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Wioletta Tomala-Kania
University of Silesia in Katowice

“Ashamed, I’m from Here”
A Few Words on the Escape from Dignity

What Has Happened to Us?

25 October 2016. Landscape after the battle. Why has the nationalist 
populism dominated the Polish political scene? Where does this vulnera-
bility to the “authoritarian sting” come from? Should this phenomenon be 
perceived as: (a) the counter-reaction to neoliberal reforms carried out in 
Poland after 1989? (b) the heritage of historically, socially, and politically 
shaped slave mentalities? (c) the consequence of geopolitical localisation 
between East and West? (d) the result of overwhelming global tendencies? 
As we all know social world is not a homogeneous one. It could reveal (or 
hide) many (sometimes quite unexpected) faces. It is a mosaic composed of 
contradictory (as it seems at a first glance) elements. Each of the hypotheses 
(questions) posed above could be partly true. But there are also other, maybe 
even more fundamental ones: What are the reasons of the disgusting attitude 
to refugees observed among right-wing voters and right-wing non-voters? 
Uncritical amnesia towards the history of the nation of permanent refugees 
– our own history – what has it been caused by? Dehumanising blindness 
and deafness make the critical reflection impossible. Have both of them 
resulted in the inability to that critical reflection on the crucial elements of 
the construct called the Polish identity? Empathy, sensitivity, humility: What 
have we done to them?

Polish “nation” – what sense does the phrase connote? What spectrum of 
illusions (innocence and harm, among the most privileged ones) does it bring 
to the collective mind? What are the conditions for the possibility of liberal 
democracy in our social and political reality? Is it [democracy] really so fragile 
or is it stable enough to survive under the pressure of vox populi? And then, 
the inevitable sociologists’ dilemma posed again and again: How to reconcile 
the researcher’s neutrality and the citizen’s commitment?
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What are the deepest social, philosophical, anthropological, political, his-
torical, psychological, economic, and cultural sources (and senses) underlying 
all the socio-political drivel, symbols, rituals, myths, martyrisations, militarisa-
tions, stereotypes, phobies, superstitions, ideologies, rhetoric, propaganda, re-
sentments, indoctrinations, emotional strategies, tactical matches, manipulations, 
instrumentalisations, polarisations, longing for homogeneity, oversimplifications, 
conspiracies, counterfactualities, lies, fears, counterproductivities, short-sighted-
ness, tribalisms, provincialisms, plebeianisms, kitsch, vindictiveness, humiliation, 
barbarousness, cowardice, ridiculousness, arogance, conformism, grudges, dis-
creditations, doggedness, claims of infallibility, servility, dullness, shamelessness, 
ignorance, opportunism, villainy, superiority complexes, insolence, commonness, 
aversions, frustrations, impertinence, hypocrisy, hostilities, petty-mindedness, 
egoism, sloppiness, envy, mistrust, crudeness, insinuations, blackmails, offenc-
es, virulence, contempts, (intellectual) laziness, foolishness, indolence, malice, 
chicaneries, slanders, sanctimonies, disdain, cynicism, usurpations, anti-intel-
lectualism, submissiveness, nepotism, prejudices, obscurantism, meanness, vul-
garism, absurd, obsessions, cruelty, revenges, grotesqueness, paranoias, brutality, 
narrow-mindedness, mediocrity, greed, slave mentalities, politically motivated 
relativisations, chauvinism, xenophobia, hatred to Other, Bolshevism… Day by 
day another eruption of “ourness” is evoked by the public media. Authoritarian-
ism – populism – fundamentalism – fanatism – nationalism – racism of all the 
right-wing kinds and approaches. Let us take racism: Has it always been here? 
Anti-Jewishness then, anti-Arabicness now. Is the Other indispensable for them 
to define the essence of their national identity? 

The overwhelming stuffiness is creeping out of every corner of the socio-po-
litical scene. Offensive boorishness and crudeness performed by actors-amateurs 
playing their political games on the public scene. These actors are involved, this 
way or another, in the relations of power. (Nothing new: “If there – at the top 
of the state – someone plays the violin, should one be surprised that people – 
at the bottom of it – dance?” [Marks 2011: 178]) What has happened to them? 
What has happened to us? Who are “they”? Who are “we”? Those and other 
questions permeate my mind while I am trying to find out what has happened 
here for the last months (or rather, the last years). Of course, there is no way to 
answer them in a short article. There must be some serious and long-term effort 
undertaken to grasp the problem in its complexity. One-factor analysis explains 
nothing. Basing on sociological intuition, we could expect that all those tensions 
have already swirled underneath the social surface. They compose a complex 
mixture that should be thoroughly explored.1

1 As for now, quite a big amount of literature could have been created, based on more 
and more polarised left-wing and right-wing comments on uncountable political tempests gov-
erning the public and private scenes – from their political bottom to their social underneath.  
A spectrum of different approaches that, in my view, try to stand up to the complexity (with more 
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Looked upon in the migration context – imagination, sensitivity, decency, 
openness, respect, dignity, nobleness, trust, subtlety, understanding, coopera-
tion, closeness, critical consciousness, community, recognition, confidence, jus-
tice, egalitarianism, responsibility, moral courage, hospitality – where are they? 
What have we done to them? Let us take “hospitality” that for years we have 
been so proud of… What a specific selective type of “hospitality” it must be, 
that is excluding all the human beings who are different from us. It must be 
some typically Polish sort of hospitality understood in tribal not universal terms. 
Humanity – what connotations does it carry in Polish circumstances? Why (and 
when) has it been deprived by us of its universal meaning? Have we learnt noth-
ing from Nietzsche and his lesson on fundamental values? What has happened 
to the collective consciousness of the nation of permanent refugees? Who are 
we as Poles? Who are we as human beings? 

It is not my intention here to undertake an attempt at some more systemic 
research on the consequences of the parliamentary election 2015. I have only 
drawn a general picture to prepare the micro-context, to touch upon the most 
fundamental problem of our times – refugeeism. That is why I found it useful to 
have a glance at the socio-political climate that we live in. Also, this paper is not 
an attempt at a complex and detailed analysis of the problem of Polish migration. 
Jan M. Piskorski and Dariusz Stola did it well in their in-depth and erudite studies 
(Piskorski 2010; Stola 2010).2 This is an attempt at an ethical-political essay on 

or less ambiguous results) is represented (among others) by the following authors: Artymow-
icz (2016), Baczyński (2016), Bartoś (2016), Bendyk (2016), Bobiński and Szacki (2016), Bodnar 
(2016), Borejsza (2016), Bortnowska (2016), Bugaj (2016, 2016a), Burszta (2016), Celiński (2016, 
2016a), Czapliński (2016), Cześnik (2016), Cześnik, Kwiatkowska, and Markowski (2016), Dąbrows-
ka and Szacki (2016, 2016a), Demirski (2016), Dudek A. (2016), Friszke (2016), Gadacz (2016), 
Głowiński (2016, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c), Gruszczyński (2016), Hartman (2016), Haszczyński (2016), 
Hausner (2016), Janicki and Władyka (2016, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2016d, 2016e, 2016f, 2016g, 
2016h, 2016i), Jażdżewski (2016), Karłowicz (2016), Karwat (2016), Kicińska (2016), Krasowski 
(2016, 2016a, 2016b), Król (2016, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c), Krzemiński A. (2016), Krzemiński I. and 
Ogrodnik (2016), Kurczewski (2016), Kuźniar (2016), Leszczyński (2016, 2016a), Łagowski (2016), 
Łukowski (2016), Markowski and Tworzecki (2016), Maruszewski (2016), Matczak (2016), Maters-
ka-Sosnowska (2016), Matyja (2016), Mikołejko (2016, 2016a), Modzelewski (2016), Napiórkowski 
(2016), Nowak (2015, 2016), Obirek (2016, 2016a), Osiatyński (2016), Ostolski (2016), Ostrowski 
(2016), Paczkowski (2016), Peszek (2016), Raciborski (2016), Romanowski (2016), Rychard (2016), 
Sadurski (2016), Samsonowicz (2016), Seweryn (2016), Sierakowski (2016, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c), 
Skarżyńska (2016), Smoleński (2016), Sosnowski (2016), Sowa J. (2016), Stankiewicz (2016), Stank-
iewicz and Haszczyński (2016), Staniszkis (2016), Stola (2016), Szacki (2016, 2016a), Szlendak 
(2016), Szostkiewicz (2016), Szułdrzyński (2016, 2016a), Tokarczuk (2016), Tokarska-Bakir (2016), 
Zajadło (2016, 2016a, 2016b), Zaremba (2016), Zieniewicz (2016), Zoll (2016), Żakowski (2016, 
2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2016d). 

2 Compare also a spectrum of different perspectives in: Bartana, Błędowska and Dunin et al. 
(2016); Czuchaj and Markowska (2012); Gluza, Antos, and Czapigo et al. (2016); Firlit-Fesnak, 
Godlewska-Szyrkowa and Żołędowski (2013); Glock, Kochanowski, Krajewski, and Ruchniewicz 
et al. (2016); Jasińska-Kania and Łodziński (2009); Szlanta (2016).
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the most fundamental universal problem faced by us. I will try to present the 
reasons that made me formulate its title (motto and essence) as above.

REFUGEES
They enter the world
barefooted and hungry
wandering the streets of Europe from one corner to another
looking for help in the middle of the day in the middle of the night
lost persecuted tortured
Silent men
wearing still the same clothes
young women with wrinkled faces
aged children
in new surroundings
of the alien tradition
So much snow so much rain
in a long journey as pain
wandering slowly wandering fast
from nowhere to nowhere
from an European corner to another
New barracks old buildings
for the Albanian Armenian Black
in the corners of Europe
this is a new world map
with new colours and shivers
(Mazllum Saneja, refugee from Kosovo; in Amnesty International 1997: 104–105)

No matter if he/she is an Albanian, Armenian, or if he/she comes from some 
other country. A “refugee” is a universal category. As universal as the notions 
of “longing,” “humiliation,” “suffering,” “helplessness,” or “pain.” As universal as 
“dignity” and “humanity.” Refugees’ fates do not know the borders – either racial, 
ethnic, cultural, religious, economic, political, or the historical ones. There are 
no borders for the process of becoming a refugee. No matter which corner of 
the globe you explore, you will always find someone who has had to leave his/
her country due to war, persecution, economic, or other reasons. “Nobody wants 
to be a refugee” (Benhabib 2016). The history of humankind is the history of 
exile. A huge number of literary works could be created on refugees’ exiles and 
migrants’ fates. Each and every story is individual, but one can find at least one 
characteristic of all of them: complexity. No one would choose to leave his/her 
homeland if he/she could lead a happy life there. “Mass migration is definitely 
not a new phenomenon” (Bauman 2016). Since the 19th century “[t]here have   
been [bigger and bigger] numbers of migrants heading for America, deprived 
of bread, safety and freedom in their own countries. Among them, there are the 
German, Scandinavian, Irish, French, Dutch, Alsatian […], Polish, Italian, Greek, 
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Czech, Russian and Jews […]. They all suffer – mainly humiliation” (Szejnert 
2009: 16, 19).

At the beginning of the 21st century, “65.3 million people are refugees, asylum 
seekers or displaced, that’s one in 113 of all people on the planet.”3 Their personal 
micro-stories reflect the global macro-story of wars, persecution, humiliation, and 
suffering. As Michel Foucault, Howard Zinn and Marek Edelman have taught us, 
there is always a tiny fragment of History encapsulated in individual histories, 
(Foucault 1999; Zinn 2016; Krall 1997: 87). Such as those told by “ordinary peo-
ple” – strangers, not looking proudly at us from the pages of the Great History. 
Quite on the contrary, “ordinary people” with their passions and emotions. That 
could have easily been any of us. The ordinary and still exceptional ones such-
as, for example, Romulus Gaita born in 1922 in Markovac, Romanian-speaking 
part of Yugoslavia (Gaita 2013: 9); Władysław Szul born in 1928 in Hroszówka, 
Ukraine (forced to escape after his village was put on fire by Polish soldiers) 
(Grzebałkowska 2015: 343); Gazmend Kapllani born in 1967 in Lushnji, Albania 
(Kapllani 2009: 6); Nuri Kino born in 1967 in Tur Abdin, Turkey (Rosiak 2015: 
35); 17-teen year old Polish Jew imported to Ellis Island (Importing Women for 
Immoral Purposes; Dillingham Report, 1909) (Szejnert 2009: 105–106); Esat Fejza 
born in 1975 in Kosovo (Amnesty International 1997: 7); Zapadsah Nuri from 
Afghanistan with his wife Edyta and their children Adam, Tomasz, and Marta 
forced to leave Poland due to racial reasons (Urbanik and Knyt 2016: 589–590); 
Gerd Heinrich born in 1896, forced to leave Poland, then forced to leave Germany 
to spend the rest of his life with his wife and son as exiles in the USA (Heinrich 
2016); Helene Plüschke born in 1908 in Groß Neudorf, Esther von Schwerin born 
in 1904 in Berlin, Ursula Pless-Damm born in 1919 who decided to join her 
parents and moved to Glowitz (Pluschke, Schwerin, and Pless-Damm 2013) or 
any other of about 12 to 14 million of German refugees (nobody knows the exact 
number) who were forced to leave the Regained Lands (no matter how oddly it 
sounds taking into account the German heritage of the western part of today’s 
Poland) of whom between 500,000 to 1.5 million have never reached the western 
border (Douglas 2013: 1). Among their successors were those in Jaryszewo, trying 
to preserve our common history (memory) for posterity (“the deceased Germans 
and all the victims of war”), and those who have condemned the post-German 
churches such as the fifteenth-century one in Sibin, or the post-German palaces 
such as the one in Strzeżewo, to fall into ruin. The new settlers did not also find 
it useful to preserve the post-German libraries such as the archeological one burnt 
in Wrocław (Szczepański, in Markowska 2016: 156–157).

We should, however, bear in mind the remnants of culture which – although 
giving birth to Nazism – has also borne great philosophers, poets, and musicians 

3 Refugees at highest ever level, reaching 65m, says UN; http://www.bbc.com/news 
/world-36573082
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that Europe could be proud of. There are no identical life paths. Refugees’ fates 
create a wide range of individual narratives. Irrespective of the spatio-temporal 
differences, they have one thing in common: they must escape.

None of us has chosen the time and place he/she was born in. And nobody 
should be punished for it. This truth does not easily reach our consciousness, 
nonetheless, a refugee’s fate can touch any of us, without exception. “[…] in con-
temporary world refugees have become a permanent phenomenon” (Remarque, 
in Piskorski 2010: 260). A series of events being the consequence of certain po-
litical decisions can influence individual lives anywhere and at any time. In the 
refugee context, one can be affected by the tragedies of nameless victims who 
have been left defenceless under the pressure of political circumstances, such as 
the Palestinians deprived of their land as a result of purely political decisions, 
which made permanent internal and external refugees of them (Said 1991, 2002; 
Shehadeh 2012, 2014, 2014a; Smoleński 2014), and, such as the Syrians whose 
tragedy seems to have no end.

“Who Has Condemned the City?”4

Warsaw 1944 and Aleppo 2016 – no matter how extraordinary such a com-
parison appears to be, it is for from being coincidental. And so are the voices 
from the battlefield by Miron Białoszewski (1970) and Samar Yazbek (2016). 
Different literary styles but the stories seem to be the same: How to survive in 
the non-human – not enough for living, not enough for dying – conditions? 
How to save the remnants of dignity under the ruins? Nobody is more justified 
to propose this “risky” comparison between the Syrian war 2011–2016 and the 
Warsaw Uprising 1944 than the Warsaw insurgents or insurrectionary refugees. 
As Halina Bortnowska writes: “Children were walking along the burning streets 
lugging their baggages pulled out from their homes that their families had to 
leave. […] Then they were also introduced to the German population of Breslau 
as the refugees from rebellious, hostile Warsaw” (Bortnowska 2015: 215–216). 
Nobody asked questions. Nobody listened to them. “They all were the refugees.” 
(Zaremba 2016: 48)

Deraa, Homs, Aleppo, Damascus, Hassakeh, Idlib, Hama, Raqqa, Deir Ez-
zor, Lattakia, Quneitra, Tartous, Suweida, Madaya, Hassakeh, Tartous, Douma… 
“More than 250,000 people have died in almost five years of war in Syria, with 
a further 11 million people displaced by the conflict, according to the UN.”5 
And then:

4 Cf. A.L. Sowa (2016). Kto wydał wyrok na miasto? Plany operacyjne ZWZ-AK (1940–1944) 
i sposoby ich realizacji. Kraków: Wydawnictwo Literackie.

5 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37116349
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The sheer numbers of dead and wounded in Syria are overwhelming. The UN’s 
Syria envoy Staffan de Mistura estimated in April that 400,000 had been killed. 
Many more have died since then. […] One estimate is that 11.5% of Syria’s 
population have been killed or injured since the first shots were fired in Deraa 
in the south of the country in March 2011. The report, by the Syrian Centre 
for Policy Research, said that 1.9 million had been wounded. Life expectancy 
had gone from 70 in 2010 to 55.4 in 2015. What do more than 400,000 dead 
bodies look like? Old Trafford football ground, Manchester United’s theatre of 
dreams, holds 76,100. Syria’s theatre of nightmares could fill it six times over.6 

Day by day, night by night we watch the scenes which should leave us sleep-
less: What’s left of Syria after five years of war? (Life and death in Syria. Five 
years into war, what is left of the country?)7; Syria’s refugee exodus8; 100 Women 
2015: Life for women in Islamic State’s Raqqa9; 100 Women 2015 Good Girls/
Syria: “Everyone has deserted us”10; BBC 100 Women: Syria’s “lost generation” 
of children.11 Thousands of refugees are fleeing Syria to Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, 
Egypt. Up till now, the registered Syrian refugee numbers (based on the available 
data) have been as follows: 4,808,229 (2.1 million Syrians registered by UNHCR 
in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon; 2.7 million registered by the Government 
of Turkey; more than 29,000 Syrians registered in North Africa [last updated  
16 Aug 2016]). There are as many as 1,095,097 Syrian asylum applications regis-
tered in Europe (between April 2011 and June 2016).12 The situation is dynamic 
and the numbers are still growing. Since 2011 we have been witnesses to the 
tragedy which seems to have no end. The biggest humanitarian crisis since World 
War II.13

Although I have not intended to outline here the chronicle of human pain, 
it occurred to be not only unavoidable but also double-faced, as the chronicle 
is one of human pain (comprising here only a short period between July and 
September 2016) on the one hand, and the chronicle of human wickedness on the 
other See, for example: Councillor in Aleppo: “We can hear the war all around”14; 
UN Syria humanitarian chief: “We must have access to Aleppo”15; Syria conflict: 
Aleppo residents create “Smoke curtain”16; Syria conflict: Aleppo humanitarian cor-

 6 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37379928
 7 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-841ebc3a-1be9-493b-8800-2c04890e8fc9
 8 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24900116
 9 http://www.bbc.com/news/34898778
10 http://www.bbc.com/news/34914973
11 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-34974400
12 http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
13 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37389648
14 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37026325
15 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-37021756
16 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36938258



III. Identity as a Political Dilemma196

ridors disputed17; Syrian aid worker: People in Aleppo fear starvation18; Syria: An 
American doctor’s experience in Aleppo19; Syria conflict: Deadly air strikes20; BBC 
exclusive: Aftermath of Aleppo air strikes21; Syria blast: “People are buried under 
the ruins” in Qamishli22; Syria conflict: Why this family needs an exit corridor23; 
Syria conflict – Aleppo’s destruction seen from above24; Syria conflict – “May God 
curse the rebels”25; Syria conflict: surgery in a battle zone26; Aleppo: “We have 
no food, we cook leaves off trees”27; “No truce in Aleppo, only shelling”28; Syria 
conflict: Footage shows “chlorine attack” aftermath29; Syrians describe effects of 
alleged gas attack30; Nearly 18,000 have died in Syria state jails, says Amnesty 
International31; Syria Aleppo attacks: “The world has turned its back on Syria”32; 
Syria conflict: Image of injured boy in Aleppo draws outrage33; Battle for Aleppo: 
Photo of shocked and bloodied Syrian five-year-old sparks outrage34; Aleppo medics 
tell of despair35; Syria bombing: Aleppo resident says 25–30 dying daily36; Syria 
conflict: Huge “tunnel bomb” rocks Aleppo.37

 According to Pope Francis (among others), “Cruelty has not finished in 
Auschwitz.” It cannot be more true, as one may realise observing the chain of 
war crimes, for instance, those with children as their main victims. If someone 
decided to tell the story of wickedness, he/she could start with the picture of 
Syrian children in war-torn Syria (such as those of Alan Kurdi’s death or Omran 
Daqneesh’s injury), composed of the following scenes: How do Syrian children 
explain the war?38; Syria conflict: The children paying the price of war39; The children 

17 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36934821
18 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36914755
19 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36905131
20 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36481619
21 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36471918
22 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36908756
23 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36918149
24 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35921164
25 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36933602
26 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36982239
27 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37038677
28 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37113748
29 http://www.bbc.com/news/37051615
30 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37051861
31 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37113748
32 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37102518
33 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37116349
34 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37116349
35 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37047690
36 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36953138
37 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36961912
38 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35802955
39 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35770174
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who just want to go home40; Syria’s “lost generation” of children41; White Helmets, 
Omran and fading hope in Syria42; Syria war: Aleppo’s children and families suffer 
conflict’s horror.43 

Every day, step by step, I follow the Syrian front line documentaries. I bear 
in mind the faces of hundreds of men, women, and children, of those forced to 
live in unbearable conditions and of those forced to escape from their home-
land which they did not want to leave because it is seen as betrayal. I get back 
once again to the most spectacular (in audience’s aesthetical terms) iconic photo 
of Alan Kurdi’s death: “Stories of 2015: how Alan Kurdi’s death changed the 
world.”44 Did it?

Why Are We Obliged to Help Them?

“We will always remember…”

Each of us could suffer the loss of his/her homeland. No matter how un-
imaginable it appears. The 20th century appeares as an epoch of refugeeism. 
It has become the experience of millions of people all over the world. World 
wars made both winners and losers find themselves in unexpected places and 
circumstances. The Polish are not an exception to the rule here. Quite on the 
contrary, nobody knows if once, there comes a day he/she will have to leave his/
her (extra)ordinary life and start a new one from the scratch. If he/she is lucky 
enough to have a chance to start again. That is why I am still more and more 
embarrassed observing the unimaginative political debate on the migration crisis 
AD 2016 in Poland. The simplest truth – it could have been any of us – seems 
not to reach the ears, or rather, the consciousness of individual Poles composing 
the overwhelming part of the Polish society. Moreover, one can hardly find any 
other nation in the world more obliged to help than us. Why?

[…] We the Polish refugees will always remember the hospitality and the care 
which has been given to us by the nation and the government of India. We 
hope that for us too the day will come when our fatherland will also be free. 
[emphasis – W.T.-K.] (Ośrodek Karta)

40 http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35783692
41 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-34974400
42 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37171385
43 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37379928
44 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/31/alan-kurdi-death-canada-refugee-poli  

cy-syria-boy-beach-turkey-photo
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It is not only the case of India one should consider. It concerns thousands 
of places where Polish refugees met hospitable people who had enough empa-
thy to accept them in their miserable conditions. They were given help when 
they needed it, also in the Middle East (including Syria and Iraq). For centu-
ries, under the pressure of political, social, cultural, or economic circumstances, 
difficult, often dramatic and sometimes risky decisions have made millions of 
Poles wander from one country to another to find a better, or just safe, place for 
living. The changeable winds of history have driven us to almost every corner 
of the world. Below, only some examples from thousands of possible sourc-
es are included to prove the scale of the phenomenon: Afghanistan (Pietrzak 
2012), Albania (Rejmer 2015), Argentina (Gombrowicz 2005; Gombrowicz 2013; 
Guillermo-Sajdak 2015; Mazurek 2006; Suchanow 2011), Australia (Pleskot 2014, 
2014a), Azerbaijan (Chodubski 2004, 2015), Belarus (Żołędowski 2003), Belgium 
(Goddeeris 2005; Chomątowska 2013), Brazil (Kula 2012; Malczewski 2008; Ma-
zurek 2006, 2009, 2013; Orzeł-Dereń 2013), Canada (Baniewski 2012; Buchholtz 
2009; Gołembiowska 2011; Janowska 1971; Kaczmarzyk-Byszewska 2012; Kry-
wult-Albańska 2015; Kujawa 2006; Meissner 2015), China (Błońska and Chim-
iak 2014; Drabczyk 2005; Kajdański 2014), Cyprus (Pietrzak 2012), Denmark 
(Olszewski 1993), Egypt (Chudzio 2014; Pietrzak 2012), France (Breczko 2010; 
Chruśliń-ska 1994; Giedroyć and Bobkowski 1997; Giedroyć and Lipski 2016; 
Giedroyć and Miłosz 2012; Giedroyć and Parnicki 2014; Heruday-Kiełczewska 
2012, 2016; Kwiecień 2013; Łukasiewicz 2010), Germany (Baniewski 2012; Dan-
ielewicz 2013; Hreczuk 2016; Klimaszewski 2007; Korczyńska 2003; Parys 2015; 
Praszałowicz 2010; Wójcińska 2015), Great Britain (Bauman 2011; Biskup 2014; 
Chudzio and Hejczyk 2014; Chudzio and Hejczyk, Szopa 2015; Gałęzowski 2009; 
Habielski 2015; Kondracki 2007, 2009; Krotofil 2013; Kulczycki 2016; Lehr 2015; 
Leonowicz-Bukała 2015; Łukasiewicz 2010; Sturis 2015; Tarka 2005; Toborek 
2009; Wąsowicz 2015; Winnicka 2014), Guatemala (Bobkowski 2013, 2013a), 
Hungary (Antall 2009; Lagzi 1980; Łubczyk and Łubczyk 2009, 2012), Iceland 
(Raczyński 2015), India (Bhattacharjee 2014; Chudzio, Hejczyk, and Szopa 2015; 
Halik Kochanski 2013; Pluta 2015; Wróbel 2003), Iran (Pietrzak 2012; Wasilewski 
2015; Waydenfeld 2013; Wróbel 2003), Iraq (Hoffman-Jędruch 2012; Pietrzak 
2012), Ireland (Burca 2016; Kucharski 2013; Waydenfeld 2013), Israel (Aszkena-
zy-Engelhard 2004), Italy (Cisek 2015; Golemo 2010; Golemo and Kaczorowski, 
Stefanowicz 2014; Waydenfeld 2013), Kenya (Wasilewski 2015), Kuwait (Kryda 
2015), Lebanon (Cieńska-Fedorowicz 2012; Pietrzak 2012), Lithuania (Surgailis 
2013; Żołędowski 2003), Mexico (Adamczyk 2015; Błoński and Mrożek 2004; 
Chudzio, Hejczyk and Szopa 2015; Mrożek 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013; Wróbel 
2003), the Netherlands (Chomątowska 2013), New Zealand (Wróbel 2003), Nor-
way (Bratbak 2008; Olszewski 2011; Urbanik and Knyt 2016; Wiśniewska 2014, 
2016), Palestine (Pietrzak 2012), Peru (Domosławski 2016a; Mazurek 2013), Por-
tugal (Ciechanowski 2015; Danilewicz-Zielińska 2005), Romania (Chełstowski, 
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Kirszak 2010), Spain (Barlińska and Raczkiewicz 2008; Bogdan 2011), Russia 
(Żęgota 2014), Samoa (Łenyk-Barszcz and Barszcz 2016), Sweden (Jaworski 
2009; Kłonczyński 2012; Kubitsky 2012; Zaremba Bielawski 2013), Switzerland 
(Stempowski 1991; Stempowski 2015), Syria (Chełstowski and Kirszak 2010; Pie-
trzak 2012; Wancerz-Gluza 2009), Tanzania (Hejczyk 2013), Turkey (Łątka 2001; 
Pietrzak 2012), Uganda (Wasilewski 2015), USA (Andrzejewski and Miłosz 2011; 
Balcerzyk and Dudek 2011; Borys 2011; Dudek 2016; Łukasiewicz 2010, 2010a; 
Maliński 2013; Rittenhouse 2013; Sławińska 2015; Wróbel 2012)… Of course, the 
list can be enriched but never complete. Human lives are too complex to make 
such a completion possible. Contemporary history enriches it with new names, 
new life stories. Sometimes so unexpected and shameful ones as that of Janusz 
Waluś – a Polish migrant-terrorist… (Wójcik R. 2016).

In the context of the migration crisis, special attention should be paid to the 
localities such as the Middle East and Northern, Southern, and Eastern Africa 
(Chełstowski and Kirszak 2010; Chudzio, Hejczyk and Szopa 2015; Cieńska-Fe-
dorowicz 2012; Gasztołd-Seń 2011; Halik Kochanski 2013; Hoffman-Jędruch 
2012; Pietrzak 2012; Wasilewski 2015; Wróbel 2003). We were also there looking 
for and finding shelter (even if only a temporary one) – in Iraq, Palestine, and 
Syria (Chełstowski and Kirszak 2010; Hoffman-Jędruch 2012; Pietrzak 2012). 
“They accepted us as we were. They didn’t ask about our mothers and fathers. 
They didn’t ask what we believed in and where we were from. They saw we need-
ed help and they offered it to us […]” (Staniul 2015). Just like that. I have only 
included some – among the thousands of possible ones – examples confirming 
the claim that we are the nation of permanent refugees and as such we are more 
obliged than others to help those who need it. We are obliged to help bearing 
in mind that we were also there – among the Iraqi invaders.

The Polish refugees were given help not only when they were leaving their 
country. In the 80s as much as 30 million parcels (at least 8 million of them 
from Germany) were brought – in extreme conditions – to Poland. Barbara 
Cöllen who spent a few years of her life on researching the subject, remembers 
that then, the first quite numerous and private Polish-German meetings after 
World War II took place. Neither Germans nor Poles knew what to expect from 
each other. They were just afraid. Those parcels helped Poles and Germans to 
reconcile (Szabłowski 2015: 189–190).

Quite an instructive experience (for those who are willing to acquire new 
and unexpected knowledge) could be a visit to the Migration Museum in Gdynia 
(http://www.polska1.pl/; Muraszko 2016). Such a visit could bring a chance of 
broadening one’s intellectual perspective.

However, perhaps one should add that the picture above should not be 
looked upon as a perfectly homogeneous one. It could be differentiated by two 
things: (a) the Polish have not always been deaf and blind (even bearing in mind 
political reasons) – Greek refugees were hosted in Poland after 1948 (Kurpiel 
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2015, 2016; Sturis 2013, 2015a), Korean children were brought up in Polish se-
cret centres established in 1953 (Krysowata 2013); (b) still 4 per cent of Polish 
people welcome refugees in their country.45

“We the Polish refugees will always remember the hospitality and the care…”46 
The day has come when we have eagerly forgotten the oath sworn on 15th Au-
gust 1947 by the Polish refugees at the Valivade refugee camp of the Kolhapur 
State, where they came to celebrate the establishment of independent India. In 
this context a question to the anti-migrant population arises: What has happened 
to your “national honour” – the virtue that the right-wing voters demonstrating 
their attachement to tradition and ancestors – are so proud of? 

Blood on our Hands

It all started in 2003 in Iraq. We were also there, that is, we cannot escape 
responsibility for the chaos and violence (Głuchowski and Górka 2015; Harling 
2016; Korzeniewski 2004; Wójcik Ł. 2016). Or, to be more precise, it all started 
in 1789 in Egypt (Said 1991). The Polish were also among the invaders trying to 
pursue their national interests, fighting people who unnecessarily desired their 
“civilizing mission” (e.g., with “fire and sword” on San Domingo). Or, in a wider 
perspective, it all started centuries ago in 1492 when the colonisers started to 
build up their own political system on the foundation of the biggest genocide 
in the world history (Domosławski 2016b; Zinn 2016). After all, colonialism 
has not ended yet (Lindqvist 2005). The chronicle of shame does not know the 
end. One will always be able to find the hurt and humiliated, excluded from 
the majority in power. Again and again, another “heart of darkness” arises here 
and there (Sabela 2015). “We are here [in Europe] because you were there,” one 
of the nameless refugees said. 

We have also dreamt our dream of powerfulness. “There have always been 
(then and now) Poles longing for the imperial Poland. They do not understand 
that the real sense of their megalomania comes down to the watchword: ‘Kill 
your neighbour!’ ” (Borejsza 2016: 7). We were not powerful enough to conquer 
the nations of the Middle or Far East, Africa or Americas (like the British, 
French, Spanish, Belgian, Dutch, Germa, or Portuguese did) as we had eagerly 
given our own freedom to the three emperors “on a plate.” An attempt at realising 
our imperial desires was, however, undertaken in Cameroon (Janikowski 2015). 
Moreover, we did not need the colonies in fact, because we already had some – 
internal ones. About 10 per cent of the population did have their own slaves at 
their disposal within the borders of the People’s Republic – the domestic ones 

45 http://forsal.pl/artykuly/962928,sondaz-cbos-66-proc-polakow-jest-przeciwnych-przy 
jmowaniu-uchodzcow.html

46 http://www.foto.karta.org.pl/naszezbiory/kolekcje/ok_0915_instytut_polski_i_muzeum_
sikorskiego,74071,zdjecie.html
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and those coming from Ukraine and Lithuania (it is a big, repugnant problem 
for another discussion). For centuries the most powerful – in cultural, political, 
and economic terms – class of the Polish nation eagerly colonised all those 
who were powerless: the native peasants and the non-native minorities. Polish 
colonialism gave birth to the victims’ hate, which has accompanied us for ages 
(see the Ukrainian example [Smoleński 2011; Szabłowski 2016; Wlekły, Szyngi-
era 2015]). As usual, classics know better, also in the context described above. 
It could be quite instructive now to go back to The Silver Dream of Salomea 
(Słowacki 1988). Olga Tokarczuk said: “We thought up the history of Poland as 
a tolerant, open country, not tarnished with evil towards its minorities. Mean-
while, we have done terrible things as colonisers, national majority excluding 
minorities, as the owners of slaves or murderers of Jews” (Rachid Chebab 2016: 
16; see, e.g., Bikont [2015], Ignatiew [2015], Snyder [2015, 2016], Stola [2016]). 
If we do not stand up to our own history, we will build up identity based on 
lies. One day or another such a colossus with its clay legs will inevitably collapse 
under the pressure of its dispelled illusions.

To all those who spread such common “truths” in public discourse as: “We were 
not there. We were not the colonisers. We were always the victims. We are inno-
cent,” I would recommend the literature on the subject of Polish colonisation.47 Of 
course, every nation has its own nightmares. The thing is what it does with them.

The analyses of specialists in the field leave no doubts: it is enough to read 
twelve volumes of the Chilcot Report.48 The invasion of Iraq cannot be justified 
on any political, legal, or ethical grounds. Neither George W. Bush nor Tony Blair 
read Foucault. If they did, they would know: “The Islam question should be solved 
with at least the scratches of intelligence” (Foucault, in Eribon 2005: 356). The 
problem of terror was not solved either. Neither George W. Bush nor Tony Blair 
read Derrida. If they did, they would know: “the problem of terror is always the 
internal one” (Derrida, in Borradori 2008: 223). To all those interested in Iraqi 
and Syrian crises, their roots and subsequent stages, I deeply recommend the 
BBC documentaries, for example, Life and death in Syria49; Syria’s refugee exodus50; 
Islamic State group: The full story51; Islamic State crisis explained in seven charts52; 
Syria’s horrifying statistics.53

Since 2003 one cannot avoid the unbearable images from Iraq. Since 2011 
one cannot avoid the unbearable images from Syria. The innocent men, women, 

47 Cf. for example, Arpad Kowalski (2010, 2014), Cegielski and Długosz (2015), Grzebałkow-
ska (2015), Kącki (2015), Kirwiel (2011), Leder (2014), Maj, Kirwiel, Podgajna and Gryz (2014), 
Odziemkowski (2016), Reid (2016), Sowa (2011), Szejnert (2015), Śleszyński and Włodarczyk (2014).

48 http://www.iraqinquiry.org.uk/the-report/ 
49 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-841ebc3a-1be9-493b-8800-2c04890e8fc9
50 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24900116
51 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35695648
52 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27838034
53 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35489756
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and children dying before the eyes of those who were lucky enough to be born 
in safer places. Which words can be used under such circumstances? It seems 
there are only documentary, reportage, or poetry which are powerful enough to 
assume the burden of trying to express the unspeakable.54 

We have actively participated in the political initiative which resulted in the 
biggest humanitarian crisis after World War II. We share joint responsibility for 
it. We have given hell to others. We are responsible, like other invaders, for all 
the displaced Iraqis and Syrians. We are responsible for the victims of the Syrian 
war. Nobody can deny it. Facts are against us.

“No Human is Illegal”55 

Universa l  Declarat ion of  Human Rights  (1948)
Article I 

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are en-
dowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in  
a spirit of brotherhood. 

Article 2 
Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, 
without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, po-
litical or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. 
Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, juris-
dictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person 
belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other 
limitation of sovereignty. 

Article 3 
Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person. 

Article 13 
1. Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the 

borders of each State. 
2. Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return 

to his country. 
54 To touch upon war and its consequences – such a task (realised on a more analytical or  

a more emotional basis) was undertaken, among others, by the following authors: Alboth (2016), 
Baker (2016), Balcerowicz (2016), Bauer (2016), Boni and Tochman (2014), Cieślak (2016), Da-
chówna (2016), Damsgảrd (2016), Domosławski (2016), Goźliński and Wójcik (2015), Hanne and 
Flichy de La Neuville (2015), Grzenia and Moskwa (2016), Jendroszczyk (2016), Jędrysik (2015), 
Kepel (2014), Klenk (2013), Krzysiek (2016), Liberti (2013), Lipczak (2016), Łukasiewicz P. (2016), 
Mikołajewski (2015, 2016, 2016a), Montesquiou (2013), Nimer (2016, 2016a), Pichon (2015), Sa-
snal (2016, 2016a), Shadid (2014, 2014a), Smoleński (2012), Stanisławska (2015), Stefanicki (2016, 
2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2016d, 2016e), Sturis (2016), Yazbek (2016), Yazbek and Stanisławska (2016), 
Zieliński (2016).

55 S. Benhabib, after: Immigrant Workers’ Freedom Ride 2003, 4th October 2003, Queens, 
New York (Benhabib 2015: 9).
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Article 14
1. Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from 

persecution.
2. This right may not be invoked in the case of prosecutions genuinely arising 

from non-political crimes or from acts contrary to the purposes and principles 
of the United Nations.

C onvent ion relat ing to  the  Status  of  Refugees
Adopted on 28 July 1951 by the United Nations Conference of Plenipoten-

tiaries on the Status of Refugees and Stateless Persons convened under General 
Assembly resolution 429 (V) of 14 December 1950, entry into force: 22 April 
1954, in accordance with article 43.

Chapter I
GENERAL PROVISIONS
Article 1 – Definition of the term “refugee”
A. For the purposes of the present Convention, the term “refugee” shall 

apply to any person who:
(1) Has been considered a refugee under the Arrangements of 12 May 1926 

and 30 June 1928 or under the Conventions of 28 October 1933 and 10 February 
1938, the Protocol of 14 September 1939 or the Constitution of the International 
Refugee Organization;

Decisions of non-eligibility taken by the International Refugee Organization 
during the period of its activities shall not prevent the status of refugee being 
accorded to persons who fulfil the conditions of paragraph 2 of this section;

(2) As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to 
well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationali-
ty, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the 
country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and 
being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such 
events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.

“Mathematics, Poetry, and Flowers”

The history of Arab civilisation originated in 5000 BC. It is as old as it is 
complex (thus, even here, there is no escape from complexity). While Poland 
was still wilderness, with people competing for land with bisons and wolves, the 
inhabitants of today’s Iraq and Syria created highly developed cultures (Rosiak 
2015: 13). There is a huge literature on the Arab input into the world culture: art, 
literature, science, social theory, and the history of idea. Identifying the succes-
sors of one of the world most sophisticated ancient civilisations as the “barbar-
ians” reveals the barbarousness of a speaker. Three thousand years later, Europe 
could offer – as its input to the world heritage – nothing more than the minerals 
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(see, e.g., Roberts 1999: 65). Nothing in the European development could have 
been compared to the Middle Eastern, Indian, or Chinese achievements. We 
have been deeply indebted to these cultures, but due to unknown reasons this 
truth does not reach our consciousness and the public discourse. We do our 
best not to learn the lesson of humility recommended by such post-colonial 
theorists and writers as, for example: Seyla Benhabib, Homi Bhabha, Wojciech 
Burszta, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Michael Crummey, Kamel Daoud, Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, Alain Mabanckou, Gananath Obeyesekere, Edward Said, Binyavan-
ga Wainaina. Also, Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault could contribute a lot 
to this context.56 

If anyone still has doubts, we – the Poles – are also indebted to Iraqis and 
Syrians not only because of being part of the European civilisation but also owing 
to minor gifts assimilated from the Arab to our culture, such as for example, the 
following (sometimes quite surprising) borrowings: admirał, alchemia, algebra, 
alkowa, awaria, barbakan, cukier, cyfra, czek, filiżanka, gitara, hazard, imbryk, 
kajdany, kaliber, karabela, karat, lakier, lazur, lilia, lutnia, magazyn, materac, 
nadir, papuga, syrop, szachy, szyfr, taryfa, zenit (Dziekan 2016: 213). Nicholas 
Copernicus formulated his theory making use of the Arab input to astronomy 
(Dziekan 2016: 207). Is this a widely known fact today?

Altogether, the crucial question is: What can we learn from Iraqis and Syr-
ians? What can we learn from them about ourselves? One of the answers could 
be hidden in the Library under Bombs, revealed by Anas Ahmad, Abdulbaset, 
and Omar: “We saw that it was vital to create a new library so that we could 
continue our education. We put it in the basement to help stop it being destroyed 
by shells and bombs like so many other buildings here,” says Anas Ahmad, a 
former civil engineering student, one of the founders of the library. “In a sense 
the library gave me back my life… just like the body needs food, the soul needs 
books,” claims Abdulbaset, a library user, whereas Omar, also a user of the li-
brary, adds: “Books motivate us to keep on going – we read how in the past 
everyone turned their backs on a particular nation, yet they still made it” (Syria’s 
Secret Library).57 Bearing in mind the standpoints presented above, the critical 
analysis by Tomasz Makowski – We are not ashamed any more that we do not 
read books – seems highly instructive.58 

56 Due to insufficient place and competence, it cannot be my intention here to try to draw an 
outline of the Arab heritage, even in its most general contours. Nevertheless, one can find promi-
nent researchers who did their best to grasp the subject in its complexity. Among them: Bielawski 
(2012), Blair and Bloom (2012), Corbin (2009), Danecki (2007, 2015), Dziekan (1997, 2000, 2007, 
2011, 2015, 2016), Górak-Sosnowska and Cegielski (2016), Grabar, Ettinghausen, and Jenkins-Ma-
dina (2007), Hamit Bozarslan (2016), Jamsheer (2007, 2009), Janabi (2015), Kass (2012, 2015), 
Kłodkowski (2015), Lipiński (2013), Machut-Mendecka (2005, 2006, 2012), Sansal (2016), Skar-
żyńska-Bocheńska (2009), Tahar Ben Jelloun (2015), Yasmina Khadra (2016), Żebrowski (2011).

57 http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-36893303.
58 See Makowski 2016; Michalak, Koryś, Kopeć and Chymkowski 2016.
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“[…] in that far – in cultural terms – but geographically close world, not 
everything is weird and not understandable. […] A man is a man everywhere. 
And although he is always shaped by culture, some of his problems are of a 
universal kind. Except for everything that makes us apart, there are things which 
make us close” (Dziekan 2015: 9). What can we learn from them about ourselves? 
As for now, the reflection of a sociological impressionist says: Most of us have 
learnt nothing from them.

Jesus Was also a Refugee

Ideas have consequences. Religion also has consequences. Or rather, religion 
should have them. Yet, the actual state of affairs sometimes does not have much 
to do with the normative one. Over 90 per cent of the representatives of the 
Polish society declare themselves as the Roman-Catholics. One of the Ten Com-
mandments seems to dispel the illusions as to the relevance of these declarations, 
namely, the one saying that: it is a moral obligation to love one’s neighbour. The 
message from Pope Francis is clear enough. It does not allow of an interpretative 
chaos. The refugee question should be, first of all, the question of ethics more than 
anything else. It should be formulated on purely ethical grounds – fundamental 
values of humanity, dignity, and responsibility (What lesson have we learnt from 
silence in Auschwitz [during Pope Francis’ pilgrimage to Poland]?). The Polish 
answer to the refugee question is: “the microbes” (as it was defined by Jarosław 
Kaczyński in his parliamentary speech on 12 October 2016). Yet, there are not 
only the right-wing politicians but also the “civilians” declaring – whenever and 
wherever possible – their commitment to Catholicism. It must be a special ver-
sion of it, having nothing in common with the sense of mercy that the Catholic 
doctrine is based on. In the inevitable conflict – politics versus ethics – known 
for ages and always the same, the latter is forced to fade into oblivion. It also 
must be another kind of hospitality that we are so proud of. Our hospitality is 
extremely selective. We do not accept even the members of our own “tribe,” if we 
have to share our own resources with them, for instance, Poles from Kazakhstan.

Nevertheless, this is not only the answer of the politically motivated power 
which neglects our human responsibility. There are also as many as 66 per cent 
of Poles declaring, in fact, their approval of such an attitude: they do not want 
any refugees in Poland, as the research already mentioned earlier shows. What 
about those 66 per cent? Fear does not explain everything. In fact, it does not 
explain much. “[…] Having too little courage not to be Catholics in public, we 
often have too little courage to be them in private” (Bobkowski 2008: 228).

In his dramatic essay: “Our Graves are Waiting for you Open,” Jarosław 
Mikołajewski expresses his hope (which I do not share with him) that: “[m]aybe 
we need the dead to see the living. And to understand what Pope Francis bears 
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in mind while talking about Christ again and again” (Mikołajewski 2016: 38). It 
seems that the 66 per cent of Polish “nation” understand nothing. Nina was right: 
“You are only the Poles” (Borowski 1991: 285). For all those years, certain social 
phenomena have been shaping in Poland, which need multi-aspect and long-
term analyses by historians, anthropologists, political and social philosophers, 
sociologists, political and social psychologists, and the psychiatrists who prove 
the dialogue is becoming more and more difficult, if possible at all (Barbaro 
2016, 2016a).

Instead of human solidarity – there is hatred, as in the 30s. Instead of a Jew 
then – there is a refugee now. “The nation – as Lady Macbeth – the more it 
washes its hands, the more dirty they are” (Ostolski 2016). Maybe that hate – 
then and now – should be looked upon as one of the constitutive elements of 
the construct called the “Polish national identity”?

The Question on Humanity. Where Are We Now?

The migration crisis confronts us with identity questions: Where does our 
national amnesia come from? What has happened to our “solidarity”? What does 
this word mean under the circumstances of the refugee crisis? Does it connote 
anything except for its purely narrow, tribal dimension? What sense of it have 
we been able to preserve since 1980? What is the relation between universalism 
and particularism in the Polish circumstances? All those inabilities to share com-
passion, widely observed in political debates, all the afflictions (fundamentalism, 
fanatism, nationalism, rasism, xenophobia) are possibly permeating the social 
lives of Poles inside out… One can easily find a big number of records in social 
media expressing the “typical” Polish attitudes to refugees. They all illustrate that: 
we should not be afraid of them. They should be afraid of us (Kornak and Tatar 
2014; Nowak 2015; Nowicki 2016). If there came a day when we needed help 
again, what should we expect then? 

Up till now, the Polish social and political answer to the migration crisis 
has generally evoked indifference or hatred. The problem is more complex than 
some would desire it to be. It does not only refer to others’ poor conditions of 
life and death. It also defines us as the members of ethnic, religious, and human 
community. The migration crisis confronts us with the fundamental identity 
questions. This is a characteristic of all the crises, but the stake in this game is 
particularly high, not only for them, but also for us. The Other is my mirror. It 
is possible that we will see there a face we have not expected to belong to us. 
And it will not be a nice surprise.

In the context of the migration crisis we cannot avoid the necessity of posing 
the fundamental questions. We should be grateful to the Other for giving us the 
bitter possibility to ask ourselves questions as old as the philosophy itself: Who 
are we? Who am I? Since the time of Aristotle, we know that a man is a social 
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animal. Deprived of the social context, he/she is left only with the biological 
organism. What makes us a society deprived of reflection? Was Cyprian Kamil 
Norwid right? Was Friedrich Nietzsche right forcing us to (re)define our most 
primary values at their most primary bases?

The questions are old. What about the answers? The end of culture means 
the end of Europe (Gielen 2016). Culture can be born and survive owing to its 
multiplicity. Homogeneity makes its development impossible. It destroys both 
(universal) culture and (European) identity. The latter cannot survive without 
the former. Openness and diversity enrich us, but they also create difficulties 
which can be faced, or even overcome, in the never-ending process of critical 
self-consciousness. Our Polish world is just a tiny continuum in the spectrum 
of all the worlds possible. Not the best fragment of it and not the worst one, 
just one of many. Perhaps there is one thing that differs us from other European 
nations. As a nation of permanent refugees, we are especially obliged to help 
those who need help. It regards our common humanity: ours and theirs. This is 
a moral obligation in its strongest sense.

“Suffering often reveals just what is hidden in us” (Ochojska and Bonowicz 
2000: 76). Our attitude to the suffering of the Other shows who we are. We 
are human beings. And so are they. Nothing more, nothing less. We all belong 
to the universal human community annihilating the borders of particularities, 
any particularity, also the tribal, that is, the national one. Artists try to remind 
us about those simplest truths. They undertake initiatives reviving faith in the 
humankind, but they are all far from enough, taking into account the ocean of 
pain and sorrow around.59

We should protect our humanity at all costs. Humanity means dignity. When 
we allow someone to deprive us of it, when we just throw it behind as useless 
luggage, what will we be left with? There will be nothing that really matters 
left, that is, nothing that makes us human beings. “Ethics as such is a universal 
matter and as a universal one it applies to everyone” (Kierkegaard 1995: 66). 
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