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This article discusses the problem of neighborly coexistence in religiously and ethni-
cally diverse settings. It tackles some widespread assumptions regarding the impor-
tance of religious/ethnic factors in shaping neighborly relations as well as the question 
of broader sociopolitical contexts and their impact on neighborly coexistence. In so 
doing, it argues against those approaches that place “neighborhood” at the center of 
debates on the breakdown of societal coexistence and use it as a tool of explanation of 
interethnic and interreligious conflicts. More specifically, the article engages critically 
with the way the idea of “neighborhood” is used in debates on Polish history. It argues 
that the idea of past harmony and peaceful coexistence in “multicultural” settings rein-
forces the image of the Polish society as tolerant and diversity-friendly and stresses that 
the harmonious neighborly coexistence was brought to an end by “outsiders.” As a 
result, not only does it serve the dominant group rather than minorities, but it precludes 
the understanding of the dynamics of ethnic/religious pluralism. The article therefore 
suggests that the studies of diversity in Poland should pay closer attention to the con-
text of the dominant—Polish and Catholic—culture in which the diversity has been 
accommodated. Striving to address this problem, it presents some findings from an 
ethnographic study of a multireligious and multiethnic neighborhood in rural Poland 
and provides some comparative insights.
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“Neighborly coexistence is exemplary today, if only religious, political or financial 
matters didn’t come into play”.

(Passage from a school chronicle, 1936)

Introduction

I suppose that if a person unfamiliar with the meaning of the word “neighbor” 
entered the library of a social science institute, she or he might come to the conclu-
sion that this notion refers to a brutal tribe. Browsing through the bookshelves, she 
or he could find a collection of essays on “neighbors at war,”1 works that attempt to 
answer the question “why neighbors kill,”2 and those that explore whether “good 
fences make good neighbors.”3 She or he could see that neighbors are often 
described as “enemies,”4 “betrayers,” and even “monsters.”5 Furthermore, she or he 
might be puzzled to realize that the book entitled “Love thy neighbor” is in a fact “a 
story of war.”6 Meanwhile, for somebody who not only knows but gathers a set of 
connotations around the notion of “neighbor” and “neighborhood”—such as “close-
ness,” “help,” “friendship,” or “respect”—the titles cited above may appear contra-
dictions in terms. Arguably, provoking such an effect is the intention of the authors 
who, by choosing such titles, ask this question: how is it possible that people who 
live, work together, socialize with one another, interact on an everyday basis, and 
form one community are able to turn against each other? By posing this question, 
they also ask about the possibility of an undisturbed, peaceful, and invulnerable 
interethnic and/or interreligious coexistence, as it is mixed neighborhood that is at 
the heart of the matter in their works.

My article does not aim to answer this query, but to challenge certain precon-
ceived notions of “neighbors” and the very meaningfulness of the question “why do 
neighbors kill.” As researchers tackling the question of neighborly conflicts demon-
strate, the attempts to comprehend them mean taking into account manifold fac-
tors—spanned between structural and individual ones—and different scholarly 
tools—historical, sociological, anthropological, psychological, to name but a few. 
And still, even by engaging with different kinds of scholarship and attempting to 
study the problem from different perspectives, it is hard to find a satisfactory answer. 
Therefore, I would like to pose two different questions, which, I trust, may encour-
age us to rethink both above-mentioned connotations of “neighborhood” and to 
challenge the prominence of the problem “why do neighbors kill.”

The first question is whether the studies of religiously/ethnically diverse neigh-
borhoods do not overestimate the importance of religious/ethnic factors, or, to put 
it differently, whether analyzed neighborly conflicts are indeed of a religious/
ethnic nature. I mean here much more than the recognition of the fact that reli-
gious/ethnic categorizations may relate to, or cover up, class or political divisions. 
It goes without saying that the latter factors operate in conjunction with the former. 
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What I want to highlight, following Cornelia Sorabji,7 is that no matter whether it 
is mixed or homogenous, the neighborhood always involves both “pros” and 
“cons” and is a source of friendliness and benefits as well as irritation and tribula-
tions. And thus, it is important to acknowledge that the status of “neighbor” is one 
of many different identity components that enter into play in people’s interactions. 
The second question regards the problem of broader sociopolitical contexts and 
their potential impact on neighborly relations. Referring once again to Sorabji,8 I 
would like to point out a widespread inclination to charge the neighborhood with 
“the responsibility of explaining the causation, maintenance or reversal of com-
plex, multifaceted phenomena,” such as ethnoreligious violence and conflicts. 
Importantly, while discussing this aspect, I aim to highlight both the pitfall of 
neglecting broader contexts and “outside” influences and the risk of overempha-
sizing them and excluding different “grassroots” responses to them. In other 
words, both these questions address a fundamental problem: is it really the neigh-
borhood that we are and should be talking about when attempting to comprehend 
the breakup of societal coexistence, the dynamics of ethnic cleansing, or human 
indifference towards others’ harm?

My wish to address these queries was inspired by two different circumstances. 
The first was a year-long experience of fieldwork in a multireligious and multiethnic 
rural community in southern Poland, in which the question of neighborly relations 
had a prominent place. Through all its stages, I could recognize the complex nature 
of neighborhood, in the main the very narrow line between “a good neighbor” and 
“a member of a rival group”. At the same time, I reckoned that it was I as a researcher 
who was puzzled by the contradictions I observed. The local inhabitants considered 
them to be a “given”, a constant element of the local social system, and, more pre-
cisely, of the present-day system, as their narratives of the past brought a less 
nuanced, highly idealized, view of neighborly coexistence. All these observations 
led me to inquire as to the local dynamics of pluralism, in and beyond the studied 
area. To my surprise, I realized that not only memoirs or popular science books but 
also many scholarly works tend to reproduce the view of “lost paradise” and past 
“harmony,” echoing the words of my informants. Thus, the second circumstance is 
the process of becoming familiar with the literature on the subject and the recogni-
tion of its political usage today, which, in my view, translates into what I describe as 
“multiculturalization” of the past and precludes the understanding of the dynamics 
of ethnic/religious pluralism. In this article, I strive to bring these two experiences 
together, putting my research findings in dialogue with different accounts on past 
and present mixed neighborhoods. I believe that such an approach enables us to trace 
some patterns in the discourse about neighborhood (the grassroots, political and 
scholarly ones) as well as to recognize that past and present observations can be 
mutually enriching.

The argument goes as follows. First, I set a historical background for the discus-
sion on pluralism in Poland, engaging critically with the idea of the past (as well as 
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present) “multiculturalism.” In the main, I argue that studies of diversity in Poland 
do not pay close attention to the context of the dominant—Polish and Catholic—
culture in which the diversity has been accommodated. Then, I discuss some 
approaches to neighborhood that have been very influential in shaping the way 
neighborhood and neighborly relations are studied. I highlight a set of key issues 
that are, in my view, crucial for understanding the dynamics of neighborly relations. 
Finally, I present findings from my ethnographic study of a mixed neighborhood in 
rural Poland.

Multiculturalizing the Polish past

The Republic of Poland today constitutes one of the most homogenous political 
entities in Europe: 98 percent of inhabitants define themselves as ethnic Poles and 
95 percent declare their belonging to the Catholic Church.9 These numbers are the 
outcome of a series of occurrences in the twentieth century, in particular the Second 
World War, which made of Poland a “crushingly homogenous” country.10 The 
Holocaust, ethnic cleanings, and relocations of borders, which brought about the 
expulsion of nonethnic Poles and “repatriation” (or rather: “im-patriation”) of Poles 
from the former Polish eastern borderlands, set in motion the process by which 
Polish society was cleansed of “foreign” elements. Nazi and Soviet policies found a 
peculiar continuation in the communist Poland, the authorities of which strove to 
assimilate all the remaining national and ethnic minorities, rewrote the history of the 
so-called recovered territories, and, by means of the 1968 anti-Semitic campaign, 
forced the last Holocaust survivors to leave Poland. Both a cause and a result of all 
these processes was the use of an ethnic defensive ideology as a means of legitimiza-
tion of the communist power.11 As for the confessional aspect, apart from the afore-
mentioned historical occurrences, the growing number of Roman Catholics can be 
explained by means of two, at first glance contradictory, tendencies. The first was 
the fact that joining the Catholic Church was perceived as an act of resistance against 
the communist authorities.12 The second was the fact that the communist state’s fight 
against the Church was in the long run a lost battle. As a matter of fact, the com-
munist authorities had no choice but to abandon the politics of atheization and find 
a way of coexistence with the Catholic Church.13

The watershed of 1989, with its promise of pluralization and freedom of expres-
sion, did not lead to a profound transformation of the religious-national landscape. 
Quite the contrary, it can be argued that the close relations between Church and 
state authorities, which resulted in a vast number of laws that were Church-friendly 
and prioritized Catholics, consolidated the idea of “Pole-Catholic.” Undoubtedly, a 
significant change was the new legislation that guaranteed religious, ethnic, and 
national minorities equal rights in Poland as well as obliging the state to support 
minorities’ initiatives. Still, although important at the symbolical level, these acts 
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have so far not led to a dramatic change in terms of minorities’ visibility and activ-
ity in the public sphere.14 Their presence continues to be limited to folkloristic 
representations (something that also characterized the times of People’s Poland) 
and tends to be instrumentalized in political battles. Besides, despite the debates on 
“diversity ante portam,” Poland has not yet experienced the phenomenon of mass 
immigration. The presence of Chinese workers, Vietnamese restaurant owners, and 
Ukrainian housekeepers is noticed and commented upon, yet this is usually done as 
a sort of journalistic curiosity. In other words, the presence of neither “old” nor 
“new” minorities has led to a profound discussion on the Polish-Catholic model or 
to a more inclusive understanding of “Polishness” highlighting its civic rather than 
ethnic dimension.

However, present-day homogenous Poland has found a different way of partici-
pating in the debate on multiculturalism, namely, by celebrating its past diversity. As 
mentioned above, ethnic and religious homogeneity is a fairly recent phenomenon 
in Poland. The Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth (known also as the First Polish 
Republic) was inhabited by c. 40 percent ethnic Poles and c. 50 percent Roman 
Catholics.15 This fact was the result of expansionist policies, which brought under 
Polish rule a number of ethnically and religiously diverse territories, as well as of 
the political system—“noble democracy”—in which “Polishness” was defined in 
civic terms and which made religious tolerance one of its cornerstones. The Second 
Republic, which came into being after over one hundred years of partitions, was also 
a highly diverse state: Poles and Roman Catholics made up c. 69 and 62 percent of 
the population, respectively.16

It is noticeable that the two republics constitute a significant contrast to today’s 
state. What is even more important, however, is the reading of those times in the 
political and scholarly discourse. The fact that the two republics came to an end 
because of foreign powers (partitions in the first case, the war in the second) consti-
tutes the basis for a narrative that highlights the role of outside factors in destroying 
the tradition of “Polish tolerance” and “multicultural coexistence” and involves a 
very selective reading of history. In the case of the First Republic, it translates into 
a tendency to focus on the—undoubtedly groundbreaking—guarantees of religious 
freedom, but hardly ever on the question to what extent they were actually observed 
and who possessed such rights.17 Similar observations can be made with regard to 
the Second Republic, which also tends to be presented from the point of view of 
elites at the time; the importance of this factor is even greater considering that eth-
nic, religious, and class background tended to collide then. Further, such an approach 
underestimates the profound inequalities and discriminatory policies that character-
ized interwar Poland. As many scholars demonstrate, interethnic conflicts in the 
Second Republic were as tense as at any time before and brought about so many 
tensions that the war brought an opportunity to “resolve them for good.”18 
Nonetheless, the First and Second Polish Republics were nominated the “predeces-
sors” of present-day (and future?) multicultural Poland. According to many social 
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scientists studying multiculturalism in Poland, “the experience of multiculturalism 
is, in fact, behind us and constitutes a solid element of the collective imaginary, 
which comes to light today.”19 Even the recently acknowledged minorities’ rights are 
perceived as “the positive historical legacy of the First Republic where many nation-
alities lived peacefully side by side.”20

I discussed elsewhere the very problem of defining both past and present Poland 
as a multicultural society,21 arguing that rather than promoting diversity and plural-
ism, the concept of multiculturalism leads to a further reinforcement of the Polish-
Catholic culture as the dominant one. A detailed discussion of this problem goes 
beyond the scope of this article. What I want to stress here is the fact that the way 
the Polish experience of diversity is narrated does not permit us to comprehend the 
dynamics of two parallel historical phenomena: the increasing importance of the 
idea of the Polish-Catholic connection and the decreasing religious and ethnic het-
erogeneity. The understanding of these processes demands a change in point of 
view: instead of highlighting the role of “outside factors” and “big history” looking 
more closely at certain endemic developments. It is such a perspective that brings 
Antonina Kłoskowska to recognize that the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth was 
“a sociologically very interesting example of cultural polymorphism, but subordi-
nated to the dominant Polish culture, and not only the Polish state,”22 where noneth-
nic Poles recognized a hierarchical arrangement of ethnic and national elements, 
exemplified in the expression “gente Ruthenes, natione Polonus.” This opinion may 
well apply to interwar Poland, in which, given the context of nineteenth-century 
national awaking, modernization, and nation-states, the means of transmitting a 
dominant national culture were even more powerful and widespread, as were the 
means of excluding “unwanted” groups and individuals. Furthermore, it invites us 
to broaden the scholarly work on the Polish national identity, which tends to high-
light the role of the period of partitions and the communist era in developing the link 
between nationhood and confession or that between the nation and the Church. What 
is lacking is a more careful consideration of the long-term processes of the formation 
of the “Polish-Catholic” bond and its establishment as a norm. Finally, it makes us 
consider the interaction of different factors—such as religion, ethnicity, and class 
background—in shaping social relations.

The reason why I speak about these aspects in the context of neighborhood results 
from the fact that the above-mentioned narratives on Polish “multicultural” pasts 
bring along the view of “multicultural neighborhoods” in which people of different 
religious and ethnic backgrounds happily lived together. As mentioned above, the 
possibility of “the ever after” was destroyed by “outside forces” which brought an 
end to the ethnically and religiously mixed towns and villages. Such a view usually 
regards the period of interwar Poland and depicts the situation in the eastern or 
southeastern borderlands of Poland at the time. And it is usually the representative 
of the then dominant group—Poles—that presents such a view. Although this ten-
dency is visible first and foremost on the pages of memoirs and diaries,23 which have 
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in recent times gained astonishing popularity, many scholarly works reproduce this 
view instead of attempting to deconstruct it.24 A very similar process is observable 
at the level of politics, especially in the activities of regional authorities.25 Arguably, 
one of the products of an idealized view of interethnic and interreligious relations in 
interwar Poland is precisely the inability to answer the question with which I started 
my article, namely, How is it possible that people who live and work together, 
socialize with one another, interact on an everyday basis, and form one community 
are able to turn against each other?

I want to repeat here that I am far from claiming that there is one answer to this 
question. For the difficulty in resolving this query lies not only in the manifold fac-
tors that enter into play and profound differences between different plural contexts, 
but in the fact that this question inevitably touches upon the most fundamental ques-
tions on human nature. And, no matter whether we are more inclined to accept the 
idea of the “banality of evil”26 or the “ordinariness of good,”27 it would be hard to 
establish why, in a moment of trial, some neighbors betray and others help, some 
show respect and others turn their backs? What is possible, however, is a recognition 
of some patterns in neighborly relations and factors that shape them. And what is not 
only possible but also extremely important is the recognition that the inability to 
answer the question about the breakup of neighborly relations results from the fact 
that, at least in some contexts, the very assumptions made in the question is wrong. 
For before asking why people who were close neighbors ended up hurting, expel-
ling, or even murdering each other, it is important to ask whether they indeed lived 
together and what “closeness” and “neighborhood” meant to them (this is not to say 
that if they did not live together their crime is “more understandable” but to question 
the moral weight put on neighborhood). Bearing all these issues in mind, in the fol-
lowing I propose to rethink the idea of religiously and ethnically diverse neighbor-
hoods. Although I am drawing on scholarly observations from different multireligious 
and multiethnic settings, the main point of reference for me is the scholarly contribu-
tions on the areas close to my own research site. I thus refer to the studies on Poles, 
Ukrainians, and/or Jews, who used to live “together and apart” in many Galician 
settings, where interethnic communities shifted into “communities of genocide.”28

Rethinking (Multicultural) Neighborhood

Religious, Ethnic (or) Neighborhood?

As mentioned in the introduction, the study of neighborly relations constitutes a 
very important topic within social anthropology and other social sciences. I have 
also pointed out that the studies of mixed neighborhoods often translate into the 
studies of conflicts and the main reason behind conducting such studies is the ques-
tion of whether and in what way interethnic/interreligious coexistence is possible. In 
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other words, they are based on a premise that suggests the likeliness of conflicts in 
such contexts. Despite the fact that this premise can be supported by ample evidence, 
it is worth asking whether putting neighborly relations in such a framework—seeing 
in the ethnoreligious aspect the main cause of conflicts—does not constitute a sort 
of self-fulfilling prophecy.

This leads to the first point, that is, the necessity to pay attention to the “neigh-
borhood” itself, and not only to its “multireligious” or “multiethnic” character. This 
means referring to the grassroots meaning of neighborhood, focusing on the physi-
cal proximity and the practices of mutual respect and cooperation that have evolved 
around them, regardless of people’s religious and ethnic identity. This problem has 
been discussed in detail by Sorabji in reference to a Bosnian community she stud-
ied.29 In her work, the anthropologist warns against confusing two different mean-
ings of “neighborhood”: a metaphorical and often politicized one and a grassroots 
understanding.30 One of the effects of such a collision is the perception of neighbor-
hood as “a determining force able either to prevent or create a war, or to rebuild 
multi-ethnicity in its wake.”31 She thus challenges the often romanticized view of 
mixed neighborhoods. Discussing the Bosnian concept of komsiluk, she argues that 
it refers to physical neighbors and their relations of different sorts—obligations, 
expectations, habits—which can be both enjoyed and detested, regardless of ethnic 
identity.32 Similar observations are made by Marcin Lubaś in his account on a 
Muslim–Orthodox neighborhood in Macedonia.33 Lubaś argues against those schol-
ars who treat mixed neighborhoods as a special kind of neighborly relations, with-
out recognizing that these also fall into rules and norms governing any neighborly 
relationship.34

Yet another problem with highlighting ethnic factors lies in the fact that histori-
cal-anthropological studies of mixed neighborhoods often deal with the contexts in 
which the process of formation of ethnic identifications has not been complete. This 
is the case with many settings in the former Polish eastern borderlands.35 For 
instance, accounts on Polish–Ukrainian conflicts during and after the Second World 
War highlight the role of religion (namely, the way people made the sign of the 
cross) in defining people as Ukrainian or Polish. This is not to say that religion can-
not be a weapon in intracommunal struggles36 but to highlight the problem of certain 
ways of “coding” social relations. Besides, it is important to ask whether it is at all 
meaningful to speak about a “complete process of identity formation.” Avoiding the 
risk of essentialization, anthropologists tend to reject the idea of identities—ethnic, 
religious, cultural—as fixed and given.37

Still, the most important issue—especially in the reference to the way past diver-
sity is nowadays spoken of—is the overlooking of the class factor. This shortcoming 
can be reflected in attempts to understand both positive and negative neighborly 
relations. In terms of the former, while highlighting the friendship among people 
from different religious and ethnic communities, it is important to bear in mind that 
it is usually the class background that has been a unifying factor. Unsurprisingly, 
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many scholars highlight the close relations between the Jewish and Polish liberal 
intelligentsia38 or between the Jewish and Polish working class.39 As for the latter, it 
is impossible to ignore the fact that many “ethnoreligious” conflicts in fact meant 
the conflicts between manors and peasants, owners and dependents. Again, Polish–
Ukrainian relations in the first decades of the twentieth century offer ample evidence.40 
Furthermore, somewhere in between these two poles, there must be room for “sym-
biotic” relations between different ethnoreligious groups, the coexistence of which 
was simply “functional” because of their different class backgrounds and profes-
sions.41 Hence, it is crucial to pay attention to neighborhood itself and at the same 
time realize how ethnic and religious factors can be mobilized and assigned, or co-
act with other factors (such as class background or economic factors). All these bring 
about conflicting foundations of neighborly coexistence, which I discuss in the next 
section.

Contradictory Patterns of Neighborly Coexistence

The following overview highlights some recurrent patterns in the discourse of 
neighborhood. Before discussing it in detail, I would like to emphasize that I am far 
from claiming that these observations can be easily generalized in different contexts 
of neighborly relations. There are long-term and newly established neighborhoods, 
not to mention that the understanding of “long-term” and “new” may differ substan-
tially. Because of their location, some neighborhoods became the subject of nation-
alist discourses and policies much earlier than those in which such policies and 
discourses never seem to have made an impact.42 The list of possible differentiating 
factors is long; it includes not only different structural and ideological factors but 
also individual ones, such as the presence (or lack thereof) of “brokers” or “media-
tors” whose role in maintaining neighborly coexistence has been invaluable.43 
Hence, on the one hand, one must be careful with transposing observations between 
different research contexts. On the other hand, notwithstanding this variety, the 
accounts on mixed neighborhoods (and their breakup) are often strikingly similar. 
As Klaus Roth observes,44 the fact that social coexistence is a competence developed 
over a long period of time, resulting in a “habitus,” does not make it less fragile.

The first set of patterns I would like to discuss is the opposition “inside/outside,” 
manifested in the discussions on the grassroots practices and rules vis-à-vis broader 
influences, in the main state and other institutions’ (such as churches, schools, mass 
media) policies and discourses. The problem of “external” factors opens a wide field 
of explanations of neighborly conflicts. What is quite common is the view of mixed 
neighborhoods as separate entities, untouched by “big history” yet not immune to 
“outsiders’” influences that eventually destroy local coexistence. The most problem-
atic aspect of such an approach is the fact that it presents local communities as 
objects, and not protagonists, of historical events, and deprives them of agency. 
Further, it dissolves the question of responsibility, ascribing the blame for committed 
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crimes or genocide to impersonal “politics” or “ideology.” The heated debate among 
scholars and in the press over the massacre in Jedwabne—the murder of Jewish 
inhabitants by their Polish neighbors45—illustrates all these points well.46 What 
seemed unacceptable for those who aimed to make Nazi and Soviet occupants 
responsible for the crime was the fact that Jedwabne—as with many other similar 
settings—had not been a place “outside of history” before World War II started. On 
the contrary, as Hanna Świda-Zięba emphasizes,47 the Polish inhabitants of Jedwabne 
“did not act in a social vacuum”; the ground for the murder and other pogroms was 
prepared by the National Democracy movement’s ideas, propagated by priests, local 
elites, and newspapers.48

Yet another example may be the scholarship on Balkan societies, which draws on 
Cvetana Georgieva’s work.49 In her study of Muslim–Christian settings, Georgieva 
asserts that local “systems of living together” emerged “outside and irrespective of 
big politics and big history.”50 In this way, she and researchers who have built on her 
scholarship51 do acknowledge “outside” influences, but they approach them as factors 
that disturb an already established system of relations. They repeat (quoting their 
informants) that it is the “outsiders” who antagonize people and destroy local har-
mony. The result is analogous to attempts to situate the studied realities “outside big 
history”; this time, people are shown as passive recipients of external influences and 
their own agency is overlooked. Hence, while acknowledging the tension between 
bottom–up and top–down factors, it is important to remember that it is not the interac-
tion between the two that produces certain effects for the neighborly relations.

The second set of oppositions regards “commonalities” and “differences.” The 
integration of both within the system of mixed neighborhood results from the simple 
fact of sharing some spheres of life—such as work, education, or certain institutional 
settings—while keeping apart the dimension of religious life and ethnic associations. 
On the one hand, such a division seems to be necessary in a system in which people 
want to “live together and remain oneself,” yet, on the other hand, it is the failure to 
maintain a balance between respect for difference and a sense of mutual belonging 
and solidarity to create tensions within the community.52 Although these observations 
may seem obvious, I contend that the issue of respect for difference vis-à-vis recogni-
tion of commonalities should be given serious consideration. A careful consideration 
of the idea of respect, often seen as a basis for multicultural coexistence, reveals its 
double-edged character: the fact that respecting the difference also means the main-
tenance of intergroup boundaries. This mechanism may be particularly consequential 
in the situation of conflicts and ideological struggles, when those “on the other side” 
are easily excluded as those who do not belong to “us” but to “them.” In other words, 
“difference” may be transformed into “familiar otherness,”53 but this mechanism can 
be easily reversed, too. In addition, the contextuality of “us” and “them” is strictly 
related to the tension between “closeness” and “distance”, observed in many accounts 
on neighborly violence. On the last pages of his second book about Jedwabne, Jan T. 
Gross recalls the way Jews addressed their Polish acquaintances, begging them to 
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save their lives. Quoting affectionate forms of Polish names, he asks how is it pos-
sible that the moments when Poles and Jews lived together suddenly ceased to mat-
ter.54 Meanwhile, other participants in the debate on the Jedwabne massacre would 
inquire as to what “being neighbors” actually meant for Poles and Jews, and whether 
it referred to something more than physical proximity.55

This leads to the last point, namely, internally contradictory statements about the 
shape of local relations. Noticeably, people praise the respect and friendship that 
supposedly reign in the local community, but the moment a conflict occurs, they 
claim that they “have always known it” or “have always expected that.” In other 
words, local knowledge seems to be able to accommodate two opposite (at least in 
observers’ eyes) convictions: “we are like a family” and “there is ‘us’ and ‘them.’” 
Closely related to this problem is the question of idyllic narratives on the past and 
accounts on dramatic events that destroyed the neighborly harmony. The more dra-
matic the “end,” the more sentimental stories of the past tend to be. In my view, a 
very important outcome of this process is people’s tendency to describe those behav-
iors that were at best “neutral” or “proper” as “positive,” “warm,” or “close” and 
thus overstate the “togetherness” of past neighborly communities. In the light of 
what happened during and in the aftermath of ethnoreligious conflicts, “not hostile” 
translates into “exemplary” and physical proximity into an emotional one. Last but 
not least, it is important to emphasize that such idyllic accounts can easily be “re-
written” or “re-told” for the purpose of current circumstances. Idealization of the 
past serves many different purposes, one of them being an attempt to deal with 
traumas: genocide, ethnic cleansing, expulsions.56 Yet it may also perform an impor-
tant political function and be employed in the process (re-)shaping present-day rela-
tions. A cogent analysis of this process is offered by Mark R. Cohen in his historical 
study of Jewish–Muslim relations.57 He demonstrates that, depending on the politi-
cal circumstances, either the view of “interfaith utopia” or “neo-lachrymose concep-
tion” dominated.

The history of pluralistic settings makes it evident that it was neither the “har-
mony” model nor “segregation” type that was the dominant one, but precisely the 
“coexistence” model that seems to embrace all these contradictory features.58 In the 
following, I demonstrate that all these tensions are reflected in the accounts of the 
inhabitants of the multireligious and multiethnic region in which I carried out my 
ethnographic study.

Past and Present Neighborly Relations in Uście Gorlickie

In the period between April 2008 and April 2009, I carried out a year-long ethno-
graphic fieldwork in several localities in the rural commune59 of Uście Gorlickie. 
Today, the commune is inhabited by seven religious communities (Roman Catholics, 
Greek Catholics, Orthodox, Pentecostals, Seventh-Day Adventists, Jehovah’s 
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Witnesses, and Buddhists)60 and two ethnic groups, Poles and Lemko-Ukrainians. 
The connection between ethnic and religious identities—Roman Catholicism in the 
case of Poles, Orthodox/Greek Catholicism in the case of Lemko-Ukrainians—is 
strongly emphasized despite the presence of other religious communities.61 As a 
matter of fact, religion constitutes the means of perpetuating ethnic identities, and 
ethnic and religious categorizations tend to be used interchangeably (“a Polish 
church,” “a Lemko priest,” etc.).

Against the narrative that would see this region as having been “multicultural 
always,”62 it is important to clarify that the area became ethnically and religiously 
diverse when the rest of the country became homogenous, that is, after the Second 
World War. Up till then, the rural localities63 in this part of the Carpathians (Lower 
Beskid and Bieszczady) were inhabited by the Rusyn population, and a small number 
of Jews and Poles. With the growth of national movements, some Rusyns came to 
identify themselves as Ukrainians, while others preserved their Rusyn identity, and 
since the early decades of the twentieth century they have been referred to as 
“Lemkos.”64 Because of the events of the war, a series of brutal resettlements, and 
ethnic cleansing, the region was reformed almost as a tabula rasa in the 1950s, 
becoming a home for Poles (newcomers) and Lemkos (returnees) as well as a target 
of missionary work. The result of all these processes is the present-day ethnoreligious 
mosaic; minorities constitute c. 20 to 30 percent65 of the population, which is close to 
the composition of the entire country in the prewar period. As to the inhabitants’ 
occupations, the number of people making a living from agriculture is in decline, 
while tourism is becoming increasingly important. As a result, the idea of “multicul-
turalism” has been employed as a promotional tool that is supposed to attract visitors 
and presents the area as unique in the homogenous Polish context. The following 
sections present a grassroots approach to diversity and experiences of it.

Neighborhood in Prewar Poland: About an Idyllic Past

As mentioned above, until the Second World War the area around Uście 
Gorlickie was inhabited nearly exclusively by the Rusyn population. National 
movements and the shifting policies of the Austro-Hungarian (–1918) and Polish 
Republic (1919–1939)66 led to profound divisions and conflicts within the Rusyn 
population. The very same reasons brought about the competition over the faithful 
between Orthodox and Greek Catholic Churches, which led to the “conversion” to 
the Orthodox Church (from the Greek Catholic point of view) or “return to the 
fathers’ faith” (according to the Orthodox) of entire villages, which used to be 
Greek Catholic.67 Importantly, a vast group of local people was indifferent to those 
occurrences; they neither identified with a nationalist camp nor assigned impor-
tance to the change of confession.68

In the interwar period, the only “others” living in Rusyn villages were a couple 
of Jewish and Polish families. The oldest inhabitants recall those times as idyllic and 
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peaceful. They claim that Poles were fully integrated in the local community, accom-
panying them in religious services and marrying into Rusyn families. At the same 
time, they admit that there was a distance between Jews and Rusyns because of the 
separateness of the religious and economic spheres. They also emphasize that 
Jews—owners of shops, inns, and sawmills—occupied higher social position and 
that young Rusyn girls would work for them, especially on the day of Sabbath. 
However, both groups respected each other and there was a certain degree of inti-
macy, especially among Jewish and Rusyn children who attended one school. A very 
telling story in this regard for me was the account of an elderly Greek Catholic 
woman, Gienia. When I asked her about Jewish inhabitants of the village, she told 
me that one of the Jewish boys was very handsome and many girls were in love with 
him. The boy’s father was afraid that his son would decide to marry a Christian girl, 
and decided to send him to Palestine. This decision saved Gienia’s friend’s life; the 
rest of his family perished in a concentration camp. Some time ago, the Jewish man 
visited the village of his birth. This was the part of the story Gienia was most emo-
tional about: she was very upset that nobody had informed her about the visit. “I 
wanted to meet him,” she exclaimed, “we were friends!”

Only a few inhabitants would mention that, although generally respected, local 
people made fun of their Jewish neighbors. This fact, illustrated in the following 
quote from an interview with a Greek Catholic couple, may account for the afore-
mentioned shifting meanings of “neutral” and “positive”/“negative”:

Teodor: Thus . . . it was rather up and down with Jews . . . such teenagers would . . . spite 
them and so . . . it was up and down. But still . . . they lived.

Tania: They lived. No harm was done to them.
Teodor: Nobody . . . nobody threatened them.

In general, when speaking about their Jewish neighbors, inhabitants highlight that 
these were very religious (“serious faith”) and laborious people, and that there was 
a strong cooperation within their community. All these characteristics meant that 
they were respected by local people. They also emphasize that the day the Jews were 
taken to the concentration camp was terrifying, and that the people who wanted to 
make money out of the Jews’ tragic fate (e.g., by taking over their houses) were 
punished with an illness or a misfortune.

Noticeably, positive comments usually apply to those Jews whom local people 
knew personally or whose relatives knew them. While the picture of Jews “in gen-
eral” is different: speaking about Jews—but not about Jewish neighbors—local 
inhabitants pay attention to quite different features, or rather highlight different 
aspects of their commercial activities and community life. In such accounts, Jews 
are no longer industrious people but exploiters, while their fortunes do not appear to 
be an outcome of hard work but of dishonest practices. If there is any positive char-
acteristic to mention, it is always accompanied by an expression that places it in the 
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“proper context”: “honest for a Jew,” “good despite being a Jew.”69 Such differing 
attitudes bring to mind Rosa Lehmann’s observations about the complex correlation 
between “real life” and the “symbolic” representation of Jews. Analyzing interviews 
with the Polish inhabitants of Jaśliska, she observes that stereotypes about Jews were 
employed irrespective of what people said and thought about their past Jewish 
neighbors.70 She also emphasizes that it was the Shoah that produced an idealized 
view of prewar times, widespread among both Polish and Jewish survivals.71

For Lemko-Rusyns, it was not the Holocaust and not the difficult experiences of 
the Second World War that had the most profound influence on local people’s 
remembrances but the postwar resettlements, known as “Operation Vistula.” The 
first wave of—in theory voluntary—resettlements (to the USSR) was carried by the 
Soviet occupant during the war. In 1947, the Polish communist government decided 
to expel the people who had remained in the area and disperse them in western and 
northern Poland, in order to assimilate them into Polish society. The brutality of the 
expulsions and of the settlement in the “recovered lands” left a profound mark on 
people’s memories and undoubtedly led to a further idealization of the prewar realm. 
Indeed, there is not much room for a more nuanced view of those times in Orthodox 
and Greek Catholic Lemkos’ narratives. Still, a less idyllic view of those times is 
presented by those people who constituted a minority at the time. This issue became 
clear to me when, after hours of interviews with Greek Catholic and Orthodox 
families who presented me with the idea of “lost paradise,” I got to know the 
Pentecostal community, who presented a contrasting picture of prewar times. 
Importantly, they did not speak exclusively about the experiences of their religious 
congregation but about brutal fights among Orthodox and Greek Catholics. As a 
matter of fact, it was due to those fights that various Protestant movements, brought 
to Uście via migratory routes from the United States and Canada, gained popularity 
among local people. A middle-aged Pentecostal pastor shared with me the memories 
of those times, as transmitted in his family:

[In the interwar period] there was a . . . religious war here, you know . . . Lemkos are 
not saints! . . . As you might know, the Catholic Church battled regularly with the 
Orthodox one. It was a total war. And suddenly, in the 1930s, in the midst of the 
Orthodox–Catholic battle, a vibrant, well-organized Protestant community sprang up, 
attacking both those churches. . . . So those two fighting churches had to join forces 
and start to battle with the Protestant one. And they speculated, and used Protestants in 
their own struggle. . . . It was a dirty struggle, very dirty struggle. They would stop at 
nothing.

Certainly, it is questionable to what extent a “total war” inspired by religious (and 
national) leaders’ activities affected neighborly relations. As mentioned earlier, 
many local inhabitants were indifferent. At the same time, however, it would be 
equally misleading to assume that such conflicts did not affect the everyday life of 
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the inhabitants. The idyllic view of past coexistence, imprinted in people’s memo-
ries, is challenged not only by the minorities at the time but also by some official 
records, such as school chronicles. The authors of one of the school chronicles I 
studied frequently complained about inhabitants’ political engagement and men-
tioned clashes over religious and ethnic background. While admitting the majority 
were “indifferent,” they would also state spitefully that “the inhabitants . . . are 
mainly preoccupied with politics, which in their minds is the most important branch 
of science.”72

Summing up, the picture of neighborly relations in the prewar times turns out to 
be quite complex and does not permit definitive conclusions to be made. For as 
much as nostalgic memories can distort the picture of social relations—transforming 
the “neutral” into the “positive,” and ignoring the less bright side of those times—
one cannot take for granted their biased character or juxtapose with written sources 
(such as above-mentioned chronicles that, after all, were also influenced by chroni-
clers’ views and interests).73 In other words, a stubborn search for the evidence of 
“hidden” tensions and conflicts may be as deceiving as the insistence on past har-
mony. What can be said with a high degree of certainty is that the prewar realm 
represented the “coexistence model,” characterized by partial exclusion and partial 
inclusion. As we have been able to observe, such a system precluded neither the 
development of close and intimate relations between (some) neighbors nor ambiva-
lent attitudes and feelings towards “others.” Likewise, having good memories of and 
respect for “dissenters” does not prevent people from making ambiguous comments 
about them. Besides, the presented data revealed the tension between “outside” 
influences and grassroots system of coexistence, which constitutes one of the leit-
motifs in the discussion on neighborhood up till now.

Neighborhood in People’s Poland: About True Respect

After the expulsion of Lemkos in 1947, the authorities gave abandoned lands and 
houses to Polish settlers. Polish and Lemko memories of those years have hardly 
anything in common. According to Polish inhabitants, upon seeing the poor condi-
tion of the abandoned farms, they realized that Lemkos were in fact lucky to be 
resettled to the “recovered lands” and become owners of well-preserved German 
houses. In their view, the prewar inhabitants must have been very primitive people, 
who lived with animals and did not know much about agriculture. Poles did their 
best to repair and develop the farms, but many of them had to give up and leave 
Uście in search of a better place to live. For the Lemkos, such a narrative is simply 
unacceptable. They claim that many of the houses had been robbed and destroyed 
before Poles settled there, and that Poles took part in the destruction of abandoned 
buildings as they were too lazy to collect wood in the forest. For them, the Poles who 
settled in Uście were “the worst sort of people”—people who had nothing and came 
into possession of a house only because of others’ disgrace. Needless to say, opin-
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ions on both sides are far from just; while many Poles seem to ignore the fact that 
Lemkos were treated as second-class citizens in the “recovered lands” and their life 
there was far from idyllic, Lemkos do not seem to recognize that among Polish set-
tlers there were people returning from work camps in Germany or who lost every-
thing during the war. Besides, both groups’ opinions were strongly influenced by the 
authorities’ propaganda and politics. Poles feared Lemkos as brutal UPA members, 
whereas Lemkos’ views of Poles were influenced by their hard experiences with 
Polish neighbors in western Poland, who also saw in them UPA supporters and acted 
“accordingly.”

However, more important here is the question to what extent such prejudices and 
stereotypes influenced Polish–Lemko relations after Lemkos began to return to 
Uście. In the late 1950s, the government permitted Lemkos to come back to southern 
Poland. There were different “return” strategies; some Lemkos got in touch with 
Poles who had bought their old house and proposed an exchange or payment, while 
others built new houses. In this way, a new neighborhood came into being. Both 
Poles and Lemkos admit that the beginnings of interethnic and interreligious coex-
istence were not easy, yet the first ones recall fewer difficulties. According to a 
Polish inhabitant, the relations were

very good, very good. There were no problems at all. . . . I mean, there is always a black 
sheep in the flock. People lived together and . . . I think that . . . when we went to 
school—and we went to school with Lemkos—there were no . . . no talk among us. It 
didn’t matter that one was a Pole, one was a Lemko, one somebody else. . . . They . . . 
we lived in peace and, to be honest, sometimes one could expect more help from 
Lemko than from a Pole, because, because they were very kind, actually they still are.

while his Lemko neighbor observes:

Well, I say, some people were good, and some were like dogs. They constantly called 
us Ukrainians (orig. Ukrainicali tak aż strach).

In general, however, the stories of conflicts and quarrels do not occupy a promi-
nent place in people’s stories about the communist times. Instead, people highlight 
the fact that it was at the time of the communist hardship that they both learnt to live 
together and learnt about each other. Lemko and Polish children socialized in schools, 
while their parents helped each other in the fields. Working together, they had a 
chance to get to know each other’s history and religious traditions and to recognize, 
as they say, that in fact “they weren’t that different.” For many Poles, encounters with 
Lemkos (in the main Orthodox and Greek Catholics,74 but also Pentecostals) meant 
for them the first contact with non-Roman Catholics. It was in those years that the 
basic rule of local coexistence—refrain from working during other people’s festivi-
ties—was established. Besides, people proudly recall common efforts to make life 
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under communism “more tolerable” and the importance of mutual help that cut across 
religious/ethnic divisions. Thus, it can be said that in people’s accounts on commu-
nism, memories of conflicts give way to those of common experiences. What is also 
hardly present in people’s accounts is the state authorities; their presence is high-
lighted in the context of resettlements and attempts to set Lemkos against Poles, but 
they are rarely recalled in the accounts on the next decades. When I inquired about 
this problem, people would answer that the authorities did not care about their mar-
ginal, peripheral region, and thus they were “left in peace.”

Certainly, the “degree” of neighborly relations differed: some people’s stories 
paint a picture of “proper” and “respectful” relations, while others go much further 
and recount the story of joint Christmas (celebrated twice75) or admit that they could 
count on their Pole/Lemko neighbor more than on their own fellows. This fact brings 
to mind Sorabji’s encouragement to study the neighborhood beyond ethnic/religious 
lines;76 the reason why some neighbors developed close bonds while others did not 
cannot be explained purely with reference to such factors. Asked why he did not 
become friends with a Lemko neighbor, a Pole would hardly ever say that it was 
because of the neighbor’s ethnic/religious belonging, stressing rather that he had a 
“mean character”; while a Lemko woman would say that a neighbor became her 
dearest friend because they shared a passion for sewing and helped each other with 
their children, and the fact that the neighbor was Polish was not given much atten-
tion. It is also worth adding that my analysis of the reports of the village leaders 
about the reasons for conflicts between neighbors does not point to ethnic or reli-
gious backgrounds being the reason for such conflicts either.

This does not mean, however, that ethnicity or religion did not matter; it is rather 
a question of when it mattered or—more precisely—of when people admit that it 
mattered. In fact, the narratives about the communist era related by the generation 
born in the 1940s and 1950s resemble the stories about prewar Uście told by people 
born in the 1920s and 1930s. The communist times are also a sort of “lost paradise”; 
such a view has nothing to do with the then political system or life conditions but 
refers to neighborly relations at the time. If there is anything that my interlocutors 
are unanimous about, it is precisely the conviction that in the communist times 
neighbors truly respected each other; by paying visits to each other, socializing, 
offering selfless help, not to mention a particular respect for others’ religious fes-
tivities and rituals. Today, neighbors are too occupied with watching TV and making 
money to have time for any of that. The discussion of the nostalgia for communist 
times and “marketization” of human relations goes beyond the scope of this paper.77 
The reason why I am bringing it up here is because it permits us to observe an impor-
tant pattern: longing for past, idealized neighborly relations.

In other words, as idyllic images of the prewar realm ignore the problem of con-
flicts at the time, so do the nostalgic accounts of communist times and neighborly 
harmony. And yet, in certain contexts people express opinions that contradict, or at 
least problematize, the idyllic past. During my research, one such context was the 
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vote over double-naming,78 which led to profound conflicts among the local inhabit-
ants.79 Although people’s motivations and attitudes were quite complex, it was gen-
erally assumed that Lemkos were in favor of the introduction of double-naming, and 
Poles against it. The interviews I carried out in the period following the vote gave 
me a rather different picture of interethnic and interreligious coexistence under 
communism. People did not speak simply about neighbors, but “Poles” and 
“Lemkos.” Lemko families “all of a sudden” recalled that their Polish neighbors 
have always had something against them. Instead of telling me about cooperation, 
joint work, and festivities under communism, they would tell me that Poles were 
planning to organize a second “Operation Vistula” in the 1980s. They would give me 
names of people who were in on the plot and who were supposed to take over their 
house. They too recalled that children were mocked at school and felt discriminated 
against, and not only in the first years after the Lemkos’ return. In general, both 
Poles and Lemkos reached for stereotypes and clichés while speaking about each 
other.

Such “recovered” memories from a few decades ago do not eliminate the idyllic 
ones; both positive and negative experiences form the system of neighborhood. All 
this accounts for the observation that any neighborhood is composed of opposing 
features and relations, which, in my view, should not be seen in terms of dichotomies 
but as attributes that are permanently inscribed. Referring specifically to mixed 
neighborhoods, I believe that oppositional patterns result from the way in which 
diversity is “familiarized” and, more precisely, from “paying respect.” For “respect” 
is a double-edged tool: it helps to maintain good, attentive relations but it also main-
tains awareness of diversity.

Neighborhood in Post-communist Poland: About the Power of the 
Norm

Arguably, the latest stage in the development of neighborly relations in Uście is 
the most difficult to study and analyze. Although I have argued that one should not 
approach the prewar rural realms as regions “outside of big history”—as these were 
the regions deeply shaped by conflicting policies, national and religious ideologies—
there is no doubt that various political discourses and practices today have more 
direct influence and access to people’ life. For this reason, studying present-day 
neighborly relations means not only observing how two neighbors interact or listen 
to what they say about each other but inquiring about the manifold sources of their 
opinions and stances. Throughout my research, I was able to realize that television 
constitutes a particularly important, and generally trusted, source of information. 
This fact often contributes, in my view, to the widening of the gap between media 
representation and one’s own experiences; at the same time, by taking into account 
the influence of mass media, it is also possible to realize a dramatic discrepancy 
between theory and practice when it comes to minority rights.
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In order to comprehend this problem, it is important to recall that the transforma-
tion of 1989, apart from complex changes within the economic-political system, 
entailed the promises of democratization and pluralization of the public sphere. 
However, as has been observed earlier, the vast majority of the new policies concern 
“culture” (in broad terms) and do not translate into improvements in other areas, for 
example those of a political or economic nature.80 Besides, all these new possibilities 
are limited and strongly politicized. As a result of all these processes, “Polish mul-
ticulturalism” constitutes a good candidate for a caricatured representation of multi-
culturalism, with its view of “cultures” as separate entities and a folkloric approach 
to minorities.81

What is most interesting here, however, is the impact of “liberal” discourses and 
policies, as well as the newly developed sphere of minority rights—important even 
if not always fully implemented—on neighborly relations. The inhabitants I talked 
to presented me with quite contradictory judgments about the most recent develop-
ments. On the one hand, minority representatives suggest that their Polish/Roman 
Catholic neighbors are today more tolerant and open, and they attribute this pre-
cisely to television, or to the fact that people travel more and see how diverse the 
world is (notably, such opinions were sometimes expressed by the same people who 
praised the communist era, revealing the self-contradictory nature of their account). 
This issue is illustrated in the following quote, in which a Pentecostal couple com-
pares the present-day situation with the past decades:

Janka: We did have problems! We had them some time ago. They [the neighbors] called 
us “tomcats.” . . . Tomcats, tomcats, tomcats! And I say: what does a cat believe in? 
Most likely in mice!

(Laughing)
Agnieszka: When did it change?
Janka: A good few years ago.
Józef: Since democracy has come, there is more talk about religions, about different 

confessions, on TV and so on. This helps a lot.

Quite similar opinions were expressed by the representatives of other minority com-
munities. Some people would add that being intolerant is simply unfashionable 
today, and thus people try to manifest their openness. For that reason, many were 
convinced that friendly attitudes are only an appearance; people do not make mean 
comments or insult others, yet this does not mean they do not think badly of their 
dissenting neighbors. It is important to point out once again that all these claims 
constitute a challenge for the nostalgic remembrances of communist times. If it is 
suggested that people do not behave or speak as badly as they used to do in the past, 
then the past does not result in being so idyllic.

Again, however, this is only one side of the narrative about the ongoing changes. 
Along with the recognition of positive developments, inhabitants tend to suggest that 
it was easier to live together in the times when there was no discourse about being 
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different and no discussions about different “cultures.” Such a view is often 
expressed in relation to the ethnic diversity, and not only by local Poles, but also—
albeit more timidly—by Lemkos. The communist era, which they recall as a period 
of “sameness” and common experiences, is viewed as better, or even safer, for 
neighborly relations. Certainly, such a view does not permit the acceptance that the 
idealized “sameness” might have constituted a coverage of unresolved problems 
from the past. And such a view must be contextualized by complaints about declin-
ing sociability, growing differences in social status and changing patterns of neigh-
borly relations in general.

However, the longing for the communist era invites us to take into consideration 
one more issue. Reflecting on the latest developments, Lemkos ask whether having 
a Lemko textbook or a Lemko sign under the Polish one is not too high a prize for 
the ruining of good neighborly relations. This kind of argument was voiced by many 
Lemkos after the conflict over double-naming erupted. During the vote, the majority 
of Polish inhabitants strongly objected to the idea of signs with Lemko names. 
Almost overnight, neighbors split into “Lemkos” and “Poles” and began to threaten 
each other with “another Operation Vistula.” Even though the conflict regarded their 
constitutionally guaranteed right, Lemkos expressed their sadness about the fact that 
“people had become divided” and that “hatred had come into the village.” They 
spoke, in turn, about being shocked and disappointed by their Polish neighbors’ 
stances and about the fact that “they had always expected it.” But above all, many 
of them suggested that they preferred not to enjoy equal rights, but to have good 
relations with their neighbors.

It is here that we get to the nub of the matter: Why is there a choice between “equal 
rights” and “good neighborly relations”? In order to answer this question, it is neces-
sary to come back to the opening remarks and stress the broader context of neighborly 
relations as well as the discrepancy between theory and practice in the domain of 
minority rights. The inhabitants of Uście Gorlickie have experienced diversity for 
decades; they have developed a set of nonwritten rules of neighborly coexistence, 
juggling with commonalities and differences. They are proud to say: “First of all he 
is my neighbor, and then he is Orthodox, a Lemko, a Pentecostal,” emphasizing peo-
ple’s sameness. And yet, the broader context in which this neighborhood functions 
challenges such a view. Mainstream discourses and policies promote the idea of the 
connection between Polishness and Catholicism as something “natural” and “nor-
mal,” and in this way an implicit hierarchy: of people and of their rights. Although 
local people are aware that a Pole can be a Buddhist, too, and that one can refer to 
oneself as a Pole and Lemko, the message spread by the mass media, school educa-
tion, historical politics, as well as a variety of state and regional authorities, propa-
gates the idea of “Polish–Catholic” as a norm. The best exemplification of this was 
the active participation of Roman Catholic priests in the campaign against double-
naming as well as the narrative—spread by local Polish elites (such as teachers and 
priests)—about the obligation to defend the Polish–Catholic territory.82
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Fundamental to the understanding of the powerfulness of the Polish–Catholic 
norm is the fact that it is often promoted under the name of pluralism or by the “least 
suspicious” channels.83 Crucially, one of the most powerful tools in the promotion 
of the “Polish–Catholic” norm is precisely the discourse of multiculturalism. By 
promoting multiculturalism, the local government in Uście Gorlickie (as with many 
other local governments around Poland) recalls the past diversity, speaks about the 
Polish tradition of tolerance, dresses up minorities in folkloric costumes, and organ-
izes ethnic festivals. In this way—consciously or not—it reinforces the idea of a 
dominant, “natural” Polish–Catholic culture and “other” minority cultures that con-
stitute an addition to the local landscape. A sign bearing a Lemko name undoubtedly 
constitutes a useful addition to the local multiculturalism and, thus, if the inhabitants 
are reluctant to accept it, these are neighbors to be blamed for their inability to be 
“truly multicultural.”

But what about the neighbors? Is the minorities’ wish to give up their rights for 
the sake of good relations with neighbors—representatives of the majority—a sign 
of resignation or even passivity? Or is Poles’ opposition to the Lemko name an 
effect of “external” factors, such as the discourse on the “naturalness” of the 
Polish dominance? I contend that such an answer would be a simplification, for, 
as I have been emphasizing, it is necessary to approach the neighborhood as a 
sphere of different interacting factors. The inhabitants of Uście are very critical of 
the discourse of multiculturalism, which is the object of jokes and ironic com-
ments. They do not want to be taught how to live together, and stress that they 
have lived together for decades and know what it means: it means “pros” and 
“cons,” and that these “pros” and “cons” are sometimes related to one’s ethnic/
religious background and sometimes to different aspects of social life. They do 
strive to make local coexistence the best possible and, along with many bitter 
experiences, there are many things they are proud of. Perhaps it is in this light that 
one should interpret the nostalgia for an idyllic past, seeing in it the key to under-
standing what the present people wish to achieve for the local community. It is 
here that people’s memories of diversity and the politicized view of Poland’s 
multicultural past differ most dramatically.

Conclusions

One of the most moving accounts I heard during my year-long fieldwork was the 
story of an encounter of Lemko and Polish families in a village in the “recovered 
territories.” The communist state’s propaganda did much to “facilitate” Lemkos’ 
settlement in the area; they would tell Poles the stories of brutal UPA attacks and 
make them see an UPA partisan in each Lemko. Months after the arrival of Lemkos, 
Polish settlers continued to keep axes below their pillows, prepared for a night 
attack. And yet, what my informants were more eager to talk about was the story 
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about how, eventually, they managed to build a new community and learned to live 
together. Remembering the first days in western Poland, an elderly Lemko woman 
recalled a Polish woman who, upon seeing the Lemko newcomers, said to her fellow 
Poles: “but these are people like us!” (tożto są takie same ludy jako i my), recogniz-
ing the humanity they all shared.

Throughout my article, I have argued against attributing a “magic potency” to 
neighborhood and assuming that the neighborhood can prevent conflicts or explain 
their eruption. As many studies prove, “neighborly ties have only rarely motivated 
people to risk their lives to save victims of genocide: for the most part, rescuers gave 
as their reason a primitive sense of shared humanity, not any special connection aris-
ing from local or neighborly ties.”84 And thus, the question “why neighbors kill” is 
essentially the question “why people kill” and—in one or the other way—it remains 
unanswered. Certainly, by scrutinizing national and religious ideologies, economic 
and social structure, trajectories and memories of violence, or the role of “media-
tors” and “brokers,” we can come close to an understanding of the dynamics of 
conflicts. Likewise, we can observe how the dynamics of “differences” and “com-
monalities” or “distance” and “closeness” both open and preclude the possibility of 
neighborly conflicts and violence. Yet, at the end of the day, it is hard to comprehend 
why the inhabitants of two neighboring, at first sight identical, localities may act in 
a diametrically different way.85

What certainly does not help to comprehend the problems of genocide, ethnic cleans-
ing, and persisting discrimination on (presumably) ethnoreligious grounds is a romanti-
cized view of past diversity, which may serve different political functions; it is supposed 
to restore the community,86 bring peace,87 or prove the meaningfulness of the multicul-
turalist project.88 In this way—let us once again reiterate—neighborhood is charged with 
the responsibility of explaining, resolving, or even reversing multifaceted phenomena.89 
In Poland, the image of past harmony, imprinted on the pages of memoirs, scholarly 
works, and tourist leaflets, constitutes a critical element of the nation’s self-portrait. It 
helps to reinforce the image of Polish society as tolerant and diversity-friendly and to 
stress that the harmonious neighborly coexistence was brought to an end by “outsiders.” 
This may explain why any dissenting narrative about neighbors meets considerable 
resistance (the case of Jan Gross’s book is but one example) as well as why the Polish-
Catholic norm continues to frame the plights of religious and ethnic minorities. Perhaps 
what is lacking is the recognition that the opposite of utopia is not necessarily a dystopia, 
but the possibility of a better understanding of one’s society and history.
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