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Old Poland 
Historiography 
(Post-)Colonially 
Split? Maciej 
Stryjkowski and 
his Epic History 
of Lithuania
Łukasz Lipiński 

Towards the end of the twentieth-century, Alexander Ki-
ossev proposed a postcolonial model to assess the con-
dition of East, Central, and Southern European Culture 
– cultures he described as “self-colonizing.”1 For Kiossev, 
the nuances of this persistent historical phenomenon con-
sisted of the construction of national identity on the basis 
of foreign models assimilated from cultures more devel-
oped (in terms of historiography, literature, art, and even 

1 See: A. Kiossev, Notes on Self-Colonizing Cultures, [in:] B. Pejic, D. Elliott (ed.), After The 
Wall. Art and Culture in post-Communism Europe, Stockholm 1999. See also: J. Sowa, 
Fantomowe ciało króla. Peryferyjne zmagania z nowoczesną formą, Krakow 2011, pp. 20–25.
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political, legislative, and economic structures) than the 
“self-colonizing” cultures. At the heart of the historian’s 
argument lies the claim that peripheral formations adopt 
inferior positions vis-à-vis the center not because they 
have succumbed to a compulsory dependency on outside 
forces, but because even in the nascent developmental 
state of national subjectivity, they embraced a model of 
their own inferiority.2 This situation stems from recogniz-
ing one’s cultural otherness in relation to a set of values 
deemed universal, and from consciously reckoning with 
the fact that as “inferior” cultures, they are a reservoir of 
societal lacks.3 One such lack was the presumed dearth 
of grand historical narratives on the early origins of the 
nations of East-Central Europe– narratives formed in the 
medieval and renaissance eras in the spirit of dominant 
ideology: the more deeply rooted a culture is in antiquity, 
the greater its inherent value and entitlement to nobility.4

Old Polish writing of the sixteenth century offers sev-
eral clear instances of the self-colonizing construction 
of national identity. As is well known, this period wit-
nessed the rapid formation of national identities in the 
younger nations of East-Central Europe, and Europe more 
generally. To be more specific, we can look to Stanisław 
Orzechowski’s legendary thesis of the Sarmatians’ ori-
gins in Ancient Greece, argued in his political and histor-
ical writing. Orzechowski’s position was preceded by sim-
ilar arguments made by Jan Długosz and other acclaimed 

2 Ibid, p. 21.
3 Citied in: Ibid.
4 For instance, see: B. Bednarek, Epos europejski, Wrocław 2001, p. 77.
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Polish historians.5 Also relevant is the Polish-Lithuanian 
historian and renaissance poet Maciej Stryjkowski’s6 at-
tempt to trace the ethnic origins of Lithuanians back to 
Ancient Rome.

Setting aside the now-corroborated fact that the nomadic 
Sarmatian people never even came near Poland’s borders7 

and that the Polish “Sarmatian” class was most certainly 
a legacy fabricated to feed the megalomania of the aristoc-
racy,8 in the former and latter cases (Polish and Lithuanian), 
the search for ethnic origins in antiquity was intended to 
elevate a nation that was in fact developmentally delayed 
on a cultural, systemic, economic and national level. This 
doubled as a way to assimilate Poland and Lithuania, at least 
partially, into the sphere of Western logocentrism (the tra-
dition of rhetoric and the poetics of antiquity) and the meta-
physics of presence (the history of classical philosophy).

There is surely no need here to point out that Ancient 
Greece and Rome furnished the Polish National Reviv-
al with ideal templates to emulate – this was true in the 
context of poetic theory (mimesis), political and cultural 
institutions (politeia), and the moral precepts of historiog-
raphy, which are best described under the banner of Ci-

5 See: Ł. Lipiński, Stanisław Orzechowski i jego grecka etnogeneza Polaków jako 
legitymizacja kultury szlacheckiej, “Tekstura. Rocznik filologiczno-kulturoznawczy” 
1(6)/2015, pp. 179–190.

6 See: M. Stryjkowski, O początkach, wywodach, dzielnościach, sprawach rycerskich 
i domowych sławnego narodu litewskiego, żemojdzkiego i ruskiego, przedtym nigdy 
od żadnego ani kuszone, ani opisane, z natchnienia Bożego a uprzejmie pilnego 
doświadczenia, ed. J. Radziszewska, Warsaw 1978. 

7 See: A. Zieliński, Sarmaci. Katolicy. Zwycięzcy. Kłamstwa, przemilczenia i półprawdy w historii 
Polski, Warsaw 2015, pp. 96-98.

8 See: J. Niedźwiedź, Sarmatyzm, czyli tradycja wynaleziona, “Teksty Drugie” 1/2015.
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cero’s maxim historia vitae magistra est. In the sixteenth 
century, the poetry, rhetoric, and slowly-forming national 
institutions of Old Poland referenced the founding argu-
ments of the major classical and early modern masters of 
poetry (Aristotle, Horace, Francesco Robortello, and Julius 
Caesar Scaliger), and the rhetorical principles of the An-
cient Roman orator Cicero. As we know, what these figures 
have in common is their status as the protagonists or heirs 
of great empires – Ancient Greece and Rome. These em-
pires provided a template for national formation that was 
emulated in nearly all spheres of human life. This imitative 
process can be read as a symptom of cultural self-coloni-
zation. As Jan Sowa argues in his book The King’s Phantom 
Body, Poland’s status as an object of postcolonial critique 
is complex, for over the course of a century, the country 
has been embedded in various colonial projects in diverse 
roles, as both subject and object.9 As is well known, be-
tween the fourteenth-century Union of Krewo and the last 
decades of the sixteenth century, the Crown of the King-
dom of Poland led a colonial campaign against the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania that formally culminated in the 1569 
Union of Lublin. “On the strength of the Lublin parlia-
ment’s decrees of 1569 resulting in the Polish-Lithuanian 
Union, Podlasie, Wołyń, and the Bracław and Kiev regions 
have been severed from the Grand Duchy of Lithuania 
and incorporated into the Polish Crown.”10 The following 
centuries, on the other hand, witnessed the gradual dis-
integration of the political and cultural institutions that 

9 J. Sowa, op. cit., p. 26.
10 J. Pelenski, Inkorporacja ukraińskich ziem dawnej Rusi do Korony w 1569 roku. Ideologia 

i korzyści – próba nowego spojrzenia, “Przegląd Historyczny” 2(65)/1974, p. 243.
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made up the Jagiellonian nation. This ultimately resulted 
in three subsequent stages of the nation’s colonization – 
a period we learn to call “the three partitions of Poland” 
from a history curriculum that is hardly postcolonial. 

From the perspective of self-colonization, this first phase 
seems particularly interesting: elements of “standard” colo-
nization (the takeover of a regime and the imposition of cul-
tural templates: Polonization, Christianization) coexist with 
elements of self-colonization (the submission of the self to 
a narrative of internal societal inferiority). In the former 
and latter cases, Old Polish historiography was leveraged as 
a rhetorical instrument in the early formation of national 
identity. This historiography projected collective images of 
the past and present day that embraced Poland’s own past as 
well as that of its Eastern Neighbors – in particular, the so-
called Kresy region as a historical region of the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania.11 It was undoubtedly precisely here, in this re-
gion deemed “the Kresy” by collective memory and the Pol-
ish imaginary,12 that Poland assumed a position of colonial 
power and submitted local populations to its sovereignty.13

What role, then, was played by Maciej Stryjkowski’s Lith-
uanian historiography in the process of colonizing and 

11 Jerzy Giedroyc [...] has described Ukraine, Lithuania, and Belarus as ULB – the region 
corresponding to the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. A. Bumblauskas, Wielkie Księstwo 
Litewskie. Wspólna historia, podzielona pamięć, trans. A. Malewska, Warsaw 2013, p. 11.

12 The region known as the Kresy stretches between the Dniester and Dnieper Rivers. On 
the Western side, it is bordered by Kiev, on the Southern side, by the Pripyat River, and on 
the East, by Novohrad-Volynskyi, in the former seat of the Volhynian, Kiev, and Podolian 
Governorates that are today part of the Kiev, Zhytomyr, Khmelnytskyi,  and Vinnytsia 
oblasts. K. Brown, Kresy. Biografia krainy, której nie ma. Jak zniszczono wielokulturowe 
pogranicze, trans. A. Czwojdrak, Krakow 2013, p. 15.

13 J. Sowa, op. cit., p. 26.
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self-colonizing the Grand Duchy of Lithuania? To begin 
to respond to this question, we might consider the specif-
ic cultural splitting of the Old Polish historical chronicle 
between a genealogical identity and an imagined or fab-
ricated one. Sergey Kovalev makes a sound point when he 
argues that Stryjkowski was perhaps the most salient fig-
ure among Polish-language Renaissance writers active in 
Lithuania and Belarus. Stryjkowski was of Polish descent 
(gente Polonus) and Lithuanian by political orientation 
(natione Lithuanus).14 He was a Polish (of Polish extraction) 
historian of Lithuania as the author of On the Beginnings 
of the Famed Nation of Lithuania. He was simultaneously 
a Lithuanian historian, as court chronicler under the pa-
tronage of Prince Yuri Olelkovich III, to whom Stryjkows-
ki dedicated his work. In the capacity of Polish historian, 
he became a vessel for symbolic (poetic and historical) co-
lonial mechanisms by convincing the Polish-Lithuanian 
reader of the cultural “deficiencies” plaguing Lithuanian 
culture. In the capacity of Lithuanian historian, howev-
er, as natione Lithuanu, he contributed to the formation 
of a self-colonizing identity for Lithuanians by writing as 
the representative of another nation and affirming the 
narrative of delayed cultural development.

In the historical prose of one of his chronicles, we encounter 
the symbolic mechanisms of colonial domination alongside 
those of self-colonization, the latter of which acknowledge 
the peripheral nations’ inferiority to their looming, central 
counterparts as points of reference. Stryjkowski conceded 

14 S. Kowalow, Maciej Stryjkowski jako poprzednik Alberta Wijuka Kojałowicza: spojrzenie 
białoruskie, “Senoji Lietuvos Literatūra,” 27/2009, p. 216.
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this inferiority on two levels: as a Pole, he tried to frame his 
own identity as historian against the templates of antiqui-
ty broadcast by the Western European Renaissance. Mean-
while, as a Lithuanian, he conceded the inferiority of a na-
tion whose history he sought to publicize. His overarching 
motive was to legitimize colonial activity, and his varied 
ideals can be described as a kind of “renaissance human-
ism.” To follow the argument Leela Gandhi makes in her 
book Postcolonial Theory:

In understanding postcolonialims’s vexed relation-
ship with humanism, it is important to recognize that 
postcolonial studies inherits two chronologically dis-
tinct, if ideologically overlapping, approaches to the 
history and consequences of humanism. The first is 
concerned with humanism as a cultural and educa-
tional program which began in Renaissance Italy in 
about the mid-sixteenth century and evolved progres-
sively into the area of studies we now practice and 
preach as the humanities. The second distinctly post-
structuralist approach […] identifies humanism with 
the theory of subjectivity and knowledge philosophi-
cally inaugurated by Bacon, Descartes and Locke, and 
scientifically substantiated by Galileo and Newton.15

Given the circumstances surrounding the origins of the 
historical and epic work On the Beginnings of the Famed 
Nation of Lithuania, written by Maciej Stryjkowski – Pol-
ish poet-historian and diplomat and serviceman under the 

15 L. Ghandi, Postcolonial Theory: An Introduction, New York – Chichester – West Sussex, 
1998, p. 28.
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patronage of Lithuanian Prince Yuri Olelkovich III – what 
is most relevant for our purposes is the context of renais-
sance humanism, and in particular, the role of knowledge 
and power as dual categories. These categories are crucial 
for the relationship between colonialism and humanism 
precisely because “[r]enaissance humanism and its inheri-
tors insist that man is made human by the things he knows 
[…].”16 As Ghandi writes, while both kinds of humanism as-
sert that “all human beings are, as it were, the measure of 
all things, they simultaneously smuggle a disclaimer into 
their celebratory outlook. The humanist valorization of 
man is almost always accompanied by a barely discernible 
corollary which suggests that some human beings are more 
human than others – either on account of their access to su-
perior learning, or on account of their cognitive faculties.”17 

In his treatise of Lithuanian history, Stryjkowski essen-
tially admits that he was driven to the project by the pre-
vious lack of any kind of historiography of the nation:

Nevertheless, out of my earnestness towards the hum-
ble work I now undertake, it might perturb the read-
er to know that as I approached this grand history 
so neglected over the course of centuries and covered 
now with dust, there was no precedent to follow. For 
before me, no man has ever set foot on this path, nor 
has any man been tempted to.18

16 Ibid, p. 29.
17 Ibid.
18 M. Stryjkowski, op. cit., p. 34.
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Treading on allegedly virgin intellectual soil, Stryjkowski 
returns several times throughout the text to the deficien-
cies in Lithuanian historiography and directs the read-
er’s attention to the presumed intellectual handicap of 
Lithuanian historians (“Lithuania is enamored with war, 
its people are so adept and witty, with the exception of 
those from Moscow, they have had no simple writers and 
many of their acclaimed valors have gone unmarked”).19 

As Dariusz Skórczewski has astutely observed, a signature 
feature of the colonial strategy of rhetorical orientalism 
is this: if the Western subject (in this case, Stryjkowski 
as historiographic subject) “speaks of the Orient and its 
populations at all, he does so exclusively in the context of 
his own wanderings, emotions, dilemmas, and needs.”20 
(“And so I […] follow my intuition and wit…”; “before me 
no man walked this road…”; “on my own whims towards 
this nation…”; “The Good Lord himself charged me with 
this work…” and so on). Moreover:

[Edward] Said has introduced a notion that has be-
come a critical point of departure for thinking about 
Poland and East and Central Europe: the ramifica-
tions of dependency and dominance extend beyond 
issues such as economic backwardness or weakness 
within international politics. Cultural dependency 
and subordination also play critical roles – appearing 
as an inability to automatically form one’s own basic 

19 Ibid.
20 D. Skórczewski, Retoryka pominięcia i przemilczenia a prawda literatury: o postkolonialnych 

implikacjach praktyk dyskursywnych, [in:] H. Gosk, B. Karwowska (ed.), (Nie)obecność. 
Pominięcia i przemilczenia w narracjach XX wieku, Warsaw 2008, p. 95.
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constitution. Imperial and colonial domination entail 
the imposition of trade regulations along with specific 
modes of self-perception. These modes may appear as 
false to the colonized party, but in spite of this, they 
continue to influence the subordinated people’s imag-
es of the self. This results in the formation of a series 
of complexes, resentments, and – perhaps most im-
portantly – a chronic inability to automatically form 
judgments and forge one’s own values, which is to say, 
the normative construction of social reality. The sub-
ordinated always awaits the regime’s assessment of 
who and what is worthy of respect – even within the 
jurisdiction of his own country. For the subordinated, 
true success cannot be conferred by one’s own coun-
trymen, for it requires the approval of the Other who 
dictates the symbolic order on a broader international 
and multicultural level and has exclusive right to con-
struct the image of the subordinated.21

One might easily suspect that Maciej Stryjkowski’s his-
torical narrative is in fact a hegemonic historiography – 
the kind of chronicle that leverages selective facts and 
poetic images to prove that the ethnic group or nation it 
describes cannot express itself autonomously and in its 
own name. By Stryjkowski’s logic, as an object of colo-
nial historical discourse, the Lithuanian nation and its 
chroniclers cannot tell their own history. This condition 
is somewhat analogical to the condition of the child, as 

21 J. Sowa, op. cit., pp. 434–435.
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described by a postmodernist precursor of postcolonial 
critique, Jean-François Lyotard:

Shorn of speech, incapable of standing upright, hesi-
tating over the objects of its interest, not able to calcu-
late its advantages, not sensitive to common reason, 
the child is eminently the human because its distress 
heralds and promises things possible. Its initial delay 
in humanity, which makes it the hostage of the adult 
community, is also what manifests to this community 
the lack of humanity it is suffering from, and which 
calls on it to become more human.22

To critique the hegemonic condition underlying Stryjkow-
ski’s historiography, we might add that here, the subject 
writing the history makes a gesture to symbolically con-
script the collective figure of the Other into the jurisdic-
tion of his own images – images that previously (before 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania’s history was written) man-
aged to dodge the dominion of Western Reason as a tem-
plate to emulate. The project therefore carries the torch of 
the humanist enlightenment of “under-educated” Lithu-
anians. If humanist Reason is by definition universal (if it 
were otherwise, we would never understand each other), 
then how can it attend to the particular? Naturally, it as-
similates what differs from Reason and reorganizes that 
content according to its own criteria. As a result, all that 
is personal, local, and individual is tamed (made legible). 
Even more importantly, it is submitted to the jurisdiction 

22 J.-F. Lyotard, The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, trans. G. Bennington, R. Bowlby, Stanford 
1991, pp.  3-4, cited in: L. Gandhi, op. cit., p. 37.
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of a subject that will then freely exploit it by way of imag-
es constructed on the subject’s own terms.23

Let us now return to renaissance humanism and Sarma-
tianism. These themes take on an interesting light in the 
postcolonial context – a context crucial for understanding 
the work discussed here, which is, after all, a historical 
representation of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania’s histo-
ry. Renaissance humanism developed in Western Europe 
during an era of rapid advancement in rhetoric and po-
etics. As a continuation of the Greco-Roman legacy, this 
culture was defined by its pursuit of hierarchical and nor-
mative concepts. We can therefore speak of the “colonial” 
implications of genealogical and rhetorical taxonomies, 
as they insist on the superiority of certain elements over 
others. This results in the manufacturing of inequalities 
by isolating “inferior” or “handicapped” elements.

The colonial implications of renaissance humanism (first 
and foremost in terms of the notion of “superiority”) are 
present in the social consciousness surrounding Poland’s 
genealogy during the national revival. According to this 
mindset, the highest entity in genealogical hierarchy was 
the historical epic poem, which paid homage to the his-
torical epic as a rhetorical model established by Lucan 
in the Pharsalia.24 Stryjkowski adopted Lucan’s model of 
the historical (didactic) epic to write Chronicle of Poland, 

23 A. Burzyńska, M.P. Markowski, Teorie literatury XX wieku. Podręcznik, Krakow 2009, pp. 
557-558.

24 S. Nieznanowski, Staropolska epopeja historyczna. Kształtowanie się pojęcia, drogi rozwoju, 
[in:] J. Pelc (ed.), Problemy literatury staropolskiej, S. 1, Wrocław 1972, pp. 394–405.
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Lithuania…,25 and On the Beginnings of the Famed Nation 
of Lithuania (“Although the latter work is more concerned 
with citing sources and supplying the page numbers of 
cited works, at least in certain passages. Even more star-
tling are the unidentified sources in Chronicle”).26 How-
ever, despite the programmatic declarations of loyalty to 
historical fact embedded in the epic, which was practically 
a “deviant” poetic concept (as in the sixteenth century), 
Stryjkowski throws his competence as historian, peda-
gogue and truthteller into question by indulging several 
times in the deliberate fictionalization of historical facts. 
We find examples of this device in his earlier work On the 
Beginnings…, and the later Chronicle, where Stryjkowski 
countermands historical sources presumably known to 
him in his description of the Christianization of Samogi-
tia, which he ascribes to the Polish King Władysław 
Jagiełło and his cousin Witold, a Lithuanian prince. Yet 
the Bychowiec Chronicle, a foundational historical source 
on Lithuania and Russia, informs us that the Church of 
Saint Peter in Miedniki was in fact established exclusively 
on the order of Prince Witold, who is fully credited for the 
expansion of Christianity throughout Samogitia and the 
Vilnius region.27 

An in-depth analysis of the rhetorical colonial mech-
anisms at play in Maciej Stryjkowski’s historiography 
would necessarily exceed the scope of a brief article, and 

25 Ibid, p. 405.
26 Z. Wojtkowiak, Maciej Stryjkowski: dziejopis Wielkiego Księstwa Litewskiego: kalendarium 

życia i działalności, Poznań 1990, p. 196.
27 Ibid, p. 201.
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this text offers only a cursory glance. My sole aim is to 
demonstrate a first attempt at such an analysis. A meticu-
lous and critical investigation into the legacy of Stryjkow-
ski and other Polish historiographers might contribute to 
a broader awareness of postcolonial consciousness that 
would yield new and unbiased knowledge on multicultur-
alism and the fluid identities and languages of the area 
grouped together as the Republic’s former Kresy.28 

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose

28 The Polish word “Kresy” implies the “edge” or “frontier” of Polish territory. (Translator’s Note)
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European 
Integration as Self-
Colonization? The 
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.
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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.
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(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.
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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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“Chamophobia”1 
as an Element of 
Polish Culture: 
Outline of a Theme

Paweł Wiktor Ryś

The notion of “chamophobia” referenced in this article’s 
title appears, according to Henryk Domański, “as a lack of 
respect or perhaps even disdain toward those perceived 
as inferior. This inferiority is tied to their socio-economic 
status […], which becomes associated, for instance, with 
a lack of cultural competence or lower level of education.”2 
The term is usually used to describe contemporary as-

1 “Chamophobia” refers to the Polish word “cham” – a pejorative term (formed from the name 
of the Biblical Ham) that may map onto the English phrase “peasant,” although it lacks the 
geographical specificity of this term. – Translator’s Note. 

2 Gdy czujesz się lepszy. Z Henrykiem Domańskim rozmawia Mateusz Luft, “Kontakt” 
21/2012, p. 24.
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pects of social life tied to symbolic violence, but confined 
to the context of the so-called “bridge and tunnel”3,4 folk.

Yet another timely example pertaining to this category 
is Anna Szulc’s now widely known article “The Huns are 
Coming” (Najazd Hunów), published in Newsweek.5 The 
text describes Poles vacationing at the seaside from an 
elitist perspective of presumed superiority. Szulc makes 
an explicit link between an alleged lack of culture she ob-
serves among the tourists and their lower socio-economic 
status.

Sure enough, the author’s discriminatory language quick-
ly caught the attention and scorn of right-wing journal-
ists and the online community, although I think it is safe 
to suggest that these “interventions” were less of a social 
character than they were political and ideological. In this 
sense, they came to resemble the message of the article 
they condemned. The infamy of Szluc’s article, therefore, 
reveals more than the repercussions of the individual 
choices she made as author. The outrage was mainly pro-
voked by the fact that Szulc associated the titular “Huns” 

3 In Polish, the term used is “słoiki,” meaning “mason jars.” The phrase refers to “townies” 
who move to urban centers for work but remain attached to their home villages and return 
their often. The word “słoik” refers to the mason jars used by their families to send them 
back to the city with homecooked food. (Translator’s note)..

4 It is difficult to pinpoint who first coined the Polish term “chamophobia.” The first time it 
appeared in print was most likely in a piece by Anna Tatarkiewicz (Chamofobia w kraju 
chamów, “Przegląd” 34/2011), and since 2011, it has been referenced by many, including 
Teresa Smolińska and the editors of “Kontakt.” It is worth pointing out, however, that a similar 
term – “peasantophobia” (“chłopofobia” has been in circulation since the 1990. The term was 
referenced by Grażyna Pomian in her review of the book Gra w inteligencję (Białystok 1994) 
by Anna Tatarkiewicz. See also: G. Pomian, Chłopofobie i chłopomanie, “Kultura” 1-2/1997.

5 See: A. Szulc, Najazd Hunów, “Newsweek” 32/2016.



34

CzasKultury/English 4/2016

with beneficiaries of the 500+ program (and by implica-
tion, with Law and Justice voters). The conservative me-
dia rushed to the defense of the “common citizen” (with 
VP1’s Wiadomości taking the lead), quickly yielding a de-
fense of the party’s own constituency, helped along by 
strategic appeals to social sensitivity. 

Szulc’s article and its blowback reveal the recalcitrance 
of the elite class toward the broadly conceived “cham” 
through an ideological and political game that exploits 
that very recalcitrance. The dichotomy between the “land-
owner” and the “cham” demarcates two separate cultural 
spheres (as Szulc seems to imply), or even two races (for 
this difference is often rationalized by appealing to “na-
ture”). This dichotomy can be traced throughout Polish 
culture from the fifteenth century onward. In fact, one 
might say that relatively speaking, it is our culture’s most 
consistent motif. A motif – it must be said – that has so 
far been inadequately researched.

The approach proposed here relates to chamophobia as 
a problem of social life that is by no means exclusive to the 
present. On the contrary, I see chamophobia as being at 
the very roots of the tradition of the nobility/intelligentsia 
believed to be so instrumental to Polish culture. Moreover, 
I argue that chamophobia has historically been invoked to 
legitimize the supremacy of privileged social tiers (and re-
tains this function today) and as a tool for indoctrinating 
society – its common majority notwithstanding – with 
disdain and disregard for their own identity.
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In this article, I attempt to outline this idea with the help 
of methodologies borrowed from cultural studies (such as 
concepts introduced by Michel Foucault and Antoni Gram-
sci). To illustrate my argument, I offer a brief overview of 
Polish literary texts from diverse eras to demonstrate the 
continuity of the phenomenon in question without elid-
ing those features that differentiate its various iterations.
This article, then, is an attempt to outline (on a theoreti-
cal level) possibilities for studying the Polish cultural elite 
through the rubric of chamophobia. This attempt takes 
the form of an ideological critique, and since a this type 
of critique is never ideologically neutral, as Michał Wró-
belski has recently suggested,6 I will specify that my anal-
ysis is grounded in the methodologies of cultural studies 
mentioned above (methodologies that, in part, grow out 
of a post-marxist framework).  

Subjectivization as Self-Regulation
To fully grasp the essence of chamophobia and to demon-
strate the scope of its reach, we must first consider the 
status of what I referred to above (for lack of a better term) 
as the tradition of the nobility/intelligentsia. Here, we are 
not dealing with an exclusively dominant heritage (this 
would be no different from any other culture, although 
dominant narratives often have a more “democratic” 
tone). As Przemysław Czapliński has observed, the vast 
majority of our society “references external cultural tra-
ditions [while] […] the identity […] of the common folk has 

6 See: M. Wróblewski, Hegemonia i władza. Filozofia polityczna Antonia Gramsciego i jej 
współczesne kontynuacje, Toruń 2016, p. 156.
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been colonized by the noble mythos.”7 This mythology 
never represents the “plebeian” social tiers in a positive 
light, for it traces all culture, history, science, etc. back 
to the singular perspective of the (colonizing) elite. To 
make matters worse, in the process of subjectivization, 
the commoner (through assimilation, education, cultural 
interaction, etc.), by adopting this heritage (or its lack), 
internalizes a specific way of thinking and vision of reali-
ty, as well as a disdain toward his or her own background 
– an “inferiority complex.”

However, while the tradition of the nobility/intelligentsia 
has always (even during the socialist period, to some ex-
tent) been strictly tied to the elite class and mobilized by 
this class to consistent ends, it would be misguided to draw 
a direct line of continuity between the different privileged 
groups throughout the ages. Although the elite of the 
Sanation regime and the elite of the Third Polish Republic 
both mobilized this heritage (one that they themselves had 
fabricated), the interests of these social groups (at least in 
terms of their distinct sociohistorical conditions) differ 
widely. With this in mind, we must ask ourselves if there 
is any concept capacious enough to describe the tradition 
of the nobility/intelligentsia in its entirety, from its ori-
gins to the present day, while accounting for the variations 
in cultural and economic supremacy throughout different 
periods and among the different hegemonic groups. I be-
lieve there is such a concept, and it is no other than Michel 
Foucault’s concept of power-knowledge.

7 P. Czapliński, Horror Polonicus, [in:] Kim są Polacy, Warsaw 2013, p 97.
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This term appears throughout Foucault’s work. It ex-
presses the belief that “power produces knowledge […] 
[and] power and knowledge directly imply one another 
[for] there is no power relation without the correlative 
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge 
that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time 
power relations.”8 In other words, power-knowledge has 
a primarily discursive character, for it constructs “re-
gimes of truth”9 (concepts, classification systems, modes 
of thought and perception) and thereby sets the status of 
reality and interpolates individuals as subjects. One can 
only “become a subject” within the framework of an es-
tablished discourse that will inevitably transmit a specific 
complex of meanings and beliefs.10 At this point, I should 
point out that in the Foucauldian analysis of discourse, 
one does not “adopt” or “reject” discourse, for one is 
formed by it. Power-knowledge is therefore embedded 
within the language we use to speak and think within its 
system of concepts and values.

It is therefore no coincidence – to draw an example from 
our own backyard - that in the Polish language every-
thing associated with common village folk is synonymous 
with primitivity and backwardness, while everything as-
sociated with the aristocracy connotes nobility and cul-
ture. The power-knowledge complex means that ideas, 

8 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. A. Sheridan, New York 
1995, p. 27.

9 See also: idem, Truth and Power, [in:] M. Foucault, Power/Knowledge. Selected Interviews 
and Other Writings 1972–1977, trans. C. Gordon, L. Marshall, J. Mepham, K. Soper, New 
York 1980, p. 133.

10 See: C. Barker, Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice, New York 2011, p. 211. 
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concepts and terms produced within the discourse of the 
nobility/intelligentsia and serving this discourse are ac-
cepted as “objective truths.” At the same time, the cham-
ophobic nature of this “regime of truth” means that the 
“subaltern” thinks in terms that implicitly denigrate his 
or her own identity. This has many consequences, includ-
ing the emergence of origin complexes, both historically 
and today. The mechanism of subjectivization signaled 
above is at work here – a mechanism that Foucault refers 
to as “self-regulation.”11

To return to the initial question of the status of the nobil-
ity/intelligentsia, we might therefore define this tradition 
as the power-knowledge of Polish culture. As such, it is 
discursive and is not the property of any single individual. 
Specific social groups entering the field of domination can 
(and simultaneously must) operate according to the dom-
inant discourse, but they can never take ownership over 
it, or at least not in full. After all, they are no different 
from the oppressed groups in the sense that they, too, are 
formed by this discourse. As I have already suggested, this 
Foucauldian category can be mapped over the heritage of 
the nobility/intelligentsia as a whole. The same cannot be 
said of categories such as ideology or hegemony, for these 
notions are strictly bound up with the particular interests 
of the subjects involved. Moreover, this category also al-
lows us to consider historical periods when a dominant 
discourse reigned despite the lack of nationhood proper 
(and by implication, the lack of the various ideological ap-

11 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish…, p. 237.
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paratuses that come with nationhood) – which is to say, 
the period of the Partitions.

Ideology and Hegemony
All this is not to suggest, however, that to study the 
chamophobic nature of the nobility/intelligentsia’s lega-
cy, we should do away with terms like ideology and he-
gemony. On the contrary, these concepts are relevant to 
the analysis of specific historical intervals. Foucault may 
not have approved of such a statement, for he rejected 
outright the concept of ideology (at least according to one 
of its many definitions). Foucault believed that the fun-
damental problem is “the truth” (conceived precisely as 
power-knowledge) and not an “erroneous” worldview. In 
other words, Foucault’s disapproval of this term is tied to 
the claim that the moment we recognize the discursive 
character of reality (thus foregoing convenient dichoto-
mies between truth and falsehood), the notion of ideology 
ceases to be useful.12 This assertion, however, is premised 
on a vision of ideology that is fundamentally narrow (de-
fining ideology merely as “false consciousness”), while in 
reality, the issue has proven to be more complex.

In order to veer toward a generalized schema (that none-
theless is commonplace in writing by scholars engaged 
with this term, such as Raymond Geuss13 and Andrew 
Heywood14), we can outline three fundamental approaches 

12 See also: idem, Truth and Power…, p. 118.
13 See also: R. Geuss, The Idea of Critical Theory. Habermas and the Frankfurt School, 

Cambridge 1981, pp. 4–25.
14 See also: A. Heywood, Political Ideologies: An Introduction, London 2012.
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to ideology. The first is the pejorative perspective, which 
describes ideology as a system of beliefs that mask the re-
ality of society (this is the definition originally proposed 
by Marx and Engels in The German Ideology and later, ref-
erenced by Foucault). The second approach is descriptive 
and simply analyzes the worldview of a given group with-
out bringing in the criteria of truth and falsehood. The 
third approach is a positive one, which treats ideology as 
a set of ideas, values and beliefs mobilized to produce an 
intended effect.

In this text, I relate to ideology as a hybrid between the 
second and third definitions, or, to put it differently, I re-
late to this term in the spirit of Antoni Gramsci.15 I will 
therefore treat ideology as the worldview of a specific 
social group (although not necessarily a privileged one) 
understood descriptively, without presuming a positive or 
negative judgment from the outset. By promulgating and 
popularizing specific customs, modes of behavior, and 
mindsets, this worldview strives toward its own ends. Ac-
cording to Gramsci, the dissemination of ideology makes 
use of “[e]verything which influences or is able to influ-
ence public opinion, directly or indirectly […]: libraries, 
schools, associations and clubs of various kinds, even ar-
chitecture and the layout and names of streets.”16 If the 
worldview succeeds in popularizing its own ideology and 
power, then we are dealing with a cultural hegemony.  He-
gemony is therefore a situation where the majority with-
in a social group (or at least a substantial portion of that 

15 See also: M. Wróblewski, op. cit., p. 140 et seq.
16 A. Gramsci, Collected Works, ed. D. Forgacs, New York 2000, pp. 380-381.
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group) adopts the worldview of a specific faction within 
the society (thereby promoting that faction to a position 
of dominance) as the official interpretation of reality. In 
this sense, we cannot say that hegemony is a consistent 
entity, for the arrangement of forces within it are subject 
to change. As a result, power relations must be contin-
uously fortified and intensified.17 A crucial element of 
ideological struggle is the power to “win consent.” “Hege-
monic blocks” internalize, at least superficially, elements 
of diverse worldviews, but in practice, will only make con-
cessions on issues of minor importance.18

By turning again to the Newsweek article, we can illus-
trate the ideological conflict of the hegemony. The com-
munity affiliated with this weekly magazine represents 
a liberal ideology that has emerged in Poland since 1989. 
This ideology links the elitist, nobility/intelligentsia iden-
tity model with the ideals of capitalism, a liberal world-
view, and liberal economic policy. It is in part due to this 
coupling that the alleged victims of the transformation 
period were portrayed for so many years as homo sovieti-
cus (people shaped, to their detriment, by a Soviet mental-
ity, who are incapable of adapting to the new, enlightened 
system). Since these people were often manual laborers 
and rural farmers, the province (broadly conceived) func-
tioned as a site of “orientalism” and the proper domain 
of the “inferior” “Other.”19 This liberal mindset is vividly 

17 See also: M. Wróblewski, op. cit., pp. 388–389. 
18 See also: A. Gramsci, The Modern Prince, [in] The Gramsci Reader, ed. D. Forgacs, New 

York 2000, pp. 238 – 243. 
19 See also: M. Buchowski, Widmo orientalizmu w Europie. Od egzotycznego Innego do 

napiętnowanego swojego, trans. M. Golinczak, “Recycling Idei” 10/2008, p. 100 et. seq.
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conveyed in The Huns are Coming, which sets up a dichot-
omy between landowner and “cham” that correlates to 
a socio-economic disparity. At the same time, ideologi-
cally speaking, this Orientalized “Other” has ceased to be 
a village “townie”, and has instead become the Law and 
Justice constituent. In other words, the article becomes 
wrapped up in a struggle of opposing worldviews between 
privileged liberal society (which does not, however, cur-
rently hold a position of dominance and supports only 
particular political subjects) and the social group that is 
the acting hegemony – the conservative constituency of 
the Peace and Justice party. Both groups were, of course, 
shaped by the power-knowledge discourse of the nobility/
intelligentsia, and their ideologies are rooted in this “one 
proper” tradition (to invoke a post-Sarmatian, Peace and 
Justice-oriented vision of culture and history), although 
in both cases, this tradition is exploited to entirely differ-
ent ends.

As a caveat, I would like to emphasize that while Polish 
history has been dominated by diverse ideologies that are 
noble in origin (traced back to the noble gentry, the land-
owning intelligentsia, and so on), it would be misguided 
to uniformly apply the concept of hegemony to all these 
phenomena. The term is only relevant to specific histori-
cal periods.

Chamophobia in Polish Literature
I will now try to illustrate these ideas with examples 
from Polish literature, rendering a brief and necessarily 
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arbitrary overview of chamophobic literary texts. Cham-
ophobia can essentially be traced to the very origins of 
Polish literature. Its dramatic founding text might be the 
anonymously authored Satire on Lazy Peasants (Satyra na 
leniwych chłopów), written circa 1483. The poem describes 
peasant farmers who sabotage the work they perform for 
landowners (by deliberately breaking equipment, avoid-
ing work when unsupervised, and through simple negli-
gence). The peasant is portrayed “to your average man” 
(one can presume this means “to the aristocrat”) as “a real 
hunk of beef” (or “a real cow”). On the other hand, he is 
cunning and nefarious, for he is able to outwit “his good 
landowner.” How might we describe the ideological ten-
or of this satire? The poem justifies particular economic 
practices on a symbolic level (expanding the acreage of 
the estate by constructing new “folwarks” – farms tended 
by serfs).20 The text transmits (rather subtly, to be fair) 
an impression of the distinct (animalistic) nature of peas-
ants, and this claim serves to reinforce the nobility he-
gemony and to rationalize the nobility’s material losses 
by blaming them on the deceit of their serfs. The claim 
therefore becomes a central postulate for rationalizing 
the expansion of control to produce efficiency.

The vision of the common folk’s particular character as 
depicted in Satire takes on a more refined form in direct 
proportion to the widening disparity between the nobility 
and their “inferior” subjects as more and more privileges 
were consistently granted to the former. The fortification 

20 See also: M. Włodarski, Wstęp, [in:] Polska poezja świecka XV wieku, oprac. M. Włodarski, 
Wrocław 1997, p. XXIII.
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of noble exclusivity that began in the mid-sixteenth cen-
tury and was so instrumental for the power-knowledge 
discourse meant that peasants and townspeople were 
suddenly perceived “as a threat to the pure bloodlines of 
good lineage.”21 The worsening situations of both social 
groups meant that “common folk” attained noble status 
with more and more regularity, much to the disgust and 
contempt of the aristocracy. This reaction is expressed 
in a passage from I Know You by Your Hide (Znam cię po 
sierci) by the seventeenth-century poet Wacław Potocki: 
“A horse you can know by its hide and its nature: under 
the skin or under the hide, will he turn out to be more ca-
pable? […] a peasant or townsperson will fool no one with 
their crest, / try as he might, for at the end of the day, he’s 
a sow.”22

Similarly to Walerian Nekanda Trepka’s work and the 
“erudite” treatises of Father Wojciech Dembołęcki, Po-
tocki’s poems convey chamophobic feelings toward 
some “essential” difference (rooted in a natural or di-
vine order) that elevates the nobility above the masses. 
These sentiments come across as racist and are often 
rather vulgar. At the same time, they serve to validate 
the dominating ideology and give impetus to subse-
quent “turns of the screw” at the expense of the de-
plored common folk.

21 S. Baczewski, Obraz plebejusza w literaturze szlacheckiej. Rekonesans, “Napis” 15/2009, 
p. 11

22 W. Potocki, Dzieła, ed. L. Kukulski, vol. 3, Moralia i inne utwory z lat 1688–1698, Warsaw 
1987, p. 141, cited in: S. Baczewski, op. cit., pp. 14–15.
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While this anti-peasant smear campaign seems to 
reach its apogee in the seventeenth century, the bio-
logical line of reasoning alluded to above is also pres-
ent in much later works of literature that are integral 
to the Polish canon (and to that canon’s implications 
for the social imaginary). In Pan Tadeusz, we encounter 
the following view voiced by Gerwazy: “the peasants 
proceed from Ham, the Jews from Japhet, and we gentry 
from Shem; / hence we are lords over both, as the elder 
brother” (Book XII, lines 541-543).”23 Mickiewicz rep-
resents this sentiment as the property of a generation 
regressing into the past (although the idyllic character 
of the nobility’s relationship to peasants conveyed in 
Mickiewicz’s work serves to conceal actual exploitation 
in the name of “national ideology”). To our dismay, 
however, we also encounter lines such as: “Are we to 
blame that God made us noble and them peasants?”24 
These turns of phrase offer an apology for Sarmatism, 
which functions within the discourse of power-knowl-
edge as the Polish essence.

The chamophobia expressed in these quasi-racist nar-
ratives comparing social classes to animals is not lim-
ited to early and pre-modern literature. Allusions to 
the animal nature25 of the “cham” expressed on the 

23 A. Mickiewicz, Pan Tadeusz, or: The Last Foray in Lithuania, trans. G. R. Noyes, London-
Toronto 1917, p. 319.

24 H. Sienkiewicz, Ogniem i mieczem, Wrocław 2000, s. 504.
25 The consistent usage of animal similes in chamophobic prose also betrays the extreme 

anthropocentrism of Polish culture. For this reason, research on the discourse of the 
nobility/intelligentsia might benefit from perspectives borrowed from the emerging field of 
animal studies.
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level of physical appearance (as in Potocki’s work) can 
also be found in twentieth-century and even contem-
porary texts. As a case in point, we might take Juliusz 
Kaden-Bandrowski’s three-volume novel from the inter-
war period, titled Mateusz Bigda.26 The book is set just 
before 1926. Kaden represents the physical attributes of 
his eponymous hero in an animalistic light. The protag-
onist is a peasant activist modeled after Wincenty Witos. 
Bigda has eyes “wide to an extreme, like those of an an-
imal,” and speaks “in a hoarse voice, with the huff of an 
animal” and even sighs “like an animal.”27 As a literary 
expression of the ideology of the Sanation-era landown-
ing intelligentsia, Kaden’s work functions as a pamphlet 
of sorts for the political opposition and rationalizes the 
May Coup, while defending antidemocratic actions tied 
to this political stance. The first printing of the novel in 
the pages of a magazine coincided with the conclusion 
of the Brest trials staged by the Sanation regime.28 The 
trials took a stance against the leadership of the Cen-
rolew party – a group that included Witos, who was sub-
sequently sentenced to eighteen months in prison.

Legitimizing Social Difference
What is consistent throughout the examples cited above 
(examples I could add to ad infinitum, expanding the field 
of research to film, theater, music, academic scholarship, 

26 Another telling example that doubles as a poetic expression of anti-communist ideology 
would be Zbigniew Herbert’s Potęga smaku. For more on this text, see: P.W. Ryś, “Potęga 
smaku” Zbigniewa Herberta w kontekście dychotomii “pana” i “chama,” “Konteksty Kultury” 
1/2015.

27 J. Kaden-Bandrowski, Mateusz Bigda, vol. 1: Grunt, Warsaw 1933, pp. 15, 35, 199.
28 See also: J. Kwiatkowski, Dwudziestolecie międzywojenne, Warsaw 2008, p. 299.
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and so on) is the relationship between the cultural elite 
broadly conceived and power. This relationship becomes 
manifest, first and foremost, on the level of the discourse 
of the nobility/intelligentsia, which has been so dominant 
in Polish culture. Secondly, it appears on the level of ide-
ologies imposed on society by specific groups of influence. 
By appealing to tradition, these ideologies tend to rein-
force the oppressive power of the dominant discourse, as 
demonstrated in the examples outlined above (although 
theoretically, they could also be used to mitigate this 
force). Chamophobia is deeply embedded in our tradition 
and is exploited as a tool for obtaining specific ideological 
and political ends; it has been, and still remains, a meth-
od to produce and legitimize social disparities. 

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose
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Gente Ruthenus, 
Natione Polonus,1 
or: Alienation 
in the Center: 
On the Poetry of 
Tkaczyszyn-Dycki
Ewa Kuliś

Gente Ruthenus, natione Polonus – this identity-gener-
ating expression invoked in a poem by Eugeniusz Tk-
aczyszyn-Dycki manages to capture issues tied to the 
poet’s Ukrainian-Polish identity.2 The borderland, de-
fined here as a specific set of social conditions and “au-
tobiographical site” (Czermińska’s phrase) functioning 
within the world of the poetic narration, yet referencing 

1 This article was written under the auspices of the research project “Ecopoetics of 
historical catastrophes and conflicts in Polish literaturę of the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries: a comparative perspective,” financed by the National Program for the 
Advancement of the Humanities, by decree no. 0056/NPRH4/H2a/83/2016.

2 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, XCII. Gente Ruthenus, natione Polonus, [in:] idem, Oddam wiersze 
w dobre ręce, Wrocław 2010, p. 115.
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actual topographical space and equipped with “its own 
cultural symbolism,” becomes a recurring theme in sub-
sequent poems.3 Wólka Krowicka and its environs are 
portrayed, on the one hand, as an “idyllic region” that 
has been irreversibly lost, where the Polish language 
mingles with Podlachian, and Orthodox and Catholic 
churches stand side by side. On the other hand, this ter-
ritory bears the imprint of conflict as conveyed through 
accounts of forced resettlements, persecution, brutal 
murders, and the “Wisła” action.4 The poet’s family’s 
particular geopolitical position left them vulnerable to 
colonial oppression (from the West and East alike), which 
entailed the dehistoricization and naturalization of the 
experience of the Other, and the destructions of com-
munities and their cultures. Surely, this is also why the 
primary organizing theme for his creative work became 
the “ritual of salvaging from oblivion” and the search for 
a chance at emancipation from under the yoke of sym-
bolic violence.5

The mechanism of memory enables the reproduction 
of historical transformations. In the process, religious 
sites that are integral elements of the borderland as 

3 M. Czermińska, Miejsce autobiograficzne. Propozycja w ramach geopoetyki, “Teksty 
Drugie” 5/2011, p. 183.

4 In a footnote to his cycle of seven poems sharing the title “Nest” (Gniazdo), Tkaczyszn-
Dycki includes commentary on the experience of his own family. He explains that all 
members of his family on his mother’s side belonged to the UPA. After the “Wisła” action, 
they were deported, but by converting from the Uniate Church (unicki) to Roman Catholic, 
they were given permission to return to Lubaczów. See: E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, Przypis 
m.in. do cyklu siedmiu wierszy pod tytułem “Gniazdo,” [in:] idem, Imię i znamię, Wrocław 
2012, p. 56.

5 M. Zaleski, Formy pamięci: o przedstawieniu przeszłości w polskiej literaturze 
współczesnej, Gdańsk 2004, p. 28.
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a multicultural topography are converted into buildings 
for public use. By Tkaczyszyn-Dycki’s account, the or-
thodox church in Krowica Hołodowska was converted 
into a storehouse for artificial fertilizers, whereas the 
synagogue located in Wielkie Oczy became an egg mar-
ket. Yet it is only on the level of appearances that these 
religious buildings lose their sacral dimension when 
they are profaned by colonial authorities. By referencing 
this theme in the body of the poem, Tkaczyszyn-Dycki 
restores the sacred element that had been violated, and 
in doing so, he preserves the memory of the buildings’ 
original function. When religious sites undergo these 
transformations, a specific form of continuity between 
situated spheres is projected, which tends to place the 
original and the superimposed in conflict, doing away 
with such divisions and generating a kind of superposi-
tion that we might call, after Haraway, an assemblage of 
“natureculture.” Stones, as the only material traces that 
remain of these religious buildings, become historical 
anti-morphemes that retain the memory of the past. As 
the poet has written, he who “is in need of inspiration 
must look beyond the stones themselves and read their 
illegible inscriptions.”6 In this way, the poem constantly 
circles back to the original status of the building ma-
terials used for new structures built from the ruins of 
Orthodox churches and cemetery gravestones.

When historical towns are devastated, their proper 
names are erased from the pages of history to expedite 

6 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, CCLXXIV., [in:] idem, Oddam wiersze…, p. 416.
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a process that we might call, after Bhabba, “the strategic 
disavowal of cultural/historical difference.”7 The deni-
gration of the past is counteracted by “the articulat[ion 
of] the archaic”8, revealed by the poem’s allusions to 
residues of various kinds, and its despairing attempt to 
incorporate the cinders of the (im)material traces of hu-
man remains, of which “no trace had remained.”9 These 
particular topographies might qualify as what Roma 
Sendyka has called: “non-sites of memory,” a designa-
tion originally used to describe the locations of genocid-
al acts that are preserved solely in the memories of living 
witnesses and have not been commemorated through 
ritual burial or inscriptions on lasting material (monu-
ments, museums, gravestones).10 It is often the case that 
local communities have no relationship with the vic-
tims, whose ethnic background usually sets them apart 
from the social majority. One common feature shared 
among these sites is the commingling of animal, hu-
man and vegetal remains alongside the ruins of old and 
new buildings. The landscape left behind by the devas-
tation of religious buildings, demolition of cemeteries, 
and sites of violence creates “a rupture in its typical and 
habituated structure,” evoking anxiety and a desire to 

7 H.K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, Oxon-New York, 2004, p. 117.
8 Ibid., p. 142.
9 Ibid, p. 416.
10 Sendyka points out that the term “non-sites of memory” draws from the writing of Claude 

Lanzmann, who was in turn inspired by Pierre Nora but polemicized the latter’s definition. 
By its original logic, “memory sites” are a cultural practice that purports to materialize and 
preserve collective memory. By tacking the word “non” onto Noa’s term, the director of the 
film Shoah is drawing attention to the existence of sites bound up with trauma that resist the 
process of memory. See: P. Nora, Między pamięcią a historią: les lieux de memoire, trans. 
M. Borowski, M. Sugiera, “Didaskalia” 10/2011; R. Sendyka, Pryzma – zrozumieć nie-
miejsce pamięci (non-lieux de mémoire), “Teksty Drugie” 1-2/2013.
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forget the past.11 Writing of these spaces where “fields 
and wastelands spread today,” Tkaczyszyn-Dycki gropes 
at a memorializing gesture that is articulated clearly in 
the Miłosz-esque warning: “the poet remembers.” By 
this gesture, Tkaczyszyn-Dycki turns the space of the 
poem into a memorial space reserved for articulating 
that which is (not) present. The non-present appears in 
the form of remnants of ephemeral material tasked with 
preserving the history of a community in the wake of 
catastrophe – a history expressed in the wish: “may the 
snow, pure and white as a dream dreamt on a prison-
er’s cot, preserve our names.”12 This figure enacts the 
gesture of writing an anti-history that runs counter to 
the falsification of the past and the glossing over of in-
convenient events or, to paraphrase the title of a nov-
el by Włodzimierz Odojewski, “inundating everything, 
sweeping everything away,’ concealing the traces of 
one’s crimes. A veil of snow blanketing the earth cannot 
wipe away the blood that has been spilled there. It can-
not bring this kind of cleansing, though it may set a cer-
tain process into motion, redirecting the narrative to 
the theme of historical turmoil and clearing a path back 
to that which was displaced. In this collective creation 
of memory, atmospheric phenomena and vegetation also 
loom large in Tkaczyszyn-Dycki’s poetry, where they 

11 R. Sendyka, op. cit., p. 326.
12 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, XV. Zamieć, [in:] idem, Imię i znamię, p. 19.
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function as fully-fledged witnesses of history that reveal 
the “agency of nature.”13

Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, who wrote Norwid’s Lover (Kochanka 
Norwida), calls on his reader to author a counter-narra-
tive by listening closely to “the past within the wind / 
that will never free us from our memories.” In this way, 
he suggests that adopting this trope might lead to a deep-
er understanding of Poland’s geopolitical position.14 By 
associating the aforementioned atmospheric phenomena 
with the performative figure of a festering wound, he ex-
poses the fear of a repeated assault by the Russians, and, 
in so doing, foregrounds the enormity of historical tur-
moil and reveals that the knowledge of humans as a spe-
cies15 is “just one of many elements of a general history 
of life.”16

tomorrow the Russians are coming
Hryniawska sees them once again
trampling their garden, which is to say, Poland
and the tulips all wilt in one stroke.17

The passage cited here binds the natural sphere to the 
political one, conceived in terms of Agamben’s coupling 
of bios/zoe, thus foregrounding the uniform fates of all 

13 R.C. Foltz, Czy przyroda jest sprawcza w znaczeniu historycznym? Historia świata, 
historia środowiska oraz to, w jaki sposób historycy mogą pomóc ocalić ziemię, [in:]  
E. Domańska (ed.), Teoria wiedzy o przeszłości na tle współczesnej humanistyki, Poznań 
2009.

14 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, CLXXVI, [in:] idem, Oddam wiersze…, p. 207. 
15 C. Dipesh, The Climate of History: Four Theses, [in] “Critical Inquiry” 2/2009, pp. 197-222.
16 Ibid, p. 196.
17 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, CLXXV., [in:] idem, Oddam wiersze…, p. 206.
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things in the face of catastrophe. Catastrophe brings 
about the annihilation of what Haraway might call “com-
panion species,” forcing us to reconceive the relation-
ships that bind these species together.18 The metonymic 
string of the garden – Poland – tulip – (a Polish woman?) 
suggests ontological divisions between creatures, laying 
the groundwork for a de-centered image of a world in de-
cay. The formation of Latour’s collective-without-outside 
generates a comprehensive model for writing the expe-
rience of genocide in a mode that embraces all forms of 
existence.19 In light of these notions, Tkaczyszyn-Dycki’s 
usage of the plant trope and its connotations of vitali-
ty and vibrancy, as well as femininity, poetry and beau-
ty seems particularly resonant. The ridged, triangular 
structure of the flower conjures images of the female 
womb – the place where new things come into existence, 
a place associated with the exuberance of (un)imped-
ed life, as it were, that rejects the opposition between 
the living and the dead. When Tkaczyszyn-Dycki uses 
the list as a device, he leaves much unsaid, and these 
omissions speak volumes. The poet foregrounds gen-
der difference and tries to salvage from the obscurity of 
history traces of the suppressed feminine Other, whose 
experience “dwells within a shadow even more weight-
ed” than the history of colonized man.20 In his notes on 
Ukrainian and Polish kinship, we find references to the 

18 See: D. Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant 
Otherness, Chicago 2003.

19 B. Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Science into Democracy, trans. C. Porter, 
Cambridge 2004.

20 G.C. Spivak, Can the Subaltern Speak?, [in] Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: 
A Reader, ed. P. Williams and L. Chrisman, New York 1993, pp. 66-111.
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poet’s grandmother. The grandmother lived in Borowa 
Góra, where:

She fed and supported
Ukrainian soldiers (though always
under cover of night) it must have
ended poorly for the wife and daughter
of the executioner.21

In this way, the actual word “assault” (in Polish: gwalt, 
meaning both rape and violence)22 is omitted, and the ac-
tion described is shrouded in mystery – it takes place un-
der cover of night, suggesting a romantic scene that, de-
spite all appearances, could not be further from romance. 
Borderland space is portrayed as a place where the respec-
tive spheres of gender politics chafe against one another 
to humiliate the enemy by violating their women.23 In this 
poem, Tkaczyszyn-Dycki does not highlight the occupi-
ers’ affiliations with Ukraine, Poland, or Russia, although 
this particular threat is tied to anxieties about Russians, 
an anxiety that is necessarily bound up with the events of 
World War II.

Fear of oppression is intensified by the memory of Soviet 
soldiers and their aggressive assertion of hegemonic sta-
tus, carried out through a campaign of material devasta-
tion and by diverting the “noble wind” (jaśniepański wiatr 

21 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, VI. Płacz, [in:] idem, Kochanka Norwida, Wrocław 2014, p. 10.
22 Translator’s Note.
23 S. Agacinski, Parity of the Sexes, trans. L. Walsh, New York 1998, p. 161.
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– a metaphor for superior airs) to “blow the other way.”24 

To compensate for their inferiority, the oppressed project 
a stereotypical image of the Ukrainian people according 
to which all representatives of this ethnic group have 
a “taste for the morbid” and backstories as murderers or 
thugs. This “colonial fantasy” (Bhabha’s phrase) encour-
ages an attitude of aggression toward the Other, which 
in turn leads to the development of a “range of complex-
es” that have cascading repercussions for the self-image 
of the oppressed.25 The vulnerability to threats from all 
sides ends up crystallizing subjectivity as defined by the 
“trauma of inferiority and produced by feelings of alien-
ation from the universal.”26 The absence of a universal 
system in Tkaczyszyn-Dycki’s poetry affirms his liter-
ary search for an adequate expressive mode. This is the 
salient theme of his collection Imię i Znamię (Name and 
Signature). The struggle with language – embodied in his 
adoption of words from conflicting systems ranging from 
the Podlachian dialect to standard Polish – ultimately 
leads the author to choose Polish as his proper tongue.

In the collection Norwid’s Lover, as I suggest above, the 
poet claims a mode of expression that evokes the figure of 
the romantic poet in exile. He articulates this decision in 
a confession slipped into the poem In No Form Will I Give 
Myself To You:

24 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, Oddam wiersze…, p. 207.
25 J. Sowa, Fantomowe ciało króla. Peryferyjne zmagania z nowoczesną formą, Kraków 2011, 

p. 435. 
26 Ibid, p. 21.
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an aunt who was a courier for the UPA
never betrayed herself
she gave herself up to no one when they imprisoned her
and took her in for questioning
[…]
and it was she who (visiting us from
Pozezdrze) in 1978, demanded
that we all address her in Ukrainian
but this is my choice to make, too.27

The choice to write in Polish indicates the mechanism of 
“internalizing foreign cultural models” rooted in a pro-
cess of self-colonization “free of coercion from an outside 
party.”28 The conscious choice of Polish as the language of 
expression leaves an imprint of “betrayal” on the project, 
which is reinforced by the words: “and I am not / blame-
less, for in spite of whom do I write in Polish.”29 This diag-
nosis in the poet’s argument lays bare the ambiguity that 
haunts his poetic strategy of writing “Polish against Pol-
ish.” By evoking painful moments from Polish-Ukrainian 
history thought using expressive tools affiliated with 
the culture of the oppressor, the poet enunciating these 
words claims a position that postcolonial critique would 
describe as “comprador.”

This term describes representatives of an elite class who 
are indoctrinated into the “culture of colonial rule” while 

27 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, XXVIII. Przyjazd z Pozezdrza, [in:] idem, Nie dam ci siebie w żadnej 
postaci, Kraków 2016, p. 30.

28 J. Sowa, op. cit., p. 20.
29 E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, CLXXXIV. Źródełko, [in:] idem, Oddam wiersze…, p. 215.
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officially belonging to the oppressed social group. They 
end up mediating “the process of exchange between me-
tropolis and periphery, broadly understood.”30 As a rule, 
the academic and artistic communities tend to serve this 
function, for they are tasked with representing their own 
people as guardians, but are simultaneously called on to 
translate the directives of the hegemony. This position is 
not necessarily to be conflated with complicity or collabo-
ration, for it more closely resembles an act of accommoda-
tion: the adaptation to roles imposed by the dominating 
culture, bound up with feelings that range from reluc-
tance to contentment.31 If we trace this complex range 
of behaviors and positions one can adopt toward the op-
pressor to their roots, we find the phenomenon of oppres-
sion, which seeks to negate cultural and historical differ-
ence and to identify the experience of the colonized as 
primitive. At this point, should we attend to the emerging 
question: How does Tkaczyszyn-Dycki transgress offen-
sive forms of speech? To illustrate this mechanism, I will 
borrow a description of local culture’s assimilation into 
the dominating center as the former enacts its “ironic re-
flection.”32

Bhabha highlights mimicry as a strategy, defining it as 
the inversion of domination through contradiction, and 
the reevaluation and deformation of “discriminatory 

30 D. Skórczewski, Teoria – literatura – dyskurs. Pejzaż postkolonialny, Lublin 2013, p. 169. 
31 See: ibidem, p. 170.
32 H. Gosk, Opowieści “skolonizowanego/kolonizatora”. W kręgu studiów postzależnościowych 

nad literaturą XX i XXI wieku, Kraków 2010, p. 64.
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‘identity effects.’”33 This figure excellently captures the 
negative mechanism by which ambiguous and complex 
space is crystallized, allowing one to wriggle free from 
the state’s vigilant gaze and to evade the trappings of 
control.34 This process lays bare the machinations of pow-
er by shifting emphasis from identity to difference, where 
resemblance to the symbol is retained, while the “I” and 
its “double” are revealed, thereby disrupting the process 
of knowledge production and undermining the dignity of 
this operation.35 By throwing the colonizer off balance, 
the colonized expose the colonizer as an unworthy repre-
sentative model for the oppressed, although he subjects 
them to his will. This will is then only ostensibly accepted 
by the colonized. This, in turn, reveals the contradicto-
ry nature of colonial discourse and exposes the forces of 
oppression and agency. A paradigmatic example of this 
mechanism is the difference between “Englishness” and 
“Anglicization,” for the latter introduces a disruptive el-
ement – a kind of distorted mimesis that will never al-
low the object to be reflected in full, thereby condemning 
its object to incomplete representation. By repeating the 
“partial presence,” man as imitator (adopting attire and 
forms of behavior that signal that he is “just like you”) 
“articulates those disturbances of cultural, racial, and 
historical difference”(signifiers of skin color, faith, modes 
of thought, and education that signal that he is “other”) 
and ultimately weakens the position of authority.36

33 H. Bhabha, Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse [in] October 
28/1984, p. 131.

34 H. Bhabha, op. cit., p. 112.
35 Ibid, p. 114.
36 See: Ibidem, pp. 80–85.
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Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, in turn, draws out the difference be-
tween “Polishness” and “Polonicization”, which is ar-
ticulated on a linguistic level (through the intrusion of 
Ukrainian words in the text: kuteń, psiuk, dzieciuk, husi-
ata, czerecha, hniłki) and in the form of a “cultural schizo-
phrenia” vis-a-vis the past.37

what did grandpa do for the UPA? i couldn’t say
i don’t want to know but his brother,
i’ll tell you, was one of bandera’s thugs who killed 
Poles
what could grandpa have done
in the UPA when they burned down
our village? i don’t know
and don’t want to know, although
surely, at the very least, he set the fire38

By evoking the ghosts and phantoms of the past, Tk-
aczyszyn-Dycki is able to “convert non-history into his-
tory,” (Lotman’s phrase)39 thereby drawing to the surface 
the ambiguity embedded in Polish-Ukrainian relations 
that leaves neither side blameless. The poet’s perspective 
lays bare dominating (nationalist) narratives suggesting 

37 B. Moore-Gilbert, Postcolonial Theory. Contexts, Practices, London 1997, pp. 182–183. 
38 “co twój dziadek robił w UPA? nie wiem
 nie chcę wiedzieć ale jego brata 
 banderowca zabili Polacy
 co twój dziadek mógł
 robić w UPA kiedy płonęły
 nasze wsie? nie wiem
 nie chcę wiedzieć choć
 zapewne podkładał ogień i nie tylko.”  

E. Tkaczyszyn-Dycki, XXVI. Piosenka o rezunie, [in:] idem, Nie dam ci siebie…, p. 28.
39 Y. Lotman, Culture and Explosion, trans. W. Clark, Berlin 2004.
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that Bandera’s men were the only parties guilty of mur-
der. By rehabilitating the murderers, he manages to free 
them from stereotypical (and offensive) trappings, ulti-
mately enunciating a hybrid model of identity.

Formally speaking, the narrating subject of Tk-
aczyszyn-Dycki’s poems is affiliated with the Polish cul-
tural center, although his peripheral position marks him 
with the signs of alienation. At the same time, the poet’s 
work makes a mockery of all claims about the universality 
of identity, and the force of its influence is reinforced by 
Tkaczyszyn-Dycki’s idiomatic diction and exploration of 
diverse lexical registers. This creative strategy allows the 
poet to demonstrate that the representative of a (self)col-
onizing culture can express him or herself through a voice 
that hybridizes the self with the foreign.

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose
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East and Center 
as States of Mind: 
Psychological 
Colonization 
in the Work of 
Ziemowit Szczerek
Błażej Szymankiewicz

In his most recent book, Przemysław Czapliński offers the 
following definition of “the East”, which he uses to describe 
Poland’s “post-Soviet” and “post-communist” neighbor:

“The word ‘East’ appears in the table of contents, al-
though this descriptor will apply only to Russia – not 
Ukraine, Belarus, Romania, or Moldova, for Russia 
epitomizes and most violently redefines the meaning 
assigned to the East. Moreover, on literary maps de-
voted to Poland and Russia, Ukraine and Belarus tend 
to appear as mere transit zones.”1

1 P. Czapliński, Poruszona mapa: wyobraźnia geograficzno-kulturowa polskiej literatury 
przełomu XX i XXI wieku, Kraków 2016, p. 11.
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This claim may read as a nonchalant generalization, and 
I would imagine that Belarussian and Ukrainian scholars 
and journalists might be taken aback by the statement. 
Polish journalism and fiction about Belarus and the Bal-
tic nations are certainly a rarity, but the recent interest in 
Ukraine calls for some attention.2 Naturally, this height-
ened interest is bound up with the situation in Ukraine 
since the Euromaidan revolution, although Ziemowit Szc-
zerek’s work is an exception to this trend, as it focuses on 
an earlier incarnation of Ukraine. In Szczerek’s novel Mor-
dor is Coming to Eat Us (Przyjdzie Mordor i nas zje),3 Szczerek 
treats Poland’s Eastern neighbor as something much more 
than a “transit zone” or waystation en route to Russia.

Many have described Ukraine as Szczerek’s idée fixe, al-
though his treatment of Ukrainian/Eastern themes and 
issues is in reality more complex. Szczerek is not inter-
ested in Ukraine as an entity in itself. He is interested 
in Ukraine as a network of relationships (academics and 
sociologists of literature jump at this approach) between 
Ukrainian and Polish society, between neighbors, with 
stereotypes and symbols of all kinds operating within 
social space. The novel Mordor… was controversial for its 
form (its colloquial and intensely vulgar language) and 

2 I am referring mainly to reportage that has been published by Czarne: Z. Parafianowicz, 
M. Potocki, Wilki żyją poza prawem. Jak Janukowycz przegrał Ukrainę, Wołowiec 2015; 
and by these same authors, Kryształowy fortepian. Zdrady i zwycięstwa Petra Poroszenki, 
Wołowiec 2016; K. Kwiatkowska-Moskalewicz, Zabić smoka. Ukraińskie rewolucje, 
Wołowiec 2016; and finally, P. Pogorzelski, Ukraina. Niezwykli ludzie w niezwykłych 
czasach, Gliwice 2015. 

3 Z. Szczerek, Przyjdzie Mordor i nas zje, czyli Tajna Historia Słowian, Krakow 2013. All 
subsequent passages from this book will be marked with MC (for Mordor’s Coming) and 
the corresponding page number. Translations are provided by the translator of this article 
unless otherwise noted.
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content: Szczerek portrays Poles traveling to Ukraine as 
psychological colonists on a mission of heritage and lei-
sure tourism. Their intentions are to exert their superi-
ority over post-Soviet space, thereby curing their own 
national complexes, while simultaneously nursing their 
resentments toward the “Kresy” [Eastern Borderlands”] 
region. The novel reveals that the prewar or even pre-par-
tition distinction between “cham” (peasant) and “land-
owner” is still alive and well in contemporary Polish so-
cial consciousness.4 

You come here because in other countries they laugh at 
you. And they think of you the same way as you think 
about us: as a backward shit-hole you can sneer at. 
And feel superior towards. […] Because everyone thinks 
you’re impoverished, Eastern trash. […] Everyone 
thinks you’re just a slightly different version of Russia. 
The third world. It’s only here [in Ukraine] that you can 
be patronizing. Here, you make up for the fact that ev-
erywhere else they wipe their asses with you. (MC 37).5

Aside from Ukraine, Szczerek is also interested in notions 
of Central Europe and defining what it means to be Slavic. 
These questions are a frequent subject of conversation for 

4 This is also a product of the neglect of “class consciousness” and ignorance of social history 
in Poland. For centuries, Polish peasants in the Kresy region were just as oppressed by 
their Polish masters as Russians and Ukrainians were, even in the interwar period (which 
unfortunately continues to be mythologized in common discourse). Andrzej Leder has 
discussed this in his research. See: A. Leder, Prześniona rewolucja: ćwiczenie z logiki 
historycznej, Warsaw 2014, pp. 34–35, 41, 55. 

5 From an excerpt of Mordor’s Coming… translated by Scotia Gilroy and published in 
Asymptote Journal, https://www.asymptotejournal.com/nonfiction/ziemowit-szczerek-
mordors-coming-to-eat-us-a-secret-history-of-the-slavs/ (March 18 2018).



65

Błażej Szymankiewicz, East and Center as Sates of Mind

the protagonists of his journalism and prose. Yet his ap-
proach differs severely from that of Milan Kundera. Szczer-
ek’s narrator is not interested in the “warm blobs” of Slovakia 
and Hungary – no, he is fascinated with the “omnipotence” 
of Ukraine and Central Europe’s Eastern frontier (MC 46). 
The relationship between Central Europe and the Kresy re-
gion is deeply rooted in the Polish literary and intellectual 
tradition, as Czapliński has already pointed out.6 Szczerek’s 
idea of Central Europe (to the extent that it can be clearly 
defined) shares some common attributes with the idea con-
veyed in Andrzej Stasiuk’s writings: Central Europe is a rus-
tic, peripheral space that is radically distinct from the West.

Mordor… fills a gap in the Polish discourse on the essence of 
Central Europe and Slavic culture. Whereas the conceptions 
outlined above have taken on a positive light in scholarship 
and prose7 (as in the work of Maria Janion)8, and critique 
has been limited to the argument that Central Europe and 
Slavdom do not exist (or that these, too, are fabricated cat-
egories), some of Szczerek’s heroes push this critique to an 
extreme. They suggest that, while the phenomena described 
above do exist, they are undesirable, and Central Europe 
and the East are therefore tantamount to Mordor or, at best, 
a European “purgatory”. Slavic lands are “fossil deposits” – 
an open-air ethnographic museum that “got fucked by the 

6 “It is plain to see that Kundera’s description more or less perfectly carries over into the 
Polish phantasmatic geography of the Kresy region […]. In Polish literature of the 1990s, 
one can discern a process of cartographic translation that displaces the characteristics 
of the Kresy onto Central Europe. Yet the scale of this transposition was not 1:1; for the 
goal of this imaginative operation was to expand the scope of Polish culture’s roots without 
sacrificing the imaginary of the Kresy.” P. Czapliński, Poruszona mapa…, p. 244.

7 Ibid, pp. 245-248.
8 M. Janion, Niesamowita Słowiańszczyzna. Fantazmaty literatury, Krakow 2007.
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competition” (MC 81). The “Slavic reciprocity” that emerg-
es over the course of Szczerek’s text is a harmful, utopian 
chimera. The very title of the novel points to a significant 
trope: the history of the Slavs is secret because of its incon-
venient details; it is rife with mutual injustices, colonization 
and carnage, and covered-up crimes.

In Mordor as well as in Tattoo with a Trident (Tatuaż z try-
zubem), Szczerek delves into his reflections on self-colo-
nization and the historical narratives circulating among 
Poles and Ukrainians (and more generally, among the na-
tions of Central Europe).9 The complexes exhibited by the 
societies of “younger Europe”10 often resulted from a fear 
of immaturity over against the West: an immaturity tied 
to a lack of historically legitimizing contact with the Ro-
man Empire and an affiliation with a group of nations that 
developed some centuries after the national bodies com-
posing Western Europe. All of this has contributed to the 
remarkable popularity of “imperial” ideals and the sanc-
tioning of national resentments and pretensions direct-
ed at neighboring nations and fellow citizens. Szczerek’s 
approach foregrounds the distortions that were crucial 

9 As Alexander Kiossev has written: “The belief encapsulated by this metaphor, namely, 
that these cultures have […] ‘conquered themselves’ by imposing external values upon 
themselves, is a logical paradox. For it suggests that there was once a hypothetical 
historical era when the existence of these cultures was firm and not subject to this self-
alienation or injury. And it suggests that these cultures – as a collective subject that had 
long maintained its own identity and free will – colonized themselves, gave up on their own 
value system, and helped themselves to the trauma of adopting outside ideologies, which 
condemned them to an impossible nostalgia for entities that never existed in the first place.” 
A. Kiossev, Uwagi o samo-kolonizujących się kulturach, trans. E. Solak, “Dekada Literacka”, 
http://www.dekadaliteracka.com.pl/?id=3463 (31.12.2016). 

10 This idea was introduced into Polish historiography by Jerzy Kłoczowski. J. Kłoczowski, 
Młodsza Europa. Europa Środkowo-Wschodnia w kręgu cywilizacji chrześcijańskiej 
średniowiecza, Warsaw 1998.
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to Kundera’s Central European project;  according to the 
Czech writer and his followers, Central Europe is a space 
marked by eternal tolerance and high culture that is pri-
marily linked to the Austro-Hungarian legacy. It is a paci-
fist realm unmarred by chauvinism in all its forms.11 How-
ever, the reality may not square with this vision: as early 
as the 1940s, the Hungarian political scientist and histo-
rian István Bibó stated that the nations of East and Cen-
tral Europe were a breeding ground for nationalist senti-
ments and were perhaps “the most inflammatory place on 
earth.”12 After all, we are not always aware of the anach-
ronistic nature of applying the term “multiculturalism” to 
the region in question. The multicultural melting pot of 
Central Europe revealed itself to be a ticking time bomb; it 
proved to have little in common with contemporary defi-
nitions and conceptions, for it operated first under early 
modern and then later under modern conditions (sustain-
able modernism).13 It did not function as a convergence or 
social symbiosis, but as tolerance between autonomous 
groups often locked in a prescribed hierarchy and subject 
to various contingencies, stark inequalities, and mutual 
distrust. We might even make the argument that, during 
World War II, the cultural melting pot of Central Europe 
boiled over; the mass deportations and persecutions of 
peoples (inspired by the communists, but also initiated as 

11 P. Czapliński, Poruszona mapa…, pp. 246, 256–257.
12 I. Bibó, Nędza małych państw wschodnioeuropejskich, [in:] idem, Eseje polityczne, trans. 

J. Snopek, Kraków 2012, p. 94.
13 A. Leder, Prześniona rewolucja…, p. 53. 
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early as 1940 by the Beneš’ decrees in Czechoslovakia)14 
merely catalyzed a process already in motion.

In one sense, the Central European fantasy of being 
a “power block” and its dream of “sovereignty” (often 
manifested as a lack of sensible, pragmatic ideas for man-
aging foreign policy) face the task of consolidating the na-
tion around a specific symbolic conception of a tradition 
of nationhood extending “through the ages.” At the same 
time, these ambitions also result in an unconscious resis-
tance to the colonial notions of the West and East vis-à-
vis Central Europe (such as the German-Prussian vision 
of a Mitteleuropa that must be “tamed”). Such resentment 
and imperial impulses have a storied tradition in Central 
Europe. The most well-known revisionist ideas are the 
plans for Greater Romania (România Mare), Greater Hun-
gary, and the Intermarium (i.e. “Poland from sea to sea”). 
In their programs of historical politics, many countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe invoke the legacy of Rome (as 
in Romania, through the “Latinization” of the language 
and the emphasis on their historical connection with 
Roman Dacia) or antiquity more generally (as is the case 
with “Hellenic” aesthetics in Macedonia, the descent from 
the Huns in Hungary, and the emphasis on the Sarma-
tian legacy or Lechitic Empire in Poland, and so on, and so 
forth). The longing shared by the nations of Central Eu-
rope for an imagined (pseudohistorical, “eternal”) impe-
rialism becomes a compensatory response to injuries they 
have suffered, the partitions, and territorial plundering. 

14 See: J. Kuklík, Mýty a realita tzv. “Benešových dekretu”: Dekrety prezidenta republiky 
1940–1945, Prague 2002.
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Central Europeans seem to “deny” their fantasies about 
conquering and even doing violence to their neighbors, 
despite the fact that they themselves have been on the 
receiving end of these actions for centuries.

In the books cited above, Szczerek draws attention to the 
tendency among Poles and Ukrainians to spawn fictional 
narratives testifying to the “primacy” of their ethnicities 
or national identities. These fictions – if we follow the 
logical antipathy pointed out by Kiossev – affirm that the 
Slavic nations and their inhabitants belong to a history 
much older than accepted historiography suggests, and 
that they have been subjected to various outside influenc-
es (Christianity, Western civilization) that have distorted 
their “true” identity. But historians and politicians pre-
sumably conspire to silence these “facts”. Self-coloniza-
tion is not the only process unfolding here, for we might 
also speak of “prior imperialism:” the main function of 
these fictions is to stir up feelings of national pride (once, 
long, long ago, we were powerful) and conjure the sense 
that certain nations are “timeless” (such is the case with 
the Sarmatian speculations that Adam and Eve were Pol-
ish).15 In today’s Poland, these theories are not without 
their supporters (take, for instance, the reception of Ja-
nusz Bieszk’s pseudoacademic writing).16 In his novel Sev-
en (Siódemka), Szczerek comically references such theo-
ries through the character of Prince Bajaj, who regales the 

15 For more on Sarmatian ideology, see: J. Sowa, Fantomowe ciało króla. Peryferyjne 
zmagania z nowoczesną formą, Krakow 2011, pp. 259–283. 

16 See: J. Bieszk, Słowiańscy królowie Lechii: Polska starożytna, Warsaw 2015. Bieszk traces 
the Slavs directly back to the Aryans, claiming that Slavs, as an ethnic group, have a history 
over 10 thousand years old. Problematically, Bieszk’s argument reeks of Nazi rhetoric.
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narrator with a tale of the ancient “Great Lechia” and as-
serts the necessity of constructing national myths. In the 
novels Mordor… and Tattoo…, Ukrainians are not imper-
vious to this problem, for while they can base their history 
on interactions with the “Roman” world (Byzantium), this 
foundation is insufficient for many. In Mordor, we encoun-
ter the character Taras – a Ukrainian of Polish descent 
who is a clear-cut case of the self-colonizing mentality. 
Taras claims that “Ukrainians had it best under the Aus-
trians, that’s a fact. That is, under the Germans. There’s 
no need to go crying and tearing up banners. […] It is how 
it is, and now we just have to learn whatever lessons we 
can.” (MC 69). After the moment has passed, Taras makes 
the following confession:

I feel a little bad for you. You Poles […]. You have no 
choice but to mourn in the depths of your Polish souls 
that the Germans never properly Germanized you. If 
they had, then today you could have been happy “Ger-
mans.” Then maybe it would never have even occurred 
to you to resent them. What for? But that’s not how it is, 
and you go on wrestling with your Polishness. (MC 75).

And from the West? There’s no escaping from the West. 
After all, they’re what created us […]. The civilization 
that goes by ‘Central Europe’ is really just the periph-
ery of German civilization. You were onto something, 
Łukasz. Everything originates in Germany. And that’s 
Central Europe’s claim to fame […]. Because here, on 
site, what was invented? Well, not too much. (MC 80)
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The next interesting take conveyed to the narrator 
comes from a cabbie called Yuri. He recites a tale that 
is a variation on the theme of nineteenth-century Pan-
Slavism: Ukraine assumes Russia’s dominant role and is 
then meant to unite the neighboring nations and finally 
win back those “eternally Slavic” cities: Berlin, Hamburg, 
Dresden. As he pontificates, Yuri also announces that the 
territory of today’s Ukraine is in fact the primordial fa-
therland of Indo-European civilization. (MC 210-211).

Szczerek’s novel Tattoo with a Trident mentions a pseudo-
historian by the name of Semeniuk, who is effectively 
Bieszk’s Ukrainian counterpart. A proponent of Semeni-
uk’s theory tells the narrator that “we got Hamburg. Yes, 
sir. We conquered Rome. That’s right. The guy in charge 
of ancient Rome was Ukrainian.”17 

Well, it’s like Semeniuk says. For some reason, histori-
ans simply pass over Ukraine’s glory days. Those days 
when Ukraine ruled everything from Hungary to Ro-
mania to the Czech Republic, Austria, Slovakia, Poland 
[…]. In a way, Semeniuk’s onto something. I mean, why 
not. There’s no such thing as objective history. There 
are only historical narratives. Poles trace their origins 
back to Polans, although if they felt like it, they could 
just as well have chosen the Vandal tribe that inhab-
ited the banks of the Vistula river before the Slavs ar-
rived. I mean, after all, the Slavs didn’t kick them out, 

17 Z. Szczerek, Tatuaż z tryzubem, Wołowiec 2015, p. 86. Moving forward, I will designate all 
citations from this novel with TT and the corresponding page numer.
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they just mixed with them, imposed their language on 
them, and took from them. (TT 87-88) 

Szczerek portrays Slavic Central Europeans as individ-
uals incapable of reconciling themselves to history (or 
even historiography or geography) or the cultural leg-
acy of the land they inhabit. Their “power fantasies” 
break down into two categories. The first seeks to re-
store a “golden age” (an essentially fabricated period in 
the history of a given nation/ethnicity), complete with 
total sovereignty and the cultivation of an independent 
identity (which would necessarily entail breaking off re-
lations with neighboring nations or conquering nearby 
territory). The second category runs counter to the first; 
it expresses a longing to become a fully-fledged member 
of another societal system (usually a Western one). Taras 
represents this second category, for he is ashamed of his 
Slavicness and identifies all things Slavic with barbaric 
and anti-Western values. Taras condemns his country-
men in Eastern Ukraine because, according to him, they 
have been Slavicized/Russified to excess. These two po-
sitions can be summarized as follows: we are such an old 
people that a) we belonged among the ancient civiliza-
tions, or b) we fought with the ancient civilizations (as in 
the Sarmatian myth of the Poles’ battle with Julius Caesar 
and Alexander the Great). It is curious that this mindset 
has imposed polarized views on contemporary Central 
European social groups: we have historically been and 
remain part of the West (the leftist, liberal view); or, on 
the contrary, we do not want to fully accept Western val-
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ues and must therefore resist them (on the right). Szc-
zerek claims there is no such thing as objective history, 
but a few paragraphs later, he writes that “the facts re-
main the facts.”18 Whether this is a chance inconsistency 
or whether he is demonstrating the capriciousness of the 
Central European mentality remains to be seen. As Szc-
zerek himself has written, he distances himself from the 
history of colonialism and postcolonial theory (at least in 
the context of East and Central Europe). One might even 
say he treats colonialism as a kind of historical necessity 
(to use the language of vulgar Marxism).

The weaker ethnicities are absorbed into the stronger 
ones, one into the other, the Moravians slowly blend 
into the Czechs, the Provençals into the French. […] 
But somehow, I was never too convinced of this colo-
nialism. It’s hard to buy into the idea of a nefarious 
campaign conducted in the shadows of a comatose, 
indifferent world. Ukraine absorbs the Transcarpath-
ian Ruthenians, Russia absorbs Ukraine. So it goes. 
It’s a process. If you ask me, the ‘colonized’ people 
don’t even seem to have minded. (TT 161-162)

We should not take these words too seriously. Self-iro-
ny and parody are central to Szczerek’s prose and re-
portage, as is the paradigm of the Good Soldier Švejk. 
Central European history has no shortage of evidence 

18 “Poles, Ukrainians, Slovaks, Bulgarians, Macedonians, Hungarians, Germans, Romanians, 
the devil himself – all of them can choose the narrative that suits them. All of them can 
embellish the facts with whatever colors they please.  But it is non-negotiable – the facts 
remain the facts. (TT 90). 
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demonstrating that the colonized did, in fact, “mind” 
this situation, even when a peaceful harmony seemed 
to prevail. The union between Poland and Lithuania be-
ginning in 1569 by no means played out without resis-
tance from the latter, and the colonization of Ruthenia’s 
territory has been a centuries-long process whose ram-
ifications continue to be palpable in Polish-Ukrainian 
relations today. What Leder calls the Sarmatian “culture 
of disdain”19 remains alive and well in present-day Pol-
ish socio-political discourse.

The Slavdom envisioned in Szczerek’s prose is, for the 
most part, an aggregate of embarrassing clichés: the in-
dispensable element of the Eastern sensibility is the “Ba-
bushka”; when Poles meet up with the “Ruskis” they have 
no choice but to binge drink; Poles set off to Ukraine in 
search of a “Ruthenian” or “Eastern” essence (this is Ori-
entalism proper, for the Eastern fringe of Central Europe 
is treated as something exotic – strange, but fascinating). 
In this way, Szczerek implements his own postcolonial 
deconstruction of the very concept of “Slavdom” and of 
Polish-Ukrainian relations since 1989/1991 – even shal-
low attempts to treat Ukrainians as (little) brothers seem 
protective and condescending. Allegations of being “East-
ern” or “barbaric” are tossed back and forth like a game 
of hot potato: Germans find the Czechs exotic, the Czechs 
find Poles exotic, Poles find Ukrainians exotic, and so on, 
ad infinitum.

19 A. Leder, Prześniona rewolucja…, p. 99.
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The authors associated with the publishing house Ha!art 
and the journal “New Eastern Europe” (Nowa Europa 
Wschodnia) – among them, Szczerek, Kaja Puto,20 and 
Adam Balcer – seem to invert Kundera’s approach: Cen-
tral Europe always belonged to the East, and the West 
must now hijack it once and for all. This is a symptom-
atic shift in the vision of Central Europe as construed 
in literature and criticism: nostalgia for the Habsburg 
Monarchy or Galicia has been eliminated. This move has 
made room for radical critics of the idea of Central Europe 
who argue that this region was always a non-function-
ing chimera, and that we do not want to get along with 
our own neighbors or even with ourselves (Czapliński 
makes a similar argument in Poruszona mapa).21

Csaba G. Kiss uses concepts like “community of memory” 
and “impractical definition” to describe Central Europe.22 
This is yet another example of the distorted and paradox-
ical nature of research on this region. It is important to 
remember that this “community” cannot be linked with 
“memory” in the singular: its memories are plural, consist-
ing of the many narratives of Central European historians 
and firsthand historical witnesses that appear to describe 
the same experience (the Holocaust, the Nazi occupation, 

20 I am thinking, in particular, of Puto’s controversial column. K. Puto, Ratunek dla Unii? 
Wywalić Europę Środkową na zbity pysk, Dziennik Opinii, 10.09.2015, http://www.
krytykapolityczna.pl/artykuly/opinie/20150910/puto-wywalic-europe-srodkowa-na-zbity-
pysk (27.10.2016). 

21 See, in particular, the chapter: Południe, czyli krajobraz osobności, [in:] P. Czapliński, 
Poruszona mapa…, pp. 237–320. The very idea of the “center” is not a geographical 
subject, so Czapliński could not allot it its own chapter in his book.

22 C.G. Kiss, Europa Środkowa jako wspólnota pamięci (kilka przyczynków do definicji 
niewykonalnej), “Porównania” 9/2011, pp. 109–114.
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the Soviet occupation, repressions of the communist re-
gime, dissident movements, the regime changes of 1989-
1991). The countries of Central Europe are distinct from 
Western Europe, but they have their own internal differ-
ences as well, and these on many different layers: value 
systems, political traditions, the processes of cultural pro-
duction, and the experience of modernity.23

Paradoxically, however, Szczerek’s texts seem to imply 
a certain commonality among the Slavic and Central Eu-
ropean nations. This is not the experience of totalitarian-
ism, as many have already suggested. Rather, these coun-
tries are linked by a history of reciprocal colonization 
and violence, shared traumas, a penchant for generating 
myths and pseudo-historical narratives sanctioning the 
tradition of resentment and revenge so prevalent in the 
region. To finally process these traumas and reevaluate 
historical politics would be Central Europe’s “true les-
son.”24 Unfortunately, the dissolution of the colonial par-
adigm in our historical narratives does not appear to be 
something we can count on any time soon. A rhetoric that 
prioritizes national sovereignty, chauvinism, and the sev-
ering of international relations has now become a global 
trend. As Jan Sowa recently noted:

23 Mateusz Chmurski’s article offers an interesting and incisive perspective on different 
receptions of modernism among the nations of Central Europe (M. Chmurski, Modernizm(y) 
Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej. Rekonesans, “Przegląd Filozoficzno-Literacki” 45/2013, pp. 
395–419).

24 This is an allusion to Csaba G. Kiss’ book A Lesson in Central Europe (Lekcja Europy 
Środkowej:. Eseje i szkice) (Kraków 2009). In this book, Kiss advocates Kundera’s 
approach: he idealizes Central Europe as an idea, for he limits his attention to its intellectual 
and artistic heritage.
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[…] [W]e are dealing with the desublimation of mate-
rialist issues of class in the register of a symbolically 
defined dispute that is articulated as recalcitrance to-
ward foreigners and pride in one’s own homeland (in 
Poland ‘we are rising from our knees,’ in Great Brit-
ain there is the espousal of ‘British values,’ and in the 
United States there is Donald Trump’s rallying cry to 
‘make America great again’). This pride – to speak in 
schizoanalytical terms – becomes a means of reterri-
torialization. It is nothing but a defense mechanism 
against fear and a lack of confidence provoked by the 
sheer relentlessness of global capitalism.25 

      

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose

25 J. Sowa, Ostatnia dekada: populizm i populofobia, Dwutygodnik, http://www.dwutygodnik.
com/artykul/6786-ostatnia-dekada-populizm-i-populofobia.html (31.10.2016). 
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Between Self-
Colonization 
and Exclusion: 
Philosophical 
Fantasies of 
a Woman Practising 
Philosophy. In the 
Margins of the Work 
of Michèle Le Dœuff 
Aleksandra Derra

… the subject ‘woman’ is not a monolithic
essence, defined once and for all, but rather

the site of multiple, complex, and potentially
contradictory sets of experience, defined by

overlapping variables.1 

Rosi Braidotti

1 R Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary 
Feminist Theory, New York 2011, p. 128.
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I once wrote that being excluded personally can become 
a source of sensitivity that will inspire us to explore ex-
clusion and take emancipatory actions as a consequence.2 

The question of whether a woman can practice philos-
ophy – presuming gender difference as significant and 
compromising neither one’s femininity nor philosophy 
– is a question I have mused over for as long as I have 
been institutionally associated with the ranks of “philos-
ophers” as a researcher at the Institute of Philosophy at 
Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń. Philosophy was 
not a random choice I made. I was driven by an insatiable 
fascination with this discipline, where reason and under-
standing reign and where conversation entails delivering 
an argument and the exchange of decisive, coherent, and 
infallibly logical thoughts. I was intrigued by how the 
discipline addresses the essence of things and axiologi-
cal concerns of the highest importance, removed from the 
register of the thoughts that occupy us from day to day. 
Philosophy has seduced me with the promise of dwelling 
in a world of abstractions and immersion in theoretical 
reflection, not only gaining refuge from life’s daily nui-
sances but becoming suddenly freed from the false urgen-
cy that clings to them. With this approach to philosophy, 
I was able to turn a blind eye to issues of the body, gender, 
money, and the bustle of domestic affairs. I was able to 
savour the discipline I then believed was a space open to 
everyone, and, naively, I stood by the position that age, 

2 See: A. Derra, Kobiety (w) nauce. Problem płci we współczesnej filozofii nauki i w praktyce 
badawczej [Women in/of science. Gender problem in contemporary philosophy of science 
and research practice], Warsaw 2013, p. 207.
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gender, skin colour, social class, economic situation were 
irrelevant when one wants to practise philosophy.

This went on until 1999, when I became an assistant at 
this same institute. At a holiday party, I had an interest-
ing exchange with a philosophy professor who told me 
that a woman philosopher is like a guinea pig – one never 
quite knows “exactly what she is.” The conversation lin-
gered in my memory, and I began to reflect on the identity 
of philosophy as a discipline, after it had been subjected to 
the critical reflection of feminism. I started puzzling over 
how I might situate myself within the field as a woman. 
I wondered what traditions I had at my disposal and asked 
myself if philosophy could truly remain my vocational 
home. Following Michèle Le Dœuff (a thinker whose argu-
ments I explore in the following deliberations and whose 
texts I will constantly invoke), I conceded: “[…] despite ev-
erything, it is hard to gain a clear idea of the right way to 
speak as a feminist woman philosopher […].”3

In this article, I try to problematize the question of the 
feminine subject by invoking women philosophers. I probe 
the potential for practicing philosophy as a woman and 
for defining subjectivity as a specific female subject that 
philosophizes. Somewhat casually, I borrow and mobi-
lize the concept of self-colonization (and more broadly 
speaking – colonization, colonialism, and postcolonial-
ism), so often applied to cultures and nations, to reflect 
on the category of the subject. In the context of the fe-

3 M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice: An Essay Concerning Women, Philosophy, Etc., New 
York 2007, p. 17.
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male philosophical subject, this seems entirely justified. 
If we take Alexander Kiossev at his word when he writes 
about self-colonizing cultures, we can make the claim 
that the woman-philosopher is a “symbol of absence,” for 
she adapts an “alien” (so far unavailable) model of values 
for conceiving the subject and adopts an “alien” model of 
philosophical practice.4

The notion of self-colonization cited in the title of this 
article can be understood as an attempt to clarify the 
terms of subjectivity, using categories and properties that 
are foreign, unrecognized, and unfamiliar, yet somehow 
appropriated or claimed (with simultaneous reluctance 
and enthusiasm) as one’s own. To identify as a philoso-
pher, a woman must contend with the original colonizing 
gesture enacted by the philosophical tradition – a tradi-
tion that acknowledges her as neither a rational subject 
capable of reflexivity nor an agent that can authentically 
practice philosophy.5 For the most part, women philoso-
phers find themselves in circumstances resembling the 
postcolonial framework and necessarily collide with what 
Kiossev describes as the “the morbid consciousness of an 
absence - a total, structural, non-empirical absence.” It 
is the “Others” (in this case, the select men sanctioned 
by tradition as rational subjects) who “possess all that we 
lack; they are all that we are not.”6 

4 See: A. Kiossev, Notes on Self-Colonising Cultures, [in:] After the Wall: Art. And Culture in 
Post-communist Europe, ed. B. Pejić and D. Elliott, Stockholm 1999, p. 114-117.

5 Here, I am paraphrasing what Maria Janion has written about Polish culture and tradition. 
See: M. Janion, Niesamowita słowiańszczyzna: fantazmaty literatury [Uncanny Slavdom: 
phantasms of literature], Krakow 2006, p. 118.

6 See: A. Kiossev, Notes on Self-Colonising Cultures…, 114.
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This scenario soon grows problematic, for philosophical 
approaches to subjectivity tend to discount gender dif-
ference and the distinct specificity of women. Women 
thinkers have tried to fill this gap on feminist terms, and 
the discussion of how to position femininity within phi-
losophy remains a heated one today. Equally problemat-
ic is the matter of understanding the subject as rational. 
Examples abound: from Aristotle, we have the rational 
animal, from Descartes, we have substantial reason, and 
from Kant, we have the rational moral subject. Turning to 
the building blocks of modern thought, we find Bacon and 
Galileo and the notion of the impartial scholar. The result 
of all this is philosophy’s definition of the subject as ratio-
nal, understanding, (self-)reflexive, universal, disembod-
ied, and at the end of the day, white, Western, affluent, 
and male. The 20th century philosophy has no shortage 
of critiques of this approach to the subject. It suffices to 
mention Marxism, psychoanalysis, phenomenology, fem-
inism, and the famous “death of the subject” heralded by 
Michel Foucault. Yet, even if we embrace this critique as 
emancipatory, the case of the woman as subject becomes 
complicated again, because there is no subject whose 
death we are to announce. As Rosi Braidotti writes: “In 
order to announce the death of the subject, one must first 
have gained the right to speak as one, in order to demys-
tify metadiscourse, one must first get access to a place of 
enunciation.”7 This is a right that women have historically 
lacked. The emerging woman philosopher must therefore 
grapple with certain basic obstacles: as woman, she is de-

7 R. Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects…, p. 268.
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prived of constitutive subjectivity (that might otherwise 
be the object of critique); the momentum of cultural tra-
dition defines her as irrational or non-rational, rendering 
her intrinsically unqualified to practice philosophy. Even 
if we assume she is rational, the national entanglements 
of philosophy persist, for philosophers have historically 
been ancient Greeks, Germans, French, or Anglo-Saxon.
I began relating critically to texts on the history of philos-
ophy that had once fascinated and impressed me. I scru-
tinized the comments in the margins, arguments made 
in footnotes, examples, metaphors, and anecdotes. To my 
own surprise, I found many incredible thinkers who used 
sturdy argumentation to challenge prevailing beliefs, but, 
arriving at the subject of women and femininity, would 
merely reproduce the stereotypes and harmful views en-
demic to their time. Like Le Dœuff, each time I encoun-
tered this was a shock. Le Dœuff describes this experi-
ence as a double shock: at first, it reflects resistance to the 
idea that anyone would write such things about women 
or about anyone at all, and secondly, it stems from the 
fact that “when philosophy allows itself to use the mode 
of insult it sinks beneath its own validatory standards.”8 

In this way, the manoeuvre reveals a weakness on the 
part of the philosopher in question – a weakness that the 
philosopher ought to have overcome.9 We must therefore 
remember that a feminist analysis of philosophical texts 
not only reveals traces of misogyny in isolated passages of 
a given philosopher’s text, for it also identifies the gaping 

8 M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 12.
9 Ibid, p. 13.
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void between the theoretical rigor of the textual discourse 
and the flaws of the statement in question.10

I deliberately situate feminism together with philosophy 
– a position that reflects more than my personal invest-
ment in feminist theory. Bearing in mind the complex 
and varied meanings embedded in the words “feminism” 
and “philosophy,” Le Dœuff shows us how the two fields 
link more than they divide. If we treat “thinking philo-
sophically” as “self-assertion through thought” or “a de-
sire to judge by and for oneself,”11 then can we not say the 
same of feminism? Philosophy interrogates the status quo 
modes of thinking and their ramifications for life – this 
same impetus has always driven emancipatory goals of 
feminism. In this way, even if philosophy at times veers 
misogynistic, this by no means implies no other outcome 
is possible. Feminist philosophical work uses the critical 
potential of philosophy to discern conditions of exclu-
sion within the field. If philosophy has proven unable to 
leverage its self-critical potential to recognize its own ex-
clusionary strategies, then its declarative self-critique is 
worth nothing at all.12

Allow me to briefly clarify the appearance of the word 
“fantasy” in this article’s title. For Sigmund Freud, pri-
mordial fantasies are an imaginarium which makes it pos-
sible to imagine the fulfilment of impulses. To fantasize is 
to produce images in order to fulfil our unconscious de-

10 Ibid, p. 35.
11 Ibid, p. 29.
12 Ibid, p. 27.
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sires. Fantasy’s function is to satiate obstructed desires by 
mediation. I would like to make a case for treating these 
definitions as particular figures. Philosophy is not an in-
dividual. It does not possess a psyche as defined by Freud 
or Lacan. Neither I nor Le Dœuff are psychoanalysts; it is 
not our role to sit philosophy down on Freud’s couch. I am 
therefore treating fantasy as a particular set of images not 
yet fully articulate but persistently legible. In this case, 
they pertain to the woman as subject and to women who 
practice philosophy.

The philosophical tradition, foregrounding the meaning 
of rational understanding, eschews metaphors, linguistic 
quirks, anecdotes and other figures. On the rare occasion 
that these figures do appear, they are justified with refer-
ence to the need to clarify complex problems to a broad-
er public unfamiliar with philosophical arguments. Many 
philosophers recognize the pitfalls of formulating disci-
plinary thought in such a way that insulates them from the 
influence of opinions, idols of the outside world, coercion, 
or one’s own imagination (Bacon, Bergson, Bachelard). 
According to Le Dœuff, philosophy entails a highly spe-
cific register of images that sets the criteria for the ratio-
nality that is to be developed.13 Intellectual philosophical 
thought is subject to rules, evaluated by specific standards 
of theoretical rigor, and established by accepted forms of 
understanding. Certain obstacles arise from the influence 
of psychological reality and the need to philosophically 
convey theory in a format too concise to accommodate its 

13 Ibid, p. 23.
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real complexity. On the other hand, Le Dœuff stresses that 
“no thought can do without images, whatever some philos-
ophers may think about the boundary between the ratio-
nal and the imaginary.”14 There is no such thing as a philo-
sophical text entirely bereft of imaginative properties: the 
invented, the fictional, the imagined, the fabricated, the 
unreal.15 The same can be said of philosophical portraits 
of women and femininity that construct a very particular 
philosophical fantasy. We are dealing, then, with the si-
multaneous presence and absence of women: they are not 
taken seriously, but at the same time, they are necessary 
components for maintaining continuity within the line of 
argumentation.16 They are elusive, often mute, and dis-
placed to the margin, although they remain addressees 
and readers of philosophical texts and the allies, lovers, 
wives, and daughters so critical to the identities of great 
thinkers and philosophy over all. The construction of the 
subject is therefore premised on the exclusion of all that 
does not conform with the accepted standards. The his-
tory of philosophy is rife with references to wild and dark-
skinned people, people without properties, uncivilised or 
uneducated, etc. Today, it is much harder to generate fan-
tasies of these subjects in the face of the principles adopted 
in science, and in the face of potential criticism.

The feminine subject is a different case. Women remain 
within reach. They remain common property17, used to 

14 Ibid, p. 169.
15 Ibid, p. 318.
16 Ibid, p. 1-3.
17 Ibid, p. 86.
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constitute the male philosopher’s subjectivity by contrast 
with the feminine. Even those philosophers who have 
written texts propagating gender equality, such as John 
Stuart Mill and Condorcet, have acknowledged that wom-
en can do anything else but practise philosophy.18 This is 
therefore an issue of methodological advantage. When 
women are displaced from the purview of philosophy, 
what remains within the discipline’s scope is structured 
by way of contrast. There is no need, then, for it to be par-
ticularly coherent. Exclusion maintains structure, even if 
the structure itself contains nothing, exclusion speaks on 
behalf of those excluded who have no right to answer.19 
They are constructed by what is dominant, by those who 
are predestined to practise philosophy (colonizers?), with-
out the possibility of self-determination.

When we closely examine philosophical tradition, we 
quickly notice how culture foregrounds the presence of 
male philosophers at the expense of all others and sanc-
tions philosophy as a discipline predestined to be ex-
clusively or primarily practiced by men. This is in part 
because men have historically made up the majority of 
philosophers (for even if women wished to partake, they 
were marginalized), but it is also because the presence 
of women within the field, as I argue above, was never 
straight-forward. Today’s default image of the philos-
opher remains a white-bearded sage. Even if we do not 
consciously defend the link between philosophical iden-
tity and masculinity, it persists in the cultural imaginary 

18 Ibid, p. 25.
19 Ibid, pp. 25-26.
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– in fantasies, images, and symbols illustrating those who 
practice philosophy. Even if I were to stand by the the-
oretical anti-essentialist position that there is no such 
thing as masculine or feminine philosophy and that these 
adjectives should be treated as the names of abstract phe-
nomena, cultural practices have preserved the division 
between the masculine and the feminine to great effect.
Every day, like the professor from my story, we fantasize 
about women philosophers. As Le Dœuff writes, so many 
people, upon meeting her, describe her as accommodating, 
meek, and kind; they can only perceive her through the 
lens of femininity as a standard that is never questioned. 
Women who refrain from contradicting this model end up 
reinforcing its validity. Some time ago, the act of wearing 
pants ceased to be a marker that negated femininity. This 
has been noted by Simone de Beauvoir, who remarks that 
pants give women a wonderful ability to move about free-
ly and sit where they please. In brief – they grant women 
freedom.20 In the 1960s, long hair was an identity marker 
that undermined authentic masculinity: a man with hair 
down to the waist was unheard of. The idea that one can-
not simultaneously be a woman and philosopher is a simi-
lar instance of “gender fixism,” to use Le Dœuff’s phrase.21 
We can also think of this fixism as a mechanism defining 
women philosophers as derivative (de Beauvoir described 
herself in these terms – a fact I will return to later) in light 
of the presumed imperative that it is male philosophers 
who generate theory, concepts, systems of added cogni-

20 See: M. Evans, Simone de Beauvoir and Binaries of the Body, [in:] B.S. Turner (ed.), 
Routledge Handbook of Body Studies, New York 2012, p. 26.

21 M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 161.
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tive value, the innovative, and the new. Is this assessment 
valid? The theory of philosophy and its practice are two 
discrete categories: the history of philosophy is rife with 
imitators and the true, exclusive interpreters of a given 
thinker’s oeuvre who are locked in dispute. Entire schools 
exist to investigate the intentions lying behind a partic-
ular philosopher’s words and how these words ought to 
be interpreted. In this case, allegations of a lack of cre-
ativity or innovation are irrelevant, for the status and 
significance of philosophizing are affirmed by the great 
philosopher in question. His authority is decisive, and yet 
at the end of the day, this is not a question of authority. 
One simply needs “to dominate” in order to creatively and 
innovatively “theorize.”22 

A revealing and thought-provoking example of the gen-
der parity in philosophical authority is the case of Simone 
de Beauvoir and Jean Paul Sartre – two figures we might 
describe as “a woman thinker” and the “Great Philoso-
pher.” If we consider their own attitudes toward their 
place within philosophy and how culture has portrayed 
their contributions, we can discern a kind of self-colo-
nization on the part of de Beauvoir. As she herself con-
fessed, she left philosophy to Sartre, maintaining that as 
a woman, her writing was more essayistic than theoreti-
cal.23 This claim discounts her entirely comparable educa-
tion to Sartre’s, the extended philosophical dialogues she 
maintained with him and other male philosophers, her 

22 Ibidem, pp. 153 and 78.
23 The Le Petit Larousse dictionary classifies her as Sartre’s pupil. See: M. Le Dœuff, 

Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 170.
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great triumph in writing the philosophical treatise that is 
Second Sex (which today, may be more widely read than 
Sartre’s work), and her years of work coediting the journal 
“Les Temps Modernes.”24

Paraphrasing Jan Sowa’s reflections on postcolonial Po-
land, we might say that the male-centric cultural modes 
that de Beauvoir herself described imposed a specific style 
of self-perception on her, impacting how she constructed 
her self-image as philosopher.25 Yet we can also interpret 
her position as a refusal to enact a gesture of mimicry or 
to imitate the colonizer (masculine philosophy), passing 
as someone else in order to gain authenticity.26 De Beau-
voir could not avail herself of later feminist theory on the 
feminine subject. She could not benefit from the ramifi-
cations of debates on how to reorganize philosophy af-
ter the feminist intervention. In this way, she could not 
forge her own philosophical model. She lacked the histor-
ical resources to reference women thinkers who proceed-
ed her, if only because women philosophers, as Le Dœuff 
has pointed out, tend not to invoke the achievements of 
their female predecessors, because these have not been 
preserved in cultural memory. It bears mention that the 
feminist critique of philosophy as a discipline calls for re-
writing the history of philosophy to foreground the exis-

24 It is worth noting that the English-language Wikipedia article on “Les Temps Modernes” 
suggests that the journal belonged to Sartre and was created on his initiative. The French-
language article, however, names de Beauvoir and Sartre as co-founders. See: https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Temps_modernes and https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Temps_
modernes_(revue) (2.12.2016).

25 Jan Sowa, Fantomowe ciało króla. Peryferyjne zmagania z nowoczesną formą [The King’s 
Phantom Body. A Peripheral Struggle with Modern Form], Krakow 2011, pp. 434–435.

26 Ibid, p. 470.
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tence of the many excellent and inspired women thinkers 
so crucial to philosophy, but who are left out of encyclo-
paedias and textbooks in the field.27 In this context, the 
conclusion of de Beauvoir’s above-mentioned book seems 
quite telling. She wraps up the book by quoting a man – 
Arthur Rimbaud – and thereby sustains the very image 
of a womanless culture that her book critiques. Le Dœuff 
asks if this outcome would change if de Beauvoir had been 
socialized in a different milieu, perhaps in a culture where 
one reads the work of women thinkers alongside their 
male counterparts. What if she had encountered the ideas 
of Gabrielle Suchon or Harriet Taylor in English class, or 
read Mary Wollstonecraft and spent history class study-
ing the suffragist movement in Europe?28 Would things 
have turned out differently if she had had the tools to per-
ceive herself as an independent and self-sufficient woman 
thinker and philosopher without internalizing the “col-
onizer’s” premises that bona fide philosophy is a strictly 
male enterprise? According to Le Doeuff, she struggled 
with the same thing all women did: women-philosophers 
and feminists. It was not her way to adopt a position of 
philosophical authority and write philosophy as “an an-
swer to all questions and a solution to all systemic issues.” 
Second Sex considers the origins of the oppression of and 

27 In the 900 entries of The Encyclopedia of Philosophy from 1967, there is no mention of Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Hannah Arendt or Simone de Beauvoir. In Mary Ellen Waithe’s A History of 
Women Philosophers (1997) Waithe identifies sixteen women philosophers of the classical 
world, seventeen from the years 500–1600, 30 from the years 1600–1900, and 42 from the 
years 1900–1997. From this period, she goes into detail on the theoretical contributions of 
thirteen women philosophers: V., Lady Welby, E.E. Constance Jones, C. Perkins Gilman, 
L. Salomé, M. Whiton Calkins, L. Susan Stebbing, E. Stein, G. Walther, A. Rand, C.J. de 
Vogel, H. Arendt, S. de Beauvoir and S. Weil.

28 See: M. Le Dœuff, The Sex of Knowing, trans. K. Hamer, L. Code, New York, London 2003, 
p. 217.
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discrimination against women. De Beauvoir traces these 
origins by way of biology, psychoanalysis, and Marxism 
in order to analyze and then counteract these methods. 
Where, then, does the presumed inferior position of wom-
en come from? What are its roots? This question goes un-
answered. Our narrator has no explanation.

Sartre, on the contrary, freely fantasized about the oth-
ers quite vividly, for in his monumental work Being and 
Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, he 
claims the position of a privileged, all-knowing narrator. 
His omniscience seems to be constructed by contrast with 
Sartre’s observations on the comportment of women.29 In 
the book, women appear in passages on the issue of bad 
faith in the figures of the frigid woman and the coquette. 
Both archetypes are defined by their sexuality, and both 
are portrayed as subjects oblivious to their own desires. 
The first archetype represents “women whom marital in-
fidelity has made frigid.” Of this archetype, our all-know-
ing narrator, the Philosopher Sartre, is quite certain she 
“distracts her consciousness from the pleasure which she 
experiences [during the sexual act].” In this case, Sartre 
argues that it is a matter of revealing “acts of conduct 
which are objectively discoverable […]” when “objective 
signs of pleasure” appear that the woman in question 
seeks to deny.30 The second archetype is the woman who 
goes on a date and “feigns” not to notice sexual subtexts 
and the man’s desires. His advances provoke no response 

29 Zob. M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, s. 165.
30 See: J.P. Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, trans. 

H. Barnes, New York 1992, pp. 54-56.
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in her, but at the same time, Sartre writes, if his behav-
ior were strictly respectful, it would cease to be attractive 
to the woman. The woman, on the other hand, deprives 
the man’s words of sexual intonations “because she does 
not quite know what she wants.”31 In both scenarios, the 
women misinterpret their own feelings, while the exis-
tentialist philosopher, an anti-essentialist at heart, has 
exclusive insight into what they really feel and just what 
those feelings signify.

References to sexuality resurface in the book when Sartre 
reproduces modernist views on the subject of knowledge, 
emphasizing that cognition is one of many possible forms 
of possession32 and, in this way, can be achieved by hunt-
ing, conquering. Sartre’s description of the object of these 
longings should therefore come as no surprise: “[…] de-
sire is not defined solely in relation to the In-itself-as-self-
cause. It is also relative to a brute, concrete existent which 
we commonly call the object of the desire. This object may 
be now a slice of bread, now an automobile, now a woman 
[…].”33 It is not by chance that metaphors of “appropriative 
enjoyment” appear in close proximity to overtly sexual 
statements. Sartre writes: “[w]hat is seen is possessed; to 
see is to deflower.”34 The relation between the knower and 
the known is literally defined as “violation by sight.”35 For 
Sartre, the relationship of knowing necessarily evokes the 
image of sexual relation, which in turn “snatch[es] away 

31 Ibid, pp. 54-55.
32 Ibid, p. 579.
33 Ibid, p. 576.
34 Ibid, p. 578.
35 Ibid.
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her veils from nature.”36 Recalling the case of Francis Ba-
con, Sartre writes: “The scientist is the hunter who sur-
prises a white nudity and who violates by looking at it.” 
Sartre describes cognitive processes by consciously refer-
encing sensory and metabolic ones (absorption, assimila-
tion, digestion). He goes on to say: “Knowledge is at one 
and the same time a penetration and a superficial caress.”37 
Despite the principles underlying his own doctrine, when 
Sartre speaks of women, his discourse is not held to the 
same standard of rigor as his previous statements. Cultur-
al fantasies seem to dominate on a level that not even Sar-
tre is aware of: men know what women are really like and 
how they feel, just as Europeans knew what Third World 
populations really wanted and felt.38 Sartre fails to grasp 
the point that cognition simultaneously involves digest-
ing and contemplating the object – an act that does not 
square with his language for the male and sexual act of 
taking possession of a woman. This is the conclusion we 
arrive at after 628 pages of sophisticated, nuanced philo-
sophical musings on being and nothingness.

Philosophy purports to be a totally transparent field pre-
sumably free of “unconscious,” concealed, or unexplored 
niches. It relies on no basis but its own premises and invokes 
no reference points beyond its own scope. Philosophers are 
the fathers of their own texts. There is no content they are 
ill-equipped to master. Their thought is self-determined 
and relies on no entity that stands apart from them. It is not 

36 Ibid.
37 Ibid, pp. 579-580.
38 See: M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice..., p. 74.
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affected by that which is not yet conceived, or that which 
evades thought.39 Psychoanalysis is not the only discourse 
that has exposed this as a delusion. Le Dœuff is only point-
ing out the self-evident when she writes that “Ideas cannot 
be separated from the ‘sociology of ideas, their diffusion 
and reception, because the collective or personal character 
of a given thought constitutes the very nature” of the “the-
sis” they develop.40 Philosophy is not the invention of the 
individual, genius mind. Despite surface appearances, it is 
a collective activity. The personal aspects of philosophizing 
coincides with the public and the political, in keeping with 
the well-known postulate of second-wave feminism. It is 
not the mind, pure and in a vacuum, that generates philo-
sophical theory, but the choice of subject, passion, and the 
engagement that we bring to the practice requires a certain 
balance between what one is and what one writes about.41 
Let us imagine a kind of philosophy that would in fact be 
insulated from the influence of other disciplines and from 
daily, social life. Let us imagine a sanctioned philosophical 
method that is theoretically pure – deprived of imagina-
tion, narratives, examples, anecdotes, fantasies and errors. 
What would remain? This is the question Le Dœuff poses. 
Are we not left with a void?42 No discourse can produce its 
premises from its own material.

If we take the concept of postcolonialism as a disen-
gaged abstraction spared from the inconveniences of 

39 Ibid, p. 166.
40 Ibid, p. 123.
41 Ibid, p. 159. 
42 Ibid, p. 168.
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implementation, it may seem appealing as a method for 
divesting from prevailing approaches to subjectivity and 
first-person identity and for abandoning the notion of 
the self or subject as a stable, unchanging, persistent 
entity – a kind of “substance” equipped with essential 
signature properties. As Claudia Snochowska-Gonzalez 
has written, “postcoloniality may become a condition 
destroying set hierarchies, eradicating binary divisions, 
and undermining various universalizing narratives 
[…].”43 By adopting the perspective proposed in this ar-
ticle, we can argue that as women philosophers, we re-
main colonized by the dominant (male-centric) narrative 
determining the proper way to practice philosophy. To 
be initiated into the philosophers’ ranks and accepted in 
a field that is fundamentally hostile to women, we have 
colonized ourselves to prove we are no less compatible 
with philosophical discourse than men, and that we can 
comprehend, analyze, and contemplate just as they can. 
In short, we have done all this to prove we can be just 
like male philosophers.

By growing aware of our strange circumstances, we might 
find new impetus to develop the field in unprecedented 
directions – a field we can now work to openly co-create. 
This would not necessarily entail a break with rational-
ity. After all, it is philosophy’s rationality that drew me 
to the field in the first place. It would, however, involve 
redefining rationality. It does not mean that we take it 
seriously that such categories and phenomena as wom-

43 C. Snochowska-Gonzalez, Post-colonial Poland – On an Unavoidable Misuse, “East 
European Politics and Societies and Cultures” 4/2012, p. 708
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an-female-feminine, man-male-masculine-male-centric 
culture, which I have been using in a carefree way in this 
article, are philosophically unproblematic. Nothing could 
be further from the truth. Only now does the field of re-
search open up to treat the categories of the subject, the 
self, femininity, masculinity or the identity of philosophy 
as a field, as fluid and dynamic processes of becoming, 
always culturally situated and conditioned, as places of 
belonging that may contain contradictions, tensions and 
paradoxes. The problem of women philosophers and the 
female subject in philosophy still requires attention, for 
the most crucial question of postcolonial studies in this 
context remains unanswered. What, then, is this crucial 
question? Perhaps it is this: how does the postcolonial sub-
ject (in our case, the colonized and self-colonized female 
subject) gain agency?44 When we try, as women philoso-
phers, to assimilate into the philosophical tradition as it 
is currently organized, we must reckon with its character 
and our own identities. We experience pressure and crisis. 
We find ourselves locked in contradictions. Le Dœuff calls 
on us to leverage this cumbersome cognitive position to 
rebuild philosophy’s identity as a discipline.45 Instead of 
adopting the philosophical methods imposed on us and 
interpreting texts according to the logic of the unbiased 
analysis of what text “actually” signifies, we can instead 
practice engaged reading. We can lay bare our views and 
clarify where we are situated. We should not exclusively 
concentrate on causal explanations, the analysis of rea-
son, and the question of what the philosopher “really” 

44 See: J. Sowa, Fantomowe ciało króla…, p. 442.
45 See: M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 11.
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meant to say (his true intentions). It is equally generative 
and cognitively valuable to consider the full colour of the 
text, attending to its features that have been historically 
brushed aside (metaphors, anecdotes, innuendos, imag-
es, omissions, and paradoxes).46 We should concede that 
the author (male or female) is not infallible, for the text 
is a dialogue with the reader, and the author is not auto-
matically granted the last word.47 Sartre’s texts instruct, 
while de Beauvoir’s open a discussion, never resolving the 
problems they pose. They resolve nothing once and for all.

I began this article with a personal anecdote from my own 
background, and I will end with a story from the life of Le 
Dœuff. In her book, she tells us she grew up on the south-
ern shore of Brittany. In 1964 she attended her philosophy 
class with boys, because the girls’ class was overcrowded. 
For the first time, she experienced being part of a mar-
ginalized group. She quickly learned that the philosophy 
teacher (an older man) believed that lessons are at the 
service of honing discipline, while students (particular-
ly female ones) are not entitled to their own opinions. Le 
Dœuff recalls reading everything she could get her hands 
on. She mentions that she was particularly compelled by 
Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals for its phil-
osophical rigor, argumentation, and theses. She wanted 
to read more by Kant. She asked her teacher if she could 
borrow Critique of Pure Reason, and here was his response: 
“Something like Kant is far too difficult for you... Well, 

46 See: P. Deutscher, Yielding Gender. Feminism, Deconstruction and the History of 
Philosophy, London 1997, p. 68.

47 See: M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice..., p. 34.
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you know... Kant […].” Later on, despite several years of 
independently pursuing philosophy, she never had the 
nerve to return to this book. It was as if she carried with 
her the culturally-rooted fear that a woman philosopher 
can only exist within accepted parameters.48 Like so many 
other girls and women, she had internalized a radical 
openness to certain prohibitions for which culture pro-
vides no counter-templates. I sometimes indulge in the 
fantasy that as a woman feminist philosopher, I work to 
construct my own models, well aware that whatever we 
might generate will be “strange,” other, and unfamiliar. 
Not unlike the guinea pig. Le Dœuff, interestingly, uses 
the Greek word atopos in this context, which points to 
what is from beyond yet simultaneously deprived of place 
(0): homeless, undomesticated. The feminist woman does 
not yet have a proper home within philosophy. The wom-
an practising philosophy is disoriented. It is my hope that 
this disorientation will be a decisive catalyst for rebuild-
ing philosophy from the ground up, and for establishing 
a space within culture where philosophy and femininity 
coexist.

48 Ibid, pp. 142–144.
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Sadomasochistic 
Colonization of the 
Other – In the Other 
and the Self: “But 
That’s Poland”
Tomasz Kitliński

Sadomasochistic fascism is commonplace in today’s world; 
this impulse is the seed of own modest, ultranational-
ist iteration of self-colonization. To free oneself, then, is 
a matter of sublimation, or of joining with the “human 
family” and other species, pushing toward diverse forms 
of life, coalitions between cultures (as Zygmunt Bauman 
proposed), and the celebration of difference (following 
Julia Kristeva). This is a matter of cultivating hospitality 
towards the Other and (as Cezary Wodziński wrote), host-
ing-otherness.1 This takes on special meaning in our part 
of Europe, as we know from the excellent postcolonial 
scholarship of Renata Salecl, Maria Todorova and Nataša 

1 In Polish, the term gość-inność (hosting-otherness) involves wordplay – the word for 
“hospitality” (gościnność) includes the word for “otherness” (inność). (Translator’s Note)
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Kovačević, the curatorial projects of Natalia Chermalych, 
and finally, from what is inscribed on our own skin.

Here in Poland, we have been colonizing ourselves since 
time immemorial and have colonized multiple Others (the 
female Other in particular) with similar aggressiveness. 
Today’s fascist permutation of colonization, however, is 
new. I believe we can credit Maria Janion for first bringing 
this dynamic to light. In fact, we have Janion to thank for 
bringing to Poland (if not to Eastern and Central Europe 
overall) Jewish studies, women’s studies, queer studies, 
and finally, the phenomenon I will describe as the fo-
ment of theory on the Uncanny provoked by Maria Jan-
ion’s notion of “uncanny Slavdom” (as she entitled her 
book). The insights this book brings to postcolonialism 
have been elaborated by Karolina Krasuka in Encyclope-
dia of Gender (Encycklopedia gender) and Stanley Bill, at 
Ha!art’s recent conference, Writing Literature, Reading 
Society. In her book, Janion locates the founding myth of 
Polish anti-semitism in the “contaminated masterpiece” 
of the Non-Divine Comedy whose traces Janion maps from 
Zygmunt Krasiński: Debut and Maturity (Zygmunt Krasińs-
ki. Debiut i dojrzałość) to Hero, Conspiracy, Death: Jew-
ish Lectures (Bohater, spisek, śmierć: Wykłady żydowskie), 
which Janion refers to as his Jewish Lecture. The claim (an 
unconcealable aletheia of our moment) is bitingly true: 
“Auschwitz is ‘here, in our backyard,’ and in Europe.” In 
keeping with Dorota Krawczyńska’s study of Henryk Gry-
nberg, Janion argues that Poland had no proper mourning 
period after ha-Shoah. In her book Humanities: Therapy and 
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Understanding, she maps the traces of fascism: “Fascism 
waged a war on man – this is its essence as a totalitarian 
system. It elevated ideology above truth and conscious-
ness, above man and mankind. Its natural consequence 
was therefore the depersonalization of the individual, 
the severing of man from mankind, and ultimately, the 
destruction of man as a moral and physical entity in the 
concentration camps.” Even earlier, in Romanticism, Revo-
lution, Marxism (Romantyzm, rewolucja, marksizm), Janion 
offers a psychoanalytical reading of fascism’s roots: “The 
adaption of Gothicism to demonism is a fundamental is-
sue of modern German culture. This issue has taken on 
and must take on an openly political appearance due to 
Hitler’s strategic manipulation of myth (in this case, the 
myth of demonism) as technique. Thomas Mann, who 
took on the task of “’exposing demonism’ in Doctor Faus-
tus, simultaneously feared his own unwitting complicity 
in the ‘creation of a new German myth. He feared flatter-
ing Germans by foregrounding their ‘demonic nature.’ He 
therefore intuited the dangerous ambiguities latent in this 
problem and proceeded with ‘intellectual caution.’ […] But 
Mann seized this myth from fascism. ‘We see what looks 
like a reversal on the battlefield – the enemy’s weapon 
turned against him.’ In Mann’s book, myth is wrenched 
from the hands of the fascists, and even its most obscure 
linguistic secrets are humanized. This is how Mann char-
acterized his work – and rightly so.” Finally, we have the 
groundbreaking series Transgressions (Transgresje), which 
consists of images and texts reinterpreted by Maria Jan-
ion and her students.
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Following Maria Janion, we have Piotr Piotrowski’s study 
Art and Democracy in Post-Communist Europe (in Anna 
Brzyska’s brilliant translation) and the original Polish text 
(titled Agorafilia), which departs from Hannah Arendt’s 
notion of “the right to have rights.” Piotrowski exceeded 
his role as curator and art historian (his exhibition of Zo-
fia Kulik’s work, From Siberia to Cyberia [Od Syberii do Cy-
berii] was censored by the National Museum in Poznań). 
With Katarzyna Murawska-Muthesius, he coined the idea 
of the critical museum. He was also a great innovator 
(alongside Janion) in the humanities and public life. He 
polemicized Ewa Thompson’s take on postcolonial theo-
ry and forged his own vision of our region of Europe. He 
brought this vision to life in the form of two exhibits, one 
in Cluj-Napoca and the other in Lublin. Both shows ex-
plored queer “emotional minorities” and elaborated on 
Piotrowski’s notion of the critical museum. The exhibi-
tions were organized in the context of the international 
festival Transeuropa and featured the work of Anastazja 
Mikhno, Franko B, Igor Grubić, and performance artists 
engaged in LGBTQ activism. Before the Festival of Equal-
ity in Lublin, Piotr Piotrowski gave a public lecture on the 
critical museum. Both Lublin and Cluj are multicultural 
cities home to many minority groups. Until the Holocaust, 
they were major centers of Jewish life and were historical-
ly hubs of radical nontrinitarian activity. If we extrapolate 
from Piotr Piotrowski’s ideas to posit an anthropology of 
the city, then Cluj and Lublin qualify as sanctuary cities 
(an idea originating in the Hebrew Bible and carried on by 
Levinas, Derrida, and Wodiczko). These cities are critical 
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and self-critical. Self-colonization broaches certain ques-
tions: how do we forge new ideas? Our most substantive 
lesson was the (non)memory of the Holocaust. We can 
also turn to the Louvre’s exhibits on Derrida and Kriste-
va. How should we study, preserve, and exhibit objects so 
seemingly incompatible with museology, like the work 
of Alina Szapocznikow or Erna Rosenstein? Intertextual 
and counterintuitive assemblages such as those featured 
in Joanna Mytkowska and Agata Jakubowska’s show In-
elegant Objects (Niezgrabne przedmioty) are one effective 
strategy. The counterintuitive exhibition methods used 
by Dorota Jarecka and Barbara Piwowarska in I Can Only 
Say It Unconsciously (Mogę powtarzać tylko nieświadomie) 
are another. The museum, straddling past and future, can 
and must, as Piotrowski reminds us, partake in the trans-
formations unfolding in the present. In Poland, there is 
an urgent need for museums devoted to women, refugees 
and immigrants more generally, as well as minorities and 
non-able-bodied people. We ought to create “glocal” mu-
seums – museums that are intercultural, pluralist, and 
non-national, or perhaps national in the sense of a mul-
ticultural ethics. We need museums that position us as 
the heirs of all traditions, where we might learn to feel 
accountable toward society in all its pluralities, here and 
now. Piotrowski was inspired by Chantal Mouffe’s agonis-
tic notion of democracy, as well as Claude Lefort’s idea of 
democracy as a diversity of life paths.

In his study The Meanings of Modernism (Znaczenia mod-
ernizmu), Piotrowski diagnoses the political landscape 
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of Central and Eastern Europe. He highlights (alongside 
telling cases of economic disenfranchisement) instanc-
es of misogyny and homophobia. He characterizes the 
queer community’s circumstances as the legacy of real 
existing socialism. In Agorafilia, Piotrowski observes that 
“demanding rights for those who have been deprived of 
them to varying degrees – demanding their right to rights 
(Hannah Arendt’s phrase) – is one aspect of post-com-
munist agoraphilia. Andrzej Turowski’s unrealized ex-
hibition planned for the National Museum Democracies, 
Democracies (Demokracje, demokracje) was meant to con-
vey a political reflection on these themes. Piotrowski’s 
Critical Museum project counters self-colonization by re-
flecting on the politics of culture and culture of politics. 
We can also look to scholarship on exhibiting cultures in 
Poland. The performance group Let Them Watch (Niech 
nas zobaczą) was described by the LPR Party (League of 
Polish Families) as a “depravation of the nation.” Then let 
us observe other exhibits according to this new subver-
sive optics. Let us follow Piotr Piotrowski and establish 
models for the new, the open, and the non-national in the 
historically necessary critical museum.

Predating Janion and Piotrowski, Narcyza Żmichowska 
(as read by Grażyna and Ursula Phillips) bears mention, as 
do Aleksandr Brückner, Wilhelm Feldman, Meir Balaban, 
Jan Stanisław Bystroń (and his text National Megalomania 
(Megalomania narodowa), although Joanna Tokarska-Bakir 
is more qualified to speak of Bystroń), Juliusz Kleiner (and 
his postwar article on humanism), Maria Żmigrodzka, and 
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finally, two figures very dear to me – Zygmunt Bauman (to 
whom I will return at the end of this text) and Manfred 
Kridl. Kridl coined the integral method of literary criticism 
and served as an anthologist of democratic thought in Po-
land. In Wilno-Vilnius-Vilne, Kridl was in conversation 
with Czesław Miłosz. Irena Sławińska has informed me that 
in his seminars, they read “Slovo a slovesnost,” the journal 
associated with the Prague School of Structuralism. At Co-
lumbia University, I met Manfred Kridl’s daughter, Eliza-
beth Valkenier, a scholar specializing in postcolonial Cen-
tral Asia. Returning to Janion and Piotrowski, we can say 
that they, too, transformed the landscape of the human-
ities. The School of Janion consists of Ewa Graczyk, Ewa 
Nowacka, Zbigniew Majchrowski and company in Gdańsk, 
Agata Araszkiewicz, Katarzyna Bratkowska, Kazimiera 
Szczuka, Claudia Snochowska-Gonzalez, Marek Kwapisze-
wski, Monika Rudaś-Grodzka, Barbara Smoleń, Beata Po-
lak, Tomasz Polak, Joanna Posłuszna, Robert Reszke, and 
last but not least, the writers Izabela Filipiak, Renata Lis 
and Marek Bieńczyk (a non-exhaustive list). The School of 
Piotrowski’s roster, meanwhile, features names like Agata 
Jakubowska, Izabela Kowalczyk, Dorota Jarecka, Małgorza-
ta Lisiewicz, Magdalena Radomska, Marek Wasilewski, Ja-
rosław Lubiak, Filip Lipiński, Jarosław Trybuś, Paweł Lesz-
kowicz, and finally, Anna Demczuk and Jakub Dąbrowsk 
– the authors of the two-volume book Censorship in Polish 
Art After 1989 (Cenzura w sztuce polskiej po 1989 roku).

Reading Janion and Piotrowski, we learn that perspec-
tives on gender, ethnicity, and class (“class is not a nat-
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ural category,” as David Ost reminds us), and “emotional 
orientation” can and should be engaged more intensely in 
scholarship, activism, and art. In her book Revolting Sub-
jects: Social Abjection and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain, 
Imogen Tyler objects to “post-ideological” scholarship, 
arguing as follows: “My hope is that this book reads as 
an unabashed return to critical vocabularies, energy and 
oppositional politics” (I have Małgorzata Paprota’s study 
to thank for drawing my attention to this book). For de-
cades, Angela Davis has been advocating and acting on 
this same position. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argues: 
“Identitarianism can be as dangerous as it is powerful, 
and the radical teacher in the university can hope to 
work, however indirectly, toward controlling the dangers 
by making them visible.” No wonder Spivak so tirelessly 
demands a voice for the subaltern.

We might also consider hospitality toward the Other. The 
elevation of hospitality as a virtue has a legacy extending 
back to the Bible (in the non-sexist translation Bibel in ge-
rechter Sprache): “Love the stranger,” and to the Qu’ran, 
the Mahabharata and Ramayana, Homer’s epics (as read 
by Cezary Wodziński), Immanuel Kant, Emmanuel Levi-
nas, Jacques Derrida, Hélène Cixous, Zygmunt Bauman, 
Krzysztof Wodiczko and, as Bartosz Wójcik has reminded 
me, the Afro-Caribbean poet Lorna Goodison.

Pericles tells us: “We throw open our city to the world, and 
never by alien acts exclude foreigners.” A verse from the 
Hebrew Bible, analyzed by Fromm, Cixous and Kristeva, 
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reads: “The stranger who resides with you shall be to you 
as the native among you, and you shall love him as your-
self, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt” (New Amer-
ican Standard Bible).

Psalm 94, meanwhile, issues the following diagnosis: 
“They slay the widow and the stranger and murder the 
orphans” (New American Standard Bible). For this reason, 
“You shall not pervert the justice due to the sojourner or 
to the fatherless, or take a widow’s garment in pledge” 
(MacArthur Study Bible). Erich Fromm offers the follow-
ing commentary on this verse: “This principle defines 
love for the stranger as love for other human beings – for 
someone who is simply and exclusively human (exclusive-
ly, since it is not my blood that flows in his veins, nor is it 
my religion he lives by, my language he speaks, and so on.” 
Paweł Dybel, reading Fromm, writes of “a certain concep-
tion of God and faith:” “Latent in this understanding is 
the original conception of man in existential terms and 
… a genuinely communist notion of society. This is in-
trinsically tied to the Old Testament’s notion of man dis-
carding his belongings to pursue his faith more intensely 
and somehow regain authentic access to himself. Of equal 
significance is the New Testament’s portrayal of faith as 
the process by which man creates himself (Christ, born 
of us) and establishes a set of [egalitarian] rules to define 
communal relations within the Christian community.” 
This model sets a precedent for social justice and informs, 
for Fromm, the mysticism of Amos and Meister Eckhart, 
and for Bergson, Cixous, Irigaray and Kristeva – the Jew-
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ish-mystic-activist Teresa of Ávila. Kristeva writes in her 
(749-page) book Thérèse mon amour (published by Colum-
bia University Press as Teresa, My Love): “Je vous salue, 
Thérèse.” The Rabbi Jesus of Nazareth says: “I was xenos, 
and you took me in;” “I was a stranger, and you took me 
in.” In their Polish translation of this line, Remigiusz Po-
powski and Michał Wojciechowski expand “you took me 
in” with the addendum “to accept into a group, to host.”

In Pan Tadeusz, Mickiewicz, the “European from 
Nowogródek” (Irena Grudzińska-Gross) writes: “The gate 
wide-open proclaimed to passers-by that it was hospita-
ble, and invited all to enter as guests.” In his book The 
Freedom of Light, Przemysław Tacik has the following to 
say of the Jewish-Egyptian writer Edmond Jabès: “The 
Book of Hospitality is a book in two senses: it outlines the 
concept of hospitality and simultaneously tries to prac-
tice hospitality toward that which it invokes and ana-
lyzes. Consistent with the endings of all of Jabès’ books, 
the content converges with the conditions of its writing 
– a statement is only possible when one performatively 
practices what one states.” Referencing Immanuel Kant 
and Seyla Benhabib, Sylwia Nagrodkiewicz reaches the 
following conclusion: “To be a guest is therefore a right to 
which all people are entitled.”

The phenomenon of Polish self-colonization produces 
a lack of hosting-otherness. In this country, we turn away 
refugees. I will never forget Weronika Fibich’s production 
of Tolerated Stay (Pobyt tolerowany) at the Kana Theater. It 
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was more than a play: it was an aesthetic, ethical, emotion-
al, and political experience. It explores the most pressing 
issue of our moment: our relation to the Other. A passing 
flash of hosting-otherness in a hostile world… Tolerated 
Stay depicts the experience of refugees from Chechnya – 
their exile, nomadism, and trauma from the war. Weronika 
Fibich and Ewa Łukasiewicz’s theater constructs a “turpis-
tic”2 “battlefield landscape” in the Caucasus, an open con-
versation with the audience about otherness, and finally, 
a communal feast in the spirit of hosting-otherness. Toler-
ated Stay must be seen and experienced. We must practice 
hospitality toward refugees in Poland.

Yet another problem is posed by a lack of class hospitali-
ty. The contemporary response to Stanisław Wyspiański’s 
The Wedding (Wesele) is Piotr Brożek’s film Nonmemory 
(Niepamięć). The film comments on class conditions in 
contemporary Poland as the lingering shadow of feudal 
society. This is a shadow we all live in. Daniel Beauvois’ 
Le noble, le serf et le revizor rings true today. Andrzej Leder 
and Jan Sowa have commented on Nonmemory, and Paweł 
Krysiak has posed the question: “What’s really so bad 
about being a peasant? Perhaps shame is the key thing 
here. I remember how twenty years ago, I wasn’t exactly 
eager to broadcast the fact that I come from a small vil-
lage. But do students today feel this same shame?”

And the greatest tragedy: a lack of hospitality toward the 
Jewish people. Irena Grudzińska-Gross and Jan Tomasz 

2 This term references the Polish literary movement “turpism” (turpizm). (Transaltor’s Note)
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Gross have laid this reality bare. They are Socrates, rous-
ing us from our stupor of self-content. In his underappre-
ciated book Ghastly Decade, Gross writes: “we must reck-
on with the fact that however much we want to deny this 
issue, this image of Poland in the eyes of the world – and 
therefore in the consciousness of Poles who do, after all, 
reside in the world – will persist in a perspective defined 
by the catastrophic suffering of Polish Jews. This is a task 
for the Polish intelligentsia: they must take up the mantle 
of earlier writers (Wyki, Andrzejewski, Miłosz, Błoński) 
and confront this subject, not “to comfort the heart” or 
“defend our good name,” but in the name of historical ac-
curacy and a more rigorous reflection on the ethics of so-
cial life. […] Just as white Americans must educate them-
selves about slavery and racial discrimination, Russians 
must learn about Stalinism, and Germans about the cult 
of Hitler, so must Poles (because of the Holocaust) honor 
the historical persecution of Jews on their land. Other-
wise, we will never be able to live at peace with our own 
identity.”

Is there a way out of self-colonization, and if so, what 
does it look like? Perhaps it would involve practicing host-
ing-otherness toward refugees, immigrants, minorities, 
disabled people, and the economically disenfranchised. 
Scholarship as social activism – this was the pursuit I tried 
to articulate in my book on hospitality, entitled Dream? 
Democracy! This is why I remain so invested in the work 
of Ewa Majewska, Andrzej Leder, Mikołaj Iwański, and Jan 
Sowa. There is so much territory to explore in Polish liter-
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ature (where exploration does not imply expansion in the 
name of patriotism). Already, Kazimiera Szczuka has in-
dicated a way forward: “just what is Zuta Młodziakówna’s 
pesky calf in Ferdydurke, linked as it is with the legs Kopy-
rda somehow had ‘on his forehead?’ What is the nudity 
and eternal youth of Albertynka from the Operetta? What 
does Lena’s mouth mean? And what about the mouth of 
Katasia in Cosmos? Are all these things jokes? Obsessions? 
Myth? A new humanism? Why, surely all of the above. Or 
could this be a new project of gender consciousness?”

There is so much left to discover in Polish art and in what 
Łukasz Ronduda has deemed its “cinematographic turn.” 
Also significant is the work of female directors like Izabela 
Gustowska, Anna Baumgart, Irena Nawrot, Urszula Pier-
egończuk and Karolina Breguła. Participatory art centers 
like the Rewiry Workshop of Socially Engaged Art (Pra-
cownia Sztuki Zaangażowanej Społecznie – Rewiry) play 
an equally vital role. We can also cite recent scholarship 
on visual art, such as Agata Jakubowska’s work, Griselda 
Pollock’s essays on Alina Szapocznikow, Dorota Jarecka 
and Barbara Piwowarska’s book on Erna Rosenstein, and 
Iza Kowalczyk’s blog Terrible Art (Straszna sztuka), which 
offers commentary on current events in the art world.

We also have much to learn from scholars of Polish 
culture abroad: Ursula Phillips, David Crowley, Gen-
eviève Zubrzycki, German Ritz, Knut Andreas Grims-
tad, Hans-Christian Trepte, Tapani Kärkkäinen, and Ian 
Bratcher. These scholars regularly engage questions of 



113

Tomasz Kitliński, Sadomasochistic Colonization of the Other

feminism and queer theory, and their insights are not to 
be overlooked. And finally, there is the class perspective 
(espoused by scholars like Daniel Beauvois) on coloniza-
tion and self-colonization.

Scholarship on gender, religion, and atheism, such as Elż-
bieta Adamiak’s work in Poland (Quiet Presence (Milcząca 
obecność) and her entry to the Encyclopedia of Gender), 
Elina Vuoli’s work in Poland (like Kristeva, she sees po-
tential in the Mary narrative) and in the Netherlands, the 
work of Yolande Jansen.

Of equal importance are initiatives in pedagogy and pub-
lic programming; the ever astounding Ewa Domańska has 
this to say of the services rendered by Hayden White: “To-
gether with the former Dean of Humanities Helen Moglen, 
White developed the program [History of Consciousness 
at University of California in Santa Cruz] and hired Donna 
Haraway and Teresa de Laurentis for its division of wom-
en’s studies. Both quickly became scholars of global re-
nown. In 1992, the acclaimed black feminist revolutionary 
Angela Davis joined the program. In the 1960s, her name 
had been listed among the FBI’s most wanted. As director 
of the program, White refrained from hiring his own stu-
dents and instead sought out strong figures who shared his 
vision for interdisciplinary research and socially and polit-
ically engaged scholarship. Soon after, the program began 
recruiting students among ethnic minorities. Until the end 
of the 1980s, HistCon (History of Consciousness abbreviat-
ed) turned out more doctoral degree-holders from minority 
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groups than all other universities in the California system 
combined.” At the same time, the phenomenon of radical-
ization  (George L. Mosse) disproportionately impacts gen-
der and sexuality, while the so-called “brown turn”3 has 
consequences for all of us. Tadeusz Kroński has posed the 
rhetorical question: “Is there a way out?” There is no way 
out of contemporary fascism – unless it is through host-
ing-otherness. 

Joanna Tokarska-Bakir has identified indications of con-
temporary fascism while Adam Zagajewski has written: 
“Ladies and gentlemen, fascism is nigh.” Roman Kuźniar 
expresses similar sentiments. Krystyna Duniec led a mo-
mentous seminar (with the participation of Antoni Mich-
nik and others) on fascism in our world. It is my belief that 
today, around us (and within us), sadomasochistic fascism 
has spread.

In Poland, Wiktor Marzec has written on sadomasochism. 
Paweł Leszkowicz has mapped the trajectory of S&M in 
Polish art from Bruno Schulz to Jerzy Nowosielski and 
Dorota Nieznalska. I was already interested in sadomas-
ochism when I was studying under Julia Kristeva. For 
a seminar taught by Maria Janion, I wrote the article Of 
Our Sadomasochism for the journal “Teksty Drugie.” Later 
on, with Joel Lockard, a specialist on American slavery, 
I proposed a thesis on the special brand of sadomasoch-
ism that reigns over Central Eastern Europe, now fiercely 

3 Here, “brown” (in Polish, brunatny) references the Nazis’ brown uniforms and characterizes 
the current conservative turn in Poland as an instance of history repeating itself. 
(Translator’s Note)
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opposed by feminist and LGBTQ resistance movements. 
The thesis invoked Freud and Larry Wolf’s Inventing East-
ern Europe and included our own readings of images and 
texts. Our essay Sex Slavery and Queer Resistance in East-
ern Europe appeared on University of California, Berke-
ley’s Bad Subjects platform and was reprinted by Domini-
ka Ferens, Tomasz Basiuk, and Tomasz Sikora in their 
volume Out Here.

In The Captive Mind 2 (a condition that persists and even 
gains traction today!), Ewa Majewska and Jan Sowa argue 
that “Neoliberal propaganda seeks to enslave the mind 
and seize the imagination so that it can no longer critique 
the socio-economic status quo or seek alternatives. In the 
social imaginary dominated by the political right, there 
is no space for figures indicating the presence of intoler-
ance and hate, stereotypes and repressions, or economic 
inequalities in our social world. Nor are there images of 
‘another world,’ freedom, equality, or peace.” Majewska 
diagnoses the contemporary indefinite state of exception, 
and more recently (in an article co-written with Kuba 
Szreder), the phenomenon of “contemporary fascism.”

Irena and Jan Tomasz Gross call evil out: “the pillaging 
of Jewish property during World War II was a common 
experience shared throughout Europe. From the Dnieper 
river to the English Channel, from Thessaloniki to Corfu, 
no social class resisted the temptation. To the question 
of what a Swiss banker and Polish peasant may have in 
common (aside from their humanity and immortal souls), 
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we might answer (only a little blithely): ‘a golden tooth 
salvaged from the body of a murdered Jew.’”

So, this is our ‘sweet European fatherland.’ Janusz Taz-
bir has already come out with the book Cruelty in Modern 
Europe (Okrucieństwo w nowożytnej Europie). In her nov-
els and essay “Bulgarie, ma souffrance,” Kristeva explores 
amorality in our part of Europe. Today, Central Eastern 
Europe casts out refugees – a gesture Jan Tomasz Gross 
has astutely compared to the treatment of the Jewish peo-
ple in this region during the Holocaust.

According to Agata Araszkiewicz, we are “haunted 
by smoke.” This figure references a poem by Zuzanna 
Ginczanka that Krystyna Kłosińska interpreted thusly: 
“This poem-testament to the days of the Holocaust simul-
taneously parodies (following Villon) the great poetic tes-
taments of Horace and Słowacki as well as itself – jeering 
at its own form and content. ‘The other broadcasts its own 
otherness’ writes Araszkiewicz, ‘from the heart of Polish 
poetry and literature.’” Andrzej Leder, reading Amos Oz’s 
novel Story of Love and Darkness, writes of the Równo (in 
Ukrainian, Rivne and in Yiddish, Rovna) of Ginczanka’s 
birth: “This pulsing small-town life, so characteristic of 
the Jewish presence in interwar Polish culture, has been 
irrevocably lost.” In Revolution Dreamed (Prześniona rewo-
lucja), Leder psychoanalyzes the heart of Europe.

In his underappreciated essay On Identity Troubles in 
a Dense World (O tarapatach tożsamości w ciasnym świecie 
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– published in Wojciech Kalaga’s volume Dilemmas of Mul-
ticulturalism / Dylematy wielokulturowości), Zygmunt Bau-
man astutely wrote: “A phantom makes its way across the 
planet – the phantom of xenophobia. Old and new, never 
entirely extinguished or freshly fomented tribal sects and 
feuds have encountered one another, mixed, and fused into 
one, fraught with the anxieties and obsessions of an entire-
ly new breed: a fear for personal safety condensed out of 
old and new uncertainties and precarities of liquid-modern 
existence. This combination is truly infernal.” The way out 
of this infernal combination – out of self-colonization – is 
through anti-fascism, anti-classism, and a newly assessed 
humanism of consciousness, languages, the arts, and the 
role of the public intellectual (incorporating a sense of 
Kristeva’s ‘vulnerability’ (vulnerabilité) into the system of 
republican ideals). Janion, Piotrkowski, Bauman, Beauvois, 
the Grosses, Leder, Majewska, and Sowa all subjectively 
and laboriously work to free us from self-colonization. Per-
haps this is a social turn (as poet, critic and activist Igor 
Stokfiszewski has suggested); we can also consider Sylwia 
Nadgrodkiewicz’s study Seyla Benhabib: Feminism and Pol-
itics (Seyla Benhabib: feminizm i polityka), which represents 
a synthesis of the new approaches to social thought found 
in the political philosophy of Benhabib (a Yale professor of 
Jewish descent raised in Istanbul) and simultaneously of-
fers a panorama of the contemporary social sciences. Cul-
tural studies (and particularly, British cultural studies and 
the cultural analysis of Mieke Bal and Griselda Pollock) 
continues to draw attention – here, Ewa Domańska notes 
a tendency toward insurrection and upheaval.
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Perhaps I am counting, above all, on emancipatory grass-
roots movements, so valued by Rosa Luxembourg, who 
fiercely deplored the centralism of apparatchiks.

Jan Sowa writes: “The neoliberal hegemony’s most effec-
tive line of defense is to forbid people from dreaming.” 
If we dream of breaking free from sadomasochistic and 
fascist self-colonization – it all depends on us. Let us con-
cede (both with and against Kristeva) that we are all ref-
ugees, women, queer, the economically disenfranchised, 
and the disabled.
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