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Doctoral Dissertation Abstract

Kacper Poblocki
The Cunning of Class: Urbanization of Inequality in Post-War Poland
This is a longue durée study of urbanization in Poland. Urbanization is not understood here as an automatic or autonomous social and/or spatial process but rather as an outcome of social struggles and the workings of class. The very first episode in the Polish history of urbanization occurred during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when intensified contacts with European capitalism, at the time largely centered around the Italian city states, brought Poland into the orbit of long-distance market exchange. That encounter, expressed in the political culture of the Renaissance, brought economic growth, urban expansion and relative prosperity of the three main estates: gentry, peasantry and burgers. Soon, however, due to a mechanism of “opportunity hoarding” one of them, the gentry, gained an upper hand in relation to the others, mainly through their political mobilization of space. As a result, a social system based upon cash crops production, referred to here as “merchant feudalism” was established. Gradually Poland’s social structure was becoming dual – centered around the grain production, and comprised a ruling class, the gentry, and unskilled laborers on their estates, the serfs, often referred to as the chamstwo. Burgers were crowded out, and the period between the sixteenth and early nineteenth centuries was one of an urban and economic decline. In that era, chamstwo was a racial category, derived from a “localization” of the Biblical “curse of Ham.” Although Poland’s merchant feudalism eventually melted into air, and from the mid nineteenth century new material landscapes emerged as a consequence of ensuing industrial urbanization, the class structures that were set in place during Poland’s initial “encounter” with capitalism loomed large. The curse of Ham structured the growth of “Poland’s Manchester,” the city of Łódź, although now it ceased being a strictly racial category and was more related to ethnicity. That second phase of expansion of capitalism in Poland, lasting roughly between the 1860s and the 1960s, was eclipsed by urbanization. Still until 1939, places like Łódź constituted industrial/urban islands in a largely agricultural ocean. Only after 1956 did Poland begun to urbanize in earnest. Again, chamstwo remained the key class instrument that structured that process. Gradually, it lost its former racial/ethnic connotations, and no longer denoted a specific social group. Instead, it became psychologized, and today it is the central notion used to describe uncouth, disrespectful, and/or boorish behavior in public, mainly urban, space. Through chamstwo, I argue, the extant class structures also dictated the terms of the third moment of material expansion of capitalism in Poland – post-war urbanization. 

Part One of this study describes the first two moments of expansion of capitalism in Poland, the social origins of chamstwo, the struggles that surrounded its “localization” and explains why this particular Biblical story became so suitable for making class structures in Poland. It also describes how nineteenth century industrialization, exemplified by the rise of the textile city of Łódź, did not undermine but rather strengthened the class structures of the Polish ancien régime and its anti-urban character. Part Two opens with a discussion of how the world of the ancien régime came to an end during World War Two. It describes the spontaneous mass movement from the country to the city following 1945, and how gradually the old social divisions were reborn on a new turf. The very first post-war decade was marked by intense struggles over the right to the city and intensive mixing of various groups and milieus in the city. Only after 1956 did investments into urban built environment begun in earnest, and in Part Three I describe how the fear of physical proximity, the “secret” of modern chamstwo, spurred forms of material separation that could be observed in projects of urban renewal, suburbanization, proto-gentrification and remaking of the city center that took place during the period I refer to as “the long 1960s” (1956-1976). Because the long 1960s were followed by protracted crisis, lasting from 1981 to 2003, Polish cities, I argue, were largely shaped during that period. 

Urbanization in Poland has been therefore Janus-faced. One the one hand, from a longue

durée perspective and in the light of the centuries of (socially-induced) urban decline and

enduring separation of most of the population from the city, Poland’s post-1945

urbanization was indeed a momentous phenomenon, although this was an unintended 

rather than intended consequence of the authorities’ policies. On the other hand,

however, the central role of chamstwo in the urbanization of Poland shows that every

attempt to break away with the past was actually enveloped by the deep-seated class

structures, and represented such a break only in the most superficial (external, material)

manner. This astonishingly protean nature of chamstwo, its ability to adapt to new

circumstances and the fact that it constantly reinvented itself throughout history and socio

economic systems is what I call the cunning of class. 

