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ABSTRACT
The concept of this paper is to present 

how Poland and the Polish people were 
perceived in the “old” EU countries prior 

to the Polish accession to European 
Union and how the Polish people were 

evaluated in the context of the “eastern 
enlargement.” The article is an attempt to 
answer whether the image of Poland has 

changed due to the inclusion of Poland 
in the European institutions, and to 

what extent, as well as how the 13 years 
in the EU structures have influenced 

the perception of our country, amongst 
both the EU political elites and ordinary 

citizens. The sources used include 
public opinion polls, both Polish and 

international, as well as articles, mainly 
from the English-language press.

KEYWORDS:
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ABSTRAKT
Celem artykułu jest pokazanie 
wizerunku Polski i Polaków w krajach 
„starej Unii” oraz zanalizowanie jak 
Polacy byli oceniani przed akcesją 
do Unii Europejskiej w 2004 roku 
i jak są postrzegani obecnie. Niniejsze 
studium próbuje pokazać, czy 
w wyniku włączenia polski do struktur 
europejskich wizerunek naszego kraju 
się zmienił i na ile; jak nasza ponad 13 
letnia obecność w strukturach unijnych 
wpływa na postrzeganie naszego kraju 
zarówno wśród elit politycznych państw 
unijnych, jak i zwykłych obywateli. 
Wykorzystane są badania opinii 
publicznej, polskie i międzynarodowe, 
jak również artykuły prasowe, głównie 
z prasy anglojęzycznej.
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“Europe is something distant, which you have to reach,
and which you also have to deserve…

It is also something precious and classy: elegant attire, 
unique appearance, and even the way people smell”

Slavenka Drakulić “Cafe Europa”

Poland became a member of the European Union in May 2004. It had long been 
obvious for the societies of the old EU Member States and for their govern-

ments that the extension of the EU borders toward the east would pose new chal-
lenges. Changes were envisaged for the European Union itself, as it was at the 
time, and for the rules dictating the Union’s functioning, causing a lot of concern 
among the inhabitants of many Member States. Concern and uncertainty were 
present on both sides, that is, among the candidate Member States and the old 
EU-15 Member States. Therefore, it is reasonable to try to present the image of 
Poland and the Polish people in the “old EU” Member States against the back-
ground of the “expansion to the east,” and to investigate any changes of this image 
as a consequence of Poland’s accession to the European structures.

The earlier expansion projects – the expansion “to the north” in 1973, “to the 
south” in 1981 and 1986, and to the “neutral states” of 1995 – did not give rise to 
so much controversy. The countries that joined the strong and rich Union did not 
differ significantly from the existing Member States in terms of affluence and civi-
lization advancement (the differences were not particularly significant during the 
expansions “to the north” and the “southern states”). At the time of the “expansion 
toward the east” of 2004, however, the situation was different: the new EU mem-
ber states had only entered the Western path of development less than twenty 
years before, and they still failed to match the EU member states in terms of the 
condition of their economy, their political maturity, or their political traditions.

The candidate states’ evaluation criteria were also subject to a lot of changes 
and verifications. As Lena Kolarska-Bobińska wrote on the eve of the integration: 
“politics and ‘soft’, non-legal candidate assessment criteria are starting to play 
a more and more important role in the integration process, not defined or veri-
fied, typically based on the stereotypes of countries and societies, as well as the 
traditions of the historical relations among the states. Hence, it becomes essential 
to define the image of Poland and the Polish people currently prevailing in the EU 
Member States, as it promotes the right information and lobbying policies and 
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because integration primarily implies a close cooperation among the populations, 
regions, organizations. … One way to advance our country’s position is to change 
the perception of Poland. This is because the perception of reality is as important 
as ‘hard’ facts, ratios, and numbers.”1,2

Wally Olins, a British expert in nation branding, head of Saffron Brand Con-
sultants, a consultancy that was working together with Instytut Marki Polskiej 
[the Polish Brand Institute] on rebranding Poland, claimed that a good corporate 
brand is an asset and a value that translates into net profits. Moreover, a well-
conceived and perfected image of a state plays a key role in economic and po-
litical international relations. Without such an image, gaining foreign investors’ 
confidence and making a presence on the international stage is challenging. Olins 
presented the following main claims:

1.	 In the contemporary world, there are three essential fields of economic competi-
tion among countries: acquisition of foreign investments; tourism; and export of 
goods and services.

2.	A vast majority of countries and regions that have succeeded in attracting foreign 
investment were following carefully conceived promotion strategies and creating 
their image in a structured way (e.g., Wales or Ireland).

3.	National stereotypes can significantly affect an individual countries’ growth per-
spectives. Building a “positive stereotype” can make a product’s origin an advan-
tage in pursuing sales markets (Brazil).

4.	 In tourism, there is a huge pricing competition. An attractive geographic location 
or beautiful nature are no longer sufficient, and nowadays countries attempting 
to attract tourists have to distinguish themselves from others.  Using the same 
techniques as those applied by suppliers of consumer goods, they have to show 
what makes them unique (Portugal).

5.	States compete with each other using advanced marketing tools. Commercial suc-
cess depends on whether the images concerning foreign investment, export, and 
tourism are coherent and mutually supportive – hence the importance of plan-
ning, coordination, and systematic management of the national brand (examples 
of comprehensive branding policies are Spain and the United Kingdom).3

Unfortunately, at the time of its accession to the EU, Poland did not enjoy 
a positive image of itself among its neighbors or more distant Western Europe-
an states. This issue did not only affect Poland. Even though the countries of the 

1 Kolarska-Bobińska 10.
2 Olins 133–164.
3 Ibidem.
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former Eastern bloc began to support democratic ideas after the fall of commu-
nism, their status became different than that of Western European countries, due 
to the inferior condition of their economies. Even in the official EU nomenclature, 
the Central and Eastern European countries were labelled as “the other Europe”. 
This, in turn, translated into attitudes, summing up the policy of Western Europe 
toward the candidate states. Andras Koves noted that

a common issue that the Central and Eastern European countries share is the need 
to coexist and to function in an atmosphere which they perceive as relatively con-
descending. All the predictions and outlines made them feel that they were not as 
important for the rest of the world (which, in their view, meant the Western World) 
as they could wish.”4

THE IMAGE OF CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPEAN COUNTRIES  
IN THE OLD EUROPEAN UNION (EU-15) MEMBER STATES  
AT THE TIME OF THE EU ACCESSION

Central and Eastern Europe heritage was identified with a heritage of conflict and 
resentment (e.g., the German issue), a lack of political traditions (such as plural-
ism or debate), economic underdevelopment (a lack of entrepreneurship and imi-
tative instead of endogenous growth). The differences in political culture (a lack 
of stability, frequent government changes, and conflicts between politicians and 
the population) had a strongly negative impact on the perceptions of the East-
ern European countries. Because of these characteristics, the Western elites were 
skeptical about the political elites of Eastern Europe after 1989. The status quo 
would be compared to the first years after the war in Germany and Italy, facing 
a shortage of public order and harmony, when the people – tired after the war – 
tended to sympathize with anti-democratic forces.

The essential differences and deficiencies for which the Central and Eastern 
European countries were reproached can be divided into three categories: politi-
cal/social; economic; and infrastructural. Among the political/social issues were 
recognized a different political culture; a lack of stability of the political map, war-
iness of the political elites as successors of post-communism making them un-
reliable partners for discussion; and unpredictability of public opinion. Another 

4 Koves.
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allegation was Poland’s old-fashioned social and vocational structure, originat-
ing from the domination of an administrative command economy, which was in-
compatible with the requirements of a capitalist economy and the free market. It 
was claimed that too many people were working in the farming and industry sec-
tors, with a weaker role of the services sector and modern professions (business, 
banking, insurance, real estate, etc.). Obsolete, relatively unproductive farming in 
Poland allegedly needed not only a lot of investment from the EU but also funding 
from Poland itself. There were also mentions of extensive bureaucratic state sys-
tems, low wages, low purchasing power in the population, and passive attitudes 
toward employment.5 The requirements imposed by the European market were 
expected to modernize the types and proportions of jobs in the Polish society, 
leading to further social costs.

The following aspects were recognized as economic differences: an old-fash-
ioned economic structure; industrial production estimated to be 30%–50% be-
low the standards required by EU-15 Member States; excessive use of materials 
and energy; returns from production at significantly lower rates than those gen-
erated in the West; and unstable financial markets. There were mentions of short-
ages of modern infrastructure: an inadequate road network, underdevelopment 
of inland transportation and air transport, substandard condition of the telecom-
munication networks, and disregard for environmental protection rules.

Other barriers were the law not matching the principles of the market econ-
omy and the level of foreign debt, determined at USD 99.2 billion in 1989 for the 
Central and Eastern European countries (Poland’s debt was estimated at USD 40.4 
billion and USD 1,078 per capita; Hungary’s was USD 19.7 billion and USD 1,873 
per capita; and Czechoslovakia’s was USD 6.9 billion and USD 431 per capita).6 
Moreover, there were concerns about the EU quality standards being an entrance 
barrier for Polish businesses, preventing them from entering the European mar-
kets, as they would not be able to meet those standards without prior moderniza-
tion efforts and investment. Further important issues included the economy in 
the border regions, particularly in the eastern part of the country which, through 
the isolation and tightening of the border, was expected to be deprived of regular 
sources of income. Curbing the grey zone of border region trading turned out to 

5 For a broader discussion on that topic, see Wnuk-Lipiński.
6 Płonka 59.
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be a blow to the economic interests of the eastern territory of Poland, causing re-
sistance among the affected part of the population against further changes.

All these issues delayed the negotiation process and the admission of the 
Central and Eastern European countries to the European Union. It was alluded to 
them that the consent to their EU membership would depend on their prepared-
ness and compliance with the EU’s political and economic requirements.

So, which factors supported the admission of these countries as new EU 
members? There were mentions of a higher level of safety in Europe, as a result 
of discontinuation of the cooperation with Central and Eastern European coun-
tries. There were concerns about an outbreak of conflict and unrest in that part of 
Europe, along with the assumption that the Western governments would have to 
intervene. Closer relations were also supported by the prospects of gaining tens 
of millions of new consumers as a market for Western European products, as well 
as a cheaper workforce for Europe’s industry. The advantages derived from the 
increased trading volume and the economic growth in the Eastern countries were 
expected to be conspicuous all across Europe, not just in the new Member States. 
There was also a certain relevance to the cultural and historical associations of 
the Central and Eastern European countries, which spoke in favor of them join-
ing the EU. The prevailing opinion was that the Union composed of 25 members 
would increase its political potential in the international arena even more.

“WELCOME TO THE EU IF YOU HAVE TO,” OR THE ATTITUDES OF THE PEOPLE 
OF THE OLD MEMBER STATES TOWARD THE EXTENSION

Because the acceptance of the integration process in the Member States was one 
of the objectives set for the EU’s communication policy, the people of the old and 
new EU Member States were regularly polled to determine their attitudes to-
ward the integration process. As described by Prof. J. Holzer, “the starting point 
for any analysis of mutual perceptions should be an extensive asymmetry. West-
ern Europe’s culture, political, and civilization transformations have always been 
watched and studied here with a lot of interest. However, the Polish culture and 
the ongoing changes that are taking place in Poland and in the other Visegrád 
countries were marginalized within the area of the Western interests, more like 
an exotic item than equal neighborhood.”7

7 Holzer.
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The people of the old EU Member States perceived the Eastern European 
countries’ accession in a completely different way than the people of the new as-
piring members.

Table 1. The issues related to the enlargement of the European Union

Claim Agree Disagree Undecided

The more member states belong to the EU, the higher the Union’s 
global importance will be

67% 17% 16%

With more EU members, Europe will become culturally richer 61% 31% 8%

More Member States mean a stronger guarantee of peace and 
safety in Europe

59% 25% 16%

Before the admission of new Member States, the EU must reform 
its institutions

59% 16% 25%

Extending the EU with new members means lower funding aid for 
my country

47% 26% 27%

The more member states belong to the EU, the higher the unem-
ployment rate in my country

35% 41% 24%

EU enlargement with new Member States means less importance 
of my country in Europe

34% 47% 19%

EU enlargement does not imply higher costs for the existing Mem-
ber States

28% 49% 23%

Source: Eurostat Yearbook 2001: The Statistical Guide to Europe, Data 1989–19998.

The poll showed that 51% of people in Austria, 47% of Germans, and 46% 
of Greeks agreed with the claim that “the more member states belong to the EU, 
the higher the unemployment rate”, while 62% of Dutch, 60% of German, and 
58% of Austrian people answered “yes” to the question about the costs of the EU 
extension for their respective mother countries. The citizens of Ireland (68%), 
Denmark (62%), Greece, and Finland (61% each) were concerned about reduced 
financial aid as a consequence of the extension, yet the percentages of the popu-
lation approving of the new member states’ accession were highest in Denmark, 
Greece, the Netherlands, Finland, and Sweden. The levels of approval found for 
Belgium, France, and Luxembourg were much lower.

8 www.eurostat.com.

http://www.eurostat.com/
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Moreover, definitive sympathy or antipathy toward individual candidates 
could be observed. The Greek people were strong supporters of the accession of 
Cyprus to the EU (88% support), whereas such nations as Austria and Germany 
were reluctant to welcome Romania to the Union (14% support in Austria and 
17% in Germany). Equally pronounced was the decrease of support for the ad-
mission of such countries as Poland and Hungary.9

The old EU members’ societies were happiest to see Norway and Switzerland 
in the Community, as they were rich countries at a high level of civilization ad-
vancement which would not need funding. Subsequent community polls proved 
that the trend of decreasing sympathy toward the eastern expansion was main-
tained. The levels of support for the enlargement among the societies of the old 
EU 15 Member States, according to the Eurobarometer study no. 59, from spring 
2003 are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. EU Member States vs. the Eastern enlargement

Member State For (%) Against (%) Undecided (%)

Sweden 56 34 10

Finland 50 40 10

Netherlands 48 38 14

Italy 60 19 21

United Kingdom 36 36 28

Denmark 63 25 12

Belgium 38 44 18

Luxembourg 53 40 7

Germany 42 39 19

Austria 43 44 13

France 31 54 15

Spain 60 17 23

Portugal 60 22 18

Italy 59 22 19

Greece 71 19 10

Source: Eurobarometer no. 59, spring 2003

9 Walkiewicz 57; for a broader discussion of that topic, see also European Commission.
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There was a prominent decrease of the number of supporters of the EU ex-
pansion to the east. In Belgium, the number of people against uniting the conti-
nent exceeded the number of supporters. A similar situation occurred in France 
and Austria. There were also major decreases of endorsement in Finland, the 
Netherlands, and Germany. In France, with its traditionally strong anti-American 
sentiments, Jacques Chirac commented on Poland’s involvement in a war that was 
highly unpopular in Europe by “accusing them (the Eastern European countries) 
of acting irresponsibly by expressing their opinions.10 Time after time, comments 
would appear in the press to describe the Member States’ increasing reluctance 
toward the admission of new members: “Welcome to the EU if you have to,”11 
“Rough accession,”12 “Economic apartheid,”13 or “No illusions.”14

In 2001, there was a lot of publicity about a qualitative survey report drafted 
by OPTE, a French research agency hired by the European Commission, entitled 
“The image of the European Union, the social attitudes and expectations in the 
15 member states and the 10 candidate countries.” The study was organized in 
coordination with local research agencies, with the objective of determining the 
mutual perceptions of the citizens of the old EU member states and the candidate 
countries. The Polish part of the study was conducted by BSM Social and Market-
ing Study Agency, and the results were presented, on the Polish Press Agency site, 
among others.15

The report presents Poles in a way that can be considered insulting. Here is 
a set of quotations from this extensive 200-page compilation:

The Poles are concerned about forever remaining poor, unfamiliar, and disrespected 
relatives (p. 12). The concerns surpass the hopes which, for reasons of extraordi-
nary pessimism, they are unable to express (p. 17).
Polish people consider themselves to be the poor, without proper access to the so-
ciety of the wealthy. Their poor language competencies limit their communication 
ability. As a matter of fact, they are characterized by an inferiority complex, linked 
to the negative perception of the Poles abroad, where they are seen as fraudsters 

10 Blankley.
11 Bielecki and Stankiewicz.
12 Bachman.
13 Saryusz Wolski.
14 Dawidowski.
15 Dessler.
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and thieves … Added to this is the vivid national sentiment, which can finally be fully 
expressed after years of foreign occupation and partitions. Their feeling of dignity is 
primarily defensive (p. 47).
The image of the Community which prevails among us is that of an economic union 
of rich countries. The goals at its foundation are neither very popular nor appreci-
ated.  The Poles have a tendency to bring everything down to economic categories 
(p. 80).16

Further research of the images of countries and nations was carried out by 
Instytut Spraw Publicznych [the Public Affairs Institute] in 2003. It covered almost 
all the Western European states (Austria, Spain, Sweden, France, the United King-
dom, and Germany). The results of these studies also demonstrated that Poland 
or other Central and Eastern European countries were not treated as equal part-
ners in the negotiation process. Most respondents did not have any opinion about 
Poland at the time; ignorance prevailed with regard to all the strategic growth 
areas of Poland. Only 15% of the people in Germany, Austria, and Spain and 18% 
of those in France were aware that there was a market economy functioning in 
Poland, whereas only 30% of Germans and Austrians and 25% of French people 
believed there was democracy in Poland. One third (32%) of the respondents in 
Germany and Austria declared that our parliamentary system was similar to the 
one prevailing in Western Europe.17 The image of Poland as a candidate country 
was completely different than that of the EU member states:

The Central and Eastern European countries were perceived within the Union as 
distant in terms of geography and civilization, economically and politically differ-
ent from the old member states. Poland was seen as dissimilar to the respondent’s 
respective country: Catholic, traditional, backward, strongly corrupt, with a poor 
work organization and an economy not matching the economies of the European 
Union member states. … In the eyes of the West, Poland has liberated itself from 
communism, but has not yet managed to overcome the political and economic con-
sequences of that political system.  However, the Western societies are unaware of 
the position Poland is in right now, how far it has gone away from communism, or 
when it will begin to resemble the European Union states.18

16 “UE- Polak to pazerny fatalista; for a broader discussion of the subject, see Skotnicka-  
-Illasiewicz.

17 Kolarska-Bobińska 9–16.
18 Ibidem.
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In terms of research, it appears to be equally interesting to investigate how 
the EU negotiators perceived their Polish counterparts in the accession process:

It was obvious for the Commission officials that the candidate states were more in-
terested in joining the Union and quickly negotiating the agreement. The eastern en-
largement countries, even compared to the southern enlargement states, were per-
ceived as countries with no other alternative. … It was a source of controversy when 
confronted with the pressing attitudes of the candidate countries’ representatives: 
‘They have very high aspirations, but very poor arguments on their side.” … In the 
case of Poland, there was the unique belief of the “non-compatibility of its interests 
with those of the EU.” Spain used to be perceived in a similar way. … For a compari-
son, Scandinavian countries were considered perfectly prepared, with a professional 
administration, “rich, well known, close friends.” However, the eastern enlargement 
candidates were seen as poor, distant relatives, “second class passengers.”19

Thus, at the time of the EU expansion, the elites and the peoples of Western 
Europe perceived us as a backward, economically underdeveloped country. For 
most of them, Poland was terra incognita, and no special chance was on the ho-
rizon for changing the situation. Paradoxically, even the famous Poles, attracting 
national pride in Poland, such as Chopin, Maria Skłodowska-Curie, or Coperni-
cus, were not always identified with Poland. The former two are still perceived as 
French, and the latter as German.20 A certain ambiguity was noticeable in Poland’s 
status during the negotiation process: namely, Poland was considered one of the 
most important new member states, due to its size, population, geography, and 
economic growth rate. On the other hand, however, we were often reproached for 
“Poland being a candidate that balanced on the border of falling off the first wave 
of enlargement, being poorly prepared for integration (in comparison with Hun-
gary and Slovenia, for example), with a lot of deficiency in the process of adopting 
acquis communautaire. … There were some strongly emphasized suggestions to 
the effect that Poland’s attitude was harmful not just for the country itself, but to 
other candidates as well.”21 When the Iraq war started, the list of national flaws 
was extended with the “double loyalty” we showed toward the Western European 
countries’ governments. There were voices about Poland’s “blind pro-American-

19 Commission officials interviewed for Victor Martinez Reyes (213–214).
20 Grzeszak.
21 Warchala.
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ism” and the Polish “Trojan horse.”  Had the decision about EU accession been de-
termined by referenda or the support of member states’ societies, our accession 
to the Community would have been very improbable.

THE IMAGE OF POLAND AND POLES IN THE OLD EU MEMBER STATES 
DURING THE POST-ACCESSION PERIOD: POLAND’S INITIAL SUCCESSES 

Today, more than a decade after our country’s accession to the European struc-
tures, the same question needs to be asked: How is Poland perceived today? Has 
its image changed significantly, has it improved and if so, to what extent?

Firstly, it should be noted that Poland’s and the Visegrád countries’ accession 
to the EU structures automatically translates to an improvement of their image, 
as it means a “formal recognition by other Member States that Poland has fulfilled 
the Copenhagen criteria, meaning that it is a state built on the basis of the rule of 
law, respect for the rights of minorities, and the market economy.”22

Even though it is not common knowledge among the Polish or international 
public, Poland is climbing up the top economy lists and strongest country brand 
lists. According to the Country Brand Index report by the agency Futurebrand, 
Poland moved up the list by three positions in 2011, then ranking 79th out of 113 
countries. Yet just a year later, in August 2012, according to Brand Finance agen-
cy, which estimates national brand values worldwide, “Poland’s national brand 
recorded the largest spectacular growth of value and, for the first time in 
the history of the classification, found itself among the top 20 most valu-
able brands worldwide.”23 Poland moved up from 24th to 20th, and the value of 
the Poland brand was determined at USD 472 billion for the first time. Of all the 
surveyed nations and their brands, the value of Poland’s brand experienced the 
highest rate of increase, at 75%. According to the authors of the survey, Poland 
achieved these rates due to its anticipated 3% growth in GDP, which is considered 
a particularly rapid growth rate.

Another success was recorded by Poland in the latest World Bank “Do-
ing Business 2017” classification.  Out of the 190 surveyed countries, our posi-
tion was 24th,  one number higher than in 2016. The main reasons behind this 

22 Fomina and Frelak  11.
23 Niklewicz 261–262.
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advancement were the reforms of the tax law, restructuring, and bankruptcy law, 
which contributed to a significant improvement of the status of business owners 
in Poland. We are now ahead of most countries in our region: the Czech Republic 
ranked 27th, Slovakia 33rd, Romania 36th, Bulgaria 39th, and Hungary 41st. Only 
the Baltic states ranked higher than us: Estonia moved up from 12th to 10th, Lat-
via ranked 14th, and Lithuania ranked 21st.24

The Polish society is considered one of the 
youngest on the continent, which – in view 
of the demographic crisis among the aging 
populations of  Western Europe and the 
problems they are facing as a consequence of 
generational imbalance, low performance of 
the pension system, and the need to import 
a workforce in the future – presents Poland as 
a country of new opportunities.

Poland is more and more often perceived as a country of new opportunities, 
with economic growth rates reaching above 3% GDP per year. At the time of ac-
cession to the European Union, the nominal GDP value in Poland was at PLN 883.7 
billion; 10 years later, this value was already at PLN 1,635.7 billion, which was al-
most twice as much. GDP per capita in 2004 was at 50.5% of the EU average; 10 
years later, it exceeded 66.8% of the EU average. If a similar economic growth rate 
is maintained, GDP per capita in Poland is expected to reach 70% of the average 
in the old EU-15 member states by 2025.25

The value of foreign investment in Poland is steadily increasing, evidence 
of more confidence from Western business owners in our country. With the EU 
subsidies, Polish towns and cities are developing as well. The Polish society is 

24 http://www.doingbusiness.org/reports/global-reports/doing-business-2017
25 http://www.bankier.pl/wiadomosc/PKB-na-osobe-w-Polsce-goni-srednia-UE-Mocny-

wzrost-do-2018-roku-7255686.html

http://www.doingbusiness.org/reports/global-reports/doing-business-2017
http://www.bankier.pl/wiadomosc/PKB-na-osobe-w-Polsce-goni-srednia-UE-Mocny-wzrost-do-2018-roku-
http://www.bankier.pl/wiadomosc/PKB-na-osobe-w-Polsce-goni-srednia-UE-Mocny-wzrost-do-2018-roku-
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considered one of the youngest on the continent, which – in view of the demo-
graphic crisis among the aging populations of Western Europe and the problems 
they are facing as a consequence of generational imbalance, low performance of 
the pension system, and the need to import a workforce in the future – presents 
Poland as a country of new opportunities.

Polish business operators are also gaining confidence in winning foreign 
markets. Here, KGHM Polska Miedź SA is the leader among Polish companies, and 
the “made in Poland” identification is receiving better and better associations 
in consecutive countries. Specifically, buses with the Polish brand Solaris travel 
the roads of Norway, Germany, Austria, and Italy. Pesa, in Bydgoszcz, manufac-
tures trains that are operated not only in Poland but also in Russia, Czechia, Ger-
many, and Italy. Polish windows from Fakro, Drutex, and Oknoplast find buyers 
in Ukraine, Hungary, Germany, the United Kingdom, France, the United States, 
Austria, Switzerland, Australia, and the Middle East. Ursus exports its tractors 
to African markets, while Inglot has found customers for its cosmetics not only 
in Western Europe and the United States, but also in the Philippines, India, Arab 
countries, and South Africa. CD Project had its commercial displayed in Times 
Square, New York City, and it sold 16 million copies of its game “The Witcher” 
worldwide. Audioteka, with its proprietary audiobook selling scheme, is gaining 
popularity worldwide.26

The Polish premium brands are also becoming more and more popular. Ninety 
percent of the yachts from Sunreef, Galeon, and Delphia are exported all over the 
world. Polish vodkas such as Belvedere and Chopin are considered luxury prod-
ucts.  Irena Eris is present in Germany and the United Kingdom (its products are 
available from Harrods, London); in France, it has made its presence in the prestig-
ious Comite Colbert. Polish hotels and spa travel are starting to score high as well. 
Polish businesses are marking their presence in the segment of luxury brands.

Last year, Poland ranked among the 20 most frequently visited countries in 
the world. Since 2000, 220 million tourists have visited Poland, which made Po-
land the 18th most popular country worldwide and the 11th most popular coun-
try for tourists in Europe in 2015.27 On November 1, 2015, Lonely Travel experts 

26 http://www.polandgoglobal.pl
27 http://wyborcza.biz/biznes/1,100896,19329021,polska-w-pierwszej-dwudziestce-

najchetniej-odwiedzanych-krajow.html

http://www.polandgoglobal.pl/
http://wyborcza.biz/biznes/1,100896,19329021,polska-w-pierwszej-dwudziestce-najchetniej-
http://wyborcza.biz/biznes/1,100896,19329021,polska-w-pierwszej-dwudziestce-najchetniej-
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recognized our country among the ten worldwide and one of only two in Europe 
which were awarded the title of “Best in Travel 2016.”28 The Lonely Travel experts 
paid special attention to the following towns in Poland: Wrocław, as the European 
Capital of Culture 2016; Krakow, as the location of World Youth Day 2016; Łódź; 
Szczecin; and Gdańsk; among other interesting regions, they included the Masur-
ia lake district and Białowieża forest. As estimated by the Polish Tourist Organiza-
tion, 16 million tourists came to Poland in 2014, or 1 million more than in 2012. 
Most of the tourists come to us from Germany, Czechia, Ukraine, and Slovakia, 
but also from the United Kingdom and the Netherlands. At the moment, earnings 
from tourism in Poland amount to 5% of GDP each year.

The election of Donald Tusk as president of the Council of the European Un-
ion and Elżbieta Bieńkowska as the European Commissioner for the Internal Mar-
ket, notwithstanding the comments in Polish, was initially perceived as a success 
for Poland. Among the international opinions, the prevailing approach was that it 
did not equate to Poland achieving equal status with that of the remaining EU-15 
member states, but rather of an international position which had been complete-
ly unavailable for Poland before.

POLAND MORE THAN 10 YEARS AFTER ITS EU ACCESSION: POLISH AND 
INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC OPINION POLLING

The opinion polls carried out in Western European countries, however, demon-
strate that Poland is still perceived as one of the poorest countries in Europe. 
Greece is presented in a similar way today. “European perception of life in other 
countries,”29 a survey conducted in March 2016 by Livewhat, an agency affiliated 
with the Institute of Citizenship Studies (InCite) at Geneva University, indicated 
that only 25% of the respondents from the surveyed countries were of the opin-
ion that the living conditions in Poland were good. Also, most of the respondents 
claimed that living in Poland (and in Greece) was “worse than the country thinks,” 
while the Polish people had a more positive image of their neighbors.  For com-
parison, Switzerland and Sweden scored highest among all the subjects; Germany 

28 http://www.pot.gov.pl/nowosci/l/wiadomosci/wiadomosci-z-pot/nagrody-best-in-
travel-2016-rozdane- polska-w-czolowce-swiatowych-destynacji-turystycznych

29 Livewhat, Geneva-based survey, quoted in “Green-eyed continent”.

http://www.pot.gov.pl/nowosci/l/wiadomosci/wiadomosci-z-pot/nagrody-best-in-travel-2016-rozdane-
http://www.pot.gov.pl/nowosci/l/wiadomosci/wiadomosci-z-pot/nagrody-best-in-travel-2016-rozdane-
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ranked high as well. The position of Greece was the lowest in the classification: in 
most of the surveyed countries, only 10% of respondents believed that the living 
conditions are adequate there. The Southern European countries such as Spain 
and Italy scored slightly better than Poland. Interestingly, most citizens of the sur-
veyed countries (France, Germany, Italy, Sweden, and Switzerland) declared that 
living in their neighbor’s country is better than in their home country (Table 3).

Table 3. Europeans’ perceptions of life in other countries

Source: Livewhat, Geneva-based survey, “The Economist”, 29-03-2016

It is symptomatic that the support for further EU enlargement in the old EU-
15 states is maintained at a low level. The latest Eurobarometer study of Novem-
ber 2016 showed that the support for further expansion of the Union in among 
founder members was still low: 71% of the people in Austria, 68% of those in 
Germany, and 65% in France or Luxembourg stood against the process. The EU 
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citizens demonstrating a high level of support of the EU enlargement usually 
were from the recently admitted countries, such as Lithuania (65% positive re-
sponses), Croatia (62%), or Romania (61%)30 (Table 4).

Table 4. Support for further enlargement in the European Union member states

Source: Standard Eurobarometer no. 86, November 2016

The image surveys carried out by Pew Research Center, on the other hand, 
focused on a more delicate subject, i.e., mutual national stereotypes.31 In the 2013 
Pew study, Germans were chosen as the “most trustworthy” nation, but the re-
spondents also voted for them as the “most arrogant” and “least compassionate” 
(responses chosen by the majority of the subjects). In this classification, Poles 
were described as the “least arrogant” and the “most compassionate” by their 
compatriots only, whereas the other subjects did not mention Poles in these cat-
egories (Table 5).

30 Standard Eurobarometer 22.
31 https://richardbrenneman.wordpress.com/2013/05/14/chart-of-the-day-how- 

europeans-see-each-other/
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Table 5. Building stereotypes in Europe

Source: Pew Research Center, May 2013

The image of Poland that is presented by 
the Polish opinion polls and research papers 
published in Poland irrefutably seems to be 
more positive than that transpiring from Western 
reports or statistics. Here, the focus is on the 
growth rate of positive change, the decreasing 
distance toward the developed countries, and 
the progress we have managed to achieve 
recently; in the articles and papers published 
in Western countries, the main emphasis is on 
the reluctance toward further enlargement 
presented by the Western societies, as well 
as the threats occurring on the job market as 
a consequence of the migration waves or the 
negative perception of the eastern enlargement.
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The Germans were presented as the “most hardworking” and the “least cor-
rupt” in all the comparisons. The opinions on the Greeks were the worst. On top 
of the disgraceful list of the “least hardworking” and the “most corrupt” nations 
(Table 6), there are usually the nations of Southern Europe – Italians, Spaniards, 
and Greeks.32 None of the surveyed nations mentioned Poles in their responses, 
which may be a source of optimism, as the high level of corruption was one of the 
negative features we were accused of at the time of EU accession.

Table 6. Building stereotypes in Europe

Source: Pew Research Center 2012, “The Economist” 4-06-2012

The reason that no specific mentions of Poland were made in the Pew survey 
could be that the image of Poland at the time, as the experts pointed out, was as 
a “country without a face,”33 without a clear-cut image against the international 
background. The OBOP survey for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs implied that the 
image of Poland and Poles in the West was incoherent; on the one hand, the image 

32 Santoso.
33 Smoczyński; Poland’s Marketing Strategy in the tourism sector for 2008–2015; Analy-

sis of Poland’s image and Poland’s brand worldwide perception survey results 2008.
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of our country was considered unremarkable, while on the other hand it was 
noted that “the image of the Polish people is better, more prominent than the im-
age of the entire country in a vast majority of cases.”34

Unfortunately, this does not mean that the image of Poles is identical in all 
countries; specifically, the TNS OBOP 2013 survey demonstrated that Portuguese, 
Spanish, French, and Ukrainian people exhibited the most signs of sympathy to-
ward our country. The fewest supporters were in the Netherlands, Austria, and 
Germany, which is very characteristic because the Netherlands, Germany, and the 
United Kingdom were the most popular destinations for Polish migrants after 
2004.35 Another quite obvious conclusion might be that Western Europeans see 
us as the East of Europe, whereas for the people from the East of Europe, e.g. for 
the Ukrainian nation, “Poland is already the West.”36

It would be reasonable to study the results of surveys regarding the image of 
Poland in selected EU member states. Instytut Spraw Publicznych [the Institute of 
Public Affairs] carries out regular research projects dedicated to the mutual per-
ceptions of Poles and Germans, called the “Poland–Germany Barometer”. ISP’s re-
search indicates a certain duality in Germany’s perception of Poland.37 On the one 
hand, Poland was even recently associated with a tough economic situation, push-
ing its people away in order to engage in low-skilled, seasonal jobs; the famous 
Polnische Wirtschaft was a synonym of extreme mismanagement and a total mess.  
In some social circles, particularly in the border areas, there was a vivid stereo-
type of a Pole as a car thief38 and an image of Poland as a country with a high 
crime rate. On the other hand, Poland is more and more often perceived from the 

34 Laboratorium Badań Społecznych for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 18.
35 According to the data of the Central Statistical Office of the Republic of Poland (GUS), 

2,397,000 Polish citizens were staying outside of Poland as of the end of 2015, which is the 
sum of the estimated number of temporary migrants and those who have settled permanently 
outside of Poland. Specifically, 720,000 Poles were staying in the United Kingdom in 2015 (or 
more than 1,000,000 according to unofficial data); 655,000 were in Germany; 112,000 were 
in the Netherlands; and 111,000 had moved to Ireland. The total number of Polish emigrants 
increased by 82,000 compared to the preceding year.

36 Laboratorium Badań Społecznych for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 20.
37 Instytut Spraw Publicznych.
38 During the communist times, some sayings were established in everyday speech, such 

as “Fast gestohlen, schon in Polen” or “Fahren sie nach Polen, ihre Auto ist schon da,” meaning 
“Just stolen, already in Poland” and “Go to Poland, your car is already there”, respectively.
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perspective of its rapid economic transformation, numerous investments in in-
frastructure, and mutual business relations. In 2016, the value of Polish–German 
trade exceeded €100 billion (€22 billion more than in 2013),39 making Poland an 
essential trading partner for Germany. This is also relevant to the nations’ mutual 
perceptions. Specifically, even though Germans had declared they were not of the 
opinion that Poles as people were similar to them and that they believed we were 
much closer to Russians,40 in later surveys they declared a willingness to accept 
a Pole as a colleague (79% positive responses), as a citizen of their country (62% 
“yes”), and as a son-in-law (49%).41 This indicates that the level of social accept-
ance shown by Germans towards Poles exhibits an increasing tendency.

In Belgium, there is also a certain duality in the perception of our coun-
try and our people; on the one hand, there is a prevailing stereotypical image 
of a Pole: a poorly-educated illegal immigrant worker in a low-skilled job, often 
a heavy drinker. Poland is perceived as a country with a slow growth rate, a cold 
climate, and a rough history (World War II and the communist years). On the oth-
er hand, in the opinion of the international public official population, the image of 
Poland is completely different, and the qualities attributed to Poles are “ambition, 
courage, go-getter qualities, youthfulness, and speed”,42 and the real potential and 
growth rate of our country is emphasized.

The image of Polish people in the United Kingdom is interesting. During the 
last 10 years, the perception of Poland has undergone improvement. The Brit-
ish people are mostly aware that Poland is a democratic country, where parlia-
mentary democracy and a market economy prevails. Sixty percent of respondents 
claimed that they had had some contact with Poland or Poles and consider them 
trustworthy – they would accept Poles as tourists, neighbors, or family members. 
Even though only 6% of Brits had visited Poland, almost half of them believed that 
Poles are similar to them. However, the perception of Poles in the United Kingdom 
is not free of all burden; the Brits still consider Poland to be a poor and back-
ward country, affected by corruption and bureaucracy; interestingly, they think 

39 https://www.obserwatorfinansowy.pl/tematyka/makroekonomia/wymiana- 
handlowa-miedzy-polska-a-niemcami-na-rekordowym-poziomie

40 For a broader discussion on that topic, see Instytut Spraw Publicznych.
41 For a broader discussion on that topic, see Instytut Spraw Publicznych.
42 Laboratorium Badań Społecznych for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 18.

http://www.obserwatorfinansowy.pl/tematyka/makroekonomia/wymiana-handlowa-miedzy-
http://www.obserwatorfinansowy.pl/tematyka/makroekonomia/wymiana-handlowa-miedzy-
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it is a smaller, less-populated country than it actually is.43 In their opinion, Polish 
immigration has caused an excessive burden to the British social security system 
and has contributed to higher unemployment rates in certain vocational groups, 
which may cause certain social clashes. Even though the negotiation process is 
still pending on the terms of the United Kingdom leaving the EU (the Brexit ten-
sions) and on the limitations on immigrants from the EU using the British welfare 
system, we may say that there is a certain sympathy toward Poles in the UK. Their 
jobs are more and more frequently consistent with their profession, meaning that 
they work as physicians, nurses, engineers, or office assistants – not just as man-
ual laborers. Whatever the level of qualification, their work is appreciated by Brit-
ish employers. “You are Britan’s favorite migrants,” the British conservative MP 
Greg Hands allegedly said to Poles.44 Similar opinions can be encountered among 
the Poles residing in the United Kingdom. Dominika Swieżewska wrote that

our hard work, education, and willingness to integrate makes the image of a Pole 
more and more positive. This is evidenced, for example, by the demand for Polish 
professionals in the Polish economy. Moreover, there are documents and institutions 
intended to make it easier for Polish people to integrate and live on the British Isles. 
Banks offer them loans, Polish women have children, Polish people invest in prop-
erty and vocational courses. Research shows that Poles still feel more like guests 
than legitimate inhabitants of the United Kingdom. Yet everything seems to favor the 
claim that if we continue to work on our positive image, we are going to feel more at 
home in our migration destinations.45

It would be difficult to disregard the fact that migrants are becoming the 
showpiece of our country abroad and that the changes in the perception of Po-
land will depend on them. It should be emphasized again that the citizens of our 
country enjoy more sympathy and a more positive image than the Polish state, 
which presents itself better and more realistically among the European elites 
than among the ordinary people.

43 Ibidem.
44 M.P. Garapich “Migracje, społeczeństwo obywatelskie i władza. Uwarunkowania 

stowarzyszeniowości etnicznej i rozwoju społeczeństwa obywatelskiego wśród polskich emi-
grantów w Wielkiej Brytanii [Migrations, civil society, and power: The criteria of ethnic associa-
tion and development of civil society among Polish migrants in the United Kingdom], in: Fomina, 
Frelak, quoted article. p. 14.

45 Swieżewska.
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The image of Poland that is presented by the Polish opinion polls and re-
search papers published in Poland irrefutably seems to be more positive than that 
transpiring from Western reports or statistics. Here, the focus is on the growth 
rate of positive change, the decreasing distance toward the developed countries, 
and the progress we have managed to achieve recently;46 in the articles and pa-
pers published in Western countries, the main emphasis is on the reluctance to-
ward further enlargement presented by the Western societies,47 as well as the 
threats occurring on the job market as a consequence of the migration waves or 
the negative perception of the eastern enlargement.48 They also note the deficits 
and weak points of the new Member States.49 Adam Balzer of demosEuropa de-
fined the Poland–EU relationship as “platonic love.”50

“POLAND AS EUROPE’S NEW HEADACHE”: POLAND AND POLES 
IN SELECTED MATERIALS FROM THE WESTERN PRESS

Special attention should be paid to the time period following the October 25, 
2015 parliamentary election, when a large volume of articles were published in 
the Western media that presented Poland in a negative light. Correspondents the 
foreign press commented on the success of the Law and Justice (PiS) party as an 
election of “ignorant, xenophobic, even radical Poland.” Here are some excerpts 
from their articles: “Poland has taken a dangerous course towards authoritarian-
ism” [Translator’s note: no such quote exists in the reference, so the sentence is 
my translation of the Polish original and not the English source, see https://www.
washingtonpost.com/opinions/polands-disturbing-tilt-to-the-right/2015/11/2
9/480341e0-952a-11e5-8aa0-5d0946560a97_story.html]51; “Poland has taken 
a turn toward Orbán-style authoritarianism” [Translator’s note: no such quote ex-
ists in Zakaria’s GPS transcript at the date given in the reference, so the sentence 

46 Instytut Spraw Publicznych; Laboratorium Badań Społecznych for the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs.

47 E.g., Standard Eurobarometer.
48 Sedelmeier.
49 Advisory Council on International Affairs; http://www.cer.eu/sites/default/files/pub-

lications/attachments/pdf/2014/bal_comp_ib_eu_enlargement_july2014-9463.pdf.
50 Balzer.
51 Diehl.

http://www.cer.eu/sites/default/files/publications/attachments/pdf/2014/bal_comp_ib_eu_enlargement
http://www.cer.eu/sites/default/files/publications/attachments/pdf/2014/bal_comp_ib_eu_enlargement
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is my translation of the Polish original and not the English source]52; and Poland 
is bringing back “Soviet-style censorship which … should be a serious concern for 
the world” [Translator’s note: only a part of this quote exists in the reference; the 
rest is my translation of the Polish original].53 The following articles should be 
noted as well: “Barbed rhetoric”54; “Europe’s new headache”55; and “Two weeks 
in, Poland’s new government is making Europe nervous”.56 Because of the signifi-
cant emotional component of these texts, they deserve a separate analysis.

Specifically, we can read in the piece entitled “Europe’s new headache” that

when PiS was last in power, its tenure was marked by erratic policies and nationalist 
paranoia; it appears not to have mellowed with time. The last time PiS was in power, in 
2005–07, it picked fights with Germany and created an atmosphere of hysterical un-
predictability.  … [Poland] has been the flagship of the EU’s eastward expansion, proof 
that democracy and the rule of law can spread. If PiS wants that era to end, it is going 
about it the right way. … This lurch towards populism will hurt Poland. But the broad-
er worry is that it will cripple the EU on critical issues, particularly the refugee crisis.57

The narrative prevailing in the German media is surprisingly consistent, too. 
Suddeutsche Zeitung wrote,

the new Polish government under its Spiritus Rector, Jarosław Kaczyński, immediately 
started to rebuild Poland into a state in which power is no longer divided and con-
trolled, but rather concentrated entirely with Kaczyński and his nationalist PIS party.58

Die Welt published the following warning:

The threat that has developed in Poland is no less than a dictatorship, not a com-
munist one this time, but a nationalistic conservative one. This is not only very bad 
for Poland, but it also mocks the courage and sacrifice of the people who fought and 
died for democracy in Poland.59

52 Zakaria, CNN on Poland.
53 Zakaria, op. cit.
54 Foy.
55 “Europe’s new headache.”
56 “The return of the awkward squad.”
57 “Europe’s new headache.”
58 Ulrich.
59 Dietrich.
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Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung gives the following summary: “The PIS gov-
ernment are doing everything they can to be perceived not as a policy determin-
ing force but rather as a problem.”60

The content from Fareed Zakaria of CNN deserves special attention:

Events in Poland have taken a very ugly turn. [Since] the country’s right-wing Law 
and Justice party won the majority in parliament, it has embarked on a dizzyingly 
rapid power grab that has drawn comparisons with a coup d’etat. In a legally ques-
tionable move, the new parliament voided the appointments of five judges to the 
constitutional court – so they could be replaced with ones to the party’s liking… All 
of this is very troubling and surprising, because in recent years, Poland has been 
a rare pillow of stability in Europe. Over the last decade its economy grew 50 per-
cent, The New York Times points out, and big companies like Ikea, Volkswagen, and 
Amazon all have made big investments there. Despite this rosy outlook, the previous 
ruling party, which had been in power for eight years, had worn out its welcome 
thanks to scandals and bad politics, so the electorate chose a new course. … Poland 
is under threat of “Soviet-style censorship” because freedom of the media is blocked 
all the time. [Translator’s note: this sentence is absent in the original footage of Za-
karia and its transcript available on CNN.]61

Here is a summary from The New York Times:

Poland is on its way to a political avalanche, which will take it straight into the arms 
of brownshirt dictatorship. [Translator’s note: this is the translator’s version of the 
sentence written by the author of this paper, yet there is nothing of the kind in the 
original referenced article from The New York Times. This content simply does not 
exist in the original text. See https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/21/opinion/po-
lands-tragic-turn.html.]62

Fareed Zakaria on CNN again:

If the Republican candidate Donald Trump wins, America could follow in the footsteps 
of Poland and Russia, where democracy was broken. Democracy is fragile – look at 
Poland, Russia, and Turkey. [Translator’s note: Zakaria never said those exact words, 
it is rather a compilation of several different pieces from different dates and times].63

60 Veser.
61 Zakaria, CNN on Poland.
62 “Poland’s Tragic Turn.”
63 Zakaria “Global Public Square”, CNN on Poland, CNN.
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The level of detail in these pieces is interesting, too. Many of them present 
the political debates in our country on an ongoing basis, as if the authors were 
perfectly in the current about the sequence of the political events in Poland.

The Economist usually publishes pieces that are not signed with the author’s 
name. In terms of knowledgeability about Poland’s internal affairs, this weekly is 
not in any way behind the largest Polish media outlets. Specifically, in “The return 
of the awkward squad”, we can read the following:

How the new social policies will be funded is unclear. The changes, especially on 
pensions, are very costly. The proposed taxes on banks and supermarkets cover only 
a fraction of their cost. The budget deficit could hit 4% of GDP next year. With an 
aging population and many young people leaving for elsewhere in the EU, lowering 
the retirement age seems disastrous. … European diplomats … Privately, many are 
worried.64

Here is a quote from “Courting disaster”:

Father Rydzyk, too, is disappointed in the new government. After a spat over access 
to the president, he threatened to break off co-operation, saying he expected his me-
dia outlets to be “treated differently”. It remains to be seen whom Mr. Kaczynski and 
his party fear more: the EU or Radio Maryja.65

The piece entitled “Illiberalism lives” stated the following:

During Ms. Szydlo’s attempt to unseat Mr. Tusk, François Hollande, France’s outgo-
ing president, snapped that Poland might have the principles, but the EU held the 
structural funds. You often hear such threats in Brussels and Berlin these days, nota-
bly over the refusal of Hungary and Poland to accept refugees. Talks on the EU’s next 
budget begin next year.66

Journalists and experts from Poland echo the content published by foreign 
correspondents. Piotr Buras said the following in his article, “Driving Poland 
apart”, published in The New York Times: “The real crisis in Poland is not that the 
country is uniting behind the nationalist right. It is that Polish society is cleaving 

64 “The return of the awkward squad.”
65 “Courting disaster.”
66 “Illiberalism lives.”
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between traditionalism and liberalism.”67 Professor Jadwiga Staniszkis said in Die 
Welt that Jarosław Kaczyński “has no empathy towards his own nation.”68

For a vigilant observer of the daily political scene, the above claims will not 
be new. A majority of the articles discussed above had their reverberations in 
the Polish press; they were widely commented upon here. The only surprising 
aspect can be the early suggestion that the “issues with democracy” are not just 
the Polish domain under PiS rule, but that Poland “has never been truly demo-
cratic before”, as a matter of fact. Democratic legitimization was denied for the 
whole nation. In the January 2017 piece published in Foreign Policy, entitled “Po-
land was never as democratic as it looked”, Sean Hanley and James Dawson sug-
gested that

the political transformation in Poland and in the other countries of the region 
was not particularly successful, whereas the process of building democracy was 
stopped halfway. … The European Union tossed up on the wrong model of democ-
ratization for post-communist states. The policies of Brussels have failed because 
of the assumption that democratization of state institutions will lead to the im-
plementation of democratic values in the society. (…) The superficial democra-
cy is the fault of all the consecutive governments after 1989, and one year is too 
short to change the entire system of state institutions or the values represented 
by the society. [Translator’s note: this quote, again, never appears in the original 
article. No idea how the author of this paper obtained the Polish version, or what 
the real source was. See the original at https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/01/03/
poland-was-never-as-democratic-as-it-looked-law-and-justice-hungary-orban.]69

Another surprising aspect for a representative of the Polish intelligentsia will 
be the dichotomy between the allegedly “altruistic west” and the “xenophobic 
east”. In “Barbed rhetoric”, Henry Foy and Neil Buckley wrote that

the new members have largely bought into the EU’s liberalization agenda … But to-
day, the rise of nationalism and euroscepticism across central Europe, fueled by the 
migrant crisis … is challenging the unity of the European project. … Now it is the al-
truistic west against the xenophobic east. Our biggest danger is to fall into this trap.70

67 Buras.
68 Staniszkis.
69 Hanley and Dawson.
70 Foy.
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The entire Visegrad group is presented in negative terms and character-
ized by a “lack of European solidarity”. PIS’s opposition to the election of Don-
ald Tusk for the next term of office as president of the Council of the European 
Union (it was the first time in history that a member state did not back its own 
candidate) was commented upon ironically. Here are Henry Foy’s comments on 
Twitter:

Tusk re-elected @eucopresident, Polish Govt fuming (…) It is only just dawning on 
many EU diplomats just how deep the hatred of Mr Tusk runs within @pisorgpl & 
Kaczynski (…) Polish Prime Minister Szydło says Poland will block the conclusions 
of EU summit on this matter, but she adds that Poland is happy to take the EU money 
[Translator’s note: the last piece is nowhere to be found on Henry Foy’s Twitter pro-
file for 2017, so it is my translation and not the English-language original].71

Here it would be reasonable to ask whether any comments could be found 
during the last eighteen months about Poland and Poles that were positive. Were 
there any articles (e.g. on any media with a conservative slant) that praised the 
accomplishments of the new government? There were not many of them, yet it 
did happen. The World Bank published a report in which it appreciated Poland 
for implementing the “500+” scheme, through which poverty in Poland was suc-
cessfully reduced by 3 p.p., from 8.9% to 5.9%.72

Ruchir Sharma, Global Strategist at Morgan Stanley Investment Management, 
predicted Poland’s economic advancement in 2017 in The New York Times in the 
United States. In “The Next Economic Powerhouse? Poland”, he suggested that

of the more than 190 countries tracked by the International Monetary Fund, fewer 
than 40 count as wealthy or advanced economies. The rest are known as emerging 
nations, and many of them have been emerging forever. The last large country to 
make it into the advanced class was South Korea, 20 years ago. The next major na-
tion likely to join that club could be Poland… a common thread is that all the nations 
have a per-capita income of at least around $15,000. … Poland’s average income has 
risen to near $13,000, from $2,300, and it is now on pace to pass the $15,000 mark 
by the turn of this decade.73

71 Foy.
72 Goraus and Inchauste.
73 http://wgospodarce.pl/informacje/38233-new-york-times-polska-nowa-

ekonomiczna-potega; see also https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/05/opinion/

http://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/05/opinion/poland-economy-trump-russia.html
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He did not forget about the concerns among the governments of Western 
states and commentators of the Western press, who were afraid of the growth of 
populism after the success of PiS in the parliamentary election: “The concern was 
that it would derail growth by meddling in the private sector and trying to fulfill 
costly populist promises. … So far these policies have not caused much harm.”74

Today, we already know that his predictions were correct. By the end of Sep-
tember 2017, for the first time in its history, Poland was not recognized among 
the emerging markets, but among the developed markets. The FTSE Russell index 
agency has considered us the first Central European state to join the 25 best de-
veloped countries, and as of September 2018 we will be recognized together with 
such countries as Germany, Japan, or the United States.75

Andrew Marr, BBC’s political commentator, in his famous Sunday Times piece 
“Thank you, Poland, for lending us your young”, praised the Polish immigrants:

If we sit down with a piece of paper and a pencil and try to work out the ideal source 
of migrants to Britain, I suspect that after analyzing all the percentages, historical 
dates, and economic equations, we would end up with the word Poland circled, un-
derlined, and followed by three exclamation marks.
… Polish pilots fought in the Battle of England, and the Brits expressed their deep-
est respect for the Polish dissidents during the communist times and the Solidarity 
era. My generation knows many Polish writers and composers, including Czesław 
Miłosz, Wisława Szymborska, Zbigniew Herbert, and Witold Lutosławski, and Pope 
John Paul II was always treated as a world leader in the format of Nelson Mandela. …
99 percent of immigrants from Poland have a permanent job or are studying. Poles 
have opened more than 22,000 businesses in the British Isles. (…) We helped the 
Poles, offering them higher wages, and they helped us. While Vladimir Putin is flex-
ing his muscles and we are trying to define our priorities in the process of leaving 
the European Union, we should ask ourselves who our good friend is.76

And here is a funny comment by Giles Coren in his “How to be a lazy Brit” 
piece, pre-announced a day earlier, in The Times centerfold: “The Poles coming to 

poland-economy-trump-russia.html
74 Op. cit.
75 https://www.money.pl/gielda/wiadomosci/artykul/ftse-russell-polska-rynek-ro-

zwiniety,122,0,2371450.html, https://www.gpw.pl/aktualnosc?cmn_id=10603, https://
www.gpw.pl/pub/GPW/files/PDF/2017_09_FTSE_Russell.pdf

76 Marr.

http://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/05/opinion/poland-economy-trump-russia.html
http://www.money.pl/gielda/wiadomosci/artykul/ftse-russell-polska-rynek-
http://www.gpw.pl/aktualnosc?cmn_id=10603
http://www.gpw.pl/pub/GPW/files/PDF/2017_09_FTSE_Russell.pdf


209

Karolina Świrska-Czałbowska, The image of Poland and Poles in European public discourse…

KULTURA – MEDIA – TEOLOGIA 47/2021

Britain work very hard. After a few years here, they start to mimic the Brits and 
become equally lazy.”77

But there is only a minority of such comments. For the last eighteen months, 
the prevailing body of articles were one-sided pieces, with a black-and-white hy-
pothesis, typically suggesting that Poland has problems respecting the rule of 
law or democratic values, and that it is “rolling down towards a Nazi-like dicta-
torship.” They emphasized that Poland’s present government had “symbolically 
half-masted the EU flag,”78 nevertheless declaring that they did “not intend to get 
Poland out of the European Union”79 and that they were “happy to take the EU 
money”.80 There were suggestions that “other EU member states would be happy 
to see Poland outside the EU.”81

SUMMARY82

Today, more than eighteen months after the October 2015 election in which PiS 
was the winner, we seem to have already passed the peak of this unhealthy interest 
in Poland. The activity of foreign correspondents seems to be declining in strength, 
so it is now possible to calm the emotions and slowly begin to summarize things. 
However, it is still not possible to authoritatively determine the causes of the nega-
tive press campaign about Poland, nor is it easy to estimate all its consequences.

Among the results, there is the change of Poland’s image in the international 
scene, the incoherent and ambiguous perceptions of Poland among the European 
political elites, the new ratings of Poland by the international financial institu-
tions (first a negative perspective was assigned, then there was another switch 
from negative to stable), and the continuously valid threat of sanctions for non-
compliance with the rule of law (the threat of withdrawal or reduction of struc-
tural funds and the denial of Poland’s voting rights in the European Council).

77 Coren.
78 Foy.
79 “Illiberalism lives.”
80 Foy.
81 “Illiberalism lives.”
82 This paper does not cover the topic exhaustively; rather, it should serve as a starting 

point for further discussion. Careful observation and analysis is still needed for the issues un-
der consideration.
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It is certainly safe to conclude that, contrary to the ominous forecasts, 2016 
was a good year for foreign investment in Poland: the value of investment grew by 
74% over the preceding year.83 According to the fDi Intelligence report developed 
at the Financial Times analytical division, last year foreign businesses announced 
new investment in Poland worth USD 9.9 billion (equivalent to PLN 38 billion).84 
Based on estimations, Poland is therefore ranked fifth in Europe, achieving a bet-
ter bidding and investing position than many richer countries in Europe, such as 
Spain or Ireland.85 The positive opinion investors have about our economy is fur-
ther supported by the publication of our credit rating by Moody, of 12 May 2017. 
Moody maintained Poland’s credit rating at A2 and, importantly, changed its per-
spective again, this time from negative to stable. In this way, the negative fore-
casts from autumn have gotten better.  The implication is that the agency does not 
see any threat of decreasing Poland’s credit capacity.

The prospects for foreign trade are optimistic as well: the data of the Central 
Statistical Office (GUS) for 2016 demonstrate a 2.3% growth in Polish exports (up 
to €183.6 bn), a 0.9% rise in imports (up to €178.9 bn), and an almost doubled 
turnover surplus (up to nearly €4.8 bn).86 During the visit of Chinese President Xi 
Jinping to Poland in June 2016, more than ten bilateral agreements were signed 
in areas such as banking and air traffic; Poland’s role in the new Silk Road re-
construction project was strongly emphasized – it is intended as a road project 
linking China with Europe. Moreover, in September 2017, for the first time in its 
history, Poland was not recognized among the emerging markets, but among the 
developed markets.  Next year, we are expected to join the group of the 25 most 
developed countries worldwide.

The number of tourists coming to Poland is increasing regularly, too. The 
Ministry of Sports and Tourism declared that the number of foreign tourists had 
broken the previous record in 2016. It increased by 4.5% over 2015, up to approx. 
17.5 million (12.5 million in Krakow alone).87

83 For a broader discussion of the topic, see Siemiończyk; http://www.tvp.info/30762 
014/inwestorzy-cenia-polske-gospodarka-sie-rozpedza

84 Op. cit.
85 For a broader discussion of the topic, see “Zagraniczne firmy nie boją się rządu PIS.”
86 https://www.mr.gov.pl/strony/aktualnosci/handel-zagraniczny-polski-w-2016-r.
87 http://tvn24bis.pl/z-kraju,74/turystyka-w-2016-r-wiecej-turystow-z-zagranicy,71 

6615.htm

http://www.tvp.info/30762014/inwestorzy-cenia-polske-gospodarka-sie-rozpedza
http://www.tvp.info/30762014/inwestorzy-cenia-polske-gospodarka-sie-rozpedza
http://www.mr.gov.pl/strony/aktualnosci/handel-zagraniczny-polski-w-2016-r
http://tvn24bis.pl/z-kraju,74/turystyka-w-2016-r-wiecej-turystow-z-zagranicy,716615.htm
http://tvn24bis.pl/z-kraju,74/turystyka-w-2016-r-wiecej-turystow-z-zagranicy,716615.htm
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Furthermore, it appears from the quoted opinion polls and journalistic ar-
ticles that the image of Poles as a nation is becoming more and more positive in 
the West. This image is built by hardworking, well-educated migrants who often 
study at universities in Western European countries and start working in highly 
specialized jobs afterwards. The ‘unremarkable’ image of the Polish state (“Pol-
ska bez twarzy”), so prominent in the opinion polls around 2010, has been re-
placed by an image of a state in good economic condition, but breaking the rules 
of democracy. Poland is a country with good economic and investment prospects 
(no longer an emerging market, but already a developed market), which is none-
theless experiencing certain political problems, is torn by internal conflicts, and 
governed by a Nazi-like dictatorship that has immobilized the Constitutional Tri-
bunal and the free media, and which did not support its candidate for president of 
the European Union Council (the first member state to do so in the history of the 
EU). Even for an inattentive observer of international affairs, this conclusion is 
quite predictable, yet this is exactly the shape of Poland’s contemporary percep-
tion on the European political scene.

Despite the numerous positive comments in the press or on TV about the 
two significant visits for the Poles (Donald Trump on July 6 and Kate and William 
Windsor on July 17, 2017, an event that uniquely promoted Poland’s history, cul-
ture, and aspirations all over the world), there was definitely no breakthrough in 
the way Poland has been described since. After some brief delight with Poland as 
the “geographic heart of Europe,”88 “the spirit of Europe,”89 and “a model and sym-
bol of hope for the survival and triumph of the Western civilization,”90 and with 
the Polish people “fighting for independence in a valiant, courageous, and deter-
mined way,”91 or those who “throughout their history did not want any privilege 
or money, they just wanted God,”92 the public opinion in Europe became inter-
ested in the matter of the reform of the Polish justice system. There began to ap-

88 Donald Trump’s speech at Plac Krasińskich in Warsaw, July 6, 2017, as quoted in htt-
ps://www.wprost.pl/kraj/10063965/1/Komentarze-w-swiatowych-mediach-po-wizycie-
Trumpa-w- Warszawie-Polska-jako-przyklad.html

89 Ibidem.
90 Ibidem.
91 Speech by Prince William Windsor at Łazienki Palace, Warsaw, 17 July 2017
92 https://www.wprost.pl/kraj/10063965/1/Komentarze-w-swiatowych-mediach-po-

wizycie-Trumpa-w- Warszawie-Polska-jako-przyklad.html

http://www.wprost.pl/kraj/10063965/1/Komentarze-w-swiatowych-mediach-po-wizycie-Trumpa-w-
http://www.wprost.pl/kraj/10063965/1/Komentarze-w-swiatowych-mediach-po-wizycie-Trumpa-w-
http://www.wprost.pl/kraj/10063965/1/Komentarze-w-swiatowych-mediach-po-wizycie-Trumpa-w-
http://www.wprost.pl/kraj/10063965/1/Komentarze-w-swiatowych-mediach-po-wizycie-Trumpa-w-
http://www.wprost.pl/kraj/10063965/1/Komentarze-w-swiatowych-mediach-po-wizycie-Trumpa-w-
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pear mentions of a “dependent judiciary,”93 the “effort to subjugate the legal sys-
tem to a politician’s control,”94 and how “from the mountain resort of Zakopane 
in the south to the Hel peninsula in the north, tens of thousands of Poles took to 
the streets … in protest against the ruling party’s policy” [Translator’s note: the 
italicized passage is completely different from the original quote from the source 
given in the reference; see https://www.economist.com/europe/2017/07/29/a-
veto-gives-the-rule-of-law-in-poland-a-reprieve].95 After Andrzej Duda’s veto on 
July 24, the following comment was published: “taking control over the judiciary 
in Poland was stopped for a moment, but the threat to the rule of law in Poland is 
far from over.” [Translator’s note: the initial passage in italics is completely differ-
ent from the original quote from the source given in the reference; see: https://
www.economist.com/europe/2017/07/29/a-veto-gives-the-rule-of-law-in-po-
land-a-reprieve].96 Not all the comments were so elegant. A Norwegian journal-
ist’s comment about president Duda’s tweet reverberated strongly among Polish 
Internet users: “Kaczynski’s dog became a man.”97

There is no way we can speak of any breakthrough in the negative narrative 
or of any change of style in what is written about Poland. Thus, the media reports 
should still be observed with proper attention. After all, “the image of a country 
is a certain kind of currency, which can be exchanged for other goods: political 
cooperation for the accomplishment of goals… incoming investors, export oppor-
tunities, interest among tourists, culture consumers…”98 It should be reiterated 
continuously that the consideration of Poland’s image on the international scene 
is still an important task, not only for the political elites or decision-makers, but 
also for all informed citizens of our country.

93 “Dependent judiciary.”
94 “Dependent judiciary.”
95 “Objection sustained.”
96 Ibidem.
97 https://wiadomosci.wp.pl/skandaliczne-slowa-norweskiego-dziennika-o-dudzie-

lawina-komentarzy-6148287146247809a
98 Olins, Laboratorium Badań Społecznych for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 13.
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