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IN BUREAUCRATIC ORGANIZATION: THE CASE OF POLAND
Introduction
In order to understand the current political-administrative organization of states
around the globe, one needs to first examine these countries’ history.1 The age
of imperialism in particular has left a lasting imprint on societies in all world
regions.2 Focusing on developments in Eastern Europe, this chapter aims to answer the following question: Did the historical state building processes through
three empires — Austria, Prussia, and Russia — in the territories of present-day
Poland have long-term consequences for the country’s administrative culture
and organization? Poland is an ideal case for studying such bureaucratic legacies
because, throughout the long nineteenth century, these three »very different Empires«3 ruled its territories and imposed their distinct administrative systems.
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This also includes the period 1850–1918, which was a crucial time for the development of modern bureaucracies.4
Despite the long tradition of research on imperial legacies in political economy, few scholars have looked at imperial long-term effects on bureaucratic
institutions. This is surprising because bureaucracies are one of the most powerful tools for controlling people.5 Local administrations are also key to policy
implementation.6 Existing studies often do not measure bureaucratic characteristics directly, but instead focus on perceptions7 or social, political, and economic consequences thereof, including the quality of public goods.8
Beyond answering the specific research question introduced above, this
chapter has a broader purpose. In the last two decades, political scientists have
collected much data and presented rigorous statistical analyses to examine the
multi-faceted legacies of empires.9 As impressive as their analyses are, such endeavors would further profit from a continuous dialogue with the discipline of
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history. Historians are deeply familiar with the complex relationship of imperialism, state building, and political development. The chapter at hand represents a contribution to this interdisciplinary dialogue by (1) drawing on scholarly work in (administrative) history, (2) having significantly benefited from
advice by historians, and (3) being a part of an ongoing conversation between
the two disciplines.

Figure 1: Imperial Partition of Poland 1815–1914. This map is partly based on the following
source: © EuroGeographics for the administrative boundaries, at URL: http://www.europa.eu/
eurostat/web/gisco/geodata/reference-data/administrative-units-statistical-units.

A number of related studies already assess various imperial legacies in Poland,
but none of them is focused on bureaucracy. Grosfeld and Zhuravskaya find
several discontinuities at the imperial borders. Specifically, the formerly Prussian parts experience stronger support for anti-communist parties, whereas
Poland, the imperial borders under consideration did not systematically separate areas with
diverging institutions, and 123 years of foreign rule led to the comprehensive replacement
of previous administrative structures.
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people in the formerly Austrian parts vote for more conservative and religious
parties compared to voting behavior in the formerly Russian area.10 Similarly,
Bukowski finds that, in the vicinity of the historical boundaries, 6th-grade and
9th-grade students in the Austrian partition score significantly higher on
standardized tests than students in the Russian partition.11 Also, Kantorowicz
identifies a clear difference in property taxes across past imperial borders.12
Moreover, Ekiert and Hanson analyze communist legacies in Poland and other
Eastern European states,13 and Pop-Eleches and Tucker discuss different pathways through which those legacies perpetuate.14 Furthermore, Cramsey and
Wittenberg show that Polish elites forcefully polonized minority groups in the
interwar period,15 and Bernhard investigates the origins of the Polish democratic opposition under socialism.16 Additional studies on historical legacies
include a contribution by Nalepa and Pop-Eleches, who investigate the effects
of population resettlements on the ability of the Communist regime to infiltrate the Catholic church,17 and research by Charnysh on (1) the influence of
historical antisemitism on attitudes toward the EU18 as well as (2) population
displacements after World War Two.19 Finally, von Hirschhausen and Bint as
well as von Hirschhausen and colleagues introduce the concept of »phantom
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borders«, including in Poland.20 Beyond the large body of studies on historical
legacies in Poland, an overview of the related (but broader) literature on borderlands is provided by Braun and Kienitz.21
This chapter proceeds as follows: First, I provide an overview of imperial
state building processes in Poland and generate multiple hypothesis. Then, I
investigate intertemporal transmission mechanisms. Finally, I discuss my empirical strategy and discuss the results.
Historical Background: The Case of Divided Poland
The Prussian Administrative State
In the nineteenth century, the Prussian administrative state was characterized
by high levels of efficiency and meritocracy.22 A rigorous legal framework governed its operation, a law degree was required for public service, competitive
examinations were held, and an independent commission had to approve all
applicants.23 Thus, the Prussian bureaucracy was among the most modern in
the world24 and it enjoyed a reputation of »incorruptibility«.25 In short, Prussia’s bureaucracy was »extremely well organised and efficient«.26
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Beginning in 1794, Prussian administrative structures, including Prussian
laws, were imposed on Poland’s western territories.27 After 1815, limited autonomy was given to the province of Posen (Poznań),28 including the hiring of
Polish administrators.29 But even Posen was eventually integrated into Prussia.
In 1876, a new policy of germanization began, imposing German legal and cultural institutions and making German the official language of the administration, the courts, and most schools.30
The Austrian Administrative State
In the eighteenth century, Austria implemented a series of reforms aimed at
creating a more efficient administration.31 The result was that it had »a relatively well-functioning, respected bureaucracy«.32 Taylor describes the bureaucracy as hardworking and honest but also points out that it suffered from the
production of mountains of paper and other such flaws common to most modern administrations.33 Although reforms stalled in the nineteenth century and
corruption could not be entirely eliminated,34 the bureaucracy was comparatively meritocratic, offering positions and promotions to non-noble candidates.35 Accordingly, the Habsburg bureaucracy was relatively efficient but also
had certain weaknesses.36
In the 1780s and 1790s, Austria introduced its administration to its Galician
territories,37 also implementing censorship and repression.38 Initially, Austria
made few concessions to the Poles and its bureaucracy put a heavy tax burden
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on the region.39 Despite initially high levels of repression, not all Austrian bureaucrats had an antagonistic relationship with the population—instead, some
developed strong ties to local elites.40 Also, local administrations in the preMarch era often functioned as intermediaries between rural populations and
manors/estate ownerships.41 The 1848 revolution then led to a first set of progressive reforms.42 Moreover, following defeats of Austria in 1859 in 1866,43
significant levels of self-governance by the Poles were allowed,44 including the
local control of bureaucracies and the presence of Galician representatives in
Vienna.45 Consequently, Galicia enjoyed substantially higher levels of decentralized administrative control, which was appreciated by the Poles.46
The Russian Administrative State
In direct comparison with Austria and Prussia, Russia had a highly inefficient
public administration.47 Both social selectivity and patronage were much more
predominant than in Prussia or Austria, while aspects of meritocratic recruitment were either underdeveloped or non-existent. Thus, levels of meritocracy
and efficiency were significantly lower than in the Prussian and Austrian bureaucracies, whereas corruption and arbitrariness were omnipresent.48 Moreover, the hierarchical, military-like administrative structures systematically
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undermined personal initiative,49 and »[e]specially at the lower levels, the bureaucracy was radiantly corrupt«.50 In general, »Russia was [...] characterized
by the least efficient administrative apparatus [...] of the three empires«.51
When Russia first acquired territory in northeastern Poland in 1772 — and
similarly in 1796 — it created new administrative provinces called »gubernias«.52 But due to a »shortage of Russian administrators« and the absence of
»a body of codified laws«53 — associated with an inability to build a modern
public administration — Russia was initially unable to pursue a policy of russification.54 This lack of administrative capacity also meant that the extent and
quality of public goods was severely restricted compared to Prussia or Austria.55 At first, the Congress Kingdom of Poland (founded after 1815) enjoyed
administrative autonomy but this status ended with an uprising in 1830/31,
leading to a period of repression.56 Russia maintained the Kingdom as an administrative unit of its core state but simultaneously »abolished the constitution, the Sejm [parliament] and the Polish army«.57 This was a major defeat to
Polish desires for self-governance. Subsequently, the Russian army policed Poland to prevent another military uprising.58
Measuring Efficiency and Meritocracy
Accordingly, stark differences in both efficiency and meritocracy can be observed in the historical administrations of Prussia, Austria, and Russia. This
section focuses on how we can measure these concepts in the present day to
examine if historical legacies persist.
Measuring Efficiency: When measuring efficiency, we can focus on input
or output factors. In the case of present-day Polish communes (gmina), a focus
on input factors is more appropriate for the following reasons: With the exception of county-level (powiat) cities, municipalities in the territory of present-
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day Poland have the same legally required set of outputs (organizational tasks)
in terms of public goods and services. Those include, for example, waste management, the maintenance of roads, and fire protection. County-level cities
provide additional services to citizens, such as issuing vehicle registration certificates. Given the uniformity of expected outputs that public administrations
are required to deliver, I use the number of public administrators per 1,000
inhabitants as a measure of inputs (of human resources). From an input-centered perspective, a more efficient public administration needs fewer employees to fulfill the standard set of organizational tasks.
Measuring Meritocracy: In line with the argument that meritocracy has a
strong impact on bureaucratic efficiency,59 several studies imply that larger (or
less efficient) bureaucracies could also suffer from patronage recruitment.60
But how can I more directly measure meritocracy? Meritocracy is associated
with the level of selectivity in the application process. Therefore, I use the number of applicants relative to the number of job openings at the level of the clerk
(urzędnik). More candidates per job increase the competitiveness/selectivity of
the recruitment procedure. This measurement reflects both (1) the efforts of
the public administration to find qualified candidates and (2) the attractiveness
of working there. In places where efforts to find qualified candidates are low
and in places where the public administration is seen as inefficient/not prestigious, it attracts fewer candidates.
Summary and Hypotheses
The low levels of meritocracy and efficiency in the Russian administration led
to a comparably low level of legitimacy of Russian institutions. This likely had
a negative impact on citizen perceptions and the self-selection of qualified applicants into administrative jobs, potentially resulting in long-term (self-reinforcing) decreases in bureaucratic efficiency.
Hypotheses 1 and 2: Compared to communes in the formerly Russian parts,
we expect the local public administrations in the formerly Austrian or Prussian
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parts of Poland to have fewer public employees per 1,000 inhabitants (indicating higher levels of efficiency) (H1) and to have a larger pool of applicants for
administrative jobs (indicating higher levels of meritocracy) (H2).
Furthermore, when compared to Prussia, the higher levels of local autonomy and decentralization in the Austrian administration led to increases in the
perceived legitimacy of Austrian institutions by the Poles. Consequently, interactions between bureaucrats and citizens were less antagonistic, which may
have had beneficial long-term consequences for the public’s view of bureaucracies and the self-selection of qualified applicants into administrative jobs,
perpetuating bureaucratic efficiency.
Hypotheses 3 and 4: Compared to communes in the formerly Prussian
parts, we expect the local public administrations in the formerly Austrian parts
of Poland to have fewer public employees per 1,000 inhabitants (indicating
higher levels of efficiency) (H3) and to have a larger pool of applicants for administrative jobs (indicating higher levels of meritocracy) (H4).
Mechanisms of Intertemporal Transmission
Which specific mechanisms of intertemporal transmission could be responsible for persistent imperial legacies in Poland’s public administration?
When considering the historical period of interwar Poland (1918–1939), it
is important to note that the nascent Polish state was slow to develop a new
and unified legal framework to govern its public administration. Despite a process of (formal) unification in administrative procedures, for several years, the
former partitions of Poland maintained distinct legal-administrative traditions
— based primarily on the former empires’ systems.61 This means that the
quasi-experimental »treatment« of distinct historical administrative systems
persisted well into the 1920s.
Because human capital and administrative culture also matter for bureaucratic organization, a relevant fact is that there was significant continuity in
personnel after the disintegration of the empires. Historical statistics from the
year 1923 reveal that, in each of the partitions, approximately one third or more
of all civil servants had been working at the public administration since the
period of external rule. Specifically, the Central Statistical Office of Poland provided the following numbers on civil servants who had been working at the
public administration for 6 or more years in 1923: 32.7 percent of civil servants
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in »Central Poland« (formerly under control of Russia), 32.1 percent in »Western Poland« (formerly under the control of Prussia), and 70.3 percent in »Southern Poland« (formerly under the control of Austria).62 Accordingly, both formal
and informal aspects of bureaucratic organization persisted into the 1920s, extending the distinct administrative systems into the Second Polish Republic
and contributing to the perspective that administrative culture was a key aspect
of intertemporal stability in bureaucratic organization.
Since Poland did not have a unified legal framework in 1923, a comparison
of the relative number of employees per capita is less meaningful than in the
subsequent communist and post-communist periods. But if we simultaneously
compare differences in outputs, that is, public goods and services, such an analysis can reveal important patterns. Most importantly, even though the Russian
administrative state had been significantly less extensive in the provision of
public goods and services,63 historical statistics about the number of province
(voivodeship) and county administrators show that the former Russian partition approximated the former Austrian and Prussian partitions in personnel
size. While Austria and Prussia had provided vastly more outputs,64 in the years
after the disintegration of the empires there was only a small difference between the formerly Russian parts of »Central Poland« — with an average of
0.16 administrators (per 1,000 inhabitants) — and the formerly Austrian and
Prussian partitions — with 0.25 and 0.29, respectively.65
Even though World War Two and the transition to communism were highly
disruptive to Poland’s political system, the latter also meant a homogenization
of legal-administrative frameworks across the country. If path dependence in
bureaucratic organization holds, the suggested patterns in personnel size — as
a measure for administrative efficiency — should be fully observable in this
period due to a streamlining of expected outputs.
Specific numbers regarding the employees of local public administrations
are available for the year 1968.66 When combined with population statistics,67
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we observe the following patterns: The province Krakowskie, which overlaps
with the former Austrian partition, had a relatively low number of 1.58 local
public administrators per 1,000 inhabitants. Similarly, the province Katowickie, which was split between all three empires, with a substantial Austrian part,
had 1.51 local administrators. Only the mostly Austrian province Rzeszowskie
is an outlier with 2.04 administrators, leading to an average of 1.71 in these
three territories. The provinces that overlapped with the Prussian partition to
the greatest extent had an average value of 1.77. Finally, the provinces that primarily overlapped with the Russian partition had an average of 1.93 administrators. These significant relative differences, which can be observed despite a
unification in formal institutions, are mostly in line with my expectations. They
also provide support for the view that persisting differences in informal institutions are constitutive of divergence in bureaucratic efficiency. Considering
the previous operationalization, the unification of the legal frameworks and the
associated streamlining of expected outputs mean that we can more directly
compare the number of local administrators as a possible measure of bureaucratic efficiency. Accordingly, in an input/output framework of efficiency, the
administrations in the formerly Russian partition perform substantially below
their counterparts in the communist period as well.
Which concrete mechanisms related to informal institutions could be responsible for the intertemporal stability of administrative organization in Poland? Theoretically, at least two possible channels of transmission exist.
First, the intergenerational transmission of cultural values (historically imposed by the public administrations of the three powers) could have a persistent
impact on administrative norms and behavior.68 Second, historically formed attitudes toward the state may influence the relationship of individuals with public authorities.69 Bustikova and Corduneanu-Huci argue that such historically
formed views of the state can constitute a long-term equilibrium and have a decisive impact on state-citizen interactions, specifically in terms of clientelism.70
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Additionally, a robust positive perception of public bureaucracies could persistently lead to the self-selection of more highly qualified applicants, creating a
self-reinforcing dynamic of higher efficiency and improved public attitudes.71
Comprehensive empirical evidence demonstrates that cultural legacies of
imperial rule persisted throughout the communist period. Hryniewicz shows
that, after the disintegration of the communist regime, people in western and
southern territories of Poland, which had primarily belonged to Prussia and
Austria, had substantially stronger beliefs in meritocracy and the market as an
allocation mechanism. Also, people in territories that had primarily belonged
to the Russian partition were more likely to view work as a source of financial
security rather than as a personal achievement, further supporting the view
that there are significant, historically rooted differences in cultural norms and
values across the former partitions.72 Similarly, Grosfeld and Zhuravskaya find
that democratic capital and beliefs in decentralized governance are greatest in
the formerly Habsburg parts.73
These substantial regional differences in norms support the position that
persistence in culture is likely a driving force in the path dependence of administrative organization, connecting the time of imperial rule to subsequent periods. Stronger beliefs in the market and meritocracy in Poland’s west and south
make recruitment based on patronage and personal connections less likely.
Moreover, since corruption had been a key aspect of regional administrative
culture in the Russian partition, it is possible to have amplified corrupt behavior by officials both in the Second Polish Republic and under communism.
Furthermore, Majcherkiewicz argues that »[present-day] attitudes [toward
the public administration] [...] were formed during the long Partition period
that began in 1795 and ended in 1918«.74 Since there were significant differences in efficiency, corruption, and legitimacy between the bureaucracies of
the three occupying powers, those views likely differ across the partitions. In
this respect, Becker and colleagues present empirical evidence that there is path
dependence in perceptions of state institutions across the historical Habsburg
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border, including in Poland.75 Persisting positive views of the public administration could lead to the self-selection of more and more highly qualified candidates into the applicant pool, also reinforcing higher levels of efficiency.
Searching for the Legacies of Imperial Bureaucracies: The Empirical Test
I conduct an empirical analysis at the level of the commune. A commune is
comparable a municipality — a more common term in countries in which English is the official language. For this purpose, I have used a database of Polish
government institutions to identify as many public administrations at the commune level as possible.76
My central data collection effort was an electronic survey on various aspects
of bureaucratic efficiency and performance. Questions were on the size of the
public administration (in terms of administrators), the number of job openings
at the level of the clerk in 2014–2015, the number of applicants for these positions, and other measures of efficiency and meritocracy.
In January 2017, the survey was sent to approximately 2,300 public administrations and received approximately 740 responses by late April.77 Due to
missing answers, only 500–680 responses can be used for the empirical analyses.
In addition to the data collected through the survey, I have obtained additional data to control for confounding factors, including tax revenues, population density, migration levels, unemployment rates, and so on.78 Importantly,
because many of these control variables possibly introduce posttreatment bias,
the primary empirical models do not use controls.
Response Locations
Figure 2 shows the communes that responded to the survey on a historical map
with the imperial borders of 1815–1914. We see a geographically balanced
sample of responses. Communes that were in interwar Germany are represented by light grey boxes. Because of border shifts after World War Two, we
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need to treat these municipalities differently:79 Formerly Prussian lands with
German majorities were given to Poland. Associated with these transfers were
massive population resettlements, which potentially violate the historical
mechanisms that were established in the previous section.80 Thus, I control for
historical affiliation with interwar Germany. Geographic data was obtained
from different sources.81
Figure 2: Location
of Communes and
the Imperial Borders of 1900. This
map is partly based
on the following
source: © EuroGeographics for the
administrative
boundaries, at URL:
http://www.europa.
eu/eurostat/web/
gisco/geodata/
reference-data/
administrativeunits-statisticalunits.
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Empirical Techniques
To estimate the magnitude of diverging outcomes between the parts of Poland
that were historically ruled by different empires, I use multiple statistical techniques, including (1) simple dummy variable analysis and (2) a regression discontinuity design. A description of the empirical results can be found below.
Empirical Test: Results
Simultaneous Comparison of All Partitions
Figure 3 shows the results of the first set of regressions when all partitions are
compared simultaneously. Russian communes have approximately 6–9 percent more employees than Prussian communes. I obtain a very similar result
for communes that were part of interwar Germany (5–10 percent more employees than Prussian communes that did not belong to interwar Germany).
This is interesting because most people who were relocated to communes of
interwar Germany came from the formerly Russian parts (although some also
came from Eastern Galicia), meaning that the results are an indirect confirmation of the imperial-legacies perspective. Austrian communes appear to be the
most efficient with approximately 8 percent fewer employees than Prussian
communes in the model without covariates.

Figure 3: Coefficient Plot. Simple Dummy Variables (All Partitions)
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Furthermore, Russian communes have approximately 17–28 percent fewer
applicants per job than Prussian communes. Similarly, Austrian communes
have approximately 19–21 percent fewer applicants than Prussian communes.
Without covariates, communes in interwar Germany show a similar pattern, but
the results are no longer statistically significant when covariates are included.
These results provide initial (limited) evidence in favor of imperial legacies
with respect to public administration. With the exception of the lower number
of applicants in the Austrian partition, the results of all models are in the theoretically expected direction. Austrian communes appear to be the most efficient, strengthening the argument that decentralization can positively affect
bureaucratic efficiency in the long run. Importantly, as indicated previously,
the models with covariates need to be interpreted with caution due to the substantial possibility of posttreatment bias.
Direct Graphical Comparison of Empires
In this section, I directly compare differences across the borders of pairs of empires. We begin with Prussia and Russia. In this comparison (as shown in Figure 4), we observe the strongest legacy effect in terms of applicants per job.
Communes in the formerly Prussian territories (on the left side of the vertical
line that represents the historical border with Russia) have significantly more
applicants, indicating higher levels of competitiveness and meritocracy in recruitment processes.

Figure 4: Prussia/Russia Comparison (Full Sample). Applicants per Job (Log).

When comparing the formerly Austrian and Russian parts (as shown in Figure
5), the most striking differences are in the number of employees. The results
indicate that communes in the formerly Austrian parts (on the left side of the

256

Jan P. Vogler

vertical line that represents the historical border with Russia) are significantly
more efficient as they need fewer human resources to conduct the same set of
organizational tasks.

Figure 5: Austria/Russia Comparison (Full Sample). Employees per 1,000 Inhabitants (Log)

In the final comparison of Prussia and Austria (as shown in Figure 6), we again
observe marked differences in terms of the number of employees. The graphic
shows that Austrian communes (on the right side of the vertical line that represents the historical border with Prussia) are superior even to Prussian communes when it comes to their overall efficiency.

Figure 6: Prussia/Austria Comparison (Full Sample). Employees per 1,000 Inhabitants (Log)
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Conclusion
This chapter underscores that the disciplines of political science and history
can strongly benefit from entering a constructive dialogue. In very practical
terms the underlying research project has already profited from such a conversation throughout its development, and — as a part of this volume — it further
advances an ongoing interdisciplinary exchange.
Beyond its interdisciplinary ambition, this chapter also addresses several
major issues in existing political economy research on imperial legacies.
Among others, it is one of the first studies to examine bureaucratic legacies in
a rigorous research design based on an in-depth historical analysis. In the long
nineteenth century, there were vast differences between the public administrations of the three imperial powers that ruled Poland: Austria and Prussia had
been the earliest developers of modern bureaucratic institutions.82 Although
their administrative systems were externally imposed on the Polish people,
they were generally characterized by high levels of meritocracy and bureaucratic efficiency, and they were considered reliable and effective by local populations. Additionally, in the second half of the nineteenth century, Austria decentralized its administrative apparatus and provided the Poles with many
more avenues for administrative participation. Yet Prussia’s administration,
while highly effective and reliable, remained centralized and systematically excluded Polish citizens, which could produce differential legacies. Furthermore,
compared to both Prussia and Austria, Russia’s public administration was
highly corrupt and inefficient, and it suffered from extremely low levels of meritocracy. Specifically, recruitment and promotion was primarily based on patronage and personal networks, leading to bureaucratic incompetence and ineffectiveness. As a consequence, in the Russian partition, the Poles developed
an antagonistic relationship to the state, which could have long-term implications for bureaucratic organization and the quality of state-citizen interactions.
My analyses show that these distinct historical patterns still affect some aspects of contemporary public administration in Poland (whereas there also is
little to no effect in some other comparisons). Specifically, I find that former
Russian communes perform worst on measures of efficiency and meritocracy
(H1 and H2). There is also (more limited) evidence of a positive long-term
Habsburg effect on bureaucratic efficiency (H3). An additional analysis of historical data from both the interwar and communist periods suggests that the
observed differences are deeply rooted and have survived various historical regimes. Comparable patterns can clearly be identified for the time of communist
rule, during which administrations in the east were significantly larger. Moreover, as existing studies, survey data, and expert interviews show, this long-
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term persistence of bureaucratic structures can be explained by (1) the endurance of culture, affecting administrative norms and behavior, and (2) attitudes
towards the bureaucracy, influencing recruitment patterns.
All in all, this chapter provides an optimistic perspective on the possibilities
for interdisciplinary collaboration. Indeed, scholars from history and political
science can learn a lot from each other. Historians’ extremely detailed and
comprehensive knowledge of historical cases can strongly benefit political research. In turn, political scientists may uncover patterns of (long-term) development that have not been identified by historians yet. Furthermore, history
may profit from the research designs as well as the statistical toolkit that political scientists have applied in the last decades. Thus, collaboration between political science and history can benefit both disciplines in many and possibly
surprising ways.83
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