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Abstract: With respect to the migration crisis in Europe, the Other (bad and dangerous) is 
generally identified with the Arab or Muslim communities (refugees). Negative perceiving 
of those groups in Poland is often based on stereotypes, myths and exaggerated facts. The 
paper will be concentrated to present an analysis of the genesis, history and effects of this 
phenomenon, illustrated with the example of the Arabs/Muslim in Poland. This paper is 
an attempt of deconstructing Muslimophobic narratives, its reasons, consequences and 
perspectives. It also presents public discourse on Muslim and refugees in Poland versus their 
reality. Additionally practical solutions how Muslimophobia can be counteracted here will be 
proposed. The planned analysis is based on the field study of an Arab community in Poland.
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Introduction

The Arab or Muslim communities (refugees) are generally identified as the 
Other – evil and dangerous (Nawrocki, 1990: p. 118; IPSOS 2015). The negative 
perception of those groups has a long history both in Europe and Poland, but lately, 
it has spread, inflating stereotypes, myths, and exaggerated facts. The paper will 
present an analysis of the genesis, history, and consequences of this phenomenon, 
illustrated with the example of the Arabs/Muslims in Poland, that is a country 
where both of those communities are small, where there are few immigrants as 
a rule, and which is not directly impacted by the refugee crisis. The proposed 
analysis of Muslimophobia (anti-Muslimism; Halliday, 1999) is based on a field 
study of the Arab community in Poland (Switat, 2017).
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The representatives of the Arab community were recruited according to their 
date of arrival in Poland. The Arabs who arrived most recently can be considered 
a “new” Diaspora (50 respondents, marked ND in the text), whereas those who 
came before 1989 and stayed in Poland create an “old” Diaspora (50 respondents, 
marked OD). Three groups surfaced from amongst the Polish respondents: the 
favourable Poles (FP), the unfavourable (UP), and the undecided Poles (UDP), that 
is those who replied “hard to say” to the question “are you favourably disposed 
to the Arab community in Poland?”. The most, about two-third of the respondents, 
declared to be favourably disposed toward the Arabs, while there were a few of 
those who declared to be unfavourably disposed towards them. “Undecided” Poles 
are not against any individuals of Arab descent, they are against large groups: 
“individually – when it comes to each person – yes, as a community – I am very 
afraid of them and I am afraid of the expansion” (UDP11).

The perception of Muslims and Arabs in Poland

In Poland, currently there is a common conception that every Arab is a Muslim 
and that every Muslim is an Arab (Switat, 2017). It is visible not only in the research 
results but the daily discourse as well. Identifying Arabs only with Muslims is 
a harmful simplification towards the Arabs who follow other religions (Christians 
or the Druze). At the same time, identifying Muslims in Poland only with Arabs is 
harmful to Muslims of different origins, e.g. from Turkey, Poland, Asia, Europe, and 
particularly the Tatars – especially considering their centuries-long inhabitation 
on the Polish land.

As the analysis of sociological studies on Arabs and Muslims in Poland 
indicates, in the 1960 s social researchers in Poland were still not interested 
in such a category as “Arabs”. In the period of the Polish People’s Republic, 
to a majority of Poles an “Arab” was just an “unknown alien” with whom the 
contact was minimal, or non-existent, and about whom little was known (Nowicka, 
1990: p. 30). According to the subsequent research on the social distance toward 
various nations and on the image and perception of Arabs at that time, they were 
perceived as strange, evil, and dangerous; as the successive research results have 
shown, this has remained true2.

Regarding Muslims, the history of researching the social distance towards 
followers of different religions is even more recent – Muslims appeared as a category 

2 Author’s unpublished study: Wizerunek Araba i muzułmanina w polskich badaniach socjologicznych.
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in the late 1990 s. According to that study, only a negligible number of Poles knew 
a Muslim personally, over 70% of respondents were not able to evaluate Muslims, 
and to a majority of those who were able to do it, Muslims seemed intolerant, 
unfriendly, uneducated, and subordinated to their leaders, but were not considered 
a danger to the society (OBOP, 1999). The 2001 study on Islam associations amongst 
the Poles showed that the most common association, religion, was neutral in 66% 
of responses, and pejorative in 3% of responses (OBOP, 2001).

Furthermore, in the opinion polls published in 2015, Islam was most 
commonly associated with religion (22.8%), but terrorism took second place 
(10.5%), while Arabs (4.6%) were the prototype group for the entire category of 
“Muslims”. Again, it turned out that an overwhelming majority of respondents 
did not know any Muslims personally (78%) and claimed that the people close 
to them did not know any Muslims (64%) and that the respondents had strong 
Islamophobic (Muslimophobic) attitudes. Moreover, they perceived them as 
a realistic, symbolic, and terroristic threat, and they experienced an intergroup 
fear (Stefaniak, 2015: p. 22–26).

Additionally, the negative image of a Muslim and an Arab became more profound 
and ubiquitous after 2015; a Muslim or an Arab started to become associated with 
a refugee from the Muslim countries (another category of aliens). As a result, the 
social unwillingness to take refugees (or, synonymously, immigrants), a “suspect 
community”, increased dramatically; nowadays, the Poles consider Islam a religion 
of hatred (CBOS, 2015).

Reasons behind the negative perception of Muslims  
and Arabs as Others

Why Arabs or Muslims are considered alien by the Poles, as the results of the 
social distance research have been continuously proving for several years? Firstly, 
the classic dichotomy of “natives” versus “strangers” comes into play. Secondly and 
foremost, it is because of their small number: there are about 12 to 15 000 Arabs 
in Poland (Switat, 2017) and about 25 to 40 000 Muslims. Consequently, many 
Polish people do not get to come into direct cultural contact with the socially 
invisible Arabs/Muslims. Since, in general, there are no Muslims in Poland, thus, 
Islamo- Muslimo- or Arabophobia and the negative attitude towards immigrants can 
be called “migrational hypochondria” in Poland – an unfounded and exaggerated 
fear that has no basis in the actual social situation and that probably comes from 
observing the Western countries with a large number of immigrants and Muslims 
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(including the migrant crisis). Although small in numbers, this phenotypically 
dissimilar part of the Polish population encounters attitudes of extreme animosity 
or obsessive hostility towards the so-called “aliens” or “others” (Switat, 2016).

Thirdly, there is a lack of reliable information and knowledge regarding 
the specificity of these communities in Poland. Until the author of this article 
published his research in 2017, there had not been any monographs on the Arab 
community in Poland or any thorough research into the Polish Muslims – were 
only scattered research dedicated to Arabs and limited studies concerning particular 
Muslims groups, e.g. Tatars (Łyszczarz, 2013). According to the programs, there are 
no classes on the diversity of cultures or religions in Polish schools, such activities 
are occasionally held only by nongovernmental organisations. The media reports 
on the Arab or Muslim communities cover (mainly negative) events occurring 
outside of Poland, such as: terrorist attacks in the US (especially the September 
11 attacks) and in Europe (especially in the period of 2015–2017), the so-called 
Islamic State (after 2014), and the migration/refugee crisis (since 2015). The 
events mentioned above are the primary sources of Muslimophobia. As a result, 
the entire Arab or Muslim community shoulders the (collective) responsibility 
(identity) for the reprehensible actions of individuals of Arab/Muslim descent 
(Switat, 2017). For that reason, one of the respondents believes that the Polish 
people regard the Arabs unfavourably: because they are influenced by our portrayal 
in the mass media, that we are terrorists, they are afraid of alien and darker-skinned 
people because of false information (ND2).

Therefore, due to the lack of personal experience or direct information, the 
Arab (and Muslim) community in Poland is mostly an imagined community 
(Switat, 2017). Stereotypes, myths or false and exaggerated facts (Switat, 2016) 
shape the opinions expressed about this community, e.g. the conviction that there 
are many Muslims in Poland, while in reality there are fewer Muslims in Europe 
and Poland than it seems to the inhabitants (Wojtalik, 2016).

Causes for Muslimophobia in Poland

Although Muslim minorities are insignificant and their representatives do 
not cause any significant problems, as it happens in the Western countries, why are 
they still perceived in an unfavourable light? Why is Poland one of four countries 
in Europe where Muslimophobia is the highest? (Rostkowska, 2014).

The origins of Muslimophobia in macro- (European and global) scale come 
must be traced back to the Middle Ages that means a fear of Islam and the 
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Other (culturally, visually and culturally) is deeply rooted. Negative discourse 
was analysed and criticized by Said (1991). He declared that Orientalism was 
a product of European ideology and that it imposed the stereotypical perception 
of the Orient, especially of Islam (the source of Arabo- and Muslimophobia), 
which are still in existence.

The research conducted by the Arab diaspora confirmed that it is a community 
whose reality is far from the stereotypes. The members of the Arab Diaspora 
(especially the Old Diaspora) who live in Poland are not as much alien as they are 
perceived as such. In many cases, they share the Poles’ views on various aspects 
of living in Poland or the issues of migration, or the way they are perceived 
(Switat, 2017).

The post-war history of Poland, which is very specific, compounds the negative 
international image of Arabs and Muslims as aliens. While the Second Polish 
Republic boasted multiculturalism, the Polish People’s Republic was an entirely 
different model of Poland. The main motto, which both London and Communist 
political camps used at that time, was Poland as a single-nation state. Because 
of the Second World War experiences, the public support for this idea was strong 
(Kersten, 1989). In the Polish People’s Republic, minority representatives were 
repressed. Communists were systematic in their fight for the atheisation and 
secularisation of public life using different methods to combat, even the main 
religion of Poland, the Roman Catholic Church (Eisler, 2004). In the Second Polish 
Republic, e.g. the Muslim Religious Association was recognised by the Polish law; 
thus, Islam became one of seven major denominations of Poland (Wysoczański, 
1969). After the Second World War, denomination-wise, Poland became a largely 
homogeneous country. Nowadays, members of the Roman Catholic Church 
constitute about 94% of Poland’s population (GUS, 2016). Legal regulations 
introduced at that time emphasised assimilation and, at the same time, public 
and institutional exclusion; the Other (in terms of denomination or ethnicity) 
Poles were allowed to preserve their Otherness provided that it remained invisible 
(Jasińska-Kania and Łodziński, 2008: p. 249–251). Due to the marginalisation 
of minorities after the Second World War, ethnically-speaking Poland became 
a relatively homogeneous country (by law, all the inhabitants of Poland became 
fully fledged Poles; Kurczewska, 1995: p. 56–59).

In the Polish People’s Republic, research into the minorities (national or ethnic) 
was historical, concerning the inter-war or pre-war periods (Tyszkiewicz, 2017: 
p. 17–22). What was studied was the attitude of Poles towards different nations 
or groups of transient foreigners (mainly students) in Poland. There was a lack of 
information on minorities, including the Muslim (Tatar) minority, in the press, 
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books, scientific literature, and statistical yearbooks of the Polish People’s Republic 
(Jasińska-Kania and Łodziński, 2008: p. 252). As a general rule, Poland became 
a closed country, with limited tourist traffic, therefore contacts with the Other, 
in terms of culture or ethnicity, were sporadic (except for scientific and educational 
exchange or infrequent business trips).

One of Polish respondents (Switat, 2017: p. 418) have attested to the fact that 
the Polish People’s Republic managed to destroy the social diversity of Poland: 
Poland always had an open and multicultural society, but unfortunately the post-war 
period obliterated that (FP39). Because of the socio-economic conditions, all the Poles 
had similar – if not identical – clothes, furniture, daily problems, and imposed 
rules of work or leisure. Students from abroad, the Arabs among them, helped 
to break this bland uniformity. They were perceived as wealthier and superior 
because they had things bought abroad and foreign currency, the access to which 
was limited to the Poles. Also, they were able to travel abroad freely. They were 
the objects of envy as well as respect (Błuszkowski, 2003).

At that time, the way the immigrants were perceived and treated by the Polish 
society was of dichotomous nature. On the one hand, they were seen as the carriers 
of pathological phenomena; the feelings of dislike and distrust were noticeable, 
they were the Others, undesirable in the country. On the other hand, people seemed 
to understand and empathise with their situation. The Poles considered treating 
foreigners with empathy as a sort of compensation as they owed a debt of gratitude 
to other nations who helped the Poles in exile (Chodubski, 1997: p. 31–32).

According to the respondents, everything changed after 1989. The Poles started 
setting up companies, going abroad to work while, overnight, the scholarships for 
the Arab students stopped being enough to keep going. The situation was reversed: 
as the Polish society started to grow, develop, and prosper, the Arabs started to be 
seen as inferior. The stereotypes of the wealth of the Arab newcomers partially 
survived: when I started to look for a job in my field, they looked at me from top to toe, 
‘you, Arabs, need work?’ (ND27).

After 1989, an imitation transformation occurred in Poland. Ziółkowski (2015: 
p. 150–153) still considers the Polish society an imitation one (an “initiation 
modernisation” of the developed capitalism). As a result, the actions of individuals, 
social categories and groups are changing, new patterns of thought and evaluation 
are emerging, as well as new adaptation strategies and ways of dealing with the 
reality. Appropriating the negative anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim discourse 
is another form of imitating the West, one that bears no relation to the Polish 
reality. Importantly, the issue of accepting immigrants (or, lately, refugees) has been 
politicised. They are perceived as a threat to the national identity, culture, values, 
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lifestyle, and social norms of the host society. They are regarded as a threat to the 
Christian identity, both in Poland and Europe, even though Islam here has been 
present for many years.

The Polish society, as well as the Polish authorities in the recent elections, have 
appropriated this negative, anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim discourse. The “moral 
panic” rhetoric, known in the West, has been used to demonstrate the migrant 
crisis in the European Union, while the crisis itself has been used to build a model 
of Poland known from the period of the Polish People’s Republic: an ethnically 
homogeneous Poland. The Otherness has become the same problem; especially 
the Otherness discerned by visible differences, such as skin colour, clothing or 
appearance, that betray someone’s foreign origin or religion. Whatever is different 
from the Poles, the way someone looks, what they wear, how they talk or behave, 
or what do they choose to believe – everything can be unwelcome. However, one of 
the respondents defended the Polish people, claiming that alienation is a universal 
problem: discrimination against aliens happens in every society. An alien is forever an 
alien, even if he is an angel (OD1). Similarly, one of the Polish respondents said: 
any ‘alien’ might be disliked (FP64).

Negative perception of aliens and its consequences

In Poland, the negative perception of aliens results in day-to-day problems. 
Foreigners, especially Muslims, have problems with finding employment. The 
situation testing into the labour market has proven that the Polish employers are 
more likely to hire a Pole than an equally-qualified foreigner (Wysieńska, 2010: 
p. 24) – even when a position requires the knowledge of Arabic language. A foreign-
sounding surname is already a problem, and it results in fewer invitations to job 
interviews: sometimes because of this foreign-sounding surname your CV goes to the bin, 
that’s always the way (OD10). Religious affiliation also influences the situation of 
Muslims in the Polish labour market, e.g. they are forced to work below their level 
of competence or for less money. (Szypulska, Ciżewska-Martyńska, Jewdokimow, 
Switat, Walczak, 2018).

Expecting journalists to have factual and comprehensive knowledge of Islam is 
not realistic – the analysis of selected Polish opinion-forming titles exposed their 
lack of knowledge (which often stems from the fact that they have never visited 
an Islamic country). Many of them employ stereotypes when discussing Arab 
and Muslim issues; they show disregard for the individuals of Arab and Muslim 
descent and a sense of superiority over these individuals; they express alarm over 
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Islam all the while generalising the entire society from negative characteristics of 
fundamentalists (Marek, 2004: p. 134) collective responsibility/identity.

The Other in Poland, including the Arabs and Muslims, falls victim to xenophobia 
and other negative social mechanisms linked to the perception of the Otherness and 
strangeness, that is: racism, social distance, prejudice, stigmatisation, marginalisation, 
exclusion, intolerance, labelling, stereotyping, and antilocution, that is the verbal 
expression of prejudice, evasion, physical attacks, and hate speech (Switat, 2018): 
[burn them] at the stake (UP7). The study on this phenomenon revealed a large share 
of negative and Islamophobic beliefs and prejudices against Islam even when the 
respondents have limited acquaintance with Muslims (78% of the respondents 
do not know any Muslim). Supporting the use of violence towards the Muslims 
or not regarding anti-Muslim hate speech as derogatory constitute significant 
elements of such attitudes (Stefaniak, 2015).

Consequences of the foreigners being mistreated in Poland are not only 
individual (including frustration, depression, somatic problems, loss of sense of 
security, loss of health, death) but concern the society as a whole. They include:
– obstacles to the integration with the host society (an immigrant will be reluctant 

to integrate with a hostile society): an Arab completely integrates if he has a job 
here and people treat him with respect, it is the best way […] when a person has 
a job and everything, then a person integrates subconsciously and naturally; it still 
stunts integration, sometimes, when somebody reminds you that you are not a Pole 
or something racist that gives you reasons to think about integration (OD19). This 
happens even when a person holds Polish citizenship: I am a fully fledged Pole, 
and I am at home here, but when somebody frowns upon your surname, it makes 
you feel like a foreigner (OD10).

– potential economic losses (because the image of a xenophobic country may 
drive tourists, international students or investors away).

– the threat of Nazism coming back, this time to target Muslims – as some 
journalists report (Schwertner 2014; Jarkowiec 2011).
Moreover, another serious consequence of the negative perception of aliens 

is the dehumanisation of refugees in Poland. Due to the European migrant crisis, 
terms “refugee” and “immigrant” have become synonymous. Additionally, the term 
“refugee” has been degraded: it no longer means a person who is escaping, e.g. war 
and who requires help; nowadays it has been used in more general categories, as 
a representative of a “suspected community” (Łodziński, 2017: p. 71–96.) who is 
under suspicion and might pose a threat.

Research shows that in Poland the unwillingness to welcome refugees stems 
from the fact that the Poles unambiguously identify them with Muslims. Muslims 
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are predominantly perceived as a threat to the national and personal security 
(realistic threat) and Polish culture (symbolic threat; Hall and Mikulska-Jolles, 
2016: p. 128–129). Thus, the negative imagined representation of Islam and 
Arabs has given rise to actual dehumanisation attitudes, while Muslimophobia 
has brought about refugee-phobia. According to a report by Kultura Liberalna’s 
Public Debate Observatory, two motives have dominated the media: the “clash of 
civilisations” and the moral obligation to help and accept refugees (Bertram and 
Jędrzejek, 2015). As a result of the public discourse occurring between 2015 and 
2017, the Poles have transformed from cautious supporters to decisive opponents 
of taking in refugees (CBOS 2017).

Practical solutions to counteracting Muslimophobia 
– as a conclusion (or instead of conclusion)

First of all should be more studies over Muslims, emphasising that Arab and 
Muslim immigration to Central and Eastern Europe is entirely different and 
disproportionate to the Arab immigration to Western Europe. As relatively young 
immigration, it has a different historical background (Poland did not participate 
in the colonisation of the Arab world), different history of migration, different 
history of relations with the Arab countries and experiences with immigrants, 
and a different size and structure of the Arab/Muslim diaspora. In Poland and 
other countries of Central and Eastern Europe, a well-educated, well-integrated 
stratum dominates; one that has even assimilated into the Polish society. Unlike 
many other EU states, Poland has not experienced any problems related to the 
socio-economic integration of Muslims. There are no Muslim ghettos, most Polish 
Muslims speak Polish, are well-educated, and their Islamic identity is hardly visible 
in the public sphere. There is no “Islamic threat”, economically, socially or culturally 
(Switat, 2017). They are not a huge population, and they are not united. In Poland, 
Muslims are not consolidated: every (national or political) group remains separate 
(except religious gatherings). Two major Muslim organisations (Muslim League 
and Muslim Religious Union) are fraught with financial and internal problems 
(the Tatars in the Muslim Religious Association are divided over the mufti).

Summarizing, Islamo- and Muslimophobia has very long history and lately 
(among others in Poland) started to evaluate into risky direction. Lack of knowledge 
and direct contacts with the Other brings many personal and social losses. It can 
be avoided by education that should concentrate on teaching the acceptance of 
Otherness – that an alien is not a stranger.
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