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I.  Introduction 
 

Where are the roots of social conflicts? In this article I suggest that a par-
tial explanation revolves around the role of history, as it influences the creation 
of collective consciousness and social identity and pushes social action to as-
sume political import. This framework highlights the importance of living mem-
ory in driving conflicts and the impact of history on social conflicts in a trans-
forming society. 

The events in Central Eastern Europe in the year 1989 and after, when po-
litical freedoms and a pluralistic political system were re-established revealed 
latent problems which needed to be resolved. 

I begin the paper with a series of assumptions. First, when thinking about 
others, individuals employ opinions and attitudes pre-fixed in the mind. Second, 
by referring to well-known beliefs and convictions, people more easily place 
both themselves and others in a societal context. These ideas are not new. Nu-
merous studies examine the relationship between collective consciousness, indi-
vidual awareness, and individual behaviour (Ossowski, 1957; Słomczyński, 
1999). They rigorously apply social-scientific theory and methodology in an 
attempt to expand our understanding of the social events. In the paper I apply 
these assumptions to an investigation of the roles of the Eastern Europeans 
communist past as well as current changes, as they influence the interplay be-
tween collective consciousness, social identity and socio-political action result-
ing in conflict situations. 
 
 
 
II.  Some methodological questions 
 
 

Considering a long debate on the theory of social conflict since the time of 
Karl Marx, Max Weber and Georg Simmel I will follow the thought of Kenneth 
F. Boulding, who stresses that conflict between nations, industrial groupings or 
others are not only the conflicts between formal representatives, they are con-
flicts between people who think, feel, and have a feeling of group identification 
(Boulding, 1962). This is why the concept of identity must be considered when 
thinking about conflicts. 

The main thesis of the paper is the assumption that a long-term conflict 
situation is one of the major costs of the post socialist transformation, and those 
who deal with that process must be aware of it. The second thesis says that 
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a conflict is a natural element of social realm. Social conflict emerges in every 
social system because of the necessity to control resources such as goods, power, 
facilities, industrial production and people. All of these are closely linked to the 
individual and social needs. Only through revealing the roots of conflicts we are 
likely to find worthwhile solutions to them. Every conflict is affected by the exis-
tence of the social bonds such as ethnic, religious, cultural, kinship, economic or 
political. They influence both the dynamics of conflict and ways of its resolution. 

Social identity forms the core of inter-personal interaction, as behaviour 
between individuals either within one group or representing two or more groups, 
in large part is determined by how individuals evaluate the person or persons 
with whom they come into contact. Association between individuals and even 
subsequent interaction may in large part depend upon social identity, where each 
person tends to assess and behave towards others, according to the significant 
values of the group of which he or she is perceived to be a member. Social iden-
tity theory suggests that inter-group relations determine all interpersonal behav-
iours. A person behaves as a representative of a group towards the person from 
the out-group or towards the out-group as a whole. In this manner, social identity 
provides members of a given group with a basis for differentiation, categorisa-
tion and comparison. According to one’s identity, an individual becomes and 
feels like a group member, to some extent sharing its values, customs, stereo-
types and prejudices and attitudes towards other groups, social events and facts.1 

Social identity as Tajfel (1981, 256) writes can be described by the follow-
ing features: 
a. the group membership (role of values) 
b. the individual’s satisfaction (role of needs) 
c. the personal integrity (role of personality, emotions) 
d. the place of an individual in a community (social roles). 

Social identity becomes an objective reality when group comparison oc-
curs. “The characteristics of one’s group as a whole (such as its status, its rich-
ness or poverty, its skin colour or its ability to reach its aims) achieve most of 
their significance in relation to perceived differences from other groups and the 
value connotation of these differences” (Tajfel, 1981, 258). A person belongs to a 
given group when he/she shares norms, emotions and values significant to 
him/her and at the same time significant to the group as a whole. A person who 
suddenly has found out that values he/she used to share are no longer present in 
a group activity feels excluded from a group and may find her/his situation con-
flictive with the group as well as with her/his own acceptable self-image. 
                                                           
1  Social identity theory falls short of providing a complete analysis of inter-group relations; it aids solely in 

helping to explain the links between collective consciousness and social behaviour. 
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“When, for whatever reasons, this consent (means stable) begins to break 
down, an interaction between three forms of legitimacy must be taken into ac-
count: ‘the legitimacy of the inter-group relationship as it is perceived by the 
disaffected group; the legitimacy of this relationship as it is perceived by the 
other group involved; and an “objective” definition (i.e. a set of rules and regu-
lations) of legitimacy, whenever such thing is possible”. (Tajfel, 1981, 320) Ac-
cording to the Tajfel’s explanation one conclusion is bringing to light when ana-
lysing the post-socialist society. What is very important an unstable social sys-
tem is more likely to be perceived more illegitimate than a stable one. As a so-
cialist state, which gave certain stability to the society in terms of egalitarian 
values, was perceived as stable (although one must remember that in terms of 
human rights it was illegitimate). That was achieved by the special policy, as for 
example ethnic issues were suppressed by the socialist regime and the problem 
seemed not to be crucial for the Polish society. Since 1989 a state has become 
unstable due to systemic changes and – among other issues – minority-majority 
relations have to be defined in terms of a new political and social realm. In the 
case of ethnic minority and majority relations we have to consider some evi-
dence, which in fact shows that some of the social psychology definitions cannot 
be accepted in the case of post socialist countries as Poland used to be. As Tajfel 
suggested the illegitimate but stable state may lead the disadvantaged group to 
reject the status quo and “there is less convincing evidence that the same would 
happen in a system perceived as legitimate but unstable” (Tajfel, 1981, 321). 
Suppressed social groups such as the intelligencia in 1956 in Hungary and in 
1968 in Prague, or the workers in Poland in 1970 and 1980 attempted to reject 
a communist status quo, but it had never happened in terms of ethnic minority 
groups. However, in every communist country such groups have existed since 
the end of the II World War. Concluding one may have noticed that ethnic con-
flict did not existed in the collective consciousness however the problem was 
latent. 

A conflict may appear when a society is changing due to reforms. This is 
a typical situation in which social changes are accompanied by social mobility. 
A social group is able to protect its identity when it still manages to distinguish 
itself from other groups. In a condition when a process of new group creation 
has started an old group and its members will search for support by undertaking 
relevant social action. It may lead directly to conflict situation because a new 
social grouping tries to establish new values which suit to the current situation 
when the old groups do not want to loose their social position and try to defend 
their values. In the post-socialist society there are new social divisions and social 
bonds. Traditional social groups such as heavy industry workers and farmers try 
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to place themselves in a new social, economic and political reality and protect at 
the same time what they managed to gain during the socialist times. 

Values play a crucial role in constructing an individual and group identity. 
In the time of modernisation one may ask the question: What is the role of val-
ues at present? In communist times they used to be crucial for people living un-
der totalitarian regime control. People gathered around them as for example, in 
Poland where people practised their catholic religion. These catholic values were 
opposed to communist values. They, in fact, helped people to live on and find 
a basis for their sense of living and psychological and social stability. 

At present one may notice the new challenge for both a social and indi-
vidual’s identity, as Foucault says: “…the individual delimits that part of himself 
that will form the object of his moral practice, defines his position relative to the 
precept he follows, and decides on a certain mode of being that will serve his 
moral goal.” (Foucault, 1986, 28). What political and social changes brought to 
a post communist society is relativism that may be difficult to be properly under-
stood by people in the post socialist countries and in that way originates conflicts. 

In explaining past events it should be emphasised that relationships be-
tween peoples living in East-Central Europe have had a long story. History plays 
a crucial role in the process of creating the collective consciousness of a particu-
lar social group. It merely helps to build and confirm national identity; it is also 
a background for political activities. Every political movement, when building 
its ideology, looks for social support. In this process it deals with the prejudices, 
stereotypes, values, judgements and attitudes which are elements of a collective 
consciousness and which are the foundation for the differentiation between 
groups of people. Historical grievances and memories provide the basis for the 
national identity, which is a form of social identity. The national identity relates 
to the past events. It reminds us of the factors, which suggest that there is a link 
between current members of a social group and cultural, social, political, reli-
gious and national past experiences (Donohue, 1995). It serves as a link between 
the present members of a given group and the past experiences. At the same time 
the current political, economic and cultural events within the community shape 
social identity and indicate differences between a given group and other groups. 

While events in the society are perceived by every individual, and thus are 
reducible to an inter-personal level, there likewise exists a perception within the 
cultural entity of the occurrence. This is not to say that some sort of being inter-
prets an event for the group as a whole; rather, that which defines the group itself 
contributes to the over-arching ideology in which events can be interpreted. In-
dividuals may or may not choose to view a particular event in the manner in 
which cultural identity – which is itself comprised of historical claims, griev-
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ances, and aspirations – might. However, if a person or group is confronted by 
what is perceived as either an out-group threat, or exclusion from the in-group, 
an individual may well be more prone to interpret events in the manner dictated 
by one’s in-group. 

Taught history and immediate experience of a person constitute the two 
ways in which historical events may be accessed, augmented, and replaced by 
impression, perception, and recall. In the face of a significant internal or external 
confrontation, historical events accessed either by taught history or immediate 
experience – may serve as a confirmation of group identity. In societies which 
embark on transformation past events, both taught and experienced, influence 
the perception of the current situation. History stimulates the manner in which an 
individual and/or a social group recognises and evaluates current events and 
changes in a social realm. 
 
 
 
III.  Past and present for post socialist societies 
 
 

In the time of socialist regime a social conflict was clearly shaped in a so-
ciety. It was a two-party conflict between a society as a whole and a communist 
regime (socialist authority) (Adamski, 1996; Staniszkis, 1989)2. In fact, people 
in those countries as well as in many democratic ones did not believe that the 
communist (or socialist) regime would have ever been abolished. One of the 
recent political complaints expressed by some historians is that such a possibility 
had not been predicted and even believed. 

As John Rex points out social conflicts in communist states were not 
purely economic conflicts but they depended upon non-economic, political sanc-
tions. The communist parties, which tried to join people with different interests, 
were inside a field of struggles for power and control of resources (Rex, 1981, 
49). This is why the communist heritage left in Poland some characteristics in-
fluencing the contemporary society performance: 
• social heritage such as social structure consisted of a large number of indus-

trial workers, who constituted a particular social class (in terms of the Marx’ 
theory); the social group called ‘nomenklatura’, what means those who kept 

                                                           
2 There were many differences between states and societies in so-called socialist countries. No one can see all 

Eastern European countries in the same perspective. Every society had its own characteristic and way to 
democracy. In every country there was the various opposition against socialist institutions such as the cen-
sorship and the secret police. Poland and the Polish society was rather socialist than communist country due 
to the political institutions and authority. 
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high ranks within communist regime3; small number of university graduates 
and large number of low educated people; peasants and the unemployed who 
in fact were the hidden social group; 

• ideological heritage: specially cultural values tied with heavy industry ethos; 
egalitarian values as well as an important role of a traditional society; 

• political heritage with the tradition of significant role of workers due to 
Lenin’s political ideas and their role in the process of economic development. 
For example in Poland the communist party gave privilege to the coal miners 
with special facilities in the region such as luxury shops, health resorts, ac-
cess to rare goods, e.g. cars etc.; political values such as utter social equality; 
social policy which gave most people feeling of stable social security in 
terms of basic needs such as employment, health and housing. 

The communist regime left its own characteristic impress. There have 
been many researches done which acknowledged that post-communist heritage 
plays still significant role both in the economic, political and social changes and 
in people attitudes towards the transformation at all. (Staniszkis, 1991 Sztompka, 
1996, Millard 1999). 
 
 
 
IV.  Types of  the social conflicts in society in transition 
 

Economic conflicts 
 
When political changes began in 1989, a vast majority of people in East-

Central European countries accepted the course towards democracy, free market 
and industrial privatisation. Nobody was able to predict what difficulties they 
might face on the path of political and economic reform. They expected and 
readily accepted a vision of a smooth transformation that would give rise to bet-
ter possibilities for employment, self-development, and future overall progress. 

Radical reforms of the national economy began during the closing days of 
1989 and followed indispensable political change demonstrated in the form of 
appointment of the first non-communist governments. The „big bang” for busi-
ness and society came at the beginning of 1990. Few people had expected such 
a radical change. It is fair to say, that the business people spent the first quarter of 

                                                           
3 As Staniszkis stresses nomenclatura managed create merely political class but also economic class (Stanisz-

kis, 1991). Due to access to know-how as well as to managerial posts they managed to keep many of profit-
able jobs in a new era.  
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the year trying to understand the changes and attempting to calculate their costs 
(the only exception being the banks which earned huge profits thanks to inflation). 
The option chosen was structural change centring on deflationary policy. 

One of the crucial elements of the Polish economic reforms is privatisa-
tion. As Williams and Balaz stress there have been three phases of privatisation: 
1. So-called ‘small privatisation’ of small and medium businesses which were 

sold to domestic investors following the first political changes. 
2. Privatisation of medium and large state-owned enterprises by selling them to 

both domestic and foreign investors. 
3. Mass privatisation programmes with the aim to satisfy society’s expectations. 

(Williams & Balaz, 1999). 
The process of transformation and especially privatisation awoke many 

hopes but also many fears. What is more, the process is strongly bound up with 
the political changes, which influence people's attitudes towards the economic 
transformation. Along with the privatisation the restructuring came. State-owned 
enterprises were decentralised and were made accountable for taxes, dividends, 
and credits as well as for maintaining profitable and effective production. These 
changes exerted a great influence on workers who had to find their place in 
a new reality. A number of social benefits, characteristic of previously state-
owned enterprises, were sharply reduced (e.g. easily available free medical ser-
vices, cheap holidays for adults, free holidays for children, etc.); and unemploy-
ment became a real fact of life, which people began to fear. Moreover, the 
changes severely affected the standard of living of workers through the limited 
wage increases. Hence, there surfaced conflicts between employers and employ-
ees and strong trade unions, which started to organise many forms of protest. 

It is very difficult to estimate the total number of conflicts and mass dis-
putes which have taken place in the post socialist countries during the last 14 
years which are due to economic reforms. There have been many forms of pro-
test: banners on buildings, expressions of willingness to strike, demonstrations 
and two kinds of strikes: lightning and long-term. For example, in Poland in 
1990 there were 250 strikes (source: Central Bureau of Statistics), in 1991 – 305, 
in 1992 – 6351, but approx. 80% of those in 1992 were at schools, the total in 
industry was only 674. The situation in 1993 was severe that out of 7364 strikes, 
7055 were at schools and only 150 in industry. Analysing strikes in Poland since 
1989, one may conclude that there are conflicts typical of a transformation era. 
There are three main factors influencing the conflict situation namely the social 
costs of economic transformation, transfer of property from public to private 
ownership, and the lack of people’s approval for social reforms. For example in 
mid 1999 only 26 per cent of Poles supported the government which just intro-
duced many important social reforms. 
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Primarily, the economic protests often assume political significance in 
a country where the whole economic system is undergoing transformation, since 
economic demands can go against the main thrust of government policy. Some-
times strikers explicitly demand the reversal of a given governmental decision. 
A great number of protests have centred on the state budget. Frequent protests in 
the educational and medical sectors began in 1991 in Poland, and have continued 
up to the present day. Strikers always demand better conditions at their work-
place, e.g. in schools and hospitals higher salaries and measures to cushion the 
blow of reforms. The majority of disputes are fuelled primarily by discontent 
with the level of public funding allocated to these two sectors. The protests against 
the government and the parliament exemplify conflicts that have their roots in 
political and economic change. In fact, most strikes have been in reaction to the 
failure of government policy to ease the path to the free market economy. 

The effect of the trade unions’ activities on the restructuring of state en-
terprises is often destructive (the fight to maintain social welfare benefits and 
raise wages at any cost) especially in Poland. A government as well as a parlia-
ment relay on the trade unions voting in elections’ campaign. However, conflicts 
broke out also because government involvement in restructuring was insufficient 
or incompetent. Social conflicts over privatisation – particularly in industry – 
should gradually disappear after the process of privatisation is completed. How-
ever, the restructuring of production in heavy industry has undoubtedly taken 
place amidst growing controversy and social conflicts; here, apart from the 
workers, entrepreneurs have an important role to play (Górka, 1995. p.187-188). 

Unemployment in post-communist countries has created a new class of 
poor people. It has also led to large parts of society harbouring feelings of 
threatened social security. Unemployment as a real social fact causes, on the one 
hand, a fall in the income of the State and other institutions as well as in con-
sumer spending, and on the other hand, it increases the state expenditure on so-
cial benefits. In Poland unemployment has resulted in growing social tension, 
unrest and pathological behaviour. “The growth of unemployment, increasing pov-
erty and deprivation, the emergence of visible and deepening inequalities between 
rich and poor, and a pervasive insecurity and uncertainty had a profoundly dislo-
cating and demoralising impact on Polish society” (Millard, 1999, 148) 

One of the most important sources of conflict connected with the eco-
nomic transformation in post socialist countries is what social psychologists 
called relative deprivation. As Gurr (1970) stresses it is a failure of expectations 
and as such it becomes an independent variable of social action. There are two 
dimensions of relative deprivation: intra-personal and interpersonal. Both are 
important when analysing the present conflicts in post socialist countries. The 
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first one relates to unfavourable comparisons between individual past status or 
expectations and the present status or expectations. The second one relates to 
comparisons with others having in the past or at present very similar status and 
social position. According to social psychology theory one may notice that rela-
tive deprivation may drive towards hostile behaviour and aggression. 

Among the workers in Poland one may find those who are skilled, semi-
skilled or unskilled. Taking into account a group of coal miners we must stress 
that in the present situation their condition is very severe. Those who are skilled 
have more opportunities to find a well paid job. Such a division within one so-
cial group as coal-miners who not long ago all had the same status and social 
position creates now unequal social conditions. Those with poor qualifications 
will feel relative deprivation comparing their present situation with the previous 
one. Those who have failed to be adapted to market economy feel a new situa-
tion as unfavourable compared with their former status (Zaborowski, 2000; 
Słomczyński, 1999). It is not only about conflict of interests, it is about values 
and social differentiation. In such a situation social identity may be an interven-
ing causal mechanism in the situation of ‘objective’ changes. The group of coal 
miners who were clearly socially defined and consensually accepted as ‘supe-
rior’ in the socialist time in some important respect (by the socialist government, 
privileges, as well as by the ethos of workers existing in a collective conscious-
ness), when their position is threatened by the social and economic changes they 
feel insecure and exploited. As Hoggart stressed (1957), a working class has its 
own working class culture which builds class norms and traditional Gemein-
schaft in Tonnies’ terminology (Tonnies, 1988). This working class solidarity has 
been threatened by the new norms of the local and regional community, free 
market economy, individualism and international perspective (EU membership 
and globalisation). Associations and secondary type bindings have exchanged 
strong bounds of the community. Lack of security is one of the most important 
causes of social conflict. This is the condition for creation of a new ideology, e.g. 
injustice of present situation and justice of former one. The working class in 
post-communist countries has to find a new role in society. They are also search-
ing for any support to protect their old values. Such circumstances influence 
conflicts due to traditional values and norms protection. 

One of the most crucial costs of transition is social polarization unknown 
in the previous period. Income differences, a deepening gap between the highest 
and lowest incomes, poverty and wage inequalities are major sources of social 
tension between various social groups. During the process of transition newly 
emerging classes in these countries should also be explained very carefully. 
Class structure is undergoing a dramatic transformation. It consists of new 
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classes resulting from the privatisation, such as managers of state-owned enter-
prises, owners of middle and small business, a slowly developing middle class 
and an underclass. These are entirely new social groupings in the class structure 
of transitional societies at present (Domański, 2004). Although it has been fif-
teen years since the transformations started, there still exits social tensions 
amongst them. One may point to the following roots of social conflict. 

1. Tensions between the so-called nomenklatura (old communist bosses 
who managed to keep high position in enterprises) and the rest of the society. At 
the beginning of the process of transformation it was said (Staniszkis, 1991) that 
due to know-how and access to the privatised companies in terms of funds many 
of them were sold to the old economic elite (nomenklatura). Such a situation was 
found mainly in Poland and Hungary. 

2. Conflict between working class and government over restructuring in-
dustry and privatisation. In Poland the process of privatisation has taken different 
forms compared to other CEE countries. This is due to the role of the working 
class which, through the Solidarity movement and later Solidarity government, 
was able to institutionalise its power over that process. In fact, the working class 
is among others causes partly responsible for a standstill of this process. One can 
see two-dimensional conflict over privatisation reflected in governmental and 
working class views. This conflict has taken different forms due to the different 
governments which have taken power. The process was very slow during the 
post-communist party government in 1993-1997; at present it is a little quicker. 
The working class mainly coal miners and workers in the steel industry are terri-
fied of job loses therefore still resist privatisation. In Poland the legal norms say 
that the staff and workers must agree to implement the process voting in favour 
of it. This is why every government in Poland since 1989 wants to gain trade 
unions support considering the result of the next election. 

3. One of the most crucial causes of the social conflicts is people’s attitudes 
and opinions. There have been many sociological surveys of people’s subjective 
class identification. In all post-socialist countries the increasing wealth of a mi-
nority appears illegitimate (Peter, 1999, 125). Such attitudes cause dissatisfaction 
of people with their present living standard and influence many psychological 
difficulties. It should be stressed that they are syndromes of anomie and alien-
ation. There is a crisis of values and a feeling of powerlessness. There are two 
sides to this issue. Firstly, such feelings also existed during the socialist period 
although they may now be deepening. Secondly, a state of anomie influences 
crimes and deviance in a society. This has become a real problem. The society 
does not feel secure and the number of crimes grows rapidly. 
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4. The last possible economic root of the conflict situation is the class struc-
ture. New economic divisions in the society, a slowly emerging middle class, as 
well as an underclass have an effect on internal and external tensions in the soci-
ety. What is more, economic changes in post-communist countries have brought 
not only a new class structure and new division of wealth, they also brought the 
process of globalisation and its consequences what creates new challenges for the 
society and class structure. 

In conclusion, it must be stressed that there are several reasons why the 
new free market economy being adopted in the post-socialist countries is creat-
ing a vast range of the conflict situations. The process of transition generates 
circumstances, which affect society in general and its attitudes towards the 
change. One may notice the following problematic conditions which are making 
more difficult both the process of democratisation and the process of economic 
transition. These are unemployment, large number of poorly skilled workers, 
regional employment imbalance, existence of pressure groups, and decline in 
real wages, incomes, economic diversity and increasing poverty. Despite many 
differences among the former socialist states, there are numerous commonalties, 
which allow us to stress the importance of analysing the roots of economic diffi-
culties in these countries. 
 

Ethnic and national identity 
 

Political, economic and social changes are also important causes of the 
ethnic tensions. As Aklaev notices transitional periods encourage ethno-political 
dynamics due to three factors: perceptional, institutional and security-strategic 
(1999). The first reason for the emerging ethnic conflict in East-Central Euro-
pean countries is the rebirth of the ethnic identities, and perception of ethnic 
group uncertainty. In most of the former communist countries ethnic identity, as 
well as nationalism, was silent until 1989. Just after 1989 it became the most 
crucial factor influencing the social realm (Brunner, 1996). It has shown itself 
a variety of social action forms. In some of the post-communist countries Roma 
people started to present not only a worldly known culture but also their ethnic 
identity and claims for the human rights. The Roma started to organise them-
selves into different social, cultural and even political organisations revealing 
their values, norms and rights to live peacefully within a given community. 

As with other newly-established regimes, the formation of the post-
socialist Polish state placed minority issues on the back burner. The government 
did not introduce any special legislation to address the relationship between the 
Polish state and sub-state minority ethnic groups. To some extent, the needs of 
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the minorities continue to be ignored. However, there was a real turning point in 
the approach to national minorities in years 1989-1993. The government with 
Tadeusz Mazowiecki as the Prime Minister adopted the rule of cultural pluralism 
what allowed to develop existing mass media such as newspapers, magazines as 
well as radio and television programs. In that time any kind of control and cen-
sorship of minorities’ media was completely reduced. 

Numerous difficulties still exist in overcoming the difficulties in mutual 
minority and majority relations. For example in case of the Ukrainian minority 
in Poland, no consensus has been reached even on the exact size of the Ukrain-
ian minority in Poland.4 Ukrainian social institutions operating in Poland are the 
only source of current data. According to these organizations, it is estimated that 
in the Przemysl Region there are between 10,000 and 20,000 Ukrainians – ap-
proximately 6% of the people living in this region. Other estimates place the 
number between 180,000 and 300,000 in the whole of Poland. Lack of the con-
crete information is at least in part due to the mass transfers and relocations, 
which have dispersed Ukrainian concentration throughout the country. While 
some Ukrainians still remain in their old territories in Małopolskie and Podkar-
packie – they also live in Dolny and Górny Śląsk, Pomorskie and other places. 
Further, it remains extremely difficult to distinguish between people of Ukrain-
ian origin, who feel Polish, and those of Ukrainian nationality who view it as 
their ethnic heritage. 

The majority of Ukrainians living in Poland are Greek-Catholic – a term 
which has recently been replaced by the religious derogation Byzantine-
Ukrainian. In 1991 the Greek-Catholic Diocese in Przemysl was recreated and at 
present in Przemysl wojewodztwo alone there are more than 100 pastoral of-
fices. While some Ukrainians are Orthodox, the population sharing these beliefs 
is smaller than the Unites community. For example, in Przemysl there are only 
four parishes. Recently, a small number of Orthodox Ukrainians have changed 
their religion and decided to attend the Byzantine-Ukrainian Church.  

Next to religion, Ukrainian social and cultural organizations play a key 
role in the process of confirming national identity. In 1993 there were more than 
twenty such associations existing in Poland: for instance, the Union of the 
Ukrainians in Poland, the Ukrainian National Homeland in Przemysl, the Bishop 
Grzegorz Lakota Scientific Society, the Lemkos Union, and the Union of 
Ukrainian Youth. There is also the Ukrainian Culture Foundation, which sup-
ports the social, educational, scientific, and cultural activities of the Union of 
Ukrainians. Most of these organizations have worked to improve Polish-
                                                           
4  The last statistical calculation, made in 1954, claimed that approximately 162,000 Ukrainians lived in Po-

land, or 0.6% of the whole population. (Kwilecki, 1963, p. 98) 
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Ukrainian relations. In 1993 the Second Congress of the Union of Ukrainians 
noted that recent changes in Poland have stabilized the national minority policy. 
The Congress also stated that the 'mutuality rule' could govern neither the Polish 
nor the Ukrainian governments' treatment of minorities in their midst: Ukraini-
ans in Poland could not be used as hostages in policies toward the problem of the 
Polish minority Ukraine. 

Apart from these positive forms of co-operation there have been several 
less encouraging events which continue to influence relations between the two 
groups. Occurrences such as arson in the Orthodox Church in Grabarka Moun-
tain, theft in the Orthodox Church in Jablonna, stormy discussions revolving 
around the dome of the Greek-Catholic Cathedral in Przemysl, and anti-
Ukrainian graffiti on the walls in Premise demonstrate the need to evaluate and 
try to correct relations between the two ethnic communities. Media sources, 
particularly on the border areas, exacerbate the situation. The recent event took 
place in July 1998. There was the Congress of Poles (IV Zjazd i Pielgrzymka 
Kresowian) who used to live (before WWII) in old Polish territory at present 
being the Ukrainian part (e.g. Lviv and surroundings). It was supposed to be 
a meeting of those who wanted to recall their past and old times. In fact it was 
such event. Before the Congress there was a huge media discussion whether 
participants may have put flowers at the commemorative plaque in the church in 
Przemysl. The plaque gives honour to the memory of the Second World War. 
Apart from the eagle, the Polish symbol it also has the tryzub – the national em-
blem of the Ukraine and the swastika a sign of the Nazi Party both lying under 
the eagle. The commemorative plaque arose many controversies when it was 
open and it is still problematical. Many articles in magazines and newspapers, 
talks on TV and radio as well as reactions of some MPs and politicians recol-
lected stereotypes and prejudices in place of revealing all disagreements. The 
past events – and stereotypes built on them – continue to fashion choices made 
by decision makers. Various associations and political parties, particularly in the 
border areas, try to recall the past and employ everyday events to manifest their 
extreme pro-Polish views or pro-Ukrainian perspectives. Thus, primarily social 
issues, like that mentioned above or others such as: the rebuilding of a monas-
tery, taking up the local office by people of Ukrainian origin, are usually inter-
preted in terms of one of the two options: pro-Polish and against the Ukrainians 
living in Poland, or pro-Ukrainians living in Poland and against Polish identity. 
These seemingly a-political social events awaken feelings and activate stereo-
types based on historical events. Recently, the strong political as well as the Pol-
ish society support for the Ukrainian democratic election in December 2004 
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might build a new platform for both Ukrainian – Polish mutual co-operation and 
the Ukrainian minority role in the Polish society. 

Every post-socialist country, after more than 40 years of silence on the 
ethnic minority rights, since 1989 has had to learn how to deal with such an is-
sue. One does it better, the other worse. Poland has to learn about the Jews and 
their history within the Polish society (e.g. the Jedwabne case), as well as under-
stand how to accept the culture of those who are of German or Ukrainian 
(Lithuanian, Byelorussian) origin and their activities in social realm. 
 

Political conflicts 
 

Political conflicts have accompanied post-socialist societies since the be-
ginning of the process of transformation. There are several reasons for this: 

1. Disintegration of the united front against communism into separate 
groups and interests. Those groups, who struggled against the communist regime 
creating a common front in that battle, are now divided into different groupings 
with different interests. Such process has resulted into destabilisation of the po-
litical authority. In Poland after few years of anticommunist party’s government 
the political power came back to the so-called post-communist parties. 

2. Emergence of new groups unfamiliar with the political process or reject 
the political process in favour of corruption. Some former communist dissidents 
have had difficulties to deal with democratic governance. Because policy making 
and economy are closely tied, the newly emerging middle class and a group of 
businessmen try to influence political authorities using sometimes illegal ways 
what resulted in the bribery. 

3. The role of nomenklatura. It is a social group who has the class image 
through its economic bounds which also influences the political stage due to its 
connections with the post-communist party (which at present is called social 
democrats party). 

4. Repeated replacement of the political authorities. Political stage is like 
a pendulum, once right wing parties have power, next time – post-communists. 
Volatility is a typical characteristic of post socialist society. Political replacement 
has a very significant influence on the stabilisation of democracy, government 
and parliament during its period in office seeks support form future voters. It 
creates a never-ending political campaign between elections. 

5. The democratic systems that have emerged in ECE countries reveal 
a political nostalgia for the old political regimes that were simpler, stable and 
discouraged people from analysing political issues. Today people are forced to 
think who and what kind of policy they prefer. They are taught about civil soci-



ANNA ADAMUS-MATUSZYŃSKA 

 20 

ety rules and regulations. From peaceful, but at the same time dependent, har-
mony members of the present society have to find their role in the stormy di-
mension of politics. 
 

Philosophical conflicts 
 

From the literature one may notice very similar dilemma existing in many 
post-socialist societies. As Tismaneanu says“… the post-communist arena is one 
of the uncertainty, confusion and ongoing struggle between pro-western, pro-
liberal and anti-democratic forces” (1999, 232). The phrase ‘philosophical con-
flict’ is taken from Millard’s book Polish Politics and Society, she observes that 
several problems have appeared since 1989, and they have much wider and 
much deeper significance within the Polish society. 

One of the most important sources of conflict, which, is hidden deeply in 
the people’s motives and behaviours, is the atmosphere of uncertainty (Millard, 
1999). This is why there is a necessity to recognise the new values, new cultural 
and social norms and a new social perspective and how they are placed in a con-
temporary social life. Such an issue involves understanding of individual’s men-
tality as well as social awareness and public opinion. One may see the following 
types of philosophical conflicts in the present post-communist society: 
a. Philosophical conflicts between pluralism and monism. (Millard, 1999, 126). 

Such a conflict emerged several times in Poland when the society was wit-
nessing the parliamentary discussion on abortion, concordat and the death 
penalty. Discussions on such topics always engage people’s needs and val-
ues. As Burton theory of conflicts says such sources generate deep-rooted 
conflicts, which need much time and scrutiny to be resolved within a society 
(Burton, 1990). 

b. In the case of Poland one must stress the role of the Church as an institution. 
“Its ambivalent attitude to aspects of the democratic process, the difficulties 
with which it adapted to the new context of political pluralism, and its moral 
conservatism all raised problems of adaptation to modern society” (Millard, 
1999, 142). However, a dual set of values exists in social consciousness: so-
cialist values (40 years of communism touched people in positive and nega-
tive ways) and Christianity. These do not go well with commercialisation, 
marketization and postmodernist ideas. Once the commitment to the capital-
ist democracy was made, it created moral and cultural dilemmas, which peo-
ple have to resolve on their way to democracy. 

c. In all ECE countries workers are among the most committed to the egalitar-
ian and collectivist values of the ‘paternalistic state’. Transformation has 
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brought new meanings to social justice, equality, and equal opportunities. 
Hungarians have the most positive attitude towards the old economic system; 
Slovaks are second in their positive orientation toward the past, while Czechs 
and Poles tend to be negative about the old command economy (Rose, 1999, 
195). In case of Poland one must notice the difference between the attitudes 
towards the command economy and towards the socialist past in terms of so-
cial security. Poles have negative attitudes towards the command economy, 
which was very weak in the past, but they still long for some kind of social 
stability and clear rules and regulations typical of the socialist period. Adopt-
ing a Western style made people compare the past conditions and present cir-
cumstances as well as evaluate the differences. The dilemma between the so-
cialist values and the new capitalism influences conflict situations on two 
levels: interpersonal and intrapersonal. An individual needs to find his/her 
place in the new society as well as build his/her judgement of new circum-
stances. It pushes people to make comparisons between past and present 
which creates a conflict situation in both individual and social dimensions. 

d. Another philosophical clash in post-communist countries is the conflict of 
interests between liberal democrats and conservative nationalists (Millard, 
1999, 12). Such a conflict has lasted since the very beginning of transforma-
tion, especially in Poland. “In every area of civil liberties there were conflicts 
over the exercise of rights and the appropriate limits to be established. Some 
were practical, others were philosophical: the Christian Right opposed the 
new Criminal Code’s lenient attitude to pornography, for example, on the 
grounds of its damaging social consequences. Many of the general civil 
rights provisions of the Constitution remained to be clarified by specific 
laws. Some areas of collective rights, for women or gay people, for example, 
remained very marginal, due to deep-seated cultural and religious attitudes.” 
(Millard, 1999, 76) Democracy brought to the post-communist society plural-
ism and choice possibilities. What people used to fight for e.g. freedom to 
express opinion, free access to the sources of information have suddenly be-
come predicaments. Variety of opinions, differentiation in style life, new pat-
terns of behaviours is now openly expressed by some of social groups. It cre-
ates tensions between the people who have adapted to democracy and civil 
liberty and those who still try to protect conservative values and norms inher-
ited from the previous times. 

e. Last but not least philosophical conflict appearing in a time of transformation 
is a dilemma for individual choice. The transformation-related changes are 
accompanied by an enormous price paid by the society. In fact, every indi-
vidual has to make a choice between modernity and tradition. This is a di-
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lemma as to whether to protect traditional life styles and internalised values 
or to accept the challenges of modernity. Such a situation carries benefits and 
costs. A person who has chosen modernity may succeed in adjusting the so-
cial and economic changes, but at the same time losing ties with tradition and 
the past. For those who decide to defend their cultural bonds, every single 
protected traditional value will be their success. However, avoiding the pos-
sibility to benefit from modernity will mean their loss. 

The process of transformation leads to changes in the social system of 
values, which is essential for every society; it gives them a sense of stability but 
it is also resistant to new circumstances. According to John Burton ideas 
(1990b), simultaneously with the transition from command economy to free 
market economy and from totalitarian system to democracy, the process of con-
flict resolution should go in line. It will initially allow the revelation of the es-
sential social values and needs and, only later, will help to put into practice pro-
gramme of reforms to avoid tensions and obstacles. 
 
 
 
Conclusions 

 
 

In general, societies of post-socialist countries understand the necessity 
for the process of democratisation, marketisation and transformation. However, 
when discussing inevitable social costs of the process complications usually 
appear. There are several consequences, which should be expected during the 
implementation of the required changes: 
1. structural shock in regions undergoing restructuring; 
2. increase of the rate of unemployment; 
3. appearance of a new „under class” in the society; 
4. development of vertical and horizontal social mobility; 
5. changes in cultural values and norms; 
6. changes in personal and social needs; 
7. changes in lifestyles; 
8. the need to choose between modernity and tradition; 
9. growth of social pathology; 

10. long-term conflict situation in regions as well as in the country as a whole. 
Transformation has brought to these societies freedom, human rights, and 

a free market economy and at the same time the possibility of economic devel-
opment, commercialisation, globalisation and modernisation. The problem is 
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that many people in the region do not understand and many do not want to un-
derstand the values and norms, which underpin in the process of transformation. 
There is a gap between expectations and reality, between what was seen as 
a ‘Western community’ and what is perceived as the reality being implemented 
in their own societies. 

People living in the society of transformation may face at least four di-
lemmas. First, the choice between nostalgia for the old times accompanied by 
the lack of self confidence vs. modern, open for challenges personality. Second 
dilemma is a typical for every period of changes. It is an alternative between 
tradition and modernisation. Third is connected with democracy which allows 
making a decision between different political preferences, in post-communist 
countries dilemma between conservatism and liberalism has the particular sig-
nificance. Fourth strait has a sociological meaning – it is a choice between con-
flictual or consensual framework for a new model of social reality explanation 

Social conflict is not openly revealed, it is deep in individual’s identity 
and leaves the individual alone searching for a conflict resolution, which will 
help to accustom to a new social reality. The problem for an individual living in 
a post-socialist country is his individual’s identity, which he/she tries to name: 
Who am I? Where am I going? “The fact that we feel isolated from other and 
thus, from our own selves, says something about the type of social relations in 
which we live in the modern world, rather than saying about our essential nature 
as human individuals” (Burkitt, 1999). 

As illustrated in the above explanation, communist past events serve both 
to create and to support the continued maintenance and manifestation of the 
various social groups' identities. This process heightens both individual and 
community awareness of social identity, in which historical events are piled 
upon each other to define further the common character of each group.  

As discussed in the theoretical exposition, political, ethnic, and social 
groupings demonstrate types of social communities. While such derivations may 
cross over, they nevertheless indicate inter-group boundaries. When they do 
overlap, such that a community is defined in terms of its political ideology, eth-
nic identity, religious beliefs, and economic position in society – or any combi-
nation thereof – divisions between in- and out-group members becomes even 
more incisively ingrained. Existence of inter- group divisions, values differentia-
tion and the necessity to fulfil individual and social needs have become the roots 
of social conflicts. 

The examples I have chosen for this paper illustrate that a dynamic ap-
proach must be adopted in any approach to analyzing and resolving social con-
flicts existing in the post-socialist society. Neither stable social identity nor con-
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stant collective consciousness exists. In the face of the developing possibility of 
cooperation and a new dimension of inter-group and inter-personal contacts 
typical for modern times, it is critical for social scientists to understand the dy-
namics of such relationships. It is for this reason that I have conducted this in-
quiry into the interplay between history, social identity, collective consciousness, 
and the galvanization of social action to political extremes. In this sequence, 
social awareness and social identity are understood as intermediary phenomena 
in the correlation between history and social conflicts. 
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