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place: Broniów (269 
inhabitants) and 
neighbouring villages

time: November 2008 – 
April 2009

focus: memory and 
post-memory of WW2 – 
what is considered 
worth mentioning and 
what is not? by whom? 
how, why, when and to 
whom the stories are 
told? 



Methodological background

- interviewer as a depositary of the stories 
heard during her research
- the question of trust
- between cold-blooded observer and too 
febrile one: reflexive and interpretative 
anthropology
- acknowledging  subjectivity
- ethical dilemmas; the question of 
confidentiality and possible local conflicts





Main plot
- coming back home early morning 
because of a clandestine activity
- a nap
- an armed group arrives to the farm, 
asking for Mietek
- Mietek's mother lamentations
- young Środa's failed attempt to escape
- provisional burial in the yard
- exhumation and proper burial at the 
cemetery



The devil is in the detail
Mrs. Władysława: Środa? Who killed him? Were they 

partisans? They came from behind, I don't know who they 
were, it was a secret.

Mr. Stanisław: they were going after him, because he was a 
partisan

Mrs. Janina: he was shot by real Germans
The inhabitants of Cukrówka:
- he was killed by the German troops, but he also spied on 

the partisans and they didn't like him, either
- Środa spied on the underground for Germans and the 

partisans killed him for that
Mr. Kazik Środa: what do you want, he was killed and that is 

all!



Mr. Leopold Bulski: 

One of the ours, the German Środa, was 
killed by the Germans during the war. And 
they... they learned. They were supposed 
to be partisans, but they were just walking 
around and stealing. […] This Mietek, he 
was younger than me, and he was a 
partisan, or one of those thieves, I don't 
know, no one knows, maybe just the devil 
himself. 

[06.11.2008, Broniów]



Contradictory roles

- Mietek killed by the Nazis for being a Polish 
partisan, or 

- Mietek killed by Polish partisans for being a 
Nazi spy, or 

- Mietek killed by the German troops for 
belonging to the group of thieves and other 
criminals pretending to be members of the 
underground, or

- Mietek murdered by the Soviets (sic!)



(re)Constructing memories

“The important question is not how 
accurately a recollection fitted some 
piece of a past reality, but why historical 
actors constructed their memories in a 
particular way at a particular time.”

David Thelen, Memory and American History, “The 
Journal of American History” 75 (March 1989), p. 

1125



One of the ours, the German Środa, was 
killed by the Germans during the war. And 
they... they learned. They were supposed to 
be partisans, but they were just walking 
around and stealing. […] This Mietek, he was 
younger than me, and he was a partisan, or 
one of those thieves, I don't know, no one 
knows, maybe just the devil himself. 

[Mr. Leopold Bulski, 06.11.2008, Broniów]

Ambivalence of the main character



Mr. Bębenek: oh, I've heard the stories, there was the 
underground, and there was even one partisan buried in the yard 
somewhere in the village! Because there was this spy, Środa... 

Mr. Stach: what? A spy, here? [...] 

me: but… was he spying on the underground for Germans or the 
other way around?

Mr. Bębenek: for Germans! […] He was selling them out, those 
partisans […], and that's why they killed him and ordered to bury 
him in a box in the yard near the window, they buried him in a box 
near the window, and only later on, when the war was over, he 
was exhumed and buried at the cemetery […]

me: wait a second [looking through my field notes], I have to find 
what Mr. Leopold told me... he told me... that... oh, here it is! He 
told me – but maybe he was wrong? – he told me that this Mietek 
was shoot by the Germans.

Mr. Bębenek: no! [after a while] but wait a minute… [a moment of 
hesitance] no!



Mr. Bębenek: yes, yes, Germans killed him, exactly! He was right, the 
Germans killed him, this Mietek! Because he was in the underground 
or somewhere [hesitantly, slower and slower], but it was different, 
something clandestine with some people, well…

Mr. Stach: […] I've heard he was killed, but I don't know, who killed 
him… [...]

Mr. Bębenek: yes, exactly, we don't know by whom [he was killed], we 
don't… it is possible Mr. Bulski said that Mietek was killed by the 
Nazis, because maybe he was killed by the Nazis?

Mr. Stach: or maybe they just claimed they were the Nazis? We don't 
know!

Mr. Bębenek: the Nazis were destroying the underground, after all…

me: but if he was a spy, the underground could have him killed as well, 
couldn't they?

Mr. Stach: well, what else… but they could have appeared in German 
uniforms! 

[08.11.2008, Broniów]



Who the bad guys are?
The Nazis: persecuting local Jews and forcing non-Jewish 

peasants to supply them with disastrously huge food provisions;
The partisans: taking food provisions as well; putting local people 

in danger because of severe penalties established by German 
authorities for helping the guerilla combatants; 

The gangs of „pseudo-partisans”: stealing food from the villagers 
(under the pretext of taking the provisions) and putting them in 
danger, as helping the “false” partisans was not differentiated by 
the Nazis from helping the “real” ones;

The Soviets: they might have gotten rid of the Nazi occupants, but 
they are strongly associated with war rapes on the local 
community and with the establishment of the communist non-
democratic system in Poland; thus, they are seen as the 
enemies, too.



Us v. the Others

The claim “we are from here, we are 
locals, our guys” as one of the most 
important criteria of peasants' 
autodefinition […] that points out the 
basic determinant of folk culture of 19th 
and 20th centuries.

Ludwik Stomma, Antropologia kultury wsi polskiej XIX w., 
Warszawa: Instytut Wydawniczy PAX, 1986, p. 65.



The nature of myth
Myth in an anthropological sense of the word: a 

narrative representing a particular interpretation of a 
historical experience, told and retold in the quest for 
existential meanings, and somehow explaining and 
justifying the world in its present form.

Roland Barthes: myths transform culture into nature, or 
at least what is social, cultural, ideological, historical, 
into natural. What results from social, aesthetic and 
moral divisions, is presented to us as self-evident, 
common sense, legitimate rights, the norm, human 
nature... in one word DOXA, what is given in the 
beginning.

Roland Barthes, Changer l’objet lui-même, 
« Esprit » 402, avril 1971, Paris, p. 613



The art of memory

Kirsten Hastrup:
- myth and history as two different forms of the 

art of memory
- myth: relates to oral tradition, passes on the 

memory of the weak, of the defeated, etc.
- history: written, linear, canonical

Kirsten Hastrup, Przedstawianie przeszłości, „Konteksty. Polska 
Sztuka Ludowa” No. 1-2 1997, p. 22-27



Barbara Szacka, Czas przeszły – pamięć – mit, Warszawa: Instytut 
Studiów Politycznych PAN, 2006-2007, p. 23-24:

Lessons learned from the sociological research let us agree with the 
thesis advocated by historians, the thesis of mythologization of the 
past in the collective memory, but only if we adopt an anthropological 
understanding of myth, different from the common, everyday one. 
Myth is then a story with a symbolic meaning, and not the story which 
is made up, bogus and false. It is true that in the collective memory 
the past is being mythicized, but this process does not consist of 
falsifying the past [deliberately – MJA]; it consists of spontaneous 
transformation of people and events into timeless patterns and 
personifications of different values which sanction behaviours and 
attitudes important to the community. Moreover, in the collective 
memory people and events are placed in the timeless, distant pass, 
and not in the linear time of historians. Their mutual proximity is not 
determined by the distance in time, but by how close are the values 
they epitomize. It is clear that collective memory cannot do without the 
historical knowledge it feeds on, selectively and according to its own 
rules using it as a material to construct images of the past.



Preserving the values
By wresting from oblivion the names of heroes, the 

social memory, in fact, tries to root the system of 
values in the absolute in order to protect it from 
transience, instability and destruction; in one word, 
to make it timeless, eternal.

Jean-Paul Vernant, Wymiary śmierci, 
ed. S. Rosiek, Gdańsk: słowo/obraz terytoria, 2002, p. 277

In folk culture what existed and passed is supposed 
to persist in the [traditional – MJA] values that can 
be preserved no matter the transience of events.

Czesław Robotycki, Tradycja i obyczaj w środowisku 
wiejskim – studium etnologiczne wsi Jurgów 

na Spiszu, Wrocław: Ossolineum, 1980, p. 77



The grey zone
Historical knowledge v. collective memory & 

mythicized narratives
Mr. Wojtek: well, since everyone says so, it means 

that is what really happened
Patrick H. Hutton: what we call history is just 

nothing else than officially recognized memory 
that society decided to honour 

[History as an Art of Memory, Hanover: University Press of New 
England, 1993, p. 9]

The role of the interviewer in pushing the story 
closer to history: questions as creating the canon
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