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European 
Integration as Self-
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Appropriation 
of Postcolonial 
Theory by Polish 
Eurosceptics
Joanna Fomina

The contemporary phenomenon of euroscepticism prev-
alent among members of the Polish right can be read as 
a self-colonization narrative according to which Europe-
an integration is nothing short of yet another attempt to 
colonize Poland. According to this view, the integration 
promoted by a pro-Europe elite suffering from symptoms 
of postcolonial syndrome has had negative repercussions 
for the economic and social spheres. This is not the first 
time that postcolonial theory has been co-opted by right-
wing journalists, politicians and scholars (namely, by ac-
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olytes of the Law and Justice party) to critique the trans-
formation period, the elite, and the people of the “Third 
Polish Republic.” Much of this rhetoric can be traced back 
to Ewa Thompson, professor of comparative literature 
and Slavic studies at Rice University in Houston. In her 
research, Thompson uses postcolonial theory to think 
about Poland’s historical legacy. A number of actions in-
consistent with the nationalist and conservative vision 
(in particular, the rejection of the conspiracy theory that 
the Smoleńsk catastrophe was an assassination attempt) 
have been seized as solid evidence that their political ad-
versaries are motivated by a postcolonial mentality. To 
speak more generally, the pro-European political elite are 
portrayed as turncoats who have betrayed the essence of 
Polishness at the service of Western nations. Meanwhile, 
run-of-the-mill proponents of European integration are 
portrayed as “sheeples”, who must be rescued from their 
own ignorance and emancipated. What is more, this in-
terpretation of European integration has also permeated 
social groups that would ordinarily be prone to pro-Eu-
ropean attitudes – namely, urban university students. 
Theorists of euroscepticism have drawn a distinction be-
tween “hard” euroscepticism (represented by an actual 
desire for Poland to secede from the European Union or 
reject the EU’s core policies) and “soft” euroscepticism 
(the belief that national interest is in natural conflict with 
the EU’s current trajectory of development, a resistance 
to integration in specific spheres, and hostility toward ex-
tensive integration and the idea of a “federal” Europe.)1  

1 A. Szczerbiak, P. Taggart (ed.), Opposing Europe? The comparative party politics of 
Euroscepticism, vol.1: Case studies and country surveys, Oxford 2008, p. 7.



20

CzasKultury/English 4/2016

The Polish right, and in particular, the elected officials of 
the Law and Justice party, clarifies that as a movement, 
it does not propose secession from the European Union. 
These officials would, however, certainly qualify as “soft” 
eurosceptics.

Postcolonial theory has been applied to scholarship on 
Polish history and European integration alike. In the 
Polish context, scholars have analyzed the suppression 
of external influences during the Partitions of Poland, 
the socialist period, and even during the recent period 
of transformation. On the other hand, they have focused 
their research on Poland’s role as an empire by referenc-
ing, first and foremost, the Republic of Two Nations (the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth), the interwar period, 
and even contemporary politics in the East.2 The postco-
lonial perspective’s appearance in research on European 
integration is nothing new. There is a rich body of schol-
arship in this vein that analyzes the politics of expansion, 
Poland’s accession to the EU, responses to the economic 
crisis, and finally, the European Union’s developmental 
policies.3

Certain aspects of postcolonial theory have infiltrated 
Polish political debates with no holds barred – a process 

2 C. Snochowska-Gonzalez, Post-colonial Poland – On an Unavoidable Misuse, “East 
European Politics and Societies and Cultures” 4/2012, pp. 708–723; T. Zarycki, Polska a jej 
region a debata postkolonialna, [in:] M. Dajnowicz (ed.), Oblicze polityczne regionów Polski, 
Białystok 2008, pp. 31–48. 

3 T. Zarycki, op. cit.; K. Mikelis, “Neocolonial Power Europe?” Postcolonial Thought and the 
Eurozone Crisis, “French Journal for Media Research” 5/2016; N. Fairclough, Language and 
globalization, Abingdon, New York 2006.
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that has certainly been sped along by Thompson’s pub-
lications. Thompson, it should be noted, is an American 
scholar of Polish descent with right-leaning views. Her 
reading of the post-socialist experience in Poland has 
equipped conservative journalists and politicians with 
an attractive interpretative framework that has come in 
handy in their attempts to reckon with critics of a national 
and conservative vision of Poland and its role in the world. 
Right-wing pundits and politicians do not stop short at 
adopting Ewa Thompson’s concept of postcolonial con-
sciousness, for they have also laid claim to her notion of 
the “surrogate hegemon.” Thompson defines these con-
cepts as follows: since Russia has failed to instill a sense 
of “civic competence” (read: respect) in the countries it 
occupied, Poland has looked elsewhere for a surrogate he-
gemon in the “mythic, wise, and morally governed West.” 
As a result, Poland has succumbed to self-colonization by 
adopting external templates of development, despite the 
lack of coercion to do so. As Thompson has argued: “Ref-
erencing the intellectual authorities of the West (in Polish 
debates of the early twenty-first century) amounts to vol-
untary submission to the Other by those no longer being 
forced to the periphery.”4

The postcolonial narrative has rapidly come to domi-
nate conversations among both journalists and scholars 
on the right. Andrzej Waśko, Rafał Ziemkiewicz, Paweł 
Lisicki, Andrzej Zybertowicz and Zdzisław Krasnodębski 

4 E. Thompson, Postkolonialne refleksje. Na marginesie pracy zbiorowej, [in] “From Sovietology 
to Postcoloniality: Poland and Ukraine from a Postcolonial Perspective” ed. J. Korek, 
“Porównania” 5/2008, pp. 113–125.



22

CzasKultury/English 4/2016

(to name only a few) have attributed this “postcolonial 
complex” and “postcolonial mentality” to the Civic Plat-
form (PO) and, even more broadly, to “the elite of the 
Third Polish Republic” to explain the lack of progress in 
their negotiations with the Russian government over the 
investigation of the Smoleńsk disaster. This interpreta-
tion has somehow not been jeopardized by the fact that 
now, after Law and Justice has held power for a full year, 
these negotiations essentially remain at a standstill. 
Even Jarosław Kaczyński has succumbed to the appeal 
of the postcolonial narrative, for he has described the 
Polish nation under Civic Platform rule as a “scandal” 
and “something weak and postcolonial.”5 Kaczyński has 
even gone so far as to call their Poland a “German-Rus-
sian condo.”6 Within this perspective, the political elite 
in power at the time were “servile,” “mired in complex-
es,” and “complicit and quick to betray the nation’s in-
terests.” Kaczyński’s rhetoric was encouraged by other 
Law and Justice politicians, such as Jacek Sasin and Bog-
dan Pęk.

The postcolonial framework and its applications have 
been expanded to accommodate not only Poland’s rela-
tionship with its Eastern neighbor, but its rapport with 
the EU as well. This played out when the Civic Platform 
outlined new European policy guidelines that called for 

5 J. Kaczyński, interview with J. Karnowskiego, Sygnały dnia, Polskie Radio Program I, 
3.04.2007, http://www.pis.org.pl/article.php?id=6823&st=1 (14.04.2015).

6 Kaczyński w 2010 r.: W obliczu kompromitacji Wałęsy to Lech Kaczyński 
będzie symbolem „Solidarności”, gazeta.pl http://wiadomosci.gazeta.pl/
wiadomosci/1,114873,8349142,Kaczynski__W_obliczu_kompromitacji_Walesy_to_Lech.
html (31.10.2016).
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close cooperation with the EU’s largest member states and 
for remaining within the EU’s mainstream, particularly 
with regard to the processes of de-integration and current 
crises. In discourse targeting an external audience, Civic 
Platform officials emphasized their ardent wish to avoid 
a “Europe of many speeds” (staggered integration), for 
policies in this vein would inevitably result in de-integra-
tion. Discourse intended for a Polish audience, however, 
conceded that a division between “center” (the eurozone) 
and periphery (member states that have not adopted the 
Euro) is unavoidable, and by remaining outside the euro-
zone, Poland has set itself up for further marginalization. 
When discussing the decision to enter the eurozone, they 
related to this move as one that is not only economical but 
geopolitical, in that it would ultimately guarantee greater 
security for Poland.7

At the time, the opposition responded to these arguments 
with allegations that the CP was servile to the “hegemo-
ny” (i.e., Germany) and wanted to ingratiate Poland to 
the “center” and prioritize foreign interests over Polish 
ones. In his address to the parliament in 2011, Krzysztof 
Szczerski, Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs in the first Law 
and Justice cabinet, enumerated seven misguided tenets 
in European governmental policies to Prime Minister 
Donald Tusk. Among these principles was the belief that 
there is one center, and that exclusion from this center 

7 A. Cianciara, Differentiated Integration and the Future of Europe. Debate in Poland, 
“Yearbook of Polish European Studies” 17/2014, pp. 167–189; Informacja Ministra Spraw 
Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 2014 r., http://www.msz.gov.pl/
pl/p/msz_pl/polityka_zagraniczna/priorytety_polityki_zagr_2012_2016/expose2/expose_ 
2014 (25.10.2016).
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is to be avoided at all costs.8 In light of allegations that 
the Polish elite, crippled by postcolonial consciousness, 
has consented to the EU’s exploitation of Poland and has 
forced it to voluntarily accommodate foreign models, 
this critique of the Civic Platform’s European policies 
appears to be an indictment of self-colonization. Szc-
zerski’s response to this state of affairs was to propose 
the model of a “multicentered Europe” and “staggered 
integration” – a policy that would rely on the arbitrary 
judgment of participating nations. Law and Justice sup-
porters were opposed to entering the eurozone, and this 
was one of many items on a long list of political spheres 
that Poland should be free to disengage from “on its own 
terms.” These areas included low-emissions climate and 
energy policies and social policies (anti-discrimination 
laws) that call for a high living standard and equal rights 
for all citizens of the European Union but are portrayed 
as being in conflict with Polish interests. What is more, 
Poland’s response to the migrant crisis in the EU was 
also premised on a rather narrow understanding of “sol-
idarity.” Attempts were made to compel Poland to prac-
tice solidarity with other EU member states by working 
to manage the unprecedented influx of refugees entitled 
to protection by EU law, and these gestures were por-
trayed as further evidence of the ongoing manipulation 
of Poland by the “center.”

8 Sprawozdanie Stenograficzne z 3. posiedzenia Sejmu Rzeczypospolitej 
Polskiej w dniu 15 grudnia 2011 r., http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter7.nsf/0/
B5BC8CC970FA8E58C125796800473F23/%24File/3_b_ksiazka.pdf (25.10.2016).
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European integration in its current iteration is rep-
resented as just one more episode in a long history of 
oppression, stretching back to Poland’s historical sub-
jugation by Russia and Germany. According to this nar-
rative, many within Polish society fail to understand 
this because of their “postcolonial complexes,” for they 
are not yet accustomed to independence and sovereign-
ty. As Andrzej Zybertowicz wrote, “the sweeping and 
often uncritical support among so many Poles for the 
EU tends to come from a place of ignorance rather than 
knowledge. It can be interpreted as the product of the 
post-servile mentality of those eager to join the ranks 
of Europe’s ‘superior nations’ and completely oblivious 
to how few of them will ever move beyond the servants’ 
quarters.”9

The postcolonial interpretive framework, claimed so ea-
gerly by conservative politicians and pundits, has col-
ored the popular perception of European integration for 
the youngest generation of Poles – a demographic that 
includes students at the University of Warsaw,10 how-
ever much these very people may have benefited from 
Poland’s inclusion in the EU. Eurosceptic views voiced 
among a group of recently polled Warsaw students seem 
to fit into a cohesive pattern, for they consistently appeal 

9 A. Zybertowicz, Postkolonialna pułapka, “Polish Club”, 21.08.2011, http://www.polishclub.
org/2011/08/21/prof-andrzej-zybertowicz-postkolonialna-pulapka/ (30.10.2016).

10 A study using focus groups was conducted among students of the University of Warsaw, 
Warsaw University of Technology, and Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in May 
and June of 2015. A detailed description of the study and a report on its results can 
be read in: J. Fomina, The Unlikely Eurosceptics: The Role of the Domestic Context in 
Shaping anti-European Attitudes among the Young Poles, “Polish Sociological Review” 
(forthcoming).
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to a binary division between “center” and “periphery” 
that presumes the social incompatibility between Poland 
and member states that joined the EU earlier – an in-
compatibility that is traced back to historical conditions. 
This argument implies that Poland and the current “cen-
ter” necessarily have divergent goals, interests, needs, 
and values. As one participant of the study explained: 
“We’re dealing with France and Germany, and Germany, 
in particular, is a country that has organized the econo-
my since World War II, buys up what it is given, and has 
interests everywhere. Then take France – a similar story 
– and then the UK, which is in the EU, but whose auton-
omy is really up in the air. And then here, in our region, 
we have Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia, and all these places want 
different things. So, you have Germany wheeling and 
dealing with the Russians, and meanwhile, they have no 
interest in its Eastern sidebar. As a result, Baltic coun-
tries feel threatened by Russia (at the moment, Latvia 
really exemplifies this, and to a lesser degree, Lithuania 
as well).”11

According to another version, the West has simply “gone 
off the rails” and has ceased to be authentically Europe-
an due, in part, to ongoing processes of secularization 
and civic liberalization, as well as permissive immigra-
tion policies. Poland, meanwhile, has managed to remain 
an embodiment of the “real” Europe, but because of its 
inferior status, has no choice but to adopt the norms, 

11 Interview Group 1.
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social templates, and values of the West: “The EU has 
staged an attack on this value system, targeting Chris-
tianity, which is, after all, the founding pillar of Europe. 
Because of the influence of European law whenever some 
controversial regulation is proposed, we feel obligated to 
accept it into Polish legislation, and then people object 
that Poland is not free to withdraw, and various duties 
that often come with high costs are then shoved onto 
Poland.” 12

Somewhere between the “center” and periphery lies 
a staggering disparity in the power to intervene. Po-
land’s voice is not heard. The country is not in a position 
to clearly articulate its goals and needs, for its status is 
significantly inferior to that of member states belong-
ing to the “center.” Poland’s status remains peripheral: 
“In practice, we see that we are, in fact, a product of 
the EU. Which is to say – we are Poland within the EU 
constellation, which means that we are subject to a spe-
cific form of exploitation. We are not treated as part-
ners. I believe these policies treat Poland as an object.”13 
“Old Europe” either fails to comprehend Poland’s needs, 
or consciously strategizes to act to Poland’s detriment, 
weakening the country so that is even more vulnerable 
to exploitation.

Relations with the “center” are spoken of with sharp dis-
trust: “It seems to me that they’re entirely aware of the 
situation here in Poland and in other countries. That they 

12 Interview Group 3.
13 Interview Group 1.
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deliberately target these other countries, ‘they’ being the 
other member states: Germany at the fore, with France 
and Great Britain close behind.”14 On the other hand, the 
pro-European elite is subject to this same distrust. They 
are corrupt, oblivious to Poland’s interests as a nation, 
and obsequious to the “center.” Sovereignty is treated as 
an absolute value: “Take, for instance, Hungary, where in 
my mind, the government has finally begun to prioritize 
its own interests by bracketing those of the EU. If another 
party were in power in Poland, we might very well have 
a similar situation in Poland.”15 A portion of the partici-
pants in the study saw the Civic Platform’s European pol-
icies as a form of self-colonization implemented by the 
elite and eschewing Poland’s best interests at the service 
of others. They blame this situation on a contaminated, 
postcolonial mindset.

If we consider historical experience, the ramifications of 
World War II and the “betrayal” at the hands of the West 
when they delivered Poland into Russia’s hands, then 
the “solidarity” invoked in this narrative is very narrow-
ly defined, translating to sentiments like: “they owe us 
something,” or “we are entitled to something” On the 
other hand, the expectation that Poland will practice 
solidarity with other countries, at least to attend to dis-
placed refugees, is treated as yet another attempt to ex-
ploit Poland.

14 Interview Group 1.
15 Interview Group 2.



29

Joanna Fomina, European Integration as Self-Colonization?

In the years since Law and Justice won the parliamen-
tary election, this notion of a “postcolonial mentality” 
or “postcolonial syndrome” has been leveraged to refute 
critical attacks on the government’s actions. The pro-
tests in defense of the Constitutional Tribunal were por-
trayed as symptomatic of a lack of free thinking: “The 
Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) and Kamila Gasiuk-Pi-
howicz – they all suffer from symptoms of postcolonial 
consciousness. They think someone in Brussels is run-
ning the whole show,”16 remarked Andrzej Zybertowicz 
during a pro-European march organized by the Commit-
tee for the Defense of Democracy (KOD) and the oppo-
sition. The European Commission’s critique, meanwhile, 
was portrayed as a postcolonial hegemon’s unwarranted 
intervention on the internal affairs of a sovereign na-
tion.

In the article cited above, Snochowska-Gonzalez success-
fully reckons with attempts to explain Poland’s situation 
by distorting postcolonial theory. Zarycki, in turn, has 
point out the problematic consequences of using theo-
ry selectively, particularly due to the public visibility of 
this debate. At the same time, qualitative studies indicate 
that the debate projecting this interpretation of Europe-
an integration has permeated social groups that should 
theoretically have pro-European sentiments and have 

16 A. Zybertowicz, interview, WPolityce.pl, 07.05.2016, http://wpolityce.pl/polityka/292062-
prof-zybertowicz-protestuja-dzis-ludzie-establishmentu-u-opozycji-widac-przejawy-
mentalnosci-postkolonialnej (30.10.2016).
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historically resisted the rhetoric of authoritarian populist 
politics.17 

There are two more interesting aspects of the Polish right’s 
“hostile takeover” of a theory that is, after all, leftist in 
origin. Firstly, despite the fact that postcolonial theory 
first emerged as an emancipatory project, today, it seems 
more closely aligned with an essentialist understanding 
and static vision of culture: a regression from the univer-
sal in favor of the particular.18 These sentiments coincide 
with the conservative and nationalist position, which 
freely passes judgment on what is and is not Polish, and 
devalues the idea of any community of norms, values, and 
interests that exceeds the unit of the nation. Interestingly 
enough, this is no isolated case of the right successfully 
appropriating a theoretical tool or discourse from the left 
to mobilize its constituents. Other examples that come 
to mind are authoritarian populists’ antiestablishment 
appeals for direct democracy and allegations that the EU 
lacks democratic legitimacy. We are all too familiar with 
these phenomena after Poland’s most recent election and 
the Brexit campaign in Great Britain.

Secondly, when we consider these applications of postco-
lonial theory, we might also ask ourselves if this obses-
sion with “sovereignty” as an absolute value (with little 
regard for its practical benefits for the nation and soci-

17 J. Fomina, J. Kucharczyk, The Specter Haunting Europe: Populism and Protest in Poland, 
“Journal of Democracy” 4/2016.

18 For more on this idea, see: V. Chibber, Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital, 
London 2013.
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ety) is in itself symptomatic of a “postcolonial complex.” 
In a post-Westphalian world order – a world defined by 
common sovereignty – insisting on “sovereignty” by its 
Westphalian definition is an anachronism that repro-
duces inherited models and ignores the ever-changing 
reality.

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose
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