The Journalist 

is a Witness

Polish articles contain the unspoken and the mysterious, the qualities which testify to the authors’ conviction that no human being, however unimportant, can be summed up in one formula or turned into a mere example of a type.
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I

n August 1934, Harry Martinson
 – trying to keep his nausea under control – takes part in a writers’ congress in Moscow. The debate unfolds according to Lenin’s slogan “the poet is the engineer of the human soul.” All speeches end with a tribute to Joseph Stalin, then the foreign guests are taken for an airplane trip.

“From up there, from a bird’s-eye view, the perspective is flat as if on a cheap postcard, which is the enemy of the imagination. Houses look like turtles, because, in fact, all you can see are their roofs, turtles’ shells. You can’t hear birds singing and it’s impossible to imagine the terrible effort needed to dig a thirty-metre-deep well in hard soil… From high above even the most beautiful and deepest evening lakes look like herring scales. Everything is degraded.”

I think that Harry Martinson would like the book which you, reader, are holding in your hand. He would shed a tear for mother Mejra, and for Birkute, prostituting herself against her will, perhaps even for Aslan Maskhadov, the perfect soldier – because in all of them he would recognise himself. He would find a kindred spirit in a young journalist Mariusz Szczygieł, who – in a story of a certain shoemaker – depicts those tendencies of the human soul that frightened Martinson the most. But the thing he would value most in these articles is the unspoken and the mysterious, the qualities which testify to the authors’ conviction that no human being, however unimportant, can be summed up in one formula or turned into a mere example of a type.

Martinson’s attack against the bird’s-eye view was also a poet’s protest against the era of technology, which makes speaking of a human being more difficult. This era speaks a masculine and mechanical language. As Martinson wrote in 1940, “Our ability to express the real and multidimensional life makes us end up either in solemnity and sentimentality or in a jargon world of poses.” Today this diagnosis appears even more alarming than when it was originally made. We are being deluged by information and it seems to us that we know more than any previous generation ever did. But this information is inhuman and hardly ever depicts human lives in their own right. Human lives become but vignettes of sociological phenomena, pretexts for maudlin stories or puppets in the theatre of persuasion. 


That’s why it was such a great pleasure to collate this book, which proves that a different way of storytelling is not only possible but also marketable. Articles are costly products of a journalist’s work, fruits of many months’ labour. But as we can see, the authors could not say no to writing them. It appears that Polish newspaper readers, right after absorbing the current news, get down to these notably long and disturbing stories – thus belying the theories claiming that this is not what today’s stressed-out consumer of the media wants.
Is there anything peculiar about Polish newspaper readers? Some say there is. Reportedly – as in other post-communist societies – Polish newspaper readers became sick and tired of being fed ideology and yearned for flesh-and-blood people. Perhaps there is some truth in this, but personally I don’t think that this yearning should differ much from our own. In the 1970’s, when the development of audio-visual media accelerated significantly, press journalism started to imitate television. The goal was to overtake the others in providing news about the latest events and hard facts, while the softer accounts and panoramic descriptions, which failed to prove their indispensable immediacy, were left out for – that’s the problem: for whom exactly?

Since then we have constantly been hearing complaints about contemporary writers, guilty of not caring about the contemporary novel. But why should they care about it? The present is not fiction. Describing it certainly requires artistic imagination, but it doesn’t have to be invented. Every epoch needs its own writing witnesses, its Herodotus, its Bartolomé de Las Casas, Victor Hugo, Jack London and John Reed, its Ernest Hemingway, George Orwell, Egon Erwin Kisch, Stig Dagerman, Ryszard Kapuściński or Barbro Alving – people who have a writer’s sensitivity to nuances and feel for language, who also show the eye-witness’s exactness of description, while sharing with poets their respect for the incomprehensible. 


The newspapers – in which the suffragette Lady Constance Lytton, disguised as a lower-class woman, described how she was force-fed in Walton Gaol in 1910 r., or in which, fifty years later, Barbro Alving described Adolf Eichmann’s trial – don’t exist any more. But Lytton’s and Alving’s texts have survived and still in a hundred years’ time will have a lot to say to us. Not because they seduce with stylistic sophistication, but because these are real stories about important matters told by witnesses who didn’t believe in the existence of “objective reportage.” Everyone of us pays attention to different things, a choice has to be made, no higher instance can decide for us whether Eichmann’s facial expressions matter or not, every metaphor means taking up one’s personal stance. Only articles written from the perspective of such humility towards the relativity of personal truths stand a chance of outliving the newspapers in which they are printed.


The Polish journalists whose texts have been included in this collection are perhaps particularly sensitive in this respect. There are grounds for saying why and how this has come to be. The unique quality of Polish journalism – so far familiar to the Swedish reader only through the books of Hanna Krall and Ryszard Kapuściński – is the paradoxical consequence of censorship which for over forty years reduced journalism to a job fit solely for pages and agents. 


In democratic countries journalists compete with one another for being the first one to deliver a piece of news. In the communist times, however, authentic news was nowhere to be found. After all, there were no corrupt politicians, there was no unemployment, no instances of abuse of power ever happened, criminal enterprises did not exist, there were no political conflicts or dissatisfied nurses. Gradually, even railway accidents or natural disasters were meanly rationed out for the good of progress that was speeding ahead. For this reason there were only two areas where young ambitious journalists could compete with one another. The first one was – as usual – the pursuit of the authorities’ favour. The other one was the art of duping the censors. News texts were, of course, unfit for this kind of skill; what fitted it well, however, was the mundane reportage. As long as it remained down-to-earth and stuck to marginal irregularities in some godforsaken hole, as long as it drew no general conclusions, it was deemed harmless by the communist authorities and was allowed to come out.


And so it happened that many journalists with a flair for social analysis began to write about retired engine drivers, the worries of miners’ wives and dubious provincial sergeants. They crafted a specific way of looking at a distinctive and telling detail, and a feel for language which let their symbolic-realistic product pass the censor’s scrutiny and at the same time communicate what it was meant to communicate to the adept reader. Because they could not themselves express anything unedifying, these young journalists often modelled their articles into almost theatrical plays, where a diagnosis emerged glimmering in the meetings between authentic scenes and replicas. And this is how censorship unwittingly matched reportage with literature and theatre.


In Poland there is a term for this type of articles: “small realism.” Its invincible champion is Hanna Krall, and at least two among the authors included in this collection – Wojciech Tochman and Mariusz Szczygieł – proudly name her as their teacher.


It was believed that democracy would render the “literary” reportage redundant. After all, without censorship things can be called by their real name, just as it is done in America or Sweden. For example: “each year millions of refugees move across Poland to the West. The police seem powerless.” However, it appears that both readers and journalists have become addicted to these broad pictures with their immeasurable wealth of detail. They want to know who flees and why, they want to hear the smugglers’ conversations, and ford a river together with the refugees. “What would I do if I were an Iranian, a smuggler – or maybe a policeman?”


The Gazeta Wyborcza, today the largest daily newspaper in Poland that emerged from the civil rights movement “Solidarity” in 1989, is owned by journalists and since 1995 has been winning almost all Polish awards for reportage. It is the Gazeta Wyborcza that is almost single-handedly (with some support from the public radio) responsible for the Polish journalistic boom. I believe that Harry Martinson would agree with Adam Michnik and his programme declaration:

What I look for in an article is the distinct, the particular and the concrete – not the general. This is because the world consists of individual beings, and generalisation is the human being’s natural enemy. Human tragedy always has individual dimensions. An article is a meeting with this tragedy. And it is only the meeting with its inner suffering that is worth the author’s and the reader’s effort. Whoever loves all humanity, but ignores the one, unique, inimitable human being – should not read these articles, because they always side with the singular and the concrete; they are free from any doctrines, generalisations, the terror of the Great Numbers. And so is our whole newspaper.


Someone might add here that such a Renaissance conviction about the single human fate being the measure of the whole society may hinder the perception of large historical lines and structures which we need to understand the world. But I disagree with this. In fact, I believe that, on the contrary, these large lines drawn by CNN or by any of the ideologies whose names end with “-ism” are most often a convenient excuse for not dealing with reality. Such lines can certainly be useful, as long as we remember that from time to time the world should be discovered anew. And this journey begins in a dingy room in a tenement house in Berlin, in a mine in Bosnia – and never onboard a plane or in a conference room with a similar view.


Most of the journalists in the present collection are men. This fact is a little misleading and has happened purely by chance. The truth is that Polish reportage is dominated by women. More than a half of the journalistic stars in the Gazeta Wyborcza are women. Similarly, all the journalists who since 1989 have been teaching and identifying future reportage awards laureates are women: Hanna Krall and Małgorzata Szejnert. This, of course, can be a coincidence. However, I don’t think it is and – just like Harry Martinson – I can’t explain why. This is what he wrote in 1937:

Language is lodged in us, unborn, and it says: we are walking towards new expressions of only half-awaken thoughts and presentiments. And perhaps it is women who are going to raise this language from the darkness and in this way will change completely the surface of life and the views that are dominant in human minds. 

That this is going to happen is what I believe and anticipate. But put it into words – I can’t.

Translated by Ewa Kowal
� Swedish writer (1904-1978), 1970 Nobel Prize laureate.





