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Abstract

One of the most important global processes nowadays is migration.  Its result is, inter 
alia, the deepening multiculturalism. It can take the form of a social phenomenon, 
political project or society. In this article we have focused on multiculturalism as a social 
phenomenon. It means the presence of different cultures with an ethnic background of 
their diversity in a specific social space and historical moment. They exist together and 
accept the mutually distinct ethnic (cultural) difference. The origins of the phenomenon 
of multiculturalism go back to ancient times, although then the phenomenon did not 
have a scientific framework of analysis. Such ones appeared in the 70s and 80s of the 
twentieth century. An example of a society in which multiculturalism is present is modern 
Poland.
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Multiculturalism, what is that?

Since the 1970s and 1980s, the interest in multiculturalism has increased. At that time 
its first studies appeared. Still, they were accompanied by theories, concepts and ideas 
worked out in the past, such as assimilation, segregation, or cultural pluralism (Rokicki, 

1 �In this article fragments of the first chapter of the book by Anna Śliz, Wielokulturowość: stygmat współczesnego 
świata? Próba analizy socjologicznej [Multiculturalism: stigmata of the contemporary world? An attempt of 
sociological analysis] were used (the book submitted for publication in the UO Publishing House in May 2017).
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1996). Particularly important were the assimilation ideologies, which fail both in the 
United States and in Australia, paved the way for cultural pluralism and multiculturalism. 
At first the interest in multiculturalism started in societies shaped by the immigration 
process. They were Canada and Australia, which in the 70s adopted, as the foundation 
of existence, the official policy of multiculturalism. It is based on three pillars: "the 
equality in the treatment of all citizens in the opportunities for individual and collective 
development, the abolition of racial barriers and the right of individual minority groups to 
define and express their unique cultural heritage and identity, among which special place 
is occupied by language and religion" (Zubrzycki, 2000, p. 229). The United States is led 
by pluralism. It means the conscious effort of minority groups, combined with the state’s 
permission to uphold their ethnicity, while simultaneously seeking to occupy a prominent 
place within the dominant group (Sadowski, 1999, p. 34). Cultural pluralism therefore 
means the social movement of minority groups, aimed at preserving their distinctiveness 
within the dominant culture.
Today, the interest in multiculturalism is centered mainly on Western European countries 
and increasingly Central-Eastern Europe. This is connected with the increasing number 
of refugees and immigrants arriving on the Old Continent. This situation is perceived 
as an important cause of many problems, including, above all, terrorist acts. The 
events in France, Belgium or Germany confirm such a thinking. Contemporary interest 
in multiculturalism helps its unequivocal understanding. It is important to point out 
three basic concepts of multiculturalism in the context of different social spaces. It is 
multiculturalism as a social phenomenon, a political project, and multicultural society. 
The topic of this article will be multiculturalism as a social phenomenon. Let’s just say 
that multiculturalism is "an ideology and a policy of respecting and harmonizing cultural 
differences in the area of a given country" (Golka, 2007, p. 224). It is a trial to help the 
ethnic (cultural) groups, who are aware of and emphasizing their distinctiveness, are 
demanding a law guaranteeing the equalization of their cultures with the dominant 
culture in the public sphere. Political projects have become an important element of 
Western states’ policy. Multicultural society is the one "that is uniform in the public 
sphere but encourages diversity within what is considered private or common" (Mucha, 
2005, p.53). Multicultural society is "an open society that has achieved a high degree 
of institutionalization and dynamics of cultural diversity and is prepared to make full 
use of the benefits and because of that has no special problems" (Sadowski, 2011, 
p. 58). In today’s world there are two fully formal multicultural societies. It is Canada, 
whose government has adopted the general assumptions of federal multicultural policy 
presented in the form of "the Multiculturalism Act" and adopted by the Parliament in 
1971. The Prime Minister was Pierre Elliot Trudeau of the Liberal Party (Debates. 12 
October 1971). And it is Australia, whose government in 1977 adopted the report 
"Australia as a Multicultural Society" (Australian Ethnic Affairs Council, 1977). This 
is a document that sanctioned Australian multiculturalism. It was defined as a social 
cohesion that guarantees: equality, cultural identity, and policy to implement these 
values.
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Multiculturalism as a social phenomenon

Florian Znaniecki recognized sociology as a science of social phenomena that exist and 
change as a result of the actions of individuals and groups. They are clearly separated 
from natural phenomena. Social phenomena are linked to a specific cultural system "that 
exists for certain conscious and active historical entities, i.e. in the sphere of experience 
and activity of a certain people and communities living in a specific part of the human 
world in a particular historical age [...] a cultural system is really and objectively, what 
was (or is) given to those historical subjects when they experienced (or are experiencing) 
with it actively being dealt with" (Znaniecki, 2008, pp. 67–68). Each cultural system exists 
when it is manifested in human activities. In multiculturalism, the point is in a social 
space, containing several cultural systems. Most often there is one dominant system and 
minority systems. They are made up of ethnic (cultural) groups and their members. This 
is the occurrence of different cultures with different ethnic background in a particular 
space and historical time. They exist together and accept each other’s differences. Such 
social reality is characterized by the phenomenon of multiculturalism, which in this article 
is of exclusively ethnic character (Mucha, 1999)2. This means, firstly, the state of visible 
cultural diversity of the society and the noticeable identity of the people shaped by their 
belonging to cultural groups. Secondly, the level of social awareness towards various 
values and norms and the realization of the various cultural practices manifested by 
people in everyday life. Thirdly, the ideological system that integrates cultural diversity 
into social practice (Mucha, 1999, pp. 41–50). Ethnic multiculturalism, then, is not  
a simple cultural differentiation, but the coexistence of groups consisting on "naming 
their incommensurability, emphasizing boundaries and different identities, whose 
behavior requires a policy of identity based on the difference" (Hałas, 2015, p. 19). Each 
ethnic group strives to preserve its own culture. Its members take steps to preserve the 
foundation of the axiological and normative systems. It is about preserving an ethnic 
(cultural) identity. These groups are simultaneously entering the dominant culture system, 
making its more or less distinctive elements. This is a phenomenon that constitutes 
the specific conditions of a particular social reality supported by ethno-cultural groups 
(Ivison, 2010, p. 2). The phenomenon of multiculturalism is one of the most important 
phenomena of the modern world. It is dynamic. Migration movements promote the 
differentiation of racial, ethnic, religious and linguistic spaces. At the same time people 
living in such spaces experience these differences in everyday life.
The sine qua non condition of the existence of multiculturalism is the common 
occurrence of separate groups with diverse ethnic background. Tadeusz Paleczny writes: 
"Multiculturalism is a phenomenon consisting of the coexistence of two or more groups with 
separate languages, religions, customs, traditions and systems of social organization on the 
boundaries of the state-territorial borders. The coexistence of cultures is a consequence 

2 �Janusz Mucha writes about ethnic and non-ethnic multiculturism: Janusz Mucha, Wielokulturowość etniczna  
i nieetniczna, "Sprawy Narodowościowe", 1999, nr 14–15.
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of cultural contact resulting from conquest, colonization, annexation and migration" 
(Paleczny, 2007, p. 43). Multiculturalism occurs in societies where multiculturalism is  
a constant element of social life, but it does not pose any particular interest due to the 
minimal participation of minorities in public space. But even with their small share in 
society, change is happening. It breaks the absolute dominance of the majority over 
minorities, which promotes the manifestation of different cultures. The cultural imagination 
of the people and the freedom of choices widen. Multiculturalism is the prospect of many 
alternative choices. It is a clear rejection of assimilation, which forced people to accept  
a single system of values and norms. Living in contact with many cultures consists of shaping 
among people the attitudes of tolerance, respect and understanding for the different 
cultures and people representing them. On the other hand, it should be highlighted that 
some ethnic (cultural) groups remain at a high axiological and normative distance, which 
may give rise to antagonisms and conflicts (Szahaj, 2010, pp. 27–30). The social world is 
transformed under the influence of different ethnic (cultural) groups within its borders. 
The phenomenon of multiculturalism occurs exclusively in the democratic world. This is 
a problem of reconciling individualism, which preferred by the liberal-democratic states 
with a sense of strong community that characterizes peripheral states3. Ethnic (cultural) 
groups are characterized by strong community. They bind individuals strongly, limiting 
the perspective of their individualism. Such a relation may lead to a great dissonance, 
when a unit has to decide which way to respect: its own individualism or respecting the 
idea of community. The choice they will make depends on the degree of internalization 
of the foundations of the ethnic group of their origin. In the case of a high degree of 
integration, they will probably choose the community. With weaker integration, the idea of 
individualism becomes a reality. This is an example of a dilemma that will be accompanied 
by an increasing number of people. Multiculturalism is an inevitable and increasingly 
common phenomenon. Ryszard Kapuściński wrote [...] "let us consider whether living 
in different cultures, civilizations, religions, we want to look for the worst things in other 
cultures to strengthen our own stereotypes, or we will rather try to find points of contact 
[...] Our world is at a crossroads. A certain tendency seems inevitable – we will live in 
a world of multiculturalism" (Domosławski & Kaczorowski, 2001). Such a world requires 
action from us, the action which will promote the coexistence of the representatives of 
cultures in a specific social reality. It is primarily the acceptance of cultural differences, but 
also the postulate of [...] "equality in the treatment of all citizens in the created individual 
and collective development opportunities, the abolition of racial barriers and the right 
of individual minority groups to define and express their unique cultural heritage and 
identity, among them the language and professed religion occupy the most important 
place" (Zubrzycki, 2000, p.229). This is a highly desirable image of the space described. Its 
creation depends on several important issues. Firstly, it depends on the level of saturation 
of a given space with ethnic diversity. If the saturation level is low, then there are rarely 

3 �It is a reference to Immanuel Wallerstein's world’s system concept, Analiza systemów światów. Wprowadzenie, 
translated by Katarzyna Gawliczg, Marcin Wielgosz, Dialogue, Warsaw 2007.
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problems with substrate related to ethnic (cultural) differences. Secondly, it depends on 
the cultural distance between the groups. As the distance increases, the threat of ethnic 
conflict increases. Thirdly, historical past between peoples or ethnic groups are important, 
as they affect contemporary relationships. Fourthly, it concerns the level of entitlements 
related to the availability of goods and privileges. A conflict arises when there is a clear 
difference in access law. These issues may favor or limit the probability of a conflict that 
disturbs the coexistence of groups of different ethnic (cultural) backgrounds and delays the 
process of creating a new social order based on ethnic (cultural) diversity.
Multiculturalism is a modern global process whose dynamics can no longer be stopped, 
but one can prepare well for it. It depends only on policies of individual countries and 
people, what the multicultural future will be: can we in the diversified world seek and 
show what connects us, live in peace and create one common but internally differentiated 
world? Or on the contrary – to indicate what divides us and, inter alia, to cite stereotypes 
and fears, to provoke antagonisms, divisions and conflicts? The answers to those problems 
are neither simple nor unequivocal. Multiculturalism is a variety of images, the common 
denominator of which is the multiplicity of different ethnic cultures, which make up both 
the past and the present of the world. But it is primarily a phenomenon of the future.

Multiculturalism in a historical sight

The phenomenon of multiculturalism is not new. It reaches ancient times, though then it 
was not scientifically analyzed. It was only a phenomenon that created a specific social 
reality. It is difficult to point to the birth of the phenomenon of multiculturalism, but it is 
possible to recall its original documentation, which dates back to ancient times, when 
"it was realized that different societies were characterized by different lifestyles" (Linton, 
2007, p. 403), and when representatives of different cultures lived in the walls of the 
Pharaoh courts in Egypt. It was most often the result of wars, conquest and migration. 
The result of these events were the contacts of people from different cultural worlds. Such 
meetings can be regarded as the beginning of the phenomenon of multiculturalism. It 
also appeared in ancient Greece – polis, when it came to intercultural relations. On the 
one hand, there were the citizens of Greek cities, on the other Metics (foreigners). It 
was similarly among the slaves from different ethnic groups. Herodotus (484 BC – 425 
BC) realized how culturally diverse world was, when addressing the Greeks: "No, we 
are not alone – he told the Greeks […] – we have neighbors, they in turn have their 
neighbors, and we all populate one planet" (Kapuściński, 2004, p. 203). These are the 
observations of Herodotus on his journey as he reached different tribes and peoples. 
He saw their history and culture, which sometimes meet and cross in infinite number of 
points (Kapuściński, 2004, p. 203).
The original framework of the multicultural phenomenon is also created by the Roman 
legions. As a result of the recruitment, they had representatives from Dalmatia, Spain, 
Germany and Syria. Ancient Rome was also the epitome of the city in which the different 
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cultural worlds met (Golka, 2010, pp. 66–67). The phenomenon of multiculturalism 
that began in the ancient world deepened in the next centuries that people’s wanders 
did not stop as well as wars and conquests. They brought together representatives 
of different cultures in a specific social space. A good example may be the Ottoman 
Empire, which at the height of territorial development (14th–20th centuries), has spread 
on three continents: parts of south-west Asia, northern Africa and south-east Europe. 
Within the borders of the empire there were diverse religious communities. Each of them 
ruled by its own rights, recognizing in return the administrative authority of the state and 
paying for its maintenance (Buchowski, 2008, p. 26). Neither in the ancient times nor in 
later centuries there was, however, a scientific basis for the elaboration and analysis of 
multiculturalism. This state changed in Enlightenment. It contributed to the realization, 
first of all in Europe, of the existence of cultural diversity. The "Persian Letters" by Charles 
Louis de Secondat Baron de la Brède et Montesquieu (1689–1755) highly contributed 
in the process. This is a polyphonic epistolary novel consisting of 161 letters written by 
two Persians wandering across Europe. In the letters they shared their impressions of the 
journey (1712–1720), writing: "it is a peculiar spectacle for the Mohammedan to watch 
the first Christian city. I’m not talking about things that hit the front, like the difference of 
buildings, clothes, and customs: in everything in the smallest details there is something 
separate, something I feel even though I can not describe it" (de Secondat, n.d., pp. 
21–22). These are words about cultural diversity not only of Europe but of the world. The 
ancient times and later centuries are the oldest intellectual sources of multiculturalism, 
not based on the theoretical foundations of scientific analysis. In this context Bogdan 
Szlachta writes that "multiculturalism is an ancient phenomenon. This truism refers us 
to antiquity, in which we would in vain seek for theoretical projects reminiscent of those 
formulated today [...]" (Szlachta, 2010, p. 17). Theoretical foundations for contemporary 
multicultural analysis emerged in the 1970s when multiculturalism was recognized as the 
foundation of the existence of Canada and Australia.
Ethnic diversity has been associated with societies for centuries and has been an 
important link in the construction of their social structure. Today’s "novelty in policy is to 
foster the idea that the state should be aware of the cultural diversity that characterizes 
its population" (Savidan, 2012, p.1). These words confirm the fact that the phenomenon 
of multiculturalism was present before the theoretical structures and political projects 
of multiculturalism emerged. Nowadays, this phenomenon is related to the need for 
individual freedom and participation in culture and the world, which on the one hand 
is subject to the process of globalization and on the other – to regional integration. 
It is a fact that ethnic diversity (cultural) is one of the oldest phenomena in the history 
of mankind. Human beings have always migrated, changing their habitat, and thus 
differentiating social spaces. On the way of a journey they met further communities with 
which they either started sharing space or waged war: 

In 70 AD, Jerusalem, one of the largest and most famous cities of its time, bringing 
together the highest aspirations of the Jewish people, both religious and national after 
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a heavy siege was devastated by Roman troops. For the next few centuries the Jews 
were pushed to the margins of the empire society, and Rome became in their eyes the 
embodiment of hostile tyranny. Never before in the history of the Roman Empire had 
such a polarization of two cultures coexisting till that time in conformity happened. 
(Goodman, 2007, p.7)

This is just one of many examples of the clash of different cultures leading to their 
antagonistic relationships. Similar dramas of societies do not belong exclusively to the 
past. The Balkan conflict of the 1990s, or the revolution in the countries of North Africa 
– Libya or Syria – are more contemporary examples when different ethnic groups had 
lived in harmony with each other for many years and then suddenly began to fight and 
mutilate each other. They are very brutal and tragic events, occurring in the context of 
inter-ethnic relations. It is difficult to prevent them even more if we realize that there are 
more ethnic groups in the world than countries. There are over 5,000 of the first ones, 
among them nearly 600 language groups have been singled out. Meanwhile, there are 
194 sovereign states (De Swaan, 2001, p.1). 
Looking for the beginnings of the phenomenon of multiculturalism one should refer, inter 
alia, to the work of the Polish sociologist Ludwik Gumplowicz, who not only recognized 
the diversity of human groups, but recognized them as an important cause of social 
development. According to him, humanity comes from different groups, which he called 
races. He borrowed this term from ethnology and social anthropology rather than racist 
theories, which he was accused of (Gella, 1966, pp. 86–89). The race was not a product of 
biological and physiological processes for Gumplowicz, but a historical process connected 
with "unity, which starting point is in the spiritual elements (language, religion, customs, 
law, culture) and only then comes the most powerful physical element which connects, 
to the unity of blood" (Gumplowicz, 1910, p.195). The history of mankind begins with 
the clash of the first hordes of the Homo sapiens. The intensity of the phenomenon 
was proportional to the degree of group diversity. People naturally were equipped with 
hatred for all those who belonged to other hordes. By joining one, they were connected 
by a common culture to create ethnic or national group. The variety that is indicated by 
Gumplowicz is called polygenism, that is, multitribes. Separate human hordes as a result 
of fights and wars created larger and more complex communities. The Polish sociologist 
conceded that conquest and multiplicity are closely related, and that fighting has been 
a factor of development since the dawn of time "in the primitive times when the human 
race was made up of countless different tribes and groups, who were fighting all the time 
and as a result of the forced union of various elements in the state [...]" (Gumplowicz, 
1910, p.253). For Ludwik Gumplowicz, the ethnic and cultural diversity of the world had 
its origins in the concept of polygenesis, to which he remained faithful for many years. 
Gumplowicz’s conception was confronted with the idea of Lester F. Ward, who said that 
the nature could create only one form of a man, and the differentiation of color, figure, 
and height is the result of adaptation to different geographical conditions. Humanity has 
a common origin, but while spreading of the world it has varied ethnically and culturally 
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(Gella, 1966, pp. 228–237). Such diversity is on the one hand the foundations of states, 
whose history is reduced to the struggle of culturally distinct groups. On the other hand, 
societies as those that in a given space are concentrated in different ethnic and cultural 
groups. This is another path to the formation of the phenomenon of multiculturalism. 
Patrick Savidan drew attention to the different path of the formation of multiculturalism. 
He pointed to the significant dependence of the democratic and national state. As 
a result of the loss of integration forces by the national state, the democratic state is 
weakening. It is a condition leading to the weakening of the sovereignty of the state, 
whose strength is its inclusion in the framework of the nation state. Then ethnic (cultural) 
diversity is revealed and the primary source of change is the decline of social ties. People 
start living in harmony with their own ethnic culture, demanding its recognition within the 
framework of a democratic state.
Today the phenomenon of multiculturalism is seen to some extent as a natural process 
of meeting the representatives of various ethnos in a particular social space. They live 
together within the framework of state structures, recognizing each other’s social status. It is 
a reality where there is a dominant culture and ethnic (cultural) groups. Their participation 
in social life is minimal. No special action is required, neither by the authorities nor by the 
co-inhabitants. An example of such a defined social reality is Poland.

A phenomenon of multiculturalism: an example of Poland

The phenomenon of multiculturalism in Poland, as it appears from literature, has a long 
history of "carrier of ethnicity and multiculturalism, which has grown out of the intuition 
of researchers from mainly (but not only) Polish perspective, because what appeared in 
science as ethnicity and multiculturalism is most often found in American social sciences 
while ethnicity and multiculturalism has its pioneers in Europe, and I will even dare say 
that in Poland it has its precursors" (Żelazny, 2012, pp. 78–80). Walter Żelazny considers 
Ludwik Zamenhof (1859–1917) and Ludwik Gumplowicz (1869–1942) as such precursors. 
It also reaches the times of the Commonwealth of the Two Nations, when Poland was  
a multinational state. At the same time, it can not be assumed that the Commonwealth was 
a multicultural society at the time, although we certainly can talk about the phenomenon 
of multiculturalism. It was the result of religious wars in Europe but also agreements when 
members of religious minorities – Jews and Karaites (Judaism), Crimean Tatars (Muslims), 
Mennonites settled in Zulawy (radical Christian croaker) – arrived in Poland from Western 
Europe. They could freely practice their religion and tradition in Poland. They were 
not forced to accept Catholicism. Poland had been a multinational state for centuries, 
although in times it was attempted to diminish its role in social life. The reasons for such 
actions were political. This note refers to the times after the end of World War II. Before 
the war, in 1931, the results of the Census indicated that Poles constituted 68.9% of the 
population, Ukrainians – 13.9%, Jews – 8.6%, Belarussians – 3.1%, Germans – 2.3%, and 
other nationalities – 3.2% (Łodziński, 1995). 
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Such population composition of Poland was radically changed after the end of World 
War II. As a consequence of the extermination of the Nazi ideology towards the Polish 
people of Jewish origin, as a result of mass movements caused by border changes, 
forced displacement and voluntary migration, and the policies of the authorities, the 
number and quantity of national and ethnic minorities decreased markedly. At the turn 
of the 1960s and 1970s, the Ministry of the Interior – obliged to carry out appropriate 
statistics – reported that all national and ethnic minorities living in Poland constituted 
1.5% of the total population: 500,000 people. The most numerous were the Ukrainian 
and Belarussian minorities, whose total number was estimated at 400,000 people. The 
existence of a German minority was questioned, including only 3,000 people from non-
Polish evangelical churches in Pomerania and Lower Silesia. Other estimates from this 
period assessed the number of people belonging to national and ethnic minorities at 
450,000. It was estimated that there were 180,000 Ukrainians, 165,000 Belarussians, 
31,000 Jews, 21,000 Slovaks, 2,000 Czechs, 19,000 Russians, 10,000 Lithuanians, 3,000 
Germans, 12,000 Roma (Gypsies) and 10,000 Greeks and Macedonians. However, 
even such a minor share of the minority was – in postwar Poland (1944–1989) – hidden 
(Szczepański, 1999, pp. 17–18). The official news was that Poland was a one nation 
country.
The changes in perception of the level of ethnic (cultural) diversity of Poland took place 
after 1989. They were, inter alia, the consequence of the following: 

1. the abolition of institutional barriers, censorship (>>gag<<) of natural cultural 
communication, development and choice of their own cultural values in society,  
2. changes in the treatment of the citizen by the state connected with the respect of 
human rights, one of the fundamental ones is the right of every person to his or her 
own cultural identity. The right to be different includes, but is not limited to, the right 
to freedom of thought, conscience, religion, teaching, possession and expression the 
opinions. Thanks to the policy of respecting human rights, cultural minorities are no 
longer hidden, private and passive, but active, public and demanding, 3. Opening of 
borders, on the one hand facilitating the importation of new content, values, cultural 
objects etc., on the other, causing the inclusion of Polish society in the >>international<< 
and universal culture, 4. The crisis of the canon (>>center<<) of Polish culture already 
described above. Traditional Polish culture slowly loses its center (hierarchy and authority) 
and takes on a liberal-folk character, for which freedom of expression and local bonds 
are most important. Polish culture in a descriptive sense becomes more and more >> 
flattened<<, multicentric and regionalized. (Kempny, Kapciak, & Łodziński, 1997, p.16)

These changes became apparent in public life and ethnic (cultural) differences began to 
openly contribute to the image of society. Today Poland is a nation state with ethnic and 
national minorities. It is an example of social space in which multiculturalism is present. 
The results of the National Population and Housing Census of 2002 also indicate this. For 
the first time, Poles were asked about national identity and a language used at home. 
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Obtained data showed that 1.23% of the inhabitants of Poland declared other than Polish 
nationality. The largest number of declarations concerned the German minority. At the 
same time, 1.47% of the Polish population said that they used a language other than 
Polish in their family contacts. Most often it was German and English (Janusz, 2011, pp. 
131–133). The second Census in XXI century (2011) revealed that in Poland were 2.19% 
of people declaring jointly Polish and non-Polish national identity and 1.46% declaring 
exclusively non-Polish nationality (Narodowy Spis Powszechny Ludności i Mieszkań, n.d.). 
It’s a slight increase but comparing to 2002 – noticeable.
The largest number involved the identification of Silesian and Kashubian and the 
smallest of Spanish and Dutch (Gudaczewski, 2015, p. 66). In the case of declarations 
of belonging to the Silesian nationality, in 2002 there were 173,153. The largest number 
in the Silesian Voivodship (148,500) and Opolskie (24,200). Also in the area of the 
Polish part of Cieszyn Silesia (Cieszyn District, Bielsko-Biala District, Bielsko-Biala), 1045 
people declared their Silesian nationality (Wyniki Narodowego Spisu Powszechnego 
Ludności i Mieszkań, 2002). The National Census of 2011 made it possible to identify 
a complex ethnic identity. This was not possible in 2002. Probably this change, among 
other things, caused the Silesian nationality to be declared by 817,000 people in 2011, 
among them 362,000 as the only one. Silesian national identity was declared as the 
first one by 418,000 people (Narodowy Spis Powszechny Ludności i Mieszkań, 2011). 
Similar changes occurred in Kashubian identification. In the year 2002 there were 5,062 
such identifications, and in 2011 there were 232,547 of them, of which 16,377 indicated 
the Kashubian minority as the only national identification group (Kaszebsko.com, n.d.). 
Such results show the real level of ethnic (cultural) diversity in Poland. It is small, which 
authorizes Walter Connor to describe Poland in a justified way, with such states as Iceland 
as a nation state (Connor, 1994, p. 96). The level of ethnic (cultural) diversity of Poland 
practically excludes the occurrence of problems related to multiculturalism. This situation 
may change in the context of the wave of refugees and immigrants arriving in Europe. 
Poland, as a member of the European Community, has certain obligations in this regard. 
This results, for example, from the fact that Poland signed the Geneva Convention on 
the Status of Refugees of July 28, 1951. Poland joined the Convention on September 
2, 1991, and the act itself states, among others, the principle that "all people without 
discrimination should benefit from fundamental rights and freedoms" (Internetowy 
System Aktów Prawnych, n.d.).
In 2017, the level of ethnic diversity in Poland does not require special actions from the 
state administrative structures. However, Poland has two important documents defining 
the rights of national and ethnic minorities. In the Constitution in Art. 35 there is the 
record: 

1. The Republic of Poland assures Polish citizens belonging to national and ethnic 
minorities the freedom to preserve and develop their own language, preserve customs 
and traditions and develop their own culture. 2. National and ethnic minorities have 
the right to establish their own educational, cultural and religious institutions and to 



ANNA ŚLIZ
MAREK S. SZCZEPAŃSKI

THE PHENOMENON OF MULTICULTURALISM.
THE CASE OF POLAND 47

participate in the settlement of matters relating to their cultural identity. (Konstytucja 
Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, 2010, pp. 13–14)

Poland allows representatives of ethnic and national minorities who are citizens of Poland 
to cultivate their traditions within the Polish society. It does not mention minority members 
who do not have Polish citizenship. By defining the rights of minorities simultaneously 
in the preamble to the Basic Law of April 2, 1997 Poland puts believing Poles on the 
first place "we, the nation of Poland – all citizens, both believers in God, the source of 
truth, justice, good and beauty, and not relying on this faith, and these universal Values ​​
derived from other sources [...]" (Konstytucja Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej, n.d.). This is  
a record emphasizing the dominant role of the Polish people and its culture (Buchowski, 
2008, p.37). For comparison, the Constitution of Canada, which is a multicultural society, 
begins with the words: 

Whereas Canada has been created in accordance with the principles of God’s sovereignty 
and the rule of law [...] the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees the 
rights and freedoms it expresses and subject only to such limitations which are set by 
law and have clear justification in a free and democratic society. […] Everyone has the 
following fundamental freedoms: (a) freedom of conscience and religion; (b) freedom of 
thought, believes and expression of opinions, including freedom of the press and other 
means of communication; (c) freedom of peaceful assembly; (d) freedom of association. 
(Konstytucja Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej, 1998, p.94)

The Polish and Canadian Constitution’s submissions show the fundamental difference 
between the two societies. Poland, which is characterized by the phenomenon of 
multiculturalism, clearly indicates the national foundations of society and the state. 
Canada, on the other hand, is a formal multicultural society, born of a long process of 
immigration, where there is no single, national (cultural) domination.
In 2005, a special law on national and ethnic minorities and regional language was adopted 
in Poland (Ustawa, 2005). The law fully respects the rights and obligations of minorities 
living in Poland. It defines, among other things, the concept of national minorities – 
it recognizes nine national and ethnic minorities – it recognizes four ethnic minorities 
and one regional language (Kashubian). Indicates "that it governs the preservation and 
development of cultural identities of national and ethnic minorities and the preservation 
and development of the regional language, as well as the manner of implementing the 
principle of equal treatment of people irrespective of ethnicity and defines the tasks and 
powers of governmental and local government bodies in connection with these matters" 
(Ustawa, 2005, roz. 1, art. 1). The law also explicitly prohibits discrimination on grounds 
of national or ethnic affiliation. Such a prohibition is also in the 1997 Constitution and 
the Penal Code. However, there are situations when in practice these prohibitions seem 
dead. But it should also be stressed that many of the discriminatory behavior of Poles 
against immigrants or refugees is finalized in the courts. An example is the verdict for the 
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perpetrators of beating students from Turkey in Torun. They came to Poland thanks to 
the Erasmus program.
The Constitution of the Republic of Poland and the Act on National and Ethnic Minorities 
and Regional Language fulfill the needs of national and ethnic minorities in Poland. 
Although the Minority Act is subject to various amendments, it does not change the 
essential part. Strong domination of Polish national culture and the low participation of 
national and ethnic minorities do not require the adoption of special political projects. It 
does not, however, free Poles from showing understanding and sensitivity to any ethnic 
or national issues. It is particularly important in the context of the contemporary problems 
of refugees and migrants coming to Europe. Poland should in this regard be guided by 
solidarity with the countries of the European Union. Today Poland remains a society in 
which multiculturalism occurs.

***
The phenomenon of multiculturalism arouses different attitudes among people, although 
they are rarely extreme. As the participation of minorities in society life is not big, so it 
does not raise fears of different cultures. They do not change the established social 
order but only integrate into existing state and administrative structures and rules of 
socio-cultural life. Hence the level of their acceptance in society is high. Minorities live 
within the boundaries of a dominant culture respecting its laws. They can manifest their 
cultural distinctiveness. They can have their own religion and use their own languages. 
This arrangement ensure the easy coexistence of representatives of different cultures, 
although minor antagonisms also occur. An example of such a constituted society and 
state is Poland today.
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