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Polish Lebensraum: the colonial ambition to expand on racial terms 

Bolaji Balogun 

School of Sociology and Social Policy, University of Leeds, United Kingdom 
 

ABSTRACT 

Lebensraum – the space a state believes is required for its natural expansion – has a pivotal role in 

the global expansion projects. Whenever this concept is discussed, it is almost exclusively 

reduced to the Imperial Russia’s domination of less-stately countries in Central and Eastern 

Europe; the British exploration and colonization of territories in Africa and Asia; the French 

settlements in parts of the Caribbean Islands and Africa; the German experimentation in South-

West Africa, and the Dutch seaborne competing with the Spanish and Portuguese’s 
expansionism. Study related to Poland’s attempted acquisition of colonial territories outside 

Europe is rarely discussed. Drawing on the activities of the Polish Colonial Society, this article 

contends that the building blocks of colonization were not confined solely to European imperial 

powers. As colonization forged ahead in the twentieth century, Poland seemed to be the country 

where colonialism played a significant role in both national and transnational politics. 

KEYWORDS: Lebensraum; European expansion; Polish colonial society; race; colonization; 

coloniality  

 

Introduction 

Colonization – a process of establishing foreign control over an indigenous population – has a 

significant role in the acquisition of space and wealth. Such acquisition of wealth that was 

primarily from African and Asian; Central and South American; and the Caribbean labourers 

served to increase the luxury and authority of powerful European nations (Du Bois 1915, 709; 

Williams 1944). Being the first European state to claim a new territory, on behalf of other 

European states, the colonizer acquires the rights to the land. These rights mean an exploitation 

of the colony’s resources; forceful or voluntary conversion to Christianity; and extermination of 
native lives that seems to be fundamental to modernity and parts of “principal means of 

expansion” (Wolfe 2006, 392). At the heart of its operation, colonial projects utilized the idea of 

race and the management of those who are branded not quite human, not quite European and 

not quite Christian. This process is easily situated within coloniality as a power that emerged as a 

result of colonization (Maldonado-Torres 2007, 243). It defines culture, labour, and knowledge 

production beyond colonial administrations and essentially facilitates the creation of 

‘Eurocentrification of World Capitalism’ (Quijano 2000, 537). The implication, in the most part 

of the colonized world, is global coloniality – a power structure that is linked to the exploitation 

and violence that led to the specific control of labour, production and unequal distribution of 

wealth (Wallerstein 1974; Tlostanova 2012, 133). 

Whenever the concept of colonization is discussed, it is often reduced to the European imperial 

powers domination of less-stately countries in Africa, Americas, Asia, the Caribbean Islands, and 

Central and Eastern Europe. Scholarship on Polish colonization tends to focus primarily on 

Poland as a colonized state (Kania 2009) and Poland as a colonizer only in relation to the 
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Eastern Borderlands (Mick 2014, 127). Poland’s attempted acquisition of colonial territories 

outside Europe, when the “Scramble for Africa” had already been completed, was only explored 

but not adequately pursued.  

In 1918, a group of twenty-five Polish men saw colonization as the first step towards great 

power status, and established a colonial society called Polska Bandera (Polish Flag) in Poland. The 

purpose of the organization was mainly to reveal sea and maritime exploration as Poland’s 
national interest. Polska Bandera quickly transformed into the League of Polish Navigation and 

then to Maritime and River League, later named the Union of Colonial Pioneers. The 

organization reached its pinnacle when it adopted its official name – Maritime and Colonial 

League in 1930 (Hunczak 1967). Marine exploration may have seemed attractive to many Polish 

people that supported the Colonial League, its main interest was “an act of migrationist 
colonialism reworked into the ideology of Lebensraum” (Young 2001, 2) – a commitment to 

overseas expansion; acquisition of overseas territories; and subsequently the possession of the 

territories’ resources. Plantations ran collaboratively by the Polish Maritime and Colonial League 

and the Portuguese imperial administration in Angola set the stage for the Polish colonial 

society’s attempted colonization in other parts of Africa.  

By engaging the transnational history of Poland, especially during the interwar period, I argue 

that the building blocks of colonization were not confined solely to European imperial powers. 

Interwar Poland revealed a country that functioned as an archetype for the political-economic 

logic of race, as the country attempted to develop a labour control that would ensure that black 

Africans would work in similar ways as they did during slavery (Zimmerman 2010a, 151; 2010b, 

4).  

In what follows, I set out a broader overview of the Polish colonial society and the reasons for 

its omission within colonial discourses. I will explain the relationship of lebensraum to colonialism 

and again highlight the standard exclusion of the attempted Polish coloniality in lebensraum and 

demonstrate how this connects to the wider discussions on lebensraum. Following on from this 

discussion, I turn to Polish eugenics and colonial practices as parts of the colonial inheritance of 

racialized governance that manifest themselves in contemporary racisms.   

The emergence of Polish colonial society 

The Spanish and Portuguese’s exploration of seas and unknown territories in the fifteenth 
century encouraged Britain, France, and Germany to colonize countries in Africa and the 

Caribbean Islands, predominantly through the exploitation of raw materials and new markets 

(Williams 1944, 51-84; Young 2001). The achievement of these imperial powers in “implanting 

of settlements on a distant territory” (Said 1993, 9) invigorated Poland’s colonial ambition in the 
twentieth century.  

Scholarship on Poland’s colonial ambition is often reduced to Polonization, a soft conversion of 

non-Poles to Polish ways of life, complex relationships with its ethnic minorities, and 

complications of the Eastern Borderlands. Whilst Polonization demonstrates an aspect of 

expansionism, Poland’s attempt to colonize countries in Africa in the 1930s received limited 

theoretical attention in the literature. This is not just an oversight; it is a reflection of literature in 

the field over the past decade (Piotrowski 1989; Snochowska-Gonzalez 2012; Mayblin, Piekut, 

and Valentine 2016). The reason for this was because the concept of colonization, in Poland, is 

often reduced to Germanic and Russian imperial activities in Central and Eastern Europe, and 

then the Holocaust, the mass extermination of Jews and non-Jews by the Nazis, and the 
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Communist propaganda blaming the West for its connection with the Second World War 

genocides. These were, undoubtedly, crucial events that often portrayed Poland as a victimized 

territory. Nonetheless, these events overshadowed Poland’s colonial interest outside Europe. 

Although the colonial ambition was already noticeable in the Polish nobility exploration of 

Africa in the mid-sixteenth century, the ambition was actively engaged in the 1930s.     

Whilst acquisition of overseas territories and subsequently possession of the territories’ resources 
were not originally conceived by the Polish government in the 1930s, the pioneers of the 

Colonial League (Polish Generals Gustaw Orlicz-Dreszer, Kazimierz Sosnkowsk and others) had 

to rely on the generosity of the Polish public that invested in the Fund for Colonial Action. The 

step towards the acquisition of colonies in Africa was further intensified by various Colonial 

League’s activities in Poland and abroad. 

First, this is evident in the establishment of monthly and quarterly publications Morze and Polska 

Na Morzu (Poland at Sea) and Sprawy Morskie i Kolonialne (Maritime Affairs and Colonial) 

dedicated to issues of maritime, colonization, migration and sea transportation. These among 

other publications, were used by the Colonial League for publication of its propaganda, 

programmes, scientific and literary information based on sea exploration and colonization.  

Second, the successful establishment of the Polish colonial society with membership reaching 

500,000 individuals and 1,200 units throughout Poland, including 1,000 school societies. In 

addition, “Friends of the Polish Sea” was established in Australia, Austria, Canada, 

Czechoslovakia, France, Germany and the United States (Hunczak 1967). 

Third, the purchase of the “Indian reserve land” in Brazil, acquisition of a number of plantations 

in Liberia, and pioneering trading activities carried out on the west coast of Africa were parts of 

the processes of establishing settlements outside Europe. This was evident in some unsuccessful 

trade agreements between Liberia and the Polish Colonial League in the 1930s, when plantations 

were leased to Polish farmers for a period of 50 years in order to exploit Liberia’s natural 

resources. The initiative would eventually allow Poland to recruit several African soldiers. 

It was not too long before the Colonial League “started a nationwide campaign to popularize the 

idea of Polish colonies” (Hunczak 1967, 649) and its main target was Africa following in the 

steps of the British, French, German, Spanish and Portuguese. Writing in one of the League’s 
editions, Jan Debski, a former Polish Parliamentarian, sets out the Colonial League’s demand:   

We Poles, like the Italians, have the right to demand that export markets as well as areas 

for settlement be opened to us, so that we may obtain raw materials necessary to the 

national economy under conditions similar to those enjoyed by the colonial states 

(Debski 1938) 

Kazimierz Jezioranski (1936), an advocate of Polish expansionism, shared a similar view that 

Poland needed to take advantage of the development of its maritime exploration, which would 

provide much needed access to resources from the colonized territories in Africa. He argued that 

having colonies was important to the economy and welfare of the Europeans. In a typical 

agrarian argument, control and transportation of raw materials from colonized territories in 

Africa became essential (1936, 15). In another publication by the Colonial League, Kazimierz 

Sosnkowski (1938) declared that Poland is fighting in the international space for free access to 

overseas colonies and direct participation in the production and exploitation of raw materials. He 

strongly demanded colonies for Poland.  
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At this stage, the call for colonies was beginning to penetrate Ignacy Moscicki’s government 

agenda with the possibility of lobbying the League of Nations to consider Poland’s report on the 

acquisition of colonies. Although the Polish colonial society had expressed special interest in 

colonizing Togo and Cameroon (Hunczak 1967; 2016, 41), they also hoped to obtain some of 

the former German colonies in Africa for the following reason: 

… since Poland constituted 9 percent of the entire territory of the former German 

Empire and the Polish population made up 7 percent of the entire population of the 

Empire, Poland, as a successor state, was entitled to the same proportion of the pre-

World War I German colonies (Hunczak 1967, 651) 
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Figure 1. Cover of Sea and Colonies magazine edited by Jan Debski in the 1930s. Source: Jagiellonian Digital Library. 
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The above commentaries carry a considerable weight, yet they have never been pursued within 

colonial discourses simply because Poland is often depicted as a victim of Russo-German 

imperial gaze that led to the Holocaust.  

Lebensraum – the space a state believes is required for its natural expansion 

The above historical overview is easily situated within the concept of lebensraum – the territory a 

state believes is needed for its natural development. Whilst the Polish colonial society’s 
attempted acquisition of political control of another state is similar to the exploitation of the 

state economically, the ambition has never been discussed as part of the European elimination of 

an inferior culture for the acquisition of lebensraum. The concept of lebensraum as a well-thought 

ideology was developed by Friedrich Ratzel in 1869 (Weikart 2003). For Ratzel, there is no 

difference between the struggle for space and human struggle for existence and expansion. Since 

space is required for human existence, the extermination of an inferior race would create the 

much-required space for the superior race (Weikart 2003, 278). Lebensraum requires three key 

elements: migration – “the behavioral consequence of the need to expand on Lebensraum”; 

colonization – “the effective occupation and exploration of new space by a species”; and 

agrarianism – the notion that “successful people were those with effective and stable agricultural 

systems” (Smith 1980, 54). A society without dominant agrarian sensibilities, Ratzel claimed, 

lacks the required culture for its survival; hence, lebensraum requires a strong distinction between a 

superior and inferior culture.   

This process of bio-power is often explored through German Darwinism, which suggests that 

practices of race science could improve morality in a state (Weikart 2003, 274), and consequently 

a superior race would be separated from an inferior one. At the top of the racial hierarchy would 

be the Aryan race (Haas 2008). It was an ideology that soon became a reality in the South-West 

Africa and the colonial Togo, where the Germans considered the native Herero and Namaqua 

and Toveers to be inferior race. In order to preserve the Volk back in Germany, racial 

extermination of the native Herero and Namaqua peoples of German South-West Africa 

(Madley 2005) and the anthropological examination of heads and feet of Toveer-soldiers by 

German anthropologists in Berlin became imperative (Zimmerman 2001). Scientific examination 

of chests of Herero and Namaqua peoples at the Pathological Institute in Berlin, and Eugen 

Fischer’s examination of the Basters, the mixed-race offspring of Dutch men and Namaqua 

women confirmed the German Darwinistic interest in racial segregation and hierarchy (Haas 

2008). Although systematic separation was important to German Darwinists, racial hierarchy was 

crucial to Fischer, as he recommended that Africans, Half-Europeans and Half-Africans should 

be considered inferior to White-Europeans. For Fischer, people of black background could only 

be protected for European labour, and should be exterminated when they are no longer needed 

(Weikart 2003, 274).  

The advancement of modern science and technology that led to the systematic genetic 

modernization, in the large parts of the industrial societies in the 1920s and 1930s, played a 

major part in the processes of racialization (Flitner 2003, 176; Bauman 2009, 277). This suggests 

that geopolitical activities in Europe were no longer sufficient for totalitarian control of a state, a 

process of human management, manipulation, and exclusion was required through race science. 

The regional superpowers – Germany and Russia – were at the forefront of this system of 

governmentality, which became visible in the Polish politics in 1940. In the same year, Joseph 

Goebbels, the Nazi Propaganda Minister, declared lebensraum as the ultimate reason for Nazi 

Germany’s invasion of other countries and the elimination of the undesirables (Deak, Gross, and 
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Judt 2000). As regards, Lebensraum became part of the Nazi Germany’s commitment to the 
German population when Hitler suggested that “securing of a people’s Lebensraum and thus of 
its own agricultural class” was part of the National Socialist Party’s manifesto (as quoted in Smith 

1980, 62). Hitler linked lebensraum – the living space – he thought the German people needed in 

the east with the extermination of the Jewish population. In his view, both lebensraum and the 

extermination of the Jews formed a single ambition (Mosse 1978, 204). Creating a perfect state 

was an essential part of the Nazi nation building, therefore, the separation of Herrenvolk (superior 

race) from Untermenschen (inferior race) was a key task for Nazi Germany, which eventually paved 

the way for “the Nuremberg racial laws forbidding marriage and sexual relations between 
Germans and “unfit” groups (Jews, Sinti, Roma, and Africans)” (Haas 2008, 334).  

All this remains essential in our understanding of the conceptualization of lebensraum, and served 
as a guiding principle for Polish lebensraum – the exploration of Liberia’s sea, land, villages and 
examination of native lives – would only result in the subjugation of African lives to cater for the 
welfare of the metropole. Whilst victimization remains crucial in the understanding of the mode 
of operations of colonial states, in the next sections, I suggest a reading of Polish eugenics and 
colonial practices as parts of the colonial inheritance of racialized governance that manifest 
themselves in contemporary racisms (Sayyid 2004; Hesse 2004a).    

Polish eugenics  

The historicity of eugenics, similar to the discourses on lebensraum, is often reduced to the 

German Darwinism, Russian biological taxonomy and the British Eugenics’ “race crossing” 
project (Bland and Hall 2010, 219). Contrarily, the building blocks of eugenics were not confined 

solely to Britain, Germany and Russia. As the practices forged ahead in the twentieth century, 

Poland seemed to be the country where race science played a significant role in the national 

politics. Following its alliance with Western Europe, Poland constituted itself as a modern state, 

and its eugenics programme was part of the historicity of eugenics activities through social and 

medical issues, degeneration and sterilization in both Western Europe and Central Eastern 

Europe (CEE) (Hoffmann 1922). This led to the questioning and problematization of eugenics 

activities in Poland: 

We are beginning to know something of Russian eugenics, but what of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire and the Slavic eastern Europe – Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, 

and Ukraine? As a Catholic Slavic country, Poland should be an especially intriguing test 

case... (Adams 1990, 225)  

The First World War’s significant role in shaping the activities of the key supporters of eugenics 

led to the establishment of the Polish Society for the Struggle against Race Degeneration (later 

Eugenika Polska) (Anonymous 1935). In addition, the support for Fascism and Nazi Germany’s 
Sterilization Laws in 1933, the Citizenship and Marriage Laws in 1935, the Euthanasia 

Programme (Action T4) and the Final Solution of the Jewish Question received some interests in 

Poland and CEE, and accounted for an “orientation towards German racial hygiene” (Turda and 
Weindling 2007, 9).  

Through the replication of the German and Soviet race science, Eugenika Polska (Polish 

Eugenics) embodied modern patterns of homogenization, systematic management of the 

population, and racial distinction within the Polish state. This had both practical and scholarly 

aims “to warn people of supposedly superior strains that they should not mate with their genetic 

inferiors”. It was a fear of “mongrelization,” that may result in the production of inferior stocks 
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(Hacker 2003, 35). Whilst Poland was going through the processes of establishing a new 

Communist order, practices of Polish Eugenics Society, in the 1940s, demonstrated a systematic 

elimination of the undesirables and racialization of foreign elements within the state. According 

to Gawin (2011, 5), Zofia Daszynska-Golinska, an economist, Apolinary Garlicki, a historian, 

and Tomasz Janiszewski, a physician, first conceived the notion of Polish eugenics. The trio 

shared the notion that the physical welfare of individuals and the biogenetic unity of the Polish 

state would determine the survival of the nation. It is a notion that typified patterns of bio-

political terms, which resonates with Nazi Germany’s racial logics. 

A systematic elimination by the state, determining who must live and who must die, is the stage 

where racialization intervenes in the operations of the state (Foucault 2003). Eugenika Polska was 

state oriented and sponsored by the state. The elimination of people who held different values to 

the state was at the centre of its practices as part of processes of expansion. In order to identify 

these people, the Polish government employed many local clerks, in 1920s, to enforce and 

promote its eugenics thinking. For instance, the Polish eugenics project – “Military 

Anthropological Photograph” – was sponsored by the state and carried out by Polish 

anthropologists. Their aims included racial examination of Polish soldiers based on their physical 

appearance in order to build a prosperous state through the promotion of a system of state 

sterilization (Gawin 2007, 177).  

Similar to German Darwinism and Russian biological taxonomy, Eugenika Polska advanced the 

critical selective breeding for the creation of productive Polish workers that could contribute to 

the state economy and abled Polish soldiers that could defend the sovereignty of the state 

(Gawin 2007). The ideology encouraged Polish employers to introduce IQ and psychological 

tests when recruiting new staff. This system of selection and categorization, Eugenika Polska 

claimed, would improve the standard of work within the private and public sectors, and would 

create a society that would be free of imperfect, unproductive, and unwanted individuals. 

Although it has been argued that Eugenika Polska “was class-rather than race-oriented” (Gawin 
2007, 177), its system of bio-politics had patterns of racialization that encouraged anti-Semitism 

against the Jews, and the racialization of Roma and Tatars.  

This is evident in the actions of leaders of Eugenika Polska, Tomasz Janiszewski and Leon 

Wernic, directing hate speeches towards the disabled, and the underclass. The Polish nationalists 

and advocates of eugenics describing the Jews as an alien race, often called for their removal 

from Poland (Gawin 2011, 3). A good example was Stefan Dabrowski, a Polish Parliamentarian 

between 1922 and 1935, recommending practices of negative eugenics as a scientific process of 

reducing the number of children, extreme individualism, and state totalitarianism. He suggested 

that Polish eugenics legislation should mirror German practices and legislation on eugenics. 

Dabrowski and other leading advocates of eugenics were influenced by Germany’s lebensraum, 

not only because of Poland’s proximity to Germany, but also because leading Polish biologists 

were influenced by German-speaking Universities in Berlin, Berne, Freiburg, Vienna and Zurich, 

and had ties to the German system of population management (Gawin 2011, 10).  

Although eugenics, in most European states, was originally used for the prevention of hereditary 

sick offspring, this science of improving a population soon translated into individual’s usefulness 
to the society and attempts to improve a race by eliminating people who were thought to be 

unproductive. The concept was based on individual’s usefulness, ability to work, and the notion 

that unproductive people had to be eliminated was simply linked to racial logics that saw millions 

of neurological Jews being exterminated by the Nazis. The purpose was to prevent certain Jewish 
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heritable characteristics and ensuring that Aryan race is rid of such characteristics (Mosse 1978, 

215-217).  

Colonial practices  

Colonial practices, as parts of processes of colonialism, were based on exploration of space and 

expropriation of land with cheap labour as its aim. Because of the strong desire for cheap labour, 

the colonizer sets out a forceful labour which ensures that the indigenous workers work harder 

than those in the European metropole (Pels 1997, 173). Poland’s attempted colonization in 

Liberia was not different. The country’s engagement with coloniality parallels an acquisition of 

territories, which comes with a privilege that allows the imperial powers to go to any land where 

the opportunity presents itself and behave as they wish. This would include occupying the 

territory, acquiring its control, and subsequently exploiting its resources. On the other hand, the 

colonized, predominantly, coloured man is confined to those parts of the world where life is 

historically, economically, and politically difficult. It is all part of the processes of keeping the 

Negro in his place, which would prevent him from taking control of things (Du Bois 1915, 712). 

In the process, the histories of colonization, racism and migration become closely entangled (Rex 

1983). 

What is being advocated by the Polish colonial society is the power to establish a form of settler 

colonialism especially in Liberia, as experimented by Germany in South-West Africa and colonial 

Togo. Such bio-power would de-populate the inhabitants of the colonized territories through the 

establishment of superiority over the colonies. The process would require the possibility of 

military involvement and typically employ racist language as its tool, as demonstrated by the 

British, French, Dutch, German, Spanish and Portuguese. Annexation of resources which would 

include the sale and use of slaves, trade in cotton and oil, and taxes on colonial subjects would be 

at the heart of the Polish Colonial League. Essentially, what the Polish colonial society tried to 

achieve was a rework of New South ideology that would extract the raw materials and “native” 

labour force, which would pave the way for unequal trade networks and markets (Zimmerman 

2010a, 132-133). 

Timothy Mitchell (2000, 100) recommends a useful way of reading Polish colonial attempt as a 

“political gaze”, with coloniality at its heart. More than that, the author has argued, it is based on 

“a distance, a space of separation, a relationship of curiosity, that made it possible to see 

something as “a case” a self-contained object whose “problems” could be measured, analysed 

and addressed by a form of knowledge that appears to stand outside the object and grasp it in its 

entirety”. Comaroff (1998, 341) describes the process as a work-in-progress, an intention, a 

phantasm-to-be-made-real, but never fully actualized. This implies that the idea to colonize 

another state, in Abrams’ (1988, 75) view, is “an ideological project”, “an imaginative 
construction”, “the distinctive collective misrepresentation of capitalist societies”. Consequently, 
the Polish expansionism could be seen as “an ‘enterprise’ just like a factory” (Comaroff 1998, 

322-324). Stoler (1995) takes issue with such process of articulation of modes of production, and 

unequal transaction between the colonizer and the colonized. In her view, colonies are 

workshops of the modern states where the manufacture of economic desire, the raw materials 

and agricultural produce that can be bought and sold; and the construction of non-Europeans as 

the “Other” are produced. In order for the projects to be effective, implementation of 

regulations with a spirit of legality at the centre of its operation is crucial. It creates an 

opportunity for a language of legality that criminalizes the “native” cultural practices that are 

considered uncivilized, primitive, and run counter to European modernity. The legal and 
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administrative mechanisms, whose functioning is rationally close to the performance of a 

machine (Webber 1968, 1394), derived from collaboration of various institutions to create a 

smooth transition for, and to protect projects of European expansion (Stoler 1985).  

Since an administrative system is required in the management, regulation and conduction of the affairs 

of the colony, the colonizer is entangled in several paradoxes that include the transformation of 

non-European peoples to “civilized peoples”. This leads Fanon (1986) to interrogate the 
Eurocentric concept of the universal “Man” in Black Skin, White Masks. As regards, to be a Man 

is to be in the position of power and to speak and reason for the Less-Man. The implication is 

that the Black Man is not-yet Man, although a Man, he is only a Black Man. In European social 

and political contexts, the colonized cannot be “Man” because “his customs and the sources on 
which they were based, were wiped out because they were in conflict with a civilization that he 

did not know and imposed itself on him” (83). The consequence of this position is ontological 

because the colonized is viewed as a Man who is not capable of reasoning for himself and not 

able to run his own affairs. For Fanon, the significance of the Black Man’s position is racial as 
well as cultural because it is based on the mode of representation that indicates who is allowed to 

speak and who is not, who speaks for whom and on what terms.  

Homi Bhabha (1994, 341) situates such interpretation within “the framing of the white man as 

universal, normative…” Such normalization, Bhambra (2014) emphasizes, exposes colonial 

structures that is embedded with exclusion and hierarchy in the name of universalism. Reading 

the concept of a universal “Man” through Fanon, Comaroff (1998, 329) notes that it is an 

attempt to deal with heterogeneity by naturalizing ethnic difference and promoting racial 

inequality. Since the colonized is not yet a “Man”, black man as a “native” is never seen as a 
citizen, he is always a subject or citizen in the making. In Goldberg’s (2002, 106) words, the 

“inferior could never qualify for citizenship”. Even in the postcolonial era and following his 

migration and settlement in Europe, the black man, as part of postcolonial ethnic minorities, is 

often situated at the edge of the world-economy, and his presence interposes the hierarchical 

division of the world into Europeanness and non-Europeanness (Hesse and Sayyid 2008).  

Evaluating the perception of black Man in Poland is a challenge raised by Maciej Zabek (2009, 

68-70). He argues that the distinction between “Whites” and “Blacks” is entrenched in a Polish 

culture that perceives black Man through the prism of “race” rather than “citizen”, and uses 

dark-skin colour as the basis for the ethnic identity of all black people. The most important 

example is the term murzyn (Negro), used as reference to all coloured people irrespective of their 

ethnicity or nationality, rendering blackness to a representation of exploitation based on racial 

logics that uphold a colour-line distinction. This implies that the “Other” is seen and labelled in 

ways that have been shaped by another culture, and consider the extent in which the ways of 

thinking are informed by stereotypes that describe black Man as foreign in a permanent way. To 

be foreign is to be a stranger, coloured Man as a stranger, in Poland, may evoke distaste, desire to 

avoid him, but could also encourage some forms of fascination (72). 

All of this cannot be reduced to their political and colonial forms, but demonstrates the 

responsibilities of colonial states as racial states because the “racial states emerged materially out 

of, as they were elaborated in response to, the “challenges” of colonial rule” (Goldberg 2002, 
108). As regards, Poland’s colonial projects would require a deeply structural position that 

produces an effect of racially shaped societies, groups and situations by placing restrictions, 

privileges and exclusions on the mode of production. In practical terms, the implication is 

significantly racial. Hence, if the British, French, Dutch, German, Spanish and Portuguese’s 
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colonial legacies could be provocatively described as a racist world order, Poland’s colonial project, 
although only envisioned, is not far-fetched of similar description because the conditions created 

by the European imperial powers gave rise to the manoeuvring of the less powerful European 

states. 

Exteriorizing those who are not quite Polish and not quite Christian 

All observations offered thus far have focused on colonization and its consequences. In this 

section, I turn to an account of race-construction as historical and contemporary processes 

developed by the Polish political structures to establish divisions within contemporary Poland. 

The operations of the modern state tend to focus primarily on the state’s projects and practices, 

social conditions and institutions, and enforcement of rules and regulations that include state-

sponsored inclusion and exclusion culture. As regards, the modern state is conceived as racially 

constructed territory. This implies that the modern state is only less racial than the Third Reich, 

Apartheid South Africa or Segregated America because the conditions of the latter gave rise to 

the operationalization of the former (Goldberg 2002, 7). This is made possible by the 

changeability of race and racism that move and transform from the grass-root arrangements to 

national contexts to regional specificity as historic legacies of the Enlightenment and the 

European expansion (Mosse 1978, 1-16; Hesse 2004b, 22).   

Whilst theory of exclusion has taken different processes of investigation such as Isaac’s (2004, 
2006) Classical racism; Cesaire (1955), Fanon (1986), Blauner (1972) and Hall’s (1980) colonial 
dimensions of race and racism; Balibar (1991) and Bauman’s (1989) Eurocentric tradition; 

Stoler’s (1995) racial selves; Dikotter’s (1998) Race Culture; Gilroy’s (2000) ideology of sameness; 
and Hesse’s (2004a) “contaminant of modernity”, David Goldberg (2002) is concerned about the 

role of the modern state in racial dynamics and the limiting of racial states to extreme cases such 

as the Third Reich, Apartheid South Africa and Segregated America. Reading contemporary 

racisms in this way shifts attention away from other states that are also racial in their policies and 

practices that tend to reproduce conditions of a racist exclusion.  

 

The complexity of this account of the state is neither the same as the Base and Superstructure of 

the civil society (Marx 1977) nor is it about the autonomous power of the state (Mann 1984). It 

is mainly about the modern state’s arrangements, historical legacies, and obsession with 

demographic mobility, the reproduction of national identity, and the protection of “national 

thing” through the vocalization of race (Goldberg 2002; 2006; 2009, 1271). This implies that the 

concept of race is an integral part of the development and organization of the modern state and 

many of the state’s projects are consciously informed by race. This is empowered by the 

European “Renaissance”, the European “Reformation” and the European “overseas 
discoveries” (Hesse 2007, 647). In addition, the transatlantic slavery, the Virginal Racial Law, the 

Nazi Nuremberg Law and more recently, the migration and citizenship policies are fashioned in 

many ways that show the modern state as the main institution that includes and excludes on 

racial terms.  

 

Race, in this regard, in partial homage to Michel Foucault, is a technology of human division by 

the state. Through the articulation of its homogeneity, the state denies its heterogeneity and 

organizes its society hierarchically in many ways that include racist exclusion. A good example is 

the construction of Polish people as White, Polish and Catholic and many people who do not fit 

such description are systematically excluded from the same definition. The logic was empowered 

by the establishment of the modern Polish state, in the twentieth century, which gave rise to 
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racial projects that conceived the state as the territory for mainly settled Polish people asserting 

their histories, cultures and traditions. This racial arrangement was achieved in two different 

ways – the creation of Polish homogeneity as a denial of its heterogeneous past, and 

contemporary Polish state bureaucratic immigration policies. 

 

First, following the Polish independence, the Eastern Borderlands became a territory of 

geopolitical tension, especially during the Volynia Massacres (1943 – 1944). Whilst the eastern 

territories were lost, Poland moved westwards where the western and northern regions were 

incorporated into Poland as the Recovered Territories. Polish people living in the former Polish 

territories in the eastern countries were repatriated to interior Poland and the Recovered 

Territories in parallel with German repatriations in the same area (Mayblin, Piekut, and Valentine 

2016, 66). Consequently, the borderlands were never considered to be ethnically Polish due to 

their non-Polish population as evident in the discrimination and marginalization of the people 

who are often described as “culturally inferior, incapable of state building and in need of 

someone who would lead them towards European civilisation, progress and modernity” (Mick 

2014, 128). Following the horrors and challenges of the Second World War, the Polish state 

embarked on a plan to create a state for mainly Polish people, which was aided by the Nazis’ 
elimination of the Jewish population. In addition, the religion of the Tatars, Islam in particular, 

runs contrary to Polish homogeneity and national identity (Zamoyski 1993). Tatars’ link to 
Polishness becomes problematic when their religious identity is emphasized, hence, the exclusion 

of the Tatar population. Accordingly, assimilation became essential in the socio-cultural norms 

of contemporary Poland, strengthened by the homogenization of the Polish national identity as a 

collective memory (Copsey 2008).  

Second, the racialization of non-white people perceived as “third country national” through 

asylum and immigration controls is designed to divide people along racial lines. This serves as an 

indication of a population that is unequal, and the demonstration of the state’s post-communist 

racial and ethnic hostility, establishing its self-professed European superiority through an 

assertion that presumes Europeans to be White and Christian. These are attempts from the 

modern Polish state to reinforce and maintain its homogeneous identity based on the 

presumption that the state is never heterogeneous. It is simply a repression of heterogeneity as 

racial arrangement that contradicts the historicity of the early Polish state that was never 

homogeneous. After all, it was a system of heterogeneity that earned the Rzeczpospolita (the 

Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth) a recognition, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as 

the most serene republic that protected many Catholics, Protestants, Lutherans, and a large 

population of Jews and Muslim Tatars.  

Taken together, the creation of an artificial homogeneous Polish state through the racial 

configuration of the internal and external, and exclusion of the “Other” demonstrates the state’s 
fascination with racial differentiation and how the internal is racially demarcated. This is 

symbolized by the state’s over-emphasizing control over those within and outside the state. By 

doing so, the state decides who is allowed within and outside its borders through constitutions, 

border controls, bureaucracy and governmental technologies such as categorizations (Klaus 

2017, 525). The reason for this may be related to the state’s attempt to maintain its discipline, 
power and privilege and at the same time expressing the fear that its century-long independence 

could be destabilized by the ‘unruly’ populations. According to Falguni Sheth (2009, 39), these 

populations are identified as “enemies, evil others, and those who are ‘fundamentally not one of 

us”’. In Klaus’ (2017) assessment, the populations are mainly immigrants. However, given the 
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main objective of the Polish state is essentially to control, in the process, it decides who must live 

and who must die. Such distinction leads to the separation of groups within a population and the 

categorization of a certain group as superior and others as inferior. This is the point where 

contemporary racisms interfere with the operation of the state, with an assumption that the 

elimination of an inferior population is something that will make life healthier, purer and 

subsequently better.  

Concluding remarks 

In essence, the genealogy of the modern state is closely related to the history of racial formation. 

Poland’s attempted colonization is easily understood through New South ideology that 

considered black Africans as people who could only implement hard labour such as land 

cultivation and assume inferior economic and political positions, as attributed to the African-

Americans in the New South. Such project would lead to the prioritization of European lives 

over Africans’ with economic and racial implications. However, the effect of this attempted 

colonization is often overlooked, hence its limited appearance in postcolonial theoretical 

discourses that recognize colonial legacies in contemporary narratives of enslavement, colonialism, 

and genocide.  

The construction, labelling and manipulation of ethnic minorities are essential parts of Polish 

governance as the state stands for its civilized values, morality and importantly a superior 

Catholic identity, which is the driving force for stately domination. All this may appear as 

accidental categorization of peoples, but it is part of the state’s policies that prioritized Polish 

people over the “Other”. In its policies, the Polish state sought to interiorize, Christianize and 

civilize diverse groups of Jews, Muslims and people from borderlands living within the state. 

Although categorizing these groups may seem vital for state formation and to ensure loyalty, 

religious conversion, and assimilation into Polish ways of life, the processes of this categorization 

involved the construction of a wide range of markers that include race, religion, lifestyles and 

languages.  

This article has attempted to problematize the above issues anew by arguing that the notion of 

colonization can no longer be reduced to European imperial powers, but also extended to the 

less powerful European states. Although the details of Poland’s colonial ambition may seem 
superficial to include the country in the same colonial rank as the British, the French, and the 

German, nevertheless, the ambitions and actions of the Polish colonial society, as this article has 

aimed to highlight, revealed the colonial inheritance of racialized governance and postcolonial 

conditions that manifest themselves in contemporary racisms. The legacies of such actions are 

easily reduced to a system of governmentality, legality, materiality, and civility that had produced 

Herero and Namaqua genocide in Africa and cultural confrontations in the Caribbean Islands.   
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