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It is true that no simple schemes can adequately describe the complex
and multidimensjona] dependencies between nature and human actions,
especially in thejr higher forms like social, cultural or political life, which
will be the subject of the present paper. However, ir is precisely because of

this complexity and difficulties, that the subject seems to be challenging
and worthy of Investigation.




I would like to present some reflections on this theme on the basis of
my analysis of the electoral geography of Poland '. The structure of the
spatial differentiation of the Polish space which emerged after the collapse
of communism is an extremely interesting object of research, displaying
several different dimensions and dependent factors. In this paper, howey-
er, I would like to concentrate only on the relations between political be-
havior and the natural environment.

Types of environmental influences

In general, we cannot identify the environment as the principal corre-
late of voting behavior in Poland. Most of the occurrences of the relation.
ship presented below have, rather, a local character. However, in places
where they occur, such factors appear to exert quite a strong influence and
their interactions with other factors have quite interesting forms.

The first group of relations is geological. In this set T have grouped
the influences of the quality of the soil and the occurrences of mineral
resources.

As far as the soil is concerned, the most obvious relationship occur-
ring in several places in Poland is the dependence of the vore for the peas-
ant party on the quality of soil. A rather complicated case can be found in
the Tarnobrzeg voivodeship (district) in south-eastern Poland (see fig. 1)
The region, which was the object of my detailed analysis (ZARYCKI, 1994),
is divided into two parts by the historical line of the XIX century border
between the Austrian and Russian Empires. The heritage of the partitions
of Poland, lasting for more than 123 years, is one of the most important
determinants of the present day differentiation of voting behavior. I ex-
pected to find the same dependence in the investigated region and had not
been disappointed. The line of the o}d border is easily discernible in sever-
al places on the detailed electoral map on the level of communes. Howey-
er, during the analysis of the statistical data, I noted an important depen-
dence of the electoral differentiation on the fertility of the soils and thus,
of course, on the geological surface and the crops. The commune having
the best soils in the district appeared to support most decisively and invar-

' The complete, synthetic analysis of the Polish electoral geography has been pre-
sented in my Ph.D. thesis (Zarvckl, 1997), published in Polish.
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Fig. 1 - The location of places, areas and borders mentioned in the article.

iably the post- communist peasant and social democratic part%es. On the
other hand, the population of the least fertile commune ‘:foted in consecu-
tive elections almost unanimously for Soﬁdarity—orlgn\l right-wing parties.
Alluding to Siegfried’s well-known study of the Ardechi Departmegtfm
France, we could speak of “loess Votes”':k.)r the Ieft .and sand votes 1 or
the right in the Tarnobrzeg voivodship. This proposition — of co.uie a I; ear
overgeneralization — was almost everywhere received as a pure joke. ' cgy—
ever, the mechanisms of this dependence could be lo‘grrc'aﬂy explained. n
the fertile soils, highly profitable agricultqrai activities such as fru11t~
growing were dominant. With the collapse of communism, the once gtab e
system of government orders and payments d}smtegrated and fa});iners, 12'1
expectedly, found themselves confronted with the unpredl;cta% e condi-
tions of the emerging unregulated free maxtket system. Their mabﬂn}y' to
cope with the difficulties of the new economic c_ondmonsgand the resu ting
decrease of their revenues could be seen as a direct and important motive
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for dissatisfaction with the new political and economic order, thus result-

ing in support for the post-communist parties. The South-Eastern part of
the Tarnobrzeg region, characterised by barren sand based soils, is domi-
nated by the steelworks in Stalowa Wola where 2 large part of the working
population, even in rural areas, is employed full or part time. Here, the
phenomenon of part-time-farmers-part-time workers (chloporobotnik) is
very common. In fact, the steelworks were located in this region also be-
cause of its barren soils, which would have never provided a sufficient live-
lihood for its inhabitants, though the main factor for the choice was the
strategic location of the region. The equal distance between German and
Soviet borders in heart of the country was the reason for siting of several
other factories in the framework of the so-called Central Industrial Region
(COP) project. Besides the south-western part of the Tarnobrzeg voivod-
ship, some other similar overlapping regions could be identified on the ba-
sis of maps of soil fertility and the support for peasant parties in Poland.

The second type of geological dependency is related to the occur-
rence of mineral resources. The areas of their exploitation become indus-
trial regions which may produce specific social environments. Political ef-
fects appear to be especially strong in new industrial regions, set up as a
result of the recent discoveries of mineral resources, In Poland, a strong
dependency between industrialization and urbanization can be observed.
This makes it often very difficult to distinguish between the effects of the
industrial workers vote and typical urban vote (blue and white collar elec-
torates) since they largely overlap in the geographical dimension. New in-
dustrial regions based on mining activities with no associated large urban
centers are quite exceptional in Poland.

The most prominent examples of such regions, clearly dominated by
mine workers, are the brown coal basin of Belchatow in Central Poland
and the cooper basin of Legnica in the south west of the country (see fig.
1). Both regions were quite visible on the electoral map of Poland during
the first presidential elections of 1990. Their special trait was their strong
support for the populist candidate, an obscure émigré from Canada — Sta-
nislaw Tyminski. Tyminski appeared to be the popular political choice of
all those disappointed with the first effects of the political and economic
reforms, but not yet eager to support the post-communists. Tyminski re-
ceived considerable support in the new industrial regions which were also

hit by the first wave of the reforms but did not have clear post-communist
tendencies.

Natural barriers represent another type of environmental dependen-
cy. The best examples of such objects are rivers. In the case of the Polish
electoral geography, we can, once more, refer to the factor of the‘XIX cen-
tury heritage of the partitions of Poland. As I have already mentioned, the
traces of the borders between Prussia, Austria-Hungary and Russia can be
found until today on the electoral maps of Poland. However, in places
where the XIX century borders followed rivers, their imprint became
much stronger. This is, for example, the case of the Vistula river in the
southern part of Poland. Along a large section, it has been a border be-
tween the Austrian and Russian Empires. Until today, there are very few
bridges in this part of the river and, as a result, it appears to separate com-
pletely different political regions, and the difference in the electoral behav-
ior across its line is very sharp.

Another influence on environmental behavior is the influence of the
elevation. The region of the Tatra mountains, the highest mountains in Po-
land, and the Podhale foothills appear to be the most homogenous catho-
lic, conservative areas in Poland, where Lech Walesa obtained up to 90%
of the votes in some of the communes. Here, the classical text of ELLEN
SEMPLE (1911) could be quoted since it seems to be largely valid as an ex-
planation of the particularities of the Podhale political clin'fate: <.<The
mountain-dweller is essentially conservative. There is little in his environ-
ment to stimulate him to change, and little reaches him from the outside
world. While this conservatism of the mountaineer is generally coupled
with suspicion towards strangers, extreme sensitiveness to critici.sm, strong
religious feeling and an intense love of home and family. The bitter strug-
gle for existence makes him industrious, frugal, provident and when the
marauding stage has been outgrown, he is peculiarly honest as a rule [...]
When the mountain-bred man comes down to the plain, he brings with
him therefore certain qualities which make him a formidable competitor in
the struggle for existence ~ the strong muscles, unjaded nerves, iron pu-
pose and indifference to luxury bred in him by the hard conditions of his
native environment» (cited in CLOAKE et al., 1991).

However in the Polish context, some additions should be made to the
above vision. Although the identity of the local population — the Gérale
(mountaineers) — may have developped in isolation, as noted by Semple’s
text, the Polish mountaineers have been influenced, in a very by the out-
side word. Since the late XIX century, the region, its beautiful nature,
folklore and traditions become highly popular among Polish intelligentsia.
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Intellectuals from Krakéw and later from all over Poland, visiting it more
and more often, have helped to popularize and market the culture of the
region, at the same time contributing to the growth of the high self-esteem
of the Gérale. Their regional culture is indeed one of the most highly val-
ued Polish folk traditions, a fact which undoubtedly reinforces their at-
tachment to traditional values, Catholic religion in particular. The fascina-
tion of the intelligentsia with the Tatra mountains which, in effect, rein-
forced regional identity, could be also regarded as a special kind of envi-
ronmental influence on political behavior.

A well known aspect of the natural environment often assigned a big
influence on human behavior is climate. However, in the Polish case, I was
not able to find any clear example of such a dependence. This is probably
due to the lack of considerable climaric differences in a country located
predominantly in one climatic zone. As a “compensation” for this lack, I
could insert here an example from Russian electoral geography which is, to
a large extent, dependent of the climatic zoning of the country. The Rus-
sian urban and industrial north supports predominately the so called
“power” and “democratic” camps, while the rural south with a numerous
kolkhoz population with its peak in the famous “red belt” (zone of the
mild climate and fertile soils spreading from Pskov and Smolensk to
Southern Siberia) votes communist. Two main factors probably contribute
to such a strong dependence of the Russian electoral geography on cli-
mate. First, the above mentioned scale of the country, stretching over sev-
eral climatic zone. Second, the relatively low dependence of the Russians
communities upon the regions they inhabit, resulting in weak regional tra-
ditions. As SMIRNYAGIN (1998) shows, Russia is a country with an extreme-
ly low number of regions which could be classified as vernacular and the
mobility of the population (degree of mixing up of the inhabitants in the
regions) was always very high.

Socio-political geology

In the above mentioned respect, Poland, of course, differs considera-
bly from Russia. In Poland, historical traditions appear to have the most
important influence on the electoral map of the country, while environ-
mental influences occupy a much less prominent position.

In effect, all described examples of the environmental influences in
Poland do not represent the effects of any universal laws operating in pre-
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dictable fashion. Their occurrence is possible to identify only ex post. The
occurrences of the same geological conditions in different places of the
country will not necessarily imply any comparable patterns of political be-
havior. Also in Russia, the dependence on climatic zones does not work
automatically and could not be considered as a “natural law”, especially at
the local level, where diverse other factors may have their importance.
However, in the Russian case, the dependence appears quite strong at high
levels of statistical and geographical analysis, e.g. at the oblast level, where
local factors are largely eliminated.

In the Polish case, the environmental influences work in a much more
indirect way. We can observe a very complicated pattern of interactions
between nature and society during the different historical periods. The im-
portance of a given environmental factor may thus change considerably
during the decades and ages. For example, the way the deposits of coal in-
fluence the economy and the way the economy influences society in effect,
evolved dramatically since the beginning of the industrial revolution.
Moreover, the relations between environment and society differed not on-
ly in time but also in space. XIX century Poland, carved up between three
empires, is an excellent example of such differentiation. During the same
historical period, the economic and political systems on the Polish territo-
ry differed in several respects; differences not only at the level of the tech-
nological advancement of industry, but also differences in the agrarian sys-
tem and the position of the Polish peripheral lands in respect to imperial
centers. »

In this way, environmental influences themselves become also histori-
cal influences. Several of the well known political traditions of the Polish
regions could be found to have important historical-environmental roots.
A good example would be the industrial region of Upper Silesia known for
its considerable coal resources. The economy of the region has been
strongly dependent upon coal until today (although attempts at restructu-
ration aimed at changing this dependence are in progress). This is, of
course, one of the major sources of the political particularity of the region
on the electoral map of the country. However, the political effects of the
development of industry appeared to be completely different in different
parts of the same coal basin belonging to different empires. While the Rus-
sian empire appeared to produce a stronghold of socialists and communist
parties with strong-post communist of left sympathies of the electorate un-
til our days (in its Zaglebie Dabrowskie region, located next to Upper Sile-
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