Anthropology of Borders and Frontiers
The Case of the Polish-German Borderland (1945-1980)

Agata Ladykowska and Pawet Ladykowski

INTRODUCTION

In this paper we illustrate social processes, practices, and views that his-
torically preceded the most recent formation of Polish-German border-
land. With the enlargement of the European Union, scholarly attention
has turned to new configurations of political community and economic
cooperation at and across its borders. The claim has been made that there
is an increasing need to reconceptualize the meanings and functions of
state and national borders and frontiers (e.g. Wilson/Donnan 2005). How-
ever, in so doing, we believe that an exploration of the history of those
regions that experience political reconfigurations is essential as well, as
it helps clarify the ambiguous relationship between the concepts of “fron-
tiers” and “borders” as analytical categories. At the end of World War II,
the new international arrangement meant that the former East Prussian
regions of Silesia, Lubuskie, Pomerania, Warmia and Masuria were sub-
sumed under the Polish state. This entailed the forced expulsion of the
large populations of Germans living in those areas. The territory became
inhabited by Polish settlers arriving in waves that included mainly those
who had been living in the so-called eastern borderland of the Second
Republic of Poland, which was lost by Poland as a result of the Yalta agree-
ment. In this paper, we demonstrate how the politically demarcated bor-
derline, which formally separated Poland and the German Democratic
Republic after 1945 quite sharply, was in fact relatively porous. It was grad-
ually appropriated by incoming inhabitants from the eastern border re-
gion, who, under special state regulations that changed over time, worked
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out the conditions and, indeed, even the area of their settlement, and thus
negotiated the border “from below.” We provide the account of how those
Poles who were forced westward experienced their migration and later
narrated those experiences, and how the emigration experience shaped
emigrants’ perception of geography as expressed in their attitudes about
their new places of residence. Also, we demonstrate how in the three pe-
riods between the end of World War II and 1947, the 1960s, and between
the 1%t of January, 1972 and the 20™ of October, 1980 the borderline was in
fact permeable and created a situation conducive to intercultural contact
beyond state control .

THE CURRENT SETTING:
THE PoLISH-GERMAN BORDERLAND NEAR SzCZECIN

In what follows, this contribution inquires into the history of a new “bor-
derland” that emerged near Szczecin. This area that is not an historical
“border region.” After Poland joined the EU in 2004, and especially after
Poland’s ratification of the Schengen Treaty in December 2007, there has
been greater economic, social, and cultural interaction involving move-
ments of goods and jobs and permanent cross-border resettlement. The
opening of the German labor market for Poles in April, 2011 and the de-
pressed condition of the real estate market on the German side of the
border have created new incentives for Polish settlement in Germany, and,
consequently, for the ethnic recomposition of the borderland region. In
particular, three east German border counties — Uecker-Randow?, Ostvor-
pommern, and Uckermark — have become an attractive destination for

1 | This section is based on Pawel tadykowski’s project. The fieldwork was con-
ducted jointly by Pawet tadykowski (Polish Academy of Science), and tukasz Kac-
zmarek (Department of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology at the University of
Szczecin) within the project entitled “The Resurgence of the German-Polish Bor-
derland,” launched in 2008. Some of the conclusions included here are also de-
scribed in tadykowski (2011).

2 | Recently, in September 2011, due to administrative reforms, the county was
merged into the Vorpommern-Greifswald district and ceased to exist as an inde-
pendent administrative unit.
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Poles looking for new housing.? This mobility has been accompanied by
the emergence of a trans-border market characterized by the principles
of border economies: for unemployed Germans, it has become less com-
plicated and demanding to search for legal jobs in Poland in construc-
tion, services, local branches of EU institutions. And for the better-off in
Germany, Poland offers specialized services at a relatively low price, e.g.
private medical care (in vitro fertilization, dental surgery etc.). Imbalances
in price and perceived quality have stimulated economic and cultural ex-
change and new developments on the real estate market, in education, in
medical care, in services, and in many other areas.*

Since 2004 at least, the act of crossing the Polish-German border has
been increasingly perceived as a “private” matter, not very different from
crossing an internal administrative border (Wedel 2009). Although the

3 | In the year 2003, 2,140 Poles were legally registered residents of the fed-
eral state (Bundesland) of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. By 2007, there number had
grown to 3,637 and to 4,500 in 2011 (Seges Frelak and Kriszan 2012: 38). The
Uecker-Randow district has the highest population of Poles, with 1,258 registered
Polish citizens in 2010 (ibid.). In 2009, 83 % of the migrant Polish population lived
in the two towns of this district, namely L6knitz and Penkun. In Loknitz 10 % of the
population (242 persons in 2008) is of Polish origin (Barthel 2010). The trend
these numbers show is significant when seen against the backdrop of popula-
tion decline in eastern Germany. For example, the district of Uecker-Randow had
96,043 inhabitants in 1990; 85,086 in 2000, 77,152 in 2005, and 72,137 in
2010 (Statistisches Amt Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, 2010; Seges Frelak/Kriszan
2012: 37). In 2009, Poles formed 12-17 percent of the local population in the
settlements of Grambow, Ramin, and Nadrensee. The latter statistical data were
accessed in 2009 from the website of the district authorities, www.lkuer.de, be-
fore the district was merged into the Vorpommern-Greifswald district. The site is
currently unavailable. Interestingly, the website of the Uckermark district (www.
uckermark.de) lacks current statistical data that feature the inhabitants nation-
ality, which might be interpreted as an expression of the new policy adopted in
response to NPD activity in the region (personal communication with one of the
commune’s officers).

4 | This fact has attracted the attention of the regional authorities and led them
to develop high levels of cross-border cooperation. Forinstance, there are consid-
erable attempts to establish political institutions of supra-local importance, such
as the Polnisch-Deutsche Geselllschaft “Pomeraniak e. V.”.
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border is still visible in political space, it is gradually losing relevance for
everyday life.’ The greater Szczecin area has a strong potential to become
a fixed transnational space where political, cultural and social identities
not only coexist but also fuse. With these facts in mind, in this contribu-
tion we inquire into the cultural mechanisms driving the development of
a borderland. In so doing, we explore the historical particularities of the
Polish-German border region after its creation in 1945.

The following section summarizes the social-cultural anthropology
discussion on borders and frontiers as background knowledge for ap-
proaching narratives and practices of social, political, economic, and cul-
tural interaction.

ANTHROPOLOGY OF BORDERS AND FRONTIERS

The anthropology of borders typically entails the study of the cultural, ter-
ritorial, and social dimensions of those borders. Boundaries are symbols
through which localities, states, and nations define themselves: they de-
lineate at once territorial limits and socio-cultural spaces (Berdahl 1999:
3). As borderlines that simultaneously separate and join different entities,
borders are ambivalent, as discussed in the classic works by Arnold van
Gennep (1909), Victor Turner (1967; 1969), or Mary Douglas (1966). By
the same token, borderlands as the spaces-in-between characterized by a
cultural overlap are liminal spaces. They are simultaneously dangerous
sites and sites of creative cultural production open to cultural play and
experimentation as well as domination and control (Donnan 2001: 1290).

The relevant research on borders in anthropological literature concen-
trates on two complementary trends and see borders both as social and
symbolic and as territorial and political. The first trend in anthropological
theory owes much to Frederik Barth (1992 [1969]), who draws attention
to social boundaries between ethnic groups. He points out that cultur-
al differences persist despite inter-ethnic contact and that social relations
are organized and maintained across such boundaries. The symbolic con-
struction of community and cultural boundaries is stressed in works of

5 | The borderis obviously marked by the linguistic barrier, but these too are tend-
ing to fade as free language courses are offered. Moreover, courses in the respec-
tive neighbor’s language are part of school curricula in both Germany and Poland.
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Anthony Cohen (1985; 1986). In his view, boundaries are symbolic entities
constructed by people in their interactions with others, from whom they
wish symbolically to distinguish themselves. By marking out one’s social
identity, boundaries symbolically demarcate one’s sense of similarity and
difference.

The second line of inquiry presents borders as territorial and political
entities and implies a fruitful conceptual link between borders, state, and
society. State borders mark the limits of sovereignty and of state control
over citizens and subjects. Anthropological border studies were pioneered
at the University of Manchester in the 1960s. The “school” that emerged
in Manchester produced several works dealing with borders, each influ-
enced by Max Gluckman who was Departmental Chair at that time (Don-
nan 2001: 1291). However, they did not take up the issue of national state
borders, and the value of localized studies for understanding how cultural
landscapes are superimposed across social and political divides was not
recognized until 1974, when The Hidden Frontier: Ecology and Ethnicity in
an Alpine Valley by John W. Cole and Eric R. Wolf appeared. This became
the cornerstone work for subsequent anthropological research on national
and international borders. Cole and Wolf found it interesting that in South
Tyrol, the cultural frontier continued to manifest itself as important in
everyday life long after the politically defined state borders had shifted.
In this focus, they shared Barth’s view of social boundaries. The major
contribution of this study, however, was in demonstrating the usefulness
of including both local and supra-local influences in research on this pro-
cess. The work has informed many subsequent border studies in the way
it focused on how social relations, defined in part by the state, transcend
the territorial limits of the state and transform the structure of the state at
home and its relations with its neighbors (Donnan 2001: 1292).

A more recent approach to national borders focuses on the states of the
European Union and asks question of how culture inhibits and enhances
cross-border cooperation in the context of various state and supranation-
al initiatives undertaken in order to transform the economic, political,
and social structures of people’s everyday lives (for an overview see Wil-
son and Donnan 2005). Such an approach is best suited for the study of
state-society relations. Instead of being fixed and static, state-society rela-
tions are currently seen as dynamic, processual, and permeable (Hann/
Dunn 1996). What happens along the border can support or undermine
national government policies, and borders are good locations for studying
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the features of state-society relations in general (Wilson/Donnan 2005).
The enlargement of the European Union is bringing about fundamental
changes in the nature of European states and of their relationships with
each other. These recent changes call for field studies of the current bor-
ders and borderlands designed so as to contribute to the advancement of
anthropological theory.

The changes discussed above are very relevant to our present case.
However, we argue that focusing only on current developments would
block the opportunity to place the emerging Polish-German borderland
within a broader historical perspective that would enable us to better
grasp cultural patterns and meanings that are framing current events.
The social effects of the recent dismantling of the border regime sepa-
rating Poland and Germany must be seen in relation to the effects of the
border’s construction: forced expulsions of previous German inhabitants
of the lands merged into Poland resulting in incoming waves of Polish set-
tlers who inhabited an area emptied of people. In our further analysis, we
employ the theoretical distinction between the notions of a “border” and
“frontier.” In order to make this distinction visible both on the theoretical
and ethnographic level, it is important to situate the concepts within the
frame of existing anthropological analysis.

For example, social anthropologist Michat Buchowski reflects (in Pol-
ish) on the meanings of terms employed in English such as:

[...] limit, border, boundary, frontier. Typically boundary should be a line, while
the border [is] the zone around this line [...]. We may further distinguish between
a border line, a border, and a borderland. The first category, border line (linia
graniczna), would be the equivalent of [...] boundary, and as such would be a line
designated in space that is in fact invisible but is made tangible by natural signs
and symbols that give it a political significance. The notion of border (granica)
would indicate the zone around the boundary. It spreads over the area in which
the presence of a demarcation line has a direct impact on daily economic, so-
cial, and cultural relations of the residents living in the border areas. Borderland
(pogranicze) would mean an area that is wider than border area, and would in-
clude the long-term phenomena characteristic for such zones, as for instance bi-
lingualism, intermingling, or interpenetration of cultures (in this case understood
as ethnic or national cultures), or assimilation of customs (Buchowski 2004: 9).
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Indeed, there is a variety of typologies of what we call frontiers and bor-
ders.® These chiefly articulate a relationship between state and local com-
munity. For example, Anthony Giddens (1987: 49) distinguishes between
“frontiers” and “borders” borrowing from political geography, where the

” o«

term “frontier” “means either a specific type of division between two or
more states, or a division between settled and uninhabited areas of a sin-
gle state.” “Frontier” in his analysis refers to an area on the peripheral
regions of a state in which the political authority of the centre is diffuse
or thinly spread. Frontiers exist where a state is expanding outwards into
territory previously either having no inhabitants or populated by tribal
communities. Also, frontiers describe areas within one state inhabited
sparsely, for example due to “the general inhospitality of the terrain” (Ibid:
50)). A “border,” on the other hand, would be a known and geographically
drawn line separating and joining two or more states. Borders are clearly
delineated limits of a state’s sovereignty, although their nature can be flu-
id as they are located on the edges of the modern state, often the sea (cf.
Roszko 201). Borders, in contrast to frontiers, make the presence of the
state clearly manifest through military posts, border guards, and customs
checkpoints.

The distinction articulated above by Giddens has not always been ob-
vious. For example, Wendl and Résler (1999: 3) provide insights into the
genesis of these concepts by tracing etymologies of the notions of “border”
and “frontier”:

Both terms “frontier” and “border” are respectively of Latin and Frankish ances-
try and convey a different range of implicit meanings. Both found their way into
English through Middle French, and both are finally rooted in the perceptual ex-
periences of the human body [...]. The frontier (Latin frons or forehead) is always
“in front of” the subject. It denotes a flat, horizontal view from an absolute, an-
thropocentric body-based standpoint [...]. The border, on the other hand, derives
from the Frankish “bord,” literally the two wooden sides of a ship, or the fringes of
textiles (German “borte, French “bordure”). It denotes a bird’s-eye view, with the
observer not bodily involved, but rather looking down at the outline of objects on
the ground. In today’s English, to some extent, both terms are used interchange-

6 | For a detailed overview see Wendl and Résler 1999; for the classical study of
frontier society see Frederick Jackson Turner (1994 [1893]), and for a compara-
tive frontier history see Lamar and Thompson (1981).
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ably [...]. It seems however, that the notion of “frontiers” is more elaborated, pop-
ularly as well as scientifically, in the American than in the British imagination. The
reason for this [...] comes from the American expansionist experience of moving
west. While in British English the term “frontier” also refers to remote backwoods
regions [...] that differ significantly from areas of metropolitan refinement, it is
used in American-English speech and thought without these negative attribu-
tions. Here, it rather has come to mean pioneerism, dynamism and advancement.

This semantic shift appears for the first time in the classical study of fron-
tier society by Frederick Jackson Turner (1994 [1893]). The image used in
his study was that of an anonymous force that swept like a slow tidal wave
from east to west across North America, bringing with it smaller waves.
First pioneers then settler communities (cf. Wendl/Résler 1999: 3-4). In
African historiography, “frontier” came to be used for description of Eu-
ropean penetration into southern Africa. A refined definition of Thomp-
son and Lamar (19817, quoted in Wendl/Résler 1999: 4-5), states that a
“frontier” is a “zone of interpenetration between two previously distinct
societies,” and this is the way it has been used often in the description of
hybrid cultures in postcolonial studies.’”

In our analysis, we wish to explore the problematic representation of
space embodied in the Turnerian image of the moving frontier and in
the Giddensian sense of a remote, uninhabited peripherality into which
a state is expanding. The new territories joined to Poland were emptied
of people but not of buildings, factories and infrastructure. This made
the new links forged between place and identity especially problematic
(cf. Gupta/Ferguson 1992). The new settlers slowly appropriated the new
territories: the advancing frontier was reterritorializing the emptied land.
In the next sections we demonstrate the impact this had on their percep-

7 | This reductionist view of “frontiers” as “colonial intrusions” was challenged
and further differentiated by Igor Kopytoff (1987). His cyclical model encompass-
es “external” frontiers that arise when metropolitan cultures expand and extend
political hegemony (like colonial tidal waves), and “internal” frontiers found in the
less populated fringes between two or more organized societies, where intruding
settlers create new societies on their own; smaller groups split-off from their cit-
ies move into the interstitial zones where they continue to intermingle with other
similar groups in an institutional vacuum until they grow to form a new city. This
process may continue in a number of cycles (Wendl/Roésler 1999: 5).



https://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839424421.159
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Anthropology of Borders and Frontiers

tion of the new space and on the social process of constructing it as “their
place.” Also, we investigate the modalities of cultural interpenetration
over time of the two previously expulsed communities that inhabited the
lands divided by the border.

AFTER THE WAR: MovING INTO THE “WiLD WEST”

The Potsdam Conference of 1945 gave the Polish state control of Silesia,
Lubusie, Pomerania, Warmia, and Masuria. The meridional line of two
rivers, Lusatian Neisse and the Oder defined the new western Polish bor-
derline. The decision to shift the Polish-German border decided the fate of
millions of Poles and Germans who were forced to resettle from the east to
the west. The territories previously inhabited by over 8 million Germans
became inhabited by 4 million Poles (Eberhardt 2010).2 Most Polish emi-

8 | The drama of forced expulsions is a sensitive issue in Polish-German relation-
ships: there is an enormous literature tackling the topic from the perspective of
political history. We do not wish to engage in this discussion. Our aim is to high-
light the scale of relocations and the problem that a region that was built for about
8 million people was emptied and inhabited by a new population of approximately
half that size. According to the census carried out in 1939, the territories that lat-
er became part of Poland under the Potsdam agreements had been inhabited by
8,885,400 German citizens at that time (Eberhardt 2010:127). This number gives
a sense of how densely this region was inhabited under normal conditions. Clearly,
the number of people living in these areas was constantly changing during the final
months of the war. Some approximations go as high as 12,339,400 Germans liv-
ing in 1944 (Nitschke 2000: 232-233, quoted in Eberhardt 2010: 128). All these
numbers should be treated with caution (they use different criteria to determine
ethnicity, for example), however, they are indicative of the scale of relocations.
Estimates of the number of Germans who left forcibly or willingly from 1944 to
1950 varies between between 8 and 11 million ((Eberhardt 2010: 187, 191), as
noted in the Polish and the German sources respectively. In the three year period
between 1945 and 1948, a total exchange of population occurred in the lands
adjoined to Poland (Ibid.: 209). Cautious estimates are that in 1945-47 about 4
million people settled and started a new life (Ibid.: 208). The waves of newcom-
ers in 1948-9 were significantly smaller, and from 1950 onward the process of
stabilization started. The census carried out in 1950 confirmed that the lands
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grants were from the so-called eastern borderland of the Second Republic
(kresy wschodnie). Those Germans living to the east of the newly demar-
cated border were similarly forced to move west. The newly acquired ter-
ritories in the west, the Polish “Western Lands” (Ziemie Zachodnie), were
called in Polish propaganda the “Recovered Territories” (Ziemie Odzys-
kane), which alluded to the historical presence of the first Polish state in
the reign of the Piast dynasty in the 10" century. This rhetorical formula
was meant to legitimize both the presence of the Polish state in formerly
German territories after the war and the forced resettlements.

Constant migration, a lack of permanence, the lack of stable state con-
trol or provision of basic services, a widespread sense of insecurity expe-
rienced by newcomers — including the uncertainty about the eventuality
of another global conflict — all this contributed to the settlers’ permanent
sense of temporariness (cf. Polski 2005: 20). Their migrating was a pro-
cess requiring many years and became such a special feature of their
lifestyle that it strongly determined their perception of space, i.e. their
attitude toward their new place of residence. Polish immigrants’ diaries
and official archival government documentation of the period clearly show
that the Western Territories were perceived as a dangerous area, subjected
to colonization by people uncertain of their future. They considered their
new residences in the former German villages, towns, and cities only as
the one stop on an endless journey. Often, the situation forced them to
share a house or an apartment with Germans who had not yet managed to
repatriate to Germany.? All these experiences during the first several years

discussed were populated by 5.6 million people or about 3 million fewer than in
1939 (Ibid.: 213). The numberrose to 7.8 million in 1960 and to 10 million in 2010
(ibid.). These figures, of course, include those born after the 1950s.

9 | Regarding the situation in 1945, the Report on the Western Lands from 15.05.
to 15.06.1945 (the AAN, the Government Delegate to the RP, 202/111/36, k. 151-
210, Part E - k. 205-210) stated that in the belt between the West and the Silesia
voivodeship the population consisted of 30 % Poles and 70 % Germans, in the
belt from the Baltic to the Poznan voivodeship the population consisted of 20 % of
Poles and 80 % Germans and in the Silesian belt the population consisted of 15 %
Poles and 85 % Germans. In various cities on the basis of rough data : in Szczecin
40,000 Germans and 1,500 Poles; in Gorzéw (Landsberg) 20,000 Germans and
3,000 Poles; in Skwierzyn (Schwerin) 2,000 Germans and 1,500 Poles; in Leg-
nica, 10,000 Germans and 2,000 Poles; in Wroctaw 25,000 Germans and 1,800
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after the war strongly influenced the attitudes of newly settled residents. A
temporary state was the ordinary state of life, and this left a strong imprint
on the Polish settlers and the first generations born in the lands adjoined
to Poland.

This constant movement was accompanied by the lack of clear idea of
the exact location of the border delineating the new acquisitions. This was
well captured by two journalists from Cracow, Maciej Malicki and Tadeusz
Zychiewicz, who went on a tour of the Western Lands in 1957. It resulted
in three articles written in a form of a diary published by the newspaper
Tygodnik Powszechny. Malicki and Zychiewicz’s (1957) described their dis-
orientation regarding the area they were required to portray, the Western
Territories. Asked to write material from the “Zgorzelec — Szczecin line”
that would provide an account on the situation “as close to the border as
possible” they wrote:

Our assumption is that we need a material from the “Zgorzelec - Szczecin line, as
near the border as possible,” but the assumption is also that this area will pro-
vide us with conclusions that can be generalized to the whole Western Territories.
Therefore, we cannot travel [from Cracow] to Zgorzelec with our eyes closed. From
the west itis clear, the state border demarcates the boundary. But from the east?
Forinstance, today no one would think of classifying Gliwice, Bytom, or Zabrze as
part of the Western Lands. Similarly, for an average Pole, Wroctaw and Szczecin
represent some kind of special enclave, of “equal importance and rank” to the
othervoivodeship cities. However Opole, Jelenia Géra, Koszalin are [...] somewhat
different. There is one idea of the Western Lands adjacent to our former Polish
border and another idea among those situated by the Oder River (ibid.).

Since it was not clear for the Cracovian intellectuals where the Western
Territories begin, it would not have been clear for the average Polish citi-
zen either. This certain lack of familiarity with the new territorial acquisi-
tions and toponymy in the social imagination, observed twelve years after
the war, went on to last for decades. The process of gradual integration of
all the lands into a coherent body became part of the experience of several
generations of settlers. The Western Lands area was perceived as quite
different than the rest of the Polish state. The recollections of the settlers

Poles; in Swiebodzin 2,000 Germans and 800 Poles; in Gryfino 1,500 Germans
and 400 Poles; in Zagdrze 1,800 Germans and 600 Poles (Pietrowicz 2005: 125).
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contain accounts of a shocking confrontation with completely different
aesthetics, the cities’ skylines, the churches, completely different infra-
structure, as well as a different principle of administrative jurisdiction.
The newcomers noted the ubiquitous ex-German factories and ex-Ger-
man cemeteries, contributing to the overwhelming feeling of “not being
at home” (see e.g. Polski 2005: 21).

The inhabitants of the Western Territories were in constant motion as
millions of people continuously sought for new places to settle. A sense
of uprootedness and a devastation of the goods entrusted to these indi-
viduals were the consequence; many made a living by “looting.” Polish
administrators could not fully control these phenomena, and in popular
diction the term “Regained Land” quickly gave way to “The Wild West.”
This expression denoted both individual freedom and impunity to law as
experienced there. Sparsely populated territories in the west suffered from
demographic collapse, which in turn prevented the normal inclusion in
the economic system of the country unifying after the turmoil of war.
The proverbial “wild(er)ness” reflected the nature of the new relationship
between identity and place, as well as the emotions evoked among people
migrating there. “The Wild West” was a place where “civilization,” un-
derstood as government and the rule of law, was established only against
the resistance of the inhabitants. The main factors that hindered the es-
tablishment of an orderly government in the area directly after 1945 were
constant population movement, which involved also movement first to
the Western Territories and then to central Poland; “looting” (szaber); the
large numbers of Germans still residing in the area; and the way the new
Polish-German border was drawn, which later would have significant re-
percussions.

THE ODER AND NEISSE BORDER LINE IN 1945-1949:
A MATTER OF NEGOTIATION

The radically different expectations of each nation made the process of
forming a new Polish-German border difficult and caused many misun-
derstandings. While the German side still hoped that the unfavourable
loss of the lands East of the Oder River and Lusatian Neisse would be
reversed (Kochanowski 2008: 31f.), the Poles demanded that the line be
moved even farther to the West (Ibid.: 35), arguing that not only Szczecin
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but also the island of Riigen are necessary for national defence purposes
(Ibid.: 34). Even after the Potsdam conference ended, the Polish Foreign
Ministry tried to negotiate a new demarcation of the border line so that the
Szczecin Lagoon as a whole would came into Polish possession, demand-
ing that the whole of the Oder River “must be in the hands of one state,
Poland, with all three delta beds” (Ibid.: 36). Poland also endeavoured to
articulate its expectations to global public opinion in the directives re-
ceived by Polish delegation at the mid-November 1946 session of the UN
in New York; Poland argued that “[n]ot leaving the Oder River in one hand
[...] will spark constant disputes and border conflicts in Europe” (Ibid.: 38).
It was contended that an effective military defence of the Oder—Neisse line
could be only provided by the expansion of Polish territory beyond the area
of Swinoujscie, Szczecin, Frankfurt, Gérlitz, and Gubin. Poland argued
that such an attempt would contribute to the re-unification of the divided
cities, this time within the Republic of Poland. Pragmatic and economic
arguments were presented: industry and the most important components
of urban infrastructure remained on the German side under the Potsdam
agreement, which should be rectified (Ibid.: 38f.). The Polish political goal
of uniting both sides of the Oder remained a sensitive issue in relations
with the USSR and East Germany long thereafter.

However, despite Polish demands, the border was finally set at the Lu-
satian Neisse and Oder.! Ironically, despite the fact that the border was set
on waterways and thus sharply divided the two nations, it became —con-
trary to the probable intentions of its creators — a space of German-Polish
relations. Polish concerns that the suburbs of cities remaining in Poland
on the east bank of the Oder and Lusatian Neisse (like Guben, Frankfurt,
Gorlitz) would be cut off from necessary infrastructure — proved to be
warranted. These less urbanized and poorer eastern parts of Polish cit-
ies almost lost their practical viability almost altogether. To remedy this
problem, people began spontaneously establishing relationships with res-
idents on the other side of the river. The interest turned out to be mutual,
as part of the urban infrastructure essential for city functions on the Ger-
man side was in fact located in Poland.

10 | Excluding the area of Szczecin, Szczecin Lagoon, and the Western outskirts
of Swinoujscie on the Usedom island.
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The atmosphere of suspense and uncertainty accompanied the people
on both sides of the border river."" Despite devastation, unemployment,
housing shortages, and a terrible supply situation, a significant proportion
of expatriated persons wished to remain as close as possible to the new
border, believing — as reported in February 1946 from Guben — that “one
fine day they will cross the Neisse again” (Ibid.: 31). By the end of 1947,
however, German expatriates had gradually begun to lose hope for return.
In Guben, in January 1948, rumours spread that the Poles would take over
the railway station; this caused many German families to leave the border
region (Ibid.: 34).

Overcrowding and unemployment on the German side of the river was
as permanent as underpopulation and chronic lack of manpower on the
Polish side."? Running the industries located on the eastern side of the
Oder required qualified and skilled workers able to competently manage
and operate the infrastructure. Power plants, sewage treatment plants,
drinking water supply pumps, and other equipment similarly required
the skills of specialists. These were possessed only among the German

11 | The expatriates were considered a serious problem for the Soviet Occupation
Zone (SBZ) and later the German Democratic Republic. In the years 1949-1950 in
the SBZ/GDR area there were about 4.5 million expellees while in the much larger
Western Germany there were just under 8 million. The concept of “expellees” also
implied that these people were had been wronged and might hope to return to
their homes. Thus, in official diction, expellees were deliberately renamed the
“displaced” and later also “new citizens” (Neubiirger), to shatter any hope for a
return to the former eastern territories of Germany. This, however, did not resolve
the problem of integrating this group in their new places of residence. The final
decision to resettle exiles in the young GDR was cemented by actions like signing
the bordertreaty in Gorlitzin 1950, the land reform granting new property to many
expellees, and the pacification of the uprising of 17 June 1953, during which the
issue of revision of the eastern border of Germany also had been raised (Urban
2009: 43).

12 | As already mentioned, the population of borderland districts on the Polish
side for many years constituted only a fraction of what it had been, and this had
a direct impact on infrastructure maintenance in the cities. For example, “about
3,500 people lived in Gubin in December 1945, 4,940 in March 1948, and just
over 5,000 in August 1949 (one fifth of the city’s capacity)” (Kochanowski 2008:
42-3).
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population, either those still living in Poland or commuters from the other
side of the border.® The restoration of normal life in the cities across the
river became the main concern of the people, all the more that the border
turned out to be penetrable. Although it was accoutred with signs of the
new Polish authority, in itself it did not present an impassable barrier. It
could be crossed without major problems. Germans seeking any kind of
job benefited from this fact." The consequence of overcrowding on the
German side was a rapid growth of unemployment and the gradual im-
poverishment of the already afflicted German refugees, even raising the
spectre of starvation. The main factor that contributed to the exchange of
jobs and manpower, then, was asymmetry in the demographic situation,
infrastructure, and food supply. The latter was significantly better on the
Polish side. Shortage of workers on the Polish side and the relatively stable
food supply were pulling factors for Germans. Many Germans, however,
were still migrating to the west, which caused the Polish authorities to un-
dertake an initial attempt of issuing administrative regulations in order to
prevent professionals needed to maintain industry from leaving."®
Historical materials confirm that this was an important moment that
initiated a new type of cooperation within border areas based on constant
motion. The border had to be crossed on a daily basis, sometimes a few
times a day so that both communities could function normally. The itiner-
ant model of functioning in close proximity to the border necessitated the
establishment of numerous inter-ethnic interactions. It should not be for-
gotten that this border line was different from what had been known and
represented previously in the imagery of the common Polish-German her-
itage; the post-war reality was radically different. The entire situation was

13 | In early June 1945, it was officially proposed that qualified German workers
settle in Zgorzelec (Kochanowski 2008f.).

14 | For example, as late as 1947, “half of the total number of over 1,000 of min-
ers in the coal mine Turow would come from Germany every day” (Kochanowski
2008: 43).

15 | Of particularimportance here was a decision “to keep orturn back, where itis
possible, the number of circa 250 German experts necessary for the functioning of
industrial plants.” The Germans, however, were afraid to dwell on the Polish side,
which at the beginning of July 1945, forced the Polish authorities of Zgorzelec to
assist groups of workers on their daily commute over the border bridge to the plant
(Kochanowski 2008: 42).
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laden with strong mutual resentment, prejudice, and fear. As it turned
out, however, this did not constitute a sufficiently strong barrier to social-
ization. On both sides, the communities were formed by exiles. The Polish
exiles understand Germans who had to leave, as they too had been forced
to leave and had nowhere else to go (Ibid.: 14). The period between 1945-49
is the first moment of establishing Polish-German cross-border relation-
ships, both formal and informal, even though they were maintained out
of convenience, not out of love.

In 1949 the German Democratic Republic was founded and encom-
passed the former Soviet Occupation Zone. The signing of border treaty
with the GDR resulted the “dismantling” of this spontaneous borderland.

1950-1972: “BRIDGES OF FRIENDSHIP” AND THE
CLOSING OF THE BORDER

From the 1950s the border was closed and the border rivers became natu-
ral barriers, constituting a “border wall” in the collective imagination. On
the occasion of the state or party celebrations the contact was “artificially”
restored. Because there was no agreement on local cross-border traffic,
delegations of the local party, youth, or union organizations were forced to
meet in the middle of the border bridges (Kochanowski 2008: 48).

The absence of the circulation and exchange of goods and services, as
in the years 1945-1948/50, led to the collapse of the socio-economic infra-
structure on the Polish side of the border. The image of overwhelming
emptiness of these lands, contrasting with the problems of overcrowding
in the central parts of the country was thoroughly documented'® in the
newspaper Tygodnik Powszechny in 1957. The authors, Malicki and Zy-
chiewicz (1957), note that on the German side, the space had been sys-
tematically renewed so as to quickly rebuild or cover up the consequences
of the war, whereas on the Polish side, there was no desire, no concept,
and no motivation to take similar action. The post-war space of the Wild

16 | Here is how the Cracow reporters traversing the Western Lands in 1957 pre-
sented the situation: “Where there is work there is no housing. And where there is
housing there is no work.” [...].We have seen on the way a lot of empty, unoccupied
houses. And we remember a hopeless crowd in the Cracow employment office”
(Malicki and Zychiewicz 1957).
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West still remained void. The state of constant instability and uncertainty
regarding the future accompanied all the Polish newcomers to these lands
from after the war until the mid-19770s, despite the state propaganda of the
success of the unification of all the authentic “Polish Piast dynasty” lands
within the People’s Republic of Poland and a friendship with the new
western neighbour, the GDR. This image was epitomized in the “bridg-
es of friendship” across the border river, mentioned above. However, the
image of friendship drawn in the official discourse was confronted by the
reality disclosed in Malicki and Zychiewicz’s reports. In their words:

Zgorzelec became famous for practicing Polish-German friendship [...].The central
object in Zgorzelec [...] is this famous bridge over the Lusatian Neisse, honored
s0 many times with the visits of all sorts of personages, from prime ministers to
cyclists of the “Peace Race.” The sight of the bridge completely surprised us. From
the main street a very short, steep descent to the left and [...] that’s it. We leave
the car behind the corner and approach the border. Funny to admit - despite our
identity cards and full legitimacy, we feel a little uncomfortable. “Taboo-ish” re-
spect for the border zone, for years so carefully instilled, apparently has left its
imprint. AWOP [Border Defence Army] soldier on duty stops us by raising his hand.
We present him with our letter of identity and ask for permission to walk to the
other side. When called, the second guard appears, a sergeant. He rigorously ex-
amines ourdocuments, and then moves away to seek information in headquarters
on the telephone before giving us the answer. We look at the opposite bank of the
river. We see on the horizon a green city park, a wide panorama along the banks,
the majestic cathedral dominates the city [...].Is the bridge sometimes used for
unofficial purposes, such as tourism or family visits? No. Is it allowed to take pic-
tures? No, of course, not. The sentinel puts us off with monosyllables to answer
out questions. The German guard moves away from his end of the bridge and slow-
ly, mechanically approaches us. At one third of the distance he returns, and just
as slowly he recedes. The middle part of the bridge, here the “no man’s land,” is
violated by a human foot only on the occasion of the official celebrations. What
are Polish-German relations today? This question is in front of us, when we look at
the border (Malicki/Zychiewicz 1957).
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1972-1980: NAVIGATING BETWEEN PoLISH AND EASTERN
GERMAN PLANNED EcONOMIES

In 1972, local border traffic on the basis of an ID card (i.e., visa-free and
passport-free) was restored for the citizens of both neighboring republics.
As a result, from 1972 to 1979 over 100 million citizens of the People’s
Republic of Poland and Eastern Germany engaged in tourist exchange.
Most trips were undertaken in the border regions and towns of the neigh-
boring country on short-term stays (Osekowski 2009: 148). For the first
time since 1950, former German residents of these lands could meet Pol-
ish settlers and begin to establish a dialogue.”” The possibility of private
and purely personal relationships was, however, fraught with tensions and
resentment.'®

17 | As Opitowska (2009: 167) writes, the opening of the border was a great op-
portunity for the borderland, as it opened up the possibility of direct contacts
and breaking barriers. Also at this time the residents of the German borderland
decided to make visits to their places of origin. Striking was that in all those years
the residents of the Western Lands had apparently not settled them. Opitowska’s
German respondents “highlighted that the Poles living in their homes were asking
them each time with fear in their voice if they wanted to return. The houses were
mostly unkempt, dirty, and - what surprised them most - unchanged for many
years. Germans could find there not only the same furniture, but also cups stand-
ing in the same cupboard or reference books on the same shelves” (ibid.). The
contacts, afterinitial uncertainty with regard to the motives of the Germans’ visit,
became friendly. The German respondents highlight Polish hospitality, often ac-
companied with excessive alcohol consumption (ibid.).

18 | In addition to Opitowska’s account, Osekowski writes that not only Poles
were afraid of the previous inhabitants. He writes that also the Germans who
travelled to the villages where their family homes and apartments had been were
very bitter about what they saw. During these so-called sentimental journeys,
they “visited the cemeteries where they buried their loved ones. What they saw,
in most of them caused sorrow and bitterness. Their former homes were generally
unkempt and largely devastated, and the cemeteries overgrown with bushes and
weeds. This situation negatively affected the relationship between the Poles and
Germans, and fostered new prejudices. During the mid-70s, the Polish authorities
had decided to liquidate German cemeteries, which caused even greater resent-
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The tourist border traffic of Germans engaging in what was referred
to as “sentimental journeys” and Poles desiring to see the neighboring
country very quickly turned into a project of purely economic nature, re-
sponding to demands created by specific shortages in local markets. The
situation began to resemble that of the immediate post-war years: niche
markets in the supply of goods and services were identified and result-
ed in a growing grassroots cross-border import and export. The socialist
state obviously kept control over the systemic regulation of employment
but failed to control the local cross-border trade and movement of goods.
While travelling, the people were able to see and estimate the scale of the
existing imbalances in the supply of goods. Through purchases people
were complementing the deficiencies in the domestic market, but in so
doing they were also introducing the new goods onto the market. The state
did not have any control over the distribution and price of these goods.
Since in the planned economy system, the quantity of goods in the market
is supposedly shaped not by demand but rather by the calculation of tech-
nocrats, this meant that “tourist traffic” was clearly damaging neighbor-
ing markets. “Tourist traffic” exposed the failure of the socialist planned
economy and showed the true extent of the consumption needs of the two
neighboring communities." This “shopping tourism” became then a kind
of a manifestation of the market characterized by a relatively free play of
supply and demand. The market mechanisms developed “spontaneously,
and the price difference between the two outlets (the famous przebitka,
an extra profit from selling the goods) was one of the main motives for
crossing the border” (Mazurek 2010: 108-9).

The first and main beneficiaries of these new developments became
the communities located closest to the border areas. This contributed to
an increase in the attractiveness of the border and borderland towns and
villages. There was an influx of highly qualified workers. Cultural life, the
economy, housing, and above all tourism flourished (Osekowski 2009:
148f). As Mazurek (2010: 109) concludes, the border regions witnessed
not only an increase in exchange of goods; it saw also an interpenetration
of consumption models.

ment among the outraged former citizens of the so-called recovered territories”
(Osekowski 2009: 150).

19 | Itisworth notingthatin the years 1972-1974 about 900 business units start-
ed collaborating in the borderland (Osekowski 2009: 156).
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Another corollary of these practices was a conflict of values, which
manifested itself on several levels. First, a distribution conflict emerged,
i.e. the conflict over the value attributed to goods on the markets, and this
was directly attributed to the fact that the distribution of goods (always
limited) was strictly regulated by the state. If we assume that borderland
is not only a category of space but rather also a place of where cultur-
al models and value systems confront each other, the question arises of
how cross-border distribution conflicts were different from local distribu-
tion conflicts. As Mazurek notices, Poles and Germans derived different
meanings from the experience of shortage. An experience of shortage was
a consequence of the constant problem of competition for access to goods.
The spontaneous “free market” emerging across the border, implied in-
tervening in the planned economies of the two regions and deepening
the shortages. This caused the conflict over distribution of limited sup-
plies, which in turn resulted in increase of xenophobic attitudes (Mazurek
2010: 116-7). The avalanche of Poles penetrating the East German market
brought an unanticipated effect of increased hostility between the neigh-
bors.

CONCLUSION

We have briefly outlined some of the historical features of the Polish-Ger-
man relations in the new border region. The specific characteristic of this
border was that the people inhabiting the area on both sides had no experi-
ence of neighborhood with each other. There was a language barrier, there
were no mixed marriages, and it seemed that the state project to designate
a border line in order to separate and repel was successful. Moreover, peo-
ple living on both sides of the border were displaced persons and shared
the traumatic experience of expulsion from their homeland. We have tried
to show that, despite these obstacles, neighborly relations were in fact es-
tablished in different periods. Not always friendly, however, they contrib-
uted to making the border a space of transition rather than a barrier space.

We have attempted to show how the territorial expansion of a state
was performed by settlers forming a specific, “tidal” frontier. The dynam-
ics of a frontier of the pioneers advancing into the newly acquired lands
had direct impact on the way the space was imagined. The newcomers
had lived in constant uncertainty and fear that they might lose their new
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acquisitions. This, however, did not prevent them from negotiating the
border and transcending post-war animosities in an attempt to establish a
stable life in the divided cities in 1945-48. Only after this period, in 1950-
72, when the border became closed completely, did the “frontier” became
a “border” in Giddens’ sense of the word. It divided two states understood
as discrete, bounded, and completely sovereign entities. We have shown
how in the later period, 1972-80, both states’ economies, understood as
discrete and bounded systems planned by their respective centers, were
experiencing local intrusions in cross-border trade allowing for the (un-
planned) circulation of goods between the two systems. These interpene-
trations of different kinds have created a groundwork conducive to inter-
cultural contact beyond the perimeters of the political control of the state.
How these developments defined the qualities of the border and how they
contributed to the current state of affairs is the topic of ongoing research.
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