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SINCE the Middle Ages, Upper Silesia has been a place of co-existence for various nations - according to Gemeinde Lexicon fuer die Regierungsbezirk Oppeln (Berlin, 1912) there were exactly 1.133.149 Poles, 709.310 Germans, 88.051 bilinguals and 11,200 others living in the 22 counties of Upper Silesia. This inter-penetration of Polish, German and Czech cultures created strong feelings of supra-national community and regional separateness amongst Upper Silesians. After World War I, this consciousness gave fruit in a separatist movement. In 1919 Doctor Ewald Latacz had organised the Związek Górnoślązaków (Union of Upper Silesians), which before the plebiscite confirming their Polish status, has been campaigning under the slogan "Upper Silesia for Upper Silesians" and demanded the creation of a "free Silesian state". Its continuation was Związek Obrony Górnoślązaków (Union for the Defence of Upper Silesians), led by Jan Kustos and dissolved after his death in 1934. In Cieszyn-Silesia (former Austrian Silesia) from 1909 onwards Józef Kożdoń's Śląska Partia Ludowa (Silesian Peoples Party) was active. While Kustos' movement rallied Polish Silesians, who saw the future of Upper Silesia in a union with Poland, the SPL had a more pro-German character. The Polish Republic respected the economic and cultural separateness of Upper Silesia and in July 15, 1921 granted autonomy to "Województwo Śląskie". The autonomous status of the Silesian Province, was suppressed in May 6, 1945, by the communist regime.
Although native Upper Silesians are now a minority in Katowice province, the autonomist ideas are still alive. The most important values of the autonomists are a "Christian value of life", labour, freedom, family, tolerance, regional tradition and nature. They put stress on ecology, because Upper Silesia is a very polluted industrial region. Autonomists postulate the revival of Silesian culture, building of self-governments in communes and counties, and the preservation of health of Upper Silesia's inhabitants.
The main force of autonomist movement is Związek Górnośląski (Upper Silesian Union). ZG was created under a strong influence of the Catholic Church. This is not a political party, but broad social and cultural movement. Związek is based on the territorial, not ethnic foundations. Their principal task is struggle for the "regionalization" of Poland - the transformation of the Republic into a federation of autonomous regions. Upper Silesian Union publishes Nasza Gazeta (Our Paper) monthly.
More radical traditions of Kożdoń have been reanimated by Ruch Autonomii Śląska (Movement for the Autonomy of Silesia), founded in Rybnik in January 13, 1990. The first leader of the RAS was Paweł Andrzej Musioł, but he was expelled and now Rudolf Kołodziejczyk is the chairman. After ten months, they published the first issue of their bulletin Śląski Ruch Autonomiczny (now called Jaskółka Śląska - The Silesian Swallow). The first Congress of the Movement took place in June 29, 1991 in Wodzisław-Bierułtowice.
The RAS demands "the right of self-determination" for Upper Silesia: initially the restitution of pre-war autonomy (the so-called Statut Organiczny) and in the future "full autonomy" within the European Union. Ruch supports the Związek Ludności Narodowości Śląskiej (Union of Population of Silesian Nationality), which propagates the idea of a "Silesian nation". In the economic sphere the Movement demands the protection of native Upper Silesians from unemployment - they want to stop Upper Silesian migration. The RAS also appeals to Upper Silesian exiles in Germany to come back to their Motherland. This faction of autonomist movement collaborates with radical right-wing groups in Poland: in 1991 their MP* was elected famous Polish far-right politician Kazimierz Świtoń, in 1997 they were in block together with ultra-conservative Unia Polityki Realnej.
"NASZA GAZETA": Katowice, ul. Stalmacha 17, skr. 458.


* MP = Member of Parliament 

