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Izabela Surynt

Post-colonial Research and the "Second 
World": German National-and-Colonial 
Constructs of the 19th Century

The course o f the discussion, in  recent years carried on 
in  Poland, about the usefulness o f the p ost-co lon ial re ­
search in the context o f the local Polish, Germ an, R us­
sian, S lavic or other philological studies, vivid ly shows 
that the range o f the debate is still very  lim ited, in  fact 
restricted  to a few  academ ic research centers. Perhaps 
this situation stem s from  the fact that foreign philo lo­
g ies  studied in  Poland (for in stan ce, G erm an  literary  
studies) have rem ained  under the strong in fluence o f 
so called national philologies whose m ethodological so­
lutions w ere often spontaneously acquired and adapted. 
For G erm an studies in  Germ any, the p ost-co lon ial re ­
search is  still -  despite the efforts o f  a certain  h igh ly 
active group o f scholars’ -  on the m argin  o f research ­
ers' interests. This (as w ell as the language barrier, w hen 
innovative m ethodological concepts are presented  in
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English or French) m ight explain  w hy in G erm an literary studies in  Poland 
these relatively new  theoretical and m ethodological concepts are so rarely 
reached for, even though the first attem pts to read Polish, Russian or G er­
m an literature from  the p o st-co lo n ia l perspective gave som e in teresting 
results.2

A p art from  the tim e necessary to get acquainted w ith  the post-colonial 
th eses and instrum ents, w hich m eans getting used to the n ew  m ethodol­
ogy, resistance in adopting its assum ptions m ay be attributed to the fact that 
the use o f analytical and interpretative tools o f the post-colonial theory and 
criticism  has been reduced by the leading representatives o f the discipline 
(G. Spivak, H. Bhabba or L. Gandhi) to the relation betw een the First and 
the Third World, i.e. the “w hite” European W est and its “non-w hite” overseas 
colonies and dominions.

The exclusion o f the “Second W orld” from  this netw ork o f associations 
seem s to suggest that the processes o f  appropriation through textualiza- 
tion are fundam entally incom parable, while “paternalistic system atizations, 
reductionist defin itions”  ̂or “repressive character o f cultural patterns and 
m atrices”* im posed on subordinated nations in  the European-European/ 
A sian  constellation are incom m ensurate to analogical processes character­
istic  to the relation betw een the European W est and its overseas colonies. 
In her w ritings, C lare C avanagh underlines that p ost-colon ial researchers 
are specifically resistant to the counter-argum ents w hich expose a visib le 
structural analogy w ith in  the dom ination system s in the tw o m entioned 
areas. The author notices that “the very a fter-w ar h istory o f Poland appears 
to be enough o f a reason w hy this country deserves its place in the ongoing
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debate on the post-co lon ia l culture.”  ̂Her reasoning, focusing around Jo ­
seph Conrad's figure and creative output but also referring to later texts (by 
M iłosz, Herbert, Szym borska, Kapuściński), convincingly depicts the Polish 
“p ost-colon ial sensitivity.”®

This article aims at documenting the legitim acy o f a thesis (also form ulat­
ed by Cavanagh, Thom pson and others) stating the com parability or specific 
congruence between the First World's colonial culture im posed on conquered 
territories outside o f Europe and the im perial politics o f the Eastern-and- 
Central-European powers towards sm aller countries. I shall concentrate on 
the attitude represented by Germ any or rather Germ an states towards Poland 
and the Eastern borderland o f Prussia in  the 19 th century. The following issues 
w ill be, therefore, touched upon: 1) the relationship betw een national con­
structs and the post-colonial project in the G erm an-speaking public space 
from  the 18 th to the 20th century; 2) the post-colonial deconstruction o f the 
“Polish space” in  the 19 th century G erm an literature on the exam ple o f the 
Germ an colonial novel's prototype, the pioneering Gustav Freytag's book Soil 
und Haben (Debit and Credit); 3) the analysis o f “the periphery's own voice” : i.e., 
the Polish reactions to colonization of “Polishness” in  the second h alf o f the 
19th century.
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2.
According to A nna Burzyńska, “post-colonial research is prim arily devoted 
to analyzes o f political and ideological influence o f the W est on other cu l­
tures (particu larly  those o f  the Third W orld) as w ell as m ethods o f  co n ­
structing m eanings in  the areas subject to im perialist practices to justify (by 
m eans o f specific constructs o f m eanings) its com m and over the conquered 
com m unities. A nother area o f interest o f p ost-colon ial studies are strate­
gies o f repressing any ethnic m inorities that are m arginalised by dom inant 
cultures.”^

Both the p ost-co lon ial th eory represented e.g. b y  Edw ard Said, G ayatri 
Spivak, Homi Bhabba and the post-colonial criticism  (Chinua Achebe, Wole 
Soyinka, W ilson Harris and others) are m ost interested in debunking rhetori­
cal appropriation o f the cultural, ethnic, national and eventually racial O ther­
ness (all those categories are understood as cultural constructs) perform ed 
in the process o f accomplishing im perial interests by countries already being

5 C. Cavanagh, Postkolonialna Polska..., 63.

6 Ibid., 67.

7 A. Burzyńska, Kulturowy zwrot teorii..., 82.
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or only aspiring to the status of colonial power. The debunking is carried out 
by m eans o f deconstructing the hegem onic culture's narratives about the en­
counters/confrontations w ith  the Other em bodied by the conquered com ­
munity, therefore it involves ransacking texts for linguistic traces o f violence 
tow ards distinctness and its resistance to dom ination. Consequently, the 
above concerns not only the recounted or authentic colonial conquests but, 
equally, the colonization o f hum an minds.*

Even a superficial reading o f the 19 th or early 20th century Russian or G er­
m an texts about territories vio lently  annexed to the countries aspiring to 
take the power position in Europe (for exam ple Germ ans or Russians about 
Poland and Poles) already reveal sim ilar practices of narrative appropriation, 
stigm atization or elim ination o f the Other through (imagined or/and factual) 
extortion of cultural/national assimilation, discrimination of distinctness and 
its forcible expulsion from  the conquered space. A nd this is not only about 
coincidental sim ilarity to acts o f excluding certain (social, religious or profes­
sional) groups from  a defined com m unity by m eans of creating comparable 
system s o f distinctive features, but above all, it is about using -  in  processes 
of elim inating a dom inated com m unity from  a group entitled to contribute 
to the public discourse -  such categories as ethnicity or race which suggest 
a priori (and allegedly biological) otherness, therefore the inability to change 
the im posed status quo o f the object and the subject o f the domination. These 
analogies in  dealing w ith  the Other betw een the colonial context and the 
internal colonization, as the approach o f the C entral-and-Eastern European 
Center tow ards the included peripheries w as usu ally  called, not only m ay 
point to a certain sociological and anthropological constant indicating the 
w ay the w in ner behaves tow ards the defeated (and the other w ay  around) 
but they also make it possible to notice sim ilarities in the processes o f (self) 
constituting the identity and self-consciousness o f agents taking part in  co­
lonial and colonization activities.

Assum ptions and conclusions presented by Ew a Thom pson,® especially 
the results o f her analysis o f the Russian im perial politics as an equivalent or 
rather a variant o f the colonial politics, could be transposed mutatis mutandis 
to the situation in Germ an states (mainly Prussia) o f the 18th and 19th century 
and m ost o f all, to the im perial politics o f the G erm an Em pire. The latter -  
despite the short, but o f  far-reaching consequences, episode in the h istory 
o f colonialism  -  w as perceived by contem porary com m entators as a coun­
try engaged in the European colonial discourse, m ainly due to the colonial
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aw areness’ “ deeply rooted in  the public opinion and the public in terest in 
“colonial fantasies.”ii

A lread y  from  the m id - l8 th century, un der the in flu ence o f  econom ic 
and so c ia l m o d ern izatio n  and sc ien tific  exp lo ratio n  in  n o n -E u ro p ean  
countries (w hat should be m entioned  here is keen  reception  o f  research 
literature represented by the m ost estim ated G erm an scientist and travel­
ler A lexan d er von H um boldt as w ell as accounts o f  overseas journeys by 
Georg Forster and other travellers w ith  a scientific verve, also from  France 
and England), G erm an states becam e know n for the shared com prehen­
sion  o f  exp erien cin g  “p ro g re ss” as exp erien cin g  the h isto ry  o f  h u m a n ­
kind in  general. Thus, one o f  the key elem ents o f  m odern historiosophical 
concepts w as the op p osition  o f “p ro gressive” (i.e. “develop ed ”) and “re ­
gressive” (“underdeveloped”) continents, populations/nations and social 
groups. The effect o f  n oticing  cu ltural d ifferences (som etim es fe lt like a 
civilizational gap) and focusing the n arration  around them  w as w ork ing 
out a specific narrative m odel w hich  w as ch aracteristic to the m ajority  o f  
O ccidental descriptions o f “ savage” cultures and com prehensive h isto rio ­
sophical approaches in the 19 th century. A s a consequence o f adopting such 
a persp ective , d ifferen tiation , a ssessm en t and the fo llo w in g  h ierarch i- 
zation  o f  all s im u ltan eo u sly  e x istin g  p o p u latio n s/n atio n s on the E arth  
gain ed  a fu ndam ental m eaning, w hich, in  turn, triggered  d esign ation  o f  
som e stable param eters for reception  and evaluation  o f  any k ind o f  cu l­
tural/ethnic/racial otherness.

W hat is sp ecific  about the G erm an  h isto rio so p h ica l d iscourse  o f  the 
18 th and 19 th century (oflen provid ing argum ents for G erm an colonial p ro ­
jects) is  th at it  is  in terlaced  w ith  a n otio n  o f  cu lture u n d erstoo d  as an 
em bodim ent o f  the G erm an “sp irit o f  the n ation ” w hich  -  as claim ed by 
Johann G. Hender, Johann G. Fichte and o f course G eorg W.H. Hegel -  m ir­
rors individual and group striving for freedom . On the one hand, it enabled 
in strum entalization  o f  the im age o f  G erm an culture in  order to sym b o li­
ca lly  com p ensate  both  the p o litica l im p oten ce o f  the m id dle c lass  and 
the d iscontent caused by w hat w as perceived as in sufficient developm ent 
o f  the n ation  and the state. On the other hand, th is in strum entalization  
could be u sed  as a tool for assessin g  the condition o f  p articu lar “nations.”
The com bination o f  the d iscourse on culture and im ages o f  the nation and 
state w ith  the m ain  assum ptions o f  G erm an co lon ial p lans gave b irth  to 
the Eurocentric m odel o f the gradually developing w orld w hich -  by being
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centerd around the category o f  culture's progress -  expressed current G er­
m an national expectations and desires. A t the sam e tim e, it in scribed  the 
ethnic, cultural and national O therness in  the coherent and sim ple pattern 
o f  perceiving and exp lain in g the reality.

G erm an  in terest in  the co lon ial con quest o f  the w orld , how ever, not 
only w as evoked by n ational v ision s and pro jects conceptualised by a tiny 
group o f  in te llectu als search ing for the p o ssib ility  to carry  our G erm an 
“dream s o f  pow er,” but it also stem m ed from  authentic econom ic and so ­
cial p ro b lem s in creasin g  in  the firs t  decad es o f  the 19 th century. One o f  
them  w as chaotic em igration o f  G erm an states' citizens to both A m ericas 
w h ich  at th at tim e becam e a m ass phenom enon. T his tend ency s ig n ifi­
cantly contributed to reactivation  o f  som e old colonial pro jects and crea­
tio n  o f  new  ones. A ccording to the m ost recent research on colonialism ,i2 

plans o f  the colon ial expansion  attracted attention o fth e  G erm an public 
opin ion in the first h a lf  o f  the 19 th century to the m uch greater extent that 
h itherto assum ed.’  ̂The public debate on G erm any in evitab ly  p laying the 
role o f  the w orld  pow er had been  conducted (sim ilarly to other European 
countries such as Belgium ) w ith  m uch in ten sity  from  18 14  (afler N ap o­
leon's defeat) gaining w ide pub licity in  the 1830s.'4  However, its cu lm ina­
tio n  had place the 184 0 s w h en  dozens o f  p lans w ere m ade for obtain ing 
(by m eans o fpu rchase, regular settlem ent o f  G erm an em igrants, etc.) and 
establish ing overseas G erm an colon ies.’ ^

A  le itm o tif in  d iscussions on the need for G erm an p ossession s outside 
Europe is discontent caused by discrepancies betw een the current state o f 
affa irs (lack o f  the un ited  G erm an state and G erm an colonies) and faith 
in a sp ecia l cultural and civilizational m ission  to be fu lfilled  by G erm ans. 
By referring to the m edieval history, it w as often ind icated  that in  the old, 
crucial tim es, the G erm an Em pire and Hanza actively p articipated  in the

1 4 8  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 ?

12 H. Gründer, Ein„Neu-Deutschland" in Übersee -  Frühe koloniale Propaganda und erste Experi­

mente, [in:] id. ."..da und dort ein junges Deutschland gründen." Rassismus, Kolonien und kolo­

nialer Gedanke vom 16. bis zum 20. Jahrhundert, D eutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, M ünchen

1999, 9 -18; Kolonialstädte -  Europäische Enklaven oder Schm elztiegel der Kulturen?, hrsg. von 

H. Gründer, P. Johanek, Lit, M ü n ste r-H a m b u rg -B e rlin -L o n d o n  2001; H. Fenske, Ungeduldige 

Zuschauer. Die Deutschen und die europäische Expansion 1815-1880, [in:] Imperialistische Konti­

nuität und nationale Ungeduld im 19. Jahrhundert, hrsg. von W. Reinhard, Fischer Taschenbuch 

Verlag, Frankfurt a.M. 1991, 87-140; S. Zantop, Kolonialphantasien...; Kolonialismus. Kolonialdis­

kurs und Genozid....

13 Kolonialismus als Kultur..., 10.

14 H. Fenske, Ungeduldige Zuschauer..., 87.

15 H. Gründer, Ein „Neu-Deutschland" in Übersee..., 13.

http://rcin.org.pl



world's politics. This is how  a postulate o f the G erm an return to the form er 
splendour w as form ulated, for “G erm any can and m ust becom e again w hat 
they once w ere.”'®  Presently useful argum ents w ere, thus, derived from  the 
past, w hile  th ey also served  producing v isio n s o f  the bright future for the 
G erm an state as a w orld  pow er. A ccord ing to the w ords o f  H ans Fenske, 
those p lans and dem ands w ere o f  a com pensatory nature . '7  Su san  Zantop 

judges these activities in a sim ilar w ay in  her w ork on the h isto ry  o f  G e r­
m an colonial pro jects.'*

W hat played an im p ortan t role in  d issem in atin g  the id ea o f  G erm an 
nautical and colon ial pro jects, w as a liberal m agazine “A usburger A llg e ­
m ain e Z e itu n g” w ith  its  go al to p op u larise  the p ro ject o f  settin g  up the 
G erm an fleet (including naval forces) w hich w as supposed to help develop 
h igh ly profitab le overseas trade lead ing to acqu isition  o f  colon ies: “Once 
w e have the fleet, w e w ill fin d  the co lo n ies.”'®  B esid e  the trad itio n a lly  
m ercantile  ju stificatio n  o f  the n ecessity  to ow n overseas colonies, there 
in creasin g ly  appeared  n ew  p ro po sitio n s, accord ing to w hich , obtain ing 
n o n -E u ro p ea n  p ro p erties  fu n ction ed  as a typ e o f  a so c ia l sa fe ty  valve.
In v iew  o fth e  econom ic crisis and grow ing discontent o f  the m asses, the 
au th o rities p erce ived  m ovin g the rad ica lised  p op u latio n  to the e s ta b ­
lished  colonies as cou nter-m easures easing  tension  w ithout the need o f  
introducing any changes in  the country. This thought w as fo llow ed by the 
“fath ers o f  G erm an  n atio n a lism ” w ho tried  to use the “n atio n a l” energy 
o f  G erm an settlers (im agined as represen tatives o f  “re a l” culture) to s e ­
cure G erm an  d om ination  in  the N ew  W orld. N oticing the p o ssib ility  o f  
sim u ltaneously  b rin gin g so lutions to several burn ing in ternal problem s 
ow in g to em igratio n  encou raged  the p o litica l and in te llectu a l e lites to 
in ten sively  w o rk  on p ro jects o f  the sta te-co n tro lled  settlem en t p o litics 
in  the overseas countries. The p lan  assum ed concentrated settlem en t o f 
em igran ts from  the G erm an  states  on a lim ited  te rr ito ry  in  order to let 
them  m ain tain  their n ation al id en tity  w ithout giving  in  to the a ssim ila ­
tion  pressure. A s an effect, there appeared an idea to m ake Latin  A m erica 
the destination continent for the G erm an em igration because the a ssim i­
lation  pressure perceived as a threat from  the side o f  Sp an ish  A m ericans 
w as considered to be less in tense than  the one w h ich  -  as it w as thought
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back th en  -  ch aracterized  A n g lo -A m erican s.^ “ (S im ilar o p in io n s w ere 

also w idespread  in  the Polish public debate o f  the late 19 th century evoked 
by m ass em igration  o f  Poles to A m erica).

A s a result, G erm an h istory o f co lon ialism  is directly related  w ith  the 
concepts o f creating a m odern G erm an nation and the colonial thought is 
one o f elem ents building the G erm an understanding o f the “nation.”2i It is 
w orth reiterating that the goal o f the G erm an colonial politics -  apart from 
econom ic b en efits  and p reservation  o f the so c io -p o litica l system  -  w as 
supposed to be national integration (or consolidation), w hile the colonial 
activ ities w ere to be crow ned w ith  the b eautifu l future for G erm an s as a 
nation o f conquerors, thanks to w hich they could perm anently (and in  the 
brightest o f colors) becom e a part of the world's history. 22 There is one stable 
pattern o f argum entation w hich is characteristic to the collective narration 
about the need o f the colonial expansion. It invariably contains the fo llow ­
ing elem ents: the m ission to popularize Christianity, the civilizational m is­
sion, the evolutionary m odel o f the hum ankind developm ent, the exposure 
o f b iological and racial differences and the m eaning o f colonial conquests 
for the w orld developm ent in  the historiographic perspective .23

This is w hy Ew a Thom pson's postulate to realize the im portance o f the 
ethnic and n ational factor in  the p ro cesses o f  factual and rhetorical a p ­
propriation o f C entral-an d -E astern  European and A sian  territories by the 
em pires o f the “Second W orld ,” 24 should obligatorily be taken into account 
in research on the Po lish -G erm an  relations in  the 19 th and 20‘h century as 
w ell. This suggestion m ain ly stem s from  the fact that the m odern G erm an 
discourse on Poland is an effect o f num erous harm onizing and interfering 
w ith  each other public debates occupying the G erm an public opinion since 
the second h alf o f the l8 ‘h century. The discourse, thus, w as fundam entally 
affected not only by d iscussions linked w ith  the experience o f m oderniza­
tion but also by considerable in tensification o f nation-build ing processes 
on the territories o f  the G erm an sta tes . 25 W hereas the least know n and
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scientifically analyzed m atter is the overlap o f the discourse about Poland 
and Poles w ith  the G erm an colonial project. It should be m entioned that, 
so far, on ly a few  scholars d irectly connected the w ay  o f com prehending 
the East (including Poland and Poles) w ith  the G erm an (Prussian) colonial 
thought .26

A s dem onstrated above, both the discussions on the necessity to acquire 
colonies and praise or criticism  of colonialism  were one o f the m ost crucial, 
although extrem ely controversial problem s alm ost incessantly em erged in 
the G erm an-speaking public space from  the 18 th century. The com m on n ar­
rative practice w as also to interpret internal colonization as a colonial activ­
ity  equivalent (according to contem porary theories -  rather an attem pt to 
com pensate the absence27) to overseas initiatives o f such European powers 
as England or France. The definition o f colonialism  worked out by the cul­
tural studies em phasizes the fact that it is a practice o f the foreign rule over a 
territory conquered or in other w ay annexed/incorporated, or -  despite the 
considerable geographical distance -  com bined w ith  the colonial power; a 
practice which is characterized by operationalization of the cultural difference 
as a strategy legitim izing political inequality .28 C olonialism , therefore, is a 

power relation betw een two groups. One o f them  is a culturally different and 
reluctant towards the assim ilation m inority o f colonizers who decide about 
all fundam ental issues concerning the colonized population, being entirely 
dependent on the external political, econom ic, social and other interests o f 
the colonial pow er ,29 w hich are, at the sam e tim e, strange/unim portant to 
the local inhabitants. W hat is crucial, colonialism  is not just a dom ination 
system  which m ay be approached from  the perspective of the history of power 
structures but also, or maybe first o f all, interpretation o f this system . It p ri­
m arily involves a continuous em phasis on three narrative strategies in the 
colonial discourse: 1) constructing distinctness, considered to be less valuable 
or even worthless, and its appropriation; 2) spreading the conviction o f the 
civilizational m ission of colonial power and its “clear” duty to complete this
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m ission; and 3) “utopia of apoliticality,” i.e. allegedly apolitical adm inistration 
of colonized territories.^“

Such organization o f pow er relations is also typ ical o f the relations b e ­
tw een Center and Periphery in  m odern European national states. Moreover, 
there are evident analogies in  the processes o f building collective identity,3i 
and this applies both to the ruling m inority and the ruled majority. It is out­
standingly visible in  creating auto- and heterostereotypes in  the conditions 
of the foreign rule. The Otherness of the native population is often interpreted 
as “existential distinctness ,” 32 which is by no m eans subjected to adaptation 
in favour of one's own concept o f Sam eness. U we-K. Ketelsen underlines that 
in Germ an visions o f the European East (including Poland) prevails a convic­
tion o f its absolute incom parability to com prehending itself, its fundamental 
Otherness ,33 while the very East appears as “fascinating, although threatening 
space of prehistory .” 34 W hat is also typical o f these images is the elimination of 
a sharp sem antic boundary betw een the notions o f distinctness and strange­
ness or even hostility. 35

It is im portant to notice the situation o f not only rejecting and definite 
distancing onese lf from  im ages o f culturally “regressive” groups w hich are 
allegedly doomed to be civilized from  the outside -  these opinions were d is­
sem inated by the ruling m inority (not only politically and econom ically but 
also in term s o f defining and explaining the reality) -  but also voluntary ab­
sorption o f the construct o f Otherness program d by som e representatives of 
the dominated m ajority w ithin the hegem onic culture. This, however, w as not 
an obstacle in  conducting a discourse o f resistance towards the dom ination 
w ith the help o f m im icry techniques.

The overlap o f  the G erm an  colon ial d iscourse w ith  the p lans to “c iv i­
lize” Eastern peripheries o f Prussia and A u stria  w as partially  triggered by 
the above m entioned configuration o f potential profits for the given social 
groups and po litical circles. To the id eo logists o f P ru ssia  and the future
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Germ an national state, propagating em igration outside Europe only seem ed 
to be an em ergency exit, only partially securing G erm an national interests.
The real w orry o f the G erm an national project were -  in  m any (especially 
“Borussian”36) authors' opinion -  Eastern parts o f Prussia due to the con­
stant threat from  the centrifugal forces such as national am bitions o f Poles 
and other nationally  m obilized com m unities. The potential change in  the 
direction of em igration from  the Germ an states (for instance to “dangerous” 
Eastern regions) w as expected not only to help achieve the above m entioned 
benefits sim ilar to those guaranteed b y the overseas conquest, but also to 
solve econom ic, social, and political problem s caused by those “uncertain” 
parts o f the Prussian state.

The effort to provide argum ents justify in g  the n ecessity  to re-d irect 
m asses o f Germ an settlers to Eastern Europe w as prim arily m ade by writers 
who “thought and felt like Prussians” and who, in  their argum entation, used 
facts from  the history o f the Polish-Germ an relations perceived and assessed 
as a sequence o f events show ing the cultural and civilizational superiority 
o f Germ ans over Slavic nations. Above all, such argum entation pattern w as 
m eant to serve docum enting the historical right o f Prussia to take lead o f the 
desired united Germ an state. Prom oting the idea o f the G erm an m ission to 
civilize the East had two basic functions: firstly, to prove superiority o f Prus­
sia over A ustria  (its rival in  the race for pow er in  the future united Germ an 
state) based on the colonial efficiency, and secondly, to design the future of 
the national Germ an state as colonial power.

The integrative potential in  the borderland w here lines dividing Sam e­
ness from  O therness are outstandingly vivid w as long know n to the ideolo­
g ists o f  the nation com ing from  the borderline territories such as G ustav 
Freytag w ho w as born in  Upper S ilesia  (more on this topic later in  the arti­
cle). In his extraordinarily popular novel from  18 5 5  SollundHaben (Debit and 
Credit), he presented in an alm ost exem plary m anner the consolidating p ow ­
er o f the ethnic and cultural borderland in a scene o f m ilitary organization 
o f all G erm an settlers in  the Grand Duchy o f Posen w ith  no regards o f their 
regional or social background or their religion, in  the face o f the threat from  
the nation's enem y -  the Polish insurgents. The G erm an tendency to unite 
in  order to fight for their interests, w hich are sim ultaneously the interests
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o f the Prussian state in  the East, are depicted as the first step tow ards the 
com m on un ity o f Germ any and the Germ an national state. In this situation, 
older im ages o f the special G erm an m ission  in  Europe, constructed by the 
first “prophets o f nationalism ,”^̂  such as Johann G. Fichte, Ernst M. Arndt, 

or Friedrich L. Jahn could freely enter into a close relationship w ith  hitherto 
prevailing postulates o f “the G erm an expansion in  the E ast” e.g. form ulated 
by Karl A d o lf M enzel.38

A  contem porary Germ an scholar Peter Johanek sum m arizes the attitude 
o f prussophile authors towards Slavic nations by referring to the quotation 
from  M oritx Heffter's book Der Weltkampf der Deutschen und Slaven (The World’s 
Struggle o f Germans and Slavs) in the following way: “Hence, Germ ans becam e 
representatives o f culture in  the uncivilized area o f Europe where it w as Slavs 
who, till G erm an settlers cam e, w ere nothing m ore than savage nom ads o f 
A sia  or Indians in A m erica.”. However, these analogies can be found in the 
Germ an discourse m uch earlier, for exam ple in  the very works by J.G. Herder 
who criticized the behavior o f Franconians and Saxons towards their Slavic 
neighbours. He describes the devastation o f Slavic culture on the W est from  
the Elbe River and at the Baltic Sea by G erm anic tribes:

Already in the tim es o f Charles the Great those m ilitary invasions b e­
gan, their cause being of course the desire of profits from trade, although 
the pretext w as Christianity. Obviously, it w as easier for heroic Franks 
to treat the hard-w orking nation of farm ers and merchants like slaves 
than to learn their skills themselves. What Franks began, Saxons finished; 
in entire provinces, Slavs were either exterminated or forced to slavery, 
whereas their properties were divided between bishops and gentry. Their 
trade at the Baltic Sea was destroyed by Northern Germans; Vineta was 
ruined by the Danish and Slavic survivors in  Germ any make us think 
about the resemblance to what the Spanish did to Peruwians.39

According to Johanek, Germ an historiography of the 19 th and 20th century ea­
gerly presented Eastern-European territories inhabited by Germ an settlers 
as a parallel or equivalent of the European overseas colonies.”*“ He sees one
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of the reasons for such analogy in  “Borussian” w riters' enthusiasm  to Freder­
ick Il's politics towards the East which could be com pared to the expansion 
outside Europe thanks to -  at first glance -  sim ilar m ethods o f urban iza­
tion and settlem ent.4'  Even the very expression Drang nach Osten (“pressure 
towards the East”) has som e overseas connotations. Legitim ization o f G er­
m an appropriation of the European East is m ainly based on statem ents about 
“the historical law  and its com prehensive progress”42: i.e., on the club law  in 
term s o f civilization, ennobled by science w ith the help o f the theory o f evo­
lutionary developm ent. Ferdinand Lassalle expresses this figure o f thought 
rem arkably concisely: “H aving th is law  [historical law  -  author's note] on 
their side, the A nglo-Saxon race conquered Am erica, France conquered A l­
geria, England -  India, and nations o f Germ an origins took lands away from  
Slavic populations .” 43
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3.
In her analysis o f the 19th century Russian literature (works by Pushkin and 
Lerm ontov), Ew a Thom pson aim s at show ing “how  Russian w riters m ed i­
ated the Center's power, restraining the country's borderland from  raising 
their voice and expressing their experience as the subject, not peripheries 
attached to the Center.”** The m ost im portant topic o f the reflections became 
the “m ediating pow er techniques” w orked out in texts o f literature as they 
played a role o f m eans and tools o f acquiring im perial/colonial possessions 
through narration, i.e. cultural appropriation o f the conquered territories. 
W hat is characteristic to th is type o f strategies stabilizing status quo in  the 
Center is “condemning peripheries to civilizational invisibility.”*̂  The space 
found and annexed by colonizers is depicted as non-existent civilizationally, 
alm ost desolate territories hitherto rem aining beyond history. Com m enting 
on this phenomenon present in  Russian literature treating about the conquest 
o f the Caucasus, Thom pson states: “It's as i f  native nations and histories did 
not exist or existed only to put Russians in the position to govern them.”*® The 
researcher also underlines that “sim ilarly to other colonial literatures, Russian

41 Ibid., 29.

42 F. Lassalle, Gesam m elte Reden und Schriften, t.i, hrsg. von E. Bernstein, Berlin 1919, 33.

43 Ibid.

44 E. Thom pson, Trubadurzy Imperium..., 2.

45 Ibid., 42.

46 Ibid., 114.
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characters in the Caucasus talk to each other but not to native inhabitants. 
They speak about natives but they do not have conversations w ith  them , as 
Gayatri Spivak w ould say .” 47

It is also specific h ow  im p eria l-co lo n ia l w riters often  approached the 
silent (and so incapacitated) object o f presentations, nam ely “the attitude 
o f the universalizing subject ” 48 w hose story w as m eant to give start to the 

historical emergence of heretofore invisible and silent spaces. Consequently, 
the beg inn ing o f  th eir existence w a s  m arked b y  the act o f  appropriation
-  in terpretation o f the “regressive” or even se lf-con sc iou sly  non -existent 
native com m unity in  the categories o f  the in ternal d iscourse im posed  by 
the “civilized” “universalizing subject.” Not noticing, then taking aw ay the 
conquered territory and its inhabitants' “own voice” and replacing it w ith the 
Center's voice, i.e. rem oving its story from  the historical memory, served not 
only legitim izing forceful appropriation o f the im agined “no m an's land.” It 
w as, above all, about stabilizing the em pire's pow er through the im position 
o f the cultural id en tity being nearly alw ays in  conflict w ith  the m odels o f 
“defensive identities o f colonized nations.”*® W riters w ho identified th em ­
selves w ith  the goals o f im perial-colonial politics o f their ow n country, vo l­
untarily legitim ized its activities and m ost o f all, constructed the em pire's 
v ision  o f “un iting it, h id ing fissures and breaks in its structure, protesting 
against its disintegration.” “̂

A ll the above findings of Ewa Thompson, concerning the 19 th century Rus - 
sian literature telling the story o f the lands conquered by the Russian empire, 
could be perceived in  the context o f literary w orks o f G erm an authors who 
described Germ an settlement on the Eastern borderland of the Prussian state. 
Particularly distinct sim ilarities to the narrative appropriation o f the O ther­
ness are m anifested in  the w ritings o f the already m entioned G ustav Freytag 
on the basis o f which I w ould like to briefly elaborate on those analogies.5i 

G ustav Freytag w as born in  18 16  in  Kreuzburg (Upper Silesia), studied 
in W rocław  and Berlin, then settled in Saxony (Leipzig), and the last years 
o f his life he spent in W iesbaden (he died in  1895). A lready during his stud­
ies, he m et leading representatives o f the national-liberal thought in Silesia.
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Later -  as an editor o f the popular magazine o f a national-Prussian and lib­
eral profile “Die Grenzboten” published in  Leipzig -  he promoted a political 
program  based in the idea o f constitutional monarchy, whereas w ith regards 
to the national matter, he opted for so called “sm all Germ any” -  united under 
the lead of Prussia w ith exclusion of the Habsburg Monarchy. But above all, he 
w as fam ous for being a writer, especially as an author o f a Germ an best- and 
long-seller from  before 1945, a novel entitled Soll undHaben (Debit and Credit) 
from  1855. Today, he is m ainly known am ong literary theoreticians and G er­
m an philology students -  the latter m ost often learn about him  as one o f the 
first Germ an theoreticians of bourgeois realism . In addition, Freytag wrote a 
novel Die verlorene Handschrift (The Lost Manuscript, 1864), a series o f historical 
novels DieAhnen (TheAncestors, 18 7 2 -18 8 0 ) and a few -volum e w ork o f h is ­
toriographic am bitions Bilder aus der deutschen Vergangenheit (Pictures from  the 
German Past, 18 55-186 6 ).

Already in his first journalistic texts, Freytag presented strategies o f creat­
ing the Polish space which he successfully used (the evidence being unusually 
high circulation o f his books) in  his other w orks. One o f them  is his visib ly 
favoured genre o f literary description or letter from  a journey which offers an 
entire spectrum  o f rhetorical m eans of expression enabling the author to a l­
m ost lim itlessly manipulate the recipients' emotions. This was possible owing 
to Freytag's skills to im personate various narrator's roles -  from  an inexpe­
rienced Englishm an travelling across Poland (he published these texts under 
the pseudonym  “W illiam  Rogers”), through a keen observer o f the ongoing 
changes, to a naïve, average reader o f “Die Grenzboten” sending his im pres­
sions from the journey around the country to the magazine's editors. Creating 
such a correspondent w hose stance w as intended to seem  neutral, affected 
by his personal experience o f O therness and ostensible readiness to accept 
distinctness without reluctance and obtrusive moralizing as well as constantly 
evoking a bond (of trust) betw een the sender and the recipient by referring 
to the com m unity o f language, education, culture, experience, mentality, and 
perception o f the world, are narrative techniques regularly used by Freytag in 
portraying Poland and Polish people.

A  characteristic synthesis o f this optics can be found in the writer's m ost 
popular novel. On the descriptive level, however, a technique used for portray­
ing Polishness could be nam ed a principle o f cum ulating negative features 
or a poetics o f deprivation ,52 m otivating and m aintaining the exclusion and 
stereotyping o f O therness through the attribution o f solely negative traits.
The fragm ents quoted below  com e from  Freytag's journalism  and concern 
the general im pression not only the “Polish” m aterial reality but also “Polish”
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culture m akes on the Germ an observer. The “Polish” countryside horrifies the 
author o f the article in “Die Grenzboten” as “their estates represent the lowest 
condition o f culture, their flocks are wretched, their living prem ises are sadly 
dilapidated, often being little m ore than plain blocks w ith  thatched roofs .” 53 

“Polish” culture as personified by the Polish noblem an doesn't give a much 
better impression: “Never have I seen such frightful obscurity, naïve ignorance 
com bined w ith bits and pieces o f diverse socialist theories. A  rotten mixture 
filled this beautiful vessel.” *̂

Another m arker of Freytag's narrative practices is “nationalization” of the 
landscape m anifested in -  as it m ay initially appear -  contradictory represen­
tations of the Polish nature and land as w ell as the national d im ension o f this 
imagery. In opposition to techniques used by Freytag to create and evaluate 
the Polish “national character” invariably along the same matrix, “Polish” land­
scapes, depending on the context, undergo revaluation. On the one hand, the 
author em phasizes the luxuriance, fertility, and beauty o f the “Polish” nature, 
constructing the idyllic space, the nearly archaic land o f nature untouched by 
civilization; on the other hand, such creation exposes the land as wild, em pty 
and dangerous which is a sign of anarchy and lack of culture. A s Freytag writes 
in one o f his articles in “Die Grenzboten,” “there are m any places w here not 
a single tree is le ft standing; all is scattered around on the ground. Yet the 
losses are quickly balanced since the exuberance with which local trees -  even 
beeches and oaks -  shoot upwards is stupendous .” 55

The representations o f the w ilderness o f the Polish nature contain two 
modes o f its perception and assessm ent. The first of them  foreshadows happi­
ness and luck in the future as a reward for the German work in the “wilderness” 
and the order introduced in the East, while the second one symbolizes the Pol­
ish “national character,” pointing to inefficiency, lack of thrift and civilizational 
potential. These deficits o f the Polish character help legitimize Germ an rights 
to unrestrained colonization of the East. Freytag puts it straightforwardly:

I travelled regions where bogs and marshes covered m any square miles, 
although they could, with little effort, be eradicated by regulating or w id ­
ening of the riverbeds. Here and there Germ an colonizers proved how 
easily it w as to transform  the stinking m arshes into m ost healthy and 
beautiful crop fields. But the Polish rarely think of such improvements.
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They are confined either by the dubious virtue of being satisfied with little 
or treating their fathers' legacy with reverence, [^ ] , or, from the German 
point of view, by their ignorance and laziness .56

This attitude results in  y e t another strategy o f speaking about Poland and 
Poles, nam ely the exoticization/orientalization o f the Polish nature and land­
scapes (Polish forests are jungles, Polish sandy lands are steppes and deserts 
like Sahara). The sam e treatm ent is applied to inhabitants o f those territo­
ries w hom  Freytag showed as “savage” and uncivilized nom ads dangerous to 
travellers and settlers.

In his m ost popular novel Soil und Haben, Freytag deliberately makes use of 
the strategy o f exoticization/orientalization of Otherness, comparing the cre­
ated personae of Poles (Polish insurgents) and Indians in Am erica, although 
such figures o f thought appear in his works much earlier, for example, in  the 
already quoted article from  “Die Grenzboten ” :

Hearing these words, we came out of the forest and in front of our eyes, 
on a nearby hill, there w as a group o f [a Polish revolutionary's] robust 
companions calling to us cheerfully. In the sunset light, they looked like 
a beautiful painting -  a true masterpiece. But shall I be doomed to never 
shake a hand of a free man, if they seem ed to me anything more than a 
bunch of wild Indians, a horde of Pawnee Loups in the Missouri river val­
ley, fit for borderline fights, novels and dramas, but unfit for living.
[... ]
When young Poles cry: make us free, then we will become strong and good 
and Poland will be happy, they start resembling the poor Indian who got 
intoxicated w ith fire w ater and sings his w ar song: we w ill banish the 
White Men beyond the Great Water and then the land will belong to the 
Red Man, and all tribes scattered around the steppe will gather to smoke 
a great pipe of peace. We listen to this song, it is moving, but we give no 
credence to it at all.57

In particular, this narrative strategy is evident in  fictional scenes o f the in ­
tensify in g  conflict b etw een  Poles and G erm ans on the form er Polish te r­
ritories w hich Soil und Haben already depicts as an integral part o f the Prus­
sian  state (literary theoreticians trace here the echoes o f  the 184 8  events 
in  G reater Poland) and in  exaggerated ly  grotesque im ages o f  the Polish
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uprising  and in surgen ts (perhaps the w riter refers to the 18 4 6  events in 
C racow  and G alicia). The descriptions o f encounters w ith  insurgents a s ­
saulting innocent travellers or “decent” (Germ an) citizens suggest an a f­
fin ity  w ith  im ages o f  the A m erican  “W ild  W est.” Just like “w ild ” Indians, 
Polish insurgents bother peacefu lly  oriented G erm an m erchants, taking 
aw ay their luggage (as spoils o f w ar), ripping o ff their clothes (as trophies) 
and eventually, cutting o ff their hair (equivalent to a scalp) together w ith  
perform ing a terrifying dance (war dance) and shouting out unintelligible 
w ords w hich  the narrator associates w ith  m agic spells (pagan practices). 
Freytag sees the lead ers o f  the up risin g  as “tribal ch iefs” w ith  w hom  it is 
necessary to negotiate like w ith  “savages” or children. The idealized figure 
o f the m erchant Schröter, accom panied by the m ain character o f the novel 
A nton W ohlfart, in itiates a conversation w ith  the insurgents by saying: “We 
are your friends! The m en o f peace!.” This constellation clearly resem bles 
difficult contact betw een “civilized” European/A m erican settlers and “b a r­

b arian ” but childish  Indians. A nd, according to the logic o f such cultural 
contact, the latter -  just like children -  subm it to G erm an cultural superi­
ority and give in their positions. The borderline w here the Polish-G erm an 
encounter takes place at the intersection o f the two cultures (or culture and 
non-culture) is at the sam e tim e a line that divides the world into the “good” 
and “bad” part, the “civilized” and “regressive,” the “fam iliar” and “strange” 
one, but also into tw o spheres: one's own everyday life com m onness and a 
strange, un fam iliar land w here one could enjoy adventures h itherto only 
know n from  books. It is a m ythical borderland separating the East from  the 
W est, the Occident from  the Orient.

On the other hand, the exoticization o f Polishness is perform ed by m eans 
o f drawing a parallel w ith  “A sian n ess” (orientalism ). In h is descriptions o f 
“savage” country seats o f the Polish gentry, taken over by the Germ an coloniz­
ers, the author ceaselessly em phasizes its oriental nature. The im pression is 
strengthened by the analogy betw een Polish lands and Sahara or continuous 
evocation o f im ages showing m erchant caravans trekking across Polish im ­
m ense w ilderness in  order to find m ore “civilized” places to rest, like oases 
in the desert. The writer's perpetual oscillation betw een attributing “Indian 
nakedness” to Polishness and assigning to it the oriental wealth, luxury, eroti­
cism  and finally, despotism  indicates how  pow erfully Freytag's im pressions 
on Poland and Poles were dependent on the currently dom inant convictions, 
according to w hich unclaim ed, “w ild ” and em pty spaces in  A s ia  or A m eri­
cas should rem ain still expecting their (W estern-European) discoverers to 
eventually gain its place in the history. This is w hy the Eastern peripheries of 
Prussia/Germ any (but also Polish lands) are inscribed in the stereotype of the 
Orient or the “savage” N ew  World.

i 6 o  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 ?

http://rcin.org.pl



The topography o f the described nature and landscapes is also subordi­
nated to the logic, according to w hich Poles are perceived and depicted as 
“savages.” In the opening passages o f Soll und Haben which treat about the Pol­
ish revolution, the topography o f the region plays a much lesser role than in 
other parts o f  the novel in  w hich the G erm an civilizational m ission  in  the 
East is the central them e. The author constructs space as unw ritten em pti­
ness or a w ild  and uncontrollable void untouched by the hum an hand. It is an 
“ownerless prairie,” a no man's land, neglected and forgotten by the world. In 
Freytag's presented world, however, these flat, one-dim ensional, empty, and 
endless spaces becom e the prom ised land awaiting its discoverer and savior 
who w ill open it to civilizational progress and history. Interpreting Freytag's 
im ageries w ith the help o f a m ental m ap, one could find in them  reflections 
over the power and methods o f appropriation o f Otherness. The author builds 
a picture o f the prim al, archaic w orld  w hich exists beyond m ovem ent and 
tim e. It has no borders, roads, w alls, fences or bridges -  no traces o f civiliza­
tion. The hom ogeneous flatness o f the Polish landscape is deprived o f hills, 
m ountains or sum m its w hich w ould sym bolize the Center, i.e . pow er and 
authority. Endlessness and borderlessness as w ell as flatness o f th is space 
im ply both uncertainty and m enace, for it is not possible to embrace it w ith 
one look, hence control it. The only elem ent fulfilling this uncivilized void is 

the fearsom e Polish prim eval forest.
A  narrative strategy Freytag eagerly uses is sem anticization o f the Polish 

forest as a place o f m ythical adventures experienced by literary characters and 
at the sam e tim e, an allegory o f the G erm an cultural victory in the East. In 
order to reach Paradise situated behind the dangerous forest (thus, to achieve 
the goal o f civilizing and appropriating O therness) one m ust be put to test 
of forest. This involves hacking through the threatening w ilderness, fighting 
both dangers com ing from  the outside and one's ow n w eaknesses to be re ­
warded for the courage and hardship. The prom ise o f getting to the Paradise 
is inscribed in Freytag's m odels o f the Polish landscape. Despite the threat in 
descriptions o f the Polish nature, they often contain a prognosis o f happiness 
and luck. Greenness glim m ering in the sea of sand or the praise o f fertility and 
abundance of lands occupied by Germ an settlers are a guarantee o f abundant 
harvests in the future. O verwriting old signs w ith the new  ones (new objects 
and topographic nam es) w hich com pletely cover the previous character o f 
the space, is a process o f gradual absorption and elim ination o f the Other. 
Hence, the nearly ritual enlisting o f G erm an civilizational trium phs in the 
East: building roads, dam s and bridges, developing cities, founding new  set­
tlem ents, clearing forests, drying m arshes, and transform ing them  into fertile 
crop fields. Ewa Thom pson found sim ilar elem ents of the “colonial superior­
ity” in  Russian literature, thus: “rich w ritings, repugnance towards primitive
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people o f inferior customs, the ability to use resources of the conquered lands 
for good purposes (healing wounds, building new  houses and parks) . ” 58 

Consequently, the narrative colonization, or rhetorical tam ing and ap ­
propriation o f the space belonging to the Other m eans its defragm entation 
and total dism antling followed by com posing a com pletely new  entity out of 
these elem ents, entity arranged along the clear borderlines. Such construc­
tion of periphery makes it an integral part o f the empire and not an alien body 
within its frames. The Am erican researcher summarized narrative practices of 
Russian authors in  the following way: “W ith the help o f literature, enormous 
non-Russian territories have been appropriated. People came up w ith trad i­
tions which showed borderlands o f the empire as equally Russian as M oscow 
itself.” 59 This conclusion m ay be repeated w ith no restraints in reference to the 
stance adopted by German writers who were enthusiasts of Prussia: rhetorical 
appropriation o f Eastern territories annexed by Prussia took place through 
creation o f new  traditions and erasure of the local population's m em ory from 
oral h istory  together w ith  m uting the peripheries' “ow n voice.” Effectively, 
Gustav Freytag could freely make the narrator o f Soil und Haben say words full 
o f colonial arrogance and impudence:

His life [that of Fritz von Fink, a German colonist] will be an endless, v ic­
torious fight against morose ghosts of this land and from the Slavic castle 
[taken over b y Germ an colonists] a num ber o f strong young m en will 
come out -  a new German line, assiduous with their bodies and souls, and 
will take control of this land: the generation of colonists and conquerors.®“

In effect, the work can be read as a pioneering/colonial novel or an “Eastern- 
colonial”6i one, as suggested by the Germ an literary critic U w e-K. Ketelsen. 
Not only does it follow  the narrative model, topic and sym bolic spatial order 
typical o f European colonial literature, but it consciously promotes coloniza­
tion o f the E ast as an equivalent o f overseas conquest and an alternative to 
Germ an em igration to Am erica.

i 6 2  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 .
In the last part o f this article I w ould like to m ention one m ore issue crucial 
to the p ost-co lon ial research -  the “ow n voice,” authenticity and m im icry.

58 E. Thom pson, Trubadurzy Imperium..., 101-102.

59 Ibid., 76.

60 G. Freytag, Soll und Haben, [in:] id. Gesam m elte Werke, t. 4-5, Leipzig 1886-1887, 398.

61 Cf. U.-K. Ketelsen, Vier Jungens gehen zur See...
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A ccording to H om i Bhabba,*2 the notion o f m im icry  defines specific am ­

bivalence related w ith  the post-colonial discourse. It is a form  o f im itation 
(enforced or w illingly adopted) o f the patterns produced by the hegem onic 
culture and the w ay o f thinking inscribed in it, characteristic to individuals 
and/or groups representing the colonized com m unity. M im icry, i.e. proper 
adjustm ent to speaking from  the dom inant point of v iew  is not, as stated by 
Duć-Fajfer,

a simple reproduction of the colonising culture, behavior, customs and 
values is a parody close to mockery but also a threat resulting from break­
ing the colonial authority by the potential mockery. Threat contained in 
mimicry, however, does not stem from open resistance but from the w ay 
it is suggested that sim ilarity of the im itating identity to the colonized 
is not absolute.63

On the other hand, Bhabba underlines the power o f m im icry as destabilizing 
for the hegem onic discourse. This perspective could be employed to interpret 
statements by the 19th century Polish w riters intensively learning the Germ an 
(or m ore generally, the conquerors') public discourse. This is clearly visible 
in the case of im ages o f the “savage nature” and civilizational regressiveness 
of Poles prom oted by Germ an literature and journalism . Those im pressions 
found the reflection in  the stereotype o f a Polish-Indian w hich also returns 
in Polish constructs o f Sam eness o f the period.

The heated debate carried on in the 1860s and 1870s over the future o f the 
Polish society (later included in the organic work program ), on the one hand, 
shows the process o f taking over certain models o f thinking from  the hegem ­
onic discourse, on the other hand, distinctly proves that the m echanism s of 
such adaptation reveals their subversive potential. W hat is at stake here is not 
so much “m ockery” or “irony” (in Bhabba's understanding) as the possibility to 
turn around the logical order being the foundation o f the dom inant culture's 
discourse and to use it as a w eapon against colonizers.

In 1864, Ludwik Powidaj published in Lviv “Literary Journal” an extrem ely 
controversial article** which triggered a heated discussion in  the Polish press.
The historical analogy betw een Poles and Indians drawn in the text w as u n ­
doubtedly the effect o f the increased reception o f Germ an debates on Poland
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and Poles. Paraphrasing the widespread stereotype referring to Frederick II's 
opinion about “Indian” Poles, Powidaj writes:

Since then [the Prussian king's statement], the comparison between Poles 
and Indians became one of the favourite subjects o f Prussian politicians.
A  few  years earlier, one of the Prussian democrats publicly announced 
from the platform : sim ilarly to Indians (RothhäuteAmerikas), Poles are 
doomed by Providence to complete destruction. Like in the New World, 
a new strong Anglo-American race pushes the increasingly impoverished 
and dwarfish Indian generations deep into the ancient forests where they 
slowly die from hunger and poverty, Polish people evicted from the towns 
and larger country seats (Rittergutsbesitze) and poverty-stricken, they need 
to give w ay to Prussian civilization .65

The concept o f hum ankind developm ent w hich shaped Powidaj's v ision  of 
the w orld  is based  on the popular -  since the 18 th century and across E u ­
rope -  m odel o f  evo lu tion ary developm ent o f culture. A s  a result, b y  no 
means does he challenge the thesis of inevitability o f ousting civilizationally 
“regressive” populations/nations by “h igh er” cultures. On the other hand, 
conclusions form ulated on the grounds o f such perception o f the w orld are 
definitely d ifferent from  the ones desired by the G erm an hegem onic d is­
course. This m ight m ean adoption o f a specific m im icry strategy, provided 
th at its subversive force lies not in  questioning the sym bolic order o f the 
dom inant culture through the ironic distance tow ards it but in  its revalua­
tion in  its ow n favour. Powidaj persuades in a quite deceitful m anner that 
w hat seem s to threaten Poland the m ost: i.e., m odern/capitalist econom ic 
and social behavior considered by the Polish population o f the 19 th century 
as “Germ an,” should becom e the m ost effective antidote to the “enem y's” 
practices, i f  they are taken over and appropriately adapted by Poles. Su p ­
porting civilizational developm ent, th riftin ess and p ro sp erity  grow th  as 
w ell as acceleration o f socia l m odernization and fundam ental changes in 
the national Polish m entality are presented as the only chance for the Pol­
ish “nation” to survive under occupation and in  the further perspective, to 
liberate from  the alien dom ination.

Another exam ple o f underm ining (exploding) the hegem onic discourse 
m ay be the ironic attem pt to transform  the stereotype o f  the “Pole-Ind ian  
(o f E urope)” into his G erm an equivalent (“G erm an -In d ian ”) by Józef Ig ­
nacy Kraszew ski. In 1877, the author w rites from  D resden to the m agazine 
“Ech o” :
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On American steppes, it is possible to come across Indian tribes remain - 
ing natural in terms of notions and lifestyle but absorbed all attainments 
of the civilized world through associating with it. They have breech-load­
ing w eapons and other pleasurable inventions -  fruits o f science and 
work; but their heads host eternal barbarity. Believe or not, it is possible 
to m eet such Indians in  Germany. They have all external traces o f the 
civilized nation, they can even read and write, some of them had contact 
with “Conversations-Lexicon” but when you talk to them, I swear, they're 
Indians. In m y life I met many of our boys who were illiterate, not with the 
words, but who were far more knowledgeable than these hastily produced 
with the help of some schools pseudo-civilized people.*®

Two m atters are striking in the above statem ent. Firstly, K raszew ski ques­
tions the m yth o f  cultural sup eriority  o f  G erm ans w ith  argum ents he has 
taken from  the sam e m yth, w hich  w as extrem ely eagerly d issem in ated  in 
the G erm a n -sp e a k in g  public space o f  the 19 th cen tu ry  (and later). S e c ­
ondly, he rem ains faithful to the Eurocentric (colonial) optic as he applies 
the notion  o f  “Ind ians” in  order to discredit (ridicule) G erm ans perceived 
as enem ies. T his sp lit is ch aracteristic  to the above m entioned  Pow idaj 
w ho p ersisten tly  tries to prove the d ifference b etw een  Poles and “rea lly ” 

savage In d ian s.
Building one's ow n counter-hegem onic narration is in  both cases sup­

ported by the sym bolic order o f the dom ination discourse w hich also u n ­
derm ines the pow er h ierarchies it  im plies. Interpreting Powidaj's project 
from  this point o f view, one could find in it a conviction that the colonized 
society w ill m anage to defeat the colonizers w hen it becom es resem blant to 
them  or even better than they are because, by surpassing them , it w ill gain  
pow er to define reality. W hereas in  Kraszew ski's work, the very thinking in 
the category o f progress, typical o f the entire 19 th century, is not questioned 
(sim ilarly to Powidaj), but -  and th is is h ow  a w riter differs from  a p ub li­
cist -  the notion o f “progress” is subjected to critical reflection, therefore 
a question is: w h at is “tru e” progress? In such a constellation, the id ea o f 
the “G erm an progress” (and so the G erm an cultural “sup eriority”) can be 
sem an tically  tran slated  to a th esis about G erm an s regress in  the h istory  
o f the hum ankind developm ent, i.e. their return to the (Indian) barbarity. 
K raszew ski re-evaluates particular segm ents o f thinking w ith in  the sam e 
m odel w ithout disturbing its internal structure.
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The significant role the w orld vision  based on people's assum ptions re­
garding culture/civilization and progress played in the concepts o f  the 19 th 
century European intellectual and political elites is shown by not only p ar­
ticular national program s, behavior strategies o f the Centers towards Periph­
eries and m odern European nations (national states) towards each other, but 
m ost o f  all, attem pts to shape the reality in  com pliance w ith  its presum p­
tions, especially a desire to m ake projects for the future. Reading both the 
Germ an public discourse absorbed from the Polish perspective as an imposed 
interpretation o f the w orld as w ell as Polish counter-narratives by m eans of 
instruments used by the post-colonial research allows for drawing completely 
n ew  (quality w ise) conclusions regarding the struggle for sym bolic pow er 
or practices o f rhetorical appropriation o f nations and territories w hich had 
been incorporated to the em pires by force. It also enables us to fo llow  the 
processes o f constructing “defensive identities o f the colonized nations” and 
analyze the tactics o f busting, and thus questioning the hegem onic discourse
-  the tactics characteristic to the process of subjectivization, i.e. emancipation 
of the conquered com m unities m anifesting the fact o f obtaining their “own 
voice.” The sim ilarly profiled reading of m odern texts is equally beneficial as 
it indicates m echanism s involved in  colonization o f hum an m inds and a long 
w ay to liberation from  this captivity.

Translation: Marta Skotnicka
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