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Race and Identity in the Polish-African Communities of Poland 

 

Summary 

 

In this dissertation I explore the contested terrain of race, identity and inequality 

traversed by the Polish-African community in contemporary Poland. Poland is a 

context with two unique features. First, historically Poland has had a homogenous 

racial environment where white ethnic Poles represent the vast majority. Second, it is 

undergoing rapid social and demographic transformations. These two features create a 

climate that is particularly unique for individuals immigrating and living in Poland, 

especially in the case of people of color and their families.  

Within this context, I explore the emergence of two related phenomena. One is 

the emergence of minority identity of three groups: Black Africans, children of 

biracial families where one parent is (Black) African and the other (White) Polish, and 

a new minority, namely, (White) Polish women who are partners of Black African 

men. A minority identity can be defined as “a group of people who, because of their 

physical or cultural characteristics, are singled out from the others in the society in 

which they live for differential and unequal treatment, and who therefore regard 

themselves as objects of collective discrimination” (Viladrich and Loue, 2009, p.1). 

White Polish women coupled with Black African men in this case constitute a 

minority identity through the differential and unequal treatment they experience due 

to their choice in partner. Minority identity co-exists with a dominant majority 

identity group that experiences greater privileges and higher social status (Viladrich 

and Loue, 2009, p.1).  

All of the groups listed above form identity strategies and personal and social 

understandings of themselves (Howard 2000) that they use to navigate their daily 

lives and form worldviews. At the same time, a community emerges, formed by the 

macro-social context and the micro-level interactions between Black Africans, White 

Poles and their biracial children. Minority identity, the racial community and the 

processes of their mutual emergence are linked. The process of minority identity and 

community emergence is influenced by (a) the divergent ideologies of social 

inequality and of cosmopolitanism and (b) the intersection of race and gender. As 

such, inequality, cosmopolitanism and intersectionality are guiding frames for my 

research.  
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I ask two main sets of research questions. The first set is about identity formation. 

 

1) What are the identity strategies of Black Africans, White Poles and biracial 

children? How do racial identities intersect with gender identities? What are the 

consequences of these identities for navigating a daily life in which the ideology of 

inequality is a major problem and cosmopolitanism remains an ideal? 

 

The second set is about community formation, especially linking identity to 

community. 

 

2) In what ways have communities – both physical and on-line – composed of racial 

minority groups emerged within this environment? How does this community, as an 

emergent phenomenon, influence minority identity strategies? 

All told, I conducted 33 in-depth interviews, and countless informal conversations in 

numerous events across the three Polish-African communities between 2011 and 

2015. These are detailed in the annex of the dissertation.  

 

Keywords: Race, Identity, Community, Cosmopolitanism, Oral History, Intergroup 

Dialogue  
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Rasa a Tożsamość w Społecznościach Polsko-Afrykańskich w Polsce 

 

Streszczenie 

 

W niniejszej rozprawie poruszam temat rasy, tożsamości oraz nierówności, z jakimi 

we współczesnej Polsce borykają się polsko-afrykańskie społeczności. Polska jest w 

tym kontekście krajem o dwóch wyróżniających go cechach. Po pierwsze, z 

historycznego punktu widzenia Polska była krajem rasowo homogenicznym, w 

którym biali Polacy stanowili zdecydowaną etniczną większość. Po drugie, obecnie w 

Polsce dokonują się gwałtowne przeobrażenia o charakterze społecznym oraz 

demograficznym. Te dwa zjawiska składają się na specyficzną atmosferę, istotną dla 

osób przybywających i osiedlających się w Polsce; dotyczy się to zwłaszcza osób rasy 

innej niż biała i ich rodzin. 

 W ramach tego kontekstu przyglądam się dwóm pokrewnym sobie zjawiskom. 

Pierwszym jest ukształtowanie się tożsamości mniejszości trzech grup: czarnoskórych 

Afrykanów; dzieci z rodzin dwurasowych, w których jedno z rodziców jest 

czarnoskóre i pochodzi z Afryki, drugie zaś białe i pochodzi z Polski; oraz nowej 

grupy, mianowicie białych polskich kobiet, mających za partnerów czarnoskórych 

Afrykanów. Mniejszość można zdefiniować następująco: jest to „grupa ludzi, która 

odróżnia się od społeczeństwa, w którym żyje, pod względem cech fizycznych bądź 

kulturowych, oraz jest z tego względu traktowana odmiennie i nierówno, i z tej 

przyczyny uważa się za obiekt zbiorowej dyskryminacji (Viladrich i Loue, 2009, s. 1). 

Białe Polki pozostające w związkach z czarnoskórymi Afrykanami stanowią zatem 

posiadającą tożsamość mniejszość, ponieważ ze względu na dobór partnera 

traktowane są odmiennie i nierówno. Mniejszość posiadająca określoną tożsamość 

współistnieje z dominującą większością, również obdarzoną tożsamością, która to 

większość korzysta ze znaczniejszych przywilejów, oraz cieszy się wyższą pozycją 

społeczną (Viladrich i Loue, 2009, s. 1). 

 Wszystkie wymienione wyżej grupy opracowują strategie tożsamościowe oraz 

rozwijają osobistą i społeczną świadomość samych siebie (Howard, 2000), z której 

korzystają w codziennym życiu i do której odwołują się w swoim pojmowaniu świata. 

Jednocześnie organizuje się społeczność, na której kształt wpływ ma makrospołeczny 

kontekst, a także mikrospołeczne interakcje pomiędzy czarnoskórymi Afrykanami, 

białymi Polkami oraz ich dwurasowymi dziećmi. Tworzy się związek pomiędzy 
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tożsamością mniejszości, społecznością rasową i procesami ich wzajemnego 

oddziaływania. Na proces tworzenia się społeczności i tożsamości mniejszości wpływ 

mają: (a) rozbieżne ideologie społecznej nierówności, oraz kosmopolityzmu, (b) 

krzyżowanie się ras i płci. Nierówność, kosmopolityzm oraz intersekcjonalność 

stanowią ramy moich badań. 

 Poruszam się w obszarach dwóch podstawowych zagadnień. Pierwszy obszar 

dotyczy tworzenia się tożsamości. 

 

(1) Na czym polegają strategie tożsamościowe czarnoskórych Afrykanów, 

białych Polek oraz ich dwurasowych dzieci? W jaki sposób tożsamości 

rasowe krzyżują się z tożsamościami płciowymi? Jak konsekwencje owych 

tożsamości rzutują na codzienne życie, w którym podstawowy problem 

stanowi ideologia nierówności, zaś kosmopolityzm pozostaje jedynie 

ideałem? 

 

Drugi obszar traktuje o tworzeniu się społeczności, a zwłaszcza o związku 

pomiędzy tożsamością, a społecznością. 

 

(2) W jaki sposób w środowisku tym wyłoniły się społeczności (istniejące 

zarówno w sensie fizycznym, jak i wirtualnym) składające się z grup 

mniejszości rasowych? Jak tego rodzaju społeczności jako nowo powstałe 

zjawisko, wpływają na strategie tożsamości mniejszości? 

 

W latach 2011-2015 przeprowadziłam łącznie trzydzieści trzy obszerne 

wywiady oraz wiele nieformalnych rozmów w różnych okolicznościach z 

przedstawicielami polsko-afrykańskich społeczności. Szczegóły na temat tych 

rozmów zawarłam w aneksie. 

 

 

Słowa kluczowe: rasa, tożsamość, społeczność, kosmopolityzm, oral history, dialog 

międzygrupowy 
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PhD Dissertation 

Introduction:  

Race and Identity in the Polish-African Communities of Poland 

In this dissertation, I explore the contested terrain of race, identity, and inequality 

traversed by the Polish-African communities in contemporary Poland. Poland is a 

context with two unique features. First, from the end of World War Two to 1989, 

Poland was a homogenous racial environment dominated by white ethnic Poles. 

Second, since the end of the Communist era, Poland has undergone rapid social and 

demographic transformations. These two features create a climate that is particularly 

unique for individuals immigrating and living in Poland, especially in the case of 

people of color and their families.  

Within this context, I explore the emergence of two related phenomena. One is 

the emergence of minority identities of three groups: Black Africans, (White) Polish 

women who are partners of Black African men, and children of biracial families 

where one parent is (Black) African and the other (White) Polish women. A minority 

identity can be defined as “a group of people who, because of their physical or 

cultural characteristics, are singled out from the others in the society in which they 

live for differential and unequal treatment, and who therefore regard themselves as 

objects of collective discrimination” (Viladrich and Loue, 2009, p.1). Minority 

identity co-exists with a dominant majority identity group that experiences greater 

privileges and higher social status (Viladrich and Loue, 2009, p.1). White Polish 

women who are coupled with Black African men have acquired a minority identity 

through the differential and unequal treatment they experience due to their choice in 

partner.  
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These groups form personal and social understandings of themselves (Howard, 

2000) that they use to navigate their daily lives and form worldviews. At the same 

time, communities emerge, formed by the macro-social context of white ethnic 

Poland and the micro-level interactions between Black Africans, White Poles, and 

biracial children. The divergent ideologies of social inequality and of 

cosmopolitanism and the intersection of race and gender influence the process of 

minority identity and community emergence. As such, (a) minority identity, the racial 

community, and the processes of their mutual emergence are linked, and (b) 

inequality, cosmopolitanism and intersectionality are guiding frames for my research.  

I ask two main sets of research questions. The first set is about identity 

formation. 

1) What are the identity strategies of Black Africans, White Poles and biracial 

children? How do racial identities intersect with gender identities? What are 

the consequences of these identities for navigating a daily life in which the 

ideology of inequality is a major problem and cosmopolitanism remains an 

ideal? 

The second set is about community formation, linking identity to community. 

2) In what ways have communities – both physical and on-line – composed of 

racial minority groups emerged within this environment? How does this 

community, as an emergent phenomenon, influence minority identity 

strategies? 

For this dissertation, between 2011 and 2015 I conducted 33 in-depth 

interviews of Black African men, White Polish women, and their biracial children, as 

well as countless informal conversations in numerous events across the three Polish-
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African communities. Demographic data on the interviewees are described in the 

annex of the dissertation.  

Contributions of the Dissertation to the Literature 

My dissertation provides original theoretical and methodological contributions to 

literatures on race, identity, and inequality in general, and area studies in Eastern 

Europe in particular. The focus of previous research has been on identities of single 

race individuals embedded in macro-level Western contexts. Early literature examined 

the cultural and psychological consequences of race mixture (Stonequist, 1937; 

Reuter, 1918; Park, 1928; Simmel, 1921), while recent studies focus on new 

immigration to the United States by non-Caucasian individuals (Lee & Bean, 2004). 

The “contact hypothesis” holds that increases in interracial relationships decreases 

both social distance and racial and ethnic prejudice; yet this finding is based on 

studies of countries with long-established racialized institutions and a history of anti-

prejudice policy (Lee & Bean, 2004, p. 228; Telles & Sue 2009, p. 135). I address the 

contact hypothesis in a country undergoing a radical change from racial sameness to 

racial diversity, and in which racialized institutions are just emerging.   

That Poland does not have a long history of relations with Black Africans has 

led to a unique mythology (Kłoskowska, 1962; Chodubski, 2005; Fereira, 2002; Mol, 

2004; Ząbek, 2009; Mikulska, 2011). Studies of African-Polish relations have 

emphasized that problems between “whites” and “blacks” as Africans in Poland are 

perceived through the prism of race, rather than through their nationality or ethnicity, 

and that stereotypes are change resistant (Ząbek, 2009). A critical shortcoming of 

most previous studies on race in Poland is that they focus only on identity strategies. 

Community formation is an integral part of the formation and expression of identity. 

In my dissertation, I analyze community formation and its impact on Poland’s nascent 
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racial institution. On individual and societal levels, emergent racial heterogeneity and 

racial institutions impact development of cosmopolitanism in Poland (Brunsma, 2005; 

Hughes et al., 2006; see also Appiah, 2006; Calhoun, 2008; Nussbaum, 1996). I chart 

the very uncertain direction of Polish cosmopolitanism through the identity strategies 

of biracial individuals and families.   

A contribution of this dissertation is to describe for an international and 

English language audience the three Polish-African communities. Whereas there is 

literature in both Polish and English literature on Polish-African relations, very rarely 

do they use primary sources such as interviews, with a few exceptions (e.g. Nowicka 

2006). My goal is to present the interviewees’ world as they understand it. I focus 

specifically on the narratives of members of these communities and not on the point 

of view of those who exist outside of these communities. While understanding how 

people outside of these communities provides some context, and at various points in 

this dissertation, I discuss this context, I always come back to the respondents’ point 

of view of it. For example, in the discussion of “Murzynek Bambo”, I include a 

discussion about this popular children’s poem from the perspective of people from 

African countries living in Poland.  

 

Positionality: Deconstructing my role as a white Polish-American researcher of 

African and Polish-African identity  

 

First, I must acknowledge how my whiteness positions me in this research. 

Being aware the privileges and disadvantages of my nationality, ethnicity, gender, 

sexuality, or ability, my race ultimately privileges me. My interest in dual-culturality, 

the limits attached to Polish identity and what it means to be Polish, and my desire to 
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reveal engrained racism in society has led me to this research. Nonetheless, my racial 

experience in Poland or in the United States has been privileged and it is important to 

acknowledge the distance between my own lived experience and the black and 

multiracial individuals I interviewed. 

While other intersecting parts of my identity allowed me to connect with the 

individuals with whom I conducted interviews, in the case of those who either 

identified, or were perceived by others as black or bi-racial/multi-racial, my whiteness 

could have impacted what was or was not shared with me as well as the lens through 

which I understood these experiences. My American nationality and gender could 

have also impacted the results of this study. My Polish identity and Polish language 

skills, as well as my identity as a dual-cultural individual, as well as "Jew" to some 

and "not fully Polish" to others, may have also impacted the connections I made with 

interviewees. At the beginning of each interview, I explained my own background, 

my nationality, ethnicity, and reason for researching this topic.  

While my intention is and has been to make sure that these narratives are 

heard, I also acknowledge that as a white researcher I may be taking space away from 

these individuals to tell their own stories or do research on this topic. I try my best to 

cite the work of people from these identities in my research as well. 

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

In Chapter 1, I discuss theories of race and identity. Most research is based in the US 

and Europe, and much less so in Poland where the history of interracial contacts has 

been rare. In my review of the literature, I discuss the progression of studies on race 

and identity, including identity development for ethic and racial minorities and more 
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recent research on biracial and multiracial identity. Gender plays a strong role and 

thus I include discussions of how it influences racial identity formation. 

In Chapter 2, I discuss my data and methods. To find potential interviewees, I 

used a combination of traditional snowball sampling and social media. To interview, I 

used the oral history method. To supplement interview information and collect data 

on the community, I used informal conversations during the course of participant 

observation in the places where black African fathers, white Polish mothers, and 

multiracial children congregates. I also discuss the importance of using the oral 

history method when working with sensitive populations and discuss the ethical and 

privacy concerns that come with social network snowball sampling and maintaining 

the anonymity of this population.  

In Chapter 3 I examine the identity strategies of individuals from various 

African countries residing in Poland, and the conflict between constructing individual 

and collective identity in a new and foreign space, as well as the mechanisms to 

address preconceived stereotypes and stigmas the Polish population attaches to 

African identity.  

There are many ways in which African individuals acquire identities in Poland 

and many consequences to the identities that they acquire. I look at motivations to 

come to Poland along with initial experiences and notions of “adapting”, definitions 

of racism, positive notions of Poland as a country that is “getting better” in terms of 

racism and the many forces that aid in identity formation. I discuss the many forces 

present in the interviews that influenced constructions of identity: hate crimes and 

mistreatment and methods of dealing with discrimination, distinct feelings of 

otherness, the relationship with the Polish family, the Polish-African relationship and 



 15 

family as a mechanism providing a sense of connectedness, negotiating identity 

through child rearing and identifying as Polish. 

In Chapter 4, I examine the identity strategies of white Polish mothers and 

biracial Polish-African children. The major themes that emerged for white Polish 

mothers include: understanding and identifying with difference through reactions 

from parents, friends and Poles; identifying as “tolerant”, “open” and “understanding” 

as well as perceiving Their city as such; negotiating identity when parenting Polish-

African children; and embracing African culture and identity.  

I also discuss the frames of tolerance, acceptance, and openness that permeate 

throughout their stories. The source of their tolerance and openness that they 

expressed during these interviews may be a result of this understanding, but it may be 

why they were open to having intimate relationships with Black African men in the 

first place. Although they identify as being tolerant and open, it is also clear that for 

these women, their city is a city that is much more open than others, and that their 

situation is not as shocking in Their city as it would be, or is, in the smaller towns and 

cities of Poland. 

Mothers of biracial Polish-African children noted that the physical differences 

of the members of these women’s families served as a basis for forming their own 

identities. According to these women, through empathizing with their partners and 

children, they acquired a deep understanding of what it feels like to be physically 

different in Poland and what this means to the people around them. Raising biracial 

Polish-African children and empathizing with feelings of difference through their 

children’s questions and troubles made them aware of the perceptions of their own 

identity as compared to their children’s, and what it really means to be physically 

different in Polish society.  
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In this chapter I also examine interviews with children of Polish and African 

parents, and discuss the parallels that exist and fall directly in line with the identity 

strategies developed in Nowicka’s (2006) study, including key factors in identity 

formation such as the role of physical difference, the role of parental attitudes, level of 

competence with respect to the foreign parent’s culture, linguistic competence and 

contact with the foreign parent’s homeland (p. 1076). I also observe additional major 

factors: the influence of moving, living or traveling abroad to a larger more ethnically 

or racially diversity city, conversations with parents about physical difference and 

discrimination, the importance of peer groups, and most notably, the power of social 

networks in developing social identity and community both virtually and physically. 

In Chapter 5, I discuss what is often named the “Polish-African community” 

and what is actually three distinct and partially-overlapping communities. The three 

different groups I interviewed – Black African men, White Polish women, and 

biracial children –  described to me the level of integration versus isolation of these 

communities and the spaces where these communities congregate. Black African men, 

White Polish women who are partners of Black African men, and Polish-African 

children, experience and construct community in very different ways. While 

theoretically they exist as part of this larger Polish-African community, each 

individual within the community finds or creates their own community, whether 

physical or virtual, formal or informal. Because each member of the Polish-African 

family experiences day to day life very differently, each member thus finds 

commonalities with others with shared experiences and identities. 

I describe the communities in which the three groups of this study live and 

build, and explain how these communities influence their identities. I describe the 
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Polish-African communities in terms of their history, social and political 

characteristics, and growth in recent years. Because each of the groups of this study is 

a sensitive population, I discuss the importance of anonymity and privacy. 

I conclude that cosmopolitanism in the Polish-African context finds its roots in 

the varying identities and perspectives of the individuals that make up their 

communities. Black African men and White Polish mothers used this ideology in 

discussing child-rearing strategies and how they might like to raise their children. 

They believed strongly that they would raise their children to feel confident in 

belonging wherever they chose—that they would be citizens of the world. White 

Polish women also identified as “tolerant” and “open”, embracing differences in their 

families and relationships.  

Polish-African individuals spoke about cosmopolitanism in terms of their own 

identities. In the literature Nowicka (2006) notes this as “distancing one’s self from 

one’s roots” which could be “a specific form of manifestation by means of which the 

respondent wants to convince him or herself and other people that one should never 

judge people in terms of nationality but only in terms of character traits” (p. 81). 

Nowicka (2006) also addresses that “sometimes it is the parents who inculcate an 

attitude of globalism, relativism, or cosmopolitanism” (81).   

Race and identity continues to be a contested terrain navigated by members of 

the different Polish-African communities. Poland’s white homogenous racial 

environment is a difficult landscape for racial outsiders, but it is also one where the 

hopeful, optimistic identity of cosmopolitanism is evident in the stories that racial 

outsiders tell to themselves, to their families, to their children, and to Poles of all 

colors and faiths. Everyone – Black Africans, white Polish mothers, bi-racial children, 

and all of their friends and family, and everyone they meet in public and private – 
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form a single, emergent network born of a troubled history and shaped by current 

events. The future, as always, is uncertain, and daunting challenges remain, including 

possibility of backlash against globalization and the cosmopolitanism it brings. Yet, 

the interviewees of this study, and the communities I witnessed, have demonstrated 

that they can rise to the challenges they face.  

 

Polish Context 

 

Historical and Social Context 

Historically, Poland has experienced a variety of complex and vast demographic 

transformations of its representation of national, ethnic and religious minorities. 

According to the 1931 Polish census, prior to WWII, almost a third of Polish citizens 

declared a non-Polish nationality or ethnicity (Golebiowska, 2014). According to 

Golebiowska (2014) “Ukranians were the largest non-Polish group…at 13.9%. Jewish 

respondents came in second at 8.6%, with 5.3% of Poles declaring Byelorussian 

nationality, 2.3% German, and 1% picking another ethnic or national category 

(including Russian, Lithuanian, Slovak, Czech, Gypsy/Roma, Armenian, Tatar, and 

Karaim)” (pp. 50-51). The mass extermination of ethnic and national minorities, 

specifically of Jews and Roma, changed the structure and demographic population of 

Poland dramatically. Golebiowska (2014) also notes the forced resettlement of 

150,000 Ukranians to German regions during Operation Vistula, as well as numerous 

efforts used to force Silesians to verify and prove their Polish identity in order to 

avoid expulsion to Germany (p. 51).  Golebiowska (2014) cites that “as a result of 

such extermination, expulsion, assimilation, and dispersion, Poland eventually 

became one of the most ethnically and religiously homogenous countries in Europe 
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and the world” (p. 51). This violent, strategic and purposeful demographic alteration 

had and continues to have a great deal of consequences on Poland’s national social 

climate. 

 

Post WWII Demographic changes 

In the time between the end of WWII and Poland’s political transition in 1989, a 

number of interesting shifts occurred in the 1970s and 1980s when the Soviet Union 

and its satellites were locked in a battle with the United States over what were known 

as the non-aligned states that made up much of the developing world and Africa
1
. 

Soft-power in the form of aid and scholarships were used during this time as a means 

of creating ties between the Soviet Union and African countries, which resulted in an 

increase of African students receiving stipends to study in Poland and other 

communist countries.     

According to the Copernicus Foundation research on “Foreigners Studying in 

Poland”
2
: 

In 1970 103 students from the Soviet Union were engaged in studies in 

Poland (4% of the overall total), and significant numbers of African 

students came from the countries of Ethiopia and Ghana (more than 50 

students), Nigeria and Sudan (more than 100 students), as well as from 

Kenya, Mozambique, Tunisia, and Zaire... In the following decade (1971-

1980) the number of foreign students studying in Poland rose 11% to 

2913, while the number of countries of origin remained the same at 

38…The number of students from Greece fell sharply from 150 in 1971 to 

only 2 by mid-decade, but then rose again to 77 in 1980. Also during this 

decade, one could observe a decline in the number of students from some 

African countries, such as Sudan and Ethiopia, and an increase in the 

numbers from other African countries, such as Nigeria and Kenya… 

(Chilczuk, “Foreigners Studying in Poland: A Fifty-Year Perspective.”) 

 

                                                        
1
 See Damaso Reyes, “Black Lives in Germany and Poland,” KSFR Santa Fe 

https://soundcloud.com/damaso-reyes/sets/afro-europeans 

 
2
 Michał Chilczuk, “Foreigners Studying in Poland: A Fifty Year Perspective.” KONTAKT. 

http://www.copernicus.org.pl/kontakt/chilczuk_a.htm 
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The study goes on to cite that despite the imposition of martial law, the overall 

number of foreigners studying in Poland fell only by 140 in the mid 1980s. Students 

from African countries continued to be well-represented during this time by large 

groups of students, “including Ethiopians (40-90), Nigerians (90-180), Sudanians (13-

76), Tunisians (40-57), and Algerians (40-60)” (Chilczuk, “Foreigners Studying in 

Poland: A Fifty-Year Perspective”). While these students only made up a tiny portion 

of the overall population of Poland, this may have been one of the first historical 

periods where Black Africans became a part of Polish society and culture on a larger 

and more long-term scale. Many students of course only stayed temporarily, while 

others stayed in Poland and continue to live in Poland to this day.    

 

Contemporary Poland 

Since 1989, Poland has witnessed a rise in cross-border migration from both within 

the European Union and from regions such as South Asia and Africa. This is due to a 

number of different factors, including Poland’s accession to the European Union in 

2004, Poland’s convenience and attractiveness as a transition country, and 

globalization’s overall effect of creating selectively permeable economic, political and 

social borders (Górny et al., 2010). According to the 2011 Polish census 

(Gudaszewski, p. 62), out of a total population of approximately 38.5 million, around 

1.1 million individuals were born outside of Poland. This is around 1.8 percent of the 

total population, of which 1.64 percent are Polish citizens (Gudaszewski, 2011, p. 63). 

While the census details the specifics of how many individuals identify with 

ethnicities such as American, English, Belarussian, French, Kashubian, Lithuanian, 

Lemko, German, Roma, Russian, Śląski, Ukrainian, Italian, and Jewish, it does not 

include specifications about individuals from African countries. One category, titled 
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“other” notes that this category includes about 93,000 individuals from “distant parts 

of the world”, who are a part of the aforementioned 1.8 percent of individuals born 

outside of Poland, and around 521,000 people in the census make up a category of 

individuals who do not identify with any ethnicity (Gudaszewski, 2011, p. 63).  

The 2011 Polish census showed that 56.3 thousand individuals from other 

countries resided in Poland and out of these, 40,000 stayed for longer than 3 months. 

27,000 of these individuals stayed in Poland for a minimum of 12 months, while 

36,000 planned to stay in Poland for a year of more (Kostrzewa & Szałtys, 2013, p. 

28). Poland saw a rise in immigrants coming from African countries as compared to 

data collected in 2002 and 2011, with around 800 individuals temporarily staying in 

Poland in 2002, and 1,390 coming in 2011 (3.5% of all immigrants) (p. 32). These 

individuals had temporary residence in Poland for more than 3 months and most came 

from Nigeria and Tunisia. Individuals from these two countries also cited “family 

matters”, as main reasons for their time in Poland, with over 50% of Tunisians and 

34% of Nigerians citing this as their primary reason (p.38).  

The current estimate of ethnic and national minorities in Poland may be 

skewed for a number of reasons. Golebiowska (2014) cites that this may have to do 

with hesitancy by individuals to acknowledge their minority status, especially as the 

first time the census listed this category was in 2002. Many who may have to this 

point been able to “pass” as Polish, may have felt threatened by the existence of this 

category due to perceptions of “social control” fueled by historically imposed 

communist rule as well as “the history of inter-ethnic and interreligious conflict in 

Poland” as well as the fear of economic and educational discrimination (Golebiowska, 

2014, p. 51). In 2011 the census allowed for individuals to report “composite national-
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ethnic identities” which “further complicated the measurement of Poland’s national 

and ethnic composition” (Golebiowska, 2014, p. 52).   

Danecka et al. (2013) explores the increase in interest among Africans coming 

to Poland as a destination country rather than a transition country. At the same time, 

Danecka et al. explains that there are far fewer Africans coming to stay in Poland than 

immigrants from Asian countries. The authors examine what they call a “slow influx 

of immigrants” from African countries and ask whether this is a consequence of a 

system of “push and pull” forces that impact a potential immigrant. The authors ask 

whether this has to do with barriers that African immigrants encounter when arriving 

in Poland, or if Poland is simply not an attractive enough destination for African 

immigrants; whether it is a result of specific administrative restrictions, or if climate 

and lack of cultural traditions have an impact. They also ask whether cultural 

differences and unfavorable attitudes toward Polish society have an impact (157). The 

authors analyze statistical data to determine the trends of African immigrants in 

Poland in order to compile indicators (157).  

As far as immigration to Poland from African countries, Danecka et al. (2013) 

explains that “over the last ten years, the number of migrants from Africa applying for 

a residence permit has increased almost threefold, but their share in the migration 

flow to Poland remains very smallΔ (157). The authors go on to report data on 

students as well as the number of Africans interested in Poland as a destination 

country: 

In the 2010/2012 academic year, individuals from the territory of Africa, were 

only 3% of all foreign students (Hut, Jaroszewska 2011, p. 3), although 

African countries have the highest percentage of students studying abroad 

(World Migration Report 2008). According to official data, around 5,000 

African immigrants (holders of valid residence cards) lived in Poland in 2012. 

This data, however, relates to the whole of Africa, and therefore also to the 

influx of Arab territories in the north of the continent. Numbers for Sub-

Saharan Africa or the so-called Black Africa are much lower. There are only 
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about 2.3 thousand immigrants living in Poland. Thus, immigrants from all 

over the African continent make up less than 4.5%, and immigrants from the 

so-called Black Africa account for only 2% of all foreigners residing in Poland 

(p. 158). 

  

According to Danecka et al. (2013), factors that could significantly influence 

these numbers are migration support networks and how they function, the chances of 

formally legalizing one’s stay, as well as the chances of being able to function 

illegally in a given country (159). In relation to the factors related to legalization, 

Danecka et al. 2013 cite physical difference as both an obstacle and a benefit:  

On the one hand, due to skin color, illegal immigrants find it harder to blend 

into the crowd - which can increase the risk of deportation. On the other hand, 

foreign facial features for local control services may be more difficult to 

distinguish, making it easier to use someone else's documents (Lederer, Nickel 

1997 in Danecka 2013, p. 159).  

 

According to Danecka et al. (2013), more than one third of all sub-Saharan 

African migrants come from Nigeria, almost seven and eight times as many as from 

Cameroon and Angola, which follow in number of migrants (159-160). The largest 

concentration of immigrants from Africa is in Warsaw, while relatively large groups 

also live in Lódz, Krakow, Poznan, Wroclaw and Tri-city area (p. 160). 

Vorbrich’s (2016) article on the socio-cultural characteristics related to the 

context of African immigration to Poland differentiated between North Africa, which 

is associated with whiteness, and Sub-Saharan Africa, or “Black Africa”. Vorbrich 

(2016) describes a period in the 1990s when Poland experienced a wave of Africans 

who came to the country seeking refugee status, primarily from countries that were 

experiencing violent conflicts, such as Rwanda and Somalia or coming from reasons 

concerning political and cultural protection (p. 519). Vorbrich (2016) describes the 

next wave of “businessmen” who formed a fresh group intertwined with post-

scholarship African individuals, who the author describes as a class of intellectuals 
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who studied in Poland and were well integrated into Polish society (p. 519). Vorbrich 

(2016) details the many different organizations and support networks that Africans 

developed in Poland, both formal and informal. 

 

Attitudes toward Foreigners  

A number of Public Opinion polls have tracked trends in Polish attitudes toward 

foreigners throughout the years. According to The Center for Public Opinion 

Research (2015) 68% of Poles agreed that it is beneficial to all countries that 

individuals are able to immigrate for work (translated from Grabowska & Roguska, p. 

90). Since 2008, a significant increase in work permits from foreigners was noted, 

which also increased the number of Poles who said they knew foreigners living in 

Poland (48%) (translated from Grabowska & Roguska, 2015, p. 91). Still, only 6% of 

individuals responded that they hired foreigners for paid work, which was a 3% rise 

from 2010 (Grabowska & Roguska, 2015, p. 91). As compared to Public Opinion 

Research done in the late 90s, the amount of people who were opposed to foreigners 

being close neighbors, coworkers, doctors, their children’s teachers, their boss at work 

or priest at their parish, was cut by half (Grabowska & Roguska, 2015, p. 93). 

According to the most recent poll, 9% of Poles were opposed to having a foreigner as 

a neighbor, 10% were opposed to a coworker who is a foreigner, 15% were opposed 

having a doctor who is a foreigner, 16% were opposed to a teacher who is a foreigner, 

and 17% were opposed to both a boss who is a foreigner and a priest who is foreigner 

(Grabowska & Roguska, 2015, p. 93). The smallest shift in opinion was noted in 

terms of Poles attitudes toward their children marrying a foreigner (29% opposed in 

1999 and 23% in the 2015 poll) (Grabowska & Roguska, 2015, p.94). In terms of 

immigrant workers, about 26% of Poles supported the presence of individuals from 
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African countries, however since 2004, the number of Poles who believed that the 

presence of individuals from African, Turkish and Arabic countries negatively 

impacted the county increased while it stayed the same or decreased for other ethnic 

groups (p.95). These shifts in attitudes coincide with shifts in values and political, 

economic and social realities in Poland. While Grabowska and Roguska (2015) note 

the slow shifts and changes in attitudes toward foreigners, it is apparent that there is 

still a great deal of reluctance when it comes to foreigners from African, Turkish and 

Arabic countries.  

In a project funded by the European commission titled “Discovering Efficient 

Tools for Protecting Victims of Hate Crime” (2016) hate crimes are defined as 

“criminal acts motivated by bias or prejudice towards particular groups of people.” In 

order for an act to be considered a hate crime, it had to constitute an offence under 

criminal law and must have been motivated by bias. The project cites “Shadow 

Reports” done by the European Network Against Racism in 2014 concerning 

discrimination in the labor market on the basis of origin or religion. The Polish report 

explores the relationship between the discrimination of immigrants and acts of hate 

speech and violence motivated by bias based skin color and origin. According to the 

project, “in Poland the most vulnerable groups are the Roma and refugees 

(specifically from Caucasus region) …worse treatment on the basis of origin and 

religion threatens five groups: immigrants from outside the EU, the Roma, Muslims, 

persons of African origin and black persons, as well as women originating from the 

immigrant environments and national minorities” (“Discovering Efficient Tools for 

Protecting Victims of Hate Crime”, 2016). The project cites that issues exist both in 

the underreporting of hate crimes, as well as the number of cases that are eventually 

discontinued. According to the project, “In the year 2013, 111 indictments were 
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issued on the ground of crimes motivated by bias against 174 persons. In the year 

2012 it was 121 cases; 235 persons were charged. Due to the failure to detect the 

perpetrators 298 cases were closed (2012 - 97 cases), and in 108 instances did not 

meet the criteria of a crime (2012 - 49 cases)” (“Discovering Efficient Tools for 

Protecting Victims of Hate Crime”, 2016). While underreporting continues to be a 

problem, civil society organizations have been collecting this information for years. 

Perhaps the longest recorded list of hate crimes in Poland exists through a foundation 

that has been recording incidents since 1987. Most recently hate crime policies have 

been challenged by political parties in Poland leading to debate as to whether new 

policies will do a sufficient job protecting victims of hate crimes (“Discovering 

Efficient Tools for Protecting Victims of Hate Crime”, 2016, p. 3). 

In Ząbek’s (2002) Polish language work, “Between hell and paradise. 

Problems of cultural adaptation of refugees and immigrants in Poland,” presents a 

collection of field reports prepared by students from the Institute of Ethnology and 

Cultural Anthropology at University of Warsaw, describing the vast and diverse 

experiences of individuals, namely refugees, from African and Asian countries, 

arriving and living in Poland. In the introduction, Ząbek notes that “Foreign-guests for 

most Polish people are neither friends nor enemies. That is why for some people this 

causes uncertainty and anxiety, in others - curiosity and fascination. We do not know 

what to expect from them, what to conceive of them, how to behave around them” 

(Ząbek, 2002, p. 8).  

The book includes Aleksandra Kryszczuk’s chapter, “Africans on their way to 

the West,” in which she analyzes interviews that detail the experience of individuals 

from African countries travels to Poland and experience upon arrival. Kryszczuk’s 

work touches upon the lack of relationships that Africans and Poles form, and the 
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author notes various reasons for this lack of contact, including language barriers, 

Poles hesitance to befriend Africans, as well as the lack of integration due to the stays 

in refugee camps. The author also states that the interviewees  

...often emphasized that one of the reasons that made it difficult for them to 

communicate with poles was the fact that Poland was a communist country, 

which according to Africans caused a negative attitude of the local people to 

foreigners. It is said that the main disadvantages that were formed under the 

influence of this regime was suspicion, intolerance and hypocrisy (Ząbek, 

2002, p. 39). 

  

Kryszczuk (2002) goes on to describe how African perceptions of Poles seems 

to worsen over time, especially due the types of contact that they had with Poles in the 

refugee camps, where staff were not trained to work with people from different 

cultures, as well as when moving through the process of trying to obtain resident 

status which was often times long and tedious (p. 40-41). This author’s work focusses 

primarily on the experiences of individuals who spent a short amount of time in 

Poland and outlines their experiences and perceptions in the first years of their stay in 

Poland. In contrast, my work takes a look at the perceptions and experiences of 

individuals who have lived in Poland for many years, some of which came to Poland 

to study or work on already existing contracts, and had a slightly different narrative. 

Nevertheless, Kryszczuk’s chapter is informative of the experience of individuals 

from African countries who lived in refugee camps and began their lives in Poland in 

this way.  

The Polish language book Stadium: The Devil’s Games, is a well-known 

work, but its status as fiction or non-fiction is in doubt. The author wrote that, “The 

whole history that I wrote, really happened, but not necessarily to me.” Yet, it is 

instructive, even if it tells a story that is not social science based, but that some white 

Poles may believe is the truth.  
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Stadion is the story of a Nigerian man who moved to Poland after obtaining a 

fake offer to sign with a sports club. As a result, the main character ends up in a 

refugee camp and begins to sell fake designer shoes at the “Dziesięciolecia Stadion” 

or 10
th

 anniversary Stadium. Mike, the protagonist, finds out about the stadium’s 

eventual closing, and searches for other ways to financially sustain himself in Poland. 

The book was written in 2009 and the stadium’s demolition began in 2008. The story 

focusses on Mike’s attempts to navigate the economic world in Poland.  

Stadion, the story of working at the Dziesięciolecia Stadium, is one that some 

of my interviewees briefly described, but the stadium experience was not a prominent 

part of my interviewees’ personal narratives. Even though I used the oral history 

method that would have allowed for the stadium experience to emerge organically, it 

was only briefly mentioned and appeared only in some of the Black African men’s 

stories. Only one of my interviewees told a story similar to Mike’s.  That few had 

expressed to me the Stadion experience means that either they did not think it was 

salient to their current situation, or they didn’t feel comfortable telling me about it. 

Considering that they revealed many other intimate details in the interviews, it is 

likely that Stadion was not a salient part of my interviewees’ personal narratives. I 

consider, too, that the stadium had already closed prior to my research fieldwork; for 

the few interviewees who did work there at some point, they had not worked there for 

a long time. 

In a Polish language work, titled, “How to speak and write about Africa” 

(2011), a work published by the Africa Another Way Foundation, Diouf et al. outline 

the many inconsistencies in arguments commonly put forth in Polish culture about 

Africa and people from African countries. The chapters of the piece outline 

misconceptions about Africa as a continent, common stereotypes, how to address 
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individuals from African countries living in Poland, and more, while providing 

examples of both cultural and media representations of Africans in Poland. Because 

most of the chapters are written by individuals who have roots in African countries, 

the work is uniquely written through the lens of those who are directly impacted by 

the topics that are discussed. I discuss this in detail in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. 

In Markowska-Manista’s (2013) theoretical chapter using secondary sources, 

“Foundation or socio-cultural suspension? Africans in Poland”, the author discusses 

the actions that individuals from African countries take to adapt to the conditions of 

the host country in order to gradually be rooted and embraced in the society. The 

author also points out factors that exist on the part of the host society that, despite 

their efforts, does not allow individuals from African countries to effectively adapt. 

The author writes that the changing character of Polish society implores that “we 

investigate the processes involved in the rooting and shaping of identities of people 

belonging to groups that are ethnically and nationally different and already seen today 

in the Polish society as ‘exotic’ because of their physical differences” (260). The 

author states that these “are often Polish citizens and Africans from birth. As 

ethnically different, with different skin color, appearance, cultural heritage, they 

belong to the most stereotyped groups of others and symbolize otherness in everyday 

spaces” (pp. 260-261). 

The author suggests that in order for individuals from African countries to 

adapt, this would need to include “a collapse of the societal-cultural suspension”, 

which includes stereotypes and generalizations that exist about Africans in Poland, as 

well as questions of what it means to be a Polish “patriot”, in order to create space for 

mobility (p. 272). The author suggests that this includes going beyond stereotypes, by 
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creating spaces for community, civic and patriotic engagement, and through building 

dialogue and mutual trust in civilians who often live in fear (p. 272).  

 

Race and Polish Media 

Monkey,” “black monkey,” “asphalt,” “Bambo,” “gorilla” are the types 

of invectives that nearly all interviewees of African origin reported 

hearing. Individuals who stand out for their darker skin and/or are of 

Asian origin reported hearing insulting epithets such as “black”, 

“nigger” or “yellow.” Foreigners frequently hear comments that they 

are not welcome in Poland and should go back to their countries. 

(Mikulska, Helsinki Foundation, 2011).  

 

The Helsinki Foundation’s 2011 study titles “Racism in Poland” explores racism 

toward immigrants and children of mixed marriages. The increase of cross-national 

contacts and immigration to Poland has certainly had an influence on how race is 

culturally perceived. Physical difference is a marker that has not been a positive 

determinant of what it means to be “Polish” according to the Polish people.  

While biracial and African individuals in Poland are clearly in the minority 

and often encounter a great deal of discrimination due to their appearance, many of 

Poland’s known celebrities are biracial or people of color. In 2014, Poland’s Next Top 

Model contestant Osi Ugonoh, who was born to two Nigerian parents in Poland, won 

first place in the competition. Other biracial Polish vocalists appeared on Poland’s 

version of “You’ve Got Talent” and took top positions in the finals. This “exotic” 

physical difference in a way gives some biracial individuals a “status” that cannot be 

achieved by other Poles (Nowicka, 2009). The intersection of race and gender is 

apparent here as women of color are often exoticized while men of color are seen as a 

threat (Brooks & Hébert, 2006). These celebrities are often referred to by Poles as 

“our strangers”, affirming that although they are different, they are in fact, Poles.  
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A 2010 “Wprost” article, a popular Polish weekly news magazine, began with 

the subheading,  

When they walk down the street, they hear: Bambo, negro, or asphalt. 

People with different color skin do not have an easy life here. But we 

are convinced that we are extraordinarily tolerant (Bojar & Renata 

2010, p. 48).  

 

Within this article examples are given of how Poland’s most well-known 

“racially different” individuals experience Polish racism. Richard Mbewe, a well-

known actor and economist from Zambia who came in Poland in 1983, recaps an 

experience shopping with his young daughter in a shopping mall. His daughter ran 

through the aisles and one man, apparently unhappy with her behavior, exclaimed, 

“Behave yourself little nigger, this isn’t Africa!” (Bojar & Kim, 2010, p. 48). 

Although he says that he has gotten used to being called “Murzynek Bambo” on the 

streets, he explains that it still upsets him to hear that he is taking someone else’s job.  

Another experience described in the article comes from Ola Szwed, a well-

known biracial Polish actress whose father is Nigerian. She begins by describing how 

an older woman “spit at her feet” only weeks before her interview with “Wprost”. The 

actress recalls what she views as a “funny” experience, rather than a sad one, when 

young children would look at her and ask their parents, “Why is that woman so tan?” 

(Bojar & Renata, 2010, p. 49). She says that this experience is not sad for her because 

she knows that “these little ones have probably never seen a person with darker skin” 

(Bojar & Renata, 2010, p. 49). She explains however that when she was a teenager 

she did experience a moment that really frightened her. She speaks about how she was 

approached by a group of skinheads on the bus and how “vulgar” and “aggressive” 

they were, which scared her, however she explains that she will never forget the 

moment when one of the passengers hid her from the skinheads and helped her off of 
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the bus. In the end she says “Thanks to the fact that I acted on the TV show, everyone 

knew me, for them I was ‘swoją obcą’ [our stranger], different but accepted” (Bojar & 

Kim, 2010, p. 48).  

According to the article, another well-known Polish-Ghanaian weather woman 

reports that she was a victim of racism before she was even born, claiming that upon 

finding out that her mother would birth a biracial child the nurses said they would not 

deliver the baby (Bojar & Kim, 2010, p. 48). Another woman from Angola 

remembers when a Polish man in the bus told her “Don’t sit here, blacks don’t have 

the right to sit” (p. 48). Jacek Purski, an activist for an antiracism campaign in Poland 

called “Never Again” claims that most of the racism that occurs in Poland occurs at 

soccer games at Polish stadiums. He gives an example explaining that “the referee 

comes up to the dark-skinned soccer player who has just been injured and asks him: 

Are you going to get up or should I give you a banana?” (Bojar & Kim, 2010, p. 50).  

 In a more recent incident, in January 2012 “Gazeta Wyborcza”, a leading 

Polish newspaper, reported that Polish MP Marek Suski was recorded speaking about 

John Godson, Poland's first Nigerian MP, to a member of Godson’s party saying, 

“Your little black man/negro will vote with you” (“Wasz murzynek głosuje razem z 

wami”). Suski’s use of the term “murzyn”, a contested term in itself, in its diminutive 

form, as well as his use of the term in the context of ownership, through the use of the 

word “your”, caused a considerable reaction from many people in Poland. When 

Suski was questioned about his comment soon after, he explained himself in saying 

that the story “Murzynek Bambo is in Polish literature a nice little poem”. In response 

to this, Godson insisted that the incident "is an issue of one's level of intercultural 

intelligence". An altered image of Suski, posted by MP Cezary Tomczyk, surfaced on 

Facebook shortly after the incident. The edited photo showed a dark skinned Suski, 
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with a play on words from the poem “Murzynek Bambo”: “Little black boy Suski 

lives here in Poland, he has weak jokes, this friend of ours”. Later in the evening, MP 

Godson posted the photo on his own Facebook page with the heading and emoji, “:-)”. 

It was not long before the image accumulated 584 “likes” and 70 comments. The 

image was commented on by Poles subscribed to Godson’s Facebook page. 

Comments ranged from short statements of support such as, “SUPER!”, “BRAVO!”, 

to lengthier discussions of race in Poland. One comment in particular, which 

accumulated the most “likes” from other users, stated:  

“Mr. Godson, if only our ‘white’ politicians had even 1/10 the 

intelligence, diligence, perseverance, and if they did even 1/20 for us 

that you have for your district, then in our country the things that we 

see on television and read on the internet or the newspapers would not 

happen.” 

 

Ideological Change 

An ideological consequence is the challenge the upsurge in racial diversity makes to 

cosmopolitanism, defined as the idea that everyone, regardless of background, belong 

to a single community, and thus share a common worldview based on moral 

responsibility to all people (Nussbaum, 1996). Biracial individuals and families in this 

context are viewed as the physical embodiment of change. To some change is 

threatening. To others, it is an opportunity for progress. Thus, as a psychological 

consequence, racialized others in a homogenously white Polish society face unique 

challenges ranging from personal struggles in how they see themselves and their 

community, to racially-charged incidents on the streets and in their extended families 

(Jasińska-Kania, 2009; Nowicka, 1990; Ząbek, 2009; see especially Nowicka, 2006).  

Through the social power of in-group solidarity, a homogenous environment 

makes it very easy to voice prejudice; it is only when these views are challenged that 

they may change. For cosmopolitanism to exist in such societies, citizens must have 
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much more exposure to different cultures, and to put aside racist views and 

stereotypes. It seems that in recent years Polish media has come to notice the 

contradictions behind stating that Poland is becoming more and more tolerant but at 

the same time acknowledging that there is still a deep cultural tendency to exclude.  

 

Mixed Marriage in Poland 

Jodłowska-Herudzińska (2002), through examining Polish-Asian, Polish-African and 

Polish-European couples, discusses endogamous and exogamous marriages in the 

Polish context, exploring the question of whether exogamous relationships are 

destined to fail due to differences in nationalities, religious beliefs and race, which the 

author states “might weigh down the marital life and the family life” (p. 74). The 

author argues that while endogamy does not solve marital differences, exogamy can 

also open up the possibility for integration in different ways, including, by introducing 

new customs and traditions, which can make life more interesting and emotionally 

fulfilling for the couple (Jodłowska-Herudzińska, 2002, p. 74). The author notes that 

these types of marriages in Poland are most often by Polish women and men from 

outside of Poland, and that ultimately the differences between the couple serve as 

issues that construct difficulties for the couple both before and after the marriage. The 

author also proposes that factors that had a positive influence on the marriage were: 

the age of the couple, a higher ability to cope with the language barrier, positive 

reactions from parents on the decision to marry a foreigner, a small age difference 

between spouses, and positive motivations to marry (Jodłowska-Herudzińska, 2002, 

p. 188). 

 The marriage process is outlined in detail in the Polish Migration Forum. The 

forum also notes that due to an increase in “fake” or “sham” marriages for the purpose 
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of citizenship or economic means, a lack of trust at many government offices in terms 

of intermarriage occurred as a result (p.1). The forum warns foreigners about this and 

provides information about “sham” marriages as well as how this type of marriage is 

defined by law. It is also interesting to note that marriages are only valid in “Catholic 

Church, Orthodox Church, Evangelical-Augsburg Church, Evangelical-Methodist 

Church, Christian Church, Baptist Church, Seventh Day Adventists Church, Polish 

Catholic Church, Mariavite Church, Pentecostal Church, and Religious Jewish 

Communes” while “Marriage solemnized in a mosque …is not formally valid” and 

“muslim marriages must be contracted in a Registry Office in order to be accepted by 

Polish authorities and law” (Info-migrator, http://www.info-migrator.pl/en/legal-

information/marriage, 2016).  

What is referred to as intermarriage, interethnic/interracial marriage, 

transnational partnerships, or mixed marriage has long been the subject of scholarly 

interest, particularly in the social sciences where this type of work explores both the 

individuals within these partnerships as well as the communities they construct and 

belong to (Barron, 1951; Beck, 2007; Berrington 1994; Bohra-Mishra, 2015; Górny, 

2005b; Grzymała-Moszczyńska, 2011; Jones, 1982; Kalmijn, 1993; Tzeng, 2000; 

Wysieńska, 2010; Kubicki, 2009; Halik, 2006). These marriages are also said to 

testify to the changes and openness of social structures and some considered them to 

be an indicator of integration in a society (Brzozowska, 2015, p. 6). Through the 

merging of diverse sets of social groups, often resulting in the emergence of children 

with mixed identities, mixed marriages are also considered to be leading factors in the 

process of social change (Kalmijn 1998, p. 396; Lievens, 1998 in Brzozowska, 2015, 

p. 6). 
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Research on intermarriage in Poland has been limited, covering only select 

regions, more often northern and western regions due to shifting ethnic identities after 

World War Two, and only covering specific ethnicities, races and/or nationalities 

(Brzozowska, 2015, p. 23). Notably, studies have been done on Vietnamese (Halik & 

Nowicka, 2002; Halik, 2006), Arab (Kubicki, 2009), and Ukrainian intermarriages in 

Poland (Upper & Kępińska, 2004, 2005, 2005b). Brzozowska (2015) notes that one 

out of every ten intermarriages in Poland are between Polish and Ukrainians 

individuals and that much of the literature on intermarriage in Poland focusses on 

these cases due to both this statistic as well as the “demographic, economic, and 

political and symbolic history” (p. 26).  

Wysieńska and Wencel (2010, 2013) researched issues related to the 

adaptation of immigrants in mixed marriages. They analyzed differences in patterns of 

relations between foreigners who are married to Polish citizens and those who have 

endogamous marriages or are unmarried. They indicated that the number and type of 

links with the representatives of the host society were similar in both groups. They 

also argued that migrants constituted a bridge between diverse social groups for their 

spouses. However, Polish spouses did not provide a bridge between their foreign 

partner and groups of friends in Poland; rather, they provided strong links with 

members of their own family (Wysieńska, 2010, p. 11; Brzozowska, 2015, p. 25).  

In the overview of work done on intermarriage in Poland, Brzozowska (2015) 

concludes that there has been “a lively discussion around the issues of marriage and 

family life of successive generations of immigrants and its impact on social 

integration” (p. 25). The author notes that this work’s importance not only lies in its 

ability to identify social distance and barriers separating social groups, but also serves 

as an indicator of potential change in cultural and socio-economic relationships, 
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which may occur as a result of the interactions between diverse ethnic, national and 

racial origins through mixed marriages (Brzozowska, 2015, p. 25).  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Theories of Race and Identity   

 

 

In this chapter I discuss theories of race and identity. Most research is based in the US 

and Europe, and much less so in Poland where the history of interracial contacts has 

been rare. In my review of the literature, I discuss the progression of studies on race 

and identity, including identity development for ethic and racial minorities and more 

recent research on biracial and multiracial identity. Gender plays a strong role and 

thus I include discussions of how it influences racial identity formation. 

 

Theories and Concepts on Race and Identity  

The Concept of Identity 

Social identity theory, as outlined by Howard (2000), centers on the “extent to which 

individuals identify themselves in terms of group memberships” (Tajfel & Turner 

1986 in Howard, p. 369). Within this is the idea that individuals form their identities 

in both social and personal ways, including their connection to various social groups 

as well as the distinctive characteristics that discern them from the individuals around 

them (Howard, 2002, p. 369). Personal identities are defined as “the idiosyncratic 

attributes that distinguish an individual from others” while social identity is the 

“membership in various social groups” (Howard, 2002, p. 369).  These identities are 

“thought to lie at opposite ends of a continuum, becoming more or less salient 

depending on the context” (Howard, 2002, p. 369). However, it can also be observed 

that social and personal identities are very much influenced by each other. Social 

identities can influence personal identities in negative or positive ways (Howard uses 
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the example of status and self-esteem) and can also influence how one evaluates in 

and out-groups. According to Howard (2002), “because people are motivated to 

evaluate themselves positively, they tend to evaluate positively those groups to which 

they belong and to discriminate against groups they perceive to pose a threat to their 

social identity” (p. 369). In this way, evaluation of other identities as compared to 

one’s own can help to either strengthen or weaken personal and social identities. This 

can lead to a number of identity strategies, some of which are outlined by Howard, 

especially among marginalized and/or stigmatized communities who may find this 

more difficult than those who are not members of these communities. Examples of 

this may be “attempts to dissociate themselves, to evaluate the distinguishing 

dimensions of in-groups as less negative, to rate their in-group as more favorable on 

other dimensions, or to compete directly with the out-group to produce changes in the 

status of the groups” (Howard, 2002, p. 369).  

Bokszański’s Polish Language work, Tożsamości zbiorowe, [Collective 

Identities], is a summary of years of research on identity issues, including theoretical 

analyses, empirical research, and survey data. It integrates Polish and English 

language theoretical works on identity and draws on works by Erikson, Bauman, 

Giddens, Hoffman among others, while also including descriptive statistics and 

survey data. The first section of the book covers theories of individual and collective 

identity, while the second section takes a look at empirical work related to collective 

identity, specifically as related to ethnicity and nationality.  

Bokszański begins by discussing the “problem” of identity and why it became 

a topic of public debate in the 20
th

 century (p. 16). The author cites Bauman (1993) in 

this discussion of why and for who identity became a “problem” (p. 16). In Bauman’s 
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(1996) work, “From Pilgrim to Tourist – or a Short History of Identity”, Bauman 

states (as cited in Bokszański, p. 19):   

One thinks of identity whenever one is not sure of where one belongs; that is, 

one is not sure how to place oneself among the evident variety of behavioural 

styles and patterns, and how to make sure that people around would accept this 

placement as right and proper, so that both sides would know how to go on in 

each other's presence. 'Identity' is a name given to the escape sought from that 

uncertainty. Hence 'identity', though ostensibly a noun, behaves like a verb, 

albeit a strange one to be sure: it appears only in the future tense. Though all 

too often hypostasized as an attribute of a material entity, identity has the 

ontological status of a project and a postulate. To say 'postulated identity' is to 

say one word too many, as neither there is nor can there be any other identity 

but a postulated one. Identity is a critical projection of what is demanded 

and/or sought upon what is; or, more exactly still, an oblique assertion of the 

inadequacy or incompleteness of the latter. 

 

Bokszański (2005) cites Erikson’s (1968) work on identity as the means 

through which the concept of identity reached mainstream sociology (p. 33). He goes 

on to say that Erikson “explicitly defined identity as a stable system of self-definition, 

confirmed by its social environment” (p. 33). He goes on to say that “the lack of 

stable self-image, in addition to the lack of recognition and support from the social 

environment, would provide a basis for the existence of a pathological state” (p. 33). 

In this sense, stable identity, as a system of self-definition, is reliant on the support 

from one’s social environment.   

In defining national pride, Bokszański (2005) sees this as  

both an assessment of one’s own people and a satisfying effect caused by the 

realization of one’s belonging to the national community. Assessment of 

successes and failures of the people, together with the subjective happy feeling 

caused by belonging to a nation is a result of acts of judgement, comparisons, 

and observations embedded in the individuals’ experience, connected with the 

fate of their native land (p. 136).  

 

National pride was, perhaps, an under-current in my interviewees’ narratives, 

but was not prominent in their expression of them. Most of my interviewees noted 

that while a strong Polish ethnic identity seems to be ingrained in Polish society, they 



 41 

were positive about the future of Poland as a place where a good life is possible for 

them. This was prior to 2015. 

 

Racial Identity 

Most of the literature on race and identity focuses on developing a means to 

understand either the content or process of racial identity. Most studies focus on 

individual identity strategies and racial socialization embedded in a macro-level 

context of racialization and racism, particularly that of the United States and other 

Western countries with a long history of interracial contacts (Neblett et al., 2001; 

Hughes et al., 2009; Scottham et al., 2009; Miller & Combs-Orme, 2008; Miller 

2010). In general, the literature suggests that identity development is “particularly 

complicated for those belonging to ethnic and racial minority groups, owing to 

negative societal stereotypes and discrimination” (Howard, 2000, p. 374). Phinney 

(1993) draws a distinction between process and content in relation to ethnic identity. 

Content is the “actual ethnic behaviors that individuals practice, along with their 

attitudes toward their ethnic group” and process is “the way in which individuals 

come to understand the implications of their ethnicity and make decisions about its 

role in their lives, regardless of the extent of ethnic involvement” (Phinney, 1993, p. 

64).  

Although few focused on the relationship between the content and process of 

racial identity, Scottham (2009) determined that there were correlations indicating 

“some relationship between process and content such that higher levels of 

development are associated with higher levels of identification with and more positive 

attitudes toward one’s racial group” (p. 9). While in the past most research on race 

and identity assumed individuals to belong to a single racial or ethnic category, since 
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the 2000s, research on biracial and multiracial identity has grown (Howard, 2000, p. 

374; Lee & Bean, 2004; Telles & Sue, 2009). Biracial individuals, considered by 

themselves or others as representing two racial identities, present a challenge to 

existing theories of race and identity. Many scholars argue that multiracial individuals 

“have the unique ability to transcend racial boundaries and bridge racial groups” and 

have used terms such as “‘intermediaries,’ ‘interpreters,’ ‘cultural brokers,’ ‘children 

of the future,’ and ‘edgewalkers’” to describe them (Krebs 1999, Nakashima 1992, 

Smith 1939, Wilson 1992 as cited in Telles & Sue, 2009, p. 134).  

As with single race individuals, multi-racial identities are embedded in macro-

level Western contexts.  While in the beginning literature posed much concern on the 

cultural and psychological consequences of race mixture (Stonequist, 1935; Reuter, 

1918; Park,, 1929; Simmel, 1921), recently a great deal of interest has generated as a 

result of new immigration to the United States by individuals of Asian and Latino 

descent (Lee & Bean, 2004). As Lee and Bean (2004) cite, many scholars believe that 

increases in racial intermarriage may bring about a decrease in social distance, racial 

and ethnic prejudice, and racial and ethnic boundaries (p. 228), however it is 

important to look beyond the case of the United States in order to truly determine the 

relationship between race mixture and its influence on racial boundaries and racism 

(Telles and Sue, 2009, p. 135).   

Rockquemore and Brunsma’s research on socially embedded identities 

discusses the complexities of identities that exist among individuals, particularly 

biracial individuals, in the United States. While previous research on the multiracial 

experience proposed only two options for racial identity, Rockquemore and Brunsma 

argue that biracial individuals make a range of identity choices and are not limited to 

identifying as either “Black” or “Biracial” (p. 335). Also proposed is the discussion of 
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the difference between multi-ethnic and multi-racial identity experiences with White 

multi-ethnic identity being primarily symbolic, a personally chosen identity that does 

not necessarily have to be incorporated in their everyday lives, an identity that can be 

modified and changed, and one that does not have major social consequences on their 

social standing (336). On the other hand, bi-racial and Multi-racial individuals are 

“considered to have little choice about their racial identity, and their lives are 

significantly impacted by the apparent absence of that choice” (p. 336). Race is 

almost immediately a part of their master status in how others perceive them, which 

also has a major influence on how these individuals negotiate their own identities.  

Among the factors that influence identity options discussed by Rocquemore 

and Brunsma (2002), physical appearance is noted as playing a “critical” role in racial 

identity development (p. 340). The socially constructed and symbolic meanings 

attached to physical differences, specifically in the case of skin color, provide for a 

means of interpretation both in terms of self-reflexivity as well as how one’s skin 

color is perceived by others, both influencing identity on social and personal levels (p. 

340). Rocquemore and Brunsma (2002) expand on this, citing other studies where 

“Skin color has been most commonly attributed to the development of a singular 

black racial identity (Field, 1996; Hall, 1980; Tizard & Phoenix, 1995). Researchers 

have found that the darker the skin of a biracial individual, the more likely he/she will 

be to adopt a singular black identity” (Brown, 1990).  

 

Racialization 

Racialization is a concept that has both been defined and discussed within a number 

of academic disciplines and has been contested at the same time in terms of its 

definition and place within sociological discourse. Murji and Solomos (2005) state 
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that racialization arguably “…has become a core concept in the analysis of racial 

phenomena, particularly to signal the processes by which ideas about race are 

constructed, come to be regarded as meaningful, and are acted upon” (p. 1). Michael 

Banton, who introduced the term in the sociological context, described this as the 

process by which categorization is developed and “applied tentatively in European 

historical writing” and then throughout the West and the rest of the world (1977, pp. 

18-19). Murji and Solomos (2005) interpret this as the “process by which, from the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, others came to be seen and defined in terms of 

biological differences, that is, that race came to be used to denote a physical category 

and not one that was to organize perceptions and ideas about differences” (p. 9).  

Silverstein explores racialization in terms of immigrants in the European 

context citing that racialization “…refers to the processes through which any diacritic 

of social personhood—including class, ethnicity, generation, kinship/affinity, and 

positions within fields of power—comes to be essentialized, naturalized, and/or 

biologized” creating a new category “through which immigrants are constructed as 

the European nation-state’s abject, and anthropology’s increasingly preferred, exotic 

“others”” (Silverstein, 2005).  

Bonilla-Silva (1996) denotes the importance of defining both racism and 

examining the “structural theory of racism based on the notion of racialized systems” 

(p. 465). In doing so, he proposes: 

In all racialized social systems the placement of people in racial 

categories involves some form of hierarchy that produces definite 

social relations between races. The race placed in the superior position 

tends to receive greater economic remuneration and access to better 

occupations and/or prospects in the labor market, occupies a primary 

position in the political system, is granted higher social estimation 

(e.g., is viewed as “smarter” or “better looking”), often has the license 

to draw physical (segregation) as well as social (racial etiquette) 

boundaries between itself and other races, and receives was DuBois 

(1939) calls a “psychological wage”…the totality of these racialized 
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social relations and practices constitutes the racial structure of a 

society. (Bonilla-Silva, 1996, p.465). 

 

Racism 

Bonilla-Silva also examines the problematic ways in which racism is defined or left 

undefined and argues that looking at racism as an “idea” or idealist conception can 

never help to fully understand how it influences one’s life. In his discussion, Bonilla-

Silva suggests that “If racism, viewed as an ideology, were seen as possessing a 

structural foundation, its examination could be associated with racial practices rather 

than with mere ideas…” meaning that examining racism as existing within a larger 

racial system will do more in the quest for meaningful analysis than in looking at it 

merely as its own ideology separate from racialized systems (Bonilla-Silva, 1996, p. 

467).  

Quillian (1995) used his theory of perceived group threat to analyze collective 

threat to the dominant group by out-groups coming into European countries and the 

prejudice that results. He argues that the perceived threat is dependent both economic 

difference and group size of the secondary group as compared to the dominant group 

(p. 586). Quillian (1995) conceptualizes racial prejudice as “the result of a feeling by 

the dominant group that their prerogatives are threatened by the subordinate group. 

Prejudice is, then, a response to perceived threat” (p. 592). I would argue that in the 

case of Poland, political stability may also influence prejudice as changes in a 

political system may result in higher or lower levels of nationalism, thus influencing 

prejudice toward the out-group.  

 

Racial Contact Theory 
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Gordon Allport’s “The Nature of Prejudice” has been cited as a foundational source 

for much of the research done on intergroup relations since its publication in 1954. 

His work has been reviewed, empirically supported, as well as contested, nonetheless 

remaining “one of the most influential and often-cited publications in the entire field 

of intergroup relations” (Katz, 1991, p. 125). Allport notably affirmed that “prejudice 

reduction would occur when members of different groups met on an equal status 

footing to pursue common goals through cooperative interaction, in such a way as to 

allow the development of close relationships with members of the out-group” (Brown, 

et al., 2005, p. 258).   

Others expanded on Allport’s theory and theoretical developments of the 

contact hypothesis emerged as published research on intergroup relations continued to 

grow (Brown et al., p. 260). These included the decategorization hypothesis (Brewer 

& Miller, 1984), the in-group identity model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), the 

intergroup contact model (Hewstone & Brown, 1986), the theory of longitudinal 

contact (Pettigrew, 1998) and more recently, Moody’s (2005) analysis of friendship 

segregation in schools as related to school organization, as well as Emerson, Kimbro 

and Yancey’s (2002) expansion on contact theory focusing specifically on the 

influence of prior racial contacts on the development of more diverse social groups. 

Moody (2005) suggests that in researching how the distribution of race within schools 

influences integration, one must refer to the contact theory, which says that 

integration is dependent also on the “structure and activities within settings” (p. 707). 

Moody (2005) then suggests that “increasing heterogeneity need not increase racial 

friendship integration” (p. 707) and his results confirm this in a number of ways. 

Emerson, Kimbro and Yancey (2002) propose a revised version of contact theory, 

going beyond the initial research that focused primarily on the changing racial 
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attitudes of a specifically “white” audience, which often led to the assumption that 

racial attitudes coincided directly with behaviors, through examining social ties and 

other behaviors, which could in turn enhance the overall understanding of race 

relations. They argue that “interracial contact can have implications far beyond 

attitudes” and that “prior interracial contact in institutional settings will lead to more 

diverse social groups in the future” (Emerson et al., 2002, p. 749). Their results 

demonstrate that prior racial contact “continues to have a strong positive effect on the 

racial diversity of one’s circle of friends” (Emerson et al., 2002, p. 753). 

 

Race in Europe 

The literature that exists regarding race and racism in Europe centers around the 

discussion of the refusal to use racial categorization in the social, political and legal 

realms of European societies while at the same time acknowledging that race is a 

central reality for the increasingly diverse populations of European countries. This has 

come about for a number or reasons, rooting back to historical involvement during 

World War II, leading to what some define as “racial skepticism” (Grigolo, 

Hermanin, & Möschel, p. 1639), the view that race does not exist, as well as “racial 

constructionism”, allowing for the idea that race exists only as a socially constructed 

category (Mallon, 2006; Grigolo, et al., 2011). 

Grigolo, et al. (2011) outlines the many ways in which the absence of 

acknowledging race in the European context, by, for example, replacing these 

categories with others, such as “culture”, “ethnicity” or “ethnic belonging”, 

consequently hinders the ways in which normative, legal and political experiences and 

decisions are made in fighting discrimination in Europe. Lentin (2008) argues that 

that replacing these signifiers “has done little to overcome the effects of the race idea, 
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one less based on naturalist conceptions of hierarchical humanity, and more on 

fundamental conceptions of Europeanness and non-Europeanness” (p. 487).  Grigolo 

et al. (2011) argues that in the context of Europe, where racial and ethnic diversity 

continues to be on the upswing, race and ethnicity must be taken into consideration 

within these societal spheres. The authors discuss what they believe is essentially 

Europe’s strategy of “fighting racism without race” and address how only overt racial 

discrimination is penalized, while the often covert forms of racism, many of which act 

on an institutional level, are not taken seriously despite the fact that most people of 

color in Europe experience this type of racism on a regular basis (Grigolo et al., 2011, 

p. 1635-1636). The article goes on to explain that this approach “assumes and legally 

creates the idea that racism is merely the product of random intentional actions by 

isolated, lunatic individuals or groups. At the same time it fails to address patterns of 

historical, structural, systemic, institutional and indirect racial discrimination 

generated by peculiar European experiences of colonialism and (im)migration…” 

(Grigolo et al., 2011, p. 1636). Lentin (2008) suggests that “the silence about race in 

Europe allows European states to declare themselves non-racist, or even anti-racist, 

while at the same time continuing to imply an inherent European superiority, which 

determines both international relationships and relationships with those seen as ‘in but 

not of Europe’ within its domestic spheres” (p. 487). Lentin goes on to discuss that in 

not talking about race and instead replacing it with other signifiers, race as an ascribed 

part of one’s identity in this context is ignored. Grigolo, et al. (2011) described the 

effect of this as “…legally deny[ing] the lived experience of (everyday) racism by 

European people of colour, reducing it to non-existence or irrelevance” (p. 1641). 

 

Racial Inequality in Poland 
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In this section I discuss the importance of looking at race and identity outside of these 

macro-level Western contexts. I also discuss the intersectionality of race and gender 

that exist as related to the inequality faced by members of the Polish-African 

community. Lastly, I discuss cosmopolitan theory and its relevance in terms of Polish 

African relations and the future of race relations and xenophobia in Poland. I give a 

brief description of the current state of transnational marriages in Poland in terms of 

statistics, prior research that has been written on Polish-Arabic marriages. 

I discuss works that have been written by Maciej Ząbek and Ewa Nowicka and 

how they are useful to build upon to understand contemporary race and identity 

studies in Poland. I argue that while Maciej Ząbek does an in depth ethnographical 

study on the experience of Africans in Poland and Polish views on Africa and 

Africans, and Ewa Nowicka writes about the identity strategies of children of 

transnational marriages, some of which come from bi-racial or multi-racial families, I 

take these a step further by making connections between these individuals, their 

identities, and their community.  

My work builds on Ewa Nowicka’s (2006) study of children of transnational 

marriages in Poland. She used an open ended interview instrument and it appears that 

she specifically asked about this particular information. Nowicka outlines her method 

as “open ended interviews” which “were as informal as possible although there were 

general questions that were used in no particular sequence” (p. 1075). While Nowicka 

describes her method as an open ended interview, Nowicka (2006) seems to seek 

three different topics directly, asking the following questions: 

1. Purely factual questions concerning the interviewee’s family history and 

individual biography. 2. Specific questions whose purpose was to explore the 

interviewee’s attitude towards the countries and cultures of both parents and 

hence their identity strategies and choices. 3. Questions about self-definition. 

In some cases the interviewees mentioned this issue spontaneously, probably 
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on the basis of reflecting on our earlier discussion. In these cases there was no 

need to ask these questions at all (p. 1075). 

 

While her work is illuminating, the oral history method that I used would not 

be able to strictly replicate Nowicka’s results for these groups; indeed, in the oral 

history method, it would be artificial to create strictly defined categories of identity. 

The benefit of my approach is that when respondents are given the opportunity, they 

will express a more complex identity, in which there is no easily defined end point 

such as “Polishness”, “Africanness” or “Cosmopolitanness”. Nowicka’s work reveals 

that there are some types of identity strategies that are more fixed, at least for children 

of transnational marriages, my work points out the deeper meanings associated with 

identity, thus I see these works as complimentary with some partial overlap.  

 

Consequences of Social and Demographic Change  

Comparatively little research has been done on the effects of the increased 

migration on Poland, currently one of the most ethnically homogenous countries in 

contemporary Europe (Jasińska-Kania, 2009). With globalization comes large-scale 

demographic transitions, and in Poland this results in increased contacts between 

individuals of different races and ethnicities where such contacts were once rare.   

Poland’s changing demographic trends mean more and more interracial 

families, including those with biracial children, with two main and highly interrelated 

consequences for individuals who are part of this Polish-African community.  One is 

the emergence of minority identity of three groups: (Black) Africans, children of 

biracial families where one parent is (Black) African and the other (White) Polish, and 

a new minority, namely, (White) women partners of Black African men. All of these 

groups form identity strategies that they use to navigate their daily lives and form 
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worldviews.  The other is the emergence of a community formed by the macro-social 

context and the micro-level interactions between Black Africans, White Poles and 

their biracial children.  The identity and the community are linked: Minority identity 

is influenced by the community, and the community is influenced by minority 

identities. Families raising biracial children in a racially and ethnically homogenous 

society face unique challenges with regard to identity formation and identity strategy 

(Nowicka, 2006, p.9).   

Under travel-restricted Communist-era Poland, contact with individuals of 

different races and ethnicities were rare. Because Poland does not have an extensive 

modern history of relations with individuals from Africa, most of the notions of the 

“black other” are informed by a uniquely Polish African mythology (Kłoskowska, 

1962; Chodubski, 2005; Fereira, 2002; Mol, 2004). For example, “Bambo,” the still 

popular children’s poem about a little African boy who is afraid to bathe because it 

will “bleach” his “black skin”, reinforces stereotypes of Africa and those who are 

from African countries, and is often used a foundation for insults aimed toward dark 

skinned Africans in Poland (Diouf, 2011; Mikulska, 2011). Studies of African-Polish 

relations have emphasized that problems between “whites” and “blacks” as Africans 

in Poland are perceived through the prism of race, rather than through their nationality 

or ethnicity, and that stereotypes are change resistant (Ząbek, 2009).  

In the post-communist context, emerging racial heterogeneity and racial 

institutions impact development of cosmopolitanism in Poland on individual and 

societal levels. Psychologically, racially different individuals in a homogenous 

environment face enormous challenges in adopting cosmopolitanism, especially when 

the racially dominant group sees them and treats them as fundamentally, culturally, 

and biologically different. Young parents in biracial families who are optimistic that 
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Poland moves toward cosmopolitan society will be more likely to view the family as 

such and instill cosmopolitan values in their children (Brunsma, 2005; Hughes et al., 

2006). If equality of race is the basis of modern cosmopolitan society, then biracial 

families are the embodiment of Polish society’s future (Appiah, 2006; Calhoun, 2008; 

Nussbaum, 1996).   

 

Pathways to Cosmopolitanism in Poland 

In this section I explore sociological definitions of cosmopolitanism and major, inter-

related determinants of mass acceptance of cosmopolitanism in Eastern Europe; 

specifically, I examine the role of national context in Poland and the emergence of 

racial diversity amidst racial homogeneity. The section focuses on African and 

biracial individuals in the contemporary Poland, and what this means for the both 

individual and societal development of cosmopolitanism there. I use examples in both 

popular culture and national politics to discuss the many contradictory messages that 

exist regarding inclusivity and cosmopolitanism versus xenophobia, racism and 

intolerance. I finish with a discussion on the future of cosmopolitanism as an 

achievable ideology in the Polish context and what may determine the path that 

Poland takes. 

In a globalizing Europe where national borders are increasingly permeable and 

individuals increasingly inter-marry, the idea of cosmopolitanism has become the 

subject of much spirited public and academic debate (Beck, 2007; Hall, 2002; 

Hannerz, 1996; Held, 2002; Tomlinson, 1999; Urry, 2000b; Vertovec & Cohen, 

2002). Cosmopolitanism continues to be a contested term that means different things 

to different disciplinary fields; blurry lines between cosmopolitanism and 

internationalization, globalization, transnationalism and universalism add to the 
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definitional complexity (Beck & Sznaider, 2006; Pichler, 2008, Saito, 2011; Skrbis et 

al., 2004). Many argue that cosmopolitanism is “associated with a conscious openness 

to the world and to cultural differences” (Skrbis et al., 2004, p. 116). If the 

cosmopolitan assumption is that all humans belong to a single community, and that 

even strangers with barely any connection to one another can share a common 

worldview, a key question is how racially different individuals in a homogenous 

environment adopt a cosmopolitan view, especially if the racially dominant group 

sees them and treats them as fundamentally, culturally, and biologically different. 

Sociological definitions of cosmopolitanism and major, inter-related 

determinants of mass acceptance of cosmopolitanism in Eastern Europe are important 

to understand the worldview and identity strategies of black male Africans, white 

Polish women, and bi-racial children in Poland
3
. Cosmopolitanism in Poland has 

become a story of the emergence of racial diversity amidst racial homogeneity. Due to 

nationalism, xenophobia and racism, there are many challenges to mass acceptance of 

cosmopolitanism in racially homogenous environments; mixed-race individuals and 

families both represent and embody the tension between the national context and 

emerging racial diversity. I explore the two main paths toward cosmopolitanism for 

individuals and society: acceptance or rejection.  Methodologically, I use oral history 

interviews with African and biracial families in order to explore personal struggles for 

building a cosmopolitan identity in Poland and I analyze race as presented in Polish 

traditions and the mass media to interpret how cosmopolitanism is culturally 

perceived.  

Poland is a crucial case for examining this phenomenon in that it is a useful 

example of a society that in the past has been racially and ethnically homogenous, but 

                                                        
3 A note on terminology: some prefer the term “multiracial” or “mixed race” to biracial, but I focus specifically on 

two socially constructed racial categories – Black and White – that have strong meaning in contemporary Poland. 
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has recently experienced a boom in migration from various parts of the world.  New 

forms of racial inequality are becoming apparent which have not existed in the recent 

past and this poses many questions for cosmopolitanism in Poland (Mikulska, 2011; 

Ząbek, 2009). Although there has been some research done on cosmopolitanism (and 

also “Europeanization”) in terms of European identity (Pichler 2008, p. 1121), the 

concept of cosmopolitanism in everyday life has only recently made its way into the 

social sciences and struggles with definition and clarity (Beck, 2004). There has been 

very little research done on the concept in Eastern Europe and Poland, specifically. 

 

Cosmopolitanism in Sociological Debate 

The concept of cosmopolitanism, traditionally rooted in philosophical studies, 

has received an upswing in interest among social scientists. Philosophers understood 

that cosmopolitanism projects the idea that all human beings, regardless of race, 

ethnicity, or gender, belong to a single community. This “love for humanity”, 

philosophy of universal inclusion, blindness to particularity, and ability to share a 

common worldview based on moral responsibility to all human beings is key in the 

cosmopolitan ideology. As suggested by Skrbis (2004), cosmopolitanism is often 

perceived as an “ideal” rooted solely in universalism and philosophy, however today 

it has resurfaced as a conceptual way “of understanding the consequences of increased 

social interactions across cultural and political boundaries…[with] focusing questions 

related to globalization, nationalism, population movements, cultural values and 

identity” (p. 131). Many others have also commented on cosmopolitanism as a 

valuable analytical concept and call for a “cosmopolitanism sociology” (Pichler, 

2008; Beck, 2004; Skrbis, et al., 2004). There have also been many discussions 

regarding the nationalism and cosmopolitanism debate, and the attempt to understand 
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how states are being changed and reformulated in a more cosmopolitan way (Beck & 

Sznaider, 2006, pp. 20-21). In recent years many scholars have attempted to separate 

cosmopolitanism from the purely philosophical ideal and root it in “concrete social 

realities” (Beck & Sznaider, 2006, p. 7). There are many different cosmopolitanisms 

as well as the empirical phenomenon of cosmopolitanization (Saito 2011; Beck & 

Sznaider 2006; Beck 2004). Still, many insist empirical research on “actually existing 

cosmopolitanism” should be a priority (Pichler, 2008; Lamont & Aksartova, 2002). 

 

Cosmopolitanism and Its Related Concepts 

Cosmopolitanism finds itself intertwined with a variety of concepts and theories of 

which many have made attempts to differentiate and define in relation to one another. 

A primary distinction is between cosmopolitanism and internationalism. While both 

cosmopolitanism and internationalism suggest openness to other cultures, 

internationalism indicates that the “nation” is a part of the equation and that nations 

have commonalities, whereas cosmopolitanism eliminates national boundaries and 

instead insists on a single moral community. Beck (2004) details the difference 

between the two concepts and outlines that although cosmopolitanism may 

presuppose internationalism, they do not pursue the same idea (p. 143). This is the 

case as internationalism draws boundaries between “us” and “them”, the national and 

the international, whereas cosmopolitanism redraws and opens boundaries 

transcending or reversing the polarity of the relations between us and 

others and…by rewriting in cosmopolitan terms the relationship 

between state, politics and nation and goes beyond the ‘either inside or 

outside’ distinction between national and international and is instead 

“both inside and outside”. (Beck, 2004, p. 143).  

 

Cosmopolitanism must also be differentiated from concepts such as 

universalism and globalization. Universalism projects a worldview of a universal 
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identity, often in contrast to religious distinctions and particularism. Universalism and 

cosmopolitanism share the idea of moral responsibility for all human beings, however 

universalism neglects to acknowledge cultural differences in the world that remain an 

important part of cosmopolitanism. Beck and Sznaider (2006) suggests that 

cosmopolitanism differs from universalism because “it assumes that there is not just 

one language of cosmopolitanism, but many languages, tongues, grammars” (p. 14). 

They emphasize that cosmopolitanism should be inclusive rather than exclusive of 

universalism, nationalism, and transnationalism in its practices as these concepts are 

both the make up of cosmopolitanism as well the approaches that make it 

distinguishable (Beck & Sznaider, 2006, p. 19). Pichler (2008) expands on this idea 

by arguing that particularism and universalism act as poles in overemphasizing 

difference on one end and neglecting difference on the other, whereas 

“Cosmopolitanism considers both similarity and difference in understanding the need 

for enclosure and the possibility of multiple identities and affiliations to groups on the 

one hand and individualism on the other” (p. 1110).  

Cosmopolitanism scholars attempt a conceptual division between 

cosmopolitanization and globalization with varying success. Beck and Sznaider 

(2006) define cosmopolitanization as a “globalization from within” or “internalized 

cosmopolitanism” (p. 9). In this way, the authors suggest that local-global phenomena 

can be explored through suspending the assumption of the nation-state and through 

framing questions “…so as to illuminate the transnationality that is arising inside 

nation-states” (Beck & Sznaider 2006, p. 9). Saito (2011) takes this a step further and 

insists that “globalization, consisting of the institutionalization of world society and 

the transnational circulation of foreign people and objects, leads to cosmopolitanism 

as a subjective orientation of openness to foreign others and cultures” (p. 124). 
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Globalization is then the diffusion of ideas, culture, and languages across space and 

cosmopolitanism is the feeling of openness within society that occurs as a result of 

this diffusion.  Conceptual clarity is still necessary in many cases, as these terms seem 

to share more than they do not, and in this way, cosmopolitanism seems to both 

encompass these concepts as well as differ from them in slight respects. 

Nationalism can have a profound influence on individual and societal 

acceptance of cosmopolitan thinking through the connections it has with racism and 

xenophobia. The debate over nationalism and cosmopolitanism appears in this context 

specifically in the influence that nationalism may have on cosmopolitanism in a 

homogenous society. Cosmopolitan ideology may be either reinforced or refused 

depending on the context, and societies may make it more or less difficult for 

individuals to adopt a cosmopolitan view of the world, a situation which influences 

the diffusion of cosmopolitanism. Nationalism, ethnic and racial homogeneity, and 

lack of contact with other cultures, play a significant role in the difficulties behind 

maintaining a cosmopolitan ideology for both racially different individuals and 

society as a whole. However, with an increase of cross-national contacts, and the 

attendant increase in racial diversity, cosmopolitanism becomes a central, and 

contested, concept. 

In order to understand cosmopolitanism in the context of racial diversity in 

contemporary Poland, it is vital to keep in mind the real consequences that the social 

construction of race has on the ideology that all humans belong to a single 

community, and that even strangers with barely any connection to one another can 

share a common worldview. If race is socially constructed with the grounds of 

creating social hierarchy and maintenance of power for those in the dominant and 

majority race, how do racially different individuals in a homogenous environment 
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adopt a cosmopolitan view, especially if the racially dominant group sees them and 

treats them as fundamentally, culturally, and biologically different? These questions 

can only begin to be answered through a thorough understanding of the individuals 

who live this reality. In the Chapter 2, I will discuss the methodology used to explore 

this ideology and concept in sociological debate.  

In Poland, two possible paths emerge: one leading to the rejection of 

cosmopolitanism and the other leading to a strengthening of it. Nationalism and 

racism push toward rejection, while the positive experiences of Polish-African 

families can lead to the opposite path. While likely some combination of the two will 

emerge, I chart the very uncertain direction of Polish cosmopolitanism through the 

identity strategies of biracial individuals and families.  My analysis of the ways in 

which cosmopolitan identity intersects with the other identities that they expressed 

during the interviews is that cosmopolitan is an ideal therefore a philosophical 

ideology.  

While some made identify with cosmopolitanism, their social identity is 

formed, in a substantive way, by how they are viewed by others. When they are 

perceived through the prism of race as black or non-white, or as a partner of someone 

who is perceived as black, they are treated in a way that makes them understand that 

they are others. In this way, they gravitate to communities that are similar. But 

eliminating race in their own home and in their own lives does not eliminate the ways 

in which race plays a role in the ways they are treated or the discrimination to which 

they are subjected.  

Ethnicity, while related, is different in one major way: A cosmopolitan 

identity is inclusive of all ethnicities, deliberately sees ethnicity and celebrates it, and 

provides space for fluid inclusivity. For black African men, instead of running away 
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from ethnicity, they embraced it within a cosmopolitan identity. For white Polish 

mothers, far from running away from their partner’s ethnicity, they sought to embrace 

it and include it as part of their child rearing strategies and their own lives. For the 

biracial children who I interviewed, they seemed to be ambivalent and still in the 

process of understanding themselves in terms of racial identity, and more focused on 

their Polish identity that other Poles outside of their community regularly challenged 

or questioned.  
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PhD Dissertation 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

Data and Methods 

 

In this chapter, I discuss my data and methods. To find potential interviewees, I used a 

combination of traditional snowball sampling and social media. To interview, I used 

the oral history method. To supplement interview information and collect data on the 

community, I used informal conversations during the course of participant 

observation in the places where black African fathers, white Polish mothers, and 

multiracial children congregates. I also discuss the importance of using the oral 

history method when working with sensitive populations and discuss the ethical and 

privacy concerns that come with social network snowball sampling and maintaining 

the anonymity of this population. All told, I conducted 33 in-depth interviews
4
, and 

countless informal conversations in numerous events across the three Polish-African 

communities between 2011 and 2015. 

It is important to be as transparent as possible as to the methods and how I 

collected and analyzed the data. When I began my fieldwork in 2011, snowball 

sampling via social media was new and the literature about it, especially for sensitive 

populations, was small but growing. Thus, to keep an accurate record of my methods 

and the decisions I took, it is both important to describe this method as well as discuss 

the ethics of it. In line with other qualitative works, I included these details of both 

interviewing and participant observation.  

Key to this is how the collection of this data intersects with positionality and 

my role as the researcher. Thus, I begin with a discussion of self-reflexive methods 

and how I locate myself in the research.  

                                                        
4 See annex for interview data. 
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The Methodology of Self-Reflexive Sociology  

In Goulnder’s (1970) work, The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology, he 

highlights the importance of Reflexive Sociology outside of the walls of academic 

discourse and instead within the understanding of sociologists’ own beliefs, lives and 

experiences:                                             

What sociologists now most require from a Reflexive Sociology, 

however, is not just one more specialization, not just another topic 

for panel meetings at professional conventions, and not just another 

burbling little stream of technical reports...The historical mission of 

a Reflexive Sociology as I conceive it, however, would be to 

transform the sociologist, to penetrate deeply into his daily life and 

work, enriching them with new sensitivities, and to raise the 

sociologist's self-awareness to a new historical level .... In 

deepening our understanding of our own sociological selves and of 

our position in the world, we can, I believe, simultaneously help to 

produce a new breed of sociologists who can also better understand 

other men and their social worlds. A Reflexive Sociology means 

that we sociologists must--at the very least--acquire the ingrained 

habit of viewing our own beliefs as we now view those held by 

others (Gouldner, 1970, 489-90). 

                                              

Reflecting and contemplating one’s own position in the world cannot, in my 

opinion, be separated from many of the fundamental principles of Sociology, such as 

understanding one’s individual experience in terms of the larger historical and social 

context. My own journey through this research process stemmed from a decision I 

made after completing my undergraduate studies in Ithaca, NY to explore what was 

my unfamiliar, yet familiar, “motherland”. As a child of Polish immigrants, I had felt 

the dual-culturality of my experience, yet I had never visited the place where this 

culture was rooted. I found this strange and intriguing -- how could it be that I had 

barely looked beneath the surface of the very source that I felt was such a vital part of 

my identity? Perhaps I felt less social pressure to pursue it in context because this 

particular facet of my identity was not immediately recognizable, and frankly, no one 

questioned it. As a white woman who was perceived as somewhat “exotic” in the 



 62 

United States, my ethnicity was frequently called into question, however rarely did 

one assume that ethnically I was Polish. I was told that I did not look Polish, 

according to the American understanding, but rather than I looked Italian, Spanish, 

Greek, and perhaps, on a rare occasion, Jewish.   

When I arrived to Poland, I also immediately became aware that there was a 

part of my identity, one which I had never fully explored or felt to be integral, being 

immediately highlighted and used as a reference point for others to make sense of me. 

Ethnically my Jewish roots presented as a source of identity that was more familiar 

and known to those around me than it was to myself. I began to wonder about the 

identity of individuals who identified as multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, or had multiple 

national identities in Poland. Even more so, I was interested in the experiences of 

those who presented as physically different from the majority of the population, or 

were easily identifiable as “others”. On a certain level, I felt that I could empathize 

with the feelings associated with dual cultural identity, as I had felt most of my life 

that I was able to experience and see a bit of both worlds. However, while I had 

received some comments in Poland about “looking Jewish” in a purely stereotypical 

sense, I was able to pass, for the most part, as Polish, and, without a doubt, I was 

perceived as white. Even my American accent had faded to a point where I rarely had 

to answer questions related to “where I was from” by the end of my stay in Poland. I 

understood that others living in the country did not have this option, and what I late 

found to be the privilege, to “pass”. This led me to begin asking questions about the 

experiences of ethnic and racial minorities in Central and Eastern Europe, focusing on 

two intertwined factors: community and identity. As much as I passed as Polish most 

of the time, Poles were quick to let me know that I was different, perhaps even 

attributing positive connotations to my difference. I had never recalled someone in the 
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United States questioning my ethnic identity in such an immediate and frequent 

manner. From this point I began to understand how the racial and ethnic homogeneity 

of Poland influenced how individuals were categorized and made sense of--you were 

either Polish, or you were most definitely not. Reflexivity in this sense helped me 

understand my own experience in the context of others who could have been 

experiencing either something very similar or very different. This was what I was 

interested in exploring and has since shifted my own perspective and understanding of 

my place within this social and historical context. I came into the research 

understanding very little, and have left with a breadth of knowledge that has shaped 

my own identity in the process. 

So, began my exploration of the Polish-African community. I believe the first 

time I spoke to my grandmother about people of color in Poland was on the night that 

Barack Obama was elected into presidential office for his first term. My 

grandmother’s neighbor burst through the door and said something along the lines of 

“First Jews ruled the world and now the negroes will rule”. I started to think to myself 

how incredibly racist that sounded, however I attempted to put her words into context. 

My grandmother explained to me that being “different” in Poland was not easy and 

that many people in Poland still feared anything that was not innately Polish, that this 

had to do with a long history of occupations and so on. I also came to understand that 

the experience of people of color in Poland was different from the experiences that I 

understood of people of color in the United States as Poland did not experience such a 

deep historical racial divide. 

From this point on, I started carrying out informal conversations with ethnic 

Poles about Africans in Poland. Often times before and throughout my research I 

would hear generalizing statements and jokes such as “we are 100 years behind the 
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negroes” (in terms of how civilized or uncivilized Poles are) or the word “murzyn” 

used loosely to refer to all people of color in Poland, and usually had negative 

connotations. I noticed that in all of my social circles, the lack of diversity that existed 

allowed for a comfortable space to speak about people of color in a degrading fashion. 

I observed what I eventually came to understand as dialogue and actions rooted in 

xenophobia, ignorance (perhaps due to a lack of education as well as a lack of contact 

with African people), curiosity, along with examples of overt racism. I began to 

discover early in 2010 that the history of Africans immigrating to Poland was fairly 

new, beginning somewhere in the late 1970s/early 1980s, and that there were not 

many individuals from African countries (as compared to other minority groups) 

living in Poland, ranging anywhere from 2,000 to just over 5,000 Africans total living 

in Poland. The data on these individuals was also problematic at times, The Central 

Statistical office not including those individuals who live in Poland on a temporary 

basis (those without permanent residency), which leads to the discrepancy in knowing 

how many individuals from African countries actually reside in Poland at a given 

time. However, with this said, it was apparent that the population was growing. 

My research began as an informal search for stories that could help me better 

understand the experiences of the members of the African community in Poland. As I 

mentioned to some friends that this was a topic that interested me, I was introduced to 

a few individuals who openly shared some of their experiences. My first encounter 

with someone with Polish and Nigerian parents shed light on the difficulties that bi-

racial Poles encounter in their everyday lives in Poland. This particular individual 

expressed that they encountered racism on a daily basis on a number of different 

levels and in various spaces. This included comments while walking down the street, 

problems in the workplace, as well as the constant assumption that they were a 
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foreigner in Poland. After our conversation, I informed this individual that I may 

continue to research this topic, to which they agreed be interviewed in the future. 

     At this point I began to attend African events in order to formalize my 

academic interests and continue to discover the larger community in order to see how 

it functioned. I met many individuals with both similar and different stories, from 

Polish-African backgrounds as well as individuals from many African countries and 

announced the topic of my dissertation during these meetings. I became involved in 

two organizations that advocated for migrant rights in Poland as well as a stop to 

racism in Poland. Soon my reputation was known among this community as both a 

researcher and member of the community. 

In 2010, I took part in an oral history seminar at Warsaw University with Lutz 

Niethammer, a German oral historian, and after the course, I was invited to take part 

in a research project where I would continue to conduct and transcribe oral history 

interviews with individuals who experienced the transition of 1989 in Poland. This 

project last for one year, and I presented the results of the project at a conference in 

Gottingen in 2012. I discovered the strengths and weaknesses of this methodology 

and decided to use it in this research in order to get to the complexities of identity.  

 

Characteristics of the Population: Sensitive and Hard-to-Reach 

  

The population that I am analyzing has two main characteristics that influence how to 

approach, analyze and write about them.  First, they are sensitive, meaning that they 

are visible and vulnerable to extreme forms of physical and verbal discrimination.  

Second, owing to the fact that they are sensitive, they are also hard-to-reach, meaning 

that they are wary of and therefore not readily accessible to social researchers. Bias, 
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ethics, privacy and anonymity of research subjects take on a special significance with 

sensitive and hard-to-reach populations.   

To approach this population, I focus specifically on snowball sampling in hard 

to reach populations (Goodman, 2011) for the purpose of conducting oral history 

interviews. This type of snowball sampling, differs a great deal from Coleman’s 

(1958-1959) definition of snowball sampling in not hard to reach populations as in the 

case of hard to reach populations, sample frames do not exist and therefore this 

methodology “relies on the people in the convenience sample to select other people 

from the hard-to-reach population” (Goodman, 2011, p. 350). In the age of internet-

based social networking, classic snowball sampling for interviewing hard-to-reach 

populations is no longer the default. An innovative solution may be to use online 

social networking sites with virtual elements such as, mutual friends, niche groups, 

events, discussion boards and fan pages, which provide a virtual space for snowball 

sampling that occurs even before initial contact.  

This method has two main challenges: selection bias and maintaining privacy.  

Selection bias occurs when some are excluded from physical social spaces where 

classic networking occurs.  The inclusive nature of internet social networking can 

account for this, with the risk of bias toward the more privileged side of the digital 

divide.  Privacy issues for this sensitive population are more of a challenge:  I explore 

the ethical implications of using social networking sites, along with how privacy and 

information can be maintained. When it comes to in-depth interviews, I also argue 

that some aspects of the oral history method are fundamental in obtaining responses 

that could otherwise be omitted by the interviewee. Below I will give an overview of 

the project itself in order to illustrate the importance of these two methods when 

researching “sensitive” and “hard to reach” populations. 
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Strict protection of anonymity and confidentiality are the only true ethical 

options for this dissertation. I purposefully omit the name of the city in which the 

study took place and I do not use any identifying characteristics when describing the 

city itself. This is important in order to protect the stories and identities of my 

interviewees, as well as the “safe spaces” where they spend time. The reason why I 

am providing details on the interviewees, such as gender, age, and family status and 

country of origin, is for the reader to connect how they understand these 

demographics with social position that might aid in the reader’s understanding of the 

respondents stated history. Through this annex I intend to give the reader a general 

scope of the groups that I interviewed. While in other studies more details can be 

provided, I am very much constrained and feel responsible for maintaining the 

anonymity of my interviewees.  

  

Methodology in the Polish-African Community: Snowball Sampling 

 

Methodologically speaking, much of the research that has been done on biracial 

individuals and families is quantitative in nature, and as suggested by Telles and Sue 

(2009) it is necessary to explore the dynamics of interracial relationships and families 

through qualitative and ethnographic data in order to better understand these 

dynamics on a micro-level rather than focusing entirely on macro-level approaches 

that can limit our understandings of these dynamics (p. 140). 

Researchers face many challenges when it comes to studying new phenomena, 

such as the emergence of biracial, specifically Black-African and Caucasian-Polish 

families in Poland. Because African migration to Poland has just begun to increase, 

with the average migration of Africans to Poland from 2004-2008 at about 125.4, as 
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compared to the average migration from 1999-2003 of 105.2 (Central Statistical 

Office. Demographic Yearbook of Poland, 1999-2009, retrieved from 

http://stat.gov.pl/en/topics/population/), the presence of African and biracial 

individuals has not yet reached a point where they are an apparent part of Polish 

society both in the sense of statistical data present, and in the sense sampling frames 

(Goodman, 2011). In this case, the most feasible method of acquiring interviewees is 

through snowball sampling for hard-to-reach populations. According to Browne 

(2005) “Snowball sampling is often used because the population under investigation 

is ‘hidden’ either due to low numbers of potential participants or the sensitivity of the 

topic...” (p. 47). Browne (2005) explores many of the advantages and limitations of 

using snowball sampling in her study of non-heterosexual women. She explains that 

one way to use snowball sampling in gaining initial contacts is to “use personal 

networks and ask friends and acquaintances to be involved. They in turn ask their 

friends and partners if they would be willing to participate. This method avoids the 

problems associated with methods that rely on the categorization of groups” (Browne, 

2005, p. 49).  

Many other researchers also argue that the “more sensitive or threatening the 

phenomenon under study the more difficult sampling will be” (Faugier & Sargeant, 

1997, in Browne, p. 48). It should be noted that snowball sampling in hard-to-reach 

populations differs a great deal from Coleman’s (1958-1959) definition of snowball 

sampling in not hard to reach populations, as in the case of hard to reach populations, 

sample frames do not exist and therefore this methodology “relies on the people in the 

convenience sample to select other people from the hard-to-reach population” 

(Goodman, 2011, p. 350). In the age of social networking, classic snowball sampling 

for hard-to-reach populations is no longer the default method. Just as it has been said 
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that “studies of sensitive subjects have employed individuals' social networks in order 

to access ‘hard to reach’ and ‘sensitive’ populations (e.g. Bergeron & Senn, 1998; 

Fland-Goossensen, Van de Goor, Vollemans, Hendricks, & Garetsen, 1997; 

Sarantakos, 1998; Valentine, 1993a, 1993b, 1993c in Browne p.48), following others, 

I chose an innovative solution to snowball sampling is through the use of online social 

networking sites, which act in a similar way to traditional snowball sampling but 

allow for much more access.  

Social networking platforms such as Facebook and Afrix.org, in the case of 

this specific Polish-African sample, provide a virtual space for snowball sampling 

through such elements as mutual friends, niche groups, events, discussion boards and 

fan pages, where snowball sampling occurs even before initial contact. These 

platforms establish a starting point, or potential convenience sample, which would 

then select the first wave of snowball sampling (Goodman, 2011, p. 350). Social 

networking sites also allow for a certain amount of accessibility for the interviewee 

which may make the interviewee more comfortable to take part in the research study. 

Browne suggests that in her own research, “Being rooted in social networks was 

significant because participants were able to ‘check out’ the research and me both as a 

researcher and a person” (cf. Duncan & Edwards, 1999 in Browne, p. 50). In this way, 

social networking can be used as an advantage and as a means to gain access into a 

particular community through the interviewees’ accessibility to the researcher's 

profile, mutual friends, etc. 

Browne, (2005) along with many others, suggests that snowball sampling “can 

be seen as a biased sampling technique because it is not random and it selects 

individuals on the basis of social networks” (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Baxter & 

Eyles, 1997; Faugier & Sargeant, 1997 in Browne, p. 51). I agree that social network 
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snowball sampling has two main challenges: selection bias and maintaining privacy 

and anonymity, however I argue that while in classic snowball sampling, selection 

bias may occur as many are excluded from social spaces such as sports organizations, 

nightclubs, and other events, the inclusive nature of internet social networking can 

correct for biases inherent in snowball sampling.  Still, of course not all selection bias 

can be eliminated, as it is clear that bias will still exist toward the more privileged side 

of the digital divide. Browne (2005) also makes the point that “Snowball sampling (as 

with most sampling techniques) relies on individuals’ willingness to be involved in 

research and consequently some people will always be excluded” (p. 52). In the end, 

selection bias will always be an issue when it comes to snowball sampling, however it 

is almost impossible to generate a random sample of a group of individuals who are 

often time “hidden” or extremely “hard to reach” for various reasons. 

Privacy issues for this sensitive population are more of a challenge in using 

social networking sites where privacy controls are not in the researcher’s direct 

control. An example of this may be if a researcher searches for their sample in a 

specific group formulated on a social networking site. This group may be open to the 

public, or open to all members, and therefore interviewees can be traced back upon 

publishing the article (if the author names the group, or characterizes the group where 

they found their sample). Still, there are reasons to argue that privacy can be 

guaranteed in that a researcher can create a private group on a social networking site 

that is only visible to its members. However, privacy in its entirety cannot be 

guaranteed until the owner of the site guarantees it, and recently this has become an 

issue of major debate—if privacy is truly guaranteed on the internet. The ethical 

implications here are obvious in that confidentiality becomes more and more difficult 

to maintain when individuals become a part of online communities.  
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In-depth Interviews and the Oral History Method 

 Oral history is a history built around people. It thrusts life into history 

itself and it widens its scope. It allows heroes not just from the leaders, but 

also from the unknown majority of the people. It encourages teachers and 

students to become fellow-workers. It brings history into, and out of, the 

community. It helps the less privileged, and especially the old, towards 

dignity and self-confidence. It makes for contact – and hence 

understanding – between social classes, and between generations. And to 

individual historians and others, with shared meanings, it can give a sense 

of belonging to a place or in time. In short it makes for fuller human 

beings. Equally, oral history offers a challenge to the accepted myths of 

history, to the authoritarian judgement inherent in its tradition. It provides 

a means for radical transformation of the social meaning of history 

(Thompson, 1978, p. 31).  

While snowball sampling helps to gain access to certain groups of people, the next 

step of the researching process is the means of data collection. In-depth interviews are 

a very common means of collecting qualitative data. In this study, data collection and 

analysis are based on in-depth interviews with elements of the oral history method. As 

a research assistant for Professor Lutz Niethammer, said to be “the leading 

practitioner of oral history in Germany” (Iggers, 1991, p. 822), I was able to master 

this particular method, which “is…often used to study the experience of oppression— 

the personal experience of being a member of an oppressed group” (Hesse-Biber, 

2006, p. 157) and can also be defined as “in depth biography interviewing, typically 

of people who are excluded from or marginalized within conventional historical 

accounts” (Sarkar, 2012, p. 578). The oral history method is an intensive collaborative 

process of narrative building based on storytelling and listening of the interviewer and 

interviewee (Hesse-Biber, 2008, p.150) and allows for history to be written from “the 

bottom up” (Niethammer in Miller, 1981, p. 142, Luken & Vaughan, 1999, p. 404). It 

is a collection of personal stories and is a unique method as there can be “moments of 

realization, awareness, and, ideally, education and empowerment during the narrative 
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process” (Hesse-Biber, 2006, p.150). Sarkar (2012) emphasizes the importance of the 

stories collected as they not only “provide new information about large-scale social 

processes or events...but also, more importantly, how they both bring alive and add 

texture to what we think we know” (p. 595). Hesse-Biber (2006) discusses the 

contrast between the in-depth interview and the oral history method by stating,  

When using in-depth interviews an interviewer will typically 

have a focused topic for the interview and will follow an 

interview guide which, as we saw, may be semi-structured or 

relatively unstructured. Interviewees may or may not be asked 

identical questions, depending on the design and goals of the 

project. Oral history interviews differ in that, while the 

researcher is studying a specific topic, the organization of the 

topic is likely to be far less focused (p. 152). 

  

The in-depth interview method, which typically focuses on a specific topic and 

follows either a semi-structured or unstructured interview guide, seems to be lacking 

when it is not combined with certain elements of the oral history method. I consider it 

necessary to use a semi-structured interview guide while at the same time using 

aspects of the oral history approach, as the oral history method can be seen as “a 

critical method for understanding life experiences in a more holistic way as compared 

with other methods of interview. This is congruent with the tenets of qualitative 

research and can yield not only rich descriptive data but also knowledge about social 

processes” (Hesse-Biber, 2006, p. 153). 

Because each member of this community has a very specific way of forming 

identity, this particular sample consists of interviews within biracial families and the 

Polish-African community. While maintaining a certain focus during the interview at 

distinct moments of realization, taking a holistic, life story approach allows for 

yielding many more explanatory statements and ideas. As Hesse-Biber (2006) 

explains, “Oral history allows for the merging of individual biography and historical 
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processes. An individual’s story is narrated through memory. This means that their 

recollection of their experiences, and how they give meaning to those experiences, is 

about more than “accuracy;” it is also a process of remembering—as they remember, 

they filter and interpret” (p. 156). This becomes all the more important when studying 

identity strategies of marginalized groups of people. 

The interviews themselves took place either at the interviewees home or at a 

neutral location in subject location. Interviews done in home environments more often 

included the presence of children and other family members who went on with their 

daily routines while the interviews were done. These spaces did not differ much from 

outside neutral locations, as I allowed for interviewees to choose an interview location 

that best suited them. These locations did not include spaces other than homes or local 

restaurants or cafes. I am careful to limit the details of these spaces in order to 

maintain anonymity, which is of utmost importance when interviewing this sensitive 

population. 

While I did not ask interviewees how they might like to be referred to by 

others, interviewees did discuss how they felt they were perceived by others and how 

they identified themselves. I note that I recorded gender based on how the interviewee 

presented themselves in terms of the gender binary. I did not make any attempt to 

verify this information.  

It was clear that, in terms of race, there were certain terms that interviewees 

did not like to be referred to by others (Bambo, Murzyn, etc.). This is also outlined in 

a Polish language work, titled, “How to speak and write about Africa” (2011), a work 

published by the Africa Another Way Foundation. In chapter 9, “Are you not a 

Negro? After all, it’s even written in children’s books that this is so,” the author refers 
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to the use of the word “Murzyn
5
” (translated to negro in the English language, but 

often argued to mean “black” by Poles), while the title of the chapter alludes to the 

well-known Polish children’s story “Murzynek Bambo”.  Karamalla (“How to speak 

and write about Africa”, 2011) writes: 

“There is a dispute about how to identify people with dark skin color. The 

proponents of "murzyn" are stubborn - they refer to the "innocent" etymology 

of the word. However, in relationships with other people, we do not only use a 

dictionary, but we run the decks of our intelligence and sensibility, we think 

and feel, we use empathy, reason, we show personal culture…the 

inconsistency is…there is a claim that "murzyn" is a neutral word, but it is not 

accompanied by a boycott of unintelligent sayings that certainly are not 

neutral, and are in contradiction to the claim that the word "murzyn" is to be 

understood only in the context of skin color (p. 16). 

 

This quote represents the inconsistency between the argument that the word 

“Murzyn” is said to only refer to skin color, while the word is often times used as a 

directive to insult, belittle and/or intimidate people of color living in Poland as well as 

its common usage in jokes and phrases that express stereotypical notions of Africa 

and people from African countries. Karamalla goes on to explain that there is no need 

to group all individuals who have dark complexions, who may be born, living in 

different parts of the world, raised in different cultures and identified with different 

religions, into one group under the word “Murzyn” (p. 16).  

Karamalla argues that while geographical and national aspects are important 

and may be alternative ways to identify individuals, individuals have the right to 

choose how they would like to be identified, and that “the word ‘murzyn’ does not 

explain anything, it only addresses skin color, and this information is usually 

irrelevant” (“How to speak and write about Africa”, p. 16). Karamalla concludes that 

“…the implementation of another naming does not guarantee a change in the attitude 

                                                        
5 In the translations below, I use the original Polish word, “Murzyn”, rather than the translation, 

“negro”.  
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of Poles to "other". Although by introducing people to certain language behaviors one 

can influence their sensitivities to different situations and phenomena…” (p. 16). 

Rasolmampionona (2011) also makes this point: “The basic problem, however, is not 

in the word itself, but in the culture of the people who use it and in how it is used” 

(“How to speak and write about Africa”, p. 15). Throughout this discussion, there is 

also the question of “who decides” what words mean and how/if they are to be used. 

Diouf (2011) asserts his stance in the conclusion of the paper, stating  

“I am far from launching anti-racist crusades against the word ‘murzyn’. But I 

am in favor of the Africans' right to talk about their own feelings… what they 

enjoy, as well as what hurts them. Only in this way can you start a dialogue is 

from listening... And to those who do not like the postulate of withdrawing the 

word "murzyn" in referring to the African inhabitant and replacing it with the 

word "African", I am answering now. This is not about introducing a 

dictatorship of political correctness, but about ordinary human decency” (24).  

 

 With this information, readers can assess that some interviewees may have felt 

similarly about how they would have liked to be referred to by Poles. 

 

Community Data: Participant Observation 

 

As Becker (1958) notes in his paper on the “Problems of Inference and Proof in 

Participant Observation”, “the participant observer gathers data by participating in the 

daily life of the group or organization he studies” and can be used to both locate 

hypothesis as well as to test them (pp. 652-653). My dissertation research began in 

2010 and formally ended in 2013, though in the last two years I have followed-up on 

some of my contacts and continued to participate in the community. I have been both 

a participant observer at many different cultural events, community meetings, and 

informal gatherings, and as such I was also an active member of this community. I 

became known for my research goals as well as my involvement within different 
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groups and organizations. Because I am a part of these communities, I assume that my 

presence had impacted it and the data collection. Each of the groups of this study are 

sensitive populations and, as a social scientist, my first priority to maintain their 

anonymity and privacy. There are specifics of the public and private aspects of these 

communities that, if revealed in full, could affect the anonymity of my subjects. In 

order to guarantee anonymity, I sketch but do not fully render this community, and I 

am selective in the descriptions (Chapter 4). Some aspects of these communities are 

willingly public, such as formal Polish-African conferences that the organizers and 

speakers hope would attract a wide audience and media attention. In all situations, 

however, I weigh heavily on the side of anonymity. 

 

The Interview Process 

I describe the interview process for this dissertation is as follows with an example of a 

single interview that is typical of all of them of this group.  

I was put in touch with this interviewee via the snowball sampling method. In 

this case, this person was directly recommended by a previous interviewee during a 

face to face interview. I contacted the individuals by phone via text message, i.e. sms. 

I wrote that I had been given the contact by the previous interviewee, who I named in 

the text message, and briefly described my research. I then asked if this individual 

would be willing to meet with me for an interview. This person responded within a 

day or two and agreed to meet with me at a local coffee shop.  

When I got to the coffee shop I briefly introduced myself and offered to order 

some coffee for the two of us. After we sat down with our drinks, I asked if it would 

be ok to record the interview. I recorded the interview on a visible voice recorded 

which I placed in the center of the table. Before I began recording, the interviewee 
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agreed to the recording of the interview. I also had pen and paper where I took notes. 

The purpose of the notes was to remind me during the interview to ask the 

interviewee to expand on certain points. I began by asking the interviewee about some 

of their earliest memories. I asked this question because it opened up a space for the 

interviewee to choose where they wanted to begin their story.  

The interview was guided only in the sense that I would ask follow-up 

questions to delve deeper into stories that they shared. For example, I asked them 

about their living situation and family, and this interviewee spoke about their 

childhood. I also “guided” the interview when transitioning to different aspects of 

their lives when I felt the interviewee has shared all they were willing to share on a 

specific topic. This interview took approximately and hour and a half.  

I ended the interview by asking the interviewee if they felt that there was 

anything else that they would like to share, or if they felt that through the interview 

we did not touch upon an area of their experience that they would like to share. At the 

end of the interview I also asked the interviewees to state their name, date of birth, 

place of birth and currently occupation status. I asked the interviewee if they knew 

any other individuals who would be willing to do a similar interview. After this, with 

the interviewee I went over the consent form, written in Polish and English, modeled 

after a form used at The Ohio State University. The language of this interview was 

Polish.   

For each interviewee, in addition to the audio recording and my notes, I 

created what’s called an “interview report.” The interview report consisted of a Bio, 

Log and Doc. The Bio was a narrative of the basic facts of the interviewees life: 

Where they were from, how and why they got here, what they did when they came, 

including demographics and basic family situation. Because this interview was in 
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Polish, I translated and transcribed the interview. The Doc is the transcription of the 

interview. I did my own transcription. As I translated, I also wrote periodic 

summaries. The 

The Log describes the context of the interview. This includes how I was put in 

touch with the interviewee, a description of the physical environment, my observation 

of the feel of place as well as my observations about the interviewee, what they were 

hesitant to speak about, and what they spoke about more, plus other notes as they 

seemed relevant. There were no personal observations of myself. I completed the 

interview log anywhere from a week to a month afterwards based on the notes I took 

during and after the interview.  

Following my training from Professor Niethammer, I proceeded to code the 

interviews. After I coded the individual interviews, I went back and reread the entirety 

of the interviews in order to piece the results into themed sections. I coded all of this 

by hand (i.e. without specially designed qualitative analysis software). In some cases, 

by phone calls to the interviewees, I went back to ask additional questions that arose 

from this analysis.  

 

Participant Observation 

 

During my five years in Poland, three were spent as a regular participant observer in 

the Polish-African community. The participant observation procedure is as follows.  

As a member of a number of Facebook groups I was alerted and thus invited 

to a number of events in the city. One event in particular was a multicultural event 

taking place in a public space in a large Polish city. The Facebook invite included the 

option of confirming whether you planned to attend the event (attending) if you were 
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thinking about it (maybe) and if you were unable to attend (not attending). This event 

did provide the intentions of specific individuals who chose to confirm their 

attendance in the ways mentioned above. I attended this event because I had found 

that there were not many large events with the goal of bringing together people from 

Poland and individuals from African countries in a public space. In contrast with other 

situations where I was a participant observer - such as conferences, social events, 

book openings, bars, church, workshops and smaller community events - this was a 

unique opportunity to bring together members of all three members of the community 

that I studied, as well as Polish individuals who were not a part of these communities. 

I also understood that this was not only an opportunity to observer, but also an 

opportunity to meet potential interviewees, who I was informed I could be introduced 

to by friends who were also attending. 

I prepared by bringing my notebook as well as a recording device, though the 

recording device would be impractical as this was an outdoor event with music and 

the audio would not be useable. At the event, I saw many familiar faces. I kept count 

of the number of people who attended, the space where the event was held, and the 

general characteristics of the attendees.  

I arrived with members of the community that I knew well, as well as former 

interviewees. We sat at a small table that seated four and the space had many such 

tables where people could sit. We socialized while listening to music for about 30 

minutes before other members of the community arrived. As they were either past 

interviewees or friends that were part of the Polish-African community, everyone at 

my table knew about the research that I was doing. The conversations that were held 

at the table were informal conversations where I took notes and where each person 

was informed and consented to me doing so. These conversations were informal and 
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thus I did not make any attempt to employ oral history or semi-structured interview 

methods. I also briefly met friends of friends, who I was introduced to by name, but 

with whom I did not have ongoing conversations, nor did I record them.  

In informal conversations, we spoke about Nigerian culture, differences 

between African cultures, language barriers and about the African diaspora in Poland. 

The informal conversation part of the participant observation is a particular context in 

which either new information about the identities and the lives of the Polish–African 

communities or old information from the interviews that was expressed by people 

other than my interviewees. This was not an attempt to generalize, but this method 

allows for new themes to emerge. At this event I learned about the dynamics that 

existed between Africans of different nations living in Poland, which was information 

had not emerged in interviews or other conversations. 

This was meant to be an enjoyable family event, so the conversations did not 

include negative subjects such as acts of discrimination or racism in Poland. There 

were conversations about local spaces and stereotypes about those who attend events 

specifically focusing on Africa, as well as the ways in which individuals from African 

countries navigate group identity when they are perceived by Poles through the prism 

of race rather than by their nationality or place of origin.  

During this event, in which I spend three hours, a friend introduced me to 

three Polish-African families who my friend suggested could potentially agree to do 

an interview with me. I introduced myself to these families as a graduate student 

studying in Poland doing research on the Polish-African community. I exchanged 

contacts with potential interviewees and followed up with them via text message the 

following day. I thanked the individuals who I met for their time, said goodbye to 
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some friends and moved on to another African event that followed in a different part 

of town.  

Shortly thereafter, I read through my notes and recorded observations that I 

either didn’t have time to record, or other thoughts that I had when reflecting on my 

notes.  

  

Conclusion 

In this research I specifically focus on interviews done with members of the Polish-

African community in the racially homogenous Poland. Individual interviews were 

conducted in the language that the speaker was most competent in (either English or 

Polish). In conducting this research, I used a mixed method approach, snowball 

sampling with the use of social networking platforms, incorporating data collection 

and analysis is based on in-depth interviews with elements of the oral history method, 

informal and formal conversations, along with participant observation in the places 

where this community congregates. This combination is ideal for this sensitive 

population, specifically the in-depth interviews with elements of the oral history 

method which allowed for interviewees to answer difficult questions in an open and 

natural way. Moreover, oral history provides for detailed analysis of micro-macro 

processes as I can place deep personal histories in a broad historical context (Hesse-

Biber, 2008; Riemann, 2006) and when combined with participant observation, tells a 

story that is vivid and multidimensional. As a part of these communities, I assumed 

that my presence had impacted it and the data collection. Following the 

anthropological tradition and new sociological trends of self-reflexivity (Prowse, 

2010; Day, 2012; Gouldner, 1970), I integrated my description of the community with 

myself as a subject.  
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 As far as the excerpts that I include in my dissertation, because common 

themes emerged in the interviews, I chose to avoid redundancy by including quotes 

from only some of my interviewees. At the same time, there were some interviewees 

who were able to express certain themes in ways that offered a more comprehensive 

understanding of what others also expressed. I relied on these to a great extent, but 

always checking to see if other interviewees expressed an important nuance. 

I note that many of the Polish women who were interviewed in this study 

moved from smaller towns to the larger city where this study took place. Reasons for 

this were related to education (e.g. attending university in the city) as well as the 

prospect of finding work or getting a job in this city. They often noted their small-

town background in connection to diversity or lack of diversity in their small towns. 

Those who did encounter families of color in their small towns were able to recall one 

or two of these types of families, but the women of my study discussed how this was 

rare where they grew up. It should be noted that they all ended up in the same city, 

and in this study, I am only interested in white Polish women who ended up with a 

Black African partner. Thus, there is very little that I can generalize about Polish 

women who come from small towns; I can only speak to the experiences of this small 

group of Polish women. They deserve a study all their own, but such a study would be 

a very different one from the one I attempted here.  
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PhD Dissertation 

CHAPTER THREE 

Identity Strategies of Black African Fathers in Poland 

 

Examining the identity of individuals from various African countries residing in 

Poland, there is a conflict between constructing individual and collective identity in a 

new and foreign space and the mechanisms to address preconceived stereotypes and 

stigmas the Polish population attaches to African identity.  

There are many ways in which African individuals acquire identities in Poland 

and many consequences to the identities that they acquire. It is important to look at 

motivations to come to Poland and their initial experiences and notions of “adapting”, 

their definitions of racism, their positive notions of Poland as a country that is 

“getting better” in terms of racism and the many forces that aid in identity formation.  

Throughout these interviews, many forces influenced constructions of identity: 

hate crimes and mistreatment and methods of dealing with discrimination, distinct 

feelings of otherness, the relationship with the Polish family, the Polish-African 

relationship and family as a mechanism providing a sense of connectedness, 

negotiating identity through child rearing and identifying as Polish. Discussions of 

community (Chapter Five) and the challenges faced by this community are also 

connected to individual identity; this will be discussed in the Conclusion chapter.  

 

Motivations 

After interviewing Polish-African adults and the children of Poles and 

Africans, it became apparent that African immigration to Poland came in what I see as 
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two waves. The African interviewees who were a part of this research study came to 

Poland throughout these two waves: from 1982-1998, and then again from 2000-

2010. While immigration was not immense, many individuals from African countries 

came to Poland through educational stipends in the late 1970s and early 1980s. At the 

same time, in the 90’s and early 2000’s, many individuals from African countries in 

this study came to Poland in order to pursue athletic careers, and others came to 

Poland to study.   

A strong theme that arose was the idea that coming to Europe could better 

one’s future and potentially further them in their career path. David, an interviewee 

from Nigeria states,  

 

Well I think for me, it was experience, I felt, you know usually there 

was a trend in Nigeria if you schooled abroad, and you came back, you 

were highly positioned, you had better pay, you had better offer, you 

know because, you know we have this stereotype that anything from 

outside Nigeria is just better. (David, Interview 13). 

 

 For many interviewees, Poland was not their preferred destination. Their 

occupational ambitions varied: Some interviewees who came to study were given a 

stipend opportunity to study in Poland, but had no previous knowledge of Poland and 

were given this option by their educational institutions. Others, who came to pursue 

athletic careers, were picked up by scouts and offered positions on Polish teams. Their 

travel experience varied: Some had traveled to other countries prior to coming to 

Poland, while others had never traveled outside of their home country. I talked to 

Adam, an athlete, who had not traveled outside of Nigeria before coming to Poland. I 
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asked why he decided to come to Poland, and he explained that he was recruited by 

scouts to play for a Polish team. He described his thoughts when he realized that he 

would be moving to Poland: 

 

Well it was so strange for me, but at the same time, I wanted to leave. I 

wanted to leave. Because my spirit always tells me where I belong is in 

Europe—I don’t belong in Africa, so that’s why I was excited that I’m 

leaving, and always believed I would make it. So, it was strange 

because of the language, but at the same time I was excited that I am 

here. I was really excited to leave Nigeria then, because it was always 

my dream to leave Nigeria and travel to Europe. (Adam, Interview 

23).   

 

“Europe” came through in many interviews as a place where one could better their 

status upon returning to their home country. The interviewees treated Poland as if it 

was any other European country, although some of them also mentioned that, after 

coming to Poland, they no longer considered this “Europe” because it did not fit the 

image that they had previously held. Many interviewees did not come to Poland with 

plans to stay. They may have seen Poland as a transition country, but for various 

reasons, marriage and family being one of the most significant, they stayed.  

 

Adaptation 

 

In many interviews, the notion of “adapting” appeared as a significant method 

used in order to find one’s place in Poland. Adapting in this sense exists through a 
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variety of strategies, including integration into Polish society by learning about the 

cultural and social norms that exist while at the same time learning to adjust to these 

expectations. This was also described as a method of “survival” used to combat the 

initial culture shock that interviewees experienced.   

Sam, an interviewee from Nigeria, was very hesitant to speak about any acts 

of discrimination he encountered when he arrived in Poland. He instead told me how 

important adapting was for him in order to take some weight off of his wife, who 

according to him, was already dating a “Black guy”. Because Sam understood that he 

was being perceived as already deviating from the norm in terms of his physical 

appearance, he felt that it was even more crucial for him to adapt to Polish culture: 

 

…you have to adapt and live according to the expectations of the 

people you are living with. If you go to Rome, you live like a Roman. 

So, when I came to Poland, I have to learn the ethics. And I started to 

know that oh, I have to do this, do this, so that I can please my mother 

in law and my, the people, the people around my wife, because it’s like 

a challenge, for her to just wake up “oh I want to marry a black guy”. 

(Sam, Interview 1c).  

 

David, an interviewee who came to Poland in order to pursue a University 

program in early 2000 also recollects his first experiences in Poland. He explains how 

upon arriving to Poland, he stayed with some friends. He felt that he did not belong 

and that he was alone in a place where he should not be. He called his parents after his 

initial shock, and they encouraged him to adapt: 

 



 87 

So, um, I actually felt like I was in the wrong place, that I cried that 

night, I wanted to go back home, I called my parents and I was like 

“you know, it’s not so easy here from what I keep hearing” and they 

were like “don’t worry, you will survive, just try to adapt and all that”. 

So, the first few days were not so easy, I had to struggle with that 

loneliness, even though I had people from my country, but you know 

they were just all out to earn, to make a living, it wasn’t difficult, 

according to them. But anyways, I made up my mind that I was going 

to survive. The first few weeks all I saw around me were obstacles, but 

I made up my mind that I was gonna break it up, I was gonna keep 

doors open and all that so I got online… (David, Interview 13). 

 

Similarly, to Sam and David, Adam also felt the initial shock of arriving to a 

country where he did not speak the language or know the culture. He spoke about the 

need for time to adapt before he could actually feel good in the space that he was in:  

 

I had no idea, you know for me it was like entering a new school. 

Everything was new, language was another thing new…you know and 

uh…a lot of new experiences I had, language, the way people reason, 

the way they think, it’s not the same thing like back home. You know, 

cultures are different…the only thing that I saw was that I needed time 

to adapt. And I need to adapt because I do not need to behave the way 

we do behave in Africa. I need to adapt to the system, what they do and 

how they do it. (Adam, Interview 23).  
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Adapting in these interviews thus becomes a fairly common mechanism for 

“surviving” in Polish society. Adam describes adapting in terms of “behaving” like a 

Pole versus “behaving” how he would in his home country. In order to adapt, Adam 

speaks about understanding cultures as “different” and that although everything was 

new to him -- and not what he was used to back home -- he was willing to learn about 

this new culture and behave in the ways that he perceived was expected of him.  

The Black African community has a very unique experience adapting and 

navigating through the process of learning and adapting to cultural expectations in 

Poland. Their experience if fraught with instances of discrimination due to their 

physical appearance and because they are a relatively small group of individuals and 

lack a solid community to connect with or turn to, integrating into Polish society 

becomes a means of survival.  

 

Racism 

 

 With the need to adapt comes the rationalization of difficult or negative 

situations. Throughout the interviews, each interviewee expressed times when they 

had experienced negative situations in Poland, however categorizing whether these 

negative situations were acts of racism seemed to be more difficult determinations. 

While some interviewees believed that what they experienced where acts of racism, 

others questioned racism as a concept and rationalized these incidents citing 

xenophobia, lack of education and ignorance of some Polish people. David told me 

that he does not believe that his negative encounters were “racist” per se:  
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I wouldn’t call that racism actually, I would call it, um, I would call it 

actions, actions based on stupidity by those guys, based on lack of 

education, illiteracy, and I will just say, they just wanted to catch fun, 

in the wrong way. Thinking, seeing someone of a different color of 

skin, could be fun, just um—making trouble…I wouldn’t call it racism 

at all…a reaction based on fear…who is this person, we don’t know 

this person, we are afraid, he might be dangerous, and then they have 

this defensive way of some sort of attack…so that’s how I see it 

basically. (David, Interview 13). 

 

David developed the idea that physical difference in Poland could incite fear 

and cause individuals to react in a defensive manner. David expresses this as a 

xenophobia, or fear of difference, rather than racism. Adam explained that, before he 

came to Poland, he had very little knowledge of the term “racism”: 

 

Like when I was in Nigeria, it was like, when people…when they speak 

this language, they used the word “racism” I didn’t really understand 

it. You know, I just see it as just a grammar that they are using…when 

I was in Nigeria, when some of my, you know, older friends, when they 

speak, because they went to universities, and they have the experience, 

they’ve traveled to Europe, when they speak about racism I don’t 

really understand it. You know, ‘til I got to Poland I—now it’s not 

something that somebody needs to teach me because I really 

experienced it myself and I went through it myself. So, uh, I had kindof 

a difficult time, which is not one or two or… it’s a lot. Which made me 
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to realize that uh, to start understanding this word “racism”. (Adam, 

Interview 23).  

 

 Adam argued that many Poles do not believe that racism exists. Adam 

explained that he experienced this racism, and he told me emphatically that racism 

exists, but as a “closed thing”: 

 

It’s a closed thing. Nobody—they will always tell you there’s no 

racism, you know. That’s the thing they always say, but the thing is 

that they don’t experience it. So, that’s the thing they will always say. 

You know for me, when people ask me, I always tell them “yes, there 

is!” because there is no way for me to keep my mouth shut, while I’m 

experiencing—I’m dying. You know. And some people when you tell 

them, they are offended, I’m like but this is the truth, this is reality, this 

is my experience for ten years. You know, but the other problem is that 

people don’t really want to talk. (Adam, Interview 23).  

 

Adam’s frustration comes from two sources: a lack of dialogue or 

understanding that he believes Poles have when it comes to his experience in Poland, 

and his encounters with what he perceives as racism. Those who have not experienced 

the things that Adam has experienced may say that there is no racism in Poland; 

Adam feels that he was targeted because of the color of his skin. Nathan, an 

interviewee from Somalia, also discusses his hesitance to call his encounters “real 

racism”: 
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Yes—no let me explain one thing, because I don’t know if this is real 

racism. You know, because you know, a racist is a guy who is coming 

to you and telling you that you don’t belong here and you have to go 

back to your Africa, something like that so—sometimes I feel I’m 

taking this as racism, sometimes I take this as lack of culture, 

something like that. It’s impolite, I feel like that. (Nathan, Interview 

20).  

 

I ask Nathan what he thinks about the word “Murzyn” which is also a 

controversial topic, a term that has been both tagged as “racist” and the furthest from 

racist due to a lack of clarity in terms of how it is defined, the context in which it is 

used and its historical meaning in the Polish context: 

 

Oh, this is a word sometimes I don’t like even that word. Because it’s 

already telling you that you have black on the color. You see, it 

depends it what context it is used. Sometimes even my boss calls me 

“murzyn” but I know he says this and I don’t have a problem. But 

sometimes people will call you “murzyn” like eh, like you the black, 

like you are from Africa, like you are, I don’t know, something bad. 

They use it in a bad context…there was some kind of [story] something 

like that, yes African mascot, this we even tried to talk about but they 

said this is not a bad word. This is not a bad word. But sometimes they 

use it, especially for example if you, sometimes when a Polish guy 

works too hard, and his boss is pushing to do a lot, something like that, 

sometimes he’ll say “I’m not your murzyn”. And this, “I’m not your 
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slave”. So, “murzyn” can be a lot of, have a lot of…[negative 

connotations]. (Nathan, Interview 20).   

  

The attempt to adapt and understand Polish culture allows these interviewees 

to negotiate meanings of racism in the Polish context. It takes time of course to reach 

a point of understanding, and because most of my interviewees have lived in Poland 

for quite some time, I believe they have a different perspective then those who come 

to Poland for short periods of time (see Ząbek, 2009). Still, even if understanding is 

there, this of course does not eliminate the problems that many individuals from 

African countries face in terms of discrimination in Poland.  

 

Defining the Themes 

 

Dealing with Discrimination, Verbal and Physical Assault 

 

While they differed on the definition of “racism”, each one of my interviewees 

identified at least one moment where they, or someone they knew, felt mistreated 

and/or discriminated against based on their race, physical appearance or nationality. 

These forms of mistreatment and discrimination ranged from verbal assaults and 

physical altercations to being cheated by athletic managers due to their foreign 

nationality. Discrimination in this sense is defined as mistreatment based on 

someone’s physical appearance, race or nationality.  

Many of the interviewees who had spent over ten years in Poland also spoke 

of these encounters as situations of the past, experiences that they no longer encounter 

on a regular basis or choose to engage with. Those who came to Poland more recently 
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reported that these acts of discrimination happen on a regular basis. Maciej Ząbek’s 

work, “Africans in Poland: Race Relations in Contemporary Polish society” (2009) 

contended with this difference in perception. Dealing with discrimination oftentimes 

creates barriers to positive identity construction for African migrants. These migrants 

feel that they need to address these acts of discrimination for the sake of their families 

and other migrants who currently reside in Poland or plan to settle in Poland. This 

frequently involves help from their wives, who are often targets of insults, as well, 

and are more apt to understand insults and react in the Polish language. This extends 

to children in these families who share instances of discrimination with their family.  

Other interviewees choose to avoid these situations altogether so as to not be 

involved in a physical altercation. Others choose to ignore these situations as a means 

of coming to terms with the existence of those individuals who do not accept them. 

This theme runs deep in the interviews and is one of the many barriers to positive 

identity construction in the Polish context, as described by Irobi (2015, Analyzing the 

Challenges of Migrants Conference), as for many of my interviewees this becomes a 

struggle in reestablishing a positive collective identity for Africans in Poland.  

Martin, who has lived in Poland for 30 years, tells me about the verbal abuse 

he experienced when he first came to Poland: 

 

Very often they would say “murzyn” or “Bambo”, words such as 

“asphalt” were less often used, but Bambo was used all the time, 

because as you know, this poem, all Poles are raised on this 

poem…Aggression however occurred most of the time in clubs because 

truly, of common stereotypes when it comes to women and African men 

(Martin, Interview 27).  
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Discussions of these types of verbal assaults were very common among the 

interviewees in this study. Many of the men interviewed reported that, at first, they 

were unaware of what people were saying to them, simply because of their weak 

Polish language skills, but with time, they both understood and were able to defend 

themselves. Adam describes what this was like: 

 

Then, when I wasn’t understanding, they were saying a lot of things to 

me, I would laugh. You know, because I don’t understand them! So, 

anything they said then was funny for me—I was laughing, but the 

moment I started understanding it, it wasn’t funny anymore. When you 

say it, I would stop and say “what did you just say?” because now I 

understand, I know what you are saying and I know you are talking to 

me. So…yeah, sometimes people would call me monkey, which I know 

that somebody was looking at me and calling me monkey, and 

sometimes people would like uh, you know, you are just on your own 

and somebody will just tell you “What are you looking at!” in the 

Polish language and the way they say it is so arrogant. And you’re not 

even looking at them. And you know, sometimes, now I’m driving and 

some of them will see me in the car and say “Monkey, how can a 

monkey be driving a good car” you know, so there are a lot of things 

they say, and for me, I understand, so I look at them and am like, why 

are they talking that way?...you just see that these people are sick. For 

me, I just see them as sick people, you know? (Adam, Interview 23).     
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While verbal abuse was commonly mentioned, many interviewees also 

reported physical assaults. David speaks of an instance during his first year in Poland 

when he was returning from church: 

  

That same year, it was December 2007, I was almost beaten by some, 

well I would say drunks, guys. Maybe they were not drunk actually, it 

was at the center, I was coming from church…and I was hit by that 

guy, just on the side I, tried to defend, the other one gave me another 

blow, you know, and somehow I managed to push them away and I ran 

across the road…I was almost hit by a tram actually! Luckily the 

police were parking just somewhere around, they came out, I spoke to 

them, cause I spoke English and they were speaking Polish, and then 

they took me to the station, made a few statements, and then they tried 

to go back and find those guys but they left, I couldn’t even identify 

them actually…and then I took a cab home—I paid for myself, not the 

police anyway (laughter). You know so that was the worst 

actually…what I’ve actually learned from all this is don’t walk alone 

in the middle of the night. (David, Interview 13).  

 

 Adam recounted the times when he was physically assaulted by 

showing me the scars. To Adam, the scars were constant reminders of racism 

in Poland:  

 

You know uh, even if I would forget everything, I would never forget 

this one I have here, it’s like a mark [Adam points to a scar on his 
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forearm] I will never forget, I have a mark there, it is a racism mark, 

you know I was, I broke my arm because some boys, like three guys 

attacked me like, 7 years ago, in Centrum…this thing will always stay 

on me until I die, so I will never forget this. And the same thing with 

here [Adam points to his forehead] I stayed here in my restaurant, 

somebody came here and broke my head with a bottle of beer, so it’s 

like the things that I will never forget. Forget the rest, these are the 

marks I have in me, it was not like I was looking for this trouble, it’s 

just this racism thing I was talking about. (Adam, Interview 23).   

 

 Outside of physical and verbal assaults, there were also instances of 

discrimination where interviewees reported being cheated by their athletic managers. 

Many of these cases resulted in a lack of pay, in letting players go altogether without 

warning, as well as sending players home without payment or even without legitimate 

plane tickets. Adam tells me about his experience with his athletic manager:  

 

He wanted to send me home so he could keep the money without stress. 

But unfortunately, he sent me to the airport—that’s why I’m still in 

Poland—he sent me to the airport, I got to the airport with the ticket he 

gave me, he gave me the ticket and the ticket was not valid. He assured 

me that the ticket was valid and that I have to go to Nigeria, so I said, 

“ok, then so give me my money”. He said I should go back and come 

back again, and I said “Give me my money, I cannot go back to 

Nigeria without any money”. He told me “give me your bank account, 

I will pay you your money” and I said, “no I am not a kid. I know I am 
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22 but I can still handle my—just give it to me, I know what to do”. He 

said to me, you are stubborn, just go. He left me there in the train 

station, and he left. Yeah. The guy was collecting my money and he 

wasn’t giving me anything. So that was the first experience I had in 

Poland. (Adam, Interview 23).  

 

Going back to the notions of adapting and negotiating meanings, these acts of 

discrimination and feelings of helplessness make this all the more difficult for African 

immigrants in Poland. Still, many find tactics to deal with these issues, whether it is to 

ignore them altogether or to speak out against them, often times underlining that 

ignoring these situations works out better and leads to less of a chance that an 

altercation will occur.  

 

Feeling Like the “Other” 

 

Otherness is defined in this study as a lack of belonging, feelings of alienation and 

difference from the Polish community. The early experiences that my interviewees 

expressed upon arriving to Poland ranged from initial stages of culture shock, 

loneliness, hopelessness, lack of support, feelings of being disconnected from the 

Polish population due to a lack of speaking the language, as well as feelings of 

otherness. While in the case of my interviewees this did not always keep them from 

pursuing their goals in Poland, it created a sense of doubt for what their future in 

Poland would hold. Oscar recounted his first day in Poland by describing how he 

could not even connect culturally with the other Nigerians with which he stayed: 
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My first night I spent crying, because it was a new place, I practically 

didn’t know anybody, you know, my only friend had left for France 

when I arrived, so I had to put up with um a few Nigerians that night. 

They were not from my culture, you know we have this huge 

diversification in Nigeria, so I…felt a little bit lost…they were also the 

party kind of people, so the Friday I got into town, they all went to 

parties and I stayed back home, um in the hostel actually. And I felt 

lonely. Well, they got back, they told me “hey you know what? 

Welcome to Poland, it’s not such an easy place, you know”…they 

discouraged me a lot from getting a job cause they told me they have 

been here for much longer and they haven’t got work to do, you know? 

(Oscar, Interview 3).  

 

 Oscar said that foreigners are perceived very differently in Nigeria than they 

are in Europe. He explains how, in Nigeria, “Almost everyone is friendly, somehow,” 

whereas in Poland he could not tell how people felt about him. Oscars expectation 

was to be welcomed in Poland in the way that Europeans were welcomed in Nigeria:  

 

So when I came to Europe I was expecting the same thing, some people 

did like this. Said oh, this black, so handsome, some people did like 

this. Some, when they saw you, they are angry, I don’t know…maybe 

some would be the same like this, but some were not… (Oscar, 

Interview 3). 
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Nathan also recounts constantly feeling like a “stranger” in Poland through 

nonverbal communication. They did this through stares and body language: 

 

Even today sometimes, not today, but in this time, you can see, you can 

find these kind of people in the street…As I told you before, here in 

Poland, every time we are feeling like strangers here. Yeah, can you 

feel that you are a stranger in the street when everybody is looking at 

you like you come from, I don’t know, the cosmos or something like 

that. I don’t know why. (Nathan, Interview 20).  

 

 Otherness is something that many people of color experience in Poland 

as non-verbal stares and interactions as well as verbal cues make it difficult for 

individuals who are physically different to ignore. While this is true, many 

interviewees also maintained their belief that Poland is changing and that this 

type of “othering” happens less often. 

 

Poland as Emerging Cosmopolitan Space 

 

Many argue that cosmopolitanism is “associated with a conscious openness to the 

world and to cultural differences” (Skrbis et al. 2004, 116). Many interviewees were 

hopeful in their perceptions of a “changing” Poland, one where they experienced less 

racism and discrimination and where they felt that they were no longer viewed as 

foreigners or strangers, but rather as fellow human beings. Interviewees who had 

spent three years or more in Poland were most likely to express the perception of 

positive change. Positive treatment was in the context of Polish-African families, 
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individual growth and confidence of interviewees in being able to ignore and 

overcome potentially negative situations, and an awareness of the changing views of 

young people in Poland due to increased travel and contact with foreigners. They also 

realize a shift in their own perspective as they spend more time in Poland and start to 

identify more with Poland. Martin describes feeling this change from what he 

experienced in Poland in the 90s: 

 

Today it’s like, I feel it a lot less. When I’m walking down the street, 

only when someone really stares, or these groups of drunks, but I never 

had any contact with skinhead groups that formed in the 90s. In [this 

city], honestly, maybe I just don’t pay attention to it anymore, even if a 

Pole is 30 years old, he was only 3 years old when I came to Poland. 

Maybe it’s just this perspective that helps me ignore people. These 

people don’t know about this, when they look at me, it’s as if they think 

I arrived yesterday…This is a fast process that happens in my head, 

but it really helps me ignore these things. (Martin, Interview 27). 

  

This perceived change, in Martin’s case, has to do with a number of factors, 

including his own confidence and affirmation of his Polish identity. His perception 

stems from that he legally and personally identifies as a Pole. As such, this could have 

little to do with the actual numbers of racist and discriminatory acts that occur today 

in Poland as compared to the early 80s and 90s. Nathan believed that this change is 

rooted in Poland’s accession to the European Union and the subsequent effects this 

has had on travel by Poles to different parts of the world: 
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Uh, but now it is going to be better because the Polish people, 

especially the young people, are already traveling outside Poland, and 

when they come back they see the life in other countries. And when 

they come back they will have another mentality, so when they come 

back it is going to be better. (Nathan, Interview 20).  

 

Some said that, as Poles are exposed more to Polish-African families, they no 

longer felt that they can discriminate against them as overtly as they once did. Some 

also differentiated between different regions in Poland and how some were more 

accepting than others:  

 

…like in Gdansk it was much more bad there, [this city] is much much 

better. And when I was in Lodz, it was better also…but I think now, it 

is getting much much better, to compare four years ago. It’s changed. 

Because now, most time, they see me with my son, my wife, most white 

friends, they don’t even have—even if they want to say something, you 

can keep this inside of you, because I am with my son and my wife, my 

in-laws, everybody, so…(Oscar, Interview 3).     

 

Those interviewees who had spent three or more years in Poland and had 

found ways to integrate into Polish society found that they perceived less racial 

attacks. Poland’s changing social climate, due to political changes in 1989 to the 

changes after its accession to the European union have also led to a shift in perceived 

overt prejudice and discrimination by the interviewees. The connection with the 

Polish family also acts as a reaffirming agent that indicates a sense of belonging in the 
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Polish context and thus helps individuals from African countries establish their 

identities.   

 

Family and Children  

 

In developing a strong identity, many interviewees alluded to their families as having 

a positive influence on their confidence and self-esteem in Poland, children being 

especially vital to this experience. Interviewees expressed that even when walking 

with their Polish partner, they were still targets of insults, while when they were with 

their children, their children acted as a “buffer” that often-prevented others for 

reacting negatively to their relationship and family. This is also true when the 

interviewees were only with their children and without their partners. Their children 

in this sense attracted positive attention and curiosity, which then created positive 

contact between Poles and Africans, thus reinforcing a level of security and 

confidence in the interviewees’ identity. I asked Oscar if anything changed after he 

had children: 

 

A lot…yeah…it changed because when I was with my wife I don’t—

sometimes they say some things that I don’t, maybe I don’t understand, 

but my wife understands, and she will feel bad. Because we are alone, 

but when we are with this baby now, even if you have anything and you 

see this little baby, the first thing you will be praising the baby before 

you think of any other thing. And before then, you are left so, you will 

not even have an opportunity to say any other thing. (Oscar, Interview 

3).      
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Other interviewees expressed the idea that they either do not experience 

discrimination or verbal abuse on the streets or experience it much less frequently 

while with their young child or children. Adam explained that, during interactions 

with Poles, his children now become the central focus of attention, which was once 

reserved just for him: 

 

…the truth was this, when we didn’t have kids it was like we were 

walking, people saying a lot of things, but now we have kids, when we 

walk with the kids, everybody is so amazed by like how beautiful the 

kids are. Like “Ohh they are so beautiful”, now the attraction is the 

kids, not even me! You understand, now they have another attraction 

which they are like “Oh my God, what is this?” You know, but these 

are the things they are regretting, and that thing, that thing they don’t 

want is producing something extraordinary. So uh, with the kids, it 

made things easy because what they are seeing from the kids is like a 

beautiful thing. You know, so, it’s nothing, but some people still have a 

problem with that. You know, like calling them names, like “Murzyn” 

or other…Some adults, and some stupid people. (Adam, Interview 23).  

 

While the interviewee’s Polish partners also played an integral role in helping 

to maintain confidence and security in Poland, Polish-African children often served as 

a bridge between the interviewees and the Polish community, and for some, a bridge 

between their partner’s Polish family that initially rejected them.  
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Relationship with Polish partner’s nuclear and extended families 

 

While the relationship between the interviewees and their Polish wives or partners 

served as reinforcement for their identities in Poland, many interviewees struggled 

with acceptance within their Polish partner’s nuclear and extended families. This 

proved to be a very difficult barrier for many interviewees, although in some cases, 

this only strengthened their personal bonds within their own nuclear families in 

Poland. Adam speaks about his strained relationship with his Polish mother in-law 

who he had only met for the first time when his son was born. After this, he did not 

see his mother in-law for three years as she refused to attend both wedding 

ceremonies held in Poland. I asked Adam if his wife ever spoke to him about the 

reasons why her mother was not in support of their relationship:  

 

A lot of things happened because the woman was like, how can you be 

so stupid to marry a black man? So that was her comment. It was 

about color, it’s not about any other thing. Her mother was like, “how 

can you be so stupid, to marry a black man. I’m so disappointed in you 

that you have to step so low” she said “so low to marry a black man”. 

So, you can imagine, the way she—where she classified me. She said 

“how could you step so low, to marry a black man. So even up to 

today, my greeting with her is “Hi”, “Hi” and that’s it…she’s not in 

support of the relationship up ‘til today. Even I have kids and all that… 

(Adam, Interview 23).   
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 Throughout many interviews, the main reason given for a lack of acceptance 

from the partner’s family is that of skin color. Sam also speaks about his own 

experience, while noting that some of his friends do not experience acceptance the 

way that he did: 

 

In some families, some of my friends, they are facing a lot of problems, 

difficulties, the acceptance is not there. But for me, the acceptance in 

the whole family is, is perfect. And I thank God for that…Some 

families, they accept, with a good heart. But some families, acceptance 

is not deep in their heart. So there are a lot of good things happening 

within the Polish and Nigerian homes, and there are a lot of problems 

within them. (Sam, Interview 1c).  

  

Stronger acceptance among their partner’s families reinforced a positive 

identity and confidence in the interviewees and created a supportive and accepting 

family structure. Oscar recounted meeting his partner’s family: 

 

The parents, they were nice, it was not too difficult. I liked them, and 

they welcomed me so. It was great…we met [her brother] one day…he 

welcomed me also, so, it was great…[her grandparents] we met them 

also, and they welcomed me, so it was great…almost everybody there 

speaks English, the grandpa, the grandparents, the brother, mostly 

everybody speaks English…they made me feel welcome here. A part of 

the family. (Oscar, Interview 3).     
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Family provided ground to stand on for many of the interviewees. Not only 

did they find support through these connections, but were able to feel as though their 

presence in Poland was accepted regardless of what happened on the streets. Others 

found life in Poland more difficult without this support. If felt for some as if it was 

“them against the world”.  Adam remembers how distraught the lack of support left 

his wife after she came back in tears after a conversation with her mother. He 

remembers telling his wife, who was his fiancé at the time: 

 

…If you’re ready to marry your mom, you are free to go. But if you are 

ready to marry me, just follow me. You follow me, don’t worry about a 

thing, there will be a war, which I know, but I believe in war, because 

if there is no war there will never be peace. So now follow me, let’s do 

the war together, at the end of the day we will know because I know I 

didn’t do anything…so let’s just start our lives. There will be a time in 

life when they will all realize that I am a human being like them…They 

will start understanding that…they don’t need to criticize anybody, or 

keep people away because of color. So, that’s how we started the thing. 

My wife was not going to her family for like, two years, or even three 

years. (Adam, Interview 23).  

  

Raising Biracial children  

 

The hopes, fears and strategies for raising children in Poland reminded the 

interviewees, as parents, of the barriers they had to overcome before they could feel 

establish a strong identity in Poland, an identity that, for many, is still a work in 
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progress. Interviewees spoke of an “easier” life for their children. One, their children 

would not be as physically different from their peers. For another, they would have 

the advantage of being born in Poland.  Others feared for the experiences their 

children might have in Polish schools. Interviewees also spoke of conversations they 

have had with their children, ostensibly to help the children navigate a society that 

sees racial difference, and these conversations served to help the interviewees 

understand their own identity. Interviewees with children felt that they had the 

knowledge and experience to guide their children in understanding their identity in 

Poland despite being “othered” by their peers in school, or in other public spaces. 

Martin speaks about his hesitation having children in Poland during times when he 

was encountering increased instances of racism and discrimination: 

 

This was one argument why I didn’t want to have kids, here…I thought 

that in this situation, having a child would be difficult…still I’m in a 

worse position than my daughter, at least, looking at me, I’ve had 

citizenship for 3 years, a person looking at me wouldn’t say that I have 

Polish citizenship. However with her, unless someone would out of 

anger or rudeness say “you are not a Pole”, I believe that if you only 

know one language, then this language cannot exclude a 

person…however, I think that the most important is how she is brought 

up. Confidence is the most important. (Martin, Interview 27).  

 

Oscar echoes this sentiment in terms of the differing experiences him and his 

child will encounter due to skin color differences and the presence of his child’s white 
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Polish mother. These are two factors that will help his son maintain respect for his 

identity in Poland: 

 

 I’m not too scared, I’m not scared, because I know that he may not 

have the same experience that I have because I’m a different color. 

And you can recognize this color. But like him, they’ll know for sure, 

they’ll see that his mother is Polish, and it will be like any European 

country, so they must respect this. So I am not scared about him. I’m 

not scared…I believe, I want him to go to the best school in the world, 

because I want him to be the best in the world. (Oscar, Interview 3). 

 

David speaks of his hesitation in enrolling his children into Polish schools.  He 

emphasizes the importance of instilling confidence and cosmopolitan values into his 

children’s upbringing. I asked David about his feelings related to raising his children 

in Poland: 

 

…The fears are simple--and that’s why we are really considering a 

multi-national environment for school. We don’t want them to go to 

Polish kindergartens where a stupid kid will call them monkeys, or 

make stupid jokes about being black. I mean, kids could really be 

affected by that, you know? So…we are afraid of that, of these feelings 

of being different, they might face being in Polish schools. That’s why 

we’re believing, hoping, praying that we have enough resources to 

send them to an international school. In fact, I’ve made up my mind 

that if we don’t have such resources, then I will start one 
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(laughter)…they are not really great fears, they are things that could 

be curtailed if we really impacted them from home, who they are. You 

are not inferior, you are great kids, that you’ve got a different skin 

doesn’t mean that you are lower or less, so we would really really 

work on that, part of it, you know, we are humans above all. (David, 

Interview 13). 

 

 The Conversations those parents had with their children about race and 

physical difference was a key theme of the parental interviews. These conversations 

not only aim to strengthen the identities of children in these families, but also solidify 

the identities of parents themselves. Many fathers of Polish-African children spoke of 

the conversations that took place at home, They explained to their children why 

people might refer to their father as “Murzyn” (translated to negro in the English 

language) as well as why children or parents might bring attention to physical 

differences in school. Adam discusses the importance of these conversations at home 

in order to prepare his children for situations they might encounter: 

 

You know, this thing is normal at home. We normally discuss that, 

because at times they will say, like, why, why do they, why people call 

Tata murzyn or something, you know, then their mom will try to 

explain to them, that this is this and this is that and all that, so they 

know all those kind of things…Because I need to, I need to prepare 

their mind, because …I cannot fight for them all the time. Because I 

see that the only remedy for this thing is to prepare my kids to 

be…independent, not depend on daddy or mommy to fight for them. 
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Because there will be a time when I will not be around, or mommy will 

not be around, most of time they are alone in school, so I can’t be 

there all the time and fight for them. (Adam, Interview 23).   

 

David expanded on how he talked about identity with his children: 

 

…I don’t even tell them that they look different. I never even tried to 

get them to start thinking that they look different. They are human 

beings like others, they are Polish, I always tell them, you are Polish! 

So, you are Polish, you are African, you are half Polish half African. 

You know, but I don’t always use that African thing but I used to tell 

them where you father comes from is Africa, but I always let them 

know that they are Polish. They need to stand by that that they are 

Polish, not think they are different. I never tell them they are 

different—they are not different. For the fact that they were born and 

brought up here, they are Polish. (Adam, Interview 23).  

 

  These parents expected that their children would experience instances of 

racism and/or discrimination during their upbringing in Poland. Another interviewee, 

who believed that his child might have been an exception as the child had not 

encountered yet such situations, talked about his role in preparing his child, as well as 

his wife’s recommendations for an easier future: 

 

Well, let’s see, maybe I am…an exception, because I didn’t have a 

problem at all, from now, until now I did not have a problem. My sons 
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growing up very good and he’s going to a [public preschool]. Every 

time I have in my mind like when they grow up…other children will 

state “you are a mulat” or something like that, and you are not 

genuine… but I’m trying now to already prepare for this kind of thing 

in our life. And even my wife sometimes is recommending we leave this 

country, to England, to somewhere else where the people are not even 

caring about who you are or where you’re from, something like that 

and I say, I don’t see the reason to go there. Just because somebody 

doesn’t like us, it’s not a reason to run. (Nathan, Interview 20).   

 

 While the interviewees believe that their children’s experience may be less 

difficult than their own, they were very much aware that there would be obstacles 

when raising their children in Poland. These obstacles would also come in the form of 

racism, discrimination, but what would be new would be the denial of their Polish 

identity purely due to the color of their skin. Through conversations with their 

children, the interviewees became supporters of positive identity construction for their 

children and also maintained some cosmopolitan values in their child rearing 

strategies.  

 

Identifying as Polish 

 

Polish identity among individuals from African countries is a difficult inquiry for the 

interviewees for many reasons. While some individuals identified as Polish, they 

questioned this in relation to how “Polishness” is defined by Poles. Often times there 

would be an internal struggle between feeling Polish and feeling very connected to 
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Polish culture and traditions, while at the same time feeling like a foreigner based on 

how others perceived them.  How one’s skin color is perceived by others in this sense 

influences both personal and social identity. When asked about whether the 

interviewees felt Polish, the responses differed, but the question itself evoked long 

pauses followed by extended responses. Martin, for example, moves between his 

connection to Poland and definitions of Polishness:  

 

You know what, I feel connected with this place. If I’m Polish, or 

whatever else, there are these types of ‘purists’ who say it’s only blood 

to be in one place, so blood, the color of your skin, religion, and so on. 

However, from the other side, it is obvious that there are a lot of Poles 

who when they go to Germany try to assimilate to the Germans, 

coming back with an accent for example. So now, it’s unclear who is 

more tied to this place—the one who tries so hard and would even 

change their last name to be a part of a place or the one who identifies 

with this place…what is most important is what’s inside. There was a 

moment when I started to root for Poles in sports…so I feel like I’m 

from here. (Martin, Interview 27). 

 

Nathan expands on this, adding how the way in which he is perceived makes 

him question this identity. I asked Nathan if he feels Polish: 

 

This is the question [laughter]. This is the question that I say, 

sometimes I feel Polish but uh, when I meet these kind of people, for 

example the Polish people that uh, I feel like a stranger. I have this 
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kind of feeling that I am a stranger, but deep inside, deep in my heart, I 

feel that I am a Polish person, now even, I am beginning to think like a 

Polish person. I am Somali, this is certain, and it doesn’t change that 

one but uh, I even now begin to think like I’m Polish. (Nathan, 

Interview 20).  

 

Many interviewees also mentioned the duality of their identities; as Nathan did 

not see his Polish identity as exclusive of his Somali identity, Adam, who has Polish 

citizenship, identified as being “half Nigerian” and “half Polish”: 

 

So it took me time and I believe today it’s like that I’m kind of half and 

half, I’m half Nigerian, half Polish, I have like two senses. You know 

I…can reason this way or that way. (Adam, Interview 23). 

 

Factors discussed above that had an influence on how strongly the 

interviewees identified in terms of their “Polishness” included length of time 

in Poland, relationships with their partner’s family, citizenship, and their 

treatment in Poland. When I asked David if he felt Polish, his response was “I 

would be proud to say I’m Polish, if things change” (David, Interview 13). 

This was not unique to David’s story as many interviewees also felt this push 

and pull between how they felt intrinsically versus how others treated and 

identified them extrinsically. The individual and social identities of these 

individuals were very much shaped by both negative and positive experiences 

in Poland. 
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The interviews presented of individuals from various African countries 

residing in Poland expose a real conflict between constructing individual and 

collective identity in a new and foreign space along with developing the mechanisms 

to address preconceived stereotypes and stigmas the Polish population attaches to 

African identity.  

African individuals acquire identities in Poland through multiple avenues. 

These avenues influence their identity strategies and cosmopolitan worldview. While 

in Poland, many forces influenced constructions of identity: hate crimes and 

mistreatment and methods of dealing with discrimination, distinct feelings of 

otherness, the relationship with the Polish family, the Polish-African relationship and 

family as a mechanism providing a sense of connectedness, negotiating identity 

through child rearing, and identifying as Polish. Motivations to come to Poland—

whether it was for a job, or education, or other, not-well-defined motivations—and 

initial experiences while in Poland are associated with their notions of “adapting”, 

their definitions of racism, or their positive notions of Poland as a country that is 

“getting better” in terms of racism.  

Discussions of community (Chapter Five) and the challenges faced by 

this community are also connected to individual identity, to be discussed in the 

Concluding chapter. 
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PhD Dissertation 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Identity Strategies of White Polish Mothers and Biracial Polish-African Children 

 

In this chapter I explore the identities of White Polish women who are the 

partners of Black African men
6
, and of biracial Polish-African children. White Polish 

Women who were a part of this community had experiences that differed from the 

majority of Polish women. Their experiences forced them to negotiate their own 

choices and identities through the support or lack of support from parents and friends, 

as well as through the reactions they experienced from Poles in public spaces. They 

saw themselves as tolerant, open, and understanding individuals, living in a place 

where it was more acceptable to date a person of color than it would be in the towns 

where they grew up. Raising Polish-African children was also expressed as an 

enormous responsibility for these mothers, who had to also help their children 

understand who they were in situations where they were told that they were different. 

These experiences combined played a role in how these women understood 

themselves and the changes they saw in how their family, peers, and wider society 

treated them.  

 

White Polish Mothers 

 

All of the women who were interviewed are in their early to mid-thirties and all but 

one, who did not have children, had small children from two to eight years of age. 

These Polish women, who become a part of the Polish-African community either 

                                                        
6 Socially constructed racial categories of “White” and “Black” are used here in order to clearly present 

physical markers that are significant in terms of perception in contemporary Poland.  
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through their interest in African culture, mere curiosity, or relationships with African 

men, differ from the other two sets of interviewees mainly in that they acquire a 

minority identity through their African partner’s and children’s experiences in Polish 

society, as well as through the reactions and feedback that they receive from their 

families, friends and other Polish members of their community. The majority of these 

women grew up in small towns outside of the city being studied. They had little to no 

contact with foreigners before they came to this city. They were raised in middle class 

families, and for the most part, came to the city in order to work or study. These 

women stated that, before they met their partners, they did not have many, if any at 

all, conversations with their parents about foreigners, and most had almost no interest 

in African culture.   

As expected, white Polish women faced some similar, and some quite 

different, life situations than Black African men. The major themes that emerged 

include: understanding and identifying with difference through reactions from parents, 

friends and Poles; identifying as “tolerant”, “open” and “understanding” as well as 

perceiving This city as such; negotiating identity when parenting Polish-African 

children; and embracing African culture and identity.  

Frames of tolerance, acceptance, and openness permeate throughout their 

stories. The source of their tolerance and openness that they expressed during these 

interviews may be a result of this understanding, but it may be why they were open to 

having intimate relationships with Black African men in the first place. Although they 

identify as being tolerant and open, it is also clear that for these women, This city in 

particular is a city that is much more open than others, and that their situation is not as 

shocking in This city as it would be, or is, in the smaller towns and cities of Poland. 
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Mothers of biracial Polish-African children noted that the physical differences 

of the members of these women’s families served as a basis for forming their own 

identities. According to these women, through empathizing with their partners and 

children, they acquired a deep understanding of what it feels like to be physically 

different in Poland and what this means to the people around them. Raising biracial 

Polish-African children and empathizing with feelings of difference through their 

children’s questions and troubles made them aware of the perceptions of their own 

identity as compared to their children’s, and what it really means to be physically 

different in Polish society.  

 

Understanding and Identifying with Difference 

 

The process of understanding and identifying with difference presents itself in 

a bold manner throughout the interviews. Although it is probable that when the 

interviewees walk the streets alone they may not face any situations that would make 

them feel like outsiders, when they are with their partners, children, or both, they are 

constantly reminded that they are part of a family that is different.  

 

Reactions from parents and friends  

 

Throughout these interviews, the women seemed to be very aware of the fact 

that their situation was different than that of other Polish women who had Polish 

partners. This is apparent from the first conversations they have with their parents 

about their partners. One of my interviewees recollects the conversation she had with 

her mother when she first told her about her Nigerian boyfriend: 
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Well I remember, I said that I have a new boyfriend…but what kind [of 

boyfriend]? My mother was already questioning me about what and 

how…well he’s…ehh…well maybe I’ll start from something 

broader…that he’s, that he’s black skinned. (Gasp). You know what? 

And she told me once…that when I was leaving for [the city where I 

currently live], she had a dream. She dreamt that one day I came, and 

introduced my husband, and that he was black. So she said, “oh my 

lord, this is what I dreamt!” So I said, “you shouldn’t be surprised 

then”… no but my mother is very tolerant so she didn’t have anything 

against it, she just wanted to meet him. Right…and not right 

away…because you know there are these situations where they don’t 

accept it based on the sole fact that they hear that by chance someone 

is from some specific country or if he’s, well based on racist 

reasons…my brother was also fine with it. (Zosia, Interview 1b). 

 

The same interviewee went on to describe the situation when she brought her 

boyfriend to her hometown, a small city outside of The city where she currently 

resides: 

 

…and there…(laughter) he was a great sensation. You can imagine, 

especially in the country…how the people there are happy, that in ten 

years they hadn’t seen a black [man] (laughter). And he is happy 

there…and of course in the family there was this…“ok, alright, Zosia 

has this kind of boyfriend.” With my friends it was the same sort of 
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thing, that they saw and knew, and later on the news was that I was 

pregnant…so they got to know him better then. And my friends, today 

they tell me this, “Zosia we were so worried about you, we were really 

worried, that everything would work out alright, that he would be a 

good guy, that he would not harm you”, and were all like, “we prayed 

for it all”…and later there were I’m sure these kinds of objections, 

from the family, these kind of objections like it was ok, but it would 

sometimes come out…(Zosia, Interview 1b).  

 

 Zosia described how she perceived that others thought of her and her 

boyfriend. It was known that Zosia had “this kind of boyfriend”, something that was 

very different and unheard of in her community. She explained that before she was 

pregnant, her friends did not find it necessary to take her relationship with her partner 

seriously. 

Interviewees expressed that their families were accepting of their partners. For 

some it took some time, while for others, the acceptance was immediate. Only one 

woman, who has since left Poland, spoke of the extreme racism that her mother and 

brother felt toward her partner. Because of this, her and her Nigerian partner secretly 

married and moved out of the country. Many of the women felt a sense of hesitation 

from their friends and family when they speak of their new relationship. Others even 

experienced problems in their social and work environments. I asked Magda what her 

friends thought about her Cameroonian husband:  

 

The beginning was difficult. It was just the hardest was with my 

friends, that everyone was … saying what are you doing? I’m not 
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going to hide that at work it was a bit of a problem, because… I could 

have had various positions at work, but based on this, that my 

husband, that I decided to get married to the type of person that I 

married, there were certain contracts that were not upheld. I know 

this. But this desire to do what I wanted and what interested me and 

what was in my heart was bigger, my friends were tapping themselves, 

and to this day they remind me a bit and say, you see what you did? 

But they don’t know, that still I don’t regret it. That there are a lot of 

sad experiences, but there is also a vast knowledge and understanding, 

which is good. (Magda, Interview 7).  

 

Magda, who expressed that she suspected that her husband’s intentions with 

her were solely to obtain citizenship in Poland, now faces the backlash of reactions 

from friends and family that may not have been initially voiced. She explains that 

before she met her husband, she did not differentiate Africans in terms of their 

motivations and perspectives, but that now, after seeing her marriage crumble, and 

after speaking with many Africans, she has discovered that not all Africans have the 

best intentions, and that many are focused on their own goals of making it in Europe.  

White Polish women who are partners of Black African men, and/or mothers 

of Polish-African children, are usually in much more contact with their families and 

therefore experience another level of pressure in terms of how their parents feel about 

their decision to date and Black African man. Not only are they subject to comments 

by individuals in public, but they are also faced with skepticism on a much more 

personal level.  
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Reactions from Poles 

Outside of their personal social circles, mainly composed of their family and 

friends, Polish women with African partners also experienced this feeling of 

difference through the way in which Poles reacted to them or their partners in 

everyday life. Often times it is the Polish women who solely experience this as their 

husbands may not understand the language fully and thus do not catch some things 

that are being said to them or about them. I asked my interviewees if they ever 

experienced any uncomfortable situations while with their partners. All but one of the 

interviewees, who said that she had never encountered any negative attention while 

walking with her husband on the streets, said that they often experienced nonverbal 

cues, such as staring and dirty looks and sometimes verbal insults. The women 

expressed that they take these sorts of situations lightly and justify them by explaining 

how small-minded Poles can be. Zosia, for example, joked about and encounter she 

had with two older women who she overheard outside of the bus stop: 

 

Well overall I know that people are staring, yeah because sometimes 

they have these feelings like ohhh damn…ohhh who’s that coming…or 

once there was this funny scene where we are getting out of the bus 

and [my husband] was pushing the stroller and I was a bit further 

behind…and so I’m trying to catch up and I hear these older women 

“Ehh come lets see what this black [guy] has in his stroller” 

(laughter). So they went over and saw what this “black [guy]” had in 

his stroller and continued on (laughter). (Zosia, Interview 1b).   
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Irma recounted her own experience with this from a woman who she 

characterized as being “mentally ill”: 

 

I mean once some mentally ill woman called me a whore, but she was 

simply mentally ill, she lived near our house, but I mean, she’s 

mentally ill…but then we told her, if you keep saying such things we’ll 

call the police, and then she said “the police, no, no, no!” And ran 

away…my husband is a big guy, besides that, he doesn’t pay attention 

to this, I know for example that people in the bus or in the train, 

wherever, look at us and stare, but after so many years, I learned not 

to pay attention to this, absolutely…with my first husband when people 

would stare he would say “5 zloty for a picture, please” (laughter). 5 

zloty for a picture, yes, with a joke, and people would immediately turn 

away, but he was joking then, it also didn’t bother him. There are 

foreigners that are bothered by this and this interest awakens 

aggression…but for example, we are aware, that if I went to Nigeria, it 

would be exactly the same, everyone would touch me, everyone would 

look at me, especially in some little villages where they had never seen 

a white person, and you can’t say anything, you have to take it and just 

endure this interest whether you like it or not. People are interested 

when someone looks different. Too bad. It was like this, and it will be. 

And that’s it. I don’t pay attention to this. (Irma, Interview 8).   

 

Here Irma emphasized the role that physical difference plays in particular 

social contexts. She defended the curiosity of Poles by saying that she too would be 
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the target of staring if she were a minority. Irma denies this being an act of 

discrimination or racism, and instead attempts to rise above this by rationalizing the 

reaction from Poles. When I asked Irma if she encountered any uncomfortable 

situations with her husband, her first response was to speak about the “mentally ill” 

woman who had verbally insulted her. Instead of saying that this woman was 

targeting her because of her partner’s race, she insisted that the woman was crazy. 

Irma also goes on to explain that neither her nor her husband pay attention to how 

others chose to react to them. This is a very common response among Polish women 

and even African men. One of the consequences of this identity strategy of 

understanding and accepting difference is ignoring the things that others may do or 

say that could make them feel like outsiders.  

 

Magda on the other hand described an instance when she was directly targeted 

in Wrocław, Poland: 

 

Yes, one time we were in Wrocław, we were walking down some street 

and some man started yelling, specifically to me, “What are you doing! 

You’re stupid! He just wants to use you for papers!” blah blah. I was 

in shock. We frequently saw riding in the tram, someone showing “fuck 

you” to [my husband]. It doesn’t matter what kind of person he is, this 

always hurts. This is something that is not acceptable. (Magda, 

Interview 7). 

 

 Magda goes on to explain that she does not believe this to be a “Polish 

problem” and that many European countries also face this sort of racism or 
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discrimination. She says that the difference is that Polish-style racism is much more 

explicit and open. She said that what really scares her is when people have these sorts 

of feelings of hate, but do not express them openly. This covert racism is what she 

says she has experienced in the U.K and feels that this is much more dangerous.   

The women interviewed were faced with many situations that conveyed to 

them that their circumstances were different from other Polish women. Identifying 

with this difference is something that each of these women had to do, whether it was 

through the acceptance or lack of approval that they received from their friends or 

family, or the reactions that people had to them or their partners on the streets. The 

consequences of identifying with this difference caused these women to try and 

navigate what their reactions would be to these situations, and how they would deal 

with the influence that these differences had on their everyday lives—whether this 

meant ignoring these situations all together, taking them lightly or responding.  

 

Identifying as “Tolerant”, “Open” and “Understanding” 

 

When it comes to tolerance and openness, even if this was not an ideology that 

was taught or specifically referred to in their lives, the women expressed and some 

overtly stated that they felt they were very tolerant and open individuals. This was 

often in terms of negotiating other people’s reactions toward them, their partners or 

their children. Many women also expressed that the city where they resided was a city 

that was open and that in this city their circumstances were less unusual than in other 

parts of Poland or in the small town that they were from. This discussion of tolerance 

was not prompted in the interview, but naturally came about in responses to other 



 125 

questions. For example, when I asked Zosia if people ever had any reactions when 

they saw her and her husband together she responded: 

 

I’m a tolerant person, so when someone somewhere does something, 

it’s not like I take it, like if someone looks [at us] the wrong way…well 

you can forgive people, especially if it’s someone who…like we were at 

the hospital. There it was so hardcore in terms of this, at this hospital, 

everyone in every part of the hospital knew that there was a black 

[guy] lying there. And there was this one woman, and she seemed 

normal but like, a woman from like, well the village. So with this type 

of village mentality. So she would come into the room and would show 

all of the kids (laughter), and would come and look at his hands. So for 

them it was like…some people might not like this, but for [my 

husband], he became friends with her. He knew that he was a great 

sensation. Well, he understood, he understood. (Zosia, Interview 1b).  

 

Zosia defines tolerance and understanding in terms of the curiosity that she 

believes Poles -- with this “village mentality” -- may have for her Nigerian husband. 

She insists that while others may take offense to this sort of attention, that both her 

and her husband try to understand where this behavior comes from. They use these 

situations as a tool to inform others who may not have had contact with someone like 

her husband. Irma also takes on this notion of tolerance when it comes to dating a 

foreigner. She says: 

 



 126 

When it comes to these matters, I am very, very tolerant. And in this 

way, I differ from my friends. Here in [the city] I have friends who are 

very similar to me, and they are rather in relationships or were in 

relationships with foreigners—mostly Africans, so we have this 

partiality, right, and we are not always understood by women who only 

have white boyfriends. (Irma, Interview 8).   

 

 Irma goes on to explain the differences between dating Polish men and 

African men. She believes that the expectations that Polish men have for their partners 

are completely skewed, and can never imagine herself dating a Pole. The tolerance 

that Irma claims here is in her openness to date men who are not Polish. She goes on 

to say: 

 

Like for example, I cannot imagine being with a Pole. I can’t imagine 

it. And I feel sorry for the women who have to be with a Pole—I have a 

friend, a foreigner, who got married to a Pole, and if it were me 

married to him, then I would have killed him by now. Because even 

though he is eight years younger than her, he treats her like a maid, 

simply. His stomach continues to grow and he has his demands, and 

she is hard at work, right. So…for me, this is inconceivable, it’s 

inconceivable. To do laundry, clean, cooking, they do everything at 

home. My husband is with the kid, he takes care of the kid, he’s with 

the kid all week, sometimes he works at night, during the day he’s with 

the child…he can go to work with our child. But I’ll come home, I’ll 

have dinner ready for me, it’s clean…I come from work and my dinner 
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is on the table or I get up and he says, leave it, sit down, I’ll clean it, 

we’ll clean it tomorrow because you’re tired…Polish husband’s aren’t 

like this, they want to have service, they want to have a maid that will 

serve them. (Irma, Interview 8).     

 

 Other women interviewed explain this tolerance and openness as a natural 

process that occurred when they left their hometown. I asked Alice if she ever spoke 

with her parents about foreigners: 

 

My mother always said, treat others how you yourself would want to 

be treated…so it was about being, first of all, to not harm anyone. And 

generally, I was raised in this style. I never spoke with my parents 

about, for example, foreigners…I’ll tell you the truth, even when I was 

going to middle school, even in the last year, I never thought I would 

leave that environment, the one that was mine, right, my town or, so I 

thought that I would always be there. However it changed later, pretty 

quickly, and I think that it came to me pretty naturally, later I didn’t 

speak with my parents about this subject, even when I told them about 

[my husband] there weren’t any of these kinds of talks. (Alice, 

Interview 10).  

 

For many of these women, their first contact with foreigners was when they 

came to The city where they currently reside. Many of the interviewees do not 

remember having specific conversations with their parents about foreigners, as there 

were not many, if any, foreigners where they grew up. Although this “tolerance” 
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could have been something they brought with them, the city itself seemed to have a 

reputation for being more or less open, which could have also led to this identification 

with tolerance and openness.  

 

Perceiving their city as an “open” city 

 

 As a magnet for economic and educational opportunities, The city in study 

aids in creating contacts between individuals from many parts of the world and 

reinforces a cosmopolitan thinking. This is also structurally apparent through 

organizations like “The Multicultural Center” which provides a variety of resources 

for migrants as well as a place they can call “home” (Multicultural Center, 

http://cw.org.pl/). Many of the interviewees hesitate when talking about dangerous or 

racist encounters they may have had with their partners because they believe This city 

to be a city where these situations do not often occur. These interviewees see This city 

as a city where foreigners are for the most part a known and more or less accepted 

part of the community. I asked Zosia if she ever encountered an unpleasant situation 

while out with her husband:  

 

Well once there, we were somewhere, for example—here in [said city] 

it’s a bit better because, because it’s pretty normal that there are 

Chinese, and Africans, and Muslims, and whoever else in the whole 

world, so here it doesn’t offend people or it isn’t a huge sensation 

when people see foreigners. (Zosia, Interview 1b).  
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Zosia went on to explain that in smaller cities, it may be a “bigger sensation” 

to see a white Polish woman with a Black African man, but that in This city, this was 

fairly normal. Another interviewee, Alice agreed with this notion as well:  

 

No, here in [said city], like I said, where I think people are more open, 

and here it doesn’t surprise anyone. I would expect this more in my 

village, but when people are looking at us, it’s more out of curiosity 

and with some kind of interest, but there were never any things said, 

around me, I never heard such things. (Alice, Interview 10). 

 

The women’s perception of the city where they reside as an “open city” in 

affect determines how they feel in their daily lives. They may feel safer in this city, or 

are able to ignore the stares, dirty looks and verbal insults expressed by Poles more 

easily. The notion that it is an open city may also lead them to downplay certain 

situations as compared to what would or could happen in the smaller towns where 

they are from. Either way, the reality of the perceptions that others may have about 

them or their families also find their grounds in the experiences of their children.  

 

Negotiating Identity when Parenting Polish-African Children 

 

 A common experience for these women were their attempts to explain 

physical difference to their children. While some of the interviewees had children, 

who did not attend school yet, others had already faced instances where their children 

questioned their own appearance or difference in social situations, mostly occurring in 

preschool or kindergarten. These conversations and situations forced these mothers to 
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attempt to explain their own identity, the identity of their children’s fathers, and 

physical difference in the simplest terms. Establishing these grounds for 

understanding also forced these women to think about their own identity in relation to 

their children and how they might explain why their physical appearance might differ. 

The mother’s who did not have school aged children yet described what they thought 

they would experience in terms of their children’s being physically different in Polish 

society.  

 

Mothering Polish-African Children 

 

 Magda discussed her five-year-old daughter’s experience with navigating 

herself as physically different from her peers: 

 

In turn, [my daughter] is already starting to notice it. She notices it 

and there is somewhere some kind of problem because surely the 

children at the preschool pay more attention to this, which isn’t 

great…And then [my daughter] comes…and cries [to me] that some 

girl  said that she was this or that, that…for example we had this sort of 

scene, some child in the dressing room was getting dressed…his mom 

was helping him, and [my daughter] came to me and says to me, this 

boy told her today that she is chocolate. And I say, well because he had 

in mind that you’re sweet like chocolate. And she says, no, no mommy, 

he said that I’m, that I have the color skin like chocolate. And I say, 

well we’re all chocolate. I say to him, Piotrusz, have you ever seen 

white chocolate? No. I say, so tell your mom to buy you some, because 
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there are different color chocolates. There is black, milk, and white. 

And I say, [my daughter] is milk chocolate, her daddy is black 

chocolate, and you or I are white chocolate, so we’re all chocolate in 

reality. (Magda, Interview 7). 

 

 This notion of “we are all the same and different” appears throughout many of 

the interviews and emphasizes the cosmopolitan ideal that is very much present in 

these types of families. Another similar situation happens with Mary’s son:  

 

Some child declared, oh because you have different color skin. So once 

[my son] asked me, why am I different? I said, but you’re not different. 

Look we have the same eyes, brown, the same hair, brown, skin, yes 

yours is a little darker but that’s because you retain the sun very well 

and mommy does not (laughter). So he smiled and said, “ahh so we’re 

the same.” But look, do you have a heart? You do. In the same place as 

mommy? Yes. So you see? We are the same…but I am worried about 

what is going to happen in primary school…kids can be very harsh 

then. (Mary, Interview 6).   

 

 One interviewee spoke of how she never had any fears of having a “Black” 

child in Poland. She spoke about how she had always dreamt about having a “Black” 

child, although she did ponder the perceptions that others may have of her and her 

own appearance when observed with her children: 
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…I never saw the skin color of my children. Then the only difference I 

see between us is when I look in the mirror and I say to myself, for the 

love of God, I look like a babysitter to these children not like their 

mother (laughter). However, when I look at my children, it’s 

completely normal. (Magda, Interview 7).   

 

Although Magda knew that these were her children, and that physical 

difference played no role in their relationship, she was aware of how she may be 

perceived by others. Irma also spoke about her fears of physically different child in 

Poland. She began by explaining that she too was perceived as different by children as 

she was always the “tallest and fattest” of all the children. In this way she said that she 

was able to understand how physical difference would have an effect on her son. She 

expressed the importance of parents explaining differences in skin color to their 

children: 

 

So, I know that my son isn’t going to have it easy, and that I’m going to 

have to teach him about this difference, but this, we have to teach him 

to be confident, to know his own worth, and most importantly, for him 

to feel loved, right, and that he can always come to us with any 

problems—but of course, yes, even now, adults don’t say this, but kids 

say “ohh what a Bambo is sitting there” or “he has black skin” and 

you have to explain to every kid, yes he has darker skin, because his 

father wasn’t born in Poland, he’s from a different country, there it’s 

very hot and that’s why he has such dark skin... And you have to 

explain to the kids—the kids are surprised and say various things 
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because they don’t know, since their parents don’t talk to them about 

this. Surely it won’t be easy, that’s why I thought about whether or not 

I should have children. That’s why only four years after our 

marriage—because we’ve been together for five years now—we only 

now decided to have a child. Because I had to be ready, I had to say 

when I would be ready. Because for me a child is a very very big 

responsibility…and I didn’t want to have children without being ready 

for this. (Irma, Interview 8).  

 

It is clear through these interviews that mothering Polish-African children 

requires a great deal of reflection.  Many of these women either hesitated to have 

children or had fears when thinking about having children in Poland. They expressed 

deep concern for how their children would be treated and they worried about the 

many problems that their children faced in school. By explaining difference to their 

children, they were able to present this idea of “colorlessness”, or reasoning for color.  

 

Embracing African Culture 

 

In Stopford’s 2007 study about White Australian mothers of Australian-

African children, the white mothers of these children had some sort of connection 

with the African country their children’s father was from. In my research, only one of 

the women interviewed expressed some sort of interest or connection with African 

culture before she met her children’s father. Another mentioned that she found exotic 

men attractive, but never imagined that one would end up being her husband. 

Although this is true, all of the mothers interviewed expressed their desire to involve 
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African culture in their children’s upbringing and began to value African culture as an 

important part of their husband and children’s lives. The women interviewed 

expressed a desire for their children to experience both cultures, through cultural 

traditions, trips to their father’s country, and through the acquisition of their father’s 

native language. Mothers sought to encourage their children to have “dual identities:” 

to accept their father’s culture as part of their own. One interviewee in particular, who 

separated from her Cameroonian husband, expressed the necessity of African culture 

in her children’s lives:  

 

It’s necessary, I believe that it’s necessary because they look in the 

mirror everyday and know that somewhere half of them is different…I 

am very happy that I myself really like all of this daily culture, I don’t 

know, dance, music, even African films, and I have this daily, I try to, 

so that they can have this in everyday like. And it’s extremely 

important to go to Africa, to get to know the area…and to go there 

once every one or two years for a few months vacation. I would like for 

them to have some idea of this, so that later they can choose what they 

want to be, if they want to be more like this, or more like this, so that 

they could never blame me, even if things with [my husband] don’t 

work out, that he won’t have a big role in their upbringing, that they 

would never blame me that they don’t have that other half. (Magda, 

Interview 7).  

 

It is often clear that African culture is already a part of the child’s upbringing. 

The women mention that they often eat African food in their household, that they 
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teach their child their father’s native language, and that they are planning a trip to visit 

their husband’s family. Many of the woman mention that their children are still too 

young to travel abroad to their husband’s family, but that in a few years, when they 

have the money, they will go.  

White Polish Women who were a part of this community had experiences that 

differed from the majority of Polish women. Their experiences forced them to 

negotiate their own choices and identities through the support or lack of support from 

parents and friends, as well as through the reactions they saw from Poles in public 

spaces. They saw themselves as tolerant, open and understanding individuals, living 

in a place where it was more acceptable to date a person of color than it would be in 

the towns where they grew up. Raising Polish-African children was also expressed as 

an enormous responsibility for these mothers, who had to also help their children 

understand who they were in situations where they were told that they were different. 

These experiences combined played a role in how these women identified.  

 

Identity of Polish-African Children 

 

In her 2001 study, Nowicka distinguishes between individual identity and social 

identity, social identity being “the result of identification with a group”, including 

ethnic and national identity, while “individual identity refers to individual 

idiosyncrasies which at least are perceived as unique” (Sumner, 1907; Nowicka 

2006). Through examining the identities of transnational children living in Poland, 

Nowicka looked specifically at the self-concepts of individuals who have one Polish 

and one non-Polish parent as well as the issue of social capital in relation to these 

identities.  
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While my work focuses more specifically on the children of Polish and 

African parents, a group who was also included in Nowicka’s work, many parallels 

exist and fall directly in line with the identity strategies developed in Nowicka’s 

study. These include similar elements within the interviewees biographies that led to 

various strategies. The concept of dual identity was present in my interviews, which is 

noted in Nowicka’s work as something that the majority of her interviewees who were 

physically different identified with.
7
 Nowicka (2006) discusses key factors in identity 

formation as the role of physical difference, the role of parental attitudes, level of 

competence with respect to the foreign parent’s culture, linguistic competence and 

contact with the foreign parent’s homeland (p. 1076).
 
 

In my study, the interviews of Polish-African children suggested some 

additional and major factors: the influence of moving, living or traveling abroad to a 

larger more ethnically or racially diversity city, conversations with parents about 

physical difference and discrimination, the importance of peer groups, and most 

notably, the power of social networks in developing social identity and community 

both virtually and physically. 

I also discuss dual identity, which is defined by Nowicka as individual’s who 

are (2009) “not necessarily bicultural…For these people it is obvious, however, that 

because one of their parents is not originally Polish, they are not simply Poles, though 

they permanently live in Poland” (p. 1077). This means that while the individual may 

not speak their foreign parent’s native language, is not familiar with their culture, or 

has not visited their foreign parent’s homeland, they do still feel as though they have a 

“dual identity”. 

                                                        
7 While there was one outlier in my work, this was an individual whose skin tone, according to him, 

allowed him to “pass as white”. He explained that his African roots did not influence his identity at all 

and that he considered himself Polish in every respect. 
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I discuss these strategies along with the role of physical difference which 

proves to be the most influential factor in understanding identity both in terms of 

individual identity, social identity as well as in terms of a more difficult determination 

of identification in terms of racial categories.  

Physical difference in a Racially and Ethnically Homogenous Space 

 

 Many of my interviewees were aware from a young age that they were 

physically different from their peers. This came out in a number of different ways and 

shaped their both their individual and social identity as it provided an understanding 

of how others perceived them and which groups they did and did not identify with. 

Interviewees also discussed growing up in small towns where they were the only child 

(other than in some cases, their siblings) that was physically different from the 

majority of their peers in their school. Kasia, a student whose father is from Kongo, 

recalled her first years in school: 

 

I have fond memories of school, specifically these first years, because I 

was this little kid that was not very typical in my school, because you 

know Bialystock is a smaller town, so these kind of families, I think we 

were the only family like this in our town…so I was like the mascot of 

the school I would say (laughter). (Kasia, Interview 5).   

 

While some interviews shared positive experiences related to being physically 

different within their schools, others encountered bullying as they grew older and 

moved into middle school. This would oftentimes either lead to confrontation or 

negative feeling associated with their physical appearance. In other cases, these 
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situations motivated individuals to assert their positive identity. Adele, whose father is 

from Nigeria, described her experience in middle school: 

 

You know, I was also the only girl that looked like this…actually there 

was one other girl…and she had these problems too. But our mom’s 

knew each other, obviously. So we were the only two girls like this, 

going to a Polish elementary school, so of course touching us with 

their fingers, pulling our hair, they called us a number of names, like 

Murzynek Bambo and so on.  So when hear that poem then I’m 

immediately like damn…but I also didn’t give in to it. I was always a 

strong person and I didn’t allow myself to internalize these stupid 

things, that I was worse or something. I was always fighting even in an 

aggressive way sometimes, because these were fights with guys who 

were older than me, so I reacted in this way and didn’t allow anyone to 

treat me like that. (Adele, Interview 2a). 

 

These experiences continue throughout adulthood as my interviewees 

described the frequency and normalcy behind questions like “where are you from” or 

being told “you speak English so well!” The frequency of these encounters was said 

to be almost daily, with the addition of Poles at restaurants fumbling to speak to them 

in English rather than Polish, assuming that Polish was not their native language. 

When asked how they felt answering these questions, many interviewees told me that 

it often depended on their mood that day, or whether they had already been asked the 

same question a number of times. Aria, a student, whose father is from Nigeria, 

explained:  
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Some people are so surprised that they just can’t get it through their 

head that I speak Polish and every time they say ‘You speak Polish so 

well!’ Every time it’s like this. I laugh at this. It’s funny to me, because 

how many times can I tell someone that I was born in Poland and they 

continue to have their own thoughts about me, no matter how many 

times you drill it into their brains. (Aria Interview 12).  

 

Generally, this behavior was expected and normalized. Many interviewees 

rationalized these encounters, saying that they would probably react in a similar way 

to someone who did not look “typically Polish”. They also understood that most of 

the time these questions were not used as forms of malice, but instead as a genuine 

interest or feeling of being “intrigued” by their appearance. Others also mentioned 

situations where they felt that some individuals simply had very little knowledge or 

contact with people of color, frequently asking to touch their hair or asking them 

which tanning salon they go to. In other situations, this lack of knowledge was viewed 

as a systemic problem as many women acknowledged the lack of places where they 

could get their hair done as well as the lack of representation of individuals like them 

generally in Polish society. Aria recalls a somewhat traumatic experience she had as a 

teen, going with her friends to the hair dressers: 

 

To this day I can’t (laughter). I haven’t been to a hairdresser ever—no 

once I was at a hair dresser in high school, my mom always cut my 

hair, so I went and he said, “Oh wow, Ms…” he didn’t know how to 

deal with this type of hair, and that was it really. This was a really sad 
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and stupid moment and I felt really bad then, so I decided that I 

wouldn’t go to a hairdresser anymore and that I’ll do it on my own if I 

want something done. (Aria, Interview 12).  

 

Adele echoed this sentiment and also spoke about the lack of representation in 

media and pop culture of Polish people of color: 

 

These were times when there wasn’t Beyonce, there wasn’t Alicia Keys 

or Rihanna. I didn’t have a reference. In every magazine, there were 

only white women. And straight hair. Dreaming about straight hair is 

a notoriously returning issue. (Adele, Interview 2a).  

 

 Situations like these often have lasting effects on both individual and social 

identities. Aria and Adele both mentioned that they had always been insecure about 

their hair and that this is something rooted in bullying they experienced at a young 

age. This is common among other interviews where women felt that there was a lack 

of representation both at hair salons as well as in shops where they could purchase 

products that were specifically manufactured for their hair grade/type. These types of 

situations often led to identifications with the parent whose roots are so often in 

question, which became even more complex if that parent was not present throughout 

their lives. Throughout the interviews it is clear that this is a very influential factor in 

understanding dual identity.  

 

Dual and Racial Identity 
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While dual identity describes a relationship with the cultures of both parents, it also 

determines how individuals see themselves in terms of racial identity, if they view 

themselves in the prism of race at all. Nowicka’s (2006) description of dual identity 

“is explicitly expressed in phrases such as ‘half and half’, ‘50 per cent one and the rest 

the other’, ‘half- breed’, ‘half of each’” (p. 1077) held true in most interviews. Many 

of my interviewees described their identity as half like their father and half like their 

mother, however they also weighed the time spent in Poland, identifying that this 

plays a role in how they identify. Aria stated,  

 

That’s a difficult question, but probably like half and half, but more 

Polish because I was raised here, and spent all of my life here, from 

this perspective. But theoretically I am half Polish and half Nigerian. 

(Aria, Interview 12). 

 

When asked how they identified in terms of race, many interviewees had a 

very difficult time answering this question as some rarely considered this as part of 

their own self-concept. However, there were two interviewees who stated that they 

did identify as black. Zosia spoke about her struggle to understand why she identified 

as black: 

 

Often times I talk to my boyfriend about this because as it happens, 

when I see someone black, I think we were watching boxing, there was 

a black guy boxing a white guy, and I automatically was rooting for 

the black guy. And my boyfriend said, how can I approach it this way, 

that I automatically root for the black guy. And, I can’t really explain 
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it, I don’t know how to, but I feel more black than white. Even though I 

don’t really look more black than white, I feel more black than white 

and I don’t know why. I feel more black but I don’t know how to 

explain this. Maybe it has something to do with how people perceive 

me. I mean I don’t look white. You know they say with mulatos that 

you’re too white to be black and too black to be white, but as I said, I 

feel more black. (Zosia, Interview 13). 

 

Ela (Interview 15) also echoed this sentiment stating that she believed she 

exhibited “black behaviors” and that she felt like a “black girl”. The idea that these 

women identified as black could also have to do with a growing globalized 

connection to the rest of the world and the many definitions of what it means to be 

black in American, the U.K or other western countries as there is still very little 

available or understood culturally of what it means to be black in Poland.  

Others struggled with the extrinsic perceptions that people had of their skin 

color and negotiated their identities based on this, especially after travelling from one 

racially homogenous place to another: 

 

I don’t know how to define myself. I would say that I’m simply mixed. I 

would say that I’m not white and I’m not black, I have characteristics 

that are a little bit like this and little like that and I would say I’m in 

the middle, but there isn’t anything like that. So always, in Nigeria they 

say I’m white, here that I’m black so…I define myself as half and half. 

(Aria, Interview 12).   
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Identity is dependent on a number of different factors, however in this case, it 

is evident that racial identity and dual identity is often influenced by the perceptions 

of others. Travel in this sense also played an important role in the formation of 

identities for these individuals.  

 

Moving to a bigger city/living/traveling abroad (no longer “catching one’s eye”) 

 

To the interviewees, geography and size of place matters. There was a noticeable 

difference between living in smaller villages versus living in bigger cities. This 

experience provided them with the difference between feeling as if they “stuck out” or 

were constantly “catching one’s eye” to being more or less like everyone else. 

Interviewees described the city in which I carried out my research as much more 

diverse, making it less likely for them to experience situations where they were made 

to feel like foreigners. Others talked of their experiences to different countries which 

were also more racially and ethnically diverse. Adele recounts her time in France 

where she tells me she, for the first time, felt beautiful and that her physical 

appearance was attractive.  

 An exception to this is when interviewees spoke of their travels to their 

African parent’s country. In these instances, they were once again thrown into a space 

where they again “stuck out” but for different reasons. In these stories, they spoke 

about how the tone differed from the one in Poland, where they were looked at 

through a more positive light, where individuals were intrigued by their appearance 

more so in a positive way.  

 

Conversations with parents about physical difference and mistreatment 
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Parents played a fundamental role in their children’s identity formation as they often 

times gave their children tools to navigate through difficult moments in their lives, 

especially is dealing with racially motivated bullying or discrimination. According to 

work by Tizard and Phoenix (2003) as well as Stopford (2007) “it is parents who have 

the strongest influence on mixed race/culture children’s feelings about their identity” 

(Stopford, 2007, p. 65). Throughout the interviews, it was common that the 

interviewees recalled conversations with their parents about their physical appearance 

as well as how to respond or view people who would potentially cause them trouble 

because of their skin color.  

I asked Monika (Interview 16b) if there were ever conversations at home 

about this. Monika explained that her parents told her and her siblings that they 

differed from other children and that because of this someone might bring this to their 

attention. They were also assured that there was not anything wrong with the fact that 

they were different, but that it was also good to be different. Aria also recalled a 

conversation with her parents: 

 

They said there were also people who didn’t like us because we were 

dark or something like that. But our parents raised us in a way that we 

were never worried by this. Somehow this didn’t affect us in a way 

where we were sitting and crying, we more so just ignored it…They 

always told us, these types of people that are concerned with what 

color your skin is or other things that differentiate you, to not pay them 

any attention or worry about these kinds of people because, this just 
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isn’t something to be worried about. Even more, that we had amazing 

people around us all the time. (Aria, Interview 12).  

 

Other interviewees explained how this was never a problem for them as their 

parents always made them feel safe and told them not to worry about these types of 

people (Adele, Interview 2a; Kasia, Interview 5). This fell in line with Nowicka’s 

work as well, where parents “encourage(d) the child to adopt a specific attitude” 

(2009, p. 1081). Through helping their children “move” through these difficult social 

situations, the parents had a significant influence on their children’s individual and 

social identities.  

 

The Importance of “Peer” Groups 

 

Throughout the interviews I heard many stories related to negative incidents involving 

harassment in public or private spaces that failed to harm the interviewees due to their 

supportive peer groups. One interviewee spoke of an instance where a classmate said 

something rude to her, to which her friends formed what she called a “wall” around 

her (Kasia, Interview 5). Kasia emphasized that when she was harassed in this way, 

she never felt as if she was alone as she always had the support of her peers and that 

the aggressor was always in the minority. At the same time, many interviewees 

mentioned how their African fathers created a community around them when they 

were younger with other children either from African descent or Polish-African. In 

speaking about whether or not Aria felt as if she was a part of the Polish-African 

community, she said that her father had many friends who had similar families and 

that they spent quite a bit of time together and eve called each other cousins 
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(Interview 12). Even though they were not blood related Aria stated that this made her 

feel as though she was a part of a community or even a family of individuals who 

were like her.  

 At the same time, when asked about the Polish-African community, many 

interviewees also noted the readiness for individuals of African descent in Poland to 

approach them and “take them as their own” (Ela, Interview 15). Ela went on to 

discuss how she felt that African individuals in Poland were more likely to bring 

people of color in than most Poles. In Poland, she mentioned, it was as if there was a 

distance between Poles and Poles of color, while for African individuals, after only 

brief encounters, they are automatically regarded as sisters and family.  

 

Social Identity and Social Networks 

 

Individuals of Polish-African origin often meet and participate in a virtual community 

that is closed to outsiders. This space, limited only to these individuals and some 

individuals of African descent, is comprised of a comparatively small number of 

individuals from all over Poland. This group is private and only available via invite 

from another individual within the group. While this space exists virtually, it also 

serves as a way to bring people together physically for different events, as well as a 

political and social platform used to discuss issues of racism and discrimination, as 

well as issues that people within the group mutually experience and share. The group 

has also been described as a means to connect with people from different cities when 

visiting, as well as a way to “virtually meet” other people who share the experience of 

being partially of African origin in Poland. This virtual community is not discussed in 

other studies of this type, as they were done prior to the social media age.  
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Aria tells me about how this group is fun, and while she is not very active in 

the group, she reads what people post. She also says that there are mothers of mixed 

children in the group and well as some Arabic individuals and Africans, while began 

as only “mixed” individuals.  

 

This is fun really. But if someone has a need or a question, then 

this is cool. Like not too long ago a woman wrote looking for a 

place where she could buy hair relaxer to straighten her hair, 

and someone responded, so this is cool because where else 

could you ask about these sort of things? Or someone else was 

asking about African stores, and in [this city] there are some 

that people listed. (Aria, Interview 12).  

  

 The existence of this community provides a space where others with similar 

experiences may feel a certain sense of solidarity and belonging as well as mutual 

support. The interviewees also spoke of encounters with other individuals of color in 

their day to day lives, explaining how these relationships help to foster connections 

that could have previously been missing: 

 

In [my home town] I know many people through my mom and dad and 

their friends. In [this city], at parties, via the Internet too…I seem them 

and am like, ohh you’re the same as me. It’s so fun, and other people 

don’t understand it but, there is some type of tie between these types of 

people. To talk about, like, “Oh I don’t like my hair”, “Oh me too, I 

have this type of curly hair that I don’t like”. These types of problems 
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that I can’t share with some friends because they don’t understand it. 

(Aria, Interview 12).  

 

 While most interviewees, all of which belong to this group, expressed that this 

group served positively in their lives, some speculated that from a Polish perspective, 

grouping in this way might seem threatening to those who are not a part of it. Some 

mentioned that some members are more active than others, addressing issues of 

racism and discrimination, voicing the need for action among the community. Others 

also expressed that outings were often organized through this group and that in one 

instance, with an outing of 20 or 30 members of the group, the group encountered 

instances of racism from Poles which ended in a physical altercation. The main 

concern seemed to be that separating oneself from the Polish community and 

organizing in this way could seem threatening, but that overall the group served as a 

space to unify an existing community of individuals in a way that could serve as a 

means of support and solidarity.   

 

Conclusion 

The interviews with Polish-African children suggested that the role of physical 

difference was the most influential factor in understanding identity both in terms of 

individual identity, social identity as well as in terms of a more difficult determination 

of identification in terms of racial categories. Additional and major factors included, 

the influence of moving, living or traveling abroad to a larger more ethnically or 

racially diversity city, conversations with parents about physical difference and 

discrimination, the importance of peer groups, and most notably, the power of social 

networks in developing social identity and community both virtually and physically. 
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Personal and social identity is shaped through the interactions these 

individuals have with their environment as well as with themselves. Social networks, 

both virtual and physical communities, play an essential role in how these individuals 

see themselves in the context of Poland, as well as in a global context.  
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PhD Dissertation 
  

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

The Three Polish-African Communities 
  
What is often named the “Polish-African community” is actually three distinct and 

partially-overlapping communities. The three different groups I interviewed – Black 

African men, White Polish women, and biracial children –  described to me the level 

of integration versus isolation of these communities and the spaces where these 

communities congregate. Black African men, White Polish women who are partners 

of Black African men, and Polish-African children, experience and construct 

community in very different ways. While theoretically they exist as part of this larger 

Polish-African community, each individual within the community finds or creates 

their own community, whether physical or virtual, formal or informal. Because each 

member of the Polish-African family experiences day to day life very differently, 

each member thus finds commonalities with others with shared experiences and 

identities. 

         In this chapter I (a) describe the communities in which the three groups of this 

study live and build, and (b) explain how these communities influence their identities. 

I describe the Polish-African communities in terms of their history, social and 

political characteristics, and growth in recent years.  Each of the groups of this study 

are sensitive populations and, as a social scientist, my first priority to maintain their 

anonymity and privacy. There are specifics of the public and private aspects of these 

communities that, if revealed in full, could affect the anonymity of my subjects. In 

this chapter I sketch but not fully render this community, and I am selective in the 

description. Some aspects of these communities are willingly public, such as formal 

Polish-African conferences that the organizers and speakers hope would attract a wide 
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audience and media attention. In all situations, however, I weigh heavily on the side 

of anonymity. 

         I learned of these communities through my position as a participant observer 

(Chapter 2). My dissertation research began in 2010 and formally ended in 2013, 

though in the last two years I have followed-up on some of my contacts and continued 

to participate in the community. I have been both a participant observer at many 

different cultural events, community meetings, and informal gatherings, and as such I 

was also an active member of this community. I became known for my research goals 

as well as my involvement within different groups and organizations. Because I am a 

part of these communities, I assume that my presence had impacted it and the data 

collection. Following the anthropological tradition and new sociological trends of 

self-reflexivity (Prowse, 2010; Day, 2012; Gouldner, 1970), I integrate my description 

of the community with myself as a subject. I begin with a theoretical discussion of 

community and identity formation. 

  

Community and Identity Formation 

The relationship between identity and community is that in which social identity, or 

identity based on group membership, can have a positive influence on the well-being 

of the members involved as these members are in this way able to seek support within 

the group, especially in the case of sensitive populations who often times lack these 

support systems outside of their community. In a 2013 study investigating community 

identity as a resource for disadvantaged communities in Ireland, both in terms of 

collective action and psychological well-being, community is defined as “a group of 

people ‘with some kind of shared element’ ranging from geographical location to 

common interests or values” (Obst & White, p. 127 as cited by McNamara et al., p. 
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393). McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) definition of community is comprised of four 

elements: membership, influence, reinforcement, and shared emotional connection 

(9). Membership in this definition means a “feeling of belonging or of sharing a sense 

of personal relatedness” while influence relates to “a sense of mattering, of making a 

difference to a group and of the group mattering to its members” (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986, p. 9). McMillan and Chavis (1986) describe the third element of 

reinforcement as the “the feeling that members' needs will be met by the resources 

received through their membership in the group” and the last element of emotional 

connection as “the commitment and belief that members have shared and will share 

history, common places, time together, and similar experiences” (p. 9). McNamara et 

al. (2013) describes communities as providing “a range of material and psychological 

resources that promote individual resilience and enhance quality of life as well as 

psychological well-being” and sees community being particularly important and 

beneficial for underrepresented, stigmatized and marginalized individuals 

(McNamara, et al., p. 393). 

The very few studies that have been done regarding interracial families and 

their leisure patterns are done in the United States. These studies suggest that 

interracial couples experience significant levels of isolation in family, work, and 

leisure networks. This is due to perceived and actual racism, along with their own 

racialized status, which in turn could be a result of interracial families attempts to 

network in racially homogenous environments due to racial segregation in many cities 

across the United States (Hibbler & Shinew, 2002, p.149). It seems as though a result 

of this isolation and need for a supportive community is the rise of interracial and 

biracial family networks in the United States that aim to support interracial families 
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by sharing experiences and relating to one another, thus aiding to eliminate social 

barriers related to race and ethnicity. 

Polish-African families live in a very different environment and thus face 

different challenges. First, there are a small number of them, and thus their social 

networks within their immediate community, and across Poland, are small. Second, 

the history of race relations is quite different: the US has a long and contentious 

history, while Poland is only re-emerging from its homogenous environment into a 

multi-racial and multi-ethnic society. 

During the last five years there has been a surge of new African places and 

organizations aimed at bringing Poles and Africans together, sharing a common 

cosmopolitan goal, as well as providing spaces where one can purchase African food, 

products and accessories. Along with this, social networks have served as virtual 

spaces to communicate about gatherings, common issues as well as collective action. 

There have been more formal in nature for African individuals and Polish-African 

children than they have been for mothers of Polish-African children, although 

networks like these may exist as well. 

There is the larger sense of community that its members hope is inclusive of 

everyone. However, as my research progressed, I discovered that there are actually 

three distinct communities, which tailored to the unique experiences and identities of 

each member of the Polish-African family: Black African fathers, white Polish 

mothers, and bi-racial children. 

  

Formal and Public Settings and Organizations 
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Members of the Polish-African communities interface with white Polish society, and 

one mechanism is through non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as 

foundations and associations organized by members of the community. NGOs are 

fundamental to civil society in that they organize and attempt to represent the interests 

of specific societal groups. Throughout the scope of my research, it was quickly 

apparent that the number of organizations supporting African issues was growing 

each year with at least three new organizations forming in the city from 2012 to 2014. 

These ranged from government-supported foundations/charities to NGOs. As all 

NGOs do, these concentrated on a particular issue, whether this was the spread and 

education of Poles about African culture, combating racism in the Polish context, 

increasing connections between African and European countries, supporting migrant 

issues and rights, or simply aiming to help Africans integrate into Polish society 

through trainings and consultancy. These organizations frequently held meetings, 

events, conferences and other forms of dialogue in spaces throughout the city which 

were open to anyone who chose to attend. Often times the conference attendees 

included embassy representatives, academics, students and other members of the 

community. These events provided a space to engage in dialogue about various issues 

that individuals from this community had. Some focused on providing organizational 

support to unite the African Diaspora in Poland, with the stated goal of creating a 

more cosmopolitan experience both within the community as well as in the larger 

Polish context. While these organizations were available and grew in number, the 

NGOs and some members of the Polish-African communities questioned why more 

individuals from African countries did not attend these meetings. Attendance had 

obviously risen over the years from a scattering of attendees amidst a sea of empty 

chairs, to full rooms full of voice, yet there was still a concern that Africans from 
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various countries were not actively engaged in dialogue toward creating change in 

Poland or bettering their own circumstances. In the same way, many of these 

meetings, which are usually facilitated in the English language, included individuals 

from African countries, who speak English, showing that it might have been difficult 

to unite a diaspora of individuals due to language and cultural barriers.  

The formal events that I attended brought together a range of individuals to 

discuss a number of different topics concerning the African Diaspora in Poland. In the 

beginning it seemed that the attendance of African individuals at these meetings was 

slightly fewer than Poles, while as the meetings continued to occur, more member of 

the African community began to attend and share their perspectives. At each event, 

every attendee introduced themselves, and each time I shared that I was doing 

sociological research on the African and Polish-African community in Poland. Break-

out group sessions allowed for group discussions on a range of topics. The Poles who 

attended these events were usually either academics, students with interest in African 

culture as well as individuals associated with other NGOs or organizations who were 

interested in promoting diversity education and tolerance of Africans in Poland. 

Other events also existed that focused more on bringing Poles and Africans 

together. These events were held annually in a public space where attendees could 

come and go as they pleased. These events were often organized by a few NGOs and 

included musical performances by both Polish and African artists and were more 

celebratory in nature.  

  

Community leaders 
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Community leaders played an enormous role in organizing these meetings, events and 

conferences as well as in connecting formally with other cities and organizations. 

While their reach was largely within the city in focus, there were connections outside 

of this particular city as well. Many of these leaders included individuals from African 

countries who had resided in Poland for a number of years, academics, businesses 

owners, ambassadors and other professionals from African countries. These 

individuals not only served as inspiring examples for those who had just arrived in 

Poland, but also provided the tools needed in order to live a successful life in Poland. 

I often met with these community leaders and engaged in organizing and carrying out 

events. At times community leaders worked together, however with each organization 

holding to their specific goal, there were sometimes barriers to working alongside 

each other if the goals did not fall in line with one another. For example, while some 

organizations focused on promoting African culture in a positive way, they were less 

willing to work with other community organizers on programs speaking to 

discrimination and hate crimes affecting people of color in Poland. While some 

interviewees mentioned that there were also leaders that were more active within the 

virtual network that existed for Polish-African children, there was little said as to who 

these leaders were and what their motivations behind organizing these groups were. 

In a recent conference, “Analyzing the Challenges of Migrants” organized by 

an NGO within the National Platform of Cooperation for Integration (January 2015), 

one leader spoke of the challenges that many African migrants face while living in 

Poland. He developed the idea that when African migrants “do not feel part of the 

society then the society will not be tolerant towards them”. Thomas, a keynote 

speaker at the conference, expanded on this in his discussion of African migrant 

identity. He emphasized the importance of discovering one’s identity as a tool for 
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developing self-esteem, something that he believes one lacks when entering a new 

community or society. In his discussion, he addressed the stigma that exists 

surrounding many different types of identities and emphasized the importance of 

questioning how Africans can “reshape [their] identity, how [they] can rediscover 

[their] identity, and use it more purposefully and positively”.  

The speaker also argued that one cannot begin to speak about integration 

without first learning how to construct and use their identity. Thomas argues that the 

African community has a collective identity for which they are responsible for 

shaping with “positive characteristics”. This positivity that Thomas speaks about 

initially comes from understanding one’s identity (as an African, Kenyan, musician, 

among other identities) and by sharing this identity with Poles in order to reject the 

existing stigma attached to African identity in Poland. He believes that Poles will then 

begin to welcome Africans into their families, communities and society. This shaping 

of collective identity finds its roots on an individual level. It asks African migrants to 

“change the way they see themselves” and then to think about what their place is in 

Polish society. Thomas stated: 

…the most important thing is to understand, how identity plays 

into our daily lives, how useful is our identity, in navigating our 

ways in a new society, where we belong. And how we can 

showcase this, even to those who don’t like us. You show them 

that after all, the African identity, as an African, I might be an 

African, but that does not mean that I am boxed by what you 

believe. What somebody believes about you should not deprive 

you of the essence of your own identity, who you are. So this is 

the benefit of rediscovering your identity, utilizing it, holding it 

firm, because this is the key of your entry into the society. 

(Thomas, Interview 24). 

 

The resolution to the conflict between holding a foreign identity and seeking 

ways to address stereotypes about it lies in the execution of this individual or 

collective positive identity amidst instances of racism and discrimination. In order to 
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construct this identity that may lead to positive self-esteem in a foreign space, one 

must feel a sense of community. The sense of community is not immediately present 

for individuals coming to Poland from African countries.  

 

 Informal and Semi-Public and Private Settings 

  

Some of the spaces in which I met people and talked to people informally did occur at 

public events, community discussions, restaurants, bars, and church.  

As organizations formed, so did spaces that were run by individuals from a 

number of different countries. It was clear that members of particular African 

countries frequented some spaces more than others. This is a result of both cultural 

and language barriers that exist within this community. The venues included 

nightclubs, restaurants, office spaces, event venues, churches
8
 and community 

gathering spaces. 

Nightclubs served as spaces where many individuals from a number of 

African countries came together on a weekly basis for dancing, drinks and 

conversation. Some nightclubs attracted a Polish-African audience more than others, 

although these nightclubs were very few in number. These bars and clubs specifically 

promoted “Black Music” or R&B and Hip Hop parties, playing African and American 

Hip Hop and R&B hits, which drew crowds of people from diverse backgrounds and 

served as an alternative to typical Polish clubs that played other genres of music or a 

mix of genres. These nightclubs and bars also rarely had a “selection” process and 

were typically cheaper to attend, in comparison to non-student clubs in the city. These 

spaces, for many African individuals who were new to Poland, served as an initiation 

                                                        
8 See “Wyznania Religijne, Stowrzyszenia Narodowosciowe I Etniczne w Polsce 2009-2011” GUS, 

Departament Badań Społecznych i Warunków Życia (2013).  
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of sorts into Polish society and were often the first places they had these interactions. 

Poles also came to these spaces and thus they served as a more relaxed atmosphere to 

get to know members of the Polish community. Because of the lenient selection 

process, affordability, genre of music and overall inclusive appeal, these spaces drew 

foreigners and Poles alike from a number of diverse backgrounds, including members 

of the LGBTQ community in Poland, individuals from African and other countries, as 

well as individuals of all ages.  

The informal conversations that took place here informed me of the many 

aspects of relations within the African Diaspora in Poland. Cultural differences were 

apparent and many individuals expressed to me that their reputation in Poland was 

reliant on the behaviors of others who were from other parts of Africa, yet were 

generalized and perceived as being a part of the one African community that existed 

in Poland. It was also clear that clubs like these ones only served a positive purpose 

for a specific amount of time for individuals from African countries who were trying 

to integrate into Polish culture. Some believed that in order to fully integrate, they 

would have to attend well known Polish clubs after some time. These nightclubs and 

bars served as “safe spaces” for more informal interactions with Poles.   

I also met individuals in restaurants during various events and informal 

meetings to discuss their experiences living and working in Poland. African owned 

restaurants were an integrative tool as many employees were from African countries 

and menus were offered both in English and Polish. These spaces served as both 

meeting points for individuals from African countries, as well as spaces for leaders of 

organizations to hold events, workshops as well as musical performances. Populated 

by both Poles and individuals from African countries, these spaces provided the 

grounds for intercultural dialogue. Because so few African spaces exist, these spaces 
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were key in building community among Africans and Poles as well as community 

within the African diaspora.  

Church, particularly African churches, not only served as places of worship 

for individuals from African countries as well as Poland, but also as a space to explore 

some of the questions and problems that they may encounter living in Poland as well 

as their family situations. These included conversations about relationship and marital 

problems, cultural differences, as well as racism in Poland. The prayers, songs and 

sermons were spoken in both English and Polish, often times by an African church 

attendee. Polish-African families met here and allowed for their children to interact 

and play during breaks. These spaces proved to be where leisure time was spent and 

where community building occurred for many Polish-African families and members 

of the community. I was welcomed and embraced very openly in these spaces and 

even asked if I would like to participate in choir and other church events. The services 

themselves were very interactive, calling on the participation of all individuals 

present. Because many individuals who belonged to the church also belonged to 

various NGOs, there was informal participation between the church and these 

organizations. Many of the individuals who attended church were also those who 

were present in other spaces mentioned, such as restaurants, clubs and bars. These 

churches provided an avenue for building a positive identity in Poland through 

dialogue about shared experiences and strategies for overcoming and moving forward 

as well as in providing yet another space to unite the African diaspora. However, with 

this said, the African churches that did exist were limited to one faith, leaving 

individuals of different faiths with little connection to this part of the community. I 

am unaware if there were other churches that were facilitated in a similar way with a 

similar composition of attendees for other religious faiths.  
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Community Cohesion: Anti-racism and African Culture Groups 

 

Some divides existed within the Diaspora, despite events put on by community 

leaders aimed at uniting all individuals from African countries in Poland. Cultural 

differences and language barriers served as the biggest challenges to community 

cohesion, as well as a lack of attendance at community events and gatherings. Often 

times this was also attributed to cultural differences by the community leaders who 

believed that many people within the diaspora believed in the notion that “everyone 

must fight for themselves” rather than work collectively with the larger community. 

Others argued that the formality of these meetings did not fit the traditionally 

attractive spaces that Africans might like to congregate. In some meetings this was 

taken into account, with the addition of African dance, fashion shows and food at the 

closing of the meetings. This was also apparent on an organizational level; while 

many different African organizations began to form throughout the years, at least five 

separate organizations forming from 2007-2012, there was little connectedness 

between these organizations. While this seems to be changing, there are some 

organizations that are more connected than others. This may also have to do with the 

leadership that exists at these different organizations and the language and country 

from which many of the attendees come from. This is also due to what I believe to be 

two different narratives that form within these organizations. While some may be 

more focused on promoting anti-racism, and exposing the discrimination that exists in 

Poland, others chose to exhibit a more positive narrative having to do with African 

culture and its many attractive qualities. Polish organizations have seemingly 

exhibited an increase in interest to work together with African organizations as they 
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become more aware of the growing existence of these organizations and the 

dedication that exists within their frameworks. 

Another barrier to cohesion is also attributed to deviance within the Diaspora 

and how this creates a need for separation by the community, within the community. 

Criminality as associated with Blackness in the Polish context is something that many 

Black African individuals feel that they need to push back against. Once there is an 

aspect of criminality associated with a certain individual, group of individuals or 

space, there is a quick awareness of how this may be perceived by Poles and how this 

might alter the intended perception of the African Diaspora in Poland. Once a space 

or group of individuals is viewed negatively by Poles, those individuals who are 

dedicated to remaining in Poland tend to stray away and dissociate themselves from 

this. While these instances of deviance seem to be rarities that occur on a case by case 

basis and have no risen to a level where they have been covered by the media, the 

perception alone that the diaspora could be marked in this way, almost aids a 

collective requirement to be on their best behavior. This constant fight to represent 

oneself in a positive way despite the stereotypes and generalizations that can be made 

so quickly, often times puts a strain on Black Africans who find it difficult to separate 

themselves in a place where all Black individuals in Poland are perceived as being 

from “one Africa”. 

  

Virtual Communities 

 

The internet, and especially social media, forms a fourth community that spans across 

borders. This transnational community exists in the host countries of Africans living 

in Poland, which applies to the Polish-African community who may likely have many 
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members their family network abroad as well as in cities outside of the one in which 

research was done. In this way social networks “stretch around the world” (Sanders, 

2002). I note how networks can influence community, and how different types of 

networks function in different contexts. 

 Social networks, most notably Facebook, but also websites specific to 

Africans in Poland, provide a space for community building in a number of ways. 

These virtual networks, some of which are open to the public and others that are 

closed, allow for members disseminate information, post events, gatherings, issues, 

music and articles of cultural and social relevance to the larger group in a matter of 

seconds. In my research I found that these pages and groups were utilized mostly by 

individuals from African countries living in Poland as well as Polish-African 

individuals in Poland. They were also utilized by academics in the field of African 

studies, and others who simply had an interest in African cultures. Mothers of Polish-

African children and partners of African men also sometimes joined these groups 

surrounding the African experience in Poland, however there were also specific online 

networks tailored to the experiences of these women. Polish-African individuals using 

social media at times even cited discovering familial connections while browsing 

through groups and networks. While this was not an experience shared by the 

majority of interviewees, it is interesting to note that connections were actively sought 

out by these individuals and this quest for connections to a broader community 

sometimes led to discoveries about previously unknown family ties.  

  

Three Communities 

Throughout my interactions with members of these communities, it was apparent that 

each member of a Polish-African family seems to be drawn to a different type of 
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community. This has to do with the goals that each individual expects to achieve by 

being a part of this community. It was rarely the case that adult children of African or 

Polish-African parents attended events organized by the African community. While 

Polish women who were partners of African men or mothers of Polish-African 

children did attend on occasion, this was more often in support of their husbands and 

the community rather than for their own personal sense of community. While 

individuals from African countries in Poland may have been focused on improving 

their situations (on a financial, social, emotional, etc. level), mothers or partners of 

African individuals search for a community that speaks more to the experience of 

Polish partners of African men. Children of Polish and African parents rarely attended 

these meetings. I later came to realize that these spaces and the conversations that 

took place within three main communities were informally cut off from one another, 

as they catered to particular groups. Polish mothers of African children, and partners 

of African men seemed to have even less formal gathering spaces. Throughout the 

interviews these women addressed that they had more often engaged in conversations 

with other women through friends of their partners, or other mothers who they had 

met through children with similar cultural roots. These outings and conversations, 

though sparser, allowed for these women to share their experiences and concerns with 

other women who might understand. This community was referenced less often but 

still served as an integral part of these women’s lives. 

 

African Communities 

 

Community for Africans in Poland comes in a number of forms. First, as noted above, 

formal communities are created by individuals whose purpose it is to bring members 
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of the diaspora together to discuss and work toward common goals. These 

communities are formed by those individuals who plan to stay in Poland, or have 

already lived in Poland for some time. Secondly, communities are formed 

surrounding African spaces in Poland, such as bars, nightclubs, restaurants and 

churches. These spaces, while used for both organized and formal to informal 

gatherings, allow for networks to be created among both Poles and Africans. Third, 

virtual communities are formed in order to both unite the African diaspora in Poland, 

some being open to individuals from all cities in Poland, others being closed groups. 

These virtual spaces highlight events and dialogue that fosters community building 

both on a virtual and physical level.  

 

A Community of Polish Partners of African Men and Mothers of Polish-African 

Children 

 

While in my exploration of community in the context of Polish women who are 

partners of African men showed few formal networks, informal and virtual networks 

played a role in community building. Often times informal networks were built either 

through the friends of their African partners who were also either in interracial Polish 

relationships, and/or had children with Polish women. For adult Polish-African 

children, it was a common memory that their families interacted with other families 

who were in Polish-African relationships. For new Polish mothers, this was also 

mentioned as a method of forming community with other mothers/partners of African 

men. Often times this happened through introductions to their partners’ friends. More 

formal networks were only mentioned in the context of European wives of Nigerian 

men, however this group existed in Nigeria and not in Poland, however it acted in a 
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similar way as the informal networks that women form in Poland—as a group 

offering support and advice based on shared experiences. Virtual communities also 

existed for Polish women in inter-cultural/inter-racial relationships. While some 

groups focused specifically on parenting biracial children, others more broadly 

focused on the interracial or intercultural relationship.  

 

A Community of Polish-African Children  

 

Polish-African individuals search for communities that are more specifically focused 

on the experience of being a Polish individual of color, often times seeking the 

support of others who may encounter similar experiences with identity formation, 

discrimination, family structure, etc. in the Polish context. These communities, as 

often observed in today’s world of social media, often exist online. These groups are 

private for reasons that I assume may have to do with protection from outsiders who 

may see this already threatened group as an easy target, as well as reasons having to 

do with how sensitive and small this community is as compared to the majority of 

Poles. At the same time, Polish-African individuals had started to create their own 

virtual space on social media sites to address different concerns and experiences. 

These virtual spaces were used to organized social gatherings that were very different 

from those formally set by African individuals. They were on the other hand social 

gatherings and events meant to bring people of shared experiences together in a much 

more informal and social setting through dinners, parties, and other leisure settings. 

Theses virtual spaces also served as means to discuss collective action as well as 

specific needs addressed by members of this community. 
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Conclusion 

 

Each member of the larger Polish-African community, Black African men, White 

Polish women who are partners of Black African men, and Polish-African children, 

experience and construct community in very different ways. Because the identities of 

these three groups of individuals are constructed and developed very differently, their 

experiences lead them to search for and create communities that are relevant and in 

tune with their own experiences. While Black African men are more likely to be in 

formal and public settings, White Polish women are more likely to be in informal and 

private settings and bi-racial children are more likely to be in informal and public 

settings and more likely to set up a closed and private virtual community. This may 

happen for a few different reasons.  

First it appears that each of these three individuals holds different goals for 

their community as to what they expect to gain from being a member. For some Black 

African men, the motivations to take part in more formal and public settings may be 

linked to their positions as oppressed minorities, seeing their community as a driving 

force for positive change in Poland. Others may view it as “their duty” or 

responsibility to represent “Africa” in a positive light to Poles through events, 

workshops, etc. Others may seek community simply because they feel “othered” and 

alone in this foreign space and wish to connect with other individuals with similar 

experiences. These individuals may be more likely to seek community in more private 

or virtual spaces.  

White Polish women, who are partners of African men, may have different 

goals for their communities as well. These goals may be tailored more so toward 

connecting with other women who have similar experiences either in terms of dating 
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or marriage, or in terms of child rearing. While some women seek this community 

online, others informally establish these communities through friends of their 

partners. Their communities may not be as public as the African communities do to 

the nature of their goals and expectations within the community. 

For Polish-African individuals, one can speculate that the age of my sample 

may also play a role in the construction of their communities. This may be especially 

true in terms of virtual communities as well as the informal spaces where they meet. 

One of the main goals for this community may be similar to those of both Black 

Africans, and White Polish mothers/partners, in that they might seek community 

because they are marginalized and wish to connect with other individuals with similar 

experiences. 

Community in this sense helps to validate certain experiences that might seem 

isolated because of the small size of this population of individuals. Communities, both 

physical and virtual, also serve as vehicles to begin dialogue, disseminate information, 

mobilize individuals and create positive change in Poland. The internet has shaped 

much of how individuals create and build community today. Social media is used to 

both build these three communities, but also serves in keeping these three 

communities separate. While formal biracial family networks are present in the 

United States, there still seems to be a void for these types of networks in Poland. 

Instead, each member of the family has a virtual space where they can connect with 

other individuals who have similar experiences. Feelings of belonging and a sense of 

purpose arises in these communities, which is especially important as this not only 

promotes positive identity formation, but also psychological well-being, which is 

particularly important for a sensitive and often marginalized population of 

individuals.  
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PhD Dissertation 

Conclusion 

 

In this dissertation I explored the contested terrain of race, identity and inequality 

traversed by the Polish-African community in contemporary Poland. Poland is a 

context that has had a homogenous racial environment where white ethnic Poles 

represent the vast majority, and it is undergoing rapid social and demographic 

transformations. 

Within this context, I explored the emergence of two related phenomena: The 

emergence of minority identity of three groups and the emergence of a community 

formed by the macro-social context and the micro-level interactions between Black 

Africans, White Poles and their biracial children. Minority identity, the racial 

community and the processes of their mutual emergence are linked. The process of 

minority identity and community emergence is influenced by (a) the divergent 

ideologies of social inequality and of cosmopolitanism and (b) the intersection of race 

and gender. As such, inequality, cosmopolitanism, and intersectionality were guiding 

frames for my research.  

I asked two main sets of research questions:  

1) What are the identity strategies of Black Africans, White Poles and biracial 

children, how do racial identities intersect with gender identities, and what are the 

consequences of these identities for navigating a daily life in which the ideology of 

inequality is a major problem and cosmopolitanism remains an ideal?  
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2) In what ways has the racial community – both physical and on-line – 

emerged within this environment, and how does this community, as an emergent 

phenomenon, influence minority identity strategies? 

In this research I specifically focused on interviews done with members of the 

Polish-African community in the racially homogenous Poland. Individual interviews 

were conducted in the language that the speaker was most competent in (either 

English or Polish). In conducting this research, I used snowball sampling with the use 

of social networking platforms, incorporating data collection and analysis is based on 

in-depth interviews with elements of the oral history method, informal and formal 

conversations, along with participant observation in the places where this community 

congregates.  

This combination is ideal for this sensitive population, specifically the in-

depth interviews with elements of the oral history method which allowed for 

interviewees to answer difficult questions in an open and natural way. Moreover, oral 

history provides for detailed analysis of micro-macro processes as I can place deep 

personal histories in a broad historical context (Hesse-Biber, 2008; Riemann 2006) 

and when combined with participant observation, tells a story that is vivid and 

multidimensional. As a part of these communities, I assumed that my presence had 

impacted it and the data collection. Following the anthropological tradition and new 

sociological trends of self-reflexivity (Prowse, 2010; Day, 2012; Gouldner, 1970), I 

integrated my description of the community with myself as a subject.  

 

Identities 
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Identity strategies of these three groups were dependent on race, gender, and 

age. For African men, many forces influenced constructions of identity: hate crimes 

and mistreatment and methods of dealing with discrimination, distinct feelings of 

otherness, the relationship with the Polish family, the Polish-African relationship and 

family as a mechanism providing a sense of connectedness, negotiating identity 

through child rearing and identifying as Polish.  

White Polish women faced some similar, and some quite different, life 

situations than Black African men. Through reactions from parents, friends and Poles, 

they understood and identified with “difference” as an identity. At the same time, they 

identified as “tolerant”, “open” and “understanding” and perceived the city in which 

they resided in such cosmopolitan terms. The changes to their identity influenced how 

they engaged with parenting their Polish-African children. These women try to 

embrace African culture and identity and instill cosmopolitan norms into their 

children. Frames of tolerance, acceptance, and openness permeate throughout their 

stories. 

The source of their tolerance and openness that they expressed during these 

interviews may be a result of this understanding, but it may be why they were open to 

having intimate relationships with Black African men in the first place. Although they 

identify as being tolerant and open, it was also clear that for these women, this city 

was perceived as a city that was much more open than others, and that their situation 

was not as shocking in this city as it would be, or is, in the smaller towns and cities of 

Poland. 

In my interviews with the children of Polish and African parents, a group who 

was also included in Nowicka’s (2009) work, many parallels existed and fell directly 

in line with the identity strategies developed developed in her study. This being said, 



 172 

the interviews also suggested some additional and major factors in identity 

construction, such as the influence of moving, living or traveling abroad to a larger 

more ethnically or racially diversity city, conversations with parents about physical 

difference and discrimination, the importance of peer groups, and most notably, the 

power of social networks in developing social identity and community both virtually 

and physically. I also discussed dual identity, which is defined by Nowicka (2009) as 

individuals who are “not necessarily bicultural…For these people it is obvious, 

however, that because one of their parents is not originally Polish, they are not simply 

Poles, though they permanently live in Poland” (p. 1077). This means that while the 

individual might not have spoken their foreign parent’s native language, and was not 

familiar with their culture, or did not visited their foreign parent’s homeland, they did 

still feel as though they had a “dual identity”. I discussed these strategies along with 

the role of physical difference which proved to be the most influential factor in 

understanding identity both in terms of individual identity, social identity as well as in 

terms a more difficult determination of identification in terms of racial categories.  

 

Communities and Identity Formation 

 

I also found that while each member of the Polish-African community 

developed a very specific and unique set of identities, identity and community 

reinforced each other. Each member of the larger Polish-African community, Black 

African men, White Polish women who are partners of Black African men, and 

Polish-African children, experienced and constructed community in very different 

ways. Because the identities of these three groups of individuals were constructed and 

developed very differently, their experiences led them to search for and create 
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communities that were relevant and in tune with their own experiences. While Black 

African men were more likely to be in formal and public settings, White Polish 

women were more often part of informal and private settings and bi-racial children 

were more likely to be in informal and public settings (nightclubs, etc.) and more 

likely to set up a closed and private virtual community. This may have happened for a 

few different reasons.  

First, each of these three individuals held different goals for their community 

as to what they expected to gain from being a member. For some Black African men, 

the motivations to take part in more formal and public settings might have been linked 

to their positions as oppressed minorities, seeing their community as a driving force 

for positive change in Poland. Others may have viewed it as “their duty” or 

responsibility to represent “Africa” in a positive light to Poles through events, 

workshops, etc. Others may seek community simply because they feel othered and 

alone in this foreign space and wish to connect with other individuals with similar 

experiences. These individuals may be more likely to seek community in more private 

or virtual spaces.  

White Polish women, who were partners of African men, might have had 

different goals for their communities as well. These goals may be tailored more so 

toward connecting with other women who had similar experiences either in terms of 

dating or marriage, or in terms of child rearing. While some women sought out this 

community online, others informally established these communities through friends of 

their partners. Their communities might not have been as public as the African 

communities due to the nature of their goals and expectations within the community. 

For Polish-African individuals, one can speculate that the age of my sample 

might have also played a role in the construction of their communities. This may be 
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especially true in terms of virtual communities as well as the informal spaces where 

they met. One of the main goals for this community might have been similar to those 

of both Black Africans, and White Polish mothers/partners, in that they might seek 

community because they are marginalized and wish to connect with other individuals 

with similar experiences. 

Community in this sense helped to validate certain experiences that might 

have seemed isolating because of the small size of this population of individuals. 

Communities, both physical and virtual, also served as vehicles to begin dialogue, 

disseminate information, mobilize individuals and create positive change in Poland. 

The internet has shaped much of how individuals create and build community today. 

Social media was used to both build these three communities, but also served in 

keeping these three communities separate. While formal biracial family networks are 

present in the United States, there still seems to be a void for these types of networks 

in Poland. Instead, each member of the family has a virtual space where they can 

connect with other individuals who have similar experiences. Feelings of belonging 

and a sense of purpose arose in these communities, which is especially important as 

this not only promotes positive identity formation, but also psychological well-being, 

which is particularly important for a sensitive and often marginalized population of 

individuals.  

Cosmopolitanism in the Polish-African context finds its roots in the varying 

identities and perspectives of the individuals that make up this community. Black 

African men and White Polish mothers used this ideology in discussing child-rearing 

strategies and how they might like to raise their children. They believed strongly that 

they would raise their children to feel confident in belonging wherever they chose—
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that they would be citizens of the world. White Polish women also identified as 

“tolerant” and “open”, embracing differences in their families and relationships.  

Polish-African individuals spoke about cosmopolitanism in terms of their own 

identities. In the literature Nowicka (2006) notes this as “distancing one’s self from 

one’s roots” which could be “a specific form of manifestation by means of which the 

respondent wants to convince him or herself and other people that one should never 

judge people in terms of nationality but only in terms of character traits” (p. 81). 

Nowicka (2006) also addresses that “sometimes it is the parents who inculcate an 

attitude of globalism, relativism, or cosmopolitanism” (p. 81).   

Race and identity continues to be a contested terrain navigated by members of 

the different Polish-African communities. Poland’s white homogenous racial 

environment is a difficult landscape for racial outsiders, but it is also one where the 

hopeful, optimistic identity of cosmopolitanism is evident in the stories that racial 

outsiders tell to themselves, to their families, to their children, and to Poles of all 

colors and faiths. Everyone – Black Africans, white Polish mothers, bi-racial children, 

and all of their friends and family, and everyone they meet in public and private – 

form a single, emergent network born of a troubled history and shaped by current 

events.  

The future, as always, is uncertain, and daunting challenges remain, including 

possibility of backlash against globalization and the cosmopolitanism it brings. After 

the elections of 2015, hate crimes appear to be on the rise. The interviewees of this 

study, and the communities I witnessed, have demonstrated that they can rise to the 

challenges they face.  

 

Intergroup Dialogue and future opportunities for public sociology 
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In my experience researching the power of intergroup dynamics on identity formation, 

antiracist attitudes, contact theory, and overall integration of people of African 

descent into Polish society, I propose that Intergroup Dialogue as an educational 

model be examined as a mechanism for widespread social change in contemporary 

Poland. As hate crimes appear to be on the rise (Omolo, 2017, p. 115) there is a 

necessity for educational models that can aid in connecting across difference. 

Intergroup Dialogue seeks to engage members of groups that occupy social 

identities with a history of conflict or limited opportunities to engage in deep and 

meaningful discussions of controversial, challenging, or divisive issues. Ximena 

Zúñiga et al. (2014) defines Intergroup Dialogue as “a form of democratic 

engagement that fosters critical understanding, communication, and collaborative 

action across race and other social group boundaries about contentious issues in 

educational and community settings” (p. 2). Intergroup Dialogue as an educational 

model brings together participants from different social identity groups in a 

cooperative, small-group, learning environment in order to help participants: (1) 

understand social identities and the role of social structures and institutions in creating 

and maintaining inequality; (2) develop intergroup, active listening, and other 

communication skills; and (3) plan and enact collaborative projects in local 

communities. Participants expand their knowledge on differing experiences through 

dialogue and learn the differences between modes of communication such as dialogue 

and debate.  

Intergroup dialogue as an educational model more broadly aims to “promote 

greater intergroup understanding of identity and inequality to improve and deepen 

intergroup communication and relationships, and to connect dialogue to action and 
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greater capacity for intergroup collaborations” (Zúñiga et al., 2007, p. 46). More 

broadly, through Intergroup Dialogue, participants learn about and engage in “critical 

co-inquiry, conscious-raising about the causes and effects of social group inequalities, 

conflict transformation, and civic engagement in activities that foster learning and 

social change” (p. 2). The Intergroup Dialogue course or workshop aims to go beyond 

conversations about diversity and difference, and delves deeper into understanding 

power relationships that “underlie diversity and difference” (Zúñiga et al. 2014, p. 2). 

These workshops aim to equally represent students from two different social identity 

groups. As such, intergroup dialogue workshops and courses are also co-facilitated by 

individuals from these two social identity locations. The importance of having co-

facilitators, one from each identity group, is that they can both “support and challenge 

participants from their own identity groups empathetically and, at the same time, 

model for participants ways of connection across social boundaries” (Maxwell, et al., 

2011, p. 9). Faculty/facilitators experience the course as both co-learners and co-

facilitators and share power with each other and with members of the dialogue group, 

providing both representation and support to the dialogue group (Maxwell, et al., 

2011, p. 9). Implementation and research on these types of works shops may help to 

answer how dialogue pedagogy can be used to address conflicts pertaining to racial 

and national identity in Poland, especially during a time in history where these 

relationships are contentious.  

I hope that this dissertation can begin to build a better understanding of race 

and racism in Poland and will serve as a work that lends itself to social change on 

several fronts, including the acknowledgment and consideration of institutional and 

interpersonal forms of racism in Poland. 
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Table 1: Children 

 

 
Table 2: Fathers and Partners of Polish Women 

 

ID Description Age Country of origin Partner’s country 

of origin 

Gender Family Status 

Interview 13 David 28 Nigeria Poland Man Father 

Interview 27 Martin 47 Senegal Poland Man Father 

Interview 1c Sam 31 Nigeria Poland Man Father 

Interview 3  Oscar 25 Nigeria Poland Man Father 

Interview 9  Brad 37 Senegal Poland Man Father 

Interview10a  Kendrick 25 Kenya Poland Man Father 

Interview 18 Timothy  25 Tanzania Poland Man Partner 

Interview 19 Vincent  45 Tanzania Poland Man Father 

Interview 20 Nathan  46 Somalia Poland Man Father 

Interview 21 Gary  34 Nigeria Poland Man Father 

Interview 22 Lukas  32 Nigeria Poland Man Father 

                                                        
9 Letters (a,b,c) signify interviewees within a single family unit. 

ID Description 

 
Age Father’s country of 

origin 

Mother’s country 

of origin 

Gender Family Status 

Interview 2a
9
 Adele 26 Nigeria Poland Woman Daughter 

Interview 2b Frida  24 Nigeria Poland Woman Daughter 

Interview 16a  Zuza  23 Nigeria Poland Woman Daughter 

Interview 15 Ela 19 Nigeria Poland Woman Daughter 

Interview 12 Aria 23 Nigeria Poland Woman Daughter 

Interview 16b Monika  19 Zambia Poland Woman Daughter 

Interview 5 Kasia  22 Congo Poland Woman Daughter 

Interview 15b Caleb  23 Madagascar Poland Man Son 
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Interview 23 Adam 31 Nigeria Poland Man Partner 

Interview 4a  Jason 26 Nigeria Poland Man Partner (no children) 

Interview15a Oliver 46 Madagascar Poland Man Father 

Interview 25 Thomas withheld
10

 Nigeria Poland Man status withheld 

Interview 26 Michael withheld Kenya Poland Man status withheld 

Interview 28 William 30 Tanzania Poland Man Partner 

 
Table 3: Mothers and Partners 

 
ID Description Age Country of origin Partner’s country 

of origin 

Gender Family Status 

Interview 6  Nancy 31 Poland United States Woman Mother 

Interview 29 Paulina 32 Poland Nigeria Woman Mother 

Interview 8  Irma 36 Poland Nigeria Woman Mother 

Interview 10  Alice 31 Poland Kenya Woman Mother 

Interview 1a Zosia and Sam: 

Couple interview  

31/31 Poland/Nigeria Poland/Nigeria Woman and Man Parents 

Interview 4  Cassandra 27 Poland Nigeria Woman Single, No Child 

Interview 1b Zosia 31 Poland Nigeria Woman Mother 

Interview 7 Magda 35 Poland Cameroon Woman Mother 

 
Table 4: Informal Interviews 

 
ID Description Age Country of origin Partner’s country 

of origin 

Gender Family Status 

Interview 11  Church: Interview 

with two Pastors  

withheld Nigeria Poland Men family status 

withheld 

Interview 24 Teresa  withheld Eritrea withheld Woman Mother 

 
 

                                                        
10 When information is listed as “withheld”, this means the interviewee chose not to disclose this information.  


