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When Olga Tokarczuk received her Nobel Prize in 2018 for “a narrative imagination 

that with encyclopedic passion represents the crossing of boundaries as a form of life"1 her 

readers were ecstatic but some, especially on Poland’s political right, saw in the prize a divisive 

political issue, or even an open attack on Poland.2 The Minister of Culture from the ruling 

conservative party, Piotr Gliński, stated that he was unable to finish reading Tokarczuk’s 

novels while later adding that her Nobel Lecture was “a bit naïve” and “lacking a penetrating 

diagnosis of the Polish situation.”3 The members of Konfederacja, far-right party in Polish 

Parliament, went further condemning  the Nobel Prize for Tokarczuk outright and claiming 

that “she lies about Polish history.”4 

  In this article, I examine the Nobel lectures written by Polish laureates as a unique 

collective text replete with analysis of their oeuvre within a specific cultural and historical 

context as well as a text that, owing to its occasion, places the authors at the nexus of collective 

history, individual memory and the identity of a writer, while, at the same time, being “a 

philosophising performance.”5 Bearing in mind that the Nobel Prize carries a particular 

meaning and does not just catapult the author’s work onto the world stage, the laureate speaks 
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both as an artist and, at the same time, as the most intimate critic of her/his own work. For a 

Polish writer, talking about his/her own work and its influence suggests also taking into account 

the elevated role that literature has traditionally played in Polish culture since Romanticism, 

during the periods of struggle for independence, and during the last two world wars. Although 

this paper focuses mainly on Tokarczuk’s Nobel Prize Lecture, it takes into account lectures 

by earlier Polish Nobel laureates. My research questions are thus twofold: firstly, what is the 

author’s analysis of their contemporary world; and secondly, what do these lectures suggest or 

imply about the relationship between moral obligation towards the collective and literature as 

such, especially considering  the traditional role played by literature in Polish culture over the 

last two centuries but also the stipulation of the Prize that requires the candidate to bestow “the 

greatest benefit on mankind.”6 Therefore, I argue that the Nobel Lectures delivered by Polish 

writers and poets strongly uphold the unique role of literature in the post-modern world as a 

way of inter-human communication and promoting world unity and coherence that now 

transcends national or ethnic boundaries while emphasising the capacity for building new 

relations of trust within the world.  

Upon receiving a Nobel Prize in Literature, each writer or poet presents his/her speech 

called a “Nobel Lecture.” In the evening, during the celebration dinner, the laureates present a 

short “banquet speech.” This specific practice, however, solidified only after the Second World 

War and in the early years of the twentieth century “reception addresses were episodic or 

stochastic and took various or abbreviated forms” as Salazar asserts.7  Hence, we only have 

Sienkiewicz’s banquet speech that he originally wrote in Latin (but delivered it in French) as 

he did not write a longer “Nobel lecture.”8 The Academy keeps a record of the lectures, banquet 

speeches and presentation speeches as well as all correspondence connected with awarding the 

prizes.9  



 3 

Placing Tokarczuk’s Nobel Lecture within the larger context of other speeches 

delivered by Polish writers who won the Nobel Prize in Literature allows us to present the 

speeches as “public performance” of the writers “motives and thoughts,” including their 

understanding of literature in general.10 Placing it over 114 years, from 1905 to 2109, it also 

suggests the changing position of a writer, the changing understanding of literature and writing 

in general within Nobel’s own changing principles and criteria of awarding the prize.11 That is 

why, in 1948 T.S. Eliot observed that writers stand in front of the Swedish Academy not on 

their “own merit” but rather because they “can perform the function which you have assigned 

to him: the function of serving as a representative, so far as any man can be of thing of far 

greater importance than the value of what he himself has written.”12 

  Nationality has never been a serious consideration in receiving a Nobel Prize in 

Literature since the establishment of the prize, although as Salazar points out that “does not 

mean nationality does not enter the public experience of the Nobel.”13 During WWI, for 

instance, the Swedish Academy decided not to award a Nobel Prize in Literature in 1918 and 

later award it to writers from neutral countries such as Switzerland, Ireland and Poland.14 

Today, the official Nobel Prize website states only the place of birth and death of each recipient 

(including country of birth at that time) but not national identity. It also states the country of 

residence of the winner at the time of the award, and, only in the case of prizes in literature, 

the language in which the author writes.  Depending on how we count them, five or six Polish 

writers have received the Nobel Prize in Literature: Henryk Sienkiewicz in 1905 when Poland 

was a part of the Russian Empire "because of his outstanding merit as an epic writer"; 

Władysław Stanisław Reymont in 1924, in the newly independent Poland, for "his great 

national epic, The Peasants"15; Czesław Miłosz in 1980 "who with uncompromising clear-

sightedness voices man's exposed condition in a world of severe conflicts"; Wisława 

Szymborska in 1996 "for poetry that with ironic precision allows the historical and biological 
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context to come to light in fragments of human reality", and finally, Olga Tokarczuk in 2018 

"for a narrative imagination that with encyclopedic passion represents the crossing of 

boundaries as a form of life." 

 In 1978 Isaac Bashevis Singer received the Nobel Prize in Literature "for his 

impassioned narrative art which, with roots in a Polish-Jewish cultural tradition, brings 

universal human conditions to life." Singer had spent the first thirty-three years of his life in 

pre-WWII Poland and emigrated to the United States in 1935 but he wrote only in Yiddish 

because, as he stated in his Banquet Speech, “Yiddish may be a dying language, but it is the 

only language I know well. Yiddish is my mother language and a mother is never really 

dead.”16 For present purposes, based solely on this linguistic criterion, Singer will be treated 

as a Yiddish and not a Polish writer despite his clear attachment to his past in Warsaw, visible, 

for instance, in the fact that during his life in the USA he wrote to American journals under the 

pseudonym of ‘Isaac Warshafsky,” derived  from  “Warszawa,”17 and despite the fact that the 

majority of his novels depicted Jewish life in pre-1939 Poland because he had “an unmatched 

knowledge and understanding of Jewish-Polish folklore”18. For the same linguistic reason and 

despite cross-cultural controversies we treat Miłosz as a Polish and not an American poet 

despite the fact that he is sometimes described as an American poet, for instance in anthology 

The Best American Poetry 1999.19 

The Nobel Prize in Literature is surrounded by controversy regarding political views of 

some laurates, just to mention the case of Peter Handke’s “genocide controversy”20 but also by 

various interpretations what Alfred Nobel meant when he wrote in his hand-written will that 

the prize should be awarded “to the person who shall have produced in the field of literature 

the most outstanding work of an ideal direction”21. It is not only the subjectivity of the term 

“outstanding” but also the precise meaning of the phrase “in an ideal direction” or “of an ideal 

direction”. Consequently, the wording of this passage has undergone revisions, partially due to 
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the fact that Nobel’s handwriting is difficult to read.22 The Swedish Academy concludes that 

Nobel Prizes in Literature are to be distributed to those writers or poets who “shall have 

conferred the greatest benefit on mankind” thus stipulating that the prize should in general 

possess an element of universal altruism and be beneficial for humanity: “Nobel actually meant 

“in a direction towards an ideal”, and specified the sphere of the ideal by the general criterion 

for all the Nobel Prizes: they are addressed to those who “shall have conferred the greatest 

benefit on mankind.”23 It can be thus logically assumed that this stipulation is taken into 

account by the laureates themselves when they internalise the magnitude of the award and its 

consequences, and when they deliver their speeches as illustrated by above quoted T.S. Eliot’s 

speech.24  

Tokarczuk delivered her almost one-hour long Nobel Lecture on 7 December 2019 in 

Stockholm. Reading Tokarczuk’s Nobel Lecture in conjunction with earlier Nobel Lectures by 

Sienkiewicz, Miłosz, and Szymborska, as Reymont did not deliver his lecture, allows us to 

gauge the changing relationships between the writer, literature, and the world. 

 

The world as a paradox 

 

Tokarczuk’s Nobel Lecture is not only the most extensive of the four speeches delivered by 

Polish writers; it also places itself in dialogue with earlier lectures by Polish laureates.  The 

world in Tokarczuk’s lecture, as in the lectures of Miłosz and Szymborska, can be read both as 

a physical entity – the planet Earth - but also as a place of tragic history and the non-stop 

changes of the postmodern and “post-truth” world. The element of difficult history is highly 

convincing in the case of writers coming from Eastern Europe, and especially from Poland. 

Thus, when Sienkiewicz’s delivered his short Nobel banquet speech in 1905 he stressed the 

injustice towards Poland because “it has been said that Poland is dead, exhausted, enslaved, 
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but here is the proof of her life and triumph.”25 Yet, by quoting Galileo’s rebellious phrase ‘E 

pur si muove” in the same speech, Sienkiewicz implied a future independent and victorious 

Poland despite its non-statehood status at the time. More importantly, he presented himself not 

as an individual laureate, but rather as a humble representative of “Poland’s genius”26 thus 

clearly upholding the traditional Romantic paradigm of the dominance of the collective (Polish 

nation) over the individual (he as a writer); from the “individual experience” towards 

“identification with the collective.”27 At the same time, Sienkiewicz glorified Poland as a 

“collective responsibility” through the words of Cyprian Kamil Norwid, one of Poland’s four 

Romantic “bards” because “the language of Romanticism” was then still used to “seek the 

ethical and transcendental sense of political events.”28 The social and political significance of 

the role of the nations was a potent concept at the turn of the century in Europe anyway when 

Carl David af Wirsén,  himself “Christian-conservative Swedish critic”29 in his award 

ceremony speech praised not only Sienkiewicz’s “ardent patriotism” as not blinding him to the 

faults of his compatriots but also Sienkiewicz as being “a representative of the literature and 

intellectual culture of a whole people” while presenting Poland as “formerly the bulwark of 

Christendom against the Turks and the Tartars.”30  It is highly doubtful that today many critics 

would agree with Wirsén’s assertion although some conservative critics still do.31 

Due to his illness, Reymont did not travel to Stockholm for the award ceremony on 10 

Dec. 1924 but was represented by his friend and Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Alfred 

Wysocki, who accepted in Reymont’s name the gold medal, Nobel diploma and the financial 

prize.32  Thus, Reymont did not write his Nobel Lecture although he wrote thank you letters to 

Sweden, among them to Prof. Fredrik Böök who earlier wrote extensively about The Peasants 

comparing Reymont to Homer; 33 and to his translator into Swedish, Ellen Wester.34 However, 

Per Hallström, the Chairman of the Nobel Committee of the Swedish Academy, in his 

presentation essay on The Peasants35 stressed not only the novel’s universality but at the same 
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time its nationality, its Polishness by emphasising “the poetry” of  the “Polish soil”, the 

Polishness of the novel’s characters with their “natural magic” as well as the “Polish 

temperament” indirectly suggesting that European history was finally just towards the newly 

independent Poland.36 This was also clearly underlined by the Academy’s motivation to award 

the Prize for Reymont’s “great national epic, The Peasants" and not only “a great epic.” In the 

words of Fredrik Böök, “we are happy that the highest literary award was given to the 

resurrected Poland. When the Academy awarded Sienkiewicz, the Polish state did not exist yet. 

However, in the years of humiliation and the years of triumph, Sweden expressed its 

recognition and appreciation for the talented Polish nation.”37 

 To a high degree, Polish post-WWII Nobel laureates present the world as a place of 

multifaceted paradoxes and forever marked by the collective suffering of the twentieth century 

even if they don’t talk about it directly, as is the case with Szymborska and Tokarczuk. For 

Miłosz, the general paradox is located between dispassionate observation of the world and 

participation in it; “an oscillation between the demands and seductions of engagement, on the 

one hand, and the necessity for distance –be it aesthetic, ethical, or some combination of the 

two –on the other.”38 In other words, between art that by definition requires distancing oneself 

as a emotionless observer or a witness of the world, and participation in it despite the fact that 

“to embrace reality in such a manner that it is preserved in all its old tangle of good and evil, 

of despair and hope, is possible only thanks to a distance, only by soaring above it – but this in 

turn seems then a moral treason.”39  Milosz’s sentiment is clearly supported by his conviction 

that poets from “the other Europe” to which he belongs as he emphasises throughout his lecture, 

have to carry with them the vastness of the collective suffering and injustice they have 

experienced and witnessed  during the twentieth century, and be true to their ethical obligation 

to remember and share it because it “is possible that there is no other memory than the memory 

of wounds.”40 In his recognition of humanity’s oneness, Milosz presents the collective 
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suffering not as restricted to Poles alone as was the case of Sienkiewicz’s short speech. In his 

lecture Miłosz “out of a sense of moral obligation”41 talks about the continuous suffering of 

others, in this case the three Baltic nations, that lost their independence in 1939 and still lacked 

it in 1980 when Milosz received his prize.  Although Milosz, as he ironically puts it “did not 

see [himself] as a warrior against the Kingdom of Evil” and “wanted to confine [himself] to 

literature,” he went beyond detached observing often, for instance in The Captive Mind in 1953 

when he went “beyond Poland, which was the focus of the book” and included the essay about 

the lasting injustice towards the Baltic nations.42 In general, due to complications of Polish 

history, Polish writers often had to take a political stand being aware “of the heavy burden that 

history has forced upon us” in Miłosz’s own words.43 When asked directly why “throughout 

all of your poetry, we feel a very large vision of the poet’s role in society, in the world, a bit as 

if poets are the prophets in modern time” Miłosz attributed this inability to confine oneself 

exclusively to literature also to the role played traditionally by Polish literature forcing the 

writers to take an ethical stand because “there’s nothing special in me. It’s the tradition of 

Polish literature and Polish poetry.”44 In any case, Miłosz’s conviction that one “should not be 

indifferent to human suffering, because it cries out for vengeance from heaven” is a visceral 

moral question of his poetry since his early poems and later also the rejection of reductionist 

interpretations of humankind that he developed further in his Harvard lectures under the title 

The Witness of Poetry.  

Szymborska locates the paradox within the human approach to knowledge: between 

knowing and not knowing. Her lecture extols the virtue of acknowledging one’s own 

ignorance, the initial step in the pursuit of understanding through openness to different ideas, 

even if the achieved understanding is always incomplete: “Poets, if they’re genuine, must also 

keep repeating ‘I don’t know.’ Each poem marks an effort to answer this statement, but as soon 

as the final period hits the page, the poet begins to hesitate, starts to realize that this particular 
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answer was pure makeshift that’s absolutely inadequate to boot.”45 Szymborska’s admission 

of ignorance represents not only “the creative significance of the humility implied in our 

admissions of ignorance;”46 rather, it refers to the continuous need to understand and define 

oneself and the world thus “returning to poetry’s ancient roots.”47  

Even if somewhat quixotic, placing of the phrase “I don’t know” in Nobel lecture 

suggests not only an intellectual, epistemic curiosity and wonder towards the world as was the 

case of Newton or Maria Skłodowska-Curie, whose curiosity she mentions as the guiding 

principle of their lives, but also the realisation that “knowing” might represent a form of 

delusion stemming from dogmas, religion, mysticism or authority. She argues in her lecture 

that, paradoxically, such ‘knowledge’  represents closed-mindedness, acceptance of only one 

type of order with rejection of others as well as growing discomfort with ambiguity, and those 

who think differently. Although Szymborska does not specifically mention the collective 

suffering of the twentieth century imposed by two totalitarian systems under which she lived, 

it is her collective experiences as a Pole and as an East European that helps her to add weight 

to her explanation that “all sorts of torturers, dictators, fanatics, and demagogues struggling for 

power by way of a few loudly-shouted slogans also enjoy their jobs, and they too perform their 

duties with inventive fervour. Well, yes, but they ‘know’. They know, and whatever they know 

is enough for them once and for all. They don’t want to find out about anything else, since that 

might diminish the force of their  arguments.”48 

In her lecture, Szymborska also mentions the other suffering, that is not connected to 

human history or to human politics: that of animals or “even plants.”49 Just like in Miłosz’s 

poetry, her non-anthropocentric approach to suffering underpins her work that, in general, 

contests the perceived human superiority over other ‘non-human animals.’ As John Blazina 

concludes, for Szymborska ,“humanity is less, not more, ‘civilized’ than the ‘lower primates’ 

it enslaves for entertainment and self-aggrandizement.”50 
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Tokarczuk, similarly to Milosz and Szymborska, places the world in an internal 

paradox, this time between achieving knowledge and understanding versus the deluge of 

disconnected and often false information that hamper the human ability to create an 

overreaching and coherent narrative about the world in which they live.  Although she praises 

the first-person narrative because it allowed humanity to see the world from myriad of  

individual perspectives, Tokarczuk contrasts the eternal human desire for knowledge that leads 

to understanding of the world called “pansophism” with the current human inability to give 

coherence and meaning to the world. The idea of pansophism was articulated by John Amos 

Comenius in the seventeenth century and Tokarczuk argues that it “meant the idea of potential 

omniscience, universal knowledge that would contain within it all possible cognition.”51 

Today, according to Tokarczuk, the coherence is impossible because the disjoined individual 

perspectives that do not seem connected to each other: “The world is dying, and we are failing 

to notice. We fail to see that the world is becoming a collection of things and incidents, a 

lifeless expanse in which we move around lost and lonely, tossed here and there by somebody 

else’s decisions, constrained by an incomprehensible fate, a sense of being the plaything of the 

major forces of history or chance.”52 This stand, somewhat dissimilar to Miłosz’s hope that the 

world is in a pang of birth to a better world or Szymborska’s conviction that the world has to 

be continuously understood anew is not completely pessimistic. At the same time, it suggests 

Tokarczuk’s general distrust in “form” as form is by reflective of history the way, Zygmunt 

Bauman, sociologist and philosopher reads modernity.53 The desire to understand the world 

clearly points to Tokarczuk’s vivid interest in Enlightenment which in its essence was 

profoundly optimistic. She does not see it an artificial, foreign import from the West, rather as 

a movement that included the beginnings of understanding through its connections to the world 

of alchemists, Kabbalists or scholars of esoteric knowledge.  In her opus magnum, The Books 

of Jacob54 she focuses specifically on the years that lead to the Enlightenment that changed the 
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West and Poland through the connection to the pre-scientific knowledge in multi-language and 

multi-cultural Kingdom of Poland. So, although Tokarczuk presents the period as a loss of faith 

in God-given order of the world because “Oświecenie zaczyna się w tym momencie, gdy 

człowiek traci wiarę w dobro i porządek świata. Oświecenie jest wyrazem nieufności,”55 this 

also represents for her a starting point for further search for meaning and not abdication to 

pessimism.  

Tokarczuk’s concerned analysis of the postmodern and the “liquid modernity”56 that 

requires individuals to be constantly flexible and changing stems partially from Kant to whom 

she devoted a lot of attention in The Books of Jacob and his Enlightenment motto “Dare to 

understand” which he wrote in his 1784 essay What is Enlightenment? where he insisted that 

one has to free oneself from “dogmas and formulas”57 to be free to question. She does provide 

the initial response to this human desire to understand by directly referring to Szymborska’s 

Nobel lecture, that is asking questions to understand the world: “Literature begins with that 

“why,” even if we were to answer that question over and over with an ordinary “I don’t 

know.”58  For Tokarczuk, partially because of her earlier assertion that consequently the world 

“is made of words,” the disjoined first-person narratives preclude humanity from understanding 

the world in general.59  

 

The destruction of the world 

The other similarity in of lectures of the last three Polish laurates stems from their discussion 

on the destruction of the natural environment. In his lecture in 1980, Miłosz presents a 

hierarchy of multiple and possible threats, among them the loss of memory regarding the 

brutalised history of Eastern Europe: “Our planet that gets smaller every year, with its fantastic 

proliferation of mass media, is witnessing a process that escapes definition, characterized by a 

refusal to remember.”60 Despite his focus in this particular text on human history he 
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acknowledges the danger or “poisoning of the natural environment“ opposing it to the lost 

beauty of nature from the time of his childhood in Lithuania – a frequent motif of his poetry 

and fiction.61 In general, Miłosz belongs to a group of multiple Polish writers, especially of 

those who come from the Borderlands, who present the consequences of the loss of nature not 

only through its ecological and ethical impact but rather as ”desacralisation of the 

contemporary world.”62 In general, his views on nature are pessimistic as he acknowledged 

multiple times pondering on the philosophical and scientific differences between man and 

animals, that began when he was growing up when “gradually the realm of nature appeared to 

me like one big slaughter house, natura devorans et natura devorata.”63 It needs to be added 

that there is also heavy influence on Manichaeism on his writing, which, although fascinating, 

cannot be discussed here in full for the lack of space.64 

Szymborska, similarly to Milosz65, or Singer sees the world as united by suffering, but 

not only of human suffering but also the suffering of animals and “perhaps even plants” thus 

transcending the boundaries of human compassion within the post-humanist perspective. In 

this, Szymborska seems to be following the first clearly discernible non-anthropocentric 

perspective in Polish literature that began with Bolesław Prus and his 1890 masterpiece, The 

Doll. Prus’s reading of the world as a place where those who suffer are capable of 

understanding the suffering of others, including animals or even the suffering of the universe: 

a revolutionary view in its non-anthropocentric perspective. In Prus’s novel, Wokulski’s 

personal suffering allows him to realise the non-human suffering while it takes on universal 

proportions:  

“I nie tylko obchodzili go ludzie. Czuł zmęczenie koni ciągnących ciężkie wozy 
i ból ich karków tartych do krwi przez chomąto. Czuł obawę psa, który szczekał na 
ulicy zgubiwszy pana, i rozpacz chudej suki z obwisłymi wymionami, która na próżno 
biegała od rynsztoka do rynsztoka szukając strawy dla siebie i szczeniąt. Jeszcze, na 
domiar cierpień, bolały go drzewa obdarte z kory, bruki podobne do powybijanych 
zębów, wilgoć na ścianach, połamane sprzęty i podarta odzież.”66  
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“It was not only people who concerned him. He shared the weariness of horses 
pulling heavy carts along, and the sores where their horse-collars has drawn blood. He 
shared the frights of a lost dog barking in the street for his master and the despair of a 
starving bitch as she ran from one butte to the next, seeking food for herself and her 
puppies. And on top of these sufferings he was even pained by the trees with their bark 
cut, the pavements like broken teeth, dampness on broken pieces of furniture and 
ragged garments.”67 
For Tokarczuk, who devoted to The Doll her longer essay, The Doll and the Pearl, 

Wokulski’s suffering represents an initial stage in his understanding of the world which she 

compares to Buddha’s path to enlightenment. Calling it “a metaphorical ontology,” Tokarczuk 

focuses on other aspects of Wokulski’s spiritual transformation but in her Nobel lecture, it is 

suffering that becomes the common point of understanding of others and a ‘deep emotional 

concern about another being.”68  

Tokarczuk, like Szymborska, emphasises the complexity of connections between 

inanimate and animate matter stressing that “we are all―people, plants, animals, and 

objects―immersed in a single space, which is ruled by the laws of physics.”69 Tokarczuk 

follows the path of Miłosz’s and Szymborska’s non-anthropocentric70 emphasis on non-human 

suffering and questioning human disregard for nature. She is calling out the “climate 

emergency” stemming from our lack of “respect for nature” thus turning her lecture into a call 

to action rather than a restrained observation. For Tokarczuk, “a representative of ecological 

writing,”71 who, just like her protagonist, Janina Duszejko, is a passionate believer in animal 

rights, the relationship between humans and nature beocme one of central themes of her 2009 

novel Drive Your Plow Over the Bones of the Dead. Tokarczuk describes her novel as a “book 

about pain” of “voiceless creatures”72 although she discusses the issue in the majority of her 

books. The novel, a pastiche of a murder mystery, or in the words of The New Republic, an 

eco-mystery,73 focuses on a murder and includes a rather unusual element as “the animals 

themselves are exacting revenge,”74 and thus ceasing to exist exclusively as objects of human 

greed. Tokarczuk, who is a vegetarian and animal rights activist herself, states that “We live in 
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the midst of a slaughterhouse and manage to ignore that,”75 recalling not only Theodor 

Adorno’s statement about the similarity of animal slaughter and the Holocaust because 

“Auschwitz begins wherever someone looks at a slaughterhouse and thinks: they’re only 

animals”76 but other humanists also, just to mention Isaac Bashevis Singer who asserted that 

“there is only one little step from killing animals to creating gas chambers a la Hitler and 

concentration camps a la Stalin”77. In Singer’s short story “The Letter Writer”, the narrator, 

Herman Gombiner, ponders the fate of animals in light of perceived human supremacy that 

from a non-human perspective looks like “all people are Nazis: for the animals, it is an eternal 

Treblinka. And yet, man demands compassion from heaven.”78 Although Tokarczuk does not 

go that far in her Nobel Lecture, she directly blames humanity for the state of the planet and 

the growing destruction: “greed, failure to respect nature, selfishness, lack of imagination, 

endless rivalry and lack of responsibility have reduced the world to the status of an object that 

can be cut into pieces, used up and destroyed.”79 Her overreaching concern for other beings, 

especially animals, stems not only from her activism or her belief in the rights of “non-human 

beings” (she proposes, for instance, to include “non-human beings” in Poland’s constitution80), 

but also her knowledge of Eastern philosophy, her compassion towards all suffering beings as 

well as her solid’s knowledge of Blake’s philosophy and the times of his life when the British 

Parliament introduced the first in the world bill against cruelty towards cattle with almost 

universal support for it.81  The very title of Drive Your Plow Over the Bones of the Dead comes 

from William Blake while each chapter of this novel. has a motto from Blake’s works clearly 

pointing out to the role of Blake in Tokarczuk’s philosophy of suffering.82 

Polish writers’ analysis of the destruction of nature as an existential threat to humanity 

and Earth represents a major issue on its own but it harmonises not only with the growing 

understanding of how destructive humanity is to the world, including animals,83 but also the 

traditional love for nature first emphasised even in early Polish Renaissance literature  to 
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mention only Marcin Bielski, Mikołaj Rej or Jan Kochanowski.84 This growing universal 

understanding that protecting nature is essential to world peace is also evidenced by the 

Swedish Academy systematically awarding prizes in various fields for work in protecting 

nature for example, Wangari Muta Maathai’s Nobel Peace Prize of 2004 for her countering 

deforestation in Africa or in awarding the 2018 Nobel Prize in Economics to William Nordhaus 

and Paul Romer for their work on estimating the extent of environmental damage and climate 

change when measuring economic growth.85 

 

Literature and the World 

 

The rather sombre presentation of the problems of the contemporary world by Polish 

Nobel laureates is not entirely negative, despite the writers’ focus on multiple human failings 

and Tokarczuk’s grave warning that ‘the world is dying’. Their lectures might not contain 

Faulkner’s sentiment from his well-known Nobel Banquet Speech of 1950 that the writer’s 

duty is to “help man endure by lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and honour 

and hope and pride and compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the glory of his 

past. The poet’s voice need not merely be the record of man, it can be one of the props, the 

pillars to help him endure and prevail.”86 In his speech Faulkner was influenced by 

Sienkiewicz’s writing and his “belief that literature could ‘uplift men’s hearts,’ a sentiment that 

was deep and abiding for Faulkner” that stems from his childhood when he read Sienkiewicz’s 

novels.87 Miłosz, Szymborska and Tokarczuk might not agree with Sienkiewicz’s idealising 

approach to Polish history (and in fact they do not) but they do agree that although the world 

around them faces multiple dangers, literature remains the medium to provide if not solutions 

to these problems, at least essential suggestions.  Miłosz and Szymborska do not focus on the 

creators of literature who, in the Polish context, especially during Romanticism, achieved not 
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only almost universal level of recognition and even the spiritual “command of souls” to employ 

Mickiewicz’s phrase; status, that was later ridiculed by many writers such as Witold 

Gombrowicz88 and to whom Szymborska alludes in her speech concluding that as a result 

“contemporary poets are skeptical [sic] and suspicious even, or perhaps especially, about 

themselves.”89 Miłosz’s, Szyborska’s and Tokarczuk’s lectures focus on the future coming 

from modernity. Miłosz suggests, for instance, that although the world is eternally “polluted 

by the crime of genocide”, it might be in the process of birth to another, better world: “but 

transformation has been going on, defying short term predictions, and it is probable that in spite 

of all horrors and perils, our time will be judged as a necessary phase of travail before mankind 

ascends to a new awareness.”90 Szymborska’s acknowledgment of  the world’s indifference 

towards humans and other beings, the realization of our own insignificance, is counterbalanced 

by her conviction that poets need to keep questioning the world because only through 

questioning might humanity be prevented from accepting life, as “usual or normal,” and thus 

move towards greater understanding and respect for each other.  

Tokarczuk is adamant in her presentation of fiction as a unique form of communication 

and of writers as the creators of future possibilities as she asserts that “perhaps that is what the 

role of an artist relies on―giving a foretaste of something that could exist, and thus causing it 

to become imaginable. And being imagined is the first stage of existence.”91 In Tokarczuk’s 

loud, fast and confusing post-modern world without a religion that in the past allowed humanity 

to speak in certainties, the importance of telling stories, that is, of literature as the creator of 

sense and communication, is emphasised even further as “only literature is capable of letting 

us go deep into the life of another being, understand their reasons, share their emotions and 

experience their fate.”92 

In fact, Tokarczuk presents the ability to make stories, that is to provide sense, as 

fundamental for humanity because of the writer’s ability to discover sense for others even if 
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the writer herself is not always aware of it as “at base―as I am convinced―the writer’s mind 

is a synthetic mind that doggedly gathers up all the tiny pieces in an attempt to stick them 

together again to create a universal whole.”93 That is why in the conclusion to her lecture 

Tokarczuk presents the writer as the one who has an obligation to narrate the world because 

the world has to be narrated to be understood since it “is made of words.” In short, she asserts 

that a writer advances the search for meaning although she does not mean “the cognitive 

closure” to which Szymborska referred  as the eschewal of ambiguity typical of tyrants and 

dictators. Rather, she means the eternal human desire to find sense in what is happening around 

us, a driven understanding in the face of the fast-changing world of “polyphonic noise”94 

making her case for reason, humanism and progress to paraphrase Steven Pinker’s subtitle of 

his famous book Enlightenment Now. Since her debut novel in 1993, The Journey of the Book-

People, the concept of searching for meaning is consistently embedded in all Tokarczuk’s 

novels despite their dramatic stylistic differences and using polyphony of voices, especially in 

The Books of Jacob. In The Journey of the Book-People, the search for meaning might refer to 

Gnosticism95 yet the direction, the presentation of life as a process of learning and search for 

meaning is identical: the disabled character, Gauche, who is mute and is an orphan raised by 

nuns, believes that words, and consequently literature, can create the world: “by pronouncing 

words we have power over an object. When we put words in relations to other words, we create 

new relations between things  - we create a world.”96 And this, in an opinion of many critics, 

“underpins Tokarczuk’s literary worlds”.97 Tokarczuk is focused on narrative and telling 

stories as the only way capable of finding a universal, connected and inclusive meaning for the 

modern world that is devoid of earlier certainties.   

The Nobel Lectures delivered by Polish writers over last the hundred-and-fourteen years, 

from 1905 to 2019, clearly suggest the changing direction of how Polish writers see the world, 

Poland and the role literature in general; from focus on Poland to seeing the world through 
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non-anthropocentric lenses but still upholding the transformative power of literature. 

Sienkiewicz, the first Polish winner of Nobel Prize for Literature focused on injustice towards 

Poland and on literature as representation of Poland’s spirt. Miłosz emphasised the ethical 

dilemma facing writers and their impossible choice, a choice that he himself “violated” 

multiple times to the benefit of world literature; a choice between participation in life or 

remaining a detached observer. He focused mostly on Eastern Europe and the lasting suffering 

that this part of the world experienced and literature as a vehicle for memory, and thus identity. 

Szymborska expressed both human failure to understand but also our thirst for knowledge and 

understanding. At the same time, she presented poets as those whose nonstop questioning of 

reality allows to expand the boundaries of our understanding of other beings, including 

animals, plants and the universe. For Tokarczuk, literature, that is telling stories, represents the 

only remaining way of universal human understanding, connection and searching for meaning 

in the face of an incoming danger. 
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