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ABSTRACT: In this paper, the borderlands, in the context of the psychological perception of frontiers, were presented. 
The common relationships between different nationalities living in border twin towns was a principal point of analysis. 
During the investigation two main research questions were asked: Is a frontier a barrier or a bridge in the common 
relationships between nationalities living on both sides of the borderline? and Does the trans-border casual social in-
tegration stimulate openness to neighbours? The study was conducted in two double towns: la Jonquera (els límits) 
– Le Perthus at the Spanish-French border and Słubice – Frankfurt-am-Oder at the Polish-German border. The data 
were gathered from surveys by questioning locals and visitors during street polling. The design of the questionnaire 
included three main groups of questions relating to: 1) the perception of the borderline and the role of the border twin 
towns, 2) the attitude towards neighbours and identifi cation with the borderlands, and 3) the future of the borderline in 
the context of the twin towns existence and cross-border linkages. The results showed that the historical circumstances 
and cultural background play a crucial role in the current bilateral interrelations between nations sharing the common 
space of the twin towns. These two aspects of the borderland have an infl uence on the psychological perception of the 
border that creates mental boundaries in local societies. however, as the results proved, the necessity of living together 
pushed locals to be more open-minded, which as a consequence supported the establishment of social bonds.   

KEY WORDS: borderline,twin towns, neighbourhood, perception,cultural identity, spanish/Catalan-French borderland,  
polish-German borderland

Corresponding author: Iwona Markuszewska (iwmark@amu.edu.pl)

Introduction

A borderland is a specifi c area, where two or 
more political systems are intertwined with the 
existence of local residents which all infl uence the 
socio-economic sphere of bilateral relations. The 

geo-political structure thus created, imposes limi-
tations on completely free and open social connec-
tions, but on the other hand, the close proximity 
of the neighbourhoods enforces less formal con-
tacts between the different nationalities living on 
both sides of the borderline and is thus conducive 
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to improving everyday life and common space. 
additionally, a borderland is a unique phenom-
enon, where varied economic conditions encour-
age local enterprisers to be more competitive 
(Agnew 1994, Newman, Paasi 1998, Zimmerer 
2007, Jones 2009, Newman 2010).

In the case of a borderland, twin towns take up 
a superior position in mutual relations between 
nationalities. Through history and the changing 
circumstances, locals were able to learn how to 
manage with the restrictions of the borderline 
and simultaneously reap the benefits of border 
proximity (Jańczak 2013).

The main aim of this paper is to present 
trans-border relationships between different na-
tionalities living in twin towns in two diverse 
parts of europe. Through analysis of the mental 
and social features of the borderline, such as: per-
ception, attitude, cultural and national identity, 
a significant contribution to current borderland 
research was made. For research purposes, two 
border twin towns were selected: la Jonquera 
(els límits) – le perthus on the spanish-French 
borderland and Słubice – Frankfurt-am-Oder on 
the polish-German borderland. worth noting is 
that these well-chosen borderlands are good ex-
amples in viewing how historical circumstances 
can influence the current mental perception of the 
borderline. The results proved that, in the time 
dimension, political control of the national bor-
der in the case of border’s restrictions or open-
ness, made a huge impact on the social attitude 
and evaluations of the neighbourhoods’ interre-
lations between nationalities and ethnic groups 
living in the border regions.

In this paper the term ‘borderline’ was defined 
as a political construction which works under so-
cio-cultural conditions which, as a consequence, 
create differences in the mental perceptions of 
the borderland. This approach, as a supplemen-
tary goal of the research, brings a new viewpoint 
to the discussion on borderlands.

Theoretical background

bearing in mind the ‘borderland’ issue, in the 
context of the methodological framework adopt-
ed in this paper, some ‘border’ aspects must be 
clarified here. Firstly, the vital definitions and 
meanings of ‘borderland’ and ‘border’ will be 

presented. afterwards, human perception of the 
borderland will be discussed with a view of the 
psychological and cultural barriers. Then, the at-
tention will be focused on cultural identity as a 
process of creating cultural borders. Finally, the 
phenomenon of border twin towns will be shown 
in the context of bilateral relationships.

borderlands represent a very curious point of 
research interest, not only from a geographical 
perspective, but also from historical and eco-
nomic points of view. because of this, border-
land is a common inquiry subject of varied sci-
entific disciplines, its definition is far from being 
uniform. Many researchers and scholars, who 
work on the ‘borderland’ terminology greatly 
contributed to extend the understanding of bor-
der issues. bearing in mind the methodological 
framework of this paper, the most important 
criterion was the perceptual dimension, based 
on the subjective and emotional identification of 
the people with the border area, that is, the place 
where they live. 

brunet-Jailly (2011) declares that frontier ter-
ritories and borderlands are the outcome of the 
interactions and intersections between people 
limited by a certain area. rippl et al. (2010) add 
that for this reason border regions offer a unique 
opportunity for its inhabitants in the aspect of 
transnational social integration. Delhey (2005) 
explains that social integration in border areas 
mainly consists of transnational pairwise connec-
tions. as a good basis for ‘european social inte-
gration’, Delhey (2004) posits mutual solidarity, 
positive attitudes, and trust among the regional 
neighbours. 

a border can be explained, in its simplest 
form, as a line on maps or barriers on the ground, 
whose existences are confirmed on many 
grounds: political, economic and social (agnew 
2008). However, in practice, borders are a com-
plex phenomenon rather than a simple land di-
vision. Additionally, Newman and Paasi (1998) 
emphasize that, even if frontiers are more or less 
random lines between territorial units, usual-
ly they have deep symbolic, cultural, historical 
and religious meanings for social communities 
living on different sides of the borderline. For 
this reason, boundaries are very often laborato-
ries of emotions, fears and memories that might 
be used for progressive or regressive purposes 
(Paasi 2009). 
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state borders can be established following 
some geographical features, such as mountain 
ridges or riverbeds, and these are often called nat-
ural borders. Nowadays the significance of natu-
ral borders has decreased and the borderlines are 
more often cultural or political demarcations rath-
er than physical boundaries. nevertheless, nat-
ural boundaries can be very convenient for bor-
der management, as they are easier to cope with 
and control (newman 2003). In contrast, political 
borders are traditionally seen as the borders sep-
arating states from each other. some political bor-
ders are more closed than others, which, in prac-
tice means that they may prevent the movement 
of people or some specific commercial goods. 
additionally, political borders can have a big im-
pact on prices and welfare, which is observed in 
many border twin towns, where the difference 
of the political regimes has created a commercial 
zone. however, no matter what kind of borders 
we have in mind, the physical obstacles at the bor-
der have a huge impact on the human perception 
of the borderland (williams 2003). 

From the socio-cultural point of view, in daily 
lives, borders are manifested by inter alia: nation-
al identity, language, culture, myths, arts, history, 
heritage, politics, legislation and economy (paasi 
1996, Häkli 1999). This means that borders, which 
are sometimes regarded as psychological and cul-
tural barriers, create differences between the peo-
ple living on either side of the border, leading to 
the experiencing of otherness and separate iden-
tities (newman 2003). also, interesting to note is 
that borders between social groups, do not only 
separate geographical space, but also mostly con-
stitute a linguistic barrier (rippl et al. 2010).

as o’Dowd claims (2001), borders are essential 
to behaviour; they are the universal product of the 
need for order, security and belonging in human 
life. boundaries express human desires for sim-
ilarity and variety, for a differentiation between 
the ‘known’ and the ‘unknown’ and between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’. nonetheless, borders not only consti-
tute social units, but also depend on the nature 
of the mutuality within the units, where the pro-
vision of mutual security and support reinforce 
already established boundaries (o’Dowd 2010).

Furthermore, landscape borders are a physi-
cal phenomenon differently perceived by people. 
newman (2003) states that, even if there is no 
physical boundary, people can feel and perceive 

a border as a mental barrier. and in a contrast 
to this, a border can be ignored by people, if it is 
easy enough to cross it in their daily lives. This 
proves that a border can be a strong barrier which 
creates in people’s minds a more powerful image 
of what is on the other side. owing to this, people 
shape positive or negative perceptions of their 
neighbours (newman 2003). also, it is important 
to note that borders are resistant to change, and 
therefore in border studies it is fundamental to 
understand the perceptions and daily practices 
of the ordinary people living in the borderland 
areas (newman 2010).

borders, perceived as physical barriers divid-
ing states and geographic space, are also consid-
ered as transformative and evolving processes 
roots in political, economic and social reasons 
(xheneti et al. 2012). This process of border-ter-
ritory changes, called ‘de-bordering’ (newman 
2006, Häkli 2008, Jańczak 2011), is one of the 
goals of european integration. however, the 
political and economic aspects of de-bordering 
are performed faster than the mental de-bor-
dering process, and as a consequence, even if 
the geo-political borders between nationalities 
are disappearing, the mental and psychological 
barriers still exist and influence the mutual rela-
tionships of the local society (o’Dowd, Coakely 
2007). additionally, in the context of the current 
political situation in europe, regarding the grow-
ing anxiety about immigration and terrorism, an 
increase of border security is observed, against 
the inflow of ‘what is unwanted’ in the opinion 
of politicians and citizens.

also, national boundaries are favourable for 
the isolation of certain social groups, which rein-
forces the sense of territorial (national) identity. 
The collective identity puts its emphasis on the 
role of the distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’, 
building in this way a social attitude to a bound-
ary (Sahlins 1989, Pettman 1996, Donnan, Wilson 
1999, Cooper, Perkins 2012). In this way bound-
aries do not reject the meaning of the border as a 
physical delimitation of state units, but present 
a connection between space and society (paasi 
1996). However, a borderland is distinguished 
not only by national identity, but also cultural 
distinctiveness. Häkli (1999) explains that nation-
al identity emphasises the belonging of a given 
group of people to a certain living area where-
as cultural identity creates the people’s sense 
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of themselves and their common relations. In a 
wider meaning, cultural identity is defined as the 
identification of a group of people who share a 
common territory, ideas, normative system and 
language which distinguish ethnic groups from 
one another. Cultural identity is shaped through 
the influence of social institutions like the family, 
education system and mass media. on the oth-
er hand, living in a globalised world and being 
under constant culture exchange, modern cultur-
al identities have reached a crisis point: modern 
society and its cultures are undergoing constant 
and rapid change (Hall 1996). Furthermore, cul-
tural identity is also a meeting point of several 
cross-cultural implications, because the aspect of 
cultural identity involves the questioning of the 
self and of culture. 

From another perspective, cultural identity is 
responsible for the establishing of cultural bor-
ders, manifesting themselves as different mor-
als, values and ethics (newman 2003). however, 
what makes the cultural borders imperative, is 
the protection against an infiltration of values 
which are not compatible with the hegemonic 
practices of the majority. For this reason, it may 
be very difficult to open these kind of borders as 
they are so deeply rooted in human minds. 

border regions are unique areas because bor-
derlands provide the setting for the encounter 
and interaction of members of at least two differ-
ent nationalities. Johnson (2009) points out that 
european border regions are a great incubating 
space for the establishment of cultural interac-
tions and the development of economic grounds 
for neighbouring countries. In these regards, bor-
der twin towns can be an interesting example of 
trans-border experimentation.

Generally speaking, the term ‘border twin 
towns’ describes two towns located very close 
to a border, that is, near another urban unit 
on the other side (Dołzbłasz 2015), or one ur-
ban structure divided by a borderline (Jańczak 
2013). Dołzbłasz (2015) mentions other alterna-
tive terms, describing this specific type of city 
construction, that appear in professional litera-
ture; double town, divided city, split town, sister 
towns, city-pairs, trans-border cities, bi-national 
towns, cross-border urban space and cross-bor-
der metropolises. although, these terms can be 
used interchangeably, the meaning of them is 
slightly different and the subtle differences are 

relevant in the cases of certain twin towns. For 
example, as for the spanish-French border towns 
we can say ‘city-pairs’, but regarding the polish-
German case, ‘divided city’ or ‘split town’ are 
more accurate bearing in mind the fact that in 
the latter, after the wwII, the towns were divid-
ed by the borderline.

Despite the fact that border twin towns are 
faced with formal restrictions because of the dif-
ferent legal rules of both states, they have a great 
chance of establishing cross-border cooperation, 
in both economic and social fields. In many cases, 
the ambition of the double towns’ government is 
to create one joint urban structure and the inter-
est of the locals is to build friendly mutual rela-
tionships between the two nations on either side 
of the border. and it is exactly this attitude to 
border twin towns which is the key point of the 
research presented in this paper. 

Research design

borders can be studied from different view-
points and within different kinds of frameworks: 
geographical, historical, economic, political, so-
cial and cultural. The results of the borderland 
studies presented in this paper were concen-
trated on socio-cultural approaches in relation 
to a geo-political context. The main research in-
terest was focused on the following aspects: 1) 
the perception of the borderline and the role of 
the border twin towns, 2) the attitude towards 
neighbours and cultural identification with the 
borderland, and 3) the future of the borderline 
in the context of the twin towns existence and 
cross-border linkage.

Bearing in mind the specific field of interest, 
during the investigation, methods from a cultur-
al-oriented geographical research area were tak-
en into consideration. Most important was to get 
an insight of the variety of the opinions, views, 
sensations and feelings from local residents liv-
ing in the borderlands as well as visitors coming 
to the border double town. owing to this, street 
interviews were conducted. however, instead 
of closed-questions, which are more frequently 
used in this kind of research, here the question-
naires’ framework consisted of open and semi-
open questions (Table 1). This approach was 
more helpful to encourage interviewees to greater 
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openness and freedom of speech. however, re-
sponses from open questions are almost impos-
sible to analyse in a quantitative manner and 
therefore it was decided that a qualitative anal-
ysis on the basis of the given answers should be 
conducted. In this case the qualitative research 
was used to gather the information about mental 
perception of the borderland, by examining peo-
ple’s attitudes, behaviour and motivations.

The analysis is based on survey data gathered 
from representatives of different borders areas. 
on 13th May of 2013 the research took place in 
la Jonquera (els límits) – le perthus, the border 
twin towns between spain and France, and on 
14th May of 2014 – in the border region between 
Poland and Germany in the twin towns Słubice – 
Frankfurt-am-oder. It is worth mentioning here 
that els límits, which is in fact a part of the la 
Jonquera municipality, is the spanish (Catalan) 
part of the double town le perthus. For this 
reason, the name of the border twin towns in 
the case of the spanish-French borderline is la 
Jonquera (els límits) – le perthus. The location 
of the study research is presented in Fig. 1. In each 
case 30 people were interviewed. Direct opinions 
were collected in random chosen interviews. For 
this reason the answers came from: 1) citizens of 
different nationalities, 2) locals and newcomers, 

3) people of different ages, where the age span 
ranged from 15 to 75 years, 4) female and male 
genders, with an equal share of each of them, 5) 
people representative of different social statuses, 
and 6) representatives of different professions. 
all interviews were recorded, but because of 
the diverse language environment, the original 
interviews were done in the native languages 
(Catalan, French, polish and German) and trans-
lated into english afterwards. 

Table 1. Questionnaire’s frame – a range of issues. source: authors’ elaboration.
area of Interest selected Detailed Questions

The perception of the bor-
derline and the role of the 
border twin towns

how do you perceive the borderline?
Do you feel this area as a border?
what do you think the biggest change was after the opening of the border?
what are the advantages and disadvantages of the border opening?
For what purposes do you cross the border?

The attitude towards neigh-
bours and cultural identifi-
cation with the borderland

what do you think about the location of your home town?
what do you feel about the twin towns you live in?
Is there something special in the border area in which you live?
what does it mean to you to be Catalan/French, polish/German and living in els 
Límits/La Pertus, Słubice/Frankfurt am Oder?
Do you identify with your home town or border region?
what does cultural identity mean to you?
how do you express your cultural/national identity?
Do you have any relations with inhabitants of the border town?
Are there any conflicts between different nationalities living on both sides of the 
border?
Do you know the native language of your neighbour?
what do you think about the necessity of learning the neighbour’s language and pre-
paring bilingual information about the border area?
how important is the integration of nations living on both sides of the border?

The future of the borderline 
in a context of the exist-
ence of the twin towns and 
cross-border links

what do you think about the future of the border and border twin towns?
what do you think about the cooperation between the twin towns? 
Do you think that cooperation between the two towns is important?

Fig. 1. location of the study areas: 1 – la Jonquera 
(els límits) – le perthus on the spanish-French 
borderland, 2 – Słubice – Frankfurt-am-Oder on 
the polish-German borderland. source: authors’ 

elaboration.
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The borderlines across countries – 
historical introspective

all state borders have their histories, where 
different circumstances influenced their estab-
lishment. european countries have a long history 
of unsettled political borders (o’Dowd 2001). It 
is enough to mention the temporary politically 
unstable situations in the 20th century and the 
setting of new borders after both world wars as 
well as after the collapse of communism in the 
eastern and Central european bloc of countries. 
Though, o’Dowd (2001) emphasises that, nowa-
days despite the fact that a lot of effort was put 
into coming up with the slogan ‘europe without 
Frontiers’, in practice the process of european 
integration turned out to be one of managing 
an ever-increasing number of national frontiers. 
as a consequence, the enhancement of national 
borders will lead to a situation in which, rather 
than, ‘borderless europe’ we will say ‘europe of 
borders’.

after the second world war, it was under-
stood that cooperation between european coun-
tries was needed to prevent new military con-
flicts. Owing to this, the European Coal and Steel 
Community was founded in 1951. Afterwards, 
the process towards a more integrated europe 
led finally to the establishment of the European 
union, guaranteeing the free movement of peo-
ple across the associated countries. steadily, the 
borders started losing their role as a barrier for 
humans and goods movement. nevertheless, in 
eastern europe the process towards a more open 
international community started just after the col-
lapse of the soviet union, at the beginning of the 
1990’s. This event opened the possibility to create 
more friendly relations between neighbouring 
nations. one method in this direction could be 
the implementation of bilateral projects targeted 
to strengthen the cultural exchange across the 
borders to erase the mental borders (brym 2011).

The Spanish-French borderline

The spanish-French borderland was estab-
lished after the Treaty of the Pyrenees in 1659, 
when rosselló and the northern side of la 
Cerdanya became a part of France. an interest-
ing fact is that since that time the borderline has 

never changed, so nowadays this border is one of 
the oldest and most stable in europe. on the oth-
er hand, the establishment of the border, over 350 
years ago, divided not only two countries: France 
and spain, but also the uniform Catalan culture 
region, which can nowadays be found on both 
sides of the border. however, even if the Catalan 
language and culture has survived until today on 
the French side, it can only be seen in a very small 
minority and also without official recognition by 
the French state authorities. This is a result of the 
centralised hierarchy of French government that 
imposes the domination of the French language 
and culture on the whole country. on the other 
hand, in the spanish part of the border, despite 
the extreme difficulties that the Catalan minority 
experienced in the past, the Catalan language and 
cultural heritage have survived. nowadays, free-
dom of language is guaranteed by the spanish 
Constitution that additionally, recognises the 
educational and cultural competences of the 
Generalitat of Catalonia (Catalan autonomous 
Government), created in 1978 after the long pe-
riod of Franco dictatorship and his fascist regime 
(1939–1975). Furthermore, nowadays the situa-
tion on the spanish side is more complex, since 
Catalonia started the independence process, in 
2012, confirmed by the last Catalan Autonomous 
election, in september 2015.

In recent history, a few milestones in the pro-
cess of the spanish-French border opening can 
be distinguished. The first significant step, dur-
ing the decade of the 50’s. of the 20th century was 
a progressive normalization of the political and 
economical relations of the Franco regime with 
the rest of western europe in the framework of 
the Cold war. It played a fundamental role that 
the spanish – French border became progres-
sively more open and it helped the touristic and 
economic development of spain. since that time, 
la Jonquera and els límits has become a big cus-
tom centre for custom duty processing that has 
additionally improved the commercial relations 
between spain and the rest of europe. Through 
the 70’s of 20th century the customs services ex-
perienced a progressive increase, but it was the 
incorporation of spain to the european economic 
Community (EEC), in 1985, which was the main 
source of employment and economic prosper-
ity of la Jonquera for the next three decades. 
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eventually, when the border between spain and 
France disappeared, in 1993, when both of the 
countries became members of eeC, the impor-
tant role of the customs duties became unneces-
sary. This had a strong negative economic impact 
on the twin towns, but especially the spanish 
side which became embroiled in a deep econom-
ic and social crisis, the so called ‘custom crisis’. 
only the economic restructuring, started in the 
middle of the 90’s, transformed this Spanish part 
of the border into a services zone. on the one 
hand, in la Jonquera a parking space for truck 
drivers was created, one of the largest in europe, 
offering a wide range of services for the drivers. 
but, on the other hand, because of the fact that a 
thriving commercial area was developed mainly 
on the spanish side of the twin towns (focused on 
French customers taking advantage of the lower 
taxes and purchasing goods with more compet-
itive prices than in France), the French side of 
the double town fell into decline (Compte 1990, 
Lanao et al. 1990, Häkli 2002, 2004, Sanguin 2014).

It is important to note that nowadays, la 
Jonquera is not only a place where diverse goods 
can be purchased, such as: tobacco, alcohol, pet-
rol as well as a wide range of clothes, food and 
perfumes, but also la Jonquera plays a really 
important role as a sexual services centre. one 
of the biggest brothels was located there under 
the schengen agreement, partially implemented 
in 1995, which in fact allowed the establishment 
of large-scale legal prostitution zones in different 
borders areas of europe (sanguin 2015, Vicente 
et al. 2015).

The Polish-German borderline

The polish German borderline was established 
after the second world war. It is an example of 
one of the borders in Central and eastern europe, 
where borders cut historical and ethnic regions 
(bufon 2007), which makes the borders unnatural 
and work against social relations. however, as 
Stokłosa (2012) claims, the Polish-German border 
shows how antagonism can be transformed into 
friendship.

after the second world war, as a result of 
the Yalta and potsdam conferences, the border 

between poland and Germany was established on 
the oder-neisse line. as a result of this, both na-
tions lost their eastern territories, which enforced 
a huge deportation (Ther 1998). Furthermore, 
because the border went along the rivers, the 
oder and the neisse, former German towns were 
forcibly partitioned, which resulted in the es-
tablishment of a number of divided towns, such 
as Zgorzelec-Görlitz, Gubin-Guben, Słubice-
Frankfurt-am-Oder, Łęknica-Bad Muskau and 
many others (Jajeśniak-Quast, Stokłosa 2000, 
Jańczak 2011). Over the years the physical iso-
lation led to a reinforcement of prejudices, and 
moreover, the closed border had a negative im-
pact on trans-border relationships (Jańczak 2007).

The political climate during the post-war peri-
od made this border frozen: cross-border move-
ments of people were prohibited, even though 
both east-Germany and poland were parts of the 
soviet bloc. The situation changed when the bor-
der was partly opened in 1971. This event was 
warmly welcomed by the locals and encouraged 
them to freely cross the border (Stokłosa 2008). 
Unfortunately, the rise of the Solidarność move-
ment in poland caused the re-closure of the bor-
der in 1980. 

Visa-free travel between these two countries 
was forbidden, which had a negative influence, 
not only on the common relationships between 
ordinary citizens, but also had a negative reper-
cussion on the development of common part-
nerships (Stokłosa 2008). Fortunately, many of 
the contacts were re-developed after the second 
opening of the border, in 1991. The early 1990’s 
was a ground-breaking period for eastern and 
Central european countries. The collapse of com-
munism, the German reunification and the disso-
lution of the warsaw pact all brought the open-
ing of the polish-German border. The meaning of 
the border-crossing changed in 2004, when the 
accretion of poland to the european union not 
only established open borders, but strengthened 
the nature and level of cross-border cooperation 
(Stokłosa 2012). However, the definitive opening 
of the border made Słubice weaker, not only as a 
border crossing, but also as a place of business, 
because Słubice became less attractive for poten-
tial investors.
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The perception of the borderline 
and the role of the border twin towns

The case of La Jonquera (Els Límits) – 
Le Perthus (the Spanish-French borderland) 

On the question of the influence of the border 
on local residents, the vast majority of respond-
ents (95%), of both Spanish and French national-
ities, asserted that it is impossible not to feel like 
living on a border due to the continuous massive 
flow of goods and people moving through here 
every day. also, due to the proximity of the bor-
der, interviewees drew attention to drug smug-
gling, which can be observed by locals in the en-
hanced police control (10 people). 

when it came to the issue of the perception 
of the borderline with reference to the changes 
over time perspective, the majority of those sur-
veyed (83%) replied that the surroundings of the 
borderline had changed dramatically since the 
border was open in 1993. On the one hand, the 
change can be seen in the increasing rate of un-
employment – many workers lost their jobs in the 
wood industry, because of the development of 
the commercial infrastructure. Consequently, a 
great number of native inhabitants moved away 
to other parts of Catalan or spain. nowadays 
more and more people coming into this area are 
just passing through or stay for a short while 
because of business reasons. on the other hand, 
the new construction of buildings and stores as 
well as the abandoning of the forest-cutting ac-
tivities made the most imperative impact on land 
use in the surroundings of the twin towns, but 
especially la Jonquera. however, one response 
which kept repeating was that the greatest bene-
fit of the opening of the border was the freedom 
of movement.

With regards to other benefits on the out-
comes of the border opening, no clear answer 
can be seen. The interviewed people had mixed 
feelings about the issue of the border opening, 
which depended on the nationality or the pro-
fession and economic status of the individuals. 
For example, nowadays in the opinion of French 
traders, the economic situation is less favourable 
on the French side. They argue that business in 

le perthus dropped due to the price differenc-
es between the French and spanish sides of this 
twin towns. because of this, many residents of le 
perthus became unemployment. however, some 
of the interviewed people (7 answers) expressed 
a positive attitude to the situation, because it 
forced them to reinvent themselves. Contrary to 
this, the youth expressed their satisfaction with 
these changes, because the development of the 
service sector offered them a wider brand of 
workplace. and obviously, opening the border 
contributed to the extremely dynamic economic 
growth of the spanish side (els límits and the 
rest of la Jonquera municipality as well).

however, one of the disadvantages of the bor-
der opening, in the opinion of interviewees, was 
a rising feeling of insecurity as a result of less or 
a lack of police control in their previous fixed 
surveillance sites. also another consequence of 
the disappearing strict police monitoring was 
that it allowed for easier drug smuggling, which 
seriously worried the local population. The sur-
veyed locals unanimously agreed that the con-
trols should be reinforced to improve the quality 
of living in the borderland. 

as for visitors, the main reason for visiting 
els límits and the rest of the municipality of la 
Jonquera was shopping (95% of responses). The 
customers are even the residents of the neigh-
bouring le perthus, however, the low prices 
and diversity of products attract people from 
different regions of France. Frenchmen very of-
ten come to els límits to buy products because 
of lower prices than in many other towns in 
France. besides, the diversity of products also al-
lows customers to buy everything, from clothes 
and food, alcohol and cigarettes to furniture, 
all in one place. however, worthy of note here 
is that of these products, it is the perfumes and 
medicine, which make els límits the shopping 
destination for many Frenchmen. nevertheless, 
these same reasons also attract spanish visitors, 
because as spanish interviewees said, the attrac-
tiveness of the prices encourages them to come 
here even if they have to travel a significant dis-
tance. Interesting is the fact that Catalan people 
very rarely visit the French town le perthus, and 
even more surprisingly, 5 of the interviewed peo-
ple had never visited the French side at all.
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The case of Słubice – Frankfurt-am-Oder 
(the Polish-German borderland)

In the case of Słubice – Frankfurt-am-Oder, 
the borderline goes along the odra river. 
wherefore in the opinion of local residents, both 
German and polish, the river is perceived as a 
natural landmark and a part of the landscape 
rather than a kind of the artificial border. But in 
the past, when the border was closed, the river 
itself was a limiting factor, which kept these two 
nationalities separated from each other – the ma-
jority of respondents (92%) agreed on this point. 
additionally, the border was strictly guarded 
and the checkpoints, located at the bridge, em-
phasized the existence of the border as a physical 
obstacle. but what is surprising currently is the 
fact that even if a physical limitation is practically 
non-existent, there is a strong mental barrier be-
tween the poles and Germans, who, despite the 
fact that they live so close together, have such a 
profound prejudice against each other.

bearing in mind the social and landscape 
changes after the border was opened at the be-
ginning of the 1990’s, a big transformation in the 
area near the borderline was observed. Most of 
the surveyed residents of both cities (one third) 
considered the occurring changes as positive, 
paying attention to the ease of border crossing. 
Yet, one of the disadvantages, on which the at-
tention drew in particular German interview-
ees, was the rapid depopulation of Frankfurt, 
observed since the beginning of the 1990’s. As 
a consequence, many abandoned blocks of flats 
were pulled down. on the other hand, the resi-
dents of Słubice emphasised that since the border 
crossing was facilitated and border checks re-
moved, Słubice became more attractive for Poles 
from the neighbouring regions of poland, who 
chose this town as a living place, and the German 
side of the borderland, but not only Frankfurt, 
as a working place. In both cases it is the finan-
cial reasons that explain this behaviour: German 
employers offer higher salaries, but living on the 
polish side is less expensive. eventually, these 
migratory movements rebuilt the urban structure 
of the twin towns: the polish side is expanding, 
while the German one is shrinking. nonetheless, 

almost all who were surveyed stated that the pro-
cess of the border openness, and especially the 
poland accession to the schengen zone, decreased 
the role of the twin towns as a border-crossing, as 
it used to have in the past.

These days, the locals of the twin towns quite 
often cross the border and their freedom of 
movement has provided for the establishment of 
a special bus line. a large number of respondents 
(20 people) expressed their contentment, but this 
bus connection is especially useful for German 
customers coming to the polish bazaar, which 
is located on the outskirts of Słubice. However, 
among the polish retailers and owners of the 
shops in the city centre, a visible dissatisfaction 
with the bus line was observed. They argue that 
the direct bus line omits their shopping area, 
which in the past used to be a main destination 
for German customers. 

The poles interviewed were asked about their 
reasons for spending their free time in Frankfurt. 
surprisingly, a half of them answered that they 
do not spend their free time there. In the group 
of those surveyed who gave a positive answer, 
the reasons for visiting the German side were 
the following; nice conditions for walking with 
children, cycling and other sports, going out with 
friends to pubs and restaurants. also another rea-
son was for the purchasing of some high quality 
German products, such as household chemical 
products. Generally, in the opinions of the sur-
veyed poles, the German side of the twin towns 
offers them better services. additionally, for 
young polish people, under the age of 25, spend-
ing time in Frankfurt is more fascinating, because 
in Słubice there is a lack of certain kinds of social 
places, like for example, cinema or theatre, which 
they can find in Frankfurt.

on the opposite spectrum, the interviewed 
Germans spend their time in Słubice for sever-
al different aims. The most frequent reasons for 
visiting Słubice were; doing shopping, going to 
the hairdresser. refuelling the car and going out 
for a meal. as for shopping, the most commonly 
purchased goods are: bakery products and ciga-
rettes. obviously, the reasons for doing shopping 
and buying the aforementioned products are the 
lower prices and good service.
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The attitudes towards neighbours 
and cultural identification with 
the borderland

The case of La Jonquera (Els Límits) – 
Le Perthus (the Spanish-French borderland)

Because of the specific role of Els Límits – Le 
perthus as a shopping area, the twin towns are 
visited by a high number of customers every day. 
For this reason, visitors represent a significant 
percentage of the respondents. Consequently, in 
the following section, firstly, the relationships be-
tween locals are presented and after that, the atti-
tude to locals as expressed by the visitors.

with relation to the every-day-life of the local 
residents, all those who were interviewed stated 
that no barriers between both nationalities can be 
seen. as one of the residents of el pertús said: For 
us, who live here, there have never been two foreign 
countries; we are a family and we have never existed 
like on at state border. This is clearly a result of a 
long and stable border persistence and the rela-
tive openness of the border over time.

none of the interviewees, neither the Catalans 
nor the French, are in any conflicts with each other 
and the common relationships are judged neutral 
or even friendly. only the language issue was a 
matter of minor complaint: Catalans claimed that 
when they visit the French side, speaking French 
is a must. but it does not work conversely when 
French people visit Catalan side: Frenchmen do 
not need to speak neither Catalan nor spanish. 
Wherefore, most of the questioned Catalans (93%) 
knew French, at least at a basic level. This group 
was represented by young people under 30, who 
find language skills important in improving their 
future and also helpful in their travelling expe-
riences. In comparison, only a few of the inter-
viewed Frenchmen (3 people) were able to prove 
themselves a knowledge of their neighbour’s 
language. as one French respondent surveyed 
stated, he does not identify with Catalan culture 
and does not see the need to learn the Catalan 
language. 

on the other hand, half of the visiting French 
respondents, who visited els límits – le perthus 
said that they have only business relations with 
Catalans, however, they have a positive attitude 
and good relationships with the locals. some of 

those surveyed have friendly and cordial relations 
with the Catalan citizens of els límits. only one 
French respondent expressed his doubts saying: 
sometimes it’s difficult to trust, when we do not know 
each other. but this kind of misgiving is nothing 
surprising when we talk about general opinions 
about strangers. 

as for the Catalans visitors to the twin towns, 
they admitted that their reason for visiting els 
límits – le perthus was shopping or other busi-
ness purposes. similar to the previous situation, 
both the locals and visitors, have harmonious 
relations with each other; whereas they tolerate 
each other, they do not get into closer relation-
ships. This level of mutual involvement is typical 
for borderlands. however, among the Catalans 
interviewed there was one teenager, who would 
have a close personal relation with French living 
in le perthus.

In the case of cultural identity, none of the 
French respondents questioned expressed their 
national identity by using national symbols, ex-
plaining that there is no need to signify their emo-
tions in this way. on the other hand, all Catalans 
openly expressed their national and cultural 
identity by displaying Catalan flags and wearing 
barcelona T-shirts and other symbols of Catalan 
identity.

The case of Słubice – Frankfurt-am-Oder 
(the Polish-German borderland)

The survey results indicate that the close prox-
imity of the poles and Germans leads locals to in-
voluntary integration, which helps to break down 
deep-seated prejudices towards their neighbours. 
For example, in the minds of Słubice’s inhabit-
ants, their German neighbours are not significant-
ly differ from them. Moreover, they reported that 
the inhabitants of Frankfurt are good customers, 
which means a lot in a place where trade is very 
important for both sides of the border. 

as for the surveyed Germans, half of them 
had relations with the inhabitants of Słubice like 
classmates or friends. no particular dislikes about 
poles were observed; in the opinion of Germans, 
polish people are friendly and as one noted: Polish 
people are more open-minded. I have better relations 
with them rather than Germans.

also quite surprising are the opinions of the 
inhabitants of Słubice about their border identity 
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as well as the identity of this special place of liv-
ing. The majority of respondents (97%) did not 
identify themselves either with Słubice, nor with 
this trans-border region. The only thing that 
distinguishes this border region from others, in 
the opinion of the interviewees, is the natural 
possibility for meeting foreigners, which auto-
matically forces them to use foreign languages 
in everyday life. The biggest cultural benefit of 
this is learning to be more tolerant, stressed the 
respondents. Also, the border location of Słubice 
does not have any effect on cultural identity, ac-
cording to the interviewed poles. To be more pre-
cise, polish culture does not mix with the German 
and the German culture has no influence on the 
polish one, as the surveyed concluded. 

referring to the meaning of living in the 
German part of the twin towns, the interviewed 
inhabitants of Frankfurt expressed very posi-
tive feelings: they like living here and are happy 
because of this. Most of them can identify with 
Frankfurt and the border region as well. what 
is interesting is that, young people, under 25, 
more appreciated the relationships between the 
German and the polish people, whereas the peo-
ple older than 25 appreciated more the local cul-
ture and the city itself as a border town. The inter-
viewed Germans admitted that the local cultural 
identities of both nations infiltrate mutually and 
influence life in both cities. Additionally, they 
emphasised that the proximity to poland has a 
great importance in their lives. Furthermore, they 
claimed that in the language and culture differ-
ences they can see no obstacles in bilateral inter-
action, but actually the chance to raise the curios-
ity to get to know each other better. 

as for the language issue, because of their 
connections with their German neighbours, all 
the polish interviewees indicated that they had 
learned at least enough of the German language 
to be able to communicate. on the other hand, 
German interviewees could not say that they had 
even basic knowledge of polish, but they admit-
ted that they did know some polish words and 
expressions. nonetheless, everyone expressed 
their willingness to learn the polish language, if 
such a possibility emerged. 

The future of the borderline in the 
context of the twin towns existence 
and cross-border linkage

The case of La Jonquera (Els Límits) – 
Le Perthus (the Spanish-French borderland)

as for the future of the borderline and the 
twin towns, due to both, global and local eco-
nomic situation fluctuation, the interviewed peo-
ple are rather pessimistic, expressing their dissat-
isfaction or disillusionment with politicians and 
their decisions. both nationalities, but especially 
Catalan, are pessimistic in the face of a future 
with the possibility of the increasing prices of key 
products like tobacco and alcohol, because now-
adays the VaT difference between spain and 
France makes the situation more favourable for 
spanish. all interviewees were concerned about 
it and speculated what would happen if the pric-
es of goods were equalized. This would be a huge 
loss of customers, perhaps even a shutting down 
of the la Jonquera commercial zone, as some 
of the interviewees stated. one of the surveyed 
Catalan retails said: It would cause a disaster here. 
La Jonquera, Els Límits would be removed from the 
map, because 90% of the customers are French and 
they come here for shopping to save money. There are 
many of them who come here from remote regions, like 
Marseille, to buy cheaper tobacco, alcohol and petrol. 
unfortunately, in the context of future forecasts 
on the reductions of carbon dioxide emission 
and the introduction of a new transport system, 
it is probable that la Jonquera will lose its im-
portance as a transportation zone in the meaning 
that it currently holds.

at a political level of common relationships, 
the authorities of both twin towns, els límits – le 
perthus are involved in promotion of the towns 
by organising a wide variety of cultural activities, 
in which locals participated together with their 
associations. Interesting here, is the fact that the 
common Catalan cultural background, on both 
sides of the borderline, is helpful in creating an 
openness of both nationalities and developing a 
common border identity. 
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The case of Słubice – Frankfurt-am-Oder 
(the Polish-German borderland)

In the case of Słubice and Frankfurt-am-Oder, 
in the context of future changes, the opinions 
of interviewees are more optimistic than in the 
above case. however, there are some voices of 
doubt about the future economic situation con-
nected with the possible implementation of 
poland in the euro currency. This dissatisfaction 
is observed in both Germans and poles because 
for both nations it would be harmful.

The intention of the local governments of 
both cities, is to establish one urban organism – a 
double town, but as for now, the border towns 
are connected with many joint projects and ini-
tiatives. nonetheless, in the respect of common 
cooperation, there were some voices of doubt. 
Despite the desire to create joint projects and 
even implement them, several of the respondents 
said that the cities will never create one urban 
organism. besides, responsers showed that poles 
and Germans are mentally very different from 
each other and additionally, the disparity in the 
economic conditions between these twin towns is 
another obstacle.

local residents expressed their belief that in 
the near future, cooperation will increase com-
mon relations. It shows the positive feelings of 
all interviewed on mutual projects leading to im-
provements the integration of the inhabitants of 
Frankfurt-am-Oder and Słubice. For example, the 
surveyed teenagers are keen on participating in 
every project, such as: common trips, meetings, 
teamwork and other activities, which are organ-
ised by the schools they attend. students are will-
ing to organise mutual ventures and implement 
different bilateral projects. elderly people, like 
pensioners, are also open to participate in mul-
ti-cultural activities. 

among the Germans interviewed, opinions 
regarding the cooperation between Frankfurt and 
Słubice are positive. All those interviewed stated 
that such an effort is good in the integration pro-
cess. however, the surveyed people did admit 
that their knowledge about the types of common 
activities is limited. Though, in their opinion, the 
level of common cooperation is not enough and 
some other activities should surely be conducted. 
an example of this could be the bilingual kinder-
garten located in Słubice. All of the interviewed 

poles knew about this investment, while only a 
few Germans knew about the project, however, 
they found the concept highly significant. They 
claimed that the integration of the German and 
polish people on both sides of the oder is impor-
tant and it is something which should be taken as 
ordinary, bearing in mind the twisted history of 
both nationalities. 

Concluding discussion 

The results of the study on the borderland is-
sues presented in this paper, gave a unique pos-
sibility to compare cross-border social relations 
between two towns divided by a borderline. The 
collected data delivered a lot of informative and 
also thought-provoking facts on social relation-
ships across a border: the people’s border iden-
tity, their perception of the borderland and the 
neighbouring nations as well as trans-border 
interactions. 

also, the results revealed the importance of 
historical and political factors in creating a cultur-
al background and common attitudes to nations 
living on both sides of the frontier. The chosen 
twin towns represent extremely diverse cases of 
borderland connections: la Jonquera (els límits) 
– le perthus is created on the same socio-cultural 
roots, whereas Słubice and Frankfurt-am-Oder 
were established on ‘unfriendly’ ground. 

as for the case of the polish-German attitude 
and the cultural barriers resulting from tumul-
tuous history, a piece of research conducted on 
this topic shows how this troublesome barrier 
impedes the building of friendly neighbouring 
relations (Krätke 1998, Bürkner 2001, Matthiesen 
et al. 2002, Jańczak 2007, Stokłosa 2008, Wilkinson 
2009). However, as the study proved, the men-
tal barriers between the residents of Słubice – 
Frankfurt-am-Oder are losing their significance. 
The prejudices and stereotypes and negative per-
ceptions of the neighbours are being overcome: 
in the survey the citizens of both towns empha-
sised that they do not want to live next to another, 
but rather, together and with each other. besides 
this, the investigation proved that the attitude to 
borderland phenomena depends on personal per-
ception of the border. For this reason, perception 
has multidimensional viewpoints reliant on sub-
jective experiences and interpretations. 
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worthy of mention here, is that in the case of 
borderland identity, the inhabitants of the twin 
towns identify themselves not with the whole 
town, but the part in which they live (see sim-
ilar results in Opiłowska 2011). But again, as 
was proved, the expression of identity depends 
on personal mentality. hopefully, in the future 
when border cooperation continues, a different 
kind of common border identity might be born. 
local residents have an awareness that overcom-
ing communication obstacles by, for example, 
learning their neighbours languages is a neces-
sary task in a border region. It helps them to get 
to know each other better, to interact and to grow 
together. This is especially crucial for future gen-
erations in an inner-european border region. 

on the basis of the survey results, it might be 
concluded that according to the locals, in some 
aspects, the twin towns are very well mixed and 
connected together, but in other aspects – still 
separate from each other. nonetheless, the gen-
eral impression gathered from both studies con-
vincingly shows that mutual cooperation will 
produce cultural benefits and improve communi-
cation across the border. In fact, this kind of close 
neighbouring can lead to involuntary integra-
tion, because the daily routine at the borderland 
encourages people to me more resourceful.

additionally, it cannot be forgotten that some 
separating aspects of mutual collaborations ex-
isted, namely administrative and legal barriers. 
even if the mental barriers are removed, obsta-
cles can still be observed that have their roots in 
the legal differences between the two bordering 
towns. effective cross-border co-ordination in 
the process of decision-making should be en-
sured, like for example, the drafting of common 
land-use plans and urban development pro-
jects. Furthermore, for better cooperation of the 
neighbouring regions, the twin towns should be 
merged economically. as the results show, the 
economical imbalance between Frankfurt-am-
Oder and Słubice makes the latter less attractive 
and less competitive. economic equality gener-
ates cross-border interaction and collaborations 
that stimulate the development of both markets. 

Finally, the surprising fact is that in the opin-
ion of the local society the state boundaries 
will not disappear in the near future. The roots 
of a kind of thinking like that is the conviction 
that borders ensure a feeling of autonomy and 

self-direction (o’Dowd 2010) as well as the belief 
that people are connected with a certain territory 
which creates their sense of place (Häkli 2008). 
Furthermore, bearing in mind the current politi-
cal situation in europe: the waves of external im-
migration and the threat of terrorism, the sense 
of safety has an increasing role in enhancing state 
border security. a good example of this new sce-
nario is the introduction of strict security controls 
in the spanish – French border after the terrorist 
attacks in paris in november 2015. obviously, all 
those who were surveyed are aware that the bor-
ders will transform into more flexible and fuzzy 
features, but undoubtedly, the boundaries will 
still be perceptible. 

The conclusion that can be drawn from these 
facts is that in every situation political borders 
can create mental boundaries and all borders 
may be barriers and bridges at the same time. but 
as it was once said: some people have an interest 
in preserving the borders, whilst the others want 
to develop their bridging roles.
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