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Abstract: Racialisation remains an important area of ‘race’ where, for centuries, the ways 
of life of the people of the Middle East and Africa are gazed through Eurocentrism. Using 
different ways of representation, Europeans often represent the other as European fantasy 
of exoticness, strange and foreign. It is a kind of representation that is now advanced in the 
discourse on ‘race’ and nation-state. In this paper, I examine how the long tradition of 
racialisation of Africa is projected onto the people of colour in Poland. In doing so, I bring 
such representation into a conversation that puts immigrants from sub-Saharan Africa 
and their children, either born or brought up in Poland, in a condition where their links 
to Polishness, if not disconnected, are fragmented through the process of racialisation.
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Introduction

Despite the wide criticism of Arthur Keith’s views on racialisation especially 
within academia, everyday people still understand and use ‘race’ biologically, 
hence Keith’s (1973: p. 35) ‘various forms of prejudice’, – ‘personal prejudice’, ‘local 
prejudice’, ‘national prejudice’ and ‘racial prejudice’ – are still very much alive. 
I further this by noting that the process involved in the prejudice paradigm is 
racialisation. In this paper, I engage the example of racialisation of Africa and how 
it is projected onto the people of colour in Poland. In doing so, I argue that such 
representation puts non-white Poles, born or brought up in Poland, in a condition 
where their links to Polishness are fractured through the process of racialisation.

This paper draws on empirical data collected during a fieldwork with Polish 
citizens and residents from sub-Saharan African heritage settled in different parts 
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of Poland, especially in Warsaw, Krakow, Lodz and Katowice. The respondents 
were recruited through effective snowballing. The main selection criteria used was 
that the respondents identified as persons of sub-Saharan African descent, who 
are often racialised as ‘black’ compared to other populations in Poland. A total 
of 30 respondents between the ages of 21–58 participated. Whilst some of the 
respondents were in employment; others were in full-time education. Conducted 
at universities, churches, and cafes, each interview lasted for 60 minutes or more. 
The interviews were audio-taped, transcribed and analysed using Nvivo software.

What is Racialisation?

Racialisation and its opposite de-racialisation are often deployed through 
European perception of the cultures, as well as arts of the people of the Middle East 
and Africa. Arthur Keith (1930; 1937) recognises the importance of racialisation 
and de-racialisation as essential processes of nation building. Starting with an 
exploration of the existence of a primordial ‘tribal feeling’, Keith (1931) notes that 
‘tribal feeling’ – sentiment towards one’s kind – is deeply ingrained in human 
nature that dictates our likes and dislikes. Such feeling comes with prejudices 
and instinctive tendencies. The willingness to accept or reject certain people, for 
Keith, has a lot to do ‘with passions and desires’, linked to an essential part of the 
great scheme of human evolution which produces ‘ever better and higher races of 
mankind’ (Keith, 1973: p. 26).

Advancing his argument, Keith notes that key patterns of prejudice – ‘various 
forms of prejudice’, which include, ‘personal prejudice’, ‘local prejudice’, and above 
all ‘national prejudice’ and ‘racial prejudice’ – allow human beings to make better 
judgement in the processes of inclusion and exclusion (Keith, 1973: p. 35). In 
his view, without a primordial ‘tribal feeling’ that encompasses ‘various forms 
of prejudice’, human beings would make a poor judgement on who should and 
should not be part of their ‘race’ or nation. From this standpoint, Keith sees ‘various 
forms of prejudice’ as a form of racialisation of the other and de-racialisation of 
Europeans as one essential process that is attainable through a long period of 
eugenics project – the cultural and social movements of the 20th century, closely 
linked to ideologies of ‘race’, nation-building, and sexual intercourse. Interconnecting 
population control, social hygiene, and the welfare state, through the process of 
separation and elimination, eugenics was viewed as a progressivism concept that 
would produce a diseased free society leading to the need to produce a racially 
pure society (Dikotter, 1998; Turda & Quine, 2018). Keith’s (1930; 1937) view, 
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from a perspective of the survival of the fittest, is the ability to adapt and progress 
at the expense of the other, hence, eugenics becomes an essential device in the 
operationalisation of Keith’s racialisation.

Whilst Keith’s (1930; 1937) ideas were popular in the European state formations, 
especially in the 1930s with the emergence of Nazism in Germany and widespread 
Fascism in many parts of Europe, Arnold Toynbee (1918; 1948) sees Keith’s 
racial ideas as ‘some more telling nonsense’ (Toynbee, 1948: p. 52) and argues for 
a more rational position. He notes that Keith’s (1930; 1937) ideas have no place 
in the modern world as the purpose of his notion of “racialization” was mainly 
‘a division between those inside and those outside the civilised pale’ which raised 
a fundamental ‘race-feeling’ question. For Toynbee (1948), the de-racialisation 
of Europe and racialisation of the rest of the world as a progressive way of 
improvement has two flaws. First, such an idea only limits human civilisation 
because it concentrates mainly on one part of the world (Europe), hence, the 
second, the rest of the world is regressive.

Unsurprisingly, Arthur Keith’s views, whilst evident in the processes of modern 
states formation, have been widely criticised and rejected by many scholars 
– Michael Banton (1988: pp. 110-111) notes that Keith’s genetics and ‘various 
forms of prejudice’ have no sociological logic. Since Keith sees nation and ‘race’ 
as a single entity, Elazar Barkan (1992: pp. 46–47) takes the view that Keith’s 
idea would only form ‘part of the evolutionary machinery which safeguards the 
purity of race’, and both Rohit Barot and John Bird (2001: p. 606) concur that the 
consequences would be ‘the maintenance of racial inequalities’.

Following Keith’s (1930; 1937) and Toynbee’s (1918; 1948) opposing arguments 
on the use of racialisation, sociologists – Fanon (1968); Reeves (1983); Smith 
(1989); Goldberg (1992); Small (1994); Winant (1994); Malik (1997); Barot and 
Bird (2001); Murji and Solomos (2005); Garner (2010); Fox, et al. (2012); Gans 
(2016) – have used racialisation in different ways that give the concept a range of 
contemporary meanings and associations. Given the amount of attention racialisation 
has attracted, the concept has taken different shapes in different definitions mainly 
used in two ways – thin and thick senses. A thin sense of racialisation applies when 
a group is characterised as a ‘race’, that is, a biological category. Others use the term 
in a thick sense, ‘where the concept tells us something about how racialized groups 
are being understood, and so has content’ (Hochman, 2018: p. 3).

Whilst I think both definitions provide a compelling analysis of racialisation, 
there is a sense in which I find a thick sense of racialisation much more persuasive 
and much more advanced. Developed through Michael Banton (1991), a thick 
sense of racialisation speaks to a process that tells us exactly the processes involved 
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in the racialisation of a group. This helps in setting racialisation aside from ‘race’ 
because ‘race’ and ‘racialisation’ are not the same. Whilst racial formation forms 
‘races’, racialisation forms racialised groups, as Jorge Garcia (2003) correctly points 
out ‘racialization is something that is done to a group, by some social agent, at 
a certain time, for a given period, in and through various processes, and relative 
to a particular social context’ (Garcia, 2003: p. 285). Laura Gómez (2012: p. 236) 
sees racialisation as ‘the social process by which a racial group comes to exist’. 
Similarly, Sally Haslanger (2012: pp. 236–237) tells us that a ‘group G is racialized 
relative to context C’. All this suggests that the concept of racialisation applies 
broadly to groups, individuals, social structures, and to a range of other phenomena 
(Hochman, 2018: p. 3).

To understand racialisation, first, one needs to understand the concept of 
biological ‘race’ even though it is no longer valid. A better understanding rests on 
the 15th century Spain’s racial difference between human beings that took shape 
in the Spanish inquisition when the idea of limpieza de sangre (purity of blood) was 
employed as a justification for the mass expulsion of Jews and Muslims (Lentin, 
2018). They were seen as “raza” biologically different from the mainstream Spanish 
population, defined according to the purity of blood (Nirenberg, 2009). This idea 
was built upon, in the late 18th century, by Immanuel Kant’s colour-coded races as 
‘noble blonde’, ‘copper red’, ‘black’, and ‘olive-yellow’ (Kant, 1777; Bernasconi, 2001). 
It is unmistakable that such categorisation, though modified over time, still applies 
today. From the standpoint of racialisation of the Jews, Hannah Arendt (1951); Leon 
Poliakov (1991) and Bernard Lazare (1995) have significant things to say about 
the complex and subtle historical processes that culminated the slippery of Jews 
from being a religious group to a racial group through anti-Semitism.

Also, Muslims – this particular group, of course, not considered a ‘race’ – has 
now acquired meaning beyond religion since the beginning of the recent terrorist 
activities around the world (Pędziwiatr, 2018). The definition of terrorism has 
shifted in so many ways that now appears in the ways in which many Muslims 
are perceived, and ‘partially racialized’ (Blum, 2002). To frame this in a term 
borrowed from Zia-Ebrahimi (2018), the racialisation of Jews and Muslims is 
‘conspiratorial racialization’ – the grouping together of a ‘target population into 
a unified, coherent and recognizable pack, instinctively acting in unison, and thus 
sharing fundamental racial characteristics’ (p. 331). However, it is through Sayyid 
(2018: p. 421) that one comes to understand that the racialisation of Muslims goes 
deeper than just international terrorism, it is also a postcolonial question that is 
crucial to any understanding of the role of Islamophobia as part of the perception 
of the racialised Muslims.
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Perhaps, it is partly the above historical implication of ‘race’ that underpins 
the notion of racialisation. This implies that ‘race’ alone cannot account for social 
relations, there is indeed another way of looking at social relations, a way that 
departs from the ideology of ‘race’ (Miles, 1993). In other words, the contemporary 
understanding of racism goes deeper than the physiognomic characteristics. Although 
recognising that ‘biology was only one of many possible ways of addressing this 
relationship with ourselves’ (Gilroy, 1998: p. 843), Miles (1989: p. 72) sees the use 
of biological ‘race’ as the reproduction of racial science which has no validity in the 
understanding of racism, hence, such an idea ‘should be explicitly and consistently 
confined to the dustbin of analytically useless terms’. Bluntly put by Gilroy (1998: 
p. 845) ‘… scientific and biological, historical and cultural, rational and irrational, 
skin, bone and even blood are no longer primary referents of racial discourse’.

To add some clarity to the above conceptualisation of racialisation, it is important 
to note that ‘race’ is not an issue. The main concern here is the ideology of racism 
that works through racialisation which identifies differences between groups 
(Miles,1989: p. 75). The focus is on social relations between whites and non-white 
where biological characteristics often play a pivotal role. All that needs to be shown 
here is that the key issue is not exactly biology, but a representation, portrayal and 
ascription of positive or negative qualities to specific people irrespective of their 
physiognomic characteristics.

Racialisation — from the perspective of colour in Poland

Other countries have done more with the concept of racialisation. For instance, 
British (Miles, 1989; Banton, 1991; Murji & Solomos, 2005) and American (Blum, 
2010; Gans, 2016) scholars have unloaded the concept almost completely. Here, 
I focus on racialisation in Poland. I am instructed by the above works to understand 
racialisation not merely in terms of the effect of ‘race’, but as a social process that 
is evident in economic, political and globalisation processes that brought with 
them the movement of people. It is this form of migration, especially in Poland, 
that demonstrates ‘distinct processes of nationalization’ (Miles, 1994: p. 193) 
and then racialisation of the other through the Polish media and the state 
mechanisms (Balogun, 2018). Drawing on my empirical material, I bring the 
concept of racialisation into a conversation with the representation of Africa and 
how it is projected onto the people of colour in Poland. Take for instance, Diane, 
(black, female, 26) who migrated from Nigeria to Poland, struggled to accept the 
representation of her continent by the Polish media:
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‘The media has portrayed this part of the world [Africa] in a bad way. Whenever 
you see images of Africa, it is always with a poor child drinking directly from the 
tap. The media portrays black people as poor. This is why many people say to me 
– you’re very courageous to leave your village to come here, as if travelling is new 
to African people. If you walk about here now, the picture of black people is not great’.

Diane’s complaint is at the heart of racialisation as a representation of the 
other, the ‘images of Africa’. Whilst she accepted that there is poverty in Africa, she 
equally rejected the representation of the entire continent as a place in poverty, 
which gives Polish society a wrong impression that all black people are poor and 
cannot afford travelling outside their continent. Similarly, Jona (black, male, 26), 
another respondent, sees racialisation through the prism of infrastructure:

‘If you’re born in Europe or in the U. S…, there is an innate tendency for you to feel 
that you’re superior to people in Africa. This is possible because everything around 
this person, good housing, better transportation system, great infrastructures help 
to build the mentality of being superior. It seems that people that are lucky enough 
to be born in a system that works, sometimes like to joke about systems that don’t 
work. This may not be obvious, but as an African, you can feel it.’

Both Diane and Jona’s lived experiences speak directly to the temperament 
of Mile’s (1988: p. 9) argument that the Polish racialisation of people of colour 
does not rest mainly on their physiognomic features, but also economic and social 
structure used as a tool to racialise Diane and Jona as poor and perhaps dangerous 
people from Africa. Gans (2016: p. 344) introduces economic and political elements 
to the understanding of racialisation, where politicians play on fears of newcomers, 
as previously demonstrated by Jarosław Kaczyński’s racialisation of migrants from 
the Middle East and Africa as the transmitters of infectious diseases (Cienski, 
2015). The ideology of racism plays a central role in this process. It needs to be 
recognised as part of ‘The racialization of the nation state and the consequent 
transformation of the national community involved a comprehensive negation and 
repudiation of politics as it had been practised in the past…, they were offered an 
ideology of superiority, the glamour of whiteness…’ (Gilroy, 1999: p. 188). Similar 
to Powellism, as a British political force in the late 1960 s and 1970s, Kaczynskism 
is an appeal to linking immigration to broader fears about the future of the Polish 
society. Both Powellism and Kaczynskism appear to be pandering to ‘the fears and 
concerns of the ‘white majority’ (Solomos, 2018: p. 5).

If one takes this argument further, it is most likely that ‘race’ only offers criteria 
upon which signification could occur, attributes negative correlates to the experience, 
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and over time, legitimating consequent discriminatory behaviour (Miles, 1988: p.9). 
Thelma’s experience confirms the argument about racialisation as signification:

‘… in my class, only three of us are black. I was seen as a black girl from Africa, the 
other black girl was seen as a black from America, and a guy from the UK, seen as 
a black guy, but from the UK. It often played out, the way people related to me as 
an African, from Africa’ (Thelma, black, female, 36).

Whilst the above demonstrates examples of how some people could be racialised 
based on the representation of the country/continent they are from, Root (2000, 
pp. 631–632) has observed that racialisation also occurs at the individual level, 
depending on time and place. This is supportive of a particular experience shared 
by Enzo (mixed-race, male, 26). Enzo did not consider his white Polish friends 
as racists, but during football matches he often gets racialised as Emmanuel 
Olisadebe2, an African born, Polish football player:

‘I remember that most Polish people were like: ‘of course, he’s not Polish, he has 
played for the Polish team and he should go’ and whenever I play football with 
my friends, I had to be ‘Olisadebe’, not by choice, but because I’ve no other option.’

Enzo does not identify as black because he is mixed-race, but permanently 
racialised as black due to one-drop rule that disqualifies him from being white 
(Lewis, 2016; Davis, 1991). In this context, Enzo was racialised as ‘Olisadebe’ 
– ‘They made me ‘Olisadebe’, it’s the same way they’re making me a black person 
and Murzyn’3 [negro]. In Gómez’s (2012: p. 236) ontological understanding of 
racialisation, being racialised as ‘Olisadebe’ is the social process by which Enzo 
comes to exist, at least, during football matches.

The above process of racialisation also reflected in the narrative of another 
respondent, Danni (mixed-race, male, 22) who finds racialisation particularly 
frustrating – ‘I don’t like it when they come with an assumption that ‘he’s 
black, he got to be like this, or he’s white, he’s got to be like that or he’s Polish, 
therefore, he’s got to be like this…the stereotype is black’. In his narrative, Danni 
was reflective about ‘a representational process of defining the other (usually, but 

2 See ‘Emmanuel Olisadebe: The talented immigrant who enriched a footballing nation’, available 
online: https://thesefootballtimes.co/2016/11/16/emmanuel-olisadebe-the-immigrant-who-enriched-
a-footballing-nation/.

3 Murzyn, currently a controversial term used to describe a black person in Poland. For some 
Poles, the term has no negative connotations. For others, including the people of colour, Murzyn is 
socially undesirable because the term does not only describe someone from sub-Saharan African 
descent, but also a way of describing a disdained identity. Such description occurs through the process 
of racialisation.
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not exclusively) somatically’ (Miles, 1989: p. 75). Danni recognises that individuals 
have strength and shortcomings, these are common things in everybody and they 
occur in everyday life, but should not be defined based on what people look like 
or where they are from. Whilst Danni acknowledges differences in people, the 
aspect of being racialised is what Danni finds frustrating. The point that Danni 
and other respondents have been making is simplified by the notion that two 
people of different ‘race’ could have a positive or negative relation that is not racial 
(Balogun, 2019), therefore, it is the signification, not ‘race’ that is at the heart of 
many of the treatment of these respondents, where ‘a biological element is always 
present’ (Winant, 2004: pp. 53–54).

Conclusion

In this paper, I have focused on racialisation and its effect. I defined racialisation 
as a concept that is easily applicable to groups, individuals, social structures, and 
other phenomena (Hochman, 2018). Whilst the conceptualisation of ‘race’ seems 
to be the central focus of many scholars working within the field of ‘race’ and racism, 
racialisation has become an essential part of critical race theory used as a process 
to understand racial meaning attached to a situation that may be racial or not. 
Racialisation goes beyond the colour binary, the use of the concept has shaped the 
ways scholars understand how, for example, European Jews and Muslims perceived 
as racial groups through immigration, culture and religion. Therefore, racialisation 
affords social scientists the theoretical manoeuvres to understand ‘race’ and power 
beyond a particular social context and social time (Gonzalez-Sobrino & Goss, 
2018: pp. 3–4). Focusing on groups, individuals, social structures of racialisation, 
I demonstrated through the lived experiences of people of colour in Poland that 
discrimination goes beyond the concept of ‘race’. Discrimination could be read 
through racialisation, a preconceived idea that projects and represents many of my 
respondents, as well as many migrants in a way that they do not see themselves, 
hence created fragmentation in their connection to Polishness.
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