close to Przemysl, went unheeded. The Poles
triumphed militarily in Eastern Galicta and eventually {contrary to thy
express instructions of the League of Nations) divided up the main areis
of Ukrainian habitation with the Sovict Union. This way the first oul
break of ethnic violence in Przemysl. bul it seems to have been critic:il
tor much of what followed later in the century. Polish nationalist group
ings became extremely swrong, and the city erected a monument o the
“Young Eagles™ who had defeated the Ukrainian insurgents (the eagle s
one of the oldest symbols of Polish national identity; see Mach 1992)

The Polish state pursued highly repressive policies in the interwi
period. On the Ukrainian side, the failure of 1918-9 did not discourag
nationalisls from continuing to orgamze tesistance.Their slogans (1om
this period emphasized the need to cleanse Eastern Galicia as lar as the
River San of all ethnic Poles. During this period it became ever harder (o
maintain the diversity of the agrariun age: communitics of Latin rite
Ukraimans and Eastern rite Poles came under pressuie (0 make their
national choices. As usual, the power relations were nore [avourable o
the Western side. The authorities sought for the most part to promote an
inclusive view of the Polish nation that would allow, for example, Greek
Catholics o hold Polish nationality. But popular opinion increasingly
denied this possibility and highly derogatory stercotypes off Ukrainiany
gained general currency. [n Przemysl. the ratio of Roman Catholics t
Greek Catholics and Jews continued Lo increase steadily in favour of the
former in the interwar decades, Faced with these trends and attitudles,
under the leadership of Meuopolitan Andrew Sheptytsky, (he Gieeh
Cartholic Church became even more firmly commitled o the Ukiainian
national cause

The legacy of prewar antagonism between Poles and Ukrainians i
the Interwar decades was responsible, at least in part, Tor (he willingness
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al many Eastern Stavs ta Aight in Nazi armies and to co-operate with
accupying German lorces during the Second World War. Between 1939
ancl 1941 the River San was the boundary between the zones of Nazi and
Soviel occupation, and the German authorities on the west bank author-
1z¢d the destruction of the monument to the “Young Eagles™ in Przemysl
Much of the town was destroyed following the Nazi assavlt against the
LSSR in 1941, The elimination of the Jewish population was accom-
plished shortly alterwards. The Nazis did nothing to further Ukrainian
hopes of establishing their own independent state, In the last years of the
war, appalling violence was perperrated agamst the civiliuns of the Last
Galician lands by all military partics. The activities ol the Nazi and
Soviel armies were mereasingly overshadowed by (he campaigns waged
by Ukrainian natonalist forces, which were explicitly ideologized in
letms of ethnic cleansing. Polish ‘partisans’ were hardly less fierce m
thew responses. When these Lands were linally ‘liberated” by the Red
Atmy, 1t soon becanie obvious that the great majority ol prewar Poland’s
Ukrainian population would now be outside the borders newly demar-
valed by Stalin, The {rontier now followed the *Curzon line'. originally
drawn up in very conlused circumstances by British diplomats in 1920
it was also obvious that many Ukrainians in Przemysl, now just a few
miles inside Polish borders. could expect rettibution ltom Poles for theit
wartime acuvities. Accordingly, the remaining phases of cthnic cleans-
ing in Przemysl and its hinterland impacted mainly upon the Greek
Catholic (Ukrainian) population. They culiminated in the nass deporta-
ton of remaining Ukrainians in 1947 (sce Misilo 1993, Hann 1996)

Over the following four decades the socralist state pursued a minori-
ties policy which, altbough e allowed small numbers of East Slavs 10
return to their Curpathian homelands from the late 19505 onwards. did
litle to prevent the steady assimilation of scattered Ukrainian communi-
tics o the mainstream Polish society. This policy supported a single
nutional Ukrainmian Cultural Association. which sponsored a choir in
Warsaw and published a weekly newspaper to which the Ukrainians
cities such as Pizemysl could subscribe. [t did not grant any official rec-
venition to distiner groups within the Ukramian minonty, and the policy
wis therefore pacticularly unpopulat with those Lemkos (mamnly (rom
the most westerly district) who had never accepled Ukrainian national
wlenuty. I other respects. however, socialist policies promoted divisions
within the munority. This was particulurly evident m the realm of reli-
sione The Greek Catholic church was not offictally recognized by the




-176 - Local Politics in Przemys|, S-E Poland

state after 1946, following its hquidation by Stalin in the Soviet Union,
The praperty of this church was confiscated by the state s, following
the deportations ol 1947, muny viluobhle buildings were destroved,
Greek Cutholics were allowud o proctise their foith undey the amibspelli
of Roman Catholic parishes in a small number of settlements, but stale
support was confined to the Orthodox church, 10 which some ol the
lormer Greek Catholic propettics were transferred, In this way (e
Polish socialist stute promoted internal divisions withio it lurgest B
Sy menurity, just s ity predecessor i i the mterwar decades,

Following the massive population tansters, and with wsinzlie doml
mant pobitical party facilitsing mampadation of the medio and the educms
ton syslen. o guile close approgimition o Gellners ideal-type, the
culturally homogenoos nalional society, emerged during e socilbsd
period — of 5o il seemed. Whisnsis retighly one third of the: populitiomn of
the inteewar republic hod been non-Polish, by the 1970 (he PEOpIOET
wis afficially only 1.3 per céat (Paloard, 1977: 137 AL the same L
the new shite, locited rogghly some one hondred and fitey miles o ihe
west of s predecessor and including many developed” districis or
merly belonging to Germany. attempted o build up an industrial econs
omy and a modern administrative system

Przemysl was not initially selected as an administrative centre, and
its population grew less dynaniically than that of Rzeszow. which wils
Ihso the chosen Tocation o oew IH':llll.l celudatien lacilites m the reg o)
Its culieral herituge was recogn|sed throwgh the application of Conseryi
tion orders throughout the central arca. but even afler Przemysl itsel!
become a county centre in 1975, i was unable 1o atteet much funcling
[oF bourisin g nllh_l development pumoses. Nevertheless, in spte of (1%
overwhelmimgly sgriculuml environment, the ¢ity did develos an indis
(rtath bose sulficienr o ensure full employment, Ianracied large mambery
of "worker-peisints”, i also permrEnent migranty oo the rursd hirler
sl BEvonomic Tinks with the |||_'i:2|||1|:||_||'i|'|_-r_l Sovien Ukrlman repuihlie
WiTe minimal; even visits o relatives wese difficult 1o orgEuiniEe wl el
sequently rare

Both in the rural hintecland and in the city of Prrsemysl, Roman Cath
olcs have become virually hegemonie, Many of those who did ol
bebing o this Cilegory unambuguously by birth endeavouned e pass s
Poles, Mixed fumilies would Forger their East Sty ancestors, Been D
leetsy itk stronge UIkesinin tscditions on both shdes nimbering ol most i
Fewe thousanl, ceised o pse e Clkrobesherm Diveweriil e oF fe ey Lo il
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chitldren. The long-serving President of the local branch of the Ukrainian
Cultural Society was a well-respected doctor, bul even he changed his
surname for a name that sounded more Polish, Only in the physicul land-
sciipe of the city, and above all in ils churches, was 1t more dilficult to
ubliterate the multi-ethnic history of Przemysl. True, the former Jewish
quarters were rendered almost invisible by wartime destiuction. but the
Gireek Catholic (Ukrainian) traditions were harder to stamp out. The
Bishop’s Palace became a stale museum (one section contains a fine col-
lection of icons, but there is otherwise virtally no evidence of eastern
lraditions). The seminary was tumed into a grammar school, where the
Instory teachers reveal nothing to their pupils about (he multiculweral tra-
dittons of the region. One of the main Greek Catholic churches was req-
uisitioned o house the state archives for the provinee. As f(or the
vithedral itscll, it was transferred back to the Carmelite order (Roman
Catholic). The adjacent monastic buildings were converted into a sociul-
1L lactory, and the whole complex was allowed o deterorate physically
[he Greek Catbolics maintained a small presence in the city throughout
the socialist period, thanks 1o a handful of clergy who were allowed (o
practise their rite in Roman Catholic buildings. During this period, under
the energetic leadership of Bishop Ignacy Tokarczuk. the Roman Catho-
he diocese of Przemysl expanded massively, The previous dense net-
work of Greek Catholic parishes was replaced by an equally dense
Roman Catholic network, In other words, Gellner's homogenization
processes were etfective on the terain of religion as well as in the edu-
cahon system, the media and all areas of secular culture

So far as political cultwe was concerned. the picture was generally
(s drab and uniform as everywhere clse in the bloc, The Polish Unied
Workers” Parly was the dominant organization, and other partics, nota-
bly the Peasants™ Party, were tolerated so long as they voiced no Oppost-
hone The citivens of Przemys! dutifully elceted the leaders chosen fol
thery i party eabads. Turnoot wos stdesseally impressive, but apathy
aml indiference predotmmated, locally ay well as natonally, As every
where else in the country, Sofidarity had a briel galvanising inipact in
1950-81. By the end of the decadce the local political scene seenied mor-
ibund once again: Until. that is, following successiul ‘round able” talks.
campetitive clections were held in June 1989, and in Przemysl as across
e country those nominated by Sofidarity fists sweptall rivals aside
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3. The Transition from Socialism to Democracy

Electoral patterns i Przemysl since 1989 show that the Solidarity actiy

ists had great dilficulty in adapting to more routine conditions ol paty
politics, The euphoria of the 1989 victory was repeated in the triumph ol
the “Citizens” Commitiees” lists in the local elections ol June 1990 In
Przemys] this List actually included a Ukrainian, a medical doctor who
was president of the local Cultural Association. Bul factions soon begin
o emerge at [ocal as well as national levels, The {ull story ol party pul

lics in Poland in the early 1990y is much oo tangled (o narrate here, bul
by the time of the next local elections in 1994 the Citizens” Commitiegs
and the spirit of Selidariy had been consigned o the past. By June 1994
fists were drawn up by several local groupings, some of which had dis

tinctive tocal names, But all were clearly ted o parties or coalitions o
partics on the national stage, The greatest success was enjoyed by a con

lition of Conservatives and Christian Democrats (16 Councillots
elected). Ten Councillors represented the reformed Left (SLD). aud
cight the liberal party (Unin Wolnoser) that was the closest lineal
descendant of Solidarity. Two Councillors represented an ultranationalist
grouping. Compared to the 1990 figure of 46%. tnout in the local elee

tons of 1994 was barely 30%. On this occuston, no Ukiuinian wis
clected o the Council in Przemysl, or indeced anywhere clse in U
County, The voters ol Przemysl elected an ultranationalist 1o represent
them as a Senator in 1991, They voted heavily for Lech Walesa i pres

dential elections, both in 1990 and in 1995, when he was defeated by the
reform communist Aleksander Kwasniewski

These bare statistics of clections conceal a new local political cultuny
in which some novel groups were uble (o operate in the public sphere fo
the first thme. This is frequently glossed as “the Nowering of civil soci
cly’, but in Przemysl as in many other parts ol Eastein Europe the actuiil
consequences have been anything bul civil To register such a group yon
needed to muster only fiftcen members, One such group calls itself (hy
Associauon o Commemorate the Young Eagles of Przemysl and its ini
tal declared purpose was (o collect funds to rebuild the monunient il
had been destroyed during the Nazi occupation, The leader of this
explicitly nationalist group is a Pole, an cngincer brought up in
Ukraine, who used (o belong o the commwist party, He is an examyple
ol a type which has sought 1o retain positions on the political stage by
shifting from commuuism 1o nationalisim. A number ol other nutionalisl
pressure groups are veterans' groups of one sort or another: Thelr nem
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berships overlap, such that a petition signed by a dozen local organiza-
tions might actually represent the views ol only a few dozen families.

The divisions of the past have Hared up again most dramatically in
the religious sphere. Following the rehabilitation ol the Greek Cacholic
church, in Poland as in neighbouring countries there have been numer-
vuy conflicls over property with the Orthodox church. This is nol an
issue in Przemysl. where the presence of the Orthodox church has been
neghigible ever sinee the ratification of the Brest Union. Here the con-
licts take place between the two varieties of Catholicism: Following the
collapse of communist power the Greek Catholics naturalty expected o
pain not only legal recognition but also control over the property aken
from them in the immediate postwar years, Above all, they expected the
wewen of their cathedral on the hill from the Carmelites, The Pope him-
self endorsed this aspiratdon. Early in 1991 he appointed a Greek Ciatho-
hie Bishop to the seat in Przemysl thal had been vacant for almost hail o
century, [t was generally expected that the Greek Catholics would move
biuck 1o thelr old church 1 time for the papal visit to the city in June
991 This chid not come about A poster recording the history ol the
<hureh informs visitors oday that “a section of the local sociely” resisted
the planned restitution, As a result of this action. which involved vigils
and barricades orchestrated by small groups such as the Young Eagles
Associaton noted above, the church has remained in the hands ol the
Carmelites. The Pope eventually backed down and designated another
chureh, formerly associated with the Jesuits and occupying a less impos-
myg site lower down the hill as the new cathedral of the Greek Catholics
Phe doors of the Carmelites” Church are mostly kept locked, When 1
was able to enter in 1994 T noticed a host of new memorial tablets and a
plethora ol decorations drawing on the Polish national colours and
national symbols. The main effort is o commemorate Polish milituy
herorsin through the ages, and there is now scarcely any visible sign of
the century and a half during which this building served the Gieek Cath-
olics.

As usual in such cases, both sides can and do make thelr appeals w0
history™. The Polish nationalists emphasize the lact that the Carmelite
Church was endowed 1 the early seventeenth cenwury by a Polish,
Rennan Catholic nobleman. (The castle and grounds of this noble fanily
v shill be visited a few miles outside the city: the Teudal society that it
dominated locally was not [inally destroyved until the arrival ot Soviet
toops i 1939, when the fine renaissance buildings were comprehen-
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sively looted.) The Poles argue further thut the building was taken away
from them m 1784 only as a resull of Austrian diktet, as the Emperol
Joseph pursued his vendetta against the monastic orders. They therefory
maintain that, however regiettable the circumstances in 1946 when the
Greck Catholics were suppressed by the communists, it was morally
right that this church should have been returned to them

The Ukrainian (Greek Catholic) presentation of history is very dil
ferent. Their priests and more cducated members of the community
point out that Przemysl was the centre ol an Orthodox diocese Tany
before it became the centre ol a Roman Catholic diocese, and also thit
some of the building materials used for the Carmelites Church camé
from the site of an earlier cathedral of theirs. In their view, the transfer ol
ceelesiastical authority by the Habsburgs was totally legal and legili
mate. Had there been any doubt about this, they would not have given up
their plans in the mid-nineteenth century Lo erect an entirely new Greek
Catholic cathedral. The Ukruimians therefore accuse the Roman Catho
lics of seeking to profit from the malign intervention of the communisis,

The confiicts surrounding this church have notl died down sinee
1991, for externally it still relains some visible signs ol its history. Iy
1994 (he Polish nationalists sought to alter the exterior ol the Carmelife
church by removing the tower and cupola that were added by the Grech
Catholics in the nineteenth century. The county’s conservation oflicel
initially approved this plan and the crown of the cupola was dismantled,
He then retracted authorization, to the fury of the nationalists in the city.
who promptly sought his dismissal. They did this with an interesting
mixture of methods, both old and new. They exploited the new possibili
ties provided by a (ree local press to exploit emotions among the Polish
majority in the city. They also followed hallowed socialist precedent by
having recourse to the central power, alleging in evidence to the minisie
rial authorities in Warsaw that, in allocating the greater part of his budgel
to the preservation of Ukrainian religious buildings. this conscryvation
olficer was wilfully neglecting the region’s Polish heritage. The olficas
was dismissed and though his successor has yel to give a green light (o
the further dismembering of the Carmelite church, his position is notan
cnviable one. The massive belltower which stands adjacent to the church
is the next likely target for the nationalists because of the conspicuots
cynillic inscriptions plainly visible on the bells. Meanwhile, the Gieek
Catholic church 1s nowadays officially referred o as the Byzantine
Ukrainian church, This is an accurate indication of the national orientas
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tion of most menmbers of this Church, at least since the days of Mewo-
politan Andrew, but most people still speak of “Greek Catholies”, and the
change seems (o be deliberately intended to distance them further from
Poland’s Catholic tradition. Both in the city itsell and in other parts of
the diocese, Roman Catholic clergy have been prominent in the cam-
paigns to squash any possible revival of Ukrainian culture

This affair has been seted, at least provisionally, by appeal to the
slate in Warsaw, Yet in the crucial sphere of the economy. 1t is quite clear
hat the state is no longer able to exercise the degree of control it main-
lnined during the decades of socialism. The post-communist government
embarked almost at once upon a radical market-oriented econontic pro-
rumme, associated with the Harvard economist feffrey Suchs and
widely known as ‘shock therapy’. This very quickly led to high levels of
imemployment, as irradonal socialist production systems were closed
down, However there was a compensalory expansion in other seclors of
the cconomy, particularly in the expansion of every sort of small scale
commerce. In the case of Przemys!, from 1991 onwards there has been a
nassive increase in petty trading, Ukrainians are now able to cross the
Curzon line easily, and have a highty visible presence in the city which
is Lheir most convenient market ceatre, (Rather sialler numbers of Poles
have taken acdvantage of the more relaxed polidcal situation to travel and
lrade in the other direction.) Visiting Ukraimans setl goods cheaply lor
(he convertible currency which they need at home. Most come [Tom
[.'viv and adjacent areas of Western Ukraine, but some come front much
turther afield (there is a direct train service to Odessa}. It Is said locally
it the central bazaar in Przemysl, which has expanded to take over the
football fleld next door. 1s the largest in the country after Warsaw
Fkrainian customers have provided local Poles with opportunities (o sell
1 wide variety of merchandise, generating significant incomes lor all
concerned. [n spite of the discomforts and sordid character of a great
deal of this activity, everyone in Przemys] is aware of the economnc ben-
¢hits. Given the disintegration of the old national cconomy, they khow
that they have little alternative but to exploit their convenient location fot
the Ukrainian market. None of the nationatist groupings has called for
action Lo curtail this trade, even though it is responsible for a very large
Ukrainian presence in the town

Evidently in the post-communist conditions there is much grealer

contact with Ukrainians than before, Once again Ukrainians have a visi-
bility in the wown, the difference being that they no longer live there bul




- 182 - Local Politics in Przemysl, S-E Poland

wrive by trann ancd coseh 1o tradde (some of them are renfing Winperaey
,;-_'.,_L-g||||-|.._-|ji|:||u|.. bt more Secin o siegp on thetr cooclied or b L
rnncipal camp sie: aet even those who canclam that they lived o the
ity before 1945 and were never conipensated [or the appropritbom o
their property have any right Lo scttle permanently). But it is also clear
thal ongoing processes of economic cooperation do not inhibit the con-
tnued assertion of derogatory stercotypes about the Ukrainian naton.
Indeed. it seems likely that the squalid character of much ol the trade,
which includes a thriving prostitution business. and the shoddy quality
of most of the goods brought from the East, reinforce such slercotypes,
Al the same Gme. amidst all the daily poverty the highly exceptional
instance of a western car with Ukrainian plates will attract even greate
opprobium, and disparaging remarks about corruption and the malia

Nationalist pressure groups are continuing (o exploit this situation.
and to legitimate their activinies in terms ol the paramount need Lo pre
vent what they see as a resurgence of Ukrainian influence in a histon
cally Polish town. In 1995 they were prominent once again. this timie i
a Noisy campaign o oppose any commemoration on Polish sotl of the
Ukrainians who died fighting for UPA. The constuction of monumenix
to ‘martyrs’ and the organization of reburials have created sharp contto
versy. Polish nationalists have responded to “provocations’ by insistiny
that state law prohibits the commemaration ol enemy dead. But fo
Ukrainians (as lor many other peoples — ¢f . Weingrod 1995} the bones o
dead heroes have a special emonionul force The campaigoy Lo honoil
such men publicly are continuing. and Greek Catholic priests have bewn
promiment in a number of the ceremonies that have alrcady been held.

The Ukrarman activists who wish to dig up cemeterics are probably
unreptesentative of the minority group. just as the Polish nationalists age
hardly representative of the 70,000 population of Przemysl, Some loval
familiecs have taken advantage of new opportunitics in recent yedrs W
renew kin links in Ukraine, and commercial gain is not the sole motival
ing factor, There are more grounds for optimism il one looks at th
younger generation ol Poles, who do not seem 1o hold such derogatony
views concerning Ukrainians, or Lo be very much interested in how
Polish-Ukrainian relations are unfolding, nationally or locally (lor mo
dewail of this recent history and an evaluation of current minority nevils
in this region, see Fenczak and Gasiorowska-Czarny 1995) Tuttli
investigation might reveal (hat nationalist rhetoric is limued 0 s
appeal, and he emergence, at least among the young. ol some "okl
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modern” fragmentation of identities. The aggressive head of the Young
Eugles did not even run in the local elections of 1994, presumably
because he knew he would not win clection. However, groups such as
his are, for the time being, still exercising disproportionate influence
behind the scences. They are maintaining noisy polemics in the local
press (pacticularly a right wing weekly supported by o numnicipal sub-
sidy). In 1995 they were instrumental in opposing (heir own state. when
the Ministry of Culture decided (o organize 1 Ukraimian cultural [estival
in Przemysl Resistance ook the form ol vicious poster campaigns and
an arson attack on the Ukrainian club. When 1 visiied the city shortly
after this it was alleged o me that employees of the Town Council had
been forced out of their jobs siniply because they had some Ukiaintan
ancestry. [n a climate of continued economic uncertainty and high rates
ol unemployment, it is not difficult o persvade the majority of Poles in
Przemysl that public Tunds should not be allocated to such Testivals. or o
support other minority needs such as educational provision

4. Conclusion

Our eventual assessments of continuity and discontinuity will depend
nltimalely on the kinds of questions we posc, and to some extent also on
the scale of our enquiry. Gellner’s mode! of discontinuity in the tans-
tion to industrial modernity is very abstract and. as we luve seen. ol little
help at the micro levell It cannot expluin, for exanple, why Andiew
iRoman) Shepryisky became o celebrated Greek Catholic Hierarch.,
closely 1dentified with the Ukrainian cause, while his brother Stamislaw
wils a Roman Catholic who became a General in the Polish army, The
model is unhelpful in specilyimg the actual social agents ol nationalisim
ind pays hitle attention to its symbols and meanings. In a sense Gellner
I~ surely right lo emphasize its fundamentally modemn character At the
ame time, other scholars (e,g. Smith 1991) have shed valuable compar-
wive light on the importance of religion and warlare for the genesis and
long-term persistence of ethnic and national identities,

In both Poland and Ukraine, comparatively small groups of nationul-
ey have taken advantage ol post-communist uncertaintics (o revive cth-
nie hatreds that have their roots in the past. However, a closer imspection

upeests that this past is essentially post-1918, with the worst atrocitics
Liking place in the 19405, [t s therelore comparatively recent history:
uy people can recall these events, or they have heard their parents and
sandparents talk about them. Only the religious basis ol group differ-
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cnce 1s really ancient; even this has been coniplicated by the formation
ol the Greek Catholic church in the early modern period.

Bul none of these legacies rom the past. whether separately or
together, can explain the disturbing events of recent years  Although
there has not yet been loss of life or even serious injury in Przemysl, the
potential for cthoic violence is very real Whal, then, is the explanation?
One argument would be thal people scek scapegoats in uncettain and
unstable social and economic conditions. ILUis beyond the scope ol this
article to cnquire into how {ar such factors might explain the rise of eth
nic tensions in the later Habsburg period and in Lhe mterwar decades,
What is clear in Przemysl today s that the aggressive young hotheads
who smear anti-Ukrainian gralfiti on the walls of cultural monumenis
and detface posters advertising a Culwural Festival are uncimployed with
very poor prospects in this backward corner of Poland. It is true that the
leading ideologists of the nationalist groupings tend to be older men.
many of whom have been relocated from Ukraine. with memories and
family traditions that invoke the violent confliets which took place e
lier this century. [Mor decades these antagonism were overshadowed by
the question of communist rule: the main enemy was the communis
government, all blame could be directed there. But in the wake of com
munist collapse and faced with new kinds of existential theeat, it is nec
essary to identify a new “Other” (cf, Verdery 1992) The old antagonisms
provide a storc of potent images lor skilful politicians o manipulate.
Nationalist groups have been successful in mobilizing some people
around symbols such as the Carmelites” Church in Przemys] and (hw
graves ol those who made the ultimate sacrifice for the national cause,
But I suggest that a large part of the explanation for this success is the
pool ol disaffected youth and the atmosphere ol cynicism and greed
spawned by the economic dislocation of the postsocialist period. The
collapse of the old national cconomy and its partial compensation by the
new pattern of petly trading are also significant faclors in understanding
the intensified invocations of Polishness by extremist factions which are
exploiting the new possibilitics for political organization in order o poi
son inter-cthnic relations,

Just as Gellner’s abstract and macro-level model of nationalism his
its limitations, so too do those theories of the transition to communisi
that posit a sharp, radical break with the past. It is quite obvious that (he
immediate socialist past has also leftits mark on local political culture in
Przemysl, for example in the way that politicians contnue 1o look wo the
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centre, and in the way that most ordinary people lave shunned politics
altogether. After the enthusiasm of the Sofidarity period there has been a
sencral drift back into feelings of apathy: people do not feel that they
had any constructive role to play in the public sphece. The politcal par-
tics of the 19905 have not yet succeeded in breaking this mould

Finally, however, I should like to argue that my anthropological col-
leagues musl also be Tully aware of the soctal impact ol the suuctural
changes in economic and political life that were accomplished so dra-
matically in 1989-90, The current antagonisms are related 1o concrete
malerial factors such as unemplayment and weltare insecurity . They are
nol simply atavistie, and the common metaphor in postsocialist com-
mentaries of ‘Tifting the Iid on the ethnic pressure cooker™, implving that
the conflicls were always simmering and waiting to explode as soon as
the old socialist lid was removed, is one that I would reject. Ethnic en-
sions such as those currently visible in Przemysl can be addressed by
powerholders: for example, through educalional programmes  and
through political and economic refornis. Unfortunately, there was hittle
sign in the first hal( of the [990s that the new political parties were capa-
ble of playing a responsible role of this kind (see Lewis 1994). In these
conditions the conventional stance of the anthropologist, which [ would
characterise as “lel the voice of the people be heard”, 15 simply not good
cnough, In Poland a penuinely popular mass movement was hijacked by
lactions and the Horescence of a so-called civil society has gencrawed
ugly, potentially malignant forms of nationalism in places like Przeinysl
Stronger central interventions and [urther meuasures of political, eco-
nomic and culrurad regulation may be the only wavs 10 enswee that
[Krainians receive a fair deal in this comer of Poland

Note:

E- This paper arises out of numerous feld tnps (0 South-East Poland
since 1978, the most recent being in 1994 and 1995, It is an early prod-
uct of a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council (R
000236071 The Politics of Religious Identty: the Greek Catholics oi
Central Europe), which will support Turther Geld rescarcl in Poland
and Ukrame in [996-7 A somewhat {uller historical account can be
found in Hann 1996, My greatest debt is to Ernest Gellner: sadly. he
died in November 1995, before 1 had an opportunity 1o discuss this
material with him
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