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Abstract

Immigrants are usually studied as targets of the far right, not as participants in it. Addressing this
gap, the article examines Polish immigrants’ involvement in Britain’s far-right politics, drawing on
ethnographic fieldwork and interviews conducted between 2023 and 2025. It explores how far-
right actors stretch categories of ‘nativeness’ to include some immigrants, justifying this through
civilisational or racial arguments depending on ideological profile and proximity to political
mainstream, both logics ultimately fulfilling similar exclusionary functions. Moving from this general
dynamic to the empirical cases, the article shows how Polish nationalist myths, reinterpreted and
fused with British radical-right narratives, support civilisationist strategies of incorporation, while
transnational appeals to whiteness underpin extreme-right cooperation and claims to equality with
‘native’ activists. The study demonstrates that immigrants’ engagement with the far right must
be understood relationally, challenging assumptions that their political participation is uniformly
democratic, and broadening debates on immigrant activism and the far right.
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Introduction

In 2018, a British anti-racist advocacy group, Hope-not-Hate, published a report on Polish
influences on Britain’s far-right scene. ‘A Polish connection’ — it stated — is ‘a fascist
‘must have’ item because, when it comes to money and muscle [. . .] Polish fascists domi-
ciled in the UK provide access to both’ (Hope-not-Hate, 2018). Polish-British far-right
connections have also been noted by the media (BBC, 2018; Siddique, 2018), other NGOs
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monitoring radicalisation (Faith Matters, 2017) and Polish communities themselves as
well as attracting the interest of the British authorities, with a small number of individuals
of Polish origin convicted over terrorism offences (BBC, 2019, 2020, 2024). At the same
time, academic research on this phenomenon has lagged behind — surprisingly, consider-
ing the public nature of the political opening towards Polish immigrants by segments of
the British far right.!

The gap in scholarship concerns also the broader rapprochement between the far right
and some immigrants, in Europe and elsewhere, reflecting prevailing assumptions about the
immigrants as either politically passive, or as engaged in ineluctably emancipatory strug-
gles (e.g. Martiniello and Lafleur, 2009; Pero, 2007), rather than as agentic actors whose
political alignments are not predetermined and may be at odds with progressive agendas.
While there are useful insights from the growing literature on immigrants’ voting patterns
in origin and/or residence countries (e.g. Finn, 2020; Gherghina and Tseng, 2016; Umpierrez
de Reguero and Finn, 2023; Umpierrez de Reguero and Jakobson, 2023) as well as an
incipient strand of research on far-right parties’ engagement with immigrant and minority
groups (e.g. Spies et al., 2022) — with Jakobson’s conceptualisation of ‘sidestreaming’ (this
issue) offering a useful tool to make sense of the phenomenon — immigrants’ direct activist
participation on the far right has been rarely considered. Exceptions include studies of
mainly historical cases (e.g. Ochsner and Roesel, 2020; Persian, 2023) explained through
the perspective of ‘long-distance nationalism’ (Anderson, 1998) which, albeit influential
and valuable, assumes that mobilisation is determined by, and aimed predominantly at, the
origin country, leaving the residence country’s context in empirical limbo. What we show
using the case of Polish immigrants in Britain is that it is possible for transnational activists,
even in nationalist movements, to keep both origin and residence country in view, with
ideological and activist patterns evolving through cross-border exchanges.

There are several reasons to use the case of Polish nationalists in Britain to demon-
strate how the far right engages with selected groups of immigrants. Poles are now one
of Britain’s largest and most well-established minorities. Prior to Poland’s accession to
the EU in 2004, Poles living in Britain were mainly WW?2 refugees who had fled Poland
at the beginning of the war or had been mobilized as part of an army which reached
Britain after a long march from the Soviet Union. Polish nationals made a significant
contribution to the Allied war effort, playing a vital role in the Battle of Britain. With
Poland becoming part of the communist bloc after WW2, most of those Poles remained
in Britain as political émigrés creating a dense network of diasporic institutions, includ-
ing the Polish government in exile, and cultivating a militaristic ethos, which has also
served as an important symbolic resource for the huge post-2004 wave of Polish arrivals
benefiting from the free movement of labour following the eastwards enlargement of the
European Union (Soborski et al., 2025). Recent developments, especially Brexit, have
reduced and partly reversed these flows, and the number of Poles in Britain has come
down from over 1 million in 2017 to around 700,000 in 2021 — still a very significant
number (Office for National Statistics, 2021).

Implications of the Polish immigration to the United Kingdom have been studied
extensively,? including Poles’ interactions with Britain’s culturally diverse localities. As
with other Central and Eastern European immigrants in Western Europe, research shows
that a vast majority of Poles living in Britain do not sympathize with the far right (Szulecki
et al., 2022) and amongst those who do, only a tiny fraction is politically active. Scholars
have also highlighted prejudice and discrimination that the Polish minority and other
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CEE immigrants have themselves endured, notably following Brexit (Rzepnikowska,
2018; Sime et al., 2022). At the same time, other contributions identified racialized per-
ceptions of the British society held by some Poles living in the country (Fox and
Mogilnicka, 2019; Garapich, 2016; Nowicka, 2018; Nowicka and Krzyzowski, 2017;
Ryan, 2010; Soborski et al., 2025) and the ‘integration-through-racism’ strategy (Garapich
et al., 2024) that they sometimes pursue to position themselves in proximity of the white
British, with a small number becoming hostile to other immigrants to the point of direct
participation in far-right politics.

This article looks at two instances of Polish immigrants’ involvement with Britain’s far
right, covering the cleavage under this umbrella category into ‘radical’ and ‘extreme’
right which differ by degree of distance from the political mainstream and democratic
principles (Mudde, 2019). The first case concerns Polish supporters and members of the
radical-right party, Reform UK, and the second one revolves around the English Division
of the Polish extreme-right organisation, National Rebirth of Poland (NOP). Although
both reveal some practical factors that make British—Polish far-right connections mutu-
ally beneficial, we place special emphasis on emerging discursive and symbolic dimen-
sions of this cooperation. We examine the civilisationist turn (Brubaker, 2017)
underpinning it in the case of Polish members of Reform, as well as transnationally con-
structed white supremacism increasingly supplementing and sometimes trumping tradi-
tional nationalism in ideologies of extreme-right organisations like the NOP (Beirich,
2023). While emphasizing connections between the two discourses, we explain ideologi-
cal and strategic factors that push the actors discussed towards more civilisationist or
more racist positions.

We also interrogate the positionality of Polish immigrants in the respective organisa-
tional and ideological contexts, their impact within those spaces, and their own interpre-
tations of it. As we argue, the civilisationist extension of the ‘natives’ category to include
some immigrants — European, Christian, etc. — provides a ‘discursive opportunity’
(Koopmans and Olzak, 2004), for incorporation of tropes from Polish nationalism into
British far-right discursive strategies. In this process, Polish political myths — where
political myth is understood as ‘an ideologically marked narrative, which purports to
give a true account of a set of past, present, or predicted political events, which is
accepted as valid in its essentials by a social group’ (Flood, 2002: 44) — are adapted to
serve not only Polish immigrants but also to appeal to British nationalists who decode
them in light of their own political priorities. On the other hand, explicit racism of the
NOP and its British counterparts allows Polish extreme-right immigrant activists to
claim a special place in Britain’s social hierarchy through invoking shared whiteness,
though this is often supplemented with civilisationist references. Again, we highlight
similar functions of civilisationism and racism in constructing ethnic hierarchies and
divisions, privileging some groups and excluding others.

Our argument unfolds as follows. We begin by shedding light on the far right’s trans-
national shift and its ideological manifestations through civilisationism and white
supremacism. Then, following an overview of our methodology and data, we proceed
with the two cases drawing on first-hand accounts coming from activists in Reform and
the NOP. We conclude by reflecting on the article’s implications for the broader fields of
study of far-right discourses, immigrant political engagement and transnational activism,
as well as adding some thoughts on what the Polish—British far-right connections tell us
about post-Brexit Britain.
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Transnational reconfigurations of the far right

The emerging alignment between segments of the far right and some immigrants is part
of broader transnational processes affecting far-right politics. Transnational studies is a
growing field focused on connections and networks that, albeit related to the ‘national’ in
various ways (Verdery, 1998), unfold across territorial and supraterritorial spaces without
using the nation-state as primary reference (Wimmer and Schiller, 2003). When it comes
to studies of the far right, research has focused on the transnational shift within far-right
ideologies (e.g. Hermansson et al., 2020), their transnational sources of inspiration (e.g.
Gozalishvili, 2024), historical instances of cross-border cooperation between far-right
movements (e.g. Bauerkdmper and Rossollinski-Liebe, 2017) as well as some more
recent cases (e.g. Macklin, 2013; Pasieka, 2021, 2024), especially online (e.g. Froio and
Ganesh, 2019; Liang, 2023), and the perception of the degree of transnationalisation and
assessment of its benefits and drawbacks by the actors involved (e.g. Fangen and
Weisskircher, 2024). However, while a consensus is emerging among scholars that study-
ing the far right requires a transnational lens (e.g. Alcalde, 2020; Campos, 2023; Durham
and Power, 2016), participation of immigrants — transnational actors if there ever was one
— in far-right organisations still seems paradoxical.

Along with its authoritarianism and populism, the far right is defined by nativism,
an ideology which ‘holds that states should be inhabited exclusively by members of
the native group (‘the nation’) and that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are
fundamentally threatening to the homogenous nation-state’ (Mudde, 2019: 27). Given
the significance of nativism in it, how do far-right organisations justify their selective
opening to some immigrants? One answer points to the necessity of ideological
responsiveness to societal changes, with capacity to evolve constituting a prerequisite
for any ideology’s continued relevance (see, for example, Freeden, 2005). As far-right
ideologies bend to external pressures, such as the rise of transnational relations,
including increased international migration, their delineations of in- and out-groups
shift so that, just like the more legalistic concept of the ‘citizen’ (Schnaudt et al.,
2021), the ‘native’ category is also subject to reinterpretation depending on changing
contexts and political interests.

One such reinterpretation stems from the far-right discourse of ‘civilizationism’,
which divides the world into supranational cultural blocs — Western, Islamic, etc. — and
assumes an inevitable clash between them (Huntington, 1993). Civilisationism extends
membership in the ‘native’ group according to broad criteria revolving especially
around religion but also shared historical experiences. There is now an extensive litera-
ture on civilisationism as a far-right “metatheoretical’ perspective (e.g. Taguieff, 1993),
an elite counter-hegemonic project (e.g. Stewart, 2020), a paradigm in international
relations challenging liberal internationalism (e.g. Bettiza et al., 2023) and a discourse
of far-right parties (e.g. Brubaker, 2017). Other studies examine the nexus between
civilisationism and white supremacy (e.g. Maher et al., 2021), as well as between civi-
lisational and national identities (e.g. Cerrone, 2023), or compare different variants of
civilisationism either within one would-be civilisational bloc (e.g. Brubaker, 2017) or
globally (e.g. Yilmaz and Morieson, 2022). What these approaches share is their focus
on ‘official’ ideological output by far-right leaders, parties or party intellectuals. More
diffuse civilisationist tropes evident in everyday thinking of ordinary sympathizers or
rank-and-file activists have not been given comparable attention due, in part at least, to
the rarity of ethnographic approaches in this field (but see Thorleifsson, 2021).
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Another conceptual development, simultanecous and complementary to the shift
towards civilisationism, is the activation of the discourse of biological racism framed in
terms of racial solidarity of white supremacists across countries and continents (on this,
see, for example, Beirich, 2023; Caniglia et al., 2020; Geary et al., 2020a). White suprem-
acy movements have now acquired a robustly transnational dimension phrasing their
‘worldly ideology’ (Geary et al., 2020b: 21) in terms of a worldwide struggle.
Transnationalisation of white supremacy goes back to at least the 1970s (Burke, 2020) but
has accelerated exponentially in recent decades. As Beirich (2023) writes,

White supremacists are aligned in terms of ideology in a way that has never existed before. The
slogan ‘white power worldwide’ is indicative of how they view their identity, a much different
conception than slogans of earlier movements such as ‘Deutschland Uber Alles’.

Following the next section, which covers the methodology of this study, we use the
case of Polish members of Reform to explore their everyday narratives of civilisationism
and then the extreme-right NOP and its British allies to shed light on activist construc-
tions of transnational white supremacy. While highlighting the respective discourses’
association with different types of political actors we identify parallels in their lines of
reasoning and the latter’s overlapping political functions.

Methodology

This article stems from our broader research project on transnationalisation of the far
right in Polish-British social spaces.® This needs to be introduced briefly as it provides
context and methodological frames for our data and discussion here. The project relies on
a multi-sited ethnographic investigation encompassing a diverse range of political envi-
ronments, including political parties and activist networks of various nature and degree of
formalisation. Research sites include London, Slough, Bristol, Birmingham, and Leeds in
Britain, and Warsaw, Krakdw, Biatystok, and Lublin in Poland. As of August 2025, over
70 in-depth interviews have been carried out, with data currently undergoing thematic
coding using NVivo. Out of this number, long-term engagement has been sustained with
over 20 participants, allowing for rich informal exchanges and ongoing observation of
selected structures. In addition, more than 30 ethnographic reports have been produced
from a wide spectrum of events — including far-right demonstrations, historical com-
memorations, religious ceremonies, music concerts, MMA galas etc. — capturing both
public and semi-private forms of political expression.

While we have interviewed several British leaders who had interacted politically with
Poles, our focus has been primarily on Polish far-right activists, particularly from the
post-2004 migration wave, although key figures from earlier cohorts are also included.
The respondents represent a diverse range of backgrounds, experiences, and positionali-
ties, which complicates any attempt to characterize the group. Nevertheless, certain pat-
terns are identifiable. For example, the picture is extremely unbalanced in terms of gender
reflecting the fact that the far right is a notoriously masculine space. While women are
present, our assessment, confirmed by other scholars (e.g. Gozalishvili, 2024: 4), is that
they are harder to convince to be interviewed, and so we have just seven women in the
sample. The majority of our respondents tend to be self-employed in construction, as
drivers, or delivery- and handymen. However, there are a few activists in leadership posi-
tions who hold tertiary education. Ideological commitment is evident across the sample,
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but the articulation and intensity of these beliefs differ: from structured, doctrinal convic-
tions to more fluid, affect-driven engagements.

For the specific purpose of this article, we draw on interviews with four Polish mem-
bers of Reform and five NOP activists. For each organisation we also interviewed a
British leader with prior interactions with Polish activists. Three of the Reform respond-
ents were men, one was a woman, three were born in Britain to Polish post-WW?2 refu-
gees but consider themselves Polish and emphasize this as determining their identity and
political views. The fourth Reform respondent and all NOP interviewees, including one
female respondent, are post-2004 immigrants from Poland. As with the rest of our project,
respondents were usually contacted via social media and then, through snowballing, some
of them put us in touch with and ‘recommended’ to other activists.

Interviews, each lasting around three hours, were conducted in public spaces (cafes,
etc.) and followed strict safety protocols, including real-time tracking of the interviewer’s
location and regular updates via instant messaging apps in case of interviews conducted
individually. Prior to interviews, the respondents were provided with a detailed description
of the project and general outlines of the interviews and asked to sign a consent form with
further explanation of how the data was going to be used and anonymized. They rarely
asked about our own political views but when they did, we did not deceive them. The
interviews passed respectfully, and at no point, neither during nor after the interviews, did
any of us feel any threat. Two of us were also guest attendees at Reform 2024 conference
in Birmingham where we talked with several delegates about their perceptions of Poland
and the Polish minority in Britain. This was possible as two respondents offered to invite
us. As with all our project activities, our participation at the conference was overt, we
introduced ourselves in the same way as we did to our interviewees, namely as researchers
studying Polish immigrants’ political engagement on the right-wing spectrum in Britain,
from mainstream right (we reached out to Polish members and MPs of the Conservative
party, though with limited success) to the far right and including the extreme right.

The interviews followed a broad narrative-biographical format aimed at mapping the
respondents’ biographies and, for post-2004 arrivals, migration paths in relation to their
political beliefs and activism. We were particularly attentive to how Polish immigrants sym-
pathizing with the far right adapted their views to the British context in light of their immi-
grant status. As we were interested in Polish—British interactions, the interviews focused on
the development of mutual ties, probing the exchange of ideas and resources but also some
tensions emerging during transnational cooperation. In what follows we apply close reading
qualitative analysis of semantics, rhetoric, and argumentation to tropes and narratives
emerging from interviews (and some primary material) and positing a transnational identity
bringing Poles and Brits together whether based on a shared civilisation or whiteness.

Reform UK and its Polish civilisationists

This article looks at the grassroots level of transnational far-right civilisationism by draw-
ing on our ethnographic engagement and interviews with members of Reform which is
now the second-largest party in Britain in terms of membership and the main challenger
of the ruling Labour Party (Mitchell and Devlin, 2024). Reform denies having a far-right
identity but, following Cas Mudde and Hope-not-Hate, it fits the criteria (Hope-not-Hate,
2024), specifically of the radical-right segment. Reform’s founder, Nigel Farage, has been
known for his anti-Muslim comments (e.g. Adu, 2024; Farage, 2016) and the dominant
party line is compatible with right-wing civilisationist assumptions (Allegretti, 2025).
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Civilisationism featured strongly in what we heard from our Polish respondents,
Reform members; their articulation of it was mediated through Polish nationalist mythol-
ogy and adapted to their own positioning as an especially deserving minority group. In
addition to symbols and narratives associated with WW2 and Polish participation in the
Battle of Britain, they invoked a more distant history and the idea of Poland as ‘Bulwark
of Christendom’ with the 1683 Battle of Vienna — where an army led by a Polish king
defeated the Ottomans preventing, in a far-right interpretation, Islamization of Europe —
as an earlier episode in the continuing mission of Poles as defenders of the West. The civi-
lisationist combination of Polish and British nationalist themes seemed familiar and
appealing also to other (non-Polish) Reform members we spoke with, especially in the
oft-cited context of contemporary Poland’s relatively homogenous ethno-religious make-
up, traditional values and conservative legal arrangements, as well as fast economic
growth and overall sense of developmental success over the last two decades.

This civilisationist alignment is of mutual advantage to both sides. On one hand, Polish
members and supporters of Reform blend Polish and British civilisationist tropes to back
their claim to a special place in the ethnic hierarchy of Britain. On the other hand, Brits
may invoke the cultural proximity of Poles to appeal to them as potential allies and to
justify their own prejudices against other minorities, particularly Muslims, on civilisa-
tionist grounds. To get a British perspective, we interviewed Brian,* a British far-right
activist and media personality with connections to Reform’s leader, Nigel Farage and
deeper knowledge of high-level right-wing politics in Britain. He told us,

From my experience of Poles, they come from a 99 percent white European Catholic country,
Poland, that has a history, a very unfortunate history, of foreign domination, so I think there’s
sort of like innate understanding that national identity is a very fragile and precious thing. And
then they come to the UK expecting the Queen, fish and chips, and then what they actually end
up finding is this anarchic, multicultural hellhole that’s sold as a utopia but doesn’t really work.
And they’re like ‘well, it’s very alien, this isn’t the Britain that I thought I was coming to live
in’. And I particularly don’t want this to come to Poland. One of the Poles that I spoke to, I can
remember saying, ‘look, I’ve come to your country to earn a wage, to go home eventually and
build a house. But I can see that you’ve got problems here. I don’t want this to come to Poland,
but I feel like I’'m obligated to help you guys try and push back against it’.

While this account emphasizes Poland’s historical specificity through the prism of the
country’s suffering, it also brings back memories of Britain’s halcyon days — ‘the Queen,
fish and chips’ — prior to EU membership and the arrival of ‘anarchic’ multiculturalism,
while ringing a warning for Poland not to follow suit. It also conceives of resistance to the
invasion of ‘alien culture’ as a shared struggle in which Poles in Britain should play an
active part.

As if fulfilling this expectation, in the 2024 parliamentary elections, Reform had can-
didates who emphasized their Polish roots. One candidate’s official party biography drew
attention to Polish national virtues while bringing to the fore another protagonist of Polish
nationalist mythology, the patriotic land-owning classes on eastern borderland of pre-
WW2 Poland:

My father’s family were very privileged in pre-war Poland but with this came a sense of duty
and responsibility which meant looking after those who worked for them. This sense of duty and
honourable behaviour was engrained into me from an early age.’
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We interviewed Polish Reform members about how their Polish identity is perceived
by Brits. The answers stressed cultural proximity between the two nations and British
appreciation of the Polish contribution to the fight against the Nazis, especially the role of
the Polish pilots in the Battle of Britain:

Researcher: Your emphasis on your Polish roots, do you think it was an asset for you?

Jerzy, Reform member: Oh, absolutely. Yeah, yeah, yeah! So it was always perceived well by
the Brits and [. . .] as time has gone on [. . .] the wartime credits, I think that they built up.

Furthermore, we probed the balance of moral indebtedness between the British ‘hosts’
and the offspring of Polish refugees and soldiers. While one Reform member (Jan)
expressed gratitude to Britain for welcoming his parents who had escaped communist
Poland, another (Anna) placed Poland, quite assertively, on a higher moral ground. Asked
if “‘Britain owes Poland anything for the Polish Spitfire® fighters’, she said,

Oh my God, yeah! Yeah, definitely [. . .]  met a 30-year-old graduate lawyer . . .. very arrogant
[. . .] And he said to me, we’re talking about the war and everything, he said ‘oh, you, you old
people,” he said ‘you’re always talking about the war, you’re fossils’. And I. . . I blew my top. I
said ‘right,” I said,  you’ve obviously been half-educated,’ I said, ‘but because of those fossils
and my dad, who was even more of a fossil,” I said, ‘you wouldn’t have the luxury of standing
there, being able to say that’[. . .] I don’t want to use the right-wing thing, but I’'m definitely to
the right because of my Polish roots, because of my dad and what he fought for.

WW2 references — if the Polacy [Poles] hadn’t been here during WW2, what would have
happened, especially the Battle of Britain? (Jerzy) — are intertwined in our respondents’
accounts with assertions of Poland’s historical position as defender against Islam both in
past centuries and now, with Poland’s ‘special operation’ on its border with Belarus stop-
ping migrants brought there from the Middle East by the Belarusian authorities in 2021:

When that idiot from Belarus was trying to import all those people from, from Arabic countries,
and tried to infiltrate through the border, the first thing they [Poles] did was put up two lots of
barbed wire and a fence. So, you come across that, you’re dead. That’s the end of it. And they
understood that, and they all went back. So that to me was . . . I felt that we made a contribution
and we were part of that [. . .] but people don’t understand the history of all of this stuff, the
history of all that nobody knows about. Nobody knows about, you know, Battle of Warsaw, for
example. What happened there? Nobody knows about the Battle of Vienna. Nobody knows
about all this stuff. (Jerzy)

In such accounts, Poles epitomize Western values and are contrasted with other minor-
ities living in Britain as in this firm declaration by Jan: I am a culturalist, yeah. There are
certain cultures, ways of behaviour or values that I don 't want. Our interviews brought to
the fore the civilisationist view of the Western and, especially, British culture as funda-
mentally open and hence superior to others but also uniquely vulnerable — I think all Brits,
Welsh and Scots as well, are, um . . . are tolerant to the point where they 're going to toler-
ate themselves out of existence (Jan) — as well as echoes of the ‘great replacement’ con-
spiracy theory (Camus, 2018) with the demographic and civilisationist arguments
intertwined into one narrative where the tolerance and democracy of the West are used
against it by hostile others growing in numbers and power: So, they [Muslims] decided
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now [. . .] the infiltration is better done by democracy. So: ‘we have enough kids, we vote
ourselves into power and then we change everything from within’. So it’s a Trojan horse
thing (Jerzy); the West will collapse [. . .] it could well be that immigration becomes the
thing that eventually makes it collapse (Jan).

As radical-right parties try to refute the charges of racism by using the civilisationist
discourse, so do our respondents — Why is it racist to . . . to worry about your country
being invaded? That’s what it is! (Anna) — and Polish history may also be mobilized to
reject such accusations:

I said, well, you know, ‘please don’t call me a fascist because I’'m the daughter of a person who
fought against fascism. So please go and get your definition of fascist’. I always say when
someone says ‘you’re a fascist [. . .] orracist’: ‘Can you tell me why are you calling me a racist?
What do you think? I don’t like what? Someone’s colour?’ (Anna)

Whereas our respondents’ accounts revolved largely around Polish diaspora’s histori-
cal merits as well as evoking a shared European history and culture, a more mundane
narrative can also be identified centring on hard work as a quality shared by different
generations of Poles in Britain:

Most of them [Polish WW?2 refugees in Britain] did very, very well really, because they were
hardworking. As today, you know, Polacy over here are hardworking people. They’re always
renowned for being hardworking. And so, it’s something in the culture and in the psyche. (Jerzy)

A similar assessment comes from a Polish individual whose video statement in support
of Reform has been widely shared on social media. Speaking in English, he emphasizes
the stereotype of a hardworking, no-nonsense Pole who, unlike immigrants from other
countries, understands and loves Britain:

Some people are surprised that me and my Polish friends are voting Reform UK. Answer is quite
simple: we came here legally, we love English people, we wanted to stay here and we want life
of English people to be better by us coming here, by contributing to the society by helping you
make this a better country. What has been happening recently with immigration is not right [. . .]
You cannot just jump on the boat, come here, get a hotel for free, get access to NHS and make
English people’s life difficult [. . .] British people have the right to choose who comes here, it’s
their country. I didn’t come here to change it; I came here to help you maintain it or even make
it a little bit better by working hard. Thank you, you welcomed me and I’'m gonna return the
favour by voting Reform UK.’

Narratives revolving around hard work have also been used as legitimation- and iden-
tity-reinforcement strategy in different contexts by other immigrants (e.g. lacovetta, 1992;
Jakobson et al., 2024; Kremer, 2016; McAreavey, 2017). What is unique in the case of
Polish Reform supporters is the merging of the themes of common-sense and purportedly
superior work ethic with emphasis on Polish heroism, something we heard a lot not only
from our Polish interviewees but also from Reform conference delegates. In fact, some
combination of these tropes was almost an inevitable conversation starter following per-
sonal and professional introductions concerning our work. As noted earlier, our research
visit there was conducted overtly, but aside from one Polish member and one key organ-
izer, it did not raise suspicion from our interlocutors. In a way, this is indicative of the
assumptions held in the party’s ranks about Poles as naturally inclined towards the right.
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Interestingly, a Reform video clip aiming to debunk the party’s association with big-
otry and xenophobia in some quarters of public opinion in Britain does not feature any
Poles among the ethnic minority candidates shown to assert Reform’s openness.® We
interpret this omission as evidence of Poles gaining an increasingly invisible, hence privi-
leged, place in the party, as opposed to the tokenized non-white individuals in the clip.
The match between Polish nationalist mythology and British civilisationism has conveni-
ently concealed the importance of whiteness in this case (Fox et al., 2015; Kalmar, 2023).
But whiteness turns out to be a primary symbolic resource mobilized explicitly by
extreme-right groups. The next section focuses on migrant extremists prioritizing white-
ness as levelling the ground between the ‘natives’ and the immigrants.

The National Rebirth of Poland — Division England:
Transnationalizing white supremacy

The National Rebirth of Poland or NOP (Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski) was created in
1981 in Warsaw and for the remaining years of the Polish People’s Republic operated
underground. It registered as a party in 1992 with candidates standing in a number of
Polish elections. It has not been electorally successful but used campaigning for shock-
value PR, with slogans such as ‘Fascism? We are worse!” (Dziennik, 2007). The NOP is
a member of the neofascist International Third Position movement (Shaffer, 2018) whose
prominent figures, Derek Holland and Roberto Fiore, sit on the editorial board of the
NOP’s journal Szczerbiec (Shafir, 2003: 185). The NOP represents an extreme version of
anti-Semitism and Holocaust denial, and its members have been involved in anti-Roma,
anti-immigrant, and homophobic violence in Poland (Kornak, 2009). This extremism per-
vades the NOP’s political communication, for example in its official programmatic docu-
ment ‘Reawakening Racial Separatism’ (Grzesica-Wolczynska, 2016), motivated by
what the NOP sees as ‘care for the development of the white race [. . .] counteracting the
pathological domination of races antagonistic to the white race’. The document asserts
‘the primacy of the white race, as the one that in the past was the carrier of civilizational
achievements and the propagator of progress’. However, while whiteness is brought to
the fore here, it is intertwined with civilisationist tropes, evidencing elective affinities
between white supremacism and civilisationism, as in this passage:

The ideological struggle takes place at the level of antagonistic religious worlds [. . .] Zionism
(quasi religion), or Islam are on the offensive against the indigenous population of the Old
Continent, aiming to destroy the entire order of white man’s civilization (Grzesica-Wolczynska,
2016)

The case of the NOP’s Division England and its interactions with British extreme-right
organisations, including the now proscribed National Action, illustrates how these ideas
adapt and manifest themselves politically in a transnational migratory context. Long-
established on the international white supremacy scene, the NOP had direct relations with
the British National Party already in the 1990s, but the first NOP online post concerning its
activity in England is from December 2010 (Lewandowski, 2010), and the period of espe-
cially intensive transnational cooperation falls between 2014 and 2020, with Hope-not-Hate
reporting ‘Without a hint of irony, one of the most active far-right groups in the United
Kingdom is the Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski’ (Hope-not-Hate, n.d.). NOP activists sup-
ported BNP protests ‘against coloured immigration’ (NOP, 2013), co-organized, with the
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National Front, ‘Marches for the White Europe’ (NOP, 2017) and, with London Forum,
‘Protests against the Jewish Terror’ (NOP, 2015), attended BNP conferences as guest speak-
ers as well as organizing their own events. In another twist to far-right transnationalism, in
the course of 2014, Polish NOP activists in England, ran several solidarity campaigns to
support imprisoned Greek activists of the neo-Nazi Golden Dawn party (NOP, 2014).

The thread of racial bond bringing together all white, non-Jewish Europeans runs
through the online posts of the NOP’s Division England as with their commemoration of
the Remembrance Day, under the slogan ‘no more brotherly wars’ (NOP, 2018). One of
the latest (June 2020) posts is titled ‘Stop the black plague’:

All over the world, the post-African savagery — with the support of leftist and liberal degenerates
— robs, destroys, kills and maims innocent people [. . .] The first mass resistance to black terror
took place on June 13 in London. Veterans, fans, nationalists took to the streets — including
activists of local structures of the National Rebirth of Poland [. . .] to defend not only the city,
but symbolically the whole of Europe from barbarity (NOP, 2020).

While the NOP’s transnational engagements in Britain were facilitated by their earlier
contacts with British neofascists and grounded in a shared belief in white supremacy, we
should add that more mundane reasons for cooperation were also significant. Some of the
NOP’s main partners, such as National Action, were lacking in membership and resources
and hence were on a quest for ‘money and muscles’ as Hope-not-Hate put it. However,
NOP activists, unlike most of our Reform respondents, were fresh arrivals, most of them
young and looking to establish social connections in a new environment.

It was the perceived quality of NOP human or activist capital which ensured their
immersion into the British extreme right. There is a definite sense of pride in the Polish
activists’ accounts of the impact they had on the Brits, as exemplified by this post, which
evokes, in a different form, tropes of Polish diasporic nationalism articulated by Reform’s
Polish members:

The NOP England Division’s activity also had a refreshing effect on our British colleagues.
Polish nationalists, who were thrown abroad by fate, through their example, commitment and
courage to come out with nationalist postulates (which is the norm in Poland), have a refreshing
effect on the strongly politically polarized British national circles. Because while it is true that
we will never ‘give up the land where we come from,” if we do appear somewhere, then it is
always decisively, radically and with a kick (NOP, 2014).

While this self-affirming description comes from Polish activists, we got a similar
assessment from Allan, then a leading figure on the British extreme-right scene, and the
NOP’s main British contact who facilitated the group’s links with the National Action and
the BNP. Allan remembers the NOP as a recognisable group — dedicated, disciplined,
uniformly dressed in paramilitary clothes, not rowdy, not intoxicated during demos
(which, he said, was a problem among the British) and ideologically committed. NOP
activists also gave the British extreme right an aura of international importance:

A lot of British people used to invite them because [. . .] it made it seem like a larger event to
have international speakers. You know, if I could get one speaker from Poland and I can get
another speaker from Germany, suddenly it seems like this event is not just people in London
complaining about something. Suddenly it seems like it’s a European wide event. You know, it’s
like a business, you know what I mean? It’s like being on LinkedIn.
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On the other hand, for NOP activists, their high profile within the British circles meant
that the English Division rose in importance also in Poland, especially after they had set
up an adjusted membership fee reflecting higher earnings in the United Kingdom. Overall,
according to our respondents, their status within the NOP was elevated due to their con-
tribution to strengthening the international outlook of the organisation. This effort
included bringing National Action activists to Poland — for a shooting range and other
joint activities. On the other hands, Poles also found employment opportunities in Britain
through these networks — for example, NOP activists were hired as doorman security at
BNP and National Front events, or at London Forum conferences.

The NOP’s integration into the British far-right scene is thus a case of several ideologi-
cal and practical processes intertwined in complex ways. Ideologically, the two sides’
adherence to transnational white supremacy helped to overcome the seeming impossibility
of cooperation between nationalists from different countries. As one NOP activist told us,

It wasn’t like nationalists from different countries hated each other. Because that’s what it might
seem like, right? That nationalism focuses on ‘my country,” right, ‘me‘? But no, it absolutely
wasn’t like that [. . .] We learned from each other by talking, meeting, and discussing things. We
talked about what needs to be changed here, what needs to be changed there. How did we solve
this, how did we solve that? We talked about each other’s heroes. (Meg)

Still, the NOP’s engagement with British extreme-right politics was not free from con-
tradictions. Although praised by British counterparts for their discipline and commitment,
NOP activists told us that British politics was not their primary concern. According to
them, their struggle was for white supremacy and what they perceived as ‘Western culture’
with Poland at its core. Their nationality and interpretation of Polish history sometimes put
them in a delicate position, as when being together with a group of English neo-Nazis who
chose to perform the Nazi salute in public. NOP activists refused to do the same, even
though they did not object to the British doing so: I have never given the Nazi salute, but
if they [the British] want to do it, let them (Andrzej). Such contradictions illustrate what
Brouwer calls the ‘pan-fascist paradox’ (Brouwer, 2022). On the one hand, NOP activists
did take part in many actions together with British activists. On the other, they told us that
they did not intend to engage with British politics, that this is their [British activists’] coun-
try, we are only interested in Poland (Andrzej). Some also expressed suspicion towards the
British refusal to engage in, as they said, cleaning Britain with Polish hands (Andrzej).

At the same time, building bridges based on racial solidarity was very important to the
Polish white supremacists in the NOP Division England, and several political initiatives
materialized to achieve this. One of them, the NOP’s White Rescue action, consisted in
providing help to white homeless individuals (Worley, 2016) creating the opportunity to
integrate with Brits through shared whiteness: Focusing on white people, we also had
help from English right-wing groups. We often did these actions together. Members of
National Action sometimes joined us. So, at that time, we simply organized a joint collec-
tion (Meg). Importantly, White Rescue emerged as a result of the activists migrating to
Britain, it had no precedence in the NOP’s repertoire in Poland, it was invented specifi-
cally to connect with other British white supremacists: This was about pure racism. Not
about some immigrants doing this or that, but white people doing something together
(Adam). In this case, the racial camaraderie of Polish and British activists created a sense
of an egalitarian bond in place of a hierarchical one — ‘immigrant’ vs ‘native’ — invoking
race helped to contest the immigrant label, a good example of whiteness ‘revealing itself’
in political action.
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From our interviews it was clear that NOP activists in Britain were proud of what they
called the ‘golden branch’. However, with the passage of time, it became apparent that
their prominence was potentially an incentive for more Polish activists to move to the
United Kingdom. Regardless of the transnational shift in white supremacy ideologies,
they do not view migration, even between ‘white’ countries as desirable, but rather as a
matter of sometimes sad necessity (e.g. Gasiorek, n.d.). While in NOP discourse, it is the
‘system’ forcing migration that is to blame, rather than individual migrants, it would have
been paradoxical for the NOP to be part of that. Faced with the ‘pan-fascist paradox’, the
activists decided to drop ‘Division England’ from the name — as Andrzej said, There is
only one NOP. Following this, NOP activism in Britain started to decline but the activists
who left due to personal and professional pressures are adamant that there was no causal
link there, merely a coincidence.

Discussion and conclusion

Far-right nationalists leading migratory lives seem to represent a contradiction and so do
far-right organisations that recruit immigrants. The dilemma for both sides is how to rec-
oncile a transnational modus operandi with nationalist commitments. We used Polish
involvement in the radical-right party, Reform, and transnational activism of the extreme-
right NOP to explore two discursive strategies — civilisationism and transnational white
supremacism — as complementing traditional nationalism of the far right to make it rele-
vant, in the eye of its beholders, in a changing world. Along with identifying some general
differences and similarities between the two far-right discourses, we also explored their
capacity to absorb ideational flows from abroad, such as Polish nationalist themes trans-
mitted by Polish immigrants and adapted for the British context. We also discussed the
scope and limits of transnational activism as well as contributing pioneering insights to
studies of immigrants’ political engagement by focusing on its far-right dimension, which
thus far received little scholarly attention.

As for the distinction between civilisationism and white supremacism, it is a porous
one but broadly corresponds to long-standing debates on the relationship between ethnic-
ity and race. Scholarship has highlighted that ethnicity tends to be framed as a cultural
and socially embedded source of identity, while race is constructed as a biologized and
immutable category (Brubaker, 2009; Cornell and Hartmann, 2007). We demonstrated
one of several ways that this distinction matters politically: because the concept of ethnic-
ity carries no explicit biological referent, civilisationist discourses can advance exclu-
sionary claims while disclaiming overt racism, which remains taboo in liberal-democratic
contexts but persists on their political margins (Taguieft, 2001). Ideological differences
between Reform and the NOP shaped what we heard from our respondents. Reform inter-
viewees emphasized cultural barriers to belonging — implying the possibility of assimila-
tion — whereas NOP activists articulated a biologized discourse of race as fixed, thereby
grounding their claim to a privileged position within Britain’s extreme-right politics.

The discursive variation is also related to the different positions of the two organisations
vis-a-vis political mainstream. Radical-right parties contesting elections disavow biological
racism in public communication and instead reify ethnic divisions through idioms of culture,
religion, and civilisation. Conversely, Western extreme-right organisations, which reject the
existing political system altogether, wear the badge of white supremacism with pride, though
— as we have seen — they may fuse and reinforce it with civilisationist themes. Reform is a
rising political party, enjoying both significant public support and media attention, with
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prospects of becoming a party of government. Evidence of any racial prejudice would incur
significant political costs for the party, something that some Reform politicians learnt before
the 2024 national elections (Morton, 2024; Torr et al., 2024). Civilisationism allows to navi-
gate this territory reconciling nativism with ‘official antiracism’ (Martin, 2013: 59). On the
other hand, white supremacy movements, like the NOP, operate outside liberal-democratic
constraints. As we made clear using some of its official communication, the NOP thrives on
transgressing the boundaries of political acceptability. The organisation and, for the most
part, its activists whom we interviewed, speak without euphemisms, indifferent to electoral
or mainstream public relations pressures.

Although distinct as analytical categories, in practice civilisationism and white suprem-
acism operate not as alternatives but as complementary strategies. The civilisationist dis-
course — ostensibly cultural rather than biological — may itself function as a euphemistic
form of racism (Maher et al., 2021: 310) — non-colour coded ‘xenoracism’ (Fekete, 2009)
rooted in the ‘differentialist’ (Maher et al., 2021) or ‘identitarianist’ (Zuquete, 2018) turn
of the right. While it moves away from fixed biological hierarchies, civilisationism denies
the possibility of conviviality of different groups assuming both the inevitability of conflict
and, at least implicitly, cultural superiority of the ‘natives’ (Martin, 2013: 60). These two
types of far-right discursive strategies are part of one dialectic where exclusionary ideolo-
gies and the very categories of civilisation and race are continuously negotiated.

Migrant actors may play a role in these negotiations, supplying ideological energy
across borders and helping in transnational constructions of nativism and otherness. The
case of Polish activists in Britain exemplifies this through discursive adaptations they
make to reconcile their nationalist loyalties and migratory positioning. Their embrace of
far-right politics in Britain offers some Polish immigrants, especially the more recent
arrivals, a sense of entry into the national body politic while displacing civilisational or
racial vulnerability onto Muslims or black Britons or other immigrants. In this way, they
assert belonging together with the ‘natives’, not despite transnationalism, but through it,
resolving the apparent contradiction of migrant nationalism.

At the same time, this is a two-way process, with Polish far-right activism in Britain
responding to demand from sections of British politics. Polish nationalism resonates with
some broadly shared civilisationist themes and ‘global visions of whiteness’ (Geary et al.,
2020b: 2) as it becomes glocalized (Giulianotti and Robertson, 2006) into new settings. Polish
nationalist mythology offers Brits a rich pool of symbols and tropes that can be invoked to
bolster ‘Powellite nostalgia’ (Melhuish, 2023: 2) for imperial past and the by-gone era of a
globally dominant Britain as well as reinforcing the unequal, increasingly oligarchic, social
relations in the United Kingdom (Mondon, 2022). In that sense, Poles in the British far right
make politically meaningful claims to a particular vision of Britishness in its white and
Christian incarnation, with military symbolism as a key pillar supporting it. Our data shows
that this is not about straightforward transplantation of nationalism from Poland to Britain, but
rather a mutual connectivity and feedback loop, symbolic as well as practical.

These ideological synergies and organisational connections make our case study particu-
larly valuable for understanding the evolution of the far right in transnational spaces and the
role of immigrants within it. This also speaks more broadly to the study of immigrant politi-
cal engagement. Much existing research assumes immigrants’ participation is either limited
or oriented towards pro-democratic and inclusionary projects in host societies. Our findings
complicate this view by showing that immigrants can also contribute to exclusionary poli-
tics, sometimes reinforcing hierarchies that disadvantage other minorities. Comparative
research can assess how far the patterns we have identified in this case — strategic stretching
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of nativism, glocalized nationalist myths, and transnational appeals to whiteness — apply
across other political contexts.

Altogether, this brings us to the scope and limits of nationalist transnationalism. Some
have argued that it is ultimately always home, local politics that drives ideological out-
look and practice of far-right activism (Pasieka, 2021). What we show is that there are
radicalisation spaces that do both — Polish activists reproduce Polish nationalism transna-
tionally through engagement with British politics using a glocalized repertoire of Polish
nationalist symbolism and contributing to the British society’s own difficult conversation
with itself when it comes to racism, immigration, and the far right. Future studies might
further interrogate how these dynamics unfold in other European contexts. What remains
clear is that migration does not always simply challenge the far right; it can also reinforce
its most exclusionary tendencies.
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