14 Bicnux HAY. Cepis: @inocoghis. Kynemyponoeis. —2015. —Ne 2 (22)

UDC 1.147

Tomasz Kalniuk

OPPOSITION "NATIVE — STRANGER" IN FOLK CULTURE
(CHILDREN AND ELDERS IN POLISH FOLK CULTURE)

Department of Ethnology, Nicolaus Copernicus University in Torun, Poland

Annotation. In Poland, regardless of the partition or ethnographic region, as well as in other rural cultures in the world, we can
observe attitudes towards children and elders whose ambivalent character is typical of mythical paradigm. The youngest and
the oldest members of rural societies were usually faced with antipathy or even aggression, as a result of negative attitudes
towards their age and consequently, their social status. The former ware immature — the latter were too feeble to be involved in
life in society. Moreover, they had to be looked after and supported materially. Thus, they were placed on the borderline
between live and death, and between the natural and the supernatural. They were perceived not only as members of society but
also as mythical characters — intermediaries with the area of sacrum [’].
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Children in folk culture

Childhood, viewed as a state of innocence, pure
and close to sacrum, is commonly perceived as
extraordinary, as Heywood said in his History of
childhood. Philippe Ariés claims that in some periods of
history children weren’t treated as an independent
social type. Karolina Smolencéwna, trying to
characterize the attitude of nineteen century peasants
towards their offspring said: “A child from the moment it
learns to walk is almost totally left in its own” [9, 61].
Indifference towards children could be explained by
high mortality rate. A research by Kacprzak, Wies
ptocka. Warunki bytowania, shows that in the 19"
century infant mortality on rural areas amounted to
20% — 30%, even as late as mid-20" century .
Furthermore, baptized children who died at an early
age were believed to go straight to heaven. Why
should we take interest in creatures for whom the earth
was not a real home and whose being in heaven was a
blessing for the family?

In rural culture, child was commonly treated as
workforce [5, 29]. Children worked mainly as shepherds.
They were gradually introduced to this task. First, by
looking after hens — by four or five- year- olds, then
looking after geese — by six or seven- year olds, then
pasturing pigs and cows at the age of eight [3, 148].
Young shepherds worked individually or in groups.
Children also often worked as servants. They had also

other duties depending on season (for example
harvest), region and social conditions. Upbringing
boiled down to, according to peasants, providing

children with clothing, food, and preparing them for
work. [2, 75]. Parents were happy that children started
working for their food. The rhythm of a rural child’s life,
strictly integrated with its parents’ work, shortened the
time of childhood. It was also true about playtime,
which was reduced because of numerous duties. Basic
children’s needs were given less importance than
necessary duties. Even lullabies could contain
information concerning duties awaiting a child in future.
On one hand, it led to deterioration of health conditions
among children, on the other hand, it contributed to
forming an image of a child as socially unwanted.

In mythical paradigm, children, who were placed
near biological and socio-cultural borders, had a trace
of strangeness [6; 7, 17]. It contributed to their
ambivalent status, where social ostracism towards
them was paired with conviction about their
supernatural character []. Especially orphans were

associated with the supernatural. Situated on the
peripheries of the human world, they were commonly
recognized as perfect intermediaries with the other
world as we can read in Smieré w obrzedach,
zwyczajach i wierzeniach ludu polskiego by
Biegeleisen. It was believed that they were under a
special care of Mother Mary and Jesus, or even their
dead biological mother.

They were also assigned a different status because
of certain physical features. A baby with anatomical
anomalies (e.g. number of organs or their shape) was
considered extraordinary not only in its physicality but
also far beyond it. For example, a child who came to
this world with teeth was considered demonic. Although
it was believed that the child would be extremely lucky
in its temporal life, parents usually counteracted such
pathologies. If a newborn baby was found to be
different in any way (e.g. extra fingers, crooked limbs),
very often such anomalies were dealt with immediately
after birth. It was believed that the processes of cutting
or straightening were supposed to be effective before
the first bath, when the baby was still warm and flexible
[11, 360]. Any instance of lack or excess stood against
the principles of the human world, introducing the
supernatural dimension. Children were also the object
of interest for creatures of the other world.
Continuously crying children were seen as victims of
the supernatural. Crying, as it was believed, could be
caused by spirits. The conviction of the supernatural
character of babies’ cry is confirmed by numerous
magical treatments whose record we can trace as
recently as in 1960s [10, 70-71].

A baby whose behavior was untypical was often
treated as a changeling, which is exemplified in
Biegeleisen’s studies on mother — child relation in folk
societies. This could be recognized by several
symptoms: the ability to speak, excessive eating (e.g.
the leftovers), ugliness (e.g. enormous head, goggling
eyes). It was similar to its supposedly real mother —
‘boginka’ or ‘mamuna’. Parents shouldn’t have mercy
over the changeling; they should beat it and starve until
the demon took it away and give the mother her real
baby back, as shown by Dworakowski in Zwyczaje
rodzinne w powiecie wysoko-mazowieckim. It was
believed that the sacrament of baptism could undo the
evil done by the demon.

Until the day of baptism, a child was protected by
religious articles (scapular, rosary) or different magical
objects such as a piece of steel. The sacrament of
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baptism made a child a member of the local community
— it was no longer treated as a stranger. At the same
time, the custom of choosing the name of saint patrons
points to the interconnection of the human with the
supernatural. The association of children with the realm
of the supernatural is further emphasized by different
apparitions of Mother Mary, where most visionaries
were children (Fatima, Lourdes, La Salette). Currently,
there are available publications on children’s
association with sacrum. In a simple but convincing
way, the children relate their encounters with saints
and experience of heaven.

Elders in folk culture

Ethnologists claim that elders were given some
divine status in tribal cultures. Dyczewski , in is study
on elderness, states that divinities were thought of as
old creatures, although full of strength and wisdom. Of
course, it is an idealized viewpoint. It is known that in
Polish folk culture the elders were neglected,
marginalized and often made homeless. Those
contradictory approaches could be combined. The old
age was associated with unproductivity and thus it was
despised [4]. At the same time it was viewed as the
process of dying, which is the transition to the other
world. And the other world, or the supernatural, has
always evoked feelings fear and respect. Some
communities both hated their elders and at the same
time treated them well, for fear of evil spirits’
vengeance. lt is illustrated in Oblicza staroSci by Lehr.

Many images created by historians of culture and
19th century painters that showed positive aspects of the
old age were not realistic, as far as Polish rural life is
concerned. Only those elders who were given help by
their families or were particularly affluent could enjoy
respectful life. Those less affluent tried to ‘postpone’ their
entering into the old age (so to speak), as it would mean
social vegetation for them. It was common that the poor,
especially those that were incapable of physical work,
were forced to become beggars [1, 121]. Agricultural
reforms in the late 19" century gave elders some
stability. People who were no longer capable of hard
physical work had the right to so called ‘life provision’. If
parents gave one of their children their property, the
child was legally obliged to take care of the parent,
allocate a piece of land for them, provide place to stay,
food and clothing. It was better if such contract was
authenticated by a notary — otherwise children would
often be reluctant to keep their commitment. No matter if
the person stayed with their relatives, strangers or at the
hospital, their social status was usually relegated. It also
happened that the relatives were so determined to take
over the whole property, that they disregarded official
authenticated contracts and banished their elderly
parents from the household. In order to avoid that, the
oldest children (future heirs) were sometimes sent to
work or serve away from home [8, 278]. Parents would
even prefer to employ paid servants in their place. There
was also a custom of bequeathing the property to the
youngest child so that the father of the family would
enjoy the ownership of his property as long as possible —
thus keeping his respectful position. This situation was
also reflected in folk poetry, which shows instances of
throwing elderly parents away from home by the oldest
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children, and instances of positive attitude towards their
parents from the youngest ones [popular motive of King
Lear]. Folk literature also provides examples of
murdering elder parents. However, those instances
cannot be easily verified. Some historians and folklorists
claim that such stories were rather inspired by
precautious sermons of the clergy, which were meant to
counteract the negligence of elders in society.

The attitude towards elders was largely determined
by traditional thinking based on dichotomy ‘the self —
the other’. According to that, an old man could be
perceived as an amazing counselor, a strange
creature, or an enemy equipped with magical powers
[12, 547-553]. In traditional cultures, blind, murmuring
elders were treated as oracles with the right to judge,
as it was believed, objectively and impartially. At the
same time, they were treated with reserve and hostility,
how Nelson is marking in Ageism. Stereotyping and
Prejudice against Older Persons. Different physical
shortcomings typical of the old age, such as boldness,
qualified elders as a part of the demonic world. They
were accused of witchcraft. Sometimes encounter with
them was consider to be a bad omen. People would
avoid contact with elders e.g. before setting off for a
journey or before going hunting. Those attitudes were a
result of an adopted mindset, where sick or decrepit
individuals were left on their own or sentenced to death
[14, 133]. We also currently have access to folk stories
dealing with this subject. [see Kolczynhski J., Ofiara z
cztowieka. Wspomnienie trzech wydarzen z konca XIX
i poczagtkéw XX wieku w podgorskich wsiach w Polsce].
It was done through the solidarity of a social groups, for
whom e.g. the perspective of famine was a sufficient
justification for such action. When the existence of the
group was in danger, old and decrepit people would
leave the village to die in solitude. Letting elders die on
their own could also be strictly culturally motivated.
Existence was viewed as a cycle, and death was a
prerequisite for life to continue. It is illustrated by
numerous ethnographical studies e.g. from Asia.

Elders, as they were heading towards the end of life,
were placed in a borderline area, and thus they were in
the same social space as children, whose borderline
character resulted from being at the beginning of their
lives. We can observe this phenomenon in rural culture.
Old women, called wise-ones, were asked to help deliver
a baby; they were also allowed to touch dead bodies.
Children, on the other hand, were believed to help souls
to go to heaven, by their presence, prayer and sacrifice.
This is especially true about orphans. A newborn baby,
as well as a dying person, was often placed on the
ground or under the table, as these places where
believed to have magical properties. Water from the first
and the last bath of a person was given special
treatment — e.g. it could not be simply thrown away
(there used to be special customs). Both a dead body
and the body of a child before birth needed a carrier. For
the baby, the womb was a carrier; for dead body, it was
a coffin [13, 277]. The existence of children and elders
also intersected in the area of work: they would graze
cattle  together, pick  fruit and mushrooms.
Representatives of both of these borderline groups were
present in rites connected with the new year — a child
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symbolized the new year, while a person dressed as an
elder — the old year.

Children at the beginning and elders at the end of
life, because of their place within a social group, and a
set of features attributed to them, had an ambivalent
identity, which reflected the rudiments of rural life. They
were both ‘the self and ‘the other’ at the same time [*].
They had intermediary roles. Being at the peripheries,
both in the social-economical and cultural aspect, the
youngest and the oldest members of rural communities
were faced with attitudes typical of the dichotomy of
sacrum. They evoked both fascination and fear.

In Polish folk culture, a historically conditioned
change of the approach towards the aforementioned
issue can be observed. When village life was
dominated by traditional cultural model, children and
elders were perceived in an ambivalent way. The
sacral context would engender positive, though fearful
attitude towards them. On the other hand, the
economic aspect would evoke negative emotions. They
were treated with ostracism due to their unproductive
age. Christian religion had little influence on these
traditionally grounded attitudes which were devoid of
sympathy or mercy. It is confirmed by peasants’ diaries
and ethnographical studied. The development of
medical and social care for the poor (through a variety
of organizations and institutions) had improved the
living conditions of children and elders, lifting up the
burden off families. The diaries also point to another
reason for this improvement; namely, financial support
from those members of families that had emigrated,
especially to the USA. Some also took their elders
abroad, so that they could take care of them. As a
result, myth, which used to organize and unify rural
existence, was beginning to lose its systematic
character and was being reduced to isolated traces,

gestures and testimonies, which have survived
predominantly in folkore.
Notice:

[1] Some concepts and examples come from my PhD thesis
Mythical strangers. Children and alders in Polish folk culture of
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the turn of the 20" century, Torun 2012. The dissertation was
supervised by Violetta Wréblewska.

[2] Supposition that there is supernatural power within a child
gives basis to numerous ritual practices, as shown by de Mause in
The History of Child Abuse or The Origins of War in Child Abuse.

[3] A person with ambivalent status is, according to
Perzanowski, a misfit [see Odmiency. Antropologiczne studium
dewiacji].
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Ono3nLA «CBIA-YYXXNA» B HAPOOHIN KYNbTYPI(OITU | CTAPI B MONbCLKIM HAPOLHIA KYNbTYPI)

MidiyHa napagmrma opraHi3oBaHOro CinbCbKOro CycrninbcTea 6epe A0 yBarn AMXOTOMIO CBITYy BHYTPILLHBOrO — CBITYy 30BHILIHBbOrO. Tpa-
OWuinHa peanbHIiCTb B HApOAHiN KynbTypi Oyna po3TsarHeHa Mixk NMOHSATTAMMU «CBIill» | «4yXXWMIA», WO BU3HAYarno XWTTa AiTel | cTapux B
cinbcbkux rpomagax. 3 ogHoro 60Ky, BOHM Bynu TMNOBMMW MpeAcTaBHUKaAMK CBOIX rpomag; 3 iHworo 60Ky, BOHWM (yHKUIOHyBanu sik
ocibun, BiookpemneHi Bia rpynu. Ix couianbHa Ta eKoHOMIYHa MapriHanisalisi, Lo BM3Hayanacb, cepef iHLWOro, iX HenpoAyKTUBHUM
BikOM, cynepeyuna ix MiciuHii i cakpanbHi Banopusadii. B ctaTTi nigkpecnioetbcsa Ua noAgiHicTe. CTaTTa MiCTUTL eTHorpadiyHi Ta
OoNbKNOPHI MaTepiany, WO BIAHOCATLCA A0 NOMbCHKOI KynbTypy 3 KiHuA 19-ro i noyatky 20 cToniTTA. IHOAi, ANs HAOYHOCTI, HABOAATLCSH
[AaHi 3 3aranbHOEBPONENCLKOT €THOMOTII, ICTOPIT | TakoX NcnxonoriyHnx abo couionoriyHnx AocnigXeHb BiKOBMX rpym..

Krtoqoei criosa: pitw, cTapi, nonbcbka HapoaHa KynbTypa, Ciflbcbka KynbTypa, Mid, MidiuHa napagurma
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Ornno3nLUMA «CBON-HY>KOW» B HAPOOHOW KYNbTYPE (AETW U CTAPUKM B MONbCKON HAPOLOHOW KYNbTYPE)
Mudpuyeckas napagurma opraHuM3oBaHHOIO Cenbckoro obliecTBa NPUHMMAET BO BHUMaHWe AWXOTOMID MUpa BHYTPEHHEro U Mupa
BHeLWHero. TpaguumMoHHas peanbHOCTb B HAapOAHOWM KynbType Obina pacTaHyTa MexXOy «CBOM» U «YYXXOW», UYTO ONpenensino XwsHb
OeTel 1 CTapukoB B CenbCKux obLmMHax. C 0gHON CTOPOHbI, OHM BbINM TUMWYHBIMK NPeACTaBUTENSIMU CBOUX OOLLMH, C APYrO CTOPOHbI,
OHY (PYHKLIMOHMPOBANM Kak nuua, oTAeNeHHble OT rpynnbl. VX coumnanbHas n akoHoMMYeckasi MapruHanuaauus, Kak pesyneTar,, cpeam
BCEr0 NPOYero, X HEMPOU3BOAUTENBHOIO BO3pacTa, CTANIKMBAETCsl C MX MUMYECKOW M cakpanbHoW Banopusauunein. Ctatbs nogyepku-
BaeT 3Ty ABOWCTBEHHOCTb. OHa coaepXuT aTHorpadunyeckne n onbknopHble MaTepuanbl, OTHOCSALLMECS K NMOMbCKON KynbType KoHLa
19-ro — Hayana 20 Beka. MHoraa Ans HarnsigHOCTU, NPUBOASITCS AaHHble EBPONENCKON 3THOMOMMK,, a Takke UCTOPUYECKUX UccrenoBa-
HWUW 1 NCUXOSNOrMYECKNX UM COLIMOIIOMMYECKNX UCCNefOBaHMI B paMKkax BO3PaCTHbIX Fpynm.

Kntoyesnbie criosa: feTuw, cTapuku, Nonbckas HapodHasi KynbTypa, Mud, Mudmryeckasi napagurma.



