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Stefan Nowak and his thesis

Jfrom the point of view of people’s identification and their emotional
involvement there exist a kind of sociological vacuum between the level of
primary groups and that of the national community. If we wished to draw a
gigantic “sociogram” based on people’s bonds and identifications, the social
structure of our society perceived in those terms would appear as a
“federation” of primary groups, families and circles of friends united in a
national community, with rather insignificant other types of bonds between
those two levels [..] In actuality, of course, the objective social structure of
Poland 1s as complex as that of other indrustrial societies.” (Nowak 1979b:
160).

“this suggestive albeit controversial hypothesis was
one of the few sociological ideas which became
domesticated in lay sociology” (Sutek 1998: 171).

From Sociological Vacuum to Horror Vacui



Purpose of the study

- To provide a representation of
sociological discourse on Poland.

- To see the picture of Polish society
painted not only by well-know
sociologists but also by so called
ordinary sociologists applying the
sociological vacuum concept.

- To disentchant a spell casted by
Stefan Nowak on Polish sociology
(Wedel 1992b: 10).
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Research design

1. Selection of 278 scientific publications, where at least one of the _
the four Nowak’s publications (1979a, 1979b, 1980, 1981) Oug e
discussing sociological vacuum is cited. The main tool applied in scholar

the identification of these set of titles was Google Scholar engine.

_227dgg}uments were not available — the proportion of missing data
1S (.970.

2. Selection of 142 documents explicitly referring to sociological
vacuum.

3. Supplemeting the selected set of documents by 37 publications
identified during regular library query.

4. The final data set containing of 179 scientific publications of
various type (books published by academic publishing houses,
chapters in edited volumes, articles in peer-reviewed journals, PhD
dissertations, research reports and working pag)ers published on
scholarly websites) was coded according to the following heuristic
categories: themes of a%{ lication of Nowak’s thesis; analysis and
interpretation of Nowak’s thesis; verification or falsification of
Nowak’s thesis.
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5. Qualitative zooming in on publications for which sociological
vacuum was a key issue.

The updated index of publications citing the sociological vacuum thesis is available at: http:/mikolajpawlak.bio.uw.edu.pl/research/sociological-vacuum/bibliographv-sociological-vacuum/.



http://mikolajpawlak.bio.uw.edu.pl/research/sociological-vacuum/bibliography-sociological-vacuum/

General description of the data

- Languages of publications: 104 Polish, 68

Enelish. 5 German, 1 Spanish, 1 Slovenian. Dates of Publications Citing Nowak's Thesis

12
- Scientific disciplines: sociology, political 10
science, human geography, political g
philosophy, architecture and town planning, )
economics, historiography, pedagogics,
psychology, management studies, social 4 E
anthropology, history of literature. : &
S
- Shift in meaning & selective implementation. 1979 1984 1989 1994 1999 2004 2009 2014 k
o
. . . . =
- Sociological vacuum existence in Poland . e — £
M . € [ filey///C:/Users/Mikolaj/Documents/Repozytarium20Cyfrowed20Instytutéw 3 20Naukowych20-%20Niepokoje%20polskie pdf = =)
treated as a true faCt about POllSh SOClety cesie ewolucyjnym, bo chyba zgodnie z jego logika moze si¢ pojawic za ja- : 3
(1 5 1/ 1 79) . kis czas kolejna grupa czy tez czynnik dynamizujace sytuacj¢. Co spetni tg g
rolg w Polsce? Czy beda to wspomniane wcze$niej nowe frustracje i potrze- —
. . . by? Czy moze nowa sytuacja instytucjonalna po europejskiej akces;ji? Tego ,§
- Themes: background information on Polish dzif jeszcze nie wiemy. _ = &
. . . ’ 7 . . . . Aby uczestnictwo ekonomiczne moglo prowadzi¢ do jakiej$ formy =
SOClety (94), Solidarnosé (3 3), civil SOClety wspomagania uczestnictwa publicznego, musi si¢ sta¢ sposobem pokony- ‘5
(4 8)’ SOCial Capital (2 7)’ the iSSlle Of wania spotecznej dezintegracji. Spoteczna proznia, tak trafnie zidentyfiko- -
wana przez Stefana Nowaka, wcigZ w Polsce 1stnieje. Czy przy niedostafku o
de mocracy (2 ].) . obywatelskiego zaangazowania impuls plynacy z rynku moze pomoc choé- S
by cz¢Sciowo ja wypetni¢ i odegrac role czynnika budujacego spoteczna in- e
tegracjg?
Nie sadze, aby w sposdb powazny mozna byto catkowicie zakwestio-
nowa¢ istnienie w Polsce spoteczefistwa, czyli catosci skiadajacej sig z roz-
maitean radzain armn cnnlacenucrh  blac warchwr  zintaarnwanuch e
B suw20r20506 | B scholar jogo tg...gif ® Pokaz wezystide pobrane pliki, %




Common reconfigurations

Shift in meaning (132/179)

on the intermediary level (,,subjective” social
structure) is read as a statement on the lack
or weakness of structures on the
intermediary  level  (,objective”  social
structure):

- Lack of: independent civic associations
(Dzialek, Biernacki, Bokwa 2013: 190);
organizations (Wedel 1992b; Wasilewski
2006); communication (Lewis 1994: 264);
social representations (Nowak, Nowosielski
2005: 272); social bonds (Kubiak, Miszalska
2004); trust and legitimacy (Weredynski 2007:
63); social contacts (Andorka 1995: 127);
integration (Rychard 1990: 141); social norms
(Szafraniec 2002: 453).

+ Lack of identifications 1s understood as an
indicator of social structures feebleness, as its
outcome and sometimes even as its cause.

mm) Selective implementation (84/179)

- The statement on the lack of identifications

- When discussing the thesis its

(macro) element about  strong
1dentifications with Polish nation 1s
1ignored.

In consequence the statement on the
lack of Iintermediary level
1dentifications 1s transformed into the
statement on the lack of structures
outside the family (and other primary

groups).
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Soclological vacuum as a background
information on Polish society

Before 1981 - After
1980 1989 1989

Thesis on sociological vaccuum appears while giving the context for the main topic of
the study. This often revolves around one of the two turning points in Polish recent
history: the 1980-81 raise of Solidarnosé¢ social movement and the 1989 collapse of
communism.

Sociological vacuum is mentioned next to the following characteristics of Polish
society: “dimorphism of values” and “social schizophrenia” (Wnuk-Lipinski 1982),
“amoral familism” (Tarkowska, Tarkowski 1990), “dirty togetherness” (Podgorecki
1987), “learned helplessness” (Marody 1987), “homo sovieticus” (Tischner 1990) and
“civilizational incompetence” (Sztompka 1993).
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Sociological vacuum and Solidarnosc

- How was 1t possible for such a large
and vivid social movement to have
emerged 1n a society affected by
sociological vacuum?

- Did the appearance of Solidarnosé
falsify or at least limit the
applicability area of Nowak’s thesis?
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Socliological vacuum and civil society

- barriers (Bukowski, Gadowska, Polak

- The majority of publications linking
sociological vacuum and civil society
have a strong ideological character and
normative tendency: civil society 1is
assumed as something worthy and its
development should be supported.

- Soclological vacuum 1s to be blamed for
civil  society not  meeting the
expectations of scholars.

- The word “vacuum” 1s convenient to

describe and stress the absence of
something needed, desirable. It appears
as the characteristic distinguishing
Polish society from the “imagined
Western ones. An underdeveloped,
1mperfect and weak civil society troubles
the authors because it is a proof of the
incomplete modernization of Poland.

2008; Dzwonczyk 2003);

- blockades (Szczegoéta 2003);

- non-movement (Nowak, Nowosielski

2005):

factors limiting the development

(Dzwonczyk 2005);

- What kind of democracy do we have?

(Mokrzycki 2000);

- What self-governing Poland? What civil

society? (Rymsza 2014);

- From the revolution of participation

to...? (Skrzypiec 2008).
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Soclological vacuum and social
capital

- Prevailing Putnamian understanding - Poland a state without society
of social capital as a property of (Czapinski 2006);
collectives rather than of individuals.

- The sociological vacuum 1is used as a
proof of strong bonding capital - Poland a Southern Italy of Central-

(identifications with families and Eastern Europe (Lasinska 2013).
friendship-based groups) and of weak
bridging capital (lack of

1dentifications with intermediary,
especially  formal organizations,

groups).

- low levels of social capital are
presented in dramatized manner.
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Soclological vacuum and democracy

- Weakness of the party system caused by
low levels of 1identifications with parties

— consequence of sociological vacuum
(Kubiak 1999).

- Soclological vacuum as a condition of
emerging party electorates which
needed to be “glued” by political
entrepreneurs (Grabowska 2004: 163).

- Political vacuum - lack of

communication between political elites
and masses, that 1s caused by the
weakness of political life on the local

level (Wasilewski 2006).

- Lack of proper social control and
regulation in conditions of sociological
vacuum, so the Polish democracy is open

to abuse by anti-development forces
(Zybertowicz 2009).

- Too strong  1dentifications with

intermediary structures (like regions or
soclal classes) might even prove
]eogar.dlzmg. for the democratic process
and disruptive for the states where the
macro-level identities have to compete
with the mezzo-level ones (Czesnik
2008a: 32).

- There 1s no empirical evidence

suggesting the positive impact of the
existence of = iIntermediary level
1dentifications on the quality of
democracy. Examples of countries which
are indicative of sociological vacuum,
but of also efficient democracy can be
élven (l.e. Scandinavian and Anglo-
axon ones), along with countries with
strong mezzo-level 1dentifications, yet

low index of quality of democracy
(Czeénik 2008b: 21).
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Horror vacui

- Post hoc fallacy: the postcommunist observable deficiencies
occurred after the sociological vacuum, therefore because of
the sociological vacuum.

- Prevelil of an essay as a genre: dramatized narratives on the
state of social affairs in Poland. Because of too speculative
dealing with conceﬁts and research findings the sociological
knowledge of Polish society is exaggerated.

- Rhetorics of obstacles (Hirschman 1971): sociological
vacuum 1s pointed out as one of the obstacles to the
%exlfelo(i:)ment of civil society, social capital and democracy in

oland.

- Polish society seems to be incompletely modern less in
comparison to other societies, and more in relation to the
model of the modern society it projects and sets for itself. In
this sense, horror vacui i1s a symptom of a normative
approach in which how the things are is mixed with how
the things should be.
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Thank you for your attention!

This research was supported by National Science Centre (grant no: 2012/07/D/HS6/00977)
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Horror vacui illustrations by the permission of Gijs Weijer: http://gijskonst.blogspot.com/




