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Review

Our changing world enforces us continuously to reexamine and reassert our place in the social reality. Communities and individuals, social groups and their members are passing gradually from stable but imposed identity, towards more dynamic one – chosen and negotiated identity of postmodern times.   

Reviewed article is a part of the collection of essays by the scholars from various departments, representing the Krakow centre of social anthropology, connected with the Jagiellonian University. The aim of the book is to discuss the problem of cultural identity, in its diverse aspects, as an obligation and ethical challenge for postmodern human being. The authors of consecutive chapters are trying to illustrate with concrete observations of social phenomena, this otherwise abstract and purely theoretical presumption.

Ewa Michna PhD, is an assistant at the Chair of Sociology of Nation and Ethnic Relations of the Department for International and Politics Studies, at the Jagiellonian University, Krakow. Her main research area concentrates around minority group of Ruthenians, dwelling Carpathian mountains across the boundaries of several countries of the Middle-East Europe. Consequently, her article deals with identity dilemmas of Ruthenian community leaders in Slovakia, after political and institutional changes of 1989.  

To introduce the readers to the subject, she sketches briefly, but clearly, historical ups and downs of this less widely known Slavic group, from 19th century national emancipation movements, through communist regime opression, 1968 political unrests in Czechoslovakia, to end with the ‘Velvet Revolution’ and democratic transformation. This account of ideologically conditioned turns of fate, gives us preliminary insight into potential troubles to maintain identity by this borderland community.

However, what I feel Dr Michna fails to present at this stage, is a distinction between ‘ethnos’ and ‘nation’ as two levels of social organisation, and – furthermore – a suitable explanation on what basis are we allowed (or not) to talk about Ruthenians as a national group. Instead of such assumption, Dr Michna uses the terms ‘ethnic’ and ‘national’ simoultanously, what creates a slight confusion. Although troublesome, such an equation must be taken for granted by the readers.

The reason for not to engage in that kind of problematic consideration, could be the leading in the whole book definition of social identity as personal narration linked with ethic. Quoting after Charles Taylor, Michna perceives one’s identity as a set of ‘obligations and identifications’, that helps to frame the moral horizon, inside which an individual is capable of taking decission. Marked by norms and values, such an identity has to be first accepted in free discours with one’s group of reference and ‘meaningful others’, to be then maintained and promoted. Interpreted in this way by the autor, postmodern identity ‘appears to be, first of all, a subject of research’. In Taylor’s eyes, it became an obligation for individual to find such realisation of this challenge, that remains authentic with one’s ‘self’. Therefore, we do not have to inquire in what terms Dr Michna’s respondents define Ruthenians as a whole – as either ethnic, or national group – as far, as they identify themselves with its norms and values.

The core hypothesis tested in the article, is that of similarity between the change of national or ethnic identification and religious conversion. Both identities are usually given from birth by the sole fact of being born in certain community. For that very reason, they are both more pertinent, even though, the general definition creates an image of identity as a dynamic structure. The ideological conversion – here: identity change – is conditioned by the freedom of choice among at least two systems of values available to the individual. According to the author, a situation of compulsion contradicts personal activity and ‘ethical choice’, which are characteristic of conversion.  For the dessignates of such a conversion, the author had chosen ‘changes in autobiographical narration’ – material basis for Dr Michna’s research consists of interviews with Ruthenian community leaders.

Two major observations are derived from the statements quoted in the article. First of all, that the majority of respondents does not create anew their autobiography, but rather choose to redefine it, relating to their childhood as a source of authentic Ruthenian identity. Another fact is that they consequently reject their former Ukrainian or Slovakian national identity, as artificial from the reason that enforced by the communist regime. Taking both issues into consideration, Dr Michna assumes that her respondents only partially reconstructed their autodefinition and national identity, taking advantage from freedom of choice regained thanks to the political changes of 1989. In the effect, the author abandons the preliminary hipothesis, that contemporary national identity change among Ruthenians can be defined in terms of conversion.  

I found Ewa Michna’s article extremaly interesting and inspiring, although the author fails to accomodate the preliminary intuition about possible similarity between identity change and conversion. Initially proposed explanation could be accepted, if we resigned from the narrowed definition of conversion as a radical biography change, adopted by the author. Instead, I would prefer such an insight that sees a creative renewal of a given collective identification as a form of conversion. Therefore, we could interpret the switch from utterly artificial Ukrainian or Slovak identity of communist times, towards nowaday genuine Ruthenian identification, in terms of such a renewing conversion. Respondents themselves confirm this approach, as they often refer to the communism as a period of latent Ruthenian identity, and praise the democratic transformation for the chance to direct their activity as community leaders back to keeping the interests of Ruthenian national group and maintaining their original culture and tradition.

Whatever conclusion one may draw from that article, I will surely appreciate its fresh insight into the identity dilemmas, so characteristic of the Middle-Eastern communities after communist regime breakdown.
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