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Joanna Grni er

Pol and. Studies of honosexual ity have prinarily

focused on gay nen, while research concerning
wonen has not taken into consideration the issue of sexual
orientation. This report is based upon infornation obtai ned
frominforma interviews wth leshians in Vdrsaw It also
nakes use of the results of a report entitled Leshians and
the Church, witten by Mrzena Sana and published in Berlin
in 1993.

Very little research has been conducted on | eshians in

THE LAW
Polish legislation on honosexual ity is rather |iberal. The
legal age of consent for sexual contact is 15 and this |aw
applies equal Iy to heterosexual and honmosexual coupl es.
Sane-sex sexual relations are not and have never been out -
lavned in Poland. Wile Polish lawcurrently contains no prohi -
bition of discrimnation on the basis of sexual orientation,
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this may soon change. In April, 1995, the Gonstitutional
Gnmttee, which is in the process of drafting Poland' s new
constitution, proposed the followng |anguage for Paragraph
2, Atide22:

Nobody can be discrininated agai nst because of their
sex, race, national or ethnic background, health,
physical or nental disability, socia background, place
of birth, sexual orientation, |anguage spoken, religious
faith or lack thereof, opinions, nateria status or for
any other reason.

A this tine, debate is continuing and there is significant
opposi tion to the inclusion of sexual orientationinthis para-
graph. The opposition is particularly strong fromthe church,
whi ch has unani nously criticized the proposed cl ause.
B shop Tadeusz P eronek has called it “an exanpl e | eadi ng
toward extrenmes whi ch cannot be accepted by any nornal
soci ety.” !

DI SCRI M NATI ON

As Bishop Heronek's vords illustrate, the liberal tendency
of Rilishlawis not necessarily reflected in sociad attitudes,
and for |eshians, prejudices regarding honosexual ity are
conpounded by the discrimnation that they suffer as
wonen. Legal |y, wonen are guaranteed the sane rights as
nen. However, in practice wonen have nore difficulty find-
ing work, earn |ess, and receive fewer pronotions.

\ery few |l eshians are open about their sexual orientation
inthe workplace for fear of being fired or harassed. Thisis
particularly true of |eshians working as teachers in school s
or in other professions that bring theminto contact wth
children; the belief that |eshians and gay nen should not be
involved in raising children and young peopl e i s w despread
inRdlad

The art of canoufl age has been perfected by |eshians |iv-
ing invillages and snal| towns. Fearing discrimnation and
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ostraci sm such wonen rarely decide to “come out of the
closet” about their leshianism If they are able to, nany flee
to large cities, such as Védrsaw Gacow or Glansk, where it
is easier for themto conceal their sexuality and naintain
anonymity. People in large tows and cities are nore |ikely
to accept differences of all types than are residents of vil -
lages or snal| towns.

MARRI AGE

The assunption of heterosexuality is so strong in Polish
society that in certain ways it protects |eshians from

Many young | eshi ans deci de to get nar -
ri ed because of pressure fromtheir
famlies or out of the desire to be

accepted and to lead a “nornal life.”

scrutiny: wormen who |ive together, hold hands, or denon-
strate affection for one another do not necessarily neet
wth any suspicion, and single wonen are not autonatically
assuned to be | eshians. Wile this can create sone room
for leshian relationships to exist wthout persecution, the
centrality of heterosexual narriage in Rolish society a so has
negat i ve consequences for |eshians. Mirriage adds consi der -
ably to a wonan's status, and wonen who are not narried
are often treated with contenpt. According to Marzena
Sana' s study on | eshians and the church, nany Polish |es-
bians are in fact narried to nen. Many young | esbi ans
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decide to get narried because of pressure fromtheir fam -
lies or out of the desire to be accepted and to lead a “nor -
mal life.” Miny get narried before they are even consci ous
of their sexual orientation, and others believe that they wil
get over their |eshianismafter they get narried. The patriar -
chal nodel is so pervasive in Poland that nany young | es-
bians accept the idea that their fundanental task inlifeisto
get nmarried and have children. They nay discover their |es-
bi ani smyears later and then find thensel ves unabl e to | eave
their husbands for financial or other reasons. Sone | eshians
enter into narriages wth gay nen in order to pacify their
fanlies.

ADOPTI ON AND DONOR | NSEM NATI ON

Het erosexual narried coupl es and single people are per -
mtted to adopt children in Poland. Leshians are not al |l oved
to adopt children as a couple, and an individual |eshian woul d
not be able to adopt if her sexual orientation were known.
Donor insenination is available only to narried coupl es. By
and large the Polish public believes that |eshians and gay
nen shoul d not rai se children, even their own.

CHURCH

Poles are raised in a society which has been shaped by
Qristianity for centuries and in which the Gatholic Church
hes a great deal of influence onthe paitica life of the coun-
try. As is the case el sewhere, the Githolic CGhurch in Pl and
condemrms honosexual ity as a sin. Leshians who | ook for
hel p and support fromthe church and the clergy often neet
wth rejection. Many |eshians report feeling discrimnated
agai nst or even psychol ogi cal Iy harassed by their confes-
sors. Leshians who discuss their sexual orientation are fre-
quently told that |eshian sexual behavior is asinand a devia-
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tion. They are told that they shoul d change thensel ves, get
narried, have children, and devote thensel ves to their fam
ily. As a consequence of this type of attitude on the part of
the church nany I esbians give up their religous practices or
I eave the Gatholic Church in search of nore tolerant faiths.
However, they cannot conpletely escape the church’'s
teachi ngs because the Catholic Church is the noral author -
ity for the ngjority of Rdish society, and its rae in shaping
peopl € s attitudes is extensive.

THE LESBI AN MOVEMENT

In Poland, the Ieshian novenent is integrally tied to the
gay nal e novenent. Lanbda, a national group, and the
Vér saw based Ruch Lesbhljek Gaj ow (Lesbhian and Gay Mve-
nment) both have nal e and fenal e nenbers. Men, however,
areinthe ngority in both organi zati ons. Leshians are very
reluctant to becone active in any organi zations, partly
because like all Polish wonen they are socialized froma very
early age into passive social roles. This contributes to the
lack of visihility of leshians in Rdand

Two | eshian publications have appeared but neither is cur-
rently active. Aside fromthese periodicals there have been
only two publications addressed to |eshians: one, a photo-
copied leafl et on safe sex and the other, a photocopied
sel ection of |eshian poetry. There are several gay nal e publi -
cations, but they include little nateria witten by or for les-
bas.

Wi | e the state of |eshian organizing | eaves much to be
desired, things do seemto be inproving. In Vdrsaw nore
| eshians are beconing active in Ruch Leshljek Gajow
Activists are currently planning to establish a crisis tele-
phone line for |eshians and are preparing anot her panphl et
on safe sex for |eshians. However, these efforts are ham
pered by a lack of resources; wthout an office or neeting
place, and wth fewpeople wlling to sponsor “deviants,” |es-
bi an organi zing continues to growat a very sl ow pace.
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NOTES
1 Piotr Dukaczewski and G zegorz Wtkowski, “Honpsexual
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