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CIVILIZING MISSIONS, BORDERLANDS, AND NATIONAL INDIFFERENCE 

IN POLISH AND FOREIGN HISTORIOGRAPHY (1918–1939) 

This article explores the ways in which Polish, European, and American 

historiography has interpreted the eastern borderlands of Poland (kresy) and the wider 

Eastern European region during the interwar era, with particular emphasis on the Polish 

state’s programs of modernization and «civilizing» intervention between 1918 and 1939. 

Its primary objective is to demonstrate how Polish political and intellectual elites adopted 

and reshaped broader European narratives of progress, civilization, and orientalization 

in order to legitimize Polish authority over Ukrainian, Jewish, and other non-Polish 

communities. 

The study is grounded in historiographical and discourse-oriented analysis. It 

critically reviews German, Anglophone, and Polish scholarship – including works 

produced during the communist period as well as those published after 1989 – examining 

how concepts such as «civilization», «backwardness», «modernization», and «Polish 

identity» have been defined and mobilized in historical interpretation. By combining 

insights from political, social, and cultural history, alongside memoir literature and 

documentary sources, the article traces how scholarly and public understandings of the 

borderlands and their inhabitants have evolved over time. 

The article concludes that the rhetoric and policies of Polish civilizing efforts in the 

eastern borderlands can only be fully understood in relation to three interconnected 

conditions: uneven economic and institutional development, profound ethnic and 

religious diversity, and the strategic vulnerability of Poland’s position between Germany 

and the Soviet Union. Polish modernization discourse closely echoed broader European 

mailto:lilichka.pylypenko@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6408-048X


305 

Історія науки і біографістика, № 2, 2026 

 

 

ПИЛИПЕНКО Лілія 

 

and colonial narratives of civilizational mission, yet its implementation encountered a 

socially complex population whose loyalties and identities were often fluid and context-

dependent. These findings underscore the need for further research that moves beyond 

state-centered perspectives and instead examines local actors, everyday interactions, and 

the diverse ways in which national and cultural identities – including Polish identity – 

were shaped, negotiated, or even disregarded in the kresy. 

Keywords: Polish-Ukrainian relations, borderlands, the Second Polish 

Commonwealth, interwar period, national minorities, historiography. 

 

ЦИВІЛІЗАЦІЙНІ МІСІЇ, ПРИКОРДОННЯ ТА НАЦІОНАЛЬНА 

БАЙДУЖІСТЬ У ПОЛЬСЬКІЙ ТА ЗАРУБІЖНІЙ ІСТОРІОГРАФІЇ 

(1918–1939) 

У статті досліджується, як польська, європейська та американська 

історіографія інтерпретувала східні прикордонні землі Польщі (креси) та ширший 

регіон Східної Європи в міжвоєнний період, з особливим акцентом на програми 

модернізації та «цивілізаційної» інтервенції, що здійснювалися польською 

державою у 1918-1939 рр. Головною метою є показати, яким чином польські 

політичні й інтелектуальні еліти запозичували та переосмислювали ширші 

європейські наративи прогресу, цивілізації та орієнталізації для легітимації 

польського панування над українськими, єврейськими та іншими непольськими 

спільнотами. 

Дослідження базується на історіографічному та дискурс-аналітичному 

підході. У ньому здійснюється критичний огляд німецької, англомовної та 

польської наукової літератури – включно з працями, створеними в період 

комунізму, а також опублікованими після 1989 р. – з метою з’ясування того, як 

такі поняття, як «цивілізація», «відсталість», «модернізація» та «польськість» 

були визначені та використані в історичних інтерпретаціях. Поєднуючи підходи 

політичної, соціальної та культурної історії, а також використовуючи мемуарні 

та документальні джерела, у статті простежується, як із часом змінювалися 

наукові та суспільні уявлення про прикордонні регіони та їхнє населення. 

Зроблено висновок, що риторика та політика польських «цивілізаційних» 

зусиль на східних прикордонних землях можуть бути повною мірою зрозумілі лише 

в контексті трьох взаємопов’язаних чинників: нерівномірного економічного та 

інституційного розвитку, глибокого етнічного й конфесійного різноманіття, а 

також стратегічної вразливості становища Польщі між Німеччиною та 

Радянським Союзом. Польський модернізаційний дискурс значною мірою 

відтворював ширші європейські та колоніальні наративи «цивілізаційної місії», 
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однак його практична реалізація відбувалася в умовах соціально складного 

середовища, де лояльності й ідентичності населення часто були мінливими та 

залежними від конкретного контексту. Це підкреслює необхідність подальших 

досліджень, які виходять за межі державоцентричних підходів і натомість 

зосереджуються на локальних діячах, повсякденних взаємодіях і різноманітних 

способах, у які національні та культурні ідентичності – включно з польською – 

формувалися, переосмислювалися або навіть ігнорувалися на території кресів. 

Ключові слова: польсько-українські відносини, креси, Друга Річ Посполита, 

міжвоєнний період, національні меншини, історіографія. 

 

Introduction. When German forces entered Volhynia in February 1918, they 

encountered more than a strategically disputed territory. They stepped into a region 

already interpreted through deeply ingrained cultural assumptions. As soldiers passed 

through towns and settlements, they frequently described scenes of wartime devastation, 

minimal infrastructure, and what they viewed as a lack of urban organization. Their 

accounts noted damaged buildings, irregularly arranged streets, scarce public facilities, 

and predominance of modest wooden dwellings [26, pp. 107-108]. Yet these descriptions 

did not function merely as neutral observations. In keeping with a longer tradition of 

German commentary on Eastern Europe, references to urban decay, unsanitary conditions, 

and apparent disorder often carried broader implications. They served as evidence in 

arguments about civilizational difference, reinforcing the idea that cultural development 

and historical progress were unevenly distributed across Europe. 

Modern historians have examined the intellectual framework behind such 

portrayals. International scholarship has consistently emphasized how Eastern Europe was 

characterized as incomplete or lagging behind, and how such depictions provided 

justification for various forms of intervention, ranging from administrative reform to 

outright domination. A central insight of this research is that «Eastern Europe» itself was 

shaped as much by perception as by geography. Since the Enlightenment, Western 
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thinkers frequently defined their own modernity in contrast to an imagined East, portrayed 

as less developed and less fully integrated into European civilization [43]. This perception 

was reinforced by political realities of the nineteenth century, when independent Polish 

and Ukrainian states did not exist, leaving their lands open to external reinterpretation. 

German academic, political, and geographical writings regularly depicted these regions as 

economically stagnant, socially underdeveloped, and materially deficient. Such 

representations persisted well into the twentieth century and influenced broader 

historiographical narratives that portrayed Polish territories and populations as socially 

and culturally delayed [8; 23]. In more extreme formulations, these lands were described 

as empty or inert spaces, awaiting transformation under foreign direction [20]. This 

produced an image of a European “frontier zone,” a conceptual landscape where colonial-

style fantasies could be projected and local populations were seen less as agents of history 

than as objects of civilizational intervention. 

This study treats these recurring images not simply as expressions of prejudice but 

as analytical problems that reveal how historians and political actors have interpreted 

Eastern Europe. Its focus lies on the policies and actions of the Polish state between 1918 

and 1939, particularly the ways in which these were justified through the language of 

modernization and civilizational advancement. The argument presented here is that Polish 

elites, while drawing on their own historical traditions, adopted a rhetoric structurally 

similar to broader European narratives about the East. Using the concept of «nested 

orientalism», [1] which describes how societies positioned as peripheral reproduce similar 

hierarchies toward those considered even more marginal, Polish discourse about the kresy 

can be understood as a means of legitimizing authority over ethnically diverse regions, 

especially those inhabited by Ukrainians and Jews. Interwar Polish rhetoric frequently 

associated eastern territories with poverty, material underdevelopment, and social 
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disorder. Within this framework, the extension of Polish institutions and culture was 

portrayed as a process of improvement and progress, effectively creating a domestic 

frontier in which certain populations were placed at the lower end of an imagined 

civilizational hierarchy. 

At the same time, these ideas did not emerge suddenly in the twentieth century. The 

kresy had long been understood not as a clearly defined territorial unit but as a historically 

layered space whose significance evolved over generations. Despite its shifting 

boundaries, the region acquired enduring symbolic importance as the easternmost 

stronghold of Polish cultural influence [9]. Volhynia, in particular, illustrates how 

historical memory could be mobilized for contemporary purposes. By emphasizing the 

region’s earlier connections to Poland, interwar policymakers framed their actions not as 

expansion but as restoration, presenting their efforts as the recovery of a rightful historical 

legacy rather than the imposition of new authority. 

Main part. During the era of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the eastern 

lands were often cast in the imagination as a defensive margin of Latin Christianity and 

Polish culture, positioned against Orthodoxy and the Russian tyranny. This way of 

thinking echoed a wider East-Central European tradition in which various societies 

portrayed themselves as the last ramparts of the West confronting a backward or «Eastern» 

world. Similar self-images appeared in Hungary, Bosnia, Germany, Ukraine, Estonia, and 

elsewhere, each presenting its territory as a civilizational threshold [4]. 

Following the late eighteenth-century partitions, the symbolic weight of the kresy 

intensified, now infused with anxiety. Polish elites increasingly feared that the occupying 

empires aimed to extinguish Polish identity in the eastern provinces. These concerns were 

fueled by developments along the western edges of the Russian Empire, where policies 

targeting the Roman Catholic Church and the Polish language seemed to confirm such 
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apprehensions [7, pp. 60-68]. As a result, discussions of the emerging Ukrainian national 

movement became inseparable from Polish worries about control and continuity in the 

borderlands [24]. The kresy were thus imagined in a dual register: as both a stronghold of 

Polish culture and a fragile space where that culture was endangered [14]. 

In the interwar period, writers and policymakers typically described the kresy as a 

collection of specific regions – among them Tarnopol, Stanisławów, Volhynia, Polesie, 

Wilno, and Nowogródek – along with eastern sections of the Lwów and Białystok 

provinces, all situated near the Polish-Soviet boundary. Within this interpretive 

framework, these territories were not treated as empty or untouched lands but as areas 

requiring restoration to the national body and, above all, deliberate re-Polonization. 

Even as romanticized images of heroic frontiers persisted in memoranda submitted 

to the Paris Peace Conference and in propaganda that likened contemporary inhabitants 

of the eastern borderlands to medieval defenders of Christendom, the interwar decades 

also brought a growing reliance on pan-European standards of «civilization». Polish 

public discourse increasingly aligned itself with broader European ideals of progress, 

emphasizing literacy, transport networks, agricultural modernization, and administrative 

efficiency as benchmarks of historical advancement. These ideas did not emerge suddenly. 

As demonstrated in [16] and [36], nineteenth-century Polish intellectuals had already 

grappled with whether European civilizational models could be effectively adapted to 

local social and economic realities. Following the unsuccessful uprising of 1863, attention 

shifted toward incremental, practical improvements – expanding education, enhancing 

agricultural output, and extending railway systems – as essential strategies for national 

regeneration [36, p. 48]. During the interwar years, these priorities were incorporated into 

both formal state programs and informal initiatives, mirroring patterns visible elsewhere 

in Europe and in imperial governance beyond the continent. In this context, modernization 
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became rhetorically linked to Polish national identity, while economic hardship and social 

stagnation in the eastern territories were often attributed to a perceived absence of 

sufficient Polish cultural and institutional influence. 

To understand the political significance of these arguments, it is necessary to 

consider the structural challenges confronting the interwar Polish state, which were 

especially acute in the kresy. Three interconnected difficulties shaped the situation: 

disparities in economic development and administrative cohesion; persistent ethnic 

tensions within a diverse, multinational society; and the strategic vulnerability of a frontier 

exposed to external threats. The newly reconstituted Polish state inherited lands that had 

been governed for generations by the Austrian, German, and Russian empires, each with 

its own legal systems, bureaucratic traditions, and infrastructure. Integrating these 

disparate legacies into a unified administrative framework posed formidable challenges. 

Social conditions compounded the problem. Poland remained overwhelmingly rural, with 

roughly three-quarters of its population living in villages, where poverty, limited 

educational attainment, and land shortages were widespread. These issues were 

particularly pronounced in the eastern provinces, where decades of relative neglect under 

Russian rule had left infrastructure underdeveloped and social indicators lagging behind 

European norms. As a result, both policymakers and observers frequently characterized 

the borderlands as deficient in the civilizational attributes increasingly regarded as 

essential to modern statehood. 

These economic and administrative challenges were inseparable from the 

complexities of managing a multiethnic population. Interwar Poland was often described 

as a «state of many nations», and demographic diversity complicated efforts to construct 

a cohesive national identity. According to the 1931 census, which categorized inhabitants 

by language, Poles constituted approximately 69 percent of the population, while 
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Ukrainians, Jews, Belarusians, Germans, and smaller groups formed substantial 

minorities [41]. Although minority protections were formally guaranteed by constitutional 

provisions and international agreements, in practice many non-Polish communities 

encountered both institutional and informal discrimination. These tensions were 

particularly evident in the eastern borderlands, where ethnic Poles frequently represented 

only a minority of the local population. Volhynia, for instance, exemplified this diversity, 

with Ukrainians forming a clear majority and Poles accounting for a relatively small 

share [12, p. 139]. Political debates within interwar Poland reflected differing approaches 

to managing minority populations, yet both major ideological currents often assumed a 

hierarchy in which Polish culture was regarded as more «advanced» and therefore entitled 

to a leading role. 

Geography further intensified the political significance of the kresy. Situated 

between Germany and the Soviet Union – both of which harbored ambitions regarding 

Polish territory – the eastern frontier became a focal point of both developmental efforts 

and security concerns. Economic underdevelopment, ethnic diversity, and geopolitical 

vulnerability combined to transform the region into a critical arena for state intervention. 

Infrastructure projects, administrative reforms, and cultural initiatives were pursued not 

only to promote modernization but also to reinforce national cohesion and secure the 

border. 

Foreign historians, particularly Anglophone, have frequently framed their analysis 

of interwar Eastern Europe around two central questions: the causes of political and 

economic instability in the successor states of collapsed empires, and the ways these states 

addressed the presence of national minorities [31; 34]. Influential studies by scholars [7, 

pp. 291-321; 33; 38] emphasized the complexity of interwar Polish politics and 

highlighted recurring governance challenges. Research on national identity often 
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approached the issue in terms of the relationship between state authorities and minority 

populations, sometimes implicitly evaluating whether state policies benefited or 

disadvantaged non-Polish groups [11; 29]. Methodologically, much of this scholarship 

focused on official documents - legal texts, parliamentary debates, and government reports 

– tending to conceptualize ethnic groups as relatively stable categories, while everyday 

social interactions received comparatively less attention [33]. 

Historiography produced in communist Poland also examined state policy toward 

minorities [5; 32], though its analytical framework was strongly shaped by Marxist 

interpretations emphasizing class structure and economic relations. Ukrainian and 

Belarusian populations were often discussed in connection with peasant struggles, while 

Jews and Germans were frequently portrayed through the lens of their perceived economic 

roles [42; 46]. Soviet-era scholarship went even further in merging national and class 

analysis, sometimes exaggerating the role of communist movements in mobilizing 

oppressed populations [21]. While such interpretations yielded valuable empirical 

findings, they were constrained by ideological assumptions that influenced both research 

questions and conclusions. 

Relatively few studies from the communist period focused specifically on the kresy, 

in part because the incorporation of these territories into the Soviet Union after World 

War II made the topic politically sensitive. Those works that did emerge often 

concentrated on regional economic and social conditions, portraying underdevelopment 

as a defining characteristic. Studies of regions such as Polesie and Volhynia examined 

patterns of daily life, economic organization, and demographic composition, contributing 

valuable insights despite their ideological limitations [25; 40]. However, these analyses 

tended to frame modernization primarily as a measure of progress, without fully exploring 

the mechanisms and implications of cultural assimilation policies [27]. 
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After the collapse of communist rule in 1989, Polish historiography entered a new 

phase, with greater openness to previously restricted topics. Public and scholarly attention 

focused heavily on the traumatic Polish-Ukrainian violence of the Second World War and 

its aftermath, though research on the interwar period continued [15; 35]. Some studies 

reflected nationalist interpretations [10], while others sought more balanced perspectives, 

examining efforts by certain officials to pursue more inclusive nationality policies[13; 18; 

28; 30; 37; 39]. Newly available memoirs and archival collections expanded the 

evidentiary base, enabling historians to explore the lived experiences of borderland 

populations in greater detail [6; 22]. 

Despite these advances, an important analytical question remains insufficiently 

explored: the meaning of Polish identity at the local level within the ethnically diverse 

kresy. Processes of cultural assimilation were not driven solely by central authorities but 

depended on networks of teachers, clergy, administrators, settlers, and local 

intermediaries. Moreover, many inhabitants identified more strongly with region, religion, 

or social status than with nationality, reflecting the fluid and situational nature of identity 

in frontier societies [45, pp. 93-119]. Comparative research on other East-Central 

European borderlands has demonstrated that national affiliation was often ambiguous and 

context-dependent, challenging the assumption that ethnic identities were fixed or 

universally decisive [2; 3; 17; 19; 44]. 

Conclusions. In light of these perspectives, it becomes clear that nationalist 

frameworks alone cannot fully explain social and political dynamics in the kresy. While 

national identity provided a powerful interpretive lens for political elites, everyday 

choices were shaped by a broader array of factors, including economic necessity, religious 

affiliation, and local loyalties. A comprehensive understanding of the interwar 
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borderlands therefore requires moving beyond nationalist narratives to examine the 

complex interplay between ideology, social conditions, and individual experience. 
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