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University of Kochi International Japan Studies Lecture Series No.81
Title “Poland: Past and Present of Great European Nation”

Speaker Alicja Kahn (English teacher at Gakugei Junior High)
Time July 24, 2026, 18:30-20:00h
Venue University of Kochi, Eikokuji campus (A101)

“What do you know about Poland?” It can be assumed that the answer to this question
will depend on whom you ask, that is: to what generation does the person you are asking
belong? The impression held by elderly people in Japan is bound to be strongly colored
by the images of WWII and the Cold War, when the Warsaw Pact was considered a major
threat in Europe, but might include Chopin and Marie Curie as well. People in their fifties
and sixties may have vivid recollections of the rise and initial oppression of the labour
movement “Solidarnosc” — a movement that heralded the end of communist rule in

Poland and many other parts of Europe.

How about the post-communist era? The generations that became aware of the world
around them in the 1990s may remember the turmoil caused by Poland’s shock therapy (the sudden
introduction of a market economy) and the stories of Polish labourers working for cheap wages in Germany,
Britain etc. The millennials among us might know Poland as an advanced country in no way different from
France or Sweden, even if conservative and liberal forces remain at loggerheads over its position within the
EU and over an array of other social issues. Indeed, the Poland of the third decennium of our century has
turned itself into a highly developed economy, having moved out of the shadows cast by its past. It has
regained its position as a great nation within Europe, as it should, when we consider its size and strength.

History, however, has not been forgotten.

In 2021 in Japan, much attention was devoted to the fact that a Japanese pianist performed very well at
the renowned Chopin Concours. Unlike their Polish counterparts, many Japanese amateurs of classical
music (albeit for a short while) may not be aware of the fact that when Chopin was active and cemented his
fame in 19% century Paris, Poland was wiped off the maps of Europe. Chopin’s music cannot be separated
from the sad fate of his homeland.

Alicja has been living in Kochi for about 20 years now. Unlike Chopin, her departure seems to have been
less fraught with dramatic historical events, but it certainly has not weakened her connection with Poland,
its past and present. In fluent Japanese she gave us an overview of 10 centuries of history and lore, a true
bird’s eye view of Poland’s growth as a nation. The most common comment on the survey sheets handed
out at the beginning of the lecture and collected afterwards was simple: I learned so much! The purpose of
our series being exactly that: offering an opportunity to learn, we can safely say that this was a most

successful lecture. Many thanks, Alicja! Bardzo dziekuje!.
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