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Abstract

In this study we focus on the evolution of the identity of those urban neighbourhoods which have for-
merly been separate towns. This problem is discussed using the example of the polycentric conurbation 
of Katowice in southern Poland, which came into being because of its mining and industrial functions. 
The administrative integration of this multi-level polycentric urban system is the primary background 
for the development of those neighbourhoods that used to be separate towns. Assuming that chang-
es in legal and administrative status may have certain consequences regarding the social connections 
and identity of such neighbourhoods, this study aimed to identify such places within the analysed re-
gion. The authors also attempted to construct paths of local identity for such spatial entities, confront-
ing them with the thesis that economic factors make them relatively homogeneous. The implementa-
tion of new development factors and the paradoxical diversity of the identities of the former towns in 
this mining-industrial region are also significant elements of the region’s social transformation in terms 
of economic and spatial development. 
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Introduction

Territorial or socio-spatial identity is a concept that 
implies dialectical interlinks between people’s social 
belonging and people’s attachment to the place. From 
the 1990s, peoples’ identity became a prism through 
which other topical aspects of contemporary life could 
be identified and examined (Bauman, 2001). If the 
1990s were a time of an “explosion of identities” (Hall, 
1996; Bauman, 2001), the following years saw their 
rapid and deep implementation in various spheres of 
social life. As noted by Castells (2010), people’s iden-
tity and their attachment to their spatial and cultur-
al environment carry considerable weight in the pol-
itics and institutions of every country. This remark 

concerns territorial identities on every spatial scale – 
from neighbourhood to metropolitan area and region 

– as well as the links between them.
The identity of towns or metropolises is large-

ly based on hierarchical or network city models (Pu-
main, 1992). This phenomenon is especially visible in 
the case of polycentric urban regions (PURs)1 creat-
ed in the past on the basis of specialized functions of 
mining and heavy industry. In areas with a high con-

1 Polycentric urban regions (PURs) in Europe have differing ori-
gins. This category also includes such urban regions as post-in-
dustrial conurbations.
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centration of deindustrialised cities and towns, specif-
ic relations and models of territorial identity have been 
moulded (Van Houtum & Lagendijk, 2000; Musterd 
& Van Zelm, 2001). In the case of cities and regions go-
ing through economic and social transformation, the 
issue of collective identification is an increasingly sig-
nificant accent in projects that involve branding and 
re-branding their spatial image (Knapp, 1998; Mur-
zyn-Kupisz & Gwosdz, 2011; Goess et al., 2016). Re-
lations between identity and heritage tourism in the 
post-industrial context play an activating role in the 
process of cultivating and promoting urban identity, 
as has been pointed out by Jones and Munday (2001), 
Ćopić et al. (2014), Berger and Pickering (2018), Bosák 
at el. (2018) etc.

Traditionally, former towns and labourers’ neigh-
bourhoods in industrial regions generated natural 
conditions for the reproduction of local culture (Wódz, 
1998; Dokoupil at al., 2012; Faull, 2012). The identity of 
industrial towns and neighbourhoods was often asso-
ciated with social class, but this model changed un-
der the influence of new construction and the arrival 
of new residents (Robertson et al., 2008). In the nine-
teenth and the first half of the twentieth century there 
was a convergence between place of work, place of liv-
ing, and profession (for example, miner, steelworker, 
textile worker). There was one identity, obvious and 
unquestionable. In the second half of the twentieth 
century this system underwent changes. Researchers 
focused on the social changes that were taking place 
in these regions, their towns and labourers’ neigh-
bourhoods in the phase of transition to post-industri-
alism (Bulmer, 1978) and the formation of post-coal 
communities (Strangleman, 2001). 

In local communities based on mining and met-
allurgy, the transition from industrialism to post-in-
dustrialism required a search for new resources for so-
cio-spatial development. One of them is the concept of 
territorial identity. The relations between old and new 
elements of identity and attempts to reconcile them in 
the interest of the future pose an important develop-
mental dilemma. An appropriate research tool is the 
idea of transition from thick to thin regional identi-
ties (Terlouw, 2012). Thick identities are represented 
for example by industrial regions – rooted in tradi-
tions, more conservative, and therefore reluctant to 
open up to change. Thin identities, on the other hand, 
bear to a large degree the marks of social constructiv-
ism. They are advocated chiefly by local administra-
tive bodies, striving to create network territorial com-
munities that are open and future-oriented. 

Some spatial entities (towns and neighbourhoods) 
in PURs have experienced a gradual disappearance 

of mining-based communities. In the Ruhr area the 
transformation of the old identity based on coal and 
steel towards smart cities, green economy, univer-
sity cities, cities for shopping, etc. (Goess et al., 2016) 
began in the 1970s and 1980s. The development of 
towns and neighbourhoods in mining-based conur-
bations in post-communist countries (Upper Silesia, 
the Dąbrowa Basin, the Rybnik Coal Area, Ostrava-
Karvina and Donbas) has followed a distinct path, es-
pecially under the influence of the socialist system in-
troduced in 1945. Only in the 1990s were the lifestyle 
and work ethos that had formed in times of indus-
trialisation disrupted under the influence of dynam-
ic exogenous factors (globalization, European inte-
gration) and endogenous factors (deindustrialization, 
economic restructuring, introduction of local democ-
racy).

Despite the significant number of theoretical and 
empirical works on identity on the town and neigh-
bourhood scales, these questions remain poorly con-
ceptualized, especially in the context of polycentric 
urban regions. Cultural factors in the development 
of demoted towns in Poland, especially material her-
itage and the place attachment of their inhabitants, 
play a mobilizing role in processes of the restitu-
tion of their urban status (Dymitrow, 2013; Dawide-
jt-Drobek & Drobek, 2015). In contrast to the case 
of abandoned industrial towns, which disappeared 
from the map following the exhaustion of natural re-
serves, ruralization or natural disasters (Baker, 1991; 
Krzysztofik et al., 2015), we are interested in a differ-
ent case of disappearance from the geographical map 

– namely, the loss only of formal urban status. This 
may have occurred even when a locality found it-
self in a period of rapid economic and demograph-
ic growth. This paradox – the loss of identity on the 
map of Poland occurring in circumstances of visi-
ble socioeconomic growth – represents a significant 
research gap, the filling of which is one of the main 
goals of this article.

In more specific terms, the aim of this study is to 
examine how the change of administrative status and 
processes of deindustrialisation affect former towns’ 
identities. The Katowice conurbation in southern Po-
land was chosen as the study area. This is one of the 
polycentric regions in Central Europe founded on 
mining and metallurgy, and distinctly formed both 
spatially and functionally, similar to the Ruhr area 
and the Ostrava-Karvina conurbation in the Czech 
Republic. It appears suitable for a study of this kind 
because of its distinct polycentrism, the frequent 
changes of administrative borders in the past, and the 
large number of former towns. 
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The Katowice conurbation and its territorial identities 

The question of this area’s collective identity is one of 
the most complex in urban, cultural and historical ge-
ography in the whole of Central and Eastern Europe. 
The core, internal and external zones of the Katowice 
conurbation cover a total of 3300 square kilometres 
and are inhabited by 2.5 million people (Spórna, 2018). 
The conurbation contains a total of 29 towns.

The larger, western part of the Katowice conurba-
tion historically belongs to Upper Silesia, and the re-
mainder (the Dąbrowa Basin) to western Lesser Po-
land. From 1742 a larger part of Silesia came under the 
rule of Prussia, and later Germany. On a present-day 
map, historical Silesia extends from Lusatia in east-
ern Germany to the rivers Przemsza and Brynica in 
southern Poland; part of it also lies in the Czech Re-
public. Lesser Poland, in turn, is a large Polish histori-
cal region with its capital in Cracow (Fig. 1).

After the Congress of Vienna (1815) the area of his-
torical Lesser Poland was divided between Russia and 
Austria-Hungary. The westernmost, mining-based and 
industrialized piece of the Russian partition came to be 
known in the nineteenth century as the Dąbrowa Ba-
sin (Zagłębie Dąbrowskie). The modern-day Katowice 
conurbation contains what was, until 1918, the meeting 
point of the borders of three great nineteenth-centu-
ry empires – Russia, Prussia and Austria-Hungary. Be-
cause these events took place in a period of great soci-
oeconomic transition they significantly influenced the 
diversity of identities in the region.

Between the First and Second World Wars the area 
of the present conurbation remained politically divided 
between Poland and Germany. After the Second World 
War all of the present-day towns were finally incorpo-
rated into a single region, called the Upper Silesian In-

Figure 1. Geographical location of the Katowice conurbation against contemporary administrative division  
and historical regions 

Source: Authors’s elaboration
Legend: 

1 – state boundary; 2 – voivodeship boundary; 3 – boundary of the Katowice conurbation; 4 – boundary of historical regions within 
contemporary Poland; 5 – major historical sub-regions.

2 – boundary of the Katowice conurbation; 3 – municipal boundary;
* – boundary of Dąbrowa Basin – in a narrow understanding; ** – boundary of Silesia within contemporary Poland.
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dustrial Region, which stressed the economic rather 
than the sociocultural dimension of regional identity. 

Due to its polycentrism, spatial identification with-
in the conurbation is even more dispersed at lower 
levels (Mihaylov & Runge, 2018). The identity of many 
present-day towns is based on a mechanical summa-
tion of the identities of neighbourhoods. For example, 
Sosnowiec – the chief city of the Dąbrowa Basin – rep-
resents a polycentric structure with as many as 18 set-
tlement units, including seven former towns and two 
former urban settlements (Stankiewicz, 2014). 

Almost all towns of the conurbation achieved their 
current administrative and territorial form in the 
twentieth century, as a result of: 1) the merger of a few 
more or less equivalent settlement units (as in the case 
of Ruda Śląska and Dąbrowa Górnicza); 2)  adminis-
trative incorporation into a larger economic centre of 
smaller towns, villages, neighbourhoods and labour-
ers’ settlements, some of which have a strong inner-
urban or inner-neighbourhood identity (as with the 
spatial development of Katowice, Piekary Śląskie, Sos-
nowiec and Jaworzno). 

Data and methods 

Our research was based on materials obtained during 
field studies, a review of the subject literature, carto-
graphic and internet materials.

The research procedure consisted of two major phas-
es. The first one concerns inventorying of spatial enti-
ties representing the category of former towns in the 
Katowice conurbation and review of their development, 
mainly in respect of the granting and rescindment of 
urban status. The set of former towns, based on the 
analysis of 242 settlements in the territory of the Kato-
wice conurbation, was verified. Former towns were se-
lected on the basis of legal and administrative criteria, 
omitting the morphological and economic ones. The 
identification of this category was made on the basis of 
maps from the State Archives in Katowice and select-
ed publications (Srokowski, 1948; Zmiany administra-
cyjne miast i osiedli 1918-1963, 1964).

The second phase of our research concerns selected 
case studies of examples of former towns with differ-
ent locations, histories and degrees of socioeconom-
ic transformation. We indicate specific aspects of the 
identity of the following former towns:

in Upper Silesia – Nowy Bytom and Wirek, neigh-
bourhoods lying in the geometric centre of the 

polycentric city of Ruda Śląska, and Murcki, a small 
neighbourhood on the outskirts of Katowice, com-
pletely separated from the rest of the city;

in the Dąbrowa Basin – the Grodziec neighbour-
hood in Będzin (lying on the outskirts, but physically 
connected to the central town space), and Modrzejów 
and Niwka, lying on the boundaries of Sosnowiec and 
Mysłowice, and at the same time on the boundary be-
tween Upper Silesia and the Dąbrowa Basin. 

The study of the selected neighbourhoods was 
based on an analysis of characteristics such as: the lo-
cation, genesis and historical evolution of the settle-
ment; economic restructuring in the post-industrial 
period as a determinant of the continuation or disrup-
tion of tradition; valuable examples of residential or 
industrial architecture from the era of industrializa-
tion; actions taken to revitalize the cultural or indus-
trial heritage; and formal organizations and informal 
groups promoting local identity (Table 1). These char-
acteristics were chosen as they impact the functioning 
of the neighbourhood in the social and cultural di-
mensions, and are therefore significant for the preser-
vation of strong place identification. 

From a small industrial town to a city neighbourhood.  
Paths of preservation and decline of local identity

In this part we focus on the evolution of chosen ele-
ments of the collective identity of former towns in re-
lation to the change in their formal status (lowering 
of their administrative and political rank). General-
ly, obtaining urban status strengthens residents’ self-
perception and serves as evidence of, among others, 
the successes achieved in the place’s development. Be-
cause the subject of our analysis is restricted to the 
identity of former towns founded on mining and in-
dustry, a more specific question arises: to what extent 
do contemporary socioeconomic conditions permit 

the preservation of traditional identity, and how much 
do they force it to be redefined? 

The Katowice conurbation contains a total of 25 for-
mer towns and ten former urban settlements2. Among 
them, two towns (Niwka and Modrzejów) received and 
lost their town charters in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, becoming incorporated into the new-

2 Urban-type settlements form a category that existed in the 
communist era, in the 1950s and 1970s, in some of the former 
communist countries (the USSR, Poland and Bulgaria).
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ly created city of Sosnowiec in the twentieth. Among 
the towns that are now neighbourhoods of other larg-
er ones, only one town in the Katowice conurbation – 
Szczakowa – received formal urban status between the 
world wars. The remaining centres of this type received 
their status after World War II (in the 1950s and 1960s), 
this being associated with their dynamic demographic 
and economic growth. The great majority of them lost 
urban status during the aforementioned administra-
tive reform of the mid-1970s (Fig. 2).

In the conditions of a dynamically expanding 
polycentric urban network, moreover one covering 
a relatively small area, the short times for which lo-
calities retained town status resulted from their limit-
ed room for territorial growth. This is one of the fun-
damental reasons for their rapid incorporation by a 
neighbouring, larger urban system, although their 
fate was sometimes decided by a subjective politi-
cal factor. The region’s polycentrism means that the 

identity of many of today’s neighbourhoods or former 
towns is shaped under the influence of adjacent cities. 
For example Niwka and especially Modrzejów, which 
lie in the Dąbrowa Basin, have strong functional con-
nections with neighbouring Mysłowice, which is in 
Upper Silesia. The centre of Modrzejów is just one kil-
ometre from Mysłowice, but 5–6 kilometres from the 
centre of Sosnowiec, the city of which it is a part. 

Despite the different periods in which urban sta-
tus was enjoyed, both in the consciousness of pre-
sent-day inhabitants and in the physical space, there 
is specific evidence of urbanism and historical auton-
omy, such as a market square, town hall and labour-
ers’ settlements (Runge & Runge, 2015). Beginning 
from the 1960s and 1970s the communities of former 
towns have been forced to coexist in new institution-
al and spatial-administrative boundaries, balancing 
between two territorial identities. On the one hand, 
there is the identity of one’s own neighbourhood (or 

Figure 2. Former towns and urban settlements in the Katowice conurbation
Source: Authors’s elaboration.

Legend:
1 – provincial boundary; 2 – boundary of the Katowice conurbation; 3 – municipal boundary; 4 – former towns, now neighbourhoods 
of other towns; 5 – neighbourhoods that until the 1970s had the status of urban settlements; 6 – former towns that regained urban 
status in the second half of the twentieth century; 7 – places granted urban status in the second half of the twentieth century; 8 – 

urbanised areas; 9 – case studies; 10 – names of present-day towns and cities.
Abbreviations of towns: Łaziska G. – Łaziska Górne; Pi. – Piekary Śląskie; Si – Siemianowice Śląskie; Św. – Świętochłowice.
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former town). In spite of the fact that this existed for 
only a short period in the past and was predominant-
ly a small-town identity (including affiliation to a par-
ticular industrial works), it was more pronounced, 
providing a greater degree of autonomy, rooted es-
pecially in material heritage and spatial distinctive-
ness. To the present day many inhabitants of outly-
ing neighbourhoods do not say that they are travelling 
to the ‘centre’, but to Katowice or Sosnowiec, for ex-
ample. On the other hand, it has become necessary 
to adapt to the new neighbourhood identity, usual-
ly administratively imposed from outside, and not by 
the community’s own choice. This provides a weak-
er feeling of certainty and rootedness, is less ground-
ed in tradition, and dissolves in the large polycentric 
space and the institutionally empowered identity of 
the town, conurbation and metropolis. Incorporation 
into a larger urban unit has also brought advantages, 
such as affiliation to a more politically and economi-
cally powerful community that provides greater op-
portunities for choice and accomplishment.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century the 
large group of former towns exhibits diversity in 
terms of area, population, morphological features 
of urban space, level of economic development, and 
cultural heritage. In spatial terms, most of them are 
clearly separated by the rest of the city by which they 
were incorporated. Neighbourhoods compared in our 
study demonstrate a different state of chief factors 
sustaining their local identity. In general, the factors 
discussed here are poorly represented in Modrzejów 
(Neighbourhood Council, local website and online fo-
rum) and Niwka (Neighbourhood Council and par-
ish of the Roman Catholic Church). The former towns 
from the Silesian part of conurbation (e.g. Murcki, 

Nowy Bytom and Wirek) are in more favourable sit-
uation. For instance, all these neighbourhoods have 
valuable architectural monuments or complexes. 

Not just our case studies, as it is shown in Table 1, 
but Kazimierz Górniczy, Klimontów, Zagórze, Łabędy 
and other former towns have also been left without 
their traditional economic base (due to the closure 
of a mine or other large plant). Currently, the work-
ing age population is mostly employed in services and 
in newly opened, technologically advanced industri-
al plants. Due to deindustrialisation, the inhabitants 
from many former towns are experiencing eradica-
tion and erosion of strong territorial attachment and 
identity formerly connected to work in coal mines. Si-
multaneously, Nowy Bytom, Wirek, Strzemieszyce 
Wielkie, Łabędy and Łagisza still have functioning 
mines, steelworks, electric power plants or new fac-
tories, providing a basis for continuation of the tradi-
tional industrial identity. 

After 1990 the decentralisation of the political sys-
tem reinforced and provided legal guarantees for 
the role of local authorities. An important tool of 
their spatial policy was reference to the former ur-
ban identity, for such purposes as protecting and re-
storing historical buildings and monuments, and 
promoting interest in history and local heritage. De-
spite the policy of centralization in the 1970s, which 
largely suppressed possibilities of independent de-
velopment, some local communities continue to dis-
play a strong connection to the place where they live. 
Since 1990 a growth of interest in heritage has been 
observed in some of these places. A number of exam-
ples from both the core and the periphery of the Ka-
towice conurbation demonstrate the strength of the 
remaining sense of identity. 

Table 1. Selected factors sustaining the identity of former towns

Indicator Grodziec Modrzejów Murcki Niwka Nowy Bytom Wirek

Clear spatial separation from the 
rest of the city

+ – + – + +

Valuable architectural monuments 
or complexes

+ – + – + +

Revitalization of architectural 
monuments and old industrial 
constructions 

+ – – – + +

Operating mine / steelworks – – – – + +

Neighbourhood Council – + + + – –

Parish of the Roman Catholic 
Church

+ – + + + +

Neighbourhood association + – – – – +

Neighbourhood websites and online 
forums

+ + + – – +

Neighbourhood House of Culture + – + – – –

Source: Author’s elaboration.
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Case studies

Former towns that are now central neighbourhoods 
of a polycentric city: Nowy Bytom and Wirek
Because of the scattered location of residential areas 
and the large number of industrial plants, the space 
of Ruda Śląska represents a residential-industrial con-
glomerate. It is a typical polycentric city, and consists 
of 11 neighbourhoods, including three formerly sep-
arate towns. The spatial distinctness of these neigh-
bourhoods is so marked that their names appear on 
signs on the roads leading into them (Fig. 3). 

In a sociological study by Bierwiaczonek and Naw-
rocki (2008) concerning perceptions among residents 

of Upper Silesian towns of where the town centre 
lay, the most varied responses were received in Ruda 
Śląska. Because the town represents a cluster of former 
localities, respondents indicated entire neighbour-
hoods in their answers. Nowy Bytom was identified 
as the centre by 26% of respondents, while second and 
third place were taken by the Plaza shopping centre 
in Wirek and the neighbourhood of Wirek as a whole. 

The settlement of Nowy Bytom (‘New Bytom’) was 
created in the independent Polish state in 1922 on land 
that had previously belonged to Bytom. In the plebi-
scites – in contrast to Murcki, for example, where the 
Polish option was chosen by the vast majority – the re-
sults for the preferred national affiliation of Nowy By-
tom and Wirek were very close. 

In 1959, Nowy Bytom (to which Wirek had already 
been joined) and Ruda formed the core of the new city 
of Ruda Śląska (its name meaning ‘Silesian ore’), and 
today they are adjacent neighbourhoods of that city. 
The ‘leading’ position in the polycentric town is a sig-

nificant administrative base, facilitating the cultiva-
tion and exposition of heritage. The two central neigh-
bourhoods of Ruda Śląska can boast impressive urban 
architecture (Fig. 4). They also contain preserved 
groups of labourers’ houses from the second half of 
the nineteenth or early twentieth century, built from 
red bricks, a characteristic of the Upper Silesian iden-
tity. A significant role in maintaining the local iden-
tity is played by inner-neighbourhoods – the workers’ 
settlements of Kaufhaus in Nowy Bytom and Ficinus 
in Wirek, which are now subject to conservation or-
ders and are popular among tourists. Moreover, the 

steelworks and mines are still operational, enabling 
the continuation of the traditional identity shaped 
around work in these industries.

Murcki – a town incorporated  
into the regional capital
Murcki is a neighbourhood of Katowice which is dis-
tinguished from the other former towns of the con-
urbation by its geographic location. It is surrounded 
on all sides by areas of forest (Fig. 5), and is thus de-
scribed as a forest settlement. Murcki is a model ex-
ample of evolution from a mining town to a peaceful, 
outlying neighbourhood with recognisable architec-
ture and a network of streets preserved from the ear-
ly twentieth century (Fig. 6). The origins of mining in 
Murcki date back to the 1740s, and maybe even fur-
ther (Jaros, 1984). It is considered to be the place where 
coal mining in Upper Silesia began. In the interwar 
period Murcki became part of Poland. The settlement 
had a coal mine and brickworks, owned by the Duke 

Figure 3. Sign on the boundary with Wirek showing the 
name Nowy Bytom, larger than that of the town Ruda 

Śląska
Photo: Authors

Figure 4. On the main square in Nowy Bytom, restored 
red brick tenement houses from the early twentieth 

century alongside residential blocks from the socialist 
modernist era 
Photo: Authors
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of Pszczyna. Murcki became a separate municipal 
district in 1924. It was the wealthiest Silesian district 
at the time, supported by the taxes paid by the mine 
owner (Chałasiński, 1935).

The community of Murcki was a purely industri-
al one. It was inhabited exclusively by the workers 
and clerks of the mine. Only those who worked for 
Murcki’s owner could obtain a dwelling there, and 
they would have to vacate it on termination of their 
employment. Murcki was a community without lead-
ers or an intellectual class. After completing the com-
mon school, workers’ children themselves went to 
work in the mine. Before the Second World War, Ger-
mans and Protestants accounted for only a small per-
centage of the population. In the early 1930s there 
were 3000 Catholics and just under 200 Protestants 
living in Murcki. The latter group included the mine 
owner (Chałasiński, 1935).

After the Second World War mostly young people 
from other regions of Poland came to work in the mine. 
The settlement established deeper social and economic 
connections with nearby cities. Increasing numbers of 
people with higher education, and fewer manual work-
ers, settled in Murcki. In 1967 Murcki was granted a 
town charter, but just eight years later it was incorpo-
rated into Katowice. The latter part of the communist 
period saw the closure of the mines, which had been 
the main integrating factor in the life of the neighbour-
hood and a source of significant funds supporting its 
cultural life and appearance (Nawrocki, 2006). 

Although the labourers’ houses and the whole lay-
out of the mining town were preserved almost un-
changed, their current state indicates a need for re-
vitalisation. In 2015 an application was made for the 
urban layout of Murcki to be listed as a protected 
site. However, this would entail a number of restric-
tions and obligations. Some residents do not support 
the idea, since it would mean that every renovation or 
thermal insulation project would need to be assessed 
by a conservator of monuments in Katowice.

A deindustrialized former town  
in the Dąbrowa Basin – Grodziec
Grodziec is an old feudal village, founded on the 
slopes of Dorotka hill, where a characteristic Baroque 
church stands. During the industrialization of the 
nineteenth century a brewery, a zinc smelter, the first 
mines, and one of the first cement works in Europe 
were established there. The morphological structure 
of the former town includes detached houses, labour-
ers’ settlements from the turn of the twentieth centu-
ry (Fig. 7), and prefabricated blocks of flats from the 
socialist era. In the 1920s proposals were made for 
Grodziec to be given urban status, but the local peas-
ants and workers considered this unnecessary. It fi-
nally became a town in 1951, but a quarter-century lat-
er it was incorporated into Będzin.

Figure 5. Built-up area of the former mining town  
of Murcki

Source: geoportal.gov.pl

Figure 6. Wolności street, one of the representative 
streets of Murcki (pictured at January 2019)

Photo: Authors

Figure 7. About 20 red brick family apartment houses are 
preserved at the Konopnicka street in Grodziec 

Photo: Authors
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In the 1990s some lobbied for the return of 
Grodziec’s autonomy, and a 16-person committee was 
registered at the provincial court. These efforts were 
largely inspired by the successful campaign of nearby 
Wojkowice to secede from Będzin. Grodziec has lost 
almost its entire economic base, and nowadays serves 
primarily a residential function. This would impair its 
functioning as a separate town, a fact of which resi-
dents were and still are aware. In the not-too-distant 
past the main factor in the functional integration of 
the neighbourhood was the mine. The miners’ holiday, 
celebrated on St Barbara’s Day was an event of signif-
icance for the whole neighbourhood. In the now post-
mining community, a mining-related element was in-
troduced with the founding of a modest monument 
to the Grodziec mine (2017), together with a symbol-
ic march by the miners’ band on 4 December. This, 
however, is a St Barbara’s Day without active miners 
or an operating mine. Grodziec thus represents a typ-
ical conservative identity – one that feeds off the past, 
not the present. There is a powerful sentimentalism 
towards the Grodziec coal mine that closed in 1999.

Regarding the organization of cultural life, 
Grodziec is distinguished by the presence of impor-
tant elements that sustain sociocultural individuality 
and place attachment (Table 1). The energy of social 
activity is directed towards protecting and promot-
ing the post-industrial heritage. Thanks to the work 
of local activists, in 2017 funds were obtained for the 
revitalization of a historical 40-metre-tall water tow-
er offering views of the surrounding area. For many 
years a project was promoted to create a modern cul-
tural zone on the site of the old cement works; howev-
er, these plans lack support on Będzin town council.

Former twin towns on the boundaries  
of Upper Silesia and the Dąbrowa Basin – Niwka  
and Modrzejów
Niwka and Modrzejów are two feudal towns creat-
ed in the eighteenth century and incorporated into 
Sosnowiec in the twentieth. They are “twin towns”, 
linked by a similar genesis and economic functions 
and by their spatial proximity.

From the first half of the nineteenth century Niwka 
was one of the more important mining and industrial 
centres of the Dąbrowa Basin, based on coal mines, an 
ironworks and a factory producing mining machinery. 
In the 1850s, in Henryków, a no longer extant part of Ni-
wka, the Polish Kingdom’s first steelworks was opened.

Historical memory in Niwka remained active 
when, in the interwar period, attempts were made to 
restore its urban status, and to incorporate Modrze-
jów, which already lay within the borders of the adja-
cent city of Sosnowiec, with its population of 100,000. 
However, these efforts were not successful. Modrze-

jów, in turn, was based on commerce and a service 
economy, and had a largely Jewish population. It was 
one of what were known as the Jewish towns in former 
Poland, having a synagogue but no Catholic church. 
Niwka was a decidedly Polish, Catholic, working-class 
community. Catholics from Modrzejów belonged to 
the parish in Niwka, while Niwka’s Jews belonged to 
the Modrzejów kehilla. When Niwka was incorporat-
ed into Sosnowiec in 1953 it became one of that city’s 
peripheral neighbourhoods. Two-thirds of Niwka’s 
inhabitants settled there during the communist era. 
At present, Niwka and Modrzejów are associated with 
the regional congress centre of the Jehovah’s Witness-
es, built in the late 1990s on the boundary of the two 
neighbourhoods. Although the fact that Niwka held 
urban status in the eighteenth century was mentioned 
in some scholarly publications, until the beginning of 
the twenty-first century it was generally unknown to 
the local community (Krzysztofik, 2015).

More important to the residents of Niwka and 
Modrzejów was the identity based on mining and in-
dustrial labour. As in the case of other neighbour-
hoods and towns of the Katowice conurbation, in the 
1980s the landscape came to be dominated by prefab-
ricated blocks of flats built for industrial workers. The 
layout of Niwka’s original eighteenth-century mar-
ket square, in the southern part of the neighbourhood, 
was completely erased. The spatial layout of Modrze-
jów has also been significantly destroyed, and is no 
longer perceptible to the uninvolved observer. The 
Jewish history of Modrzejów is well known to the 
present-day inhabitants, but since there is no Jewish 
community nowadays that historic component of the 
neighbourhood’s identity is generally marginalized. 

As in the case of Grodziec, the identity of today’s Ni-
wka and Modrzejów has a sentimental character, being 
grounded in the past (Fig. 8). The mine not only organ-
ized the neighbourhood’s economy, but played impor-
tant roles in social, municipal, cultural and educational 
life. Today, an attempt to revive that role is being made by 

Figure 8. Traditions in a post-mining neighbourhood – a 
mining orchestra goes through Niwka on St. Barbara’s Day 

(December 4) 
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the council of the city’s South District, which consists of 
Niwka, Modrzejów and two other neighbourhoods. 

Due to the revitalization of identity in Niwka 
and Modrzejów, there are currently no “secessionist” 

movements seeking to give these neighbourhoods au-
tonomous status. In the 1990s and in the early years 
of the twenty-first century there existed only informal 
ideas of detaching Niwka from Sosnowiec.

Discussion and conclusion

In this article we have attempted to perform a prob-
lematization of the issue of the identity of former 
towns in a polycentric urban region – an aspect of 
territorial identity that is rarely addressed and is not 
readily subject to both empirical studies and theoret-
ical generalizations. 

Historical regions still play an important role in 
maintaining the polycentric character of identity. In 
the Katowice conurbation, existing regional identities 

– firstly that of Upper Silesia, followed by that of the 
Dąbrowa Basin – have gained popularity and are sus-
tained by various formal initiatives of the mayors of 
cities in both regions. In the light of the Terlows’ con-
ception (2012), at this level one may speak of the exist-
ence of a mixture of thick and thin forms of territori-
al identity.

This situation is close to the model found in the 
Ruhr area. In the case of the German PUR, howev-
er, there did not exist historically such profound dif-
ferences in spatial organization as may be seen in the 
material heritage of Upper Silesia and the Dąbrowa 
Basin, due to the cultural and material dissimilari-
ty between Prussia and Russia. The largest city of the 
Czech mining conurbation, Ostrava, now contains 
(alongside other neighbourhoods) five former towns. 
Through the city runs the historical boundary be-
tween Moravia and Silesia (between the former towns 
of Moravská Ostrava and Slezská Ostrava). At pre-
sent all of them are administratively distinct neigh-
bourhoods. This is one of the fundamental differences 
compared with the former towns of the Katowice con-
urbation, of which only a quarter are administrative 
neighbourhoods. This is evidence of their high degree 
of incorporation into larger cities.

In those neighbourhoods in the Katowice conurba-
tion which lost their status as separate towns in the 
1970s, thick identities are grounded in the culture and 
daily life of the neighbourhood, although the indus-
trial – and particularly mining – culture in which 
their roots lie are now absent in many places. As in the 
cases of Grodziec, Niwka and Murcki, the tradition of 
celebrating the miners’ holiday is continued, but the 
absence of an operational mine means that those tak-
ing part are retired miners. 

Like in the Katowice conurbation, some towns in 
the Ruhr area lost their autonomy in the significant 
administrative reorganisation of 1975 (Keil & Wet-

terau, 2013). As regards the conditions under which 
traditional identity is maintained, compared with 
the German coal-mining conurbation (Pasternak, 
2008), the situation in the Katowice conurbation is 
more complex. While the last deep coal mine in the 
Ruhr area closed in 2018, the traditions of many ur-
ban neighbourhoods in Upper Silesia especially are 
still based on a working community rooted in the coal, 
iron and steel industries. 

The findings in this study confirm the conclusion 
of Terlouw (2018) that local identity discourses not 
only explain the characteristics of the local commu-
nity, but also suggest a developmental path. The basic 
issues that we have investigated include social chang-
es, such as the greater socioeconomic integration in 
the polycentric urban region, the influx of migrat-
ing workers, the grater spatial mobility of inhabit-
ants, and diversification of the professional structure. 
These phenomena were exemplified by several case 
studies, which indicated that administrative incorpo-
ration is a long-term factor that weakens local iden-
tity in many cases. In spite of certain common fea-
tures, each one is a specific case, and hence one should 
be cautious in making broader generalizations. None-
theless, they provide grounds to assert that the evolu-
tion of the identity of residents of former towns may 
take various paths and have various outcomes, since it 
depends on a local set of socioeconomic determinants. 
We have therefore distinguished several phases in the 
development and social transformation of the former 
towns in the Katowice conurbation:
1. Up to 1939 – establishment of settlements and for-

mation of valuable layers of material heritage, the 
shaping of a lifestyle and social structures typical 
of mining or steelmaking communities. This was a 
period in which traditional identities were formed.

2. From 1945 to 1989 – many cases of destruction or 
neglect of local heritage, while strong econom-
ic functions were maintained; a process of heter-
ogenization of the local community. Erosion of 
the traditional economic lifestyle and identity oc-
curred. Localities first gained and then lost their 
autonomy as a result of centralization. Social life 
was subjected to stronger influences from neigh-
bouring larger cities . New components of identi-
ty were introduced – new residents with their own 
culture, socialist architecture, etc.
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3. Since 1990 – increased interest in heritage and the 
past, and allusion to local identity in certain polit-
ical and economic actions; the loss of traditional 
economic functions and a search for new pillars of 
identity. This process is based on the principle that 
the community looks to the future, but is built to 
a large extent using elements of the past. It repre-
sents a period of transition from traditional to new 
paths of identity, but the proportions between old 
and new elements vary greatly between neighbour-
hoods – a phenomenon which requires more pre-
cise analysis and further research.

We can undoubtedly conclude that a change in the 
administrative status of a former small or medium-
sized town signified a change in the social status of the 
community as a whole. The rapid loss of urban status 
and interrupted development path in the communist 

era was dependent on, among other factors, the dense 
network of towns dominated by several of the largest 
centres. This is particularly visible in the case of the for-
mer towns located at the core of the Katowice conurba-
tion. In several cases, however, local communities have 
succeeded in regaining their lost autonomy and status 
as a separate town. The loss of urban status is also a 
factor which, although it may not fully determine local 
identity, at least suppresses the feeling of distinctiveness 
and the urban aspirations of inhabitants (Dawidejt-
Drobek & Drobek, 2015) and brings about relativization 
of the former town-based identity. Because we are deal-
ing with localities with mining origins, another signifi-
cant cause of change, although not in all of the analysed 
neighbourhoods, is the loss of the traditional economic 
function and the resulting social transformation. This 
necessitates reconsideration of the existing pillars of 
identity, and even its redefinition.
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