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 Poles consider themselves a western European nation. This idea is one of the central elements 

of the Polish national identity, and it is difficult to understand the ways in which Poles construct their social 

world without taking it into account. The current processes of social change in Poland also involve 

transformation of the European aspect of Polish identities and of the views that Poles hold about Europe 

and the West. The European identity of Poles is a construction which has its roots in the past and today it 

reflects many divisions, sentiments and prejudices in Polish society.  

 In this paper I will try to show the ways in which Poles construct their relations to Europe as the 

‘centre’ of civilisation, values and ways of life. I will attempt to throw some light on the relations between 

Poland and the West, constructed by Poles as a centre-periphery relationship which dominates the 

process of self-identification. The Polish construction of the West as a ‘centre of civilisation’ is part of the 

formation and transformation of the Polish national and group identity. I will deal with the ways in which 

Poles create their image of the West and of their own place in relation to it. I will also discuss briefly some 

relations between Poles and other European nations, pointing to asymmetrical relations and explaining 

them in terms of a centre-periphery dichotomy. 

 The idea of a "return to Europe", one of the leading political slogans in the vocabulary of 

politicians and mass media of Poland today, is a construction of the intellectual and political elites. The 

same can be said about the traditional European roots of the Polish national identity and culture.  

 Poland is situated between West and East in terms of religious and cultural tradition (Roman 

Catholicism and Orthodoxy, Christianity and Islam, Latin and Cyrillic script). The eastern frontiers of 

Poland were the line where these cultural areas met. The Polish clergy and intellectuals created an 

ideological image of Poland as protector of Christianity, of Western, Latin culture, of Europe, from eastern 

barbarians and pagans. Polish military victories over the Turks and Russians (later Bolsheviks) were 

interpreted in this context as acts in defence of high western civilisation, and formed part of the Polish 

national mythology. In the nineteenth century, when the modern Polish nation was formed and while the 

majority of the peasant society remained indifferent to the European component of their identity, and 

indeed to its national dimension, the spiritual and national-political elites presented Poland as part of the 
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western European tradition, its most eastern province, which for centuries had been fulfilling the role of 

protector of Europe, fighting against various enemies for security and cultural identity of Europe. 

Literature, music, theatre and visual arts contributed to this picture and formed a large system of cultural 

heritage transmitting mythologised history as part of the national identity inseparable from the European 

identity of Poles (see Davies 1981, vol. 2: 3-80). Polish national mythology, in a large part formed during 

the partitions in the nineteenth century, is dominated by anti-Russian military uprisings of 1830 and 1863 

and other military operations directed mostly against Russia. During the Napoleonic wars Poles fought on 

the side of the French, hoping that their victory over the Russians will recreate independent Poland. 

France and Napoleon were then and remained  for the Poles symbols of western civilisation and freedom, 

while Russia was and remained a barbarian oppressor. Poles were among the few nations who regarded 

Napoleon as a great liberator and freedom-fighter. Napoleonic wars and the Polish participation in them 

were the subject of a vast body of literature and visual arts created in the nineteenth century by Polish 

writers and artists, as part of their attempt to teach the Polish population, at that time starting to transform 

itself into a nation in a modern sense, the meaning of Polishness, Polish patriotism and Polish heroic 

history. This was also a construction of the Polish national identity and of the image of the relations 

between Poles and other nations of Europe. France was perceived as the country of freedom, and the 

greatest ally of Poland in the fight against common enemies - the Polish neighbours. Masterpieces of 

painting, poetry and drama created and image of heroic struggle for freedom and played a significant role 

in the construction of the Polish national identity and the world-view of educated Poles. The names of 

such writers an Adam Mickiewicz and such painters as Piotr Michalowski and Juliusz and Wojciech 

Kossak, who largely contributed to construction of this heroic legend are regarded as founding fathers of 

the Polish national culture. It was not accidental that the military song of Polish units fighting on the side of 

Napoleon in Italy became the Polish national anthem of the independent Polish state after the World War I 

(the same song is the Polish national anthem today). Only in the second half of the nineteenth century 

and at the beginning of the twentieth century Polish writers, notably Boleslaw Prus and Stefan Zeromski 

began to contest this idealised view, presenting more complicated, multi-dimensional picture of the Polish 

participation in Napoleonic wars and questioning the romantic ideology and the black-and-white picture of 

the Polish history of early nineteenth century. 

 Polish literature of the nineteenth century is perhaps the most central element of the national 

heritage and the vehicle of national mythology. Poetry and drama of early nineteenth century 

Romanticism (especially works of Adam Mickiewicz) and of the neo-romantic period of the turn of the 
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twentieth century (Stanislaw Wyspianski) created an image of Poland - the Martyr and Saviour of Nations, 

the country which suffered in order to purify and save Europe. Poland died (that is lost its political 

sovereignty) but would be reborn thanks to her spiritual and moral virtue. Her suffering would redeem 

other nations. The most popular nineteenth century novels, especially those by Nobel Prize winner 

Henryk Sienkiewicz, described the history of Poland, particularly seventeenth century wars, as heroic 

struggles with oppressors (most of them eastern barbarians: Tartars, Turks, Russians, Ukrainian 

Cossacks). Sienkiewicz has been for generations the most influential contributor to the Polish national 

mythology. Thousands, perhaps millions Poles have seen their history and relations to other nations 

through his eyes, as a mosaic of beautifully constructed literary images, mostly describing military 

achievements, heroic battles with various enemies. Of course Sienkiewicz was not the only one, there 

were many writers who also tried to fulfil their patriotic duty and achieve immorality as creators of the 

Polish memory, but Sienkiewicz in literature, as Matejko in painting, became by far the most influential and 

produced the most long lasting effects due to the highest artistic quality of their work. In these images 

Poland played a role of the most eastern frontier of western Christianity and civilisation, and fulfilled a duty 

of protector of Europe. After King Jan Sobieski had led the Polish army to rescue Vienna from the Turks in 

the late seventeenth century (the Battle of Vienna was the consequence), the Polish mythologised history 

presented this as an act of defence not just of Poland (Polish political interest did not necessarily suggest 

this particular action)  but of Europe (Davies 1981, vol. 1: 480-486). In the Vatican gallery, in a very 

prominent place, just at the beginning of the guided tour through the collection, one can see a large 

picture painted by Jan Matejko in 1883, representing the Battle of Vienna. The artist donated this painting 

to the Pope in a symbolic gesture which was to remind Europe and Christianity of the role of Poland in the 

defence of the faith and the European civilisation. The Battle of Vienna is regarded in Poland as the last 

great military victory of the First Polish Republic (that is the Polish state before the partitions in late 

eighteenth century), after which Poland could fulfil her historic duty of protecting Europe only spiritually, by 

fighting evil forces with her moral strength. It was only after the World War I that Poland once again could 

act as a protector and defender of Europe, when in 1920 the Polish army defeated the Bolsheviks in the 

outskirts of Warsaw. This battle is presented by Polish historians and authors of popular textbooks (except 

of those writing during the period of communist domination and published officially in Poland) as the 

decisive victory which prevented the Bolsheviks from exporting revolution to Western Europe and 

destroying European culture and identity. 

 Thus Polish intellectual and moral elites created an image of the West, of western Europe and of 
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Latin culture and Christianity as a centre of civilisation and values such as freedom and democracy, of 

which Poland was part and at the same time frontier and protector (Wolniakowski, 1990). The East, 

especially Russia was the opposite: barbarian, primitive, oppressive and evil. Such an image was 

developed already in the seventeenth century and later strengthened when Polish cultural and national 

identity was threatened by foreign powers of which Russia was strongest and regarded as the most 

dangerous. Such as view was expressed in the late 1930s, just before the outbreak of the World War II by 

the Polish foreign minister Józef Beck, to whom an opinion is attributed that if Poland was defeated by the 

Germans she would loose her independence, but if she was conquered by Russia she would also loose 

her soul. 

 At the same time when the elites were creating and popularising the image of Poland as the 

eastern frontier of Europe and Christianity, most of the Polish population remained indifferent to these 

issues, having no concept of identity other than local, regional or religious. The Polish peasant society in 

the nineteenth century was largely illiterate and even for those who could have access to literature there 

existed further obstacle in the fact that the school system was dominated by Russians, Germans and 

Austrians in the three respective parts of divided Poland. Their programmes of education obviously did not 

present the Polish tradition as part of the centre of civilisation, emphasising the cultural role of the 

Russians, Germans, and Austrians and presenting Poles as peripheral, marginal people who did not 

contribute much to the great European tradition but had to be civilised. Poland shared the fate of many 

small European nations who were not politically independent in the nineteenth century when European 

historiography was developed, and who did not have their fair place in the established history of European 

culture. 

 There were educated elites of people, usually from numerous gentry families, who cultivated and 

propagated national tradition and culture. But the majority of the Polish ethnic population was composed 

of peasants. There were also millions of ethnically non-Polish people living in the historical Polish lands. 

They were largely indifferent to the Polish national cause, and did not participate in the process of 

construction of the Polish national culture through reviving and mythologising of the past. The minorities 

practised their ethnic cultures and tried to survive economically and culturally in the slowly modernising 

and industrialising country. Some minorities, such as Lithuanians and Ukrainians had their own national 

interests, and the slowly developing national identity which did not exactly correspond with the Polish 

national interests as expressed by the Polish elites, for whom recreation of the Polish state was often 

linked with the image of Poland territorially covering eastern provinces, inhabited by the minorities. The 
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Jewish minority was a separate problem, as the Jews in the second half of the nineteenth century joined 

the process of industrialisation and urbanisation, took advantage of their education and knowledge of the 

world as well as experience in economic activities of which Polish peasants knew very little. In Russia and 

in the Russian  occupied Polish provinces the Jews were persecuted by the Tsarist administration and 

many had to emigrate, also to other Polish provinces. The Jews did not have any interests in joining the 

Polish struggle for national sovereignty - their interests was in economic and cultural achievements in the 

framework of a well organised, prosperous state. But many Poles expected the Jews to be loyal to the 

Polish patriotic dreams. As culturally and religiously different people, as competitors, and as those citizens 

of the pre-partitions Poland who were perceived as reluctant in fighting for the independent Poland, the 

Jews were subject to anti-Semitic sentiments and actions. Some Polish writers and artists described Jews 

as mainly a cultural minority, as people of exotic way of life, part of the Polish colourful reality. For others 

Jews were the margin of the Polish society, not really worth much attention. Some presented individual 

Jewish characters as real human beings and full personalities, a necessary component of the complete 

picture of the Polish society. An example of the last attitude is Jankiel, a hero of Adam Mickiewicz's Pan 

Tadeusz, a Jew and a Polish patriot, whose sentiments and participation in the Polish anti-Russian 

struggle for freedom did not prevent him from retaining his ethnic culture and identity. So there were also 

"good Jews" in the Polish national culture, though as exceptions they rather confirmed the growing 

stereotype. 

 The intellectual elites of the nineteenth century regarded it as a most important task and patriotic 

duty to educate "the masses" in Polish patriotism (Davies 1981, vol. 2: 233). This usually took a from of 

teaching the mythologised national history and literature. When Poland regained independence after 

World War I and especially after the victorious war with Soviet Russia, patriotic education began to shape 

the future generations of Poles. The inter-war generation was given an image of their country as 

European beyond any doubts, and possessing important qualities (like courage, faith, loyalty to European 

and Christian values), which made Poland deserving her place in the family of European nations. This is 

why Poles were so bitterly disappointed when they were not helped when attacked by the Nazis and by 

the Soviets in September 1939, and later, when in Yalta the western powers agreed to include Poland to 

the Soviet sphere of influence. They felt betrayed by Europe and pushed beyond the margin of the 

European centre of civilisation. Poles believed to be part of the centre, and at the same time cultivated an 

image of an "inner circle" of this centre - the western European countries. The eastern frontier protected 

the European centre from the Russian barbarians and then it was denied its place within the centre and 
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given over to the barbarians. The centre, or rather its "inner circle" which was supposed to be the ultimate 

source of values and moral good betrayed the faithful Poles. This was the source of the bitterness and of 

mixed feelings which Poles had about the West from 1945 onwards. 

 On the other hand, if we think about the problem of European identity of Poles from the point of 

view of the model of central and peripheral position, there is no doubt that Poland has always  been a 

peripheral part of Europe. Influences from Western Europe have always been stronger in Poland than any 

contributions Poland might have made to European culture. Polish elites, fairly self-confident before the 

partitions, in the nineteenth century developed a certain inferiority complex towards Europe, always 

looking to the west for recognition of the role of Poland in European history, always trying to prove that 

Poland indeed belonged to European centre of civilisation. Relations between Poland and Western 

Europe were asymmetrical, not only because Poles took from the west more than they contributed there, 

but also because the west was more important for the Poles than Poland for western Europeans. 

Knowledge of Poland among western Europeans was and is very limited even among educated classes, 

and so was the presence of Polish past and present affairs in the media and in school textbooks. On the 

other hand educated Poles knew a lot about Western Europe and often made a point of this knowledge in 

order to present themselves as real Europeans. Another important, though not unique for Poland, factor 

was the language which was peripheral and therefore little known to foreigners, while upper and middle 

class Poles tried to know at least one major western European language. 

 After World War II Poland was cut off from Europe. The intellectual, anti-communist elites and the 

Roman Catholic Church created a myth of belonging to Europe, an ideological and emotional construction 

which presented Poland as part of Europe, artificially and temporarily separated from the rest of the family 

of European countries by the Iron Curtain. This myth divided "us" - Europeans from "them" - Asiatic, 

Bolshevik barbarians, and created an image of the world polarised into two domains: the dark, evil side 

dominated by communism and characterised by poverty, permanent economic crisis, abuse of human 

rights, officially declared atheism and deliberate break with the European cultural heritage, and the good, 

western side of European democracies, prosperous and cultivating the European traditions and values. 

The two sides were antithetical to each other, there was nothing in between, the Iron Curtain was a 

boundary which separated Europe from the barbarian East, while the Polish communist regime was said 

to deliberately maintain and enforce the boundary in order to cut off Poland from Europe and push her 

into the domain of eastern despotism. 

 The myth was created with symbolic elements taken from the nineteenth century traditions of the 
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building of national and European identity of Poles. The intellectuals and the Church presented Poland as 

part of the family of European and Christian countries, recalled past victories over barbarian enemies, 

contributions of Polish scholars (Copernicus, Maria Sklodowska - Curie), writers, artists (Chopin) to the 

European culture, emphasised the Christian values in Polish culture as part of the European heritage, 

thus proving that Poland belonged to the European centre and not to the eastern, barbarian periphery. 

Facts from the history of Poland were interpreted in such a way as to emphasise those elements which 

would prove Polish democratic and parliamentary traditions (the Constitution of the 3rd of May - the 1791 

democratic constitution) (Mach 1993a). New elements of this image were provided by the more recent 

past of the inter-war period of independence, when the Polish democratic state was built. The political and 

economic achievements of the young democracy were incorporated to the construction of the image of 

Poland as a truly European nation-state, capable of organising itself and making things work as efficiently 

as many other western European state, if only given an opportunity to do things without foreign hostile 

intervention. 

 For the educated elites of post World War II Poland western Europe, and more generally the 

West, was a mythical paradise of freedom, market economy and democracy. For the majority of the 

society, for peasants and workers, the West was also a mythical paradise of welfare and prosperity, 

where plenty of goods were enjoyed by everybody. For most poor and uneducated Poles western Europe 

was to a lesser extent an ideological centre of tradition and spiritual values, but it was also a mythical 

paradise to which they wished to belong - a paradise of wealth, known from stories told by relatives 

abroad, by those few who travelled, and from western movies. This was the paradise which Poles 

deserved as an European nations, and which they would have, the belief was, once the Iron Curtain 

collapsed. This image was a strong reason why thousands of Poles emigrated from Poland when the 

communists allowed more freedom of travel - the decision of emigration was determined not only by the 

hardships experienced in Poland but also by a desire to join the centre: in case of some Poles the centre 

of wealth, in case of others also the centre of freedom, high culture, advanced science. 

 The communist Poland had two centres. On the one hand there was a political and to a large 

extent economic centre in Russia, which was dominating Poland and dictating its internal and international 

politics, production of cultural texts and mass communication, had a strong influence on science and high 

elite culture, and also established many patterns and standards which determined the everyday life of 

Poles, though without their consent or even awareness. So called Sovietisation concerned such important 

aspects of the Polish culture as ethics of work, attitude towards property, bureaucracy, concepts of 
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government, election, choice and competition. Members of the communist elites and their families 

established links with their colleagues in other Eastern European countries, spent vacations at the Black 

Sea shore in Russia or Bulgaria, participated in many economic privileges which came from the centre in 

Moscow. They formed a circle of power and wealth inaccessible for ordinary citizens, the circle which 

could exist only around the centre in the Russian capital. On the other hand most Poles disregarded the 

value of the Russian culture completely and would never see Russia as a centre of values and standards 

for them. Most Poles regarded Russians as culturally backward and primitive, though military powerful 

barbarians. The centre in the sense proposed by Shils, as a place of the central value system (Shils, 

1975) was in the West. Russia for Poles was an enemy, but also a place where nobody would like to live 

permanently, though some Poles experience a certain satisfaction in contacts with Russians because 

they could feel superior. This superiority was of course a result of perceived cultural dominance of Poles, 

while for obvious reasons it did not apply to power relations (Jasinska - Kania, 1992; Gesicka, 1992). 

Russians were also a favourite subjects of popular jokes, in which they always occupied a place of fools, 

drunks, primitive barbarians, poor and uncivilised. 

 The anti-communist elites in Poland propagated the ideological image of the West, and 

constructed the concept of relations between Poland and the West, especially Western Europe as a 

combination of inferiority complex of a poor relative and a heroic image of a former protector, 

underestimated and forgotten by the rich and happy westerners, who neglected the fact that Poles fought 

with communists for the values which were the essence of European identity. This two aspects of the 

image of relations between Poland and Europe are always present in the ideological and emotional 

construction created by the spiritual leaders of the Polish society. On the one hand Poles look for 

recognition of their role in European past and present day and they always suspect that this role is 

underestimated. They also try to prove that they really are European, contrary to, as they seem to think, 

what many Western Europeans believe. On the other hand, as heroes who have been protecting Europe 

for centuries, Poles believe that they need a better treatment than they actually receive, that they deserve 

a certain reward for what they did and are doing. 

 Of course Europe and Western Europe in the Polish culture have always been constructions 

created by Poles in different ways in different times, and these constructions have no definite 

geographical or political boundaries. There are  countries which belong to the core of Western Europe, 

certainly not only for Poles but also for other Europeans and for their own people. Those countries are 

France, England (not the United Kingdom), Germany, Italy. Other countries may or may not belong to the 
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centre, depending on the period of history of the particular culturally and socially determined point of view. 

For instance for Poles living under communism the whole of non-communist Europe was the centre in the 

very general sense of representing principles of democracy and market economy to which the Poles 

aspired. From that point of view Greece and Portugal were the centre in the same way as France or West 

Germany (not the DDR). Educated elites of the Polish contemporary society, on the other hand, would 

certainly not agree that Portugal was the centre in the same way as France, because the concept of the 

centre would then mean a place where standards of civilisation were establish and which dominated 

Europe culturally. Less educated  Poles would probably also hesitate if asked specifically whether 

Portugal,  Greece or Finland belonged to the centre, though those countries were clearly classified as 

western, and therefore "central" to the Polish periphery. 

 Naturally, national identity of Poles was created first of all vis-à-vis their neighbours. Of those 

countries with which Poland had a common border throughout its history Russia and Germany were the 

most important. Attitudes which Poles have towards these two nations are very different, though both 

occupy central positions in the Polish world view. The view of Germany and Germans is very ambiguous. 

They are regarded by Poles as dangerous, as traditional enemies of Poland. This a result of school 

teaching and also family histories. At the same time Poles believe that Germans personify some of the 

values which they (Poles) regard as part of the system of the centre, though they are aware that they 

themselves do not possess them, especially the work ethics, respect for law and order, talent for 

organisation and efficiency. Poles do not trust Germans and believe that Germans will always hold Poles 

in contempt and never accept them as equal partners (Jasinska - Kania, 1992; Kozek, 1992). But as 

some sociological studies show, Poles hold different view on West and East Germans, that is those from 

the Federal Republic and the former DDR. West Germans were for the Poles members of the centre. 

Poles had prejudice about negative attitudes of all Germans to them, but apart from those bilateral 

relations West Germans were believed to represent western values of the European centre: hard work, 

democracy, high culture, good manners, efficiency, cleanness, wealth, quiet family life. On the other hand 

Germans from the DDR were said to be infected by the communist system: lazy, dirty, nationalistic, 

aggressive, drunks (Gruszczynski, 1992). Negative characteristics believed to be typical of communism 

were combined here with general prejudices and mistrust towards Germans. The dichotomy of centre (the 

West) and periphery (the East) is here particularly evident. 

 In the Polish construction of centre and periphery in relations with neighbours it seems that 

although the West is the centre for Poles, Poland in turn is the centre for her eastern neighbours. Poles 
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believe that Russians think of Poland and Poles as centre of civilisation and prosperity, despite the fact 

that politically Poland was for decades dominated by Russia, and political or military relations are still 

unequal. It is not the subject of this paper to discuss whether Russians really think this way, but when we 

analyse the Polish national identity and Polish concept of centre and periphery there is no doubt that 

many Poles like to believe they play for Russians the same role which Germany or France play for them. 

A certain symmetry of the world view and a compensation for frustrations resulting from the lack of 

recognition of Polish virtues by westerners are found in this model. Russian barbarians look at Poland as 

the source of values of civilisation (Gesicka, 1992). The same is said about Ukrainians and Lithuanians. 

The position of Poland between West and East is reflected in the Polish culture, but it also influences the 

image Poles have about their role vis-à-vis their eastern neighbours. Poles believe that they brought 

western civilisation to Polish former eastern provinces, inhabited by large Ukrainian, Belarusian and 

Lithuanian populations. This view may be after all justified by cultural evidences, but this question is 

beyond the scope of this paper. It is worth saying here however, that the way in which Poles treat their 

smaller and weaker eastern neighbours and the way Western Europeans treat Poles are similar. Poles 

complain that they are disregarded by the West, while they themselves refuse to recognise Lithuanians, 

Belarusians or Ukrainians as equals. When Poles talk about their history Lithuanians are hardly 

mentioned, while when Lithuanians describe the same past events, their story is full of Poles and Poland. 

Similarly when Poles talk about their history they always refer to Germany and Russia, while the West 

does not mention Poland very often in their description of European past. 

 In the inter-war period Poles rebuilt their national and political identity as part of the European 

centre, and in opposition to peripheral East, symbolised by Russia. The concept of Polish role as the 

eastern frontier of the centre was reinforced by the recent conflicts with Soviet Russia. After the World 

War II economic and political factors made Poland once again periphery of Europe, and a country which 

caused political troubles and uncomfortable feelings for the more lucky and happier western part of 

Europe. After 1989, when the communist governments in Eastern Europe lost power and the Iron Curtain 

collapsed, the new non-communist leaders in Poland proclaimed "return to Europe" as the main goal for 

the country. Tadeusz Mazowiecki, the first post-war non-communist Prime Minister of Poland in his 

parliamentary speech after the election of his government on September 13th 1989 declared openness to 

the European Community. This line was confirmed on September 25th by Foreign Minister Krzysztof 

Skubiszewski at the meeting at the United nations, when he said that Poland wanted to contribute to the 

unification of Europe, where she deserved her place. Mazowiecki paid his first official visit abroad as 
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Prime Minister to Rome, to confirm, as he said, the Christian tradition of Europe and the Polish 

commitment to the values of the Christian centre. Also, one of the first steps for the new government was 

to apply for membership of the Council of Europe and for the associate membership status in the 

European Community. On January 30th 1990 at the meeting of the Council of Europe in Strassburg 

Mazowiecki in a short speech expressed the entire ideology which the Polish elites created in connection 

with the European centre: the conviction that Poland had always belonged to Europe, commitment to 

such values as democracy, pluralism, human rights, political freedom, the image of Poland as a protector 

of Christianity that is protector of Europe, but also bitterness caused by the fact that Poland had been 

betrayed in Yalta by the European centre and reduced to the peripheral status (Mazowiecki, 1990). A firm 

commitment to Europe has been maintained by all subsequent Polish government since then, despite 

various political changes in Poland. The left-wing government elected in 1993 continued the same 

Europe-oriented policy and applied formally for the membership of Poland in the European Union. 

 At present the question of "return to Europe" and the place of Poland in Europe is still an aspect 

of the process of formation and transformation of the Polish national identity: relations between the Polish 

national culture and that of the neighbouring nations. Return to Europe, to the centre, means that Poland 

moves away from Russia - the alternative centre. The  closer is Europe the more distant is Russia. Poles 

still regard  Europe, and the West, as the ultimate source of values and standards; Europe still symbolises 

civilisation and prosperity. On the other hand this ideological image begins to be confronted with 

experience which is ambiguous, multifaceted and different for various segments of the Polish society. The 

European centre is no longer a homogenous mythical paradise. The European Community, the main 

organisation of the centre, is an institutions to which Poles aspire, but they realise that Western 

Europeans must be convicted that Poles really belong to the centre. Poles always remembered the 

experience of Yalta, but they also believed that it was only the Iron Curtain which prevented them from 

being accepted by the centre. Now they realise that there are other conditions, some of them of a very 

practical nature, and having nothing to do with values and traditions. The issue of visas for foreign travel 

was perceived as symbolic in this context. Many Poles felt offended by the reluctance of many Western 

European states to lift visa requirements for Poles. Negotiations between the Polish state and some of the 

EC states about visas took fairly long and in the meantime Poles felt excluded from the category of 

Europeans who could travel freely and were always welcome in other European countries. In the 

communist past the issue of foreign travel was always important for Poles, at least for the educated elites. 

It was often impossible to travel abroad and not only because of the lack of money. The communist 
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authorities were generally reluctant to give permission to travel abroad, and such an official permission 

was necessary for all citizens to leave the country. A passport was a symbol of individual freedom and 

Poles knew that their situation in this respect was drastically different from that of Western Europeans. In 

this way Poles felt physically and symbolically cut off the centre of civilisation. Foreign visas were also 

necessary of course, but it was the access to a passport which was the main problem. When the new, 

non-communist government abolished all restrictions in foreign travel, and when Poles could keep their 

passports at home and use them as they pleased, just like all Europeans, all of the sudden they realised 

that this time it would be the Western European political authorities who would prevent them from feeling 

like everybody else in free Europe, and that they would have to go through long and often humiliating 

procedure in order to travel abroad. 

 The issue of membership in the European Community was a different matter. Some Poles 

believed that the Polish nation deserved a reward for their role in the struggle with communism, and that 

this reward should come in a form of reduction of foreign debts and various economic privileges. Also 

some Poles, especially peasants and workers believed that membership in the EU would bring them 

profit. The peasants, owners of small farms, hoped that they would be able to sell their products in the 

Western Europeans markets. Workers believed that the EU will replace the Comecon as an institution 

which organised foreign trade, and thus products of their factories would be sold for better prices in the 

West. However, when Poland applied for the status of an associate member of the EU, it became obvious 

that the negotiations would be tough and that sentiments would not play a role there. The peasants 

became frustrated when cheap food products from the EU appeared in the Polish market, as they could 

not compete with them selling their more expensive and often inferior products. They could not sell their 

products in the West because they often could not meet the quality standards and were more expensive 

than western food. Moreover, western European states protected their internal food markets by various 

financial and legal measures. The disappointment was widespread, and some people started to think that 

perhaps it would be better after all to close the borders and cut off Poland from the EU again. The 

European Community turned out to be not only a reluctant partner but also the one which did not meet 

expectations which many Poles, somewhat naively, had in the past. Instead of recognition and reward for 

their role in the struggle with communism and for their faithful commitment to the values of the centre 

Poles found in western Europe difficulties in being accepted as partners, and when partnership began it 

proved to be less profitable than many Poles had initially hoped. 

 An interesting question is the attitude of Polish minorities towards European integration. The 
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problem needs systematic research. Naturally, the position of particular minorities vis-à-vis other 

European nations plays an important role here. The German minority developed and became very active 

after 1989, when its existence became formally recognised by the Polish political authorities. For the 

Polish Germans integration of Poland in the European structures means closer relation with Germany, 

more opportunity connected with the policy of regionalism and less state centralism. Polish Ukrainians, a 

minority of a size similar to that of the German minority (about 3-4 hundred thousands) have a completely 

different situation. European integration does not necessarily mean for them more special opportunity 

other than that from which other Polish citizens would benefit. The Ukrainian state has less chance for 

being accepted in the European structures. The Ukrainians - Polish citizens have therefore a choice of 

centres: their traditional, historical and cultural centre of Ukraine and the newly created Ukrainian state, 

and the European centre, the access to which leads through Poland and more identification with the 

Polish state, Polish politics and economy. This is a new dilemma for those minorities in Poland whose 

national centres are in the former Soviet Union. Russia itself occupies now a new, very different position in 

relation to Poles. It remains a strong power of which many Poles are still afraid, and they know that the 

European Union will devote much energy to establish good relations with Russia. On the other hand 

Russia has a lot of internal problems, and for an average Russian Poland is a country of opportunity and 

higher living standards. Thousands of Russians regularly come to Poland to trade and work, and the 

situation in this respect resembles seasonal migrations of Poles to Germany and Austria a few years ago. 

From the Polish point of view they are now centre for Russians just as highly developed western countries 

were for them. Poland now is often referred to as a bridge between East and West. Poles still look to the 

west with admiration and to the East with superiority, but they more and more often are active 

economically in the East. They may with time rethink their relations to Russians in the context of the future 

united Europe, especially in view of the fact that the enthusiasm of the first years after 1989 is over, and 

more cool calculation replaced it, although the majority of Poles continue to support the policy of return to 

Europe. 

 Some of the spiritual elites of the Polish society also changed their view on "return to Europe", 

though for different  reasons. Some clergy and activities of nationalistic and Christian nationalistic parties 

argued that Poland would risk loosing her identity of a Catholic country as a result of joining European 

organisations and strengthening links with western Europe. The West, the argument was, is decadent, 

liberal, atheistic, nothing is sacred there, everything is relative, there are no moral principles. Poland 

maintained and defended her identity despite decades of communism thanks to the sound moral 
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principles and religious beliefs. Therefore Poles have little to learn from the West, just to the contrary: it is 

them who could teach the West the values the western decadents have forgotten. This was a new 

element in the relations between Poland and the western centre. Some Poles, whose knowledge about 

the social and cultural reality of the centre reached beyond the myth and stereotype, realised that 

traditional values of the centre in which Poles believed and for which they fought such as Christianity, 

family life, some moral principles, were no longer characteristic of the western elites, whose culture 

developed in the direction of relativism and liberalism. Western liberals were also less critical about 

socialism than Polish intellectuals. Therefore it appeared that Poland kept values of the centre which the 

centre itself had abandoned. From this observation a new ideology, particularly among the Catholic clergy 

and some Catholic intellectuals emerged which proposed that Poland should bring values of the centre 

back to the centre. 

 Educated Poles are highly sensitive about their image in the centre. Even those who are critical 

about the present condition of the culture of the centre look to the West for reactions and opinions about 

Poland. The West remains the place where standards are established. Poles value particularly highly 

those achievements of their fellow countrymen which have been already recognised in the West. This was 

true even for the Polish communist leaders, who offered privileges to those scientists and artists whose 

works were known and valued in the West, even if the authors were critical about communism (except 

some cases of the most radical opponents of the political system in Poland). One can even say that Pope 

John Paul II owes his incomparable position in Poland as an almost sacred figure also to the fact that he 

is a Pole who was chosen by the western centre as one of its supreme leaders. Poles were immensely 

proud of this as a proof that Poland belonged to the centre. 

 Poles look to the West for values and standards, but do not accept them in their totality. They 

select certain values and integrate them into their own culture, choosing those which fit their image of the 

centre. In this way, Christianity belongs permanently to the centre. Rome is one of the most essential 

points in the image of the centre which is Western Europe, and relations between Rome and Poland in 

this image have always been very close, Poland being a protector of Christianity. Now with a Pole as 

Pope, this image acquires a strong confirmation. The fact that a large part of Europe is not Catholic and 

many Europeans are not Christians is not relevant here in this ideological construction. The West may be 

relativistic, liberal, decadent, may suffer from various crises, may have problems with right wing 

extremists, nationalists, neo-fascists, and Poles may be aware of this, but on the level of ideological 

construction of the centre Europe is still a source of democracy, freedom, prosperity, high moral 



   

 

15 
 

principles, and all progress. 

 There are many questions concerning relations between Poland and her European centre, such 

as for example consequences of the partitions of Poland in the nineteenth century, when Poland had 

three different centres: in Moscow, in Vienna and in Berlin. Are there any difference in the present Poland 

which result from this division? For instance it is well known that Poles from the former Austrian part keep 

very positive memories and associations with Vienna, the Austrian Emperor and Austrian culture. Kraków, 

a southern Polish city, a historic and cultural centre of Poland which during the partitions belonged to the 

Austrian division, is at present full of fond memories of Franz Josef and the time in the nineteenth century 

when Polish culture flourished there. In cafes, in restaurants and shops, pictures of the Emperor can be 

found and names of public places reflect the Austrian connection. Celebrations and festivities recalling 

those traditions are organised. Some Poles are unhappy about this fashion, arguing that it contradicts the 

patriotic values so central to the Polish national culture. But still, the nostalgia for the Austro-Hungarian 

past is there, although probably no political speculations should be made on this basis. Further research 

is needed. It is also worth investigating how ethnic minorities which live within the Polish society, 

especially the German minority, but also the Ukrainians and others, view the European centre.  

There are certainly other divisions within the Polish society which influence the centre-periphery 

relations. In this paper I could not analyse them, and in any case there is not enough sociological 

evidence to draw the picture. Here, it was my intention to point to certain features of the relations between 

Poland, or rather the Polish national culture, and the Western European centre, rooted in the past and 

transformed in the present days as one of the most important aspects of the process of formation of social 

and cultural identity of Poles. 
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