Poland: Let Them See Us--Not
Warsaw, Krakow, and Gdansk city councils pull down billboards of homosexual couples. 

KATOWICE, Poland--An anti-homophobia ad campaign called "Let Them See Us" will not be seen after all by most residents of three of Poland's largest cities after local authorities ordered billboards portraying gay and lesbian couples taken down.

Early in April, 30 billboards went up in Warsaw, Gdansk, and Krakow. Each showed a different photo of a same-sex couple walking and holding hands.

"Let Them See Us" was the idea of a nongovernmental organization, Campaign Against Homophobia. Financial support came from the Polish prime minister's office and the embassies of the Netherlands and Sweden, said the organization's head, Robert Biedron.

After a brief public display--as little as a single night in many cases--the ads were pulled when conservative groups and politicians persuaded local authorities to take them down. Local authorities, Biedron charged, openly said they had the means to exert pressure on the advertising agencies responsible for the billboards, for example by cancelling city contracts.

City councilors from the right-wing League of Polish Families (LPR) in Gdansk and Krakow vehemently opposed the billboards. Warsaw Mayor Lech Kaczynski spoke against them as well. Many billboards were defaced. The two advertising agencies involved in the project withdrew, saying either that it was too costly to replace damaged billboards or that they wished to avoid being associated with a provocative action. One of the agencies, AMS, is known for promoting unusual public events that, according to the agency's website, promote "artistic and social objectives."

Campaign Against Homophobia's website said Karolina Bregula's photos were intentionally similar, "even monotonous, so the viewer who sees all 30 images will get bored with them and consider that he or she meets hundreds of such people in the streets every day. That gays and lesbians are no sensation." 

While the far right's distaste for the billboards came as no surprise, reservations were also expressed by moderate politicians such as the mayor of Krakow, Jacek Majchrowski.

On 23 April, a group of intellectuals and politicians, among them former dissident Jacek Kuron and Freedom Union chairman Wladyslaw Frasyniuk, issued an open letter in defense of the action, saying that the atmosphere around it "made them aware of the scale of intolerance, fear, and internal censorship in the country." They claimed that it was "a duty of thinking humans to oppose any form of intolerance and to show solidarity with those affected by it."

Some liberal commentators indicated that local authorities' reactions were a result of intolerance. Andrzej Oseka wrote in Gazeta Wyborcza that homosexuals "are not followers of some caprice or fashion; they are living people next to us. They work, study, love, and are loved. We usually know nothing about them. But this time, quite a number of these people came out toward passersby in Polish cities. No provocative poses here."

Some conservative commentators compared "Let Them See Us" to an act of visual aggression. Writing in Rzeczpospolita on 28 April, Piotr Semka said, "The pictures themselves are not drastic, but their message--promoting the normality of a sexual relationship between people of the same sex--is unacceptable. … Do they [the public] have the right not to be assaulted with something they consider deeply immoral?"

"Using public money to propagate sexual deviations directly attacks the family and has nothing to do with propagating healthy relationships between a man and a woman," wrote the daily Nasz Dziennik, associated with the extreme conservative Catholic Radio Maryja. "It is a waste of public money on the one hand and a socially harmful act on the other. Money that should have been directed to aid impoverished Polish families is instead assigned to initiatives harmful to family relationships."

Grzegorz Sielatycki (LPR), a Gdansk city councilor, told Gazeta Wyborcza on 14 April, "This is abnormal behavior. I don't know any homosexual personally. I don't like it when such behavior is financed by government money and by the mayor of Gdansk, who is allowing the exhibition in the gallery financed by the city."

Even though the billboard campaign soon folded in the face of local hostility, the organizers hurriedly arranged gallery showings in four cities. After Warsaw and Krakow, the exhibit opened in Gdansk on 25 April, though not in the city gallery. The event was trouble-free, and the extreme right-wing Mlodziez Wszechpolska (All-Polish Youth) did not stage the demonstration it had promised. Instead, two gay men portrayed in the photographs showed up. "We agreed to take part in this project in order to show that we are a part of society," one told local journalists. "We don't want to be a bad part of it. We're normal."

The exhibition will be on display in Sosnowiec from 15 to 28 May. 
· --by Wojciech Kosc 

Looking for more articles about Poland (or internet resources, think tanks, books, music, and film)? Our Poland country file, at http://poland.tol.cz/, offers them all in one place. 
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