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INTRODUCTION

Peoples of the Baltic region have been divided and distant from each other for at least sixty 
years. At least three generations have lived in restricted spheres; communication between their 
countries and exchange of ideas were close to non-existent. Barriers constructed of ignorance, 
prejudices and even hostility have been solicitously cultivated by powerful organizations. 
When most of the obstacles had been removed in the early nineties, the peoples, facing each 
other, found themselves in a need of mutual communication. But interethnic communication 
is composed of two aspects: the technical and the spiritual. 

The first one is on a good way to be clarified. The linguistic diversity of the Region, where 
about 50 languages are spoken, has been alleviated by extension of English, used as a regional 
language to an ever increasing extent. English, a language foreign to everybody in the Baltic 
region, is a tool of intercultural transmission.

The section on culture presents an attempt to solve the second question. The papers 
included contribute to the current debate on culture in general and on its diversity in the 
Baltic region. There are several theoretical paradigms, suggested by the authors of the chapters, 
and all of them stress various aspects of culture. 

The first one, derived from the current post modernistic debate, claims that culture is our 
human invention that we, using our heads, can transform in a desirable direction. However, 
when facing challenges of the topical development we are also used to simplifying cultural 
issues. Michał Buchowski shows in his article how dangerous such simplifications can be if 
only labels of political correctness (as in the case of immigrant policy in Nordic countries) or 
nationalism (as in the case of constitutional nationalism in Baltic countries) are provided.

While Buchowski discusses culture as “refinement of thought, mind, emotions and behav-
ior”, i.e. in a meaning spread in France around the 15th – 16th centuries and present in 
German though from 18th century, Charles Westin, when describing the Baltic landscapes 
and their inhabitants, emphasises the most basic component of culture – the Latin word 
cultu-ra means primarily “cultivation of soil”, in this case cultivation of the landscape. In this 
primary meaning culture is much closer related to environmental sciences. Westin defines 
the Baltic region as a human creation of natural units and points out correlation between the 
Baltic peoples ways of living and the geographical conditions.

Diversity of peoples, religions and languages is being considered a specific feature of 
the Baltic region. The region is a meeting point of four Christian faiths: Protestantism, 
Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Greek Catholicism. It is also a historical home of Jewry. Apart 
from the confessions with most numerous believers there are several minority religions repre-
sented, such as non-conformist Protestant churches, Karaims, Muslims, Armenian Orthodox 
and many others. Religion is a basic part of culture; it stands for our beliefs, rituals, our 
every-day way of life, our way to understand the world and ourselves. Lennart Tegborg in his 
contribution stresses also the social and political role of religion. 

This aspect of culture is being further analysed as a component of another paradigm, used 
by several authors, influenced by contemporary Anglo-Saxon thought on socio-economic 
development. The paradigm is summarized by the notion of social capital, determining pre-
sumptions for well functioning democracy and a prosperous society. Thorleif Pettersson’s 
contribution, based on an extensive research program, shows correspondence between – on 



the one hand – values held to believe by the Baltic societies and – on the other hand – the 
social capital of these societies. The study confirms that the countries of the Baltic region 
belong to four different cultural zones, and that the most distant, opposite positions concern-
ing both the level of social capital and respect for traditional vs. secular-rational values are 
occupied by Sweden which is richest on social capital and Poland with its low level of social 
capital and highest respect for traditional-religious values. The presented study emphasizes 
that culture is values and that prosperity depends on adequacy between self-expression and 
social behaviour. 

Music and art are ways of expression of our feelings and ideas. Jan Ling, Folke Bohlin 
and Andrzej Woziński describe different layers of musical and artistic symbols; the first two 
authors refer to social functions of music, while the third one is seeking the artistic identity 
of the Baltic region. The region has probably lost its relative artistic homogeneity of the 17th 
and 18th centuries, as a result of decline of the Nordic dimension in politics and decay of the 
Dutch influence in the Baltic trade and European artistic life. From the 18th century onwards 
the region has been divided in sub-regions, developing their art in more or less close connec-
tion to the European mainstreams. 

The section is completed by two chapters on cultural exchange. Bernard Piotrowski’s thesis 
is that the most efficient pattern of institutionalised cultural cooperation has been created by 
the Nordic countries and the Nordic experiences can be implemented in the whole region. 
Kazimierz Musiał claims that creation of common regional awareness is highly depending 
on an educational and research policy, which has already started to work, embodied in the 
Baltic University Program and similar projects at universities in Germany, Russia and other 
countries.

Although the analysed areas of culture are as different as the paradigms represented by 
the authors, there is a common message, expressed more or less overtly in each chapter. All 
the authors point out that culture(s) both unite and discriminate us, the individuals and the 
peoples of the Baltic. A consequence of the general thesis, expressed in the first contribution, 
is that this invention of ours should not resist our conscious influence. The following chapters 
define more precisely the desirable directions of changes towards openness and tolerance. 
These are the values that constitute precondition for any successful intercultural communica-
tion. The same values would, as expressed in Pettersson’s chapter, provide more trustful rela-
tions and create a basis for enrichment of the regional social capital.

It happens, however, that political sciences formulate opinions dividing and setting people 
against each other, such as Huntington’s idea of “clash of civilizations”. According to this, 
peoples of the Baltic are located on different sides of a barrier between two opposite cultures: 
the Orthodox and the Western; the second one composed of Protestants united with the 
Catholics. The present textbook as a whole represents quite an opposite concept stressing the 
common characteristics of the regional culture. Our proposal corresponds well to the belief 
that the Baltic people understand their countries rather as bridges between East and West than 
as front states between two opposed civilizations. 

Culture is a serious matter. It unites us and creates barriers between us, but it provides us 
also with moral and intellectual instruments, defining our responsibility and helping us to 
overcome at least some of the barriers we are aware of. The holistic view on culture is then 
being suggested as the specific flag of the Baltic University Programme, differentiating it from 
other, similar attempts.
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