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Chapter 5

A UNIVERSAL CHILDHOOD

(

A universal childhood refers to the conviction that all children should enjoy 
an equitable childhood experience irrespective of their social background. 
However, concrete ideas on what a universal childhood should look like 
are numerous and varied. Articulating the norms and values according 
to which children are to be brought up, these ideas are impregnated in 
supranational, transnational, national and regional contexts, causing the 
notion of universal childhood to acquire a diff erent understanding in dif-
ferent systems of power, and causing confl icts over interpretations and 
implementations. This chapter compares how various ideas on universal 
childhood articulated at supranational, national and local levels inter-
played in the policies towards, and experiences of, borderland pupils in 
Polish Upper Silesia and the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy 
at a moment in time when a majority of Polish and Belgian policymakers 
fi nally supported the idea that a universal childhood in the fi eld of educa-
tion meant something more than issuing a law on compulsory a  endance. 
Did language learning enable borderland pupils to become more equal to 
pupils receiving their education elsewhere in Poland or Belgium?

Universal childhood in the interwar years is usually associated with 
the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, a document published by the 
International Save the Children Union (l’Union Internationale de Secours 
aux Enfants), and adopted by the League of Nations in 1924, which gath-
ered initiatives with the aim of protecting children in need in diff erent 
countries of Europe a  er the First World War. This declaration empha-
sised protection and welfare, stipulating that ‘the child that is sick must 
be nursed’, and ‘the child must be the fi rst to receive relief in times of 
distress’.1 Other sentences went beyond the typical bounds of a charita-
ble organisation, although they remained needs-based: ‘The child must be 
given the means requisite for its normal development, both materially and 
spiritually’, and ‘The child must be brought up in the consciousness that 
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its talents must be devoted to the service of its fellow men.’ Even at the 
time, the declaration was heavily criticised for its limited scope. For exam-
ple, Janusz Korczak, the famous doctor, pedagogue, writer and director of 
a Jewish orphanage in Warsaw, deemed it ‘only an appeal of good will, a 
request for more understanding’.2

More infl uential for borderland pupils in Polish Upper Silesia and 
Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy were changes implemented at a national 
level. Both in Poland and Belgium, new educational laws and pedagogical 
reforms were created in order to support children during their language 
learning process and overcome the contradictions and inconsistencies 
known at the time in existing systems of power. However, widely di-
verging interpretations on how a universal childhood related to language 
learning in primary schools reigned in Poland and Belgium. Whereas a 
new educational law in Poland provoked confl ict over language learn-
ing, in Belgium, measures were implemented in order to prevent such 
confl icts.

The new Polish educational law of 1932 (o  en referred to as the Jędrze-
jewicz law a  er the minister responsible for its dra  ing and implemen-
tation, Janusz Jędrzejewicz) foregrounded Polish as the language of the 
nation, and established a primary school curriculum without foreign lan-
guage training. This led to a further decline in the number of primary 
schools off ering teaching in a language other than Polish across the coun-
try. Although the idea was to establish a centralised seven-year primary 
school system throughout Poland, the economic crisis meant that schools 
in many villages could not off er the entire curriculum, which, as a result, 
cut children off  from further educational opportunities.3 In the case of Pol-
ish Upper Silesia, this new law aimed to encourage borderland pupils to 
be educated in Polish instead of German. However, this did not prevent 
confl icts over language learning in primary schools, but instead redirected 
contradictions and inconsistencies in the system of power to new topics. 
It created other front lines of ba  les over human territoriality, but the dy-
namics of the power struggle remained similar to those in the years before 
(1926–1932).

In a similar spirit to the Jędrzejewicz law in Poland, Flemish national-
ists wanted ‘their’ children to be taught in ‘their’ language on ‘their’ lands, 
although they never had the ambition of establishing a primary school 
system without foreign language training on off er. The new educational 
law issued in Belgium in 1932 was a compromise between these Flemish 
nationalist demands, a majority of the other Belgian statesmen (with dif-
fering ideas among themselves), and the reality of language use in the city 
of Brussels and municipalities along the census-defi ned linguistic border 
line. In Wallonia and Flanders, the language of instruction was no lon-
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ger to be the mother tongue of a child, but the language of the region. In 
Brussels and along the linguistic border line, however, the principle that 
children were to receive their primary education in their mother tongue 
remained in place.4 As we will see, in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and 
Malmedy, these legal changes, generated by a democratic regime entrust-
ing municipalities with their implementation, successfully responded to 
the needs of borderland inhabitants and relieved the confl ict over human 
territoriality. Guardians in the region of Malmedy, for example, could 
change the language of instruction in primary schools from French, a lan-
guage installed during the Baltia regime, to German.

By the middle of the chapter, the reader should be convinced that bor-
derland pupils in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy had more 
benefi cial language learning conditions than children living elsewhere in 
Belgium, or in Polish Upper Silesia. He or she may even consider the solu-
tion for these borderland pupils a much more eff ective alternative than the 
solution to protect national minorities applicable to Polish Upper Silesia 
at the time, where the role of supranational control weakened a  er Ger-
many had le   the League of Nations in 1933. However, it is argued that 
the a  itude of Belgian statesmen towards their borderland pupils came at 
a certain cost. Whereas Belgian authorities chose to create a legal frame-
work that prevented confrontations over language decisions in primary 
education, Polish authorities put more of their hope in shaping the human 
behaviour of borderland pupils, parents, teachers and clergymen (and 
thus working on styles of teaching and learning along the ‘fourth face’ 
of power, as defi ned in the second axis of the framework of comparison).

Polish statesmen and scientists had a greater interest in proliferating 
reform pedagogy than their Belgian counterparts, because this could align 
with Sanacja’s vision of state upbringing. With the purpose being to make 
state upbringing (the ideology that was to guarantee a social revolution 
within the independent Polish state) successful in Polish Upper Silesia, 
methods of teaching and learning, it was believed, needed to be adjusted 
to the living conditions of the borderland child, so that the individual child 
could become the means to consolidate the Polish nation. The conviction 
that rural children all over Poland, including in Polish Upper Silesia, had 
the ‘right to be a child’ became the argument to claim rural children for the 
Polish nation.5 As a result, the Silesian child was problematised and typ-
ifi ed by scientists as needing the cure of professional caregivers, such as 
teachers, pedagogues and psychologists. In the mid-1930s, the borderland 
of Polish Upper Silesia turned into a space where scientists experimented 
with new methodologies and discovered new opportunities to approach 
local children. The borderlands became a resource. Whereas borderland 
pupils in Polish Upper Silesia enjoyed the devoted commitment of sci-
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entists and teachers wishing to get to know their language learning con-
ditions and improve them, borderland pupils in the regions of Eupen, 
Sankt Vith and Malmedy were largely ignored. A systematic comparison 
of the infl uence of reform pedagogy on language learning in the two case 
study borderlands enables us to come to see what Robert Musil has called 
Möglichkeitssinn (the sense of the possible).6 By situating a certain devel-
opment alongside an alternative one, we can come to discern how the past 
could have looked diff erent had another path been taken.7

It is not that reform pedagogy was less present in Belgium than in 
Poland. In fact, the curriculum reform of 1936 put the child, instead of 
the teaching content, at the centre of the everyday school context as the 
solution to a pedagogisation of the masses. Inspired by Belgium’s most 
infl uential reform pedagogue and medical doctor, Ovide Decroly, the 
programme suggested that since children experience their social environ-
ment as a whole, teaching needed to be concentrated on specifi c topics of 
interests, instead of being split up into diff erent topics. However, Roman 
Catholic Church authorities had a decisive say in the organisation of pri-
mary education in Belgium, and banned the programme out of fear that 
ideas of progress would lead to an alienation with tradition and seed rev-
olutionary thoughts in the masses. Such tendencies needed to be cured 
by means of strong dogmatic Catholic pedagogy aimed at repression and 
moral reorientation. As was the case in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith 
and Malmedy, all primary schools were Catholic, and it was Catholic ped-
agogy that set the tone. Locked in a dogmatic form of Christocentrism 
exalted ‘above and outside of time’, this pedagogy resisted all a  empts to 
individualise and empower pupils.8 Infl uential Catholic pedagogy very 
o  en le   unquestioned borderland pupils’ styles of learning (as was the 
case in many other places in Belgium). In the regions of Eupen, Sankt 
Vith and Malmedy, changing the mentalities and a  itudes of teachers and 
children was the last thing on the minds of Belgian policymakers, teach-
ers and priests. Providing young inhabitants with a universal childhood 
experience could not serve the purpose of overturning social relations. 
Despite the introduction of male universal suff rage, the traditional aris-
tocratic elite managed to uphold its privileged social position in Belgium 
and keep the democratisation of political life under control.9 Belgian 
policymakers and the Catholic Church, moreover, respected the modus 
vivendi they had worked out in 1914, when Catholic schools were state 
subsidised without having to accept state interference in their function-
ing. The systematic comparison off ered in this chapter will reveal how in 
the interwar years either pedagogical innovation or its complete rejection 
were possible paths, and how these paths could even co-exist within one 
country. Marc Depaepe, Maurits De Vroede and Frank Simon observed of 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license thanks to the support of Centre for Contemporary and Digital History at the University of Luxembourg. Not for resale.



160   |   Peripheries at the Centre

the 1936 Belgian curriculum reform: ‘It seems that there was an inevitable 
gap between the idealistic context of the innovation on the one hand and 
the sociohistorical reality in which it had to be implemented on the other. 
Such a discrepancy is, perhaps, perennial rather than unique in the history 
of education.’10

Apart from the diff erences characterising the language learning con-
ditions of borderland pupils in Polish Upper Silesia and the regions of 
Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy, two important similarities stood out. 
Both the transnational interest of Germany and geopolitics challenged the 
language learning of pupils in the two case study borderlands. By the mid-
1930s, a major aim of their German neighbour was the unifi cation of all 
the people considered German into one empire.11 As a result, Germany 
increased material donations to support the German language learning 
of borderland pupils. Whereas the Geneva Convention facilitated an 
open fl ow of material support across the border to Polish Upper Silesia 
until 1937, the absence of a similar regulation in the case of the regions 
of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy meant that the material support from 
Germany had to remain hidden to the Belgian public eye (and, until now, 
also to historians).

Another similarity lay in the fact that the two case study borderlands 
no longer played a crucial role in international politics themselves. Polish 
authorities, freed from their supranational obligations towards German 
speakers in Polish Upper Silesia a  er 1937, could now deny the right of 
German-speaking guardians to determine the mother tongue of their chil-
dren.12 The fact that the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy were 
treated as potential currency to pay off  the security of the Belgian main-
land in the near future, on the other hand, meant that the Belgian state 
had also become as good as indiff erent towards the language learning of 
its borderland pupils. Each of these elements will now be discussed and 
compared in greater detail.

Geopolitics and the State Border Line

The National Socialists’ seizure of power in Germany in 1933 subverted 
the international mechanism of minority protection on the European con-
tinent.13 Nazism repudiated the Enlightenment values of freedom and 
equality, and heralded a dictatorial regime based on violence, racism and 
antisemitism. Back in Versailles, Germany had been considered a civilised 
state – in contrast to Eastern European states – and, as a result, had not 
been put under systematic supranational supervision over the way it 
treated Jews or non-German-speaking inhabitants on most of its lands, 
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with the exception of German Upper Silesia.14 While German statesmen 
had favoured a more off ensive stance in international politics since the 
late 1920s, it was only in 1933 that Germany le   the League of Nations, 
started to re-militarise, and to aspire explicitly to the re-annexation of the 
lands outside its state border lines considered to have been lost through 
the Treaty of Versailles. Within the Weimar Republic, Germanness had 
been defi ned through a sharing of appropriable characteristics, such as 
language and culture (and sometimes also religion), but a  er 1933 that 
Germanness became related to physical elements.15 The German commu-
nity (Volksgemeinscha  ) was to be composed exclusively of people with the 
correct racial identity. Belonging to the Volk became more important than 
holding citizenship of a state.16 With legislative power being placed in the 
hands of the government, the executive had more opportunities to prolif-
erate this conviction.17

Poland

The Sanacja leadership reacted to these developments by annihilating the 
minority rights Poland had assured the League of Nations it would re-
spect until a uniform European framework for protecting minorities had 
been developed.18 Instead, a bilateral Polish-German non-aggression pact 
was signed in January 1934, which signifi cantly improved not only the 
economic relations between both countries, but also the treatment of the 
so-considered German national minority in places such as Polish Upper 
Silesia.19 In the same year, a compromise between Polish and German au-
thorities on primary education in Polish Upper Silesia was signed, deter-
mining more favourable language learning conditions (a ma  er that will 
receive more detailed a  ention below) until the Geneva Convention was 
phased out in 1937.20 A Polish state detached from most of its suprana-
tional obligations and more inclined towards Germany played into the 
hands of the National Socialists. Hitler considered a war with Stalin to 
be inevitable and envisioned Poland as forming a protective buff er zone 
between the German Reich and the Soviet Union. Throughout the 1930s, 
eff orts were put into preparing the Reich for a comprehensive solution 
beyond its eastern border, instead of focusing solely on a possible annex-
ation of the Polish regions that used to be German lands.21 Shortly a  er the 
German annexation of the Sudetenland in October 1938, Hitler demanded 
the annexation of the free city of Gdańsk and a connection road to East 
Prussia through the Polish Corridor, but did not yet intend to interfere 
with the sovereignty of Polish Upper Silesia.22 Polish politicians acted 
opportunistically during the reshuffl  e of international power relations. 
Once Czechoslovakia was weakened a  er losing territories to Germany, 
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the Polish army invaded the Czech part of Silesia, and stayed there until 
Poland, including Polish Upper Silesia, was a  acked by the German army 
in September 1939.23

Belgium

On its western borders, Germany’s re-militarisation sparked discomfort 
among Belgian politicians. They feared a repeat of the scenario of 1914: 
that France and Germany would enter into a military confrontation, and 
that Belgium would face the consequences. In 1935, France did indeed 
sign a treaty of mutual assistance with the Soviet Union, se  ing in stone 
the fact that Germany would face a war on both fronts were it to engage in 
military expansion.24 One year later, Germany did indeed violate the Lo-
carno Treaties and put German troops on the German side of the Belgian-
German border, in the Rhineland. In the spring of 1936, the Belgian King-
dom found itself caught between a le  ist French neighbour allied with 
communist Russia and an expansionist Germany. It was at this unfavour-
able moment that the quadrennial parliamentary elections were scheduled 
to be held. These caused a landslide in political power relations, with par-
ties denouncing parliamentary democracy a  aining almost a quarter of the 
votes, some of them condemning Belgium’s vassalage towards France.25 
Belgian foreign policymakers found in the Polish-German non-aggression 
pact a source of inspiration.26 Embarking on a neutral course, they buried 
their promise to off er France military assistance in the case of a German 
invasion and started bilateral negotiations with Germany.27 In 1937, Ger-
many declared that it would respect Belgium’s neutrality and guarantee 
the Belgian state border lines, a promise it repeated as late as August 1939, 
a  er Germany had swallowed up Czechoslovakia and found itself on the 
verge of war with Poland, but broke in May 1940.28

Interestingly, the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy were sys-
tematically kept out of the bilateral talks in the late 1930s. The Belgian 
Ambassador in Germany, Viscount Jacques Davignon, for example, had 
suggested to the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Aff airs that a mixed com-
mission modelled on the Geneva Convention would enable the Belgian 
government to exert more control over cultural activities in the regions 
of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy, but his idea never made it to the Bel-
gian-German negotiation table.29 Both German and Belgian state repre-
sentatives considered the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy as 
currency to pay off  an upcoming geopolitical deal. Within Germany, the 
thought of buying these regions started to circulate again, whereas among 
Belgian diplomats the idea of giving these up if that could save the politi-
cal independence of the kingdom gained ground.30
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During the negotiations, Germany displayed a double strategy towards 
the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy. Offi  cially, it held back 
its claim to sovereignty, but, unoffi  cially, it increased fi nancial and ma-
terial sponsoring of political and cultural activities in these borderlands. 
Whereas Flemish pro-German cultural organisations could openly count 
on fi nancial support from Germany, organisations in the regions of Eupen, 
Sankt Vith and Malmedy received money in secret.31 Financial support for 
German-minded organisations in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and 
Malmedy had already amounted to 60,000 German marks yearly at the 
end of the 1920s, but by the end of the 1930s, this yearly sum had increased 
to 113,200 DM, the equivalent of 765,000 USD in 2015.32 The coordinator 
of most of that aid was the German civil servant Franz Thedieck, who 
cooperated closely with the VDA, but also coordinated the work of other 
German organisations.33 In 1934, he formulated his mission as ‘a politics 
in the service of Germanisation, calm and cautious, working in the long 
term, as that is essential in the region of Eupen-Malmedy’.34 German aid 
was eagerly consumed by those borderland inhabitants who had become 
disillusioned a  er it had been revealed that Belgian statesmen covertly 
considered the Belgian-German state border line negotiable while openly 
demanding that the borderland population be loyal to the Belgian state. 
When more than 90 per cent of the population of Saarland (then under a 
League of Nations mandate) opted for inclusion in Nazi Germany instead 
of France in a 1935 referendum (which had been scheduled in the Treaty of 
Versailles), the Belgian Ambassador in Germany predicted that the signif-
icant majority in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy would be 
willing to declare in favour of Hitler’s Germany in the near future.35 But he 
turned out to be wrong; in 1939, revisionists failed to achieve their goal of 
achieving the absolute majority in the parliamentary elections.36

New Educational Laws

The situation of borderland schools in Polish Upper Silesia and the re-
gions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy changed not only under the 
infl uence of geopolitical power reshuffl  ings, but also as a result of long-
awaited educational reforms meant to guarantee children a universal, 
modern childhood.

Poland

In Poland, the Sanacja regime tackled primary education policy a  er it 
had ensured a complete takeover of power. In 1932, the Polish Minister 
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responsible for education, Janusz Jędrzejewicz, introduced a major re-
form.37 Most signifi cantly, it established a centralised system of secular 
primary schooling all over Poland, consisting of seven years of education. 
Owing to limited fi nancial means, only the fi rst four years were on off er 
in village schools, and the later three years only in municipality or city 
schools. Because many pupils switched a  er the fi rst four years to Polish-
speaking evening classes for working pupils instead of having to com-
mute, the educational law limited the social advance of rural children and 
caused a further reduction in the number of minority schools off ering 
teaching in a language other than Polish.38 In addition, placing public and 
private schools under the same law caused private schools – which were 
more numerous among minority schools – to face more legal regulations, 
regulations they o  en could not fulfi l, and which led to their closure.39 All 
teachers employed in state and private schools, for example, needed to 
hold Polish citizenship.40

Another important characteristic of the Jędrzejewicz law was that from 
1932 onwards, primary school children following the Polish-speaking cur-
riculum in Poland were not obliged to receive foreign language training 
(although a foreign language could be taught as a supplementary course 
in the two highest classes).41 Meanwhile, children all over Poland receiv-
ing education in a language other than Polish, such as those following the 
German-speaking curriculum in Polish Upper Silesia, needed to learn Pol-
ish from the third class onwards,42 but a specifi c number of hours was not 
prescribed; the law required ‘a precise knowledge of the state language’ 
to be acquired.43

The fi nal important element of the law was the dominance of the Polish 
state over religious practices in schools, prescribing, for example, the right 
of school principals to intervene in all religious activities taking place in 
their schools. It was Jędrzejewicz’s conviction that religion should not in-
fl uence the functioning of public institutions or sit in moral judgement on 
citizens.44 The Catholic Church in Poland continued to ba  le areligious 
education, based on a statement made by Pope Pius XI in 1929 against 
pedagogical neutrality.45

Polish Upper Silesia

Although Polish Upper Silesia enjoyed autonomy in educational mea-
sures, and Sanacja supporters never achieved a majority in the Silesian 
Parliament, the Jędrzejewicz reform was implemented here in 1932.46 De-
spite the protests of Silesian parliamentarians and the Catholic Church, 
Voivode Michał Grażyński was able to introduce this Polish law in the 
autonomous border region by making use of a careless formulation in 
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the Organic Statute of the Silesian Voivodeship of 1920.47 His decision an-
nulled the voivodeship’s autonomy in most domains related to education 
and bypassed the decision-making capacity of the Silesian Parliament. 
Instead of the Silesian Parliament, the Polish Parliament became more in-
volved, but national minorities here held li  le sway. The political party 
that had defended their interests, the Union of National Minorities (Blok 
Mniejszości Narodowych), had ceased to play a political role in 1930, 
when the elections gave the Sanacja regime the majority of the votes.48 
Moreover, a  er the death of Józef Piłsudski in 1935, the elected assembly 
saw its infl uence reduced and Poland began to be run autocratically by a 
small group of people who had closely cooperated with the former mar-
shal and who endorsed the ex-combatant myth of those whose military 
eff ort had brought about the resurrection of the state in 1918.49

The new legal framework could not prevent the re-emergence of a 
power struggle over language learning between supranational, national 
and regional historical actors, but merely redirected such struggles. A rep-
etition of the power struggle over human territoriality from earlier years 
was the result. These ba  les were o  en won by the historical actor who 
could aff ord the highest fi nancial injection; money continued to play a 
crucial role in the spatialisation of power.50

The fi rst inconsistency in the new system of power applicable to Polish 
Upper Silesia concerned the bilateral Polish-German compromise of 1934, 
which failed in its a  empts to resolve the issue of competition among pu-
pils for access to specifi c schools, which had escalated between 1926 and 
1932. As part of this compromise, the need for parents to fi ll in language 
declarations was abandoned, and language exams were re-established 
and made compulsory for every child wanting to receive teaching in Ger-
man. A joint examining commi  ee staff ed by representatives of the Sile-
sian Voivodeship Offi  ce and the Volksbund tested whether a child knew 
enough German to benefi t from taking its courses in German. In reality, 
however, inconsistencies were simply duplicated. Among the pupils tak-
ing the language exam in 1936, for example, were thirteen-year-old Wil-
helm Papon and nine-year-old Alfred Stanko. Their parents wanted them 
to change from the public Polish-speaking school in Koszęcin to the private 
German-speaking school in the same village.51 The joint examining com-
mi  ee could not come to a decision as to whether the boys knew German 
well enough to benefi t from education in German, and therefore repeated 
the solution developed at the end of the 1920s. It brought in an impar-
tial examiner, this time from Austria, whose function was similar to the 
one Wilhelm Maurer had held before.52 When Wilhelm Papon and Alfred 
Stanko retook the exam in front of the Austrian pedagogue, they failed.53 
Between 1933 and 1937, the percentage of pupils passing the tests fell by 
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7 per cent each year.54 Interestingly, however, the private German-speak-
ing school of Koszęcin did not experience a decline in the number of pu-
pils. Smaller German minority schools in the Lubliniec district needed to 
close their doors, but their pupils could commute to the Koszęcin private 
school in a school bus paid for by the owner of the school, the Prince of 
Hohenlohe.55 As a result, the number of children a  ending his school 
doubled in 1934 from 63 to 137, steadily increased to 142 in 1935, and 
remained at that level until 1937.56 German-speaking schools were able 
to resist a signifi cant reduction in the number of private schools owing to 
the material welfare of pupils’ parents and the fi nancial and material sup-
port sent from Germany.57 In Polish Upper Silesia, moreover, the Geneva 
Convention remained in force until 1937, thanks to which the number of 
German-speaking schools declined more slowly than those in Greater Po-
land and Pomerania.58

The second inconsistency in the new system of power applicable to 
Polish Upper Silesia was noticeable in the school curriculum. The stan-
dardisation of the school curriculum throughout Poland meant that the 
primary school curriculum in Polish Upper Silesia was reduced from 
eight to seven years. In the Lubliniec bilingual school, a seven-year and 
an eight-year curriculum were introduced within the Polish learning 
branch – the eight-year one being paid for by Silesian authorities. Within 
the German-speaking branch, however, only a seven-year curriculum re-
mained.59 As there was no longer a law applicable to the eight-year cur-
riculum of primary schooling, neither the Volksbund nor pupils’ parents 
could demand from the voivodeship permission to organise the eighth 
year of schooling. 

The third inconsistency arose when the Polish government’s budget 
for education shrank as a result of the economic recession, merely a year 
a  er the Jędrzejewicz law had come into force.60 As a result, from early 
on Polish policymakers needed to lower their ambitions when it came 
to a  racting pupils in Polish Upper Silesia to Polish-speaking schools. It 
was decided that these children were to start primary school at the age of 
seven, as was the case in the rest of Poland, instead of continuing to start 
at the age of six.61 The budget cuts happened precisely at the moment 
when the children of the postwar demographic boom started to fi ll the 
schools. In the Lubliniec school, for example, 720 pupils had a  ended the 
school in 1925–1926, but by 1932–1933 their number had already increased 
to 1,287.62 As many parents were used to sending their children to school 
at the age of six, this decision caused an exponential rise in the number 
of kindergartens, greater than elsewhere in Poland, which were paid for 
with regional public money from the Silesian Voivodeship, city councils, 
and private donors.63
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These are three examples of how money could considerably counter-
balance the universalisation of primary education understood as privileg-
ing the Polish language over other languages spoken in interwar Poland. 
Two other factors that could turn an inconsistency into a benefi t for bor-
derland children were Polish policymakers’ concerns regarding their 
country’s international relations and local protest. A  er the position of the 
League of Nations had been weakened, school inspectors throughout Pol-
ish Upper Silesia started to force teachers in German-speaking cur ricula 
to adhere to the Grabski law of 1924. This resulted in a reduction of the 
number of pupils receiving their entire school curriculum in a language 
other than Polish in schools not covered by Article 9 in the Minority Treaty 
(and hence de jure not in Polish Upper Silesia). School inspectors con-
cluded, for example, that the content of history classes provided in the 
German language was unsatisfactory and suggested that these classes be 
taught in Polish instead; however, the Polish government later allowed 
for these courses to be taught in German again, in order not to endanger 
Polish-German bilateral relations.64 In addition, the loudest criticisms of 
the Jędrzejewicz reform in Polish Upper Silesia did not concern language 
learning regulations, but rather the threat to reduce religious instruction 
from four to two hours a week, which eventually did not happen.65 The 
dominance of the Polish state over religious practices in schools was not 
as great in Polish Upper Silesia as elsewhere in Poland, one of the few ex-
ceptions being that a  er the implementation of the 1932 law schools could 
retain their Catholic status.66

Belgium

In Belgium, the universalisation of childhood by means of primary edu-
cation was understood diff erently than in Poland. The new educational 
law of 1932 standardising primary education was pushed for by Flem-
ish nationalists with intentions similar to those of Polish nationalists, but 
the law came about during a democratic decision-making procedure in 
which these Flemish nationalists were a minority. The law stated, fi rst, 
that the language spoken in a child’s social environment, whether that 
be in Wallonia or Flanders, would now be the language of instruction 
in primary schools, and not the child’s mother tongue. Second, foreign 
language training would now start from the fi  h year onwards.67 With 
the aim of creating two large monolingual regions within Belgium, the 
1932 education law in Belgium annulled the permanent status of French-
speaking schools in Flanders. If at least 30 per cent of the population in 
a municipality claimed to speak the non-dominant language, temporary 
(and not permanent, as had previously been the case) so-called trans-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license thanks to the support of Centre for Contemporary and Digital History at the University of Luxembourg. Not for resale.



168   |   Peripheries at the Centre

mutation classes could host their children from then on. In these classes, 
foreign language training was introduced from the third year onwards 
and the number of hours devoted to it increased over the years.

However, the introduction of these transmutation classes went against 
the idea of off ering similar conditions of language learning in Wallonia and 
in Flanders, as there was a lack of transmutation classes for Dutch-speaking 
children in Wallonia. The requirement to set up such classes had been 
expressed by the Flemish socialist politician Camille Huysmans in the dis-
cussions preceding the law’s passage, when the Liberal Party had defended 
the existence of permanent French-speaking schools in Flanders. How-
ever, afraid to ‘introduce bilingualism in Wallonia’, as the socialist Wallo-
nian politician Jules Destrée formulated it, he conceded that transforming 
the French-speaking schools outside of Wallonia with a permanent status 
into transmutation schools was a compromise that was preferable to the 
establishment of Dutch-speaking schools in Wallonia.68

Schools in Brussels and in municipalities along the language border 
(a mobile border established on the basis of the outcome of censuses or-
ganised every ten years in order to detect the mother tongue of inhabi-
tants) maintained the principle of mother tongue recruitment and off ered 
a more bilingual regime. Whereas the previous educational law of 1914 
had mentioned only that the language of instruction could diff er from the 
dominant language spoken in the children’s social environment, the new 
law stipulated that where 30 per cent of guardians wished their children 
to be educated in a language diff erent from the dominant language indi-
cated in the latest census, such education was required to be provided. 
Foreign language training was to start in the third year, with the option 
to apply for earlier foreign language training, which could be permi  ed 
by means of a Royal Decree. Although guardians were supposed to in-
dicate the mother tongue of their children, they o  en declared the lan-
guage in which they wanted their children to receive instruction. The 
language inspectors controlling the implementation of the law observed 
countless violations in this respect, but out of respect for the freedom of 
guardians in choosing a school for their children, no sanctions followed. 
Moreover, school buildings could o  en be made available for newly es-
tablished French-speaking, but not Dutch-speaking, classes, because the 
parents interested in the former were well represented in local politics.69 
The building of schools in Belgium remained the sole responsibility of 
municipalities until 1937, when it was entrusted to the state in order to en-
sure uniform standards.70 Belgian statesmen did not have the intention of 
creating a nationalised landscape by erecting school buildings. As a conse-
quence, schools in Brussels and in municipalities along language borders 
continued to play an important role in enabling Dutch-speaking children 
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to speak French fl uently – as opposed to enabling French-speaking chil-
dren to speak Dutch fl uently.71

The Regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy

The law did not convert the German-speaking zone earlier established by 
Herman Baltia into a third language region. However, it did include a 
clause specifying that in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy 
the government could allow for conditions departing from the rules out-
lined for children in Brussels and municipalities along the language bor-
der.72 Interestingly, nobody made use of that specifi c clause throughout the 
1930s.73 Although not specifi cally designed for the regions of Eupen, Sankt 
Vith and Malmedy, the law did resolve the public tensions over language 
learning from before and put an end to regional ba  les over language 
learning. It even allowed municipality schools in the French-speaking 
zone of former Eupen-Malmedy, encompassing inhabitants who had de-
clared themselves either French speakers or bilingual in Baltia’s language 
survey of 1920, to conduct the most consistent action against Francisation 
in the whole of Belgium. Baltia had dictated here that all pupils start their 
education in French, and this continued a  er the region lost its autono-
mous status in 1925.74 Municipalities could convert these French-speaking 
schools into schools off ering education in German, with French added as a 
foreign language in the third year of the school curriculum. A report com-
posed by students from Germany during their scientifi c fi eld trip to the 
regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy stated that in 1938 a majority 
of schools (thirteen out of twenty-one) had done so.75 A critical interpreta-
tion of that report is necessary, as, following Hitler’s assumption to power, 
pedagogical academies in Germany had been purifi ed of people hostile 
to the new regime.76 New pedagogical academies, established in German 
peripheral rural areas near state border lines, were engaged in gathering 
scientifi c proof that the inhabitants on the other side also belonged to the 
German Volk.77 In the absence of other sources, it is impossible to verify the 
report, but the simple fact remains that the Belgian state provided a legal 
framework in which this phenomenon was made possible.

The German-speaking children in the French-speaking zone of former 
Eupen-Malmedy appeared to be the true benefi ciaries of the Belgian Ed-
ucation Act of 1932. These inhabitants could group together to change 
their education from French, a language Baltia imposed on them with a 
clear nationalising aim in mind, to German, a language they preferred. 
No supranational institution was needed to enable borderland pupils in 
the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy to enjoy all the language 
learning conditions they wished for. Belgian policymakers themselves 
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went through a democratic decision-making procedure and provided 
borderland inhabitants with the legal framework to make such a change. 
An additional legal clause even stipulated that borderland inhabitants 
could have proposed yet another solution. These German-speaking pupils 
found themselves in a more advantageous situation than Dutch-speaking 
pupils in Brussels, for example, who had the right to open classes in Dutch 
for their children, but lacked the necessary school buildings.78 Indeed, in 
the villages around the city of Malmedy, Prussian authorities had already 
erected a suffi  cient number of school buildings.

Pedagogical Reforms

The new educational laws introduced in Poland and Belgium in 1932 
were not only diff erent, they also worked out diff erently in Polish Upper 
Silesia and the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy. Whereas in 
Polish Upper Silesia, the Jędrzejewicz law merely redirected the ba  le 
over human territoriality to other topics, in the regions of Eupen, Sankt 
Vith and Malmedy, the new law unintentionally put an end to such bat-
tles. Along with the introduction of new educational laws, the systems of 
power applicable to Polish Upper Silesia and the regions of Eupen, Sankt 
Vith and Malmedy were infl uenced by long awaited pedagogical reforms 
that were to enable children to enjoy a universal childhood. The idea that 
the language learning of pupils needed to be understood more broadly 
and encompass the social environment of the child, along with the be-
lief that styles of teaching and learning could guide human behaviour in 
a desired direction, notions already well developed in the German Em-
pire, now took hold in Poland and Belgium, but in ways that worked out 
more benefi cially for children in Polish Upper Silesia than in the regions 
of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy.

Polish Upper Silesia

In the 1930s, reform pedagogy was of pivotal importance to Polish states-
men. During his visit to Poland in 1935, even the Head of the International 
Offi  ce of Education in Geneva, the Swiss child psychologist Jean Piaget, 
was impressed by their eagerness to proliferate reform pedagogy.79 Re-
form pedagogy served their aim of moulding children into citizens who 
would endorse the Sanacja ideology. The Sanacja-supporting Minister of 
Education, Janusz Jędrzejewicz, for example, aimed to educate every child 
to become ‘a person capable of consciously taking part in collective social 
life’.80 The demographic boom predicted that social life could no longer be 
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dominated by the aristocratic elite. Sacrifi cing oneself for the state was to 
become the gateway to social advancement.81

In order to win the masses over to that vision, regional values were 
integrated into the teaching of the Polish language and culture.82 Region-
alism was not a tool to claim that Polish Upper Silesia was diff erent from, 
for instance, Mazovia or Pomerania, but to display how similar Polish 
Upper Silesia and its destiny were to the rest of the country. In Poland, 
scientists were convinced that state upbringing could come about only if it 
were grounded in the traditions of the various national minorities inhab-
iting Poland.83 They urged for research to be carried out on rural children 
because of what the infl uential Polish pedagogue Zygmunt Mysłakow-
ski called their ‘pivotal importance’ for the ‘future’ of the Polish nation.84 
Some of them started to research the living conditions of rural children in 
Polish Upper Silesia because they believed their fi ndings could help to im-
prove the children’s school results and future professional careers within 
Poland. Many of these scientists engaged local teachers in carrying out 
their experiments.85 Their enthusiasm led to a sprawl of initiatives both 
inside and outside research institutes, initiatives that shed some light on 
styles of teaching and learning in Polish Upper Silesia, but did not come to 
any broader conclusions.86 However, some of these studies deserve to be 
looked at in greater detail because they used scientifi c methodologies that 
were truly innovative in Europe at the time. In what follows, I shall show 
how styles of teaching and learning were discovered in the Polish Upper 
Silesia of the 1930s, and seek to establish reasons why these ground-
breaking scientifi c studies failed to generate societal change.

The fi rst group of studies was generated by scientists from Warsaw, 
who spent li  le time in Polish Upper Silesia, used research techniques they 
felt familiar with, and published their results in general Polish scientifi c 
journals or Varsovian publishing houses. A Polish sociologist, Zygmunt 
Gryń, sent out questionnaires for pupils to teachers in Polish-speaking 
schools. His analysis revealed that a majority of the children did not do 
their homework or preferred to do it at school, because they considered 
the conditions at home inadequate, they needed to perform physical la-
bour, they were hungry, or they did not have anything to write with.87

Dr Konstanty Sobolski, a teacher at a Polish-speaking state seminary for 
boys south of Katowice, composed a typology of a Silesian rural child and 
submi  ed it to a writing competition for teachers organised by Stanisław 
Mariusz Studencki and Maria Librachowa. The la  er was a leading child 
psychologist who had received her training in pedagogy in Brussels in the 
fi rst decade of the twentieth century.88 Inspired by German psychologi-
cal research, the psychologists believed that the natural environment in 
which rural children grew up had an infl uence on their minds and could 
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explain why their school results were worse than those of children grow-
ing up in cities.89 They aimed at generating a ‘psychological characteristic 
of a rural child’:

If you want to get into the mind of a rural child, you need to take into consid-
eration his defi ning characteristics. However, this indication is only the starting 
point, the moment of approaching the child’s mind. Further roads may divide 
into two opposite directions, depending on what we intend to achieve. There-
fore, it will either be deemed necessary to maintain and nurture these charac-
teristics as individualizing characteristics, and therefore both the programme 
and teaching method should be oriented towards concretism and practicism, 
avoiding abstraction and theorisation; or, alternatively, we should seek to stim-
ulate and strengthen the weakened functions of the mind, as long as we rec-
ognize their value and importance for the development of the individual. . . . 
From the standpoint of the rights of the individual and the principle of social 
justice, and even from the standpoint of a deeply understood social utility, only 
the principle of individualisation, consisting in the strengthening and stimula-
tion of weakened psychological dispositions, seems justifi ed, as long as they be-
long to those that are needed to reach a higher level of spiritual development.90

Sobolski’s essay reads like a public cry for a universal childhood. A Sile-
sian rural child, Sobolski wrote, enjoyed be  er hygienic conditions than 
elsewhere in Poland, but from the age of fi ve needed to perform physical 
work, which ‘restricted normal physical development’ and made the child 
‘less joyful and at times depressive’.91 Sobolski pointed to the importance 
of the family during the formation of the child’s personality. Sobolski said 
Silesian children did not have the courage to develop their own opinions, 
as they were expected to serve on the family farm. More than elsewhere in 
Poland, he added, Silesian children were not supposed to refl ect on moral 
categories, as religion off ered a set of dominant guidelines for life prac-
tices.92 As a result, Silesian children were practical and energetic: ‘very 
few slow and thoughtful types here’.93 Just like Librachowa, Sobolski was 
fi rmly convinced that Silesian children possessed creative potential.94 We 
need, Sobolski concluded, to ‘extract these values and strengths fl ourish-
ing in the child, which can be of invaluable benefi t to the nation and the 
state’.95

On the basis of the collected essays containing regional typologies of 
rural children throughout Poland, the psychologists published their psy-
chological characteristic of the rural child. The innovative insight pro-
vided by the book was a causal relation between the deplorable hygienic 
conditions at home and the weakened health and hampered development 
of children growing up in the countryside.96 Librachowa therefore rec-
ommended a pedagogical strategy to support these rural children during 
their development. The societal ‘disease’ of rural children’s poor school 
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results, Librachowa suggested, ‘needed to be cured at its source, in the liv-
ing conditions of rural children at home’.97 Children, she pleaded, needed 
to be given the right to be children. Books, games and ‘as many toys as 
possible’ were needed to stimulate children’s imagination.98

The work of Jan Szczepański (discussed in chapter three) can also be 
situated within this group. The Varsovian sociologist organised a writing 
contest in Polish and discovered that parents in Polish Upper Silesia gave 
their children the message that schools were something foreign to them, 
an ‘unavoidable necessity’ they simply had to bear, leading to the children 
valuing their classmates more than their teachers.99

A second group of research publications emerged at the Pedagogical 
Institute in Katowice, which, as we saw in the previous chapter, had been 
set up in 1928 and was fi nanced by the Polish government. The director, 
the Cracovian pedagogue Zygmunt Mysłakowski, trained local teachers 
to select and observe families on the way in which they educated their 
children. Andrzej Michna was among the fi rst teachers to a  end a work-
shop at the Pedagogical Institute in Katowice.100 He was born in Upper 
Silesia and ran the only primary school in Wikowyje, a village of 720 
people situated south of Katowice.101 Mysłakowski developed a research 
methodology based on the works of two French scientists from the famous 
social science school (la science sociale). He was inspired by the French 
social engineer and politician Frédéric le Play, who conducted a survey 
among worker families throughout France and developed a programme 
of social reforms on the basis of his analysis, as well as by Paul Descamps, 
who put forward a programme of dynamic education aiming to bring up 
individuals capable of adapting their practices to an ever-changing social 
environment.102 Mysłakowski sent out his teachers to conduct empirical 
fi eldwork with a scheme of open questions related to the lifeworlds of 
rural children.103 Within that scheme, Andrzej Michna included his own 
methodology.104 Michna developed fi ve questions for children a  ending 
school:

Who do you want to be?
Which hero do you like the most?
Who in the village would you like to be similar to?
Which books do you read most o  en?
Who do you play with?105

Michna discovered that rural children were o  en less able than chil-
dren growing up in cities to express their experiences verbally, because 
they concentrated more on developing an intuitive understanding of the 
weather and the land.106 He therefore praised all the more the eff orts of 
parents to talk to their children:

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license thanks to the support of Centre for Contemporary and Digital History at the University of Luxembourg. Not for resale.



174   |   Peripheries at the Centre

The father is usually taciturn, but becomes talkative when he is alone with the 
children. Li  le Stefek can walk with his father for half a day next to the plough, 
and keeps on talking to him. When he came back from school, I heard a frag-
ment of their conversation. Stefek: Dad, if we kept on ploughing through the 
teacher’s garden, through the mayor’s lake, through Podlesie and further and 
further, where would we end up? Father: Well, we would probably come to the 
sea. Stefek: What is that, the sea? Father: It is a big lake, even bigger than the 
one at Spyra’s place. Stefek: Even bigger, as big as the one at Mikołów?107

To Zygmunt Mysłakowski, this scene looked like ‘a painting of the 
Flemish school, full of passion for realism and with a love for facts’.108 It 
justifi ed to him how scientists and teachers could contribute to the con-
solidation of a Polish nation based on cultural and linguistic diversity.109 
In the wealthiest family of his village, children answered Michna’s self-
developed questions as follows:

Otylja: 1. I want to marry a nice boy, a boy I choose myself. 2. Duke Michorowski. 
3. I want to be like my mother because she does not do any wrong to people. 
4. I prefer reading about love. 5. I consider H. Sp. my friend, because she will 
not reveal a secret entrusted to her.

Clara: 1. I want to be a teacher. 2. Andrzej Kmicić [hero of Sienkiewicz’s novel 
The Deluge]. 3. I want to be like the school principal, because he teaches well. 
4. I read about love, but not stupid stories like Tila. 5. I am friends with B.K. 
because she is a decent girl.

Helena: 1. I want to be a publican, in order to run the pub diff erently from my 
aunt. 2. I like everybody who is decent. 3. I do not want to be like anyone in the 
village. 4. I read fairy tales in which somebody fi nds a lot of money. 5. I am not 
friends with anybody.110

Michna praised the children for having a realistic plan for their future. 
The answers provided by some of the children in the poorest family, now 
headed by an unemployed father, were as follows:

Lucja: 1. I want to be a merchant because they make a lot of money and live 
well. 2. I like Casimir the Great the most because he reigned well. 3. I want to 
be like M.B. because she is si  ing in the store all day selling things. 4. I love 
reading about kings and rich people. 5. I hang out with M.B., but she does not 
really want to.

Pawel: 1. I want to be a locksmith because he is capable of doing everything 
and has a lot of money. 2. I like that one who fl ew from America over the sea, 
because he was not afraid. 3. I want to be like S.P., a wheeler, because he is a 
foreman and has pupils. 4. I read nothing because my eyes hurt. 5. I am friends 
with A. R., because he is smart and can clown around.

Gertrude: 1. I would like to be a teacher, in order to make money and pay back 
my parents what they are now investing in raising me. 2. I like Casimir the 
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Great because he built up Poland a  er the wars. 3. I want to be like Juta [a nine-
month-old baby] because she is happy and she does not know about anything. 
4. I prefer reading fairy tales because there are diff erent jokes to laugh at. 5. I do 
not have friends because I have no time.

Michna blamed the parents for their lack of authority, which caused 
the children to develop escape strategies that exceeded their physical and 
fi nancial possibilities.111 He did not, however, blame the parents for the 
diffi  culties their off spring had following the lessons in class because they 
were hungry. Michna’s interpretation shows that his primary concern 
was for families to be responsible for ensuring the stability of the village 
community, not to educate imaginative adults. Mysłakowski did not com-
ment on these fi ndings. Did he remain silent because he had once believed 
Michna could become the kind of creative teacher capable of generating 
social change, but who turned out to be too conservative to bring about 
social reform?112

Another study conducted at the Pedagogical Institute in Katowice 
tested the veracity of a widely held opinion among teachers in Polish 
Upper Silesia, that Silesian children were themselves to blame for the fact 
their school results were worse than those of pupils in the Krakow re-
gion, given the fact that Silesian children were taught in the best school 
buildings the country possessed.113 Children were asked to fi ll in the most 
common intelligence test at the time, the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale 
adapted by Lewis M. Terman in 1916, as well as the fi rst Polish intelligence 
test developed by Maria Grzywak-Kaczyńska, who had received part of 
her education in Switzerland and was Poland’s fi rst school psychologist.114 
However, when Józef Pieter realised that pupils in Polish Upper Silesia 
experienced problems understanding the Polish words in the tests, he de-
veloped his own questionnaire to accompany the tests. The questionnaire 
was to be fi lled in by local teachers and quantifi ed the extent to which 
predefi ned elements in the pupils’ environment correlated to the forma-
tion of their intelligence.115 It evaluated, for example, the profession of the 
children’s parents, from ‘extremely diverse ways of earning money (+10)’ 
to ‘an unemployed environment (-10)’; the family of the children: ‘father 
and mother (0), father or mother (-5), orphan (-15)’; access to alcohol: ‘very 
easy access (-15), occasional access (-5), rare access (0)’; and occasional fac-
tors, such as ‘the strong infl uence of a person or book on children living 
in bad conditions (+50)’.116 Pieter concluded that there was a signifi cant 
statistical correlation between the living environment of the children in 
Polish Upper Silesia and their intelligence.117

The fi nal group of sources took the form of pedagogical experiments 
developed by teachers in Polish Upper Silesia. The work of Gustaw Mor-
cinek, probably Silesia’s most famous teacher, off ers us a splendid exam-
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ple of the kind of civic education Sanacja ideologists wanted to generate.118 
Morcinek received his teacher training in Galicia before the First World 
War and became a teacher in 1922 in the part of Polish Upper Silesia that 
had belonged to Galicia. He combined his job as a primary school teacher 
in Skoczów, a village in the vicinity of Bielsko-Biała, with a career as a 
writer of columns and children’s books.119 In his famous fi ctional trilogy 
for children set in his own village, he described how his heroes, repre-
senting diff erent social groups, learned Polish in school.120 The heroes 
spoke with each other in Silesian or Polish, made language mistakes in 
their Polish essays and corrected these later spontaneously by themselves 
or following the advice of a classmate.121 The trilogy had a scope reaching 
well beyond Polish Upper Silesia, as the author included selected extracts 
of le  ers he had received from children from all over Poland comment-
ing on his columns. He presented these extracts as they had been wri  en, 
with all the spelling mistakes that entailed, and added comments of his 
own. Interested in the spontaneity of the child-writer, Morcinek especially 
criticised the infl uence of teachers and parents on how children wrote. 
He encouraged children to talk to and help each other, as well as to send 
le  ers and li  le gi  s to children elsewhere in Poland.122

Looking at the school journal The Young Citizen (Młody Obywatel), an 
initiative launched in 1934 in the primary school of Lubliniec by the Pol-
ish language teacher Stanisław Owczarek, we come to understand why 
Morcinek’s fi ctional world could not match up with reality.123 Owczarek 
responded to a circular of the Polish Ministry of Religious Denominations 
and Public Enlightenment (Ministerstwo Wyznań Religĳ nych i Oświece-
nia – hereina  er MWRiOP) encouraging school teachers to submit school 
journals for a competition.124 In The Young Citizen, Owczarek presented 
Piłsudski’s Polish Legions (operating within the Habsburg army) as the 
army responsible for bringing about Polish independence, despite the lim-
ited role it had played during the First World War.125 Being a young citi-
zen, pupils learned, meant bringing about the kind of social relationships 
Józef Piłsudski had established and supervised within the Legions.126 
Fi  h-grade pupil Krysia Gotzówna proved she had understood that les-
son well. On the occasion of the anniversary of Polish independence, she 
wrote: ‘Independence, do you know who fought for it? Grandfather Józef 
Piłsudski, popularly called Ziuk. In his younger years, he was hard and te-
nacious.’ Krysia described how Ziuk had secretly read Polish books when 
he was young, and had loved his soldiers during the First World War, 
many of whom had not even been fi  een years old. These soldiers, Krysia 
informed her classmates, gave their lives for him and helped to establish 
a free Poland ‘for us’. Krysia encouraged her readers to behave like these 
soldiers: ‘Let us learn diligently and let us be courteous, because Grandfa-
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ther loves children, but diligent and good ones.’127 During the First World 
War, a propaganda machinery had already begun to create the imagine of 
Józef Piłsudski as a grandfather who took good care of his troops, paying 
visits to young wounded soldiers in fi eld hospitals.128 By 1934, the heroifi -
cation of Józef Piłsudski had proliferated widely, and this process would 
only accelerate a  er his death one year later.129

The school journal ran for only a year and a half. Many causes can be 
given for its failure. Owczarek appeared unable to resolve the question 
of linguistic diversity.130 Printed only in Polish, The Young Citizen failed 
to appeal to the pupils a  ending the German-speaking branch within the 
same school. In all the volumes of the school journal that remain, the lat-
ter did not feature once. Stanisław Owczarek also visibly struggled with 
the regionalism even Voivode Michał Grażynski had come to stand for. 

FIGURE 5.1. The school journal The Young Citizen, produced by the bilingual primary school 
in Lubliniec, was printed only in Polish. Młody Obywatel, 1935, vol. 2, 3, front cover 

(copyright: Public Primary School in Lubliniec Nr. 1).
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Whereas in the 1920s Grażyński had ordered the systematic replacement 
of Silesian by Polish in education (as exemplifi ed most clearly by Jan 
Żebrok’s textbooks, discussed in chapter four, which were employed to 
curb the use of Silesian), by the early 1930s, he had come to consider Sile-
sian a regional tradition that could enrich the Polish language.131 Instead, 
Owczarek, while still not encouraging his pupils to use Silesian expres-
sions, did encourage them to make connections between the origins of the 
land they called home and the re-emergence of the Polish state, including 
in the journal their essays about mediaeval Silesian Church chapels.132 His 
a  empt to include religious elements in the journal was doomed to fail, 
as the teaching personnel in the bilingual school of Lubliniec remained 
deeply divided between two groups. On the one hand, there were teachers 
like Owczarek, who had migrated to Lubliniec and who was a member of 
the Association of Polish Teachers (Związek Nauczycieli Polskich – here-
ina  er ZNP), an organisation supporting Sanacja ideology and running 
summer courses in reform pedagogy.133 A signifi cant part of the teaching 
personnel, including most of the locally recruited teachers, however, be-
longed to a religiously oriented labour organisation.134 Another reason for 
The Young Citizen’s failure can be found in its lack of appeal to pupils. The 
children who wrote readers’ le  ers to the journal revealed they liked the 
crosswords the most.135

What emerges most clearly from the rich descriptions of the lifeworlds 
of children in the writings of scientists and teachers is the Silesian rural 
child’s struggle to learn languages, despite being taught in Poland’s best 
school buildings. Child labour, hunger, their religious conviction and prag-
matic approach to life were considered obstacles to the transformation of 
these borderland children into creative future citizens of the Polish state. 
The fi ctional heroes in Morcinek’s children’s books succeeded in learning 
languages through working together, but the children making the school 
journal The Young Citizen in the Lubliniec primary school did not. The 
sources reveal a corps of teachers concerned with bringing about a uni-
versal childhood, but diff ering in their interpretation of what that had to 
entail. Whereas Dr Sobolski contributed to the generation of new scien-
tifi c fi ndings in order to bring about a social revolution, and Gustaw Mor-
cinek used fi ction to instil in young readers a sense of civic responsibility, 
a teacher like Stanisław Owczarek was at best only a modest reformer. 
Andrzej Michna’s publication off ers the most in-depth portrait of a teacher 
whose traditionalist conceptions hindered his ability to generate social 
change. In sum, a number of factors impeded the publications’ chances of 
generating social change: the fragmentation of the Polish scientifi c land-
scape, the weak affi  nity of some of the scientists with life in Polish Upper 
Silesia, the diff erent opinions among scientists and teachers on what lan-
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guage learning should look like, and the hostile a  itude of the Catholic 
Church towards reform pedagogy.

The Regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy

In Belgium, an educational programme deeply infl uenced by the scien-
tifi c insights of Belgium’s most famous reform pedagogue Ovide Decroly 
(1871–1932) was introduced, with the aim of spreading reform pedagogy 
among the masses. The educational task of teachers was to talk with pu-
pils in a way which resembled familial conversations, to allow each indi-
vidual child to speak his or her own language, and to let them play, since 
it was believed, somewhat unrealistically, that this would help them to 
speak with greater grammatical accuracy. Whereas textbooks had previ-
ously constituted the bedrock of the simultaneous teaching method, they 
were now merely a reservoir wherein pupils could fi nd information.136 
Children’s interest in disciplines other than mathematics, reading and 
writing was to be triggered by interest centres to be chosen from the re-
gional lifeworlds of children, starting from ‘the school, the church, the pa-
rental home, the garden, or the pond with their countless associations’.137 
Thus, in Belgium regional elements were also to be included in teaching, 
but there was no indication on how the regional and national were related. 
The strength of the reform programme clearly needs to be situated more 
in the pedagogical ideals it propagated than in the way these ideals were 
to be realised. It was le   up to the creativity of individual teachers to make 
the programme’s ideas intelligible to their pupils.

Since the reform programme was not legally binding, school principals 
had the freedom of choosing whether or not to implement it. In 1938, only 
467 schools in Flanders had included the programme in its school curric-
ulum, whereas 2,043 had not.138 Catholic school principals were especially 
fi erce in denouncing a reform they believed would reduce discipline, pro-
mote individualism, and which was deprived of transcendentalism.139 The 
training off ered in teaching seminars, moreover, did not change as a re-
sult of the reform programme. Teachers continued to be taught to act like 
shepherds, to ‘intervene, punish and reward’ rather than to listen, accept 
and converse. ‘Adult’s logic’ was to set the tone, not ‘the culture of the 
inner child’.140

The Belgian Kingdom was a socially stable but politically unstable entity, 
as a result of which it was hard to fi nd politicians or scientists eager to gen-
erate social upheaval. In contrast to what happened in Polish Upper Sile-
sia, rural children in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy were 
not called upon to be empowered and join the nation-state’s elite.141 Rural 
children were simply not considered important enough. In addition, the re-
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gions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy did not have the same economic 
and strategic weight for the Belgian nation-state that Polish Upper Silesia 
did for Poland. Whereas the Polish government established a Pedagogical 
Institute in Katowice in order to educate a suitable new labour force for the 
country’s most important industrial centre, Belgian statesmen did not come 
up with a similar idea precisely because they did not care enough about the 
future of the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy within Belgium. 
Moreover, because the Catholic Church had a free hand over the pedagog-
ical approach in Catholic schools and was, on the whole, rather negatively 
disposed towards reform pedagogy, and all schools in the regions of Eupen, 
Sankt Vith and Malmedy at the time were Catholic, it was more diffi  cult for 
reform pedagogues to get a foot on the ground than in Poland.

The cases of two local teachers will serve to illustrate the diff erences 
between the styles of teaching and learning in Polish Upper Silesia and 
in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy. Like a majority of the 
teachers in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy at the time, 
they were trained at Belgian seminars to be German-speaking teachers. 
The fi rst teacher taught the ten-year-old boy Karl Pitz in Eupen. One a  er-
noon in June 1936, Karl returned home from school with his homework, 
as he had not been able to fi nish his exercises in school. Karl sat down 
and, together with his father Heinrich, continued to work until 7.30 pm.142 
Heinrich Pitz sent a le  er to Karl’s teacher, asking whether the exercises 
his son needed to do were in accordance with the teaching programme. 
Perhaps he had heard of the Belgian educational reform, which had been 
printed in a Ministerial Order on 13 May 1936. When he did not receive a 
reply, Heinrich went to see the mayor of Eupen. The mayor asked school 
principal Léon Wintgens, a local inhabitant who had received a Belgian 
teaching education and had been appointed by Herman Baltia, for his and 
Karl’s teacher’s opinion.143

The dispute about Karl’s mathematics homework took place at a time 
when only one of the special measures for education that Baltia had im-
plemented in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy was still in 
force. Children a  ending the two highest years of the German language 
curriculum were advised to repeat their mathematics exercises in French 
at the end of the school year.144 Karl’s father sent his le  er at the end of 
the school year, when pupils were repeating the school material. A cru-
cial question the le  er hinted at was whether Karl was repeating these 
exercises in French or German: as Karl was a  ending the fourth grade, he 
should have been receiving them in German. To that purpose, at the behest 
of the Eupen city council, a mathematics book had been translated from 
French into German in 1931, but by the time Karl was in fourth grade, it 
had already sold out and no reprints had been ordered.145
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The mayor knew Wintgens was responsible for allocating the mathe-
matics content of the Belgian teaching programme over the course of the 
school year. Issued in 1922, that programme had already been criticised 
for being especially demanding in the third and fourth grades. Only a 
few years earlier, teachers from the other primary school in Eupen had 
presented the fourth-grade mathematics test questions to the mayor: ‘A 
hall which is 6.85 m long, 5.35 m wide and 3.80 m high is to be paved. 
How expensive is the work when the cost of detergent for 1 m2 is 0.85 
Belgian francs and that for the ceiling 1.70 Belgian francs?’146 Wintgens 
replied to Heinrich Pilz that all the tasks his son Karl was being asked 
to perform conformed to the teaching programme. There should be no 
doubt that when a pupil had ‘bad habits’, school teachers had to react. 
Karl was simply a ‘dawdler’.147 The problem was Karl’s a  itude, not the 
learning content or pedagogical approach. Wintgens’ answer illustrates 
that ideas from reform pedagogy could not be agreed upon. The individ-
ualism Heinrich Pilz asked for, and which the Belgian 1936 curriculum 
reform programme also proposed, was perceived to impede collective ed-
ucation.148 Wintgens believed that feelings of duty could only be triggered 
by the belief in God as the highest supernatural personal legislator.149 This 
was so important that Wintgens did not even feel the need to mention 
whether Karl was taught his mathematics in German or French. Because 
it was felt that styles of teaching and learning ought not to be questioned, 
we know so li  le about the language learning practices of borderland pu-
pils in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy.

The Catholic interpretation of childhood that Wintgens displayed in 
his le  er enjoyed considerable support in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith 
and Malmedy. When in 1932 tribute was paid to the old rhetoric of Bel-
gium’s nineteenth-century School Wars (namely, that the ‘soul of the child’ 
needed to be saved because the Socialist and Liberal parties did not want 
to extend state subsidies to Catholic schools), voters were for the fi rst time 
receptive to an internal Belgian political problem. Beforehand, the main 
topic during election campaigns had always been the contested switch 
of sovereignty, but now voters’ priorities were fi nally starting to widen. 
Supporting the electoral campaign of the local Catholic political party, 
the Katholische Union, the local newspaper Grenz-Echo hooted: ‘Show 
the men in order that they are, fi rst and foremost, a shield and protection 
of the Catholic religion and customs, of Catholic schools and a Catholic 
education, the protection of youth.’150 The result was electoral success for 
the local Catholic party and a drop in support for revisionist parties to 
63 per cent.

Nevertheless, teaching in a Catholic borderland school in Belgium could 
look diff erent. Klara Kirch, a local teacher from the village of Büllingen 
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(in the region of Malmedy), taught the highest class for girls in a Cath-
olic primary school. In the 1933–1934 school year, she collected pupils’ 
essays in a ‘special booklet for the highest class’.151 Published transcripts 
from the booklet are the only remaining source in which borderland pu-
pils described what their everyday lives looked like. In ‘At the Railway 
Station’, Anni was excited to take a local train ride with her sister to the 
neighbouring village of Weywertz without their parents. In ‘The Knife-
grinder’, Regina watched how a man visiting her village sharpened her 
mother’s scissors. And in ‘Herding Ca  le’, Maria described losing some 
of her aunt’s cows she had been asked to watch because she hadn’t been 
paying enough a  ention.152 Describing their authors’ individual experi-
ences and their relationship with their close social environment, these 
texts are imbued with the spirit of the future Belgian educational reform 
of 1936, despite that reform being dismissed as secular in Catholic circles. 
To conclude, the vagueness with which pedagogical reforms had been for-
mulated in order to guarantee a separation of church and state created a 
social environment in which both Catholic dogmatism and Klara Kirch’s 
regionalist initiative were possible. Depending on the ethos of the school, 
a child’s individuality could be either negated or centralised.

German Transnationalism

Throughout the chapter, it has been demonstrated how being a border-
land pupil in the 1930s continued to be diff erent from growing up in the 
mainland, despite the initiatives of Polish and Belgian policymakers to 
establish universal language learning conditions in primary education. 
However, people living in Germany found in both Polish Upper Silesia 
and in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy a similarly suc-
cessful strategy to support borderland pupils in their language learning 
process. State offi  cials and citizens in Germany off ered material support 
to children living on the other side of the border, because they considered 
them to be part of the same German nation. This German (trans)nation-
alism infl uenced the systems of power applicable to Polish Upper Silesia 
and the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy in the 1930s in similar 
ways. By providing the best educational support Germany had to off er, it 
managed to seriously challenge its Polish and Belgian competitors.

Polish Upper Silesia

In Polish Upper Silesia, German and Polish nationalists competed to put 
up landmarks that would demonstrate their progressive beliefs. They 
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both used child policy as a weapon in the symbolic ba  le of modernity. 
In the early 1930s, for example, the German-speaking private school of 
Koszęcin received a new school building paid for with German taxpayers’ 
money.153 Owing to the German Empire’s failure to build a suffi  cient num-
ber of schools in Silesia, and the demographic boom in Polish Upper Sile-
sia in the interwar years, there was an urgent need for school buildings.154 
German authorities explained their ambitious project to build sixty-three 
schools in Polish Upper Silesia as ‘a preparation for a future recovery of 
the territory’.155 Developed by progressive Berlin architects, school build-
ings were to function as the pulsing heart of social life:156

The private school should not only serve school teaching. The building is at the 
same time a home for institutions for young people who are not yet obliged to 
a  end school, as well as for those who have le   school, as well as for all other 
institutions of free education and training. It is therefore necessary to create 
rooms for kindergartens and household courses, and to make room for gym-
nastics and sporting activities.157

In the end, eleven school buildings were built in Polish Upper Silesia, 
including the building for the German-speaking private school of Ko-
szęcin. That new building became a thorn in the side of some local in-
habitants, who ‘demolished’ the windows of the apartment of the school 
principal and decorated the walls ‘with hostile inscriptions’.158 Silesian 
authorities reacted to the furore by erecting their own school buildings.159 
In Katowice, the process of leaving a national signature on the landscape 
had already begun with the erection of a megalomaniacal Voivodeship 
Government Building (Gmach Urzędu Wojewódzkiego), a humanities 
academy (Dom Oświaty), and an Administration Offi  ce Building (Gmach 
Urzędow Niezespolonych). Building schools in the countryside was the 
primary means of giving the more remote districts in the Voivodeship a 
Polish face.160 In Koszęcin, a new building for the state-funded Polish-
speaking primary school was fi nished one year a  er the private German-
speaking school had been built, and was situated one street farther 
away.161 Polish nationalists considered their schools spaces of wider so-
cial and national relevance. In 1929, for example, a father enrolling his 
son at the Polish language branch of the Lubliniec school was fi ned for 
writing Stefan instead of Szczepań.162 He did that at the very moment 
when the Lubliniec district’s bulletin called upon people to change the 
spelling of their Christian and family names from German to Polish: ‘In 
our own country we should write as we are really called . . . Whoever has 
no time to apply can ask the teacher of his child for an application form 
to change his name. Children will be grateful to him, and Poland will as 
well.’163
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The Regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy

In the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy, German material sup-
port found another way to cross the border. These regions had no need 
for school buildings, demographic growth in the interwar years was more 
moderate than in Polish Upper Silesia, and no school institutions without 
Belgian state subsidies were operative during the interwar period. In 1933, 
however, an action was launched that had a similar logic to the school 
building initiative in Polish Upper Silesia.164 Aiming to outdo Lousberg’s 
locally produced alphabet book, Wilhelm Benker, a German citizen born 
in Malmedy who had migrated to Germany in the a  ermath of the First 
World War, and a member of the VDA, asked German publishing houses 
to donate fairy-tale books, with lots of beautiful coloured pictures, which 
he then sent in packages over the border.165 Teachers off ered these books 
as prizes to their pupils during German language courses.166 In other 
cases, the books were distributed at Saint Nicholas parties. Such children’s 
parties belonged to the rare social spaces where people with diff erent po-
litical opinions came together: ‘There was joy and jubilation. There was 
no shortage of humour either, with both the youngsters and their parents 
participating. I must say, we, the old, felt young again. It was a family 
festival in the true sense of the word. Even the Unionists [people in favour 
of the integration of the borderlands within Belgium], our “friends”, came 
with their children.’167

The transports of fairy-tale books ended in 1937, when border guards 
demanded that the donated books be sent with a receipt. Over the course 
of fi ve years, approximately 3,000 books had been provided; on average, 
every family in the regions of Sankt Vith and Malmedy had received at 
least one.168 As well as the material and cultural benefi ts German citizens 
contributed beyond their state border lines, however, children in the re-
gions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy also experienced National So-
cialism in a more extreme way than children in Germany. Roman Catholic 
priests condemned for paedophilia started to cross the state border line 
from Germany to the regions of Eupen and Sankt Vith in the second half 
of the 1930s, and these men became involved in providing religious ser-
vices and teaching religion in local primary schools. It is impossible today 
to fi nd decisive empirical evidence for their paedophilic activities, as the 
German regime at the time was hostile towards religion and may not have 
worried unduly about giving these priests a fair trial. Sources in the re-
gions of Eupen and Sankt Vith did not clearly report paedophilia either, 
although some hinted at it.169 There was no such trend of migration in Pol-
ish Upper Silesia, because the priests held German citizenship and were 
therefore not allowed to teach.
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Radicalisation on the Brink of the Second World War

The borderlands under study experienced a subsequent change in systems 
of power in the late 1930s. In Polish Upper Silesia, the Geneva Conven-
tion was phased out in 1937 and replaced by a Polish-German agreement 
pledging ‘mutual respect’.170 However, the ex-colonels that had come to 
rule Poland a  er the death of Józef Piłsudski in 1935 removed the last 
autonomy Polish Upper Silesia had enjoyed in education.171 In 1939, all 
Catholic schools were renamed public primary schools, while Protestant 
believers and Jews were also restricted in their opportunities to develop 
religious educational activities.172 Polish authorities no longer gave the 
guardians of children the right to choose a school, but made it the decision 
of ‘the will of Polish society, which will condemn once and for all those 
who are traitors of the national cause’.173 Language exams continued to be 
organised, but German-speaking representatives no longer had the right 
to take part in the evaluation process.174 Representatives of the German 
national minority raised the issue in the Polish Senate and with Polish 
Prime Minister Felicjan Sławoj-Składkowski, but were unable to widen 
the composition of the exam commi  ee to include members of the Ger-
man national minority.175 As a consequence, the success rate dropped con-
siderably. During the fi rst round, only 62 per cent of the children passed 
their exam.176 The language test of seven-year-old Anna Kowalska was as 
follows:

Erzähle was von deinen Ges  wistern. Tell us about your siblings.
uśmie  a się. She laughs.
Erzähle was von deinen Eltern. Tell us about your parents.
Was hast du Morgen gegessen? What did you eat this morning?
odpowiada wyrazami. She answers only with single words.
Erzähle uns was von Bilde. Tell us about this drawing.
odpowiada błędnym zdaniem. She answers with an incorrect 
  sentence.177

The girl failed the exam. But perhaps Anna was confused because one 
of the questions asked to test her knowledge of German contained a lan-
guage mistake. ‘Was hast du Morgen gegessen?’ is not standard German, 
and should have been ‘Was hast du heute gegessen?’ or ‘Was isst du mor-
gens?’ Or perhaps Anna failed because she felt uncomfortable? Clearly, 
the examiners did not organise the exam according to a child-centred ap-
proach. The exam protocol shows how li  le infl uence the scientifi c studies 
on the language learning conditions of borderland pupils had under an 
authoritarian regime when state institutions and social life were becom-
ing increasingly militarised.178 With no supranational organ to appeal to, 
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a majority of the guardians of pupils who had failed their exams either 
approached Silesian authorities, who allowed 370 children to retake the 
exam, upon which the examiners let 61 children pass, or knocked on the 
door of the Highest Administrative Court (Najwyższy Trybunał Admin-
istracyjny) to question the legitimacy of the exams, where they were le   
in the cold. A year later, the children who had failed the exams were not 
allowed to retake them.179 According to eyewitness Jan Myrcik, language 
tests remained an inadequate means of separating children in Polish 
Upper Silesia according to their language abilities. He remembered how 
in 1938 he and his friends from the public Polish-speaking school in Ko-
szęcin and from the private German-speaking school situated one street 
further away used to play together in the streets: ‘those who went to the 
minority school did not speak be  er German than we did, not at all’.180

All these measures, as well as the new regulation that forbade pupils 
to a  end German-speaking primary schools further than three kilometres 
from their homes, caused the number of pupils in the German-speaking 
private school of Koszęcin to fall for the fi rst time in the interwar period.181 
The school’s functioning also became increasingly hampered by the Pol-
ish authorities’ decision to forbid a further import of German textbooks, 
out of a concern that they were proliferating National Socialist ideology, 
and their demand that teachers sign an oath of loyalty at the beginning 
of the 1938–1939 school year.182 However, the school continued to be at-
tractive, not least because of the fi nancial support parents received from 
its owner, the Prince of Hohenlohe. Jan Popielas’s appeal to the School In-
spectorate of Lubliniec reveals how he considered sending his daughter to 
the school as an alternative source of welfare: ‘[I will be le  ] in an impossi-
ble situation because I and my children want to eat, and please answer me 
promptly, because, if I am refused, I will have to ask the Ministry of Social 
Welfare to se  le the case.’183

In the same vein, it has been argued that a prevailing motive behind the 
school boyco   in Polish Upper Silesia, when up to 500 children stopped 
a  ending primary school in September 1938 a  er being denied admit-
tance to a German-speaking school, was their unemployed parents’ desire 
to receive fi nancial compensation through a court case.184 Although the 
striking children in Polish Upper Silesia never became a mass phenome-
non in the years 1937–1939, their cases were meticulously documented in 
the local German-speaking press as clear signs of the increasing authori-
tarianism of Polish politics.185

Whereas in Polish Upper Silesia, Polish statesmen put their eff orts 
into diminishing the number of pupils receiving teaching in German, in 
Eupen, it was the parents who for the fi rst time indicated that teaching 
in German was losing some of its appeal. A few months a  er Hitler had 
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come to power, Josef Deho  ay, a leader in the local Heimatbund in the 
regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy, spoke with him and agreed 
to found an organisation with the same structure as the National Socialist 
German Workers’ Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei – 
hereina  er NSDAP): the Heima  reue Front (HF).186 His activities pro-
voked Belgian parliamentarians into voting for a law that allowed for 
the revocation of a person’s Belgian citizenship in 1934. Josef Deho  ay’s 
forced exile to Germany a year later caused a great uproar in the regions 
of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy.187 The activities of revisionist organ-
isations became more politicised when in 1936 the VDA was put under 
the control of the NSDAP.188 In order to allay the concerns of borderland 
inhabitants, Belgian authorities did not do much more than increase the 
number of troops patrolling the state border line, heighten surveillance, 
and threaten the revocation of citizenship.189 Politicians in Brussels had 
their hands full trying to keep the democratic regime operative a  er a 
quarter of the electorate had rejected it in the elections of 1936, and em-
barking upon a neutral course in international aff airs.

In contrast to Polish Upper Silesia, the language learning regula-
tions for pupils in the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy did 
not change. The Belgian state never ceased to give the guardians of bor-
derland pupils the freedom to change schools independently. However, 
under the infl uence of, inter alia, German war propaganda, borderland 
inhabitants came to feel a growing need by the late 1930s to bring their 
practices in line with one of the two juxtaposing nationalist camps. In 
1937, nineteen of the 455 pupils a  ending German-speaking primary 
schools in Eupen changed to a school in neighbouring Wallonia where 
more French was on off er.190

Conclusion

In this chapter, it has been argued that children growing up in Polish 
Upper Silesia and the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy contin-
ued to face language learning conditions which were diff erent from those 
off ered to children growing up elsewhere in, respectively, Poland and Bel-
gium. However, these conditions showed fewer similarities between the 
two case study borderlands under study than had previously been the 
case. Whereas chapter four showed major similarities in the dynamics of 
human territorialities in Polish Upper Silesia and the regions of Eupen, 
Sankt Vith and Malmedy, in this chapter, it was mainly the diff erences that 
came to the fore. Owing to the diminished role of supranational control 
over the treatment of national minorities, decisions made at a national 
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level proved most important for the conditions of language learning of 
borderland pupils. Although they intended to off er children a universal 
childhood, the new educational laws and initiatives in reform pedagogy 
launched in Poland and Belgium were diff erent, and worked out diff er-
ently, in Polish Upper Silesia and the regions of Eupen, Sankt Vith and 
Malmedy.

While Polish national authorities chose the power strategy of control 
over the organisation of primary education, thereby provoking a repeat 
of the ba  le over human territoriality in Polish Upper Silesia, they also 
decided to work along the fourth face of power in order to steer the be-
haviour of children in Poland, which transformed Polish Upper Silesia 
into a laboratory of reform pedagogical experiments and studies. Since 
Silesian children were characterised as being hindered from playing a 
constructive role in the new Polish nation-state, they were encouraged to 
work together at school, which, as the school journal The Young Citizen 
showed, did not lead to signifi cant results. Desirous of bringing about 
a universal childhood for Silesian children, local teachers, moreover, 
remained divided in their opinions on how progressive that childhood 
needed to be. Belgian statesmen, on the other hand, issued legislation 
that, albeit unintentionally, prevented a repeat of the language learning 
confl icts over social space that had taken place in Eupen at the end of 
the 1920s. However, the new legislation also continued to give the Roman 
Catholic Church, which opposed reform pedagogy, a free hand in styles of 
teaching and learning, and respected the freedom of guardians to choose 
in which language their children were to receive primary education.

What borderland pupils in Polish Upper Silesia and the regions of 
Eupen, Sankt Vith and Malmedy did have in common in the 1930s was 
that they became an object of interest for people in Germany, who were 
convinced they belonged to the same Volk. Given Germany’s rich history 
in pedagogy and its size, it required no great eff ort to assemble the man-
power needed to detect the weak points in the Polish and Belgian educa-
tional policies. Strategies were developed to outdo their neighbours by 
means of material support: mainly school buildings, in the case of Polish 
Upper Silesia, and fairy-tale books, in the case of the regions of Sankt Vith 
and Malmedy.

 The borderlands also became increasingly caught up in geopolitical 
strategies regarding the future re-division of the European continent, 
which signifi cantly relativised the importance of educational laws and 
reform pedagogical initiatives. By the end of the 1930s, scientifi c publi-
cations on styles of teaching and learning had no chance of kindling the 
social revolution Sanacja supporters had envisaged in the early 1930s, 
when, a  er the phasing out of the Geneva Convention, it was decided that 
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the ‘will of the Polish society’,191 instead of a borderland child’s guardian, 
would determine language learning conditions in primary schools (which 
Polish statesmen could get away with largely owing to the burgeoning 
fear of German aggression). Similarly, the fact that the regions of Eupen, 
Sankt Vith and Malmedy were treated as potential currency to pay off  
the security of the Belgian mainland meant that Belgian authorities had 
also become as good as indiff erent towards the language learning of its 
borderland pupils.
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