Legacies of the history.  

Cultural  differences across Poland

In terms of ethnical composition today’s Poland is a relatively uniform country, with the largest minority group (Germans) not exceeding 150 000 people, that is 0,4% of the total population. It is therefore not the ethnic factor that contributes to the cultural diversity of the country.  Instead, numerous  social and economic features are highly diversified across the invisible borders related to the complex history of Poland.   

Between 1795 and 1918 today’s territory of Poland remained divided between three countries: Germany (Prussia), Russia and Austria (Austro-Hungarian Empire). The occupation lasted over 120 years, during the period of formation of modern European economies and societies. Important processes, such as mass industrialization and the twilight of feudal agriculture, not to mention democratization and decentralization of public life, took different forms and started at different time in three historical regions of today’s Poland. This fact  have long term implications for the socio-economic potential of the regions. Many features of socio-economic life differ quite dramatically along historical borders. Numerous researches confirm that western and north-western part of contemporary Poland (formerly under German rule) is better developed in terms of technical infrastructure and entrepreneurship,  than the east, formerly belonging to Russia. Also the south-eastern part of the country, conquered by the end of XVIII century by the Austro-Hungarian Empire tends to perform better than former Russian territory. Western regions are also more urbanized than the East, where up to 60% of population lives in the countryside.

 The differences between the east, the west and the south refer not only to economic development, but also to the mentality of the people, their social engagement, political preferences and the system of commonly shared values, that is, on what one would refer to as  “the social capital”. For example, the eastern regions of Poland usually vote for conservative political parties, while the west is generally more liberal and pro-European   

The important aspect of historically driven cultural diversity is related to the shifts of the borders after  II Word War. The eastern part of pre-war Poland, with the cities of Lviv and Vilnius,  has been lost to USSR, while the former German territories in the west and north have been acquired as compensation. As a result of border changes a huge campaign of expulsions and resettlements was launched: German population has been forced to leave their homelands and move behind newly established border, and Polish citizens have been transferred from the eastern peripheries of pre-war Poland to the new areas in the west and north.    

Newly acquired territories were generally better endowed than central and eastern Poland in terms of development infrastructure: roads, railway, electricity and telephone network, water distribution system etc. These advantages are continuously reflected in numerous statistics on local development, wealth and business activities in today’s Poland.  However, ‘re-colonization’ of the west involved also some long term negative effects on socio-economic situation of the region. A new property had to be established. As the power has been taken over by the communist party, most of the pre-war private property, including enterprises, buildings and land was nationalized. This was common for the entire area of Poland, not only new territories. The exception was made for small agricultural plots that were left to it’s owners and remained private property for the whole communist period (1946-1989). In newly acquired part of the country, where there was no continuity between pre-war and post-war ownership, large state farms (PGR) have been extensively created in rural areas. PGRs were employing agricultural workers, but both land and output remained property of the state. In rural areas of north-western Poland state farms became principal employers, and in some municipalities their share in agricultural land possession exceeded 80%. Also in mid-west, in the part of German sector that belonged to Poland yet before World War II, public ownership of agricultural land became very common, although not as dominant as it happened in recently acquired areas. 

After 1989, when Poland entered the path of transformation towards free-market economy, all PGRs have bankrupted, leaving unemployed thousands of workers, unprepared to compete on the labor market. Pathologically high structural unemployment,  inability to break through the misery, and the feeling of being betrayed by the authorities are still, after 15 years, common in those areas, making the  sociologists speak about ‘the post PGR’ culture’.

 Many sociologists underline also, that post-war resettlements resulted with creation of ‘society without roots’ at the former German territories. As the history of the people is not linked to the history of the place they live, the social institutions would not work properly, they argue. The empirical research however do not provide much evidence supporting those opinions. Although high structural unemployment resulting from the collapse of state farming is a serious problem, the inhabitants of western Poland are on average, as compared with  eastern territories, more open towards European integration (supported accession in 2004 referendum), more engaged in public life, self-governing and entrepreneurship    

The only fact that may confirm, to some extent, the long term, negative, social consequences of post-war resettlements is poor performance of schools located in western and north-western Poland, as measured by the test scores achieved by the pupils at primary and lower secondary tier of education.    

