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We w ere  m any, from  Ja ssy  and K oloshvar, W ilno an d  Bucharest, 

S a ig o n  and M arrakesh

Czesław  M iłosz, Bypassing Rue Descartes

Is there then  a  w orld

w here  I ru le abso lu te ly  on fate?

W isława Szymborska, The Joy o f Writing

W hy is Polish literature not recognized as post-colonial? 
There exist at least two answers to that question. But b e 
fore providing those answers, we need to specify what we 
understand by the term  “post-colonialism .”

“Post-colonialism ” w ithin the realm  o f literary stud
ies, contrary to its in itial, political m eaning, does not 
delineate a new  era, “after colonialism ,” in the history of 
literature. It is a term  from  the field o f literary theory, not 
the history o f literature. I f one w ere to talk about post
colonialism  in  the categories o f periodization, the m ost 
appropriate definition w ould probably reference distrust 
tow ard the “progress” that m arks the colonial era in  the
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w estern world.1 Such distrust assum es distance which prohibits p ost-co lo
n ialism  from  being equated w ith  decolonization, a process that has lasted 
throughout nearly  the entire 20th  century. It w as started in the territories 
conquered b y  W estern em pires, em erging as independent from  European 
powers. Therefore, w hat is “post-colonialism ”? It is a perspective that strives 
to understand and analyze com plex cultural phenom ena connected to colo
nization and to place it within various systems of reference: literary historical, 
socio-political, ethnographic, anthropological, religious, geographic, as well 
as econom ic fram es o f reference. The p ost-co lon ial point o f v iew  is based 
on the conviction that the experience and/or idea of colonization shapes the 
presentation o f reality by both im perial w riters and w riters representing n a
tions and com m unities that were subjugated. Com m on to all these experi
ential phenom ena is a deeply em bedded im perial foundation, w hich leads, 
in  the case of former, to an apology or tolerant attitude in  relation to acts of 
colonization, and in the case o f the latter -  to the resistance or adaptation.

Post-colonialism  -  as opposed to anti-colonialism , which sim ilarly ques
tions the hegem ony o f colonial em pires -  does not fram e cultural relations 
betw een  the colonizers and colonized in sim ple b i-p o lar categories, but 
recognizes the com plexity o f these system s and interrelations existing b e
tw een them.2 Post-colonial criticism 's goal is to exam ine the cultural effects 
o f colonization that include both works belonging to the “center,” as w ell as 
to the “peripheries,” both from the period o f colonization and its aftermath. It 
strives to grasp artistic representations o f the m echanism s o f power present 
in  im perial discourse or to reconstruct the im age of the “Other” in  that very 
discourse, as w ell as to recognize and interpret the strategy w ith which w rit
ers and poets o f the former colonies deconstruct the m ythical image imposed 
on them  by narrations o f their m etropolis. Tracing the cultural m echanism s 
o f the em pires, as w ell as their heritage in  literature and other discourses of 
the m etropolis and its peripheries -  this is the m ain area of interest for post
colonial politics. That kind of critique goes back, as we can see, moves between 
older and contemporary texts. It proposes reading works by excavating m ean
ings created im printed w ith the effects o f colonization. This is a “distrustful” 
reading w hich leads to revealing hidden im perial ideologies w ithin  literary 
discourse, as w ell as the cultural processes that are its product.3

1 S e e  P o s t c o lo n ia l C r it ic is m ,  e d ite d  b y  B. M o o r e -G ilb e r t ,  G . S ta n t o n , W. M a le y , L o n d o n -N e w  

Y o rk : L o n g m a n , 19 9 7 , 2,

2 S e e  B a s s n e t t ,  S . C o m p a ra t iv e  L it e ra t u re : A  C r it ic a l In t ro d u c tio n ,  B la c k w e ll,  O x fo rd , U K -C a m - 

b r id g e , U S A , 19 9 3 ,  78 .

3  C o m p a r e  a d e fin it io n  o f  th e  p o s t - c o lo n ia l re a d in g  in: A s h c r o ft ,  B ., G . G riffith s , H. T iffin  P o s t c o 

lo n ia l S t u d ie s  T h e  K ey  C o n c e p ts ,  L o n d o n - N e w  Y o rk : R o u tle d g e ,  2 0 0 0 , 19 2 - 1 9 3 .
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This essay w ill not attempt to describe the entire complex of problematics 
formulated by post-colonial criticism. It is worth to recognizing, however, the 
m agnitude o f the phenom enon, as w ell as the interpretative possibilities of 
that perspective. In an introduction to classical post-colonial work entitled 
The Empire Writes Back, w e read the following:

More than three-quarters o f the people living in  the world today have 
had their lives shaped by the shared experience of colonialism. It is easy 
to see how important this has been in the political and economic spheres, 
but its general influence on the perceptual frameworks of contemporary 
peoples is often less evident. Literature offers one of the most important 
ways in which these new perceptions are expressed...4

2.

Let us go back to our initial question. The first possible answ er points to the 
seem ingly m ethodological, but ideological in  point o f fact, character o f the 
source o f Poland's absence in post-colonial discourse. The answ er finds its 
explication in an article by Clare Cavanagh.5 The post-colonial critique, ac
cording to Cavanagh, is to a large extent (but not entirely, which w e w ill d is
cuss soon) in both its lineage, as w ell as its scholarly practice a current related 
to M arxism  that is still popular at A m erican universities -  the m ain bastion 
of post-colonialism . M arxism  found a fraught expression in the form  of Soviet 
com m unist ideology and totalitarianism  -  and so, in a conviction that is not 
spoken out loud, but com m on am ong the p ost-co lon ial critics w ith  a left- 
w ing leanings -  it w ould be untactful to apply this approach to Russia (long 
praised by the W estern, and particularly Am erican, hum anities and rem em 
bered as the spokesm an for the colonized peoples o f Africa and A sia  on the 
UN floor). It w ould constitute an act o f m ethodological suicide -  recognizing 
the Soviet empire and conquered countries as its colonies.

The post-Soviet sphere does not seem  to fit entirely w ithin the post-colo
nial paradigm  of A m erican critics. However, this is only a m atter o f appear
ance. A s Said observes: “Unlike Britain or France, which jumped thousands of 
m iles beyond their own borders to other continents, Russia moved to swallow 
whatever land or peoples stood next to its borders, which in the process kept

84 p o s t c o l o n i a l  o r  p o s t d e p e n d a n c y  s t u d i e s ?

4  A s h c r o ft ,  B ., G . G r if f ith s , H. T iffin  T h e  E m p ire  W rite s  B a ck : T h e o ry  a n d  P ra c t ic e  in  P o st-c o lo n ia l 

L ite ra tu re s ,  p . 1 ,  L o n d o n - N e w  Y ork : R o u tle d g e , 2 0 0 2 ,

5 "P o s tk o lo n ia ln a  P o lsk a . B ia ła  p la m a  n a m a p ie  te o r ii” [ "P o st-c o lo n ia l P o la n d ” ] in T e k s ty  D ru g ie ,  

v o l. 2 -3 ,  2 0 0 3 ,  6 0 -7 1 .
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m oving farther and farther east and south”6 -  as w ell as w est, o f course. The 
question o f Soviet conquests as classic exam ples o f colonization deserves the 
treatm ent of a historian.

The second reason is slightly more complicated. That is w hy we need to pay 
even m ore attention because its acknowledgem ent allows us to realize w hy 
Ireland is recognized as a post-colonial country, while Poland is not. The deci
sion was not based on the fact that Great Britain did not support its conquests 
though M arxist ideology or by m asking its im perial actions by characterizing 
itself as a defender o f militarily weaker ethnic groups, as the USSR tended to do. 
The true answer can be found elsewhere, in  the archaic structure o f Slavic stud
ies in  the United States. The imperial model created in  the 1950s that favors the 
metropolis while marginalizing the peripheries (nations deprived of independ
ence) is still at work in  the university. It reminds us o f the situation in which, 
at the beginning o f the 1980s, the literature of former British colonies was, for 
a long time, pushed to the margins o f English-language literary studies by both 
British and Am erican scholars who would either ignore or appropriate literary 
traditions other than those designated as “purely” British.7 Dom inated by the 
legions o f historians o f Russia and the USSR, as well as scholars o f Russia raised 
in the cult o f Pushkin, Tolstoy, and the Russian ballet, Am erican Slavic studies 
continually minimized the importance of the literature of Central-Eastern Eu
rope, which lead to a preservation o f their unequal status in relation to “great” 
Russian literature. This approach only strengthened an imperial vision of culture, 
a vision with which the scholars of English, French or Spanish dealt with long ago. 
We need to add that Slavic studies, in its current state (with rare exceptions), turns 
out to be unprepared for a discussion about the methodologies of Said, Gayatri 
Spivak, or Lella Ghandi. After looking at the main journals o f Slavic studies in the 
United States, it is not difficult to understand how the Russo-centric perspective 
effectively mutes voices dedicated to the cultures of other languages and nations: 
in particular, “Slavic and East European Journal” and “Slavic Review.” The assumed 
point o f v iew  in those journals leaves very little space for studies on what hap
pened in the part o f Europe that w as under the shadow o f M oscow  until very 
recently. The explanations ofAm erican and partlyWestern European scholars are 
rather unconvincing in claiming that the lack of interest in the literature o f East
ern Europe from international humanities scholars is principally due to a “lack 
o f linguistic competences necessary to study them.”8 The m inor interest in  the

6 S a id , E. W ., C u lt u re  a n d  Im p e ria lis m ,  N e w  Y o rk : V in ta g e  B o o k s , 19 9 3 ,  10 .

7  B ry d o n , D., H. T iffin  D e c o lo n iz in g  F ic t io n s ,  D a n g a ro o  P r e s s ,  S y d n e y  19 9 3 ,  7.

8 C o m p a ra t iv e  L ite ra tu re : M a tt e r  a n d  M e th o d , e d ite d  b y  A . O w e n  A ld r id g e , C h ic a g o : U n iv e rs it y  o f  

Illin ois P r e s s ,  19 6 9 , 2 -3 .
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matter that can be found among Am erican Slavic scholars is generally followed 
by a strong conviction about the great “delicacy” with which the post-colonial 
subject should be treated regarding the former U SSR and its satellite countries. 
Who does not follow the protocol risks being ostracized by society.

Seen from  this angle, the work of the Am erican Slavic scholar Ewa Thomp - 
son, Imperial Knowledge, is a breakthrough in  the field o f studies on Russian 
literature.9 Its m eaning for the questions posed in  this article is im possible 
to overestim ate. Firstly, w hat is particularly im portant for Polish critics and 
scholars, Thom pson has proven her thesis and dem onstrated that a p ost-co
lonial critique can be practiced without relying on M arxist ideology. Am ong 
the various im portant conclusions for a post-colonial interpretation o f Pol
ish literature by Thom pson, two should be listed: recognition o f the im perial 
m yth as an idea penetrating the works of Russian prose and poetry in  the 19th 
and 20h centuries, as w ell as the description of the strategies o f representa
tion that helped th is literature generate a suggestive im age o f outstanding 
Russians and Russia and thereby im pressed the W est w ith  its culture and 
suffering, w hile sim ultaneously creating a stereotypical im age o f colonized 
nations (including Poles). Thom pson points to the fact that despite curious 
sim ilarities betw een the m echanism s o f hegem ony in the discourse about 
“O thers” in  the works of Russian and British w riters

Interpreting Russian literary texts as fundam entally free from  being 
engaged in its m ilitary actions, Russian and western commentators fall 
prey to the spectacular ability of those texts to avoid the look of a critic 
that could reveal their work for the empire. Russian literature achieved 
an amazing success in leading, prompting and m anaging the discourse 
about itself in a w ay that allowed it to avoid going under the scrutiny of 
research that the post-colonial scholars imposed on the British, French, 
or other Western literatures.10

3 .
D oes the p ost-colon ial v iew  on the literature o f  Russia and the U SSR  pro
posed in  Imperial Knowledge find its parallel in  the works dedicated to other 
Slavic literature? Not entirely, although filling up the “blank spot” on the post
colonial m ap through sketching the outline o f Poland's borders w ould not

9 R.F. S ta r r  h ig h lig h te d  t h e  f a c t  in h is r e v ie w , "N a tio n a l Id e n tity  an d  E x p a n s io n ism ,” (M o d e rn  

A g e , Fall 2 0 0 0 ), 4 0 8 -4 10 ,

10  T h o m p so n , E .M . Im p e r ia l K n o w le d g e : R u s sia n  L it e ra t u re  a n d  C o lo n ia lis m ,  W e st p o r t ,  C T  and 

L o n d o n : G r e e n w o o d , 20 0 0 .
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be w ithout precedence in  A m erican  Slavic studies. Such precedence exists 
w ith respect to another country from  the form er “Eastern Block” -  Bulgaria. 
Roum iana Deltcheva, an A m erican  Slavic scholar o f the Bulgarian origin, 
devoted a number o f essays to contem porary Bulgarian literature, identifying 
traces and marks left on the w orldview  o f Balkan w riters (for example, Viktor 
Paskov) by the presence of the Soviet colonizer, as w ell as by his disappear
an c e^  Steven Totosy de Zepetnek, a Canadian scholar born in Hungary, on 
the m argins o f his cultural studies, as w ell as com parative w ork pertaining 
to the varying literature o f Central Europe, w rites about Soviet colonization 
as a peculiar experience com m on to m any countries o f the region, which de
m ands a p ost-colon ial perspective. In order to describe the experience, he 
introduces his own concept of the “filtered type o f colonialism ,” distinguish
ing it from the “classic” incarnation o f the phenomenon. According to Totosy, 
Soviet colonialism , as opposed to the British or French variety, w as supposed 
to have a secondary character and realize itse lf w ith the help o f ideological, 
political, social, and cultural means.12 One can debate this view, since it could 
be difficult to identify, perhaps w ith  the exception o f Yugoslavia or R om a
nia, m eaningful differences betw een the overseas conquests o f G reat B rit
ain and political and m ilitary expansions of the U SSR in our region. W hat is 
more, Totosy talks about a second direction in which the colonization of the 
countries to the east o f the Oder River progressed (and still progress). It is 
an intellectual colonization that has its central hubs in the cultural centers of 
the West, including Germ any, France, and G reat Britain, as w ell as, to a con
tinuously greater extent, the United States. A nd so, according to the scholar, 
the m ost recent h istory o f our region w ould be the scene o f a clash between 
opposing forces in  culture, stem m ing from  two centers: W estern and E ast
ern, pointing to the “periphery” that is Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Ukraine, Bulgaria, etc. Central-Eastern Europe would thereby constitute a re
gion that has a status o f a dual periphery, according to current post-colonial 
theory: from  the perspective o f the W est (as a sphere for the export o f ideas 
and not their fair exchange) and the East (a territory to be conquered in the 
m ost literal sense). W ithout a doubt, the inferiority, or m ore precisely the

1 1  S e e  D e ltc h e v a , R. " E a s t  C e n tra l E u ro p e  a s  a P o s t-C o lo n ia lity : T h e  P ro se  o f  V ik to r  P a sk o v ,” in 

C o lo n iz e r  a n d  C o lo n iz e d . Vol. 2 O f  th e  P ro c e e d in g s  o f  th e  X V  C o n g re s s  o f  th e  in t e rn a t io n a l C o m 

p a ra t iv e  L it e ra t u re  A s s o c ia t io n  " L it e ra t u re  a s  C u lt u ra l M e m o ry ,"  L e id en , 16-22 A u g u s t  19 9 7. (T ext  

S t u d ie s  in  C o m p a ra t iv e  L it e ra t u re  26.), 5 8 9 -5 9 8 , e d ite d  b y  T. D 'H aen  a n d  P. K rü s , R o d o p i, A m 

s t e r d a m - A t la n t a  2 0 0 0  (”T he D iff ic u lt  T o p o s in -B e t w e e n : T h e  E a s t  C e n t ra l E u ro p e a n  C u ltu ra l 

C o n te x t  a s  a  P o st- C o lo n ia lity ,"  in S a rm a tia n  R eview , v o l. 18 ,  n o . 3 , 19 9 8 )

12  T ö t ö s y  d e  Z e p e t n e k , S . C o m p a ra t iv e  L it e ra t u re : T h e ory, M e th o d , A p p lic a t io n ,  A m s t e r d a m - A t 

la n ta : R o d o p i, 19 9 8 , 1 3 1 - 1 3 2 ,
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com plex o f inferiority, constitutes a characteristic cultural image o f the cul
tures and societies o f nations that were under the USSR's dom inion until re
cently.13 In order to describe this phenom enon, Totosy introduces the notion 
o f a “peripheriality that results from  suspension, from  being ‘betw een,'” an 
in-betw een peripheral zone, as characteristic o f the literary discourse of the 
region. Peripheriality is yet another post-colonial category w hich produces 
interesting results w hen used in the interpretation o f literary w orks o f the 
form er colonies produces interesting results.™

Tom islav Longinovic, a Slavic studies scholar w ith  Serbian  roots, in  his 
study dedicated to the culture o f the borderland and the politics o f identity 
based on selected works o f literature, traces the constructs o f identity based 
on an awareness o f the borderland in Gombrowicz's work, am ongst others.™ 
His study is poorly anchored in post-colonial m ethodology, however, and as 
a result it is hard to characterize his interpretations as representative of that 
approach. His book m akes us aware of certain problem s that a com parativist 
interested  in  a literary w ork o f C entral-E astern  Europe m ight encounter: 
1) the danger o f pan -S lavic  am bitions and sim plifications w h en  attem pt
ing to synthesize the experiences o f n on -R u ssian  nations; 2) the need for 
cultural differentiation  b etw een  Slavic regions 3) the difference betw een 
totalitarian  and colonial experiences (Longovic, sim ilar to Cavanagh, too 
quickly equates the tw o, w here in reality there are differences w hich make 
differentiate the critique o f to talitarian ism  w ith  post-co lon ia l attitudes). 
A s  a consequence, despite the fact th at Borderline Culture takes up issues 
im portant questions o f id en tity from  the p ost-co lo n ia l point o f view, the 
proposed take leaves m uch unsaid, in  part because o f the aforem entioned 
p an-S lavic insertions.

Independent of the methodological deficiencies that characterize such ap
proaches to research, these exam ples reveal post-colonial theoretical prob
lem atics in  relation to countries that have belonged, in  the im m ediate past, 
to the Soviet empire.™ Unfortunately, the presence o f this region w ithin  the 
discourse o f post-colonialism  is still too w eak to assum e a perm anent place 
w ithin the paradigm  of the field.

1 3  S e e  C o m p a ra t iv e  C e n t ra l E u ro p e a n  C u ltu re ,  e d ite d  b y  S . T o t o s y  d e  Z e p e t n e k , In d ian a : P u rd u e  

UP, W e st  L a fa y e t t e ,  2 0 0 2 .

1 4  S e e  D e ltc h e v a , R. E a s t  C e n t r a l Europe...

15  L o n g in o v ic , T. B o rd e rlin e  C u ltu re : T h e  P o lit ic s  o f  Id e n t it y  in  F o u r  T w e n tie th  S la v ic  N o v els, F a y e t t e 

ville : U n iv e rs ity  o f  A r k a n s a s  P r e s s ,  19 9 3 .

16  T h e  g r e a t e s t  a c h ie v e m e n t  in th is  fie ld  c a n  b e  c la im e d  b y  a n  A m e r ic a n  U k ra in ian  s t u d ie s  (I am  

th in k in g  a b o u t  w o r k s  b y  M a rk o  P a w ły s z y n  a n d  M ir o s ła w  S z k a n d rij).
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4.
In contrast to Slavic studies, English studies in the USA, as well as in  other ar
eas o f A nglo-Saxon culture, has been successful in  giving new  life to elements 
o f p ost-co lon ial theory. First o f all, such effects have already been present 
in  the early 19 8 0 s (soon after the publication o f Said 's fam ous Orientalism, 
published in  1978), in the form  o f the revision of the canon, the reinterpreta
tion o f English classics, along w ith  m any studies dedicated to the w ork of 
w riters from  the so-called  Third World, who w ere recognized, alm ost ex of
ficio, as post-colonial. The num ber o f studies conducted in the field goes into 
hundreds, i f  not thousands. A m ongst these, w e can separate several dozen 
classics, fundam ental for this trend in  A nglo-Saxon critique.

Looking at the body of work o f post-colonial critique gives an indirect an
swer to the question concerning the Polish absence from  the map o f post-co
lonial studies. The framework of the field has been created by literary theorists 
com ing principally from  un iversity circles in  the United States, w ith  m any 
or m ost of them  originating outside of Am erica. The experience acquired in 
their country o f origin (usually in  one o f the countries o f the so-called Third 
World) formed their perspective and significantly influenced the range of their 
interests. Said never hid his Palestinian origin.”  Sim ilarly to Bhabha, or Spivak 
who highlighted their Indian origins, basing their analysis of W estern imperial 
influences in literature and education on their private experiences. The same 
goes for the scholars from  Australia (B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, and H. Tiffin) 
and Ireland (G. Sm yth), w hose involvem ent in  constructing post-colonial 
discourse necessarily  m eant breaking the taboo surrounding the im perial 
dom ination o f certain w hite societies over other w hite societies, ultim ately 
including territories such as Canada, Australia, Ireland and Scotland within 
the realm  o f post-colonial literature.

We should not, however, conclude th at the subject w ith  p ost-colon ial 
status has the only right or any special prerogative for exercising the post
colonial discourse. This kind o f “nativism ,” or “reversed ethnocentrism ” is 
based  on a false theoretical assum ption that only the experience o f being 
colonized gives one a right to take up post-colonial discoursed8 This is not 
the case, of course. However, it is impossible to deny the influence that literary 
scholars com ing from  form er colonies have had on the em erging field and its 
discourse; a discourse which, founded on the methodological and philosophi
cal traditions of the West, cleared the path for to the global “m arket o f ideas”

17  H is in te r v ie w s  a re  s u g g e s t  a w id e ly  p o p u la r  p o s t io n  in t h e  U S A : P ow er, P o litics, a n d  C u ltu re :  

In t e rv ie w s  w ith  E d w a rd  W. S a id , e d ite d  b y  G . V is w a n a t h a n , N e w  Y ork : P a n t h e o n  B o o k s , 2 0 0 1.

18  S e e  M o o r e -G ilb e r t ,  B. P o s t c o lo n ia l T h e o ry : C o n te x ts , P ra c tic e s , P o litics , L o n d o n - N e w  York: 

V e rso , 19 9 7 , 87.
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for countries that had otherw ise been denied access, discrim inated against, 
or to put it mildly, remained imperceptible for and by the West itself. A  similar 
role ought to be played, it seems, by scholars and critics from  Central Europe if 
they w ant their literature to be included in  the globalized hum anities. This is 
an inclusion that it certainly deserves. From  that perspective, the awareness 
that post-colonialism  is not an exclusive property o f ethnic groups from  the 
so-called Third and Fourth Worlds, but also to body o f work o f “w hite” socie
ties dependent on power structures o f the em pire.19 The process behind the 
emergence of that awareness also coined the term  “white colonialism ” -  but 
has still not em braced the nations and cultures o f C entral-Eastern Europe. 
The exam ple o f Ireland and its colonial dependence on a stronger neigh 
bor also m erits attention, since m any Polish and Irish w riters have pointed 
to this experience as a parallel for the Polish fate.20 The introduction o f Ire
land to post-colonial discourse w as clearly m arked by the appearance o f the 
book Nationalism, Colonialism, and Literature. 21 N ot without significance for that 
groundbreaking publication w as the fact that Seam us Deane and Terry E a
gleton, two of the four authors o f the included essays, are Irish. Thanks to the 
works o f David Lloyd and publications devoted to contem porary and older 
Irish literature, the country has been perm anently included in the sphere of 
post-colonial research.22

Recognizing the colonial dependency of territories inhabited by white peo
ple w as not a straight forw ard process. On the contrary, m any post-colonial 
critics question the phenom enon o f “w hite colonialism ,” claim ing that co
lonialism , as such, is inherently connected to the dom inance o f w hites over 
others, non-whites. They tend to ignore, at the sam e tim e, the phenom enon 
of colonialism  in  Europe and concentrate on less com plicated m ethodologi
cally (and, let us add, more politically correct, as race is utilized as a prim ary 
criterion) cases o f so-called  Third W orld countries. A ll o f th is takes place 
despite the fact that there exists, as M ichael Hechter highlights in  his m ono
graph dedicated to the “internal colonialism ,” a particular model o f a colonial

19  C o m p a r e  B ry d o n , D., H. T iffin  D e c o lo n is in g F ic t io n s .

20  S e e  Ż e ro m sk i, S . "L ite ra tu ra  a ż y c ie  p o ls k ie ,” in K a rt o g ra fo w ie  d z iw n y ch  p o d ró ży . W y p isy  z  p o ls k 

ie j  k ry ty k i l it e ra c k ie j X X  w ie k u ,  e d ite d  by. M . W yk a , C ra c o w : U n iv e rs it a s , 2 0 0 4 , 16 0 .

21 E a g le to n , T., F. Ja m e s o n ,  E.W . S a id  N a tio n a lis m , C o lo n ia lis m , a n d  L ite ra tu re ,  M in n e a o p o lis : U n i

v e r s i t y  o f  M in n e s o ta  P r e s s ,  19 8 8 .

22 L loyd , D. A n o m a lo u s  S ta te s: Ir is h  W ritin g  a n d  th e  P o s t -C o lo n ia l M o m e n t,  D u rh a m : D u ke U n iv e r

s i ty  P re s s , 19 9 3 ;  C a ir n s , D. S . R ic h a rd s  W ritin g  Ire la n d , C o lo n ia lis m , N a tio n a lis m , a n d  C u ltu re ,  

M a n c h e s t e r - N e w  York : M a n c h e s t e r  U n iv e rs ity  P r e s s ,  19 8 8 . S p e c ia l is s u e  o f  a jo u rn a l w a s  d e 

v o t e d  to  Ire lan d : J o u rn a l o f  C o m m o n w e a lth  a n d  P o s t c o lo n ia l S tu d ie s: Ire la n d , P o stc o lo n ia lity ,  

a n d  C o n t e m p o ra r y  Ir is h  L it e ra t u re  (S p rin g  2 0 0 1) .
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dependency in  which white people are both colonizers and the colonized (the 
case o f Ireland, as w ell as Scotland and W hales com es to m ind). A nd David 
Lloyd, on the exam ple o f works b y Seam us Heaney, Sam uel Beckett, W illiam  
Butler Yeats, and Jam es Joyce, has proven that Irish literature does not con
stitute an anomaly, as com pared to existing m odels o f post-colonialism .23 As 
is not hard to observe, such an approach leads to the m arginalization o f the 
cultures o f European countries conquered by colonial em pires such as Great 
Britain, but also G erm any and Russia. The experience o f the European p e
ripheries o f England are often denied colonial status (a fact which Irish critics 
have learned the hard way) -  an action which pushes those places even further 
into the background, m aking them  yie ld  to the literatures and cultures o f the 
West (that is the empire cultures), as w ell as yielding to the literatures o f the 
form er overseas colonies that are promoted by post-colonial critique: India, 
South Africa, the Caribbean, Polynesia, etc. The post-colonial critics from  the 
form er white colonies -  Ireland, Australia or C anada -  concentrate m ost of 
their energy on legitim izing the post-colonial status o f their own cultures in 
the discourse of W estern hum anities. For these reasons and others previously 
identified, it is that m uch harder to fight for the place o f Poland and other 
countries in  Central and Eastern Europe in post-colonial discourse. How can 
this inclusion be achieved?

5 .
In her w ork, E w a Thom pson observed that w hile the W est, b y  m eans o f its 
p ost-colon ial critics, conducted a thorough analysis and assessm ent o f its 
im perial actions, reflected in  literature and other texts o f culture, the cri
tique o f Russia still rem ains unthinkable.24 It is the “ideology o f im perialistic 
guilt,” as Lewis Feuer25 has called it, that has becom e a foundation of the de
colonization process and lead to the emergence o f a post-colonial stance in 
university circles in the US and W estern Europe. A nd how  does the project 
o f a post-co lon ial h istory o f Russia appear w h en  seen through the eyes of

23 H e c h te r , M . In t e rn a l C o lo n ia lis m : T h e C e lt ic  F r in g e  in  B rit is h  N a tio n a l D e v e lo p m e n t, 1953-1966, 

B e rk e le y : U n iv e rs ity  o f  C a lifo rn ia  P r e s s ,  19 7 5 .

2 4  "To a llo w  S p iv a k  o r B h a b h a  to  s h a p e  t h e  a c a d e m ic  r e a c t io n s  o f  th e  W e st  to  t h e  W e st e rn  im 

p e ria lism  is like in v itin g , le t  u s  sa y , P o le s , o r  L ith u a n ia n s  to  in s t r u c t  s t u d e n t s  a t  R u ss ia n  u n i

v e r s i t ie s  in R u ss ia n  im p e r ia l ism . T h e  u n im a g in a b ility  o f  su c h  a p r o je c t  s u g g e s t s  t h e  d is t a n c e  

b e t w e e n  t h e  re la t iv e  o p e n n e s s  o f  W e ste rn  d is c o u r s e  a n d  t h e  c o n t in u o u s  d a m p in g  o f  th e  d is 

c o u r s e  in t h e  R u ss ia n  F e d e r a t io n "  (T h o m p so n , E .M . Im p e r ia l K n o w le d g e : R u s sia n  L it e ra t u re  a n d  

C o lo n ia lis m ,  W e s t p o r t ,  C T  a n d  L o n d o n : G r e e n w o o d , 2000 .)

25  F e u e r , L. Im p e r ia lis m  a n d  t h e  A n t i- Im p e r ia l is t  M in d , B u ffa lo : P r o m e t h e u s  B o o k s , 19 8 6 , 10 4 .
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Polish h istorians? Based on the historiographic m aterials dedicated to the 
Russian and Soviet em pires, it is easy to observe and trace the phenomenon, 
pointed out by Totosy, o f resistance am ong Central-European intellectuals 
to recognizing their ow n countries' colonial status in  relation to Russia and 
the U SSR .26 Józef Sm aga, author o f Rosja w 20 stuleciu, observes: “The Tsar's 
empire could not have been a tool o f exploitation o f conquered nations the 
sam e w ay other colonial em pires o f the past (Spain, Portugal) were, because 
its logic o f creating empire w as different.’^7 Similarly, the territories adjacent 
to the former U SSR are not considered in  the categories o f colonial conquests, 
but are described by m eans o f outdated Cold War rhetoric w ith  argum ents 
pointing to the expansion o f a sphere of influenced8 The central place in  the 
historian 's narration is taken b y  figures o f Soviet leaders and executioners 
of their orders. There is no analysis o f m echanism s that were used by Russia 
to build and continuously exert its power, based on the conquests of territories 
in A sia  and Eastern Europe. A s a consequence, despite highlighting Russian 
expansion and Soviet totalitarianism , the reader is presented w ith a distilled 
image in which, although Russia rem ains a country of dictatorship supported 
by society's subm ission, its politics tow ard its neighbors seem s to be free of 
the stain o f colonization. Sm aga does not see that even though Russian im 
perialism  w as indeed realized in a different style than the W estern-European 
m odel -  principally because it w as colonizing adjacent rather than overseas 
or distant territories, taken in  conjunction w ith its visib ly regressive charac
t e r 9 -  the very nature o f the phenom enon: the political, social and cultural 
dependence o f nations and ethnic groups from  Russia, especially in  culture, 
rem ains unchanged. In this regard, the works of m any Polish historians de
voted to Russia do not diverge from  the conclusions of W estern historiogra
phy, w here, for years now, the role o f a standard textbook has been assum ed

26  In m a n y  c a s e s ,  in te l le c tu a ls  fro m  C e n tra l a n d  E a s te r n  E u ro p e , e s p e c ia l ly  t h o s e  w h o  a re  m o re  

n a t io n a lis t ic  in th e ir  a t t i t u d e s ,  c a t e g o r ic a l ly  o p p o s e  e v e n  th e  v e r y  p o ss ib ili ty  o f  an  e x is t e n c e  

o f  a cu ltu ra l c o lo n ia lis m  o n  t h e  b e h a l f  o f  U S S R  [...] T h e ir  o b je c t io n s  a re  b a se d  o n  u n g ro u n d e d  

c o n v ic t io n  t h a t ”t h e  S o v ie t  c o lo n ia lis m  d id  n o t  a f f e c t  -  a n d  n o n e  fo r  s o m e  -  o t h e r  c u ltu r e s . 

T h e y  r e je c t  a v ie w  a c c o r d in g  to  w h ic h  t h e  c u ltu r e  a n d  l ite ra tu re  o f  t h e  re g io n  a re  in flu e n c e d  

b y  id e o lo g ic a l, e c o n o m ic ,  so c ia l,  e t c .  f a c t o r s  t h a t  c a m e  fro m  t h e  S o v ie t  c e n t e r .” (C o m p a ra tiv e  

L itera tu re..., 13 4 )

2 7  S m a g a , J. R o s ja  w 20 s tu le c iu ,  C ra c o w : Z n a k , 2 0 0 2 , 14 .

28  Ibid ., 16 1 - 16 2

29  " P r o g r e s s iv e  im p e ria l ism  r a is e s  t h e  s t a n d a r d  o f  liv in g  a n d  c u ltu r e . It in t r o d u c e s  t h e  e d u c a t io n

an d  a r t  to  t h e  b a c k w a r d s  r e g io n s   R e g r e s s iv e  im p e r ia l ism ...  is a im in g  t o w a r d s  c o n t in u o u s

e x p lo it a t io n  o r e x te r m in a t io n  o f  th e  p e o p le s ,  r e g a r d le s s  o f  th e  le v e l o f  it s  c iv iliz a t io n a l le v e l.” 

(L. F e u e r, Im p e ria lis m ...,  4).
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by Nicholas Riasanovsky's A  History o f Russia?0 Not even a single page out of 
the alm ost seven hundred w ithin this vast work indicates a realization about 
the colonial nature of Russia and the USSR's politics toward their neighboring 
countries. R iasanovsky successfully copies the stereotypical image of suffer
ing in the “Great Patriotic W ar” o f Russia and its neighbors, who appear, as if 
spontaneously, under its w ing, not even asking the m echanism  for the inclu
sion o f European and A sian  territories into the U SSR and Eastern Block and 
w hat w ould be the price for the nations inhabiting those territories, which 
suddenly becam e the peripheries o f the m etropolis, for being included into 
its sphere of influence.

These examples prove that the need for studies that would -  modeled after 
those devoted to the British, French, or Dutch em pires -  show  the scale o f 
the Russian colonial undertaking, basing their research on detailed data from 
various areas: politics, economy, geography, demography, as w ell as litera
ture and culture. One should not disregard inform ation such as the number 
of Russian books printed in translation in the languages o f Central-Europe, 
including Polish, in  com parison w ith the number o f publications in  the native 
language o f a given country.

Independently o f  the h istorians, however, the decisive point in  w h eth 
er Polish literature w ill exist on the m ap o f post-co lon ial critique belongs 
to scholars o f literary studies, on whether they w ill be w illing to reach for the 
m ethodology sketched by Said. However valid Cavanagh's outrage m ight be 
w hen she notes that the “im pressive post-colonial references” o f Poland do 
not translate into the inclusion of Polish literature into interest by scholars of 
post-colonialism  -  w e should not blame Am erican or Australian scholars for 
this fact. The initiative should come from  the Polish scholars.

6.
O f course, this is not about using a fashionable “ - ism ” to sell Polish works 
to an international audience, w hile dressing them  up as som ething they 
are not. It is m ore about discovering that content and excavating it in  the 
light o f day using the proper instrum ents. Post-colonial m ethodology brings 
tools w hich allow us to reach a double goal. Firstly, the categories worked out 
by p ost-co lon ialism  w ould allow  us, m ost likely, to see m any o f  our works 
through the optics o f universal hum an experience o f m ost continents from 
the last two hundred years. It would allow Polish literature, as w ell as the dis
course surrounding it, to break free from  the vicious circle o f “Polish particu
larity” and arrive at the reader who speaks another language and is educated

3 0  R ia s a n o v s k y , N.V. A  H is t o ry  o f  R u ssia ,  N e w  Y o r k - O x fo r d , UK: O xfo rd  U n iv e rs ity  P r e s s ,  20 0 0 .
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in  a different culture and tradition. Works o f our w riters w ould function in 
a general circulation in a w ay in w hich the readers w ill think about them, ac
cording to Conrad's conviction that “a man's real life is that accorded to him  
in the thoughts o f other men.”31

On the other hand, for the Polish reader the studies exploring areas so far 
unexplored and unanalyzed without post-colonial instrum ents w ould be of 
value. Here are exam ples o f questions that could be tackled: 1) a “dichotom y” 
of our literature (discourse o f the colonized and o f the colonizer)^; 2) expe
riences o f colonization and its literary representations, identifications and 
refutations (here, one could analyze the com plex o f in feriority -  feeling of 
intim idation, alienation, etc., as w ell as literary practices o f  ignoring these 
feelings); 3) identity form ed in the face o f and in  opposition to the “O ther” 
w ith w hom  there is a relation o f colonial subm ission (the “Other” as a colo
nizer is perceived by the colonized, but the colonized are also seen through the 
eyes o f the colonizer); 4) the literary im age o f w om en and m en (with a focus 
on the de-m asculinizing o f m en in Polish literature as an inseparable effect 
o f being colonized);33 5) connections betw een w orks o f art and the socio
political discourses o f the empire revealed in language, modes o f representa
tion, etc.; 6) m echanism s o f constructing counter-hegem onic discourse with 
respect to discourse o f the empire in  literature. A lso, the literary phenom ena 
know n and described from  different perspectives and in different languages 
could reveal in the post-colonial perspective their interesting, unsuspected 
dim ension. I am  thinking about the poetics o f “com ing hom e” (Zagajewski 
and M iłosz), the literature o f “small motherlands” (the prose o f Huelle, Chwin, 
and Stasiuk), creations of “im aginative space” and space in general, especially 
urban space (Herbert, Tyrmand, Nowakowski, and Konwicki), and finally the 
m otifs o f dislocation and displacem ent in their literary incarnations (M ac
kiewicz, Chwin, Zagajew ski, and Jurewicz).

3 1  C o n ra d , J. U n d e r W e ste rn  Eyes, N e w  Y o rk  - L o n d o n : H a rp e r  &  B r o th e r s  P u b lis h e rs , 1 9 1 1 ,  13 .

3 2  F o r t h e  n e e d  o f  e x p lo ra t io n  o f  t h e  im p e ria l d im e n s io n  o f  t h e  P o lish  lite ra tu re , A le k s a n d e r  F iut 

p o in te d  to  in h is P o lo n iz a c ja ?  K o lo n iz a c ja ?  (T e k s ty  D ru g ie ,  v o l. 6, 2 0 0 3 ,  15 0 - 15 6 )  H o w e v e r  a n t a g o 

niz in g  to  b o th  d ir e c t io n s  o f  p o s t -c o lo n ia l r e s e a r c h  th is  m ig h t  b e , e v e n  w h e n  s u p p o r t e d  b y  th e  

b e s t  in te n tio n s ,  it c a n  o n ly  h u rt  u n d e rta k in g  in t h e  lo n g  ru n . O n e  h a s  to  h ig h lig h t  t h a t  tr a c in g  

th e  c o lo n iz e r 's  d is c o u r s e  in o u r  p o e t r y  an d  p r o s e ,  a s  w e ll  a s  in l it e ra ry  s t u d ie s ,  e v e n  th o u g h  

it o p e n s  in te r e s t in g  p e r s p e c t iv e s  fo r  p o s t -c o lo n ia l s t u d ie s ,  sh o u ld  n o t  le a d  to  fo r s a k in g  th e  

s t u d ie s  o f  t h e  cu ltu ra l r e s u lt s  o f  b e in g  c o lo n iz e d . T h e s e  s t u d ie s ,  c o n t r a r y  to  F iu t 's  fe a r s ,  sh o u ld  

n o t  a im  a t  " p r e s e r v in g  ... th e  tr a d itio n a l a n d  s t a le  im a g e  o f  P o la n d -v ic t im , s u f fe r in g  an d  b u llied  

by  its  c o n q u e r o r s "  (152). P o s t-c o lo n ia l p r o b le m a t ic s ,  a lo n g  w ith  t h e  m e t h o d o lo g y  c o n s tr u c te d  

w ith in  t h a t  c u r r e n t  o f  th o u g h t ,  is m u c h  m o re  c o m p le x  an d  a l lo w s  fo r  a m o re  s u b t le  lo o k  th an  

co u ld  b e  g a th e r e d  fro m  t h e  e s s a y s  p r e s e n te d  h e re : t h o s e  o f  C a v a n a g h  a n d  F iu t.

3 3  M y th a n k s  g o  to  E w a  T h o m p so n  fo r  d ir e c t in g  m y  a t t e n t io n  to  t h a t  is su e .
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The contours o f the project I am attem pting to sketch here is not risk-free. 
The fate o f Ew a Thom pson's book allows us to assum e that the task w ill not 
be easy. A n  Am erican edition of Imperial Knowledge, which has been positively 
review ed by a conservative journal entitled Modern Age, has been treated in 
some circles o f Slavic studies as the product of a rowdy scholar.34 Hence, one 
h as to take into the account the p o ssib ility  o f critique, especially  from  the 
direction o f traditionally practiced Russian studies and Slavic studies, as well 
as -  possibly -  a Poland-centric and suspicious toward any kind of ’’novelties” 
Polish studies. A nd yet, the undertaking seem s worthwhile. Especially since 
the im age and reception o f our w ork in  the contem porary w orld are w hat is 
at stake. The Polish literature of the last two centuries has contained unique 
experiences o f a double colonization, the obscurity o f w hich im poverishes 
the m odern world, especially the W estern world. A  blank spot on the map of 
theory, localized by Cavanagh, has to stop terrifying us with its emptiness. But 
first and forem ost, it needs to be recognized, along w ith its rich and diverse 
problem atics, which can be revealed by post-colonial methodology.

Looking at Polish literature from  that perspective, and perhaps an eventual 
creation o f a History o f Polish Literature based on the m ethodology initiated by 
Said, is not only a possibility but a need. It is necessary to introduce our litera
ture into global circulation, in  which, as a nation w ith a rich w riting heritage, 
w e are alm ost n on -ex istent w ith  exception o f several nam es know n to the 
poetry aficionados. In the light o f the above observations, however, it is clear 
that w e have to undertake the task ourselves.

Translation: Jan Pytalski

3 4  S e e  R.F. S t a a r  N a tio n a l Id en tity...; P.I. B a r ta ,  "S la v ic  a n d  E a s t  E u ro p e a n  Jo u r n a l” Fall 2 0 0 2 , v o l. 46, 

no . 3 , 5 9 5 -5 9 6 ; K. H o k a n so n , "C o m p a r a t iv e  L ite ra t u re  S t u d ie s ” 2 0 0 1 ,  vo l. 8 3 , no . 3 ,  2 6 4 -2 6 6 .

http://rcin.org.pl




