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Introduction

This book begins from a deceptively simple observation: the places where political
borders shift most often are also the places where identities are least stable and most
intensely negotiated. In Central Europe’s borderlands, everyday life has unfolded amid
competing sovereignties, overlapping legal codes, and multilingual publics. Border
changes have not merely transferred territory from one capital to another; they have
rearranged families, reclassified neighbors, and reallocated opportunity and fear. The
resulting conflicts are recurrent but rarely identical. They carry memories of prior
contests while opening new paths for accommodation. The puzzle that animates this
study is how such local negotiations—about language, loyalty, faith, and
livelihood—scale up into the macro-political outcomes we call state building.

To investigate this puzzle, the book combines archival research with oral history.
Archival records capture the procedural face of power—censuses, court files, police
reports, school curricula, petitions—while interviews illuminate how people remember
and reinterpret those procedures in the texture of daily life. The methodological wager
is that neither source alone suffices. Paper trails show what authorities sought to do;
testimonies disclose how those efforts were received, resisted, or reworked. Together,
they reveal the microdynamics by which institutions sediment, fray, and are made
meaningful. This dual perspective also allows us to track the movement of ideas
across scales: how a ministerial decree becomes a teacher’s lesson plan, a parent’s
anxiety, a child’s nickname, a village rumor, and finally a statistic or a court case.

The empirical heart of the book lies in three concentrated case studies: Silesia, Galicia,
and the Balkans. Each exempilifies a distinct historical configuration of empire,
economy, and demography. Silesia’s industrial belts link ethnicity to class and labor
politics, creating a fertile ground for language mobilization and plebiscitary
experiments. Galicia’s Habsburg legacy left layered autonomies and multilingual rural
worlds where confessional and educational institutions mediated national claims. The
Balkan cases, shaped by the afterlives of the Ottoman order and the strains of new
nation-states, foreground questions of security, retaliation, and local reconciliation.
Across these settings, border changes prompted both violence and inventive
coexistence. By reading across them, the book identifies recurring mechanisms
without assuming a single regional script.

A key theme is memory—personal, familial, and institutional. Memories mark who
belongs, who betrayed, and who suffered; yet they are not static archives. They are
curated through monuments and museums, taught in classrooms, and retold at
kitchen tables. What we might call memory regimes stabilize certain narratives while
silencing others, shaping the repertoire from which communities craft identities. These
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regimes do not simply descend from above. They are enacted by teachers, priests,
veterans’ groups, women’s associations, and municipal councils. Studying memory at
this granular level shows how the past is made authoritative, and how people find
room to reinterpret it even under coercive conditions.

Another thread is the everyday work of state building. States are often imagined as
distant capitals drawing lines on maps, but borders are made durable—or undone—in
schools, courts, churches, police stations, and marketplaces. Teachers teach, judges
judge, priests bless, constables patrol, and traders smuggle; in doing so, they translate
abstract sovereignty into practice. The book traces how these mundane sites generate
allegiance and resistance, how they sort populations, and how they create incentives
for passing, code-switching, or steadfastness. By following these practices, we see that
“the state” in borderlands is less a monolith than a shifting coalition of actors whose
interests only sometimes align.

The analysis also attends to movement. Refugees, seasonal workers, soldiers on
furlough, and itinerant traders complicate the tidy categories on which states rely.
Mobility can mute conflict by creating cross-cutting ties, or amplify it by seeding
rumors and redistributing scarce resources. The chapters explore how displacement
recasts obligations, reshapes kinship strategies, and reorganizes moral economies.
They also show how gendered and intergenerational dynamics—especially within
mixed families—mediate political choices, often in ways invisible to official statistics.

Finally, the book speaks to contemporary debates about European integration,
migration, and the resurgence of nationalist politics. The transformations after 1989
did not erase borderland legacies; they recontextualized them. New institutions,
markets, and mobility regimes have revived certain memories while marginalizing
others. By tracing the longue durée of local negotiation under changing sovereignties,
the book offers a vocabulary for understanding why some conflicts recur, why others
fade, and how communities craft workable, if fragile, arrangements for living together.

Readers will find that the chapters move from conceptual framing and methods to
tightly focused case studies and comparative synthesis. Early chapters clarify key
terms and introduce the sources. Subsequent chapters follow Silesian, Galician, and
Balkan trajectories across episodes of reform, war, occupation, and reconstruction,
pausing to examine institutions—schools, churches, police, markets—and
lifeworlds—families, neighborhoods, unions—that transmit and transform political
projects. The final chapters return to theory, drawing out how micro-level practices
aggregate into macro-political outcomes and what this implies for the future of
multiethnic polities.
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CHAPTER ONE: Nations at the Border: Concepts and
Theories

The term "Central Europe" itself is a geographical and cultural chameleon, shifting its
boundaries depending on who is doing the defining and from what historical
perspective. It is often understood as a transition zone or a bridge between Eastern
and Western Europe. While there's no universally fixed definition, it frequently
encompasses countries like Austria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary,
Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Switzerland. This region boasts immense cultural
diversity, yet its constituent nations often share common historical experiences and
cultural threads. The concept of "Central Europe" gained prominence in the 19th
century, seen either as a distinct region or a buffer zone between broader European
spheres.

Our journey into the 'Borderlands of Conflict' requires a clear understanding of several
key theoretical concepts that will serve as our intellectual compass. We'll be
navigating the intricate relationship between ethnic politics, the power of memory,
and the ongoing, often messy, process of state-building in Central Europe. These
aren't isolated phenomena, but rather deeply intertwined forces that have shaped the
destinies of countless individuals and communities.

Ethnic politics, at its core, examines the role of ethnic groups within political systems
and how their identities influence power structures and policy-making. It's a field that
explores both cooperation and conflict between groups, impacting everything from
voting patterns to the formation of political parties in diverse societies. Constructivist
theories within ethnic politics highlight that ethnic identities are not static, but are
instead socially constructed and dynamic, evolving within specific social, historical,
and political contexts. In essence, what it means to belong to a particular ethnic group
can change over time, influenced by interactions, experiences, and perceptions.

The study of ethnic politics helps illustrate how socio-cultural symbols can contribute
to conflict, and why representation of different ethnic groups is crucial in political
processes. It acknowledges that the domestic political environment of states with
diverse populations significantly shapes the development of ethnic politics. When
multiple groups with differing attributes exist within the same political system, it
creates the conditions for potential ethnic disagreement, either among the groups
themselves or with the state authority. The state, in this view, plays a central role in
the development, escalation, and even diffusion of ethnic conflict.

Memory, as a concept, is far more than simply recalling past events. Memory studies,
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an interdisciplinary academic field, investigates how individuals and communities
remember and forget, drawing insights from psychology, sociology, history,
neuroscience, and cultural studies. It explores how memory shapes identities,
narratives, and power dynamics. A crucial distinction is often made between
"communicative memory," which involves everyday, oral transmissions limited to
living generations, and "cultural memory," which encompasses stabilized, mediated
forms that endure across time through texts, rituals, and media. The field gained
significant traction in the 1980s and 1990s, propelled by events like the Holocaust, the
end of the Cold War, and decolonization efforts, all of which underscored memory's
vital role in processing trauma and fostering national reconciliation.

Memory isn't a passive archive but an active process. It marks who belongs and who
suffered, yet it is constantly curated and reinterpreted. Memory regimes, as we will
see, stabilize certain narratives while silencing others, influencing how communities
construct their identities. These regimes are not imposed solely from above; they are
enacted by a myriad of actors at the local level, from teachers and priests to veterans’
groups and municipal councils. Understanding memory at this granular level allows us
to observe how the past is made authoritative, and how individuals find ways to
reinterpret it even under duress. Memory, in its multidirectional nature, means that
various memories interact over time, shaping our self-perception and understanding of
global issues.

State-building, another cornerstone of this inquiry, refers to the construction of a state
apparatus that holds a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence within a given
territory. It's a complex process that involves developing institutions, establishing
authority, securing legitimacy, and ensuring societal satisfaction with governance. This
multifaceted endeavor includes creating structures and organizations to regulate
societal behavior and extract necessary resources, as well as gaining control over a
territory and its population. Crucially, securing legitimacy means that the state must
be recognized by its citizens as the rightful authority.

Theories of state-building often delve into the historical contexts that catalyzed this
process, the relationship between international law and international administration,
and the political ramifications of external governance. Historically, this process in
Western Europe, from the 16th century onward, involved interconnected
developments in warfare, taxation, and the establishment of centralized officialdom.
The shift from feudalism to absolutism and eventually to the nation-state marked this
evolution. State-building is not merely about having an effective army and police
force; it also encompasses fulfilling fundamental needs like infrastructure, healthcare,
education, and creating conditions for a functioning economy.

The concept of the "nation-state" is pivotal here. It is a political entity where the

state—a centralized political organization governing a population within a
territory—and the nation—a community based on a common identity—are largely
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congruent. The idea of the nation-state is closely linked to the rise of the modern
system of states, often referred to as the "Westphalian system," following the Treaty
of Westphalia in 1648. This treaty marked a turning point, emphasizing state
sovereignty and the rule of law, and transferring power from monarchs to established
legal institutions. While the Westphalian system didn't create the nation-state, the
latter certainly met the criteria for its component states by presuming no disputed
territory.

The origins of nation-states are a subject of ongoing debate, with questions swirling
around whether the nation or the state came first, and whether the concept itself is
ancient or modern. Many theories suggest the nation-state is a 19th-century European
phenomenon, facilitated by developments such as state-mandated education, mass
literacy, and mass media. A key impact of the nation-state, compared to its non-
national predecessors, is its tendency to create a uniform national culture through
state policy, often seen in national systems of compulsory primary education that
popularize a common language and historical narratives.

Finally, we turn to the "borderlands" themselves. The term, particularly in
contemporary theory, often refers to geographical areas characterized by hybridity
and the intermixing of cultures. It moves beyond a simple binary of separation based
on nationality and location, instead emphasizing the complex identities that emerge
from the convergence of different political and cultural forces. Borderlands are not
merely physical dividers but also psychological barriers, places where fear, hope,
resistance, and oppression can coexist simultaneously. They are zones where
individuals and communities struggle, grow closer, and form intimate bonds to
navigate their multifaceted realities. This perspective, born in part from the
U.S./Mexico border context, aims to challenge hegemonic ideas by revealing how
imperialism fragments communities and individuals.

In our study, Central Europe, with its shifting political landscapes and diverse
populations, serves as an ideal laboratory for exploring these concepts. Historically,
the region has been a vibrant contact zone between various cultures and empires. Our
case studies—Silesia, Galicia, and the Balkans—each offer unique insights into these
dynamics. Silesia, a historical region largely within modern Poland, with parts in the
Czech Republic and Germany, has seen its ethnic composition evolve through periods
of German, Polish, and Czech influence. Galicia, a historical and geographical region
now divided between western Ukraine and eastern Poland, was a crownland of the
Habsburg Monarchy. For centuries, it was inhabited by a mix of Ukrainians
(Ruthenians), Poles, Germans, Austrians, and Jews, leading to a rich cultural, linguistic,
and architectural heritage. The Balkans, meanwhile, are renowned for their rich ethnic
and religious diversity, a crossroads of Catholicism, Christian Orthodoxy, and Islam,
with a complex history involving Slavic, Latin, Greek, and Turkic peoples.

By examining these distinct settings, we can observe the interplay of ethnic politics,
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memory, and state-building in practice. The ways in which shifting borders have
rearranged families, reclassified neighbors, and reallocated opportunities and fears
will be explored through archival records and oral histories. This dual methodological
approach will allow us to delve into the micro-level dynamics that have ultimately
shaped macro-political outcomes, demonstrating that the "state" in these borderlands
is a far more fluid and negotiated entity than often portrayed.
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