ReSET: Teaching Anthropology

2004-05 Academic Year 

Name: Kinga Sekerdej

Department: Institute of Sociology

University: Jagiellonian University

Title of the Research: Lichen in the eyes of local inhabitants

RESEARCH IN PROGRESS REPORT

Our field research in Lichen took place from the 27th of February to 5th of March. We were 6 persons and during that time we gathered 23 interviews. First of all it is important to note that the setting which we encountered in Lichen was completely different than the one from the previous year. This is connected to the rhythm of life in the village, which distinguishes two periods: the season and off-season. Last year we’ve been in Lichen during the pilgrimage season, the village was full of people and we were just another group of visitors. This time we came to a small, sleepy place, covered with snow, where our presence was immediately noticed. Thanks to our timing most of the people had time for us, but they stressed that had we arrived during the season, they would have been too busy to talk with us.

The major question of our research, namely the influence of the pilgrim site on the lives of the local inhabitants remained unchanged. However, during fieldwork we laid stress mainly on the relations between the villagers and the church. First of all, this topic resurged naturally during the interviews. Secondly, taking into consideration the short time (one week) we spent in the village, it was easier to talk about the church and the pilgrims, because it concerned more the public, not the private sphere of our interlocutors. Hence, some other questions, as for example the family and neighbour relations, were not and could not be tackled profoundly.

Instead, other topics emerged from what the respondents said. What most significant, a broad issue of the perception of space in Lichen, namely: the differences between the old church and the basilica (including planned replacement of the holy icon from the old church to the basilica as well as the relations of the parish to the pilgrimage site); the holy water spring; the local cemetery. Relevant to the subject of space was another issue which appeared, that is the sites of social life in Lichen outside of the church. 

Initially we intended to focus on the perception of contemporary Lichen with its new shrine and the growing numbers of visitors by the local inhabitants with the main emphasis of the changes in the people’s lives. However we narrowed our research from a general question 

regarding the influence of the pilgrimage entreprise on the life of the local inhabitants into more specific issues, such as the ways in which the people of Lichen relate themselves to the local church and to the pilgrims.

While preparing theoretically to the research we were interested in three types of literature: articles regarding generally religious culture in Poland and specifically Lichen, literature about pilgrimage and, what was of most interest to us, literature treating about local inhabitants of a pilgrimage site. The most appealing theoretical approach we found was the notion of pilgrimage as a contested domain, as “a religious void and an arena for competing interpretations"”(Eade, Sallnow 2000, xiii). We were informed especially by the research done by McKevitt (2000) on San Giovanni Rotondo and the shrine of Padre Pio. In his conclusions, McKevitt drew a sharp distinction between the local residents of the town (the Sangiovannesi) on the one hand and the pilgrims and devotee residents on the other. According to the author the local inhabitants live within the historical and secular time and space, whereas the pilgrims enter the ahistorical cosmological and ritual realm.  In respect to father Pio, the former underline his humanity, the latter his proximity to the divine. This research forms and interesting basis for comparison to Lichen and the main figure of the pilgrimage entreprise, father Makulski.

As a methodological approach we chose semi-structured interviews. Of course our most important questions were who to ask and how to ask. Regarding the selection of our interviewees we based mainly on the snowball technique. However this posed some problems. First of all, the first person we were directed to was the chief of the village (and further on people tended to advise us going to him), therefore from the beginning our presence could have been perceived as approved by the authorities (with all the positive and negative consequences of it). Secondly, we were directed to the ‘important people of Lichen’, such as the local poet, the retired school teacher etc. Hence following only the snowball technique we would have gathered interviews almost exclusively from men at the age of 60 and more. Since we wanted to reach a more representative group, we asked for  people whose characteristics came up in the first interviews, as somehow significant to the village, but not necessarily considered to be adequate informers for us (as for example the non-Catholics, the Housewives’ Circle or the Senior’s Club and naturally the church authorities). Of course this raised another problem, namely that although we managed to gather interviews from different circles and fairly balanced in terms of age and gender, we reached very few persons accidentally. Most of our interviewees were somehow activist and meaningful for the social life of the village. Thus during our stay we didn’t reach much people that could be considered as living in the margin of the social life of the village, whose perception of Lichen might have been different.

The next methodological problem we encountered was the question how to ask. Taking into consideration our short stay and the fact that one of our main purposes was also gaining practice in fieldwork, we allowed some variation in respect to the number of people conducting the interviews. Therefore each of the students could contemplate the advantages and disadvantages of holding the interviews alone or in groups of 2 or 3 persons, about which we had been discussing during our evening meetings. Basing on the pilot research we developed a sketch of the issues and possible questions for our interviews. Three of the interviews were in fact group foci, one in a formal setting (the school) and two on more informal occasions (a meeting in the Senior’s Club and the afterparty of the Woman’s Day Feast at the Housewives’ Circle).

As a result of our fieldwork in Lichen we gathered 23 interviews. Since we are still in the process of analyzing the material we had gathered, the conclusions are only tentative. From our research the following results and interpretations emerged:

A. Speaking about the religious complex of Lichen, the villagers use predominantly temporal arguments (as opposed to religious). Similarly, describing the priest-designer of the successful pilgrimage centre (priest Makulski), they use secular descriptions (good manager, organizer, able to persuade people etc.).  We encountered very few opinions about the church and pilgrims formulated in religious terms. 

B. The inhabitants underline the authenticity of Lichen as an old village (and once a city) and not only as a pilgrim destination full of new (fake?) monuments and sites (like the recent discovery of the holy spring in the place where traditionally the cattle was brought to drink water). The people lay stress on ‘authentic’ places in Lichen that are not connected to the new basilica, such as the old mill, the medieval road sign (on the amber route). And they unanimously criticise some actions inspired by the local church, especially building a chapel around the medieval road sign, what reduced this authentic monument to a site “like all the others”. Contrary to our presuppositions (being from outside) our interviewees could speak for a long time about the village not mentioning the church complex. Some inhabitants emphasized that Lichen contains much social life irrelevant to the church.

C. The villagers contest the legitimacy of church (meaning both the authorities and the pilgrims) getting power over the whole village, like the above mentioned road sign, building a high fence around the lake, thus depriving the local people of the access to it etc. Our informers stressed their joint efforts, completely ‘secular’ to develop Lichen and to attract people to the village itself and not only to the church. Among their priorities is the development of the square, to which they refer as the center of Lichen. Possibly this is a symbolic action of ‘reclaiming’ Lichen by the villagers, since for the visitors the center and the only place worth visiting is the church complex.

D. Similarly the pilgrims are viewed both as a source of income and a nuisance, since during the season the visitors outnumber the locals. Although probably the people were cautious speaking to us about the pilgrims (after all we were also a bit like them from the outside), they slipped with expressions like “raid of pilgrims”, and one of our interviewees claimed that among themselves the name they use for the pilgrims is “locust”.

E. The villagers use the new church complex for economic, leisure and prestige reasons. Yet emotionally and religiously they remain linked to their small old church. 

F. The attitudes towards the development of the basilica complex are very ambivalent. On the one hand the people view it as a source of income, on the other it is not necessarily seen as helpful in the economic development of the villagers; moreover by some it is even seen as competition.

G. On the contrary to hypothesis F, many villagers correlate all the development in Lichen with the church, including the normally independent economic transformation (roads, electricity).

H. There is a sense of betrayal by the church authorities, because although at the beginning the priests encouraged the villagers to develop accommodation and gastronomic infrastructure for the pilgrims, recently the church itself built two big hotels and many restaurants. This forced the people to drop prices and left many of them insecure with their newly built rooms for visitors.

I. The  – them (villagers - local church authorities) differentiation is dropped when speaking about Lichen vs. Outside. This refers formerly to the communist regime and more recently to the church hierarchy. Lichen framed in that perspective is a joint effort of the villagers and church authorities to develop the pilgrimage center. The attitude of the Polish church was interpreted by the villagers as full of envy because of the success of building the biggest basilica in Poland, visited not only by a great number of pilgrims, but also by the pope himself. This jealousy, according to our interlocutors was and is enhanced by the fact that all this happened in the small and ‘worthless’ (of course in the opinion of the envious) village of Lichen and not in the capital of Poland.

The tentative conclusions open other questions to be researched. Firstly, more fieldwork among the villagers is desirable in order to obtain a more balanced selection of respondents, to make sure that we have reached respondents for completely different spheres (and not only thanks to the snow-ball technique). We need especially more interviews with the children and youth. Secondly, it would be also very interesting to compare the perception of the religious complex by the villagers and the pilgrims. In that way we could verify, whether the thesis of McKevitt (2000) about the difference between the inhabitants of San Giovanni Rotondo (living in secular time) and the pilgrims or the devotee residents (entering the sacred and ritual time) would be applicable to the case of Lichen. The third aspect worth researching would be the perception of Lichen by the inhabitants of immediate neighbouring villages. From some of our interviews we know that the villagers of Grablin feel that the holy icon was moved to Lichen illegitimately. The reason of their grievance stems from the fact that before moving to Lichen, the holy icon had been in the forest of Grablin and in that place, according to the legend, Virgin Mary appeared to the shepherd. 

The aspects of our research that we feel we need to consult and discuss are mainly methodological issues, esp. the techniques of the selection of interviewees and the limitations of the snowball technique. Another important problem we have difficulties tackling is the feeling of ‘betrayal’ to our informers, since what we will write (and then send to those who asked for our results) probably will not be what they expect. Finally, we would like to reflect on the perception of the research team by the villagers and the effects of our actions there (the influence of speaking English in the team, our insisting on receiving invoices for the accommodation etc.).
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