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Economic Nationalism and Populism – Intertwining Relations

Abstract: The objective of the paper is to analyse two very closely related categories, economic na-
tionalism and economic populism. They intertwine both in the lived politics on the ground and in intel-
lectual debates. Despite a rich interdisciplinary discourse, scholars interested in economic nationalism 
and economic populism still disagree not only how to explain them, but more fundamentally – about 
what they are and what their relation is. This paper answers this deficit by addressing the question of 
the intertwining connections between economic nationalism and populism. In the first instance it recon-
structs the basic definitions of economic nationalism – its constitutive elements, its historicity and pe-
riodization as well as its main categorisations. The next section focuses on economic populism, it starts 
with reconstructing the general definitions of populism and then consequently emphasises its economic 
dimension. In the conclusive part, as well as in throughout the argumentation of whole text, the author 
highlights the relations between economic nationalism and populism, their overlapping components 
and elements that they do not share. The origins of populism (as a movement) were economic in nature. 
Economic populism (as an empty-hearted ideology) is intertwined with nationalism in many of its con-
temporary (re)incarnations. Both economic nationalism and populism are increasingly important due to 
their raising political popularity and they require a closer look and scholarly attention.

Key words: economic nationalism, economic populism, contents, relations, intertwining

Introduction

Nationalism and populism do not enjoy the best reputation in general. In the common 
language and every-day usage they both carry a dose of pejorative connotations. 

But subjective position towards the object of research may not act as an excuse for 
watering down the scientific conceptualizations and their analytical operationalizations. 
Therefore this study offers a closer look at the phenomena of economic nationalism and 
populism trying to identify their core features as well as the overlapping and distinguish-
ing elements.

Economic populism has become almost a by-word to imply irresponsible economic 
decisions and policies or political pandering (demagoguery and populism are in this 
sense used almost interchangeably). In political rhetoric battles, many commentators 
try to pin it on anyone deviating from a certain economic orthodoxy (“misleading the 
people with false promises”). Anyone expressing fear from globalization or moderni-
zation can be labeled a populist (Mueller, 2015). Both economic populism and nation-
alism are based on the political-economic ideology postulating the rights of the real 
people (“the nation”, “the locals”, “the domestic capital” etc.). It became politically 
productive in the context of the crisis – anti-market populism has been given a boost 
by the economic recession. But an irresponsible, populist economic program, when 
implemented, may bring high vulnerability that makes further destabilisation possible. 
When the external shock comes, it is the earlier unsustainable policies that makes 
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things worse. The victims usually are the common people, to which both populists and 
nationalists appeal.

The theories predict that the appeal of illiberalism (to which both populism and na-
tionalism refer to) increases together with the worsening of the economy and declines 
when the economy improves (Kubik, 2012). The economic crisis (2007–2013) intensi-
fied economic grievances and stimulated the populist and nationalist rhetoric and action. 
Prejudice and discriminatory attitudes towards out-groups spread across the European 
continent and in many places became the dominant narrative of mainstream politics. No 
matter if it is the class-based notion of economic populism or partisan elections-driven 
economic nationalism, there is more acceptance for both. The xenophobic and ethno-
nationalist frames are employed to serve to construct meanings about the “other”. The 
combination of nativism and comprehensive protectionism seeks to exploit the anxieties 
and feelings of insecurity originating from the socio-economic determinants, like glo-
balisation, transformation or crisis (Kluknavska, 2014). The backward-looking ideas of 
contemporary populists go back to the economic origins of agrarian populism promoting 
the saving of small farm agriculture as the backbone of the economy and society. The 
claim that one of the first modern appearance of populism were the Russian Narodniki 
movement supports the thesis of the close relationship between nativism and populism. 
This short-lived movement of intellectuals articulated the idea that the true wisdom re-
sides with the common people. The heartland population (Taggart, 2004) is the main 
point of reference for both populists and the nationalists. It affects politics both on the 
right-wing and the left-wing of the wide political spectrum. Mainstream politicians are 
increasingly adopting localism (Wills, 2015) and “our way of life” as a framework for 
policy and politics making.

The populism on the ground (as a thin-centred ideology) needs to be supplemented 
with additional values and beliefs. By doing this it cohabits with other more comprehen-
sive ideologies, depending on the context. This is why populism’s power (and danger 
at the same time) lies in its chameleonic nature, which is adapting its face according to 
the context and connecting itself to other political ideas or ideologies. As a consequence 
it is difficult to find one political arena free from populist actors, tactics or statements. 
We can identify agrarian populism, nationalistic populism, neoliberal populism, radical 
left-wing populism and so on. Very often the empty hearted or thin centered ideology 
of populism is filled with the nationalist contact and this intriguing cohabitation is the 
source of motivation for scholarly inquiery.

This paper proceeds as follows: the first section addresses the question of economic 
nationalism – its constitutive elements, its historicity and periodization as well as its 
main categorisations. The next section focuses on economic populism. It starts with re-
constructing the general definitions of populism and then consequently emphasises its 
economic dimension. In the conclusive part, as well as in throughout the argumentation 
of whole text, the author highlights the relations between economic nationalism and pop-
ulism, their overlapping components and elements that they do not share. The origins of 
populism (as a movement) were economic in nature. Economic populism (as an empty-
hearted ideology) is intertwined with nationalism in many of its contemporary (re)incar-
nations. Both economic nationalism and populism are increasingly important due to their 
raising political popularity and they require a closer look and scholarly attention.
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Economic nationalism – contents, periodization, categorizations

One of the most powerful ideologies of modern times, that is nationalism, has its 
very salient economic dimension, which is relatively poorly understood and explained 
in academic terms. It has to do with the fact that nationalism as a political slogan carries 
a strong – very often pejoratively associated – connotation. Used as an epithet in public 
discourse, it usually means, protective, maybe even isolationist, aggressively oriented 
towards others policies, actions or rhetoric. Many scholars still employ the term almost 
synonymously with mercantilism or protectionism (Shulman, 2000). But economic na-
tionalism, as a scholarly concept, carries much more explanatory potential and should be 
dedicated organized, systematic and scientific reflection which challenges some of the 
conventional wisdoms.

Nationalism itself is a state of mind in which the individual identifies himself with 
the “we-group” to which he is loyal. Within the “we-group” prejudice and discrimina-
tion is generated by the real or hypothetical threat coming from some other “out-group”. 
To justify the prejudice and discrimination, negative stereotypes of the “out-group” are 
developed (usually based on the perceived fear about the physical, social or economic 
health of the “in-group”). There is a number of social psychological works analyzing the 
link between authoritarian personality and the “in-group” – “out-group” orientations. 
They inform us that nationalism (including economic one) are highly and positively 
correlated with ethnocentrism, authoritarianism and conservatism as well as negatively 
correlated with internationalism.

Economic nationalism needs to be positioned very close to economic populism since 
nationalism is one of the ideologies that overlap and complement the thin-centered ideol-
ogy of populism. It refers to the people understood as a nation as well as its economic in-
terest and security. Especially together with the growing salience of economic security, the 
economic nationalism becomes and increasing component of nationalistic sentiment.

It can be most simply understood as discrimination in favor of one’s own nation. 
It is implemented in many various forms and measures, including policy implementa-
tion, protectionism, subsidizing domestic producers and service providers, regulatory 
burdens, export dumping, countervailing duties and many others. Economic national-
ism may also take some more soft forms, like for example favoring local products and 
services by consumers’ choices.

Economic nationalism stands in contrast to the long-standing general trends of glo-
balized (and ever globalizing) economy. It creates barriers for economic liberalism and 
liberalization, being a paradox in an increasingly borderless world (in the context of the 
benefits stemming from it) (Baughn, Yaprak, 1996). Sam Pryke (2012) defines it as a set 
of practices to create, bolster and protect national economies in the context of world 
markets, which resonates very well with the XXI century reality of the global economy. 
Even after the economic crisis 2007–2013, there has been no observed return of eco-
nomic nationalism as in a generalised rise in protective policies. However, together with 
the growing instability and nationalist rhetoric in general, the risk of the economic na-
tionalism resurgence is increasing.

The advent of economic globalization and the perceived threat to national identities 
encourage the protection of local cultures, which takes the form of nationalism, tribal-
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ism or nativism. Some of the most intensive outbursts of nationalism may be observed 
in nations which have felt themselves exploited or have believed that the benefits of 
globalization are passing them. The feeling of unjust and instability is a fertile ground 
for religion, traditional culture and ethnicity to step in. Secularism found itself in defense 
and has been targeted as an enemy. The same some with other alien religions and ethnici-
ties that are supposed to clash with ours. Self-victimization and messianism accompany 
very often the above-mentioned phenomena and they all support the development of 
nationalisms in various forms, including the economic nationalism.

Defining economic nationalism as a promotion of given nation’s autonomy, unity and 
interests, allows to argue that nationalists potentially may have strong motivations both 
for and against close economic ties with foreign economies. Depending on the interna-
tional position of a given national economy, nationalists may need to make trade-offs 
and compromises in order to optimize their strategy and tactics. The nationalist calculus 
of independence and interdependence or integration does not always bring about protec-
tionist outcomes. It is because of the interdependency of the economies and complexity 
of global economy as such that makes it impossible to separate by nationality. In Ukraine 
– nationalists promote closer ties with EU as a counterbalance to the alternative – the 
Russian domination. In Canada, free trade is supported as a way of reducing the central 
state’s power (Shulman, 2000). But generally it was defined in opposition to economic 
liberalism and therefore it means predominantly everything that the economic liberals 
do not like. This is also a reaction to the fact that economic nationalists built their posi-
tion on criticizing liberal economic policies (free trade imperialism of the wealthy and 
powerful). In scholarly literature the phrase started to be used by international relations 
experts (increasingly widely in in 1970s) as an economic variant of the ideology of real-
ism (Helleiner, 2002).

Economic nationalism so far has been regarded rather as a set of attitudes then a co-
herent theory, however some scholars argue (Nakano, 2004) that bringing the concept of 
nation into political economy may result into systematic theory of economic nationalism. 
Here however we are much more interested into the ideology of economic nationalism. It 
usually consists of protectionist and aggressive state intervention (Berend, 2000).

Political and economic nationalism are intertwined and this relation is dynamic. Eco-
nomic nationalism was associated with different kinds of ideas and policies in various 
times and places. Economic nationalism, like nationalism in general, was linked to the 
development of the nation state, in this particular case – the ability to establish and run 
a national economy. Due to the fact that we live in a global economy, the nationalist “age 
of glory” fades away. So do the state-centric ways of defining economic nationalism as 
if it was supposed to be an idea (or maybe even ideology) according to which economic 
activities should be subordinate to the goal of the state building (Gilpin, 1987) and serve 
its interests. Many scholars (Helleiner, 2002) would suggest re-reading of Friedrich List, 
as the most classical and so-far prominent economic nationalist. In his most influential 
book The National System of Political Economy, written in 1844, he promotes infant in-
dustry protection (which does not place him far away from the other classics of econom-
ics, like Adam Smith, David Ricardo o John Stuart Mill) but, what is vitally important, 
he criticizes liberals that they put individuals in the center of their ideology, whereas in 
his opinion it should be the nation. His general concept of economics as a discipline was 
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that it should be “[...] a science which limits its teaching to the inquiry of how a given 
nation can obtain prosperity, civilization and power.” (List, 1904, p. 97).

Since the collapse of economic Marxism, it was regarded that the economic liberal-
ism is the only legitimate successor. It soon appeared that other strands of economic ide-
ologies became salient and filled the vacuum, one of them being economic nationalism. 
Parallel to redefining their stands in the context of globalization and multiculturalism, 
the nation-states have to adopt their economic perspective and approaches.

Economic nationalism remains an important factor that mobilizes population around 
a state-sponsored economic vision. It can be economic nationalism of mineral resourc-
es, or protecting the local population from “free trade imperialism” of an economically 
powerful neighbor, or persuading the citizens to keep their own currency in order to pre-
serve the rest of national sovereignty, or any other political-economic argument against 
the economic parasites of the true people. It may be associated with economic patriotism 
of those buying local products and services instead of the global brands. Economic na-
tionalism has many faces. No question, there are elements of nationalism and economic 
nationalism in all countries and economies (Isaacs-Martin, 2011).

The origins of populism were economic

Despite a rich interdisciplinary discourse, students of populism still disagree not only 
how to explain it but more fundamentally – about what it is.1 We seem to be witnessing 
a conceptual cacophony. The most common ways of understanding populism contain 
of its minimum components: “the good people” that is endangered by “the evil oth-
ers”. Such an alignment runs crosswise of established party lines. Such a definition of 
populism correlates with the general every day usage of this word whenever, usually for 
journalist purposes, we refer to a person, party, action or decision that makes claims by 
appealing to ordinary, non-elite people. In public discourse it is often used as a pejorative 
epithet implying that the accused is corrupt, cynical, opportunistic or even undemocratic. 
It lacks the necessary precision adequate for scientific inquiry that would allow to cap-
ture the features of this flexible way of animating politics.

Modern populism is regarded to exist already in nineteenth century (agrarian pop-
ulism in USA in the form of People’s Party or Russian narodnichestvo). The origins 
of populism itself were economic in nature – it was the political ideology of agrarian 
radicalism and its concept of “cooperative society” that proposed more “fair” economic 
redistribution of wealth in XIX America. By attacking inequalities in income, assets, and 
consequently influence they drew the first economic populist program of the “authentic 
Americans” (nativism). The other was at that time the enemies of the “ordinary people”: 
the bankers (including funds, investors, and so on) and industrialists (including cor-
porations, stock companies and so on). The non-aristocratic character of the American 
elite was not a problem for the populists as they quickly invented terms like “money 
aristocracy” which holds effective until today. It is surprising how the early industrialist 
era slogans are valid at the beginning of the XXI century: national healthcare system, 

1  The etymology of the term goes back to the ancient Rome where populares, used to be the term 
defining the politicians looking for public support.
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eight-hour working time, obligatory unemployment and health insurance. One of the first 
analytical works on populism appeared in 1929 in “The American Economic Review” 
where John D. Black published his article on The McNary-Haugen Movement. He dis-
cussed political and economic aspects of the relations between the agricultural sector 
and commerce and industry. This field of analysis correlates very well with the populist 
ideology from the agrarian revolt in USA in 1890s and the accompanying concept of the 
two nations: the nation of the producers (the exploited) and the nation of the well-to-do 
elites. This distinction gave birth to the political cleavage present in populist politics that 
is the confrontational relation between the authentic people and the parasitical elite.

The most recognised and cited contemporary researcher of populism, Cas Mudde, 
defines it as a thin-centred2 ideology that focuses on the antagonism between people and 
elites against the backdrop of popular sovereignty. Such conceptualisation has become the 
dominant position in the literature. It considers society to be ultimately divided into two 
homogenous and antagonistic groups “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite” (Mudde, 
2004, p. 543) and politics is supposed to be an expression of the general will of “the pure 
people”. This positions populism in opposition to elitism and pluralism. In populist poli-
tics there are less spaces left for minorities and they are often presented as traitors to the 
real will of the nation or even marionettes of foreign powers. There are however raising 
concerns about assigning populism’s genus to ideology. The controversy on populism as 
an ideology stems from the fact that it falls short of the status of clear ideology. It went, 
as a concept, through a dynamic evolution, serving for various associations with fiscal 
irresponsibility (there is no uncontested clear line between responsibility and irrespon-
sibility), neo-liberal extremism or xenophobic stances. It lacks a stable program (empty 
hearted ideology). As a result there is little agreement on how to conceptualise populism 
and it is marked by a high degree of contestability. The category of populism has been so 
widely used that it lost its analytical value and explanatory potential.

Some scholars claim that populism is best seen as strategy in which the govern-
ment power is exercised based on direct, unmediated and very often not institutionalised 
support from a large number of mostly unorganised followers. Populism as a political 
strategy employs rhetoric which is the appeal to emotions, very often used cynically 
and opportunistically. As such, populism is relatively close to demagoguery that tends 
to promise (or overpromise) people whatever they want to hear. Some other authors see 
populism as a type of organisation or institution – in the wide sociological understand-
ing of this work. A party can be populist, a movement or unified bock or movement. 
Undoubtedly Mudde’s works had a significant impact in advancing scientific analysis of 
populist politics. However there is a growing scepticism against this perspective claim-
ing that the ideological connotations of populism are ill-centered or misclassifications. 
Instead, proponents of frame theory, contend that the frame analysis reveals a strong fit 
between discursive elements and cognitive features of populism. Therefore ‘discourse’ is 
believed to be better suited to characterize the conceptual genus of populism. And pop-

2  “Thin” due to the fact that its particular ideas are of limited scope, complexity and ambition, it 
is not a complete ideology in opposition to full ideologies, like: nationalism, socialism or liberalism. 
Michael Freeden explained a thin-centered ideology that is arbitrary in serving itself from wider idea-
tional contexts, it flexibly removes or replaces some concepts, it lacks internal integrity and coherence 
(Freeden, 1998).
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ulism itself is defined from this perspective as a discourse, invoking the supremacy of 
popular sovereignty to claim that corrupt elites are defrauding the People of their rightful 
political authority (anti-elite discourse in the name of the sovereign people) (Aslanidis, 
2015). This approach considers populism as anti-status quo discourse by symbolically 
dividing society between “the people” and “the other” (Moffit, Tormey, 2014), validating 
the “them-and-us” mentality. When populists claim to speak in the name of the people, 
they attempt to bring “people” into being and it gives them unlimited freedom in ma-
nipulating who the “the people” are and what characteristics they have. The same with 
“the other” – its creation, features and performance is highly subjective and can be easily 
adaptable to the current needs of the populist politics. The relation between the imagined 
“people” (the nation, the poor, the natives, the “let down”, the “badly governed”, the 
“left alone” etc.) and equally imagined “other” (migrants, refugees, traitors, the experts, 
the establishment, the technocrats, the system, etc.) reveal major components of the spe-
cific populist Weltanschaungen.

For Jansen (2011, p. 82) a political project is populist when it is a sustained, large-
scale political project that mobilizes ordinary marginalized social sectors into publicly 
visible and contentious political action, while articulating an anti-elite, nationalistic 
rhetoric that valorises ordinary people. Because of that, it is difficult to imagine demo-
cratic politics without populism. The domination of predominantly anti-populist logic 
– consciously or unconsciously, intentionally or unintentionally – may reduce politics to 
an administrative enterprise with over proportionate input from colleges of experts and 
technocrats (depoliticised democracy, post-democracy) (Stavrakakis, 2014). The key 
component of populism rests with the claim to represent or act in the name of the people 
understood as the “common people” or the “silent majority”. When minority rights are 
in conflict with the majority rights, populism leads to coercion aimed at oppressing the 
values and interests of the minority.

The core of the populist message is the rhetoric that sets up its solidary (usually na-
tional) “people” as if existing in antagonistic relationship to some kind of anti-popular 
“elite”, often identified as an economic or political oligarchy. Typically this elite is por-
trayed as having disproportionate and unjustified control over conditions affecting the 
rights, well being and progress of the “people” (Jensen, 2011). Growing populism is 
usually a reaction to a crisis of a political system, salient social change that has happened 
or a serious challenge that is expected. This is very much visible in one of the most 
recent reincarnations of populism, in the post-communist world, where building on the 
dissatisfaction from transition and capitalist relations, populists promote ideologies that 
include values of strong national identity (populist nationalism), traditionalism, religion, 
opposition to immigration. These values have been mixed with post-socialist sentiments 
of universal employment, free education and other aspects of social security. Former 
East-block societies undoubtedly provide fertile ground for populist rhetoric.

The relations between economic and nationalist ideologies may bring explosive 
outcomes, as the history taught us. The crisis of liberal market capitalism produces the 
type of nationalism that is based on two principles: the strong authority of the state 
(at the expense of pluralism and the rule of law) and racism (in various variants: anti-
Semitism, xenophobia or others). The associations with fascism and national-socialists 
are evident and were already explored by Karl Mannheim (1958). At the same time 
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belonging to the “people” with some protection against the “big capitalists” is the es-
sence of populism.

Multidimensional notions define populism in general through a combination of so-
cial, political, economic and cultural characteristics. Economic populism focuses on the 
economic aspects of societal structures, actions, behavior and attitudes. In the practice of 
public life, economic populism outsources a lot from the “pub economics” (Stammtisch) 
that is a simplistic and emotional discourse based on rather primitive slogans and super-
ficial knowledge. But it has one advantage – in the eyes of populist actors – it speaks to 
the people and convinces them.

More advanced way of conceptualizing it, is the definition that sees economic pop-
ulism as a short-sighted, opportunistic policies that aim at quickly pleasing the people 
(buying their support) rather than looking rationally for the best or optimal solution 
(Mudde, 2004). It offers often contradictory prescriptions combining benefits for the 
poor without taxing the better off, undermining budget balance and fueling inflation, 
attracting foreign capital and favoring local entrepreneurs and many other inventions 
outside of the orthodox economic handbook.

As a consequence economic populism is an approach to economics that emphasizes 
growth and income redistribution and deemphasizes risks of inflation and finance deficit, 
external constraints and the reaction of economic agents to aggressive non-market poli-
cies. Liking or disliking the neoliberal paradigm, the reality shows that in a long-time 
perspective such a mix of policies do ultimately fail. In the end they are against those 
whom they are supposed to be favoring or protecting (Dornbusch, Edwards, 1991).

There is a number of similarities of economic populism that appear in various set-
tings all over the world. First, the starting point usually is the deep dissatisfaction with 
the economy’s performance. No matter if it is negative growth rates or positive but un-
satisfactory one, very often associated with external pressures (IMF, migrants, etc.). Ad-
ditionally unequal income distribution, real or imagined, is an effective boost for the 
economic populists’ agenda. Secondly, the rejection of any previous (especially liberal) 
economic paradigm is validated. Defenders of the ancient regime are ignored, or criti-
cized, or attacked – depending on the level of radicalism. Any constraints, internal as 
well as external, are treated as barriers to be demolished by the carriers of the popular 
legitimacy. In the third phase, when diagnosis is over, economic populist program is 
prescribed. It usually consists of three elements: reactivation, redistribution and restruc-
turing. Very often they come together and are interlined – reactivation by redistribution 
change or revitalization of the economy by restructuring the previous economic order. 
The brutally simple way of correcting income redistribution is the real wage or other 
financial benefits increases. Even if they cause inflationary side-effects, populist policy-
makers will find a scape-goat, easily acceptable by the people. In many locations, like 
for example in Latin America, these prescriptions repeatedly ended in pervasive short-
ages, extreme acceleration of inflation and foreign exchange gap (Dornbusch, Edwards, 
1991).

Despite of the fact that already the XIX century populism had the economic ar-
guments at its very core, most scholars (e.g. Mudde, 2001) agree it is Latin America 
(1920s), where we should look for the springing of economic populism. It has to do with 
the specific way of defining populism in the Latin American context focusing on ad hoc 
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reformist policies and looking for a “third way” between socialism and capitalism. It 
was predominantly correlated with what we would call today a left-wing populism, that 
is: interventionist role of the state, expanding welfare provisions and redistributing the 
wealth to the poor.3

Economic populism, just like populism in general, can be right wing as well as left 
wing phenomenon. Understanding it exclusively as a class conflict between the labor 
and the liberal elites would mean oversimplification. Right-wing economic populism 
seeks to restrict state intervention in the economy, privilege the national over foreign 
capital. In this formulation “the core people” will be the entrepreneurs, the hard-working 
locals. “The other” will be those whose ideas intend to undermine the healthy liberal 
economic system. Sometimes it can be referred to as a liberal populism, however one 
needs to remember various ways of understanding the very notion of liberalism. In USA 
liberal means roughly something like in Europe “social democratic”, therefore liberal 
populism lies in opposition to the more right-wing populism associated with the con-
servative camp. Whereas in Europe liberal populism refers rather to the claims built on 
the neoliberal dogma. Left-wing economic populism (sometimes referred to as “social 
populism”) will attack the liberal order4 from the egalitarian positions. Here “the people” 
will be the hard working labor or farmers, at the same time deprived “The others” will be 
the enemies of the welfare state. They will be portrayed as a cosmopolitan elite conspir-
ing against the interests of the “real people” (robin-hooding).

Economic populism is usually legitimized by a certain reading of “Keynesianism” 
that gives strong (and sometimes exclusive) emphasis on the effective demand. Its ex-
treme version is the attempt to argue for wage increases in order to promote consumption 
and stimulate demand. It is important to recall that Keynes has never directly recom-
mended government deficits as a tool of economic policy. Optionally he considered them 
as temporary measures and when doing so he showed preference for investment over 
consumption spending. But economic populists ignore the fact that Keynesian analysis is 
useful only for short periods – they rather conceive fiscal policy as a key tool in growth 
strategies. As a consequence, an emerging literature has focused on the lasting problem 
of excessive budgetary deficits as a result of populist macroeconomic policy making. 
This particular approach to economics has been characterized by overly expansionist 
policies focusing on growth and income distribution, with little concern about such risks 
as inflation, budget deficits (or even deficit-debt spiral) and external constraints (Pereira, 
Dall’Acqua, 1991; Nicholson, 2012).

Populism is not just anti-elitist, it is anti-pluralists – and here lies its profoundly 
undemocratic and illiberal character (Mueller, 2015). Populist actors promise protection 
against the insecurities of pluralism. The “united people” rhetoric offers some kind of 
harmony of interest. It goes hand in hand with the overestimation, idealization and ro-
manticizing of one’s own nation and is accompanied with stereotyping and stigmatizing 
enemies of the nation – other nations, international organizations, capitalists, or minori-

3  In late 1980s the term “neopopulism” made its debut, focusing on Latin America where neolib-
eral politicians, implementing austerity measures, continued to mobilize surprising levels of popular 
support while formulating rhetoric and pursuing policies reminiscent of a more classic Latin American 
populism (Jansen, 2011).

4  Anti-TINA logic (TINA – There Is No Alternative) – oriented against cosmopolitan liberalism.
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ties. Populist politicians are exploiting persistent patterns of prejudice. The regular prob-
lems of everyday life are supposedly related to the presence of foreigners or minorities 
or other forms of aliens. Economic populism may be to a large extend explained on the 
basis of latent insecurity developing as a result of the democratic rules of institution-
alized conflict, struggle of interest and power shifts (Keane, 1994; Weiss, 2003). The 
transformation from non-democracy to democracy, and from non-capitalism to capital-
ism is a particularly fragile period in which the enthusiasm for democracy building may 
dry-out very soon in the face of the social and economic unrest. Populist, nationalistic 
and authoritarian attitudes can be interpreted as a sentiment reaction to the “shock of 
modernization”.

Especially in locations, where the changes took a rapid pace, for example in Central 
and Eastern Europe after 1989, the populist movements take advantage of the ten-
sions between supporters of capitalism and the socialist sentiment. The sentiment is 
built on the imagined picture of the past emphasising social justice, equality, security 
and welfare. At the same time the capitalist reality is far from what was imagined at 
the times of transition. Instead of wide-spread prosperity and economic effectiveness, 
it is very often associated with instability, unemployment and insecurity. Due to the 
Marxist-Lenninist legacy – an economic system promoting equality – there is a sig-
nificant potential for economic populism in the whole post-soviet. East Europeans, 
many of whom were educated and socialized under communism, are accustomed to 
welfare provisions typically promised by the populist politicians. This makes former 
East block societies particularly prone to economic and political populism (Mudde, 
2001). Important to notice, some of the communist policies – at least in theory – en-
tailed some important overlap with economic populist policies. There is no alternative 
and recognized strand of economic populist theory or ideology (Karl Marx, egalitari-
anism, etc.) and it is not a coincidence that (left-wing) economic populism overlaps to 
a large extend with the socialist program which went bankrupt in any real setting when 
implemented. Communists and today’s economic populists use a very similar vocabu-
lary and a series of shifting arguments and concepts most often referring to economic 
redistribution, socio-economic control and the interventionist state. As a reaction to 
the failure of the socialist way of organizing the economy, the neoliberal paradigm 
became valid. Many aspects of it were essentially populist, for example the rejection 
of the so far nomenklatura and the utter belief in the vitality of the people who can take 
the initiative to build the new economic system. Together with the increasingly un-
popular neoliberal dogma, market reforms found themselves on the target. Part of this 
criticism was justified and rationally argumented whereas part of it based on populist 
re-sentiments towards the previous system. Hidden unemployment and underemploy-
ment (in the face of massive higher education promotion), wide-spread inequalities, 
large proportions of the society left marginalized, practically beyond the civilizational 
catch-up race. Market failures, oligarchisation, social unrest connected with shock 
therapy, he transformation fatigue and its consequences, all these facts and phenomena 
create a fertile breeding ground for economic populism.

There are also many niche-type of populism definitions in the economic context. One 
of the very representative ones is petro-populism which stands for the excessive use of 
oil revenues to buy political support (Natvik, Torvik, 2016). This stands very distant 
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from the core definitions of populism as such an shows how flexible the term is in its 
usage. The gains from natural resources help the politicians to remain in office over time 
does not necessarily imply populist politics. It may do so in case of framing the discourse 
into “our people resources” vs. “the others” who may want to take advantage of it, espe-
cially at “our” cost. The very deliberations over political rent-seeking and exploitation of 
natural resources are quite interesting not only in Norwegian context but may be so also 
in the case of Russia, Venezuela and other locations. Wherever politicians reward the 
voters with policies that cannot be afforded (and make them used to them) in a long-time 
perspective and cause excessive resource extraction.

The above-stated way of conceptualising economic populism correlates very close-
ly with the classical electoral way of understanding it. In this meaning, economic 
populism is present in the initiatives launched immediately prior to elections which 
allow a political party or a politician to retain or assume power. The populist promises 
employed to generate short-term gains include subsidies (or subsidy announcements), 
preferential loan conditions, softening of interest rates policy (to help reduce loan 
pay-outs), price manipulations (where possible), etc. (Srinivasan, 2014). Populist ac-
tors ignore the long-term consequences in favour of short-term electoral benefits for 
themselves or their parties.

And the last, but not least, type of economic populism present in today’s Europe is 
related to Euroscepticism. Not all Eurosceptics are populists, however the scale and 
intensity of populist argumentation among those actors who oppose Brussels is unprec-
edented. Started in the post-Maastricht period, and amplified by latter developments, 
including the economic recession, migration crisis, lack of solidarity, Brexit crisis, and 
many other problems cumulating, the anti-EU populism blossomed in the second decade 
of the XXI century. The intergovernmental bargaining, as a politics behind the closed 
doors method of decision taking, oriented at resolving the above mentioned problems 
additionally worsened the image of Brussels. And it gave fuel to the Eurosceptic populist 
discourse. In the context of the European integration process, it has become fashionable 
(at least in 1990s.) to point to the emergence of populism, with or without a nationalist 
component. Populism towards Brussels was usually explained with the loss of integra-
tive impetus in the post-Maastricht period (Hayward, 1996). Additionally the discussion 
on democratic deficit and the disappointment connected with the enlargement fatigue in 
the West, and transition fatigue (largely driven by Europeanisation mechanisms) in the 
East, accompanied by economic recession factors like unemployment, created a solid 
fundaments for the emergence of the anti-EU arguments which often took the populist 
form. The EU with its ambition to be a value system is at the natural conflicting trajec-
tory with the defenders of alternative value systems, including the domestic populist pol-
iticians. EU becomes a natural enemy of the populists, especially because it is equipped 
with some anti-populist weapons, a toolkit to protect liberal democracy and monitor 
compliance with the rule of law. Within a limited range of strategies for opposition avail-
able, the EU can try to apply strong pressure on a government built by a populist party or 
leader threatening the standards of liberal democracy (Taggart, Kaltwasser, 2016). The 
EU, as a regulatory super-power, provides a means to set a certain limits to populism, or 
it seemed so in the past (Rupnik, 2007). By doing this, it becomes the natural enemy of 
the populists.
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Conclusions

Both nationalism and populism have a very strong economic dimension. First defined 
as one of the grand ideologies of our times, the second just a thin-centered ideology, both 
capturing the economic argumentation and persuasion. They also both exploit the similar 
political cleavages: winners and losers of the modernisation process, political centre and 
peripheries, gender divines, locals vs. aliens, Brussels vs. the rest, etc. And they are both 
successful enough that they have made it into the mainstream of politics. Politicians cannot 
afford anymore not to apply populist rhetoric. Moreover, it is the citizens who have been 
accepting more and more the populist discourse. In the end it is political and economic 
scientists who have become more tolerant towards populism in their critical analysis. The 
same happens with economic nationalism, no matter if in its left-wing or right-wing form, 
there is much more tolerance for it both in electoral politics and the intellectual debates.

Various disciplines suggest various explanations as regards the determinants of the na-
tionalists’ and populists’ success. Socio-psychological factors include authoritarian per-
sonality traits and value orientations which are, in turn, associated with social disintegra-
tion coexistent with the times of radical change (like transformation, crisis, etc.). Isaiah 
Berlin claimed that populism could maintain only in societies standing at the edge of 
modernisation (Berlin, 1968). This way of thinking correlates with modernisation theory 
in which it is suggested that the rapid socio-economic change (post-communism, post-
industrialisation, risk-society, etc.) makes individuals and groups aggressive and hostile. 
Rational choice logic points to the mechanism of scapegoating and group interest conflicts, 
suggesting that prejudice, discrimination and sometimes outright conflict is a natural result 
of competition over limited resources. Identity studies focus on perceived threats posed 
by migrants on the nation and its culture. Socio-structural models explain support for the 
populist far right by the aggregate level of immigration in a given country or locality (its 
height and the increasing trend), economic conditions (unemployment, wage levels) and 
the level of support for the political system (political discontent). Last but not least, it 
is the media that play a decisive role in formulating, especially young people’s attitudes 
towards migrant and migration. Young people’s support for nationalist and far right ideol-
ogy consists of negative attitudes towards minorities, xenophobia, welfare chauvinism and 
exclusionism in relation to migrants. Ethnic nationalism, financial problems and economic 
insecurity (perceived competition and pressure on socio-economic resources) belong to the 
most important factors behind the relatively high prevalence of anti-migrant sentiments in 
CEE. Additionally the scholarly research results show that low interest and poor under-
standing of politics, together with high exposure to media (which, instead of educating and 
dispelling prejudice, further worsen attitudes towards minorities and migrants) go hand in 
hand with accepting far right populist message (Mielina, Karoleva, 2015).

Populists and nationalists usually offer a dichotomous vision of society and socio-
economic relations. They both share an idea of political antagonists as enemies who are 
potentially traitors to the nation or the people. Populists and nationalists identify them-
selves with the very heartland of the imagined political community which they want to 
serve. They both use tabloid-style communication – simplified, emotional, distrusting 
the others, dissatisfaction-grounded. Populism grows very fast on the fertile ground of 
political discontent. At the same time populists, once strong, fuel the political discontent 
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(Rooduijn, van der Brug, de Lange, 2016). It makes populism both the source and the 
consequence of political discontent. This mechanism creates a vicious circle of populism 
and nationalism on one side and the political discontent on the other.
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Ekonomiczny nacjonalizm i populizm – przenikające się relacje 
 

Streszczenie

Celem niniejszego artykułu jest zaprezentowanie analizy dwóch, bardzo ściśle powiązanych ze 
sobą kategorii, nacjonalizmu ekonomicznego oraz ekonomicznego populizmu. Obie kategorie przeni-
kają się zarówno w realnej polityce, jak i w refleksji akademickiej. Mimo bardzo bogatego dyskursu na-
ukowego na temat obydwu, ich badacze cały czas spierają się nie tylko na temat tego jak je wyjaśniać, 
ale nawet co do ich zasadniczych treści. Zaproponowana analiza stanowi odpowiedź na ten deficyt 
i próbuje skupić się na związkach ekonomicznego populizmu i nacjonalizmu. W pierwszej kolejności 
dokonana została rekonstrukcja podstawowych sposobów rozumienia nacjonalizmu ekonomicznego 
– jego elementów konstytutywnych, jego historyczności, periodyzacji, jak również podstawowych ka-
tegoryzacji. Następna część koncentruje swoją uwagę na populizmie, eksponując jednocześnie jego 
wymiar ekonomiczny. W części konkludywnej, podobnie jak w całym tekście, autor uwypukla zacho-
dzące relacje pomiędzy nacjonalizmem i populizmem ekonomicznym, ich wzajemnie nachodzące na 
siebie elementy oraz elementy rozbieżne. Początki populizmu (jako ruchu) były z natury ekonomiczne. 
Populizm ekonomiczny (jako swego rodzaju “pusta” ideologia) przenika nacjonalizm, kreując wiele 
z jego współczesnych (re)inkarnacji. Zarówno ekonomiczny populizm, jak i nacjonalizm gospodarczy 
stają się coraz bardziej istotnymi kategoriami analitycznymi, w związku z rosnącym znaczeniem sił 
nacjonalistycznych i populistycznych, i z tego powodu wymagają zaawansowanej refleksji naukowej.

 
Słowa kluczowe: ekonomiczny nacjonalizm, populizm ekonomiczny, treści, relacje
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Abstract: The consolidation of the Internet as not only a media outlet, but also a multifunctional plat-
form, has put into question the traditional relationship between media and political participation. The 
latest political developments in Spain, such as the 15-M movement or the success of Podemos, show 
that new technologies increase the options for new and fresh ways of political activism. This study pro-
vides a diagnosis of the role played by new technologies of communication, particularly the Internet, 
in political activism in Spain. The results show a noteworthy dissemination of the Internet as a political 
information source, as well as a platform to participate in politics. In addition, the analysis suggests 
that online participation is a phenomenon more popular among young people, with high studies and 
located on the ideological left. This profile is similar to that of citizens who support the new political 
forces like Podemos and the different citizens’ movements which are demanding a reconfiguration of 
the democratic system in Spain.

Key words: Internet, new technologies, media, political activism, e-activism

Introduction

In recent years, Spain has been configured as an important reference in the study of new 
forms of social participation and political activism. The first significant recent event 

was the demonstrations on 13th March, 2004, taking place after the terrorist attacks in 
Madrid and three days before general parliamentary elections. The episode represented 
an interesting challenge for political communication research, since the call was organ-
ised via cell phones (short message services – SMS). Seven years later, taking advantage 
of the upcoming local elections, a group of activists called for social action on 15th May, 
2011. With no institutions involved and without formal leadership, the announcement 
quickly spread around social networks and thousands of people were mobilised in 50 
Spanish cities, with the most significant example in Puerta del Sol (Madrid). Similar 
movements were replicated in more than 100 Spanish cities, and in a few days all of 
them were operating in unison, discussing quite varied issues concerning the collec-
tive worries surrounding the outrage, within articulated public, open committees and 
assemblies. Moreover, this dynamic reached over 800 cities in the world (Castells, 2012, 
p. 118). This multifaceted and complex phenomenon soon acquired its own identity un-
der the name of 15-M (the date of the first demonstration, 15th May, 2011), and soon after 
it was labelled the “Outraged Movement”3 following the very successful tag proposed 
by Hessel (2011).

1  We would like to thank Marta Przywara for her assistance in the translation of the abstract to Polish.
2  Rector López Argüeta, s/n. 18071 Granada (Spain), ogluengo@ugr.es; bfgarcia@ugr.es.
3  Movimiento Indignados.
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Those new forms of political participation share a common feature: most of them were 
born and grounded in social networking. Therefore, 15-M saw a major contribution to the 
study of new social and political mobilisation. It promoted the creation of a group of people 
predisposed to social activism under the wide umbrella of concerns about the economic and 
political crises. These movements have been encouraged by the boom of new information 
and communication technologies (ICT), in particular the spread of the Smartphone, and 
a new sense of social awareness and collective sense perception (Luengo, Marín, 2016).

Whilst some social movement scholars were already focussing on the Internet and its 
role before the 2011 protest movements, informal groups have been neglected in the lit-
erature in contrast to political parties and traditional players (Van de Donk, Loader, Nixon, 
Rucht, 2004, p. 2). Cyberactivism, or online participation has been the main scope of re-
search of very few studies (Bennett, 2003; van de Donk et al., 2004). The extra-parliamen-
tarian area was identified as a realm where ICT play a more significant role, “even enabling 
forms of participation that would not have been possible without them” (Dahlgren, 2004, 
p. xiii). Therefore, the Internet helps to promote alternative or counter public spheres that 
can offer a new, empowering sense of what it means to be a citizen.

The Internet helps to articulate and mobilise different individuals by affinities, loyal-
ties and compromises. The Web 2.0 has an impressive potential: the democratisation and 
decentralisation of big social movements. The usage of social networks and the Internet 
have made it possible for significant geographic areas to organise in a non-hierarchical 
way (Petray, 2011, p. 936).

Hence, the nature of social movements and political participation in Spain changed 
after the collapse of the economy a few years ago. Nonetheless, this is not only provoked 
by economic factors; it also has to do with the lack of confidence in traditional political 
institutions, and the distrust towards representative organisations and the mass media. 
Consequently, these important events inspired and framed notions of unfair societies, 
inequality, poverty and a lack of effective democracy (Luengo, Marín, 2016, p. 58).

The increasing use of new technologies of information and communication has 
changed the very essence of the political process in general, and social and political 
mobilisation in particular. As a consequence of the facts already described, we can ob-
serve in Spain interesting examples of these new dynamics: the emergence of Podemos, 
at the moment the third political party that has obtained power in the biggest Spanish 
cities (Barcelona and Madrid), rooted in the outrage movement; the organisation of new 
platforms that involve new ways of participation fostering the online participation of 
citizens, for example appgree4 or the Madrid city-hall online space.5

Whilst some scholars have highlighted the increase of political disaffection over the 
last decades, the truth is that in this new environment more and more citizens are taking 
part in the political process through very varied and fresh ways of participation.

Hence, the scope of this chapter has to do with the diagnosis of the role played by 
new technologies of communication, particularly the Internet, in political and social ac-
tivism in Spain, understanding this concept as one dimension of political participation.

4  Appgree is a web and phone application, able to find the ideas most supported by an unlimited 
number of people. With Appgree, any community can express itself quickly and easily (https://www.
appgree.com).

5  https://decide.madrid.es/.
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Theoretical framework

Many political scientists have traditionally underlined the fact that political disaffec-
tion has continuously increased in past decades. Scholars have focused their efforts in 
understanding the complex developments through which we have arrived at a particular 
pattern of conduct that could be broadly characterised by the combination of, on the 
one hand, low levels of electoral turnout, political participation and activism, political 
efficacy, political knowledge and political understanding, and, on the other hand, the 
firm approval of democratic principles. This dynamic has been pointed out as a potential 
component of the instability of the political system (Luengo, 2005, p. 59).

Social sciences in general, and political and media sciences specifically, have ex-
plored the causes of these behavioural patterns and have developed a theoretical frame-
work to face this challenging phenomenon. The belief that the processes of political 
communication have substantially altered the political and civic engagement of citizens 
in one way or another, has become a constant conviction among scholars and journal-
ists, especially in the North American context (Luengo, Maurer, 2009), emphasising the 
potential implication of media coverage in fostering those patterns of political culture.

The development of political communication as a discipline suggests some contrast-
ing explanations around the relationship between the mass media and political engage-
ment. On the one hand, we find some authors that accuse the media of “narcotising” the 
citizens, who are increasingly less participative and less trusting of political institutions, 
and are, in the terms of Robert Putnam, disaffected democrats (Robinson, 1976; Pat-
terson, 1994; Fallows, 1996; Cappella, Jamieson, 1997; Putnam, Pharr, 2000; Putnam, 
2000). On the other hand, some recent analyses state that the empirical evidence points 
in the opposite direction (Holtz-Bacha, 1990; Newton, 1999; Norris, 2000).

Theories of Media Malaise6

In 1976, Michael Robinson popularised the term videomalaise, arguing that televi-
sion as a source of political information causes political disaffection. In order to explain 
the growth of what he called videomalaise, the author pointed out six interrelated factors: 
1) the anomalous magnitude and shape of television news audiences, 2) the public per-
ceptions of the credibility of networks, 3) the interpretative character of television news 
coverage, 4) the stress on negative elements of television news reports, 5) the emphasis 
on conflict and violence in network reporting, and 6) the anti-institutional theme of news 
programs on television (Robinson, 1976, p. 426). All these elements came together to 
promote political disaffection, frustration, cynicism and malaise in the general public.

This perspective made special sense in the North American political context. Television 
news in the U.S. does, indeed, present political life in a more negative way than newspapers 
do (Robinson, Sheehan, 1983). Political disaffection in the U.S. increases parallel to the 
increase in negative news stories about politicians and political institutions in the Ameri-
can media (Lichter, Amundson, 1994; Patterson, 1993). In summary, the theories of media 

6  This theoretical discussion can be followed in more depth in Luengo, 2005; Luengo, 2012.
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malaise maintain two central assumptions: 1) the processes of political communication via 
mass media have a significant impact on the civic engagement of the citizens; 2) this impact 
heads in a negative direction or, in other words, the lack of social commitment towards the 
political process is determined by the process of political communication (Luengo, 2005).

Theories of Political Mobilisation

The theoretical proposal presented above is challenged by a set of scientific works, 
the results of which have been grouped under the label of theories of political mobilisa-
tion. Despite the fact that these new interpretations do not fully eliminate all the previ-
ous contributions, they add substantial nuances to the main videomalaise concerns. In 
other words, they suggest that the contemporary mass media have a significant impact 
on citizens – this point is shared with the media malaise position – but this influence is 
produced in a positive direction, maintaining and promoting political commitment and, 
hence, democratic participation.

The theories of political mobilisation appeared on the academic scene with great in-
fluence in the nineties (Holtz-Bacha, 1990; Norris, 1996; Newton, 1999; Norris, 2000), 
with the diffusion of some pieces of research work. We could state that the first analyses 
along this line arose as a result of the contrast with the media malaise hypotheses. Some-
how, this explanation considers that including differences in some analytical categories, 
media malaise theories are not strictly applicable as they were formulated. Essentially, 
mobilisation theories underline that “we need carefully to disentangle the positive and 
negative effects of different media, messages, audiences and effects” (Norris et al., 1999, 
p. 99). In this sense, for example, the group of regular consumers of television news and 
habitual readers of the political press are – regardless of tone of media coverage – more 
inclined to be informed, participative, interested and committed to political life. On the 
contrary, citizens exposed to sensationalist content usually present levels of political 
disaffection, cynicism and alienation.

Finally, it is vital to mention the importance of a theory that, although framed within the 
theories of the mobilisation, acquires a special status, since its considerations entail signifi-
cant advances with respect to the general assumptions – the theory of the Virtuous Circle 
(Norris, 2000). In spite of proposing a similar perspective to the contributions of the theory 
of political mobilisation and objecting to the conclusions of media malaise, the theory of 
the virtuous circle, stated by Pippa Norris, goes one step further and provides a more com-
plete theoretical elaboration. As a result of the examination of empirical evidence derived 
from data analysis of the United States and Western Europe, one of the main assumptions 
of this theory resides in the following statement: the attention to the news in general is not 
configured as a factor that contributes to the erosion of support for the political system. 
On the contrary, those consistently exposed to news and electoral campaigns are revealed 
as the most knowledgeable in political terms, as most trusting of the government and the 
political system, and as the most participative (Luengo, 2005).

Nevertheless, it seems that the latest developments have challenged the traditional con-
cept of political disaffection as a generalised trend in the political culture of the contempo-
rary Western world. In the last decade, citizens in some countries, like Spain, are becoming 
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more and more politically active. The consolidation of the Internet as not only a media 
outlet, but also a multifunctional platform, has put into question the traditional relationship 
between the media and political participation. We have observed a profound alteration 
regarding what was pointed out by the media malaise theorists. The development of new 
media outlets, which is clearly a process, not an exclusive and isolated event, has extended 
the possibilities of study. We are pointing not only at the Internet itself, but also at the enor-
mous potentiality found in social media, including Facebook and Twitter, among others.

Methodology

The aim of this study is the analysis of new means of political activism in Spain 
and its relationship with exposure to media content. In order to achieve this goal, we 
are going to run a quantitative analysis to get an approximation of the e-activist profile. 
Our data set comes from study no. 3126 of the Sociological Research Centre (Centro de 
Investigaciones Sociológicas – CIS), a wide post-electoral survey of the latest Spanish 
Parliamentary elections. The total sample size of the survey is 6,242 interviews.

Dependent variable

Participation in political forums or discussions online was used to measure the new 
means of political activism on the Internet. Other questions about political activism are 
presented in the results to get an approximation of the dissemination of political activism 
on the Internet compared to other more traditional means of political activism.

The original question7 for our dependent variable was presented in the questionnaire 
as follows:

“P. 16. Please tell me if you have done the following actions that people carry out 
to state their opinion about a problem… P. 16.4.: Participate in a political forum 
or discussion online…: 1) On many occasions; 2) Once in a while; 3) Never; 9) 
Don’t know.”

In order to run the logistic regression, the dependent variable was recoded as follows: 
1. Yes (categories 1 and 2); 0. No (category 3).

Independent variables

The survey includes questions on respondent exposure to media content, making 
a distinction between newspapers, TV and radio. The questions were:8

7  P.16. Me gustaría que me dijera si ha realizado en bastantes ocasiones, alguna vez o nunca, las 
siguientes acciones que la gente lleva a cabo para dar a conocer su opinión sobre algún problema... 
16.5.: Participar en un foro o grupo de discusión política en Internet…: 1) En bastantes ocasiones; 
2) Alguna vez; 3) Nunca; 9) NC (original version in Spanish).

8  P.19.1. Durante esta campaña electoral, ¿con qué frecuencia ha seguido Ud. La información 
política y electoral a través de los periódicos de información general? ¿Y a través de la televisión? 
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“P.19.1. During this electoral campaign, how often have you followed the po-
litical and electoral information in the newspapers? And on TV? And on the 
radio? 1) Every day or almost every day; 2) Four or five times a week; 3) Two 
or three times a week; 4) Only on weekends; 5) Never or almost never; 9) Don’t 
know.”

In order to get a political profile, we also included trust in the national parliament9 and 
the ideological self-location10 as independent variables. In addition, the multivariate 
analysis was controlled by the traditional socio-demographic variables: gender, age and 
education.

Results

Political activism and exposure to media content in Spain

Table 1 shows that political activism on the Internet is still less generalised among 
Spanish people than other types of actions, such as taking part in public demonstra-
tions, boycotting certain products for political reasons or participating in strikes. Nearly 
90 percent of the respondents have never participated in a political forum or discussion 
online, in contrast with the other three means of activism: between 42–49 percent of 
respondents have participated at some point in public demonstrations, strikes or have 
stopped buying certain products for political reasons. The least common political actions 
are the occupation of buildings and blocking traffic: 92.1 percent of respondents have 
never participated in this kind of protest.

Table 1
Types of political activism 

N = 6242
On many 
occasions 

(%)

Once in 
a while 

(%)

Never 
(%)

Take part in a lawful public demonstration 12.1 37.3 50.3
Boycott certain products for environmental, political or moral reasons 10.8 29.8 58.4
Participate in a strike 8.4 33.5 57.7
Occupy buildings or block traffic 0.9 5.5 92.1
Participate in a political forum or discussion online 2.7 7.4 89.3

Source: CIS no. 3126 (January, 2016).

¿Y a través de la radio? 1) Todos o casi todos los días; 2) Cuatro o cinco días por semana; 3) Dos o tres 
días por semana; 4) Sólo los fines de semana; 5) De vez en cuando; 6) Nunca o casi nunca; 7) N.C. 
(original version in Spanish).

9  “P. 6: Please tell me on a score of 0–10 how much you personally trust each of the institutions 
I read out. 0 means you do not trust an institution at all, and 10 means you have complete trust. 6.1.: The 
national parliament.”

10  “P. 35: In politics people sometimes talk of ‘left’ and ‘right’. Using this card, where would you 
place yourself on this scale, where 1 means the left and 10 means the right?”
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Regarding the exposure to media content, Table 2 shows that TV is the most popular 
media outlet in Spain: 58.5 percent of respondents followed the electoral and political 
information on TV every day or almost every day, in contrast to 23.1 percent of respond-
ents who followed the electoral information daily in the newspapers or 19.8 percent who 
did so on the radio, respectively. On the other hand, it is especially interesting to notice 
how common it has become for people to use the Internet as a source of political infor-
mation in electoral campaigns. As Table 3 shows, 76.4 percent of respondents followed 
the electoral information on the Internet at some point. Digital media (32.4 percent) and 
social media (20.8 percent) were the most popular websites for following electoral infor-
mation during the campaign of December.

Table 2
During this campaign, how often have you followed the electoral/political 

information...?

N = 6242 In the newspapers (%) On TV (%) On the radio (%)
Every day or almost every day 23.1 58.5 19.8
Four or five times a week 4.4 10.1 3.4
Two or three times a week 6.1 7.7 3.9
Only weekends 3.3 1.6 0.9
Once in a while 8.5 9.2 7.6
Never or almost never 54.5 12.9 64.4

Source: CIS no. 3126 (January, 2016).

Table 3
Following the electoral/political information on the Internet (%)

Types of online source Frequency abs. % (over the total N)
Digital media 2022 32.4
Websites of political parties or candidates   426   6.8
Websites of citizen organisations or civic movements   261   4.2
Blogs and discussion forums   357   5.7
Social media 1301 20.8
Other websites   405   6.5
Total 4770 (76.4%) N = 6242

Source: CIS no. 3126 (January, 2016).

The “e-activist” profile

The aim of this chapter is to get a profile of the political activist on the Internet, and 
to analyse its relationship with exposure to media content. The regression analysis that is 
presented in Table 4 shows an approximation of this profile: younger respondents, with 
higher levels of education, and who are located on the ideological left are more likely 
to participate in political forums or discussions online. Gender and trust in the national 
parliament do not maintain a significant relation with the dependent variable. However, 
it is interesting that the direction of the relation between trust and political activism on 
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the Internet is negative. In other words, the more distrustful respondents are, the more 
likely they are to participate in this kind of online discussion.

On the other hand, the results suggest that the respondents that follow political in-
formation in the newspapers and on the radio are more likely to participate than the 
respondents that watch TV.

Table 4
 The “e-activist” profile. 

Logistic Regression results

B Exp(B) Error std.
Age –,033 0,967*** ,003
Gender (1 = male) ,117 1,124 ,096
Education ,346 1,414*** ,040
Ideology –,214 0,808*** ,027
Trust on national parliament –,008   ,992 ,021
Newspapers ,248 1,281*** ,025
TV –,070 0,933* ,029
Radio ,082 1,085*** ,023
Constant –1,958 0,141*** ,289
R² Nagelkerke (%) 21.6***

D. V.: Participation in a political forum or discussion on the Internet (1: Yes; 0: No).
N total = 6242 (N included in the analysis = 5043).
* > 0.05 ** < 0.01 *** 0.001.
Source: CIS no. 3126 (January, 2016).

Conclusions

The latest political developments in some countries, like Spain, lead us to question 
the concept of political disaffection as a generalised trend in the political culture of the 
contemporary Western world. In recent years, we have witnessed the emergence of new 
and fresh means of political activism in Spain, such as the 15-M Movement, in which 
social media played an important role, or the emergence of Podemos, in which the online 
participation of its supporters was crucial. New technologies have played a central role 
in these new political developments inasmuch as they are a tool that allows new, and less 
hierarchical ways of political participation.

This study provides a diagnosis of the role played by new technologies of commu-
nication, particularly the Internet, in political activism in Spain. Our theoretical frame-
work suggests that the different processes of political communication have substantially 
altered the citizen’s political and civic engagement.

First, we observed that political activism on the Internet is still a minority phenom-
enon in comparison with other means of political activism, such as the participation 
in public demonstrations or strikes. Nevertheless, a noteworthy 10.1 percent of the re-
spondents participated at some point in political forums or discussions online. On the 
other hand, we found a strong dissemination of the Internet as a source of political infor-
mation in the campaign period of 2015: more than 76 percent followed the electoral and 
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political information at some point through different websites, especially from digital 
media and social media.

Second, we analysed the e-activist profile and the relationship between exposure to 
media content and online activism. The results suggest that online participation is a phe-
nomenon more popular among young people with higher education and located on the 
ideological left. Surprisingly, we found that people that trust political institutions are less 
likely to participate in political discussions on the Internet (although this relationship 
was not stastically significant). This profile is similar to that of citizens who support the 
new political forces like Podemos and the different citizens’ movements (the “Mareas 
ciudadanas”), who demand a reconfiguration of the democratic system in Spain. De-
spite high unemployment and growing social inequality following the economic crisis 
of 2008, the political protests in Spain have largely focused on the quality of democracy, 
demanding more transparency in political processes, more democracy within political 
parties and a less hierarchical relationship between the rulers and the ruled.

Regarding the relation between exposure to media content and political activism, 
several studies have addressed this topic and have reached different results. Following 
the so-called media malaise theories, the exposure to negative media content is related 
to political disaffection and political cynicism. In contrast, media mobilisation theories 
have shown that exposure to media content leads to well-informed and mobilised citi-
zens. Our results are in line with political mobilisation theories (Holtz-Bacha, 1990; 
Norris, 1996; Newton, 1999; Norris, 2000) in the cases of exposure to newspapers and 
the radio: respondents who followed electoral and political information in the newspa-
pers and on the radio are more likely to participate in political forums and discussions 
online, even controlling for age, gender and education. On the other hand, the logistic 
regression showed that exposure to TV and political activism on the Internet are nega-
tively related. Some scholars have pointed out that television news presents political 
information in a more negative way than newspapers (Robinson, Sheehan, 1983). This 
could have a negative effect on political engagement. Taken together, these results sug-
gest the possibility of different effects on political activism as a result of the exposure to 
news on different outlets.

To sum up, the consolidation of the Internet has extended the possibilities for new 
and fresh means of political activism, as well as the development of new sources of po-
litical information. That could have a positive effect on the political engagement of new 
generations that demand more transparency and civic participation within the political 
system.
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Partycypacja polityczna i nowe technologie komunikacyjne w Hiszpanii 
 

Streszczenie

Konsolidacja Internetu będącego nie tylko medium, ale także wielofunkcyjną platformą, podwa-
żyła tradycyjne relacje między mediami a partycypacją polityczną. Najnowsze wydarzenia polityczne 
w Hiszpanii, takie jak ruch 15-M czy sukces partii Podemos pokazują, że nowe technologie zwiększa-
ją możliwości nowych i nowatorskich sposobów aktywności politycznej. Niniejszy artykuł stanowi 
diagnozę roli, jaką odgrywają nowe technologie komunikacyjne, w szczególności Internet, w działal-
ności politycznej w Hiszpanii. Wyniki pokazują godne uwagi upowszechnienie Internetu jako źródła 
informacji politycznych, a także jako platformy partycypacji politycznej. Analiza sugeruje ponadto, 
że partycypacja w sieci jest zjawiskiem bardziej popularnym wśród młodych ludzi z wykształceniem 
wyższym i mających poglądy lewicowe. Profil ten jest zbliżony do charakterystyki obywateli, którzy 
wspierają nowe siły polityczne, takie jak Podemos i różne ruchy obywatelskie domagające się przebu-
dowy systemu demokratycznego w Hiszpanii.

 
Słowa kluczowe: Internet, nowe technologie, media, aktywność polityczna, e-aktywność
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Political marketing in the times of big data

Abstract: Academic considerations on the topic of political marketing very often boil down to discuss-
ing the political history of the 20th and 21st centuries, while failing to account for the significant changes 
in the range of instruments used to implement election strategies. However, the academic discussion 
about political marketing as an applied sub-discipline should take into account some mechanisms for 
accomplishing specified tasks. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to fill this gap and try to examine 
the influence of the tools based on big data on the broad picture of what we name marketing activities 
in the field of politics. We would like to present readers with our hypothesis that the profound changes 
in this area that were particularly noticeable in the election and referendum campaigns in 2016 may 
provide a premise to identify a new paradigm in the discussion on the use of marketing strategies in 
political communication. It would be based on the Internet combining the function of a communica-
tion channel and a source of data about voters. This information is next used for marketing purposes. 
It should be emphasized that this mechanism that has been used in the field of commercial activities 
for almost a decade, in the field of politics produces completely new and potentially dangerous conse-
quences for citizens.

Key words: political marketing, big data, political communication, political campaign

Introduction

The history of political marketing is actually the political history of the United States 
from the 1950s. This can be confirmed by the outcomes Donald Trump’s presidential 

campaign in 2016 produced both in the US and globally. The breakthrough nature of this 
campaign, and the experience of Brexit, have inspired this attempt to describe a new pe-
riod in the development of political marketing and to review our perception of its earlier 
stages in terms of the technological possibilities of communicating with the electorate 
and identifying their expectations. The attempts to systematize the evolution of political 
marketing are made with reference to the dominant medium, or the possibility of sur-
veying the political market at any given period of time. We believe that we are entering 
a new era characterized by the combination of a communication medium with a source 
of data enabling opinion surveys to be conducted. There has emerged a two-way infor-
mation channel whose throughput has not been estimated so far. Information that had to 
be obtained from respondents in the past (and that was frequently subjectively distorted) 
has currently been replaced by the data provided by their activities in social media and 
other online behavior. Big data, a large volume of data for analysis, whose size should be 
maximized in order for it to gain informative value (Tabakow, Korczak, Franczyk, 2014, 
p. 141), makes it possible to obtain voter profiles that are considerably more precise and 
reliable than those resulting from their statements in opinion polls. Then experts design 
the algorithms that create marketing messages which are individually adjusted to differ-



34	 Piotr PAWEŁCZYK, Jakub JAKUBOWSKI	 PP 3 ’17

ent online recipients. This paper is an attempt at demonstrating that these innovative ele-
ments are sufficiently significant to allow us to talk about a new stage, leading towards 
a changed paradigm of marketing solutions present in politics.

How has political marketing, which emerged from commercial marketing tools, 
gained such an enormous influence? Political programs, rational arguments and truth no 
longer matter and have given way to the increasingly advanced technological possibili-
ties of identifying voter expectations and adjusting messages to fit them. In order to an-
swer this question, we suggest that four stages in the development of electoral campaigns 
can be distinguished.

New media, new marketing?

The United States was the first country that applied those marketing techniques that 
had been commercially tested before in political communication, and is where they have 
achieved the highest level of sophistication. In other countries, in Europe and elsewhere, 
the development of political marketing was delayed by several years, or even several 
decades, as was the case of Central and Eastern Europe. This pertained to the adapta-
tion and application of marketing tools both for the purpose of market analysis and the 
implementation of strategies and running campaigns professionally (Mazur, p. 14). The 
application of marketing methods always strongly relied on the development of the me-
dia in a given country. M. Kolczyński believes that it is impossible to talk about electoral 
candidates having full access to the potential offered by the mass media without the pres-
ence of strong and competitive commercial media, television being the most important 
one (Kolczyński, p. 136). Talking about the ‘Americanization’ of electoral campaigns 
has become synonymous with their professionalization on the one hand and mediatiza-
tion on the other. The transfer of marketing methods and techniques from the commer-
cial market to electoral campaigns was the result of seeking efficient methods to manage 
the activities of political actors in the competitive market of politics.

Many scholars believe that the main reason for the changes in the communication 
process caused by the application of marketing methods in politics is the development of 
the mass media, primarily television. The turn of the 1940s witnessed an enormous tech-
nological progress in televised transmissions. Societies grew richer and the number of 
TV sets people had at home increased. In 1950, ca. 9% of US households were in posses-
sion of a TV set, whereas by 1962 over 90% had them (Television Facts and Statistics). 
It is commonly agreed that the 1952 presidential campaign in the US marked the begin-
ning of ‘modern’ political marketing. Dwight Eisenhower’s election campaign staff em-
ployed Rosser Reeves, an expert in TV commercials, who designed a series of TV spots 
titled “Eisenhower answers America.” Reeves matched pre-recorded statements by the 
candidate with questions asked by ordinary US citizens who were invited to the studio 
for this purpose. The purpose of these recordings was to convince the electorate that the 
program of the Republican politician was superior to that of the Democratic candidate, 
Adlai Stevenson, and to advertise his personal virtues. Dwight Eisenhower’s election 
campaign made use of methods formerly applied for commercial advertising campaigns. 
Election campaign teams turned to seasoned advertising agencies with experience in the 
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commercial market to perform the tasks of the electoral campaign. Eisenhower’s victory 
was the outcome of an extensive survey of the political market. The campaign messages 
concentrated around such matters as corruption, inflation, taxes and the Korean War. At 
the time of the election, nineteen million people had TV sets, accounting for ca. 40% of 
households (Kolczyński, pp. 129–130). Another productive idea involved focusing on 
short advertising forms and buying the prime time. The campaign Reeves had planned 
was relatively short but extremely dynamic. It took three weeks during which all the 
scheduled activities were completed. The time was well used and conveying the message 
was the focus. The content was concentrated and broadcast with appropriate frequency. 
Long speeches were avoided and the political program was presented by means of ad-
vertising spots of 20–60 second duration (ibid., p. 130).

This new form of electoral campaign was primarily caused by the emergence of 
a new medium whose influence grew from year to year, although primarily in the area of 
commercial marketing at first. Yet the experience accumulated when shaping consumer 
needs started to radiate to political communication right away. The electoral campaign 
designed by Eisenhower’s team was innovative and effective enough to make the fol-
lowing competitions between different candidates increasingly media-related. The im-
portance of television grew in line with the number of TV sets, but it was also important 
that political leaders were used to the old forms of communicating with their electorate. 
In the 1950s, electoral campaigns primarily supported the traditional forms of marketing, 
where candidates tried to win voters’ support in direct contact and by means of well-
tested visual and audio advertising media. It is typically emphasized in the literature 
on the subject that, at this stage, the campaigns were still about political parties, while 
candidates only promoted the program of their respective parties. This limited the pos-
sibility to create their own image and, to some extent, forced them to be more respon-
sible for what they were saying. Yet television rapidly gained importance as a medium 
of political communication and envisaged the beginning of a brand new era. Therefore, 
this stage could be named the pretelevision one. 1960 marks the breakthrough and the 
beginning of televised debates. The famous Nixon-Kennedy debate, which is a landmark 
in the history of political marketing, demonstrated the superior influence of image and 
non-verbal communication (peripheral route) over verbal messages (central route) that 
appeal to rationality to a greater extent (Petty, Cacioppo, 1986). Televised political de-
bates and created pseudo-events symbolized this period, where the primary goal of the 
campaign was to appeal to voters’ emotions. The negative commercial “Daisy,” televised 
during the 1964 presidential campaign by the Democrats, marked a milestone. The spot 
was broadcast once only and appealed to the emotions that had already been raised in 
voters who were to be alerted that the election of Barry Goldwater would increase the 
risk of a nuclear conflict. The commercial had an electrifying impact. Not only did it 
end the chances of the Republican candidate but also concluded the first stage in the de-
velopment of modern political marketing. Long and mundane television messages were 
replaced by short spots able to generate or reinforce the emotions of voters.

The period when political candidates became more like TV presenters is usually 
named the stage of candidate-oriented campaigns. It took around thirty years and was 
characterized by the advancing process of the personalization of politics. The political 
program was replaced by the political image of the candidate in the campaign. It has to 
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be remembered, however, that creating this image would have been impossible without 
television. Television imposed completely new standards of political communication, 
where the importance of form prevailed over content. Perhaps, this period symbolically 
culminated in 1980, when the role of the candidate for the office of President was given 
to Ronald Reagan, a former actor whom the cameras loved and who gracefully ‘seduced’ 
his audience-electorate without imparting too much information about his political pro-
gram. The process of the personalization of politics intensified in the 1980s. It meant 
not only the identification of individual political actors with political groups, parties and 
organizations, but also the treatment of persons in the highest public offices as symbols 
of the State or nation.

Television became not only the dominant mass medium but actually defined the stand-
ards of political communication. Candidates who were not photogenic, or faced problems 
with non-verbal communication lost the chance of attracting attention, let alone winning 
the support of voters. This exceptionally important period in the development of politi-
cal marketing can be called the television stage, because television became crucial in 
the development of processes defined as the personalization or mediatization of politics. 
The significance of the candidate’s image in the electoral message is something obvious 
today, but it should be remembered that it follows from the fact that the possibilities of-
fered by the increasingly modern television overwhelmed political communication.

In the mid-1980s, the concept of addressing television commercials at mass consum-
ers was abandoned. The prevailing view was that the efficiency of commercials depends 
more on addressing a specific message at the right segment of the electorate rather than 
implementing the catch-all principle. This is not to mean that television played a less 
prominent role in the communication between politicians and voters than before, but it 
became technically possible to process the feedback, obtained in the form of survey re-
sults and focus group studies, in more and more detail. The identification of voter expec-
tations supplemented the activities aimed at shaping the political image of candidates. 
Voter-directed campaigns emerged. The power of this new strategy was demonstrated in 
1988, when George Bush Sr. defeated his democratic competitor Michael Dukakis, hav-
ing acquired better awareness of American voters’ fears that let him corner his political 
rival and stigmatize him as a politician who could not guarantee the security of American 
citizens. This stage in the development of marketing took ca. 25 years and can be named 
the survey period. Surveys became an idol, governing the strategies of electoral cam-
paigns. They made it possible not only to identify the main issues in the campaign narra-
tive, but also categorize the recipients of electoral messages more distinctly. Yet in order 
to make it happen, the surveys of the political market had to be assisted by the growing 
technological potential of data processing and addressing selected recipients with mes-
sages. Computers became an indispensable tool to run political campaigns.

The 1990s were the time when the Internet entered election campaigns, especially for 
the purpose of contacting voters, recruiting volunteers and organizing their meetings, as 
well as fundraising. Internet communication with voters revealed its efficiency as early 
as at the beginning of the 21st century. A good exemplification of how the tools related to 
the Internet could be used is provided by the campaign of Howard Dean, who managed 
to collect millions of dollars from 2003–2004 and exerted a significant impact on the 
electoral competition (Płudowski, p. 31). Another step was marked by Barack Obama’s 
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presidential campaign in 2008. Organized by Joe Rospars, it actively involved thirteen 
million voters online (Makarenko, 2009). The extent to which Obama’s team used the In-
ternet brought the campaign to a new qualitative level. Interestingly, contacting web us-
ers largely served the purpose of winning individual donations for the campaign, which 
translated into winning voters both symbolically and in terms of finance, but did not offer 
too much potential to learn more about them.

The beginning of the fourth stage can be associated not only with the 2016 presiden-
tial campaign in the US, but also with the referendum campaign on Brexit in the UK, 
which preceded it. This unfolding stage is of particular interest here. Over the last two 
years, a change seems to be occurring with reference to big data, that is a vast amount 
of scattered data. Individually examined such data does not inform us about the world, 
but when collected and analyzed it displays regularities and makes it possible to design 
a highly precise profile of relatively small groups. Donald Trump’s campaign demon-
strated to the whole world the potential offered by a mass analysis of individual data 
generated by the traces of our online activities, especially in social media. The develop-
ment of social media and the illusionary anonymity they offer allowed scattered infor-
mation about us to be collected. Surveys show that what people do online is consistent 
with what they are like in reality (Żakowski, 2017, p. 26). Watching the online activities 
of Internet users helps to precisely define their opinions, attitudes and intimate features. 
“Instead of using survey forms, where the answers do not necessarily have to be honest, 
digital traces can be examined, such as emails, search history, visited websites, and so 
on” (ibid.). We would like to pay attention to this period in the development of political 
marketing. We believe that the time of big data started then. We are analyzing a reality 
which is changing dynamically, leading to a question whether modern political mar-
keting is undergoing a qualitative change, related to the use of the new technologies 
of collecting data on voters, and the possibilities of generating individual messages to 
them; and whether confirming that this change is taking place translates into the need to 
describe a new stage in the development of political marketing campaigns. Is the use of 
big data for the purpose of gaining an increasingly efficient influence on voters danger-
ous as such, or are we more concerned that the possibilities big data offer will be used 
by those political options we deem to be potentially dangerous or unpredictable when 
elected? Finally, is there a relation between the rise of populist movements and new 
forms of political marketing; or rather, as has been the case so far, the tested and effective 
techniques of commercial marketing have been adapted to political marketing, following 
the logic of technological progress?

Political marketing after the big data revolution

Many marketing novelties, whether in the field of politics or elsewhere, are based on 
the ‘promotion of marketing as such’. New terms replace old ones, thereby creating the 
impression that we are witnessing a revolution in this field, whereas it is rarely the case.

A similar approach can be seen in the case of marketing techniques in social media. 
Such trends as viral marketing, storytelling, remarketing and other fancy names seem 
secondary, although they suggest a new paradigm in the sales strategy of services and 
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products (including political products).1 It is true, however, that the scale of these phe-
nomena has changed due to the Internet becoming increasingly socialized, making them 
easier to be observed by both ordinary people and those who study these phenomena.

Political marketing experienced a clear revolution when the promotional function of 
social media was combined with their potential for collecting and processing an enormous 
amount of scattered data (big data) to make inferences on its basis. This information is 
obtained by virtue of reverse marketing, where people seek products rather than the other 
way round, and the Internet is the main search tool (Sharma, Sheth, 2004). The data web 
users voluntarily or unconsciously leave behind offer an invaluable source of information 
on a practically unlimited range of topics. A majority of the issues web users are concerned 
with is either related to politics or provides a significant source of information to design 
political marketing strategies. The former can be exemplified by web users’ opinions on 
different political actors and their activities, their approval or disapproval, declarations to 
take part in different political events, and so on. A commentary posted on social media to 
a statement made by a politician illustrates such an information unit (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Commentary to Nigel Farage’s statement posted by a Facebook account owner
Source: Facebook, May 23, 2017.

The latter concerns the data that makes it possible to determine political preferences on 
the basis of demographic, geographic, psychographic and behavioral aspects. Web users 
frequently provide such information directly (for instance their age) when setting up their 
accounts on social media. Other information, such as whether or not they have children, 
can be inferred by means of an algorithm that collects scattered data (such as interest in 
child products in online stores, searching for soothing music for babies and so on). The 
‘fetish’ of marketing data allows all this information to be correlated with political prefer-
ences and thereby to target appropriate advertising content at the right recipient.

Recently, this approach has been tested in the firing range of commercial activities 
(Graczyk-Kucharska, 2015). The changes in political marketing naturally ‘follow’ the 
innovations emerging in the promotion of goods and services. Those innovations that 
can be adapted, after some time, become adapted to the specific requirements of a politi-
cal product. Whether in commerce or politics, the primary goal of marketing is to indi-

1  Viral marketing seems to be nothing more than transferring teaser techniques online and taking 
advantage of people’s eternal inclination to gossip. Storytelling is the outcome of narrative marketing 
that has always been a part of politics, where imposing one’s own discourse is instrumental in resolving 
problems and achieving goals. Also remarketing campaigns were carried out before, employing tradi-
tional mail and simplified databases about (potential) clients. What is beyond doubt, however, is that the 
scale of these activities and the channel of communication has changed dramatically.
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vidualize the offer appropriately (adjusting it to consumer needs) and deliver it to social 
media users on the basis of consumer profiles, generated by means of an automated anal-
ysis of the information they have left on the web (Borudsiak, Pierański, Romanowski, 
Strykowski, 2015, pp. 36–43). In political marketing it is about political preferences and 
an election offer that matches those preferences.

The ‘revolution’ pertains not only to the phenomenon as such, but also its scale. It has to 
be noted that for a long time huge amounts of data have been useful when developing diag-
noses and trying to improve their forecasting potential, for instance with reference to bank-

Figure 2. One variant of Donald Trump’s advertisements on Facebook
Source: Facebook, May 23, 2017.
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ing data (Filip, 2015). The segmentation paradigm, which has been dominant in political 
marketing for decades, is a perfect example here. Once again it can be said that no dramatic 
breakthrough has occurred. Nevertheless, the nature of the data web users voluntarily gener-
ate in natural, everyday conditions, and their amount, make it possible to talk about a quali-
tative change of a kind. The level of detail obtained thereby, when profiling target groups, 
approaches the ‘single consumer, single offer’ level, where the offer is as individualized as 
possible, given the technological and analytical possibilities. It is worth mentioning that just 
during the third televised presidential debate in the US, Donald Trump’s team tested 175,000 
different variants of an advertising post in Facebook; they differed in terms of details that 
were determined by the preferences of Facebook users (Grassegger, Krogerus, 2017).

When concentrating marketing techniques on political persuasion, there emerges 
a model of operation which can raise concerns in terms of dilemmas related to democracy, 
manipulation and free choice. The range of information web users provide is unlimited, as 
is the potential of adapting them for marketing purposes; therefore, the level of intimacy of 
the data used can translate into an equally personal and emotional profile of the election of-
fer. Knowing that you have lost your job, we will promise you a new one while encourag-
ing you to vote. You’ve just had children? An advertisement will offer a reduced VAT rate 
on child products. A close member of your family has recently passed away? A proposal 
to increase funeral benefits may work. The mechanism of making empty promises is not 
a surprising novelty, either, though (Ekman, 2003). What is new, however, is the level of 
detail and the individualization of this promise. This type of activity may turn out more 
effective than earlier political efforts because it combines advertising techniques with per-
sonal, or even intimate elements of voter behavior. Political actors have acquired the ability 
to hypothetically fulfill the most intimate needs. No other tool of political marketing has 
ensured such possibilities before, as they only offered a more or less standardized message 
in the form of leaflets, posters, TV commercials and online banners.

The scale of this phenomenon is driven by web users’ inclination to publicize a vast 
amount of personal data, or their ignorance about how to use the web safely. What 
‘brings dividends’ is also the lack of awareness that all the information voters post on 
the web in the public mode is useful for marketing. Media content has been assessed as 
excessive at every stage of media development. At present, however, with the multitude 
of the senders of messages and the network structure of the media, this excessive content 
is becoming incomparable not only to the media revolution of the 20th century, but even 
to the reality of the previous decade. Suffice it to say that ca. 7,500 tweets are published 
every second on Twitter (as on May 2017), which is so popular among politicians and 
journalists, yielding over 600 million tweets a day (Internet live stats). This ‘curse of 
abundance’ of research material is a valuable record of social reality on the one hand 
and, on the other, of a surfeit that has probably gone beyond the imagination of media 
researchers who addressed this topic not very long ago (Kopecka-Piech, 2013).

It has to be admitted that the above-described model is applicable only to quite a lim-
ited extent. There is practically no software for collecting and analyzing data, dedicated 
to the needs of political communication experts. In the case of Brexit and the 2016 presi-
dential elections in the US, the instrument that played the greatest role was provided by 
an algorithm that makes use of psychographic, micro-targeting marketing, designed by 
Michał Kosiński and implemented by the Cambridge Analytical agency. It should be 
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pointed out that this tool was assumed to improve the targeting process in online sales of 
commercial goods, but it proved effective also in political campaigns.

These solutions are far from perfect, frequently forcing experts in political commu-
nication to apply marketing tools that are typically intended to support sales, protect 
a brand’s good name and monitor one’s own and competitive brands. Although such 
solutions can be adapted for the purpose of examining political actors, they are neither 
ideal nor satisfactory. Yet their use is frequently necessary, as there are no alternatives 
available. On the other hand, these solutions have the advantage of generating the above-
mentioned surfeit, which in this case applies to the tools available.

What may raise doubts is the quality of research material for the surveys of opinion 
polls, social sentiments and expectations, support for ideas and political actors and many 
other issues that are crucial from the point of view of marketing activities. It has to be ad-
mitted that for decades such surveys have been conducted by means of the tools and tech-
niques of social sciences (structured interviews, telephone polls, direct interviews, focus 
groups and so on). A certain qualitative change is worth emphasizing here which may re-
sult in a changed paradigm in the field of those surveys, although it is somewhat neglected 
also by Polish researchers of political communication and political sciences in general. 
The content we are dealing with at present, including text, pictures, films and all kinds of 
compiled forms of expression, is (typically) generated in the natural environment of vot-
ers (citizens), which was not a standard in the surveys conducted before the ‘revolution.’ 
Thanks to the secondary analysis of the generated content, including opinions, accounts, 
comments and emotions, it is possible to eliminate direct and even indirect contact with the 
interviewer, which has long been considered to have a potential influence on the final an-
swers obtained from respondents (Sztabiński, 1995, pp. 81–99). The following issues can 
be listed as problematic during direct interviews and telephone polls on political topics:

political correctness of respondents;––
being embarrassed about supporting political actors and ideas considered to be ex-––
tremist or not favored by mainstream media;
desire to favor the groups that enjoy the highest support and are likely to win the next ––
election;
the influence the survey institutions (public vs. private) have on the answers;––
problems with achieving a geographically proper quota, taking into account the pop-––
ularity of mobile tools through which the interviews are carried out;
specific demographic and psychological profile of respondents who agree to be sur-––
veyed (for instance lower level of assertiveness).
Another challenge when analyzing big data online is imperfect algorithms. Although 

designed by human beings, they continue to apply relatively simple categorization fil-
ters. They frequently analyze reality by means of simplified procedures, fail to take ex-
ceptions into account and cannot interpret the context of communication events. In other 
words, they remain machines capable of ‘understanding’ content in terms of cognitively 
simplified patterns. They form a kind of artificial intelligence, but they are nowhere near 
the full ‘comprehension’ of such communication gambits as irony or humor.

This does not change the fact that the potential of marketing analytical tools in the 
field of politics at the current stage of web development is so great that their role in such 
events as Brexit or the 2016 presidential elections in the US cannot be denied. Given 
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their alleged efficiency it seems that they will continue to be improved and become 
a permanent element of electoral and referendum campaigns. This in turn makes it pos-
sible to conclude that the change in strategic approach is so significant that it marks the 
beginning of a new trend, or even a new stage in political marketing.

Conclusion

The initial hypothesis that it is necessary to make an academic distinction of a new 
paradigm in studies on political marketing follows from the analysis of election and 
referendum practices in 2016. It is unfeasible to determine if/when the new approach 
will become universal to the point of being commonly applied also in Poland. Previous 
experience indicates that new solutions enter our region several years later than in the 
West, and their implementation depends on the properties of local political cultures, as 
well as the political, social and technological reality. On the one hand, we are aware that 
candidates and political parties have generally started to use advertising tools based on 
the analysis of behavioral data obtained from social media users. This can be exemplified 
by targeted political messages on Facebook, as illustrated in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Online advertisement of the Nowoczesna [Modern] party
Source: Facebook, May 23, 2017.
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On the other hand, our contacts with practitioners of political marketing drive us 
toward the conclusion that they are increasingly aware of the potential of big data, al-
though in Poland it has not been used in a systemic manner in political campaigns. It 
transpires that big data may be implemented in the next elections.

It should also be stressed that the implementation of this model on a wider scale, 
or its potential universalization, will have a strong impact on both the reality of 
political communication and the political system itself. The metaphor of a ‘pork 
barrel’ comes to mind, meaning unsophisticated methods used to gratify voters for 
their votes. It is worth considering how the system of motivation to cast a vote might 
change if everybody is served a dish that perfectly matches their culinary preferences 
(in the form of a personalized empty promise). Without an efficient monitoring sys-
tem allowing voters to identify implausible information, and given the low level of 
their awareness, it seems that such efforts may turn out to be efficient, also in Polish 
conditions.
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Marketing polityczny w czasach big data 
 

Streszczenie

Rozważania naukowe dotyczące marketingu politycznego bardzo często sprowadzają się do dys-
kusji na temat politycznej historii XX i XXI wieku z pominięciem istotnych zmian w zakresie narzędzi 
wykorzystywanych do realizacji strategii wyborczej. Tymczasem analiza naukowa dotycząca marke-
tingu politycznego, jako subdyscypliny stosowanej, uwzględniać winna mechanizmy realizacji okre-
ślonych zadań. Celem niniejszego artykułu jest więc uzupełnienie tej “luki” i próba zastanowienia się 
nad wpływem narzędzi opartych o Big data na szerszy obraz tego, co nazywamy zabiegami marketin-
gowymi w obszarze polityki. Pragniemy też poddać pod osąd czytelnika hipotezę, iż daleko idące zmia-
ny w tym obszarze, w szczególności widoczne w kampaniach wyborczych i referendalnych w 2016 r., 
mogą stanowić przesłankę wyodrębnienia nowego paradygmatu w dyskusji na temat wykorzystania 
strategii marketingowych w komunikowaniu politycznym. Jest on wynikiem połączenia funkcji kanału 
komunikacji (internet) z jednoczesnym wykorzystaniem go jako źródła zdobywania danych o wybor-
cach. Te są zaś wykorzystywane w celach marketingowych. Podkreślić należy, iż mechanizm ten, od 
niemal dekady stosowany w obszarze działań komercyjnych, na gruncie polityki rodzi zupełnie nowe, 
potencjalnie niebezpieczne dla obywatela konsekwencje.
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Introduction

Development of the Internet, including the social media services, has considerably 
changed the manner in which consumers voice favourable or unfavourable recom-

mendations about products and services. In the past, customers were sharing their opin-
ions with a limited number of people – mostly with the family members, relatives and 
friends. Development of social media allowed reaching a significantly greater number of 
persons in a quicker way. One may also notice that the range of thematic comments has 
been expanded – customers speak not only about the quality of the products, their prices, 
service levels, but also about other aspects of how marketing companies function, e.g. 
a limited product availability, advertising campaigns or pro-social issues. Finally, it is 
worth paying attention to the language of these opinions, which – in the case of a nega-
tive experience with a product or retailer advertising – is often aggressive. What is more, 
the question arises whether it is possible to describe this type of phenomena adopted for 
years in the marketing literature with the term “negative word of mouth” (NWOM), or 
whether we need to talk about “hate speech”?
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Word of mouth (WOM) has been a subject of interest for researchers and practition-
ers in the area of marketing for decades. With the development of the Internet, a new 
phenomenon has appeared – electronic word of mouth (eWOM), also known as online 
word of mouth (oWOM). As the results of research conducted by Trusted Trader Internet 
users attach great importance to opinions and comments found on the Internet. Accord-
ing to information gathered by Trusted Trader, 92 percent of Internet users read opinions 
about people, products and companies that interest them, 78 percent of them check in-
formation about the person or the company before starting cooperation, and 70 percent 
believe in recommendations published by completely unknown persons. In comparison, 
only three out of ten trust the opinions posted on the official website of the company 
(Szklarski, 2014). Consequently, research and business practices since several years fo-
cus on the specificity, conditions, possibilities and limitations of eWOM. In particular, 
due to growing popularity of social media (2.7 billion users in the world), more and more 
attention in the marketing literature is devoted to WOM in those communication chan-
nels (sWOM).

With the development and dissemination of social networking, PR and marketing 
communications managers must learn how to communicate and satisfy customers and 
those who express their discontent at different stages of the purchase funnel. This is 
especially important in the case of negative word of mouth (NWOM) because every 
negative opinion can become the nucleus of major problems within brand image and the 
brand crisis.

The aim of the article is to show the specificity of word of mouth in social media 
(sWOM) as one of the forms of electronic word of mouth (eWOM) and to depict phe-
nomenon of NWOM in social media basing on selected case studies from the Polish 
market.

The essence of word of mouth

Word of mouth (WOM) has been named “the world’s most effective, yet least under-
stood marketing strategy” (Misner, 1999 after: Trusov, Bucklin, Pauwels, 2009, p. 90). 
At first, the researchers were defining the notion as a recommendation of the opinion-
makers (Katz, Lazarsfeld, 1955 after: Pauwels, Aksehirli, Lackman, 2016, p. 640). Later 
it was extended so as to comprise “informal communications directed at other Consum-
ers about the ownership, usage, or Particular characteristics of goods and services or their 
sellers” (Westbrook, 1987, p. 261). Today, the concept of WOM includes the opinions of 
family members, friends or simply other consumers (Childers, Rao, 1992, pp. 198–211; 
Godes, Mayzlin, 2005, pp. 545–560; Narayan, Rao, Saunders, 2011, pp. 368–384) and is 
seen as a key success factor in business, often more important than paid marketing.

We can distinguish primary and secondary WOM. The first refers to opinions, which 
are the result of direct consumer experience with the product. Meanwhile, the secondary 
WOM is information provided by customers, whose opinions about a product, service, 
shop etc. are based on the experiences of other people (Hornik, Satchi, Cesareo, Pastore, 
2015, p. 273). Understanding of secondary WOM is important, as it is believed to cover 
over 70% of the online WOM (Meiners, Schwarting and Seeberger, 2010).
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Researchers associate WOM communication mechanisms with dissemination of ru-
mours (Westrbrook, 1987) because both phenomena “involve multiple actors and tar-
get, have a multi-directional flows of influence and follow an iterative and assimilative 
process That Develops over time” (Hornik, Satchi, Cesareo, Pastore, 2015, p. 274). In 
the process of transmission of information (rumours), people seem to believe in a more 
negative rather than positive news. Negative stories spread faster and on a larger scale. 
Moreover, the quality of the information may change (Royzman, Rozin, 2001, pp. 
296–320). Consumers generally exaggerate the bad information (DiFonzo, Bourgeois, 
Suls, Homan, Stupak, Brooks, Ross, Bordia, 2013, pp. 378–399). The process resem-
bles rolling a snowball: upon receiving a negative information, people have a tendency 
to “perseverate, mull it over, talk about it endlessly and explore in fantasy all possible 
consequences” (Allport, Postman, 1947, p. 154 after: Hornik, Satchi, Cesareo, Pastore, 
2015, p. 274).

Positive and negative word of mouth

In everyday language the word “recommendation” has positive connotations and is 
usually associated with transmission of favourable opinions about people or things.1 In 
marketing, we can distinguish both positive word of mouth (PWOM) and negative word 
of mouth (NWOM). In both cases we are dealing with the activity of potential, current or 
former clients who share their views about the company, product or service with others. 
The positive word of mouth, however, is the transfer of favourable opinions and negative 
word of mouth – the unfavourable opinions. While positive WOM (PWOM) is believed 
to be a result of satisfactory experiences, negative WOM (NWOM) is rather an outcome 
of motives and needs commonly identified as ‘negativity bias’ (Hornik, Satchi, Cesareo, 
Pastore, 2015, p. 273).

Negative recommendations usually work in opposition to positive suggestions. Stud-
ies have found largely positive consequences of PWOM for the evaluation of products 
and sales (e.g. East, Hammond, Lomax, 2008, pp. 215–224) and negative consequences 
of NWOM (e.g. Chen, Lurie, 2013, pp. 463–476). PWOM helps to attract new custom-
ers because of the reviews “from the outside”, treated as a non-profit and independent of 
the company, which may be of interest or remove doubts in the decision-making proc-
ess. Secondary (yet important) function of PWOM is to help customers moving up the 
ladder of loyalty (Kaniewska-Sęba, Leszczyński, 2017). NWOM may have a negative 
impact on the attitudes and purchasing decisions of customers, the company’s image and 
can even lead – in a long-term perspective – to decrease in company value (Bambauer-
Sachse, Mangold, 2011, pp. 38–45; Verhagen, Nauta, Feldberg, 2013, pp. 1430–1440).

It should be noted, however, that consumers do not always respond to NWOM and 
PWOM in such an obvious way. In the literature, there are also considerations about 
a situation in which NWOM can cause positive effects, and PWOM can generate nega-
tive reactions of consumers (e.g. Berger, Sorensen, Rasmussen, 2010, pp. 815–827).

1  JP Dictionary defines it as “a written or oral positive opinion about someone or something; sug-
gestion, recommendation, intercession”. Rekomendacja, Słownik Języka Polskiego (Dictionary of 
Polish language, 2017).
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Both researchers and practitioners believe that the phenomenon of negative WOM is 
more influential than positive WOM (East, Hammond, Lomax, 2008, p. 215). Already in 
1967 Arndt (1967, p. 292) argued that NWOM has two times more impact than PWOM. 
Previous studies have shown that negative information surprise the recipient more and, 
therefore, attract his attention to a greater extent (Xia, Bechwati, 2008, p. 5), spread 
faster (Libai, Muller, Peres, 2013, pp. 161–176) and are more influential (Chen, Wang, 
Xie, 2011, p. 31).

WOM in social media

WOM in social media (sWOM) is a social activity, where customers share their opin-
ions and experiences with other members of the network through giving a “like”, com-
menting and conducting discussions or transferring multimedia content to other network 
users. PWOM and NWOM are regular phenomena occurring in such communities and 
their content is visible to all its members.

Customer reviews can involve advertising or other activities in the field of market-
ing communications (ad eWOM), its offer (brand eWOM) or experience related to the 
purchase (purchase eWOM). Each of these types of WOM appears on different stages of 
the purchase funnel (Pauwels, Aksehirli, Lackman, 2016, p. 640). Ad WOM requires no 
prior purchase or consumption. Its source may be people who have never used the par-
ticular brand, but, for example, saw its advertisement in social media. Purchase WOM 
is the result of experiences during shopping (not necessarily concluded with the trans-
action), and the brand WOM is the result of actual feelings associated with usability of 
the brand.

The main differences between “traditional” WOM and its electronic form (including 
sWOM) are the range and sustainability of the opinions. The information that is be-
ing exchanged online is of unprecedented scale and detail (Libai, Muller, Peres, 2013, 
pp. 161–176; Lovett, Peres, Shachar, 2013, pp. 427–444). While verbal recommenda-
tions in the real world have a smaller range than those present in virtual environment 
(e.g. references on blogs or social networks), and are generally more volatile (because 
they are based primarily on the oral recommendations). It should be emphasized that 
a face-to-face recommendations at direct contact with other people, and therefore their 
opinions and reactions to them, are received verbally and nonverbally, e.g. through ges-
tures, intonation of voice and attitude (Verhagen, Nauta, Feldberg, 2013). sWOM, on 
the other hand, includes simultaneous or non-simultaneous communication between 
network members using text and multimedia. This raises the question of whether the 
inability to express emotions in traditional, non-verbal way (and only through words, 
images, or smileys) does not make part of those emotions, especially the negative, being 
expressed in a more bluntly verbal manner?

WOM social media is a new form of electronic world of mouth (eWOM), in many 
respects similar to it, yet having its own specific characteristics. It is worth paying atten-
tion primarily to the social risk. Researches indicate that the transfer of negative word 
of mouth in social media can make the customers who generate this type of opinions 
be subjected to evaluation and assessment of other members of the network (see more: 
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Eisingerich, Chun, Liu, Jia, Bell, 2015, pp. 120–128.). Therefore, before the client pro-
vides NWOM in social media, probably he will first consider the scale of social risk and 
therefore estimate the potential benefits and costs of such activity.

Basic differences between communication WOM, eWOM and sWOM have been 
presented in table 1.

Table 1
Comparison between WOM, eWOM and sWOM

WOM eWOM sWOM
Mode Usually oral or verbal

One-to-one communica-
tion
Simultaneous communi-
cation

Various online forms
One-to-one and one-to-many 
communication
Simultaneous and non-simulta-
neous communication

Social media platforms
One-to-one and one-to-many 
communication
Mostly non-simultaneous com-
munication

Receivers Individuals Individuals, small groups or 
public

Individuals, social networks or 
public

Senders Identifiable and account-
able

Identifiable and unidentifiable Identifiable and accountable

Scope Geographical and tempo-
ral constrains

Limited geographical and tem-
poral constrains

Limited geographical and tem-
poral constrains

Connection be-
tween the receivers 
and the senders

Strong ties Strong or weak ties Combination of strong or weak 
ties

Risk associated 
with WOM

Low social risk Low social risk High social risk

Speed of diffu-
sion

Slow Fast Fast

Source: Balaji, Khong, Chong (2016, p. 529).

Negative recommendation in social media – case studies

Issues connected with WOM and eWOM are a relatively popular topic of research in 
the area of marketing (see meta-analysys of De Matos, Rossi, 2008, pp. 578–596; Babic, 
Sotgiu, de Valck, Bijmolt, 2016, pp. 297–318; Floyd, Freling, Alhoqail, Cho, Freling, 
2014, pp. 217–232; You, Vadakkepatt, Joshi, 2015, pp. 19–39). Furthermore, research-
ers are increasingly more interested in the phenomenon of WOM and NWOM in social 
media (e.g. Relling, Schnittka, Sattler, Johnen, 2016, pp. 42–58). However, there is little 
research that treat the subject in a holistic way and allow to understand not only the re-
sults, but also conditions behind communicating NWOM in social media (Balaji Khong, 
Chon 2016, pp. 528–540).

In Polish literature on marketing, the sWOM is still a relatively popular subject of 
study and analysis. Therefore, in the next part of this article the authors will present three 
case studies relating to the phenomenon of negative word of mouth on social media. 
The current authors referred to the most recent examples from the Polish market due to 
available access to online comments and observations of reaction of companies – brand 
owners, who find themselves in a crisis situation caused by NWOM.
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In the first half of 2017 we had to deal with three major crises of Polish brands associ-
ated with negative reactions of users in social media. Such a crisis has been suffered by: 
Orange (February), Reserved (March) and Staropolanka (May).

On 25th of February, the Orange Poland placed on its channel on YouTube an ad-
vertising spot promoting, among others, Orange Love tariff and the Orange Finances 
service. The video featured Agnieszka Jastrzębska – a journalist of breakfast television 
from TVN channel who presents show business news. She attempts to purchase a sweat-
shirt for PLN490, and when it turns out that she has not enough money she uses Orange 
services and takes a loan in the amount of PLN1000 spread into 36 instalments. Internet 
users quickly and very critically responded to this advertising spot. After the film met 
criticisms of the network users, the operator has marked the films as invisible a day after 
the criticism burst out (except for the spot described above, there appeared two other 
films maintained similar convention).

What were the objections of Internet users against this ad? They did not like, among 
others, the unreliability of the situation presented. It is hard to believe that the well-
known journalist cannot afford such a product (“You have a loan for an apartment, and 
you have a car. You even take a credit to go on vacation. TV, PC, PlayStation, and mil-
lion other bullshit. Everything on a loan. Now it’s time for a new level in this destructive 
game – buy yourself a shirt on a loan. Congrats to Orange”). Moreover, the ad suggested 
that the loan can be granted in a few seconds. Comments criticizing this aspect of adver-
tisement appeared also on the Orange Poland fanpage: “As for the acceptance of a loan 
application in 2 seconds, you know how it really is. Sometimes it takes 15 minutes, 
sometimes an hour and sometimes you wait a week and at the end you get nothing”; 
“You advertise paying by phone, and uncoincidentally it was the iPhone 7. As of today, 
Apple Pay is not available in Poland. YOU MISINFORM YOUR CLIENTS. Sticking 
a proximity card onto the phone (together with a big Orange logo) does not make you 
able to pay with your phone. STILL it is a payment with a simple sticker (some time ago, 
the Polish PKO Bank was advertising proximity cards in the form of key fobs).” In this 
case, the criticism concerned the service, namely that the advertisement is misleading, 
suggests the product has properties which it does not have.

People did not like the unprofessional execution of the ad itself, the artificiality of 
the situation despite the assumed naturalness: “I have not seen something so hopeless for 
ages. terribly artificial. orange, have seen it at all?” “Well, we have the embarrassment 
of the year!”, “how come that pseudo-journalist is promoted that much? The range of 
skills does not knock you down, she has nothing to offer except for some gossip and this 
glaring speech defect. Has anyone ever told her she is really annoying? I’m annoyed by 
people with a great urge to be on TV ... This is what the elites are supposed to be? Thank 
you very much! nc+ also went crazy with Cejrowski during the Oscars. This dude has 
just such a knowledge about movies that falls equally reliably as Jastrzebska in orange’s 
spot.” (after: Orange wycofał spot…, 2017).

Advertising has also been subjected to criticism by people running online blogs and 
websites devoted to advertising, which further increased the negative impact of the en-
tire event. The “Advertising is exciting” blog fanpage run by Łukasz Mędrys includes 
the following: “Dear God, why? Why Jastrzębska? Why was it created? Why, Orange?” 
(facebook.com/excitingadvertising). Advertisement has also been analysed in the mate-
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rial entitled “Orange ashamed of its own advertising” prepared by Maciej Budzich of the 
Mediafun blog.

Orange decided to remove all three ads quickly (the most popular of them had more 
than 155 thousand views), indicating only that they were placed on the fanpage without 
consent of the marketing department. On Monday, two days after publishing the adver-
tisements, Wojciech Jabczyński, a spokesman from the Orange Poland, said that the spot 
was put on air without the consent of the operator’s marketing department and apolo-
gized for this premature publication.

The “Polish boy” campaign of Reserved brand took place a month later. It started 
in an unconventional way, namely with an American model searching for a Polish boy. 
On 17th of March there appeared a video on the Internet in which Dee Dee, a beautiful 
foreigner, is seeking Polish boyfriend named Votek. She was supposed to meet him at 
a concert in New Orleans. They were talking the whole concert, but at the end they lost 
each other in the crowd. The girl did not have any contact him, and the only thing she 
remembered was that he was wearing jeans, a jacket and white sneakers, his name is 
Votek and he is from Warsaw. At the end of the ad there is an appeal for help to find the 
boy and share the video with others. There is also an email address for those who would 
like to support the girl.

Internet users responded with great empathy, passed on the girl request and the video 
was receiving favourable comments. In the next cutscene, the girl thanked for the sup-
port and online assistance. She informed of numerous e-mails, pictures and even love 
letters received from the Polish guys. At the end she announced the good news – that 
she is going to Poland. In the third video, Dee Dee asks the band, which was giving the 
concert at the time she met the boy, to go to Poland and help in finding Votek. Despite 
some doubts, the band agrees and they together come to Poland. They give concerts on 
the street of Polish cities. At the end of a nearly four-minute video there is the pair, the 
band and the Reserved logo with the campaign hashtag #polishboy.

Initially, the effects of the campaign were impressive. A significant reach has been 
built – the first video was viewed 1.7 million times in just five days. Despite doubts so as 
to its authenticity, which Maciej Budzich (an author of a marketing blog) has put forward, 
most people believed in this story and a large group became involved in helping with 
the search. The film has gained nearly 40 thousand likes (only 2000 negative reviews) 
and got nearly 5,000 comments. The action has also got media coverage – the material 
about searching for Polish boy was present in Teleexpres (a popular news programme 
broadcast on 5 p.m.), web portals, Gazeta Wyborcza newspaper and many other more 
or less serious placements such as gossip portals. No wonder that after the disclosure 
of the real purpose of the whole action, many involved has felt defrauded. There were 
opinions alleging the campaign creators of “playing on feelings”, “fraud”, “punching 
Poles in a bottle.” The basic category, which emerges as a result of analysis of these com-
ments, are the negative statements that allege of playing on feelings and using them for 
commercial purposes. The second group comprises unfavourable expressions, combined 
with the declaration to boycott products of the brand. The third category includes posi-
tive expressions that appreciate the idea behind the campaign (they a minority, though), 
while the fourth category concerns neutral feelings and the fifth – the negative responses 
that do not refer to the campaign itself or the brand. Comments from the latter category 
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had racist overtones and referred to skin colour of the band members, who came with 
the girl to Poland ( “are those clothes for the black?”, “what a pale face after seeing the 
rest of his family”).

Table 2
The Reserved campaign – speech categories and examples of comments from given category

Category Examples of statements
Negative assess-
ment of the cam-
paign, the allega-
tions regarding play 
on feelings and us-
ing them for com-
mercial purposes

“Playing on feelings and human gullibility level master Trololo.”
“Advertisement technically well made, but ruined to ashes by playing on the viewer’s 
feelings and ruining the image of a tale, from a positive into complete negative. The 
creators, young people, particularly Linda Czerniawska from Warsaw Creatives who 
was responsible for the project, seem to take it too literally that ‘no matter what they 
say, as long as they do’ – it unfortunately does not work here that way.”
“It is cheating to make so many people believe in this sh*t and really want to help. 
This implies Poles are very helpful nation only it is easy to deceive us as the girl did in 
video. Regards.”
“Completely +antisocial+ marketing campaign. You deceived people by using their 
willingness to help others. Because of you, next time many of these people can refuse 
to help in similar cases assuming in advance it ‘probably is another advertisement.’ This 
is very immoral from you, Reserved. You disappointed me.”
“It was a long time since I was such disappointed ... I probably read too many books 
about love and believed in this story: D horrible ad, a play on feelings. People wanted 
to help in finding the perfect boyfriend, but helped in ramping up an ad of clothes and 
the band. A huge NO for the whole action :(”
“It is sad that we live in times when not only politicians build their brand and cam-
paigns on a lie...”

Negative, com-
bined with a decla-
ration of boycotting 
the brand

“bravo #reserved you have fooled millions of Poles, I am sure that they will now be 
your clients.”
“In times of social insensitivity you make an ad that takes advantage of the remains of 
humanity ... you don’t do that ... I hope that sales will drop ... and you face a wave of 
hate speech.”
“Great job, you fooled many people. Now you expect they will be your customers? 
I will never shop in Reserved after that lie. I hope you go and bankrupt :)”

Positive, appreciat-
ing the idea

“A marketing campaign but you have to admit that it was a pretty good idea :-D”
“Reserved, seriously ???? I knew this was a fake ... by the way, someone who does 
marketing in reserved deserves congratulations :)”
“Nice idea for an ad epic. Lot of people has been involved and Reserved showed that 
there are not only no-names in Poland. Well, you can do an ad without pseudo-celeb-
rities? Yes, you can.”
“And anyway, this is fu*king great ad, you have to be a complete moron if you do not 
appreciate it.”

Neutral This ad gave me a nice track
Negative, not re-
ferring to the cam-
paign or the brand

“are these clothes for black people?”
“he went a little pale when he saw the rest of his family.”

Source: Own studies based on analysis of comments from Reserved Facebook fanpage.

This campaign was also commented by those involved in the advertising and PR. 
Natalia Hatalska, a blogger, criticized the campaign because in her opinion it undermines 
public confidence which is already very low and “it bends the rules of the post-truth 
world.” As she writes, “because of this, the Reserved campaign performed poorly. It un-
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dermines trust even more, although it is already reaching the lowest levels. Companies 
that want to “survive” in the world of post-truth cannot bend the truth even more. And 
although there are many campaign strategies and rules of conduct, the overriding prin-
ciple for today is transparency, honesty and integrity” (Hatalska, 2017). Maciej Budzich 
(2017b, c) performed a thorough analysis of the campaign on his YouTube channel at 
first showing evidence indicating that it was fake, and later conducted an interview with 
its creators – Linda Czerniawska and Paweł Walicki of Warsaw Creatives agency. He 
primarily criticized the mechanism, on which the campaign is based and its effects. He 
used a parable about a boy who was waking up the whole village shouting “Fire!” which 
turned out to be untrue, but when real fire burst out, no one believed in the alarm. In his 
opinion, the Reserved campaign may suppress natural instincts of people who will be in 
a similar situation in the future and will not be so eager to help. Even more critical of the 
Polish boy campaign was Michał Szafrański, author of the blog entitled “How to save 
money”, who states that “Reserved has fuc*ked us up a bit.” He considered behaviour of 
the Reserved brand as cynical and as part of a protest against such actions in the future, 
he declared boycotting products of this brand.

Reserved thanked those who liked the idea for positive assessment. Adverse reactions 
have been considered as an expression of disappointment at the end of the campaign. The 
company did not apology for misleading Internet users, who were involved in the search. 
This is the original version of the statement:

“For a few days everyone was looking for the mysterious Wojtek. From where you 
took the idea for the action? To show that there are millions of such perfect young 
boys in Poland. The very fact that so many of you have been involved in helping 
DeeDee shows how GORGEOUS you are! That’s why the #POLISH BOY became 
the hero of our new campaign. We are sorry if some of you feel disappointed. For 
those who liked the idea – thank you for many likes. History of DeeDee was in-
vented, but it could really happen! See our video”.

At the beginning of May 2017, equally negative reactions were caused by coopera-
tion between Staropolanka water and controversial clothing brand Red is Bad.2 Within 
5 days from placing information about the campaign on Staropolanka fanpage 912 com-
ments were published. Many of them had a very negative character. Unfavourable as-
sessments of the campaign were accompanied by declarations to resign from purchasing 
a brand that is promoted in this manner. The statements of this type feature negative, 
emotional phrases as well as labelling those who have different opinions: “Oh. I see 
you still stand your ground. Just keep on disgusting your water even more. Just on the 
National Flag day you endorse cooperation with a company that disgrace the Polish Coat 
of Arms, a fascist company which produces rags, rather than clothes. Who is in charge 
of your marketing and social media, are you serious? Since I was a kid I can remember 
Your water (born in 1983), but so be it: fascist water – I do not drink,” “Watch out, do 
not drink this shit – my friend drunk Staropolanka and began to bald and he keeps talking 
about the great Catholic Poland – it is probably poisoned!!!”

2  Red is Bad is a clothing brand, which except for putting imprints on their own clothes that refer 
to the events from Polish history, shows the anti-EU manifestos and inscriptions criticizing the leftist 
ecological movement.
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A large group, at some point comparable to the opponents of the campaign, defended 
the campaign idea pointing out that it promotes patriotism, not fascism or Nazism. Also 
the appropriateness and the strength of boycott of Staropolanka was argued. In this group 
there were also comments about frequent declarations of increased interest in the product 
being under the influence of this campaign: “Oh, and mister Marketing Specialist – 900 
persons liked the Staropolanka boycott event (say: nine hundred). Even Cezik concert 
in Sopot had a wider audience. If this is a disaster within the brand image, it is you – the 
marketers – who are really needless”; “Come on, apologize to all those offended left-
wing socialists for referring to national colours... if you make labels with Stalin or Che 
Guevara, perhaps the whole that advanced and enlightened European youth being free of 
racism, intolerance or fascism will be delighted.”

On Staropolanka funpage, the campaign evoked a very emotional discussion. The 
topics quickly moved away from the core of the campaign and became the exchange 
of invectives between the supporters of the campaign (referred to by its opponents as 
nationalists) and its opponents (called the leftists). Here are few examples of this type 
of posts: “You look like a psycho who kills children before he rapes them and then eats 
them. But it is a rule among you, neo-communists. You are all alike with this madness 
in the eyes.” In another statement of the discussion participant there is a reference to 
Staropolanka: “Definitely, the best water in Poland. Not only neo-communists, homo-
sexuals, all sorts of degenerates, perverts, paedophiles and banned wombs are afraid of 
it as the devil of holy water : D From now I do not drink anything else! Pain in the ass 
of Stalin’s bastards is the best promotion in the trade ever. Thanks for the ad . ‘Stop 
water dictatorship!’ Fuck it, I stop drinking! Die of thirst you communist sonsofbitches. 
As part of your protest just stop breathing this fascist air xD”. It is also noticeable that the 
group includes several particularly active participants who become visible when nega-
tive opinions about the campaign appear.

Table 3
The Staropolanka and Red is Bad campaign – speech categories and examples  

of comments from given category

Category Examples of statements
1 2

Negative appraisal 
of the campaign, 
accusations refer-
ring to relationship 
with a brand which 
produces clothes 
that promote na-
tionalism

“and the collector’s edition with a brown glass for the rightists will be available?”
“Dear mother, now in spite of one of the best Polish mineral waters we will have a pro-
motion of homophobia, nationalism, assaults on people, racism, rudeness, lies and ex-
treme Catholicism? Do you really want to transform a decent brand into cooperation 
with freeloaders and socially excluded?”
“What else you can do after creating such a mess, but still being a marketer from 
a higher school of making noise? Turn off the possibility to add a rate and keep up with 
this shit. I suspect that the campaign will be shown in marketing schools as a perfect 
example that after a marketing shot right in the knee you can still finish yourself with 
a headshot. Congrats. I believe it is a sparkling water?”
“Staropolanka advertises through a company that divides people into better and worse 
Poles. I don’t like it.”
“The company picked up a very bad way for promotion – through cooperation with 
a company which positions itself at the very right side of the political and social divi-
sions within out country. With this co-branding, Staropolanka has taken a position at one 
side of the division, or even a conflict. Company has the right, but I must agree that
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1 2
politicisation of mineral water is a masterpiece – not everyone can do that. Now many 
of us will associate Staropolanka with a company that refuses to cooperate with the EU, 
promotes nationalism and randomness at interpretation of history of our country. Not 
to mention a fail which was to design a label in white and red colours with a the words 
Red is Bad. Statement issued by Staropolanka did not make up for the mistakes, but it 
rather drove made a great number of people. A total fail.”
“Oh, I’m happy it is possible again to leave a rate. I think i prefer toilet water than 
this water produced by a company that cooperates with nationalists, homophobes and 
chauvinists. Frosty regards.”

Negative, combined 
with a declaration 
of boycotting the 
brand

“I have never drunk Staropolanka. Now I won’t buy this water which explicitly sup-
ports the far right ideology and in this way supports racism, xenophobia, homo-, 
lesbo-, trans- and interphobia, misogyny, antisemitism and Catholic fanaticism. Gener-
ally we must boycott all companies and products they make which support discriminat-
ing and disgusting preferences. Are those frustrates, hypocrites and hateful people of 
red is bad aware that the red colour which they hate and stereotypically associate with 
communism constitutes a half of the Polish flag which they carry over streets promot-
ing hatred towards people... What a falseness and conceitedness!!!”
“Cooperation with a certain brand convinced me to stop buying this water... Fare-
well.”
“I no longer buy it, my family no longer buys it. I don’t know if it is a good idea to 
discourage regular clients to the benefit of nationalists who prefer the cheapest beers 
over water.”
“Oh. I see you still stand your ground. Just keep on disgusting your water even more. 
Just on the National Flag day you endorse cooperation with a company that disgrace the 
Polish Coat of Arms, a fascist company which produces rags, rather than clothes. Who 
is in charge of your marketing and social media, are you serious? I can remember Your 
water since I was a kid (born in 1983), but so be it: Fascistowianka – I do not drink.”
“Watch out, do not drink this shit – my friend drunk Staropolanka and began to bald and 
he keeps talking about the great Catholic Poland – it is probably poisoned!!!”
“Seriously?! You have been criticized like never before and in spite of issuing a state-
ment, apologize or step back, you share your own post? Cheers for a good taste and 
knowledge about social media. Of course I won’t buy it anymore.”
“You have reached the top level of stupidity. I suggest changing the brand name into 
AllPolandka and emphasizing that it quenches thirst only among the pure nationalists. 
Your water will NEVER find its place on my table...”
“A ‘Nur für naziole’ company? No, thank you.”

Positive opinions 
about the campaign

“Oh, and mister Marketing Specialist – 900 persons liked the Staropolanka boycott 
event (say: nine hundred). Even Cezik concert in Sopot had a wider audience. If this is 
a disaster within the brand image, it is you – the marketers – who are really needless.”
“Come on, apologize to all those offended left-wing socialists for referring to national 
colours... if you make labels with Stalin or Che Guevara, perhaps the whole that ad-
vanced and enlightened European youth being free of racism, intolerance or fascism 
will be delighted.”
“Thanks to this pseudo-boycott I took notice of the water and today during regular 
shopping I choose it to fill my car trunk :) Now every company dreams of being 
boycotted by the leftists .”
“I will not know the brand if you didn’t make the campaign. Thanks, now I will be 
buying it :)”.
“Thanks to the patriotic marketing campaign you encouraged me to buy!”

C o m m e n t a r i e s 
which negatively 
refer to criticism of 
the campaign

“You look like a psycho who kills children before he rapes them and then eats them. 
But it is a rule among you, neo-communists. You are all alike with this madness in the 
eyes.”
“Definitely, the best water in Poland. Not only neo-communists, homosexuals, all sorts 
of degenerates, perverts, paedophiles and banned wombs are afraid of it as the devil 
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1 2
of holy water : D From now I do not drink anything else! Pain in the ass of Stalin’s 
bastards is the best promotion in the trade ever. Thanks for the ad .”
“‘Stop water dictatorship!’ Fuck it, I stop drinking! Die of thirst you communist sonsof-
bitches. As part of your protest just stop breathing this fascist air xD.”
“But you have never been buying this water, you distrustful leftist scum. Drink water 
from a cesspool, maybe it will be less brown.”

Source: Own studies based on analysis of comments from Staropolanka fanpage.

Experts in the field of advertising and marketing differently appraise the campaign 
idea as well. For instance, Zbigniew Lazar, an owner and directore of Modern Corp. 
agency and brand image specialist, believes that Staropolanka should not be worried 
of how the campaign has been received, especially that negative opinions do not refer 
to water quality. Furthermore, some of those opinions were inspired by the manner, in 
which certain media have presented the campaign (e.g. Gazeta Wyborcza). He also em-
phasizes that the campaign could be favourable for (through the so-called “aureole” phe-
nomenon) Red is bad company, which has been a niche brand before. Similar arguments 
have been put forward by Marcin Kalkoffi and Witold Koroblewski. In their opinion, 
such an action can encourage some customers, while discourage others. Anyway, the vis-
ible benefit will be that the brand awareness among clients will improve. However, other 
specialists have different views. Michał Nowosielski, for instance, stated that the action 
implies unnecessary risk for the brand image of Staropolanka (Goczał, 2017).

A day after publishing the information about cooperation between the both brands 
(i.e. on 2 May 2017), the company posted a statement on its Facebook fanpage, in which 
it emphasizes business nature of the cooperation and denies its ideological characteris-
tics. Text prepared by Staropolanka was exactly as follows: “Dear Customers, Staropo-
lanka has been cooperating with numerous companies and entities since many years and 
produces for them limited series of mineral waters with the customer’s logo that can be 
seen in hotels, restaurants and supermarkets. Cooperation with Red is Bad has a similar 
nature. It was not our intention to create ideology which you address in the commentar-
ies. This is strictly business cooperation that aims at offering our customers a god quality 
water. We are very sad that many of you is looking for a double meaning. We are not 
disqualify anyone on grounds of their political views or preferences. We are occupied 
with production of water. Good water.” The disallowed possibility to rate Staropolanka 
has been noticed and negatively commented by the Internet users as well.

Summary and implications for managers

Discussion included in the article has a contributing nature and constitutes an attempt 
to fill (at least partially) a knowledge gap about the NOWM phenomenon within social 
media. The presented theoretical deliberations and case studies show how difficult it 
is for managers to manage NWOM and its effects in social media. Specificity of how 
information about a company function in social media has been aptly characterized by 
Miller (2012, p. 46): “News in traditional media have been transferred to clients and then 
forgotten”. Currently, they are subject to different principles. Any information can be 
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transformed into a fierce discussion, which is independent of the original sender. Thanks 
to the virtual ‘polyphony’, the information can be counter effective to what its original 
sender (institution) had in mind. Moreover, due to such services like Internet Archive, 
which gather and store contents, the Internet memorizes everything forever.” Hence, 
negative recommendation in social media can have a greater impact than a gossip that 
spreads by word of mouth due to enormous reach and pace of disseminating given infor-
mation. The above should be also supplemented with multi-threading of the discussion. 
NWOM often comprises critical opinions about many aspects of a company.

What is more, the language of people who disseminate NWOM in social networks 
can also be a great challenge for the marketers. In this case, we can often talk about the 
hate speech. Illusive anonymousness and low level of social risk in social media increase 
the probability of noticing unfavourable and exaggerated opinions. Thus, it is possible 
that people who use hate speech would be likely to join the truly appalled or somehow 
offended clients. It is worth remembering that a confrontational response from the entity 
being criticized can intensify the whole problem and increase the power of unfavourable 
recommendations.

Hence, how should we deal with similar situations? When a similar situation uncov-
ers, it is advised that the department responsible for external communication (e.g. the PR 
department) becomes involved. Social media is place of uncontrolled dialogue, thus we 
should not start solving a crisis situation from removal of negative comments. In spite of 
that it is better to answer the accusations in a quick and honest way. In many examples, 
managing crisis situation requires simple apologize and a promise to remedy for the 
situation. If an opinion-making entity (e.g. a well-known blogger) criticizes a product or 
a company, he or she should be presented with an official opinion. Lack of any response 
from the company will mean that it does not monitor the network and is unable to see the 
threat, which can lead to a crisis situation. Another mistake consists in issuing a state-
ment and failing to answer questions and comments that arise in consequence (Miller, 
2012, p. 51).

Budzich (2013) lists on his blog two examples of interesting responses of foreign 
brands to online critique, both of them are completely different from the Polish instances 
being analysed. When one of the Internet users has asked why McDonalds’s hamburg-
ers look differently on pictures and when served, the head of PR answered with a video 
that showed the whole process of making the picture and the reasons why they look 
differently from what is seen on the plate. On the other hand, the producer of Bodyform 
menstrual pads answered accusations of an online surfer with a video that was explaining 
doubts which the producer itself had in connection with information contained within the 
company’s commercials (see also: Wyrzykowska, 2016).

Wołyniec-Sobczak (2015) presents three types of situations and the possible respons-
es. The first case is a situation, in which we deal with a typical slander. A person or the 
competition disseminates information, which are not true. In this case, the best option is 
to talk with that person individually. What is more, it is good to inform the environment 
about the situation and prevent from disseminating dishonest information, preferably 
using social media or online media dedicated to the respective market branch. Public 
discussion and exchange of arguments should be avoided because such situations often 
create two opposing camps and exaggerate aggression. The second type of a crisis is 
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a situation of infringing the right to company’s image or other protected goods as well as 
breaking of intellectual property (such as copyrights or trademarks) as a result of actions 
taken by third persons or third parties. In this example, the best option would be to take 
advice of a lawyer, who can suggest further steps. The last types of a crisis concerns situ-
ations, when the fault is on our side. If that is the case, it is advised to act according to the 
5P rule formulated by Regester i Larkin (2005): (1) Show a human face; (2) Confirm that 
the event actually took place and apologize; (3) Take action; (4) Make up for the losses; 
(5) Improve to avoid repeating the event.
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Negatywna rekomendacja w mediach społecznościowych 
 – ujęcie teoretyczne i studia przypadków 

 
Streszczenie

Internet, w tym media społecznościowe, znacząco zmieniły sposób, w jaki konsumenci przekazują 
pozytywne bądź negatywne rekomendacje na temat produktów i usług. Rozwój mediów społeczno-
ściowych umożliwił szybsze dotarcie z takim komunikatem do znacznie większej liczby osób. Można 
również zaobserwować, że rozszerzył się zakres tematyczny komentarzy – klienci wypowiadają się nie 
tylko na temat jakości produktów, ich ceny, poziomu obsługi, ale także innych aspektów marketingo-
wego funkcjonowania firm. W końcu, warto zwrócić uwagę na język owych opinii, który – w przypad-
ku negatywnych doświadczeń z produktem, sprzedawcą czy reklamą – jest nierzadko agresywny.

Wraz z rozwojem i upowszechnianiem się sieci społecznościowych, menedżerowie ds. PR czy ko-
munikacji marketingowej muszą nauczyć się jak komunikować się i z usatysfakcjonowanymi klientami 
i tymi, którzy na różnych etapach lejka zakupowego (purchase funnel) wyrażają swoje niezadowolenie. 
Jest to szczególnie ważne w przypadku neagative word of mouth (NWOM) bo każda negatywna opinia 
może stać się zalążkiem poważnej akcji kryzysowej i problemów wizerunkowych.

Celem artykułu jest ukazanie specyfiki word of mouth w mediach społecznościowych (sWOM) 
jako jednej z form elektronicznego WOM (eWOM) oraz zobrazowanie zjawiska negatywnej rekomen-
dacji w social media na podstawie wybranych studiów przypadków z rynku polskiego.

 
Słowa kluczowe: rekomendacja (WOM), pozytywna rekomendacja (PWOM), negatywna rekomenda-
cja (NWOM), media społecznościowe
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Abstract: This article deals with the possible manifestations of the ongoing process of the celeb-
ritization of politics in the view of the language of comments that occur on gossip websites which, 
in fact, have become the places of the deliberate image-creation of people related to politics. The 
means of creation comes down to publishing content associated with the private or semi-private lives 
of people who are engaged in politics. In addition, we can also observe a far-reaching process of 
the vulgarization and brutalization of the language of comments and entries which is also a specific 
phenomenon.
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Introduction

According to the data contained in the report from a study carried out by the social re-
search team OBOP TNS POLSKA, exactly 50% of those surveyed (the nationwide 

survey was carried out from October 4–7, 2012 on a randomly selected sample of 1,000 
Polish inhabitants aged 15 or more) defined a celebrity as a person who is well-known 
and often appears on television as well as in newspapers. However, the researchers found 
out that 10% of the interviewees provided an incorrect answer to the question, and 40% 
of those surveyed were unable to explain the meaning of the term. For respondents who 
defined this term accurately, it was clear that celebrities live in a symbiotic relationship 
with the media. The statement that the importance and influence of the mass media on 
social life is compelling, is a popular cliché (McNair, 1998). Therefore, instead of repeat-
ing the statement, it is currently more relevant to analyze the impact of the media on the 
transfiguration inside other social subsystems (Oniszczuk, 2011, p. 11). One of them is 
the political system. Once more, without additional explanations related to the interde-
pendence of the media and politics, for instance, at the level of interests and objectives, it 
can be tempting to claim that the relationship between the media and the political system 
might take at least three possible correlations: 1) symbolic relation; 2) mediatization of 
politics – associated with the domination of the mass media; and 3) politicization of the 
media, resulting from the political systems’ objective to use the media instrumentally. 
Therefore, from the nature of this relationship it is apparent that the media system and 
political system can both cooperate as well as compete (Oniszczuk, 2011, pp. 12–13). 
Taking into consideration the nature of this study, in its further parts we aim to focus 
solely on the issue of the mediatization of politics, considering its consequences as a re-
sult of cooperation and competition.
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Mediatization and celebritization in Poland

Mediatization is a universal social process caused by the growing importance of the 
mass media for the functioning of various fields of modern society. Essentially, it means 
adapting such activities as politics, economy, culture and science to the conditions that 
are determined by the character of the impact of the media. There are different types of 
sources describing this phenomena:
a)	 sociological – this approach defines mediatization as the process of social and cul-

tural change, in terms of which culture, everydayness, and identity of the people are 
transforming under the influence of media development. Mediatization leads to the 
human communicational environment becoming more diverse and larger; as a result, 
more and more people perform their social and communicational activities through 
some form of media.

b)	 communicological – according to which mediatization is described primarily as the 
social effects of the increasing media domination on communication processes. In 
this sense, mediatization makes it necessary for different participants in the process 
of public communication to take the concept of media logic and their specific activi-
ties into account (Oniszczuk, 2011, pp. 13–14).
It is possible to conclude that the active participation of the media, for instance, in the 

process of political communication – where communication can be defined as a relation-
ship of two different systems: politics and the public sphere expressed by mass media 
(Piontek, 2011, p. 14) – can translate into media involvement in politics (Ossowski, 
Piontek, 2014, p. 235). Today the mass media have become the primary source of knowl-
edge about politics. In other words, the mediatization of politics, as a result of the de-
velopment of the mass media, goes beyond the usual descriptions of the system’s needs. 
Mediatized politics is a politics which loses its autonomy and becomes dependent, in its 
central functions, on the mass media. Additionally, it is continually shaped by interaction 
with the media. This is based on the observation of how the mass media form the po-
litical content and become entwined with political processes (Mazzoleni, Schulz, 1999, 
p. 250), the consequence of which is the increasingly observable process of the celebri-
tization of politics. Piontek postulates to perceive celebritization from the perspective of 
the cultural changes where we deal with the need to give a continuous performance in 
conditions of growing media visibility and an increasing interest in politicians, who are 
perceived as ordinary people, and not as members of a particular party (Piontek, 2011, 
p. 99). However, celebritization, as a process that occurs within mass culture, originally 
concerned actors, musicians, as well as business and fashion industry people. The aim 
of this process was to strengthen their position and increase their popularity by using 
information from their private lives. In extreme cases, the process contributed to obtain-
ing fame of personal rather than professional origin. Gradually, the shifting of accents in 
the public communication of politicians from political to non-political and private topics 
has led to a fundamental change, as a result of which the concept of the celebritization of 
politics was constituted. Currently, the process of gaining political support often comes 
down to presenting attitudes, behavior and activities carried out in other social roles 
(Annusewicz, 2011, pp. 268–270). Otherwise, political celebrities are the people who 
lead political activities and support themselves using their privacy, as well as those who 



PP 3 ’17	 Title: Celebritization of Polish politics, and the language of comments...	 63

exist in the minds of the public mainly due to their non-political, private behavior (An-
nusewicz, 2011, p. 271).

Assuming that we are dealing with the celebritization of politics, we might be tempt-
ed to say that this phenomenon occurs in at least three possible forms:
1)	 when a professional politician, that is a person who serves in office, or is elected in 

the general elections, starts to function in the world of popular culture with the aim of 
the effective implementation of political objectives. This type of phenomenon takes 
place when a politician coming from the world of popular culture uses his visibility 
and popularity gained as an artist to build his political position, as well as when 
a politician (who is not rooted in art circles) uses the tools and symbols which are 
typical of celebrities, for instance, takes photos with show business stars, appears at 
parties and takes part in public performances (e.g., as a musician, writer or actor) or 
uses media space previously reserved for celebrities and rising stars of pop culture;

2)	 when a famous person speaks on political matters, but does not apply for a political 
mandate (Piontek, Annusewicz, 2013, pp. 14–15);

3)	 it is also possible to use celebrities to support politics. In this case, it is not about their 
direct participation in the political game, but it is rather about arranging the commit-
ment to endorse a particular politician or a particular group (Leszczuk-Fiedziukie-
wicz, 2013, p. 76; Szostaczko, 2015; Olczyk 2013a).
The phenomenon of the celebritization of politics is therefore a two-way process. On 

the one hand, there is the celebritization of politicians, and on the other hand, the politi-
cization of celebrities. Nowadays, politicians communicate in a way that is common for 
celebrities. It is all about the specific ways of winning attention and building an intimate 
relationship, with the use of tabloids, gossip websites or so-called human interest maga-
zines. The celebritization of politicians is, therefore, a kind of communicational mim-
icry. Politicians copy and adopt celebrities’ behavior, usually such behavior which they 
consider effective when it comes to winning the attention and emotional involvement of 
voters. However, celebrities use the capital of the attention gained and associated emo-
tional ties with large groups of recipients, in various political activities in which they are 
involved (Olczyk, 2014, p. 163).

Celebritization, in the broad sense, is a trend in communication about politics (Street, 
2012, p. 351) leading to mediatizing politicians through the same rhetorical means, me-
dia frameworks and narrative structures as are used for the presentation of celebrities. In 
other words, it is about building the images of political persons in accordance with the 
political patterns used while constructing the image of a celebrity. Therefore, celebritiza-
tion defined in such a way is a product of market and socio-cultural processes which are 
external to political actors and media organizations.

Celebritization can also be understood as politicians using a particular, self-presen-
tational practice which consists in a conscious application of the techniques and ways to 
communicate that are common for celebrities (Olczyk, 2013b, pp. 23–24).

Apart from the above, while selecting the strategy of celebritization, every politician 
uses the elements of theatrical spectacle, ideas taken from entertainment shows, theatrical 
props, gadgets and various elements the aim of which is to provoke a media spectacle. 
This is because nowadays the broadly understood self-presentation of politicians is based 
primarily on searching for such content and forms of announcements and statements that 
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attract an audience. Thereby, modern politicians become the stars of TV shows, heroes of 
tabloids and social networks. They are also the center of events or happenings, the main 
actors of political conventions, the protagonists of ranking lists and the faces of electoral 
lists, and so on (Łoszewska-Ołowska, 2015) becoming celebrities at the same time.

Language in the process of the celebritization of politics

One possible area of phenomena connected with the celebritization of politics could 
be gossip websites. In our view, this kind of social network serves as an interesting base 
for research concerning the process of celebritization. According to Olczyk, who has 
analyzed this phenomenon, gossip websites are strictly specialized in the production and 
distribution of information, including, for instance, information on political celebrities 
(Olczyk, 2013b, p. 78). Gossip websites are therefore, a classic example of a commu-
nication channel for celebrities (Street, 2004, pp. 437–438). Some people who promote 
themselves via the Internet, gain the status of social network celebrities and become 
popular both on the Internet and via the Internet, at the same time becoming part of cy-
berspace (Siuda, 2009, p. 31). However, we are not interested in a simple description of 
people who decide to be present in the media space, or on gossip sites in particular. It is 
also rather unimportant whether they are present there by choice or submit to the pres-
sure of the media that search for interesting topics. The description of the language which 
is used in order to make this specific creation is more significant for us than the process 
of celebritization itself. We assume that the media presence of particular politicians is 
not sufficient in itself to speak about the deliberate creation of an image of celebrity. At 
a  time when politics is focused on candidates (Wattenberg, 1991), the very language 
that is a part of this projection, and which is used by all Internet users, requires special 
attention. The inclusion of such a perspective directly derives from the conviction that 
one of the basic elements employed to create the desired image of the world (e.g. in line 
with the established political purpose) is language (Bieniewicz, 2009, p. 23). “On the one 
hand, language is a tool of communication between people; on the other hand, language 
is the true representative of reality, being the system of symbolic signs that reflect the 
reality” (Zalewska, 2008, pp. 255–256). In fact, the mediatization of the modern world 
clearly results in a considerable re-evaluation in terms of human interaction, identity, the 
essence of communication and language (Wileczek, 2011, pp. 82–82). Therefore, we as-
sume that language is crucial in the process of modelling ideas about modern politicians, 
even if they have the status of celebrities. Today, language is an essential tool for politics, 
and it is considered to be an extremely powerful and dangerous weapon in the political 
struggle (Worobiec, 2008, p. 22). In the classical theory, the language of politics was pri-
marily a form of implicit communication in which politicians with a wide repertoire of 
vocabulary and structures, such as hyperbole, parenthesis, irony, euphemism, etc., talked 
about someone or something. Mediality and political culture does not permit explicit lan-
guage (Kwiecień, 2005). It is slightly different, however, in the case of discourse carried 
out in virtual space. The fact that the Internet is becoming an integral part of our working 
lives is undisputed (Martens, 2012, p. 20; Panek, 2016). Therefore, it is understandable 
that those realms of human and social activities which are strictly associated with dis-
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course and politics are transferring to the Internet. When discourse is understood as a set 
of events the aim of which is to negotiate meanings by the actors who actively participate 
in it, it is possible to assume that we are constantly dealing with an attempt to appro-
priately moderate the messages that occur there (Balczyńska-Kosman, 2013, p. 144). 
However, this is not a new observation. In every society discourses were and are created 
in order to control, select, organize and supervise the redistribution of information, facts 
and ideas. Language as such is a basic tool used in the operation of politics. Additionally, 
it is an indispensable attribute of power and a way of modeling, for instance, the contem-
porary narrative concerning politics (Kosmanowa, 2010). Language is also considered to 
be an instrument of subordination, the aim of which is to take possession of the language 
that will be used to create a presentation that ensures genuineness even at the price of 
being absurd (Brzozowski, 2003, p. 77). What interests us most here is the progressive 
process of the brutalization or vulgarization of discourse and language that occurs in the 
entries and comments on various gossip websites (Ilnicki, 2012). Analyzing the means 
of the symbolic struggle implemented using such language expressions as invectives, 
Kołodziejek claims that “[a]nyone can offend everyone, everyone can offend all.” In 
recent years, political life is full of emotions and feelings that must be relieved somehow, 
and the most common way is verbal (Kołodziejek, 1994, p. 70). The thesis about the col-
lapse of the culture (also political) is constantly repeated. This phenomenon refers both 
to the so-called mainstream media as well as to the new media which communicate with 
vulgarisms and astound people with their verbal brutalism (Baran, 2012, p. 86). In this 
diagnosis, it is possible to accept the conclusion that the aggressive language of politics 
has entered the spirit of society through a political elite that communicates at the same, 
or similar, level. We can also suggest that it may be a matter of lacking political culture 
(or perhaps culture in general), a lack of respect for opponents during a discussion, or 
intolerance towards different views. Perhaps intolerance consists of rowdiness, a reluc-
tance to compromise on something and a passion for finding the things that connect and 
divide (Wiśniewska, 2010, pp. 42–44). It may be appropriate to say that this is a conse-
quence of the anarchist freedom that is associated with the Internet by some people. It 
seems to be founded on a demonstration of opposition towards all standards, the proof of 
which is the vulgarization of the language that is used both functionally and in order to 
highlight the intensity of the features or the intensity of a particular position. Vulgariza-
tion and the resulting deprecation of others often result from a desire to become popular 
through scandal, or the accumulating aggressive language that is accessible, for instance, 
to the users of fora, discussion groups and gossip websites. Another consequence is the 
process of ennobling obscene expressions (Kowalikowa, 2008, p. 86). It could be said 
that language used in Internet communication is defined as a linguistic “margin” (Wilec-
zek, 2011, pp. 89–90), and is characterized by the use of vulgarisms (Miziński, 2014). 
Certainly, we are dealing with the pauperization of language, and so the phenomenon of 
the excessive use of words with strong and negative connotations (Ożóg, 2006). There-
fore, we need to take a closer look at the issue of the celebritization of politics with 
regard to the language of online comments and entries. What is interesting is not only 
the mechanism of this highly personalized discourse but the narration – an integral part 
of discourse – which is usually associated with the term “hate” rather than with typical 
political argument (Niepytalska-Osiecka, 2014; Juza, 2015).
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Research methodology

The Internet is full of portals that can be defined as gossip sites. The decision to 
carry out the analysis of Pudelek.pl was dictated by a number of reasons. The age of 
this domain, or the time of its first registration, was a crucial factor. An analysis tool that 
provides data on websites was used in order to obtain the correct data. Pudelek.pl was 
registered in 2005, which means that this is the oldest Polish gossip website. For com-
parison, such competitive sites as Plotek.pl, Plejada.pl and Kozaczek.pl were registered 
in 2006 and 2007. Additionally, as indicated in the report by Wirtualne Media, Pudelek.
pl still ranks first among the ten sites that were looked at in this study (Wirtualne Media 
2016). A summary from July 2016 showed that the site recorded more than 180 million 
views. By comparison, the second largest site – Plejada.pl achieved a result of over 90 
million site views. In addition, Pudelek.pl is a site where network users spent the most 
time – the total amount was almost seven million hours. The score of Plejada.pl was 
almost six times lower (Wirtualne Media 2016).

Table 1
Profile of the leading gossip websites

Leading gossip websites in July 2016
Domain Internet users Views Time spent (hours) Reach 

Plejada.pl 3,509,971   92,158,359 1,l083,923 13.92%
Pudelek.pl 3,252,640 180,270,535 6,827,211 12.90%
Plotek.pl 3,145,029   76,004,944    633,719 12.48%
Gwiazdy.wp.pl 2,873,685   63,770,379    575,668 11.40%
Pomponik.pl 2,431,389   48,872,393    907,092   9.65%
Party.pl 2,068,981   15,162,569    159,859   8.21%
Kozaczek.pl 1,303,973   19,963,966    242,900   5.17%
Pudelek.tv 1,136,128     4,931,224    327,299   4.51%
Jastrzabpost.pl    882,693     4,704,751      44,500   3.50%
Eska.pl – hot plota    794,657     2.147,796      97,801   3.15%

Source: Wirtualne Media 2016.

According to the authors of the Wirtualne Media report, an average user of Pudelek.
pl made on average 35.8 views and used this site for about 1.43 hours. The extended time 
that users spent on this website may suggest that, rather than being a passive recipient 
of the message, he was inclined to respond to it, or to add a comment to the site article 
or to share a post written by another author (Wirtualne Media 2016). The content that 
appeared on the website may be categorized as soft news, defined by Gay Tuchman as 
news associated with rumors, scandals or stories of interesting people (Ossowski, 2016, 
p. 114). There were 1,742 articles of this kind published on Pudelek.pl. from March 
1–31, 2017. Not all of them, of course, have been analyzed. To ensure the usefulness of 
our research, we selected and analyzed the entries carefully. From the pool of articles 
selected for the study, we analyzed only those on the topic of politics or political actors 
i.e. professionally active representatives, politicians, people who carry out very impor-
tant roles in the country, as well as people who are or were associated with politics. As 
Ziółkowski claims, actors who are engaged in politics carry out political functions and 
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perform political tasks. Defining actors as politicians, in this theatrical metaphor, draws 
attention to the conventionality and affectation Ziółkowski, 2016, p. 7). A theoretical 
proposal by Brian McNair complements this issue. He understands the concept of a po-
litical person as someone who acts in politics, in the sense of participating in making 
and promoting decisions which have wide ranging effects. This includes the institutions 
of public authority, political parties, pressure groups, social organizations and terrorist 
organizations (Hess, 2013, p. 55). Pisarek suggests that the representatives of authorities 
and candidates public positions, as well as citizens who, on the one hand are the targets 
of the activities of representatives and candidates, and, on the other hand, try to affect 
them sharing news and participating in the social process of coordinating opinions that 
concern politics, should be defined as political actors (Hess, 2013, p. 55).

Initially, we also chose those items which were related to political events and which 
appeared in the media. In March, the election of the President of the European Council 
was held, and women’s demonstrations, as well as strikes in support of the European 
Union were organized. These events were commented on Pudelek.pl in 14 articles. The 
first selection made it possible to extract 127 texts, the content of which described politi-
cians or the political situation in Poland or in the world. It was necessary, however, to 
select texts that were strictly related to figures associated with Polish politics or political 
activity. In accordance with the theory introduced by Marx Weber, we assumed that these 
figures are people who are professionally or non-professionally involved in politics. Ac-
cording to Sobkowiak it might be assumed that professional politicians are those whose 

Figure 1. Division of publications due to the subject matter
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Articles describing Polish politics
Articles describing foreign politics
Articles describing political events

Source: Own compilation based on the collected data.
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main profession is politics. Sobkowiak described them as those “for whom politics is 
not permanently the most important thing, or for whom it absorbs all the energy of their 
public actions however, in certain periods of their lives they carry out important politi-
cal roles. This group can be represented by people who were affiliated with the political 
mainstream or filled offices in the past, but today are not involved in politics either pro-
fessionally or for profit. The last group represents so-called occasional politicians, de-
fined as people acting primarily verbally, through participation in various meetings and 
political discussions, as well as people who take part in elections” (Sobkowiak, 1999).

The key factor in selecting the articles was the title; for instance, articles with the 
names of people related to the sphere of politics. This suggested that the content of 
the articles is directly associated with politics. We collected 113 articles of this kind. It 
should be noted, however, that the authors of Pudelek.pl are not confined only to com-
menting on people associated with national politics. From March 1–31 there were 31 
publications that described the actions of foreign politicians. These were not analyzed. 
Three further articles were eliminated because of the video format. Therefore, from an 
initial pool of 127 texts, 96 were accepted for study.

These publications were later grouped by affiliation to a particular party. The clas-
sification revealed a certain regularity. The vast majority of the articles were dedicated 
to the activities of people in the highest offices of state, or members of the ruling party 
(Figure 1). Fifty-four percent of the articles concerned the representatives of Law and 
Justice or people associated with this party. Accordingly, the representatives of Civic 
Platform were described in 13% of the publications, Korwin in 12%, Kukiz’15 in 10%, 
Democratic Left Alliance in 5%. Another 6 articles concerned other parties which are in 
operation on the Polish political scene.

Figure 2. The division of articles based on party affiliation of the people described
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Outcomes

The basis of the analysis was a comment left under the publication on the website. In 
order to verify the established hypothesis, the most popular comments were subjected to 
analysis. The website Pudelek.pl algorithmically selects the 3 to 5 comments which have 
received the highest number of ‘likes’ under each article. These are the comments that 
the readers liked the most. The final analysis examined 422 comments out of 458. Some 
of the articles did not qualify for the study because their form and content suggested that 
they belonged to a group of so-called advertising entries, which are published automati-
cally by advanced algorithms and not by web users. In this study, the selected comments 
were assigned to the specified category. Comments were divided according to the pres-
ence or the lack of vulgarisms, invectives, nicknames and irony.

Table 2
The division of comments by forms of expression applied

No 
vulgar- 

isms 

One  
vulgar- 

ism 

More 
than one 

vulgarism 

Offensive epi-
thet that is not 

a nickname

Offensive 
nickname that is 
considered to be 

a vulgarism 

Nickname 
given to  

the person 

Irony,  
cynicism

Number of com-
ments contain-
ing a particular 
phrase

398 24 1 108 17 48 64

Source: Own compilation based on the collected data.

The results of the study do not aggregate to 100% due to the fact that it was possible 
to assign more than one of the above mentioned features to each comment. Comments 
that did not contain profanities or vulgarisms rarely contained invectives or nicknames. 
However, such cases also were recorded. According to the definition provided by the dic-
tionary, “a vulgarism is a word or phrase which is a ripe, crude definition of phenomena 
that can be named using words that are stylistically neutral” (PWN 2017). In compli-
ance with the portal’s policy, profanities are dotted, censored and not fully presented. 
Verbal abuse targeted directly at another person was defined as invective. For the sake 
of the study, we also distinguished the category of ironic nicknames (PWN 2017). The 
nickname category was related to direct phrases that were used to describe a person and 
which expressed and gave people additional, usually humorous or vicious, names (PWN 
2017). According to the definition provided by the dictionary, cynicism is an attitude 
towards life characterized by the disavowal of ethical principles and ignoring generally 
respected concepts, rights and people (PWN 2017). The comments also contained phras-
es which we could not assign to any particular group, however, their presence required 
noting. Words such as “sod off,’’ “shame,” “disgrace,” or “I hate” are a great example of 
language vulgarization (these phrases are not swearwords, but are emotionally negative). 
They do not directly brutalize the language, but are pejorative expressions concerning 
the people who were described in the articles. Such phrases appeared in 107 comments. 
There were also some statements concerning an opinion about a particular person, such 
as “he/she has no sense of honor.”
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Table 3
Occurrence of phrases that vulgarize the language of the comments,  

but are not vulgar

Sod off Disgrace Shame Out I hate
Number of comments con-
taining a particular phrase

13 7 44 11 32

Source: Own compilation based on the collected data.

Pejorative comments that could be understood as a threat in conversations not held 
on the web were noticeable: “I will spit on your grave soon.” However, it is encouraging 
to see that a relatively small percentage of comments contained swearwords. Internet 
users were more often willing to like comments that contained a more refined form of 
criticism. A prominent phenomenon was bestowing nicknames upon politicians, such as: 
“Kaczor”, “Kaczafi”, “Donek”, “Antek”, “Macier”, “Misio-Pysio”, “Pisiory”, “Chamt-
forma”, “Komuchy”.

Table 4
The number of comments containing a nickname

Kaczor Kaczafi Donek Antek Macier Misio-
Pysio

Chamt-
forma

Komu-
chy

The number of comments 
containing a nickname

17 4 8 12 3 14 2 9

Source: Own compilation based on the collected data.

The actual brutalization of the language used by readers and those who leave com-
ments is undeniable. The language of potentially anonymous Internet users of the 
Pudelek.pl site is characterized by a large amount of offensive words and phrases, direct 
invectives, insults and profanities. The vast majority of comments addressed at the rep-
resentatives of the ruling party were pejorative and unfavorable. Fifty-eight percent of 
negative comments contained offensive phrases and were addressed to people associated 
with Law and Juice. However, it does not mean that there were no positive comments. 
We identified 28 positive comments that included such phrases as “bravo,” “congratu-
lations,” “keep it up.” It is worth mentioning that these comments were not used in an 
ironic or cynical way.

Table 5
The number of negative and positive comments with regard to party affiliation

Law and 
Justice

Civic  
Platform Kukiz’15 Democratic Left 

Alliance Korwin

The number of negative 
comments

245 25 26 10 37

The number of positive com-
ments

  28 34   1

Source: Own compilation based on the collected data.
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Conclusions

Undoubtedly, the characteristics of mass communication have helped to produce 
a specific kind of language that is used by Internet users to comment on the reality de-
scribed in the articles which are published on gossip sites. The dynamic development of 
the mass communication process and the changes that are occurring within it, as well as 
the widespread use of new media influence two major elements. First of all, a formerly 
unknown phenomenon has emerged in the sphere of mass communication. Communi-
cation, in its traditional sense, meant broadcasting a message by an author to passive 
recipients. Communication took place through channels that did not give the possibility 
of feedback, or feedback was not a direct form of reaction to a given message. Nowa-
days, Internet users, who are the recipients of a variety of content, have the opportunity 
to reply to a message or a statement. As claimed by Piontek, it is the web that gives the 
opportunity to respond to a message in a fast and accurate way (Piontek, 2011, p. 4). In 
other words, the feedback in the process of mass communication is identical for all of its 
various types, including political communication. Secondly, online communication gives 
a false sense of anonymity, which results in a sense of security and apparent intimacy. As 
Barłóg suggests, “people who use web communication experience a lower level of anxi-
ety than during a face to face conversation” (Barłóg, 2014, p. 199). Therefore, it can be 
presumed that online communication increases self-confidence while forming messages 
and statements, and thus increases the likelihood of the writer being judgmental, or of 
the use of profanities and even the brutalization of the media. Interestingly, vulgarization 
of the language does not occur only through the use of profanities, or phrases commonly 
defined as “choice.” Internet users are often very creative when giving nicknames to 
political actors. They usually use sophisticated forms of garbling names. In addition, we 
also observed the use of cynicism and irony. The most important thing is the fact that the 
willingness to comment and use profanities, and certainly the brutalization of the media, 
concerns in particular those materials which directly refer to people and political events. 
Therefore, we can conclude that the brutalization and vulgarization of the contemporary 
language of comments and entries, for example, on gossip websites, is also related to 
the process of celebritization which is visible on this kind of website, if the presence of 
politicians on them is interpreted as a manifestation of celebritization.
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Celebrytyzacja polskiej polityki i język komentarzy internetowych.  
Analiza na wybranych przykładach 

 
Streszczenie

Artykuł traktuje o możliwych przejawach postępującego procesu celebrytyzacji polityki z uwzględ-
nieniem języka komentarzy, jakie pojawiają się na plotkarskich portalach internetowych. Te ostatnie 
także stają się bowiem miejscem specyficznie rozumianej kreacji wizerunkowej osób/podmiotów zwią-
zanych z polityką. Sam sposób tej kreacji sprowadza się do publikowania treści związanych raczej ze 



74	 Łukasz SCHEFFS, Aleksandra SULIKOWSKA	 PP 3 ’17

sferą prywatną lub półprywatną, a na pewno niemającą związku z aktywnością tych osób/podmiotów 
na arenie politycznej. Dodatkowo obserwować daje się także daleko posunięty proces wulgaryzacji 
i brutalizacji języka tych komentarzy, co również jest zjawiskiem specyficznym.
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Abstract: Governance of a media company, particularly a public broadcaster, is subject to the ap-
plicable legal solutions, the economic situation of the company, the accepted management concept of 
this type of organization. Also of significance is the issue of the broadcaster’s organizational structure, 
division of powers and the terms of reference of individual divisions. A specific characteristic of the 
organizational structure of public radio and television in Poland is the existence of Programme boards, 
as units empowered by the authorities to actively participate in the company management. Referring to 
the activities of the Polish Television SA, this paper discusses issues related to institutional models of 
public media and the mutual relationships between the governing bodies of the company. Considering 
the subject of the publication, special attention was paid to the roles, significance and practices utilized 
by the programme boards in performing their tasks.

Key words: television, media management, program board, advisory bodies on television

Introduction

The dual system of functioning of the media market in Europe is the basis for the 
parallel conduct of business of public and private broadcasters. In principle it can 

be stated that the subject covers the same areas of activity, ie. the provision of audio-
visual services, the creation and distribution of broadcasting material. Differences exist 
between the subject’s organizational structures, methods of financing, the catalogue of 
objectives, which must be performed the public broadcaster to fulfill their mission state-
ment. In the institutional dimension, programme boards are a characteristic feature of 
the public media. Their duties and the role they play in public broadcaster’s companies, 
terms of reference, way of conducting business, relations with other company divisions, 
the structure and selection method of the collegial body, allow to conclude that they are 
involved in the management and governance of a public broadcaster, influencing the 
decisions the company’s bodies, as well as participate in shaping of public opinion. The 
activity and commitment of people representing different environments – as members of 
the programme boards – is perceived as the participation of a social factor in the deci-
sion-making process of the public broadcaster. The standard terms of reference defining 
the activities of television operations was assessed from a practical point of view. It was 
considered important to discuss the role and significance of the programming boards as 
subjects actively participating in the governance of a media company – Polish Television 
SA (TVP SA) and to clarify the mutual relationships between the governing bodies of 
the company, with a focus on the methods and means utilized by programme boards in 
the governance of the company. This issue was previously described by experts, lawyers, 
cultural experts, political scientists, economists, however, due to changes in the sphere of 



76	 Marzena BARAŃSKA	 PP 3 ’17

law, politics, and taking into account the public opinion it was considered important to 
discuss the current status quo. The interdisciplinary dimension of the issue under analy-
sis, its significance, requires discussion, publication of research results, reflection on the 
range of proposed solutions, concepts, as well as a critical assessment of achievements 
to date. It is another objective of this publication, which is the starting point for further 
inquiry and scientific studies and consequently also a critical evaluation of the scientific 
output. This paper was designed as a study covering matters relating to the characteris-
tics of the media market in Poland (selected issue), clarifications of basic concepts, such 
as ‘governance’, ‘management’, progressing later to discussion of the position and terms 
of reference of programme boards in the organizational structure of TVP SA. In view of 
the fact that one of the objectives of the organization is the meeting of customers’ needs, 
in this case the audience, it was deemed important to describe how society participates 
in directing of public television and by what means and mechanisms does it influence the 
decisions of the company authorities.

It follows that in practice the standard terms of reference of programme boards are 
subject to verification in view of, among others, the involvement of the body as such, as 
well as of the individuals it is composed of. For this reason, it was deemed essential to 
answer the question, “To what extent does the decision autonomy of programme boards 
of the public broadcaster TVP SA affect the governance of the company, and by what 
means do they fulfill the expectations and needs of the public opinion broadcaster?” 
Answering the above question requires the selection of appropriate research methods. It 
was considered purposeful to use the following methods: exegesis (analysis and inter-
pretation) of the legal text, participant observation, comparison. As a result, the current 
Polish legal solutions were critically evaluated with reference to personal experience and 
practice relating to the functioning of these organizational units of the structure of TVP 
SA. The discussion of issues in this paper is not comprehensive or exhaustive in its man-
ner, but it constitutes a contribution to further analysis.

The organizational structure of the public broadcaster in Poland

Election of the members of the seventh term programme boards prompted the con-
sideration of the significance and role of programme boards as part of the organizational 
structure of public service broadcasters in Poland. Considering the experience resulting 
from practices to date and changes taking place in the market, the fundamental question 
appears to be regarding the terms of reference, mode of action and the importance of the 
positions of these institutions in the decision-making and the management process of the 
public broadcaster.

It should be noted at the outset that the current system of organization of broad-
casters in Poland was established in 1993, i.e. at the time of introduction of the Bill 
on Radio and Television (The Broadcasting Act of 29 December 1992). Not only did 
the technological, social and economic changes contribute to the sequence of changes 
introduced in the system of functioning of the broadcasters, but the European Union 
legislation also had a significant influence. The directives (Directive 2010/13/EU...), 
recommendations (Recommendation CM/Rec (2007)3...) and other legal acts, empha-
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sized the role of social bodies and their participation in the decision-making process 
of broadcasters.

The technological progress made in recent years in respect of the activities of the me-
dia market in the world contributes to the change of applicable legislation in this regard. 
The transnational character of the audiovisual media, as evidenced by the experience of 
recent years, is reflected in the normative solutions of transnational dimension. Interna-
tional, European, national, as well as internal regulations create systemic solutions in 
the field of audiovisual market. Their practical dimension creates the need for institu-
tional solutions empowered to legislate as a result of consensus positions presented by 
individual countries. In the era of media convergence, compression and interoperability, 
many new issues arise, areas requiring fast and consistent response on the part of legisla-
tors and creation of solutions adequate to the needs. The internal regulations enacted by 
the institutions and organizations are intended to specify, clarify the rules governing the 
activities of created management units. Despite the dissemination of theories on multi-
level governance, it is worth noting the stabilization in ensuring the participation of the 
social factor in directing, supervising the media. Directing should be understood as: “the 
impact of one subject (the director) on another (directed) aimed at achieving the behav-
iour (work, functioning) of the directed towards the achieving its objective” (Advertising 
and marketing in practice...). Governance is “the exercise of power by legal coercion. 
The source of power in this case the legal entitlement of persons to govern” (Advertising 
and marketing in practice...). Control is an activity designed for verification of existing 
state of affairs against a legally specified standard (see. Borowiec, 2007; Ploskonka, 
2006, pp. 3–28). A special role is attributed to the concept of management control. With 
regard to the audiovisual market, it can be assumed to be the activity of an entitled 
authority undertaken in order to achieve the set development directions. Their activity 
is based, among other factors, on dialogue, experience, confidence, participation in the 
decision making process, but it need not take the form of decision-making (see. Izdebski, 
2010). Control can also be described in external terms. In this context, it takes the form 
of verification carried out by entitled authorities or it has a social dimension, e.g. the pos-
sibility of lodging complaints and addressing requests to eligible institutions, e.g. The 
National Broadcasting Council (Krajowa Rada Radiofonii i Telewizji – KRRiT).

In Poland, systemic solutions for the audiovisual market confirm the parallel and 
equivalent functioning of television broadcasters – with the status of public and private 
broadcaster. In this situation, the starting point for further considerations is to establish 
the concept of the broadcaster. The Bill on Radio and Television Broadcasting recog-
nizes as such: an individual, a legal entity or personal commercial company “that cre-
ates and compiles the programming material and distributes it, or transmits it to others 
in order to disseminate” (The Broadcasting Act of 29 December 1992). Both public 
and private broadcasters have the organizational structure of commercial companies. 
This concept was developed in the early nineteen nineties. Although the legal regulatory 
framework was adopted in 1992, the first signs of erosion of the state monopoly was the 
start of the program broadcasting emissions by Poland’s first private station – “Echo” in 
1990 (Świętochowicz, 2000, pp. 19–20). The inaugurated process of change forced the 
legislator to implement the legal basis for the media market activities, in accordance with 
the principle of pluralism, accepted and approved in the European Union.
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The previously quoted normative act introduced in 1993, clearly states that “the right to 
distribute radio and television programs is granted to public radio and television broadcast-
ing units as well as individuals, legal entities and personal commercial companies which 
have obtained a license to do so, or – in the case of television programs transmitted solely 
in ICT systems – are entered in the registry of such programs” (The Broadcasting Act of 
29 December 1992, art. 4, par. 1). The analysis of standard solutions is the basis for cat-
egorizing broadcasters as private, public and social (The Broadcasting Act of 29 Decem-
ber 1992, art. 2, par.1 and art. 4, par. 1, 1a). Whereas, regarding private broadcasters, the 
applicable legal and organizational form of the company was not strictly imposed, it was 
specified for public service broadcasting. As mandatory, it recognizes the need to operate 
as a public company. There is no doubt that in the face of requirements to be addressed by 
the applicant for the sanctioning of the organizational form, the choice was made to guar-
antee effective operation, both in terms of formal legal and organizational requirements 
(cf. The Code of Commercial Companies of 15 September 2000, art. 301). In the face of 
conducted discussions on the organizational structure, it is worth noting that at the time of 
creating the legal framework of the media market, we did not have any experience regard-
ing the functioning of electronic media diversified in terms of organization, and the global 
and European experience needed to be adapted to the Polish socio-political, economic and 
legal realities, as well as those resulting from the Polish jurisprudence and doctrine.

For over twenty years, the status of a public broadcaster has been held by: Polish 
Radio SA and Polish Television SA, who are the legal successors of the state broadcaster 
functioning until 1992.

The organizational structure of the above mentioned companies consists of:
regarding television: I and II program nationwide coverage stations and the pro-––
gram broadcast by satellite – TV Polonia, as well as branch divisions established in: 
Białystok, Bydgoszcz, Gorzów Wielkopolski, Gdańsk, Katowice, Kielce, Kraków, 
Lublin, Lódź, Opole, Olsztyn, Poznań, Rzeszów, Szczecin, Warsaw, Wrocław;
regarding public radio: “Polish Radio – INC”, established to create and disseminate ––
national radio programs and programs for listeners abroad and 17 “regional broad-
casting companies” (The Broadcasting Act of 29 December 1992, art. 26, par. 2) 
established in Białystok, Bydgoszcz, Gdańsk, Katowice, Kielce, Koszalin, Kraków, 
Lublin, Lódź, Olsztyn, Opole, Poznań, Rzeszów, Szczecin, Warsaw, Wrocław, Zielo-
na Góra (The Broadcasting Act of 29 December 1992, art. 26, par. 3).
It should be emphasized that the management system practiced in television and ra-

dio is characterized by numerous differences. These conclusions are the result of the 
exegesis of legal texts as well the practice of activities of these entities. The greater in-
dependence and self-reliance can be discussed after a comparative analysis of the status 
of companies. The organizational structure alone, and therefore the status of the entities 
is characterized by varying levels of autonomy. In this regard, the radio has a higher 
degree of independence of action and freedom in making decisions. A common element 
is the legislator determined model of creating bodies in charge of the companies: general 
shareholder meeting, board of directors, the management of the company (see. The Code 
of Commercial Companies of 15 September 2000, art. 302ff). The legal regime of eco-
nomic activity carried out in this form consists of universally binding legal acts as well 
as the internal regulations arising from the statutes and bylaws.
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The company status, adopted in the form of a notarial deed, regulates the activities 
of a given organizational unit, provided its contents are not in conflict with the generally 
applicable law. The statute, as an act of internal law, establishes procedural rules for the 
conduct of the entities and the subject their activities.

Due to the lack of detailed regulations regarding the composition and number of mem-
bers of the general meeting in the code of commercial companies, a reference should be 
made to the specific arrangements, in this case contained in the Bill on radio and television. 
Art. 29 paragraph 1. Bill on radio and television, states: “In the general meeting the State 
Treasury is represented by the minister responsible for the Treasury.” The terms of reference 
are limited to controlling and supervisory activities. The contents of point 2 Article 29 of 
the aforementioned Bill explicitly limits the possibility of an intervention of the institution 
under discussion in the decision-making process of the Board concerning programming 
content. It should be inferred that in the best interests of the company the legislator provides 
this attribute to the organizational structure which consistently follows the company policy 
guidelines regarding the created and emitted programming material. The independence of 
the management is not absolute in its character, as consultative and controlling authorities 
are granted to other bodies, such as the Board of directors, the programme board. Practice 
demonstrates the sequential, secondary characteristic of control, rather than anticipatory, 
primary, which could be more significant as a result, e.g. for audience share results, as well 
as meeting the goals for this type of broadcaster. This conclusion was adopted following the 
normative content of the provisions and their practical application.

As mentioned earlier, the Board of directors is a controlling institution, supervisory, 
but also authorized to adopt resolutions on issues of importance for the companies and, 
therefore, jointly responsible for the management of the companies. The detailed terms 
of reference and duties of this body, follow from the statutes of the companies (see. The  
Organizational Regulations of Polish Radio) and their regulations (see. ...Organizational 
Regulations of the Company).

Management (consisting of of one or more persons) is elected for a four-year term 
by the Board of directors and approved by the National Broadcasting Council (KRRiT). 
The main tasks of the management include the implementation of adopted programs and 
development strategy of the company independently and jointly with the Board of direc-
tors as per terms of reference.

Managing of media companies is the legal and organizational consequence of or-
ganizational entities. Broadcasters, especially the private ones, are driven primarily by 
economic rules in implementing their policies. The economic success is a sum of many 
factors, including the results of a suitably designed programming offer, public relations 
activities, income derived from marketing activities, but also the effectiveness and ef-
ficiency of the activities of individual governing bodies, etc. The decision-making proc-
ess is the result of adapting the procedures appropriate for the activities of commercial 
companies. In the end, this right is the prerogative of the owner or an entity acting on the 
owner’s behalf and in their interest.

The organizational structure of the public broadcaster gives grounds for expressing 
the view that it is also an active participant in relations occurring in the economic sphere 
(especially the exchange of commodities and services), with the status of a joint stock 
company, which competes on an equal footing with other entities. The consequence is 
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the need to shape an efficient management system. Regardless of the number and com-
position of the governing bodies, as a result it should also strive for the same effect – that 
is, to make a profit. Uncritical acceptance of this position can lead to a mistaken belief as 
to the purpose and principles which should be taken into account regarding the company 
development directions. It should be remembered that they are obligated to implement 
the public mission. This term designates a catalog of tasks whose performance is the 
obligation of a public broadcaster.

In accordance with Article 21 of the Bill on radio and television Broadcasting, Polish 
public service broadcasters (radio and television) preparing the programming offer must 
respect the obligations arising from the public service mission. The scope of the this 
concept enabled specifying the tasks faced by the broadcaster.

The basic tasks in this regard were specified as:
the creation and distribution of programming in Polish and other languages, with lo-––
cal, regional, or national coverage, as well as enabling the reception of programming 
to persons residing outside of the country;
the creation of a diversified and high-quality programming offer including both gen-––
eral and specialized news and information coverage;
guaranteeing universal access to broadcast programming through the implementation ––
of new technological solutions in the field of broadcasting structure, as well as the 
creation and distribution of programming;
promotion of knowledge and implementation of innovative solutions for the develop-––
ment of new techniques and broadcast distribution;
cooperation with external entities in Poland and abroad in the audiovisual field;––
popularization of culture, art, science, sports, as well as active involvement in the ––
implementation of such projects;
guarantee of meeting the needs and right to information of a given national and ethnic ––
minority through the broadcasting of programming in their language;
allowing local communities to disseminate programs aimed at the preservation of ––
cultural identity in the language used by this community;
creation and broadcasting of programs addressed to the Polish community living ––
abroad;
ensuring access to programming for viewers and listeners with visual and hearing ––
impairement;
promoting media education (cf. Recommendation CM/Rec (2007)3 of the Commit-––
tee of Ministers...).
The scope of the tasks stems from the implementation of the principles of a demo-

cratic state and includes such areas as culture, arts, sports, media education, technology.
Consequently, public service radio and television broadcasters are obligated to:
accept responsibility for the word and take care of the good name of public radio and ––
television;
reliably and completely document and present the variety of events and phenomena ––
in the country and abroad;
support the free development of citizens’ views and the shaping of public opinion;––
enable the citizens and their organizations to participate in public life by presenting ––
varying views and positions and exercising the right to social control and criticism;
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serve the development of culture, science and education, which is associated with ––
a particular emphasis on Polish intellectual and artistic achievements;
respect the Christian system of values, accepting the universal principles of ethics;––
serve to strengthen the family, the formation of pro-health attitudes, as well as the ––
promotion and popularization of sport;
oppose social pathologies;––
contribute to media education (The Broadcasting Act of 29 December 1992, art. 21, ––
par. 1).
Assistance in carrying out the legislated tasks is available from public advisory bod-

ies, both those of permanent nature, and appointed on an ad hoc basis. Their terms of ref-
erence follow from the solutions contained in the universally applicable law, as well as in 
the internal regulations of the company. The former category can include the programme 
board, and the latter are expert advisory councils consisting of one or more members.

The status and powers of Programme boards

Art. 28 of the Bill on Radio and television Broadcasting establishes Programme 
boards as advisory bodies. In this case, the 15-person committee represents parliamen-
tary groups (10 members), and individuals with achievements and experience in the 
field of culture and media (5 members) (The Broadcasting Act of 29 December 1992, 
art. 28a). Programme boards form an integral part of the organizational structure of TVP 
SA, including its 16 regional branches, channel TVP Polonia and TVP Polish Radio with 
nationwide and regional coverage.

The method of selecting members of the Programme boards sanctions the possibil-
ity of control and influence in terms of the implementation of assumptions regarding 
the management by political organizations, while on the other hand it is perceived as 
the participation of the social factor in the governance process. The adoption of the 
first position is the justification for the frequently critical message of the politicization 
of public media. Such an argument would be fully justified if active politicians were 
members of this body. On the other hand, the accusation of politicization is also not 
devoid of rationality, because it is the political parties themselves that designate the 
candidates to participate in the governance of public media. Knowledge and experi-
ence in the area of culture and media functions is a selection criterion not only for the 
representatives of the minority programme boards, but should also refer to the repre-
sentatives of political parties. The statutory apolitical character of public media can 
be subject to critical evaluation, because of the election method of members of this 
structure. Despite the over twenty year history of the Bill on radio and television, the 
methods of selecting the composition of this body under discussion did not undergo 
verification.

During their 4-year term the members of programme boards assess the prepared 
programming offer, as well as its implementation, guided by the “public interest” 
(Resolution of the company 15/VII/2014 Board of directors..., para. 29, section 4) 
and taking into account “the expectations related to the programming activity of the 
company” (Ibidem).
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In the absence of a single strictly valid definition, the public interest is most often ana-
lyzed in relation to the legal system, contains elements of valuation, indicates the possibil-
ity of a specific behavior of the subjects. It should be noted that the public interest is not 
the sum of individual interests, and as a result conflicts may arise in the understanding of 
the concept, and consequently discrepancies between what is important for the individual 
and what is of importance and significance for the majority/public. The literature clearly 
highlights the possibility of “stratification” of the concept, which in practice may lead 
to conflict and misunderstandings, especially in determining of the essence of issues and 
prioritizing of issues or objectives. As a result, the activity of the board refers to current af-
fairs, but also actively participates in creating long term solutions. Defined in this fashion, 
the area of activity exemplifies the role of the board in the following matters:

analyzing prices and the financial state of the company,––
budget plans,––
distribution of financial means,––
assessment of programming offer.––
In this regard, the experience to date causes much controversy.
Not only does this body take action on its own initiative, but it also hears cases 

brought in front of it by the Board of directors or management (Rules of the Program 
Board of TVP S.A. of 13 January 2012,  par. 5, section 2, pt. 3). This is because the 
programme board is a consultative advisory body (Rules of the Program Board of TVP 
S.A. of 13 January 2012,  par. 1) for both the management of the company and its Board 
of directors. With respect to “TV Polonia”, the duties of this organizational unit include 
above all: supporting the activities of the management and the station director in terms 
of the dissemination and creation of satellite programming (The Organizational regula-
tions of Polish Television, Polish Supervisory Board’s…, par. 30, section 3) and in the 
regional offices it fulfills its duties to the director (The Organizational regulations of 
Polish Television, Polish Supervisory Board’s…, par. 31, section 4). “The Board’s terms 
of reference include: inter alia, presenting of the resolutions, opinions and statements on 
matters relating to the programming activities of the Company” (Rules of the Program 
Board of TVP S.A. of 13 January 2012,  par. 5, section 2). According to the adopted solu-
tions, the cooperation between these bodies is both absolute and relative. Par. 22 section 
2 point. 13–14 of the Statute of the Board of directors states that this body refers to the 
Programme board for a position before giving an opinion on issues related to:

opinions on financial and programming plans for undertakings implementing the ob-––
jectives of the public mission statement, as defined by law;
opinions on the management reports on the implementation of financial and program-––
ming plans defined in Article 21 paragraph 3 of the Bill on Radio and Television (The 
Organizational regulations of Polish Television, Polish Supervisory Board’s, par. 22, 
section 6; The Organizational Regulations of Polish Radio, par. 21, section 6).
It clearly follows from the above that the position of the programming board does, 

in fact, concern matters related to the mission of the public broadcaster, both in terms of 
financial aspects and shaping of the programming offer of the broadcaster.

The boards are entitled to present their opinions in the process of programming and fi-
nancial plans arrangements (Regulation of the National Broadcasting Council of 27 April 
2011 on deadlines for submitting and the scope of financial and programming plans for 
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undertakings in the field of public service missions elaborated by public broadcasting 
units), prepared by the management for the following year. Detailed financial analysis is 
impossible in the face of the confidentiality clause applicable to the budget components. 
As a result of the specificity of organization, particularly for a television broadcaster, the 
members of programme boards of the regional centers do not receive the information in 
the form of reports about the current economic condition of the company, but only a draft 
plan of financial solutions for the following year. Therefore, the lack of knowledge in 
this regard, is not without effect on the rational analysis of the proposals presented. On 
the other hand, the company management is not legally obligated to e.g. submit monthly 
reports on the implementation of adopted policies. In the company, legally binding so-
lutions regarding the scope of information subject to the confidentiality clause are in 
favour of this negative message, supporting this interpretation of the conduct of the 
authorities. The final presentation of the proposed distribution of financial resources, 
contained in the draft financial plans, is justified by the legislature on confidentiality. 
In the absence of the statutory need to subject the members of the programme board to 
responsibility clauses for violation of company trade secrets, commercial and others, the 
limited form of information sharing has its rational foundation. The accepted interpreta-
tion allows for a rhetorical question concerning the merits of subjecting this matter to the 
evaluation by members of the programme boards. As a result, it appears this procedure 
should be treated as informative in character, rather than generating discussion or further 
evaluating the merits of the proposed financial assumptions. Moreover, members of the 
programme boards of the branch offices focus their efforts primarily on issues relating to 
the scope of function of the broadcaster, and they do not have adequate knowledge about 
the prospects for the development of the central management or other regional units. The 
limited access to information for the members of the body under discussion, resulting 
from company trade secrecy clauses limiting access to detailed knowledge regarding the 
financial policy of the organizational units under discussion, is another negative factor.

The criteria for evaluation of the programming are focused on the analysis of “[...] 
the level and quality of the current programming and the programming framework” (The 
Broadcasting Act of 29 December 1992, art. 28a, par. 3; compare: The  Organizational 
Regulations of Polish Radio, par. 28). The Programme board is not equipped with labo-
ratories or other research tools. The discussion generated during meetings is the basis 
for the evaluation of a specific issue through the process of argumentation and expanded 
analysis, but it can also be a source of developing opinions and expertise by the appropri-
ate specialists from outside the company. The application for seeking an expert opinion 
required by the board is submitted to management by the chairman (Rules of the Program 
Board of TVP S.A. of 13 January 2012,  par. 5, section 2). Members of the board organ-
ize seminars, conferences, discussion panels and disputes, creating thereby platforms for 
discussion. By initiating this type of debate they are actively participating in the discus-
sion on the role, objectives, and significance of media in contemporary reality.

The indifferent approach to specifying the role and significance of the board in the 
area of evaluation of the prepared programming offer results from the lack of accurate 
records. Usually the board does not participate directly in the process of creating the 
programming offer, but it evaluates the proposed programming in its entirety. Frequently 
the secondary form of evaluation does not gain approval by the members. In the explana-
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tory memorandum, the argument of lack of input in the design of the programming offer 
is raised. Eliminating the potential influence of persons representing the political circles 
on the shape of programming could be a counterargument. Perhaps a different approach 
would provide an area of increased activity in order to ensure air time for the representa-
tives of specific organizations and groups. The possibility of designing a better broadcast 
plan, attractive in terms of variety of themes and journalistic form, is an argument for 
a joint discussion of the programming offer. In this regard, the resolutions include the 
evaluation of the level and quality of current programming and the programming frame-
work (The Organizational Regulations of Polish Television…, par. 22, section 2, pt. 16; 
Rules of the Program Board of TVP S.A. …., par. 5, section 2, point 4), and in addition 
they can refer to the analysis of reception, level of perception and its social consequences 
(The Organizational Regulations of Polish Television…, par. 29, section 7).

The carrying out of duties would not be possible without systemic solutions in this re-
gard. The television Programme board develops and adopts the annual plans of program-
ming activities (Rules of the Program Board of TVP S.A. …, par. 5, section 2, point 1). 
Based on the adopted resolutions the Company’s management ensures the provision of 
a technical and organizational base for the activities of the board members, including 
per diems and travel expenses lawfully assigned, as well as administration (Regulation 
of the Minister of Labor and Social Policy of 29 January 2013 on receivables due to an 
employee). The seat of the board is the area of the company. The work includes recurring 
meetings, scheduled at a minimum of monthly intervals. Depending on the subject, the 
meetings can be designated as working or special (extraordinary) meeings. The former 
– substantive – are convened by the chairman of his own initiative. In the opinion of the 
author of this paper – special meetings are convened at the request of Managing director 
or the chairman of the board of directors, as well as in the instances when the chairman 
of the KRRiT convenes and opens the first meeting – inaugurating the board activities 
for a new term (Rules of the Program Board of TVP S.A. …, par. 9).

Due to the collegial organizational structure, programme board positions are ex-
pressed in the form of resolutions. Their contents are communicated to the board of 
directors, but it should be remembered that following the principle of openness and 
transparency many adopted positions are made public (e.g. published on suitable me-
dia websites). Moreover, solutions regarding the programming activity of the company, 
adopted by the board in the form of opinions and statements (Rules of the Program 
Board of TVP S.A. …, par.  12) are classified as internal affairs of the company and 
hence practices for internal circulation of documents apply. As a result, they take on the 
form of letters addressed to the authorities of the company (management or board of 
directors), especially in the case of issues of significant importance for the company. The 
possibility of a programme board representative participating in the board of directors or 
management meeting at their request or at the request of the programme board is also not 
ruled out, which is reflected in the meeting programme of the above mentioned bodies. 
None of these bodies described are obligated to make resolutions in connection with the 
subject under analysis.

Verification of the assumptions and the implementation of adopted plans is performed 
in the mode of reporting, because it submits annual evaluations to the Management, the 
Board of directors and to KRRiT, in a report on its activities, containing conclusions 
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on matters relating to the programming activity of the Company (Rules of the Program 
Board of TVP S.A. …, par. 12, section 4).

Finally, attention should be brought to the position of Chairman of the Board and 
his impact on the perception of the board’s role in governing public television. The fun-
damental duties are related to the organization of the board’s work and representing 
the board both inside and outside of the company. It should be remembered that while 
personnel matters are the subject of trade union activities, the programming issues domi-
nate the meetings of that body. Certainly a strong, decisive personality, a leader of sorts, 
a person with knowledge in the area of the media activity, company management can 
have a significant influence on shaping the image of this body, and the opinions ex-
pressed. Demonstrating competence in discussions with the company authorities he is 
certainly capable of convincing them of the arguments presented by board members, 
while representing the board outside the company – including sitting in on different bod-
ies, as a permanent member or an ad hoc or guest expert – he properly represents not only 
the board but the company as well.

Conclusion

Development in the area of social economics is a significant element of activity and 
social participation in the governance process of one of the strategic companies of the 
State Treasury. The participation of programme boards in the decision-making process 
allows for the creation a space for meeting and dialogue. The area of shared references, 
established in this fashion, becomes even more important as the level of participation 
of individual members of the specific structures affects the shape and functioning of the 
public broadcaster. As a result, this mode of action is not without its effect on building 
public confidence in the media under discussion, especially in the face of the growing 
involvement of the social factor in the process of governance of companies.

The currently existing legal solutions allow for the perception of programme boards, as 
dominated by persons representing political parties. It is difficult to minimize the rational 
basis for this expressed position in the face of the described method of appointing board 
members. Such practices take place in other countries as well, and the raised objection of 
politicization of public media for this reason, among others, can be challenged not only 
by demonstrating that the board consists of persons not designated by political parties, but 
also by referring to the expertise, professionalism and participation of specific individuals 
in factual discussion. The evidence of difference in terms of performed assessments of the 
situation, decisions made by the board, is manifested by long-term discussions, and even 
resignation from participation in further work. Certainly in the future a more practical rath-
er than declared participation of the boards in governing the company should be consid-
ered. It is the author’s opinion that the terms of reference of this body should be broadened 
in many areas. In the area of economics members of the board should gain wider powers on 
assessing financial plans. Also, in the author’s opinion, the matter of the financial resources 
necessary to sustain the activities of the board should be further clarified.

In the sphere of decision-making it should be deemed important to strengthen the 
position of the board in terms of the project design and financial plans of the company. 
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The existing terms of reference provide only the basis for notification of the proposed 
projects, and not participation in factual discussions, submission of proposals or de-
mands. The records regarding competency of the candidates and their evaluation from 
the point of view of knowledge of media company activities should be verified, as 
should the solutions concerning the influence of the programme boards on filling the 
directorial posts of regional branches of public television. Activities in the field of 
public media education especially regarding the public broadcaster, should be deemed 
important.

The changes taking place in recent years in terms of strengthening the position of 
programme boards should be considered justified, although the transformations tak-
ing place both inside and outside the organization, are the starting-point for further 
work.
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Organy doradcze i ich rola w strukturze organizacyjnej nadawcy publicznego 
 

Streszczenie

Rządzenie przedsiębiorstwem medialnym, zwłaszcza nadawcą publicznym uwarunkowane jest 
obowiązującymi rozwiązaniami prawnymi, sytuacją ekonomiczną przedsiębiorstwa, przyjętą koncep-
cją zarządzania tego typu organizacją. Nie bez znaczenia, pozostaje kwestia struktury organizacyjnej 
nadawcy, podziału kompetencji i zakresu uprawnień poszczególnych organów. Specyfiką struktury 
organizacyjnej telewizji i radia publicznego w Polsce jest funkcjonowanie rad programowych, jako 
organów wyposażanych w kompetencje do aktywnego uczestniczenia w kierowaniu spółką. W artykule 
odwołując się do działalności Telewizji Polskiej SA, omówiono zagadnienia dotyczące instytucjonal-
nych rozwiązań mediów publicznych, wzajemnych relacji pomiędzy organami władzy spółki. Z uwagi 
na temat publikacji, szczególną uwagę zwrócono na rolę, znacznie i praktyki stosowane w zakresie 
wykonywania zadań przez rady programowe.
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Refugees/migrants and border security in the annual address 
of Poland’s foreign ministers in the years 2014–2016

Abstract: The article presents the attitudes of Poland’s foreign ministers towards refugees/migrants 
and border security in the years 2014–2016 expressed in their annual address. The research problem is 
to determine whether the ministers presented in their address generally accepted long-term strategies 
for all directions of foreign policy, or whether their activities in the analysed area were merely adap-
tive, adjusted to the current political situation in the world. The temporal scope is to determine the 
response after the annexation of Crimea by Russia in late February 2014 of the ministers of the Civic 
Platform – Polish People’s Party (PO-PSL) government in 2011–2015, and the Law and Justice (PiS) 
government, that came into power on 16 November 2015. The content of the address and transcripts of 
the proceedings of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Polish Parliament during which the ministers 
discussed the theses of their speeches are the primary sources.
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1. Introduction

The inherent responsibility of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Poland is to present 
to the Parliament the annual Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the 

tasks of Polish foreign policy – called the address of the foreign minister, usually in the 
first quarter of the year.1 The speech is followed by a debate, after which a vote of con-
fidence for the minister is held. In the analysed period, a number of conditions affected 
the content of subsequent annual speeches. Four speeches were made by three foreign 
ministries representing three governments: Radosław Sikorski, the foreign minister in 
Donald Tusk’s government, Grzegorz Schetyna, the foreign minister in Ewa Kopacz’s 
government, making his annual speech twice, and Witold Waszczykowski, the minister 
in Beata Szydło’s government. This is an important aspect, because after 2007 we were 
accustomed to the fact that the foreign minister’s office was held by one person for 
a longer time and to the continuity of Radosław Sikorski’s work in Donald Tusk’s two 
governments. No other minister in any Polish government after 1989 has held their office 
longer than Mr Sikorski.

Over the period of twenty months (8 May 2014–29 January 2016) four annual speech-
es on Poland’s foreign policy were given. It should be explained that the first speech of 
minister Grzegorz Schetyna, made on 6 November 2014, was formally called the In-

1  Witold Waszczykowski said: “I am in a difficult situation, because in previous years the informa-
tion of the minister of foreign affairs was presented a little later during the year, but Prime Minister 
Beata Szydło wants to be a top student and wants the government to be a top student, therefore, she 
asked us to present the information as soon as possible, even in the first month of the year,” see. Pełny 
zapis przebiegu posiedzenia Komisji Spraw Zagranicznych (no 10) 28 January 2016, p. 3.
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formation of the Council of Ministers due to the fact that the information of the foreign 
minister cannot be presented twice in one year. It was related to the formation of a new 
government by Prime Minister Ewa Kopacz after Donald Tusk had become the President 
of the European Council and Radosław Sikorski had become the Speaker of the Parlia-
ment. The new minister Grzegorz Schetyna said: “It had never happened before that 
a few months after the address of the foreign minister the government presented informa-
tion about the tasks of Poland’s foreign policy” (Schetyna, 2014). Giving his speech in 
a turbulent time for the Civic Platform he marked his position and presented the direc-
tions of foreign policy. Due to a change in power two comprehensive annual speeches 
were given in a short period of time between 6 November 2014 and 23 April 2015 by the 
same minister. The speech made by minister Waszczykowski (Waszczykowski, 2016) 
is also noteworthy because as a member of the new government, formed after 2015 
parliamentary election, he had to present the outlines of his foreign policy for the next 
four years, which made his speech different from his predecessors’ speeches analysed 
in  this paper.2

The last important context is the normal political competition, which should be taken 
into account in relation to the time a speech was made – in 2014 Radosław Sikorski gave 
his speech on Victory in Europe Day and at the time of the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. 
Another aspect was the ongoing campaign for the European Parliament (the election was 
held on 25 May 2014) in the context of which the fight between the main Polish par-
ties concerning foreign policy took place. Then in 2015 Grzegorz Schetyna summed up 
four years of the Civic Platform rule, and his speech was also a prelude to the upcoming 
parliamentary campaign.

2. Causes of the crisis

Along with the process of democratic transition initiated by Solidarity and the fall 
of the Berlin Wall one could expect that the international situation would stabilize and 
the Cold War rivalry would end or, that the history we had known would end, as Francis 
Fukuyama predicted. First of all, the “end of history” meant the victory for the spirit 
of liberalism over the Soviet bloc. In the 1990s a number of independent states were 
formed, primarily in Europe (including Ukraine), the Caucasus and Central Asia. Some 
believed in the idea of universal democratization – Samuel Huntington described the 
third wave of democratization (Huntington, 2009), which was supposed to make the 
world safer, and potential crises more predictable. That did not happen.

The scale of changes in international politics in the twenty-first century calls for in-
depth analysis. In terms of the topic of this publication the following events should be 
considered:

the reaction of the United States and its allies, including Poland, after the attacks ––
on the WTC in the form of the invasion in Afghanistan and Iraq, which turned into 

2  Grzegorz Schetyna was discouraged during the meeting of the Commission by Witold Waszczy
kowski, his successor, who claimed that Schetyna presented the assumptions of very ambitious policy 
and he would be the minister only for the next 4–5 months, see. Pełny zapis przebiegu posiedzenia 
Komisji Spraw Zagranicznych (No 174) of 22 April 2015, p. 7.
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a long-term occupation of these countries and cruel internal conflicts with regional 
and transregional implications (including militants coming to Europe);
“Arab Spring”, which resulted in the destabilization of the EU border areas. The civil ––
war in Syria broke out. The existing political orders in Libya, Tunisia, or temporarily 
in Egypt were rejected. This process also accelerated the actual disintegration of Iraq. 
The so-called Islamic State emerged, but some reforms (improvement of the situa-
tion of women, help for the poorest) were introduced in Saudi Arabia and the Arab 
states of the Persian Gulf – the fear of revolution had mobilized their governments to 
introduce changes;
increased power and importance of Boko Haram Islamic extremists after 2010; they ––
have been terrorizing the civilian population in Africa and forcing them to flee to the 
north, also towards Europe;
a slowdown in the European integration process after the accession of several Cen-––
tral-East European countries to the EU after 2004; this resulted in structural overload 
of the Community and “entering” the traditional Russian sphere of influence – its 
“near abroad”. This, in turn, caused the reaction of Russia, which increased its control 
over the Caucasus after the war with Georgia in 2008, annexed Crimea in 2014 and 
initiated the process of destabilization in the south-east of Ukraine – the step which 
also affected the political situation in Moldova, Armenia and the Baltic states.
One of the consequences of the economic crisis in the first decade of the twenty-first 

century, is the “refugee crisis” also called the “migration of peoples”. In recent years 
Africa has been the source of mass migration to Europe. Despite what is commonly 
thought the migrants do not come only from North Africa or Near East. At the peak of the 
“migration of peoples” the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Hungary registered migrants 
from 104 countries, which means that a mass migration was triggered. Migrants took 
advantage of the time of wars in the world to improve their living conditions and there 
were much fewer true refugees from areas affected by wars than it had been assumed. 
The media collectively depicted them as “refugees” without differentiating them from 
economic migrants, random groups of people, or members of terrorist organisations or 
mafia, who simply took advantage of political turmoil to come easily to the EU. The 
civil war in Syria and the weakness of the central government in Iraq created a political 
vacuum, which was skilfully used by the creators of the idea of the so-called Islamic 
State. The scale of their atrocities and rapid military successes took observers and politi-
cians by surprise, who in a short time were forced to react to their mass executions of 
Christians and Yazidis, and public promotion of female slavery. The reaction of the west-
ern world and major countries in the region was not adequate to the needs, and was too 
weak. Obama’s administration lacked determination. Turkey became the main player in 
the region, which on the one hand tolerated/supported the existence of the Islamic State, 
and on the other received a possibility to affect the EU by about one and a half million 
refugees, who Turkey may keep in its territory for billions of euros received from the EU 
or help them get to the territory of the Union and create crises there.

Another factor that generated migration to Europe, especially migration to Poland, 
was the internal conflict in Ukraine and its regional consequences. Ukraine was the coun-
try that suffered the most in Eastern Europe during the crisis at the beginning of the 21st 
century – for example, in the first quarter of 2009 production in Ukraine decreased by 
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31.9% (Kryzys, 2016). The severity of the crisis resulted from the structural weaknesses 
of Ukraine and its low levels of wealth. Being outside the EU, having oligarchic econo-
my, corruption and week institutions, and being under the multiple influence of Russian, 
Ukrainians were not able to organize an effective and efficient state, which would cor-
respond to the needs of its citizens. The historical election of Viktor Yanukovych – full 
association with the EU with the prospect of becoming a member state – in short, un-
dergoing the transformation into a member of the West or remaining in the post-Soviet 
zone with the guarantee of tolerance for its sovereignty for the price of a hereditary lease 
of the military base in Sevastopol and certain dependence in foreign policy led to the 
protests on the Maidan, and the president’s escape. From Moscow’s point of view the 
best solution would be the announcement of full neutrality of Ukraine and the historical 
denial of Ukraine’s aspirations to join any alliances (NATO, the EU or regional alliances 
such as the Visegrad Group). This proposal was presented in Western intellectual circles, 
in the context of the offer for Vladimir Putin to accept the status of Ukraine similar to the 
status of Austria in 1945 (Mearsheimer, 2014). Incidentally, annexing Crimea, the Rus-
sians made Ukraine the state which would permanently have limited options in foreign 
policy. Maintaining tension in the south-east of Ukraine – either in the form of a continu-
ous armed conflict of low or medium intensity in a limited area, or even an official end 
to the fighting and acceptance of some autonomy, that is a federal or confederal model 
of future Ukraine – gives the Russians instruments for permanent and effective interven-
tion in the internal politics of Ukraine, and for control, even without pro-Russian forces 
in power in Kiev.

3. Poland’s stance on refugees / migrants and border security

Polish governments also had to face the above outlined problems between 2014–
2016. In their annual speeches the foreign ministers frequently referred to refugees/mi-
grants and border security issues, paying a lot of attention to them, and sometimes mak-
ing the reactions to them one of the most important elements of Polish foreign policy. For 
example, minister Waszczykowski developed his speech around three crises in Europe: 
the crisis of the continent’s security, the crisis of neighbourhood and the crisis of the Eu-
ropean project itself, which are closely connected with this article (Waszczykowski…, 
2016). In a letter published in several newspapers around the world he also declared his 
willingness to develop a common foreign and defence policy of the EU and solve the 
problem of migrants (Waszczykowski, What).

At the beginning of his address Radosław Sikorski stated that “[...] international situ-
ation in our neighbourhood deteriorated. Before our very eyes history has accelerated” 
(Sikorski, 2014). Since 2014 successive foreign ministers of Poland have been operating 
in this increasingly “uncertain world”, a phrase used by former foreign minister Adam 
Daniel Rotfeld a decade ago in the title of his book (Rotfeld, 2006), and this period 
of “uncertainty” seems endless. As G. Schetyna stated: “Today diplomacy often means 
managing instability” (Schetyna…, 2014).

It should be emphasized that while spreading democracy, promoting good political 
changes in neighbouring states, especially Ukraine, the politicians of which minister 
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Sikorski repeatedly admonished (Sikorski, 2011; Sikorski, 2012), were the priorities of 
Poland’s foreign policy. However, engaging in the Middle East (migration from the re-
gion to Europe since 2015) was generally incidental and apart from support for the peace 
process between Palestine and Israel it was random and limited in time (dominated by 
invasion in Iraq in 2003 and its occupation in subsequent years) (Pochyły, 2016). In fact, 
the region has not been and is not considered a priority by Poland. Contacts with some 
countries of the region, mostly the richest and most stable ones, particularly in the Per-
sian Gulf, intensified a few years ago and was connected with acquiring investors (Euro 
2012, Qatari gas to the LNG terminal in Świnoujście), and markets for Polish products, 
especially food after Russia had introduced sanctions on Polish products in 2014. How-
ever, migrants coming to the EU since 2015 do not generally come from Kuwait, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. It is noticeable that the perception of direc-
tions in Polish foreign policy has changed and the need for all-party consensus appeared, 
which was signalled by Grzegorz Schetyna at a meeting of the Foreign Affairs Commit-
tee of the Parliament: “In Poland it is not right that everything that was earlier is treated 
as bad and policy is created from the very beginning. It is not like this and we all know 
it. We are talking without journalists, so we can say it. I wish that this belief was in all 
of us. Asia, Far East. After 2020 the EU funds will run out. We need to build a strategy 
for Poland for the next years, decades. We must create this vision now. This is the right 
time” (Pełny, 2015).

Africa is another area of secondary level of interest. Despite “Go Africa” programme 
Poland has only 10 diplomatic posts (there are 53 African states) (Polskie, 2016), which 
is particularly important in “recognizing” problems and potential threats and coordi-
nating actions if any refugees/migrants are accepted. The only positive element is that 
Poland has embassies in countries lying close to the EU, that is in Morocco, Algeria, 
Libya, Tunisia and Egypt. It is of particular importance that there are Polish embassies 
in Tunisia and Egypt due to increased tourist traffic from Poland to these two countries. 
In the author’s opinion, it is less important that Poland is not the target destination and 
therefore consequences of mass migration are not a big “threat” as for Germany, Sweden 
and the United Kingdom. However, one must be aware that sooner or later the problems 
of others will become ours, directly or indirectly. We will not be “a lonely island”.

In the context of the analysis of the speeches, the refugees/migrants aspect should 
be divided into two parts. On the one hand, there is preparing, assuming that Poland 
will need to accept civilians trying to get there from Ukraine (not only in an emergency 
situation), but the creation of conditions for a long-term controlled process of Ukrain-
ian arrivals in Poland for various reasons, which in turn will require regulated relations 
with Kiev. On the other hand, there is a reaction to the influx of refugees/migrants to EU 
countries since 2015 and support for internal refugees in the Middle Eastern countries 
(mainly Kurds and Yazidis), especially in Iraq and in Syria.

As for the part concerning Ukraine, Polish ministers did not discuss the issue directly, 
but focused on the implementation of all opportunities that could strengthen Ukraine 
in a complex way, from the development of civil society to developmental support. As 
G. Schetyna said in 2015, Ukraine was a priority area for the Polish development and 
humanitarian policy, and he widely discussed assistance for Ukraine (Schetyna, 2015). 
The attention was also drawn to the EU financial resources given to Ukraine (exten-
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sive excerpt: Sikorski..., 2014; Schetyna..., 2015) as well as the political aspect – pro-
democratic changes. These changes are permanently expected and supported in Polish 
foreign policy. In 2014 minister Sikorski was pleased that for several years the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs had been expanding the network of diplomatic posts in Ukraine lo-
cating consulates in Donbas and Sevastopol, which, in his opinion, would help Poland 
avoid being surprised by events in Ukraine in contrast to the West (Sikorski…, 2014). 
This gives rise to the conclusion that the Ministry and the Minister was getting ready 
to various challenges in Ukraine, especially concerning support for Polish citizens (e.g. 
the rebirth of Polish culture in Vinnytsa).3 During the discussion at the Committee of 
Foreign Affairs the minister was criticized for the visa process in Ukraine carried out by 
a private operator (Pełny, 2014).

As G. Schetyna said: “Poland is greatly interested in transforming our neighbour into 
a modern and stable state, based on the rule of law, which will participate in European 
cooperation” (Schetyna…, 2014). It should be borne in mind that Ukraine is a country 
of a considerable size (the official area is more than 603 thousand square kilometres, but 
since 2014 Ukraine has not had a real control over 47.8 thousand square kilometres, that 
is less than 13%), therefore it has been quite easy to locate the population in safe areas 
of the country as the area involved in the conflict is still limited. However, internal mi-
gration can be observed there. In May 2016 Radosław Sikorski, already the ex-foreign 
minister, gave an interview for the Swedish newspaper “Svenska Dagbladet” in which 
he claimed that Ukraine should accept the loss of the disputed territories, as it would be 
economically beneficial and focus on the development of the areas remaining under its 
control (R. Sikorski, 2016).

The relations between Poland and Ukraine – despite the act that Ukraine signed the 
political part of the Association Agreement with the EU, have not been very good, due to 
the differences in the perception of historical policy, the perception of “Volhynian massa-
cre” or the cult of Stepan Bandera in Ukraine, which was publicly presented by Jarosław 
Kaczyński, the leader of Law and Justice, when he said “the president of Ukraine must 
realize that Poland cannot accept the situation when torturers, mass murderers and preda-
tors are heroes in Ukraine, that the promotion of such behaviour is unacceptable in the 
civilized world” (Kaczyński, 2017).

Importantly, the migration of Ukrainians to Poland has been and still is almost “invis-
ible” in the media because it has been taking place continuously and for several years, 
and as Ukrainians cross the border legally having visas to Schengen area states, usually 
issued by Poland, they find jobs. So far they have not been a major problem for law 
enforcement agencies and aid organizations. Additionally, there is a significant propor-
tion of students from Ukraine, which has helped some universities to survive during the 
period of demographic decline. During the debate on Poland in the European Parliament 
in January 2016 Prime Minister Beata Szydło claimed that Poland had already accepted 
a million refugees from Ukraine – against which Andrii Deshchytsia, ambassador of 

3  He said: “We have adapted the network of Polish diplomatic posts to the needs. They must be in 
places where Poland has its interests, where Poles invest, work and have a holiday, visit families and 
friends. Elimination of some institutions was followed by the formation of new posts in Sevastopol, 
and Vinnytsa, and soon in Donetsk […]”, see. R. Sikorski, Informacja Ministra spraw zagranicznych 
o założeniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 2012 roku, 29 March 2012.
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Ukraine, protested saying that they were economic migrants, not refugees (Ambasador, 
2016), and this number was given as a lower estimate – no one is able to give the exact 
number of Ukrainians residing in Poland, including the ambassador of Ukraine (Amba-
sador Ukrainy, 2016).

It is not surprising that the ambassador defines the newcomers as economic migrants. 
Firstly, these people come to Poland to work – their employment is usually legal and 
prepared beforehand, they earn money and return to Ukraine or settle and transfer the 
money to their homeland. Secondly, the promotion of this concept for a state that is 
involved in a war would be unfavourable for its image. Additionally, Ukrainians hardly 
seek asylum in Poland (in recent years there have been only a few thousand applications) 
– the first EU country to which they come, therefore, from a legal point of view, they are 
not refugees and Prime Minister Szydło used the wrong term – over ninety percent of 
them are economic migrants. However, Poland’s government needed that kind of narra-
tion (that followed the adopted tactics: we have already accepted a significant number of 
“our” refugees, comparable to that accepted by wealthy Germany) to control the requests 
of the EU officials and Member States politicians to change Poland’s stance on accepting 
refugees from the Middle East within the EU’s solidarity.

In the annual speech of Minister Sikorski in 2014 a significant emphasis was put on 
the political situation in Eastern Europe, primarily Ukraine and the relations between 
Ukraine and Russia, as well as Poland’s relations with those countries. It can be said 
that the whole speech, given almost in the middle of the year on 8 May, was marked 
by the rhetoric of threat, the reaction to the return of tensions in Poland’s immediate 
neighbourhood, which in the opinion of the minister resulted in a very difficult situ-
ation for Poland. He said emotionally that “the basic principles of the Charter of the 
United Nations and the Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe are the foundation of the diplomacy of free Poland. And in the name of these 
principles we will defend peace in Europe. Because no country in our continent knows 
its value as we do” (Sikorski…, 2014). During the meeting of the Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee before the Parliament debate Sikorski said that “[...] the crisis in the territory 
of the eastern neighbour is a kind of ‘stress test’ for all Europe, including our foreign 
policy [...]. This has been the most serious crisis in Europe since the end of the Cold 
War and Russia’s actions in Ukraine violate the principle of the peaceful coexistence 
of nations. This is a signal to the world that in the post-Soviet area there are no longer 
secure borders, and it is a warning to us that our sense of security can easily erode” 
(Pełny…, 2014). At the same meeting the minister discussed the main theme of his 
annual speech. He admitted that every year he chose one theme to which he referred 
Poland’s policy – in the text analysed in the article the main theme was the 10th an-
niversary of Poland’s accession to the EU in connection with the Ukrainian crisis (in 
2011 the minister focused on the Polish vision of the European Union, in 2012 he con-
centrated on what to do to make “us be regarded a serious country, that is, one whose 
foreign policy stems from its growing potential”, and in 2013 on the fiscal strength of 
the state as one of the measures of its sovereignty and importance) (ibid., p. 3). This 
declaration allows a different look on the analysed speeches – at least the speeches of 
Mr Sikorski, because it means that the main theme of the speech was chosen intention-
ally in relation to specific events and problems, which, in turn, suggests an adaptive 
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nature of the annual Information on Polish foreign policy, but also demonstrates the 
minister’s confidence in his position in the government.

Another interesting aspect appeared at the meeting when Sikorski said: “Mr Chair-
man Iwiński is asking about the vision of the European Union. I am not going to refer 
to this issue in this annual speech. I talked about this in previous speeches and our vi-
sion does not change from year to year” (ibid., p. 10). This shows the minister’s long-
term plan to systematize Poland’s foreign policy and select the speech theme in rela-
tion to current political needs on the one hand, and on the other predictable principles 
of Poland’s foreign policy as a whole. Minister Sikorski gave one of his most popular 
speeches during his career in diplomacy on 28 November 2011 in Berlin at the Forum of 
the German Association of Foreign Policy “about Poland and the future of the European 
Union,” widely commented and well received in the world, in which he claimed that in 
the context of contemporary security Poland feared German power less than German 
inactivity (Sikorski, Polska, 2016).

The analysis of the content of the minister’s meetings with the Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee of the Parliament concerning the theses of the minister’s annual speech – the 
Committee’s members are customarily familiarised with the main theses the day before 
the debate in the Parliament – is not directly related to the subject of this publication, but 
it is an essential aspect that complements the main analysis.

Radosław Sikorski also referred to the message of the Constitution of 3 May saying 
that “the nation has the right to protect itself against attacks and guard its integrity.”4 He 
stressed that “only an internally stable country that rebuilds its power can count on al-
lies” (Sikorski…, 2014). This thought should be seen as a need for (economic, military) 
self-sufficiency, as only a self-sufficient country could resist future problems (economic 
crisis, conflicts of local character), but also count on help from others. The minister’s 
frequent references to the economic position of the state should also be understood in 
this way. In his opinion, the economic position of the country was not to increase funds 
in diplomacy, but to meet a wide range of needs related to security (military, economic, 
energy and food security).

As for the border security, Minister Sikorski paid a lot of attention to the idea of 
the Eastern Partnership (supporting networks of buffer states separating Poland from 
Russia) and presented it as an interesting project that despite many opinions met the 
expectations. He said that “not everyone in Poland supported the Partnership project. It 
was criticized as a ‘German project’. Some imagined that the quick EU membership of 
the states in Central and Eastern Europe as well as the Caucasus should be an alterna-
tive. However, the real alternative was to strengthen the European border on the 
Bug River” (Pełny…, 2014, p. 4) [bolded by the author]. According to this concept, 
the Eastern Partnership was invented to attract countries from Eastern Europe and the 
Caucasus, but it could not be categorically assumed as an element of future EU acces-
sion of these countries – Sikorski said these words to Law and Justice politicians. In this 
way he also criticised the concept of former President Lech Kaczyński and his envi-
ronments that supported it (Polityka, 2016; Światłowski, 2016; Dziubek, 2016). A year 
later MP Krzysztof Szczerski from Law and Justice came back to it during a debate on 

4  It is the beginning of chapter 11 – “National Armed Force”.
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G. Schetyna’s annual speech: “Over the past years the hateful Polish-Polish war with late 
Lech Kaczyński was more important to you then listening to his voice – the voice that 
was right” (Szczerski, 2017). These words, however, referred to a much greater extent 
to R. Sikorski as a long-time creator of eastern policy. Interestingly, the day before his 
annual address, in a closed circle of the Foreign Affairs Committee Minister Sikorski 
noticed that in relation to the Eastern policy, there was a consensus in Poland – fidelity 
to the ideas and values of Jerzy Giedroyc, and politicians differed only in terms of tactics 
and implementation of the concept (Pełny, 2014).

The “limes on the Bug river” means determining for the next decades the eastern 
border of Poland and also the EU, leaving Belarus or Ukraine on “the other side”, not 
mentioning other entities. Apart from all political aspects it is difficult to imagine that 
a state could be involved into a real integration project without the physical territorial 
border with any of the member states (Georgia, Armenia?), therefore only the accession 
of the countries in Western Balkans seems realistic (Wroński, 2016), though it does not 
cause much enthusiasm. In this context, Poland was located as a bulwark, a border state 
of the EU, affecting the immediate surroundings in terms of attracting to the EU, though 
the minister stated that “[...] we can finally say that we live in an ordinary country – not 
on the ramparts or bulwarks, but just in an ordinary country” (Sikorski…, 2014). Talking 
about the limes seemed to contradict the declaration of the “ordinary country” because, 
after all, Poland as a border state of the EU is exactly in the same place as the “limes of 
Europe on the Bug River”.

Grzegorz Schetyna fully supported Sikorski when he referred to the criticism of the 
Partnership, intensified after the invasion of Crimea. He stressed that most of the de-
velopment aid funds went to countries covered by this programme, mainly to Ukraine, 
Georgia and Moldova. In his opinion, Russia made a mistake when instead of accepting 
the offer of cooperation from the EU it adopted a confrontational attitude with shap-
ing international relations by force. However, “East European nations have the right to 
choose the path of their development. Poland is ready to support them in this, both within 
the EU and bilateral relations” (Schetyna…, 2015). Witold Waszczykowski also declared 
that he would use the positive aspects of the Eastern Partnership to build a new instru-
ment of influence on the EU’s eastern neighbours in his annual speech and at a meeting 
of the Foreign Affairs Committee (Cf. Pełny, 2016, p. 4; Waszczykowski…, 2016).

During the meeting of Foreign Affairs Committee of the Parliament in 2014 MP 
Iwiński accused Sikorski that he did not present any principles of migration policy in his 
address (Pełny…, 2014, p. 6). However, both in his reply and the next day in his speech 
before the Parliament the minister referred to the act on foreigners, the possibility of 
obtaining the residence right by people of Polish origin and granting the Polish Card. 
Attracting young people of Polish origin living in other countries and attempting to “cap-
ture” African students, who used to study at Ukrainian universities (until 2014), mainly 
through the organization of the reunion for the African graduates of Polish universities 
and the popularization of Poland in that region, were the foundation of the migration 
policy presented by Sikorski.

His successor Grzegorz Schetyna supported Ukraine publicly in 2015 and did not 
exclude a stronger support for Ukraine, including the defence sector, if there was a re-
escalation of the conflict. He diagnosed two major tasks for the foreign policy of Poland: 
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addressing the issue of Ukraine and the so-called Islamic State, because there was a “de-
struction of the political order, which had provided peace and stability to Eastern Europe, 
the Middle East and North Africa over the past decades, and thousands had been killed, 
tens of thousands injured, there are millions of refugees” (Schetyna…, 2015). In his pre-
vious speech he even called for “an ambitious European security strategy” (Schetyna…, 
2014), which would be a reaction to the crisis in Ukraine, because it would be important 
for Poland to establish security in its neighbourhood.

As for Witold Waszczykowski, he linked the development of Poland’s security di-
rectly with increasing the cooperation with NATO partner countries, one of which is 
Ukraine, and offering help in enhancing their sense of security. He even assumed offer-
ing help to Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq. He presented the intensified economic cooperation 
between the EU and Ukraine, also owing to the introduction of visa-free traffic, as the 
basis for success and a chance to stop the destabilization process. He declared that in the 
implementation of reforms in Ukraine Poland was supported by the US, Canada, Japan, 
Australia and New Zealand (Waszczykowski…, 2016). An apparent disadvantage of this 
group of countries was their non-European location, which reduced their political capa-
bilities in direct interaction.

Another element that traditionally secured the interests of Poland was NATO, which 
was always presented as the guarantor of Poland’s sovereignty. Radosław Sikorski called 
it “simply the best defence treaty that Poland had ever concluded in its history” (Sikor-
ski…, 2014). Since joining the Treaty every foreign minister of Poland expected sup-
port from NATO, emphasized the importance of its existence, even if they happened 
to notice any irregularities and weaknesses in its functioning. In fact, apart from direct, 
usually “strategic” relations with the United States, NATO has been the primary formal 
and declarative guarantor of Polish existence, including the security of Polish borders. 
Therefore, the visit of Barack Obama in Warsaw (and Tallinn) in June 2014 was very 
important from a propaganda point of view, as well as his words: “We stand together 
for our freedom is yours, Poland will never stand alone, and other countries of Central 
Eastern Europe will not stand alone” (Barack, 2016).

The three foreign ministers, mentioned in this article, perceived the development 
of NATO, the development of defence systems and forces of rapid reaction located in 
Poland and in other Central European members as security guarantee for Poland and the 
guarantee of support. This would protect the territory of Poland from sudden attack and 
would involve all the allies, especially the US, into a guaranteed potential defence of the 
territory of Poland. The more permanent military infrastructure, equipment, and in the 
first place the higher possible number of troops permanently residing in Poland, the more 
chances to meet the guarantee.5

The ministers paid a lot of attention to the other aspect of the foreign policy of Po-
land that is migrants from the Middle East and Poland’s response to this phenomenon. 
As Grzegorz Schetyna said at the meeting of the Foreign Affairs Committee “the Islamic 
State was the cause of great humanitarian disaster” (Pełny…, 2015, p. 5). Waszczy

5  This should be seen as the source of delight declared by Polish politicians after the arrival of 
American troops at the beginning of 2017 to bases in western Poland. Another thing is the fact that the 
outgoing US President Barack Obama hastened to send US troops into Poland. Probably he was afraid 
that his successor would block the decision. 
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kowski discussed the consequences of this disaster in his speech annd the roots of the 
crises affecting the EU. When talking about the Islamic State he said that “Poland is 
a member of the global coalition fighting against that criminal group. We support our 
allies and partners in the fight against international terrorism. In this context we remind 
that religious minorities, especially Christians, need to be protected. We also participate 
in providing humanitarian aid to the victims of the terrorist war” (Waszczykowski…, 
2016). Since the beginning of the “Islamic State” Poland has been supporting Christians, 
Kurds and Yazidis materially and demanded that their rights should be respected, and 
declarations of such assistance and its real effects can be found in the speeches of all 
three ministers.

By defining the three crises minister Waszczykowski was able to trace their sources 
largely in the emergence of the refugees from the Middle East, because the crises of 
safety, neighbourhood and European project became more severe, and by some were first 
noticed in 2015 (Cf. Pochyły, 2016, pp. 137–146). Suddenly, the importance and scope 
of the problem were noticed, when it turned out that after the economic crisis the EU 
had weak links such as Greece, it was politically struggling with Brexit, it was not far 
from wars and their consequences, and the paralysis of decision-making and a kind of 
infantilism among some elites led to a political turning point, the consequences of which 
would be difficult to predict. The minister diagnosed the problems as stemming largely 
from internal factors, the weaknesses and political divisions of the member states. The 
future actions of Poland seemed controversial – Poland wanted to remain in the EU, but 
the minister wished that the European policy should shift to “rooting foreign policy in 
the political will of sovereign states” (Waszczykowski…, 2016), based on strengthening 
the economic cooperation with some political loosening, that is, in the spirit of realism 
– the EU as an instrument to pursue interests, the idea of “first us” and the Polish national 
interest. Such statements generally meet the expectations of the citizens of each country, 
but shouldn’t governments be more circumspect than bystanders, involved in politics 
at random and perceiving it as slogans? Will this “loose” Union be able to face future 
challenges similar to the 2015 migration crisis, the growing rivalry between the greatest 
powers in the world, or a greater interference of Russia in Central Europe?

4. Conclusions

Did the annual speeches of three foreign minister of Poland have a common element? 
In the author’s opinion, apart from being members of different parties the ministers are 
noticeably different, but the differences are not big enough to put a thesis about a sig-
nificant change in foreign policy after 2015, but rather about evolutionary movements in 
some sections, change of accents. There is a lot of media confusion, tension is created, 
there are sometimes unnecessary tirades, but the principles remain the same. Poland is 
active in the EU, NATO, and in the Visegrad Group, it is involved in Ukraine – Poland 
just has to do it. Even if Law and Justice and its voters have objections against the cult of 
Bandera this direction in foreign policy cannot be abandoned. After a momentary confu-
sion Germany remains Poland’s most important European partner, because the economic 
dependence cannot be just cut. Pointing in Waszczykoski’s speech to the UK as a strate-
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gic partner for Poland ended in the same way as the initiatives of Kazimierz Marcinkie-
wicz’s government – in a short-term marriage, although due to the tension between Rus-
sia and the UK, Poles living in Great Britain and the common interests in NATO Poland 
will be interested in good relations with Great Britain despite Brexit.

Because of the crisis situation Sikorski’s task was the most difficult as he had to react 
directly after the tensions in Ukraine, and it is not surprising that the analysis focused so 
much on its consequences. The speeches of the ministers were focused on the current se-
curity of Poland in the aspects which appeared dangerous, that is they were of interven-
tion nature, adopted to the changing international situation, though they contained some 
creative elements (loans for Ukraine, an attempt to establish a new doctrine of European 
security, the construction of a political bloc on the basis of the Visegrad Group consisting 
of the southern states (Romania, Bulgaria) and northern states (Sweden, Finland)) and 
preventive measures in the form of opening Poland’s diplomatic posts in Ukraine when 
Sikorski was the foreign minister. On the other hand, it is important that some policies 
are permanent, continuous, and have signs of predictability, all-party consensus, which 
must be seen as beneficial and desirable (e.g. the development of the economic context 
of foreign policy, growing importance of non-European countries).

Our greatest interest and financial expenditures are directed to the countries of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe and the Caucasus, and this is due to the geography of immediate 
danger. The problem of refugees and migrants, which appeared in the public debate in 
2014 forced the foreign ministers to respond and correct the directions and instruments 
of the foreign policy. It also contributed to the change in the perception of Russia by 
Warsaw – the illusions ended.

The analysis shows that in relation to the issues specified in the title of the article the 
foreign ministers of Poland adopted in the analysed period a generally adaptive attitude 
towards refugees and migrants, and a strategic, long-term attitude to border security 
(increased importance of NATO, regional cooperation). A common feature of all the 
speeches is striving to increase the role of Poland in the region as a political leader, 
strengthening the position of Poland in NATO and the EU – the ministers only differed in 
the choice of allies and the belief that Poland needed to support the existence of a group 
of countries in Central and Eastern Europe, which would have common interests with 
Poland, and some of them would directly separate Poland from Russia.
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Kwestia uchodźców/migrantów i bezpieczeństwa granic państwowych w exposé 
ministrów spraw zagranicznych Polski w latach 2014–2016 

 
Streszczenie

Od 2014 roku mieliśmy do czynienia w Europie z “gwałtownym przyspieszeniem”. Rosja zajęła 
Krym, wybuchł konflikt na Ukrainie. W roku następnym wystąpił kryzys uchodźczy. Cel artykuł to 
przedstawienie stosunku ministrów spraw zagranicznych Polski w latach 2014–2016 do uchodźców/
migrantów i bezpieczeństwa granic państwowych w dorocznych exposé. Ministrowie spraw zagranicz-
nych Polski realizowali w analizowanym okresie generalnie adaptacyjny charakter polityki w odniesie-
niu do kwestii uchodźców i migrantów, a strategiczny wobec zabezpieczenia granic (wzrost znaczenia 
NATO, współpraca regionalna).
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lityka zagraniczna
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Turkey has had a fairly long tradition of competitive polls and multi-party democracy 
begun in 1946, with the then decision to hold “regular […] free and fair elections, 

a major turning point in Turkey’s recent political history” (Sayarı, 2012, p. 183). Some 
students of modern Turkey claim that the 1950 elections were a “more important divide 
in Turkish political history than the more commonly recognized official demise of the 
Ottoman Empire and declaration of the Turkish Republic in 1923…usher[ing] in a new 
political era” (Tachau, 2000, p. 130).

Ever since, altogether 19 parliamentary ballots have been held, as well as numerous 
local elections. As a result of a 2007 nation-wide referendum and an amendment intro-
duced to the Turkish constitution, the presidential elections in August 2014 were the first 
direct ballot of the president of the Republic of Turkey by popular vote, hitherto elected 
indirectly through a parliamentary nomination.

Indeed, in the last decades, Turkey has been a country where ruling parties – the in-
cumbents have been losing elections, ceding power to opposition political forces – a fun-
damental attribute of a democratic system, according to the classical definition of Adam 
Przeworski (Przeworski 1991, p. 10). Suffice to say that in the post-war era, alternation 
in power and government turnover has taken place through elections, with no single par-
ty in Turkey staying in power (either in a single party government or in a coalition cabi-

1  This article is a result of the preliminary research within the project “Between Fair and Rigged. 
Elections as a Key Determinant of the ‘Borderline Political Regime’ – Turkey in Comparative Perspec-
tive”, carried out in 2017–2018 at the Faculty of Political Science and International Studies, University of 
Warsaw and financed by the Polish National Science Centre within the funding programme “OPUS 11”.
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net) for more than 10 years. Naturally, Turkey’s democratic trajectory has been upset by 
military interventions, direct or indirect, yet, in times of civilian rule, there was a genuine 
competition between political parties, with the elections as the only means of acceding to 
political power and their fairness never seriously questioned (Erisen, Kubicek, 2016).2

Notwithstanding the fact that Turkey has been holding elections which genuinely 
reflect the popular will, in the last decade, with the consolidation of AKP’s grip on power 
there has been a growing concern about the integrity of the electoral process whose 
deficits supplement the long list of the current Turkish problems in the democratization 
process. It is not that the AKP does not enjoy public support; it does, and probably – as 
the public opinion shows – even without the election swindles, it would garner the larg-
est number of votes. Yet, tinkering with ballots, we believe, contributed substantially 
to AKP hitting the jackpot in subsequent elections, which leads to an ever increasing 
domination of the AKP in the Turkish political system.

The existing scholarship on Turkish elections (for example by Ali Çarkoğlu; Kerem 
Yıldırım; Sabrı Sayarı) (Çarkoğlu, Yıldırım, 2015, pp. 57–79; Sayarı, 2016, pp. 263–280) 
concentrates rather on the traditional description of the elections, their results and po-
litical ramifications, implications for the inter-party rivalry and cultural or sociological 
aspects.3 Thus, the article seeks to fill this gap and survey the election malpractices in 
Turkey and, without prejudging, to address a fundamental question about whether elec-
tions in Turkey, notwithstanding the irregularities, still meet democratic, international 
standards, or whether Turkey is sliding into electoral autocracy. The goal is to investi-
gate the phenomenon of “electoral malpractice” understood as the violation of electoral 
integrity, which means the violation of internationally accepted standards of elections 
throughout the whole electoral cycle. There is a difference between the notion of “mal-
practice” and “mispractice” – the flaws in elections that are not deliberate, but resulting 
from an unintentional error or other impediments. Flaws in one of the phases of the elec-
toral cycle mean that the elections have been flawed. It is particularly important in the 
case of Turkey because the observation of elections in this state leads to the conclusion 
that most problematic in the context of electoral integrity are not manipulations of the 
voting act but malpractices concerning voter’s choice. The article is aimed at confirming 
this observation through a thorough analysis of different types of manipulation of vote 
choice in Turkey. It will help us to answer the question about their impact on the electoral 
integrity in this state.

We vet primarily the March 2014 local elections and August 2014 presidential elec-
tions, as well as the June and November 2015 general parliamentary elections, as our aim 
is to catalogue AKP’s electoral stratagems as comprehensively as possible. For the sake 
of objectivity, we put our analysis in a broader historical context, as Turkey has a legacy 
of undemocratic electoral institutions, with the 10 percent election threshold as only one 
example of the designs, inherited by AKP (and unsurprisingly unaltered by the ruling 
party), which have distorted the broadly understood fairness of political competition.

2  For a more cautious and skeptical assessment of the fairness of the elections in Turkey in the last 
50 years, see: Sayarı, 2002; Sütçü, 2011, pp. 341–356.

3  There are only a few exceptions of articles concerning electoral integrity as the main research 
topic, e.g. Aygül, 2015, pp. 181–201. Most of them have not been even published yet. See e.g. Akkoy-
unlu, 2017, forthcoming. 
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To begin with, we offer a snapshot on our understanding of electoral malpractices, 
underpinning the analysis. Next, the empirical part follows, with a detailed scrutiny on 
the manipulations of vote choice. Finally, in the closing section, we synthesize the find-
ings and draw generalisable conclusions.

Theoretical Framework of Electoral Malpractice

At the beginning of the 21st century we can observe an increasing number of states 
in which elections are held but which do not meet standards of liberal democracy. This 
has led to the proliferation of theoretical studies, published e.g. by Andreas Schedler as 
well as Sarah Birch, Pippa Norris and Alberto Simpser (Birch, 2011; Schedler, 2002; 
2006; 2013; Norris, 2014; 2015; Simpser, 2013), who focus on the issue of the elec-
toral integrity vs. electoral malpractice, including their conceptualization, indicators and 
typologies. What is particularly interesting from the point of view of science political 
is the case of the extensive use of different types of measures (legal, procedural and 
administrative instruments, financial resources, communication tools, first of all media 
and other measures influencing the voters) by the most influential political forces, usu-
ally the incumbent to distort the level playing field between the parties and to enable the 
forces holding power to keep it for the next legislative period. In electoral autocracies 
or other regimes of this kind, electoral laws, as well as the procedures favour the ruling 
party, giving it a leverage over rivalling parties; there are limitations on voter and party 
registration; the dominant party is also favoured as far as the electoral campaign and the 
financial resources are concerned; there are irregularities in the voting process, including 
the counting of votes; and the electoral officials lack impartiality and independence. The 
use of these measures in turn leads to the domination of certain political forces within the 
party and political system in a long-term perspective.

Researchers of electoral studies have come up with different taxonomies and cat-
egorizations of electoral malpractices, which merit a brief review. Norris, in her broad-
ranged Electoral Integrity Project, on the basis of expert surveys, gauges the legitimacy 
of elections across 11 categories reflecting all stages of the electoral cycle: pre-election, 
campaign, polling day, and its aftermath.4 Schedler, on his part, presents the “chain of 
democratic choice”, comprising seven “links” which, for the elections to be “democrat-
ic”, have to remain unbroken – “no links to be added, none to be taken away” (Schedler, 
2002, pp. 36–50).5 These conditions lead Schedler to define the “menu of manipulation” 
–  various forms of norm violation, such as reserved positions and reserved domains 
– limiting the scope and jurisdiction of elected offices; exclusion of opposition forces; 

4  These 11 categories are: election laws; electoral procedures; boundaries; voter registration; party 
and candidate registration; campaign media; campaign finance; voting process; voting count; results 
and electoral management bodies.

5  These are: empowerment – the elected must wield real power; free supply – the voters have to 
have a real choice – a pool of candidates to chose from; free demand – voters must shape their prefer-
ences freely; inclusion – the franchise must be universal; insulation – voters must be able to cast ballots 
freely without being coerced or intimidated; integrity – casted votes must be counted honestly and 
weighed equally; irreversibility – those winning the franchise must be able to access office and exercise 
effective decision-making power till the end of the term.
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repression and unfairness with regard to access to media and financial resources; formal 
and informal disenfranchisement; coercing and corrupting the voters; electoral fraud and 
institutional bias; tutelage and reversal – preventing the winners from assuming power. 
Finally, Alberto Simpser enumerates the following incidences of electoral manipulation: 
stuffing ballot boxes; falsifying results; tampering with voter registration lists; vote buy-
ing before and during the election; creating obstacles to voter and candidate registration; 
intimidating voters before and during elections; intimidating candidates; voting multiple 
times; voting by those who are ineligible (Simpser, 2013, pp. 35–36).

Our paper, drawing on the vast scholarship on the electoral integrity gauges the elec-
toral malpractices in Turkey according to Birch’s threefold categorization (Birch, 2011, 
pp. 29–38). Birch singles out three areas of electoral manipulation:
a)	 manipulation of the law: it is about the manipulation of electoral legislation, such as 

gerrymandering and malapportionment; additionally, this category could cover the 
manipulation of the criteria that determine the active and passive right to vote, cam-
paigning as well as standards concerning opinion polls;

b)	 manipulation of vote choice: this category pertains to the violation of the right of the 
voters to access to adequate information about the policy proposals. Most manipula-
tions of vote choice take place during the electoral campaigns (unbalanced media 
coverage of electoral campaign favoring the ruling party/candidate), mishandling of 
resources (breaching of the regulations governing the use of campaign resources), 
vote buying and voter intimidation;

c)	 manipulation of the voting act: this dimension deals with the violation of the prin-
ciple that all votes must have equal weight. The dimension of “effective aggrega-
tion” includes the counting and tabulation of votes and their appropriate conversion 
into seats. This component may include the obstruction of ballot access by potential 
candidates; the manipulation of voter registration and/or the electoral register; the 
manipulation of voting and of the process of counting and tabulation of votes.
In our analysis we would like to focus on the second group of the electoral malprac-

tices as, in our opinion, they have been the most extensive ones in recent years and at the 
same time most disturbing in the context of the electoral integrity.

Electoral Malpractice in Turkey in Reports and Surveys

Although there is no consensus among those studying Turkish politics as to the as-
sessment of electoral integrity in Turkey, most of them share the opinion that their fair-
ness in the AKP era leaves much to be desired (Kalaycıoğlu, 2015, p. 162; Çarkoğlu, 
Yıldırım, 2015, p. 62). Such mistrust of the fairness of the Turkish elections is confirmed 
in more comprehensive studies, such as those run under the Electoral Integrity Project,6 
which takes elite opinions as a point of reference. The presidential elections in Turkey 
in August 2014 were ranked 86th out of 127 states, with both parliamentary elections in 
2015 assessed even more critically – Turkey was ranked 101st among 135 states (Norris, 
Martinez, Nai, Grömping, 2015, pp. 10 and 17; 2016, pp. 22 and 51–53). When it comes 

6  For methodology and empirical findings, see: https://www.electoralintegrityproject.com/.
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to the elements of the electoral process, the lowest scores were given to media coverage 
and campaign financing – the issues included in the second category of malpractices 
presented by Birch (manipulation of vote choice). The third most important problem 
is the content of electoral laws. The OSCE reports on subsequent elections in Turkey 
(also parliamentary election in 2007 and 2011) correspond to these findings. Although 
they recognize some positive legal changes concerning different phases of the electoral 
process (e.g. lowering voting age, giving voting rights to Turkish citizens living abroad, 
the possibility of use of other languages than Turkish in the election campaign, etc.), the 
broad-ranging electoral legislation still contains regulations which undermine electoral 
integrity. On the one hand, this pertains to some provisions which are not in accordance 
with electoral integrity rules. On the other hand, the lack of certain regulations (e.g. with 
reference to use of media in campaign, financial matters, including reporting on cam-
paign expenditures or appealing procedure in the case of the decisions of the Supreme 
Board of Elections) and ambiguous provisions (e.g. the regulations on competences of 
election authorities) should be mentioned. All of these laws lead to a different type of 
electoral malpractice. The OSCE reports also point out to substantial problems with re-
gard to the use of media and financial resources in electoral campaigns. However, what is 
even more important, they show that together with the growing authoritarian tendencies 
in the AKP era, Turkey has seen a significant increase in the electoral malpractices, limit-
ing more and more fair competition between parties and favoring the incumbent (Repub-
lic of Turkey, Presidential Election, 2014; Early Parliamentary Elections, 2016).

Manipulation of Vote Choice in Turkey

The second category of electoral malpractices singled out by Birch, i.e. the manipula-
tions of the voter (vote choice), show very well the problems with the fairness and com-
petitiveness of elections in Turkey. Birch divides these malpractices into two groups: 
“manipulation of genuine preferences” and “undue influence”. AKP, very often abusing 
incumbency advantage, takes various measures to keep its support intact or even to in-
crease it – to the detriment of other parties whose resources are limited. It should come 
as no surprise then that, as mentioned before, some malpractices within this category are 
classified as the most disturbing for electoral integrity in Turkey.

Manipulation of Genuine Preferences

Without any doubt media bias belongs to the “manipulation of genuine preferences”. 
The OSCE reports concerning subsequent elections in Turkey show that different media 
outlets were not impartial during the election period, which was also due to the ambigu-
ity of the term “impartiality” as it stands in the election laws. Apart from some media 
that tried to be more or less objective (e.g. newspaper Hürriyet), there were such media 
as public TV channel TRT1, private channel ATV or newspaper Sabah, which clearly fa-
vored AKP, the government and President – both when it comes to airtime/length of the 
text devoted, and the tone (positive or neutral), while being very critical of the opposi-
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tion parties (Republic of Turkey. Parliamentary Elections 7 June 2015, 2015, pp. 15–18; 
Limited Election Observation Mission, 2015).

This reflects the de-democratisation process in Turkey which also includes the free-
dom of media, which implies that the ever increasing number of media outlets is under 
the government and AKP’s de facto control. One would struggle today to find inde-
pendent TV channels, newspapers or even individual users of social media which dare 
criticise the government. The ban on websites or publications, the seizure and closure of 
media, censorship or self-censorship, increasing number of lawsuits against journalists 
and other persons for defamation, insulting the President as well as legal cases against 
journalists based on the Criminal Code and Anti-terror law are only a few examples of 
restrictions on the freedom of expression and media – with a rising tendency after 2011 
(Yılmaz, 2016, pp. 147–161).

This creates a substantial problem for the fair competition regarding the use of me-
dia in the election period. The incumbents are favoured in an increasing number of TV 
channels and newspapers during this time (the tendency has been growing since 2011 
elections). Other parties and candidates very often have limited access to the media (with 
the worst situation of independent candidates who e.g. have not been granted any free 
TV airtime) (Kalaycıoğlu, 2015, pp. 161–162; Çarkoğlu, Yıldırım, 2015, p. 77). When 
it comes to the presidential elections in 2014, it appeared that there was no regulation 
clarifying whether the broadcasting time should be provided to the individual persons 
or political parties. This, in turn, gave rise to irregularities connected with the use of 
the office by the president and Erdoğan’s impact on the media. It resulted in a triple 
presence in the TV news of the AKP leader in comparison with the main opposition 
candidate – Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu. Erdoğan had over 47,000 broadcasting time units, 
İhsanoğlu – 16,000 units (Erdoğan, 2014). When the election campaign in June 2015 is 
taken into consideration, there is an impression that there was actually only one party 
running – the incumbent AKP. It was so because Erdoğan’s party dominated the private 
advertising in many channels – with such extreme cases as ATV (100 per cent of political 
adverts) and TRT1 (91 per cent of political adverts). It was possible due to the gaps and 
ambiguity of the election law (blurred regulations on the proper implementation of the 
definition of equal or equitable coverage, limited media reporting and sanction mecha-
nisms) and the privileged financial position of the governing party (Republic of Turkey. 
Parliamentary Elections 7 June 2015, 2015, pp. 15–18). The most critical situation was 
during the November 2015 election period due to the particular election environment 
(fight against PKK, terrorist attacks) when also the anti-terror law and Criminal code 
were used against the media. The pro-Kurdish media were raided by the police and many 
Kurdish journalists were arrested. It substantially limited the use of media in the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP, Halkların Demokratik Partisi) campaign. All this makes the 
Electoral Integrity Project assess the fairness of media coverage in Turkey lowest among 
all indicators (Norris, Martinez, Nai, Grömping, 2015, p. 10).

The second and third type of electoral malpractice within the manipulations of genu-
ine preferences of voters concern the financial issues. It pertains to the misuse of state 
resources during the campaign and violation of campaign finance regulations, which 
can be traced during the election periods in Turkey. It is clearly indicated by different 
reports, including the Electoral Integrity Project surveys in which the campaign financ-
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ing is the second worst indicator (Norris, Martinez, Nai, Grömping, 2015, p. 10). For 
instance, Erdoğan as the Prime Minister and the presidential candidate in 2014, used his 
public appearances, some of them state-financed, for election purposes. To give a few 
examples – the opening ceremony of Istanbul’s third airport in June or the launch of 
a high-speed train line in late July. He used his prime ministerial jet to address sup-
porters, actually beginning his campaign before the formal date of the beginning of the 
election campaign. It was not in accordance with articles 64–66 of the Law on Basic 
Provisions on Elections and Voter Registers (Republic of Turkey, Presidential Election, 
2014, p. 13). He managed to take advantage over other candidates beforehand, as they 
had to wait to raise the funds and make expenditures until 11 July 2014 – the date of the 
official announcement of the list of candidates. As Kalayçioğlu claims, “it appeared the 
AKP candidate was able to use the resources of his governmental office while the other 
candidates were not. This seems to have undermined the fairness of the election and its 
democratic credentials” (Kalayçioğlu, 2015, pp. 161–162).

Similar phenomena could be observed during the 2015 parliamentary elections. Dur-
ing the election campaigns Erdoğan as the President took part in different gatherings. 
Officially, they were labelled as national rallies with Turkish flags, which the president 
held to meet citizens and thank them for voting for him at the presidential elections, in 
reality though they were part of AKP’s election campaign (Bardakçi, 2016, p. 7).

The AKP used its privileged position as the governing party as well. The ceremonies 
of opening of infrastructural projects, which helped to show the government’s effective-
ness, were organized before the beginning of official election campaigns both in 2011 
and 2015 (Aslan-Akman, 2012, p. 89). The AKP “made the most out of its access to state 
resources in its election campaign: the governing party used public employees to inform 
and mobilise the voters, its officials travelled in planes and cars belonging to the state, 
and its campaign activities benefited from free access to the resources of municipal and 
local governments” (Sayarı, 2016, p. 271). When it comes to public employees, they 
were more eager to help the party in elections, e.g. when they had their permanent status 
extended (in cases of work on a contract basis) or when they were paid from the public 
resources for gasoline in the case of travelling on their own to election rallies (Aslan-
Akman, 2012, p. 89).

When it comes to the violation of campaign financing regulations, it usually pertains 
to overspending and/or failing to declare expenditure or contributions. Again, the August 
2014 presidential election provides a very good example. The financial regulations in 
the relevant election law stipulate that financing candidates by parties or through loans 
is not possible and that the individual support with the use of special bank accounts is 
allowed. However, the lack of well-defined limits (“up to the highest monthly salary of 
the best-paid civil servant” could not serve as a clear indication) could in practice lead 
to large disparities between candidates, depending on their “fund-raising” potential. It 
was noticeable during the 2014 election campaign, in which Erdoğan, being the Prime 
Minister, received much more financial support than other candidates, with the support 
from companies being part of the patronage system (which we will tackle in more detail 
below) and the aforementioned public resources. When it comes to the individuals’ sup-
port, he received about 24 million Turkish liras while İhsanoğlu – 2.1 million Turkish 
liras (Turkish Elections. Presidential Elections, 2014).
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The violation of campaign finance regulations is possible also in the case of parlia-
mentary elections due to lack of some important limitations and sufficient reporting on 
expenditures. The OSCE report from November 2015 elections indicates that: “There 
are no limitations on general party and campaign-related expenditure. Political par-
ties are required to declare their campaign funds solely through annual party financial 
reports submitted to the Constitutional Court. Independent candidates declare their 
campaign funds through personal tax declarations. […] Incomes and expenditure of 
parties and independent candidates during the campaign were not publicly available” 
(Early Parliamentary Elections, 2016, p. 13). During the same elections some parties 
which were under particular attack from the governing party did not receive on time 
the state funds they were supposed to receive according to the relevant regulations. 
Only after the elections did the HDP get the funds. As the authors of the OSCE report 
rightly state, “it limited their campaign abilities and placed them at a disadvantage 
compared to parties entitled to state support” (Early Parliamentary Elections, 2016, 
p. 13).

The advantageous financial position of the AKP having large state and private finan-
cial resources (the latter thanks to the developed patronage system in Turkey) is visible at 
the election rallies, which can gather thousands of people transported with the use of the 
party resources. They take part in the mass events during which they can get free party 
gadgets, toys for children, or food and drinks, which may seem negligible, but indeed at-
tracts voters. The same refers to the election campaign in the streets of towns. AKP is the 
most visible party thanks to numerous flags as well as big posters and banners placed al-
most everywhere, also on special election vehicles – buses or vans. Other parties, though 
also present in the streets, are far less visible. The voters can have a similar impression 
as in the case of the media coverage dominated by the AKP – there is actually only 
one main party to vote for. The same observation can be attributed to the August 2014 
presidential elections. The OSCE observed in its report that campaigns of Ekmeleddin 
İhsanoğlu and Selahattin Demirtaş “have been active, but with limited visibility” (Early 
Parliamentary Elections, 2016, p.6).

The next feature of election campaigns in many countries is the “black arts” of 
manipulative campaign tactics. It is not a key issue in Turkey in comparison to previ-
ous aspects but it can also shape the preferences of voters. As it goes beyond the scope 
of this paper, we would like to give just a few examples. In the case of the August 2014 
presidential elections the smear campaign took place against the journalists opposing 
the government (Republic of Turkey, Presidential Election, 2014, p. 13). When we take 
a look at the November 2015 elections, there were cases of untrue media coverage re-
garding some parties. For instance, the Rights and Liberties Party was reported to have 
withdrawn from elections while it was still taking part in them. When it filed a complaint 
to the Supreme Board of Elections, the Board did not take any decision. It was an ex-
ample of the lack of effective handling of election complaints. This dilemma and the 
problems indicated by a number of organizations monitoring elections in Turkey related 
to the quick rejection of complaints by the Board without sufficient examination or their 
too long considerations led to a disadvantageous position of candidates or parties lodg-
ing complaints (Early Parliamentary Elections, 2016, p. 6). It did not have any impact 
on the results but it looked different when the manipulation of electoral preferences 
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took place as the result of spreading information concerning the main opposition parties 
as it was the case of pro-government media outlets, which, during the November 2015 
elections, presented the opposition parties, namely the Republican People’s Party (CHP, 
Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), Nationalist Action Party (MHP, Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi) 
and HDP as factions responsible for the rise in instability in the country (Çarkoğlu, 
Yıldırım, 2015, p. 75).

However, the cases of intimidation of candidates or obstruction of their cam-
paign activities are more disturbing in terms of fairness of elections. We can identify the 
most striking example thereof during the November 2015 elections, with measures taken 
against HDP, which became the main adversary of the governing party following the 
June 2015 elections. The AKP aim was to bring the support of the HDP below the 10 per 
cent threshold, which would give the former a sufficient majority to govern on its own 
again. It must be underlined that political parties held only limited campaigns at the time 
of conflict with PKK and terrorist attacks, concentrating their efforts on strategic prov-
inces where they had lost or won seats in the previous elections with slight vote margins, 
and in large cities that host a significant proportion of the electorate. However, the HDP 
campaign activities were even more limited by different actions against its candidates 
and members (it is also the case of the 2017 constitutional referendum campaign). The 
intensification of negative media coverage was very clear in the pro-government media 
reporting on HDP, in comparison to the June 2015 elections (Early Parliamentary Elec-
tions, 2016, pp. 2–5 and 8). It can be pointed out that from 187 attacks against political 
parties during the election period, 168 were directed against HDP politicians. More than 
5,000 members of the party were taken into custody. This substantially limited HDP’s 
campaigning potential and also had a negative impact on electoral choices in the situ-
ation of charges of a terrorist organisation membership against more than 1,000 HDP 
activists (Çarkoğlu, Yıldırım, 2015, p. 62; Bardakçı, 2016, p. 14). In many provinces, 
the attacks against the activists of HDP supporting its candidate Demirtaş for President 
were observed also during the August 2014 elections (Republic of Turkey, Presidential 
Election, 2014, p. 14).

Undue influence

The second group within the category of “manipulation of vote choice” is undue in-
fluence which has two forms of so the called “carrots” and ”sticks.” In the first case it per-
tains to vote buying, having different forms in the Turkish case. On the one hand, there 
are many examples of distribution of goods to citizens, who are becoming party support-
ers thanks to the goods received. This has created an advantage for the AKP, which has 
large financial resources at its disposal. Apart from the above mentioned goods handed 
out at the election rallies, during the whole election period the AKP governments have 
distributed consumer durables, coal and food to the poor, vouchers as well as substantial 
agricultural subsidies (Akarca, 2015, p. 88).

On the other hand, there are many examples of particular forms of vote buying on 
a larger scale, resulting from the well-developed patronage system in Turkey. As Ali 
T. Akarca writes:
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“the incumbency advantage involves the ability to indulge in transfer activities 
such as providing services, subsidies and patronage, and picking locations for gov-
ernment investment and public work projects to attract supporters of other parties. 
There is a lot of anecdotal evidence of all Turkish incumbent parties, especially 
those in coalition governments, engaging in such activities. Financial support, in-
terest-free loans and tax advantages promised to women and young entrepreneurs, 
and reductions in the social security and health insurance premiums promised to 
small business owners and their elimination for new university graduates, increases 
in the scholarships given to university students by the AK Party before the Novem-
ber 2015 election are some examples of these” (Akarca, 2015, p. 88).

The patronage system is then not the AKP specificity. Yet, Erdoğan’s party has been 
able to use the particular kind of patronage relationship to its electoral advantage perfectly. 
A very good example, reflecting both the patronage and clientelism mechanism, is the work 
of the Turkey’s Mass Housing Administration (TOKİ), with the mechanism of distributing 
different material means (contracts, jobs and subsidised housing) for consolidating and 
expanding the electoral strength of the AKP. Construction companies have been receiving 
contracts from the government and in return have been more eager to support and finance 
the governing party activities and election campaigns. All this leads also to boosting the 
local economy. Thanks to these mechanisms the incumbents have regular supporters dur-
ing the elections (Marschall, Aydoğan, Bulut, 2016, pp. 201–212). Surely, in Turkey the 
patronage mechanisms are much more developed than the ones that we touched upon, and 
guarantee the electoral support of broader groups of conservative economic elites as well 
as religious brotherhoods and movements which, for example, receive land for their dorms 
and schools. Their support will not cease as thanks to the AKP staying in power they can 
survive and develop their activities (Taş, 2015, pp. 785–786).

The “sticks” in turn concern voter coercion and intimidation. Already in the case 
of the 2009 local elections many examples of this kind of electoral malpractice could 
be observed. Apart from attacking and fining the liberal media (Doğan Group) for not 
reporting correctly, similar measures were taken against individuals. Citizens ready to 
express their dissatisfaction with the economic policy of the government were not al-
lowed to do it, with police clamping down on protesters at the election rallies. Apart from 
using physical violence or arresting people, the AKP politicians threatened citizens that 
in case they did not vote in local elections for the AKP candidates, the municipalities 
would be deprived of public services (Eligür, 2009, p. 478). The atmosphere of fear was 
prevalent among civil servants or public sector employees, threatened they would lose 
their job should AKP lose the franchise. When it comes to the presidential campaign in 
2014, Erdoğan and other AKP politicians threatened the conservative electorate that they 
would be discriminated by the secular elites (Kalaycıoğlu, 2015, p. 169).

Conclusion

Turkey under the AKP has witnessed many legal deficits and “mispractices” concern-
ing different stages of the electoral process. However, different types of malpractices can 
be identified as well. A lot of them refer to the manipulation of vote choice (the second 
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category of the electoral malpractice according to Birch’s categorization) with particular 
negative role of the use of media coverage and campaign resources. These most im-
portant electoral malpractices are usually connected with activities of the single-party 
governments of the AKP, which uses the incumbency advantage (through the use of dif-
ferent resources being mainly at the disposal of the governing party) in order to preserve 
the support of the electorate or even increase it and at the same time restrict the area of 
party competition and electoral chances of the opposition. These manipulations go much 
beyond the time of the official election campaign and even the whole election period. 
They also include long-term measures taken during the whole legislative period, such as 
the strengthening of clientelistic and patronage networks, embracing a growing number 
of social groups being to a large extent dependent on incumbents and, therefore, forced 
to vote for the AKP. This would is the case with coalition governments, with the coalition 
partners, political contenders after all, check and mitigate one another.

The manipulations of vote choice calls the electoral integrity in Turkey into question. 
However, the long- and short-term electoral malpractices also contribute substantially to 
the process of shifting of pre-dominant party system to the dominant one. It is the next 
phase of the long-term process of strengthening majoritarianism after the 1980 mili-
tary coup in Turkey – through such measures as introduction of the 10 percent electoral 
threshold in general elections and regulations of Law on Political Parties (Aslan-Akman, 
2012, p. 81). The AKP era brought about the development of the aforementioned mal-
practices connected with incumbency advantage, leading to increasing domination of 
the governing party in the party system (together with gradual marginalization of the 
opposition) and political system as a whole. This poses a challenge for unconsolidated 
democracies, particularly when the malpractices are also about the use of clientelistic 
networks and are accompanied by populist policy (Aslan-Akman, 2012, pp. 80–81).

This negative impact in Turkey is twofold – direct and indirect. The electoral manipu-
lations are themselves manifestations of authoritarian tendencies developing in Turkey 
particularly in the second decade of the 21st century (Esen, Gümüşçü, 2016). However, 
even more dysfunctional is the indirect effect of malpractices on the political regime. An 
ever increasing domination of the AKP in the Turkish party and political system con-
solidated as a result of subsequent elections as well as more and more restrictive politi-
cal “level playing field’ have an adverse effect on the political regime due to specter of 
“tyranny of majority.” According to such authors as Leah Gilbert and Payam Mohseni, 
when the competitiveness is minimised, the regime cannot be called hybrid any more 
and is becoming authoritarian (Gilbert, Mohseni, 2011, pp. 281–293). On behalf of the 
majority the measures are taken by the AKP to strengthen the authoritarian tendencies. 
The 2017 referendum campaign on the constitutional changes introducing the so called 
presidential system became a new arena of different malpractices (again with particular 
negative role of the manipulation of vote choice) connected with incumbency advantage, 
which can be decisive as far as the change of the regime is concerned.
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Manipulowanie preferencjami wyborczymi 
 – czynnik ograniczający uczciwość wyborów w Turcji? 

 
Streszczenie

Od 1946 r., Turcja jest demokracją wielopartyjną – w państwie tym regularnie odbywają się wolne, 
konkurencyjne wybory. Jednak w ostatnim dziesięcioleciu, wraz z konsolidacją władzy przez Partię 
Sprawiedliwości i Rozwoju, pojawia się coraz więcej wątpliwości co do uczciwości wyborów. Partia 
rządząca zaczęła uciekać się do szeregu środków, ograniczających ich konkurencyjność. Celem arty-
kułu jest ukazanie skali nadużyć wyborczych w Turcji, z naciskiem na jeden z trzech głównych obsza-
rów manipulacji wyborczych, to jest manipulowanie “preferencjami wyborców” (vote choice), który 
wydaje się być najbardziej problematyczny. Ambicją autorów jest udzielenie odpowiedzi na pytanie, 
czy wybory w Turcji, mimo obserwowanych nieprawidłowości, nadal spełniają międzynarodowe stan-
dardy, czy też Turcja staje się ‘wyborczą autokracją’?

 
Słowa kluczowe: wybory, nieprawidłowość wyborcza, demokratyzacja, Turcja, Partia Sprawiedliwo-
ści i Rozwoju
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The Landscape after Brexit as Seen from Ankara. 
Will the UK’s Divorce from the European Union Additionally Loosen 

Tights Between Europe and Turkey and Have an Impact  
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Abstract: On 29 March 2017, President of the European Council Donald Tusk received a note from 
UK Ambassador Tim Barrow. Under the document, the procedure of UK’s leaving of the European 
Union was initiated.1 Gideon Rachman from “Financial Times” compared Brexit to a divorce, stating 
that the representative of the British government “granted the divorce papers”, thus beginning a “long 
(planned for two years) attempt to redefine mutual relations” (Rozpoczyna się Brexit…, 2017). In his 
announcement for the press, Donald Tusk commented: “There is no reason to pretend that this is a lucky 
day, both in Brussels and in London […] Most Europeans, including almost a half of British voters, 
would prefer us to be still together” (Wielka Brytania rozpoczyna…, 2017). The stance of the European 
Council clearly mirrors the moods caused by the decision on Brexit, which are prevailing among all EU 
member states. It should be noted, however, that leaving the EU by the Brits not only has an impact on 
their political situation, but it also determines the actions of states aspiring to become members of the 
Community. The aim of this paper is to discuss the reasons for Brexit and to present the position of the 
Turkish government on this issue on the basis of the analysis of press articles and politicians’ speeches. 
The hypothesis we posed assumes that Brexit meant Turkey losing its most important advocate in the 
Union. Thus, the future of accession negotiations between Turkey and the European Union has been 
called into question. One should also wonder to what degree Turkey’s foreign policy priorities, which 
have already been redefined under the influence of the war in Syria, the battle with ISIS, the immigra-
tion crisis and the futile accession process so far, will be affected by the United Kingdom’s decision 
to leave the European Union. Will Turkey choose to follow the so-called Trexit route, giving up its 
membership in the EU?

Key words: Brexit, United Kingdom, Turkey, European Union

The issue addressed in the paper is important inasmuch as Brexit significantly reduces 
the military strength of the Union. There are opinions that the British absence will 

entail the necessity of finding an alternative – replacement. Some European politicians, 
including Polish MEP Bolesław Piecha from the Law and Justice party, remind that the 
European Union signed an agreement with Turkey concerning the immigration crisis 
caused by the civil war in Syria (Brexit szansą…, 2016). The content of this accord, 

1   The United Kingdom European Union membership referendum was held on 25 June 2015. The 
registered turnout was 72.2% (46,500,001 of people eligible to vote), and the majority of those voting, 
i.e. 17,410,742 (51.9%) expressed their approval of the idea of leaving the EU (with 16,141,241, i.e. 
48.1% of those voting against) (see: The Electoral Commission…, 2017). The supporters of Brexit 
were particularly convinced by the argument that British people are a “free and sovereign nation. We 
don’t join our partners, because we constructively seek ways of developing and balancing our business 
through trade and cooperation with other sovereign states”(Białek, 2017).
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which was supposed to limit the inflow of refugees from war-stricken areas to Europe, 
provides the foundations for the law which would allow sending back to Turkey each 
immigrant who illegally entered the territory of Greece. As compensation, Turkey will 
receive financial aid, the opportunity to implement solutions which would ensure that its 
citizens can freely travel in Europe without visas. Turkey was also promised that acces-
sion talks would be accelerated (see European Council of…, 2016).

As it was indicated earlier, Brexit made EU politicians remember how strategically 
important state for Europe Turkey is, especially in the face of current threats to security. 
Thus, one should agree with the hypothesis of Daniel Kawczyński, member of the British 
House of Commons from Shrewsbury and Atcham district. He pointed out that Greece 
should be treated as a “zone of relative stability, which is our only hope for overcoming 
violence coming from the Middle East” (Białek, 2017).

Great Britain strongly supported Turkey, a country with 80 million citizens, in its ef-
forts to join the European Union. In January 2017, Theresa May said that “Turkey is one 
of the UK’s oldest friends – our relations stretch back over 400 years – but there is much 
that we can do in the future to build on that relationship together. I’m proud that the UK 
stood with you on 15 July last year [2016, authors’ note] in defence of democracy, and 
now it is important that Turkey sustains that democracy by maintaining the rule of law 
and upholding its international human rights obligations as the government has under-
taken to do” (Theresa May signs…, 2017). As a result of Brexit, Turks were deprived 
of their biggest ally in Europe. Analysing comments coming from Turkey, it must be 
said they are quite moderate. President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan stated that the UK’s deci-
sion to leave the Community was a surprise for him. In his opinion, it is the European 
political elites and their policy which should be blamed for this situation. According 
to Erdogan, if “the EU does not fight its contradictions, there will be more departures” 
(Brexit szansą…, 2016).

Turkey is a member of all the most important international organisations (Jurkowska, 
2010; Ambroziak, 1996, p. 1). The association agreement between the European Eco-
nomic Community and Turkey was signed on 12 September 1963 (it entered into force 
on 1 December 1964). Art. 28 of this act stipulated that Turkey may become a full-
fledged member of the EEC in future (Jurkowska, 2010). The Turkish government, tired 
with a lengthy, futile and bureaucratic negotiation process, is becoming less and less 
interested in joining the European Union. Such feelings are not also reflected in public 
opinion polls, but they are increasingly often accentuated by politicians, who are nerv-
ously responding to the inefficiency of accession talks that began in 2005. What should 
be emphasised, this lack of progress results from, among other things, from disputes con-
cerning sphere of human rights or the issue of Cyprus. In his recent public statements, 
the president of Turkey has often indicated that the European Union uses double stand-
ards. Referring to the British “divorce” referendum, he noted that “the EU’s approach to 
Turkey is marked by islamophobia. That is why all possible efforts are made to delay our 
accession to the EU” (Brexit: czy w Europie…, 2016).

Turkey has been a candidate for European Union membership for over 60 years (see 
Kaleağası, 2010). Political uno.est in the Middle East and instability on the South-East 
border of the country (Syria and Iraq), as well as the problem of the inflow of refugees to 
Turkey (Burak, 2016, pp. 52–78) and Europe, have led to a change in the foreign policy 
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of Turkey and made it cement its relations ties with the East, especially Russia (США: 
ЕС отвечает…, 2010). The Turkish government believes that the strengthening of ties 
with Russia is detrimental to Europe and will result in the establishment of the new order 
and leadership in the Middle East. It is indicated that the improvement of relations with 
Moscow not only goes in line with the interests of Turkey, but it will also bring benefits 
to Turkish peoples inhabiting the regions of the Caucasus, Central Asia and East Turke-
stan (see Mikail and others, 2015).

On 23 June 2016, British people voted to leave the EU. This decision shook the glo-
bal markets, particularly affecting the value of pound sterling (Brytyjczycy wybrali…, 
2016).

Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim instantly reacted to the result of the referen-
dum, criticising his British equivalent David Cameron for playing the key part in Brexit. 
Binali Yildirim pointed out that it was an important signal for the EU to change its policy. 
Turkey is for a strong European Union – he added (Köylü, 2016). Deputy Prime Minister 
of Turkey Mehmet Şimşek noted, that by voting to leave the EU, British people opened 
Pandora’s Box. The other deputy, Nurettin Canikli, used stronger words, tweeting that 
the referendum means the beginning of the process of the disintegration of the European 
Union. “Great Britain was the first to leave the ship” (Mehmet Şimşek ve…, 2016). Turk-
ish Foreign Affair Minister Mevluta Cavusoglu said that the British referendum sur-
prised everyone, including Turkey, which wants to be a member of this alliance (Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu’ndan Brexit…, 2016).

On the day before the referendum in the United Kingdom, the President of Turkey 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said that the EU is a project of Christian expansion and that it is 
a community the aim of which is to defend Christian ideals and continue its reign over 
the world. “Europe does not want us because the majority of our population are Mus-
lims.” Erdogan proposed that citizens should vote on the issue of Turkey’s membership 
in the EU. One of the options is so called Turexit. “Just like Britons, we can ask the 
society about our future” – R. T. Erdogan concluded (Altun, 2016).

When commenting on the Brexit campaign in the UK, the Turkish Minister for EU 
Affairs Ömer Çelik indicated that it was full of Islamophobic motifs and anti-Turkish 
slogans, which were aimed to inspire anti-immigrant feelings. It should be mentioned 
that the “Leaving” campaign played on voters’ fears connected with immigration, warn-
ing them against terrible consequences of the inflow of Muslims, including 79 million 
of Turks, who would come to the EU (Kasapoğlu, 2016). It is obvious that the United 
Kingdom was one of the main protagonists of Turkey’s membership in the European 
Union from the start, but in the course of the Brexit debate the immigration from Turkey 
was used as a threat. Ankara was particularly angered by former Prime Minister David 
Cameron’s meaningful words concerning the risks that Turkey’s accession to the Euro-
pean Union entails. Referring to the possible date of Turkey’s joining the EU, he said that 
it would “probably [happen – authors’ note] around the year 3000” (Cameron: Türkiye 
AB’ye…, 2016).

The Turkish opposition also criticised the UK’s referendum campaign. According 
to Öztürk Yılmaz from the Republican People’s Party (tur. Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, 
CHP), the supporters of the idea of leaving the EU used Turkophobic slogans (CHP’den 
Brexit..., 2016). Mehmet Günal, the opposition politician from the National Action Party 
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(tur. Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP) pointed out that the result of the referendum in the 
United Kingdom revealed the British nation’s real attitude towards the European Union. 
He said that Turkey should make the same decision and break off the 50-year engage-
ment as there is still no wedding (Şimşek, 2016).

Photo 1. A poster used before the Brexit referendum: “Turkey (population 76 million) is joining 
the EU. Vote leave, take back control” (Vote Leave embroiled..., 2016)

As can be seen, the UK’s leaving the Community opens a new chapter in Turkeys’ 
mutual relations with the European Union. The British referendum campaign was full of 
negative opinions referring to Turkey, which was noticed by Turkish media. Neverthe-
less, it should be remembered that it was the United Kingdom that was the sole supporter 
of Turkey in its efforts to gain the status of EU member, being in opposition to countries 
that rejected the idea, especially France and Germany (Örmeci, 2016, p. 603). After 
Britain decided to leave the Community, Turks have lost their main ally and a number of 
Turkish politicians see no point in waiting further for EU membership. The implications 
of Brexit make this alliance lose in importance. The public opinion surveys conducted 
by Turkish polling agencies in recent years show that less than a half of the society have 
supported Turkey’s membership in the EU (see Alkan, 2013, pp. 1–28). Galip Dalay said 
that the UK’s leaving the EU represents one of the most difficult tests in the integration 
process. Some Turkish politicians believe that, paradoxically, the decision to leave the 
EU may bring benefits to Ankara, which may skilfully take advantage of Brexit (Dalay, 
2016).

The Turkish government declares that Turkey will build new bilateral relations with the 
United Kingdom in the atmosphere of friendship. Economic ties will play a key part as the 
cooperation with Britain is important for Turkey mainly because of business reasons (in 
2016, the UK market accounted for 8.2% of Turkish export) (Jarosiewicz, 2017). There are 
2,760 British companies in Turkey, including British Airways, HSBC, Tesco, BP, Shell, 
Vodafone, Marks and Spencer, Harvey Nichols and Commercial Union (Örmeci, 2016, 
p. 597). What is important, each year almost 2 million Brits spend holidays in Turkey and 
100,000 Turks go to Britain on business or for holidays (Örmeci, 2016, p. 598).
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The Turkish Minister of Economy Nihat Zekbekci asserts that Turkey is ready to im-
plement comprehensive trade agreements with the United Kingdom as soon as it leaves 
the European Union. The government representatives emphasise that bilateral involve-
ment is conducive to an increase in the number of common investment projects and 
strengthens Turkish-British relations (Турция готова реализовать…, 2016).

On 25–27 September 2016, former Mayor of London and the new Minister of For-
eign Affairs of the United Kingdom Boris Johnson paid an official visit to Turkey. He 
met, among others, Minister of Foreign Affairs Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, Minister for EU Af-
fairs Ömer Çelik, Prime Minister Binali Yıldırım and President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
(Birleşik Krallık Dışişleri…, 2016). Johnson assured that the United Kingdom would 
continue to support Turkey’s efforts to become a member of the Union structures. The 
main subjects of the meeting included the issue of Syria, the war against terrorism and 
the Islamic state, and the immigration problem. Johnson stressed that Turkey has to be 
a good partner for Britain, which is one of the biggest markets for Turkish products. He 
joked that he himself had a “beautiful and very reliable Turkish washing machine at 
home” (Boris Johnson zrobił…, 2016).

It should be noted, however, that some unfortunate comments have also appeared in 
the course of a lively debate and they have had an impact on British-Turkish relations. In 
may 2016, British weekly “The Spectator”, which has been published since 1711, organ-
ised a contest for its readers. The rules were simple – one had to make a poem referring 
to the Turkish president’s controversial statement. Boris Johnson presented a four-verse 
poem in an interview for a Swiss newspaper. It depicted “love that flourished between 
the Turkish president and a goat.” It made the Turkish people outraged, especially as the 
mayor of London was granted a prize of one thousand pounds for winning the contest 
(Poezja wulgarna…, 2016). The situation was even more awkward as Boris Johnson’s 
great grandfather, Ali Kemal, was Turkish (liberal politician and journalist). During his 
visit to Turkey, Boris Johnson emphasised the importance of economic relations between 
the United Kingdom and Turkey. According to Ndie.pl, the British minister of foreign af-
fairs did his best to improve his reputation after he had implied in his poem that President 
Erdogan had made love to a goat (Boris Johnson: Wielka…, 2016).

As it was mentioned before, the United Kingdom has been a long time ally of Tur-
key and supported its attempts to obtain European Union membership. On 28 January 
2017, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan met British Prime Minister Theresa May in his 
presidential palace. The fact that she had planned to visit Turkey just after meeting Presi-
dent Donald Trump in Washington, where she discussed some key trade agreements that 
were to strengthen her position in negotiations with the European Union about Brexit, is 
a proof how important for London good relations with Ankara are (Brytyjska premier: 
Turcja…, 2017). During her visit to Turkey, Theresa May admitted that as a result of 
Great Britain’s decision to leave the EU Turks had lost the biggest advocate of their 
interests in Europe. The comments of Turkish politicians have been quite moderate so 
far. May declared that both countries agreed to establish a joint work group to stimulate 
trade relations in the period after the UK’s leaving the EU. Erdogan declared that trade 
exchange between Turkey and Britain would reach the level of 20 billion dollars (com-
pared to 15.6 billion at present) (May zaapelowała…, 2017). What is more, the prime 
ministers of both countries addressed the issue of the war against terrorism (Jihadists), 
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the situation in Cyprus, trade, immigration crisis and questions concerning the Middle 
East. Turkey and the United Kingdom signed a 100 million pound contract concerning 
the cooperation in the development of Turkish air fighters (Турция разработает…, 
2017). President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan said that the UK’s decision to leave the Com-
munity was a surprise for him. He blamed the European elites and their policy for what 
had happened. According to Erdogan, if “the EU does not fight its contradictions, there 
will be more departures” (Brexit szansą…, 2016).

It should be noted that the Turkish president, on 25 March 2017, at the British-Turk-
ish political-cultural-economic forum in Antalya in the south of the country, proposed 
a nationwide referendum, modelled after the British one (referred to as Turkish “Brexit” 
vote in Turkish media) (Web-videos, n.d.), in which citizens would be asked to express 
their opinion on the issue of the continuation of accession talks with the European Union 
(Turkey’s Erdogan wants…, 2017).

* * *

To conclude, it is obvious that Turkey’s foreign policy priorities (see Misiagiewicz, 
2009; Gwiazda, 2005, pp. 3–10; Konopacki, 2005, pp. 49–62), including the decision 
whether to continue the negotiation process with the EU, will be largely influenced by 
the EU’s redefined policy after the UK leaves the Community. What additionally makes 
the situation worse is the recent tightening of relations with Germany and the Nether-
lands, which have refused to allow Turkish politicians to enter their territory as a protest 
against the constitutional referendum (held on 16 April 2017) on changing the political 
system of Turkey from the parliamentary-cabinet one to the presidential regime (Turkey’s 
Erdogan wants…, 2017). At present, EU-Turkey relations are not quite friendly. There 
are a variety of reasons for such a state of affairs and Turkey is responsible for many of 
them, but there is no doubt that European politicians are not faultless, either. They often 
pass judgements concerning Ankara quite severely and brusquely, which leads to the 
cooling of mutual relations. As Sir Alan Duncan accurately remarks, “there has been 
insufficient understanding in many quarters, particularly within the membership of the 
European Union, about what Turkey had to face and still faces […] What was important 
with the Turks was to ask the questions and understand first, before criticising later. The 
EU was overcritical too quickly […]. Our judgment in making it absolutely clear that we 
[the UK] understand what they [Turkey] have been going through has been the right one. 
I am pleased to say that they appreciate it and we appreciate their appreciation” (House 
of Commons Foreign…, 2017).

Turkey is undergoing another crisis. It is a state with a huge potential and for Great 
Britain it is one of the most dynamic partners among developing markets. After Brexit, 
the UK government needs to make every effort to strengthen its position at the interna-
tional arena. Theresa May’s visit to Turkey appeared to be the first step on the way of 
seeking a new format of the policy of cooperation with the main partners in Europe and 
focusing on bilateral ties. The British prime minister’s talks in Ankara, just after her visit 
to the US, should thus be seen as the beginning of building a new strategy. The model of 
Turkish-British ties may become an example for relations within the Community.
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In the face of the approaching 100th anniversary of the establishment of the Repub-
lic of Turkey various aspects of Turkish policy are becoming subject to change. Turkey 
is putting increasing emphasis on Eastern security policy, thinking of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation as an alternative to membership in the European Union (see 
Burak, 2015, pp. 56–65). For Turkey, Brexit was a signal that revealed the weakness 
of EU structures and made politicians reflect on the direction of changes. The future 
will show whether Turkish politicians are right predicting that Brexit is the first stage 
on the way to the inevitable disintegration of the European Union. A lot depends on 
politicians and their ability to work out compromises, willingness to conduct dialogue 
and to cooperation, professionalism. UE-Turkey relations can still be improved. What 
is needed are good will and understanding for particularist interests. There is no doubt 
that mutual trust may serve as the foundation for building future partner relations. 
A question arises whether in such turbulent times the Union can afford to lose Turkey 
as its member and let it seek cooperation with Eastern partners instead, which will 
also involve a risk of having to admit immigrants from Syria. If an agreement is not 
reached, the Turkish prediction may come true. The European Union, thus also the 
European security system, may not bear a double shock: Brexit and the further worsen-
ing of relations with Turkey – a country located in the strategic region of the Middle 
East.
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Krajobraz po Brexicie obserwowany z perspektywy Ankary. Czy “rozwodowa” decyzja 
Wielkiej Brytanii dodatkowo rozluźni więzi UE–Turcja i wpłynie na przyszłość Europy? 

 
Streszczenie

29 marca 2017 r. szef Rady Europejskiej Donald Tusk otrzymał od brytyjskiego ambasadora Tima 
Barrowa pismo, które uruchamia zapisaną w artykule 50 traktatu lizbońskiego procedurę wystąpienia 
Wielkiej Brytanii z Unii Europejskiej. Gideon Rachman z “Financial Times” porównał Brexit z roz-
wodem, stwierdzając, że przedstawiciel rządu brytyjskiego w Brukseli “wręczył papiery rozwodowe” 
i tym samym zapoczątkował “długotrwałą (na razie zaplanowaną na ponad dwa lata) próbę poukładania 
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sobie stosunków na nowo”. Z kolei w oświadczeniu dla prasy D. Tusk skomentował to wydarzenie 
w następujący sposób: “Nie ma powodu, żeby udawać, że to szczęśliwy dzień, zarówno w Brukseli, 
jak i Londynie […] Większość Europejczyków, włączając w to prawie połowę brytyjskich głosujących, 
wolałaby, żebyśmy zostali razem”. Z całą pewnością stanowisko RE odzwierciedla nastroje wywołane 
przez decyzję o Brexicie, które są i będą odczuwalne dla wszystkich państw członkowskich Wspólnoty. 
Warto jednak zauważyć, że opuszczenie przez Brytyjczyków UE oddziałuje nie tylko na sytuację poli-
tyczną ich samych, ale także określa działania władz państw aspirujących do członkostwa we Wspól-
nocie. Celem niniejszego artykułu nie jest omówienie powodów Brexitu, ale zaprezentowanie postawy 
tureckiego rządu. W tym kontekście na podstawie analizy artykułów prasowych oraz wystąpień polity-
ków omówiona zostanie prawdopodobna strategia Ankary. Teza, którą postawiliśmy, zakłada, że wraz 
z Brexitem Turcja straciła jedyne poparcie na drodze wejścia do Unii Europejskiej. Turcja zaczyna 
nowy etap w stosunkach między UE i Wielką Brytanią. Należy się również zastanowić, jak Turcja 
postrzega i ocenia prowadzoną obecnie politykę zewnętrzną, zredefiniowaną przez trwający konflikt 
w Syrii, walkę z ISIS i problem imigracyjny, oraz bezcelowość procesu prowadzącego do opuszczenia 
Unii Europejskiej przez Wielką Brytanię. Jaki będzie kierunek tureckiej polityki zagranicznej w rela-
cjach z Zachodem? Czy Turcja odejdzie od statusu kandydata unijnego (tzw. Turexit)?
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China’s “One Belt, One Road Initiative”: challenges and requirements 
for its successful implementation in Central Asia1

Abstract: Twenty five years after the dissolution of the former Soviet Union and the reemergence of 
the Central Asian Republics as independent States, this region continues to be the scene of rivalries 
amongst the big powers (Russia, China, the European Union, USA, India, Japan, Turkey and Iran) 
competing in a sort of a “new Grand Game” to increase their geopolitical and economic influence in the 
region. Its geography, diverse and rich natural resources, like oil and gas, explain the ongoing hidden 
rivalries.

Despite its common historical and cultural past, Central Asia constitutes a heterogeneous region 
with a multiethnic and multi-linguistic composition and a low degree of physical, economic and trade 
integration. The lack of mutual trust, the persisting tension over borders and the use and sharing of 
natural resources, as well as different levels of economic performance have so far jeopardized the de-
velopment of genuine regional cooperation.

Against this background, the idea behind the Chinese OBOR Initiative to develop rapid transpor-
tation, if well implemented, could theoretically, by improving interregional connectivity, develop the 
Central Asia regional market and foster intergovernmental cooperation and people-to-people contacts 
within the region.

In this context, could we expect that the ambitious Chinese OBOR Initiative will boost geopolitical 
stability and promote shared economic and trade benefits in Central Asia? What are the conditions for 
that need to be fulfilled?

The author analyzes in depth certain crucial political, economic and institutional requirements for 
the successful implementation of the OBOR Strategy and concludes, however, that three years after 
the launching of this crucial instrument of the Chinese “globalization without democracy” model, its 
implementation faces major problems and thus raises more doubts than certainties.

Key words: One Belt, One Road Initiative; Silk Road Economic Belt and Central Asia; Asian Infra-
structure Investment Bank; Eurasian Economic Community

I. Introduction: the Launching of the Chinese Initiative and The Regional Context

In September 2013, in a speech entitled “Promote People-to-People Friendship and 
Create a Better Future” at Nazarbayev University of Astana in Kazakhstan, President 

Xi Jinping launched a grand Chinese development strategy, the “Silk Road Economic 
Belt” – and one month later the “21st Century Maritime Silk Road” during a speech to the 
Indonesian Parliament – to be pursued in the coming three or four decades.

The idea behind this new Strategic Concept is to develop high-speed transportation 
and other infrastructure investment projects improving connectivity between China and 

1  The paper has been written under a project financed by the National Science Centre: The Eu-
ropean Union’s attitude towards Central Asia – regional and international determinants; 2014/15/B/
HS5/01591.
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most of the Asian countries, reducing the time to reach Europe, which is the “terminus 
station” of the Initiative (Wang, 2015).

From the Middle Ages, the old “Silk Road” already played the role of connecting 
Europe with China through this strategic land bridge that was defined by Halford Mack-
inder as the “Heartland” at the beginning of the 20th century.

Currently, the Central Asia region continues to be the scenario of rivalries amongst 
the big powers (Russia, China, European Union, USA, India, Japan, Turkey and Iran) 
competing in a sort of a “new Grand Game” for increasing their geopolitical and eco-
nomic influence in the region. Its geography, diverse and rich natural resources, like oil 
and gas, explain the ongoing hidden rivalries (Mori, 2016).

Furthermore, the Central Asia region itself is increasing its political and economic 
weight in the international arena following the dramatic changes in the Middle East in 
recent years. In this regard, it is worthwhile to note the significant role carried out by 
Kazakh diplomacy in facilitating the recent negotiations between Russia and Turkey, and 
thus resolve the Syrian conflict (Gurcan, 2017).

How could the OBOR Initiative influence the Central Asia region, in particular the 
future prospects and challenges of the five ex-Soviet Republics, as regards geopolitical 
and economic dimensions?

Actually, three years after the launching of the OBOR Initiative in Astana, the region 
is facing a much more complex scenario both regarding the remaining unsolved internal 
challenges (lack of regional cooperation on sustainable management of natural resourc-
es, lack of economic diversification and regional integration, stagnation in political tran-
sition to democratic regimes and open civil societies) as well as external factors: the fall 
of oil, gas and other commodity prices, the Western sanctions on the Russian economy 
following the annexation of Crimea and the potential geopolitical consequences of the 
redistribution of power on the world stage, notably the renewal of Russia’s role as a pro-
tagonist in the Syrian conflict.

This paper tries to identify the main challenges and requirements to be met by the 
Chinese OBOR Project for its successful achievement in Central Asia, taking into ac-
count the internal needs of the region and learning from the EU experience of regional 
cooperation. These countries are the “neighbors of our neighbors,” and thus the EU 
Strategy for Central Asia must also be taken into consideration in order to compare it 
with Chinese Strategy.

Firstly, it seems necessary to analyze briefly the current internal context of the region 
and its links with China. According to the latest estimates included in the Asian Eco-
nomic Integration Report 2016 (Asian Development Bank, 2016), the five Central Asian 
countries represent a 68.7 million-strong partner with an overall GDP of 302.4 billion 
dollars. However, the region only holds the equivalent of 5% of the Chinese population 
and 2.8% of its GDP. In other words, the Central Asia region has a rather weak structural 
position, with relatively small critical mass, facing a strong asymmetry in its ongoing 
economic and future trade negotiations with China.

Secondly, after the collapse of the Moscow-led, soviet planned economy in 1991, 
most Central Asian countries have been enjoying a phase of sustained economic growth 
during the last two decades, even during the last global economic recession. In fact, in the 
period from 2011–2015, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan have been growing at an average 
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rate of 9.5% and 8.1% respectively, slightly higher than the Chinese average rate (7.4%), 
while the other countries have achieved growth rates between 3.9% and 6.4%. However, 
economic performance is still extremely reliant upon a handful of commodities (gas, oil, 
cotton, gold) which represent the bulk of their exports, as well as a significant share of 
the countries’ GDPs (Garcés de los Fayos, 2016). In 2015, the economic growth of these 
countries dropped sharply, hit by external macroeconomic shocks: the fall of commod-
ity prices, the recession in Russia following Western sanctions and slower growth in the 
PRC (Asian Development Bank, 2016).

Twenty five years after independence from the Soviet Union, the majority of these 
countries are far from being genuine market economies, as the State continues to inter-
fere excessively and to control some key decisions concerning prices and free competi-
tion between public and private firms. In this regards, mutatis mutandis, Central Asian 
economies and the Chinese economy share common features that limit their full inte-
gration in the multilateral trade system set up by the WTO. Consequently, only three 
countries – Kazakhstan, the leading country in the region, and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 
– joined this organization, in 2015 and 1998 and 2013 respectively. Uzbekistan has ob-
server status.

Similarly (although being member of WTO from 2001), none of the big trade powers 
agree to grant China Market Economy Status (MES).

Thirdly, the insufficient and ineffective liberalization reforms, the remaining state 
control of the economy and the limited diversification of economic models explain why 
these countries are only partly integrated into the world trading system, therefore form-
ing a source of economic and social instability (Zogg, 2016). The lack of political will 
and dynamism in the path to the economic modernization goes hand in hand with the 
stagnation of political and social reforms impeding these countries to close the 25 year 
period of post-Soviet Union transition and to embrace modernity.

Fourthly, China has become the main trade partner for the Central Asia region, ahead 
of the European Union, which still holds first place in Kazakhstan. Russia is the third 
largest trade partner for this region.

The growing involvement of China in the region, through FDI and trade flows, seems 
to be seen positively, and cautiously accepted by the political establishments. However, 
the potential future elites appear to be divided about Chinese influence, while public 
opinion, also divided, has more reservations about the Sino-Kazakh relationship, in par-
ticular with regard to Chinese migrants and the leasing of land, according to the findings 
of a pilot test conducted in Kazakhstan (Yu-Wen Chen, 2015). This result demonstrates 
how important it is for the Chinese leadership to take into consideration the interests and 
perceptions of other countries on China’s rise and the ability of the “Silk Road Economic 
Belt” to foster greater regional integration in Central Asia.

Fifthly, standing on average at USD 4,402, the GDP per capita of Central Asian 
countries represents 55% of that of China, the lowest being recorded by Tajikistan (USD 
926) and Kyrgyzstan (USD 1,102) and the highest in Kazakhstan (USD 10,514, nearly 
25% bigger than that of China). The GDP per capita of Turkmenistan comes closer to 
that of PRC (USD 6,946). Nevertheless, Uzbekistan, the most populated country of the 
region (31.1 million), is lagging far behind (USD 2,131) with GDP per capita statis-
tically more typical of the region. These figures implicitly show the huge differences 
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amongst the countries of the region, running at differing stages in their development 
path, and demonstrating rather limited “medium” human development index (placed 
from 109 to 129 out of 188, while China achieved 90th place), with the exception of 
Kazakhstan (56/188) benefiting from a “high” index similar to that of Russia (50/188) 
– as reported in the United Nations Development Programme 2015. Furthermore, these 
average figures hide greater wealth inequalities and the need to address potential civil 
unrest within the poorest countries immediately. Obviously, in view of the implementa-
tion of foreign assistance programs, the priorities, targets and the timeframes should be 
precisely defined through individual and tailor-made country action plans, such as the 
European Union used to apply (European Parliament, 2016).

Sixth, if all the big powers have strong strategic, political and economic interests in 
strengthening their bilateral and multilateral relations with the Central Asian countries, 
only the European Union has a Policy Strategy based on common values in the fields 
of democratization, preventing and fighting corruption, free and fair elections, human 
rights, rule of law, respect for labor rules and good governance. These common values 
are stated in the existing Partnership and Cooperation Agreements between the EU and 
Kazakhstan (recently replaced by the new Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agree-
ment), Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan and the agreement not yet in force with 
Turkmenistan. Some analysts consider that the EU’s political conditionality does not 
help the authoritarian political regimes in place to evolve. However, the EU’s consistent 
efforts complemented with the Council of Europe’s institutional and legal technical as-
sistance have brought, without doubt, some positive concrete results.

For instance, the European Parliament (EP) decided in December 2011 to postpone 
its decision on the ratification (“consent”) of the EU-Uzbekistan Textiles Protocol and 
concluded in its interim report that it would only consider the consent “if the ILO observ-
ers have been granted access by the Uzbek authorities to undertake close and unhindered 
monitoring and have confirmed that concrete reforms have been implemented and have 
yielded substantial results in such a way that the practice of forced labour and child la-
bour is effectively in the process of being eradicated at national, viloyat and local level”. 
Five years later, in its Resolution of 14 December 2016, am EP report said it “stresses 
the importance of the action taken by the Government of Uzbekistan to authorize the 
ILO to monitor the cotton harvest and to engage in broad cooperation with ILO through 
a Decent Work Country Programme” and welcomed the substantial progress that had 
been made in the country since 2013, including the adoption of laws which prohibited 
the use of child labor, achieving its almost total eradication. Therefore, because of these 
efforts by the Government of Uzbekistan, the EP advised granting consent to the EU-
Uzbekistan Textiles Protocol, which relates to the main sector of trade between the EU 
and this country (European Parliament, 2016). Furthermore, the EU is bringing a very 
significant increase in bilateral aid, concentrated on empowering the local population to 
alleviate the deep rural poverty.

The second successful example concerns Kyrgyzstan. On April 2014, the Parliamen-
tary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) decided to grant The Kyrgyz Parliament 
“Partner for democracy status”, an important incentive to further develop democracy, the 
rule of law and protection of human rights in Kyrgyzstan. Even if this country “still has 
a long way to go towards democracy” (Gros, 2014), PACE acknowledged that this is the 
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only Central Asian country to have opted for a political system based on parliamentary 
democracy, and the letter from its Speaker emphasized that it shared the Council of Eu-
rope’s values, as evidenced by the abolition of the death penalty in 2007, or efforts to 
promote the equal representation of women and men in public and political life (Parlia-
mentary Assembly Council of Europe, 2014).

Obviously, neither Russia nor China, the two main big powers playing the new game 
in the Central Asia region, are interested in setting up any democratic conditionality in 
their bilateral assistance programs.

For the successful implementation of the EU Strategy in Central Asia (Council of the 
European Union, 2007 and 2015), it is indeed of paramount importance that its ongo-
ing efforts to facilitate the political transition to modernity and open societies in these 
countries, which are relatively open and enjoy some degree of civil society involvement, 
should not be undermined either by the negative propaganda against the EU model and 
its institutions or, on the other side, by the usual administrative opacity of the Russian 
and Chinese authorities.

It goes without saying that all these internal structural features of the Central Asian 
countries will determine the viability of the implementation of Chinese OBOR Initiative 
in the region.

II. Geopolitical and security implications 
of the “OBOR” Initiative for the region

There is no doubt that China has viewed its ongoing and impressive economic growth 
in recent decades as “an opportunity to restore its glorious past as the regional, if not 
global, power, an aspiration long awaited by this country” (Ding, 2008). The launch-
ing of the OBOR Initiative constitutes a powerful instrument to achieve this ambitious 
strategic objective.

Moreover, President Xi Jinping’s leadership is fully determined through this strategy 
to see China become, in two or three decades, the world’s strongest economic superpow-
er, surpassing the United States’ economy, even if by 2030 or 2040, Chinese per capita 
income will continue to lag behind the American one.

In foreign policy, China continues to follow the Deng Xiaoping guideline to “hide our 
capabilities and bide our time” formulated in 1989 (Teng-Chi Chang, 2013). Neverthe-
less, with its assertive leadership, the Chinese “hidden” ambitions became evident. There 
are three main intermediate objectives:

Firstly, China wants to show its “power ideology” in Asia and promote its ideological 
model, image and strengthen its political influence.

Secondly, in geopolitical terms, the OBOR Strategy is also aimed at countering the 
Russian influence in Central Asia and limiting Chinese over-dependence on Russian 
energy and trade routes to Europe. In fact, the rise of China in the region has revealed 
undisguised concern in Russia and India. The recent military pivot of Russia to the Cas-
pian Sea (Doix, 2016) and the renewed strategic interest in its Central Asian “back yard” 
demonstrate Russia’s determination to defend its influence in the region. As regards In-
dia, it has emerged as global player largely in response to China’s rise and has its own 
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regional and trade initiatives (“the Indian Cotton Route”), which underlines the attitude 
of mistrust and rivalry towards China’s OBOR Strategy (Dar Firdous, 2014).

Thirdly, China is very concerned about separatist movements in Xin Jiang, as well 
as the risk of seeing Islamic terrorism crossing the border and spreading into this region. 
This explains China’s domestic priority objective to develop, and thereby stabilize, its 
Western regions by integrating them into international trade routes, and by developing 
Asian markets to enable easier access to Chinese goods. As regards the so-called “three 
evil forces” (separatism, extremism and terrorism) Beijing intends to advance the multi-
lateral role played by the CICA (“Conference on Interaction and Confidence Measures in 
Asia”). As underlined by Zogg (2016), the threat of Islamist terrorism is also a common 
and important source of concern for Central Asian governments.

For Central Asian countries which try to apply a relatively independent, multi-vector 
foreign policy, the implementation of OBOR raises a number of questions: will the Chi-
nese initiative increase political stability in the region or provoke even more geopoliti-
cal rivalry and competition between Russia and China, thus creating a more unstable 
regional order in Central Asia?

Central Asia is a strategic “land bridge” region where the current convergence of 
Russian and Chinese interests is more apparent than real. Actually, the launching of 
OBOR does not reflect either a common vision of both countries on how to shape togeth-
er afuture regional order in Central Asia, nor the will to build an Anti-American coalition 
seeking to undermine USA influence, especially in Central Asia and South East Asia.

Conversely, one could easily imagine that OBOR is aimed at proving Chinese eco-
nomic superiority, and a way of exerting a strategic influence in Central Asia, taking 
historical revenge on Russia. It is worth remembering that China’s relations with its 
neighbors, notably Russia, have been always haunted by history – a long history of con-
flicts and territorial disputes (Hyer, 2005).

In conclusion, China’s strategic global rise in Central Asia through OBOR could radi-
cally change the regional balance of power in Central Asia, creating more rivalry and in-
stability between the military “hard power” of Russia and the strong economic leverage 
of China. In this context, the EU’s “soft power” could perhaps appear more attractive.

In any case, one crucial political requirement for the successful implementation of 
the OBOR investment projects concerns internal security. As recent experience shows 
in the China-Pakistan corridor, the increasing cost of security is one of the key man-
aging factors in protecting infrastructure investment projects from potential terrorist 
attacks.

III. Regional economic integration, trade and sustainable development 
implications of the “OBOR” Initiative for the region

Despite its common historical and cultural past (the colonization by the great Oghuz 
federation of nine Turkic tribes from the 8th century on and the introduction of Islam, 
the Silk Routes and ex-Republics of the Soviet Union) (Hattstein, 2000), Central Asia 
constitutes a heterogeneous region with a multiethnic and multi-linguistic composition 
(Russian is however the lingua franca) and a low degree of physical, economic and trade 
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integration. The lack of mutual trust, the persisting tensions over borders and the use and 
sharing of natural resources, as well as the differing stages of economic performance, 
have so far jeopardized the development of a genuine regional cooperation and integra-
tion model.

This conclusion is also confirmed by the relatively poor interregional connectivity 
data. According to the findings of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in its 2016 an-
nual report on Asian Economic Integration, the Central Asia sub-region is the least in-
tegrated geographic area within and across the other sub-regions of Asia, in particular 
the South East Asia region; the other key axis of the Chinese OBOR Initiative. All the 
indicators (trade, Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), migration, remittances, tourism) con-
firm this assessment.

Furthermore, this sub-region presents the lowest logistic performance index in Asia 
(from 57.1% in Kyrgyzstan to 69.8% in Kazakhstan being 100% that of the European 
Union, while China (91.3%), the European Union (100%) and most of the South East 
Asian countries, with the exception of Lao PDR (61.8%), offer very good scores (e.g. 
Vietnam: 81.6%; Thailand: 88.7% and Malaysia: 92.9%).

It is worth remembering that Central Asia shows a higher degree of integration with 
the rest of the world than other Asian sub-regions, due to the importance of its flows of 
trade, FDI, migration, tourism and remittances with Russia and the European Union.

Against this background, the idea behind the Chinese OBOR Initiative to develop 
rapid transportation, if well implemented, could not only unlatch the region, reinforcing 
its integration with the rest of Asia, but also improve the interregional connectivity of 
these countries, developing the Central Asia regional market and improving mutual trust, 
intergovernmental cooperation and people-to-people contacts within the region.

For Chinese leadership, OBOR is seen as an opportunity to export overcapacity 
abroad, and offer loans to developing countries, without imposing political conditions, 
which would then contract Chinese firms for major infrastructure projects (so-called 
“High-Speed Diplomacy”) in order to secure access to new sources of energy (a perma-
nent obsession of Chinese leaders) as well as raw materials and foodstuff. In order to 
achieve this objective, China’s rulers are using four key instruments.

First, competing for economic and trade hegemony in Asia through the setting up 
of an OBOR Mega Trade Block: The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP), as an alternative, and a competitor to the TPP (Trans-Pacific Partnership Mega 
deal). If TPP was designed by the Obama Administration to isolate China and is due to 
be withdrawn by the Trump Administration, Beijing argues that its RCEP proposal is in-
clusive, and thus open to all Asian partners, independent of their degree of development. 
Are Central Asian economies prepared to join the Chinese-led mega trade block in the 
near future? And how are they to reconcile successfully their potential participation in 
RCEP with membership in the Putin-led Eurasian Economic Union?

Secondly, the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) as 
a genuine, new Asian financial instrument to reshape the global financial order in Asia 
and to avoid over-dependence on existing international financial institutions in the re-
gion (Asian Development Bank, World Bank) currently controlled by the American and 
Japanese leaderships. What is the financial strength and voting power of Central Asian 
countries within the Board of the new Chinese AIIB?
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Thirdly, the creation of an Asian Financial Market with the renminbi as a reference 
currency. The fascination of the Chinese leadership with the “Renminbi financial and 
monetary area” is not only an issue of international prestige (upgrading the status of its 
currency as one of the three international currencies with the dollar and the euro), but 
also a tool to internationalize the Chinese economy and spread the risks of OBOR invest-
ments. Are Central Asian countries ready to assume these financial risks?

Fourthly, as Chinese diplomats are used to saying, OBOR is aimed at creating a new 
“Common Destiny” in Asia, and has the capacity to ensure a “win-win” solution to the 
current problems of the region, promoting shared economic and trade benefits for all 
countries concerned. The rationale behind this seems less promising. In fact, by building 
its own “economic hinterland” in Central Asia, China will delocalize, towards low wages 
neighboring countries, the uncompetitive and polluting industrial sectors in the global 
chain of added value.

One could wonder whether this is really a kind of development strategy needed by 
Central Asian countries that are still suffering the consequences of a terrible past marked 
by ecological disasters, such as the drying up of the Aral Sea, following wrong political 
decisions taken outside the region by the former Soviet Union. In Central Asia, water 
allocation is an instrumental issue and needs to be solved jointly, in close cooperation 
inside the region among all partners concerned, putting them on an equal footing with 
Russia and China. In this context, the basic question from the European Union’s per-
spective is to know how OBOR might contribute to promoting regional cooperation and 
integration amongst Central Asian countries.

One relevant requirement for a successful trade and economic scenario in Central 
Asia is to conciliate the future RCEP Agreement with the Russian-led Eurasian Econom-
ic Union (EEU) (with some potential members, such as Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan, 
that have not yet joined the WTO, as indicated above). Actually, despite Russian efforts 
to regain economic influence in the region, trade within the EEU in 2015 is at its lowest 
level (6.1%) and is tending to diminish further, possibly leading to the conflict of inter-
est within the trade bloc and the dissatisfaction about the current integration pattern and 
Russian dominance (Kinyakin, 2016). For the time being, the EEU has not yet proved 
its viability in becoming a solid regional economic organization in Central Asia. The 
negotiations on the RCEP Agreement in its current configuration (ten member States of 
ASEAN and the six states with which ASEAN has existing free trade agreements) has 
not still been concluded, and most trade analysts underline that the “noodle bowl” of 
Asian bilateral and semi-regional Preferential Agreements and Free Trade Agreements 
could trigger potentially harmful effects arising from differing and competing tariffs, 
rules of origin and other standards and official requirements under various agreements.

Making use of the bilateral and semi-regional PA and FTA requires Central Asian 
firms and administrative stakeholders to be well informed about how these accords oper-
ate and how to take advantage of them (Asian Development Bank, 2008).

Another requirement of paramount importance concerns the equal structure of rep-
resentation, and the functioning of the new Chinese-led AIIB. Russia and most of the 
Central Asia countries (with the exception of Turkmenistan) are members of the bank. 
However, their joint voting share or political quota (1.92%) is marginal, and even with 
the “theoretical” support of Russian voting power (5.93%), their common negotiating 
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power is weak and unable to influence financial decisions relevant for the region to be 
adopted by the Bank’s Board.

Actually, no one could challenge the diktat of China through coalitions. With an over-
rated 26.06% of voting share, while representing only 23.2% of the GDP of all members 
of the Bank, China has a power of veto (the veto threshold is 25%) on all key financial 
operational decisions to be adopted by the Board. Conversely, the 15 European Union 
members of the Bank got an under-rated voting share of 20.17%, while representing 
37.19% of the GDP of all members of the AIIB, and therefore are paying the conse-
quences of Chinese overrepresentation.

Furthermore, with the launching of the AIIB as an international financial institution, 
China has inaugurated a new phase of “globalization without democracy.” It is enlight-
ening to take note of the Agreement establishing the Bank and to verify that there is no 
reference in its political mandate to the commitment of signatory countries to “the fun-
damental principles of multiparty democracy, the rule of law, respect for human rights 
and market economics” as is clearly stipulated in the European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development’s (EBRD) Agreement, set up in 1991 in the aftermath of the fall of 
communism and the dissolution of the USSR.

In order for the Chinese OBOR Strategy of engagement in Central Asia to be a suc-
cess, it depends also, to a great extent, on the methodology to be implemented. There is 
a high degree of uncertainty concerning the institutional governance of the project, and 
the main document “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt 
and 21st Century Maritime Road” lacks an articulate vision for dealing with the decision-
making process and the functioning of its instruments, with the exception of the AIIB 
analyzed in precedent paragraph. Up to now, on the basis of recent concrete examples, 
one can demonstrate that China’s leadership has failed to address appropriately the con-
cerns of less powerful third countries involved in OBOR.

The recent failure of a Chinese project in Thailand (Crispin, 2016) shows the Chi-
nese “insensitivity to foreign sensitivities,” in the words of Luttwak (2015). Let us re-
call a concrete example: China asked for the granting of commercial-land developments 
rights as collateral for funding a railway project. Moreover, the operational methodology 
of the OBOR Initiative should work on the basis of a “bottom up” approach from the 
assisted countries, and not “top down” from the Beijing leaders and the Chinese Admin-
istration, as is the case at present.

The European Union’s experience in the context of the definition and implementation 
of the Southern and Eastern Neighbourhood Policy, in particular, its institutional and 
administrative governance structures, could inspire and give useful suggestions to this 
complex and ambitious geopolitical strategy.

An Institutional Common Framework of the OBOR Initiative is additionally required 
to share and coordinate plans and the operational implementation of concrete infrastructure 
investment projects with the national authorities of the partner countries involved. Not-
withstanding the high expectations created by OBOR, the Chinese authorities have not yet 
been interested in putting in place institutional, structured cooperation in this field.

In my view, a successful outcome of the OBOR Initiative requires that China does its 
outmost to ensure good coordination between the economic, transport and trade policies 
of all Asian countries covered by the Chinese Initiative.
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Furthermore, there is a growing inconsistency between the official declarations of the 
Chinese leadership on a “Common Destiny” for all Asian countries involved in OBOR, 
and the real possibilities of framing and implementing a common, “win-win” sustainable 
development cooperation strategy in trade and economic areas at the level of the Central 
Asia or Southeast Asia region.

It is becoming ever clearer that China must demonstrate that, through building infra-
structures and delocalizing some mature industrial sectors towards low-wages neighbor-
ing countries, it is pursuing a genuine and balanced partnership between equals, and not 
a strategy of primacy in Central Asia, looking first and foremost for the improvement of 
its overall competitiveness, following a “center-periphery scheme” and reinforcing its 
hegemony in the region.

There is no doubt that the Chinese perception of the Central Asia region as its “own 
economic backyard” may easily increase nationalistic feelings in some countries (such 
as the leasing of land by the Kazakhstan government to China) (Yu-Wen Chen, 2015 
aforementioned) as we have seen in recent years in Pakistan (Rafi, 2016), Thailand, My-
anmar and Vietnam, and recently in Sri Lanka (The Economist, 2017).

All these preconditions seem not to be given much importance by China. As the 
Chinese policy of cooperation in Latin America and the African continent shows, the 
Chinese have a tendency to dictate the content and modalities of cooperation assistance, 
which has caused some tensions in both regions. It also made evident the imbalanced na-
ture of trade relationships where China’s interest prevails by securing key commodities.

IV. Conclusion

To be successful in implementing the OBOR Initiative, China has to demonstrate its 
capacity, on the political side, to enforce peace and stability, contributing to solving the 
remaining regional conflicts in Asia.

On the economic side, the Chinese Project has to ensure a balanced economic and 
trade impact, promoting greater social cohesion and prosperity in its neighborhood to 
Central Asia and South East Asia, the two main axes of the Initiative.

Unfortunately, it does not seem that China will go this way, as it demands a greater 
sense of responsibility for world affairs than they want to assume at present. The recent 
failure of the Chinese project in Thailand shows that China’s “assertiveness” leads to an 
“insensitivity to foreign, third countries’ sensitivities” as demonstrated when the Chinese 
authorities asked for the granting of commercial-land development rights as collateral 
for funding the railway project.

The operational methodology of the “One Belt, One Road” Initiative should work on 
the basis of a “bottom up” approach from the assisted countries, and not a “top down” 
approach from the Beijing leaders and Chinese administration as is currently the case.

The lack of a Common Institutional Framework and Common Administrative struc-
tures is one of the major problems in the successful implementation of the OBOR Initia-
tive. In my view, China, focusing on its own national interests, notably on its internal 
political stability, is neither a predictable nor a credible partner. Therefore, the imple-
mentation of OBOR raises, at this initial stage, more doubts than certainties.
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Chińska inicjatywa „jeden pas, jedna droga”: 
wyzwania i wymagania dotyczące jej skutecznego wdrożenia w Azji Środkowej 

 
Streszczenie

Dwadzieścia pięć lat po rozwiązaniu byłego Związku Radzieckiego i ponownym zaistnieniu re-
publik Azji Środkowej jako niezależnych państw region ten nadal jest sceną rywalizacji wielkich mo-
carstw (Rosji, Chin, Unii Europejskiej, USA, Indii, Japonii, Turcji i Iranu) konkurujących w swego ro-
dzaju „nowej wielkiej grze”, mającej na celu zwiększenie wpływów geopolitycznych i gospodarczych 
w regionie. Trwające ukryte współzawodnictwo wyjaśniają jego geografia, zróżnicowane i bogate za-
soby naturalne, takie jak ropa naftowa i gaz.

Pomimo wspólnej przeszłości historycznej i kulturowej Azja Środkowa stanowi zrónicowany re-
gion o wieloetnicznej i wielojęzycznej strukturze oraz niskim stopniu integracji fizycznej, gospodarczej 
i handlowej. Brak wzajemnego zaufania, utrzymujące się napięcia dotyczące granic oraz wykorzystania 
i współużytkowania zasobów naturalnych, a także różne poziomy wyników gospodarczych stanowiły 
jak dotąd zagrożenie dla rozwoju prawdziwej współpracy regionalnej.

W tym kontekście chińska inicjatywa OBOR (One Belt One Road – jeden pas, jedna droga), mająca 
na celu rozwój szybkiego transportu, teoretycznie mogłaby – w przypadku właściwej realizacji – po-
prawić połączenia międzyregionalne, rozwijając w ten sposób rynek Azji Centralnej oraz wspierając 
współpracę międzyrządową i kontakty międzyludzkie w regionie.

Czy możemy w takim razie spodziewać się, że ambitna chińska inicjatywa OBOR zwiększy stabil-
ność geopolityczną i pomoże uzyskać wspólne korzyści gospodarcze i handlowe w Azji Środkowej? 
Jakie są przesłanki, które należałoby spełnić?

Autor szczegółowo analizuje pewne kluczowe wymagania polityczne, gospodarcze i instytucjonal-
ne niezbędne w celu skutecznego wdrożenia strategii OBOR stwierdzając jednak, że trzy lata po uru-
chomieniu tego kluczowego instrumentu chińskiego modelu „globalizacji bez demokracji” jego wdro-
żenie stoi w obliczu poważnych problemów, budząc tym samym większe wątpliwości niż pewność.

 
Słowa kluczowe: inicjatywa „jeden pas, jedna droga”; Ekonomiczny Pas Jedwabnego Szlaku i Azja 
Środkowa; Bank Inwestycyjny Infrastruktury Azjatyckiej; Eurazjatycka Wspólnota Gospodarcza
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Azerbaijan – Kazakhstan relations: current situation and prospects1

Abstract: Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan should not be seen as two states which are close because of 
their Soviet past. In fact, the titular ethnic groups of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan – Azerbaijanis and 
Kazakhs – come from a greater Turkic family. Azerbaijani-Kazakh brotherhood takes its roots from the 
very origins of the Turkic peoples that spread from the Altai Mountains and has been cemented by the 
Islamic factor.

Maintaining maritime borders through the Caspian Sea, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan are important 
nations for one another. Azerbaijan is seen as a bridge for Kazakhstan to access Turkey and Europe, 
while Kazakhstan offers Azerbaijan routes to Central Asia and China.

The two countries attach great importance to their mutual relations, both bilateral and within vari-
ous international organizations. These relations have only increased and not experienced any downturns 
or problems in the past 25 years. Kazakhstan recognized the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan, which is 
an important deal for Azerbaijan in its current conflict with neighboring Armenia. The countries even 
reached an agreement on the legal status of the Caspian Sea quite rapidly, while similar accords are 
still absent with other littoral countries. They are both interested in developing an East-West transport 
and energy corridor, enjoying a favorable geopolitical location that could serve as a bridge between the 
continents.

Key words: Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Aliyev, Nazarbayev, Nagorno-Karabakh, Turkic, Caspian, oil, 
Kashagan, Silk Road

Introduction

In different periods of history, the territories of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan were part 
of the same empires, including czarist Russia and the Soviet Union most recently. Fol-

lowing the collapse of the USSR, both Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan declared their inde-
pendence, giving a start to mutual relations in almost all spheres of their activities.

However, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan should not be seen as two states which are 
close because of their Soviet past. In fact, the titular ethnic groups of Azerbaijan and Ka-
zakhstan – Azerbaijanis and Kazakhs – come from a greater Turkic family. Labeled ‘dili 
bir, dini bir’, or “having the same language and the same religion”, Azerbaijani-Kazakh 
brotherhood takes its roots from the very origins of the Turkic peoples that spread from 
the Altai Mountains and has been cemented by the Islamic factor. Despite the fact that 
Azerbaijani and Kazakh belong to different groups of the Turkic language family and are 
not mutually intelligible, and that the Azerbaijanis adhere to Shia branch of Islam, while 
the Kazakhs are Sunni Hanafi, many factors that are in common in both lands motivate 
them to regard to each other as more than being a partner country.

1  The paper has been written under a project financed by the National Science Centre: The Eu-
ropean Union’s attitude towards Central Asia – regional and international determinants; 2014/15/B/
HS5/01591.
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Maintaining maritime borders through the Caspian Sea, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan 
are important nations for one another. Azerbaijan is seen as a bridge for Kazakhstan to 
access Turkey and Europe, while Kazakhstan offers Azerbaijan routes to Central Asia 
and China.

The two countries attach great importance to their mutual relations, both bilateral and 
within various international organizations. These relations have been developing only 
upwards and have not experienced any downs or problems over the past 25 years. Kaza-
khstan recognized the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan, which is an important deal for 
Azerbaijan in its current conflict with neighboring Armenia. The countries even reached 
an agreement on the legal status of the Caspian Sea within a short time, while similar ac-
cords are still absent with other littoral countries. They are both interested in developing 
an East-West transport and energy corridor, enjoying a favorable geopolitical location 
that could serve as a bridge between the continents.

Moreover, Kazakhstan is home to at least 100,000 people of Azerbaijani origin, who 
also strengthen the brotherly and friendly relations of the two countries.

Political relations

A couple of months before the ultimate collapse of the USSR, a delegation of So-
viet Azerbaijan paid a visit to Soviet Kazakhstan. The 10-year agreement which was 
signed as a result of the visit on October 1, 1991, mutually recognized each other’s ter-
ritorial integrity and pointed to the necessity of cooperation in the spheres of defense 
and security.

Diplomatic relations, however, between an independent Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, 
were founded on August 30, 1992. The Kazakh embassy in Azerbaijan was opened on 
January 9, 1993, the Azerbaijan embassy in Kazakhstan on March 1, 2004. The Azerbai-
jani consulate general was inaugurated in Aktau on September 6, 2008 (Azərbaycan-
Qazaxıstan, 2014).

During the period of the Popular Front, which came to power in Azerbaijan in the 
wake of post-Soviet nationalistic tendencies, Kazakhstan was of great interest for Az-
erbaijan in terms of promoting the bigger Turkic world. The Popular Front and its leader 
Abulfaz Elchibey, an ardent supporter of Turkic union, were interested in establishing 
closer ties with Turkey and the Central Asian republics and establishing joint institu-
tions. In the first summit of the Turkic-speaking states held in Ankara in 1992, Elchibey 
proposed to apply to the UN to recognize Turkish as an official language of the organiza-
tion. Nursultan Nazarbayev, Kazakh president, embraced the idea and asked each of the 
Turkic states to support this proposal at UN level.

After Heydar Aliyev, an ex-Politburo official, ascended to power in Azerbaijan in 
1993, a more balanced foreign policy was chosen as a priority, as Baku decided to play 
with all actors interested in the region. The relations with Kazakhstan, developed both 
bilaterally and within international institutions, would be important for Azerbaijan main-
ly for political support in the Nagorno-Karabakh issue and economic projects. These 
mutual ties were further cemented by the personal relationship of Heydar Aliyev and 
Nursultan Nazarbayev, prominent members of the former Soviet nomenklatura.
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The relations have been maintained at a high level ever since, while official visits 
of heads of state and government have taken turns. The Kazakh President Nursultan 
Nazarbayev paid official and working visits to Azerbaijan in 1996, 2000, 2005, 2009, 
2010 and 2013, while Azerbaijani president Heydar Aliyev (1993–2003) and Ilham Ali-
yev (since 2003) were on official and working visits in Kazakhstan in 1997, 1998, 2004, 
2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010 and 2011 (Azərbaycan-Qazaxıstan, 2014).

During the first ever official visit by Nursultan Nazarbayev, a number of agreements 
that established the contractual-legal basis for the two countries, were signed. Among 
them were the Agreement on the basis of the relations between the Republic of Azerbai-
jan and the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Agreement on promotion and protection of in-
vestments, the Agreement on cooperation in the oil and gas industry, the Joint declaration 
on the Caspian Sea issues, the cooperation agreements between the ministries of foreign 
affairs, national security organs and central banks.

Another series of documents signed the following year during Heydar Aliyev’s 
return visit to Kazakhstan further reinforced the bilateral relations: the Declaration on 
further development and deepening of cooperation, the Memorandum of cooperation 
on transportation of Kazakh oil to world markets, the Agreement on bilateral visa-free 
regime, the free trade agreement, the treaty on legal assistance and legal relations in 
civil matters, the agreement on basic principles of cooperation in the field of petroleum 
engineering, etc.

The successful cooperation of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan also generated an agree-
ment on the division of the Caspian Sea which has been impossible to reach with other 
littoral countries such as Iran and Turkmenistan. Between 2001 and 2003, Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan and Russia reached a breakthrough on the legal status of the Caspian Sea, 
as the countries managed to divide the seabed along the median line and agreed to 
a solution about their sectors. Each sector, with all its resources and surface, is an 
exclusive zone of its state. The objection of Iran and Turkmenistan to such a division 
has prevented all five littoral countries adopting a convention on the legal status of the 
Caspian Sea.

Following Ilham Aliyev’s election as president in Azerbaijan in 2003, when the oil 
projects started yielding tangible results and bringing remarkable profits, thus, push-
ing an oil boom in the country, Azerbaijani-Kazakh relations continued to improve and 
reached a new level, in which the development of an energy and transport corridor be-
came a key issue for the both parties.

During President Ilham Aliyev’s working visit to Kazakhstan in June 2006, two ma-
jor documents dealing with transporting Kazakh oil via the Caspian Sea and Azerbaijan’s 
territory, through the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, were signed.

As of 2016, the contractual-legal basis of Azerbaijani-Kazakh relations is based on 
over 100 agreements. The most important of them is undoubtedly the Agreement on Stra-
tegic Partnership and Allied Relations, which demonstrates the character of the relations. 
It was signed during Nursultan Nazarbayev’s visit to Azerbaijan in 2005 (Azərbaycan-
Qazaxıstan, 2010).

Many experts, especially on the Azerbaijani side, consider the relations strategic and 
dare to call Kazakhstan Azerbaijan’s closest ally in Central Asia (Azərbaycan-Qazaxıstan, 
2010), while Nursultan Nazarbayev referred to Azerbaijan as Kazakhstan’s major part-
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ner in the Caucasus. These relations have only increased and have not experienced any 
downturns or problems over the past 25 years.

The relations between the two countries have also developed within international or-
ganizations. Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan are members and participating states in several 
universal and regional entities, including the United Nations and its agencies, Common-
wealth of Independent States, Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 
Economic Cooperation Organization and Turkic Council.

Positioning itself as “the most European country” in Central Asia, Kazakhstan is very 
interested in cooperating with Western institutions dealing with security issues. It was 
the first of the republics of the former Soviet Union to take over the chairmanship of the 
OSCE in 2010 – Azerbaijan fully supported the idea in relevant sessions and meetings of 
the organization. The foreign ministry of Kazakhstan then elaborated a special program 
named “Path to Europe,” the priorities of which are EU-Kazakhstan economic collabo-
ration and improvement of the Kazakhstan governance system. Western countries and 
institutions, in their turn, have demonstrated a lot of interest in Kazakhstan and the whole 
of Central Asia. Therefore, the only real bridge in this connection avoiding the Russian 
or Iranian route would be via Azerbaijan.

Although Kazakhstan chose to be a part of Eurasian integrational processes by join-
ing Russia-led organizations, its policy towards Azerbaijan is not expected to undergo 
any drastic changes. In its turn, Azerbaijan also seeks to maintain smooth relations with 
Kazakhstan, as well as all regional actors, including Russia, Iran, the USA and European 
Union. This foreign policy is close to the philosophy of the Kazakhstan leadership. In 
addition to this, the authorities in both countries are very similar in terms of governing 
the country and appreciating inner stability above everything else.

It is most likely that Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan relations will develop in several main 
directions in the coming period, one of which is the project for energy and transport 
corridors, which serves European interests in terms of ensuring energy security and 
Chinese interests in promoting their new Silk Road Economic Belt, but contradicts 
Russia’s interests. There is also an opportunity regarding Turkic integration, which 
is gradually emerging. Although both countries acknowledge the importance of such 
integration based on common roots, it is proceeding more slowly due to a number of 
factors.

Kazakhstan’s role in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict

Kazakhstan demonstrated active involvement in the early stages of the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict, a territorial and ethnic dispute between Armenia and Azerbaijan over 
Nagorno-Karabakh, which is de facto controlled by the self-declared Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic and totally backed by Armenia, but is internationally recognized as part of 
Azerbaijan. The conflict began in 1988 and escalated into a full-scale war in the early 
1990s. Sporadic tensions and border skirmishes have continued in the region continu-
ously, causing human losses despite an official cease-fire signed in 1994.

In autumn 1991, both Kazakhstan and Russia offered their intensive mediation serv-
ices. Such an involvement, however, might have been generated by the personality of 
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Kazakh leader, Nursultan Nazarbayev, who enjoyed great prestige along with Boris 
Yeltsin of the Russian Federation in the post-Soviet space.

Therefore, both leaders, upon agreement with the Azerbaijani and Armenian sides, 
took upon themselves the role of mediators. It was the major mediation effort following 
the internationalization of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.

From September 20, 1991, they conducted shuttle diplomacy between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. On September 20–23, 1991, the mediating mission led by Boris Yeltsin and 
Nursultan Nazarbayev visited Baku and Yerevan.

Taking the principles of territorial integrity, non-interference in internal affairs 
of sovereign states and observance of civil rights as the starting point, a break-
through was achieved on September 22 when Armenia renounced all its claims to 
Azerbaijani territory. This allowed the parties to agree to a joint communiqué the 
next day, committing both sides to disarm and withdraw militias, allow the return of 
refugees and IDPs, re-establish the Soviet-era administrative order of the Nagorno-
Karabakh oblast and set up delegations to find a peaceful solution to the conflict. 
Soviet army and internal troops would still remain in the conflict zone and the proc-
ess would be supervised by Russian and Kazakh officials. The peace communiqué 
was signed by Levon Ter-Petrosian (Armenia), Ayaz Mutallibov (Azerbaijan), Nur-
sultan Nazarbayev (Kazakhstan) and Boris Yeltsin (Russia) (Zheleznovodsk Dec-
laration, 1991). On September 25, the parties signed a cease-fire amid reports of 
ongoing battles on the front.

When Azerbaijani and Armenian leaders met for follow-up talks on October 25, fight-
ing had intensified. The talks produced little more than an agreement to continue talking. 
The final blow to the Yeltsin-Nazarbayev peace effort came on November 20 when an 
Azerbaijani helicopter on the way to peace talks was shot down over over Karakend vil-
lage in the Martuni District in uninvestigated circumstances while carrying Russian and 
Kazakhstani observers and the Azerbaijani interior minister and deputy prime minister 
(Eichensehr, Reisman, 1998, p. 54).

Popular demands that the Azerbaijani government respond, led to a blockade of Ar-
menia and Nagorno-Karabakh. On November 27, the Azerbaijani Supreme Soviet, in 
a symbolically important move, annulled the autonomy of Nagorno-Karabakh. By De-
cember, Azerbaijan had begun mobilizing for war by nationalizing military hardware 
and recalling Azerbaijani conscripts from the Soviet army.

The failure of the Yeltsin-Nazarbayev mediation effort, in retrospect, appears una-
voidable and overdetermined. Two factors in particular contributed to the failure: (1) all 
sides lacked centralized control over the military units on the frontlines; and (2) even 
had they held command authority, it is questionable whether Armenian and Azerbaijani 
leaders were committed to ending the conflict at this early stage.

As a result, Kazakhstan’s intermediation did not last as long as other big powers, such 
as the United States and France, who have stepped in and assumed the role of mediators 
within the OSCE Minsk Group since 1994.

However, the endless negotiations mediated by the Minsk Group have not yielded 
any tangible results for over 20 years. Consequently, many experts and societies in both 
warring countries, especially Azerbaijan, are demanding the reformation of the Minsk 
Group.
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Some argue that the failure of the Minsk Group has caused the belligerent parties, 
especially Azerbaijan, to search for more effective mechanisms and new approaches. 
The replacement of the co-chairs (France, Russia, the United States) of the Minsk 
Group, or the addition of new ones are the most commonly voiced ideas. As the pres-
ent mediators would probably not withdraw or terminate their involvement, since their 
national interests are at stake in the region and they do not want another mediator 
to undertake initiation, the most feasible proposal is to include new co-chairs in the 
Minsk Group.

In one of his recent articles, the author of this chapter called Kazakhstan a poten-
tial candidate for the co-chairmanship of the Minsk Group should the organization 
undergo any changes (Huseynov, 2015). A large, Eurasian country and big actor in the 
post-Soviet area, Kazakhstan suits perfectly the role of mediator in the conflict. While 
Kazakhstan’s titular population is Turkic and shares the same language, religion and 
roots with the Azerbaijanis, the country itself is a member of several Kremlin-led or-
ganizations together with Armenia. It also has a very large population of Russians who 
share a religion with the Armenians. Therefore, Kazakhstan could be equally close 
or distant to either warring side. Add to this Kazakhstan’s previous experience in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and they are clearly the best choice to join the group and 
help bring peace to the region.

Some claim that Nursultan Nazarbayev could seek to partially take over the function 
of holding negotiations between Azerbaijan and Armenia as there is some discomfort 
over the fact that Russia is the only active mediator in the region and it bears too much 
responsibility in looking for ways to resolve the Karabakh problem (Will Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, 2016).

The fact is that the formula of collective Eurasian security, which is developing in 
two directions – the northern part of the Middle East and the EEU – is being approved 
in the Caucasus. In terms of such collective security it would be right if Putin were not 
the only one who takes part in the negotiations between the leaders of Azerbaijan and 
Armenia, but that other leaders in the Eurasian space are engaged too, that means, of 
course, Nazarbayev.

Therefore, on the one hand, they need to ensure the geopolitical vector of displace-
ment of all kinds of western intermediaries from the area and, on the other hand, to 
form various economic ties between states in the region – not only logistical but also 
energy ones, because all the major states are involved in either the export or the transit of 
hydrocarbons. Kazakhstan is also very interested in developing relations with Azerbai-
jan based on good neighborliness and economic partnership lines and that there will be 
peace in the Caucasus (Will Nagorno-Karabakh, 2016).

Interestingly, during Armenia’s accession to the Eurasian Economic Union in 2014, 
one of the founding states of which is Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev once again 
openly defended the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan and prevented Armenia from enter-
ing the entity with the occupied territories of Nagorno-Karabakh (Карабах – Назарбаев, 
10.08.2014). It means that Kazakhstan has quite big weight in the post-Soviet space and 
can influence the developments going on in the region. Therefore, the country’s involve-
ment in the settlement and peace process around Karabakh should be considered quite 
natural.
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Turkic Council

The idea of Turkic integration emerged in the early 1990s with the independence 
of the new Turkic countries from the dying Soviet Union. The major locomotives of 
the idea were Turkey, which found it a great opportunity for creating its own sphere of 
influence and Azerbaijan led by the romantic nationalistic Popular Front and its leader 
Abulfaz Elchibey.

One of the first attempts at such integration was the International Organization of 
Turkic Culture or Türksoy for short (Goble, 2009). It is a cultural entity that incorpo-
rates not only independent nations but also non-recognized Northern Cyprus and several 
autonomies inside Russia and Moldova. However, further development of the idea did 
not go beyond cultural issues. Due to the lack of self-identity in the newly independent 
republics, different directions in foreign policy and the presence of other ethnic groups, 
the initiative faded away and slid off the agenda, although leaders and officials still kept 
assembling at high level.

However, in the 2000s, the idea was brought back again onto the agenda. As a re-
sult, the Turkic Council, an intergovernmental organization, whose overarching aim 
is promoting comprehensive cooperation among Turkic states was established on Oc-
tober 3, 2009 by the Nakhchivan Agreement signed by Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan and Turkey. According to Halil Akinci, the founding Secretary-General of the 
organization, “the Turkic Council has become the first voluntary alliance of Turkic 
states in history.”

Within the framework of the organization Kazakhstan hosted two summits (Almaty 
– 2011 and Astana – 2015) and Azerbaijan one (Qabala – 2013). Each country also hosts 
the offices for Turkic Council-affiliated organizations: the International Turkic Academy 
is located in Astana, while the Parliamentary Assembly of the Turkic Speaking Countries 
is in Baku.

Kazakhstan, due to its central location, size and abundant natural resources, could 
be a key actor within this organization, however, Turkey with an older and more funda-
mental statehood, is the central one at present. Azerbaijan is probably the most important 
country in this alliance, as a bridge that links European and Asian members of the Turkic 
world on both sides of the Caspian.

Nazarbayev is also the only head of state who has participated in all Turkic summits 
since 1992. This should come as no surprise, since Kazakhstan, once the most russified 
of the non-Slavic Soviet republics, has strived to strike a balance between different pow-
ers and geopolitical interests. Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign policy has been instru-
mental in serving the nation’s economic interests, as well as avoiding significant tension 
with any country. The Turkic vector, and particularly multilateral cooperation within 
the framework of the Turkic Council, is, therefore, viewed as an important dimension 
diversifying Kazakhstan’s foreign policy “basket” and opening up additional room for 
maneuver (Bayaliyev, 2014).

At the moment, four out of the six fully recognized Turkic states – Azerbaijan, Kaza-
khstan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkey – are in this union. Their combined area is approximately 
3.8 million sq. km, the current population is over 100 million. The combined GDPs of 
the member-states, as of 2016, are USD 900 billion.
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The importance of this organization is expected to grow as there is a revival in the 
Turkic identity and an acknowledgement of its roots. These linguistic and religious roots 
promise more integration. More steps are taken to get these countries closer. Loosely 
modeled on the EU, the union has centralized structures (e.g.: parliamentary assembly) 
and plans for unifying other institutions.

For instance, establishing a unified alphabet for Turkic countries is on agenda. The 
draft, based on Turkish Latin script, was proposed back in 1993. It is worth noting 
that Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan acted quickly after the 1991 Soviet col-
lapse to embrace Latin script, Kazakhstan took a more cautious route: it did not want 
to alienate its large Russian-speaking population. Switching the Kazakh alphabet to 
Latin is very popular and supported in some circles as it would provide a means for 
Kazakhs to change the Soviet (colonial) identity, which still largely dominates the 
national consciousness, to a sovereign (Kazakh) identity. Among the many arguments 
in favor of switching the Kazakh alphabet to Latin, boosting the national identity of 
the Kazakh people is the main and decisive one. Cyrillic facilitated and facilitates the 
orientation of the Kazakh national consciousness towards the Russian language and 
Russian culture. As a result, Kazakh identity as such remains largely undefined. On 
this level, moving to Latin will make it possible for Kazakhs to form a clearer national 
identity (Bartlett, 2007).

For many Turkic nationalists, a revival of Turkic identity could lead in the long-term 
to the emergence of another global superpower capable to compete with the likes of the 
United States, China, the European Union and Russia in the heart of Eurasia.

However, too many obstacles hinder this desire. First of all, there is the difference in 
the socio-economic levels of the member-states and different priorities in foreign affairs. 
For example, two of the member-states (Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) are already part of 
Russia-led geopolitical and military blocs. The interest of big regional actors and their 
actions to prevent such an alliance should also be taken into consideration.

Moreover, not all independent states (Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) distance them-
selves from the union, while dependent Turkic communities in Russia, China, Ukraine, 
Afghanistan, Iran, Moldova and other countries are not represented in the union, thus 
undermining the current importance and scope of this alliance.

Economic relations

Brotherly bonds, huge resources, sea borders, the Azerbaijani diaspora in Kazakhstan, 
the geostrategic position on the historic Silk Road are the main driving forces behind the 
mutual economic relations between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. Trade, industry, energy, 
transport and agriculture are priority directions of bilateral cooperation.

Today, there is a fairly well-developed legal framework between Azerbaijan and Ka-
zakhstan in the field of economic relations, more than 25 agreements signed on invest-
ment protection, avoidance of double taxation and a host of other contracts that have 
a positive impact on the development of mutual trade.

Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan have been enjoying intensive economic and trade rela-
tions, with turnover usually high, but decreasing during crises. Kazakhstan sells Azer-
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baijan mostly grain, barley, tobacco, electric equipment, rolled steel carbide, oil and 
hydrocarbons and natural chemical compounds. Kazakhstan plays an important role in 
Azerbaijan’s food security. The country’s annual demand for wheat is 3 million tons 
(metric tons), half of which was imported from Kazakhstan both in 2015 and 2016 
(Qazaxıstanın qadağası Azərbaycanı…).

Meanwhile, major exports from Azerbaijan to Kazakhstan include oil products from 
bituminous materials, polymers of ethylene, car and machinery components, pumps and 
hoists of fluids, combined building construction.

Between the years 2001–2011, trade turnover between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan 
increased by 2.6 times, reaching USD 276 million, consisting of USD 218 million (in-
creased by 2.2 times) from Kazakhstan to Azerbaijan and USD 58 million (increased by 
8.8 times) in the opposite direction.

Table 1
Trade turnover between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan (by years)

Year From Kazakhstan 
to Azerbaijan

From Azerbaijan  
to Kazakhstan Total

2005 USD 129 million USD 3 million USD 132 million
2009 USD 236 million
2011 USD 218 million USD 58 million USD 276 million
2012 USD 340.56 million USD 52.87 million USD 393.43 million

(Ministry of Economy of Azerbaijan, 2012)
2013 USD 306.76 million USD 64.23 million USD 370.99 million

(Ministry of Economy of Azerbaijan, 2013)
2014 USD 220.03 million USD 32.1 million USD 252.1 million

(MFA of Kazakhstan, 2014)
2015 USD 98.92 million USD 17.96 million USD 116.88 million

(Ministry of Economy of Azerbaijan, 2015)
2016 (Janu- 
ary–June)

USD 63.847 million USD 7.657 million USD 71.5 million
(Statistical Committee of Azerbaijan, 2016)

Source: Statistical Committee of Azerbaijan, 2016.

ccording to the Statistics Committee of Azerbaijan, the trade turnover between Az-
erbaijan and Kazakhstan for six months (January–June) of 2016 was equal to USD 
71,505,620 (from Kazakhstan to Azerbaijan – USD 63,847,810, from Azerbaijan to Ka-
zakhstan – USD 7,657,810) (Statistical Committee of Azerbaijan, 2016).

Table 2
Major export products of Kazakhstan to Azerbaijan (2016)

No. Product Amount (in USD)
1 Natural gas (gaseous) 19,129,780
2 Wheat products 12,523,450
3 Crude oil and bituminous materials from the raw oil products 12,154,330
4 Rolled steel   8,088,870
5 Natural barium sulphate (barite)   3,571,440

Source: Statistical Committee of Azerbaijan, 2016.
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Table 3
Major export products of Azerbaijan to Kazakhstan (2016)

No. Product Amount (in USD)
1 White sugar and sucrose 4,100,860
2 Ferrous metal products 1,063,300
3 Furniture and furniture components 306,020
4 Optical media (discs for laser reading systems) and others 287,150
5 Tomato products 150,590

Source: Statistical Committee of Azerbaijan, 2016.

At a business forum in 2013, it was revealed that 37 companies operating with 
Kazakh capital were represented in Azerbaijan, while 46 companies with Azerbaijani 
capital have been registered in the western region of Kazakhstan alone (Azərbaycanla 
Qazaxıstan arasında...).

In 2014, Aktau hosted a Kazakh-Azerbaijani business forum featuring officials 
and business circles from both countries. According to the data revealed in the forum, 
Kazakh investments in Azerbaijan’s economy amounted to USD 5.2 million in 2002–
2013. The investments flowing from Azerbaijan into Kazakhstan were much higher; 
USD 132.8 million just in 2011–2013 (Эфендиев, 2014).

As of 2016, more than 700 operating companies with Azerbaijani capital have been 
registered in Kazakhstan, some 60 companies with Kazakh capital have been registered 
in Azerbaijan (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan to mull, 2016). Those companies were mostly 
engaged in the spheres of trade, transport, industry, agriculture, services, banking, insur-
ance and construction.

Investments by Azerbaijani companies in Kazakh economy have exceeded 
USD 130 million since 2005, while the relevant figure for 2013 came to USD 40 million 
(AZPROMO).

The most recent – 13th Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan intergovernmental commission on 
economic cooperation, which has been functioning since 1999, was held in Astana 
in September 2016. The event was co-chaired by Azerbaijani energy minister Natig 
Aliyev and his Kazakh counterpart Kanat Bozumbayev. The agenda for the session 
included issues on collaborating in a number of areas, including economy, energy, 
transport, agriculture, environmental protection and culture. They also discussed is-
sues regarding migration, the space industry, high technology, science and education. 
Transportation of Kazakh oil and oil products to the world market through the territory 
of Azerbaijan was also the focus of attention (Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan intergovernmen-
tal, 2016).

Economic relations will acquire greater scope after the inception of the largest projects 
on both sides of the Caspian Sea. Both Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan are eager to be key 
actors in the shortest East-West transport corridor, given their favorable geographic loca-
tion as a bridge between Europe and Asia. Currently, energy and other goods produced in 
Kazakhstan are carried to Europe via Azerbaijan. Launching the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars rail-
road, which is a priority for Azerbaijan in terms of enhancing the capacity of the transit 
corridor, opens up promising prospects for Kazakhstan as well. The exploitation of huge 
reserves of Kashagan and Tengiz oil deposits further create demand for this corridor. The 
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increase in the westward flow of Kazakh oil and other goods will make Kazakhstan an 
interested party in this field. The new international port of Baku, after the commission-
ing of the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars project, as well as development of transport infrastructure 
in Kazakhstan, will serve further development of cooperation in this field and increase 
the importance of these countries as a transit corridor. And this, in turn, will not only 
boost the economies of both parties but also attract foreign companies and capital into 
this region.

Energy and transport projects

Energy and transport projects have been key issues in Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan rela-
tions since the 1990s: Kazakhstan’s major goal was to obtain secure access to Western 
markets for exporting its hydrocarbon resources. Azerbaijan offered itself as a reliable 
transit bridge in this direction.

The first attempt at a common energy project was made in 1997, when the Memo-
randum of cooperation on transportation of Kazakh oil to world markets was signed 
by the leaders of the two countries. However, the idea gained more impetus when an 
Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey oil pipeline became feasible.

The relevant Ankara Declaration was adopted in October 1998 by President of Azer-
baijan Heydar Aliyev, President of Georgia Eduard Shevardnadze, President of Kazakh-
stan Nursultan Nazarbayev, President of Turkey Süleyman Demirel and President of Uz-
bekistan Islam Karimov. The declaration was witnessed by the United States Secretary 
of Energy Bill Richardson, who expressed strong support for the pipeline. The intergov-
ernmental agreement in support of the pipeline was signed by Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Turkey in November 1999 in Istanbul. At the summit, the Government of Kazakhstan 
documented its interest in participating in the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline (Aydın, 
Erhan, 2004, p. 137).

The Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, which has been an irritating issue since its 
conception for the likes of Russia and Iran who have interests in the region, is a product 
of the balanced policy for Azerbaijan. Participation in the pipeline also helped Kazakh-
stan to diversify its multi-vector foreign policy.

The pipeline is supplied with oil from Azerbaijan’s Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli oil field 
in the Caspian Sea. The project is also a great opportunity for Kazakhstan, as it offers to 
deliver oil from Kashagan and other oil fields in Central Asia.

In 2006, Nursultan Nazarbayev signed an agreement on Kazakhstan’s accession to 
the project (Kazakhstan hops, 2006). The following year Kazakhstan’s national company 
KazMunayGas concluded a memorandum of understanding on creating a Trans-Caspian 
system for transporting oil which would make it possible to dispatch Kashagan and Ten-
giz oil through the Eskene-Kyrik-Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan line. The plan was to transport 
25 million tons of oil annually in the initial phase, increasing to 38 million tons later. De-
sign, construction and commission of the project were to be confined to the beginning of 
production in the Kashagan field in 2010–2011, but Kazakhstan encountered difficulties 
in development. Moreover, opposition from both Russia and Iran also created obstacles 
for the Trans-Caspian project.
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However, Kazakhstan started transporting oil to the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline by 
tanker, across the Caspian Sea in 2008.

2012 was a year of intense negotiations on the fate of the Trans-Caspian oil pipeline. 
In the context of the unresolved legal status of the Caspian Sea and the lack of consensus 
between member-states regarding the financing of the project components of the project, 
the issue was never realized.

During the most recent meeting of the Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan Intergovernmental 
Commission on Economic Cooperation, which was held in Astana in September of 
this year, delivering Kazakh oil and oil products to world markets via Azerbaijan was 
again the key issue of the agenda, as transporting hydrocarbon raw materials through 
the Trans-Caucasian corridor is one of the main directions of the current cooperation. 
2.9 million tons of oil, oil products and liquid gas were transported from Kazakhstan 
to the port of Batumi, Georgia, through the territory of Azerbaijan in 2015. The rel-
evant figure for the first six months of the present year is 1.6 million tons (Qazaxıstan-
Azərbaycan).

The parties agreed to explore joint opportunities in terms of energy projects, to ex-
pand cooperation in the delivery of oil and oil products, aimed at the diversification of 
routes from the Caspian region to the world and European markets, as well as issues of 
transport through the Batumi Oil Terminal liquefied petroleum gas of Azeri origin.

According to the latest news, Kazakhstan may start oil exports from its large Kashagan 
field through Azerbaijan in 2017. Noting that “Kashagan oil may be transported by means 
of Azerbaijan’s railways or pumped through pipelines of the country,” Kazakh Energy 
Minister Kanat Bozumbayev said that the volume of production is expected to increase 
in the short term (Kashagan oil, 2016).

Kashagan is a large oil and gas field in Kazakhstan, located in the north of the Cas-
pian Sea. The geological reserves of Kashagan are estimated at 4.8 billion tons of oil. 
Total oil reserves amount to 38 billion barrels; some 10 billion of which are recoverable 
reserves. There are large natural gas reserves at the Kashagan field – over one trillion 
cubic meters. The preliminary volume of production will stand at 75,000 barrels per day 
(Kashagan to produce, 2016).

Kazakhstan’s generally proven reserves of hydrocarbons account for 5.5 billion tons 
of oil and 3 trillion cubic meters of gas. In other words, it is possible for the country to 
produce 33.6 billion cubic meters of gas and 80 million tons of oil annually, however, the 
country has no guaranteed independent, reliable and secure oil export route except the 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline (Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan to lay, 2016). Even 
though Kazakhstan utilizes different pipelines for exporting its oil, they are considered 
insufficient to meet the export potential.

Therefore, the Kazakh authorities are focusing on the Kazakhstan Caspian Transpor-
tation System (KCTS) or trans-Caspian route. The KCTS envisages construction of the 
Eskene-Kuryk-Baku pipeline with a length of 739 kilometers. The feasibility study of 
the Eskene-Kuryk section of the pipeline envisages construction of an oil pumping sta-
tion at the Tengiz field, the Tengiz-Oporny-Uzen-Aktau main oil pipeline, an oil terminal 
and a new port in Kuryk village, as well as reconstruction and expansion of the port in 
Aktau. The construction of this pipeline will enable Kazakhstan to export its oil to ports 
in Georgia and Turkey. The initial capacity of the new pipeline will amount to 23–25 mil-
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lion tons per year with the possibility of future expansion to 56 million tons (Azerbaijan 
and Kazakhstan are planning, 2016).

The KCTS is to ensure the export of Kazakh oil to international markets mainly from 
the Kashagan field (second and third phase) via the Caspian Sea, through the Baku-
Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline and other oil transportation systems both in Azerbaijan and other 
transit countries.

These plans may be postponed due to problems with the development of the Kashagan 
field. In the best case, Kazakhstan will be able to produce 20 million tons in the field per 
year by 2020. They will be able to reach the level of commercial production, which is 
75,000 barrels per day for Kashagan, only at the end of this year, only 5 million tons are 
planned for 2017. According to some experts, less than one-fifth of this amount will be 
delivered to foreign markets. Nevertheless, the development of Kashagan opens up a new 
route for Kazakh-Azerbaijani oil cooperation (Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan to lay, 2016).

As we can see now, the transportation of Kazakh oil via Azerbaijan fell sharply due 
to a drop in oil prices, Therefore, we should not expect that significant volumes of Ka-
zakh oil will be delivered to world markets via Azerbaijan in a short time, claim some 
experts.

Kazakhstan participates in another important endeavor of the Azerbaijani govern-
ment, the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway system. This project is set to complete a transport 
corridor linking Azerbaijan to Turkey (and therefore Central Asia and China to Europe) 
by rail. The line is expected to transport an initial annual volume of 6.5 million tons, ris-
ing to a long-term target of 17 million tons (Uysal, 2014).

Although mainly three countries (Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey) are involved in 
this project, several other railway systems which are under construction or under discus-
sion in other countries may extend the coverage of Baku-Tbilisi-Kars line. Kazakhstan 
completed a west-east rail connection, which may be a strong alternative for connecting 
Turkey to China via the Caspian Sea. Two new lines, Zhezkazgan-Beyneu and Arka-
lyk-Shubarkol, both of which will strengthen Kazakhstan’s position especially in transit 
loads by rail, were opened in 2014 (Uysal, 2014).

The Zhezkazgan-Beyneu railway is 988 km long, creating a continuous corridor in 
an east-west direction. This new line shortens the distance for loads transported from 
China to the Caspian Sea by 1000 km. Although the section between Zhezkazgan and 
Saksaulskaya may also aid the China-Europe railway connection via Russia, the com-
plete lines will surely play a key role in the alternative route from China to the west via 
the Black Sea. After the completion of the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway project, Turkey 
will have an alternative connection via the Caspian Sea to Kazakhstan and China, which 
is called the “Iron Silk Road” in Turkey (Uysal, 2014).

The other newly opened line is the Shubarkol-Arkalyk railway, 214 km long with 
a south-north trajectory. That link provides a connection from central to northern Kaza-
khstan. That line may be an alternative route to the currently used China-Russia-Europe 
connection via Astana (Uysal, 2014).

Launching the new railroads will not only give an impulse to the development of 
Central and Western Kazakhstan, but also will increase the transit potential of the trans-
Kazakhstan transport corridors passing from China in the direction of Russia and further 
Europe.
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Once the Marmaray tunnel in Turkey is opened, the BTK railway could connect to 
the European railway system, which will undoubtedly help integrate the South Caucasus 
with the European economic space.

According to the Kazakh ambassador to Azerbaijan, both Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan 
plan to become large transit hubs. He noted that the Silk Road project through Kaza-
khstan and the Caucasus will enable the transit of goods from China to Europe in 12–15 
days, while currently it takes 30–45 days by sea. “Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Turkey are interested in developing such methods of transportation,” he added. Azerbai-
jan is now finalizing the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway project and the construction of a large 
seaport near Baku (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan develop, 2015).

New ferries will run between the Baku International Sea Trade Port in Alat and the 
port of Kuryk in Kazakhstan, which is currently under construction. Cargo transship-
ments through Alat increased by over threefold, which is linked with the increase of 
cargo transportation on the Baku-Aktau-Baku route. Both the already operating and new 
ferries will run between the ports of Baku and Kuryk. Moreover, a free trade zone will 
be created at the Kuryk port following the example of Baku. The ferry complex in Kuryk 
is considered a strategically important object as it will allow the transport of goods to 
neighboring countries without unloading cars. The new ferry terminal is expected to al-
low the country to export oil, polyethylene, iron ore and concentrates to world markets 
through Baku, Azerbaijan (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan to launch, 2016).

The ferry complex is due to be commissioned in December 2016. The capacity of the 
port is expected to reach the amount of 4 million tons of freight per year (Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan to launch, 2016).

The Baku International Sea Trade Port is located in the Alat settlement, 65 kilom-
eters south of Baku. The construction of the Baku International Sea Trade Port started 
in November 2010. Being located at a crossroads of Europe and Asia nearby important 
markets such as China, Turkey, Iran and Russia the new port has huge opportunities to 
become one of the leading trade and logistics hubs of Eurasia. The free trade zone to be 
created here is expected to make a huge contribution not only to the economy of Azerbai-
jan, but the whole region (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan to launch, 2016).

The transport corridor created by Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan is gaining more impor-
tance not only regionally, but globally, as China has initiated the creation of a new silk 
road that will link Asia and Europe.

Interestingly, Chinese President Xi Jinping was the first to announce the initiative to 
create a transport and trade corridor (the Silk Road Economic Belt) between Central Asia 
and Europe during his visit to Astana, Kazakhstan, in September 2013.

The new route is believed to allow the redirection of cargo flows in an eastern direc-
tion, bypassing the territory of the Russian Federation, which has banned the transit of 
any goods from Ukraine through its territory, regardless of the country of final destina-
tion (First container, 2016).

Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan are ideal partners for construction of the Belt due to their 
favorable location en route from East to West, within the convergence area of Europe, 
Russia and China and for their interest in large-scale transnational transportation sys-
tems. Azerbaijan usually strives to find a balance between the EU and Russia, while 
Kazakhstan, just like other Central Asian countries, does the same thing between Russia 
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and China. With China’s continuous growth, the convergence point of the three circles 
will move westward and the position of Azerbaijan, as well as the western shore of the 
Caspian Sea, will become a new joint area.

Azerbaijan is the pivotal country in the China-Central Asia-West (CCW) economic 
corridor. This corridor is one of the Belt and Road’s six economic corridors, involving 
Central Asian countries, Iran and the Gulf region, Transcaucasia and Turkey and the 
Arabian Peninsula. Traditionally, transport between China and West Asia takes place 
mainly through maritime routes, whereas the CCW corridor is a land-based alternative 
to traditional maritime routes. The shortest route from China to West Asia is going via 
Baku. To date, the railways leading to the ports of Aktau and Turkmenbashi have opened 
up and cargo may be transported by ferry to the new Baku International Sea Trade Port, 
and then westwards onto Turkey and Europe (Lianlei, 2016).

In August 2015, Azerbaijan received the first container train from China, which is 
a pilot train on the Trans-Caspian international transportation route. The container train 
proceeded from China to the port of Aktau in Kazakhstan, from where it was transferred 
to the capital of Azerbaijan.

In addition, the port of Turkmenbashi in Turkmenistan, which connects to a railway 
running from Kazakhstan, provides an alternative route and is therefore a competitor to 
the Aktau option. The competition between these two ports on the eastern shore of the 
Caspian Sea has undoubtedly strengthened the position of Baku as a transport hub. The 
North-South Transport Corridor (NSTC), currently under development, has Azerbaijan 
as a joint point connecting Russia and Iran and is designed to provide Indian Ocean 
countries with land-based access to Europe and Central Asia. Once complete, the NSTC 
will further consolidate the geo-economic role of Baku.

In January 2016, a trial container train linking Ukraine to China through the Black 
and Caspian Seas departed from the Baku International Sea Trade Port to Aktau, Ka-
zakhstan. The container train, which consists of 20 containers, delivered cargo from 
Illichivsk, Ukraine, to Dostyk, a Kazakh city on the Chinese border within 11–12 days 
(First container, 2016).

In October 2016, the railway administrations of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Georgia 
signed a memorandum on the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route Association 
and adopted its charter. The Association will aim at attracting transit and foreign trade 
cargo to the route, as well as at the development of TITR’s integrated logistics products. 
The association’s office will be located in Astana. The entity is expected to develop an 
effective tariff policy, optimize the costs and value of integrated services, create a single 
technology for the transportation process, facilitate the reduction of administrative bar-
riers linked with border and customs procedures and processing of cargo and containers 
in the ports (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Georgia, 2016).

The participants in the meeting also discussed the establishment of competitive rates 
for TITR. The parties agreed preferential tariff rates within the territories of the TITR 
participating countries for a number of export-oriented Kazakh goods, including grain, 
petroleum products and nonferrous metals (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Georgia, 2016).

The Trans-Caspian international transportation route runs through China, Kaza-
khstan, Azerbaijan and Georgia, and then through Turkey and Ukraine to Europe. The 
project enjoys an opportunity to become one of the most attractive and profitable routes 
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for consignors from European countries, while approximately 300,000–400,000 contain-
ers are expected to be transported via TITR by 2020, bringing huge financial profits to 
all participating countries. Given the potential of the iron Silk Road to shorten the Sino-
Europe transportation time to six days, the potential of the NBIST port as a pivot has 
attracted significant attention from China (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Georgia, 2016).

Speaking of the Chinese transport and logistics projects in this region, it is worth 
mentioning one of the most ambitious initiatives of Beijing. In August 2015, the mass 
media reported China’s grandiose plans to construct a bridge over the Caspian Sea which 
could become one of the main channels of the Silk Road Economic Belt. Nevertheless, it 
is still unknown how real the implementation of such a large-scale infrastructure project 
could be.

The Silk Road initiative aims at reviving a route that connects China and Europe 
via Central Asia and the Middle East, as well as a path through Southeast Asia and 
Africa. Critics from countries including Kazakhstan and India say the main purpose of 
the plan is to boost China’s geopolitical influence and export China’s excess industrial 
capacity to overseas countries. Doubts also exist over the feasibility and security risks of 
the initiative (Shi, 2016).

While Beijing insists its Silk Road plans are not a geopolitical gambit, some parties 
are wary of China expanding its economic presence. The creation of financial archi-
tecture to fund “One Belt, One Road” – including the USD 40 billion Silk Road Fund 
and the USD 100 billion Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank – met resistance from 
Washington and Tokyo. In Russia, which is promoting its own integration project, the 
Eurasian Economic Union, China’s plans received a cold reception and were “perceived 
as ‘they’re trying to steal central Asia from us’,” says Alexander Gabuev at the Carnegie 
Moscow Centre think-tank (Farchy, 2016).

International logistics projects are an effective tool to enter new markets, which is 
especially important in the time of crisis in the economies of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. 
They possess unique opportunities to intensify bilateral trade and to recover trade turno-
ver through international transport corridors. At the same time, in the face of declining 
world prices for energy resources, it is important to increase the volume of trade of non-
raw goods, which seems much more difficult. The Chinese government has identified 
the Belt as a priority of foreign affairs and will inject sustainable resources to advance it. 
Given these favorable conditions, the Belt can become a long-term project from which 
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan stand to benefit (Lianlei, 2016).

The first dividend from the interconnection is a streamlined trans-Eurasia transpor-
tation system. The main focus is on East Asia and the Western Europe, while Central 
Asia and the South Caucasus act as a bridge between the two. The streamlined trans-
Eurasia transportation will first benefit the transit countries, for which transit fees could 
offer a significant source of fiscal income. This has been demonstrated by Kazakhstan’s 
experience, where the transit fee reached USD 1 billion in 2014. Azerbaijan has not 
yet reached its full potential as a transit state; however with the development of the 
trans-Caspian transport system and NSTC, Azerbaijan will benefit from its position as 
a hub on the western shore of the Caspian Sea. According to estimates, the trans-Caspian 
route alone could transport approximately 300,000–400,000 containers by 2020, bring-
ing hundreds of millions of manats in profit for Azerbaijan (Lianlei, 2016).
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Azerbaijani diaspora in Kazakhstan

The Azerbaijani diaspora in Kazakhstan is one of the most significant ethnic groups 
in Kazakhstan. According to unofficial data, around 100,000 Azerbaijanis live in Kaza-
khstan, while others claim this figure to be at most at 300,000 (Azərbaycan-Qazaxıstan 
münasibətləri, 2010). However, the 2012 official statistics informed about 93,490 ethnic 
Azerbaijanis living in Kazakhstan. In his interview in 2012, the Kazakh ambassador to 
Azerbaijan mentioned that over 130,000 people of Azerbaijani origin reside in his coun-
try (Primbetov, 2011).

In the early 20th century, the number of the Azerbaijanis in Kazakhstan was quite 
low: according to the 1926 Soviet All-Union census, only 46 Azerbaijanis were present 
in Kazakhstan (Solonets, 2013).

The formation of the Azerbaijani diaspora in Kazakhstan started in the 1930s, when 
thousands of Azerbaijanis were expelled from Azerbaijan and sent to the Kazakh steppe 
during Stalin’s Great Purge. In the 1939 census, 12,996 Azerbaijanis were living in Ka-
zakhstan (Solonets, 2013).

The second wave of emigration took place in 1944, when the ethnic Azerbaijanis of 
Georgia, another Soviet republic, were resettled in Kazakhstan. Finally, a third wave 
took place in the mid-1950s, when thousands of enthusiastic young people arrived in 
Kazakhstan during the Virgin Land Campaign (Sidelnikova, 2007).

According to official figures, some 15,000 Azerbaijanis were living in Kazakhstan at 
the turn of the 1950–60s. In later years, this number would only grow: 56,166 in 1970, 
73,345 in 1979 and 90,083 in 1989 (Solonets, 2013). The main areas of employment 
of Azerbaijani migrants were construction, services and trade. A number of prominent 
specialists also came to Kazakhstan to create new production facilities, research and 
development of mineral deposits. In general, the Azerbaijani population of Kazakhstan 
increased 6.9 times between 1939 and 1989.

In the postwar period, a tendency of assimilation of Azerbaijanis was noticed during 
their integration with the local society. Between 1950 and the first half of the 1980s, im-
migrants from the Caucasian republics, not being able to create cultural and educational 
institutions, could scarcely preserve their national identities. For migrants from Azerbai-
jan who were fluent in Russian and adhering to a secular life, it was relatively easy to 
adapt to the social and cultural environment of Kazakhstan. The absence of ethnic com-
munities also contributed to the loss of a sense of national belonging.

A new wave of migration to Kazakhstan was caused by severe socio-economic and 
ethno-political processes in Azerbaijan at the end of the 1980s–1990s. The main reasons 
for the mass migration of Azerbaijanis at that period were the ethnic conflict in Nagorno-
Karabakh and the economic crisis in Azerbaijan accompanied by mass unemployment 
and falling living standards. In this regard, the majority of migrants were Azerbaijani 
refugees who left their homes in Armenia and Armenian occupied Azerbaijani territories 
from the border with her Azerbaijani regions (Solonets, 2013).

A huge influence on the increase in the influx of migrants was exerted by personal 
connections between visitors and representatives of the Azerbaijani diaspora on Kazakh 
soil. Wealthy members of the Azerbaijani community would help their relatives and 
friends with resettlement and employment. Migration factors resulted in the formation of 
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compact living groups of Azerbaijanis in many regions of Kazakhstan (Solonets, 2013).
Due to the beginning of the oil boom in Azerbaijan in the 1990s, some diaspora mem-

bers left Kazakhstan to return to the home country. However, by 2009 increased natural 
growth helped offset losses from emigration and even exceeded them.

Chart 1
Changes in the numbers of the Azerbaijani population of Kazakhstan

Growth of Azerbaijani diaspora in Kazakhstan
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The processes in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union created favorable 
conditions for the revival of the national identity of the Azerbaijanis living in Kazakhstan. 
One of the main directions of preserving ethnic identity was their active involvement in 
cultural life. In the 1990s and early 2000s, national cultural centers that seek to preserve 
the Azerbaijani language and traditions emerged in various cities of Kazakhstan.

In May, 1992, an Azerbaijani cultural center “Turan” was registered in Almaty, Ka-
zakhstan. Its organizational charter set out the following aims: to promote the improve-
ment of ethnic relations in the Republic of Kazakhstan and the active involvement of 
Azerbaijanis in all spheres of social and cultural life. In a short time, similar Azerbaijani 
cultural centers appeared in other regions of Kazakhstan: “Azeri” in Zhambyl, “Vatan” 
in Pavlodar, “Heydar” in Kostanai, “Dostluk” in Mangistau, “Gobustan” in Almaty, “Na-
khchivan” in Taldykorgan, etc. Since June 2007, a trilingual newspaper (Azerbaijani, 
Kazakh and Russian) has been published by “Vatan” (Sidelnikova, 2007).

The activities of these organizations are aimed at carrying out cultural and sports 
activities, opening schools, releasing periodicals in the Azerbaijani, Kazakh and Russian 
languages. Some communities in the Almaty and Pavlodar regions have also launched 
Sunday schools, which offer the Azerbaijani language, literature, history, customs, tra-
ditions and art. Besides Kazakh holidays, significant Azerbaijani dates such as 28 May 
(Republic Day), 20 January (Black January) and 31 December (Solidarity Day) are also 
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celebrated by the Azerbaijanis in Kazakhstan. At the same time, the national-cultural 
centers, attracting representatives of the Azerbaijani diaspora to participate in citywide 
and nationwide cultural events, promote its integration into the local community (Side-
lnikova, 2007).

Currently, Azerbaijanis live in all oblasts, but mainly in South Kazakhstan, Zham-
byl, Almaty and Kyzylorda. These regions were the destinations of the first wave of the 
forced relocation. Their descendants are now old-timers among the Azerbaijani diaspora 
who have integrated into Kazakhstan most fully. They live close together in the vil-
lages of Southern Kazakhstan, they are well rooted in the country and are traditionally 
engaged in agriculture. But Azerbaijanis in Kazakhstan are also widely employed in 
industry, trade and services, too.

Despite the large number, the Azerbaijani community does not have a big influence 
in Kazakhstan’s political life. At the moment, one Azerbaijani – Maharram Maharra-
mov (Kazakhstan Communist Party) is serving in the Kazakhstan parliament. Another 
Azerbaijani Maarif Farajov is a member of a local self-government body (Qazaxıstan 
Parlament Məclisinə…).
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Stosunki Azerbejdżan–Kazachstan: obecna sytuacja i perspektywy 
 

Streszczenie

Azerbejdżanu i Kazachstanu nie należy postrzegać jako dwóch państw, które są bliskie sobie tylko 
ze względu na radziecką przeszłość. W rzeczywistości zamiszkujące Azerbejdżan i Kazachstan gru-
py etniczne – Azerowie i Kazachowie – pochodzą z większej rodziny narodów tureckich. Braterstwo 
azero-kazachskie datuje się od samych początków narodów tureckich, które rozprzestrzeniły się z Gór 
Ałtaju i zostało ugruntowane przez czynnik islamski.

Mające wspólną granicę morską na Morzu Kaspijskim Azerbejdżan i Kazachstan są dla siebie 
ważnymi narodami. Azerbejdżan jest postrzegany jako pomost dający Kazachstanowi dostęp do Turcji 
i Europy, zaś Kazachstan oferuje Azerbejdżanowi połączenie z Azją Centralną i Chinami.

Oba państwa przywiązują wielką wagę do swoich wzajemnych relacji, zarówno dwustronnych, 
jak i w ramach organizacji międzynarodowych. Relacje te stale się rozwijają i w przeciągu ostatnich 
dwudziestu pięciu lat trend ten nie zmienia się, ani nie napotyka żadnych przeszkód. Kazachstan uznał 
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terytorialną integralność Azerbejdżanu, co stanowi dla Azerbejdżanu ważne osiągnięcie wobec obec-
nego konfliktu z sąsiednią Armenią. Oba kraje szybko osiągnęły nawet porozumienie w sprawie statusu 
prawnego Morza Kaspijskiego, podczas gdy w innych krajach nadmorskich podobnych porozumień 
nie udało się wypracować. Oba państwa są zainteresowane rozwojem korytarza transportu i energetyki 
Wschód–Zachód, pozwalającego wykorzystać ich korzystną lokalizację geopolityczną, dzięki której 
mogą służyć jako pomost między kontynentami.

 
Słowa kluczowe: Azerbejdżan, Kazachstan, Alijew, Nazarbajew, Górny Karabach, tureckie, kaspij
skie, ropa
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Is America safer today? The first changes to U.S. foreign and security 
policy during the presidency of Donald Trump

Abstract: This article describes the first months of Donald Trump’s presidency. It presents his most 
important decisions on U.S. foreign and security policy, the voices of those critical and supportive of 
him, and possible implications for U.S. security. Even during his election campaign, some of Trump’s 
proposals raised concerns among the international community and many questions about past alliances. 
He has announced the introduction of laws for the immediate removal of illegal immigrants from the 
United States, and the reintroduction of torture as a tool for fighting terrorism. He has criticized the cur-
rent policy of cooperation with allies, and the provision of security to other countries at the expense of 
the United States. The decisions made during Donald Trump’s first 100 days affect the internal situation 
of the United States, both in the context of national security and the political system, due to the emerg-
ing constitutional crisis and the friction between the executive and the judiciary branches. His decisions 
also affect relations between the United States and its allies, transforming America’s role in the world 
and the impact of the superpower on the collective system of security.
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Introduction

Even during his election campaign, the republican candidate for president of the Unit-
ed States proposed changes in foreign and security policy that caused anxiety among 

the international community and raised many questions about existing alliances and the 
functioning of the collective security system. Donald Trump, among others, announced 
that he would call for the immediate deportation of illegal immigrants from the U.S., for 
the restoration of the use of torture against terrorists, for the renegotiation of relations 
with Russia and closer cooperation in the fight against terrorism in the Middle East, and 
the construction of a wall on the border with Mexico. He undermined current policies of 
cooperation with allies, challenged the policy of providing security to other countries at 
the expense of the United States, and even played with the idea of the U.S. eventually 
withdrawing their support for South Korea and Japan, which would have far-reaching 
consequences for the international order.

Although the announcements themselves may have caused some anxiety, it was 
assumed that the election campaign was governed by rules entirely different from 
those used for the actual governance of the state and the hope was that the candi-
date’s promises would never be put into action. However, the decisions taken by the 
president during the first 100 days in office may indicate that Donald Trump intends 
to carry out his campaign promises. In the first week of his presidency, Trump signed 
a series of executive orders that put into effect the radical announcements of his elec-
tion campaign.
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The purpose of this article is to present the first series of changes made by president 
Trump in foreign and security policy, and to analyze possible repercussions, as well as 
to show the opinions of supporters and critics. The analysis will serve to answer the fol-
lowing questions: what changes in foreign and security policy does Donald Trump wish 
to introduce? Will the proposed changes strengthen U.S. security? What will Trump’s 
doctrine be? What implications for U.S. relations with other states will the changes in 
legislation bring about?

The role and position of the president in U.S. foreign and security policy  
– theoretical aspects

The influence and role of the U.S. president in creating foreign and security policy 
is superior to that of other organs of public authority. This is mainly due to the specifics 
of the presidential system and the U.S. Constitution, which assigns him a wide range of 
power as chief executive. It is worth noting that the U.S. Constitution details the powers 
of Congress in detail. This is not the case for the function and position of the president, 
where the wording is very general, leaving a wide field for arbitrary interpretation, which 
is the starting point for extending the capabilities and power of the president (Dziemi-
dok-Olszewska, 2009, p. 154 et seq). Thus, the president of the United States has quite 
a diverse role as a symbol of the state and the people of the United States, as the head 
of the armed forces, chief of diplomacy, leader of the party, chief executive, national 
spokesman, promoter of economic development and world leader (Amos, Jordan, Tay-
lor, Meese, Nielsen, Schlesinger, 2009, p. 77). As some researchers point out, the broad 
powers conferred on the president make him the most important actor in U.S. foreign and 
security policy (Ulrich, 2012, p. 63).

While serving as head of state and head of government, the U.S. president is respon-
sible for the preparation and implementation of the budget, nominating powers (e.g. 
the nomination of the secretary of state) and the administrative activities of overseeing 
the cabinet, agencies and executive committees (Wordliczek, 2003, pp. 96–118). Such 
strong power in the presidential system carries the risk of abuse. Thus, a braking mecha-
nism is needed, which in the U.S. is the principle of checks and balances between the 
executive, legislative and judiciary branches of government (Hill, 2001, p. 43). In the 
context of foreign and security policy, Congress carries out their control function by 
accepting presidential nominations or receiving reports on the activities of government 
agencies (Waśko-Owsiejczuk, 2014, p. 87). However, the most important element of 
control the legislative body has over the executive body is the right to declare war and 
to allocate a budget for it, which is the responsibility of Congress and not the president 
(Michałek, 2005, pp. 65–66).

In order to implement foreign and security policy, the president is equipped with im-
portant tools, including executive orders and presidential directives. Executive orders, 
which do not require congressional approval, are usually directed at federal agencies. 
Often these are important decisions that cause changes in American legislation. Presi-
dential directives are also an important security policy instrument. Although signed or 
endorsed by the president of the United States, this document is usually handled by the 
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National Security Council. Presidential directives are often secret and, although they 
are usually targeted at specific government agencies, their scope includes the executive, 
legislative and judicial branches of the federal government, as well as state and local 
governments (Waśko-Owsiejczuk, 2014, p. 58).

Apart from the legal position of the president in shaping foreign and security policy, 
non-constitutional factors also play a role, such as the personality of a given president, 
his skills and style of governance, and the situational context in which leadership is exer-
cised (Antoszewski, 2014, p. 23). President Harry Truman’s assistant, Richard Neustadt, 
once said: “Americans like to judge their leader not in terms of competence or incompe-
tence, but in terms of strength or weakness” (see: Czulda, 2010, p. 60). The personality 
characteristics and predispositions that one should have in order to function effectively 
as the head of a superpower include strength, courage and confidence. Less important 
is competence, or whether the candidate in question is an economics or foreign policy 
expert, since he is assisted by a wide circle of trusted associates. This must be a strong 
leader who cares for citizens’ security and the development of the country. The president 
of a superpower should also have charisma and be a good speaker, thus exciting his lis-
teners (Waldman, 2000, p. 105). What is more important than political correctness are at-
tributes such as decisiveness and firmness in the leader of the most powerful state in the 
world (Ludwikowski, Ludwikowska, 2009, pp. 122–123). There is even a concept called 
the imperial presidency, referring to the position and function of the U.S. president. 
Here, it is understood that the president is seen as almost predestined to be the leader 
of an international empire (Shafritz, 1993, pp. 378–379). Americans are able to forgive 
their president many things, but not weakness and the inability to exercise power.

The external environment plays an important role in the process of shaping foreign 
and security policy. The political parties and Congress can be either a partner or oppo-
nent to the president. The media, public opinion, interest groups, and the international 
community (see: Amos, Jordan, Taylor, Meese, Nielsen, Schlesinger, 2009, p. 77) can 
all exert pressure, thus influencing the decision-making process of the White House. 
Another important group is the National Security Council, whose main purpose is to 
advise the U.S. president on state security, taking into account internal, national, foreign 
and military policies. This group includes the vice president, the secretary of state, the 
treasury secretary, the defense secretary and the president’s national security adviser 
(Shafritz, 1993, p. 317; Best, 2011, p. 1 et seq).

The unique (privileged) position of the United States in the international system also 
has influence on the role and position of the president in foreign and security policy. 
Since the end of the Cold War and the breakup of the Soviet Union, the United States 
has become a superpower1 with a dominant role in the international system.2 Two fac-
tors – military and political – play a crucial role here. U.S. defense expenditure accounts 
for nearly 50% of global defense spending (Roser, Nagdy, 2017). Its enormous military 

1  Power in foreign policy refers to states that can decide on world war and peace, have global in-
terests, and determine the world order. The strength of the state is understood as the real and potential 
ability to use all its assets and liabilities to achieve goals and meet their needs in an international envi-
ronment (see more: Włodkowska, 2004, pp. 163–170; Włodkowska-Bagan, pp. 199–202).

2  The international system consists of elements (participants), related to each other (see more: 
Pawłuszko, 2014, pp. 9–28).
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potential and modern military technology provide the United States with a dominant 
international position. Americans want to maintain their status as the most powerful 
military in the world not only to deter potential enemies from attacking the U.S., but also 
to enable military action in almost every region of the world. The military potential of 
the superpower is so large that it is the only state in the world which has armed forces 
capable of carrying out military operations on a global scale. According to the doctrine 
of two and a half wars, the superpower can simultaneously carry out two wars and one 
conflict in any part of the world (Balcerowicz, 2010, pp. 74–77).

Equally important is the political factor. The power of the United States is also mani-
fested through its role and position in international organizations. It is difficult to imag-
ine the functioning and smooth operation of organizations without U.S. involvement, 
especially those that originated from their own initiative, such as the UN, NATO and 
NAFTA. The strength of the position of the U.S. on the international stage can be ob-
served not only through records and regulations, or through its permanent membership 
on the UN Security Council, but also through the actions of the superpower. For exam-
ple, one of its actions was the unlawful invasion of Iraq in March 2003, despite criti-
cism and opposition from the international community, including most of the members 
of the UN Security Council. The actions of the United Nations after the U.S. invasion 
of Iraq were also important in showing the strength of the position of the U.S. in the 
international system. Not only did the United States face no consequences, but the UN 
called on other states to support the efforts of the U.S. coalition to rebuild Iraq (Waśko-
Owsiejczuk, 2016b, pp. 133–153). As it turned out, the UN was completely helpless 
against the unlawful actions of its strongest member.

The dominant position of the U.S. in the world, coupled with the strong position 
of the president in a presidential system of government, not only makes the role of the 
leader of the superpower superior in creating foreign and security policy, but is of crucial 
importance for the whole international system. Thus, the decisions and actions of the 
U.S. president have a significant impact and implications not only on the internal secu-
rity of the country, but also on the other participants of international relations.

What will Trump’s doctrine be?

After Donald Trump’s inauguration as the 45th president of the United States, a short 
note appeared on the White House website, highlighting the main foreign policy goals of 
the new administration, which included: peace through strength; defeat of radical Islam-
ist terrorist groups, using aggressive coalition operations if necessary; the liquidation of 
the sources of income for terrorists; the rebuilding and enlargement of the U.S. military; 
the construction of a modern missile defense system; renegotiation or withdrawal from 
NAFTA (America First Foreign Policy, 2017).

This short message cannot even be called an outline of the White House conception 
for U.S. foreign policy, it is rather a duplication of the election slogans without the provi-
sion of any details. Trump’s foreign policy vision was not precisely defined during the 
election campaign, nor was it clarified in the first few months of his presidency. Unlike 
the administration of his predecessors – Barack Obama and George W. Bush, who had 
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clearly defined goals and successively realized them, the Trump administration is hav-
ing problems in defining a coherent foreign and security policy. The biggest discrepan-
cies are between the president and a group of his closest advisers, with the exception of 
the dismissed national security adviser, Michael Flynn, whose views can be considered 
consistent with Trump’s. President Trump’s position varies with that of defense secre-
tary – James Mattis, who has repeatedly emphasized the threat posed by Russia and the 
inviolability of U.S. alliances, has called Putin “delusional” for breaking all the rules 
of international diplomacy, and has claimed that among the world’s threats “the most 
dangerous might be Russia” (Scarborough, 2016). A similar point of view is held by 
vice president – Mike Pence, secretary of state – Rex Tillerson, and the newly appointed 
national security advisor to the president – Herbert McMaster. The president’s position 
on U.S.-Russian relations is significantly different from his advisers. Even during his 
election campaign, he announced his desire to cooperate with Russia in the fight against 
the terrorist organization called the “Islamic State” (Donald Trump), and his wish to im-
prove relations between Washington and Moscow, expressing great respect and sympa-
thy for president Putin (Pengelly, 2017). In turn, Trump’s associates criticized Russia for 
violating international law, for its aggressive and destabilizing actions, and emphasized 
the inability of the United States to engage in military cooperation with Russia. They 
expressed their deep skepticism over Russia’s ability to comply with its earlier commit-
ments to the United States, and over the actual intentions of Russia in Syria, where more 
than 80 percent of Russian raids were directed against rebels fighting the Assad regime 
and not jihadists (Masters, 2017; Shinkman, 2017).

Trump’s pro-Russian stance could be considered a solid point in his conception of 
U.S. foreign policy if not for the recent commentary by the U.S. president, where he crit-
icized Russia’s seizure of Crimea, asking whether former U.S. president Barack Obama 
was too mild towards Russia in the context of these events. This commentary is quite 
surprising, since during his campaign Trump declared that Ukraine mattered the least to 
the United States out of all of the NATO countries, and the solution to this problem and 
the burden of responsibility should not belong to the U.S. (LoBianco, 2015). Of course, 
it cannot be ruled out that the colder attitude towards Moscow is due to recent events, 
which were heavily covered by the media, namely the the resignation of national security 
presidential advisor Michael Flynn, who lied about having contact with Russia before 
Donald Trump took over the presidency (see: Haberman, Rosenberg, Apuzzo, Thrushf, 
2017).

Similar divergences and contradictory signals can be seen in Trump’s election state-
ments in the context of NATO and in the statements of his administration, especially 
comments made by the secretary of defense. During his campaign, Trump claimed that 
the North Atlantic Alliance was outdated, criticized the excessive involvement of the 
U.S. in NATO, even though this alliance has been the basis of Western security policy 
since the Cold War. He announced a reduction on spending on NATO, and a desire to 
focus on internal affairs (Sanger, Haberman, 2016), which sent a signal to other nations 
that the United States would not be the “world’s policeman” under Trump’s rule. He 
weakened the guarantee of the provision of international security by the U.S., making 
it dependent on the ability of individual countries to fulfill their financial commitments 
to the Alliance. It now seemed that a U.S. response to possible aggression towards other 
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NATO members depended on the country’s regulation of financial dues, according to the 
principle: “If you pay we will defend you, otherwise you are on your own.” The secretary 
of defense for the Trump administration issued a very different declaration, where he 
confirmed the commitment of the United States to engage in the North Atlantic Alliance 
as a loyal ally (Brook, 2017). He also expressed the view that Vladimir Putin was trying 
to destroy the alliance between the U.S. and Europe, with the hope of breaking up NATO 
(Ackerman, Gambino, 2017).

Donald Trump’s speeches and statements on foreign policy raise many doubts and 
questions, including whether the U.S. will continue to guarantee international order and 
whether NATO members can count on the help of America when faced with aggression. 
What will the relationship between Brussels and Washington be like for the next four 
years? Trump’s win was not met with much enthusiasm in the European Union. Out of 
all EU leaders, only Italian Prime Minister – Matteo Renzi publically supported Hillary 
Clinton, but privately an overwhelming majority of EU rulers sided with her in the elec-
tion. Only a minority of EU leaders sided with Trump, which should not be surprising, 
given the critical remarks made by the republican candidate about the European Union, 
where he wished its quick disbandment. Trump did not hide his support for Brexit in the 
UK, saying that the European Union was on the verge of collapse, and urged other mem-
ber states to follow suit (Stewart, Yuhas, Walker, 2017). Trump’s enthusiasm was not 
shared by other politicians, and not just in the European Union. United States Ambas-
sador to the European Union, Anthony L. Gardner, stated: “To think that by supporting 
fragmentation of Europe we would be advancing our interests would be sheer folly. It’s 
lunacy” (Dominiczak, 2017).

It is not only Europe that is concerned about the direction of foreign policy of the 
superpower. The neighbors of the U.S. are also concerned. The more so, in that Trump’s 
statements indicate major changes in the North American Free Trade Agreement, which 
he termed “the worst trade deal maybe ever signed anywhere” (see: Withnall, 2017). 
Mexican authorities are rebelling against Trump’s announcement of building 1,000 miles 
of a border wall between the countries, for which Mexico is to pay for. An additional 
regression in relations between the two countries has been prompted by the introduction 
of a 20% tax on the import of goods from Mexico (Jacobs, Rushe, Agren, 2017).

Relations between Washington and Beijing are also unclear. During his campaign, 
Trump threatened to introduce higher customs tariffs if the Chinese government refused 
to renegotiate the trade deals that existed between the two countries. At the same time, 
he announced an increase in U.S. military presence in the South Sea, which would pre-
vent China’s territorial expansion in the artificial islands there. Much concern was also 
caused by the announcement that Trump wishes to break the nuclear deal with Iran, or 
force an eventual renegotiation, to which Trump wants to force onto Iranian authorities 
by doubling, or even tripling, sanctions. He has threatened to withdraw the U.S. from 
the World Trade Organization and the International Agreement on Combating Climate 
Change. Concerns were also raised about his declaration to restore torture as an effec-
tive tool in the fight against terrorism (Fisher, 2016). Trump also announced a desire to 
reduce, or eventually completely abandon U.S. commitments to long-term U.S. allies Ja-
pan and South Korea. However, the recent reaction by U.S. authorities to North Korea’s 
missile tests, which was to launch the first elements of an anti-missile system to South 



PP 3 ’17	 Is America safer today? The first changes to U.S. foreign and security...	 167

Korea, and president Trump’s confirmation of the United States’s solidarity with Japan 
and South Korea, calmed their allies, signaling that in case of aggression they could 
count on the support of the Americans (Gearan, Morello, 2017).

After taking office, the Trump’s rhetoric has also changed in the context of the U.S. 
intelligence services, which he had severely criticized and disregarded during the elec-
tion campaign, even comparing their actions to the policies of Nazi Germany. However, 
after taking office he stated that he felt safe with the U.S. intelligence services “having 
his back” and that “he supports them 1,000 per cent” (Ackerman, Siddiqui, 2017), which 
at least for now has silenced the debate over an open conflict between the president and 
U.S. intelligence.

Donald Trump’s first 100 days in office failed to answer many of the most press-
ing questions in U.S. foreign and security policy. We still do not know what will be 
the Trump doctrine, whether the United States will in fact focus on internal problems, 
limiting its international role, and whether its domain will be hard or soft power.3 It is 
not surprising that the newly elected president of the United States did not specify the 
basic assumptions of the superpower’s foreign policy within three months of taking of-
fice, as he has changed his views during the election campaign and presented ambigu-
ous, sometimes contradictory proposals. Yet lack of consistency and of a shared position 
between the president and his closest associates cause confusion and anxiety. In such 
important matters for the state, the president’s administration should speak with one 
voice. The question seems to be whether the newly elected U.S. president can count on 
Congress to support his policies? Considering that the Republican Party has a major-
ity in both the House of Representatives and the Senate, implementing the president’s 
policies should theoretically go smoothly, as they are all from the same party. However, 
given that Trump’s statements and campaign slogans aimed directly at the Washington 
establishment, not only the Democratic Party but also the Republican Party, it may turn 
out that the lack of consensus and cohesion among Trump’s closest associates will not be 
the only obstacle to the implementation of president Trump’s U.S. foreign and security 
policy.

The first months of Donald Trump’s government – the most important decisions 
in U.S. foreign and security policy

Since the inauguration of the 45th president of the United States, Donald Trump has 
signed dozens of executive actions, including executive orders, presidential memoranda, 
presidential proclamations and presidential notices of varying importance and scope. 
Some of them are strictly administrative (such as the relocation of individual units). 
Some are Trump’s election promises, but not all are controversial, such as the creation 
of task forces at the Justice Department to fight drug cartels, and to reduce crime and 
attacks on the police. Others cause astonishment, such as the memorandum directing the 

3  Soft power should be understood as “the ability to get what you want through attractiveness rather 
than coercion. It is the result of the attractiveness of the culture and political ideals.” The opposite of 
soft power is hard power, which involves the use of coercive means, especially the military, during 
implementation of foreign policy of the state (see: Nye, 2007, p. 9).
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secretary of defense to draw up a plan within 30 days to defeat “Islamic State”. The sur-
prise comes from the fact that during the election campaign Trump asserted that he had 
a “secret plan for the fight against the Islamic State” (Schmidt, 2017) and even that he 
knew more about “Islamic State” than the generals did (Miller, 2017). But here, Trump’s 
memorandum orders the generals and security advisers of the president to provide him 
with a plan, within a month, to beat the jihadists. It seems that the “secret plan” was one 
of Trump’s electoral slogans, with no basis in reality. What’s more, the initial plans pre-
sented by the Pentagon point to a continuation of Obama administration tactics, the same 
tactics that Trump criticized during his election campaign. The plan is mainly based on 
the continuation of bombing of jihadists’ positions; support for local forces; elimination 
of the sources of funding for terrorists, and the stabilization of areas taken away from 
ISIS (McFadden, Arkin, 2017).

One of Trump’s first decisions was to start the procedure for the withdrawal of the 
United States from the multilateral trade agreement of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
signed in October 2015 by twelve countries.4 Acting on the assumption that traditional 
bilateral trade agreements are more beneficial to America, Trump rejected an agreement 
that, according to Barack Obama, would create an economic defense wall against China’s 
growing power. Experts have pointed out that Trump’s decision has begun to transform 
America’s role in the global economy, “leaving an opening for other countries to flex 
their muscles,” which could directly affect the United States and its ability to maintain 
influence and leadership in both economic and political affairs (Mui, 2017).

Another Trump decision concerns one of the flagship slogans of his election cam-
paign, namely the construction of a wall on the border of the United States with Mexico. 
The U.S. president expects that the financial burden (estimated at over $20 billion) will 
be taken up by the Mexican government. The wall is supposed to stop the influx of illegal 
immigrants and drug smugglers into the U.S. (Apuzzo, 2017). During his election cam-
paign, Trump made a number of controversial claims, i.e. that Mexicans are rapists and 
only bring drugs and violence into the U.S., thus provoking indignation among Mexicans 
and Latinos. The statistics of the Federal Bureau of Investigation do not support his 
claims, showing that as the number of illegal immigrants in the United States increased 
from 3 to more than 11 million (1990 to 2013), there was a significant decrease in the 
crime rate by as much as 48%, with fewer recorded robberies, thefts, rapes and murders. 
A similar decrease of 41% could be seen in the number of car thefts and burglaries. This 
discrepancy between statistical data and the president’s statements can also be heard in 
the speeches of former president Truman, who called immigrants from Mexico “out of 
control,” and who also promised to “take our country back.” The Pew Research Center 
reported that the number of illegal immigrants from Mexico living in the United States 
fell by one million to 5.9 million in 2012. In 2010, more Mexicans left the U.S. than 
entered the country. Trump accused Mexicans not only of criminal activity, but also of 
harming the American economy through the relocation of U.S. companies to Mexico 
due to more favorable conditions. Trump used such sharp words as: “they’re killing 
us economically.” The facts, however, are that the GDP of the U.S. is 13 times greater 
than that of Mexico, and the income per capita in the United States is four times that 

4  Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, the 
United States and Vietnam.
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of Mexico. More importantly, Mexico is the third largest trading partner with the U.S., 
after Canada and China. And just as Mexico is not able to “kill the U.S. economy,” such 
sharp statements and Trump’s actions can adversely affect relations between the two 
countries. Mexican authorities have already announced they are not going to pay for 
the construction of the wall, calling it a “blatant monument to anti-Mexican hostility” 
(Estevez, 2015).

President Trump’s next decision concerned the withdrawal of federal funds for so 
called “sanctuary cities”, asylum cities whose authorities refused to cooperate with the 
government in prosecuting and deporting illegal immigrants. The list included a few 
hundred cities and counties, including New York and Los Angeles, which, in light of 
Trump’s executive order, provided shelter for undocumented migrants, thereby violating 
U.S. immigration laws. According to statistics, there are more than 11 million illegal 
immigrants in the U.S. at present, and Trump’s order intends to intensify their deporta-
tion. Existing regulations required the deportation of persons who “have committed acts 
that would constitute a chargeable criminal offense” or that an immigration officer has 
judged that such person constitutes a threat to public security. The changes will lead to 
the deportation of people who have no legal documentation and have had any sort of 
interaction with local law enforcement agencies and have been written up. Some say that 
the inclusion of local police in the deportation process will cause illegal immigrants to 
avoid contacting the police even if they need help or wish to report a crime. Opponents 
of the change refer to statistics that indicate that “sanctuary cities” have lower crime 
rates than the national average. They point out that when the police become the gateway 
to deportation, it undermines the principle that the legal system protects everyone (Cam-
eron, 2017). While the president can count on support from the republicans in this case, 
democrats criticize these actions, pointing out that Trump’s tightening of the rules will 
lead to the separation of many families, thereby “turning his back on both our history and 
our values as a proud nation of immigrants” (Laughland, Wong, Siddiqui, 2017).

Another decision made by the U.S. president was to increase the number of border 
guards by an additional 5000. It would seem that this issue would be the least contro-
versial from a security point of view. However, as experts and practitioners point out, 
this decision may not reduce the level of crime, but may even increase it. The reason 
is the difficulty in verifying applicants for the position of a border guard. The latest at-
tempt to increase their numbers did not eliminate those sentenced later for corruption, 
drug trafficking and human trafficking through checkpoints. Statistics show that since 
2004, a total of 197 Customs and Border Protection employees have been arrested and 
sentenced for corruption. Experts point out: “The presence of even one corrupt agent or 
officer deployed at the border has the potential to completely undermine whatever level 
of security has been put in place” (Holpuch, 2017).

Another decision by the U.S. president was to end the practice of what in his election 
campaign Trump called “catch and release.” This refers to the situation where illegal 
immigrants are released after being caught and must wait to be questioned. The release 
is due to the fact that there is not enough room to accommodate everyone at detention 
centers. U.S. immigration authorities can not immediately deport people back to Mexico 
due to humanitarian concerns. Most of the detainees have fled the country due to pov-
erty and violence. Equipped with an electronic bracelet on the ankle they are released 
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pending the date of appearing in an immigration court. Cases take a long time due to 
the fact that many immigrants are asking for asylum. Trump’s executive order obliged 
the secretary of homeland security to check whether immigration laws, which guarantee 
people conditional release or asylum on the basis of fear of persecution in their home 
country, are not being used to block deportation. After the change, the rules would apply 
only to persons with an urgent humanitarian cause or significant social benefits derived 
from such a conditional exemption (Kopan, Shoichet, 2017). Opponents of the change 
are alarmed that the forced detention of all illegal immigrants in the centers will make it 
difficult for them to reach an independent legal counsel and will mean that many of them 
may face deportation without complying with United States legal obligations under the 
UN Refugee Convention (Laughland, 2017).

One of the most controversial decisions made by the new U.S. president, which has 
caused enormous public outrage and protests not only in the United States but around the 
world, has been the ban on entry into the U.S. for travelers who are the citizens of seven 
countries: Iraq, Iran, Syria, Libya, Yemen, Somalia and Sudan. Trump explained that 
this was intended to prevent “radical Islamic terrorists” from entering the U.S. He added 
that U.S. authorities would agree to accept only those refugees who would “support and 
deeply love the United States.” Priority should be given to Christian refugees and other 
religious minorities over Muslims. Many experts perceive this as religious discrimina-
tion, and therefore a violation of the U.S. Constitution. This order was harshly criticized 
by human rights activists who accused the U.S. president of sanctioned religious per-
secution under cover of security, a “euphemism for discriminating against Muslims” 
(Shear, Cooper, 2017).

The president’s order obliges officials to impose additional checks on refugees “to 
ensure that those approved for refugee admission do not pose a threat to the security 
and welfare of the United States.” Trump caused controversy when he referred to the 
September 11, 2001 attacks when announcing the change. The problem was that the 
majority of the 19 aircraft hijackers who destroyed the World Trade Center and Penta-
gon towers came from Saudi Arabia, the rest from the United Arab Emirates, Egypt and 
Lebanon. None of these countries were included in the list of citizens forbidden to enter 
the United States. Some say that the reason for this is that Trump had business contacts 
in Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates. Why did the U.S. presidential 
administration choose these seven states? In the official statement, it was claimed that 
the governments of these countries were “unable or unwilling to provide the information 
we need.” As it turns out, it is of little important that none of the citizens of these banned 
states contributed to the death of even one American as a result of a terrorist attack in the 
United States since 2001(Shear, Cooper, 2017).

Due to the sudden entry into force of the decree, many people were detained at U.S. 
airports. Because of the lack of clarification, the entry ban was also applied to those 
who had already received entry visas into the United States, or initially also to holders 
of Green cards. Despite opposition from the federal appeals court, which blocked the 
decree, arguing that it violated the right to “do justice to the United States Constitution,” 
Donald Trump questioned and criticized the judge’s opinion, calling it “ridiculous”, de-
claring at the same time that he will appeal the decision. Experts claim that the United 
States is currently facing a constitutional crisis. “This is an epic confrontation between 
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the presidency and the constitution,” and the disrespectful nature of the president’s ap-
proach to legislation is very dangerous, since it can lead to chaos in the state (Walters, 
2017).

Eventually, the president issued a new executive order, which banned the entry into 
the United States from the six countries listed in the previous list, excluding Iraq. The 
decision was explained as a result of collaboration between the United States and Iraq in 
combating the “Islamic State,” and an agreement with the Iraqi government, which had 
pledged to increase cooperation with America in the verification of Iraqi applicants to 
the United States. Permanent residents and current visa holders were excluded from the 
ban. Also, a complete ban on refugee entry from Syria was removed and replaced with 
a 120-day suspended entry period required for verification and renewal. A record from 
the previous document was kept, which reduced the number of refugees admitted to the 
U.S. each year from 110,000 to 50,000 (Thrush, 2017). Trump’s second order was also 
blocked by a district court judge who accused him of discriminating against Muslims, 
stressing: “We can not fault the president for being politically incorrect, but we do fault 
him for being constitutionally incorrect” (Hawaii judge).

In the context of Trump’s electoral statements regarding the limited (conditional) 
involvement of the United States in solving international problems, his rapid decision 
of April 7, 2017 to bomb Syrian Air Force al-Shajrat was quite a surprise. This was in 
response to the use of chemical weapons against civilians on April 4, 2017, where at least 
86 people were killed, for which Trump’s administration unequivocally accused Bashar 
al-Assad’s regime. The quick reaction of the American president may be surprising given 
that this decision was not made within the framework of the UN, after an investigation 
and the explicit exclusion of other options. His predecessor – Barack Obama – was in 
a similar situation in 2013, when more than 1,400 people were killed as a result of the 
use of chemical weapons in Ghouta near Damascus. However, Obama decided not to re-
spond with a military attack. Instead, he chose the diplomatic route, which resulted in the 
Syrian president’s commitment to liquidate the Syrian chemical arsenal. The entire arse-
nal was to be liquidated by the end of June 2014. Despite assurances from the Pentagon 
that Russian forces were warned about plans to bomb the base in Syria, the Kremlin’s 
reaction was unequivocally critical of U.S. activities, calling them “aggression against 
a sovereign nation,” which could consequently lead to a halt in military cooperation 
between Russia and the U.S. in Syria and seriously undermine relations between the two 
countries. All the more so since the Russian government called the chemical attack in 
Syria a “provocation” by rebels fighting with Assad, thereby denying the Syrian govern-
ment’s participation in it (see: Sengupta, Macfarquhar, Steinhauer, 2017).

It is worth pointing out that the bombing of the Syrian base was the first direct U.S. 
attack on the Bashar el-Assad regime since the beginning of the six-year war in Syria. 
Trump’s decision may seem surprising when compared to his earlier pro-Russian stance, 
at the same time raising many questions about further U.S. military engagement in Syria: 
will there be an intensification of attacks or was the bombing a one-off project? Whether 
strong or weak, Russia’s response to U.S. actions, which can be seen in terms of a trial of 
strength, will have significant consequences and affect Russia’s position in the interna-
tional system. All the more so since the American administration informed the Russian 
authorities that they must choose whose side they wish to be on in the Syrian conflict, 
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while announcing the approaching end of the Assad regime. Thus Trump’s decision rais-
es questions about further relations on the Washington-Moscow line.

The decision-making process at the White House is also brought into question, given 
the impression that Trump’s decision to bombard Syria seemed to have been made im-
petuously, without much reflection, calculation or analysis of possible repercussions. 
And as some researchers and journalists point out, “the emotional president is easily ma-
nipulated” (Milewski, 2017). In this context one might wonder whether Trump’s decision 
was influenced by his closest associates whose approach to the Kremlin’s policies differ 
significantly from that of the president of the United States. Perhaps Trump wanted to 
minimize criticism from Congress, including the republicans, who accused him of a pas-
sive stance on the Syrian conflict. Perhaps in a symbolic way Trump also wanted to end 
suspicions of Russian influence on the White House. Perhaps it was a show of strength, 
independence and determination by the superpower leader. Perhaps he wanted to show 
that, unlike Barack Obama, who in 2012 drew a “red line” against the use of chemical 
weapons, after which the U.S. was to react strongly to the Assad regime, yet in reality 
showed a passive attitude, Trump will react immediately to provocation. No matter the 
impetus for this decision, the U.S. president once again surprised the international com-
munity, raising even more doubts and questions about what the Trump doctrine will be.

The implications of Donald Trump’s foreign and security policy for the United 
States – conclusions

One of the most important questions in the context of recent changes in U.S. foreign 
and security policy is: is America more secure today? Although Trump’s most controver-
sial order banning entry to the United States for the citizens of six Muslim countries has 
been blocked by law, the president’s administration has not given up and is fighting for 
new legislation. The question seems to be: will the ban on entry into the United States 
increase the security of the superpower, protecting Americans from further terrorist at-
tacks? According to reports from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security and State 
Department, the answer is: not necessarily. This is due to the fact that citizenship is an 
“unlikely indicator” of a terrorist threat to the United States. Statistics show that few 
people from these states have been involved in terrorist activities in the United States 
since the civil war started in Syria in 2011. As pointed out in the report of 82 people who, 
according to the government, were influenced by a foreign terrorist group to conduct or 
attempt to attack on an area in the U.S., more than half were U.S. citizens, born in the 
United States. The rest came from Pakistan, Somalia, Bangladesh, Cuba, Ethiopia, Iraq 
and Uzbekistan. One person from Iran, Sudan and Yemen each was involved in terrorist 
activities. None were from Syria, whose citizens are now completely banned from enter-
ing the U.S. The report emphasized that terrorist organizations in Iran, Libya, Somalia 
and Sudan are focused on their own regions, while groups in Iraq, Syria and Yemen pose 
a threat to the United States (Salama, Caldwell, 2017; Country Reports on Terrorism 
2015).

Another important question in the context of the Trump ban is: can it lead to an 
increase in attacks on the U.S.? Even in the ranks of the republicans, Trump’s decision 



PP 3 ’17	 Is America safer today? The first changes to U.S. foreign and security...	 173

alarmed many who believed it was a great propaganda boost for the “Islamic State,” 
which, in the name of injustice, by announcing anti-American slogans, could recruit 
new members to the organization and motivate them to attack the United States (Yu-
has, 2017). The order concerns six nationalities, and covers all professional and social 
groups, including academics, students, doctors, and specialists, who came to the United 
States in search of a “better life” (Dehghan, 2017). Separation of families, and “pigeon-
holing” people of certain nationalities or religions as potential terrorists, may prove to be 
counterproductive, and lead to trauma and hostility towards people of different ethnici-
ties. This may result in the radicalization of various people living in the United States, 
who otherwise would not have thought about committing acts of terror. Trump’s deci-
sions are plagued by rhetoric which reinforce the propaganda of the “Islamic State,” 
which falsely claim that the United States is at war with Islam (Loffredo, 2017). Closing 
doors for refugees to the United States may weaken the nation’s ability to lead the world, 
for they are turning away from the problems of their allies. This has a destabilization 
effect on allies’ security. The paradox of the situation is that the U.S. government, and 
specifically the administration of president George W. Bush, led to the emergence of an 
“Islamic State” (Waśko-Owsiejczuk, 2017, pp. 7–31), destabilizing the entire region and 
triggering a wave of refugees, and now the new president has made a decision to turn 
away from the problem the U.S. created themselves.

The closing of borders or building walls on the border with Mexico will not solve 
the problem of crime in the United States, but will certainly affect the deterioration of 
relations between states. Employing an additional 5,000 border guards will not eliminate 
the problem of corruption which allows drug trafficking and human trafficking to be 
conducted among the U.S.-Mexican border. An outline of Trump’s doctrine illustrates 
another face of America, one which renounces international obligations and pursues uni-
lateral politics in the name of Trump’s “America first.” In a narrower perspective, with-
drawing from international agreements and commitments may strengthen the position 
of the United States, which, as a superpower, will be able to dictate their conditions to 
others; but in a broader perspective, this will only weaken U.S. allies while strengthening 
their enemies. After World War II, the United States, as the strongest and most influential 
member of the United Nations and NATO, became the guarantor of international secu-
rity. The introduction of a business system in the operation of these organizations, where 
a reaction to aggression will depend on the contributions paid, will only accelerate the 
erosion of the collective security system. Trump’s view of foreign policy seems to be 
very short-sighted, in believing that cutting the U.S. off from the rest of the world will 
bring it security and prosperity. In times of the “global village,” the problems of Europe 
or the Middle East are also the problems of the U.S. Without international cooperation, 
no nation can feel safe today.

On the one hand, Trump’s recent decision to bomb the Syrian base may be a signal 
of reassurance to the international community that the superpower will react to the use 
of chemical weapons against civilian populations and defend human rights. On the other 
hand, the decision may be a cause of concern, since it was made outside the international 
framework, without consultation with the United Nations. Although welcomed by many 
world leaders as an adequate response to the use of forbidden chemical weapons, the 
bombing of the Syrian base by the Americans was imperious, and denounced by Rus-
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sian authorities as illegal, in violation of UN law. Remembering the aggressive politics 
of George W. Bush’s administration, which was characterized by an illegal invasion of 
Iraq, the Russians are alarmed that the scenario may be repeated and the Americans may 
return to unilateral and imperious actions (see: Savage, 2017).

Trump is changing the face of America not only in terms of its international, but also 
its internal, approach. In less than 100 days after the takeover of power, the United States 
is heading for a constitutional crisis in which a clash between the executive and the judi-
ciary branches could affect the entire political system of the state. What is troubling are 
the attacks on judicial independence and disregard for judicial power, which is a peculiar 
position for the president of a superpower to take. Also unsettling are the president’s 
opinions about the power of the president, the division of power, respect for the Con-
stitution, and the principle of checks and balances, which is supposed to be a deterrent 
mechanism to control executive power. Trump’s first decisions seem to confirm the fears 
cited after his victory that the first U.S. president without any political experience may 
have problems managing the state. It seems that Donald Trump forgets that superpower 
management is not the same as the management of a company, where any word of criti-
cism can cause the dismissal of an employee. America has repeatedly experienced that 
the use of soft power is a much more useful tool than the use of hard power. But diplo-
macy does not seem to be a strength of the new U.S. president, who openly declares that 
he supports torture as an effective tool for combating terrorism, despite the fact that the 
2014 Senate Intelligence Commission Report claimed that torture victims provided false 
testimony and Osama Bin Laden’s hideout was discovered through traditional intelli-
gence (eavesdropping) and not through torture (Waśko-Owsiejczuk, 2016a).

Trump undoubtedly wants to rule with a hard hand, changing the face of America 
to one that closes and isolates itself from its allies, and bases its actions, including its 
response to aggression, on money and not on values or the law; which as a country built 
by immigrants closes its doors to them, including such injured and vulnerable groups as 
refugees; where executive power disregards the powers of the courts and trivializes its 
decisions. In this way Donald Trump will not strengthen America, but will only weaken 
it. Ruling a superpower requires deliberation, and Trump’s first decisions may be proof 
that deliberation will not be the main feature of his presidency, but rather governance 
through unpredictability and short-sightedness.
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Czy Ameryka jest teraz bezpieczniejsza? O pierwszych zmianach w polityce zagranicznej  
i bezpieczeństwa USA za prezydentury Donalda Trumpa 

 
Streszczenie

Artykuł opisuje pierwsze miesiące prezydentury Donalda Trumpa. Przedstawia jego najważniejsze 
decyzje w zakresie polityki zagranicznej i bezpieczeństwa USA, głosy krytyczne i wspierające oraz 
ewentualne implikacje dla bezpieczeństwa USA.

Już podczas kampanii wyborczej niektóre propozycje Trumpa wywoływały niepokój społeczności 
międzynarodowej i wiele pytań w kontekście dotychczasowych sojuszy. Zapowiedział m.in. wpro-
wadzenie rygorystycznych przepisów w prawie emigracyjnym, niezwłoczną deportację nielegalnych 
imigrantów z USA, przywróceniem tortur jako narzędzia walki z terrorystami, podważał ponadto do-
tychczasową politykę współpracy z sojusznikami, kwestionując dążenie do zapewniania bezpieczeń-
stwa innym krajom na koszt USA. Podjęte podczas pierwszych 100 dni urzędowania Donalda Trumpa 
decyzje wpływają nie tylko na sytuację wewnętrzną USA, zarówno w kontekście bezpieczeństwa kraju, 
jak i systemu politycznego, ze względu na rodzący się kryzys konstytucyjny i tarcia pomiędzy władzą 
wykonawczą i sądowniczą. Jego decyzje wpływają również na stosunki pomiędzy USA i ich sojusz-
nikami oraz przekształcają rolę Stanów Zjednoczonych w świecie i wpływ supermocarstwa na system 
zbiorowego bezpieczeństwa.
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Introduction

As an academic theory, what makes feminism stand out is, above all, the subject of 
study: women and their roles in society, politics and international relations. This 

theory assumes that there is a distinction between women’s subjective traits and their 
behaviour in society. Feminism focuses on their fortunes and place in the world while, at 
the same time, discussing these questions in relation to men and masculine and patriar-
chal relationships. Hence, the key terms in this view will be the notions of sex and gender 
and their impact on one’s social position. On the academic side, feminism is included in 
the post-positive movement because of its critique of, and opposition to, the dominant 
gender hierarchy and so-called male gaze. It should be noted that feminism is not a mon-
olith; various streams of feminism can be discerned that are usually called waves. Some 
authors use the term in the plural, i.e., feminist theories. However, the starting point for 
discussions by individual authors is an assumption about the social construct of gender 
and its role and place both for political science theory for public life.

When encountered in analyses of the role and importance of women in the context of 
political violence, the above-mentioned male gaze centralises processes of representa-
tion in which the male point of view (predominantly heterosexual) is privileged. This 
approach exhibits an unequal distribution of rights and the objectification of women 
(and other genders). It has an influence (usually varied or inverse) on both the person 
observed and on the observer (Stump, Dixit, 2013, p. 58). In this view, we can observe 
an emphasis on women as objects, who are forced to act by certain determinants, such 
as race, social norms, religion, “feelings of hopelessness,” to act in a “typically” male 
way in the sphere of security. It does not perceive women as human beings who are re-
sponsible for themselves or who are capable of making their own independent decisions 
or determining their own path in life. This is often because it is men who tell us about 
these women, denying them their own voice (his story instead of her story). Notions of 
harm and suffering are emphasised while at the same time denying the deliberate choice 
of specific actions in the political or public sphere (Wibben, 2011).
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Feminism, like other post-positivist concepts, assumes the crossing of boundaries 
and thus a critique of positivist achievements and the deconstruction of the theory on 
account of variable gender. Feminists are mainly women, but more and more men are 
working as researchers in this field all the time. This is related to a common phenomenon 
in political science whereby men are allocated places as actors and as active participants 
in politics. Christine Sylvester highlights this in her analysis of the theory of interna-
tional relations. According to her, women serve only a supporting role for men’s policies, 
and so they occupy other positions from which they may “dabble in” international rela-
tions (Sylvester, 1994, p. 4). Sylvester further highlights the fact that men are directly 
identified with states and the policies states implement. This is reflected, inter alia, in the 
presentation of their role in society, which is more powerful than that of women, as poli-
cymakers, politicians, soldiers, terrorists, etc. In this way, they are forced – with the help 
of the outlined theories – into particular positions, and they take action (perform roles) in 
accordance with the premise accepted by the researcher. This premise may, however, be 
misleading (and thus theorising) or reflect the innate talents of the person being analysed. 
The assignment of specific traits and values does not necessarily have to become reality 
(Sylvester, 1994, p. 5).

Variable gender

The key concept that binds together the various interpretations of feminism is that of 
gender, a phenomenon that permeates all spheres of social life and is therefore applied 
in academic discussions of them. This term indicates an interdisciplinary approach, as 
it relates to many spheres of social life and several academic disciplines. According to 
feminists, a negation of cultural gender can be observed in traditional research. This 
therefore undermines any attempt at gender-neutral analysis, where the focus is on hu-
man beings and their interactions in public space. They acknowledge that existing aca-
demic paradigms distort reality by creating an illusory myth of objectivity without taking 
into account the conditions that influence the role and position of political actors. The 
polarisation of characteristics attributed to women and men is constantly being created 
and reproduced by means of roles, standards for acceptable behaviour, social norms and 
stereotypes attributed to that which is male and that which is female. “Nature determines 
whether we are male or female; culture decides what it means to be male or female” 
(Merz, 1979, p. 9).

The difference between a man and a woman is natural since it is the result of inher-
ent physical traits and does not lead to the development of moral, political or social 
norms, as it is not relational. It is given meaning only when it is interpreted by the cul-
tural context. Thus, the gender division is a duality: it is, at the same time, natural and 
cultural, real and symbolic, biological and psychological (Agacinski, 2000, p. 25). Sex 
determines – particularly in patriarchal systems – the biology (nature) and destiny of 
both women and men. The publication that showed that gender is a cultural, rather than 
innate, construct was Robert J. Stoller’s 1968 monograph (Stoller, 1968). This research 
began being used to demonstrate that a woman’s life is not determined by her sex. Gen-
der, on the other hand, opened up new possibilities, although it was relational. However, 
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this is the term that the majority of feminists started to use. The term gender is not, 
however, the only one used by feminists, nor does it lack ambiguity. Judith Butler, who 
came up with the concept of gender performativity, voiced her categorical disagreement 
with the treatment of feminist thought only through the prism of cultural gender. She 
expressed doubts about exposing the distinction between the concepts of sex and gender. 
In her opinion, the blurred boundaries between what is biological and what is social do 
not interfere with the study of the entirety of issues involved in the female question. Bio-
logical sex can determine an individual’s identity, but it is culturally determined gender 
that has historically determined – through constant repetition and performance – behav-
iour and means of self-expression. Defining cultural and social gender by referring to 
biological sex (which is not neutral) validates and reproduces gender differences (doing 
gender). It then becomes a fact around which particular social relationships, inequalities 
and discrimination develop. The question of sexual difference, in Butler’s view, is and 
will continue to be questioned and will remain an open question. Since this difference is 
an impermanent category created by discourse, he therefore proposes that it be replaced 
with differentiation (Butler, 2005).

Every culture expresses through language that which is conferred upon the individual 
sexes. This also includes expectations about how each person should behave. Exagger-
ated expectations are established as gender stereotypes that may be related to particular 
traits associated with sex (Basow, 1992). Through their generalisation and the so-called 
male gaze, sweeping generalisations related to the articulation of political needs and 
interests usually do not introduce gender differentiation or the actual position of the 
individual within society. They focus on the person-citizen-man. Therefore, proponents 
of the feminist perspective also point out that, at least within political science, avoidance 
of the gender aspect excludes from research certain determinants and processes that are 
essential to the world of politics (True, 1996, pp. 211–212) Assuming that gender is a so-
cial construct related to the assignment of roles and norms, it is also related to the identity 
of the individual, their social identity and way of life. That is to say it has an impact on 
the distribution of power, privilege and prestige. The system of gender roles and their 
inter-relationships conditions every aspect of human life, including security and political 
violence (Alison, 2004).

The theory of feminism, like other academic theories, uses categories and terms that 
are specific to it. Joanna Bator recognises as essential “interpretative categories of eve-
ry feminist theory: sexual differences, women and emancipation.” On the other hand, 
she considers to be characteristic traits “perspectivism, intersexuality, the relationship 
between knowledge/power and sexual differences, strategic thinking, the relationship 
between theory and practice, the emphasis on what in the ‘male’ tradition was usually 
overlooked as casual, private, corporal, feminine” (Bator, 2001, p. 44). The common 
denominator among the various feminist factions is the conviction that women, because 
of their sex, are abused (oppressed) by the system and that this situation can and must 
be changed. And that women should be the driving force. Hence, ideology is very often 
translated into action, including involvement in social, political, artistic or theoretical 
and research activities aimed at “a transformation of knowledge” (Ślęczka, 1999, p. 12). 
The main levels of “women’s oppression within the system of knowledge” that need to 
be opposed are sexism, patriarchy and phallogocentrism (Grosz, 1988, p. 93).
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Goals of feminist research

In the initial phase, the purpose of feminist research was to show the universally 
recognised as true and normal androcentric tendency that was unequivocally influenc-
ing theoretical models in the field of political science. They were in large part based on 
the conviction that gender neutrality existed and therefore if, for example, the problem 
of a rational decision maker were analysed, a model would developed that was based 
on traits attributed to men. In classic publications on decision-making in foreign policy, 
although a great deal of attention was devoted to the personality traits of the decision 
maker, no distinction was made between whether it was a man or a woman (Verba, 1961; 
Lentner, 1974; Janis, 1989).

Another goal of feminism was to re-establish the presence of women in many areas 
of social life, including security studies. The intention was to analyse women as actors 
and their experiences while assuming that the latter differ from men’s experiences, since 
the social determinants may differ in view of the gender roles mentioned above and 
the meanings assigned to them. This stage in the development of feminism was called 
“adding women.” The priority was to include women as objects of analysis and gender 
as a variable concept. However, the various attempts undertaken in this area did not 
have a significant impact on traditional models, research methods or techniques, or the 
conceptual grid of political science, at least in Poland., Language that fully emphasises 
the presence of women in social and political life is significant for the development of 
feminist thought. It is of particular value in the widespread cultural underrepresenta-
tion of women. Judith Butler calls for even more intense work on language that would 
seem to be “necessary to foster the political visibility of women” (Butler, 2005, p. 145). 
Contemporary studies focus on challenging existing theoretical and methodological as-
sumptions, in particular pointing out inconsistencies in language and terminology, which 
puts women in a lower/worse position than men. This is primarily due to the placement 
of women in a specific context (Peterson, 1992, pp. 191–197).

The basic goal of research within the heterogeneous feminist movement is the crea-
tion of a theory based on the experiences and using the language of women and to ask 
questions previously ignored. In doing so, the emotional involvement of the researcher 
is permitted, in contrast to the artificiality of male objectivity and distance. In this con-
ception, the research process is intended to shape the consciousness of both the object 
of the research and the researcher. They are meant to reflect practical knowledge, which, 
among other things, is conditioned by their experiences in everyday life (Harding, 1987). 
Maria Mies suggests, for example, that research should take into account: (1) conscious 
sympathy; (2) women’s experiences (bottom-up studies); (3) practical features and solu-
tions (awareness-raising features) (Mies, 1983). Hence, qualitative research is favoured, 
especially participant observation and analysis of experiences and case studies (Rein-
harz, 1979). In this view, the researcher may play the role not of an expert, but of a per-
son who is learning and is therefore open to the results and to changing their initial 
assumptions. It is essential to use various kinds of research methods and techniques 
and to properly analyse the collected material with the aim of expanding knowledge 
about the role of women, but also about the specifics of what is masculine and what is 
feminine and therefore about cultural and social tensions related to gender. The source’s 
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“sex” should also be verified as a decisive factor in the narrative that is in a certain way 
“contaminated” by a particular perspective (the so-called male gaze). Men may have 
a tendency to imbue their work about women or dedicated to women with their view of 
women, thereby distorting reality. Cythia Enloe suggests using a gender impact analysis 
in research concerning (local and global) political processes. In order for this method to 
be effective, it should take into account the situation both before a decision is made and 
after. This will allow the researcher to answer questions about how political decisions in-
fluence men and women; whether it is possible to distinguish within these groups certain 
sets of people who will feel the impact of a policy more strongly (specific individuals, 
occupations, age ranges, etc.) and whether that political action will have an impact on 
the relationship between men and women, e.g., by limiting or aggravating inequalities. 
“To make sense of today’s complex world, we need to understand that many decisions 
have not only gendered consequences but gendered causes – that is, causes flowing form 
presumptions or fears about femininity or masculinity” (Enloe, 2007, p. 17).

Challenges in security analysis

As generally understood, the subject of Security Studies covers contemporary in-
ternational relations (e.g., in the United States), combined with national and interna-
tional security, as well as peace research. These areas have had relatively few points in 
common with feminism due to the high degree of scepticism among researchers about 
everything that is postmodern in security analysis (Walt, 1991, p. 223). Following Jacek 
Czaputowicz, three streams of feminism can be discerned in international relations. The 
first, empirical stream focused on determining the activities of women in various fields of 
international relations. The second, feminist standpoint called for the creation of a femi-
nist epistemology and the inclusion of women’s perspectives in the study of international 
relations. On the other hand, the third, postmodernist stream recognised that “women are 
a category thought up in order to maintain relationships of inequality, domination and 
subordination that have become recognised as natural” (Czaputowicz, 2007, p. 377). 
In particular, the question of the peaceful nature of women raised by female feminist 
researchers and debates about the sources of pacifism stemming from nature or culture 
have found a place in studies on war and peace, especially in the criticism of male mili-
tarism (Jones, 1996).

Militarism is seen as one form of patriarchal social and structural violence. This 
perspective predestines women (and children) to passive participation in armed com-
bat. This view rules out both an active role for women in military conflict (combatants) 
and for men as non-participants (non-combatants) (Peach, 1993, pp. 84–96). Those 
actors who are able to take part in debates about national security are also expected 
to be possessed of a rationality that is associated with male traits. Women, because of 
their life-giving power, which is associated with nature, emanate emotionality or “soft-
ness”. It has therefore become accepted, particularly in countries where the perception 
of national security is based on militarised solutions, that the admission of women to 
discussions on or shaping security requires their defeminisation. In other words, that 
they be de facto stripped of their femininity. Enloe calls this phenomenon muscular 
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thinking (Enloe, 2007, p. 40). The impact of feminism on analyses of armed conflict 
is primarily related to the introduction of the role of the gender factor in the formation 
of militarism. Thus, it was suggested that our understanding of peace be broadened be-
cause of the importance of gender in shaping social relations. Attention was thus paid 
to the cultural and social conditions that are the source of militarism and consequently 
of wars. Feminism has enriched traditional studies of armed conflicts by including 
problems that arise from social relations, particularly the performance of certain gen-
der roles. The integrative function of the practical side of feminism has for years been 
reflected in the efforts made by women’s organisations aimed at peace education and 
the development of alternative visions of social structures in regions affected by crises 
(Burguieres, 1990).

The broadening of our understanding of security, as noted by J. Ann Tickner, to in-
clude economic and environmental aspects has caused the state to cease being a suitable 
(and self-sufficient) institution for guaranteeing security. On the other hand, the basic 
goal of feminism in security studies is to introduce the category of gender as a constant 
variable that conditions reality and to improve our knowledge of women’s experiences. 
This is based on the conviction that by exposing unequal gender relations and looking at 
them from a woman’s point of view, it is possible to establish the sort of comprehensive 
definition of security that modern critical thinking has been aspiring to come up with. 
Due to our traditional understanding of the internal and external functions of the state 
in the area of ensuring security primarily from a military point of view – forever associ-
ated with masculinity – the roles of women have been marginalised and even omitted 
(Tickner, 1997, pp. 187–190).

Violence is an intrinsic part of security considerations. Violence against women, es-
pecially sexual violence, cannot in any way be compared to the experience of this sort 
of violence against men. Violence against women is believed to be greater in militarised 
societies and endorsed in patriarchal systems (e.g., through legislation, controlling wom-
en’s right to their own body or image and other customary practices). The main institu-
tion perpetuating this state of affairs and reflecting society on a micro-scale is the family. 
“As co-operation between the family and the larger society is essential, else both would 
fall apart, the fate of three patriarchal institutions, the family, the society, and the state are 
interrelated” (Millett, 2005, p. 42). In addition, male supremacy is not based on physical 
strength, but rather on the acceptance of a certain system of values. A significant role 
is played by socialisation and universally accepted prejudices about the supremacy of 
men, which perpetuate their superior position. Kate Millett emphasises that patriarchal 
communities generally have a tendency to combine cruelty with sexuality as an expres-
sion not so much of evil but of power. Where sadism is associated with “the masculine 
role” and the experience of being a victim with “the feminine role” (Millett, 2005, p. 48). 
These same observations have emerged in psychoanalysis and studies on pornography. 
Sex, in Millett’s view, is a status that has political implications in that in comes down 
to a relationship of domination and subordination and meets Max Weber’s definition of 
control (Herrschaft) (Millett, 2005, p. 38).

Anti-war feminists recognise that war is a male world in which there is no room for 
women. This conviction is based on the premise that women possess an internal moral 
voice that differs completely from that of men and that calls for peaceful coexistence. 
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This is primarily related to caring, tenderness, the need to build relationships and take 
responsibility for others. On the other hand, the male view favours justice, rights and 
independence (ethics of justice). The concept of ethics of care first appeared in the 
1980s on the basis of maternal feminism, and its main premise is that so-called mater-
nal practices can transform socio-political systems to eliminate wars (Ruddick, 1989). 
The morality of women, based, first and foremost, on preserving their offspring (an 
emotional bond and duty), precludes the use of military means because they are life-
threatening. In this view, the mother-child relationship is transferred to social relation-
ships in general. And traits like masculine aggression and the desire for domination, 
culminating in armed struggle, are condemned. Nevertheless, this approach strength-
ens the traditional perception of women and men. Women are associated with nature 
(and the private sphere), and thus with peace, while men are associated with culture 
(and the public sphere), and thus with war. Although, before the Enlightenment, traits 
like wildness and a lack of restraint were attributed to nature, alongside aspects like 
giving life and caring, modernity has made an attempt to understand (to study) nature, 
and thus to tame it, which has meant nothing other than subjugation to men. Accord-
ingly, nature was and is treated as a lower order of existence, while culture, with its 
ability to transform (“socializing” and “transforming” nature) is something different 
and superior1 (Ornter, 1974, p. 73). Sara Ruddick has discerned three attitudes that can 
be observed in women in the context of discussions on war: the suffering mother, the 
outsider and the peacemaker. These can overlap or even collide with one another. They 
reflect the stereotypical understanding of these concepts. Thus, the first one is related 
to the image of the suffering mother, the bond keeping the family together, who also 
has the potential to reconstruct the social structure in the wake of armed conflict. This 
is the most deeply rooted image of women in relation to war. The second attitude as-
sumes the alienation – by force or by choice – of women in relation to war because of 
the male nature of war. War is perceived as a form of fanatical misogyny that fosters 
and rewards behaviour related to violence against women. The last attitude is about 
the ability to build relationships and ways to resolve conflict without resorting to vio-
lence. In this view, war is an inherent part of culture. Ruddick suggests using the term 
war culture. On the other hand, opposition to this phenomenon should focus on the 
introduction of social changes and different ways of thinking based on the premise that 
women have the capacity to build relations peacefully (Ruddick, 1998). Radical politi-
cal feminism based on maternal thinking and caring has been criticised for not taking 
into account the perspective of civic feminism. It is unable to explain, for example, the 
high level of support among women for military actions conducted by their own coun-
try. This was noted by Jean Bethke Elshtain, who denies the existence of a distinct, 
peaceful “nature” among women. On the other hand, she does not rule out the perform-
ance, during wartime, of culturally established roles concerning the social construction 
of men as “just warriors” and of women as “beautiful souls” (Elshtain, 1989).

Sex is an essential element of research on political violence, including terrorism 
(Zięba, 2016). Jacob L. Stump and Priya Dixit recognise that feminist concepts are ap-

1  “Thus culture (ie every culture) at some level of awareness asserts itself to be not only distinct 
from but superior to nature, and that sense of distinctiveness and superiority rests precisely on the abil-
ity to transform – to ‘socialize’ and ‘culturalize’ – nature.”
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plied in research on terrorism (Stump, Dixit, 2013, p. 58). Researchers emphasise, first 
of all, the role of patriarchal systems in encouraging and sometimes forcing women 
to take part in terrorist organisations and terrorist acts. A patriarchy can be understood 
as a structure based on certain convictions about how people should behave and the 
values attributed to these behaviours. According to Cynthia Enloe, one can discern, 
from among these, the conviction that women and men are different. This difference is 
“intrinsic and unalterable” and predestines everyone to specific social roles. According 
to this view, men are naturally qualified to be breadwinners, to ensure security and to 
take part in public life, etc. as a result of their traits: increased rationality, sex drive and 
physical strength. On the other hand, women fulfil their destiny in the private sphere, 
where they are grateful to, and dependent on, men. In such systems, it is possible to 
note the following: first, the privilege of masculinity and, second, the marginalisation 
of women and that which is feminine. These two essential features of the system are 
legitimised by being perpetuated in views and in daily practice, thus becoming tradi-
tion (Enloe, 2007, pp. 67–68). Research does not, however, support the notion that 
the mechanism of coercion is a decisive factor for participation in terrorist activities. 
The social environment may play an important role in involving women in terrorism, 
but the decisive factor may equally be earlier involvement in political life (Jacques, 
Taylor, 2013).

The patriarchal view may be associated with the male gaze, which objectifies women, 
robbing them of their own narratives about themselves. Feelings of harm and suffering 
are often emphasised, thus denying them their own rational choices (Shepherd, 2010; 
Tickner, 1997). A perfect example can be seen in attempts to explain the martyrology 
of women, including sacrificing their own lives (e.g., by taking part in suicide attacks). 
These are often presented as acts of desperation; they are relativised and treated with 
compassion.

The involvement of women in terrorism or other forms of armed struggle can also be 
seen through the prism of emancipation and understood as a break with the established 
(patriarchal) order and as masculinisation. The empowerment and emancipation of wom-
en to take part in terrorism or guerrilla warfare is seen as a revolutionary trend in break-
ing with their earlier, often inhuman treatment. The neutral form seems to be showing the 
involvement of women in political violence through the lens of an equal right to political 
expression, even if this takes on the extreme form of equal access to suicide bomb-
ings. On the other hand, the application of the view of transversal politics (Yuval-Davis, 
1994) in studies on terrorism emphasises the diversification of roles played by women 
in terrorist organisations. Differences in individual functions and tasks are related not 
with one’s sex within an organization, but in the specific nature of the organisation and 
in interaction within the group. Another approach, called intersectionality, is presented 
by researchers included in so-called postcolonial feminism (Yuval-Davis, 1997). In this 
field, efforts are being made to show cause-and-effect relationships between racism and 
political, economic and cultural colonialism, and the involvement of non-white (non-
Western) women in political violence in the postcolonial world (Chowdhry, Nair, 2002). 
This approach therefore emphasises the role of internal and external conditions as well 
as racial and ethnic differences that have an impact on the type of actions undertaken and 
involvement in terrorism and other forms of armed conflict.
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Conclusions

Despite the diverse range of attitudes and movements, the goal of feminist works 
seems to be: (1) a critical analysis of traditional theories and concepts, paradigms and 
language; (2) the creation of a feminist conceptual grid, premises and explanations that 
are useful for both theory and practice (Light, Halliday, 1994, p. 51). Feminism recog-
nises that traditional theories of political science marginalise the importance of women, 
as well as the role of gender as a category in social and political life. The main goal of 
feminism is to raise awareness and thereby to try to universalise this approach in both 
theory and in practice (Hartsock, 1979). This also marginalises the role of quantitative 
research, which is perceived as a patriarchal tool that encloses science within the con-
fines of the male vision. Feminism sees itself as a new body of knowledge about existing 
problems. In this view, an analysis of the involvement of women in the security sphere, 
particularly in relation to political violence, does not serve to set women against men, 
but to broaden our knowledge of human nature and of political activity in general (Wes-
ley, 2006). Supporters of the feminist perspective have noted that the gender aspect is 
crucial to the study of certain determinants and political processes and of security issues 
as a whole. Gender is a social construct, and it therefore creates and impacts not only the 
individual but also all of society. Feminist theory can be used to analyse various security 
phenomena, including armed conflict, terrorism and other actions related to political vio-
lence because it focuses on research at the level of the individual, both men and women. 
The importance of gender differences as a variable that makes up social reality is es-
sential in our understanding of political behaviour and in security studies. It allows us 
to broaden the scope of analysis and to show that particular phenomena (including non-
military threats) have broad cultural and social and even biological determinants that 
shape their genesis, structure, functioning and have an impact on the consequences. The 
feminist approach enables a more complete analysis of women’s motives in undertaking 
political activity and in how they go about it, and thus makes it possible to demonstrate 
the specificity of security-related behaviour.
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Podejście feministyczne w studiach nad bezpieczeństwem 
 

Streszczenie

Zasadniczym celem artykułu jest przedstawienie problemów związanych ze stosowaniem podejścia 
feministycznego w badaniach nad bezpieczeństwem. Punkt wyjścia stanowią kwestie związane z pod-
stawowymi terminami w obrębie zróżnicowanej wewnętrznie teorii feministycznej i ich zastosowania 
w obszarze nauk o polityce. Podjęto również próbę określenia celów wybranych badań feministycz-
nych, które mogą być wykorzystane w analizie problemów z zakresu bezpieczeństwa wewnętrznego 
i międzynarodowego. Główną tezą artykułu jest stwierdzenie, że w badaniach nad bezpieczeństwem 
dominują przypisane płci stereotypy i znaczenia wpisujące się w tzw. męskie spojrzenie.

 
Słowa kluczowe: feminizm, płeć, bezpieczeństwo, badania nad bezpieczeństwem, nauki o polityce

Article submitted: 29.05. 2017; article accepted: 10.07.2017.





DOI : 10.14746/pp.2017.22.3.14
Mira MALCZYŃSKA-BIAŁY1

University of Rzeszów

The schemes for institutional consumer protection 
 in the European Union

Abstract: The article is based on the analysis of the legal acts, literature concerning the subject and in-
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Introduction

According to article 169 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 2016 
one of the tasks of the European Union is to provide high level protection to the con-

sumer in relation to health, personal security and self-organization. The Union adheres to 
this task by creating consumer legislation in the form of derivative rights acts with a bind-
ing nature (decrees, directives) and legal acts with no binding nature in the form of con-
sumer strategies and the consumer Policy agenda (resolutions, notices, recommendations 
and opinions). The Member States have to respect and adjust internal consumer legislation 
to Union norms. It is allowed for the Member States to set the national legal regulations that 
provide the consumer with a high level of protection, however with respect to the freedoms 
and the principle of proportionality guaranteed by the Treaty (Micklitz, Weatherill, 1993; 
Sefton-Green, 2011). Moreover, the European Union provides the Member States with the 
freedom of systems and models within the field of consumer protection. The freedom is 
based on a variety of ways of consumer protection, governance mechanisms or specific 
legal systems. The aim of this article is to classify and analyse the institutions dealing with 
consumer protection among the Member States of the European Union. The case of the 
bodies responsible for redress shall be elaborated as a separate issue of matter.

The scheme of institutional consumer protection at the Union level

When analysing the institutional consumer protection scheme in the European Union 
it is necessary to point out to its two separate frameworks. The first one deals with the 
principal decision making bodies of the European Union involved with consumer pro-

1  The University of Rzeszów, Department of Poltical Science.
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tection. Those bodies create consumer legal standards, agendas and the strategies that 
shape consumer policy in the EU. The other framework brings together scientific com-
mittees and international and European consumer non-government organisations that 
serve to protect the interests of the consumers in the European Union. Among the head 
institutions pointed out in the title III article 13 Consolidated versions of the Treaty on 
European Union, the European Parliament, the European Commission and the Council 
of the European Union are directly connected with the legal consumer protection (Con-
solidated versions of the Treaty on European Union 2012).

Table 1. Institutional consumer protection on European Union level

Institutional consumer protection on European Union level

European Union principal
decision making bodies involve

with consumer protection

The consultative body
of the European Union

Basic non government
consumer European Union

organisations

European
Parliament

The European 
Economic and Social
 Committee (EESC)

Bureau Européen
 des Unions de

 Consommateurs
 (BEUC )Directorate-General

 Internal Market and 
Consumer Protection 

(IMCP)

Confederation of
Family Organisations 

in the European 
Union (COFACE)Directorate-General

Health and Food
 Safety (SANTE) European Association

for the co-ordination of
 Consumer 

Representation in 
Standardisation 

 (ANEC)

European Community of
 Consumer Co-operatives 

(Euro Coop)

European 
Commission

European Commission
 Directorate-General 

for Justice and 
Consumers (JUST)

Commission
 Directorate-General 
for Health and Food 

Safety (SANTE)

Council of the
 European Union

Employment, Social Policy,
 Health and Consumer Affairs 

Council configuration (EPSCO)

Source: The Author’s own calculations.
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The European Parliament (EP) together with the European Council shall implement 
the legislative function with regard to consumer legislation. There are committees that 
work within the EP. The Committee on the Internal Market and Consumer Protection 
– IMCP is highly important for the matter of consumer protection. It is a Standing Com-
mittee established by the Parliament with regard to the propositions of the Conference 
of the Presidents during the first monthly session of the newly chosen Parliament and 
then re-selected after two and the half years. The Committee on the Internal Market and 
Consumer Protection has the right to coordinate the national legislative systems within 
the field of the internal market and the Customs Union. The coordination especially 
concerns the free movement of foods together with the regulation of technical stand-
ards, the right of establishment, freedom of services with the exception of the financial 
and postal sectors. The role of the Committee is to protect the consumer in terms of the 
identification of barriers and market regulations including the digital market. Moreover, 
it supports and protects the commercial consumer interests excluding the areas of public 
health and food safety. The Committee has the authorities within the field of politics and 
legislation concerning the harmonisation of the market and consumer rights execution 
(Rules of Procedure of the European Parliament 2016).

The European Commission, as another major institution dealing with the consumer 
protection within the Union, offers new consumer regulations. The internal department 
of the Commission – Directorates General – include European Commission Directorate-
General for Justice and Consumers (JUST) and Commission Directorate-General for 
Health and Food Safety (SANTE), which support the actions of the Commission for the 
customer protection (Rules of Procedure of the Commission 2000).

The European Commission Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (JUST) 
deals with the matters of justice, democracy, freedom, tolerance and the rule of law. Five 
Directorates form part of the Directorate-General, wherein one of them is responsible 
for the legal protection of the consumer and another Health and Food Safety (SANTE) 
for the consumers themselves. The Health and Food Safety Commission monitors regu-
lations concerning the safety of food and goods, the consumer rights, and controls the 
implementation of consumer rights by national, regional and local authorities. What is 
more, the Commission listens to the ideas and opinions of the consumer and traders 
in the scope of trade, competitiveness and environmental protection. The Commission 
takes into consideration all the opinions of the parties concerned, it intervenes and acts in 
order to suggest relevant solutions that may include legal regulations, financial support 
for the projects and other effective means of support (dgs,health_food-safety,about_us).

The Directorate – General for Health and Food – Safety carries out four tasks from 
the field of the consumer protection in EU. It monitors the food-safety and consumer 
rights regulations previously accepted by the EU. It supervises the implementation of the 
consumer protection rules by the national, regional and local authorities. It consults the 
opinions of business operators and acts in order to normalize the legal regulations or to 
financially support consumer projects (http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/).

The consumer legislative acts are negotiated and accepted by the Council of the Europe-
an Union together with the European Parliament. The Council coordinates Member States’ 
economic policies and issues legislative acts for the Member States and their consumers. 
Moreover, the Council issues acts in the form of the union strategies and consumer agendas 
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that lack legal validity (Nugent, 2012). Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer 
Affairs Council configuration (EPSCO) shall form the part of the Council of the European 
Union. The role of the EPSCO Council is to ensure the high level of health protection and 
consumer protection by raising the employment rates and improving the work and living 
conditions. The EPSCO Council together with the European Parliament shall adapt union 
health protection regulations, the consumer protection and their economic interests (About 
employment, social, health and consumer affairs policy, 2016).

Another important committee that plays a vital role in the context of the consumer 
protection within the union is The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) 
which performs an advisory function to the European Parliament and the European 
Commission in the question of consumer policy protection. The EESC can be called 
the bridge between the EU’s decision-making institutions and EU citizens. The EESC is 
consulted by the European Parliament, the Council of the EU and the European Commis-
sion on a variety of subjects. It also issues opinions on its own initiative. The Treaty of 
Nice included a new regulation concerning article 257, stating that EESC shall consist of 
representatives of the various economic and social components of organized civil society 
including consumers (Treaty of Nice, 2001).

The second category of the institutions that influence the consumer policy and protec-
tion is represented by the scientific committees and independent consumer non-govern-
mental associations and shall be called the dedicated voice of the consumer at national 
and Community level. Their educational, informational, and advisory form of activity 
that include a number of campaigns and initiatives, imply the necessity to set the relevant 
legal solutions. The biggest and the most influential non-governmental consumer orga-
nizations that work within the Union and cooperate with the decision making bodies in-
clude the Bureau Européen des Unions de Consommateurs (BEUC), The Confederation 
of Family Organizations (COFACE), The European Association for the co-ordination of 
Consumer Representation in Standardisation (ANEC) and The European Community of 
Consumer Co-operatives (Euro Coop).

The Consumers’ Consultative Council (CCC) was transformed into The Consumer 
Committee in 1995 and it performs the function of a kind of forum for the exchange 
of consumer opinions concerning the issues of information and consumer protection 
(Maier, 1993). The CCC was active in forwarding optional proposals for action to the 
Commission. The Consumer Committee, appointed by the European Commission, con-
sisting of 20 members. The new Committee, while only an advisory body, is consulted 
by the Commission on proposed initiatives that may have a bearing on consumer inter-
ests (Urwin, 1999).

The schemes of institutional consumer protection within the Member States 
of European Union

When analyzing the schemes of institutional consumer protection in the Member 
States of EU it is vital to say the country that carries out the consumer policies cooper-
ates with specialized institutions like the parliament, judicial system, appropriate legal 
measures and specific institutional structure.
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In Europe there are four models of institutional customer protection: the ombudsman 
scheme, administrative scheme, judicial scheme and German scheme. The prevailing 
role of consumer institutions of judicial, administrative or non-governmental nature is 
inevitable in the process of country categorization within the framework of consumer 
protection policy (System ochrony konsumentów w krajach Unii Europejskiej, 1999).

The ombudsman scheme is mostly popular in the Nordic countries. The one-man 
Office of Ombudsman is playing the most important role in customer protection. It is 
independent of national administrations, appointed for a term set by the parliament or 
nominated by the President and has sovereign functions (Żabczyński, 2006). For exam-
ple in Finland, the Consumer Ombudsman is appointed by the President of Republic for 
the term of 5 years. He performs a function of an expert and has to protect the consum-
ers, improve the legal situation, ensure that the law and legislations on market protection 
are respected, and negotiate the terms of agreements justified by the consumer. In Swe-
den, the Consumer Ombudsman has to coordinate the process of putting the legislation 
on consumers into practice. The Consumer Ombudsman together with “The Consumer 
Agency” makes sure that consumer rights are respected in trade relations. In Denmark, 
the Consumer Ombudsman is a part of a National “Agency for Consumers” (Forbruger-
styrelsen). His job is to supervise the respect for the rights of consumers and to influence 
the traders by setting the regulations for the marketing practices in the variety of aspects 
important for the consumer (Consumer protection system in the European Union).

An administrative scheme of institutional customer protection can be observed in 
France. The responsibility for consumer policy belongs to one administrative authority 
which in that case is the “Direction générale de la concurrence, de la consommation et 
de la répression des fraudes” – DGCCRF (the Director-General for Competition, Cus-
tomer Protection and for Fight against Fraud). The major task of the Director-General is 
to search for cases of consumer rights and violation of competition rules. Moreover, it is 
one of the bodies who write down the legislations, implement them and then supervise if 
they are properly respected. Regional departments help the DGCCRF in the completion 
of its duties (Présentation of the DGCCRF, 2009).

The judicial scheme prevails in Anglo-Saxon countries, for example in Great Britain. 
The scheme assumes presence of public organizations that deal with consumer protec-
tion; however they are highly influenced by the court activities. The main task of the 
organizations is to resolve consumer issues. They are very fast and effective what guar-
antees that the customer will receive compensation. In May 2010 there were 95 inde-
pendent redress systems in 35 sectors in Great Britain (Mapping UK consumer redress. 
A summary guide to dispute resolution systems, 2010).

Within the German scheme the policy was carried out by strong consumer organiza-
tions. They are financially supported by the government, which coordinates and controls 
their work on the consumer protection. In Germany one of such organizations is Arbeit
sgemeinschaft der Verbraucherverbände (AgV) that links about 40 German consumer 
institutions. AgV protects the consumer rights and promotes consumer information (The 
System of consumer protection in the European Union, 2000). When in 2007 The Legal 
Service Act was empowered, legal advice out of court began to be distinguished from the 
representation before court. Such activity strengthened the position of German consumer 
organizations. The organizations could now provide legal advisory services with no limi-
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tations and represent the consumer before the local court in cases of dispute, however 
the value of the subject matter could not exceed €5,000 (Hodges, Benöhr, Creutzfeldt-
Banda, 2012).

Conclusions

The analysis of the institutional scheme of consumer protection in European Union 
is two-dimensional. The first category includes transnational institutions and the second 
incorporates the institutions that function in the States of the EU, however their work 
is dependent on historical, legal and cultural conditions and the various traditions re-
garding the consumer protection. Within the Union there are institutions that contribute 
to the creation of consumer legislation, shape the system of consumer protection and 
cooperate with advisory bodies. An important role in consumer protection is played by 
non-governmental consumer organizations that inform and educate about general con-
sumer issues in the EU. In the scope of contemporary globalization issues it is important 
to recall the question of trans-border and inter-institutional cooperation in the concern of 
goods safety and shopping and complaint standards.

It is obligatory for the Member States to accept the legislation. Within the Union 
there are some minimum standards and directions for the consumer policy development 
that take forms of messages, opinions and resolutions. Every consumer policy created 
within the Union incorporates primary strategic objectives concerning the improvement 
of consumer protection. When the Member States create national governmental con-
sumer policy they have to consider the union requirements and the national needs.

To conclude, it can be stated that that the scheme of customer protection within the 
internal market has a positive influence on the consumers and their rights in the Member 
States, improves the functioning of the market itself and increases the competition level. 
However, it is important to say that if there is no cooperation between institutional, leg-
islative and non-governmental sectors, the legal standards may not meet the real needs 
of the consumer.
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Modele instytucjonalnej ochrony konsumentów w Unii Europejskiej 
 

Summary

Artykuł oparty na analizie, aktów prawnych, literatury przedmiotu oraz informacji znajdujących się 
na oficjalnych stronach internetowych instytucji ochrony, ma na celu przedstawienie ukształtowanych 
w Unii Europejskiej modeli instytucjonalnej ochrony konsumentów. W publikacji omówione zostały 
wybrane aspekty instytucjonalno-prawnej ochrony konsumentów na szczeblu ponadnarodowym – unij-
nym. W dalszej części artykułu wskazano na instytucje unijne, bezpośrednio związane z tworzeniem 
standardów prawnej ochrony konsumentów. Nazwane zostały ponadto instytucjonalne modele ochrony 
konsumentów w wybranych państwach Unii Europejskiej. Ostatnia część artykułu pełni rolę konkluzji 
i zawiera rozważania na temat istoty oraz znaczenia instytucjonalnej ochrony konsumentów we Wspól-
nocie.

 
Słowa kluczowe: konsument, instytucje ochrony konsumentów, ochrona konsumentów, organizacje 
konsumenckie, Unia Europejska
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PRZEGL¥D POLITOLOGICZNY

Artyku³ nale¿y nades³aæ do redakcji w postaci wydruku i w formie elektronicznej,

jako plik edytora tekstu.

Objêtoœæ artyku³u, wraz z przypisami i bibliografi¹ nie powinna przekraczaæ jedne-

go arkusza wydawniczego (40 tys. znaków).

Recenzje, polemiki i informacje nie powinny przekraczaæ po³owy jednego arkusza

znormalizowanego maszynopisu.

Autor nie ma mo¿liwoœci redagowania tekstu w trakcie prac redakcyjnych;

do redakcji nale¿y przes³aæ ostateczn¹ postaæ materia³u.

Wymogi edytorskie

Tekst powinien byæ sformatowany w nastêpuj¹cy sposób:

a) edytor tekstu: Winword, czcionka Times New Roman, rozmiar 12,

b) odstêpy miêdzy wierszami – 1,5,

c) marginesy 2,5 cm,

d) imiê i nazwisko Autora (czcionka Times New Roman, rozmiar 12, wyrów-

nanie do lewej),

e) uczelnia (czcionka Times New Roman, rozmiar 12, wyrównanie do lewej),

f) tytu³ (czcionka Times New Roman, rozmiar 14, pogrubione, wyœrodkowane),

g) podtytu³y (czcionka Times New Roman, rozmiar 12, pogrubione, wyœrodkowanie),

h) cytaty powinny byæ umieszczone w cudzys³owie (bez kursywy),

i) kursywa w tekœcie powinna byæ stosowana wy³¹cznie do zapisu tytu³ów

ksi¹¿ek, tytu³ów artyku³ów, krótkich obcojêzycznych zwrotów lub nazw,

j) streszczenie (max 1200 znaków),

k) key words: max 5 s³ów kluczowych,

l) informacja biograficzna w jêz. polskim (150–200 znaków).

Przypisy

Do tworzenia przypisów bibliograficznych nale¿y zastosowaæ system „oksfordz-

ki”, polegaj¹cy na odes³aniu do okreœlonej pozycji umieszczonej w bibliografii.

Odes³ania powinny byæ zamieszczane w nawiasie obok stosownej informacji, opi-

nii, pogl¹du w nastêpuj¹cym porz¹dku (nazwisko, data wydania, strona), np.:

— (Nowak, 1999, s. 10) – gdy przywo³ywana praca ma jednego autora;

— (Nowak, Kowalski, 2000, s. 145–150) – gdy przywo³ywana praca ma dwóch

i wiêcej autorów;

— (Inquiry) – Pierwsze s³owo tytu³u podajemy w przypadku powo³ywania siê na

publikacjê, w której nie ma informacji o autorze;

— fragment tytu³u (2 lub wiêcej s³ów) publikacji podajemy, gdy w bibliografii jest

kilka tytu³ów zaczynaj¹cych siê od tych samych s³ów.

Przypisy wyjaœniaj¹ce nale¿y umieszczaæ na dole strony.



Bibliografia

Pe³ne dane bibliograficzne prosimy podaæ w wykazie przywo³ywanej literatury (bi-

bliografia), zamieszczonej na koñcu artyku³u. Wykaz powinien byæ uporz¹dkowany

alfabetycznie wed³ug nazwisk autorów, a w przypadku powtarzaj¹cej siê daty wyda-

nia publikacji tego samego autora, wed³ug daty utworów w porz¹dku chronologicz-

nym (dodaj¹c ma³e litery np. 2003a, 2003b, 2003c).
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27.11.2009 r.

Miserez M.-A., Switzerland: a country of politicians, 24.08.2009, Swissinfo.ch,

http://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/specials/switzerland_for_the_record/world_records/

Switzerland:_a_country_of_politicians.html?cid=669352, 15.10.2012.
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Tabele, wykresy i rysunki

Ka¿dy wykres, tabela, rysunek itp. powinien byæ opisany z podaniem tytu³u (Times

New Roman, bold, 10) oraz wskazaniem Ÿród³a (Times New Roman, 10). Tytu³ powi-

nien byæ zamieszczony nad, a informacja o Ÿródle – pod prezentowanym wykresem,

tabel¹ lub rysunkiem.

Do tekstu nale¿y do³¹czyæ informacje dotycz¹ce autora:

a) pe³ne imiê i nazwisko,

b) stopieñ, tytu³ naukowy,

c) dok³adny adres korespondencyjny, z numerem telefonu oraz e-mailem.

Autorzy tekstów przyjêtych do druku zobowi¹zani s¹ do przes³ania na adres re-

dakcji podpisanego oœwiadczenia o przekazaniu praw autorskich do publikacji, o sa-

modzielnym przygotowaniu tekstu i o jego oryginalnym charakterze. Stosowne

oœwiadczenie jest dostêpne na stronie internetowej czasopisma.



EDITORIAL REQUIREMENTS

The formatting of the text should conform to the following requirements:
a)	 text editor: Winword, font: Times New Roman, size: 12,
b)	 line spacing: 1,
c)	 margins: 2.5 cm,
d)	 author’s first and last name (font: Times New Roman, size: 12, left alignment),
e)	 university (font: Times New Roman, size: 12, left alignment),
f)	 title (font: Times New Roman, size: 14, bold, centered),
g)	 subtitles (font: Times New Roman, size: 12, bold, centered),
h)	 quotations should be marked by quotation marks (not italicized),
i)	 italics in the text should be used only for the titles of books, papers, short expres-

sions in a foreign language and names.

Please, attach also:
itle of the article (in Polish and in English),––
abstract in Polish and in English (up to max. 300 words),––
key words: up to five key words – in Polish and in English,––
biographical information in Polish and in English (max. 100 word).––
Texts uncompleted or prepared not according to editorial requirements will not be 

considered by the editors.

Annotations

Bibliographic notes should follow Oxford standard where reference is made to 
a given item in the bibliography. A reference should be indicated in brackets next to 
the information, opinion, view concerned in the following manner (name, publication 
date, page), e.g.:

(Nowak, 1999, p. 10) – when the work that is referred to has one author,––
(Nowak, Kowalski, 2000, pp. 145–150) – when the work that is referred to has ––
two or more authors,
(–– Inquiry) – the first word of the title is given when reference is made to a publica-
tion where there is no mention of the author,
Fragment of a publication’s title (two words or more) is given when the bibliogra-––
phy lists several titles beginning with the same words.

Explanatory notes should be placed at the bottom of the page.

Bibliography

Please provide full bibliographical details in the list of references (bibliography) 
at the end of the paper. The list of references should be ordered alphabetically by 
author; in the case of several publications by the same author in the same year they 
should be ordered chronologically (using a small letter, e.g. 2003a, 2003b, 2003c).
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Tables, graphs and figures

Each graph, table, figure and so on should bear a title (Times New Roman, bold, 
10) and indicate its source (Times New Roman, 10). The title should be placed above 
the graph, table, or figure concerned, whereas the source – below it.

Pictures’ size: up to 300 dpi.

The text should be accompanied by information about the author:
a)	 full first and last name,
b)	 academic degree, title,
c)	 exact correspondence address, including telephone number and e-mail.

All requirements are also available on the Journal’s website: http://przeglad.amu.
edu.pl/ (in Polish) http://przeglad.amu.edu.pl/?lang=en (in English).
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