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I. Introduction
In the course of the 2015 Migration Crisis, Poland was being described by the press as a country
having “some of the most pungent views on immigration on the continent” (Leszczynhski,
2015). Perhaps unsurprisingly, as such attitudes would correspond with the government’s
reluctance to comply with the European Union’s refugee relocation proposal (EURACTIV,
2018). Therefore, it might be somewhat puzzling to consider the results of a public opinion
survey carried out in May 2015. At the time, Polish respondents were asked whether foreigners
who are persecuted in their homelands for personal or political beliefs should be permitted to
live in Poland. Moreover, the same question was posed with respect to persons fleeing conflict
zones. In both cases the answers expressed a high level of support, amounting to 76 and 72%
respectively (CBOS, 2015, p. 2). What happened with these positive reflexes when just months
later Poles became unfavourable towards accepting any refugees and their attitudes seemed to
align with the new government’s preference? This thesis aims to tackle this problem, by
answering the research question: How can the change of attitudes towards refugees in Poland

be explained?

Issues of external migration and asylum policy have firmly remained on the European Union’s
political agenda, since the crisis’ outbreak. Although the number of non-EU asylum
applications has been effectively brought down to pre-crisis volumes (Eurostat, 2019), the
success is ambiguous. The current Common European Asylum System, based on the Dublin
111 Regulation, determines the country of refugee entry as the agent responsible for processing
the asylum application. With migrant inflows substantially varying depending on countries’
proximity to particular migration routes, the prescriptions of the prevailing law have resulted
in an asymmetrical distribution of the burden (Beirens, 2018; Reform of the Dublin System,

2019). Despite a common acknowledgement of this problem and other structural deficiencies
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of the presently employed framework, a lack of consensus regarding their amendment has

persistently blocked efficient reform (Beirens, 2018).

An area where the dissensus on the European Agenda for Migration has been particularly
apparent and politicized, was the response to the relocation and resettlement schemes proposed
by the European Commission in May 2015 (European Commission, 2015). Although the
Council adopted the decided ad hoc emergency mechanism of relocating 160,000 Syrian and
Eritrean refugees from Italy and Greece, objections from several national parliaments ensued
(Reform of the Dublin System, 2019). A number of Central and Eastern European states,
particularly the so-called VVysegrad Group, strongly opposed refugee relocation and argued for
alternative solutions pushing for a greater focus on stricter border control and third-country
engagement to address the root causes of the migration surge (Pachocka, 2016, p. 122; P.

Stepper, 2016, p. 63).

Taking Poland as an example of the “reluctant” states, this thesis seeks to investigate the
domestic background of the government’s policy and follow the changes in public attitude,
which in a short period of time became largely supportive of the governments’ noncooperative
posture. Employing the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory (Buzan, Waever & de
Wilde, 1998), this thesis will examine the coming together of political elites and public opinion
in a process of creating an intersubjective understanding of the refugee question as a security
threat. The aim of this thesis is to evaluate how the spread of a discourse of danger, pushed by
political actors and furthered by media coverage potentially impacted public attitudes towards
refugees. Alike the work of Karyotis and Patrikos (2010) this thesis will analyse public opinion

data generated by surveys against a backdrop of securitization discourse analysis (p. 44).

A crucial feature of the context in which Polish public attitudes towards refugees were formed

is the low degree of direct exposure to asylum seekers. Therefore, rather than personal
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experience, media and public discourse have been the main source of information shaping
public opinion (Ratajczak & Jedrzejczyk-Kuliniak, 2016). Following this notion, this thesis
argues that the increased hostility was caused by the employment and promotion of security
frames in public discussions of the Refugee Crisis and proposed EU asylum policy reforms.
Such issue frames augmented the perception of threat posed by the welcoming of refugees and

enhanced the concerns underpinning the analysed attitudes.

The understanding of this process is highly relevant for the EU to move forward from the
asylum policy stalemate. Due to its propensity to affect multiple policy areas and perceptions
of norms and values, the refugee crisis, has been raised to the ranks of an existential problem
(Beirens, 2018, p. 25). This is because anti-immigration sentiments correlate with
euroscepticism, preferences for policy renationalisation and exit movements (Geddes, 2018, p.
125; Bendel, 2018, p. 298). As such attitudes gain popularity, so do the populist political groups
that stimulate them (Dempster & Hargrave, 2017, p. 16; Rydgren, 2008). This reinforcement
of support may indeed pose a threat to such celebrated achievemnts of European integration as
free movement of goods, services and persons (Bendel, 2018, p. 300). Therefore, the analysis
and understanding of the underlying conditions are highly relevant. Furthermore, the
importance of this research might be even greater once it is realized that the ‘rogue’ behaviour
of the unwilling states has in a way been sanctioned by the EU’s policies of outsourcing
immigration control to Turkey and Libya, enhancing coastal guards and dropping the idea of

obligatory relocations (Greenhill, 2016).

The findings of this paper shed light on the normative implications of asylum policy
securitization. The construction of refugees as threats and enemies and rhetorically
representing them as a problem that needs to be managed contributes to the abjection of the

persons in question. These dehumanizing practices provide a facilitating environment for an
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increase of intergroup violence, popularization of hate speech and ethnic discrimination

(Balzacq, 2016, p. 510).

First, this thesis will subsume the dominant theories that have been employed in academic
research to explain the drivers of immigration attitudes. Then, an overview of how this
phenomenon has been interpreted with regards to the Polish case will be provided. This section
will be followed by a discussion of the limitations of the preceding works in answering the
research question pertinent to this paper. Subsequently, the assumptions of securitization
theory will be introduced succeeded by an explanation of the research design and data
collection methods. Finally, the empirical results will be presented closed by a discussion of

the results and concluding remarks.

Il. Literature review

a. Drivers of public attitudes towards immigration: economic insecurity or

cultural difference?
In this part, the dominant scholarship explaining the drivers of public opinion on immigration
and asylum will be examined. Secondly, a brief overview of how the Polish case has been

analyzed by previous research will be provided.

The 2015 Refugee Crisis in Europe has inspired a surge of interest in asylum policy and public
opinion research (see Bonjour, Ripoli & Thielemann, 2018 or Geddes, 2018 for an overview).
However, since the refugee problem had not been a mass phenomenon since the end of the
Second World War (Bolt & Wetsteijn, 2018, p. 513), the relevant literature and, unavoidably,
this thesis have drawn extensively on theories dealing with attitudes towards immigrants and

immigration. This linkage is in itself problematic, as the equation of asylum-seekers with
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economic immigrants appears to be part of the reason for unfavourable reactions in host

societies.

The problem of public attitudes towards immigrants and immigration has mainly been explored
through a framework of intergroup beliefs (Ceobanu & Escandell, 2010, p. 316). The literature
has further focused either on micro-level, individual determinants or macro, contextual
predictors of the corresponding views. The former strand of academia argues that unfavourable
opinions regarding migrants result from (economic) rivalry for scarce resources: labour,
welfare benefits etc. (Mayda, 2006). In this line of argument individuals’ perceptions of their
own competitive power dictate the attitude to the ‘outgroup’. Lower education and economic
standing are correlated with a less open attitude towards immigrants. Summing up, it can be
said that this approach takes economic self-interest as the underlying motivation of attitudes

towards immigrants.

From another perspective, researchers have inspected how collective feelings may influence
attitudes towards migrants. This approach is embedded in the group conflict theory (Blumer,
1958) and its framework allows for a consideration of the socio-political context as a
determinant of group attitudes. The theory’s fundamental assumptions deal with prejudice as a
matter of intergroup relations. Prejudice essentially concerns perceptions of one’s own group
and how the position of this group is challenged (or in fact threatened) by an outgroup (Blumer,
1958, p. 5). The attitudes towards immigrants would thus be determined by a shared social
identity — the group one identifies with and the conditions for belonging to that group (Cox,
2019). Research has demonstrated this relationship by proving the existence of links between
preferences for national identity content and public policies on immigration. Where civic forms

of national identity are favoured, less restrictive policies are preferred. Contrary, when
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nationality is associated with ethnicity and cultural heritage, stricter regulations are supported

(Kunovich, 2009; Gozdziak & Marton, 2018, p. 127).

The premises of ethnic conflict theory have not only been successfully applied in researching
antipathies towards immigrants in the European Union (Bohman, 2014), but also in studying
the specific context of the 2015 Migration Crisis (Borzel & Risse, 2018; Aradi, 2017). These
works have looked at ideological preferences (conservative or liberal, ethno-nationalist or
pluralist) and religious convictions and practices as predictors of immigrant hostility. Similarly
to the studies on national identity content, where exclusion was a significant feature of group

identity, attitudes were likely to be more negative.

Thirdly, contact theory (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 2008) has sought to prove that positive and
meaningful personal contact with members of the outgroup may mitigate and decrease negative
sentiments. Bolt and Wetsteijn’s (2018) research on attitudes towards asylum policy in the
Netherlands showed that the presence of outgroup members in a community may have diffeent
effects depending on the scale of measurement (p. 322). Their results indicated that the ethnic
competition theory may be more applicable on the national level, where a perception of the
immigrant population size matters for the asylum policy preferences. However, at the local,
neghbourhood level, exposure to outgroup members seemed to have the effects predicted by

contact theory.

b. The importance of perceptions and the role of the media
Recent studies on public opinion have acknowledged the importance of perceptions on the way
people respond to immigration. Notions of judgement are inherently linked to the concept of
public opinion (Price, 2012, p.12). Public affairs comprise of complex and obscure phenomena,
beyond the direct reach of the citizens who are requested to asses them (Lippmann, 1922/1998,

p. 21; Zaller, 1992, p. 8, Blinder, 2015, p. 81). What is crucial in determining the relevant
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opinions, are the meanings attached to specific attitude objects and not necessarily factual
knowledge or personal experience (Blinder, 2015, p. 82). This concept of public opinion is
derived from Lippmann’s classic work, where he claims that “what each man does is based not
on direct and certain knowledge, but on pictures made by himself or given to him” (Lippmann,
1922/1998, p. 25). Guided by this idea, Blinder’s research discovered that the opinions of
Britons regarding the migrant population in Britain were far from accurate in judging the
iimigrants’ number or occupation (Blinder, 2015). More importantly, Bolt & Wetseijn (2018)
found that the perception of refugee population size positively correlated with unfavourable
positions towards a generous asylum policy (p. 522). These findings lead to a conclusion that
eventual individual attitudes, whether based on economic or cultural considerations, are

underpinned by judgements that misrepresent reality.

If “imagined immigration” is so important in directing public opinion, we must understand how
these perceptions are formed. Zaller (1992) proposes that “public opinion is a marriage between
information and predisposition” (p.7). Namely, the cognitive representations of refugees
consist of information to which a person is exposed, permeated by the predisposition to
critically evaluate that input. While the evaluative capacity will be affected by individual-level
drivers of public attitude discussed in the previous section, the information component will
depend on elite discourse spread by the media. Building on Zaller’s work (1992), Fucchini and
Mayda (2017) have explored the effects of media exposure on attitudes towards illegal
immigration to the US, finding that it played a significant role, even after controlling for other

economic and noneconomic drivers.

Research on media effects has shown that the public audience’s preferences can be manipulated
with the use of various strategies. Widely spread coverage of an issue (agenda setting) can

increase the problem’s salience and focus the public’s attention (Facchini, Mayda & Puglisi,
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2017, p. 3). Presenting an issue in terms of certain “frames”, defined as “schemata of
interpretation”, (Goffman as cited in Benford and Snow, 2000), impacts the associations made
with a subject by promoting specific definitions, causal explanations, moral interpretations and
recommendations for treatment (Entman as cited in Roessler, 2012, p. 215). . In sum, after
Roessler (2012) “media not only tell us what to think about, but they can also tell us how to
think about certain issues, and even what to do about it” (p.214). Exploring this idea, Leruth
and Taylor-Gooby (2019) have exemplified the impacts of political discourse on immigration
policy recommendations proposed by British citizens participating in their focus group. As
their study revealed, frames linking immigration to social tension and criminality are very
effective in mobilizing voter support (unlike other frames like economic chauvinism) (p. 7).
More importantly, the research concluded that UKIP managed to gain ‘ownership’ of the
immigration issue and even though the participants did not declare commitment to the party,
their policy suggestions reflected those introduced by UKIP and the Vote Leave Campaign (p.

167).

c. The Polish case
Research regarding post-war Poland has observed a two-way dynamic between public policy
and attitudes towards ethnic minorities. The communist government is argued to have pursued
actions intended to homogenize the ethnic composition of the Polish society as a strategy to
legitimize its power and appeal to the negative sentiments against national minorities that
resulted from the war (Celinska, 2015, p. 476). Policies that contributed to achieving this
purpose included expulsions of German, Ukrainian, Lithuanian and Belarussian citizens
following an agreement between the Soviet Union, Great Britain and the United States to shift
the Polish borders along the so-called “Curzon line” and “repatriate” the inhabitants

accordingly. Besides these examples of structural violence, the idea of ethnic and national
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homogeneity was further sustained by the state’s abstention from persecuting acts of ethnic
(predominantly antisemitic) violence occuring locally. The ruling party had an interest in
exacerbating antisemitic sentiments, because tolerating the scapegoating of Jews, enabled the
funelling of post-war social grievances into this minority and helped mobilize support for the
state. The narrative of nationally homogenous Poland was further strengthened by the Catholic

Church, which played an important social and political role (Celinska, 2015).

On a broader regional background, the roots of Poles’ attitudes towards refugees are also
identified with its belonging to the Eastern Bloc and therefore, being alienated from the
development of the concept of refugee protection. The idea of state responsibility to protect
political refugees originated in liberal democracy and was largely shaped by the displacements
resulting from the Russian Revolution. It was established in the 1951 Refugee Convention as
a response to the needs of masses that were forcibly moved during the Second World War
(Orchard, 2018, p. 283). By the time the Soviet Union collapsed, the Eastern European
countries, who had been influenced by a radically different political regime, had ‘missed’ four
decades of European asylum policy evolution. In the 1990s Poland joined the Geneva
Convention, however at this late stage it was only able to accept the elsewhere created norms,
with little opportunity to participate in their formation. As a consequence, Poland had
practically no refugee traditions (it was much rather a source of political asylum seekers) and
its perceptions of refugee policy were not aligned with those of Western liberal democracies

(Pachocka, 2016, p. 128; Podgorzanska, 2017, p. 90).

Despite the lagging, Polish attitudes towards immigration and ethnic minorities again seemed
to follow legal and political developments. In the pursuit of EU membership, Poland had to
harmonize its asylum and minority laws to fulfil accession requirements. Positive trends were

observed as Poland was described as “socializing into tolerance” while successfully

10
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transforming into a democratic state (Celinska, 2015, p. 488). Ceobanu & Escandell, 2008, p.
1164). Support for accepting refugees remained consistent in public opinion polls between

2004 and 2015, which is demonstrated by the table below:

Do you think that foreigners that are being persecuted | Respondents’ answers

in their country for beliefs and political activities | 2004 2015

should they have the right to live in Poland? In percentages

Yes, they should be allowed to come and settle 27% 22%

Yes, they should be able to come and stay until it is 75% 76%
48% 54%

safe for them to return

No 14% 15%

Difficult to say 11% 9%

(CBOS, 81/2015, 2015)

I11. Theoretical framework
The existing literature has mostly explored the Polish case in the context of a broader historical
and political process and seems to have taken the societal impacts for granted. This thesis wants
to make a contribution by exploring in what way the grander political strategies of the elites
actually interact with and drive public opinion on immigration. Therefore, a framework is
proposed which explains how political discourse may affect perceptions of migrations and thus

stimulate cultural or economic concerns.

Having noted the above, the observed shift in public opinion in Poland is best interpreted as an
effect of securitization. Securitization theory provides a framework for analysing the process
by which particular problems are constructed as security concerns. Through means of discourse
a common understanding is negotiated between a securitizing actor and their audience. The

constructivist ontology of security in this approach allows to broaden the scope of analysis

11
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beyond realist notions of military and political threats (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998, p.
28). Subsequently, securitization theory has engaged in explaining the presence of migration,

environmental and public health matters on the international security agenda.

Securitization is considered to be a speech act meaning that the invocation of security has a
performative power (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998, p. 26). Herewith, an issue becomes
elevated beyond routine politics and emergency measures are justified. Whether in the
international or domestic sphere, security is inherently linked with survival. According to the
Copenhagen School’s definition: “security is when an issue is presented as an existential threat
to a designated referent object” (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998, p. 21). Such an
argumentation is called a “securitizing move” and the agent making it is the “securitizing

actor”.

Moreover, a key assumption of securitization is that it is intersubjective and socially
constructed. Its success rests not within the securitizing actor but depends on the audience's

acceptance that a value is being existentially threatened (p. 31; Balzacq, p. 499).

Therefore, although the referent object would traditionally refer to the state (its government,
territory or people), in securitization theory its meaning is not fixed nor universal. The referent
object in question, as well as the corresponding threat are relative. Their essential qualities
depend on the sector and level of analysis and they are constricted by time and space (Buzan,

Waever & de Wilde, 1998, p. 22).

Securitization theory sees migration as one of the dominant issues on the societal security
agenda (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998p. 121). This sector of security is organized by the
concept of collective identity (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998p. 119). Therefore, discourse
that securitizes migration will frame the question of the political community’s survival as
equivalent to that of opening or closing borders (Huysmans, 2000, p. 758). Foreign populations

12
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generate insecurity as their influx dilutes the composition of the local inhabitants. This is feared

to lead to identity change.

In practise securitization has proven to have significant political and institutional impacts. In
the context of political power struggles, securitization may be used as a “premeditated, elite-
driven strategy” to delegitimize a political opponent (often the governing camp) by
undermining their capacity to protect a threatened value (Messina, 2014, p. 533). Furthermore,
securitization has the potential to mobilize political support, loyalty and feelings of patriotism
by consolidating a given community in the face of a collective threat (Huysmans, 2000, p. 758;

Messina, 2014, p. 537).

It must be noted that securitization does not result from a single speech (Balzacqg, 2016).
Although certain actors will play a leading role in instigating the thematic change of
problematizing a given issue, a broader array of agents participates in the process. These may
include security professionals, members of civil society groups and the media. Media play a
role in shaping perceptions of threat by providing coverage that illustrates the securitizing
discourse frames. For example, extensive media coverage provides the grounds for reifying
dangers with images of migrants involved in riots that depict them as an uncivil political class

(Huysmans, 2000, p. 763).

The danger discourse employed in Poland with regards to the refugee problem bears clear traits
of securitization. Securitization frames are assumed to have influenced the public attitudes of
Poles towards refugees due to their appeal to feelings of group belonging and identity, which
drive such attitudes. Moreover, the receptiveness of the anti-refugee rhetoric was augmented
by broad political support enjoyed by the actors involved (Bohman, 2011), the political

endorsement of the church (Balzacq, 2016, p. 515), a unification of frames promoted across

13
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various media outlets and finally the limited experiential knowledge allowing the audience to

reject the securitization frames (Huang, 1995, p. 29)

The evolvement of the Refugee Crisis was accompanied by an unprecedented amount of news
items covering issues of migration and asylum (Krzyzanowska & Krzyzanowski, 2018, p. 614).
This in itself focused the public’s attention on the event. However, the problem became
increasingly pertinent to the domestic debate, as the crisis exposed the inefficiencies of EU
migration and asylum policies and discussions of responsibility sharing among EU members
ensued. (Reform of the Dublin System, 2019; Krzyzanowska & Krzyzanowski, 2018, p. 615).
Ethnic conflict theory carries the notion that prejudice becomes pronounced ‘as a consequence
of grave disorganizing events’, the meaning of which is determined by the elites participating
in the public discourse (Blumer, 1958, p. 7). Consequently, this thesis argues that discursive
links made by the elites between the problem of accepting refugees and national security
(Stepper, 2016; Gozdziak & Marton, 2018) created an interpretive pattern among the public.
The attribution of threat to refugees was promoted by and such information was difficult to
resist as alternative frames were scarce (Ratajczak i Jedrzejczyk-Kuliniak, 2016) and resorting
to personal experience was not possible (Stein, 2013, p. 87). The threats brought to the public’s

attention “activated” its pre-existing concerns resulting in a shift towards refugee rejection.

Against this backdrop, | hypothesize that the more people will be exposed to elite rhetoric
framing the problem as a threat, the more they will be expressing concerns about accepting
refugees. Specifically, a decrease of support for accepting refugees is expected pursuant to the
diffusion of securitizing frames. Secondly, | expect that the opinions shared in surveys will

reflect the discourse frames by invoking overlapping associations.

14
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V. Research design and data collection methods
The purpose of this analysis is to explain what might cause a change in public attitudes towards
refugees and how such a process might happen. In order to answer the research question and
look into what influences public opinion formation on this topic, a single case study will be

carried out.

The case selected for the analysis is Poland in the years 2014 until 2016. The chosen period
will capture the public opinion trends prior to the occurrence of the Refugee Crisis as well as
the attitudes that persisted after the mediatisation of the crisis decreased. Intolerant and
xenophobic attitudes coincide with the values of liberal democracy which consist in
guaranteeing social pluralism as well as protecting the rights of minorities (Labedz, 2015, p.
150). Therefore, the Polish findings may be relevant for other transitioning democracies that

are axperiencing a dangerous shift toward a more authoritarian, nonplural rule.

A combination of qualitative and quantitative methods will be used to establish the links
between Poles’ individual attitudes towards refugees and securitization. Primary and secondary
sources will be analysed to establish how the refugee problem was framed in public debate. To
this aim, 1 will use existing research on press coverage of the matter and public statements
made by politicians and Church representatives. The methods used are inspired by the ideas of
frame analysis and a constructivist approach to analysing discourse with regards to public
opinion impacts (Ruzza, 2006; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). Survey data will provide for the
analysis of the determinants of the expressed opinions and an assessment of how they reflect

the discourse frames.

Dependent variable

In this thesis the dependent variable is the attitude towards refugees. It is operationalized as the
expression of support (or lack thereof) for the acceptance of refugees in Poland. The

15
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measurement of this variable will be made on the basis of public opinion surveys and will
include several dimensions: how the attitude correlated with political party preferences
(measured by self-reported election choice); demographics (measured by age), socio-economic
status measured by income and education and reported contact with refugees. The analysis will
also be concerned with data on associations made with the word “refugee” and preferences for

policies recommended to solve the problem.

The data for this analysis will be collected from public opinion surveys carried out by (a) CBOS
— the Public Opinion Research Centre. CBOS is a public funded institute that regularly
conducts research on social and political issues in Poland (CBOS About us, 2019). CBOS’
analyses gather data on attitudes towards political elites, domestic and international politics,
assessments of the economic situation, intergroup relations, etc. (b) Centre for Research on
Prejudice - an interdisciplinary research unit at the Faculty of Psychology of the University of
Warsaw. The core activity of this unit is conducting the annual Polish Prejudice Survey which
looks into matters of intergroup violence, stereotyping, discrimination and racism (Centrum

Badan Nad Uprzedzeniami [Center for Research on Prejudice], 2019).

Independent Variable

The independent variable will consist of the securitization discourse frames employed by elites
regarding refugees and the “Migration Crisis”. These frames will be analysed in terms of their
content, the actors that put them forward and their potential spread. The receptivity of the
securitization move will be assessed on the basis of an evaluation of the actors’ positional

power, the competitiveness of the frames and their potential appeal to pre-existing beliefs.

Limitations

16
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The proposed research design is limited in terms of its capacity to robustly determine the causal
relationship between exposure to particular discourse frames and changes in attitudes towards
refugees. Ideally, such influences could be proven with an experimental study, however due to
significantly restricted resources such an analysis is not possible. Nevertheless, since this is a

single case study, in-depth analysis should allow to draw convincing conclusions.

Moreover, questions may be raised as to the generalizability of the findings. By definition
securitization is not a universal process and it is pertinent only to a particular context ant time.
As Guzzini (2011) put it “security is never ‘given’ by geopolitical realities: it is the effect of
(national) securitization processes and their aggregation — that is, the ways in which national
security discourses, intersubjectively shared and with a repertoire of common historical
lessons, make sense of geopolitical realities.” (p. 331). Consequently, the results of this study
will not apply to a different context, however the approach could provide a useful framework

for the analysis of similar cases.

The surveys used in this research use random representative samples, which reduces sample
selection bias. However, some relevant questions are only asked in a single survey, which

affects the ability to compare certain results over time.

V. Empirical Findings

a. The “securitization move”
The discussion of the Migration Crisis introduced new thematic links in Polish public discourse
(Kotras, 2016, p. 65; Krzyzanowska & Krzyzanowski, 2018, p. 413). Prior to this point,
discussions of crises related mostly to the economic or military sector and notions of mobility
carried in the collective imagination were mostly concerned with emigration (ibidem, p. 416).

Although since 2012 an increasing number of persons were immigrating to Poland from

17
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Ukraine and Russia, (these numbers were still relatively low compared to the whole population,
not exceeding 16 000 (Podgorzanska, 2017, p. 95) these movements were managed by routine

procedures and did not arouse much controversy in the public debate.

The ‘refugee crisis’ on the other hand, became a much more salient issue (Narkowicz, 2018, p.
358). Agenda-setting literature would classify the crisis as a focusing event, which has a greater
scope for drawing political and public attention when humanitarian consideration and large
death tolls are involved (Alexandrova, 2015). The problems of the crisis became embedded in
ethno-centric and anti-pluralistic narratives and were instrumentally exploited by political
parties in order to gain electoral support (Narkowicz, 2018, p. 366; Krzyzanowska &

Krzyzanowski, 2018, p. 614).

Clearly Islamophobic texts were forwarded by right-wing media outlets depicting the migrants
as terrorists and invaders (Kotras, 2016, p. 68). Other nominalizations that contributed to
creating a negative image of refugees included representing them as culturally incompatible,
economic migrants pretending to be refugees and strong men avoiding military service. The
notion of danger was amplified by dehumanizing metaphors such as “flood” and unprecise
numbers like “mass” (Ibidem, p. 69). Moreover, asylum policy was framed as the islamization
of Poland, a policy imposed by foreign elites or a leftist attack on traditional christian values

(Ibidem, p. 75).

In the mainstream press the labelling and discursive practises were aimed at engendering
compassion (Kotras, 2016, p. 70). The human dimension of the problem was emphasized and
refugees were represented as “desperate people” and ‘“asylum-seekers” (as opposed to
economic migrants). As positive persuasive strategies the mainstream coverages underlined
Poland’s economic need for immigrant labour and presenting positive examples of integration

(Kotras, 2016, p. 71). Despite efforts to provide more neutral coverage and expose the
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xenophobic manipulations of the right-wing rhetoric, mainstream sources were also involved
in conveying disconcerting images of an “uncontrollable mass” and approaching wave of

migrants (Ratajczak & Jedrzejczyk-Kuliniak, 2016).

As can be inferred from the brief summary above, media discourse propagated certain imagery
that facilitated (and participated in) the construction of refugees as a security threat. Moving
further, in this section the focus will be placed on the securitizing speeches made by political
actors. The analysis concentrated mostly on an extraordinary parliamentary sitting that took
place on 16 September 2015. The sitting was organized shortly before the EU summit where
the question of the refugee relocation scheme was to be decided. The aim of the gathering was
to present the position of the position of the government and the stances all the political parties.
As a consequence, the speeches made during this sitting are considered to be representative of

the respective groupings.

The discourse will be examined with attention to three dimensions as applied by Wodak (2009):
(1) the content, (2) the strategies used in the discursive construction of refugees and (3) the

forms of linguistic realisation (p. 188).

Even though the political parties were arguing for different approaches to answering the
refugee question, in fact in all cases the discourse was marked by stronger or weaker features
of securitization. Members of the Civic Platform (governing party) were on the one hand
framing the policy as a matter of solidarity with the European Union and the “right thing to do”
in terms of international politics (PM Ewa Kopacz’s speech, (Stenographic Report, 2015, p.
4)). Putting the current question in a future perspective, arguments were made that Poland may
also need support, should the immigration through the eastern border become problematic
(Ibidem). In an attempt to present the issue as beyond regular politics, the PM called for setting

aside the campaigning. To minimize the perceptions of threat she referred to positive historical
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examples (the 90s and the influx of Chechens) when Poland accepted many more refugees than
would b be the case in the present situation. On a somewhat contradictory note, assurances
were made that Poles’ security is priority and measures will be taken to carefully separate
economic migrants and dangerous people from refugees. Together with a very technical
account of all the preventive security measures prepared by the Minister of Interior, the
speeches contributed to a construction of the potentially incoming refugees as threats against
which Poland must be defended. Elements of blaming were also present in the discourse, where
the opposition PiS party was accused of fear-mongering and driving Poland to turn its back on
Europe and human values (speech of Grzegorz Schetyna, Minister of Foreign Affairs,

(Stenographic Report, 2015, p. 5).

During his speech in the parliamentary debate, Kaczynski, speaking on behalf of the Law and
Justice party, designated the refugee question as a security threat in two categories: political
and societal. In the former sense, the policy was framed as a “breach of the principle of nation
sovereignty” forced by the government under external, foreign pressure. References to
sovereignty and foreign influences transfer the problem of asylum into a realist, state-centric
discussion of international security. This way, the government itself is constructed as an
existential threat to the survival of an independent, self-determining state and its legitimacy is
undermined with accusations of acting without the consent of the nation. In his view, Poland
does not need to share the refugee burden as it was not responsible for the destabilization of
the Middle East (this is justified by a lack of colonial past), nor have they promised refuge to
anyone (as has been done by chancellor Angela Merkel) (Stenographic Report, 2015, pp. 14-

15).

In societal terms, the acceptance of refugees is constructed as a threat to the survival of the

Polish society with its present laws and customs. A liberal asylum policy, would set in motion
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a process in the course of which a “rapidly growing” number of migrants would eventually
impose their preferences in various spheres of public life. To make this vision convincing,
Kaczynski referred to “factual” knowledge claiming that there are areas in Western Europe,
namely France and Sweden, where the Sharia law prevails and state police has lost control

(Stenographic Report, 2015, pp. 14-15).

b. The audience
With just 0,4% of non-national population, Poland is one of the most ethnically homogenous
states in the European Union (Laciak & Seges Frelak, 2018, p. 4). Moreover, only since 2016
has the number of immigrations exceeded the number of emigrations (idem). In general, Poland
has never faced mass migrant flows and it has not experienced any major increase in asylum
requests from outside the EU in the course of the 2015 Migration Crisis (in fact, the number of
asylum requests in Poland dropped relative to the 2013 increased volume of Ukrainian

immigration (Pachocka, 2016, p. 106).

Therefore, the opportunity to forge meaningful social contacts with members of (ethnic)
minority groups is extremely limited for the vast majority of Poles. The groups with which the
least personal contact had been reported were notably Muslims and refugees (PPS 3, 2017,
p.6). 93,5% of the respondents in the most recent Polish Prejudice Survey (2017) did not know
a single refugee personally (ibidem). These finding support the assumption that the attitudes

expressed by Poles towards this group are not driven by experiential knowledge.

Starting in May 2015 the Polish Centre for Public Opinion Research carried out monthly public
opinion surveys in order to monitor the unravelling attitudes towards refugees. These surveys
provide insight into how the public attitudes towards refugees changed over time. Each survey
was conducted on a representative random sample of respondents, which allows for a

generalization of the observation to the broader Polish population at that time. However,
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different population samples participated in the studies and certain editions of the surveys
employed extended questionnaires, which were used only once. Therefore, caution must be

applied when making comparisons.

In this section, survey data will be used to highlight the main indicators of public attitudes
towards refugees and assess the components of these opinions as “audience frames”. The goal
is to establish to what extent the qualitative changes (positive or negative) and the contents of

the perceptions reflect the security frames furthered by the political elites.

The survey data reveals that the attitudes towards refugees are complex and different
dimensions of them are brought to the fore depending on the phrasing of particular questions.
When asked abstractly about Poland’s duty to accept refugees escaping conflict zones the
majority of respondents initially expressed support (CBOS, 81/2015, 2015). However, when
this question was contextualized by either referring to the victims of the Migration Crisis or
the conflict in Ukraine, divergent positions were indicated (CBOS, 122/2015, 2015). With
regards to the group originating from the Middle East and Africa, the dispositions were
predominantly unfavourable, whereas Ukrainian refugees were mostly accepted (CBOS,

133/2015, 2015, p. 15).

The negative disposition towards the acceptance of refugees from Africa and the Middle East
correlated with political preference, economic status and age. The electorate of PiS was much
more likely unfavourable just as persons who deemed themselves to be in an economically
disadvantaged situation (CBOS, 122/2015, 2015). Furthermore, despite the fact that young
people are usually considered to be more progressive, young Poles (especially in the age group
18-24) turned out to be the most apprehensive part of the population. They were also the ones

who expressed Islamophobic concerns the most (CBOS, 149/2015, 2015, p. 4).
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Linked to age and negative attitudes towards refugees was also another problem, namely that
of the rise of discriminatory hate speech. In the years 2014 and 2016, the Center for Research
on Prejudice carried out two public opinion surveys tracing the changes that occurred in the
frequency and place of encounter, levels of acceptance and impacts of hate speech on attitudes
towards ethnic and sexual minority groups in Poland. These studies showed that the number of
reported encounters of hate speech increased across all types of media. What is more,
previously dominant on more informal platforms (mostly the Internet), “contempt language”
became growingly present in traditional outlets, such as television and the press (Winiewski et

al., 2017, p. 6).

The composition of groups targeted by offensive language changed between the two tested
periods and new categories were introduced accordingly. The group of sexual minorities was
divided into subcategories to reflect the diversification of attitudes and two new categories of
feminists and refugees were added. The trends concerning comparable categories (those
measured both in 2014 and 2016) appear to be following political events, as hate speech against
Ukrainians and Muslims noted the highest rises, while the hate speech directed at other
minorities remained at similar levels or even diminished slightly. Interestingly, while hate
speech generally appeared more frequently in various sorts of media, its reported use in private
conversations decreased regarding all but one category: Muslims (Winiewski et al., 2017, p.
54). Furthermore, Muslims were the group towards which hate speech was the most common
within the measured time frame. The greatest increases concerned television and the Internet.
The number of adults who declared having come across hateful expressions towards Muslims
on television in 2016 was 24,1% higher than the corresponding number in 2014 (Winiewski et
al., 2017, p. 46). A similar gain (24,5%) was observed with regards to youth reporting seeing
hate speech directed at Muslims on the Internet (Winiewski et al., 2017, p. 51). The authors of

the study link this phenomenon with the connotations made between refugees and Muslims in
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the public debate (Winiewski et al., 2017, p. 54). The recorded accruals are represented on the

graph below:

Hate speech towards Muslims in Poland in 2014 and 2016
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Figure 1. Percentage of Poles (adult and youth) declaring contact with hate speech towards

Muslims in the listed media. Based on (WiniewskKi i inni, 2017, p. 54).

Justifications

The perceptions of the subject refugees and the justifications provided for opposing the
refugees from the Middle East and Africa offer some insights on how these opinions may be
linked to the public discourse frames. First of all, most respondents shared a conviction that
there are economic migrants among the refugees (39% expressed the view that the majority of
the newcomers were economic migrants (CBOS, 133/2015, 2015, p. 3). Moreover, one of the
major reasons for opposing the acceptance of refugees in Poland was “fear of the
consequences”. Under this general term the respondents were indicating concerns for public
security, Siamization and terrorist attacks (CBOS, 133/2015, 2015, p. 8); shortly: the cultural

threats promoted by the securitization discourse. Additionally, in December 2015 78% the
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surveyed Poles were of the opinion that the presence of refugees would lower the level of
security in Poland (this information must be taken cautiously, since the question was only
included in the surveys incidentally, after the November terrorist attacks in Paris) (CBOS,

172/2015, 2015, p. 5).

Fluctuations

The fluctuations in the support or opposition for the refugees implicated in the EU Migration
Crisis appear to be corresponding with the public debate in a pattern argued by Zaller (1993).
The more one sided the elite discourse, the more unified the polish public seems to have been
in their conviction that Poland should not accept refugees from the Middle East and Africa. A
temporary increase in support for this policy occurred around the time of the extraordinary
parliamentary debate and the following EU summit, during which time more competition was
present in the framing of the issue. After the victorious elections, the incumbent government’s
position on refugees became firmer and dominated the debate (Narkowicz, 2018, p. 358).
Correspondingly, the support for accepting refugees (in all three categories) decreased and a
negative attitude became prevalent again among the Polish public. The pattern of responses to
the general question of Poland’s responsibility to accept refugees from conflict zones can be

seen below.
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Figure 2. Do you think Poland should receive refugees from countries affected by
armed conflicte
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c. Facilitating conditions
The audience’s assent and support of the securitizing move is considered as the mark of a
successful securitization (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998, p. 31). The likelihood of such
success is boosted by facilitating conditions concerning the content of the security speech and
the social capital of the actors “pushing” a specific discourse frame (Guzzini, 2011, p. 336).
The former requirements refer to the way that security narrative is able to tap into existing
discourse and identities embedded in the collective memory. The latter condition relates to the
authority of the securitizing actor (Bourbeau, 2011, p. 41). The following section aims to

evaluate the presence of the aforementioned points.

An assessment of actor authority can be advanced through a consideration of trends in attitudes
and trust expressed towards particular political actors. 2015 was a year of both presidential and

parliamentary elections in Poland. After their second term in power, the Civic Platform party
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was clearly on the decline, which ultimately resulted their losses to the Law and Justice party
in both campaigns. Surveyed in October 2015, more respondents were critical of the prior
government’s activities (46%) than content (37%). What is worth mentioning, young people
aged 18-24 (57%) and people judging their material conditions as unfavourable constituted the

least satisfied groups (56%) (CBOS, 145/2015, 2015, p. 4).

However, dissatisfaction with the outgoing government was not the only factor motivating
constituents to vote for the right wing. Genuine trust in PiS’ capacity to govern better and
implement positive changes prevailed (CBOS, 179/2015, p. 2). Furthermore, an examination
of monthly rankings of most trusted politicians shows that gradually, since May 2015, the
position of Civic Platform politicians had been dwindling and eventually PiS’ president and

prime minister topped the list in December.

Finally, two more aspects are connected with an increase of the positional power of the Law
and Justice party thus enhancing the potential effectiveness of their security discourse. First of
all, the growing popularity of right-wing ideology and secondly, the party’s allegiances with
the Catholic church. According to the Public Opinion Research Centre’s analyses, except for
brief peak moments after the transformation and again around the year 2001, a right-wing
disposition has been the dominating self-reported political preference in Poland showing an
increasing tendency since 2013 (CBOS, 135/2015, 2015, p. 6). What is more, the number of
people declaring themselves to have radical right-wing views has also grown in the last two
years (CBOS, 135/2015, 2015, p. 7). An interesting pattern could be observed among the youth
aged 18-24. People from this age group have generally reported a lower interest in politics
altogether and they are much less radical in their views. However, since 2014 a rapid increase

in right-wing preferences has been noted (CBOS, 135/2015, 2015, p. 9).

27



Securitization and public opinion formation. What drives the changes in attitudes towards refugees in Poland?
Magdalena Zagrocka
Student number: S2369370

V1. Discussion
The findings of the empirical analysis indicate that the change of attitudes towards accepting
refugees in Poland can be linked to a turn of young and financially dissatisfied members of the
population towards the right end of the political spectrum. It was not only the securitizing
discourse itself or underlying xenophobic convictions, but rather a frustration with the former
government’s (particularly economic) policies and a demand for national confidence to which
PiS offered a response (Wodak, 2009, p. 202). The turn of young people towards conservative

and exclusionist views begs further research.

The gathered data suggests that the Internet, and especially the social media, has become a
significant forum for the spreading and sharing of (mis)information and opinion about refugees.
This was also the communication platform where the highest number of hate speech incidents
were noted. Taking into account young people’s reported reliance on the Internet as an
information source, future research should inspect this medium’s role in public opinion

formation.
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