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The article analyzes counterfactual historical scenarios developed in the works of Ziemowit Szczerek. In his prose
(journalism, essays, documentaries, novels), the writer reflects on the possible history of the Second Polish Republic
after its victory over the Germans in the September campaign of 1939. In a narrative game in which he confronts, on
the one hand, interwar geopolitical projects, modernization programs, colonial plans, artistic utopias, as well as an
urbanist and technical thought, and, on the other hand, contemporary historical knowledge and current ideological
discussions, the author considers the extent to which the events he depicted in Rzeczpospolita zwycieska [Victorious
Poland] and Cham z kulg w gtowie [A Lout with a Bullet in the Head] could be reconciled with the processes unfolded
during the PRLand after 1989. The idea is to reveal a hidden continuity between the interwar and postwar periods and
the post-transformation years, as well as to the continued presence of the legacy of 1918— p1939. Among the factors
that might influence this state of affairs, he points to the condition of the society, its moral standards, mentality, and
models of civilization. Another important motif in Szczerek’s writings is the projection of the imperial and colonial
experience of the Poles and the reflection on the consequences that Poland would have to face ifit acquired the status
of a Central European superpower.

legacy of the Second Polish Republic, contemporary Polish literature, counterfactual history, alternate-history novel,
Ziemowit Szczerek

Artykut analizuje kontfaktualne scenariusze historyczne rozwijane w tworczosci Ziemowita Szczerka. W swej prozie
(publicystyka, eseistyka, reportaze, powiesc) pisarz rozpatruje mozliwe losy Drugiej Rzeczypospolitej po jej zwycie-
stwie nad Niemcami w kampanii wrzesniowej 1939 roku. Podejmujac narracyjng gre, w ktora z jednej strony angazuje
miedzywojenne projekty geopolityczne, programy modernizacyjne, plany kolonialne, utopie artystyczne, mysl urba-
nistyczna i techniczng, z drugiej zas wspétczesng wiedze historyczna i biezace dyskusje ideologiczne, autor rozwaza,
do jakiego stopnia rozwdj wydarzeri przedstawianych w Rzeczpospolitej zwycieskiej i Chamie z kulg w gowie mdgtby
byc zbiezny z procesami w epoce PRL i po roku 1989. Stawka gry, kt6ra prowadzi, jest wskazanie ukrytej ciggtosci
pomiedzy okresem miedzywojennym a powojniem i epoka po transformadji, a takze trwatej obecnosci dziedzictwa
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lat 1918-1939. Wsrdd czynnikéw mogacych na to wptywac wskazuje stan spofeczeristwa, jego standardy moralne,
mentalnos¢, wzory cywilizacyjne. Osobnym i waznym watkiem jest u Szczerka projektowanie do$wiadczenia impe-
rialnego i kolonialnego Polakdw i namyst nad konsekwencjami, z jakimi musiataby mierzy( sie Polska, gdyby uzyskata
status Srodkowoeuropejskiego mocarstwa.

Stowaklucze:  dziedzictwo Drugiej Rzeczpospolitej, wspétczesna proza polska, historia kontrfaktualna, historia alternatywna jako
gatunek literacki, Ziemowit Szczerek

Historia Eventualis

The use of alternative history is undoubtedly the most radical form of
rethinking the interwar period and taking a stand on its traditions. In
post-1989 Polish literature, experiments of this kind constitute a clear
trend, co-created by writers of different generations and ideologies,
who, in the new conditions of the post-transformation period, under-
take exercises in “other” historical logics. Ziemowit Szczerek is one of
the youngest, the most active, and ideologically most outstanding of
these authors. His entire oeuvre seems to be permeated by an alternative
historical intention articulated in different genres and discourses. As
a historian, journalist, and prose writer, Szczerek introduces this factor
into all the forms he pursues: historical essays, reportage, journalism,
and novels. He presents one of the central motifs of the alternative his-
tory of Poland in the twentieth century: he switches of history in 1939
and reverses the course of the Second World War. His stories do not
contain the defeat of September, as it happened, but a victory of Sep-
tember. The Poles stop the invaders at the river line, conquer Berlin,
occupy Germany, modernize the country, gain colonies overseas, and
achieve an imperial position in Europe. Victorious Poland experiences
neither German occupation nor Russian domination. There is no shift-
ing of borders and no great exodus of the people from the East to the
West. There is no Holocaust of the Jews, no elimination of nobility, and
thus no cruel social revolution, which gave rise to the new order after
1945. The salvaged Poland remains a state with significant economic
inequalities, sharp civilizational contrasts, and destructive internal ten-
sions caused by long-term conflicts with minorities.
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Compared with other authors, who have created similar historical
scenarios (Lemann, 2019), Szczerek shows a greater inclination to ob-
serve processes and the functioning of groups and communities and
a lesser inclination to offer a literary game in which real historical
figures are placed in new roles. This is accompanied by the device of
extending the “two decades” by many subsequent decades until the be-
ginning of the twenty-first century. In this way, the author presents the
probable course of Poland’s history in a longer perspective, as it would
have been possible if “for a while, [Poland] had managed to be what it
wanted to be if its dreams of being the ideal had come true” (Szczerek,
2013b: 9) and if the Polish dream of the imperial position had material-
ized. The assumption that the interwar period continues to exist opens
the space for thinking about the continuity of its tradition. If the pro-
cesses developed before 1939 are not interrupted by external interven-
tion, one can imagine their further course and test their durability and
value in various hypothetical conditions.

By introducing counterfactual historical scenarios into texts of various
genres, Szczerek not only examines how they resonate with different liter-
ary, historiographic, and journalist forms, as well as with analytical and
narrative modes but also presents the historical-social circumstances in
which such narratives are conceived. His observations on the mythologi-
zation of the interwar period are radically critical. He is equally reluctant
to idealize the interwar period in its aesthetic aspect as he is to treat it
as a resource of still topical political ideologies and social prescriptions.
The first of these approaches is commented ironically in the fictionalized
reportage Przyjdzie Mordor i nas zje, czyli Tajna historia Stowian [Mordor
Will Come and Eat Us, or the Secret History of the Slavs] (2013). Here,
he presents two students of Polish literature who make a pilgrimage to
Drohobych and worship avant-garde writers Bruno Schulz, Stanistaw
Ignacy Witkiewicz, and the interwar period as a time when “everything
was better and wiser, (...) the press used elegant language (...), and peo-
ple talked about wise and non-banal things in coffeehouses” (Szczerek,
2013a: 32). The other approach is commented on in Migedzymorze. Podréze
przez prawdziwg i wyobrazong Europe Srodkowg [Intermarium. Journeys
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through a Real and an Imagined Central Europe] (2017), while analyz-
ing the fascination with the interwar period manifested by the Polish
right-wing politicians. Although they were born after the war, they
“grew up with their heads set in (...) the interwar period,” in an atmo-
sphere “that was some desperate dream about the interwar period while
in the real world, there was the course of the People’s Republic of Poland”
(Szczerek, 2017: 235). In both cases, the sources of mythologization are to
be found in the contemporaneity. It is the unaccepted reality of communist
Poland and the disappointing reality of the post-communist Poland, which
are juxtaposed with Poland that “never existed because (...) the idealized
interwar period is a fairy tale” (Szczerek, 2017: 235). Creating the mytholo-
gized image involves the psychological mechanism of compensation, which
allows one to reject what is unsatisfactory and replace it with what is satis-
factory, as well as the logic of nostalgia, which adds value to the past. Re-
garding psychological and social motivations, Szczerek also interprets the
image of the September Victory as a reaction to the humiliation and trau-
ma of the defeat. The narrative of Rzeczpospolita zwycigska. Alternatywna
historia Polski [The Victorious Poland. An Alternative History of Poland]
(2013) begins by recalling press reports from the first days of September
1939. Lying to the public then, Polish newspapers reported on the war’s suc-
cess and the Allies’ support. These alternative scenarios constitute the first
variants of what the author believes to be an obsessive Polish vision of vic-
tory in 1939. In its background, there is a wave of social emotions caused
by the change of position between domination and subjugation, freedom,
and enslavement. Furthermore, the historical experience of an “impotent
empire” becomes important: “the state that remembers itself as an empire
that (...) itself fell victim to the empires” (Szczerek, 2013b: 124).

Victorious Poland

The first book by Szczerek provided a vision of the interwar period:
Rzeczpospolita zwycigska referred to the images of this period that
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emerged after 1989. The author partly polemicized with his predecessors
and somewhat continued their various ideas. In the process, he referred
both to Czestaw Milosz’s analytical mode in Wyprawa w Dwudziestole-
cie [An Excursion through the Twenties and Thirties] (1999) and to var-
ious alternative history novels by authors such as Maciej Parowski Bu-
rza. Ucieczka z Warszawy 40 [Storm. Escape from Warsaw *40] (2009) or
Szczepan Twardoch Wieczny Grunwald [The Eternal Grunwald] (2010),
as well as contemporary discussions by historians and journalists. He
constructed the text as a hybrid of genres, combining original excerpts
from the press, quotations from source documents, pronouncements by
ideologists of the day, and statements by the politicians with contem-
porary historical analyses. Szczerek placed them within the framework
of his own narrative, where he maintained the rigor of reliable factual
analysis, carefully selecting arguments and diligently separating the in-
tersecting actual and counterfactual lines of history. The author pre-
sented the assumptions that were necessary for the hypothetical history
to remain probable. He also showed how the changed conditions would
lead to a different course of history. In doing so, he followed the rules of
methodology formulated by historians, which require that all assump-
tions be based on the knowledge of historical facts and their rational
justification in the broadest possible context (Chwalba, Harpula, 2019).
While revealing his methods for constructing a new interwar period his-
tory, Szczerek also recalled the strong presence of alternative thinking
in all historical reflection, both in speaking about the causes of events
and in evaluating them (Dermandt, 1999). In Rzeczypospolita zwycie-
ska this rhetoric of historical analysis (which included the addition of
a bibliography and notes to the text) was contrasted with an element of
a literary play: the inclusion in the counterfactual parts of spectacular
pastiches of the prose style of Witold Gombrowicz, Stanistaw Ignacy
Witkiewicz, Jarostaw Iwaszkiewicz, or Melchior Wankowicz.

However, counterfactual speculation, carried out according to the
rules of historical analysis, eventually proved too precarious at some
point: the range of possible options and variants of the course of events
proved too wide to be presented, analyzed, and justified. Therefore, the
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author decided to abandon the essayistic mode in favor of literary fic-
tion, allowing him to “adopt a specific (...), the most probable course of
events” (Szczerek, 2013b: 230). It was presented in the epilogue to the
story in the form of Reportaz z Drugiej Rzeczpospolitej w 2013 roku [Re-
portage from the Second Polish Republic in 2013]. The protagonist of
the reportage, a journalist arriving from abroad (a privileged figure in
Szczerek’s narratives), traveled across Poland and discussed the history
and the current situation with various informants.

Including the date in the title of the reportage was an element of
a strategy to mark the author’s own position in the discussion about the
interwar period and accentuate the historical conditioning of his own
opinions. One of the most critical factors influencing Szczerek’s position
in Rzeczpospolita zwycieska is his knowledge of the communist People’s
Republic of Poland (PRL). Among the questions, he poses are those of
continuity and discontinuity between the Second Polish Republic and
communist Poland, and of presumed parallels between the probable
history of the “long interwar period” and the actual history after 1945.
The author’s speculations are based on the assumption that everything
was all “different but not that different” (Szczerek, 2013b: 224). Using
the perspective of historical processes, collective mentality, and social
behavior leads him to a conclusion about the close relationship between
these two formations and the durability of some traditions from the
interwar period that have been continued regardless of the change of
political regimes. This is mainly due to the social factor: “Foreigners did
not build the PRL, but by the same people who would have expanded
the Second Polish Republic had it survived” (Szczerek, 2013b: 224). The
processes of urbanization and modernization, the cultural landscape,
and the rhythms of political downturns could thus be very similar in
the “long interwar period.” Another point of reference is the experience
of the Third Polish Republic. Here, Szczerek points out the distance and
warns against jumping to conclusions about similarities: “Because the
Second Polish Republic did not resemble the Third. It was very differ-
ent. And for the most part - although there were exceptions - it was
in minus” (Szczerek, 2013b: 30). The author refers in particular to the
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backwardness and poverty of the rural areas of interwar Poland, as well
as the vast gap between the lifestyle of the provinces and that of Europe-
an-style Warsaw. From the center’s perspective, the “worse Poland” had
the status of allegorical Ruritania: a fictional land on the border of the
West, presented as the pre-modern world, being invaded by the element
of the barbaric East. For this reason, the interwar Polish state was for its
citizens not only a source of national pride, stemming from the fact that
Poland was reborn after 123 years of the partitions, but also of civiliza-
tional shame for its backwardness.

Szczerek treats the aspirations for Poland’s imperial position as the
most important attitude of the interwar period, not only in its polit-
ical aspect but also in its national and social dimensions. The author
also shows how this syndrome was articulated in the literature of
the time, recording the “dreams of power” captured in the scenarios
of alternative histories. He sees the sources of imperial ambitions
and claims in the complex of underestimation and lack of recogni-
tion, as well as in Polish immaturity (Szczerek, 2017: 336). The cat-
egories used by the author: immaturity, adolescence, original form,
and imitation — are derived from critical discourses of the interwar
years. Witold Gombrowicz was a strong proponent of these catego-
ries, both in his literary works, criticism and programmatic writing.
He became a vital authority not only for Szczerek but also for other
contemporary creators of counterfactual histories. In Rzeczpospolita
zwycieska, Gombrowicz is a patron of analyses of the imperial and
colonial dreams of the interwar period. Assessing Poland’s chances
of becoming a regional hegemon, Szczerek believes it could probably
act as an “empire on loan,” a giant with feet of clay supported and fi-
nanced by the West. Its economic weakness and cultural immaturity
have disqualified it as an autonomous imperial power. A hegemonic
center can only constitute itself if it represents values and models
that are attractive to the periphery (Zarycki, 2009). In fact, then Po-
land was forced to “catch up” with the West by adopting its models.
In Reportaz z Drugiej Rzeczpospolitej w 2013 roku, one of the charac-
ters concludes this question:
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One is a superpower when the content of what one is can affect others. When
one radiates outward. Not when one just wants it like a child, and that is it.
One must create one’s own internal and original structure first. A strong,
consistent, powerful structure to inspire the world. And that is what you offer

people, not just a cry to be seen as a power. (Szczerek, 2013b: 282)

The figure of Poland as a child, the motif of a “childish Poland,” imma-
ture and acting out its complexes in an immature way, is also introduced
by the author in his other texts.

Szczerek’s oft-repeated assessment of what is original and proprietary
in the Polish culture, and thus competitive with European models, is
also close to Gombrowicz’s point of view. In the classic essay Gombro-
wicz a ethos szlachecki [Gombrowicz and the Ethos of the Nobility]
(1974), Jan Blonski once argued that the tradition-critical writer still
appreciated some values of the nobility’s lifestyle and made the apo-
theosis of freedom and autonomy that characterized the nobility’s at-
titude a model for his own actions as an artist. According to Szczerek,
it was indeed the “nobility who was the element uniting Polishness in
a way that gave it a certain really attractive form,” and it was the gentry
that constituted the only autonomous, attractive, original Polish form
to which “one could refer when building national identity” (Szczerek,
2013b: 215).

Among the harmful traditions of the interwar period, Szczerek in-
cludes nationalist and xenophobic attitudes manifested in relations with
minorities. The attempt to dominate other groups by means of repres-
sion and persecution, forgetting Poland’s own recent position as a sub-
jugated and persecuted community, could be explained as acting out or
compensating for the humiliations experienced. The author explicitly
points out this change of roles: the paradox of a colonized colonizer,
a recent victim now victimizing others. The conflicts with minorities
are thus treated as such permanent elements in Polish life that they can-
not be excluded from the counterfactual scenarios of the history. Ag-
gressive nationalism is thus linked to imperial claims as another form
they assume.
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Alternative History
and the Hard-Boiled Story

The novel Cham z kulg w glowie [A Lout with a Bullet in the Head]
(2020) represents another step in the demythologization of the inter-
war period in Szczerek’s literary oeuvre. Here the author fictionalizes
another variant of an alternative history of the “long interwar period,”
which began with the victory of September 1939 and continued after
2000. As Catherine Gallagher claims, counterfactual scenarios can be
combined “with various novelistic generic forms” (Gallager, 2018: 3).
This time, Szczerek uses the formula of the hard-boiled story modified
with the devices of the postmodern novel. For example, he ostentatious-
ly exposes genre conventions by commenting on the construction of the
main protagonist and the settings of the events, and ironically juxta-
poses popular literature with high art by providing a motto from Adam
Mickiewicz’s Dziady [Forefathers’ Eve] about the quest for revenge. The
author exposes the ex-centric narrative perspective (the events are nar-
rated, among others, by a female ghost and a female pagan goddess)
and introduces the “erased figures™ figures with an unclear and uncer-
tain ontological status, present and absent, participating in the story
and being voided at the same time (McHale, 2012: 149-150). Szczerek’s
play with ethnic stereotypes demonstrates both their social power and
their role in artistic works. In addition, he creates a network of explicit
intertextual references in his story: to Ferdydurke by Witold Gombro-
wicz, Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad, and Popioty [Ashes] by Ste-
fan Zeromski. Literary quotations and allusions are also abundant in the
novel’s language, which combines and mixes various stylistic registers.
As Umberto Eco argues, the interpretation of popular literature must
consider the ideological dimension of genre forms (Eco, 2008: 120). In
Cham z kulg w glowie, the combination of an alternative history sce-
nario with the models of the hard-boiled story has a significant ideologi-
cal message. This genre presents the world governed by chance, impene-
trable and inexplicable. According to Slavoj Zizek, hard-boiled fiction is
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primarily a genre with a critical social dimension. It exposes the illusory
nature of social normality and security by revealing the evil behind it,
the lawlessness, violence, and hidden connections between the elites and
the criminals (ZiZek, 1990). The activation of the hard-boiled narrative
conventions reinforces the demythologizing aspect of Szczerek’s novel:
the uchronia becomes a dystopia. The alternative Poland of the “long
interwar period,” a “post-agricultural country on the edge of Europe,
on the very border of the Great Soviet Unknown” (Szczerek, 2020: 57),
is a world of chaos and crime, embroiled in ethnic and colonial wars,
shaken by political revolts, and open to bloodthirsty religious cults.

The dark sides of reality are explored by the main protagonist, who is
placed at the center of social, ethnic, and colonial conflicts. The multiple
exclusion and marginalization determine the uniqueness of his position:
Franciszek Kary is a lout, a bastard, and a traitor. As a peasant, he belongs
to an underprivileged social class; as a bastard, he does not participate in
the typical structures of family ties; as a soldier of the imperial army who
condemns colonial crimes, he breaks away from the national community.
Following him, the reader observes the interwar period from the “per-
spective of a peasant, a lout” (Szczerek, 2020: 18). Szczerek thus inscribes
his alternative history of Poland with a plebeian perspective, enriching it
with the popular and provincial dimension, with questions of class con-
flicts and injustice. On the other hand, Kary’s character is still a “noir de-
tective” modeled on the rules of the genre. He is a broken man and a loser,
a protagonist who deals with the depraved world and is involved in its
dangerous game, who pursues private revenge, and does not refrain from
cruelty and violence. He sees reality as an unclear, deceptive, and even
phantasmagoric combination of waking life, hallucinogenic visions, and
psychological projections. In solving crimes, he follows his intuition and
instinct, but his actions do not restore the destroyed moral order.

In defining Kary’s identity, Gombrowicz’s opposition of the lout and
the master is of vital importance. On various occasions, Kary analyzes
his peasant experience, the peasant traits of his character, the peasant
language, and the peasant complexes. The novel’s central theme is the
question of identity. The author introduces and fictionalizes the conflict
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between the proponents of two models of identity: the constructivist
and the essentialist model. The first approach is represented by char-
acters who repeat that all divisions between people are artificial, being
only cultural constructs. The other approach is prevalent among pro-
ponents of the idea of “blood and land,” who believe in the existence of
a national essence that is biologically determined and inherited. This
way of thinking points to a non-eliminable natural difference that forms
the basis for distinction and reproduces mechanisms inherent to racial
beliefs. By exposing them, Szczerek uses the method of combating racist
theories that was used also by Gombrowicz: he shows their conceptual
absurdity. In the fever of reaching the pure proto-Polishness, the pro-
ponents of this concept go back to prehistoric times, proclaim the Poles
as the descendants of the “First People,” and create the theory of a great
Neanderthalia. In this way, what was supposed to be specific, and su-
per-Polish, proves to be shared with others. In his journalism, Szczerek
also criticizes the myths of national and cultural purity and points to
hybridization processes as a factor in the formation of Europe.

In a historical scenario invented in Cham z kulg w glowie, Szczerek
makes two important changes from the version known from Rzecz-
pospolita zwycigska: he strengthens the motifs of triumphant national-
ism and the traumatic colonial experience. In the novel, Poland under-
goes several political turns after 1939 to become a country ruled by the
national camp. Finally, the adherents of nationalist-mystical ideas create
a new syncretic religion incorporating pagan Slavic cults and blood-shed-
ding rituals of exotic sects. This form of faith becomes a manifestation of
narcissistic patriotism that sacralizes and worships the nation.

The triumph of the nationalist camp consequently leads to an escala-
tion of conflicts with minorities: wars against the Ukrainians and the
expulsion of the Jews. In Cham z kulg w glowie, the author presents an
extended scene of a pogrom in Warsaw, as well as drastic descriptions of
atrocities committed in the fighting on the eastern borderland by both
sides of the conflict. This way of presenting counterfactual scenarios of
history aims at deconstructing the nostalgic and mythologized image
of the Second Polish Republic as a multi-ethnic state. The idealization
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approach emphasizes the values of difference, heterogeneity, and plu-
rality but disregards and overlooks the problems they may cause. Szcze-
rek does not hesitate to speculate about the most extreme variant of the
course of events. The harassment of minorities and the battles with the
Ukrainians will end in a conflict with the other European countries and
a prediction of a war against the West.

In Cham z kulg w glowie, Szczerek also radically rewrites the histo-
ry of the Poles as colonizers. This time it is not Madagascar that be-
comes a Polish colony but a fictional island in the Caribbean with liv-
ing descendants of the Poles who arrived there in the Napoleonic era.
Its name: San Fernando, can be associated with San Domingo. Kary’s
traumatic colonial experience during his stay on the island recalls the
experiences of legionnaires presented in Stefan Zeromski’s Popioty. It
is about transforming the tropical island into a tropical hell, fighting
against the freedom-loving people, and slaughtering the defenseless. As
in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, the colonial space is presented as a space
of anomie, collapse, and a crisis of moral and ethical norms.

Like many other alternate-history novels, Cham z kulg w glowie is
linked to the current state of affairs and could also be interpreted as
a satirical commentary on the current situation. In Szczerek’s journal-
ism, the questions of xenophobia, hate speech, racism, and nationalism
in contemporary Poland are among the central motifs. Therefore writ-
er’s conditional assumptions about how “the prolonged interwar peri-
od” could develop, as well as the scenario of the triumph of nationalist
parties and the nationalist model of identity, form an exceptionally pes-
simistic and critical commentary on the value and vitality of the legacy
of the Second Polish Republic.

Conclusions

Both of Szczerek’s works analyzed here are part of the trend of new ex-
planations of the interwar period that emerged after 1989 and aimed at
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interpreting and reinterpreting its legacy. The author is one of the most
consistent critics of the nostalgic, idealized image of the period. His sce-
narios of the alternative history emphasize the dark side and the neg-
ative consequences of the attitudes, political programs, and ideologies
developed at that epoch. At the same time, however, Szczerek sees the
interwar period as an important point of reference for the present times,
proving its legacy by adopting the perspective of continuity. Identity dis-
courses crystallized at that time: the conservative discourse apologetic
for Polishness, and the modern, critical discourse, are exceptionally du-
rable and still prove their formative power today. The author himself
proclaims critical tradition, patronaged by Witold Gombrowicz.

Researchers point to various filiations of alternative history as a genre
and analyze its relationship to historical prose, as well as to the identity
and national narratives. According to Catherine Gallagher, counterfac-
tual histories establish the nation as their hero and analyze the nation’s
agency and responsibility in history as well as “national characteristics”
important in different scenarios of historical events (Gallager, 2018:
237-238). In both Rzeczpospolita zwycigska and Cham z kulg w glowie,
Szczerek questions the possibility of Polish “dreams of power” coming
true, referring to the characteristics of the “Polish form” as immature,
unfinished, and not yet solidified. The scenarios constructed by the au-
thor are full of provocative, grotesque, and caricatural tones, with dis-
appointment and disillusionment coming to the fore in the end. Thus,
Szczerek’s shifting the switches of history as a starting point for specu-
lations about possible histories produces neither national reparation nor
consolation.
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