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One of the most controversial issues in the contemporary history and current transformation of Central and Eastern Europe is the role of religious organisations, especially the Roman Catholic Church in social and cultural change. This is true, at least for some countries of the region, especially for Poland, where the Roman Catholic Church has been one of the central political forces and constructors of ideologies and world views. In this paper I would like to make a few remarks on the role which churches, and especially the Roman Catholic Church, play in the current process of transformation and reconstruction of the identity of Central European societies. Most of my own experience comes from living and doing research in Poland, and therefore a large part of the following text will be based on the observations concerning Polish society and culture. But I believe that, in many aspects, the processes concerning identity are similar in most or all of the societies in present-day Central Europe. Poland is the country in which the Roman Catholic Church reached a particularly prominent position in politics and culture, and it is where its role in identity reconstruction can be seen particularly clearly. It seems to me that one can understand a great deal about the role of religious organisations in contemporary European, and in particular Eastern European, social transformations, while looking from the perspective of identity construction. By creating images of one's own group and of others’, building symbolic world-views, competing over ideological control of society in a symbolic dialogue, groups and institutions construct social order and negotiate division of power in society. Religious organisations, especially established churches, participate in this process, and often, as in Ireland and Poland, play a major role in political and cultural change. 

It is perhaps obvious to say that Central Europe today experiences a crisis which has many dimensions: social, political, economic, ideological, cultural. I believe that one of the most difficult aspects of this crisis is that which concerns the identity of various groups of people on different levels of social organisation. Despite different histories that Central European societies had before the end of the World War II, the 50-year period of communism and Soviet domination created fundamental similarities in many respects. In spite of the Marxist ideology of the perfect socialist society in which all collective identities of the previous social formations were supposed to disappear and give way to the development of class identity and subsequently to its dissolution in the classless society, in practice, the politics and ideology of communist states constructed the image of social organisation and the model of collective identity according to national criteria. Soviet satellite states were organised after 1945 as nation-states, and a great effort was made to make them ethnically homogenous, or to build them in such a way that their ethnic composition would be clear and would constitute the main basis of identity formation. One may suspect that in the attempt to build the post-war Soviet empire national and ethnic factors were used as instruments of manipulation and control. Each of the satellite Central and Eastern European states either had some internal ethnic problems, and real or potential tensions and conflicts with neighbouring states based on ethnic issues. Such political organisation conformed with the dominating nationalistic view of social organisation which Central and Eastern European societies held at that time, according to which each ethnic group should have a political organisation of its own to protect its interests, its cultural identity and its resources from other groups of different culture. According to such a world-view every nation, understood as a cultural unit, as an ethnic group developing its political identity through modernisation, social mobility and mass education, ought to create its own sovereign state. (On the discussion of ethnic origin of nations and nationalism see for example Gellner, 1983; Smith, 1986). 

Religion, church and national identity

In most parts of Central Europe and in Eastern Europe with the exception of Russia itself, nations in the modern sense developed without their own states. Their nationalistic ideologies therefore remained largely unfulfilled and their movements of national liberation unsuccessful. National identity in these societies was built on the basis of shared culture, mythology, or rather mythologised past, literature, visual art, and music, to a large extent created on purpose by artists who romantically considered themselves creators of the national culture and contributors to the spiritual community of their people. Religion was also a very significant part of that shared national culture, and churches played an important role as constructors and promoters of national culture. Faith and church were strongly linked with the national identity, especially in such countries as Poland, where most of the neighbours and most of the enemies defined as such by the mythologised national history were of different religion. The state was part of national identity and of nationalism as a myth, as a memory of the past (in some cases such as Poland or Hungary), or as dream about the future. On the other hand there was no or little connection between nationalistic ideology and the really  existing state, an organisation to which citizens owed loyalty and which had a legitimate monopoly of many aspects of public life. Members of the Central European nations did not have a chance to develop an attitude of citizens to their state. There was also no concept of nation-state economic system, which would link economic activity of citizens to their national identity. Eastern European nationalism developed against a state rather than within the state as it was the case in most Western European countries. Opposition to the oppressive state was in Eastern Europe part of nationalism, a component of national identity, glorified in the core works of the national culture, as a patriotic act. National churches contributed to this by constructing symbolic meanings which would saturate patriotic activity with positive emotions and with religious, sacred sense. In Poland for example the Roman Catholic Church developed the cult of St. Stanislaus, a medieval bishop of Krakow, sentenced to death by the king for the act of treason. The only historic source, the Chronicle by an anonymous Gallus, gave a very vague description of the series of events that led to the bishop's execution. (Gallus Anonymus, 1989: 54). The Church interpreted this story in such a way that the king was portrayed as a murderer who personally killed the bishop, while the victim's guilt consisted in criticising the king for immoral conduct and abuse of power. The bishop thus became a patron saint of all anti-state opposition, and the opposition itself obtained a sacred value of patriotic act against evil forces (Kubik, 1994: 130-133). 

Construction of identity

I understand the construction of identity as a process of building symbolic models which give meaning to the world, offer interpretation of experience, and enable people to understand the reality of life in its present form, in the past as well as in the future. Institutions competing for influence over people's minds offer interpretations of the world and try to gain support by providing better understanding of it and one which would be better related to their interests, self esteem, aspirations and various aspects of relations with other groups. Churches also compete over world-views by constructing meaning through symbolic discourse realised in narratives, that is stories and images produced by social agents. Discourses provide vocabulary for social interactions (see Alexander, 1992), and enable people to collectively produce and transform meanings of the world. Narratives, that is symbolic texts produced by partners of social relations, make sense of these relations, provide ideological and emotional ground for interactions, construct  images of self and of partners, and enable people to make order in the chaotic experience and understand it. Religious organisations in complex societies are among the most active constructors of world-view competing for the leading role as providers of meanings and orientation for the society. In the post-modern world churches are faced with the situation which they often find difficult to accept, that there is no longer a need or even an approval of their symbolic monopoly, and that more and more people take for granted the existence of many, alternative world-views and symbolic discourses from which they may choose on different occasions, and at different periods in their life. Relativism and pluralism are especially difficult for those churches which, like the Roman Catholic Church in Eastern Europe are not used to such a competition in the symbolic market. Competition over world-views, and ideologies in the communist world was part of the political game, the struggle for monopoly, the rebellion against the totalitarian system, which would not allow any pluralism. In effect that Church is not used to the free market of symbolic discourses, it feels at home in the situation where it has to struggle for survival or for domination.    

Roman Catholic Church and Polish national identity

In the nineteenth century the Roman Catholic Church in Eastern Europe, especially in those parts where it enjoyed a majority support, played a crucial role in the construction of national identities of modernising societies. It provided a frame of reference for those who sought an ideological background for their nationalism, that is for the ideas and movements which would lead to the creation of nations and nation-states. In Poland the Church was a leading force of patriotic attempts to shake off foreign domination, and was perceived as the major if not the only legally existing opposition to the foreign powers occupying partitioned Poland. The Church created a coherent symbolic model which linked Catholicism with Polishness and was viewed by ethnic Poles as the main agent of Polish nationalism and national identity (Mach, 1993: 147-152).

At the same time the Roman Catholic Church, while integrating ethnic Poles against their national enemies also created a boundary within the population inhabiting the territory of the old, pre-partition Polish state, separating Poles from other ethnic groups. Protestant Germans, Eastern Orthodox Ukrainians and Belarusians, Muslims and Jews were alienated by the increasing identification of Polishness with Catholicism, and by the construction of the new, national identities in close connection with religion. The nationalistic discourse of Poles presented the world as a polarised system with, on the one side, Catholic Poles struggling for their independence, and on the other side, Protestant and Eastern Orthodox enemy states (Prussia and Russia). Muslims were considered traditional enemies of Poles and Europeans since the time of Ottoman attempts to conquer southern and eastern European territories. Such a picture was constructed through literature, painting and other cultural texts. Other religious denominations, particularly Jews, although not part of this polarised construction, were marginalised as aliens and as people who were not to be trusted because their interests were seen to be different from the Polish national cause. The absence of the Polish national state in the nineteenth century, when Polish nationalism was constructed, resulted in the Polish national identity being created on the basis of ethnic culture: language, religion, mythologised history, memories of the past victories and the lost sovereignty. The constructed image of the Polish nation did not include ethnically different communities, and religion became an essential component of the newly created national identity. People of other religions therefore did not identify with the Polish nation and its struggle, they remained indifferent or associated with the politically dominating, neighbouring nations. 

During the communist period in Eastern Europe the Roman Catholic Church was generally perceived as an anti-state force, an organisation opposing, as much as it could, the communist transformation of the society, its economy, its structure, and especially its culture. The Church opposed the official atheism, secularisation of education, elimination of religion elements from the national traditions as they were officially constructed, presented and taught. The Church was also against the communist planned changes in the legal system, both the nationalisation of the economy, the introduction of a one-party system, suppression  of the political opposition, as well as issues concerning family life such as liberal divorce law and, especially, the legalisation of abortion. But in the reality of every-day discourse, the Church paid little attention to the problems of private life of citizens or family morality. Little attention was also given by priests to such problems as work ethics, especially in view of the fact that work and economic activity of citizens had not been before, as mentioned above, the main focus of the Church attention. The ideological discourse of the Roman Catholic Church concentrated on state politics, national sovereignty, and the construction of national identity of society in such a way that religion became its central element. Communism was seen as a totally alien element, incompatible with anything which was the essence of the tradition and identity of the societies in Eastern Europe. 

A characteristic feature of the Eastern European communist societies was the polarisation of symbolic discourses which gave meaning to people's experience in relation to state politics. The reality of social relations was of course not so simple, with many ambiguities, different beliefs, conflicting interests, tensions, as well as individual and collective social mobility. In particular, religious beliefs and practices differed from one segment of society to another, from traditional, peasant society religiosity to post-modern, individual beliefs. On the other hand both state authorities and the anti-communist opposition, including the Roman Catholic Church constructed an image of a unified nation. In the symbolic model of the political world, as constructed by the communist state, the nation was united in its progress towards socialism, under the leadership of the communist party. The anti-communist opposition constructed a model in which the nation was united against the communist state. In Poland, the Roman Catholic Church was portrayed as a supreme leader of the anti-communist opposition and thus the leader of the nation. The situation in this respect varied from one Eastern European country to another, depending on the role of religious organisations in local politics, but in Poland the Church enjoyed a great deal of popular support strengthened by its being the only institution independent of the state, and by its identification with Polish national interests. The symbolic political discourse of the Church and the anti-state dissidents presented society as ideologically polarised into two segments clearly set apart and in permanent conflict: the communist, atheistic state and the Polish, Roman Catholic nation with its Church. In this clear and coherent picture there was no place for internal divisions in the society such as ethnic or religious minorities, status differences, class, male-female opposition and so on, which would be then regarded as weakening of the nation which was supposed to remain united. The principle of unity was of tremendous ideological importance. For the Roman Catholic Church it was linked with the idea that Catholicism had been for centuries the essence of Polishness, and therefore the Church became the national institution, the core element of the nation's identity. The Church portrayed itself as the guardian of national-Christian traditions thanks to which the Polish nation maintained its identity throughout the long years of foreign domination. The moral monopoly of the Church would then not be an usurpation or an attempt at depriving people of their right to choose, but the logical consequence of the historical development of unity of the nation and its faith. In the attempt to gain as much support as possible, to establish itself as the centre of Polish national identity, and to avoid antagonising potential allies because of some differences in the world-view, the Church under communism was extremely inclusive. It opened its door as widely as possible, inviting everybody who did not identify with communism to join. Liberal intellectuals for example, many of whom were in their religious attitudes, beliefs and view of the world as well as in the practice of their everyday life very far from the ideal type of devoted Catholic, were nevertheless allowed to operate within the Church's organisational framework, to publish in (relatively independent of the state) catholic journals, and to organise lectures or exhibit works on the Church's premises. The main idea was to unite the whole anti-communist world and to bring it under the Church's protection. This strategy undoubtedly had enormous impact on the politics in Poland, and to some extent also in other parts of Eastern Europe. The contribution of the Roman Catholic Church to the destruction of communism is huge and cannot be overestimated. The election of the Bishop of Kraków as Pope only added to this role of the Church. The Pope became a symbol of anti-communist Church. He also was a living proof that even under communist domination a society led by the Church could produce a personality whose independence, integrity, intellect and moral strength made him a suitable candidate for papacy - the highest office in the Church and one of the leading positions in the western, Latin, non-communist world. So the Pope was a symbol of national independence and strength. He also symbolised the link between Eastern Europe and the West, the relation which the communist state tried hard to make their societies to forget (Kubik, 1994: 130-146).   

The principle of unity alienated again, as in the nineteenth century Poland, all those who were not Catholic. The few remaining ethnic minorities felt pushed outside the constructed image of the Polish nation, as were the non-believers, the atheists who were frequently identified with communists. As within the polarised model there was no place for a non-Catholic who would not be a communist. 

Paradoxically, the communist state  also propagated the idea of unity - the moral-political unity of the nation with its state. The symbolic discourse of the state also presented the society as a culturally homogenous entity, building its socialist institutions and happily marching towards its bright future under the leadership of the communist party and its state. This time of course, there was no place for the church or religion in the picture. Catholicism was eliminated from the state's symbolic model of the world, and the society was presented as going rapidly through a process of secularisation, identified with modernisation and socialist development, and therefore with social progress. 

This discourse of national unity, which seemed to dominate the public symbolic world, had the side effect of eliminating many social and cultural issues from the discussion. For very many people problems of minorities, for example, ceased to exist. They were neither talked or thought about. This was not the way they saw the social world. They lacked concepts and vocabulary to describe society in its complex diversity. The discourse of unity and polarisation, of opposition between nation and state, dominated the symbolic world.

                  Church in Poland after communism

The end of communism, to which the Roman Catholic Church contributed so much, brought a dramatic change for this powerful institution. The main political conflict was over, and despite the fact that many political parties claimed that the anti-communist revolution was far from complete, the political and ideological world ceased to be perceived as polarised. The discourse of binary opposition between nation and state largely disappeared, as it no longer corresponded with the feeling that most people in Eastern Europe began to have of living in a free world. A market economy was introduced, and isolation from the West ended. The polarised view of the world was no longer instrumental in giving meaning to experience. People wanted a new model which would account for the change they were experiencing. Freedom, openness, and return to Europe became the main idioms of the new discourse. In Poland the new, non - communist government was naturally perceived as having close relations with the Roman Catholic Church. The first non-communist Prime Minister, Tadeusz Mazowiecki was a well known member of the Catholic intelligentsia. The Church emerged from 50 years of struggle with communism as a victorious, triumphant and extremely powerful institution. But it was not an institution with any practice in operating in a democratic, not to mention a post-modern, pluralistic society. Fifty years before, when Eastern European countries were building their nation-states, the whole world looked different. Ideas of pluralism, openness and tolerance, now taken for granted in the most advanced democracies, were not popular. In many parts of the Western world religious organisations were strongly linked to states, and had significant influence on the legal system, education and the media. The world had changed after World War II, but in Eastern Europe the Roman Catholic Church was busy trying to mobilise societies against communism. On the one hand, it did not have a chance to became an established church with links to the governments. On the other hand it enjoyed support and a position of moral authority because of its political role, without having to influence the state. A free media or a free market of ideas did not exist and education was under the total control of the communist party. So there was little to fight for in these aspects of social life, and the Church's energy was directed elsewhere. 

The great change of 1989 was a triumph of the Roman Catholic Church everywhere in Central Europe, and especially where, as in Poland, the Church was a major architect of the anti-communist revolution. Yet, the Church soon discovered that their dream - among many clergy probably never fully articulated, nevertheless clearly present in their world-view - of acquiring a moral monopoly enforced by new political and legal structures, would not be fulfilled. The disappearance of the great enemy - the communist state broke the ideological and political polarisation of the society and put a question mark on the political role of the Church. In Poland the opinion polls soon discovered that the growing majority of the Polish population objected to the Church's involvement in politics. For many influential members of the Catholic hierarchy the temptation of becoming the established church was hard to resist. So the Church in Poland began to influence the state politics and the process of transformation of the legal system. 

The first important goal which the Polish Roman Catholic Church attempted to achieve was to regain direct influence over public education. An effort was made to introduce religion as part of an obligatory school curriculum. Non-believers were to be allowed to take classes of ethics, but this was problematic due to the lack of qualified teachers, especially outside big urban centres. Opponents of the Church's initiative argued that these children who chose (or whose parents chose) not to attend classes of Catholic religion would suffer from intolerance, especially since Poles had forgotten what it was like to live in a culturally pluralistic society. Moreover, the ideological principle of unity made them even less open towards minorities. The Church's  chief argument in favour of compulsory religious education was tradition, the link between the Polish national identity and religion, and the ideological identification of atheism with communism. Since it was the communist regime that removed religion from school, it seemed natural for the first non-communist government to re-introduce it. The actual decision was made without a proper public discussion or even parliamentary decision, and this strengthened the view that the Church was seeking direct influence over the state. Teachers of religion were to be paid by the state, but nominated by local bishops and were not to be subject to the authority of school headmasters. The Polish Church failed to realise that the society was no longer polarised, that a variety of divisions, previously hidden or "frozen" had surfaced and had started to influence the world-view of large groups of people. Non-Catholic minorities and non-believers became more visible in the society. Moreover, many nominally Catholic people who previously, that is under communism, identified with the Church and were ready to follow the Church's directions, now diverted their attention to domains of life other than religion or politics. 

The opening of borders of Eastern Europe to the West resulted, among other things, in free exchange of ideas and cultural texts. This exchange was not exactly symmetrical. The East was hungry for Western culture, to overcome the long isolation and to satisfy curiosity, as well as to realise the ideal of freedom. But many of these ideas were not compatible with the Church's world-view, and the Church objected against their popularisation, especially in the media. Various campaigns were launched against eroticism, religious sects, or publications which could offend Catholics by questioning or mocking the principles of their faith. All texts which combined religious elements with sex, even by an indirect association, were severely criticised and the Church demanded that they be banned. Liberalism was interpreted as being against religion, and liberal western culture as a danger to the spiritual and cultural identity of people of Eastern Europe. The Church found it difficult to function in a social system dominated by freedom of choice and by free market of ideas, where religious institutions were obliged to compete for influence and where there was scepticism about any claim to absolute truth. Operating within an old polarised view of the world, the Church tended to identify atheism with communism, liberalism with atheism, and reluctance to show unconditional support to the Church with anti-religious attitudes. As in communism, those who are not with us are against us, and those who are against us are enemies. Such a view was functional and effective at the time of struggle with the oppressive communist regime, but did not meet the requirements of an open society. 

Convinced of its influence on society, the Church diverted its attention from politics to morality and family life. And here again disappointment was experienced by many priests and bishops. Sexual morality, the aspect of family life which was of particular concern to the Church, was in Eastern Europe very far from the Catholic ideal. Abortion was widespread, extramarital sex was popular and accepted, and contraceptives became a norm for large segments of the population. It was so under communism, and it became even more so with more openness and more choice after 1989. But before 1989 the Church was little concerned, at least publicly, with morality, paying more attention to politics. Now the clergy realised not only that their teaching was not being followed, but also that they were going to loose support by emphasising the necessity of Catholics living the lives according to Church teaching. 

In Poland, the highly controversial issue of abortion and its legal ban became the focus of attention, the main boundary dividing society, and a test of political orientation. The conflict over abortion brought back ideological polarisation resembling that known from communist times. Communist Poland had a very liberal law concerning abortion, which allowed it to be performed if a woman had serious economic problems, or was in difficult social or personal circumstances. In practice abortion was available on demand. This became regarded as normal by very many, maybe most Poles, and there was silence about abortion in both official, state controlled and the oppositional public discourse. Because of the rapid shift of attention of the Church from politics to morality and family, abortion became suddenly a big issue. After a long debate which revealed deep divisions within Polish society, the parliament passed a law which restricted legal abortion to cases when a women's life was in danger because of pregnancy, when pregnancy resulted from a crime, or when the embryo was seriously damaged. The law was a compromise between those who, like the Church, supported a total ban of abortion and those who took a liberal, pro-choice view. The compromise did not last long. The new, socialist dominated parliament changed the anti-abortion law, which for liberals was seen as very restrictive. The main argument was that women ought to have a choice, that social and personal reasons should justify abortion, and that the limitation of access to legal abortion contributed to the development of illegal practice of termination of pregnancy, thus segregating the society into those who were rich enough to not to worry about consequences of unwanted pregnancy and those - mainly women from poor families, often having alcoholic husbands - who had to suffer from the consequences of having many unwanted children. The Roman Catholic Church was a main partner in the debate and the conflict over liberalisation of the abortion law. The Church developed a discourse which identified abortion with killing, and those who supported liberalisation were portrayed as enemies of the Polish nation and as communists (because it was the communist regime which had introduced the liberal law which was abolished after 1989). The discourse was then transformed into the polarised model in which liberalism equalled communism. The Church's criticism of liberalisation of abortion laws did not take into account the fact that the law was merely about the penalisation of abortion, and that the choice remained with women, on whom the Church, should they be Catholic, would always be able to impose its moral and religious sanctions. The way the Church presented the whole issue gave the impression that liberalisation meant an obligation to have an abortion. According to opinion polls the majority of Polish society supported liberalisation of abortion. The supporters of pro-choice movements were not only socialists and post-communists, but also liberals, often prominent representatives of the former anti-communist opposition, feminists, and some Christian intellectuals who although generally they presented the view that abortion should be avoided, nevertheless regarded it as a lesser evil which could be justified for social and psychological reasons. A liberal view also included the demand of sexual education at schools, availability of contraceptives and many social reforms which would help women to avoid unwanted pregnancy. The Church did not support sexual education or contraceptives, and proposed to consider sexual life the private concern of families. The idea of introducing sexual education into school curricula was strongly criticised by the Church, which claimed that any such education would mean promoting moral relativism. In the Church's discourse safe sex equalled free sex, and free sex equalled crime. Aware of the fact that the majority of the society supported liberalisation of the abortion law, the Church opposed the idea of solving the question through a referendum, and tried to use political pressure to prevent the parliament from changing the law. It was changed, however, in 1996, and since then abortion has remained a big issue in Polish politics and public discourse, polarising the society once again on the level of ideology. Inspired and organised by parishes, pro-life marches and demonstrations were organised in Warsaw and other Polish towns. Petitions demanding penalisation of abortion were signed in churches all over the country and sent to the parliament before the debate on the abortion law. 

It became evident, even before the conflict over abortion law, that the Roman Catholic Church was not prepared to function in a democratic society which emerged from post-communist Eastern Europe. The Church - powerful, strictly centralised, and in its internal organisation a very non-democratic institution - developed mechanisms of surviving and achieving success in a totalitarian system. In particular, the Church was very skilled in mobilising people's energy and action in a centralised, authoritarian state, ideologically and politically polarised, in which all contributors to debate taking place in the public sphere used the symbolic discourse of black-and-white, polarised world, picturing opponents as enemies and accumulating categories of value-loaded classifications. The pluralistic world, relativism and tolerance, acceptance of differences and readiness to establish different platforms of interaction with people and groups of different world-views, was for the Church a new world. It seemed easier to try and apply totalitarian methods, the old, familiar language of struggle rather than competition. Even some prominent members of the Church hierarchy were aware of that. Bishop Tadeusz Pieronek, secretary of the Polish Episcopate, said that "for the Church an unquestionable shortcoming of democracy is its inseparable feature - the principle of majority...This principle can not be applied to essential issues, that is to those which relate to the principles of faith or morality, within the Church as well as outside it, also in the state". (Pieronek, 1996: 10-11). The Church - the major agent of the anticommunist opposition, largely responsible for its destruction in Central Europe - found it difficult to accept the consequence of the fall of communism, the birth of democracy and the development of open and pluralistic civil society, in which all institutions, including the Church, must compete for influence. It was easier to reproduce the old, polarised system. The most militant activists of the Church are grouped around the Radio Marija (St.Mary's Radio) broadcasting company, led by Father Rydzyk, whose extreme views are too radical even for the Church. The Episcopate often distanced itself from the Radio, especially when it broadcast anti-Semitic programmes. Nevertheless Radio Marija plays an important role in mobilising social energy against both the left-wing government and in general against liberal views. It is the voice of many discontented, frustrated people, who want simple answers to their problems, pointing at scapegoats (such as Jews), opposing market reforms as the source of social inequality, seeking revenge for their misfortunes. It is also the voice of nationalists and those who oppose European integration but wish to see Poland as an ethnically pure, traditional, catholic country. Such a simple, polarised image of the world appeals to many people for whom sophisticated arguments are too complicated. Rhetoric of aggression, xenophobia, intolerance and exclusion is linked with extreme traditionalism. Many representatives of the Church openly argued against a market economy. This was true both on the highest level (the Pope frequently expressed his reservations about the world ruled by money and economic competition) and the low level of parish priests. In my research carried out in one of the local communities in Poland I interviewed a priest who was very critical about the newly introduced market economy, because his congregation was less ready to donate money to the church, preferring to spend it on goods which had just become available. The Church began to feel that it was loosing control over the society which diverted its interests to economic matters. On the other hand the Church took a full advantage on the new opportunities brought by the market reforms. Even under communism the Church remained the legal owner of a large amount of property, especially real estate, but as all private owners, it could not draw any financial benefit from the ownership. After 1989 the law has changed, and private owners of houses began to charge high rent for apartments and commercial space. The Church has reclaimed control over its property, often charging quite ruthlessly high rent. New church buildings are constructed and old ones renovated. This serves two functions: it develops the material base of the Church, and it strengthens its symbolic presence in the landscape. The Church also demands various privileges in taxation and in economic activities. The public is frequently irritated by the ostentatious accumulation of the Church's wealth, especially since many Poles believe that the Church ought to remain poor and concentrate on charity.  

But the most important was ideological competition. New ideas and ways of life came from the West and challenged the Church's world-view. It seems that many Church officials chose the easy option and tried to influence the state and the media demanding limitation of freedom, imposition of moral censorship and control imposed on the media to ensure that anything written or said conformed with the moral principles of the Church. 

The Church enjoyed great popular support in Poland due to its role in fighting for freedom under communism and because of being the only legal institution offering an alternative world-view. In communist Poland the Church did not have any formal power in education or the media, but had a of informal influence in the society. Now, by claiming a role in state policy, it began to loose some of its informal position. Many people while recognising the right of priests and bishops to propound moral teaching on such matters as abortion and contraception, but question their right to have their views enacted by parliament and imposed by legal sanctions. Many Poles are disappointed with the Church's approach to the development of a pluralistic civil society. Church attendance is continuously decreasing, and many, particularly young and educated people opt for an individual form of religiosity or are attracted by exotic (for Poles) religions, such as Buddhism, or by various new religious movements. The issue concerns the proper boundaries of democratic civil society. Paradoxically, by switching its attention from great national political issues to those of private morality, the Church has lost its influence where it was hitherto strongest. The Church showed signs of disappointment for the lack of public support, and to some extent returned to the discourse of conflict. This is what happened after the 1993 parliamentary election brought victory to socialists and post-communists who openly challenged the Church's attempts to secure a moral monopoly over Polish society. One of the elements of the new discourse was the language of exclusion. Previously highly inclusive, open to all independent-minded people, the Church began to demand complete loyalty of those who identified with it. Liberalism and individualism  were attacked as identical with anti-religious sentiment, moral nihilism and anti-national attitude. Exclusion also shows in the level of symbolic manifestations directly connected with politics. A good example would perhaps be a picture of the Black Madonna pinned to the jacket of President Lech Walesa - a symbol which alienated non-Christians, non-believers, and Protestants for whom Virgin Mary is not a central religious figure. 

Church in Poland and European integration

The fear of ideological competition influenced the Church's attitude towards European integration. Traditionally - that is in the nineteenth century and later under communism - the Roman Catholic Church in Poland was a symbol of belonging to Western civilisation. The Church symbolised Latin culture, had its centre in Rome, was universalistic and independent of national or regional control. During the years of communism the Church emphasised those elements in the Polish, and Eastern European traditions which linked the region and its nations to Europe, as an alternative to the communist, Russian-born ideology. Increasing openness of Eastern Europe to Western markets, ideological challenge and the desire of Eastern European governments to join the European political and economic structures, resulted in the Church expressing reservations and criticisms. The general argument of the Church to European integration of catholic countries of Eastern Europe is that this process may result in the loss of their national identity, systems of values and their faith, adopting instead liberal and relativistic culture of Western Europe, commercialism and market. Europe was present also in the debate about abortion, where the European Union with its liberal legislation was presented by the Church as decadent, liberal (by then liberalism already meant evil), and, as some prominent members of the Church hierarchy use to say, "the culture of death". The Church took the side of the nationalistic right-wing parties and the populists, who oppose European integration on the ground that it would harm the country's national interest, bringing unfair economic competition and destroying the traditional values. In that debate several equations were made: abortion equalled killing, liberalism was identified with atheism, communism with evil. Abortion and contraceptives were identified with culture of death, as was Western culture in general. 

The Church in its support for Polish nationalism was active in the military, which traditionally has been identified with patriotism, and did not lose much trust of the Polish society even under communism. Military symbols identified with patriotism were employed by the communist regime, and after 1989 the armed forces served their symbolic function as supporters of the social transformation, though keeping rather a low profile. The Church made a successful attempt to acquire a strong and lasting role in the army. The Chaplain of the Polish army, Bishop Glódz, is present on most state ceremonial occasions, creating an image of identity of the army and the Church with the Polish national interests and identity.

The main line of argument of the Church about its role in society is the problem of presence of religion in public life. The Church strongly opposes the view that religion should be a private concern of citizens, and therefore the state should not be concerned with religion, while the Church should remain at a distance from state affairs. The Church in Poland claims that religious believers should have access to public life. This, according to the Church, implies that the State constitution and the legislation should be based on the religious principles, so that the believers could identify with the State and have a feeling that the State is really their own. Naturally, from a liberal point of view there remains the question of alienating those citizens who are non-believers or members of different churches. Also, it is against the liberal view that the state should not be based on any religious belief. There is also a question of possible claim of the Church hierarchy to control the State, its legislation and policies and to verify their congruence with religious norms. The liberal argument is that all citizens, believers or not, have access to public life in a democratic society, and that Catholics have no reason to believe that their chances in this respect are in any way diminished. The Church also argues that the principle of majority should not be applied to essential questions where religious beliefs are involved (such as abortion). On the other hand it keeps demanding a privileged position in relation to state politics and the media, on the grounds that the majority of Poles are Catholic. 

To sum up, it seems that the Roman Catholic Church finds it difficult to respond to new challenges which arise from the development of democracy in eastern Europe and of the desire of those countries to join European institutions. The Church still uses the discourse of conflict, inherited after communist times, when the Church built its unique position, at least in the Catholic countries like Poland. Moral monopoly and direct influence on the state and the law are still its main aims. The pluralistic model is not particularly popular among the Church representatives and, consequently, the result of their activities is creation of boundaries dividing the society along religious lines. On the other hand the Church is very slow in reforming itself in such a way that would be more flexible and better adapted to the rules of the market and ideological competition. Consequently the Church is loosing its popular support and its influence, and often relies on the old methods of ideological polarisation and the discourse of conflict to win its cause.
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