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THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF CULTURE TN POLAND.
A FINISHED PROJECT

In 1980 a group of ethnographers published a collection of their postulates
in "Polska Sztuka Ludowa" ["Polish Folk Art"]. They proposed a different
approach to ethnography. The reaction of the community of ethnographers
was one of disbelief. However, Aleksander Jackowski "Jacek", editor-in-chief of
"Polska Sztuka Ludowa", continued to publish this group's articles and
supported its "manifesto" (Benedyktowicz, Robotycki, Stomma, Tomicki,
Wasilewsk i, 1980 - 1981).

The main point of the manifesto is that there is no science of culture when
the scope of research is restricted or anachronistic methods are employed
which, in the opinion of the group, was the case with Polish ethnography.
Consequently, ethnography must attempt to evaluate its own research poten-
tial, and use a new methodology. Furthermore, those who want to address the
problems of complex modern culture must additionally face the task of defining
new research problems, methods and ways qf interpretation. The explanatory
power of the paradigm of traditional folk culture has been exhausted and the
prospects of anthropology as reinterpretation have appeared.

The manifesto of the group (known in the community as "them") was
supported by a few articles in which they substantiated their postulates
(Benedyktowicz, 1980; Robotycki, 1980; Stomma, 1976; 1978-1979; 1979;
Tomieki, 1975; 1976; Wasilewski, 1979a; 1979b). The manifesto was like
a working dictionary of concepts and authors to which its signatories referred
most often.

The group organized many field investigations, meetings, discussions and
conferences. Organized and conducted without any set patterns and pomp,
often entertaining, the meetings attracted new participants, ambitious students
and interested people from outside the community of ethnographers. This
pattern itself became a target of criticism but the real value of such meetings
and there were many of them were hardly noticed.

After 1980 new texts appeared, first in "Polska Sztuka Ludowa", then
books, which addressed three types of problems: the analysis and evaluation
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of ethnographic discourse to date, the evaluation of broadly understood
ethnographic practice and interpretations which expounded cultural sense,
meanings and mythical constructions of collective ideas (see: bibliography).

The anthropological option in Polish ethnography has been developing for
at least fifteen years. Today, it is an accepted mode of interpretation. It is not
a methodological phenomenon which is likely to soon disappear.

Anthropological proposals to change the models of interpretation relate to
many important issues: the scope of research, proper methods, the ontological
status of culture, the scholar's place, the levels of explanation, competence,
languages and the modes of expression. Adoption of one solution with respect
to any of the above issues requires consistent transformation of other elements
of the interpretive system. Therefore, in the subsequent discussion of the
achievements and further options of anthropology in Poland, a logicalorder
has been adopted.

Anthropological interpretation developed in Polish ethnography as in-
dependent research options. This was possible because different theoretical
ideas appeared at the same time, which made it possible to look at culture from
different points of view. The question about the essence of culture and methods
of its investigations undermined the realistic model of science. In the realistic
model the essence of culture was often looked for outside of culture, for
example in economic or social sciences.

Anthropology used different methods to interpret culture. It recognized the
semiotic, polysemic and communicative character of culture. It imposed
a methodological postulate of a systematic approach to culture. It became
necessary to look for the internal rules of culture and more general patterns at
a different level to be able to interpret culture (Buchowski, 1986; Robotycki,
1992a; Stomma, 1979; 1981; 1986; Węglarz, 1991).

Other aspects and other possibilities were offered by hermeneutic ap-
proaches which stressed the research of symbols and world-views emphasizing
the mythical-ritual character of culture (Benedyktowicz, 1980; 1988a; Czaja,
1993; Michera, 1991; 1994a). Other aspects that were interpreted by the
researchers included the entanglement of norms and attitudes connected with
one's outlook on life (Tornicki, 1977; Robotycki, 1980) and the cosmologi-
cal-ritual vision of the world (Tornicki, 1975; 1976; 1979). Often the same
problem was analyzed from different points of view. For example, the
categories of homeliness and strangeness were analyzed from the phenomeno-
logical (Benedyktowicz, 1987) and structural (Stomma, 1986; Węglarz, 1994)
points of view.

The works, mentioned here as examples of permanent tendencies in
research procedures, finally overcame the old paradigms. The actual use of new
methods helped make the Polish science of culture more dynamic. Good
knowledge of original works by authors of new trends in world ethnology
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and ethnography is the basis for positive research alternatives and criticism of
Polish achievements (Piątkowski, 1985; Stomma, 1989).

Polish anthropologists, following the directions of change and tendencies in
contemporary science, realized that their interests and disputes were only one
version of disputes arising on a wider scale (Robotycki, Węglarz, 1983). They
were familiar with discussions about the new scope and possibilities of
anthropology (Burszta, 1992b; Kaniowska, 1985; 1991; Tokarska- Bakir, 1990).
They were interested in problems bordering ethnology and linguistics (Burszta,
1986), ethnology and semiotics (Piątkowski, 1993) and ethnology and art
(Piątkowska, 1994; Robotycki, 1992). They studied more general ontological
and epistemological problems pertaining to culture (Barański, 1992a; Buchow-
ski, 1990; Burszta, 1992a; Kaniowska, 1994).

On the other hand, the criticism of Polish achievements helped give shape
to independent interpretive ideas, helped recall Polish authors with a precur-
sory thinking and in this way differentiated Polish anthropology. This proved
to be very significant as Polish problems have different contexts. It deals with
a different culture; even today it claims to deal with national culture. It must
also take a stand towards basic methodological problem: the usefulness of the
so-called peasant model of traditional culture to interpretation. All these facts
undoubtedly define the Polish character of a Polish anthropology of culture.

How then is Polish ethnography evaluated by authors belonging to the
anthropological trend? First of all, they say that practically all scholars dealing
with folk culture and the culture of the folk type (the concept proposed by L.
Stomma) were "brought up" in the ethnographic tradition and they continue to
research culture in this tradition. For those scholars the concept of "traditional
peasant culture" by definition belongs to ethnography, performing there
a paradigmatic role. The model and modelling character of this notion,
belonging to the metadescription of culture, generates other texts which belong
to the same canon. And this does not pertain to "academic ethnography" alone.

Ethnography also comprises amateur texts, museums and folkloric reconst-
ructions. It easily settles into an apocryphallayer of culture and is perceived as
such by society. This perception is facilitated by culture itself because it speaks
many languages. This perception is also facilitated by the way in which folk
culture is popularized in Poland.

Examples of apocryphal texts include many old and modern descriptions of
regional culture written by various scholars. Their texts are the result of the
authors fascination with distinct local characters. They were and are written
spontaneously, without any theoretical background except for fragments of
explanatory systems, which often originated at different times and in different
branches of science. Among modern works the traditional model of folk culture
is the theoretical foundation that is used most often; practically these works are
based on the "folklorized" versions of the model.
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An ethnographic museum is also, like science, a metatext of culture. Its
exhibitions belong to its canon and a historical look at the essence of the
museum and the analysis of its functions tell us that we once as creators of
museums, today as experts in museum management, are consciously or
subconsciously guided by and use, a collection of theoretical judgements. These
judgements concern both the scope and nature of cultural reality and how we
evaluate the choices and customs of "the other".

The way a museum is perceived by the society and scholars is not
indifferent to visual representations of ethnography. The exhibitions help
popularize knowledge about culture. When popularized, the knowledge under-
goes hypostasis. A statement about reality is taken as reality. Hence, the cliche
question about the role of cultural context ceases to be a cliche question when
it comes to museum reconstruction and presentation of cultural phenomena.
What becomes important is the scale of the context, its relation to the main
exhibit, as well as its legibility and intelligibility.

From the point of view which differentiates between high and low culture, it
is art museums which collect masterpieces that fit the canon and which reject
works that do not fit the canon (daub, trash). Should, then, ethnographic
museums which deal in the apocryphal layer of culture, collecting objects
which are often a replica, a cultural reject, a daub, trash, adopt a different point
of view? This is what is happening. By adopting the autnomy of folk and
community cultures, a canon of folk culture can be established. A museum, the
metatext sphere, creates such a canon. The traditional peasant culture remains
such a canon in Polish museums.

Museum exhibitions rarely take account of the fact that subcultures are in
continuous dialogue. This metaphor should reflect the essence of the internal,
communicational mechanism of culture. This dialogue is a permanent relation
of exchange, transformation, circulation of ideas, meanings, symbols, objects,
etc. The same meanings can occur in different forms, simplifications, trans-
positions, variants, and options.

The scope and possibilities of dialogue are determined by the competence of
its participants - the users of culture. They use a complete code (which means
complete knowledge of rules and linguistic and cultural meanings) or a limited
code (in which the linguistic scope and semantic knowledge are fragmentary
and perception of reality is stereotypical). This nature of cultural com-
munication poses new questions: what reality are we dealing with?, with whom
is the museum holding the dialogue and what dialogue is it?, who is the
recipient of this dialogue?, what kind of response of the recipient is expected?
These are important questions because modern culture is returning to forms of
pictorial communication, described by G. Vico, in which a picture is first,
followed by articulation and interpretation.

The above problems are issues which resulted from the anthropological
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look at culture. Their solution belongs to anthropology. They answer questions
pertaining to, firstly, the ontology of culture (how does culture exist), secondly,
epistemology which analyzes processes of transfer, consciousness and com-
petence, and thirdly, axiology when criteria are determined, choices made and
evaluated (see: "Warsztaty Etnograficzne" ["Ethnographic workshops"], 1991).

Similar issues pertain to folklore as one element of national culture.
Folklore based on the old folk culture is an element that has disappeared from
the universe of Polish culture. Under the influence of social processes helping
to balance differences and create new, different layers of culture, folklore has
undergone many changes and transformations. Attempts at delaying this
process are made by ethnographers and regionalists, convinced about the
educational and aesthetic values of the old cultural sequences. They do this by
reaching amateur, spontaneously formed groups or by acting as instructors
working at the commission of institutions and patrons.

Instructors of folkloric groups (ethnographers, ethnomusicologists, choreo-
graphers) want the folklore to remain in harmony with tradition. However,
what does this mean? How can tradition be defined and criteria of correspon-
dence be determined? Instructors believe that the traditional folklore is that of
the turn of the 19th century. The model of traditional peasant culture remains
to be the theoretical base for practical work.

Attempts are made to reconstruct or replicate folklore, although in many
cases this is ineffective as accounts and reports about the "old times" were
blurred, idealized and given a mythical dimension, which is a feature of the
internal change occurring in any culture.

We come across the same ethnographers and instructors when they act as
members of the jury of many folkloric festiva'ls and contests. They observe and
evaluate groups once worked with as their instructors or as teachers of their
present instructors. A viscous circle is thus formed, a closed set of ideas cir-
culating between instructors, activists, groups and specific competition audien-
ce, who together form the movement of folklore lovers. Thus, ethnographers help
create a form of folklore which is the sum of their knowledge, beliefs from
around the turn of the century, attitudes to tradition and projection of their own
values. At the time of postmodernist chaos this folklore has gained another va-
lue as a particularly attractive cultural alternative. Its enthusiasts did not notice
its false dimensions, naivety and ethnographic illusion of the phenomenon.

What is needed is awareness that when one participates in maintaining the
world of values one creates a cultural fiction, which belongs to critical ironists
who find it easier to point to the insoluble paradoxes of such a socially useful
character of ethnographic work.

When one attempts to project folk culture, one must remember that she is
subjected to the power of positive myth. But the myth is also the source of
another paradox bordering folk culture, its investigators and users.
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Since the first publications by Jan Maciej Karol Wścieklica, many critical
observers, writers and scholars agreed that what intellectuals thought about
peasants and what peasants thought about intellectuals did not become eiiher
of the class. These opinions did not pertain to external differences but to the
understanding of the very core of culture. The traditionally "ethnographic"
picture of the Polish village and its empirical reality often passed each other.
This antinomy is detected both in scholarly and popular texts.

The dichotomy between, for example, the aesthetic awareness of the
so-called "folk" and folk culture, between moralityand special values of
peasant culture, the adoption of which folk lovers tried to persuade us for
a hundred years, became an eyesore every naw and then. Often we deal with
a quasi reality which, like any other, can be object of analysis. This is another
reason for proposing a kind of critical self-evaluation of ethnography, its
anthropology. A set of assumptions has to be adopted before we start to
practise this anthropology.

The progress of scientific reflection leads to modifications or change of the
paradigm. Consequently, texts are eliminated from its canon. Such a process
can take a different course. When it is evolutionary, new elements are
introduced to the paradigm in force, which, in the case of the modeł of
traditional peasant culture, only leads to eclecticism, which I strongly oppose.

When sentences from outside the system of the theoretical language are
included into it, nothing is solved as, according to Thomas Kuhn, knowledge is
not universal and cumulative. What is important are changes of entire systems
made by criticism and reinterpretation. This opens new research possibilities,
changes the perception of entire research areas and the same facts can be put in
a new, different light.

Advocates of the paradigmatic concept of the "traditional peasant culture"
would agree with their critics that the empirical counterpart of the model, i.e.
the autonomous peasant culture, undergoing continuous changes, is today
a historical reality. If this thesis is combined with the considerations discussed
above, the whole can be summed up as follows.

There is no longer any equivalent of the model of the "traditional peasant
culture". In many texts by Polish anthropologists criticism of the disciplinary
matrix connected with this model is made. Consequently, canon texts are being
replaced at the level of the metadescription of culiure in the categories of
SCIence.

Anthropological reinterpretation, defining itself by the negation of the
ethnographic version of the description of culture, demythologizes these formes
views. Its work consists in analyzing the theoretical systems, owing to which it
is possible to find there figures of thinking, axiological beliefs, judgements
inappropriately subordinated to reality, etc. This would not be possible if
anthropologists did not pass the stage of methodological analyses, which
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enhanced their efficiency and taught them to logically and self-critically analyse
their own texts. The work they had to do helped them realize that the tension
between reality and possibilities of its description would not disappear, that
they also had to look for forms of its description which are different than the
ones used so far.

The demythologization of the text of Polish ethnography is done differently.
Its authors make us aware that in science there is a place for axiological
opinions and the old positivist rationalism (Robotycki, Węglarz, 1983), lack of
correspondence between theoretical and empirical levels in explication (Bursz-
ta, 1987; Buchawski, 1990). They reject historical fiction and myths of the
culture of a Polish village from the 19th century (Stomma, 1986). They point
out the differences between the ethnographic picture of folk culture and its real,
modern state (Robotycki, 1992; Piątkowska, l994b).

These ideas, undermined by anthropologists, are persistent among ethno-
graphers who are immune to the radical anthropological propositions. There
are authOl·s fighting with the fiction of the so-called genuine folklore and folk
art. These are concepts popular among festivaljurors (Burszta, 1989; Piątkows-
ka, 1994a; Robotycki, 1990a).

Schematism, figurativeness and stereotypes existing in the old and more
recent academic knowledge about folk culture have mythical foundations. This
is noticed by critical anthropologists, who, by proper analyses of ethnographic
texts, create the anthropology of ethnography, hardly accepted by those who
are not capable of an autoironic attitude (Burszta, 1992b; Robotycki, 1993;
Piątkowski, 1994; Stomma, 1989).

On the other hand, the "positive" proposal of anthropology penetrating the
areas of common awareness, shaped by literature, press, school books and
mass media, has been adopted without major problems. Here, the figures of
thinking, cliches, and stereotypes seem to be something natural. Forms of
analysis using a dictionary and anthropological methods are applied to very
different analyses (see: Mitologie popularne [Popular mythologies], 1994).
There are many anthropological works of this type; I will quote only a few,
selected to reveal the spectrum of possibilities that anthropology in Poland has
managed to work out.

Thus, there are anthropological analyses of film art (Benedyktowicz, 1992b;
1994; Michera, 1992a; Sznajderman, 1992b; Czaja, 1992a; 1992d), as well as
analyses of trivial films about explorers, Batmen and vampires (Sznajderman,
1992a; Szpilka, 1988; l992a; Robotycki, 1992b). Advertising in an equally
popular topic, referring to various mythologies or using mythical structures to
persuade (Mitologie popularne [Popular mythologies], 1994; Czaja, 1994b;
Barański, 1995; Szpilka, 1994). Anthropologists also analyzed rock music
(Burszta, 1994a; Ciarka, 1988a) and popular music (Burszta, Piątkowski,
1994b), visual arts (Ciarka, 1988b; Piątkowska, 1994b; Robotycki, 1992a;
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Sikora, 1994). Hidden meanings were sought in architecture and urbanization
(Benedyktowicz, 1991; Czyżewski, 1994) Ol' space (Czyżewski, 1992; Michera,
1994b). There were also works aimed at discovering stereotypes in school
books and literature for children (Stoczkowski, 1989), tricks used by journalists
in texts addressed to mass readership (Czaja, Robotycki, 1986). There are more
and more texts on the popular reception of history (Stomma, 1991a).

This extensive range of problems discussed by scholars is undoubtedly
a success of the new look at culture. It is of less importance what path was
taken by the development of problems (this should be discussed by future
historians). What is important is the very fact that new problems have been
advanced and discussed.

Reinterpretation, the re-reading of source texts or texts once written by
ethnographers and today considered the canon of ethnography, is an impor-
tant postulate of the anthropology of culture. Reinterpretation was possible
owing to the changes in methodological orientations. The results of this were
very interesting - they helped discover what seemed to be exhausted topics, in
which the game of symbolic meanings, archetypes and mythical transfor-
mations were found. Examples are works on the symbolic dimensions of the
house (Benedyktowicz, 1992a), reconstructions of the anthropogenic myth
(Tomicki, 1979), mythology of the plague (Sznajderman, 1994a; l994c),
mythical dimensions of the blacksmith (Barański, 1992a) and saints (Benedyk-
towicz, 1987; Wasilewski, 1987b; Węglarz, 1983a; 1983b).

Anthropology is equally interesting when its starts dealing with its own
texts, when it decomposes its own propositions and research results. It is
presently the consensus among anthropologists that different structuralisms
have been exhausted. However, the importance of structuralism as inspiration
and taxonomically effective method is still emphasized (Węglarz, Burszta et al.,
1987). Polemics with the great paradigm of ethnology with respect to beliefs,
rituals and magic have been carried on by J. S. Wasilewski (1989). A closer look
at history is found in L. Stoma (199Ia; 1992; 1994) and C. Robotycki (l992a;
1992c).

When anthropology attempts discussion of problems related to the essence
and dialogue of culture, it finds itself in dilemmas and questions to which final
answers are not provided. But it must address such issues because they make it
a science. It is another plane on which anthropology has to face itself
(Tokarska-Bakir, 1990). The awareness of the consequences of one's own
epistemological attitudes, suspension of values and cultural relativism and,
consequently, application of the measure of astonishment to one's own culture,
are problems typically addressed by anthropological reflection. There is no
scale of correctness here, as some scholars say (Stomma, 1992; 1994; Burszta,
Piątkowski, 1994; Robotycki, 1992a). But others (Czaja, 1988) once asked:
where do the ironic attitude, skeptic nihilism, the attitude of jester lead to?
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Answers to these questions are choices which reach the deepest senses, which in
extremes lead either to selfdestruction of one's own science or adoption of
values (Tokarska-Bakir, 1992; 1995).

The interests of anthropological interpretation are not restricted; anth-
ropology addresses different topics pertaining to various areas of culture, yet
gives preference to modern topics. If it addresses the past, it usually refers to its
analogy, historical framework or a sequence of transformations. The ethno-
graphic tradition of anthropology and its bias towards modern times help it
address various phenomena from two points of view. "Primitive" and "contem-
porary" are structure and not a temporal sequences. When analyzing cultural
phenomena bctwccn these two extremes, one can ask: how does the former
exist in the latter?, where is the essence of permanence and transformation?
Anthropological interpretation is an answer to these questions (Benedyktowicz,
1992a). Hence, wc are not surprised by the scope of problems and boldness of
associations that anthropologists presented in their first works (Szkice i próby
etnologiczne [Ethnological essays], 1985). The ideas presented there were
further elaborated in their more mature works.

Polish anthropology postulates further analyses. It draws attention to
forgotten fragments of culture. For years it advocated addressing the dark sides
of culture. The entire culture of the so-called "People's Poland" in its
schizophrenic functioning requires reinterpretation and a richer and truer
documentation.

The imperialism of scope to which the anthropology I have described
becomes prey can seem suspicious. Its unrestricted scope can, however, be
defended. It results from a few reasons.

Firstly, anthropology understood in this way is a science bordering other
humanistic sciences.

Sccondly, anthropological theses are more and more often quoted in
humanism.

Thirdly, the departure point which emphasizes that it is culture which
determines the acquisition of common and scientific knowledge is widely
recognized.

Fourthly, and most importantly, anthropology has entangled itself in
ontological, epistemological and axiological disputes, in this way starting
a dialogue with other branches of sciences. In these dialogues anthropology
significantly influences the outcome by providing different arguments although
it does not define its scope. Hence, the concept of anthropological interp-
retation as is understood equivalent to contemporary anthropology. The
question, what is anthropology - a science or art of understanding, appears
every naw and then. Let us add that Clifford Geertz's arguments in favour of its
interpretative character are universally recognized.

In the general characterization of Polish anthropology presented above I
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pointed to four aspects which decided that this approach is different compared
with other ways of researching culture.

I explained how folk culture is defined as an object of research, l showed
that anthropological procedures lead to the demythologization of cultural
facts, and help read source and metacultural texts, including anthropological
ones, according to the new fashion. This has resulted in a shift of the research
field and emergence of new problems. In sum, it appeared necessary to look for
way of interpretation beyond traditionally understood ethnography from
which Polish anthropology as a kind of critical reflection originated.

The range of possibilities drawn from other humanistic discipline is very
wide. However, the examples quoted help define a more general trend.
Interpretations draw a lot from postmodernism and deconstruction, which
consist in repeating the same in a different manner, in intertextual dialogue, in
ironically quoting oneself. This is the character of, for example, the analysis
that looks for cultural senses when poetry, which should be interpreted, is used
as the key to the interpretation of the phenomenon (Szpilka, 199 I; Benedyk-
towicz, 1992a).

The situation with deconstruction, an interpretative practice consisting in
undermining the philosophy which is being voiced or the oppositions on which
it is based, is similar. A deconstructionist points to rhetorical procedures lying
at the base of his reasoning, key concept or tenet (Burszta, 1993). In other
words, deconstruction is a game of returns, repetition of the same from
a different perspective. And anthropology is like that - it interprets culture
and itself in this way.

One approaches anthropology from different theoretical positions and by
different paths but always independently. Tn this essay I did not try to find
methodological relationships. Among the authors mentioned are those who are
the disciples of the Poznań school of Jerzy Kmita. Most of them, however, were
connected with the group which published the 1980 manifesto.

Finally, there is a group of autonomous scholars. Among them are Jacek
Olędzki and others - Krzysztof Kubiak, Zbigniew Libera, Małgorzata Maj, in
whose research achievements anthropological preferences can be detected.
Their followers have already published in the only Polish anthropological
periodical "Polska Sztuka Ludowa. Konteksty" ["Polish Folk Art. Contexts"].

Tn conclusion, let me point out that:
Firstly, I have presented a certain research proposal, continually discussed,

which only shows that it is always topical;
Secondly, I have used the term of the anthropology of culture and I often

used the notion of ethnography. In the text I used interchangeably the notions
of anthropology and anthropological interpretation. I have done so because
I think that ethnography, in its old sense, from which anthropology originated,
would not be able to bear the burden of interpretation of the phenomena of
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modern culture, which is structurally complex, speaks many languages, and is
metatextual. Today, there is no doubt that ethnographic texts also belong to
this culture and therefore they also can be the object of analysis. Thus, a wider
anthropological interpretation of such culture is necessary;

Thirdly, it is obvious that not every investigator of culture must take
a stand similar to that presented above. There are examples of other
approaches to ethnography and anthropology. Not everybody must be
interested in the programme presented here and in the pragmatics of its
accomplishment;

Fourthly, one should not avoid reflection upon the branch of knowledge
one practises;

Fifthly, I would once again like to support the claim expressed in the title
that the anthropology of culture in Poland is a finished project.

Post Scriptum
The bibliography is incomplete, in fact it is only fragment ary and should be
treated as a point of reference to the problems and possibilities of anthropology.
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