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HISTORY POLICY OF THE POLISH RIGHT-WING FORCES (2015 —2023)
IN SCHOLARLY INTERPRETATIONS

Abstract. The purpose of this article is to identify the main approaches that have emerged in
the professional literature regarding interpretations of the history policy pursued by Poland’s ruling
“Law and Justice” Party (and supported by its political partners and ideological sympathisers in civil
society) in 2015 — 2023. The research methodology is based on the methods of intellectual history,
historiographical analysis, and historiographical synthesis. Scientific Novelty. For the first time, an
array of scientific literature devoted to understanding the history policies of the Polish right-wing
forces during their dominance in the Polish political life has been analysed. This provides a basis
for a comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon as a factor in the country’s socio-political
life and its international relations. Conclusions. A distinctive feature of professional research into
the history policy of the Polish Right is the interdisciplinary nature of the studies, which provokes
interest in its various aspects and manifestations. In the social sciences and humanities, its essence has
generally been interpreted as a typical right-wing and conservative discourse, grounded in sentiments
widespread among the Polish intellectual and cultural elite and in the Polish society at large — namely,
a nostalgia for a “true Poland” allegedly lost as a result of communist and post-communist history
amnesia. Professional literature convincingly argues that right-wing politicians and their supporters
in various social groups actively promoted the “Polish view” of history for reasons of both social
appeal and political expediency. The desire to establish the Right agenda led to the intensification of
official history policy and a transfer of its main efforts to the most ‘pain’points of Poland s past, which
was relatively successful in terms of political instrumentalisation. It has been also identified that there
was a lack of serious opposition to the “right-wing” turn among the traditionally influential circle of
intellectuals who advocate the establishment of a European model and practices of historical memory
in Poland. Overall, the contemporary social sciences and humanities have produced analytical works
on the most significant issues of the right-wing government s history policy during its time in power in
Poland from 2015 to 2023. In view of this, it is timely to conduct synthetic studies on the issue.
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ICTOPUYHA ITOJITUKA MOJbCHKOI ITPABUIII (2015 — 2023)
B HAYKOBUX IHTEPIIPETAIIAX

Anomauis. Mema cmammi — 6cmaHoSuUmMu 20106HI NIOXOOU, SKI CKIAAMUCS 6 CHeyianbHill
aimepamypi cmocosHo iHmepnpemayii iCMopuyHoi NONIMUKU, WO NPOSAOUNACS NPABIAUOI )
Tonvwi napmiero “Ilpaso i Cnpasednusicme” (i niompumysanacs it nomimuyHUMY RApMHEPAMU
il [0eONOSTYHUMU CUMNAMUKAMU 8 2POMAOSHCOKOMY CYChinbemsi) enpodosoc 2015 — 2023 pp.
Memooonozia docniodncenns 6a3yemvcsi Ha Memooax iHmenekmyaibhol icmopii, icmopioepaghiurno2o
ananizy, icmopioepaghiunozo cunmesy. Haykosea nosusna. Bnepuie npoananizoeano macue Haykosoi
nimepamypu, npuceéaueHoi OCMUCIeHHIO ICIOPpUYHOL NONIMUKU NOTbCLKUX NPABUX CUT 8NPOOOBIIC
ix oominysanns 6 nonimuunomy scummi Ionvwi. Lle 0ae niocmasu Ona yinicHo2o po3yMiHHA YbO2O
¢henomeny sk akmopa CyCRiTbHO-NOMIMUYHO20 JHCUmMms KpaiHu 1 i1 MIJCHAPOOHUX 63AEMUH.
Bucnosku. [lokazoeoto pucoro npogeciiinoco 6ugueHHs icmopuuHoi NommuKku noabCokoi npasuyi
€ Mmidcoucyunninapuull xapakmep cmyoitl, wo 3YMOGNIOE inmepec 00 DI3HOMAHIMHUX ii acnekmie
ma eus6ie. 3aearom 6 CoyiocyMaHimapucmuyi posKpumo ii Cymuicms SK MUN08020 Npago2o |
KOHCEPBAMUBHO20 OUCKYPCY, AKULL CHUPAEMbCA HA NOWUPEHI 8 NOAbCObKIll IHMeNeKmyanvhil i
KVILMYPHIL enimi, 8 NonbCbKoMY CYCnilbcmei nacmpoi Hocmanwveii 3a “‘cnpagacnvoro Ionvwero”, axa
HIOUMO empavena @ X00i KOMYHICMUYHOI ma ROCMKOMYHICIUYHOT icmopuyHoi amuesii. B cneyianvhiil
nimepamypi nepeKoHIugo 0OIPYHMOBAHO, WO NONIMUKYU NPABO20 CHEKMPY MA iXHi CUMRAMUKU 8 DI3HUX
coyianbHux 2pynax akmuHo npocysanu “noibCokuti no2aa0”” Ha icmopilo 3 MOmueie 1020 AK coyianbHol
npueabnueocmi, max i norimuunoi penmabenvrocmi. IlpachenHs ymeepoumu npagy aoiceHoy
3yMo8uno inmencugixayio ogiyitinoi icmopuunoi norimuku i nepeHecemHs ii 20108HUX 3YCUTL HA
Habinbw ‘601081 MOUKU NONLCLKOI MUHYBWUHY, AKI HAOAIOMbCA 00 IXHbOI NOPIGHAHO YCHIWHOL
nonimuyHoi incmpymenmanizayii. 3’s1co6ano maxodic ¢heHomen i0cymHocmi cepiio3Hoi npomuoii
“npasomy” possopomy ceped mpaouyiiHo nIUB0B020 KONA IHMeNeKmyanis, AKi UCHIYnaioms 3da
ymeepodcenta 6 Ilonvyi esponeticbkoi moodeni i npakmuk icmopuunoi nam ’ami. 3azanrom, cydacha
COYI02YMAHIMAPUCMUKA OUCTIOHYE AHATIMUYHUMU RPAYSIMU 3 HAUOLIbUL 8ANCTUSUX NUMAHD ICIOPUYHOT
NOMMUKU nPasoz2o madbopy enpoooeic oo nepedysanns 6ins kepma énaou y Honvwiy 2015 —2023 pp.
3 oenady nHa ye yinkom Ha 4aci i nid2omosKa CUHMEeMmuyHuUX cnmyoitl npodiemu.

Knrwuosi cnosa: icmopuuna nonimuxa, Ionewa, napmis “llpaso i Cnpasednugicms”, Haykosa
peyenyis, icmopuyHa nam 'simo.

Problem Statement. The history policy (hereinafter referred to as the HP) pursued in
Poland during the rule of the right-wing conservative “Law and Justice” Party (“Prawo i
Sprawiedliwo$¢”, hereinafter referred to as LJP) (2015 — 2023) was a significant factor in
the country’s socio-political life and international relations. It should be noted that despite
the LJP losing its absolute majority in December 2023, following parliamentary elections
in the country, the HP in Poland remains unchanged in its key features as of the end of 2025.
The radical historical revisionism suggested by the creators of the “new history policy”
stirred up intellectual circles and caused tension in inter-state relations. It is essential to
recognise that the active promotion of the ‘Polish view’ of the past by government forces
has been and continues to be based not only on state resources, but also on the support
of a significant portion of the Polish population. This conservative wave in the spiritual
and socio-political life of a modern European state, which came as a surprise to many, is
a phenomenon that naturally attracted the interest of the scientific community. After all,
we are talking about a country that seems to have chosen a distinctly European model of
historical memory and the HP, until recently characterised by a balanced representation
of diverse views on its cultural and historical heritage, fairly widespread sentiments of
“critical patriotism”, including the reception of Poles’ responsibility for the unattractive
pages of their national history.
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Review of Recent Research and Publications. Currently, we are not aware of any
research papers that address the issue of the HP in Poland from the perspective outlined in
the title of this article. At the same time, certain aspects and specific manifestations of it are
analysed in detail in several special publications, the content of which will be revealed in the
central part of the article.

In particular, we now have a high level of understanding of the concept of HP itself. It has
been introduced into the circle of legitimate concepts in the social sciences and humanities,
instead of the relatively widespread reception of it as a “distortion of science” or a kind of
“degenerative historiography” (Chwedoruk, 2018, p. 179). In this regard, much has been
done by the Polish scholars, who in recent years have prepared a series of studies based on
the European and global context of “memory studies”, as well as on the vast experience of
addressing the past in public and intellectual spheres that has been accumulated in Poland
over the last two centuries (Kalicka, Witek, 2014; Kacka, Piechowiak-Lamparska, Ratke-
Majewska, 2015; Chwedoruk, 2018; Ruchniewicz, 2018; Witek, Mazur, 2022; Lubecka,
Zakrzewski, 2022).

Special studies on the content of the HP of the Polish right-wing forces in 2015-2023 discuss its
ideological foundations (Harper, 2020; Szeligowska, 2016; Kassner, 2023; Tryma, Stadnichenko,
& Salnikova, 2023; Gtlowacka, 2024) and the image of history it advocates (Harper, 2020;
Stobiecki, 2022; Stobiecki, 2023). The roles of its actors (subjects) (Luczewski, 2017;
Wojdon, 2018; Behr, 2021; Wojdon, 2022; Luczewski, 2022; Gorny, 2024) and the reception
of HP by the Polish society (Stryiek, Sklokin, 2022; Jaskulowski, Majewski, 2024) are
analysed. There is a critical discussion of its individual areas. The most convincing concept to
date is that of “cursed soldiers” (Zotierze Wykleci), which has become a key public symbol
of the right-wing politics in Poland during the LJP’s rule (Konczal, 2020; Jaskutowski,
Majewski, 2024). In their book, K. Jaskulowski and P. Majewski use the example of the
“cursed soldiers” to provide the first comprehensive analysis of the role played by civic
activists not affiliated with the Polish right-wing forces or cultural institutions in shaping
the right-wing history policy (Jaskulowski, Majewski, 2024, pp. 74—81). The first in-depth
studies on the policy of radical reinterpretation of the Polish-Jewish relations during the
Holocaust, launched in 2015, have been published (Hackmann, 2018; Konczal, 2022).
Important are attempts of the academic statements about a drastic change in the Polish
politics and society in relation to the “Volhyn issue”, the shift under the leadership of the LJP
of dramatic events in the Ukrainian-Polish relations during World War II into the focus of the
Polish historical memory (Kalishchuk, 2020; Morozova, 2020; Khakhula, 2021).

Thus, to date, a wealth of important research has been accumulated on individual aspects
of the history policy of the Polish HP during the eight years of LJP rule. It deserves careful
study and consideration of its key conclusions.

The purpose of this article is to determine the main approaches that have emerged in
the professional literature regarding interpretations of HP carried out by LJP (and supported
by its political partners and ideological sympathisers in the Polish civil society) from 2015
to 2023. In other words, we aim at analysing the scholarly reception of the “new historical
policy”. We do not set out to present the facts and events about the implementation of this
policy per se, as they are sufficiently well known to the interested reader. (At the same time,
it is clear that in order to explain HP in a specific country and at a specific time, we cannot
dispense with at least a brief outline of its empirical dimension). The authors of the texts
under study are primarily representatives of the social sciences and humanities, particularly
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history, sociology, and political science. The interest in this issue among scholars from
various fields of the humanities and social sciences can be explained by the fact that the HP
itself is not purely a “history” phenomenon, but is of a distinctly interdisciplinary nature.
It is likely that in this case we are also talking about the political resonance of the LJP’s
policy, in particular its humanitarian component, which, as is often the case, causes scholars
to focus more on the issue that is not only purely “academic” but also “topical”. Let us
focus on the texts whose authors demonstrate a desire for deep reflection on the Polish HP,
rather than an immediate (and therefore, it seems, emotionally charged and having unjustified
generalisations) response to its manifestations. Naturally, this perspective does not involve
analysing the texts of HP actors themselves, delving into their statements and discussions.
However, it focuses on an “outside” view, an unbiased perspective, one that resonates from
a more sophisticated environment. Of course, the author of this article understands well the
relativity of the concept of “objective science” when it comes to the field of social sciences
and humanities, but remains a supporter of its significant expert role. Its expert functions
are indisputable for us, as they are based on conventional methodology recognised by the
scientific community. Secondly, the author is aware that scholars are also actors in the HP —
therefore, the idea that they exist “outside” of it is, by and large, also an illusion. However, it
is scholars who usually (in this specific instance, particularly) strive more than anyone else to
distance themselves from the object of their research. In our opinion, this approach lays the
groundwork for a holistic, comprehensive, and complete understanding of the phenomenon
under consideration. At present, given the insufficient development of Poland’s “new history
policy” in its entirety and its “hot” and ongoing nature, the implementation of this goal
remains an assignment for the future.

Research Results. In the modern view, the HP can be defined in various ways, and the
debate about its essence continues (Wojdon, 2018, p. 81; Chwedoruk, 2018, pp. 186—189).
However, most researchers agree on its defining characteristics as a scientific category. Given
the current state of understanding of the HP, its most general definition could be as follows:
it is a conscious activity of its actors (subjects) aimed at the historical consciousness of
society/historical memory (its object) through reference to the past for a specific purpose.
Today, consensus omnium also means acknowledging the pluralism of the HP actors. When
it comes to attempts to systematise (or classify) them, the Polish publications, for example,
favour the approach of R. Traba, who believes that at least four actors are involved in the
creation of HP: government forces, local authorities, mass media and civil society (Traba,
2009, p. 61). There is also a clear consensus among researchers regarding the most common
goals of the HP. These include the establishment, preservation and expansion of political
power, the formation of identity, compensation for victims of crimes (return of illegally
seized property, reparations, political rehabilitation, restoration of good name), and the
protection of a country’s interests in the international arena (Wojcik, 2016; Lubecka, &
Zakrzewski, 2022, p. 44). When considering HP as a phenomenon and its ‘Polish’ segment,
it is also essential to have a well-established scientific understanding of the reasons for its
fundamental differences, which are characteristic of individual countries. They are primarily
due to differences in political regimes: “In democratic countries, the authorities try to take
into account a certain pluralism of views on the past. In totalitarian systems, the situation
is simpler, as the ruling entity seeks to control all areas of public life and, de facto, obtains
a monopoly on shaping the historical narrative. Somewhat more complex is the practice
of authoritarian states, which may attempt to implement both monopolistic practices and
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define only the limits of possible discourse, allowing for limited pluralism” (Lubecka, &
Zakrzewski, 2022, p. 37). It is also worth noting a peculiar terminological chaos: in addition
to the term “history politics”, specialised literature uses its close or absolute substitutes, the
most common of which is “memory policy”. However, we will use the term “history policy”
because it is more widely used in Polish academia and its public discourse.

The HP’s presence in Poland from 2015 to 2023 was marked by several key manifestations
that are recognised as such by both its supporters and neutral observers and critics. In
particular, it has become one of the important phenomena in the country’s socio-political
and cultural life, in contrast to the previous situation, which was characterised by relatively
limited interest, with discussions rarely extending beyond the intellectual sphere. The role of
the state and its affiliated cultural institutions has grown significantly, whereas previously it
was predominantly the domain of social actors. The leading specific topics covered by the
HP from 2015 to 2023 included the activities of the Polish anti-communist underground in
the post-war years (“cursed soldiers”), the participation of the Polish people in the rescue of
the Jews during the Nazi Holocaust, and the “unjustified” and “mass” killings of peaceful
civilians of Polish ethnicity by soldiers of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army in 1943 — 1944 in
the eastern territories of the interwar Polish state (Kresy Wschodnie), interpreted as genocide
(Ludobojstwo) of the Poles by “Ukrainian nationalists™.

When discussing the academic reception of the “new history policy”, it is worth noting
that the academic discourse is dominated by a critical or negative attitude towards the HP of
the Polish right wing in general, including during their eight-year rule, which is the subject of
this article. The common ground was the acknowledgement of its worldview anachronism.
This refers to its aggressive defence of the ethno-national narrative in its extreme forms
of the Polish exclusivity and megalomania, as its primary focus is on manifestations of
the Polish heroism and Polish martyrdom. The Polish history in it has acquired apologetic
and hagiographic content, while its shameful pages have been marginalised. Authoritarian
methods employed in its implementation and attempts to monopolise the realm of historical
memory are condemned. In contrast, memory, in the words of Polish historian P. Witek,
“is one of the forms of freedom” (Witek, 2011, p. 94). Its destructive social consequences
are noteworthy (inciting hostility, deepening the polarisation of Polish society instead of
uniting it within the framework of a political nation'). The HP of LIP is accused of provoking
tensions in Poland’s relations with some of its allies and partners (in particular, Israel, the
United States, and Ukraine) and damaging the country’s international reputation.

According to R. Stobiecki, the version of Polish history that prevails in the minds of
the creators of the “new history policy” resembles a kind of historical utopia, because it
offers an “ideal” vision of the Polish nation’s past. By this vision, the scholar means, first, an
image of the national past that gives Poles a sense of pride; second, one that heals various
complexes derived from history; and third, reinterprets the history of Poland in the history of
Europe not as a peripheral, backward state or nation, but as one that has been an integral part
of Western civilisation for centuries (Stobiecki, 2022, p. 34; Stobiecki, 2023, p. 160). This
largely fictionalised past perfectly suits the needs of right-wing forces, as it depicts the Poles
as always heroic and noble, never doing evil, defending national dignity and “true” (rather
than “false”) European values. The modern ideological platform of the LJP (whose basic

! According to T. Stryiek and V. Sklokin, the political and ideological division of Polish society (unlike Ukrainian
society) is currently deepening, which gives grounds for implementing the metaphor of “two Polands” — similar to
M. Riabchuk's well-known thesis about “two Ukraines” (Stryiek & Sklokin, 2022, p. 44).
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ideas are Polish-centrism and moderate Euroscepticism) is transferred to the past (which in
the “new history policy” appears to be equally Polish-centric and sceptical of the West, which
ostensibly constantly “betrayed” Poland — “an innocent victim of the powerful of this world”)
and is used to legitimise it as the only correct one for Poland (Stobiecki, 2022; Stobiecki,
2023; Jaskutowski, & Majewski, 2024).

If we try to identify the most controversial aspects of the historical past, the reflection of
which in the HP of the right-wing forces since 2015 has been sharply criticised by scholars,
then, in our opinion, this is a large-scale campaign to glorify the “cursed soldiers”, which
has become a “new fashion” or even a “cult”, and an unprecedented official rewriting of the
history of Polish complicity in the Holocaust in order to downplay it and exaggerate the role
ofthe Poles in saving the Jews. It is easy to notice that these two trends clearly demonstrate the
two main mechanisms of the HP implementation — an emphasis on “remembering” (“cursed
soldiers”) and an emphasis on “forgetting” (Polish-Jewish relations). At the same time, it is
equally telling that the two most popular themes of the “new history policy” demonstrate
two basic methods of manipulating the past that are characteristic of any HP, as analysed
by the Polish historian J. Tokarska-Bakir: suggestio falsi (suggestion of falsehood) and
suppressio veri (suppression of the truth) (Wojdon, 2018, p. 83). K. Konczal, K. Jaskutowski,
and P. Majewski have convincingly substantiated the classification of the construction of
the concept of the “cursed soldiers” as an instance of the “invention of tradition”, first
comprehensively described in the seminal 1983 volume edited by Eric Hobsbawm and
Terence Ranger (Konczal, 2020; Majewski, 2024).

The general premise of the HP, which has been implemented since 2015, is considered
to be the crisis of the project of a democratic European Poland, which is defended by liberal
and left-wing forces on the country’s political spectrum, and, conversely, the rise in authority
and political influence of right-wing, traditionalist, and populist forces (after all, this trend is
now almost universal). These shifts in the Poles’ political preferences were triggered by the
Smolensk catastrophe of 2010. The processes referred to as the “illiberal revolution” (Harper,
2020) were also clearly evident in the field of HP.

According to observers, the double victory in 2015 was not simply a victory of the
“conservatives” over the “liberals”, but rather a clash between two patriotic forces and two
concepts of patriotism, which differ primarily in their attitude toward the past. Thus, 2015
saw the defeat of supporters of “critical patriotism” and the victory of those supporting
“forward-looking patriotism”. It should be emphasised that the debate about what kind of
patriotism the Poles need played an important role in the Polish political discourse during
the first 25 years of the modern Polish state’s existence. Critical patriots believe that the
state HP should promote a sober, responsible, and balanced understanding of the past as
a prerequisite for building a pluralistic and tolerant state. In their opinion, the discussion
should not only focus on heroic moments, but also on exposing the uncomfortable truths
about Polish history. Thus, the Poles should pave the way toward the European model of
historical memory. “Critical patriotism” gained particular prominence during the debate
on the Polish collaboration in the Holocaust (‘the Jedwabne debate’) (Szeligowska, 2016;
Korycki, 2019; Konczal, 2024). In fact, this approach assigns the past a subordinate role in
the pursuit of the future, because it is not so much about Polish history as it is about Poland
acquiring an authentic Western civilisational identity.

In contrast, “traditionalists” oppose this forward-looking paradigm with their own — “the
selection of the past” (Luczewski, 2022, p. 737). They have criticised the Polish elite and
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left-liberal politicians for neglecting national education. It gives an important role to the ‘true
history’ of Poles and Poland, which is believed to have been suppressed and half-forgotten
during the reign of these forces in the country throughout almost the entire post-communist
period (and in this, according to representatives of the right wing, in fact, followed the example
of the communist leadership of the Polish People’s Republic, a loyal satellite of imperial
Moscow). It refers to the “revival of the Polish view” of history and to the HP, which aims to
give independent significance to historical heritage as an important argument in enhancing
national dignity, in extreme forms, the greatness and uniqueness of Poland and the Poles.
Naturally, such HP leads to the construction of a “monumental” (to use F. Nietzsche’s well-
known classification) version of history, and tends to silence crimes and transgressions. This
view of the role of the past is linked to the political ideology of the right wing, in particular
the idea of increasing political autonomy and Poland’s influence in the European Union
(as opposed to the “Westernisation of Poland” — “Polonisation of the West”).

The two antagonistic concepts of patriotism (and, accordingly, the concepts of Poland’s
past) described above have given rise to mutual accusations by intellectuals from both camps
that their positions on history are detrimental to Polish society and the state’s future. If
for “traditional patriots” Jedwabne became the quintessence of anti-Polish sentiment, and
the HP of liberal forces in the context of Polish-Jewish relations was ironically called the
“pedagogy of shame” back in the 2000s, then the minimisation of Polish complicity in the
Holocaust in the government’s HP after 2015 is no less sarcastically described as “the politics
of innocence” (Konczal, 2024).

Professional literature also suggests that the concept of “critical patriotism” has been
endorsed by the Polish central government throughout the history of modern Poland,
including periods of right-wing rule. However, this statement is poorly substantiated. For
example, K. Hlovatska asserts the presence of a discourse of “critical patriotism” in the HP in
general and in most resolutions of the Polish parliament related to commemorating events and
figures in the Polish history between 1990 and 2019. However, in her study, when it comes
to the Volyn tragedy of 1943 — 1944, she did not mention the unreservedly one-dimensional
decisions of the Polish parliament on these events, adopted in 2016 and 2018, in which it
is difficult to see even a shred of a balanced view of the Ukrainian-Polish confrontation, let
alone the presence of the discourse of “critical patriotism” (Glowacka, 2024).

What is the nature of the historical views of “traditional patriots”? According to many
analysts, they are deeply rooted in Polish culture and mass consciousness, where the
romantic logic of the 19th century still prevails, based on a “mixture of peripheral complexes
and megalomania” (Harper, 2020, p. 132). In the collective self-reception of Poles, their
homeland has long been regarded as a bastion of freedom and democracy on the European
map. On the other hand, the historical imagination of the Poles clearly displays a “martyr
complex”: Poland is seen as an eternally oppressed victim of foreign subjugation, exploitation
and persecution, including the partitions of the country at the end of the 18th century and
their culmination during World War II. In fact, the Polish conservative politicians and
intellectuals who are the HP actors should be recepted as a product of the same romantic code
(Harper, 2020, pp. 132—-133; Konczal, 2022, p. 261). Incidentally, its enduring component is
the myth of the Eastern Borderlands (Kresy Wschodnie). According to it, these territories,
which are now Ukrainian, Belarusian and Lithuanian, are viewed through the prism of
the messianism of the Poles, who brought high culture and civilisation there (including
through military activity). The widespread “kresomania” (according to D. Beauvois) (or,
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according to the Polish publicist A. Balcer, “kresimentalism”) in the mass consciousness
and views of many representatives of the Polish elite gives rise to the temptation to treat the
Ukrainians, Belarusians and Lithuanians with contempt/arrogance (Kalishchuk, 2020, p. 202;
Harper, 2020, p. 132).

Scholars additionally highlight the cynical, instrumental character of the right-wing
history policy. The instrumentalisation of the past for political gain (to win the favour of
voters and mobilise them to vote) is considered in special studies to be an almost trivial
practice, which, in particular, the Polish right-wing politicians have willingly and frequently
used (and continue to use). As the Polish researcher J. Szrednicka aptly notes, “politicians
have mastered the art of selectively drawing from the romantic reservoir, cynically plucking
the most delicate social strings of romantic sensitivity over and over again to achieve their
current political goals” (Harper, 2020, p. 133). When it comes to the historical memory of
the Polish society and its political instrumentalisation, we are talking about related processes.
On the one hand, the historical imagination of a significant portion of the Polish citizens is
infused with the conservative ideas described above, so these modern Poles are inclined
towards right-wing politicians and exhibit corresponding electoral behaviour. On the other
hand, it is precisely politicians of this kind, who come to power owing to an electorate
steeped in history, who persistently exploit the past and stir up passions around historical
topics that appeal to voters, leading to even greater entrenchment of the corresponding
ideas and sentiments. Therefore, it is hardly worth questioning the thesis that the historical
consciousness of contemporary Polish society is “mainly” formulated by representatives of the
Polish right wing (Harper, 2020, p. 145). The first important step in shaping this type of mass
history perception is considered to be the modern Polish school system, which is dominated
by an affirmative vision of national history (Stobiecki, 2016; Stobiecki, 2023, p. 177),
and where the teaching process is primarily focused on imposing a narrow national
(ethnolinguistic) view of the past on students (Jaskulowski, Majewski, Surmiak, 2022).
Moreover, this appears to be a vicious circle, unfortunately. However, as K. Jaskulowski
and P. Majewski show using the example of the rejection by a significant part of Poles
of the official glorification of the “cursed soldiers”, there is little reason to speak of
Polish society being entirely under the influence of the right-wing historical agenda
(Jaskulowski & Majewski, 2024, pp. 82-96).

In professional literature, there is a widespread view that the success of the “new history
policy” were also made possible by the significant support it received from the conservative
section of the country’s cultural elite. Cultural figures (museum curators, educators, archivists,
members of public organisations concerned with the historical memory of the Poles, etc.)
share the “nostalgic” sentiments of the general public and, therefore, despite the considerable
autonomy of cultural institutions in Poland, do not resist and often support the “right” HP.
This is the paradox of the key institution in terms of implementing official HP, which is the
Institute of National Remembrance (Instytut Pamigci Narodowej). Although this institution
has always been sensitive to the government line at the HP, in terms of its legal status it
is not a state authority, and until the mid-2010s it managed to maintain high standards of
scientific rigour and avoid becoming a purely official “ministry of memory” (Wojdon, 2018,
pp- 97-98; Behr, 2021, p. 370; Gorny, 2024). However, since 2015, the Institute of National
Remembrance has become the mouthpiece of the LJP and has “transformed into an agency
that implements state memory policy” (Konczal, 2022, p. 257). The main reason for this
transformation lies not so much in the administrative and financial levers that have always
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existed and facilitated the institution’s partnership with the authorities, but in the fact that a
significant proportion of its staff share the paradigm of the “new history policy”.

Chief focus is on the positions of professional historians who defended the official HP and
those who actively opposed it. It is believed that the LJP camp’s often harsh and impeccably
reasoned criticism by its opponents did not prove truly effective, as it failed to halt the
government’s success after 2015 in imposing its own vision of history on society. According
to K. Konczal, this situation demonstrated the weakness of the academic community in
terms of its inability to communicate with society in a language it understands, and generally
exposed the inability of professional historians to be influential in the public sphere (which
reflects, in a broader sense, the traditional scepticism of academic science towards public
history) (Konczal, 2020, p. 83).

When it comes to the involvement of historians in official history policy, the professional
conduct of those working at the Institute of National Remembrance and other state-affiliated
institutions is interpreted as somewhat forced, since, being both scholars and civil servants, they
are obliged to limit their research autonomy (Behr, 2021, pp. 379-382). At the same time, it is
believed that a significant portion of historians, including representatives of purely academic
science, sincerely share the ideas of the right wing, and that the public activity in the field
of “new history politics” of its “gurus” (such as Andrzej Nowak) and “mnemonic warriors”
(such as Wojciech Roszkowski) is based on ideological, ethical and intellectual intentions.
In particular, the Polish sociologist M. Luczewski provides a detailed justification of the role
of moral incentives (“moral capital”) as the driving force behind HP (using the examples of
modern Russia, Germany and Poland) (Luczewski, 2017). One of his studies analyses the career
of the contemporary Polish historian W. Roszkowski, mentioned above. This leading figure of
the Polish conservative intelligentsia initially held apolitical/pluralistic views on Poland’s past.
However, over time, he consciously joined the conservative camp, aiming to be beneficial to the
Polish society and to realise his considerable “cultural capital” (which includes moral authority
(“moral capital”) and influence as an academic historian and public intellectual (“reflective
capital”)) (Luczewski, 2022). W. Roszkowski is shown as a typical representative of that part of
the Polish elite that seeks “cultural capital” not in the “centres” (before 1989 — the “East”, after
1989 — the centre of gravity shifted to the “West”), but at home, where it finds “local capital”
represented by the nation (Luczewski, 2022, p. 737).

According to researchers, the implementation of the HP by the LJP would not have been
possible without the tacit consent and actual political support (primarily through voting for
relevant decisions in the Polish parliament) of the Polish political class as a whole, including
those parties that were in opposition and are considered to be entirely pro-European and
liberal-oriented. The nature of this position (or rather, its absence) is apparent. As K. Konczal
notes, for most of the opposition, it was too great a risk to be accused of not defending
“Poland’s good name” (Konczal, 2022, p. 262).2

An indisputable feature of HP by the LJP is the use of questionable/authoritarian
practices, which enabled the achievement of specific and visible results (or, to be less
politically correct, to push them through). This refers to attempts to introduce legal liability
for disagreement with the established (in fact, official) interpretation of events in Polish
history, government policy of persecuting Polish scholars who continued (and continue) to

2 The unanimity of the newly elected Polish parliament in 2023, in which a pro-European majority opposed
to the right wing has been formed, in supporting the “genocidal” interpretation of the Volyn tragedy and the loud
silence of Polish politicians on the rapid spread of anti-Ukrainian sentiments in Poland in the fifth year of the full-
scale Russia-Ukraine War, clearly confirm the validity of such observations by independent analysts.
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take a critical view of the Polish-Jewish relations during the war, the opening and generous
state funding of new cultural institutions that support the official historical narrative, etc.
One of the most telling examples of the authoritarian nature of the history policy by the
LJP is the political and media attack carried out against the Museum of the Second World
War in Gdansk (Muzeum II Wojny Swiatowej w Gdansku) between 2015 and 2017. The
museum’s administration, headed by the well-known figure of the “critical” camp of the
Polish intellectuals, historian P. Machcewicz, was accused of “insufficient Polishness”,
“cosmopolitanism”, failure to highlight adequately “Polish heroism”, and paying excessive
attention to the everyday life of civilians during the war (Etges, Ziindorf, Machcewicz,
2018; Stobiecki, 2023, p. 166). Ultimately, under political coercion, the museum’s
management was replaced by supporters of the official HP (and K. Nawrocki, later the
Head of the Institute of National Remembrance (2021 — 2025) and the winner of the 2025
presidential election in Poland, became its director).

It should be noted that the authoritarian style of the “new history policy” is unprecedented
in the history of the modern democratic Polish state. Therefore, according to French historian
V. Behr, it “may have more in common with the practices of the Polish People’s Republic
than with the post-communist period” (Behr, 2021, p. 382).

Conclusions. The HP in Poland during the LJP era not only caused political and
social resonance but also became the subject of scientific research. A distinctive feature of
professional research into the HP of the Polish right wing is its interdisciplinary nature, which
leads to an interest in various aspects and manifestations of the phenomenon. In general,
the social sciences and the humanities have conceptualised it as a typical right-wing and
conservative discourse, grounded in the sentiments of nostalgia for a “true Poland” prevalent
among the Polish elite and broader society — one that is allegedly perceived as having been
lost through communist and post-communist historical amnesia. Professional literature
convincingly argues that right-wing politicians and their supporters in various social groups
actively promoted the “Polish view” of history for reasons of both social appeal and political
expediency. The desire to establish the right agenda generally led to the intensification of the
official HP and the transfer of its main efforts to the most “painful” points of Poland’s past,
which was relatively successful in terms of political instrumentalisation. The phenomenon of
the absence of serious opposition to the ‘right-wing’ turn among the traditionally influential
circle of intellectuals who advocate the establishment of the European model and practices
of historical memory in Poland has also been clarified. Overall, contemporary social sciences
and humanities have produced analytical works on the most significant issues of the right-
wing government during its time in power in Poland from 2015 to 2023. In view of this, it is
timely to conduct synthetic studies on the problem.
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