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Abstract

The borders of voivodships in Poland today are not consistent with those of historical regions. The current
administrative division is largely based upon imposed boundaries, dividing initial regions. This research
topic arises from the dichotomy between the toponymy applied to voivodships because of the administrative
reform of 1999 — and the names of historical regions. Implementing such a toponomy, although detached
from historical and cultural contexts, has contributed to establishing attachments with current administrative
regions, which surpasses identification with historical units. This paper presents the results of empirical
research employing a questionnaire survey of the inhabitants of 71 communes (LAU 2 units) in north-eastern
Poland. The main objective was to examine the impact of recent administrative reform on territorial identity,
with particular emphasis placed on the region of Podlasie. The surveyed communities are to the highest extent
attached to national and local levels than to the region, which was only ranked third in the hierarchy of
identification with a given area. The regional identity of the population living in north-east Poland is related
primarily to the contemporary administrative borders. There are, however, explicit differences in perceptions
of the region of Podlasie depending upon respondents’ place of residence, which is an indication that relict
borders persist in the residents’ social consciousness.
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1. Introduction

Borders, both constituting barriers and those acting
as stimulants, have a multifaceted spatial impact: from
economic (border trade, international trade exchange:
Komornicki, 2010; Poweska, 2011) and social (e.g. education,
demography: Palmowski, 2007; Paszto et al., 2019), to an
intangible aspect manifesting itself in forming, within
a given territory, a sense of community and belonging to
a elimited area. Border changes may modify the strength
of attachment to various spatial levels, including regional
ones (Weigend, 1950; Erikson, 1974; Huntington, 1998;
Rykiel, 2010; Scott, 2018).

In the process of the deinstitutionalisation of “old” regions
and institutionalisation of new ones, regional identity may
either foster or hinder the mechanism of region-building
(Zimmerbauer et al., 2012). Initial territorial identities are
often weakened, while new ones are established, bearing
different perception of boundaries, values and symbolism.
On the other hand, the deinstitutionalisation of regions

can also stimulate a hitherto dormant territorial identity
of inhabitants, including their attachment to a delimited
area and a region’s name (Zimmerbauer et al., 2012).
Therefore, the impact of administrative reform often results
in increasing and/or altering administrative “regiocentrism”
(Matykowski, 2017). All the while, the evolution of state
and regional borders is a ‘natural’ phenomenon. Similarly,
consciousness of the existence of a common territory
associated with a particular area is not a given, once
and for all (Rykiel, 1985). Moreover, often borders were
established secondary to the spatial development of a given
area (subsequent borders: Hartshorne, 1936). They not
only divided existing economic systems, but also separated
previously formed cultural communities.

The permanence of borders is crucial for the formation of
emotional ties with an area once they have been delimited.
During the Middle Ages and the First Republic of Poland,
as an example, administrative regions were characterised
by high border stability (Solarz, 2014). In the case of most
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voivodships® (provinces), they did not change for centuries
until the partitions at the end of the 18" century. Such
durability of borders contributed to the formation of
a strong regional identity attributed to communities of
‘small homelands’ (Sobczyniski, 1984). Since the time of the
partition of the Republic of Poland, state borders and internal
administrative divisions of the partitioning powers have
shifted numerous times. After World War II, administrative
reform in Poland has been carried out on average every 25
years. It is then a relatively short period for a community to
develop ties with a given administrative region. At present
Poland’s society is comprised of at least three generations
growing up in different territorial divisions of 17 (1950-
1975), 49 (1975-1998) and 16 voivodships (after 1999).

The essence of the research problem considered here
stems from the dichotomy between the names (toponyms)
ascribed to voivodships as a result of the administrative
reform of 1999, and the names of historical regions (i.e. from
the time of the First Republic of Poland). The borders of
the new administrative units (see Fig. 1) are characterised
by a significant lack of cohesion with the spatial range of
the historical regions (Miszczuk, 2003; Zaborowski, 2013).
Their toponyms, however, refer to the latter. The borders
of current voivodships have been imposed, dividing once
coherent regions. On the other hand, there are still relict
borders present in general social consciousness, resulting
from historical conditions, divisions of former Piast? districts
or partitions®. These borders are apparent, for example, in
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the diversity of electoral preferences, settlement structure,
demographic conditions, land use, cultural landscape, Polish
language regionalisms and traditions, etc. (Sadowski, 1997;
Barwinski, 2004, 2012; Banski et al., 2012; Ferenc, 2016;
Mazur, 2016).

The main aim of this article is to analyse the impact of
the last administrative reform (from January 1, 1999) on the
regional identity of the inhabitants of north-eastern Poland.
Particular emphasis has been placed upon attachment to
and perception of Podlasie. A social survey was employed
to identify the intensity of respondents’ attachment to
different tiers and categories of spatial division, taking into
account current and historical boundaries of administrative
and physico-geographical units, and to reveal spatial
perceptions of Podlasie. The research results are anticipated
to determine the strength of regional identity in relation to
other spatial levels. The survey that was conducted will also
serve to ascertain whether Podlasie operates in respondents’
consciousness as an historical entity (delimited by relict
borders) — or merely — an administrative region (i.e. Podlaskie
Voivodship) established as a result of the reform in 1999.

2.Theoretical background

2.1 Attachment to territory

Individualised relations with a given territory are
presented by both its inhabitants and its researchers.
Attitudes towards place are shaped by one’s experience and
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Fig. 1: The voivodships of north-eastern Poland: 1975-1998 (A) and since January 1, 1999 (B)

Source: author’s composition

1 Voivodship (in Polish: wojewédztwo) is an administrative region of the highest rank in Poland (NUTS2 region). It corresponds to
Italian provinces (province d'Italia) or kraje in the Czech Republic.

2 The Piast dynasty was the first historical ruling dynasty of Poland. The first documented Polish monarch was Duke Mieszko I
(c. 930-992). The Piasts’ royal rule in Poland ended in 1370 with the death of King Casimir III the Great (Kaziemierz III Wielki).
3 In 1795, the third and the last of the three 18"-century partitions of Poland, ended the existence of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth. The partitions were conducted by Habsburg Austria, the Kingdom of Prussia and the Russian Empire, which
divided up the Commonwealth lands among themselves progressively in the process of territorial seizures and annexation. The

sovereign state of Poland was re-established in 1918.
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background (Tuan, 1974). A diversified approach towards
this issue is evidenced by the variety of terms employed
by researchers, such as: territorial identity, territorial
consciousness, territorial awareness, place identity, place
attachment, sense of place and others (Korpela, 1989;
Low, 1992; Paasi, 2003; Pretty et al., 2003; Pollice, 2003).
This subject matter has been undertaken by researchers
from environmental psychology, sociology, human geography,
cultural anthropology and other social sciences.

According to Chojnicki (1996), regional consciousness —
as a state of social consciousness determining regional
identity - is an inherent element in the spatial and material
formation of a region. Such consciousness is constituted
by the character and the region’s spatial structure, as well
as its values and symbolism. An important dimension of
a community’s self-determination along with the spatial and
functional representation of a region, comprises territorial
defining in a formal or informal manner (Whebell, 1973).
Such process takes place, among others, by naming the region
using endoethnonyms — names by which the community
determines its territory of residence, or exoethnonyms -
terms used by outsiders. Relations between perceiving the
region from the “inside” and “outside” have been present
in scientific discourse for some time. Paasi (1991) stated
that the institutionalisation of regions — the process through
which regions come into existence as social, political and
economic actors — is composed of both the “identity of
a region” (created by outsiders) and “regional identity” (the
collective identity of a region’s population).

Physical places acquire meaning through personal and
group memories, religious and national symbols, as well as
by multi-sensorial feelings experienced while being-in-the-
place (Patterson, Williams, 2005). In this regard, collective
memory is a key factor supporting social identity. It acts
as a “material” for the awareness of having a shared past.
Collective memory is responsible for transmitting cultural
values, including language, groundbreaking events, customs,
etc. (Malicki, 2010). Identity built on collective memory is
strongly grounded in the past and has greater capacity to
outlast territorial changes such as creating a new state or
regional borders. This was evidenced by a comparative
study of two regions in the Czech Republic by Ser}’f (2014).
The socio-historical development of a region with an
uninterrupted continuity results in a greater attachment of
residents to the region. Today, regional collective memory
also resists changing administrative divisions. Historical and
relict borders delineate informal territories, distinguished by
their specific cultural landscape (Zarycki, 2018).

Regional identity is a type of spatial identity at a certain
scale, often referred to as meso-level. Scale is important in
differentiating regional identity from place identity*. Even
though, in some cases, place identity is employed as a general
term for various levels of scale, it is commonly associated
with directly perceived space (Pohl, 2004). Research on
territorial identity conducted by the Polish scientific
community concerning its regional dimension is extensive
(Rykiel, 1985; Matykowski, 1996; Szyfer, 1996; Prawelska-
Skrzypek, 1996; Schmidt, 1997; Lukowski, 2002; Barwiriski,
2004; Rak, 2013; Dziekanowska, 2015; Nowak, 2018).
In these studies, a relatively low identification with the
regional level in relation to the state or local tiers was often
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demonstrated. Poland’s historical determinants of the 19
and early 20" century did not favour establishing a sense
of regional belonging (Matykowski, 2017). As evidenced by
Bialasiewicz (2003), however, Poland currently encounters
a revival of sentiments related to historical regions — such
as Galicja, a part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire or Upper
Silesia, where in the 1990s the Movement for Silesian
Autonomy (Ruch Autonomii Slaska) was established
(Bialasiewicz, 2002). There has also been a renaissance of
regionalism in Kashubia, a region located on the Baltic Sea
coast (Mazurek, 2010).

Research pertaining to people’s attachment to a region
is difficult as the concept of region itself is burdened by an
ambiguity of spatial range — being one of the basic categories
in the social sciences but at the same time a vaguely defined
term, both in conceptual and semantic aspects (Paasi, 2002).
As opposed to most other territorial tiers, region is a highly
mobile, plural and geographically ambiguous notion rather
than a stable ontological category (Antonsich, 2010). The
majority of regions have fuzzy borders and diffused identity
and thus this place scale is not the most common study
object (Lewicka, 2011). Tuan (1975) claims that a direct
phenomenological experience converts “abstract spaces” into
“meaningful places” and for this reason region “is far too
big to be directly experienced by most of its people. Region
is primarily a construct of thought” (p. 158). Importantly,
current regions are often units that have emerged from the
desks of planners or politicians (Paasi, 2003). Comparative
international research conducted in this respect by Laczko
(2005) has shown that regions are perceived as less
important objects of emotional attachment in comparison to
other territorial tiers. On the other hand, there are certain
regions with strong identification, characterised by a desire
for independence (Basque country, Catalonia) or autonomy
(Silesia in Poland) (Lewicka, 2011).

2.2 Administrative divisions versus historical regions
in Poland

Building regional identity, as well as the spatial and
material formation of a region, is closely associated with
delimitation of its borders (Matykowski, 2017). This can
be based on subjective assumptions and criteria or may
result from a spatial unit that is unarguably separated
from the environment (Miszczuk, 2003). Administrative
regionalisation is therefore an institutionalisation of
a natural or artificial (anthropogenic) region. As evidenced
by Antonsich (2010), however, an administrative region does
not possess a monopoly on the semantics of the spatial unit
that it claims to embody, not only in administrative, political
or economic terms, but also in identity terms (p. 269).

Territorial division has been regarded as one of the
determinants comprising the “administrative power” of
the state (Giddens, 1985). Administrative regionalisation
is affected by a number of conditions, which include
geopolitical location, environmental factors, level of
economic development, demographic potential, ethnic and
cultural diversity, etc., largely depending on the country
under purview. Therefore, there is no universal model for
territorial division of the state (Pezzini, 2000). In the (late
16t to late 18™ century) times of the First Republic of
Poland (Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth), administrative

4 As stated earlier, place identity, place attachment and territorial identity are often used interchangeably in the literature.
According to Lewicka (2011), however, place attachment develops relatively quickly, while place identity requires time. In this
sense, place, as opposed to space, is considered “meaningful location” (Tuan, 1974).
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division was mainly determined by the Catholic Church
structures and borders of historical (Piast) regions. In
contrast, the period of the People's Republic of Poland (in
essence from the end of World War II through to 1989) saw
primarily economic concepts of administrative division put
into place (Miszczuk, 2003). The era of Poland’s post-1989
political transformation thus informed scientists to attend
to the need for a new territorial division, underpinned by
rational and objective assumptions (Kotodziejski, 1991;
Szczepkowski, 1991).

Regional identity, as a relevant aspect of historical
conditioning, was considered an important criterion for the
new administrative division. Schattkowsky (1996), Geiss
(1996) and Otremba (1997) stressed the importance of
historical conditioning in the transformation of Central and
Eastern European countries. Poland’s latest administrative
reform did not take much account of historical conditions,
however, as the new voivodships were delimited. A lack
of consistency can be observed in the nomenclature of
these newly established units, with a mixture of names
deriving from historical regions and others referring to
capital cities. In no way are the borders of contemporary
voivodships consistent with those of historical Polish regions
(Miszczuk, 2003; Zaborowski, 2013; Nowak, 2018.). The
current administrative division of the country, which in its
assumptions adapts Poland to the principles of regionalisation
implemented in the European Union, was criticised even
before it became applicable in 1999. Shortly after the reform,
Bialasiewicz (2002) recognised the disjunction between the
administrative Upper Silesia (Slaskie Voivodship) and Upper
Silesia, as constituted in socio-spatial consciousness. The
recent territorial division deviates from all of the concepts
presented by the scientific community (Miszczuk, 2003),
which indicates the need to introduce a number of corrections
(cf. Zaborowski, 2013).

3. Study area

The research area covers north-eastern Poland. For many
centuries it has been the territory where various cultures
and political influences clashed. The region of Podlasie
encompasses the larger part of the area being examined. Its
“cradle” is unanimously considered by researchers to be the
middle Bug river basin (Jabtonowski, 1910; Gloger, 1918;
Wisniewski, 1977, Piskozub, 1987). Its historical past
contributed to its national, religious, linguistic and, as an
outcome, cultural diversity. Currently, it is one of the most
diverse regions of Poland in this respect (Barwinski, 2004).

The administrative region called Podlaskie Voivodship®
historically existed in two different border variants. The
current province is its subsequent, third modification. The
first voivodship of Podlasie (also referred to in this paper as
historical Podlasie) was established in 1513, and from 1566
to 1795, thus for over 200 years, it had unchanged borders
(see Fig. 2). The third partition of Poland in 1795 changed
its initial territorial unity. The Bug River, once a regional
development axis, has since become a state border and
today an administrative one. During the partitions, the
second Podlaskie Voivodship was delimited®, as a fragment
of historical Podlasie region south of the Bug River and
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sections of adjacent voivodships from the time of the First
Polish Republic (Michaluk, 2013).

In 1999, as an outcome of the administrative reform,
Podlaskie Voivodship found itself with changed borders among
the newly established regions. Despite its toponym, when
delimiting this administrative unit, only the northern part of
historical Podlasie was taken into account. Other fragments -
located south of the Bug river — are now part of Mazowieckie
and Lubelskie Voivodships (Fig. 2). The new Podlaskie
Voivodship, on the other hand, includes areas that historically
have never belonged to Podlasie. The current administrative
division is debatable at the outset on the basis of analysing
the names of towns. For instance, Sokotéw Podlaski is located
in the Mazowieckie Voivodship, while Biata Podlaska or
Miedzyrzec Podlaski are in the Lubelskie Voivodship.
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Fig. 2: Borders of historical and contemporary
administrative units in the research area

Source: author’s elaboration based on Gloger, 1918;
Barwiriski, 2004; Zéttowska, 2011

5 Podlaskie is an adjectival form of Podlasie in the Polish language. Similarly, other names of voivodships were constructed as an
aftermath of administrative reform in Poland: e.g. Mazowieckie Voivodship (adjective of Mazovia, a historical region in central
Poland), or Wielkopolskie Voivodship (adjective of Wielkopolska, a historical region in western Poland).

6 During the partitions the following administrative regions were established, covering the same area: Department of Siedlce
(1810-1815); Podlaskie Voivodship (1816-1837); Governorate of Podlasie (1837-1844); Governorate of Siedlce (1867-1912).
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The new image of Podlasie, identified with current
Podlaskie Voivodship, has been consolidated in public
discourse since 1999. The term Podlasie has become
synonymous with the Podlaskie Voivodship in everyday
language and the media. Such an approach has also been
disseminated by the scientific community (Battromiuk, 2003;
Bocian, 2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2005, 2008, 2016; Czemiel-
Grzybowska, 2006; Proniewski and Niedzwiecki, 2003,
Plawgo and Sadowska-Snarska, 2004; Hryniewicz and
Potrykowska, 2017). Furthermore, the terms Podlasie and
Podlaskie Voivodship are commonly used as synonyms also
by the scientific community of Biatystok (as the capital city
of the new voivodship and located in historical Podlasie).
Theoretically, researchers from this academic centre should
present a higher consciousness of their region of residence
than the general public. This may result, however, not so
much from ignorance, but purely the convenience of authors
willingly using these terms as synonyms. By deepening
research topics of the current Podlaskie Voivodship,
scientists are attempting to avoid over-repeating this term.
This is due to the pursuit of a ‘correct language’ style, which
requires avoiding repetition in neighbouring sentences.
Podlasie has thus become one of the synonyms for the
term Podlaskie Voivodship, next to terms such as region or
research area.

In brief, the synonymous use of administrative and
historical toponyms has greatly contributed to establishing
a specific “identity of the region”, attributed to territory
enclosed by the borders of the Podlaskie Voivodship. This
has happened despite the lack of cultural or historical
contexts.

4. Research method

The current research project has employed social surveys
conducted in 71 communes (LAU 2 units) of the Podlaskie,
Mazowieckie, Lubelskie and Warminsko-Mazurskie
Voivodships. The main criterion for the selection of
communes was their location (sample design criterion), in
relation to:

1. Borders of the Podlaskie Voivodship from the time of
the First Polish Republic (1569-1795), the so-called
historical Podlasie (30 communes met this criterion);

2. Shared borders of the Department of Siedlce (1810-
1815), Podlaskie Voivodship (1816-1837), Governorate
of Podlasie (1837-1844) and Siedlce (1867-1912) (20
communes);

3. Borders of the voivodships of north-eastern Poland
according to the administrative division of 1975-1998
(within which a researched community potentially
identifies with Podlasie) (42 communes); and

4. Borders of the contemporary Podlaskie Voivodship,
established in 1999 (26 communes).

Questionnaire surveys were conducted in communes
adjacent to the indicated borders of administrative units
(see Fig. 3). Pairs of communes on the inside and outside of
a given border were selected, assuming their similar number
on both sides. An additional criterion was the inclusion of
several communes not neighbouring voivodship borders.
The purpose of this approach was to analyse the territorial
identity of communities living away from the boundaries
of administrative regions. The research covered only rural
and urban-rural communes assuming the highest share of
autochthons with well-established place attachment and
rootedness.

Questionnaires were posted to primary and/or junior high
schools located in the main towns of a commune. By means
of the pupils, surveys were addressed to adult respondents
(parents, grandparents and other household members). Such
a research method was previously implemented in numerous
studies in Poland (e.g. Komornicki et al., 2013; Janc
et al., 2019). Pilot studies allowed the selection of the optimal
variant for conducting final surveys and the calibration of
the research tool. In the period from February 17, 2017 to
January 10, 2018, 19,540 questionnaires were sent to 73
schools, resulting in 9,537 received from 71 communes. The
return rate was almost 49%. One advantage of this method
is the possibility to reach a large number of respondents.
On the other hand, the research sample is strongly limited
to populations with school-age children, which largely
determines the age group of respondents to 30 to 49 years.
For a more reliable outcome, weighting was applied to the
obtained responses from examined communes, proportionally
adapted to its actual demographic structure.

The questionnaire employed closed questions involving
Likert-type scales (0 being the minimum: representing no
attachment, and 5 the maximum value: highest attachment).
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In this way attitudes towards 11 spatial tiers were assessed.
These were as follows: Europe, European Union, Poland,
Eastern Poland, current voivodship (since 1999), former
voivodship (1975-1998), Podlasie, physico-geographical
macroregion, district (LAU 1), commune (LAU 2), village/
place of residence. Mean values for attachment to spatial
levels were then calculated. Analysis was employed to verify
the statistical significance of factors potentially determining
attachment towards examined spatial tiers. These included
the following respondents’ characteristics: gender, fact of
being born in surveyed commune (Mann-Whitney U tests),
age, education level, time of residence (Student’s T-tests),
occupation, religion and declared nationality (Kruskal-
Wallis tests by ranks).

The remaining questions aimed at analysing attachment at
the regional level, with special emphasis placed on Podlasie
(along with current and former administrative regions) also
involved Likert-type scales. The questions were as follows:

a. Do you live in Podlasie?

b. Would you like to restore the former voivodship from the
years 1975-1998?

c. Do you consider that Podlaskie Voivodship and Podlasie
cover the same area?

These questions employed the Likert ordinal scale.
Respondents were given the following options to select:
definitely yes; rather yes; rather no; definitely no; difficult
to say. Based on the obtained responses, a quantitative
interval scale was developed. The results were interpreted
as synthetic mean values expressed as a scale of 0 to 100%,
where 0 meant that all respondents answered “definitely no”
and 100% for all respondents answering “definitely yes” to
a given question.

In applying cartographic presentation methods, the
research aimed at identifying the spatial structure of survey
results. The research was conducted at selected points, thus
the added cognitive value of cartographic visualisation is
the transformation of quantitative data into a continuous
spatial model. For this purpose, a series of isopleth maps
was constructed (see Figures 6-8, below), which through
interpolation and extrapolation show directions and
dynamics of value changes in geographic space. This method
allows one to capture the spatial variability of questionnaire
findings holistically within the entire research area. On
the other hand, exact values of results are retained only at
the measurement points — the geographical coordinates of
a schools’ premises.

A dedicated section in the questionnaire served to examine
perception of Podlasie in spatial terms among surveyed
residents. For this purpose, respondents were asked the
following question:

d. Where do you think Podlasie is located? Please outline
the borders of Podlasie on a schematic map.

A simplified schematic map (see Fig. 9 below) was
included, which only provided state borders and the location
of 46 towns (LAU 1 and voivodship capitals of north-eastern
Poland) for basic reference purposes. The percentage of
towns included within the outlined region are presented
employing the method of isolines.

5. Results and discussion

The structure of the research sample is definitely
dominated by women (70%). The most represented age
group of respondents is 30-39 (44%). The share of the 40-
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49 age group is also important (38%), while the remaining
categories are less numerous: 50-59 (9%), 60 and above
(5%) and 18-20 (4%). It is noteworthy that the majority
of respondents for most of their conscious lives have lived
under the current administrative division (since 1999). Most
of them (62%) were born in the commune where the survey
was conducted. The others have lived there for 11-20 years
(42%), more than 20 years (33%), 6-10 years (16%), 2-5
(6%) and less than 2 years (3%). The religious structure of
respondents is characterised by a considerable domination
of Roman Catholics (94%). The Orthodox Church followers
constituted a small share of population (5%), and only
in three of the surveyed communes were in the majority,
in the eastern part of the Podlaskie Voivodship (ranging
from 54% to 88%). The majority of respondents (91%)
identify themselves exclusively with Polish nationality. The
remaining most represented nationalities are Lithuanians
(77% in case of a single commune by the Polish-Lithuanian
border), Belarusians (up to 38% in the Podlaskie Voivodship),
and Ukrainians (maximum share of 11% in Lubelskie
Voivodship). Particularly in the eastern communes of the
research area, the share of respondents not declaring any
national affiliation but describing themselves as "locals"
was significant (even more than 1/3 of the responses). The
percentage of such respondents is the highest in communes
with a predominantly Orthodox population, especially in the
two oldest age groups (50-59 and over 60).

The hierarchy of respondents’ attachments to spatial
levels in the research area (Figure 4) is characterised by
a number of regularities.

In general, respondents identify themselves most strongly
with the national level (Poland). The average value of such
indications was 4.6 (on a scale of 0-5). Such strongest
attachment to this tier was expected. Although respondents
are of diverse ethnic backgrounds they are rooted in a common
history. Particularly strong in this regard are socially
constructed symbols of group belonging and group identity,
evoking strong emotional reactions (Lewicka, 2011). The
Kruskal-Wallis test by ranks, moreover, reported statistical
significance between declaring Roman Catholicism and
attachment to Poland. The next tier with which respondents
strongly identify themselves is the broadly defined local
level. It consists of a well-founded attachment to the district
(mean value of 4.4) but especially the commune and locality
of residence (4.5). Gender and village/place of residence
are statistically significant: men tend to exhibit a slightly
stronger attachment at this level, perhaps because north-
east Poland is characterised by a relatively stable socio-
historical development with an uninterrupted continuity.
There has been no large-scale resettlement after World War
1I as in western Poland.

Numerous respondents’ families have lived in the same
villages for generations. Considering that a major proportion
of respondents are farmers, they are strongly attached to
their land as it is part of their patrimony and heritage. It is
noteworthy that the local level is identified to a higher extent
in the examined communes of peripheral location than those
in the vicinity of the voivodship or subregional centres, where
population tends to be more mobile. Peripheral communes
are more isolated in spatial terms and local communities are
characterised by lower mobility. As observed by Kelly and
Hosking (2008), those who spend more time in the place feel
more attached. This has been demonstrated here by means
of a Student’s T-test, as there is a statistically significant
association between age of respondents and attachment to
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Fig. 4: The hierarchy of respondents’ attachment to spatial tiers (mean values) in the research area (0 represents ‘no
attachment’ and 5 ‘highest attachment’). Source: author’s survey

commune (correlation 0.024) and village/place of residents
(correlation 0.039). Furthermore, a Kruskal-Wallis test
showed that the unemployed (thus potentially spending more
time in place of residence) are more attached to a village/
place of residence than the population as a whole.

The regional level is the third in this hierarchy of
attachment. Respondents most evidently identify themselves
with the administrative region established in 1999 (average
value of 4.4). The name of the contemporary administrative
region is identified more strongly by the respondents as
compared to historical regions (3.8). Former voivodships
(1975-1998) are characterised by a considerably lower
level of identification (3.5), except for respondents
inhabiting communes in the vicinity of their prior capitals
(Biata Podlaska, Lomza, Siedlce, Suwatki: exceeding 4.0).
A student’s T-test was employed for verifying whether
time of residence affects level of attachment to the spatial
tiers under examination. It must be emphasised that only
respondents not born in the examined communes were
taken into account. In this case, statistical significance
is demonstrated, showing a slight negative correlation
between time of residence and attachment to the voivodship
established in 1999. Thus, the longer one lives (especially in
the groups 11-20 and more than 20 years of residence) in
this administrative region, the weaker the attachment. This
could be explained by the fact that older respondents could be
attached to a different region in which they were born and/
or a former voivodship (1975-1998). Younger individuals are
more rooted in their present administrative region despite
a relatively short time of residence.

As observed by Antonsich (2010), regional identity is
not always directed to the institutional regional space.
A comparative study conducted in Europe showed that
inhabitants of Languedoc-Roussillon (southern France)
frequently mentioned the South as a crucial identity marker,
while respondents of Finland’s Pirkanmaa emphasised their
belonging to the West. Such identity is constructed out of
a social and economic divide and the attributed unevenness
of accumulated capital. This seems to be the case of Eastern
Poland as being underdeveloped in numerous aspects

compared to other parts of the state and voivodship. Survey
results confirmed a strong identification of respondents
with the informal region of Eastern Poland showing clear
spatial dependencies, gradually intensifying towards the
eastern state border. In the case of several communes
with peripheral and eastern locations, respondents showed
a stronger identification with this informal spatial level than
with the institutionalised region (voivodship).

As evidenced by statistical analysis, Eastern Orthodox
followers are more attached to Eastern Poland. These
respondents also showed the greatest proportion of declaring
Belarussian alone or together with Polish identity and/or
describing themselves as “locals”. In turn, an inverse spatial
regularity is characterised by respondents’ attachment
to supra-state levels — Europe and the European Union.
Identification of respondents with these areas is clearly
increasing from the east to the west. It is also stronger in
communes near larger towns than in peripheries. These
communities are characterised by populations that are
better educated and feature lower shares of employment
in agriculture. Furthermore, there has been demonstrated
a statistical significance between declaring atheism and
greater attachment to supra-state tiers.

The survey results on the degree of attachment to physico-
geographical macroregion is the most polarised spatial level,
depending upon examined communes. In addition, the
Mann-Whitney U test showed that the fact of being born in
an examined commune demonstrated statistical significance
only in the case of physico-geographical macroregions.
Yet, in general this tier is the last one in the hierarchy of
attachment. An interesting pattern was observed among
respondents living in the South Podlasie Lowland. The
lowest identification with this macroregion is characteristic
of its inhabitants living in the Mazowieckie Voivodship,
outside the historical Podlasie. Respondents from these
communes do not feel attached to a macroregion, whose name
suggests relation with Podlasie. The macroregion’s toponym
may arouse their opposition, as they identify much more
strongly with Mazovia and Mazowieckie Voivodships. In the
case of other communes located in the eastern part of the
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South Podlasie Lowland, which are located in the historical
Podlasie, the level of identification with this macroregion is
significantly higher. This confirms the high importance of
the name assigned to a given area for ultimate perception.

The level of respondents’ attachment to the term Podlasie
is strongly diversified in spatial terms. Overall, identification
with this region obtained an average value of 3.5. It was by
far the highest in the communes of the Podlaskie Voivodship,
although relatively polarised (ranging from 3.9 to 4.7). In the
case of certain communes, respondents showed a comparable
level of attachment to Podlasie and the administrative
region (Podlaskie Voivodship), but the latter, formalised by
voivodship borders, was stronger. Although the borders of
the first Podlaskie Voivodship have not existed since 1795
and the Governorate of Siedlce was abolished in 1912,
identification of respondents with Podlasie within these
historical borders is still relatively high, especially in the
former Bialskopodlaskie Voivodship (see Fig. 5).

These observations concern mainly the 60+ age group of
the surveyed population. A student’s T-test showed that age
determines level of attachment to Podlasie in this case, with
a slight positive correlation of 0.027. Thus, there is a greater
attachment to Podlasie among older respondents within
relict borders. Kruskal-Wallis tests demonstrated some
statistical significance between identification to Podlasie
and occupation. Both farmers and individuals involved in
agritourism showed greater attachment to this region. The
factor of declared religion also determines such territorial
identity: Eastern Orthodox followers are more attached
to Podlasie than any other confession. Furthermore, as
evidenced by statistical analysis, individuals declaring
Belarussian nationality tend to be more attached to Podlasie.
The vast majority of them are also Orthodox believers. It is
thus difficult to identify one decisive factor in this regard.
Respondents living in communes that are located within
the boundaries of the historical Podlaskie Voivodship
identify themselves to a higher extent with Podlasie than,
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for example, with the former voivodships (1975-1998),
but evidently less strongly comparing to administrative
regions established in 1999. Attachment to Podlasie among
respondents residing in the communes of the former
Bialskopodlaskie and Siedleckie Voivodships is much higher
than in the surveyed communes of Warminsko-Mazurskie
Voivodship, which are adjacent to the Podlaskie Voivodship.
This is possibly an effect of a historical border between these
units, characterised by long durability being a barrier for
identifying with Podlasie.

The overriding criterion for respondents’ attachment to
Podlasie is the location of an examined commune within
the borders of contemporary Podlaskie Voivodship and even
more so within former Bialostockie Voivodship (Figs. 2
and 5, and Tab. 1). The Mann-Whitney U test provided
statistical significance between communities located in these
administrative regions and identification with Podlasie. In
these territorial units, the level of attachment to Podlasie
was relatively balanced across all age groups surveyed.
This may seem striking, considering that it has been
only 20 years since the establishment of this administrative
region. The historical criterion, i.e. location in the so-called
historical Podlasie, is a secondary feature. A number of
communes included in the analysis, which historically did
not belong to Podlasie and which are currently located in the
Podlaskie Voivodship, present a higher level of respondents’
identification with this region compared to the ones which
historically belonged to Podlasie but are now located in the
Lubelskie and Mazowieckie Voivodships (see Fig. 5).

The role of the administrative region in determining
regional identity referring to Podlasie appears to be decisive,
but it does not show homogenous spatial intensity (Fig. 6).

Historical borders to some extent still manifest a certain
strength of influence, modifying the level and traits of
place attachment. The previous Poland’s administrative
division (1975-1998) persists to affect respondents’
relation to the analysed region. Respondents living in the
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e location of survey
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[] Department of Siedlce (1810-1815)
&
Podlaskie Voivodship (1816-1837)
&
Podlasie Governorate (1837-1844)
&
Siedlce Governorate (1867-1912)

[_1 voivodship borders (1975-1998)

4 1 voivodship borders (after 1999)

Fig. 6: Synthetic indicator of responses to the question: Do you live in Podlasie? (Question A)

Source: author’s elaboration based on his survey

former Biatostockie Voivodship feel the strongest bonds
with Podlasie. Those inhabiting part of the Podlaskie
Voivodship, which used to belong to Suwalskie Voivodship,
exhibit weaker attachment to Podlasie. Belonging to a past
administrative region is evident as respondents from former
Lomzynskie and Suwalskie Voivodships were characterised
by a considerably higher uncertainty in answering the
question Do you live in Podlasie?, than those of Biatostockie
Voivodship. Moreover, about one third of Bialskopodlaskie
Voivodship’s (now part of Lubelskie Voivodship) population
are convinced to be living in Podlasie (Tab. 1).

The impact of the last administrative reform on the
nature and intensity of the regional identity among
surveyed inhabitants is confirmed by their relatively low
attachment to former voivodships (from 1975-1998)7
(Fig. 7). Inhabitants of the Biatostockie Voivodship show
the lowest attachment to this administrative region. The
city of Bialystok has not lost its function as a voivodship
capital city as a result of the administrative reform, and
its importance has de facto increased since 1999. Biatystok
also fits into the regional identity of the inhabitants of the
former Bialostockie Voivodship, whose residents at the

same time identify themselves most strongly with Podlasie.
Restoration of the former voivodship would cause Biatystok's
decline in rank. Overall, in the remaining research area,
respondents’ attachment to the former voivodships (1975
1998) is relatively low. A significantly higher willingness to
restore these administrative regions, however, is noticeable
among respondents living in communes located near their
capitals (Biata Podlaska, Siedlce, L.omza, Suwatki). The
increase of the discussed indicator from the peripheries
of former voivodships towards their main cities is evident
(Fig. 7).

Such interdependence results from greater attachment
among inhabitants of adjacent communes to the former
voivodship capital in functional and spatial aspects
(education, labour market and related commuting, i.e.
factors building attachment). A restoration of former
voivodships and their capitals would increase the prestige of
the capital city of the region lost in the 1999 administrative
reform. The stronger attachment to the former
Bialskopodlaskie, L.omzynskie, Siedleckie and Suwalskie
Voivodships compared to Biatostockie may, to some extent,
result from opposition to the name of the present Podlaskie

" Based on analysing obtained answers to the question: Would you like to restore the former voivodship from the years 1975-1998?
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Fig. 7: Synthetic indicator of responses to the question: Would you like to restore the former voivodship from the years
1975-1998? (Question B). Source: author’s elaboration based on his survey

Voivodship. Inhabitants of communes located in the former
Lomzynskie Voivodship, which belonged to the historical
Podlasie region, have significantly lower support for its
restoration. They identify themselves more strongly with
Podlasie than with the Lomza region. In communes located
around the town of Lomza the situation is inverse, some of
the respondents do not identify themselves with Podlasie
nor Podlaskie Voivodship (these communes were not located
in the historical Podlasie), and thus are more attached to
former voivodship. Higher values of this indicator, however,
may result not so much from respondents’ identity colliding
with the name and territory of the new administrative
units, but from local patriotism or sentiment for the lost
voivodship.

Based on this research, one may state that the borders of
contemporary Podlaskie Voivodship have exacted a toll upon
perceptions of the historical and administrative region®.
Respondents living in this administrative region — and even
more so in Biatostockie Voivodship, being its fragment — to
the highest extent identify Podlasie and Podlaskie Voivodship

as one area (Tab. 1.) As discussed earlier, these terms
function as synonyms — used commonly — not only among
the inhabitants of the latter. A similar pattern also applies
to other regions, such as the synonymous use of the names
Mazowieckie Voivodship and Mazovia, Slaskie Voivodship
and Silesia, etc.”. The extent of such territorial and semantic
perceptions has certainly contributed to confusion when
responding to the questionnaire. Synonymous use of the
discussed toponyms is reflected in the relatively even
intensity of this indicator across the entire study area and
inconsiderable (mainly local) spatial polarisation (Fig. 8).

The value of this indicator is lower in the communes
which belonged to the historical Podlasie and are currently
located in the Lubelskie and Mazowieckie Voivodships
(especially in the former Bialskopodlaskie Voivodship,
Tab. 1). This is a premise to state that respondents living
therein identify themselves with Podlasie and not with
Podlaskie Voivodship. They therefore distinguish the
different meaning of these terms more clearly than the rest
of respondents.

8 Based on analysing obtained answers to the question: Do you consider that Podlaskie Voivodship and Podlasie cover the same area?

9 In these cases, borders of historical and administrative regions are also incoherent as observed in the scientific community (e.g.
Bialasiewicz, 2002; Miszczuk, 2003; Zaborowski, 2013; Nowak, 2018).
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Fig. 8: Synthetic indicator of responses to the question: Do you consider that Podlaskie Voivodship and Podlasie cover

the same area? (Question C)
Source: author’s elaboration based on his survey

For examining their spatial perception of Podlasie,
respondents were asked to outline borders of this region on
a schematic map (Fig. 9a). The responses that were obtained
seem to confirm prior observations that generally Podlasie is
perceived as the Podlaskie Voivodship (Fig. 9b). The highest
proportions of indications are within the borders of the latter,
and especially the former Bialostockie Voivodship. Most -
above 95% - respondents perceive the city of Biatystok to be
located in Podlasie.

Despite a largely convergent spatial “picture” of historical
and administrative regions, there are however certain
exceptions. A significant share of towns considered to be part
of Podlasie is located outside Podlaskie Voivodship. This may
be caused by either respondents’ knowledge concerning the
historical borders of Podlasie or by toponyms of reference
towns (Biata Podlaska, Radzyn Podlaski, Sokotéw Podlaski)
suggesting such regional affiliation. The general perception
of Podlasie (Fig. 9) to a great extent correlates with the
cartographic presentation of respondents’ answer to the
question: Do you live in Podlasie? (Fig. 6). This might suggest
that the surveyed population living in historical Podlasie more
willingly outlines the region’s borders outside the Podlaskie
Voivodship, and consider themselves to be living in Podlasie
understood as a cultural and not administrative region.

The research conducted in this project has demonstrated
that Podlasie is perceived differently depending upon the
location in which the survey was taken. The most pronounced
variations in comparison to the overall perception of the
examined region have been identified between the spatial
comprehension of Podlasie among inhabitants of the current
Podlaskie Voivodship and former Governorate of Podlasie/
Siedlce (Fig. 10). These communities are separated by the
border at the Bug River.

The inhabitants of Podlaskie Voivodship tend to associate
its borders with Podlasie to a considerably greater extent
than all surveyed respondents. The most pronounced
differences in this regard concern northern and western
parts of the Podlaskie Voivodship, which in historical terms
have never belonged to Podlasie. On the other hand, surveyed
respondents living in the former Governorate of Podlasie/
Siedlce, exhibit opposite spatial dependency compared to the
overall “picture” of Podlasie. Figures 10 a) and b) are thus
“negatives” of each other. Respondents living in the former
Governorate of Podlasie/Siedlce to a significantly lesser
extent associate Podlasie with Podlaskie Voivodship, tending
to emphasise its borders south of the Bug river, being at
the same time their place of residence. This might serve
as a premise that they may also feel attached to Podlasie,
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Fig. 10: Differences in the perception of Podlasie by a) inhabitants of the Podlaskie Voivodship (left) and b) inhabitants
of former Governorate of Podlasie/Siedlce (right), in relation to all surveyed respondents (%)

Source: author’s elaboration based on his survey

however - not perceived as a current administrative region -
but a historical and cultural region delimited by relict
borders. As already shown (Fig. 8) surveyed inhabitants of
the former Governorate of Podlasie/Siedlce - to the least
extent — consider that Podlaskie Voivodship and Podlasie
cover the same area (see responses to this question for
Bialskopodlaskie and Siedleckie Voivodships in Tab. 1)
This might also express their opposition towards perceiving
Podlasie solely in administrative terms as Podlaskie
Voivodship.

The perceived area of Podlasie is relatively broad as
the majority of respondents associate its territory with
administrative borders and some with a historical region.
As observed by Melnychuk and Gnatiuk (2018), the name
of the region is a somewhat conservative backbone in
reconfiguring perceived regions over time. Naming a clearly
delimited region imposes specific spatial perceptions with
attributed semantics. Research conducted by Semian (2012)
on perceptions of the area of the Bohemian Paradise (Cesky
réj) corresponds to this statement. In that study, there is no
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institutionalised region named that way. As a consequence,
the majority of respondents included a relatively small area
referring to the Bohemian Paradise on their mental maps.
Concurrently, this was the prevailing definition of Bohemian
Paradise in the discourse corresponding to a protected
landscape area - officially named Bohemian Paradise.
Synonymous understanding of the names attributed to
administrative and historical regions in the case of Podlasie
results in a significant share of respondents who identify
Podlasie with the combined area of these two territories.

6. Conclusions

This study has confirmed the complexity of people-place
interrelations. Statistical analysis evidenced that factors
responsible for shaping attachment to the examined spatial
tiers are not obvious. The fact of being born in a given place
or having a certain educational level are not decisive for
relations with inhabited territory. A declared nationality
and religion, as well as age and period of residence, are
shown to be most significant. Gender and occupation are
secondary factors determining attachment.

The hierarchy of respondents’ bonds with a given area
proved to be relatively predictable. One may state that there
is a clearly stronger identification with the national and local
tiers in comparison to the regional rank. A lower attachment
to region can be considered a result of unstable administrative
borders in Poland, through the prism of which inhabitants
primarily perceive the territory of Podlasie. This inquiry has
given evidence of a relatively strong attachment related to
the informal (sub)region of Eastern Poland, which among
certain communities surpassed bonds with administrative
units, both current and historical. Hence, governance and
the administrative approach towards space are not the only
factors determining relations between people and places.

An identification of the respondents with Podlasie in the
Podlaskie Voivodship is evident, though not confined to its
borders. The greatest attachment in this respect is observed
among residents of the former Bialostockie Voivodship
(1975-1998). Historical conditions exert an observable
impact upon relations to Podlasie, and its spatial perception
as relict regions show such attachments. One may state that
regional collective memory to some extent resists changing
administrative borders. Yet, the examined territorial
identity is shared with generally stronger bonds with
current administrative regions. These findings correspond
to research results concerning Podolia, Ukraine (Melnychuk
and Gnatiuk, 2018) that the majority of a regions’
inhabitants have a “hybrid” territorial identity, combining
old and new qualities. The current administrative divides
are decisive for perceptions of Podlasie and attachment to
this region. Such regional identity is not uniform, however,
and especially outside Podlaskie Voivodship it comprises
a variety of regional and sub-regional attachments. Despite
the specificity of the research area, in consciousness of such
a varied community, perception of the region — primarily as
an administrative unit - is commonly shared.

The institutionalisation of a region as specified by Paasi
(1986, 1991, 1996), concerning the imaginaries and identities
of a region’s population along with territorial, symbolic,
institutional and organisational issues, may contribute to
a collective identification process. It the case of this research
area, such a process has begun by means of the administrative
reform in 1999. Podlasie presently operates in semantic and
geographical terms as an administrative region. Statistical
analysis has shown that inhabiting Podlaskie Voivodship

strengthens such relations. The historical factor is crucial
in this respect, however, as living in the former Biatostockie
Voivodship determines attachment to Podlasie even more
explicitly. One now encounters a similar process as that in
the 19" century when the perception of Podlasie was altered
due to establishing administrative regions south of the Bug
River. Naming the region with a derivate of the word Podlasie
fostered establishing specific perceptions and semantics of
the territory called Podlasie. By imposing borders of a new
region in 1999, such a mechanism has covered northern
and western areas of current Podlaskie Voivodship, which
historically were not related to Podlasie.

This goes in line with the observation that ‘region’ is
primarily a social construct (Paasi, 2011; Van Langenhove,
2013). Therefore, regional identity should not be understood
as a fixed phenomenon, but rather as a continuous process
in which space, time, community activity and memory are its
fundamental elements (Raffestin, 2003). Apart from these
components, a crucial factor contributing to enhanced altering
regional identity and a region’s perception is the semantics.
In social consciousness, not only the names Podlasie and
Podlaskie Voivodship became synonyms, but also their
symbolism, cultural heritage and borders are to a great extent
perceived univocally. But the identity of a historical region has
persisted. As stated by Antonsich (2010), if an administrative
region may exist in the absence of regional identity, then
possibly regional identity can exist in the absence of regional
institutions. In the case of Podlasie, a hybrid regional
identity has been undoubtedly established pertaining to
both administrative and historical regions. Such a combined
identity takes diverse proportions, even though attachment to
the contemporary voivodship generally prevails.

The semantics of administrative and historical toponyms
is crucial in building both the “identity of a region” in public
discourse, and the “regional identity” of inhabitants. In such
away, some form of aregion’s institutionalisation takes place,
in which historical borders lose their importance in favour of
administrative divides. It is therefore evident that “everyday
acts of naming constitute the first step of regional becoming”
(Bialasiewicz, 2002, p. 119). This mechanism was recognised
by Paasi (1996, p. 35) who stated that naming the region
“brings together its historical development, its important
events, episodes and memories and joins personal histories
of its inhabitants to this collective heritage”. Naming the
area Podlaskie Voivodship has transferred much of the “old”
identity of the region to establish a new regional identity
to be found within administrative borders. Attachment to
the present region, however, cannot be equated with bonds
to the historical Podlasie, built for hundreds of years.
Presently, the identity of the region, regional identity and
the associated regional history is selective, generalised and
reinterpreted for the sake of various — mainly economic —
goals (Semian and Novacek, 2017). Attachment to historical
regions still persists in the collective memory of the surveyed
population. This has been shown in the research area
outside the Podlaskie Voivodship, but located in historical
Podlasie, thus beyond the impact of administrative or
economic factors. Such bonds are evident among the oldest
age group (60+) and thus are likely to be displaced over time
by attachment to the administrative region, now dominant
among the younger population.

With reference to research on the impact of
institutionalising new regions (Zimmerbauer et al., 2012)
and especially relevant to the issue being examined,
amalgamations of regions and its impact on regional
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identity (Zimmerbauer and Paasi, 2013), one may draw a
general conclusion, that this research has not provided
evidence whether regional identity has fostered establishing
the new region of Podlasie. In turn, the study has
demonstrated a reverse process: the institutionalisation of
an administrative region by amalgamation of smaller units
has fostered establishing “regional identity”, attributed to
Podlasie.
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