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anti-liberal and anti-Western tendencies. It focuses on current political
and cultural issues, particularly culture wars and the growing wave
of right-wing and nationalist populism. These issues are examined as
manifestations of confrontation between peripheral localities and the
discursive and symbolic domination of today’s global centres. After
considering how the ideological and symbolic supremacy of the West
led to a policy of imitation in post-communist peripheral countries and
to the replacement of communist orthodoxy with liberal orthodoxy, the
article explains how a radical departure from the policy of imitation and
modernisation discourse occurred on Europe’s periphery. In other words,
the article explains why right-wing populists challenged a strategy that
liberals considered to be the fastest and most obvious path to accelerated
modernisation. It discusses the right-wing strategy of constructing a home-
grown image of Eastern Europe and criticising the imagined West, and
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from the pursuit of recognition to the defence of identities and engagement
in culture wars over the definition of reality.
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Introduction

A few years before emigrating to France, the philosopher Emil Cioran
claimed that the pride of those born into a peripheral culture is always
wounded. According to the Romanian writer Gabriel Liiceanu, the
humiliations that constituted a central experience for many intellectuals
in the communist countries of Eastern Europe ultimately gave rise to
a more elevated form of sentiment. When speaking in Western cultural
forums, such intellectuals brought with them not only their wounded
pride but also the hope that, despite all the adversities of fate, they had
remained true Europeans. They belonged to that cultural universe, and it
constituted their primary intellectual point of reference even in times of
national subjugation (Liiceanu, 2001, p. 29; Kundera, 1984). Thus, their
sense of humiliation was simultaneously accompanied by a profound
pride in being, at least to some extent, part of the Western cultural order.
Affiliation with Western culture provided a means of surviving in an
ideologised world on the periphery. In a sense, the privilege of resistance
through culture encapsulates the entire drama of the peripheral countries
of Eastern Europe (Liiceanu, 2001, p. 30).

In this text, the author seeks to address the following question: how
did this same culture become the subject of criticism several decades later,
unleashing anti-liberal and anti-Western tendencies on the periphery
of Europe? Liiceanu wrote the above reflections on humiliation while
living in Romania in the 1980s under Ceausescu’s morally and materially
bankrupt regime. It should be remembered that, in those circumstances,
culture functioned as a form of paideia, or a sphere of autonomous thought,
“breaking free from the world of forced and planned stupefaction”
(Liiceanu, 2001, p. 35). Many Romanian intellectuals at the time, as
well as intellectuals of other countries elsewhere in the region, shared
the conviction that a historically threatened country could survive only
in the spiritual sphere. Constantin Noica, the protagonist of Liiceanu’s
The Paltinis Diary, viewed the political dissidents of that era as victims of
illusion who were unable to escape an unreal world.

It is the author’s view that it is impossible to make a credible analysis
of contemporary transformations of any kind — not only political ones
— without considering the broader confrontation between peripheral
localities and the discursive and symbolic dominance of the global centres
of today’s world. The problem outlined here raises the further question of
whether the transformations of institutions, practices, and legal systems
observed on the periphery of Europe still fit within a reconfiguration
of political modernity in the broad sense, or whether, to the contrary,
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they represent a distortion and erosion of its key political categories and
values. The concept of the “provincialisation of Europe” is particularly
useful in answering this question. It highlights how supposedly
universal European ideas, developed between the Renaissance and the
Enlightenment and underpinning many projects of modernity and
modernisation across the world, are in fact rooted in specific local and, at
times, provincial intellectual and historical traditions (Chakrabarty, 2011,
pp. xiv—xv). From this perspective, contemporary processes of peripheral
de-modernisation and the growing wave of nationalism-infused populism
may be interpreted as manifestations of resistance by peripheral societies
to ideas and values originating in the intellectual centres of the modern
world and subsequently transplanted to the periphery.

History and the Discourse of Modernisation

In the classical sense of the term, colonisation also entailed the
reproduction of the colonisers’ European lifeworlds in peripheral regions,
made possible primarily through the power of imperial resources and
extensive tools of domination (Hobsbawm 2015, pp. 56-132). However,
the problematic nature of European history is becoming increasingly
evident (Blaut, 1993). The fundamental concepts of political modernity
— the state, the public sphere, civil society, national sovereignty, and
equality before the law — were shaped by the European Enlightenment
and the nineteenth century. These concepts are inscribed in the universal
and secular narrative of human history and co-create the framework of
so-called “Enlightenment humanism”. However, the most important of
the ideologies of progress that enabled Europe to dominate the rest of
the world in the nineteenth century was historicism (Lowe, Lloyd, 1997;
Prakash, 1995, pp. 3-17).

In essence, historicism can be understood as a prescription for the
colonised to remain in the metaphorical waiting room, as modernisation
is presented as a process requiring time and the fulfilment of numerous
demanding accession criteria. The transition from peripheral status to
full participating in political and economic modernity is therefore made
conditional upon a series of reservations and conditions!. Historicism, to
putitbluntly,hasbecomean intellectual tool for asserting that some nations

! This strategy doubtless finds an entirely contemporary application in relation to
Ukraine, which, despite being currently embroiled in war, continues its application
for membership of the European Union, whereas Turkey, for example, has remained
in the accession “waiting room” for several decades and, in the meantime, has under-
gone a marked shift towards increasing political authoritarianism.
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are less modern than others, and elements of this approach can be found
in all uneven development and dependency theories (Cardoso, Faletto,
1979; Frank, 1969; Ghosh, 2001; Amin, 1977, pp. 89-137). However,
historical time is not an integral gauge on which degrees of advancement
can be plotted like lines on a thermometer. Discursive practices may give
it an appearance of cohesion, yet it remains internally inconsistent and
imprecise (de Certeau, 2008, pp. 78-90). Weber’s well-known story about
the disenchantment of the world as the progressive rationalisation of
social life over historical time serves as a good illustration of this logic
(Weber, 2011). This, however, does not alter the dominant narrative in
historical discourse that positions Europe as the birthplace of modernity
(Hobsbawm 2014, 2015; Habermas, 2000; Taylor, 2012; Wallerstein,
2007; Weber, 2011; Berman, 2006; Burke 2012). In this context, various
breakthroughs and stages that are necessary for successful development
and modernisation are usually emphasised — for instance, phases of
absolutist rule and its absence in non-modern peripheries (Koselleck,
2015, pp. 55-68; Sowa, 2011, pp. 12-44).?

Some authors associated with the postcolonial critique have adapted
Marx’s analysis of bourgeois society and concluded that it is the highest
and most historically developed form for organising capitalist production.
Such an approach makes it possible to interpret the structure and
production relations of earlier social forms through the lens of this more
developed form. In other words, it is the European bourgeois economy
that provides the key to explaining previous, less advanced forms of
production (Chakrabarty, 1989, pp. 219-230; Marx, 1986, p. 56). Peripheral
historiography has therefore been largely shaped by the discourse of
modernisation and by narratives of transformation in which the main
motivations were progress, innovation, and capitalism (Sosnowska, 2004,
pp. 29-145).

The adjective “modern” constitutes an integral element of European
imperial discourse and has also been incorporated into many peripheral
national traditions. As scholars have emphasised, however, the success
of modernity cannot be attributed solely to the rhetorical appeal and
persuasive charm of beautiful, universal ideas; it has also rested upon
very real forms of power, oppression, and violence (Chakrabarty, 2011,
pp. 54-55).

The search for criteria that distinguishes the progressive centre from
the non-modern periphery is itself deeply problematic. Categories such
as minority and majority, for example, are constructs rather than natural or

2 Itis worth remembering that Edmund Husserl argued that only European philosophy
is capable of asking the ultimate questions (Husserl, 1993, pp. 38-29).
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statistical quantities. Likewise, the semantic content of “being European”
is heterogeneous and may vary depending on the context in which the
phrase is used. While Europeans may wish to perceive themselves as the
centre of the civilised world, they constitute a distinct statistical minority
within it.

Nineteenth-century colonialism rested upon a relative and highly
problematic understanding of majority and minority, as well as upon
a clearly normative concept of progress and social change. The
“minorities” who were supposed to aspire to European standards and
norms were not numerically smaller — and therefore peripheral — groups.
In fact, it was precisely the opposite: they were a smaller but dominant
group of Europeans at the core who demanded respect for supposedly
universal norms from the majority groups. This suggests that domination
and the establishment of a privileged position do not always depend
upon numerical superiority, but rather upon more subtle and diverse
mechanisms of intellectual and symbolic domination (Wolff, 2020;
Johnson, 1996). In other words, the history of groups that are numerically
much larger than the dominant group may nevertheless be presented
as peripheral, minority history (Chakrabarty, 2011, p. 127). In this case,
possessing effective tools of symbolic domination is crucial in this regard.
According to Marshall Berman, drawing on Paul de Man, the real power
of the idea of modernity lies in neutralising the past in a way that erases
its significance for the present and creates a new Archimedean point from
which an authentic modern present can emerge (Berman, 2006, p. 426).

When modernity is understood as a project through which reason and
modern formal-operational rationality are realised, practices and actions
that deviate from this ideal are dismissed as irrational, anachronistic,
provincial, or backward. When the irrational substance of contemporary
life — the realms that have not been disenchanted — are treated as
inferior or backward, reason itself becomes arrogant and elitist, thereby
reinforcing the logic of historicism (Wolff, 2020; Chakrabarty, 2011,
p- 297). Peripherality is thus constituted through the subversive strategies
of authoritarian reason.

The Irresistible Charm of Imitation

The author’s argument begins with an attempt to explain the causes
of Western ideological and symbolic supremacy, and how this supremacy
transformed the adoption of Western moral ideals and values into
unquestioned imperative for those societies on the periphery. In the 1990s,
thesituation led, on the fringes of Europe, to the replacement of communist
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orthodoxy with liberal orthodoxy. The problem may therefore be reframed
as a question concerning the sources of democrats’ liberal hegemony. In
a sense, liberal actors came to monopolise the accepted political discourse,
thereby marginalising alternative ways of conceptualising the state.
Therefore, it is pertinent to ask whether peripheral populism — essentially
the reverse of this hegemony — was rooted in a substrate of ressentiment.
After 1989, the confrontational, so-called “head-to-head communication”
that constituted the essence of the Cold War division between democrats
and communists transformed into a new asymmetry between the imitators
and the imitated.

It should be noted that, at the time, most major systemic reforms —
includingeconomic reforms—in the peripheral Eastern Bloc countries were
subject to the logic of imitation (Stiglitz, 2004, pp. 129-158). This policy
and practice of imitation, which was referred to within the periphery as
democratisation, liberalisation, modernisation, or simply Europeanisation
or Americanisation, evolved into a radical form of self-colonisation. One
of its most salient dimensions was the moral asymmetry between the core
and the periphery, as well as the ostentatious manner in which those who
were imitated emphasised their moral superiority over their imitators.
Furthermore, the imitated actors granted themselves the right to supervise
and evaluate the progress of the periphery’s modernisation (Klein, 2020).
In short, the most effective path towards democratisation in peripheral,
non-democratic regions consisted in the imitation of the countries of the
Western core.

Imitation — particularly when it concerns goals and values — differs
fundamentally from simple borrowing, which leads to significant cultural
and social change. The latter process has been relatively well described
by theorists of cultural diffusion (Frobenius, 1898; Graebner, 1911;
Ratzel, 1896). The multidirectional mechanism of borrowing resources —
including, for example, technology — has never had a significant impact on
the identity of the borrower, while the imitation of goals, and especially
values, can lead to a profound transformation of identity, akin to processes
of religious conversion. By imitating moral ideals, societies begin to
resemble those they imitate and become less and less like themselves
(Krastew, Holmes, 2020, p. 19). During periods of profound transformation
— that is, during changes in key organisational structures and, ultimately,
cultural models — identity plays a special role in guaranteeing the stability
and integrity of the group, and becomes a key component in the struggle
for dignity and recognition.

The adoption of imitation strategies seems to undermine this stability
and often to contributes to the social construction of cultural trauma
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(Alexander, 2010, pp. 195-221; Sztompka, 2000). Such a trauma is
a consequence of having to meet the contradictory demands of being both
a copy and an original. In the 1990s, the peripheral countries of Central
and Eastern Europe found themselves in precisely such a psychologically
problematic — or even traumatic — relationship with the liberal Western
world.? The role played by the cultural imperialism of the core countries
and the practice of permanent acculturation, that is, the conversion of the
periphery to the value system of the West, should not be underestimated
as a source of the current illiberal tendencies in the politics of peripheral
countries.

“Shock therapy,” which is typically discussed in the context of economic
transformation, should be viewed primarily as a form of moral therapy that
clearly alters the foundations of identity in peripheral countries. Important
insights into the ways in which imitation may generate psychological
trauma and social conflict can be found in the work of René Girard, who
noted that imitation leads to resentment and conflict when the model
becomes an obstacle to the imitator’s self-fulfilment or undermines self-
esteem (Girard, 2001). According to Girard, imitating desires — such as
lifestyles — constitutes the most common cause of conflict and ressentiment.
Desire may be directed not only towards a specific object, but also towards
that which is desired by “the Other”. The more we trust the imitated,
the less we trust ourselves (Girard, 2001). Consequently, the imitated
model becomes a rival and a threat to self-respect (Krastew, Holmes, 2020,
p- 24). Itis therefore difficult to overlook the extent to which contemporary
anti-liberal movements on Europe’s peripheries mobilise emotions
such as resentment, wounded pride, shame, and, ultimately, a sense of
humiliation and degradation.

The most interesting question here is why and how such a radical
departure from the policy of imitation occurred on Europe’s periphery. In
other words, why did right-wing populists challenge a strategy that liberals
had long considered the fastest and most self-evident path to accelerated
modernisation? The processes discussed here undoubtedly contributed
to the emergence of an anti-Western, illiberal counter-elite. This elite is
composed largely of incompetent, provincial individuals who fail to meet
meritocratic standards, yet who nevertheless occupy influential political
and other public positions (cf. GldBel, Scharpf, 2025).

The colonisation of the collective imagination by these populist
counter-elites has been reinforced by the persistent depopulation
of Central and Eastern European countries. One direct consequence of

3 The subject of imitation as a mechanism of societal organisation is discussed from
a broader perspective in Gabriel Tarde’s classic The Laws of Imitation (1903).
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what observers might describe not just as a demographic decline but
a demographic catastrophe is the growing rejection of universal human
rights, because they are thought to express the ideological hegemony of
the Western core. On Europe’s periphery, the term “gender ideology”
has come to encompass a broad range of Western ideas that the populist
actors revile, and has become a contemporary Kampfbegriff in political
discourse. This raises the question of whether such attitudes constitute
a reaction to what is perceived as the West’s disregard for the national
traditions and cultural particularities of peripheral societies. In part, such
indifference is inherent in the liberal idea of tolerance itself, because
the boundary between tolerance understood as respect for diversity and
tolerance understood as coerced complacence can be difficult to define. It
is noteworthy that tolerance remains one of the most frequently invoked
concepts in debates on immigration. Critics argue that the concept may
imply an asymmetrical relationship, insofar as the acceptance extended to
others can, at least in principle, be withdrawn.

It may be argued that the 1989 revolutions in Central and Eastern
Europe were driven by the aspiration for complete convergence — that
is, by the desire to become so similar to the core Western countries that
the distinction between the original and the copy would be invisible.
Any attempt to explain the phenomenon of populism in peripheral
countries must take into account the role of inequality in intensifying
the sense of humiliation in underprivileged social groups striving to
emulate an ultimately unattainable model. Jiirgen Habermas described
the revolutions in Europe’s peripheral countries as corrective revolutions,
intended to bridge the gap between countries of advanced capitalism and
their peripheries. This was supposed to be a return to normality, where
the normative reference was Western Europe. In short, normality was
associated with the Western way of life and liberal values.

Put simply, revolution or reform through imitation appeared to
be the only legitimate route to modernisation for elites in peripheral
countries after 1989. Populist actors, however, contend that the liberal
belief in the advantages of assimilating into a multicultural society has
been misguided. From this perspective, multiculturalism — described
by some as a new political religion (Bock-Coté, 2017) — is perceived as
contributing to the erosion of the West because it undermines society’s
ability to maintain cultural coherence. For right-wing populists, post-
national identity functions as a form of ideological camouflage that plays
a role similar to so-called “gender ideology”. In their view, it seems to
impose universal standards of integration on peripheral societies while
deliberately weakening the national tradition. This type of ideological
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Trojan horse is perceived as a subversive strategy which threatens to
undermine the native principles of society from within.

In several countries, populist governments have at various times
mobilised public opinion around the issue of migration, portraying it as an
existential threat to national communities. From a critical perspective, this
may be interpreted as an attempt to shift public attention away from long-
term structural challenges, particularly depopulation and demographic
decline, towards a more immediate and politically salient external threat.
Such narratives frequently invoke fears of national decline, cultural
displacement, and the loss of collective identity. In psychological terms,
this dynamic may be understood through the mechanism of transference,
whereby anxieties associated with one source of insecurity are redirected
towards another, more readily identifiable object. At the same time,
Central and Eastern Europe remains one of the world’s most rapidly
depopulating regions. The demographic challenges facing the region are
likely to have far-reaching social, economic, and political consequences,
yet they often receive less public attention than more immediate and
emotionally charged political issues.

More relevant to the present discussion is its relationship to fears of
ethnic and cultural disappearance that may be particularly pronounced
among both smaller and peripheral nations. Such concerns may be
experienced more intensely in societies whose historical existence has often
been perceived as fragile. As Milan Kundera observed, “a small nation
can disappear and it knows it” (Kundera, 1984, p. 8). Due to the media’s
trivialisation of immigration issues, framing immigration as primarily
a Western European phenomenon, the eastern periphery of Europe has
frequently been portrayed as mono-ethnic in contrast to the heterogeneous
and multi-ethnic West. Within this symbolic framework, immigration may
be perceived as a process that challenges the distinct cultural and historical
identity of Eastern Europe as a separate, symbolic space.

In the author’s opinion, the demographic changes currently affecting
the region will significantly impact the future social structure and affect
all aspects of life, including politics, the economy, culture, and family
life. In Poland, for example, the pension system, fiscal policy, income
redistribution mechanisms, labour market regulations, and basic political
values are all based on the assumption of constant population growth.
The problematic nature of this assumption compels us to view these
changes as what could be described as a social catastrophe. Such a serious
demographic crisis could devastate the current economic policies of many
countries and perhaps lead to a crisis of capitalism and the consumer
society itself.
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Phantasmatic Revenge and the Erosion of the Legal Order

The traditional opposition between modernity and backwardness,
reflectedinthedistinctionsbetweencentreandperiphery,hasbeenredefined
from the perspective of xenophobic populism. In this reinterpretation,
a narrative has been constructed around the idea that the Western world
is losing its cultural identity. In the narrative, the West is portrayed as
experiencing an identity crisis (Krastev, Holmes, 2020, p. 62). This type of
moralising appeals to those who value enduring and conventional forms
of collective identity. In the author’s opinion, it is a form of revenge in the
realm of the imagination — a phantasmatic way of compensating for one’s
own ressentiment (Nietzsche, 2003, p. 24). The revenge of the wronged and
humiliated against their former oppressors comes to mind here. This
type of revenge is driven by an overwhelming desire to repay the haughty
indifference of Western European intellectuals.

The author has intentionally stylised and exaggerated the above
characterisation, yet it nevertheless points to a deeper concern of the
perceived crisis of an open society, that is, a society that populist actors
on Europe’s periphery think is unable to manage its own complexity
effectively. From this perspective, policies associated with the welcoming
of immigrants, such as those pursued by Germany during the refugee
crisis, are not interpreted as signs of openness but rather of helplessness,
or at least of something that populist actors would like to avoid at all costs.
Populist movements have used the refugee crisis as an opportunity to
construct a distinct vision of Eastern Europe and to define it in opposition
to the West. In this sense, this strategy may be understood as a shift from
the paradigm of the fight for recognition towards the defence of identity.
Paradoxically, however, identity itself remains dependent upon a fight for
recognition, as both Hegel and later recognition theorists have emphasised
(Hegel, 2010, pp. 125-159; Honneth, 2012, pp. 70-140).

Eastern European populists frequently criticise the West for its open-
door immigration policy, but their real underlying concern is the potential
loss of productive, highly-educated citizens from the periphery to the
centre.* The populists’ reluctance and aggression are not in actuality aimed

* Long-term immigration can contribute to social disintegration and disrupt the
lives of native inhabitants, as illustrated by the case of Irish immigration to Boston as
analysed by Oscar Handlin (Handlin, 1941). Beginning in the 1840s, large numbers
of Irish migrants — many of them impoverished with little formal education — left
their homeland in response to the Great Famine. Their traditional Catholicism,
with its strong fatalistic streak, often proved incompatible with the progressive,
Enlightenment-era Protestantism of the host society, leading to lasting divisions
within nineteenth century Boston.
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at multiculturalism, but at individualism and cosmopolitanism. Populists
seem to have realised that their greatest failure derives not from Western
multiculturalism, but from the individualism and cosmopolitanism of
their country’s own native educated middle class (Lilla, 2017). In any case,
it was not multiculturalism but rather individualism that contributed to
emigration and the draining of intellectual capital from the periphery to
the more prosperous regions of Europe.

Nationalism has consequently become one of the principal ideological
foundations of today’s peripheral populism. Paradoxically, there has
often entailed a shift away from local and immediate concerns towards
broader conflicts over international norms, especially towards the legal
order of the European Union. Right-wing nationalist movements view
globalisation as a threat because it could lead to the consolidation of
a universal, supranational form of identity, which would delegitimise
their own ideology upon which such movements rely.

However, the liberal approach is inadequate because it assumes that
contemporary nationalist mobilisation is rooted in economic conditions,
andthatitcanthereforebeaddressed throughincomeredistributionreform.
From the liberal perspective, the issue is framed fundamentally as one of
social justice. Recent developments, however, expose the shortcomings
of this way of thinking. Economic crisis and rampant inflation have not
necessarily led to a decline in support for the populist parties that have
themselves been associated with such conditions. This suggests that the
dynamics in question may not be reducible to a conventional electoral
fight over policy responses to combat a crisis of public finance, but could
be better understood as a form of culture war, whose stakes involve
competing definitions of reality. From this perspective, populists have
skillfully exploited the fact that economic globalisation threatens identity
by causing universal values to penetrate local narratives.

Building a global economy entails the weakening of national and local
ties in favour of transnational flows of good, capital, and migrations, as
well as an overall increase in the importance of mutual dependencies.
Within this context, populism and nationalism may gain appeal not
because they offer coherent solutions to economic disruption, but because
they provide an effective identity narrative that can generate the illusion
of strength and a sense of agency at the local level. Such narratives may
foster expectations of increased personal security and confidence in an
uncertain world.

Nationalism is a much more dangerous option than populism because
its definition of reality is horizontal, whereas populism’s definition is
vertical. Nationalists do not appear to be interested in dividing people
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into rulers and the ruled, but rather into insiders and outsiders — that
is, people who belong to the national community and those who are or
should be excluded from it. Nationalists construct divisions not around
power structures or class differences, which are important to populists,
but around an imagined identity. If a government does not change the
relationship between elites and the rest of society, subsidise social groups
with public funds, or implement large state projects, but instead solely
fuels hostility between people, then we are not dealing exclusively with
populism.

Unlike the liberal consensus that characterised parts of Western political
discourse in the late 1990s, today’s illiberal narratives are based on the
assumption that the rights of the white Christian majority are threatened.
In his sense, the individualism and universalism promoted by liberals in
the late twentieth century are being replaced on the periphery by identity-
based politics that draw on experiences of social resentment. Such narratives,
which derive from primordial codes, tend to resonate more strongly among
societies that are characterised by lower levels of educational attainment,
more limited cosmopolitan value frameworks, and weaker integration
into transnational networks. Within this context, one recurrent feature of
populist rhetoric is a strong critique of domestic cosmopolitan and liberal
elites, who are often portrayed as insufficiently representative of national
interests. Rather than being articulated as direct hostility toward fellow
citizens, these critiques frequently take the form of indirect constructions
of internal division, in which certain groups are depicted as insufficiently
loyal, unpatriotic, or aligned with external interests.

It is difficult to assume that this kind of moral stigmatisation will
achieve any sort of cognitive acceptance. Populists, though, cannot depict
pro-Western individualists simply as people with different views with
whom they could have an intellectual debate, because, for the populists
themselves, such a debate might be an epistemological disaster. For
this reason, Polish populists have not participated in any substantive
conversations in the public sphere, because in such meetings, arguments
are expected to be justified through rational-critical debate (Habermas
1999, p. 59). Populists, who shut themselves in so-called “information
bubbles”, are increasingly referring to strongly polarising binary moral
codes. First, they create an image of a collective enemy, and then erect
impassable ontological fences that prevent any understanding between
two different orders of reality. In this context, political narratives may also
construct claims of epistemic certainty, whereby particular actors position
themselves as having correctly interpreted geopolitical developments.
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has, in some accounts, been incorporated
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into such argumentative structures as a form of retrospective validation
of earlier geopolitical positions, particularly in relation to Eastern policy
and relations with Russia, thereby reinforcing claims about the credibility
of peripheral perspectives within European political debates. Within
this discursive field, certain populist articulations in Central Europe
have been interpreted as advancing a reversal of normative hierarchies
between centre and periphery, encapsulated in the claim — often attributed
in analytical commentary to leaders such as Viktor Orban and Jarostaw
Kaczynski — that “now we are the real Europeans, and the West should
imitate us.”

To approach the problem from a more sociological and holistic
perspective, it could be argued that the current hypertrophy of identity
politics in Eastern Europe, especially in its populist and right-wing
articulations, is a reaction to the atrophy of collective identity in
earlier decades. The populist version primarily relies on the denial of
universalist identity claims, which populists reframe as the expressions of
particularistic interests of privileged and wealthy Westerners.

Within such narratives, even referring to procedural and legal forms
of political legitimation can be viewed as an element of ideological
subjugation. Germany’s famous constitutional patriotism, which is an
integral element of the country’s difficult coming-to-terms with its own
National Socialist past (Habermas, 2001; Miiller, 2007), may therefore
be presented in the periphery as a new “German ideology” aimed at
oppressing and exploiting the former post-communist countries for its
own benefit.

In recent years, a common narrative in Poland has positioned Germany
as a central point of political and symbolic contestation. This raises several
important questions. For example, did peripheral nationalist ressentiment
result from the intellectual poverty of the 1989 revolution? Did the
patronising superiority with which the Eastern Bloc countries were treated
significantly contribute to the “so-called «we’ll show you» tactic aimed
at restoring the voice of Central and Eastern Europe? Residents of the
periphery might certainly have perceived a number of the West’s actions
as a kind of «soft colonisation»” (Maalouf, 2002). On the other hand, it
seems that populism on the periphery of Europe cannot be explained
solely by disillusionment with liberalism and the negative effects — at
least for some people — of the post-communist economic transformation.

To illustrate this statement, the case of Poland may be considered
an example of a relatively large and important player and, in a sense,
representative of peripheral Europe and the broader strategies discussed
in this text. In 2018, the Polish president, employing rhetoric that some
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citizens found controversial, compared Poland’s membership in the
European Union to the historical experience of the Partitions, thereby
invoking a narrative of lost sovereignty. This narrative is still being
perpetuated by the right-wing opposition. Such a comparison may, mutatis
mutandis, evoke Herbert Marcuse’s well-known argument that the terror
of capitalism is essentially no different from the Soviet terror of the Gulags
(Marcuse, 1991). This kind of absurd analogy between communist or
superpower authoritarianism and liberal democracy seems to result from
a sense — rooted in many complexes — of having to fight for recognition.
In other words, it stems from an overwhelming desire to decide for
oneself, even when it goes against any principles of rationality or one’s
own interests. However, the self-harming actions which are referred to
here are only actions against the public good or national interest, because
the expropriation of state property — or other ways in which individuals
secure their own economic interests — have become so common since the
post-communist transformation that they no longer have the potential to
delegitimise the government of the populist right.

Recent controversies concerning institutional integrity in Poland,
1.e., the scale of lies, fraud, deception, misappropriation of public funds,
nepotism, dismantling of the judicial system, and appropriation of
independent media have become so unprecedented in recent years that
Polish society is, in fact, systemically immersed in a reality that only
simulates the existence of a political and legal order. In this context,
comparisons are now inevitably drawn to earlier political systems in
which legal institutions functioned primarily as instruments of symbolic
validation rather than as autonomous sources of normativity, including,
for example, certain practices associated with communist-era judicial
show processes.

From this perspective, some of the more recent rulings of Poland’s
Constitutional Tribunal have been interpreted by critics as contributing
to the perception that legal procedures may serve, at least in part,
a legitimising function as regards legal norms and procedures. The
question remains as to why it is necessary to create such an illusion. The
authoritarian communist powers naturally did not have to go to these
lengths and issued sentences as they saw fit. What, then, was the purpose of
broadcasting the inconsistency of local norms with EU legislation through
a ruling from the — supposedly impartial — constitutional court? Was it
not enough simply to stop respecting the legal norms imposed on Poland
under the EU treaty provisions (and, as actually happened, to expose the
country to financial penalties)? What is the purpose of such additional
justification, seemingly anchored in the legal system? Could this be an
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ordinary manifestation of the well-known process of the juridification of
the public sphere (Hirschl, 2004; Luhmann, 2004)?

It may be argued that the forms of imitation produced during the
transformation period have been replaced by practices of simulation,
which Baudrillard conceptualises in terms of “hyperreality” (Baudrillard,
2005, 1994). From this perspective, those in power may be seen as engaging
in performances of compliance within the legal framework, but the legal
framework, in the sense of it operating within the institutional boundaries
of the EU, simply does not exist. In this case, it is the author’s opinion that
simulation becomes a form of revenge for the earlier phases of imitation and
forced modernisation. The Cold War’s division of society into communists
and democrats was replaced by a division of society into imitators and
the imitated. However, the moral hierarchy established as a result of that
division turned out to be destabilising. For Central European populists,
neither hierarchy is valid anymore, because the most important issue has
become the difference between ethnic diversity and homogeneity. This
attitude obviously heralds the return of what Arjun Appadurai calls the
“black box of primordialism” (Appadurai, 2005, pp. 204-211).

The European Union, often functioning metonymically as
a representation of the broader Western world, has endowed itself with
the right to assess the progress of peripheral countries in implementing
Western European standards. This evaluative capacity — which more
specifically could include oversight of EU funds — was difficult for some
people to accept.

There are several reasons why populists in peripheral countries
choose such dysfunctional strategies, including wounded pride, an
instinct to escape a sense of colonial dependence on the West, and
feelings of inferiority. In contexts where access to positions of authority is
increasingly mediated by meritocratic, technocratic, and transnationally
validated criteria, actors whose resources are primarily embedded in local
or nationally bounded networks may experience reduced access to such
forms of recognition (Glafiel, Scharpf, 2025). In the transnational sphere,
authority is practically unattainable for most populist players from the
periphery, and this fact indirectly explains their animosity towards people
who have managed to achieve it.>

> This is why, in recent years, Poland’s ruling camp made Donald Tusk, a former
president of the European Council, its object of greatest hatred. Tusk is the embodiment
of their unfulfiled provincial dreams and of the recognition they will never achieve.
As we know, the pleasure derived from humiliating others can compensate for one’s
own incompetence. During a European Council meeting attended by the leaders of
EU Member States, only Poland’s Law and Justice party voted against the Polish
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Why did the deep desire to imitate the West evolve into an overt hatred
of the countries of the European core and of the European Union itself?
Poland’s former right-wing prime minister once described the latter
a “transnational beast”. The explanation for peripheral xenophobia seems
to lie not in political theory, but in the psychology of ressentiment. As Max
Scheler (1997) argued, admiration may be transformed into resentment
when desired goals appear unattainable and the admired object ceases to
function as a realistic model (Scheler, 1997).

Thenotion that the West is morally corrupt is also a constitutive element
of contemporary Russian political discourse. It should be remembered that
for Russia, imitating Western norms was a key post-Cold War experience.
From this perspective — especially considering the unsuccessful, selective
economic transformation of the 1990s that led to Russia’s oligarchisation
(Stiglitz, 2004, pp. 134-136) — subsequent events can be viewed as a form
of revenge against the West for coercing its imitation.

Conclusions

Certain political actors in Poland realised that an independent
judiciary and the binding nature of European legal norms posed both an
obstacle and threat to the neo-authoritarian system of power they wanted
to establish. This realisation led them to create and promote an anti-
European narrative and to break with the policy of imitation. Numerous
similarities exist between the strategies adopted in peripheral Central
and Eastern European countries, including by post-imperial Russia
and right-wing nationalist movements in countries such as Poland. The
narrative of defending sovereignty against the EU — or NATO in the case
of Russia — is only the initial association. The restoration of independence
and sovereignty is presented as freedom from Western influence. These

candidate. The party thus acted against its country’s own interests, but dislike and
desire for revenge made it incapable of understanding complex power relations; it
essentially understood them as the transfer of local interparty conflicts into the EU’s
networked sphere of inter-procedural liberalism. Complexes and envy prevented
it from abandoning so-called “head-to-head communication”, meaning in this
case that the personal conflict was transferred to the transnational level. Law and
Justice employed a similar strategy in regard to the Act on the Institute of National
Remembrance, from which it had to withdraw under pressure from international
opinion (mainly from Jewish circles). The Act had been produced at the state level to
silence intellectuals who were inconvenient to the government, such as Jan Tomasz
Gross. Such activity, of course, highlights the incredible weakness of the state, because
disputes regarding social memory or historical policy are usually resolved through
rational debate, not legislation. Once again, the state tried to settle personal conflicts
at an inappropriate level.
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strategies are based on anxiety about weakness in relation to the West —
that is, they concern a failure to come to terms with one’s own peripheral
status. Peripheral countries often find it difficult to accept being copycat
democracies because that status usually comes with an inferiority complex
toward the West.

Aggressive and affective politics that aim to polarise society to an
extreme degree may result from resentment and the simultaneous
desire to hide one’s own weakness. Within the framework proposed
here, what can be termed phantasmatic revenge is one strategy adopted
by peripheral countries. Another strategy, which is not discussed in this
text, is self-colonisation. This strategy involves thoughtlessly copying the
standards set by core countries, such as in education or science (so-called
“internationalisation”). Importantly, these two strategies can coexist
without delegitimising each other; they are not mutually exclusive. The
same politicians may criticise and indirectly devastate international
institutions while simultaneously demanding internationalisation in the
scientific field.

From this perspective, self-colonisation and phantasmatic revenge
actually involve a divergence between epistemological and the political
orientations. The periphery would probably like to prove that it is doing
as well as the core countries, while rejecting embarrassing restrictions
in the normative sphere. Another element is the economy, which cannot
currently be subordinated to local politics. The question remains as to
whether systemic violations of legal norms will destroy the institutions
representing capital (such as impartial courts that ensure respect for
contracts), and above all, whether these violations will destroy the
very trust that is necessary to maintain the competitiveness of national
economies in a world of global dependencies.

In addition to the dynamics discussed above, phantasmatic revenge is
also used as a weapon to destroy the model being imitated and its reputation.
In this way, the main axis of the conflict between peripheral Russia and the
West is occurring in the realm of representation, and the goal remains the
destruction of the imago, or role model. Unfortunately, as has been observed,
the conflict remains a conventional military confrontation that continues
to claim the lives of an increasing number of innocent victims. However, it
now seems that Russia is no longer primarily interested in assuming control
and then managing the ashes that remain in the aftermath of the war. The
territory of Ukraine may be interpreted as occupying a symbolic space; akind
of contact-zone periphery (Zarycki, 2016, pp. 105-147; Rokkan, Urwin,
1983), situated between the centre and the periphery proper. The Russians
are trying to subsume this zone within their borders, while the Ukrainians
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are fighting a fierce battle for the possibility of adopting a Western form
of modernisation. If Russia could destabilise the West and destroy it as an
example (1mago) to follow (in the normative order), Ukraine’s chances for
modernisation according to the Western model would be eliminated. This
seems to be what is at stake in the conflict, rather than the mere territorial
conquest of a neighbouring country.

The politics of imitation may also have generated unintended, serious
consequences at the level of collective meaning and social interpretation.
From the standpoint of Western European rationality, it is often easy
to interpret retaliatory actions emerging from peripheral contexts as
manifestations of irrationality, populism, or resistance to processes of
modernisation, thereby framing them as a historical return of unreason
within contemporary political development. Western European liberals
made a similar mistake when evaluating the first presidency of Donald
Trump, whose anti-intellectualism, especially when compared to the
previous presidency of Barack Obama, placed him on the verge of apparent
illiteracy. To contemporary Western analysts, phantasmatic revenge, out of
ressentiment, may seem irrational, but it seems so only from the perspective
of the centre. Such assumptions complicate strategic calculation for
the West as well, though, because it must deal with a situation where
one project, strategy, or vision may be used to oppose another while
simultaneously being rejected itself.

In Poland, the capitulation of the liberal elites, coupled with their
egocentrism and indifference in economic and cultural matters, certainly
facilitated the rise of a populist, revanchist counter-elite, who adeptly
exploited the prevailing sentiment of injustice and marginalisation among
significant segments of society. This counter-elite feigned concern for —
and active involvement in the affairs of — the marginalised and those left
behind in the process of accelerated modernisation.

Ultimately, it is difficult to sustain the argument that the goal of the
European Union has become to colonise the peripheries in a real sense
and methodically deprive them of dignity, even if the matter may look
completely different from the perspective of the peripheries themselves
(Kalmar, 2022, pp. 199-226). This colonisation occurs in the phantasmal
sphere and takes the form of compensatory reflexes. The feeling of
lost respect arose for other reasons, probably in connection with the
increasingly acute sense, on the peripheries, of being insular, peripheral,
and insignificant. The result was a phantasmal revenge against the
imaginary coloniser, the European Union.

It is difficult to find any other rational explanation for the populist
hatred of EU institutions in some peripheral countries and the constant
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emphasis on the loss of sovereignty. The assumption that the European
Union is colonising the European periphery in order to achieve strategic
and long-term benefits — although no one has explicitly defined what
these would be — seems unjustified. The applicability of colonial analogies
seems, in the author’s view, to be very limited, unless “colonialism” refers
to a certain state of society in which the imagined deprivation of dignity
of the colonised by the colonisers makes the former increasingly feel the
need to compensate for their systematically lost self-respect.

Peripheral countries in Central and Eastern Europe have undergone
extensive economic and political reforms as a condition for integration
into European structures. This undoubtedly affected their sense of pride
and contributed to a sense of being underestimated by a rich, capitalist
West, which to this day sees these countries as structurally inferior copies
of the liberal democracies of the core. The command to imitate meant
adopting a standard that condemned the peripheral world to a sense of
permanent incompetence (Krastew, Holmes, 2020, p. 239).

Moreover, populist actors have articulated alternative frameworks of
recognition, often framed in terms of restoring national dignity. In Poland,
this was expressed though the famous slogan of ,,wstawanie z kolan”
(“rising from one’s knees”). Within such narratives, Western standards
were frequently represented as being ideologically motivated. Moreover,
the populists freed socially marginalised groups from any merit-based
hierarchy of values.

The Polish case is not entirely isolated in this sense, because, at present,
an increasing number of entities have to fight for recognition and respect
in a compensatory way, that is, outside the public order, using ever more
complex symbolic tools to defend themselves against claims that threaten
their status. This is certainly the case with Russia, which has consistently
and quite consciously excluded itself from the international legal order.

Optimists in the 1990s believed that the two great ideologies of the
twentieth century, fascism and communism, had been entirely discredited:
the former through the defeat of the Nazis in the Second World War, and the
latter with the defeat of the Soviets at the end of the Cold War. Within this
context, a significant strand of scholarship on the global transformation of
democracy and the capitalist system did not see a real threat or alternative
to the dominance of liberal democracy. At the time, it was difficult to
imagine that any ideology other than liberalism would be able to influence
the imagination of the peripheral world (Fukuyama, 2017).

Against this backdrop, peripheral countries in Central and Eastern
Europe chose a strategy of imitating the goals and values of the Western
world. In the early transformation period, this process involved the
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adoption of democratic institutions, market-oriented reforms, and
associated normative frameworks, frequently understood as a form of
“return to Europe” or integration into Western modernity. The end of
this so-called “age of imitation” coincided with the end of the ideological
confrontation between the two powers of Communist Russia and the
capitalist-liberal United States, which had tried to impose a specific social
and political pattern onto their respective spheres of influence, and even
to link the sphere of publicly professed values with the private worldview
sphere.

The communist ideology, which Czestaw Milosz described in an
almost historiosophical manner in The Captive Mind, was dangerous not
because it had a deeper significance accessible only to the initiated, but
because had the capacity to permeate people’s worldview in the same way
that religion does.

The hierarchical ordering that formerly dominated relations between
the centre and periphery has now become, in the author’s opinion,
impractical and even impossible to maintain. This, of course, forces
us to consider new ways of organising complexity and managing the
comprehensively networked infrastructure of contemporaneity.

Doestheresurgence of populist, values-based identity politics constitute
a testimony to the bankruptcy of complex, networked institutional
structures such as the European Union, especially if we consider the
importance of phantasmatic, resentment-driven revenge, as highlighted
in this article? The question appears particularly salient at the moment,
particularly in the context of the recent return to the idea of a hierarchical
and post-imperial order, with vivid examples being provided by the
contemporary policies of major global actors including China, Russia,
and the United States.

From the perspective advanced here, the revenge of the periphery may
bepartly understood in connection with the transplantation of institutional
models developed in advanced capitalist contexts into post-communist
settings characterised by different administrative capacities and historical
trajectories (Staniszkis, 2009, p. 95). Over time, the peripheral countries
came to perceive such phenomena as matters of coercion, which required
retaliatory action.
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